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1960–1969




Introduction


Successful Series

The popularity of entertainment cinema seemed unbroken in the 1960s. In West Germany, it consisted mainly of comedies, crime films, and pop films (with Freddy Quinn or Peter Kraus), which seemed like an echo of the 1950s. At DEFA, it was musical films like Heiẞer Sommer (Hot Summer, GDR 1968, Director: Joachim Hasler) with Frank Schöbel, and crime stories—preferably those set in the capitalist West. There were also a few science fiction films, such as Der schweigende Stern (First Spaceship on Venus, POL/GDR 1960, Director: Kurt Maetzig).
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1 The premiere cinema Kino International, Karl-Marx-Allee 33, East Berlin

Advertised on the façade of the building designed by Josef Kaiser and Heinz Aust is the film Optimistitscheskaja Tragedija / Optimistische Tragödie, URS 1963, Director: Samson Samsonow, postcard





In West Germany, people helped themselves out of the artistic doldrums by resorting to the tried and true: film successes were turned into series. The Edgar Wallace films held their own. The first, Der Frosch mit der Maske (Face of the Frog, DNK 1959, Director: Harald Reinl), was commissioned by Constantin Film from the Danish company Rialto-Film. The German subsidiary and several other companies produced over thirty more titles until the early 1970s, fourteen of which were directed by Alfred Vohrer. Crime films seemed to be particularly suitable for serial production. Seven more films about Dr. Mabuse followed Fritz Lang’s Die 1000 Augen des Dr. Mabuse (The 1,000 Eyes of Dr. Mabuse, FRG/ITA/FRA 1960), while the Jerry Cotton novels inspired eight titles. The most successful series of the decade, however, was based on the late nineteenth-century novels of Karl May. It began with Der Schatz im Silbersee (The Treasure of the Silver Lake, FRG/YUG/FRA 1962, Director: Harald Reinl) with Pierre Brice as Winnetou and Lex Barker as Old Shatterhand. The spectacular success gave birth to variants in rapid succession. Rialto-Film followed up with three Winnetou films (1963–65, Director: Harald Reinl), while Artur Brauner’s CCC-Filmkunst rode the profitable wave in 1964 with Old Shatterhand (FRG/FRA/ITA 1964, Director: Hugo Fregonese). Within just six years, seventeen films were made. As many as eight of them were awarded the Golden Screen, a prize bestowed since 1964 to titles that reach more than three million viewers in the first twelve months (eighteen since 1972). At some point, however, the commercial success was exhausted, and a certain weariness spread among audiences.
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2 Schüsse aus dem Geigenkasten

FRG 1965, Director: Fritz Umgelter

Jerry Cotton (George Nader), lobby card





There were hardly any comparable series in the GDR, but DEFA’s so-called Indian films seemed to be an answer to the Karl May adaptations. Twelve films starring Gojko Mitić were produced. The first, Die Söhne der groẞen Bärin (The Sons of Great Bear, GDR 1966, Director: Josef Mach), established the perspective: the stories were told from the point of view of the oppressed Indigenous people. The long-running series ended in the early 1980s with the GDR-Mongolian co-production Der Scout (The Scout, GDR/MNG 1983, Director: Konrad Petzold).
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3 Der Hund von Blackwood Castle

FRG 1968, Director: Alfred Vohrer

Poster








A Time of Crises

The crises in film production in the FRG and the GDR during this decade had different causes. However, the discomfort expressed in the face of conventional aesthetics and the same old templates was certainly comparable. The polemic publication Der deutsche Film kann gar nicht besser sein (1961) by Joe Hembus described the misery in West Germany, while the authors of the journal Film – Wissenschaftliche Mitteilungen pointed out the shortcomings of DEFA. Trends such as Italian Neorealism, the French Nouvelle Vague, and the Polish Film School were hardly reflected here or there. The famous Oberhausen Manifesto, proclaimed at the 1962 Oberhausen Short Film Festival, declared the death of “Papa’s cinema” and demanded financial support for new films. It took some time, however, before the first films appeared that met this demand. Short films such as Machorka-Muff (FRG 1963) by Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet broke with the cinema of the so-called old industry. In 1966, several works by the younger generation were successful: Alexander Kluge’s Abschied von Gestern (Yesterday Girl) won a Silver Lion at the Venice Film Festival and Peter Schamoni won a Silver Bear at the Berlinale for Schonzeit für Füchse (No Shooting Time for Foxes). At the German Film Awards, Volker Schlöndorff’s Der junge Törless (Young Törless) and Ulrich Schamoni’s es (It) were awarded Best Director (ex aequo). Formerly influential directors moved away from the cinema and increasingly turned to television. Nevertheless, impressive films were still being made for the cinema at the beginning of the decade, such as Helmut Käutner’s Schwarzer Kies (Black Gravel, FRG 1961), which tells of conflicts surrounding an American military base, and Wolfgang Staudte’s Kirmes (The Fair, FRG 1960), which deals with the silence of a village community about culpable actions under National Socialism. With Ganovenehre (Crook’s Honor, 1966), Staudte delivered a comedy set in the “underworld milieu” with actors such as Gert Fröbe, Mario Adorf, and Curt Bois.
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4 Die 1000 Augen des Dr. Mabuse

FRG/ITA/FRA 1960, Director: Fritz Lang

Poster
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5 Schwarzer Kies

GER 1961, Director: Helmut Käutner

Poster
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6 Der Schatz im Silbersee

FRG/YUG/FRA 1962, Director: Harald Reinl

Neues Filmprogramm, no. 2965, cover





It was a time of new beginnings for filmmakers. Edgar Reitz, Straub/Huillet, Vlado Kristl, Christian Rischert, and Johannes Schaaf, as well as Werner Herzog, who was awarded the Silver Bear for Best First Feature for Lebenszeichen (Signs of Life, FRG 1968), presented long feature films. But 1966 was also the year in which female directors made inroads into the male domain. Short films by Jeanine Meerapfel, Ula Stöckl, Helke Sander, Claudia von Alemann, and May Spils told different stories—and told them differently. The establishment of film schools in the FRG helped to overcome barriers that had previously existed. In the GDR, the German Academy of Cinematic Arts had already existed since 1954; in the West, however, training within an institutional framework outside the industry was only just beginning: first in Ulm (1962), then in Berlin and Munich (both 1966). Here, as well as in the Hamburger Filmmacher Cooperative founded in 1968, new forms of experimental film were also developed. May Spils made a veritable cult film with Zur Sache, Schätzchen (Go for It, Baby, FRG 1968), and in the same year created an early classic of feminist film with Neun Leben hat die Katze (The Cat Has Nine Lives). Founded in 1963, the Deutsche Kinemathek devoted itself in the following decades not only to such independent productions, but also to topics such as exile films, continuities and ruptures in German film and television history, and the work of individual outstanding artists. Toward the end of the decade, the first films by Rudolf Thome and Wim Wenders were produced in Munich, and Rainer Werner Fassbinder also began his career.
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7 Helga

FRG 1967, Director: Erich F. Bender

Poster
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8 The Kosmos cinema, Karl-Marx-Allee 131, East Berlin

The premiere cinema designed by Josef Kaiser and Heinz Aust was opened on October 5, 1962, postcard





Attention to the problems of everyday life and one’s own society characterized films from the GDR at the beginning of the decade. With “Wenn ich erst zur Schule geh’…” (When I First Go to School…, 1962), Winfried Junge began his unprecedented long-term project of Golzow documentaries, which he soon continued with his wife Barbara. The feature film Das zweite Gleis (The Second Track, GDR 1962, Director: Hans-Joachim Kunert) was the first to touch on the legend of the “anti-fascist state.” By addressing the fact that perpetrators of the Nazi era lived unchallenged and integrated into GDR society, he presented an alternative to the traditional DEFA films about National Socialism, of which Frank Beyer directed three notable examples: Fünf Patronenhülsen (Five Cartridges, GDR 1960), Königskinder (Royal Children, GDR 1962), and Nackt unter Wölfen (Naked Among Wolves, GDR 1963). Die Abenteuer des Werner Holt (The Adventures of Werner Holt, GDR 1965, Director: Joachim Kunert), based on the novel by Dieter Noll, took up the theme of war-loving youth in the Nazi system. Films such as … und deine Liebe auch (And Your Love Too, GDR 1962, Director: Frank Vogel), Der Kinnhaken (The Punch to the Jaw, GDR 1962, Director: Heinz Thiel), and Sonntagsfahrer (Sunday Drivers, 1963, Director: Gerhard Klein) justified the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961. Konrad Wolf’s Der geteilte Himmel (The Divided Heaven, GDR 1964), based on the novel by Christa Wolf, took up the theme of the division of Germany in a less conspicuous way. The film, which was banned in the GDR in 1970 due to the problem of Republikflucht (desertion from the republic), was also shown in West Germany. The Inter-Ministerial Committee (IMA) of the FRG, which decided whether a DEFA film could be shown in West Germany, first allowed screenings in film clubs. In 1966, the film was then released in cinemas. Critics were aware of the film’s pro-regime message but praised its seriousness and aesthetic approach.
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9 Lebenszeichen

FRG 1968, Director: Werner Herzog

Poster





The hope of many GDR artists that, after the brutal isolation of their own country, they would now be able to deal openly with its obvious problems, proved unfounded. In Marcel Ophüls’s film Novembertage (November Days, FRG/CHE/GBR 1990), the writer Heiner Müller quotes Otto Gotsche, the personal advisor to State Council Chairman Walter Ulbricht, as saying: “Now we have built the wall, and we will crush everyone who is against us.” The 11th Plenum of the Central Committee of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), which took place from December 16 to 18, 1965, turned into a reckoning with artistic positions. Adaptation to the party line was demanded. Christa Wolf, Heiner Müller, and others were considered “deviants.” The screening of the films Denk bloẞ nicht, ich heule (Just Don’t Think I’ll Cry, GDR 1965, Director: Frank Vogel) and Das Kaninchen bin ich (The Rabbit Is Me, GDR 1965, Director: Kurt Maetzig), which had already been completed but not yet released, turned into a tribunal. Harsh attacks by the party leadership were effective, and the titles disappeared into the archives. Several later productions also ended up as “basement films.” Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones, GDR 1966, director: Frank Beyer) was banned after a few days in cinemas. Among others, Jahrgang 45 (Born in ’45, GDR 1966, Director: Jürgen Böttcher) and Karla (GDR 1966, Director: Herrmann Zschoche) were not shown before 1989. The eradication of these films had an enormous impact on the social and aesthetic relevance of DEFA films for years to come. It was only after the fall of the Berlin Wall that the banned films could be restored or reconstructed.
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10 Founding director Gerhard Lamprecht at the opening ceremony of the Deutsche Kinemathek in the Akademie der Künste, West Berlin, February 1, 1963





The year 1966 thus became a turning point in both the West and the East—the New German Cinema had made a remarkable start and fought for its audience in subsequent years; while it took years for DEFA to dare to tackle sensitive topics again. Critical films were banned by party dictates, which at the same time permanently damaged the acceptance of its own film production.
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11 Ganovenehre

FRG 1966, Director: Wolfgang Staudte

Georg, called “Orje” (Mario Adorf) and Nelly (Karin Baal), film still








The Downturn in Numbers

In the GDR, only nine DEFA feature films were released in the crisis year of 1966, but even after that only fourteen to seventeen titles were produced per year compared to twenty-one to twenty-five in the previous years. At first glance, the figures for the FRG appear more positive, with 110 feature films produced in 1969 as opposed to ninety-eight in 1960. However, there were also years in the decade with only fifty-six to sixty productions, and the market share of foreign films rose sharply.
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12 Ganovenehre

FRG 1966, Director: Wolfgang Staudte

Dressing gown for the character of Orje, played by Mario Adorf, costume design: Paul Seltenhammer





The death of cinemas was dramatic. Of the nearly 7,000 in the FRG, only 3,739 remained; in the GDR, the number of cinemas declined somewhat less rapidly from 1,379 to 864. The decline in attendance was even greater than the decline in the number of cinemas. By the end of the decade, the 605 million tickets sold annually in the FRG had dropped to 122 million. In the GDR, the trend was somewhat milder, with ninety-three million of 238 million remaining in 1969. One reason was certainly the growing prevalence and popularity of television. While about 24 percent of the population in the FRG had access to a television set in 1959, by the end of the decade this figure had risen to over 80 percent. The situation was similar in the GDR, where, statistically speaking, there were 18.5 television sets per 100 households in 1960 and more than seventy ten years later. With the expansion of programming, the establishment of second television channels (ZDF in 1963, DFF 2 in 1969), and the creation of regional third channels in the FRG (from 1964), television gained considerable reach and appeal. The introduction of color television—in the FRG with the PAL system from 1967, in the GDR with the SECAM system from 1969—also contributed to this. But the new competition was not solely responsible for the decline in cinema attendance. Changes in consumer behavior, mistakes made by the film industry, and political intervention all contributed to this development. rr







Coming to Terms with the Past in East and West

The cinematic treatment of recent German history (especially the involvement of the German people in the crimes of the “Third Reich”) took different forms in East and West Germany. While in the GDR these themes had been a mainstay of film production since the founding of DEFA, they were barely touched upon in West German filmmaking, and works that critically examined German history often received negative press reviews. In the early 1960s, two films that referred to Nazi-era events, although set in the present day, exposed the discrepancy between the two German states.
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1 Das zweite Gleis

GDR 1962, Director: Joachim Kunert

Conductor Brock (Albert Hetterle), photo: Max Teschner, film still





In his debut film Besondere Kennzeichen: keine (GDR 1956), Joachim Kunert had already dealt with the Second World War and the postwar period through the story of a war widow. With Das zweite Gleis (The Second Track, GDR 1962), he returned to this theme and created a story (co-written with his brother Günter Kunert) that examines the effects of crimes committed during the Nazi dictatorship on the present day. The train dispatcher Brock (Albert Hetterle) surprises two thieves on the tracks of a freight station at night. Although he recognizes one of them, Runge (Walter Richter-Reinick), he is unable to identify him when confronted and is transferred shortly thereafter. Brock’s daughter Vera (Annekathrin Bürger), together with Runge’s accomplice Frank (Horst Jonischkan), finds out that Runge had been a Nazi henchman during the war and turned Vera’s mother, who was hiding a Jewish refugee, over to the Gestapo. Ashamed that he did not do everything he could to prevent this tragedy, Brock remains silent. Only when Runge murders Frank does Brock break his silence. The film uses a sophisticated visual language. High-contrast black-and-white shots of intersecting and parallel tracks symbolically refer to unresolved conflicts from the past. Kunert’s next film, Die Abenteuer des Werner Holt (The Adventures of Werner Holt, GDR 1965), based on the novel of the same name by Dieter Noll, would also deal with events from the Nazi era.
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2 Das zweite Gleis

GDR 1962, Director: Joachim Kunert

Poster: Helmut Merten





Wolfgang Staudte, who moved to West Germany in 1956, had created important works on German history at DEFA with Die Mörder sind unter uns (Murderers Among Us, GER [East]1946), Rotation (GER [East] 1949), and Der Untertan (The Kaiser’s Lackey, GDR 1951). However, the continuation of his cinematic confrontation with the Nazi era was made more difficult. The director received no funding for explicitly political projects. It was only with Rosen für den Staatsanwalt (Roses for the Prosecutor, FRG 1959) and Kirmes (The Fair, FRG 1960)—the latter produced by Freie Filmproduktion GmbH, a production company founded by Staudte, Helmut Käutner, and Harald Braun—that he was able to deal with National Socialism again. As in Kunert’s Das zweite Gleis, the past catches up with the present in Kirmes. Fifteen years after the end of the war, a skeleton is found during the construction of a fair in a village in the Eifel. It is the soldier Robert Mertens (Götz George), who deserted from the Wehrmacht in 1944, found no support at home, and committed suicide in despair. After his body is found, the villagers try to cover up what happened during the war. The Filmbewertungsstelle Wiesbaden (since 2009: Deutsche Film- und Medienbewertung), which is the federal authority for the evaluation and rating of films in Germany, initially refused to give Staudte’s film a rating, criticizing a “tendentious distortion of the fable” and seeing the “current order of life in the Federal Republic of Germany as de facto identified with the order of life in the Third Reich,” as formulated in the expert opinion of July 12, 1960. Only after an objection by the director did Kirmes receive the rating Wertvoll (valuable) in August 1960. A few years later, Staudte’s Herrenpartie (Destination Death, FRG/YUG 1964) would once again fuel the polemic against progressive film productions in West Germany before 1968. mw
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3 Kirmes

FRG 1960, Director: Wolfgang Staudte

Film still
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4 Kirmes

FRG 1960, Director: Wolfgang Staudte

Poster: Heinz Schwabe









Utopian Film: Science Fiction at DEFA

DEFA’s efforts to create genre cinema began immediately after its founding and went in several directions. Comedies and music films were produced in 1947, followed by crime and espionage films in the 1950s, and later, from 1966 on, the “Indian films” that were particularly successful with audiences. The 1960s also saw the emergence of another genre that would give rise to four costly productions: science fiction or utopian films.
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1 Der schweigende Stern, GDR/POL 1960, Director: Kurt Maetzig

Pilot Brinkmann (Günther Simon) on Venus, photo: Waltraut Pathenheimer, film still





Again, it was the founding father of DEFA, Kurt Maetzig, who was the first to enter this new terrain. In February 1959, the director began shooting Der schweigende Stern (First Spaceship on Venus, GDR/POL 1960), a DEFA co-production with Poland, based on the novel The Astronauts by the Polish author Stanisław Lem. After deciphering a message that Venusians once planned to attack Earth, a space expedition sets off for Venus in 1970. The astronauts discover no living creatures there, but a destructive machine that emits radioactive radiation. Maetzig had already planned his film in 1958 but had to postpone the shooting due to political differences after the second film conference in July 1958.


[image: ]


2 Signale – Ein Weltraumabenteuer, GDR/POL 1970, Director: Gottfried Kolditz

Cosmonaut Terry (Gojko Mitić), photo: Kurt Schulze, Manfred Damm, Detlef Hertelt, Heinz Wenzel, film still





With Signale – Ein Weltraumabenteuer (Signals: A Space Adventure, GDR 1970), Gottfried Kolditz (who made several “Indian films” during the same period) created DEFA’s second utopian film, which is also the second of a total of seven DEFA feature films shot on 70 mm film between 1968 and 1973. The international crew of the Laika goes into space to search for the lost spaceship Ikaros. They receive radio signals from an extraterrestrial, highly developed civilization that has already overcome conflicts of interest, war, and destruction and supports the astronauts in their search for the Ikaros.
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3 Eolomea

GDR 1972, Director: Herrmann Zschoche

Kun (Wsewolod Sanajew) and Dan (Iwan Andonow), photo: Alexander Kühn, film still





With Eolomea (GDR 1972), written by Angel Wagenstein, Herrmann Zschoche presented a work that was atypical for him in terms of genre: the astrophysicist Maria Scholl (Cox Habbema) convenes an international conference to investigate the disappearance of eight spaceships. In the process, she stumbles upon a project that has been kept secret from the public and that is supposed to open up a future for mankind in the vastness of the cosmos. Eolomea, which contains humorous interludes as well as an ethical discourse, was also lavishly produced on 70 mm film.
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4 Im Staub der Sterne

GDR 1976, Director: Gottfried Kolditz

On the planet TEM 4, photo: Heinz Pufahl, film still





DEFA’s last science fiction film, Im Staub der Sterne (In the Dust of the Stars, GDR 1976), was once again directed by Gottfried Kolditz. It centers on the crew of the spaceship Cynro, which receives a call for help from the planet TEM 4. Once there, they encounter the planet’s oppressed natives, whom they convince to revolt against a ruthless dictator (Ekkehard Schall). However, the political implications of the story are weakened by a production that is too focused on effects.

In addition to the extensive use of materials and elaborate animation techniques, all of DEFA’s utopian films featured foreign actors and actresses, especially from socialist countries. Der schweigende Stern already featured an international cast, including the Franco-Japanese actress Yoko Tani in the role of the doctor Sumiko. The protagonists of Signale – Ein Weltraumabenteuer were Irena Karel and Piotr Pawlikowski from Poland and Iurie Darie from Romania, as well as Gojko Mitić, who came from Yugoslavia and became a popular DEFA star in the GDR with his “Indian films.” The Czech Jana Brejchová and the Romanians Violeta Andrei and Silvia Popovici appeared in Im Staub der Sterne, and the Bulgarian Ivan Andonov and the Russian Vsevolod Sanayev in Eolomea. Finally, the leading role in Eolomea was played by the Dutch actress Cox Habbema, who had lived and worked in East Germany since 1969. mw



Der Mann mit dem Objektiv

Despite its use of utopian elements, Frank Vogel’s Der Mann mit dem Objektiv (GDR 1961), based on a screenplay by Paul Wiens, differs significantly from the DEFA science fiction productions: Vogel’s film makes no use of animation technology, nor does it feature spaceships or futuristically designed alien planets. In the guise of a comedy, it deals “not with the technology of the future, but with questions of morality and consciousness”—according to the author Wiens in June 1961—and forms an ironic commentary on society in the GDR in 1960. This is where the pilot Os (Rolf Ludwig), who comes from the year 2222 and lives in a moneyless state of communism, ends up. With the help of a “lens of feelings and thoughts,” Os is able to see through the inner nature of people—and quickly realizes that social development in 1960 is far from complete. mw
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5 Der Mann mit dem Objektiv

GDR 1961, Director: Frank Vogel

Poster: Ernst Lauenroth












DEFA Film Language in an International Format
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