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Introduction:
The Historical Importance
of Schlondorff

During the 1960s, cinema redefined itself. Baby boomers worldwide were
entering their teens and young adulthood—the demographic ages at which
moviegoing peaks. At the same time, the classicists of the Hollywood cinema,
like John Ford, Howard Hawks, and Alfred Hitchcock, were moving into the
twilight of their careers. They were leaving behind a Hollywood studio system
battered by competition from television, antitrust legislation, and unpredictable
audiences. This system would never—despite the new Hollywood’s ongoing
economic clout—regain its former glory. Technological change was making film
production easier, cheaper, and less dependent on a large-scale industrial model:
low-budget, personal movies could coexist with monumental blockbusters.
Film culture became Janus-faced. On the one hand, a body of film had
emerged over the medium’s sixty-year history that demanded to be
reassessed, reclassified, and reappreciated by younger generations. On the
other hand, youthful audiences demanded change: they had new ideas about
what could be filmed and how it should be filmed. This demand for change
emerged in West Germany in the 1960s with the Young German film move-
ment. In 1966, two remarkable features by first-time West German filmmak-
ers startled and provoked film festival audiences and art house patrons.
Alexander Kluge’s Yesterday Girl (Abschied von gestern) and Volker
Schlondorff’s Young Torless (Der junge Torless) became the first serious har-
bingers of the New German Cinema that was to become a major force in inter-
national film during the 1970s. Stylistically, they were nearly polar opposites.
Kluge’s film was an avant-garde cinematic essay about a young woman adrift
and confused in a modern, morally sterile West Germany obsessed with the
“economic miracle.” Schléndorff’s more classical film honored the legacy of the
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2 Introduction

great prewar German filmmakers as it looked back to the early 1900s, present-
ing an oppressive boarding school for boys as a breeding place for Nazi ideol-
ogy. Both motion pictures exemplified the youthful energy, literary character,
political commitment, and pragmatic ambition of the West German new wave.
Schléndorff and Kluge hinted at aspects of 1960s political radicalism and alter-
native culture that were to inform their following films.

Schléndorff directed some ten features in the dozen years following Young
Torless. The success of The Tin Drum (Die Blechtrommel) in 1979 fully legitimized
the New German Cinema as an international commercial and popular force.
Schlondorff succeeded, in part because he, Kluge, Edgar Reitz, Rainer Werner
Fassbinder, and others successfully fought for a state film subsidy system. For
nearly a decade, this system had given Schléndorff the opportunity to direct
an astonishing array of politically sharp and formally innovative motion pic-
tures. This period culminated with The Tin Drum, with which West Germany
garnered the Academy Award for best foreign film and shared the Cannes
Golden Palm. By this time, Schlondorff had become a major cultural figure, not
only within the Federal Republic of Germany but also internationally.

As the liberal political climate of the 1960s evolved into the conservatism of
the 1980s, however, Schléndorff found himself caught in the middle. During
the 1970s, he had to withstand repeated attacks from the right-wing establish-
ment, as well as culturally based sniping from radicals on the left. Specifically,
in collaborating with Nobel prize-winning novelist Heinrich Boll on The Lost
Honor of Katharina Blum (Die verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum, 1975), the direc-
tor drew fire from the reactionary Springer Press. By the mid-1970s, terrorism
had become the domestic political issue that most stirred up the West German
citizenry, and conservatives saw this film as the work of sympathizers with the
Baader-Meinhof terrorist gang. Simultaneous with this political censure from
the right was continued criticism from the left. Cultural radicals perceived
Schlondorff as stylistically traditional, approaching norms of middlebrow com-
mercial cinema, especially in The Tin Drum.

The fall of the Helmut Schmidt government and the rise to power of Helmut
Kohl in 1982 marked the practical end of the New German Cinema.
Schlondorff, like several of his colleagues, began to work abroad—first in
France, then in the United States. After the fall of communism and the 1990
reunification of Germany, Schléndorff returned and for five years led the com-
mercially risky and artistically ambitious attempt to transform the renowned
but outdated East German Babelsberg studio into a profit-making operation.
In the course of three decades, the outsider had become an establishment fig-
ure. In a 1995 survey of film historians, editors, journalists, and filmmakers,
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three of Schléndorff’s features were listed among the top fifty German films
of all time (Jacobson). Clearly, Young Torless (ranked thirty-eighth), The Lost
Honor of Katharina Blum (forty-ninth), and The Tin Drum (thirty-fourth) have
earned Schlondorff his position in film history. In addition, the omnibus film
Germany in Autumn (Deutschland im Herbst, 1978), to which Schlondorff con-
tributed the “Antigone” episode, ranked twenty-eighth. Only Fritz Lang and
Wolfgang Staudte rated a comparable four or more mentions in the top fifty.

Despite this status, a number of serious discussions of the New German
Cinema have either ignored Schlondorff or marginalized him. For example,
two important and otherwise praiseworthy monographs on postwar German
film, Eric Santner’s Stranded Objects and Richard W. McCormick’s Politics of
the Self, make absolutely no mention of Schléndorff. Other studies, like Thomas
Elsaesser’s New German Cinema and Anton Kaes’s From Hitler to Heimat, have
dismissed Schléndorff in a few sentences or paragraphs. This study of
Schléndorff intends to fill a gap in the English-language critical literature.

Schlondorff is important for three main reasons. First, in those politically
committed films that have earned him one of the broadest receptions among
New German Cinema directors, the filmmaker achieved an exciting merger
between rhetoric and poetics. Second, his work and his philosophy of film-
making embody many intriguing contradictions about the commercial and
artistic natures of film. Third, he has tended to pursue literary adaptation,
which in itself puts him at the center of critical controversies about issues of
fidelity and medium integrity. We argue that the contradictions within
Schlondorff’s work and his creative treatments of literature are a source of its
vitality.

Schléndorff’s most widely acclaimed films—Young Térless, The Lost Honor of
Katharina Blum, and The Tin Drum—adapt works by major German-language
writers and do what Schlondorff has been justifiably praised for achieving.
They take politically charged subject matter, present it with immediacy and
conviction, and develop ideas through sophisticated use of image and sound.
They work as rhetoric, as provocative discourse about issues of Nazism, ter-
rorism, and militarism. As poetic expression, they are structurally elaborate and
aesthetically precise. Schlondorff’s greatest works represent a convergence of
rhetorical force with poetic grace.

On their rhetorical side, Schlondorff’s movies have been relevant to their
times, having covered such topical issues as youthful rebellion, collective resist-
ance to oppression, victimization of women, relations between the arts and
society, German-Polish conflicts, the Lebanese civil war of the late 1970s and,
finally, the post-World War II rehabilitation of the German cultural traditions
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driven out by the Third Reich. They are counterparts to works by filmmakers
like Constantin Costa-Gavras and Oliver Stone.

At the same time, Schlondorff’s movies are not merely rhetorical artifacts
whose interest will diminish as the issues they address become history.
Although they have been entertaining enough to engage a mass audience,
Schléndorff’s successful films go beyond mere topicality and diversion to hold
up under close aesthetic scrutiny. Our study shows in particular Schléondorff’s
careful positioning of the spectator to achieve, as needed, both identification
with and distance from his protagonists. Patterns of the gaze articulate point
of view in ways that go beyond Hollywood’s standard use of eyeline match,
whereby a shot of a person looking is followed by a point-of-view shot of what
that person sees. In addition, we explore how Schléndorff uses leitmotif tech-
niques that produce meaning through connotation and implication. These sig-
nificant recurring objects, images, and sounds serve to demarcate character and
to integrate and unify narratives, as well as to establish subtle associations or
subtexts. In some cases, Schlondorff borrows point-of-view and leitmotif struc-
tures from the literary texts he adapts, but in others they are cinema-specific
inventions.

This interest in merging political expression with formal expressiveness links
Schlondorff to his New German Cinema colleagues like Rainer Werner
Fassbinder, Alexander Kluge, and Edgar Reitz. All share the antifascist per-
spective, a vision of a different kind of German film that would explore both
the country’s past and its present problems. He joined with them to create a for-
mally challenging national cinema and succeeded better than any in bringing
it to a wide audience.

Tensions and Contradictions

Schléndorff has earned a reputation as a specialist in adapting often difficult
literature to the screen. He has usually been faithful to his literary models in
matters of plot sequencing, dialogue, and characterization. But mixed with this
often scrupulous fidelity is what Schléndorff calls his kinogerecht, or “movie-
appropriate,” criterion. By this, the director means a film product that is pop-
ular in two senses. It is right for the movie house in terms of the cinema both
as a mass-audience social institution and as a specifically visual communica-
tion medium. Film must not, in other words, be measured in terms of the stan-
dards of any other art form but rather in terms of its developed cultural
traditions and formal potentialities.

The kinogerecht film is the mass entertainment film, the opposite of the eso-
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teric work of screen art. Although his movies have mainly been shown in art
theaters in the United States, for most of his career Schléndorff has positioned
himself in Germany as a commercial filmmaker intent on reaching a wide audi-
ence. Schléndorff’s insisting on the kinogerecht quality comes from an extreme
ambivalence about high culture. Yet he has pursued box office success without
sacrificing intellectual ambition and without turning his back on positive
aspects of traditional culture. He believes that film can express complex ideas
and oppositional ideologies, and that a mass audience can comprehend them.
The very positive box office figures for challenging works like The Lost Honor
of Katharina Blum and The Tin Drum bear this out.

To reach a wide audience, Schléndorff knows how to employ a relatively tra-
ditional film vocabulary that, on immediate observation, avoids calling atten-
tion to itself. He structures his narratives according to many of the conventional
patterns of film genre: the Hollywood Western, the crime film, the women’s
film, and the German Heimatfilm. At the same time, he undermines genre struc-
tures by including subversive elements that analyze, deconstruct, and even par-
ody traditional genre codes. Thus the films can play it both ways. They gratify
the viewer, even while being stylistically complex, self-reflexive, and politically
avant-garde. On the one hand, they embody the work of a rationalist intellec-
tual; on the other, they express a popular inclination toward pleasure seeking,
rebellion, and emotional release.

Adaptation Theory

Dealing with an adaptation specialist such as Schléndorff requires defining our
position vis-a-vis adaptation issues. Film theory has undergone considerable
changes in this subdiscipline. Critical focus about adaptation theory has shifted
from “fidelity ranking,” which conceives of a movie as a “reflection” of a liter-
ary work of art, to consideration of adaptation as transformation. Most serious
film critics would now argue that when filmmakers adapt literary works, they
always interpret them. Comparative critics of the 199os, like Millicent Marcus,
James Griffith, and Brian McFarlane, offer highly qualified conceptualizations
of the notion of fidelity, acknowledging the inevitable differences that will
result from moving from one medium to another.

This current thinking avoids the Platonistic concept of adaptation as a
process in which the film copy can only approach the literary ideal. The tradi-
tional “fidelity” position implies superiority of the medium of literature over
that of cinema. Those critics who prize absolute fidelity in adaptation ascribe
to the original work a transcendent value.
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An opposing tradition comes from the theater of Bertolt Brecht. In writing
his plays, Brecht would openly steal, modify, and update the plots, characters,
and ideas of earlier writers. The implication for Brecht is that the original, and
by extension literature in general, is anything but sacred and exists to be used
and reshaped in whatever way suits the more contemporary artist. We dis-
cuss in subsequent chapters Brecht’s influence on Schléndorff, but it is impor-
tant to see the film director as coming out of this tradition that puts the literary
canon “up for grabs” by whoever wants to use it. Although it may shock tra-
ditionalists, such an approach does not necessarily indicate a disrespect for
literature. Rather, it makes literature into discourse that grows and changes and
thus continues to be useful and relevant in new social and aesthetic contexts.
One can apply Jacques Derrida’s description of translation to this approach to
adaptation: It “augments and modifies the original, which, insofar as it is liv-
ing on, never ceases to be transformed and to grow” (122).

At the extreme opposite of the fidelity position, there are equally wrong-
headed critics who argue that a film adaptation must always stand completely
independent of its original source. In point of fact, no film is produced in a cul-
tural vacuum, and any film audience is composed of members with varying
cultural and literary awareness. Those who create movies based on extremely
popular novels and plays, for example, can reasonably expect their audiences
to have some familiarity with the book or performance. Any preceding source,
be it a comic strip for Batman, the television show for a Star Trek or X-Files
movie, or the Bible for countless Hollywood spectacles, can be part of a film’s
context for reception. To deny this would be to fall into a different kind of
Platonic idealism.

In the larger cultural view, all creation can be considered adaptation within
the overarching system of intertextuality. Following this view, every artist bases
his works on preexisting cultural models. The “reworking” may follow the
model closely and completely, as in remakes or parodies, or it may involve only
a partial lifting from the original of aspects such as genre, motif, scene, and
quote. According to Roland Barthes, any text qualifies as a “tissue of quotations
drawn from the innumerable centers of culture” (146). In this theoretical model
of adaptation, the literary source becomes, in the words of Christopher Orr,
who cites Barthes as above, merely “one of a series of pre-texts which share
some of the same narrative conventions as the film adaptation” (72). Because
the intertextuality between the film adaptation and the preestablished literary
text is but one of several such shared elements, fidelity-biased critics run the
critical risk of disregarding other intertextualities. They may well ignore these
other “quotations” as the source of variations from the literary model in film
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adaptation. For instance, a critic who views Wim Wenders’s The Scarlet Letter
(Der scharlachrote Buchstabe, 1972) solely as an adaptation of Nathaniel
Hawthorne misses its reference to the American Western and thus can only par-
tially appreciate the film.

Many film adaptations can be seen in part as comments on the original liter-
ary sources. They can, in effect, function as works of literary criticism on film.
For example, Schléndorft’s Swann in Love (Un amour de Swann) can be read as an
“essay,” albeit an unsystematic one, on both the mechanisms of class structure
and the taboo against homosexuality in Proust’s cycle of novels. In a similar way,
the David Cronenberg 1990 adaptation of Naked Lunch is as much a discourse
on the life, times, and cultural significance of William Burroughs, the author,
as it is a filmic presentation of the novel itself. In short, film adaptations are not
just reflections of the original; they are part of the discourse about the original.

How a novel converts to a motion picture becomes a function of qualities
specific to each medium. Movies involve certain modes of perception and rep-
resentation impossible to achieve on the printed page. For instance, effects of
light and shadow routinely influence the significance of scenes in film. A visi-
ble prairie or expanse of desert is central to many Westerns. Movies are also
uniquely capable of producing immediate physiological reactions, such as to
the sight of blood or to the slime in Ghostbusters (1985) and Men in Black (1997).
To realize fully their particular medium’s potential, filmmakers need to maxi-
mize the effect of those signifiers that the medium is most equipped to han-
dle. Filmmakers adapting literature to film must transform mental impressions
into material ones. Writers start with signs that are by their nature abstrac-
tions through which readers can imagine a specific physical world.
Filmmakers, by contrast, begin with the specific physical world from which
viewers can abstract ideas. As Dudley Andrew reminds us in his Concepts in
Film Theory, the “analysis of adaptation then must point to the achievement of
equivalent narrative units in the absolutely different semiotic systems of film
and language” (103).

Concern with the place and quality of literary adaptations is a central issue
to postwar cinema criticism. Frangois Truffaut’s key essay “A Certain Tendency
in French Cinema” attacked the French so-called tradition of quality and those
literary adaptations within it that the director regarded as empty and soulless. In
this essay, Truffaut set up a dichotomy between the auteur, that is, the filmmaker
with a constant and consistent unity of theme and style, and the metteur en scene
who more mechanically stages a preexisting text. A major implication of
Truffaut’s argument is that the art of film consists of much more than solely dia-
logue and performance. Truffaut did not categorically reject adaptation. He did
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warn of the potential of both knee-jerk leftist moralizing and middle-class stuftfi-
ness in adaptation, and thus initiated a tradition of adaptation skepticism.

The tradition has extended into commentary on the German film. Some film
scholars have rejected literary adaptation as “uncreative,” bourgeois cinema,
detached from societal needs. Eric Rentschler, an American academic and critic
of German film, along with journalistic polemists in the West German press, cen-
sured the New German Cinema’s adaptations as the “Literaturverfilmungskrise,”
or crisis of literary adaptation. He seized on 1976—77 as “a juncture where lit-
erature adaptations had a most detrimental effect on German film”
(“Deutschland” 1979). Rentschler likewise saw the political turn to conser-
vatism, a response to Baader-Meinhof anarchism, as stifling to the alternative
thinking and political protest expressed by the New German Cinema works
during the first half of the 1970s. The movement’s subsequent output had
turned into a “retelling” cinema (Rentschler, “Deutschland” [1980] 15). The
West German state subsidy system and its film selection boards had effectively
paralyzed critical cinematic creativity and had instead encouraged tame and
domesticated adaptations of the classics. This antiadaption bias may, in part,
explain why Schléndorff has been marginalized in much of the writing on the
New German Cinema.

Adaptation bashers have customarily accepted Truffaut’s dichotomy
between the auteur and the metteur en scene. But Schlondorff himself has said,
“I think that a cinéaste should efface himself behind the film he is making; I am
not an auteur, I am perhaps a stylist” (“Sur le tambour” 20). This vision of
Schléndorff as a “profi,” an “altruistic servant” of art and the specific subject
at hand, has been the premise of at least one book-length study (Wydra 7-8).
The director does consistently represent a sensibility willing to privilege other
authors’ ideas and concepts. But we also argue that there is in Schléndorft’s
work an auteurlike consistency of theme and style regardless of the specific
movie’s source. When Schlondorff’s films are successful, they are often so
because they find ways to transform literary ideas through fully cinematic
means into effective motion picture ideas. The question is not whether they are
better or worse than their literary antecedents but rather whether they suc-
cessfully generate ideas in image and sound.

Periods in Schlondorff's Work

We divide our discussion of Schléndorff’s oeuvre into five different periods,
considering them also in relation to the rest of the New German Cinema and
the historical and social contexts that produced them. We recognize that any
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periods we propose are somewhat arbitrary and overlapping. They are devices
for structuring discourse and orienting the reader, not ironclad categories. We
indeed look for cross-period connections in subject matter and approach.

The first period comprises the director’s first three features, Young Torless, A
Degree of Murder (Mord und Totschlag, 1967), and Michael Kohlhaas (1969). In these
three greatly different films, we see early articulations of themes and issues
developed throughout the filmmaker’s career. Paramount is the endeavor, not
always successful, to revitalize German film production through youth-
oriented subjects, formal vitality, and creative adaptation of literary classics.

In the second period, Schlondorff relies heavily on German television and
state subsidies to create largely low-budget, innovative works. This is a period
marked by interest in social repression, political commitment, feminism, and
particularly German subject matter. Accompanying these interests is a related
preoccupation with the cinematic application of the dramatic theories and prac-
tice of Bertolt Brecht. This second period begins with the adaptation of Brecht’s
play Baal (1970) and extends to Schlondorff’s “Antigone” contribution to the
1978 omnibus film Germany in Autumn.

Period three, which includes The Tin Drum, Circle of Deceit (Die Filschung,
1981), and Swann in Love, is marked by a movement into large-scale European
coproductions and internationally prominent casts. These commercially ambi-
tious movies reinforce Schlondorff’s international reputation. With this grow-
ing internationalism comes, in the latter two films, a turning away from
specifically German subject matter with an increasing awareness of non-
German audiences. This period also features more nationally focused docu-
mentaries and contributions to group projects.

The fourth period comprises Death of a Salesman (1985), A Gathering of Old
Men (1987) and The Handmaid’s Tale (1989). This is Schlondorff’s American
period, defined by his own move across the Atlantic and the choice of the
United States as setting for his films. In this period, Schlondorff begins to work
comfortably within the American production system, initially for television.
Schlondorff collaborates with American and British playwrights and explores
issues of theatrical adaptation and the use of theaterlike forms.

The fifth period begins with Voyager (1990), a kind of multicontinental road
movie that has one foot each in the New and Old Worlds respectively. The
period continues into the present. It has Schlondorff performing the role of a
multinational film production facilitator, as well as the director of the big-
budget European project of The Ogre and the low-budget, specifically German
The Legend of Rita (Die Stille nach dem Schuss, 2000).

If there is a story to be told in Schléndorff’s work, it is one that historically
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parallels a branch of the middle-class left in the late twentieth century. We can
follow the director from the anarchistic optimism in the late 1960s to a 1970s
disillusionment and theorization, through a 1980s acceptance of the failure of
traditional dogmatic communism, and to an attempt to create in the 1990s a
brand of capitalism that is socially sensitive. Schléndorff reflects the postmod-
ern condition in his ability to commingle the social and cultural goals of the
political left, the economic mechanisms of the capitalist marketplace, and the
poetic and mythic dimensions of literature.



Schlondorff and
His Sources

n surveying Volker Schléndorff’s development as a filmmaker, one can note

how he merges two major traditions—one French, one German. If his chrono-
logically more immediate model is the French cinema of the late 1950s and
early 1960s, the works’ basic aesthetic heritage is the German cinema of the
Weimar period and its extension in exile.

Influences: The French Cinema

If one were sketching out a transnational cinema history, one might easily
describe the New German Cinema as an offshoot of the French New Wave. In
1962, in the city of Oberhausen, the Young German cinema proclaimed its goals
in a public document known as the Oberhausen Manifesto. In some ways, this
document presents the new German generation’s positive reaction to the suc-
cess that their French contemporaries—Francois Truffaut, Alain Resnais, Jean-
Luc Godard, and Claude Chabrol—had in redefining their national cinema. The
young Germans saw the French as a model for a cinema that would reject the
confining subjects, styles, and economic structures of Opas Kino, to use the term
of derision of that younger generation for “granddaddy’s cinema.” Both the
young French filmmakers and their German counterparts wanted to propose
something new and vigorous.

One would expect Schléndorff’s cinema to reinforce this general pattern.
After all, the filmmaker lived in Paris from 1956 to 1964, precisely the years in
which the New Wave renewed the French cinema. He received his baccalauréat
from the Lycée Henri V. As part of his high school experience at a French board-
ing school, he became friends with his classmate Bertrand Tavernier, who him-
self was to develop into a major figure in the French cinema. Schlondorff then
pursued studies in economics and political science before being accepted into

11
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France’s major film school, then known as the Institute des Hautes Etudes
Cinématographiques (IDHEC). In the early 1960s, he served as an assistant on
movies by Louis Malle, Alain Resnais, and Jean-Pierre Melville. French direc-
tor Jean-Daniel Pollet has mentioned how Schléndorff accompanied him on the
shoot of Pollet’s highly experimental Méditerranée (1963), a film linked to the
nouveau roman and the advanced literary work of Philippe Sollers (Pollet).

Schléndorff is not the only figure of the New German Cinema to have been
shaped in part by French film culture. A detailed general history of Franco-
German cinematic relations since 1960 has yet to be written, but we can
acknowledge certain connections at this point. Peter Fleischmann, for example,
was also an IDHEC student, completing his studies in 1962. Wim Wenders,
although unsuccessful in being admitted to IDHEC, like Schlondorff discov-
ered much of the German film tradition at the French Cinématheque. Jean-
Marie Straub, although Alsatian by birth, became a major figure in the New
German Cinema after seeking asylum in Germany to avoid fighting in the
Algerian war. And many German women filmmakers, including Ula Stockl,
Claudia von Alemann, Jutta Briickner, Margarethe von Trotta, and Ulrike
Ottinger, have studied or worked in France.

It would be foolish to argue for overly direct influence of French filmmak-
ers on Schlondorff’s work. He himself has suggested in interviews that such
influences have been more in the area of technique than anything else (“An
Interview” 28). At the same time, when one compares Schléndorff’s work with
that of his French mentors and colleagues, one cannot help noticing affinities.
Let us consider some of them under five overlapping categories: professional-
ism, pluralism, respect for genre, austerity, and political commitment.

1. Professionalism. Unlike those members of the French or German new
waves who came to filmmaking from the starting point of criticism, Schléndorff
from the beginning approached his craft from a practical rather than journal-
istic or historical-critical orientation. His training came from his schooling at
IDHEC, and, more important, from the apprenticeships that accompanied and
followed it. Although his official biographies always list his acceptance into
IDHEC, he never completed the school’s curriculum and by his own admission
studied there only one year (Bronnen and Brocher 82; Pflaum and Prinzler, Film
385). He appears to have abandoned formal film education as soon as his pro-
duction assistant experiences led to regular work (Fleischmann). One suspects
that he used the ethos of IDHEC attendance as leverage in getting his first proj-
ects under way.

Although IDHEC may or may not have had much direct effect on
Schlondorff, two of his mentors from the time, Louis Malle and Alain Resnais,
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had also attended the school and were major figures among the new filmmak-
ers of the period. Although certain stylistic characteristics are associated with
the French New Wave, such as the use of hand-held cameras, location shoot-
ing, direct sound, and jump cuts, these techniques were by no means adopted
by all of the filmmakers involved. In contrast to the spontaneity, technical casu-
alness, and penchant for improvisation shown by filmmakers like Truffaut,
Godard, Chabrol, and Jacques Rivette, those New Wave figures who emerged
from IDHEC tended toward a far more calculated approach to filmmaking.
These more classically oriented filmmakers included Malle and Resnais as well
as those far less known abroad, like Claude Sautet, Robert Enrico, or Alain
Cavalier. If the one branch of the New Wave grows out of and extends the line
begun by Italian Neorealism, IDHEC produced a parallel group of filmmak-
ers whose work was characterized by craftsmanship, seriousness, and in the
opinion of some, academicism (Martin, “France” 71; Les étudiants 56).

The most important French influence on Schlondorff, however, was
undoubtedly Jean-Pierre Melville, to whom Schléndorff was introduced by his
friend Bertrand Tavernier. Schlondorff was, with Tavernier, an assistant direc-
tor on Léon Morin, Priest (Léon Morin, prétre, 1961) and Le doulos (1962), and he
helped with the preparation of The Magnet of Doom (L’ainé des ferchaux, 1962)
and “Three Rooms in Manhattan,” the latter of which was never shot. Melville
has said of Schlondorff that on meeting him in 1960, “[a]lmost immediately I
felt that I had met my spiritual son” (Nogueira 89). Schléndorff, in turn, has
written, “He was my first master, and the one from whom I learned the most”
(“A Parisian-American in Paris” 45).

Melville is remembered by U.S. filmgoers for his appearance in Jean-Luc
Godard’s Breathless, in which Godard established him as a kind of spiritual
father of the French New Wave. Like Godard, Melville knew, loved, and
respected the American cinema, but his admiration led him in a far different
direction, and he and Godard differed significantly in their tastes. Melville saw
the Hollywood film as having reached its apogee in the 1930s, under a rigid
studio system. Rather than celebrate Alfred Hitchcock or Howard Hawks,
Melville reserved his greatest admiration, at least according to Schléndorff, for
William Wyler and Robert Wise (“A Parisian-American in Paris” 44). The
Cahiers du cinéma—influenced critics of the 1950s and 1960s disdained Wyler and
Wise as showing little personal vision in their work. Today as well, Wyler and
Wise tend to be respected as Hollywood professionals but also considered
rather cold, even somewhat mechanical craftsmen. A highly independent
entrepreneur who had his own film studio, Melville was also his own producer
and as a result maintained a high degree of individual control over his work.
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2. Pluralism. This professionalist, craftsmanship-oriented approach to film-
making would, at least in the case of someone like Malle, result in a versatility
that allowed Malle to work in different tones, styles, and genres. Malle was thus
able to move from steamy sex drama (The Lovers/Les amants, 1958), to anarchic
comedy (Zazie, 1960), to star vehicles for Brigitte Bardot (A Very Private Affair/Vie
privée, 1962; Viva Maria!, 1965), to documentary (Vive la tour, 1962), to morose
literary adaptation (The Fire Within/Le feu follet, 1963). With Zazie in particular,
which provided for Schléndorff’s first apprentice experience with Malle, the
French filmmaker chose a reputedly “unfilmable” novel by Raymond
Queneau, one filled with puns and word-specific flourishes. He brought it suc-
cessfully to the screen in a way that would suggest the position, taken later by
Schlondorff, that a skillful mise-en-scéne equivalent can be found to almost any
literary effort. Like Malle, Schléndorff has worked in both fiction and docu-
mentary and has experimented with a variety of genres, styles, literary collab-
orators, adaptation projects, production situations, and degrees of political
commitment.

3. Respect for Genre. The qualities of professionalism and adaptability very
much suit a commitment to working within a commercial production system,
and Schléndorff has shared with the French New Wave the appreciation for
established filmmaking genres. This respect for genre may have arisen in part
through his association with Tavernier, whose critical writings on the
Hollywood cinema show an admiration for creative experimentation within
commercial formulas and whose own films have reformulated the classical
Western and police film. Even more important, Melville worked almost exclu-
sively in the gangster film and has also commented that almost all of his films
are “transposed Westerns” (Nogueira 100). It is no surprise, then, that we find
patterns from the Western and the police thriller in a number of Schlondorff’s
works. Indeed, Schléndorff’s cinematic homage to Melville, Coup de Grice (Der
Fangschuss, 1976) with its fortress-estate on the frontier of the Baltic wars, its
assertive and headstrong woman who must make her way in a world of men,
its (anti)hero who must choose between male bonding and heterosexual love,
can be seen as an art film reworking of fundamental narrative configurations
from the Western. As with many genre-oriented films of the French New Wave,
in some cases Schlondorff’s references to classical formulas are to be taken seri-
ously; in other cases they are ironic reversals of convention meant to impose a
modernist self-referentiality on the work.

4. Austerity. Melville’s work is stylistically sober and very simple. He has
boasted that Robert Bresson, a filmmaker noted for his extremely ascetic, aus-
tere style, copied Melville’s first film, The Silence of the Sea (Le silence de la mer,
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1947), in realizing his far more famous Diary of a Country Priest (Journal d'un curé
de campagne, 1950) (Nogueira 27). One cannot help finding a comparable aus-
terity, not in every Schlondorff film but in a significant number of them, for
example, Young Torless, The Sudden Wealth of the Poor People of Kombach (Der plot-
zliche Reichtum der armen Leute von Kombach, 1970), Coup de Grice. In each, a
bleak black-and-white style of photography, simple sets and costumes, uncom-
plicated camera setups, a quiet acting style drained of declamation and excess
affect, and spare music all combine to provide for a minimalist, dedramatized,
rather cold style. It is a style Malle himself used in The Fire Within, on which
Schlondorff worked, and one brought to an extreme by Jean-Marie Straub in a
work like Unreconciled (Unversohnt, 1965). If one considers that both Malle and
Straub had worked with Bresson on A Man Escaped (Un condamné a mort s’est
échappé, 1956), this line of austerity—and it is a stylistic quality very much asso-
ciated with early works from the New German Cinema—may come into
Schlondorff’s work from more than one French source (“Straub/Huillet” F1).
Although the style may grow in part out of constraints of low-budget produc-
tion, it can also involve turning these constraints into virtues.

5. Political Commitment. Schléndorff’s stay in Paris coincided with the con-
troversy and dissent surrounding the Algerian war, and he was involved to
some extent in activism and protest. It may or may not be coincidental that
among the extraordinarily few French works about the war that were produced
in the early 1960s, almost all were by IDHEC-connected cinéastes: Malle’s
uncompleted Alger 1961 (1961-62), Enrico’s La belle vie (1962), Resnais’s Muriel
(1963), Jean Herman’s La quille (1963), and Cavalier’s L'insoumis (1964).

It is not surprising, then, that Schlondorff’s very first short, Who Cares? (Wen
kiimmert’s?, 1960), dealt with youths troubled by political situations. The story
revolves around a young Arab who is considering dropping out of the FLN,
the Algerian Liberation Front, and a young German, a refugee from the German
Democratic Republic. The two encourage each other to return to their home-
lands and to stand up for their convictions there. The short was banned in West
Germany for political reasons (Patalas 63).

IDHEC had produced, in the words of Raymond Durgnat, “left-wing social
moralists” who were in opposition to the “bourgeois anarchists” of the French
New Wave (4). Perhaps the most striking alumnus of IDHEC from this period,
and subsequently one of the most successful, was Greek expatriate Constantin
Costa-Gavras. In work like Z (1969), The Confession (L'aveau, 1971), and State of
Siege (Etat de siege, 1973), he established what was to become known as the left-
ist “political thriller.” Like Schlondorff, Costa-Gavras has been a filmmaker
always ready to work within the established industry. He uses popular enter-
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tainment genre structures to support leftist political messages, a tactic that
has caused him to be denigrated by both the right and the left. Surely
Schléndorff’s The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum qualifies as a political thriller in
much this same way, although we shall see how it has other agendas as well.
One can only wonder about the extent to which Schléndorff and Costa-Gavras,
foreigners each, were similarly shaped by the cultural ambience of Paris in
the late 1950s and early 1960s.

One must not underestimate the importance of French culture for
Schléndorff, as he himself has said he embraced it as something of a rebellion
against the German culture of Nazism. Yet the probable influences described
above suggest a pattern that is not entirely rebellious in character. IDHEC,
Malle, Melville, and Tavernier all have their relatively conservative sides, have
embraced tendencies toward a cinema of careful craftsmanship and traditional
storytelling, and represent modes of cooperation with an existing economic and
cultural system. This approach seems more moderate than the revolt and anar-
chic freedom often associated with the French New Wave and especially its
post-May 1968 by-products. Other figures of the New German Cinema, such
as Kluge, Fassbinder, Straub, and Wenders, seem to owe far more to the
antiprofessionalist, antinarrative attitude of the Godardian wing of the French
New Wave. Schlondorff, for sure, flirts with these more subversive tenden-
cies, especially in films like A Degree of Murder or Baal, not to mention his
involvement with Brechtian theory. But he also has another foot firmly planted
in a tradition of quality and French classicism; one could certainly argue that
he has as much in common with this craft-oriented French tradition as with the
New German Cinema.

How does one explain the apparent contradiction? Let us suggest that
Schlondorff’s links to both the classic and the alternative French film traditions
explain only one half of his aesthetic formation as a filmmaker. To examine
the other half, we must consider his ties to the German film tradition that he
formed, ironically enough, during his stay in France.

Roots in Classical German and Exile Film Traditions

Schlondorff’s first short, Who Cares?, was dedicated to Fritz Lang, a compliment
which shows that from the very beginning Schléndorff sought to link his work
to older traditions of German filmmaking. One can find throughout the work
of Schlondorff references and similarities to both the classic works of the 1920s
and early 1930s and to the exile legacy resulting from so many German film-
makers having fled to Hollywood with the rise of the Third Reich.
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Schléndorff is surely not the only filmmaker of the New German Cinema
to acknowledge a debt to this past. Other examples abound. Werner Herzog's
1978 remake of Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922) pays homage to
the expressionist tradition, Wim Wenders very specifically cites Fritz Lang’s
Nibelungen (1922-24) in the opening dialogue of Kings of the Road (Im Laufe der
Zeit, 1975); and Rainer Werner Fassbinder has repeatedly invoked the spirit and
techniques of Douglas Sirk (Detlef Sierck) as often as those of Brecht. But
Schléndorff’s incorporation of the German filmmaking past has perhaps been
the broadest and most eclectic in the New German Cinema.

Schlondorff’s knowledge of this specific film history began in his years in
Paris, a fact as telling as any about the radical break in the German cultural tra-
dition caused by the fascist regime of 1933—45. He met the exile Lotte H. Eisner,
a major scholar and preserver of the German expressionist film and a curator
at the French Cinématheque, who took the young man under her wing. He
obtained a job at the Cinématheque as a translator of intertitles and subtitles
for classic German films. He thus acquired an intimate familiarity with these
works, not to mention free admission to Cinématheéque screenings, a perquisite
he reportedly took daily advantage of (“Die Prinzessin” 169). The impact of
these constant contacts can scarcely be overrated; note that the Schléndorff of
the mid-1970s maintains that the movies he has seen are his “real influence as
a filmmaker” (“An Interview” 27). And the director of the mid-198os reflects
on the seminal significance of these film screenings: “The forgotten and humil-
iated came out of exile into the dark auditorium, where their honor was
returned to them and they had us pledge the oath to uphold their heritage”
(“Die Prinzessin” 169). The filmmaker describes his generation as one that
wants to link up with the tradition of the 1920s (“Von den “Alten’” 115).

Within this German film legacy, one finds at least four styles and approaches.
They include the expressionist movement, the social pictorialism of Fritz Lang
and G. W. Pabst, the analytical-critical realism of Bertolt Brecht, and the satiric-
comic tradition of an Ernst Lubitsch or Billy Wilder. Schléndorff’s work con-
tains allusions to and affinities with all four of these modes, and all extend to
the humanist, antifascist exile tradition of the cinematic “Other Germany.”

The first two categories frequently overlap. The expressionist movement in
film produced studio-shot movies in which elaborate sets were often purposely
distorted to parallel visually the anxious or disturbed interior states of their
characters, for example, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari,
1919) and Nosferatu. As a movement in the silent film, it represented a push-
ing of the limits of signification derived from the construction of the image itself
rather than from editing. What we have called a social pictorialism borrows the
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same basis in mise-en-scene for constructing visual meaning but involves more
realistic environments and less emphasis on reflecting extremes of internalized
emotion, as in Murnau’s The Last Laugh (Der letzte Mann, 1924) and Lang’s M
(1931).

Schléndorff recognized both of these traditions and responded initially to
this call from the past when embarking on his first feature film, Young Torless.

I was attracted to Fritz Lang’s films, also the silent films of Murnau and Pabst. . . .
I thought it was very important for me to relate to the tradition of German films.
Young Torless (1965) is perhaps most influenced by this German filmmaking.
When I worked on Young Torless I was thinking a lot of M (1931). (“An Interview”
27-28)

In his attempt to establish stylistic ties with the German film legacy, Schléndorff
not only availed himself of a story in “such a ‘German’ setting as a cadet acad-
emy ... alinkage to German film traditions—Stroheim and Lang,” (“Tribiine”
309); he even involved the cast by screening M for them. This classic orienting
of the actors is especially evident in such Térless episodes as the interrogation
of Basini in the boarding school attic. Film scholar Eric Rentschler associates
this particular scene with Lang’s child murderer facing the underworld jury in
M (German Film and Literature 186).

Rentschler further observes the cinematic expressionist legacy imprinted on
Torless’s passageways, vaults, and concealed attic room so characteristic of that
classical German film architecture. Exterior space, here and even in landscapes,
mirrors the inner condition of characters (184-85). One recognizes in
Schléndorff’s debut feature a mode of filmmaking that is image-based rather
than dialogue-oriented, a correlative to an entire line of French mise-en-scene
criticism derived from a specific appreciation of expressionism and social pic-
torialism.

Other suggestive images and examples support the continuity of these
German film traditions. One recalls the orderly procession of workers in Fritz
Lang’s Metropolis when one watches the geometric groupings of women per-
form bizarre rituals in The Handmaid’s Tale. The gray war-torn trenches of
Pabst’s Westfront 1918 reappear in Coup de Grice. Schlondorff extends the tra-
dition of the street film in the reconstruction of a Danzig neighborhood in The
Tin Drum.

An additional major piece of evidence is the director’s work with Valeska
Gert. Actress, mime, and avant-garde dancer, cabaret performer and writer,
Gert (1892-1978) was a characteristic stage and screen personality during the
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1. Coup de Grice. Valeska Gert (brightly lit in center), an icon of Weimar culture, as Aunt
Praskovia. Photo: Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

Weimar Republic who had to survive in exile after the fascists assumed power.
Pabst cast her in his The Joyless Street (Die freudlose Gasse, 1925) as the seamstress
Greifer; in Diary of a Lost Girl (Tagebuch einer Verlorenen, 1929) as the governess;
and in The Threepenny Opera (Die Dreigroschenoper, 1930) as Mrs. Peachum.
Several New German Cinema filmmakers drew on this living link to Pabst and
Weimar cinematic culture, most prominently Schléndorff, who not only
assigned Gert an important role in Coup de Grice (1976) but also based his doc-
umentary Just for Fun, Just for Play—Kaleidoscope Valeska Gert (Nur zum Spaf3, nur
zum Spiel—Kaleidoskop Valeska Gert, 1977) on her. (See illustration 1.)

In addition to appearing in Pabst’s film of the Threepenny Opera by Bertolt
Brecht, Gert also appeared in stage reviews and film inserts for a choral play
(Chorspiel) by the playwright. She even physically shared the limelight with him
as Canaille in his Der Abnormititenwirt (The Innkeeper of Perversities) at the noted
Munich Kammerspiele theater (Peter 65). She thus becomes a link to the third
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tradition, that of the ironic and detached political engagement of Brecht and
the critical realism of the New Objectivity. Brecht himself incorporates another
major link to Weimar culture for Schlondorff. By the time the filmmaker met
and cast Gert personally, he had himself realized his own television film based
on Brecht’s Baal (1969).

Brecht’s comprehensive aesthetic approach to stage, screen, and general
writing encompassed not only the rationalistic realism for which he is gener-
ally noted, particularly in German stagecraft and writing, but also facets of the
Central European satiric-comic tradition. In terms of pure screen art, Ernst
Lubitsch and Billy Wilder best embody this fourth tradition, even though their
work in Berlin perhaps has received less than its appropriate recognition.
Films that demonstrate Schléndorff’s working in this tradition, specifically the
satirical vein, originated during the first half of the 1970s. They include The
Morals of Ruth Halbfass (Die Moral der Ruth Halbfass, 1971), A Free Woman
(Strohfeuer, 1972), and the television film Overnight Stay in Tyrol (Ubernach-
tung in Tirol, 1973). The comic tradition comes even more overtly to the fore in
The Andechs Feeling (Das Andechser Gefiihl, 1974), a film produced by
Schléndorff. It is the story of a rebellious teacher spoofing the German-village
film genre, starring Herbert Achternbusch, the writer-director. Schléndorff
planned to work further in this line in one of his unrealized projects from the
1980s, “The Most Powerful Man in the World,” which was to have been a com-
edy about a summit conference, with Steve Martin playing the president of the
United States (“German Film Production”). Schlondorff’s scriptwriter on the
project was Walter Reisch, a Hollywood veteran who was part of the exile gen-
eration from the Hitler era. In Wilder’s case, Schlondorff has acknowledged
his debt to the older filmmaker. A four-and-a-half-hour video and 16-mm doc-
umentary, Billy, How Did You Do It? (1992), gives a detailed portrait of Wilder
a decade before his death in 2002. We will discuss this portrait later.

A significant overlap may suffice to highlight both Wilder’s European past
and the multifaceted connections between Schléndorff and the earlier German
tradition: Valeska Gert played a role in People on Sunday (Menschen am Sonntag,
1929), the collaborative film that teamed Wilder with Robert Siodmak and Edgar
G. Ulmer, as well as others, prior to their flight—en masse—from the swastika.
As we trace Schlondorff’s career through his international and American peri-
ods, we see an odd parallel to the émigré tradition. At their best, filmmakers like
Lang or Wilder not only adapted to the Hollywood production system but
brought to the American cinema a special insight into both positive and nega-
tive aspects of U.S. society. In developing a film like A Gathering of Old Men
(1987), Schlondorff had to be conscious of the way he was pursuing something
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similar to what Fritz Lang had accomplished in his first American film, Fury
(1936). Both filmmakers examine the American system of justice with equal por-
tions of admiration and calls for vigilance. In a similar way, both Billy Wilder’s
The Apartment (1961) and Schlondorft’s Death of a Salesman (1985) criticize the
inhumanity of American capitalism with sharpness and understanding.

In his published writings, Schléndorff has given tribute to some of the past
figures from the German world of culture in general and film in particular.
Others he acknowledged verbally in interviews and, above all, in his homage to
the exile filmmakers in Hollywood during his acceptance speech on the occa-
sion of West Germany receiving the 1979 Academy Award for best foreign film
for The Tin Drum. For instance, Schlondorff wrote an extensive review of Lotte
H. Eisner’s memoirs for the German magazine Der Spiegel and contributed a
short text to a collection of testimonials in honor of Fritz Lang (“Die Prinzessin”).
He also recognized in his Academy Award address “all those whose tradition
we want to pick up and follow and who worked and lived here. . . . Fritz Lang,
Billy Wilder, Lubitsch, Murnau, Pabst” (Acceptance speech).

Schlondorft’s energetic post—Berlin Wall, post-German unification efforts on
behalf of Berlin-Babelsberg can be understood as another bow to the cinematic
Weimar legacy. In the short film shown to all visitors at the beginning of pop-
ular studio tours, Schléndorff takes on the role of screen guide through the
facility of Babelsberg.

In the director’s introduction (Prisentationsfilm, 1990), the history of the
Babelsberg studio claims no small significance; Schléndorff here extends the
bow he has been taking toward the past German film culture for decades.
Babelsberg traces its origins back to the grand epoch of silent German film when
Deutsche Bioscop film production in 1911 erected its studio here. The company
was named after the Bioscop double-image projector (Doppelbildprojektor) that
German movie pioneer Max Skladanowsky had developed to initiate the pop-
ular history of the movies in Germany in 1895. In the Bioscop studios, “the
ancestral cell of the later Ufa city” Babelsberg (Kreimeier 27), Paul Wegener
inaugurated the classic German cinema with The Student of Prague (Der Student
von Prag, 1913). Although management organization and ownership periodi-
cally shifted, the studio’s operations expanded and it became the production
site of such works as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari,
1919); Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler (Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler, 1922), Nibelungen,
and Metropolis (1926); Murnau’s Faust (1926); and Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue
Angel (Der blaue Engel, 1930), starring Marlene Dietrich. This tradition was sup-
pressed by the Third Reich, during which the studio became a center of Nazi
propaganda and escapist entertainment.
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2. Schlondorff and Billy Wilder in Berlin, reclaiming the Weimar and exile traditions.
Photo: Volker Schlondorff.

The creators associated with this classical German Babelsberg cinema—
directors, producers, actors, and support staff, with few exceptions—would
seek asylum abroad after the Nazi assumption of power. Lang and Siodmak,
Wilder and producer Eric Pommer, Gert and Brecht: it is to this cinematic
“Other Germany” and to its pre-1933 legacy that Schlondorff bowed by choos-
ing the name “Bioskop” for his second production company in 1973, thus
directly referring back to the origins of Babelsberg. He was to come full circle
after a period of filmmaking in the United States and demonstrated in the 1990s
his continued sense of past German cinematic accomplishments within and
outside Germany by pursuing a vision for a renewed Babelsberg. (See illus-
tration 2.) In assuming this responsibility, Schlondorff tied together artistic and
professional traditions, opting for a synthesis and embedding a future German
cinema in the larger context that can “unite European audiences” (“Inside
Europe”).



Part One

THE EARLY SCHLONDORFF:

SUPPRESSION, POP, AND PROTEST







Young Térless

In May 1966, for the first time in the postwar era, West Germany had a real
contender at the Cannes film festival. After two decades of mostly marginal
and irrelevant film production, Germany had produced a work that made the
festival audience sit up and take notice: Volker Schléndorft’s Young Torless (Der
junge Torless). FIPRESCI (Fédération Internationale de la Presse Cinéma-
tographique) awarded the film its international critics’ prize, and other awards
soon followed. At home, Young Torless garnered three federal film prizes for the
year’s best direction, script, and screenplay. In Nantes, France, during the
European Film Days, the jury presented it with the Max Ophiils-Prize. In the
United States, Variety praised it as “a very impressive directorial debut” (Hans
19). The 1967 International Film Guide listed Young Torless as one of the top ten
films of the preceding year and referred to Schléndorff as “the foremost hope
of the new German cinema” (Cowie, 1967 5, 78).

The film set up a pattern followed by dozens of subsequent works from the
New German Cinema. It took a renowned literary text, assertively enacted it to
strong cinematic effect, and dispassionately reflected on themes relevant to
postwar West German culture: innocence and guilt, conformity and rebellion,
solipsism and engagement. The movie evoked from spectators and critics a
broad variety of interpretations. Some have analyzed Young Torless as a study
of adolescence. Others debated whether the film proposed a political model
of Middle European militarism. The film is effective on both counts. A viewer
can best approach its psychological aspects by comparing the Torless film with
the genre of literary and filmic narratives about adolescents and boarding
schools that had preceded it. Similarly, an awareness of the way in which
Schlondorff’s literary contemporaries had reinterpreted Robert Musil’s novel
makes clearer the motion picture’s metaphoric import for postwar Europe.

The director translated to the screen, in convincing and inventive fashion, a
classic of German-language fiction. During the 1950s and 1960s, West German
critics and readers rediscovered Robert Musil’s 1906 novel, Die Verwirrungen des

25
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Zoglings Torless, a work driven into intellectual exile when its author was forced
to leave his country during the Third Reich. A highly subjective, modernist book
that at first glance appears ill-suited for cinematic adaptation, the novel stands
out as a work of experimental fiction. Its modernist self-consciousness questions
the principles of nineteenth-century realism both through its psychological
depth and its Sprachskepsis, a philosophical skepticism about the ability of lan-
guage to articulate reality. The book relies on an omniscient, interpreting nar-
rator to convey abstract ideas about its young protagonist.

Schlondorff omitted certain aspects of the novel’s intellectual quality when
he undertook the adaptation. Contrary to John Sandford’s accusations in The
New German Cinema, however, Schlondorff did not make these changes out of
facile reductionism, nor did he unambiguously simplify the novel by exter-
nalizing its depiction of characters’ internal states (37). Rather, our thesis is that
the filmmaker’s choices complement the specificity of his medium: he created
cinematic equivalents of Torless’s inner life and employed a network of leit-
motifs to stimulate the viewer’s reflections.

Both novel and film are set in a military academy in the eastern provinces of
Austria. Torless’s experiences are at the center of the story. Sent by his father,
Privy Councillor Térless, to obtain a first-rate education at this elitist institu-
tion, the student becomes involved in sadistic peer-group experimentation.
Reiting and Beineberg, the student’s school friends, acquire complete control
over a classmate when they gain knowledge of a break-in that he has commit-
ted. Torless witnesses the brutalities to which the pair subject the thief Basini
in the boarding school’s attic, a space which the two, with a near-masochistic
collaboration by their victim, have turned into a torture chamber. As the
excesses against Basini increase and threaten to end with a class lynching, the
victim admits his crime to the school authorities and is expelled. Torless leaves
the academy of his own accord.

In general, the film’s individual boarding school students follow the char-
acterizations of the novel. Basini (Marian Seidowsky) is the sensitive one.
Because of his immaturity and inferiority complex, he is a show-off, an endan-
gered, sometimes feminine adolescent who commits an act of theft. Reiting
(Alfred Dietz), who like Beineberg (Bernd Tischer) is physically bigger and
older than Basini, exemplifies the smart, brutal criminal. He is the rough, inhu-
man torturer who gives in to all impulses as long as he has complete control
over the victim. Beineberg’s contempt for humanity and his manipulative
drives are more mystic and exotic than Reiting’s, though both boys are merci-
less and power-hungry. The power of controlling Basini tempts Torless
(Matthieu Carriere), but that thrill disappears quickly. Torless is more intellec-
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tual and searching than Beineberg but also more passive, a voyeuristic observer.
Neither empathizing with Basini nor actively ending his pain, Torless loses
himself in his own thoughts or in abstract, speculative questions, as when he
tries to discover Basini’s breaking point in the attic.

By any account, Musil’s Die Verwirrungen des Zoglings Torless renders a por-
trait of adolescence and a school story similar to Hermann Hesse’s Beneath the
Wheel (Unterm Rad) and James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. All
three are semiautobiographical works (Corino). Characteristically, the genre’s
hero undergoes the crisis of initiation into the world of adults—a “passage”
that mixes day and night, light and dark, ethics and moral corruption. Self-
discovery, a fundamental part of adolescence and a basic feature of the litera-
ture and films about youth, characterizes Térless.

In addition, Musil’s Tdrless sketches a psychosexual portrayal of youth
prophetic of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954) and Giinter Grass’s Cat
and Mouse (Katz und Maus, 1961), including the theme of adolescent sadism.
Through violence and peer-group rejection, Musil’s and Golding’s characters
exorcise a schoolmate’s identity. Schléndorff’s adaptation captures the tensions
of this process with a claustrophobic boarding-school setting and authoritar-
ian ambience reminiscent of Leontine Sagan’s classic film Girls in Uniform
(Midchen in Uniform, 1931). In this way, he synthesizes a literary tradition with
the stylistic legacy of the pre-Nazi German cinema.

As a film, Schlondorff’s Young Torless is characterized by moody black-and-
white photography, spare dialogue, and a somewhat languid, reflective pace.
Schlondorff follows certain conventions of the 1960s art film in this respect. But
we shall see in our discussions of Torless’s mise-en-scene how the filmmaker’s
decisions in visualizing Musil’s narrative involve careful use of composition
and editing patterns to maintain the subjectivity of point of view and moral
ambiguity of the literary source. We examine how the filmmaker visually artic-
ulates two major issues of adolescence found in Musil’s novel: first, Torless’s
emerging sexuality, which involves his desire for women and changes in his
perceptions of them; second, the issue of how an adolescent defines himself
through peer relations, with individual values coming into conflict with group
behavior. By merging the first, personal, more poetic side of maturation with
the second, more political side, Schlondorff achieves a complex discourse about
German culture and politics in the mid-twentieth century. We also show how
the director’s leitmotif structure unifies this discourse through three different
visual tropes: a metaphoric use of animals, a self-reflexive creation of voyeuris-
tic viewing patterns, and graphic emphasis on confining circular forms. All of
these elements work together to depict a proto-Nazi microcosm.
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Adolescence and Sexuality

In keeping with the sexual side of the youth genre, young Torless must further
his personal development by overcoming the stereotypical images of women
that he holds. Along with initiation into the adult world, he must confront a
distorted dichotomy in which women function only as one of two contrasting
archetypes: the pure mother and the impure prostitute. His experiences with
women force Torless to adjust to a complex world in which morality is not
black and white. The character’s growing sexual sophistication parallels a
moral sophistry he begins to develop. In both the novel and film, three core
scenes demonstrate this link: (1) the departure of Torless’s parents from the
school-town’s train station; (2) the joint visit with classmate Beineberg to
Bozena, the prostitute; and (3) Torless’s own final departure from the school. It
is revealing to examine these scenes in greater detail. In both media, the two
departures take place at the outset and conclusion of the narrative—thereby
framing an adolescent’s coming of age.

During the initial departure at the small train station, Torless’s affectionate
embrace of his mother (Hanna Axmann—-von Rezzori) establishes the boy’s
motherly image of the female. Schlondorff reinforces this image with the gaze
that passes between them in shot/reverse-shot through the train window—
with the low angle up at the mother supporting her authority, the high angle
down to Torless emphasizing his passivity. The novel’s flashback to the pro-
tagonist’s early isolated days in the military academy portrays in detail his
yearning for his mother and his idealization of her at this station. In just a few
shots, the filmmaker encapsulates several pages of text.

This Madonna-like image of women is tested during Térless’s visit to Bozena
(Barbara Steele). The novel uses the protagonist’s reflections to establish the
conflict raging inside him when he faces Bozena, the confrontation of two types
of women that he wants so desperately to keep neatly separated: “How can it
be like this—this woman, who is for me a maze of sexual lust, and my mother,
who up to now moved through my life like a star, beyond the reach of all desire,
in some cloudless distance, clear and without depths ... ” (Musil, Young Torless
39). In this scene, Torless’s childlike need to idealize his mother clashes with
disturbing realities. Both in the novel and in the film, Bozena teases Torless.
Turning to Beineberg, the film’s prostitute remarks: “Your friend acts as if he’s
never seen a woman before in his life. And his mother is a very pretty person.
.. . She surely caught the eye of more than one when she was young.” Bozena
accurately senses the conflict she is stirring in the protagonist’s mind. Later she
turns directly to Torless and disturbs his reflections by asking: “You don’t like
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3. Young Torless. The title figure glancing at his mother at the end. Photo: Deutsches
Filminstitut, Frankfurt.

me telling you about your mother? . . . You think your mother and I are not
the same, huh?” Bozena goes even further by equating her visitors with their
parents: “You are exactly like your parents, hypocritical, cowardly, and untruth-
ful.” At this early juncture, however, the boarding school student opposes these
equations.

The cyclic end of both the novel and film versions of Térless illustrates the
boy’s maturation by indicating his changed relationship to his mother. In the
last scene, as both are riding in a coach to the train station, he shoots a sidelong
glance at his mother. “What is it?” she asks. “Nothing, Mamma. I was just
thinking,” Torless replies. Here the text and Schléndorff’s written scenario con-
tinue: “And, drawing a deep breath, he considered the faint whiff of scent that
rose from his mother’s corseted waist” (Musil, Young Torless 173; Schlondorff,
“Der junge” 56). (See illustration 3.)

Schlondorff closely follows Musil’s text in its chronology and details, as well
as in its implication of Torless’s emotional development. Because his reply “I
was just thinking” comes right as the carriage passes the prostitute’s quarters,
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it alludes (for the viewer) to Bozena'’s sobering reduction of his mother and
aunt to their sexual roles. At this very moment, the director shows the charac-
ter glancing down to his mother’s lap. The final interaction between mother
and son has attained a different, more equal status in comparison with the
film’s initial departure scene: the camera, which no longer looks up to the
mother and down to the son, now stays at the same angle for both. We can con-
clude from this scene that Torless now perceives the woman as both a sexu-
ally active human and a mother. This ending is standard for a story of this
genre: a youngster has come of age.

In both versions of Young Torless, we can recognize separate but related
modes of expression and imagery common to this genre of novel and film
about adolescence. The scene in Bozena’s room provides a suitable example
of medium specificity. In the novel, particularly in a modernist work as cere-
bral as Téorless, Musil works constantly with the protagonist’s reflections and
memories, including those about both women. To avoid a voice-over narration
to represent his hero’s inner voice, Schlondorff instead gives Bozena—a
younger, more appealing woman than in the book—a child. Bozena’s crying
baby becomes a cinematic “match” to elaborate on certain analogous relations:
the parallel between the prostitute and her infant, on the one hand, and Mrs.
Privy Councillor Torless and the protagonist, on the other. The baby screams
and Bozena points to it. “You think you are more than that there? You're
wrong.” Through visual association and dialogue, the filmmaker has created a
cinematic equivalent.

Subjectivity, Group Behavior, and Fascism

Schlondorff seems to have brought to his task of adaptation little respect for
traditional views that place internal, hidden life in the domain of literary rep-
resentation, while viewing the cinema as a medium that represents empirical
and material reality. This attitude is most evident in the way Schléndorff con-
veys Torless’s inner conflicts about wanting to be part of the group but also
wanting to follow his own conscience. Schlondorff uses visual means to sug-
gest Torless’s strong internal states, even as the director develops detailed
images of the adolescent’s objective environment that help tell the story.

We find an example of this dual use of the image in the schoolboys’ return
from the rail station after the departure of Térless’s parents. The cerebral char-
acter of Musil’s novel challenges the filmmaker not only to reproduce the
empirical reality in which the boys cross the fields and reenter the school town
but also to recreate the inner cosmos of Torless, a second world no less signif-



Young Torless 31

icant and rich than the material world. The sign systems of both the novel and
the film portray the students strolling into town and trying to flirt with the
young peasant women in precocious, awkward macho ways. According to
the novel, “Torless took no part in this display of overweening . . . manliness”
(19). In both evocative imagery and explicit narration, however, the novel
makes clear that the boy abstains only because of “his own peculiar kind of sen-
suality, which was more deeply hidden, more forceful, and of a darker hue than
that of his friends and more slow and difficult in its manifestations”(20).

How can the filmmaker recreate visual evidence for Torless’s surging inner
state? The filmmaker relates him visually to objects that attract his desire. First,
Schlondorff repeatedly singles out Torless from the group of students: he
almost always walks alone. Second, Schléndorff guides the viewer’s eye to
Torless when the group enters the town by cutting to close-ups of the adoles-
cent. By means of montage, he inserts a series of eyeline match shots into a trav-
eling sequence. In each pair of shots, we first see Torless in close-up and then
the various objects of his gaze—a woman in the interior of a narrow home, a
woman on a patio, a slaughtered pig. The filmmaker uses classic editing tech-
nique to go beyond the pure reproduction of the external reality and lead the
viewer to identify with Torless’s internal states.

Schléndorff’s medium-specific transformation of the novel is even more suc-
cessful during the film’s five-minute cake-shop sequence that occurs the next
evening. In the novel’s lengthy scene, Torless and Beineberg enjoy the ambi-
ence of a café while sipping liqueur, talking, and yawning. Beineberg finishes
an extended tale about his father’s British service in India that bores Térless
because he has heard it so many times. The adolescent’s resentment of his
schoolmate increases as Beineberg rolls himself a cigarette and reads a story
from the daily paper. Térless breaks the tense spell by starting a routine dia-
logue about meals, school subjects, and the irrelevance of the boarding school
as preparation for life.

Again through editing, the film version immediately introduces the viewer
to Torless’s internally articulated dislikes, urges, and moods that then perme-
ate the entire scene. After a long shot that shows the students in the café,
Schléndorff cuts to a medium shot that places a waitress next to Torless, whose
glass she is refilling. (See illustration 4.) The relation between Torless and the
waitress is established visually when the camera follows Torless’s glance as it
glides over the woman’s arm. In a montage of close-ups and medium close-
ups, the camera begins to capture fragments of the waitress’s body—her neck,
mouth, hands. By reducing the woman to eroticized body parts, Schlondorff
conveys his character’s subjective experience. While closely observing the
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woman, Torless (in close-up) licks his lips. The next shot presents the mouth of
the waitress, who also licks her lips. This montage editing of close-ups and
tongue gestures demonstrates Torless’s sexual arousal, while the segmental
representation of the waitress emphasizes the impersonal nature of Torless’s
feelings. Having once produced this sensual aura, the director transfers it
through the same stylistic means to the relation between Térless and Beineberg.
Again Schléndorff cuts between close-ups of Torless’s glance and the close-up
fragments of the other’s body (Beineberg’s hand straightening a cigarette, his
fingers, his eyes, his hand striking a match and moving to his mouth, his lips).
Torless’s glance meets Beineberg’s and endures it. The long take of the glance
conjures up exactly the degree of tension necessary to express Torless’s hostil-
ity. From this montage, filmgoers can infer Torless’s inner states and dynam-
ics. By concentrating on central elements of this ten-page scene from the novel,
Schlondorff masterfully represents Torless’s libido, including the student’s
simultaneous homoerotic attraction to and detesting of his classmate.

To the point-of-view shots just described that highlight the film’s psycho-
sexual subtext, Schlondorff adds a more objective element, using deep-focus
shots and comparative editing to generate a discourse on political power. When
the filmmaker expands the cake-shop scene by adding a second strand of
action, he makes the scene complex in a different way by replacing literary
signs with visual ones. Schléndorff deviates from the original narrative by plac-
ing Basini and Reiting, who discuss a case of theft, in a separate wing of the
cake shop at the same time that Beineberg and Térless are talking. In both the
novel and the film, the specific interaction between Basini and Reiting lays
the groundwork for the blackmailing relationships that later develop inside the
peer group quartet. In the novel, apart from a reference of Bozena’s to Basini,
this relationship begins after the visit with the prostitute. By then, Reiting has
already caught the thief and is explaining to his comrades how he trapped
Basini into confession and elicited his pledge to do whatever Reiting demands.
Musil explicitly renders Reiting’s report, including the remark that Basini
“actually invited me to have a drink with him downtown. He ordered wine,
cake, and cigarettes, and pressed it all on me” (Young Torless 52). Here then
lies the source of the parallel structure whereby Reiting intimidates Basini in
the cake shop.

The filmmaker clearly felt it was important to introduce Basini’s character
earlier and more thoroughly than Musil does in the novel. To do so, the film-
maker establishes a number of new scenes and moves others to positions ear-
lier in the plot. Toward the end of the pupils’ return from the railroad station,
the trio of Torless, Reiting, and Basini enters an inn. Basini stands out right



4. Young Torless. Matthieu Carriere (left) as Torless. The adolescent’s sensuality emerg-
ing in the cake shop. Photo: Franz Seitz Filmproduktion.
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away when he orders drinks not only for his comrades but also for some
strangers. In addition, he is the only one of the trio who is drawn into a game
of chance, in which he promptly loses his wager. This episode is altogether
newly created, as is the scene showing Basini vainly combing his hair and pos-
ing in the academy’s washroom before retiring for the night. Another addi-
tion shows a gloved hand stealing from Beineberg’s locker late at night, with
the final shot of the sequence identifying the thief as Basini. Thus, the viewers
have known Basini for some time before they, along with Torless and
Beineberg, learn from Bozena about Basini’s naiveté and boasting. In the com-
parable scene in the novel, this is the first indication of Basini altogether.

Like Basini, Reiting’s character also receives greater attention in the film than
in the novel. Before the spectator encounters him at the cake shop with Basini,
Reiting is seen with the same school friend in a pub and in three scenes con-
structed for the film that are set in the study room, the classroom, and the bath-
room. Reiting’s aggressiveness is brought forth twice by the filmmaker, once as
he tortures a fly while sitting at Torless’s table and another time in the class-
room as he takes a student’s sport shoe and throws it at Basini. Neither inci-
dent appears in Musil’s book.

Although the students in the film are individually characterized much as
they are in the novel, the group they form nevertheless gains added weight
on the screen, sometimes at the expense of the character of Torless. In the cake-
shop scene, the spectator sees Torless as he relates to the three classmates in the
film. If the relation of Beineberg and Reiting to Basini is one of complicity
between torturers and victim, Térless also plays a role in this sadomasochistic
trio, one that displays the curiosity of the voyeur rather than the compassion
of a social activist. Motivated by youthful searching and questioning, Torless
repeatedly takes part in the double life of the “good” boarding-school cadets
who at night degrade and sadistically torment their comrade.

The central student quartet’s double life in the Torless novel has, since the
Third Reich, frequently evoked association with the historical Nazi state, and
Schlondorff deepened these associations. Diverse voices of literary life have
recognized the resemblance, including exiled novelist Musil himself, who
wrote in his diary: “Reiting, Beineberg: Today’s dictators in nucleo” (Iagebiicher
441). Publishers’ blurbs in post-World War II editions and translations of the
novel, like the Rowohlt German reissue of 1959, saw the novel prefiguring in
visionary manner “the picture of a coming dictatorship and the rape of the indi-
viduals by the system” (2). Similarly, Third Reich exile Jean Améry turned
Torless into a Hitler party member in an imaginative extension of the charac-
ter’s fictional life (“Gesprdach”). Améry’s Torless wrote for Goebbels” weekly,
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then died of a heart attack in precisely those days when Nazi cruelties became
fully known. Likewise, Wilfried Berghahn, author of the popular Musil biog-
raphy of 1963, commented that “the methodology of the concentration camps”
could be perceived in the students’ clandestine behavior (28—29). The director
chose Berghahn as his literary advisor.

Before this backdrop, the Térless of the mid-1960s was not the same work of
art as the Torless of 1906. Musil’s narrator assures the reader: “Later, when he had
got over his adolescent experiences, Torless became a young man whose mind
was both subtle and sensitive”(137). Schlondorff, by contrast, rejects Musil’s opti-
mistic conclusions and understands the book in the mirror of historical knowl-
edge. Schlondorft’s Young Torless replaces the positive moral interpretation of
events provided by Musil’s narrator with far more ambiguous images.

Leitmotifs: Animals, Voyeurs, Circles

Instead of simplifying and debasing Torless’s complexity, as Sandford alleges,
Schléndorff amplifies many aspects of the prose narrative through a leitmotif
structure that increases the multivalenced meaning of the story. Images and
incidents relating to animals, voyeurism, and imprisoning circles surface
repeatedly throughout the film to form a network of associations and refer-
ences. Individually, these images may be quite simple, but together, they pro-
vide a visual discourse of a richness comparable to Musil’s verbal one: what
Sandford calls reductionism is rather an attempt to express ideas through pic-
tures rather than words.

Animal metaphors abound in Schléndorff’s Torless and reflect the sadism of
Beineberg and Reiting. The film’s bullies force Basini to call himself a dog. The
slaughtered pig—slit open and hanging at the village entrance—and the mouse
dangling by its tail both foreshadow the lynching scene in the gym where Basini
hangs like the other creatures, head downward. (See illustration 5.) (A key,
hanging on a thread, used by Beineberg to hypnotize Basini, also forms a link
in this leitmotif network.)

Similarly, Schléndorff’s compositions and editing present the Torless figure
as wavering between voyeurism and a posture of resistance as he watches the
trapped victims. Schlondorft’s leitmotif technique allows the spectator to con-
template the adolescent character “trying on” different ethical positions. When,
in the newly developed scene in the study room, Torless watches Reiting catch
a fly and torture it, he does no more than show disgust and criticism. When
he observes Beineberg’s half-mystic levitation experiment in the attic, he finally
walks out without helping. When Torless takes a walk in front of the board-



5. Young Torless. Basini, the victim, hanging upside down in the gym. Photo: Museum
of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.
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ing school, he meets a group of students. They see Reiting holding a mouse by
the tail and letting it swing back and forth. In this case, Torless does not con-
tinue to watch the torment. He intervenes by grabbing the animal and kills it
to stop its suffering. Like the film audience, Torless takes ambivalent pleasure
in watching human cruelty unfold.

The film’s Torless has the option to act responsibly, which becomes appar-
ent in a part of the cake-shop scene. Musil describes the scene in the following
way: “Beineberg had taken up a newspaper. . . . Now Beineberg glanced up from
the newspaper. Then he read a paragraph aloud, laid the newspaper aside and
yawned”(25—26). In the film, however, Schlondorff lets Beineberg read a com-
plete article about a waitress who kills her abusive live-in lover. Why did the
filmmaker expand this scene? At first sight, it merely suggests an anticipation
of the youthful aberrations and sadomasochism that follow in the narrative. At
second sight, it becomes clear that the relationship between the waitress and the
lover parallels not only that of Basini and Reiting/Beineberg and that of Basini
and Torless but also that of Torless and Reiting/Beineberg. The interrelated
motifs of bondage, sexual services, sadism, all tinged with pseudoreligious over-
tones, occur in all three cases. The newspaper reader’s detached fascination with
the violent incident parallels the same morbid interest that Térless, and by exten-
sion the audience, takes in his friends’ sick behavior. At the same time, we have
a case in which a dominated, oppressed victim could have refused the victim
role. In other words, like the murderous waitress, Torless and Basini are put in
positions from which they can rebel. Significantly, Térless chooses to watch—
rather than act in this scene. The filmmaker shows Torless’s ambivalence, not
only through his “spiteful satisfaction . . . that with some extra faculty he had,
he got more out of these happenings than his companions did” but also through
his amoral observation.

This interposing of Torless between the stance of responsibility and
voyeurism is central to Schlondorft’s film, and it is an option that the filmmaker
also extends to the spectator. Eric Rentschler has further pursued the figure of
Torless’s voyeurism (German Film and Literature 186). Torless appears at the
edge of frames, in the dark background—much as the filmgoer in the darkened
movie house. “He, like we, is a cinema fetishist, a private person enchanted
by the possibilities before him, captivated by the theater of shadows transpir-
ing in front of him” (188). The metaphor of the voyeur, then, suggests that the
film audience may itself incline to a similar socially irresponsible stance. We
along with Schlondorff know that historically the German intellectual tradition
during the Third Reich—except for the “Other Germany” of the exiles—leaned
toward the apolitical position. Implicitly, then—in his representation of Torless
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as voyeur—Schlondorff develops a forceful critique of traditional German soci-
ety, especially of the intellectuals who were most likely to comprise Musil’s
audience.

Although Schlondorff’s Torless, like Musil’s, finds his way thanks to his own
special sensitivity, the filmmaker expresses much more historical skepticism.
The film conveys this attitude through the major metaphor of the circle.
Enclosure is the primary spatial quality of much of the cinematic Young Torless:
the castlelike boarding-school complex, its inner court, classrooms, dormitory,
gymnasium, and finally, the attic. More specific, Schléndorff has developed
confining circles into a subnetwork of film images that are frequently integrated
with the animal leitmotifs. As noted earlier, the torturer Beineberg strives to
hypnotize his victim in the attic with the imprisoning orbits of the pendulum.
As early as 1966, Ernst Wendt noted in the German magazine, Film, the corre-
spondence between the circle that Reiting draws around his victim, the fly, and
the remorseless circle that the boarding school students draw around their vic-
tim, Basini, at the end of the film (18). At first, Torless participates impulsively
in the lynching scene, pushing Basini into the circle, then tries to break into
the circle from the outside to intervene on behalf of the victim. However, he
does not succeed in disrupting the sadistic merry-go-round of the youthful pre-
Holocaust torturers. Schléndorff combines threatening circular motifs with
imagery of hypnotism and control in homage to similar elements in the films
of Fritz Lang. Just two years earlier, Jean-Luc Godard, in his own homage to
Lang, the science-fiction film Alphaville, had created similar associations
between circles and evil (Roud 166).

Eventually, though, the film expresses through visual imagery that Torless
will soon stand outside the circle. This message is sharpened in the film
through nuance, leitmotif, and composition—particularly in the last scene.
Wendt has also noted that the opening of the film includes two panning shots,
each forming a quarter circle around the train station; at the end of the film, a
similar pan forms a half circle (17). With the last scene of the film, therefore, the
circle has grown to a full 360 degrees, as Alberto Cattini has observed (12). Does
Schléndorff mean then to close the vicious circle of brutality around Torless?
The train station as a place of departure suggests the opposite to enclosing
Torless in the circle, as does Schlondorff’s preceding scene in which Torless
no longer faces his mother as the child of the film’s beginning. In addition, on
the psychological level, this mature Torless seems to have no further interest in
complying with brutal boyish secret games.

In terms of political metaphor, however, Torless may not have escaped the
surrounding circle of conformity. His waffling between responsibility and
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voyeurism, his occasionally narcissist self-absorption, and his association with
the historical Nazi guilt stimulate viewer ambivalence toward the protagonist.
The cinematic pull toward identification now alternates with the spectator’s
inclination to detach from Torless. As a historicocultural metaphor, Torless can
be understood but not forgiven. This political power level is enriched by the
audience’s awareness of past Austro-German history, by meticulous mise-en-
scene, and by a carefully structured leitmotif network. Rather than being a sim-
ple reduction of the book, Schlondorft’s film simultaneously updates Musil and
richly superimposes a contemplation of Central European history over a study
of adolescent development.



A Degree of Murder and
“An Uneasy Moment”

hen an interviewer asked Rainer Werner Fassbinder in 1974 whether any

films by contemporary young German filmmakers particularly appealed

to him, his response mentioned Schléondorff’s A Degree of Murder (Mord und
Totschlag, 1967) (Wiegand, “Interview” 69). The affinity between the two direc-
tors was at its peak during the second half of the 1960s, when both were based
in Munich and A Degree of Murder emerged. Nonetheless, why Fassbinder chose
to privilege Schlondorff’s second feature film remains an intriguing question.
Surely during the later sixties there were parallels between the two filmmak-
ers’ attitudes, creative stances, and objectives. In A Degree of Murder, Marie
(Anita Pallenberg) recruits two strangers to help her dispose of the corpse of
her lover, whom she accidentally shot in self-defense. Both Schléndorff in A
Degree of Murder and Fassbinder in Gods of the Plague (Gétter der Pest, 1969) struc-
ture plots in which two men and a woman restlessly drive into the countryside.
Given his sense of rebellion, the young Fassbinder probably liked how A
Degree of Murder broke with the past. Schléndorff used the success of Young
Torless as a springboard to introduce, with his second film, a new element of
pop culture visual splashiness into the German film. A Degree of Murder, how-
ever, made before the institution of extensive state subsidies and television
financing, also maintained certain production conventions from an earlier,
more traditional generation. Schlondorff changed producers, moving from
Franz Seitz, Jr., an establishment fixture, to Rob Houwer, who was closely asso-
ciated with the first generation of the New German Cinema. However, even
with this younger-generation producer, financing in the traditional German
system largely had to come from advances from the distributor. Schlondorff
and producer Houwer secured the considerable advance of five hundred thou-
sand German marks from the German Constantin Verleih distributorship.

40
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Counting on income through the sale of the worldwide screening rights appar-
ently looked like a good risk. Shortly upon completion of the picture, Houwer
did sell the non-German rights for A Degree of Murder to Universal for the sum
of $185,000, which at the time equalled seven hundred thousand marks
(Bronnen and Brocher 82). This transaction earned a small profit for the pro-
ducer, although the film’s box office take ultimately did not realize the domes-
tic distributor’s guarantee. On top of that, Universal failed altogether to release
the picture to the international market (Bronnen and Brocher 82-83). The film
did not receive a New York theatrical premiere until 1980, after the success of
The Tin Drum (Buckley).

A New Wave Youth Film

A Degree of Murder used its comparatively high budget of more than a million
marks to step into a new visual culture. It not only introduced color photogra-
phy to the New German Cinema and the limited “wide screen” 1.66:1 standard;
it brought the Young German cinema up to date with international pop art and
new wave aesthetics. Plugging the novel ambience of his second film in an
interview, the young director emphasized his dislike for black-and-white. “In
the movies,” he continued, “I'm not happy until color lifts off from the screen
as the curtain opens, and even more so in ‘Scope to boot” (Hopf, “Fragen”). The
filmmaker began to turn away from the more elitist sensibility of Young Torless
toward a sensibility characterized by spontaneity, sensuality, and consumption.

Most important, the film embodied a link to the French New Wave. One
innovation of nouvelle vague film practice had been the movement of filmmak-
ers out of the studio and onto the streets of Paris. In A Degree of Murder,
Schlondorff correspondingly focused on young people adrift in the city and
moving out to the countryside, using “50% exterior shooting,” by his own
report (“Volker Schlondorff bleibt”). Another forte of the contemporary French
films, their mark of novelty, had been the mixture of genres and pervasive shifts
in temperament—now comic, now serious. The Schlondorff of A Degree of
Murder worked similarly: “I was interested in the discontinuity. At first, there
is a murder, then there’s laughing again. The basic idea is the surprise assault
against traditional biases. There no longer is a five-week mourning period”
(“Entsetzliches”).

A Degree of Murder, then, shares with such French nouvelle vague films as
Francois Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player (1959) and Jean-Luc Godard’s Band of
Outsiders (Bande a part, 1964) the undramatic narrative structure, mood changes,
gags, and playful treatment of the fictional crime motif. In an interview,
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Schlondorff described his film as one “with no great dramatic conflicts”
(“Volker Schlondorff bleibt”). Elsewhere, he speaks of “a lyric film” (“Ist
Michael Kohlhaas”). Like Shoot the Piano Player, Schléndorff’s film contains the
strong element of popular culture, and like Band of Outsiders, it has a woman
and two men involved in criminal activity presented in a light and careless
manner.

The sixties” sensibility here is one that combines violence and frivolity, or
crime and brutality associated with—to borrow the title of a contemporary
review of A Degree of Murder—"neither guilt nor atonement” (Peters). The film-
maker, who himself emphasized, “There’s hardly a statement, much less a
moral message” (Hopf, “Fragen”), employed two strategies to avoid moral
issues. First, as Klaus Eder has pointed out, A Degree of Murder is a crime story
acted out not by criminal types but by everyday youngsters (“Vom Umgang”
17). Second, not unlike the makers of Thelma and Louise (1990), Schléndorff por-
trays a heroine who is both guilty and innocent. In both films, the central female
characters are subjected to unwelcome sexual approaches and react out of self-
defense. At the same time, these heroines are guilty of taking the law into their
own hands and failing to report the crime to the police. By creating heroines
sympathetic to the audience, both films omit the edifying element, forgo the
moral lesson, and deny the category of guilt (Nettelbeck).

Schlondorff’s point of departure was a crime story, and he has stated that he
was aiming for the certain quality of “the American action movies of the thir-
ties” (Hopf, “Fragen”). The director drew on a press report for the dramatic
material of his second picture, following a tradition from the French cinema
of basing films on sensational journalistic accounts, the faites diverses. In fact,
the original idea from which A Degree of Murder emerged was the very news-
paper article about a prostitute shooting her pimp that Beineberg reads to
Torless in Schlondorff’s first film. Yet the filmmaker has completely transposed
the news story by isolating it from its original milieu of prostitution and cor-
ruption. The press materials for the film describe its characters as being like
comic-strip figures, in effect abstractions from reality (Constantin-Film 4).

Hollywood Genre and Its Subversion

A Degree of Murder has been considered one of a group of films from the late
1960s, drawn from American action movies, sometimes referred to as
“antithrillers.” They abound in quotes from earlier movies, seem derived from
the culture industry rather than life, and foreshadow in style and approach a
more recent film like Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1995). A Degree of Murder,
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with its mixture of familiar film patterns, genre minimotifs, quotes from sen-
sational newspaper yarns or earlier popular films, and intentionally abstracted
characters, has been seen “as the most amusing and masterly attempt in this
direction” (Pflaum and Prinzler, Cinema 18). Thomas Elsaesser has argued in
“Towards a Genre Cinema?” that A Degree of Murder and Klaus Lemke’s 48
Hours to Acapulco (48 Stunden bis Acapulco), from the same year, 1967, are “both
thrillers that harked back to those of Don Siegel and Sam Fuller in the 1950s”
(New German Cinema 120). But one might counter that the “antithriller” desig-
nation is far more accurate: A Degree of Murder operates with topoi of the crime
film but shows ambivalence about following the rules of the genre too closely.

Indeed, A Degree of Murder demonstrates a light and decidedly early post-
modern synthesis that cites, repeats, and pastiches elements from earlier
authors, works, and styles. The director is playing with a handful of genre ele-
ments. In addition to the thriller or antithriller, there are elements of the youth
film (involving precomputerized slot and pinball machines, games of highway
chicken, careless love, and amoralism). There are patterns of the Heimatfilm,
or German regional nostalgia genre (as seen in the stop at the aunt’s farm house
or Fritz’s causing mayhem with a farmer’s horse).

There are also moments of black comedy—Hitchcock comes to mind first.
Consider how the small-town setting of The Trouble with Harry (1956) clashes
with a macabre plot about the burying and reburying of a corpse. Hitchcock’s
orderly provincial types seem as displaced with their morbid activity as the trio
of youngsters in A Degree of Murder. (See illustration 6.) Or, comparably, we
might recall Hitchcock’s Rope (1948), which also involves the hiding of an
inconvenient corpse. Schlondorff may well be citing Hitchcock, who lights the
concluding scene of Rope with a flashing red neon sign, when the younger film-
maker lights the struggle that ends in Marie’s shooting Hans (Werner Enke)
with a similarly blinking Pepsi sign. On a different level, the shot of Marie lac-
ing the shoes that stick out of the carpet used to hide the corpse is a striking
moment of black comedy.

There is, finally, the newly emerging genre of the road film seen in the lat-
ter half of A Degree of Murder. Open spaces contrast with metropolitan Munich;
the city dwellers experience nature; Marie tastes the raindrops splashing
through the open rear window on her face; the trio enjoys the thrill of speed,
the beat of the music, and the liberating drives on the open road.

Citing different genres is thus part of the postmodern synthesis in A Degree
of Murder—one that is salted with a good dose of humor. Contemporary music
is another spice that complements the film’s visual approach. Brian Jones of the
Rolling Stones contributed a score that sets a lively, popular beat, is strong on
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6. A Degree of Murder. The young hedonists disposing of the body. Photo: Museum of
Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

drums, and sparingly employs the reedy wail of the harmonica and flute. It is
closely associated with the musical accompaniment of films such as
Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1966 Blow-Up, wherein rock music likewise blends
with pop sensibility and murder and strong, colorful images.
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Like Blow-Up, A Degree of Murder also draws the portrait of a generation that
was as music-oriented as it was bent on increasing consumption. Schlondorff,
in an interview, referred to Marie and her two male helpers as “children of the
age” (Hopf, “Fragen”). The trio embodies the generation immediately preced-
ing the student protest movement. If there is rebellion in their life, it amounts
to no more than a playful cultural stab at the establishment. This is the gener-
ation of the “now” sensibility, but one that is content to play table soccer, drive
around in cars, and sleep with one another if the moment feels right. Marie may
be reminiscing about her childhood from under a chair, playing with a stuffed
animal one moment and seducing helper Giinther (Hanspeter Hallwachs) the
next. Schlondorff depicts a generation that has few scruples. A case in point is
the film’s ending. It intercuts Marie waiting on tables at her usual café job with
shots of earthmoving equipment uncovering and suspending the corpse of her
former lover on a crane, midair.

Schléndorft’s approach thus employs characters who do not analyze their
own situation, in a narrative that in turn discourages viewer analysis. A Degree
of Murder may not have been prompted by Susan Sontag’s “Against
Interpretation,” but it does in retrospect suggest an artistic answer to this man-
ifesto. Together with Leslie Fiedler’s influential writings, Sontag’s essay
declared “serious” art and scholarship as “out” in the 1960s. Art that privileged
content, art designed to involve the intellect on several levels, art that chal-
lenged the audience toward interpretation was disqualified, if not considered
reactionary. Sontag was calling for “direct” works of art, art to “recover our
senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more” (14). Schlondorff
likewise emphasized the nonanalytical attitude of both his trio of heroes and
his film A Degree of Murder itself: “They accept, they don’t analyze. They go
with the flow” (“Volker Schlondorff bleibt”). Clearly, Schlondorff here forgoes
the aesthetics of Young Torless, whose approach is characterized by carefully
woven leitmotifs that construct a complex subtext. A Degree of Murder is uncon-
cerned with deeper levels of meaning, analytical representation, and analyti-
cal reception.

Apparently Schléndorff quite consciously opted for this aesthetic distance
between his debut film and his second feature, although he continued to
address a young audience. A Degree of Murder nevertheless signified a radical
change to the culturally sophisticated segment of filmgoers familiar with Young
Torless. In both films, adults are peripheral and young people stand promi-
nently in the foreground. Yet critic Karl Korn correctly perceived that
Schléndorff’s new film could also be understood as a challenge to the critics
of Young Torless. In addition to producing a film that moved away from the
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horizon of expectations established by Tdrless, Schléndorff provokingly for-
mulated his intent: “No film for academics! A film for the elite of the 15- to 17-
year-olds! A film for Barbarella!” (Hopf, “Fragen”). Indeed, A Degree of Murder
is, in the words of a contemporary critic, “in every respect the youngest of all
Young German cinema films” (Peters).

Critics did not generally reward Schléndorff for his radical departure, and
they often responded negatively to the film’s apparent lack of values. It is true
that A Degree of Murder was nominated as the official German entry to the 1967
Cannes film festival. And individual critics praised it as “another hit”
(Hebecker), the “formally most masterful film of the new German wave”
(Korn), and even as “the best film . . . which the Young Germans have produced
so far” (WMH). For many critics, however, the film qualified as “the convinc-
ing and to many perhaps questionable portrayal of a generation, a certain men-
tality” (Peters). According to critic Marianne Dommermuth, the picture was
restricted to viewers over eighteen, thus largely locking out Schlondorft’s tar-
get audience. Similarly, the Neue Ziircher Zeitung reported that Swiss movie
house operators at first opposed showing the film. “They confused im-moral
with a-moral; and some critics have appropriately followed suit. They indig-
nantly reject the film, because they react moralistically to the crucial point
towards which Schlondorff’s brutal picture leads” (sb). Moral considerations,
youth-excluding ratings, and Schlondorff’s massive deviation from the crit-
ics” horizon of expectations after Young Torless seem to have prevented the film
from succeeding at the box office. Still, the very qualities that undermined the
public success of the film may have garnered it a place on the list prepared by
Fassbinder in the early 1980s of what he considered the ten best productions of
the New German Cinema (Baer 224).

“An Uneasy Moment”

After A Degree of Murder, Schlondorff rejoined the coproducer of Young Torless,
Franz Seitz, Jr., this time for a five-part omnibus film project entitled Der
Paukenspieler (The Kettledrummer, 1967). Seitz, one of the most active
post-World War II West German producers, assembled a team of contempo-
raries that included such establishment directors as Rolf Thiele and the more
ambitious and respected Bernhard Wicki. Schléndorff was the only one to rep-
resent the younger generation in this project. Themes of public violence and
social pressures further link the short films.

Although Schléndorff collaborated with Helmut Rimbach on both scripting
and directing “An Uneasy Moment” (“Ein unheimlicher Moment”), this
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episode continues the filmmaker’s mid-1960s focus on adolescents, “games,”
and violence. When Mrs. Weber returns from shopping, she finds her son Franz
playing with his father’s rifle. In an ensuing argument, the gun discharges. At
the sound of the shot, the mother panics and flees from the apartment. Her agi-
tation results in the neighbors’ calling the police. In an attempt to peacefully
resolve the incident, the police first hand the mother a megaphone to use in
pacifying her son who remains in the apartment. But the strange instrument
only further disorients the mother. Soon the situation escalates out of control.
The law brings to bear all of its technical apparatus and, depersonalized behind
the gas masks, the force finally invades the apartment. Inside, Franz has com-
mitted suicide with his father’s gun. Structurally, Schléndorff juxtaposes to the
events a narrator’s voice that tells the story while also delivering a laconic run-
ning commentary on it. Observations such as “Reporters solicit instant per-
spectives of the man on the street about what’s happening” or “Hence a second
front is opened [by the police]” underscore the inappropriate responses of the
media and the police. Action and commentary clash and produce an irony that
at times approaches the black humor of A Degree of Murder.

As a document of social protest, Schléndorff’s contribution is as interesting
an experiment as any in the entire omnibus film. The filmmaker was to vary
the same theme in the mid-1970s with The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum.
However, “An Uneasy Moment” remained almost without public echo, as did
the larger work itself: Schlondorff’s thirteen-minute episode was first released
as a short in 1970 (Lewandowski 1) and a second time, as part of the entire
eighty-seven-minute Der Paukenspieler, in a 1981 noncommercial premiere at
the Frankfurt/M. Kommunales Kino (“Volker Schléndorft” Lg. 23: F 3—4).
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Critics generally regard Michael Kohlhaas (Michael Kohlhaas—Der Rebell, 1969)
to be one of Schléndorff’s failures, a film whose story leaves audiences cool,
whose acting is inappropriate and unaffecting, one that fails as literary adap-
tation, as precise political analysis, and as popular entertainment. As literary
adaptation, it brings the text of Heinrich von Kleist to the screen. In updating
Kleist, Schlondorff deliberately relates the rebellion of the character Kohlhaas
to the social unrest of the late 1960s, rendering Kohlhaas a work that mirrors and
comments on the student and worker revolts of the more modern period. As
mass entertainment, Kohlhaas evokes two popular film genres—the archetypal
Hollywood form of the Western and the distinctively German genre of the
Heimatfilm. The result is a motion picture pulled by the three often contradic-
tory forces of literature, politics, and film genre. These tensions make Kohlhaas
both interesting and inconsistent.

Schléndorff’s decision to adapt Kleist’s short novel, which was drawn from
an authentic chronicle of sixteenth-century events, would seem to have held
potential for a commercially successful film. Kleist’s novella tells of an honest,
hard-working, religiously devout horse trader, Michael Kohlhaas, who
becomes a terrorist, a guerrilla warrior against an aristocrat. Junker Wenzel von
Tronka has cheated him out of two fine black horses. Kohlhaas becomes a pop-
ular Robin Hood-like hero among oppressed peasants in the land, a rebel
against abusive authority, a leader with grass roots appeal. Yet Michael Kohlhaas
is also a story of failure, of corrupted revolution. Characters like Stern, a sta-
ble hand who turns into a wastrel; Katrina, a prostitute; and Nagel
(Nagelschmidt in Kleist’s original), an opportunistic robber, join up with
Kohlhaas not out of a sense of justice or righteousness, but out of their own self-
interest. Kohlhaas’s revolution, doomed as it is to political failure, ends up
losing its moral direction as well. This pessimistic outcome may well be one
reason why the work had trouble finding a popular audience.

48
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Michael Kohlhaas is a very different movie for a German audience than for a
foreign one. For Germans, Kleist’s novel is a familiar classic; for international
audiences it is largely unfamiliar. Schlondorff’s choice of source material
reveals a kind of ambivalence that has permeated much of Schléndorff’s work
as a literary adaptor: the movie Michael Kohlhaas is both a tribute to and a revi-
sion of Kleist, an homage to a major cultural stream in German literature and
a modification of that source for a contemporary audience. Schléndorff clearly
wanted to explore the topicality of this subject. On European prints of the film,
the credits appear over newsreel footage of student demonstrations in four
countries around the world. Given the film’s time—the protest years of the
Vietnam War era—producers clearly must have thought the subject would
catch on with a young audience. The result is the first large international copro-
duction of the then Young German Cinema (the first wave of the New German
Cinema). It surely hoped to capitalize on the success in the mid-1960s of the so-
called “spaghetti Westerns” produced by Italy at the time.

An International Production

Schlondorff reportedly began the project by writing the first script in German
himself. This version of the screenplay is more faithful to Kleist than is the fin-
ished product (Schlondorff). The producers then brought in Clement Biddle-
Wood to work with Schléndorff on an English version. The final screenplay was
written in collaboration with Edward Bond, the British leftist playwright whose
earlier plays, The Pope’s Wedding (1962) and Saved (1965), had approached
themes similar to those of Kohlhaas in their attempts to show violence arising
from class oppression. One commentator has claimed, inaccurately, that the
movie script was based not on Kleist’s classic novella but rather on the six-
teenth-century chronicle that had served the German writer as well (Munziger-
Archiv. K: 13049). Although some of the scriptwriters” departures reflect a return
to the original chronicle—the film’s ending in particular—other parts of the
movie retain elements of Kleist’s reworking. The adaptation remains generally
faithful to the narrative lines of Kleist’s version. Overlaid on the structure, how-
ever, are various updatings and topical references, particularly to the student
unrests that culminated—during the very shooting of the film in April through
June of the same year—in the events of May 1968.

Schléndorff gave the film, which was shot in English, an international cast.
Kohlhaas was played by David Warner, the British actor who first achieved
international recognition in Karel Reisz’s film Morgan—A Suitable Case for
Treatment (1966). The Danish actress Anna Karina, famous for her work in the
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French cinema with her former husband Jean-Luc Godard, played Kohlhaas’s
wife Elisabeth. The remainder of the cast for the film, much of which was shot
in the former Czechoslovakia, included German, British, and Czech perform-
ers. For his director of photography, Schléndorff used Belgian cinematographer
Willy Kurant, a former collaborator with Godard on Masculin-féminin (1966)
and with Orson Welles on Immortal Story (1968). The general consensus about
Michael Kohlhaas, however, has been that its collection of international talent
proved as much a handicap as a help and that Schlondorff was unsuccessful
at bringing the disparate elements together in a coherent and satisfying way.

Kohlhaas shares with a number of movies from the mid- to late 1960s the
then-fashionable concern with revolution and rebellion. The movie represented
West Germany at the 1969 Cannes film festival, whose prizewinners, Lindsay
Anderson’s If . . ., Bo Widerberg’s Adalen '31, Costa-Gavras’s Z, Glauber Rocha’s
Antonio das Mortes, Vojtéch Jasny 's Moravian Chronicle (VSichni dobfi rodici),
Karel Reisz’s Isadora, and Dennis Hopper’s Easy Rider, all treated aspects of per-
sonal and collective revolt. In this respect, Schlondorff’s Kohlhaas grew out of
his previous A Degree of Murder, which in its own manner embodied the same
spirit of youthful confrontation with and assault on traditional values and
authoritarian structures: both movies place their audiences in the position of
identifying with heroes who break the law and defy social norms.

If Schléndorff’s Kohlhaas had much in common with the international cin-
ema of its time, it also finds parallels with the other arts, in particular in the
West German theater. For example, Peter Zadek’s 1966 production of Schiller’s
The Robbers (Die Riuber) took, as Kohlhaas does, a literary classic with a Robin
Hood-like theme and presented it as a text relevant to the youthful rebellion of
the 1960s. Dieter Forte’s Martin Luther and Thomas Miinzer or The Introduction
of Bookkeeping (Martin Luther und Thomas Miinzer oder die Einfithrung der
Buchhaltung, 1970) analyzed the peasant revolt of the early sixteenth-century,
showing reformer Martin Luther as a tool of early capitalism. Yaak Karsunke’s
Peasant Opera (Bauernoper, 1973), a comparably “progressive” didactic work,
also focused on the peasant wars. Thematically, then, Kohlhaas embodied much
of the mood of its time.

The Western and the Heimatfilm

The image of the horse is central to both the novel and the film. In Kleist’s
Kohlhaas, the horse represents the unifying formal symbol (Dingsymbol) from the
specifically German novella tradition. Perhaps in allusion to this reading of the
horse, Schlondorff at one time had reportedly planned to call the film “Man on
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7. Michael Kohlhaas. The hero and setting evoking the Western and Heimatfilm genres.
Photo: Deutsches Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

Horseback” (Sandford 39). In the opening footage of the European prints, the
director establishes an immediate reference both to horses and the contempo-
rary radical student protests. Klaus Kanzog has pointed out how the imagery of
policemen on horseback that occurs in the first few minutes of the film intro-
duces the horse motif. It is a motif that continues until the very end (30-31).
What is more, Schlondorff transposes the literary function associated with
the figure of the horse onto an already established specific genre icon: the horse
of the American Western. In so doing, this adaptation of Kleist’s novella
becomes the first of several Schléndorff films that refer to the universe of the
Western. Kohlhaas cites a second genre as well—that of the German Heimatfilm.
The movie thus develops a network of overlapping genre references, one to pat-
terns of imagery archetypally American, the other to what has almost exclu-
sively been a German set of narrative conventions. (See illustration 7.)
Michael Kohlhaas’s commercial potential was most probably based on the
sudden popularity of the European Western at the time of its release in 1969. In
particular, the series of Sergio Leone’s Italian westerns, starring Clint Eastwood
and beginning with A Fistful of Dollars (1964), achieved box office success.
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Between the years 1963 and 1969, some three hundred Italian Westerns were
shot (Frayling 256). Indeed, the genre has notable examples of overtly leftist
political expression, especially in those scripted by Franco Solinas, a
Communist party member and screenwriter whose work for directors
Francesco Rosi (Salvatore Giuliano, 1961) and Gillo Pontecorvo (The Battle of
Algiers [La battaglia di Algeril, 1965, and Queimada, 1969) is more famous. There
was ample precedent for the genre being used for political comment (Frayling
217-44), which may account for the genre being particularly popular with
German leftist intellectuals in the late 1960s (Rentschler, West German 111).

Sergio Leone has observed that the impetus for the Italian Western came in
part from the box office success of a series of mid-1960s German Westerns
directed by veteran filmmaker Harald Reinl, who drew inspiration from the
Winnetou stories of the popular German nineteenth-century writer Karl May
(Frayling 103-17). Given Reinl’s connections to the cinema of the Third Reich,
however, one imagines that Schlondorff’s choice of Kohlhaas for a subject was
more a reaction against the Winnetou films than an extension of them. For the
New German Cinema rejected the older generation of German filmmakers and
deliberately sought out specifically German subjects. Kohlhaas would be a clear
attempt to build on the popularity of a genre that characteristically involves
horses, violence, and outlaw heroes while still giving that material a specifi-
cally German context.

In discussing how Schlondorff’s Michael Kohlhaas fits the characteristic pat-
terns of the Western, we can consider three main aspects of it: its use of the out-
law hero, its embodiment of the classic dichotomy of nature versus civilization
or wilderness versus garden, and its use of violence and vengeance as major
narrative elements. Many of these qualities overlap with those of the
Heimatfilm.

In his book A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, 1930-1980, Robert B.
Ray argues that one of the fundamental dichotomies of the American cinema
has involved the tension between what he calls the “outlaw hero” (e.g., Davy
Crockett, Jesse James, or Huck Finn) and the “official hero” (e.g., Washington,
Jefferson, or Lincoln) (58-59). Where the outlaw hero traditionally distrusts the
legal trappings of civilization, including marriage and the legal system, the offi-
cial hero celebrates them and seeks to preserve them. Michael Kohlhaas thus por-
trays the transformation of its main character from a figure who embodies the
ideals of the official hero—Kohlhaas is a law-abiding family man, a good mid-
dle-class entrepreneur with a strong sense of civic duty—to one who violently
protests the inadequacies of the system.

This opposition between outlaw hero and official hero reflects in part what
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Jim Kitses has seen as the broader opposition of wilderness versus civilization.
The central visual motif of the film, horses, in itself reflects this dichotomy. The
image that opens and closes the movie, that of horses running free, plays into
the opposition developed in the narrative between horses as natural animals
and horses as property. Nature thus becomes, on its positive side, an ideal that
represents freedom and beauty, as opposed to the artifices of civilization. Yet this
opposition, as in many classic Hollywood Westerns, is never simple and unam-
biguous. The film establishes Kohlhaas’s domestic life, for example, as both nat-
ural and civilized. Still, what one might call the farmer’s “natural civilization”
remains opposed to what one might call von Tronka’s “civilized barbarism,” in
the latter’s use of his political and material power to exploit others, even while
the Junker maintains a superficial pretense of being educated and cultured.

Nature has its negative side as well. Kohlhaas’s violent retaliation against
von Tronka becomes a surrender to animal instincts, a lawless inferno. If an
opposite exists to the civilized farm, that opposite would be the battlefield,
whose product—an animalistic violence—becomes even more terrible by
means of technology. These contradictions between good and bad nature and
good and bad civilization become evident in von Tronka’s courtyard: a huge
mechanical contraption hovers threateningly over the courtyard, suggesting
both scientific advance and technological change. Yet the courtyard is also the
scene of music, as seen when one of the students plays a lute. Nature is both
orderly and ruthless; civilization is both cultured and exploitive.

This conflict between nature and civilization also happens to be the central
structure of the German Heimatfilm, a genre with a long tradition in the German
cinema, from the silent era through the 1950s. If the Western is defined in part
by its deserts, mountains, and wilderness, the Heimatfilm constitutes itself as a
genre in part by its Alps, heaths, and Black Forest. The opposition in the
Heimatfilm has been described as being between country and city, with the
former promising, in the words of Anton Kaes, “order, permanence and
national pride,” the latter “rootlessness, hectic activity, and transient, superfi-
cial values” (165).

As a genre characterized by nostalgia, sentimentality, patriotism, and tradi-
tionalism, the Heimatfilm enjoyed particular popularity in the immediate post-
war era, when it provided its German public escape from the harsher economic
and social realities. Rainer Ruther has argued that its appeal was particularly
strong among those Germans displaced from eastern territories, like Silesia, lost
after World War II (132). By one report, more than three hundred Heimatfilme
opened in West Germany between 1947 and 1960, amounting to one fifth of the
total film production output of those years (Rentschler, West German 108). One
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has to look only at a typical Heimatfilm, Helmut Kéutner’s Jack the Skinner (Der
Schinderhannes, 1958), to see parallels to Kohlhaas in its story about a historical
Robin Hood-like robber hero (Curd Jiirgens): he lives outside the law, steals
from the rich, shows compassion for the poor, and has a faithful woman by
his side at the moment of his execution.

In contrast to the respectful Christian imagery of the traditional Heimatfilm,
however, Michael Kohlhaas is filled with visual suggestions of blasphemy and
anticlericalism, particularly in the scene in which Kohlhaas’s men look for
von Tronka in the nobleman’s chapel. The men knock over artifacts, lay bare
the altar in one or two quick strokes, throw a torch up into the organ, and cut
off the toll collector’s head right in the house of God. As a convent of nuns is
assaulted in the subsequent scene, whose flashes of nudity may have been far
more sensational in 1969 than they seem now, one senses that the values of
the Heimatfilm are being turned on their head. Schléndorff implies in these
sequences the complicity between traditional religion and the oppressive social
system. At the same time, however, the actions foreshadow how Kohlhaas’s
revolution is going out of control, how Kohlhaas's followers will ultimately
defeat the values he set out to defend.

Michael Kohlhaas thus becomes, along with Peter Fleischmann’s The Hunters
Are the Hunted (Hunting Scenes from Lower Bavaria, Jagdszenen aus Niederbayern,
1968), one of the first of a series of what has sometimes been referred to as the
critical Heimatfilm or new Heimatfilm. This phenomenon of the anti-Heimatfilm
became especially prominent in 1970 with Schléndorff’s own The Sudden Wealth
of the Poor People of Kombach and in 1971 with the release of Reinhard Hauff’s
Mathias Kneissel, Uwe Brandner’s I Love You, I Kill You (Ich liebe dich, ich tote dich),
and Volker Vogeler’s Jaider—The Lonely Hunter (Jaider—der einsame Jiiger). This
genre revision has continued into the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (Rentschler, West
German 109; Meitzel 133-34).

The Western hero, like the Heimatfilm hero, is traditionally associated with
maleness and virility, with action and violence rather than reflection and gen-
tleness. In its treatment, therefore, of students and women, two groups that
contrast to the man of action, Michael Kohlhaas becomes particularly interest-
ing. Schlondorff’s treatment of these two minorities attempts not only to
update Kleist but also to revise the two genres to which the filmmaker refers.
Schlondorff constantly uses the students who join up with Kohlhaas’s forces to
bring to the fore both the ambiguities surrounding Kohlhaas’s actions and the
relevance of those actions to the student protest movement and counterculture
of the 1960s. When the students join Kohlhaas, one of them offers the leader a
religious icon pillaged from von Tronka’s castle. Kohlhaas, who has time nei-
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ther for religion nor for art, throws it away. At a later point in the film, the stu-
dents and Stern go chasing after some young women and dally with them in a
field. In the meantime, it turns out, the rest of Kohlhaas’s followers have been
fighting the governor’s troops. The scene functions as a literal representation
of the slogan, “Make love, not war”; but Schlondorff challenges this simplistic
thinking in the following scene in which the students leave their lovemaking
to kill a fleeing soldier.

A number of critics, Raymond Bellour in particular, have emphasized the
importance of the role of women in the Western, particularly as representatives
of domestic and civilizing values (87). In this context, Kohlhaas’s wife Elisabeth
is central to the story. In the early scenes of the film, she becomes an idealized
portrait of traditional womanly values—slanted, in part, toward 1960s sensi-
bilities. Early shots in the film establish Elisabeth as the archetypal loving, hard-
working wife and mother: she would be quite at home as the heroine of the
typical Heimatfilm. We see her kissing her husband good-bye as he takes his
horses to market; we see her involved with farm work and putting the children
to bed. In one of the film’s more modern and erotic scenes, she massages her
tired husband’s back with her feet, pulling up the weight of her body with the
canopy-style frame of the couple’s conjugal bed. Schlondorff cuts to a medium
close-up of Anna Karina’s face, moving up and down in the frame as her feet
supposedly soothe the husband’s muscles. The image at once suggests both
sexual intercourse and horseback riding, and the traditional analogy drawn
between them, but in a decidedly indirect, nonvulgarized way. It is an image
that refers back to the leitmotif of horses that structures the entire film and links
Elisabeth’s naturalness and beauty to that of the horses Kohlhaas first owns,
then seeks, then finally frees.

As the film develops, this connection between Elisabeth and the horses
becomes central to the narrative. Midway through Michael Kohlhaas, when
Elisabeth optimistically seeks to petition the king for the return of Kohlhaas’s
horses, she is trampled by the horses in the king’s party. The incident further
extends the horse motif and foreshadows the way in which her husband will
figuratively be crushed by the horses he has sought to have returned. With this
scene, Kohlhaas’s motives seem to change. What had been a legal concern with
property becomes mingled with more passionate, less rational issues of
vengeance. When Elisabeth’s body is brought to Kohlhaas, Schlondorff visu-
alizes the scene as a kind of reverse Pieta, with the male Kohlhaas hovering
over the female victim. It is with this scene that the focus of the film shifts from
the issue of justice to the issue of vengeance, and with that shift comes the
decline of Kohlhaas’s revolution. The killing of Elisabeth becomes the destruc-
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tion of a domestic ideal. The prostitute Katrina, who replaces Elisabeth as the
woman most present in Kohlhaas’s surroundings, comes to embody the nega-
tive result of unplanned revolution: selfish whoring, the debasement of female
virtue. One may also see in the Elisabeth-Katrina opposition the traditional role
opposition of women in the Western, that is, the domestic farm wife with the
saloon girl.

To the extent that Elisabeth’s death takes over as the primary dramatic moti-
vator for Kohlhaas’s actions, the hero’s need for vengeance becomes the pri-
mary stimulus for the narrative, much in the manner of certain Italian spaghetti
Westerns. With the death of the civilizing woman, the director replaces a the-
matic concern for civilizing justice with the less abstract, more easily visualized
portrayal of wild and natural vengeance. As with the traditional Western, vio-
lence and spectacle allow Schléndorff the opportunity to express dramatic con-
flicts in visual rather than literary terms. His depiction of war, as in the battle
between the governor’s troops and Kohlhaas’s, is grisly and unheroic. We see
primitive weapons, pitchforks, spears, chains, the first guns, all used with
graphic bloodiness.

Schlondorff likewise presents the raid on Wittenberg as a kind of descent
into hell. We see the governor’s head break through a window and get stuck in
it. Children and animals flee through flaming streets. Looters revel. In the
movie’s most shocking scene, Kohlhaas’s loyal servant Herse, having fallen off
his horse and being pulled along by his leg, gets stabbed on his own huge
scythe and dies near a huge tub of water in which another body is resting. Here
Schléndorff expressively creates the image of the grim reaper destroying him-
self with his own weapon. For the shot of the stabbing, Herse’s face is suddenly
made up in a death mask of ghostly expressionistic white.

Criticism from Left and Right

Few reviews of the time ignore the prominence of Schléndorff’s violent
imagery. Conservative reviewers in Schléndorff’s native country measured the
film against the Kleist novella and on this basis found the visual brutality gra-
tuitous. German leftist critics such as Joachim von Mengershausen decried
Schléndorff’s “fashionable sadism” (32). The same patterns appear in current
criticism. Referring to the apocalyptic violence in Michael Kohlhaas, American
critic Jonathan Rosenbaum has accused Schlondorff of “a directorial excess that
puts him in Ken Russell territory” (40).

But reaction to the question of violence was hardly the only issue for which
Schlondorff received a critical drubbing. A major attack from the New Left
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came from Dieter Prokop in the 1969 article “Michael Kohlhaas und sein
Management” (Michael Kohlhaas and Its Management). Prokop, a University of
Frankfurt sociologist, examined Schlondorff’s film in the context of mass com-
munication and its commodity character in late capitalism. He used Michael
Kohlhaas as a model to illustrate the relation of the artistic possibilities of the
cinema to the laws of profitable production—and specifically to Hollywood
motion picture aesthetics. For Prokop, the film exemplifies how directors cen-
sor themselves within this financing and production system by privileging
“packaged,” politically neutral imagery and philosophical values (e.g., horse,
happy family, children, fighting) over socioeconomic insights and analysis of
the patterns of class and power.

The responses of the conservative critics are far more predictable than those
of their leftist counterparts. They voiced similar complaints about Kohlhaas’s
supposed commercial vulgarization of Kleist, the movie’s lack of structure, and
its affinities to the Western. However, those critics raised most complaints in
the context of the fidelity issue. For instance, one such faultfinder objected that
“the film concentrates in a one-sided, voyeuristic manner on Kohlhaas’s cam-
paign of revenge against the rulers which amounts to no more than fully a tenth
of the literary text” (Fink). Writing somewhat later, Rainer Lewandowski diag-
nosed Michael Kohlhaas as a questionable adaptation. The mere “lining up of the
climaxes of the novella’s plot” demonstrated to him that Schléndorff failed “to
place any value on accuracy vis-a-vis the novella.” The fact that “such a sig-
nificant figure as Luther is scarcely identifiable in the movie” serves as “cir-
cumstantial evidence for a very loose usage of the novella’s material” (84). Just
as Prokop falls into the trap of categorically assuming that Kohlhaas would have
been a better film had it not been financed under a capitalist system,
Lewandowski falls into the equally dangerous trap of assuming that Kohlhaas
would have been a better movie if it had only stayed faithful to the book.

Criticism like Lewandowski’s automatically assumes that the literary model
always qualifies as a masterwork. It fails to ask if certain structural problems
that weaken the movie originate, in fact, from the literary model. Even Kleist’s
contemporary Ludwig Tieck noted “the lack of true and specific scene-setting
(Lokalitit)” in the last quarter of the novella; to him it changed pace and direc-
tion, resulting in a much more abstract world (88). The difficulty with Kleist’s
narrative in terms of conventional dramatic filmmaking is that it puts all of the
major action at the beginning of the story, as does Schléndorff and Bond’s com-
pression of it. The narrative’s initial moral problem—must an honest man
resort to terrorism and violence to achieve justice?—can easily be posed
through vivid spectacle in specific locations. Its talky resolution in the courts,
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however, is much less suited to presentation in visual terms. This results in a
front-heavy structure, whereby the film moves from concrete physical action
to more abstract legal interpretation of those actions. If anything, Schléndorff
has perhaps been too faithful to Kleist in this instance for having preserved in
his film what may be a structural problem in the original.

Political Commentary and Precise Mise-en-Scéne

When Schléndorff is successful in Kohlhaas he creates scenes that achieve
sophisticated historical and political commentary through precise mise-en-
scene. Consider the scene of Elisabeth’s death when she personally tries to
bring Kohlhaas’s appeal for justice to the Elector. Here Schléndorff’s changes
from Kleist represent a major thematic shift in significance. Kleist describes
Elisabeth’s accident as follows:

It appeared that she had made too bold an approach to the person of the king,
and, through no fault of the latter, had received a blow on the chest from the butt
of a lance, a blow that was the result of the rash devotion to duty of the bodyguard
surrounding the ruler. (31)

What Schléndorff shows us is something altogether different. On reaching
the prince’s castle, Elisabeth finds that she is but one of a crowd seeking to
petition him. Reaching to give the petition to the prince as he rides past on
horseback, she falls and is trampled by the horses around her. The implica-
tion is clear: the monarch has become isolated from his subjects and uncon-
cerned about their welfare. Kohlhaas’s and Elisabeth’s problem is simply one
among many. The system is no longer working. This scene visually speaks
to the futility of individual rather than collective action. In an interview, the
filmmaker emphasizes that “Kohlhaas fails because he wants to fight the sys-
tem as an individual, something he would only be able to do in a collective”
(Hopf, “Ein Individuum”). In a scene like this, Schlondorff’s political posi-
tion becomes decisive and effective, if different from Kleist’s more conserva-
tive one.

Consider also the sequence in the camp following the raid on Wittenberg.
Schlondorff clearly implies that Kohlhaas’s fault—one might call it his tragic
flaw—is not so much in his vengeful activities themselves, which one can
excuse by circumstances. Rather, it is in his inability to control what he has
started because he has joined forces with elements that by their nature doom
the revolution to failure. When he orders Stern executed, one sympathizes with
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8. Michael Kohlhaas. The unsuccessful revolutionary’s execution. Photo: Deutsches
Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

Kohlhaas’s righteous fury, but at the same time the lack of any judicial due
process stings with irony. Kohlhaas starts to become the kind of dictator he is
fighting against; his revolution has been Stalinized. Schléndorff underlines this
idea with a touch strongly reminiscent of the famous robing scene in Brecht’s
Galileo: right before Kohlhaas condemns Stern to death, someone puts an elab-
orate robe, suggestive of royalty or high clergy, around Kohlhaas’s shoulders.
The action goes unexplained in the narrative but renders clear the filmmak-
ers’ ambivalence.

The final shots of Schléndorff’s film are a highly sophisticated cinematic
transformation of elements from Kleist. As Kohlhaas is dying, Schlondorff cuts
to a shot of his children running at play and later to a shot of the two horses
that come, in this context, to represent freedom. Kohlhaas dies in the hope
that a free, unoppressed state can be passed to his children, and the movie sug-
gests through this image a sense very close to Kleist’s final words: “As recently
as the last century, however, happy and sturdy descendants of Kohlhaas were
still flourishing in Mecklenburg” (130).
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By one report, Schlondorff’s original intention was to portray Kohlhaas as
a Mother Courage-type character so that the audience would see, in his accept-
ance of his fate, that he had been brainwashed into accepting the ruling classes’
definition of justice (Hopf, “Ein Individuum”). Such an ending would indeed
be an ironic inversion of Kleist. Schléndorff instead adopted a far more ambigu-
ous approach, using almost mystical close-ups of David Warner’s expression-
less face as the character is tortured and executed. (See illustration 8.)
Schlondorff’s critics would be correct in saying that the end result is neither
faithful to Kleist nor politically focused. We are decisively deprived of any
access to Kohlhaas’s internal thoughts and feelings about his fate, and the audi-
ence is forced to read into Warner’s features whatever it may choose. Such an
ending would satisfy neither political activists nor literary purists, but it is dis-
tinctive and cinematic.

The debate about Kohlhaas remained largely limited to West Germany, since
the film received no better than restricted theatrical release elsewhere. From all
indications, Michael Kohlhaas was not released theatrically in the United States
by the major company, Columbia, until June 20, 1980, after Schléndorff’s suc-
cess with The Tin Drum during the same year (Canby, “16th-Century”). The
negative reaction to Kohlhaas seems to have caused Schlondorff subsequently
to turn to a different mode of filmmaking, and Kohlhaas marks the end of what
we describe as Schlondorft’s first period. The issues that it confronts, however,
such as the relation of the serious filmmaker to the commercial system, the
question of the viability of a political cinema that could be both popular and
Brechtian, and the potential for the filmmaker to selectively and creatively
use literary sources, all remain central to Schléndorff’s cinema that follows.
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“Amphibious” Movies and
Formal Experiments

fter the critical and commercial failure of Michael Kohlhaas, Schlondorff

entered what one might describe as a period of retrenchment, a period that
roughly parallels a transition in the New German Cinema in general. After
the burst of activity of the Young German Cinema of the late 1960s, there was
something of a lull before the more impressive achievements of the 1970s. Thus,
during the first half of the 1970s, Schléndorff worked exclusively on low-
budget productions financed in association with German television. Although
much of this period was a low-profile time for the director, it was also a pro-
ductive one. The resultant movies, namely Baal (1969), The Sudden Wealth of
the Poor People of Kombach (1970), The Morals of Ruth Halbfass (Die Moral der Ruth
Halbfass, 1971), A Free Woman (Strohfeuer, 1972), Overnight Stay in Tyrol (Uber-
nachtung in Tirol, 1973), Georgina’s Reasons (Georginas Griinde, 1974), The Lost
Honor of Katharina Blum (1975), and Coup de Grice (1976), include several
impressive successes.

The beginning of the second period is marked by Schléndorff’s founding,
along with Peter Fleischmann, of his own production company, Hallelujah-
Film, in 1969. The production company was for a period to be Schléndorft’s
home base in working out production arrangements with West German tele-
vision, and it operated until 1981. In 1973, Schléndorff began, along with
Reinhard Hauff, Bioskop-Film, for which much of his subsequent work has
been produced. Both production companies were in Munich on the lot of the
venerable “Arriflex,” Arnold and Richter, camera works. After the collapse of
the West German commercial film industry during the late 1960s, such inde-
pendent production and distribution efforts became a trend, cresting in the 1971
establishment of the “Filmverlag der Autoren,” a combined collective produc-
tion and distribution setup.

63
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Three major influences or factors shaped this period in Schléndorft’s work.
As with all the New German Cinema, the institutions of West German televi-
sion provided the filmmaker with his major production opportunities.
Secondly, during this period Schlondorff built upon the theories of the play-
wright Bertolt Brecht to create a body of work that strives to merge political
commitment with formal innovation. Finally, Schléndorff met and married
Margarethe von Trotta, and developed a creative collaboration with her that
combined his more professionalist, rationalist sensibility—albeit one open to
protest and pop culture—with her more instinctive and feminist one. The
resultant work is ambitious and intellectually substantive, both varied in its
subject matter and consistent in its thoughtful rigor.

Schlondorff and Television

Schlondorff’s transition to lower-budget films was brought about, in large part,
by the 1968 revisions of the West German film-subsidy law, which essentially
terminated funding for culturally ambitious filmmakers. At the same time,
West German television became increasingly receptive to producing program-
ming with an alternative, oppositional stance.

Serious historical discussions of the New German Cinema have had to con-
front the way in which German television has provided both a significant
source of funding and a structure for project development for German film-
makers from the late 1960s to the present (Elsaesser, New; Collins and Porter).
With a highly developed public television system, and with state production
operations feeding into a federally organized structure, television production
work often was and still is commissioned from or subcontracted to independ-
ent production firms. Both the virtues and limitations of West German film after
the 1960s have arisen from this particular television production system that
caters to a German population that has been not as enthusiastic about moviego-
ing as the French and Italians. Like all the filmmakers of the New German
Cinema, including Fassbinder, Wenders, Herzog, and Hans Jiirgen Syberberg,
Schléndorff’s ties to television and its institutions have marked his work.

With the exception of Georgina’s Reasons (which was part of a collection of
Henry James adaptations produced for both French and German television),
all of Schléndorff’s works from this period were produced in association with
Hessischer Rundfunk, the Frankfurt-based television station. Even several of
Schlondorff’s subsequent larger-scale international coproductions, such as The
Tin Drum, Circle of Deceit, and A Gathering of Old Men, took advantage of
Hessischer Rundfunk’s production help.! Much of the resultant work falls into
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the category first described by Giinter Rohrbach, that of the “amphibious film,”
referring to a kind of cinema that supposedly can be marketable and artistically
successful both in theatrical venues and on television. In many ways,
Schléndorff may be considered the most successful amphibious filmmaker, at
least during this era of the early 1970s.

Schléndorff himself has expressed ambivalence about working within this
smaller-format production context. On the one hand, the filmmaker has fre-
quently championed the production within the German film industry of at least
some high-budget, technologically advanced productions. Such films,
Schlondorff has argued, stretch the production capacities of the national film
industry in a positive way, creating an infrastructure of facilities and techni-
cians (Bronnen and Brocher 83). He has therefore complained about the way in
which tiny television budgets restrict a filmmaker’s options (Bronnen and
Brocher 80-81). At the same time, however, Schlondorff in 1972 described the
benefits of working under the West German television system:

Today I would be unable to realize any of my projects anywhere in Europe within
the framework of the commercial feature film industry. . . . Only TV guarantees
for me continual working on the basis of commissioned projects with an objective
in view but without paternalistic meddling. For this reason, I prefer at this point
television to a film producer as well as any of the existing film subsidy boards.
(“Demnéchst” 7)

Schléndorff therefore repeatedly returned to Hessischer Rundfunk for help in
making challenging works, some of whose commercial potential must have
seemed exceedingly slender. This open, liberal climate was to continue through
the mid-1970s, after which a conservative timidity surfaced.

Given the absence of commercial television in West Germany until the mid-
1980s, the medium’s institutional context comes close to that of public televi-
sion in the United States. The high cultural values characteristic of the New
German Cinema since its inception were indeed congenial to the German pub-
lic broadcasting standards. Not surprising, we see in Schléondorff’s output dur-
ing this television period a general conformity to this model of educational and
cultural service—although his vision of such service proved frequently to be
oppositional to traditionalist culture. Baal and Georgina’s Reasons are literary
adaptations, from Bertolt Brecht and Henry James, respectively; The Sudden
Wealth of the Poor People of Kombach becomes a re-creation of a period from
German history; A Free Woman is a topical treatment of issues of women’s lib-
eration, just as Katharina Blum treats the subjects of terrorism and yellow jour-
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nalism. Only The Morals of Ruth Halbfass and Overnight Stay in Tyrol lack the
respectability of literary or historical culture or social problem topicality, and
these both are doubtless the least well received of Schlondorff’s works from
this period. If in A Degree of Murder and Michael Kohlhaas Schlondorff operated
within a commercial and genre-oriented system of film production, his out-
put from the early 1970s, although not without its elements of controversy and
contentiousness, similarly suited the system of West German public television.

It is in this television period that Schlondorff develops his most sophisticated
applications of Brechtian theory to the cinema. Related to these applications is
the way in which some of the works involved seem to move toward a blend-
ing of fiction and documentary. Although other influences surely come into
play here, particularly those of the French New Wave, it is still provocative to
speculate about why much of Schléndorff’s television work seems more
Brechtian than most of the other work he has created. Let us therefore consider
in more detail the full set of cultural influences and productive results sur-
rounding Schlondorff’s attempt to incorporate the principles of the militant
playwright and theorist into his cinematic vision.

Creating a Brechtian Cinema

Bertolt Brecht’s aesthetics have had a major impact on filmmakers, men and
women alike, of the New German Cinema. Motion picture directors, like play-
wrights and stage directors, struggled to develop an adequate vehicle for crit-
ical discourse, as was particularly evident in the West German student
generation that protested the cultural regressiveness of the Third Reich and
what it regarded as its Bonn afterlife. By the mid-1960s, both Brecht and his
work had survived efforts at a cultural boycott by the well-entrenched politi-
cal right in West Germany. The New Left was adopting scholarly attempts to
reintegrate into the nation’s consciousness the cultural contributions produced
by those exiled during the Hitler years. Brecht was acknowledged as a central
figure of “the other Germany,” the anti-Hitler intelligentsia who, by moving
abroad, outlived the Nazi regime. Brecht could claim a prominent position in
poetry and belletristic literature, as well as in media theory. Henning
Rischbieter, editor of the influential magazine for Central European stage crit-
icism, Theater heute, reminisces: “Brecht . . . constituted the most powerful
model for the changing of the German theater’s working methods that started
about the mid-60s” (Rouse 2). He was the towering force in the theater world,
not just the Federal Republic.

The Brechtian stage promised aesthetic and social innovations. No wonder
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that forward-looking stage and film directors have drawn heavily on Brechtian
aesthetics. At the examination for entrance to the DFFB, the German Film and
Television Academy in Berlin, an examiner posed the following question to
Rainer Werner Fassbinder: “In your opinion, what can Brecht give to anyone
who wishes to make films?” Fassbinder, the student of both theater and film,
replied: “the distancing effect which can be employed with such versatility in
film” (Prinzler 60). Fassbinder was referring to the now famous cornerstone
of Brechtian dramaturgy, the Verfremdungseffekt, which is translated variously
as “distancing effect,” “alienation effect,” or “defamiliarization.” By this term,
Brecht meant the use of devices to remind the audience that what it is seeing
is an artificial presentation about reality rather than reality itself.

Two years after failing the exam, Fassbinder himself was practicing
Brechtian aesthetics, acting in the film version of The Bridegroom, the Comedienne
and the Pimp (Der Briutigam, die Komodiantin und der Zuhiilter) as staged by the
Munich “antitheater” troupe. The film'’s director, Jean-Marie Straub, advocated
the Brechtian approach of instructing the actors to highlight the artificiality of
their performances, rather than make them realistic. In the nouvelle vague France
of an exiled Straub and a Godard (who admits to having schooled himself in
Brecht’s “Notes on the Opera Mahagonny”)—the very France where Schlondorff
spent his apprenticeship years in film—Brechtian presentation principles had
likewise begun to be adapted to cinema (Lellis 31-144).

This section proposes to identify Brechtian elements in Schlondorff and the
extent to which these elements were incorporated into his oeuvre during the
years 1968 to 1978. In addition, we need to clarify the relations among the New
German Cinema, the theater, and the ancillary medium of television with
respect to the specific development of the Brechtian cinema. Many who worked
in the New German Cinema set up for themselves the challenge of applying
Brechtian aesthetics to film. Schléndorff was one of the most important figures
in this branch of the New German Cinema.

At the same time, we need to acknowledge that Schlondorft’s involvement
with Brechtian aesthetics is not always complete or uncompromised. In keep-
ing with the dialectics we have seen in his work between traditional and mod-
ernist values, between commercialism and artistic ambition, between the
popular and the intellectual, Schlondorff tempers leftist radicalism and dog-
matism with humanism and flexibility. Schléndorff seems pulled in contra-
dictory directions, which puts him closer to the mature Brecht of the dialectic
theater than to the younger dogmatic Brecht of the Lehrstiicke (didactic stage
plays).

Although Schléndorff’s work during the decade 1968 to 1978 is his most sys-
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tematically politicized, one can find traces of “epic theater” and alienation tech-
niques in the films that precede and follow this period. Schlondorff had applied
elements of Brecht’s aesthetics even in Young Torless, where he attempts to cre-
ate with the costumes a less-than-precise time and place (“Erwacht”). At the
time of his 1968 adaptation of Michael Kohlhaas, Schlondorff confided to an
interviewer: “My original intention was to orient the film rather directly back
to Brecht, including the effect on the viewer as well in narrative form and in the
usage of intertitles” (Hopf, “Ein Individuum”). But when the filmmaker was
unable to secure a production guarantee for his original Kohlhaas project, due
to the collapse of German distributorships at the time, it was only as an
American big-budget production via Columbia that the movie was made at all.

In later chapters, we pursue the Brechtian approach as it applies individu-
ally to each film from this period. In preparation for these discussions, let us
summarize some general concepts of Brechtian filmmaking. With these sum-
maries, we do not mean to imply that every Schléndorff film seeking Brechtian
effects uses all of these techniques. Nor do we mean to imply that any time each
of these techniques is used in a Schloéndorff film, or any film, a distancing effect
is always intended or achieved. Rather, they become Brechtian when employed
in the right context cumulatively and systematically. These techniques are:

1. Historification of plot elements, whereby stories are set in the past but par-
allel the present, or deliberate anachronism forces the audience to compare past
and present.

2. The narrator’s voice, usually as a voice-over, forming the cinematic coun-
terpart to the narrators and storytellers in Brecht’s plays. This voice functions
both as anti-illusionist commentary and as a way to provide for a dialectic
between spoken word and visualized image.

3. Typed characters portrayed through the use of significant, selected actions
and gestures that assign them a specific place in a social class system.

4. Subversions of commercial narrative conventions and cinematic genres,
such as the Western, the Heimatfilm, the melodrama, or the film noir.

5. Citation of literary texts from outside the film, either through direct quo-
tation or more indirect allusion. This technique defamiliarizes both the origi-
nal text and the new context into which it is put. This is frequently combined
with the practice of Bezweiflung, which involves analysis and demystification
of commonplace ideological statements.

6. Preference for long shots over close-ups and extended takes and slow pans
over traditional continuity editing—except when deliberate montage calls
attention to the filmmaker’s manipulation of material.

7. Nonsynchronous sound /image cuts (Bild /Tonschere). Here the image
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sequence continues while the sound switches to the next scene. Or the sound,
say of a dialogue, may continue, yet the editor has cut the visuals to the next
scene. (The English term “sound advance cut” unfortunately indicates only half
of the approach. While the first strategy occurs routinely in Hollywood films
to create a smooth transition rather than an intentional disruption, the second,
more alienating technique seldom does.)

8. Music, including songs, that works in counterpoint with the image rather
than in simple support of it. Such music varies greatly from the predictable
emotional telegraphing found in the mainstream genre film.

9. Title cards to interrupt the flow of the narrative, often used to introduce
scenes.

10. Repetition or near-repetition of scenes to encourage reflection and analysis.

11. A string-of-pearls structure, i.e., loosely connected scenes and miniscenes
as opposed to extended dramatic confrontations and a seamless narrative con-
tinuity.

12. Film-within-film, whereby the audience is reminded of the interventions
of the very medium it is watching.

13. Characters or observers within the film whose gaze at the action of the
film makes the audience aware of its own voyeurism.

14. Nonconventional cinematic endings, which promote a sense of irritation
in viewers, generate protests, or at least cause them to ask questions, as
opposed to the traditional “happy ending.”

Many of the devices described above are applicable to both theater and
motion pictures; others, such as voice-overs, gaze strategies, film-within-film
sequences, and nonsynchronous image/sound cuts, are film-specific. The com-
mon denominator in all these effects is that they produce what Brecht called a
“separation of elements,” a dialecticism that activates the spectator. In lieu of
unified filmic information, we see image, word, sound, music, light, framing,
and acting technique. As separate information channels, they produce a het-
erogeneous, divergent, multidimensional presentation. Each functions as com-
mentary to the other.

Related to this Brechtian approach is the theoretical notion of self-reflexivity,
sometimes called self-referentiality. A self-reflexive or self-referential work of
art is one which calls attention, within the artistic text, to the processes whereby
the artist has produced it or the viewer consumes it. Many of the techniques
listed above, such as the film-within-film approach or the use of gaze struc-
tures, are self-referential. In addition, we shall see, as we discuss Schlondorff’s
Brechtian films, a frequent discourse on the roles of art and the mass media in
society. In some cases, as in The Morals of Ruth Halbfass and A Free Woman,
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Schlondorff’s self-reflexivity approaches self-critique of his own work as a
middle-class commercial filmmaker.

To construct films according to this Brechtian and frequently self-referential
model is experimental and not formally conservative. Perhaps one of the rea-
sons why Schlondorff’s Brechtian strategies have gone so unrecognized is that
they tend to be in the areas of a politicized dramaturgy and the structuring of
sound-image relations. Within the individual photographic image, Schléndorff
maintains a realist or even illusionistic style. A movie like A Free Woman, for
example, is photographed with a hand-held camera and location settings that
suggest a semidocumentary. The blocking of actors and the presentation of sets
and costumes are not areas in which Schléndorff practices the alienation effect.
Unlike Fassbinder’s or Syberberg’s, Schlondorft’s imagery contains little delib-
erate theatricality. In other words, what is in front of the camera in a
Schlondorff film is often “natural.” The distancing effect comes through the
manipulation of that seemingly natural image. This may mean that for some
audiences and critics this Brechtian effect goes unnoticed.

“Antigone” of Germany in Autumn

We can see Schléndorff’s use of formal Brechtian principles in “Antigone,” his
major contribution to the 1978 omnibus film Germany in Autumn. Schléndorff
and novelist Heinrich Boll, his collaborator on the script, present a dispute
between the programming board of German public television and the televi-
sion film director engaged in adapting Sophocles’ classical play. The board wor-
ries lest the viewership might draw potential analogies between Sophocles’
classical drama and the political events of the German autumn of 1977.
Sophocles presents Antigone’s rebellion against king Kreon’s refusal to allow
her brother Polynices a proper interment. Likewise, German officials had
objected to the public burial of the German anarchists. By this reasoning,
Polynices becomes analogous to the German RAF terrorists, the “Rote Armee
Fraktion” or Red Army Faction, who had mysteriously died in the Stammheim
prison. Antigone’s heroic defiance of state laws becomes justification to ter-
rorist sympathizers. The board examines filmed footage of several versions of
the program’s opening and ultimately rejects all of them, fearful that none of
the variants will keep the viewers from drawing parallels. (See illustration 9.)

Several Brechtian techniques here come to the fore. First, by putting ancient
Greek tragedy into a modern context, Schlondorff’s “Antigone” alludes to
classical literature. The episode mixes the mythical past with the topical pres-
ent, allowing each to comment on the other. Viewing film footage from a fic-
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9. “Antigone” of Germany in Autumn. Angela Winkler as the classical Greek rebel,
disobeying Creon’s orders not to offer burial rites to her brother. Photo: New Line
Cinema, with permission of Volker Schléndorff.

tional television program makes us aware of medium conventions, just as
watching the reviewers examine that footage increases our own sensitivity to
the processes involved in viewing and responding to filmed images. The rep-
etition of different versions of the same scene reinforces the previous two
devices. And an obtrusive, jangling musical score emphasizes the harshness
of Schléndorff’s detached and satiric point of view. Schléndorff criticizes gov-
ernmental hysteria and media censorship in a way that is both intellectually
challenging and fun.

Why would a German filmmaker like Schlondorff move into Brechtian film-
making and thereby risk straying from the mainstream? An entire host of
responses answers this question. Had the commercial West German produc-
tion system not become economically impotent in the late 1960s, its practices
still would have been ideological anathema to the New German Cinema direc-
tors. They were inclined to perceive it as the discredited continuation of Third
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Reich film production. They likewise harbored mixed feelings about the dom-
inant commercial film culture, Hollywood, because it institutionally threatened
the very existence of an independent German cinema culture and because it
became associated with what the student protest generation viewed as
American neocolonialism during the Vietham war. Post-World War Il Germany
has been described as a country missing its fathers, and with the cinema legacy
of the Third Reich discredited, its young filmmakers felt culturally orphaned
as well. Thus, the 1968 generation desperately searched for a filmic identity and
media production conducive to sociopolitical change. At a moment in the mid-
1960s, when German cinema was assumed to be passé, the New German
Cinema filmmakers endeavored to reinvent it, employing a cutting-edge film
language: Schléndorff found himself in the company of Alexander Kluge,
Rainer Werner Fassbinder, and others from Munich. In Berlin, a second group
of filmmakers, including Christian Ziewer, also engaged in Brechtian experi-
ments. They built on philosopher Ernst Bloch’s utopian vision of worker pride
and solidarity to revive the Arbeiterfilm, or proletarian film. Soon following
them was the newly emergent German women'’s film by directors ranging from
Helma Sanders-Brahms to Helke Sander. They would likewise explore
Brechtian screen forms and vocabulary toward feminist ends.

Critics have debated whether television provides a more or less friendly
medium for post-Brechtian drama. Some have suggested that its merger with
television is a natural one, given television’s customary use of interruptions,
intertitling, and breaks in the unity of time (Mathers 96-97; Stam 37). The argu-
ment is questionable, not only because television so often lends itself as a
medium to uncritical, couch-potato viewing. In addition, the “distanced” New
German Cinema, in works like Kluge’s Yesterday Girl (1966) and Artists under
the Big Top: Perplexed (Artisten unter der Zirkuskuppel: ratlos, 1967) or Straub and
Huillet’s The Bridegroom, the Comedienne and the Pimp (1968) and Othon (1969),
predated the “TV period.” Finally, given that the New German Cinema was an
intellectualist movement and that television throughout the 1970s tended to be
held in a low esteem by West German intellectuals on both the Left and the
Right (Kreuzer), what we seem to have had is more a marriage of convenience.

Most important, parties central to the New German filmmakers’ realization
of a Brechtian cinema were so predominantly involved with the theater, and
the contemporary theater of the 1960s was so overwhelmingly dominated by
Brecht, that Brechtian plays and stagecraft first and foremost qualified as the
model of the corresponding cinema. Straub and Fassbinder have been men-
tioned here. Another central representative of the Brechtian film, Michael
Verhoeven, likewise functioned as a stage director. Syberberg and Egon Monk,
in fact, studied stagecraft under Brecht at his East German Berliner Ensemble
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theater. Television officials may have been swayed into granting space to this
innovative type of film because they were familiar with and appreciated its cor-
responding mode of presentation on the stage. In 1960, the very Egon Monk,
former assistant to Brecht, assumed control of the “TV Play” section of the then
central NDR radio and television broadcasting network. As its longtime head,
he promoted—and personally actively contributed to—the production of
Brechtian films.

The Brechtian mode of cinematic aesthetics is characteristic of the 1970s and
represents an optimistic continuation of 1960s activism, not only in West
Germany but also internationally. As a rationalist form of discourse, it stands
at variance to the mainstream cinematic model that Hollywood has cultivated:
the film as the mass audience’s collective dream, loaded with action, inter-
woven with special effects and wish-fulfilling fantasies. By the end of the 1970s,
Hollywood, inspired perhaps by increased box-office attendance attributable
no doubt to economic recession, found ways to breathe new life into old for-
mulas and produced big successes like Jaws (1976), Star Wars (1977), and Close
Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). This historical shift was accompanied and
even promoted by a technical reinvigoration of American film due to new spe-
cial effects, computerization, and Dolby sound systems.

During the Reagan 1980s, canons of taste even among the protest genera-
tion of 1968 began to move in a less oppositional direction. By the time
Umberto Eco labeled “the crisis of reason” as the mid-1980s zeitgeist, an ana-
lytical aesthetics such as Brecht’s could not but be affected by the vogue of
postmodernism and poststructuralism (531). This crisis of the second enlight-
enment, as so termed by Jiirgen Habermas, also occasioned a crisis in
Brechtian film aesthetics.

Starting with his 1979 Tin Drum adaptation, Schléndorff was to move in a
somewhat different direction. Seen from a perspective of two decades later,
Schlondorff’s second period is one in which the filmmaker is remarkably pro-
lific, making about a film a year, and resourceful, working with a broad range
of subjects, in a variety of styles, but always with that edge of awareness sharp-
ened on the stone of Brechtian theory. In his later films, Schléndorff became
interested in different aesthetic issues, such as creating intensely vivid dream-
like experiences, producing powerful emotions, and exploring mythological
motifs. The concept of cinema as dream would begin to encroach upon the
Brechtian notion. “Cinema and opera . . . —in contrast to the stage play—appeal
to the unconscious, to a dream dimension,” Schléndorff would state in the early
1990s, explaining his change in orientation (Krekeler). But he also periodically
has returned to themes, dramatic structures, and defamiliarizing techniques, all
of which show that the lessons of epic theater have not been forgotten.
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Von Trotta and Feminist Perspectives

If Schlondorft’s interest in Brecht is a logical outcome of his empathy with
and participation in the protest generation of 1968, then it is not surprising that
the preoccupations of the newly expanding feminist movement would become
part of his interests. According to one source, von Trotta and Schléndorff met
at the 1969 premiere of Peter Fleischmann’s The Hunters Are the Hunted and in
February of 1971 they got married (Nemeczek). During the next decade, the
careers of both partners were to become strongly entwined. At the height of
their creative involvement, that is, their codirecting of The Lost Honor of
Katharina Blum, they presented themselves as equal partners in collaboration.
Von Trotta’s influence on Schléndorff seems to have pushed him in the direc-
tion of acknowledging and treating women’s issues, and in some ways
Schléndorff may be seen as a precursor to the group of German women film-
makers who have adopted Brecht’s theories and aesthetic model and applied
them to sexual politics. Ironically, however, von Trotta may also have eventu-
ally pulled Schléndorff away from the systematically Brechtian strategies he
had used in the earlier part of this period: her own work as a director makes
only occasional reference to Brecht.

Von Trotta’s earliest work as an actress involved not only her major role in
Schléndorff’s Baal, acting opposite Rainer Werner Fassbinder, but parts as well
in early Fassbinder-directed films from 1969 and 1970 (Gods of the Plague [Gotter
der Pest], The American Soldier [Der amerikanische Soldat], and Beware of a Holy
Whore [Warnung vor einer heiligen Nutte]). Schlondorff was to use her and
Fassbinder again in The Sudden Wealth of the Poor People of Kombach (1970), but
here she would also serve with the director as coscriptwriter.

Her screenwriting and performing with Schlondorff continued with A Free
Woman (1972) and Coup de Grice (1976). For both The Sudden Wealth of the Poor
People of Kombach and A Free Woman, von Trotta sorted through libraries and
collections of materials as preliminary work for the screenplay. Then in some
cases, each partner took over single episodes, as in Kombach, so that the indi-
vidual imagination might first unfold in unedited fashion (von Trotta,
“Husbands” 36). In other cases, both partners wrote all parts of the scenario
together, as in A Free Woman.

A Free Woman was the couple’s most personal early collaboration, and the
film may be read in some ways as von Trotta’s biography; von Trotta herself
plays the lead. We may note parallels between von Trotta’s divorce and that
of the character Elisabeth Junker, as well as the battle for custody each has
for her son. Moreover, we may note the self-deprecating analogy between
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Schlondorff and the character Oskar, whom Elisabeth later marries. The film's
female protagonist is comparable to von Trotta in that both strive to realize
themselves in art, seeking to define the coordinates of a new self in this sphere.
The film may possibly be read as a mental rehearsal for an unrealized pes-
simistic life scenario; in real-life, von Trotta achieved custody of her son,
became a successful artist, and presumably married a man sensitive to her
needs and career.

The most harmonious form of collaboration between von Trotta and
Schlondorff seems to have been screenplay writing. When they attempted codi-
recting in their next work together, The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum, tensions
set in. In general, the more private the form of communal creation, the less
tensely the collaboration tended to proceed; in the public eye, when they codi-
rected, frictions appeared. In von Trotta’s view,

when we write together and visualize a film, the purely organizational conflicts,
which are not necessarily competitive, are relatively easy to solve. The public ones
... when we appear in public together, for example, wherever we are filming or
with journalists, are hard, they may be impossible to solve, they are absolute, these
are power struggles. (“Gesprach” 30)

This contrast between intimate and socially externalized collaboration is
illustrated, according to von Trotta, by the example of the Katharina Blum film.
It was relatively easy to write the screenplay together, following Boll’s model;
they were alone. But the moment they began filming, von Trotta would often
have to step back: “I had my own ideas. But he was the main director because
he already did ten films” (Schléndorff and von Trotta, Video interview). It was
difficult for them to appear in front of the crew and make clear to everyone that
both directors were of equal standing. Also, problems arose regarding com-
petitiveness. They finally decided that von Trotta should primarily control the
work of actress Angela Winkler, Schléondorff the other functions and the cam-
era. On the promotion tours for the finished film as well, it became evident how
difficult it was to appear in public as equals. Thus, they later conducted these
tours separately (“Gesprédch” 32). As von Trotta began her own solo career as
a filmmaker, she found herself a leader and figurehead for women's film both
in West Germany and internationally. After her first solo feature, The Second
Awakening of Christa Klages (Das zweite Erwachen der Christa Klages, 1977), von
Trotta followed up with Sisters (Schwestern, 1979) and the even more successful
Marianne and Juliane (Die bleierne Zeit, 1980), both films in which the relations
between biological sisters serve to illuminate various forms of bonding and role
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playing among women in general. Von Trotta’s subsequent features, includ-
ing Sheer Madness (Heller Wahn, 1983) Rosa Luxemburg (1984), Three Sisters
(Fiirchten und Lieben, 1987), The African Woman (Die Riickkehr, 1990), The Long
Silence (1l lungo silenzio, 1993) and The Promise (Das Versprechen, 1995), have
tended to be somewhat more coolly received than her first efforts.

In the 1980s, von Trotta and Schléndorff went their separate ways profes-
sionally, and the situation for German film production required both to inter-
nationalize their activities. After Schléndorff began to work in the United
States, von Trotta in 1988 chose Italy as a base of operations. With this geo-
graphical separation came their eventual breakup in 1991 (Freyermuth 58). In
1993, she introduced as her “partner” the Italian journalist Felice Laudadio who
was later her collaborator on the script of The Long Silence. After a divorce in
the same year, Schlondorff remarried. Since then the couple has maintained
professional collegiality, and von Trotta’s The Promise was a major production
under Schléndorff’s supervision at the Babelsberg Studios.

For the period when they were together, Schlondorff and von Trotta had
iconic significance within the New German Cinema, and the period of their
most visible association almost precisely coincided with the zenith of the move-
ment. Schléndorff’s integration of his wife into his professional activities
became a kind of symbolic welcoming of women into the New German
Cinema. It also validated a principle of film production as collective political
activity. In this way, Schlondorft’s early works with von Trotta in the 1970s her-
ald the German women’s film movement that was to develop shortly thereafter.

By at least some standards, many of Schléndorff’s works from this period
qualify as feminist, even if one grants that the word “feminist” has become a
slippery one and that it is probably more accurate to talk about “feminisms” in
the plural, as some film theorists have done (Pietropaolo and Testaferri).
Consider the criteria offered by Gudrun Lukasz-Aden and Christel Strobel in
their introduction to Der Frauenfilm:

Women'’s films—that means for us . . . motion pictures which critically examine
woman'’s role in society and family and present it in a differentiating way, pro-
vide impulses for reflection and alternatives. Films which unmask traditional role
behaviour, uncover and “metaquestion” mechanisms, and point to variants of
dropping out of traditional women'’s roles. . . . Such films need not necessarily
have been made by women . . . for men, too, have confronted this subject matter
cinematically. (8-9)



“Amphibious” Movies and Formal Experiments 77

In the pages that follow, we see how, at least by these standards, most of
Schlondorff’s works from this period could be considered women’s films. In
his second period, Schléndorff produced his most concentrated body of work
on women’s issues, but we also observe how even in later decades, the film-
maker returned, in movies like The Handmaid's Tale and The Legend of Rita, to
gender-related themes.

What problematizes Schléndorff’s feminism is his tendency to present
women as victims, even as he sympathizes with their oppression. Often his
women fail in their resistance to the patriarchy, and often they show a certain
naiveté or lack of awareness of their own situation. But one might counter
that Schléndorff’s male characters are no more successful or admirable than his
women. He tends to draw political lessons from failure whether the films are
made with von Trotta or by himself.

Von Trotta’s personal influence is probably inseparable from the influence
of feminist politics on Schlondorff’s work in the 1970s.2 Together with the tel-
evision production system and Brechtian theory, these politics form the three
primary colors with which Schlondorff paints his oeuvre of the decade.
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As an adaptation of Bertolt Brecht’s first play (first written in 1919 but
revised several times after that), Schlondorff’s 16-mm television film Baal
(1969) is a bow to German cultural tradition and in particular to the anarchism
of late expressionism and Weimar culture. Drawing once again from the sty-
listic approaches of the French New Wave, Baal unites these German and
French sources to map a path forward to the New German Cinema of the 1970s.
The film is at once a highly literary presentation of the Brecht text and an explo-
ration of the newer, freer film vocabulary that had emerged from the interna-
tional young cinema movements of the 1960s.

The film follows Baal, a young, ingenious, and unstable poet-balladeer with a
scandalous zest for life, love, and liquor, through multiple sexual encounters and
cruel, shocking personal adventures that end with his premature death. Baal
qualifies as a male counterpart to Frank Wedekind’s Lulu—equally manipula-
tive, equally fascinating to both sexes, but more dissolute, depraved, deviant, and
even outright criminal. In normal narratives, Baal would be a villain, but the
character acquires quasi-mythical dimensions and associations to French poets
Frangois Villon and Paul Verlaine. The hero becomes a kind of hedonist demigod
who reverts to simple mortality as his lonely death approaches. In the role of
Baal, Schlondorff cast Rainer Werner Fassbinder, whose strident productions had
made him a controversial figure in the Munich underground theater.

Brecht for Hippies

One motivation for Schlondorff to adapt Baal appears to have sprung from
the comparable sense of hedonism and anarchism that the youth culture of
the late 1960s shared with Brecht’s figure. Brecht’s Baal is a hippie before his
time, a dropout who both profits from and disdains middle-class society. The
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updating is a natural one, for the spirit of the time had given the play new rel-
evance. The New Left of the student protesters and their intellectual sympa-
thizers, including filmmakers like Schlondorff and Fassbinder, was discovering
Brecht and adopting him as one of its political and cultural father figures. In
the special case of Schlondorff’s adaptation we can, however, trace the spe-
cific affinity for the young poet-bard Brecht, the anarchist of 1919—as opposed
to the late 1920s doctrinaire Lehrstiicke didacticist and the mature post-World
War II playwright. A play like Baal, much like Schléndorff’s A Degree of Murder,
could thus be shocking to both the puritan Old Left and traditionalist conser-
vatives. It radiated the sensualist vibes of the 1960s counterculture.

Thematically, this shock value makes the film Baal a logical extension of both
A Degree of Murder and Michael Kohlhaas. In terms of style and production val-
ues, however, the Brecht adaptation represents a venture into ultra-low-budget
filmmaking. Schléndorff has commented on this change:

I wanted to get out of the structures of the film economy after I had just failed with
the large-scale American production of Michael Kohlhaas. In protest I shot Baal with
a hand-held 16mm camera, almost with a lay cast, without recognized actors—
Fassbinder was not yet a known quantity. (“Nett” 102)

It was a change made possible by the structures of West German public televi-
sion in the late 1960s.

Schlondorff’s film becomes an exemplary document from German television
history. Since the establishment of the West German noncommercial televi-
sion network of ARD in the 1950s, theater-oriented programming, whether live
or filmed, constituted nearly 65 percent of its scheduled fiction broadcasting
(Canaris 184-85). Into the 1960s, only the middle class, the social stratum favor-
ing the theater, was able to afford expensive PAL-format television sets; hence,
theater adaptations remained a West German specialty. Catering to a select
audience that had doubtless sampled Brecht on stage, such programming could
also include the daring language of Baal. Schléndorff saw this production as
occupying a kind of middle ground between cinema and theater. He stated, “It
is neither staged and performed in such a way that it also could take place on
stage (as is the case with the usual television play) nor filmed in such a way
that it could fill movie screen and house, but rather at best a living room” (Baal
press materials 4).

The production of Baal is a fascinating and deliberate antiestablishment
experiment. The presence of Rainer Werner Fassbinder in the lead—a figure
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who has always embodied a blend of slickness and bluntness—establishes the
tone and manner of the entire work. Seen from the perspective of the first
decade of the twenty-first century, Schléndorff’s Baal appears as a prophecy
of the legendary Fassbinder persona that was to develop in the 1970s imme-
diately after the film’s production. Fassbinder’s infamously cruel personal
relations, his renowned abuse of drugs and alcohol, and his untimely death
now give to his Baal an odd blending of real person and fictional character.
The tactlessness, the brashness, the Bohemianism, the psychosexual range of
lifestyles, as well as the genius behind the unappealing exterior—all appear
in real-life Fassbinder as much as in the film.

“Antitheater” Distancing

Stylistically, Baal is close to Fassbinder’s work both in theater and film.
Fassbinder’s theater work prior to Baal involved an approach known as
“antitheater.” It featured a communal group largely composed of lay enthusi-
asts whose lack of professionalism allowed them to develop an alternative, styl-
ized presentational method through cooperative self-instruction. This method
borrowed from Brecht, minimalism, and early performance art. It paralleled
American groups like the Living Theatre, the Judson Poets Players, and the
Café La Mama troupe. To describe it in Schléndorff’s words: “It was an ensem-
ble that acted differently and spoke differently from standard stage practice.
It was cinema on stage” (“Nett” 100).

The majority of the roles of Schléndorff’s Baal are cast with members of the
“antitheater.” Two exceptions, Giinther Kaufmann and Margarethe von Trotta,
were to join the troupe immediately after. A third exception, Sigi Graue, was a
hippie cult figure and so much an amateur actor that his inabilities caused
Fassbinder to urge Schléndorff to fire him (“Nett” 102). Baal’s mixture of pol-
ished and crude performances is part of its aesthetic strategy, a strategy char-
acteristic of the late 1960s’ avant-garde, including the “antitheater.” This
strategy questions what a “good” or “bad” stage or screen performance is.

This mixture of acting styles is only one of a number of tactics Schléndorff
uses in his first systematic and successful attempt to create a Brechtian cinema.
The very structure of the play, divided into more than twenty short scenes, is
of course typical of the playwright. Schléndorff highlights this discontinuous
structure by introducing each scene with a graphic title, with the number of the
scene filling the entire frame. This same technique was previously used by Jean-
Luc Godard, most notably in Masculin-féminin (1966). Like Godard before him,
Schlondorff employs the technique to subvert the cinema’s natural tendency to
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10. Baal. Rainer Werner Fassbinder as the title figure, in a self-reflexive image of
theatrical illusion making. Photo: Deutsches Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

present material in a smooth, continuous flow and to reflect cinematically the
episodic progression found in the original play.

Schléndorff devises alienation techniques in Baal that are different from
those that would be employed in the theater; they are instead cinema-specific.
(See illustration 10.) The most fundamental of these would be in the juxtapo-
sition that Schléndorff achieves between Brecht’s highly theatrical text and the
movie’s very natural and unstagy locations. The filmmaker noted

the language is recited in such a manner that it has the effect of a written text. The
settings and actors, however, are as realistic as possible. . . . A tension emerges
between a landscape or a face and the text. And this tension (or brittleness), not
the written poetry, makes the film poetic. (Baal press materials 5)

A scene like Schlondorff’s thirteenth in Baal exemplifies the effectiveness of
using real-life locations as settings for stylized dialogue. Brecht presents the trio
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of Baal, the poet Ekart, and Baal’s current lover Sophie in an intense argument.
Where Brecht specifies the setting as “the plains, sky, evening,” Schléndorff
realizes the scene during the day by the side of the German autobahn, creat-
ing an effect that could never be achieved on stage and that recontextualizes
the play for 1970. Similarly, when Fassbinder reads his poem about Johanna,
the young woman Baal has driven to suicide, he does so in an old junked bus.
Schléndorff’s setting suggests that Baal’s amorality is part of the decadence of
post—World War II industrialized Germany.

This tactic of setting an older literary text in a contemporary environment
is one Schlondorff shared with Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet. Like
Schléndorff, the filmmaking couple availed themselves of the Munich “antithe-
ater” troupe for their 1968 short The Bridegroom, the Comedienne and the Pimp.
This film also updated a stage play, Ferdinand Bruckner’s The Sickness of Youth
(Krankheit der Jugend, 1929). The filmmakers’ version of the Corneille play
Othon, enacted in twentieth-century Rome, was also shot in 1969 with an odd
variety of actors, creating a similar sense of dislocation. Although Schlondorff’s
Baal is not nearly as extreme as the work of Straub and Huillet, it shares with
them—and with some of Fassbinder’s work to come—a fascination with the
possibilities of a pared-down, minimalist cinema.

In contrast to Straub and Huillet, however, who have always maintained an
intense commitment to using directly recorded sound, one of Baal’s most dis-
tinctive stylistic traits is its use of postsynchronized sound. Although this prac-
tice may have been due to economic necessity on such a low-budget production,
it also produces aesthetic effects consistent with the film as a whole. One can
even see the postsynchronized sound as a central component of Fassbinder’s
performance. Fassbinder reads his lines in a quiet, nontheatrical, often affectless
voice but one recorded with full, bright immediacy. Similarly, the slight mis-
match in lip synchronization and resonant vocal quality of Sigi Graue’s line
readings makes the character of the Bohemian composer Ekart more other-
worldly, even angelic (e.g., Schlondorff’s scene 4). The break between individ-
ual scenes is emphasized all the more by the way in which Schléndorff gives
each scene a distinctive ambient sound, sometimes even allowing the sound
effects to compete with his dialogue. A clock ticks loudly in Baal’s attic, a chain
saw buzzes in the forest, cars whoosh by on the autobahn, birds chirp in the
fields, a baby cries among quarrelsome drinkers. Although one might argue that
these sound effects reinforce illusionistic image making, they are also intrusive
and obvious and sometimes subvert those same illusions.

Various productions of Baal in the 1920s already showed application of
Brecht’s ideas about how music should be used in the theater. The play’s songs
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often function as analogy to and commentary on Baal’s life. “The Chorale of
the Great Baal” (Schlondorff’s scene 1), for instance, compares to the previews
Brecht would later employ to lay out entire works or scenes at their outset. This
particular chorale highlights in song Baal’s life under the firmament until his
death in the woods. Schléndorff handles this chorale as a nonsynchronous
sound commentary separate from his images. In the first scene, we hear
Fassbinder perform the chorale as a traveling camera follows him walking
along a country road. The camera sometimes hovers behind him, sometimes
stays alongside him, sometimes pulls ahead to face him from the front. The
effect is to create an aural-visual metaphor whereby the road on which
Fassbinder walks becomes Baal’s life. The effect is striking, in part because
Klaus Doldinger’s music with its folk-rock style unifies the film’s hippie-
dropout ethos with Brecht’s stylized poetry. Schléondorff echoes the movie’s
opening scene in his scene 18 in which we hear Fassbinder singing “Death in
the Forest” as we see Baal and Ekart walking through a harvested field into the
sunset. In both scenes, Fassbinder half sings, half speaks the lyrics in antiop-
eratic cabaret style. With this device, Schléndorff has found an effective cine-
matic counterpart to Brecht’s use of stage songs.

In both cases, the length of the song dictates the length of the scene. In a com-
parable way, the rhythm of most of Schléndorff’s Baal becomes very much dic-
tated by the rhythm of the spoken original text. Schléndorff’s aim is not to have
enacted scenes come alive as any kind of reality but rather to use the words in
almost musical counterpoint to a camera that casually hovers and floats around
the actors. Consequently, although Schlondorff varies his editing patterns at dif-
ferent points in Baal, this work differs stylistically from his other films in its fre-
quent and intense use of uncut takes. This gravitation toward a restricted film
vocabulary links Baal both to the minimalism of Straub and Huillet and to the
comparable style Fassbinder used in his films around 1970, a style that has also
been associated with the cinema of Andy Warhol. More so than Fassbinder and
Warhol, however, Schléndorff, as well as Straub and Huillet, employs stasis to
emphasize poetic language. Schlondorff engaged as cameraman for Baal
Dietrich Lohmann, who had already photographed Fassbinder’s Love Is Colder
than Death (Liebe ist kiilter als der Tod, 1969), which may explain why Baal resem-
bles works by the early Fassbinder. By the same token, however, Schlondorff
provided a scenario idea for Fassbinder’s Rio das Mortes in the same year
(Limmer 157). Clearly, influence went in both directions.

Fassbinder’s work has always had one foot in parody and pastiche, and
Schlondorft’s Baal shows a similar visual facetiousness in the periodic use of
Vaseline shots that create an out-of-focus halo around the periphery of the
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image. This citation of a turn-of-the-century romanticist photography fits,
because Baal is in part a parody of a comparable literary heritage (especially
Hanns Johst’s “The Lonely One” [Der Einsame, 1916]), and becomes an ironic
deconstruction of that tradition. A historicized photographic device is overlaid
on contemporary imagery, which in turn is overlaid on a fifty-year-old play
whose intent was to debunk the myth of the suffering poet-genius.

Whether for similar parodistic purposes or simply for distancing,
Schlondorff, in line with other New German Cinema filmmakers, also occa-
sionally employs color distortions achieved with the use of filters or tinting. For
example, Schlondorff uses a blue tint for scene 10, perhaps in homage to the
silent film convention of presenting nighttime scenes in blue. The scene is an
exemplary one for both Brecht’s and his screen adaptor’s tactic of mixing the
romanticized with the everyday (a technique known as Stilbruch). In the orig-
inal text, Brecht sets up a tone of tenderness cast in poetic imagery. Baal says to
his lover, Sophie, for example: “The whirlpool of love tears the clothes off one’s
back and, after one has seen skies, buries one, naked, under the corpses of
leaves.” A few lines later, however, Brecht undercuts this mood by having Baal
say to Sophie: “Now I'll pull up your undershirt again.” The play continually
bounces back and forth from elevated to common language.

Schlondorff’s staging of this scene makes it even more outrageous. He places
the lovers outside in a soaked corn field, a touch that becomes more pointed
when one realizes that Germans grow corn almost exclusively for fodder. As
Baal and Sophie exchange their words of ecstasy, Sophie rolls over into the
mud, grasping it passionately with her fist. She is unconcerned that Baal strokes
her breast and neck with his filthy hand. The scene is short, photographed in
a single take, with the camera perched in a high-angle shot as though from
the point of view of an intruder. The Stilbruch verbal oppositions have thus
been heightened by Schlondorft’s visualization.

This confrontation echoes the more fundamental opposition between nature
and culture that we have already discussed in connection with Michael Kohlhaas.
Baal is a figure who straddles both universes, being both a vulgar, earthy sen-
sualist and a poet. (See illustration 11.) His vitality comes out of the combina-
tion. If Baal can be seen as a quasi road film, then its progression would run
from the society party in Schlondorff’s scene 2 to Baal’s solitary death in the
forest. Brecht’s imagery constantly compares Baal to a tree, so it is fitting that
Baal should die among woodcutters. Baal has his most direct confrontation
with death in the forest when in Schlondorff’s scene 11 he takes a dead wood-
man in his arms—albeit to steal the man’s liquor. The montage sequence that
opens the scene amplifies the image of Baal as a tree about to be felled. Here,
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11. Baal. Baal, the poet and vulgar sensualist, in one of his encounters. Photo:
Deutsches Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

the director cuts from Baal walking into the forest to huge cut trees quickly
falling. In his progression, however, from an urban salon to his ultimate forest
resting place, Schléndorff’s Baal, unlike Brecht’s, must pass by junk heaps and
roadside eyesores. Where Brecht presents a simple city-country opposition,
Schléndorff suggests that the former is contaminating the latter. Perhaps Baal’s
problem is that he belongs in neither place. Indeed, Schléndorft’s visualization
of Baal deliberately avoids idealized landscape imagery. In the world of this
film, nature is a concept rather than an experienced reality—we see trees being
cut down but never standing as entities in themselves.

Shocked Reactions

Fassbinder’s Baal rarely embodies the all-growing, all-devouring, all-dying, all-
recycling force of nature that Brecht’s textual Baal does. In place of this inverted
pantheistic myth, Schléndorff, knowingly or not, was to substitute the
Fassbinder myth—a myth that includes Fassbinder’s bisexuality and that turns
Baal into one in a series of Schlondorff films that discreetly raise the issue. The
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narrative motif of a male lover’s violent attack on his partner calls to mind the
Rimbaud-Verlaine relationship, one that Schlondorff later was to consider pre-
senting in an adaptation of Christopher Hampton’s play Total Eclipse. Indeed,
Hampton’s play also dates to the hippie era and exploited similar parallels to
a previous generation.

Because Baal was a work in part calculated to shock, it is not surprising that
a significant number of viewers responded negatively. A number of stations
registered protest calls, and West German TV guides such as Funk-Uhr received
letters to the editor complaining of “impudence” and “smut.” Nevertheless,
after its television premier on the Hessian hr television channel Third Program
on January 7, 1970, Schléndorff’s film was broadcast for a second time on the
ARD national West German television channel on April 20, 1970. With an
“Infratest” rating of 26 percent of viewers, it garnered a respectable portion of
the audience. Journalistic reviews ranged from respectful to hostile to uncom-
prehending (“Hit der Woche”; Wirsing; Weigend).

Some professional critics seemed to miss the point altogether. A reviewer for
epd/Kirche und Fernsehen, for example, complained in the early part of his review
that Schléndorff did not use conventional Brechtian distancing techniques in
his film (hy 13). A paragraph or two later, however, he faulted the film for “the
dissonance between image and word” and for the further “dissonance”
between lay actors and professionals. A more understanding view was pre-
sented by Georg Hensel of Fernsehen + Film. Although Hensel found that
Schlondorff’s film sometimes undercut Brecht’s poetry with banal images, he
also admired the intensity and consistency of the production, as well as the way
it successfully avoided expressionism and highlighted the text (41).

The reaction of the Brecht estate was predictably negative. The play itself
was problematic for East German ideology, and Schléndorff’s adaptation
showed far more reverence to the spirit than the letter of the play, not to men-
tion the production’s connection to the presumably decadent “antitheater.”
This negative “official” reaction by the play’s copyright holders may explain
why the film has been subsequently screened only on rare occasions. On the
other hand, two subsequent television versions of Brecht’s play demonstrate
its continued fascination to directors in the image media. In 1978, Edward
Bennett realized a British Film Institute production, and in 1982, Alan Clarke
cast David Bowie as Baal in a television adaptation accomplished jointly with
John Willett.

Baal is thus an important if underrecognized film, central to the careers of
both Schléndorff and Fassbinder and, consequently, to the New German
Cinema in general. It was Schloéndorff’s first adaptation of a stage play and thus
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relates to his television version of Death of a Salesman that was to follow some
fifteen years later. Schlondorff was later to report that for Fassbinder the expe-
rience of watching his professionally trained colleague was an important one.
Schlondorff writes:

I'wanted to leave the structures of mainstream moviemaking. . . He, however, was
on the reverse path: it was his ambition to find a large-scale international distrib-
utor and to open his next film in Munich’s biggest movie house. . . . He observed
accurately what I did and how I did it—from the camera and lighting to the
sound, from the shooting script to the production schedule. He attended the
rushes and forced his entire troupe to watch the various rough cut versions. It was
a paid workshop; he took what he could get. (“Nett” 102)

For today’s viewer, Baal remains perhaps most fascinating as a document
of Fassbinder, one that becomes richer with hindsight. It is a document as well
of the late 1960s culture from which the New German Cinema of the 1970s was
to spring. As such, it represents a convergence of sensibilities that were soon to
separate as Fassbinder and Schléndorff pursued different paths. Baal is, in
Schlondorff’s words, “a critical memorial to the last anarchist solo-fighter” (Baal
press materials 7). Equally well, it became a comparable memorial to
Fassbinder.



The Sudden Wealth
of the Poor People
of Kombach

he subject matter of Schléndorff’s next film, The Sudden Wealth of the Poor
People of Kombach (Der plotzliche Reichtum der armen Leute von Kombach,
1970), is similar to that of Michael Kohlhaas. Both films treat incidents from
German history that involve unsuccessful rebellion against oppressive author-
ity. In many ways, Schléndorff corrected what can be seen as the problems in
Kohlhaas. Where Kohlhaas’s big budget may have weighed down the produc-
tion, Kombach’s more modest conditions of shooting clearly encouraged inven-
tion. Where the earlier film’s specifically German qualities were diluted
through the use of an international cast and multilingual shooting, Kombach is
a thoroughly German project. Where Kohlhaas’s political message was ambigu-
ous and not clearly articulated, the discourse of the later film is precise and
lucid. Where Schlondorff never realized his original vision of Kohlhaas as a
character modeled on Brechtian dramaturgy, The Sudden Wealth of the Poor
People of Kombach is the most systematic application of Brecht’s theories of all
of the film director’s works. The movie’s initial and continuing success with
critics and audiences indicates that Schlondorff got it right the second time.
The film marks a historical juncture in the New German Cinema. Kombach’s
excellent critical reception acknowledged that a real film movement was tak-
ing form rather than just a series of isolated individual successes. Schléndorff
here collaborated with four major figures of the cresting new wave: Reinhard
Haulff plays the soldier Heinrich Geiz; Margarethe von Trotta, his common-law
wife Sophie; Rainer Werner Fassbinder, a peasant; and critic Joe Hembus, a
courtroom scribe. This casting documents for cinema history the communality
and united purpose of a real movement.

88
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The story of Kombach was taken directly from an early-nineteenth-century
chronicle (Franz). Kombach deals with a group of rural workers and peasants
who rob the duke’s stagecoach in Hesse. After a series of bungled near-
attempts, the group eventually seizes the treasure. Most of its members are
caught, however, because the very act of such poor men spending money sig-
nals their guilt to the authorities. By the end of the film, two men have com-
mitted suicide, four have been hanged, and only one has escaped. As a
narrative, Kombach focuses on the robbery as a collective act, without privileg-
ing any particular character’s point of view. Schléndorff clearly means this
story to be not about mere criminals but about humans acting for their own sur-
vival in a protorevolutionary way.

This chapter examines how Schléndorff fashioned a film that deals with con-
crete historical realities but with literary sophistication and a Brechtian sense
of the politically dialectical. Schléndorff analyzes nineteenth-century German
attitudes and their effects, alluding to his own epoch in the process. He criti-
cizes the period’s public illusions—its superstitions, its wish-fulfilling dreams
and utopian fantasies, and especially its idolization of America. In an interview
of 1972, the director stated that he approached his film project with a twofold
concept: “On the one hand, I wanted to explain why a peasant of the period in
no way could comprehend the concept of revolt. On the other hand, I wanted
to develop why the exploited subject could not easily grasp that he was being
exploited” (“Entretien” Cinéma 138). The Kombach film, then, teaches a history
lesson about an evolving human society that is steered largely by economic fac-
tors and needs improvement. It portrays dissidents and involves acts of sup-
pression, refusal, liberation, persecution, and failure. Nevertheless, it is not
completely pessimistic, because it encourages the active spectator to learn from
the historical mistakes of predecessors.

A Learning Play for the Screen

If the movie Baal is inspired by the early Brecht, Schléndorff orients Kombach
toward the later, more mature Brecht. Let us look at four elements of the “epic
theater” that Schlondorff transforms into cinematic terms in this film. First,
Schlondorff systematically types all characters. Second, he employs multiple
commentaries that present and analyze the same events from different points
of view. Third, the filmmaker constantly refers—often with heavy irony—to
previous literary sources. Fourth, small incidents and details become social
gests that illustrate mechanisms of class suppression. (Here we use the word
gest to translate Brecht’s term gestus, following John Willett’s translation of
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Brecht’s theoretical writings.) Through these devices that defamiliarize history,
Schlondorff achieves a remarkable synthesis between a pointed rhetorical mes-
sage and poetic techniques that impressively support it.

The film’s title refers not to an outstanding hero or single protagonist but
to the people of Kombach—father and sons, family and extended family, and
nameless social participants like scribe, gooseherd, pastor, and soldier.
Characters whom Schléndorff does not immediately signify as types from their
names—as with Bauer (farmer or peasant), Acker (acre), and David (Jew)—he
identifies as representative in other ways. For instance, consider the scene in
which Heinrich Geiz depressedly drags himself home after the peasant gang’s
third failed attempt to seize the ducal equivalent of the Wells Fargo money
coach. In fact, the group had almost attacked an empty coach. At that very
moment, the voice-over commentary metamorphoses Geiz from an individual
into a representative of his social class. The voice informs us how one-tenth of
the population of Hesse, the German state encompassing Kombach, had emi-
grated to the New World during the nineteenth century. We learn that entire
towns had migrated. In this way, the commentary places character, narrative,
and context in a precise historic context.

The film offers additional levels of commentary. Characters from within the
narrative provide observations that work in counterpoint to the enacted story.
As peddler David Briel wanders, in the penultimate scene, from the foggy back-
ground to the forefront of the frame, he articulates his analysis of the German
peasantry. Both the objective voice-over that unifies the film and the peddler’s
commentary frustrate the viewer’s expectations about conventional film prac-
tice. The first voice is female, in direct opposition to the tradition of the male
“voice of God” found in the standard documentary. The second speaker’s com-
ments begin as what seems to be a voice-over. Only as Briel nears the camera do
we see his lips moving. As his image grows from a tiny dot to a near close-up,
his voice hovers throughout at the same strong volume. Schléndorff both vio-
lates traditional sound perspective and the canon of realism that holds that such
a character would not say those words aloud to himself.

Just as Schlondorff employs verbal commentaries that are somewhat jarring
in their use of unfamiliar or inappropriate elements, the director deliberately
uses music that is out of character with the images. The syncopated beat that
accompanies even the initial run of the peasants through the forest originates
from an entirely different zeitgeist than that of the early nineteenth century. On
occasion, the score is ironic, as in the scene in which the “successful” robbers run
gleefully into the valley, accompanied by musical motifs whose excessive lyri-
cism reflects for the audience the unsophisticated innocence of the characters.

Even where the director had planned to place less anachronistic music, he
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was thinking, as he planned his original script, of music by Hanns Eisler,
Brecht’s longtime musical collaborator whose film scores have featured spare,
dissonant orchestrations that often jar with the images they accompany
(Schléndorff, Der plotzliche Filmtexte 41). Instead he worked with Klaus
Doldinger, a prominent jazz clarinetist whose film scores became a standard
feature in productions of the New German Cinema, including Schléndorft’s
previous Baal.

Such counterpoint among image, score, and verbal commentary achieves
what Brecht termed separation of elements. The filmmaker creates a similar
effect of defamiliarization or alienation by comparing and contrasting images
from different time frames, breaking, as Brecht often did, any strict unity of
time. With the film’s opening shots, the spectators view several minutes of the
final execution of the robbery, although what viewers have seen will not be
clear to them until much later in the film. The first half of Kombach uses a musi-
cal structure in which each false start to the robbery repeats a similar situation
with a different variation. Each variation tells us something more about the
peasants’ naiveté and ineptitude in a way that dampens any real suspense
about the ultimate outcome. Time elements are further manipulated when, at
the end of the film, viewers hear, from the voice of the female commentator, a
description of the peasants” execution before the condemned quartet arrives
at the site of their beheading. Peddler David Briel, moreover, in his early-nine-
teenth-century hymn to America, praises New World cities and states before
they were even settled. One recognizes temporal shifts that play with and
deconstruct conventional narrative time.

Commentary and achronology, music and sound track become separated
and polarized signifiers in the Kombach film. This fundamentally dialectic
method applies as well to equally complex strategies of quotation and cul-
tural reference in the film. We shall see how quotation, whether from sayings,
popular tradition, or literary works, is drawn into the dialectic as part of the
tactic of Bezweiflung, literally “doubt production.” This technique goes a step
beyond irony in both making a statement and subverting it. We can see this
technique in the simple and folksy opening illustration of the idyllic church and
village that overlies the credits. Schlondorff establishes a pastoral ideal, only to
have the audience watch it dissolve under scrutiny.

A Critique of Heimat Idealization

Schlondorff also accomplishes this dissolving of the pastoral ideal by refer-
ring to genre elements and then undermining their traditional operation.
Obvious models for the director include the Western, the Heimatfilm, and per-
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haps the tradition of the caper film in which a crew of disparate types works
together to pull off a heist, only to see their success disintegrate after the big
job. Indeed, Schlondorff himself in an interview acknowledged in Kombach
aspects of the Western, emphasizing, however, not a “folkloristic” Western
but a “dialectic (and didactic) one” (Schlondorff, “Entretien” Cinéma 139). As
a variant on the Heimatfilm, Kombach becomes the major representative of a new
genre, sometimes referred to as the anti-Heimatfilm, already mentioned in the
Michael Kohlhaas chapter.

Like Brecht, Schléndorff displays skepticism and opposition against exist-
ing clichés about Heimat in general and the countryside in particular—clichés
that arose with the industrialization of the nineteenth century. On behalf of the
new Volksstiick—a genre of play that focuses on popular subject matter, empha-
sizing country life—Brecht raised the “call for a new realistic art”
(“Anmerkungen” 119). He himself responded to his own theoretical call in
poems such as “Der Bauer kiimmert sich um seinen Acker” (“The Peasant’s
Concern Is with His Field”; Poems 212—-13) and his play from the 1940s, Master
Puntila and His Servant Matti (Herr Puntila und sein Knecht Matti). His poem “Die
Literatur wird durchforscht werden” (“Literature Will Be Scrutinized”)
applauds

Those who reported the sufferings of the lowly
With Art. In the noble words
Formerly reserved
For the adulation of kings.
(Poems 344, trans. Patrick Bridgwater)

This politicizing of attitudes toward provincial life is a progressive tradition
initiated in German literature by early-nineteenth-century German dramatist
Georg Biichner. Kombach takes a bow toward Biichner as well as to Brecht in a
number of quotes and shared motifs. In Schléndorff’s Kombach, as in Biichner’s
Woyzeck, a commoner soldier lives in abject misery and is too poor to afford
marriage and thus legitimize his bastard child. Schléndorff’s soldier Geiz, dis-
missing the need for religious ceremony, employs Woyzeck’s very words,
“Dear God will not examine the worm for whether the ‘Amen’ was said over
it before we made it.” In addition, many of peddler David Briel’s lines are
adapted from Biichner’s play. Other phrasings and plot developments, such as
the one whereby compliant peasant informers turn in their rebellious peers,
relate the film to “The Hessian Country Messenger,” a pamphlet authored by
Biichner jointly with his fellow revolutionary, Ludwig Weidig (Schlondorff and
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von Trotta, Video interview). Hesse is the region where both Biichner and the
film’s peasants undertook their revolts. Darmstadt, Biichner’s hometown,
houses the court of the film. Kombach finally shares Biichner’s insights into the
conservatism of Central Europeans and particularly of German peasants who
appear incapable of genuine revolution.

In his film, Schléndorff’s strategy is to attack folklore and edifying literature.
He confronts stereotypes with an empirical perception of reality, thereby rais-
ing questions and doubt in the viewer. The young maid guarding the geese,
for instance, insists on prospects for her future with, “I have been told many sto-
ries of how a gooseherd became a queen.” Ludwig Acker deflates such expec-
tations, pointing out how her current job has lowered her status permanently
and predestines her for a life of low wages and imperious treatment. While seek-
ing refuge from an unexpected rain shower, the same goose-girl elsewhere tells
Acker that in a May rain one should make a wish. He counters: “I know a wish,
with which one can fulfill all one’s desires.” An abrupt cut promptly produces
the image of the ducal money coach on the screen. In a dialectic structure, the
film presents a hard reality that is antithetical to folkways and superstition.

Schléndorff similarly attacks the type of literature that has historically
enforced social conformism and affirmed the dominant ideology. The people
of Kombach are bombarded with pious readings and verses that misrepresent
their social reality. Examples include an excerpt from Jeremias Gotthelf’s moral-
istic story “The Broommaker of Rychiswyl,” Bible passages, quotations from
Luther, and last but not least, Christian Fiirchtegott Gellert’s verses entitled
“Contentment with One’s Own Status” (269—70). A young, wreath-crowned girl
recites at soldier Geiz’s wedding: “Never does status, never do goods/Present
man with satisfaction. The true calm of the mind/Is virtue and self-sufficiency”
(269). The early-nineteenth-century country reality of Kombach, where
Heinrich Geiz is unable to marry without the money from the robbery, speaks
a different language. Schléndorff thus combines criticism of both Heimat clichés
and proestablishment verse making with an understanding of the economic
realities of historical country life.

America: A Utopia or a Nonalternative?

If Kombach deconstructs the idealized Heimat idyll and deflates literary stereo-
types, in the same manner it also undermines the utopian image of America.
During the economic depression of the early nineteenth century, suffering
craftsmen and populations in the countryside began to view the New World as
the way out; waves of emigration established a panacea to domestic problems
for Germans. Even among German intellectuals of the 1960s there was a ten-
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dency to focus attentions abroad, in this case on Third World problems, rather
than at home. In response, other intellectuals, novelist Giinter Grass in the fore-
front, rallied to the cry of “hiergeblieben” or “Let’s remain here and solve our
problems at home” (Grass, Uber das 218; Brode 122). Can Kombach then be seen
as incorporating this very message about the lack of focus on domestic prob-
lems? Does Schléndorff in 1970 anticipate the broken U.S. image of Werner
Herzog's 1977 Stroszek and Wim Wenders’s The American Friend (Der amerikanis-
che Freund, 1977) and The State of Things (1982)?

At any rate, the New World initially assumes fairy tale-like traits in the eyes
of the Kombach peasants; this image is later placed on a more realistic and lim-
ited footing. In a forest scene, David Briel reads an emigrant’s letter to his
coconspirators:

Here in America milk and honey are flowing. . . . Swarms of bees can be found in
abundance in hollow trees. Buffaloes stick their heads into windows . . . and only
await to be shot. The peasant can share being master here. We drink more coffee
and wine than you do water.

The United States are transformed into a sheer fairy-tale America, a location
comparable to that in the German story of Schlaraffenland, a fantasy place in
which all desires for food and drink are effortlessly satisfied. The film'’s peas-
ants frequently intone the 1832 emigration song “Wir ziehen nach Amerika” or
“We Are Moving to America” (Verleih Neue Filmkunst 6—7). This song claims
that in the United States:

Potatoes aplenty, like marzipan,

Three bushels ripening on every twig.

Coffee grows on each shrub . . .

The Turkish wheat is healthy

With the head often weighing up to ten pounds
The largest carps known

One catches there with bare hands.

(6)

In response to the fanciful hyperbole of the letter, one of David Briel’s con-
spirators objects that “paper is patient,” meaning that one can write falsities on
it. Fairy tale elements, then, also draw contradictions and protests.

Similarly, in the period around 1970, when the film was released, Central
European society showed little inclination to continue its idealization of the
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United States as it had done during the immediate post-World War and
Kennedy eras. America could offer no real solution to the internal German
problems that Schléndorff addressed—neither those of the peasants of
Kombach nor of the filmmaker’s contemporaries. Schlondorff evidently
wanted to communicate his conviction that one has to change a society that
allows its own members to suffer like the peasants in Kombach. In this light,
America can only present an individual way out that fails to reform Kombach.
Without a change of consciousness among the oppressed classes, Kombach ulti-
mately implies, there can be no change of the human condition. By contrast to
the peasants, David Briel is more open-minded and flexible and can therefore
escape. His success, however, is that of an individual rather than a society.

Internalization of Authoritarian Ideology

We have seen how by typing characters, establishing multiple layers of com-
mentary, and citing cultural and literary texts, Schlondorff applies Brechtian the-
ory to his subject. Let us consider a fourth technique whereby Schlondorff uses
small details of human behavior to explain why the Kombach rebellion is
choked. Schléndorff employs the Brechtian performance tactic of the social gest,
that is, the use of significant statements, postures, gestures, or facial expressions
to designate class relations (Brecht on Theatre 104-5, 139). (See illustration 12.)
The very first dialogue within the film is a classic example of this strategy. The
audience sees the character Jacob Geiz, a day laborer, cutting the grass of the
postmaster with a scythe. Looking on, the boss criticizes Geiz for leaving the
grass too long and is unimpressed when his worker explains that cutting it
shorter would risk damaging his tool. In a single scene, Schléndorff encapsu-
lates the social relations that drive his narrative, one of poor men in a double-
bind situation that drives them to criminal activity. In the conversation that
immediately follows the grass-cutting scene, David Briel proposes attacking the
coach to Jacob Geiz. The first scene motivates the second: suppression by the
empowered classes makes violence against them appealing to those oppressed.
Most striking in the Briel-Geiz conversation is the almost total lack of affect in
the actors’ delivery of their lines, an approach that initially seems stylized and
even mannered. As the narrative develops and Schlondorff repeats these tactics
of gestic scene construction and emotion-free performance, we come to under-
stand these as devices to further produce audience reactions that run against the
grain of both the character’s feelings and conventional dramatic expectations.
Such social gests further demonstrate mechanisms of oppression like author-
itarian conditioning, nonemancipatory teaching and Lutheranism. During the
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12. The Sudden Wealth of the Poor People of Kombach. A robber turned would-be aristo-
crat and a peasant, whose respective styles of clothing highlight the arbitrary nature of
class distinctions. Photo: Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

first robbery attempt, the conspirators stand ready in ambush . . . and the
money cart passes unmolested. The conspirators fail because they await the sig-
nal of father Geiz to attack in accordance with their patriarchal upbringing. Yet
he, himself accustomed to being an underling, likewise awaited the command
of a higher-up. Father Geiz, like pastor, judge, and duke, remains one cog in the
wheel of the authoritarian system.

The rural pedagogy is another significant cog in the mechanism of sup-
pression. The countryside instruction of the children takes place at the foot of
Geiz’s hillside field. Geiz and his kin are cultivating their acre with extreme
strain. The ground is so barren, rocky, and hilly that daughter and son-in-law
must join the bony family cow in pulling the plow. In the same scene, the vil-
lage teacher is drilling the students by rote in the verses of the medieval epic
Meier Helmbrecht. As the class gets to the line “For many a fair lady . . ./Thanks
her beauty to your work,” we see the face of the wrinkled, worn-out Mrs. Geiz
passing more closely in front of the camera. The scene mixes quotation with
social gest, which confronts the edifying literature with the serfs’ reality.
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Juxtaposed with the peasants” misery, Schlondorft’s presentation of the ped-
agogical drill appears cynical to twentieth-century viewers, stirring up their
criticism, protest, and resistance. In terms of Brechtian aesthetics, the approach
here is one of working against the grain of conventional psychological identi-
fication, of trying to stimulate in the audience emotions counter to those expe-
rienced by the characters. An appeal for humanity and against injustice arises
in the spectator who watches these human beings become degraded to func-
tion as beasts of burden and, what is more, degrade themselves by accepting
their situation as right and appropriate.

This against-the-grain mode of presentation reveals sociopolitical injus-
tice; it visually demonstrates the cruel internalization process that holds
together an undemocratic order. In the hillside classroom scene, Schléndorff
illustrates this internalization procedure with children. In the more physi-
cally brutal incarceration scenes, he demonstrates it among adults. In the
dungeon, when Heinrich Geiz rejects the pastor’s communion because it
affirms the feudal system’s “justice,” Jacob Geiz and Ludwig Acker hold
down their coprisoner. Father Geiz attempts to beat him into submission.
In a moment of black comedy, the torturers compete to outdo one another in
praise of a social and religious system that allows them to suffer in extremis.
The observant viewer understands that the more vehemently Jacob Geiz and
Acker repent, the more they deny their real humanity in response to religious
and authoritarian brainwashing. The ultimate irony is that their compli-
ance in no way affects the final outcome: all four men will die anyway. (See
illustration 13.) Only the soldier Heinrich Geiz maintains any consciousness
of the injustices the feudal order has inflicted on them. The subjects have
been taxed to the bone to provide a splendid marriage ceremony for the
duke’s daughter. Yet if they take some of those funds to improve their lives
or to allow Heinrich Geiz to marry his common-law wife, they are doomed
by the system.

The Kombach screen story demonstrates how difficult it has always been for
Germans to effect political change. And Schlondorff clearly wanted to draw
analogies to the situation of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The filmmaker con-
firmed to a French interviewer in 1972:

Don’t forget that in Germany there was no 1789. Later, the endeavor of 1848 did
not push things any further. The Frankfurt School (with Adorno) offered an auda-
cious thesis: the premises of our first revolution were not posited until 1968. What
interests me and numerous young German filmmakers . . . is to know why there
was no revolution in my country after 1789. (“Entretien” Cinéma 139)
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13. The Sudden Wealth of the Poor People of Kombach. The rural rebels on their way to
the execution. Photo: Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

Kombach appropriated the disappointment of the New Left about the restora-
tion of the status quo after 1968. Again, we can see adopted and applied
Brecht’s strategy of “transposing into the past.”

Kombach enjoyed decisive critical success (Munzinger Archiv. 13049).
Respected critics both nationally and internationally appreciated the film as
one of Schlondorff’s best works—a “masterwork,” in Ulrich Kurowski’s eval-
uation (Kurowski, “Junger” 72; Tichy 2: 506; Amiel 136-37). Eric Derobert, in a
1992 sampling of the editors of the French film journal Positif as to the ten best
films ever made, included Kombach in his ranking (“Les 10 films” 27). In 1995,
the editors of the German Reclam Filmklassiker collection of critical reviews
included the film in their canon as among “the most significant examples of the
‘critical Heimatfilm’ produced . . . in the Federal Republic” (Hickethier, “Der
plétzliche” 225). As for broader audience reception, the film attracted an exten-
sive television viewership during a period when German-language films had
problems reaching their audience in the Federal Republic because of a weak
domestic distribution system. Bronnen and Brocher recorded “eleven million
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spectators . . . bordering on a broad mass reception” (79); the “Infratam” rat-
ing, a German counterpart to the Nielsen ratings, recorded a high 29 percent.
Almost a full decade after the film’s German opening, film critic Peter Harcourt
concluded his 1980 American review with, “In its quiet way;, it is an extraordi-
nary film. It deserves to be better known” (63).

The same critic assessed Kombach as “one of the finest examples of a
Brechtian Lehrstiick” (Harcourt 61). However, the film rejects simplistic didac-
ticism. Instead, it adapts an historical chronicle and analyzes the apolitical
stance of oppressed Hessian peasants. It expresses Schlondorff’s sentiments
about the political situation after 1968. Through its presentation by contradic-
tions, it appeals to the viewer s resistance against unjust political conditions. If
it were possible today to ask Brecht whether this early-nineteenth-century story
still held topical interest, the dramatist would surely have answered in the affir-
mative, using the very words he employed to affirm the relevance of his own
popular play Puntila: “Because one does not only learn from the struggle, but
also from the history of struggles” (“Ist ein Stiick” 1175).



The Morals of Ruth Halbfass
and Overnight Stay in Tyrol

olker Schlondorff based his next film, The Morals of Ruth Halbfass (Die Moral

der Ruth Halbfass, 1971), on a rather spectacular murder case that involved
a rich Dusseldorff industrialist’s wife, Minouche Schubert. The case was the
stuff of tabloid newspaper exposés, and to some extent The Morals of Ruth
Halbfass was a calculated attempt by Schléndorff to win over a popular audi-
ence. The movie’s central situation smacks of cliché: a wealthy, superficially
glamorous couple, united in a loveless marriage, tolerate one another’s joy-
less extramarital affairs until attempted murder complicates things. On close
inspection, however, there is a lot more complexity to The Morals of Ruth
Halbfass than immediately meets the eye. Schléndorff uses the movie’s famil-
iar narrative framework as a context in which he makes a number of serious
observations about contemporary German life and culture. He also undercuts
usual genre expectations by using unsympathetic characters whose comport-
ment always keeps the audience conscious of their place in a larger social sys-
tem. Let us examine Ruth Halbfass, and, as a kind of footnote to it, Overnight
Stay in Tyrol (Ubernachtung in Tirol, 1973). This television film from two years
later is perhaps the least significant of Schléndorff’s works but one that shares
with Halbfass a number of similar aesthetic strategies.

The “Trivial” Film

The spirit of Claude Chabrol hangs over both The Morals of Ruth Halbfass and
Overnight Stay in Tyrol. The French director, with his love of contrived plots,
decadent bourgeois settings, caricatured acting, morally ambiguous themes,
and a constantly mobile, probing camera style, had always fascinated the new
German filmmakers. He represents a major connection between the French

100



The Morals of Ruth Halbfass and Overnight Stay in Tyrol 101

New Wave of the 1960s and its later, German counterpart. A number of com-
mentators have immediately suggested affinities between Ruth Halbfass and
Chabrol’s work, with one going so far as to call it the German version of
Chabrol’s La femme infidele (1968), in which a wealthy middle-class husband
murders his wife’s lover (Montaigne).

Not only is Schléndorff’s portrayal of a grotesque, cynical, jaded bourgeoisie
very much similar to Chabrol’s universe, but one can see in Ruth Halbfass an
almost perfect illustration of the ideas the French cinéaste sets forth in his
famous essay “Little Themes.” In “Little Themes,” which Chabrol published in
Cahiers du cinéma in 1959, Chabrol argues that the filmmaker who shapes his
narrative out of familiar, conventional, or everyday elements often stands more
of a chance of producing a work of substance than the filmmaker who chooses
a topic that announces itself as important. A quarrel between neighboring farm-
ers, he suggests, is not by definition a less profound topic than nuclear holo-
caust; rather it is the treatment of a subject that can make a mundane filmic
situation meaningful, or, by contrast, an extraordinary topic banal (Chabrol
73—77). Schlondorff’s own statements about The Morals of Ruth Halbfass reflect
exactly this same attitude. In a newspaper interview following the release of
the film, Schléndorff argued:

The word “trivial” is often overused and misunderstood. People consider those
who commit suicide, for whatever reasons, as trivial, and show in the same breath
Lady Macbeth as a figure of art. The true trivial story doesn’t exist, for Biichner
made a work of art out of a Woyzeck. For me that means that one has to approach
these so-called trivial stories with the same sophistication as those things we con-
sider higher. In this respect the tragedy of industrialism is of more importance
than a classical royal drama. (Lotz)

For all its possible Chabrolian influences, The Morals of Ruth Halbfass is by no
means just a German knockoff of a French product. There is a major differ-
ence between Chabrol’s characters and Schlondorff’s and thus a major differ-
ence between their work. Where Chabrol regards his characters in moral
terms—as good or evil, sincere or hypocritical, loving or selfish—Schlondorff
gravitates toward more solemn social critique. Schléndorff’s is a predominantly
political world rather than a moral one (despite the film's title), and his char-
acters do not so much struggle with questions of conscience or guilt as they are
trapped by an environment that seems to stifle sincerity and pervert whatever
remnants of integrity they may possess. Chabrol’s attitude (as Schléndorft’s
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colleague Rainer Werner Fassbinder has observed) is far more conservative and
religious in that the Frenchman criticizes immorality and hypocrisy within
the social system rather than the system itself (“Insects”). By contrast,
Schlondorff, who saw the newspaper scandal surrounding the Minouche
Schubert trial as something of a witch hunt, has claimed that he means The
Morals of Ruth Halbfass not as a portrayal of the Schubert case but rather as a
demonstration of how a woman like Minouche Schubert is simply a product of
her society (Lotz).

Schlondorff, like Chabrol, uses the conventions of the crime melodrama
but also employs two main techniques to subvert and ironize his material: first,
he deprives us of any conventional identification with the film’s characters,
emphasizing instead environment over characterization in a way that suggests
the two are totally indissoluble; second, he toys with parody throughout,
undermining certain conventions even while he uses them. The end result is a
film in which every action in some way resembles a Brechtian social gest. That
is, gestures in acting become motivated not by internal psychology but rather
by an understanding of that character’s particular place in the economic sys-
tem (Brecht, Brecht on Theatre 104-5, 139).

Unsympathetic Characters, Cluttered Settings

One of the most obvious things about The Morals of Ruth Halbfass is that there
is no one in the film with whom we sympathize; no one represents the audi-
ence’s point of view. Everyone’s behavior is essentially selfish, hypocritical, and
cold, devoid of honor, nobility, and even good taste. We are thus denied any
Manichaean pleasure of identifying with one person or another in the narra-
tive’s conflicts. Even the character of the cheated husband, who is more appeal-
ing than any other, is comic and pathetic rather than strong or virtuous.

The Morals of Ruth Halbfass opens with a pastoral interlude in which Franz
Vogelsang (Helmut Griem), a high school teacher of about thirty-five, is read-
ing from Ibsen to his lover, Ruth Halbfass (Senta Berger). The camera pans from
a brook, across grasses, to the lovers sitting under a tree. It is only when the
couple returns to her car that they start to make love, forming an embrace that
is broken when they realize the lateness of the hour and Ruth’s need to get back
to her husband. Schlondorff makes the moment comic, for it is only when
Franz’s hand is right on Ruth’s breast that he notices his watch. Their inter-
rupted lovemaking, which by the conventions of the romantic melodrama
should suggest an almost savage link to nature, takes place instead in the mod-
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ern, mechanized shelter of an automobile. And it is the mechanized nature of
modern life that causes the interruption. In the context of this theme of cor-
rupted nature, Franz’s last name, Vogelsang (“Birdsong”), takes on an ironic
sense, especially given the cheated husband’s love of music.

Just as the peasants of Michael Kohlhaas or The Sudden Wealth of the Poor People
of Kombach are trapped in an oppressive world of poverty and economic
exploitation, the bourgeoisie of The Morals of Ruth Halbfass have unknowingly
imprisoned themselves by accepting the conventions of their own social class
and station. Ruth’s husband, Erich (Peter Ehrlich), had once longed to be a
singer but instead is now the comfortable director of a women’s lingerie factory.
The constant images of women in underclothing that pervade Erich’s office rein-
force a sense of everyone in the film having a hidden, sexualized existence under
the surface. Erich plays, over and over again, recordings by his favorite artist,
Richard Tauber, and spends his evenings at the opera and at concerts. Ruth her-
self, longing for independence, wants to open a combination boutique and art
gallery yet gets the money to do so only on the basis of her husband’s credit rat-
ing. Her lover Franz must depend on Ruth’s money to maintain the kind of
affair that would suit her. They drive her car (she lets him off at a tram station
after their opening tryst); she tries to set him up in an apartment that she pays
for; he ultimately feels too poor to win her total commitment.

Schlondorff’s mise-en-scéne manages to make wealth and elegance seem sti-
fling, trivial, at times even threatening. A heavy iron gate separates Ruth’s
home from the outside world, electronically opening and closing to form a
metaphoric prison whenever one of Schléndorff’s shots of it lingers. The home
itself is filled with overstuffed chairs, Romanesque arches, marble floors, crys-
tal, silver, fine china. (See illustration 14.) Ruth’s hairdresser is in a building
filled with elaborately baroque ornamentation that looks fake and contrived.
Yet the alternative environments Schlondorff proposes are no more inviting.
When Ruth enters her teenage daughter’s room, it is similarly cluttered with
trivial objects; they are simply brighter in color and made of plastic rather than
fine materials. The apartment that she leases for her lover is spare and modern,
with stark white walls. While it avoids the clutter of the other locations, it is in
a sterile, high-rise building and is no less depressing for being in marginally
better taste than the other places.

The emphasis Schléndorff puts on objects, decor, and clutter within Ruth’s
environment links him to a certain tradition of the Hollywood film. Thomas
Elsaesser has described this relation between decor and people in the melo-
dramas of directors like John Cromwell, Douglas Sirk, or Vincente Minnelli:
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14. The Morals of Ruth Halbfass. The title figure (Senta Berger) and her husband (Peter
Ehrlich), surrounded by signs of their wealth. Photo: Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills
Archive.

... the more the setting is filled with objects to which the plot gives symbolic sig-
nificance, the more the characters are enclosed in seemingly ineluctable situations.
Pressure is generated by things crowding in on the characters, life becomes
increasingly cluttered with obstacles and objects that invade the characters’ per-
sonalities, take them over, stand for them, become more real than the human rela-
tions or emotions they were intended to symbolize. (“Tales” 530)

This substitution of objects for human feeling can be seen further in two
scenes between Ruth and Franz. When the lovers first go to the apartment,
Ruth brings champagne but no glasses. The pair exultantly drink the cham-
pagne from their hands, having momentarily found that natural freedom they
have been longing for. A few minutes later Franz chides her for not having
bought sheets for the bed. He can only take so much of the primitive life.
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Possessions become an obstacle to love and spontaneity. During a later argu-
ment in which she declares that she should give up her wealth for him, Franz
goes to an expensive vase and shatters it on the floor to test her commitment.
Her response is to slap him, demonstrating where her priorities still really are.

If the peasants of Kohlhaas or Kombach have no ready way out of their oppres-
sion, Schlondorff offers no way out of that of contemporary Germany either. In
their own respective ways, Ruth Halbfass’s characters look to culture and the
arts for spiritual liberation or escape. By having them do so, Schlondorff over-
lays onto The Morals of Ruth Halbfass a harsh critique of postwar German cul-
ture. In contrasting Franz and Erich and emphasizing Ruth’s choice between
them, Schlondorff suggests a rather unacceptable range of cultural choices.

On the one hand, Erich represents an impotent, outdated, ultimately silly
traditionalism. The weepy, operatic Richard Tauber tunes that Erich plays sug-
gest a sensibility locked in the past, but one is struck by how appropriate a
metaphor they are for the cuckolded husband’s situation. If the full-bodied,
operatic voice suggests passion and masculinity, Erich’s recordings embody a
past masculinity, perhaps his own past masculinity. It is a masculinity linked
not to the world of business, but to the world of art, a world in which Erich can
participate only vicariously. Playing against clichés of both cruel husbands and
fat capitalists, Schlondorff makes Erich relatively sympathetic. He is as trapped
and victimized as either of the other, supposedly more liberated lovers. Erich’s
love of art may be silly, but at least it is sincere, and while he has a mistress,
there is little evidence of unfairness in his relations with Ruth.

By contrast, Franz represents a world of modernist culture, one that rejects
traditional values but one, Schlondorff suggests, that is just as empty in its
effects. For all of Franz’s idealistic citing of Ibsen, he remains entrenched in
comfortable, complacent behavior. Why else indeed would he be attracted to
Ruth? When Ruth furnishes their love nest, she is careful to supply Franz with
his favorite books and records, but one feels that she reduces them simply to
further objects of luxury, simply another kind of furniture. For her there may
indeed be little line of distinction between the boutique and the art gallery.

Franz openly embraces popular culture, remarking in one scene that the rise
of the trivial in art approaches the discovery of truth. According to him, “[t]he
most simple murder mystery treats its readers more as intelligent beings than
an opera. The headline of a boulevard sheet reveals more reality than a drama
by Ibsen.” He is temporarily arrested near the film’s end during a class lecture
on a “trivial” genre of literature, the detective story, an ironically self-referen-
tial touch in a seemingly trivial film.

Schlondorff pointedly emphasizes the way in which the system has cor-
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rupted the world of art and aesthetics. Franz goes to an art dealer to buy a gun;
the dealer has a whole collection of presumably illegal firearms carefully hid-
den among his paintings, sculpture, and antiques. The message is clear; culture
is simply a cover-up for the violence underlying German society. Schléndorff
amplifies this theme in a key scene that follows, one in which Ruth and her hus-
band attend a lecture on contemporary art that Franz is giving. In it, Franz talks
about the relation between modern art and violence in the contemporary
world, arguing that art can give only an abstraction of violence. Making his
audience uncomfortable by carrying a rifle to Ruth, he asks her to shoot at a
balloon that turns out to be filled with red dye. As a kind of happening, a piece
of performance art, the presentation emphasizes for the audience within the
film its own discomfort at seeing even harmless images that suggest violence.

The scene performs two functions for The Morals of Ruth Halbfass. It under-
scores Franz’s hypocrisy, since it reflects the violent murder of the husband that
the art teacher is planning. It also acknowledges, perhaps, Schléndorff’s own
feelings of uncertainty about the efficacy of even his own art to produce social
change. Schléndorff extracts from the scene what might be seen as the ongoing
critique by the left of German culture: Franz’s love of art is no more conse-
quential to his personal life than the love of presumably ennobling classical
music was to the prevention of the atrocities of National Socialism.

On a self-referential level, then, The Morals of Ruth Halbfass presents
Schlondorff’s reflections on this aesthetic tug of war. Erich’s records suggest in
their way a musical analogue to the genre of movie, dealing with passion, infi-
delity, and murder, on which Ruth Halbfass would superficially be modeled. Yet
genuine love or real passion is exactly what Ruth and Franz’s relationship lacks.
The values of a modern world preclude the kind of sincerity that make an
authentically operatic sensibility viable. Schlondorff implicates his own tastes
in this dialectic on aesthetics and character, as his sound track music is in distinct
opposition to Erich’s musical preferences. Sparsely orchestrated and Stravinsky-
like at first, it moves near the end toward more jazzlike rhythms and instruments,
like flute, trumpet, or xylophone. It is music from a 1970s generation that can no
longer respond to romanticism with Erich’s spontaneous pleasure.

That Schlondorff seems aware of the film as a reflection of his own cultural
dilemma is further evident in the character of Ruth’s daughter Aglaia, who
rather mindlessly runs about making home movies of the goings-on about her,
including, it would seem, the incident in which the killer harasses Ruth at her
front gate. Aglaia’s thoughtless filming suggests yet one more unacceptable,
contemporary cultural option, another empty alternative sensibility. Film needs
to be more, Schlondorff implies, than just technological doodling.
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Comic Social Gests

Instead of straightforward storytelling, Schlondorff fills The Morals of Ruth
Halbfass with touches that smack of parody, ambiguity of tone, and the use of
black humor. The opening credit sequence reflects this indirectness. We see a
portrait photograph of Senta Berger enclosed in a cameo-like oval, with smaller
ovals of the two men in her life on either side of her, all set against an old-
fashioned wallpaper pattern. The image both suggests and mocks Ruth’s bour-
geois world and that of the sentimental melodrama. In an early scene in the
film, Erich is swimming in his pool at home. As he gets out, Ruth brings him
his robe, and he awkwardly slips his bathing suit off under it and gives it to
her. The wealthy millionaire momentarily becomes awkward, bumbling, comic,
falsely modest; his wife’s subservience borders on obsequiousness. When Franz
overcomes Ruth sexually on the parlor floor after the vase-breaking incident,
it seems less like a presentation of genuine lust than an ambivalently regurgi-
tated convention of the romantic film of passion.

When Ruth applies to the bank for a loan to start her boutique, she is dressed
in a kind of grotesque variant of formal business clothing—a rather flashy,
black-and-white lady’s suit, worn with a little tie and a white fedora. Similarly,
when the hairdressers (who are the would-be hit men supposedly hired to mur-
der Erich) go to the husband’s office to blackmail him with a check written by
Ruth but given to them by Franz, Erich takes the check from them and throws
them out of the office. The two thugs nonetheless address him deferentially as
“Herr Director” even as they leave.

All of these elements point to a story that is organized around social rela-
tions rather than interpersonal psychology. Almost every action or behavior
in the film relates to the characters’ place in the class system, to aspects of the
general society of which they are a part.

Although The Morals of Ruth Halbfass is not a fully systematic Brechtian film,
one can relate its approach to character and acting to the Brechtian notion of
gestic acting. Selected behaviors show each character to be a type and suggest
his or her place in the economic system. And the actions they perform—Erich’s
being driven to the opera in a chauffeured car; Ruth’s buying books and records
for her love and her assumption that opening a combination boutique and art
gallery will be both good economics and good aesthetics; Franz’s uneasiness
about being seen with Ruth by his students—all point to a specific relation
between culture and money. When we see Ruth has returned to the security of
her husband in the end, the implication is clear: middle-class culture is dictated
by economic freedoms and limitations. Perhaps the only thing that keeps the
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film from being overtly political is that there is no real class struggle: only the
middle class is presented in encased isolation, as a closed system, a dead end.

The closest Schléndorff comes to portraying the proletariat in Ruth Halbfass
is through the characters of the hairdresser Francesco and his sidekick
Bonaparte, the two pseudo-gangsters who ineptly try to exploit Franz, Ruth,
and Erich. Despite their being doubly marked as outcasts from German soci-
ety, being both homosexual and Mediterranean rather than Nordic in back-
ground, their model is clearly to imitate that same society. Like Erich, they
attend the opera, as we see from their presence at the production of the “bour-
geois” Fidelio. “Who's going to pay for the Porsche now?” Bonaparte complains
to Francesco after they have been tossed out of Erich Halbfass’s office. If there
is latent in The Morals of Ruth Halbfass the archetypally Brechtian analogy that
capitalists are like gangsters, Schlondorff extends the analogy to suggest that,
in postwar Germany at least, art professors are also very much like capitalists—
all three are acquisitive, self-interested, self-deluding, and ultimately impotent.

For all its use of genre elements, The Morals of Ruth Halbfass never falls com-
fortably into a single Hollywood category. Its plot elements of murder and
extramarital lust suggest Hitchcock (and Chabrol’s variants of Hitchcock), but
the movie is singularly lacking in suspense and is thematically unconcerned
with issues of guilt, innocence, or personal morality. Its use of decor and its cen-
tral character suggest the traditional “women’s film” melodrama, but we laugh
at rather than weep with its suffering heroine. Where a different sort of direc-
tor might have turned the movie’s main plot elements into a film noir, explor-
ing a moral universe of corruption and evil, Schléndorff largely avoids noir
stylistics: The Morals of Ruth Halbfass is for the most part brightly lit, suburban
rather than urban in setting, and preoccupied with daytime banalities rather
than nighttime intrigue or exoticism.

In this sense we can see The Morals of Ruth Halbfass as a work that both uses
and parodies the codes of familiar film genres. It thus grows out of its prede-
cessors in the French New Wave, such as Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player and
almost all early Godard and Chabrol, not to mention Schléndorff’s own A
Degree of Murder. This semiserious toying with elements of the American crime
melodrama makes The Morals of Ruth Halbfass akin to the early anticinema of
Rainer Werner Fassbinder (in, for example, Gods of the Plague and Whity) or
Wim Wenders (in The Goalie’s Anxiety at the Penalty Kick [Die Angst des Tormanns
beim Elfmeter] ), all similarly made in that same period, 1969—71. All of these
movies have in common an interest on the part of their respective directors in
making movies about filmic conventions, in exploring the structures and sig-
nifying practices of previously established cinema. Ruth Halbfass’s constant self-
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reflexive elements—Aglaia’s home movies, Franz’s discourses on popular cul-
ture, the hairdresser’s references to Michael Caine and Charles Bronson
heroes—all underline the artificial nature of Schléndorff’s efforts. The con-
summate irony of Ruth Halbfass is that the film, derived as it is from a case his-
tory, is Schlondorff’s most synthetic work, in both senses of the word. It both
unites and commingles various cinematic conventions and themes and pro-
vides for a movie that is fully meaningful only in the context of these conven-
tions despite its deliberate comment on social reality.

Schlondorft’s efforts may well have been somewhat too complex to find an
appreciative international audience. The film has had no commercial release
in French- or English-speaking countries, and at least some German critics
have judged it to be a cynical attempt by Schléndorff to go commercial
(Donner, “Himbeerwasser”). Even critic Rainer Lewandowski, who clearly
understands what Schlondorff is trying to do, finds the movie unsuccessful.
He writes

It was Schlondorff’s objective to ‘ironize’ trivial film with the means of the trivial
film genre. It does not become clear, however, where he wanted to reveal the
known clichés, and where he fell for them, i.e., where did the cliché prove to be
stronger and more resistant against the means of irony than he thought?
Schlondorff does not succeed in getting beyond his take-off. . . . [T]he ironic pos-
tulation of the Josef Schmidt lied “Es wird im Leben” is too little because it only
described the situation that is to be commented on, but does not exaggerate it. . . .
What remains is a trivial film, even as an art form. (139)

One might argue instead that Lewandowski misses the point or that
Schléndorff has been a bit too subtle for his tastes. For The Morals of Ruth
Halbfass is a little film with an archetypally Chabrolian “little theme,” one that
need not obviously hammer home its ironies to quality as significant. While
Ruth Halbfass is not one of Schlondorff’s most famous films, it is one of his most
precisely structured, careful works, in which every element works to support
a coherent whole. As such, it may be no less substantive than the director’s later
attempts to tackle “big themes”—terrorism, police brutality, fascism, nuclear
war. Schlondorff subverts a conventional crime melodrama by making all of
the characters grotesque or ugly, by presenting all of their actions ambiguously,
by connecting every element of the film to a carefully constructed discourse on
the relation between wealth and art. A story of presumably passionate love, The
Morals of Ruth Halbfass is a movie based almost entirely on artifice and con-
trivance. Its virtues lie not in its realism, but rather in its caustic critique of a
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society whose values—about family, culture, love—have all become perverted
and mechanical.

Overnight Stay in Tyrol

Schléndorff was to use many of the strategies of Ruth Halbfass once more in
Overnight Stay in Tyrol, a made-for-television film for which, after the hiatus of
A Free Woman, he collaborated again with Peter Hamm on the scenario. What
Ruth Halbfass was to the crime thriller, Overnight Stay tries to be to the
Heimatfilm, a parodistic deconstruction of conventions and stock characters.

Overnight Stay’s narrative involves a group of five upper-middle-class trav-
elers who, due to a car accident, are forced to spend time in an isolated alpine
village. Both the tourists and the villagers are clichés. Among the former are a
doctor (Reinhard Hauff) and a wife (Margarethe von Trotta) whose marriage is
threatened by boredom and failure of communication; their son seems like an
accessory, like the BMW the physician has managed to strand on a precipice.
Along with them is an equally vacuous, uncommitted couple, a photographer
and a model. In the village these five meet characters who are unreformed
Heimatfilm archetypes: the drunken schoolteacher, the innkeeper’s wife, card
players, and village idiots. They also encounter Strupp, a philosophy-spewing
painter specializing in avalanche scenes—and an apparent parody of the cen-
tral figure of Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard’s novel Frost (1963)—who tries
to seduce and eventually rapes the physician’s wife.

After the strong feminist statement of A Free Woman, Overnight Stay seems
like a temporary step backward into a narrative in which women are not that
important and rape is no big deal. In terms of content, it is difficult to sense
exactly what Schlondorff and Hamm are getting at, with both city values and
country values equally hypocritical. On a formal level, Schlondorff’s most
interesting idea is the construction of the story around a series of mistaken per-
ceptions. We see this when the physician’s wife, thinking her husband dead,
mistakes him for a ghost or when both she and other characters assume that a
corpse found near the church is her missing husband, when it is really the
schoolteacher.

This kind of humor tends toward the blunt and deadpan, and it was perhaps
due to the presence of Herbert Achternbusch in the role of the teacher.
Achternbusch, a Bavarian writer and dramatist of idiosyncratic and highly
metaphoric comic tales, here initiated a comic film persona that he continued
immediately after Overnight Stay with The Andechs Feeling mentioned earlier.
This 1974 Achternbusch film was the first of a series of self-devised clownlike
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screen vehicles for himself, which established him as a filmmaker in his own
right. It was produced by Schlondorft’s Bioskop. In it, Achternbusch used him-
self, von Trotta, and Hauff as his leads, the same performers as in Overnight
Stay, and he continued, indeed with much more success than Schlondorff, in
this mode of parodying Heimatfilm conventions.

Although Overnight Stay in Tyrol is undoubtedly Schléondorft’s least well
known film, it was successful in achieving a television audience share of 53 per-
cent for ARD, then West Germany’s largest network (Infratam). It was coolly
received by the majority of critics and has since fallen into oblivion.



A Free Woman

t first glance, A Free Woman (Strohfeuer, 1972) represents a definite break

from Schléndorft’s earlier work. At least superficially, it is his most opti-
mistic, upbeat movie up to this time, one that constantly tries to please the audi-
ence by being genial and ingratiating. This optimism is due to its main character,
Elisabeth, who is so different from Schlondorff’s other main characters from the
preceding period. Unlike Baal or Ruth Halbfass, she is likeable; unlike Torless,
she tends to be active rather than passive; unlike Michael Kohlhaas or the poor
people of Kombach, she does not fail completely. Stylistically, A Free Woman is
much more open and spontaneous than its predecessors, substituting an almost
documentary-like lightness and immediacy for the oppressive, Fritz Lang-like
determinism of the director’s usual mise-en-scene.

A closer look, however, reveals in A Free Woman elements of content, structure,
and style that expand and amplify aspects of Schlondorff’s previous films. As
Marcel Martin has pointed out, Elisabeth is, like all of Schléndorff’s other main
characters, in unsuccessful revolt against the constraints of society (“Feu” 68).
And like The Morals of Ruth Halbfass, A Free Woman achieves much of its substance
and complexity in its examination of contrasting forms of cultural expression.
Like the earlier movie, it contains a pervading message about the interaction
between aesthetic practice and political oppression. And again like Ruth Halbfass,
it can be read two ways—on a straightforward narrative level and on another
that undercuts and questions our first reactions to its more conventionalized ele-
ments. A Free Woman is built around contradictions: a contradictory main char-
acter who both liberates herself and resists her own liberation and a contradictory
dramatic structure that mixes genre sentimentality with ironic self-criticism.

Based on Margarethe von Trotta’s own experiences after the collapse of her
first marriage, A Free Woman shows the difficulties of an attractive, middle-class
woman in trying to succeed on her own. The movie appeared in 1972, when
feminism was still a relatively novel subject and is now clearly one of the key
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works in the emergence of a feminist cinema in the 1970s, both nationally and
internationally. By Schlondorff and von Trotta’s own admission, however, A
Free Woman is not a militant film, and commentators are far from unanimous
in assessing its success as a politically correct portrayal of feminist political
struggle (Schlondorff, “Entretien” Ecran 69.)

AWoman'’s Story, AWomen'’s Film

A Free Woman’s opening shots, of Elisabeth on her motorcycle going to divorce
court, characterize the woman’s situation. She is free and mobile, like her
means of transportation, but the experience is also a bit dangerous and threat-
ening. The cars are larger and more powerful than she, and she clearly needs
to be alert and assertive to get along. In subsequent scenes we see Elisabeth
struggle with a series of new jobs—as a tour guide, in a fur shop, and finally
with an art gallery. We see her confront the problem of getting custody of her
young son. We see her fall in love with and eventually marry an attractive,
kind, sympathetic man. The story is straightforward, simple, and accessible in
a way that makes it an anomalous film among Schléndorff’s, one possibly
shaped as much by the input of his wife, von Trotta, who also plays the lead.

Schlondorff and von Trotta clearly mean Elisabeth to be an exemplary fig-
ure, one intended to illustrate typical problems of women. At the same time,
Elisabeth is clearly not always a positive example. Much of what she does
shows how her efforts to free herself are subverted by her own misjudgment
and lack of political awareness. The filmmakers raise the question, To what
extent is Elisabeth her own worst enemy?

Not particularly trained for the job market, as demonstrated when an
employment counselor asks her about her knowledge of computers or medical
technology—Elisabeth must find a way to use her education and intelligence.
She begins to take singing and tap dance lessons but evidently is only modestly
talented, without much realistic hope of career success as an entertainer. What
is more, her dream of being a star plays right into an image of herself as objec-
tified woman, one appealing to men on the basis of physical qualities like looks
and voice. The first thing she does upon getting her divorce is to buy herself a
rather unflattering wig. We see her fuss with her appearance to impress men,
and Schléndorff’s camera more than once eyes von Trotta’s body less than inno-
cently. In one long take, for example, it travels up her bare legs to her buttocks
and then back down again. How, ultimately, should we feel about Elisabeth’s
frivolous career expectations and complicity with the way a male-dominated
society objectifies women?
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Most questionable from a feminist standpoint is the way in which
Elisabeth resolves the problems in her life by relying on a man, Oskar (Martin
Liittge), to rescue her. By marrying him, Elisabeth no longer need prove that
she can earn a substantive living in order to keep custody of her child, after
she has refused to let mutual friends say damaging things about her ex-hus-
band in the custody hearing. Feminist critic Marjorie Rosen has particularly
objected to the wedding that gives the movie its nominally happy ending,
arguing that

by marrying again she makes a peculiar trade—surrendering her independence,
her most precious freedom, out of disproportionate concern for friends” momen-
tary discomfort. This suggests that her passivity is simply due to ambivalence,
or that at bottom she never wanted the burden of freedom in the first place. (11)

Rosen may well miss the point of the ending, which, while optimistic and
happy in its physical images, undercuts this mood in the song on the sound
track, whose stirring lyrics describe the feelings of an embittered woman who
has been asked all her life to wait for what she wants. The song concludes with
the verse:

Hence I have been a good girl,

as they told me to be, have read a lot,
have avoided violence,

have accomplished nothing and am old.

Schléndorff himself has commented on this ambivalent ending. He argues
that such an ending, which shows how Elisabeth is still manifestly burdened
by existing social structures, is preferable to a militant conclusion in which
Elisabeth would simplistically solve all of her problems by joining in organized
struggle as part of the women’s liberation movement. Rather than suggest
that everything will be all right through either the right-wing fantasy in which
marriage cures all problems or the left-wing fantasy in which political commit-
ment solves everything, Schlondorff offers a pessimistic but purposefully
consciousness-raising end (“Entretien” Ecran 69).

This ending suggests the way in which Schlondorff in A Free Woman carries
on preoccupations and aesthetic strategies similar to those found in Ruth
Halbfass. As Rosen has pointed out, Elisabeth’s rescuer Oskar is a simplistically
drawn, unconvincingly virtuous character. Through him, Schléndorff and von
Trotta play on the conventions of the Hollywood romantic comedy, and indeed
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the filmmakers claim their work to be modeled on the cinema of Ernst Lubitsch
(“Entretien” Ecran 68—69).

In this context we must acknowledge that A Free Woman contains a strong
streak of sentimentality, an element almost totally absent from Schléndorff’s ear-
lier work. Consider, for example, Schléndorff’s use of Stanley Myers’s back-
ground music. Where most Schlondorff films contain scores that tend toward
complexity and ambiguity, A Free Woman'’s background music, apart from its sev-
eral songs, consists of a single lyric melody inserted periodically for dramatic
emphasis. It resembles very closely Michel Legrand’s music for Jean-Luc
Godard’s My Life to Live (Vivre sa vie, 1962) and Band of Outsiders or Georges
Delerue’s theme for Frangois Truffaut’s The Soft Skin (La peau douce, 1964).
Schlondorff uses short bursts of a pleasant, slightly wistful tune to underline
selected scenes. The first introductions of this theme in A Free Woman are for
piano. The theme pops up orchestrated for strings, milking even more sentiment
from it, at a key dramatic moment in which the husband forces Elizabeth to
return her son to his father’s home. Only at the end of the film, when the harsh
words of the song betray the filmmakers’ true feelings, does Schléndorff turn this
melodrama into irony, allowing us to put the sentimentality into perspective.

In terms of emotional response and the manipulation of sentiment, A Free
Woman was Schlondorff’s most calculated and atypical film to date. Our strong
identification with Elisabeth, our enjoyment of her successes, makes her hus-
band’s inflexibility about child custody all the more intolerable to us. The film’s
two emotions feed one another; our joy at seeing Elisabeth’s moments of
strength and assertiveness only intensifies our anger at the obstacles that
remain for her. The tension of her repeated difficulties collects and is released
through her inevitable anger—particularly in the scene in which she calls for
her husband at his office and proceeds to beat him in a furious outburst. This
release of anger, in turn, immediately precedes the “happy” ending. A Free
Woman partakes of the rise and fall of emotional temperature so characteristic
of domestic melodrama.

Gender Aesthetics and Politics

In other words, Schléndorff and von Trotta construct A Free Woman in a way
that allows us to enjoy its comic, conventionalized, and sentimental aspects
even while the filmmakers critique some of these same conventions and modes
of representation. A Free Woman thus contains an important subtext about the
relationships among art, work, and culture and particularly about men’s dom-
ination of the world of aesthetics.
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While nothing comes directly out of Elisabeth’s singing and dancing lessons,
they demonstrate an authentic sensitivity to art that probably went undevel-
oped during her marriage. She receives somewhat more encouragement from
her dancing instructor than her singing teacher, though even the former tells
her it will be two years before she is really in shape. It is clear to the audience
from what we hear that her voice is far more suited to her rendition of “I Can’t
Give You Anything but Love” than a Mahler lied. The contrast in this scene
between the pop song and Mahler, between popular culture and established
culture, sets up an opposition that the film carries through systematically.

The movie constantly suggests that established artistic institutions are male
dominated. Both Elisabeth’s husband and her new lover work in publishing,
for example, and early in the film she and her husband have a fight about
which of their books she can take with her. He wins: the man who controls the
books controls the culture.

The scene that in Schléndorff’s eyes sums up the theme of the movie,
although it is not terribly relevant to the narrative, shows Elisabeth accompa-
nying Konrad Farner, an art historian who plays himself in the work, to the Alte
Pinakothek, Munich’s renowned art museum (Even 13). In talking to her about
the paintings, Farner describes how the portrayal of women has changed from
the idealization of early Christian art, an idealization linked to subservience
to men, to erotic objectification in later, more secular painting. (See illustration
15.) Men have thus for centuries dominated images of women. This same art
historian, for all his seeming political awareness, admonishes Elisabeth, as they
say good-bye, to stay pretty.

The scene takes on a number of meanings. The art historian suggests, per-
haps, von Trotta’s own father, who was a painter. Indeed, at one point Elisabeth
affectionately tells him that she would love to have had a father like him (a
statement that takes on added resonance if one is aware that von Trotta’s father
never married her mother). Through this sequence, Schléndorff links his film
to a tradition of German critical thought by choosing Farner, a Marxist exiled
in Switzerland since 1923, noted for his defense of Bertolt Brecht against the
Stalinist critiques of Georg Lukacs. The sequence ultimately asks, How does
one go from theory to practice? What images of women must replace those that
oppress either by misplaced idealization or eroticization? How can women suc-
ceed in their struggle when even politically aware men can’t avoid being part-
ner to a culture of sexism?

In contrast to all the men around her—her husband, Oskar, Farner, the art
gallery owner, a cello-playing former boyfriend with whom she considers
trumping up a false paternity claim—Elisabeth is clearly a creature of popular
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15. A Free Woman. Art historian Farner suggesting to Sophie (Margarethe von Trotta)
that images of women have traditionally been dominated by men. Photo: Deutsches
Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

culture. She sings popular music better than classical and tap-dances better
than she sings, and this affection for the popular seems to put her in touch with
other women in the film. At the dance school, another of the students, a rather
young girl, talks of her desire to imitate Joan Crawford and go on to become a
big star. The suggestion is clear: Hollywood has offered more appealing images
of women and more cause for optimism for women than more supposedly
respectable forms of art. But the trade-off is also clear: one must pay for
Hollywood'’s brand of strength and assertiveness by accepting conventional,
sex-object models of behavior.

In the movie’s only major fantasy sequence, Elisabeth imagines Oskar com-
ing into the fur shop in which she is at the moment working. He rejects all of
the glamorous models in their furs in favor of her, picking her out, Cinderella-
style, from a corner. The scene turns into a pseudolavish musical comedy num-
ber, with Elisabeth singing the lead. The scene merges Elisabeth’s dreams, for
both her personal and her professional life. The sequence shows Schléndorff’s
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technical skill to great advantage, for although the scene conveys a pleasing
sense of mobility and kinesthetic appeal, it is actually shot rather simply,
obtaining its dynamism from a series of carefully edited rack focus shots rather
than any elaborate camera movement. If the film is indeed an autobiographi-
cal one for von Trotta, the sequence becomes a celebration of A Free Woman's
itself being a fulfillment of dreams. Von Trotta has become a movie star in a film
based on her own life.

In two other places in the film, the actress sings songs on the sound track:
during the romantic interlude in Italy with Oskar and at the end of the movie
during the wedding. Noteworthy about these musical numbers is that von
Trotta sings charmingly but hardly perfectly. Her vocal gifts are for spontane-
ity, sincerity, and warmth rather than precision, polish, or complexity. In the
system of oppositions the movie sets up, this emotion is where Elisabeth’s tal-
ents may well lie. We see her encouraging her son with painting and with learn-
ing to play the piano. Such encouragement and the love of aesthetic values it
embodies may be as important to the cultural life of a society as formal pro-
fessional achievement.

Seen in this light, Elisabeth’s seemingly impractical stabs at a show business
career suggest an extremely positive side of her personality: she has the
strength to hold out for a job that is rewarding, fun, nonalienating. In this con-
text, her presence at a secretarial school near the end has an ominous ring to
it: is it a step forward in her maturing or a compromise, like her marriage may
be, toward conformity?

Schléndorff himself, in commenting on the way in which A Free Woman was
shot, as a collaborative effort in which performers and technicians both had
input into the work, has said, “Filmmaking should be a non-alienating trade.
Since it is a hand craft, one can achieve this more easily than on an automobile
assembly line” (Even 13). Elisabeth’s forms of expression—imperfect, sponta-
neous, personal, popular—suggest an alternative, childlike, nonalienating prac-
tice of art. They suggest art made not as a commodity but for personal pleasure,
a form of work that becomes a protest against the restrictions of a postindus-
trialist culture.

Elisabeth’s success at her art gallery job is due directly to her knowledge of
Italian, since she becomes important to her boss as an interpreter. A Free Woman
plays consciously on the stereotyped perception of Italians as spontaneous,
open, sincere—exactly the qualities Elisabeth possesses. Appropriately, then,
the romance between Elisabeth and Oskar blossoms in Italy. In one shot dur-
ing the Italian episode, the camera looks at an old man riding on a dilapidated,
creaky bicycle, pans with him as he rides, and comes to Oskar’s car parked by
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the side of the road. As the panning continues over into a field, we just barely
see Elisabeth and Oskar, hidden among the flowers of the field, making love.
Italy becomes a place in which Elisabeth can find refuge from an overly rigid
society. The point is ironic, of course, since she has gone to a country in which,
at least according to stereotype, sex roles are more rigidly set than West
Germany. A further irony is that Oskar has come from Germany to rescue
Elisabeth from the sexual harassment of her boss.

Collaborative Dialectics

If one returns to the question of autobiography—and to this opposition
between male-dominated, Germanic, institutionalized, formalized art and
female-oriented, Italianate, spontaneous, popular art—one wonders at the
extent to which Schléndorff and von Trotta are commenting on their own artis-
tic collaboration. In A Free Woman, in Schlondorff’s words, “She acted, I filmed,
but the relationship was one of confidence, not of authority” (Even 13). Von
Trotta’s background as an actress would presumably emphasize those instinc-
tive, affective qualities that much acting embodies; Schléndorff’s inclinations
would lie in the direction of the more rationalist construction of screenplays
and images.

Stylistically, Schléndorff’s camera in A Free Woman seems busier than von
Trotta’s in her later solo films, his editing trickier and tighter. He fills A Free
Woman, for example, with tiny sound overlaps that pull us out of scenes and
into the next ones. At the same time, we can only admire Schléndorft’s clear
recognition that a major strength of A Free Woman lies in von Trotta’s perform-
ance and his skill at never allowing A Free Woman’s camera work or editing to
overshadow the sense of sincerity and spontaneity that von Trotta conveys.
Uncharacteristically for Schlondorff, the shooting of A Free Woman relied heav-
ily on improvisation, and the sequences with the music teacher and with Farner
reportedly are the result of editing down a much larger amount of footage
(Schléndorff, “Entretien” Ecran 69). The final effect, given the film’s calculated
structure, is one of deliberation and conscious thought.

This opposition or tension between “feminine” emotion and “masculine”
intellect is not without its ambiguities. When Elisabeth is leaving her art gallery
job because its seeming lack of security supposedly makes her a poor risk to be
able to support her child, the gallery presents her with a print by the artist Niki
de Saint-Phalle. Konrad Farner comments on the print’s image of woman—
underdeveloped in the head or brain, overdeveloped in the body, heart, and
breasts. It is an image of woman not at all flattering in a feminist context but
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one that has been created by a woman artist herself. Modern art comes in for a
critique in an earlier sequence as well, in Italy, when her boss looks at some
photographic documents of a work of performance art, a semipornographic
happening in which unclothed women are presented in degrading and sub-
servient actions.

A Free Woman works constantly on two levels. On the one hand, it draws
from the personal experience of its makers; on the other, it acknowledges an
awareness that the movie itself is a part of the process of creating images of
women that may contain all manner of ideological content. In his television
film, A Scenario for Passion (Un scénario pour passion, 1982), in which he discusses
principles of script writing and filmmaking, Jean-Luc Godard described all cin-
ema as involving a meeting ground between reality and abstraction. A Free
Woman is consistently animated by this same dialectic made articulate and
manifest, of film images being both recordings of a specific reality and a dis-
course about that reality.

Critical reaction has been almost unanimous in acclaim of Schléndorff and
von Trotta’s success at capturing the surface qualities of Margarethe von
Trotta’s experience. But is the movie a fair abstraction of the problems of mod-
ern women? Schlondorff and von Trotta refer directly to their German title,
Strohfeuer, in a scene in which Elisabeth visits her lawyer. The German title
literally means “straw fire,” and other English translations—the movie was
called Summer Lightning in Britain and the title Flash in the Pan has also been
suggested—come closer to this meaning than the American title, A Free Woman,
does. Elisabeth’s lawyer, herself a woman, compares her struggles for freedom
to a straw fire—a release of energy that will burn quickly and brightly and
fast die out.

Schlondorff and von Trotta leave ambiguous whether we must see
Elisabeth’s efforts as a flash in the pan or as a start on her way to becoming a
free woman. On the one hand, her moves toward conformity near the film’s
end suggest the impossibility of undoing the effects of years of social oppres-
sion. On the other hand, von Trotta’s personal success as a feminist filmmaker
contradicts the semidownbeat ending she has given her fictionalized autobi-
ography. Whether an audience finds this portrayal of Elisabeth’s sometimes
misguided feminist strivings positively realistic or negatively antimilitant, it
cannot deny that the filmmakers have been thoughtful in their approach to the
problems, one that links a specific realist portrayal to questions of how society
should think of and portray women.



Georgina’s Reasons

Schli:')ndorﬂ"s next film, Georgina’s Reasons (Georginas Griinde, 1974) would
appear to be a rather routine television assignment. It is on the surface a
conventional, rather straightforward adaptation of a story by Henry James
made as part of a series of five James adaptations coproduced for French and
German television, with the other episodes directed by Claude Chabrol, Paul
Seban, and Tony Scott (Appel). Schléndorff worked from a script by Peter
Adler, but on close inspection one sees that Georgina’s Reasons picks up two
major motifs that run through Schléndorff’s other work: the impossibility of
love in a society that offers too many constraints and the problem of being a
free-minded woman in that same repressive society. In adapting this Henry
James story to television, Schlondorff has deliberately turned a detached, third-
person narrative into a subjective, first-person drama. He has, either by instinct
or design, created a work in which the patterns of his mise-en-scéne duplicate
for the television viewer the patterns of looking and desire that operate within
his own fictional narrative. In portraying a man’s desire to possess an unre-
sponsive woman, Schlondorff employs mechanisms of voyeurism, of a male
gaze directed at an idealized woman, to create a visual analogue to the char-
acter’s internal state. In giving a story of female resistance an uncomprehend-
ing male point of view, he strengthens the woman’s mystery and power. At the
same time, this treatment may become problematic from a feminist viewpoint,
in its adoption of strategies similar to those of patriarchal traditional cinema.

Georgina’s Reasons is the story of a young woman from a good New York
family who marries a young naval officer, Raymond Benyon (Joachim
Bissmeyer), against the will of her parents. Georgina Gressie (Edith Clever)
keeps the marriage a secret and makes her husband swear not to reveal the
marriage until she permits. She has a child, which she goes to Italy to deliver,
still keeping the marriage from her family. After virtually abandoning her baby,
she marries again but still refuses to free her first husband to remarry legally.
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Inversion of Victorian Conventions

Set in the nineteenth century, the movie relates to Schléndorff’s earlier work in
raising issues about the emancipation of women, but for both James and
Schlondorff the title Georgina’s Reasons is clearly ironic. We never learn
Georgina’s reasons directly, and the movie’s fiction is perhaps best seen as a
deliberate reversal of the conventional Victorian narrative (seen in one of its
most famous variants in D. W. Griffith’s Way Down East) whereby the man
exploits a woman, impregnates her, then walks out on her and the child. Here
it is the woman who uses the man, becomes pregnant, then walks out on both
father and baby. Georgina reverses the traditional double standard; the film
becomes a kind of antigenre film. Schléndorff uses this antigenre structure to
suggest that Georgina, like so many other Schlondorff heroines, is a woman
whose odd behaviors arise out of the conditions of the society in which she
lives. Her unarticulated reasons are ultimately political and feminist.

Despite its deceptive simplicity, Georgina’s Reasons is not simply an imper-
sonal, academic literary adaptation. Rather, it reveals Schléndorff’s under-
standing of those qualities in the original story that make it highly suitable to
visualization. Georgina’s Reasons explores the ability of the filmic medium both
to reveal and conceal the interior thoughts and feelings of characters. The
movie opens to us Benyon’s thoughts and feelings while we at the same time
share his ability to read Georgina’s internal motives for her externally eccentric
behavior. As Schlondorff constructs the film, the actress who plays Georgina,
Edith Clever, becomes an object of our fascination and admiration. Much as
Benyon has done, we scrutinize her beauty and try to decipher her motivations.
Georgina’s Reasons is a film about sexual frustration, about Benyon'’s desire for
Georgina and his inability to fulfill it, and about his inability to remarry and so
fulfill any sexual desire. Benyon’s frustration becomes analogous to the way in
which the audience is both tantalized by Edith Clever’s beauty and similarly
can neither act on it nor even fully understand the reasons for the fascination.
(See illustration 16.)

Schlondorff is faithful to the events of James’s narrative. Shifts of point of
view, tone, emphasis, and detail, however, make the filmmaker’s visualization
a significantly different work. Schléndorff’s most striking departure is his use
of a flashback structure whereby we first see Benyon at the end of the story
reflecting on events that we are about to see. Schlondorff presents Benyon in
close-ups, talking to himself (but by extension, because he is looking at the cam-
era, to the audience). The director externalizes what would otherwise be an
internal monologue. By using close-ups and frequently cutting back to Benyon
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16. Georgina’s Reasons. The bigamist title figure (Edith Clever) with Captain Benyon,
the narrator (Joachim Bissmeyer). Photo: Deutsches Filmmuseum Fotoarchiv.

talking in the film’s present, Schléndorff allows us to identify all the more with
the man’s point of view: we get to see the past through his eyes. Third-person
narration in James becomes first-person monologue in Schlondorff.

An obvious result of this difference is that Schléndorff strengthens Benyon
as a character. In addition, the filmmaker eliminates the slightly deprecating
qualities James uses to describe him. Schlondorff’s Benyon no longer stutters
and stands a full head taller than Georgina rather than slightly under her. If
James’s tale is more a comedy of manners dissecting nineteenth-century morals
and etiquette, the movie is darker, more personal, more tragic, all as a result
of this shift of point of view. Where the actor who plays Benyon, Joachim
Bissmeyer, is appealingly modest and subdued, the character of Georgina
becomes stronger and more heroic than in James largely through Edith Clever’s
presence as an actress. Schlondorff deemphasizes the story’s minor charac-
ters, like Georgina’s father or Mrs. Portico, the family friend with whom
Georgina goes to Europe, in favor of a more intimate, more direct struggle of
wills between the equally sympathetic Georgina and Benyon.
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A major quality of the close-ups of Benyon narrating is that they exclude
other people from the frame and set up a system whereby for much of the film
there is a separation between an admirer and the woman admired. Apart from
a couple of shots early in the movie, we rarely see Georgina and Benyon
together in the same frame. Those few scenes following the wedding in which
we do see the couple framed together represent short, unpleasant moments of
conflict after the couple has been intimate. Schléndorff’s emphasis on one-shot
close-ups also excludes from the film a strong sense of visual setting or envi-
ronment. In this sense Georgina’s Reasons is a more personalized, more psy-
chological exploration of human sexual relations than works like The Morals of
Ruth Halbfass or A Free Woman. This emphasis may be due to a need to work
within a small television budget, one that would exclude expensive set con-
struction or location shooting. But the end result fully supports the effect of
eroticism Schléndorff has created. Television-style close-ups keep the story
within the realm of intimate personal conflict.

What is more, the Benyon who narrates the movie is a slightly different
Benyon from the one early in the film, in that Schlondorff designates the pas-
sage of time by having him grow a mustache. This changes his image from that
of a somewhat naive young man to that of a sexually mature sea captain.
Schléndorff sets up a system whereby Benyon, like the audience, is removed
from the action of the movie, thus linking Benyon’s desires and our own: the
fulfillment of Benyon’s desire would come, in effect, in our being able to see the
mature Benyon and Georgina together in the frame. The audience senses that
the eventual return of Benyon into the action will be satisfying, for it will
reunite the desired object, Georgina, with a desirer with whom we identify,
Benyon. One suspects this inscription into the film of a male point of view
works the same way for both male and female viewers.

Georgina’s Reasons thus becomes a kind of exercise in perversity; like voyeurs
or fetishists, we take pleasure in a substitute for the real thing. Schléndorff takes
from James a situation in which an idealized woman is both present and unat-
tainable. She is both possessed (married to Benyon) and impossible to possess
(apart from him). The distance between Benyon and Georgina metaphorically
becomes the same separation as that between the audience and Edith Clever.
How appropriate it is, therefore, that Benyon’s rediscovery of Georgina and her
second marriage should come about because of his stumbling across a paint-
ing that looks like her in an Italian museum. The painting is an image, a sub-
stitute. It sparks comments about Georgina from Benyon’s companions, who
do not realize he knows her. The picture, though not of Georgina, is Georgina’s
image, and Benyon contemplates it as a work of art, again like the audience’s
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contemplation of Edith Clever. One wonders indeed whether the image of
Georgina is not more important to Benyon than the reality. The Italian critic
Alberto Cattini describes Schléndorff’s Benyon as a man who “loves not the
true woman, but the idea of woman, and therefore his greater wish to possess
her legally, and abstractly” (84).

Medium-Specific Mise-en-Scéene

The discovery of the painting and the revelations about Georgina’s where-
abouts that result from it lead directly to the climactic scene in the movie in
which Benyon confronts Georgina. He wishes to be freed of his promise, so he
can marry Kate Theory (Margarethe von Trotta), an American woman he has
met in Italy and who has returned to the United States. In this confrontation
Georgina has also matured sexually: Schlondorff gives her the artificial,
Hollywood accoutrements of glamour—a flowing, red, bare-shouldered dress,
bright red lipstick, ostentatious jewelry—that at once idealize her and make her
more unattainable. The filmmaker conflates the mechanisms of Hollywood star
worship with the narrative structure of the unrealizable desire. The star is out
of reach to the audience just as Georgina is unattainable to Benyon.

The confrontation contains an unusual amount of sustained drama for a
Schléndorff film, perhaps because Georgina is one of Schléndorff’s most active
women characters. We get the excitement of potential sexual contact between
the mature Benyon and Georgina, while at the same time that desired contact
never occurs. We get, instead, anger, recrimination, hostility—mnot the desired
emotions but substitute ones that are still expressive, appropriate, and satisfy-
ing to the audience. It is rare in a Schlondorff film from the 1970s to find a scene
with such cathartic follow-through, and the confrontation finally brings
Georgina to tears. The audience’s desires are satisfied, if not quite in the way
anticipated, and much of the encounter has been photographed in two-shots,
allowing us finally to see the former couple together in the frame.

After Georgina’s tears, however, Schlondorff returns in the scene to putting
the characters in single-head close-ups, particularly once her second husband
enters. The state of sexual frustration that has dominated the film returns as an
unresolved problem. After Benyon leaves the house, we get a close-up of
Georgina alone, followed immediately by a close-up of Kate Theory. Theory
stands alone at her sister’s grave, about to be rejected by Benyon, who prefers
to fulfilled love the strict honoring both of his word and the bond of legal mat-
rimony. Schléndorff visually transfers the situation of separation and sexual
frustration from one woman to another. Indeed, in that Kate Theory has pur-
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sued Benyon more aggressively than may have been customary for the time,
Benyon seeks to trade, as one critic has suggested, one emancipated woman for
another (hmb).

Schlondorff has thus constructed Georgina’s Reasons around a system of close-
ups whereby the director opposes single, talking-head shots to more emotion-
ally charged two-shots on which the audience can project feelings of intimacy
and emotional involvement. The critic David Head has argued that the close-
ups of Benyon in which he seems to address the audience directly show a per-
ceptive understanding on Schléndorff’s part of the nature of television as an
individual rather than a communal experience (“West German”). Schléndorff
himself has commented on what he set out to do in Georgina’s Reasons:

This is the way I envision it: one evening an isolated, solitary television viewer (is
there any other kind?) turns on his set and there on the screen sees someone
speaking to him. A man sitting on the deck of a ship in the gray light of morning
raises his head and begins to tell him the story of his life. To be more accurate: he
reflects on his relationships with women, he’s thinking aloud, and the viewer
shares his thoughts and experiences. It is as if he had opened a book and were
having a conversation with the author. Isn’t the experience of watching TV much
more similar to reading a book than going to a play or a movie? (Pflaum, “Adler”)

In the final image of the movie we see Benyon tying his tie (a signifier of
repressing masculine sexuality) and setting sail for sea. These images suggest
a gap between the sexes, between a masculine world of militarism and het-
erosexual deprivation and a feminine world of security and domestic pleasure.
If Schléndorff forgoes direct social criticism here, neither does he suggest that
masculine and feminine psychologies are fixed and unchanging. Rather, the
society creates parameters that limit human behavior or sometimes make it take
surprising forms. Who indeed is more restricted in Georgina’s Reasons—
Georgina, because she has to go to such lengths to live as she wants, or Benyon,
because he allows himself to accept uncritically society’s rules? Rainer
Lewandowski has argued that both of Georgina’s husbands—Benyon, because
he remains tied to his honor, and her second husband, who would be ruined
if it became common knowledge he was married to a bigamist—are prisoners
of the very social system they epitomize. “Georgina’s freedom or liberty,”
Lewandowski writes,
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... consists in the fact that she reinforces the dependency relationship for her part-
ners by ensnaring them into their own social net. That is an almost dialectical rever-
sal of prevailing conditions, the attempt to construct a woman’s personal liberty
in opposition to the rules of society. That is what Georgina manages to do; those
are the reasons for her actions. However, all of this can succeed only because both
parties are held strictly to social conventions. In that respect her way can’t be a
model for modern attempts at emancipation. Georgina conducts a social experi-
ment which is tied to her historical period, and was radical for her time, because
it uproots the conventions of her social environment to her own advantage. (185)

To the extent, however, that Schlondorff invites us to observe Georgina’s
actions from a present-day perspective, her motives suggest the historical
roots of the dissatisfaction felt by many contemporary women. Schléndorff’s
originality lies in his ability to have seen the inherently cinematic nature of the
story, to weigh, as one critic has suggested, the nineteenth-century perspec-
tive of its male protagonist equally against the twentieth-century point of view
of its heroine (hmb). Benyon’s desire and dilemma parallel the audience’s
experience of watching a television movie. James’s story is about the ways in
which erotic attraction is often based on the most superficial qualities, quali-
ties that in turn may disguise any number of inner motivations. By so carefully
emphasizing Benyon’s point of view and linking it to the audience’s through
Georgina’s Reasons’s structure of flashbacks and subjective close-ups,
Schlondorff is able to explore in his drama the nature both of physical desire
and of fantasized, cinematic desire. By adapting a socially relevant Henry
James story and allowing its ambiguities to surface effectively, Schlondorff
achieves that lucid form of literary adaption that is at once a presentation of
its original author’s fictional world and an analysis and interpretation of the
work and the society that produced it.



The Lost Honor of
Katharina Blum

n both Schléndorff’s development and that of the New German Cinema, The

Lost Honor of Katharina Blum (Die verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum, 1975)
marks an important stage. The mid-1970s saw the West German new wave
achieve firm international status, reaching a high point at the New York Film
Festival of 1975 where Werner Herzog’s Kaspar Hauser, along with Schléndorff
and von Trotta’s Katharina Blum and Fassbinder’s Fox and His Friends
(Faustrecht der Freiheit), dramatically conquered new cinéaste audiences. This
foreign prestige provided encouragement for a New German Cinema that had
as yet engendered little interest in its country of origin. Indeed, in West
Germany, the New German Cinema was barely surviving in an art film ghetto.
It was to the credit of Schlondorff and von Trotta’s Katharina Blum, as well as
to Lina Braake, Bernhard Sinkel and Alf Brustellin’s sociopolitical low-budget
comedy of the same year, 1975, that the walls between the wider German
audience and the New German Cinema were cracked by unexpected popular
successes.

The movie hooked audiences with its story of a somewhat naive, idealistic
woman, Katharina Blum (Angela Winkler), who becomes brutalized by the law
and the press immediately after she falls in love. At a relative’s Mardi Gras
party Katharina becomes infatuated with a stranger, Ludwig Gotten (Jiirgen
Prochnow), who she does not realize is an army deserter. Gotten and Katharina
have a one-night stand, which the entire West German justice-police-and-press
apparatus reads as terrorist contact between a wanted anarchist and the female
who has sheltered him. The authorities who have stalked Gotten are all the
more convinced of Katharina’s guilt as they watch him escaping from her
apartment. In league with the police, the yellow press totally vilifies Katharina
until her reputation is shattered. It is at this point that she shoots the press
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reporter, Totges (Dieter Laser), when he arrives at her apartment to suggest
intercourse before working jointly on articles about her secret amorous “under-
ground life.”

The positive response of the West German public to the film was all the more
remarkable because it was overtly political. It directly confronted the mid-1970s
issue of what to do about supposed terrorist sympathizers. What the political
right viewed as the justified prosecution of citizens who had sheltered crimi-
nals, the left saw as a political witch-hunt of radical protesters. The film also
supported women’s liberation, both in its critique of an institutionalized patri-
archy and in the public acknowledgement of how Schlondorff and von Trotta
equally shared directorial responsibilities.

Katharina Blum also provides us with another example of Schléndorff’s lit-
erary adaptations. Not only did Nobel novelist Heinrich Boll approach the
directors with his book prior to its publication, he also closely supervised their
revisions of the script, and Boll himself suggested actors Angela Winkler and
Mario Adorf for the roles of Katharina Blum and police inspector Beizmenne
(Stoll; Holetz). Boll, Schlondorff, and von Trotta held a common political and
aesthetic orientation, and the adaptation shared with the book the West
German culture’s same historical moment and ideological context. The per-
sonal involvement of the author turns any issues of fidelity into ones of
medium specificity—issues that merely compare the literary model with its
specifically cinematic adaptation. This angle has been pursued successfully
by other scholars such as Joan and William R. Magretta and Petra Schubert-
Scheinmann.

Our task here is to lay out the film’s historical background to show how The
Lost Honor of Katharina Blum functioned as a political film for its time. On the
one hand, critics have conceived of the work as a mass audience film, casting
it into the thriller genre, featuring as it does a single, sympathetic victim as
its protagonist. On the other hand, Schléndorff and von Trotta’s adaptation
uses modernist techniques such as self-reflexivity, complex positioning of the
spectator, and ironic genre subversion, resulting in a sophisticated rewriting
of Boll’s literary strategies. This combination raises several questions. Why did
the filmmakers use the conventions of the thriller to adapt an ironic, pseudo-
documentary novel? Why did Schléndorff and von Trotta resort to a seemingly
simplistic dramaturgy involving a distressed heroine who is victimized by a
threatening patriarchy? Where does this dramaturgical choice place Katharina
Blum in relation to feminist filmmaking? How do the filmmakers lead the
audience to reflect on its own voyeuristic exploitation of Katharina Blum?
Finally, how does the movie comment on the machinery of the media in gen-
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eral? In addition to these questions, we also examine those strengths of the
work that have stimulated artistic echoes and cinematic “offspring” both at
home and abroad.

1970s Terrorism Hysteria

To understand The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum adequately, we must first place
it into historical context. The political climate of 1970s West Germany was over-
shadowed by internal strife. When Willy Brandt stepped down after the
Guillaume scandal in 1974, Helmut Schmidt, a more conservative Social
Democrat, took over as chancellor of West Germany. Afraid of continued anar-
chist incidents, the federal government introduced laws that restricted gov-
ernment employment to “loyal” citizens (Berufsverbot). These laws were in
specific response to terrorist acts committed by the Baader-Meinhof group and
the Red Army Faction, radicalized offshoots of the 1960s student protest and
anti-Vietnam movement. From 1972 to 1975, the violent gangs’ actions caused
bloodshed and headlines when they attacked the 1972 Munich Olympics and
the West German Stockholm Embassy and kidnapped chief judge Gustav von
Drenkmann and Berlin conservative CDU party chairman Peter Lorenz.

The Axel Springer press had been one of the most outspoken West German
news media sources that attempted to define this terrorist uproar in the right-
wing terms of the establishment. For decades, West Germany’s William
Randolph Hearst had dominated nearly a third of the daily press’s output, con-
trolling the largest urban print news markets, such as Hamburg and West
Berlin, with a two-thirds share (Noelle-Neumann and Schulz 227-28).
Springer’s BILDzeitung, a yellow press prototype rivaling the National Enquirer
in libel trials and smear campaigns but—with its five-million circulation—
comparable to that of USA Today in the United States, fanned political hysteria.
Jointly, the Schmidt government’s actions and its media coverage spearheaded
by the Springer press empire initiated a general political swing in West
Germany toward conservatism.

If Bild—as the sensationalist press closely allied with the right-wing CSU
party—promoted West Germany’s conservative establishment, the younger
generation of the 1960s opposed that establishment as reactionary. West German
students and New Left alike viewed this alliance, in part in its acceptance of
American counterinsurgency policy in Vietnam and elsewhere, as a tradition
related to Germany’s fascist past. In the extraparliamentary opposition activi-
ties of the second half of the 1960s, politicized students and members of the New
Left voiced their anxiety that the Social Democratic Party had also turned its
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back on its antifascist past by joining the “Grand Coalition” with the post-
Adenauerian Christian Democratic party. As the student movement’s activism
gave way to attitudes of dissolution and resignation (Neue Subjektivitit and Neue
Sensibilitit) around 1970, the radical Baader-Meinhof fringe developed.

The historical paradox in these developments lies in two political
adversaries—the Left and the establishment—fighting each other in the name
of antifascism. The majority of the West German intelligentsia, including the
radical filmmakers of the New German Cinema, still perceived the actions of
terrorists like Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun Ensslin, daughters of Protestant the-
ologians who had been involved in church resistance circles during the Third
Reich, as legitimate extensions of their fathers’ commitment. The extent of sup-
port that the Baader-Meinhof group and the Red Army Faction enjoyed was
remarkable. A survey of West Germans conducted in 1971 by the Allensbach
Institute of Public Opinion indicated that one of every twenty citizens was then
willing to harbor illegally one of the terrorist fugitives for a night, even at the
risk of serious consequences; in northern Germany the figure was one in ten
(Aust 154).

Schlondorff himself was seen as a supporter of terrorists, as was BolL In
September 1976, Springer’s flagship daily Die Welt attacked Schléndorff as a
“Baader-Meinhof-Sympathisant”—the term “terrorist sympathizer” being one
of the most abusive labels during the political controversy over the anarchists.
In addition, during the making of their film, Schléndorff and von Trotta, under
threat of court action from the Springer publishing house, had to agree not to
run in West Germany an ironic disclaimer that refers literally to Bild. Die Welt
further demanded that the Social Democratic Party withdraw the filmmaker
from his role as the party’s official delegate to the administrative council of
the “Filmforderungsanstalt,” the national foundation for film subsidy (Vielain).
And the party did drop the filmmaker once a further denunciation complicated
his position (Schlondorff, Die Blechtrommel: Tagebuch 48). One is not surprised
then to learn that the conservative press was outraged by The Lost Honor of
Katharina Blum, with one critic comparing it to anti-Semitic Nazi propaganda,
writing, “Schlondorff’s Katharina Blum-Film belongs to the most evil propa-
ganda reels of the present. . . . A leftist Jew Siiss” (Habe).

Schlondorff, of course, inherited the stigma of “sympathizer” for collabo-
rating with Boll in a screen adaption of a novel that the writer employed as a
literary response both to the Bild tabloid’s red-baiting and the harassment it
directed at him personally. In an open letter to the West German news maga-
zine Der Spiegel, the novelist had censured the tabloid for its “naked fascism”
of unsubstantiated reporting and irresponsible rabble-rousing (“Will Ulrike”
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199). In addition, scores of police with submachine guns invaded and searched
the houses of Boll and his extended family, at times even posting sharpshoot-
ers on the roofs of adjoining houses. The first raid of this kind took place on
June 1, 1972, and BOll continued to report such harassment as late as
September 1976 (Schlondorff, Tagebuch 44). Indeed, Boll, writing with hind-
sight in the mid-1980s, confirmed that his Katharina Blum is “a pamphlet, a
broadside, invented, designed, and executed as such, . . . and occidentals in
particular . . . ought to have known that pamphlets belong to the finest
Western traditions” (“Zehn” 260).

Political Thriller, Patriarchy, and the Female Victim

The novelist and filmmakers did not forget to temper their personal rage and
political commitment with formal control. While B6ll, Schléndorff, and von
Trotta shared their topical concerns in the writing and making of their respec-
tive versions of Katharina Blum, each decided on suitable medium-specific strate-
gies. To oppose public hysteria in print, B6ll, the pioneer who invented the story,
created a detached omniscient observer who is given to verbal arabesques about
the sources, research, and artful presentation of his “facts.” The irony of this
device lies in part in the observer’s insistence on objectivity while he himself
progressively assumes more partiality toward Katharina Blum.

In contrast, the filmmakers—in keeping with Schlondorff’s creed that his
medium remain responsible to the mass audience—turned toward the popu-
lar genre of the thriller. Of course, such medium-specific transformation from
book to screen had its consequences. The filmmakers had to reposition the
novel’s narrative point of view—absorbing the playful, almost dawdling
observer-narrator’s figure into the suspense mechanisms and storytelling con-
ventions of the thriller. The result provoked some critics, such as R. W. Kilborn
and John Sandford, to cite Schlondorff and von Trotta’s method as “the delib-
erate reduction of a complex literary text” (Sandford 37).

Cinematic genre codes foreground the threatened heroine and reshape her
world. From Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse to Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, “the model
of all directors active in this genre” (Tichy 3: 667), thrillers have cultivated the
cinematic art of totally involving the spectator in a movie’s plot to the point of
physical reaction—the thrill. The suspense genre generates fear and anxiety by
creating spectator identification with the hero, who is frightened by events of
a threatening nature, through mystification and the specters of murder and
annihilation as the core motifs. Heroes or heroines—whether Katharina Blum
or Indiana Jones—must fight as individuals against an entire system, a whole
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evil world, often without a clear overview of their enemy. The central figure—
along with the spectator who is equally mystified—first must overcome the
general disorientation in the given situation.

In the 1970s a specifically European genre of the “political thriller”
emerged, involving works that used the suspense mechanisms of the com-
mercial cinema to deal with topical issues of the day. We have mentioned in
the context of Schléndorff’s relations to IDHEC the subgenre’s most famous
practitioner, Constantin Costa-Gavras. But the genre also found Italian repre-
sentation in the works of Francesco Rosi (The Mattei Affair [1I caso Matteil, 1972)
and Elio Petri (Investigation of a Citizen above Suspicion [Indigane su un cittadino
al di sopra di ogni sospetto], 1970), who mixed leftist politics with popular film-
making formats. That Schlondorff and von Trotta’s film became a midseven-
ties box office success should thus come as no surprise, nor should the way it
shares with its French and Italian counterparts a certain stridency and ten-
dency toward caricature.

The thriller film version of Katharina Blum must involve the spectator in a
way completely different from that in which B6ll’s literary original does its
reader. The adaptation replaces Boll’s analytical literary plot structure with a
story of suspense. The spectator only gradually discovers the whole person
and full situation of Katharina Blum. Suspense reigns everywhere, from the
police surveillance at the outset of the film to details such as the two car chases
on dark and wet roads or the undercover agent costumed as a sheik. More sig-
nificant are the many questions that hover over the filmic narrative: How did
Katharina’s lover Ludwig escape, and when, where, and how will the police
apprehend him? Will Katharina crack under inspector Beizmenne’s pressure?
Will the police trap snap shut when the detectives tap and record the lovers’
telephone conversation? The thriller also repositions the narrative point of
view; it eliminates the omniscient observer-narrator and, simultaneously, the
comfort he affords the Boll reader, in favor of the mystifying, emotionally
exciting cinematic cosmos of crime, detection, and shifting points of view.
Transported intermittently and increasingly into the heroine’s mind frame, the
movie spectator shares more immediately Katharina Blum’s anxieties and
tremors.

One striking aspect of Katharina Blum is the way in which the filmmakers
identify the movie’s terrorizers as masculine and its terrorized as feminine. This
is, of course, a major convention of the thriller, that of the threatened woman in
distress who must either be rescued by a man (the case in more classic versions)
or fight back (the case in more modern variants). Schléndorff and Trotta empha-
size Katharina’s vulnerability from being a woman in love. They underline
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17. The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum. The police moving in on the vulnerable domes-
tic (Angela Winkler). Photo: Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

sexual politics through a network of militarist