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1920–1929




Introduction


Booms

The 1920s are regarded as a particularly fruitful and perhaps the most innovative period in the history of German film. The exclusion of foreign competition practiced during the First World War had strengthened the base of the German film industry, but at the same time cut it off from international developments. However, lessons were quickly learned from the films that were not shown in Germany until 1918: the episodic narrative style of Veritas vincit (The Greatest Truth, GER 1919, Director: Joe May) and Der müde Tod (Destiny, GER 1921, Director: Fritz Lang) was clearly modeled on D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance (USA 1916). German films now shone internationally, encouraging Hollywood to hire directors such as Ernst Lubitsch and Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau and stars such as Emil Jannings. In Germany, domestic films seemed to dominate the market unchallenged.
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1 Das Wachsfigurenkabinett, GER 1924, Director: Paul Leni

Harun al-Rashid (Emil Jannings), Ivan the Terrible (Conrad Veidt), Rinaldo Rinaldini (Wilhelm Dieterle), and Jack the Ripper (Werner Krauß), film still





In these productions, audiences found a varied and attractive range of films. After the introduction of the Reich Cinema Act (May 12, 1920), the controversial sex education films and so-called Sittenfilme [in part sensational films about socially taboo sexual topics] disappeared. However, monumental and historical films produced at great expense inspired audiences with their spectacular images. Completely new forms emerged with the advent of the Expressionist film (Das Wachsfigurenkabinett, Waxworks, GER 1924, Director: Paul Leni), the chamber drama limited to only a few actors (Sylvester – Tragödie einer Nacht, New Year’s Eve, GER 1924, Director: Lupu Pick), the experimental works of “absolute” or abstract film,” and the fascinating sporting achievements in mountain films (Das Wunder des Schneeschuhs, The Wonders of Skiing, GER 1920, Director: Arnold Fanck). The mid-1920s saw the emergence of socio-critical works, including Gerhard Lamprecht’s four so-called Zille films, made between 1925 (Die Verrufenen, Slums of Berlin) and 1928 (Unter der Laterne. Trink, trink, Brüderlein, trink, Under the Lantern), with their close examination of social upheavals. Trade unions (Brüder, GER 1929, Director: Werner Hochbaum) and the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) supported film productions for the first time. Willi Münzenberg founded Prometheus-Film-GmbH for the Communist Party of Germany (KPD), which brought Soviet films to Germany and set up its own production, which also made feature films (Überflüssige Menschen, Superfluous People, GER 1926, Director: Aleksandr Razumny). The world of white-collar work with its many female employees was reflected in stories about secretaries, saleswomen, and telephone operators, whose self-confident attitudes did little to shake existing dependencies. Nevertheless, female producers such as Liddy Hegewald, screenwriters such as Jane Bess, Thea von Harbou, Luise Heilborn-Körbitz, and Irma von Cube, as well as numerous female editors contributed to a gradual change in structures until the rise of the National Socialists put an end to these attempts. The problems of the fragile conditions in the young democracy, which was marked economically by hyperinflation, unemployment, and bank collapses and politically by right-wing coup attempts, “Feme” murders, and communist uprisings, were dealt with in their own way in films such as Dr. Mabuse, Der Spieler (Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler, GER 1922, Director: Fritz Lang—with clear elements of colportage) or, in the spirit of New Objectivity, Die Freudlose Gasse (Joyless Street, GER 1925, Director: G. W. Pabst). A rich genre production offered horror and fantasy, comedies, murder mysteries, melodramas, and so-called Heimatfilme, sentimental films with a regional background.

The number of films produced in Germany remained high throughout the decade. Gerhard Lamprecht identified more than 500 titles for 1920, many of which ran less than an hour. Feature-length films became the standard, however: by the mid-1920s, during a period of political and economic consolidation, Germany was producing about 200 works a year.
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2 I.N.R.I., GER 1925, Director: Robert Wiene

During shooting, set photograph





Toward the end of the decade, with the advent of sound, the film industry faced a new challenge, which was met in different ways by different companies. After the period of inflation, this change was the second economically explosive challenge in the midst of the world economic crisis, with mass unemployment, company bankruptcies, and shrinking production; again, as before as a result of inflation, a number of companies had to file for bankruptcy.




Innovations

In the last decade of silent film, the form of expression defined by the harmony of image, intertitles, and music reached its apogee. To contemporaries at the time, it seemed that everything could be expressed with this highly developed, modern aesthetic. In retrospect, this makes the enormous skepticism of large sections of the film publishing industry understandable: they feared nothing but losses from the nascent new medium that had been anticipated since the success of The Jazz Singer (USA 1927, Director: Alan Crosland): the loss of camera movement due to heavy, noise-dampened equipment, the loss of visual quality due to the dominance of dialogue, and the loss of fluid, associative image sequences due to the use of theatrical conventions. The first examples of sound film seemed to confirm this only too clearly. A little later, already from 1930 onward, the first successful examples were able to refute such fears. But they represented a different art.
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3 First inspection of the airship hangar in Berlin-Staaken before it was converted into a film studio, late 1921: the director Urban Gad (center) and the cameraman Karl Hasselmann (right)





Several factors contributed to the multifaceted flowering of silent film in the 1920s, including both aesthetic and technical developments. For example, montage, as developed in Russian revolutionary film and adapted for a number of films in Germany, was an aesthetic innovation that benefited from the emergence of new editing tables. Advances in artificial lighting soon allowed the transition from glass studios, which were essentially illuminated by sunlight, to solid buildings. When the Geiselgasteig studio in Bavaria was damaged by hail in 1928, it was consequently decided to build a solid studio there. This followed the example of the large buildings that had been converted for filming, such as the former Zeppelin halls in Berlin-Staaken and Frankfurt am Main or the Great Hall in Babelsberg (built in 1926, today: Marlene-Dietrich-Halle).
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4 The camera Parvo H, built from 1925, serial number: 2664

Owned by the cameraman Gerhard Huttula

Film format: 35 mm, manufacturer: André Debrie, Paris





Film material also changed. The practice of adding color to black-and-white film, which had been common until the mid-1920s—by tinting the gelatin, which made light areas appear colored; by chemically replacing the silver salts with colored salts, which then tinted dark areas; or by a combination of both processes—was abandoned in favor of a pure black-and-white aesthetic that was perceived as more realistic. The light sensitivity of the emulsions was increased, and their reaction was sensitized for the entire spectrum. Panchromatic film, also introduced in the mid-1920s, reacted to all wavelengths of visible light, including red tones, unlike its orthochromatic predecessor. This eliminated the need for brown lipstick to outline mouths. Camera technology continued to advance, with spring mechanisms and later electric motor drives joining the hand-cranked devices. They also became more mobile, with dollies on rails or spring-loaded wheels. Karl Freund partly filmed Der Letzte Mann (The Last Laugh, GER 1924, Director: Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau) from a bicycle, while cameramen such as Sepp Allgeier and later Hans Schneeberger mounted the equipment on skis and filmed daring descents for Arnold Fanck’s mountain films. The first metal cameras were also introduced, such as the Parvo H by André Debrie. It was used in Metropolis (GER 1927, Director: Fritz Lang), as was Leo Stachow’s robust apparatus and the US model Mitchell Standard, of which Ufa purchased two in 1925 and which was considered the best camera available at the time.
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5 Mutter Krausens Fahrt ins Glück

GER 1929, Director: Piel Jutzi

Premiere poster: Otto Nagel
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6 “Sound Film Sensation – Menjou Kisses Greta Garbo”

Drawing: Hans Rewald

In Filmball 1929, published by the Umbrella Organization of the Film Industry (SPIO)





The movie theaters also continued to develop. Their number rose from 3,422 to 5,078 in Germany during the decade, reaching a temporary peak of 353 million tickets sold in 1928, before falling to 328 million the following year due to the economic crisis. In the 1920s, new buildings, veritable “film palaces,” were erected in rapid succession. The Ufa-Palast am Zoo in Berlin was the most renowned first-run movie theater in Germany, but with 2,165 seats (as of 1925) it was not actually the largest. It was surpassed by the Phoebus-Palast in Munich with 2,174 seats, then in 1929 by the Ufa-Palast in Hamburg with 2,200 seats. These big venues presented silent films in all their glory, with stage shows and a large orchestra—but this era ended shortly afterward with the spread of sound film.
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7 The camera Le Parvo L, after 1922

Film format: 35 mm

Manufacturer: André Debrie, Paris








Perspectives

A few years after the end of the Second World War, two studies were published that dealt explicitly with the Weimar film period. Siegfried Kracauer’s From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film was published in 1947, followed by Lotte H. Eisner’s L’Écran demoniaque (published in English as The Haunted Screen) in 1952. Kracauer and Eisner wrote these books in exile; both had intensively followed and commented on the development of German film until 1933. They remembered that era vividly. In West Germany, a version of Eisner’s book, revised by the author herself for German readers, was first published in 1955. In 1958, only a heavily abridged German version of Kracauer’s book was available, and it was not until 1979 that Karsten Witte was able to publish the complete German text. Both books focused on different aspects. Eisner was interested in the stylistic peculiarities of German film production, using art-historical methods and drawing parallels to the productions of influential theater directors such as Max Reinhardt and Erwin Piscator. Kracauer, on the other hand, saw in the films traces of the collective dispositions that had made National Socialism possible. Both books inspired later generations and are now considered classics.
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8 K 13 513. Die Abenteuer eines Zehnmarkscheines GER 1926, Director: Berthold Viertel

Distribution brochure of Fox-Europe-Produktion

The film is one of the many lost titles in German film history.





These studies went without a successor for decades. The cinema of the Weimar Republic, especially the silent films, remained hidden for a long time in both West and East Germany. They were rarely shown on screens, occasionally on television, but not always in good versions. Film clubs, and later communal cinemas, tried to change this. However, the heritage was highly fragmentary: only a small number of the films survived. Major losses occurred during the Weimar period itself, when production companies destroyed negatives and prints as soon as a film appeared to have been fully exploited. The highly flammable nitrocellulose material, on which all films were based until the 1950s, was also often destroyed later—and thus the best possible source material for restorations was lost.

By this time, a new generation of directors had already recognized Weimar cinema as their true role model, as an alternative to “Papa’s cinema” and Nazi films. Beginning in 1966, communal cinemas were established in West Germany, first in Essen (1966), then in Duisburg (1970), Mannheim (1971), and Frankfurt am Main (1971). The State Film Archive (SFA) of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) maintained its own cinema and also worked in the various districts of the country at the time. Other film heritage institutions attempted to look beyond the supposed canon. The Hamburg film institute CineGraph, for example, made directors such as Reinhold Schünzel, Joe May, Ewald André Dupont, and Richard Oswald the focus of its film history conferences. Similarly, the Deutsche Kinemathek’s retrospectives at the Berlinale contributed to the rediscovery of Weimar cinema. Finally, exemplary restorations have complemented and sharpened the image of this period. This is true for famous titles such as Metropolis, which, thanks to the collaboration of the Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau Foundation and the Deutsche Kinemathek, was presented in 2010 in an almost complete version and could be experienced once again in its original beauty. At the same time, however, it also continues to concern lesser-known works and genres. The partners of the German Kinematheksverbund (Association of Cinematheques)—including the Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau Foundation in Wiesbaden, the Deutsches Filminstitut & Filmmuseum in Frankfurt am Main, the Münchner Filmmuseum in Munich, the Filmmuseum Düsseldorf, and the Federal Archive in Berlin—have completed and changed the image of Weimar cinema with their work over the past decades. rr







Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (I/II): On the Advertising Campaign and Film Architecture

“Man, look around you! / Tell me, why are the hands wringing? / Because this time is feverish and screaming, all the walls are shaking,” began Kurt Tucholsky’s 1920 poem “Total Manoli.” The term “Manoli” meant “crazy” in the Berlin vernacular of the time. It goes back to an illuminated sign installed on Alexanderplatz in 1898 for the cigarette brand of the same name, the so-called Manoli wheel: a circle of successively lit light bulbs created the illusion of rotation, while the message “Smoke Manoli!” flashed in the center.
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1 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Dr. Caligari (Werner Krauß), film still





The advertising campaign launched at the end of January 1920 for Robert Wiene’s feature film Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari) took up all three phenomena: the colloquial expression, the hands from Tucholsky’s poem, and the Manoli wheel. The two graphic motifs, a pair of expressive hands and a kind of hypnotic vortex, were combined with the slogan “You must become Caligari.” After the premiere, the trade journal Der Kinematograph (March 3, 1920) wrote: “For weeks, this mysterious categorical imperative has been screaming at us from every advertising pillar. . . . Initiates asked: ‘Are you already Caligari?’ Just as people used to ask: ‘Are you Manoli?’”
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2 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Set design “Image for Passage 1”: Walter Reimann, Walter Reimann Archive





The reviews after the premiere at the Marmorhaus cinema in Berlin were euphoric. Kurt Tucholsky noted in the weekly magazine Die Weltbühne (February 26, 1920) that the film was “something completely new”; and for the newspaper B.Z. am Mittag, the work represented the “decisive lead of German film in world production.”
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3 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Poster for the Austrian premiere of the film: Atelier Ledl Bernhard





The innovative character of Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari in 1920—in a world that, shortly after the First World War and the pandemic of the Spanish flu, seemed to be feverish and screaming, in which there were no more certainties and in which no walls seemed to stand straight—can be seen in the settings: the town of Holstenwall and its “lunatic asylum.” The three film architects—Hermann Warm, Walter Reimann, and Walter Röhrig—had tilted, stage-like rooms built. The canvas backdrops were designed to look like inked-out drawings, and instead of lit rooms, light and shadow effects were painted on the backdrops. A reporter for the journal Film-Kurier who visited Decla’s studio in Weißensee in December 1919 was overwhelmed by the effect of the film set: “The details are bizarre, but never have I felt the impression of oppressive dreariness, of agonizing loneliness in a decoration as deeply and directly as here.” The distorted perspectives in the film thus also stood for the deliberately unresolved question of the story: Are the images the figments of a mentally ill person’s imagination, or is the director of the asylum the real madman?
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4 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Decla advertisement in Lichtbild-Bühne, no. 4, 1920

Graphic design: Erich Ludwig Stahl and Otto Arpke





The national and international success of Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari was the talk of the town in the 1920 film year and was initially attributed entirely to the director and the film architects. The author Hans Janowitz disagreed with this view, both in the year of the premiere and later in his typescript “Caligari: The Story of a Famous Story,” which was written in exile in 1939. He was of the opinion that the creation of the Caligari film was solely attributable to the two screenwriters, Carl Mayer and himself. He also explained that the screenplay had been written as a rebellion against a state authority, which the production company had watered down with the open frame story. The film scholar Siegfried Kracauer, who knew Janowitz’s typescript, contributed to the interpretative exaggeration of Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari. In retrospect, Kracauer saw in the film a typically German psychological disposition: the longing for a tyrant. pm
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5 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Paper fans, partly printed with advertisements, produced for the premiere, photo: Marian Stefanowski
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6 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Advertisement for the premiere of the film on February 26, 1920, in Berlin









Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (II/II): On the History of Its Impact

Robert Wiene’s Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, GER 1920) captured the zeitgeist of an era in upheaval. With its anti-naturalistic design, the film set standards that still resonate today. The fantastically stylized aesthetic with its distorted perspectives was later imitated in several so-called Expressionist films. In Nosferatu (GER 1922), Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau revisited the diffuse, menacing atmosphere again and thus founded the horror genre. Genuine (GER 1920), also directed by Wiene and starring Fern Andra in the title role, was not a box office success. Critics complained that César Klein’s expressive décor was not motivated by the plot.
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1 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari

GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Model of the scene “Town Hall: Caligari and Town Clerk” (reconstruction 1963): Hermann Warm

Photo: Jochen Hergersberg

Hermann Warm Archive
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2 Edward Scissorhands

USA 1990, Director: Tim Burton

Johnny Depp as Edward

Role portrait
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3 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari

GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Conrad Veidt as Cesare Screenshot from the restoration of the film by the Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau Foundation, Wiesbaden, 2013





In Caligari, however, content and form come together organically. The open frame story set in an insane asylum, which (possibly) reveals the story to be a delusion, established a new convention of the psychological thriller. In the 1940s, film noir in the United States revived elements of the silent film classic with its intense play of light and shadow. Later, the director Tim Burton also paid homage to Caligari with his gothic style in several works. Johnny Depp’s look in Edward Scissorhands (USA 1990) is a deliberate homage to Conrad Veidt’s somnambulistic Cesare. With a black turtleneck, tousled hair, and eyeliner, Veidt had created an iconic style that is still often quoted by actors and rock stars today.
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4 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari

GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

In 1958, Hermann Warm reconstructed parts of the set in original size for the first time for the International Film Art Exhibition.

Photo: Ingrid Hasenwinkel

Hermann Warm Archive





Since the 1950s, there have been repeated attempts to reconstruct the legendary production design in a museum context. It was possible to draw on the expertise of the film architect Hermann Warm, who designed the original sets together with Walter Reimann and Walter Röhrig. For the Munich exhibition Internationale Filmkunst (International Film Art) at Haus der Kunst (1958) and for the Musée du Cinéma of the Cinémathèque française in Paris (1970–72), Warm reconstructed parts of the sets in almost their original size. He reconstructed his lost set designs for the Deutsche Kinemathek and, in the mid-1960s, made several models to illustrate the construction of the sets. kj


Ken Adam and Caligarism

The German-British production designer Ken Adam has repeatedly acknowledged the stylistic influence of Wiene’s film on his own work. The prison cell in Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari inspired him to his famous “Tarantula Room” in the first James Bond film, Dr. No (GBR 1962, Director: Terence Young). The atmosphere of menace and hopelessness is emphasized here by a barred skylight and its harsh shadows. The motif of the barred window with its exaggerated shadows would become characteristic of Adam’s signature style. kj
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5 Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari

GER 1920, Director: Robert Wiene

Set design “Prison Cell” (reconstruction 1963): Hermann Warm

Hermann Warm Archive
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6 Dr. No

GBR 1962, Director: Terence Young

Set design of the “Tarantula Room”: Ken Adam

Ken Adam Archive











The Reich Cinema Act

In the fall of 1990, approximately 25,000 Zulassungskarten (approval cards) arrived in Germany from the Soviet Union. Together with other objects, documents, and film material, they had been confiscated by the Red Army in 1945 and transported to the Soviet Union. They were restituted forty-five years later. Nevertheless, much of this material remains in Russia today.
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1 Verbotene Filme: Eine Streitschrift by Wolfgang Petzet (Frankfurt am Main 1931)

Cover





Along with pre-censorship, in 1907 a procedure was introduced in Germany whereby each copy of a film approved for exhibition by the relevant police censorship office was accompanied by such a document. The approval card listed the film’s title, length, production company, distribution company, and cast. In addition to brief synopses, they also contained the text of the intertitles for silent films. Today, the cards are an important source for researching lost films and for reconstructing films. Last but not least, they are used for research on film censorship itself.

In the mandatory approval process, films were approved for public screening either unchanged or with restrictions, such as a ban on minors or with editing requirements. But there were also outright bans. Since it was assumed that films had a direct effect on the audience, the state had an interest in examining the medium before it was shown to the public. Since the censorship authorities—initially the police in the federal states and, during the First World War, the military—did not have projectors with which to view the films presented, the written intertitles and content information were checked instead.
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2 Das Reichslichtspielgesetz (Reich Cinema Act) of May 12, 1920

Cover





After a year and a half without censorship at the beginning of the Weimar Republic, uniform regulations were introduced with the Reichslichtspielgesetz (Reich Cinema Act) of May 12, 1920, which referred to an “examination of filmstrips.” In the 1919 constitution, film was the only medium in the entertainment industry to be exempted from censorship. It stated that there would be no censorship, but that different provisions could be made for films. The safeguard that a film could not be denied approval for political, religious, or ethical reasons had little meaning in practice—a threat to public order or security, or a violation of religious sensibilities, could be easily identified from the content and form of the film.

By 1935, film review offices had been established in Berlin and Munich. These were institutions with the character of an administrative authority with judicial powers, whose decisions were valid throughout the territory of the German Reich. They and the Higher Review Board in Berlin, which was responsible for applications for revocation, were made up of chambers consisting of a civil servant chairman and four assessors appointed by the Reich Minister of the Interior from the fields of film, art, and literature, as well as from public welfare and education or youth welfare (but no film critics, as the journalist Wolfgang Petzet smugly noted in his 1931 pamphlet Verbotene Filme [Forbidden Films]). Reviews took place regularly and continuously.
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3 Die verschwundene Frau

AUT 1929, Director: Karl Hans Leiter

Mary Kid as Dr. med. Hanna Karsten, Illustrierter Film-Kurier, no. 1090, 1929





An important goal of the law was to protect minors. Paragraph 11 states: “When reviewing filmstrips intended for showing in youth screenings, young people between the ages of eighteen and twenty must also be heard, as determined by the youth welfare committees.” In the case of the German film Robert und Bertram (Director: Rudolf Walther-Fein), on June 20, 1928, a young person present at the screening expressed reservations about some publicity photos, the “public display” of which was subsequently banned. It is a little-known fact that image and text advertisements were also subject to censorship, according to the same principles as the filmstrips themselves. Another example is the appeal hearing before the Supreme Board of Film Censorship on January 31, 1929, regarding the Austrian film Die verschwundene Frau (The Missing Wife, Director: Karl Hans Leiter). One of two previously banned publicity photos was approved, while the verdict on the other—the body contours of an unclothed woman shimmering through a screen held in front of her—was upheld: “The image is likely to arouse lasciviousness and make excessive demands on the imagination of young people.” Nevertheless, a colorized version of the motif appeared on the cover of the film journal Illustrierter Film-Kurier.

In the 1930s, the Film Review Office handed over some of its documents to the Reich Film Archive for safekeeping. From there, they were stored in the Grasleben salt mine near Helmstedt in 1944 to protect them from the effects of war. In 1986, employees of the Deutsche Kinemathek were able to salvage a considerable amount of material from there—mainly documents from the advertising censorship. The damaged posters have since been restored and were presented in 2019 in the exhibition Burn Marks – Film Posters from a Salt Mine. ra
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Hlme

von
Wolfgang Petzet

Sie gehen ins Kino, aber 8ie wissen nicht, dafi Thnen
im 20.Jahrhundert genauvorgeschrieben wird, was
Sie sehen diirfen. Die Beschiftigung mit den natiir-
lichsten Angelegenheiten des Daseins, das ernst-
hafte Nachdenken iiber ein sozialpolitisches Pro-
blem kénnte Thnen schaden. — So wenigstens meint
die Behorde, dieiiber Sie wacht. Sie werden staunen,
was an bedenklichen Minderwertigkeiten der Zen-
sur entschliipft und was an Wertvollem sie verbietet.
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