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Abstract 

 

Throughout its existence, East Germany’s ruling Sozialistische Einheitspartei 

Deutschlands (SED) never officially acknowledged any direct or inherited 

responsibility for the crimes committed on its territory between 1933 and 

1945, instead choosing to recast itself as both victim and victor of fascist 

oppression through the foregrounding of political persecution. This 

interpretative framework undoubtedly resulted in the marginalisation of the 

fate of Jews under National Socialism in East German historiography and 

memories of the past. However, by focusing on East German cinematic 

engagements with National Socialist racial persecution, I seek to challenge 

the assertion that films depicting Jewish victimhood were unwelcome or even 

taboo in the German Democratic Republic. By combining close readings of 

five films – Ehe im Schatten (Maetzig, 1947), Sterne (Wolf, 1959), Lebende 

Ware (Luderer, 1966), Jakob der Lügner (Beyer, 1974) and Die 

Schauspielerin (Kühn, 1988) – with an analysis of the films’ production files, 

I unravel the complex status of films dealing with Jewish persecution 

produced in a country which consistently privileged narratives of political 

persecution above racial victimhood.  
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1.   Introduction 

 

Throughout its existence, the ruling Sozialistische Einheitspartei 

Deutschlands (SED) never officially acknowledged any direct or inherited 

responsibility for the crimes committed on its territory between 1933 and 

1945, instead choosing to recast itself as both victim and victor of fascist 

oppression through the foregrounding of political persecution. By presenting 

National Socialism as the inevitable outcome of a politically and 

economically driven class struggle, the SED argued that, following the 

destruction of the politico-economic structures which facilitated the coming 

to power of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP), 

East Germany had eradicated fascism by its roots. As a result of this 

Marxist-Leninist ideological framework, East German historians and officials 

often struggled to account for National Socialist racial persecution. 

Consequently, the persecution of Jews was largely explained away as a 

diversionary tactic by the National Socialists to distract the working classes 

from the ‘real’ class-based conflict.  

Crucially, such a framework served not only as a rationalisation of the 

past, but also as a legitimisation for the present since this sequential 

presentation of the past allowed crimes committed during the Third Reich to 

find a redemptive outlet with the foundation of ‘der erste sozialistische Staat 

auf deutschem Boden’ (Honecker, 1989). By presenting the working classes 

and the communist resistance as the respective victims and victors of National 

Socialism, (East) German responsibility for the past was largely absolved 

which, in turn, served as an ideal founding myth upon which to establish a 
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new nation state. However, although the SED party leadership included 

several figures who were members of the communist resistance and who had 

been persecuted under National Socialism, this did not extend to the 

population at large where only one percent of East Germans were considered 

antifascist veterans (Brinks, 1997, p.209). We may, therefore, be inclined to 

agree with Christa Wolf that ‘eine kleine Gruppe von Antifaschisten, die das 

Land regierte, hat ihr Siegesbewusstsein zu irgendeinem nicht genau zu 

bestimmenden Zeitpunkt aus pragmatischen Gründen auf die ganze 

Bevölkerung übertragen’ (1989).  

In light of the primacy of antifascist memory, scholars have long 

argued that racial persecution was pushed to the margins, if indeed 

acknowledged at all. In 1976, the West German historian Konrad Kwiet 

argued that ‘the history of the German Jews and their persecution are not 

themes considered worthy for their own sake within the terms of reference of 

GDR historiography’ (1976, p.173), and the presentation of East German 

discussions of the Holocaust as a marginal concern continues to inform 

scholarship on the German Democratic Republic (GDR) today.
1
 In his study 

of East Germany and the Holocaust, Thomas Fox terms discussions of 

National Socialist persecution a ‘peripheral phenomenon’ in the GDR (1998, 

p.10), while Daniela Berghahn describes the Holocaust as a ‘lacuna’ in East 

German historiography (2002, p.27). Indeed, treatments of Holocaust 

memory in postwar Germany often omit reference to East German 

discussions of the past altogether. In ‘The Trauma of Perpetrators: The 

Holocaust as the Traumatic Reference of German National Identity’ (2004), 

                                            
1
 GDR and East Germany are used interchangeably throughout this thesis. 



- 13 - 

 

Bernhard Giesen omits any reference to the GDR, as does Lynn Rapaport in 

her study, Jews in Germany after the Holocaust: Memory, Identity and 

Jewish-German Relations (1997). Meanwhile, Michael Brenner’s After the 

Holocaust: Rebuilding Jewish Lives in Postwar Germany condenses the 

legacy of National Socialist racial persecution in the GDR into just three 

pages (1997). In such studies, the omission of any reference to the East 

German memorialisation and commemoration of the Holocaust appears to 

confirm Steven Beller’s conclusion that ‘the creation of East Germany led to 

a situation where only one western “half” of Germany acknowledged 

responsibility for the genocide committed against the Jews, while the 

communist “half” cast itself in the role of the heir to the fighters against 

fascism, and hence as a victim not a perpetrator’ (2007, p.103). 

In place of examinations of Holocaust commemoration in the GDR, 

we find numerous studies exploring the ‘antifaschistisch-demokratische 

Umwälzung’ of East German society (Welsh, 1991).
2

 Not without 

justification, these studies highlight how the SED sought to distance itself and 

its citizens from the crimes committed during the Third Reich through a 

selective re-writing of the past which recast all East Germans as victims of 

fascism and as heirs to the communist resistance movement. It should come 

as no surprise that this ‘Staatsdoktrin’ also underpinned East German culture 

whereby there was a clear expectation that artists – by no means necessarily 

                                            
2
 For example, Antisemitismus von links: Kommunistische Ideologie, Nationalismus und 

Antizionismus in der früheren DDR (Haury, 2002); ‘Die Antifaschistische Erinnerung in der 

DDR’ (Heydemann, 2006); Ambiguous Memory. The Nazi Past and German National 

Identity (Kattago, 2001); ‘Der große Freund der kleinen Nazis. Antifaschismus in den Farben 

der SED’ (Timmermann and van Melis, 1999); Die DDR. 1945-1986 (Weber, 1988); 

‘Antifaschismus und Kalter Krieg’ (Zimmermann, 1992). 
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acting under duress – should use art to reflect the core narratives and concerns 

of the state (Krempel, 2009, p.329). Described by the Ministry for Culture as 

‘die erste große Traditionslinie’ of East German cinema (Barnert, 2008, p.11), 

the antifascist film played a key ‘Vermittlerfunktion’ for the promotion of a 

‘kanonisierter Gründungsmythos’ in the GDR (Schmidt, 2003, p.443).
3
 

Moreover, in light of its popular appeal and ability to be exported around the 

world, film always played a central role in articulations of national identity 

abroad. Films were, to cite the State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Anton 

Ackermann, ‘unsere wirkungsvollsten diplomatischen Sendboten im Ausland; 

denn sie zeugen in lebendiger, optischer und akustischer Wirkung davon, dass 

in Gestalt der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik ein neuer, friedliebender 

und demokratischer deutscher Staat entstanden ist’ (1951, p.7).
4
  

In light of what was the primacy of antifascism in both history and 

culture in the GDR, a deeply interesting and yet hitherto unacknowledged 

conundrum arises. In November 1976, East Germany was invited to submit a 

film for the forty-ninth Academy Awards. It was the first and only time an 

East German production would feature at the Oscars. As its entry, the 

Ministry for Culture selected Frank Beyer’s 1974 film, Jakob der Lügner. 

Given that prior to the nomination of Beyer’s film, East German productions 

were ‘dismissed in the United States as exercises in propaganda’ (Kent, 1977), 

the simple fact that an East German film was selected to appear at the most 

                                            
3
 This quotation is taken from ‘Überlegungen zur langfristigen thematischen Konzeption des 

Filmschaffens in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik’ by the Ministry for Culture and is 

dated 1 October 1973.  

4
 Throughout this thesis, quotes taken from German texts are modified solely for the purposes 

of maintaining grammatical accuracy where necessary.    
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high profile film awards ceremony in the world was, in itself, a significant 

development in perceptions of East German cinema abroad. However, the 

most striking aspect of the nomination lies in the decision to select Beyer’s 

film in the first place, a decision which, under Academy rules, has to be made 

by a country’s designated national film board. In the case of the GDR, this 

was the state. Jakob der Lügner is a film in which the sole victims of National 

Socialist persecution are Jewish and in which not a single communist 

character appears. This appears, if not to contradict, then certainly to 

problematise the (self-)image of a state in which memories of National 

Socialist persecution were highly prescribed and tightly controlled.  

The question thus arises, why would the Ministry for Culture select a 

film as its international flag-bearer on the world stage which seemingly failed 

to uphold over two decades’ of state rhetoric? This question is symptomatic 

of a series of complex and often contradictory issues which come to the fore 

when we look closer at the relationship between East German cinema and 

depictions of National Socialist persecution. On the one hand, East German 

filmmakers led the way in cinematic confrontations with the past. The very 

first German film to broach the subject of the mass murder of the Jews during 

the Third Reich was made in the Soviet sector of Germany and appeared as 

early as 1946 under the title Die Mörder sind unter uns (Staudte, 1946). 

DEFA continued to produce films which dealt with Jewish persecution right 

up to the collapse of the GDR such as Siegfried Kühn’s Die Schauspielerin 

(1988) which was released to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of 

Kristallnacht. On the other hand, whilst the East German state was 

subsequently able to lay claim to one of the first postwar films to consider 
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Jewish persecution, it also refused to release three productions now widely 

considered as seminal in the history of the Holocaust on film, namely Nuit et 

brouillard (Night and Fog, Resnais, 1955) Holocaust (Chomsky, 1978) and 

Shoah (Lanzmann, 1985).
5
  

The shifting parameters of representation and the nature of cinematic 

engagements with National Socialist racial persecution in East Germany 

cannot be explored by studying release schedules alone. Instead, it is 

important to ask not only which films were released, but also how the films 

were presented in the press and how their pre- and post-production contexts 

were, directly and indirectly, shaped by political, cultural and social changes 

both within and beyond East Germany. By asking not only ‘what’, but also 

‘how’ and ‘why’, I will tease out the complexities and subtleties in the 

relationship between East German cinema and memories of the National 

Socialist racial persecution. In doing so, I will challenge the perception that 

depictions of racial persecution were undesired or even taboo in the GDR. In 

this introduction, I will start by outlining the critical literature on East 

                                            
5
 DEFA had hoped to release Nuit et brouillard but, according to Ewout van der Knapp, the 

film’s release was hampered by the studio’s dissatisfaction with the German translation of the 

commentary coupled with the volatility of cultural politics at the time (2006, p.76). Of course, 

in the late 1950s East Germans could travel to West Germany to view the film. Whilst East 

Germans were able to watch Holocaust (illegally) on West German television in 1979, it was 

never considered for East German broadcast as it was asserted that East German film and 

television had proved more than capable of addressing issues of Jewish persecution. The tone 

of an article written by Heinz Grote for Film und Fernsehen encapsulates official attitudes 

towards Holocaust: ‘Nicht “die Deutschen” haben Nachhilfeunterricht nötig. Der historische 

Hilfsschüler heißt Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Sie ist sitzengeblieben. Mitten in ihrer 

unbewältigten Vergangenheit’ (1979). Shoah was not screened in the GDR out of an 

expression of solidarity with the Polish criticism and subsequent ban of the television mini-

series. 
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German cinema and East German cultural representations of the National 

Socialist past before introducing my own position. After detailing my 

terminology and methodology, I will then move on to introduce my key 

research concerns before outlining the structure to this thesis.  

 

 

 

 

i.    East German Film and the Holocaust 

 

To appropriate a comment by the East German novelist Stefan Heym, DEFA 

has often been reduced to little more than a footnote not only in world cinema, 

but even in German cinema. In Triumph of the Ordinary: Depictions of Daily 

Life in the East German Cinema, Joshua Feinstein argues for the need to 

understand the ‘profound mutual dependence’ of filmmakers and politicians 

in East Germany (2002, p.19). Precisely because the studio’s cinematic output 

was shaped by a mixture of ‘political prerogatives, artistic ambitions and 

cinematic traditions’, East German films ‘remain important artefacts’ for 

study (2002, p.228). Feinstein’s view was by no means the standard position 

in the first decade after unification. Writing in 1999, Simone Barck, 

Christoph Classen and Thomas Heimann, for example, argue that ‘looking 

back [… the] GDR films’ failings (both in content and form) were immense 

and cumulative’ (1999, p.227). However, the most common response to East 

German cinema has been one of indifference or even silence. Daniela 

Berghahn has highlighted the marginal presence of East German cinema in 
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studies of German film and points to the example of the edited volume 

Geschichte des deutschen Films (Jacobsen et al., 1993) in which there are 

three times as many studies examining West German films compared to East 

German films (Berghahn, 2005, p.2). Likewise, the BFI Companion to 

German Cinema (Elsaesser and Wedel, 1999) contains ‘very selective’ 

references to East German productions (Berghahn, 2005, p.2).
6
  

That is not to say studies of DEFA were entirely absent in the 1990s. 

However, a clear pattern emerged in regard to how scholars approached 

studies of the studio. Scholarship on DEFA in the first years after German 

unification overwhelmingly focused on the studio’s position within the East 

German political system rather than engaging in an analysis of its output. 

Harry Blunk’s Filmland DDR: Ein Reader zu Geschichte, Funktion und 

Wirkung der DEFA (1990) and Thomas Heimann’s DEFA, Künstler und 

SED-Kulturpolitik (1994), for instance, both offer valuable insights into the 

position of DEFA in East German society and the impact of domestic policy 

on the internal processes of the film studio. Only with the closure of DEFA in 

1994 did film historians turn their focus to overviews of East German 

cinematic output as seen in Ralf Schenk’s Das zweite Leben der Filmstadt 

Babelsberg. DEFA-Spielfilme 1946-1992 (1994) and Hans-Michael Bock’s 

chapter in The Oxford World History of Cinema, ‘East Germany: The DEFA 

Story’ (1996).  

                                            
6
 This imbalance has certainly been addressed in more recent publications: Sabine Hake’s 

German National Cinema (2008), Stephen Brockmann’s A Critical History of German Film 

(2010) and Terri Ginsberg and Andrea Mensch’s A Companion to German Cinema (2012) all 

engage in far greater depth with East German cinema than studies of the previous decade. 
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Reflecting the coming-of-age of the first generation of ‘unified 

Germans’ and accordingly the growing temporal distance of the East German 

past, the turn of the century saw a marked increase in the number of studies 

engaging critically with, and often revising questions of, genre and politics in 

East German cinema. One of the first studies to examine the output of the 

East German studio was Seán Allan and John Sandford’s edited volume 

DEFA: East German cinema, 1946-1992 (1999). Pointing to the ideological 

system in which DEFA operated, Allan argues that whilst it may be ‘tempting 

to dismiss East German cinema as dull and propagandistic’ and little more 

than ‘an appendage of the state ideological apparatus’, to do so is to ‘ignore 

the often considerable tensions that existed between the filmmakers and their 

political masters’ (1999, pp.1–2). The complex relationship between state and 

studio is developed by Dagmar Schittly in Zwischen Regie und Regime (2002) 

who draws extensively upon archival documents to highlight the relationship 

between the SED and DEFA and its impact on cultural output. Her findings 

are succinctly reflected in a statement by the East German director Roland 

Gräf who argued, ‘manchmal entsteht der Eindruck eines monolithischen 

Blocks. Aber in Wirklichkeit war alles viel beweglicher, mit vielen 

Antithesen. Kunst ist in der DDR immer aus der Reibung entstanden, nie aus 

der puren Affirmation’ (Schittly, 2002, p.314). 

Alongside political analyses of filmmaking in East Germany, we find 

the emergence of a second important trend in East German cinema studies, 

namely a focus on the studio’s thematic engagement and use of genre. 

Daniela Berghahn offers a comprehensive study of the development of genre 

filmmaking in East German cinema between 1946 and 1994 in Hollywood 
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Behind the Wall (2005), with a particular focus on the antifascist film. 

Described by Berghahn as ‘the cornerstone of East German film culture and 

the lifeline of the studio’ (2005, p.64), the antifascist film is the central 

concern of a number of monographs including Anke Barnert’s Die 

Antifaschismus-Thematik (2008), Thomas Heimann’s Bilder von Buchenwald. 

Die Visualisierung des Antifaschismus in der DDR (2005) and Detlef 

Kannapin’s Antifaschismus im Film der DDR (1997) which consider how 

state narratives were projected on screen.  

Reflecting the strong focus on antifascism over National Socialist 

racial persecution in scholarship on East Germany, it is striking that to date 

there is no dedicated study of representations of Jewish persecution in East 

German cinema. This is all the more surprising given the marked increase in 

interest over the past two decades in national cinemas’ engagement with the 

Holocaust. Monographs exploring the subject’s depiction in several Western 

countries including The Holocaust in American Film (Doneson, 2002), The 

Holocaust in French Film (Colombat, 1993), France, Film, and the 

Holocaust: From Génocide to Shoah (Banaji, 2012), Italian Film in the 

Shadow of Auschwitz (Marcus, 2007) and Conflicts of Memory: The 

Reception of Holocaust Films and TV Programmes in Italy (Perra, 2010) have 

discussed a range of countries’ responses to their legacies of National 

Socialist racial persecution. Likewise, the representation of Jewish 

persecution in Eastern European countries has formed the basis for studies 

such as Polish Film and the Holocaust: Politics and Memory (Haltof, 2012), 

                       (Gross, 2002) and The Phantom Holocaust: Soviet 

Cinema and Jewish Catastrophe (Gershenson, 2013), as well as for chapters 
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in collected works such as The Holocaust in the Soviet Union (Dobroszycki 

and Gurock, 1993) and Czech and Slovak Cinema: Theme and Tradition 

(Hames, 2009).
7
 In contrast, studies of East German representations of the 

Holocaust have been conspicuously absent. Critical examinations of East 

German depictions of Jewish persecution either form chapters within 

international studies of the Jewish persecution and cinema such as Martina 

Thiele’s Publizistische Kontroversen über den Holocaust im Film and Sven 

Kramer’s edited volume, Die Shoah im Bild (2003), or appear within 

discussions of antifascist films, a categorisation which I will argue is certainly 

problematic. One notable exception to this is the 2001 publication Die 

Vergangenheit in der Gegenwart. Yet despite carrying the subtitle 

‘Konfrontationen mit den Folgen des Holocaust im deutschen 

Nachkriegsfilm’, the publication by the centrally-funded Deutsches 

Filminstitut is far less egalitarian in its exploration of the two Germanys than 

its subtitle would imply, condensing East German engagements with the past 

to one chapter outlining four decades’ worth of filmmaking. West German 

contributions, on the other hand, are accorded seven chapters, each one 

examining an individual film. 

 That is not to say East German cultural engagements with National 

Socialist racial persecution have been completely overlooked by scholars. Pól 

Ó’Dochartaigh’s The Portrayal of Jews in GDR Prose Fiction (1997) 

explores the depiction of Jewish characters in both the context of the Third 

                                            
7
 To this, we can add a number of studies exploring the themes of the Holocaust on screen 

across several countries such as Indelible Shadows (Insdorf, 2003), Il Racconto della 

catastrofe: il cinema di fronte ad Auschwitz (Monicelli and Saletti, 1998),                 

Shoah (Frodon, 2007) and La Shoah e la cultura visualo (Minuz, 2010). 



- 22 - 

 

Reich and postwar Germany and Ó’Dochartaigh seeks to challenge the 

assumption that Jewish persecution was not discussed in East German 

literature. In Erfundene Erinnerung. Weltkrieg und Judenmord in Film und 

Theater (2004), Peter Reichel stresses the historical significance of cultural 

engagements with the past in his study of how Germany, East and West, came 

to terms with the Holocaust and the Second World War on stage and screen. 

Manuela Gerlof’s study of East German radio plays, Tonspuren (2010), 

provides a particularly illuminating point of comparison with this thesis, and 

several parallels can be found between the broadcast of radio plays and the 

release of feature films depicting Jewish persecution. As I will demonstrate, 

Gerlof’s observation that the translation of ideological principles within 

culture was found far less ‘auf der auditiven als auf der sprachlichen Ebene in 

Form von Textbearbeitungen’ but rather ‘in den Umtexten (An- und Absagen, 

Ankündigungen, Zusammenfassungen) sowie in den internen 

Kommunikationen’ is also borne out by the presentation of Jewish 

persecution in East German cinema (2010, p.354).  

Mark Wolfgram’s study Getting History Right (2010) explores East 

German representations of Jewish persecution in East German television, film, 

radio and newspapers with an emphasis on empirical data and subjective 

sources such as opinion polls, audience attendance figures and newspaper 

reviews. Wolfgram’s study exposes previously undiscussed material and 

focuses on productions in their original release context. Although Wolfgram 

situates his analysis within the films’ original production context and allows 

for exploration within their contemporaneous parameters of representation, 

the undemocratic circulation of information in East Germany, control of the 
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press and manipulation of audience attendance figures does problematise 

certain aspects of Wolfgram’s study where his conclusions are based on 

statistics alone. Bill Niven’s The Buchenwald Child: Truth, Fiction and 

Propaganda (2007) overcomes these methodological difficulties by 

combining archival research with close readings of Frank Beyer’s 1963 film, 

Nackt unter Wölfen. Whilst not dedicated solely to the film, Niven’s 

monograph marks an important re-evaluation of East German representations 

of the past through his examination of the pre- and post-production contexts 

of Beyer’s film and the interactions of political and cultural politics.  

Without doubt, practical factors have contributed to the lack of 

scholarly engagement with East German cinematic representations of Jewish 

persecution. It seems no coincidence that the amount of scholarship 

pertaining to the five films correlates directly to their commercial availability. 

The film most widely discussed in this thesis is Frank Beyer’s Jakob der 

Lügner (1974) which was released on DVD in 1999. This is followed by 

Konrad Wolf’s Sterne,
 
which was released on DVD in 2007. With the release 

of Ehe im Schatten on DVD in 2013, it can be expected that the number of 

dedicated studies exploring of Maetzig’s 1947 film will increase from the one 

chapter study and two journal articles currently available (Allan, 2011; 

Shandley, 2001; Wölfel, 2011). Die Schauspielerin, (Kühn, 1988), which is 

currently unavailable commercially, has only been examined through a 

gendered reading of the film in an article by Daniela Berghahn (2010), 

whereas a study of Lebende Ware (Luderer, 1966) is yet to appear in any 

journal, book chapter or monograph. The 2014 release of Luderer’s film may 

well bring the production to a wider public and critical audience. 
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ii.   Terminology 

 

From the outset, it is important to address the issue of terminology in a thesis 

discussing issues related to racial persecution. It is difficult to engage fully 

with films depicting National Socialism and the racial persecution of Jews 

without using the language of the persecutors. In this thesis, the words Aryan, 

Jew and German appear throughout without inverted commas. That is not to 

give credence to the concept of a ‘master race’, nor to the National Socialist 

delineation of Jew and German as mutually incompatible categories. Rather, 

the decision is motivated by the subject matter of this thesis and the type of 

films to which these terms are applied. Films dealing with Jewish persecution 

frequently examine the dichotomy of Jew and German and question the 

validity of any attempt to render assimilated German citizens with a Jewish 

background ‘Other’. In order to understand how the films discussed may or 

may not attempt to undercut such artificial categorisations, it is necessary to 

engage with the characteristics and beliefs underpinning such designations. 

Furthermore, I am inclined to agree with Gunnar S. Paulsson who points out 

that for practical reasons, the constant use of the aforementioned terms in 

inverted commas within the context of an extended piece of criticism would 

grow tiresome and that readers are at liberty to insert their own grammatical 

markings as they so wish (2002, p.ix).  

Similarly, I do not engage with questions of ‘who is a Jew?’. In a 

number of the films discussed in this thesis, the Jewish characters reject the 

imposition of an external conceptualisation of Jewish identity upon them and 

the films’ frequently show the difficulty integrated Jewish-German citizens 
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face when confronted with National Socialism’s artificial notion of racial 

identity. Consequently, for the purposes of my analysis, I describe characters 

as Jewish by virtue of their designation as such in the film’s plot. Finally, I 

have also taken the conscious decision to use the terms ‘antisemitic’, 

‘antisemitism’ and ‘Antisemite’ as single, unhyphenated words above the 

hyphenated ‘anti-Semitic’, ‘anti-Semitism’ and ‘anti-Semite’. National 

Socialist attacks against the Jews were never constructed as an attack against 

‘Semitism’. Rather, National Socialist antisemitism embodied an independent 

set of beliefs based on racial, political, social and economic prejudices which 

were not intended to counter a specific model or belief known as ‘Semitism’. 

Nor did a proponent of such views define him or herself against the Semite – 

that is to say, an individual who speaks ‘a Semitic language, including in 

particular the Jews and Arabs’ (OED) – but rather attacks were aimed 

specifically at Jews.
8
  

Although my central focus in this thesis lies in National Socialist 

racial persecution in East German cinema, the phrase ‘Holocaust film’ is 

deliberately avoided. Despite its ubiquitous usage in film scholarship, the 

term is rarely defined. For instance, no definition for what constitutes a 

Holocaust film appears in Robert and Carol Reimer’s Historical Dictionary of 

Holocaust Cinema (2012), Mark Haltof’s Polish Film and the Holocaust 

(2012) or Toby Haggith and Joanna Newman’s Ho locaust and the Moving 

                                            
8
 Richard Levy’s comprehensive study, Antisemitism: A Historical Encyclopedia of Prejudice 

and Persecution (2005), employs the word without hyphen, as do Phyllis Lassner and Lara 

Trubowitz (2008), David Bankier (2000) and Gavin Langmuir (1990) to name but a few. For 

further discussions on the implication of writing antisemitism without a hyphen, I refer 

readers to Kay Knittel (2010, p.7) and Jonathan Judaken (2006, p.291). 
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Image (2005). Where scholars do propose definitions, their attempts to be 

inclusive rather than exclusive result in unspecific denotations. Aaron Kerner 

concedes that the boundaries of what constitutes a Holocaust film are ‘murky’ 

(2011, p.2). This is certainly borne out in scholarship. For instance, Caroline 

Picart defines ‘Holocaust films’ as productions which ‘deal with or touch 

upon the Holocaust through the format of a narrative story – drama, action, 

thriller, love story, and so forth’ (2004, p.xxi). However, such a definition 

fails to establish how much of the narrative should be dedicated to the issue 

of Jewish persecution, nor does it prescribe any temporal relationship 

between the events depicted on screen and the occurrence of the source event. 

Likewise, Lawrence Baron argues that productions dealing with postwar 

displacement or depicting the postwar fate of the perpetrators after 1945 

should be considered ‘Holocaust films’ (2005, p.12). However, such a 

definition means that a film depicting characters with no direct experience of 

the Holocaust and which does not include flashbacks to the original events 

could constitute a ‘Holocaust film’.  

When these highly inclusive definitions are employed, the number of 

‘Holocaust films’ in the GDR increases exponentially, not least as a result of 

the East German emphasis on communist resistance and victimhood, and the 

prominence of the antifascist film. However, we must be wary of conflating 

the antifascist film with a film set in the Third Reich, let alone with one 

exploring National Socialist persecution. Daniela Berghahn concludes that of 

the sizeable output of antifascist films, only ‘a remarkably small number of 

films [were made] about the persecution of Jews in the Third Reich’ (2002, 

p.23). This comment leads the reader to infer that Holocaust memory played a 
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minor role in the antifascist memory narrative in East German cinema. Whilst 

there is no denying that the Jewish persecution did indeed represent a 

minority concern in East German cinema, Berghahn’s assessment is 

somewhat misleading insomuch as antifascism in East German historiography 

was never synonymous with National Socialism. Similarly, Detlef 

Kannapin’s definition of an antifascist film as a film which is concerned ‘in 

erkennbarem Maße mit der Geschichte des deutschen Faschismus beschäftigt’ 

misleadingly conflates films dealing with National Socialism with the 

antifascist film. Rather, National Socialism was always considered but one 

manifestation of the capitalist-fascist forces of oppression that recurred 

throughout history. Hence Frank Beyer’s Fünf Patronenhülsen (1960), a film 

set during the Spanish Civil War, and Die Toten bleiben Jung (Kunert, 1968), 

a film chronicling the antifascist movement between 1918 and 1945, were 

also considered antifascist films by DEFA. Consequently, measuring the 

production of East German films dealing with Jewish persecution against the 

number of antifascist films distorts the actual output levels as in East German 

historiography – and within the internal classification system at DEFA – the 

Holocaust was considered to be just one manifestation of capitalist-fascist 

oppression within a schema spanning across the centuries. 

In order to address this expansive designation, I employ the 

description ‘films depicting Jewish persecution under National Socialism’. It 

is not my assertion that Jews were the only victim group of National Socialist 

persecution, nor is it that issues surrounding racial persecution were limited to 

the Third Reich. However, at the heart of this thesis is the question of how 

Jewish persecution was presented on screen within the context of a country 
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whose state-ordained narrative not only privileged, but also prescribed, the 

primacy of communist persecution in memories of the past. Consequently, I 

have limited my selection of films to feature film productions which place the 

depiction of Jewish persecution under National Socialism at the heart of the 

narrative. The five films I examine in this thesis are Kurt Maetzig’s Ehe im 

Schatten (1947), Konrad Wolf’s Sterne (1959), Wolfgang Luderer’s Lebende 

Ware (1966), Frank Beyer’s Jakob der Lügner (1974) and Siegfried Kühn’s 

Die Schauspielerin (1988).  

Of course, this selection does not encompass every film made in the 

GDR which dealt with Jewish persecution under National Socialism. Two 

notable examples which are not included in this study are Konrad Wolf’s 

Professor Mamlock (1961) and Frank Beyer’s Nackt unter Wölfen (1966). 

These decisions were largely influenced by pragmatic concerns. Firstly, given 

the limited space available within this thesis, there was simply not the scope 

to discuss additional films in the detail necessary to engage fully with the 

complex questions surrounding the production of films dealing with Jewish 

persecution in the GDR. Secondly, as the production dates of these films 

reflect, I have selected films which will allow me to trace how depictions of 

Jewish persecution in East German film developed over the course of the 

state’s existence. Consequently, I have avoided selecting multiple films by 

the same director as my interest resides not in the engagement of an 

individual director over time, but rather that of the state-controlled East 

German film studio and how this can be understood within a broader 

socio-political context. Thirdly, in both Professor Mamlock and Nackt unter 

Wölfen, the centrality of communist resistance within the films’ narrative 
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raises questions about the extent to which – to return to the central selection 

criterion of this study – the two films place racial persecution at the heart of 

the narrative. Whilst these two films offer revealing insights how depictions 

of racial persecution were moderated in the face of the overt celebration of 

communist resistance, this is not a theme I explore in this thesis. In addition, I 

refer readers to Bill Niven’s The Buchenwald Child whose study of Beyer’s 

1963 film combines archival research with close readings of the film and 

provides a highly insightful study into the production and reception of Nackt 

unter Wölfen. Given I adopt a very similar methodology in this thesis, I have 

chosen to examine Wolfgang Luderer’s Lebende Ware, a film which has yet 

to be studied in detail in any academic journal or monograph.
9
 

 

 

 

 

iii.   Research Questions  

 

Three core questions underpin my study of Jewish persecution under National 

Socialism which are designed to tease out the cultural, political and historical 

contribution of my five case studies to an understanding of both Jewish 

persecution on screen and how racial persecution was remembered in the 

GDR. Firstly, I explore the visual presentation of the victims of National 

Socialist persecution through an examination of how Jewishness is codified 

                                            
9
 For a study into the implications of the celebration of antifascism within the context of a 

film ostensibly exploring racial persecution, I refer readers to ‘Zur strategischen Aneignung 

der Anne Frank-Figur in Konrad Wolfs Professor Mamlock (1961)’ (Ward, 2014). 
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on screen and whether it is conveyed as an ethnic, religious, cultural, 

linguistic or visual marker of difference. This question is particularly 

pertinent for films made in the immediate postwar years. Directors such as 

Kurt Maetzig (Ehe im Schatten) and Konrad Wolf (Sterne) had to address the 

problem of how to foreground the victims’ Jewish identity in the face of 

twelve years of National Socialist propaganda on cinema screens which had 

attempted to present Jewish characters as dangerous outsiders by 

exaggerating their supposed physiognomic features and stressing their alleged 

cultural and emotional alterity. As reflected in newspaper articles in the 1970s, 

by the time Frank Beyer released Jakob der Lügner, the problem was quite 

different. Critics not only in East Germany, but worldwide, commented upon 

the growing use of an established visual iconography in depictions of the 

National Socialist past which, through repetition, was becoming increasingly 

clichéd. In this regard, I consider not only the images on screen, but also how 

the directors respond to political, historical and cultural debates surrounding 

depictions of victimhood.   

Alongside an analysis of the visual codification of Jewish persecution, 

I consider the narrative construction of victimhood. I ask whether the 

dichotomy of Jew and German is exposed and fractured in the films, or 

whether in fact the films directly or indirectly uphold the very binary they 

seek to expose. This is particularly pertinent given that the demarcation of 

Jew and non-Jew was not unique to National Socialist discourse. Persecution 

narratives in East Germany were also presented as a clear dichotomy: 

whereas political victims were presented as active ‘Kämpfer gegen 

Faschismus’, racial victims were presented as passive ‘Opfer des Faschismus’ 
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(see Chapter Two). I ask whether these films reflect this implicit value 

judgement of East German historiography by reducing racial victims to 

passive ciphers for the demonstration of communist resistance, or whether the 

films create a space for the projection of more egalitarian notions of 

victimhood. By considering each film, firstly within its own production 

context and then in relation to East German cinema more broadly, I trace the 

developments in depictions of Jewish persecution between 1947 and 1988 in 

order to establish whether the narrative role ascribed to the Jewish characters 

changes over the course of the GDR’s existence and what factors may have 

contributed to any such shifts.  

My second core concern in this thesis is the portrayal of the 

perpetrators in each film. I approach this question by establishing firstly who 

the perpetrators are shown to be. Is there an effort to exteriorise the figure of 

the perpetrator? This could be achieved by means of vertical displacement 

through the depiction of high-ranking National Socialists whose motivations 

are explained as symptoms of greater ideological ills above individually 

motivated actions such as greed or opportunism. Or it could be conveyed 

through geographical displacement by presenting a clear link between the 

fascist National Socialist state of the past and the capitalist West Germany of 

the present in an attempt to fuse the two states for ideological expediency. I 

also explore the role of ‘ordinary’ Germans in the films by first asking 

whether the directors seek to expose the role of non-military and non-Party 

members in Jewish persecution and, if so, whether this critique is used to 

encourage spectators to question their own behaviour in the past or present. 

This is of particular relevance for films made in the first two decades after the 
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war given that audiences would overwhelmingly have been composed of 

witnesses to and perpetrators of the actions depicted on screen. When 

examining the depiction of the perpetrators, I also reflect upon the nature of 

the persecution. Is the persecution physical and shown to be carried out by an 

individual or group of characters, or does it take the form of secondary 

persecution whereby social and legislative exclusion are facilitated by 

faceless systems? Once again, I consider whether the figure of the persecutor 

and the nature of the persecution develop over time and whether these shifts 

reflect wider political or cultural developments in East German society.   

My third concern is the position of the individual films within an 

international cultural and memory landscape. How can East German 

engagements with the past be understood within a broader framework? By 

examining each film within its wider international release context, I aim to 

avoid the construction of what I term a ‘cinematic Sonderweg’. Any study of 

a national cinema risks isolating the source country and implying that its 

portrayal represents an atypical engagement with the core theme of the study. 

My contention is not to deny that East German cinema is unique in its 

depiction of the past, but rather to assert that all national cinemas engage with 

the question of the National Socialist past within their own nationally defined 

frameworks. When we analyse the depiction of victims and perpetrators, there 

is the very real risk that we imply there is a ‘correct’ method of portrayal 

from which East German cinema may or may not deviate. Such an 

implication is highly problematic. East German films may be rooted within 

the state’s Erinnerungspolitik and its promotion of communist resistance, but 

a hierarchy of remembrance exists to this day in all countries. For example, in 
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France the résistentialiste myth quickly became institutionalised within the 

collective memory of the nation as the antifascist myth was in East Germany 

(cf. Rousso, 1991). Similarly, whilst it is true that DEFA productions rarely 

situated narratives of Jewish persecution on (what would become) East 

German soil, Italian cinema has yet to produce a film which shows the 

persecution of Italian Jews in Italy. Of course, neither of the aforementioned 

countries had to negotiate questions of responsibility and national guilt to the 

same extent as East Germany. Consequently, I also consider 

contemporaneous productions in West Germany. In doing so, I aim to 

ascertain whether East German depictions of the past were anomalous 

through their failure to broach particular topics or through their projection of 

certain tropes, or whether in fact the films are far less indicative of national 

modes of remembrance and far more symptomatic of wider, socio-historical 

and cultural shifts taking place beyond East German borders.  

This international context is particularly important as, despite the 

travel restrictions imposed on citizens, East German filmmakers and 

audiences were never hermetically sealed off from the rest of the world. West 

German television was available throughout most of the GDR which exposed 

audiences to alternative depictions of the past as did, all be they carefully 

selected, foreign films which played in East German cinemas. This did not 

only affect audiences, but filmmakers as well. East German filmmakers 

regularly attended international film festivals, not only in socialist countries 

such as the Soviet Union (Moscow International Film Festival) and 

Czechoslovakia (Karlovy Vary), but also in Western countries such as France 

(Cannes) and the United Kingdom (Edinburgh). Moreover, in conjunction 
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with DEFA-Außenhandel, the Deutsche Hochschule für Filmkunst (later 

renamed the Hochschule für Film und Fernsehen der DDR and from 1985 the 

Hochschule für Film und Fernsehen Konrad Wolf) regularly screened foreign 

films to its students which had not been approved for general release. Given 

that DEFA filmmakers invariably received their training at the Deutsche 

Hochschule für Filmkunst, the extent to which East German filmmakers were 

conversant in international filmmaking trends should not be underestimated.  

 

 

 

 

iv.   Methodology 

 

I adopt a dual approach when answering these questions by combining 

archival research with close readings of the individual films. By reading the 

visual and narrative content of the productions alongside documents from the 

films’ production files and by situating the productions within their cultural 

and political contexts, I aim to show that the content of the films and the 

motivations underpinning their production were often far more complex than 

has hitherto been acknowledged. This methodology allows me to examine not 

only the outcome of the decisions – as evidenced in the final film – but also 

the choices made during the development of the material and, crucially, who 

the instigators of those changes were.  

At the heart of this thesis is the question of how East German cinema 

depicted Jewish persecution over the course of its existence and whether the 
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images on screen reflected dominant national ideologies. I believe that to 

answer this question, it is necessary to adopt an interdisciplinary approach in 

order to establish what developments occurred throughout the course of the 

GDR, and how these shifts may or may not have mirrored wider political, 

social and cultural shifts. We must be cautious when formulating the criteria 

for a comparative study which seeks to trace developments in presentations of 

the past. When analysing a film made in 1947, we should be sensitive to the 

fact that levels of public and academic knowledge about National Socialist 

racial persecution were not the same as when Siegfried Kühn made Die 

Schauspielerin in 1988. Instead, to assess the film’s narrative and visual 

engagement with National Socialist racial persecution over time, we should 

instead look to how other films approached the subject during the period and 

consider what the parameters of representation were at the time.  

Consequently, I adopt a historicised approach to my analysis. This 

allows for the films to be examined firstly as autonomous productions seeking 

to engage with the theme of National Socialist racial persecution as a filmic 

text, but also enables us to embed the findings of these close readings within 

the films’ production context and understand their value as historical 

documents. In regard to this second point, I seek to address two specific 

questions. Firstly, I examine the role played by the state in the 

conceptualisation, production and dissemination of the films. It is important 

to establish what the impetus for making each film was and whether the state 

became actively (as opposed to institutionally by virtue of DEFA’s status as a 

state-controlled studio) involved in the filmmaking process. I will expand on 

the history of DEFA in the next chapter, but here it suffices to state that my 
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concern in regard to establishing the role of the state in the conceptualisation 

and development of the films resides not in how bureaucratic structures at the 

studio may have impacted upon the development of filmmaking in East 

Germany more generally, but rather lies in ascertaining whether actions were 

directly taken by the state to affect the individual films studied in this thesis. 

Secondly, I seek to situate the films within the cultural and political climate in 

which they were released. By understanding the cultural and political debates 

of the period, not only within East Germany, but also abroad, we can begin to 

unravel the extent to which these films were a response to domestic or 

international events, and whether the films’ content and subject matter may or 

may not have been considered controversial. 

Of course, a historicising approach carries its own inherent risks. A 

‘history of mentalities’ risks imposing a singular interpretative model onto 

highly diverse modes of spectatorial engagement. Audiences do not react in 

the same way towards a film. Rather, they engage with a production as 

individual spectators. There are very few sources which allow for an appraisal 

of audience responses. Even the viewer response surveys used by Mark 

Wolfgram (2010) in his study of depictions of Jewish persecution in East 

German television are compromised by the context of their completion: it 

would have been highly unlikely that a member of the public would have 

openly questioned the propriety of a politically sensitive programme to a 

state-employed official. I am tempted to agree with the scepticism of Paul 

Cooke who points to the tendency of factory managers in the GDR to ‘simply 

fill in the correct figures on the reports they wrote, to maintain the illusion 

that the norms had been achieved’ in a form of ‘Planerfüllung mit dem 
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Bleistift’ (2000, p.16). Nor can the state-compiled viewing figures be fully 

relied upon to convey the popularity of a film since the state tightly controlled 

film distribution by designating how many film prints were to be made 

available by virtue of the film’s adherence to state orthodoxy, and by offering 

free screenings of films to workers and youth groups for films considered to 

be of national importance such as the Ernst Thälmann films (Maetzig 1954 

and 1955) which offered a wholly uncritical presentation of the East German 

antifascist resistance hero.  

Likewise, East German newspapers rarely engaged critically with 

films. Given that the role of the cultural-political journalist was, according to 

a handbook written in 1973, to help to develop ‘die Erläuterung der 

marxistischen-leninistischen Kulturpolitik mit dem Ziel, den Verlauf 

kultureller Prozesse zu beeinflussen’ and to foster ‘das sozialistische 

Lebensgefühl, sozialistische Denk- und Verhaltensweisen der Menschen’, 

newspapers rarely offer an insight into how audiences actually responded to 

the films (Dusiska, 1973, p.128). Nor do they always offer alternative 

platforms for the critical discussion of the films. Rather, the scholarly value 

of East German film reviews resides primarily in their ability to serve as a 

barometer for the local concerns of the state and domestic and foreign events 

which may have shaped production or reception. I also temper the danger of 

unproblematically conflating East German newspaper reviews with audience 

responses by drawing upon foreign reviews, especially from Western 

countries, which were rooted in a different ideological system, and can be 

used as a source of critical comparison and contrast with the views expressed 

domestically.  
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A second possible limitation of adopting a historicising approach is 

that analyses rooted solely in the context of a film’s release risk affirming the 

status quo of the day and discourage critical appraisals of a film’s content. 

For instance, a German film made in the immediate postwar war years could 

be praised for its willingness to engage with the recent past, however 

inadequate that engagement may appear today. Yet at the same time, there is 

the danger that we excuse or overlook clear shortcomings in a film purely by 

virtue of when it was made. If we excuse problematic depictions of victims or 

perpetrators because such portrayals mirrored dominant attitudes of the time, 

we risk affirming those very values through a failure to pronounce judgement 

on such attitudes. Conversely, a failure to root any analysis within its release 

context can result in an over-reliance on knowledge available to use today. 

There is the very real danger that if we fail to contextualise readings of a film, 

we assume the dominant narrative found in history books gained from a 

position of temporal privilege was clear to citizens at the time and, 

consciously or unconsciously, motivated the actions of individuals.  

To address the possible limitations of a historicised methodological 

approach, I root my historical analysis in archival research. I examine a range 

of archival documents including correspondence between filmmakers and the 

studio, internal correspondence at DEFA and confidential reports in order to 

ascertain whether the question of Jewish persecution in a country that actively 

promoted an ideologically and politically motivated victim-victor 

interpretation of the past was in fact as controversial as scholars have hitherto 

suggested. The extensive but confidential film approval process that preceded 

the release of every film in East Germany also means that there is a wealth of 
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candid reports by DEFA and the Ministry for Culture which reveal far more 

wide-ranging assessments not only of the individual films, but also of the 

question of discussion of racial persecution in East German historiography 

than were found in newspaper articles of the time or that could be 

subsequently inferred from historical overviews of the period. Finally, it is 

important to consider not only the influences that shaped the images on 

screen, but also the post-production strategies which were employed to shape 

reception. In this regard, I draw upon the film programmes distributed to 

audiences, the presentation of the films in the media and the questions posed 

to the filmmakers in interviews in order to establish whether a desired reading 

of the films was promoted.  

Of course, using the archive as a historical source is not without its 

own dangers. This thesis draws upon archival documents from eleven 

different archives in four different countries. Collection policies vary 

significantly between institutions depending on their remit. For instance, 

whilst files on individual films can be found in the Bundesarchiv, the 

Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv and the Deutsche Kinemathek, the nature of 

documents and their authors diverge significantly. Archives such as the 

Potsdam Filmarchiv and the Akademie der Künste house the bequests of 

several filmmakers. Here, the focus is not on institutional correspondence, but 

rather on personal letters. Often, we find only one side of correspondence 

between the filmmaker and addressee, and the amount of correspondence 

available also differs markedly between directors. The content of the files 

from these institutions is also subject to retrospective editing as the 

individuals and their families can decide which documents are made available 
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to researchers. In the case of personal correspondence, we are also faced with 

the problem of subjective interpretations, both within the act of analysing the 

content of the letters and in the very act of writing of them. Whilst such 

letters can often provide candid assessments of filmmaking practices in the 

GDR, we must also be sensitive to ethical considerations, namely that much 

of the private correspondence, especially letters sent to filmmakers, was never 

intended for the public sphere. Consequently, we must balance the historical 

importance of such correspondence with the right to privacy of individuals. 

At times, this is coupled with institutional restrictions: government files at the 

Bundesarchiv for the 1980s are still under embargo, and both the Potsdam 

Filmarchiv and the Akademie der Künste exercise strict policies on what may 

and may not be cited. Finally, whilst the propensity of the East German state 

to catalogue meetings and documents extensively results in a wealth of 

information, a significant proportion of the material remains unsorted and 

thus unavailable to researchers.  

In spite of these challenges, however, I believe that the ability to 

compare, contrast and collate a range of sources affords us a unique insight 

into East German cinematic engagements with Jewish persecution. Only by 

analysing the individual films and studying them alongside archival 

documents from the Ministry for Culture, protocols from DEFA, letters by the 

filmmakers, and reviews and interviews from the newspaper archives does it 

becomes clear that often what was presented to the public did not reflect the 

behind-the-scenes realities of the film’s production.  
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v.   Thesis Structure 

 

In this chapter, I have introduced the core questions which will underpin this 

thesis and the scholarly background which informs my approach. In the next 

chapter, I establish the context for the study of depictions of Jewish 

persecution in East German cinema. Chapter Two, ‘Historical Contexts’, 

begins by outlining the relation between the East German state and Jewish 

citizens in the past and present. The state’s position towards its Jewish 

citizens was complex and often contradictory. On the one hand, the stance 

taken towards the persecution of Jews under National Socialism appears to 

signal a reluctance to acknowledge the racial specificity of their persecution 

or to ‘come to terms’ with German culpability in the crimes of the past. The 

SED argued it had created an antifascist society through the abolition of the 

political and economic structures which, following a Marxist-Leninist reading 

of history, had facilitated the rise of National Socialism. As a result, there was 

no examination of individual or collective guilt in East German society. 

Instead, responsibility for the past was to all intents and purposes cast on to 

the other side of the Wall and placed on the shoulders of the West German 

state. On the other hand, the treatment of Jewish citizens living in the GDR 

was unquestionably generous. Jews received larger pensions than the average 

East German worker as well as a range of benefits unavailable to the wider 

population, and the state continued to subsidise or fully finance the activities 

of the Jewish Community even though by the 1980s, its members represented 

just 0.002 percent of the population. I trace the changes and developments in 
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the SED’s public discussions of Jewish persecution and the position of Jews 

in East German society over the course of the GDR’s existence.  

The chapter then moves on to introduce the structures and 

developments key to the evolution of filmmaking in East Germany. Despite 

being a state-controlled studio and enjoying a monopoly over filmmaking in 

the country, DEFA underwent a series of restructurings and changes over its 

existence. Such changes were often a response to so-called ‘freezes and thaws’ 

within domestic politics rather than the result of changes or transgressions 

relating directly to the film industry. As a result, filmmakers found 

themselves in the position of enjoying secure and, in relation to the average 

East German salary, well-paid employment whilst having to work within a 

politically insecure environment where the desires of the state were 

frequently unclear, repeatedly shifting and often conflicting. I set out the 

development of the film studio between 1946 and 1988 and highlight the key 

changes and events which impact on this study. 

In Chapter Three, I discuss Kurt Maetzig’s 1947 film, Ehe im Schatten. 

To date, studies of the film have overwhelmingly focused on the film’s use of 

melodramatic structures frequently found in films of the Third Reich, the 

presence of which have been attributed to the inevitable result of employing 

film technicians trained during the 1930s. Without doubt, the film promotes 

an emotional response rather than a cerebral ‘coming to terms’ with Jewish 

racial persecution. However, instead of questioning whether ‘from our 

historical perspective more than fifty years later’, we can ‘make the claim that 

this narrative actually marks any ethical transformation at all’ as Robert 

Shandley asks (2001, p.84), I propose that a far more revealing question is, 
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what challenges faced a German director seeking to make a film about Jewish 

persecution in the immediate postwar years? Just two years after the end of 

the war, the now iconic images of fences, chimney stacks and even the 

prisoner uniforms lacked the semiotic power they would gain over subsequent 

years by virtue of their repetition, not least in film. In 1947, Maetzig faced the 

challenge of signalling the Jewish identity of his protagonist without using the 

most common visual and narrative tropes of the period which, whilst familiar 

to domestic audiences, were deeply associated with antisemitic propaganda.   

By engaging in a historicised reading of the film, I argue that Maetzig 

does not merely use melodramatic structures and tropes, but rather 

appropriates and inverts familiar visual and narrative models in order to 

challenge National Socialist depictions of victims and perpetrators, Jews and 

Germans. By doing so, I suggest that Maetzig questions the very type of film 

he has hitherto been accused of simply replicating. I conclude with an 

examination of the legacy of Ehe im Schatten in the GDR. Whilst containing 

a strong humanist and, by extension, political, message, Maetzig explicitly 

stated that he wished to avoid ‘Partei- und Tagespolitik’ (DEFA, 1947). With 

the escalation of the Cold War and internal German rivalries, this appeal 

became subsumed within the state’s ideological rhetoric.  

 The importance of a contextualised reading of films comes to the fore 

again in Chapter Four. At the heart of Konrad Wolf’s Sterne (1959) is the 

transformation of a Wehrmacht soldier from a position of passive 

acquiescence to active resistance. Given the centrality of the German soldier, 

Jewish victimhood is unquestionably relegated in the film’s hierarchy of 

interests to a secondary concern. The film could, therefore, easily be read as a 
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cinematic archetype of East German historiography in which political victim-

victor narratives were prioritised over racial victims. However, by examining 

previously undiscussed archival documents, I will argue that far from 

promoting such a presentation, the studio was highly concerned about the 

reductive presentation of the film’s racial victims. That is not to say that 

domestic politics played no role in Sterne. This is apparent in how the film 

was harnessed by the state after it was released and the decision to send the 

film to the Cannes Film Festival in 1959. By selecting what I argue is a film 

deliberately designed to appeal to international tastes, I argue that DEFA and 

the East German state used Sterne to demonstrate not its unique status as an 

antifascist German state, but conversely its compatibility on the international 

stage.  

Whereas Sterne represents a deliberate attempt to produce a film 

about the past which appealed to international tastes, Wolfgang Luderer’s 

Lebende Ware (1966) frames the presentation of Jewish persecution within 

specifically East German ideological narratives. This was not as a result of 

the subject matter which the film’s production company and DEFA clearly 

hoped would appeal to international markets. Rather, this can be seen in how 

the filmmakers framed their narrative. Lebende Ware focuses on the real-life 

figure of Kurt Andreas Becher, a former SS-Obersturmbannführer and, at the 

time of the film’s release, one of West Germany’s wealthiest businessmen, 

who sought to profit from Hungarian Jews by exchanging exit visas for 

jewels and money. Becher was an ideal villain for an East German film. As a 

former senior member of a fascist regime who became a successful capitalist, 

Becher exemplified East German accusations that West Germany was a 
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capitalist-fascist state and the ideological heir to the Third Reich. The role of 

ideology in the film’s conception extends beyond attacks levelled at West 

Germany. The film also attacks Zionism by depicting how wealthier Jews are 

able to purchase their freedom, whilst poorer Jews are deported to the 

concentration camps. In Chapter Five, I consider the implications of the 

persecution of Hungary’s Jews as a manifestation of politico-economic rather 

than racial ideology and how this impacts the visual and narrative codification 

of Jewishness. Precisely because of its ideological and political entrenchment, 

Lebende Ware serves as a revealing case study for this thesis.  

  Lebende Ware also provides a highly illuminating point of contrast 

with Frank Beyer’s film, Jakob der Lügner. Critics have described Jakob der 

Lügner as an anomaly in East German film production. Citing its focus on 

Jewish victimhood and the absence of communist resistance fighters, it has 

been repeatedly argued that production on Beyer’s film was cancelled in 1966 

because of its failure to affirm the state’s position in the aftermath of the 

infamous Eleventh Plenum. In Chapter Six, I argue for a fundamental 

re-reading of the film’s production history and presentation of Jewish 

victimhood. The very fact that Lebende Ware was released in 1966 

undermines the conclusion that Beyer’s film was cancelled because of its 

focus on racial persecution and its failure to present communism: the two 

films were made by the same production company, both present Jews as the 

sole victim group and neither features a communist character.
10

 Archival 

documents also indicate that, far from being viewed as a politically 

                                            
10

 Although the film was eventually produced by KAG Johannisthal, the 1966 attempt to film 

Jakob der Lügner was developed by KAG Heinrich Greif, the production group behind 

Lebende Ware. 
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undesirable film, DEFA actively campaigned for the production of Jakob der 

Lügner and that key plot changes, which have hitherto been attributed to the 

screenwriter’s disillusionment with the state, were in fact initiated by the 

film’s production company. The need to re-examine the film lies not only in 

its misinterpreted production history. By examining the presentation of 

victims and perpetrators in the film, I argue that, whilst the film may be an 

unusual example within a uniquely East German context, its presentation of 

the past is in fact indicative of international demographic and social 

developments which impacted on how National Socialist persecution was 

remembered and presented around the world. In this regard, I argue that what 

has hitherto been described as an anomalous film is, in fact, indicative of the 

growing normalisation of East German engagements with the past. 

  The increased internationalisation of DEFA productions depicting 

National Socialist persecution can be seen again in Chapter Seven. Siegfried 

Kühn’s Die Schauspielerin (1988) is a film without a single communist 

character and whose protagonist is motivated by love for an individual rather 

than an ideologically-driven desire to shape the collective. At the time of 

release, Kühn’s film was presented in the West German press as DEFA’s 

contribution to a state-driven ‘Erinnerungskampagne’ designed to capitalise 

on the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht in a form of ‘Scham nach 

Kalender’ in order to assert the state’s antifascist credentials (Kersten, 1996, 

p.306). In this chapter, however, I argue that whilst Die Schauspielerin did 

indeed mark an opportunistic use of the past, the impetus came not from the 

state but rather from the studio which regarded the anniversary as an ideal 

marketing opportunity for a film about Jewish persecution (Kersten, 1996, 
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p.306). The focus on the film’s release date has resulted in the neglect of the 

actual content of the film. I address this by examining the presentation of 

victimhood and the extent to which the film’s focus on the character of Maria, 

a figure who decides to adopt a Jewish identity in order to be with the man 

she loves, results in the reduction of racial persecution to a dramatic backdrop. 

Whilst this could be interpreted as characteristic of a specifically East 

German refusal to deal with questions of Jewish victimhood in line with the 

interpretations outlined at the start of this chapter, I will argue that, when 

placed within a broader, international context, it becomes clear that such 

sentiments are far more symptomatic of wider demographic shifts. In this 

regard, the film arguably represents DEFA’s most international presentation 

of the past.  

 In the Conclusion, I draw together key trends which have emerged 

from my analysis of the five individual films and I consider how films 

exploring the German persecution of Jews during the Third Reich can be 

understood in relation to the official statements and deliberate silences about 

the past. In doing so, I argue that Jewish persecution was not a taboo subject 

in the GDR and that the parameters of representation were far more liberal 

than the rigid, state-prescribed framework of remembrance would suggest. 
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2.   Historical Context 

 

i.    The Position of Jews in East Germany’s Past and Present 

 

On 7 October 1949, the first constitution of the newly founded GDR came 

into effect. Article Six stated that: 

Alle Bürger sind vor dem Gesetz gleichberechtigt. 

Boykotthetze gegen demokratische Einrichtungen und 

Organisationen, Mordhetze gegen demokratische Politiker, 

Bekundung von Glaubens-, Rassen-, Völkerhass, militaristi-

sche Propaganda sowie Kriegshetze und alle sonstigen 

Handlungen, die sich gegen die Gleichberechtigung richten, 

sind Verbrechen im Sinne des Strafgesetzbuches (SED, 

1949).  

This original statement of equality and the institutional prohibition of 

religious, racial and ethnic persecution stands in sharp contrast to a statement 

made by the Volkskammer in April 1990. Here, the East German government 

acknowledged its ‘Mitverantwortung für Demütigung, Vertreibung und 

Ermordung jüdischer Frauen, Männer und Kinder’, its ‘Trauer und Scham’ 

towards the ‘Last der Deutschen Geschichte’, and its failure to address that 

legacy over the past four decades:  

Wir bitten die Juden in aller Welt um Verzeihung. Wir 

bitten das Volk in Israel um Verzeihung für Heuchelei und 

Feindseligkeit der offiziellen DDR-Politik gegenüber dem 

Staat Israel und für die Verfolgung und Entwürdigung 

jüdischer Mitbürger auch nach 1945 in unserem Lande 

(Timm, 1997a, p.588). 

On the surface, this acknowledgement would appear to signal a clear 

discrepancy between the rhetoric and reality of East Germany’s position 

towards Jewish citizens at home and abroad. The statement was certainly a 
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significant shift in terms of official, public proclamations. But we must be 

careful not to mistake public declarations made by politicians who, in the 

aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, were often keen to distance 

themselves from the East German regime, for indices of the everyday realities 

of life in the GDR. The public articulation of regret was certainly significant, 

but if we examine the Realpolitik and day-to-day decisions of the East 

German state towards its Jewish population in the past and present, a far more 

complex picture emerges than the description of a state in which there was 

‘keine Auseinandersetzung mit Antisemitismus, Holocaust und deutscher 

Schuld’ would suggest (Haury, 2006). 

In terms of material restitution, the SED’s attitude towards Jewish 

victims of National Socialism living in the GDR was in fact consistent and, in 

relative terms, generous. Throughout the history of the GDR, the state 

subsidised the East German Jewish Community to a ‘völlig disproportional’ 

degree given its actual size (Mertens, 1995, p.202). Jewish victims received 

higher pensions than their counterparts in the West, were afforded priority 

accommodation, enjoyed higher levels of healthcare, could retire five years 

early and their children were guaranteed a university place. The state also 

arranged for a kosher butcher, a Jewish library, a quarterly newsletter and 

radio broadcasts which replayed religious music from services in Hungary 

(Ó’Dochartaigh, 1997, p.53). In addition, the East Berlin Jewish Community 

received 150,000 Marks every year for the upkeep of Weißensee Cemetery 

along with 170,000 Marks for cultural and social activities. This was in 

addition to an annual grant which, by 1989, totalled 607,000 Marks per 
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year.
11

 Since the Jewish Community boasted no more than 350 members by 

the end of the 1980s, this amounted to a subsidy of around 1734 Marks per 

head. Nonetheless, whilst the treatment of Jews in East German society in the 

present was surprisingly generous for a country which propagated the equal 

distribution of wealth and considered religious affiliation an anachronism, its 

willingness to acknowledge the National Socialist legacy of the past was far 

less forthcoming.  

In 1933, there were 114,107 Jews living in what would become East 

Germany of which around 72,700 lived in East Berlin. Whilst exact figures 

for the immediate postwar years are hard to establish, Angelika Timm 

estimates that there were 2442 Jews living in East Berlin and between 1200 

and 1500 Jews living elsewhere in the Soviet Zone (1997b, p.18). Of course, 

this figure does not include Jewish citizens who did not declare their Jewish 

identity or who chose not to join the Jewish Community. As Ruth Gay 

reminds us, the German Jews who returned to East Berlin after the war 

overwhelmingly did so to build a socialist state, not a Jewish community 

(2002, p.203).  East German membership of the Jewish Community fell 

rapidly. From 3750 members in 1949, the Community halved in less than a 

decade with just 1715 members in 1955 (Timm, 1997b, p.31). The cause for 

the sudden decrease in numbers undoubtedly resided in the SED’s actions of 

1953. Throughout the winter of 1952, a series of show trials took place across 

Eastern Europe. Following the infamous Slánský Trial in Czechoslovakia in 

1952 and the ‘Doctor’s Plot’ in the Soviet Union in 1953, the SED ordered 

the arrest of a number of Trotskyites, Titoists and Zionists, a large number of 
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 About half of this amount came in the form of manpower.  
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whom were Jewish, under the accusation of conspiracy against the state (cf. 

Herf, 1994; Ó’Dochartaigh, 1997; Timm, 1997c). The arrests caused 

considerable alarm within the Jewish Community and six of the seven leaders 

of the Jewish Community left for West Germany.  

Coming just eight years after the end of the war, it is understandable 

that the actions of the SED would have sparked alarm among the Jewish 

population. It would be easy to conclude that the events of 1953 signalled a 

return of antisemitic prejudice to the East German state and a number of 

critics have reached this very conclusion (Geller, 2005; Kessler, 2003). 

However, we must be careful not to decontextualise the events. The arrests 

took place against a backdrop of rapidly escalating Cold War tensions. Robin 

Ostow highlights the fact that, whilst the GDR had been governed by the SED 

since 1949, it did not receive independence in matters of Foreign Affairs until 

1955 and was consequently expected to follow Moscow’s orders without 

question (1989, p.144).
12

 This is borne out by the fact that the arrests abruptly 

ended following Stalin’s death in March 1953. Domestic politics also played 

a central role in the events. Although several of the victims were Jewish, they 

were also heavily involved in politics, overwhelmingly held Zionist views 

and many had spent time in the West. Within the context of the early 1950s, 

this created concern among the Party faithful who feared they could be acting 

as ‘imperialist’ spies for the West (Ó’Dochartaigh, 1997, p.24). As Ostow 

concludes, ‘although allegations that the Jews in the GDR – and especially 

their leaders – were all “Zionists, Trotskyites, Imperialist American agents, 

                                            
12

 Of course, even after 1955 the SED’s freedom to act independently was limited as 

officially it remained an occupied country. 
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Titoists and Cosmopolitan” were clearly hysterical, they were not without 

some basis in fact’ (1989, p.144). Whilst the state’s actions may have 

appeared antisemitic, there is little actual evidence that they were motivated 

by anything other than internal and external political concerns. 

At this point it is useful to outline the state’s distinction between 

antisemitism and anti-Zionism. According to the 1963 edition of M   r’  

Taschenlexikon, antisemitism was the ‘feindliche Haltung gegenüber Juden’ 

which ‘äußert sich in Rassenhetze, Beschränkung von Rechten, Pogromen’ 

(VEB Bibliographisches Institut, 1963, pp.46–47). The Kleines politisches 

Wortebuch, on the other hand, never carried a definition of antisemitism, 

instead referring readers to ‘Rassenideologie’ which made no specific 

mention of Jews.
13

 The 1989 edition did, however, contain an entry for 

Zionism which it described as ‘die chauvinistische Ideologie, das 

weitverzweigte Organisationssystem und die rassischste, expansionistische 

politische Praxis der jüdischen Bourgeoisie’ (Dietz Verlag, 1989, p.1116). 

Since Zionism, following a Marxist-Leninist reading, is an expression of 

bourgeois and imperialist powers exploiting the working classes, Jews could 

also be victims of Zionism. Nonetheless, the distinction between Zionism and 

antisemitism was often an ambiguous one which did not travel easily beyond 

East German borders.  

In 1953, the Vereinigung der Verfolgten des Naziregimes (VVN) was 

replaced by the Komitee der Antifaschistischen Widerstandskämpfer 

(KdAW). Whereas the VNN represented all victims of National Socialist 

                                            
13

 Under ‘Rassenideologie’, the 1973 edition did contain the line, ‘das politisch-ideologische 

Hauptmerkmal der gegenwärtige Rassismus ist ihre enge Verknüpfung mit dem 

Antikommunismus’ (Dietz Verlag, 1973, pp.697–698). 
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persecution, the KdAW was exclusively for political resisters and thereby 

excluded racial victims who were henceforth known as ‘Opfer des 

Faschismus’ rather than ‘Kämpfer gegen Faschismus’. From the outset, the 

KdAW was less a veterans’ group as much as a lobbying organisation which 

actively sought to shape memories of National Socialist persecution in the 

GDR. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the SED ruled that the former 

concentration camps of Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald and Ravensbrück were 

to be designated ‘Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätten’. On the one hand, 

state support for the creation of documentation centres at sites of National 

Socialist persecution came sooner in East Germany than in West Germany: 

exhibitions at Dachau and Neuengamme were opened in 1965, and a 

documentation centre was opened at Bergen-Belsen in 1966. On the other 

hand, the group of people these sites were designed to commemorate reflects 

a clear desire by the state to shape the past for political expediency in the 

present and for the future.  

The KdAW was instrumental in designing the exhibition boards at the 

sites and, although Politbüro member Albert Norden warned the KdAW to be 

mindful of presentation of information in order to avoid foreign accusations 

that ‘in der DDR würden die Leiden der Juden unter Hitlerfaschismus nicht 

genügend beachtet’, the three sites were clearly shaped by a desire to 

legitimise East Germany as an antifascist state in the present rather than a 

desire to remember the German crimes of the past (zur Nieden, 1997, p.97). 

This was particularly evident at Buchenwald Concentration Camp. According 

to Volkhard Knigge, Germans made up five percent of the 270,000 prisoners 

at Buchenwald, of which about seven hundred were communists and a few 
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dozen belonged to the KPD’s inner circle (2009, pp.118–119). However, the 

experience of communist prisoners dominated both the visitor centre and 

topography of the site. The construction of a memorial, whose design was 

inspired by the phrase ‘Durch Sterben und Kämpfen zum Sieg’, and which 

depicts communist prisoners celebrating the triumph of communism over 

fascism and the purported self-liberation of the camp, very much set the tone 

for the type of commemoration and memorialisation that took place not only 

at Buchenwald and other former concentration camp sites, but in wider East 

Germany society.
14

  

Throughout the 1960s, Jewish persecution was instrumentalised for 

the purpose of Cold War rivalries and was accompanied by a marked increase 

in anti-Western propaganda. The arrest and subsequent trial of Adolf 

Eichmann in 1961 and the Auschwitz Trials of 1963 to 1965 were seized 

upon by the SED as an opportunity to expose a number of West German 

politicians and businessmen who had previously occupied positions of 

influence in the Third Reich. Albert Norden, who led the Kommission für 

gesamtdeutsche Arbeit which was tasked with executing internal and external 

propaganda campaigns against West Germany, encouraged Ulbricht to use 

‘der Fall Eichmann, der international so großes Aufsehen erregt, maximal 

gegen das Bonner Regime’ (Timm, 1997a, p.496). The campaigns were far 

less concerned with understanding the actions of such figures in the past as 

they were with attempting to discredit the West German state in the present.  

In 1971, Erich Honecker replaced Walter Ulbricht as First Secretary 

of the SED. The change in leadership marked a clear shift in policy in the 
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 For more on the history of Buchenwald concentration camp, see Niven (2007, pp.48–84). 
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GDR. Honecker was keen to improve the GDR’s position on the world stage 

and the Berlin Agreement of 1972, which normalised relations between East 

and West Germany, paved the way for the GDR’s entry into the United 

Nations. The state’s desire to improve its standing on the world stage is also 

evident in the increased internationalisation of its relations with Jewish 

organisations. East German officials were invited to a meeting of the World 

Jewish Congress from 1976 onwards and, for the first time in its history, the 

SED offered to pay reparations to Jewish victims living abroad (Timm, 1997b, 

pp.110, 144).
15

 However, the payment of one million dollars came with the 

stipulation that the only benefactors were to be American-Jewish victims. 

Given that by this point West Germany had paid $37 billion dollars in 

reparations, it is hardly surprising that the sum was rejected for being both too 

small and too restrictive in its remit (Mertens, 1997, p.278).  

Talks between the Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against 

Germany (known as the Claims Conference) and East Germany regarding 

financial restitution continued into the 1980s. These talks were primarily 

motivated by pragmatic concerns. Due to a dramatic reduction in oil imports 

from the Soviet Union and a series of broken agreements for Polish exports of 

coal and iron ore, East Germany was forced to buy its natural resources from 

Western Europe using hard currency (Timm, 1997b, p.14). This in turn led to 

an increase in national debt from 10.8 billion DM in 1975 to 28.16 billion 

DM in 1983 (Ó’Dochartaigh, 2003, p.173). The SED’s financial problems 

were compounded by the decision of its Western creditors to withdraw forty 
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 Hitherto, the SED had argued it had fulfilled all conditions stipulated in the Potsdam 

Agreement and was therefore not obliged to compensate Jewish victims further.  
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percent of their deposits from the GDR after the financial crises in Poland and 

Romania, and the provision of 1.95 billion DM in West German credits did 

not resolve the threat of bankruptcy as much as postpone it (Steiner, 2010, 

p.172). The SED believed the answer to its financial problems lay in the 

acquisition of Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status with the United States. 

Not only would the removal of tax restrictions from East German exports to 

the United States significantly bolster the East German economy, but 

Honecker also hoped that improved economic relations with Washington 

would result in a much coveted invite to the White House.  

However, the two major obstacles to realising both these aims were 

East Germany’s human rights record and its failure to pay reparations to 

Israel. In its pursuit of a negotiated solution, the SED launched a personal 

offensive aimed at enlisting key foreign figures to act as advocates on East 

Germany’s behalf, a number of whom were influential Jewish figures. 

Thereto, the SED resolved to exploit groups with perceived influential links 

to the United States administration in order to gain favour (Ammer, 1989, 

p.21; Mertens, 1997, p.280; Timm, 1994, p.261; Timm, 1997c, p.39). This 

was most obvious in the sustained pursuit of the President of the World 

Jewish Congress, Edgar Miles Bronfman who, during a visit to East Germany 

in 1988, was awarded the Großer Stern der Völkerfreundschaft which 

recognised the ‘Würdigung außerordentlicher Verdienste um die Deutsche 

Demokratische Republik, um die Verständigung und die Freundschaft der 

Völker und um die Erhaltung des Friedens’ (Ullrich, 2007, p.455).  

As we can see, the position of Jewish citizens in East German society 

and historiography is complicated and at times contradictory, and the attitude 
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of the East German state to Jewish citizens at home and abroad continues to 

be a source of considerable debate among scholars. Thomas Fox, for example, 

challenges the findings of Pól Ó’Dochartaigh’s The Portrayal of Jews in GDR 

Prose Fiction (1997) in which Ó’Dochartaigh highlights the range of texts 

presenting Jewish themes in the past and present as evidence that Jewish 

themes were not taboo in GDR society, arguing that ‘the question is not 

whether discourse on Jews existed, but rather how it was articulated’ (1998, 

p.98). An exhibition in 2009 entitled ‘Das hat’s bei uns nicht gegeben! 

Antisemitismus in der DDR’ largely echoes Fox’s conclusion, claiming that 

‘In den Familien oder Gemeinden fand in der Regel keine 

Auseinandersetzung mit der Vergangenheit statt. So blieb der Bodensatz des 

Antisemitismus unangetastet’ (Amadeu Antonio Stiftung, 2009). Meanwhile 

an article for the centrally-funded Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung 

argues that in the GDR ‘Selbstbild und Selbstdarstellung entsprachen 

keineswegs der Realität’ (Haury, 2006).  

Yet as Jeffery Herf stresses, ‘underestimation or misunderstanding’ is 

not the same as ‘hostility or indifference’ and, over the course of the past 

decade, academics have made important revisions to the image of a state 

hostile to its Jewish citizens and Jewish communities abroad (1997, p.20). 

Echoing Ó’Dochartaigh’s emphasis on explorations of the Jewish past outside 

of official rhetoric, Herf has sought to differentiate between state rhetoric and 

commemorative events at local and regional levels in East German society. 

Bill Niven similarly seeks to nuance over-simplistic designations of East 

German memories of National Socialist racial persecution. Whilst arguing 

that ‘there can be little doubt that the Holocaust was not central to East 
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Germany’s understanding of the Nazi past’, Niven warns against conflating 

‘official’ with ‘homogenous’ (2010a, p.205). Rather, the memory and 

commemorative landscape in the GDR was often ‘confusedly and confusingly 

polycratic’ (2010a, p.207). Finally, Angelika Timm (1997a, 1997b, 2003) and 

Karin Hartewig (2000) have shown how official rhetoric and practical and 

material needs led to a far more complex relationship between the state, its 

Jewish population and Israel in East German society than has hitherto been 

understood. Building on these studies, I will consider how films exploring the 

German persecution of Jews during the Third Reich can be understood in 

relation to the official statements and deliberate silences about the past. In 

doing so, I will argue that Jewish persecution was not a taboo subject in the 

GDR and that the parameters of representation were far more liberal than the 

rigid, state-prescribed framework of remembrance would suggest. 

 

 

 

 

ii.   Filmmaking in East Germany 

 

The East German film studio DEFA, or the Deutsche Film-Aktiengesellschaft, 

was founded in 1946. In contrast to studios in the Soviet Union, Poland and 

Hungary which were also state-controlled, DEFA occupied a monopoly over 

filmmaking in East Germany. Between 1946 and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 

1989, DEFA produced 666 feature films and 607 television films (DEFA 

Stiftung, 2012a). By 1989, DEFA was the second largest film studio in 
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Europe after Mosfilm in Moscow, and boasted twelve sound studios, two 

animation studios, three synchronisation studios, 600,000 props, 50,000 

pieces of furniture, 150,000 costumes and employed some 2450 members of 

staff (Jungnickel, 1990, p.47). Despite this formidable presence, the curtain 

fell on DEFA just four years after the fall of the Wall and the studio’s assets 

were sold to Compagnie Immobilière Phénix Deutschland GmbH.  

Since unification, DEFA has suffered a remarkable fall from grace. 

From a position of unrivalled privilege, DEFA films now struggle to find an 

outlet on German television beyond the Mitteldeutsche Rundfunk, the 

regional broadcaster for Germany’s eastern states. Such is the poor standing 

of DEFA that in 2008 the (West) German filmmaker Volker Schlöndorff, 

who had been named studio director during the privatisation of DEFA, felt 

able to declare:  

Den Namen ‘DEFA’ habe ich abgeschafft, die DEFA-Filme 

waren furchtbar. Die liefen damals in Paris, wo ich studierte, 

nur im Kino der kommunistischen Partei. Wir sind da 

reingegangen und haben gelacht. Der Name musste weg. 

Bei der DEFA hatte alles vor sich hingesuppt. Das Studio 

stand auf der Kippe, die Mitarbeiter mussten lernen, sich an 

den Kunden zu orientieren’ (Grotte, 2008).  

However, as the scholar Manfred Jäger stresses, ‘der Zusammenbruch eines 

unwürdigen Staates disqualifiziert nicht die innerhalb seiner Grenzen 

entstandenen Werke, jedenfalls nicht a priori’ (1995, p.26).  

The early years of DEFA have been well documented (cf. Allan and 

Sandford, 1999; Berghahn, 2005; Mückenberger, 1997; Poss and Warnecke, 

2006; Wilkening, 1981). DEFA was officially created on 13 May 1946 at a 

ceremony during which DEFA’s founding members were formally handed a 
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filmmaking licence by the Soviet Military Administration (SMAD).
16

 At the 

licensing the head of the SMAD Propaganda Administration, Colonel Sergei 

Tulpanov, proclaimed that: 

Die Filmgesellschaft DEFA hat wichtige Aufgaben zu lösen. 

Die größte von ihnen ist der Kampf für den demokratischen 

Aufbau Deutschlands, das Ringen um die Erziehung des 

deutschen Volkes, insbesondere der Jugend, im Sinne der 

echten Demokratie und Humanität, und damit Achtung zu 

erwecken für andere Völker und Länder. Der Film als 

Massenkunst muss eine scharfe und mächtige Waffe gegen 

die Reaktion und für die in der Tiefe wachsende 

Demokratie, gegen den Krieg und den Militarismus und für 

Frieden und Freundschaft aller Völker der ganzen Welt 

werden (cited in DEFA, 1951, p.10).  

The founding of DEFA came after nine months of planning and development. 

Preparation for an East German film studio began in September 1945 when 

Herbert Volkmann, who had been tasked by the SMAD with leading the 

Office for Literature and the Arts, was instructed in accordance with SMAD 

Directive 51 to compile a list of ‘alle tätigen Personen auf dem Gebiet des 

Theaters, der Musik, des Tanzes, des Films und der bildenden Künste’ 

(Mückenberger, 1997, p.12). Over the subsequent weeks, a number of 

filmmakers reported to Volkmann and, by the end of the month, he had 

formed a Filmaktiv. The collective was instructed by the SMAD to prepare to 

form a production company and was called upon ‘eine deutsche Filmindustrie 

im Bereich der SBZ ins Leben zu rufen’ (Mückenberger, 1997, p.14). Two 

months later, the Filmaktiv had begun shooting its first documentary and by 

May 1946 had begun work on its first feature film, Die Mörder sind unter uns 

(Staudte, 1946), despite having yet to receive its official filmmaking licence 

                                            
16

 DEFA’s founding members were Hans Klering, Alfred Lindemann, Willy Schiller, Karl 

Hans Bergmann and Kurt Maetzig. 
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from the SMAD. Nine days later, DEFA was formed and officially received 

the Soviet seal of approval. 

The resurrection of filmmaking in the Soviet sector stood in marked 

contrast to the role ascribed to film in the Western zones. In contrast to the 

centrality of political re-education which underpinned the Soviets’ decision to 

permit German filmmaking in its sector, the Western allies – above all, the 

American Military Government – were highly distrustful of Germans’ ability 

to make their own films, such was the role of propaganda in the German film 

industry under Joseph Goebbels. In a directive issued by the US Military 

Government, it was ordered that:  

Information Control will provide the Germans with 

information, which will influence them to understand and 

accept the United States programme of occupation, and to 

establish for themselves a stable, peaceful, and acceptable 

government. Such information will impress upon the 

Germans the totality of their military defeat, the 

impossibility of rearmament, the responsibility of the 

individual German for war and atrocities, the disastrous 

effects of the structure and system of National Socialism on 

Germany and on the world, and the possibility that through 

work and cooperation Germany may again be accepted in 

the family of nations (cited in Pleyer, 1965, p.25).
17

 

As a result of the moratorium on German filmmaking, Hollywood studios 

quickly saw the commercial opportunities available to them in Germany and 

flooded the market with American productions. Whilst the SMAD also 

maintained economic interests in its sector through the initial requirement that 

all DEFA productions be released through the Soviet distribution company 

Sovexport (which meant that profits rarely filtered back to the studio), there 
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 Military Government Regulation 21-123, Change 3 of 16 April 1947 modified this text by 

replacing ‘influence’ with ‘enable’.  
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was little sense of the top-down approach adopted by the Western zones. 

Instead, German filmmakers were granted considerable freedom to develop 

their own scripts. Censorship lay in the hands of the SMAD and, in the first 

years of DEFA, overt politicisation was avoided.
18

  

Maetzig’s description of the early years as ‘a wonderful period’ in 

which ‘we were very free and could make the films we wanted to make’ 

reflects the liberal attitude to filmmaking under the auspices of the SMAD 

(Brady, 1999, p.83). As the SED gained influence in the Soviet sector and 

sought to consolidate its power in anticipation of the establishment of a 

self-governed socialist sector, the freedoms afforded to filmmakers contracted 

significantly. During 1948 and 1949, the SED quickly sought to tighten its 

grip on filmmaking by replacing all DEFA board members with trusted party 

officials (Feinstein, 2002, p.29; Mückenberger, 1994, pp.25–26). The 

foundation of the GDR on 7 October 1949 and subsequent transfer of 

governmental powers on 10 October strengthened the SED’s control over the 

                                            
18

 From 1949 the state controlled all matters pertaining to film censorship (or ‘Filmabnahme’). 

The volatility of film censorship and filmmakers’ difficulty in ascertaining the type of films 

desired by the state is reflected in the repeated redesignation of censorship responsibilities. 

Between 1949 and 1952 the Office for Information ruled over censorship matters including 

issues pertaining to the press and to literature. The reorganisation of DEFA in 1952 resulted 

in the transfer of powers to the newly created State Commission for Film Affairs (Staatliches 

Komitee für Filmwesen). The foundation of the Ministry for Culture in 1954 was 

accompanied by the establishment of a new censorship board, Hauptverwaltung Film (HV 

Film), the offices of which were located at the Ministry for  Culture and whose chairman was 

the Deputy Minister of Culture (who in this capacity was known as the ‘Filmminister’). As a 

result of restructuring following the 1958 Film Conference, HV Film was dissolved and 

replaced by the Department for the State Approval of Film (Abteilung Staatliche 

Filmabnahme) at the Ministry for Culture, only to be reinstated after another reorganisation 

in 1962. HV Film would preside over film censorship until the collapse of the GDR (DEFA 

Stiftung, 2012b).   
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studio. The SED’s attempt to exert full control over the studio management 

was realised in 1950 when Sepp Schwab was appointed Director of DEFA. 

Schwab, who had no filmmaking experience whatsoever, was a hard-line 

party official and well-known for his motto ‘lieber etwas zuviel Misstrauen 

als Leichtgläubigkeit’ (Mückenberger, 1994, p.26). His credo would set the 

tone for filmmaking in East Germany for years to come.  

 The incremental politicisation of DEFA quickly made a mark on the 

studio’s output, albeit in unintended ways. Film output dropped significantly 

over the ensuing years. In 1950, eight films were completed. By 1952 this had 

dropped to just five (Feinstein, 2002, p.30). The 1952 resolution by the 

Politbüro, ‘Für den Aufschwung der fortschrittlichen deutschen Filmkunst’, 

marked the de facto nationalisation of the film industry. Whereas the studio’s 

artistic director had previously approved the DEFA’s annual production plan, 

the restructuring placed responsibility in the hands of the studio director and 

head dramaturge. The 1952 resolution also resulted in the creation of Progress 

Film-Verleih, East Germany’s domestic film distribution company, and 

heralded the fundamental restructuring of filmmaking through the 

reclassification of DEFA as a ‘volkseigener Betrieb’ (VEB) in 1953, a 

publically-owned, vertically integrated company.
19

 The creation of the 

Ministry for Culture and Hauptverwaltung Film (HV Film) in 1954, a 

department within the Ministry headed by the Deputy Minister for Culture, 

served to intensify the politicisation of the studio further.  

                                            
19

 Foreign distribution came under the remit of DEFA-Außenhandel which was founded three 

years later in 1955. 
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Film output had increased by the mid-1950s, the impetus for which 

owed far more to political events than to internal restructurings at DEFA. The 

workers’ uprising of June 1953 resulted in a series of concessions made by 

the state and, in turn, heralded in a more liberal climate in the GDR, as did the 

political and cultural thaw which took place across the Eastern Bloc following 

Stalin’s death. The period of liberalisation was used by DEFA’s new studio 

director, Hans Rodenberg, as an opportunity to negotiate greater freedoms for 

the studio (Allan 1999, pp.7–8). Rodenberg’s interventions appeared to have 

a positive short-term effect with the studio’s output increasing to fifteen films 

in 1954 and rising to sixteen films the following year (Feinstein, 2002, p.30). 

Nevertheless, these freedoms were short-lived. In May 1957, the Minister of 

Culture Johannes Becher and his deputy, Anton Ackermann, were summoned 

to the office of Zentralkomitee Culture Secretary, Paul Wandel, who attacked 

DEFA’s production plan and criticised the absence of films dealing with 

workers’ everyday lives (Feinstein, 2002, p.66).
20

 Speeches delivered by 

cultural functionaries at the 1958 Film Conference in Berlin also indicated 

that filmmaking was to return to the ideological dogmatism of 1952 (Allan, 

1999, p.10). By 1958, all leadership positions at the studio were occupied by 

Party members. Likewise seventy percent of DEFA’s directors and fifty 

percent of its scriptwriters were Party members (Heimann, 1994, p.267). As a 

point of contrast, Party membership among the general population stood at 

just five percent.  

                                            
20

 Of the twenty-nine films Wandel attacked, the only production he singled out for praise 

was Konrad Wolf’s Sonnensucher (1958). Ironically, the film would be banned just a few 

months later for its failure to adhere to the Party line (Feinstein, 2002, p.66).  
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Although not welcomed by all at DEFA, filmmakers and artists 

widely believed that the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961 would stabilise 

internal political tensions and herald a new period of liberalisation in East 

German filmmaking.
21

 For example, two days after the border was closed, 

Konrad Wolf gave an interview in which he stated his belief that: 

Die absolute Mehrheit der Bevölkerung unserer Republik 

diese Maßnahmen begrüßt, auch wenn sie vielleicht 

zeitweilig einige Erschwernisse oder einige Unannehmlich-

keiten mit sich bringen, die aber in keinem Verhältnis dazu 

stehen, dass wir jetzt endlich einmal Ruhe haben werden, 

Ruhe vor den ewigen Störungen, die aus Westberlin in 

unsere Republik getragen werden, Ruhe vor denjenigen, die 

es immer noch nicht lassen können, eine Kriegspsychose, 

eine Kriegssituation künstlich zu schaffen. Deshalb glaube 

ich, dass auch die Künstler diese Maßnahme begrüßen 

(Wolf, 1961).  

Their hopes were not entirely misplaced. The creation of Künstlerische 

Arbeitsgruppen (KAG) in 1959, small production companies which enjoyed 

devolved powers in film development, gave filmmakers more freedom within 

DEFA. Studio director Albert Wilkening was replaced by the young cultural 

functionary Jochen Mückenberger and members of the Zentralkomitee 

acknowledged the need to recruit younger party leaders. The cumulative 

effect was to instil a new sense of confidence in filmmakers.  

Although filmmakers may have considered the early 1960s as a period 

of relative artistic liberation for filmmaking in East Germany, the mood 

among DEFA management was quite different. Economically, politically and 

culturally, DEFA was facing considerable problems. By 1961, one million 

television sets had been sold in the GDR and this new, alternative source of 
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 For a range of reactions at the studio to news that the East-West border had been closed, 

see Joshua Feinstein’s Triumph of the Ordinary (2002, pp.122–124).  
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entertainment in the home had a direct impact on DEFA’s box office 

revenues. Already forced to relinquish its second largest production facility, 

the former Tobis studio in Berlin-Johannisthal, to the television provider 

Deutscher Fernsehfunk (DFF), DEFA needed to boost its output and reassert 

its identity as East Germany’s leading provider of cultural entertainment in 

order to reclaim its leading position in the domestic cultural landscape and 

finance its future (Feinstein, 2002, p.102). Yet despite a concerted effort to 

increase the number of film screenings across the country, the average 

number of cinema visits continued to fall from 18.1 per year in 1957 to 13.8 

in 1960 (Schittly, 2002, p.120).  

Of course, the emergence of television as a rival source of 

entertainment was a challenge faced by film studios around the world. In 

Cinema and State: Film Industry and the British Government, Margaret 

Dickinson and Sarah Street observe that ‘by the 1960s, [British] cinema had 

lost two-thirds of its 1950 audience; in the next decade it lost half of what 

remained’ (1985, p.227), whilst Barry Keith Grant reports that the output of 

the major American studios fell from 184 films in 1960 to 151 films in 1970, 

whilst the number of cinemas in operation decreased by some 3500 (2008, 

p.12). However, DEFA’s problems were exacerbated by the fact that, in 

contrast to commercially-driven studios, the state-owned East German studio 

had far less room for manoeuvre when considering how to respond to this 

new source of competition. Whilst commercially-driven studios were able to 

react to market trends by developing films that reflected dominant popular 

tastes, filmmaking in East Germany was ascribed an overtly ideological role 

that often served to distance audiences further. A line from the film Spur der 
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Steine (Beyer, 1966), in which the protagonist Hannes Balla flirts with Kati 

by saying ‘Mit Ihnen würd ich mir sogar ‘nen DEFA-Film angucken!’, 

succinctly summarises the public’s derisory attitude towards domestic 

production. The film would be banned in the aftermath of the Eleventh 

Plenum. 

It was the events of and response to the Eleventh Plenum which 

fundamentally undermined filmmakers’ confidence in the state. The Eleventh 

Plenum of the Zentralkomitee of the SED in December 1965 had a 

devastating effect on filmmaking in the GDR. Although originally intended as 

a forum for the discussion of economic matters, the SED leadership was 

forced to divert attention away from the failure of its Neues Ökonomisches 

System der Planung und Leitung which was designed to overcome East 

Germany’s continued structural economic problems and instead refocused its 

criticism on the alleged ‘Erscheinungen der Unmoral und einer dem 

Sozialismus fremden Lebensweise’ in recent films (ZK der SED, 1965). This, 

coupled with pressure from the Soviet Union following the replacement of 

Nikita Khrushchev with the more hardline Leonid Brezhnev as General 

Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union, signalled an end to the cultural thaw that had followed the 

construction of the Berlin Wall.  

The Eleventh Plenum certainly had a profound impact on DEFA. It 

has been estimated that in the forty-one year history of the GDR, a total of 

thirty DEFA films were banned, never completed or never released 

(Berghahn, 2005, p.135). That over a third of these should be banned in one 

year attests to the impact of the Eleventh Plenum. The consequences of the 
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Plenum were not just expressed in production output: the careers of several 

key figures within DEFA were either ended or blighted by this 

cultural-political Kahlschlag. Previously lauded directors such as Frank Beyer 

and Jürgen Böttcher were marginalised within DEFA, whilst high-ranking 

cultural officials including Hans Bentzien (Minister for Culture), Günter Witt 

(Deputy Minister for Culture), Jochen Mückenberger (DEFA’s studio director) 

and Klaus Wischnewski (head dramaturge at DEFA), were dismissed from 

office. Just as profound was the psychological impact on filmmakers. Despite 

accusations of ‘Nihilismus’, ‘Skeptizismus’ and ‘geistige Hochmut’, the 

directors of the banned films had never intended their works to be subversive; 

rather, the studio executives and directors who had been attacked at the 

Eleventh Plenum sincerely believed that they were supporting the socialist 

cause through a critical examination of East German society (Schmitz, 2009, 

p.47). As Wolfgang Kohlhaase, whose film Berlin um die Ecke (1965) fell 

foul of the censors, reflected:  

Wir haben diesen Film [...] aus einer kritischen Solidarität 

mit dem Sozialismus heraus gedreht, und wir haben uns 

maßlos gewundert, dass die Gesellschaft das nicht haben 

wollte (Berghahn, 1999, p.186). 

Over the following years, directors and the studio management remained 

unsure of what the parameters of acceptability were in the eyes of the 

Politbüro. An internal report by the Ministry for State Security (MfS or 

‘Stasi’) characterised the prevailing mood at DEFA as marked by 

‘hochgradige Unsicherheit’ and an ‘allgemeine Flaute’, with filmmakers 

describing the studio as being in ‘echte Misere’. Moreover, the MfS reported 
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that filmmakers were unclear about what material was considered desirable 

and undesirable by Party officials:  

Würden ‘risikolose und politisch eindeutige’ – gemein im 

Sinne von konfliktlosen und einfachen – Filmen produziert, 

erziele man damit keine Resonanz in der Bevölkerung. 

Würde man sich an komplizierte und problematische Stoffe 

wagen, könne man auf Grund der ‘Überängstlichkeit und 

des Unvermögens der Leitung’ noch wegen politischer 

Fehler kritisiert werden (Schittly, 2002, p.161). 

Ultimately, filmmakers opted for the former and reverted to producing a 

steady diet of politically innocuous, light-hearted comedies, with genre films 

dominating cinematic output.  

Erich Honecker’s appointment as General Secretary of the SED in 

1971 ushered in a level of domestic tolerance and confidence that many had 

been anticipating since the building of the Berlin Wall. Just two months after 

his appointment Honecker announced that, provided that a strong socialist 

position was maintained, ‘es kann auf dem Gebiet der Kunst und Literatur 

keine Tabus geben’ (1971). Similarly, the Politbüro member and cultural 

functionary Kurt Hager announced in July 1972 at the Sixth Plenum of the 

Zentralkomitee of the SED that, as long as the ‘Spielregeln’ were observed, 

‘kein Bereich des Lebens, kein Gebiet des Zusammenlebens der Menschen 

unserer Gesellschaft, keine Lebensregung kann der Kunst “unwichtig” sein’ 

(Schittly, 2002, p.173). To all appearances, filmmakers were able to enjoy 

unprecedented levels of artistic freedom. It is thus with considerable irony 

that, at the very point at which the state was loosening its grip on filmmakers, 

DEFA was facing an unparalleled crisis. Production output had dropped from 

between twenty and twenty-five feature films per year in the early 1960s to 

between fifteen and twenty in the 1970s – a trend that both reflected and was 
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compounded by the studio’s considerable financial difficulties (Hake, 2008, 

p.141). The studio’s already reduced output of films was further 

disadvantaged by their decidedly conservative nature following the Eleventh 

Plenum. This, in turn, only served to exacerbate the decline in ticket sales as 

the public abandoned the cinema as its preferred source of entertainment: 

between 1960 and 1970 the average number of cinema visits fell from 13.8 to 

5.4 per person (Feinstein, 2002, p.214).  

At first, the SED’s rhetoric of change appeared to be matched with 

actions. Two previously banned films, Ralf Kirsten’s Der verlorene Engel 

(banned 1966, released 1971) and Konrad Wolf’s Sonnensucher (banned 

1958, released 1972), received theatrical releases. Three literary works by 

Stefan Heym which had been hitherto only available in the West were 

published in the GDR (Der König David Bericht, Lassalle and Die 

Schmähschrift), as was Das Impressum by Hermann Kant, and Volker 

Braun’s play Die Kipper, which included the line ‘Die DDR ist das 

langweiligste Land der Welt’ (cf. Schittly, 2002, p.173).
22

 Ultimately, 

however, Honecker’s claims of a new era in East German cultural politics 

were short-lived. This should, with hindsight, have come as little surprise, 

since it was Honecker who spearheaded the attack against filmmakers at the 

Eleventh Plenum. Fearing that artists may have been given too much freedom, 

cultural officials quickly attempted to re-establish their control over artists, 

with disastrous effects. The expulsion of Wolf Biermann for his criticism of 

the GDR whilst on tour in West Germany in 1976 provoked an unprecedented 
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 Der König David Bericht (Heym, 1973), Lassalle (Heym, 1974), Die Schmähschrift (Heym, 

1976),  Das Impressum (Kant, 1972), Die Kipper (Braun, 1972). 
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public outcry by artists in defence of the singer-songwriter. The state 

publically reprimanded several artists in retribution for their support of the 

‘Vaterlandsverräter’, a number of whom were prohibited from working as a 

result. This in turn led to several of DEFA’s best-known stars emigrating on a 

semi-permanent or permanent basis to the West, including director Egon 

Günther, screenwriters Jurek Becher and Klaus Poche, and actors Angelika 

Domröse, Winfried Glatzeder, Jutta Hoffmann, Manfred Krug and Armin 

Mueller-Stahl (cf. Allan, 1999, p.15; Feinstein, 2002, pp.240–241).  

The artistic, financial and political difficulties which had engulfed 

DEFA in the 1970s showed little sign of abating in the following decade. 

Whilst two thirds of all new releases in East Germany in the 1980s were 

produced in socialist countries (including the GDR), it was the remaining 

third that consistently attracted the largest audiences (Hake, 2008, p.148). In 

order to support struggling cinemas, the SED reluctantly agreed to increase 

the number of Western productions playing in East German cinemas with 

West German imports alone increasing from thirty-two films in the 1970s to 

eighty-five in the 1980s (Stott, 2011, p.165). In spite of this, attendance 

figures continued to fall from an average of 5.4 to 4.0 visits per year 

(Berghahn, 2005, p.218; Feinstein, 2002, p.214). In an attempt to improve the 

standing of domestic productions, DEFA continued to try to differentiate its 

films from foreign releases and television output by increasingly relying on 

‘star vehicle’ films or ‘Darsteller-Filme’ with actors such as Renate Krößner, 

Corinna Harfouch, Dieter Franke and Rolf Hoppe in the lead role 

(Wiedermann, 1992, p.12). But DEFA’s attempt to adopt a more 

market-orientated production system was frustrated by political prohibitions: 
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in November 1984 the SED decreed that no film could be broadcast on East 

German television which starred an actor who had left or attempted to leave 

the GDR (Schittly, 2002, p.243). Given the exodus of stars that left following 

the Biermann Affair in 1976, much of DEFA’s back catalogue became 

unusable.  

In November 1982, Honecker once again launched a public attack 

against filmmakers in the so-called ‘Vater Brief’. Published on page two of 

Neues Deutschland, a position normally reserved for Party statements or 

editorials, a letter purportedly written by a mechanic called Hubert Vater in 

Erfurt called for greater pride in ‘was die Arbeiterklasse und ihre Partei im 

Bunde mit allen Werktätigen unseres Landes’ had achieved to date and 

criticised filmmakers for exhibiting solipsism ‘wenn sie sich nur mit 

belanglosen Problemchen beschäftigen und auf gesellschaftliche Wirkung 

verzichten’ (Rinke, 2006, pp.53–57; Vater, 1981). The letter was greeted by 

confusion and consternation from directors who were once again unclear 

about the nature of their crime. For example, Konrad Wolf, then the President 

of the Akademie der Künste, East Germany’s most prestigious artistic 

institution, defended filmmakers arguing:  

Wir sind keine Unterprimaner, befinden uns nicht im 

Kindergarten, sind sehr wohl lebenserfahren, haben uns 

auch einiges Wissen erworben, als dass man uns auf diese 

Art und Weise etwas um die Ohren hauen muss, sei es im 

Brief und sei es in Äußerungen, ob hier in diesem Kreise 

oder woanders (Rinke, 2006, p.57). 

Discontent was particularly high among young directors who were 

increasingly frustrated at the lack of opportunities at the East German studio. 

In December 1982, representatives of the so-called ‘Nachwuchsgeneration’ 
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demanded a meeting with Kurt Hager, the Zentralkomitee member 

responsible for culture, during which they expressed their anger about the 

artistic and technical conditions at DEFA, as well as the length of time they 

had to wait before receiving projects. This third generation of filmmakers had 

been exposed to unprecedented levels of contact with the West and many had 

been mentored by second generation directors who had led the protest after 

the Biermann Affair. As a result, the SED feared that the young filmmakers 

would form an ‘oppositionelle Plattform’ against the state (Schittly, 2002, 

p.243). Its response, however, was not to reform filmmaking practices in East 

Germany but rather to increase the presence of the MfS within DEFA 

(Schittly, 2002, p.243).  

Frustration within DEFA was palpable. Between 1983 and 1985, 

twenty-five people at the studio applied for visas to leave East Germany and 

work in the West (Schittly, 2002, p.243). Relations continued to deteriorate 

and in 1988 the Working Group for the New Generation for the the Feature 

Film Section (Arbeitsgruppe Nachwuchs der Sektion Spielfilm) composed a 

manifesto to be read at the Congress of the Organisation of the Film and 

Television Industries of the GDR which openly addressed the predicament of 

filmmaking in East Germany:  

Das Kino in der DDR befindet sich in einer Krise. [...] Nur 

durch radikales Infragestellen des bestehenden Zustandes 

und durch gemeinschaftliches Handeln können wir dem 

Film seinen führenden Platz im gesellschaftlichen Leben 

zurückerobern. [...] Undifferenzierte Verinnerlichung von 

Tabus hat eine Selbstzensur hervorgebracht, die bei allen 

am kollektiven Schöpfungsprozess Beteiligten mehr oder 

weniger stark wirkt und in der Summe zu einer deutlichen 

Beschneidung des Filmes in seiner möglichen Wirkung 

führt (Schittly, 2002, p.253). 
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Worried that the manifesto would be made public, the SED instructed the 

studio director, Hans Dieter Mäde, to placate the young filmmakers by 

agreeing to a meeting between DEFA and filmmakers after the Congress. The 

young filmmakers’ desire for greater artistic freedom would be inadvertently 

granted some two years later with the collapse of the GDR. But it came at an 

unforeseen price. With the fall of the Wall, DEFA lost its monopoly over 

domestic filmmaking and, in its place, gained unprecedented international 

competition. The studio was sold three years later and, although the new 

owners were contractually obliged to honour the contracts of the DEFA’s 

remaining staff until 1994, DEFA’s filmmakers rarely achieved the domestic 

success in unified Germany that they had enjoyed prior to 1989 in the GDR.  
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3.   Picking up the Pieces. 

Kurt Maetzig’s Ehe im Schatten (1947) 

 

Ehe im Schatten was very much a film of firsts. The first film of director Kurt 

Maetzig, Ehe im Schatten was the first postwar German film to place Jewish 

persecution at the heart of its narrative and the first postwar film made in 

Germany to boast eight-figure box office returns. Maetzig’s production was 

the first DEFA feature film to play in the British sector of the recently divided 

Germany, whilst ‘its great exceptional value’ led to the Office of Military 

Government, United States (OMGUS) temporarily to suspend its ban on non-

American licensed films playing in its occupied sector of Berlin.
23

 Finally, it 

was the first (and only) film to premiere in all four sectors of Berlin at the 

same time.  

Ehe im Schatten depicts the fate of two actors during the Third Reich. 

Elisabeth Maurer is a successful stage actress whose career is very much in 

the ascendancy. Outshining her on-stage partner, Hans Wieland, Elisabeth is 

in great demand both on and off stage, having attracted the attention of both 

Hans and the publisher Herbert Blohm. Despite an obvious preference for 

Blohm, the relationship falters when Elisabeth reveals her Jewish identity to 

the National Socialist sympathiser. Following the coming to power of the 

NSDAP, Blohm gains a position in the Propaganda Ministry and Hans’ acting 

                                            
23

 An OMGUS report reads: ‘In spite of the prohibition of non-licensed films in the American 

Sector, the Soviet sponsored DEFA film Ehe im Schatten, a film dealing with the mixed 

marriage problem under the Nazis, was given a release because of its great exceptional value’ 

(cited in Hoffmann, 1999, p.283). 
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career flourishes, but the concurrent introduction of antisemitic legislation 

results in Elisabeth’s growing marginalisation within German society.  

Elisabeth is one of three principal Jewish characters in the film along 

with her uncle Dr. Louis Silbermann and fellow actor Kurt Bernstein. Each of 

the characters adopts a different approach to his or her racial persecution: 

Silbermann continues to treat his patients and help other Jews evade detection 

by the Gestapo until he too becomes the object of its search; Bernstein 

attempts to emigrate to Vienna, only to return to Berlin after he is arrested 

and manages to escape from a deportation train; and Elisabeth agrees to 

marry Hans after he hears of the security an Aryan spouse could afford a 

Jewish partner. As the film progresses, Elisabeth and Hans’ marriage comes 

under increased strain. After he refuses to bow to pressure to divorce 

Elisabeth, Hans is sent to the Front and Elisabeth is effectively confined to 

their apartment, having been ostracised from all public, social and cultural 

events. Hans returns, but their happy reunion is short-lived when Elisabeth’s 

decision to accompany her husband to his film première ends in disaster after 

Elisabeth is introduced to the Minister of Propaganda who, upon learning of 

her Jewish identity, demands her immediate deportation. Blohm informs his 

erstwhile friend of the decision to deport Elisabeth the following day and an 

argument breaks out between the two men during which Hans attributes 

blame for Elisabeth’s fate not only to Blohm’s actions, but also to the 

passivity of all those – including himself and Elisabeth – who failed to act 

sooner. Hans returns home to Elisabeth and commits a murder-suicide by 

adding poison to their drinks. The film ends with a shot of two coffins and a 
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superimposed dedication to the actor Joachim Gottschalk, whose fate during 

the Third Reich served as the basis for the screenplay.
24

  

Ehe im Schatten was designed to serve two separate and yet 

intrinsically linked purposes. On the one hand, Maetzig’s film was a clear 

attempt to depict recent events on screen by a means of a cinematic ‘coming 

to terms’ with the past. Maetzig began work on the screenplay in October 

1946, less than eighteen months after the German capitulation, and the film’s 

early release date reflects a clear desire among the Soviet authorities, DEFA 

and filmmakers to promote a greater awareness among Germans not only of 

the crimes of the recent past, but also of the need to apply the lessons learnt to 

the future. Maetzig privately expressed such a hope in a letter to a relative 

shortly before shooting began when he wrote: 

Ich selber fühle sehr stark die Verantwortung, die wir 

wenigen aus unserem Kreise, die die letzten zwölf Jahre 

hier in Deutschland überlebt haben, zu tragen haben, eine 

Verantwortung nicht nur uns und unseren Freunden und 

Verwandten im Auslande gegenüber, sondern fast mehr 

noch diesem Volk gegenüber, das auch jetzt noch mit 

halbgeschlossenen Augen sein Schicksal nicht versteht und 

es doch verstehen muss, damit ihm selbst eine bessere 

Zukunft eröffnet werden kann (Maetzig, 1947a).  

Maetzig certainly faced an uphill task. Previous cinematic attempts to 

confront German audiences with images of National Socialist racial 

persecution had been received with considerable apathy. Stephen Brockmann 

                                            
24

 Joachim Gottschalk (1904–1941) was a German stage and film actor best known for 

playing romantic leads. In 1930, he married the Jewish actress Meta Wolff. With the 

outbreak of war, Hans Hinkel, a member of the Propaganda Ministry and who was tasked 

with the ‘dejudification’ of German culture, demanded Gottschalk divorce his wife. 

Gottschalk refused and as a result was prevented from continuing with his acting career. In 

November 1941, Gottschalk committed suicide with his wife and eight-year-old son through 

gas poisoning. Newspapers at the time were banned from reporting his death. 
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highlights the measures taken by the occupying forces in the Western zones 

to cajole German audiences into attending documentaries about National 

Socialist atrocities such as the validating of ration cards only after screenings 

and advertising entertainment films only to screen a documentary film about 

concentration camps (2010, p.194). Likewise, the reception of feature films 

such as In jenen Tagen (Käutner, 1947) was distinctly muted. Käutner’s film 

links seven episodes depicting life in the Third Reich through the ownership 

of a car, but whilst this ‘war zwar eine hübsche Idee’, the film failed to win 

widespread commercial or critical success since ‘am Steuer saß unsichtbar 

der Berichterstatter. Der Film blieb Reportage, wenn auch eine gute’ (Menter, 

1947). The ability of Ehe im Schatten to engage audiences’ emotions and to 

find widespread popular and critical success certainly worked against the 

trend.  

The above quotation by Maetzig also serves to highlight how, as well 

as aiming to engage in ‘re-education’ initiatives, Ehe im Schatten was a 

deeply personal project for Maetzig and, in fact, for several members of the 

cast and crew. Clear parallels existed between Maetzig’s experiences during 

the war and those of the Wielands in the film.
25

 The actors Willy Prager 

(Silbermann) and Alfred Balthoff (Bernstein) played roles which largely 

mirrored their own experience as Jews in the Third Reich, whilst Hans 

Schweikart, whose unpublished novella, Es wird nicht so schlimm, formed the 

basis for the film’s screenplay, had directed Joachim Gottschalk in the actor’s 

                                            
25

 The son of a ‘mixed’ marriage, Maetzig’s father divorced his Jewish wife who 

subsequently committed suicide after the Gestapo arrived at the family house in an attempt to 

deport her to a concentration camp. Maetzig found his mother unconscious having taken 

Verenol. She died three days later. 
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penultimate performance, Das Mädchen von Fanö (1940). Yet whilst Ehe im 

Schatten can be seen as a very personal project for several members of the 

cast and crew, it was also a statement of intent by (East) German filmmakers 

not only to confront the past for the domestic German audience, but also to 

address the present international community by demonstrating German 

cinema’s ‘normality’ in the face of international assumptions about the nature 

of film under National Socialism. The dual function ascribed to the film – a 

domestic ‘coming to terms’ with the recent past and an attempt to rehabilitate 

Germany on the world stage through film – comes to the fore when we 

examine the film’s visual and narrative strategies in closer detail.  

The fact that Ehe im Schatten was the first German feature film to 

focus solely on issues of Jewish persecution has resulted in a higher level of 

interest in the film among scholars than would be expected for an East 

German film only made commercially available in 2013. Within scholarly 

discourse, Ehe im Schatten is most frequently positioned as a compromised 

film. Whilst its early confrontation with the recent past has been welcomed, it 

is argued that the film is stylistically anachronistic through its heavy reliance 

on melodramatic structures, a feature attributed to the residual effect of 

employing former UFA personnel in the cast and crew (Allan, 2011, p.255; 

Shandley, 2001, pp.86–87). However, in this chapter I will propose a more 

nuanced reading of the film’s aesthetic approach by focusing less on which 

visual and narrative structures are used, and instead explore how these formal 

devices are employed. In the first part of this chapter, I will argue that 

criticism of the film’s aesthetic approach is problematic for two principal 

reasons. Firstly, because the use of melodramatic codes has been attributed – 
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misleadingly – to Maetzig’s inexperience as a director and the employment of 

former UFA cast and crew members, there has been a failure to examine how 

the director applies melodramatic structures within the film. Secondly, whilst 

Ehe im Schatten undoubtedly does draw upon melodramatic tropes, this 

should not, I will argue, be seen as a cynical concession to domestic 

audiences. Instead of concluding that the film’s use of ‘kitschy 

sentimentalism’ was little more than a way to tempt cynical German 

audiences into the cinema (Shandley, 2001, p.87), I will argue that it is far 

more revealing to focus less on what the film’s style is, but rather consider 

why Maetzig chose to present his film in this way, what the types of response 

fostered through the use of melodramatic tropes were, and why an emotional 

rather than cerebral response to the film was particularly important within the 

context of 1947.  

The significance of Ehe im Schatten resides not merely in its early 

focus on Jewish persecution, but also in its candid assessment of German 

culpability. In the second part of this chapter, I will explore the depiction of 

perpetrators in the film. Again, in order to assess fully the subtleties of 

Maetzig’s presentation of perpetrators, it is necessary to place the analysis 

within its original release context. To date, the director has been accused of 

circumventing the question of German responsibility through an over-reliance 

on genre convention. However, I will argue that when considered alongside 

contemporaneous productions from both East and West Germany, Maetzig’s 

presentation of persecution and perpetrators gains a new perspective. Whilst 

East German films dealing with Jewish persecution at the time such as Die 

Mörder sind unter uns (Staudte, 1946), Affaire Blum (Engel, 1948) and Rat 
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der Götter (Maetzig, 1950) overwhelmingly focus on criminal guilt with 

increasingly political and ideological overtones, West German films such as 

In jenen Tagen (Käutner, 1947) or Morituri (York, 1948) overwhelmingly 

omitted the figure of the perpetrator either narratively or visually. In contrast 

to these productions, Ehe im Schatten focuses on the far more ambiguous 

question of moral guilt and highlights the role of ‘ordinary’ Germans whose 

actions were motivated by individual gain.  

With the escalation of the Cold War and the rapid politicisation of 

DEFA by the SED, the presentation of Ehe im Schatten in the public sphere 

changed rapidly. I will conclude this chapter with an examination of the 

subsequent mobilisation of the film by the studio and the East German 

authorities in order to highlight how Ehe im Schatten was subsequently 

re-presented in order to serve the political and ideological aims of the state. In 

the weeks prior to the film’s release in 1947, DEFA released a ten-page 

Werbehilfe which outlined not only how the film should be publicised 

through posters and advertisements, but also the political tone that the 

marketing should take. Of paramount importance was ‘eine absolut 

individuelle, sorgfältige und geschmackvolle Werbung’ (DEFA, 1947), and 

Maetzig repeatedly stressed the need to avoid ‘Partei- und Tagespolitik’ 

(Maetzig, 1947b, cf. 1947c). Within a matter of years, however, the 

framework in which Maetzig’s presentation of Jewish persecution was 

presented shifted significantly and Ehe im Schatten became less a 

pan-German attempt to confront the recent past and far more a vehicle for the 

demonstration of East Germany’s estrangement from that very same past. 
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Finally, before beginning my analysis of the film, it is important to 

address the fact that Ehe im Schatten was made two years before the 

foundation of the GDR and prior to the establishment of the state structures 

which would control filmmaking in East Germany. The Sowjetische 

Militäradministration in Deutschland (SMAD) was, of course, a separate 

polity to the GDR and as I will demonstrate in the final section of this chapter, 

the influence exercised by the SED in 1947 was very different to the role it 

would assume from 1949 onwards. In the Introduction, I highlighted how 

East German filmmakers working in the immediate postwar years benefited 

significantly from working under Colonel Alexander Dymschitz and Colonel 

Sergei Tulpanov as well as – in comparison to filmmaking conditions in the 

GDR – far more liberal working conditions. Given that Ehe im Schatten was 

released at a point when the SMAD rather than the SED controlled film 

production and distribution, it is legitimate to ask whether a film pre-dating 

the foundation of the GDR should be included in a study examining East 

German cinematic depictions of Jewish persecution. However, beyond the 

mere subject matter of the film, its inclusion is crucial for four principal 

reasons. Firstly, it provides an important point of comparison and reference 

for subsequent films, both culturally and politically. Ehe im Schatten was 

cited throughout the course of the GDR in reviews and by directors as an 

important orientation point for films dealing with Jewish persecution during 

the Third Reich. Secondly, the film serves as a highly illuminating point of 

comparison for a period before the SED imposed its control structure. Thirdly, 

as I demonstrate in the final section of this chapter, by examining how the 

film was presented and re-presented over the course of the GDR, I am able to 
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trace how shifting short-term political concerns impacted on the presentation 

of a film depicting Jewish persecution. No other film allows for such a 

temporally expansive comparative study. Finally, whilst the GDR may not 

have been founded in 1947, DEFA was an established film studio employing 

over one thousand people at the time Ehe im Schatten was filmed (Poss and 

Warnecke, 2006, p.42). As much as 1949 represented the nationalisation of 

the East German film industry, it is important to remember that the SED had 

to impose structures on a pre-existing film studio. DEFA was not abolished 

when the state assumed control of filmmaking practices, but rather the SED 

assumed control of the studio. That is to say, 1949 by no means represented a 

Stunde Null in East German filmmaking. These four points not only warrant 

the inclusion of Ehe im Schatten, but make its presence within a study 

examining depictions of Jewish persecution under National Socialism in East 

German cinema imperative.  

 

 

 

 

i.   A Question of Taste 

 

The style of Ehe im Schatten has come under increased criticism by critics 

and scholars in recent years. Described by Sabine Hake as a ‘compromise in 

aesthetic terms’ (2001, p.214), Maetzig is often described as relying on 

melodramatic structures in such a way as to imply that his choice was 

somehow inevitable. In doing so, critics claim that Maetzig merely replicated 
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the dominant style of filmmaking in the Third Reich without critically 

engaging with either the content of his own film or with the implications of 

employing such an aesthetic approach given the mobilisation of such styles in 

films made under National Socialism. Criticism of the film’s style can be 

divided into two groups. The first set of arguments attributes the stylistic 

continuities between Ehe im Schatten and German films made during the 

Third Reich to the difficulty in recruiting experienced technical staff in the 

immediate postwar years. It is certainly true that the film is a ‘who’s who’ of 

Third Reich cinema (Allan, 2011, p.257). Paul Klinger (Hans) would have 

been easily recognisable to German audiences in 1947 from films such as Die 

golden Stadt (Harlan, 1942) and Immensee (Harlan, 1943), the director of 

which has been termed the ‘Chef-Melodramatiker im Dritten Reich’ by one 

scholar (Musial, 2011b, p.11). Whilst the filmographies of some of the crew 

members of Ehe im Schatten such as Hans Schweikart (author of the source 

novella) and Otto Erdmann (the film’s art director) were composed largely of 

light-hearted entertainment films, other individuals had far more 

compromised pasts. The lead cameraman, Friedl Behn-Grund, had worked on 

the pro-euthanasia film Ich klage an (Liebeneiner, 1941), whilst Maetzig’s 

assistant director, Wolfgang Schlief, and the composer, Wolfgang Zeller, had 

both worked on the antisemitic film Jud Süss (Harlan, 1940), as had the 

actress Hilde von Stolz (who plays Greta Koch in Ehe im Schatten). The 

activities of such individuals during the 1930s and 1940s has promulgated the 

impression that the melodramatic style of Ehe im Schatten was largely 

inevitable given the training of key cast and crew members during the Third 

Reich. In this regard, Eric Rentschler has described the film as less of ‘a new 
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beginning’ for German cinema as so much as ‘a resignation to the status quo 

garbed in emotional rhetoric’ (1992, p.212). However, in this section I will 

argue that the decision to use a melodramatic style must be seen exactly as 

that: a decision and an active choice.  

Ehe im Schatten may have been Maetzig’s debut feature film, but he 

was certainly no novice to the film industry having worked as an assistant 

director from 1933 and later joining an animation studio in 1935. After the 

war, Maetzig became a founding member of DEFA and, at the point at which 

Ehe im Schatten went into development, he was also working as the director 

of the documentary newsreel, Der Augenzeuge. Thus, if the style of Ehe im 

Schatten should be attributable to Maetzig’s purported lack of professional 

experience and his unreflexive replication of familiar modes of filmmaking, it 

would surely be expected that he would have applied his documentary skills 

from Der Augenzeuge to shape the style of his first feature film rather than 

reverting to a melodramatically-inflected aesthetic with which he had little 

professional experience. Indeed, several reviewers at the time referred to the 

film’s ‘fast dokumentarischer Realismus’ (cf. Der neue Film, 1947; Der 

Sozialdemokrat, 1947; Nachtexpress, 1947; Spandauer Volksblatt, 1947; 

Theaterdienst, 1947). The image of a novice director who accidentally 

stumbled into a melodramatic style of filmmaking is thus somewhat 

disingenuous.  

Nor should the film’s melodramatic style be attributed to other 

members of the crew. A number of the film’s cast and crew may have been 

active in the film industry during the Third Reich, but this was by no means 

unique for postwar 1940s German cinema. The attribution of Ehe im 
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Schatten’s style to individual crew members is deeply problematic, as 

revealed by a comparison with DEFA’s first feature film, Die Mörder sind 

unter uns. Whilst Wolfgang Staudte’s film has been praised for its 

cinematographic innovation and use of expressionist aesthetics (Brockmann, 

2010, p.197; Pinkert, 2008, p.28; Schechtman, 2009, p.110), it is important to 

note that the same cameramen worked on both Die Mörder sind unter uns and 

Ehe im Schatten, thereby raising questions as to the extent to which the 

cinematographic referencing of melodramatic structures in the 1947 film can 

be considered inevitable given their absence in Staudte’s film. Given the 

strikingly different styles of the two films in spite of the similar experiences 

of cast and crew members, the conclusion that Maetzig’s cast and crew 

inevitably produced a film imbued with a melodramatic style when Staudte 

worked with similarly trained individuals is certainly problematic.  

Whereas the first set of arguments conveys a certain sense of 

inevitability about the film’s style, the second interpretation of the film’s 

aesthetic strategy argues for a far more calculated approach. Robert Shandley, 

whose book Rubble Films (2001) continues to serve as the basis for studies of 

the film, has interpreted the continuities between Ehe im Schatten and UFA’s 

melodramas as motivated less by need, but rather by a cynical awareness by 

the filmmakers that ‘it was not a certain bet that a German audience would 

respond positively to the fate of Elisabeth Wieland, Kurt Bernstein, or any 

other Jewish characters in the film. But to an audience raised on UFA 

products, kitschy sentimentalism was a sure thing’ (2001, p.87). The style of 

Ehe im Schatten certainly had widespread popular appeal. Maetzig’s film was 

the most popular film of the immediate postwar years with box office figures 
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reaching 10,125,385 by 1951. When productions released around the same 

period are considered, the resonance enjoyed by Maetzig’s film among 

domestic audiences becomes clear: the second most popular film during the 

same period was Razzia (8.1 million), followed by 1-2-3 Corona (6 million), 

Straßenbekanntschaft (5.3 million) and Die Mörder sind unter uns (5.2 

million) (DEFA, 1951, p.217).
26

  

When examining the depiction of Elisabeth and, by extension, of the 

film’s portrayal of Jewish victimhood, scholars have highlighted the film’s 

reliance on melodramatic codes in eliciting emotional responses. By 

appealing to the emotions, Shandley argues that ‘the sentimental tone of the 

film provides many opportunities for the spectator’s enjoyment without her 

having to concentrate specifically on the historical reasons for Elisabeth’s 

persecution’, concluding that ‘from our historical perspective more than fifty 

years later, it is hard to make the claim that this narrative actually marks any 

ethical transformation at all’ (2001, p.84). Similarly, Barbara Bongartz argues 

that the ‘Darstellung tränenreicher Gesichter in Großaufnahme’ allows 

spectators ‘eher um sich selbst zu weinen, denn in Distanz zu gehen zu den 

historischen Ereignissen, um damit die Erkenntnis möglich zu machen, dass 

sie diese Ereignisse selbst mitverschuldet hatten’ (1992, pp.119–121). 

Underpinning Shandley and Bongartz’s criticisms of the film is the assertion 

that, since Maetzig avoids causal analyses of antisemitism and in its place 

privileges the emotional impact of the narrative on the spectator, Ehe im 

Schatten allows audiences to evade confrontations with the recent German 

past. However, the importance of emotional responses to a film depicting 

                                            
26

 Razzia (Klingler, 1947), 1-2-3 Corona (Müller, 1948), Straßenbekanntschaft (Pewas, 1948). 
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Jewish persecution within the context of 1947 should not be understated. It is, 

of course, impossible to ascertain with complete certainty how audiences 

responded to the film at the time. Yet several newspaper articles offer 

important insights into localised examples of audience response. For example, 

Hans Leibelt observed that ‘nach dem Ende der Vorführung, bei angehendem 

Licht, sah man Tränen’ and when analysing reviews from 1947 we find 

numerous examples of audiences moved to tears by the film (Leibelt, 1947; cf. 

Der Sozialdemokrat, 1947;  Geßner, 1947; Richter, 1947a; Richter 1947b).
27

  

Emotional identification with Jewish characters was possibly one of 

the greatest challenges facing a filmmaker in 1947. Central to National 

Socialist antisemitism was the ostracism of Jews from German society and 

their presentation as ‘Other’. To achieve this, Jews had to be emotionally 

distanced and divorced from the non-Jewish, German population. The 

unchallenged systematic legislative and then physical removal of Jews from 

German society is testament to the efficacy of this strategy. It is important to 

remember that the overwhelming majority of spectators in 1947 would have 

been neither Jewish nor persecuted under the National Socialist regime. They 

would, however, have been exposed to a high level of antisemitic propaganda. 

For example, in November 1937 an exhibition entitled ‘Der ewige Jude’ 

opened in Munich before going on tour around the country. The exhibition 

presented ‘entartete Kunst’ by Jewish artists and aimed to demonstrate the 

derisory and ‘un-German’ nature of Jewish culture and, by extension, Jews in 

general. By the time the exhibition closed in Berlin at the end of January 1939, 

it had been seen by more than 412,000 people (Reimer and Reimer, 2012, 

                                            
27

 Hans Leibelt was an actor who played the role of Fehrenbach in Ehe im Schatten. 
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p.xv). Likewise, whilst antisemitic films often struggled to find widespread 

popular appeal in the Third Reich, some 20.3 million tickets were sold for Jud 

Süss in which Jewish characters were portrayed as dangerous villains 

undeserving of sympathy (Rentschler, 1996, p.154). That the persecution of 

Elisabeth in Ehe im Schatten rendered such an emotional reaction among 

audiences is evidence of the impact of Maetzig’s film in spite of the power of 

National Socialist attempts to emotionally divorce Jews from the 

consciousness of the German population just a few years earlier. As one 

journalist remarked at the time, ‘Man kann über die Richtigkeit dieser 

Methode geteilter Meinung sein, aber ein Blick auf das Publikum beweist ihre 

Wirksamkeit’ (Der Sozialdemokrat, 1947). However, the significance of 

Maetzig’s use of melodramatic structures does not merely lie in the ability to 

elicit an affective response to the characters’ situation. Rather, I will argue 

that a closer examination of how Maetzig applies these structures to his film 

reveals the extent to which the director uses and appropriates standard 

melodramatic tropes in order to raise important questions about the depiction 

of Jewish characters on screen and to explore issues of victimhood and guilt 

in relation to the recent National Socialist past.  

First of all, it is important to clarify the terminology which I will 

employ in this chapter. The terms ‘melodramatic structures’ and 

‘melodramatic tropes’ are preferred here since, as highlighted by Raymund 

Durgnat (1991), Barry Langford (2005) and Linda Williams (1998) among 

others, melodrama should not be considered a self-supporting genre, but 

rather a mode which works alongside and through a range of other genres. 

Scholars have identified several recurring features of the ‘melodrama’, 
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features which I will henceforth refer to as ‘melodramatic tropes’ when 

referring to visual strategies and as ‘melodramatic structures’ when referring 

to narrative strategies. In his seminal study The Melodramatic Imagination, 

Peter Brooks argues that ‘melodrama at heart represents the theatrical impulse 

itself: the impulse toward dramatisation, heightening expression, acting out’ 

(1976, p.xi), and critics who do define ‘melodrama’ as a readily identifiable 

(or more pertinently, readily definable) genre frequently do so in relation to 

nineteenth-century theatre. Whereas theatrical realism ‘emphasises the 

ordinary’ and rejects ‘unbelievable plots and implausible characters’, a 

melodramatically structured film is marked by ‘the desire to express all’ 

(Hallam, 2000, p.29) and in which ‘nothing is spared because nothings is left 

unsaid; the characters stand on stage and utter the unspeakable, give voice to 

their deepest feelings, dramatise through their heightened and polarised words 

and gestures the whole lesson of their relation’ (Brooks, 1976, p.4). By 

applying Brooks’ analysis to cinema, Steve Neale highlights the frequent use 

of ‘chance happenings, sudden conversions, last-minute rescues and 

revelations, deus ex machina endings’ in melodramatically structured 

narratives which serve as ‘constant violations in the established direction of 

events’ (1986, p.6). Likewise, James Smith highlights the centrality of 

exaggeration in melodramatic tropes and structures. Be it through repeated 

use of close-ups, the primacy of emotional responses or the reliance upon 

clearly drawn characters with polarised moral virtues such as innocence and 

villainy, melodramatic structures produce ‘clear-cut endings’ which ‘offer an 

audience emotional pleasures equally clear-cut and extreme’ (1973, p.9).  
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These dominant visual and narrative models allow us to consider how 

Maetzig employs such tropes to present a story about Jewish persecution. 

Melodramatic tropes and structures operate on multiple levels in Ehe im 

Schatten and this is exemplified in the film’s final sequences. By using and 

appropriating such models, Maetzig creates an ending which, on the surface, 

fulfils audience expectations of a melodramatically structured film whilst 

exercising a socio-political critique and broadening the film’s appeal beyond 

German borders. These two points will be considered in turn. The film 

concludes with the deaths of Elisabeth and Hans. The sequence opens with 

Elisabeth at the piano and, as Hans sits in silence, she recites lines from plays 

which they had previously performed together. Hans then silently fetches a 

vial of Verenol and secretly pours it into their drinks. Unbeknown to him, 

Elisabeth sees his actions. Yet she silently acquiesces to his actions, firstly by 

drinking the poisoned drink, and then by reassuring Hans that she loves him 

and thanks him for his actions. The scene closes with Hans carrying a dying 

Elisabeth to the marital bed before they both fall unconscious into one 

another’s arms. The scene seemingly indulges in melodramatic structures and 

tropes without reflection. The chance meeting between Elisabeth and the 

Propaganda Minister – an encounter which did not take place in the film’s 

biographical source matter – seems to typify the key melodramatic feature of 

the ‘chance happenings [and] coincidences’ (Smith, 1973, p.6). Likewise, the 

cinematography mediates a form of ‘inflated and extravagant expression’ 

through the repeated use of close-ups as the couple approach their dramatic 

deaths (Brooks, 1976, p.12). As the couple dies in one another’s arms, 

Maetzig appears to achieve the ‘clear-cut ending’ which offers audiences 
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‘emotional pleasures equally clear-cut and extreme’ (Smith, 1973, p.9). Of 

course, given that the film ends with the couple’s death, it could be asked 

whether the ending does actually offer the spectator ‘emotional pleasures’. 

However, in his study of melodrama on screen, Neale argues that a seemingly 

unhappy ending can nevertheless facilitate a cathartic response and emotional 

satisfaction. Even if their romance is frustrated within the narrative, the 

couple’s declarations of undying love to one another point to an unspecified 

point of future happiness. Consequently, ‘the wish and its fantasy are not 

themselves lost [or] destroyed forever’ and a seemingly unhappy ending can 

‘function as a means of postponing rather than destroying the possibility of 

fulfilment of a wish’ (1986, p.21). Elisabeth’s plea to Hans, ‘Versprich mir, 

dass man uns nie nie wieder trennen wird’, which is verbally affirmed and 

then sealed with a kiss by Hans, thus articulates the couple’s love within and 

beyond the narrative and represents what Douglas Sirk termed the ‘happy 

unhappy ending’ (cf. Landy, 1991, p.14).
28

  

These melodramatic tropes serve as a recognisable visual formula to 

the audience and appear to align the film to dominant modes of filmmaking 

during the Third Reich. The privileging of emotional and narrative excess 

signals to the spectator that the dramatic and cathartic climax is approaching 

and, following Shandley’s argument, exemplifies the film’s evasive 

presentation of Jewish persecution by serving as one of several examples of 

‘opportunities for the spectator’s enjoyment without […] having to 

concentrate specifically on the historical reasons for Elisabeth’s persecution’ 

                                            
28

 Throughout this thesis, quotations taken from the finished film do not appear with source 

references. Where references do appear, the quotation is taken from an earlier draft of the 

screenplay and the source is referenced accordingly. 
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(2001, p.84). As a result, argues Shandley, the importance of the ending is not 

dependent upon Elisabeth’s Jewish identity as the film situates her fate within 

classical drama conventions rather than foregrounding the role of antisemitic 

persecution. However, I will argue that although melodramatic tropes and 

structures clearly inform the final sequence, Shandley’s reading fails to 

consider how these tropes appear in relation to dominant uses in filmmaking 

both in and beyond Germany at the time. Rather, when we analyse how the 

tropes are used, a strikingly different conclusion can be drawn.  

Upon closer inspection, it becomes clear that Maetzig both uses and 

repositions familiar tropes to engage in a socio-political critique of German 

society under National Socialism. Before considering how Ehe im Schatten 

uses such tropes, it is first useful to consider how cinema in the Third Reich 

appropriated such structures. In Nazi Cinema as Enchantment (2004), 

Mary-Elizabeth O’Brien identifies the recurring trope of the ‘abnormal 

woman’ in films made during the Third Reich. ‘Aberrant femininity’, 

O’Brien observes, was ‘exemplified in a woman’s mobility’ and her refusal to 

subjugate her own ‘subjectivity and activity’ to patriarchal models and the 

social good of National Socialist society. This, in turn, leads to women being 

‘contained and eliminated’ (2004, pp.161–164). Within the context of a 

National Socialist film, Elisabeth would certainly represent an ‘abnormal 

woman’. Not only is she Jewish and married to a non-Jewish citizen, but her 

professional success and independent state-of-mind place her in direct 

conflict with the state’s projection of the ideal woman. Thus, in order for the 

ending of Ehe im Schatten to have elicited a sympathetic response among 

audiences in 1947, Maetzig had to undercut not only racial prejudices 
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potentially levelled against Elisabeth, but also work against the dominant 

social and gender narratives which played out in films of the Third Reich. 

Although Maetzig could indeed be accused of pushing all the right buttons to 

elicit an emotional response to Elisabeth’s death, he did so through tropes 

which had just a few years earlier been imbued with strict social and political 

significance designed to condemn the very model of femininity (and indeed 

of ‘racial hygiene’) presented by Elisabeth. If the newspaper reports cited at 

the start of this section are indicative of audiences’ responses to the film’s 

ending, they should be considered less affirmations of an expected reaction 

than as an indication of Maetzig’s ability to rehabilitate Jewish victimhood 

within the nation’s emotional psyche.   

If we approach the final sequences of the film with the question not of 

what the melodramatic tropes are, but rather how they are applied within the 

narrative, the final scenes – and, by extension, the film – can be seen to offer 

a far more complex emotional and narrative engagement with Jewish 

persecution. Firstly, whilst the chance encounter with the Propaganda 

Minister after Hans’ première does indeed appear to signal the lack of causal 

cohesion identified by Neale as a recurring melodramatic trope whereby ‘Fate’ 

seals the characters’ future, when placed within the broader context of the 

whole film it becomes clear that this is in fact merely the impetus for an 

outcome that has been signalled from the outset. Ehe im Schatten opens in a 

theatre with Elisabeth and Hans playing the lead role in Schiller’s Kabale und 

Liebe. The scene depicts Luise (Elisabeth) reacting to the news that Ferdinand 

(Hans) has just poisoned their drinks and it is no coincidence that among 

Elisabeth’s first lines in the film are ‘ich sterbe unschuldig’ which anticipates 
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her own fate in the film. It is not only the choice of play and scene which 

represent a key intertextual link in their foreshadowing of the actors’ own fate. 

Rather, two production details in the staging of the play also signal the 

characters’ future path. Firstly, Luise’s line in the Schillerian text, ‘Himmel 

und Erde hat nichts Unglückseligeres als dich’ is subtly modified in the film’s 

staging to ‘Himmel und Erde hat nichts Unglückseligeres als uns’, a 

pronominal shift which can be read as a premonition of the film’s ending in 

which Maetzig presents Elisabeth’s poisoning not as a murder, but as a 

consensual act designed to unite the couple in life and death. In this regard, 

the change from ‘dich’ to ‘uns’ has the effect of presenting the couple as star-

crossed lovers rather than framing Luise as the victim of her lover.  

Secondly, the body language of the characters on stage is deeply 

revealing. Despite the disparity in power between the eighteenth-century 

Schillerian couple, it is Luise who retains her bodily composure and who 

comforts an emotionally wrought Ferdinand in Maetzig’s staging of the play 

within the film. The presentation of the female as the dominant figure on 

stage is extended to Elisabeth in the opening scenes. When the curtain falls on 

the production, the audience cries out Elisabeth’s name, not Hans’. Elisabeth 

initially rejects Hans’ advances, preferring instead to court the attentions of 

Blohm and, even when Hans and Elisabeth become a couple, his body 

continues to be subservient to hers, as can be seen in Figure One, a modified 

version of which also appeared on the poster. Throughout the first third of the 

film, Elisabeth clearly occupies a position of greater power in their 

relationship. However, as the antisemitic legislation increases, she becomes 

increasingly marginalised in society. Elisabeth becomes confined to the 
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sphere of the domestic and fully reliant on Hans. Her diminishing power is in 

turn signalled by the couple’s embraces which increasingly position Hans in 

the dominant position once occupied by Elisabeth.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

Figure One:  From a position of dominance to one of  

   submission, Elisabeth’s body language 

 shifts during the course of the film in line  

  with her loss of power stemming from  

  antisemitic legislation.  

 

Thus, whilst the shot of Elisabeth dying in Hans’ arms does align the film to 

melodramatic tropes, the scene also serves as a visual reminder of Elisabeth’s 

loss of influence over the course of the film.  

Finally, whilst the meeting between Elisabeth and the Minister could 

be attributed to abstract terms such as Fate or Chance which ‘mark a narrative 

logic irreducible to […] conventional forms of social and psychological 

motivation’ (Neale, 1986, p.7), the Propaganda Minister’s order to deport 

Elisabeth is not capricious; it is motivated by political and societal 

antisemitism. Neale highlights the importance of dramatic irony in 

melodramatic structures which affords audiences greater insight into the 

characters’ actions and fate than the figures themselves (1986, pp.7–11). 

However, the dramatic irony of the final scene is not merely dependent upon 
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the spectator’s knowledge of the pro-filmic event of Elisabeth’s impending 

deportation announced in the previous scene, but is also reliant on the event 

that is never explicitly mentioned in the film: the Holocaust.
29

 Consequently, 

it is hard to concur with Shandley’s conclusion that the effect of the final 

scene may well have been the same had Elisabeth died of a fatal illness (2001, 

p.84). Taken in isolation, there is indeed little in the final scene to suggest that 

Elisabeth’s death is related to her Jewish identity. However, by this point, 

Maetzig has established that Elisabeth is Jewish and has demonstrated how 

her marginalisation is directly related to antisemitic legislation. Given the 

proximity to the event and the continued efforts of the Allies to ‘re-educate’ 

Germans through images of Jewish persecution, it is highly unlikely that 

audiences at the time would have forgotten that Elisabeth is Jewish after she 

so clearly states so to Blohm. From today’s perspective, the relationship 

between the pro-filmic and extra-filmic event may appear passive – that is to 

say, Jewish persecution serves as a backdrop for the events – but in the 

immediate postwar years, the ongoing societal, media and political debates 

about the recent past and the circulation of images about concentration camps 

and Jewish victims would have actively informed reception of the film. 

It is also important to note that the couple’s death does not actually 

mark the end of the film. Maetzig offers three endings. The audience is firstly 

offered the typical melodramatically structured ending in which the Liebestod 

ending reaches its apex to the swelling sound of Wolfgang Zeller’s 

soundtrack. Having declared their undying love to one another, the scene 

                                            
29

 Of course, the tern ‘Holocaust’ was not used in public or academic discourse to describe 

the crimes committed against the Jews in 1947.   
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fades to black and appears to have ‘press[ed] its own extreme conflicts to 

extreme conclusions’ and in doing so offered the audience an ending of 

‘emotional pleasures equally clear-cut and extreme’ which marks the 

melodramatically structured film (Smith, 1973, pp.8–9). However, at the 

point of emotional catharsis, the camera fades in again to a cemetery scene in 

which the lavish soundtrack is replaced by the diegetic sound of coffin 

bearers walking in the gravel as they carry two coffins side-by-side. The stark 

contrast between the two soundscapes creates a sober point of comparison. 

The fatal consequences of the previous scene are played out to the audience 

and the spectator is forced to acknowledge that the characters’ dramatic 

proclamations of love were followed not by the postponed fulfilment of a 

wish, as we would expect in line with Smith’s analysis of melodramatic 

tropes, but rather ends in the sombre setting of a cemetery. The film then 

closes with its third ‘ending’ in which a dedication to the Gottschalks is 

superimposed over the cemetery scene before the screen fades to black. The 

intrusion of the closing text serves as a poignant reminder to the audience that 

not only does Elisabeth and Hans’ story have a fatal conclusion, but that their 

fictional story was drawn from the fate of a real-life couple.  

Through this analysis of the use of melodramatic structures in the 

film’s final sequences, I have argued that Maetzig employed familiar models 

of storytelling but repositioned them in order to cast a Jewish woman at the 

heart of the film’s emotional journey. Whilst Maetzig has previously been 

accused of merely replicating dominant modes of filmmaking without 

reflecting upon the implications of such a visual approach, I have argued that 

the film does not merely use melodramatic tropes, but rather applies these 
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formal structures in a far more complex manner. By re-examining how 

Maetzig worked within established visual and narrative tropes to question 

audiences’ relationships with the depiction of Jewish characters on screen, I 

have argued that the use of melodramatic codes should be understood not as 

an evasive technique, but rather as a central means of facilitating emotional 

identification with a previously pariah section of the population which, just 

two years earlier, had been emotionally divorced from the German public 

(and moral) conscience. Maetzig faced the challenge of making a film which 

fulfilled his own mission statement of creating ‘eine Kunst, die unserem Volk 

in seinem langsamen Gesundungsprozess helfen soll, eine Kunst, die es 

erhebt und erfreut, die ihm aber auch die Augen öffnet und zu seiner 

Demokratisierung beiträgt’ whilst creating an entertaining film with an ‘ans 

Herz greifende, bewegende und bewegte Handlung’ (1947b). To do this, the 

director did not only use, but also applied, familiar cinematic visual and 

narrative models which, precisely because of their ability to foster emotional 

responses, fundamentally challenged National Socialist presentations of 

Jewish figures. Yet as important as this message was for domestic audiences, 

Ehe im Schatten was also a film with international ambitions in dialogue with 

Hollywood productions and what initially appears to be a concession to 

domestic tastes takes on a new mantle when explored in more detail. 
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ii.   Projecting Alternative Images of German Film Abroad  

 

The use of melodramatic tropes has another effect which further challenges 

the charge that the film compromised its style for the sake of domestic 

expediency. In the introduction to this chapter, I highlighted the dual role 

accorded to film by DEFA in the 1940s. Film was clearly envisaged to serve 

as a form of domestic Vergangenheitsbewältigung to educate Germans about 

the crimes of the past and the need to learn from the nation’s failings in future. 

But because film functions as a demonstrable example of this, visible to all 

and able to be repeated transtemporally and across borders, it was also able to 

serve as a statement of (East) Germany’s commitment to face the past to the 

outside world. In doing so, the film also served as a statement of intent 

insomuch as it allowed filmmakers to challenge international perceptions of 

German film which had been shaped by National Socialist newsreels and 

Allied propaganda and, in turn, help to rehabilitate German filmmaking on 

the world stage. Hitherto, I have argued for the importance of reading the use 

of melodramatic tropes in the death scene within their original German 

release context. However, it is also important to note that the presence of 

familiar visual and narrative models served a highly advantageous 

international role. By returning once again to the suicide scene, I will argue 

that the use of melodramatic tropes served a highly beneficial marketing role 

for the filmmakers and DEFA precisely because they were viewed as ‘un-

German’ by foreign audiences. 

Several critics have highlighted the similarities between Elisabeth’s 

death and the death of Hanna in Ich klage an (Allan, 2011, p.257; Byg, 1999, 
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p.30; Feinstein, 2002, p.26). Ich klage an was a pro-euthanasia film which 

depicts the decision of the protagonist, Thomas, to administer a fatal overdose 

to his wife, Hanna, who suffers from multiple sclerosis. In contrast to 

antisemitic legislation during the Third Reich, National Socialist euthanasia 

policies never found widespread public acquiescence (cf. Browning, 2007, 

p.192). Analyses of Liebeneiner’s film have argued that the use of 

melodramatic structures and tropes was designed to manipulate audiences 

into accepting Thomas’ actions in killing his wife. Although there is not the 

scope in this study to explore these arguments in detail, underpinning the 

arguments which foreground the similarities between the two films’ death 

scenes is the implication that, like Liebeneiner, Maetzig presented the scene 

in such a way as to privilege emotional responses in the hope that audiences 

would ‘forget’ that Elisabeth is Jewish and instead accept the conclusion that 

Elisabeth’s fate is tragic in spite of her racial background, just as Liebeneiner 

privileged emotional catharsis to entice a favourable outcome for the political 

message of his film. Once again, responsibility for the similarities in the two 

scenes has been attributed to the presence of individual crew members, in this 

case, to the cameraman Friedl Behn-Grund who shot both sequences. 

However, attributing the similarities solely to the employment of Behn-Grund 

is misleading as it is inconceivable that Behn-Grund lacked the experience to 

frame the sequence in any other way; by 1947, Behn-Grund had worked as a 

cinematographer on over fifty films. Rather, I will argue the similarities 

between the two films should not be seen as symptomatic of an intrinsically 

German interfilmic dialogue, but rather as a transnational and international 

marketing strategy.  



- 102 - 

 

Indicative of the extent to which German filmmaking was engaged in 

dialogue with international productions prior to 1947 is the fact that the 

staging of the murder of Hanna in Ich klage an was itself far from original. 

The ending of Ehe im Schatten may resemble that of the 1941 film, but the 

UFA production was already in dialogue with numerous other works taken 

from the stage and screen. The climactic suicide scene of Ehe im Schatten 

finds its roots in the Wagnerian Liebestod, a recurring motif of nineteenth-

century opera and which was later adopted by filmmakers both within and 

beyond Germany as reflected in Figure Two.
30

 The death of a couple in love 

has long served as the apex of a frustrated love story in film, theatre and 

literature, and there is little reason to believe that spectators at the time would 

have seen Maetzig’s suicide scene and associated it with Ich klage an rather 

than any of the numerous German, European or Hollywood films, such as 

those highlighted in Figure Two, which used the same dramatic device.  

However, the use of the Liebestod ending did have a second important effect: 

it allowed for the production of a German film with a widely recognised and 

increasingly universalised visual style which was able to cross national 

borders. This point raises an important and hitherto overlooked question 

which further problematises established readings of the film, namely, if the 

film’s use of melodramatic tropes was first and foremost a concession to 

                                            
30

 Lutz Koepnick highlights the extent to which Hollywood filmmakers in the 1930s were 

influenced by Wagner and Strauss through the exploitation of ‘romanticism’s quest for 

expressive excess and emotional plenitude, [...] its melodic intensity and harmonic abundance, 

and [...] its interweaving of musical motives into an all-encompassing texture of sensual 

stimulation’ (2002, p.146). 
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German audiences raised on a diet of UFA’s ‘kitschy sentimentalism’, why 

did the film enjoy such widespread success abroad?  

 

 

Figur 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Two: The Liebestod ending featured prominently  

  in German and American films of the 1930s  

  and 1940s as seen in  images from Ehe im  

  Schatten, Ich klage an, Wuthering Heights  

  (Wyler, 1939) and Camille (Cukor, 1936). 

 

 Although UFA productions have become synonymous with 

melodramatically structured dramas, the style of the films produced during 

the Third Reich should not be conflated with an ‘UFA aesthetic’. German 

cinema during the Third Reich never had a style to call its own. Instead, it 

was an industry that ‘worked for the most part with an already existing 

aesthetic’ (Mosse, 1999, p.54). As Kristen Witte (1998) and Mary-Elizabeth 

O’Brien (2004) demonstrate, National Socialist cinema was deliberately 

shaped to imitate classic Hollywood cinema through a reliance on genre 
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cinema, highly structured narratives and the fostering of a star system in 

which German film stars were encouraged to emulate American actors such 

as Katherine Hepburn (Marianne Hoppe), Joan Crawford (Brigitte Homey), 

Marlene Dietrich (Zarah Leander) and Ginger Rogers (Marika Rökk) (Witte, 

1998, p.24).
31

 When critics allude to the ‘UFA style’ of Ehe im Schatten, they 

are, in fact, referring to the dominant style of filmmaking of the period and 

the classic Hollywood model of filmmaking. Within the context of 1940s 

popular cinema, Ehe im Schatten simply reflects the dominant stylistic tastes 

of the period.  

The stylistic continuities between German and American cinema cast 

light on the issue of the film’s international reception. By 1950, Ehe im 

Schatten had been screened in seventeen countries (DEFA, 1951, p.211)
32

 

Whilst not entirely surprising, countries which had been occupied by 

Germany were the least receptive to the film. The difficulty faced for German 

filmmakers wishing to access the markets of formally occupied countries is 

reflected in a letter from Rudolf Meyer, the Director of Filmex N.V. in 

Amsterdam, who contacted Maetzig in June 1948 to express his hope that he 

would be able to screen Ehe im Schatten as the first postwar German film in 

the Netherlands (1948). Meyer acknowledged the difficulty he faced since, 

‘wie Sie sich denken können, ist man hier in Holland nach den Erfahrungen 

                                            
31

 As the examples of Marlene Dietrich and Zarah Leander highlight, the similarities between 

the two national cinemas is further complicated by the presence of around 1500 German 

émigrés and exiles working in Hollywood during the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s (Culbert, 2007, 

p.313).  

32
 The film was screened in China, Albania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, France, Belgium, 

Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Switzerland, United Kingdom, Austria, Sweden, Norway, 

Finland, Denmark and the USA.   



- 105 - 

 

die wir im Kriege gemacht haben sehr anti-deutsch und wünscht die deutsche 

Sprache nicht zu hören.’ That Ehe im Schatten was able to overcome national 

barriers and play in previously occupied countries in spite of its status as a 

German film is testament to the international appeal of Maetzig’s production. 

As the Liebestod ending highlights, Ehe im Schatten adopts an internationally 

familiar style which allows it to operate as both a historical ‘coming to terms’ 

with the recent past and a classical Hollywood romance.  

In this regard, parallels can be drawn with the German film industry in 

the years immediately following the First World War. With the support of 

filmmakers, German officials saw film as an ideal vehicle with which to 

reassert a positive German identity on the international stage. As Paul Cooke 

observes, ‘the Allied world was not queuing up to show the films of a nation 

that had been vilified for the previous five years as the aggressors in a world 

war’ (2007, p.19). Hereto, Robert Wiene’s Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari 

(1920) was promoted as an example of a positive German cultural identity in 

the face of recent history. However, when reviews from the period are 

examined, it becomes clear that it was ultimately the familiarity of plot, 

which several commentators at the time compared to an Edgar Allen Poe 

detective story, and not the novelty of the film’s aesthetic style as often 

thought today, which drew the greatest praise (Budd, 1990, pp.8,16). Ehe im 

Schatten served a similar ambassadorial role after the Second World War. 

Able to travel not only across Germany, but also around the world at a time 

when Germans’ freedom of movement in their own country was severely 

limited and when they remained largely unwelcome abroad, Maetzig’s film 
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could promote a new, post-National Socialist identity which at the same time 

acknowledged the German crimes of the past.  

Hopes that Ehe im Schatten would serve such a role can be seen in 

domestic reviews of the film. A critic for Neues Deutschland, for instance, 

wrote of the ‘wichtigste kulturpolitische Arbeit’ performed by the film (Neues 

Deutschland, 1947), whilst a reviewer in the Rhein-Neckar Zeitung observed 

that the impact of the film at home and abroad ‘überwiegt bei weitem das 

Maß der Aufnahmebereitschaft, die man den deutschen Filmen der 

Nachkriegs-Produktion sonst entgegenzubringen pflegte’ (Rhein-Neckar 

Zeitung, 1949). The strategy appears to have been successful. When the film 

was released in the United States, its American distributors saw fit to boast 

that Ehe im Schatten was ‘the most important contribution for reparation on 

the part of the German film industry, thus making up in part for the immense 

calamity caused by the Nazis, in which the German film played an important 

part’ (Gramercy Publicity, 1948). The marketing campaign had the desired 

effect: Ehe im Schatten was named as one of the best foreign films of 1948 by 

the New York Times (1948a) and appeared on the 1949 Academy Award 

Reminder List (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, 1949).
33

 

To understand the success of the film in the United States it is 

important to return to questions of the film’s style. The export of German 

films to America during the Third Reich fell dramatically after the outbreak 

of war in Europe, dropping from forty-one in 1939 to just eight in 1940, and 

was accompanied by a significant increase in anti-National Socialist domestic 
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 The Reminder List is circulated to all Academy members who are invited to select 

individuals or films for consideration for an Oscar. Ilse Steppat, Paul Klinger and the film 

appeared on the list. There was no category for Best Foreign Language Film in 1947. 
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productions (Culbert, 2007, p.313). However, both before and after the ban 

on public screenings of German films in the United States, German newsreel 

footage continued to be shown in a propaganda effort designed to 

demonstrate the brutality of the German Wehrmacht. Whereas the cinemas of 

occupied countries were saturated with German feature films (which, I have 

argued, self-consciously aped American productions), exposure to German 

cinema for audiences in countries such as the United States was limited to 

counter-framed newsreels which, contrary to their original function, were 

presented in a manner designed to promote anti-German feeling by 

foregrounding the brutality of the German enemy.  

Consequently, the image of German national cinema differed 

significantly between the occupied and non-occupied countries. Audiences in 

countries such as France and the Netherlands would have been exposed to 

UFA films throughout the war and would have been fully accustomed to the 

style of Ehe im Schatten from such earlier productions from the Third Reich. 

In America, however, the melodramatically inflected style of Ehe im Schatten 

clearly came as a surprise to reviewers. In stark contrast to one French critic 

who reflected that, ‘If, for extra-filmic reasons, one can only applaud this film 

produced across the Rhine, one nevertheless laments its artistic shortcomings’ 

(Aux Écoutes du Monde, 1950), a reviewer for the New Yorker proclaimed, ‘It 

is a big relief to see a film about Germany in which everybody isn’t clicking 

his heels and hollering “Heil Hitler”!’ (cited in New York Times, 1948b).
34

 

The surprise revealed in such reviews is not that Ehe im Schatten is 

                                            
34

 ‘Si, pour des raisons extra-cinématographiques, on ne peut qu’applaudir à ce film réalisé 

outre-Rhin, on n’en déplore pas moins ses défauts artistiques.’ 
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aesthetically innovative, but that it is reassuringly familiar. It is this point that 

unites domestic and international receptions of the film.  

 

 

 

 

iii.   Assimilating the Victims 

  

The challenge of creating an emotional relationship with Jewish victims of 

National Socialist persecution in 1947 in the face of twelve years of 

antisemitic propaganda should not be underestimated. However, this was not 

the only difficulty facing filmmakers in the late 1940s. The second challenge 

was how to draw attention to Jews as victims without replicating the 

stereotypes of National Socialist visual propaganda. This issue was 

particularly pertinent given the role of stereotype and exaggeration in 

melodramatically structured films. Maetzig appears to work actively against 

this convention. All the Jewish characters are shown as assimilated Jews and 

Maetzig places an emphasis on linguistic rather than visual statements of 

Jewish identity. Every Jewish character is required to explicitly state their 

Jewish identity for the sake of others: contrary to the assertions of National 

Socialist propaganda, there is nothing in their appearance that would betray 

their Jewish heritage. Confirmation of Bernstein’s Jewish background is 

received only when he is asked outright by another character whether he is 

Jewish; Elisabeth’s Jewish background comes as a shock to Blohm who is 

described in the screenplay as ‘wortlos’ at the revelation (Maetzig, 1947d); 
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whilst Silbermann is forced to erect a sign outside his surgery to inform his 

patients he is Jewish.  

Significantly, all three articulations occur around the time of the 

Reichstag fire. Exploited as an opportunity to strengthen its hold on German 

politics, the Reichstag fire marked a decisive point in the Machtergreifung of 

the NSDAP in German politics and the National Socialists’ attempts to open 

up political and racial fracture lines in German society. It is, therefore, 

striking that it is at this point that the small friendship circle begins to 

disintegrate and, for the first time, the individuals become defined by their 

differences rather than by their similarities. At the same time, and as a 

counterpoint to external shifts in society, Maetzig continues to stress that his 

Jewish characters are highly integrated and, above all, German. Even 

Silbermann, who declares he will not leave Germany because ‘Ich bin Arzt, 

meine Patienten brauchen mich. Wenn Ihr von Demonstrationen gegen die 

Juden sprecht, dann will ich Euch auch einmal eine Demonstration für die 

Juden zeigen’, appears to speak out of a belief in his status as a German 

citizen rather than out of any prosemitic allegiance. Indeed, in an earlier 

version of the script, Silbermann’s insistence on his status as an assimilated 

Jew was even more pronounced though the additional line, ‘Außerdem war 

ich im Krieg, ich habe das Eiserne Kreuz’, demonstrating his identity as a 

patriot and First World War veteran (Maetzig, 1947e).  

Maetzig’s desire to demonstrate the assimilation of the Jewish 

characters is expressed though their familiarity with classical German 

literature and thought. Throughout the film, the Jewish characters are strongly 

associated with German culture: Elisabeth cites lines from plays by Schiller, 
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Büchner, Goethe and Heine which is designed to reflect her familiarity with 

German culture; Bernstein’s fluency with political science and thought during 

his debate with Blohm regarding the future of Germany situates him firmly 

within the German intellectual tradition; whilst Silbermann’s reaction to his 

marginalisation in society is to console himself with the fact that ‘Ich lerne 

meinen Bücherschrank erst richtig kennen’.
35

 This is contrasted with the 

disregard the non-Jewish characters demonstrate to their cultural heritage. 

During the Kristallnacht riots, Hans runs to a policeman and pleads with him 

to intervene, shouting ‘Tun Sie doch Ihre Pflicht!’. The policeman refuses, 

stating: 

Ich komme von der Wache, da liegt ein Kamerad von mir, 

dem haben sie die Zähne eingeschlagen, als er eingreifen 

wollte. Ich habe noch gesagt: Herr Leutnant, in der 

Schillerstraße schlagen sie die Scheiben kaputt! Dann gehen 

Sie in die Goethestraße, sagt der Leutnant. Weitergehen, 

Herr, mischen Sie sich da nicht rein. Lassen Sie mich in 

Ruhe. 

The invocation of Schillerstraße and Goethestraße as sites upon which Jews 

are being attacked establishes an overt relationship not only between Jewish 

citizens and German culture, but also the negligence of Germans to protect 

both. 

One of the main criticisms levelled at the film’s depiction of Jewish 

victimhood is the subsumption of Elisabeth’s Jewish identity within universal 

narratives of victimhood. For instance, Robert Levy and Richard McCormick 

argue that, despite its thematic foregrounding of Jewish persecution, Ehe im 

                                            
35 

The association of Jewish characters with German culture is a recurring motif in DEFA 

films. Ehe im Schatten, Sterne, Professor Mamlock, Die Bilder des Zeugen Schattmann and 

Die Schauspielerin all depict Jewish characters holding books or in libraries.  
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Schatten ‘ends with a dedication that downplays the importance of the Jewish 

character in the film’ (2001, p.209). The controversy resides in the film’s 

final frame which superimposes the text:  

Dieser Film ist dem Andenken des Schauspielers 

JOACHIM GOTTSCHALK 

gewidmet, der im Herbst 1941 mit seiner Familie in 

den Tod getrieben wurde, und mit ihm zugleich dem  

Andenken all der vielen, die als Opfer fielen. 

From today’s perspective, the director’s decision to obfuscate the racial 

background of his protagonists through the decision to dedicate the film to a 

non-Jewish actor and to ‘all der vielen, die als Opfer fielen’, certainly appears 

problematic for a film focusing on Jewish persecution. However, I will argue 

that whilst undoubtedly problematic from today’s perspective, within the 

context in which Ehe im Schatten was released this can be considered less an 

attempt to efface Jewish suffering, but rather as a move to promote the very 

discussion of it. The question of who was an ‘Opfer des Faschismus’ was of 

ongoing debate in the Eastern zone at the time. For instance, at the first 

meeting of the organisation Opfer des Faschismus in June 1945 it was 

resolved that the title ‘Opfer des Faschismus’ could not be extended ‘so weit’ 

as to include, among others, Jews since, ‘Sie haben alle geduldet und 

Schweres erlitten, aber sie haben nicht gekämpft’ (Haury, 2002, p.306). 

Within the context of such debates, Maetzig’s ending can be seen more as an 

appeal to inclusivity rather than as an attempt to marginalise Jewish victims.  

 That the ending should be understood as the democratisation rather 

than obfuscation of victimhood can be seen in the development of the 

screenplay. The epilogue – that is to say, the scenes immediately following 

Hans and Elisabeth’s suicide which, in the final film, are the silent graveyard 
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sequence and the text card with the film’s dedication – was one of the most 

heavily rewritten scenes. In total, Maetzig wrote four endings. The first 

version depicts Silbermann and Bernstein at the cemetery as Hans and 

Elisabeth are buried (Maetzig, 1946a). With an air raid alarm sounding in the 

background overlaid with Chopin’s Piano Sonata No. 2 in B-Flat Minor 

(commonly known as ‘The Funeral March’), the two Jewish men lament the 

fate of Wielands:  

Silbermann Welch entsetzliches Ende! 

Bernstein Ich habe es kommen sehen. Aber gehen   

  wir, es ist gefährlich hier…  

Having sent an early draft of the screenplay to his friend Axel Eggebrecht, the 

journalist recommended that Maetzig rewrite the ending so that ‘Etwa 

Herbert [Blohm], der dem Minister die Erledigung des Falles meldet. Nie 

mehr würde man davon sprechen … oder ähnlich’ (1946a).
36

 Maetzig’s one 

word reaction to this suggestion – ‘keinesfalls!’ – strongly indicates 

Maetzig’s desire to place the victims, not the perpetrators, at the heart of the 

film’s ending.  

Nevertheless, the epilogue was rewritten and the second version 

removes Silbermann’s dialogue and instead the doctor ‘wischt sich eine Träne 

aus’, whilst Bernstein states ‘Aber wir gehen besser!’ (Maetzig, 1947e). 

However, this was then redrafted to reinstate Silbermann’s dialogue so that he 

                                            
36

 Axel Eggebrecht had been approached by Maetzig to be a co-writer of the screenplay. In 

July 1945, Eggebrecht was enlisted by the British authorities to lead the ‘re-education’ 

programme at Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk (NWDR) which included reporting from the 

Bergen-Belsen trial in Lüneberg. He would later report from the Auschwitz Trials in 

Frankfurt, the trials of Eichmann’s deputies Hermann Krumey and Otto Hunsche in Frankfurt, 

and the euthanasia trial of Gerhard Bohne and Hans Hefelmann in Limberg for NWDR (Wolf, 

2010, p.126). 
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laments the loss of the Wielands, whilst Bernstein points to a future point of 

criminal reckoning:  

Silbermann Da trägt man unsere Freunde. Talent –  

  Hoffnung – Liebe. So viele – so viele – 

Bernstein Aber eines Tages … (Maetzig, 1947f) 

All the three drafts conclude with a forward projection. The implication is 

that the story will continue and, in this regard, echoes the final scene of Die 

Mörder sind unter uns through the suggestion that a sense of natural order 

and criminal accountability will follow in postwar Germany. However, the 

film’s actual ending removes any sense of an appeal to the future and instead 

encourages the audience to reflect rather than project. Silbermann and 

Bernstein no longer appear, thereby removing an indication that they may 

survive the war or are even alive when the funeral takes place, the soundtrack 

of Chopin is replaced with silence, and spoken dialogue is exchanged for 

written text. Maetzig concludes his film with a free space for audiences to 

reflect over an ending shaped by absence. 

 The association of the Jewish characters with postwar absence also 

informs the depiction of the other Jewish characters in the film, in particular 

that of Silbermann. As a character who refuses to abandon his patients or his 

belief that as an assimilated Jewish citizen he will be protected by his 

compatriots, the image of the character with his back to the smouldering ruins 

of Berlin is particularly poignant (Figure Three). Silbermann appears as an 

almost spectral figure traversing the shell of a city which has lost its heart. 

The actor’s own fate during the Third Reich instils the scene with added 

poignancy. Prior to the coming to power of the NSDAP, Willy Prager was 

known as one of Germany’s best Kabarett performers. However, after 1933 
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he was banned from the stage and Ehe im Schatten was his first film role 

since 1932. Both Silbermann and Prager’s presence in the film can be 

understood as a lament for an alternative Germany. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Three:  The image of Dr. Silbermann / Willy Prager  

  in the ruins of Berlin is as much a call to  

  remember the past as it is to take action in  

  the present. 

 

At the same time, however, the shot should also be understood as an appeal to 

the future. After all, the fate of Silbermann in the film may be unclear, but the 

actor Prager was alive. As audiences watched the film in 1947, the scars of 

war were still very visible in the streets of German cities. The shot of 

Silbermann standing among the rubble can thus be read as a question to the 

audience which asks how can postwar Germany rebuild a city and country 

which remembers both what is absent – the roughly 165,000 German Jews 

 

 

 

Image restricted for copyright reasons 



- 115 - 

 

murdered during the Holocaust – and reintegrate Jewish survivors into the 

postwar landscape.
37

  

 

 

 

 

iv.   Antisemitism as Opportunism? 

 

A central feature of Maetzig’s presentation of Jewish victims is the emphasis 

placed on the integration of Jewish victims as German citizens prior to their 

persecution and within the postwar landscape of remembrance. Assimilation 

also underscores the presentation of the persecutors. If we consider the 

presentation of persecutors in the immediate postwar years in the media and 

in society more broadly, it becomes clear that an emphasis was placed on 

criminal guilt. Given the centrality of ‘re-education’ initiatives in the Allies’ 

postwar reconstruction plans, it should come as little surprise that 

documentary films repeatedly foregrounded the culpability of the German 

nation in the crimes of the Third Reich. At the heart of this policy and the 

films produced in response to such efforts was a clear desire to show the 

extent of the German atrocities. The American Joint Chief of Staff Directive 

1067, for instance, explicitly stated that ‘It should be brought home to the 

Germans that Germany’s ruthless warfare and the fanatical Nazi resistance 

have destroyed the German economy and made chaos and suffering inevitable 

and that the Germans cannot escape responsibility for what they have brought 

                                            
37

 There is no definitive figure for the number of German-Jewish deaths during the Holocaust. 

However, both Wolfgang Benz (1991, p.13) and Burkhard Asmuss (2002, p.105) place the 

figure at roughly 165,000.  
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upon themselves’ and accordingly outdoor exhibitions and newspapers 

carried images of the atrocities under the title ‘Diese Schandtaten – Eure 

Schuld!’ (Judt, 2006, p.105). However, such overt confrontations with 

national culpability increasingly had the effect of disengaging audiences as 

reflected in a 1947 article discussing the American-financed documentary 

Death Mills (Burger, 1945): 

Die Todesmühlen legten das letzte Grauen der Wirklichkeit 

bloß, doch die Kinos blieben leer. Ruinen allein führen die 

Menschen nicht ins Theater, sie machen auch noch kein 

Zeitstück; ein Kunstwerk wird nicht durch die Kulissen 

lebendig (Menter, 1947).  

Not only did the confrontational approach adopted by the makers of Death 

Mills disengage audiences from the wider message of the film, but it seemed 

to fail to deliver the desired message of German culpability. Summarising an 

OMGUS report from February 1946, ‘A Psychological Survey of the Effects 

of the Film Todesmühlen’, Brewster Chamberlain reveals that: 

83% derjenigen, die sich für nicht verantwortlich erklärten, 

begründeten ihre Antwort mit der Behauptung, von 

Gräueltaten nichts gewusst, diese Dinge nicht gewollt und 

nicht nationalsozialistisch gewählt zu haben (oder Gegner 

des Regimes gewesen zu sein); manche betonten auch, dass 

kein einzelner etwas gegen das nationalsozialistische 

Terrorsystem hätte tun können (1981, p.434).  

The centrality of criminal guilt also informed feature films, especially in the 

East. For example, Die Mörder sind unter uns concludes with the line, ‘Wir 

haben die Pflicht, Anklage zu erheben, Sühne zu fordern im Auftrag von 

Millionen unschuldig hingemordeter Menschen’ and, as the camera zooms 

out of Brückner’s prison cell, images of desolate men, women and children 

are superimposed over the face of the former National Socialist captain. Die 



- 117 - 

 

Mörder sind unter uns established a model for the depiction of culpability 

during the Third Reich which, with the increase in East-West tensions, 

quickly shifted from politically-imbued depictions of individuals to 

ideological projections of (increasingly West) German guilt whereby films 

such as Affaire Blum and Rat der Götter, both of which are informed by a 

Marxist-Leninist reading of history whereby capitalism and fascism become 

intrinsically intertwined, were designed not only to convey the crimes of the 

Third Reich to the audience, but also to present communism as a panacea to 

the countries’ manifold political and social failings in the recent past.  

It is to Maetzig’s credit that Ehe im Schatten did not follow this 

pattern. Had Maetzig so desired, his screenplay could indeed have been far 

more ideologically prescribed. Fearing the film would adhere to the quickly 

developing pattern – one, ironically, that he had initiated – the screenplay 

writer Eberhard Keindorff turned down the opportunity to work with Maetzig 

precisely because he feared Ehe im Schatten would be an overtly political 

film (Eggebrecht, 1946b).
38

 Maetzig was actively encouraged by his 

screenplay mentor, Axel Eggebrecht, and DEFA’s management to intensify 

the ideological message of his film. At a script meeting with DEFA in 

December 1946, the studio management concluded that Maetzig should better 

develop ‘die einzige, weltanschaulich gefestigte Figur, nämlich den 

Bühnenbildner Malchow’ (DEFA, 1946).
39

 In his subsequent comments on 

the screenplay, Eggebrecht echoed many of DEFA’s criticisms and, in a letter 

dated 30 December 1946, also urged Maetzig to increase the presence of the 

                                            
38

 Keindorff had written the screenplay for Die Mörder sind unter uns. 

39
 The instruction used in the document is ‘etwas deutlicher’. 
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stage manager Malchow in order to instil him with ‘eine weltanschaulich 

geschulte Gewalt’ (1946a). However, in spite of DEFA’s reservations about 

the ‘wesentliche Mängel’ of the script, permission was granted for ‘die 

alsbaldige Produktion dieses Films’, with approval from the Soviet authorities 

coming in January 1947 (DEFA, 1946). What is particularly striking about 

the approval of Ehe im Schatten is not only that it came in spite of the 

purported ideological weaknesses, but that the final shooting script was even 

less ideologically determined than that of the draft screenplay. Instead of 

attempting to displace responsibility for the recent crimes vertically, Maetzig 

demonstrates how the individuals’ own failure to act created a climate for the 

societal propagation of persecutory actions. 

The film’s first depiction of societal antisemitism exemplifies the 

portrayal of ‘ordinary Germans’ in the film. The group of friends go away for 

the weekend to Hiddensee. When returning from a walk, they see a man 

erecting a sign reading ‘Juden unerwünscht’. Earlier drafts of the screenplay 

indicate that the sign was originally to be erected by a member of the SA, that 

is to say, an ardent National Socialist Party supporter (Maetzig, 1947f). In the 

film, however, the action is carried out by an ‘ordinary’ German, thus 

recalibrating the relationship between action and agent by casting a farmer 

rather than a politically-prescribed character as the perpetrator. Instead, 

Maetzig consistently highlights the duplicity of the characters’ actions, 

showing that no one character is entirely villainous or without responsibility.  

This is most evident in the characters’ diverging behaviour in their 

personal and professional lives. Blohm, for instance, reassures Elizabeth that 

the Party opposes ‘ein paar Ostjuden, nicht euch’. He is prepared to conduct a 
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personal relationship with Elisabeth as long as his colleagues do not find out. 

Hans attacks this very point when he confronts Blohm at the end of the film 

about his misplaced belief that one’s personal and professional conduct could 

be so unproblematically separated: 

Das soll Ihre Rechtfertigung sein, dass Sie zwei oder drei 

Personen eine Zeitlang geholfen haben? Herr Dr. Blohm, 

eines Tagen werden hunderte von Künstlern, denen Sie mit 

Ihrer Rassenpolitik alles genommen haben, Sie anklagen. 

Sie persönlich, Herr Doktor Blohm! […] Aber wir sind ja 

schuld, dass es uns so geht. Wir haben uns nie um Politik 

gekümmert. Wir haben immer geglaubt, es wird schon nicht 

so schlimm, und wir könnten uns der Verantwortung als 

Einzelner, als Künstler, entziehen. 

Despite the clear attack on Blohm, the text also highlights how the ‘wir’ in 

Maetzig’s film is imbued with a deeply critical tone that condemns both those 

who acted falsely and those who innocently did not act. Hans’ statement to 

Blohm both anticipates the defence of the Mitläufer and directs criticism 

inwardly. Moreover, Hans’ attack also exposes a common defence of 

perpetrators and individuals inculpated in Jewish persecution at the time, 

namely, that they had defended a small number of Jews during the war and 

should thus be absolved of any subsequent prosecution.
40

  

The confrontation between the two men also serves to highlight how 

Blohm’s promise to Elisabeth to remain loyal to her not in spite of her Jewish 

identity but because of it, was not borne out over the years. In doing so, the 

film encourages the audience to reflect on National Socialism as a process 

fuelled at least in part by the incremental failure to act. This introduces the 

                                            
40

 A high profile example of such a defence can be seen in the attempts of Veit Harlan, 

director of Jud Süss, to escape prosecution for crimes against humanity (Tegel, 2011, 

pp.199–210).  
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second important theme in Maetzig’s depiction of the persecutors and 

persecution in Ehe im Schatten, namely, the emphasis on the persecution of 

Jewish citizens and growth of National Socialism as a process rather than as 

an abstract phenomenon. In an interview in 1981 in response to the American 

television series Holocaust (Chomsky, 1978), Maetzig attacked films which 

presented ‘die historischen Vorgänge als statisch, als eine 

“Naturkatastrophe”’. Such productions, argued the director, show how 

historical events ‘brechen hier über die Menschen herein, “schicksalhaft” – so 

war es eben, und jetzt erzählen wir davon, wie schrecklich es gewesen ist, 

und nun ist es vorbei’ (Herlinghaus, 1980). Maetzig’s insistence that history 

should be seen as a process rather than as a decontextualised ‘natural 

catastrophe’ can be seen in Ehe im Schatten in the employment of the 

metaphor of the somnambulant as evident in the figure of Blohm during his 

confrontation with Hans. Following Hans’ outburst, Blohm becomes 

increasingly defensive. When his own argument fails in which he defends his 

personal conduct in spite of his professional behaviour, Blohm attempts to 

employ National Socialist rhetoric by reminding Hans that he is his 

‘Vorgesetzter’ and delivers his defence with animated gestures reminiscent of 

Hitler’s body language. However, once Hans leaves, he collapses in his chair 

and his body language signals not only defeat, but also an acute awareness of 

his own failings. Shortly thereafter, the telephone rings and the Propaganda 

Minister demands to know whether Blohm has arranged for Elisabeth’s 

deportation. At the sound of the Minister’s voice, Blohm’s body language 

changes markedly. His body becomes rigid, his face emotionless and his eyes 
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open wide. He appears hypnotised by the sound of the Minister’s voice and in 

a trance-like state (Figure Four).  

 

   

 

 

 

 

Figure Four:  The image of the somnambulistic murderer  

  offers at once a more nuanced depiction of  

  National Socialism as a process whilst also  

  offering a troubling picture of perpetrators  

  caught under the spell of fascism.  

 

The image of the somnambulant murderer is most closely associated with Das 

Cabinet des Dr. Caligari in which Dr. Caligari controls Cesare to carry out 

murders on his behalf. The sudden change in Blohm’s body language upon 

hearing the Propaganda Minister’s voice can be seen as an evocation of the 

somnambulant murderer through the Minister’s use of ‘hypnotic power to 

force his will upon his tool’, which Siegfried Kracauer interpreted as ‘a 

technique foreshadowing, in content and purpose, that manipulation of the 

soul which Hitler was the first to practice on a gigantic scale’ (1947, pp.17–

18).  

Whilst the retrospective conflation of cause and effect pursued by 

Kracauer in From Caligari to Hitler is certainly problematic and indicative of 

a methodology which I challenge in this thesis, from Ehe im Schatten’s post-

Holocaust perspective, the presentation of National Socialism and its 
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promises of power and influence as a hypnotic state of mind does help to 

illustrate how Blohm (and the members of German society he represents) was 

able to function as friend and former lover of Elisabeth and also her 

executioner. The seductive power and promise of a better future in which 

National Socialist policy was coated certainly appealed to many, especially as 

the fatal outcome of seemingly insignificant actions were shielded from the 

consciousness of most of the population.  

Maetzig’s depiction of persecution and perpetrators in Ehe im 

Schatten is striking for the refusal to unequivocally attribute blame or absolve 

any one individual from the crimes of the recent past. Instead of presenting 

demonstrable acts of physical violence committed by individuals against 

faceless masses as in Death Mills and Die Mörder sind unter uns, the director 

focuses on the far more ambiguous question of moral guilt whereby all the 

characters are inculpated to varying degrees. Far from showing his characters 

as ‘helpless cogs in the wheels of the times’ as Eric Rentschler suggests (1992, 

p.212), Maetzig actually demonstrates how the individuals’ own failure to act 

created a climate for the societal propagation of persecutory actions and 

conversely presents them as cognisant if naïve cogs in a wider socio-political 

system. Nevertheless, the image of the somnambulistic persecutor is also 

deeply problematic as it ultimately represents an abnegation of individual 

responsibility and instead recasts the perpetrator as a victim too. Whilst a 

contextual reading of the film does allow us to understand the significance of 

a film presenting more ambiguous questions of moral guilt above the 

dominant concern of criminal guilt within the social and political 

circumstances of 1947, this historicising approach must be tempered by the 
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knowledge available today. It is important to acknowledge that from today’s 

perspective, the portrayal of the perpetrators does seem sympathetic. By 

placing all the characters on a spectrum of guilt and attributing individual 

responsibility for the failure to act sooner to all the characters, Maetzig 

arguably holds no one to account. Indicative of wider functionalist and 

intentionalist debates, the historicised reading of Ehe im Schatten depiction of 

perpetrators does risk arguing that Germans, motivated by little more than 

careerism, to use Karl Schleunes’ phrase, inadvertently stumbled upon the 

‘twisted road to Auschwitz’ (1970).  

 

 

 

 

v.   The Politicisation of Ehe im Schatten 

 

At the time of its release, Ehe im Schatten was presented as a 

humanist-inspired attempt to ‘come to terms’ with Germany’s recent past. At 

this point, the SED’s influence within and over the studio was minimal. This 

may well explain why the Party’s own Stellungnahme assessing Ehe im 

Schatten was written over a month after the film had received its commercial 

release. In contrast to the pre-release mechanisms the Party would soon 

implement, it appears that the SED had not been offered the opportunity to 

review the film in advance of its general release.  

With the escalation of Cold War politics and inter-German rivalry in 

the 1950s, it became clear that DEFA’s hand-picked and party-loyal 
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management was unsure how to respond to their most commercially 

successful film. Despite the fact that the 1947 Stellungnahme written by the 

SED in November 1947 described Ehe im Schatten as ‘unzweifelhaft der 

bisher beste DEFA-Film’ (ZK der SED, 1947), no reference was made to 

Maetzig’s production in an article just four years later by the studio director 

celebrating DEFA’s successes in its first five years of existence (DEFA, 

1951). Arguably, had Ehe im Schatten not been the first German film to deal 

with Jewish persecution as its main theme, it may well have disappeared from 

East German screens altogether. But, by virtue of its status as the first 

German film to address the subject of Jewish persecution directly, Maetzig’s 

film provided the SED with an ideal vehicle with which to demonstrate its 

proclaimed dedication to ‘come to terms’ with National Socialist crimes and, 

by extension, the purported failure of West Germany to do the same.  

Two simultaneous developments can be seen in the 

instrumentalisation of Ehe im Schatten. The first shift relates to how the film 

was presented to the public by DEFA and the East German media, and this is 

most noticeable in the language used to describe the content of the film. At 

the time of its original release in 1947, DEFA encouraged cinema managers 

to ensure that their advertising reflected ‘Takt’, ‘guter Geschmack’ and 

‘höhere Einsicht’, reminding managers that ‘wir haben bewusst jede 

Beziehung zwischen dem tatsächlichen Geschehen und unserem Film in der 

Propaganda vermieden – tun Sie es auch’ (DEFA, 1947). This sentiment was 

echoed by Maetzig in private correspondence in which he stressed that ‘ich 

habe mich sehr bemüht, diesen Film so einfach und menschlich wie nur 

möglich zu schreiben, ihn von jeder spürbaren und dick aufgetretenen 
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Propaganda frei zu halten’ (Maetzig, 1947b), and that it was ‘Überflüssig zu 

sagen, dass wir keine Partei- und Tagespolitik in unsere Filme bringen’ 

(Maetzig, 1947c). This deliberately depoliticised approach disappeared within 

a matter of months. It seems no coincidence that the imposition of an 

ideological framework onto the film followed the SMAD’s official 

declaration of the end of denazification measures in the Soviet Occupation 

Zone and the foundation of the GDR the following year. Subsequently, East 

German officials became less concerned with ‘coming to terms’ with the past 

than distancing themselves from it.  

This can be seen in the shifting tone of synopses for Ehe im Schatten. 

For example, DEFA’s introduction of the film to audiences in 1951 included 

for the first time descriptions of ‘nazistischer Barbarei’ and ‘Terror’ (DEFA, 

1951, p.10). Through the addition of the adjectival ‘nazistisch’ and the 

recourse to descriptions of’ ‘Barbarei’ and ‘Terror’, the inculpated ‘wir’ of 

Maetzig’s film is heavily compromised by the shift of emphasis away from 

individuals’ actions and towards an external projection onto an ‘othered’ state. 

The escalation of the Cold War coupled with the marked increase in inter-

German tensions in the 1960s saw the film instrumentalised in attacks against 

West Germany where it was presented as ‘ein Dokument der Anklage gegen 

faschistischen Rassenwahn’ which ‘vom Thema her solange Gültigkeit hat, 

als es auf dieser Welt noch Rassenverfolgung und Faschismus gibt’ (Neuer 

Weg, 1961). In spite of the stabilisation of the East German state over the 

following two decades, the instrumentation of the film continued. However, 

Ehe im Schatten was now no longer an example of German (or rather fascist) 

terror, but rather of a more universalised form of persecution. In this vein, 
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parallels were drawn in 1986 between the fate of the Wielands and the 

persecution faced by ‘Kommunisten und Demokraten auf Haiti und in Chile, 

an Arabern und Vietnamesen, an Nikaraguanern und an Schwarzen wie 

Weißen nicht Staatskonformdenkenden im Süden Afrikas’ (Lang, 1986). 

Relating directly to the changes in how the film was presented over 

the course of the GDR, it is clear that the film was strategically re-released 

during periods of inter-German tension. Whereas the shifting tone of the 

synopses was clearly designed to influence how audiences approached the 

film, the second change in the presentation of Ehe im Schatten reflects a clear 

attempt to shape the conclusions drawn from the film. In November 1958, 

East German newspapers reported that a screening of Ehe im Schatten had 

been disrupted by ‘faschistische Störtrupps’ of the CDU’s youth organisation. 

Citing the incident as ‘weiterer Beweis für den Weg Westdeutschlands zum 

Faschismus’, the East German press reported that ‘faschistische Rowdys’ 

disrupted the screening through such loud ‘Johlen und Pfeifen’, ‘dass kaum 

ein Wort der Handlung zu verstehen war’ (Thüringer Tageblatt, 1958).  

With the arrest of Adolf Eichmann in 1960, the SED once again 

seized upon the opportunity to draw such associations. For instance, the arts 

newspaper Sonntag reported that Ehe im Schatten would be re-released in 

Berlin in January 1960 ‘um den Protest gegen die antisemitischen und 

faschistischen Exzesse in Westdeutschland zu unterstützen’ (Sonntag, 1960), 

whilst Neues Deutschland claimed that the re-release of the film in Sweden in 

the same year was a direct response to ‘die faschistische und antisemitische 

Welle in Westdeutschland’ (Neues Deutschland, 1960a). The film was 

released again in 1980 as a direct response to the West German screening of 
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Holocaust and once more in 1988 under the orders of the Zentralkomitee as 

part of commemorations for the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht as 

evidence of East Germany’s long-standing commitment to ‘come to terms’ 

with the past (ZK der SED, 1988). Finally, Maetzig’s film played a central 

role in a 1988 exhibition staged at the Ephraim Palais in Berlin, also designed 

to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht. The film, according 

to the text of the accompanying catalogue, was indicative of DEFA’s 

dedication to remember ‘was mit den Juden in den Jahren des Faschismus 

geschehen war’ (Ministerium für Kultur and Staatssekretariat für 

Kirchenfragen, 1988, p.107). The text was introduced with the title ‘Film – 

ein stets präsentes Thema’. However, whilst the presence of such films cannot 

be disputed, the extent to which their presentation remained consistent in tone 

and purpose throughout the years certainly can. Whilst the SED played no 

role in the conceptualisation or development of Ehe im Schatten, it certainly 

did seek to exploit the subject matter and success for its own agenda. 

 

 

In this chapter, I have argued for a re-reading of the visual and structural 

presentation of Jewish victimhood in Ehe im Schatten. By considering not 

only what the methods of depiction are, but also how they are employed, I 

have argued that when analysed in its original release context, Maetzig’s film 

offers a far more confrontational engagement with Germany’s recent past 

than scholarship has hitherto acknowledged. Similarly, whilst depictions of 

the persecutors do initially appear to be circumventive from today’s 

perspective, within the context of 1947 the film can be understood as 
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engaging with political debates of the time and actually offering a far more 

confrontational picture of the past than subsequent films which attempted to 

discharge responsibility vertically by displacing actions onto higher-ranking 

officers. This historicised reading should not, however, preclude us from 

exercising criticism of certain aspects of this engagement, not least of the 

film’s highly sympathetic presentation of the film’s only named perpetrator. 

In the final part of this chapter, I demonstrated the changes in how the film 

was subsequently presented and mobilised over the course of the GDR’s 

history. The film was uprooted from its deliberately non-ideological origins 

and instead re-presented according to the political needs of the day. Yet as 

much as Ehe im Schatten offers an important insight into the shifting 

concerns with the past between 1947 and 1988 in East Germany, it also 

serves to highlight the extent to which, as I will argue, DEFA films depicting 

Jewish persecution during the Third Reich were constructed as internationally 

accessible productions through the employment of familiar visual and 

narrative structures. As I will argue in Chapter Four, this is particularly 

evident in Konrad Wolf’s Sterne.  

  



- 129 - 

 

4.   East Germany’s Ambassador of Good Will.  

Konrad Wolf’s Sterne (1959) 

 

Film officials and critics were divided over Konrad Wolf’s Sterne from the 

outset. The issue was not the quality of the film which was praised by one 

East German critic as ‘ein erschütternder Film’ (Neue Zeit, 1959), by a West 

German critic as ‘einer der besten DEFA-Streifen überhaupt’ (Kersten, 1959) 

and by a British journalist as a ‘deeply moving’ film which ‘breathes 

authenticity and realism in every line and scene’ (New Daily, 1961). Rather, it 

was the ideological content of the film which split opinion. At stake was the 

question of whether Wolf’s film was an ideologically shaped production 

whose narrative arc was unquestionably influenced – or even tainted – by its 

country of origin or whether, against all expectations to the contrary, Sterne 

was a film which avoided rehearsing the antifascist narratives of its land of 

production.  

Somewhat unsurprisingly, the SED’s organ Neues Deutschland 

framed the film within an overtly ideological context, describing it as ‘ein 

aufrüttelnder Ruf an alle diejenigen, die heute wiederum glauben, untätig 

zusehen zu können, wie in Westdeutschland die Militaristen einen noch 

schrecklicheren Krieg vorbereiten’ (Einhorn, 1958). In a similar vein, the East 

German film magazine Filmspiegel used its review of the film as an 

opportunity to claim that in West Germany ‘jeder zehnte jüdische Friedhof 

[wird] geschändet, deutsche Bürger jüdischer Abstammung werden 

schikaniert und beschimpft, und es geschieht ganz selten, dass einmal ein 

unverhohlener Antisemit zur Verantwortung gezogen wird’ (von Schnitzler, 
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1959). This ideological reading of the film was shared by the West German 

Filmbewertungsstelle Wiesbaden (FBW), a film evaluation panel composed 

of the states’ ministers for education, which stipulated that the film’s final 

sequences be removed or, as one West German critic termed it, ‘amputiert’, 

because of the perceived ideological overtones (Filmkritik, 1960).  

 Certainly, a basic synopsis of the film would do little to undermine 

expectations that Sterne was a film shaped by ideology. Set in a Jewish transit 

camp in the Bulgarian town of Bankso, Sterne depicts the journey of Walter 

from a position of political indifference to the resolution to act for the sake of 

his love interest, the young Jewish woman Ruth. As his love for Ruth grows, 

so does his resolve to help her escape the fate of the Jewish prisoners. His 

first act is to establish contact with the local Bulgarian partisans and to 

arrange for the delivery of much needed medical supplies to the camp. When 

he learns of the imminent deportation of the prisoners to Auschwitz, he meets 

the partisans again to try to arrange for Ruth’s escape. But, as the film’s 

framing device reveals, he is too late and his final act in the film is to watch 

the train carrying Ruth and the other prisoners disappear into a tunnel filled 

with smoke.  

Despite what appears to be a clear narrative arc in which a politically 

indifferent young man opens his eyes to the right course of action, an 

exclusively ideological reading of the film is immediately problematised by 

two further sources. Firstly, East German journalists may have interpreted the 

film as unquestionably ideological in content, with one critic even describing 

Sterne as a film which venerated ‘das Andenken der antifaschistischen 

Widerstandskämpfer’ (Jahn, 1959), but a document written after a meeting of 
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DEFA’s film evaluation committee two months before the release of the film 

reported that ‘der Film ist für uns hart. […] Ein Antifaschist ist nicht dabei’, 

thereby contradicting the standard reading of the film by the East German 

press (DEFA, 1959). Meanwhile, in contrast to the conclusion of the FBW, 

reviews by West German critics reveal little concern about the ideological 

content of the film. In fact, one of the most striking recurring features of the 

West German reviews of Sterne is the journalists’ surprise at the lack of 

antifascist ideology. For instance, a review for Christ und Welt reported that 

‘Der Film Sterne zeigt, dass selbst dort, wo Parteilinien und Parteijargon den 

Film in ein Prokrustesbett gepresst haben, hin und wieder einem mutigen 

Regisseur (in diesem Fall Konrad Wolf) ein kompromissloses Werk gelingt’ 

(Christ und Welt, 1960). Similarly, the Hamburger Abendblatt responded to 

the film with the statement that: 

Wir wissen es längst, dass man dort drüben mit gespaltener 

Zunge spricht und haben ein Grauen davor, wenn es 

parteichinesisch und sächsisch zu uns herüberdringt. Aber 

in diesem Film spricht die sanfte Stimme, und wir haben 

nichts dagegen, dass sie gut klingt, da wir wissen, dass die 

Lüge sich auch einmal der Wahrheit bedienen kann’ 

(Hamburger Abendblatt, 1962).
41

  

Surprise at the absence of ideology can also be seen in reviews by 

critics outside of Germany. A British journalist writing in The Guardian 

                                            
41

 In September 1960, DEFA-Außenhandel sent Konrad Wolf a series of articles published in 

the West German and international press praising the film (DEFA-Außenhandel, 1960). In a 

crude attempt to conceal West German criticisms of the SED and its legitimacy, the reviews 

were redacted to obscure phrases such as ‘ostzonal’ (Rhein-Neckar Zeitung, 1960), whilst in 

a review for Die Welt, an entire sentence was blacked out: ‘[Wolf] hat den Elan eines 

durchaus kompromisslosen Kunstwillens, der sich über Parteilinie und Parteijargon kühn 

hinwegsetzen darf, und seinem Objekt, der Anprangerung, darum umso näherkommt’ (Die 

Welt, 1960). 
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opened his review with, ‘If Stars were not an extraordinarily good film, it 

would be extraordinary, anyway, as a sample of unlikely co-production by 

two of the Soviet Union’s satellites, East Germany and Bulgaria’ (Guardian, 

1961), an opinion echoed by the reviewer of Wh  ’  O  who reflected, ‘Most 

cinematic imports from behind the Iron Curtain are usually regarded 

suspiciously as ill-conceived rehashes of Uncle Karl’s nineteenth-century 

proselytism. But I’m pleased to say that Stars […] is not that way inclined’ 

(Wh  ’  O , 1961). Journalists praising the film not only compared Sterne 

favourably to other East German productions, but also to wider trends in 

international filmmaking. For instance, writing in the French newspaper 

Dimanche, François Maurin described the film as ‘without doubt one of the 

most beautiful films one has seen for many years among those which have 

tried to confront the most important subjects of our age’ (Maurin, 1960), 

whilst the British film critic Keith Brace proclaimed that, if all treatments of 

the Second World War ‘were as thoughtful, dignified and unhysterical as that 

given in Stars, we might learn something valuable in time for the next world 

[…] crisis’ (1961).
42

  

Reports and reviews seem to present a conundrum. How can Wolf’s 

film be viewed as both a dedication to the antifascist legacy and shaped by 

overt antifascist ideology to the point that the film’s ending had to be 

removed as a pre-condition for its West German release, but also be praised 

for its ability to transcend national politics and, according to one DEFA report, 

be a challenging film precisely because of the absence of antifascist 

                                            
42

 ‘Voilà sans doute l’un des plus beaux films que l’on ait pu voir depuis bien des années 

parmi ceux dont l’ambition fut d’aborder les sujets les plus importants de notre époque.’ 
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characters? Of course, spectators approach films with a complex matrix of 

expectations, models of reference and even prejudices, and the surprise of the 

Western reviewers was informed as much by the perceived absence of politics 

and ideology as by what is actually present in the narrative itself. However, 

this nevertheless raises the question of how Sterne was able to appeal 

simultaneously to domestic and international tastes by seemingly offering a 

standard East German narrative of antifascist heroism whilst also being ‘frei 

von der üblichen Ostpropaganda’, to cite one West German journalist at the 

time (Miska, 1959) 

In this chapter, I will explore how the presentation of Jewish 

persecution in Sterne was deliberately designed to foster a far wider level of 

spectatorial identification with the film than would be expected for an East 

German production set during the Second World War. I will start by 

considering how Wolf was able to align his film to national and international 

narratives which allowed spectators within and beyond the GDR to engage 

with an East German film dealing with Jewish persecution, be it in the guise 

of a frustrated romance, an antifascist conversion narrative or through 

religious allegory. To this purpose, I will examine how Wolf draws upon 

multiple cultural tropes to instil the film’s persecutor-cum-hero, Walter, and 

the Jewish prisoner Ruth with a polysemic quality which facilitates 

identification within and beyond ideological frames of reference. Following 

an examination of the pre-production strategies designed to promote the film 

at home and abroad, I will consider how the post-production marketing 

deliberately presented the film in markedly different ways to East German, 

West German and non-German audiences in order to garner the widest 
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possible interest in the film. The lure of international markets was, I will 

argue, of particular interest not only to DEFA, but also to the SED, and I will 

conclude with an examination of the harnessing of the film by the state as an 

articulation of soft power.
43

 The implications of this, I will argue, force us to 

reconsider not only the relationship between East German cinema and Jewish 

persecution, but also the relationship between the SED, its foreign policy 

objectives and DEFA.  

 

 

 

 

i.   Searching for a Sternbild 

 

On first viewing, Wolf’s portrayal of victims and perpetrators appears to align 

Sterne unproblematically with dominant portrayals of the National Socialist 

past in East German historiography. The central narrative concern of the film 

is the transformation of the German soldier Walter from a position of 

passivity to action. Through his romance with the Jewish character Ruth, 

Walter becomes cognisant of his complicity in the racial persecution of the 

Jewish prisoners and in the political persecution of the partisans to become an 

– albeit somewhat hesitant – resister. However, whilst it is perfectly possible 

to interpret the narrative solely within in an East German context, I will argue 

                                            
43

 Joseph Nye defines soft power as a governmental strategy to influence the behaviour of 

others by seeking to ‘attract and co-opt’ the recipient audience by showcasing the 

‘attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals and policies’ above more typical 

expressions of state power such as economic, military or diplomatic threats (2004, pp.x–2). 
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in this section that Wolf deliberately shapes his protagonist to be a character 

with whom domestic and international audiences could readily identify by 

drawing upon a range of cultural models and tropes. By considering how 

Walter’s narrative trajectory can be read as an East German antifascist 

conversion narrative, a West German war film and a religious allegory, I will 

highlight how a series of pre-production decisions facilitated domestic and 

international engagements with what initially appears to be a stereotypically 

East German narrative of the Second World War. 

Walter is formally introduced through an anonymous voiceover which 

states that the film will recall the story of a non-commissioned German 

officer: ‘Für uns war er einfach der Herr Unteroffizier. Man wusste eben 

nichts von ihm. Vielleicht nur, dass er etwas hinter ihm hatte.’ The audience 

is then explicitly told that ‘Nicht mal seinen richtigen Namen konnten wir 

erfahren. Deshalb wollen wir ihn in unserer Erzählung einfach Walter 

nennen.’ Walter is, therefore, not the soldier’s real name and, given 

screenwriter Angel Wagenstein chose to name his protagonist as a deliberate 

act within the narrative itself, it is worth reflecting on the significance of the 

chosen name. It seems no coincidence that the etymological meaning of 

Walter lies in the Old High German Waltari or ‘ruler of the army’ as there is a 

clear attempt to position Walter as an alternative point of orientation for the 

German soldier. Walter is introduced to the audience in movement and it is 

striking that one of the very first shots of the soldier depicts him running in 

the opposite direction to the marching troop of Wehrmacht soldiers. Walter’s 

decision to act against orders is framed not only as an act of resistance within 

the context of the film’s Second World War narrative, but also as an 
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exemplary act for the postwar audience. The prototypical path taken by 

Walter is emphasised in a review for Neues Deutschland in which the 

journalist concluded that, ‘Walter steht für so viele Deutsche, die lange, zu 

lange, mitgemacht haben, aber auch für viele, die letztlich doch den Mut 

gefunden haben, sich vom Faschismus abzuwenden’ (Einhorn, 1958).  

The desire to distance Walter from other members of the Wehrmacht 

can be seen throughout the film. There is little doubt that in Sterne, 

responsibility for Jewish persecution is displaced vertically to higher-ranking 

officers. This can be clearly seen in the presentation of the three members of 

the Wehrmacht presented in the film: Walter, Kurt and the Hauptmann. The 

overwhelming weight of responsibility for German military crimes is 

displaced vertically so that the most senior member of the army in the film, a 

figure known only as the Hauptmann, appears in the least favourable light. In 

the Hauptmann’s only extended scene in the film, he reprimands Walter for 

drawing when he should be monitoring the prisoners. During the sequence, 

the Hauptmann is framed in close-up, with the camera blurring the 

background to ensure that only his face appears in focus and distorting his 

features (Figure Five). As the Hauptmann leaves the scene, Kurt enters and he 

and Walter observe their superior reprimand the Bulgarian workers outside. 

Kurt then carefully closes the window, thereby creating a symbolic barrier 

between the irascible Hauptmann and the far more affable lower-ranking pair 

inside.  
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Figure Five:  The sharp, accentuated features of the  

 Hauptmann are clearly designed to convey  

  an image of brutality to contrast with the  

 lower-ranking officers in the Wehrmacht. 

 

Kurt occupies a bridging role between the Hauptmann and Walter. He 

is clearly constructed to serve as a foil for Walter and is designed to represent 

the soldier Walter would have become had he not questioned the orders of his 

superiors. In order for Kurt to perform this bridging role, it is important that 

he appears familiar enough to facilitate limited identification with spectators 

so that audiences accept he is representative of the unenlightened German 

soldier, but objectionable enough to ensure primary identificatory alignment 

remains with Walter. Wolf was clearly aware of the need for this careful 

balance. A letter to Paul Berndt reveals that the actor was not cast in the role 

of Kurt because of his ‘etwas zu positive Ausstrahlung’: 

Verstehen Sie mich nicht falsch. Wir haben keineswegs die 

Absicht, durch Kurt ein einseitiges Schema auf die 

Leinwand zu bringen, aber es schien uns problematisch und 

riskant, dass Kurt, besonderes infolge Ihrer inneren 

Ausstrahlung, zu positiv wird (Wolf, 1958a).  

 

 

 

Image restricted for copyright reasons 
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To avoid him commanding the audience’s full sympathy, Wolf depicts Kurt 

in a series of scenes designed to expose what initially appears to be his 

affable character by revealing his compromised morals. For example, in 

Kurt’s very first scene we witness him carefully lifting up a young child into 

a waggon in a manner which, were it not for the fact that the vehicle into 

which Kurt is placing the child is a deportation train, would ordinarily be 

considered an act of kindness and chivalry. However, his politeness and 

restraint in the civic sphere are contrasted with the physiognomic depiction of 

gluttony and moral duplicity in the private sphere. He eats greedily at the 

table and Wolf is careful to include a shot of Kurt’s wedding ring before he 

flirts with and kisses Jewish women. As a morally corrupt character who 

nevertheless maintains a certain degree of civility when carrying out his 

persecutory actions against the Jewish prisoners, Wolf positions Kurt as a 

point of contrast to the irascibility of the Hauptmann and the passive 

compliance of Walter.  

To position Walter as a sympathetic character capable of questioning 

the very actions Kurt carries out with no moral reflection, Wolf presents 

Walter and Kurt in opposition by staging two similar scenarios and allowing 

the characters to display their different behaviour. When walking along the 

perimeter fence of the transit camp, Walter drops a half-smoked cigarette on 

the ground. A quick montage sequence establishes an exchange of looks 

between a Jewish man, Walter and the dropped cigarette. Perceiving the 

man’s judgemental look, Walter lifts his foot at the last minute and does not 

stamp out the cigarette as he had instinctively planned. Instead, he offers the 
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man a box of cigarettes. The Jewish prisoner refuses, answering ‘Danke, ich 

rauche nicht’, after which Walter shrugs and walks on.  

The sequence anticipates a later scene at the Appellplatz. Unlike the 

scene between Walter and the Jewish man during which they converse freely, 

Kurt’s words to the Jewish prisoners have to be translated into Ladino 

suggesting that even on a basic linguistic level, there is a greater affinity 

between Walter and the Jewish prisoners than between Kurt and the Jewish 

prisoners. As Kurt’s words are being translated, Walter walks past and stops 

at the camp fence. Holding onto the barbed wire, he looks at Ruth who 

returns his stare as if engaging in a silent conversation. The camera then 

adopts the point-of-view of the Jewish prisoners as a smiling Kurt walks 

towards them, demanding they hand over the medication which, unbeknown 

to him, Walter has arranged to be delivered. The camera then pans along the 

rows of prisoners, registering the individual faces from Kurt’s point-of-view. 

In contrast to the exchange of looks between Walter and Ruth, Kurt is 

countenanced with hostility. The camera stops at the point at which a prisoner 

is selected and draws back. Two soldiers throw the nameless man’s 

belongings on the floor and, as Kurt stamps on two rolls of medication, the 

spectator is reminded of the earlier exchange between Walter and the Jewish 

prisoner with the roles of medicine appearing like cigarettes dropped on the 

ground. To reinforce the point of comparison, Kurt is shown smoking a 

cigarette as he destroys the medication by stamping on the white tubes. 

Whereas the corrective look of the Jewish prisoner towards Walter caused an 

act of albeit indifferent generosity, the look of an elderly woman to Kurt 
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provokes nothing other than sadistic pleasure in the announcement of the 

removal of food rations from the camp (Figure Six). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Six:  The similarities and differences between  

  Walter and Kurt’s interaction with the  

  Jewish prisoners reflect subtle variations in  

  each character’s personal values. 

 

On first viewing, the desire to attribute responsibility to a 

higher-ranking elite and unburden the working class soldier from the 
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responsibility of National Socialist crimes seems entirely fitting with a 

Marxist-Leninist reading of the Second World War. However, when we 

examine the film in closer detail, a number of points challenge such a 

conclusion. Firstly, whilst the presentation of a naïve soldier who, through 

contact with the communist resistance, comes to challenge the orders of his 

superiors may seem entirely in line with the content of DEFA’s antifascist 

films and East German projections of the past, it is important to note from the 

outset that Walter is far from the typical DEFA hero. Described in Der 

Morgen as being of a ‘sensible Natur’ (Funke, 1959), Walter certainly does 

not represent the social realist hero whose presence in DEFA films was 

described by the Deputy Minister of Culture just months before the release of 

Sterne as ‘die Hauptaufgabe unseres Spielfilmschaffens’ (Abusch, 1958). Far 

from being ‘an emblem of Bolshevik virtue, someone the [...] public might be 

inspired to emulate’ and whose life is ‘patterned to show the forward 

movement of history in an allegorical representation of one stage in history’s 

dialectical progress’ as the role of the socialist hero was envisaged (Clark, 

2000, p.46), Walter is a passive, ideologically indifferent character who is 

motivated by his love for an individual rather than by any political or 

ideological commitment to the collective.  

The decision to present Walter as an unusual DEFA hero was 

certainly not accidental, a fact reflected in Wolf’s casting choices. Among the 

reasons the director gave for rejecting actors for the role of Walter was the 

claim that ‘die bulgarischen Kollegen legen besonderen Wert darauf, dass 

“Walter” doch ein annähernd “deutscher Typ” sei’ (Wolf, 1958b), whilst 

another actor’s ‘starke Individualität’ was deemed well-suited for ‘ein 
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werktätiger Mensch oder reiner Arbeiter […], nicht aber ein sensibler, 

feinfühliger Intellektueller’ (Wolf, 1958c). Moreover, whilst several scholars 

have argued that Walter exemplifies Konrad Wolf’s protagonists who, like 

Friedel (Genesung, 1956), Lissy (Lissy, 1957), Hans Mamlock (Professor 

Mamlock, 1961) or Gregor (Ich war neunzehn, 1968) undergoes ‘a process of 

searching and reflecting’ (Coulson, 1999, p.165; cf. Berghahn, 2005, pp.77–

78; Elsaesser, 2009, p.75; Silberman, 1990, p.173), the extent to which 

Walter can be described as having undergone a Wolferian awakening by 

rejecting passivity and turning towards political awareness through a 

communist self-repositioning is highly debatable. There is certainly no 

anticipation in Sterne of the closing line of Wolf’s 1961 film, Professor 

Mamlock, in which the dying protagonist acknowledges the follies of his 

ways, declaring ‘Kein größeres Verbrechen gibt es, als nicht kämpfen zu 

wollen, wo man kämpfen muss.’ Indeed, it is unclear whether Walter even 

joins the partisans, let alone survives the war. Instead, Walter’s behaviour 

remains motivated by his love for one person rather than for the ideological 

cause, and there is no indication that his failure to save Ruth will lead to a 

renewed attempt to protect the collective. That is to say, Walter is motivated 

to act by his love for Ruth even though she is Jewish rather than a desire to 

save the prisoners because they are Jewish. As Walter himself says to Ruth, 

‘Ich hatte nie die Fähigkeit an alle Menschen zu denken. Aber Ihnen muss ich 

helfen, das ist für mich sehr wichtig. […] Der Mensch muss manchmal etwas 

tun, um sich selbst zu beweisen, dass er kein Schwein ist.’ 

The extent to which Walter deviates from the standard hero of 

DEFA’s antifascist films was clear to studio and state officials at the time. In 
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January 1959, a meeting was held between studio executives, the Deputy 

Minister for Culture and the filmmakers to review and approve the film for 

release. During the meeting, DEFA screenwriter, Kurt Stein, reflected that, 

‘Der Film ist für uns hart. Wenn man sich die Deutschen anschaut, so ist am 

Anfang der Offizier, dann der Kurt, dann der Landser, dieser Trottel, und 

schließlich Walter. Ein Antifaschist ist nicht dabei. Der Film ist hart für uns, 

aber er widerspiegelt wahrscheinlich die durchschnittliche Wirklichkeit dieser 

Zeit’ (DEFA, 1959). Stein’s assertion that, in reality, antifascist resistance 

was unrepresentative of most East Germans’ wartime experience was in itself 

a striking admission, all the more so given it was made in the presence of a 

government minister, and was certainly not a view expressed in the public 

sphere.
44

 Yet no instruction or even suggestion was made to modify the film 

in any way by the studio or state. However, as I shall now demonstrate, the 

fact that the film does not include a single German antifascist character had 

an equally important impact on the reception of the film outside East 

Germany as the absence of a German antifascist character creates a space for 

audiences to infer from the narrative that Walter is either a naïve German on 

the path to communist enlightenment or a non-ideological young man who 

becomes increasingly cognisant of the crimes of the Wehrmacht.  

As I have argued, the vertical displacement of responsibility in Sterne 

can be read as indicative of East German attempts to remove the burden of 
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 DEFA’s studio director, Albert Wilkening, had made a similarly candid statement in his 

pre-release report in January 1959 when he conceded, ‘Wir sind uns bewusst, dass dieser 

Film für den deutschen Zuschauer ein sehr harter Film ist, da er die deutsche Schuld 

unerbittlich zeigt’, a statement which acknowledges that East German spectators could not 

easily disassociate themselves from the persecutory actions shown on screen (Wilkening, 

1959). 
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the past from those who, however late, realised the errors of their ways and 

joined the communist cause. Responsibility for the past is accordingly 

discharged onto those in a greater position of power, thereby echoing 

Marxist-Leninist readings of history which stressed the exploitation of the 

working classes at the hands of a more powerful elite. Nonetheless, it is 

important to note that same trajectory, and in particular the vertical 

displacement of responsibility, also aligned the film with dominant 

filmmaking trends in West Germany. The need to rehabilitate the German 

soldier was common to East and West Germany. In the GDR, this was largely 

part of a wider effort to distance the country as a whole from the National 

Socialist past within the state-driven antifascist narrative, whereas in West 

Germany more concrete concerns drove the effort. With escalating Cold War 

tensions, the American government informed the West German Chancellor, 

Konrad Adenauer, that the Western allies considered it necessary to 

reconstitute a West German army to defend the inter-German frontier against 

the communist threat. Such a prospect met with deep ambivalence by the 

West German public, with opposition to rearmament fluctuating between fifty 

and seventy percent (Corum, 2011, p.37). It therefore seems far from 

coincidental that this period saw a marked increase in the number of films 

depicting German soldiers on screen: approximately ten percent of West 

German cinematic output between 1955 and 1960 was dedicated to the war 

film genre, as opposed to just three percent in the first half of the decade 

(Wulff, 2012, p.1).  

 In accounting for the correlation between contemporary political 

debates and the sudden increase in the war film genre, Hans Wulff stresses 
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the role of the West German government in facilitating film production 

through the willingness of the Ministry for Defence to provide props and even 

soldiers to serve as extras (2012, p.1). Wulff is correct to highlight the role 

played by the West German state in facilitating such productions on a 

material level. However, Robert Moeller points to the fact that such films 

should be seen less as uncritical statements of support for the government so 

much as indices for contemporaneous debates. That is to say, the depictions 

of soldiers and officers were often ambiguous and rarely pro-war. Rather, 

they sought to temper the image of the soldier in the past and recast him for 

the future. These films ‘invariably told a story of noble German men who had 

been sent to fight battles they could not win’ and, ‘although doctrinaire Nazis 

were certainly present’, they were customarily depicted as ‘a mix of 

corruption, comic blundering and blind fanaticism’ (2001, p.148). As a point 

of clear contrast, ‘the true German man wore a uniform because he had to’ in 

order to defend the German nation rather than the National Socialist state. 

The message of such films was that whilst it was acceptable for (West) 

Germans ‘once again to put on uniforms’, soldiers and officers should be 

‘profoundly aware that not all orders should be followed unquestioningly’ 

(2001, p.148). This can be seen in films such as Canaris (Weidenmann, 1954), 

Es geschah am 20. Juli (Pabst, 1955), Der 20 Juli (Harnack, 1955), Des 

Teufels General (Käutner, 1955), 08/15 (May, 1954–1955), Der Stern von 

Afrika (Weidenmann, 1957), Der Fuchs von Paris (May, 1957), Der Arzt von 

Stalingrad (Radványi, 1958) and Hunde, wollt ihr ewig leben? (Wisbar, 

1959), all of which present soldiers who demonstrate the key ethos of the new 

Bundeswehr, namely, the role of ‘innere Führung’ or the need to exercise 
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personal and moral integrity, and question Prussian codes of unquestioning 

obedience to one’s superior. That West German audiences placed Sterne 

within this cultural landscape can be seen in the fact that one of the suggested 

questions for further discussion proposed by the West Berlin 

Filmbegutachtungskommission, the body responsible for approving films at a 

local level for schools and youth organisations, was ‘Muss man allen 

Befehlen gehorchen?’ (Filmbegutachtungskommission Berlin, n.d.). The 

release of Sterne thus came at a point at which West German audiences were 

highly conversant with the war film genre and when images of German 

soldiers acting against a superior’s orders was a familiar presence on screen.  

In fact, the cinematic rehabilitation of the soldier was not limited to 

within Germany’s borders. The figure of the brava gente was also a familiar 

presence on Italian cinema screens in the 1950s. Like his German counterpart, 

the brava gente was a morally upstanding soldier whose behaviour contrasts 

sharply with the baseness of the fascist soldier. In this regard, Claudio Fogu 

argues that ‘the equation of the resistance with antifascism tout court 

provided the new political forces of the young Italian republic with a 

founding myth for their democratic constitution and with a lasting bone of 

symbolic contention for the legitimisation of their political struggles’ (2006, 

p.149). Placed within a broader European context, it once again becomes 

clear how the decision to downplay the role of ideology in Walter’s 

transformation allowed audiences viewing the film in different national 

contexts to identify with Walter against the backdrop of domestic film 

production trends.  
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Finally, in both name and visual framing, the presentation of Walter 

also affords a third reading which lifts the film out of the domestic East and 

pan-German setting of the rehabilitation of the German soldier, and instead 

facilitates audience identification beyond the German borders. Throughout 

the film, Wolf associates his male protagonist with images of Judeo-Christian 

iconography. Churches, donkeys and crosses regularly appear, and Walter’s 

realisation that he must act against orders in which he does not believe and 

follow a new path takes place as he walks hand-in-hand with Ruth to a church. 

In this regard, Walter’s inner awakening can be read as a Pauline conversion 

narrative in which the former persecutor’s eyes are opened to the right course 

of action, serving as an affirmation that grace and salvation can come even to 

those engaged in the active persecution of innocent others. By drawing on 

multiple textual and visual points of reference, Wolf is thus able to imbue the 

film with a level of international mobility that allows audiences viewing it 

within the context of different national and ideological frames of reference to 

engage with the narrative in spite of the overtly ideological framework of its 

country of origin.  

The use of religious allegory may have helped to facilitate readings of 

Walter’s journey from a communist to a decidedly non-ideological 

transformation, but we should also question why East German authorities 

were so tolerant of such images given the marginalised role of religion within 

communist ideology in which it was considered anachronistic and 
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incompatible with the values of a progressive socialist society.
45

 The scene in 

which Walter walks hand-in-hand with Ruth to a church was indeed discussed 

in detail at the film’s pre-approval meeting between DEFA, the filmmakers 

and the Deputy Minister for Culture. During the meeting, Kurt Maetzig, 

representing DEFA’s artistic board (Künstlerischer Rat), reported that the 

Bulgarian producers partners, Igralni Filmi Sofia, had requested that the cross 

be removed from the scene. Whilst Maetzig supported the removal of the 

symbol because it ‘widerstrebt etwas meinem Gefühl und meiner Auffassung’, 

his view was not representative of other members at DEFA, with the 

screenwriter Kurt Stern arguing that: 

Die Bulgaren müssen das für sich entscheiden. Vielleicht ist 

ihre gegenwärtige Situation so. Bulgarien war aber damals 

ein kirchlich beherrschtes Land. Dieses Kreuz ist das 

einzige äußere Zeichen dafür. Ich nehme das nicht so 

tragisch, für uns schon gar nicht. Für Bulgarien kann ich es 

schwer beurteilen (DEFA, 1959). 

DEFA’s head dramatist, Dr. Konrad Schwalbe, supported Stern, adding that 

whilst ‘die ausgesprochenen Gedanken sind nicht unsere Weltanschauung’, 

Bulgarian attempts to remove sections of the film should be resisted since 

‘dieser seltene poetische Dialog entspricht realistisch der Situation, in der sich 

die beiden jungen Menschen befanden, entspricht ihrer Weltanschauung’. It 

was not just the studio which was willing to tolerate the inclusion of religious 

                                            
45

 Mary Fulbrook has highlighted how a variety of strategies from the removal of religious 

education in schools to the strategic and moral disruption of the Church through Stasi 

infiltration were designed to ‘help along the predicted “withering away” of religion under 

communism’ (1997, p.36). Membership of the Church was largely considered a remnant of 

Christian-bourgeois capitalist societies by the State and by 1954, an entire department within 

the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit was tasked with monitoring religious life in the GDR 

(Schmeidel, 2008, p.57). 
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conversion imagery: the Deputy Minister of Culture, Erich Wendt, added, 

‘die Szene mit dem Kreuz spielt für uns nicht eine solche Rolle. Ich glaube 

nicht, dass falsche Assoziationen auftreten’ (DEFA, 1959).  

Why might DEFA have defended the scene so forcefully? The fact 

that both DEFA’s management and a government minister should be so 

tolerant of the use of religious imagery in the film certainly seems surprising. 

However, the East German studio’s willingness to allow the use of such 

imagery becomes clear when the wider cultural landscape of the 1950s is 

taken into account. This, in turn, exemplifies once again how Sterne was able 

to appeal to audiences within and beyond East Germany. A recurring political 

issue in both East and West Germany in the 1950s was the continued 

captivity of German prisoners of war in the Soviet Union. After considerable 

political manoeuvring, primarily by Adenauer, the final 9262 prisoners of war 

returned to Germany from the Soviet Union between October 1955 and 

January 1956 (Biess, 2006, p.204).
46

 An intrinsic feature of the speeches and 

accompanying media campaign that surrounded the repatriation efforts in 

both parts of Germany was the employment of religious language and 

iconography. In West Germany, the language of religious salvation 

dominated speeches and visual campaigns to repatriate the final incarcerated 

soldiers, a feature which Robert Moeller interprets as an attempt to distance 

the country from both the National Socialist Germany of the past and the 

communist East Germany of the present by stressing that West Germany was 

‘a Christian nation, part of the “occident” (Abendland), not the Godless east’ 

(2001, p.118). This association was also a recurring feature of several of the 
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 This figure includes around three thousand civilians who had been held in Soviet captivity. 
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aforementioned West German war films, one of the most notable examples 

being Canaris. Based on the true story of Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the 

film’s producer described the character as a ‘typischer Deutscher’ who ‘vor 

Gott mehr Verantwortung hat als vor dem Führer, zwischen Pflicht und 

Gewissen schwankt und sich nicht zu Mord durchringen kann’ (cited in Der 

Spiegel, 1954; cf. Hake, 2012, p.75). 

Meanwhile, in East Germany, the language of religious conversion 

was also employed in relation to former soldiers, but here to describe the 

‘pseudo-religious conversion in Soviet captivity’ of former Wehrmacht 

soldiers into committed antifascists (Biess, 2006, p.128). Religious 

conversion narratives also informed East German cultural discourse and the 

appropriation of the religiously inflected conversion from drifting Mitläufer 

to committed antifascist resister was fast becoming a staple of DEFA films, 

be it in the 1949 production Rotation (Staudte, 1949), the Ernst Thälmann 

films (Maetzig, 1954–1955) or Betrogen bis zum jüngsten Tag (Jung-Alsen, 

1957).
47

 At the same time, the East German publishing house Verlag der 

Nation began publishing the so-called Wandlungsliteratur or the antifascist 

conversion narrative which, as Dennis Tate highlights, met the ‘popular need 

for authentic war stories from an ideologically safe perspective’ (2007, p.31). 

In both the political and cultural discourses of East and West Germany, 

therefore, the use of religious language as a mode of expression for the rebirth 

of a post- or antifascist Germany was a familiar framework of reference and 

would have appeared less out of place to a contemporary audience than it may 

                                            
47

 Kurt Maetzig directed two feature films depicting the life of the communist resistance hero 

Ernst Thälmann: Ernst Thälmann – Sohn seiner Klasse (1954) and Ernst Thälmann – Führer 

seiner Klasse (1955). 
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do today. This, in turn, not only helps to contextualise why East German film 

and cultural officials may have been so willing to include such images in 

Sterne, but once again exemplifies how the film was able to appeal to East 

and West German audiences who would also have been familiar with the 

employment of religious iconography, albeit in markedly different contexts.  

Of course, the polyvalent presentation of Walter could be dismissed as 

a fortuitous coincidence in the film. Audience responses can be guided, but it 

is impossible to ascertain with complete certainty how individuals in an 

audience will – or, within the context of this thesis, did – respond. However, 

when we examine the presentation of Ruth it becomes clear that similar 

polyvalent textual and visual strategies are employed, signalling a clear 

awareness on the part of the filmmakers that in order to facilitate greater 

cross-border appeal, the production had to be more than a stereotypical East 

German ideological presentation of the past. 

 

 

 

 

ii.   Defining the Jewish Victims 

 

Before we consider the presentation of Ruth in the film, it is necessary to 

address one of the principal weaknesses of the film. Given Sterne is a film set 

in a Jewish transit camp, the presentation of the Jewish characters in the film 

certainly appears to fall short in the degree of character development and 

screen presence afforded to the German soldier Walter. Given that the film’s 
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central interest lies in the personal development of Walter, it need not be 

entirely unexpected that the other characters serve as foils for his inner 

transformation. Nevertheless, the reductive portrayal of the Jewish characters 

in Sterne presents three clear problems. Firstly, given the decision to locate 

the narrative within the context of National Socialist racial persecution, the 

failure to accord the victims a comparable degree of development within the 

narrative to that of a Wehrmacht soldier raises questions as to whether the 

film exploits Jewish persecution for the sake of ideological expediency. By 

reducing racial persecution to merely a vehicle for the assertion of the 

primacy of communist resistance, Wolf arguably presents Walter’s 

transformation as a socialist conversion by proxy for East German audiences 

which circumvents questions about the legacy of the National Socialist past in 

the East German present. Moreover, in line with the growing 

instrumentalisation of the past as a weapon with which to attack West 

Germany, the screenplay certainly resorts to what appears to be trivial point-

scoring over West Germany. For example, Ruth’s father reveals he used to be 

a German literature professor in Germany. Originally the character stated he 

worked at a university in Dresden, but this was quickly changed to Munich, 

presumably in order to avoid any insinuation that National Socialist 

persecution could be associated with an East German city (Wagenstein, 1958a, 

1958b).  

The second problem lies in the screenplay’s codification of 

Jewishness according to reductive stereotypes. An early sequence in a disused 

school building which now serves to house the Jewish prisoners shows one 

elderly Jewish man davaning, thereby codifying Jewishness as synonymous 
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with religious alterity from the start of the film. Meanwhile, Ruth’s (unnamed) 

father reprises the symbolic role of Dr. Bernstein in Ehe im Schatten by 

embodying the stereotypical role of the Jew as the guardian of German 

cultural heritage when he attempts to present Walter with an old copy of a 

Heine text (Figure Seven). The example of the latter instance is somewhat 

complicated when we consider Heine’s position within National Socialist 

racial ideology in which he was denounced for being Jewish. On the one hand, 

the attempt by Ruth’s father, a Greek Jew, to give Walter a copy of a Heine 

text could be seen to serve as an attempt to break down racial divides: the act 

of a non-German Jew handing a non-Jewish German the work of a seminal 

German author who was a Jewish convert could be read as an attempt to 

illustrate that culture can overcome imposed and simplistic national and racial 

divides.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Seven:  From the outset, the image of Jewishness is  

  visually codified using broad brushstrokes  

  which results in the presentation of  

  Jewishness as synonymous with religious  

  alterity and cultural traditionalism.  
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However, the film does not consider these complexities and instead implies 

that Walter’s hesitation in accepting the text lies not in any concern with 

upholding racial ideological beliefs, but rather in the soldier’s ignorance of 

German culture. Therefore, instead of serving as an example of the complex 

and composite identities of the Jewish characters, the film conversely 

simplifies their presentation further through recourse to the 

nineteenth-century stereotype of Jews as the defenders of German culture. 

Finally, the only character shown to suffer physically is the Bulgarian 

partisan, Blashe, a young, engaging character who maintains his silence under 

interrogation in order to protect his fellow resisters and Walter. Consequently, 

not only is the sole victim of National Socialist physical persecution a 

political rather than racial victim, but his persecution is ascribed a greater 

significance by presenting it as an act of political and ideological solidarity. 

This, in turn, appears to replicate East German differentiations between the 

passive ‘Opfer des Faschismus’ and the active ‘Kämpfer gegen Faschismus’ 

(see Chapter Two). 

Even the film’s only named Jewish character appears undeveloped. 

Without doubt, Ruth is pivotal to the narrative as it is through Ruth that 

Walter achieves his moral awakening. Ruth serves as a counterpoint to the 

German soldier and she poses moral questions to which Walter responds with 

actions. Her accusation that ‘Ihr seid kein Mensch. Wilde Tiere. Alle 

Deutschen sind gleich’ is countered with Walter’s delivery of medicine to a 

woman in childbirth. However, described as the film’s ‘moral conscience’ 

(Ameer et al., 2011, p.7), there is a clear tendency to present Ruth to both 

Walter and the camera before returning her to the camp once she has 
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delivered her moral lesson to the German soldier. In this regard, Ruth can be 

seen as the real-life rag doll which Walter holds at the beginning and end of 

the film. As Walter walks nonchalantly through the market square at the start 

of the film, he stops to look at a stall with rag dolls bearing the Judenstern. 

The shot of dolls hanging from the wooden posts and Walter’s casual tossing 

aside of the doll clearly anticipates the fate of the Jewish prisoners at the end 

of the film. After Walter resolves to join the Bulgarian partisans in order to 

save Ruth, Wolf revisits the rag doll sequence. This time, Walter carefully 

picks up the doll before gently placing it back down again. The screenplay 

may describe how ‘seine Hände spielen zerstreut mit ihr’ (Wagenstein, 

1958b), but crucially Walter chooses to return the doll to the pile rather than 

keeping it: Ruth may have changed how Walter relates to the Jewish 

prisoners, but ultimately her fate remains the same. 

It is important to stress from the outset that the film’s reductive 

attitude towards the Jewish victims did not go unnoticed by DEFA. At a 

meeting between the studio and the film’s production team in February 1958, 

Wagenstein was instructed to develop the screenplay in order to construct ‘die 

jüdischen Häftlinge differenzierter’ (Brückner, 1958). Interestingly, the 

solution that appears to have been found to the problem of the lack of Jewish 

characterisation was not a textual reworking of the screenplay, but rather 

cinematographic elucidation. A key difference between the screenplay of 17 

February 1958 and that of 20 June 1958 is the addition of close-ups of the 

Jewish prisoners’ faces in the opening scene, in the childbirth scene and in the 

Appellplatz sequence (Wagenstein, 1958a, 1958b). The decision to privilege 
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shots of the Jewish prisoners’ faces is, I will argue, key to Wolf’s attempts to 

re-enfranchise his Jewish victims.  

This strategy comes to the fore in the longest of the aforementioned 

examples, the Appellplatz sequence. As the German soldier, Kurt, walks 

down the line of men, women and children, the camera focuses on close-up 

shots of the Jewish faces. In doing so, Wolf not only achieves a visual 

differentiation of the Jewish characters by focusing on each face in turn, but 

he also confronts the spectator with an image of the ‘Other’. Just as 

Emmanuel Levinas argues that in seeing the face of another human being we 

encounter the ‘Other’ as ‘a living presence’ which, in turn, questions our own 

semiotic relationship as subject and object (1991, p.66), Wolf uses close-ups 

of the prisoners’ face to question the spectator’s and the camera’s 

objectification of the victims. Echoing Levinas’ argument that the encounter 

with the ‘Other’ through the face is a call to action since by encountering the 

‘Other’ on a visual plane ‘the face presents itself and demands justice’ (1991, 

p.294), Wolf appears to be presenting his Jewish victims to the audience in an 

attempt to break down the barriers of exteriority and present the prisoners as 

subjects of the gaze. This is evident in the decision to adopt a medium close-

up shot of the faces and frame the Jewish prisoners looking at the camera in 

an act of silent supplication as if demanding a response from the spectator. As 

the camera slowly pans along the rows of prisoners, we are reminded of the 

freedom of movement afforded to the camera – and by extension, to the 

spectator – that is denied to the assembled crowd. Since the prisoners look 

back at the camera, the audience is forced to acknowledge not only its 

position of privileged mobile superiority, but also its ethical failure to act. 
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The decision to add close-up shots of Jewish prisoners’ faces can, therefore, 

be understood as an attempt to foreground the unequal power relations 

between the Jewish prisoners and spectator. Furthermore, the look-to-camera 

of the Jewish characters silently acknowledges the gaze of the spectator and 

thereby renders the audience both the subject and object of the look. This, in 

turn, forces the audience to acknowledge its own failure to act and its passive 

compliance with the spectacle of persecution.  

The decision to include close-up shots of the prisoners’ faces 

undoubtedly helped to address the failure of the initial screenplay to develop 

the Jewish characters and explore questions of their victimhood. However, 

Wolf’s cinematographic solution is not fully able to overcome the 

objectification of the characters within the screenplay. The first problem 

resides in the lack of coherent perspective. The scene begins with a neutral 

two-shot, shifts to a point-of-view shot from Kurt’s perspective, and then 

moves to a point-of-view shot from the prisoners’ perspective (Figure Eight). 

At the moment at which Kurt selects a prisoner and it appears he will execute 

revenge for the smuggling of medicine, the camera pulls back and switches to 

a detached aerial shot. Thus, at the point at which the perpetrator’s actions 

peak, the camera adopts its most neutral position. Instead of continuing to 

depict the action from the point-of-view of Kurt and thereby forcing the 

spectator to confront images of persecution from the perspective of the 

perpetrator rather than as a bystander, the camera – and by extension the 

audience – merely observes the unfolding action from a neutrally detached 

position. The framing of the faces which encourages the audience to 

acknowledge its objectification of the prisoners is consequently undercut by 
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the failure to maintain a stable perspective throughout the sequence. This, in 

turn, breaks the relationship between the acts committed and the spectator’s 

visual relationship to them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Eight: Shifting camera angles fracture the  

  relationship between the audience and event  

  witnessed. 

 

The second problem Wolf encounters in his emphasis of the Jewish 

characters’ faces relates to historical and ideological questions arguably 

beyond the director’s control. Given the importance placed on the 

physiognomic distinctiveness of Jews in National Socialist propaganda, the 

decision to use tracking shots of Jewish faces risks creating a space for the 

projection of Jewish stereotypes instead of facilitating an acknowledgement 

of the individual’s face and breaking down those very barriers of ‘otherness’. 

Since the screenplay fails to develop a single named Jewish character other 
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than Ruth, the question arises as to whether Wolf is able to individualise the 

characters through cinematic techniques or whether he ultimately contributes 

to the further homogenisation of the Jewish prisoners. Together these two 

issues risk compounding the objectification of the Jewish characters whereby 

the Jewish prisoners are presented to the camera and for the camera, and are 

never allowed to move beyond the objectifying gaze of the camera and 

spectator.  

The spectator’s introduction to the film’s single named Jewish 

character, Ruth, also does not appear to signal any comparable level of 

character development to that of Walter. In contrast to the audience’s 

introduction to Walter in which he first appears in movement, imbuing his 

character with a nervous energy which will set the stage for his presentation 

throughout the film, the first context in which the spectator encounters Ruth is 

one of passivity. The opening shot of Ruth depicts her holding the bars of a 

waggon as she is deported from the camp and all that is visible is her face as 

she looks out of the window and is silently transported away to Auschwitz. 

Again, it would be easy to interpret this presentation of passivity as an 

ideologically motivated presentation of Jewishness and as indicative of East 

German readings of the past which foregrounded antifascist heroism over 

Jewish victimhood. However, I will demonstrate that when placed in a wider, 

international context, a different picture emerges.  

Firstly, a historicised reading of the presentation of Ruth reveals that, 

whilst undoubtedly problematic in its failure to accord Ruth any form of on 

screen development comparable to that of Walter, reductive depictions of 

Jewish characters were by no means unique to East German cinema. The 
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image of Jewish female passivity and Ruth’s reliance upon the energetic (and 

implicitly Christian) male in Sterne certainly appears to confirm Judith 

Doneson’s observation that films dealing with Jewish persecution repeatedly 

use ‘the motif of the Jew as a weak character, somewhat feminine, being 

protected by a strong Christian-gentile, the male, in what comes to symbolise 

a male-female relationship’ (1978, p.11). As a result, the female Jewish 

character in need of protection ‘serves as a humanising force when she 

becomes the love-object of the gentile’ (1978, p.13). Yet it is important to 

note that this is not unique to Sterne or East German cinema more broadly. 

Rather, it can also be seen in Distant Journey (Daleká cesta, Radok, 1949), 

Black Thursday (Les Guichets du Louvre, Mitrani, 1974) and Bittere Ernte 

(Holland, 1985) among others, all of which adopt the motif of a strong, non-

Jewish male assisting a passive Jewish woman. Whilst this contextual reading 

should not be allowed to detract from the failure to afford Ruth a level of 

character development comparable to that of Walter, it does nevertheless 

highlight the importance of situating any critique within an international, not 

just an East German, context.  

It is also worth considering the extent to which the under-development 

of Ruth was a deliberate narrative and even marketing strategy developed by 

the filmmakers. Whilst the underdevelopment of Ruth is clearly problematic 

in regard to the disenfranchisement of the Jewish characters more broadly in 

the film, her lack of development in the screenplay does facilitate a further 

function which is key to understanding her palimpsestic presence in the film. 

Through Ruth, Wolf appeals to three quite different cultural models. First and 

foremost, the presentation of Ruth aligns the film to the tradition of the 
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frustrated love story and in particular to Romeo and Juliet. Indeed, in an early 

exposé, Wagenstein makes this explicit link: 

Ich möchte, dass dies eine lyrische Geschichte von einem 

deutschen Soldaten wird, der seinen Weg zur Wahrheit 

sucht. Ich möchte (und dies möge mir mein älterer Kollege 

Shakespeare verzeihen) noch einmal das tragische Schicksal 

eines deutschen Romeo und einer jüdischen Julia behandeln 

und es derart lösen, dass die Montecas [sic] und Capulets 

zweier Nationen uns Anlass dazu geben, von der einfachen 

Freundschaft unter den Menschen zu erzählen, von der 

Freundschaft, die immer stärker als Hass, Scheußlichkeit 

und Krieg war und immer stärker sein wird (1957). 

The film visualises this intertextual link through the visual trope of divided 

lovers: the barbed wire fence separating Walter and Ruth and the clandestine 

nature of their romance positions the film clearly within the tradition of the 

ill-fated romance. In fact, a number of reviews in West Germany specifically 

referenced the Shakespeare play in reviews of the film (Darmstadt Echo, 

1960; Teschenmacher, 1960). This generic model was also taken up in the 

promotion of the film, with numerous stills stressing the artificial division 

between the two figures and a press booklet released in 1974 as part of a 

DEFA Retrospective even describes the film’s key concern as ‘eine 

“verbotene” Liebe, die hier keimt unter dem Sternenhimmel und zwischen 

Stacheldraht’, dedicating the first two paragraphs of the film’s synopsis to a 

description of the pair’s romance (Progress Film-Verleih, 1974a).  

The second cultural tradition evoked by Ruth’s presence can be found 

in her name. Just as Walter’s journey from persecutor to rescuer can be 

understood as a New Testament conversion narrative, Ruth’s fate can be 

understood in relation to the Old Testament Ruth. As a figure who transcends 

national and religious boundaries, and who remains loyal to her family and 
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her ‘people’, Wolf’s Ruth can be seen to echo her Biblical namesake. Her fate 

in the film may be sealed when Walter’s friend, Kurt, deliberately misleads 

his friend about the timing of the Jewish prisoners’ deportation which 

frustrates Walter’s rescue plans, but by this point Ruth has already stated her 

refusal to leave ‘meine Leute im Stich’. International audiences may well, 

therefore, not have reached the conclusion that Ruth’s deportation at the end 

of the film was the inevitable outcome of an ideologically-determined desire 

to promote Walter’s ideological transformation over Ruth’s (and by extension, 

Jewish) victimhood, but rather that it was entirely in line with the religious 

model upon which Wolf and Wagenstein drew. 

The third cultural reference found in the presentation of Ruth was far 

more contemporary. The presentation of a short-haired, strong-willed young 

Jewish woman would have found clear cultural resonances in 1959 within a 

society gripped by an Anne Frank media wave. The Diary of Anne Frank was 

first published in East Germany in 1957 and had been staged in theatres 

throughout the GDR from 1956, culminating with a performance of the play 

at the Deutsches Theater in 1958. Furthermore, the première of the 

‘documentary’ film, Ein Tagebuch für Anne Frank (Hellwig, 1958), took 
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place just two weeks before the release of Sterne.
48

 In West Germany, The 

Diary of Anne Frank was first published in 1955 and became an instant 

bestseller. Just one year later, it was already in its fourth edition and, at the 

time of the Deutsches Theater production of the play in East Berlin, a version 

was also being staged at the Schlosspark Theater under the direction of 

Boleslaw Barlog in West Berlin. Internationally, the American film, The 

Diary of Anne Frank (Stevens, 1959), played out of competition at Cannes in 

the same year as Sterne, and was subsequently released ‘on a road show basis 

all over the world’ to foster high public and media attention, thereby attesting 

to the actuality of the figure of a young, persecuted Jewish woman in the 

media and audiences’ consciousness at the time (Skouras, 1959).
49

 It is also 

interesting to note that the 2007 DVD release of Sterne by Icestorm 

Entertainment includes Hellwig’s film as the supporting feature implying that 

such cross-cultural identifications between Sterne and the figure of Anne 

Frank are still actively encouraged by the film’s distributors. 
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 Ein Tagebuch für Anne Frank was an opportunist attempt to use the death of Anne Frank 

as a platform upon which to accuse medium and high-ranking West German officials of 

complicity in National Socialist crimes. The West German Foreign Office was so alarmed by 

the content of the film that it instructed every one of its ambassadors, consulate 

representatives and attachés to ascertain whether the film had been screened abroad. In one 

instance, the Foreign Office learnt that the film had been released in Norway after the censors 

believed they were reviewing the German version of the American film The Diary of Anne 

Frank (Stevens, 1959), the German title of which was Das Tagebuch der Anne Frank. (For 

individual correspondence between the Auswärtiges Amt and embassies, consulates and trade 

attachés see: Politisches Archiv Auswärtiges Amt B95, Bd. 668; Janz, 1960).  

49
 The distribution company of The Diary of Anne Frank, Twentieth Century Fox, explicitly 

stated its desire to foster an Anne Frank media wave through the release of its film. The head 

of the American studio, Spyros Skouras, informed the head of the Cannes Film Festival that 

he wished to enter the film out of competition because he wanted to release the film ‘on a 

road show basis all over the world in keeping with the dignity of this great attraction’ (1959). 
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As these three cultural points of comparison reveal, Ruth becomes a 

character not just through which Walter achieves his moral awakening, but 

upon which audiences can project other identities and engage with the film on 

multiple levels, be it as a modern take on the traditional ill-fated romance or 

an appeal to coeval cultural works in the recent stagings of the Anne Frank 

story. This appeal to wider transnational popular cultural trends casts light 

onto how Sterne managed to break through established political and cultural 

expectations of East German films and, in turn, demonstrates that far from 

being solely concerned with national narratives, East German cinema, just 

like any other national cinema, was able to respond to international trends 

within and beyond its borders. It is also clear that DEFA was aware of the 

multivalent quality of Sterne, as evidenced in the strikingly different 

marketing strategies adopted when promoting the film abroad. In the next 

section, I will examine how marketing material reflects a clear awareness of 

the need to align the film with different national and political contexts and, 

crucially, away from an East German antifascist interpretation. 

 

 

 

 

iii.   Marketing Strategies at Home and Abroad 

 

The decision to embed Sterne within international discourses can also be seen 

in the marketing of the film. When the opening paragraphs of the synopses 

published in the domestic, West German and international programme notes 



- 165 - 

 

are compared, it becomes clear that the film was promoted in markedly 

different ways depending on the country of release. The opening paragraph 

formulated by Progress Film for East German audiences reads: 

Auf wie viel Wegen sind deutsche Menschen unter den 

Eindruck des wahnwitzigen Hitlerkrieges zu neuem Denken 

und Handeln gelangt! […] Drehbuchautor Angel 

Wagenstein und Regisseur Konrad Wolf enthüllen hier den 

humanistischen Kern dieses Konfliktes und rufen durch das 

Beispiel ihres Helden, des Unteroffiziers Walter, zu aktivem 

Handeln für Menschlichkeit und Völkerfreundschaft auf 

(Progress Film-Verleih, 1959). 

Words such as ‘wahnwitziger Hitlerkrieg’ are not just politically charged 

expressions, but are also ideologically formulated to distance East Germans 

from a war for which it was claimed East Germany bore no responsibility. As 

I discussed earlier in this chapter, the description of Walter as a hero who 

engages in ‘aktives Handeln für Menschlichkeit und Völkerfreundschaft’ is 

certainly one possible interpretation of the protagonist’s actions and 

motivations within the film’s domestic ideological framework, but certainly 

not the only one. In this regard, it is illuminating to consider the East German 

text alongside the West German programme notes which begin:  

Langsam setzt sich ein Güterzug in Bewegung. An die 

Türen hat man mit Kreide die Worte geschrieben: ‘Juden – 

nach Polen’, darunter ein Judenstern. […] Aber [Walter] 

kann die Waggons ebensowenig aufhalten wie das 

Schicksal der Menschen, die in ihnen abtransportiert 

werden. Die Schlusslichter verschwinden in der dichten 

Finsternis eines Tunnels, der die Menschen verschlingt, um 

sie nie mehr dem Tag zurückzugeben (Europa Filmverleih, 

1959).  

Instead of the ideologically charged words of the East German programme, 

the text for the West German programme emphasises racial persecution 



- 166 - 

 

through the reference to Jewish victims in the very first line. Moreover, 

instead of depicting Walter as an exemplary hero, he is rendered a helpless 

victim of fate, willing but unable to prevent the atrocities committed against 

the Jews. In this regard, the stylisation of the German soldier as a helpless 

individual unable to overturn the actions of his more powerful (faceless) 

superiors clearly aligns Sterne with the aforementioned contemporaneous 

West German productions which ‘foreground a tempered masculinity, 

privileging male figures that are borne along by history rather than actively 

shaping it’ (Kapczynski, 2010, p.20). It is, of course, important to 

acknowledge that, in all probability, DEFA was not responsible for the text of 

the West German programme notes. Rather, it is likely that the West German 

distributor, Europa Filmverleih, formulated the text. However, even if the 

East German studio was not directly responsible for this markedly different 

presentation of the film, it nevertheless remains the case that the West 

German distributor identified Sterne as a production capable of appealing to 

West German audiences and was able to position Wolf’s film accordingly. 

 Beyond the German context of the rehabilitation of the German 

soldier, we find a quite different presentation of the film. In the programmes 

prepared for non-German audiences by DEFA-Außenhandel, the text removes 

all indication of ideology and instead frames the setting as a site for an 

exploration of the perpetrators – introduced without any qualifying adjectives 

as in the East German notes – and appeals instead to spectators’ own national 

traumas through the evocation of three bombed cities:  

A little town in a small country in an out-of-the-way corner 

of Europe: it seems very far away from the war in those 

years which we remember by the names of Stalingrad, 



- 167 - 

 

Warsaw, Coventry. The scene is a little Bulgarian town in 

the foothills of the mountains: it seems that it was always 

quiet, and will always remain quiet, that is how it seems, 

but it is not true, for the war is everywhere that the Nazis 

are, everywhere that their victims and enemies are (DEFA-

Außenhandel, 1959a). 

Instead of presenting National Socialism as an ideological or political 

imposition on Germany in which ‘good’ Germans had to struggle against the 

corrupting influences of those in power, the English text introduces National 

Socialism as a homogenous evil which attacked both European cities and 

‘out-of-the-way corners’.  

Of course, targeted marketing is a common tactic used by film 

distributors. What is striking with the case of Sterne, however, is that a 

historical film made in East Germany, a country in which ideological 

readings of the past not only underpinned how the Third Reich was 

interpreted at home, but also how it was re-presented to the outside world, 

was deliberately presented in such a manner as to downplay or even remove 

the ideological markers which would announce the film as an East German 

production. In the film and its paratextual presentation, Wolf and DEFA draw 

upon multiple textual and visual points of reference which instil the film with 

a level of international mobility that allows audiences viewing it within the 

context of different national and ideological frames of reference to engage 

with the narrative in spite of the overtly ideological framework of the film’s 

country of origin.  

 The strategic marketing undertaken by DEFA and, in particular by 

DEFA-Außenhandel, comes to the fore in a second and previously 

overlooked detail. At the start of this chapter, I highlighted the response of the 
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West German Filmbewertungsstelle Wiesbaden (FBW) to the film whereby 

the distribution of Sterne in West Germany was made contingent upon the 

removal of Walter’s second meeting with the Bulgarian partisans. This 

response requires further exploration as, once again, when we look in more 

detail at the decision, it becomes clear that DEFA placed commercial gain 

above ideological conformity. The fact that the ending of the West German 

print of Sterne was modified to remove Walter’s second meeting with the 

Bulgarian partisans was an open secret. Newspapers in West and East 

Germany attacked the decision, with journalists in the West attacking the 

‘unehrlicher Kompromiss’ which damaged ‘die objektive Gesamttendenz des 

Werkes’ (Filmkritik, 1960; cf. Die andere Zeitung, 1960), whilst journalists in 

the East used the opportunity to attack the West German state by describing 

the ‘westdeutsche Agitationslogik’ as ‘plump’ and part of a ‘psychologische 

Kampagne des herrschenden Schreckgespensts’ (Neues Deutschland, 1960b). 

Such a response creates the impression – and one upheld in subsequent 

scholarship about the film – that the West German government was 

responsible for the cuts. Yet, according to Peter Reichel, the cuts were 

demanded by the FBW, not the Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle der Filmwirtschaft 

(FSK) (2004, p.210). This point is important.  

Officially, the film was not censored as censorship in West Germany 

was constitutionally prohibited. Censorship by stealth, however, was not 

uncommon. Two bodies assessed films in West Germany: the FBW and the 

FSK). The FSK, whilst nominally offering a ratings system on a voluntary 

basis, in fact exercised a censorial role as members of the Spitzenorganisation 

der Filmwirtschaft (SPIO), a body of producers, distributors and cinema 
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owners, refused to release any film which was not approved by the FSK 

(Loiperdinger, 2002, p.155). Nor, must it be stressed, was the FSK a 

government body; its board was composed of representatives from the film 

industry. The FBW, on the other hand, was not authorised to make cuts to 

films on a censorial basis. Its sole remit was to award the Prädikat ‘wertvoll’ 

or ‘besonders wertvoll’.  

Given it was the FBW rather than the FSK which demanded the cuts, 

it is clear that Sterne could have been released in West Germany without the 

change to the film’s ending. Moreover, DEFA must have approved the cuts. 

This shifts the emphasis considerably. Instead of asking why West German 

film censors (the FSK) would have demanded cuts to the film, we should 

instead ask why did DEFA agree to non-mandatory cuts by the FBW? 

Although there appears to be no report or letter evidence to provide a 

definitive answer, it is highly probable that commercial imperatives 

underpinned the decision. A film awarded the Prädikat ‘besonders wertvoll’ 

came with considerable tax reductions for cinema owners showing the film. 

This in turn would assure the film’s wider distribution at a point when ever 

fewer DEFA films were being imported by the West. Added to this is the fact 

that since DEFA had already deemed that Sterne was a film strikingly devoid 

of (German) antifascists, it had little to lose by agreeing to the requested cuts. 

After all, if it believed the ideological content of the film to be muted, the 

publicity garnered by West German responses to the purportedly 

unacceptable ideological content of the film could help create the impression 

Sterne was indeed an ideologically-inflected film which would potentially 

help to promote the film domestically. Meanwhile, as the reviews cited at the 
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start of this chapter reflect, critics outside the GDR continued to emphasise 

the lack of ideological content of the film, a reading of the film not made 

available to East German audiences.  

This does not, however, answer the question of why DEFA and the 

Ministry for Culture were so willing to promote Sterne abroad given the 

ambivalence of the antifascist narrative and multiplicity of potential 

interpretations at a period of heightened Cold War tensions during which the 

SED was trying to forward its ideological credentials on the world stage. Nor 

does it explain why the film was selected to appear as East Germany’s first 

official submission at the Cannes Film Festival above more ideologically 

conformist films released that year such as Sie nannten ihn Amigo (Carow, 

1959) or Im Sonderauftrag (Thiel, 1959). The answers to these questions lie 

not in the film itself, but rather in how the film was subsequently harnessed 

by the state.  

 

 

 

 

iv.   Behind the Scenes of a ‘vorbildliche Zusammenarbeit’ 

 

DEFA always had international ambitions for Sterne. As the first East 

German and Bulgarian co-production, DEFA was keen to promote Sterne as 

evidence of the GDR’s international filmmaking credentials which in turn 

could be used to showcase the reach of the state’s international relations. 

Newspaper reports praised the ‘vorbildliche Zusammenarbeit’ between the 
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East German and Bulgarian crew (Jahn, 1959), and the film’s production 

leader Siegfried Nürnberger even penned an article in the official organ for 

the SED leadership in Karl-Marx-Stadt, Volksstimme, in which he stressed the 

exemplary co-operation between the two national studios (1958a). However, 

behind the rhetoric we find a quite different picture. Although an article in 

Neues Deutschland alluded to ‘organisatorische und technische 

Schwierigkeiten’, the reality behind the idyllic picture of socialist 

collaboration was very different (Einhorn, 1958).  

 On set, difficulties plagued the cast and crew throughout. In October 

1958, Wolf wrote to the studio management of Igralni Filmi Sofia to 

complain about the daily difficulties faced on set which he argued were 

placing the ‘künstlerische Qualität’ of the film in ‘eine sehr ernste Gefahr’ 

which was leading to ‘die absolute unschöpferische, nervöse Atmosphäre des 

gesamten Drehstabes’ and made his team look like ‘Dummköpfe’. 

Consequently, argued the director, shooting would not be completed on time 

and he informed the Bulgarian studio that he could provide ‘keinerlei 

ernsthafte Garantie für die künstlerische Qualität der Aufnahmen’ (Wolf, 

1958d). The director was not alone in his frustration. The same day, the film’s 

production leader Siegfried Nürnberger submitted a memorandum detailing 

the difficulties on set. Adding to Nürnberger’s considerable annoyance was 

the fact that the East German production team had attempted to address the 

issues with their Bulgarian counterparts at an emergency meeting on 20 

August 1958, yet ‘obwohl der bulgarische Produktionsleiter sowie die 

anderen Kollegen am Tage vorher davon in Kenntnis gesetzt wurden, 

erschien er nicht zu dieser Versammlung, sondern schickte nur einen 
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Vertreter’ (Nürnberger, 1958b). However, when the time came to submit the 

film to the Ministry for Culture for approval, no mention was made of such 

tensions. Instead Nürnberger praised the ‘gute kollektive Zusammenarbeit’ of 

the German and Bulgarian crew (Nürnberger, 1958c), whilst the Einschätzung 

for the Ministry for Culture’s VVB Film concluded ‘Wir betrachten diesen 

Film […] als einen Beweis für echtes Vertrauen und ehrliche Freundschaft, 

die das bulgarische Volk mit dem deutschen Volk verbindet’ (Schmidt, 

1959).
50

  

In fact, many of the film’s difficulties can be traced back to the second 

indices for the film studio’s international ambitions for the film. From the 

outset, Wolf sought to cast a non-East German actress in the role of Ruth, a 

decision which took the production team to Russia, Poland, Hungary, 

Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria. However, these efforts undertaken to find a 

suitable actress were only necessitated by the withdrawal of the actress first 

cast in the role. Ruth was originally to be played by Hara Hararit.
51

 The 

casting of Hararit is striking for a number of reasons. Firstly, the desire of the 

filmmakers and studio to assemble an international cast is indicative of a 

desire to frame the film as a production which would showcase the ability of 

DEFA to attract international talent from outside the GDR. Secondly, not 

only was Hararit a non-East German actress, she was Israeli. As the GDR did 

not maintain official diplomatic relations with Israel (nor did West Germany 

                                            
50

 The document is dated 12 January 1958. Given the content of the report, it is in all 

probability from 1959. 

51
 Haya Hararit is most commonly credited as Haya Harareet. I will be using the less common 

spelling of her name in this thesis in line with the variation consistently used by Konrad Wolf 

and DEFA. 
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at this point it should be noted), Hararit’s involvement in the film was 

facilitated through a personal meeting with Wolf at the 1957 Karlovy Vary 

Film Festival, after which Hararit wrote to Wolf to enquire about the 

possibility of working with the director (Hararit, 1957). Wolf replied in 

September 1957 to confirm that he hoped to cast her as Ruth and shooting 

was expected to commence in March 1958 (Wolf, 1957). In March 1958, 

DEFA’s studio director, Albert Wilkening, and the head of HV Film, Anton 

Ackermann, both approved the casting, although Ackermann was insistent 

that the decision ultimately resided with the studio (Brückner, 1958). 

However, Hararit was forced to withdraw from the film in May 1958. The 

actress’ withdrawal from the film was not due to any controversy surrounding 

the presence of an Israeli actress in an East German film, but rather can be 

attributed to East German-Soviet tensions. Had shooting for Sterne begun at 

the start of 1958 as originally planned, Hararit would have starred in the film. 

However, filming had to be delayed because of cuts demanded to Wolf’s 

previous film, Sonnensucher (1958), by the Soviet Union and which were 

enforced by the East German Zentralkomitee because officials in Moscow 

deemed the portrayal of the communist characters in the 1958 film to be too 

negative and the film’s subject of uranium mining as too politically sensitive 

in the current climate (Wilkening, 1958).
52

  

However, the most significant international instrumentalisation of the 

film occurred after filming when the decision was taken to submit the film to 

the Cannes Film Festival in 1959. In his pre-release report dated 3 January 

1959, studio director Wilkening recommended that ‘dieser Film sollte für die 

                                            
52

 For more on the controversy surrounding Sonnensucher, see Schittly (2002, pp.93–96). 
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Aufführung auf einem internationalen Festival – möglichst in einem 

westlichen Land – vorgesehen werden’ (Wilkening, 1959). This conclusion 

was supported by the Ministry for Culture and accordingly a print was 

prepared for Cannes along with three thousand press booklets, thirty posters 

and one thousand press photographs (DEFA-Außenhandel, 1959b; 

Nürnberger, 1959).  

The GDR’s presence at Cannes was highly controversial and 

provoked a governmental-level response from the West German authorities. 

To understand why the GDR’s presence was so controversial, it is necessary 

to situate the incident within the political climate of the late 1950s. By 1957, 

East Germany was only recognised by twelve countries, with not a single 

Western state among them. In an attempt to deny the SED legitimacy, West 

Germany pursued its claim to be the sole representative of the German people 

(the so-called ‘Alleinvertretungsanspruch’) through a series of political 

treaties and economic trade agreements designed to secure the simultaneous 

diplomatic recognition of West Germany and the non-recognition of East 

Germany. This strategy became known as the Hallstein Doctrine. Named 

after the State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Walter Hallstein, the Doctrine 

sought to combine the economic ‘carrot’ of privileged political and economic 

relations with one of the world’s strongest economies with a diplomatic 

‘stick’: any country with which West Germany maintained diplomatic 

relations was not to accord any form of diplomatic recognition to East 

Germany. According to the Doctrine, any attempt to establish or maintain 

diplomatic relations with East Germany would be viewed as an unfriendly act 

and, as a result, West Germany would break off relations with the violating 
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state. The Hallstein Doctrine presented East Germany with considerable 

problems. With its politicians and diplomats unwelcome in most of the 

Western world, the state increasingly invested in what can best be termed 

cultural ambassadors – artists, sportsmen and -women, intellectuals and 

filmmakers – who were able to travel to countries to which East German 

politicians were routinely refused entry.  

The West German Foreign Office considered the decision to issue an 

invitation for the GDR to attend the Cannes Film Festival as an infringement 

in spirit, if not in deed, of the Hallstein Doctrine. The SED was certainly fully 

aware of the political capital of the Festival. A draft document entitled 

‘Teilnahme an Filmfestivals 1956’, most probably written by the Minister for 

Culture, Johannes R. Becher, begins, ‘Die Teilnahme der Deutschen 

Demokratischen Republik mit Filmen der DEFA-Produktionen an 

internationalen Filmfestivals hat in den vergangenen Jahren wesentlich dazu 

beigetragen, die internationale Autorität unseres Filmschaffens zu heben’ 

(Becher, 1956). In the final part of this chapter, I will consider how Sterne 

was utilised by DEFA and the Ministry for Culture as an alternative vehicle 

for the pursuit of their international ambitions and how this in turn raises 

important questions about the use of film as an example of soft power by the 

SED. 
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v.   The Cannes Film Festival 

 

Studies of East German cinema repeatedly emphasise the relationship 

between DEFA and the state. The SED certainly exercised a clear influence 

over filmmaking practices in the GDR as decisions regarding screenplay 

development, permission to film, how many prints were produced and where 

the film was released were all made by state-controlled bodies. The 

perception of DEFA as a film studio dedicated to visualising state narratives 

certainly informed the reviews by Western journalists I cited at the start of 

this chapter in which considerable surprise was expressed at the lack of 

ideological content in Sterne. In the final section of this chapter, I will 

complicate this reading. I have sought to demonstrate the range of visual and 

narrative strategies employed at each stage of the film’s development 

designed to promote Sterne as a non-ideological film abroad. However, the 

polyvalency of Sterne raises a number of interesting and hitherto unexplored 

questions. Firstly, given the lack of ideological narrative – a point which 

DEFA itself affirmed behind closed doors – why was Sterne selected by 

DEFA and then the Ministry for Culture to be its first official entry at the 

Cannes Film Festival? Given the platform afforded by the Festival at a point 

when France did not officially recognise the GDR, it could well have been 

expected that the GDR would select a film which affirmed the standard image 

of an antifascist state so readily forwarded by politicians. However, I will 

argue that the selection of Sterne is indicative of a desire to project an East 

German national identity on the world stage, an image that was one of 

‘normality’ as opposed to the SED’s rhetoric of ‘exceptionality’. 



- 177 - 

 

In this final section, I will highlight the extent of the measures taken 

by the West German Foreign Office in its attempts to exclude the GDR from 

the Cannes Film Festival. In order to contextualise not only the hostility of 

the West German government to East Germany’s presence at the festival in 

1959, but also to identity the reasons why Sterne enjoyed such widespread 

critical acclaim when the previous East German entry was received with such 

apathy, I will begin with a study of East Germany’s 1957 entry to the festival, 

Betrogen bis zum jüngsten Tag (Jung-Alsen, 1957). After outlining the West 

German government’s stance towards legitimacy of the East German state on 

the world stage, I will examine the response of the West German Foreign 

Office to news that East Germany had been invited to submit a film at the 

Cannes Film Festival, first in 1957 and then again in 1959. I will then 

consider the films selected by the Ministry for Culture and DEFA to be East 

Germany’s entries at the festival. By interpreting the selection of Sterne in 

light of the decision taken by the Ministry for Culture and DEFA in 1957, I 

will argue that the selection of Sterne to represent the GDR at a film festival 

in a Western country further demonstrates the extent to which Wolf’s film 

was constructed as a production which used dominant international tropes 

whilst simultaneously downplaying the explicitly ideological rhetoric with 

which East German productions were most closely associated. 

In December 1956, the West German Foreign Office learnt of the 

intention of the organisers of the Cannes Film Festival to invite DEFA to 

submit an entry for the 1957 Festival (Auswärtiges Amt, 1956a). In response, 

officials at the Foreign Office ordered that ‘eine gleichberechtigte Teilnahme 

einer “Regierungsdelegation” der SBZ [Sowjetische Besatzungszone] an den 
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Filmfestspielen in Cannes auf jeden Fall verhindert werden muss’. Whilst 

officials emphasised that the participation of the East German studio would 

not constitute an act of official recognition of the GDR by the French 

government, it would, they stressed, nonetheless give support to ‘die 

Bemühungen der SBZ um Durchsetzung ihrer völkerrechtlichen 

Anerkennung; denn die SBZ ist bemüht, sich bei allen internationalen 

Veranstaltungen in den Vordergrund zu schieben, um auf diese Weise Schritt 

für Schritt einer internationalen Anerkennung näher zu kommen’ 

(Auswärtiges Amt, 1956b).  

In order to understand why the Foreign Office was so concerned about 

any possible East German participation at the Cannes Film Festival, it is 

important to consider the invitation process. There was certainly a symbolic 

element to the Foreign Office’s concerns as a dual German presence at the 

Festival would compromise its claim to be the sole representative of Germany 

on the international stage. But this alone does not account for both its initial 

reaction and subsequent campaign to marginalise East Germany at the 

Festival. After all, and as French officials later pointed out, West German 

officials had raised no such concerns when DEFA films were screened at the 

Karlsbad Film Festival in West Germany earlier that year (Auswärtiges Amt, 

1957a). Rather, their concerns were also driven by the political consequences 

of any East German involvement. Invitations to the Festival were issued to 

the Foreign Office of the submitting country. Thus, an invitation for East 

German participation would be sent to the East German government, thereby 

representing a diplomatic link with the GDR. The Foreign Office’s concerns 

were not misplaced. A report by Richard Kummetz, head of the Ministry for 
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Culture’s internal board of control (Kontrollstelle) from March 1957 

discussing the GDR’s presence at film festivals states: 

Nachdem als erster Schritt erreicht wurde, dass die DDR 

erstmals offiziell zum Festival in Cannes eingeladen wurde, 

werden in der nächsten Zeit die Bestrebungen zum 

Abschluss eines staatlichen Vertrages weiter fortgesetzt. 

Obwohl von französischer Seite solche Verträge in der 

Regel nur mit Ländern abgeschlossen werden, zu denen 

diplomatische Beziehungen bestehen, wird der Abschluss 

eines Vertrages in naher Zukunft möglich werden 

(Kummetz, 1957). 

The Foreign Office was clearly caught off-guard by the news of East 

German involvement. At first, the strategy of West German officials appears 

to have been a cautious one, no doubt caused at least in part by West 

Germany’s growing reputation for political interference at Cannes. The 

German Embassy in Paris was at pains to remind their colleagues in Bonn of 

the scandal caused by West Germany at the Festival in previous years when 

the Foreign Office pressured the Festival organisers to remove the French 

documentary Nuit et brouillard (Resnais, 1955) from the Festival in 1956 as 

the Foreign Office argued it was a political film unsuitable for a festival 

aimed at promoting international understanding. However, West Germany 

then faced the ignominy of having its own entry, Himmel ohne Sterne 

(Käutner, 1955), withdrawn in what has widely been interpreted as an act of 

retaliation by the Soviet Union which protested about the allegedly 

anti-Soviet content of the film (cf. Thiele, 2001, pp.52–53). In the light of 

these public embarrassments, the Embassy explicitly advised the Foreign 
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Office to ensure that West Germany participate in 1957 in a manner ‘frei von 

jeglichen Reibungen und Störungen’ (Auswärtiges Amt, 1957b).
53

 

In actual fact, a possible solution for East German participation was 

found early on. It was proposed that, since France did not maintain diplomatic 

relations with East Germany, its invitation would be issued by the French 

Export Union, UniFrance, to the East German studio, DEFA. Meanwhile, 

West Germany would continue to receive an official invitation through its 

Foreign Office. Yet, as the Embassy acknowledged, such a distinction was of 

little practical consequence, not least because the differentiation would not be 

reflected in the press coverage or in the Festival programme (Botschaft der 

Bundesrepublik, 1957a). Following West German dissatisfaction with the 

proposed solution, the French Foreign Office proposed a new, four-point 

agreement which would be enforced in the event of East German participation: 

no East German film would be shown in the main Festival theatre; no East 

German representatives (including film producers) would be invited to 

official events; all efforts would be made to ensure there was no ‘confusion’ 

in the press in regard to the status of East Germany at the Festival; and the 

phrase ‘la République Démocratique Allemande’ would not be used, only the 

description ‘DEFA’ when introducing or discussing the film (Botschaft der 

Bundesrepublik, 1957b). However, whilst a political compromise between the 

two Foreign Offices seemed achievable, the ability of officials to implement 

the agreement was quite different. In February 1957, the German Embassy 

informed Bonn that the four points had met with ‘großer Widerstand’ among 
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 The letter is dated 4 January 1956. However, in the light of the content of the 

correspondence, it is in all probability from 1957. 
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the Festival organisers (Botschaft der Bundesrepublik, 1957b). Since the 

Festival was in receipt of only minimum levels of state subsidies that year, 

the ability of the French government to compel the Festival organisers to 

implement the agreement was severely weakened and accordingly the 

organisers informed the French government that it considered the agreement 

to be non-binding.  

Despite the initial response of the Festival organisers, West German 

Foreign Office officials appeared confident that the four-point plan would be 

implemented. On the surface, the plan offered West Germany an acceptable 

exit strategy as it prescribed the marginalisation of East Germany and 

continued to allow for West German participation. However, Hallstein was 

not interested in the marginalisation of East Germany; rather he sought the 

state’s complete exclusion from the Festival. Pointing to contemporary 

political events, the Secretary of State argued: 

Es werde die deutsche Öffentlichkeit überaus befremden, 

wenn gerade in Frankreich im Zeitpunkt der 

Unterzeichnung der Verträge über Gemeinsamen Markt und 

Euratom und des ersten Zusammentretens der Deutsch-

Französischen Kulturkommission die DEFA, deren 

Charakter als staatliches Propagandainstrument der 

kommunistischen Machthaber der französischen Regierung 

bekannt sein dürfte, zum ersten Mal an dem Filmfestival 

teilnehmen sollte (Hallstein, 1957).  

Given that Adenauer faced re-election in August of the same year and the 

issue of successful Western integration lay at the heart of his campaign, it is 

hardly surprising that the Chancellor’s foreign policy advisor should be so 

keen to stress the importance of French compliance with West German policy 

towards East Germany. Nevertheless, Hallstein’s unwillingness to 
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differentiate between a political summit and a cultural event is striking. He 

refuted the French Foreign Minister’s claim that, given the Festival’s 

financing structure, he wielded no influence over the organisers as the French 

Foreign Ministry could, argued Hallstein, refuse to issue visas to the East 

German delegates. Consequently, he argued, the decision to allow East 

German filmmakers into the country was analogous to West Germany 

inviting Algerian rebels to appear alongside French government officials at a 

state-endorsed event in Germany. It was at this point that Hallstein misplayed 

his hand: he informed the Embassy in Paris that unless the invitation for East 

German participation in the Festival was withdrawn, West Germany would 

not appear at the Festival (Hallstein, 1957). 

Ultimately, time may well have forced Hallstein’s hand. Such was the 

preoccupation with a possible East German entry that the organisation 

responsible for preparing the West German entry, the Institut für Film und 

Bild, contacted the Foreign Office to remind officials that a decision was 

required quickly or West Germany would risk making itself ineligible 

through a failure to prepare the necessary material on time (Ressel, 1957). 

Echoing its earlier concerns about West Germany’s image abroad following 

the Foreign Office’s previous conduct at the Festival, the German Embassy in 

Paris continued to try to avoid another embarrassment by reminding 

colleagues in Bonn of the political implications of a West German boycott at 

Cannes and the empty stage it would leave for East German representatives to 

fill (Jansen, 1957). Their efforts appear to have been successful: in April, the 

Foreign Office informed the French Ambassador that, provided the four 
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agreed points were enforced, West Germany would participate in the Festival 

(Auswärtiges Amt, 1957c). 

In the event, the short-term implications of DEFA’s participation were 

negligible. Aside from an instance in which the East German submission was 

indeed introduced with the words ‘la République Démocratique Allemande 

présente...’, the four-point agreement was considered to have been 

satisfactorily implemented (von Tieschowitz, 1957). The East German 

submission, Betrogen bis zum jüngsten Tag made little impact in the 

international press and DEFA did not appear at the Festival the following 

year. Nevertheless, the 1957 Festival did mark a significant failure for the 

West German Foreign Office. Firstly, having played its trump card by 

threatening to boycott the Festival only to be forced into an embarrassing 

back-down, the rhetoric behind the Hallstein Doctrine had been exposed. This 

put the Foreign Office in a much weaker position in future years when 

arguing for East German exclusion in similar situations. Secondly, and more 

worrying for the West German government, was the concern that East 

Germany’s 1957 appearance would set a precedent. It very much regarded 

Betrogen bis zum jüngsten Tag as a Trojan horse and in 1959 its fears were 

largely confirmed. 

 In November 1958, the Foreign Office learnt that the Festival 

organisers intended to invite East Germany to submit a film for the official 

competition in 1959. Following consultation with its Embassy in Paris, a 

Foreign Office official reported that the head of the Festival organising 

committee had assured the West German cultural attaché, Bernhard von 

Tieschowitz, that the invitation would be issued to DEFA rather than the East 
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German Foreign Office, that films would only be announced under the name 

‘DEFA’ rather than ‘la République Démocratique Allemande’, and that 

DEFA would be barred from presenting an ‘irgendwie politisch gefärbten 

Film’ (Auswärtiges Amt, 1958). Despite the fact that East German 

participation at Cannes in 1957 had been marginalised and contained as a 

result of West German intervention, there were clear signs that government 

officials were concerned about the situation in 1959. Even with the renewed 

assurances from the Festival organisers, officials at the Foreign Office 

concluded that an invitation to DEFA would represent ‘ein großer Erfolg’ for 

East Germany since: 

Die Tatsache, dass die DEFA nur als quasi private 

Produktionsfirma genannt werden dürfte und dass ihr Film 

demnach nicht unter der Bezeichnung: “Die Deutsche 

Demokratische Republik zeigt” angekündigt würde, ist nur 

von theoretischer Bedeutung. Die wirksamsten 

Publikationen wie Presse, Rundfunk und auch die 

halboffiziellen Bulletins kümmern sich um diese 

Unterscheidung erfahrungsgemäß nicht (Auswärtiges Amt, 

1958). 

As Hallstein’s earlier threat to withdraw from the Festival should East 

Germany be invited fell on deaf ears, West German officials were left with 

few options beyond pushing the Festival organisers to honour the 1957 four-

point agreement (Auswärtiges Amt, 1959a). In principle, the situation in 1959 

should have been far more straightforward than in 1957. Since Sterne was an 

East German-Bulgarian co-production, the name ‘Deutsche Demokratische 

Republik’ could simply be removed from the film’s credits. However, whilst 

West Germany did manage to marginalise East Germany at the Festival in 

1957, its attempts to do so in 1959 were completely frustrated. The film once 
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again played with the announcement ‘la République Démocratique 

Allemande présente’, and the East German submission was unanimously 

praised for its content and style in the press (Auswärtiges Amt, 1959b). To 

compound the Foreign Office’s frustration, the East German film went on to 

win the Prix du Jury and reports of East Germany’s success featured in 

newspapers around the world.  

Given the often well-founded expectations of East German cinema, 

how did Wolf’s film manage to win one of the main prizes at Cannes? The 

answer is two-fold. Firstly, DEFA’s hand was greatly strengthened by its 

ability to present a film as polyvalent in its narrative and visual structures as 

Sterne. Secondly, the East German Ministry for Culture appears to have 

deliberately approved the selection of a film which placed DEFA’s 

commercial and cultural interest above the SED’s short-term political 

ambitions. At first glance, the selection of Sterne does not appear to serve the 

SED’s immediate interests, namely, the pursuit of international recognition, 

the opportunity to present its antifascist credentials and the ability to compete 

with West Germany for the title of legitimate representative of the German 

people. After all, this claim ultimately resided in the assertion that East 

Germany had not only ‘come to terms’ with, but actively overcome the 

National Socialist past and eradicated the system which facilitated its coming-

to-power. A film which international journalists interpreted as exhibiting an 

‘unusual and wholly non-Marxist flavour’ seemed unlikely to achieve this 

goal (Marcorelles, 1959). However, it is worth considering whether Sterne 

provided the East German authorities with a far more subtle means of 

achieving recognition on the world stage.  
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DEFA’s founding remit was to use film as a ‘mächtige Waffe’ to 

work against ‘Krieg und der Militarismus und für Frieden und Freundschaft 

aller Völker der ganzen Welt’ (cited in DEFA, 1951, p.10). However, its 

ability to achieve this was always going to be impaired if it remained a studio 

which could only produce films for a domestic audience. DEFA needed to 

access international markets not only to further its cultural political objectives, 

but also to build its filmmaking credentials and raise revenue. Although the 

only department at DEFA required to be commercially viable was DEFA-

Außenhandel, financial problems plagued the studio throughout its history. If 

DEFA was unable to attract high profile actors and invest in modern 

technologies, its ability to compete at international film festivals and export 

its productions was always going to be limited. Thus, although DEFA’s long-

term survival did not require the studio to be financially viable, the realisation 

of its international ambitions did. These aims were always going to be 

compromised when DEFA attempted to sell its ideologically-shaped 

antifascist productions.  

As I have demonstrated throughout this chapter, Sterne fulfilled this 

ambition for DEFA. However, DEFA’s commercial goals also had clear 

benefits for the SED. The strategic selection of films for export will be further 

discussed in Chapter Six, but here it is worth considering whether the 

Ministry for Culture approved the selection of Sterne for Cannes because it 

recognised the film was, to quote one East German newspaper headline, a 

‘Botschafter des guten Willens’ (Neues Deutschland, 1959). There appears to 

have been a clear realisation on the part of the East German studio and 

cultural officials that the most effective strategy for the promotion of East 
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German identity on the international stage was not through an emphasis on its 

discontinuities with the West and its self-proclaimed exceptionality as the 

‘erster sozialistischer Staat auf deutschem Boden’, but conversely by 

stressing its normality and compatibility with international filmmaking 

practices. Sterne was such a politically valuable film for the SED precisely 

because Western politicians and journalists were alert to any particularly 

sensitive film which could be seen to endorse communist values and 

circumvent the Hallstein Doctrine. By sending a film to Cannes which 

seemingly failed to promote communist ideology, the East German 

authorities had far more to gain by selecting Sterne than they could have 

achieved with a stereotypical antifascist film such as Betrogen bis zum 

jüngsten Tag.  

 

 

In this chapter I have sought to highlight how Sterne was shaped in each stage 

of its production to be a film which could appeal to domestic and 

international audiences. In the first section, I demonstrated how Walter can be 

interpreted as a typical East German projection of the working class soldier 

who undergoes an antifascist conversion in contrast to his morally corrupt 

superiors who ultimately bear responsibility for the crimes perpetrated in the 

film. However, by situating the film within a broader production context, I 

highlighted the range of non-ideological interpretations promoted by the 

filmmakers through the employment of a range of narrative and visual tropes. 

This can also be seen in the presentation of Ruth. Ruth’s lack of development 

in Sterne could indeed be interpreted as a symptom of wider historiographical 
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shortcomings in the GDR through the privileging of antifascism above Jewish 

persecution. Whilst we must be careful not to overlook the film’s ultimately 

reductive depiction of its Jewish characters, there were clear benefits to 

presenting Ruth as a somewhat enigmatic character as she becomes a site for 

audiences to project a range of identities such as that of Anne Frank. This in 

turn once again signals a desire on the part of the filmmakers to facilitate 

widespread appeal for Sterne by allowing East German antifascism narratives 

to be just one possible reading which informs the film.  

The filmmakers’ attempts were certainly successful. Not only did the 

film win a major prize at Cannes, but it was also awarded a Gold Medal at the 

Vienna Film Festival, received a commendation at the Edinburgh Film 

Festival and was the only German film to play at the London Film Festival, 

all in countries with which the GDR maintained no official diplomatic 

relations (Neues Deutschland, 1959). In addition, the film played in Denmark, 

Australia, Finland, Italy, Sweden, Tunisia, Luxembourg, Switzerland, the 

Soviet Union, Poland, Denmark, India, Cuba and the United States. Reports 

of the international success of the film featured extensively in domestic 

newspapers with one journalist concluding ‘Der Film Sterne beweist wieder 

einmal mehr, dass die politische Realität der DDR nicht hinwegdiskutiert 

werden kann’ (Der Morgen, 1960). This was certainly beneficial to the East 

German state at a time it was trying to gain recognition on the world stage 

and in the final part of this chapter, I sought to question how Sterne became a 

useful tool in the pursuit of these aims. Yet not everyone was so enthusiastic 

about the experience of Cannes. Writing to his wife during the Festival, Wolf 

reflected ‘Bis jetzt ist es hier recht langweilig – mäßige Filme, wenig 
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Stimmung, üblicher Starrummel und rauhes [sic] Wetter. Mit baden ist nichts. 

Außerdem kann man auch sonst nicht viel anfangen – eben ein kleines 

Provinzstädtchen’ (Musial, 2011a, p.113). 
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5.   A Very East German Picture of the Past?  

Wolfgang Luderer’s Lebende Ware (1966) 

 

Lebende Ware was a never a film which captured people’s imagination. Box 

office receipts reveal that just 223,057 tickets were sold in the first three 

months of the film’s release which, when considered alongside 

contemporaneous productions set in the Third Reich such as the Der Fall 

Gleiwitz (786,205), Professor Mamlock (720,620), Nackt unter Wölfen 

(586,414), Die Abenteuer des Werner Holt (1,812,476) and Ich war neunzehn 

(1,688,094), serves to highlight the poor commercial performance of 

Wolfgang Luderer’s 1966 film (DEFA, 1967).
54

 The film fared little better 

among critics. Although the acting performances were often praised in 

reviews, several critics highlighted the film’s lack of ‘künstlerische Intensität’ 

(Neue Zeit, 1966) and poor ‘film- bzw. fernsehgemäße Ausdrucksmittel’ 

(Sobe, 1966) which left ‘viele Wünsche offen’ (Rümmler, 1966).  

Nor did the various departments within DEFA greet the film with 

great enthusiasm. Even before Lebende Ware entered development, the film’s 

own production team, the KAG Heinrich Greif, acknowledged that ‘eine 

erstklassige Besetzung aller wichtiger Rollen’ would be necessary, not only 

as ‘eine namhafte Besetzung wird die Exportchance dieses Films erhöhen’, 

but also so that the ‘Schwächen in der Gestaltung und Dialogführung noch 

überwunden werden können’ (Wischnewski, 1965a). Despite the production 

                                            
54

 Der Fall Gleiwitz (Klein, 1961), Professor Mamlock (Wolf, 1961), Nackt unter Wölfen 

(Beyer, 1963), Die Abenteuer des Werner Holt (Kunert, 1965), Ich war neunzehn (Wolf, 

1968). Attendance figures for these films are cited in Berghahn (2002, p.28). 



- 191 - 

 

team’s hopes that it would be able to assemble a strong cast, DEFA struggled 

to attract leading actors. Archival documents reveal that DEFA tried to cast 

the celebrated stage actor Wolfgang Heinz as Chorin, one of the film’s 

principal Jewish characters (Acker-Thies, 1965a). Heinz’s previous film role 

was as the titular character of the Jewish surgeon in Professor Mamlock. 

Although a handwritten note indicates Heinz discussed the role with Luderer 

on the telephone, the studio’s efforts were unsuccessful (Acker-Thies, 1965a). 

It did, however, succeed in casting his wife, Erika Pelikowsky, as Frau 

Mahlmann. Scepticism about the production continued after filming. 

Although the filmmakers and the studio management had underlined the 

importance of securing an international release for the film (DEFA, 1966a; 

Wischnewski, 1965a), DEFA’s export department, DEFA-Außenhandel, 

conceded that ‘wahrscheinlich nur Verkauf in sozialist. [sic] Ländern’ was a 

realistic ambition (DEFA, 1966b). In the event, even this was somewhat 

ambitious: the film only played in two other countries, Czechoslovakia and 

Hungary (DEFA, 1966c). Even within the GDR, the film received a muted 

release after DEFA took the decision to hold the film’s première in Potsdam 

as part of the Eighth Worker’s Festival as opposed to at one of the standard 

high-profile locations of the International, Cosmos or Colosseum cinema in 

East Berlin.
55

 

                                            
55

 The decision not to hold the film’s premiere at one of the GDR’s designated premiere 

cinemas is all the more striking given that Lebende Ware was filmed in Totalvision which 

required specialised projectors available at the aforementioned cinemas. Totalvision was an 

East German anamorphic lens analogous to Cinemascope. By developing its own lens, DEFA 

avoided paying licence fees to the American patent holders (Heiduschke, 2013, p.97).  
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Lebende Ware focuses on the real-life figure of Kurt Andreas Becher. 

Having fought on the Eastern Front, Becker was sent to Budapest as 

Himmler’s economic emissary in March 1944 where the film is set.
56

 The 

film begins with Becker’s arrival at the villa of the Jewish industrialist, 

Ferenc Chorin. Struck by his affluent surroundings, Becher resolves to 

acquire not only the house, but also the source of the industrialist’s wealth, 

the Manfréd Weiss Steel and Metal Works (henceforth the Manfréd Weiss 

Works). To achieve these ends, Becher orders that Chorin’s notary, Wolfgang 

Mahlmann, be summoned to the villa to arrange for the transfer of assets to 

Becher. In return for signing over the deeds, Chorin and his family are 

granted exit visas to a neutral foreign country. News of Becher’s transactions 

reaches both the Jewish Council of Budapest and Becher’s colleagues. With 

the assistance of the Zionist activist, Rudolf Kastner, Becher agrees to 

provide wealthy Jews with exit visas in return for foreign currency, jewels 

and works of art.
57

 However, his actions infuriate Adolf Eichmann, who 

considers Becher’s interference with transport lists an affront to his 

bureaucratic efficiency. Mahlmann becomes the victim of the two men’s 

rivalry when, in an attempt to uncover Becher’s activities, Eichmann orders 

Mahlmann’s arrest and interrogates him about Becher’s financial scheme. 

Fearing further revelations, Becher orders Mahlmann’s immediate 

deportation to Auschwitz. Alongside the depiction of Becher’s greed, the film 

                                            
56

 For more on the real-life Kurt Becher see Randolph Braham’s The Politics of Genocide 

(1981, pp.107–110) 

57
 In academic scholarship, Rudolf Kastner’s name is most frequently spelt Rudolf Kasztner 

or Rezső Kasztner. I will be using the variation adopted by DEFA and the filmmakers, 

namely Rudolf Kastner. 
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also inculpates Kastner who is revealed to have manipulated transport lists to 

ensure his own friends and family are saved, whilst poorer Jews are deported 

to Auschwitz as they are unable to buy their freedom. The film ends with 

Becher and Kastner fleeing Hungary from the advancing Red Army and as 

the screen fades to black, three title cards announce the fates of Eichmann, 

Kastner and Becher. 

Despite the considerable apathy with which the film was greeted, 

Lebende Ware certainly had the potential to be a commercial success. 

Lebende Ware drew upon a familiar and, crucially, tried-and-tested format 

which had proved popular on television. The film’s director, Wolfgang 

Luderer, screenwriters Friedrich Karl Kaul and Walter Jupé, and the 

dramaturge Änne Keller had already worked together on the well-received 

Pitaval television series, upon which Lebende Ware heavily draws. Described 

by one critic as one of ‘die großartigsten politischen und künstlerischen 

Leistungen unseres Fernsehens’ (Neue Zeit, 1960), the Pitaval series was 

composed of individual criminal cases lasting around eighty minutes in which 

historic events were restaged as ideologically-inflected criminal stories (cf. 

Fischer, 2005). Like the Pitaval series, Lebende Ware is marked by an 

accusatory tone and ‘agitatorischer Zeigefinger’ (Wilke, 2007, p.410), and 

also shares the series’ political agenda which, in the case of the Bonner 

Pitaval, focussed on medium- or high-ranking National Socialists who 

subsequently occupied positions of power in West Germany: at the time of 

the film’s release, Kurt Becher was one of West Germany’s wealthiest 

businessmen thanks in no small measure to the money he had amassed during 

his dealings in Budapest. Given the positive popular and critical responses to 
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the television series, DEFA could well have expected Lebende Ware to 

replicate its success. 

The film also had the potential to succeed abroad. Becher’s story was 

one which appeared in several guises in Western Europe and the United 

States, be it in the West German play Joel Brand. Die Geschichte eines 

Geschäfts (Kipphardt, 1965), in the West German television play Die 

Geschichte von Joel Brand (Wirth, 1964), or in the BBC radio play The Joel 

Brand Story (Cartier, 1965).
58

 Indeed, upon learning of the film’s subject 

matter, the Cologne-based publisher, Wort und Werk, contacted DEFA to 

enquire as to whether their recently published book, Geheime Reichssache 

(Levai, 1966), which discusses the fate of Hungarian Jews in the Second 

World War, would be of interest to the filmmakers (Verlag Wort und Werk, 

1966). Against this cultural backdrop, the subject matter of Lebende Ware 

certainly had the potential to engage the interest of audiences beyond the 

GDR. Yet as domestic and foreign distribution figures cited at the start of this 

chapter illustrate, Lebende Ware was a film which failed to capture the 

domestic, let alone a foreign, imagination.  

Why might Luderer’s film have failed to garner any widespread 

interest? From the outset, Lebende Ware was presented as an overtly 

ideological production. The emergence of Becher, a former ‘faschistischer 

Verbrecher’ (Leipziger Volkszeitung, 1966), as an ‘angesehener Bundesbürger 

und mehrfacher Millionär’ provided DEFA with an ideal case study for the 

                                            
58

 In contrast to these examples which focus on the historical figure of Joel Brandt, a 

German-born Zionist living in Budapest at the time of the German invasion who worked with 

Kastner in facilitating the exchange of goods for visas, Becher’s story also forms the central 

basis for the 2004 Hollywood film, The Aryan Couple (Daly). 
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indictment of West Germany as a haven for former National Socialists who 

allegedly continued to abuse workers through financial exploitation 

(Gustmann, 1966). This association is clearly reflected in the pre-release 

report by Franz Jahrow who was responsible for state-level approval of the 

film. The film would, argued Jahrow, establish ‘ein Bindeglied zwischen dem 

Geschehen der faschistischen Zeit vor 1945 und der unmittelbaren Gegenwart 

in Westdeutschland’ and consequently would allow the spectator to widen his 

‘Verständnis für die nationale Grundfrage in Deutschland’ (Jahrow, 1966b). 

In contrast to Ehe im Schatten, Sterne and, as I will argue, to Jakob der 

Lügner and Die Schauspielerin, Lebende Ware was presented as a film 

designed to reflect dominant political state narratives and is embedded within 

an overtly East German ideological framework. This instrumentalisation of 

the victims and perpetrators, I will propose, offers an insight into the reasons 

which may have underscored the film’s lack of international mobility.  

The muted reception of the film at the time of its release is reflected in 

its legacy since, to date, Lebende Ware has occupied a marginal place within 

scholarship. Not only has the film been overlooked in journal articles and 

chapters within edited volumes, but it also rarely features in broader studies 

of East German cinema or of film and the Holocaust. Notable exceptions to 

this are Mark Wolfgram’s Getting History Right (2010, p.55), and 

Frank-Burkhard Habel and Renate Biehl’s Das große Lexikon der DEFA-

Spielfilme (2000, p.284). However, neither of these texts engages with the 

production history of the film nor with its wider significance as an East 

German production dealing with the persecution of Jews under National 

Socialism. In this chapter, I will offer the first in-depth analysis of the film 
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and its production history for which I will undertake close readings of 

individual scenes and draw upon previously undiscussed archival documents.  

Before considering the depiction of Jewish persecution and of the 

perpetrators, I will establish the political and cultural context for the 

production and release of the film. At the heart of this chapter is the argument 

that Lebende Ware is a film shaped by a Marxist-Leninist interpretation of 

National Socialism which is deliberately designed to reflect dominant East 

German political objectives, namely, an attempt to cast West Germans as the 

fascist-capitalist heir to National Socialist Germany. In order to examine how 

the film reflects such ideas, it is first necessary to place the film in its 

production and release context by establishing the political landscape and 

East German cultural output of the 1960s. This will then set the scene for an 

examination of the film’s depiction of Jewish victims. On the one hand, the 

presentation of Jewish victims in Lebende Ware is highly problematic. By 

placing ideology before any attempt to engage with questions of Jewish 

victimhood, the film arguably renders the Jewish characters double victims of 

both the National Socialist perpetrators and the politics of memory 

propagated in the film. As underdeveloped ciphers for the presentation of 

capitalist greed, Luderer’s presentation of Jewish characters increasingly 

reverts to stereotype which, whilst powerfully illustrating the exploitative 

power of unequal wealth distribution, risks resurrecting antisemitic 

stereotypes of rich Jews able to access foreign capital to gain influence and 

unfair advantage in society.  

However, when we examine the film’s archival production files, the 

treatment of Jewish victimhood in Lebende Ware becomes far more complex. 
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As I will argue in the next chapter, the mere fact that a film depicting Jewish 

persecution was released in the summer of 1966 has important implications 

for established readings of Jakob der Lügner. However, Luderer’s film raises 

important questions in its own right about the parameters of representation of 

Jewish persecution in East German cinema, even within the context of an 

overtly ideological film. The visual and narrative presentation of the Jewish 

characters in Lebende Ware may be problematic, but archival documents 

reveal that the primacy of Jewish victimhood above the demonstration of 

communist heroics was never challenged by DEFA or by any government 

minister. This was certainly not the case in Hungary where DEFA’s 

production partners demanded the complete removal of the Jewish 

persecution narrative, leading the film’s East German screenwriter to 

conclude that ‘wenn sich der Film nur auf den an dem Weiß-Konzern 

begangenen Raub bezogen hätte und auf die Tatsache, dass die Nazis Ungarn 

wirtschaftlich ausgeplündert haben, wäre der Film für sie interessant’ (Kaul, 

1965). By examining the East German response to such demands, I will argue 

that, whilst the presentation of Jewish victims in Lebende Ware is 

unquestioningly problematic in its narrative and visual execution, East 

German filmmakers and DEFA were able and indeed willing to discuss 

Jewish victimhood on screen.  

Following an examination of the presentation of victims, I will 

explore the depiction of the perpetrators. The question of who is a perpetrator 

in Lebende Ware is certainly an ideological one. I will start by examining the 

figure of Kastner. Whilst scholarship has presented Kastner as a flawed hero, 

Lebende Ware clearly cast him in the role of perpetrator. Kastner is presented 
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as an overt Zionist who abused his influence to secure exit visas for the rich 

whilst abandoning the less wealthy Hungarian Jews. Whilst remaining 

sensitive to the different demands of academic scholarship and a feature film, 

I will examine the changes made to the real-life Kastner and his actions in 

Budapest in 1944 and consider how these reflect the ideological objectives of 

the filmmakers. 

I will then move on to consider the film’s fascist-capitalist perpetrator, 

Kurt Becher. I will examine his functional role within the narrative and how 

the presentation of an SS-Obersturmbannführer, who at the time of the film’s 

release was a successful West German businessman, certainly adheres to 

dominant depictions of West Germany in political speeches and press reports 

at the time. With these points in mind, I will conclude by considering the 

extent to which Lebende Ware can be considered a stereotypically ‘East 

German’ picture of the past. That is to say, to what extent does the film place 

domestic ideological narratives above the desire to facilitate transnational and 

international engagement with the film’s historical subject matter? This 

question, and the study of Lebende Ware more broadly, will allow us to 

consider the extent to which Luderer’s film can be seen to exemplify how 

DEFA’s films of Jewish persecution were at their artistically, commercially 

and critically most successful at home and abroad when they were at their 

least ideological. 
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i.   Setting the Scene 

 

By the end of the 1950s, emigration figures from East to West Germany 

averaged 220,451 people per year (Judt, 1997, pp.545–546).
59

 The decision to 

seal the inter-German border in August 1961 was a reflection of the extent to 

which the SED had largely failed to convince its own citizens that the GDR 

represented the ‘better’ Germany. Although the building of the Berlin Wall 

put an end to East Germany’s mass emigration, the SED still had to prove its 

legitimacy to the outside world, not least because international recognition 

would bolster the SED’s legitimacy at home. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, this task was made all the more difficult by the circumscription of 

official recognition by Western countries promoted by the Hallstein Doctrine. 

With East Germany repeatedly denied a stage upon which to assert its own 

identity, the SED intensified its efforts to discredit West Germany as much as 

to prove its own positive credentials. To this purpose, a policy of inculpation 

through exculpation developed whereby East German politicians and artists 

sought to present the GDR as a state untarnished by the past and displace 

responsibility for Germany’s fascist past on to West Germany. Common to 

both the internal and external motivations to legitimise the East and 

simultaneously discredit the West was the harnessing of the National Socialist 

past for the sake of the political present. Politicians and journalists routinely 

identified successful West German politicians and businessmen who had 

previously occupied influential positions under National Socialism. These 

individuals were taken to epitomise the East German claim that not only were 
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 This figure is based on West German statistics. East German statistics for the same period 

place the figure at the slightly lower rate of 210,299 people per year (Judt, 1997, pp.545–546).  
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fascism and capitalism intrinsically linked, but that the very same National 

Socialist ‘fascist capitalists’ now controlled West Germany.  

Artists also co-opted the past in their work by showing West Germany 

as the dangerous, political enemy (cf. Dittmar, 2010; Gerlof, 2010; Wolfgram, 

2010, 2006). Be it in radio plays such as Alles beim Alten (Klaus, 1959), Der 

Schoss ist fruchtbar noch (Dannenberg, 1960), Die achte Trübsal (Bieler, 

1960) and Aussage unter Eid (de Bruyn, 1964); television productions 

including the Pitaval series and Dr. Schlüter (1965); documentaries such as 

Ein Tagebuch für Anne Frank (Hellwig, 1959), Aktion J (Heynowski, 1961) 

and Der lachende Mann (Heynowski and Scheumann, 1966); and films such 

as Zwischenfall in Benderath (Veiczi, 1956), Der Prozess wird vertagt 

(Ballmann, 1958), Jetzt und in der Stunde meines Todes (Petzold, 1963) and 

Chronik eines Mordes (Hasler, 1965), filmmakers, artists and playwrights 

sought to uphold the claim that: 

Zwanzig Jahre nach der Befreiung vom Faschismus, 

zwanzig Jahre nach dem Beginn des Nürnberger 

Völkertribunals gegen die Hauptkriegsverbrecher steht die 

Welt jedoch vor der Tatsache, dass in der westdeutschen 

Bundesrepublik zu Tausenden Verantwortliche für Nazi- 

und Kriegsverbrechen nicht nur unbestraft bleiben, sondern 

führende Positionen in Wirtschaft, Staat, in der Bundeswehr 

und Polizei, in Bildungseinrichtungen sowie in Verlagen 

und in den Massenmedien einnehmen (Nationale Front des 

Demokratischen Deutschland, 1965, p.8).
60

  

Lebende Ware should be placed firmly within this context. The 

Einschätzung prepared by the film’s production company in June 1965 in 

response to the screenplay highlights the ideological objectives behind the 
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 This quotation is taken from the Braunbuch, an East German publication which listed West 

Germans in key positions of political, social or economic power who had previously 

occupied positions of influence in the Third Reich.  



- 201 - 

 

film. Indicative of the far from enthusiastic reception of the screenplay, the 

production leader Wischnewski begins by conceding that despite the fact that 

the Pitaval series enjoyed considerable popularity on television, ‘die Wahl 

ihrer Themen, die Gestaltung des authentischen Materials aus Gerichtsakten 

kommt den Besonderheiten des Fernsehens weit mehr entgegen als dem Film’. 

Tellingly, the report continues: 

Trotzdem haben wir uns entschlossen, die Ereignisse der 

Judenverfolgung 1944 in Ungarn für einen Spielfilm durch 

dieses Autorenkollektiv gestalten zu lassen. Die 

Aufdeckung der Verbrechen der SS in Ungarn in 1944 ist 

nicht nur mit dem Namen Eichmann verbunden, sondern 

vor allem mit dem heutigen Bremer Millionär, ehemals SS-

Obersturmbannführer Becher (Wischnewski, 1965a).  

In earlier drafts, the relationship between past and present even 

formed the narrative frame for the film itself. The first treatment of the film 

written at the end of 1963 opens in ‘eine westdeutsche Großstadt’ in 1964 

(Kaul and Jupé, 1963). The Jewish character, Mahlmann, is depicted walking 

through the streets of West Germany when he is almost run over by a black 

Mercedes, the occupant of which transpires to be Becher. Having searched for 

him for years, Mahlmann confronts the West German businessman with the 

truth about the former SS-Obersturmbannführer’s past, at which point the 

film cuts to an extended flashback of Becher in Budapest in 1944. The film 

closes by returning to the present with Mahlmann threatening to expose 

Becher no matter what threats are made against him. In this regard, early 

drafts of the film closely aligned Lebende Ware to other contemporaneous 

DEFA productions such as Der Prozess wird vertagt and Chronik eines 

Mordes which used framing devices or flashbacks to link the National 

Socialist past with the West German present. Whilst the didactic framing 
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device is absent from all subsequent versions of the Lebende Ware screenplay, 

the importance of political attacks continued to dominate the film’s 

development.  

At this point it is useful to expand upon my use of the term 

‘ideological film’. Drawing upon the SED’s own definition of ‘Ideologie’, an 

ideological film can be understood as a production reflecting a ‘System von 

bestimmten klassenbedingten Anschauungen, Ideen und Begriffen, das sich in 

verschiedenen Formen des gesellschaftlichen Bewusstseins ausdrückt’ (VEB 

Bibliographisches Institut, 1963, p.443). The role of ideology in the film’s 

conception extends beyond attacks levelled at West Germany. The film also 

attacks Zionism. Described in official East German rhetoric as an 

‘internationale chauvinistische Ideologie und rassistische, expansionistische 

und politische Praxis der jüdischen Bourgeoisie’ which, with the foundation 

of Israel, was raised ‘zur Staatsdoktrin’, the film seeks to inculpate Rudolph 

Kastner alongside Becher (Kollektiv des Dietz Verlages Berlin, 1988, p.268). 

Following a Marxist-Leninist reading, Zionism is an expression of bourgeois 

and imperialist powers exploiting the working classes. According to this 

definition, Jews could also be victims of Zionism if unequal politico-

economic structures remain in place. This interpretative framework is evident 

in Lebende Ware. However, the distinction between Zionism and 

antisemitism was often an ambiguous one which did not travel easily beyond 

East German borders. In 1968, the Jewish activist Simon Wiesenthal released 

a report entitled ‘The Same Language: First for Hitler – Now for Ulbricht’. 

The report highlighted parallels in language between National Socialist 

attacks on Jews and East German attacks on Zionism, as well as listing thirty-
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nine people ‘who belonged to the Nazi Party and had influential posts during 

the Nazi era’ and who, in East Germany, had ‘at least the same influence in 

the press, radio and the propaganda organs of the GDR’ (1968, p.13). Of 

course, Wiesenthal and the Jewish Documentation Centre had their own 

political agendas and their attack on East German was certainly not launched 

from a position of neutrality. The report does, nevertheless, demonstrate the 

difficulty DEFA faced when trying to sell ideologically-framed narratives 

abroad. 

Finally, before moving on to consider the depiction of victims and 

perpetrators in Luderer’s film, it is equally important to consider who the 

filmmakers were. From correspondence in the film’s files, it is clear that the 

film’s screenwriter Friedrich Karl Kaul was the driving force behind the film. 

Kaul was certainly a politically active figure in the GDR. Described by Der 

Spiegel as the ‘Staranwalt der DDR’ (1970), Kaul was recognisable to East 

German audiences for both his legal work and as a media figure. Kaul trained 

in law during the 1920s but, having joined the KPD in 1932, was forced to 

stop practising in 1933 with the coming-to-power of the NSDAP. He was 

imprisoned because of his political activities in 1935 at Lichtenburg and 

Dachau, but was allowed to emigrate to Nicaragua in 1937. During the war, 

Kaul was imprisoned in the United States and in September 1945 returned to 

East Germany. Having spent the majority of the war in internment camps, 

Kaul was considered to be one of the few legal practitioners in postwar 

Germany who was not tainted by the National Socialist past and, as a result, 

was permitted to practice in both East and West Germany. However, Kaul’s 

ideological affiliation quickly came to define his career, particularly after he 
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was a member of the defence for members of the KPD and FDJ at a trial 

presided over by the West German constitutional court in 1956. Kaul’s legal 

career was also closely linked to prosecuting Jewish persecutors. He was the 

co-plaintiff at the 1963 Auschwitz Trials in Frankfurt and at the Düsseldorf 

Treblinka Trials in 1970 where he represented East German victims. Indeed, 

during the pre-production of Lebende Ware, Kaul was regularly commuting 

between Berlin and Frankfurt to appear in court. It was also envisaged that 

Kaul would represent the interests of East German victims at the Eichmann 

Trial but this was prevented when the Israeli Supreme Court abolished the 

legal framework of an adjutant prosecutor. Kaul was also a well-known 

media figure in the GDR. From 1947 onwards, he appeared in the printed 

press, on the radio and on television where he would provide answers to the 

public’s legal questions. As a media figure, however, Kaul was perhaps best 

known for his role in the Pitaval series in which he delivered political 

monologues and epilogues which established both the historical context and 

factual authenticity of the story. Kaul’s dedication to defending the rights of 

Jewish victims is particularly striking when we consider the depiction of Jews 

in Lebende Ware. 

 

 

 

ii.   ‘Differenzierung der Juden. Sind wir moralisch qualifiziert dazu?’ 

 

The very opening scene sets the stage for the presentation of the Jewish 

characters in Lebende Ware. Here, and indeed throughout the film, the 
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director repeatedly resorts to visual simplification and narrative reductionism. 

Set during a synagogue service, the film opens with shots of a menorah, the 

Bimah and the Torah before the camera pans to reveal shots of rows of men, 

boys and women as religious music plays in the background. These opening 

ninety seconds are highly problematic. Of course, the decision to introduce 

Jewish characters within a religious setting need not be considered in itself a 

stereotype. However, this opening visual introduction to the Jewish characters 

bears no relation to the film’s narrative. No reference is made to the service in 

the plot, nor is the scene used as an opportunity to foreground individual 

characters who may later appear more prominently in the film. Moreover, not 

a single Jewish character subsequently expresses any religious affiliation at 

any point in Lebende Ware and, as the scene is without dialogue or action 

beyond that of the ongoing service in the background, it cannot be considered 

exegetically relevant. Rather, the Jewish characters are presented as a 

homogenous group, undifferentiated and defined purely by religious 

affiliation. The simplistic visual codification of Jewishness in this opening 

sequence is accompanied by a highly generalising cinematographic style 

which serves to expunge differences between the observed figures rather than 

accentuating the individuality of the Jewish characters. In marked contrast to 

the panning sequence at the Appellplatz in Sterne, the characters do not return 

the look of the spectator when the camera focuses on the characters’ faces in 

Lebende Ware. There is no attempt to re-enfranchise the Jewish characters by 

rendering the spectator the object of the characters’ look as a form of redress 

to their own objectification. Instead, the sequence becomes little more than an 

establishing shot, analogous to the film’s second scene of an extended shot of 
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Budapest and the Pest Embankment which forms the geographical backdrop 

to the film. In this regard, the opening of the film establishes the symbolic 

function of the Jewish characters who serve as extras in a film nominally 

exploring their persecution.  

The functional role ascribed to the Jewish characters, whereby their 

visual and narrative presence is designed to facilitate concerns other than a 

primary – or even secondary – cinematic examination of National Socialist 

racial persecution, is evident in the presentation of the two principal Jewish 

characters: the owner of the Manfréd Weiss Works, Ferenc Chorin, and his 

notary, Wolfgang Mahlmann. At the start of the film, Becher summons 

Chorin to the villa to present him with an ultimatum: either Chorin signs an 

agreement which transfers the rights of his factory to Becher (who purports to 

be representing the SS, but is actually out for his own gain), for which he will 

receive exit visas for his family, or Becher will arrange for the immediate 

deportation of Chorin and his entire family to Auschwitz.  

From the moment he is introduced on screen, Luderer emphasises 

Chorin’s vulnerability and the reconfigured power relationship between 

Chorin and Becher. Whilst Becher’s behaviour towards Chorin might appear 

cordial – he allows him to remove his coat which bears the Judenstern, he 

permits him to sit down and he offers Chorin a cigarette and drink – his 

actions merely serve to accentuate the unequal power relations between the 

two men. When Chorin takes off his overcoat, the removal of one item of 

clothing bearing a Judenstern is merely replaced by another star sewn onto 

his jacket, emphasising that Chorin remains Othered even in his own home. 

He may be offered a seat, but this also allows Becher to circle around him 
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which in turn further accentuates his vulnerability. Finally, although Chorin is 

offered cigarettes, coffee and cognac, Becher’s seeming largesse conversely 

serves to reinforce his position as host vis-à-vis the former owner of the villa. 

As Chorin considers Becher’s ultimatum, he is accommodated in a room with 

boarded-up windows and, as Becher’s impatience with Chorin grows and his 

threats increase, the rooms in which Chorin is placed become smaller, 

creating a clear sense of the walls closing in on the Jewish factory owner 

(Figure Nine). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Nine: The presentation of Chorin as a prisoner in  

  his own home is conveyed by placing the  

  character in positions of subservience and  

  entrapment.   

 

However, whilst the film visually conveys how Chorin considers 

himself trapped by the ultimatum of the Obersturmbannführer, Luderer fails 

to transfer this visual metaphor into narrative elucidation. When Becher first 

proposes the transfer of the Manfréd Weiss Works from Chorin’s family to 

himself and the SS, Chorin refuses, stating that Jews are not allowed to sell 
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property in Hungary. Becher then suggests adopting a Treuhand agreement, 

whereby control (rather than ownership) of the factory is transferred. Yet 

Chorin refuses again, arguing he needs more time to make such a momentous 

decision. Even when explicitly threatened with death, Chorin hesitates and 

repeatedly refuses to sign the agreement. This reticence is never explained in 

the film. When Chorin insists the deal is ‘unmöglich! Das kann doch nicht in 

Frage kommen’, the audience is likely to concur with Becher who reminds 

him, ‘Sie scheinen sich über Ihre Situation nicht ganz im Klaren zu sein’. 

Despite this, Chorin continues to hesitate, pleading ‘die Entscheidung, die Sie 

mir abfordern, ist so schwerwiegend…, [...] so schwerwiegend, das kann man 

doch nicht im Augenblick … so schnell … also ja oder nein sagen!’. Since no 

narrative contextualisation is offered to explain why Chorin may be so 

reluctant to sign over the factory when in return he would receive exit visas 

for his entire family, the audience is led to the conclusion that Chorin’s 

unwillingness to comply is motivated by a desire to keep hold of his wealth 

and his industrial empire despite the immediate threat to his life. This reading, 

I will argue, was not undesired. However, in doing so, the filmmakers come 

very close to repeating antisemitic stereotypes which consistently emphasised 

Jews’ purported desire for money above all else.
61

  

The association of Chorin with high levels of personal wealth 

continues even after he has signed over the ownership of the factory to 

Becher. Chorin is driven to an airfield where he and his family are to be 
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 Antisemitic associations between Jews and money obviously pre-date National Socialist 

propaganda. Nevertheless, the corrupting and dangerous power of Jews’ purported lust for 

money was repeatedly emphasised in texts written or appropriated by National Socialists 

such as Johann von Leers’ Wie kam der Jude zum Geld? (1939). 
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flown to Switzerland. As the chauffer-driven car makes its way to the airfield, 

Chorin and his wife are driven past hundreds of Jews who are walking on foot 

as part of a mass deportation. Whilst his wife looks out of the window as they 

speed past the blurred faces of Jewish deportees, Chorin lowers his eyes and 

tightens his grip on his suitcase. The scene is clearly designed to illustrate the 

inequity of the Jewish characters’ fate. Whereas Chorin’s suitcase is packed 

for a flight to a neutral foreign country and safety, the nameless – and often 

faceless – characters outside carry their suitcases to a concentration camp and 

certain death. The only factor which alters the characters’ fates is Chorin’s 

greater personal wealth.  

This problematic association haunts the film throughout. Once Chorin 

does reluctantly sign over the rights to the factory, the Zionist leader Rudolf 

Kastner is inspired by the precedent set by Chorin and encourages members 

of the Jewish Community to exchange money and jewels for exit visas. 

Kastner negotiates a deal with Becher, and thereafter the Jewish characters 

are almost exclusively seen within the context of exchanging jewels and 

money (Figure Ten). They are able to access suitcases full of foreign currency 

from relatives abroad within a few days and hand over jewellery valued at 

7,143,400 Swiss Francs. Once again, the visual codification of Jewish 

characters trading in wealth, surrounded by jewels and able to access foreign 

capital without difficulty risks reiterating the grammar of National Socialist 

antisemitism which framed Judaism as a capitalist attempt to control others 

through money.  
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Figure Ten: The filmmakers’ desire to present the  

  events of Budapest in 1944 as a critique of  

  the inequalities of capitalism leads to a  

  visual and narrative over-emphasis on the  

  Jewish characters’ wealth.  

 

The emphasis placed on the Jewish characters’ wealth was most certainly 

deliberate. It is clear that the filmmakers try to instil their historical story of 

racial persecution with a critique of capitalism. The only interpretation 

offered in the film for both the Jews’ victimhood and the perpetrators’ 

motivations is a Marxist-Leninist framing of the past. Whereas the 

perpetrators are motivated by the desire to increase their wealth, the victims 

are the product of wealth inequalities. That their victimhood is configured 

primarily along politico-economic rather than racial ideological lines comes 

to the fore in the character of Mahlmann. It is no coincidence that the notary 

is the only character whose victimhood is realised on screen, that is to say, his 

is the only named character we witness being deported to Auschwitz. In 

contrast to Chorin, Mahlmann’s lack of wealth severely restricts his ability to 

negotiate with Becher. It also means he is unable to exchange material goods 

for an exit visa from Kastner. Despite the fact that he played an instrumental 

role in facilitating the agreement between Chorin and Becher which resulted 
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in Becher’s wealth and the Chorin family’s freedom, Mahlmann becomes a 

victim at the hands of both the National Socialist regime and his fellow 

Jewish citizens when he is refused an exit visa on the grounds of his 

insufficient wealth. The message of the film is clear. Mahlmann is ultimately 

the victim of unequal power relations caused by wealth inequalities 

propagated by Jews and non-Jews alike. His fate may be sealed when Becher 

fears the notary has revealed his money-making scheme to his rival, 

Eichmann, and arranges for Mahlmann’s deportation. However, the notary’s 

future could have been secured by this point had Kastner or Chorin arranged 

for him to be added to the list of Jews to receive a visa to leave Hungary for a 

neutral foreign country. Mahlmann pleads with Kastner to add him and his 

wife to the list, however Kastner tells Mahlmann that this is impossible and 

he must pay like everyone else. Yet we later learn from Becher that ‘Sie 

[Kastner] haben Ihre Stellung ausgenutzt und Ihre ganze Verwandtschaft über 

die Grenze gebracht, wofür die Anderen bezahlt haben!’. Such a reading is 

clearly reflected in a review by the Leipziger Volkszeitung in which the 

journalist concluded, ‘Dieses aktuelle Zeitdokument deckt die SS-Praktiken 

Bechers in Ungarn auf, verschweigt nicht seine Rivalität zu Eichmann, 

demonstriert den Leidensweg, aber auch die opportunistische Haltung 

ungarischer Juden’ (Leipziger Volkszeitung, 1966). 

The presentation of Mahlmann is most certainly problematic. Firstly, 

the film accommodates no suggestion that racial ideology may have 

motivated the perpetrators. Instead, the abuse of wealth inequalities is offered 

as the sole motivating force for Mahlmann’s fate. Opportunism may have 

motivated certain individuals, but to ascribe no role to the racial identity of 
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the characters is to offer a highly ideological reading of the past and one 

which undoubtedly was designed to instrumentalise the persecution of Jews 

in the past for East German political objectives in the present. Secondly, 

Mahlmann is the only fictional character in the film. The fictionality of the 

film’s only real victim is all the more striking given that at no stage in the 

film’s promotion did the filmmakers present Lebende Ware as anything other 

than a factually accurate film. The film’s programme may repeat the phrase 

‘es stimmt...’ seven times on one page (Progress Film-Verleih. 1966a), but 

Mahlmann is ultimately held up to epitomise a situation which, at least in the 

specific case of Becher’s actions in Budapest, never happened. The decision 

to invent the character of Mahlmann appears to have been driven by the need 

to present a Jewish character whose victimhood could be explained along 

politico-economic lines. Given Mahlmann is a fictional character, we can 

surmise that no real-life case could be found to support the filmmakers’ 

hypothesis (and, arguably, the state narrative) that Jewish victimhood was as 

much the product of financial exploitation as of racial persecution.  

The mere fact that East Germans define the framework in which 

Jewish victimhood is interpreted in the film raises clear questions about the 

ethical consequences of the erstwhile perpetrators rewriting the past and 

shaping the present for their own gains, be that underlying intent malevolent 

or not. At this point, it would be easy to conclude that Lebende Ware 

represents a clear ‘East German’ engagement with the past. Jewish characters 

are instrumentalised to demonstrate the evils of financial exploitation, and the 

filmmakers’ lack of interest in their suffering sui generis risks exploiting 

Jewish persecution of the past for the sake of political gain in the present, not 
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least in order to attack West Germany. However, when we examine archival 

documents detailing exchanges between DEFA, the production company and 

the filmmakers, three points come to light which complicate this reading.  

 

 

 

 

iii.   Questioning the Centrality of Jewish Persecution 

 

DEFA was clearly aware of the risks of incorporating Jewish victims within a 

Marxist-Leninist interpretation of National Socialist persecution. Notes from 

a meeting between the KAG Heinrich Greif, the filmmakers and DEFA reveal 

that a clear concern raised during the meeting was ‘Haltung und 

Differenzierung der Juden. Sind wir moralisch qualifiziert dazu?’. In response 

to this question, Kaul is recorded as having suggested, ‘Unsere Legitimation – 

sowohl gegenüber Israel, als auch gegenüber den anderen Antifaschisten in 

Europa’ (DEFA, 1966b). The notes from the meeting can be found in 

DEFA’s production files. However, they are handwritten, in note form, 

unattributable to any individual, and were clearly designed to be a personal 

record as opposed to circulated minutes. Consequently, we must try to 

interpret what was meant by Kaul’s response. Given both the content of the 

film and the ongoing foreign policy objectives of the SED, it seems highly 

likely that Kaul’s response to the depiction of Jews in the film was directly 

linked to contemporary political events and, in particular, to Zionism. Kaul’s 

reference to Israel can be linked to a series of public anti-Israeli statements 
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made by officials in late 1965 and early 1966. For instance, in 1965 Walter 

Ulbricht signed a joint communiqué with the Egyptian President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser in 1965 proclaiming that, ‘Beide Seiten verurteilen die 

aggressiven Pläne des Imperialismus, nach denen Israel als gegen Rechte des 

arabischen Volkes und dessen Kampf für Befreiung und Fortschritt gerichtete 

Speerspitze geschaffen wurde, um seinen Zielen zu dienen’ (Timm, 1997, 

p.186). In his response ‘gegenüber Israel’, Kaul may well therefore have been 

referring to a desire to expose the alleged Zionist exploitation of the working 

classes, a message certainly embedded in the narrative of Lebende Ware. 

Meanwhile, the debt owed to the ‘Antifaschisten in Europa’ can be read as a 

call for the continued need of the East German film studio to uphold its 

tradition of antifascist films with their clear appeal to citizens to learn from 

the past.  

The fact that Kaul’s response merely propagates the very ideological 

framework underpinning the studio’s concerns about ‘Haltung und 

Differenzierung der Juden. Sind wir moralisch qualifiziert dazu?’ suggests 

that he was either unwilling or unable to appreciate the potential risks of 

suggesting that the fate of Jews in the Third Reich was the product of 

economic discrepancies above racial discrimination. However, we must be 

careful of assuming that Kaul was adverse to an acknowledgement of Jews as 

racial victims. The defence offered by Kaul is certainly surprising given that 

he expressed a very similar concern himself three years earlier when pitching 

the film to DEFA. In the film’s Stoffexposé, Kaul and his co-writer, Walter 

Jupé, envisaged depicting ‘die Spannungsverhältnisse, die innerhalb der 

jüdischen Bevölkerung bestehen’ whereby ‘die proletarischen Elemente des 
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ungarischen Judentums sehen im Kampf die einzige Rettung, was auch der 

Wirklichkeit entspricht; während die bürgerlichen Elemente, insbesondere 

diejenigen, die als Zionisten geistig dem jüdischen Imperialismus verfallen 

sind’ (Kaul, 1963). The fact that this ideological differentiation is absent in 

the final film may be a reflection of Kaul’s fear at the time that a 

discriminatory depiction of the victims could shift ‘die Gewichte […] zu sehr 

nach der antijüdischen Seite’ (Kaul, 1963). Secondly, as I discussed in the 

introduction to this chapter, Kaul could hardly be accused of being blind to 

Jewish suffering under National Socialism. As a lawyer who, during the 

making of Lebende Ware, was commuting between DEFA’s studios and the 

Frankfurt Auschwitz Trials, Kaul heard the testimony of persecutors and 

represented the interests of the victims. Rather, his response exemplifies a 

tension running throughout the film: the difference between what is depicted 

and how it is depicted.  

The studio’s concerns about the implications of differentiating 

between Jewish victims clearly continued even after the film was approved. 

When discussing East Germany’s submission for the Karlovy Vary Film 

Festival in 1966, Lebende Ware was rejected as a possible choice by the 

Ministry for Culture because ‘es wäre politisch fehlerhaft, wenn wir als 

deutschen Beitrag für ein internationales Festival einen Film wählen, der sich 

mit Differenzierungen unter der ungarischen jüdischen Bevölkerung, wenn 

auch klassenmäßig dargestellt, beschäftigt’ (Maaß and Brasch, 1995).
62

 The 

concerns about selecting Lebende Ware as East Germany’s entry at the 
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 Ironically, the Ministry for Culture selected Frank Beyer’s Spur der Steine (1966) as East 

Germany’s entry. The film would be banned in the aftermath of the Eleventh Plenum and 

Frank Beyer would lose his contract to work for DEFA for his allegedly subversive film. 
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Karlovy Vary Film Festival could be seen to reflect an awareness of the 

political controversy caused by East Germany being seen to define the 

conditions of Jewish victimhood. This reading is certainly supported by the 

response to Nackt unter Wölfen at the Moscow Film Festival in 1963, an 

incident which I will return to in the next chapter. However, it could equally 

have been a reflection of the antipathy of certain Soviet Bloc countries to the 

foregrounding of Jewish persecution within a film set under National 

Socialism. This reading is supported by the response of the Hungarian 

production partners to the screenplay. 

In the early stages of the film’s development, the head of the KAG 

Heinrich Greif, Klaus Wischnewski, sent a copy of the screenplay to his 

counterpart at Hungarofilm, István Dósai. Dósai promptly forwarded it to a 

Hungarian historian for his opinion since, in the view of the Hungarian studio, 

‘wir betrachten es, als unsere Pflicht, Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit auf die 

Bemerkungen betr. des Drehbuches unseres Historikers zu lenken, umso mehr, 

da das betreffende Buch eine, aus unseren innersten Angelegenheiten erörtert 

(Dósai, 1965). In July 1965, Dósai informed the production company of its 

findings. The assessment was a damning indictment of Kaul, the film’s 

screenwriter and East Germany’s ‘Staranwalt’. The historian concluded that 

the screenplay was riddled with historical inaccuracies and deemed that ‘die 

Autoren des Drehbuches haben sich nicht dermaßen auf mit 

wissenschaftlichem, kritischem Apparat versehenen Quellen, sondern auf 

sekundäre Quellen und Erinnerungen gestützt’ (Dósai, 1965). Such a reading 

would appear to confirm the interpretation that Lebende Ware exploits a 

historical case for ideological gain in the present. The criticism was all the 
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more damning given that the accusation that a DEFA film distorted fact for 

the pursuit of ulterior motives was issued by an East Germany ally.  

However, as the letter continues, it becomes clear that the criticism of 

Kaul’s academic rigour was in no small measure a pretext for more political 

objections. The historian (and by extension, the Hungarian studio) considered 

‘die Darstellung des glaubwürdigen historischen Hintergrundes unerlässlich’ 

because the film suggested ‘dass der 19. März 1944 nur für die ungarischen 

Juden eine Tragödie bedeutet. In dem Film finden wir sogar keine kleine 

Hinweisung, was dieser gewaltsame deutsche Schritt für das ganze Land 

bedeutete.’ At this point an alternative reading of Hungarofilm’s criticism of 

the film emerges. The concerns of the Hungarian studio resided not in the 

historical accuracy of the characters, but rather in the decision to depict Jews 

as the sole victims of National Socialist persecution rather than including 

members of the non-Jewish Hungarian population.
63

  

Whilst we must once again be wary not to adopt a relativist position 

and overlook fundamental shortcomings in the film by virtue of greater 

failings demonstrated elsewhere, contrasting the Hungarian response to the 

screenplay with that of DEFA does serve as a revealing point of comparison 

to the parameters of representation in East German cinema vis-à-vis the 

depiction of Jewish victimhood. Not only was the absence of other victim 

groups – by which we can infer communists – impermissible in the eyes of 

the Hungarian studio, but the presence of Jews as the principal victims made 

the screenplay in its submitted form unacceptable. The importance placed on 
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reconfiguring (or even removing) certain victim groups is all the more 

remarkable given the clear ideological framework of the screenplay. There is 

little doubting that the depiction of the Jewish characters was 

under-developed and instrumentalised in Lebende Ware. Yet for the 

Hungarian studio, how the victimhood was presented was of secondary 

importance to who was depicted. The prominence given to Jewish victims 

was, put simply, unacceptable.  

In spite of the evaluation by the Hungarian studio, the East German 

production company continued to defend not only the credentials of the 

filmmakers, but also the centrality of the Jewish persecution in the narrative. 

In the production leader’s subsequent five-page defence of the film to Dósai, 

Wischnewski reiterated the importance of Jewish persecution to the story: 

Selbstverständlich kann man die Ereignisse nach dem 19. 

März 1944 in Budapest unter ganz verschiedenen Aspekten 

betrachten und gestalten. Wir glauben sogar, dass in diesen 

Ereignissen noch mancher menschlich erregende und 

politisch wichtige Filmstoff steckt. Für unseren Film ist 

wichtig die Figur Kurt A. Becher und deren Verbindung mit 

dem Schicksal der ungarischen Juden. […] Aus diesem 

Thema ergibt sich, dass es in diesem Film unmöglich ist, 

diejenigen Probleme, Hintergründe und Folgen der 

Verbindung Hitler-Horthy, der Besetzung Ungarns durch 

die deutschen Truppen, der Widersprüche innerhalb der 

ungarischen Reaktion und Bourgeoisie und mit den 

deutschen Faschisten zu behandeln, die nicht mit der Aktion 

gegen die Juden und den Geschäften Bechers 

zusammenhängen (1965b).
64

 

Although Wischnewski acknowledges the film’s basic plot could be 

interpreted in different ways, he refuses to recast the roles of victim and 

perpetrator. Had the filmmakers, production company or DEFA sought a 
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reason to reduce or even remove the presence of Jewish victimhood in the 

film, the Hungarian letter would have provided an ideal opportunity to do so. 

Yet no such changes were made.
65

 

That the actual source of the Hungarian dissatisfaction with the 

screenplay resided in the film’s emphasis on Jewish persecution did not go 

unnoticed by the East German filmmakers. Although evidently nursing a 

bruised ego, Kaul reminded his colleagues that ‘notwendig erscheine mir 

dagegen, den ungarischen Brief durchzugehen, um festzustellen, inwieweit 

man den ungarischen Wünschen nachkommen könne; denn selbstverständlich 

müssen die materiellen Interessen der DEFA gewahrt bleiben’ before adding: 

Daraufhin wurde der ungarische Brief zum Gegenstand der 

Besprechung gemacht, sein Gesamteindruck zeigt – der 

Genosse Wischnewski und auch Herr Luderer stimmten 

dem zu – dass den Ungarn offenbar jede Einwendung recht 

sei, um die Produktion des Films zu verhindern. 

Übereinstimmend erklärten der Genosse Wischnewski und 

Herr Luderer, dass die Ungarn offen gesagt hätten, wenn 

sich der Film nur auf den an dem Weiß-Konzern 

begangenen Raub bezogen hätte und auf die Tatsache, dass 

die Nazis Ungarn wirtschaftlich ausgeplündert haben, wäre 

der Film für sie interessant. Der überwiegend zweite Teil, 

nämlich die Liquidation des ungarischen Judentums, ist für 

sie offenbar ein allegorisches Thema, zumal sie auch in dem 

Brief hinwiesen, dass die Besetzung Ungarns durch die 

Nazis für Gesamt-Ungarn ein nationales Unglück gewesen 

sei, was im Film nicht genügend herauskomme (1965). 

The language used by Kaul once again challenges assumptions that the 

reductive depiction of Jews in Lebende Ware can be attributed to an 

unwillingness to explore their persecution. Kaul appears to adopt the opposite 

position to Dósai. Whereas what was depicted lay at the heart of the 
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Hungarians’ concerns, how this was depicted was of far greater importance to 

Kaul. Jewish persecution may be instrumentalised by the East German 

filmmakers, but the implication of Kaul’s letter is that this is not ‘ein 

allegorisches Thema’, but rather a subject in its own right. Whilst the 

screenwriter’s defence of the film is by no means a ringing endorsement of 

the film’s attitude to racial victimhood, it is clear that Kaul never entertained 

the possibility of removing the Jewish storyline from the film.  

The depiction of victims in Lebende Ware reveals two constants 

which inform the presentation of all the Jewish characters in the film. Firstly, 

there is a tension between what is depicted and how it is depicted. Luderer’s 

film demonstrates once again that the theme of Jewish persecution in East 

German cinema was not a controversial theme, even in light of the fact 

Lebende Ware was released during the highly charged environment of the 

Eleventh Plenum during which productions considered to deviate from 

established and state-endorsed narratives were banned. Even within this 

climate of orthodoxy, DEFA was still able to release a film which failed to 

rehearse two decades of state-endorsed memory narratives about the 

centrality of antifascist resistance, did not inscribe National Socialist 

persecution with a heroic narrative of communist resistance and which also 

presented the sole victim group as Jewish. Conversely, when we examine 

how victimhood is presented, it is clear that in Lebende Ware victimhood is 

inscribed with an overtly ideological message. Instead of presenting Jewish 

persecution as the result of National Socialist racial persecution, it is framed 

as an expression of capitalist-fascist oppression. This reframing of the past 

along Marxist-Leninist lines represents a clear attempt to align the film to 
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dominant domestic political narratives. The instrumentalisation of victimhood 

to these ends sets Lebende Ware apart from Ehe im Schatten and Sterne. The 

hesitant response of the KAG Heinrich Greif and DEFA to this inscription of 

a politico-economic ideological framework onto antisemitic racial persecution 

as reflected in the question, ‘Differenzierung der Juden – sind wir moralisch 

qualifiziert dazu?’, reveals the instrumentalisation of the past in the film was 

not carried out at the behest of the studio. Rather, it was the active choice of 

the filmmakers themselves. The ideological prism used by the filmmakers is 

also evident in the presentation of the perpetrators.  

 

 

 

 

iv.   A Jewish Victim of a Zionist Perpetrator? 

 

At every stage of the film’s production, the filmmakers were resolute that 

Lebende Ware was a factually accurate story. In the synopsis of the film 

written by the KAG Heinrich Greif submitted to DEFA, Klaus Wischnewski 

opened with the sentence ‘Erstmalig zeigt dieser Film mit detaillierter 

Exaktheit den Vorgang eines Mordgeschäftes auf’ before adding, ‘Nach 

Dokumenten, internationalen Zeugenaussagen und authentischen Berichten 

wird ein Verbrechen mit sachlicher Genauigkeit von Fakten und Personen 

erschreckend deutlich ins Bewusstsein gerufen’ (Wischnewski, 1965a). 

DEFA, meanwhile, singled out the ‘große Erfahrungen’ of the filmmakers in 

the ‘künstlerische Gestaltung von politischen Ereignissen und Vorfällen nach 
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Dokumenten, internationalen Zeugenaussagen und authentischen Berichten 

mit sachlicher Genauigkeit’ (DEFA, 1966a).  

The desire to present the narrative as an authentic story is evident in 

the film itself. Lebende Ware closes with three title cards announcing the 

fates of Eichmann, Kastner and Becher. After informing the spectator that 

Eichmann was executed and Kastner assassinated, the film ends by 

announcing the fate of Becher: ‘Kurt Andreas Becher, SS Standartenführer, 

lebt heute in Bremen, Heerstrasse 180. Privatvermögen: 150 Millionen DM!’. 

With this detail, Luderer seeks to collapse the boundaries between the 

fictionalised Becher on screen and the real-life Becher in West Germany. 

Interestingly, an earlier draft opened with the statement ‘Soweit die Namen 

der Handlungsträger denen lebender Personen gleichen, und sofern die hier 

berichteten Geschehnisse Ähnlichkeiten mit tatsächlichen Begebenheiten 

aufweisen, ist das kein Zufall!’ (Kaul and Jupé, 1963). This was removed 

from the final film, possibly due to pressure from the film’s Hungarian 

production partners who, as I revealed in the previous section, questioned the 

factual accuracy of the film (Kaul and Jupé, 1965). However, a modified 

version of this statement did appear in the film’s programme notes (Progress 

Film-Verleih, 1966a).
66

 Finally, in a widely circulated interview given at the 

time of the film’s release, Kaul stressed that his central aim was to give ‘der 

Wirklichkeit so unmittelbar wie möglich Ausdruck’ (Noa, 1966) and the 

screenwriter’s emphasis on the accuracy of the film was emphasised in a 

number of reviews upon the film’s release (cf. Film Heute und Morgen, 1966; 
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Freie Erde, 1966; Leipziger Volkszeitung, 1966; Märkische Volksstimme, 

1966; Neue Zeit, 1966; Schirrmeister, 1966; Schmidt, 1966; Schroeder, 1966). 

 This pre- and post-production insistence on the historical accuracy of 

the film was clearly designed to create the impression that Lebende Ware was 

a truthful portrayal of Kurt Becher’s activities in Budapest. In reality, 

Luderer’s film is a highly selective retelling of the past. The importance of 

differentiating between academic writing and historical feature films has been 

well discussed in scholarship. Robert Toplin has argued for the need to ‘rub 

out the greys of history’ for the sake of a coherent storyline in mainstream 

historical films (2002, p.27), which in turn often results in the ‘compression’ 

and ‘condensation’ of the source event (Rosenstone, 2006, p.39). Hence, 

concludes Robert Rosenstone, ‘history on film must be held accountable to 

certain standards, but these standards must be consonant with the possibilities 

of the medium’ (1988, p.1181). Whilst remaining sensitive to the need to be 

aware of the specificities of the medium, the filmmakers’ presentation of the 

historical events of Becher in Budapest in 1944 is striking, especially given 

their continued emphasis on the veracity of their depiction. The film does not 

indulge in dramatic so much as ideological licence. However, what is 

particularly interesting is less the fact that changes were made – which, after 

all, is hardly indicative of a specifically East German malaise – but what 

those changes were and what these in turn reveal about East German 

presentations of the Holocaust in the 1960s. 

The figure of Rudolph Kastner is particularly interesting in this regard. 

In the film, Kastner is first introduced to the audience in a scene in which 

Eichmann informs the assembled room of Jewish representatives from 
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Budapest’s Jewish community that they are to form a Judenrat. Over the 

course of the film, Kastner persuades the other members of the Judenrat to 

agree to an offer proposed by Becher whereby they exchange money and 

jewels for exit visas. Kastner is shown to abuse his position and control over 

the transport lists to ensure places are reserved for his friends and family 

whilst refusing to assist poorer Jews such as Mahlmann who could not afford 

to pay. At the end of the film, Kastner flees Budapest with Becher as the Red 

Army approaches and his fate is announced in the final scenes of the film 

alongside that of Becher and Eichmann. Unsurprisingly, the actions of the 

real life Kastner were far more complicated. What is particularly revealing, 

however, is not that the figure of Kastner was merely ‘compressed’ or 

‘condensed’, but what the nature of the re-alignment was. It is true that 

Becher conducted negotiations with Kastner to provide exit visas for 

Hungarian Jews in exchange for money and goods. It is also true that Kastner 

secured the safe transit of a number of his friends and family. However, this 

episode was a minor incident which cannot be divorced from two greater 

events: the ‘Blood for Goods’ negotiations and the ‘Kastner Train’. There is 

not the scope in this thesis to discuss both events in detail.
67

 The ‘Blood for 

Goods’ negotiations were conducted by Joel Brand and, crucially, Eichmann 

in April 1944. In exchange for 10,000 trucks and other material goods to be 

sourced from abroad, Eichmann promised the safe exit of one million Jews 

from Hungary. The plan was never realised due to Brand’s apparent failure to 
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confirm that the Allies would be willing to finance such an agreement within 

the agreed time (Bauer, 1994, p.163). What this episode reveals, however, is 

that the exchange of ‘Waren gegen Leben, Leben gegen Waren’ to cite the 

film, was not unprecedented, nor that Eichmann was unwilling to engage in 

such negotiations. Nor, as the film suggests, was the plan devised by Becher. 

Rather, Eichmann was always at the heart of the negotiations between 

Kastner and the SS. When the ‘Blood for Trucks’ plan failed, Kastner 

brokered an agreement with Eichmann which became known as ‘Kastner’s 

Train’ upon which Lebende Ware appears to be based, albeit through a highly 

selective reading. ‘Kastner’s Train’ was an agreement which allowed for the 

emigration of Hungarian Jews to a neutral foreign country in exchange for 

trucks and goods for the war effort. In total, 1684 people were saved 

including 388 people personally known to Kastner. However, a number of 

Jews paid nothing at all: their safe transit was subsidised or paid for entirely 

by charging richer Jews higher sums. Becher was certainly involved in these 

negotiations and places were purchased on the train as a result of money paid 

directly to him (as a point of comparison, Eichmann demanded $500 per 

person, Becher $1000), but he was not acting in isolation (Bauer, 1994, 

p.198).  

After the war, Kastner’s activities came under scrutiny, in no small 

measure as a result of his own interventions. In 1953, Kastner launched a 

legal case against the little known writer Malkiel Grünwald who Yehuda 

Bauer describes as ‘an old man who had said in an obscure Israeli publication 

that Kastner was a criminal’ (1994, p.145). More specifically, Grünwald 

accused Kastner of being a National Socialist collaborator whose actions had 
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resulted in the deaths of millions of Hungarian Jews. It was alleged that in 

exchange for the safe transit of a select number of Jews, Kastner had agreed 

to withhold information about the deportations to Auschwitz from Budapest’s 

Jewish Community lest he endanger the ongoing negotiations. The case was 

heard in 1954 and quickly became a ‘trial into an arraignment of Kastner’ 

who had to defend himself against charges of collaboration (Bauer, 1994, 

p.145). Grünwald was ultimately acquitted on every charge bar one, which 

was dismissed due to a lack of evidence. In his ruling, Judge Benyamin 

Halevy proclaimed that Kastner had ‘sold his soul to the devil’. Kastner was 

assassinated in 1957 in Tel Aviv by the right-wing militia group Lehi. 

The discrepancy between the filmic and real-life Kastner comes to the 

fore in two key sequences. Firstly, there is a clear discord between how the 

filmmakers position Kastner and how scholarship has judged him. In 

scholarship, Kastner is most frequently presented as a compromised hero 

credited with saving the lives of hundreds, if not thousands, of Jews (Bauer, 

1994; Kranzler, 2000; Löb, 2008; Porter, 2008). The subtitle to Anna Porter’s 

K  z   r’  Tr    (2008), a work of popular history, describes him as ‘an 

unknown hero of the Holocaust’ whilst Ladislaus Löb presents the ‘unique 

achievement’ of a man who suffered a ‘disastrous miscarriage of justice’ 

(2008, p.265). However, the filmmakers of Lebende Ware do not simply 

depict Kastner as corrupt; they also suggest he is, at least in part, as morally 

compromised as Becher. This can be seen in the film’s final sequences which 

take place in Chorin’s villa. As the Soviet troops approach Budapest, Becher 

discusses his actions with Kastner. Kastner justifies his complicity, arguing 

‘Was ich getan habe, geschah in der Absicht, die jüdischen Menschen zu 
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retten, ihnen zu helfen!’. However, in a surprising shift in moral tone, the 

filmmakers make Becher the voice of condemnation as he reminds the 

audience that ‘Sie haben Ihre Stellung ausgenutzt und Ihre ganze 

Verwandtschaft über die Grenze gebracht, wofür die Anderen bezahlt haben!’. 

Becher then delivers his final blow by stating ‘Lieber Kastner, wir sitzen jetzt 

beide im selben Kahn, und der fängt an zu schaukeln.’ Becher’s – and by 

extension, the filmmakers’ – condemnation of the Zionist leader is contained 

in the subtle modulation of the pronoun ‘wir’ which suddenly comes to 

signify neither the Germans nor the SS, but a Zionist leader and capitalist-

fascist businessman.  

The film concludes with Kastner and Becher fleeing Budapest. As he 

creeps across a bridge in a car with Becher, Kastner is cocooned from the 

crowds of Jews around him who are also fleeing the city. The car may afford 

him protection for the moment, but it also imprisons him with the National 

Socialist and the pairing presents Kastner as, at the very least, guilty by 

association. In the car, Kastner’s discomfort is evident. Whilst Becher 

confidently observes the situation around him, Kastner appears deeply 

uncomfortable, aware of his simultaneous association with Becher and the 

presence of the condemned Jews around the car (Figure Eleven). Through the 

car’s rear window all that is visible are the eyes of the fleeing Jews who 

appear to be looking into the car as if in judgement and in anticipation of 

Kastner’s designation in Israel as a man who ‘sold his soul to the devil’. This 

final scene may well have also been intended as a premonition of Kastner’s 

postwar fate: in 1957 he was assassinated by the side of his car by a Jewish 

militia group. The decision to include Kastner’s fate in the final title 
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concludes the film’s criticism of the Jewish leader: he is listed between the 

‘millionenfache Judenmörder’ Eichmann and the ‘millionenfache Millionär’ 

Becher (Zeit im Bild, 1966). Meanwhile, no mention is made of the lives he 

helped save. Nor, it should be added, is any reference made to the 560,000 

Hungarian Jews who were deported to the camps. Instead, the condemnation 

of the film’s perpetrators takes precedent over any memorialisation of the 

victims.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Eleven: The final scene suggests Kastner will be  

  judged by his fellow Jewish citizens for  

  his actions with Becher.  

 

Why might the filmmakers have sought to recast Kastner as a villain? 

The answer, I would argue, lies again in the ideological imperatives of the 

film. Production documents repeatedly refer to Kastner as ‘der Zionist Dr. 

Kastner’ (Kaul, 1963) and ‘der Leiter der zionistischen Bewegung in Ungarn’ 

(Bereich Filmpolitik, 1966; Progress Film-Verleih, 1966b; Progress Film-

Verleih, 1966c), a designation which was also used in the press reviews upon 

the film’s release (Die Union, 1966; Pergen, 1966). This paratextual 
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description was clearly designed to guide a desired reading of the character. 

By framing Kastner as an overt Zionist, he comes to epitomise how the 

persecution of Mahlmann (and the poorer Jews he is designed to represent) 

can be explained along politico-economic rather than racial lines. The 

‘reaktionäre nationalistische Bewegung der jüdischen Bourgeoisie’ which 

‘leugnet den Klassenkampf’ to cite the East German encyclopaedia, Meyers 

Neues Lexikon, finds its cinematic expression in the suggestion that poorer 

Jews are exploited by richer Jews and the alignment of Kastner to the 

perpetrators rather than the victims (VEB Bibliographisches Institut, 1963, 

p.1146). 

To reach this argument, however, the filmmakers do not merely ‘rub 

out the greys of history’, to cite Robin Toplin again, but rather they actively 

seek to redraw its boundaries. In the film, Kastner is depicted as a central 

figure of the Judenrat. When Eichmann assembles the leaders of Budapest’s 

Jewish population and orders that they form a Judenrat, Kastner is seated in 

the centre of the room, implying he is a pivotal member of the group. This is 

developed in subsequent scenes which place him at the head of the table 

during meetings of the Judenrat which suggests that he is, if not the leader, 

then certainly the spokesperson for the group. In the first meeting of the 

Judenrat, both Kastner and Brand do refer to themselves as ‘Gäste’, thereby 

revealing their status as outsiders to the group. This was only included after 

the Hungarian studio pointed out that ‘Brand und Kastner waren nie 

Mitglieder des Judenrates’ (Dósai, 1965), to which KAG leader Wischnewski 

replied, ‘Es wird klargestellt, dass Brandt und Kastner nicht Mitglieder des 

Judenrats sind, sondern als Vertreter der zionistischen Organisation an den 
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Beratungen teilnehmen’ (Wischnewski, 1965b). However, in the film, no 

reason is given as to why they may be guests. Instead, their status as outsiders 

is quickly replaced by an inclusive ‘wir’. Kastner states, ‘verhandeln müssen 

wir’ and ‘wir sind für das Wohl der jüdischen Bevölkerung in Ungarn 

verantwortlich’ to cite but two examples. Consequently, Kastner appears far 

less an outsider than he does a core member of the Judenrat. 

The reason for his decision not to become a member was in part due 

to Kastner’s objections to Eichmann’s demands such a body be formed and a 

desire to distance himself from a position of leadership in such an 

organisation. However, the most pressing reason for his non-membership 

once again exposes the imposition of the filmmakers’ ideological framework: 

as a Zionist, Kastner ‘represented a tiny minority’ of Jews in Budapest (Bauer, 

1994, p.155). As Yehuda Bauer explains: 

From a Hungarian Jewish point-of-view, people like 

Kastner and [Joel] Brand were marginal. They were totally 

unknown in the community and they were foreigners. [...] In 

addition they were Zionists (1994, p.152).
68

 

This final point is pivotal. It has been estimated that no more than five percent 

of Hungary’s Jewish population identified as Zionist-Jews (Bauer, 1994, 

p.151). Yet as I have argued earlier in this chapter, the presentation of the 

Jewish characters in Lebende Ware is heavily codified along politico-

economic rather than racial lines. Indeed, this is the very ‘Differenzierung der 

Juden’ about which DEFA expressed concern. In reality, Kastner represented 

the Budapest Aid and Rescue Committee (Va’adat Ezrah Vehatzalah), an 

overtly Zionist group which worked alongside but not in lieu of the Judenrat. 
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However, no reference to the Committee is ever made in the film. Instead, 

Kastner is afforded a position of privilege within the Judenrat which 

facilitates the filmmakers’ own political and ideological objectives, namely, 

the presentation of Zionism as an exploitative force. Of course, Kastner was a 

Zionist and did negotiate on behalf of the Judenrat. Rather, the problem with 

the filmmakers’ interpretation of Kastner’s actions lies in how his decisions 

are taken to symbolise the economic exploitation of the Jewish victims and 

how this in turn is redirected as a critique of Zionism above National Socialist 

antisemitism.   

 

 

 

 

v.   A Miscast Villain? 

 

It is hard to think of a figure in any of the five films studied in this thesis that 

better exemplifies the East German dominant narrative of racial persecution 

than Kurt Andreas Becher. Illustrating how ‘the genocide of the Jews was 

interpreted as a by-product of rampant profiteering’ (Niven, 2010a, p.205), 

Becher was an ideal target for East German political and ideological attacks 

insomuch as during the war he undoubtedly sought to exploit his position as a 

senior member of the SS for personal financial gain. Moreover, not only did 

Becher exemplify the relationship between fascism and capitalism in the past, 

but he also served as an ideal case study with which to inculpate West 

Germany in the present. At the time of the film’s release, Becher was one of 
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West Germany’s most successful and richest businessmen, presiding over an 

empire built at least in part with the money acquired from Hungarian Jews. 

When it was revealed that the West German government had refused an 

extradition request from Israel to prosecute Becher, the East German 

authorities had an ideal figure for designation of West Germany as a hotbed 

for unpunished National Socialists. In fact, Becher was such an ideal villain 

that upon release reviews of the film overwhelmingly failed to differentiate 

between the cinematic Becher and the real Becher, with some reviewers never 

even mentioning the film at all (Lausitzer Rundschau, 1966; Märkische Union, 

1966; Penser, 1966; Sächsische Tagesblatt, 1966).  

The film’s pre-release reports reveal the extent to which Becher is 

designed to epitomise alleged continuities between the National Socialist past 

and the West German government of the present more broadly. Repeatedly, 

this was linked to the ongoing debates in West Germany about the statute of 

limitations which, at the time of the film’s production, was about to expire.
69

 

The studio argued that ‘der Film, der auf Grund authentischer politischer 

Vorgänge deutlich macht, dass faschistische Verbrecher und Verbrechen in 

Westdeutschland nicht konsequent verfolgt und bestraft werden, stellt einen 

aktuellen und wichtigen politischen Beitrag innerhalb unseres Spielplans dar’ 

(DEFA, 1966a). Similarly, HV Film ruled that: 

Der Film ist besonders deshalb aktuell, wie die satte 

Zufriedenheit der meisten Menschen in Westdeutschland es 

zulässt, dass solche Verbrechen, wie sie unter anderem der 

jetzige Getreidehändler, Multimillionär und Mitglied der 
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Europa-Union Becher begangen hat, ungesühnt bleiben und 

gleichzeitig hinter ihrem Rücken neue Verbrechen gegen 

die Menschheit geplant werden können (Bereich Filmpolitik, 

1966).  

Indeed, three quarters of the report from HV Film is dedicated to discussing 

the political relevance of the film rather than the artistic merit or production 

details, such as casting decisions, despite the fact that the film had been 

completed by this point. The film’s focus on the perpetrators above the 

victims is further evidenced by production documents which overtly refer to 

Becher as the film’s ‘Hauptfigur’ (DEFA, 1965a). Similarly, casting lists 

compiled by DEFA, in which the parts of Becher and Eichmann were placed 

above those of Chorin and Mahlmann, suggest that greater importance was 

placed upon these parts than on the roles of the Jewish victims (DEFA, 

1965b).  

This early indication of the centrality of the perpetrators is borne out 

in the film’s editing. From the moment he appears on screen, Becher 

dominates the film and at times, the director even appears to indulge the 

fetishisation of Becher’s body. Our introduction to Becher is a sixteen-second 

medium close-up of the SS-Obersturmbannführer’s face. Here, the film revels 

in the uninterrupted image of Becher who is introduced as the epitome of the 

National Socialist perpetrator. Luderer’s ideological critique is then 

introduced in the next sequence where we witness Becher being driven in a 

Mercedes car to Chorin’s villa to the sound of military music. The film’s 

opening thus establishes an aural-visual link between fascism and capitalism 

as embodied in the highly fetishised face of Becher. Over the course of the 

film, we repeatedly see extreme close-up shots of Becher’s hands and, in the 
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final scene, the film returns to with an extended medium close-up shot of 

Becher’s face as he pronounces he must jump off (‘abspringen’) in the 

‘richtige Richtung’ since ‘das ist für mich eine Frage um Leben und Tod’. 

The film then cuts to hundreds of Jewish women, children and elderly men 

fleeing Budapest and for whom life and death was not a matter of being able 

to exit at the most opportune moment. The central focus on Becher continues 

until the final frame. The title cards announcing the fates of Eichmann and 

Kastner appear on screen for ten seconds each. Becher’s fate is presented on 

screen for eighteen seconds. 

However, whilst the real-life Becher may correspond to an archetypal 

capitalist-fascist villain, the character presented on screen fulfils the genre 

conventions of a dramatic hero: he is a charismatic and jovial character who 

drives the action, outwits his nemesis, seduces a beautiful woman and, at the 

end of the film, escapes from the advancing enemy. This discord between 

how Becher was presumably intended to be portrayed and how he is played 

by the actor Horst Schulze is all the more surprising given Schulze was only 

cast in the role after the first choice actor was dismissed for his ideologically 

undesirable presentation of Becher. Originally, the actor Wilfried Ortmann 

was cast in the role of Becher but, just three weeks into filming, Ortmann was 

informed his contract was to be terminated with immediate effect because of 

doubts ‘ob die Besetzung dieser Figur mit Ihnen von Typ und Temperament, 

Ausstrahlung und Wirkung her richtig wäre.’ Expanding upon this decision, 

Klaus Wischnewski added: 

Becher war und muss sein der ewige, absolut souverän-

gewandte, elastische Geschäftsmann, der, der Gunst der 

Stunde entsprechend, zeitweise SS-Führer ist. Ihr Becher 
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würde das Verhältnis umkehren, er wird der SS-Führer, der 

dank der Gunst des Moments auch Geschäfte macht. Der 

Regisseur weiß nach der bisherigen Arbeit, dass dieses 

Grundverhältnis nicht umkehrbar ist. Damit aber wäre die 

ganze Wirkung des Films, der ja auf dieser Figur steht, 

umgekehrt und würde in eine falsche Richtung gedrängt 

(Wischnewski, 1965c). 

The need to reinforce the reading of Becher as a villain may well explain the 

explicit and often excessive paratextual depictions and media presentations of 

Becher as a villain. Reviews described him as a ‘Vertreter hemmungslosen 

Gewinnstrebens’ (Märkische Union, 1966), a ‘Teufel in Menschengestalt’ 

(Die Union, 1966) a ‘Berufsfaschist’ (Märkische Volksstimme, 1966) and ‘der 

“Wirtschaftswunder” wunderbarstes Kinds’ (Pergen, 1966), whilst Schulze 

himself reflected that ‘wenn ich bedachte, dass dieser Mann das wahrhaftig 

getan hat, was ich da spielte, dann erschien mir seine heutige “achtbare” 

Existenz unfassbar’ (Progress Film-Verleih, 1966b).  

However, the decision to replace Ortmann with Schulze brought its 

own complications. Prior to Lebende Ware, Schulze’s only other film role 

was as Karl Liebknecht in Solange Leben in mir ist (Reisch, 1965) which 

appeared in East German cinemas just three weeks before the release of 

Luderer’s film. Audiences were, therefore, confronted with Schulze as both a 

socialist hero and a National Socialist villain. The two lead roles obviously 

play out in markedly different narratives, but the fact that the audience may 

have recognised Schulze from the publicity for the Karl Liebknecht film 

raises the question as to whether audiences in 1966 would have readily 

associated Schulze with a positive character and whether this, in turn, 

informed reactions to Becher on screen. Furthermore, Schulze’s casting raises 

a second important question. If Lebende Ware were such an important film 
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for DEFA’s ideological offensive against West Germany, why was an actor 

with just one other film on his résumé cast in the lead role? Correspondence 

between the production company, DEFA’s casting department and various 

actors suggests that Schulze (and Ortmann) were by no means the first choice 

for the lead role as extensive efforts were made to cast Becher with a more 

established actor. Hannjo Hasse, Peter Herden, Heinz-Dieter Knaup, Jürgen 

Frohriep, Otto Mellies and Thomas Weisgerber were all considered for the 

role (DEFA, 1965b).
70

 The most surprising consideration for the role was 

seen in the decision to approach Hannes Messemer, a West German actor 

(Acker-Thies, 1965b). Messemer had recently appeared in the Italian film Il 

generale della Rovere (Rossellini, 1959), the French film Agent spécial à 

Venise (Versini, 1963) and the American production The Great Escape 

(Sturges, 1963) and DEFA’s bold approach to the actor’s agent signals a clear 

desire on the part of the studio to cast an internationally recognised and 

recognisable actor. This would have certainly fulfilled the production 

company’s hopes that DEFA would secure ‘eine erstklassige Besetzung’ in 

order to increase the likelihood of securing an international distributor 

(Wischnewski, 1965a). In the event, however, the film’s ideological 

imperative appears to have undermined any such ambition as the part was 

eventually offered to an inexperienced actor from the GDR. 

 

                                            
70

 Hasse’s entry in Schauspieler: Theater, Film, Fernsehen, a publication celebrating East 

German acting talent, opens: ‘Im Film ist die Gestalt Hannjo Hasse verbunden mit der 

Uniform, das Gesicht mit dem des deutschen Wehrmachtsangehörigen’ (Seydel, 1976, p.65). 

Hasse’s numerous roles of National Socialists included that of the Hauptmann in Sterne. He 

appears as Eichmann in Lebende Ware. 
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In this chapter, I have argued that Lebende Ware provides a highly revealing 

insight into East German projections of National Socialist persecution in the 

1960s. Luderer’s film underlines the importance of separating what is 

depicted from how it is depicted. Addressing the first of these points first, 

Lebende Ware demonstrates once again that films depicting Jewish 

persecution were permissible in East Germany, even during so-called cultural 

‘freezes’. Lebende Ware enjoyed the somewhat dubious accolade of being the 

only non-children’s film to be released in the aftermath of the Eleventh 

Plenum. As I will argue in the next chapter, this has important ramifications 

for established readings of Jakob der Lügner.  

It could be argued that, such is the level of disenfranchisement among 

the Jewish characters in the film, Lebende Ware offered a permissible view of 

the past as it posed no challenge to dominant ideological narratives of the past. 

This would appear to illustrate Thomas Jung’s analysis of East German 

historiography in which he argues that the ‘exclusive designation’ of Jews 

within East German culture ‘as millions of passive victims’ was intended to 

serve ‘the exposure of the brutality and inhumanity of the National Socialist 

regime’ and with it the legitimisation of the power of ‘proven antifascists’ 

(2000, p.280). However, although the film does present Jews as passive 

victims, it does not do so in order to assert the ‘legitimisation of power of the 

proven antifascists.’ Jung’s assessment that the suppression of Jewish agency 

was a device for the promotion of antifascist heroics can certainly be seen in 

films such as Professor Mamlock (Wolf 1961) and Nackt unter Wölfen (Beyer, 

1963), but it finds no such outlet in Lebende Ware. Luderer’s film does not 

feature a single antifascist. Whilst individual members of the Jewish Council 
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do briefly discuss the possibility of resistance, there is little indication that 

this is politically motivated, nor is there any attempt to realise it during the 

course of the film. Consequently, the only victim group is the Jews.  

That is not to say that the film’s depiction of Jewishness is without its 

own problems. As Jeffery Herf highlights, a consequence of the reduction of 

Jews to passive victims was that East German presentations of Jewishness 

often verged worryingly close to resurrecting old ghosts, with the ‘old 

antisemitic stereotype of the Jew as capitalist and as passive weakling’ 

continuing to ‘lurk within the muscular communist discourse of East German 

antifascism’ (1997, p.83). The filmmakers of Lebende Ware often tread a fine 

line between antisemitism and anti-Zionism through the repeated visual 

association of Jewish characters with wealth in order to position Jews within 

a capitalist critique. Moreover, we are forced to ask whether a film which 

actively seeks to attribute the persecution of Jews to a politico-economic 

rather than a racial ideology actually addresses the persecution of Jews as 

such, or whether it ultimately rejects the racial specificity of their victimhood 

to the point that the characters are to all intents and purposes deracinated. 

Nonetheless, whilst the subsumption of the characters’ racial identity within 

politico-economic interpretations of the past should not be overlooked, we 

should remember that the presence of Jewish characters was in and of itself 

not considered a controversial subject. The significance of this comes to the 

fore when we consider the response of the Hungarian studio to the screenplay 

which it clearly considered too focused on Jewish victimhood.  

The depiction of the perpetrators reveals the extent to which Lebende 

Ware is positioned along ideological lines. Becher is cast as the film’s fascist-
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capitalist, Kastner as the exploitative Zionist and Eichmann as the 

bureaucratic zealot. The re-positioning of Kastner as a villain, if not a 

perpetrator, I have argued, cannot be attributed to the different demands of 

academic scholarship versus feature film, but rather should be understood as a 

reflection of the rigid ideological framework in which the film unfolds. At the 

same time, the presentation of Becher also reveals the difficulty of inscribing 

a film with a desired reading: he may be positioned as an archetypal villain, 

but on screen Becher is a charming and jovial character. 

Lebende Ware is an important film for its analysis both as an 

individual case study of the parameters of representation and as a point of 

contrast to the other films explored in this thesis more broadly. Lebende Ware 

provides a revealing point of contrast with the films studied in the first two 

chapters of this thesis. In contrast to Kurt Maetzig’s insistence that it was 

‘Überflüssig zu sagen, dass wir keine Partei- und Tagespolitik in unsere 

Filme bringen’ (Maetzig, 1947), or DEFA-Außenhandel’s subtle rewording 

of the programme text for non-German audiences in order to realign the 

ideological attack contained within the domestic notes to a distinctly 

humanist appeal free of any Marxist-Leninist ideology for the promotion of 

Sterne, Lebende Ware was presented as an East German ideological film from 

the outset. Given the overt attack levelled against West Germany, it is hardly 

surprising that the film failed to attract any Western distributors. When we 

consider Luderer’s film alongside Ehe im Schatten and Sterne (and, as I will 

argue in the next chapter, Jakob der Lügner), it becomes clear that the 

international successes of the earlier films resided largely in their refusal to 

affirm pre-conceived notions of East German cinema as ideologically 
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predetermined films upholding state narratives. As the next chapter reveals, 

the success of Jakob der Lügner was inspired in no small measure by the 

mistakes of Lebende Ware.   
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6.   Reframing the Past.  

Frank Beyer’s Jakob der Lügner (1974) 

 

In March 1977, Jakob der Lügner received East Germany’s first and only 

nomination for an Academy Award. This unique accolade for East German 

cinema has undoubtedly contributed to Frank Beyer’s 1974 film becoming 

one of the most widely discussed DEFA films in academic scholarship.  

When we examine such studies, however, we find that a second if not unique, 

then certainly unusual quality is cited as evidence of the film’s prominent 

position in East German studies: Jakob der Lügner is a film in which the sole 

victims of National Socialist persecution are Jewish and in which not a single 

antifascist character appears. This racial versus political configuration of 

victimhood has long been held up as evidence for the film’s unusual position 

in the East German cinematic canon. For example, Susan Figge and Janet 

Ward describe Jakob der Lügner as ‘the first film fully devoted to a story of 

Jews in the Holocaust’ (2010, p.97), whilst Sander Gilman argues that the 

film is ‘der erste “jüdische” Film über den Holocaust in der DDR. Er war 

“jüdisch”, weil sein Autor als “jüdisch” identifiziert wurde und der Film 

einzig auf den jüdischen Aspekt der Shoah in Osteuropa zielt’ (2002, 
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p.159).
71

 Meanwhile, Birgit Walter asserts that ‘in der DDR wurde Jakob der 

Lügner damals als Gottesgeschenk aufgenommen: endlich mal keine 

unerschrockenen Kämpfer gegen die Fratze des Nationalsozialismus, endlich 

mal ein Stück wirkliches Leben, vor allem aber: endlich mal ein ostdeutscher 

Blick auf das Leid von Juden’ (1999).  

However, as I demonstrated in the first three films examined in this 

thesis, the subject of Jewish persecution was not a taboo subject in East 

German cinema. The simple fact that Ehe im Schatten, Sterne and Lebende 

Ware all depict Jewish characters as central victims of National Socialist 

persecution within a feature film challenges the aforementioned critical 

statements which stress the exceptionality of the subject matter of Jakob der 

Lügner. These films demonstrate that Jewish persecution was a present and 

permissible theme in East German cinema, and that it was perfectly possible 

to make a film in which antifascist resistance was either a secondary theme 

(as in the case of Sterne) or indeed absent (Ehe im Schatten and Lebende 

Ware). Luderer’s film serves as a particularly illuminating point of reference 

to undercut assertions of the exceptionality of Jakob der Lügner. Not only do 

both films focus on Jewish victimhood and omit antifascist victims, but both 

productions were also scheduled for release in 1966 and were produced by 

the same production company or Künstlerische Arbeitsgruppe (KAG), the 

                                            
71

 Here, Figge is presumably referring to East German films. In regard to Gilman’s statement, 

it should also be noted that both Kurt Maetzig and Konrad Wolf had one or more parent of 

Jewish origin. When asked whether he considered himself Jewish, the screenwriter of Jakob 

der Lügner, Jurek Becker, repeatedly answered, ‘meine Eltern waren Juden’ (Becker, 1979, 

p.10). In an interview given to the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung three years after he 

emigrated to West Germany, Becker was asked to describe his ‘größte Enttäuschung’ upon 

moving to the West. The writer replied, ‘Plötzlich bin ich gezwungen, mich als Jude zu 

fühlen, was in meinem Leben in der DDR so gut wie keine Rolle gespielt hat’ (Becker, 1980). 
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KAG Heinrich Greif.
72

 Unlike Luderer’s film, however, Jakob der Lügner 

does not attempt to displace the National Socialist crimes of the past on to 

West Germany in the present, nor does it, as is the case in Wolf’s Sterne, 

attempt to discharge responsibility vertically onto higher-ranking officers.  

Yet even when we accept the premise that, whilst by no means 

exceptional in subject matter, Jakob der Lügner does offer an alternative 

image of racial persecution to the other films discussed in this study, we still 

encounter a conundrum. This time the problem resides within the film’s status 

as the country’s only Oscar-nominated film. Academy rules require the 

submitting country’s designated national film board to select the film it 

wishes to be considered for the Best Foreign Language Film award. In the 

case of the GDR, the recommendation was made by DEFA-Außenhandel and 

the final decision resided with the Ministry for Culture. On 9 November 1976, 

DEFA-Außenhandel informed the Deputy Minister for Culture, Rainer Otto, 

that the GDR had been invited to submit a film for the 1977 awards ceremony 

(Bulla, 1976). Otto, in turn, forwarded the letter to the Minister for Culture on 

16 November. This date is particularly significant as it was the eve of the 

Biermann Affair. The letter explicitly states that DEFA-Außenhandel must 

inform the Academy of its selection by the end of the month and, given that 

no confirmation letter can be found in the film’s production files, we can infer 

that the decision was made to select Jakob der Lügner between 17 November 

and 30 November. These two weeks were among the most turbulent in the 

history of East German culture. On 17 November, the SED suddenly 

                                            
72

 In 1966, pre-production of Jakob der Lügner was conducted by the KAG Heinrich Greif. 

In 1972, the film was developed by the KAG Johannisthal. The KAG Heinrich Greif had 

been dissolved at the end of 1966. 
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announced its decision to strip the musician Wolf Biermann of his East 

German citizenship as punishment for his repeated public criticism of the 

regime.
73 Whilst the state had anticipated moderate dissatisfaction with its 

actions, the scale of the protest, above all from East German artists, was 

entirely unexpected. In an attempt to quell the growing criticism, the state 

cracked down on dissenters, and artists who had expressed sympathy for 

Biermann were routinely publically reprimanded for their behaviour.  

Given the return to orthodoxy that characterised East German culture 

in the final months of 1976, I would suggest that the decision to nominate 

Jakob der Lügner as the GDR’s submission for the Academy Awards is all 

the more striking. The selection of a film in which victimhood is understood 

to be racially rather than politically motivated certainly problematises, if not 

indirectly contradicts, the state’s official narrative in which it foregrounded 

the heroics and sacrifices of communist resistance, often at the expense of the 

discussion of racial persecution. Why, therefore, would the Ministry for 

Culture select a film to be its international flag-bearer at the most high profile 

film award ceremony in the world which failed to support the state-line, 

especially during a period of such cultural entrenchment?
74

  

                                            
73

 The decision to strip Biermann of his citizenship was actually taken in September 1977, 

thus further attesting to the cultural freeze which was gripping East German officials at the 

time. 

74
 The decision to select Beyer’s film, and indeed to permit the director to fly to Los Angeles 

in March 1977, is all the more striking given Beyer and the film’s screenwriter Jurek Becker 

signed an open letter of protest in November for which his contract with DEFA was 

subsequently revoked for the second time in his career. Jurek Becker was an original 

signatory to the letter; Beyer added his signature two days later. Armin Mueller-Stahl, who 

plays Roman Schtamm in the film, also later added his name to the letter in protest. 
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Set in a ghetto in Central Europe, Jakob der Lügner tells the story of a 

Jewish pancake shop owner, Jakob, who becomes entangled in a web of lies 

after claiming to possess an illegal radio. One night, Jakob is sent to the 

Officer Quarters for allegedly breaking the night-time curfew but, to his 

consternation, he is allowed to leave when the officer concedes that he has 

committed no offence. Whilst waiting to see the officer, Jakob overhears a 

radio broadcast announcing that the Russians are only twenty kilometres 

away from the neighbouring town of Bezanika. His attempts to tell his fellow 

ghetto prisoners the news fall on deaf ears: they simply do not believe it is 

possible that he could have left the Officer Quarters alive. In an attempt to 

make them believe the news about the advancing Red Army, Jakob lies and 

tells them that he heard the news on his secret radio. Soon he is inundated 

with requests for information from the other ghetto prisoners and, for the first 

time, hope prevails in the ghetto. Prisoner suicides stop and Jakob is forced to 

invent good news to maintain the hopes of an oppressed population. However, 

as he struggles under the pressure of maintaining his lies, Jakob reveals the 

truth to his best friend, Kowalski, who, bereft of hope, hangs himself. Shortly 

thereafter, it is announced that the ghetto prisoners are to be deported. The 

film ends with a conversation in a train waggon between Jakob and his 

eight-year-old ward, Lina, during which she asks him whether clouds really 

are made out of cotton wool as he once told her. When she learns they are not, 

Lina’s puzzled expression closes the film and she begins to realise that Jakob 

might not have told her the truth. 

 In light of the subject matter, the film’s complicated production 

history has repeatedly been cited as evidence of the film’s allegedly 
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controversial theme (Ameer et al., 2011, p.7; Berghahn, 2002, p.31; Corkhill, 

2007, p.95; Schultz, 2011, p.197). In January 1963, screenwriter Jurek Becker 

submitted a twenty-three page treatment to DEFA (Becker, 1963), which was 

followed by a draft screenplay in 1965 (Becker, 1965a). By the autumn of the 

same year, Frank Beyer had joined the project as the film’s director and, 

having revised the draft screenplay together, a shooting script was submitted 

to DEFA on 15 December 1965, the eve of the Eleventh Plenum (Becker, 

1965b). Just eight months later the project was cancelled. In explaining the 

reasons behind the cancellation of the project, several critics have pointed to 

the submission date of the screenplay and concluded that it was simply the 

wrong script at the wrong time (Corkhill, 2007, p.95; Figge and Ward, 2010, 

p.91; Kane, 1991, p.165; Rühl, 2005, p.139). Since DEFA was placed under 

increased political pressure following its perceived shortcomings at the 

Eleventh Plenum in 1965, it has been argued that the restrictions placed on 

the studio and its filmmakers made it impossible to shoot a screenplay that 

focused on the persecution of Jews (Baron, 2005, p.155; Corkhill, 2007, p.95). 

Becker turned his screenplay into a novel, having signed a publication 

contract just four months after the film’s cancellation. The film was 

resurrected in 1972 following the international success of the novel and 

filmed as a co-production between DEFA and Deutscher Fernsehfunk 

(DFF).
75 The film premiered on East German television in December 1974 

and received a cinema release in April 1975. By the end of the decade, Jakob 

                                            
75

 In 1972, Deutscher Fernsehfunk was renamed Fernsehen der DDR, the standard 

abbreviation for which is DDR-F. For reasons of consistency, however, I will continue to use 

the abbreviation DFF in this thesis when referring to Deutscher Fernsehfunk / Fernsehen der 

DDR. 
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der Lügner had been screened at the United Nations headquarters in New 

York and exported to twenty-four countries (Neues Deutschland, 1977), 

including eleven Western European countries, Japan, the USA, Canada and 

even Israel (Schenk, 1995, p.289).
76

  

In this chapter, I will argue for a fundamental re-evaluation of the 

film’s position within scholarship for, when placed within the cultural climate 

in which it was made, it becomes clear that Beyer’s choice and presentation 

of subject matter was neither as controversial nor as exceptional as has 

hitherto been suggested. I will propose that in order to understand the cultural 

contribution made by Jakob der Lügner to cinematic engagements with 

Jewish persecution in East Germany and beyond, it is necessary to focus less 

on what is depicted and more on how it is presented. In the first part of this 

chapter, I will challenge the established historical reading of Beyer’s film. By 

drawing on hitherto undiscussed archival evidence, I will reassess the film’s 

production history in three crucial ways. Firstly, I will demonstrate the project 

was far less controversial in 1966 than has hitherto been claimed. Secondly, I 

will argue that existing scholarship has misattributed changes made to the 

screenplay. Thirdly, I will propose that understanding the cancellation of 

Jakob der Lügner in 1966 as proof of a breach of cultural, political and 

historical sensitivities by the filmmakers fails to acknowledge the sustained 

efforts by DEFA to get the film made in 1966 and again in 1972 when the 

                                            
76

 That the film should be screened in Israel is particularly striking given that diplomatic 

relations between the two states were never established. Just a few years earlier the Israeli 

ambassador to the United Nations, Yosef Tekoa, had opposed the admission of the GDR to 

the United Nations on the grounds that ‘the other German state [GDR] has ignored and 

continues to ignore Germany’s historical responsibility for the Holocaust and the moral 

obligations arising from it’ (cited in Timm, 1997, p.170). 
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project was resurrected. Consequently, I will argue that Jakob der Lügner was 

not cancelled in 1966 because of its subject matter, but rather for far more 

pragmatic reasons. 

Having reassessed the production history of the film, in the second 

part of this chapter I will examine the visual and narrative constructions of 

victimhood and persecution in Jakob der Lügner. By examining how Beyer 

presents his Jewish characters, I will argue that, whilst dedicating its narrative 

to Jewish victims, the film deliberately downplays the racial identity of its 

characters. I will consider the implications of this for domestic and 

international audiences’ engagement with the narrative by focusing on the 

visual codification of the characters’ racial identity and the impact of casting 

decisions on audience interpretations of the characters. I will then explore 

episodes of persecution in the film, which are conspicuously sparse in number 

and evasive in execution. We may well be tempted to interpret a reluctance to 

depict overt racial affiliation and the deliberate de-emphasis of German 

perpetrators as symptomatic of an East German production which sought to 

circumvent questions of its own victim-victor framing of the past. However, 

by placing the film within a broader, international context, I will propose that 

Beyer’s presentation of Jewish characters was less an attempt to appease East 

German cultural and political sensibilities, and far more an effort to appeal to 

international trends in cinematic engagements with Jewish persecution in the 

1970s.  

This introduces the final concern of this chapter, namely, the position 

of Jakob der Lügner within the East German and international cultural 

landscape of the 1970s. In order to ascertain what the parameters of 
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representation were at the time of the film’s release, it is important to 

consider how other filmmakers were approaching the subject within and 

beyond the East German borders. By placing the film in a broader 

international context, I will demonstrate that not only does Jakob der Lügner 

mark a significant shift within East German cinema, but that Beyer’s film also 

mirrors the growing internationalisation of DEFA, as signalled by the 

emergence of a second-generation of filmmakers and audiences who were 

increasingly familiar with Western production values. By examining the 

marketing strategies employed at home and abroad, I will argue that Jakob 

der Lügner exemplifies how the increasing gulf between the international 

ambitions of East German filmmakers and the domestic cultural setting in 

which their films appeared caused significant problems when marketing the 

film within the GDR, especially when the images on screen bore little 

resemblance to the way in which the film was presented in the press. When 

these three concerns are considered together – that is to say, the production 

history of the film, its depiction of victims and perpetrators, and the cultural 

and demographic shifts occurring both within and beyond the East German 

borders – the reasons why Jakob der Lügner was selected by the East German 

authorities as its preferred film at the Oscars and why it subsequently enjoyed 

such international success become clear. 
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i.   Establishing Contexts 

 

Jakob der Lügner is a film which grapples with the concept of unstable 

narratives and the blurred lines between truth and lies, memory and 

imagination. It is, therefore, ironically fitting that the narrative of the film’s 

own production history has become a composite misrepresentation of 

incorrectly attributed cultural, political and historical events surrounding the 

film’s release. In this section, I will re-assess the production history of Jakob 

der Lügner by drawing on archival documents to examine the different stages 

of the film’s development. I will establish who the key instigators of changes 

to the film’s screenplay were between its first conception in 1963 and the 

film’s release in 1974, and what the reactions of studio and cultural officials 

were to the screenplay both prior to and after the Eleventh Plenum, as well as 

in 1972 when the project was re-commissioned. The reassessment of these 

two areas will form the basis for two overarching questions: was the film’s 

cancellation in 1966 due to the fact that Jakob der Lügner presents Jewish 

victims as the sole object of National Socialist persecution, and was the 

omission of any reference to antifascism a controversial theme in 1966 when 

the film was cancelled or in 1972 when it was resurrected?  

The standard interpretation of the film’s production history situates 

the film in relation to the cultural and political events unfolding in the GDR 

in 1965 and 1966. According to this reading, the film was cancelled firstly 

because of the controversy which would be caused by a film which depicted 

Jewish victimhood and omitted any reference to antifascism, and secondly as 

a result of the fall-out from the Eleventh Plenum after which Beyer’s contract 
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with DEFA was terminated for the purported ideological shortcomings of his 

1966 film, Spur der Steine.
77

 In this climate of orthodoxy, it is argued, the 

film was considered too contentious and the project was cancelled (Ameer et 

al., 2011, p.7; Berghahn, 2002, p.31; Corkhill, 2007, p.95; Figge and Ward, 

2010, p.91). However, following the subsequent success of Becker’s novel, 

DEFA reconsidered its decision and approved the film’s pre-production. In 

the interim period, scholars argue, Becker’s growing disillusionment with the 

GDR, caused in no small measure by the state’s response to the Prague 

Spring, led to him revising the screenplay and removing any reference to the 

ghetto’s liberation by the Red Army in the final scenes (Dueck, 2007, p.200; 

Gilman, 2002, p.174). This revised ending was, it is proposed, only 

permissible in the more liberal climate of Honecker’s first years in office 

(Berghahn, 2005, p.90; Thiele, 2001, p.100). However, the argument that it 

was only the thaw of the cultural climate in 1972 which allowed for the 

resurrection of a controversial project is undermined by three hitherto 

unobserved points. Firstly, the studio approved the screenplay for Jakob der 

Lügner after the Eleventh Plenum amidst the political and cultural fall-out. 

Secondly, whilst it is true that the first screenplay did contain a communist 

character in the guise of a Red Army soldier, it was the KAG and DEFA who 

were instrumental in the removal of the antifascist storyline, not Becker as 

has hitherto been maintained. Thirdly, DEFA invested considerable resources 

into defending the project in the face of significant opposition, not from East 
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 Beyer’s own description of the termination of his contract is particularly useful here: ‘Es 

war praktisch ein Berufsverbot, obwohl das Wort peinlich vermieden wurde. Es war auch 

keine Kündigung, die hätte begründet werden müssen. Es war eine “Maßnahme”. [...] Es war 

eine Frage der Parteidisziplin’ (2001, p.153).  
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German cultural officials, but from the film’s erstwhile Polish production 

partners. 

It is important to remember that Jakob der Lügner did not just go 

through two production phases, but several screenplays. A total of eight 

treatments, exposés and screenplays exist dating from January 1963 to 

January 1974 and, during this time, the emphasis placed on racial victimhood 

and political persecution did shift. However, before examining the 

implications of the changes over the course of these eleven years, it is first of 

all important to establish a clear trajectory of the screenplay’s development 

over this period. The first record of the film’s plot is a treatment from 10 

January 1963 (screenplay I). This was followed by a scenario dated 17 

February 1965 (screenplay II). Both the 1963 treatment and the 1965 draft 

screenplay do contain a communist character in the form of a Soviet soldier 

who is part of the Red Army’s liberation of the ghetto (Becker, 1963, 1965a). 

In the final scene in these two early versions of the story, a Soviet soldier 

leads away the young eight-year-old girl, Lina, by the hand. Here, the 

implication is that the Red Army represents the liberators of an oppressed 

people and that the ideological imperative of communism is a guiding force 

for the future. Such a narrative would certainly appear to conform to East 

German official interpretations of the past.  

On 15 December 1965, the final screenplay was submitted to DEFA 

for approval (screenplay III). However, the screenplay was submitted with 

two further files containing alternative endings. Which ending would be 

filmed was dependent upon the outcome of ongoing research being conducted 

by the production company which, as shall be seen, also challenges 
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established readings of the film today. The first possible ending (contained 

within screenplay III and henceforth referred to as screenplay III) corresponds 

largely to the treatment (screenplay I) and the scenario (screenplay II): Jakob 

is shot dead by a German guard as he attempts to escape from the ghetto. 

However, instead of ending with Lina being led away by a Soviet soldier, the 

final scene now depicts Lina, Mischa, Rosa and Roman discussing the 

senselessness of Jakob’s death who, in the previous scene, had committed 

suicide at the perimeter fence in the belief that he had inadvertently misled 

the ghetto prisoners about the position of the Red Army (Becker, 1965c). 

Even though the implication is that the Red Army liberates the ghetto, no 

Soviet soldier appears. The second possible ending (screenplay IV) is largely 

indistinguishable from the 1974 film and ends with the deportation of the 

prisoners. During this scene, Jakob tells Lina that clouds are not made of 

cotton wool which raises doubts in her mind about whether Jakob has been 

telling her the truth throughout the film (Becker, 1965b). The third possible 

ending (screenplay V) was delivered in the form of a treatment in which 

Jakob continues to provide hope to the deportees by reiterating that the 

Russians are only twenty kilometres from Bezanika (Becker, 1965d). In 

February 1966, DEFA approved screenplay III but, as it will be seen, 

subsequently agreed to a revised ending in the form of screenplay IV. This 

was subsequently approved on 21 June 1966, and it is this screenplay which 

would have been used had the film been shot in the summer of 1966 (DEFA, 

1966d). After the project was resurrected, Becker submitted another 105-page 

scenario (screenplay VI) on 22 June 1972. A draft screenplay was submitted 

on 5 October 1973 (screenplay VII), followed by a shooting script on 7 
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January 1974 (screenplay VIII). All three of the 1970s screenplays conclude 

with the ending of screenplay IV, and the only significant difference between 

the three variants from the 1970s is the length of the screenplay (105 pages, 

174 pages and 152 pages respectively). 

 The fact that a screenplay without reference to antifascist liberation 

was submitted on the eve of the Eleventh Plenum and that the project was 

subsequently cancelled encourages us to attribute the reason for the 

cancellation to the film’s seemingly contentious presentation of the past at a 

period of heightened cultural-political sensitivities. However, this explanation 

fails to account for the seven months between the submission of the 

screenplay in December 1965 and the project’s cancellation in July 1966. 

Indeed, when we study correspondence between the filmmakers, the 

production company and DEFA, a very different account for the film’s 

cancellation emerges.  

The first point to consider is that none of the three endings submitted 

on 15 December (screenplays III, IV and V) directly depicts the liberation of 

the ghetto by the Red Army, with only screenplay III implying that the Red 

Army arrived in time to save the camp prisoners. Had any of these endings 

been considered ideologically too controversial, there were three 

opportunities prior to July 1966 when the project could have been cancelled. 

The first opportunity came in February 1966 when the new studio director, 

Franz Bruk, reviewed the screenplay in the light of his predecessor’s 

dismissal from office following the Eleventh Plenum. At this stage it was 

assumed that the film would end with the ghetto’s liberation but without the 

appearance of the Red Army (screenplay III). After the screenplay was re-
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submitted by DEFA on 9 February, it was reviewed by HV Film, the censors 

within the Ministry for Culture. The screenplay was first passed to Franz 

Jahrow in HV Film’s film production department, who concluded that in the 

further development of the screenplay it had to be ‘eindeutig angestrebt [...], 

die Spezifik des sozialistischen Realismus sichtbar zu machen, die in jedem 

Falle das Bekenntnis zum kämpferischen Humanismus, des wahren 

Verhältnisses zwischen Individuum und Gesellschaft und die Darstellung der 

gesellschaftlich vorwärts weisenden Kräfte in sich einschließt’ (Jahrow, 

1966a). The screenplay was then passed to the Deputy Minister for Culture, 

Wilfried Maaß. Maaß acknowledged Jahrow’s report, but concluded that ‘Es 

handelt sich bei dem vorliegenden Stoff um eine künstlerisch außerordentlich 

gelungene Fabel, die von tieferem humanistischem Geist erfüllt ist’ and 

accordingly ‘nach eingehender Diskussion zwischen der Studioleitung und 

den Vertretern der Abt. Filmproduktion (Gen. Dr. Schauer und Gen. Dr. 

Jahrow) wurde die Auffassung erarbeitet, das o.g. Buch für die 

Produktionsfreigabe zu empfehlen’ (Maaß, 1966). Thus, despite the fact that 

DEFA and government officials were being removed from office in the 

aftermath of the Eleventh Plenum for their failure to produce films which 

adhered to the state’s ideology, and that both the studio management and 

cultural officials were adopting an overtly cautious approach to film 

commissioning and release, a screenplay which only presented Jewish victims 

of National Socialism, omitted any reference to antifascism and was, by the 

Ministry for Culture’s own admission, a film which failed to promote the 

state’s aesthetic policy, was approved for production. Had Bruk, Jahrow or 
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Maaß harboured any doubts, they could have delayed or even cancelled 

production at any of these three stages, yet no such instruction was made.  

It is also important to note that when he originally approved the 

screenplay, DEFA’s studio director was fully aware that the proposed ending 

in which Jakob is shot and the Red Army liberates the camp, albeit off screen, 

may be replaced by an ending which omitted any reference to the Soviet 

liberators. The significance of this cannot be emphasised strongly enough: in 

the early months of 1966, Bruk was specifically tasked with reappraising all 

screenplays in light of the purported ideological shortcomings of filmmakers 

in 1965. Bruk approved the screenplay for Jakob der Lügner in the full 

knowledge that the film may well end without reference to Soviet liberation, 

yet his approval was not contingent upon the original ending being upheld. A 

second opportunity to cancel the project arose a month later in March 1966, 

when, after extensive research efforts by the production company to ascertain 

whether the more ideologically conformist ending (screenplay III) was 

historically accurate, the final scene was indeed changed. Having conceded 

that ‘die Befreiung eines Ghettos durch die Rote Armee ist historisch nicht 

belegbar’ (DEFA, 1966f), the ending was changed to that of screenplay IV in 

which the ghetto inhabitants are deported in train waggons without reference 

to the Red Army’s position. Approval for the alternative ending came in June 

1966, thereby representing a third opportunity when the film could have been 

cancelled (DEFA, 1966d). However, the project was approved at every stage 

of revision, indicating that the studio and Ministry for Culture were perfectly 

content to allow the production of a film without communist characters and 

which instead depicted Jewish persecution as the core focus of the film. 
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As a point of information, it should be noted that there is a subtle 

depiction of communism in the film which has hitherto gone unnoticed. 

When Jakob is describing to Lina what life will be like when the ghetto is 

liberated, the action cuts to a dream sequence.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Twelve:  Short and subtle, a reference to  

  antifascist life in the GDR does 

 nevertheless feature in Jakob der Lügner. 

 

In the episode, Lina is working as a waitress in Jakob’s café and serving ice 

cream to two Red Army soldiers. Crucially, unlike Lina’s other dream 

sequences in which she projects herself as a fairytale princess, there is no 

yellow star on her clothing (Figure Twelve). This is clearly intended to be a 

‘realistic’ fantasy unlike all her other flights of imagination. However, 

although the film does point to the socialist future of an antifascist (East) 

Germany, the reference is nonetheless brief and inexplicit. 
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ii.   Rewriting a Happy Ending  

 

Not only did DEFA fully endorse a screenplay with no communist characters, 

it was also instrumental in their omission. Pól Ó’Dochartaigh suggests that 

the revised ending in which the Soviets fail to liberate the ghetto in time can 

be seen as ‘a jibe’ by screenwriter Jurek Becker at East German ‘antifascist 

portrayals of Soviet victories’ (2006, p.467). However, Becker only rewrote 

the ending under pressure from the production company, and years later 

Beyer would continue to assert that he regretted the loss of ‘ein sehr 

bewegender Schluss’ (2001, p.185). The resources which the production 

company committed essentially to disproving an element of the East German 

founding myth are certainly surprising. As early as November 1966, Klaus 

Wischnewski, head of Heinrich Greif, contacted Professor Lothar Berthold at 

the SED’s own Institut für Marxismus-Leninismus to establish whether the 

Red Army had ever liberated a ghetto (Wischnewski, 1965d). This was 

followed by requests to other institutes in East Germany, Poland and the 

Soviet Union. The decisive response appears to have arrived on 18 February 

1966 when Professor Bernard Mark, Director of the Żydowski Instytut 

Historyczny in Poland‏, unequivocally stated ‘dass keine Abteilung der Roten 

Armee und auch keine Partisanengruppe jemals ein Ghetto befreit hat,’ and 

concluded that: 

[…] die Konzeption des Szenarios von Herrn Becker, die 

uns im allgemein sehr gut gefallen hat, doch die Gefahr 

eines Happy-Ends in sich birgt. Leider gab es in der 

Wirklichkeit nirgends, in keinem Ghetto, solch eine 

glückliche Lösung […] (Mark, 1966). 
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In light of this confirmation, the KAG concluded that the ending must be 

changed, not least because ‘es darf angesichts des realen Schicksals der Juden 

in Osteuropa keine Idyllisierung [sic] der Realität gerade durch Deutsche 

erfolgen’ (KAG Heinrich Greif, 1966).  

Why might the KAG – and by extension DEFA – have been so 

concerned about the historical accuracy of the screenplay? After all, no such 

historical or ethical concerns had been raised three years earlier during the 

production of Nackt unter Wölfen (1963), a film also directed by Frank Beyer. 

Here, history was freely rewritten so that the Buchenwald concentration camp 

was not freed by American troops, but rather was an act of heroic 

self-liberation by the communist prisoners. The answer, I propose, resides in 

the international ambitions held by the filmmakers and studio for the film. I 

would suggest that it was precisely the distortion of historical fact in Beyer’s 

1963 film which may well account for the sudden drive for authenticity in 

1966. Nackt unter Wölfen, a film which depicts the efforts of the communist 

prisoners to protect a young Jewish boy and their subsequent self-liberation at 

Buchenwald concentration camp, was very much a prestige film for DEFA 

and the East German state. In The Buchenwald Child, Bill Niven details the 

extensive efforts taken by the studio to obtain, among others, original identity 

cards, logbooks and passes, and how parts of the original concentration camp 

site were even reconstructed to increase the sense of visual – and by extension, 

narrative – authenticity. (2007, p.128). The film was submitted to the 

Moscow International Film Festival in 1963 as the East German entry and, in 

the view of the Ministry for Culture, was a strong contender for the main 

prize. In the event, the film lost to Federico Fellini’s 8 ½ (1963). Following 
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the film’s failure to secure the main prize, the Deputy Minister for Culture, 

Hans Rodenberg, informed members of the Zentralkomitee of the 

disappointing outcome. Whilst Rodenberg offered several possible readings 

for the film’s failure to win the Festival’s main prize, Niven argues that the 

most likely reason was the intervention of the Polish jury member, Jan 

Rybkowski, who complained that the film was ‘Lackierung der Wirklichkeit’ 

because it failed to show ‘wie in Buchenwald die Toten mit Bulldozern in 

Bergen weggeschafft worden seien’ (cited in Niven, 2010b, p.230, cf. Niven 

2007, pp.141–144).
78 Visually, the filmmakers may have sought to achieve an 

accurate depiction of the past, but the film’s narrative was considered a 

historical distortion. With this in mind, the production company’s desire to 

ensure there was no embarrassing repetition of Nackt unter Wölfen for Jakob 

der Lügner gains context.  

Finally, further evidence of the studio’s support for the film in 1966 is 

found in the sustained efforts made by the KAG and DEFA’s management to 

keep the project alive in spite of opposition, not from within the GDR, but 

from the Polish production partners. As on-location shooting was due to take 

place in Poland, DEFA enlisted technical support from ZZRF (Zjednoczone 

Zespoly Realizatorow Filmowych). ZZRF agreed to provide assistance, a 

commitment which was confirmed on 6 July 1966 when DEFA was explicitly 

told that ‘durch den Ausfall von zwei oder drei Filmen’, the Polish studio had 

free capacity to work on the film. However, on 27 July 1966, the head of 

ZZRF contacted the KAG Heinrich Greif to inform the East German 

production company that it was withdrawing support for the project, citing 
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 Niven is citing from Rodenberg’s post-Festival report. 
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lack of capacity (Dormeier, 1966).
79 Consequently, the head of production, 

Günter Althaus, informed DEFA that under such circumstances there were 

‘keinerlei Realisierungs-Chancen mehr für dieses Jahr’ (Althaus, 1966). A 

key development took place between these two dates: the Polish studio read 

the screenplay for Jakob der Lügner. Clearly, the Polish film authorities 

considered the material far more controversial than anyone inside DEFA.  

The timing of the Polish withdrawal was certainly unfortunate as it 

occurred the very same day as Beyer’s previous film, Spur der Steine, was 

abruptly withdrawn from cinemas for its perceived infringement of the SED’s 

cultural and ideological values. The proximity of the dates may well explain 

why scholars have hitherto interpreted the cancellation of Jakob der Lügner 

as directly related to Beyer’s sudden fall from grace. Yet even if the 

revocation of Beyer’s contract accounts for his lack of involvement with the 

film, it does not explain why a new director was not found. After all, Beyer 

was not the first choice of director for Nackt unter Wölfen and was only 

selected after the preferred director, Wolfgang Langhoff, became unavailable 

(Wilkening, 1960). It would be easy to conclude that no alternative director 

was found because DEFA welcomed the chance to cancel a contentious 

project. However, the decision to cancel the project when Beyer was no 

longer available may well have been motivated by far more pragmatic than 

political concerns. Without the Polish studio’s support the film could not go 

ahead: DEFA was already 2.15 million Marks in debt and could not afford to 

pay for on-site technical support in Poland in East German Marks. Beyer, 
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 Althaus reported that support was to be withdrawn ‘weil die VR Polen sich vertraglich 

gegenüber der UdSSR verpflichtet hat, noch in diesem Jahr zwei Filmprojekte in Polen zu 

drehen’ (Althaus, 1966). 
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meanwhile, insisted he would only shoot on-location. When the director’s 

contract was cancelled just months later as a result of the allegedly subversive 

elements of Spur der Steine, the project was cancelled and no attempt was 

made to find a replacement filmmaker. 

The continued support for the project demonstrated by the East 

German studio in 1966 once again affirms that ideological concerns about the 

script – be they the emphasis on Jewish persecution or the absence of 

communist characters – played no discernible role in DEFA’s decision to 

cancel the film. Lawrence Baron’s claim that East German censors considered 

the script ‘too focused on Jewish suffering and too flippant about the Soviet 

contribution to the liberation of Germany’ (Baron, 2005, p.155), and Beyer’s 

assertion that ‘die DEFA-Leitung hatte in dieser Zeit keinen Nerv für solch 

einen Film’ are not borne out by an examination of the film’s production 

history (Schenk, 1995, p.147). Instead, DEFA’s main concern was financial: 

facing mounting debts and falling revenues, producing the film without Polish 

support was not viable. DEFA did not seek to jettison the film in the face of 

domestic politico-cultural concerns but, at the same time, the film clearly was 

not considered a flagship film for the studio or the state. 

Conversely, any doubts that the reasons for the Polish studio’s 

withdrawal from the project in 1966 were ideological rather than operational 

are dispelled when we consider the production history of the film in the 1970s. 

In October 1973, DEFA contacted Film Polski, a different Polish film studio, 

once again requesting technical and casting support for ‘eine werkgetreue 

Verfilmung des Romans von Jurek Becker Jakob der Lügner’ and in 

November 1973 Beyer and Becker travelled to Warsaw in order to discuss 



- 263 - 

 

details with Film Polski (Ehler, 1974). Given that shooting was due to start on 

12 February 1974, it was with considerable surprise and annoyance to DEFA 

when it received ‘ein Fernschreiben ultimativen Charakters und ohne 

Unterschrift’, to cite the film’s new production leader, Herbert Ehler (1974), 

from Film Polski on 11 January 1974 demanding a full translation of the 

screenplay and stating that negotiations with Polish actors would not begin 

until they had reviewed the script (Film Polski, 1974a). The Polish studio’s 

demands were met with considerable anger by Ehler who pointed out that 

Film Polski had been in receipt of two screenplays since 14 November 1973 

(Ehler, 1974). By February, the stalling tactics of Film Polski had caused such 

tension between the German and Polish studios that Ehler requested the 

intervention of the East German Deputy Minister of Culture. Accordingly, on 

11 February 1974, Günter Klein wrote to his Polish counterpart, Mieczysław 

Wojtczak, demanding an explanation of the Polish studio’s conduct (Klein, 

1974). Twelve days later (and six days into filming) the Polish studio 

informed DEFA ‘dass wir endgültig keine Möglichkeit sehen die polnischen 

Schauspieler zu ihrem o/g Film zu engagieren’ (Film Polski, 1974b). Filming 

continued and the parts were recast, and the disruptive conduct of the Polish 

studios in 1966 and 1972 serves as a highly revealing point of contrast to the 

sustained efforts of the East German studio to persevere with the project. 

Whilst DEFA quite clearly did not consider the film’s subject matter 

as controversial as its Polish counterparts, we are nonetheless left with the 

question of why the German studio resurrected the project in 1972 given it 

had seen no need to replace Beyer and continue with the film in 1966. I 

would suggest that, once again, commercial considerations motivated the 



- 264 - 

 

decision. When it became clear the film would not be made, Becker quickly 

set about adapting the screenplay into what would become his debut novel. 

By the end of the year, Becker had signed a contract to publish Jakob der 

Lügner and two years later the text was published. The text quickly became a 

rare example of a bestseller in East and West Germany.
80

 Without doubt, the 

success of the novel contributed significantly to DEFA’s decision to resurrect 

the project. The commercial and critical acclaim of the novel meant Jakob der 

Lügner suddenly became a much sought-after project which elicited interest 

from West German producers. According to Beyer, the West German 

television station ZDF approached Becker with a view to adapting the book 

and, remaining loyal to his friend, the author notified Beyer who in turn set 

about negotiating with DFF (with whom he held a contract following his 

dismissal from DEFA) to resurrect the project (2001, p.188).
81  Although 

Beyer’s account gives chronological coherence to events, it nevertheless fails 

to answer a key question: what made Beyer think the television executives 

would agree to his proposal?  
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 In October 1971, West Germany’s most prestigious publishing house, Suhrkamp, 

published 13,000 copies of the novel (Gilman, 2004, p.108). Meanwhile 200,000 copies were 

sold in the GDR (Rock, 2000, p.14), and the novel was adapted as a radio play for Berliner 

Rundfunk by Wolfgang Beck in April 1973 (Gerlof, 2010, p.265). 

81
 There is no record of this correspondence in Becker’s files at the archives of the Akademie 

der Künste. Whilst not disputing that ZDF may well have contacted the screenwriter, there is 

a letter dated 3 May 1971 from CCC Filmkunst GmbH to Aufbau-Verlag expressing an 

interest in the film rights (1971). Given that this letter is in Becker’s personal files, it suggests 

he was aware of this approach. CCC Film was well-known for its production of films 

exploring Jewish persecution. A second letter dated 16 February 1973 from Georg Richter of 

Film- und Fernsehproduktion Georg Richter in Munich to Jurek Becker also enquires about 

the availability of the film rights (1973). 
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Once again, it is important to reflect upon the wider cultural landscape, 

this time of the early 1970s. As I have argued, Jakob der Lügner would have 

been far less controversial in the late 1960s than has been claimed. This was 

even more so in 1972. Becker’s novel already had demonstrated the 

commercial viability of Jakob der Lügner at home and abroad, and his 

screenplay for Meine Stunde Null (Hasler, 1970), which tells the story of an 

anti-hero within the context of the Second World War using humour, 

confirmed audiences’ appetite for such treatments of the past. Moreover, 

plays using humour within a narrative of Jewish persecution had been well-

received in East Berlin, with both Walter Felsenstein’s production of 

Anatevka at the Komische Oper in 1970 and the musical Fiddler on the Roof 

at the Deutsche Oper in 1971 boasting sell-out performances. Thus, the risk 

taken by the television and film studio executives in 1972 was very much 

calculated. However, much like the context of the cancellation of the 1966 

production, many myths have surrounded the revival of the project in 1972. 

Even without the spectre of the Eleventh Plenum, and in spite of the renewed 

optimism of filmmakers following Honecker’s famous speech proclaiming 

‘es kann auf dem Gebiet der Kunst und Literatur keine Tabus geben’ (1971), 

the film’s production history was far from smooth.  

Biographies of Beyer have depicted him as being cast out into the 

wilderness at the Staatstheater Dresden after his contract with DEFA was 

terminated (Allan, 1999, p.13; Berghahn, 1999, p.194; Heiduschke, 2013, 

p.112). In reality, Beyer only worked in Dresden until 1969 and thereafter had 

a contract with DFF where he was active as a television director. During this 

period in ‘exile’ he directed four television films and accordingly enjoyed 
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easy access to the DFF management. Moreover, whilst not detracting from 

the fact Beyer was barred from his chosen career for a cultural-political 

infringement he never intended committing, Dresden, as the East German 

director Wolfgang Kohlhaase observed, ‘ist nicht Sibirien’ (2012).
82 Beyer 

has described how he ‘verwies auf den Passus in meinem Vertrag, der mir 

erlaubte, in bestimmten Abständen für die DEFA zu arbeiten, und bat um die 

Genehmigung. Aus Loyalitätsgründen schlug ich vor, das Projekt als Co-

Produktion zwischen Kino und Fernsehen zu realisieren’ (Schenk, 1995, 

p.72). However, given DEFA-DFF co-productions were increasingly the rule 

rather than the exception in the 1970s, this was far less unusual than Beyer’s 

account suggests (cf. Beutelschmidt, 2009). After all, by the end of the 

decade, two-thirds of all films released by DEFA were made-for-television 

productions (Barack et al., 1999, p.219). This raises the question as to why 

Beyer would have approached DFF at all, given his clear desire to make a 

feature film with DEFA. Reasons of pragmatism rather than loyalty were 

most likely to be Beyer’s motivation. Beyer clearly realised that a co-

production with DEFA was the quickest way to rehabilitation with the film 

studio, a fact that did not go unnoticed by the DFF management. The head of 

DFF complained at the time ‘dass der Regisseur auf allen Tasten des Klaviers 
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 Beyer was also given a choice of location. He chose Dresden in favour of Leipzig and 

Rostock. 
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spielen kann, d.h. dass er in separaten Gesprächen mit den Partnern beider 

Institute sich das jeweils Vorteilhafteste zusagen lässt’ (Kirst, 1973).
83

  

It was also no coincidence that Beyer’s decision to approach DEFA 

and DFF coincided with the end of the shoot for Kurt Jung-Alsen’s Die Bilder 

des Zeugen Schattmann (1972). Very much in the mould of Lebende Ware 

through its indictment of Hans Globke, the West German advisor to Konrad 

Adenauer, Jung-Alsen’s four-part television film depicts the systematic 

persecution of the Jewish character, Frank Schattmann.
84

 Die Bilder des 

Zeugen Schattmann is the only East German production to have received 

permission to shoot on location at Auschwitz and, as was the norm with 

DEFA-DFF co-productions, was shot by DEFA (cf. Schieber, 2007). Beyer 

would have been fully aware that an East German DEFA-DFF co-production 

about Jewish persecution which had permission to shoot in Poland was being 

made for one very simple reason: his wife, Renate Blume, was the lead 

actress. Clearly buoyed by the news of a DFF production made with the 

assistance of DEFA which focused on Jewish persecution and which had 

secured on-location filming, Beyer re-approached the East German television 

and film studios.  

                                            
83

 Any doubts that Beyer’s motivations were far from the purely altruistic reasons ones he 

would later put forward are dispelled by the fact that in 1975, when he was approached to 

direct the DEFA-DFF co-production Hotel Polan und seine Gäste (1982), Beyer initially 

agreed, only to withdraw a year later when Becker offered him the opportunity to direct his 

own film for DEFA, Das Versteck (1977).  

84
 Hans Globke served as an advisor to Konrad Adenauer between 1953 and 1963 as the 

Director of the Federal Chancellery. During the Third Reich, he was responsible for the sole 

or joint authorship of several antisemitic laws including a commentary to the Nuremberg 

Laws of 1935. He was thus held up as a symbol of West Germany’s continued fascist 

credentials by the SED. 
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This re-examination of the production history of Jakob der Lügner 

challenges established narratives of the film’s reception by the studio and 

cultural officials. Contrary to existing studies, I have argued that the film was 

far less controversial than scholarship has suggested and received 

considerable support from DEFA throughout. When the film was abandoned 

it was due to financial rather than political pressures. The only body to 

harbour suspicions about the political and ideological conformity of the 

screenplay was – on two separate occasions – the Polish production partners. 

By situating the film within its production context, we can begin to 

understand why Jakob der Lügner was selected by the state to be its Oscar 

contender in 1976. Put simply, a film depicting Jewish persecution without an 

antifascist resistance narrative was not as controversial as has hitherto been 

thought. This opening section has been largely concerned with establishing a 

contextual framework for the film’s production. In the second section of this 

chapter, I will move beyond questions of ‘what’ and now engage with 

questions of ‘how’. By considering the film’s visual and narrative 

presentation of the Jewish victims and German perpetrators in light of the 

re-appraised production context, I will argue that if Jakob der Lügner is to be 

considered a remarkable film, its exceptionality lies not in the choice of 

subject matter, but rather in how that subject matter is presented.  
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iii.   Constructing an International Star 

 

Jakob Heym is far from a typical DEFA hero. Not only is the film’s 

protagonist a Jewish victim of National Socialism, he is a character whom the 

casting notes describe as ‘ein Mann zwischen vierzig und fünfzig Jahren. 

Unscheinbar, keinesfalls der Typ eines Kinohelden’ (DEFA, 1974a). Of his 

unusual traits, scholars have focused almost exclusively on Jakob’s Jewish 

identity as his most atypical characteristic within the context of a DEFA film. 

However, an over-concentration on the fact that Jewish characters take centre 

stage in Jakob der Lügner can be misleading as this approach often fails to 

examine how the characters are presented. As I will argue in this section, 

whilst Beyer may appear to present Jewish characters as the sole focus of the 

film and to omit reference to the hitherto seemingly obligatory communist 

hero, both the context of this presentation and the casting decisions for the 

roles of the Jewish characters require closer analysis. Firstly, I will argue that 

although Jewish characters occupy centre stage in Jakob der Lügner, the 

manner of the presentation is much more complex than a simple designation 

of the characters on the basis of their racial background would allow. By 

analysing Beyer’s presentation of the Jewish characters, it becomes clear that 

the director’s decision to adopt secularising visual strategies for the ghetto 

inhabitants problematises the production’s status as a film which 

unequivocally foregrounds Jewish persecution. This is further complicated by 

casting decisions which, coupled with changes to the screenplay, construct 

alternative points of identification within the film.  
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When analysing the film’s depiction of Jewish persecution, it is 

important not to allow what is depicted to overshadow how it is depicted. In 

order to understand the implications of the presentation of the Jewish 

characters in Jakob der Lügner and how controversial that may – or may not 

– have been, it is first necessary to understand how the presentation of Jewish 

characters differs in Beyer’s film from other East German productions. Critics 

have repeatedly highlighted the distinctly ‘un-Jewish’ appearance of Beyer’s 

Jewish characters. For example, Alan Corkhill argues that ‘Beyer’s 

downplaying of the Jewishness of the ghetto-dwellers in favour of their 

deracialised status of members of the universal human family may well have 

served ideological ends’ (2007, p.96). However, with the exception of the 

opening scene of Lebende Ware, East German films set in the Third Reich 

consistently presented Jewish victims of National Socialism as assimilated 

Jews. Although the repeated framing of Jewish characters in libraries and 

studies codified Jews as bourgeois and proponents of traditional, cultural 

German values, no East German film presented them as orthodox Jews in 

appearance or religious observance. Moreover, in contrast to Corkhill’s 

suggestion that the deracialisation of the Jewish characters served ideological 

ends, I will argue that the decision to de-emphasise the characters’ racial 

identity was not driven by a desire to appease East German cultural officials, 

but rather was an attempt to align the film to international filmmaking trends. 

It is the decontextualisation and depoliticisation of Beyer’s depiction 

that sets the film’s presentation of Jews apart from other DEFA productions. 

Were it not for external markers imposed on the Jewish characters by the 

German persecutors in Jakob der Lügner, the spectator may well be unaware 
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that the majority of characters were in fact Jewish. The emphasis on the 

arbitrary demarcation of the Jewish characters as ‘Other’ is introduced in the 

very first scene. Jakob’s entry in the film is framed against the dreary greys 

and browns of the ghetto and, as a result, the spectator’s eyes are immediately 

drawn to the colour of the yellow star on Jakob’s front and back. Before 

Jakob has even spoken, external symbols have marked him as ‘Other’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Thirteen:  The contrasting appearance of the  

  Schtamm brothers supports the argument  

  that the characters in Jakob der Lügner  

  are free to express their Jewish identity  

  in different ways, if indeed at all. 

 

However, over the course of the film, Beyer undermines this ostracism by 

refusing to depict Jakob as linguistically, culturally or religiously different in 

any way. Yiddish words are used sparingly and only one character, the 

orthodox Jew Herschel Schtamm, displays any obvious signs of being 
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religiously observant.
85 Yet even then, his appearance in Eastern European 

clothing and wearing Payot are shown to stem from an active choice rather 

than religious predetermination: his brother exhibits none of these 

characteristics (Figure Thirteen).
86 

 

Beyer and Becker’s approach has a second, crucial effect. Without 

any external markers of religion or culture, Jakob could stand for the 

universal victim of evil found in contemporaneous international productions 

such as Il giardino dei Finzi-Contini (de Sica, 1970), Les guichets du Louvre 

(Mitrani, 1974) and Monsieur Klein (Losey, 1976). In this regard, 

universalising and secularising approaches to the depiction of Jewish 

characters aligns Jakob der Lügner with wider international treatments of 

Jewish persecution under National Socialism in the 1970s. The argument that 

the filmmakers intentionally decontextualised the specificity of the 

persecution in order to appeal to wider audiences is supported by an 

examination of casting lists compiled by DEFA.
87 Beyer repeatedly stated his 

desire to assemble an international cast of Germans, Poles, Czechs and 

Hungarians (2001, p.191). Despite ongoing difficulties with the Polish film 

authorities, Beyer’s wish was largely fulfilled: Herr Frankfurter and Josefa 

                                            
85

 Another indication of the increased drive to secularise the Jewish characters in the film can 

be seen in the renaming of the character, Herr Frankfurter. In the original treatment 

(screenplay I) and the draft screenplay (screenplay II), he was named Mjetek Frankfurter 

(Becker, 1965a, 1963). Mjetek was also the nickname of Becker’s father. 

86
 In the script Herschel and Roman Schtamm are described as twin brothers, although this is 

not made explicit in the film (Becker, 1973a). 

87
 DEFA was solely responsible for casting roles. According to the contract between DEFA 

and DFF, ‘der Film wird bei DEFA hergestellt. Davon ausgehend werden alle für die 

Herstellung des Films notwendigen Verträge – mit Ausnahme der Verpflichtung des 

Regisseurs und des Regieberaters – von DEFA abgeschlossen’ (DEFA, 1974b). 
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Litwin are played by the Hungarian actors Dezsö Garas and Margit Bara, and 

several of the non-speaking roles are played by Czech actors.
88

 Beyer’s 

international ambitions are most strongly reflected in casting the role of Jakob. 

Casting lists compiled in 1966 and 1973 reveal a clear desire to cast a non-

East German actor in the lead role. Alongside the East German actors Fred 

Düren and Wolfgang Greese, DEFA considered Vlastimil Brodský (Czech), 

Heinz Rühmann (West German) and Yves Montand (French). Were the 

studio able to secure Montand, it also hoped to enlist his wife, Simone 

Signoret (DEFA, 1966e, 1973b).
89

 When Rühmann was initially cast in 1973, 

he was chosen explicitly for his ability to appeal to audiences outside East 

Germany. As Beyer reflected, ‘Ein deutscher Filmstar als Zugpferd in einem 

Film, von dem man zunächst nicht erwarten konnte, dass er auf die 

Geschichte eines breiten Kinopublikums stoßen würde, das war ja eine 

Überlegung wert’ (2001, p.188). Ironically, it was precisely because of 

Rühmann’s wider appeal that his participation in the film was eventually 

vetoed by Honecker, who requested that DEFA abstained from ‘eine solche 

Besetzung’ at the present time, lest, according to Beyer, the film create the 

                                            
88

 In a letter dated 7 June 1973 from DEFA’s Artistic Director, Günter Schröder, to studio 

director Albert Wilkening, Schröder writes: ‘Frank Beyer sieht zwei Möglichkeiten, entweder 

Besetzung mit einem international bekannten Star (Asmavour) oder eine Besetzung aus den 

Kräften des sozialistischen Lagers. Genosse Nowojski [head of DFF] und ich haben erklärt, 

dass wir nur die zweite Variante für real halten’ (DEFA, 1973a). In all probability, the name 

‘Asmavour’ refers to the French singer and actor, Charles Aznavour. 

89
 The East German actor Gerry Wolff was also considered because of his prominence as a 

singer of Yiddish songs. 
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impression of ‘eine einheitliche deutsche Kulturnation’ (2001, p.189).
90 In his 

place, Beyer cast the prolific Czech actor Vlastimil Brodský.  

By casting actors from outside the GDR, the specifically East German 

identity of the film is softened, making Jakob der Lügner appear far more like 

a film made by East Germans than an East German film. This distinction is 

important. When considering Rühmann, Beyer specifically stated that the 

main appeal of the actor was the credibility he would bring to an East German 

production set in the Third Reich. As cited above, the main advantage of 

casting Rühmann was his pan-German appeal, but Beyer contextualised this 

statement by adding, ‘Denn das sogenannte “antifaschistische Thema”, unter 

dem das Publikum natürlich alle Filme subsumierte, die in der Nazizeit 

beziehungsweise während des Krieges spielten, war in Misskredit geraten’ 

(2001, p.188). The casting of the West German actor would not, therefore, 

only increase the marketability of the film, but it would, in the eyes of the 

director, militate against the increasingly discredited antifascist genre and 

presumably encourage audiences, especially non-East German audiences, to 

go to see the film in spite of their preconceptions about its theme.  

Beyer’s attempts to broaden the film’s framework of reference are 

also reflected in the decision to decontextualise the location of the ghetto. 

Although widely presumed to be set in Poland (Heiduschke, 2013, p.107; 

                                            
90

 From the outset, Honecker pursued a policy of Abgrenzung or demarcation in an attempt to 

assert the independence of the GDR on the world stage. This was most visibly marked by the 

symbolic renaming of several institutions from ‘Deutsch’ to ‘der DDR’ such as the 

Deutschen Akademie der Künste (from 1972, Akademie der Künste der Deutschen 

Demokratischen Republik), Verband Deutscher Journalisten (from 1972, Verband der 

Journalisten der DDR), Deutscher Schriftstellerverband (from 1973, Schriftstellerverband der 

DDR) and indeed the Deutscher Fernsehfunk which in 1972 became Fernsehen der DDR. 
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Schieber, 1995, p.209; Weiler, 1977), Beyer was resolute that Jakob der 

Lügner ‘spielt nicht im Warschauer Ghetto sondern irgendwo im Osten. Es ist 

auch eher ein “Modellghetto” als ein konkreter Ort’ (1975). The impression 

created by the European cast in a non-specific location in Central Europe is 

precisely the hallmark of an ‘Auslands Oscar’ film identified by Georg 

Seeßlen, who argues that ‘ein guter “ausländischer” Film ist einer, der ein 

leicht exotisches, kleines, abgeschlossenes Land zeigt, das so sehr seine 

eigenen Probleme und seine eigenen historischen Verletzungen hat, dass man 

dies schon wieder als emotionale Entlastung empfinden kann’ (2007). From 

the outset, Beyer – with the support of DEFA – clearly constructed the film in 

such a manner as to foster wider appeal beyond East Germany. Through both 

the depiction of Jewish characters and the actors cast in those roles, Beyer 

deliberately sought to decouple the film from its East German production 

context and, arguably, its National Socialist setting.  

Whilst the casting choices were undoubtedly designed to help broaden 

the appeal of the film for international audiences, they had a quite different 

impact on the domestic reception of the film. Although Jakob is the titular 

character of the film, he is not necessarily the character with whom the 

audience is encouraged primarily to identify. Whilst Jakob exhibits none of 

the physical and moral attributes of the socialist hero, his best friend 

Kowalski arguably does. This is most clearly seen in a scene in which 

Kowalski is beaten after he topples a stack of crates in the railway yard to 

create a diversion to save Jakob. In the scene, Jakob faces almost certain 

death after sneaking into the German officer’s lavatory in the hope of 

gathering scraps of newspaper to provide him with news to tell the eager 
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ghetto prisoners who still believe he is in possession of a radio. The role of 

Kowalski is played by Erwin Geschonneck. Significantly, Geschonneck 

actively campaigned for the role of Jakob but Beyer refused, telling 

Geschonneck that it was important that his large physical frame contrasted 

with the frailty of Brodský’s (Beyer, 2001, p.192). Kowalski is not just a 

physically stronger presence on screen, he is also a witty yet deeply 

sympathetic character and his suicide arguably marks the emotional climax of 

the film. Interestingly, the first approved ending from 1966 (screenplay III) 

was initially written to end with Jakob’s suicide rather than that of 

Kowalski’s and such structural alterations to the final screenplay suggest that 

Kowalski is intentionally presented as a sympathetic identificatory figure 

above and beyond Jakob in the film.  

To an international audience this may make little difference: since 

Kowalski is also Jewish and presented in the same secularised manner as 

Jakob, differing points of identification have little bearing on the overall 

impact of the film. However, within a domestic context the implications of 

casting Geschonneck potentially had a quite different effect. Erwin 

Geschonneck was a ‘Publikumsliebling’ of the GDR, the East German 

equivalent of a star, but denoted through a term which stressed the 

down-to-earth quality of the actor and his working-class background (Fellmer, 

2002, p.91). Having joined the KPD in 1929, Gechonneck was imprisoned in 

Sachsenhausen, Dachau and Neuengamme by the National Socialists for his 

communist activities. The East German state’s estimation of the actor is clear 

from the fact that he received the prestigious Nationalpreis five times, an 

honour only exceeded by the Karl-Marx-Orden and the Vaterländischer 
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Verdienstorden, the latter of which he received in Silver in 1965 and Gold in 

1976 (Fellmer, 2002, p.41). At the same time, he was an outspoken individual 

whose rebelliousness earned him many fans among the East German youth. 

Most importantly, to an East German audience Geschonneck would have 

been immediately recognisable from his antifascist roles including Heinrich 

Witting in Fünf Patronenhülsen (Beyer, 1960), Bartuscheck in Leute mit 

Flügeln (Wolf, 1960) and Krämer in Nackt unter Wölfen (Beyer, 1963). This 

raises the question as to whether Geschonneck was deliberately cast because 

audiences would recognise him from his antifascist roles, thereby instilling 

the film with overtones of communist resistance.  

The extra-filmic status of Geschonneck complicates the presentation 

of Kowalski in Jakob der Lügner. There may be no communist characters in 

the film, but the narrative, visual and extra-filmic strategies drawn upon by 

Beyer create a direct appeal through Geschonneck to other East German 

antifascist heroes. This helps account for the privileged discussion in reviews 

of the film of Geschonneck’s performance in the film above – and at times in 

lieu of – that of Brodský’s, and several reviews included stills featuring 

Geschonneck alone (Eulenspiegel, 1975; Hoffmann, 1975a; Stade, 1975). 

Thus, whilst Jakob der Lügner casts the spotlight on Jewish suffering, its 

politics of identification remain highly problematic. The casting of a popular 

actor who was well-known for his antifascist roles provides an Ersatz-

identificatory figure for the spectator who can avoid, consciously or not, full 

identification with the lead Jewish character. Nonetheless, whilst the decision 

to cast Geschonneck as Kowalski can be understood as an evasive tactic, it is 

also a shrewd casting choice. For East German audiences, Geschonneck was 
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undoubtedly associated with antifascist characters. But this association would 

not have found resonance abroad where Kowalski would simply appear as 

Jakob’s Jewish friend. Through the casting of Geschonneck, Kowalsi can be 

presented as both an antifascist and Jewish character, thereby imbuing the 

film with both an ideological and non-ideological reading. 

Of course, Jakob der Lügner was not unique in casting well-known 

actors in the roles of Jewish victims. Audrey Hepburn was originally 

approached to play the role of Anne Frank, and the casting of Kirk Douglas 

(The Juggler), Ben Kingsley (S h     r’      ), and Ida Kamińska (The Shop 

on Main Street) reflects the wider international practice of infusing a 

potentially challenging narrative with star allure.
91 Whilst the implications of 

the casting of Geschonneck had ramifications for the film’s reception within 

the GDR, Beyer can also once again be seen to be applying international 

filmmaking practices to garner wider appeal for an East German film at home 

and abroad. 

 

 

 

 

iv.   Innovation and Conformity 

 

The international success of Jakob der Lügner may have been unprecedented, 

but the film was released in a highly hospitable climate. Exposure to Western 
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The Diary of Anne Frank (Stevens, 1959); The Juggler (Dmytryk, 1953); S h     r’       

(Spielberg, 1993); The Shop on Main Street (Obchod na korze, Kadár, 1965).  
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audiences began in 1974 when Beyer’s film played at the London Film 

Festival. This was followed by screenings in 1975 in West Germany, where it 

became the first DEFA film to play at the Berlinale and at which Vlastimil 

Brodský was awarded the Silver Bear for Best Actor. Two years later the film 

was nominated for an Oscar. In order to understand the reasons for the impact 

made by Beyer’s film, it is necessary to expand the scope of study beyond 

Jakob der Lügner and indeed beyond East German cinema. Worldwide, the 

number of films dealing with the Holocaust doubled between 1960 and 1970 

(Baron 2010, p.446). The reasons underpinning this sudden surge were both 

commercial and generational. Filmmakers and studios around the world 

exploited the opportunities presented by the increased public awareness of, 

and interest in, the crimes of the Third Reich following the trial of Adolf 

Eichmann in 1961 and the Auschwitz Trials of 1963 to 1965 to produce films 

about Jewish persecution. This was accompanied by the coming-of-age of a 

new generation of young people who had only experienced National 

Socialism as children, if indeed at all. In the East and West, this new 

generation of young people began to question the established narratives of 

their parents’ generation and demanded new political, academic and cultural 

engagements with the past.
92  

Whilst the sudden increase in films dealing with Jewish persecution 

certainly brought much needed visibility to an under-discussed event in film, 

the sheer number of films released did lead to the formation of a Holocaust 

iconography with showers, barbed wire fences and Stars of David becoming 
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 For more on the generational conflicts of the late 1960s in East and West Germany, see 

Brown (2008), Klimke (2008) and Rinner (2013, pp.57–93). 
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imbued with a semiotic significance. By the 1970s, critics and audiences had 

become ever more wary of the use of such staple images. As the West 

German film critic, Karsten Witte, reflected:  

Haven’t we speculated enough on the past under the pretext 

of coming to terms with it? Haven’t we been exposed to the 

Nazi past enough under the pretext of ‘immunisation’? 

What is left for the visual analysis of fascism to discover 

except the tautological reproduction of the material with 

which we already started? The supply of images is 

exhausted. We have already seen them all, but seldom from 

a new perspective (Witte, 1977). 

Such stagnation in content and style may well have inspired Frank Beyer’s 

approach in Jakob der Lügner. In interviews, Beyer was clear to distance his 

film from ‘die Menge der mittelmäßigen und schlechten Filme, in denen 

immer gleiche Typen von Widerstandskämpfern auf immer gleiche Typen 

von bösartigen Nazis und SS-Männern trafen’ which he believed ‘das 

Publikum hatte gründlich satt’ (Beyer, 2001, p.188): 

Der Film wendet sich natürlich auch gegen die Abnutzung 

des Themas in einer Art von Filmen, die in den letzten 

Jahren mächtig ins Kraut geschossen ist: Das 

antifaschistische Thema als Vorwand dafür, 

Verfolgungsjagden und Schießereien zu inszenieren 

(Wischnewski, 1975). 

When examining Jakob der Lügner it is, therefore, important to remember 

that the omission of ‘Schockwirkungen’ such as ‘Schießereien’, 

‘Verfolgungsjagden’ and ‘Bilder des Grauens’ was, therefore, a deliberate 

decision by the director (Beyer in Wischnewski, 1975).  

With this in mind, in this section I will argue that Beyer’s approach to 

exploring his subject matter was clearly aimed at differentiating his film from 

other East German films whilst at the same time attempting to align Jakob der 
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Lügner with international narrative styles and sensibilities. This is particularly 

evident in the film’s depiction of the perpetrators. The violence in Jakob der 

Lügner is not, first and foremost, intended to serve as a demonstration of 

National Socialist violence towards Jews. Rather, it appeals to wider, 

universalist themes in its exploration of the role of truth and lies, as reflected 

by the fact that in the official press notes accompanying the film’s release the 

words ‘Wahrheit’ and ‘Lüge’ appear ten times, but the word ‘Jude’ only twice 

(Progress Film-Verleih, 1974b). This once again positions the film against 

traditional East German treatments of National Socialist persecution and 

instead places it in line with the international trend of the universalisation of 

the Holocaust on screen.  

Only two examples of physical persecution can be found in the entire 

film, the longest extended of which is the aforementioned scene set in the 

railway yard in which Kowalski topples a stack of crates to save Jakob. 

Kowalski is rewarded for his loyalty by being beaten by the German officer. 

However, the actual violence witnessed on screen is decidedly restrained. At 

the point of attack, the camera remains fixed on the officer in a medium 

close-up and Kowalski immediately turns his back to the camera (Figure 

Fourteen). All that is visible is the yellow star on his back so, instead of 

witnessing an attack on a character that is well known to the audience, 

Kowalski’s body becomes that of an anonymous Jew.
93

 The officer stops to 

run back to the lavatory and the camera returns to Kowalski to show him 

wiping a cut on his forehead. 
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 The fact that Kowalski is the only character depicted as a victim of National Socialist 

violence on screen is, of course, problematic given the actor’s extra-filmic status as an 

antifascist star.  
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Figure Fourteen:  Neither Kowalski nor the guard are  

  easily identifiable as persecutor or 

  persecuted. 

 

The breakdown of the narrative flow in Jakob der Lügner can be understood 

through reference to Eric Santner’s concept of ‘narrative fetishism’. Defined 

as ‘the construction and deployment of a narrative consciously or 

unconsciously designed to expunge the traces of the trauma or loss that called 

that narrative into being in the first place’, Beyer’s refusal to depict 

perpetrators as perpetrators – that is, as individuals committing crimes as 

opposed to estranged actors – reduces the impact of the situation being shown 

(1992, p.144). 

Beyer certainly appears reluctant to focus on either the actions or the 

agent of the violence. The film spares the audience from direct confrontations 

with the crimes of Germans and the persecution of the Jews. On the one hand, 

this decision could, once again, be understood in purely pragmatic terms. As 

already highlighted, Beyer clearly wanted to differentiate his film from the 

1960s corpus of DEFA films, which prioritised the filmmakers’ desire for 
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cruel depictions of persecution above the audiences’ desire for an entertaining 

yet thought-provoking film. As he reflected, ‘Wir haben die Erfahrung 

gemacht, dass der Zuschauer durch Schockwirkungen dieser Art sich eher 

verschließt als für die Gedanken- und Gefühlswelt der Autors und Regisseurs 

sich öffnet’ (Beyer, 1974). Merely by omitting such images, the director may 

well have increased the appeal of the film beyond audiences increasingly 

cynical about instrumentalised applications of the past in the pursuit of 

political goals in the present.  

However, the elliptical depiction of violence in the film is also 

symptomatic of the objectives of the filmmakers. Beyer and Becker were not 

interested in established objective and historical fact, but rather in subjective 

truth. In Jakob der Lügner, hope is shown to be far more life-affirming than 

historical fact, thereby instilling truth with a relative quality. After Kowalski 

is beaten, the officer, whose face is described as ‘nicht mehr zornig, eher 

bedauernd’, drops two cigarettes on the ground as a form of atonement for his 

violent outburst (Becker, 1973b). However, it is not this action of material 

restitution but rather Jakob’s utterance, ‘habe ich dir überhaupt schon erzählt, 

dass die Deutschen große Verluste haben?’ that brings a smile to Kowalski’s 

face. Hope is shown to be life-affirming and Beyer’s reflection that the film’s 

ending is ‘tragisch und doch nicht pessimistisch’ can be seen to apply not 

only to the final scene, but underpins the entire narrative (Richter, 1983, p.31). 

This is also apparent in the scene immediately preceding Kowalski’s attack in 

which Jakob is inundated with requests from the other ghetto inhabitants for 

news. Roman Stamm questions Jakob with visible concern about the truth 

behind rumours that the Allies will pay a ransom for the Jewish ghetto 
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prisoners; Horowitz is pleased to learn that the Polish singer Jan Kiepura is 

succeeding in America following his emigration; and three men surround 

Jakob and demand to know whether the rumours about the creation of a 

Jewish state are true. The third instance, described in the screenplay as ‘etwas 

bedrohliches’ [sic] (Becker, 1974), reinforces the moral imperative 

underlining Jakob’s lie: Jakob provides Schtamm and Horrowitz with hope by 

answering in vague but ultimately affirmative terms – ‘es ist noch ungewiss’ 

and ‘er kommt langsam ins Geschäft’ – thereby continuing to provide them 

with hope rather than factual truth. However, Jakob refuses to entertain any 

possibility of a Jewish state being founded.  

This scene could be read as a typical East German response to 

Zionism whereby, although Jewish victimhood is acknowledged – Schtamm’s 

question about the paying of a ransom, for example, frames the ghetto 

inhabitants as passive objects to be bought and sold at the hands of capitalists 

– Zionist-Jews are given no hope of their desires being fulfilled. However, 

even if audiences were unaware that no Ghetto prisoners were freed by 

ransom, they would most probably have known that a Jewish state was, 

contrary to Jakob’s assertion, founded ‘von heute auf morgen’. Whilst an 

anti-Zionist reading of this scene cannot be entirely ruled out, the scene 

nevertheless serves to exemplify the film’s engagement with the themes of 

hope and truth. Objectively, the Zionist-Jews’ rumour is correct, whereas 

Schtamm’s is little more than hopeful wish-fulfilment. However, whilst the 

three men enquire about the foundation of a Jewish state for political reasons, 

Schtamm and Horowitz’s questions are purely questions of hope and survival, 

and Jakob lies to provide them with the sustenance they need even if this is 
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not factually true. Moreover, given the Zionist episode is entirely absent in 

the novel, its insertion strongly indicates its function is central to the film’s 

specific concerns.  

The transformative role of hope is also explored through the film’s use 

of flashbacks. The temporal fracturing resulting from the insertion of 

flashbacks is deliberately self-reflexive. Beyer presents his characters’ 

recollection of events as precisely that: an act of recall to memory with all the 

subjective trappings that entails. The idea of the function of memory as the 

stories individuals and communities tell themselves to make sense of the 

present is inherent to Jakob der Lügner. The opening intertitles remind the 

audience that the veracity of the events depicted may be questionable, thereby 

introducing the film’s wider thematic concern of the meaning of truth and lies 

before a single line of dialogue has been spoken.
94  Narratively, this is 

continued through the contradictory nature of the events remembered by 

Jakob. The first five flashbacks involving Jakob and his partner, Josefa, show 

a blossoming relationship. This is undercut in the sixth flashback of the 

couple in which Josefa presents Jakob with an ultimatum: unless he marries 

her, she will leave for America with another man. The final flashback places 

the veracity of the previous episodes in doubt, since Jakob’s earlier 

flashbacks failed to indicate Josefa’s unhappiness in their relationship. 

Visually, the film continues the self-reflexive appropriation of Jakob’s 

memory through alternating film stock. Whereas all the ghetto sequences are 

shot in Kodak Eastman Color which drains the image of colour, the flashback 
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 The opening intertitle reads: ‘Die Geschichte von Jakob dem Lügner hat sich niemals ganz 

zugetragen. Ganz bestimmt nicht. Vielleicht hat sie sich aber doch so zugetragen.’ 
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sequences are shot using the hyper-real East German ORWO NC 3 (Figure 

Fifteen). The alternation of the film stock creates a visual discord that 

repeatedly draws attention to the break in narrative and temporal flow. 

Instead of presenting the past as a reliable narrative for the justification of 

present-day events, the break forces the spectator to question how the 

memory sequences can be applied relate to the present action.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

Figure Fifteen:  Reality in grey and fantasy in colour.  

  The reds and blues of Jakob’s  

  imagination give new colour to his life.   

 

At this point it is important to note that ORWO film is also used for 

Lina’s flight of fantasy sequences which present her as the heroine in 

fairytales. Whereas Lina’s fantasies are highly exaggerated encounters with 

princes, Jakob’s memories are mundane and depict day-to-day activities prior 

to his life in the ghetto such as his life at the pancake shop and getting a shave. 

The use of the same film stock for Jakob’s memory flashbacks and Lina’s 

flights of fantasy encourages us to view Jakob’s memories as a recall to 

imagination rather than as fact. Furthermore, whilst ORWO film stock may 

strike the modern-day spectator as highly stylised, it would have appeared 

extremely familiar to an East German audience as this was how DEFA’s 
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reasons 
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children’s films were shot. Beyer thus makes a direct call to the audience’s 

own childhood memories where dreams and realities were intermixed with 

little need for separation. It is unclear whether Jakob’s memories are reliable 

or are in fact as fanciful as Lina’s projections. The opening intertitle, the use 

of ORWO film stock and the revelation that Jakob’s lover was not as content 

in their relationship as his memories suggest, encourage such scepticism. But 

the filmmakers’ message is that ultimately it does not matter if they are real 

or not. Jakob’s memories provide as much sustenance to him as Lina’s 

fantasies do to her. In the dire reality of the ghetto there is only one truth: 

survival. The hope that escapism can provide, be it through recourse to a past 

(mis)remembered, dreams of princes, or the belief in a radio, instils the 

characters’ lives with a belief that demonstrative truth cannot.  

Beyer’s decision to work against the standard depictions of National 

Socialism found in DEFA films helps to explain the film’s international 

success. Although Eastern Bloc films had been nominated for Oscars since 

1958 starting with the Yugoslav film Cesta duga godinu dana (The Road a 

Year Long, De Santis, 1958), East German films had been conspicuously 

absent. Given that DEFA had unsuccessfully attempted to secure a 

nomination in 1973 with Egon Günther’s Der Dritte (1972), it is striking that 

the nomination of Jakob der Lügner followed both the official recognition of 

the GDR by the United States in September 1974 and Honecker’s decision to 

offer to pay a one-off sum of $1 million to American-Jewish victims of the 
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Holocaust.
95

 In a letter dated 9 November 1976, Herbert Bulla of DEFA-

Außenhandel informed the Ministry for Culture that ‘von der Academy of 

Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences wurden wir eingeladen, am 49. 

Wettbewerb um den besten ausländischen Film teilzunehmen’. Although 

Bulla encouraged the Minister of Culture to utilise the opportunity presented 

by the nomination because ‘die Nominierung eines Films garantiert 

Pressebesprechungen und Werbewirksamkeit’, economic rather than political 

concerns underpinned this petition. Of primary importance to Bulla was the 

fact that ‘abgesehen von dem Prestigeerfolg würden auch unsere 

ökonomischen Ergebnisse positiv beeinflusst werden’ (Bulla, 1976).
96 Given 

that DEFA-Außenhandel was the only section of the film studio required to 

make a profit, it was in Bulla’s interest to ensure that the Ministry for Culture 

selected a film likely to succeed not just at the Oscars, but at international box 

offices too. The press conference also seems to have been approached as an 

opportunity to demonstrate the international compatibility of East German 

cinema rather than as a stage for political speeches. A hand-written note by 

Beyer on Beverly Hills Hotel-headed notepaper reveals the key words in 

English and German which the director anticipated arising at the press 

conference: Whimsical (launisch / wunderlich), oddly (seltsam), Holocaust 

                                            
95 

The sum was initially paid in November 1973, but was only returned in November 1976 

after the Claims Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany deemed the 

amount too small and too restrictive through the specification that it only be directed towards 

American survivors. This was, nevertheless, the first time East Germany acknowledged any 

monetary or moral responsibility to the Jewish community outside the GDR (Timm, 1997, 

p.110). 

96
 The letter continues: ‘Allein die Benennung für den Academy Awards (Oscar) würde die 

vertraglich vorgesehene Garantie um US $ 10.000.-- steigern. Die Garantie würde um US 

$ 20.000.-- erhöht werden, wenn unser Film den Preis erhielte’ (Bulla, 1976). 
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(Massenvernichtung), to tinge (färben), wry (schief / krumm / verzerrt), 

woebegone (jämmerlich / kummervoll), deadpan (ausdruckslos / 

ausdrucksloses Gesicht), persistence (beharren), jerry (schlecht gebaut), jerry-

built house (Bruchbude), slender (schwach), remainder (Rest) (Beyer, 1976). 

Not a single political or ideological word appears in the list.  

Beyer certainly does self-consciously work against East German 

standard depictions of National Socialism in the early 1970s and the absence 

of overt ideology was certainly a key component. It is highly improbable that 

the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences would contemplate 

bestowing one of the most prestigious international awards in cinema to an 

overtly communist film and, given that one American journalist remarked that 

prior to Jakob der Lügner, DEFA films were ‘dismissed in the United States 

as exercises in propaganda’, the nomination may have been inspired in part 

by what the film does not say as much as by what it does (Kent, 1977). 

However, to argue that the film’s success lies solely in its failure to adhere to 

East German visual and narrative tropes risks overlooking what the film does 

do. Beyer’s film is first and foremost less a discussion of National Socialist 

crimes than an exploration of the humanist values of truth and lies. Indeed, in 

spite of his eagerness to present Jakob der Lügner as a fresh perspective on 

National Socialist persecution, Beyer was also at pains to stress that ‘der Film 

hat nichts Informatisches, nichts Aufklärerisches im Sinn’ (Wischnewski, 

1975) and that ‘unsere Absicht ist es, mit dem Zuschauer gemeinsam 

nachzudenken über Wahrheit und Lüge im Leben, über Traum und 

Wirklichkeit’ (Beyer, 1974). It is this appeal to more abstract interests that 

transforms Beyer’s film into more than just a revisiting of the past and instead 
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turns it into a universal story of good and bad. Just as the story of Anne Frank 

came to stand for a ‘triumphant story of Everyman’s triumphant spirit soaring 

over a faceless evil’ (Linenthal, 1995, p.8), the parabolic quality of Beyer’s 

film does not so much broaden as remove the film’s concern from issues of 

Jewish suffering to a ‘heart-warming saga’ (Weiler, 1977), in which ‘the 

human spirit persists amid intolerance and oppression’ (Porterfield, 1977).  

 

 

 

 

v.   Shifting Frames of Reference at Home and Abroad 

 

The emphasis on subjective experience above historical fact in Jakob der 

Lügner exemplifies how that the central concern of the film is far less an 

attempt to inform audiences about the past and far more an effort to challenge 

the remembrance of the events in the present. In interviews, both Beyer and 

Becker consistently highlighted the different approach they decided to adopt 

when making the film through their desire to move away from East German 

genre conventions when depicting the Third Reich. However, the filmmakers 

were as much the symptoms as the causes of this change in tack. Born in 

1932 and 1937 respectively, Beyer and Becker represented a younger 

generation of East Germans who, having experienced the war (and in the case 

of Becker, National Socialist persecution) as children, did not feel the need to 

come to terms with their generation’s role in the Third Reich, but rather to 

explore the events’ significance for a postwar generation in the present. In a 
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revealing interview in the weekly arts newspaper, Sonntag, Becker addressed 

questions of shifting generational engagements with the Holocaust.
97  He 

reflected: 

Ich halte es für wenig nützlich, heute einen Film zu drehen, 

der nichts anders will, als den Leuten von 1975 zu erzählen, 

wie schrecklich das Leben damals war. Allzu leicht kommt 

beim Betrachter der Gedanke auf, warum erzählen die mir 

das eigentlich, das weiß ich ja schon alles. Ein Kunstwerk 

wird überflüssig, wenn sein gedankliches Ende in der 

Vergangenheit liegt. Das, was erzählt wird, unabhängig 

davon, ob es vor dreißig oder zweihundert Jahren spielt, 

muss in irgendeiner Korrespondenz zur Jetztzeit stehen 

(Voigt, 1975). 

For Becker, this meant not only challenging what was depicted, but how it 

was portrayed. In stark contrast to the narrative mode of East German 

historiography, Becker made the conscious decision to focus on the individual 

rather than the collective, arguing: 

Mir schien zuviel Literatur über jene Zeit, die mich aus 

naheliegenden Gründen besonders beschäftigte, vorwiegend 

statistischer Art zu sein. Ich habe zu einem Leichenberg 

keinen emotionalen Zugang. Verbrechen, die an Völkern 

begangen worden sind, müssen durch die Kunst 

aufgeschlüsselt werden in Verbrechen an einzelnen. Meine 

Zeitgenossen müssen nachempfinden können, dass dieses 

Unrecht nicht nur an der verrückten Zahl von sechs 

Millionen begangen wurde, sondern an zweien, an Familien, 

an einem (Voigt, 1975). 

Of course, generational shifts are not unique to a single society, and 

demographic changes impacting how audiences engaged with the Holocaust 

can be clearly seen around the world in the 1970s. It is revealing that this 

approach – the exploration of the crimes of the Holocaust on a personal and 
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 In the interview, Becker largely discusses his novel rather than the film. However, given 

the interview was conducted in 1975, there is a clear overlap between the text and film. 
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familial level – is precisely that taken by Marvin Chomsky in his miniseries 

Holocaust in 1978. Obviously, Chomsky’s experience of the war was shaped 

by American politics and society, but it is striking that just eight years older 

than Becker, he adopted the same cultural approach to retelling the impact of 

National Socialist racial ideology by focusing on individuals rather than the 

collective. The argument that Beyer, Becker and indeed Chomsky were 

filmmakers who represented rather than initiated societal shifts in 

engagements with Holocaust memory is supported by Michael Geisler’s 

re-appraisal of the Holocaust miniseries. Although still cited as a watershed 

in Holocaust memory, especially in West Germany, Geisler attacks the 

‘dubious’ and ‘overblown’ claim that ‘Holocaust was the sole catalyst of a 

long-overdue nationwide consciousness-raising’ by tracing popular cultural 

output in West Germany during the 1970s to demonstrate that the response to 

the series was a symptom of a societal shift in remembrance of the past which 

predated the 1979 broadcast (1992, p.222). In this regard, the emergence of a 

new postwar generation with little or no personal experience of the events but 

which nevertheless had to face the legacy of the past clearly informs both the 

production of and the public response to Jakob der Lügner. The positive 

reception of the film among international, and in particular Western, 

audiences attests to the ability of the film to respond to these international 

demographical shifts.  

Whilst the international critical and commercial success of the film 

attests to its appeal beyond the East German context, its reception at home 

was markedly different. Commercially the film unquestionably 

underperformed. When the film received its cinematic premiere in April 1975, 
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it was seen by just 187,000 viewers (as a point of contrast, Lebende Ware 

recorded ticket sales of 223,057 over the same time period). DEFA never 

envisaged the film would be a box office hit, but its performance was 

nevertheless disappointing; its own figures had predicted 300,000 viewers, 

the second lowest estimate for any film released that year (Müller, 2006, 

pp.126–9). How do we reconcile the fact that Jakob der Lügner is one of the 

most widely known East German films yet, within the context of this thesis, 

the poorest performing film of the five case studies in this thesis? Certainly, 

the fact that the film premiered on television would have impacted box office 

returns.
 
Much to the frustration of Beyer, the film premiered on television on 

Christmas Eve in order to provide ‘ein emotioneller Höhepunkt’ for DFF 

(2001, p.196). On the one hand, Beyer’s dissatisfaction appears disingenuous. 

After all, DFF had co-financed the production and the film was broadcast at 

the peak time slot of 20:00 which, given East Germany only had two 

television channels, can hardly be considered symptomatic of an attempt to 

suppress the film. On the other hand, Beyer’s grievances are at least in part 

justified given the importance of alternations in the film stock to the film’s 

exploration of memory. After all, East German television was broadcast in 

black and white.  

Moreover, domestically, Jakob der Lügner was unable to break fully 

free from its East German ideological framework. Whilst international 

presentations and discussions of the film repeatedly stressed the 

non-ideological content of the film, East German reviewers of the film 

consistently attempted to frame the film within a standard East German 

discourse of the past. Heinz Hoffmann writing in the Nationalzeitung 
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described Jakob der Lügner as ‘ein Film gegen den Faschismus’ which would 

find ‘Millionen Herzen’ and promote a ‘neuer Kampfeswillen gegen die 

Feinde der Menschheit’ (Hoffmann, 1975b), a reading echoed in Neues 

Deutschland’s description of a ‘dem antifaschistischen Widerstandskampf 

gewidmeter Film’ (Neues Deutschland, 1975; cf. Eulenspiegel, 1975; Haelder, 

1975; Märkische Union, 1975; Stade, 1975; Ullrich, 1975). Even Irene 

Böhme writing in Sonntag framed her description of ‘das Beste, was seit 

langem im Fernsehen gesendet wurde’ within the context of ‘die 

antifaschistische Thematik’ (1975).  

This tone was certainly not countered by the DEFA or even Beyer. 

The film was released as part of the Monat des antiimperialistischen Films 

and the film’s Einsatzkarte – a double-sided A5 card designed for cinema 

managers outlining the film’s content, cast and crew, suggested taglines and 

possible textual presentations of the film – described its ‘Publikumsgruppe’ 

as ‘Antifaschistischer Film’, outlined Beyer’s antifascist-orientated 

filmography, and concluded that Jakob der Lügner ‘gehört zu den Filmen, die 

im Hinblick auf den 30. Jahrestag der Befreiung vom Hitlerfaschismus zum 

Einsatz gelangen’. Furthermore, one suggested tagline for the film was ‘Ein 

ungewöhnlicher Farbfilm zum großen Thema des antifaschistischen 

Widerstandes’ (Progress Film-Verleih, 1975). Meanwhile, Progress Film 

characterised the ‘Heldentum ganz und gar unheldischer Menschen’ in highly 

ideologically-inflected terms and suggested the film’s characters were unable 

to overcome ‘ihr kleinbürgerlicher Lebenshorizont’ (Hoffmann, 1975c). 

Finally, Beyer gave a highly contradictory interview with one of the GDR’s 

leading film magazines, Film und Fernsehen, in which he claimed that ‘das 
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Thema dieses Films […] ist nicht der antifaschistische Widerstandskämpfer’ 

whilst immediately adding ‘natürlich ist der Jakob ein Widerstandskämpfer 

und Antifaschist, einer von großer Eigenart sogar’ (Wischnewski, 1975).  

Thus, Beyer’s conclusion that the film’s commercial performance 

suffered because on Christmas Eve people had other priorities ‘als sich auf 

solch einen leisen, poetischen Film zu konzentrieren’ may well have missed 

the real issue. The problem was not the film’s tone, nor its premiere on 

television, but rather its presentation in the press. People who would normally 

have been attracted to the very type of antifascist genre films against which 

Jakob der Lügner is positioned would, in all likelihood, have been deterred 

by the filmmakers’ repeated criticism of such stagings of the past. On the 

other hand, the film’s target market – younger spectators and individuals 

increasingly distanced by the GDR’s instrumentalisation of the past in films 

set in the Third Reich – may well have been deterred by how the film was 

presented in the press and Beyer’s contradictory comments which appeared to 

signal the film was indeed a conformist telling of the past. In trying to appeal 

to two quite different audience groups, the filmmakers may well have 

deterred both.  

 

 

In this chapter I have argued that Jakob der Lügner was a far less 

controversial film than has hitherto been thought. In the eyes of the studio and 

the state, the focus on Jewish victims and the omission of communist 

characters was simply not considered controversial, a fact all the more 

striking when we consider the attitude of their Polish counterparts who 
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repeatedly tried to undermine the project. Indeed, not only did the film 

receive institutional – and at times, ministerial – support, but it was the studio, 

with the approval of the Ministry for Culture, which approved the removal of 

the conventional antifascist elements from the screenplay. The film itself also 

requires re-contextualisation. Whilst it is true that Jewish characters are the 

sole victims in Jakob der Lügner, the decision to cast Erwin Geschonneck as 

Jakob’s charismatic friend raises complex questions about spectatorial 

identification within a domestic setting. Likewise, when we consider the 

depiction of persecution in the film in closer detail, it becomes clear that the 

film is far less forthcoming in its exploration of German culpability than we 

may expect.  

Whilst it may be tempting to attribute the decidedly circumventative 

depiction of persecution in the film to East German political and ideological 

sensibilities, I have argued for the importance of framing the film within its 

international context. When we do so, it becomes clear that the approaches 

adopted by the filmmakers – be it the increased secularisation of the Jewish 

characters; the utilisation of the ghetto for broader, non-historical themes; or a 

reluctance to depict acts of violence – clearly align the film to shifting 

societal and demographic relationships, to memories of the Holocaust and, 

more specifically, to international filmmaking trends. DEFA clearly learnt 

from the shortcomings of Lebende Ware and the lack of international interest 

in the film. In this regard, the decision to omit all references to politics and 

ideology when marketing the film abroad undoubtedly influenced the film’s 

success outside the GDR. However, whilst Beyer’s film attests to the 

international discourses in which East German filmmakers, consciously and 
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unconsciously, were involved, the final part of this chapter highlights how the 

language used to discuss the past in the GDR was still heavily embedded 

within an antifascist frame of reference. Only with the emergence of a third 

generation of cinemagoers did the generic framework of the film and the 

mode of discussion in the press slowly start to change.  
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7.   ‘Scham nach Kalender’?  

Siegfried Kühn’s Die Schauspielerin (1988) 

 

In August 1987, the Zentralkomitee’s Working Group for Church Affairs 

(Arbeitsgruppe Kirchenfrage) met to discuss commemorations for the fiftieth 

anniversary of Kristallnacht. It was subsequently decided that the event was 

‘ein politisches Ereignis von gesamtgesellschaftlicher Bedeutung’, not least 

because of the ‘zunehmende internationale Interesse sowohl ausländischer 

jüdischer Kreise als auch politischer Kräfte an der Existenz jüdischen Lebens 

in der DDR Rechnung zu tragen’ (Mertens, 1997, pp.182–183). In response, a 

ten-page report was compiled entitled ‘Konzeption zur Durchführung von 

Gedenkveranstaltungen und zur Unterstützung der Gedenkveranstaltung des 

Verbandes der Jüdischen Gemeinden in der DDR aus Anlass des 50. 

Jahrestages der Pogromnacht vom 9. November 1938’ which outlined 

proposed cultural, educational and media activities to take place on or around 

the 9 November 1988. There is little doubt that the fiftieth anniversary of 

Kristallnacht was harnessed by the state for motives beyond the 

commemoration of National Socialist persecution. The reasons for this will be 

discussed shortly. However, against this backdrop it hardly seems a 

coincidence that in the weeks leading up to the anniversary of Kristallnacht 

articles, interviews and reviews of Siegfried Kühn’s Die Schauspielerin 

appeared extensively in newspapers and magazines, on the radio, and on 

television. The film featured on the front cover of one of East Germany’s 
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leading film magazines, Film und Fernsehen, and ‘eine zentrale Plakatierung 

in Berlin und in den 14 Bezirksstädten’ was financed by Progress Film.
98

  

Die Schauspielerin focuses on the fictional character of Maria Rheine, 

a stage actress in the ascendancy in 1930s Germany. Extolled by newspaper 

critics as ‘das Idealbild einer deutschen Frau’, Maria gains public and critical 

attention through a series of high-prominence roles including Schiller’s 

Elisabeth in Maria Stuart and Johanna in Die Jungfrau von Orleans. Whilst 

performing at the theatre, she becomes romantically involved with Mark 

Löwenthal, a fellow actor and a Jew. However, with the rapid increase in 

antisemitic legislation, Maria and Mark’s careers move in opposite directions. 

Maria moves into a luxurious apartment in Munich, while Mark is relegated 

to living in a small flat in Berlin and only able to act at the Jewish Theatre, a 

type of ‘Art Kunst-Ghetto’ to cite the film’s press notes or, more specifically, 

a theatre for Jewish actors and audiences created by the National Socialist 

state as a subterfuge to mask state-sponsored antisemitism to the outside 

world (Agde, 1988a). Initially, Maria attempts to ignore the political situation 

by refusing to observe the boycott of Jewish shops or to end her relationship 

with Mark. With the introduction of the Nuremberg Laws, which prohibit 

relations between Germans and Jews, Maria decides to take more drastic 

actions to be with the man she loves: she stages her own suicide, adopts the 

identity of Manja Löwenthal and reinvents herself as Mark’s Jewish wife. 

Unable to act on stage as Manja for fear of being recognised, Maria struggles 

to adapt to her new life and appears on the verge of a nervous breakdown. 
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 A report entitled ‘Zuarbeit zur staatlichen Zulassung’ details the ‘Maßnahmen der 

Öffentlichkeitsarbeit für den Film’ which was divided into ‘Massenmedien’ (press, radio and 

television) and ‘Filmpropaganda’ (posters, photographs and press notes) (DEFA, 1988a). 
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However, with Mark’s encouragement, she decides to act again and the film 

ends with the pair reunited on stage at the Jewish Theatre. Nevertheless, the 

triumph of Maria’s return to the stage and her personal victory over National 

Socialist prejudice are tempered by the audience’s knowledge of the fate 

which awaits her as a Jew in the Third Reich.  

West German critics were quick to highlight the far from coincidental 

timing of the film’s release. Writing in Der Tagesspiegel, Heinz Kersten 

introduced his otherwise positive review of the film within the framework of 

a state-sponsored ‘Erinnerungskampagne’ launched by the SED which was 

‘gewiss auch motiviert durch außenpolitische Interessen’. In this regard, he 

concluded, the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht was to serve as a form of 

‘Scham nach Kalender’ in an attempt by the SED to promote its antifascist 

credentials on the international stage (1996, p.306). Yet as Daniela Berghahn 

argues, Die Schauspielerin is ‘more than just an interesting example of an 

opportunistic change of the GDR’s politics of memory’ (2010, p.174). In the 

first section of this chapter, I will draw upon archival evidence to re-evaluate 

the circumstances of the film’s production and release. By examining 

documents compiled by the filmmakers, the KAG Gruppe Babelsberg and 

DEFA alongside ministerial reports, I will argue that state politics played no 

discernible role in the production or release of the film. Rather, Die 

Schauspielerin should be considered a film with international above 

ideological ambitions.  

Having reassessed the production context of the film, I will then 

consider the implications of the decision to place Maria at the heart of the 

film’s narrative. At the time of the film’s release in 1988, Kühn repeatedly 



- 301 - 

 

stressed that ‘Identitätssuche ist das generelle Thema der Geschichte’ (S. 

Kühn, 1987; DEFA-Außenhandel, 1988), and it is striking that the only 

scholarly article to date which analyses the film addresses questions of gender 

and racial roles as embodied in the character of Maria. In her analysis of the 

film, Daniela Berghahn describes Kühn’s film as ‘pivotal in relation to the 

exploration of female victimhood because it critically reassesses these 

persistent racial and gender stereotypes’ (2010, p.174). However, as I will 

argue, although Kühn does challenge clichéd images of femininity and 

Jewishness through Maria, the extent to which he deconstructs gender and 

racial stereotypes is highly debatable. This comes to the fore when the 

characters of Maria and Mark are analysed side-by-side. Consequently, in the 

third part of this chapter I will consider the depiction of Mark and the other 

Jewish characters in the film in light of the primary focus on Maria and, in 

turn, question the extent to which Kühn inadvertently promulgates the very 

stereotypes in the film’s narrative structure which he seeks to undercut 

visually. 

Such is the film’s focus on Maria, that her exceptional victimhood 

overshadows the fates of the other Jewish characters. The reductive treatment 

of Jewish victimhood is all the more striking given that archival production 

documents reveal that the production company demanded episodes of Jewish 

persecution and scenes focusing on Jewish characters be removed from the 

screenplay as pre-requisite for the film’s production approval. By analysing 

the specific concerns of the production company alongside the episodes of 

Jewish persecution which remain in the film, I will suggest that the reasons 

underpinning the changes may be far more complex than they first appear. 
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Whilst it may be tempting to attribute the actions of the production company 

to specifically East German sensibilities about the projection of overt 

acknowledgements of Jewish persecution, I will argue in the final section of 

this chapter that by placing the film in its international context, it once again 

becomes clear that the film owes far more to international treatments of 

Jewish persecution on screen than to East German ideological concerns.  

 

 

 

 

i.    Capitalising on the Past 

  

There is little doubt that Die Schauspielerin was released within a highly 

charged political context. The premiere took place at Berlin’s prestigious 

Kino International on 21 October 1988 and was described in Neues 

Deutschland as a ‘festliches Ereignis’ which formed ‘Teil einer Kette von 

Veranstaltungen, die in diesen Wochen in unserem Lande in mahnenden 

Gedenken an die vor 50 Jahren, im November 1938, von den Faschisten in 

Deutschland organisierten antisemitischen Pogrome stattfinden’ (Knietzsch, 

1988). Special guests included Hedda Zinner (author of the source novel, 

Arrangement mit dem Tod) and Martin Brandt, the only living survivor of the 

Jewish Theatre.
99

 Meanwhile, the state’s endorsement was provided through 

the attendance of the Deputy Minister of Culture, Horst Pehnert, and the 

Minister for Church Affairs, Kurt Löffler. The screening of the film was 
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 Arrangement mit dem Tod (Zinner, 1984). 
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preceded by the documentary short Das Singen im Dom zu Magdeburg 

(Rocha, 1988), and an exhibition about the Jewish Theatre in Berlin entitled 

‘Theater im Schatten’ was organised in the cinema foyer.
100

  

Echoing Heinz Kersten’s description of the release of the film as 

indicative of a form of ‘Scham nach Kalender’, the Frankfurter Allgemeine 

Zeitung journalist, Monika Zimmermann, also highlighted the proximity of 

the film’s release date to the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht. In an article 

entitled ‘Die Schauspielerin und die Politik der DDR’, Zimmermann 

dedicated over sixty percent of her review to arguing that ‘vielleicht ist es 

kein Zufall, dass der Film ausgerechnet jetzt gezeigt wird. Denn er passt gut 

in die politische Landschaft des anderen Deutschlands’: 

In der DDR vergeht im Augenblick kaum ein Tag, an dem 

nicht des speziellen deutsch-jüdischen Verhältnisses in 

irgendeinem Zusammenhang gedacht wird. […] Es ist 

auffällig, dass sich die DDR, die immer als ein 

antifaschistischer Staat verstanden und jegliche 

Mitverantwortung für jene Epoche der deutschen 

Geschichte die mit der Herrschaft des Faschismus 

verbunden ist, abgelehnt hat, nunmehr verstärkt und 

auffällig um ein intensiveres Verhältnis zu den Juden 

bemüht (Zimmermann, 1988). 

In this regard, Zimmermann interpreted the sudden level of state interest in 

Jewish persecution not as an attempt to come to terms with the past, but rather 

as part of an elaborate plan designed to improve the GDR’s standing with the 

United States. The need to improve relations with the United States was 

certainly both of symbolic and acutely real consequence for the SED. 

Throughout the 1980s, the GDR actively sought the acquisition of Most 
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Favored Nation (MFN) status as a means of overcoming its considerable 

financial problems. As detailed in Chapter Two, with debts of 28.16 billion 

DM, the removal of tax restrictions for exports to the United States which the 

acquisition of MFN Status would bring would have significantly bolstered the 

East German economy. Equally importantly, however, improved economic 

relations between the United States and East Germany would also have 

potentially opened the door for Honecker’s much sought-after invitation to 

the White House and the symbolic capital that would bring. Two barriers 

stood in the way of achieving both of these aims: the GDR’s failure to uphold 

the human rights values laid down in the Helsinki Accords (to which East 

Germany was a signatory) and its ongoing refusal to pay reparations to Israel. 

In an attempt to improve its international standing without directly addressing 

either of these issues, the SED sought to win over key figures from the 

international community who could act as a form of character witness on East 

Germany’s behalf, many of whom were prominent individuals within the 

Jewish Community. As Zimmermann continued: 

Denn es ist ein offenes Geheimnis, dass Erich Honecker den 

Wunsch hegt, noch zu seinen Amtszeiten nach Amerika 

eingeladen zu werden – und auch die DDR scheint zu 

wissen, dass der jüdische Einfluss auf die Politik dort 

stärker ist als im eigenen Land, wo die Zahl der Mitglieder 

in den jüdischen Gemeinden nur noch gut dreihundert 

beträgt.  

It is certainly tempting to conclude that Die Schauspielerin was 

DEFA’s contribution to the SED’s ‘Erinnerungskampagne’ (Kersten, 1996, 

p.306). As a film which focuses on Jewish persecution in Germany during the 

Third Reich, Die Schauspielerin served as a visible example of East 

Germany’s commitment to confront the – although not necessarily its – 
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fascist past. However, I will argue that when we study archival 

correspondence and reports, five points emerge which undermine the 

argument that the production and release of Die Schauspielerin was driven by 

the SED’s attempt to co-opt the film for foreign policy aims as part of its 

state-driven commemorations of the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht. 

Firstly, the film was already in pre-production when commemorative plans 

for Kristallnacht were first drafted by the Working Group for Church Affairs, 

meaning that Die Schauspielerin could not have been commissioned by the 

SED as part of the official commemorations. Indeed, the final document, a 

ten-page page report entitled ‘Konzeption zur Durchführung von 

Gedenkveranstaltungen und zur Unterstützung der Gedenkveranstaltung des 

Verbandes der Jüdischen Gemeinden in der DDR aus Anlass des 50. 

Jahrestages der Pogromnacht vom 9. November 1938’, contains five sections 

which are dedicated to ‘Maßnahmen der Öffentlichkeit’ which detail the role 

ascribed to film. This section simply states that the documentary film, 

Erinnern heißt leben (Berger-Fiedler, 1988), was to be broadcast on 

television, and that ‘Filme mit antifaschistischer Thematik werden aus Anlass 

des Jahrestages erneut ins Programm aufgenommen, darunter Die Bilder des 

Zeugen Schattmann, Ehe im Schatten, Sterne u.a.’ (ZK der SED, 1988). No 

mention is made of Die Schauspielerin even though filming had begun on 1 

September (Selignow, 1987). 

Secondly, the plans were submitted for approval by the 

Zentralkomitee on 29 March 1988. By this point, filming was already 

complete for Die Schauspielerin, meaning that it could have been added to 

the list of prescribed films for screening at the time of the anniversary of 
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Kristallnacht had the Minister or, indeed, the Zentralkomitee, so desired. Yet 

no such statement appears.
101

 Thirdly, the Ministry for Culture and the 

Ministry for Church Affairs produced a catalogue for a specially 

commissioned exhibition at the Ephraim-Palais in Berlin ‘zum Gedenken an 

den faschistischen Novemberpogrom vor fünfzig Jahren’ entitled Und lehrt 

sie: Gedächtnis! (Ministerium für Kultur and Staatssekretariat für 

Kirchenfragen, 1988). The catalogue concludes with a section dedicated to 

‘Film – ein stets präsentes Thema’. Six films are singled out to illustrate that 

‘das antifaschistische Thema und hiermit auch die Leiden und 

Überlebenskämpfe der Juden in Deutschland waren und sind thematische 

Konstanten der Spielfilmproduktion in jenem anderen Deutschland.’ 

However, no reference is made to Die Schauspielerin.
102

 Had Kühn’s film 

been an integral part of the SED’s commemorative plans, we would expect a 

clear reference to be made to Die Schauspielerin. Instead, evidence of a ‘stets 

präsentes Thema’ ends with a film made in 1974, Jakob der Lügner. Fourthly, 

it is important to note that the film actually premièred in July 1988 at the 

Karlovy Vary Film Festival and, as I shall argue, the international rather than 

ideological ambitions of the filmmakers and the studio are pivotal to 

understanding the film’s depiction of victims and perpetrators. Finally, when 

the film did première in East Germany, it did so on 13 October 1988, nearly a 

month before the anniversary of Kristallnacht. Whereas two cultural events 
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 A further opportunity arose one week later when the Z   r         ’  plans were 

authorised by the Ministerrat on 6 April 1988, the day after the final version of Die 

Schauspielerin was approved by DEFA.  
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 The films were Ehe im Schatten, Affaire Blum, Professor Mamlock, Sterne, Nackt unter 

Wölfen and Jakob der Lügner. 
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took place on the 9 November itself – a staging of Nathan der Weise at the 

Deutsches Theater and a concert by the Leipzig Synagogue Choir – Kühn’s 

film was clearly not considered sufficiently integral to the commemorations 

to merit a November release date, let alone to première on 9 November 

(Ó’Dochartaigh, 1997, p.69). 

Archival documents relating to the film’s production allow us to 

identify when the decision was first taken to release Die Schauspielerin at the 

time of the Kristallnacht commemorations. The decision was, in fact, reached 

over a year before the Working Group for Church Affairs had begun to 

formulate its plans for the state-led commemorative events, namely on 15 

October 1986. Not only does the ‘Direktionsvorlage für die Beratung bei der 

Generaldirektion zur Entscheidung über Aufnahme in den Projektplan’ reveal 

when the decision to release the film was made, but it also clearly states who 

proposed the release date: the film’s production company, the KAG Gruppe 

Babelsberg (1986). Moreover, it was Dieter Wolf, the head of Gruppe 

Babelsberg, who informed the State Secretary for Church Affairs on 5 April 

1988 that Die Schauspielerin had been approved by DEFA, adding that ‘Wir 

haben diese Arbeit mit Blick auf den bevorstehenden 50. Jahrestag des 

faschistischen Judenpogroms in Angriff genommen und so rechtzeitig und in 

einer Qualität realisiert, dass wir den staatlichen Stellen den gezielten Einsatz 

in diesem gesellschaftlichen Kontext empfehlen können’ (Wolf, 1988).
103

 The 

repeated use of ‘wir’ clearly signals that it was Gruppe Babelsberg, in co-

operation with DEFA, rather than the state which shaped the release 

conditions for Die Schauspielerin. Whilst Wolf’s correspondence attests that 
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the Ministry for Culture and Ministry for Church Affairs were certainly aware 

that a film about Jewish persecution was due to be released in time for the 

fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht, the absence of any reference to the film 

in ministerial documents reveals it only ever played an indirect and peripheral 

role in official commemorations, if indeed it featured at all.  

The importance for the production company and DEFA in releasing 

Die Schauspielerin at the time of the Kristallnacht commemorations becomes 

clear when we examine the film’s release context not in terms of political 

opportunism, but rather as a form of strategic marketing. Anniversaries are, 

by their very nature, structured forms of remembrance in which public and / 

or governmental bodies shape the memory and media landscape for the 

commemoration of a specific event in order to foster greater awareness 

among the wider population. This institutional scaffolding provides a 

ready-made framework for other bodies to gain public, media or economic 

prominence since it is easier to garner interest for a historical film, for 

instance, if the date is already in the public consciousness. The arguments put 

forward by the West German critics in response to the decision to release Die 

Schauspielerin at the time of the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht present 

such a distribution strategy as exceptional. However, the decision to release a 

film to correspond with a specific date is not unusual. The release date of 

S h     r’       (Spielberg, 1993) coincided with the opening of the United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Der letzte Zug (Vilsmaier and Vávrová, 

2006) was released on the anniversary of Kristallnacht, and the release of The 

Pianist (Polanski, 2003) was timed to take place on Holocaust Memorial Day. 

Moreover, the proximity of the release date of the West German film Der 
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Passagier – Welcome to Germany (Brasch, 1988) in May 1988 to the 

anniversary of the end of the Second World War seems far from coincidental.  

That is not to say that politics played no discernible role in the 

commissioning of Kühn’s film. However, production documents reveal that 

Die Schauspielerin may well have been the product of quite specific cultural-

political problems rather than of any foreign policy offensive initiated by the 

Zentralkomitee. If we place the film not only within the context of its release 

date which, as I have argued, should be seen first and foremost as a marketing 

strategy developed by Gruppe Babelsberg and DEFA, but also within the 

context of its conception, a second reason for the decision to commission the 

film emerges. As stated above, the earliest document relating to the film, a 

nine-page report entitled ‘Filmkonzeption zu Hedda Zinners Roman 

Arrangement mit dem Tod’, is dated 16 December 1985. The title and date of 

the document are revealing. The title foregrounds the author and title of the 

source novel. By 1985, two attempts to film a Hedda Zinner text had failed 

within twelve months, both as a result of perceived ideological transgressions 

of the screenplays. Katja, a critique of the doctrinal role of antifascism in the 

lives of young East Germans, was due to be filmed by Deutsche Fernsehfunk 

(DFF) in late 1984 but was cancelled suddenly in September of the same year. 

The director, Klaus Grabowsky, believed that ‘inhaltliche Bedenken’ 

underpinned the decision and that the exposure of unwelcome truths in the 

antifascist narrative led to the intervention of the Komitee der 

Antifaschistischen Widerstandskämpfer (KdAW) (Jarmatz, 1992).  

Grabowsky’s suspicions about the role of the KdAW in censoring 

cinematic output appears to have been confirmed a year later. Following the 
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cancellation of Katja, DFF recommended that the production team develop 

Zinner’s Ravensbrücker Ballade for the fortieth anniversary of the end of the 

Second World War. Again, the project was cancelled in pre-production 

because of concerns raised by the KdAW about the film’s inclusion of asocial 

and criminal prisoners in its narrative.
104

 Outraged at the interference and 

influence of the veteran antifascist organisation, Zinner wrote to the Minister 

for Television and Radio Agitation to complain about the role played by the 

KdAW in undermining the project and questioned the ability of ‘die 

Genossen des Komitees antifaschistischer Widerstandskämpfer [...], die 

Wirkung eines Kunstwerkes zu prognostizieren’ (Zinner, 1992).  

In this regard, I would suggest DEFA’s decision to accept a 

screenplay based on Zinner’s Arrangement mit dem Tod acquires another 

level of complexity. Kühn submitted his proposal just ten months after 

Ravensbrücker Ballade was cancelled. Given the embarrassment caused by 

the cancellation of two works in quick succession by one of East Germany’s 

leading authors, there may well have been a perceived need among cultural 

officials to commission a successful Zinner adaptation. When Siegfried and 

Regine Kühn approached DEFA with a proposal for a Zinner adaptation, the 

studio may well have considered the screenplay as an opportunity to diffuse 

the growing cultural-political tensions between the Ministry for Culture and 
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 To these examples, one can also add Eberhard Görner’s failed attempt to adapt Fred 

Wander’s Der siebente Brunnen in 1983. Also a DEFA-DFF co-production envisaged for 

release in 1985, the film was set in a number of concentration camps including Buchenwald, 

one of the GDR’s designated ‘Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätten’ described by Bill Niven 

as a ‘site of moral self-congratulation’ (2007, p.71). According to DEFA’s studio director, 

Rudolf Jürschik, the project was cancelled because of the negative and passive depiction of 

camp prisoners, and a fear within the studio at the time as to how the KdAW would respond 

to such a depiction of its members (Görner, 2005, pp.66–69).  
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Hedda Zinner.
105

 This reading is supported by the content of the original 

synopsis submitted to DEFA which was markedly less political and 

ideological in content than the source text (Kühn, 1985). Whereas 

Arrangement mit dem Tod foregrounds Jewish persecution throughout and 

omits reference to the persecution of political prisoners, Kühn’s film is 

striking for the absence of persecutory acts. Moreover, Regine Kühn’s 

original proposal from 1985 specifically states that communist actors are 

expelled from the theatre before their Jewish colleagues, thereby seeming to 

instil the narrative with a clear acknowledgement of political persecution.
106

 

Die Schauspielerin may well have provided DEFA with a solution to the fall-

out from the cancellation of Katja and Ravensbrücker Ballade, and an 

opportunity to utilise the commercial opportunities of the fiftieth anniversary 

of Kristallnacht as the film was ‘Jewish enough’ to be marketable for the 

occasion, but ideologically innocuous enough to overcome the hurdles faced 

by the aforementioned productions.  

 

 

 

 

ii.   From Maria to Manja to Martyr  

 

Die Schauspielerin may have been Corinna Harfouch’s first leading role, but 
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 Die Schauspielerin was directed by Siegfried Kühn with a screenplay by Regine Kühn. 

Siegfried Kühn will henceforth be referred to as Kühn. Regine Kühn will be referred to using 

her full name.  
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several reviewers concluded that it was only thanks to ‘die absolute Spitze 

unserer Filmdarstellerinnen’ (Tok, 1988) that ‘das Interesse am Schicksal 

ihrer Figur bis zum Schluss nicht nachlässt’ (Baschleben, 1988), since 

‘Corinna Harfouch spielt die Titelrolle des 1988 entstandenen DEFA-Films 

so faszinierend, dass die Vereinfachungen, mit denen ihr Regisseur Siegfried 

Kühn den Zeit und Geist der Nazi-Ära skizziert, kaum stören’ (Berliner 

Zeitung, 1988). The extent to which Harfouch’s performance obfuscates more 

problematic aspects of the film’s engagement with National Socialist 

persecution becomes apparent when we examine the visual and narrative 

strategies used to depict Maria over the course of the film. In this section, I 

will examine the impact of the decision to cast the film’s principal victim as a 

strong female character who decides to adopt a Jewish identity and the 

implications thereof for the depiction of the film’s Jewish characters.  

The presentation of a strong female character who decides to adopt a 

Jewish identity is clearly designed to frame Maria’s ‘Identitätssuche’ as a 

critique of gender and racial stereotypes in film (S. Kühn, 1987). In this 

regard, Daniela Berghahn has described Die Schauspielerin as a ‘significant 

departure from gender and racial stereotypes of earlier antifascist films’ (2010, 

p.174). By placing Die Schauspielerin alongside other DEFA productions 

such as Ehe im Schatten and Jakob der Lügner, Berghahn argues that through 

the exploration of female victimhood, Kühn’s film ‘critically reassesses […] 

persistent racial and gender stereotypes’ found in the aforementioned 

productions, namely, of passive females and feminised Jews. Certainly, in 

comparison to the presentation of passive female victimhood projected in Ehe 

im Schatten and Sterne, and the almost complete absence of female characters 
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in Lebende Ware and Jakob der Lügner, the focus on a strong woman who 

behaves with considerable independence and whose actions form the 

narrative core of the film provides an illuminating point of contrast with the 

aforementioned productions. However, the extent to which Die 

Schauspielerin actually represents a significant reconfiguration of gender and 

racial stereotype requires contextualisation. 

In her analysis of the film, Berghahn compares the presentation of 

Maria to female and Jewish characters in three films: Ehe im Schatten, 

Professor Mamlock and Jakob der Lügner. Whilst it is undoubtedly true that 

Maria enjoys a higher degree of agency than the female and Jewish characters 

in the aforementioned productions, over a decade had passed since the release 

of Jakob der Lügner. Significant changes had occurred over the ensuing 

fourteen years in regard to how women were portrayed in DEFA films. 

Indeed, as I will highlight in the final section of this chapter, these 

developments were not limited to East Germany’s borders. Within the 

domestic production context, however, and given the time that has passed, a 

more useful point of comparison for the film’s projection of gender is the 

Gegenwartsfilm (films about contemporary issues). Kühn’s filmography has 

been described by Joshua Feinstein as ‘a steady stream of light dramas or 

romantic comedies concerning relationships and stage-of-life crises among 

young adults or teenagers’ (2002, p.249) and, in this regard, it is not 

surprising that Maria should resemble females found in the Gegenwartsfilm 

rather than those of the antifascist film, a genre which Kühn conceded 

represented a ‘Reiz’ and a ‘Qual’, ‘denn mir fällt es leichter, Geschichten aus 
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der Gegenwart zu gestalten’ (Agde, 1988b).
107

  

When we look closer at the trajectory of the development of women 

within the Gegenwartsfilm, the impact of the genre on Kühn’s presentation of 

Maria becomes clear. The origin of the Gegenwartsfilm can be traced back to 

the 1960s when women were overwhelmingly presented as content workers, 

whose professional achievements would anticipate personal happiness. 

However, over the ensuing two decades, a gradual shift took place whereby 

female characters were no longer ‘heroines constructed as exemplary models 

of the all-rounded developed socialist personality’ but rather were presented 

as ‘rebels who criticise society from a position within’ (Rinke, 2006, p.8). By 

the 1980s, the individual and individualistic conviction of female characters 

eclipsed their male counterparts to the point that:  

Im Gegensatz zum männlichen Pendent […], das gegen 

Windmühlenflügel zu kämpfen scheint, wobei es an Kraft 

verliert, gar zerbricht, gehen Frauen gestärkt und voller 

Zuversicht aus Umständen hervor, die auch für ihre 

Selbstbehauptung wenig glücklich sind (Schieber, 1994, 

p.274). 

Thus, whilst Berghahn is correct to highlight how the presentation of Maria 

represents a break with depictions of passive femininity in comparison to 

films such as Ehe im Schatten, Sterne and Jakob der Lügner, when placed 

within broader trends unfolding in East German cinema, the extent to which 

Maria can be said to offer a fundamental reconfiguration of femininity on 

screen is certainly questionable.  

This contextual point is important because, although my focus in this 
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Gegenwartsfilme and period dramas including Zeit der Störche (Kühn, 1971), Die 

Wahlverwandtschaften (Kühn, 1974) and Unser kurzes Leben (Warneke, 1981). 
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chapter lies in a study of the presentation of racial not gender identity, Kühn’s 

depiction of Maria as a strong woman has a direct influence on the film’s 

depiction of race. When the presentation of Maria is considered alongside that 

of Mark, it becomes clear that Kühn does not so much challenge 

stereotypically feminine attributes found in films set in the Third Reich so 

much as displace them. Maria may be a strong and independent character, but 

‘feminine’ attributes – submissiveness, lack of visibility in the public sphere, 

reduced screen presence – are instead attributed to Mark. At no stage in the 

narrative does Mark drive the plot, and instead he is continually reacting to 

decisions taken by Maria. He frequently appears within a domestic setting 

and is repeatedly called upon to provide emotional support to Maria. The 

displacement of such traditionally feminine attributes is all the more 

problematic given that Mark is Jewish. Echoing Thomas Wartenberg’s 

hypothesis that ‘a film that seeks to subvert the hold of one mode of social 

domination may inadvertently support that of another. Alternatively, a film 

that attacks, say, one stereotype may employ others, equally demeaning’, by 

rendering Mark passive in order to emphasise Maria’s agency in the plot, 

Kühn actually upholds the stereotype of the feminised Jew (1999, p.4).
108

 

Whilst Die Schauspielerin may challenge prescribed gender identities, in 

doing so it inadvertently reinforces racial stereotypes. 

To a certain extent, a strong emphasis on Maria to the detriment of the 

development of other characters is not entirely unexpected given the 

deliberate change of title from Zinner’s Arrangement mit dem Tod to Die 
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Schauspielerin. Not only does the film’s title clearly announce the centrality 

of one female character, but it also underlines the importance of acting and 

identity construction to the film’s plot. Indeed, this ‘programmatisch’ change, 

argued Kühn, was made because ‘Maria kennt keine Trennung zwischen 

Arbeit und Privatleben […]. Sie geht ganz in ihrem Beruf auf. Beruf als 

Berufung. Das Theater ist ihr Leben, und ihr Leben geht nicht ohne Theater’ 

(Agde, 1988b). From the very first scene, Maria is introduced as an actress 

who is adept at changing roles and playing with questions of identity. Kühn 

introduces Maria in her dressing room, surrounded by costumes and wigs, and 

the first words she speaks are taken from Schiller’s Maria Stuart which she 

recites to herself in the mirror: ‘Das Weib ist nicht schwach. Es gibt starke 

Seelen in dem Geschlecht. Ich will in meinem Beisein nichts von der 

Schwäche des Geschlechtes hören.’ As Maria repeats the lines, she adopts a 

series of tones and postures which range from a submissive and 

stereotypically feminine stance to an aggressive tone and pose more 

commonly associated with male characters. The playful adoption of a range 

of personas is abruptly ended when her colleague arrives and, as the opening 

credits roll, we see Maria applying make-up in preparation for her 

performance on stage that evening.  

Not only does this opening scene establish Maria as an actress 

accustomed to playing different roles, but it also offers an insight into her 

own understanding of character and identity formation. After experimenting 

with different poses and intonations when delivering her lines, Maria sighs 

and bemoans the fact that she must play the submissive character of Elisabeth 

rather than the more assertive Maria. At this stage, she understands identity as 
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a straightforward construct with no scope for ambiguity: Maria is a strong 

character, Elisabeth the weaker sister. However, as the film progresses, this 

binary understanding of identity starts to break down as symbolised by the 

use of mirrors in the film. The film is divided into two sections which roughly 

correspond to Maria’s initial introduction to the audience and her decision to 

become Manja. Each section begins with Maria staring at her reflection in her 

dressing room mirror whilst repeating the words, ‘Das Weib ist nicht schwach. 

Es gibt starke Seelen in dem Geschlecht.’ Whereas Maria looks into a single 

mirror in the opening scene, reflecting her own single view of identity, the 

second time the sequence appears, Maria’s image is reflected from three 

different angles. Prior to this point, the vast majority of Maria’s lines in the 

film have not been an articulation of her own thoughts, but rather those of the 

characters she is playing. However, with the decision to reject the identity of 

Maria comes the disavowal of her life on the stage and, for the first time in 

the film, Maria is forced to play herself whilst simultaneously learning to be 

Manja.  

The difficulty of this process for Maria is exacerbated by rejection 

from all sides. Upon visiting the family of her Jewish friend, Jalda, she is told 

by her friend’s grandfather ‘Jude wird man nicht. Jude ist man.’ In his eyes, 

Maria cannot become Jewish because she was not born to a Jewish mother, 

and it is irrelevant how she may choose to see herself. Yet, at the same time, 

she is rejected by non-Jews for being Jewish when, in her first act as Manja, 

she is chastised for using the ‘wrong’ lavatory. However, it is clear that a key 

obstacle for Maria lies not only in how others perceive her, but how she 

understands her own relationship to Jewishness. Only by exploring what it 
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means for her to be Jewish by living the life of Manja does Maria finally 

reconcile her divided sense of self. Hence, Berghahn concludes that Maria’s 

‘performance of Jewishness is ultimately a performative act through which 

she makes her role of Manja her new self’ (2010, p.177). However, whilst 

Maria’s journey from the ‘Inkarnation des Deutschtums’ to an actress at the 

Jewish Theatre certainly challenges rigid notions of German and Jewish 

identities, I will argue that when we examine Maria’s transformative process 

in closer detail, the extent to which the film is not only dependent upon, but 

often reinforces, racial stereotypes becomes clear. 

The first key problem with the film’s projection of Jewishness lies in 

the fact that Kühn never makes it clear whether Manja is merely another role 

for Maria. Maria herself describes Manja as such, telling Mark that ‘Ich halte 

meine Rolle nicht einmal auf der Straße durch. Ich kann doch auf der Bühne 

keine andere Schauspielerin sein, als die, die ich war’, echoing her earlier 

reflection prior to her relationship with Mark that ‘Manchmal habe ich das 

Gefühl, ich mache mir überhaupt keine Gedanken. Zumindest keine 

ernsthaften. Und dann erschrecke ich und denke, es gibt mich überhaupt nicht. 

Nur die verschiedenen Rollen.’ Maria is depicted on stage reciting lines 

written for fictional characters for nearly a quarter of the film (Berghahn, 

2010, p.175), and whether she actually considers the persona of Manja to be 

any different to playing the part of Elisabeth in Maria Stuart or Joan of Arc in 

Die Jungfrau von Orleans is a question which the film neither answers nor 

adequately explores. Consequently, Maria’s decision to become Manja is, 

intentionally or not, presented as a superficial action bearing little relationship 

to the disproportionate dangers she will face. 
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Interestingly, Zinner foresaw this very problem arising from the 

change of title from Arrangement mit dem Tod to Die Schauspielerin. At a 

meeting in November 1986 attended by Zinner, Regine Kühn und the 

production company’s dramaturge, Erika Richter, Zinner is recorded as 

having been ‘erschrocken’ at the change of title because ‘sie versteht “Die 

Schauspielerin” in dem Sinne, als ob die Heldin nur eine Schauspielerin sei 

[…] also eine Schauspielerin und sonst nichts, ohne Verantwortung, ohne 

wirkliche menschliche Werte’. The filmmakers defended the title arguing that 

‘gerade das Gegenteil im Film beabsichtigt sei, dass sie eben als 

Schauspielerin zu ihrer Moral, zu ihrer Liebe, zu ihrer menschlichen 

Verantwortung steht. Das, was sie vielleicht auch als Rolle beginnt, steht sie 

durch bis zur bitteren Konsequenz.’ The report curtly concludes, ‘Hedda 

Zinner ließ sich aber durch unsere Erklärung nicht umstimmen’ because ‘sie 

sieht in diesem Titel etwas Negatives, das der Figur und ihren Handlungen 

nicht gerecht wird’ (Richter, 1986). The fact that the filmmakers argued that 

it was not their intention to depict Maria as an unthinking, chameleon-like 

character for whom the decision to adopt a Jewish identity bore no deeper 

significance than that demanded by a stage role suggests that the depiction of 

Maria precisely as such is the result of the filmmakers’ inability rather than 

unwillingness to convey the contrary. Nevertheless, this problem haunts the 

film throughout.  

The ambiguity surrounding Maria’s deeper awareness of the decision 

she takes in regard to her different ‘role’ comes to the fore in a scene which 

takes place in Munich shortly after she is celebrated as the ‘Inkarnation des 

Deutschtums’. Having told her fellow actor and friend, Montegasso, that she 
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is struggling to understand the role of Schiller’s Johanna in Die Jungfrau von 

Orleans, Maria is depicted alone in her large apartment. As she listens to the 

wireless, Maria hears the sound of voices outside. She approaches the 

window and sees a group of young girls from the Bund Deutscher Mädel 

(BDM) singing songs. Maria is clearly fascinated by the group’s young, 

confident leader. After watching her intently, Maria steps back inside, faces 

the mirror and proceeds to adopt the forceful body language of the girl whilst 

reciting lines from the play. When she later performs the role as such on stage, 

her performance is met with rapturous applause. On the one hand, the 

spectator evidently is expected to draw parallels between the BDM leader and 

‘die vierzehnjährige, fanatisch Gläubige oder gläubige Fanatikerin’, Joan of 

Arc, a reading encouraged by the repeated cross-cutting between the two 

females (Figure Sixteen).
109

 On the other hand, the adoption of the gestures of 

the member of a fascist organisation by a woman whose partner is being 

persecuted by the National Socialists in order to strengthen her own 

performance on stage is certainly problematic.  

The second problem lies in the film’s presentation of victimhood. 

Kühn described Maria’s decision to adopt a Jewish identity as the realisation 

of an ‘Entwicklungsbogen’ from an ‘ausschließlich mit dem Beruf lebenden 

Schauspielerin zur bewusst handelnden tragischen Heldin’ (S. Kühn, 1987). 

However, the presentation of Maria as a tragic hero within the context of a 

film set in the Third Reich is deeply problematic given it remains unclear 

whether Maria is only pretending to be Jewish. Although Mark’s first reaction 

to seeing Maria as Manja is to ask, ‘Du hast dir die Haare gefärbt. Für eine 
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Rolle?’, thereby drawing attention to what I will argue is her unrepresentative 

notions of Jewish identity and the potential superficiality of her decision to 

become Jewish, the film nevertheless encourages audiences to overlook 

Maria’s unreflective attitude and instead see her not only as the film’s 

principal victim at the expense of the other characters, but also as a martyr.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Sixteen: Maria’s unproblematic appropriation of  

  the body language of the leader of the  

  Bund Deutscher Mädel appears out of  

  place against the backdrop of  

  antisemitism.  

 

The desire to position Maria as a martyr is clear from two significant 

changes made to the source text. Whereas Zinner’s Maria appears in twelve 

plays in Arrangement mit dem Tod, the cinematic Maria is predominantly 

depicted playing the character of Joan of Arc, firstly in Schiller’s Die 

Jungfrau von Orleans and then, in the final scene, in George Bernhard 
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Shaw’s Saint Joan. On the one hand, the decision to end the film with Maria 

reciting lines as Shaw’s Joan could be seen as an attempt to break down rigid 

notions of who was and was not a victim of National Socialist persecution 

and instead return to more inclusive notions of victimhood. Not only does the 

film close with a Jewish production of an iconic martyr, it also stresses the 

independence of a woman who, in a challenge to socialist presentations of the 

importance of the collective over the individual, is motivated not through 

organised or political resistance, but rather personal happiness: 

Mark Eminenz, man sollte sie der Folter  

  überweisen. Hat man ihr die Werkzeuge  

  gezeigt? 

Maria Und wenn ihr mir Glied für Glied   aus dem  

  Leibe reißt. Übrigens  kann ich Schmerzen  

  nicht ertragen. Wenn ihr mir weh tut, werde  

  ich  alles sagen, was ihr wollt, nur um dem  

  Schmerz ein Ende zu machen. Aber  

  nachher werde ich das alles widerrufen.   

Mark Die Folter ist üblich. 

Maria  In meiner Unwissenheit habe ich  geglaubt,  

  dass ihr, starken Türmen  gleich, Unheil  

  von mir fernhalten  würdet. Ich weiß jetzt  

  mehr. Ich will zu den geringen Menschen  

  hinausgehen und mich von der Liebe in  

  ihren Augen über den Hass in den eurigen  

  trösten lassen. Ihr werdet froh sein, mich  

  brennen zu sehen. Aber wenn ich durch das  

  Feuer gehe, werde ich durch die Flammen  

  hindurch für immer und ewig in das Herz  

  meines Volkes  einziehen. Und so sei Gott  

  mit mir. 

The allusions to the fate that awaits Maria in the concentration camps are 

clear. The pathos of the scene is further heightened by the screenplay’s subtle 

changes to the ending of Shaw’s play through shifting the protagonist’s point 

of identification in the line ‘but if I go through the fire, I shall go through it to 
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their hearts for ever and ever’ (Shaw, 1970, p.195). Instead of ‘their’ hearts, 

Maria positions herself with ‘meines Volkes’, by which the audience is 

clearly intended to infer the Jewish people (cf. Berghahn, 2010, p.181).
110

 For 

Maria, the final scene is a triumph. She has reconciled herself with the Jewish 

identity of Manja and has overcome personal and societal prejudice to return 

to the stage and, in doing so, she appears to have achieved personal happiness. 

However, the spectator is aware that the path Maria has chosen will lead to 

the gas chambers.  

This episode was modified from the source text in which the literary 

Maria changes the lines of a different play, Julius Roderich Benedix’s Das 

Gefängnis (1851). This raises the question as to why Kühn would have 

chosen to stage Maria’s final scene using Shaw’s Saint Joan when a similar 

episode using a different play appears in the novel. Although the modification 

of Shaw’s text creates a triumphant conclusion for the film’s deconstruction 

of gender and racial binaries, the decision to align Maria to Joan of Arc also 

clearly encourages the audience to view her as a martyr. This is even more 

problematic given Joan of Arc’s iconic status as a Christian martyr who 

decided to sacrifice herself and in doing so was fully aware that her actions 

would lead to her death. Not only is Maria is ostensibly a Jewish character, 

but to imply that Maria steps on stage with the knowledge of the fate that 

awaits her in a concentration camp is a distortion not only of Zinner’s source 

text, but also of the realities facing many real-life victims under National 

Socialism. The decision to present Maria in this way is all the more striking 

given that in Zinner’s novel, Maria explicitly rejects the suggestion she is a 

                                            
110

 Whether audiences would actually have noticed this is highly debatable.   



- 324 - 

 

martyr: “‘Ich bin keine Märtyrerin’, sagte sie, ‘und was ich getan habe, war 

alles andere als vorbildlich’” (Zinner, 1984, p.241). No such statement is 

found in the film and, instead of highlighting the danger in which Maria’s 

decision places all those around her, Kühn instead deliberately constructs his 

protagonist as a tragic hero.  

The failure to clarify Maria’s own understanding of her decision to 

adopt the Jewish identity of Manja has further implications for the 

presentation of Maria as the film’s principal victim and as a martyr. Arguably, 

the pathos for Maria does not primarily stem from the fact that she represents 

the suffering and probable death that await the Jews, but rather because her 

decision to pretend to be Jewish will ‘needlessly’ cost Maria her life. In order 

for Maria’s decision to appear as a sacrifice, her death needs to appear 

extraordinary. Conversely, the fate of the Jewish characters needs to be 

presented as an accepted fact or norm against which to measure Maria’s 

sacrifice. As a result, the processes and prejudices underpinning the racial 

persecution of the film’s Jewish characters are not questioned. Rather, Maria 

is celebrated for her active sacrifice, whilst the passive victimhood of the 

Jewish characters falls into the background. By presenting Maria as the heroic 

martyr of the film, Kühn risks effacing the victimhood of the Jewish 

characters who lacked Maria’s agency, an agency only acquired through her 

status as a non-Jew. Thus, I would propose that although the film appears to 

challenge gender and racial stereotypes through the presentation of Maria, a 

German actress who takes the decision to become Jewish, this transition is 

highly problematic. Maria may be a strong female character who takes 

control of her own life, but when considered alongside Mark, I have argued 
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that it becomes clear that gender stereotypes are displaced rather than 

deconstructed. Furthermore, Maria’s decision to adopt a Jewish identity is 

ultimately underpinned by her status as an exceptional German rather than a 

Jewish victim. The film’s problematic position towards racial victimhood 

comes to the fore when we look closer at the presentation of Mark. 

 

 

 

 

iii.   ‘Mark nicht fallen lassen’ 

 

A handwritten note on an early manuscript of Hedda Zinner’s Arrangement 

mit dem Tod reads ‘Mark nicht fallen lassen’ (Zinner, n.d,). Whilst the 

comment reveals that Zinner too faced challenges in instilling Mark with an 

appropriate level of narrative investment, the author’s awareness of the 

dangers of allowing Mark to become a secondary character serve to highlight 

the failure of the filmmakers to do the same. Instead, the character of Mark is, 

to cite HV Film’s pre-release report, ‘eine Nebenrolle’ (Spangenberg, 1988) 

which, as the deputy head of DEFA-Außenhandel observed, ‘im Gegensatz 

zur Figur der Maria wirkt […] eher blaß’ (Bulla, 1988). The presentation of 

Mark in Die Schauspielerin is indicative of the role of the marginalised 

Jewish characters more broadly in the film. Whereas Maria appears in 

seventy-one scenes, Mark features in just forty-five (DEFA, 1987). However, 

the marginalisation of Mark and the other Jewish questions is not merely a 

question of quantifiable screen presence. Rather, Mark remains an 
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underdeveloped character who is objectified from the outset. As one East 

German critic observed at the time, ‘Mark ist Objekt nur ihres Sehens, Lebens, 

im Text schon, in der Inszenierung aber auch’ (Goldberg, 1988). The 

aforementioned note indicates that the focus on Maria at the expense of other 

characters was clearly a concern for Zinner when writing the source text. 

Whilst we must be cautious not to overstate the changes made by the director 

and screenwriter to the novel given that they repeatedly emphasised ‘wir 

haben nicht den Roman Hedda Zinners verfilmt, sondern einen Film nach 

Motiven dieses Buches gemacht’ (Agde, 1988b), the filmmakers’ treatment of 

the source text is nonetheless highly revealing, not least because the changes 

made to Zinner’s source text came under heavy criticism by the Ministry for 

Culture’s film evaluation department, HV Film. In this section, I will examine 

the film’s inconsistent visual and narrative constructions of Mark and the 

Jewish characters, and argue that although Kühn attempts to undercut binaries 

of Jewishness and Germanness, he ultimately serves to uphold the very 

stereotypes he seeks to undermine.  

On first viewing, Kühn appears deliberately to undermine 

preconceived notions of Jewishness. In the screenplay, Mark is described as 

‘ein blonder, feingliedriger junger Mann’, whilst the Jewish extras are 

described as figures ‘unter denen aber nur wenige sind, von denen man sagen 

könnte, ihr Gesicht habe deutlich jüdischen Einschlag. Die meisten sehen 

ähnlich jüdisch aus wie Mark, also gar nicht’ (R. Kühn, 1987b). As in Jakob 

der Lügner, visual and cultural signifiers of Judaism are conspicuously absent. 

There is nothing to suggest Mark is Jewish other than the verbal cues of the 

other characters. Furthermore, by opening the film shortly after the NSDAP 
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comes to power in 1933, Mark is introduced without the imposed markers of 

Judaism such as the Judenstern on his clothing which would be first 

introduced in 1941. Rather, he is introduced as a German citizen who, as the 

film’s temporal setting advances, becomes increasingly ostracised from 

society. This, in turn, encourages the audience to view the sudden alterity of 

Mark as a purely external and factious construct rather than as a fait accompli. 

Indeed, this aspect of the screenplay was one of the few areas singled out for 

praise by DEFA’s studio director, Hans-Dieter Mäde, who reported that 

‘Wesentlich ist, dass er nichts Exotisch-Jüdisches an sich hat, sondern als 

normaler moderner junger Deutscher erscheint, der plötzlich auf Grund der 

“Gesetz”-gebung eines unmenschlichen Systems ausgegrenzt wird’ (1988). It 

is precisely because of the filmmakers’ emphasis on the importance of 

challenging stereotypes that makes the discrepancy between the aim and 

execution in the presentation of Jewishness in Die Schauspielerin particularly 

revealing.  

Kühn may depict his Jewish characters as assimilated victims at the 

start of the film, but the narrative quickly undermines this through the 

repeated presentation of Jewish characters standing outside of German society. 

Of course, National Socialist antisemitism was designed to ostracise Jewish 

citizens from the public sphere, but in Die Schauspielerin the characters 

appear to acquiesce to – if not actively drive – this marginalisation. For 

example, when Maria attempts to purchase a ticket to see Mark on stage at the 

Jewish Theatre, she is refused entry. Factually, Maria could not purchase a 

ticket because, under National Socialist legislation, tickets could only be sold 

to Jewish citizens. This is not made clear in the film. Rather, Maria is 
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informed by a member of the Theatre that ‘Wir sind eine geschlossene 

Gesellschaft’, thereby potentially creating the impression that the decision to 

form a Jewish-only theatre was self-willed.  

At times, the film also risks rehearsing the stereotype of Jewishness as 

an exotic or non-German identity. Shortly after their romance begins, Mark 

warns Maria that he faces persecution because of his Jewish identity. 

However, this is followed by the statement that ‘Du hast eben Glück. Ich habe 

das Pech, dass meine Mutter eine schöne spanische Jüdin und mein Vater ein 

ganz gewöhnlicher assimilierter deutscher Jude ist.’ Given the exclusion of 

both Maria and Mark’s familial background (in contrast to the novel, in which 

both sets of parents feature prominently), Mark’s revelation that he has a 

foreign parent serves no narrative function in the film other than to risk once 

again associating Jewishness with a foreign heritage. Finally, earlier versions 

of the screenplay emphasised Mark’s discomfort with being forced to adopt 

an exclusively Jewish identity since he previously considered himself to be 

fully integrated into German society rather than into the Jewish Community. 

In the screenplay dated 20 August 1986, Mark tells Maria: ‘Ich weiß auch gar 

nicht, warum ich ein Jude sein soll. Plötzlich. Ich habe mich nie als Jude 

gefühlt. Wenn ich wenigstens wüsste, ich hätte etwas zu bekennen. Das hätte 

noch einen Sinn’ (Kühn, 1986). In the film, however, Mark is depicted as 

being at ease with the Jewish Community and, whilst he is forced to join the 

Jewish Theatre in order to continue acting rather than as an act of free will, he 

does not seem to question his place within it.  

The discrepancy between how Mark is presented visually and 

narratively is also evident in the presentation of Maria as Manja. On the one 
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hand, by presenting the same character as both a non-Jewish and Jewish 

woman, the film critiques the false dichotomy of Germanness and Jewishness. 

Following Maria’s decision to stage her own suicide by killing Maria and 

reinvent herself as Manja in order to circumvent the Nuremberg Laws and 

pursue a relationship with Mark, Kühn revisits the film’s very first scene. The 

almost shot-for-shot recreation of the opening scene establishes a pivotal 

point of comparison by reminding the audience that, despite changes in 

adjectives and nouns attributed to the protagonist through her decision to 

change from the Aryan Maria to the Jewish Manja, the woman sitting before 

the mirror is the same person. Yet how she is perceived by others shifts 

markedly. For example, in her first act as Manja, she is chastised for using the 

‘wrong’ lavatory. The demarcation of Aryan and Jewish lavatories recalls an 

earlier scene in which Maria is sitting on a bench clearly marked ‘Nur für 

Arier’, and Maria’s markedly different treatment by society provides her with 

a sudden awakening to the level of societal racial prejudice of which she has 

hitherto been unaware. 

On the other hand, Kühn remains dependent upon the visual 

propagation of the very binaries he is trying to undermine in the film’s 

narrative. Narratively, the film attempts to hold a mirror up to the imposition 

of fictitious labels which suddenly ostracise the ‘Inkarnation des Deutschtums’ 

from society based on her decision to adopt a new racial identity. In order for 

this sharp point of contrast to function, however, other characters need to 

recognise Maria (as Manja) as being Jewish. Here, the film’s inability to 

reconcile its narrative and visual presentations of Jewishness comes to the 

fore. We first encounter Maria as Manja emerging from the smoke at the 
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railway station (Figure Seventeen). The screenplay describes Maria’s walk 

through the station as having ‘die Atmosphäre eines Alptraums’ and, dressed 

from head to toe in black, including dark glasses and a veil, Maria’s 

appearance suggests she is mourning the death of her former self (R. Kühn, 

1987b). How this scene is to be interpreted is unclear.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Eighteen:  The depiction of Manja as an archetypal  

  Ostjüdin is incongruous with both  

  character and setting. 

 

It could be argued that in order to convince her new audience that she is 

Jewish, Maria has to play to type. Kühn argued that, given the importance of 

theatre in her life, Maria is unable to separate life on and off stage, and 

consequently ‘Maria bereitet sich auf das andere Leben – als Jüdin mit Mark 

– wie auf eine neue Rolle vor’ because ‘Ihr ist das Judentum völlig fremd’ 

(Agde, 1988b). Following this reading, Maria’s choice of clothing is 

indicative of her inability to appreciate that adopting a Jewish identity is not 
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merely a matter of changing outfits, echoing Berghahn’s argument that only 

by performing Jewishness does Maria find her own identity. 

Yet given the appropriation of appearances and body language 

demonstrated by Maria in developing her previous roles, it is unlikely that the 

accomplished actress would revert to the image of an Ostjüdin to develop her 

‘neue Rolle’. We see no other Ostjuden in the film and given all the Jews 

Maria meets prior to her decision to become Manja – Mark, Jalda, and Mark’s 

friend Jupp – are all fully assimilated Jews, it is highly improbable that Maria 

would have associated being a Jew with Orthodox Judaism. Consequently, it 

appears that the decision to present Manja as demonstrably Jewish in 

appearance was driven by narrative expediency and the need to facilitate a 

scene in which Maria is instantly identified as being Jewish by the lavatory 

assistant. When Maria enters the lavatory, a disembodied and shrill voice 

shouts ‘Benutzen Sie die letzte Toilette rechts!’, clearly indicating that 

Maria’s new appearance marks her as Jewish in the eyes of the attendant who 

‘mit einem Blick von oben bis unten hat [...] Maria eingeschätzt’ (R. Kühn, 

1987b). As a result, the film’s narrative and visual depictions of Jewishness 

often appear to be operating in different directions and, although the narrative 

trajectory of Maria does problematise the binary constructs of German and 

Jewish, the film nevertheless remains dependent upon stereotype to structure 

this transformation.  
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iv.   Everyday Fascism 

 

Earlier in this chapter, I discussed the implications of the decision to cast 

Maria as the film’s principal victim. When read alongside the depiction of 

Mark, it becomes clear that the promotion of Maria’s victimhood also comes 

at the expense of the exploration of Mark’s persecution. Whereas the literary 

treatment of the story includes episodes in which Mark faces verbal taunts, 

has anonymous notes pinned on his dressing room door, is publically jeered 

on stage and beaten to the point of having to be admitted to hospital leaving 

him ‘nahe einem Zusammenbruch’, the cinematic Mark appears largely 

untouched by antisemitism (Zinner, 1984, p.40).  

Given the political interference of the KdAW in previous attempts to 

film screenplays dealing with National Socialist persecution highlighted at the 

start of this chapter, it could be expected that DEFA would have been only 

too receptive to a screenplay which simultaneously presented the studio with 

a film which could be released in time for the fiftieth anniversary of 

Kristallnacht but which did not challenge the hierarchy of victimhood present 

in East German historiography. Die Schauspielerin may not feature a single 

communist character, but its Jewish victims are overwhelmingly marginalised 

characters who are feminised and disenfranchised. However, I will argue that 

whilst the images on screen do little to challenge such a reading, production 

documents reveal a quite different picture.  

Of the six pre-release reports compiled for Die Schauspielerin, only 

one raised concerns about the ideological conformity of the film. 

Unsurprisingly, this report came from the Ministry for Culture’s HV Film. 
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What is surprising, however, is that the criticism of the film’s lack of 

ideological imperative did not first and foremost relate to the film’s lack of 

antifascist narrative, but rather to the reductive depiction of the Jewish 

Theatre and its members: 

Suchen und Ringen der Mitglieder des jüdischen 

Kulturbundes um die Spanne im Widerstand und 

Missbrauch und Legitimation durch die Nazis werden nur 

knapp angedeutet. Obwohl hier m.E. neben bzw. mit dem 

Identitätswechsel thematisches Neuland hätte betreten 

werden können: Spezifik und Abgrenzung von Kultur / 

Tradition auf der einen Seite und weltanschaulich-politische 

Konsequenz (Klassenfragen) auf der anderen. Maria 

betreibt den Identitätswechsel um Sz. wie eine 

Rollenrecherche, zudem gelangt sie nie wirklich in Gefahr, 

weil es kein wirkliches gesellschaftliches Umfeld gibt 

(Wilkening, 1987). 

The report then proceeds to detail six principal shortcomings of the 

screenplay, all of which relate directly to the film’s lack of historical context 

and the failure to justify Maria’s actions. The report then continues:  

So gesehen ist der Film als Kammerspiel mit 

Zwischenakten (Vorstellungen und Proben) und ein 

überschaubares Figurenensemble angelegt, was vielleicht 

produktionsökonomisch ist, aber sowohl von seiner 

Zeitdarstellung als auch von seiner weltanschaulich-

ideologischen Dimension klein und fragwürdig wird. Die 

gedankliche Substanz des Stoffes wird nicht ausgeschöpft 

und m.E. versimplifiziert. Maria steht in der 

Schlusseinstellung wieder auf der Bühne, schaut aber in den 

dunklen Zuschauerraum (Wilkening, 1987). 

Thus, whilst the HV Film report undoubtedly raises concerns about the 

ideological content of the film, this is repeatedly used to underline the 

shortcomings of the Jewish characters’ persecution rather than as a pretext for 

the inclusion of political persecution. 
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HV Film was not the only body to harbour concerns about the 

screenplay. The film’s own production company also expressed grave 

concerns about the depiction of the Jewish characters. In March 1987, the 

head dramaturge and the leader of Gruppe Babelsberg reviewed the, by then 

yet to be filmed, screenplay for Die Schauspielerin. In their report, Dieter 

Wolf and Erika Richter outlined a series of changes which were to be made 

prior to the filming of Die Schauspielerin (Richter and Wolf, 1987). These 

changes included the complete rewrite or removal of two episodes depicting 

Jewish characters and three episodes of antisemitism. Such demands 

encourage scepticism about the underlying motives of the production 

company in seeking to reduce the instances of explicit racial persecution. 

However, I will argue that when we consider the reasons given for the 

removal of the scenes, a quite different reading emerges.  

The first scene to be re-written (and which was later removed entirely) 

depicts the Jewish Theatre ensemble celebrating a Passover meal in full 

orthodox dress in the middle of the theatre courtyard. Zinner was so outraged 

by the scene and its ‘Betonen der Exotik der jüdischen Bräuche’ that she 

described it as ‘übelstes Theater’ (Richter, 1986). The next scene depicted a 

traditional Hora dance – a scene which remains in the final film – and was 

also rewritten in order that it should lose its ‘pathetisch-demonstrativen 

Charakter’. However, even with the rewrite, it is clear that the scene is still 

shaped by such a tone. Having received instruction that the Jewish Theatre is 

to be dissolved, the members of the ensemble join hands to perform the Hora 

(Figure Nineteen). Narratively, the dance plays no discernible role in the film. 

As highlighted above, the scene was originally to be preceded by a Passover 
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meal. During this scene, Maria tells Mark she is worried she will be exposed 

as non-Jewish because of her inability to understand or speak Hebrew. Yet 

she is fully able to perform the Hora. The scene bears no narrative 

significance to the rest of the film and instead presents the Jewish characters 

performing an unfamiliar dance together, thereby evoking the sentiment of an 

earlier scene in which the Jewish Community was described as ‘eine 

geschlossene Gesellschaft’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Nineteen:  Narratively redundant and visually  

  obsolete, the inclusion of the Hora dance  

  serves to present the Jewish Theatre as a  

  closed community.  

 

Alongside the rewriting of these two scenes, a second pre-condition 

for the acceptance of the screenplay was stipulated: the removal of three 

episodes of antisemitism from the film (Richter and Wolf, 1987). The first of 

the three episodes depicted Maria reciting an antisemitic essay written by her 

twelve-year-old neighbour which quotes directly from the National Socialist 
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magazine Der Stürmer. The second and third episodes portrayed the 

NSDAP’s attempts to mask its antisemitic acts during the 1936 Olympics – in 

this instance, the painting over of ‘Nur für Arier’ on benches – only to resume 

its persecutory actions as soon as the international community had left. On 

first viewing, Richter and Wolf’s intervention appears to replicate the 

attempts of the KdAW to minimalise the presentation of non-communist 

victim groups on screen: by insisting on the removal of the sequences, Die 

Schauspielerin lost three explicit examples of antisemitism. However, when 

read alongside the concerns about the depiction of the Jewish characters 

expressed by Gruppe Babelsberg, Zinner and HV Film, and alongside the 

episodes of antisemitism which remain in the film, I would suggest that the 

demand for cuts was not motivated by a drive to weaken the antisemitic 

persecution narrative in the film, but conversely a desire to strengthen it.  

Richter and Wolf’s orders that ‘alle deutlichen Zeichen für 

faschistoides Verhalten’ be ‘eliminiert’ were not directed towards the 

depiction of antisemitism in and of itself, but rather towards the relationship 

between the scenes and the rest of the film. Richter and Wolf argued that the 

scenes should better follow the ‘generelles Prinzip des Films’ which ‘keine 

demonstrativen Zeichen zur Charakterisierung dieser Zeit setzten will, 

sondern versucht, den Alltag mit seinen Zeitzeichen zu erfassen, die vom 

Zuschauer aber erst entdeckt werden müssen’ (Wolf, 1987). The importance 

of ‘alltäglicher Faschismus im Deutschland der Naziherrschaft’ was repeated 

throughout the film’s pre- and post-release reports, indicating a desire that the 

film’s primary concern should not lie in individual acts of antisemitism, but 
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rather with its societal propagation (Mäde, 1988; Progress Film-Verleih, 

1988a; Richter and Wolf, 1987; Spangenberg, 1988; Wilkening, 1987).  

This can be seen in two match-cut scenes set in the streets of Berlin. 

At the start of the film, Maria and Mark confidently walk the crowded streets. 

However, upon his relocation to Berlin, Mark is depicted with his fellow 

Jewish actress, Judith, in an empty street. As the sound of footsteps becomes 

louder, the pair nervously runs into a side street. The camera remains in the 

same position and captures the spectacle of German civilians transporting a 

giant Greek statute, presumably to Berlin’s Olympiastadion in preparation for 

the 1936 Games. As the exaggerated image of Aryan dominance is paraded 

through the street, not by SS officers or zealous Party members, but by 

‘ordinary Germans’, there is the growing sense that not only are members of 

German society acquiescent in the propagation of National Socialist ideology, 

but that the streets themselves have symbolically now come under the control 

of the National Socialist regime. This scene is revisited at the end of the film. 

The manager of the Jewish Theatre announces to the ensemble that they have 

been forced to close and relocate. As the actors leave, they walk down the 

street alongside a number of wagons. The sound of horses’ hooves and 

footsteps immediately evokes the sound of the Greek statue being transported 

through the streets. As a troupe passes a blind man, the old man stops and 

turns to face the sound, and raises his arm in a Hitlergruss, clearly mistaking 

the detected footsteps of the persecuted Jewish characters for the sound of 

marching of troops (Figure Twenty). This short but powerful sequence not 

only links the promulgation of symbols of Aryan superiority to the exclusion 
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of Jews from society, but also characterises the blindness of the German 

population who failed to act to save the country’s Jewish citizens.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Twenty: The focus on the complicity of ‘ordinary  

  Germans’ demonstrates the incremental  

  imposition of National Socialist  

  antisemitism. 

 

On the one hand, the attempt to associate antisemitic persecution with 

the wider German public marks an important reconfiguration of the image of 

the perpetrator on East German screens. There is no ideological motivation 

behind the characters’ actions. In contrast to the depictions of persecution 

found in Sterne and Jakob der Lügner, no attempt is made to displace 

responsibility to military figures and, unlike in Lebende Ware, there is no 

geographical displacement of responsibility onto West Germany. Rather, 

there is every possibility in Die Schauspielerin that the ‘ordinary Germans’ 

could become East as well as West Germans.  
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The film’s presentation of the perpetrator is not without its problems. 

Firstly, as in the case of Ehe im Schatten, by potentially holding everyone to 

account, Kühn fails to question the behaviour of any one individual. The 

question thus arises, who is responsible for the persecution of Maria and, 

more broadly, the film’s other Jewish characters? It is telling that the only 

identifiable perpetrators in the entire film are a young child who, dressed in 

an SS uniform, playfully pretends to shoot at Maria, and the aforementioned 

lavatory assistant who is deliberately positioned at the back of the shot 

(Figure Twenty-One). Instead, Die Schauspielerin appears to be a film about 

persecution which is strangely lacking in persecutors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure Twenty-One:  So ‘alltäglich’ is the fascism in Die   

  Schauspielerin that it is difficult to  

  apply the term ‘perpetrator’ at all. 

 

 

With no compelling reason offered as to why Maria would choose to become 

Jewish and why, when she does, she feels threatened to the point of a nervous 

breakdown, we are left to conclude that Maria is responsible for her own 

victimisation insomuch as she took the active and entirely disproportionate 

decision to render herself a victim. Kühn’s failure to situate Maria’s actions in 

a dramatic or historical context was also singled out for criticism by HV Film 
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in its Stellungnahme of the film’s screenplay which specifically criticised the 

fact the Maria is never really in danger ‘weil es kein wirkliches 

gesellschaftliches Umfeld gibt’ (Wilkening, 1987). In fact, Regine Kühn 

subsequently argued that Maria would have, in all probability, acted in the 

same way regardless of the political context (Trampe, 2004, p.102).  

The filmmakers and production company evidently sought to 

foreground the role of ‘alltäglicher Faschismus’ in the Third Reich. However, 

since the film fails to depict a single individual committing any action which 

could conceivably be considered an antisemitic crime, the main threat faced 

by Maria is psychological. Moreover, this psychological threat continues after 

her decision to become Manja, and Maria suffers as much, if not more, 

through her inability to integrate into the Jewish Community as she does from 

societal antisemitism. So everyday is the fascism in Die Schauspielerin, that it 

is ultimately rendered invisible. Therefore, whilst the decision to focus on the 

role of ‘ordinary Germans’ above that of the state or Party officials certainly 

allows for the possibility of an important reassessment of the culpability of all 

Germans during the Third Reich, the failure to depict any individual or 

incident which would justify the threat felt by Maria and indeed the film’s 

other Jewish characters integrates antisemitism into the everyday to the extent 

that it all but disappears. Instead, Maria appears to be an extraordinary victim 

in an everyday setting.  
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v.   ‘Problemfilm mit Tendenz zur Tragödie’ 

 

The description of a film which unfolds against the backdrop of National 

Socialist racial persecution and concludes with the albeit inferred death of the 

lead character, not to mention of the rest of the Jewish Theatre ensemble, as a 

‘Problemfilm mit Tendenz zur Tragödie’ certainly appears an odd turn of 

phrase. Yet this is precisely how Gruppe Babelsberg and DEFA classified the 

film (DEFA, 1988b). Whilst the description of the systematic persecution of 

Jews as a ‘Tendenz zur Tragödie’ may appear highly euphemistic, a closer 

examination of the film’s internal and external promotional material reveals 

that the reduction of the Third Reich to a dramatic backdrop was a central 

component of the marketing of the film. In this final section, I will argue that 

the marketing strategy of Die Schauspielerin is indicative of two wider trends: 

shifting attitudes towards the National Socialist past within East Germany and 

dominant international engagements with the National Socialist past on 

screen. 

Echoing the domestic promotion of Jakob der Lügner, Die 

Schauspielerin was clearly presented as a new configuration of the East 

German historical film. In both internal correspondence and external 

promotion material designed for the film, Die Schauspielerin was presented 

as a ‘Liebesgeschichte zwischen einem Juden und einer “Arierin” im Dritten 

Reich’ (DEFA, 1988b). Again echoing Beyer’s promotional strategy, the 

decision to describe the film as such was clearly an attempt to attract 

audiences who may otherwise have been deterred from a political or historical 

film. The ‘Direktionsvorlage für die Beratung bei der Generaldirektion zur 
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Entscheidung über Aufnahme in den Projektplan’ submitted by Gruppe 

Babelsberg to DEFA in October 1986, for example, concluded with the 

statement that the filmmakers hoped Die Schauspielerin would be a 

production ‘dass nicht nur ein in dieser Weise noch nicht gekannter Film über 

den Faschismus entsteht, sondern möglichst ein Film mit einer großen und 

breiten Wirkung im Kino’ (Gruppe Babelsberg, 1986). Likewise, Regine 

Kühn defended her decision to present Maria as a woman with more in 

common with the modern-day spectator than with 1930s society by arguing 

‘Maria soll also dem heutigen Alltagesgestus junger Leute, auch z.B. in ihrer 

Wohnweise, zunächst sehr nahe sein, um zunächst eine unbefangene 

Identifizierung zu ermöglichen’ (Richter, 1986). The decision that the most 

effective way to market Die Schauspielerin to young audiences who, after all, 

represented the first generation raised entirely in the GDR, was to emphasise 

the parallels with modern-day society instead of rehearsing the antifascist 

narratives of the past marks a significant shift in presentations of the past.  

Perhaps the strongest indicator that the parameters of representation 

were shifting in East German society in the late 1980s in regard of not only 

the films themselves, but also of how productions could be presented to the 

public, can be seen in reviews for Die Schauspielerin. In contrast to the 

overtly ideological framing of Jakob der Lügner in the East German press, 

words such as ‘Terror’, ‘Barbarei’ and ‘Widerstand’ were largely absent from 

reviews of the film. Although several reviewers described the film’s position 

within ‘die antifaschistische DEFA-Tradition’ (cf. Baschleben, 1988; Dehn, 

1988; Tok, 1988; Ullrich, 1988), Die Schauspielerin was overwhelmingly 

described as ‘eine neue Variante’ (Ullrich, 1988) on the theme through its 
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focus on ‘gewöhnlicher Faschismus in einem noch friedvollen Deutschland’ 

(Tok, 1988). Not a single reviewer made reference to West Germany, and the 

only political reference to current-day politics appeared in a review for the 

SED’s West Berlin newspaper, Wahrheit, in which the journalist argued the 

plot ‘könne sich übrigens ebenso um schwarze und weiße Südafrikaner 

handeln’ (Dehn, 1988).  

The fading ideological imperative of films set in the Third Reich is 

most powerfully encapsulated in a widely circulated interview given by Kühn. 

When asked the seemingly obligatory ideological question, ‘Aber obwohl 

Maria eine starke, energetische Persönlichkeit ist, gelangt sie nicht zu 

aktivem, antifaschistischem Widerstand?’, Kühn – in contrast to Beyer – 

answered in the negative: ‘Nein, das wäre eine andere Geschichte. Denkbar 

wäre, dass Maria zum antifaschistischen Widerstand gelangt, wenn sie sich 

auch späterhin weiter so entwickelt, wie im Zeitraum meines Films. Aber wie 

gesagt, das wäre ein anderer Film’ (Agde, 1988b). Interestingly, and perhaps 

symptomatic of the sensitivities still surrounding the promotion of the 

antifascist resistance narrative, the press notes compiled by Progress Film 

subtly modified this statement to read ‘Zur antifaschistischen 

Widerstandskämpferin wird sie nicht – das wäre ein anderer Film, aber zu 

einer möglichen Verbündeten beim Kampf gegen den Faschismus ist sie 

bereits geworden’ (Progress Film-Verleih, 1988b). Yet, even in this more 

ideologically-inflected version, Die Schauspielerin signals that paying even 

lip-service to East Germany’s antifascist heritage was no longer obligatory in 

DEFA films.  
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Kühn’s film, which one reviewer described as ‘ein Film der 

Nachgeborenen über eine Zeit, die sie nicht erlebt haben, ein Film, dessen 

Aneignung geistiger Anstrengung bedarf’ (Voss, 1988), provoked 

considerable debate in the press and within DEFA about the historical 

knowledge of the GDR’s first generation raised solely in East Germany. The 

debate revolved around the film’s ending and the extent to which audiences 

could be relied upon to apply their own knowledge of the period to 

understand what happened to the Jewish Community after the film ends. 

Although born in 1935, just three years after Frank Beyer, Kühn openly stated 

that ‘den deutschen Faschismus kenne ich nur von der Anschauung her’, 

adding ‘natürlich habe ich viel über ihn gelesen’ (Agde, 1988b). Given the 

director conceded that his limited knowledge of National Socialism was 

acquired from secondary sources, Kühn’s attitude to the film’s conclusion is 

particularly surprising. When asked why the film ends when it does, Kühn 

replied, ‘Unsere heutigen Filmzuschauer wissen gut, was die Nazis mit den 

Juden, also den jüdischen Schauspielern, gemacht haben. Ich baue auf das 

historische und politische Wissen der Zuschauer’ (Agde, 1988b). Yet his 

views were by no means shared by journalists or even DEFA officials, and 

the question of whether audiences could reasonably be expected to know 

what happened to the Jewish characters after the film ends was the subject of 

a fascinating behind-the-scenes discussion at DEFA. 

Audience foreknowledge was an issue from the outset. At the initial 

meeting between the filmmakers and Hedda Zinner in November 1986, the 

author argued that ‘die Mehrzahl des Publikums nicht in der Lage ist, am 

Ende der Geschichte die “Entlassung” der Juden zu assoziieren’ (Richter, 
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1986). Following the meeting, the filmmakers intended to include text at the 

end of the film announcing the fate of the Jewish characters. Yet by April 

1987 when the screenplay was presented to the head dramaturge of Gruppe 

Babelsberg, the use of text informing the audience about the fate of European 

Jews under National Socialism ‘wurde einmütig vehement abgelehnt’ because 

‘es gab die einstimmige Überzeugung, dass man das Schicksal der Juden als 

wirklich bekannt voraussetzen könne, und dass ein solcher Rolltext das 

Pathos der Schlussszene zunichtemachen würde’ (Wolf, 1987). The Ministry 

for Culture’s HV Film was of a different opinion, describing the question of 

whether ‘das Schicksal der Juden als wirklich bekannt voraussetzen können’ 

as ‘eine fragwürdige Schlussfolgerung’ (Wilkening, 1987).  

Ultimately, no textual information is provided in the film about the 

fate of the Jewish characters. Nevertheless, the debate continued. DEFA 

supported the filmmakers, with Progress Film arguing ‘den Fortgang und das 

Ende spart Kühn aus: die Liquidierung des jüdischen Theaters, die 

“Endlösung” der Judenfrage, wie die Nazis den Holocaust umschrieben. Dies 

schlimme Ende weiß der Zuschauer heutzutage und bringt sein Wissen in eine 

emotional aktivierende und weiterwirkende Beziehung zu Maria-Manjas 

Lebens- und Liebestat (Progress Film-Verleih, 1988a). Although this wording 

was subsequently used for Progress’ press notes (Progress Film-Verleih, 

1988b), several reviewers deviated from the text provided and questioned 

whether audiences, in particular younger spectators, would in fact be aware of 

the wider historical context. For example, Renate Kruppa writing for the 

Schweriner Volkszeitung believed that whilst ‘die Mehrheit der Zuschauer’ 

would be aware of the fate of the characters, she added ‘ich hätte mir im 
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Interesse eines jugendlichen Publikums dennoch einen Hinweis […] am 

Schluss des Films gewünscht’ (Kruppa, 1988).  

Certainly, audiences would have learnt little about National Socialism 

from Die Schauspielerin. Just as Beyer argued Jakob der Lügner ‘hat nichts 

Informatisches, nichts Aufklärerisches im Sinn’ (Wischnewski, 1975), Die 

Schauspielerin is a film in which, as one reviewer observed, ‘historisches und 

politisches Wissen wird vorausgesetzt’ (Thieme, 1988). It could be argued 

that both audiences’ lack of awareness about the fate of the Jewish characters 

and the lack of contextual depth in the film are indicative of the institutional 

failures of East German society to discuss racial persecution under National 

Socialism. However, when placed in an international context, the 

shortcomings of Die Schauspielerin appear far less nationally determined, 

and far more symptomatic of broader shifts in cinematic engagements with 

the National Socialist past. This can be seen in the release of several films in 

the 1980s which reduced the Third Reich to a dramatic backdrop in order to 

exploit the dramatic tension arising from the demands placed on individuals’ 

lives under National Socialism for a story about star-crossed lovers. For 

example, the French film Le Dernier Métro (The Last Metro, Truffaut, 1980), 

the British-West German-American co-production Forbidden (Page 1984), 

and the Austrian film 38 – Auch war das Wien (Glück, 1986) are all romances 

in which non-Jewish women make personal sacrifices for the sake of their 

Jewish male lovers.
111

 The similarities between Die Schauspielerin and such 

Western productions is not only generic: both Le dernier métro and 38 – Auch 

                                            
111

 A variation of this theme can be found in the West German film Novembermond (von 

Grote, 1985). Centred around a lesbian relationship, von Grotte’s film also adheres to the 

dominant non-Jew and dependent Jew constellation.  
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war das Wien portray strong-willed non-Jewish actresses in a relationship 

with Jewish men of the theatre (a director and writer respectively), whilst the 

plot of Forbidden, in which an increasingly emasculated Jewish man is 

overshadowed by a confident and independent non-Jewish woman, 

anticipates the gender relations of Kühn’s film. Furthermore, all three films 

were criticised for their failure to engage with the causes and effects of 

antisemitism. Dietrich Kuhlbrodt attacked Wolfgang Glück for ‘eine 

politische, redaktionelle und zumindest Schulfunkkatastrophe, dass der Film 

38, der vorgibt, das Wien von 1938 zu zeigen, die historischen Fakten auf ein 

paar Dialogsätze reduziert und im übrigen durchs Bild dementiert’ (Kuhlbrodt, 

1987). Fernando Croce accused Truffaut of ultimately succumbing to 

‘fuzzy-centred nostalgia’ in Le dernier métro (Croce, 2009), and David 

Robinson criticised the characters in Forbidden for displaying ‘indiscretion 

quite inappropriate to the dangers around them’ (Robinson, 1986).  

Given the proliferation of similar productions, it is not surprising that 

DEFA-Außenhandel had clear international ambitions for Die Schauspielerin. 

Tellingly, the pre-release report from DEFA-Außenhandel opened with the 

statement:  

Erfahrungsgemäß besteht bei unseren ausländischen 

Partnern ein großes Interesse an solchen Filmen, verbunden 

mit der Erwartungshaltung nach hohem künstlerischem 

Niveau, deren Maßstäbe durch zahlreiche international 

erfolgreiche DEFA-Produktionen zur Antifaschis-

mus-Thematik gesetzt wurde (Bulla, 1988). 

The report reflects how there was a clear awareness that DEFA’s films about 

Jewish persecution sold particularly well abroad and the final quarter of the 

report is dedicated to discussing the international release opportunities for the 
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film. Alongside video copies of the film, three prints of Die Schauspielerin 

were prepared ‘für die kommerziellen Angebote und die 

auslandlandsinformaturiereiche Arbeit’ alongside a multi-language press kit. 

The report concluded, ‘in Voraussetzung auf Film Festival-Teilnahme werden 

die entsprechenden zusätzlichen Maßnahmen eingeleitet’. Indeed, Die 

Schauspielerin was East Germany’s submission to the Karlovy Vary 

International Film Festival in 1988 where Corinna Harfouch was awarded the 

prize for Best Actress, and the film played in the Panorama section of the 

Berlinale in 1989.  

Whilst the lack of foreign reviews in the archives makes it hard to 

ascertain how the film performed abroad and, indeed, if it was distributed 

abroad. What can be ascertained, however, is how DEFA-Außenhandel 

intended to present the film to Western audiences. The international 

programme, which was prepared in German, English and French, is a glossy 

publication which folds out into an A1-sized poster. Alongside a series of 

stills from the film, the programme includes a short excerpt on ‘The Director 

Commentating on his Film’ in which Kühn asserts: 

The search for identity is the general subject of the story. 

Maria’s finding of her identity is reflected in her decision to 

audition at the Jewish Theatre. Deciding to declare herself 

in public means mental liberation for Maria, liberation from 

a machinery which aims to annihilate the human personality 

(DEFA-Außenhandel, 1988). 

This quotation very much sets the tone for the more general presentation of 

the film in the programme. Kühn’s description of the film omits not only any 

reference to politics, but also to the film’s setting. This distinctly depoliticised 
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and decontextualised presentation of the film also underpins the synopsis 

prepared for the programme: 

Maria Rheine and Mark Löwenthal, young actors in a small 

theatre in Germany, love each other fervently. At a given 

moment, a thing becomes important which Mark has almost 

forgotten, namely his Jewish origin. [...] The two lovers’ 

roads part: they do not visit each other any more and ring 

each other only rarely. [...] The young woman becomes 

aware of their estrangement and realises what endangers 

their relationship. In her opinion, no one, and least of all the 

‘Nuremberg Laws’, which have been promulgated in 

Germany in the meantime, has the right to decide whom she 

is allowed to love. She chooses the path which she 

considers the only possible one to save her love: she severs 

everything that links her to her previous life and accepts 

Jewish identity. Without her beloved profession, she lives 

discreetly with Mark as Manja Löwenthal while realising 

gradually, together with Mark, the fatal consequences which 

this ‘part of her lifetime’ will have for them (DEFA-

Außenhandel, 1988).  

Aside from a single mention of the Nuremberg Laws, there is no indication of 

the film’s political, ideological or even historical setting. Instead, the film is 

unquestionably situated as a romance which plays out against the dramatic 

backdrop of the inferred Third Reich. Racial persecution, meanwhile, 

becomes a catalyst for Maria’s ‘part of her lifetime’. Ideology, meanwhile, is 

entirely absent.  

 In this section I have argued that by placing Die Schauspielerin within 

its international release context, it becomes clear that Kühn’s film reflects 

wider changes in the representation of Jewish persecution on screen unfolding 

internationally. This raises the important question of intentionality: did the 

filmmakers and DEFA deliberately align Die Schauspielerin to international, 

and above all Western, filmmaking trends, or was this a fortuitous 



- 350 - 

 

coincidence which DEFA-Außenhandel subsequently exploited? No 

definitive answer can be given, but both the archival documents and the film 

itself encourage us to conclude that both factors were in play. Much like 

Beyer’s Jakob der Lügner, the choice of protagonist and how the past is 

narrated in Die Schauspielerin reflect a clear desire on the part of the 

filmmakers to position the film away from ideological projections of the past 

most commonly associated with East German cinema. This is evident in the 

choice of female protagonist, the absence of any Marxist-Leninist rationale 

for National Socialist persecution and the decision to embed the narrative 

within the conventions of the romance genre.  

However, by situating the film within an international context and 

examining contemporaneous productions above all from Western countries, it 

becomes clear that these decisions can be attributed at least in part to shifts in 

memories of the Holocaust which occurred not only within, but also beyond 

East German borders. In this regard, Die Schauspielerin is also indicative of 

the changing priorities of a generation with no direct experience of the events 

in question when discussing National Socialist persecution. As reflected in 

the non-East German productions I discussed in this section, this was not 

unique to the GDR. Whilst the move away from overt ideological didacticism 

does require us to discuss Die Schauspielerin as an important shift in East 

German historical projections of the past, the nature of that realignment is a 

symptom of broader developments unfolding beyond a purely national 

context. 

An awareness of the similarities between Die Schauspielerin and 

contemporaneous productions undoubtedly informed DEFA-Außenhandel’s 
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marketing of the film. Once again, in an echo of how Jakob der Lügner was 

presented to international audiences, ideologically inflected language and 

political attacks against West Germany are entirely absent in the film’s 

promotional material. Unlike the promotion of Beyer’s film, however, this 

change in tack was also evident in the domestic promotion of the film which 

also eschewed the stock phrases of antifascism and Marxist-Leninism in 

discussions of National Socialist persecution. Die Schauspielerin thus 

signalled a shift in not only what could be shown, but how it was discussed.  

 

 

To date, Die Schauspielerin has been presented as an example of opportunism 

motivated by East German foreign policy concerns and as a radical departure 

from gender and racial binaries. By drawing on hitherto undiscussed archival 

documents and deconstructing the film’s presentation of Jewish victimhood, I 

have argued that neither of these readings reflects the contextual 

circumstances of the film’s production and release, nor its problematic 

depiction of Jewish victimhood. The decision to release Die Schauspielerin in 

the weeks before the fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht was not a means for 

promoting the SED’s foreign policy objectives. By examining ministerial 

reports and the film’s pre-production reports, it becomes clear that there was 

no direct state involvement in the production or in the release of the film. 

Rather, marketing above ideological motivations underpinned the selection of 

the film’s release date and these were driven by DEFA. Furthermore, whilst 

an analysis of Die Schauspielerin from the perspective of gender studies 

offers a useful model for the analysis of the film’s presentation of Maria, I 



- 352 - 

 

have argued it risks – much like the film itself – marginalising the 

presentation of Mark and the film’s other Jewish characters. By analysing 

how Jewishness is codified on screen visually and narratively, I have sought 

to highlight how Kühn repeatedly depends upon the very binary constructions 

of Germanness and Jewishness he seeks to undermine.  

It would be easy to attribute the shortcomings of the film to East 

German historiographic failings to address racial persecution following forty 

years of the promulgation of the communist victim-victor narrative. However, 

in the final part of this chapter, I have challenged this reading in two ways. 

Firstly, the production company, DEFA and HV Film were highly critical of 

the film’s reductive presentation of racial victimhood and Gruppe Babelsberg 

demanded key changes to the script before it would approve the film’s 

screenplay. Secondly, when read within an international context, it becomes 

clear that however problematic the film’s depiction of National Socialist 

racial persecution may be, the reduction of Jewish persecution to a backdrop 

for the setting for non-historical thematic or generic concerns was a central 

feature of several similar films from Western countries at the time. Precisely 

because of its circumventive depiction of Jewish persecution, Die 

Schauspielerin may well represent one of DEFA’s most internationally 

compatible films of the National Socialist past.  
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8.   Conclusion 

 

On 11 December 2008, the copyright holders of DEFA, the DEFA Stiftung, 

published an open letter to Volker Schlöndorff in which former East German 

directors and actors attacked Schlöndorff’s denunciation of all DEFA films as 

‘furchtbar’, arguing that his comments were ‘Zeugnis von Unkenntnis und 

mangelndem Respekt’ (Peitz, 2008). In response, Schlöndorff offered a 

partial apology:  

Ich stehe dazu, dass es neben großartigen DEFA-Filmen 

wie Ich war neunzehn, Spur der Steine, Jakob der Lügner, 

Der geteilte Himmel oder Solo Sunny doch hauptsächlich 

Mittelmaß gab und dass diese Filme im Westen ganz 

allgemein nicht wahrgenommen wurden und nicht nur von 

mir nicht (Peitz, 2008).  

Whilst unquestionably supercilious, Schlöndorff’s addendum that not all 

DEFA films were ‘Mittelmaß’ does little to redress his initial assertion that 

East German filmmakers ‘mussten lernen, sich an den Kunden zu orientieren’ 

(Grotte, 2008). Although the director’s comments understandably provoked 

the ire of former East German filmmakers and the DEFA-Stiftung, his 

position is one which we find tacitly put forward in scholarship. East German 

film history is rarely afforded the same level of study in film scholarship, be 

that in quantifiable terms of pages dedicated to DEFA’s output or in terms of 

in-depth analyses of individual films.  

The perception of East German films as ‘furchtbar’ or even 

‘Mittelmaß’ which played ‘nur im Kino der kommunistischen Partei’, to cite 

Schlöndorff, has undoubtedly contributed to the comparative lack of scholarly 

interest in studies of East German cinematic engagements with Jewish 
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persecution. The dismissal of East German films as the product of an 

internationally incompatible, ideologically strait-jacketed national cinema is a 

position I have sought to redress in this thesis. A study of East German 

cinematic depictions of Jewish persecution may seem an unusual point of 

departure to question such a judgment. After all, as I discussed in the 

Introduction, dominant narratives of National Socialist persecution in the 

GDR were overtly ideological and overwhelmingly focussed on the ‘Kämpfer 

gegen Faschismus’ above the ‘Opfer des Faschismus’. Yet through the five 

film I have studied in this thesis, I have sought to argue that despite the clear 

emphasis placed on political victimhood and communist resistance in the 

official rhetoric of the state, films which depicted National Socialist racial 

persecution were neither unwelcome nor controversial in a country which 

presented the past as the victory of communism following the oppression of 

the working classes. 

By combining an analysis of the films’ production and reception with 

close readings of the films themselves, I have explored not only how 

filmmakers visualised and narrated the past, but how the films were received 

by studio officials and the state at different stages of each production’s 

development. Before considering the wider conclusion we can draw from this 

study, I believe it is first necessary to discuss possible unanswered questions 

arising from my methodological approach. Audience reception is subjective 

and consequently, even in countries without the tight regulation of freedom of 

expression that existed in the GDR, the question of how audiences would 

have reacted can never be ascertained with complete certainty. Whilst this 

question haunts many studies of film, history and society, over the course of 
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this study three methodological challenges specific to this thesis have 

emerged which merit further exploration. The first relates to the selection of 

material. In establishing how the films were received internationally, the 

newspaper reviews I used in this thesis are exclusively from Western 

countries. How the film was received critically or commercially in the Soviet 

Bloc is not explored in this thesis. A study of the reception of the films 

among East Germany’s allies would certainly provide an illuminating point of 

comparison, not least because of the hostility exhibited by the Hungarian and 

Polish studios in regard to the depiction of Jewish persecution. Nonetheless, I 

would suggest that within the context of this study, it is highly revealing that 

in the four archives I used which housed newspaper collections inherited from 

the GDR – the Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv, the Potsdam Filmarchiv, the press 

documentation department of the HFF and the Akademie der Künste – not a 

single file contained reviews from any Eastern country. That is to say, 

although DEFA, DEFA-Außenhandel, the HFF and the filmmakers 

themselves archived reviews of films, priority was unquestionably placed on 

ascertaining the opinion of Western audiences. This fact once again 

encourages us to understand these productions as films shaped for an 

international and above all Western market which were subsequently 

mobilised for their international appeal in order to promote East Germany’s 

image abroad, an image which was shaped by a desire to exhibit the state’s 

normality rather than its exceptionality.  

The second challenge which we must address is the question of how 

we ultimately assess the films’ engagement with racial persecution. 

Repeatedly, I have highlighted how archival documents offer an important 
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parallel and at times a counter-narrative to the images on screen. Film is an 

audio-visual medium and we must balance the need to judge a production by 

the images projected on screen with the behind-the-scenes discussions which 

may or may not find expression in the final film itself. Archival documents 

provide us with a highly revealing insight into the reception of the films 

among officials, but members of the public would not have been afforded an 

insight into the motivations of the filmmakers, production companies, DEFA 

and the state. Consequently, we must be wary not to over-privilege the 

narrative established by archival documents and not to lose sight of the fact 

that this thesis explores film as its chosen medium. Ultimately, however, I 

would argue that in order to start to unravel the intricate complexities of this 

relationship, we must read the film alongside the privileged insight the 

archive affords us. 

Finally, whilst East Germany may only have had one, state-controlled, 

film studio, what is meant by ‘DEFA’ is not always clear. The films’ 

production files contain letters, memoranda and telegrams which appear on 

DEFA letter-headed paper, yet it is not always clear who DEFA actually is. 

That is to say, it is not necessarily evident by whom or to whom letters are 

written. Added to this is what can best be termed the ‘confusion’ of the 

studio’s internal structure. Reorganisations occurred throughout the history of 

its existence and with each restructuring came a new process of film 

development and approval procedures. The amount of freedom the production 

companies – themselves integrated into DEFA – enjoyed also shifted 

throughout the history of the GDR. Just as we must be wary of viewing East 

German filmmaking practices as the same in 1947 as they were in 1988, we 
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must similarly not presume the political and cultural climate at DEFA was the 

same at the start of any given year as it was at the end of the year.  

The level of communication between DEFA’s departments is also 

difficult to judge from the correspondence. Who knew what and when cannot 

be determined with full certainty and the extent to which, for example, the 

foreign distributor DEFA-Außenhandel was in regular discussion with the 

internal distributor Progress Film about the presentation of an individual 

production is not clear. However, against this backdrop of uncertainty, I 

would assert two constants in the history of filmmaking in the GDR. Firstly, 

as exemplified by the events of the Eleventh Plenum, the state could and did 

intervene when it perceived or purported to identify ideological shortcomings 

in a film. Filmmakers were fully aware of the ideological expectations placed 

upon them and state officials repeatedly stated their expectations of the 

political and ideological role ascribed to film in the GDR. Nevertheless, films 

which depicted Jewish persecution without an antifascist narrative were not 

considered controversial by the studio or state, even during periods of 

extreme cultural-political orthodoxy. Secondly, to a certain extent, the 

question of whether individuals or departments were in constant 

communication is beside the point. If all the departments were in regular 

contact with one another, we could well have expected a robust discussion of 

the films and, in the knowledge that the communication was confidential, for 

potential areas of disagreement to have been raised. Yet no concerns about 

the thematic treatment of Jewish persecution can be found in any of the 

documents. As I have revealed, the internal assessments of the individual 

films repeatedly offer candid assessments of the films’ position vis-à-vis the 
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antifascist narrative, but this is never expressed in a critical or censorial 

manner towards the subject matter of the five films discussed in this thesis. 

Alternatively, if the departments were not in close contact with one another, it 

is quite remarkable that in the absence of any discussion, a full consensus was 

achieved whereby not a single department considered the presentation of 

racial over political victimhood a potential threat to the official narrative of 

the GDR.   

In the Introduction, I established the historical and political 

background against which East German films depicting Jewish persecution 

should be read. I argued that only by understanding the primacy of the 

antifascist narrative in public and civic life does the extent to which the films 

studied in this thesis deviate from the dominant, state-ordained position 

become clear. Given the repeated articulations of this victim-victor 

framework, it is hardly surprising that scholars have continued to emphasise 

the role of communist resistance and sacrifice in East German historiography 

of the Second World War. However, in this thesis, I have argued that an 

exploration of projections of racial persecution in East German cinema offers 

an important point of contrast and redress to the argument that discussions of 

Jewish persecution were actively marginalised – if not suppressed entirely – 

in the GDR. To this extent, my five case studies of films made between 1947 

and 1988 offer important insights into both the changing and recurrent trends 

and themes in DEFA’s engagements with National Socialist racial 

persecution. 

Entitled ‘Picking up the Pieces’, in Chapter Three I considered how 

Kurt Maetzig approached the challenge of depicting Jewish persecution just 
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eighteen months after the end of the war in Ehe im Schatten (1947). This was 

a challenge to be overcome in two regards. The first question related to 

audience reception. After twelve years of antisemitic propaganda, not least on 

the cinema screen, Maetzig’s decision to focus on Jewish persecution during 

the Third Reich was hardly the most obvious starting point for enticing 

German audiences back to the cinema. Second was the question of how to 

foreground the racial identity of the film’s victims without replicating the 

familiar visual tropes of National Socialist antisemitism. To this purpose, it is 

striking that the film stresses the integrated identity of all its Jewish 

characters who, in appearance, speech and political affiliation, appear no 

different to the non-Jewish characters in the film. With these two points in 

mind, it has long been asserted that in light of the film’s subject matter, 

Maetzig employed melodramatic tropes and structures in order to secure a 

favourable reception among audiences who would have been, it has been 

argued, far more receptive to a film made in a familiar visual style. However, 

I have argued that such a conclusion fails to consider three important points.  

Firstly, whilst films made during the Third Reich were certainly 

heavily reliant upon melodramatic tropes, such productions frequently sought 

to condemn independent women whilst fostering sympathy for Aryan 

characters, not Jews. To use melodrama in a film centred around the 

persecution of an independent, Jewish woman is thus very much working 

against convention. Secondly, whilst from today’s perspective, the film 

certainly fails to offer any insight into the causes of antisemitism in Germany 

and instead promotes an emotional rather than a cerebral engagement with the 

implications of National Socialist crimes, the significance of an emotional 
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response to the persecution of Jews should not be understated. Local reports 

indicate that audiences were moved to tears upon watching the film. After 

twelve years of antisemitic propaganda designed to ostracise Jewish citizens 

from the nation’s emotional psyche, the fact that German audiences 

responded emotionally to Jewish persecution is significant, however 

temporary that response may have been. Finally, attributing the use of 

melodramatic structures solely to the desire to tempt sceptical German 

audiences into the cinema to watch a film about Jewish persecution fails to 

account for the film’s international success. In this regard, I argued the film 

should also be placed within a wider release context whereby it becomes clear 

that the use of such aesthetic and narrative structures reflects a dominant 

trend in international filmmaking practices. Ehe im Schatten may employ 

melodramatic structures, but so did many mainstream Hollywood film at that 

time. The use of such tropes should not, therefore, be considered merely 

indicative of a cynical marketing tactic for domestic audiences. Rather, the 

employment of such narrative and visual structures was, I argued, designed to 

help facilitate a far more strategic effort to rehabilitate the German nation on 

the world stage by demonstrating the compatibility of German cinema in the 

aftermath of the Third Reich and the Allies’ anti-German propaganda which 

stressed the brutality and alterity of the Germans. 

Chapter Three concluded with a discussion of the subsequent 

mobilisation of Ehe im Schatten by the East German state as a means of 

attacking West Germany and as an opportunity for the SED to assert its own 

antifascist credentials. This very much sets the tone for Chapter Four, ‘East 

Germany’s Ambassador of Good Will’. There is little doubt that Konrad 
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Wolf’s Sterne (1959) was mobilised for political gain by the SED. Selected to 

represent the GDR at the Cannes Film Festival at a point when East German 

politicians were unwelcome in most of the Western world, the film very much 

served as an alternative diplomatic channel for the marginalised state. The 

film’s success at the Festival has been highlighted in several studies, yet the 

implications of this have not been considered, that is to say, how did the film 

manage to overcome expectations of the ideological nature of East German 

cinema? To answer this question, I combined close readings of the film’s 

depiction of Jewish victimhood with a critical study of archival documents 

from DEFA. By considering dominant cinematic trends within and beyond 

East Germany, I argued that Sterne was deliberately constructed as a 

production which draws upon dominant domestic narratives which facilitated 

a reading of the film as a familiar antifascist conversion narrative to East 

German audiences. At the same time, however, Wolf also incorporates visual 

and narrative tropes recognisable to international audiences who would have 

approached the film with different ideological frames of reference. This 

appeal to a range of audiences was continued by the film’s distributors who 

produced markedly different synopses of the film depending on the territory 

in which the film was released, be that East Germany, West Germany or 

Western countries.  

Archival documents also reveal crucial behind-the-scenes discussions 

about the film’s thematic presentation of racial persecution. These 

confidential, pre-release reports offer one of the most revealing insights into 

discussions of German guilt at DEFA. In the acknowledgement that ‘Ein 

Antifaschist ist nicht dabei. Der Film ist hart für uns, aber er widerspiegelt 
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wahrscheinlich die durchschnittliche Wirklichkeit dieser Zeit’ (DEFA, 1959), 

the studio’s report serves to highlight an awareness within DEFA that the 

dominant projection of the antifascist past offered in East German cinema 

was unreflective of the average experience of most East Germans. This 

statement serves to highlight once more how multivalent Wolf’s visual and 

narrative approach is. DEFA may have considered the film to be without 

antifascist characters, but the West German Filmbewertungsstelle Wiesbaden 

(FBW) requested that the film’s ending be cut precisely because of its 

perceived ideological content.  

In Chapter Five, I explored the extent to which Wolfgang Luderer’s 

1966 film Lebende Ware can be considered a particularly ‘East German 

picture of the past’. Through its presentation of a living West German who 

worked alongside Eichmann, the film seeks to create a direct parallel between 

capitalism and fascism in a narrative set against the backdrop of the 

deportation of Budapest’s Jewish population. In this regard, the ideological 

objectives of the filmmakers do result in the presentation of a typical East 

German projection of the past. However, whilst the manner in which the 

filmmakers present their subject matter aligns the film unproblematically with 

dominant Marxist-Leninist narratives, it is important to contrast the attitude of 

the East German studio to the position adopted by the Hungarian production 

partners in regard to the subject matter of the film. The film’s production 

documents reveal that DEFA’s Hungarian production partners demanded not 

only the removal of single scenes and shots, as was the case with DEFA’s 

Bulgarian partners in Sterne, but of the entire Jewish storyline. The refusal of 

the East German filmmakers and DEFA to fulfil the Hungarians’ request is 
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striking for two reasons. Firstly, it serves to highlight how the presentation of 

Jewish persecution was a far less controversial topic in the GDR compared to 

other socialist states. Secondly, it reveals that, despite what I argue is the 

deeply problematic depiction of the Jewish characters in the film, the 

reductive depiction of the Jewish victims should not be considered equivalent 

to a reluctance to discuss Jewish persecution. 

Here, we must nevertheless be wary of adopting a relativist position. 

The East German authorities may have been far more tolerant of the depiction 

of Jewish persecution than their Hungarian counterparts, but the presentation 

of the Jewish characters in Lebende Ware is dismissive and at times errs 

dangerously close to projecting antisemitic stereotypes through the repeated 

association of Jews with wealth. In this regard, the film offers a particularly 

East German picture of the past insomuch as the emphasis on money and, 

more pertinently, on wealth inequality, is directly attributable to the 

filmmakers’ attempted critique of capitalism and fascism as embodied in the 

choice of a former National Socialist and current West German businessman 

as the film’s protagonist. However, although Luderer’s film unquestionably 

reflects dominant Marxist-Leninist presentations of the National Socialist past 

in the GDR, the film was a commercial and critical failure not only abroad, 

but also in East Germany. In this regard, Lebende Ware serves as an 

important point of comparison with the other four films in this thesis. In 

contrast to these productions which all actively downplay the ideology and 

politics of the GDR, Lebende Ware places them at its core. Whereas the other 

four productions could be presented as films made by East Germany rather 

than as an East German film insomuch as little in the films’ content or 
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thematic framework reveal the communist politics of their country of 

production, this was not the case with Luderer’s film. Accordingly, Lebende 

Ware exemplifies how East German films depicting Jewish persecution were 

at their most successful at home and abroad when they were outward-facing 

productions which aligned both content and presentation to international 

rather than national filmmaking practices.   

Nowhere is this better exemplified than in Frank Beyer’s Jakob der 

Lügner (1974). At the start of this thesis, I posed a question. If the East 

German state consistently promoted the primacy of political persecution and 

heroism at the expense of a discussion of racial persecution, how do we 

account for the fact that when invited to submit a film for the Academy 

Awards, the Ministry for Culture selected a production which failed to depict 

a single communist character and in which the sole victims of National 

Socialism are Jews? In Chapter Six, ‘Reframing the Past’, I argued that both 

the context of the film’s production history and the film’s presentation of the 

past require a fundamental reassessment. In the first section of the chapter, I 

argued that by examining archival correspondence and the development of 

the film’s screenplay, it becomes clear that Jakob der Lügner was not – as has 

hitherto been suggested – cancelled because of the perceived controversial 

content of the film by the studio or state in the foregrounding of Jewish 

persecution and omission of communist characters. Firstly, the screenplays 

developed in 1965 and 1966 were far less ideological in content than has 

hitherto been believed. Had the film been made in 1966, it would have 

strongly resembled the finished production of 1974, thereby challenging the 

argument that the communist storyline was removed after 1966 and the 
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absence of this could only have been tolerated by the authorities during the 

cultural thaw of the early 1970s.  

Secondly, the omission of the more conventionally East German 

projections of the past came at the behest of the film’s production company 

and the studio, decisions which were then approved by government officials 

even after the fall-out from the Eleventh Plenum. Thirdly, I argued that by 

reading archival correspondence between DEFA and their Polish production 

partners, it becomes clear that once again, the inclusion of a Jewish 

persecution storyline was considered far more controversial by DEFA’s 

socialist partners than by the East German film studio. Consequently, I 

concluded that in light of the financial difficulties faced by DEFA, the 

subsequent withdrawal of support by the Polish studio in 1966 should be 

understood as the primary motivating factor for the cancellation of the film 

rather than any ideological infringement in the screenplay. The argument that 

the film was not considered controversial in content is reinforced by the 

decision to nominate the film as East Germany’s submission to the Oscars for 

Best Foreign Language Film. Despite the fact that Jakob der Lügner is a film 

which seemingly fails to uphold the East German official narrative of the past, 

Beyer’s film was sent to the Oscars to represent the state at the most high-

profile film awards ceremony in the world.  

Of course, ascertaining the reasons why the Ministry for Culture 

selected Jakob der Lügner still leaves questions unanswered. A country may 

nominate a film, but there is no guarantee that its submission will be 

shortlisted by the Academy. Consequently in Chapter Six, I explored not only 

why Jakob der Lügner might have been selected, but why it was so positively 
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received abroad. By analysing the film’s visual and narrative strategies in the 

presentation of an unnamed ghetto, I argued that the focus on individual 

victims and the decontextualisation of the film’s setting aligns Jakob der 

Lügner directly with international presentations of the Third Reich in film. 

This should be considered both a deliberate strategy of the filmmakers and 

symptomatic of broader generational shifts taking place beyond East German 

borders. On the one hand, casting lists reveal a clear desire to assemble an 

international group of actors which would simultaneously frame Jakob der 

Lügner as an international production and downplay the distinctly East 

German identity of the film. On the other hand, the film’s focus on 

individuals and on themes such as hope and truth clearly align the film with 

demographic shifts in Holocaust memory and the emergence of a younger 

generation of filmmakers and audiences. With no direct experience of the 

events depicted, filmmakers began to move beyond the increasingly clichéd 

depiction of sadistic National Socialists as a pretext for action-driven 

narratives and instead started to use the setting of National Socialist 

persecution as a stage and catalyst for the exploration of universal rather than 

political or ideological values.  

The impact of demographic shifts taking place within and beyond East 

Germany’s borders is also evident in the final film examined in this thesis, 

Siegfried Kühn’s Die Schauspielerin (1988). In Chapter Seven, ‘Scham nach 

Kalender’, I considered the motives for the release of Siegfried Kühn’s Die 

Schauspielerin in 1988 to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of 

Kristallnacht. West German audiences reacted with considerable scepticism 

to the sudden rediscovery of Germany’s persecuted Jews given, in the 
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fourteen years since the release of Jakob der Lügner, only one other such film 

had been released. Once again, however, when the film itself is analysed and 

studied alongside archival production documents, a very different picture 

emerges. As a film with no communist characters and which focuses solely 

on Jewish victimhood, Die Schauspielerin once again demonstrates how 

racial persecution could form the core narrative of an East German film even 

in the absence of any projection of antifascism. The victim of Kühn’s film is 

an independent woman motivated by personal happiness rather than by any 

drive to change society for the collective good. This certainly appears to 

render Die Schauspielerin an unusual East German projection of the past.  

The presentation of victimhood in Die Schauspielerin may offer a 

different view of the past to earlier DEFA films, but once again we must be 

cautious of not overlooking the film’s more problematic depictions of 

Jewishness. Maria may be a strong, independent woman, but she also has a 

degree of agency bestowed upon her as a non-Jewish woman far beyond that 

of the film’s Jewish victims. As the film’s narrative revolves around Maria’s 

active decision to render herself a victim, the Jewish characters who lack her 

freedom to decide their own fate fade into the background. Moreover, such is 

the focus on Maria and her decision to place herself within the pre-existing 

context of Jewish persecution, the film is strikingly lacking in identifiable 

perpetrators. This, coupled with the lack of contextual or historical 

explanation for Maria’s decision, ultimately reduces antisemitism to a 

dramatic backdrop for a romance. Here again, however, by considering the 

film alongside contemporaneous international productions, I argued that it 

becomes clear that the film’s shortcomings should be considered far less a 
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distinctly East German malaise, but rather as indicative of the extent to which 

Die Schauspielerin reflects international filmmaking trends of the 1980s 

which similarly harnessed the Third Reich for its dramatic rather than 

political potential.  

The individual analysis of each of these five films allows us to draw 

wider conclusions about the presentation of Jewish persecution in East 

German cinema. I approached this study with four research questions. Firstly, 

I asked how are Jewish victims presented in each of these films? In this thesis, 

I have demonstrated that, whilst scholarship has long argued that the 

discussion of racial persecution in the GDR was a peripheral and largely 

unwelcome theme, it was not a taboo subject in East German cinema. 

Moreover, at no point in any of the five films was the presentation of Jewish 

victimhood contingent upon the inclusion of an antifascist narrative. Indeed, 

only in one of the five films, Konrad Wolf’s Sterne, do we find any explicit 

reference to the communist resistance. There was, of course, no shortage of 

films depicting communist victimhood and heroism and in which racial 

persecution played a secondary – if indeed any – role in the narrative. 

However, with the exception of Jakob der Lügner, there was no attempt to 

militate against the presentation of Jewish victimhood by introducing 

alternative points of identification in films which did foreground racial 

persecution. Even in Beyer’s film, however, the reference is inferred rather 

than explicit through the casting of Geschonneck as a Jewish character given 

his filmography was composed of a series of antifascist roles. Moreover, as 

the examples of Lebende Ware and Jakob der Lügner reveal, the primacy of 

Jewish persecution in the film’s narrative was by no means an uncontroversial 
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decision in the eyes of DEFA’s socialist production partners. Yet even in the 

face of such hostility or resistance, the East German studio repeatedly 

defended the inclusion of Jewish storylines. Had studio or state executives so 

desired, the Jewish persecution narrative could have been significantly 

reduced if not removed entirely. However, each time the filmmakers, studio 

executives and state officials defended the presence of the storyline. 

By exploring the portrayal of the victims, I have argued throughout 

this thesis for the importance of combining an analysis of what is depicted 

with an examination of how it is portrayed. When the question of how Jewish 

characters are depicted is explored, we find that Jews are repeatedly portrayed 

as assimilated characters. Aside from the recurring trope of an individual and 

invariably elderly male Jewish character depicted as a bourgeois, educated 

Jew who upholds traditional German values, and who is repeatedly depicted 

holding books as if to assert his familiarity with German culture, there is no 

attempt to codify Jews visually on screen. This does, however, raise the 

question as to whether the characters are assimilated to the point of 

contextually decoupling, if not entirely obfuscating, their racial identity. 

Within the context of 1947, a deliberate strategy of assimilation was 

politically important. Whether this was still the case in 1988 is highly 

debatable. Moreover, none of the five films grapples with the underlying 

causes of antisemitism. Although Ehe im Schatten – and, as I have argued, 

not without its own problems – attempts to present antisemitism as a process 

rather than a self-evident fact, none of the five films in this thesis explores the 

causal roots of antisemitism.  
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In line with my second research question, I explored the depiction of 

the perpetrators and the nature of their crimes. Where we do find individual 

acts of persecution committed against Jews, the perpetrators are invariably 

exteriorised. In Sterne, responsibility is discharged vertically to higher 

ranking individuals, whereas in Lebende Ware responsibility is 

geographically displaced through the decision to cast a West German 

businessman as the primary instigator of the crimes. In the three remaining 

films, the persecutors are secondary characters, if indeed named at all. In Ehe 

im Schatten, the only identifiable persecutor is Elisabeth’s and Hans’ 

erstwhile friend Blohm, whereas Die Schauspielerin only offers two figures 

who could conceivably be accused of propagating antisemitic prejudice: a 

young child and an unnamed lavatory assistant. Whilst these two films 

arguably broach the subject of the complicity of ‘ordinary Germans’, the 

failure to anchor this in any broader societal context, especially in the case of 

the 1988 film, means that the examples of antisemitism appear as exceptional 

instances rather than indicative of any broader societal phenomenon. Finally, 

although Jakob der Lügner depicts the physical assault and murder of two 

Jewish characters at the hands of German soldiers, the editing of the 

sequences is clearly designed to break down visual continuity between 

persecutor and victim. Thus, although the five films undoubtedly help to 

rehabilitate the Jewish characters into East German narratives of National 

Socialist persecution, there is no attempt to explore or confront the 

implications of being a persecutor. There is little indication that East as well 

as West Germans could have been implicated in the crimes of the past, and 
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the editing of persecutory sequences is far more likely to suture the 

perspectives of spectator and victim than of spectator and persecutor.  

In my third research question, I asked to what extent the state played 

an active role in shaping the production and marketing of the films. In each of 

the five case studies, the state played no direct role in deciding or shaping the 

content of the films. That is to say, although the state always exercised an 

influence over East German filmmaking by virtue of DEFA’s status as a 

state-controlled studio, there is no evidence that the state objected to the 

content of any of the five films studied in this thesis. Likewise, there is no 

suggestion that there was any concern expressed about the prominence of 

Jewish victimhood or the absence of an antifascist narrative by the state. Nor 

was the role of ideological censor performed by DEFA. On the contrary, as 

stated above, the studio repeatedly defended the inclusion of a racial 

persecution narrative in the face of clear opposition from Hungarian and 

Polish production partners. Whilst I have warned against excusing the films’ 

at times reductive depiction of Jewishness and the circumventive portrayal of 

the perpetrators by virtue of the fact that the East German studio appears to 

have been far more willing than its socialist partners to have included such 

narratives, it is nevertheless important to note that the parameters of 

representation remained more flexible in East Germany than in other socialist 

countries where studios were similarly placed under the control of the state.  

Whilst we should be wary of adopting an overly relativist position by 

excusing shortcomings in the individual films by virtue of the fact that 

DEFA’s production partners showed even less desire to develop a more 

nuanced study of antisemitic persecution, at the other end of the spectrum, we 



- 372 - 

 

should not measure East German engagements with racial persecution against 

a presumed model of good practice. That is to say, be it in West German 

cinema, Eastern European films or films from Western countries, there is no 

ideal or correct way to present Jewish persecution. We need only consider the 

ongoing discussions that still accompany films depicting Jewish persecution 

under National Socialism which have been released since the collapse of the 

GDR to appreciate the ongoing challenges faced by filmmakers today in 

adopting an ‘appropriate’ visual and narrative style. This does not preclude a 

critical engagement with East German projections of the past. It is indeed 

right and proper to highlight the shortcomings of individuals and of DEFA as 

a national cinema more broadly. However, at the same time, I have argued 

that it is imperative that such a criticism be situated within the context of 

contemporaneous international engagements with the National Socialist past 

in order to ascertain the comparative parameters of representation against 

which to judge any specifically East German shortcomings.  

To this purpose, I framed each of the five films within their wider, 

international release context. Here emerges one of the most striking findings 

of this study. With the exception of Lebende Ware, films depicting Jewish 

persecution during the Third Reich were actively shaped by filmmakers to be 

internationally accessible productions through the incorporation of visual and 

narrative structures designed to facilitate appeal beyond East Germany’s 

ideological borders, and above all in Western countries. Moreover, the 

international mobility of these films was harnessed by DEFA and the 

Ministry for Culture as an opportunity to prove its relative normality on the 

world stage rather than its exceptionality. The significance of this is all the 
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greater when we consider the fact that even if the films do not directly 

contradict the primacy of East German historiography’s presentation of the 

communist victim-victor framework, they certainly fail to promote it. Both 

pre-production casting lists and the pre-release reports which accompany each 

of the five films stress the international ambitions the studio and the Ministry 

for Culture had for the films. Even in the case of Lebende Ware, the 

production company stated their explicit desire to cast internationally 

recognised actors and attempted to secure the West German actor Hannes 

Messemer as the film’s protagonist. At times, this deliberate 

internationalisation even appeared to contradict state policy: the Ministry for 

Culture approved the casting of an Israeli actress for the lead role in Sterne 

even though Israel was not officially recognised by the GDR.  

The extent to which these films can be considered outward-facing 

productions, that is to say, films deliberately shaped for an international 

market, becomes clear when we consider the different marketing strategies 

adopted at home and abroad. Although initially released with the clear 

instruction to avoid any propagandistic instrumentalisation, with the 

foundation of the GDR and the takeover of powers by the SED came the 

explicit harnessing of Ehe im Schatten to promote East Germany’s antifascist 

credentials at home and to attack West Germany’s alleged imperialist and 

fascist activities abroad. This instrumentalisation was introduced in the pre-

release reports written by studio and state officials, and was transmitted to the 

public through press notes released by DEFA’s Progress Film and in 

newspaper reviews. This pattern continued until the release of Jakob der 

Lügner. As I argued in Chapter Six, the language of the press reviews for 
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Jakob der Lügner continues to replicate the tone of domestic exculpation and 

external inculpation through the harnessing of the film to argue that East 

Germany was an antifascist state and West Germany was the heir to National 

Socialist aggression. However, by the 1970s there was a perceivable shift in 

how the filmmakers attempt to position their own films, with Beyer and 

Becher referring far less to ideological imperatives and far more to their break 

from tradition in the presentation of National Socialist persecution. Only with 

the release of Die Schauspielerin in 1988 did the presentation of the film by 

the filmmakers, its presentation in DEFA’s press notes and the framing of the 

production by the press change completely. It is striking that the initial shift 

and its subsequent full realisation came with the emergence of the second and 

third generation of filmmakers and audiences.  

In this thesis, I have sought to tease out the complexities in East 

German cinematic engagements with National Socialist racial persecution. By 

examining the depiction of victims and perpetrators, I have explored how 

filmmakers engaged with antisemitism in a country which unwavering 

privileged narratives of political persecution and heroism. In order to counter 

the danger of analysing the films in a contextual vacuum, I placed each film 

in its domestic and international release context. In this regard, one of the 

most unexpected findings to emerge from this thesis has been the extent to 

which the films not only mirrored Western filmmaking trends, but were also 

actively positioned to appeal to Western audiences. This is evident both in the 

visual and narrative tropes adopted, be it the Liebestod ending of Ehe im 

Schatten or the focus on individual suffering over collective persecution in 

Jakob der Lügner, and in how DEFA sought to mobilise these films in the 
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West. With the exception of Lebende Ware, which never received 

international distribution in the West, the English-language synopses 

developed by DEFA-Außenhandel actively sought to avoid any ideological 

statements in the programme notes and, in doing so, challenge audiences’ and 

critics’ expectations of what constituted an ideological film. Moreover, this 

was often achieved with the backing of the state: the Ministry for Culture 

approved the selection of Sterne, Jakob der Lügner and Die Schauspielerin 

for international film festivals in Western countries. That the state would 

support not only the selection, but the active downplaying of ideology in 

films such as Sterne is all the more surprising given that at the time of the 

film’s release, the state was engaged in an overtly political offensive to assert 

its national identity on the world stage.  

How films served as a form of soft power in East Germany is a 

fascinating question which has emerged from the study. It is clear from the 

films explored here that DEFA sought to pursue its own objectives on the 

world stage, be they cultural or commercial, by distributing films in the West 

which would draw the greatest audience. This, it appears, required films to be 

selected which avoided asserting an image of East German exceptionality, but 

rather which would demonstrate the relative ‘normality’ of East German 

filmmaking practices. Of course this had a political element insomuch as the 

ability to appear at international festivals and the mere act of projecting the 

title ‘Die Deutsche Demokratische Republik zeigt’ at a time at which the 

GDR was not recognised as a legitimate state was a powerful statement of 

national identity. However, it appears that to access this platform, DEFA 

strategically selected films which would, if not work against, then certainly 
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fail to celebrate, East German political rhetoric in the form of antifascism. 

Was DEFA’s use of film in the West an inverted model of soft power? That is 

to say, instead of being directed and discharged vertically by the SED with 

film serving as a Trojan horse for the achievement of international 

recognition on the world stage, was DEFA granted considerable autonomy in 

its selection of films for distribution abroad precisely because DEFA’s 

projection of a non-ideological and internationally compatible image of East 

German culture was able to achieve far more prestige for the state than hard 

power alone could have hoped to achieve? In this regard, the findings of this 

thesis in relation to how films foregrounding Jewish persecution were 

marketed to Western audiences could serve as a basis for future study into 

how politically and ideologically marginalised states use soft power for 

leverage in the assertion of national identity on the world stage when avenues 

for hard power are restricted or even prohibited.  

To return to the findings of this thesis, however, it is striking that even 

after a quarter of a century, the perceived need to preface a study of East 

German cinema with an acknowledgement of the crimes committed by the 

SED regime remains acute. We must, of course, be careful not to use the 

privilege of historical hindsight to belittle the political challenges of the day. 

However exaggerated the response of the West German Foreign Office to 

news of East Germany’s invitation to appear at Cannes may appear today, for 

example, it is important to respect the belief of the West German government 

at the time that East Germany was an illegitimate state which posed a threat 

not only to the West, but also to its own people. At the same time, however 

exaggerated and crudely presented the SED’s claims of a direct link between 
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West Germany and the National Socialist state may have been, there was 

nevertheless a genuine perception among many people that the rehabilitation 

of former National Socialist officials in the West and their occupation of 

positions of power would lead to a continuation, if not a repetition, of the past. 

Rather, it is my assertion that if we are to understand the relationship between 

East Germany, film and Holocaust memory, we need to move beyond 

singular narratives which argue that if the SED failed to acknowledge its 

responsibility – inherited or actual – for the crimes of the past, then all of its 

institutions and its citizens were also guilty of refusing to engage with the 

implications of the racial persecution. My aim is not to replace one singular 

narrative with another, but conversely to complicate our understanding of 

presentations of Jewish persecution in East Germany. By asking whether the 

depiction of Jewish persecution during the Third Reich in East German 

cinema was a past misremembered, I have sought to challenge the prevailing 

belief that the presentation of National Socialist racial persecution was an 

unwelcome theme in the GDR. Rather, I have argued that the 

‘misremembering’ of the past lies in how East German engagements with 

Jewish persecution on screen have been remembered to date. By 

demonstrating not only that it was perfectly permissible to present racial 

persecution in the GDR without reference to antifascism, but also that this 

distinctly non-ideological presentation of the past was highly desirable for a 

state seeking to prove its credentials to the Western world, I have argued that 

the assumption that East German cinema did not engage with Jewish 

persecution is a past misremembered.  
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