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Introduction

On 13 March 1933, Joseph Goebbels was appointed by Presidential Decree as Germany’s Reich Minister for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda (Reichsminister für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda). From that date until his suicide on 30 April 1945, the Reichsminister was to preside over a film industry that occupied pride of place in his vision of a culture subordinated and subservient to the Nazi state. Small wonder then that it is the film medium that has come under the most intense scrutiny since 1945 from historians, political scientists and cultural commentators seeking critical purchase on the relationship between fascist ideology, Nazi politics, and culture in the fascist state. In the last six decades, we have learned much of film’s nature and function within the Nazi regime. A first generation of works from the 1960s to the early 1980s used methods from the social sciences and political economy to investigate the institutional and ideological links between the Nazi state and the film industry. We know from those studies of the linchpin role allotted to film within the Nazi propaganda machine; hence, for instance, their focus on the early establishment of the Reich Film Chamber (Reichsfilmkammer, RFK), set up in July 1933 as an organisational arm of the Propaganda Ministry, and empowered to oversee the Gleichschaltung (co-ordination) of all fields of film-industrial practice under the control, via the Propaganda Ministry, of the Nazi state.1 We know how Gleichschaltung was progressively implemented at the level of management via the Reich Film Chamber and the Film Department within the Propaganda Ministry, two bodies which operated in tandem to bring all sectors of the industry under state administrative control. At the level of finance, we know too that state control was initially gained through the Filmkreditbank (FKB), a financial operation established jointly by banks, industry bodies and the RFK in June 1933, controlled after 1934 directly by the RFK, and functioning therefore to secure the industry’s financial dependence on Nazi state financial support. We know that Nazi managerial and financial control would later be cemented via the Ufi-Film GmbH, a ‘giant holding company’ through which the film industry in its entirety passed into state ownership in January 1942.2 And we know, finally, how Gleichschaltung operated at the level of film-cultural production, first through the purging via the RFK of Jews and other figures deemed ‘undesirable’ on political or ethnic grounds; and second, through a complex apparatus of pre- and post-production censorship, including script monitoring by the Filmkreditbank, and pre-censorship of all scripts by the Reich Dramaturgical Office, the latter established in 1934 under a revised cinema law (Reichslichtspielgesetz) that Martin Loiperdinger for instance sees as enabling state intervention into film production on a ‘massive’ scale.3

To such first-wave historians as Gerd Albrecht, Jürgen Spiker, Joseph Wulf and others we owe, in sum, many of our insights into the highly ramified institutional apparatus that embedded film within the Nazi state.4 Yet it has become something of a reflex in recent historiography to highlight the lacunae in these studies. Concerned as many early Third Reich film scholars were to highlight the links between state ideology and cinematic practice, they focused on a group of some forty to one hundred films that seemed clearly definable as political films, or propaganda. The remaining thousand or so productions of the Nazi years were relegated to the apparently less tendentious category of mass entertainment. Thus Gerd Albrecht, for instance, rejects as ‘unsystematic’ the classical entertainment genre distinctions, from musical to adventure movie, that had hitherto served to classify Third Reich films, and devises instead a genre schema that divides these titles into ‘H-Filme’ (‘heitere Filme’, or light entertainment), ‘E-Filme’ (‘ernste’ or serious films), ‘A-Filme’ (a rather dubious intermediate category of titles that fail to fit elsewhere) and ‘P-Filme’, the propaganda films that apparently fully realised the function of mass manipulation that the Nazi regime allotted to cinema. Albrecht’s definition of ‘P-Filme’ as films not only publicly touted as state favourites through press coverage, Prädikate (quality ratings) and so on, but made with the ‘manifest intention’ of audience manipulation, is reproduced by such later writers as David Welch, in whose study the so-called Staatsauftragsfilme (state-commissioned films) figure prominently; or Erwin Leiser, for whom ‘Nazi films’ were clearly definable as those where ‘Third Reich thinking is . . . thickly laid on.’5

More recently, as Third Reich film history has shifted from this deterministic model, to what Sabine Hake calls ‘more film-specific methods and inquiries’, questions have been raised over the prioritising of films with apparently ‘manifest’ propagandistic intent. Obscured from view in earlier studies were what were certainly in numerical terms, and arguably also socio-culturally the more significant group of films intended for mass entertainment. What for instance of such titles as the Zarah Leander star vehicle Heimat (1938), the Marika Rökk revue Frauen sind doch bessere Diplomaten (Women are the Better Diplomats, 1942) or the musical Der Weiße Traum (The White Dream, 1944)? All are listed in Gerd Albrecht’s survey of German box-office hits after 1930 as the most successful films of their respective years; yet they gain scant attention in many early histories of Third Reich film.6 The box-office triumph of those films dubbed non-propaganda by previous histories, and thus ignored, as well as the relative unpopularity of some of the Nazis’ most favoured propaganda vehicles (the public distaste for Der ewige Jude/The Eternal Jew, 1940, for example, is legend), has begged questions too about the criteria of selection of film titles for historical analysis. Are historians of Third Reich cinema only to be concerned with film in its ideological dimension? What of those more ‘film-specific’ issues of which Hake writes, from film-industrial developments, through textual aesthetics, to the questions of reception and spectatorship raised in film studies accounts of genre, stars and film spectatorship?

It is these and related questions that have been a repeated focus of the new Third Reich film history of recent years. Recent studio histories, for instance, situate the likes of Ufa or Tobis within a broader history of the national industry that explores both the German studios’ intimate links with the German state, and at the same time, their status as commercial and industrial enterprises whose development followed not only the logic of national politics, but the economics of world cinema.7 Important revisionist histories of Third Reich entertainment show a similar concern with cinematic specificity in their mobilisation of film studies methodology for a critical history of Third Reich popular aesthetics. Eric Rentschler’s project, in his important Ministry of Illusion, is for instance to produce a critical re-reading of popular genre films that will see them no longer as ‘ideological containers in which the Ministry of Propaganda packaged affirmation and falsehood’, but rather ‘as ambiguous and complex entities, as still resonant portrayals of an age’s different inclinations and disparate wishes’.8 Like the film historian Karsten Witte, to whose studies of Third Reich popular texts Ministry of Illusion is explicitly indebted, Rentschler’s account of ‘the form, address and appeal of Nazi films’ aspires to embed the Third Reich film aesthetic in a larger history of popular desire (‘an age’s different inclinations and disparate wishes’). For him, as for those other writers who have worked to reinstall the film text as the Third Reich film historian’s first object of scrutiny, film histories of the period are best written through exemplary textual readings that situate key texts within a more expansive history of spectatorship and reception. Rightly critical of the mass manipulation paradigm that dominated early studies of ‘Nazi film’, such writers as Stephen Lowry and Linda Schulte-Sasse thus draw on psychoanalytic (Schulte-Sasse) or semiotic (Lowry) modes of textual critique to locate Third Reich film texts as complex and ambiguous entities that are certainly enmeshed within the political ideologies of their historical moment, yet which at the same time regularly exceed those ideologies through their ‘heterogeneity’, their ‘internal contradictions’ and their popular appeal.9

My own work in this volume owes many a debt to the new historiography scanned above: to scholarly studies, then, that have situated popular cinema – a German cinema of genres, stars, mass markets and popular fantasies and pleasures – at the heart of any analysis of Third Reich film. The mid-1990s works of Rentschler, Schulte-Sasse, Lowry and others paid long overdue attention to questions of textuality and spectatorship that were – problematically – barely addressed in early ideology critiques of so-called ‘Nazi film’.10 Similar issues are explored in Dietrich’s Ghosts, most centrally in Chapter 3, on film exhibition, and in discussions from Chapter 4 on of the textual construction of popular auteurs and stars. Studies since Rentschler et al., moreover (and the exemplary case here is Sabine Hake’s Popular Cinema in the Third Reich), have amplified those ‘text-based models’ with contextual studies of Third Reich popular film as a ‘social, cultural, economic and political practice’: a practice with ‘multiple functions’ as industry, cultural institution, public sphere, social experience and ‘fantasy machine’.11 Again, I follow Hake in attempting below a study of Third Reich popular film contextualised within studio history (Chapter 1), an account of acting theory and practice (Chapter 2), a history of exhibition (Chapter 3), and (Chapter 4 to 7), a study of auteurism and the star system from 1933 onwards.

Unlike Hake, however, I privilege in this book an aspect of Third Reich popular film which, I suggest, has particular significance in the Nazi bid for ideological dominance in the arena of cinema. Recent histories, as the above quotations illustrate, highlight the heterogeneity of the material practices that together constituted popular film culture under National Socialism. That work offers a crucial corrective to earlier studies that conceived Third Reich film as a propaganda monolith unambiguously in thrall to fascist political ideology and the Nazi state. Thanks to the second-wave historiography I have briefly scanned above, Third Reich film is constituted today as an object of study with fluid boundaries temporally (hence the stress of such as Hake and Witte on film-historical continuities from Weimar to National Socialism), spatially (witness, for instance, the proliferation of recent works exploring the relationship of ‘Nazi film’ to Hollywood and vice versa),12 and conceptually too, to the extent that the new film history operates across the totality of the cinematic field, from industry and studio practice, through textuality, to reception discourse and modes of spectatorship or textual address.

The history I propose in Dietrich’s Ghosts, however, swims against some of the more markedly pluralist elements of this current historiographical tide. However disparate and internally contradictory, Third Reich film in all its diverse manifestations – as domestic and international industry, distribution network for foreign and indigenous product, exhibition sector, discourse and practice of reception – strove incontrovertibly after that ‘production of consensual cultural values’ which William Uricchio and Roberta Pearson identify in a different context as film’s potential contribution to the maintenance of social order and popular consent. Uricchio and Pearson draw on the social theory of Antonio Gramsci, Raymond Williams and Pierre Bourdieu to suggest that film may work at certain historical moments not directly to legitimate political domination (as early accounts of Third Reich propaganda film suggest in the German case), but to construct and maintain what Gramsci termed hegemony.13 Gramsci defined hegemony as ‘the “spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant . . . group’. 14 In this reformulation of Marxist cultural theory, social control and political dominance are thus achieved not only by the coercive exercise of state power, but also, indeed centrally, through cultural practices and institutions that construct a ‘complex and interactive . . . political consensus’.15

A cognate distinction has been drawn in the second-wave Third Reich film historiography of recent years. Revisionist histories from the mid-1990s on have shown how questionable in the National Socialist case (as indeed elsewhere) is the totalitarian conception of Nazi dominance as secured through the successful exercise of top-down ideological and political control.16 But the illumination in those histories of the failures, fissures and internal contradictions that dogged the Nazi film-ideological project from 1933 on – the clash between Goebbels’ promotion of apparently apolitical entertainment, for instance, and an NSDAP faithful that clamoured for films with overt propagandistic content; or audience appreciation of films and stars whose representational mode cut across and disrupted the ideological certainties of National Socialism – should not detract entirely from Nazism’s drive for ‘hegemony’: its project, that is, to forge a common (völkisch, militarist, fascist) culture across the regime’s multifarious domains of socio-cultural operation, including film.

Eric Rentschler reminds us in this context of Goebbels’ ‘orchestra principle’, according to which ‘[w]e do not expect everyone to play the same instrument, . . . only that people play according to a plan’. In cinema, Rentschler continues, the symphonic resonances between features, documentaries and newsreels, and ‘an array of orchestrated diversions (radio programmes, mass rallies, gigantic spectacles, holidays and commemorations . . .)’, functioned to construct a cultural ‘world’ that somehow embodied what the National Socialists consistently referred to as the Nazi ‘spirit’ (Geist) or world-view (Weltanschauung).17 Rentschler’s comments draw attention to the tension ubiquitous in Third Reich film culture between cultural forces productive of heterogeneity, contradiction and difference, and the regime’s drive for an ideological coherence achieved through the fusion of all socio-cultural activity into the cohesive body of a hierarchised, militarised and racialised Volk. Suggestively, he points here also to one significant force in Nazism’s drive towards cohesion when he dubs the Nazi state ‘a grand aesthetic construction’ in which (and Rentschler cites Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe here) ‘the political itself is instituted and constituted . . . in and as work of art’.18

THIRD REICH FILM AND THE FASCIST AESTHETIC

Like Rentschler, I take a cue from writers ranging from Walter Benjamin to Susan Sontag when, in the rest of this book, I investigate Third Reich film in its aesthetic dimension, and explore film aesthetics as a centripetal force that worked repeatedly (though certainly not always successfully) to recuperate cinematic practice ideologically for National Socialism. Thus Chapter 1 opens with references to two of Joseph Goebbels’ most important speeches of the pre-war years: his first address to film industry representatives in March 1933, a fortnight after he assumed the post of Reich Propaganda Minister, and a second programmatic speech to film practitioners in the Berlin Philharmonie four years on, in March 1937. Here and in other pronouncements on the future of German film, Goebbels is emphatic in his demand for a film art that will effect exactly that fusion of the ideological and the aesthetic which was, for Benjamin, a defining characteristic of National Socialism. In a November 1933 speech at the official opening of the Reich Culture Chamber, Goebbels demanded, for instance, a ‘fundamental marrying’ of the fascist ‘spirit of the heroic conception of life’ with the ‘eternal laws’ of art, including film.19Witness also the Reich Minister’s tautological plea in February 1934 for a view of the National Socialists as ‘artists’ who had ‘liberated art’ by ‘artistic means’ – a plea he will repeat at numerous turns throughout the consolidation period of National Socialist rule from 1933 to the outbreak of war.20

If we read Goebbels’ pronouncements as manifest ideological messages, then their falsity seems clear. There are, of course, verifiable (and verifiably brutal) political, ideological, economic and social dimensions to the state interventions into German cinema – the institutional restructuring, the state regulation, and in particular the mass political and racial purging – that characterised Nazi film policy from the early years onwards. But there are more fruitful ways of reading Goebbels’ claim that fascist hegemony could be established through a specifically aesthetic transformation of cultural institutions and cultural practice across all art forms, but especially film. Unpalatable as Goebbels’ comments on fascist film politics as a ‘work of art’ may seem, they make two kinds of historical sense. Nazi interventions into German cinema displayed, first, numerous of the features that Benjamin identified in 1936 as characteristic of European fascism’s aestheticisation of political life.21 In the institutions of German film, as in other socio-cultural spheres, the rescripting of fascist politicisation as a work of art took place through public gatherings orchestrated around rituals of subservience to state authority and power. Hence, for instance, the Propaganda Minister’s selection of premier cultural venues – the Dresden State Opera House, the Berlin Krolloper and Philharmonie – for his most significant speeches to industry representatives, cultural officials, and practitioners from the world of film. The function of Goebbels’ speeches not merely as programmatic statements of fascist political intent, but as mass-cultural celebrations of German cinema’s new submission to Nazi rule, was underlined by newsreel and press coverage that











































































First published in 2004 by the

BRITISH FILM INSTITUTE

21 Stephen Street, London W1T 1LN

The British Film Institute is the UK national agency with responsibility for encouraging the arts of film and television and conserving them in the national interest.

© Erica Carter 2004

Cover design: couch

Cover images: (front) Marlene Dietrich, by Wolff von Gudenberg, 1924, courtesy of Filmmuseum Berlin – Marlene Dietrich Collection; (back) Traumulus (Carl Froelich, 1936), Carl Froelich – Tonfilm Produktions; The Scarlet Empress (Josef von Sternberg, 1934), Paramount Productions; Premiere (Géza von Bolváry, 1937), Gloria Film GmbH, courtesy of Fotoarchiv Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 0–85170–883–8 (pbk)

ISBN 0–85170–882–X (hbk)

ISBN 978–1–83871–529–8 (ePDF)

ISBN 978–1–83871–528–1 (eISBN)

OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
Dietrich’s Ghosts

The Sublime and the Beautiful in Third Reich Film

Erica Carter





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Preface and Acknowledgments



		List of abbreviations



		Introduction 



		Third Reich film and the fascist aesthetic



		Kant through Third Reich eyes



		Structure of the book











		1. Film as Art: A Cinema of Personality



		Film, personality and genius



		The ‘personality’ as cultural official



		The Ufa artistic committee



		The German Film Academy and the racial selection of genius



		Personality and genius as social fantasies











		2. The Actor in the Cinema of Personality



		Actors versus stars



		Stars and personality



		Film acting and theatre



		Acting and physiognomy



		Personality and performance











		3. The New Film Art: Exhibition



		Cinema as theatre: the dramaturgy of reception



		Space-time transformations of spectatorship



		Spectatorship transformed?











		4. Personality and the Volkisch Sublime: Carl Froelich and Emil Jannings



		Carl Froelich as auteur-personality



		Froelich and camera



		Froelich and light



		Froelich versus Hollywood: star lighting in Traumulus



		Personality versus star: Jannings and Weissner



		Emil Jannings as sublime personality



		Jannings, spectatorship and the sublime











		5. Marlene Dietrich: From the Sublime to the Beautiful



		Gender in the cinema of personality: the beautiful versus the sublime



		Film commentary contra the modern mass



		Dietrich as icon of beauty: The Scarlet Empress



		Eroticism and ambiguity: challenges to beautiful form



		Dietrich and the masquerade: The Devil is a Woman



		The masquerade in close-up: racial readings



		Desire: returning home to narrative



		Dietrich the prodigal daughter











		6. Zarah Leander: From Beautiful Image to Voice Sublime



		Leander as uncanny double



		Recruitment for the Reich, 1936



		Leander in German-language film, 1936–43











		7. Leander as Sublime Object



		War and the sublime



		Gender and the sublime



		The star system after Dietrich: Marlene’s ghosts?











		Bibliography



		Index



		List of Illustrations



		eCopyright













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
Dietrich'sGhosts

The Sublimesand SREBEAILIRL in Third Reich Film
Erica Carter





