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Das Testament des Dr. Mabuse (Fritz Lang. 1931) i3 one of the most famous films in
tultiple Language Versions dating back to the beginning of the sound eza. Fritz Lang
<hot two versions simultancously, with German and French spzaking casts (Le
Testament du Dr. Mabusc): the latter was teleased in [taly at thz end of 1a33. with a
dubbed and re-cdited version “suitable” for an [talian audisnce.
This version, on which this paper focuscs, presents an mtsr:"
bing practices in Ialy and, at the samc time, of the interver

forcign films. In the carly 19305, dubbing and censorship were are.

crisscrossed cach other, producing texts which were quite dis i
oncs. As for the ltalian version of Lang's Testament, a versionof a filmm wiich was "dou
ble” from its very beginning, we could casily talk about a “version of a version™ a ver
sion which israther “unfaithful,” but only onc of the different cuts deawn from the two
films shot by Lang. Both these different Mabuse run along two differenat routes which
lezd 1o further conceptions of the original texts. Banned in Geemaay by the Nazi gos

crnment, the German version disappeared for years. Until the end of the Secont World
War, the Testament was only available in the French version, shot by Lanzinco
tion with René Sti, edited by Lothar Wolff and released by Soctete des bilems Os30.t Bt
from thece two initial films many other versions evolve,

Itisworth remembering, bricfly, the versions released in the US N The fistversion of
The Testament that appeared in Americain 1943 was the Freach lanjuaze version pre
pared by Lothar Wolff, now retitled The Last Will of De Mabuse The n".“‘titt:-. had beer
written in part from Theavon Harbou's <cript, but were not trans '1'.:\. directly. Instead,
the distributor al<o took into account what Lang <atd to the press about the eriticism of
the Nazi government present in his picture, and thus 1‘(\)\AU\LL! subtitled di \!u;t:: that
was even more pronounced in its political sentiments than had been truie of the origi
nmal work. In 1952 the German version was dubbed and re edited in a new verston: The
Crimes of Dr. Mabuse, In this last case, translator Leo Katcher ereated a more explic x‘lj.'
political film than Lang had in fact originally fashioned: Crimes reconceived the events
from 1932 10 1939, placing the events squarely within the Nazi regime.?

Thus, the Italian censored and dubbed version is only one of many other transforma
tions of the original texts, Inany case, wmpuvd to other existing editions, the Italian
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dubbing stands out for the hx"h distortion imposed on the German director's film, If
Ju‘.*-?*:n.'.‘.-.a translation,” .11\\.1} sshapes anew version, we also have to remember that
in the carly 19305, at the beginning of this process, foreign films were not only “tran

in th
lated:" in order to oblain tnml nlmln"ual control, very often technical limits and strict
censor cuts produced yetanother dnu rent version,



Testement and the Italian Dubbing in the Early 1930s

'Ii:r Testament of Dr. Mabusewas approved by the Italian cmmrin()cmf‘:rt;;; 1

it was rcleased in February 1934.3 The film comes to Italy during a p:n’u of grea;
(h“n"m both for dubbing and for censorship. Dubbing passes from a pionser
moment into a pmt’cwon.xl onc;* and censorship passes from a stage of strict cr*':;,_
coinciding with the prohibition of all films in foreign languages. to a stage whare 13,
cencor's cuts become preventive and hidden.s

Atthe end of 1933 Italian dubbing studios had been open for only one yea
to Mario Quargnolo, the first onc was opened in the spring 1932 by ( anss B
was dirccted by Mario Almirante). And the very recent law of Oct 3. 1
dubbing in Naly for all forcign films. Besides Hw defence of the I 1 binzuazs “run

ness” promoted by the fascist regime, such prohibitions alzo aimead to make cen .
of imported picturcs much casicr.’

According to Sergio Raffaclli, from the end of to33 censor decizions disappoara s -
ministerial bulleting, thus geing unmentioned. Therefore, it coms azsnosumpiags
the Testament censor bulletin did not report directorics: theonlyonzisthopeohis s -
to show it to people under sixteen years of age. Few years easlizz, on ths contram, ¢os
cor bulletins imposed every kind of cut and changze.

If the ministerial documents lack data, we can find some taformation i the 0.
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newspapers. In Corricre della c('r.: Filippo Sacchi atgues that “the filo will seery

strange to the sane audicnce.”™” Much clearer is the articls by Mazio Gromo a1
*13117]".3 “The current edition, b «)th becausc of some cuts and because odthsal oy

! ". ne iy By va

es’ (clever, but added voices anyway) docs not present the fillm inall s eostaziz g
and “sometimes the film docsn't hold and it doesa’t collapse than’Goaly tothesiren?
transferred to it by Lang." Therefore, criticism w 1.\»;1[1‘1“. 4 ab sk Hon
on the film. In spring 1933, the news of the ban issued in Geeman
an ltalian “revision” could be easily foreseen.

Very often the press protested against the cuts in foreign films because the el
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<o large that the films were defined “reductions.” This is 2 very accurats descrigt
because some films were cut until they became unrecognizable, Censorshipaim
favour the ltalian production, and the interventions on foreizn tilms were of
they were cither forbidden, or they were cut, the end was changed, and the m
the plot altered.?© Usually foreign films passed through the censorship in their du?!
lalian version together with the script, If the studio preferred 3 preventive opinion,
films were presented in the original version together with the translated seript. ht*.«‘
cases, films were then subjected to a new revision in their dubbed version.t

Films such as Cimarron (Wesley Ruggles, 1931), Alleluja (King Vidor, 1931), Anni
Christic(Jacques Feyder, 1931), Morocco (Josef von Sternbery, 1930), are just a few titles
transformed by censorship and dubbing. In 1932 Emilio Cecchi recalls these films,
“where different parts were cut off and other parts were transformed, replacing the
original characters with fake ones.” As for Alleluja by King Vidor, Cecchi claims tha!
“the film was released in a censored Italian version and the sense was twisted. Sor
«cenes of rcli gion hysteria became incomprehensible, and the audience hiughed 6
htah"' ()“

Cimarron, probably the most censored film of that period, is remembered in [av o0

Secista: “The film presents less then thirty percent of the original zx"" which is
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ex 'nr.c of coherence and clarity. Entire episodes are missing in the Italian version, as
are some c]wractcr and about ten years of the main character’s life, who passes from
3cuth to death without any lo 1cal explanaums."! ‘\.bout the same ﬁlm hhppo
$

"-'c.,

cc;‘.til.. .'“‘ ln that period, these kind of comments were very frcqumt in amchs.

The Cuts to the Testament

The comparative analysis of the French and the Italian versions suzgests some Keys to
interpretation of the principles adopted by the Censorship. .S'.,zmmmg them up, we
could stress the following kinds interventions to the film:

Defense of the good reputation of the Police;

Elimination of stimulus to crime and murder;

Flimination of references to hypnotic powers and will control.
Flimination or conccalment of impressive images.

. . . . v . . —— o5
Infringing many principles of the Censor Code, Lang's film mads the censors work

very difficult. We can imagine the elimination of all instances of forcizn hinguage such

as the Police Inspector Lohmann's name on a doorplate; newspaper headlines, [etter

ctc. In addition, many scenes which make the crime and the m:;r\!:: attractive are cul
off from the Italian version. The Mabuse character is distorted: the [ifr of 2 criminal
genius who, through his hypnotic powers, commits murders with scientific precision,
and follows perfectly calculated plans was necessarily changed.

Some sequences stressing the criminal adventures of Mabuse's ganz are complately
cut out: for example, the cequence depicting the rcccipt of the stolen jawels: In this
sequence, two gangsters who control the stolen goods talk about the purposes of Dr.
Mabuee's plam, tln e plans are incomprehensible because there seems to be no finan
cial pain from their pursuit, This sequence involves a flashback which shows the dead
body of a man who tried to discover Mabuse's true identity, Another bricf moment, also
climinated, shows the pany counterfeiting money.

The cutting of the criminal scenes transformed the opinions of the ¢ritics. In 1939
Massimo Alberini argues that “Mabuse's pang did not have very diabolical features:
cometimes the murders drifted into triviality,”+s

But most of the scenes couldn’t be cut without spoiling the logic of the plot. Inorder
to avoid this risk, the Censorship pmuul\rl\ worked on the dubbing. The interven
tions of the Censorship are evident in the first spoken sequence of the film, where
Police Inspector Lohmann receives a phone call from Hofmeister, the exdetective
trapped by Mabuse's men. In the original French version, Lohmann defines Hofmeister
25 a detective dismissed from the Police because he was involved in drug dealing and
bribery caces:
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The Italian Censor Code stated that authorization of a film could be ¢
resented “scencs, events or subjects offensive to the good reputation o
tions, policemen and the Royal Army."1¢

For these reasons, the Italian dubbing transforms the ambi 2321
into a spotless past. Whilein the French version Hofmeisterisadatective dishon-uris:
the Police, in the Italian one “Hoffmare™ (this is the [talun Lol
becomes a fool who docsn't take hisjob very seriously. Therefore,
doesn't offend public authoritics.

But we run into the real censorship when the characters talk about D Matuse dn
these cases, the topics of the conversation are very often related to crimezan S hypasis
as in the sequence in which Dr. Baum delivers a lecture ata University

Le Testament du Dr. Mabuse Itestamento el De Mabose
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In the French version, Baum describes Mabuse as a celebrated doctor used to hypro
tizing his patients and to committing perfect crimes. In the Italian version, Mabuse
becomesa celebrated doctor much sought by his patients: he plans crimes without e
truly carrying them out; his murders seem to be no more than a figment of a parans -
e
acdanum.
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Raum also recalls the gunfight between Mabuse's gang and the Police. Mabuse was
arrested only after several useless attempts by the Police. In the Italian dubbed ver-
<ion there is no gunfight, and Mabuse is directly delivered to justice, thanks to the
promptinten ention of the Police. These distortions changed the meaning of the film,
asiscevident in an advertisement of The Tcsl.lmcntappca.cd in Cinema lilustrazione
in February 1934.77 This advertisement is an interesting case of photographic novel-
ization: many pictures are focused on the arrest of the gang, and on the triumph of
justice.

Further evidence of the climination of any reference to the hypnosis comes in the
<cquence of the meeting between Dr. Baum and his friend Kramm. Here, Kramm sug-
gests that Mabuse, ﬂm)u ¢h his hypnotic powets, could transfer his plans to his gang.
In the alian dubbing, Kramm's suggestion is quite different: Mabuse hasatany hyp
notic powers, but could communicate his otders thtough an ambigunus "mysterious
power.”

The Nalian Cencor Code can account for such interventions. Annthsr partof the law

we have already mentioned denicd the authorization when the film espresanted “repul
sive and crucl scences, events or subjects; impressive murd:r: and %'.;?:‘;:"fi; hypaolicor

psychic phenomena and, generally, scenes, events and subjscts that can stimulats to
crime and murder.”
This point is confirmed by the last sentence of Baum's lecture:
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If the texts of the French Mabuse compose “une veritable T ¢dagogie du crime,” the
Halian Mabuce's teats represent only a clinical paradigm, an "ab- urd thoushe.”
All these (lm‘a'-:s are mirrored in the press. In 1948, Sergio Romano argues that the

Dr. Mabuce “spends his days noting incomprehensible thing s [ great undertakings,

aztd:.n,mm.udmmgru\ 15 There isn'tany reference toa “primerin crime.” Mabuse's
notes have only ended up in criminal hands, and the doctor, as in the Italian dubbing,
only reprevents a clinical paradigm, quite far from the character who foresees the
Nazismin Lang's original work.

How e c' the alian press cloce to the fascist regime had a hand in the distortion of
the film. In Ci U.'z Nlustrazione, the critic Enrico Roma recognizes in The Testamen
PE ;::ri; :;,.‘m;:r! . All the criminal plans of the gang are conceived by the leader of a
subversive party \\}-:\hsi ms, in theopinions of his leader, both to solve the cocial injus
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tices and to establish a communist dictat nr\‘np Y9 0na few words, thisis a total trans
iwotmation ol the tiin
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Iheee strategics of the censorship are related to a series of interventions which, is,
the 19305, warned about the criminal dangers connected to the filmic expericnza,
Luigi Freddi, director of the Italian Cinema Department from S:p:cmh. 1934,

reminds us how many scientists and cducationists showed “the influence of the ¢in-
ma on crime .mdthcpu'.chxc('c"cncmtm"x The scientists stresse d‘h.ef‘(..:::r:r.:?;.
cls of the criminal influence of the cinema: acsthetics suggestion, diale Is:;_:;-,

tion, technical suggestion.

”- ' Cobn o )
cation oi the murder,

As for the first case, [cinema] works on a4 sort of moral justil
producing a sympathy for the right murder and a compassion for the necessany
murdcr [...]. The dialectical suggestion [..] aims at showing the easiness of the mur
der conccalment and to uc‘n.nndm.‘(* the criminal infallibility. [..] The technical

suggestion is shown through the attractive cxplanation of the ¢
uscd to commit a crime. Cinema becomes a sorf of ptimct in crima.?
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We find a number of these characteristics in Lang's fil m: sympathy forthonizheg
nccessary murder (the main character Kent receives all the au fisnie 5 mpdthing i
spite of his murdcrous p*cl)- criminal infallibility; explanation of criminals,
we alsofind the same words used by Dr. Baum, primerincrime. "pedaz s duon:
The opinions recalled by Freddi represented some of the most influsntial oo e
circulating in the 1930s. Such opinions were also influential on ths Cari-to €5 2o
and, of course, on the ltalian Board of Film Censors. In The Testamzonn Censon® -
reduced all the possible “criminalinfluences™ of the cinema. M filmas The Teses -
focused on the murderous actions of a criminal gentus, had to be reocesigsls co-
cored.

For these reasons, the main character’s murderous past is complznl, 2o
Similarly, his role in Mabuce's pang is obscure, a3 shown inanothee seg onze wioes
pangster talks about the Hofmeister assassination,

When the cencorcouldn’t cut, and when the interventionon the duh™in s w1 v
the images themeelves were cencored, In the sequence setat the obituan inws o5 D
Baum and Police Inspector Lohmann talk beside the corpse of Mabuis thacenions fin
ened all the parts showing the criminal body. Maybe such asubjactwas consiteaza 2

repulsive (Fips. 1-9).
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Besides containing “repugnant and grucsome scencs, facts or subjzcts™ which proba

bly led the Censor to adopt this original device of darkening imazss. this

sequence fea

turcd an overt reference to Mabuse's criminal plans:

Le Testament du Dr. Mabuse

Itestamento del Dr. Mabuse

Dr. Baum: Ce convcau peuvait ancantit Thuman Dr. Raunt Questo cervello potevy gusilcar? Yanity B
rependrer. Qui, la purificr, par la terrcur et par l'a ticeneracla. Si' Purificasla nel dofore Qolle prove v 3 g2t oo

Englich tranc<lation (FV)

English translation ((DV)

De Baum: That miad could bave laid w e to patias

Totaie up anew! I rify 31 thy :‘.‘ terrer and a: l)f]l.‘]fl;“\ anew! Purily (o tarouely e oa s

prooby!

Compromising expressions present in the French version such as “had waste to
humankind,” “terror and anpuish” are cut to make room for words which make Dr.
Baum's monologue and Dr. Mabuse's social project, meaningless

Conclusions

This ¢ssay has tried to highlight some peculiarities of a version of Lang's Testament,
aversion showing the destiny of many foreign films released in the carly 19305 in Italy.
A version showing, in some cases, the censor's skill to go from the cutting of entire
scenes to changing the sense of the words through the dubbing.

Very often the audience had to watch censored foreign films, especially in 1933, when
the films were reduced from sound to silent. Sometimes reviewers, especially the
reviewers close to the regime, praised the “miracles”™ worked by the censorship, when it
reduced a film by more than fifty per cent without completely losing the logical
sequence of the plot. Alessandro De Stefani, a very important screenwriter of the carli
est Italian sound films, and also *adapter”™ and translator of some of the carliest films
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dubbed atthe Ciné Studio, for example, A nous la liberte (Rene Clair, 1931)and L'u!
Lord (Augusto Genina, 1932) summarizes these tendencies:

u,,‘ )

When the censorship has some doubis it mana gesvery often tosolve all the problem:;s
by using f.»S('.‘\‘\()‘_\.}“J(UnI'T.‘]I‘H”3( “ruilty scences. “So the film “reduced,"mozeor
less mutilated, is suitable foron ;rnmnx/ [ It happe nxrl‘.,.n:::cc,’r.m: ::;c*.cn.'s.l.':
missed, and some momcentsarc notvery clean, b II'\!:U’ou hitrary dey '*.'7::.1.'<Jr
«,:;:::Icu‘n whenthereare nocuts; and the reason is Iml”-.‘ll.m, T "" tioalisat
the back of the director's mind, thus, there’s not much to complain about s

v

1 The author thanks Sergio Raffaclli and Augusto Sainati for theie precious suzzsntioag i
likcly tha

the Ger .m\c"r'rn)*.adno' been bannced: usually, in Ttaly. of the vatious sevsinnscftb o g~

film, the French one would be privileged. This is one of the teazons wiy thr Garman gt s

Hans Albers waclittle knownin I‘als.\\lu.c his h’(ﬂ-;‘h double” [ran Murstwas mush e

famous with the ltalian public.

Cf. David Kalat, The Strange Case of Dr. Mabuse (Jefferson, N. Ca MeFasland & Co soothp o a g

the French version would have amwd on the ltalian screens afthosams ev oy

3 Notes from Elenco delle pellicole cinematografiche approvate dal Mizistzen Soliizrem
Dirczione Generale di Fubblica Sicurczza. Ulficio Revisione Cinemalovrafica (Det-Ret v, Gl
According to the Cencor’s Certificate the film is 248t metres lons The peictrrress?is

3

Cincleca Nazionale, Roma, is 2.465 mcttes long,
4 Cf. Mario Quargnolo, La parela ripudiata (Udine: Cincteca del Friul, tden ML *Flo~orie
esperienze del doppiatoin 1alia,” Pianco & Nero,no. 3 (May ta62).pp ¢ 2
Cf. Sergio Raffzclli, La lingua filmata (birenze: Le Lettere, tga2) p.co.
Cf. Valentina Ruffin, Patrizia D'Apostino, Didloshi de r-'-?::::(i{u:::;: Bulonk a2k 33
Filippo Sacchi, Il testamento del dottor Mabuse,” I Corricr re della Seea(Mazel sty ph g 3
Mario Gromo, “Sullo schermo:  testamento del dottor Mabewse,” LaStampa(Tebouas dn G s
Cf. Ettore Maria Margadonna, “Inchicsta nel cinema tedesco,” faSampa(Apal ee 093350 53
o Cf. Gian Piero Brunetta, Storia del cinema italiano, Nol. 2, N eingma Jelrepime 1325 8545
(Roma: Editori Riunity, 1693), p. 34.
11 Cf. Luipi Freddi, H cinema (Roma: PArnia, 1949), pp. to3 toy.
12 Emilio Cecchi, *Cinema 1931,” Scenario, no. 1 (Januagy t932), pp. c
13 Unsipned anicde, avoro fascista (May 16, 1933), p. 4
13 hilippo Sacchi, "1 pionieri del west,” I Corriere della Sera(July 1, 1933).
15 Massimo Alberini, *Mabuse,” Cinema, no. 77 (September 1o, t939), p. 169
16 Repulations contained in the Royal Decree April 22, 1920, no. 331, ;v:'vf:‘.':;:,! on '"‘(,'.z:::.':z
Ufficiale (Official Gazette), no. 109 (May 8, 1920), on which are based all ather Fascist laas
relating Censorship such as the law June 13, 1931, no. 8s7. Cf. Eme: 'u(.uk wl.xﬂ'.\ Lacen
sura unrnm:u;:mﬂa(l-‘.um;\: Edizioni di Bianco & Nero, 1901).
17 Cf. Cinema Hlustrazione, no. g (February 28, x«)‘-) p. 13.
18 Scrpio Romano, *l testamento del dottor Mabuse,” Cinema, no. @ (November 10, 154830 P 5
19 Enrico Roma, Il testamento del dottor Mabuse,” Cinema Hlustrazione, no. t1 (March 14
1934). p.12.
20 Luigi Freddi, Hcinema, cit., p. 105.
a1 Alessandro De Stefani, “Il pelo nell’'vove (@ proposito della cenvurd anemaiofrandal
Comoedia, no. 3 (March April 1933), p. t0.
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