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Abstract

My thesis is concerned with national identity constructions in West German film 1961-1989.
This research primarily works within the framework of a cultural studies (rather than a film
studies) approach in which film has to be situated within a wider social context in order to be
addressed, rather than articulated simply as a work of art which needs to be analysed for its
own sake. Moreover, the national and the cinematic realm are conceptualised as imaginary
spaces which overlap and constructively interpenetrate one another through complex narrative
processes. To analyse films more specifically in relation to their national context, I have
translated the abstract notion of national identity into a set of concrete parameters, these being
spatial, temporal and social relations and identifications, which are then observable in films. It
is thus claimed that, in a way that is similar to a film being essentially comprised of a setting,
a timeframe and the interaction of its protagonists, a nation, too, consists of a homeland, a

history/traditions and a people.

An analysis of films of the New German Cinema is considered particularly useful for
exploring West German national identity constructions because its filmmakers pursued
cinematic renewal in the service of social changes and thus their work is linked to other
national reform efforts of the ‘1968 moment. At the same time, this critical praxis of
filmmaking, which, regarding its counter-hegemonic orientation, is conceptualised as
Gegendffentlichkeit, was funded, promoted and internationally recognized as ‘German
culture’. This complex relationship between West Germany and ‘its’ national cinema which
led to the production of highly charged narratives, is addressed through a large-scale and
many-sided analysis of the New German Cinema's social embedded-ness, its films’ treatment

of the topic of national identity, as well as of relevant production and reception issues.

As the main part of this analysis, I investigate which West German national identity
constructions became discursively available to a national and international audience. I argue
that in terms of identity this period can be understood as one of national estrangement towards
the notion of what it was/is to be German. This experience of German identity as one of
alienation is then placed within the context of an inward displacement from one’s own history
and culture, within the borders of one’s own country. Heimat, in German, the quintessential
term to describe one’s geographical, social and psychological place of ‘belonging’, can be
regarded as having lost this tripartite unity of collective reference, creating a situation in

which individuals feel (or consciously decide to become) ‘homeless’ at home.
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PART ONE



Chapter One

Storyboard

1.1 Points of departure

The very first time I was confronted with, as Adorno (1998) once famously put it, ‘the
question: what is German?’, was when I was twelve years old. At my school we were asked to
write an essay entitled, ‘Are you proud to be German?’ Besides the peculiarity of the task as
such, the difficulty with this seemingly open question was that, although not explicitly stated,
we were expected to write why we were not proud to be German - a positive answer was,
without a doubt, impossible. I do not recall what I wrote in the end, but I distinctly remember
envying a classmate who put forward the argument that you cannot be proud of your
nationality because it is not the result of your personal efforts. National identity thus seemed
to be an arbitrary construct, which one was not to emotionally invest in. Instead, it needed to
be rationally discarded. It was at this early point that we were made aware of the ‘strangeness
of being German’ and started to develop a disconnected sense of self, floundering between

national identification and disidentification.

In the years to follow, the question ‘what is German?’ stayed with me. In 1989,1 experienced
the fall of the Berlin Wall, an event which I remember watching on television and celebrating
with my parents. Here I must add that [ am from the former Western part of Germany. More
precisely, I spent my youth in a small town close to Kassel which, before the Second World
War, had been an important and beautiful place in the centre of Germany. By the end of the
war, Kassel had turned into one of the most bombed German cities and after the country’s
division, it found itself very much in the national periphery - only 50 kilometres from the
German-German border. Some members of our family remained on the other side of this
border and I remember that we regularly sent packets with coffee, chocolate and clothes over
to ‘the relatives in the Eastern Zone’. Hence 1 grew up in, what one might call, a national
liminal zone, part of the West but close to and still in touch with the East. This then led me to
perceive of Germany as double and split, Heimat and Fremde. The term ‘Germany’ never
quite seemed to describe a place, which actually is, but rather one, which has been and/or

might be again. Correspondingly, calling the FRG ‘West Germany’ was marking the loss of



what it implicitly referred to: the Eastern part. Lack and absence rather than positive aspects

thus crucially defined post-war German national identity.

In 1992 and as part of one of my first experiences abroad, my classmates and I were greeted
by a crowd of French pupils shouting ‘Heil Hitler!” on our first day of a school exchange with
Montpellier/France. While probably being one of the most upsetting experiences related to
being German overall, this was also a very new one in that, for the first time, we were
confronted with a foreign interpretation of the question ‘what is German?’ In connection to
France having been occupied by Nazi Germany during the Second World War, this definition
of ‘Germanness’ was, somehow understandably, negative. More astonishingly for us in that
moment was that we were equated with our grandparents’ generation, which meant being
ascribed a very past-oriented and fixed national identity. Yet crucially, this interpellation by
strangers showed us that an answer to the above question was not only down to us but that

national identities are negotiated between national ‘Self’/‘inside’ and ‘Other” ‘outside’.

During my undergraduate studies in Luneburg/Germany, I did a history module on the then
flourishing ‘Goldhagen debate’l, which subsequently led me to dig up part of my family
history. Thus I found a box of old photographs depicting my grandparents from the 1930s
through to the 1950s. It contained their wedding photo, which, I believed at first, was slightly
stained. On the lapel of my grandfather’s jacket was a distinct black mark, which despite
rubbing would not come off. I did not think about it any further until I found a second set of
wedding photos in a special envelope. When I carefully looked at the image of my
grandfather again, I discovered two little swastikas, presumably NSDAP party insignia, in the
place of the stain. This, of course, meant that the blackening on the first photo had been done
deliberately, supposedly after the end of the war, to hide his Nazi past, which by then had
become utterly disgraceful. In this regard, the little black spot is a marker of the widespread
anxiousness of my grandparents’ generation to silence and suppress what happened between
1933 and 1945, and here specifically the Holocaust. Instead of working through their personal
involvement in what, after the war, was widely regarded as one of the biggest crimes against

humanity, my grandparents decided to cover it up - on the photo and within the family.

1This debate followed the publication of Daniel Goldhagen’s book Hitler's Willing Executioners (1996) - a
phrase that basically meant all Germans in the Third Reich.



To give an example, it was terrible to find out just how little my father knew about his
father’s wartime activities and that he had never asked about it either. I remember that in
response | angrily demanded he should read Hitler s Willing Executioners. Yet, he answered,
‘I cannot read it’. It was only after the death of both of his parents that he and my mother
started to engage with what so crucially prefigured their (and our) lives. The box of old
photographs thus turned out to be a Pandora’s box from which a range of carefully concealed
and unresolved post-war dilemmas sprang into my present, challenging existing family/inter-
generational relationships along with hitherto secure identity positions. Beyond the purely
private, they demonstrated the interpenetration of the personal lifestory (wedding, career,
‘happy’ family life, peace of mind, etc.) and the national history (NSDAP party membership,
de-nazification, re-education, ‘normalisation’, etc.). National identity in this respect describes
a subject position which is struggled over and emerges on the threshold between the personal

and the national past and present.

For my postgraduate studies, I went to Great Britain, where I came across Leni Riefenstahl’s
film Triumpfdes Willens (Triumph of the Will, 1935) - a skilful combination of National
Socialist propaganda and art and, as such, a very distinct answer to the question ‘what is
German?’ It intellectually and emotionally affected me deeply. I had fully prepared myself to
despise the film for aesthetic and, even more importantly, ethical reasons. Yet, during the
actual screening I found it nearly impossible to resist the powerful cinematic images. I was
wooed to join in with the masses through the use of a rousing Wagnerian score, the always-
moving camera and a knowing editing technique that mysteriously drew me in. In effect,
Riefenstahl cinematically supplied a feeling of communality that, in my viewing experience,
seemed to respond to the longing for a ‘home’ which had been lost. In this way, watching
Triumpfdes Willens was an emotional as well as an intellectual challenge which caused me to
confront my uncomfortable desires about ‘belonging’ and ‘home’. It also made me aware of
the power of the cinematic image and its complex relationship with the national. A growing
interest in national cinematic issues and the construction of respective identities within the
specific German context in the following led me to take a closer look at films of the New
German Cinema. This rebellious grandchild of Riefenstahl and other filmmakers of the Nazi
era was part of the first reflexive, and thus necessarily haunted, post-war German generation
which rather than staging narratives of ‘homefulness’ tried to come to terms with

‘homelessness’ - an attitude I felt I could relate to.



Having found sources which provided me with an exciting way into exploring the question
‘what is German?’, | embarked upon further research. And after reading the essay ‘No Place
Like Heimat: Images of Home(land) in European Culture’ (1993) by Morley and Robins my
thinking about notions of ambiguous national identification gained momentum. In the text,
post-war West Germany serves as a case study for the authors’ wider inquiry into European
ideas of ‘home’ and ‘homelessness’. More precisely, films, interviews and written accounts
by several members of the New German Cinema, such as Wim Wenders and Edgar Reitz, and
their references to the concept of Heimat are discussed. Regarding the latter, I discovered that
the way in which these filmmakers express their ‘Germanness’ was very similar to my own
personal experiences. They illustrate how the shared experiences/history of National
Socialism, the Holocaust, the Second World War, the allied occupation/re-education and
Germany’s division, together produced a national sense of ‘homelessness’ and feelings of
unease with regard to one’s national identity. In Chalmers’ words, ‘Germany, ..., (was
always) represented by its division, above all by the Berlin Wall, marking the absence of

certainty about home: separation, expulsion, exile’ (in Morley and Robins, 1993: 17).

Earlier this year and just after having seen the last part of Reitz’s Heimat trilogy (2004), 1
encountered once more how ‘unheimlich’ it is/can be to be German. Together with an English
friend I visited Weimar, once the home of Goethe and Schiller as well as the temporary
residence of Bach, Liszt, Wagner and Nietzsche. As such, it functioned as the cultural centre
of Germany from the middle of the 18thto the late 192 century and was, precisely because of
this cultural heritage, elected the cultural capital of Europe in 1999. Moreover, after WWI,
Germany’s first democratic constitution was written and signed in Weimar which thus lent its
name to the so-called Weimar Republic. To conclude, Weimar represents all that was/is good
about Germany. Yet, right outside of this national high-place, one encounters the other side of
Germany. This ‘Other’ is Buchenwald, a major National Socialist concentration camp situated
on top of the local mountain, the Ettersberg, from where it overlooks the town. Previously,
Goethe used to wander and write poetry here (for instance, his famous Wandererphantasien,
‘wanderer fantasies’), while about 110 years later several hundred political prisoners and Jews

were worked to death before being burned in facilities similarly to those in Auschwitz.

This metaphoric, as well as shockingly real, next-to-one-another-ness of ‘good’ and ‘evil’,

‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, democratic values and dictatorship, cosmopolitanism and Nazism,

2Goethe came to Weimar in 1775 and Nietzsche died there in 1900.



civilisation and barbarism, high culture and ‘unculture’ is, -however, not the end of the
Weimar/German (hi)story. Thus on the map of the camp, there is a spot called Goethe-Eiche
(‘Goethe’s Oak’). According to the official Buchenwald website , these are the remains of an
old oak which the SS had left standing while the camp was being built. Prisoners later called
the majestic tree Goethe-Eiche in reference to Goethe’s frequent visits to the area, which most
likely led him to wander around the site of the later camp. Another website, which refers to a
recent educational video project realised in Buchenwald4, further suggests that in 1827
Goethe said, looking down from the Ettersberg: ‘Hier fiihlt man sich groB und frei, wie die
groBe Natur, die man vor Augen hat, und wie man eigentlich immer sein sollte’5. Yet, as we
know, within a century the place of Goethe’s delight and his enjoyment of utter freedom
turned into one of hundredfold distress and death within the confinements of the camp. And it
is the horrifying results of these exclusionary national identity politics which have led to a
displacement or, to some extent, even replacement of earlier notions of ‘what is German’.
Thus since the end of the Second World War, ‘being German’ has been significantly more
about the Holocaust (i.e. Buchenwald) than about poetry, philosophy or music (i.e. Goethe,
Nietzsche and Bach). It was Adomo then, who proclaimed the impossibility of poetry after
Auschwitz. In this regard, it seems no coincidence that the concentration camp, a reality and
representation of utter ‘homelessness’, is seated on top of the Ettersberg, overlooking and

scenically overpowering Goethe’s chosen ‘home’, Weimar, further down in the valley6.

These opening remarks on the question ‘what is German?4 are meant to provide the
investigation with a few initial thoughts on the issue of German national identity in the post-
war era and its representation in visual media, most notably film. Their purpose is to illustrate
how the national is crucially played out in spatial, temporal and social terms and to
demonstrate how I came to be interested in doing research on this topic. As a preliminary
finding, conflicting notions of ‘Germanness’ can be seen as existing alongside or on top of
each other, producing ambiguous senses of the national and uncertainties about ‘belonging’.

Hence, part of the argument put forward in this investigation is that it is the particular

3http://www.buchenwald.de

4 http://www.buchenwald-videoprojekt.de

5 Approx. Trans.: ‘Like the great nature one has in front of his eyes here, one feels great and free - just as one
always should be.’

6 Another ‘non-coincidence’ is the overt reference to the Goethe-Eiche in Hans Jurgen Syberberg’s New German
Cinema production Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland (Hitler - A Film from Germany, 1977), which will feature
prominently in the second half of the next section. The subtitle of part one of his film epic is, From the Cosmic
Ash-Tree to Goethe’s Oak and the Beeches of Buchenwald’, and towards the end of this part, one of the actors
tells a version of the Goethe-Oak story (Syberberg, 1978: 247, in the written version).
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character of the post-war German socio-temporal space that frames the construction of

respective national identities in films of the New German Cinema.

Statement of aims

More precisely, the overall purpose of this investigation is to analyse which national identity
constructions become apparent in films of the New German Cinema in the period 1961 to
1989. This raises important questions about the films’ setting, for instance: where exactly is
the place called ‘West Germany’ and what does it look like? Is it depicted as a predominantly
rural or urban space? How does it position itself in relation to the popular Heimat film genre
of the 1950s and its idyllic representations of symptomatic German landscapes? What do we
learn about the relationship between West Germany and the people who inhabit it? Are there
any representations of the German-German border or the Berlin Wall and, if so, which
narrative role do they play? How does West Germany relate to East Germany (its ‘Other(ed)’

half) and America (the ‘Other’ it tries to emulate)?

With regard to the films’ temporality and their mode of narration, key questions are: do the
protagonists of the New German Cinema live in the now, facing up to the demands of their
present? How do they relate to their national and, intrinsically linked to that, their personal
past, in particular Nazism and the Second World War? Are they characterised as mourning the
Holocaust or as trying to forget about what they did or what happened in their name? How are
processes of remembering and historicizing the past narratively negotiated? Which personal
and which national future(s) do the West German individuals depicted in these films envisage
for themselves and to what extent are they implicated with past and present (his)stories and

experiences?

Considering representations of social aspects in New German Cinema productions, I will
explore questions such as: who is rendered a national insider and what is her/his relationship
to so-called outsiders in the films? Are there any substantial differences with regard to the
depiction of different genders and their role in society? What about the social conditions that
are shown to be characteristic of West Germany from a New German Cinema's perspective?
How do the narratives negotiate social conflict and which strategies of problem-solving do
their characters employ? How important is the choice of certain types of actors/actresses for

the creation of a New German Cinema ‘feel’ and in what way does it affect the relationship



between the films and their national and international audience? Is the spectator-protagonist

relationship one of identification?

This main aim, which is concerned with analysing national identity constructions in films of
the New German Cinema, will be predominantly addressed in the chapters three to five. It is
supplemented by two additional objectives, which put forward contexualizing and theoretical
aspects. The first one is to investigate the specifically national character of the New German
Cinema and its productions, which is the focus of chapter two. The central questions here are:
what is the societal role of the New German Cinema in West Germany? How does it position
itself in relation to existing public discourses on national issues? As, biographically speaking,
its filmmakers are of the same generation as the members of the 1968 student movement -
what are the links between these two social groups? But also, how does the New German
Cinema relate to the German cinema of the immediate post-war period? Who are the spiritual

fathers of its filmmakers and what does that say about them and their work?

The second subsidiary aim is to explore ways of conceptualising these West German identity
constructions in New German Cinema productions, using contemporary cultural theory and
related philosophical and sociological approaches. Different from the first two aims, which
are dealt with in particular chapters, this third aim runs through the thesis as a whole. In
chapter one, the main question is: what can a cultural studies approach offer to the analysis of
West German national identity constructions in films of the New German Cinemal How can
concepts like representation, narration, identity and ‘Othering’ be made productive for the
methodological requirements of this investigation? Chapter two then - despite its largely
contextual focus - asks: how can the national identity of the filmmakers and their complex
relationship with West Germany be theorised? Throughout chapters three to five, the central
questions are: how can representations of place, time and sociality in New German Cinema
productions be regarded as mediating a national sense of ‘Self’? Is there a common thread
which runs through this body of films and which might be explained in terms of national

identity? If so, how can these self-narration processes be conceptually accounted for?

Throughout the following sections, the approach to these issues will be constantly refined in
relation to the existing literature and, most notably, considering the investigation’s concern
with films of the New German Cinema. The next section will thus explore the contested

categories of national cinema, films, and representations and assess their conceptual value



(1.2). This theoretical part is followed and complemented by a discussion in which the New
German Cinema is placed under academic scrutiny. As part of this critical evaluation, the
New German Cinema is conceptualised as a particular national cinema, involving a review of
the relevant literature and, in relation to that, some initial reflections on the methodological
framework of the thesis (1.3). The final section is concerned with methodological issues in a
more systematic fashion as it expands upon earlier findings in order to develop a cultural
studies approach to the New German Cinema (1.4). It finishes with a chapter outline of the

thesis as a whole.

1.2 National cinema, films, and representations - contested categories

In this section I will critically explore the particular relationship between national identity and
cinema/films/representations. Traditionally, this relationship has been conceptualised as one
in which film is a powerful tool for the spread of nationalism (for example, Dodds 2000 and,
albeit to a lesser extent, Schlesinger 2000). A heightened version of this tendency to assume
an affirmative and uncomplicated relationship between the nation-state and (its) national
cinema can be found in O Tuathail’s work, where D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation
(1915), Eisenstein’s October (1927) and Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the
Will, 1935) are considered to be, remarkable works of geopolitical propaganda’ (O Tuathail,
1994: 540) and as such representative of a certain cinematic nationalism. He continues by
arguing that, ‘the shooting camera was from the beginning a weapon of war...” (ibid.: 541), a
statement which is indicative of a ‘reading’ of cinematic productions as being highly

ideological.

A philosophical approach

Lacoue-Labarthe comes to the question of nation and cinema from a slightly different angle
by regarding cinema above all as a national artform (though with a distinct political
dimension). More precisely, his philosophical approach is concerned with the overall
‘tendency for the world - and the sphere of politics - to turn into cinema’ (Syberberg in
Lacoue-Labarthe, 1990: 66). He is particularly interested in a 19th century German tradition of
thinking about the relationship between art, politics and the nation developed by Hegel,

Nietzsche and others who considered the identification of politics with aesthetics as being the



essence of Germany’s national identity and the basis for the Kulturnation7’s continued
existence. In the early 20th century, Lacoue-Labarthe argues, this way of reasoning was taken
up in philosophy by Heidegger and, more importantly for this discussion, in the musical arts
by Wagner. Thus, the latter famously developed the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk, which
translates as ‘collective artwork’ (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1990: 68). Conceptually, it means that
different art forms such as theatre, architecture, opera, dance, painting and others are brought
together in order to create a heightened version of what they are in separation from each other.
Yet, beyond this artistic dimension the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk satisfies national
concerns. Here, Lacoue-Labarthe refers to Nietzsche’s idea that, ‘the artwork should be a

celebration of the national community’ (ibid.).

This approach can be seen as a logical extension of the argument made about an alliance of
art/cinema and politics since it (theoretically and practically) includes the national as the
realm in which both spheres realise themselves. Moreover, this notion of nation has to be
understood as denoting an organic social being or Gemeinschaft*. In Lacoue-Labarthe’s
reading of the work of the aforementioned philosophers this, ‘organicity...indicates a natural
or physical determination of the community which can only be accomplished and revealed to
that community by a techne - if not indeed by techne itself, by art’ (1990: 69, emphasis in the
original). Hence art in general and cinema in particular are bringing forth in national terms,
making and re-making that of which they are a constituent part. In other words, art can be
described as an ongoing creative process in which the national gains momentum in relation to
its ‘inside’ as well as to its ‘outside’. In conclusion, Lacoue-Labarthe relates art, politics and
the national to each other in the following way, °...for a nation to present and recognize

itself...is the political function of art’ (ibid.).

Sociological approaches

Another valuable contribution to the study of national identity in relation to cinema, films and
representations are the sociological studies of Gellner (1983), Anderson (1983) and Billig

(1995). Their writings on nationalism and national identity have provided theoretical starting

7 Kulturnation is a concept of the nation that, above all, centres on ‘culture’. As such it is defined in contrast to
the political construction of the Staatsnation or nation-state. Long before 1871, when Germany officially became
a modern nation-state, German intellectuals had considered it to be a Kulturnation, which they felt they belonged
to.

8The term refers to the widely used conceptual pair Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft which was coined by the
sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies (1991). It will be discussed at greater length at the beginning of chapter five.



points for a considerable amount of current work on national cinema. In a nutshell, their
accounts are primarily concerned with the internal dynamics of nation formation and/or
maintenance, of which mediated communication is a crucial part. As a result, difference or
‘Otherness’ is rendered less important in terms of the construction of a national identity than
self-induced processes from within. Anderson’s approach in particular, conceptualising the
nation as an ‘imagined community’ coming into being through the power of the print media,
has figured as an important methodological source for various analysts of national cinematic

issues (Schlesinger 2000).

In many cases, researchers have employed Anderson’s theory by substituting ‘cinema’ for
‘print media’, especially since the notion of the ‘imagined’ seems to suggest its applicability
to the realm of the visual. Examples are Carroll and Banes’ study of the nation-building
effects of Eisenstein’s films for the Soviet Union (2000), Coates’s investigation of Polish
cinema and nationalism (2000), Chakravarty’s analysis of representations of terrorism in
Indian cinema (2000) and McLoone’s examination of Irishness in Irish cinema (2004). A
prominent critique comes from Schlesinger (2000) who disapproves of research on national
cinema which narrowly follows the sociological model. Hence, while he recognises that, on
the whole, Gellner, Anderson and Billig’s theories of nationalism can be regarded as useful to
analyse the constitutive structures of a nation seen as a communicative community, he
maintains that external forces are often only accounted for in the form of references to
Hollywood’s hegemony with regard to other national cinemas. Therefore, he argues, that the
unimaginative application of Anderson’s concept to the study of national cinema often fails to

appropriately address processes of growing complexity within national spaces today.

Higson (2000) takes Schlesinger’s critique further as he radically questions the usefulness of a
general theory of national cinema altogether. Instead, he proposes the analysis of national
cinematic particularities and case studies. Thus, he claims, there is a range of ways in which a
cinema can be national, which cannot be captured by one analytical approach. Revisiting
Anderson, Higson argues that the notion of ‘imagined community’ (too) often leads to an
understanding of the nation as bounded and coherent, homogeneous and rooted in a cultural
as well as in a geographical sense (2000: 64-65). However, in his opinion Anderson’s concept
fails to adequately cater for cultural diversity and difference amongst people of a specific
nation-state and the dispersion inherent in any modem national community caused by

emigration and exile. Higson states, ‘all nations are in some sense diasporic. They are thus

10



forged in the tension between unity and disunity, between home and homelessness’ (ibid.:
65). The same degree of cultural hybridisation and perforation of borders, which apply to
nation-states, Higson argues, can be noted for any version of national cinema. Furthermore,
both a nation and its cinema are in flux and cooperate on a transnational level in terms of
production, distribution and reception of cultural products. Yet although he criticises the
concept of national cinema by questioning its analytical value on a theoretical level, Higson
maintains that it is still very vibrant on a political level and can therefore not be dismissed

altogether.

A cultural studies approach

In view of critiques such as Schlesinger and Higson’s, Hayward (2000) justifies and promotes
the continuing existence of national cinemas9. Hence, she declares them to be part of the
nationalist discourse that represents - referring to Gellner and Anderson - a people’s need for
‘belonging’ and ‘wholeness’. Moreover, Hayward claims that the members of a nation
generally fail to recognize its ‘true’ character, that is, seeing it as a set of power relations.
Instead, she argues, they regard it as a timeless given and therefore can accept its (false)
comfort. In this respect, nationalism is defined as, ‘a fictional ... construction to ease the fear
of alienation’ (2000: 91). The main purpose of this national project then is, as identified by
Hayward, the creation of a national history that produces a sense of national rootedness and
continuity. Thus she, unlike her predecessors, does not stop at the level of conceptual
criticism but also seeks to understand the common (sense) appeal of nationalism and national

cinema.

A second line of Hayward’s argument focuses on the text-context issue. Rejecting the often-
assumed uni-linear relationship between film and nation, in which the first is claimed to be a
‘window’ to, or ‘mirror’ of, the second, she follows O’Regan’s (1996) relational approach by
defining national cinema as ‘sets of relations between national film texts, national and
international film industries and the films’ and industries’ socio-political and cultural
contexts’ (2000: 92). This definition opens the national to the international and stresses cross-
cultural influences in the making of (seemingly) culturally specific films. Furthermore,
Hayward opts for an interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of national cinemas (history,

economics, cultural studies, politics, etc.) to ensure an appropriate investigation of this

9This is a stance which is not surprising as she is the general editor of the National Cinema Series for Routledge.
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multifaceted phenomenon. Together, the relational and the interdisciplinary approach reveal
an interest in power relations and an anti-essentialist orientation. This then translates into
political concerns as the author considers the implications of, what I earlier called cinematic
nationalism. By describing Hollywood’s global hegemony as a form of colonialism in which,
‘a post-colonialism is implicit’ (2000: 100) she defines national cinemas as spaces for agency
and resistance. More precisely, she argues that if nations are constructed and imagined in
certain ways, they can be deconstructed and imagined otherwise. In this vein, she calls
attention to the political possibilities of national cinemas, which lie in their liberating potential

to dismantle power relations and show fragmentation.

An interdisciplinary approach

Having presented different approaches to national cinema, films and representations, I now
want to critically assess how to employ these notions within my own work. Here, traditional
accounts serve as a useful starting point since they establish a close relationship between a
nation and its cinema. In response to the relative simplicity and one-sidedness of this line of
argument, however, Lacoue-Labarthe’s philosophical approach is important because it
emphasizes the reciprocity of this relationship. Furthermore, rather than making general
claims, the author firmly places his discussion of national cinema as political art in the
particular history of German thought by which he stresses the specificity of national cinemas.
Here, I would like to add Rentschler’s (2000) view on the topic since it sharpens up Lacoue-
Labarthe’s argument regarding the special nature of the relationship between Germany and

‘its’ national cinema(s) while explicitly referring to the New German Cinema. He writes:

Germany has enjoyed a privileged status in discussions about national cinema. No
other cinema, in fact, has lent itself so consistently and productively to
investigations into the relations between film and nationhood. New German
Cinema, most critics would agree, constitutes the most recent chapter in this
cinema’s compelling and controversial saga (Rentschler, 2000: 260).

The analytical value of sociological accounts can be summarized in their conceptualisation of
the nation as a communicative community in which cinema is seen as an arena of debate. This
means that particular national identity constructions are negotiated and circulated on and
through film whose specific New German Cinema format (and here especially the latter’s
subject matter) will be the object of analysis. Nevertheless, I share Schlesinger’s critique of a

‘narrow’ approach to national cinematic issues since it effectively disregards the significance
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of external voices. This criticism will be taken into account by considering the implications of
symptomatic outside(r)s for the national inside(r)s. From Higson, I take on board the idea to
carry out a particular national cinematic case study, which pays attention to internal tensions
and conflicts (a position that ties in with Lacoue-Labarthe’s focus on the meaning of
cinema/ait within the German context). Also, I agree with his justification for retaining the
category of the national as, in spite of all criticism, it remains politically and intellectually
influential. Most crucially, however, he made me aware that ‘homelessness’ (along with

‘home’) can be seen as a constituent national ‘structure of feeling’.

The main points I retain from Hayward are her cultural studies perspective, according to
which she defines national cinema as a set of power relations, and her attempt to understand
and explain nationalist phenomena within popular culture. Yet more importantly still, she
accounts for the dual mode of national cinematic representations in the form of hegemonic
(i.e. Hollywood and mainstream) as well as counter-hegemonic films (i.e. anti-Hollywood and
anti-mainstream, for example, art films). This approach is unique in that, instead of criticising
the notion of national cinema but then bringing it back in through the back door for political
reasons (as in, for example, the case of Higson’s account), it opts for a complexification of the
concept. By doing so, it makes space for what might be called a ‘counter-hegemonic national
cinema’ - at first sight a contradictory alignment of the national, conventionally regarded as
the hegemonic, with aspects of resistance that are usually defined in opposition to it10. Such a
reading is adapted in the case of, for example, Steve Bell’s cartoonsll. These are seen as
‘visual critiques’ (O Tuathail, 1998: 11), which, ‘illuminate or even subvert particular
political practices’ (Dodds, 2000: 84). And it is precisely the critical stance granted to these

comic strips, which essentially informs films of the New German Cinema.

A filmmaker’s contribution to the debate

To illustrate the appropriateness of the interdisciplinary conceptual framework laid out above,
I will now demonstrate the New German Cinema's counter-hegemonic orientation as well as
its filmmakers’ view on some of the other national cinematic issues discussed so far through
an investigation of Syberberg’s approach to filmmaking followed by a brief analysis of his

(in)famous film epic Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland (Hitler - A Film from Germany,

10Except for postcolonial cinema.
II Bell is the popular satirical cartoonist in the Guardian newspaper, commenting on geopolitical/national issues.
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1977). This will show the complex relationship between theory (for instance, the works of O
Tuathail, Lacoue-Labarthe, Anderson, Higson, Schlesinger, Hayward, and others) and artistic
practice, as the filmmaker contributes to the debate on national cinema employing filmic
means. Made in 197712 that is before any of the above essays and theoretical treatises were
written and/or published, Syberberg’s film can even be regarded as in some ways anticipating

the discussion that preceded it here.

What is more, showing the conceptual relevance of an artistic production by rendering films
of the New German Cinema as self-reflexive forms of inquiry serves as a programmatic move
with reference to my overall methodology. More precisely, in this investigation I aim to
combine, as well as break down, the boundaries between theory and film analysis in order to
present findings which are both theoretically compelling and ‘true’ to the object of analysis,
and which thus might present a refined way of looking at (West) German national identity
constructions. Furthermore, I want to suggest that while theoretical and artistic articulations
are different in style and convention, they correspond in their aim to answer pertinent

methodological and social questions13.

The written and extended account of Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland 4 develops this last
point further. Thus, in an essay which precedes the actual ‘film text’, the filmmaker discusses
the possibility of ‘Art as a Way out of Germany’s Misery’ (Syberberg 1978, title of the
essay). Syberberg’s programmatic statement critically refers to the problematic national
(production) context experienced by directors of the New German Cinema individually (in
public and/or private) and addressed collectively in their work (as a political act). Following
Syberberg’s analysis, his/their declared aim is to substantially change (West) Germany’s
material, ideological and socio-political conditions through the making of critical films. Yet,
whilst Syberberg defines filmmaking as an artistic practice (similar to Lacoue-Labarthe’s
approach), he does not regard it as being disconnected from other social activities, such as

university education and research.

RThe year was later referred to as Der deutsche Herbst (The German Autumn’) due to deadly events related to
the Rote Armee Fraktion (‘Red Army Faction’), a West German terrorist group operating at the time. A critical
commentary on the events is provided by several New German Cinema directors who together made the film
essay Deutschland im Herbst (Germany in Autumn 1977/78), which I will analyse at the end of chapter four.
Bt is important to note here that while Syberberg’s film can be seen an example of a generally critical ‘genre’,
other New German Cinema productions are not always as essayistic.

K One year after the release of the film, Syberberg published a book with the same title. In addition to the film
script, which is illustrated with shots from different parts of the film, it also contains, in fact even starts with, a
seven-part essay on the relationship between art/cinema and the national/post-war Germany.
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In the process of realising the mammoth project Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland, he most
notably formulates his task as finding an answer to the question, ‘how can all the knowledge
produced by sociology, psychology, and by all the social sciences as well as politics be
combined, made into a film, merged and reduced to a common denominator?’ (1978: 22).
Here, Syberberg directly addresses the relationship between film and academic research,
whereby the latter is (ideally) seen as crucially informing the former. In this sense then,
filmmaking can be seen as knowledge production by other means, or even an extension of it,
which crucially takes the specialised academic discourse out of its ‘ivory tower’ and translates

it into popular narratives whose place is the cinema.

Regarding both intellectual activities, Syberberg privileges filmmaking as he claims that the
20th century has been the ‘century of film, radio and projection’ (ibid.), which makes film the
most appropriate medium for the articulation and dissemination of socio-political concerns to
a wider (i.e. national) public. More specifically, he says that (his) films expose, ‘the truth
behind the things through the beyond, yet, at the same time hyper-reall5 density of the
cinematic fantasy’ (ibid.) - an expression which bears much resemblance to Ricoeur’s
concept of visual fiction as being an, “‘iconic augmentation” of the real’ (1981: 202)16. Unlike
Ricoeur, however, Syberberg can be considered as seeing film not only as an intensified

version of reality but at the same time ‘beyond’ it.

‘Ubef, a German preposition meaning ‘above’, ‘more than enough’ as well as ‘beyond’,
refers to this dual quality of the fictional as a heightened state of reality which ultimately
leaves the latter behind. Yet, rather than seeing that as a problematic quality of the fictional,
Syberberg celebrates it as part of the ‘epic, anti-Aristotelian’ dramatic practice established by
Brecht, in whose tradition he sees his filmmaking. Through this positioning, he sets himself
apart from mainstream productions, which he describes as a ‘boulevard-trivial version of the
Aristotelian drama without any poetic and intellectual innovations for the past 50 years’
(Syberberg, 1978: 28). In other words, Syberberg sees Brecht’s concept of the epic theatre as
the legitimate modern adaptation of the classic Aristotelian drama theory around tragedy and
mimesis, which in its rejection still needs the latter as a crucial point of reference (anti-

Aristotelian). In conclusion, Syberberg calls for the development of new narrative strategies

I5The expression Syberberg uses, or in fact creates, in the German original to describe the character of fiction is
‘UberreaT.
161 will come back to Ricoeur’s notion of fiction/representation in section 1.4.
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based on the Brechtian principles of alienation and non-identification and his own notion of

fiber-reality "1l
National cinema as a self-reflexive form of inquiry

Moving on from Syberberg’s reflections on the theories and methods of filmmaking, I will
now take a brief look at how these are expressed in his filmic practice. First, one has to note
that Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland is an unusual production regarding its format and
content. Thus it consists of four parts, together around seven hours long, of which 45 minutes
alone are filled with one of the main actors (Andre Heller) reading out a text. The film’s
aesthetic is eclectic and shows similarities to Alexander Kluge’s collages lR, even though it is
more stage-like than, for example, Abschied von Gestern (Yesterday Girl, Alexander Kluge
1965/6). This mode of non-linear narration, which tells the story of Hitler and Germany via a
series of disjunctive scenes, does not offer a coherent account of why things happened the
way they did in Nazi Germany. Instead, the scenes seem like an endless number of
disorganised puzzle pieces, which together do not add up to a whole. Thus it is up to the
audience to join the various parts together and to fill in the gaps with individual background

knowledge where links are missing.

The film’s apparent lack of structure is, however, met by the thematic coherence of the
numerous scenes and episodes which explore the problematic relationship between art/cinema
and national politics from different perspectives. Hence, Syberberg follows Benjamin and
Brecht’s call that, ‘to the “aestheticization of politics” one must respond with the
“politicisation of art™ (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1990: 61). In the film’s take on this thesis, the
figure of Hitler plays a crucial role. He is the ‘artist-tumed-politician’ who exchanges realist
painting for real party politics, before he then develops into a film-loving and filmmaking
‘Ftihrer’. This personal development is portrayed as being paralleled by a national one at the
height of which the character Ellerkamp, Hitler’s film projectionist, announces that the Third
Reich has to be seen as a ‘film’ and Hitler as being ‘the greatest film-maker of all time’. At
the beginning as well as at the end of Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland, a small girl makes
three appearances: cuddling a stuffed animal dog with a Hitler face, wearing a dirndl (German

folk costume) while playing with a puppet resembling Ludwig II (Wagner’s benefactor), and

17 This position significantly challenges Ricoeur’s argument, which is still in favour of Aristotelian ideas, as we
shall see in due course.
18 These will be analysed at greater length at the end of chapter four.
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finally being covered in rolls of film. Together, the child’s three ways of being (represented)
refer to the continuation of the Hitler/Germany story on film (consciously) and in everyday
life (largely unconsciously) whilst they recapitulate the complex relationships between
politics/history, nation/tradition and film/art dramatised in the Gesamtkunstwerk that is

Syberberg’s Germany.

In a self-reflexive and critical manner, Syberberg, it seems, anticipated that it would be quite
demanding for his spectators to make sense of his unconventional cinematic endeavour.
Consequently and in an attempt to engage them with the narrative process right from the
beginning, the spectators are - in good Brechtian fashion - directly addressed and shaken up
in their comfortable cinema seats and traditional/passive viewing position by the a series of
narrators. The first and, for the puipose of this investigation, the most important one is a
ringmaster who announces the programme for the evening, introducing the audience to the
spectacles to come. By doing so, he establishes a national/cinematic dialogue between the
spectators and ‘their’ filmmaker through the very film of which his character is a part and
which could not have been more national regarding address and content. Clown-faced, he
steps out of the darkness and into the spotlight, giving the following directions for use (of the

film):

Here are the rules of the game: There’ll be no heroes, except ourselves. There’ll
be no story, only ours, our inside story... All who want to see Stalingrad again, or
the 20th of July plot or the lone wolf’s last days in his bunker or the Nuremberg of
Leni Riefenstahl, will be disappointed. We aren’t showing the unrepeatable reality
... This is a film for us. (...) I suggest each of us plays himself, acts here, in front
of all, his own version of Hitler as he acts him still today, at home in his little
room, before the mirror or on a motor cycle with swastika and Madonna as lucky
charms on his chest, beneath his leather jacket as he drives against the wind... It’s
about the Hitler within us on a small budget, without sets, with slide projections
and our imaginations, where everyone can join in. The world as a circus and as a
fairground slide-show. So let’s give him and ourselves a chance.

Having been introduced to the film in this manner, we, the audience, know that this New
German Cinema production is not going to be a light film where one can lie back, relax and
watch the story unfold in front of one’s eyes. We are told that there will not be any story apart
from the one that we carry within us and with which we are invited to come forth. Yet, we are
also told that this ‘inside’ story is less of a personal or biographical account than part of a
national(ist) project in which we, the German audience, participated and still participate as

(anti-)heroes and heroines. Hence by having the ringmaster tell us that Hitler is ‘our story’,
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Syberberg places every spectator immediately inside the story of the film. National Socialist
victims and resistance fighters are not explicitly called upon, presumably because they can be
regarded as in some sense outside of the story since they did not carry Hitler within
themselves but had to face him as a deadly °‘Other’. In this way, Syberberg addresses the
silent majority in the darkness of the circus tent and/or the cinema - a black, anonymous,
threatening mass with whom one finds it daunting to identify. However, ‘this is a film for us’,
says the ringmaster reassuringly trying to ease the audience into the project of confronting
their national demons and getting Hitler’s skeleton out of grandpa’s cupboard made of solid
German oak. It is as if one can hear some of them think, ‘Syberberg is not Hitler and thus not
“the greatest film-maker of all time” but maybe that is precisely why we should trust him...’
Some others probably leave at this point. Then, the ringmaster disappears and the show

begins.

To conclude, in this theory section, the question ‘what is German?’ has been further explored
through a thorough investigation of the relationship between nation and cinema in general and
in particular the pre- and post-war German context which gave birth to the filmmakers of the
New German Cinema, represented here by Syberberg. Different theoretical accounts proposed
rather close interrelations between the cinematic and the national realm. More precisely,
conceptualisations ranged from arguments about the instrumentalisation of the cinema for
national(ist) purposes in rather traditional/philosophical accounts (1), and notions of the
reciprocal/dialogical relationship between the nation and its cinema proposed in sociological
writings (2), to an emphasis on the counter-hegemonic possibilities and practices of a national

cinema stressed in cultural studies’ investigations (3).

As will only be briefly mentioned here, the specific relationship between the New German
Cinema and post-war Germany shows aspects of all three of these relationalities19. Thus films
of the New German Cinema were exported by the West German state as ‘German culture’,
representing post-war West Germany abroad (1). Besides, the New German Cinema engaged
in an intense dialogue with its societal context as part of its filmmaking ethics (2). Finally, the
narratives that were told by the New German Cinema were counter-hegemonic with regard to
their structure and content (3). In Syberberg’s Hitler film, recent German history is mobilised
to open up a discussion about ongoing national issues, above all ‘the Hitler within us’ (1). A

dialogical relationship with the audience is established through a direct and appellative form

19 A more extensive treatment of the topic will be provided in the next chapter.
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of address which invites the audience to get involved, for example, by having a narrator say,
‘I suggest each of us plays himself (2). A counter-hegemonic stance is taken by placing the
film in a circus, a setting that, like carnival, symbolises a world upside-down and with the
freedom to do anything that is or seems impossible ‘in reality’. Here, the clown, often played
as a fool who stumbles over his own feet has the power to challenge anyone in the audience.
And even the most influential person outside of the circus tent feels uncomfortable in his
presence (3). In view of that, Syberberg’s film is an example of the specifically national
character of New German Cinema productions as it forms a complex and multi-layered

relationship with post-war West Germany.

1.3 The New German Cinema - a national cinema under academic scrutiny

Having made the transition from critical reflections on the relationship between nation and
cinema to then see how these are explored by Syberberg in his landmark film Hitler - ein
Film aus Deutschland, 1 will now look at how certain members of the academic community
received and made sense of the New German Cinema (NGC) in national cinematic terms. To
start with, however, it is important to note that none of the works, which will be discussed
below, make explicit references to ‘national cinema’ as a contested category, if they mention
the term at all. Hence, it seems as if once an author had chosen to write about the NGC, she/he
had also (more or less consciously) decided that ‘national cinema’ was a useful category to
work with. In short, the majority of authors in the field have stripped the notion of ‘national
cinema’ - which I showed to be a contested area of inquiry in the previous theory section - of
its surrounding controversy while making use of its descriptive and systematizing function20.
Besides this lack of critical awareness, the literature surrounding the NGC can be largely
divided into four main categories. These are biographical or aufteurist approaches, film history
approaches, textual approaches, and ‘themes-and-issues’ approaches. As far as the treatment
of issues around national identity and film is concerned, it varies from category to category,

as [ will show in the following discussion.

201 want to add here though that some of the literature was written before the taken for granted category of the
national became the subject of critical debates. Thus it was only in the late 1980s and after interventions from
psychoanalysis, structuralism, semiotics and feminism had started to influence film theory and criticism that a
variety of scholars engaged in thorough investigations of national cinema conceptualisations as such (Hjort and
Mackenzie, 2000: 1-5).
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Biographical/fIMfeMmf approaches

Biographical or auteurist writings, which focus on the life and/or work of a selection of
critically acclaimed (and usually male) NGC filmmakers, have formed the most popular part
of the secondary literature overall - a phenomenon which might be due to the eccentric and
colourful personalities of figures such as Wemer Herzog and Rainer Werner Fassbinder who
lend themselves to such an approach. Examples are Gregor (1978), Sandford (1980), Franklin
(1983), Phillips (1984) and Rentschler (1988). Focussing on only one male filmmaker, in this
case Kluge, Wenders or Fassbinder, has been equally common as the writings of Elsaesser
(1996), Lewandowski (1980), Braad Thomsen (1997) and Bromley (2001) demonstrate. By
and large, these biographical/awtewmt accounts are more celebratory than critical and thus
will only serve as sporadic reference points in the following chapters2l. An exception in this
regard is Bromley’s cultural studies investigation of Wenders’s films. Here, the author uses
films as ‘cultural resources’ (2001: 3) in order to explore ‘the complexities of belonging and
identity’ (ibid.) - a unique approach which has crucially advanced my own methodological

thinking about the cultural function of film22.

Film history approaches

Film history accounts take a variety of formats. Yet, for the most part, these are exhaustive
volumes on German film in general (e.g. Hake 2002, Jacobsen, Kaes, and Prinzler 1993, Koch
1985, Petermann and Thoms 1988, Pflaum and Prinzler 1992, Silberman 1995) which start off
in 1895, 1920, 1945 or 1968 and then finish in the author’s present. For the purposes of my
work, they present a useful starting point because they give an overview of the larger
developments that have taken place within the last/first 100 years of German filmmaking.
Moreover, even though their mention of individual films and contextual issues is necessarily
short, it was on the basis of reading these film history accounts that I selected around 90 NGC
films for further examination. In the end, I studied 8223, all of which figure briefly in my film
chart in chapter four, while about half of them are analysed more closely throughout chapters

three, four and five24.

211 will, however, analyse the societal role of the NGC and the socio-political (self-)positioning of its filmmakers
at the beginning of the next chapter.

2 My cultural studies approach will be discussed in more detail at the beginning of the next section.

23 Some films were not available to buy or borrow, neither in Germany nor the UK or the U.S.A.

241 would like to add here that my chosen method of analysis is not to consider the whole film equally. Instead, I
typically focus on particular sequences, scenes, dialogues, etc.
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The main weakness of these extensive film histories is their often-underdeveloped theoretical
awareness and their relative lack of analytical value. A good, or rather disappointing, example
is Hake’s (2000) book, which sells itself as ‘the first comprehensive English-language
account of German cinema from the beginning to the present’ (ibid.: 1). Yet, while the author
initially asks many important and thought-provoking questions about the relationship between

cinema and nation, she concludes her introduction by saying:

The following comprehensive overview of German cinema from the beginning to
the present does not attempt to answer any of these questions. However, the
individual chapters present a number of interweaving and overlapping narratives
that open up a space for contemplating possible approaches (ibid.: 6).

These remarks indicate that Hake’s writing is scarcely informed by her critical awareness of
the issues surrounding the concept of national cinema. Possible answers are left to the readers
themselves and what follows is just another film historical approach presented in a rather

descriptive and not sufficiently critical manner.

The first of a few film history accounts that deserve special mention is Frieden, McCormick,
Petersen and Vogelsang’s (1993) book. Regarding the time of its publication, it is an overdue
feminist intervention into the male-dominated field of film criticism concerned with the NGC.
As such, it aims to, ‘Trefract the history of German cinema, with all its contradictions, through

999

the specific category “gender”’ (ibid.: xi). It has inspired my own work to engage with gender
issues and the work of female NGC filmmakers, especially in the analytical chapters three,
four and five. The most recent book on the topic is Knight’s (2004) introduction or self-
proclaimed ‘short cut’ to the NGC. Towards the end of this account, issues around national
identity and film are briefly referred to (ibid.: 89-92). Unfortunately, the author’s evaluation
of the concept’s ‘mythical’ qualities remains rather sketchy and separate from the rest of the
book. It somehow seems ‘tacked on’ and thus is not very convincing methodologically.
Elsaesser’s (1989) New German Cinema - a history is the most compelling and complex
account concerned with a variety of aspects that together made up the phenomenon NGC. In
short, these are production issues, the role of the filmmaker, representations of national
German history and the West German present, international responses and, as the declared
focus of the investigation, spectator-related issues. Unfortunately, the vast amount of diverse

material is not always well organised and lacks coherence at times. In this respect, the title of

the conclusion ‘the absent centre’ can be seen as an appropriate description. I will, however,
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occasionally refer to this account in the course of my following investigation since it provides

interesting insights into a range of iVGC-related issues.

Textual approaches

Textual accounts, which provide a close reading of a small sample of ‘film texts’, are the least
common among the available literature. Within this category, Schacht (1991) offers a unique
exploration of the NGC genre anti-Heimat film in which he analyses and categorises five
productions between 1968 and 1972. More precisely, the author focuses on notions of
‘provinciality’ as portrayed in these critical narratives. Yet, while this investigation is of some
interest in relation to the specific spatial matters discussed in my chapter three, it is very
limited in its scope with regard to the NGC output overall. Corrigan’s (1983) examination of
the dialogical nature of the relationship between the NGC and Hollywood uses close textual
analysis of nine (in the first edition six), as he claims, ‘specific texts by canonical directors’
(ibid.: xi) with these being made between 1972-77. While my work is only marginally
interested in the Hollywood-NGC relation, Corrigan’s book serves as a useful example for the
fruitfulness of close film analysis. This applies even more so to Kaes’s (1989) account, which
is a critical historical examination of five films made between 1976-84 by well-known and
critically acclaimed NG C filmmakers. Yet, the author is not concerned with the NGC as such;
instead he regards the films as related but different ‘discursive events’ (ibid.: x). Since these
are regarded as the result or starting points of certain debates in society, his approach can be
seen as an illustration of the sociological model. More precisely, these ‘filmic discourses’
(ibid.: xi) largely focus on, ‘Hitler and the Holocaust, German identity and “Heimat™’ (ibid.),
which further connects with certain aspects of my own work. However, my critique of his, as
well as the other textual approaches, is their use of a very small number of films. There are a
large number of NGC directors (male and female), who in their filmmaking address a wide
range of relevant issues, and I want to argue that, if one seeks to explore German national

identity issues through film analyses, it is not enough to focus upon such a small sample.

Themes-and-issues approaches

The last category, which comprises, ‘themes-and-issues approaches’ (Elsaesser, 1989: 1) is

the most diverse one, yet, at the same time the one that, overall, holds the most innovative and

recent work. Bronnen and Brocher (1973) explore how filmmaking in West Germany is



crucially implicated by the reigning economic conditions in the 1970s. Knight’s (1992)
feminist study complements Frieden, McCormick, and Petersen’s (1993) work by looking at
issues around female NGC filmmaking from an international perspective. Rentschler (1984)
offers a critique of the NGC as an ‘unproblematic success story’, which, he argues, is often
told by US-American authors. In contrast, he carefully examines the context(s) from which
the NGC emerged, concentrating on the struggles it was facing at home, to produce an
account that emphasizes the particular ‘situatedness’ of the NGC. Wenzel’s (2000) approach
at first seems somewhat tangential in that he uses films which, rather than being NGC ones,
belong to the category of art cinema. However, his work is interesting in methodological
terms. Thus he conceptualises film as ‘memory space’ which describes an open discourse of
images and signs. As such, it provides a useful way of thinking about narrative processes in
some of the less conventional films - a discussion which will be taken up at the end of chapter
four. Bergfelder, Carter and Goktiirk’s (2002) large collection of essays serves as an overview
of a variety of iVGC-related topics. These are loosely grouped together under the headings of
‘popular cinema’, ‘stars’, ‘institutions and cultural contexts’, ‘cultural politics’ as well as
‘transnational connections’. On the whole, this first group of so-called themes-and-issues
approaches contains texts which, rather than being central to my work, focus on features of
the NGC which are more or less secondary to my argument. Hence I will refer to these
writings occasionally to make a specific point but, overall, they will remain largely in the

background.

I will conclude this literature review with the most intriguing works in this mixed category,
that is, in relation to my work. Santner’s (1990) account articulates the mourning of (West)
German intellectuals in the post-WWII era (for example, NGC filmmakers) with Western
poststructuralist/academic experiences in the 1980s. Moreover, he regards the two as being
linked through the Holocaust which, in the form of Auschwitz, is described as the ‘trauma to
European modernity’ (ibid.: 8). Now, while the Holocaust and certain poststructuralist ideas
are obviously very relevant to my investigation of (West) German national identity issues, |
do not share Santner’s broader European perspective. Instead, I have chosen to focus on the
specific German context, which means that I am only considering European/international

aspects as far as they have an influence on the post-war German (cinematic) realm.

Meurer’s (2000) predominantly materialist approach is interested in the way in which

filmmaking in East and West Germany is shaped by the political economy of both countries.
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An analysis of four lesser-known films made between 1979-89 which, ‘dramatise politically
sensitive subject matters that were typical of the time’ (ibid.: 9), is tacked on. Again, I would
argue that an analysis of four films (two from each part of Germany) is not sufficient to
produce a convincing argument about Cinema and National Identity in a Divided Germany
(the title). However, it has to be noted that Meurer is the only author who attempts a
comparative study of German film and identity. In my own work, for example, East Germany
or the GDR only features in the form of West German representation of it2 . Thus despite its
analytical shortcomings, Meurer’s book has to be recognized as an important contribution to

the existing literature.

Davidson’s (1999) book is, broadly speaking, a post/neo-colonial interpretation of the NGC
combined with a genre approach, which exclusively considers productions that are ‘set
outside West Germany (and, indeed, Europe)’ (ibid.: 6). The author’s main argument is that
the development of the NGC is set in a neo-colonial framework in which the West substitutes
its former physical domination with intellectual discourse. In this view, the NGC is regarded
as ‘recreating an “othered” German identity in order to integrate Germany into the West more
fully’ (ibid.: 9). This ultimately means that the notions of ‘Germanness’ constructed in the
films are seen as essentially shaped by post/neo-colonial national and international interests -
a very fascinating argument which, however, uses an entirely different body of films and
bears little resemblance to my own questions. Thus even though Davidson and I are both
interested in processes of ‘Othering’26 and notions of ‘homelessness’, he considers them as
part of a conventional post-colonial investigation in which these identity issues are understood
as the outcome of ethnic struggle and displacement or ‘deterritorialization’. My investigation,
on the other hand, is concerned with ‘homelessness’ at home - an identity position which is

the result of internal and national rather than external and international developments.

In view of the above categories and their respective studies of the NGC in terms of national
cinematic and identity issues, my approach does not neatly fit into just one of them. To be
more precise, my subsequent investigation starts with a discussion of historical as well as
biographical/awtewraT aspects in chapter two, which set the scene for the following film
analytical work. In the chapters three to five, the attention shifts towards national themes and

issues which are addressed textually, that is through an analysis of a substantial number of

25 These are analysed in the ‘border’ section of chapter three.
2 The category of the ‘Other’ and processes of ‘Othering’ are explored in more detail in the next section.
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symptomatic NGC films27. Hence, my approach is a combination of themes-and-issues and
textual elements with an excursion into historical and biographicallauteurist subject matter.
This then is, what I call, an integrated or con-textual approach, which is fundamentally

working within the parameters of a cultural studies methodology.

1.4 A cultural analysis of the New German Cinema

In this last part, I will bring together the arguments made in section 1.2 and 1.3 in order to
elaborate on the notion of a cultural studies analysis of the NGC. To begin with, my study of
national cinematic aspects is particularly concerned with the relationship between cultural
texts, here a certain body of film, and its complex spatial, temporal and social context, here
post-war West Germany. More precisely, this context-oriented method of drawing on film as
a ‘cultural resource’ (Bromley 2001), as opposed to focussing solely on its artistic qualities in
a largely de-contextualising manner, works primarily within the scope of a cultural studies
approach (rather than film studies). In view of that, film has to be situated within a wider
social context in order to be addressed, rather than articulated simply as a work of art, which
needs to be analysed for its own sake. In this vein, the discussion of filmic aspects will be

limited to the ones which are seen as being immediately relevant to the ongoing investigation.

The circuit of culture

To develop this idea of a cultural studies film analysis further, I draw upon Johnson’s ‘circuit
of culture’ (1996: 75-114) as a model of a cultural studies approach from which a range of
methodological aspects can be deduced. Johnson defines ‘production’, ‘text’, ‘reading’ and
‘lived cultures’ as different moments of the ‘circuit of culture’ united through processes of
‘production’, ‘circulation’ and ‘consumption’ of cultural products. He stresses the dependency
between the different moments and their indispensability to the circuit as a whole. At the
same time, he points to the distinctiveness of every moment resulting in its characteristic
impact on the cultural process (ibid.: 83). When one considers the simultaneous production,
circulation and consumption of cultural products, culture becomes a site of conflict and
struggle over meaning. This then leads to certain cultural processes and objects acquiring

hegemony over others, which might re-act to the former by means of resistance. As such,

27 A slightly more detailed account of what happens in the individual chapters is provided in the chapter outline
at the end of this chapter.
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Johnson’s circuit of culture is useful to conceptualise a contextualised and multifaceted study

of culture which also, though more implicitly, considers power relations.

In the case of my study of national identity issues using film analysis, one enters the circuit at
the moment of text. This means to investigate the films’ different aspects, for example, their
plot, mode of narration, usage of stars, Mise-en-Scene, montage, as well as their sound and
music, etc. in order to get a sense of them as cultural products. However, as my analysis,
similar to Kracauer (1947) and Kaes’s (1989) accounts, is ‘not concerned with German films
merely for their own sake’ (Kracauer, 1989: x), this textual analysis has to be situated in the
particular West German context. Furthermore, if one assumes a close relationship between
text and lived cultures one has to inquire into processes and agents which relate the two
moments to one another. Here, notions of representation, narration and identity formation as

well as the role of the filmmaker come into view.

To start with, however, I will concentrate on textual matters (since the analysis of film texts
is, methodologically speaking, the main focus of my subsequent investigation) by outlining
the ways in which the cultural function of films can be conceptualised. In this way, I intend to
move beyond passive and merely secondary conceptualisations of imagination, often captured
in the metaphor of films as mirrors (employed, for example, by Kracauer 1947, Pleyer 1965,
and, even though to a lesser extent, Ferro 1976), in order to emphasize the proactive side of
the imaginary. This means that I see processes of imagination as being an integral part of

reality and notjust existing beside or in addition to it.

On imagination and fiction

In order to develop this argument further, I turn to Ricoeur (and later to Hall) and his critique
of existing concepts of imagination which necessarily lie at the centre of any discussion of
fictional issues (and national ones as the discussion of sociological writings on the national
demonstrated). Within these narrow and, according to Ricoeur, misconstrued accounts,
images are perceived of as having a merely virtual character and being confined to the
existence in people’s minds. Besides, the image is regarded as being only of a secondary
nature, derived from a reality ‘out there’. Ricoeur meets these prejudices by arguing strongly
for the (re-)organising power and counter-hegemonic potential of imaginations and their

productive reference to the world. He writes:
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The image is not enclosed within the mind,...it has a distinctive intentionality,
namely to offer a model for perceiving things differently, the paradigm of a new
vision. Against the second prejudice, it must be said that fiction is not an instance
of reproductive imagination, but of productive imagination. As such it refers to
reality not in order to copy it, but in order to prescribe a new reading. (...) In this
sense, all symbolic systems have a cognitive value: they make reality appear in
such and such a way. (1981: 292-293)

Ricoeur thus argues for the proactive character of fiction/imagination, emphasizing that its
common sense conception, which regards it as being solely virtual and only existing in the

o

minds of people, is a misguided one .

Another issue that defies the metaphor of film as a mirror of reality is the representational
quality of fiction and its inherently interpretational tone. To illustrate this point I will discuss
Ricoeur’s (1981) understanding of ‘fiction as “mimesis™, which sets out to subvert the
common sense perception of fiction as merely mirroring reality or ‘copying some already
existing model’ (ibid.: 292). In the course of his argument, Ricoeur draws upon Aristotle’s
concept of mimesis within which the aim of fiction (with specific reference to tragedy since
seen by Aristotle as the quintessential type of fiction29) is regarded as ‘creative imitation’ of

human action (ibid.).

Following Aristotle, Ricoeur thus refutes the seemingly passive and secondary character of
fiction, often leading to a devaluation of the fictional in relation to the ‘real’, and instead
stresses its productive side. The act of imitating is then described as predominantly directed
towards the meaning and logical structure of lived experiences rather than towards their
effectivity. Hence fictions and their respective authors/producers are accredited agency within
the realm of human activity. Their particular function is specified as being metaphoric and
meaning making: ‘tragic mimesis reactivates reality... in accordance with its magnifien [sic!]
essential features. Mimesis, in this sense, is a kind of metaphor of reality. Like metaphor, it
places before the eyes, it shows by “signifying the thing in activity” (1981: 292, emphasis in
the original).

28 As demonstrated above, cultural theorists such as Gellner, Anderson, Billig and others, have increasingly
drawn from this notion of the imaginary as ‘bringing forth’ in their respective conceptualisations of nationalism
within which they focus upon the imagined character of the nation-state (the ‘real’) as opposed to essentialist
notions of the latter.

2 ...and (with reference to my study) arguably the closest to film.
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Interestingly, Ricoeur then proceeds to relate the mimesis inherent in dramatic productions to
the one within the visual arts claiming they would both result in ‘an “iconic augmentation” of
the real30” (1981: 202). This ultimately suggests that the meaning of human activity is often
easier to understand and grasp by analysing artistic productions than by investigating real life
events since the former in comparison to the latter disclose a heightened sense of what it
means to be and to act in the world and further justifies the approach of my particular project.
In a similar way, Benjamin (1983) in his concept of ‘actuality’ declares art to be the
predominant site for historical knowledge production. ‘Actuality’ here is understood as an
artistic method of temporal montage whose point of reference is neither aesthetics nor
propaganda but the organisation of societal experience. The aim is to make history the object
of active knowledge production for the recipient - an approach that bears traces of Brecht’s

concept of the epic theatre.

On representation and narration

Ricoeur’s philosophical concern with the complex interrelatedness of the two conceptual
pairings imagination/action and fiction/real translates into contemporary cultural studies
terminology as the issues of representation. To bring this cultural studies approach to bear on
the discussion about the cultural function of film, I will now briefly consider some relevant
aspects of Hall’s work, which will take the argument further. In his introduction to
Representation: Cultural Representation and Signifying Practices (1997) Hall stresses the
inherently process-like character of representation. This aspect of the concept, which can be
seen as relatively marginal within Ricoeur’s account, is, as the title of Hall’s anthology
suggests, central to the argument of the latter. It is further developed through Hall’s
conceptual emphasis on cultural practices rather than ‘a set of things’ (i.e. novels, paintings,
pieces of music, etc.) - an approach which at first glance produces some methodological
problems for this investigation since film, too, can be described as ‘a thing’ or cultural
product. However, as I will show as part of the discussion around the specific character of the

NGC (2.3) the latter can equally be understood as a cultural practice.

Through his accentuation of practice Hall here, in a way similar to his ‘encoding-decoding
model” (1981), highlights the agency of people, or rather participants, within the cultural

process as a whole, in which he describes meaning as given or constructed within a certain

30 The real: in Ricoeur’s terms ‘the human world of action’ (1981: 202).
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context of use. More specifically, he says about representation, ‘it is by our use of things, and
what we say, think and feel about them - how we represent them - that we give them a
meaning'l (Hall, 1997: 3, emphasis in the original). According to this, representation is a way
of actively making meaning of the world around us and ultimately also of ourselves.
However, besides the meaning-making inherent in ‘using things’ (in the wider sense of the

word), there is a second dimension to this cultural practice, which might be called ‘narrative’.

‘The narrative function’3l is then to (self-)reflexively make sense of using or having used
things, which in other words means to recount and meaningfully organise past and present
lived experiences. Here, it is important to note that instead of simply presenting events in a
chronological order (a concept similar to the above discarded mirror imagery), narratives
essentially construct the setting, the timeframe, the protagonists, and other elements of a
(his)story32in order to produce a coherent account of what it is/was all about. Hall takes
account of this aspect of representation by saying: ‘In part, we give things meaning by how
we represent them - the words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the images
of them we produce, the emotions we associate with them, the ways we classify and
conceptualise them, the values we place on them’ (Hall, 1997: 3, emphasis in the original). As
such, narratives are a crucial form of cultural representation, which ‘can make sense of events,
explain them...” (Johnson, Chambers, Raghuram and Tincknell, 2004: 120). Linking this
notion back to the circuit of culture, it is practices and acts of narration which mediate and go
between the moments of text and lived cultures. In the case of analysing films of the NGC in
national cinematic terms, it will be interesting to see to what extent these, in the first instance,
narratives might also be considered to contain elements of a social practice33 and thus, to

3

complete the previous quote, ‘...compose a basis for action’ (ibid.).

On identity

An issue, which in many ways is linked to the discussion of representation, is that of identity.
Hence, it is through acts of narration that diverse objects, practices, events and people are
joined together in a process of individual and/or collective identity formation, which is

concerned with issues around ‘belonging’. In light of this, identity can be regarded as an

31 The title of Ricoeur’s (1981) account.

R This does not mean that places, times and people do not exist otherwise. Instead it refers to the understanding
that they have no inherent meaning in themselves and are only imbued with the latter through acts of narration.
B An analysis of the social function of the NGC and its film(making) will be provided in the next chapter.
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ongoing narrative about the personal as well as the communal self, constantly evolving and in
process, endlessly told and re-told. This particular conception of identity is generally referred
to as the anti-essentialist approach. It has been developed within contemporary cultural
theory, especially in the works of Bhabha (1990), Gilroy (2000), Hall (1996) and, though
largely part of his film analytical praxis, Bromley (2001). With regard to my investigation of
West German national identity constructions, this anti-essentialist mode, which calls attention
to narrative rather than biological or psychoanalytical aspects of identity formation,
methodologically responds to what I earlier described as an integrated approach with a strong

textual element.

Besides their focus on narrativity, anti-essentialist notions of identity argue against common
sense conceptualisations that emphasize unity, authenticity, stability and duration. Instead, the
above authors suggest a model that describes identity constructions as inherently process-like,
multi-voiced, imaginary and constantly shifting. Since their approach recognizes elements of
change, it draws attention to the historicity of developments and practices and thus requires
any analysis of identity to be thoroughly contextualized. More specifically, and in relation to
my own work, this brings us to an understanding of national identity as a historically specific
product of particular power relations at a definite time and place. Again, this ties in with the
con-textual approach 1 have chosen and leads me to emphasize that the national identity
constructions, which will be analysed in the course of the following investigation, are unique
to the post-war West German context and deeply embedded in the latter’s spatial, temporal

and social conditions34.

An important general dynamic and common feature of the formation of different social
identities in different cultural contexts, however, is the so-called ‘Othering’ (Hall, 1997, pp.
223-277). This process, which includes the marking of, most notably, gendered, sexual, class
and racial differences, is described as leading to the creation of a constitutive outside, the
‘Other’. On the flipside, these largely exclusionary strategies are central to the creation of a
positive and meaningful inside, also called the ‘Self’. Yet, here I want to go one step further
and argue that in spite of the ‘Other’ and the ‘Self’ being (constructed as) binary opposites,
the ‘Other’, too, can be regarded as a necessary part of the ‘Self’ - an argument that alongside
their more common conceptualisation as directly oppositional modes proposes a rather

intimate relationship between the two identity positions. Moreover, qualities that are part of,

M These will be discussed at greater length at the beginning of the next chapter.
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or lie at the core of a certain ‘Self” can under dramatic circumstances turn into characteristics
of an ‘Other’, while remaining attached to the same person and/or social group. An example
of this might be the ‘Nazi’35 who represents a way of ‘being in the world’ that was seen and
promoted as central to the German ‘Self” under National Socialism. After the Second World
War, and especially during the war-crimes trials, the personification of Nazism in the form of
its leading agents was literally removed from the national ‘inside’ as they were then perceived
of as being ‘outside’ of the national cultural realm. ‘Nazi’ came to represent an identity
position that post-war Germany wanted to move away from, thus rendering it ‘Other’ in

relation to the new West German ‘Self’.

In the case of national identities more generally, the ‘Other’ can take a multiplicity of forms.
To give a few examples, Said focuses on the portrayal of the cultural ‘Other’ to the West
(traditionally called ‘the Occident’) in his study on Orientalism (1978); Yuval-Davis inquires
into the relationship between Gender and Nation (1997); E. P. Thompson investigates The
Making of the English Working Class (1963); and Hall analyses, ‘The Spectacle of the
“Other”’ (1997) in racial terms. In my own work, the national ‘Self” will be explored through
an analysis of various spatial, temporal and social identities and identifications in which
certain ‘Othering’ processes play an important role. Methodologically speaking, this means
that the study’s themes-and-issues element is applied as an organising device in relation to the
textual, which is also reflected in the overall structure of the investigation as will be

demonstrated in due course.

The story so far

To conclude, Hall’s alternative to Ricoeur’s notion of the productive character of imagination
is to conceptualise representation as making-meaning and to link it to processes of identity
formation. Yet, while Ricoeur understands fiction as being a heightened form of reality,
explaining the fictional in terms of its relation to the real, Hall’s account refers to the narrative
quality of all cultural practices, which, different to Ricoeur’s conceptualisation, renders reality
as being a fundamentally culture-imbued realm. On the other hand, both authors similarly

argue that imagination/representation and fiction/narration are processes which shape society,

35 Of course, this is a stark simplification and I am fully aware that in other contexts this stereotyping might be
considered inappropriate. However, in this case I am not making a claim about national characteristics as such,
but instead I want to use Nazism as an example to argue that this ideology created a national ‘Self which after
its disappearance came to be deemed unacceptable and even criminal.
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in that they produce cultural knowledge (Ricoeur) and inform cultural practice (Hall). Yet,
while for the philosopher Ricoeur this marks the end of his inquiry, since the production of
knowledge (as an answering of a pertinent question) is seen as an end in itself, the cultural
studies scholar Hall, who regards knowledge as relative and socially constructed, needs to
enquire further. He then focuses on signifying practices and acts of narration as the basis for
identity formation - identity being a category which Ricoeur is not concerned with as such

but which figures prominently in my following investigation.

In order to define my methodological point of departure more clearly, I now revisit Johnson’s
circuit of culture to present a refined and iVGC-specific version of the film circuit sketched
out earlier. Here, NGC productions are analysed in terms of West German national identity
constructions, whereby the latter are effectively regarded as simultaneously inhabiting the
realms of text and lived cultures as well as constantly travelling between the two. The first
process, which relates the two sites to each other, centres on the activity of the filmmakers (a
specific social group) whose function can be seen as to reject or produce, as well as to select
and frame certain, possibly even conflicting, versions of national identity within their films36.
The second process, which makes the circuit complete, evolves around the audience (another
social group), which is exposed and exposes itself to the filmmakers’ work. Within this
process of reception the spectators engage with the national identity versions put forward by
the filmmakers so that their readings will feed back into the discursive availability of
particular national identity constructions within the societal realm37. In this respect I would
like to stress that my analysis does not intend to make a generalising claim about a collective
West German national identity between 1961 - 198938, More exactly, I understand the
national space as a site of difference and struggle over meaning and power. Thus, I am aware
that films of the NGC only (re)present a few versions of national identity constructions
prevalent at their time of production/reception, which then again only reached a small part of

the West German society.

36 (Auto)biographical aspects as well as ideological and socio-political production matters (in a wider sense) will
be addressed in the next chapter, where the nature of the cinema movement and the respective role of the various
filmmakers associated with it are analysed.

37Reception issues are, albeit to varying degrees, considered in the chapters three, four and five and as part of
the investigation’s overall concern with identity and identification strategies. More specifically, reception and
identification matters are dealt with in the last section of chapter five where the star system ofthe NGC is set
apart from its Hollywood counterpart.

3 A further explanation about the chosen timeframe of my study will be given at the beginning of chapter two.
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If we assume a reciprocal relationship between film and society using contemporary cultural
theory and philosophy, then an appropriate investigation of the cultural narratives produced
by the NGC requires an examination of textual as well as contextual aspects. Accordingly, my
cultural study of the NGC aims to comprehend the relationship between the films of the NGC,
their historical moment of appearance (including references to the past and future) and critical
responses in their aftermath. However, since we have little way of knowing about the films’
social (and psychological) impact during their time of production and release - in the case of
my study the NGC’s influence on West Germany’s socio-cultural condition between 1961 and
1989 - the following investigation will largely focus upon one side of this dialogue. This
approach regards the films as programmatic interventions as well as articulations of particular
lived experiences and imaginings made discursively available by the NGC, a cultural

formation lead by a group of West German intellectuals.

Towards a working structure

I will now briefly outline the categories of my analysis. This look behind the scenes is in
some sense a response to the relative lack of methodological clarity which I found in the
majority of the relevant literature. Hence, I noticed that even though there is a considerable
body of literature on post-war West German film concerned with questions of national
identity much of this work suffers, I would argue, from an under-development of the concept
of national identity in general and with regard to the specific German context. Hence, the term
is often merely used as a self-evident expression translated as, for example, ‘what it would
mean to be “German” after national socialism’ (Fehrenbach, 1995: 6). More disconcertingly,
this common sense approach can also function as an essentialism in disguise, since the same
author declares herself to be interested in ‘the nature of the new German nation’ (ibid.: 7, my
emphasis). Overall, one is often left to wonder what it means that a certain film ‘deals with

national identity issues’.

Taking this as my starting point, I asked myself precisely that question. As illustrated in my
opening section (1.1), I then realized that the notion of national identity has a spatial, a
temporal and a social dimension. In other words, I regard space, time and sociality as
ontological dimensions of the nation. As an outcome of this first operationalisation, I decided
upon the three analytical categories of space, time and sociality, which then became the basis

for chapter three, ‘The Unsettling Setting’, chapter four, ‘A Matter of Time’, and chapter five,
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‘Relative Strangers’ (the chapters’ structure and content is outlined below). I thus want to
argue that, similar to a film being essentially comprised of a setting, a timeframe and the
interaction of its protagonists, a nation, too, consists of a homeland, a history/traditions and a
people. In West Germany’s case, obvious issues, which immediately spring to mind and
which can be organised in those terms, are the German-German division or the Berlin Wall
(place-related), fascism and its legacy for post-war West Germany (history-related), and the

Holocaust, the 1968 student movement, and RAF terrorism (sociality-related).

In view of the fact that place, time and sociality are still sufficiently abstract parameters, I
decided to introduce each analytical chapter by exploring why these specific concepts matter
to an investigation of national identity issues generally and in particular with regard to the
post-war West German context. The consequence of this second operationalisation was the
development of concrete parameters, which then became observable in films. In this way,
each chapter offers a new perspective on West German national identity constructions in films
of the NGC while at the same time developing the argument further. Regarding my use of
sources, the investigation considers a rather large sample of films and cuts across genres,
filmmakers, and production dates - a method which I regard as the most appropriate way of
addressing my questions. Thus, in the face of the vast amount of creative output made over
more than 25 years, it seemed unjust to reduce an analysis of national identity constructions in
NGC productions to an examination of ‘the usual suspects’ and/or their work. Instead, I
wanted to make space for the rich multiplicity and complexity of voices, often hidden behind

the unified NG C fagade.

Outline of chapters

Throughout the following chapters, the question ‘what is German?’ or, more accurately (as
taking the anti-essentialist argument into consideration), ‘what did it mean to be German then
and/orfor themT will receive a number of related spatial, temporal and social responses. At
times, these will assume the form of (seemingly) conflicting notions of ‘Germanness’ existing
at the side or on top of each other and thus producing ambiguous senses of the national along
with uncertainties about ‘belonging’. Here it is important to note, however, that the loss of
‘home’ and the condition of ‘homelessness’, which are frequently described as universal or
modern phenomena (for example, Berger in Morley and Robins 1993), will be examined in

the form of analyses of symptomatic West German narratives and practices. Thus, I would
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argue that while the German post-war experience is deeply embedded in a general
European/modem one, it also has a special quality, which is what interests me and will be

explored in the thesis as a whole.

Chapter One: As we have seen, this introductory chapter offers an account of how the author
came to be interested in the topic and states the aims of the investigation. It explores the
debate around national cinema and reviews the existing literature on the NGC in order to
carefully place the argument. In addition, it discusses methodological issues around and
beyond the circuit of culture to illustrate the investigation’s cultural studies approach to film.
A breakdown of the categories of analysis and an outline of the overall structure of the thesis

complete the chapter.

Chapter Two: This contextualising chapter is positioned between the opening discussion of
theoretical and methodological issues and the specific film analyses in part two. It starts by
exploring the national context of post-war West Germany and then looks at the NGC and its
filmmakers in artistic, political, and social terms. The main aim here is to set the scene for the
film analytical sections and to demonstrate the filmmakers’ complex engagement with (West)

Germany and German questions.

Chapter Three: This first film analytical chapter investigates the role of spatial issues in
post-war West German national identity constructions. More precisely, the analysis focuses
on filmic representations of the national ‘inside’ as (anti-)Heimat, the German-German border
and/or Berlin Wall, as well as significant national ‘outsides’ in the form of East Germany/the

GDR and the United States of America.

Chapter Four: This second film analytical chapter examines senses of time and temporality
in films of the NGC. Starting with an analysis of depictions of the past in a number of history
and memory narratives, the investigation then moves on to an examination of imagined
presents in temporal border narratives. Possible futures are assessed through an analysis of 82
film endings, before the investigation considers uncategorisable or hybrid senses of time in

film collages.

Chapter Five: This third and last film analytical chapter analyses the importance of social

matters regarding West German national identity constructions. Similar to chapter three, the
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investigation largely focuses on an examination of nationally relevant insiders and outsiders
and their impact on the national sociality overall. In addition, reception and identification

issues are addressed through an analysis of the NG C'’s star system in relation to Hollywood.

Conclusion: This final part briefly summarizes and then discusses the findings from the
chapters two to five. It finishes with an outlook on German reunification and the impact it
might have had on post-1989 national identity constructions and filmmaking. The emergence
of a new group of German filmmakers is referred to in order to suggest areas of future

research on German national cinema.
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Chapter Two

Establishing Shot; s

2.1 Framing it

In accordance with my con-textual approach outlined in the previous chapter as well as
following on from the more general discussions around national cinema, I will now explore a
number of contextual parameters crucial for an understanding of the particular relationship
between the NGC and post-war West Germany. Some of the issues such as, for example, the
interventionist character of NGC productions have already been mentioned or hinted at.
However, a more substantial analysis of relevant socio-cinematic aspects is needed in order to
recognize the specifically national character of the NGC. In this chapter, I will start by
looking at certain developments, moments, events, and debates that are concerned with and
can be seen as characteristic of the post-war West German society overall. After this historical
section (2.2), the investigation takes a biographical turn (2.3) by exploring NGC filmmakers
as an integral part of their national sociality. Following this largely contextual examination, |
will again end on a distinctly ‘textual’ note (2.4). Hence, similar to the use of Syberberg’s
film Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland (Hitler - A Film from Germany, 1977) in chapter one,
I will analyse Wenders’s Der Stand der Dinge (The State of Things, 1982), as an artistic self-

portrayal and a comment on the N G C's socio-cinematic status.

First, however, I want to address the time frame of my following investigation, which, as
mentioned earlier, encompasses the years 1961 - 1989. Regarding my questions, both dates
enclose a unique period, marking significant socio-political and cinematic themes in the
course of 20th century German history: division, fragmentation and reunification. In 1961 the
Berlin Wall was erected - an incident which further ‘cemented’ the already existing socio-
political split between East and West Germany and made it now nearly impossible for certain
social groups of the Eastern part to travel West. Although of less importance, this societal

drama was matched by a cinematic one. The West German film industry at the time was in a

3 The expression ‘establishing shot’ is a technical terra for a camera shot which sets the scene in the sense that,
from a bird’s eye view, it shows parts of the spatial, temporal and social context in which the narrative is situated
and where the story subsequently starts to unfold, usually combined with a ‘zooming in’ on the protagonist (see,
for example, the opening sequence of the NGC film Der Willi Busch Report (The Willi Busch Report, Niklaus
Schilling 1979), as analysed in chapter four.
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deep crisis. By the late 1950s, West German cinema was nearly bankrupt due to a number of
negative developments within the film industry after WWIIL. The unfortunate results were the
making of aesthetically less attractive films that did not differ much from television
productions, which explains the relatively poor reception of these low-budget productions

(Seidl, 1987: 25-46).

As a reaction to this socio-political and cinematic crisis a group of young West German
filmmakers, who had been successful at international festivals, claimed the death of this
outdated form of German cinema and announced the birth of a new one (thus the title New
German Cinema). They expressed their cinematic aims and intentions most notably in the
Oberhausen Manifesto of 1962. Figures such as Kluge and Reitz were amongst the founding
fathers who formulated and signed the declaration, later followed by Fassbinder, Herzog,
Sanders-Brahms, Wenders and others. The core period of the NGC existed roughly from the
mid or even late 1960s to the early 1980s. However, whereas the beginning of the movement
is widely agreed upon (the years following the official foundation), its end is often disputed.
According to some critics the NGC concluded in 1982 with the death of Fassbinder - its
spearhead (Rentschler in Jacobsen, Kaes and Prinzler, 1993: 286), others are less explicit
about its conclusion but see it fading after Reitz’s Heimat series in 1984 (Elsaesser 1989). For
my study, I have chosen the year 1989 as the end point since it can be seen as quite a distinct
socio-political and cinematic landmark symbolizing the closing stages of an era of separation
and the beginning of a unification process for Germany and its filmmaking with the fall of the

Berlin Wall.

2.2 Post-war Germany: a divided country after the Holocaust

Since 1989, a large amount of historical work on the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) has
been published as German reunification brought the ongoing post-war era to an immediate
close, turning it into a time period of its own. In this vein, historians such as Broszat (1990),
Conze and Metzler (1993), McAdams (1993), Kettenacker (1997), Thranhardt (1997), Volkov
(1990) and others, have written on a variety of political, cultural, and social aspects regarding,
what is mainly referred to as, the FRG. In the following, however, I will mostly draw on
Fulbrook (1999) and Knischewski’s work (1996) since both authors explicitly focus on
German national identity issues, as illustrated in the titles of their publications, German

National Identity after the Holocaust and ‘Post-war National Identity in Germany’.
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Engaging with these historical accounts, I realised, that in order to understand the origin and
impetus of the question ‘what it means to be German after the Second World War’ and its
relation to the NG C s socio-cinematic orientation and practice, one has to start slightly earlier
than 1961. In some sense, everything regarding post-war West Germany starts in 1945 with
the end of WWII, Germany’s defeat and/or liberation (an issue which remained contested at
least until 1985, see below) and the country’s occupation by the allied forces. During the
occupation period, most of Germany was divided into four zones, the American, British,
French and Soviet sector, while a substantial part of its Eastern territory was instantly cut off
and put under Polish and Soviet rule. The beginning of a 40-year long (hi)story of Germany’s

division began.

In the sectors, the allies embarked upon a so-called ‘re-education’ programme, whose aim was
to confront the German people with their immediate Nazi past and to turn them into useful
future democrats. A famous and well-documented example is the incident of American forces
opening the recently liberated concentration camp Buchenwald40to the people who had lived
less than ten kilometres away from it: in the villages surrounding it and in Weimar, the town
that lay at its feet. Far from being a voluntary exercise, the German population was forced to
join guided tours and to see what most of them had claimed not to know before (Fulbrook
1999). The hitherto largely silenced and hidden genocide of the Jews became thus visually
and narratively positioned at the centre of Germany’s recent Nazi past and identified as the
critical challenge to its post-war present as well as to any possible future. The Holocaust

started to Ait home’.

In addition to these shock tactics and strategies of direct confrontation, the re-education
programme, too, contained more subtle methods. As such, it was specifically concerned with
German arts and culture, and here most notably with film and the press. Hence, allied forces
firmly controlled large areas of media production, distribution and reception - not only on the
level of content but also on a personal/production level. This meant that only those
individuals who could prove that they had not been members of the Nazi party could
(initially) apply for a licence. In this way, the allied forces aimed to stop the perpetuation of
fascist residues while at the same time encouraging the dissemination of democratic ideas.

This restrictive policy was further complemented by the promotion and import of American,

40Mentioned at the end of my opening remarks under 1.1.
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British, French and Soviet material, which provided examples for acceptable national
imaginings and practices. It again accentuated the close (and in the case of Nazi Germany
highly problematic) relationship between visual media representations and national identity

constructions.

Tightly linked to the policy of re-education was the programme of ‘de-nazification’ which
during the time of allied occupation complemented the former but then went into a second
and more prominent phase between 1958 and 1965 (Fulbrook 1999). As part of this policy,
former Nazis were tried in specifically set up courts and, if convicted of being war criminals,
had to serve a sentence in de-nazification camps either in Germany or abroad. If people were
cleared of the accusations, however, they could resume a ‘normal’ life, which meant to be
allowed to engage in public activities in an unrestricted manner. Here, it was first the allies
but then West Germany itself who, by 1963 in 141 different trials (ibid.), were trying to come
to terms with the atrocities of the country’s Nazi past. Yet despite being a long legal battle

which lasted for twenty years, it generated very ambiguous and in part problematic results.

Evaluating these legal de-nazification efforts it can be said that, on the one hand, the trials
helped to bring some of the terrible details about the workings of the Holocaust to public
attention; on the other hand, however, they served to portray the latter as a crime committed
by certain individuals. Thus, rather than concerning Germany as a whole, a relatively small
and definable number of people were charged with the Holocaust. This scapegoating and its
representation, for example in Ahrendt’s (1963) famous portrayal of the Eichmann trial in
Jerusalem, largely prevented a collective working-through by singling out and punishing well-
known perpetrators. In other words, due to its extreme complexity and scope the issue of the
Holocaust turned out to be beyond the reach of mere legal measures. In this vein, rather than
being the endpoint of the de-nazification process (in a wider sense), the end of the Auschwitz
trial in Frankfurt in 1965 marked the beginning of its third phase, which was characterised by
the use of socio-political means by a considerable number of societal groups and agents, for

example, the NGC and the student movement.

Alongside re-education and de-nazification, the division of Germany progressed from a
temporary split into four occupation zones to the foundation of two separate German states in
1949: the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), comprising the American, British and French

zones, and the German Democratic Republic (GDR), formerly the Soviet zone. Still, despite
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their formal sovereignty both German states remained - even though in a reduced fashion -
under allied control until the official reunification in 1990. This settlement of the German-
German division, along with the loss of some of the Eastern territory, had wide-ranging social
consequences, for instance, ‘12 million refugees and expellees left their homes in the east of
the former German Reich or fled the Soviet zone/GDR’ (Knischewski, 1996: 129-130). Partly
due to this large-scale East-West migration of German people, the Berlin Wall was erected in
1961 to stop East Germans from moving westwards4l. It further diminished West German
hopes for re-unification as it ‘cemented’ the German-German division once more, only this
time due to the doings of the ‘Other’ Germany. The unity of the German nation and its

territory had ceased to exist, and the Cold War additionally separated the two ideologically.

In West Germany especially, Knischewski argues42, this led to growing post-national
sentiments and the favouring of substitute identities. Thus, typical for West Germany in the
1950s and early 60s was its low national pride, its growing orientation towards Europe, its
self-association with Western/American values, and the identification of anti-communism as
an important element of a West German political agenda. For East Germany, Fulbrook states,
even though in a rather simplified manner, ‘the perpetrators had gone west, the victims were
redesignated or disappeared (as a category if not in reality), the resistance fighters lived on
and enjoyed power in the new antifascist state’ (1999: 78). In this regard, East and West
Germany positioned themselves very differently in relation to the German Reich, their Nazi
past and the Holocaust. More accurately, the GDR rejected any responsibility for the war
crimes committed in the name of Germany between 1939 and 1945 whereas the FRG, ‘saw
itself as standing in continuity and as legal successor of the German Reich within the borders
of 1937’ (Knischewski, 1996: 133). Hence in addition to the split in national, territorial and
ideological terms, the past/history as well as responsibilities and identifications necessarily

linked to it were not shared but asymmetrically divided.

In 1968, following the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and the end of the Auschwitz war
crimes trial in 1965, West German students, artists and socio-political pressure groups joined
in with the reform movement that swept through large parts of Europe at the time. Yet, whilst
West German activists (in the wider sense) shared many of the reforming aims put forward by

their colleagues in other countries, they had distinctly national ambitions too. Hence, the FRG

4l In the terminology of GDR officials the Berlin Wall was euphemistically described as Antifaschistischer
Schutzwall (‘anti-fascist defence barrier’).
4 ...and my school exercise at the beginning of the last chapter testifies...
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of 1968 saw the emergence of a specific cultural formation, which, amongst a repertoire of
international topics, addressed the issue of failed Vergangenheitsbewaltigung43. This critically
national approach was taken in order to expose fascist residues in West German society, for
instance, structural and personal continuities in the realm of politics, the economy and

jurisdiction between the Third Reich and the FRG.

In other words, the sons and daughters of the war generation, which post-war had proven to
be predominantly silent and ‘unable to mourn’44 the(ir) Nazi atrocities, demanded a critical
(re-)visiting of Germany’s recent national past - a paradigm shift in historical and national
consciousness. Yet, in national terms, this backward-questioning tendency was complemented
by a distinctly present-oriented, as well as forward-looking, one. For instance, the students
and likeminded others formed the so-called Aufterparlamentarische Opposition (‘Extra-
Parliamentary Opposition’, in short: APO) because they felt inadequately represented by the
West German government at the time. To give a well-known example, Heinrich Ltibke, then
the president of the FRG, had been an engineer for the Nazis and Kurt-Georg Kiesinger, the
chancellor, too, had been a member of the Nazi party. In this way, the APO took the debate
out of the distrusted politicians’ hands and handed it over to the West German public
themselves. Their aim was to involve the latter in a process of relentless self-reflection and

open debate about ‘what it means to be German’.

On a political level, this (re-)orientation was expressed through the FRG’s recognition of the
GDR’s state sovereignty in 1972 - even though this move could simultaneously be seen as an
attempt to re-establish and intensify the relationship between the two German states in the
face of continued separation and uncertain reunification. Unmistakably clear, however, the
GDR officially abandoned any reunification efforts in 1974 by taking this aim out of the
national constitution (while it remained an essential part of the West German Grundgesetz
(‘Basic Law’) which considered the FRG to be only a temporary construction). On the whole,
German reunification politically/practically as well as in terms of national imagination moved
into a seemingly insurmountable distance in the mid-1970s. Yet, without national unity the
notion of an all-German identity became untenable, too. Consequently, the question of ‘what
it meant to be German’ had to be divided into an East and a West German version. Hence in

addition to defining themselves in relation to (or against) their unified national predecessor,

4B A widely used term which is commonly translated as ‘coming to terms with one’s past’.
4 As observed by Mitscherlich and Mitscherlich in their famous psychoanalytical study Die Unfdhigkeit zu
trauern (1977).
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Nazi Germany, both ‘Germanies’ now had to face the ‘Other’ Germany in a similar way in the
present. As I will show, this proved to be a very difficult task and thus the struggle to make

sense of the FRG was to continue until German reunification in 1989.

A first attempt at answering the FRG question was in some sense the legacy of the cultural
formation around the 1968 moment. It contributed to the new focus on National Socialism in
the history curricula of schools and universities and to a general restructuring of higher and
further education. It was an expression of the emerging change in attitude that saw anti-
fascism as equally if not more important than national unity. In the field of media/art, the
1968 reformers made their presence felt in a range of innovative productions whose critical
approach complemented the political and academic work of the APO members because it
also, although with different methods, pursued societal change45. Knischewski even argues
that, ‘the intellectual Left managed to achieve cultural hegemony in parts of the media and the

education system for a considerable time’ (1996: 137).

Yet for some, the societal changes were unfolding too slowly and did not go far enough. Thus
a group of radical political activists around Ulrike Meinhof, Andreas Baader and Gudrun
Ensslin moved beyond democratic means in their pursuit to change West German society.
They called themselves, and their peers, the Rote Armee Fraktion (‘Red Army Faction’, in
short: RAF), often also referred to as the ‘Baader-Meinhof group’, which resorted to terrorism
in order to expose, as they claimed, the FRG’s fascistic visage masked by capitalism. Besides
planting bombs in shopping centres and issuing statements about their view of post-war West
Germany which they saw as being run by ‘the Auschwitz generation’, that is their parents,
their most symbolic and memorable deed was the kidnapping in 1977 of Hanns Martin
Schleyer, at the time the head of the national West German employers’ association. As a
symbol of capitalist power in the present, along with a personal Nazi past, he embodied the
link between Nazism and FRG capitalism and stood for personal and structural continuities
between both ‘Germanies’. He was finally killed - for being a capitalist leader, ‘the boss of
the bosses’, an ‘old Nazi’, and a despised father figure. In psychoanalytic terms, this deed can

be read as a variation on the Oedipus theme: the murder of the powerful father which is

atoned for by the (self-)killing of the children46.

451t is on the side of these critical voices that the filmmakers of the NGC positioned themselves, as the
discussion in the following section will demonstrate.

46 The core ofthe RAF (Baader, Ensslin and Raspe - Meinhof had already died in May 1976) were found dead
in their prison cells in the autumn of 1977. The question whether it was suicide or murder has never been fully
resolved.
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In the 1980s, the philosopher Peter Sloterdijk called the recurring debates and scandals
concerned with German history, and particularly the Nazi past ‘Rituale der Labilitat’ (‘rituals
of instability’) in which, according to him, West German society achieved ‘das Starkste Wir-
Gefiihl’ (‘the strongest We-feeling’) (cited in Koenen, 2001: 190). A landmark event in this
respect was the speech which Richard von Weizsacker, then president of the FRG, gave on
the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, the 8th May
1985. Here, the long debate about how to interpret the 8th May 1945 was finally settled when
von Weizsacker described it as a liberation of the German people. For many, however, this
was too narrow a view of things as other important elements, such as the loss of Heimat for
millions of Germans living in the East and the beginning of the German-German division,

were not taken into consideration.

The most famous example of West German attempts at Vergangenheitsbewaltigung was,
however, the Historikerstreit (‘historians’ debate’) which started in 1986 and was widely
publicised in West German newspapers and political magazines. Initiated by Ernst Nolte, the
debate unfolded as a dispute between conservative and leftist historians about the singularity
of the Holocaust and its place in history. Since it was not discussed exclusively in academic
circles but within the mass media, it became a societal rather than an experts’ debate, which
once more stirred up interest in the Nazi period. As such, it subsequently led to the
development of various local history projects along with the planning of numerous memorial
sites whose scope suggests something like ‘a boom in commemoration’ (Knischewski, 1996:

141).

Besides these past-centred debates dominated by historians and politicians, there were other,
more present- and future-oriented efforts to make sense of post-war West Germany. With
regard to this, I want to refer specifically to the philosopher Jurgen Habermas and his concept
of Verfassungspatriotismus (‘constitutional patriotism’) which he promoted as a possible
solution to the West German dilemma. Thus, taking on board the division of Germany and, in
connection with it, the impossibility of an all-German national identity as discussed above,
Habermas proposed to substitute the allegiance to a nation (Germany) with that to a nation-
state (the FRG) - an idea which became very influential amongst the intellectual left and the
liberals (Knischewski, 1996: 139). In effect, it encouraged people to dissolve the emotional

bond with an imaginary but unreachable ‘home’ and, as an alternative, to adopt a stance



which recognises and celebrates Western democratic values epitomized in the West German
constitution. This national consciousness rising under the primacy of the political not only
helped to develop a positive self-image of West Germany, it also set the latter ideologically
apart from East Germany. Regarding the problematic question of ‘what it means to be
German’, it offered a post-national/pro-constitutional alternative to the former exclusively
national conceptions, which, especially in the form of the Nazist model, had answered the
German question in highly problematic and untenable terms. However, as a largely rational
and integrative concept inextricably tied to Western democracy, one might question to what
extent it could really replace the emotionally charged notion of national identity which

conventionally calls for uniqueness and almost inevitably contains traces of irrationality.

To conclude, the two most significant national reference points for West Germany were the
country’s Nazi past and its divided present. In emphasizing this dual situatedness of post-war
West Germany, my investigation sets itself apart from the unanimous Holocaust focus of
studies such as Kaes (1989), Santner (1990), Fehrenbach (1995) Fulbrook’s (1999) and
others. Alternatively, I want to argue that it was the related occurrence of Nazism and
Germany’s subsequent division which significantly shaped post-war West Germany’s sense
of self. Yet due to the combined experiences of extended military occupation, allied re-
education and de-nazification accompanied by territorial/societal division, the post-war West
German quest to define an acceptable post-fascist identity was, and still is, very problematic.
One might even wonder whether this West German state whose national territory/borders,
political system, culture and role in the world were created and highly regulated by external

forces actually represented ‘Germanness’ or rather an estranged form of it.

Recurring public debates concerned with Vergangenheitsbewaltigung illustrate the process of
trying to come to terms with the Nazi past to this day. They were often stirred up and
considerably shaped by children of the ‘Auschwitz generation’ (RAF terminology) who
organised themselves in social reform as well as radical groups such as the 1968 student
movement, the APO and the RAF. The NGC, as will be demonstrated in the following
sections, relates to these self-styled agents of societal change in complex ways. Thus rather
than being a cinema movement per se, its members engaged in a critical filmmaking practice
which addressed pertinent social issues using cinematic means. Founded in 1962 and slowly

declining in the late 1980s, the NGC spans nearly three decades in which its films knowingly
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challenged existing notions of ‘what it meant to be German’ while staging national identity

constructions of post-Holocaust and post-unity.

2.3 The New German Cinema: community service against the grain

As alluded to in various places during the previous section and in chapter one, the directors of
the NGC might be usefully characterized ‘as a generation’ (Knight, 1992: 2). Bom during the
Second World War and growing up in a divided Germany, key NGC filmmakers such as
Fassbinder (*1945), Herzog (*1944), Sanders-Brahms (*1940) and Wenders (*1945) (Kaes,
1989: 76, 140) belonged to the first West German post-war generation that was rebelling
against its (often Nazi) parents - literally and symbolically. Their critical feature filmmaking,
which was often (auto)biographically inspired (Frieden et al, 1993: 6), grew out of an intense
inter-generational struggle as the preference for certain formats, for instance mti-Heimat film
and social critique/melodrama, indicates. Elsaesser comments on this quality of NGC films
arguing that, ‘during the 1970s the cinema in West Germany was seen as a privileged medium
of self-representation’ (1989: 207). With reference to Johnson’s circuit of culture (in Storey,
1996: 75-114), these (auto)biographies can further be regarded as mediating between the two
moments of lived cultures and text in the form of generational/personal history/experiences
which are passing through the filmmaking subject. In the course of this process of narrative
realisation, the NGC generation’s lived experience (in the widest sense) was transformed into

situated knowledge and cast on celluloid - the generation’s medium of choice.

In addition to these notions of the NGC as a generation as well as a self-representational
practice, its members can further be conceptualised as agents in their historical context. This
is not to suggest marking out single figures/‘men’ in order to celebrate them as creative
heroes or auteurs (as is done in some of the biographicaliauteurist writings). Quite the
opposite, I want to argue that the NGC should be considered as part of the socio-political
movement whose focal point was identified as the 1968 moment in the last section. What is
more, since belonging to a generation is more or less a ‘given’, it is the representational and
social interventionist quality of the NGC that I want to focus on in the following. Thus this
section aims to explore the particular relationship between the NGC and post-war West
Germany through a further investigation of the specifically national character of the NGC (an
issue already taken up in relation to Syberberg’s film Hitler - ein Film aus Deutschland) and

the societal role of its filmmakers.
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Film and politics

To begin with, I want to argue that the films of the NGC can be broadly categorised as social
interventions since they used the medium’s capacity to make narratives for change and
resistance discursively available to a mass audience (nationally as well as internationally). It
is important to note here though that, as opposed to (pre-)WWII productions, these films were
not straightforward political propaganda but rather fictional texts, composed in a range of
different ways (formally as well as in terms of their story content). Accordingly, the NGC has
to be seen as a political/artistic endeavour within which diversity (in the form of complex
articulations) was held together by the aim to create new films for a new society. In this vein,
film can be theorised as a practice that is part of a social process. In Turner’s words, ‘film is a
social practice for its makers and its audience; in its narratives and meanings we can locate
evidence of the ways in which our culture makes sense of itself” (Turner, 1993: 3). Yet NGC
filmmakers were not content with simply describing the status quo, since their social practice

was geared towards societal change as the following quotation by Fassbinder demonstrates:

My films are often criticized for being pessimistic. In my opinion there are
enough reasons to be pessimistic, but, in fact, I don’t see my films like that. They
developed out of the position that the revolution should take place not on the
screen, but in life itself, and when I show things going wrong, I do it to make
people aware that this is what happens unless they change their lives. If, in a film
that ends pessimistically, it’s possible to make clear to people why it happens like
that, then the effect of the film is not finally pessimistic. I never try to reproduce
reality, my aim is to make mechanisms transparent, to make it obvious to people
that they must change their reality (cited in Braad Thomsen, 1991: ix).

Even though the concept of film as social practice links with both Ricoeur’s understanding of
the proactive nature of imagination and Hall’s notion of the identity-productive character of
representation, it will now be extended and appropriated in terms of the specific requirements
of my investigation of the NGC. To be more precise, the concept of film as social practice
needs politicisation as most NGC filmmakers, akin to Syberberg and Fassbinder’s example,
responded to Benjamin and Brecht’s call for the politicisation of art, a methodological
decision that needs to be conceptually accounted for. This brings me to Sieglohr’s account in
which the author describes the NGC as a ‘public sphere’. She argues that, ‘the New German
Cinema functioned in West Germany throughout the 1970s primarily as a public sphere - a
forum for debating contemporary issues - rather than within the realm of entertainment’

(2000: 83). With reference to Elsaesser (1989), Sieglohr supports her claim by indicating the
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alliance between the NGC and members of the 1968 student movement. Thus, she argues,
NGC filmmakers got involved in so-called ‘special interest events’ organised by the students

while the latter went to see NGC productions.

Sieglohr’s account is particularly notable in as far as it clearly distinguishes between
cinematic mass entertainment and productions of the NGC - an approach that sets it apart
from other analyses. Moreover, it points to the intellectual character of the NGC reflected in
the films’ university audience and their directors’ contribution to ongoing academic debates.
Nevertheless the term public sphere, which the author introduces to describe this societal
function of the NGC, is still too general and too broad to capture the very specific social role
of the NGC in West Germany. Besides, it loses some of the momentum that the concept of
film as social practice conveyed. Alternatively, I propose to use the term Gegendjfentlichkeit
(Negt and Kluge 1972) which might be translated as ‘anti-’ or ‘counter-public sphere’. Thus,
apart from its conceptual value, its use by Kluge, one of the NG C s founding members who,
parallel to his critical filmmaking, engaged in academic writing on film and social issues,

makes it a concept worth considering.

The concept of Gegendffentlichkeit, as developed by Negt and Kluge in OJfentlichkeit und
Erfahrung (Public Sphere and Experience, 1972), contains a critique of the reigning public
sphere. What is more, it rejects the idea of the modem public sphere as an all-inclusive, non-
hierarchical, democratic phenomenon. It thus can be read as a critique of Habermas’s thesis in
Strukturwandel der OJfentlichkeit (The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, first
published in 1962). There, Habermas describes the bourgeois public sphere as being on the
rise throughout the 18th and 19th century, increasingly allowing for individuals to participate
in discussions about matters of ‘common concern’, previously the monopoly of the church
and state authorities, and establishing ‘the public as in principle inclusive’ (1989: 37). The
20th century then, in Habermas’s terms, marks the destruction of the bourgeois public sphere’s
rational, democratic, and dialogical function through capitalism. However, Negt and Kluge
reject this line of argument as an unacceptable romanticisation of the modem public sphere.
They argue that the capitalised public sphere does not destroy the bourgeois public sphere but

instead is an expression of the latter’s hegemony47.

47 In fairness to Habermas, in his more recent work Between Facts and Norms (1996) he refines his earlier
conception of the public sphere by distinguishing between ‘formal’ regulated bodies, that is institutions such as
parliament, and ‘informal’ unregulated elements, for example, demonstrations and spontaneous events. Perhaps,
one could see that as an indirect response to his earlier critics.
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More precisely, Gegendffentlichkeit, according to them, comes into being where the existing
rules and boundaries of the reigning public sphere are pushed to the limit and/or exceeded to
voice what otherwise would remain silent. In this vein, Gegendffentlichkeit denotes a social
practice with distinct emancipatory aims. By means of voicing dissent, it puts counter-
hegemonic pressure on the reigning public sphere to open up and integrate hitherto under- or
non-represented minority perspectives. Alternatively, Gegendffentlichkeit can establish itself
as an oppositional practice largely separate from the dominant mode and existing alongside it.
Finally, Gegendffentlichkeit also names a group of agents and recipients who participate in
this socio-critical practice. Here the production and reception of certain media, such as radio,
the press, film and others play a crucial role. It is this articulation of representational and
social interventionist elements, which above was discussed as an essential feature of the NGC,

that identifies the latter as a Gegendffentlichkeit in its own right.

Slightly before Negt and Kluge’s publication, the term Gegendffentlichkeit was introduced to
the West German context by the Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund (‘Socialist German
Student Union’, in short: SDS) and the above-mentioned APO in the late 1960s (Spehr 2002).
To be more precise, these groups saw their political practice as a form of Gegendffentlichkeit
that was aimed at mobilising the general public to break what they saw as a monopoly of the
ruling classes to define societal life. In pursuit of this radical democratisation project, they
particularly strived for the transformation of institutions that shaped and controlled public
opinion. Thus they wanted to educate the public and transform the ‘instruments of capitalist
propaganda’ into tools for the self-representation and information of everyone. Yet, besides
these reformist aspirations, the SDS, the APO and fellow political activists such as the
Kommune 1 (a group who tried to live their revolutionary ideals) also applied subversive
action to shock and shatter people’s common beliefs and everyday life routines. For this
purpose, the development and use of alternative media was of crucial importance because it

facilitated the distribution of education and protest material/footage aimed at social change.

As a final point, the concept of Gegendffentlichkeit usefully combines notions of public
intervention, political resistance, national concerns and the use of critical media. In this vein,
it seems to be a very appropriate concept to describe the societal function of the NGC within
post-war West Germany. Still, I am aware that Gegendffentlichkeit is a historically specific

category which certain parts of the 1968 student movement, namely the APO and the SDS,

49



introduced to describe themselves and their political project and which was then developed
further theoretically by Negt and Kluge. This means that one has to distinguish between the
desire, aspiration and theoretical wish of a particular socio-political group captured in the
expression Gegendffentlichkeit and my aim to conceptualise the NGC 35 years later. Hence |
will enquire to what extent the self-proclaimed Gegendffentlichkeit composed of APO, SDS,
NGC, and others can in fact be appropriately described as such - a question which will be

pursued in the following discussion.

Film as politics

To discuss the NGC as a socio-cinematic phenomenon which brought about profound changes
within its post-war West German ‘setting’, the o/d German cinema and its production context
have to be understood as a crucial point of departure for the NGC. In particular, I want to refer
to the so-called Heimat films, a quintessential German genre that regarding production and
reception figures dominated the 1950s’ cinematic scene in West Germany (Seidl 1987). It was
the uncritical and aesthetically, as well as narratively, dated national identity constructions at
the core of these films that the NGC set out to challenge and counter. To start with, many
Heimat films were refashioned colour versions of productions made in the early and mid-
1930s (Westermann 1990), a factor which rendered them indicative of socio-cinematic
continuities between Nazi-Germany and its post-war West German successor. In narrative
terms, Heimat films perpetuated an unproblematic sense of community, which was rooted
both in the past and in tradition. In addition, the films were set in a bounded space, which
predominantly took the shape of a rural idyll. The rural community and its place were then
portrayed as timeless and given, thereby alluding to essentialist notions of communality.
Finally, the films’ realist mode and linear plotline called on the audience for identification
with the protagonists who were usually caught up in romantic and happy ending love
stories48. Yet what exactly constituted the NG C's cinematic and socio-political critique of

these older productions and how did it manifest itself?

First, one has to note that the Heimat films’ kitsch aesthetic and their intentional or
unintentional refusal to problematise the post-war West German society in relation to its
Nazi-past produced a confrontational stance amongst a group of young German filmmakers

who were enjoying success at international festivals. As a reaction to what they perceived as

48 A more in-depth discussion on the topic of Heimat (in film) is offered at the beginning of chapter three.
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being a socio-political and cinematic crisis, the directors of what was to become known as the
New German Cinema declared the death of Papas Kino (‘Dad’s cinema’) and announced the
birth of a new one49. In the Oberhausen Manifesto of 1962 they called for structural reforms
within the national funding system which would provide the basis for a non-commercial
cinema that recognized the powerful role of narratives in people’s lives and hence in society.
Moreover, they pointed out that they did not agree with the (his)stories that had been told by
their predecessors about Germany, referring to West German filmmakers of the immediate

post-war years.

In effect, the feature films which they subsequently made were in deliberate contrast to the
reactionary Heimat films and much less part of a mass form of popular culture customized for
entertainment purposes. On the contrary, NGC productions became an important critical and
nationally, as well as internationally, audible (though not dominant) voice geared towards
artistic and socio-political change (Elsaesser 1989). For instance, between the end of the
1960s and the late 1970s the NGC produced a number of so-called anti-Heimat films within
which the Heimat film format was radically under attack, as will be demonstrated in the next
chapter. Hence the NGC, contrary to the escapist tendencies of former productions, turned
towards society in an attempt to critically analyse and challenge ways of ‘being in the world’
which to them seemed to be symptomatic of post-war West Germany. The formation of a

cinematic Gegendffentlichkeit got underway.

While the o/d German cinema represented a crucial point of artistic departure for the NGC,
the post-war West German society was its chosen point of socio-political intervention.
Therefore, the investigation will now briefly return to some of the key features of the old
German cinema’s societal context against which the NGC positioned itself and which it
wanted to change through its films. As discussed in the previous section, West German post-
war society between 1945 and 1965 was a community dominated by escapism, silence about
the Second World War and in particular the Holocaust, withdrawal from political issues in
general, the inability to mourn, re-education through the allied forces, the consolidation of the
German-German division, and a desire for light entertainment and distraction - together a

societal framework within which Heimat films became the most popular feature film genre.

4 In actual fact, this group of filmmakers first called themselves the Young German Cinema (in the following
YGC, largely seen as being between 1962 and 1968), before they regrouped and renamed themselves in the late
1960s (see, for example, Sieglohr 2000). They then became the New German Cinema which continued to exist
until the mid-1980s. However, in cinematic terms the early years are seen as being far less significant than the
later, more productive and much longer period.

51



However, it was precisely this society and its cinematic articulation the NGC rebelled against,
and that not alone. Founded in 1962 the YGC/NGC was followed by the student movement in
1968 (together with other social reform movements such as the peace movement and second
wave feminism) and shortly after by the terrorist RAF. This shows a concurrence of different
social groups and practices (including the NGC) concerned with transforming or - in the case
of the terrorists -destroying existing ways of being German at the time. As a result this social
climate of change and upheaval produced an ever-growing, multi-voiced Gegendffentlichkeit

which expressed itself in a variety of forms.

To be more precise about this crossover of alternative social forces and their exchange of
ideas that occurred in West Germany in the 1960s and 70s, I will now turn to a person who
can be seen as the epitome of this counter-hegemonic formation. This is Holger Meins who
started off as a filmmaker, then became a political activist, and finally turned to terrorism. To
begin with, Meins was a political filmmaker who studied at the prestigious West German film
and television academy (dffb) in West Berlin from its opening in 1966 to 1968. During that
time, he produced a number of short feature films as well as agitprop films such as Uber die
Herstellung eines Molotow-Cocktails (About the Production of a Molotov-Cocktail, 1968) - a
film title which in itself already discloses the politically radical attitude of the film’s maker.
Another example of Meins’s strong conviction of the political nature of filmmaking was his
involvement in the drafting and distribution of the leaflet cited below at the film academy in
the same year. In order to take a stance and thus to attach greater importance and credence to
their message, Meins and some of his fellow students also signed it. An extract of it read as

follows:

This is an invitation and call for an extraordinary meeting of socialist filmmakers
on the occasion of the international Vietnam congress in West Berlin. We have to
understand filmmaking as a way of taking part in the fight for the revolutionary
change of the existing society towards a socialist one. In the bourgeois-capitalist
society, film is necessarily reactionary due to the political economy of the system.
Unadmittedly, it reproduces the existing power relations (in Sami, 1988: 18).

Meins’s films became increasingly shown and discussed at SDS gatherings, for example, by
means of which he increasingly moved beyond filmmaking as a discursive social practice and
towards narratives of transformation, which were expected to have a more immediate effect
than the earlier feature films. In the following years, he became more and more involved with
the West German student movement and in 1969, he moved together with other activists into

the Kommune 1. From 1970 onwards, he completely stopped filmmaking and focused solely
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on direct political action, which finally led him to become a member of the RAF from 1970
until his death in 1974. His intriguing biography (Conradt 2001), compiled and presented by a
filmmaker and former dffb colleague of his in the form of a documentary film as well as a
written account, strikingly demonstrates that a wide range of well-known and influential West
German intellectuals had known and worked with Meins. Together, they had been actively
involved in the national project concerned with challenging and changing post-war West

Germany in one way or another.

For example, Peter Lilienthal, a filmmaker associated with the NGC, taught Meins at the dftb.
Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet, who were also members of the NGC, met Meins
during his time at the film academy. They became friends and dedicated their film Moses und
Aaron (1974) to him, as he died on the day they finished the editing. Wenders, a key NGC
director, worked with Meins on his first feature film Summer in the City (1970) and included
a dedication to him in the opening sequence of his later film Der Amerikanische Freund (The
American Friend, 1976). Rudi Dutschke and Otto Schily, activists of the APO, went to
Meins’s funeral in 1974 where Dutschke famously raised his fist at the coffin and exclaimed,
‘Holger, der Kampf geht weiter!” (Holger, the fight continues!) Later, Schily was one of the
lawyers who defended the RAF terrorists in court. Moreover, together with Hans-Christian
Strobele, who met with Meins when the latter was forced to live in hiding, Schily co-founded
the West German Green Party and is today Minister of the Interior while Strobele is also still
a member of parliament. Peter Schneider, spokesperson of the West German student
movement, met Meins through the later RAF terrorist Jan Carl Raspe and became his friend.
Finally, together with Ulrike Meinhof, Andreas Baader and Gudrun Ensslin, Meins belonged

to the core of the RAF and died in prison as a consequence of a communal hunger strike.

It is the significance of these personal ties that is emphasized in the documentary film Die
friihen Filme (The Early films, dffb 1996), a historical film project which was realised on the

occasion of the dffb’s 30lhbirthday. In its opening sequence a voiceover says:

Founded in 1966, the events and protagonists of the student movement initially
had a formative influence on the dffb. With Hartmut Bitomsky, Harun Farocld
and Gerd Conradt the left of *68 was studying here; with Holger Meins and Philip
Sauber it was the RAF; Helke Sander represented second wave feminism. Their
films showed a heavy involvement in political issues and were concerned with the
weak; they were following reality and occasionally taking flight from it.

P He was later killed in a police raid in Cologne in 1975 - only one year after his fellow ‘filmmaker-turned-
terrorist’ friend Holger Meins.
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Besides this personal network, which shows the NGC as part of a vocal Gegendffentlichkeit
and at the centre of the powerful counter-hegemonic formation in the West Germany of the
1970s, the film Deutschland im Herbst (Germany in Autumn, Fassbinder, Reitz, Kluge et al
1977/8) serves as a cinematic representation of the NGC'’s interest and engagement in its
societal setting. Drawing from documentary as well as fictional sources, the highly topical
teamwork effort addresses some of the pressing issues which had been brought to the fore by
the death of four leading RAF members in the autumn of 1977. In search of answers, the
filmmakers pursue quite different paths. Kluge, for example, sends off a fictional character,
the history teacher Gabi Teichert, to find some answers. Fassbinder on the other hand, digs in
the past himself, whereby his personal history becomes closely articulated with West
Germany’s national past when he discusses personal/political matters with his mother (a well-
known West German actress who appears in many of his films). And it is in this short, yet, in
my view, symptomatic scene in which male-female, mother-son, actress-filmmaker and pre-
war - post-war relationships are played out simultaneously at the kitchen table, that the
situation of post-war West Germany is compellingly depicted as a complex dilemma on many

inter-connected levels5l.

NGC: embedded or ‘in bed with’ West Germany?

The ongoing analysis of the NG Cs specifically national character and its relationship with
West Germany will now turn to the investigation of a final set of relevant issues. Firstly, the
NGC was in many ways deeply embedded in West German society and history as it reworked
actual events of its time, for instance, the so-called German Autumn of 1977 in Germany in
Autumn (NGC teamwork 1977/8) and the earlier RAF trials in Stuttgart-Stammheim in
Stammheim - The Trial (Reinhard Hauff 1985). Moreover, it portrayed key figures of German
history, i.e. Ludwig Il and Hitler, as in the two Syberberg epics Ludwig - Requiem for a
Virgin King (1972) and Hitler - A Film from Germany (1977). It also used a range of
contemporary literary texts by important West German authors, namely Heinrich Boll and
Gunther Grass, as the basis for several films, for example, The Lost Honour of Katharina
Blum (Volker Schlondorff 1975) and The Tin Drum (Schlondorff/Margarethe von Trotta

1979). In addition, it commissioned other authors such as the well-known poet and novelist

51 For a more detailed analysis of the film Deutschland im Herbst see the end of the next chapter.
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Peter Handke, to (co-)write film scripts (in this case mainly for, and with, Wenders, e.g.

Wrong Movement, 1975, and The Goalkeeper's Fear ofthe Penalty Kick, 1972).

Secondly, in opposition to the rather hidden and implicit way of dealing with national identity
issues in West German films between 1945 and 1962 (ifnot escapism as in the case of Heimat
films), films of the NGC show a more direct treatment of the topic as indicated, for example,
in the analyses of Syberberg’s Hitler film and the NGC’s teamwork effort Germany in
Autumn. In both cases, the filmmakers’ work discloses the recognition of a complex
relationship between text (film) and context (society) and rejects a position that reduces the
means of media representation to a purely one-sided reflection. Instead, the dialogical nature
of fiction and its role as a constituent part of society is stressed. In a more emphatic fashion,
Fassbinder and Meins’s radical approach understands the film-society relation as an intensely
political one which the filmmaker has to be acutely aware of. According to them, s/he has to
utilize her/his creative potential and social power in a responsible and future-oriented way,

that is, to work towards societal reform or even revolution.

Thirdly, the NGC received significant state funding due to a far-reaching restructuring of the
West German film funding system (Sieglohr 2000) which demonstrates a close and direct link
between national politics and art in the late 1960s. Although public sponsorship did not make
the NGC a propaganda instrument, it nevertheless indicates the vital interest of the, then,
representatives of the West German state to promote films of the NGC as German culture. For
the majority of filmmakers this posed a serious dilemma as they found it difficult (if not
impossible) to negotiate the receipt of funding from the establishment with being part of a
subversive Gegendffentlichkeit52. Unaware of (or, more likely, unimpressed by) those artistic
whims influential film critics and state officials self-confidently labelled the NGC ‘German
culture’ which implies that they saw it as representing (West) Germany in an appropriate way.
This domestic response to the NGC corresponded with the critical acclaim it received abroad.
Hence internationally, it was hailed as the second great German contribution to world cinema
after German Expressionism in the 1920s (ibid.). Its films were very successful, especially in
Europe and the USA (slightly more so than within West Germany itself). And for nearly two

decades foreign critics unanimously referred to the NGC as Germany’s national cinema.

32 This apparent contradiction is largely neglected in the existing literature and not much addressed by the
filmmakers themselves either (as if they saw it as a potentially discrediting issue which could lead critics and
audiences to question the authenticity of their films). However, as it is a very important question the next section
will offer Achternbusch and Kluge’s perspective on the topic followed by an analysis of Wenders’s film Der
Stand der Dinge (The State of Things, 1982) which in part deals with precisely these concerns.

55



In view of the above, one can conclude that the NGCs ‘Germanness’ was only partly self-
ascribed. Thus the reaction of West German cultural ambassadors, such as the Goethe
Institute who embraced it to boost the national and international confidence in an emerging
new Germany, proved at least as important. International voices joined the celebration as the
positive reaction of art critics and film scholars quickly rendered the NGC a worthy object of
study. This national cinematic ‘coming into being’ through self-representation, and inside, as
well as outside, recognition once more depicts the NGC as a personal, political and artistic
project which usefully summarises some of the above discussions. Moreover, it foregrounds
the next section’s exploration of personal matters around the issue of NGC filmmakers in

society as well as their views on filmmaking, Germany and their role within both realms.

Considering anti-Heimat productions, Holger Meins, Deutschland im Herbst and the specific
national identity of the NGC more broadly, its socio-cultural role can be described as follows.
NGC filmmakers (together with members of other social movements at the time) belonged to
the post-war generation which had been born during or shortly after WWII and which was in
search of adequate forms of articulating their frustration with their parents’ failure to confront
the problematic past, while at the same time working towards a changed society. In the course
of their work, they produced film essays on issues that according to them had to be confronted
and talked about. Thus the NGC broke the silence and invited dialogue into a society that -
even though formally a social democracy - still suffered from authoritarian and even Nazi
residues. In this respect, the NGC had a democratising influence on West Germany as it
contributed to a crucial national Gegendffentlichkeit which prepared the ground for further
changes. In order to achieve this, its films frequently employed an anti- or non-identification
strategy (similar to Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt) to engage in a dialogue with the audience
and make them aware that they had a responsibility to get involved in the national meaning-

making process53.

To conclude, regarding the NG Cs influence on West Germany’s socio-cultural condition
between 1962 and 1989, it can be said that by means of adapting a particular political stance,
which then was translated into the production of corresponding narratives and generic forms,
films of the NGC, which, as I have suggested, might be conceptualised as Gegendffentlichkeit,

opened up a space for dialogue in a largely silent community and made an agenda of issues to

3B This issue is further explored at the end of chapter four.
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be worked through discursively available. Moreover, as the NGC was the first socio-political
movement of the 1960s to occur in post-war West Germany it could even be regarded as an
avant-garde for social change. Still, it is interesting to note that in comparison with the (pre-)
WWII situation the use of film for societal puiposes remains - while, of course, being turned
from a propaganda instrument into an ‘against the grain’ tool. Hence, agency and focus are
decisively shifted from Nazi officials perpetuating fascist ideology (hegemony) to critical
filmmakers participating in an alternative public sphere (counter-hegemony). This de-
nazification/democratisation of film in the form of its function as a Gegendffentlichkeit brings

the discussion now to the filmmakers themselves and their (inter-)national role.

2.4 The filmmakers: at home in exile

In the previous section, which largely focussed on the national relevance of the NGC and its
productions, the discussion already entailed references to the role of its filmmakers. The NGC
was not portrayed as a homogenous and anonymous film factory but as a programmatic
endeavour in which a wide variety of likeminded individuals came together to intervene in
their societal and cinematic context. Yet unlike Meins, who as a trained filmmaker went into
political activism, they were largely self-taught54. Film schools or academies were only
established from the mid-1960s onwards and as a result of the changes within the West
German film system instigated by members of the NGC such as Kluge. Their commitment to
film was an expression of their belief in the socio-political potential of this artform/practice.
Thus they perceived film to be an effective political tool and more appropriate to gain
people’s support than the violent and often deadly shock tactics of RAF terrorism. Sieglohr
says in relation to this political dimension of the NGC that, ‘within this larger context [she
talks about a ‘climate of political upheaval’], specific cinematic cultural policies gave radical

left-wingers the opportunity to make films’ (2000: 83).

Syberberg, with productions such as his Hitler film an example of political filmmaking, refers
in his writings to the social responsibility of every citizen in general and of the filmmaker in
particular. Thus he describes film as a public good, a position that holds the state responsible
for cinematic matters. Furthermore, he calls the cinema ‘the most recent and, in my opinion,
favourite child of democracy’ (1978: 57). In this alignment of West German democracy and

its national cinema, the NGC again is firmly situated in the realm of politics while also said to
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serve a public/national interest. This primarily political understanding of cinema and film,
which almost suggests a ‘de-aestheticisation’ of the latter, is supported by Sieglohr’s verdict
that ‘political activism rather than auteurist self-expression may be seen to be the motivating
force for many’ (2000: 85). And it is this primacy of the political over the artistic which I
want to draw upon when I now consider the writings of Gramsci (1971). This turn to Gramsci
adds to and complements the previous discussion on Gegendffentlichkeit because it helps to
conceptualise the role of NG C filmmakers in West German society by providing the argument

with a new category: that of the ‘organic intellectual’.

To begin with, one has to note that the definition of intellectuals in Gramsci is a functional
one. He distinguishes between ‘traditional’ and ‘organic’ intellectuals, whereby the former are
referred to as the professional kind, usually located within the university and other research
and/or educational institutions. In contrast, organic intellectuals are not regarded as obtaining
their position through specialised training, profession or title. Thus, Gramsci argues, they
acquire their intellectual status solely by means of their social function, which is being
representative of a particular social group. In terms of organic intellectuals, their societal role
can be further described as being in charge of shaping their group’s conception of the world
and their position within it. This particular mode of thought may relate to the hegemonic one
in several ways: strengthening it, negotiating the group’s social position in a not quite equal
dialogue with it, fundamentally challenging or countering the hegemonic. In the case of the
NGC, its filmmakers can be seen as organic intellectuals for social change and new/critical

ways of constructing a post-war (West) German identity.

With the intention of exploring the filmmakers’ ideas on film/filmmaking in relation to
society/social change in post-war West Germany more directly as well as to take account of
relevant voices besides Syberberg’s and (though to a lesser extent) Fassbinder’s, I will now
take a look at the group’s commissioned, post-/'VGC representation of itself and German film
generally in The Night ofthe Filmmakers (Edgar Reitz 1994)55. In this (self-)reflexive, wordy
documentary film, which forms Germany’s contribution to the British Film Institute’s
television series Century of Cinema (BFI TV 1994), various former NGC members talk about

film and social aspirations while critically evaluating to what extent they, and others before

# A famous exception is Wim Wenders who went to the ‘Hochschule fur Film und Fernsehen’ (HFF) in Munich.
55 To some extent, this filmic account reiterates material from the earlier compilation West German Filmmakers
on Film: Visions and Voices (Rentschler 1988).
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them, were able to fulfil them. There are two points which are particularly noteworthy since

they relate to earlier discussions, yet, more importantly, also introduce new aspects.

It is Wenders who specifically addresses the complicated relationship between German
filmmakers and their audience(s) under the heading ‘the power of images’. He argues that due
to the Nazis’ (mis)use of the medium, film and its spectators became estranged from one
another. This then, according to him, lead to ‘a mutual distrust between the filmmaker and his
viewing audience’. Comparing it to other issues, such as production or distribution, Wenders
says that overcoming this lack of trust on the side of the spectator was the greatest challenge
the filmmakers of the NGC had to face. However, despite tremendous efforts, Wenders
concludes that he and his colleagues failed to re-establish that trust and so in effect, the post-
war West German audience developed considerably more trust in pictures from somewhere
else than in their own. Combined with the omnipresence of pictures in general (another point
made by Wenders) this means that the NG Cs potential audience chose identification with the
‘Other’ over a possible self-identification - a choice which suggests that national self-
estrangement or even existential ‘homelessness’ are somehow easier to bear than national

guilt.

The second point, put forward by Herzog, further develops Wenders’s argument about the
audience’s national estrangement and ties it to that of the filmmakers themselves. Thus he
describes his generation as ‘a fatherless generation’ and himself as ‘an orphan’. Alongside
this personal/autobiographical ‘homelessness’, Herzog refers to a deep-seated professional
one. He argues that fascism caused a cultural wipe-out which, amongst other things,
interrupted the German tradition of filmmaking called German Expressionism as it forced
leading Jewish-German filmmakers, such as Fritz Lang, abroad (mainly to Hollywood). This
exodus of German filmmaking talent can, according to Sanders-Brahms, further be regarded
as a typical example of self-destructive tendencies within German history. In response to this
human, as well as cinematic tragedy made in Germany, Herzog and other NGC filmmakers
felt culturally and professionally closer to their (partly exiled, partly emigrated) grandfather

generation, which included famous directors such as Mumau, Lang and others.

More precisely, Fassbinder, Herzog and Wenders identified themselves and their work with

international directors and film scholars outside of (West) Germany instead of looking for
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mentors at home. These, in many ways ‘substitute parents’56 then played a vital role in the
creative development and self-stylisation of their NGC ‘sons’ who adopted them for artistic
and political reasons. Fassbinder, for example, chose Douglas Sirk (aka Detlef Sierck) as his
substitute father (Fassbinder 1975). Sirk, who was born in Denmark and later married a
Jewish woman, had received his cultural education in Germany. Subsequently, he worked as a
director in various theatres in Bremen, Hamburg, Chemnitz and Leipzig until the Nazis took
over. Having made a few UFA films, he emigrated to the USA in 1937, where he succeeded
as a filmmaker in Hollywood. In the 1950s, he became famous for his melodramas such as A//
That Heaven Allows (1956)57 and Imitation of Life (1959) in which he critically depicted the

US American society of his time.

Herzog chose Lotte Eisner to be his artistic mother. Eisner, even more so than Sirk, embodied
a Germany and its filmic tradition that was largely lost to its grandsons. Hence she was the
leading expert on (German) expressionist film, a Jewish emigre in Paris, befriended by
Murnau and Lang and an assistant of Henri Langlois, the father of the Nouvelle Vague
(France’s new cinema movement). By recognising Herzog as her ‘son’, she established
crucial links between a variety of seemingly irreconcilable, national/cinematic sides: German
Expressionism and the NGC, grandfathers and grandsons, France and Germany (two former
war enemies and still slightly hostile neighbours in the 1970s), Jewish and (West) German
people, and two radical film movements of the time. Herzog initiated this highly symbolic
reunion after his completion of his Kaspar Hauser film in 1974, when he went to see Eisner
who was life-threateningly ill. It seemed the abandoned child had arrived just in time to get
some sense of ‘home’. However, Herzog’s example also highlights the theatricality and
performative character of this ‘substitute parenting’. Thus, he walked all the way from
Munich to Paris with the film cans in his backpack (Elsaesser, 1989: 215) - a dramatic
‘homecoming’ act which took him three weeks and ultimately renders his adoption procedure

a well-calculated and effectively staged promotion event for himself, Eisner and the NGC.

Wenders chose, as Elsaesser puts it, ‘the non-German, Hollywood misfits Sam Fuller and

Nicholas Ray’ to be his ‘substitute fathers’ (1989: 230). However, in contrast to his NGC

% Elsaesser talks about Lotte Eisner as the ‘super-mother’ and the ‘substitute fathers’ Sam Fuller and Nicholas
Ray (1989: 215, 230) whose relationship with their NGC ‘children’ is explored in the following.

57 This early American melodrama by Sirk later inspired Fassbinder to shoot Angst Essen Seele Aw/(Fear Eats
the Soul, 1973). What is more, Fassbinder realised his film as homage to Sirk’s US-based story, producing a
‘Germanised’ version of it set in late 1960s West Germany. For a more detailed analysis of this Fassbinder film
see chapter five.
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colleagues Fassbinder and Herzog, Wenders did not just admire them from afar or have a
brief symbolic encounter with them. Instead, he worked with them on a number of film such
as Der Stand der Dinge (The State of Things, 1982, with Fuller), Der Amerikanische Freund
(The American Friend, 1977, with Ray) and, of course, Lightening Over Water (Nick’s Film,
1980, with Ray). Especially in the last film, Wenders and Ray got as intimate as two people
can get by Wenders making a film about Ray dying. Thus Wenders established very close
professional, as well as personal, relationships with his American ‘fathers’ in which the

boundaries between life and film seemed to break down and disappear.

Along with the adoption of foreign outsiders as their substitute parents, Fassbinder, Herzog,
Wenders, and also Syberberg frequently suggested that they might leave (West) Germany, too
(even though none of them ever did). As the only possible alternative, they went into, what
one might call, ‘inner emigration’ - a term typically used to describe the survival strategy
employed by a range of organic intellectuals for internal resistance during the Third Reich.
Hence, despite their oeuvre being destroyed (for example, in public book burnings) and they
themselves being banned from further writing, painting, etc., these intellectuals remained in
Germany. There, they secretly carried on with their work (for instance, the painter Emil Nolde
and his famous series The Unpainted Pictures) instead of emigrating to continue life and work
elsewhere (e.g. Heinrich and Thomas Mann who went to France and the USA). Their work
was often smuggled outside of Germany, printed and published abroad as well as smuggled
back into the country in small numbers. This form of emigration, which takes an ideological
and inward form rather than a physical and outward-oriented one, was chosen by people who
either could not leave Germany or who preferred to stay there in order to witness and resist

the developments at home firsthand.

If applied to the life and work of Fassbinder, Herzog, Wenders, Syberberg and others, the
notion of inner emigration gains a completely new dimension as the expression, originally
used to describe silenced protest, is essentially re-appropriated to describe a different and very
vocal form of resistance. To be more precise, one can argue that the filmmakers of the NGC
made their inner emigration public by making films about existential ‘homelessness’ in West
Germany and programmatically positioning themselves outside of the national hegemonic
realm. In doing so, the Nazi inheritance of post-war Germany became exposed in that it
caused individuals, families and ultimately the nation to suffer from a lack of identity, commit

suicide, or resort to terrorism. Regarding organisational changes, the individual’s struggle
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against the national indirectly voiced from the position of a silenced victim, was replaced by a
powerful cinematic movement which openly talked about ongoing processes of victimisation
within the realm of the national and confronted its audience with new narratives about
Germany and themselves. This meant a face-to-face dialogue rather than a warning whisper
from afar and, together with its growing critical acclaim abroad, ultimately shifted the
culturally defining power from the national hegemonic centre to its margins. One could even
say it lead to an over-representation of the self-proclaimed outsiders and their ‘homelessness’
as the NGC side of the national Gegendffentlichkeit continued to grow. Thus, inner emigration
was turned from a survival into a narrative strategy, again breaking down boundaries between

life and film.

To complicate the picture of the NGC filmmakers as self-made social heroes, I want to briefly
address the seldom-mentioned issue of the NG C filmmakers’ class and family background. As
Straub puts it in an interview at the time, ‘we were privileged, coming from bourgeois
families’ (in Bronnen and Brocher, 1973: 35). Hence ironically, the West German middle-
class provided their children with the economic and cultural capital to confront the national
hegemonic realm of which they were a constituent part. Another NGC filmmaker, Werner
Schroeter, illustrates this point by referring to his eighteen months of university studies and
the start of his filmmaking, both of which were financially supported by his parents who also
paid for his entire living expenses (ibid.: 157). Yet, instead of regarding that as a paradox, one
could argue that while the second generation was creative and busy coming to terms with
their parents’ unresolved issues, the parents, due to qualms of conscience, felt that they
somehow had to assist them, and if not ideologically, then at least in (seemingly neutral and

invisible) monetary terms.

The West German state did the same. Having failed to initiate mourning work on a national
level themselves, the government and its institutions, such as the Goethe Institute and the
German embassies, promoted and actively invested in the NGC. In Elsaesser’s words, NGC
productions came to function as ‘official representations, sanctioned and sponsored by a
country that has had difficulties in profiling itself” (Elsaesser, 1989: 303). By doing so, the
state and its representatives effectively removed their residual responsibilities to deal with
national identity issues and passed them on to the filmmakers of the NGC, an agenda re-
setting which lead to the displacement of the national question from the dominant public

sphere to a smaller Gegendffentlichkeit. As mentioned above, these politics in turn produced
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ethical problems for the filmmakers who found themselves caught between state subsidies
(which enabled them to live and work) and their counter-hegemonic filmmaking practice

(which they engaged in to survive emotionally).

While touring America in the late 1970s, Herbert Achternbusch voiced his artistic/political
discontent by saying that, ‘every time we [he refers to Kluge and himself] make a film, [we]
barely have the strength to pull away from the slimy embraces of all these forward-looking
idiots’ (in Elsaesser, 1989: 301). Regarding this very emotional statement by Achternbusch,
one can argue that NGC filmmakers were desperately trying to protect themselves and their
work from being seen or, even more problematic, becoming too closely articulated with the
interests of the West German state. Consequently, as in this case, public appearances such as
interviews were seized as welcome occasions to openly address the (apparent) contradiction
between state sponsorship and subversive filmmaking, voicing discomfort with the situation

and re-stating the ideological differences between us/NGC and them!the state.

What’s the state of things, Wim?

These tensions between financial and pragmatic considerations, born out of the necessity to
make a living and the aspirations to have a career, and one’s organic intellectual/emotional
integrity/survival, only achievable by remaining true to one’s artistic and political principles,
is exemplified in Wenders’s Der Stand der Dinge (The State of Things, 1982)58. It is the story
of Friedrich, a German emigre in Hollywood, who is struggling to complete the filming of his
futuristic remake of The Searchers, which he is shooting in Portugal with American money
and an American/European cast. He is out of stock, and waiting for further material slowly
drives the actors and the supporting staff insane. Friedrich’s wife and daughter are part of the
crew, a fact, which, however, does not add a ‘homing’ touch to the set-up, since their family
life is far from idyllic. Due to these personal and, as it appears, for him even more important

filmic difficulties, Friedrich decides to fly to the office in Los Angeles. In order to keep his

R There are a number of NGC (self-)representations, productions with an autobiographical touch, or films with
an artist at the centre of their story. These include Achternbusch’s Das Andechser Gefiihl (The Andechs Feeling,
1974 - the male protagonist is a poet played by the director himself), Helke Sander’s Die cillseitig reduzierte
Persdnlichkeit - Redupers (Redupers 1977 - the female protagonist is a photographer played by the director
herself) or Wenders’ Falsche Bewegung (Wrong Movement, 1974 - the main protagonist is a writer played by
Wenders’s alter ego Rudiger Vogeler). However, Der Stand der Dinge is one of the few, if