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1950–1959




Introduction


Much Glamor with “Gloria”

The so-called Trümmerfilme (literally: rubble films) disappeared from the cinemas and, with them, the focus on the past in most productions. West German audiences flocked to so-called Heimatfilme, sentimental films with a regional background, and Schlagerfilme, films with popular, often sentimental music—both offering ideal worlds and light entertainment. The Heimatfilm genre dominated the cinema offerings, with hundreds of titles released during this decade. Many were shot in color, which was not yet standard for film production as a whole. The stories were set outside of the cities and featured beautiful landscapes and rural communities. It was these visuals that made the films so appealing to audiences, as well as the musical interludes interspersed throughout the plot. “Escapism” was the critics’ verdict. By the middle of the decade, West German cinemas were showing domestically produced war films. Titles such as Canaris (Deadly Decision, FRG 1954, Director: Alfred Weidenmann) and Des Teufels General (The Devil’s General, FRG 1955, Director: Helmut Käutner) stylized their main characters as resistance fighters. Films such as the trilogy called 08/15 by Paul May (FRG 1954–55) focused on ordinary soldiers and portrayed them primarily as victims of superiors loyal to the party line. Kinder, Mütter und ein General (Sons, Mothers and a General, FRG 1955, Director: László Benedek), which was produced by Erich Pommer, who had returned from emigration as an American film officer, was more skeptical. The same goes for Haie und kleine Fische (Sharks and Small Fish, FRG 1957) by Frank Wysbar, also a returned emigrant. Bernhard Wicki’s Die Brücke (The Bridge, FRG 1959) about the senseless deployment of young men in the last days of the war marked a certain end point for war films. The actual resistance to National Socialism was hardly ever dealt with during this period; two films, however, tell of the failed assassination attempt by the group around Claus von Stauffenberg: G. W. Pabst’s Es geschah am 20. Juli (It Happened on July 20th) and Falk Harnack’s Der 20. Juli (The Plot to Assassinate Hitler) were released almost simultaneously—their premieres in June 1955 were separated by only two days.
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1 Des Teufels General, FRG 1955, Director: Helmut Käutner

During a break in shooting, from left to right: the actor Harry Meyen, Helmut Käutner, and the lead actor Curd Jürgens

Set photograph





For the medium-sized West German film production companies, the support of the distributors, who secured their budgets with advance guarantees, was very important. This also gave the distributors influence over the choice of material or even the cast. A prominent example of this was Ilse Kubaschewski’s Munich-based Gloria-Filmverleih GmbH. Kubaschewski herself also acted as a producer, as in the case of the very successful musical films Die Trapp-Familie (The Trapp Family, FRG 1956) and Die Trapp-Familie in Amerika (The Trapp Family in America, FRG 1958), both directed by Wolfgang Liebeneiner. She also worked as a producer on Nachts, wenn der Teufel kam (The Devil Strikes at Night, FRG 1957), directed by Robert Siodmak, who had returned from the United States, where he had directed a film noir classic, The Killers (USA 1946). Other filmmakers expelled by the Nazis who returned to work in West Germany—some for just one film, others for several—were Fritz Lang, Walter Reisch, Peter Lorre, Gerd Oswald, Gottfried Reinhardt, and Fritz Kortner. They brought with them experience from American cinema, which contributed to a gradual change in West German postwar cinema. The experimental feature film Jonas (FRG 1957, Director: Ottomar Domnick) was accepted as a new form, and several genre films were characterized by a new toughness in the plot.
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2 Der 20. Juli

FRG 1955, Director: Falk Harnack

Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg (Wolfgang Preiss, right)

Film still








Under Central Administration

In the early 1950s, DEFA fell into a crisis. Production dropped from twelve films in 1949 to six and seven in 1952 and 1953 respectively. At the end of July 1952, the Politburo of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) published a resolution on the “upswing of progressive German film art,” and shortly thereafter the first DEFA Film Conference was held. The principles of socialist realism proclaimed there could not conceal the crippling multiple controls on film material or the official skepticism toward anything that sought to provide entertainment. The tenor of the second film conference in July 1958 was a seamless continuation of its predecessor and ended the brief thaw following Stalin’s death (March 5, 1953). The work of DEFA in this decade developed within this framework, in which many filmmakers in the German Democratic Republic wanted to contribute to the “construction of socialism” with conviction, but whose films were often enough rejected by the party functionaries.
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3 Haie und kleine Fische

FRG 1957, Director: Frank Wysbar

Teichmann (Hansjörg Felmy)

Film still (detail)





With Der Rat der Götter (Council of the Gods, GDR 1950), Kurt Maetzig made a formally ambitious film with an unmistakable political message that stands at the beginning of many other DEFA anti-fascist productions. Like a number of films that followed, it denounced the supporters of National Socialism in big industry, in this case IG Farben, while at the same time asserting their unfettered continued influence in West Germany. After intervention by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), Falk Harnack’s Das Beil von Wandsbek (The Axe of Wandsbek, GDR 1951) was the first DEFA film to be banned. The film, which had been successfully released, was considered harmful because it could evoke sympathy for the murderers. In Harnack’s film adaptation of Arnold Zweig’s novel, Erwin Geschonneck played the executioner in the service of the Nazis, a culprit and “follower.”


[image: ]


4 Der Rat der Götter

GDR 1950, Director: Kurt Maetzig

Poster: Kurt Geffers
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5 Canaris

FRG 1954, Director: Alfred Weidenmann

Poster: Bruno Jaddatz
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6 Kein Platz für wilde Tiere

FRG 1956, Directors: Bernhard Grzimek, Michael Grzimek

Poster
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7 Die Trapp-Familie, FRG 1956, Director: Wolfgang Liebeneiner

Baroness Maria Trapp (Ruth Leuwerik, right), film still





Das kalte Herz (Heart of Stone, GDR 1950) by Paul Verhoeven—DEFA’s first color film—marked the beginning of popular children’s films. It was followed by Wolfgang Staudte’s Die Geschichte vom kleinen Muck (The Story of Little Mook, GDR 1953), which fascinated both domestic and international audiences with its magnificent sets and spectacular animation sequences. With Der Untertan (The Kaiser’s Lackey, GDR 1951), based on Heinrich Mann’s eponymous novel, Staudte took a sarcastic look at the German Empire and historical continuities. The film was initially banned in West Germany and only released six years later in a much shortened version. During the Cold War, screenings of films from the respective other Germany remained the exception. However, many filmmakers still working at DEFA at this time lived in West Germany, including West Berlin. Such engagements, considered questionable by the SED, were terminated by 1957.

Kurt Maetzig’s films Ernst Thälmann – Sohn seiner Klasse (Ernst Thälmann – Son of his Class, GDR 1954) and Ernst Thälmann – Führer seiner Klasse (Ernst Thälmann – Leader of his Class, GDR 1955) realized the party’s demand to create a cinematic monument to the pioneers of socialism in biographies of historical figures and at the same time to legitimize the policies of the SED. They were also a “triumphant success” (Ralf Schenk) thanks to organized visits by work collectives or school classes.

Directors such as Maetzig, Erich Engel, and Slatan Dudow were associated with DEFA from the very beginning; in addition, there were briefly reactivated Ufa veterans, such as Hans Deppe, Arthur Maria Rabenalt, and Eugen York, and sympathetic “Western directors” such as Wolfgang Staudte, Wolfgang Schleif, and Artur Pohl. In the mid-1950s, new names emerged. This second generation of DEFA directors included Konrad Wolf, Frank Beyer, Gerhard Klein, Heiner Carow, Joachim Kunert, and Günter Reisch. They shaped the development of DEFA film in the following years, not unaffected by the demands of the party.




Reconstruction and Competing Systems

Documentaries showed the rebuilding of destroyed infrastructure and cities. At the same time, they took sides in a world divided by the Cold War. The border between the two blocs, which ran through the middle of Germany, led to clear positions in both East and West German newsreels and independent productions. So-called Marshall Plan films celebrated Western European cooperation with an anti-communist undertone. Directors who later worked in the FRG, such as Victor Vicas and Georg Tressler, made short films there. In the GDR, the reaction was to make their own reconstruction films: Heiner Carow and Karl Gass began their careers with Die Wette gilt (GDR 1954, Director: Heiner Carow) and Turbine I (GDR 1953, Director: Joop Huisken, Screenplay: Karl Gass). While feature-length documentaries in West Germany remained rare exceptions and tended to focus on “exotic” subjects, travel, or nature themes, such as Serengeti darf nicht sterben (FRG 1959, Directors: Michael and Bernhard Grzimek), which won an Oscar for best documentary film, the GDR produced distinctly political-propagandistic works. Andrew and Annelie Thorndike set a precedent with their polemical compilation films, such as Du und mancher Kamerad (You and Your Pal – The German Story, GDR 1956). Other films attacked the postwar careers of political, military, and industrial elites who had been prominent before 1945 and portrayed the FRG as dominated by them—as a continuation of National Socialism. The official antifascism of the GDR saw only the followers in the other state—not the Stalinist reality in its own.

The triumph of television in the West led to the gradual disappearance of documentary forms from cinema. New formats emerged on television. DEFA, on the other hand, continued to produce “documentaries” which, after the rigidity of the 1950s, gradually began to take a sensitive look at the reality of their own state.




Looking Across the Border

Only rarely did feature films address the division of Germany, and the political agenda was always palpable. DEFA films dealt with the subject more often than West German films. There, anti-communist tendencies dominated, for example in Postlagernd Turteltaube (Turtledove General Delivery, FRG 1952, Director: Gerhard T. Buchholz), but hardly at all in Helmut Käutner’s Himmel ohne Sterne (Sky Without Stars, FRG 1955). In the GDR, on the other hand, the supposedly socialist perspective prevailed, especially in an early example, Martin Hellberg’s Das verurteilte Dorf (The Condemned Village, GDR 1952). But when in Berlin – Ecke Schönhauser (Berlin, Schönhauser Corner, GDR 1957, Director: Gerhard Klein) three young people flee to West Berlin in the belief that they have committed manslaughter, the West is seen as corrupt as ever. However, the perspective is not on criticizing the system, but rather focuses on the characters seeking their freedom. The film, written by Wolfgang Kohlhaase, has rightly been compared to West German productions. His young people and those in Die Halbstarken (Teenage Wolfpack, FRG 1956, Director: Georg Tressler) live in different systems—but their desires are similar.
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8 Das kalte Herz, GDR 1950, Director: Paul Verhoeven

The Dutchman Michel (Erwin Geschonneck) and Peter Munk (Lutz Moik), film still








Boom Years

In the 1950s, the number of moviegoers, cinemas, and films produced reached an all-time high. The peak in West Germany was 817 million tickets sold in 1956, and 316 million in East Germany a year later. The decline that followed was partly due to the gradual emergence of competition from television. In 1960, for example, there were 3.4 million registered television subscribers in the FRG and just over one million in the GDR. But the noticeable decline in the number of cinema tickets sold was also due to changing consumer needs and an offering that often failed to meet the interests of the audience. rr
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9 Berlin – Ecke Schönhauser, GDR 1957, Director: Gerhard Klein

Dieter (Ekkehard Schall), film still (detail)











The Boom of the West German Heimatfilm

For the premiere of Schwarzwaldmädel (The Black Forest Girl, FRG 1950, Director: Hans Deppe), the German Federal Post Office issued a special postmark, and the actors happily and diligently stamped their postcards for the Neue Deutsche Wochenschau of September 19, 1950: extra advertising for the first West German color film, which became a spectacular success. Sixteen million viewers flocked to the cinemas, the huge public response triggered a veritable wave, and the era of Heimatfilme (sentimental films with a regional background) began. In contrast to the original operetta, the screenwriter Bobby E. Lüthge invented a new storyline involving an ice revue and its star Malwine (Gretl Schörg), who wears precious jewels for advertising purposes during her performance—which leads to a series of complications. In addition to the catchy musical numbers and the picturesque landscapes, the audience was particularly captivated by the lovers played by Sonja Ziemann, who was twenty-four years old at the time, and Rudolf Prack, who was about twenty years older. They did not mind the age difference and followed the new dream couple in ten more films, including their next Heimatfilm Grün ist die Heide (The Heath Is Green, FRG 1951, Director: Hans Deppe), which also became the box office hit of the season.
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1 Schwarzwaldmädel, FRG 1950, Director: Hans Deppe

Film still, colored
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2 Grün ist die Heide

FRG 1951, Director: Hans Deppe

Re-release poster: Rolf Goetze





Schwarzwaldmädel was not the first film adaptation based on Leon Jessel’s operetta, but none of its three predecessors achieved comparable popularity. The composer had been banned from performing by the Nazis because of his Jewish ancestry. In December 1941, the Gestapo arrested and severely mistreated the seventy-year-old. Two weeks after his arrest, he died as a result of his ordeal. rr
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3 Schwarzwaldmädel

FRG 1950, Director: Hans Deppe

The painter Hans Hauser (Rudolf Prack) and Bärbele Riederle (Sonja Ziemann)

Film still
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4 Schwarzwaldmädel, FRG 1950, Director: Hans Deppe

Theo Patzke (Hans Richter, center), Bärbele Riederle (Sonja Ziemann, 2nd from right), and Hans Hauser (Rudolf Prack, right), film still
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5 Grün ist die Heide, FRG 1951, Director: Hans Deppe

At a stew dinner to promote the film; front row, from left to right: the actress Else Reval, the actor Willy Fritsch, the cameraman Kurt Schulz, the actress Maria Holst (3rd from right), and the production manager Kurt Ulrich (2nd from right)

Photo: Foto-Croner







About the Heimatfilm Genre

The Heimatfilm genre literally flooded German cinema in the 1950s, and its titles were regularly among the highest-grossing productions at the box office. With some 300 entries, it accounted for nearly a quarter of the films produced in that decade. There were several reasons for the genre’s appeal. The films offered show value: they were usually shot in color, a special attraction at the time. The stories were set in photogenic, rubble-free landscapes—a contrast to the destruction that was still a part of people’s everyday lives. The idyllic regions are portrayed as intact cultural areas, supposedly steeped in tradition, often authenticated by traditional costumes. Heaths, the Black Forest, and the Alps—though not the rugged peaks of mountain films—are preferred locations. Regularly interspersed musical numbers add to the entertainment. The conflicts usually revolve around a pair of lovers who are subjected to misunderstandings that are reliably resolved in a happy ending. In addition, these films contain subliminal references to the real difficulties of integrating displaced persons, which here, however, already seem to be successful, or at least not the primary cause of conflict. Only rarely do the stories allude to past experiences of war; the past does not become an issue. Indirectly, however, incomplete families serve as a reference. The unusually somber black-and-white film Rosen blühen auf dem Heidegrab (Roses Bloom on the Grave in the Meadow, FRG 1952, Director: Hans H. König) takes us far back into the past in flashbacks. The first two big successes Schwarzwaldmädel and Grün ist die Heide were produced by Kurt Ulrich’s Berolina-Film GmbH, which achieved the greatest output with fifteen Heimatfilme within less than a decade. Six other companies also produced more than ten films in this genre during these years. At the latest with Der Förster vom Silberwald (The Forester of the Silver Wood, AUT 1954, Director: Alfons Stummer), which was called Echo der Berge in its country of origin, Austrian productions became part of the Heimatfilm wave. rr
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6 Rosen blühen auf dem Heidegrab, FRG 1952, Director: Hans H. König

Poster: H. G. H.
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