
GDR Bulletin GDR Bulletin 

Volume 12 
Issue 2 Fall Article 16 

1986 

Ernst Opgenoorth: Volksdemokratie im Kino. Propagandistische Ernst Opgenoorth: Volksdemokratie im Kino. Propagandistische 

Selbstdarstellung der SED im DEFA-Dokumentarfilm 1946-1957 Selbstdarstellung der SED im DEFA-Dokumentarfilm 1946-1957 

Herbert Lederer 
University of Connecticut 

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/gdr 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 License. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Lederer, Herbert (1986) "Ernst Opgenoorth: Volksdemokratie im Kino. Propagandistische 
Selbstdarstellung der SED im DEFA-Dokumentarfilm 1946-1957," GDR Bulletin: Vol. 12: Iss. 2. 
https://doi.org/10.4148/gdrb.v12i2.782 

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
GDR Bulletin by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, please contact cads@k-
state.edu. 

https://newprairiepress.org/gdr
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol12
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol12/iss2
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol12/iss2/16
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fgdr%2Fvol12%2Fiss2%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.4148/gdrb.v12i2.782
mailto:cads@k-state.edu
mailto:cads@k-state.edu


shows an i n c r e a s e i n p r oduc t i ons o f p l a y s from 
o t h e r s o c i a l i s t s t a t e s and a g r o w t h i n 
contemporary s o c i a l i s t drama, t h a t , u n f o r t u n a t e 
l y , East German works s t i l l cannot match. 

G i v e n t h e w e a l t h o f d e t a i l f ound i n t h e 
volume, e r r o r s are remarkably few. On page 302 
the 1976/77 season date shou ld be o m i t t e d . The 
Hebbe l l i s t e d on page 319 s h o u l d be F r i e d r i c h , 
not Johann Pe t e r Hebbel . 

Herman K. Doswald 
V i r g i n i a P o l y t e c h n i c I n s t i t u t e and S t a t e 
U n i v e r s i t y 

V o l k s d e m o k r a t i e im K i n o : P r o p a g a n d i s t i s e h e 
S e l b s t d a r s t e l l u n g der SED im DEFA-Dokumentar f i lm 
1 9 4 6 - 1 9 5 7 . By E r n s t O p g e n o o r t h . C o l o g n e : 
Ve r l a g Wissenscha f t und P o l i t i k , 1984. 298 pp. 

The somewhat r edundan t t i t l e o f t h i s book 
r e v e a l s i t s b i a s : The s e l f - p o r t r a y a l o f any 
p o l i t i c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n i s by i t s v e r y n a t u r e 
s e l f - s e r v i n g . Thus , t h e r e wou ld have been no 
need f o r the a d j e c t i v e " p r o p a g a n d i s t s " w i t h i t s 
d e r o g a t o r y c o n n o t a t i o n s . I n s t e a d , one m i g h t 
w e l l argue t h a t documentary f i l m s have a b u i l t -
i n t endency e i t h e r to i d e a l i z e o r t o c r i t i c i z e 
t h e i r sub j e c t mat te r . This book the r e f o r e c an 
not (and a d m i t t e d l y does not) make any c l a i m of 
n o n - p a r t i s a n and v a l u e - n e u t r a l s c h o l a r l y ob j ec 
t i v i t y . P r o f . Opgenoo r th no t o n l y d e f i n e s h i s 
own p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n as " l e f t i s h l i b e r a l , " 
b e l i e v i n g i n a c r i t i c a l - e m a n c i p a t o r y v i e w o f 
Marx i sm, but admi t s h i s i n t e n t i o n o f a n a l y z i n g 
f i l m s " a g a i n s t the g r a i n , " i . e . i n t e r p r e t i n g not 
j u s t what the f i l m s show but a l s o what they 
omi t . Fur thermore , he o f t e n s t r e s s e s d i s c r e p 
a n c i e s be tween the image on the s c r e e n and the 
spoken c o m m e n t a r y . F r e q u e n t l y , t e c h n i c a l 
aspec ts such as camera ang le , type and d u r a t i o n 
o f sho t , and camera movement are i n t e r p r e t e d to 
r e v e a l the a l l e g e d a i m s o f t h e f i l m n iakers and 

the p resumed a f f e c t on the v i e w e r . In absence 
o f c o n c r e t e e v i d e n c e , t h i s i s o f n e c e s s i t y a 
s l i g h t l y s p e c u l a t i v e unde r tak ing . 

The a u t h o r a n a l y z e s 64 DEFA d o c u m e n t a r i e s 
f rom 1946 t o 1957, a p p r o x i m a t e l y 20?o o f the 
t o t a l p r oduc t i on for the p e r i od - - presumably a 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e sample. The end date was chosen 
on the assumpt ion that the d e s t a l i n i z a t i o n f o l 
l ow ing the 20th Congress o f the Communist Par ty 
o f the S o v i e t U n i o n i n 1956 c a u s e d s i g n i f i c a n t 
changes i n the GDR as w e l l . A c t u a l l y , the 
e v e n t s o f June 17, 1953 t u r n e d out to have 
i m p o r t a n t c o n s e q u e n c e s i n the manner ( i f not 
n e c e s s a r i l y the s u b s t a n c e ) o f the SED's s e l f -
p o r t r a y a l . In a d d i t i o n , the p e r i o d c o v e r s the 
years i n which TV p layed no s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e i n 
the GDR as a g o v e r n m e n t - c o n t r o l l e d medium o f 
i n f o r m a t i o n . 

The author f i nds two major components i n the 
SED's view o f democracy, which he l a b e l s " s t a l i -
n i s t i c " and " p o p u l a r - d e m o c r a t i c " ( vo lksdemokra
t i s c h ) . The former emphasizes the l e a d i n g doc
t r i n a i r e r o l e o f the P a r t y and i t s h i e r a r c h i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e . I t s p h i l o s o p h y i s b e s t r e v e a l e d i n 
the s l o g a n "The P a r t y i s a l w a y s r i g h t . " The 
l a t t e r s t r e s s e s the p a r t i c i p a t i o n and consent o f 
the masses i n p o l i t i c a l d e c i s i o n s , a l l o w s c r i t i 
c i sm o f dogmatism and bureaucracy , and b e l i e v e s 
tha t " i f masses o f workers do not understand the 
P a r t y , i t i s the f a u l t o f t h e P a r t y , not o f the 
w o r k e r s . " 

Not u n e x p e c t e d l y , P r o f . Opgenoor th f i n d s 
these two a t t i t u d e s i n frequent c o n f l i c t between 
f i l m makers who b e l i e v e i n a c e r t a i n deg ree o f 
a r t i s t i c freedom and the a u t h o r i t a r i a n demands 
o f the c e n s o r f o r c o n f o r m i t y w i t h the P a r t y 
l i n e . Nor does i t come as a g r e a t r e v e l a t i o n 
tha t a f t e r June o f 1953 g r ea t e r s t r e s s i s p l aced 
on c r e a t i n g the image o f popular invo lvement i n 
the d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g process . 

The f i l m s are grouped by major themes, such 
as the SED i t s e l f , the F D J , the S o v i e t U n i o n , 
the T h i r d W o r l d , the f i g h t a g a i n s t W e s t e r n 
i m p e r i a l i s m , the po l emic aga ins t neo - f asc i sm i n 
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the Fede ra l R e p u b l i c , and domest ic t o p i c s l i k e 
i n d u s t r y , a g r i c u l t u r e , s p o r t , c u l t u r e , 
e duca t i on , and the r o l e o f women. 

The c o n c l u s i o n s drawn by t h i s c a r e f u l and 
thorough study are n e i t h e r nove l nor s u r p r i s i n g : 
under a p r e t e n s e o f o b j e c t i v e r e a l i s m , DEFA 
documentar ies are d e l i b e r a t e l y b i a sed to po r t ray 
th e s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l s t r u c t u r e o f t h e GDR i n a 
h i g h l y f a v o r a b l e l i g h t . As c o u l d be e x p e c t e d , 
t h e i r r e c e p t i o n by the genera l p u b l i c was appar 
e n t l y l e s s than t o t a l l y e n t h u s i a s t i c : L i k e most 
people everywhere, East German audiences tend to 
be b o r e d and " t u r n e d o f f " by o b v i o u s d i d a c t i c 
i n t e n t i o n s : they u s u a l l y p r e f e r n o n - p o l i t i c a l 
en t e r t a inment f i l m s , f r equen t l y the product o f 
the Hol lywood "dream f a c t o r y . " 

Herbert Lederer 
U n i v e r s i t y o f Connec t i cu t 

Horns Ende, by C h r i s t o p h Hein . B e r l i n : Aufbau, 
1985. 

As a boy o f 12 Thomas remembers s t a n d i n g i n 
f r o n t o f a t r i p t y c h o n , m a k i n g f a c e s a t h i m s e l f 
and t r y i n g t o see a l l t h r e e images o f h i m s e l f 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . T h i r t y y e a r s l a t e r he i s 
h a u n t e d by the memory o f H o r n , whom he and a 
f r i e n d had d i s c o v e r e d hanging from a t ree i n the 
f o r es t ou t s i d e o f town ( s u i c i d e ) , an a p p a r i t i o n 
which admonishes him to remember what had hap
pened , even t o remember , p e r h a p s , some t h i n g s 
which he hadn't seen. 

The t r i p t y c h o n f o r m s t h e r e m a r k a b l e 
s t r u c t u r a l b a s i s f o r t h i s somewhat c o n t r o v e r s i a l 
n o v e l , wh ich generated a y ea r - l ong debate be fore 
i t s p u b l i c a t i o n was a u t h o r i z e d . H e i n expands 
the s i n g l e n a r r a t i v e p e r s p e c t i v e so s k i l l f u l l y 
- - and even d e c e p t i v e l y - - emp loyed i n Pe r 
fremde Freund to i n c l u d e f i v e separate i n d i v i d 
u a l s , each r e l a t i n g the end o f Horn f rom t h e i r 
own s u b j e c t i v e p o i n t o f v i e w . However , t h e 

h i s t o r i c a l p e r spec t i v e i t s e l f which i s at i s sue 
i n t h i s work, i s r e l a t e d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n t r i p 
l i c a t e (Nazi p e r i o d , 1950s dur ing the s o c i a l i s t 
r e b u i l d i n g o f the GDR, and the present ) from the 
s t andpo in t of three d i f f e r i n g " p h i l o s o p h i e s " of 
h i s t o r y , t h o s e o f D r . S p o d e c k ( c y n i c i s m ) , 
K r u s c h k a t z ( h i s t o r i c a l n e c e s s i t y ) , and o f Horn 
h i m s e l f ( f a c t u a l ) . 

There i s more to the n a r r a t i v e t e c h n i q u e : 
r ead ing Hein 's f i r s t novel i s l i k e obse rv ing an 
a r c h e o l o g i s t p a i n s t a k i n g l y f i t t i n g the sha t t e r ed 
p i e c e s o f an anc i en t urn back toge ther . U n l i k e 
i n Der fremde Freund, where the reader i s drawn 
by the rhy thmic q u a l i t y o f the language to rush 
to the end o f the book , he i s f o r c e d he r e to 
p r o c e e d s l o w l y , m e t i c u l o u s l y , t o s t u d y the 
p i e c e s and f r a g m e n t s o f the p u z z l e as i t i s 
be ing put toge ther . The r e s u l t i s a p rovoca t i v e 
fragment and we are l e f t to f i l l i n the m i s s i n g 
p a r t s , t h o s e l o s t f o r e v e r , w i t h o u r own 
thoughts , and t o contemplate whether the future 
i s s e r v e d b e s t by d i g g i n g up the p a s t o r by 
f o r g e t t i n g i t a l t o g e t h e r . Each ensuing genera
t i o n , a c c o r d i n g t o H o r n , w i l l t a k e w h a t e v e r 
f r a g m e n t e d i n f o r m a t i o n i s a v a i l a b l e , complete 
w i t h f a c t u a l e r r o r s or d e l i b e r a t e f a l s i f i c a t i o n s 
and then c r ea t e i t s own image o f h i s t o r y . Hein 
q u e s t i o n s the a b i l i t y o f man to r e l a t e h i s t o r y 
w i t h t r u t h or a c c u r a c y i n t h i s n o v e l . Each 
g e n e r a t i o n ' s a t t i t u d e o r p a r t i s a n r e a c t i o n 
t o w a r d s h i s t o r y becomes more s i g n i f i c a n t t h a n 
h i s t o r y i t s e l f i n f o r m u l a t i n g consc iousness . 

The " c o n t r o v e r s i a l " nature o f the novel can 
be t r a c e d t o two e l e m e n t s : In the m i d 1950s 
K r u s c h k a t z i s a p p o i n t e d by the P a r t y to c a r r y 
ou t s o c i a l i s t r e f o r m i n the s m a l l town o f 
Guldenberg. In h i s own mind he f a i l s . He f a i l s 
t o p r e v e n t H o r n ' s s u i c i d e and he f a i l s , d u r i n g 
h i s 1 9 - y e a r t e n u r e as mayor , t o change the 
m e n t a l i t y o f the G u l d e n b e r g c i t i z e n r y . H i s 
f a i l u r e , however, i s a mat ter o f degree. A f t e r 
a l l , K r u s c h k a t z ' a c t i o n s d i d h e l p s t i f l e 
B a c h o f e n ' s i n t r i g u e s . By c o m p a r i s o n t o 
B a c h o f e n , a v i l l a i n p a r a d i n g as an a r d e n t 
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