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Preface and Acknowledgements

People have often wondered why I chose to spend so much time of intensive
research on a subject so loaded with violence and human suffering. In daily life
I am known as someone more interested in harmony and balance than in con-
flict and extremes. Maybe my fascination for historical events of violence origi-
nated from the need to understand how people can cope with such tragic and
extreme experiences. War is the situation which produces the greatest upheav-
als in the life of individuals as well as nations. In what way do people come to
terms with such devastating experiences? How have the books and films
about the First World War, made in Germany, contributed to the act of coming
to terms with a past so difficult to digest? A close reading of German war films
made during the Weimar period and of the way these films were received
might lead to answers to these questions.

Ahistorical investigation requires years of effort and struggle with the remains
of an unmanageable past, especially because this work of research involves
several subdisciplines: besides film studies — film history in particular —histor-
iography, military history and press history. Thanks to the sincere interest in
the subject and the valuable criticism of a number of people with various back-
grounds, it was possible to master the different angles and perspectives to
complete this book.

Prof. Piet Blaas (Emeritus professor) was a great inspiration, not least be-
cause of his enthusiasm for the subject. Prof. William Uricchio (MIT and the
University of Utrecht) and the participants of the seminar he instigated were a
constant and stimulating influence. I also owe a great deal to Dr André van der
Velden, a most critical reader and a good companion during our walks
through Berlin.

I am also grateful for the valuable advice of, among others, Dr Bas Schot
(University of Leiden) and Dr Annette Forster during the final phase of actu-
ally finishing the book that was first published in Dutch in 1998. I thank Prof.
Thomas Elsaesser for encouraging me to publish my book in English. Last but
not least, I would like to express my feelings of appreciation to the friendly
people of the Bundesarchiv/Filmarchiv in Berlin where I did most of the re-
search; they were of great help. During the periods I spent in Berlin I had the
privilege to stay with Renate Assmus, who has become a dear friend.






Introduction

The aftermath of the First World War

‘The war experience is an ultimate confirmation of the power of men to ascribe
meaning and pattern to a world, even when that world seems to resist all pat-
terning.”" This quotation from Eric John Leed’s No man’s land puts the main
concern of the present study in a nutshell, that is, the problematic nature of as-
cribing meaning and form to an unprecedented historical experience, the ex-
perience of the First World War. It is the reflection of research into German
films about the First World War that were made during the Weimar Republic.”
This study will focus on cinematic representations of the catastrophe that
swept the world between 1914 to 1918 and which was to have profound conse-
quences for post-war Europe and many of its overseas colonies. This study
probes the role played by the most popular medium of the twenties in coming
to terms with this war. How did the cinematic imagination deal with the war
and how were these efforts received by critical viewers? In addition, the pres-
ent study will explore both the possibilities and the limitations of representing
the First World War in cinematic form.

There are several reasons for taking Germany and German war films as the
starting point for this study. All countries involved in the war were heavily
weighed down by its effects, but I would like to emphasize the differences be-
tween Germany and the other warring parties. The circumstances under
which people in Germany had to come to terms with the war were not only dif-
ferent psychologically, but also in a broad social, political and cultural sense.
After all, Germany not only lost the war, but with two million dead it also suf-
fered a higher casualty rate than all the countries involved. Furthermore, the
allies put most of the blame for the war on Germany by forcing it to accept the
Versailles Peace Treaty. In the years after the war, this led to what Michael
Salewski has called the “Weimarer Revisionssyndrom’, that is, the collective
aim, supported by government policy, to get the so-called war guilt clause in
the peace treaty revised.” This war guilt clause and the resulting international
pressure to pay huge reparations was considered to be humiliating and unjust
by most Germans.

Germany also differed from the other European countries in other respects.
When the war had just ended, a brief but violent outbreak of revolutionary fer-
vour swept across the country, ending the old empire and ushering in the first
parliamentary democracy in Germany in the form of a republic. In order to
make a success of this new form of government, traditional ways of thinking
as well as traditional power structures would have to be broken down. In the
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end, however, those supporting the republican principles failed to gain the po-
litical influence needed to unravel old networks of aristocratic, military, eco-
nomic and bureaucratic power. The seeds of anti-democratic protest and in-
creasing political polarisation had thus already been sown in the earliest
stages of the Weimar Republic. If we then consider the impact of the economic
crisis that swept German society between 1919 and 1923, it is clear that the
fledgling democracy was very much prone to political conflict and social tur-
moil.

It is an open question whether the process of coming to terms with the war
was actually impeded by these circumstances. On the one hand, it would not
be unreasonable to suggest that such a process could only begin under stable
social conditions. On the other hand, the period between 1924 and 1929 saw
such a regeneration of spirit that the Weimar period has since become known
as the Golden Twenties. The late twenties were marked by an unprecedented
zest for life, with the young cultural elite throwing themselves into new forms
of leisure, more liberal (sexual) manners and new fashions that had mostly
blown over from the United States. New developments could also be observed
in the arts, architecture and design.' However, the Canadian cultural historian
Modris Eksteins takes the view that this attitude often led to the repression or
denial of the war, or as he puts it, ‘a flight from reality’.” This would suggest
that stable conditions do not by definition encourage people to come to terms
with a deeply traumatic experience. Even so, both the period of stability and
that of crisis saw an upsurge in cinematic representations of the war.

The War Experience

Let us give some thought to the war experience itself for a moment. Besides the
question how the social circumstances of the time played a role in coming to
terms with the war, this of course also depends on the nature of the experience.
The experience of the war was new in nearly all respects, not only because of
the confrontation with the enormous casualty figures, but also because of the
way the war was conducted. The offensive strategy which led to an almost
static defensive line of trenches and the use of modern arms technology caused
a permanent state of shock and feelings of disorientation in many of those of
involved. Though every war is a traumatic experience for many people, this
war for the first time brought about the recognition that there was such a thing
as a ‘war trauma’, mostly in the form of the so-called ‘shell shock’. Conditions
in the trenches were indescribable. The soldiers were exposed to artillery fire
for days on end, they would stand knee-deep in mud for days or even weeks
surrounded by lice and rats and the stench of decomposing corpses. There
were long periods of utter boredom and times when any motivation to fight
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had all but disappeared completely. After all, how often were they forced to
give up terrain they had conquered only just before? In recent analyses, this
condition has been interpreted as a “crisis of masculinity’: ‘A gender crisis en-
sued within the male self when the irresistible forces of conventional martial
courage ran up against the unmovable object of stalemated war.”

Some of the military men saw the exposure to danger and stress as an ulti-
mate (virile) life experience. Men like Walter Flex and Ernst Jiinger expressed
this condition of euphoria and comradeship when they were still in the front
lines. Romantic notions of firm male bonding (‘Ménnerbiinde’) had been pop-
ular before the war, especially in German youth movements such as the
Wandervogelbewegung and the Freideutsche Jugend.” Such notions were then
mostly an expression of protest and resistance against the sluggishness and
materialism of middle class society. After the war, such war-glorifying ideas
played an important role in the anti-democratic movement known as the
‘Konservative Revolution’.”

Regardless of whether the front experience was positive or negative, it was
certainly extreme. Like the positive experiences, the negative ones also found a
release, people ‘came to terms with them’ in various cultural practices. One of
these was the German cinema, and especially the war films that are the subject
of this study. Before focusing on these films, it is important to consider the
meaning of the term ‘coming to terms” as it is used in this book.

It appears that ‘coming to terms’ can be understood in two different ways,
namely as a psychological process, in the sense of ‘overcoming something’,
and as the concrete expression of something in something else, for example the
expression of an experience in literature, film or in a work of art. Experts agree
that the one follows naturally from the other. The Dutch historian and psychol-
ogist Eelco Runia wrote that: ‘People not only need to come to terms with real-
ity in order to make it credible, but also to make it bearable” and ‘narratives en-
able us to come to terms with events, or rather, constructing narratives that are
credible to ourselves as well as to others is in fact coming to terms with
events.”” This means that there has to be some form of communication, an ex-
change of narratives. Even though coming to terms with things is, as the Dutch
sociologist Abram de Swaan writes, an individual matter, it does not take
place in isolation: “There are all kinds of notions, models, narratives available
in society which someone can use in editing his life’s story.”” Besides that, De
Swaan continues, it is unavoidable to present this narrative ‘to others, if only to
see whether the structure and coherence he has found is convincing to other
people’. From these remarks follows the question with which narratives and
notions the German war films have played a role in coming to terms with the
war. Other relevant questions concern the power of persuasion these films
brought to their representation of the war and whether they brought any sense
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of coherence to the fundamental incoherence of the war experience or if they
left this incoherence intact.

Collective processes of ‘coming to terms’ can only be interpreted theoreti-
cally. The question which role war films played in this process can therefore
only be answered tentatively. It is my opinion, however, based on the views of
Runia and De Swaan, that this kind of research offers insight into the function
German war movies had in the social and cultural process of mourning or
‘coming to terms” with the war experience. By exploring the various themes,
narratives, cinematographic means, film reviews and relevant contexts, we
can at least arrive at some idea of the way German film culture engaged with
the war experience and what notions, models, narratives and images the films
offered to the public. According to De Swaan, ‘even the most individual pro-
cess of coming to terms with a strictly personal experience is also a form of so-
cial labour, because nobody can fully keep clear of the views and images that
operate in conversation, reading or public discussion’.”

The fact that films played their part in the collective mourning process be-
comes clear when we consider that the earliest war movies were produced in
1925 and 1926, when Germany was still without a national war memorial. A
number of these early films were labelled ‘national monuments’ by the critics.
They saw the films as cinematic ‘monuments’ to the memory of the war and its
casualties. In reviews of later war films, critics would often return to this me-
morial function, which they also claimed was in the interest of the youth.™

There is more, however. After all, some experiences are so horrible and
have such drastic consequences that words and images cannot describe them
afterwards. Perhaps the most convincing example of this is the problematic
representation of the holocaust.” Though the First World War front experience
is in many ways incomparable to the holocaust, it is relevant to ask how prob-
lematic any representation or communication of that experience was. For this
reason, Hayden White considered the First World War one of the “holocaustal
events’ that have occurred in this century. The extremely violent nature of such
historical events complicates the process of remembering and mourning;:

They cannot simply be forgotten and put out of mind, but neither can they be ade-
quately remembered; which is to say, clearly and unambiguously identified as to
their meaning and contextualized in the group memory in such a way as to reduce
the shadow they cast over the group’s capacities to go into its present and envision a
future free of their debilitating effects."

The problematic nature of fashioning representations of the First World War
not only emerged from the war films I have studied, but also —and often even
more explicitly — from reactions in the press and from censorship authorities. It
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goes without saying that these are therefore indispensable sources for this
study.

Modris Eksteins stresses that people may sometimes need an entirely new
or different language to be able to come to terms with terrible experiences:

Traditional language and vocabulary were grossly inadequate, it seemed, to de-
scribe the trench experience. Words like courage, let alone glory and heroism, with
their classical connotations, simply had no place in any accounts of what made sol-
diers stay and function in the trenches.”

Nevertheless, although courage, heroism and honour were ultimately not the
driving forces that allowed men to survive their stay in the trenches, these
terms were used in many testimonies written after the war.” Perhaps these
terms no longer carried the meaning they had before the war. In fact, processes
of ascribing meaning to something are very complicated. Though a notion
such as heroism lost much of its lustre, and turned out to be inadequate as a
means of ascribing meaning to reality, it proved indispensable to many, pre-
cisely because of the unspeakably horrible nature of their experience. Espe-
cially nationalists, monarchists or neo-conservatives needed to make some
sense of the war experience in this way. They were the inheritors of a socio-po-
litical system that considered war a legitimate means of resolving conflicts. It
was absolutely unacceptable to them to declare the war devoid of meaning.
That is why they refused to accept that the German army had been beaten in
the field, saying the troops had been stabbed in the back by the home front.
Nor did they feel Germany should bear any guilt for the outbreak of the war,
and any attempts to put the blame on Germany were renounced as the so-
called ‘Kriegschuldliige’or war-guilt lie. While heroism was held up to all Ger-
man soldiers as a guiding principle and as a means of achieving unity, there
was in actual fact no such thing. Even earlier than Eksteins, Robert Weldon
Whalen had qualified the idea of heroism by introducing the notion of
‘Zerrissenheit’. ‘Some people become lost in the resulting chaos, others des-
perately search for new symbols, still others repeat the shattered old formulas
ever more frantically. (...) People discover they no longer speak the same lan-
guage. (...) The result is not disillusionment, but a bitterly painful sense of dis-
sonance, of Zerrissenheit.”” This also meant that ‘there was no national my-
thology that could explain the meaning of four long years of mass violence’.”
Whalen offers a balanced perspective from which to study the representa-
tion and description of the war experience. In spite of the crisis of meaning and
the alleged indescribable and unrepresentable nature of the war experience,
which in a psychological sense also implies a blocked mourning process, there
have been countless attempts to describe and represent the war. This is borne
out by the huge numbers of letters, diaries, poems and novels written during
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and after the war. The same is true for photographs, postcard pictures and
films, which were often just as penetrating in their depiction of the brutal war
experience.

Research into war films: film historians

The place of the war in literature, painting, monumental architecture, photog-
raphy and postcard pictures has often been the subject of research.” It is there-
fore all the more remarkable that the German war films from the Weimar pe-
riod have largely been ignored. The period itself has been studied more often
than nearly any other period in German history before the Second World War.”
More than thirty war films were made between 1925 and 1933. While this fact
has been observed, it has never been the subject of serious study.” If war films
were studied, the impression was given that only one film represented the
German war experience, ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT (Lewis Milestone,
1930). The German-dubbed version of this American film created such an up-
roar that interest in other (German) war films was shifted to the background.
The film was based on Eric Maria Remarque’s bestselling novel Irm Westen
nichts Neues (1929). A survey of the reactions that ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN
FrONT caused in the press, with the general public and in political circles, can
be found in a book by Bérbel Schrader, which anthologizes contemporary criti-
cism.” This study not only shows how much a (critical) film representation of
the war was able to stir up emotions, even more so than the novel, butit also re-
veals the huge role that the war past played in cultural and political life in the
Weimar Republic. In fact, the book also shows that film criticism is indispens-
able source material for anyone studying the social process of ascribing mean-
ing.

This does not answer the question why so little attention has so far been
given to German war films. I would like to offer a number of possible explana-
tions and give a survey of what various authors have asserted about German
World War One films. If we confine ourselves to experts in the field of film his-
tory, we see that a canon has been created in literature dealing with ‘the’
Weimar film. Furthermore, expressionism and social realism take up a domi-
nant position in that canon. The first movement refers to the avant-garde of the
pre-Weimar period, when expressionism in painting, graphic art, theatre and
poetry soared to new heights. Only after the expressionist movement was well
past its peak — many representatives of expressionist art were killed in the war
—was it discovered by the film industry. The first truly expressionist film was
Das CABINET DES DR. CALIGARI (Robert Wiene) from 1919, one of the first films
to contribute to the artistic status of the cinema.” A number of other, less ex-
treme, expressionist films followed in its wake. Films that are generally con-
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sidered to be part of this ‘movement’ are still an important starting point for
studies dealing with film in the Weimar period.

The second ‘movement’ referred not so much to something that was al-
ready past its peak, but to the contemporary present. While expressionist films
were mostly made during the first half of the Weimar period, most realistic
films can be situated in the period from 1924-1929, the so-called stable phase of
the republic.”” This period has become known as Neue Sachlichkeit or New
Objectivity. In realistic films, the emphasis was not on the characters’” inner
perception of their environment, as was the case in expressionist films, but on
objective and concrete reality. In the first place, this meant that these films took
as their subject matter various modern phenomena, including the many
wrongs in contemporary society. The films dealt with the many excesses of
metropolitan life, poverty, class differences and prostitution, and also with the
dynamics and pulse of the big city. Images of the swinging nightlife, new fads,
fashions and trends, all kinds of leisure pursuits and technological gimmicks
and innovations were first introduced to a broader public in films. Secondly,
some directors chose to shoot their films in a much more realistic way, regard-
less of their subject matter. A number of war films from this period, and from
the one immediately following it (1929-1933), can also be called realistic films.
Some of them are even explicitly ‘documentary” in character. These films will
be discussed within the context of the Neue Sachlichkeit phenomenon in the
third chapter.

The film-historical canon for the Weimar period has thus been selected
from expressionist and realist films. The decisive factors in making this selec-
tion were aesthetic criteria. This means that we know relatively much about a
very small minority of all the films produced during the Weimar period, on
average around two hundred every year.” Films that failed to create much sen-
sation in an aesthetic sense, mostly box-office successes, received little atten-
tion.” As we will see, German war films are not aesthetically uninteresting in
every respect, but to most film historians, they are still largely terra incognita.

This does not mean, however, that film history fails to offer useful perspec-
tives from which to study the Weimar war films. The approach that exclusively
studies the canon and the work of the ‘great masters’ meanwhile becomes out-
dated. Much the same is true for the approach that only focuses on the film text
itself. In the seventies and eighties, studies by Robert Sklar, Garth Jowett, Rob-
ert Allen and Douglas Gomery widened the angle by putting great emphasis
on the social, political and cultural contexts in which films circulated, in short,
on cinema as an institution and as a cultural practice.” The standard work on
classical Hollywood films by David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson and Janet
Staiger also deliberately departs from this canonical approach.”
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Studies by the above-mentioned authors and the works of Stephen
Bottomore, Tom Gunning, Miriam Hansen, Charles Musser, Roberta Pearson
and William Uricchio have ushered in a new approach in film history. The fo-
cus has so far mainly been on the gaps in film history, and this has resulted in
extensive studies of especially the early period (1895-1917). This approach,
called New Film History, shifts attention from the isolated film text itself to the
context that surrounds the screening of the film. This context consists of social
and cultural frameworks, and also includes the immediate contexts of cinema
and programme. Early cinema was intricately tied up with entertainment such
as variety shows and vaudeville.”” One of the effects of this new approach has
been an increase in the development of theory on various film-historical and
historiographical issues.” Researchers began to study source material that had
until than been neglected or ignored because it was deemed too unconven-
tional. In addition to film criticism, programmes and reports in specialist jour-
nals, sources such as fan mail, correspondence by people involved, regulations
and provisions by local authorities, insurance agencies and fire departments,
advertisements, posters, postcards and building licences all contributed to the
creation of a different image of this early period in film history.

Representatives of the new approach in film history no longer make the
analysis of an individual film text their top priority, if only because more than
half of the films from the early period have been lost. The present study charts
amiddle course by analysing individual films as well as discussing the various
contexts to which these films refer.” My approach will be explained in detail in
the final paragraph of this chapter.

The fact that German war films have rarely received detailed and serious at-
tention does not mean that they have therefore gone unnoticed. However,
books about war films in general are limited in scope and often serve to list
films rather than to analyse or contextualise them.” Studies of the First World
War film deal mostly with American films or anti-war movies.” Standard
works usually devote no more than several paragraphs to individual German
war films.” In short, there has never been that much critical interest in the the-
matic genre as such, and the perspective is all too often confined to the so-
called ‘masterpiece’ or author approach. As I indicated earlier, this means that
discussion has been narrowed down either to films that are thought to possess
great artistic merit, or to films that are seen as important steps in the develop-
ment of a director’s individual and recognizable style. This is why a film such
as WESTFRONT 1918 by Georg Wilhelm Pabst, released some months ahead of
its American counterpart ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT, will seldom be
absent from such studies. After all, a number of his films are considered to be
major representatives of the New Objectivity.”
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Siegfried Kracauer

The German critic, essayist and journalist Siegfried Kracauer is one of the best-
known experts in the field of Weimar film culture. His standard work, From
Caligari to Hitler, written during his American exile shortly after the Second
World War, and based on his experience as a film journalist with the Frankfurter
Zeitung, is unrivalled in its comprehensiveness and depth. Kracauer saw film
as an important symptom of the modern age, an age marked by the all-perva-
sive influence of metropolitan and mass culture. With Walter Benjamin and
Ernst Bloch, Kracauer was one of the major cultural ‘seismographs’ of the
Weimar era.

Kracauer’s intention in From Caligari to Hitler was to uncover what he called
‘deep psychological dispositions predominant in Germany from 1918 to 1933’
by means of a psychological and sociological (and impressionistic) analysis of
German films.” The films were said to offer an insight into the collective men-
tality of the German people and also served as evidence that besides social,
economical and political circumstances, psychological factors played a signifi-
cant part in the rise of the Nazi regime. According to Kracauer, the fact that the
Germans later turned out in massive support for National Socialism had al-
ready been foreshadowed by the themes of Weimar films.” As early as 1927, he
wrote that ‘the existing society is mirrored in these films” and that ‘the mind-
less and unreal film fantasies are the Daydreams of Society, in which actual re-
ality surfaces and repressed desires are given shape and form’.”

Kracauer gained much admiration with his approach, but he also received
much criticism. The critics were concerned with his highly debatable methods
of interpretation and his unclear criteria for selection. Kracauer also conducted
his analysis one-dimensionally and finally from the later perspective of Natio-
nal Socialism, thereby assuming that he could reveal latent meanings in
Weimar films as an omnipotent interpreter. No wonder that Kracauer found
what he had been looking for, a strong authoritarian predisposition on the part
of the German people.” Although I do not subscribe to his school of thought, I
would like to mention his huge knowledge of the period and its cinematogra-
phy. He also tried to interpret the meaning of the First World War films pro-
duced during the Weimar period, although he did not approach them as be-
longing to a ‘genre’. It is therefore useful to examine his assertions on these
war films.

Kracauer rightly places the war films — he mentions no more than nine in
total” —in the period after 1924. He writes that this stable period of New Objec-
tivity was a time when traditional German dispositions towards power no lon-
ger seemed to be able to cope with the democratic and republican policy prin-
ciples: “Authoritarian dispositions fell into a state of paralysis.”’ Even though a
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time when the democratic forces were prevailing might be seen as fertile
ground for coming to terms with the war, Kracauer observes a ‘widespread in-
ner paralysis’ caused by the inner collective mentality’s wish to restore the au-
thoritarian structures of the past.” According to Kracauer, this state of paraly-
sis was mirrored in the rapid decline of artistic standards in films. After all,
expressionism was then already past its peak. A number of realistic, neutral
films reflect this new, objective position. Kracauer also included a number of
war films in this category, among them not only the historical films that are
central to this study, but also a number of broadly farcical soldier plays.” Ac-
cording to Kracauer, more serious war films such as UNSERE EMDEN, DER
WELTKRIEG and Ug WEDDIGEN mirrored ‘the existing paralysis of nationalistic
passions’* that he saw lurking behind the false appearance of political neutral-
ity. My analysis of critical film reviews will show that this was true only to
some extent.

According to Kracauer, the intellectual climate begins to change towards a
more critical position around the year 1928, when Im Westen nichts Neues was
serialized in the Vossische Zeitung. It was only from 1930 onwards, however,
that the true dispositions appeared: ‘“The German film became a battleground
of conflicting inner tendencies.” This was expressed in two different types of
film: those anti-authoritarian in character, such as WESTFRONT 1918 and
NIEMANDSLAND", and those with more authoritarian and nationalistic tenden-
cies, such as BERGE IN FLAMMEN and MORGENROT.” According to Kracauer,
films in the latter category were ideologically far more convincing than those
in the former, and in addition, they formed more of a unity. The conclusion
was that the authoritarian films had contributed to the establishment of
National Socialism.” The question is whether we can arrive at the same conclu-
sion with regard to the other war films which Kracauer does not mention.
Tempting though it is, wishing to interpret war films from the perspective of
National Socialism is too simple and therefore ultimately also misleading.

While Kracauer attempted to show that the Weimar films had a specific
meaning that could be deciphered by looking at them from the perspective of
later events, my study aims to discover what different meanings were ascribed
to war films at the moment when they appeared, and what role the films and
the reactions they prompted played in coming to terms with the war experi-
ence. My approach may therefore be characterised as historicist and retro-
grade. In do not a priori consider war films to prefigure or symptomize the
National Socialist era, unless the relevant film indicates as much in specific
terms, or if contemporary critics characterised the films as overtly nazist. In
placing the films against the specific background of the German past (and the
role played by this past when the films were in circulation), I see them as cul-
tural practices expressing the memory of the war and a historical awareness of
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the war. To paraphrase Johan Huizinga’s well-known definition of history, the
present study tries to answer the question how, in other words, by what kind
of narratives and cinematic means, the Weimar war films gave an account of
the past. Since it is impossible to answer this question solely on the basis of
film analysis, critical reviews from specialist film journals and daily newspa-
pers of different political hues play a major role in this study. As indicated ear-
lier, these texts are the only primary sources that open up the wide variety of
opinion on cinematic interpretations of the war past.”

Cultural historians: Eksteins, Winter and Mosse

The lack of interest in German war films cannot simply be attributed to the
limited number of films that have been preserved. True enough, more than
half of them are lost, but those that are still there have hardly been examined. I
have defined these films as war films because of the fact that the war plays a
prominent role in the narrative, in other words, the characters” actions are in
large part determined by the war. ‘Documentary’ films are films that explicitly
take the war as their starting point. This means that a film such as FRIDERICUS
RExX (1923) or any other film about a Prussian topic and the so-called mountain
films, which contain latent references to the war, are here left out of consider-
ation. My criterion for defining a film as a war film has been whether it is an ex-
plicit depiction of the war or not.

Now that we have looked at the attention film historians have given to the
First World War films, the question arises whether cultural historians have ac-
tually offered a valid contribution, especially since they are slowly losing their
diffidence with respect to (audio-)visual sources and have begun to engage in
the study of historical representations. Three major cultural historians who
have studied the war experience and the process of coming to terms with the
First World War, and who have in addition given relatively much attention to
post-war Germany, are Modris Eksteins (1989), George Mosse (1990) and Jay
Winter (1995).” The works of these authors have been a major inspiration for
the present study, especially because of their use of non-traditional sources.
Even though these authors approach their subjects from different angles, they
share an interest in phenomena connected to mass culture, representations
that were aimed at mass audiences, the people who had no access to the writ-
ten press and the (audio)visual media. This is especially true for Mosse and
Winter. The work of these three cultural historians is closely connected to the
recent rise in interest in the history of mentality and experience.”

The main starting point of Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring (1989) is the no-
tion that the First World War has been a decisive factor in the rise of cultural
modernism and the pursuit of emancipation. Germany was the most progres-
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sive country in Europe both in terms of economic modernisation and the de-
velopment of art. Germany was, in Eksteins” words, ‘the modernist nation par
excellence’.” Eksteins also has an eye for the positive consequences of the war.
In his view, the war not only put a heavy burden on society but later produced
what he calls ‘a celebration of life’. While Kracauer saw this period mainly as a
state of escapism, paralysis and artistic decline, Eksteins emphasises the élan
vital that was expressed in, for example, an anarchic attitude towards the exist-
ing values and norms. In the field of music, jazz became popular. The short
dress became fashionable, and if women really wanted to look modern, they
cut their hair in the boyish ‘Bubikopf’style. Sexual etiquette became more lib-
eral as night life for homosexuals flourished, especially in the larger cities. An
increased objectivity and functionality could be observed in architecture and
design (Bauhaus).” One might expect Eksteins to pay much attention to films
that mirrored this vitality, or to films that caused a sensation because of their
modernity. One need only think of the first German screening of Eisenstein’s
BroNENOSEZ PoTjoMKIN (better known as BATTLEsHIP POTEMKIN'), avant-
garde Bauhaus experiments, Fritz Lang’s METROPOLIS or Walter Ruttmann’s
BERLIN, SYMPHONIE EINER GROSSSTADT.”

However, Eksteins tells us nothing about these films, nor does he pay much
attention to war films. This is remarkable when we read the following passage:
‘If the past had become a fiction and if it all was indeed flux, then perhaps the
cinema, some witnesses felt, was the only appropriate vehicle for capturing
the movement to the abyss.”” Eksteins devotes one chapter to Remarques’s
bestseller I Westen nichts neues, but the film version of the book is hardly dis-
cussed at all. He did, however, write an article about this film in 1980.” There
was an upsurge in war literature in the wake of Remarque’s novel and,
Eksteins emphasizes, also of war films, the ‘war boom of 1929-1930"."
Nontheless, Eksteins fails to notice that this upsurge was not confined to this
period alone. On the contrary, most war films were made between the years
1926 and 1931. According to the author, the relative rise in interest in the war
can be explained with reference to the confusion and disorientation troubling
the generation that had grown up during the war. The war had cut this genera-
tion off from the psychological and moral ties with the home front and thus
from post-war society. According to Eksteins, this made Remarque’s novel
‘more a comment of the post war minds, on the post war view of the war than
an attempt to reconstruct the reality of the trench experience’.” I assume
Eksteins meant this comment to refer also to the film version of the novel. He
goes on to say that this was also true for the reviews, which reflected the post-
war ‘emotional and political investments”.” Although Eksteins makes some
interesting observations here, it should be said that they refer especially to
anti-war novels and films, which he apparently also considers to be modernist.
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However, they only made out a very small percentage of the total production
in this field. If Eksteins, on the basis of one anti-war novel, explains the up-
surge in literature and films about the war with reference to dissatisfaction
with the post-war period, how then can the majority of ‘ordinary” war films
and novels be explained?” Also with reference to discontent with contempo-
rary society or to a desire for the restoration of pre-war civil society? Perhaps.
It is more likely, however, that things are more complicated than that, as the
present study aims to show. Considering the Weimar period mainly from a
modernist perspective leads to one-sided conclusions. In addition, Weimar
Germany was troubled by deep divisions, and the ‘modern” and the tradi-
tional co-existed in a precarious balance.”

Jay Winter tries to restore that balance in his book Sites of memory, sites of
mourning (1995). He dismisses the kind of approach represented by Eksteins.
While in Eksteins’ view, the First World War is a fraction that paved the way
for a new era characterised by a modernist language of forms, “Traditional
modes of expression — words, pictures, even music — were inadequate in this
situation’”, Winter defends the idea that the war did not constitute a com-
pletely new departure. ‘The overlap of languages and approaches between the
old and the new, the “traditional” and the “modern”, the conservative and the
iconoclast, was apparent both during and after the war.”* As a result of his
study of ways of mourning for war victims during the interbellum, Winter ar-
rives at the conclusion that precisely the traditional, religious and romantic
language of forms of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were used in the
mourning process.” This is not only true for prose, poetry and various social
practices, but also for visual expressions such as painting, posters and films.
War films practised historical mystification by means of a ‘sanitisation of the
worst features of the war and its presentation as a mythical or romantic adven-
ture.”” Some films tried to show the opposite, such as ALL QUIET ON THE WEST-
ERN FRONT, WESTFRONT 1918 and VERDUN, VISION D’HISTOIRE, but Winter
rightly states that these films belonged to a very small minority.” In his analy-
sis of several (non-German) war films, Winter confines himself to the theme of
the ‘symbolic’ return of the dead, a theme which runs like a thread through his
entire study.” Winter’s approach offers a correction to the dominant modernist
perspective. The meaning of his approach for the present study lies in the
question to what extent the war films use traditional symbols and images, and
to what extent they can be seen as modernist representations. In addition, I do
not exclusively associate modernism with anti-war films, as Eksteins and Win-
ter do in an implicit way.

George Mosse, in his book Fallen Soldiers (1990) also confirms that there was
mystification and mythologising. According to Mosse, the confrontation with
the mass slaughter of the First World War, especially on the western front, has
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been the most important and drastic experience. Combined with modern
weapons technology and new means of communication, this brought a whole
new dimension to the practice of warfare. According to Mosse, people not only
revisited the horror in trying to come to terms with this experience, but feel-
ings of patriotism and glory sometimes played an even bigger part.”

For some people, it was an absolute necessity to invest the war with some
positive meaning and purpose. The idea that all the suffering had been for
nothing was simply unbearable. The horrible reality of the war was therefore
‘transformed into what one might call the Myth of the War Experience, which
looked back upon the war as a meaningful and even sacred event’.” This myth,
which according to Mosse had been created by young war volunteers, fell on
fertile ground in defeated Germany, and played an important role in post-war
politics.”” The war experience was mythologised into an idealised and reli-
gious experience, complete with its own “acts of worship” in the form of memo-
rial services and images of martyrdom, heroism and comradeship.” Symbols
taken from Christianity and nature (mountains, forests, the arch of heaven)
were dominant references in the representation of this myth.” Mosse not only
focuses on cultural practices such as the monument-building and tourist ex-
cursions to places at the former front and war cemeteries, but also on seem-
ingly trivial things like picture postcards, kitsch and children’s toys.” With his
views on the construction of this myth, Mosse emphasises a sense of unity
which authors like Weldon Whalen, Eksteins, Hynes and Winter have tried to
nuance.

Mosse discusses the post war film in only a few paragraphs, concentrating
mainly on Germany. He only indirectly mentions the fact that relatively many
war films were produced in the second half of the Weimar period. This is
hardly surprising, because Mosse’s account is based on literature from 1927
(Hans Buchner, Im Banner des Films).” From this source also derives Mosse’s
statement that ‘German war films at the end of the 1920’s have been called sin-
gularly realistic’, after which he goes on to quote Buchner: ‘Soldiers fall before
our eyes and writhe in the agony of death, the faces of deadly wounded young
men show their pain.” Buchner must have referred to the Austrian war film
NAMENLOSE HELDEN or the first part of DER WELTKRIEG, for other German war
films that showed such images were hardly made before 1929. Mosse does,
however, consider the genre of the so-called mountain films as surrogate war
films because they ‘glorified the national image of combative manliness’.”
This new masculinity plays a central role in Mosse’s ‘Myth of the War Experi-
ence’. Needless to say that images of the new and youthful male hero and war-
rior, so attractive to the right, continued to fulfil their function under the Nazi
regime.” Though the similarities between Mosse and Winter are obvious, their
interest in religious symbols for example, Mosse considers the myth mainly in
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the context of right-wing nationalism, while Winter gives more attention to the
everyday practice and the more artistic expressions of mourning. Mosse em-
phasizes the heroism, while Winter stresses the suffering that has been caused.
Both are far removed from Eksteins’ notion that traditional language and im-
agery are inadequate means for conveying and coming to terms with the expe-
rience of modern warfare.

Despite the many differences in approach that are apparent in the literature
discussed here, the three authors agree on the central notion that representa-
tions of the war were not only problematic, but seemed almost impossible in
essence. It is true that traditional symbols, myths and fictions fulfilled their
functions, but they also stood in contrast to the modern experience of warfare,
which was dominated by disorientation, fragmentation, deafening noise and
chaos. These ‘features’ are generally associated with modernist art and litera-
ture. The question whether, and if so, how, both traditional and avant-garde
aspects functioned in the post-war German war films is not answered by these
authors, and the examples of the films they mention can certainly not be called
representative.

Carrying out the research

Within the historical context outlined above, the present study aims to answer
three main questions. In the first place, which narrative forms and cinema-
tographical means do the selected films use to represent the war experience?
Secondly, how did the critics react to the war films? Thirdly, on the basis of the
cinematic representations of the war and the reactions they received, what can
be said about the process of coming to terms with the war?

These questions will be discussed specifically in each chapter. Two central
topics for research emerge from them: the films themselves and the critical re-
views (and more generally, the written texts about the films). It is my aim to
discover what meanings the war has generated through these texts by describ-
ing and analysing the films and the reviews. It is true that studying the specifi-
cally cinematic production of meaning is my central concern, but in order to
understand its function within a broader social context, this production of
meaning cannot be considered independently from reactions in the press. On
their part, films and criticism cannot be assumed to exist outside socio-cultural
practices.

Another part of the analysis concerns the way the stories are told and the
cinematic means that are used, although these cannot be seen apart from each
other. This does not imply that my discussion involves a detailed analysis of
things such as camera positions, editing and mise en scene. My cinemato-
graphical analysis focuses on the historiographical means of representation; in
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other words, the attempts made in the films to get as close to the past as possi-
ble, especially where the battlefield scenes are concerned. With regard to the
selection of films, I would like to make the following remark. While this study
is concerned with German war films made in the Weimar period, most but not
all films from the period will be discussed. The first objective was to make an
analysis of the specific way German war films approach the past, not com-
pleteness. For war films that are not discussed in these chapters, I refer to the
appendix that lists the credits.” The omission of several German films is bal-
anced by the inclusion of two Austrian films, BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS and
NamENLOSE HELDEN. They offer an interesting view on German war history,
and were both released and reviewed in Germany:.

A second limitation has to do with the fact that some of the films discussed
in this study have been lost. That is why some analyses have been confined to
the narrative of the film as paraphrased in programmes and reviews.

One way of researching the special role played by war films in coming to terms
with the war is comparing them with what was written about the war in nov-
els of the time. This would cause the research to lean over to the literary field —
more than two hundred war novels, memoirs and so on appeared between
1928 and 1932 — and create an overlap with existing research on the subject.”
Instead,  have only drawn on literature in a strictly intertextual sense, i.e. nov-
els that served as the starting points for the relevant war films.

The literary context is only one of many referred to by the films. Studying
the relationships between films and their social contexts is more problematic
than one would suspect at first glance. Projecting socio-cultural develop-
ments, trends or events onto story contents or cinematographic features of in-
dividual films may all too often lead to highly speculative conclusions, as we
have seen with Kracauer.” It is much better to think of the films as being
grouped around one particular theme and having been produced in roughly
the same period. In this way, the films can be considered as representing a
theme that was of topical interest at the time. This applies to the films that are
central to this study, but it does not solve the problem of what they actually
mean. We will get some idea of how the war past was perceived at a certain
moment, or how the war past should be perceived, but this does not tell us
what role the films played in coming to terms with the war, nor how they func-
tioned in the broader social contexts. The contexts of the films are therefore ap-
proached as follows: on the one hand, my research draws on data about the
realisation of the films; on the other hand, it involves written texts about the
films, such as advertisements, critiques and other reviews. Information about
the realisation of the films has been gleaned from specialist journals, advertise-
ments and some of the critical reviews. The latter category of written texts in-
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cludes a representative selection of articles from the daily press. The main con-
sideration was using source material that was accessible to the general public.
Such material would also give some idea of the sources that influenced the per-
ceptions or opinions of the cinema-going public. Since there is hardly any
source material about concrete audience reactions, we have to make do with
the response of only a very select part of the audience, the representatives of
the press. In addition, there are hardly any specific data on the numbers of peo-
ple who came to see these films, nor do we know exactly how long these films
ran in the cinemas. However, some indication of the popularity of the films ex-
ists, because lists of the most popular films of a given year were published in
the specialist film journals.

I consider the critics that I base myself on to belong to the ‘interpretative
community’, people who contribute to the formation of public opinion.” Just
as politicians, intellectuals, teachers and clergymen represent authority and
influence our world views, critics mould and shape opinion within a cultural
practice such as the cinema. They stimulate their readers to form an opinion by
arguing for or against a particular film and ascribing a certain value to it, and
they also help to establish a certain image about the medium of film in general.
Just as importantly, the critical reviews also contain direct or indirect com-
ments on social developments. Such direct references to any text outside the
film, such as a book, another film, or a contemporary or historical event, are
part of my analysis. In this way, the films are not only placed in a certain con-
text by the opinion leaders of the day, but also by me.

Contemporary critics often reviewed films or gave social comment from a
political or ideological angle, since most of the press were aligned to certain
political parties. The scope for interpreting the war past, its consequences and
the way it could be represented as defined by the ideological positions taken
up by the parties: communist, social democratic, left-wing or right-wing lib-
eral, confessional, monarchist or National Socialist. In 1930, someone cynically
portrayed a film critic thus: ‘He does not judge according to his own feelings,
but according to the leanings of his newspaper. He does not write his own
opinion, but that of his editors. He does not consider what he has seen, but he
takes the interests and connections of his publisher into consideration.”” By
opting for a broad ideological spectrum 1 have tried to lend a platform to a
wide range of different or even conflicting ‘voices’ commenting on the war
and its cinematic representation. By close-reading the reviews, I have tried to
bring the arguments, emotions and the associations with regard to the war it-
self and the films to the surface. My goal was finding out how the images of
war were perceived and for what reason certain films or sequences of film
were either rejected or accepted, booed or cheered.
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Press sources

The various “voices of the press” which are discussed in this study cover the
political spectrum from the communist left to the National Socialist right. On
the extreme left wing, I have chosen Die Rote Fahne (1918-1933) and Die Welt
Am Abend (1926-1933), published by Willi Miinzenberg. While the former was
the party newspaper for the Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, the latter
was connected to the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe — the Leninist Miinzenberg
had been connected to the Unabhingige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutsch-
lands or USPD, which disbanded in 1922. The difference between the two
newspapers was not so great in strictly political terms, but while Die Rote Fahne
clearly presented itself as a propagandist party paper, the illustrated magazine
Die Welt am Abend tried to gain a large critical and leftist readership by includ-
ing long and detailed reports about sports and sensational events. The tone of
voice used in Die Welt am Abend was therefore less dogmatic and shrill than
that of Die Rote Fahne. The fact that the latter could not always serve as source
material has to do with the many bans and restrictions it had to endure: in to-
tal, more than one thousand issues of Die Rote Fahne never saw the light of
day.” Needless to say perhaps that the views of these papers with regard to
film tied in with their political positions. Die Rote Fahne saw the medium
mainly as a means of political education and propaganda®, while the less or-
thodox Die Welt am Abend reviewed a broader range of films, mainly in terms
of their political connotations but also in terms of aesthetic merits. On the
whole, film aesthetics received more attention in papers that were less pro-
gressively orientated.” Ties between the two communist publications were
strengthened after 1928, when Die Welt am Abend was issued as an evening
supplement to Die Rote Fahne.

The social democratic Vorwirts (1891-1933) was the main party paper for
the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD) and saw as its task de-
fending the social democratic and republican ideas. In 1929, a Vorwiirts editor
wrote: “We fight the film industry, because it consciously or unconsciously,
openly or covertly, seeks to deride, discredit and undermine the republican
form of government and wishes to hinder the international politics of recon-
cilement between the peoples.”™

The leftist liberal press also belongs to the democratic end of the political
spectrum. In the present study;, it is represented by the Berliner Borsen-Courier
(1868-1934)”, the Vossische Zeitung (1775-1934), the Frankfurter Zeitung, the Ber-
liner Morgenpost (1900-1945) and the Berliner Tageblatt (1906-1939). These news-
papers were not so much aligned to any particular party, but they had loose af-
filiations with the political orientation represented by the Deutsche
Demokratische Partei (DDP).” While there was often no sign of commitment
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to democratic principle on the part of right-wing or national-liberal parties
such as the Deutsche Volkspartei (DVP), the left-wing liberal papers were
committed defenders of the republic. However, they also had their own identi-
ties and readerships. The Berliner Borsen-Courier, Berliner Morgenpost and Ber-
liner Tngeblatt were popular newspapers with a high circulation, bringing local
news for readers in the capital.” The well-respected Vossische Zeitung and the
Frankfurter Zeitung, published in Frankfurt am Main, were slightly more mod-
erate and focused on ‘Bildung’. This attitude tied in with the view on film rep-
resented by the DDP that it could serve as a ‘“demokratisches Bildungsmittel™
or means of democratic education. Though the specialist film journals were of-
ficially unrelated to political ideologies, there were some differences between
them. Politically speaking, Lichtbildbiihne and the Filmkurier stood somewhere
between the social democrats and left-wing liberals.”

On the right side of the spectrum, there was the national or right-wing lib-
eral Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (1918-1945) which had been led under this
name by the industrialist Hugo Stinnes since 1918. This newspaper was politi-
cally aligned to Gustav Stresemann’s Deutsche Volkspartei (DVP).” The paper
was generally seen as a mouthpiece for the Foreign Ministry, whose head was
Gustav Stresemann. As far as the medium of film was concerned, the newspa-
per offered a word of warning. Cinemas should not just show ‘kitsch films’ but
stimulate the medium’s potential for education by showing so-called
‘Kulturfilme” and historical films that illuminated the country’s past, such as
those about Frederick the Great (see chapter 1).” The industry-sponsored spe-
cialist film journal Der Kinematograph can also be placed in this political cate-
gory, just like the more neutral organ of cinema-owners, the Reichsfilmblatt
(1923) and Der Film (1916). The Kinematograph was clearly aligned to a particu-
lar political position, since it was published by the Scherlverlag owned by Al-
fred Hugenberg, the later owner of the Ufa film production company. The con-
servative tendencies in most film reviews are obvious.

The two confessional newspapers included in this study charted a conser-
vative yet democratic course, the catholic Germania (1870-1937) and the
protestant Der Deutsche (1921-1935). Germania had strong links with the catho-
lic Zentrum party, which saw film as a medium for education, especially in the
international political and cultural arena: ‘With its help we can have a clarify-
ing, propagandising and persuasive effect on other countries in order to con-
vince them of the notion of Germany’s spiritual and cultural standing in the
world.” Der Deutsche served as the Christian trade union’s organ.”

Finally, the following newspapers can be situated on the far right of the po-
litical spectrum: the monarchist (Neue Preussische) Kreuz-Zeitung (1848-1939),
the Deutsche Zeitung (1896-1934), the Scherl/Hugenberg newspapers Der Tag
(1900-1934), the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger (1916-1944) and its weekly supplement
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Der Montag.” All these newspapers were extremely nationalist and anti-repub-
lican. Politically, they were aligned with the Deutschnationale Volkspartei
(DNVP). The Deutsche Zeitung was also the mouthpiece for the Alldeutscher
Verband, a nationalist movement of industrialists of which Alfred Hugenberg
was a member. Hugenberg became chairman of the DNVP in 1928. The Krez-
Zeitung was taken over by the association of war veterans, Stahlhelm. With re-
spect to the medium of film, a DNVP representative put forward that film
should fulfil a ‘national mission’. The idea was not so much to present films
with a clear political tendency to the audience, but to contribute to the follow-
ing aims: ‘It is our generations” mission to reunite and bind together the Ger-
man people, which has been fragmented into all kinds of different political
groups and mavericks.””

The group of right-wing newspapers also includes the National Socialist
dailies the Volkischer Beobachter (1921-1945) and Der Angriff (1927-1945), which
was published under the supervision of Joseph Goebbels.” Both newspapers
were aligned to the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP)
and represent the ‘volkische” or pan-germanic, nationalist, racist and anti-Se-
mitic strains which could also be found in other parties on the extreme right. In
contrast to those parties, however, the NSDAP managed to appeal to large
parts of the population and grow into a mass movement. But whatever their
political differences, the National Socialist newspapers used the same shrill
jargon as the communists, and they also saw the medium of film primarily as a
propaganda instrument to be used for political manipulation.

Chapter arrangement

This book has been set up thematically, which enables me to study how differ-
ent directors captured certain aspects of the war, and if and how a cinematic
approach of the same theme changed over time. It is very interesting to com-
pare a navy film such as UNSERE EMDEN from 1926 with the remake done in
1932, KREUZER EMDEN, however short the intervening six years may seem. The
Weimar Republic was subject to major changes in these years. The same is true
for the press reactions to both films. During that period, the films and the criti-
cal reviews not only prompted discussions about the war, but also about the
time in which they were made, the Weimar period. This is why the chapters
also address issues such as the war debt, national historiography, memorial
services, war monuments, rearmament, the rise of war literature and other is-
sues that are associated with the films.

As was said earlier, the chapters in this book have been arranged themati-
cally. The themes relate to specific aspects of the war. However, this principle
of thematic arrangement is not entirely unequivocal. After a chapter that sur-
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veys the first three decades of German film history, with a strong emphasis on
historical films, the following chapters discuss the films that have been re-
searched for this project. The second chapter deals with films that represent
the run-up to the war, and the third chapter discusses the ‘war documentaries’.
Since two of those documentaries give a filmed account of the entire war, the
history of the war is shown predominantly from a German perspective. The
other chapters follow a less chronological order. Chapters 4 and 5 deal with
films that are tied to specific locations, films that are set on the mainland and
films where the action takes place at sea. The final chapter deals with the issue
of gender in war films by discussing the representation of the home front and
the images of femininity and masculinity that the war films construct. The
study closes with a concluding epilogue.






| ‘Lehrreich und amisant’

Historical films in the period 1896-1933

For a long time, the historiography of German cinema, understood as a com-
plex entity of industry, films, audience and criticism, has been oriented mostly
towards the years following the First World War. General studies begin with a
description of the first German film screenings, only to make a carefree jump
across two decades to the 1920s, a period in which film as art was said to have
flourished. Gradually, this historical gap is being closed. Attention to early
film has increased enormously since the famous 1978 FIAF conference in
Brighton, and it has not passed by German film historians either. In the mean-
time, several interesting studies have appeared dealing with the first two de-
cades of German film history.”

At the end of the nineteenth century, at least two countries in Europe pio-
neered the development of the film medium. The French Lumiere brothers cre-
ated a furore with their cinematograph, while in Germany, the brothers Max
and Emil Skladanowsky stole the (variety) show with a presentation of film
images recorded and projected with a home-made device, the so-called
Bioskop. Their first public presentation took place in Berlin’s Wintergarten on
1 November 1895. The programme, typically consisting of a series of short al-
ternating segments, would influence the design of cinema programmes for
years to come.” However, in the early years of the new medium, film was also
distributed by the so-called Wanderkino operating mainly on fairs and similar
festivities. Under the caption ‘Neu! Neu! Das Bioskop, die interessanteste
Findung der Neuzeit’, a Berlin daily described the first experience with the
new medium as ‘lehrreich und amiisant’ — educational and entertaining.* In
the next few decades, the cinema would move between the two poles, educa-
tion/entertainment and politics/art. Various social institutions such as reli-
gion, education and politics would unleash fierce discussions about the poten-
tially negative and/or positive uses of the film medium.

The presentation of film programmes typically consisting of ten or more
very short films about a variety of subjects — such as music, acrobatics, sports,
current affairs, drama and humour — drew mixed crowds. Contrary to what
has long been assumed, it was not only the lower social classes who were fasci-
nated by film presentations. With the exception of the university-educated
‘Bildungsbiirgertum’, the composition of the audience was rather diverse, also
in terms of sex and age.” Even the German Kaiser himself was a film enthusi-
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ast, especially when he could appear before the camera himself.” This meant
that film could, to a certain extent, count on a good press.

The “Wanderkino” phenomenon of travelling ‘Bioskope” changed in terms
of dimension as well as nature from 1906 onwards. More and more so-called
‘Ladenkinos’ opened their doors in former shops, cafes and houses, creating
serious competition for the ‘Wanderkino’.” This competition ultimately be-
came an important factor in the establishment of the big ‘Kinopaléste’, the first
of which, the Union-Theater, was opened at Berlin’s Alexanderplatz in 1909.

The change of cinema space was accompanied by other developments.
From 1910 onwards, the running time of films increased and the narrative
structure became more complex. So far, the technological aspect of cinema had
been an important novelty attraction and the images actually showed some-
thing rather than telling a story. Now, the ‘Erzéhlkino’ era began.’ Story, sus-
pense and film stardom played an increasingly central role. Also, the composi-
tion of the audience gradually began to include middle-class spectators.
Screen adaptations of works of literature, plays and important historical
events — often defined as “Autorenfilme’ meant that even for the middle class, a
visit to the cinema became a legitimate leisure activity. This was one of the
beat-them-if-you-cannot-join-them strategies used by opponents of the me-
dium - united in the ‘Reformbewegung’ — to transform the cinema into a re-
spectable cultural practice.’ Despite these efforts, however, the cinema kept the
stigma of being a proletarian and immoral institute for a long time.

The fact that screening spaces became ever larger, narratives more exciting
and complex, and audiences more sophisticated, was not really due to the Ger-
man film productions themselves. On the eve of the First World War, only
around fifteen percent of cinema screenings on offer consisted of German
films."” The other films that were screened came mainly from America, France,
Italy, Denmark, and Great Britain. Especially the French film industry oper-
ated expansively. From 1908 onwards, production companies such as Pathé
Fréres, Gaumont and Eclaire gained a dominant position within the German
cinema circuit.” They lost this position during the First World War, when film
exports were curbed. Another strong foreign competitor was Nordisk from
Denmark which, because of its neutral status, was allowed to continue war-
time exports to Germany.” Germany owes one of its major stars to the Nordisk
company: Asta Nielsen gained such widespread popularity that she became
the country’s biggest star next to German diva Henny Porten.

The fact that Germany’s film industry at first lagged behind the film indus-
try of its French neighbours was due to the lack of enthusiasm on the part of
German banks to invest in this young industry. Because of the limited prospect
of sound developments in the future, German banks had strong reservations
about the relatively new medium. This did not mean that production compa-



‘Lehrreich und amiisant’ 35

nies lacked capital, but in the first decades the development of new technology
received the lion’s share of investments.” In 1912, a total of seven companies
were involved in the production of motion pictures, six of them operating in
Berlin." One of the best known film producers was Messter Projektion led by
Oskar Messter.” He not only produced films, but his studio in Berlin’s
Friedrichstrasse was also a workshop where he carried out important techni-
cal experiments. After Pathé and Gaumont had already established their repu-
tation as newsreel producers, Messter also successfully ventured into this ter-
ritory. Still during the first decade of the twentieth century the German film
industry was hardly able to compete with foreign film production.”” German
film industry did not take off until after 1911, with films starring, among oth-
ers, Asta Nielsen.

From 1915 onwards, when narrative structure and aesthetics became more
complex in films, the discourse about cinema changed, too. So far, the medium
had received most of the attention from the daily press and some theatre peri-
odicals, the former usually using a condescending and unprofessional tone.
There was hardly any serious criticism. Most film reports were concerned with
the design and make-up of the theatre, with technical innovations or with the
alleged perverse influence of cinema attendance rather than with the film itself
or its aesthetic qualities. More often than not, these reports were nothing more
than recommendations to go and see the film. Also, with a weekly average of
five hundred premieres, there could hardly be any question of individual film
reviews."”

The first instance of a serious film review practice came with the establish-
ment of a number of specialist periodicals, Der Kinematograph (1907), the Erste
Internationale Film-Zeitung (1908) and Lichtbildbiihne (1908).” The first and lat-
ter remained influential for a long time, while the Film-Zeitung was already
shut down in 1920. Other important specialist periodicals that appeared after
the First World War were Film-Kurier, Reichsfilmblatt and Der Film. These peri-
odicals covered news and had critical reviews on production companies, eco-
nomic and technical developments, problems of censorship and matters of an
organisational nature. In a word, they are important sources for film-historical
research.

The 1913 breakthrough in film criticism was partly due to the emergence of
the so-called ‘Autorenfilme’.” At this time, there were some twelve specialist
periodicals on the market, and the daily press also began to take more interest
in the medium.” However, truly professional film criticism written by special-
ised critics only appeared in the 1920s. In the years preceding this profession-
alisation, it was normal practice for periodicals and dailies to send their theatre
critics or any other interested journalists to the cinema to deal with the step-
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child of culture which the medium still was. The process of professionalisation
was at first slowed down by the war, but later, reviews were produced that
amounted to more than simply a description of the contents of the film. Films
were increasingly judged on their own merits and, not surprisingly, the nine-
teen-twenties saw the emergence of the first theories on functions, objectives
and aesthetic possibilities and limitations of film, in a word about the ‘essence’
of the medium. Some critics, including Rudolf Arnheim, Siegfried Kracauer,
Bela Balasz, Herbert Ihering (who was also a theatre critic), Lotte Eisner, Willy
Haas, Hans Sahl, Erich Késtner, and Alfred Kerr gained a certain degree of
fame.” With the exception of Ihering and Kracauer, these were not the critics
who would shine their light on the war films of the Weimar period —simply be-
cause they hardly wrote about these films — but less famous ones like Ernst
Jager and Georg Herzberg (Film-Kurier), Ernst and Hans Wollenberg
(Lichtbildbiihne), Hans-Walther Betz (Der Film), Kurt Kersten, (Welt am Abend),
Heinz Pol, (Vossische Zeitung), Walter Redmann (Berliner Morgenpost), Erwin
Gephard (Der Deutsche), Hans-Ulrich Henning (Kreuz-Zeitung) and others did.
The identity of some critics could not be traced because they chose to remain
anonymous or signed their reviews with only their initials, as did a number of
the above-mentioned critics.

German film industry during the First World War

The outbreak of the First World War gave a new impulse to the development of
a national film industry. Germany closed its borders to its enemies, gradually
putting most of its competitors in the film industry out of business,” after a
brief initial period when all kinds of exceptions crossed the border.” The
Kinematograph reported on the new situation as follows:

Vor ca. drei Tagen schon sind die franzosischen Staatsangehorigen der grossen
Pariser Firmen Pathé, Gaumont usw. nach ihrer Heimat abgereist, und Leute, die
jahrelang als Kollegen friedlich an einem Pulte arbeiteten, konnen sich in nachster
Zeit als Feinde auf Leben und Tod mit der Waffe in der Hand gegentiberstehen; die
Internationalitdt unserer Industrie bringt das so mit sich — c’est la guerre!™

As early as five days after the German mobilisation on August 1st, the Verein
der Lichtbildtheater-besitzer Gross-Berlins und Provinz Brandenburg (e.V.)
had called on cinema managers to stop showing any French films.” Although
many complied with such calls, much French film material was smuggled into
Germany via neutral subsidiaries abroad, and shown in cinemas around the
country.” Only on 25 February 1916 did the German state officially issue a ban
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on film imports.” From that moment on, the country was practically left to its
own devices and forced to satisfy the domestic demand for film entertainment
itself.” The products of the neutral Danish, American (until 1917) and Italian
(until 1915) film industries were the only ones allowed on the German film
market.”

How the national film industry reacted to this situation can partly be seen
from the figures. The number of domestic production companies grew con-
stantly from 25 in 1914 to 130 in 1918.” The centre of German cinema was
Berlin; later, Munich would become the film centre of southern Germany. In
fact, an increase in film activities could be observed in Germany just before the
war, as was shown by the construction of the famous Babelsberg studio com-
plex near Berlin. The success of (foreign) films had convinced German entre-
preneurs that producing films could be a profitable activity. In a retrospective
published in 1919, the Kinematograph confirmed that the war had given a
strong impulse to the German film industry:

Der Krieg hat erst so eigentlich eine bedeutungsvolle deutsche Filmindustrie
geschaffen, eine Industrie, die heute erfolgreich auf den Plan mit der auslandischen
Konkurrenz treten kann.”

Indeed, German industry emerged from the war as a winner. Germany was
not called "Europe’s Hollywood’ for nothing.”

At the beginning of the war, it quickly became clear that the German film in-
dustry was lagging far behind that of its enemies. Although in Germany the in-
fluence of film was overestimated in a negative sense rather than underesti-
mated — it was seen as a factor in the increase in crime and moral decline in the
masses —, France and Great Britain had meanwhile discovered the propagan-
distic possibilities that the new medium offered. It seemed logical to use film
and its capacity for manipulation as a means to convince the population of the
depravity of the German enemy. The suggestive effect of the medium turned
out to be very suitable to mobilise or fan the flames of anti-German sentiment
in order to summon the warlike spirit and willingness to sacrifice soldiers and
civilians alike.” Once the Germans realised the extent to which foreign cinema
defiled German honour, they also decided to take action.

In circles which, in the past, had taken a hostile attitude towards film, much
activity was sparked by the desire to restore the damage done to Germany in
the international arena. After all, all these so-called Hetzfilme were also ex-
ported to neutral countries and allies of the Entente states. People in the higher
reaches of press, industry, trade, tourism and culture, as well as representa-
tives of the Foreign Ministry, joined forces in order to develop an antidote. Al-
though the first result was meant as an antidote, it looked far less aggressive
than what was being produced in France, Great Britain and later the United
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States. In November 1916, interested parties created an organisation which
was to formulate a first response to allied anti-German propaganda. This or-
ganisation was christened ‘Deutsche Lichtbild-Gesellschaft” (DLG).”* The
rightwing nationalist industrialist and media tycoon, Alfred Hugenberg, and
his right-hand man, Ludwig Klitzsch, were considered the most powerful men
in the DLG organisation.” During the Weimar period, they would emerge as
the two most powerful men in the Ufa organisation. DLG concentrated mainly
on the production of short propaganda documentaries which served to show
the success of German industrial development, the beauty of the German
landscape and the riches of German culture.”” Germany was to be shown in a
positive light. It will hardly come as a surprise that this ‘soft” approach was no
match for the more aggressive propaganda films produced by the Allies that,
for some time, had been able to penetrate the neutral markets. Germany failed
to come up with an effective response to the negative stereotype of the cruel
and lustful ‘Hun’. In 1917, Reichstag member Gustav Stresemann wrote in Der
Film:

Wenn sich heute der Deutsche oft verwundert fragt, woher es denn komme, dass
dieses Deutschland, das 44 Jahre hindurch stets die Politik des Friedens getrieben
und sich bestrebt hat, der Welt den Frieden zu erhalten, einen so geschlossene Pha-
lanx von Feinden alliiberall im Erdenrund, und wie die jiingsten Tage wieder
gezeigt haben, bis hinauf in den fernsten Osten sich erwerben konnte (...) dann
iibersieht er neben anderen meist die ausserordentlich wirkungskraftige Film-
propaganda, welche unsere Feinde sehr im Gegensatz zu uns tiberall in der Welt
getrieben haben. (...) Tausende und Abertausende von Kilometern Ententefilms
sind auf die Neutralen losgelassen worden, Films, die dazu bestimmt waren, eine
deutschfeindliche Stimmung zu verbreiten und die noch neutralen Lander zum
Eintritt in den Weltkrieg an der Seite der Entente zu verleiten.”

This statement illustrates an untold belief in the power of the medium of film.
Also, Stresemann used the enemy film propaganda to advertise Germany’s
peace-loving mission.

After the first battles, it quickly became clear that the initial war of move-
ment soon changed into a war of attrition with stagnating front lines. The he-
roic spirit with which Germany and the other countries that were involved
had first entered the war had to be revived. After about two years of battle, the
great losses at the front and the food shortages among the civilian population
created feelings of dejection and resistance against the desperate situation.
Nevertheless, the arms industry was ordered to step up production via the so-
called Hindenburgprogramm. At this stage, military circles became interested
in the possibilities of the medium of film, too. So far, high-ranking military offi-
cials had only taken a passing interest in film propaganda. Matthias Erzberger,
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a signatory of the 1919 armistice, wrote in his memoirs: ‘Bei den militdrischen
Stellen fand man 1914-15 dusserst wenig Verstdandnis fiir die Notwendigkeit
der Aufkldrung im Ausland.””® Erich Ludendorff, however, had, for quite some
time, been unhappy with the war propaganda as it had been conducted thus
far. He believed that the film industry was too fragmented to be effective.”

Ludendorff therefore thought that the time was right to create production
companies that would operate entirely under the guidance and control of the
military authorities. Compared to the Entente states, Germany had left it
rather late to engage seriously in this form of war propaganda. The idea that
the war would be brief had been the ruling thought for too long. This meant
that many private film companies were wary of switching to a type of film pro-
duction that would only serve war propaganda, even in the most testing of
times. Also, in Germany it was still unusual for the state to provide financial
support to national film production. The situation in the Entente states was
quite different, where state authorities poured large sums of money into the
production of anti-German propaganda films. In Germany, people felt they
were above the vile nature of the antagonistic ‘Hass-, Hetz- und Liigefilmen’.”
Yet it became impossible to ignore these films any longer; something had to be
done to redress the balance, and less subtly so than DLG had done.

Bufa and Ufa

The year 1917 saw the establishment of the Bild- und Filmamt (Bufa) on 30 Jan-
uary and the Universum-Film Aktiengesellschaft (Ufa) on 18 December. Bufa
became an umbrella organisation for all governmental and military film and
press agencies. The production company was supervised by the Foreign Min-
istry’s military section and concentrated on producing documentaries on mili-
tary action and propaganda feature films." During the war, Bufa was responsi-
ble for the establishment of hundreds of small screening venues at the front.
Showing films behind the front lines was supposed to stir up the ordinary sol-
diers’ fighting spirit. This meant that the programme offered them entertain-
ment in an alternation with images from reality which referred to the actual sit-
uation at the front as little as possible.* In 1916, field doctor Spier Irwing wrote
in Der Film:

In der Front, im Einerlei des Stellungskrieges, nach den Kampftagen des Schiitzen-
grabenringens erweist sich das Kino als nervoses Heilmittel, als ein einflussreicher
Faktor bei Uberregtheit und Depression, (...) die Kinos an der Front sind mehr als
Amiisierlokale, und ihre Tatigkeit kann man nur billigen und unterstiitzen.”

These film screeings were, of course, very popular with the soldiers. People
who had, until then, treated film with contempt often developed a more posi-
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tive attitude towards this leisure activity after their experience with the me-
dium at the front. This was an important side issue for the film industry.”

After the war, Bufa eventually became part of the Interior Ministry.” Many
of the film recordings made during the war were later used in documentaries
about the First World War. The best known examples are DER WELTKRIEG |
(1927, Soldan) and DErR WELTKRIEG I (1928, Lasko), both Ufa releases. Many
feature films shot after the war contained footage derived from the Bild- und
Filmamt archives. This so-called front footage was often shot during parades
or exercises behind the lines rather than at the theatres of war which they were
supposed to depict.

While Bufa focused on producing short documentaries, Ufa concentrated
mainly on the production of feature films. The year 1917, when the two compa-
nies were established, was also the year in which the United States gave up its
policy of passive support to the Entente states and entered the war to play an
active role on the battlefield. The American film industry had involved itself in
the war earlier by producing countless patriotic and anti-war movies.” The fi-
nal step towards war propaganda proved a small one after 1917. Within a short
period of time, both American and foreign film theatres were supplied with
new war movies that portrayed the Germans in a very bad light.” Eight
months after the Americans had declared war, Germany took up the gauntlet
by establishing the Universum-Film Aktiengesellschaft (Ufa).

Ufa originated from a co-operative association between the military leader-
ship and top-level management of German banking, represented by Field
Marshall Ludendorff and the President of Deutsche Bank, Emil Georg Stausz.*
With money brought together by Deutsche Bank, the government and the
heavy industries — a starting capital of no less than 25 million marks — the larg-
est and most famous film company was founded that Germany would ever
see. Ufa was a giant in two respects, both horizontally and vertically. Ufa took
hold of the three sectors that make up any film industry: production, distribu-
tion and film theatres. The company also became the parent company for a
great number of daughter companies, including Union Film and Messter-
Film. Ufa also gained control over part of the Danish Nordisk concern whose
extensive film theatre chain was the only means of access to the German film
market, and, as a neutral institution, it had some influence on film markets
both in anti-German and in neutral countries.”

The establishment of Ufa proved an enormous impulse for the German
film. It attracted the cream of the crop of the film world. People like Viggo
Larsen, Fritz Kortner, Konrad Wiene, Robert Wiene, Joe May”, Mia May, Ernst
Lubitsch, Harry Liedtke, Emil Jannings, Giuseppe Becce™ (musician), Henny
Porten, Reinhold Schiinzel”, Karl Freund, Ossi Oswalda, Margarete Kupfer”,
Pola Negri, Kdathe Haack™ and Harry Piel would make Ufa famous. Together
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with an excellent production infrastructure, including the fabulous Tempelhof
studios, this enormous creative potential made sure that, in the 1920s, Ufa was
seen as Europe’s answer to Hollywood. The aim was to build a strong basis
from which to compete with the foreign film industry. Nonetheless, the films
with which Ufa shelled its competitors were not of a baiting nature.

Screening the war

What was actually shown to the audiences during the war years? It emerges
from the two main specialist film periodicals, Kinematograph and
Lichtbildbiihne, that the film industry adjusted almost immediately to the
changes after the first days of August 1914.” People were generally aware that
they would be asked to fulfil new tasks.” In the impending years of war, audi-
ences would need images that provided up-to-date information, stirred up pa-
triotism and a fighting spirit, as well as images that offered entertainment and
consolation. Only three days after the outbreak of war, the Kinematograph said
more people visited the cinema than ever before.

Das Publikum harrt ungeduldig der definitiven Nachrichten. Bis in die spaten
Nachtstunden sind die Strassen dicht bevolkert, und die vielen im Betrieb befind-
lichen Kinotheater sind eine hochstwillkommene Gelegenheit, ein Paar Stunden in
den Lichtspielstatten zu verbringen, um mit Hilfe der flimmernden Bilder Angst,
Unruhe und Aufregung zu beschwichtigen.”

As yet, however, up-to-date images were lacking.Until then, these had mostly
been provided to the Germans by French production companies. Germany
was now called upon to solve the problem of visual news gathering itself. The
Messter company alone was unable to fulfil this task. In addition, the army
leadership initially resisted the idea of having film cameras at the front. Fortu-
nately, there were enough creative minds to come up with other solutions. On
12 August 1914, Kinematograph ran an article whose author gave a number of
useful tips on how to meet demand without actually using up-to-date images.
In a somewhat irritated tone, he wondered why people in the film industry
were not as smart as those who provided the illustrated magazines with pic-
tures. His solution to the problem was as follows: take a number of back issues
of “Wochenrevue’, cut out shots and scenes of matters that are relevant to war,
such as health care in wartime, car technology in the army, dogs being used as
couriers (Kriegshunde), top-notch equestrian performances by the German,
Austrian and Italian armies, military aviation, etc., and edit them together
with suitable intervening titles. ‘Im Handumdrehen wére ein aktueller Film
fertig, dem kein mensch ansieht, dass er schon friiher in den Theatern Revue
passierte.”” It goes without saying that footage of earlier wars such as the 1912-
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1913 Balkan conflict should be used for images of real war. The critically ac-
claimed M1t DER KAMERA IN DER SCHLACHTFRONT thus contained footage shot
during the war in the Balkan countries.” On the basis of similar — usually brief
— films, special war programmes were compiled, which were shown at re-
duced admission fees, or free of charge for war invalids and soldiers.” Such
programmes drew crowds of people that would otherwise not have gone to
the cinema.” Many overcame their reservations about the medium in order to
be able to watch the filmed activities of the German army. The massive adver-
tisement campaign for war newscasts instead of feature films was a deliberate
attempt to interest a large audience for the medium. The composition of the
audience also changed. Since a larger part of the male population was fighting
at the front, after a while the audiences consisted of mostly women and young
people.”

In addition to the trick of using old images to compile new films, another
method to meet demands was simply to provide older films about war, or
films set in war, with new subtitles and/or intervening titles. In this way, films
were dressed up, so to speak, with ‘feldgraue Uniformen’ as someone would
write later.” In order to create the appearance of actual, up-to-date footage, an
Italian company, for example, gave the German release WENN DIE HEIMAT
RUFT the subtitle ‘Kriegsepisode in drei Akten’.” The film deals with a conflict
between a husband and wife of different nationalities. The producers believed
that this metaphor would draw large audiences, especially in wartime. Films
about conflicts between friends with different nationalities were also popular.

The wars of the nineteenth century were an inexhaustible source for the
representation of theatres of war. Germany’s glorious role during the war of
liberation against Napoleon and in 1870/1871, again against the French
proved an important subject, both during and after the war. Although before
1914 the film industry had shown little interest in historic feature films about
the nineteenth century ”, such films became hugely popular during and after
the war. The heroism of previous generations of Germans was a suitable sub-
ject for transposition to the new war situation. Films whose main subjects were
indefatigability, the willingness to sacrifice and patriotism clearly served a
propaganda purpose, which is why they were known as ‘Durchhaltefilme’. In
addition, the demand for images of more or less realistic theatres of war had to
be met. This meant that the market was quickly flooded with short and long
feature films which were released and released. The specialist periodicals rec-
ommended these pictures with catchy slogans. The film BisMARCK, for exam-
ple, was given the subtitle ‘patriotisches Gemélde aus Deutschlands Ruhmes-
tagen’, and the advertisement for the film reminded readers that ‘Wir
Deutsche fiirchten Gott, und sonst nichts auf der Welt!"” In addition to Ger-
many’s national pride, Bismarck, Theodor Korner was also honoured with a
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film. In a number of ways, this character played an important role in the 1914
rush to war. Not only had his name become immortal because of his heroic
death in the war of liberation against Napoleon, but the patriotic songs that he
composed had made him even more famous. The melodies of his songs could
be heard again everywhere during those first days and weeks of the war. The
film, which was named after its hero, had already been shot in 1912, but could
now be re-released under very favourable commercial conditions.”

In a number of cases, historical-patriotic films were promoted with direct
reference to the current situation. One distribution company tried to recom-
mend the film Im SCHATTEN DES GROSSEN KRIEGEs (Episoden aus dem
Feldzuge 1870/71) by referring to the threat of war, even though war had not
yet broken out: “Wollen Sie sich bei der Momentanen Kriegsbegeisterung
angesichts der dsterreichisch-serbischen Spannung ein volles Haus sichern, dann
beeilen Sie sich.”

In the wake of these films followed a new trend, which film publicist Oskar
Kalbus saliently called ‘feldgrauer Filmkitsch’.” Such patriotic films contained
high levels of drama and sentiment. They told stories about a reconciliation be-
tween a father and son as a result of the mobilisation (KRIEGSGETRAUT); volun-
teers reporting to the front (Es BRAUST EIN RUF wWiE DONNERHALL); a French
nurse (Henny Porten) conveying the sad news of the death of a son to his
mother (E1N UEBERFALL IN FEINDESLAND); and stories about brave Red Cross
nurses and mothers (Das ROTE KrREUz, DAS VATERLAND RUFT, DEUTSCHE
FRAUEN-DEUTSCHE TREUE, FURs VATERLAND). According to Kalbus, ‘Die
Taschentucher der Zuschauer’ were ‘zum Auswringen’ at these screenings.”
As the war was becoming a painful reality for most people in due course, inter-
estin such drama quickly waned. After 1915, the genre all but ceased to exist.

Heroic acts, drama and a large dose of patriotism — these were the things that
the civilian population needed according to the film industry. Hardly surpris-
ing, the industry showed itself to be very adept at the commercial exploitation
of the war effort. In view of the difficult circumstances in which the German
film industry found itself, this almost went without saying. After some time,
the clever moves needed to meet demand for images from the theatres of war
in the first days of the war were no longer necessary. Germany had gone to war
against its surrounding countries on different fronts. The advance of the Ger-
man army had been successful until the last months of 1914, on both the west-
ern and the eastern fronts. The war changed from a war of movement into a
war of attrition, a state of affairs that would last until the 1918 armistice.
Until the outbreak of war, the weekly cinema newscasts were produced by
French film companies but, from now on, Germany itself would have to pro-
vide film news. In due course, production companies such as Eiko-Film,
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Messter, the Nordisk company, and, from 1917 onwards, the Bild- und
Filmamt would engage in the production of this category of film. Over a short
period of time, a limited number of cameramen, hand-picked and subject to
very strict military control, were sent to the front. Subject to permission from
the highest military authorities, they were allowed to film at the front and in
the occupied territories.” In spite of the strictest regulations, which were also
in part put in place because of the dangers of espionage, these cameramen
were very rarely in a position to film actual fighting, as was also the case with
the Bufa films mentioned earlier.”” As one cameraman remarked:

Besonders schwierig ist es, Szenen aus dem Schiitzengraben auf den Film zu
bringen, denn die Bauart der Grédben gibt dem Kino keinen guten Blick. Direkte
Kampfszenen aufzunehmen, ist noch schwieriger, denn der Kinematograph erfahrt
selbstverstandlich nichts vor dem geplanten Angriff.”

The heavy and unpractical tripod cameras, which were practically
unmanoeuvrable in the trenches, made shooting combat situations very dan-
gerous. The camera and its operator would have to be raised to a position look-
ing out over the parapet in order to be able to film anything at all, and even
then, chances were that there was nothing to be observed except plumes of
smoke and earth, and a barren landscape shelled to pieces. Also, many front
line activities took place at night. There was little else to do for front line cine-
matographers than to shoot relatively innocent scenes of activities behind the
front lines, or of military parades and exercises. As had been the case with the
films compiled from footage of earlier wars, the producers of so-called front
footage also assumed that the audiences would be unable to notice the deceit.”

Nonetheless, when cameramen managed to shoot some fragments of what
happened on the battlefield, this did not mean that the footage would be re-
leased for presentation without further ado. Military as well as local censor-
ship authorities had the power to halt or seriously slow down the release of
such footage in the interest of national security.” This meant that when they
were finally shown, such films were often behind on current events.

Besides these more or less up-to-date images, heroic films on historic sub-
jects and patriotic drama, the audience also had an increasing need for mo-
ments of true distraction. The film programmes that were shown in the cinema
after the first year of war show that images of war, even if most of them were
products of the imagination, were avoided more and more. Just like soldiers at
the front craved film stories about anything but the war, the tastes of the home
audience appeared to be subject to change as well. Especially after 1915, when
the first enthusiasm for the war had subsided, the need for escapism increased.
The film industry, which was by now operating at full steam, tried to meet this
demand by producing a wide variety of films in the category of light entertain-
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ment. The extent of the offer is shown by the rotation schedules of cinema
programmes. The smaller theatres would offer new programmes every eight
days, while the larger theatres changed their programmes at an even faster
rate.” This not only illustrates the speed at which German film industry man-
aged to work itself out of the slump, but also the growing popularity of the me-
dium.

The programmes on offer included a collection of various film genres.
Apart from the serious Autorenfilm mentioned earlier, love dramas, detec-
tives, comedies, and satires were programmed. At the same time, a new phe-
nomenon appeared in the film world — the film star. Many films, especially
love dramas, became nothing more than a vehicle for letting one single actor or
actress become the centre of attention of a relatively simple story. Some of
them came from the theatre and, after some embarrassment and diffidence,
had switched to the young medium.” With the film star as its main selling
point, the industry flung itself headlong into the production of film serials. Af-
ter the first one by Joe May, many other complete series were set up around ac-
tresses such as Wanda Treumann, Fern Andra, Mia May, Leontine Kiihnberg,
Erna Morena, Asta Nielsen, Henny Porten, and in detective stories around ac-
tors such as Max Landa, Harry Liedtke, Ernst Lubitsch and Ernst Reicher.”
Some of them became highly popular among front soldiers, like Henny Porten,
who was not only popular as a modest pin-up on the many billboards, but also
served as a symbol of German women and German identity in general. The
fact that she herself had become a war widow in 1916 certainly played an im-
portant role in this.”

Film in the Weimar Republic®

After the war, a period began in which cinema attendance was extremely pop-
ular.” This development could also be seen elsewhere in Europe, its cause
probably having something to do with the widespread feeling of war fatigue.”
If going to the cinema had already been popular on the eve of the First World
War, after the war it turned out to be a popular leisure activity, even for the
middle classes.” Also, the status-boosting effect of cinema attendance coin-
cided with the gradual recognition of film as the seventh art. Add to this the in-
fluence of a change in the architecture of film theatres. More and more ‘film
palaces” emerged in the centres of big cities; more than the muggy, out-of-the-
way little venues in the suburbs had done, they began to shape the image of
the cinema in the city.* In Berlin, the construction of such theatres was concen-
trated mainly in the Bahnhof Zoo district, where theatres like the Ufa Palast am
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Z00, Marmorhaus, Alhambra and Primus-Palast were built.” These are only
three examples of the twenty large film palaces built in Berlin in the early
1920s. In total, however, there were more than three hundred film theatres in
Berlin.” This meant that not all theatres were replaced by luxurious film pal-
aces, but that the profile of a different kind of audience became increasingly
clearer. These developments meant that visiting certain cinemas became an ar-
tistically acceptable thing to do.

This last development was not only due to the screening context but also to
what was actually shown. Aesthetically modern films — and indeed any other
films that were in some way striking — that we nowadays associate with the
canon of Weimar period films did not by definition belong to the most popular
category of films. That category included films that were commercially very
successful during the Weimar period but subsequently sank into oblivion: AN
DER SCHONEN BLAUEN DoNAU, Das TANZENDE WIiEN, DiE HEILIGE UND IHR
NARR, Das LAND DEs LACHELNS and BoMBEN AUF MONTE CARLO.” Popular
war films were UNSERE EMDEN, WELTKRIEG I, HEIMKEHR, VERDUN (a French
production by Léon Poirier), WESTFRONT 1918, BERGE IN FLAMMEN and ALL
QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT (VS).* The co-existence of modernist and con-
ventional artistic expressions and culture practices can be observed in differ-
ent periods, but it was especially poignant in the Weimar period. Co-existence
did not mean that they were separated, however. One may suppose that there
was a certain intertextual connection between both practices. Artistically inter-
esting films, even if they were attended by relatively small audiences, were
probably partly responsible for raising the status of film in general. The same
was true for the more popular ‘Autorenfilme’ and large historical productions.
Also, new developments in filming techniques had a great influence on the
productions of conventional film makers. There were, for example, other ap-
proaches in the use of the camera, editing, set construction, effects of light and
shadow, acting styles, the direction of mass scenes, exterior footage and (after
1929) sound registration.”

Directors and producers of war films, however, did not in the first place
worry about creating artistically satisfying productions. In a number of war
films, the main emphasis was on communicating a historical narrative in a di-
dactically effective way. Yet a large number of other war films were concerned
with telling a captivating or exciting story about the adventures of individuals
during the war.

Censorship

Interest in popular history, i.e. historical writing for the largest possible audi-
ence, was considerable during the Weimar period. There was a big market for
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historical novels or biographies (Emil Ludwig), illustrated histories or chroni-
cles (including those about the war) and historical films. As we have seen, the
cinematographical representation of the past had already become popular in
the first decades of cinema’s existence. This trend continued in the Weimar pe-
riod. One of the largest historical spectacles, MADAME DUBARRY (1919), about
the French Revolution, was made by Ernst Lubitsch. Many more historical
films would follow.

Our main topic, however, is films that were concerned with the German
past. The Fripericus Rex films dealt with the life and accomplishments of
Frederick the Great.” The Prussian past, usually taken to cover the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, turned out to be an inexhaustible source of en-
tertainment, interest and inspiration. Besides the lives of Frederick II (1712-
1786) and Queen Luise (1776-1810), the period of the wars of liberation against
Napoleon was also a subject greeted with enthusiasm. Several dozens of such
films on Prussia were released in the 1919-1932 period, and they became in-
stant commercial successes.” Films about historical figures such as Lasalle,
Bismarck, Oberst Redl and Nicholas II were very popular, too.

Reactions to these films are more interesting than simply knowing that
these films were made. These reactions are important indices to the political
climate in which these and later or contemporary war films were screened and
perceived. The popular FripERICUS REX films, for example, provoked major
controversies and their screening sparked riots. Leftist groups suggested that
the screenings should be boycotted or banned altogether.” Why should there
have been such an uproar surrounding these films? It was because of the link
that was made between the past and the present. The authoritarian power
structure, imperialism and nationalism represented by Frederick the Great
was associated with the monarchist rule of Wilhelm II, and the films were thus
said to be monarchist propaganda. Some saw the films as innocent entertain-
ment, while others, especially leftists, took offence. Something similar hap-
pened with a current events documentary made towards the end of the war,
KoLBERG (not to be confused with the 1945 Nazi film about the Napoleonic
wars of liberation), about the history of this city, which would be handed over
to the Poles in 1919. This film also contained footage of Field Marshall Von
Hindenburg. His appearance in the film sparked serious disturbances. The
train of thought among the protesters probably ran something like this: Von
Hindenburg = war = monarchist politics = anti-Weimar = republican protests
= anti-republican reaction, etc. The censorship authorities decided to ban the
film unless the Hindenburg footage was removed. The Oberfilmpriifstelle,
which was given the task of revaluing the film, judged that this was an overre-
action and passed the film without any alterations.” Such incidents indicate
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the sensitivity of the political context in which the films were screened, and
what rejection and fear they provoked.

The political sensitivity had to do with the propaganda function that film
had served during the war. The distrust caused by this continued after the war.
Afterall, in a democratic society where various political party interests were in
direct competition, film could again be used as a means of propaganda. Even if
certain films, in this case historical dramas, could not be used as direct propa-
ganda, they could very well be used to serve the interests of political parties.
The Kinematograph wrote in 1922: ‘Der Krieg ist gewesen. Ist der Propaganda-
film damit begraben? Nein. Nur der Rahmen ist enger geworden. Nicht mehr
der Grosspolitik, — der Parteipolitik wird der Film jetzt {iberall dienstbar
gemacht. Auch in Deutschland.” In a society that was not used to democratic
freedom of expression, people would quickly take to the streets against any
political element that could be found in a public form of expression. Film was
thought to be a very powerful medium of manipulation, which became clear,
among other things, from the fact that film, and to a much lesser extent theatre,
art and literature, was subject to censorship.” No German or foreign film could
be screened without the permission of the censorship authorities.

The 1920 introduction of the Film Act saw the establishment of two censorship
agencies, the ‘Filmpriifstelle’, operating from Berlin and Munich, and the
‘Oberfilmpriifstelle’, with its office in Berlin.” One could appeal to the latter
agency for revaluation if one was dissatisfied with the ruling by the lower
‘Filmpriifstelle’. This latter agency consisted of a chairman and a committee of
four persons who had a vote and who were appointed by the Interior Ministry
for a period of three years. The chairman was generally expected to have had
legal training, had worked in public services or to have work experience in the
courts. The committee members were recruited from the world of film, arts
and literature (always representing a minority) and from general welfare, edu-
cation and youth care.” ‘Durch die Zusammensetzung der Priifstellen (...)
wurden im vornhinein Entscheidungen begiinstigt, die nicht auf kiinst-
lerischen, sondern auf traditierten sozialethischen und — entgegen den Inten-
tionen des Gesetzes — politischen Grundauffassungen beruhten.” Besides the
appointed members of the committee, there were usually another five inter-
ested parties present at the Filmpriifstelle sessions. People from the film indus-
try, education or other cultural agencies were usually allowed to attend these
sessions.” A film could be banned if it (1) was likely to jeopardize public order;
(2) presented religion in a negative light; (3) was coarse and immoral; (4) was
likely to damage Germany’s relations with foreign countries.™

The censorships authorities” motives for banning a film were of course very
important to the film industry, the general public and the critics. However, the
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censorship board often offered only vague arguments that could be inter-
preted in many ways, such as jeopardising public order and causing displeas-
ure abroad.” The latter argument was especially popular when censorship au-
thorities were evaluating displeasing images or scenes from war films. At a
time when the implementation of the Versailles Treaty was being negotiated, it
was tactically unhelpful to offend the former enemy at the negotiating table or
to furnish him with counterarguments by screening anti-foreign films or films
critical of Germany.™*

For this reason, export films had the propaganda purpose of giving a posi-
tive image of Germany. In addition, the authorities considered this necessary
because so-called Hetzfilme were still being produced in foreign countries.
The press very attentively monitored these productions, even if they would
appear in German cinemas much later, and then only in heavily censored form.
Examples were American films like THE FOUR HORSEMEN OF THE APOCALYPSE
(1921) and MARE NOSTRUM (1925), both based on novels by the Spanish writer
Vincente Blasco Ibafnez and directed by Rex Ingram."” The press also painstak-
ingly reported about (uncensored) foreign screenings and about the protests
against these by the Reichsverband deutscher Lichtspieltheaterbesitzer and
the Spitzenorganisation der deutschen Filmindustrie.”* As had been the case
during the war, Germany (that is, the Foreign Ministry) again opted for the
‘soft” approach. Germany did not respond with films that depicted the former
enemy in similarly negative or stereotype ways, but it protested via the
appropriate channels, or tried to exert a positive influence on foreign countries
by exporting aesthetically startling films and ‘politically neutral’ German
films.™

The military in film

It turned out to be inevitable that films about a controversial past —still so fresh
in people’s memories — were followed very closely. NAMENLOSE HELDEN
(1925) and VoLk IN Not (1926)" were among the first war films after 1918 to
depict the battlefields. The latter was not the only war film to see the light of
day in 1926. It was followed by FELDGRAU, DAs DEUTSCHE MUTTERHERZ,
BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS, IcH HATT'EINEN KAMERADEN and DIE VERSUNKENE
FrotTE. Nevertheless, these individual films initially did not cause much of a
stir; this did not happen until after the screening of UNSERE EMDEN, towards
the end of 1926. Initially, the press focused on the phenomenon in its entirety,
the phenomenon of the ‘Militdrfilme’. The 1925-1926 period saw a boom of
military films. Films about the First World War were only a fraction of the total
number. Most of the films dealt with military life during the Prussian era or the
Napoleonic wars: ‘Soldatenfilme, Offizierstragddien, Konigsdramen.”” These
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were films by producers trying to copy the success of the FRIDERICUS REX
films. ROSENMONTAG, ASCHERMITTWOCH, REVEILLE, DER TOTENGRABER EINES
KaiserreicHs (about Redl), ANNEMARIE UND IHR ULAN are just some of the ti-
tles from a whole series of similar films. Some people were disturbed by the
new trend and considered it a threat to republican values. In September 1926,
the left-liberal Berliner Tageblatt published a survey of military films that had
been shown in the cinema over the previous eighteen months.” The newspa-
per counted at least twenty, while the author of the article expected another
fourteen of such films to be shown in the cinema during the next season. The
most striking aspect, he found, was that none of these films had been banned
by the censorship authorities. He was also very critical of the fact that so many
high-ranking officers had been employed as advisors to the producers of these
films, because ‘dann weiss man zur Geniige, aus welcher Richtung der Wind
weht.”"”

The Berliner Tageblatt was not the only newspaper to take note of the boom
in military films. The specialist periodicals also looked for an explanation of
the latest trend. Kinematograph tried to put things into perspective by saying
that these films were popular with only a small portion of the public. Also,
protests were not heard until the films were serialised in the cinema and began
to dominate the entire screening programme.™ It is therefore very well possi-
ble that the demand for such films was stimulated by the supply-side, by
which a process of self-generation was set in motion.

A psychological argument was presented by Ilse Zerbe writing for the mod-
erate journal Der Film. Starting from the question why these films were so pop-
ular with certain audience groups, she reasoned as follows: ‘Ist das nun
lediglich eine plotzliche Geschmacksumkehrung zu der fritheren Vorliebe fiir
Uniformen?” She rejected this suggestion, however, because costume drama
had been popular for years. ‘Ist es die Riickkehr zur Freude an alter, thytmisch
vertrauter Militdrmusik (...)?" This could not be the only reason. ‘Der Grund
liegt also tiefer. Das Volk (...) fiihlt sich in der grauen Gegenwart, der seit
Jahren jeder Ansporn zu seelischer Schwungkraft fehlt, bedruckt.” In addition,
the future was also very uncertain.

Einen hellen Schein aber braucht die Seele, um Elastizitat zu bewahren. Erdichtete
Heldentaten fehlt in solcher Zeit der ziindende Funke; also zuriick zu Wirklich-
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keiten der Vergangenheit.

After all, what could bring more joy than ‘der Durchmarsch vorn Soldaten mit
Militarmusik!” The army still embodied security and glory. Audiences did not
so much like military films as that they wanted to see a ‘lebendiger Wieder-
gabe erhebender, nicht zu fern liegender Vergangenheit, in der noch
personlicher Mut, Tatkraft, Unternehmungsgeist, Stolz und Ehrgefiihl tiber
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Schwachheit und Hinterlist triumphierten’. It is clear that Zerbe expressed
sentiments popular among the monarchist or otherwise conservative sections
of the general public, unless she had meant to be ironical. Anyway, the article
suggested that the films under consideration were serious in nature, while
they were actually soldiers’ farces, so-called Soldatenhumoreske or Militér-
klamotten.

Military films nonetheless provoked many protests, which is why specialist
periodicals called on cinema owners to change their rather one-sided pro-
grammes."” Representatives of the film industry did not want the cinema to
become an arena for political struggles, which the military films threatened to
bring about. Film was supposed to be above party politics and should strive
for neutrality. This was not only a “prescript’, some people even considered it a
matter of indisputable fact: ‘Man darf nicht vergessen, dass der Film als In-
dustrie absolut unpolitisch eingestellt ist, dass auch die Filme als Kunstgegen-
stand sich jedweder Tendenz zu enthalten haben und auch enthalten’, wrote
Der Film."” (Some months before, Ilse Zerbe, writing in Der Film, had shown a
lot of understanding for films propagating a monarchist and military world
view).

The film industry fiercely defended the myth of neutrality and used it on
every possible occasion. When the union ADGB threatened to boycott theatres
which showed military films, the industry called on the cinema owners to ob-
serve some distance from the successful ‘genre’."* Also, Der Film was not only
afraid that the actions might have financial consequences, but that they might
lead to sharper censorship rules as well.”” So far, censorship regulations stated
that films could not be banned because of their political content, but only if
they jeopardised public order or blemished Germany’s prestige abroad.” De-
spite protests, military films remained popular and in the end, nothing could
prevent them from being shown in cinemas. The dominant opinion was that
these films were in themselves neutral, and that the (leftist) press was respon-
sible for their politicisation. For example, Der Film named the article in the Ber-
liner Tageblatt as one of the factors responsible for rousing public sentiment,
while the moderate Reichsfilmblatt blamed socialist press in general.”” This was
not true, however, for films that had a clear party-political orientation, regard-
less of how difficult it was to make the distinction. A film like KEINEN PFENNIG
DER FURSTEN, for example, which took sides in the discussion surrounding the
dispossession of lands and properties held by sovereigns (‘Fiirstenenteig-
nung’)" was considered a clear instance of propaganda and rejected as a film
for the general public by the left-liberal Film-Kurier."’

The social democrats soon responded to the military films. In 1924 and
1925, two republican films were produced, SCHMIEDE and FREIES VOLK, re-
spectively, both of them made by the socialist director Martin Berger.” Al-
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though the films appeared to be geared to appeal to large audiences, they were
not very successful and received negative reactions from the critics.™

The complicated relationship between film and politics caused contradictory
argumentation. In a short article, the left-liberal Lichtbildbiihne spoke out
against party politics in film. In another part of the periodical, however, it said:

Hat ein Film eine politische Tendenz, mit der jeder Deutsche einverstanden ist, weil
es sich um keine Parteisache, sonder eine nationale Angelegenheit handelt, so ist
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natiirlich in keiner Weise dagegen etwas einzuwenden.

These words were used by the author to voice his approval for a propaganda
film about the former German colonies, IcH HATT' EINEN KAMERADEN! The
point of view expressed by Lichtbildbiihne was very similar to statements made
five years later by the right-wing Kinematograph — which addressed its reader
from the front page as follows:

Sie wissen, dass wir die Behandlung nationaler Stoffe, wie etwa der Verfilmung der
Nibelungen oder rein geschichtliche Filme wie ‘Konigin Luise” oder ‘Fridericus

Rex’ niemals als ein Politikum ansehen.”™

Following the scandal surrounding the Phoebus film company — which pro-
duced navy propaganda films in exchange for covert financial support (see
chapter 5) — the specialist press was rocked in 1926 by an outrage concerning
film material about the First World War that had been put into circulation. In a
front page article headlined ‘Wir verlangen Aufklarung’, the Lichtbildbiihne, in
an indignant tone, started a discussion about film material from the war being
used by politically suspect right-wing radical circles connected with
Stahlhelm.™ The magazine had discovered that private gatherings, so-called
‘Vaterlandische Film-Abende’, were held under the auspices of the Berlin as-
sociation Deutschtum im Bilde. Among the films shown were VOGESENWACHT,
MELDEHUNDE IM FEINDLICHEN FEUER, HELDEN AN DER SOoMME™ and
HOLLENKAMPF AN DER AISNE. ‘Also Filme, die das ganze Volk interessierten
und nicht einseitig politischen Tendenzen dienstbar gemacht werden sollten.”
After some research, Lichtbildbiihne discovered that the films originally came
from the Bufa archives. Shortly after the war, when Bufa went from the De-
fence Ministry to the Foreign Ministry and eventually became a much reduced
film department at the Interior Ministry'”, several films had been given for
safekeeping to the Vaterldndischen Film-Gesellschaft.” This agency was also
given permission to lend out films, sporadically and under very strict condi-
tions — without commercial intent and only for educational purposes — for
screening at private gatherings. According to the magazine, these conditions
were not met.” The fact that they were German propaganda films was left out
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of consideration. Several days later, a group of former Bufa cameramen who
had worked at the front reacted with indignation to the abuse of ‘their” im-
ages.” An official reaction came from the left-liberal Interior Minister Kiilz
(Deutsche Demokratische Partei) in the form of an article in the Vossische
Zeitung in which he promised to prosecute the association in question if it
would continue to serve its specific (that is, right-wing radical, ergo, hostile to
the republic) clientele.”

It is not surprising that discussions about films and politics would flare
up in 1925 and 1926. Although the discussion was sparked by the
FripErIiCUS REX films and the military films that followed, it also took place
at a time when political controversy was running high on account of a num-
ber of issues: the death of social-democrat president, Friedrich Ebert, and
the election of the former war hero and monarchist, Paul von Hindenburg,
as the president of the Reich; the flag decree; the referendum about the dis-
possession of sovereign lands and properties; the Phoebus scandal; and the
screening of Eisenstein’s Russian propaganda film PoTeEMKIN (and the ban
and subsequent lifting of the ban).”* The mutual mistrust between the politi-
cal left and right was gigantic, and because of the power ascribed to the me-
dium, the parties kept a close watch on each other after 1926, too. Discus-
sions about politics and film never fell completely silent. This meant that
with respect to war films, German and foreign critics remained very much
on their guard.

From relative stability to crisis

Despite the fact that the second half of the 1920s remained full of unrest, it was
nevertheless the most stable period of the republic. This was due to political
and economic factors, such as the 1925 election of Paul von Hindenburg as
president of the republic. The embodiment of German heroism during the
First World War and new political beacon for the right had been put forward as
a candidate for the second round by the right-wing parties. Von Hindenburg’s
victory had made the republic more acceptable to the anti-republican, monar-
chist and vindictive right-wing parties. Until 1928, the country would no lon-
ger be governed by a centre-left cabinet (the Weimarer Koalition) but, with
only a short interruption, by a centre-right coalition. This contributed to politi-
cal stability during this period.

The tide also turned with respect to the economy. After the 1919-1923 crisis,
the success of the currency reform checked inflation and, buoyed up by Ameri-
can loans and the 1924 Dawes plan, the German economy was back on track
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again. The economic aid programmes contained regulatory provisions about
German reparations as laid down in the Versailles Treaty. In close correlation
with this, Gustav Stresemann achieved substantial successes with his foreign
policy. Germany was accepted as a member of the League of Nations and con-
cluded security pacts which guaranteed its (western) borders. These develop-
ments marked a period that saw Germany slowly emerge from international
isolation.

Political and economic stability did not mean, however, that there were no
conflicts in Germany. Conflicts had only temporarily disappeared below the
surface and stability was only relative. This situation was reflected in the film
industry. At first there was a downswing which forced many companies to
close. After the surge of inflation, German films had become considerably
more expensive abroad, causing exports on which Germany depended to
drop. Another reason for company shutdowns was the increase in the number
of mergers in production, distribution and screening sectors. Film companies
such as Ufa, Emelka, Terra and National Film swallowed parts of these sectors.
In the end, the German film market also suffered heavily from American
competition. American movies were popular with the general public and
dominated the cinema screens. Protectionist quota regulations requiring pro-
duction companies to match every American production shown in Germany
with a domestic production provided an economic impulse but they also re-
sulted in the production of many mediocre films. All in all, German film pro-
duction totalled between 200 and 250 annually during this period.

In March 1927, the film industry was rocked by a drastic change: to stave off
bankruptcy, the largest film company in Germany, Ufa, was taken over by Al-
fred Hugenberg, industrial tycoon, newspaper magnate and, from 1928 on-
wards, chairman of the Deutsche Nationale Volkspartei or DNVP. Alfred
Hugenberg, his managing director Ludwig Klitszch and production manager
Erich Pommer, brought back from Hollywood, decided to move into a new di-
rection. Expensive experiments such as Murnau’s Faust and Lang’s METROPO-
L1s could no longer be allowed. Ufa decided to commit to mediocrity. One of
the first films to be premiered after the changing of the guard was the first part
of the epic DER WELTKRIEG! However prominent Ufa’s role in Weimar cinema
was, the company only released two other war films after the two WELTKRIEG
films: HEIMKEHR and MORGENROT."”

After the upsurge of films about the First World War had died down around
1926 in favour of yet other military and Prussian films, a reaction followed in
1928 against both military films and commercial productions in general. A
group of leftist intellectuals and artists, including Heinrich Mann, Leonhard
Frank, Kédte Kollwitz, Karl Freund, Erwin Piscator, Bela Balasz and Georg Wil-
helm Pabst established the Volksverband fiir Filmkunst. Die literarische Welt
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wrote: The organisation ‘fordert den sozial gerichteten, die wahren Gegen-
wartsprobleme behandelnden Film. Er bekdmpft den nationalistischen und
militaristischen Filmkitsch’.” In addition, the Volksverband argued for a boy-
cott of theatres which showed such productions. As did most other organisa-
tions and producers with left leanings, the Volksverband would eventually get
the worst of it. At any rate, its efforts achieved nothing to halt the renewed rise
in the production of war films that occurred in the early thirties. The produc-
tion of the anti-war film, WESTFRONT 1918 (G.W. Pabst, 1930), by the leftist pro-
duction company Nero-Film can in a sense be seen as one of the very few an-
swers to the rise of war films. The same is true for films such as DIE ANDERE
SerTe (Heinz Paul, 1931) and N1EMANDSLAND (Viktor Trivas, 1931).

The relative political and economic stability ended around 1929. The death of
Gustav Stresemann who, as Foreign Minister between 1923 and 1929 had been
one of Germany’s most important advocates abroad, brought an end to the
peaceful revision of the Versailles Treaty. The so-called Young-plan provided
new American loans so that Germany could continue to meet its reparation re-
quirements. Led by Alfred Hugenberg, the DNVP and the Stahlhelm organisa-
tion of veterans joined forces in a committee against ratification of the plan.
They said that foreign support would only bring Germany in a position of de-
pendence. The action failed, but it made Adolf Hitler a household name,
which was an important step towards further consolidation of his party.

Late 1929, the international economic crisis also reached Germany. The ef-
fect on the German film industry was devastating. In 1930, film production
had sunk to 127 films.”” Many small production companies went bankrupt,
which again sparked a process of monopolisation. Ufa, Tobis, Emelka, Natio-
nal Film, Deutsche Lichtspiel-Syndikat and Siidfilm managed to stay afloat.”
The crisis was deepened by another factor, the switch to sound-film. Perfected
in America in 1927/1928, the talking picture was now developing in Germany,
too. This development was supervised by Tobis-Klangfilm, a merger of two
competing companies established in 1929.” The first sound-film about the
war that was dominated by dialogue was 1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM
WELTBRAND (Richard Oswald, 1930). The ear-splitting noise of the front could
first be heard in WESTFRONT 1918, which made a huge impression on audi-
ences for that reason alone.

The final phase of the republic was marked by economic as well as political
crisis. As part of a strategy devised by Schleicher and Von Hindenburg to end
the republic, Zentrum politician Heinrich Briining was found willing to lead a
presidential minority cabinet. Article 48 of the Constitution, which had been
written earlier, allowed a great concentration of political power with the presi-
dent of the Reich, ultimately to the detriment of parliament, the Reichstag. Von
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Hindenburg used the article as an instrument to install new cabinets or ap-
point chancellors without having to deal with parliament. This period was
marked by the infamous presidential cabinets (March 1930 - May 1932) which
would lead to the dismantling and ultimate dissolution of the German demo-
cratic order and the annihilation of the opposition. As a veteran with strongly
vindictive sentiments, Briining did his utmost to get the reparations imposed
by the allied powers cancelled. Even before this was achieved, he lost Von
Hindenburg’s support, partly because of his economic and financial policies,
and was replaced by Franz von Papen at the end of May 1932.

In the meantime, DNVP, DVP and SPD suffered great losses in the 1930
Reichstag elections, while both the NSDAP and the communist KPD achieved
great gains. The country’s two major anti-democratic movements became the
largest, if not the most powerful parties in Germany. There could of course not
be any question of co-operation between the two. The same was true for the
other parties. Hitler’s party was watched very closely by other right-wing par-
ties and tolerated at best, while the weak social democrats and the communists
were like cats and dogs. The polarisation was intensified even further by the
Reichstag elections of 31 July 1932. The liberal DVP and DDP were practically
annihilated, and both the SPD and the DNVP lost votes. Again, the KPD won
considerably. No party, however, gained as much as the NSDAP, which took
possession of 230 seats.

In order not to antagonize the NSDAP, Von Papen had promised to cancel
the ban on the SA established earlier that year. The SA now continued its reign
of terror in the streets with a vengeance. The street violence was mainly tar-
geted at the communists, who were not exactly innocent bystanders them-
selves. In the summer of 1932, no less than 18 people were killed and 68 injured
in street fights in Hamburg’s Altona district (the so-called Altonaer
Blutsonntag). Something of this terror had emerged earlier in Berlin during
screenings of Lewis Milestone’s ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT (December
1930). Joseph Goebbels and his henchmen had set off stink-bombs and re-
leased white mice to frighten the audience and scare off potential spectators.
This resulted in counter demonstrations. At the end of the day, however, all
this agitation failed to produce the desired effect. The authorities first banned
demonstrations, and then the film. In addition to the familiar motive of dis-
turbing public order, defiling German honour and an overzealous propaga-
tion of pacifism were also cited as reasons for banning the film.” However, af-
ter a vote was taken in the Reichstag, the film was released for screening again,
albeit after a number of judicious cuts. The members of parliament for the
SPD, DVP and Zentrum had joined forces to vote in favour of lifting the ban.
More than eighteen months later, the film was finally banned by the National
Socialists.
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In these crisis-ridden final years of the republic, interest in the war past surged
again. Also, this interest was much more explicit in the early thirties than it had
been around 1926. The reason was that, from 1929 onwards, more war films
were produced — Scara FLow, SOMME, WESTFRONT 1918, 1914. DIE LETZTEN
TAGE vorR DEM WELTBRAND, DouvaumMoONT, IM GEHEIMDIENST, BERGE IN
FLAMMEN, DIE ANDERE SEITE, NIEMANDSLAND and MORGENROT — and an enor-
mous amount of war literature was published. This upsurge in interest in the
war also left its mark on the theatre. In 1929 alone, plays such as Karl und Anna,
Douaumont, Die Marneschlacht and Die andere Seite™ became overnight suc-
cesses. As far as literature is concerned, Hans-Harald Miiller indicates in his
study of the period that between 1928 and 1933 more than two hundred books
were published that dealt with the war, while no more than one hundred war
books appeared in the ten years preceding that period.” Various authors have
pointed to the economic crisis and the political instability as important fac
tors."" It may perhaps be unnecessary to indicate that this crisis situation was
not reflected directly in the individual films. How these social and cultural
contexts ‘found their way’ into the films will emerge in the course of this study.
Reactions in contemporary criticism clearly show how controversial represen-
tations of the war past could still be, ten or fifteen years after it took place. No-
where has this been illustrated better than in the film 1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE
VOR DEM WELTBRAND.
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Films about the run-up to the war, especially
1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM WELTBRAND

The Weimar period was characterised by numerous burning questions which
each in their turn, or simultaneously, troubled public opinion. One of these
was receiving attention almost constantly: the negotiations surrounding the
Treaty of Versailles and the issue linked to them, that is, the question whether
or not Germany was to blame for the outbreak of the First World War. In order
to prove that Germany did not bear any guilt for the war —and would therefore
not have to pay for it — large-scale research was carried out into the period that
had preceded the war. This chapter deals with the way films tried to contribute
to the discussions surrounding the run-up to the First World War. One film es-
pecially will be central to the discussion in this chapter: 1914. DIE LETZTEN
TAGE vOR DEM WELTBRAND (1931) (from now on referred to as 1914).” This film
was director Richard Oswald’s first (and only) serious attempt to make the
complex issue of the question of guilt accessible to a large audience. In two ear-
lier films that dealt with this subject, a central position had been taken up by
the romantic aspect. They are DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO (1920) and
BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS (1926), which had originally been made in Austria.
Since very little source material has been preserved about these films, they will
be given less attention than 1914.

This chapter will deal with the question which interpretations of the ques-
tion of guilt were possible in the Weimar period, especially in film and litera-
ture. Which means of representation did the directors and authors choose,
what were their starting points, what obstacles did they find on their way, and
finally, what were the reactions in the press? The three films were, to a greater
or lesser degree, part of the debate surrounding the guilt question. In order to
understand the outspoken reactions that came from the authorities and the
press, we will analyse the above-mentioned films and discuss some of the spe-
cific sources that formed the basis for the ‘film stories’. This procedure is espe-
cially useful for 1914. The controversies sparked by this film even before its
release indicate the sensitive nature of the subject. Incidentally, war films were
part of a group of films that induced critics to use different evaluation criteria.
While critics judged films that had nothing to do with the recent war past
mainly on the basis of their aesthetic and dramaturgical merits, war films were
often judged in terms of how ‘accurate’ they were historically and how ‘cor-
rectly’ they reflected the recent past in political terms.
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The Weimar Republic and the Kriegsschulddebatte

On Wednesday 21 January 1931, an extraordinary event took place. In the
Tauentzien-Palast, one of the oldest cinemas in Berlin-Schoneberg, Richard
Oswald’s film 1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM WELTBRAND premiered.’ Both
the director and the film (and its run-up) already enjoyed some measure of
fame.* The premiere sparked so much interest that many visitors had to be dis-
appointed. The audience included a large number of officials: members of the
Prussian federal government, senior civil servants, ambassadors and consuls,
police officers, Foreign Ministry representatives and two Reichstag delegates,
Philipp Scheidemann and Hermann Miiller-Franken.” Scheidemann had been
prime minister during the first round of negotiations at Versailles and had re-
fused to sign the treaty, while Miiller-Franken had been the eventual signatory
as Foreign Minister. According to the Film-Kurier, the premiere was

... ein Ereignis nicht fiir die Filmwelt, sondern auch fiir weite Publikumskreise, die
sich an der gerade in letzter Zeit sehr lebhaft gewordenen Debatte tiber die Zu-
sammenhinge bei Kriegsausbruch interessieren.’

While the First World War was still being fought, secretary of state for Foreign
Affairs Gottlieb von Jagow had ordered his civil servants to collect all docu-
ments that testified to the impossible situation which Germany had found it-
self in before the war. The country was said to have been surrounded by
enemies, with the exception of Austria-Hungary. France was said to seek re-
venge at any cost following the defeat it had suffered in 1871. Since Russia was
an ally of England and France — the Entente —it did not really count as a friend
of Germany, and England would never accept Germany as a growing sea
power in international waters. In this way, the ‘Einkreisungsthese’ was used to
spread the notion that Germany was surrounded by enemies. During the war,
and especially since the peace negotiations with U.S. president Woodrow
Wilson, the Foreign Ministry document collection found its way into many
brochures and notes that were made available to a select readership. Some
years later, these documents, and others containing new evidence, would be
used as evidence against the allied accusation that Germany was the sole party
responsible for the outbreak of the First World War.

This accusation, laid down in article 231, was one of the most controversial
paragraphs in the Treaty of Versailles, and it is generally considered an impor-
tant factor in the eventual take-over by the national-socialists. Literally, the
paragraph reads as follows:
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Die alliierten und assoziierten Regierungen erkldren, und Deutschland erkennt an,
dass Deutschland und seine Verbiindeten als Urheber fiir alle Verluste und alle
Schédden verantwortlich sind, welche die alliierten und assoziierten Regierungen
und ihre Angehorigen infolge des ihnen durch den Angriff Deutschlands und
seiner Verbiindeten aufgezwungenen Krieges erlitten haben.”

Blaming Germany also meant holding the country responsible for the dam-
ages inflicted. While the peace treaty had already been signed in 1919, the
height of reparations was not established until 1921. Since Germany had not
been allowed to bring anything substantial to the negotiating table — the Ger-
man delegates were only allowed to respond in writing — public opinion
would soon call the treaty a peace ‘dictate’. Especially France, represented by
Georges Clemenceau, ‘Le Tigre’, who chaired the conference, had no intention
of letting Germany get off easy. Only the U.S.A. (Wilson) and Great Britain
(Lloyd George) were more moderate in their approach of Germany. Besides
reparations, Germany was also required to substantially reduce its army and
military equipment, annul all border extensions, relinquish its colonies and
place itself under foreign protection for a certain period of time. These and
other drastic demands produced a consensus in Germany with respect to hav-
ing the Treaty of Versailles reviewed. Before and during the negotiations, Ger-
many was actively attempting to disprove its guilt. This resulted in the
development of a huge propaganda effort under the special direction of the
Foreign Ministry, which was led by Gustav Stresemann from 1923 to 1929. In
1919, a special department was created at the ministry, the so-called
Kriegsschuldreferat.” The main advocates of influencing public opinion at
home and abroad worked at this department. Besides, hundreds of interest
groups were formed whose aim was to champion the cause in Germany, as
well as two periodicals, Die Kriegsschuldfrage’ and Der Weg zur Freiheit, which
served as platforms for publications about the issue.” The pinnacle of all this
activity was the publication in 1927 of a forty-volume document collection
called Die Grosse Politik der Europiiischen Kabinette 1871-1914." Both at home
and abroad, the publication sparked more admiration than criticism.” After
all, it was the first serious piece of research into the run-up to the war. There
was praise but also criticism, mainly about the selective presentation and ar-
rangement of the documentary material. The outcome that Germany was not
to blame at all for the outbreak of the war was of course a foregone conclusion.
According to the publication, the guilty parties were firstly, the Russians and,
secondly, and more implicitly, France and Great Britain. One of the reasons for
this conclusion was the fact that the authors had to take into account the Ger-
man negotiating position at Versailles; Russia hardly played any part in the
treaty negotiations.
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The height of the sum to be paid in reparations which was established in
1921, turned out to be extravagant. Germany suffered enormously from the
economic crisis (1919-1923) and soon complained that it could not comply
with the demands. The U.S. then decided to offer Germany financial assistance
through the so-called Dawes plan. This ushered in a relatively stable period for
Germany, lasting for five years until the economic crisis of 1929-1930. Despite
this social stability, the war guilt issue continued to figure prominently on the
political agenda. The numerous negotiations that followed time and again re-
sulted in further reduction of reparations. Parallel to this development, rela-
tions between Germany and the other European powers also began to im-
prove. The whole matter of reparations was finally laid to restin 1932, when all
remaining debts were cancelled. The success that Germany had achieved in
the last phase of the republic did not mean that people were no longer inter-
ested in the war guilt issue. After Stresemann’s death, a centre-right govern-
ment led by prime minister Briining was inaugurated in Berlin. This meant a
further intensification of the struggle against the allied yoke which, according
to the political right, was still holding Germany down. Rebuilding military
power was prohibited and in spite of material success, Germany still felt dis-
honoured by the Treaty of Versailles. After all, the notorious paragraph 231 re-
mained unaltered, despite separate adjustments to certain treaty stipulations.

It is generally agreed that the German desire to undo the so-called ‘Kriegs-
schuldliige’, which Michael Salewski characterised as the ‘Weimarer Revi-
sionssyndrom’”, to a certain extent fulfilled the function of binding things to-
gether in the ‘split’ society which the Weimar Republic was in a number of
respects.” The tentative sense of unity, that is to say, in this specific area, was
hardly strong enough to support the young republic. According to the histo-
rian Wolfgang Jager, the political importance as well as the emotional signifi-
cance of the revision issue not only led to a taboo on pre-war politics, but also
on the idealisation of the recent German past, which in turn stimulated natio-
nalist tendencies.” Especially in the Briining era (1930-1932), the Treaty of Ver-
sailles more and more became a propaganda vehicle for monarchist and natio-
nalist ideas. Every attempt to make subtle distinctions in the representation of
the war past was nipped in the bud or met with fierce reactions. In his book,
Jager stresses the strength of the Foreign Ministry’s hold on the issue. Only
two doctrines about the past were allowed: that of relative guilt, which said
that all parties involved were guilty, or that of Germany’s absolute innocence.
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17
1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM WELTBRAND

Produced in 1930, the film 1914 partly testified to the shift from silent movie
to sound film.” While some films indulged in exuberant music and song to il-
lustrate the state-of-the-art technology and craftmanship of the German film
industry, 1914 only used sound technology to reconstruct dialogues. Spoken
word dominated the film to such an extent — music occurs only in the last scene
— that the power of the images was reduced. A special gallows construction
and a swivelling mechanism had been built especially for the film by sound
engineer Charles Métain.” One would expect the actors to have more freedom
to move™, but the opposite turned out to be the case: most actors appear to
serve only as the static embodiments of a voice. The camera is almost com-
pletely static too, while the film is dominated by medium and total shots. The
editing is very measured and unassuming, it is there simply to serve continu-
ity. The film was shot entirely in the studio and does not contain any documen-
tary footage. The historical characters played by well-known actors seem to
come to life only at some moments. The dramaturgy is quite restrained,
wooden even, with one or two notable exceptions. However, it may be true
that the story itself contained enough drama for the audience, which was of
course well aware of the outcome of the negotiations that had been conducted
on the eve of the war. Besides that, the issue also continued to play an impor-
tant role in public opinion.

The film 1914 opens with a voice-over announcing that Dr Eugen Fischer,
about whom no further details are given, so that we may assume that he was a
well-known public figure, will introduce the film and give an outline of events
in the run-up to the war. Fischer then appears in shot, standing behind a lec-
tern, and speaks the following words:

Meine Damen und Herren. Sie sollen einen Film sehen, in dem die freie Form der
Kunst ein Stiick Weltgeschichte darstellt. Und was fiir ein Stiick! In der ganzen
Geschichte ist kein Vorgang an Gehalt mit dem zu vergleichen, dass ein Machtwort
fast 100 Millionen Manner aller Volker fiir Jahre zu Feinden machte; und zwar das
Machtwort, das sich in den Sekunden formte, als der letzte Zar unter ein vor-
bereitetes Papier seinen Namen setzte: Nikolaus und somit den Befehl zur
Mobilmachung des gesamten russischen Heeres gab.”

The first sentences of a speech, lasting about six minutes while there is no
change to the image, set the tone for the film, and they are also its very core.
Little in this film is left to free interpretation, even though opinions in the press
were sharply divided. In the first few seconds of the film, it is established that
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Russia is guilty of starting the war. The diplomatic negotiations that preceded
the outbreak of the war are the main starting point for the narrative. Neverthe-
less, however self-assured the introduction may sound, the second sentence
already seems to keep a number of options open: Speaking of the free form of
art suggests that film is only ‘one possible” interpretation of history. After the
screening, Fischer and Oswald used this argument, among others, to defend
themselves against attacks by critics.”

The speech closes with a sentence that leads into the short scene that fol-
lows (“... in den Strassen staute sich die Menge..."), which shows the assassina-
tion of archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo. The murderer,
Gavrilo Princip, is arrested. There is no dialogue, the only thing to be heard is
the crowds cheering. Fischer’s introduction and the murder scene appear
nearly completely detached from the narrative that follows. Fischer’s speech is
a commentary on the narrative as well as an introduction to it, and as such, it is
no part of it. Although Fischer more or less blames Russia, he had become
known and had gained respect as Dr Eugen Fischer, a left-liberal ‘Kriegs-
schuldforscher’.” He had already given his views on the issue in his book Die
kritischen 39 Tnge.” Published in 1928, this book had failed to become a success.
In a press conference about 1914, Fischer summarised his views as follows:

Fraglos liegt bei den kaiserlichen Regierungen von Deutschland und Osterreich ein
Teil von Schuld vor. Uber das Mass sind die Meinungen geteilt, die Autoren des
Films “1914” jedenfalls vertreten die mildere Richtung.”

The second scene, at Sarajevo, leads the viewer into the actual diegesis of the
film.” Here, the film deviates from the scenes that follow in terms of its loca-
tion, its relative exuberant nature and the fact that diplomatic history does not
yet play a role. Ending with images of cheering anonymous crowds, the scene
is followed by a series of scenes about the individual diplomats, politicians
and monarchs who hold the key to Europe’s fate. This makes the film an exam-
ple of a historiography in which history is determined by individual agents.
The first one to appear in shot is the emperor of Austria, Franz Joseph (Eugen
Klopfer), who is being shown reports on the archduke’s assassination. The
film continues with a short and silent scene showing the questioning of Princip
at the police station. From that moment on, the atmosphere of the film appears
to change. All attention is focused on the diplomatic reactions and negotia-
tions taking place behind closed doors. Although the film story covers 39 days,
the proper succession of these days has not been taken as a starting point. No
dates are shown, and the difference between one day and the next is often
blurred. More attention is paid to establishing a distinction between the vari-
ous locations where the negotiations are taking place. Separated by ‘hard cuts’,
the individual scenes form important national landmarks. Depending on their



‘Die Legende von der Unschuld’ 65

B 1914¢
Dig Jeten Cage vor dem Weltbrand.

Richard Oswald
Ton-Film

A conversation between Sasonow (standing) and a foreign diplomat

nationality, the main characters nearly all the time move about in the same re-
cognisable rooms. For example, Franz Joseph can always be seen sitting at a
desk in a spacious room, with two high windows that filter the sunlight. We
see German Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg (Albert Bassermann) in a small,
sparsely decorated room with a desk that is large yet simple, and with book-
cases covering the walls. The French government leaders move in a room
dominated by Napoleon’s buste. However, the most striking rooms are those
of the Russians. Czar Nicholas II (Reinhold Schiinzel) moves almost without
exception in an empire style room in his spacious and well-lit palace, contain-
ing few pieces of furniture but with ample decorations on walls and ceiling.
The style and lighting contrast strongly with the dark room occupied by the
Russian Foreign Minister, Sasonow (Oscar Homolka).

His room is full of baroque furniture, and his desk is entirely covered by all
kinds of bric-a-brac, statuettes and candleholders. The splendour of the Rus-
sian court is sharply contrasted with the simplicity of the German and other
‘national’ locations. The Russian, German and Austrian locations are, in this
order, the main contexts in which the short run-up to the war is played out. The
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Grand duke Nicolai, the czar and the czarina

other locations, of Serbia, Great Britain and France, are also official rooms, but
they are contrasted far less sharply than the above. The “official spaces’ are left
only for the last scenes of the film, when we move to the shabby newsroom of
the daily L'Humanité, with the portly figure of its founder, Dreyfussard, social-
ist and anti-war agitator Jean Jaures (Heinrich George). After his murder in a
restaurant, where he had just begun eating his entry, the last scene ends with
the sound of church bells chiming.

As said before, the filmic representation of this history is very balanced and
even, aesthetically speaking. Only a few scenes stand out, and it is no coinci-
dence that these are the scenes in which an important role is played by the
main agents in the narrative, the Russians. They are given the strongest profile
in the narrative. The intrigue surrounding the czar, his wife (Lucie Hoflich)
and grand duke Nicolai (Ferdinand Hart) makes sure there is plenty of high
drama in a number of scenes. We see the czar wrestle with the choice between
the opinions of his pacifist wife and the views of the military men in power, led
by the hawkish grand duke Nicolai. Put under pressure by Nicolai, the czar
will eventually sign the order to mobilise.
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The role of the czar was played by Reinhold Schiinzel, who had earlier acted in
the war drama IN DER HEIMAT, DA GIBT’S EIN WIEDERSEH'N (1926, Leo Miiller
and Reinhold Schiinzel) and was known for his roles in countless romantic
comedies. Lucie Hoflich, also known as a comedienne, played his wife;
Ferdinand Hart was grand duke Nicolai, while Sasonow, the Russian Foreign
Minister, was played by Oskar Homolka. In this film, Schiinzel and Héflich
proved, not for the first time, that they were able to play tragic roles, and espe-
cially Schiinzel was praised in the press. The choice for Homolka seemed a
clear case of typecasting. Several years earlier, he had played the mysterious
protagonist in FELDGRAU, also known as DER MANN AUS DEM JENSEITS (1926
Manfred Noa). Lurking about in his dark baroque rooms, Sasonow is the ulti-
mate schemer, plotting with Nicolai, Defense Minister Suchomlinow (E.A.
Licho) and Chief-of-staff, general Januskewitsch (Hermann Heilinger), to get
the czar to adopt a firmer attitude against Austria-Hungary and its ally, Ger-
many. In Sasonow’s rooms, the ambassadors of Germany, France and Great
Britain are coming and going. The first as a potential enemy, the other two as
allies. The British ambassador, Buchanan (Fritz Alberti), points out that Great
Britain will only be able to join the Russians in a war as an ally if the Germans
take the initiative and strike first. He says Germany must be made to take re-
sponsibility for the war. In a long scene, lasting more than six minutes, the Ger-
man ambassador tries to calm the Russians down by pointing out that Ger-
many will not be able to avoid war if the Russians mobilise. Yet he wants to try
to prevent a war. After this scene, they meet again twice, without making any
progress towards rapproachment. Once Russia has been mobilised, a demoral-
ised German ambassador Von Pourtales (Hans Peppler) hands Sasonow the
German declaration of war. The relationship and contrast between the two
men is worked out in three scenes, to the German ambassador’s advantage,
who clearly conveys the notion that his country does not want this war.
Sasonow’s cunning is shown in a later scene, persuading the czarina that Von
Pourtales actually favours the war.

Meanwhile, Sasonow learns that Austria-Hungary has attacked Serbia.
This was the moment to persuade the czar to issue the mobilisation order.

The scenes that follow are the narrative core of the film. We see how the czar is
manipulated by the four conspirators to sign the mobilisation order. This order
is countermanded when a telegram arrives indicating that Wilhelm Il is not in
favour of war. The telegram reveals Sasonow’s lie, since he had told the czar
that Germany wanted war. Angered by the cancellation of the mobilisation,
Nicolai and his cronies step up pressure on the czar. They do not want any half
measures, no partial mobilisation, but a total one. In this power struggle, czar
Nicholas is represented as a weak and impressionable man, who appears in
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shot with his eyes wide open with fear, chainsmoking, apparently unable to
make a decision. A number of total shots serve to illustrate his weakness and
despair. He is dwarfed by the enormity of the rooms, and he seems literally to
carry the world on his shoulders. In the end, he caves in, and, under the watch-
ful eye of the hawks, signs the order to mobilise.

In the meantime, the film switches to parallel scenes in Germany, to Chan-
cellor Bethmann-Hollweg’s rooms. Chief-of-staff, general Von Moltke (Wolf-
gang von Schwind), makes clear that a German reaction to Russian activities at
the border has become inevitable. Bethmann-Hollweg reacts in a loud, hoarse
baritone voice when Defence Minister Von Falkenhayn calls on him ‘los zu
gehen’. And even when the kaiser, after the Russian mobilisation, urges him to
react strongly, Bethmann-Hollweg will not have anything to do with war, and
instead proposes to reopen negotiations. While the Russian czar is shown ex-
tensively, the figure of the German kaiser does not actually appear in the film,
not even in the form of a picture.”

1914 confirmed the notion that in Germany as well as in Russia, politics was
dominated by the military. This meant that the heads of state, kaiser Wilhelm II
and czar Nicholas II, were kept out of range. The same was true for the main
political players, like German Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg. The message
appeared to be that war is something that is first set up and then fought be-
tween soldiers. Another notion is that the European cabinets failed to resist the
military’s belligerence. But the most important message the film wished to
convey was the notion that Germany was not guilty of beginning the war. Ac-
cording to many of the advertisements for the film, this was the express pur-
pose of the film.”

The question remains whether it was at all possible at the end of the Weimar
period to offer a different take on pre-war history, or, indeed, to interpret the
vast number of documents that had been collected and published in a different
way than had been done in the film. Analysis of the film shows that 1914
closely follows the main conclusions of the document collection called Die
Europiiischen Kabinette. Blaming Russia was the safest way not to offend France
and Great Britain, Germany’s main partners in the treaty negotiations. It
should hardly come as a surprise, therefore, that the roles played by the French
and British government leaders do not receive much attention in the film.”
Most of the time France gets in the film is not spent on government leaders, but
on the great French pacifist, Jean Jaures. Although Oswald has represented
Jean Jaurés sympathetically, he puts words in his mouth to the effect that Rus-
sia is indicted for wanting the war, while France is blamed for failing to stop it.

Oswald’s specific attention to Jaures also betrays the director’s signature.
His interest in recent French history had already become apparent with his
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1930 film about the Dreyfus affair.”” As a Jew and a democrat, Oswald had ex-
plained the shameful events surrounding this affair. It was no wonder, there-
fore, that he would portray Jaureés in a sympathetic light in 1914.

The country that received most screening time — a total 45 minutes — was
Russia. This was probably so because it was blamed for the war, for these
scenes were the dramatic climax of the film. The mechanisms of political
power operating between the Russian army, the czar and his ministers were
represented in a relatively subtle way. Oswald showed the czar’s inner strug-
gle with much compassion. The Soviet Union, which could hardly be sus-
pected of harbouring a great love for the czar, appears to have filed an official
protest with the German government in 1931, saying it objected strongly to
Oswald’s interpretation.™

It is clear that the film did not deviate much from the official German read-
ing of the causes of the war. It is strange, therefore, that the Foreign Ministry
and the censor should have reacted the way they did.

‘Zensur - der bose Engel’”

In October 1930, Richard Oswald began shooting 1914 in the Ufa studios at
Babelsberg. Since the subject was a sensitive one, both nationally and interna-
tionally, he had at an early stage asked the Foreign Ministry for help. He did
not not just want official approval of the script, so that he would be covered
against any objections from the powerful censorship authorities, he also
wanted the ministry’s advice on this historically complicated issue. It is not
known how exactly the ministry handled the assessment of the script and the
supervision of the production process. If we are to believe the Frankfurter
Zeitung, the situation at the Foreign Ministry was close to complete chaos, and
the entire matter was left in the hands of an inexperienced junior civil servant.”

The shooting finished in early December, after which the film was given to
the censor (Filmpriifstelle) in Berlin for approval.”* At the session on 23 Decem-
ber, no fewer than six expert representatives of the Foreign Ministry were pres-
ent.” The press was not allowed to witness the session, as had been the case
with the assessment of the film ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT, which had
premiered in Germany earlier that same month.” After a long and enervating
session, the committee returned a negative advice. The committee issued a ban
because it deemed the film capable of ‘Beziehungen Deutschlands zu aus-
wartigen Staaten zu triiben’, and because it believed the film might damage
Germany’s prestige abroad.”

The press was rife with speculations about the true reason for the ban.
While the conservative Kinematograph, without offering any arguments,
claimed to understand the ban, the left-liberal press was furious, since it did
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not understand the reasons why this film should have been banned. The left-
liberal press was especially puzzled by the ban because the film had been pro-
duced with the support of the Foreign Ministry. A Lichtbildbiihne editor had
seen the film and, after having given it some thought, could find no reason for
the ban”, since the film completely refuted the ‘Kriegsschuldliige’. The anony-
mous Lichtbildbiihne editor further remarked that the film also showed that the
war had been an ill-fated concurrence of circumstances and misunderstand-
ings, and that Germany had been left with no other choice than to mobilise. At
any rate, the film did not point to Germany as the only guilty party: ‘Soweit
Berlin den Schauplatz bildet, ist Vermittlungs- und Verstindigungswille im-
mer wieder der Grundton.””

Oswald, too, was furious, especially since the film had been produced with
the support of the Foreign Ministry. He planned to sue the federal tax service
for damages.” However, events took another turn.

It goes without saying that the negotiations did not end with the Film-
priifstelle’s negative and poorly motivated decision. It turned out that the de-
cision had not been taken by a clear majority. Two participants in the meeting,
a lawyer and a representative of the film company, filed a protest with the
‘Oberfilmpriifstelle’.” This meant that the film would at least have to be re-ex-
amined. However, in the end this would not happen. After long and difficult
deliberations, a solution was found: some substantial changes would be made,
and a scene would be added at the beginning of the narrative in which ‘Kriegs-
schuldforscher” Eugen Fischer would read out an introduction®, thus filling
out the historiographical gaps in the film. This also meant that the objection
would not have to be heard at the ‘Oberfilmpriifstelle’. But the film would
now have to be approved by a lower censorship authority, and this occurred
on 9 January 1931.” The press was again barred from the meeting. One day
later, it became known who had been on the committee and which scenes had
earlier been considered offensive by the Foreign Ministry.* The first scene was
one in which the then Chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg, wants to step down be-
cause he does not want to take responsibility for war. The second offensive
scene involved the czar and Sasonow discussing the declaration of war. The
way this episode was portrayed was said not to correspond to the facts.”

In the end, after discussions lasting about five hours, the film was finally
approved for release, ‘ohne Ausschnitt’.” The film was also approved for the
young, and it was given the predicate ‘kiinstlerisch’. The press said it was
mostly thanks to the pleading of one of Oswald’s scriptwriters, Dr Wenzel
Goldbaum, that the committee decided to approve the film."

The history of the film in the period between its production and the actual pre-
miere provides an insight into how much room there was to manoeuvre when
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a film represented anything to do with the war. Oswald wanted to base his film
on official war documents. In order to make the story of the run-up to the war
accessible and attractive for a large audience, he had to find a way to select, in-
terpret and dramatise these documents so that the result would be a suitable
production. Although he adopted the conclusion and a number of dialogues
from the document collection, he was probably also inspired by earlier literary
and historical accounts of the period. For example, contemporary reports and
reviews refer to both Eugen Fischer’s book Die kritischen 39 Tage and to Emil
Ludwig’s book Juli 14.” Fischer’s book, which had hardly received any atten-
tion at all in the press, was soon lost in oblivion, as was indeed its author. The
reception of Emil Ludwig’s Juli 14, however, has been extensively documented
and is an example of the way that non-academic, narrative historiography was
perceived and assessed, both in the press and by professional and academi-
cally-trained historians. Audio-visual historiography may also be included in
this form of historiography, and especially the war films studied here, which
were, or were said to have been, based on historical sources. 1914 is such a
film. The next paragraph sketches part of the context in which historically ori-
ented war films were produced and viewed.

Emil Ludwig and the Kriegsschuldfrage

The book Juli 14, published in 1929 by Rowohlt publishers, was at least as con-
troversial as Oswald’s film. It appears that, while the film credits do not actu-
ally refer to the book, the writers of the screenplay, Heinz Goldberg and Fritz
Wendhausen, had at least allowed themselves to be inspired by Ludwig’s
book. A report that appeared in Lichtbildbiihne of 12 September 1930 seems to
underline this. It said that Oswald and Rowohlt had been negotiating about
the production of a film version of Juli 14.” Nothing is known about the out-
come of these talks, and yet it is meaningful enough that the book was referred
to, since there are important similarities between the approaches and points of
view in the book and in the film.

Juli 14 was a huge success. Around 140,000 copies were sold before 1931,
60,000 of which within two weeks after its publication.” Ludwig had written
his first draft as early as 1921. It was not until 1929 that he deemed the time
right to publish a revised version of his manuscript, an account of the crisis
that had led to the First World War.™ In a spirited style he described the negoti-
ations, thoughts and emotions of the main characters who played lead roles on
the European stage. Much emphasis was given to Nicholas II, Wilhelm II,
Franz Joseph, Bethmann-Hollweg, count Berchtold (Austria’s Foreign Minis-
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ter), Sasonow, Sir Edward Grey (Great Britain’s Foreign Minister) and others.
The fact that the book did not appear until the late twenties can only have ben-
efitted its author, since at that moment, the largest international document col-
lections pertaining to the run-up to the war had already been published.” Part
of the source material used by Ludwig had begun appearing in 1926, including
the forty-volume standard work published by the Foreign Ministry.” It had
been his idea to reconstruct the main conversations and actions of the moment
on the basis of the documents. Even though Ludwig was not an academically-
trained historian, he tried to meet the criteria of professional historiography in
his own way. Despite this, he came into conflict with several prominent Ger-
man historians because of his style and methods. It was especially the histori-
ans on the political right who were not impressed with Ludwig’s historical
novels and biographies. The new genre that was introduced in Germany by
Ludwig and others became known under the neologism ‘historische Belle-
tristik’. Ludwig himself preferred to describe his work as belonging to a new
school of historiography, as opposed to the old historiography practised by
professional historians.™ Especially Wilhelm Mommsen revolted against this,
among other things by writing an article entitled ‘Legitime’ und ‘illegitime’
Geschichtsschreibung.” Needless to say perhaps that Mommsen considered
Ludwig’s writing as an example of ‘illegitime” historiography.

In the end, however, the controversy was not so much about Ludwig’s style
or method, but about his position in the debate about the guilt issue. The pref-
ace to his book opened with the following lines:

Die Schuld am Kriege trifft das gesamte Europa: das hat die Forschung in allen
Landern erwiesen. Deutschlands Alleinschuld und Deutschlands Unschuld sind
Marchen fiir Kinder jenseits und diesseits des Rheines.”

This view was later expressed by Lloyd George as well, and later German his-
toriography was dominated by the notion that Germany did not bear guilt,
and was certainly not the only country to blame. Until much later this view
was attacked in the early sixties by the Hamburg historian Fritz Fischer in his
Griff nach der Weltmacht and caused much controversy amongst German histo-
rians.

Yet Ludwig did not deny that some countries had to bear more guilt than
others:

... mit der Schuld (sind) Wien und Petersburg am stérksten belastet; Berlin und Paris
folgen ihnen in sehr verschiedener Entfernung als Sekundanten; London folgt in
viel weiterer Distanz.”

In fact, Ludwig puts into perspective the hypothesis of innocence that was
propagated so often. Though he did not put most of the blame on Germany, he
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did put the country in a shared second place of guilty parties. However, by not
pointing at Germany as the main guilty party, he also undermined the Treaty
of Versailles. According to Christoph Gradmann in his study of ‘historische
Belletristik” from the Weimar period, this meant that Ludwig placed himself in
the camp of the moderate pacifists.” Ludwig’s table of guilt also shows that he
did not so much consider the peoples concerned guilty, as the various govern-
ments residing in the various capitals of Europe. This made his book a protest
against the pre-war political system, which offended those still harbouring
warm feelings for the former imperial Germany. Witness Ludwig in his pref-
ace: ‘Die Gesamtschuld lag in den Kabinetten, die Gesamtunschuld auf den
Strassen Europas.”” The masses as such were innocent and had been thrown
into despair by the deceit practised on them by the generals and politicians:
‘Dieses Buch ist eine Studie iiber die Dummbheit der damals Machtigen und
den rechten Instinkt der damals Machtlosen.”™

Reviews of the book can be distinguished on the basis of political prefer-
ences. Kurt Tucholsky proved right when he said about Ludwig and his book:
‘Er weiss, welche Dreckfluten sich nun auf ihn ergiessen werden. Der Mann
hat Zivilcourage.” It is obvious that these ‘Dreckfluten’” would mostly be
poured over Ludwig by the right-wing press, which emphatically disagreed
with his democratic stance and his efforts to put Germany’s role into perspec-
tive.” The left-liberal press praised the pacifist message in the book™ and also
agreed with Tucholsky that the masses got off much too lightly in the book. In
fact, Tucholsky argued, they were as guilty of the outbreak of war as the politi-
cians and generals.”

In any case, the good reputation Ludwig had enjoyed was finished in some
circles after the publication of his book in 1929. Gradmann writes: “Von nun an
wurde er, zusammen mit Autoren wie Remarque, verstarkt zur Zielscheibe
volkischer und nationalsozialistischer Kritiker.”” These were exactly the two
groups that would increasingly come to dominate political life in Germany.
Not surprisingly, it became more and more difficult to present a balanced view
on Germany’s role in the outbreak of the war. Any so-called ‘Popularisierung’
of history was anathema to academic historians and drew fire from the right if
it defended views that did not suit them. Yet the majority of historical novels, a
genre that was very popular at the time, hardly received any serious attention
at all.

It is rather obvious to label the reactions to Ludwig’s book as a sign of an
ever more powerful shift to the right, and of the erosion of democratic govern-
ment at the end of the Weimar period. Although this is certainly true, it does
not tell us anything about the way the political right intervened on various so-
cial levels (press, politics, university) in the discussion about the different
ways of representing the German war past. Besides taking restrictive measures
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to curb books and theatre plays, which were applied with restraint, the author-
ities also used the press to influence public opinion. As far as Ludwig’s book
was concerned, it was especially the right-wing professional historians and
journalists with a right-wing orientation who initiated and to a great extent de-
termined the discussions about the perspective represented by Ludwig. As
Gradmann already indicates in his conclusion, these reactions can also be seen
as a sign of a ‘soziale und intellektuelle Krise des Bildungsbiirgertums der
Zeit".” The fact that the book was a bestseller in spite of this, can partly be ex-
plained by the popularity of the genre and by the successes Ludwig had
achieved with his earlier books, in a word, by his popular reputation. Besides
that, the sensation caused by the book would surely not have hurt the sales fig-
ures.

Similar factors also played a role with respect to the film 1914, although it
was less successful. Besides the fact that the film had been inspired by Lud-
wig’s book, that this ‘genre’ of historical films was hugely popular and that the
director, Richard Oswald, enjoyed a certain prestige, the press gave more at-
tention to the film than it normally would have done, both before and after the
film’s premiere. Unlike Ludwig’s book, the film met with strict censorship
measures.

The film 1914 and the book Juli 14 were released in roughly the same perio-
d. However, it was not just the film that had a connection with Ludwig’s book,
a play entitled 1914 was also associated with his work. The play premiered in
Max Reinhardt’s Deutsches Theater on 1 September 1930. This play, referred to
as a ‘dokumentarisches Schauspiel” or ‘Zeitstiick’, was shrouded in mystery.
No one seemed to know who was the actual author behind the name of Georg
Wilhelm Miiller. Critics speculated that it was Emil Ludwig himself, but since
he categorically denied any involvement (and if he had been the author, the
critics said he would certainly have admitted this) everyone was in the dark
about the author’s identity. The question whether someone like Eugen Fischer
could have written the play was never asked. Whatever the case may have
been, the play immediately sparked negative reactions from nearly all review-
ers. They were unanimous in their dislike for especially the dialogues, which
followed the original documents literally, creating a completely lifeless theatri-
cal performance. Only the direction, by Gustaf Griindgens, earned some
praise.”

The remarkable thing is that, in the end, neither Ludwig’s book nor
Miiller’s play caused the kind of controversy stirred up by Oswald’s film.
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DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO

The film 1914 was not the only film about the run-up to the war and the guilt
issue, respectively. It was preceded by DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO
(1920) and the Austrian production BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS (1926), two films
that were substantially different in terms of narrative strategy. While 1914
shows us the history of diplomatic efforts prior to the war, the emphasis in DEr
DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO, must have been, as the title already indicates, on
the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and his wife. In BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS,
the places of action, according to the programme brochure, were especially the
Austrian and Russian courts before and during the war. Both 1914 and
BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS present the Russians as the main instigators of the
war. Unfortunately, the two early films have not been preserved, and second-
ary information about them is scarce. As far as we know, nothing is left of DEr
DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO but a programme brochure containing the cred-
its, a few still photographs from the film and a description of its contents.”
Even critical reviews for specialist publications could not be found, though it
must be said that in the early twenties, film criticism was not developed to
such an extent that a review was written of every single film that appeared.
More information has been preserved about BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS, most of
it in the form of reviews.

Although the three film narratives appear to be different from each other in
many respects, the similarity in the subtitles is remarkable. All three refer ex-
plicitly to the guilt issue: the subtitle of DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO was
Die Schuld am Weltkriege; BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS was also called Ein Beitrag
zur Kriegsschuldliige” and 1914 was presented as a Film gegen die Kriegs-
schuldliige.” The first thing that strikes one, is the fact that the suffix... liige is
missing in the subtitle of the 1920 film. While the other two films referred di-
rectly to the public debate, DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO may not have
been more than a relatively innocent historical film. Besides, the debate on the
guilt issue did not yet have the intensity that it would develop later. True, the
guilt paragraph included in the 1919 Treaty of Versailles was actually known
among the general public, but the height of the reparations was not established
until 1921. From then on, the debate intensified considerably. The main re-
search bodies were also set up after 1921. It is likely, therefore, that the word
‘Kriegsschuldliige’” did not yet have the currency that it would later gain.

Since BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS and 1914 referred to the guilt issue and tried
to clear Germany from any guilt, they directly or indirectly contributed to the
propaganda campaign against German guilt. Judging from reports in the
press, it is not likely that the Foreign Ministry interfered with BRANDSTIFTER
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Euroras the way it did with 1914. Nevertheless, 1914 was in the end ap-
proved for people under eighteen, unlike BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS.” The rea-
son for this must have had something to do with the kind of love drama that
BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS showed, which was apparently considered likely to
corrupt the ‘sittliche, geistige oder gesundheitliche Entwicklung oder eine
Ueberreizung der Phantasie der Jugendlichen...”.”

It is also striking, but altogether not very surprising, that only the promo-
tion of these films referred to the use of documentary material. For example,
the front page of the Illustrierter Film-Kurier and an advertisement in the spe-
cialist publication Lichtbildbiihne said that BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS had been
made ‘nach wahren Begebenheit und Material aus den Geheimdokumenten
eines russischen Diplomaten’.” We will find out later, from reviews of the film,
whether presenting anonymous sources such as ‘a” Russian diplomat lent the
film any additional credibility. Advertisements for 1914 said the film had
been made ‘unter Verwendung internationaler Staatsdokumente’.”* This may
sound at least as obligatory, but the film received so much publicity, even be-
fore it was premiered, that it had meanwhile been revealed that those docu-
ments that came from the national archives had also been used by Foreign
Ministry researchers in their struggle to refute Germany’s guilt. This did not
mean, however, that the film was accepted at face value simply because it was
based on official source material, as will emerge from the reviews.

The programme brochure of DER DOPPELMORD VON SARAJEWO did not refer to
the use of any documents, probably because of the nature of the narrative.
Judging from the description of the contents in this brochure, Der Doppelmord
had nothing to do with diplomatic history, nor did it point an accusing finger
at certain governments or military leaderships. In fact, this film showed what
had happened before the July crisis of 1914. After all, the diplomatic entangle-
ment did not develop until after the murder of Franz Ferdinand and the infa-
mous Austrian ultimatum to Serbia. The emphasis was therefore on the activi-
ties carried out by the conspirators, who were all supposed to be members of
Narodna Obdrana.” Although the film opened and closed with the figure of
Franz Ferdinand, four of the six acts in the film were devoted to the men set to
kill him.” Only a few lines were spent on the motives for the murder. After it
had been indicated that Franz Ferdinand was not exactly loved by everyone —
to which he reacted with the words: “Wer hasst und liebt, niederreisst und
aufbaut, muss sich auch Hass und Liebe gefallen lassen!”” — tensions in the em-
pire were described as follows:

Und schon spinnen sich langsam die Faden, die ihn zu Fall bringen sollen. —
Panslavisten, Revolutiondre und Antimilitaristen, sehen in ihm das schreckliche
Hindernis zur Verwirklichung ihrer Ideen, in allen erdenklichen Formen erhalt der
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Thronfolger Warnungsbriefe dieser Geheimverschworung, doch ldchelnd geht er
seinen geraden Weg des Wollens.”

In the film, the things that happened to Franz Ferdinand in the circle of his
family have served as a contrast to the events threatening him from the out-
side. Although his marriage with lady-in-waiting countess Sophie von Chotek
had met with fierce opposition because of her lowly birth, he persevered in his
wish to marry for love, despite the consequences for Sophie’s position at court.
This morganatic marriage was probably closed privately.

Ratlos arbeiten aber die unbekannten Gegenspieler. “Bosnien, du Trane im Auge
Serbiens, du Waisenkind unter allen Landern”, predigt der Lehrer Ilic seinen jungen
Schiilern und mit glithenden Augen nehmen Princip, Grabez und Grabilowic den
Fanatismus in sich auf und gedeihen zum Handwerkzeuge der Verschworer.”

The narrative ends with their departure for Bosnia, where the fatal shots will
ring out.

BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS

Six years after DER DOPPELMORD, the Austrian film BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS
premiered in Berlin on 17 September 1926. Judging from the story in the
programme brochure, the Illustrierter Film-Kurier, this film was far more ambi-
tious than the 1920 film. The time span in which the narrative unfolded was
wider, and the film was not limited to events in Austria-Hungary. As far as the
first aspect is concerned, the narrative opens with colonel Alfred Redl’s sui-
cide in 1913 and ends with Rasputin’s death and subsequent downfall of the
Romanov dynasty in 1917. The two central countries must therefore have been
Austria-Hungary and Russia. The narrative focuses on the Russian dancer and
spy Sonja Starewna, who has come into the possession of secret Austrian army
documents because of colonel Redl’s untimely death, which may, or indeed,
may not have been entirely voluntary. Starewna hands the documents contain-
ing Austria’s ‘Aufmarsch’ plans, to the Russian grand duke, who then falls in
love with her.

Der erste Schritt zu der kommenden Welt-Katastrophe ist getan — der Zar ordnet,
auf Veranlassung des Grossfiirsten, den Aufmarsch der sibirischen Regimenter (sic)
an die Osterreichische Grenze an. — Die russische Militarpartei drangt den Zaren zur
Kriegserklirung.”
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Besides Starewna and the Russian grand duke (probably referring to grand
duke Nicolai), who both make an effort on behalf of armed battle, the figure of
Rasputin plays an important role. He is against the war and tries to use his
huge influence on the czar. He fails to win the czar for his cause, however, and
war breaks out. Despite her love for the grand duke, Starewna is engaged to
the Austrian lieutenant Michael Korsakow. He gets the worst of it in a duel
with the grand duke and is sent to Siberia. However, he manages to escape and
falls in love with another woman. In the meantime, Rasputin has gained so
much influence that he is able to persuade the czar to relieve the grand duke of
his duties. For the grand duke’s military party, this is the signal they have been
waiting for to get rid of Rasputin, with the help of Starewna. Meanwhile, Lenin
has arrived in the country. Rasputin’s prophecy that his death will also mean
the end of czardom has come true, according to the Illustrierter Film-Kurier.

The contents description indicates that the director intended to heighten
the film’s romantic and dramatic action by including non-historical figures
like Sonja Starewna and Michael Korsakow. The historical characters” actions
have been romanticised to such an extent that it seems as if the director meant
to replace all objective-diplomatic negotiations by personal interest and in-
trigue. This is all in stark contrast to what the film promised to be, namely a
film "Nach wahren Begebenheiten’. The promise that the film would be a con-
tribution to the guilt debate is, based on the story, made good, however. Ger-
many is kept out of range. The guilty party was Russia, and in particular the
faction around the grand duke, which the text in the programme brochure re-
fers to as the ‘Militdrpartei’ (which seems to confirm the likelihood that the
grand duke refers to the historic count Nicolai). The czar is presented as a
weak and impressionable cog in the wheel of state.

Things were rather more complicated with respect to Austria. This country
was blamed only indirectly. After all, the documents Starewna takes to Russia
were said to contain plans for the Austrian advance against Russia, which was
an act of aggression. In response, Russia stationed a regiment at the Austrian
border.” Although there was some attention to the murder of Franz Ferdinand,
the narrative keeps silent about the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia. Austria re-
fused to put on the hair shirt with this film, as Germany had done in 1914.

The occasional reviews provide a limited yet interesting insight into the reac-
tions to BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS. It is interesting, for example, to work out how
serious critics took the historical perspective of the film and whether they ex-
plicitly connected the film with the public debate about the guilt issue.

The specialist publications unanimously passed a positive judgement on
the film, though they had some marginal comments. Reviews in the
Kinematograph and Reichsfilmblatt both opened by paying attention to the film’s
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promise of providing ‘Ein Beitrag zur Kriegsschuldliige’. This promise was
immediately shown up as a nice publicity stunt by the Kinematograph. The film
itself was said to have nothing to do with the guiltissue, and as far as the narra-
tive itself was concerned, history ... erzahlt uns etwas anderes’, according to
the critic.” Yet, he reasoned, the historical aspects did not matter where the
dramatic action of the film was concerned. It was clear that he emphasized the
effect that the film might have on an audience, by which he also presupposed
that historical reliability was of secondary importance.

The Reichsfilmblatt tentatively decided to give the film the benefit of the
doubt. The critic believed that BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS was nothing more, but
absolutely nothing more, than only a very small contribution to the guilt issue
debate. There were issues at stake which the audience ‘... gern tibersehen,
wissen mochte — und die doch noch so unerkannt tief verborgen liegen, fiir
spitere Zeiten objektiverer Erkenntnismoglichkeiten’.” Twelve years after the
facts, the critic said, it had turned out that ‘objective” knowledge about what
actually happened was almost impossible to come by. Nevertheless, he as-
sessed the way the director had represented the history from colonel Redl up
to Lenin in a positive light. Though he indicated in the above statement that
there could not yet be any objective knowledge, some lines down he wrote that
it is always risky to visualise historical events and characters. ‘Man sollte dem
Film in dieser Beziehung mehr Freiheit génnen und sich nicht unbedingt
immer an die absolute Treue der Wiedergabe halten.”™ Like his colleague in the
Kinematograph, this critic did not consider historical reliability necessary for
the success and appreciation of a film. It might even have an adverse effect —
‘Es wirkt der Versuch der genauen Nachahmung zu hélzern, zu steif ™ — and it
might rob the audience of its viewing pleasure, so he argued.

The Film-Kurier also paid much attention to the excellent acting perfor-
mances and the captivating drama. Only at the end of his review, the critic
briefly discussed the historical level of the film. The first point he made was
that the film refrained from passing any kind of political judgement. The film
was said to present the facts in a sober and objective manner, but whether it ac-
tually told the truth ‘was left aside’. However, ‘Da aber die Debatte iiber die
Ursachen des Krieges noch lange die Menschheit beschiftigen wird, diirfte er
tiberall auf stirkstes Interesse stossen.”™ No one distanced themselves from the
film because it was an Austrian film.

Of the three daily newspapers, only Vorwirts and Der Montag discussed the
question of historical reliability and the guilt issue in their reviews of
BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS. The third daily, Germania, did little else than briefly
describe the film’s contents and pronounce a eulogy on the actors and ac-
tresses. Only the first two sentences of the review mentioned, without any fur-
ther comment, that the film wanted to be ‘ein Kapitel zur Kriegsschuldliige’
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and that this was what it actually was.” The Vorwiirts critic, however, hardly
paid any attention to the contents at all, but, from the first line down, went in
for blanket rubbishing of the entire film, ending his review with the depreca-
tory remark that the film was in fact nothing more than a ‘Kasperlespiel der
Weltgeschichte’. In any case, the film was said not to fulfil its promise of being
a contribution to the debate surrounding the Kriegsschuldliige. Besides, the
‘linked-up scenes’ were nothing more than a ‘banales Zerrbild der Geschichte’,
said the author. ‘Mit der historischen Wahrheit und mit dem Filmwerk ist es
also beide Male nichts.” In short, Vorwirts could find nothing but fault in the
film.™ The critic writing for Der Montag was very superficial. It said the asser-
tion that the film was a contribution to the Kriegsschuldliige debate was an ex-
aggeration. The critic thought it was no more than ‘Ein kleines Scherflein, bei
dem man noch nicht weiss, ob die Miinze, in der es entrichtet wird echtist” and
in the end called the film an ‘Anekdotenbiichlein’. The film was finally
deemed worthy of the predicate ‘mediocre”.”

There is a certain paradox in these reviews. On the one hand, the film was said
to be historically unreliable, while on the other hand, the reviews said that,
since there was a lack of information, no final pronouncements could be made
about the past. It is remarkable, therefore, that no critic indicated the exact rea-
sons why the film was unreliable. Without giving any reasons, the film was
judged too pretentious in its promise to offer a contribution to the guilt discus-
sion. The only motive shining through was that a genuine contribution to the
debate was at that time considered not yet expedient or even possible.
Vorwiirts found the film'’s assertions an important ground for disapproval. De-
spite the assumed lack of knowledge in the area of guilt research, the reviews
did not contain any explicit protest against the film’s notion that Russia was
especially guilty of the outbreak of the war. Nor was there anything about the
fact that the film did not pay any attention at all to the role played by Germany
in the run-up to the war. This would suggest that, at least in the reviews dis-
cussed here, there was implicit approval of the perspective offered by the film.
Broadly speaking, this perspective was the same as the one put forward by the
Foreign Ministry’s ‘researchers’.

Critical reception of 1914

There is an abundance of source material about 1914, at least as far as film re-
views are concerned. 1914 is quite different from what the other two films dis-
cussed above may have been. The director of 1914 apparently meant to make
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a serious historical production, and, accordingly, based his film on source ma-
terial that had received official approval. This also meant that most critics did
not approach this film the way they would have done any other film. In several
reviews, it is clear that the author feels that a "historische Reportage” as some
critics called it, should be assessed in different terms than other completely fic-
tional narratives. For example, fictional narratives would have to be judged on
their dramaturgical and cinematographical merits, while ‘historische Repor-
tagen’ deserved an assessment in terms derived from the historical discipline.
This distinction sometimes also seemed to refer to another distinction, namely
that between art and politics. If a critic discussed the historical content of the
film, the review would almost automatically get a political dimension, at least
in the case of 1914. As was shown in the previous chapter, the majority of crit-
ics wanted a clear distinction between politics (‘“Tendenz’) and film. However,
it turned out to be almost impossible to review 1914 without making political
statements. Only confessional newspapers such as Der Deutsche and Germania
refrained, as was their custom, from making explicit political comments.”

Critics writing for the specialist publications tried to confine their reviews
to the dramaturgical and cinematographic aspects of a film. However, 1914
clearly gave cause for a different approach. If a reviewer held on to his tradi-
tional understanding of his job, he apparently also felt the need to justify him-
self. For example, Hans Wollenberg explained to the Lichtbildbiihne readership
that it was the critic’'s most important task to deal exclusively with the
‘Filmische eines Films’.” His review of 1914, therefore, not only discussed the
type of film — according to Wollenberg, 1914 struck a balance between report
and drama - but also paid attention to the acting performances and direction,
and gave a short account of the contents. No attention was paid to the role
played by the government and the censorship authorities, probably because
the periodical had extensively reported on these matters in previous issues.
According to Wollenberg, the dramatic impact of a film depended on ‘die
Gestaltung personlichen, menschlichen Einzelschicksals’.”” The main task of
the writers of the screenplay, therefore, had been to reduce this world event to
the level of psychology. They had succeeded in this, according to Wollenberg,
by making the events at the Russian czar’s court the emotional epicentre of the
film. It should hardly come as a surprise that the Lichtbildbiihne critic was not
interested in the historical authenticity of the film narrative. The important
thing was conveying human experience and perception which ‘unter allen
Umstdnden echter ist als jede “Echtheid” aller Dokumente’.” According to
Wollenberg, Richard Oswald’s film was an excellent achievement based on
this principle.

The other major specialist publications, Reichsfilmblatt, Der Film, Kinemato-
graph and the Film-Kurier, as well as most daily newspapers, had an opposite



82 Film Front Weimar

approach. They paid much more attention to the historical content than to the
cinematographical qualities of the film. One of the film’s most outspoken crit-
ics was Hans-Walther Betz, writing for Der Film: ‘Man muss diesen Film
politisch nehmen und kann ihn nicht als nur filmisches Werk beurteilen, unter
dngstlicher Vermeidung alles dessen, was fiir ihn Idee, Antrieb und inhaltliche
Notwendigkeit war.” Other specialist periodicals also believed that 1914 was
‘kein Kinowerk im tiblichen Sinne (...) sondern eine historische Reportage’ or
‘ein Geschichts-Bildbericht’”’, which means that these periodicals also focused
on examining the historical content of the film.” Although the film was mostly
considered as a work of history, this did not mean that its other qualities were
not taken into account. Nevertheless, the pressing question continued to be
asked whether this film was a ‘dokumentarisch-historische, wahrheitenthiil-
lende Arbeit’ or “ein Film(kunst)werk’.”

As has been said before, concentrating on the historical content of 1914 al-
most inevitably prompted reviewers to make political statements or observa-
tions. The subtitles and main titles of the reviews are an indication of the tone
of voice of the critics. The ‘indicative’ titles below both reflect the political ran-
ge of the daily press and the critical assessments of 1914.

Die Rote Fahne: ‘Im Westen 1914’ (subtitle).”
Welt am Abend: ‘Die Legende von der Unschuld des deutschen Imperialismus’ (sub-
title).™

Vorwiirts: “Ein Narrensttick der Filmzensur/kein Meisterstiick der Filmkunst!” (sub-
title).”

Frankfurter Zeitung: ‘Filmspiel und Politik” (main title).

102

Kreuz-Zeitung: “Verschleierung der historischen Wahrheit durch den Film” (with the
103

following caption: ‘Ein neuer Skandal’).
Der Angriff: ‘Hausse in Weltkrieg’ (main title).™

Practically all aspects of the history of 1914 are reflected implicitly or explic-
itly in these newspaper headlines: the recent scandal surrounding ALL QUIET
ON THE WESTERN FRONT; the role played by the censorship authorities and the
interference of politics; the mythologizing of the guilt issue, and the enormous
commercial interest that war films attracted.

Political context

As we saw earlier, the meaning of 1914 as a controversial film had already
been pre-figured by the problems created by the censorship authorities. It was
not the first time, nor would it be the last, that the censor made a name for him-
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self in this way. Due to the various vicissitudes surrounding German or for-
eign films, the need arose in the early nineteen thirties, especially with the
right-wing political parties Zentrum, DVP, DNVP and NSDAP, to review, that
is, sharpen up, the 1920 censorship laws. Since agreement could not be reached
among all federal states, a number of adjustments were made in 1931 that
mainly involved the sound film. This meant that from then on, spoken text was
also subject to censorship.™

Following the inauguration of the first presidential cabinet led by Briining,
in March 1930, and following the Reichstag elections in September of that
same year, which saw huge gains by NSDAP and KPD, anti-democratic influ-
ences on political life increased noticeably. These developments had clear re-
percussions on cultural policy, especially where it involved the censor, who
more and more became a political instrument. Nevertheless, all this political
power had been unable to prevent the screening of a film such as 1914. Still, it
became increasingly clear that the right’s battle to get a film such as ALL QUIET
ON THE WESTERN FRONT banned, could also be waged outside the parliament.
In the previous chapter, we already discussed how Goebbels” henchmen man-
aged to get this film banned even after it had received official approval for re-
lease.

Rumours were circulating about the screening of 1914 that it might suffer
from disturbances by NSDAP supporters. According to the national-socialist
Der Angriff, the 12-Uhr Zeitung (actually the liberal 12 Uhr Blatt) had deliber-
ately created this ‘smear campaign’ against the NSDAP."” However, according
to the daily newspaper coverage, actual disturbances did not occur.

It should be clear from the above that attention to the historical contents
and political observations did not only involve the film and its previous his-
tory, which had extensively been covered in the press, but also the volatile po-
litical situation. Opponents of film censorship, especially leftist liberals and so-
cial democrats, watched the film with an appropriate measure of distrust, with
in the back of their heads the question how the censorship measures had af-
fected the film."” In this respect, the connection with ALL QUIET ON THE WEST-
ERN FRONT, released one month earlier, that Vorwiirts discerned is interesting;:

Warum die Zensur diesen Film urspriinglich verboten hat, um ihn dann mit einer
ledernen Vorrede laufen zu lassen, wére génzlich unerfindlich, wenn es nicht einen
Remarque-Skandal, wenn es nicht einen gewissen Herrn Goebbels und weisse
Mause gébe. (...) Dieses Zensurstiick ist ein Gradmesser fiir die ans Pathologische
grenzende Hysterie, in die unsere Filmzensur durch das Goebbelssche Larmtheater
hineingepeitscht worden ist. Hysterie ist ein Fremdwort. Sagen wir auf Deutsch:
Bibbernde Feigheit."*
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Advocates of censorship, however, also being very distrustful, wondered
whether the director had sufficiently been subject to official supervision, or
they expressed their grievances in a motion of no-confidence against the gov-
ernment in its entirety."” For example, a statement in the Kreuz-Zeitung read as
follows:

Worin der Kampf unserer Regierung gegen diese Liige besteht, ist uns bisher nicht
klar geworden. (...) Wenn aber ein Film der Offentlichkeit iibergeben werden soll,
der unumwunden zugibt dass wir nicht frei von Kriegsschuld sind, dann gibt die
Regierung ihre Zustimmung, dieselbe Regierung, die angeblich gegen die
Kriegsschuldliige kampft.

The only newspaper that was actually behind the Foreign Ministry’s decisions
was the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung. As the Foreign Ministry’s mouthpiece, it
was also the only newspaper that had something relatively positive to say
about the film. The critic found that the censored version served historical
truth much better than the first, banned, version. The extent to which the critic
identified with the whole procedure was indicated by the last sentence of the
review, in which he used the pronoun ‘our”: ‘Aber immerhin muss es als
begriissenswert verzeichnet werden, dass Richard Oswald unseren berechtig-
ten Vorwiirfen gegen die fritheren Fassungen in gewissem Ausmass entgegen-
gekommen ist’ [italics BK]." This statement would imply that Vorwiirts, in the
passage cited above, was right, and that the ministry had allowed itself to be
swayed by fears of right-wing protests. However, reports in the specialist pub-
lications prove that changes to the film had only been minimal. The most im-
portant change was adding Eugen Fischer’s introduction and making minor
adjustments to two scenes. No single scene was said to have been cut.”" How-
ever, this was contradicted by two left-liberal quality publications, Vossische
Zeitung and Die Weltbiihne, which mentioned the cutting of the Von Pourtales
scene in Petersburg.” Even if this was actually the case, we may nevertheless
establish that it was not entirely clear to many other critics what exact changes
had actually been made to the film — only a few critics had been able to see the
first version of the film —, which was clear from the reporting on a number of
occasions. Some critics said major alterations had been made, others said there
were none, apart from the brief introduction that had been added to the film.

In comparison with the reactions to BRANDSTIFTER EURrOPAS, made five
years earlier, it is striking that the cautious attitude towards the notion of ‘ob-
jective” knowledge about the July crisis that existed in 1926 had completely
disappeared in 1931. Nearly all critics had meanwhile lost their timidity with
respect to the run-up to the war. Pronouncements on the dramatic licence one
was allowed to take with historical subject matter, such as had been made by
the Reichsfilmblatt and the Kinematograph about BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS could
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not be found in reviews of 1914. The reaction to a statement that Eugen
Fischer was said to have made during a ‘Pressetee’ may serve to illustrate the
point. Fischer said that, for him, it was ‘doch nur ganz einfach “Spielfilm”,
kein Kulturfilm’, to which a critic replied: “Ein “Spiel” aber ist mit solchen Din-
gen, die uns allen bitterernst sind, nicht erlaubt.””

How serious critics took the issue can be seen from their reviews. Most of
them were afraid the general public might be subjected to ‘wrong’ influences.
They believed most people based their knowledge on what they were told by
the mass media, and film in particular. In order to protect the public from
‘wrong’ ideas, some critics adopted the confident attitude of the expert and,
without indicating any sources, gave an alternative ‘objective’ interpretation
of the war past. Depending on his newspaper’s political persuasion, the reader
was able to digest a wide variety of views on the past. Besides that, many read-
ers turned out to have developed completely individual interpretations of the
film.

Communist newspapers such as Die Rote Fahne and Welt am Abend inter-
preted 1914 as a film that cleared Wilhelm II, Franz Joseph, King Karel and
czar Nicholas II of all guilt, while blaming Russia, and grand duke Nicolai in
particular. Besides Russia, France was also partly held responsible for the war,
via the statement made by Jaures. The alternative that was offered by the pa-
pers, especially by Die Rote Fahne, was an analysis in which German and Aus-
trian-Hungarian imperialism, incompetent diplomacy by Berchtold and
Pourtalés, German-French relations and the ultimatum to Serbia were seen as
the main factors contributing to the outbreak of the war.™

The reviews in those newspapers (and specialist publications™) that be-
longed to the left-liberal, social democratic and confessional'™ centre, however
different their political persuasions, were closer to the communist view than to
the one represented in the nationalist press.”” No wonder that a number of au-
thors could see no justification for the right-wing accusation of support for the
Kriegsschuldliige. Their alternative interpretation was that German and Aus-
tria-Hungary, through their diplomatic activities, and because of the role
played by Wilhelm II, had actually played a part in the outbreak of the war. Be-
sides that, the problem was not any neglect of the run-up to the war, but the
fact that the social context — the people, the press, the soldiers — had been left
out completely, which made the film rather lifeless.

At the other end of the political spectrum, there were newspapers such as the
nationalist and monarchist Kreuz-Zeitung, Der Montag, Der Tug and the Natio-
nal Socialist Der Angriff."" The Kreuz-Zeitung especially reviewed the film ex-
tensively, though the author only discussed the historical contents. It is also the
most emotional and fiercest review of all the pieces I have been able to find. In
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contrast to the communist papers, the Kreuz-Zeitung and Der Angriff were ab-
solutely convinced that the film did actually blame Germany, Austria-Hun-
gary and especially Russia for the outbreak of the war. Serbia, France and espe-
cially Great Britain had no guilt, or so the film suggested, according to the
Kreuz-Zeitung and Der Angriff. This reasoning prompted the notion that the so-
called historical falsifications had been inspired by commercial motives, to
avoid the film being banned in France and Great Britain. However, the emo-
tions in the Kreuz-Zeitung concerned the fact that the film only seemed to con-
firm the accusations laid down in the Treaty of Versailles.

The main objection that the three newspapers had, although the Kreuz-
Zeitung paid the most attention to this, was that the run-up to the war was left
out of consideration too much. According to the papers, it was supposed to be-
gin in 1870/71 (also the point of departure for the Foreign Ministry document
collection), and address such matters as the threat that Serbian pan-Slavism
posed to Austria-Hungary, the Entente Cordiale between France, Russia and
Great Britain and their deliberate tactic of surrounding Germany, and the ram-
pant revanchism that had dominated in France since the defeat in 1871 (the
role played by Jaures was considered ridiculous). In this alternative version of
history, it was not so much Russia that deserved the blame, but Great Britain.
Sir Edward Grey was not so much against the war itself, according to the au-
thor, but he found it had come too soon. The director had also left out the naval
rivalry between Germany and Great Britain. According to the Kreuz-Zeitung, it
was exactly those factors that had caused the war. Der Tng added that the secret
Anglo-Belgian treaties and the Poincaré visit to St. Petersburg had been left out
of the film. The Kreuz-Zeitung critic was one of the few who mentioned a
source: Wie es zum grossen Kriege kam by Alfred von Wegener, one of the most
influential figures in the ‘Revisionsbewegung’, former staff officer and DNVP
supporter.”” Only the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung and the specialist publica-
tion Kinematograph positioned themselves squarely behind the film.™

To sum up, there were critics all across the political spectrum who pointed that
the film failed to show the ‘truth’. The arguments they used to support their
case differed considerably. Although the consensus was that the guilt section
in the Treaty of Versailles should be altered, there was no agreement on the
causes of the war, nor on the guilt issue.



3 ‘Das Dokumentarische gewinnt die
Oberhand’’

Archival footage and constructions in war films

The importance of the idea of a ‘historically accurate’ and ‘ideologically
sound’ representation of the past is shown by the reactions sparked by the his-
torical film 1914. D1E LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM WELTBRAND. Adapting the run-
up to the war for the screen on the basis of official documents had in the case of
this film resulted in a theatrical and rather static approach dominated by stu-
dio sets and dialogue. But it was not so much the stageing that got reactions
from the press but the contents of the dialogues: were the assertions made by
the characters and their mutual relationships correct? Was the order in which
the diplomatic manoeuvres took place altogether correct? The underlying
question turned out to be whether the film’s version of events corresponded at
all with the various existing political interpretations represented by the news-
paper critics.

From this chapter onwards, the emphasis will lie mainly on films dealing
with the historical events that occurred at the battle front and at the home front
during the war. The battle front in the trenches is the central topic of this chap-
ter and of the next one. Representing life at the front of course called for a
filmic approach that was totally different from the one used to represent diplo-
matic history. In both cases, the historical reality was so complex that it was not
at all clear what was actually happening. People at the front often had no idea
what was going on, while the press, citing ‘security reasons’, often provided
the people back home with incomplete information. The films that were later
made about these subjects served to reduce things to comprehensible and
well-ordered proportions. 1914 was an attempt to recast the confusing history
of pre-war diplomacy into an understandable sequence of events. But what ar-
chival footage and narrative strategies could be used to reduce the front expe-
rience to well-ordered and ‘acceptable” proportions? What exactly was shown
about the horrors, the mortal fear, the boredom and the daily realities of the
trench experience, and what was left out? What kind of characters were intro-
duced to represent the German, French, Russian or British soldier? What filmic
means were used to represent both the historical course of events and the
trench experience itself? These questions are the central concerns of this chap-
ter and of the next one.
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Atleast five films are similar in the way they represent the fighting at the front,
being the only ‘war documentaries” made during the Weimar period: DEr
WELTKRIEG [ (1927), DER WELTKRIEG I (1928), SOMME (1930), DouaAUMONT
(1931) and TANNENBERG (1932).” The main features that set these films apart
from completely ‘dramatised’ films were the extensive use of archival footage
and the construction of battle images meant to resemble the original footage
(which they sometimes did). In short, the films looked like ‘documentaries’.’ It
is important to use this term with some reserve because there was no unequiv-
ocal term for this ‘genre’ at the time. This was certainly true for Germany. In
the 1920s, the term appears to have been in use in France and the Netherlands,
and in Great Britain it gained currency in the thirties." However, John Grierson
is generally thought to have coined the term in 1926. In addition, the war films
dealt with in this chapter differ considerably from what we would now call
documentaries. For example, much space is given to fictional scenes and to
scenes that were by necessity constructions.” Moreover, the term “Dokumentar-
filme” was used only very rarely. Instead, critics used terms such as
‘Reportagefilme’, ‘Kulturfilme’, ‘Lehrfilme” or simply ‘historische Filme’." A
film is usually considered to be a documentary when the public and the critics
label it as such. While it is true that this label is based on certain features,
mainly the film’s mimetic qualities and its alleged objectivity, but there is no
watertight definition or consensus, nor is it likely that an unequivocal descrip-
tion of what exactly makes a film a documentary will be formulated.

The multiplicity of generic terms used for more or less the same type of
films indicates one clear similarity: these films were not seen as pure works of
fiction. This not only meant that these films differed substantially from films
that did not in principle aim to evoke historical reality, but also that they were
unlike films that focused on an interior world of experience represented
through the adventures of fictional characters played by professional actors. In
short, the films that will be the central concern of Chapter 4: NAMENLOSE
HELDEN, WESTFRONT 1918, DIE ANDERE SEITE and NIEMANDSLAND. The fact
that, in this case, the demarcation between fiction and ‘documentary’ is only
relative will be shown by the content and criticism analyses of both ‘genres’.
WESTFRONT 1918 was praised by many critics for its realistic and ‘documen-
tary’ character. The front scenes were often experienced as more realistic than
the many constructions included in the ‘documentary” war films.” In other
words, the film appeared to create a ‘documentary’ effect. However, this film
uses no or hardly any explicit archival footage. Besides, the “point of view’ is
mostly assumed by fictional characters and not by an invisible ‘narrator’, as is
usually the case in documentary films. At any rate, both film genres, the ‘docu-
mentary’ film and the realistic movie were part of a socio-cultural tendency
that took realism as its starting point, the New Objectivity.
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New Objectivity not only refers to films dealt with here, but also to a ‘move-
ment’ that characterized especially the second half of the Weimar period,
called Neue Sachlichkeit or New Objectivity. In various forms of representa-
tion, there was the ambition to approach reality in a more direct, restrained
and ‘objective’ way, a new realism. Although it is generally agreed that this
‘movement’ did not exert any dominant influence upon society’, it could not
be neglected in the cultural arena. The origin of the term Neue Sachlichkeit is
generally ascribed to Gustav F. Hartlaub, who in May 1923 announced an exhi-
bition of new realistic painting in his Mannheim art gallery under the heading
Neue Sachlichkeit. Hartlaub used the term to refer to paintings which, —and I
am quoting from an article by Jost Hermand - ‘in an almost proclamatory way
remain loyal to a positively tangible reality’.” The new tendency was seen as a
reaction to expressionism’s social criticism, which held that art should reflect
the psychological and emotional condition of the individual, an individual
who was on principle ‘marked” and ‘disfigured” by bourgeois society. In the
New Objectivity, the idealistic fervour featured in so many expressionist art
was replaced by a more sober view of reality. However, this does not mean that
this more sober view should be interpreted as a naive and photographical way
of looking at reality. The range of artistic expressions within this ‘movement’
of new realism extended from photographic and socio-critical verism to ab-
stract constructivism.” New Objectivity was not confined to painting, but also
influenced photography, film, literature, architecture, design, fashion and
journalism.”

According to Hartlaub, New Objectivity also had something to do with the
period of relative stability that followed the economic crisis that had hit
Germany in 1923. According to Hartlaub, this period of New Objectivity was
characterised by on the one hand, a sense of resignation and cynicism (after a
period of hope and revolution that had disappeared together with expression-
ism), and on the other hand by new-found enthusiasm for an immediate and
tangible reality.” The movement indicated a sense of surrender to or reconcilia-
tion with the times and its phenomena, such as sport, technology, jazz music
and other expressions of modern mass culture. Since many of these new phe-
nomena had blown over from the United States, this aspect of the period was
also called ‘Amerikanismus’ or Americanism."”

However, focusing on an immediate and tangible reality was not without
ideological implications. Being open to what was modern and contemporary
could be taken to mean that one valued democratic and republican prin-
ciples”, and an unveiled representation of reality could also imply social criti-
cism. For this reason, a number of authors distinguish a neutral, ‘objective” and
resigned tendency, and an attitude of social criticism.” Antagonists like Ernst
Jiinger and Bertold Brecht are both representatives of the New Objectivity. Al-
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though the movement was ambiguous in ideological terms, the tendency to
resignation dominates most descriptions.l6 Siegfried Kracauer, for example,
said that the movement’s main feature was ‘its reluctance to ask questions, to
take sides’.” Following this statement by Kracauer, authors such as Helmut
Lethen and Peter Sloterdijk interpret the New Objectivity as a movement that
has facilitated the rise of National Socialism."”

In short, the attention some war films give to a ‘documentary” and realistic
representation of the war past cannot be seen as separate from the rise of the
New Objectivity. To what extent this modern approach did or did not inform
the representation of the past will be seen in the following. The films and the
reactions they provoked are discussed in chronological order.

DER WELTKRIEG, an official outlook on the war

The film cycle DER WELTKRIEG was the first post-war attempt to represent the
period of 1914 to 1918 in a documentary way. The original aim was to make a
documentary trilogy about the historical course of the war. The titles and sub-
titles the producers had thought up corresponded with the fate that fell to the
German people during the war years: DEs VOLKES HELDENGANG, DEs VOLKES
Nort and DEs VoLkEs ScHICKSAL. The first two parts appeared in the cinema in
1927 and 1928. The third part, however, was never realized.” The reasons for
this are unknown. This part was to show the slow decline of the German army
and the defeat itself. Whether the makers actually shied away from a painful
confrontation with the facts remains undecided.

The idea to produce a three-part documentary series about the war origi-
nated with government circles around 1923.” The project was worked out
under the responsibility of the film’s organiser Ernst Krieger and the state
archivists George Soldan and Erich Otto Volkmann. It was then called Heeres-
film.* In addition, Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann was involved in the
decision-making process around the films.” The series could only be brought
into circulation after his approval. The project was probably the first German
initiative to film the recent war past in documentary form, and for the Ufa pro-
duction company, it was a project with quite some prestige attached to it. The
fact that the WELTKRIEG project was produced under the auspices of the au-
thorities makes it an interesting source of information about the official out-
look on the war.

Although the idea for the film had already come up in 1923 /1924, it was not
until 1927 that the first part was actually released. The intervening years had
seen the release of a relatively large number of films about the war, some more



‘Das Dokumentarische gewinnt die Oberhand’ 91

successful than others: NAMENLOSE HELDEN, FELDGRAU, DAS DEUTSCHE
MUTTERHERZ, ICH HATT’ EINEN KAMERADEN, BRANDSTIFTER EUROPAS, DIE
VERSUNKENE FLOTTE and UNSERE EMDEN. As we saw earlier, the year 1926 was
marked by an upsurge in the production of war films. These paved the way for
the first attempt to give a post-war screen interpretation of war history. The
following section discusses the problems that the filmmakers encountered in
their factual approach and the filmic means which they used to solve these
problems.

The inclusion of archival footage was an important starting point for the pro-
duction of a ‘documentary’. When promoting their film, the directors
emphasised that they had tried to include as much footage as possible that was
actually shot during the war. The film credits claim that the film was made “us-
ing original historical footage’, mostly from the state archives. Nevertheless,
some critics were disappointed with the relatively large number of con-
structed scenes.” In addition, the critics remarked that horrific images such as
could be found in the work of George Grosz, Otto Dix and the photographer
Ernst Friedrich were absent in the WELTKRIEG films.* In short, the criteria for
selection appear to have been dubious. Contemporary critics, however, were
divided on this point, which will be discussed later. Front line footage from the
beginning of the war was quite rare as a result of the restrictions mentioned
earlier (see Chapter 1). This meant that the makers of the film sometimes re-
sorted to footage shot later on in the war.” The archival footage included in the
first part of the documentary trilogy mostly shows soldiers marching to the
front, lines of refugees, various activities behind the front, and cities and vil-
lages in ruins. There was hardly any shortage of such footage.

It was, indeed, much more difficult to find footage of actual fighting at the
front in the early stages of the war, the years 1914 and 1915. We will probably
never know how hard it was to find such archive material, but it is beyond dis-
pute that the filmmakers made a rigorous selection from the limited amount of
archive material available. The fact that they used constructed fighting scenes
indicates that they were prepared to show some of the horrors of the front. Be-
cause the illusion of authenticity was important to the directors, they did not
use professional actors for these fighting scenes, but German soldiers, prefera-
bly men who had themselves fought in the war and could use their own expe-
rience. For example, the director Leo Lasko wrote in the promotional bulletin
that Ufa released to accompany DER WELTKRIEG that ‘Schauspieler durften
nicht genommen werden —aber Menschen, denen das Herz voll von jener Zeit
war!”* As if there were no actors who had first-hand experience of the war at
the front! The bulletin also stressed that the constructed scenes had been de-
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vised in keeping with the war experiences of George Soldan, state archivist
and retired major in the German army. Soldan himself wrote in the bulletin:

Wir rekonstruierten Bilder, die ich personlich erlebt habe oder die in Schlachten-
schilderungen (...) plastisch greifbar tiberliefert worden sind, und liessen sie von
kriegserprobten und erfahrenen Mitkdmpfern spielen.”

This procedure did not, however, always produce the results the directors
were after. Soldan admitted that they had not always succeeded in

... Bilder zu schaffen, die der Wirklichkeit einigermassen entsprachen. Wir kamen
mehr zu der Ueberzeugung, dass nicht Schlachtenbilder, sondern allein Kampf-
eindriicke, erzielt durch starkes Schneiden der Bildstreifen, gewissermassen
allegorisch die von uns gewiinschte Stimmung geben konnten.”

Soldan here in fact reveals the limitations inherent in any attempt to use realis-
tic constructions to represent the reality of war. He shifts his attention from the
image itself to its effects, and instead of using realistic representations, he at-
tempts to achieve his goal by fast editing and a stylistic device such as allegory
(and metaphor as well, as we shall see later on).” The aim was to create an “at-
mosphere’ that would correspond with reality at the front, as is indicated by
statements from others who worked on the film. They stressed in every possi-
ble way that the film was both realistic and objective.” The so-called ‘Orga-
nisator des Films’, Ernst Krieger, who was like Soldan a retired major, said the
film ‘... unter Ausschluss schonfarbender oder entstellender Legenden-
bildung...” showed ... wie der Krieg in Wirklichkeit war...” by foregoing any
form of whitewashing or distorting creation of legend.” In spite of his nuances,
Soldan stressed elsewhere in his bulletin that the criterion of ‘geschichtliche
Wahrheit” had been the main starting point and that ‘Parteisucht” and ‘Welt-
anschauungen’ had been avoided.”

Nevertheless, there is little need to explain that on top of state interference,
the series of interventions, ranging from the selection of archival footage
and devising constructions on the basis of personal experiences to the use of
allegorical scenes, had only enhanced subjective and partisan elements in the
film.

As was said earlier, the WELTKRIEG series was meant to give an outline of the
history of the war. However, by exclusively showing images of the front, the
audience would still not get an insight into the course and the broader context
of the war, as was the case during the war itself. One means to increase this in-
sight was the use of animation techniques.” For example, Svend Noldan, who
directed the first part, designed a large number of maps showing the main cen-
tres of conflict, troop movements and changes in the front line.”* He drew in
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moving trains travelling to and from the front, including little puffs of steam,
and used small flames to mark the areas where the fighting was the fiercest. In
this way, the filmmakers achieved some coherence in the main course of events
during the war. Besides animation, the filmmakers also showed images of doc-
uments such as letters from generals reporting on their assignments or the out-
come of a battle. Finally, since it was after all a silent movie, the makers used
numerous intervening titles to clarify the war situation. That the WELTKRIEG
series in the end also assumed a didactic function is shown by the recognition
it was given by the Zentralinstitut fiir Erziehung und Unterricht. The institute
labelled the film ‘educational”, which meant that cinema-owners screening
the film were exempt from paying taxes and that people under eighteen could
see the film at reduced admission prices.” The film was thus assured of the
largest and broadest potential audience possible.

Of all the filmic means employed in the film, only the animation sequences
met with unanimous approval and enthusiasm from the critics. They praised
the filmmakers” aim to give a clear historical outline of the war or of one spe-
cific battle, and despite a number of major points of criticism against the
WELTKRIEG project, the critics remarked that this was the first time that *... the
broader coherence of these world events is revealed in an understandable and
consistent way.”” The use of animation techniques turned out to be a suitable
strategy to achieve this, and one that was highly appreciated. The Kreuz-
Zeitung wrote:

... die Trickfilme, die zur Darstellung der Schlachten benutzt wurden, vermogen
besser als alles andere die Vergangenheit auferstehen zu lassen. Und hier fiihlt man
auch am stdrksten den ewig nagenden Schmerz, dass die Ereignisse diesen Weg
gehen mussten.”

A critic writing for the Germania expressed similar views.

Es liegt im Wesen der Sache, dass die eigentliche Kriegshandlung sich besser in
der schematischen Darstellung deutlich macht als in den gespielten Schlachtens-
zenen.”

These quotations illustrate the desire to see the chaos of war represented in
an orderly and abstracted way, and the animated sequences contributed
significantly to this effect. However, audiences generally find it hard to
identify with orderly and generalised images since they reduce their sense
of emotional involvement in what is shown. Despite their didactic ap-
proach, the filmmakers” aim did not appear to be creating detachment in
their audiences. Judging from reactions in the press, there were, nonethe-
less, several moments in the film where they managed to give the audience
some idea of the war experience through the use of animation techniques.



94 Film Front Weimar

DR WELTKRIEG

This was the case with scenes showing the chaos on the Ypres and Somme
battlefields.

What has been preserved of the two WELTKRIEG films in Berlin’s film ar-
chives is probably a compilation of the two original films. This compilation
film, also made by Ufa, was released in a sound version in October 1933.”
Some of the cuts that were made concern less famous battles such as the one in
Galicia on the eastern front. In addition, some of the intervening titles have
been left out.” Presumably, less footage from WELTKRIEG Il has ended up in the
compilation than from WELTKRIEG .* Even though the National Socialists ap-
parently considered it worthwhile to release a compilation of the WELTKRIEG
films, it was finally decided in 1938 to take the films out of circulation.” With
preparations for the war underway, the authorities apparently decided that
the film was unable to serve any propaganda purposes.

The compilation film thus contains considerably fewer images and texts
than the original films. The core of the film has been preserved, however, and
many of the scenes preserved in the compilation are well worth discussing.
Whether the relevant scenes were actually part of the original versions can be
checked with reference to the various critical reviews. I will therefore regularly
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draw on these critical reviews in my analysis of the scenes. My film analysis is
confined to those scenes that either later turned out to represent controversial
moments in the war or those that apparently stood out in the film itself, such as
the period immediately before the war, the occupation of Belgium and the bat-
tles at Tannenberg, the river Marne, Ypres/Langemarck and the Somme.

Judging from Walter Redmann’s critical review in the Berliner Morgenpost,
the film was more than a didactic means to explain the history of the First
World War to the public. The directors appear to have achieved their aim of
creating the desired ‘Stimmung’ — see the quotation by Soldan — by using their
specific cinematography, because Redmann described the film as

Ein Furioso von durcheinander wirbelnden Riesengeschiitzen, Schlachtkreuzern,
Unterseebooten, Granateinschldgen, Munitionsfabriken, Eisenbahnziigen, ein
Durcheinander von iiberkopierten Bildern mit dutzendweise aufblitzenden Titeln
konnte man sich vielleicht eine Viertelminute lang gefallen lassen, aber in ihrer
steten Wiederkehr, besonders am Schluss des Films, zermiiden und schmettern sie
den Zuschauer nieder.*

The following sequence analyses will deal with the way this effect has been
worked out in the separate scenes.

The beginning of the war

Protagonists in films are usually presented through characteristic features. The
first sequence shows with which characteristics the director(s) associated the
protagonist of Germany or the German people. After the opening caption ‘Im
Segen des Friedens bliihten...” there are images of vast farmlands with a cart
taking farmers to their work (these images are similar to the opening sequence
of TANNENBERG); industrial areas with images of smoking chimneys, factories,
rotating machines, a steam engine and finally commercial and shipping activi-
ties, including the loading and unloading of ships. The images of industrial life
are striking because they have been superimposed, strengthening the impres-
sion that modern industry and economy move at an accelerated pace. This se-
quence is followed by the caption: ‘Volker riisteten fiir die drohenden
Auseinandersetzungen und ihren Lebensraum’, after which there are images
of the steel and arms industries (the manufacture of a cannon). This sequence
is followed by images of various national armies seen marching or being
drilled. Next appears the caption ‘Sarajevo. 28. Juni 1914/, followed by con-
structed images representing Archduke Ferdinand’s assassination in Sarajevo
by images of only a few clouds of smoke and a hand holding a pistol. Amap of
the Balkans on fire appears, followed by the map of Europe with sparks flash-
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ing up from Vienna to Petersburg and from there to Berlin, Paris, London and
then back again to Berlin.

This sequence has two striking features. In the first place, armament pre-
cedes the Austrian heir to the throne’s assassination, and secondly, the maps in
flames suggests that Germany was not the main instigator of the war. It is in-
teresting to compare this filmic representation with the text describing the
film’s contents in the programme brochure. Under the heading ‘Frieden zum
Kriege’, the first part of the film is described as follows:

Der iiber alle Massen rasche Emporstieg des deutschen Reiches zur Weltmacht
erregt bei den Nachbarn Missgunst und Abneigung. Im Irrgarten der Politik
werden dunkle Plane geschmiedet. England, Frankreich und Russland schliessen
sich zum Ring um Deutschland und Oesterreich-Ungarn zusammen.”

In this text we see the return of the Lebensraum thesis as well as the thesis of
dominant encirclement. This categorically saves Germany from guilt and ag-
gression. After all, Germany is shown to have been challenged to the conflict,
and is therefore said to be conducting a justified defensive war. The impossible
ultimatum that Austria put to Serbia is not mentioned, and neither is the un-
conditional support that Germany offered to Austria, which in fact amounted
to a blank authorisation, in case the Austrians would find themselves at war. In
the second part, according to the brochure, Russia is blamed for the outbreak
of the war: “Wir sehen, dass Russland als erste Grossmacht am 30. Juli die
allgemeine Mobilmachung anordnet und damit den Ausbruch des Welt-
krieges unvermeidlich macht.”

In the film, Petersburg appears as a photograph with street scenes, followed
by a poster showing the Russian mobilisation order in type. We see the czar
and several officers conducting a parade ground inspection. We then see
French soldiers taking a rest and Poincaré inspecting his troops. The penulti-
mate scene shows several national military parades and soldiers saying good-
bye before going to the front.

The diplomatic manipulation and confusion that precede the mobilisation
(see chapter 2) are not mentioned. The sequence has not only been structured
historically and chronologically, it has also been framed in a narrative sense.
The sequence concludes with a continuation of the same kind of farming im-
ages that opened the film, after which we see a farmer being called up for ser-
vice handing over the plough to his son and saying goodbye to his flesh and
blood. A similar pastoral scene of saying farewell can also be seen in
TANNENBERG.

Itis clear that the filmmakers chose the association of Germany as a farming
nation and are referring to notions of family and Heimat. Industry was in this
sequence presented as something of another order, something associated with
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modern times, trade and the arms industry. We will return to the form of the
industrial scene in our discussion of the way the Materialschlacht is repre-
sented.

The battles of Liége, Tannenberg and the Marne River

The first historical battle to be waged was the one with Belgium at the begin-
ning of August 1914. In the original film, this battle scene was indicated by the
intervening caption ‘Siegesrauschen’, which is lacking in the compilation film.
The violation of Belgian sovereign territory, which according to international
agreements would stay neutral, is not mentioned. In the film, the conquest of
Belgium is confined to the battle of Liege, one of the towns closest to the Ger-
man border, circled by fortifications. Ludendorff was the only one who man-
aged to reach the town past the fortifications, which made him a hero. The bat-
tle takes up 3.5 minutes in the film and is mainly represented by maps and
captions. The programme brochure only mentions the various victories
achieved by the German army, and concludes with: ‘Die deutschen bleiben
Sieger. “Siegesrauschen” geht durch das deutsche Land.” In connection with
this sequence, Vorwirts remarked that the film approaches the raid into Bel-
gium in a very circumspect way, and Walter Redmann of the Berliner
Morgenpost wrote that ‘Der Durchmarsch durch Belgien dem Laien nicht
begriindet wird.”” The closing caption to this sequence simply states: ‘Liittich
fiel. Der Weg nach Frankreich war frei!’

The battle of Tannenberg (26-30 August 1914) is represented by a mixture of
original footage and constructed scenes. Von Hindenburg appears here for the
first time. The scene shows him poring over ordnance survey maps with
Ludendorff, suggesting that they are discussing strategy for the next day. This
strategy consists of encircling the Russian army at Tannenberg, which is
shown on a drawn map. The film gives much attention to archival footage of
fleeing civilians and massive numbers of Russian prisoners war. The battle it-
self is hardly shown, with the exception of a night scene (shot in the studio)
showing German soldiers, pistols drawn, attacking an East-Prussian village,
after which they set fire to or occupy the houses. People are fleeing while a
German soldier is seen lurking on every corner. The scenes led to negative re-
actions from the critics, who did not appreciate the fact that the scenes were
shot in a studio using artificial lighting.” After these German successes, the
battle of the Marne river (5-12 September 1914) marked the first moment of
disillusionment for the Germans. By faults of their own, the Germans allowed
a fifty-kilometre gap to develop on the right flank east of Paris between the
First German Army Group under Von Kluck and the Second German Army
Group under Von Moltke. At the same time, French and British troops created



98 Film Front Weimar

a strong new armed force near Paris. Because of the gap between the two Ger-
man armies and the threat posed by the Anglo-French force, the German com-
mand ordered a retreat to the Aisne. One of the reasons why the strategy that
called for a rapid push to Paris failed was the fact that the German troops were
exhausted. In addition, the Germans had established their headquarters too
far away from the front in Luxembourg, some 240 kilometres from where the
fighting took place. A mission by lieutenant-colonel Hentsch to report back
from the front to the headquarters in Luxembourg failed because of the gen-
eral chaos and confusion. Bad communication was one of the main reasons
why this German expedition ended in total failure.*

The sequence dealing with the Marne battle lasts five minutes, including
one minute showing a reconnaissance aircraft, soldiers in battle, military head-
quarters receiving a despatch, a courier on horseback (Hentsch?), officers sur-
veying the battlefield from a hilltop, a town in ruins, again headquarters, a
telegraph service at the front and finally a number of horsemen. These images
were meant to evoke the confusion and to indicate why communication had
broken down. The screen is filled with tragic images of human and animal
corpses, which are followed by soldiers retreating with their heads bowed
down. (‘Innerlich widerstrebend folgte die Truppe dem Riickzugsbefehl.”) The
last scene is an obvious reconstruction.

Not every critic was satisfied with the filmmakers’ interpretation of this
battle, and some even said there were tactics of obfuscation. Historically
speaking, the critics considered the battle ‘ungeheuren Fehler der Leitung” and
they blamed the filmmakers for failing to represent the factors that would de-
cide the war (Vorwirts™). Ihering of the Berliner Borsen-Courier also asked him-
self:

Warum aber wird die Verantwortung fiir das Versagen nicht klar wiedergegeben?
Namentlich und bildlich werden nur die ersten Sieger angefiihrt: Hindenburg,
Ludendorff, Mackensen, Rupprecht von Bayern, Kluck. Im ganzen Film komt (sic)
der Name Moltke nicht ein einziges Mal vor.”

While the Berliner Morgenpost opined that

die entscheidende Marne-Schlacht, die das Schicksal des Krieges war, so ver-
schleiert (wird), dass auch der Zuschauer vor der Leinwand tiber die gewaltige
Bedeutung der grossten deutschen Niederlage im Weltkrieg im unklaren bleiben
muss. Hier kann den verantwortlichen Leitern der Vorwurf nicht erspart werden,
dass Absicht vorgeherrscht hat.”

The directors apparently did not consider realistic images suitable for repre-
senting this turning-point in the war, because in addition to constructed
scenes, they used metaphorical presentations in the form of animations. Un-
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fortunately, these animations did not survive the editor’s scissors, they are
lacking in the compilation film. According to Gerd Misch, who deals exten-
sively with the scene in the Vossiche Zeitung, a large chessboard with chess
pieces appeared on the screen. He says a hand sweeps the white pieces off the
board before the game is decided.” This would create an impression with
viewers ignorant of the facts that army command had withdrawn its troops
from the front without any reason. Others absolutely disagreed with the way
Hentsch’ mission had been represented.” With the exception, however, of the
Lichtbildbiihne: ‘Bemerkenswert ist die Darstellung der Marneschlacht, deren
Verlust (...) ohne jede Verhiillung auf das Konto der Obersten Heeresleitung
geschoben wird.”

The battle of Ypres, the myth of Langemarck

The battle of Ypres or Langemarck, as the Germans wished to call it (October-
November 1914) marked a second tragedy for Germany. In the compilation
film, the scene begins with the caption: ‘Die neu gebildeten Freiwilligen-Korps
wurden Mitte Oktober zum entscheidenden Stoss in Flandern eingesetzt’,
which is followed by a map of Ypres and its surroundings. Next, we see an in-
teresting sequence of constructed images that mark a significant departure
from the rest of the film, especially in terms of editing and lighting. Though the
scene lasts only 1 minute and 43 seconds, it obtains an enormous intensity by
the quick succession of shots. The images of the fighting itself consist of a total
of 59 shots, compressed into 1 minute and 17 seconds. This means that each
shot lasts about one and a half seconds, creating a rhythm not unlike that of
modern-day commercials. It is not clear what nationality the soldiers who
appear in this shot are. Many of them were not wearing any helmets at all,
while others wore the German ‘Pickelhaube’. The battle at Ypres was fought
between the Germans and the British. Some of the images in the last shots refer
to the flooded countryside. In a defensive move, the Belgian army had flooded
the country by opening the locks at Diksmuiden in October 1914. Langemarck
lies a few kilometres from Ypres and some fifteen kilometres south of
Diksmuiden and the IJzer river. The Germans probably only included the
name Langemarck in their historical annals because of its German-sounding
quality.” Military historians usually speak about the battle at Ypres.

These shots conclude the representation of the fighting, while the complete
scene about this battle ends with four shots containing references to death and
religion. These shots have been put together in a much slower edit. In the first
shot, we see a number of crosses on the banks of a water. One soldier watches
as several others walk past the crosses. Next, we see original footage of an offi-
cial memorial service with salutes being fired. The penultimate shot is a slow
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wipe (and panning camera) to a statue of Saint Christopher with the child Je-
sus on his arm (against the background of a church in ruins). The scene ends
with a soldier placing a small plant beside the two crosses, one which probably
bears an English name, the other a German.

Judging from the critical reviews, this scene was also part of the original
film in a more extensive version. Just as in the representation of the Marne bat-
tle, the original film used allegorical animation to illustrate the intervening
caption: ‘In Flandern reitet der Tod’, a caption that is lacking in the compilation
film, as is the animation. The allegorical means of representation referred to
the Grim Reaper riding across the Flemish countryside on horseback.” Both
the image and the caption met with disapproval from leftist-liberal critics in
particular. The Berliner Borsen-Courier reported:

Man zeigt den Kriegsfreiwilligen bei Ypern. Aber es heisst: Der Tod reitet in
Flandern; nicht, dass falsche militarische Massnahmen an diesem tragischen Ende
Schuld hatten. Auch der Name des Generals Falkenhayn kommt in diesem Film
nicht vor.*
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The Berliner Morgenpost critic considered the representation of the battle at
Ypres one of the derailments — “hahnebtichenen Entgleisungen” — in the film
and an endorsement of the so-called ‘Langemarck-Legende’.” The Vossische
Zeitung also lambasted the representation of this battle”, and Der Bildwart
found the use of the Grim Reaper on horseback inappropriate and bordering
on kitsch.” Again, the Lichtbildbiihne was a notable exception, remarking that
‘die Bearbeiter in den Kdmpfen um Ypern dieses grosse Sterben eindrucksvoll
(haben) dargestellt’. It thus joined ranks with the admirers of the film, who
could mainly be found on the right side of the political spectrum.”

According to Bernd Hiippauf, the creation of a myth around this battle, both
during and after the war, marked one of the first successful attempts to trans-
form military defeat into moral victory.” It is clear from the numbers of casual-
ties, more than 100,000 on the German side alone, that the battle was in fact a
total disaster.” In addition, no strategic goal was achieved, not even the cap-
ture of Langemarck. Because of General Von Falkenhayn’s failure, the battle
was also called ‘der Kindermord von Ypern’.” The Langemarck Myth was es-
pecially applauded and supported by conservatives and nationalists, and it
would play an important role in National Socialist propaganda and myth; a
twenty-five year old Adolf Hitler had fought in the battle as a volunteer. Ac-
cording to Hiippauf, the myth appealed to all age groups, despite the fact that
it mainly emphasized the youth of the soldiers concerned.” At the core of the
myth was the idea that young war volunteers fought to the death for their
country and died with patriotic songs such as ‘Deutschland, Deutschland tiber
alles’ on their lips. George Mosse believed that the soldiers were not so much
singing out of enthusiasm or fighting spirit, but to prevent being killed by
friendly fire in the utter chaos of the battle.”

Hiippauf writes that the Langemarck myth was kept alive during the
Weimar period through literature, mass media, education and memorial days.
The myth served as the ‘herausragende Symbol nationaler Einigkeit: das
Opfer des Lebens, der Nation von ihrer Jugend unter Gesang dargebracht,
wurde als ein metaphysischer Bund interpretiert, dessen Macht alle poli-
tischen, sozialen und militdristischen Krifte tibertraf.”” The WELTKRIEG film
contributed to the continuation of the myth in its own way. Though the youth-
fulness of the soldiers is not so striking in the film images, the grimness in the
attacking soldiers’ faces is very clear in the scenes described above. Since the
premiere featured a choir, it is not improbable that fragments of the
‘Deutschlandlied” were sung during this scene.” The fast editing, the plumes
of smoke and the many impacts of shells did, however, reflect the chaos on the
battlefield and the disorientation of those involved. In addition, the images at
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the end of this scene were a direct reference to the rituals commemorating the
battle.

The battles at Verdun and the Somme

While Langemarck, according to Hiippauf, was mainly associated with the
myth of youth and nationalism, the battles at Verdun and the Somme symbol-
ised the technological war machine and the genesis of new, modern man (i.e.
the male).”

The battles that took place around fort Douaumont near Verdun and at the
Somme were connected in a military and strategic sense, both were fought in
1916 and they partially overlapped. The plan to capture Douaumont, which
was considered the strongest fortification in the world at that time, was a Ger-
man stratagem meant to strike a heavy moral blow against the French. While
the Germans, that is, general Von Falkenhayn, overestimated the status sym-
bol of the French system of fortifications — fort Douaumont turned out to have
only a minimal garrison and corresponding armament — the French, in the fig-
ure of general Joffre, underestimated the Germans and refused to believe that
they would dare to strike at Verdun. However, Von Falkenhayn had devised a
plan to entice the French into committing every soldier they had to an impor-
tant sector at the front. In his ambition to capture the city of Verdun, his strat-
egy was especially directed towards bleeding the French army dry, regardless
whether his objectives would be realised or not.

Crown prince Wilhelm led the attack, which after having been put off be-
cause of bad weather, began on 21 February 1916. Already on 25 February, the
fort fell to the Germans. Thousands of men had been killed, but the battle at
Verdun continued. On 24 October, the fort was recaptured by the French, but
the battle would not officially end until mid-December.” Although Von
Falkenhayn's tactics of diversion had succeeded, the number of German casu-
alties was so large that confidence in the general was lost again. He was re-
placed by Von Hindenburg and Ludendorff.

The strategy behind the allied summer offensive at the Somme was not only
to force a breakthrough, but also to relieve the front at Verdun. This time, the
French armies were supported by British armies, led by general Haig. On 24
June, the combined Anglo-French force took on the Second German Army,
opening its offensive with a seven-day shelling of German positions. This
bombardment caused an untold number of casualties but failed to produced
the desired results. The battle would drag on until November 1916. In the end,
when the Somme offensive ground to a halt, the allies had secured nothing
more than a slight shift in the front line, at the cost of 500,000 British dead,
195,000 French dead and probably around 465,000 German dead.”
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Fort Douaumont at Verdun

The two sequences devoted to these battles were originally part of DEr
WELTKRIEG Il and have also been preserved in the compilation film. The battle
of Verdun takes up a sequence of approximately thirteen minutes in the film,
with the emphasis on the fighting around fort Douaumont. The battle has been
placed in a narrative framework, and it has been filmed from a German per-
spective. The sequence begins with the preparations for a shelling of enemy
positions, then continues with the actual bombardment, advancing artillery
and fierce man-to-man combat. It ends when the fort falls in German hands on
25 February through the ‘Unerhorte Kiihnheit kleiner Abteilungen unter
Fithrung des Hauptmanns Haupt, Oberleutnant Von Brandis und Leutnant
Radtke’.” The victors are rewarded, and would almost have cleared the fort
had the French not taken the initiative to recapture Douaumont. The film
makes clear that general Joffre is prepared to do anything to achieve this objec-
tive. His order is: ‘Jeder Fiihrer der einen Riickzugsbefehl gibt, wird vor ein
Kriegsgericht gestellt!”

In the Douaumont sequence, the technological war machine that Hiippauf
wrote about is expressed mainly through a one-minute scene that follows the
text: "Am 21. Februar 1916, 8.12 vorm. legten 1367 Geschiitze zur Vorbereitung
des Angriffs 9 Stunden lang ihr Feuer auf die feindlichen Stellungen.” Apart
from the men who load the guns, there is no human life at all in the images. We
only see firing guns and powerful explosions in various editing paces. Later,
the soldiers themselves appear, especially in scenes that emphasise their rela-
tionship with machinery and technology, as, for example, in the scene that fol-
lows the text ‘Nur wo Artillerie den Weg bahnt, geht es vorwirts.” Next, we see
a series of fierce combat scenes edited at a high pace, with in between, in a split
second, the image of a soldier mangled between the wheels of a gun carriage,
his eyes filled with fear as he stares into the camera.”

While the First World War was characterised by its massive scale, both in
terms of the number of soldiers and in terms of the number of dead and
wounded, and while heroism had on the whole been stripped of its individu-
ality, the capture of the fort is filmed from a traditional perspective, as if seiz-
ing Douaumont was the work of a small band of brave officers. This scene
might very well have been a trailer for the feature-length documentary
DouvaumonTt by Heinz Paul. Although they are not credited anywhere as ‘ac-
tors’, it is very likely that in DER WELTKRIEG, as was the case in DOUAUMONT,
the officers Haupt, Radtke and Von Brandis have again re-enacted their own
historical roles. Radtke, for example, can be recognised by his round glasses.
Besides that, every officer carries a walking stick with which to urge the men to
go over the top. The scene of the capture ends the same as the one in
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DouaumonT: Hauptmann Haupt cordially but condescendingly offers a ciga-
rette to one of the few French soldiers to be found and taken prisoner in the
fort.

The film contains a number of unintentional intertextual references, as
could be expected on the basis of the use of archival footage, part of which was
constructed. In the combat scenes, for example, there are shots that derive
from the German propaganda film BEl UNSEREN HELDEN AN DER SOMME
(1917), which contains a constructed combat scene supposed to have taken
place near the Saint-Pierre Vaast forest. Some shots from this scene reappeared
in a sequence not about the battle at the Somme, but about the battle of Verdun!

Incidentally, the constructed scenes, in contrast to the archival footage in
this film”, came in for a lot of criticism. While the right-wing press was usually
very appreciative”, parts of the social-democrat and left-liberal press rejected
these images for being too anecdotal, idyllic”, sentimental or uninteresting.”
In the eyes of the communists, the film, like practically all war films from that
time, was nothing more than imperialist propaganda.” Despite some interest-
ing sequences, some critics found the WELTKRIEG films hopelessly outdated.
One reason they gave, was the fact that the intervening titles had been pre-
sented in gothic typeface. The critics said this produced a bombastic effect and
looked remarkably like ‘die Phraseologie des Schullesebuchs’.” In the end, the
film turned out to be far from consistent in its modes of expression. Simulta-
neously with the outdated way of addressing the viewer, the film used state-
of-the-art cinematography, as for instance in the representation of the battle at
the Somme.

The battle at the Somme

Notwithstanding the criticism, there was one exceptional scene that was gen-
erally considered very impressive. This scene did not concern the filmic repre-
sentation of the battles at Tannenberg, Ypres or Douaumont, but that of the bat-
tle at the Somme, which most critics considered the cinematographical high
point and emotional epicentre of the film. Although the Somme sequence was
practically equal in length to the Douaumont sequence (13 minutes), it turned
out that most critics had not only experienced the Somme sequence as one of
the longest parts but also as the most exceptional and impressive part of the
entire film.* In this sequence, the film reached ‘... eine Intensivitit, fiir die man
kaum Vergleiche findet’, wrote the Film-Kurier.” Other critics associated the
Somme sequence with Erwin Piscator’s theatre™, Walter Ruttmann’s modern-
ist film epic BERLIN. DIE SYMPHONIE EINER GROSSSTADT™, the approach to edit-
ing of Russian directors™ and expressionism.” Vorwiirts reports rotating im-
ages that take one’s breath away, while the quick succession of images
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confused the Kreuz-Zeitung critic.” The editing rhythm was apparently sup-
ported by the rhythm of the music. Adapting his score to the film’s rhythm and
mode of representation, film composer Marc Roland had produced atonal mu-
sic especially for this sequence.”

Why was the Somme sequence so special? The images of combat and even
the editing rhythm did not deviate too strongly from what had been done be-
fore in battlefield sequences. What was so striking about the sequence was not
the images themselves, but the repetition in the texts. For example, the second
intervening text of the sequence said: ‘Sieben Tage und sieben Néchte raste
ohne Unterbrechung das Vernichtungsfeuer der feindlichen Artillerie.” Dur-
ing the next six minutes, the opening line of this text — ‘Sieben Tage und sieben
Nachte” - is repeated five times in bold type. A second element of repetition
consisted of rotating words appearing on the screen a number of times. After
the first sequence text, the place-names ‘Brussilow Verdun Somme Macedonia
Isonzo” appear on the screen, which are then seen to tumble all over each other.
Next, the word ‘SOMME’ is seen at the centre of the screen, held there, it
seems, by a powerful centripetal force. The same effect is achieved several
scenes later with the word ‘"MUNITION’ and the exclamation ‘SIE KOMMEN’
(meaning the Entente). At the end, the place-names reappear in the same way
as they did before.

A second remarkable deviation concerned the contents of some combat
footage. Although a number of the images were very similar to earlier images,
the Materialschlacht had not been shown in this way before. Besides the guns,
we see aeroplanes, Zeppelins, clouds of poison gas (the film does not make
clear that Germany was the first country to start using poison gas), flame-
throwers and tanks. The scenes that had been re-enacted were quite an
achievement, especially the one where a trench shelter full of soldiers caves in
after an explosion, burying everyone in tons of mud. It is one of the last se-
quences in the film, ending with a text that emphasises the German perspec-
tive: ‘Sie standen wie Stein und wie Stahl. Der Feinde Ubermacht zerschellte
an dem unbeugsamen Willen der deutschen Soldaten.’

The battles at the Somme and at Verdun/Douaumont were given consider-
able attention in DER WELTKRIEG, and they were clearly seen as two absolute
low points in the war. No separate film has been made about the mythically
sensitive and controversial battle at Langemarck, but the victory at Tannen-
berg and both the major battles of 1916, Somme and Verdun, were turned into
film.
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SomME and DouAuMONT, monuments for the unknown
soldier

Someone looking for the name of Heinz Paul in film chronicles on the Weimar
era will search in vain. Nevertheless, this former officer was one of the most
important directors of German war films.” As he was not included in the lists
of artists of the Weimar era, the same fate awaited him as did his war films.
Apart from a number of feature films on World War I, he also shot three war
documentaries: SOMME (1930), DoUAUMONT (1931) and TANNENBERG (1932).
DouaumoONT is the most documentary film of the three films, because it con-
sists almost entirely of archival footage and reconstructed scenes. The same
applies to SOMME, be it that a fictional drama has been added to it. In view of
the role of the fictional plot within the film, TANNENBERG is the least documen-
tary film of the three.

The documentary on the Battle of the Somme was the first German war doc-
umentary following the WELTKRIEG films.” SOMME opened on April 2g9th, 1930
in the Ufa Palast am Zoo, one month before WESTFRONT 1918, the other re-
markable war film of that year.” The film was dedicated to all those who
‘stritten, litten und starben” at the river Somme. To emphasise this, its subtitle
was Das Grab der Millionen.

Originally, SomME was an English film; the pictures had been shot by Sid-
ney Blythe and Frederick Young. Heinz Paul then adapted the film to be
shown to German audiences. Apart from the fact that he added — mostly recon-
structed — (German) images of Victor Gluck and Georg Bruckbauer to the film,
Paul also wove a fictional story line though the film, for which he used profes-
sional German actors.” The protagonists in the fictional plot are three brothers.
They are fighting at the front line and were killed in action, to the dismay of
their mother. It is no real coincidence that Hermine Sterler played the role of
the mother. In previous films, VoLk IN NoT (1925) and DEUTSCHE FRAUEN-
DeutscHE TREUE (1928) she already played a German mother in times of war,
and with great success (see chapter 6). In the fictional part, the recording tone
of the documentary part is abandoned. Instead, the film pulls the audience to
the emotions of the three brothers — their happiness when they accidentally
meet at the front (two of the brothers have enlisted as volunteers), and grief
and anger when the youngest witnesses how one of his brothers is killed in ac-
tion. The last scene of the film shows how the mother bursts into tears just after
she has received the message that her youngest son has been killed in action,
too. The following shot shows Jesus at the cross. Suffering, sacrifice, sense and
comfort for the surviving relatives are summarised with a reference to this
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Christian symbol.” The last shot shows a war cemetery and the number of vic-
tims in figures.

Although, with their focus on individual adventures, the fictional scenes
contrast with the archival footage and the reconstructed scenes, this hardly an-
noyed the critics at the time. In fact, these reconstructed scenes are not particu-
larly remarkable, with the exception of the scenes that include the mother and
are situated outside the world at the front. Some critics considered the fictional
scenes superfluous, whereas others saw them as a welcome change. The high-
est appreciation went out to the intensity of the reconstructed scenes and the
archival footage. Herbert Ihering even expressed the opinion that war films
had taken a new direction with SomME. His remark, which was quoted in the
title of this section, refers to this film, which he saw as ‘Ein neue Phase des
Kriegsfilms: das Dokumentarische gewinnt die Oberhand, die Tendenz
scheint unterdriickt, der Regisseur wird zum Reporter.”

The film follows the chronological order and shows how the situation grad-
ually progresses up to the first allied attacks. The three brothers clearly repre-
sent the German perspective. The first scenes show a relatively quiet situation
at the front. On the German side, people are busy with all kinds of activities in
and around the trenches, but there is also room for humour and a few people
are listening to gramophone music. Others, including the oldest son, Karl, are
writing letters. Karl is writing to his mother that his brother Willie is in the
same battalion as he is and he asks her if the youngest brother, Hans, has en-
listed as a volunteer. In the very same sequence, the first grenade explodes.

After this introduction, intervening titles are used to present a factual pic-
ture of the situation at the allied side. Through archival footage, we see the lo-
gistic preparations for the attack. The spying activities of the respective sides
are carried out by reconnaissance airplanes (English) and Zeppelins (German).
These scenes have been staged, like the ones showing nocturnal German pa-
trols.

Some reconstructed scenes were designed by Heinz Paul as narrative se-
quences with clear openings and distinct conclusions. The third scene, for ex-
ample, shows a German soldier observing enemy activities at the front from a
Zeppelin. Suddenly English airplanes appear in the sky and start attacking the
Zeppelin. Angled frontal medium shots of the pilot are succeeded by reverse
shots of the soldier in the basket under the Zeppelin and frontal shots of the at-
tacking airplane. When the airplane closes in on the Zeppelin, the German sol-
dier jumps over the edge with his parachute. The Zeppelin is hit, catches fire
and crashes. Next, the airplane is shot down by a German canon. Still, all Zep-
pelins are lost after renewed attacks.

Most of the attacks and battle scenes on the ground are reconstructed
scenes. After having bombed the German positions for seven days on end,
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from June 24th to July 1st 1916, the English start their attacks. This scene alone
already shows how vast the English portion of the film is. The attacks are
mainly filmed from the English perspective. The camera is positioned right be-
hind the trenches of the attacking troops and it moves in a dolly parallel to the
battle line. We see an over-the-top scene that has become a classic (it was also
included in the English propaganda film THE BATTLE OF THE SOMME [1918]).” It
is obvious that, in reality, the camera could never have been in such a position,
i.e. within the shooting range of the enemy, let alone that there could have been
a dolly on a parallel line. The same applies to the scene in which a camera is
pointed frontally at a firing machine gun, or the battle scene in which the cam-
era looks down on the trenches from above. As indicated before, it was techni-
cally impossible to shoot at night, which means that all night scenes are recon-
structions as well. The same goes for the scenes in which a gas attack and a
tank assault, respectively, are launched. In the former case the image only
blurs. The tank assault, on the other hand, has been filmed in a captivating
way. Again, the cameras move in on the firing muzzles of the tanks, or they are
filming the threateningly approaching tanks from below.

Since Heinz Paul staged some reconstructed scenes as narratives, there is an
almost constant succession of scenes dealing with the ‘small-scale’ personal el-
ement and scenes showing the overwhelming battle of equipment. As a result,
the historical context of the battle fades into the background. Paul also hardly
uses the didactic formula with which the makers of the WELTKRIEG films won
praise. He probably was more interested in reducing the distance between
viewer and spectacle. He seemed to be less interested in a history lesson, and
more in the image of the war experience as such, be it from a ‘documentary’
perspective. Some critics, like Kesser, confirm this. He wrote in the Berliner
Borsen-Courier: “‘Man lernt die maschinelle Institution “Krieg” kennen, nicht
die spezifische Form der Kdmpfe an der Somme.”" A critic from Germania
made a similar remark: ‘einen Eindruck von der militdrischen Bedeutung
dieser Kimpfe vermittelt der Film kaum.”” Some reviews, on the other hand,
called the film a ‘Lehrfilm’. To this matter, the Film-Kurier remarked that the di-
rector had taken a very down-to-earth stance, as if he was shooting the manu-
facture of an industrial product.” Both opinions are found in the reviews — the
film was both a detached survey and a gripping account of one of the bloodiest
battles of World War I, probably because of its documentary strength. The film
did not evoke controversial reactions and was received positively by almost all
reviewers, particularly because of its neutral perspective, lacking pathos.
Again, the communist newspaper, Die Rote Fahne, took exception, interpreting
SOMME as a ‘deutscher imperialistischer Kriegsfilm im Zeichen des Youngs-

Plans’.”
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After having shown some individual fates and adventures, the film closes
with the images of a war cemetery and the number of people killed in action:
750,000 French and English and 500,000 German soldiers.

SoMME has few similarities with the sequence of the same name from the
DERrR WELTKRIEG film and has nothing of the latter’s modernist character re-
garding the use of cinematographic means. Heinz Paul chose a conventional
approach and showed images of the war machine as well as scenes of recognis-
able human suffering.

One of the films to which SomME was compared was the French war film
VERDUN. VISION D’HISTOIRE (1927) by Léon Poirier, which had been released in
the German cinemas two years previously.” A German interpretation of the
same battle followed four years later, with Heinz Paul’s DouauMONT. By then,
cinematographic representations of life at the front were no longer exceptions,
with realistic war films like WESTFRONT 1918 and ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN
FrRONT. DOUAUMONT opened on August 14th, 1931. The two theatres where it
was first shown, the Ufa-Theater Universum and the Ufa Pavilion at
Nollendorfplatz, opened the new film season with this film."" It was the same
period as the one in which war films revived. One day after DouauMmoNT, the
spy movie IM GEHEIMDIENST was released; September saw BERGE IN
FLaAMMEN, and after that other new war films appeared in the cinemas: D1k
ANDERE SEITE, KAMERADSCHAFT, which referred to the war, and
NIEMANDSLAND. In January 1931, the film 1914. DIE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEM
WELTBRAND had already been released.

The relatively easy capture of the fort Douaumont, notwithstanding the gi-
ant losses, has already been discussed in the context of the Verdun scene in
DER WELTKRIEG. The film follows the same narrative pattern as this sequence.
Naturally, more attention is paid to the capture of the fort by the Germans than
to the recapture by the French. The German capture is shown as an act of hero-
ism — as the individual achievement of a small group of German soldiers —,
whereas the recapture by the French seems to be more of a kind of fate, some-
thing that literally came out of the blue — in the shape of a grenade — as if no
Frenchman was ever involved in it. Once the Germans enter the fort, the
French surrender without putting up a fight. The Germans treat them cor-
rectly, be it somewhat condescendingly. Once the Germans are defeated them-
selves, one of the officers bravely admits defeat, stating: ‘Das ist das Ende.” Just
before that, a grenade had hit the sickbay, which led to loud moaning and sol-
diers calling for their mothers. The film mainly shows the German perspec-
tive, which becomes clear from the French version of the film that was released
in the course of the same year. The French title of the film is DouaumoNT vU
PAR LES ALLEMANDS!™
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The portrayal of both camps as pictured here is, in fact, not discussed in any
of the reviews. The general opinion was that the film was made objectively and
without pathos. This did not mean that the film lacked drama. The scene in
which the Germans were driven out of the fort, for example, received much
outside support. Behind the film screen was a male choir singing soldier
songs. One reviewer described the effect of this as follows: “Wie schliesslich die
Reste der deutschen Besatzung das Fort verliessen und dazu hinter der
Leinwand trdnendriisenreizenderweise ein Méannerchor das Lied vom guten
Kameraden sang, schluchzte eine Frau laut auf.””

The omission of a fictional story line not only made the film matter-of-fact,
it also gave it a historic-didactic appearance. The text intermissions gave the
actual course of the battle, while letters, aerial photography, sketches of the
fort and animations of the geographical situation of the front were used as
well. What has remained of the film shows that a large part of it consisted of re-
constructed scenes. Only occasionally the situation of an individual soldier is
spotlighted, but not in such a way that he is named or becomes a dramatic
character. The soldiers literally remain unknown soldiers, except for the ones
who had actually fought at the time. They were the ‘real’ characters of the film.

Because part of the footage originated from French archives, the French per-
spective and French victims received some attention, too.”* The concept of the
unknown soldier appeared to be of some help here. The final scenes, for in-
stance, show the picture of a lone cross above the grave of an unknown soldier
and a reference is made to the remembrance culture of the war cemeteries. The
description of the contents of the advertising brochure ends with the following
lines:

So endet dieses gewaltige Ringen mit den blutigsten Verlusten auf deutscher wie
auf franzdsischer Seite. Viele Hunderttausende von Gréabern geben Kunde von dem
Heldenmut und der Treue, welche Manner beider Lander im Kampf fiir ihre Heimat

bewiesen haben."”

Apart from the battle preparations and destroyed landscapes and villages, the
archival footage in the film also shows shots of firing canons that were posi-
tioned behind the actual front line. The fact that reconstructed scenes domi-
nated the film probably had to do with the co-operation of some retired
servicemen, both soldiers and officers, who had fought in the Battle of
Douaumont in 1916. Just like, in all probability, in the film DER WELTKRIEG,
they played the same roles in the film that they had in the real situation. Thus,
the makers wanted to increase the realistic and objective value of the film,
which appears from the promotional campaign in which the names of Lieuten-
ant Radtke and Captain Haupt — who helped to relieve the fort — featured
prominently.” What the director overlooked — or simply chose to ignore — was
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that both former soldiers had not only aged by fifteen years (and become much
less agile) but they also had no acting talents whatsoever. Their presence did
(and does!) not help the film, as appears from the remarks the press made
about this."” While some critics were of the opinion that the co-operation of
former servicemen enhanced the objectiveness, others said that the recon-
structed scenes actually increased the difference with the archival footage in
an irritating way. The Deutsche Zeitung remarked on the former aspect: ‘Haupt
und Radtke hidtten nicht ihre Mitwirkung zugesagt, wenn sie nicht der
Ueberzeugung gewesen waren, dass hier nach besten menschlichen Kréften
(...) ein lebenswahres Stiick Geschichte wiedergegeben wiirde.”” The Deutsche
Allgemeine Zeitung, on the other hand, remarked about the latter aspect: ‘Die
teilweise verwendeten echten Filmaufnahmen aus den Archiven lassen das
Falsche an den gestellten Szenen in um so peinlicherer Deutlichkeit erschei-
nen.””

ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT and WESTFRONT 1918 were important
references in the reviews of the film. In his article, under the header
‘Hugenbergs Antikriegsfilm’, the reviewer at Vorwiirts wrote that he had ex-
pected to see a kind of militaristic and patriotic antidote to the two anti-war
films, but that the opposite was true.” More critics recognised themselves in
this view and they, too, labelled the film as relatively pacifist. However, their
reasons for this view differed. To mention two examples: Vorwiirts thought that
the film did perhaps not emphasise the horrors of war enough, but what the
film did show was horrifying enough, so the newspaper said. The Kreuz-
Zeitung expressed the opinion that too many different images had been inter-
woven, which made the war look like a useless event, something which would
serve pacifism too much.™

SoMmME and DouauMONT showed battles that took place on enemy territory
and did not take Germany closer to a possible victory. Also, a lot of foreign film
material was used to make the films. Without this material the films would
have consisted almost completely of reconstructed fabrications, which would
not have helped to increase the realistic quality of the films, as the recon-
structed scenes show. The foreign material also prevented that the films would
show only the German perspective. The war cemeteries in the closing scenes of
both films were international, too. In combination with the concept of the un-
known soldier, an overly nationalistic perspective was avoided.
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TANNENBERG

In TANNENBERG, the ‘universal” aspect is hardly mentioned. The battle had not
only taken place on ‘own’ territory, Germany also came out as the undisputed
victor. In fact, the greater part of the archival footage was of German origin.
One of the subjects of the next section is whether these facts have resulted in a
different film.

TANNENBERG was the last war documentary shot during the Weimar era.
The film differs from previous documentaries in several ways. First of all, it
shows a different kind of heroism. The battle in East Prussia was heroic, not so
much because of the high number of victims — like in Somme and Douaumont
—but because of the German victory on Russia. Secondly, the German heroism
was not personified by the unknown soldier, but primarily by one man, gen-
eral Paul von Hindenburg. Thirdly, the fictional story slightly dominates the
film which, for the rest, consists of archival footage and reconstructed battle
scenes (the historical story). A last characteristic is the special place taken by
the Battle of Tannenberg in the remembrance rituals of the war. These aspects —
plus the fact that this was the last documentary produced during the Weimar
era — are sufficient reason to focus closely on TANNENBERG. It should be noted,
though, that the 1932 version of TANNENBERG was not the first film made about
this battle of the same name. In the year in which the hero of Tannenberg, Von
Hindenburg, was elected president of the state, the feature film VoLk IN Not
(Das Heldenlied von Tannenberg) was released, while two years later, in 1927, a
military instruction film, also named TANNENBERG, was shown for the first
time. The central subject of the former film, by Wolfgang Neff, is the German
home front. The story concentrates on the trials and tribulations at an East
Prussian farm during the first days of the war (see Chapter 6). With the excep-
tion of some archival footage, the approach was in no way ‘documentary’ as
such.™

Censors called the military instruction film TANNENBERG (1927), ‘rein
belehrend’.” This film was completed in the year in which Von Hindenburg,
in his capacity as war hero and president of the state, unveiled the Tannenberg
monument. Pictures of this ceremony are shown at the end of the film. How
much the figure of Von Hindenburg was associated with this battle appears
from the fact that his state funeral in 1934 took place on virtually the same loca-
tion. The 1927 film consists almost exclusively of animations and text boards
explaining the military-strategic developments. It is doubtful whether the film
ever reached the regular cinema, because no traces of any reviews of it have
been found yet. Neither is there a programme. The reviews of the 1932 film do
not mention this earlier film either. The only ‘relationship’ between both films
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is that the 1932 TANNENBERG contains animations that seem to come from the
1927 film. Also, the opening scene of the later film — a silhouette of the
Tannenberg monument - is identical to the final scene of the 1927
TANNENBERG. The later TANNENBERG obviously served as a national symbol,
which is underlined by the fact that the film was re-released in 1936, during the
Nazi regime.

TANNENBERG without Von Hindenburg

An interesting event preceded the opening of TANNENBERG, which took place
late September 1932. The film had been shot in the summer of that same year.
Partly, it was shot at the Ufa Studios in Babelsberg, while the open air shooting
took place in East Prussia and in the Masur Lakes area, the areas where the ac-
tual battle had been fought." Originally, the film was due for release on 26 Au-
gust 1932, the day on which the eighteenth anniversary of the Battle of
Tannenberg was to take place. However, to the great disappointment of the
makers and other Tannenberg worshippers, this was not to be.” Like every
film to be released in Germany, TANNENBERG had to be shown to the censors
first, something that took place on August 29th.”” The members of the censor-
ship committee had a problem with the role of the actor playing president Von
Hindenburg, who closely resembled him. Apparently, Von Hindenburg was
not happy with his ‘mirror image” and ordered the censorship committee that
the film could not be shown until a maximum number of Hindenburg scenes
had been removed (in the end, not all scenes were removed).” For Licht-
bildbiihne, this was the most ludicrous reason for rejection in the history of cen-
sorship. Below is the complete report, which was printed in bold letters on the
front page:

‘TANNENBERG’-FILM OHNE HINDENBURG
Die groteskeste Entscheidung in der Geschichte der Zensur

Nach mehr als vierstiindiger Dauer ist, wie wir bei Redaktionsschluss erfahren,
heute bei der Filmpriifstelle Berlin {iber den “Tannenberg”-Film eine Entscheidung
gefallen, die einigermassen sensationell wirken muss. Der Film wurde zugelassen; es
wurden aber sdmtliche Szenen verboten, in denen der Sieger von Tannenberg,
Hindenburg, auftritt.

Die Kammer hat ihre Entscheidung damit begriindet, dass die Darstellung des
amtierenden Reichsprasidenten im Film die 6ffentliche Ordnung und das deutsche
Ansehen gefdhrde sowie lebenswichtige Interessen des Staates verletze! Die Firma

hat dagegen sofort Beschwerde eingelegt.”
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Here, again, like before with 1914. DiE LETZTEN TAGE VOR DEN WELBRAND,
multi-interpretable motives were used to prohibit particular scenes. Protests
from the production company led to the opening date being postponed. The
next day Lichtbildbiihne rightly remarked that the Lichtspiel Gesetz did not allow
in any way for a prohibition on the grounds of the fact that Von Hindenburg was
played by an actor.” According to the magazine, it would have been better, had
the members of the censorship committee considered whether the version was
historically correct and whether it could damage the current president. It is not
clear why the committee thought that both matters indeed applied. Neverthe-
less, far from everyone agreed with the protest of Lichtbildbiihne. Not only did a
number of right-wing newspapers applaud the censorship decision, the left-
wing liberal Vossische Zeitung also wrote that it could comprehend the decision.
The former were primarily afraid to see a myth being disturbed, whereas the lat-
ter was of the opinion that the army commands were pictured in such a com-
monplace way, that it could understand why the censors did not want to see Von
Hindenburg associated with this.”

In the meantime, an uncut version of the film had premiered in Vienna on
August 31st — the sensitivity regarding the way in which Von Hindenburg was
pictured 