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Introduction


Reflections of History

When the chant “Wir sind das Volk” (We are the people) was replaced by the statement “Wir sind ein Volk” (We are one people) in some demonstrations, the end of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) was foreshadowed even before the fall of the Berlin Wall. But the dynamics of internal change accelerated by the Peaceful Revolution, the actions of Helmut Kohl’s government, and the constellation of the four former Allied victors paved the way surprisingly quickly. Unforeseen events played a role, such as the premature announcement of the new travel regulations by Günter Schabowski, a member of the Politburo of the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), which, in his words, were to come into effect “immediately, without delay.” This historic upheaval, which contemporaries certainly did not expect to be imminent, made them “eyewitnesses.” They could say: “We were there”—actively, as observers, or even as political failures.
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1 Die Mauer

GDR 1990, Director: Jürgen Böttcher

Film still





Television stations broadcast live coverage of the protests and the eventual collapse of the SED regime. These images became the framework for almost all subsequent reconstructions. Broadcasting companies created special formats such as docudramas or chronicles that turned the anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1990, into a television event. Marcel Ophüls’s Novembertage – Stimmen und Wege (November Days, FRG/CHE/GBR 1990), produced by Regina Ziegler and Arthur Cohn and commissioned by the BBC, stands out among the productions. It being broadcast on the private television station RTL and on the still-existing second channel of the former GDR television network was symbolic of this period of transition. Ophüls saw these events as a stroke of luck and brought a rare tone to the documentary with ironic, provocative, and highly entertaining elements.

The unique drama of the collapse virtually demanded its cinematic reflection. The International Leipzig Film Week for Documentary and Animation Film in the fall of 1990 already showed twenty contributions, while the International Forum of New Cinema at the Berlinale in February 1991 presented twelve titles on the subject. Directors from the GDR such as Petra Tschörtner (Berlin – Prenzlauer Berg, GER 1991), Heinz Brinkmann and Jochen Wisotzki (Komm in den Garten, GER 1991), Andreas Voigt (Letztes Jahr Titanic, GER 1991), Volker Koepp (in the “March Brandenburg Trilogy,” parts of which were shot between 1988 and 1991), and Jürgen Böttcher (Die Mauer, GDR 1990) captured the upheavals and the ramifications. Sibylle Schönemann, who had been imprisoned for applying to leave the country and was ransomed by the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in 1985, confronted her former adversaries in a very personal film (Verriegelte Zeit, Locked-Up Time, GER 1990). In Der schwarze Kasten (The Black Box, FRG 1992, Directors: Tamara Trampe and Johann Feindt), Tamara Trampe interviewed a psychologist who had been a lieutenant colonel in the GDR’s Ministry for State Security, known as Stasi. Many of these films were still produced by DEFA, but most were not shown until after reunification.
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2 Sonnenallee

GER 1999, Director: Leander Haußmann

Back row: Kosscke (Martin Moeller) and Wuschel (Robert Stadlober); front row, from left to right: Brötchen (David Müller), Micha (Alexander Scheer), Mario (Alexander Beyer), and Appel (Patrick Güldenberg)

Lobby card





Directors socialized in West Germany explored the “other country” in their own way during its dissolution, for example in collaborative works such as Berlin, Bahnhof Friedrichstrasse 1990 (GER 1991, Directors: Konstanze Binder, Lilly Grote, Ulrike Herdin, and Julia Kunert) and Im Glanze dieses Glückes (FRG 1990, Directors: Johann Feindt, Jeanine Meerapfel, Helga Reidemeister, and Dieter Schumann). Ulrike Ottinger (Countdown, FRG 1991), Peter Braatz (DDR – ohne Titel, GDR: Untitled, FRG 1990), Peter Fleischmann (Deutschland, Deutschland, GER/FRA/BEL 1991), and Klaus Wildenhahn (Der König geht. Schloss Dresden Sommer ’90, FRG 1990, TV) also found a theme in the vanishing GDR. Pavel Schnabel, who had emigrated from the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (ČSSR) to West Germany in 1968, already had the opportunity to interview GDR citizens in 1988. He supplemented this material with new footage and compiled it into a concentrated observation (Brüder und Schwestern, GER 1991). This documentary “boom” was a phenomenon of the early post-reunification period.
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3 Pippi Langstrumpf

SWE/GER/CAN 1998, Directors: Clive Smith, Michael Schaack

Life-size model of Pipi’s horse “Little Uncle” (reconstruction)





The feature film showed a different development. First, the comedy: Peter Timm’s Go, Trabi, Go (GER 1991) sends a family from the GDR on a long-awaited trip to Italy in their Trabant. In Sonnenallee (Sun Alley, GER 1999), Leander Haußmann portrays the attitude to life of a young generation in East Berlin. In contrast, Margarethe von Trotta’s drama Das Versprechen (The Promise, CHE/FRA/GER 1994) tells of an East-West love story interrupted by the building of the Berlin Wall, and Helma Sanders-Brahms’s Apfelbäume (Apple Trees, GER 1992) tells of turmoil—including that of love—on a farm in the period before and after reunification. The theme of Vadim Glowna’s Der Brocken (Rising to the Bait, GER 1993) is financial opportunism. Pia Frankenberg’s Nie wieder schlafen – Nie mehr zurück (Never Sleep Again, GER 1992) eludes the conventions of fiction and documentary and offers a witty stocktaking of the immediate aftermath of reunification from the perspective of three “Westerners” exploring a Berlin that is no longer divided but still separated. On the whole, however, the immediate post-reunification period seems to have been unfavorable for fictional adaptations of the historical turning point.
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4 Pippi Langstrumpf

SWE/GER/CAN 1998, Directors: Clive Smith, Michael Schaack

Advertising card








Comedies, Mainstream, and New Voices

The decade seemed to belong above all to the “typical German” comedy, which was often at the top of the box office results. With Manta, Manta (GER 1991, Director: Wolfgang Büld), Der bewegte Mann (Maybe… Maybe Not, GER 1994, Director: Sönke Wortmann), Männerpension (Jailbirds, GER 1996, Director: Detlev Buck), and Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door (GER 1997, Director: Thomas Jahn), Til Schweiger became a star. But in addition to some very loud slapstick productions, satires also enjoyed great success, such as Loriot’s Pappa ante portas (Attention, Papa Arrives!, GER 1991), as well as Schtonk! (GER 1992) and Rossini – oder die mörderische Frage, wer mit wem schlief (Rossini, GER 1997), both by Helmut Dietl. The latter two were the most commercially successful films of their respective years. The response to crime stories and thrillers was more mixed. Dominik Graf’s lavish production Die Sieger (The Invincibles, GER 1994) flopped. It could only be appreciated more after the 2019 restoration, which also added scenes. The thriller Solo für Klarinette (Solo for Clarinet, GER 1998, Director: Nico Hofmann) was shaped by Götz George, who was popular beyond his role of the Tatort detective Schimanski. Bernd Eichinger initiated television remakes of successful films from the 1930s and 1950s. He directed Das Mädchen Rosemarie (The Girl Rosemarie, GER 1996) himself and entrusted the still unknown Nina Hoss with the lead role. These genre productions were mainly in competition with American films, which dominated the market. In the 1990s, around twice as many American feature films as German productions were released in cinemas. The screening venues also underwent a transformation. The establishment of multiplex cinemas from 1990 on proved to be profitable. By the turn of the millennium, the market seemed saturated and no more new cinemas were built. By the year 2000, existing multiplexes accounted for just under 35 percent of admissions and about 39 percent of revenues. Similar or slightly higher figures were also achieved in the 2010s.
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5 Comedian Harmonists

GER/AUT 1997, Director: Joseph Vilsmaier

Poster





Joseph Vilsmaier’s effects-driven, conventional historical films of the 1990s—the Trümmerfrauen drama Rama dama (FRG 1991), Stalingrad (GER 1993), and Comedian Harmonists (GER/AUT 1997)—stood alongside international Constantin Film co-productions such as Bille August’s Das Geisterhaus (The House of the Spirits, GER/DNK/PRT 1993). With Nach fünf im Urwald (After Five in the Forest Primeval, GER 1995), 23 (GER 1998), and Crazy (GER 2000), the auteur filmmaker Hans-Christian Schmid presented a loose trilogy about the dreams and entanglements of young people. The second generation of German women filmmakers demonstrated a great variety of themes and forms. Caroline Link’s Jenseits der Stille (Beyond Silence, GER/CHE 1996), a sensitive portrait of a daughter of deaf-mute parents, was the surprise film of the year. Link’s film adaptation Pünktchen und Anton (Annaluise & Anton, GER 1999), which was seen by over 1.7 million people, and the animated film Pippi Langstrumpf (Pippi Longstocking, SWE/GER/CAN 1998, Directors: Michael Schaack and Clive Smith) marked a trend: German companies were producing elaborate children’s films that achieved high box office results. Doris Dörrie brought an unconventional comedy to cinemas with Keiner liebt mich (Nobody Loves Me, GER 1994) starring Maria Schrader and Pierre Sanoussi-Bliss. Sherry Hormann also saw this genre as a good fit for her themes (Leise Schatten, Silent Shadow, GER 1991). Katja von Garnier succeeded in making a cult film with Bandits (GER 1997), in which Jutta Hoffmann, Katja Riemann, Jasmin Tabatabai, and Nicolette Krebitz formed a surprisingly charismatic ensemble and whose soundtrack was awarded a Golden Record. Isabelle Huppert starred in Malina (GER/AUT 1991, Director: Werner Schroeter), based on the novel by Ingeborg Bachmann, and won the German Film Award. Der Totmacher (The Deathmaker, GER 1995) by Romuald Karmakar screened in competition at the Venice Film Festival, where Götz George was awarded Best Actor for his portrayal of the serial killer Fritz Haarmann.
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6 Verfehlung

GER 1992, Director: Heiner Carow

Poster: Ernst + Ernst





The documentary film BeFreier und Befreite (Liberators Take Liberties, GER 1992) by Helke Sander, which deals with the mass rapes in the final days of the Second World War and the weeks that followed, is one of the exceptional productions of a decade that offered a wide range of topics. The film was released by the Berlin-based distribution company Salzgeber & Co. Medien, which specializes in queer independent and documentary films. Winfried Bonengel’s documentary Beruf Neonazi (Profession: Neo-Nazi, GER 1993) deals with social upheavals that are ostensibly new, but in fact only became more apparent after reunification. The cinematic portrait of the right-wing extremist Bela Ewald Althans was controversial because it barely comments on Althans’s statements, instead letting them speak for themselves. Thomas Heise’s Stau – Jetzt geht’s los (Jammed: Let’s Get Moving, GER 1992), in which right-wing extremist youths in Halle-Neustadt are interviewed, was similarly cautiously received, again without any distancing commentary, but all the more revealing. Heise later returned to Neustadt and his protagonists for two more films.
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7 Malina

GER/AUT 1991, Director: Werner Schroeter

The nameless author (Isabelle Huppert)

Lobby card





The production company X-Filme Creative Pool (Stefan Arndt, Tom Tykwer, Dani Levy, and Wolfgang Becker) proved to be a new innovative force in German film with Lola rennt (Run Lola Run, GER 1998, Director: Tom Tykwer), which alternates between live-action film and animated sequences in a fast-paced and virtuoso manner. In the late 1990s, the so-called Berlin School, to which film critics ascribe directors such as Christian Petzold, Angela Schanelec, Thomas Arslan, Maren Ade, Ulrich Köhler, and Christoph Hochhäusler, presented their first works. The production company Schramm Film Koerner & Weber made a name for itself primarily with films by Petzold, Schanelec, and Arslan. Zero One Film, founded by Thomas Kufus, initially focused on documentaries. Rommel Film released Nachtgestalten (Night Shapes, GER 1999), the first in a series of films by Andreas Dresen. In the new federal states in the former GDR, the founding of independent companies such as Ö-Filmproduktion Löprich & Schlösser and à jour Film- & Fernsehproduktion by Klaus-Dieter Schmutzer was a reaction to the dissolution of DEFA.




The End of DEFA, Change in Babelsberg

Between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the sale of DEFA in 1992, the company produced a number of films. Some of the material was already available in 1989, while other material was not developed until after the Wall fell. Peter Kahane’s Die Architekten (The Architects, GDR 1990) is one of the few that was still shown in the GDR. The rapid political and social changes took away the potential of films that had previously been considered offensive. Experiments that until recently the studio would have dismissed as “formalism” could now be realized, but they could hardly hope for reactions. As the film historian Bärbel Dalichow has described, many provocations went nowhere. There was also little enthusiasm for the political solutions that were now possible. The films probably did not really catch on because their audiences had to deal with new circumstances, so looking back was not a priority. The last DEFA commissions went to established directors such as Roland Gräf (Der Tangospieler, The Tango Player, GDR/CHE/FRG 1991) and Heiner Carow (Verfehlung, The Mistake, GER 1992), returnees from the West such as Egon Günther (Stein, GER 1991) and Frank Beyer (Der Verdacht, Suspicion, GER 1991), and younger directors such as Herwig Kipping (Das Land hinter dem Regenbogen, The Land Beyond the Rainbow, GER 1992). Helke Misselwitz made her first feature film with Herzsprung (GER 1992), an impressive stocktaking of a time of upheaval.

DEFA became an asset of the Treuhandanstalt, which was supposed to transfer state assets into the new era. As in countless other cases—the large industrial conglomerates, the agricultural production cooperatives, the publishing houses, et cetera—there were three options: streamline the business model, find a new investor, or liquidate. Maintaining DEFA as a central production company was not a realistic option, if only for fear of dominating the smaller West German companies. Since the Babelsberg studio complex was a valuable piece of real estate, the threat of liquidation loomed. The sale to the French conglomerate Compagnie Générale des Eaux (CGE) was intended to prevent this. Hopes were pinned on the establishment of an international production site. The manager Pierre Couveinhes and the director Volker Schlöndorff were appointed as managing directors; the latter remained in office until 1996. At the end of 1998, the rights to the DEFA film stock were transferred to the newly established DEFA Foundation; the source material of the films is stored in the German Federal Archives. The distribution of DEFA films has been handled by the Deutsche Kinemathek since 2013.




Stocktaking, Review, and Anniversary

Almost immediately after DEFA’s demise, reflections on the now closed chapter of German film history began. The book Das zweite Leben der Filmstadt Babelsberg (The Second Life of the Babelsberg Film City), published by the Filmmuseum Potsdam in 1994, was the first retrospective of DEFA feature films, followed in 1996 by Schwarzweiß und Farbe: DEFA-Dokumentarfilme (Black-and-White: DEFA Documentary Films). The anniversary year of 1995, which looked back on 100 years of film, also inspired various activities in Germany. The Kinematheksverbund (Association of German Cinematheques) used the anniversary as an opportunity to conduct a survey of the most important German films, in which more than 300 experts participated. Fritz Lang’s feature film M (GER 1931) was the most frequently mentioned title, with films from the Weimar Republic dominating the selection anyway. In sixth place, Die Mörder sind unter uns (Murderers Among Us, GER [East] 1946, Director: Wolfgang Staudte) was the first DEFA title on the list; in thirteenth place, Die Brücke (The Bridge, FRG 1959, Director: Bernhard Wicki) was the highest ranking West German title. Between 1993 and 1995, Wim Wenders made the homage Die Gebrüder Skladanowsky (A Trick of Light) with students from the University of Television and Film Munich. The film historian Hans Helmut Prinzler published a reliable and multifaceted chronicle of German film. The Deutsche Kinemathek presented its exhibition Kino—Movie—Cinema at the Martin Gropius Bau in Berlin. For the first time, a selection from the important estate of Marlene Dietrich was shown, which was acquired for the Deutsche Kinemathek in 1993 with funds from the Stiftung Deutsche Klassenlotterie Berlin. rr
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8 Stau – Jetzt geht’s los

GER 1992, Director: Thomas Heise

Poster: Holger Glienke






With Reservations: The Nazi Film Heritage

The screening of films from the Nazi era requires the approval of the FSK (Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle der Filmwirtschaft or Self-Regulatory Body of the Film Industry), which evaluates all films shown in Germany. In the history of the Federal Republic of Germany, there have been several cycles in this process: a rather lax practice in the 1950s was later followed by a greater sensitivity toward this corpus. In the 1970s, several propaganda films were shown on the third channels of the ARD, preceded by introductions by the publicist Joachim C. Fest. Propaganda films were also released for the cinema. It was not until the 1990s that attitudes changed. This “reevaluation” was initiated by the educationalist Rolf Seubert, who in 1995 filed a complaint with the public prosecutor’s office of the Frankfurt am Main Regional Court because relevant films were being presented in a right-wing extremist context. These were mainly titles from the holdings of the Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau Foundation, which holds the rights to a large part of the films formerly owned by the “Third Reich.” The foundation reviewed its practices and added more titles to the list of so-called reserved films. As of today, this list includes forty-one titles. Reserved films can only be screened upon request and with an introduction and discussion by an expert. The German Federal Archive, which holds the rights to Nazi-era state productions, such as Leni Riefenstahl’s party rally films, has a similar policy.
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