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Introduction


Narrative Cinema between Auteurism and Commitment to Genre

The generation of the New German Cinema had acquired a great international reputation, as evidenced by numerous awards at the festivals in Cannes, Venice, and Berlin. Werner Schroeter, Margarethe von Trotta, Wim Wenders, Alexander Kluge, Werner Herzog, and Barbara Sukowa received awards for their films, their life’s work, or special achievements. As the New German Cinema moved from its inception to its classical period, the productions were better financed and aimed at a broad audience. They were often international co-productions. Wim Wenders and Volker Schlöndorff also worked in Hollywood, with different experiences. But one was missing: Rainer Werner Fassbinder died on June 10, 1982, and his last film, Querelle – Ein Pakt mit dem Teufel (FRG 1982), was premiered posthumously on August 31. Fassbinder’s opening to melodramatic storytelling had recently helped him to reach a larger audience, as evidenced by the last two films of his so-called “BRD Trilogy,” Lola (FRG 1981) and Die Sehnsucht der Veronika Voss (FRG 1982).
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1 Der Willi-Busch-Report, FRG 1979, Director: Niklaus Schilling

During filming: the lead actor Tilo Prückner (2nd from left), Niklaus Schilling (3rd from left), and the cameraman Wolfgang Dickmann with the steadycam and the attached Arriflex 35BL camera, set photograph





The reception of Helma Sanders-Brahms’s film Deutschland bleiche Mutter (Germany Pale Mother, FRG 1980), which was highly acclaimed abroad, was different. At its premiere at the Berlinale, it was rejected by German critics just as harshly as Margarethe von Trotta’s Heller Wahn (Sheer Madness, FRG 1983)—the emotionality of the films was disturbing. The austerity and detachment of Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet’s Klassenverhältnisse (Class Relations, FRG 1983, based on Franz Kafka) and Der Tod des Empedokles (The Death of Empedocles, FRG 1987, based on Friedrich Hölderlin) were also provocative at the film festival. Thomas Brasch, who had left East Germany, began his directing career in West Germany with Engel aus Eisen (Angels of Iron, FRG 1981). His producer was Joachim von Vietinghoff, who specialized in independent films mainly from (but not about) Berlin.
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2 The monthly program brochure filmtips of the art house cinemas Apollo, Kino am Raschplatz, and Kommunales Kino, Hannover, July 1981

Cover with a film still from Jede Menge Kohle (FRG 1981, Director: Adolf Winkelmann)





Harun Farocki, Heinz Emigholz, Hartmut Bitomsky, Hellmuth Costard, and Jürgen Ebert explored the possibilities of cinematic reflection in essayistic or experimental films. Jutta Brückner’s Hungerjahre – in einem reichen Land (The Hunger Years: In a Land of Plenty, FRG 1980) and Jeanine Meerapfel’s Malou (FRG 1981) seem to have been conceived as fictionalized forensic investigations into one’s own family history. The latter’s Die Kümmeltürkin geht (Melek Leaves, FRG 1985) took a skeptical look at West German society’s ability to integrate. Tevfik Başer took up the theme of barriers to integration: in 40 m2 Deutschland (Forty Square Meters of Germany, FRG 1986), a young Turkish woman is isolated by her husband in a rear-house apartment in Hamburg. This debut feature was awarded the Golden Leopard at Locarno.
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3 Deutschland bleiche Mutter

FRG 1980, Director: Helma Sanders-Brahms

Poster for the French distribution version, Helma Sanders-Brahms Archive





Other films from this period were also close to reality and at the same time fixed in genre patterns. Dominik Graf directed films for both cinema and television. A broad spectrum, ranging from crime films (Die Katze, The Cat, FRG 1988) to comedies, historical material, and documentaries, still characterizes his work today. Narrative cinema enjoyed some notable successes in this decade, often with a realistic underpinning. Peter F. Bringmann’s road movie Theo gegen den Rest der Welt (Theo Against the Rest of the World, FRG 1980) was the German blockbuster of the year, not least because of the convincing performance of its lead actor, Marius Müller-Westernhagen. Adolf Winkelmann’s Jede Menge Kohle (A Lot of Bills to Pay, FRG 1981), Percy Adlon’s Zuckerbaby (Sugar Baby, FRG 1985), and Doris Dörrie’s comedy hit Männer (Men…, FRG 1985), with Heiner Lauterbach and Uwe Ochsenknecht as the new stars, showed a similar combination of authentic ambience and audience appeal.
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4 Die Sehnsucht der Veronika Voss

FRG 1982, Director: Rainer Werner Fassbinder

Evening gown for the character of Veronika Voss, played by Rosel Zech; costume design: Barbara Baum





The Bavarian Film Prize was awarded for the first time in 1980, and the total prize money awarded in the various categories was second only to that of the German Federal Film Prize. In the same year, the Max Ophüls Prize Film Festival was established in Saarbrücken as an event explicitly aimed at young filmmakers. The first winner was Niklaus Schilling with Der Willi-Busch-Report (The Willi Busch Report, FRG 1979). Also in 1980, UNESCO adopted recommendations for the protection and preservation of moving images—a clear indication of the shortcomings in the care of film heritage. The first Cologne Women’s Film Festival, known by the name Feminale, took place in 1984. The founders dispensed with a competition and focused instead on exchange. Novembermond (November Moon) by Alexandra von Grote (FRG/FRA 1985) was the first film to explicitly tell a lesbian love story. The story of an emigrated German Jew and her French lover is set during the Second World War. With the founding of museums in Potsdam (1980) and Frankfurt am Main (1984), the first permanent exhibition venues for film were established in both German states. CineGraph, the loose-leaf bio-filmographic encyclopedia published by Hans-Michael Bock since 1984, set a standard for reliable information on German filmmakers and their works.




Political Fronts

Stefan Aust, Alexander von Eschwege, Volker Schlöndorff, and Alexander Kluge directed Der Kandidat (The Candidate, FRG 1980) as a clear political statement. The occasion was the candidacy of Franz Josef Strauß of the Christian Social Union in Bavaria (CSU) for German Chancellor, whose success the directors feared would lead to a swing to conservative politics. In September 1983, many filmmakers saw the refusal of the Federal Minister of the Interior, Friedrich Zimmermann, to pay out the last outstanding installment of 75,000 marks for Herbert Achternbusch’s Das Gespenst (The Ghost, FRG 1982) from the funds of the Federal Film Prize as a warning sign. The film was considered blasphemous by church circles. Achternbusch, who released a new Bavaria-centered film almost every year, experienced the solidarity of his colleagues, who demonstrated at the next Federal Film Award ceremony dressed as ghosts. Nevertheless, there was a change in the awarding practice: the Federal Film Prize could only cover up to 30 percent of a new project’s production costs. This mainly affected auteur films. Zimmermann’s stance was seen as part of a “spiritual and moral turnaround” associated with the conservative-liberal coalition of CDU/CSU and FDP led by Helmut Kohl, which had been in power since October 1, 1982. However, this coalition adhered to the policy of détente of the previous social-liberal administrations. No radical cuts were made in social policy. In June 1986, in response to the Chernobyl disaster, Walter Wallmann became Germany’s first Federal Minister for the Environment. In terms of media policy, the coalition made possible the introduction of cable television—implemented in 1984 following a pilot project in Kohl’s hometown of Ludwigshafen—and the emergence of numerous private broadcasters, which from then on competed with the public service system of the broadcasting companies ARD and ZDF. This had a lasting effect on the audiovisual media landscape.




Global Market Perspective

Uli Edel’s Christiane F. – Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo premiered on April 2, 1981. The screenplay, based on the book by Kai Hermann and Horst Rieck published by the magazine Stern, was written by Herman Weigel. The film was produced by Solaris Filmproduktion, with Bernd Eichinger, Hans Weth, and Bertram Vetter as producers. The immense success of the film was an inspiration for Weigel and Eichinger in particular. Weigel continued to write successful screenplays over the next few years and also worked as a producer, most recently on Aus dem Nichts (In the Fade, GER/FRA 2017) by Fatih Akin. Eichinger, who took over Neue Constantin Film GmbH in 1979, clearly pursued a dual strategy: he aimed primarily at the German market with comedies, but also at the international market with elaborate productions. The first project of this kind was Die unendliche Geschichte (The NeverEnding Story, FRG 1984, Director: Wolfgang Petersen), followed by many others, including Der Name der Rose (The Name of the Rose, FRG/FRA/ITA 1986, Director: Jean-Jacques Annaud) and Das Geisterhaus (The House of the Spirits, GER/DNK/PRT 1993, Director: Bille August). Eichinger became a formative figure among film producers in the following decades and the Neue Constantin probably the most influential German film company.

Wolfgang Petersen’s Das Boot, which received six Oscar nominations, was considered a model for international success in a different way. Produced by Bavaria Film and Günter Rohrbach, the film was released in 1981 for cinema screening and four years later was shown on television in a much longer version of 308 minutes. The “amphibious film”—suitable for exploitation in cinemas and, in a longer version, on television—was to set a precedent. Both versions of Das Boot were marketed internationally.

Edgar Reitz’s multipart television series Heimat (FRG 1981–84, eleven parts)—probably one of the most elaborate German television productions of the period at a running time of 924 minutes—also found its audience not only on television, but at festivals (including the Munich Film Festival and the Venice Film Festival) and in selected cinemas. Reitz had taken a different, very independent route to the international market. The opening credits of the original series included a shot of a granite block with the words “Made in Germany” carved into it.




The Final Years of DEFA

In her review of DEFA production during this decade, the film historian Elke Schieber notes that the 1980s began with hope for the studio, but soon took a different turn. In 1980, a popular success such as Herrmann Zschoche’s Und nächstes Jahr am Balaton (And Next Year at Lake Balaton, GDR 1980) stood alongside the authentic portrait of a self-confident, combative singer in Solo Sunny (GDR 1980, Director: Konrad Wolf) with Renate Krößner in the title role. In addition, the remarkable success of DEFA films at several international festivals seemed to signal a new beginning. Babelsberg productions were well represented in both the Competition and the International Forum of New Cinema of the Berlinale. For example, Evelyn Schmidt’s feature film debut, Seitensprung (Escapade, GDR 1980), was screened at the Forum. Films by women directors at DEFA were often characterized by the fact that they told unvarnished stories about a reality that clearly contradicted the official interpretation that women had already achieved complete equality, without aiming at fundamental criticism. Such stories increasingly met with the disapproval of both the press and studio management. From the middle of the decade onward, there was a “fourth generation” of directors, including Karl Heinz Lotz, Jörg Foth, and Maxim Dessau, who seemed to be at the beginning of their careers. However, the radical changes that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall prevented many of these individuals from continuing their work.
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5 Der Stand der Dinge

FRG 1982, Director: Wim Wenders

The screenwriter Dennis (John Paul Getty III, left), the cameraman Joe Corby (Samuel Fuller, 2nd from left), and the director Friedrich Munro (Patrick Bauchau, front right), scene photograph; awarded the Golden Lion at the 1982 Venice International Film Festival





The course of cultural policy was soon set by hardliners, and there was no longer any talk of a spirit of optimism. Despite growing diplomatic recognition, the leadership of the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) acted from a defensive position. The increasingly fragile political situation in several of the so-called brother states led to a sense of uncertainty. The thaw and experimentation were once again replaced by familiar principles and conventional materials “in the spirit of socialism.” The independent trade union Solidarność (Solidarity), founded in Poland in September 1980, was a wake-up call for the SED. Wojciech Jaruzelski’s declaration of martial law in the neighboring country on December 13, 1981, restored Communist Party control. However, the economic crisis and political conflicts were only masked, not resolved. This was the goal of the reforms introduced in the USSR by the new General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), Mikhail Gorbachev, who was elected on March 11, 1985. Glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring) were intended to pave the way for greater freedom of expression and a move away from a strictly planned economy. The SED leadership saw this as a threat to its own system. They tried to seal off the German Democratic Repulic (GDR) from such influences. In November 1988, the party stopped the distribution of the Soviet magazine Sputnik, the latest issue of which had reported on the Hitler-Stalin Pact, which was still taboo in the GDR. Restrictive travel regulations also alienated large segments of the population, and the blatant falsification of local elections in May 1989 did much to further strengthen nascent opposition groups.
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6 Die bleierne Zeit

FRG 1981, Director: Margarethe von Trotta

Juliane (Jutta Lampe, 3rd from left) and Marianne (Barbara Sukowa, 2nd from right), lobby card; awarded the Golden Lion at the 1981 Venice International Film Festival





Against this backdrop, the contradictory policy of the DEFA studios appears as a constant maneuvering aimed primarily at avoiding conflict. Rainer Simon’s Jadup und Boel, which had already been completed in 1980 and approved by the studio in March 1981, was banned early on and was not released in cinemas until 1988 with only a few copies. Festival invitations from Vienna and London for Das Fahrrad (The Bicycle, GDR 1982, Director: Evelyn Schmidt), for example, were turned down, and the film was not shown abroad. A letter to the editor in Neues Deutschland (November 17, 1981), signed by “Hubert Vater,” criticized the party’s lack of pride in what it had achieved with the working people at the beginning of the decade. This was seen as a clear political warning. Nevertheless, films continued to be made that were conceived without self-censorship and realized regardless of the studio management’s concerns. These included Roland Gräf’s Märkische Forschungen (Exploring the Brandenburg Marches, GDR 1982), based on a story by Günter de Bruyn, Dein unbekannter Bruder (Your Unknown Brother) by Ulrich Weiß (GDR 1982, based on the novel of the same name by Willi Bredel), and Herrmann Zschoche’s Insel der Schwäne (Island of Swans, GDR 1983), for which Ulrich Plenzdorf wrote the screenplay. The censors demanded a number of changes and cuts, but the critical attitude toward GDR reality remained visible, so that Junge Welt, the central organ of the Free German Youth (FDJ), declared: “This is not another DEFA film about us!”
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7 Die unendliche Geschichte

FRG 1984, Director: Wolfgang Petersen

Cover of a book with interviews and further material on the film





German Democratic Republic cultural policy created an atmosphere of uncertainty in the studio. It could not completely suppress critical positions, but it could decisively hinder careers. Time and again, films that were deemed “too critical” meant that the artists responsible did not receive any new commissions. After Dein unbekannter Bruder and Olle Henry (GDR 1983, Director: Ulrich Weiß), for example, all projects submitted by the director were rejected. Heiner Carow, Siegfried Kühn, Evelyn Schmidt, Iris Gusner, and Frank Beyer, among others, experienced long waits for their next films and futile struggles for material during these years.
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8 Winter adé, GDR 1988, Director: Helke Misselwitz

Poster





In the field of documentary film, where Karl Gass’s compilation Das Jahr 1945 (The Year 1945, GDR 1985) was the best-attended film of the year, the crisis of the system became increasingly clear toward the end of the decade. Contradictions and skeptical tones already characterized Lebensläufe. Die Geschichte der Kinder von Golzow in einzelnen Porträts (Children of Golzow: Individual Portraits, GDR 1980, Directors: Winfried and Barbara Junge). Unflattering portrayals of people in the GDR, such as in the films by Helke Misselwitz—Winter adé (After Winter Comes Spring, GDR 1988) and Wer fürchtet sich vorm schwarzen Mann (Who’s Afraid of the Bogeyman, GDR 1989)—and in Volker Koepp’s Märkische Ziegel (March Brandenburg Bricks, GDR 1989) show a society whose economic foundations are ailing and whose moral legitimacy is questionable. The events that followed, with mass protests in numerous East German cities and the eventual opening of the border, made possible a series of completely independent productions. Leipzig im Herbst (Leipzig in the Fall, GDR 1989) by Andreas Voigt and Gerd Kroske was partly shot before the Berlin Wall came down and won the Golden Dove at the International Leipzig Documentary and Short Film Week. Interviews and footage of the Monday demonstrations in Leipzig capture the atmosphere of the time of upheaval from very close up. rr
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9 Insel der Schwäne, GDR 1983, Director: Herrmann Zschoche

Poster











DEFA Films at the Berlinale

After the first participation of a DEFA film in the competition of the Berlin International Film Festival, which was made possible by the USSR’s willingness to send Soviet films to the Berlinale, five years passed before another invitation was extended. In 1980, Konrad Wolf’s Solo Sunny was presented as the second Babelsberg production. With its unadorned view of the East German countryside and of East Berlin with its dreary rear courtyards and neglected old buildings, it was a surprise. In Sunny, the author Wolfgang Kohlhaase had created a character who asserted herself without illusions, who was completely believable and beyond all clichés. Some of her aphorisms became so popular that they are now considered catchphrases. Renate Krößner received the Silver Bear for Best Actress for her performance.
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1 Berlin International Film Festival, 1980

Renate Krößner with the Silver Bear for her performance in Solo Sunny (GDR 1980, Director: Konrad Wolf) in the rooms of the Berlinale in the Bikini-Haus, Budapester Strasse, Berlin

Photo: Mario Mach, Mario Mach Archive





Contacts between the festival and the GDR cultural administration had existed since the 1960s. Both sides were now interested in a permanent exchange in the spirit of détente. By 1990, when the Berlinale was held for the last time before German reunification, a total of eleven DEFA feature films had been invited to compete, including one international co-production: Pestalozzis Berg (Pestalozzi’s Mountain, CHE/FRG/ITA/GDR 1989) by Peter von Gunten. Considering the low annual production—fourteen or fifteen films were made in Babelsberg each year in the 1980s, seventeen in 1981—this represents a remarkably strong DEFA presence at the film festival in the western part of the city. In fact, many of the invited titles were able to win over audiences as well as international juries and critics. Only two years after Renate Krößner, Katrin Sass was awarded the Silver Bear for her role in Bürgschaft für ein Jahr (GDR 1981, Director: Herrmann Zschoche).
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2 Berlin International Film Festival, 1982

Katrin Sass with the Silver Bear for her performance in Bürgschaft für ein Jahr (GDR 1981, Director: Herrmann Zschoche)

Photo: Mario Mach, Mario Mach Archive





In 1988, Manfred Möck and Jörg Pose were jointly honored as best actors for their roles in Einer trage des anderen Last… (Bear Ye One Another’s Burden, GDR 1988, Director: Lothar Warneke). A Protestant pastor and an inspector of the People’s Police have to share a room in a sanatorium for lung patients. A crucifix and a portrait of Stalin mark their different convictions. This constellation, in which a devout Christian and a convinced Marxist engage in many discussions, was an absolute novelty for the DEFA film, which was interpreted as a sign of the willingness of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), the ruling party of the GDR, to approach the churches. The film became the most popular title of the season in East Germany. DEFA even won a Golden Bear for Best Film: in 1985 for Die Frau und der Fremde (The Woman and the Stranger) by Rainer Simon. The prize also went ex aequo to David Hare’s Wetherby (GBR 1985). Finally, in 1990, Coming Out (GDR 1989, Director: Heiner Carow) won the Silver Bear for “outstanding artistic contribution” after it had already been screened in both West and East Berlin. Not all of these successes were met with enthusiasm by the cultural policymakers of the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED). Both Renate Krößner and Katrin Sass later reported that they faced difficulties as a result of the award. Initially, they only received offers for television films, not for theatrical releases. As a result, Renate Krößner and her partner Bernd Stegemann left the GDR for West Germany in 1985.
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3 Berlin International Film Festival, 1988

Manfred Möck (2nd from left) and Jörg Pose (3rd from left) with the Silver Bears for their performances in Einer trage des anderen Last … (GDR 1988, Director: Lothar Warneke)

Photo: Mario Mach, Mario Mach Archive





The titles presented in competition at the Berlinale were all “problem films,” albeit ones that managed to avoid the narrow template of positive heroism. Nina Kern (Katrin Sass) in Bürgschaft für ein Jahr does not have her life under control. Despite good intentions, she neglects her three children, loses custody of them, is finally allowed to take the two youngest back home, and gives the eldest up for adoption. And there were films that avoided convention. Die Frau und der Fremde—the second film adaptation of Leonhard Frank’s novella Karl und Anna (1926) after Joe May’s Heimkehr (Homecoming, GER 1928)—was considered by the East Berlin magazine Weltbühne to be one of the rare examples of DEFA productions that were able to overcome narrow-mindedness and dilettantism. Anna (Kathrin Waligura) does not believe for a moment that Karl (Joachim Lätsch) is her husband Richard, who has returned from Russian captivity; she takes him in anyway, and the two become a couple. Even when Richard (Peter Zimmermann) eventually returns home, Anna chooses Karl. Einer trage des anderen Last… had been available as material since 1973; more than ten years passed before the studio dared to realize it.
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4 Berlin International Film Festival, 1985

The director Rainer Simon (right) was awarded the Golden Bear for Best Film for The Woman and the Stranger (GDR 1985); David Hare (left) was honored ex aequo for Wetherby (GBR 1985), photo: Mario Mach, Mario Mach Archive





The history of DEFA at the Berlinale also includes Frank Beyer’s Der Aufenthalt (The Turning Point, GDR 1983). The invitation to the competition had already been accepted when it was withdrawn. The reason for this was the massive objections from the Polish side—the film was accused of having an anti-Polish stance. Neither the studio nor the SED leadership shared this impression but wanted to avoid open dissent with Poland. The film is based on the novel of the same name by Hermann Kant. Sylvester Groth plays a young Wehrmacht soldier who, while a prisoner of war in Poland, is accused of being a member of the SS and of murdering a child and is placed in solitary confinement. After an accident, he is sent to a camp with other German POWs. Here, the old hierarchy and the Nazi spirit prevail, causing him to distance himself from his supposed comrades. He is eventually proven innocent and released. rr
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