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Introduction


The Boom Period of the New German Cinema

In the 1970s, the New German Cinema experienced a remarkable boom. The film historian Claudia Lenssen calls it its “most productive and creative period.” With great artistic diversity and political commitment, auteur films shaped German cinema. Among them were a number of new representatives of a younger generation. Women directors asserted themselves in the film industry, and for the first time it was possible to speak of a movement. Helke Sander, Helga Reidemeister, Helma Sanders-Brahms, Jutta Brückner, Jeanine Meerapfel, and Margarethe von Trotta presented their first feature films, and in 1974 the first (and to date only) feminist film magazine in Europe was published, Frauen und Film (Women and Film), founded by Helke Sander. This first generation changed the industry, although there was still much resistance to overcome.
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1 Im Lauf der Zeit

FRG 1976, Director: Wim Wenders

Robert “Kamikaze” Lander (Hanns Zischler) and Bruno Winter (Rüdiger Vogler), film still





Wim Wenders was one of the younger and soon internationally recognized directors. With Die Angst des Tormanns beim Elfmeter (The Goalie’s Anxiety at the Penalty Kick, FRG/AUT 1972), he shot his first road movie together with his cameraman Robby Müller, a form to which he returned repeatedly, for example in his cult film Im Lauf der Zeit (Kings of the Road, FRG 1976). Rainer Werner Fassbinder made most of his films in rapid succession during this decade, including the television productions Acht Stunden sind kein Tag (Eight Hours Don’t Make a Day, FRG 1972–73, five parts) and Welt am Draht (World on a Wire, FRG 1973, two parts). His style developed from the deliberately sparse and stylized early films to a more “opulent” production that sought to involve the audience emotionally. Alexander Kluge perfected his essayistic montage films; with Die Patriotin (The Patriotic Woman, FRG 1979), he achieved perhaps the greatest consistency in this form. Hans-Jürgen Syberberg worked with alienation and theatrical staging. His films were dedicated to the abysses of German history, and with Hitler. Ein Film aus Deutschland (Hitler: A Film from Germany, FRG 1977), he created one of the most controversial films of the decade.

Filmmakers of the New German Cinema alternated between documentary and fictional forms. Werner Herzog, for example, portrayed a hearing- and vision-impaired woman in her everyday life in Land des Schweigens und der Dunkelheit (Land of Silence and Darkness, FRG 1971) and soon after directed the story of a mad conquistador in the Peruvian jungle with Klaus Kinski (Aguirre, der Zorn Gottes, Aguirre, the Wrath of God, FRG 1972). Nicht der Homosexuelle ist pervers, sondern die Situation in der er lebt (It Is Not the Homosexual Who Is Perverse, But the Society in Which He Lives, FRG 1971) by Rosa von Praunheim served as a manifesto and catalyst for the West German gay and lesbian movement. The liberalization of Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code, which had been pushed through by the social-liberal coalition two years earlier, brought legal relief to the gay community—so Rosa von Praunheim’s film called for self-confidence. Ulrike Ottinger’s stylized films such as Madame X – Eine absolute Herrscherin (Madame X: An Absolute Ruler, FRG 1978) and Bildnis einer Trinkerin (Ticket of No Return, FRG 1979) created independent artistic worlds out of subcultures. Rudolf Thome, Roland Klick, and Reinhard Hauff dealt with genre forms. Experimental works were often produced in cooperative contexts, such as the Hamburger Filmmacher Cooperative (Hellmuth Costard, Helmut Herbst, Klaus Wyborny) and the Literary Colloquium Berlin (Wolfgang Ramsbott). Dore O., Werner Nekes, Lutz Mommartz, and Birgit and Wilhelm Hein also regularly presented their films at festivals.
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2 Im Lauf der Zeit, FRG 1976, Director: Wim Wenders

During shooting: Wim Wenders, set photograph (detail)





Politically engaged, even activist filmmaking also played an important role in the New German Cinema during this period. The work of Klaus Wildenhahn, whose cinematic observations during these years often focused on the everyday life and the working world of people in the North German provinces, was influential. Other examples include workers’ films like Liebe Mutter, mir geht es gut (Dear Mother, I’m All Right, FRG 1972, Director: Christian Ziewer) and films made in the context of the anti-nuclear movement, such as Lieber heute aktiv als morgen radioaktiv (FRG 1976, Director: Nina Gladitz) and Die Herren machen das selber, dass ihnen der arme Mann feyndt wird (FRG 1979, Directors: Roswitha Ziegler, Niels Bolbrinker, and Bernd Westphal). And the omnibus film Deutschland im Herbst (Germany in Autumn, FRG 1978, Directors: Alf Brustellin et al.), which responded to the social situation following the hijacking of the Lufthansa aircraft Landshut, the assassination of Hanns Martin Schleyer by the Red Army Faction (RAF), and the suicide of the imprisoned terrorists Andreas Baader, Gudrun Ensslin, and Jan-Carl Raspe. It brings together very different contributions from ten directors.
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3 The 16 mm film camera Eclair ACL, 1971

Used by the camerawoman Gisela Tuchtenhagen in films by Klaus Wildenhahn








General Conditions

The productivity of the New German Cinema was due in no small part to the changes in funding conditions in the 1970s. Initiated by the Oberhausen Manifesto and successful lobbying, in which Alexander Kluge, among others, played an important role, the first funding programs were established as early as the 1960s. The Kuratorium junger deutscher Film (Production Board for Young German Film), founded in 1965, concentrated on providing start-up financing for projects by “young artists in the field of cinematography.” As a result, this instrument was not suitable for securing the ongoing production of directors, especially since the amount available per film was small: a maximum of 300,000 marks as a loan or guarantee. The Federal Ministry of the Interior also provided film funding. However, the funds available were not sufficient to have a decisive impact on German film culture. However, a significant improvement was brought about by a change in the allocation practices of the Federal Film Board (FFA), which was established in 1968. Initially, the FFA only distributed “reference funds” based on a film’s box-office success, which limited its cultural impact. This was because most directors of the New German Cinema also realized their projects with funds from the television stations. They were therefore largely excluded from this measure. An amendment that came into effect in 1974 introduced project funding and the Film and Television Accord. The public broadcasters were now able to act as co-producers. The Film Promotion Act was further adapted to the changed conditions in several amendments, including video and DVD exploitation, private television, and, most recently, streaming services being included in the FFA’s funding.
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4 Wäscherinnen

GDR 1972, Director: Jürgen Böttcher

Film still





Even before that, the stipulation that films depicting “sexual practices in speculative form” were not eligible for funding had excluded the highly successful Report films from being supported. The most popular series had begun with Schulmädchen-Report. Was Eltern nicht für möglich halten (Schoolgirl Report Volume #1: What Parents Don’t Think Is Possible, FRG 1970, Director: Ernst Hofbauer), followed by numerous variants such as Hausfrauen-Report – unglaublich aber wahr (Housewives Report, FRG 1971, Director: Eberhard Schroeder).
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5 Welt am Draht, FRG 1973 (TV), Director: Rainer Werner Fassbinder

During a break in shooting: Rainer Werner Fassbinder (left) and the cameraman Michael Ballhaus, set photograph





Companies were founded to ensure an independent structure for the New German Cinema. The Filmverlag der Autoren was to take over both the production and distribution of auteur films. Founded in 1971 and later changing its corporate form several times, it concentrated primarily on distribution from 1973 onward. Basis-Film Verleih, which was largely shaped by Clara Burckner starting in 1974, pursued similar goals. Arthouse cinemas, which focused strongly on the presentation of both German and foreign independent films and also offered film series of older works, were an important pillar of the New German Cinema alongside the so-called communal cinemas, that is, wholly or partially publicly funded, noncommercial movie theaters. Toward the end of the decade, many titles by auteur filmmakers also found their way to the large inner-city premiere theaters, which showed international and major German productions that attracted large audiences. Examples of such successes include Die verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum (The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum, FRG 1975, Directors: Volker Schlöndorff and Margarethe von Trotta) and Die Ehe der Maria Braun (The Marriage of Maria Braun, FRG 1978, Director: Rainer Werner Fassbinder). The international reputation of the New German Cinema was proven by the highest accolades. Peter Lilienthal’s David won the Golden Bear for Best Film at the 1979 Berlinale. In the same year, Volker Schlöndorff won the Palme d’Or in Cannes for Die Blechtrommel (The Tin Drum, ex aequo with Apocalypse Now by Francis Ford Coppola) and the following year became the first German production to win the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film.
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6 Die Patriotin, FRG 1979, Director: Alexander Kluge

Film still (montage)





The founding of the International Forum of New Cinema was also significant for the presentation of the New German Cinema films. After the scandal caused by the resignation of the jury in the controversy over Michael Verhoeven’s o. k. (FRG 1970), the Forum was established as a new section at the Berlinale. From 1971 on, it mainly showed independent productions and thus also offered a platform for innovative German contributions.

The emergence of home video formats, which were developed by several manufacturers, with JVC’s VHS system eventually becoming the standard, not only opened up new possibilities for home recording, but also a whole new form of film distribution. Collectors built their own media libraries with purchased cassette tapes and recordings of television broadcasts. VHS dominated this market until the turn of the millennium.




Political Trends

In the GDR, the consequences of the wave of bans in 1965–66 were overcome only gradually and, above all, not permanently. After a hopeful phase at the beginning of the decade—for example, when Konrad Wolf’s film Sonnensucher (Sun Seekers, GDR 1958/1971), which was set in the uranium mines of Wismut AG and was banned from being shown in response to Soviet protests, premiered thirteen years later—the 9th Plenum of the SED Central Committee in 1973 brought a renewed return to the rigid guidelines of the official cultural policy of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany. The plenum criticized the works of Volker Braun and Ulrich Plenzdorf, among others, and this also had consequences for film production.

Contemporary films, some of which had dared to take an unbiased look at ambivalent and critical aspects of East German reality before the 9th Plenum of the SED Central Committee—such as Ingrid Reschke’s Kennen sie Urban? (GDR 1970)—remained a risky undertaking. Iris Gusner’s Die Taube auf dem Dach (The Dove on the Roof, GDR 1973), for example, was banned immediately after completion and could not be shown until 1990. Gusner and Reschke, the latter having died in a car accident in 1971, were among the few female directors who were able to make feature films for DEFA in those years. Other films that dealt with the current situation were Lothar Warneke’s Dr. med. Sommer II (Medical Doctor Sommer the Second, GDR 1970) and Roland Gräf’s Mein lieber Robinson (My Friend Robinson, GDR 1971). Among the most important films of these years were Egon Günther’s Der Dritte (Her Third, GDR 1972) and Heiner Carow’s hugely successful Die Legende von Paul und Paula (The Legend of Paul and Paula, GDR 1973), where the unconditionality of emotion prevails over convention and rational thinking. The film, which was written by Ulrich Plenzdorf, was dedicated to Ingrid Reschke, who had co-initiated the project.
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7 Madame X – Eine absolute Herrscherin

FRG 1978, Director: Ulrike Ottinger

Hoi-Sin (Hella Utesch, left), Madame X (Tabea Blumenschein, right), photo: Ulrike Ottinger, lobby card





A number of films explored the theme of artistic freedom of expression, such as Goya – oder der arge Weg der Erkenntnis (Goya or The Hard Way to Enlightenment, GDR/URS 1971) by Konrad Wolf, shot on 70 mm film, and Lothar Warneke’s Addio, piccola mia (GDR 1979), about the life and death of Georg Büchner. Egon Günther’s Lotte in Weimar (GDR 1975) and Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of Young Werther, GDR 1976) were outstanding and independent literary adaptations that did not seem particularly problematic in terms of SED cultural policy.

The expatriation of the singer-songwriter, poet, and former East German dissident Wolf Biermann, who was banned from performing and publishing in the GDR, marked another low point in SED policy in 1976. An authorized concert tour in West Germany, his first public appearance in many years, provided an opportunity to refuse his return and revoke his citizenship. Numerous East German artists and intellectuals signed a petition calling for “reconsideration” of the expatriation. Some of the signatories later recanted under political pressure. In response to this, a number of personalities from the film industry left the GDR, including Katharina Thalbach, Thomas Brasch, Manfred Krug, Angelica Domröse, and Hilmar Thate. Others, such as Egon Günther and Frank Beyer, sought work opportunities “in the West” without formally leaving the country.
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8 Goya

GDR/URS 1971, Director: Konrad Wolf

Poster





Frank Beyer was particularly successful with Jakob der Lügner (Jacob the Liar, GDR 1974). The film, which he had already planned in the 1960s based on a screenplay by Jurek Becker, had to be abandoned after Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones, GDR 1966) was banned. Becker reworked the material into a successful novel—and Beyer was finally able to film it. The Silver Bear for Best Actor for Vlastimil Brodský at the Berlinale and later the Oscar nomination for Best Foreign Language Film, unique in DEFA history, were proof of the film’s great international recognition. The fact that Beyer’s film was invited to compete in the Berlinale as the official GDR entry marked a change. It was the first time that the invitation to submit DEFA’s own productions to the competition was accepted. In the years that followed, DEFA films were screened at the Berlinale several times—one of the positive effects of the FRG’s “Neue Ostpolitik” introduced by the social-liberal coalition. Following earlier agreements with the governments of the USSR and Poland, the Basic Treaty regulating relations between the FRG and the GDR came into force on June 21, 1973. “Permanent representations” were installed in both states, so named to distinguish them from diplomatic missions, which were not possible due to the Reunification clause in the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany.

Documentary forms sometimes portrayed life in the GDR in a rather unflattering light. In contrast to the highly agitational films of Walter Heynowski and Gerhard Scheumann, directors such as Jürgen Böttcher, Volker Koepp, and the team of Winfried and Barbara Junge observed the everyday life of people in their country. In contrast to many documentary filmmakers in East Germany, they shot almost exclusively on 35 mm film with outstanding cameramen, including Christian Lehmann, Werner Kohlert, Thomas Plenert, and Hans Eberhard Leupold. They gave these films, for which they had to move comparatively heavy equipment and for which they had no access to highly sensitive film material, an artificial visual language without undermining the authenticity of the expression. rr
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9 Lotte in Weimar

GDR 1975, Director: Egon Günther

Poster: Siegfried Groß











The Scandal at the Berlinale about o.k. by Michael Verhoeven

The 20th Berlin International Film Festival (Berlinale) took place in the summer of 1970. Two years after students in many European countries and the United States had vehemently demanded a generational change in public institutions, the domestic political climate in the Federal Republic of Germany and especially in West Berlin, the capital of the protests, was still agitated. Only in this heated atmosphere, as the film historian Wolfgang Jacobsen wrote in 2000, could the screening of the German film o. k. by the director Michael Verhoeven (1938–2024) lead to the premature termination of the Competition, the dissolution of the jury, and the offers of resignation by Alfred Bauer, director of the Berlinale, and Walther Schmieding, director of the Berliner Festspiele at the time.
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1 o. k.

FRG 1970, Director: Michael Verhoeven

Sven Eriksson (Michael Verhoeven, left), Ralph Clarke (Hartmut Becker, 2nd from right), Sergeant Tony Meserve (Friedrich von Thun, right)

Lobby card





From today’s point of view, o. k. fulfilled all the requirements for a Competition entry: the film uses aesthetic means to analyze the development and escalation of violent tendencies on an individual and structural level. It seems timeless and placeless, abstracts from a concrete case to a general one, and refrains from a moralizing conclusion. It also touches on the issue of gender, which was raised with increasing urgency by women in the course of the student revolts.
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2 o. k.

FRG 1970, Director: Michael Verhoeven

Sergeant Tony Meserve (Friedrich von Thun), Phan Ti Mao (Eva Mattes), and Ralph Clarke (Hartmut Becker)

Film still





The plot refers to a real crime in the context of the Vietnam War, which was committed at Easter 1966. During a ceasefire, four American soldiers raped and murdered a young Vietnamese woman at an outpost. A fifth soldier did not participate and brought the crime before a court martial.
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3 o. k., FRG 1970, Director: Michael Verhoeven

Sven Eriksson (Michael Verhoeven), film still





Michael Verhoeven reconstructed this case in exemplary fashion. At the beginning of the black-and-white film, the five actors are seen donning American uniforms, briefly introducing themselves and stating their character names. As they prepare, they repeatedly call out to the assistant director to complain about missing or incorrect costume pieces. The camera then cuts to the fifteen-year-old actress Eva Mattes in another corner of the room; she also introduces herself, while her male colleagues continue their conversation off-screen at the top of their voices.
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4 o. k., FRG 1970, Director: Michael Verhoeven

R.C.S. Filmverleih München GmbH advertising proposal





The location of the military unit is a forest clearing. The sergeant has the soldiers stretch barbed wire and dig holes, camouflage their clothing, and put on gas masks; he is obviously harassing them senselessly. The soldiers rebel against him, sometimes collectively, sometimes individually. There is food envy; the radio operator is mobbed because of his supposedly privileged position. They all argue among themselves; one is denigrated as a North German, another as a reader and non-card player, while a third is belittled for his hippie beard, which is later cut off in an act of violence. Close-ups show his mouth contorted in pain, around which the sharp blades of the jackknives are sabering and drops of blood are dripping. These images foreshadow the war crime that the previously bullied soldier in particular will savor.

The men’s language is coarse, obscene, and aggressive, especially in the lengthy card game that the four later perpetrators play to pass the time. A supposed enemy attack sends the unit into a panic, until a radio message reveals that it was their own troops who fired. Into this situation of boredom, fear, and aggression comes young Phan Ti Mao, who is on her way home from fetching milk on her bicycle. The men stop her for allegedly entering a restricted military area, suspect her of espionage, and harass and humiliate her verbally and physically. The four soldiers tighten the circle around her—an attempt by the fifth to help her escape fails. Mao is raped by all four men and then killed. When they take the body away, the fifth soldier manages to escape and reports to a superior officer. He placates him by explaining that the defense of freedom requires sacrifices that should not be exaggerated. A commentary in the end credits explains that the real perpetrators were initially given heavy sentences, but that these were reduced after several appeals and that the case is still pending.

A dispute arose within the festival jury as to whether the film could contribute to “understanding and friendship between peoples,” as required by the festival’s statutes. This raised the question of the film’s eligibility for participation in the Competition. When the festival management apologized to the American jury president George Stevens, accusations of censorship were raised. In the end, the jury resigned, and no awards were given. A few months after the scandal, the cultural authorities and the committees convened by them decided to reorganize the Berlinale. In addition to the Competition, a section for young artistic film was to be established, for everything “dangerous, subversive, or somehow unruly,” as Ulrich Gregor, the first director of this auxiliary program, then called the International Forum of New Cinema, put it.
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5 Berlin International Film Festival, 1970

During the public discussion about the resignation of the International Jury: the director of the Berliner Festspiele Walther Schmieding (2nd from left, in white shirt), jury member Dušan Makavejev (at the microphone), Berlinale director Alfred Bauer (2nd from right), and jury member Gunnar Oldin (far right), July 4, 1970





To this day, the Competition and the Retrospective, which also existed from the very beginning, the Forum, and the Panorama, which has existed since 1986, with a large proportion of queer films, are among the main sections of the Berlin International Film Festival. ds
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