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Preface to the 2nd Edition

Since I first wrote Olympia twenty years ago, a lot that is new has emerged about the life of Leni Riefenstahl and the making of her great sports film of the 1936 Berlin Games. First came her own memoirs translated into English under the title The Sieve of Time.1 Sadly, Riefenstahl only repeated in her memoirs most of the myths she had been peddling for many decades. She had re-invented her past and created a fiction intending to refute all the accusations that had been made against her so many times, presenting herself as whiter than white. Perhaps she had even come to believe in this version of events herself. But as one recent historian has put it, her memoir is ‘worthless as a historical document’ and is valuable only as ‘a guide and comparison’ to the more accurate narratives of her life.2 Just as sad as her invention of an imagined past was her dogged determination to prevent others from presenting the reality that was there in the archives clearly waiting to be told. She was litigious and always tried to control the editorial line of anyone interviewing her or collaborating with her. Until her death in September 2003 aged 101, she did all she could to ensure that only her own invented version of her life was heard.

The work done by many scholars, historians and film archivists over the last years of her life and in the years following her death has enabled us to make a far more balanced and accurate assessment of her life and work. Films that she thought had been long lost have been rediscovered. Documents showing the reality of her arrangements with the Nazi government of the Third Reich that she believed had been destroyed have been found. The archives in what had been East Germany have been opened. Building on this grass roots reassessment of her life and work have been two important biographies. Jürgen Trimborn had tried to work with Riefenstahl but had realised that it was impossible to produce anything honest by collaborating with her and published Riefenstahl: Eine deutsche Karriere (Riefenstahl: A German Career) on the eve of her death in 2002.3 This brought together a mass of mostly German scholarship on Riefenstahl’s life. Then, five years later, came Steven Bach’s biography, Leni.4 If anyone knew how to describe a megalomaniac it was Stephen Bach. He had been the head of production at United Artists who had overseen the making of Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate and had written up the story in one of the finest accounts of the inner working of Hollywood in Final Cut.5 Bach again brought new information from many interviews carried out in the 1970s along with new perceptions to his account of Riefenstahl’s life.

Finally, in recent years, the International Olympic Committee has recovered its rights in the film Olympia from Leni Riefenstahl and Transit Films and has produced a marvellous restoration not only of the film itself but also of some other films linked with it.6 I have been lucky enough to see this magnificent, newly restored version of Olympia, which is a restoration of the original German version. From this I have been able to describe some of the differences between the German version and the English version of Olympia that is the subject of this book. The IOC has also done much work on the different versions of the film and has brought together archival documentation relating to the making of the film. This has been part of a long-term ambitious project to restore all the major film works that relate to the Olympics, from both summer and winter Games. One day soon we will be able to see a programme of Olympic films fully and magnificently restored using the latest digital techniques marking eighty years of Olympic film-making.

I’m happy to say that in reviewing this mass of evidence that has emerged over the last twenty years, the version of events in the first edition of this book did not need much in the way of major corrections. In fact, most of the assertions in the first edition about how Olympia was made can now be added to and reinforced. By and large, the claims about Riefenstahl and her relationship with the German state, with Jospeh Goebbels as Minister of Propaganda and with Adolf Hitler himself, still stand up. However, I can now add colour and detail to those parts of the book which deal with Riefenstahl’s background before she started work on Olympia, on the context of how and why the film was made, and on the setting up of the production – all so vital to an appreciation of the film itself. The core section of the book, with its scene-by-scene analysis of Olympia, has barely been changed at all. The chapter dealing with the aftermath of the film’s production has also benefited from some new research that has been done. So, I was delighted when approached by Rebecca Barden, the director of BFI Publishing at Palgrave Macmillan, and asked if there was anything I would like to add to a second edition of the book. I hope what follows will be a more rounded telling of the remarkable story of how a thirty-four-year-old German woman and a team of strange but creative geniuses working for one of the most evil regimes in history produced one of the finest sports films ever made.

Taylor Downing

September 2011
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Leni Riefenstahl prepares her ‘Manuscript’ beforehand




Introduction

In assessing most films, there is a clear line of analysis to follow. A film is produced in a particular genre by a director and a team of creative artists working under a specific economic production process. When the film is completed it is released and can be judged and evaluated in its own right and alongside other movies from the same genre. After some years the movie may become a ‘classic’ or may largely be forgotten.

None of this applies to Leni Riefenstahl’s Olympia. To start with, there are many different films which Riefenstahl made about the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games. There were five different language versions of the film produced in 1938. In that year, versions of the film were received with great acclaim throughout much of Europe and it won first prize at the Venice Film Festival. But the war transformed the history of the film. Prints were seized by different military authorities and after the war they became subject to the provisions relating to enemy property. Censors cut the film. Distributors made their own versions. After the war Riefenstahl was imprisoned by the Allied military authorities, who investigated her as a possible war criminal. In consequence, Riefenstahl herself severely cut the film when it was re-edited for approval by the German authorities in 1958 as part of the process of her own ‘de-Nazification’. So there are several different versions of the film in archives around the world. Possibly none of the versions is the same as that first shown in Berlin in April 1938 at the gala premiere on Hitler’s birthday.

As far as the production of Olympia is concerned, Riefenstahl has given her version of the circumstances under which it was made. But documents available in the German state archives suggest a different story about its financing and production. These are not mere academic differences. The relationship between the film, the film-maker and both the Nazi Party and the Reich fundamentally affected the way the film was made and its purpose and objectives. Is the film a piece of Nazi propaganda? Or is it one of the best sports documentaries ever made? Is it primarily about sport or about politics? Obviously, to a degree, it is about both and yet it transcends both.

It is impossible to assess Olympia without seeing it against the history of previous Olympic films. In this context the film’s true originality becomes clear. But the film must also be seen in the context of film-making in Nazi Germany. How independent was Riefenstahl from the Nazi Party and, specifically, the Propaganda Ministry of Dr Joseph Goebbels? This is a central question to any appreciation of the film. And, of course, Riefenstahl’s work cannot be isolated from the event of the Games, which were far and away the most spectacular Olympic Games held to that date. This is only a short book but it attempts to sketch out this backdrop before going on to analyse the film in some detail.
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