By Lukas Foerster
When you watch movies that are older than a few years, you usually realize that in some way the plot does not
address you personally. Movies (and again, usually) are made for their contemporaries, not only because they are supposed to amortize at the box office as quickly as possible, but also because they are chiefly reflections of their own time.
This is true even if they deal with past or future events, or contain motifs of timelessness and the fantastic, as is the case
in Wenn du groß bist, lieber Adam (When You’re Older, Dear Adam), since the film material, hidden for decades in the
archives, never reached its contemporaries, whom the film actually addressees. If one watches the movie today (or rather
the reconstruction, which is still and will most likely remain forever incomplete), one not only becomes aware that the
movie wanted to address another audience than the present viewer, but also that it never reached that audience. When
You’re Older, Dear Adam bears witness to an impeded communication, among many other things: The movie not only fails
us, the latecomers; it also failed all others because it arrived too late.
This applies not only to this movie, of course, but also to all those that disappeared before or shortly after their
release in the basements of censors or were shelved for other reasons. Nevertheless, it seems to me that When You’re
Older, Dear Adam is more intensely marred by this double failure than other movies with a comparable production
background. This impression could be attributed to the fact that Egon Günther´s second directing effort thematizes again
and again its relationship to its audience, which it was never able to reach. This proclivity for self-reflection enunciates
the specific modernity of the movie: When You’re Older, Dear Adam does not try to construct a perfect, hermetically
isolated illusionary space and to populate it with characters with which one can identify (or maybe not); rather, it looks
for possible ways to connect with its audience in a different and more direct way.
This starts with the title sequence. Just as one is accustomed, a written fade-in identifies the film team, but a
speaker introduces the actresses and actors. Such a playful handling of cinematic conventions puts Günther in proximity
to various cinematic moderns of the 1960s and is reminiscent especially of the jovial experiments of the French Nouvelle
Vague. Indeed, François Truffaut´s Fahrenheit 451 that also contains a spoken title sequence is released only one year
after the film shooting of the DEFA production. Actually, unlike Truffaut, Günther does not deal with a “world without writing”
(of course, Truffaut makes a book into a film and is aware of this paradox), but, on the contrary, he deals with a very
literary reflection on the conventions of cinematic narration, or rather the audience´s expectations that have developed
in dealing with these conventions.
The voiceover does not simply rattle off a list of names of actors and their parts, but rather introduces the individual
protagonists in the tone of voice of a sarcastic emcee; for example, a female voice introduces the main character with
the following words: “This is Adam, the young hero of our story. He will be 18—in nine years. He is played by Stephan
Jahnke.” The further parts follow in fast succession, most of them male (quite uncommon for Egon Günther): first, Adam´s
father Sepp Tember (Gerry Wolff), then immediately come two directors (Wolfgang Greese, Hanns Anselm Perten),
and finally, Manfred Krug as Pastor Konstantin. Marita Böhme plays Konstantin´s girlfriend. She is the first woman
who shows up in the picture, and in return, she is allowed to wink at the camera. In addition, the voiceover formulates
complete sentences that want not only to impart pure information, but also to establish a relationship of trust and aim
for complicity with the audience. In other words, the voiceover prepares us so we will get involved with a witty narrator,
maybe also with an omniscient one; in any case, with one who is prepared to make us put up with every feasible
implausibility, but who, nevertheless, is still not authoritarian. We may put our trust in her exactly where she strays from
the straight and narrow.
At one point, however, the commentary leads gently astray: “This is Christel Bodenstein. Here she is in a decisive
phase of the plot. The mother returns to her family.” As a matter of fact, the corresponding shot of a woman from behind
strolling over a promenade does not present a dramatic climax but appears almost at the very end of the movie as the
second-to-last shot. It is not the voiceover´s point to prepare an arc of suspense. Rather, it simulates the reader of a
novel who is getting curious as early as the first page and turns quickly to the end. (Correspondingly, probably the most
beautiful scene of the movie, in which Rolf Römer and Daisy Granados start dancing in the style of an American musical,
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is pre-empted already in the title sequence.) The sequence diverges definitively from the traditional function of the credits,
when a swan and a flashlight are introduced as additional agents—again simultaneously as image and voiceover. In regard to
the lamp whose mundane looks are not indicative of its special abilities, it is stated, “Even if you have not seen one of this
kind: It is a Lügenlampe (lie-detecting lamp). In its way, it helps to bring forth a simple, yet absolute truth. After all, you can
demand to get something real for your money!”
The Lügenlampe is the object around which the entire film is constructed (or perhaps better said: loosely arranged).
It pops up out of nowhere. The aforementioned swan finds it in the water and puts it in Adam´s rowboat while he is canoeing
across a pond. When his father turns on the lamp and points it on himself, he starts to hover. “Father, you are flying,” Adam
yells elatedly, but without real surprise. (The trick was visualized here and in later scenes only slightly spectacularly.) No
further big fuss is made about the invasion of the fantastic into the otherwise realistic-looking world of the narrative. The
two of them find out soon that the lamp makes only those hover who have just told a lie. However, it becomes apparent that
there is never a “countercheck” in the movie. Everyone who is beamed at and starts speaking also starts hovering in the
air, sometimes higher, sometimes less so.
If the title sequence references aspects of the aesthetics of the Nouvelle Vague, the Lügenlampe brings to mind
the renewal movements in the cinematography of the GDR’s East European neighboring countries, especially in the way
that the fantastic is not marveled at as something different to everyday life, which, as such, is limited right away, but which
rather extends into everyday life. Až přijde kocour (When the Cat Comes, 1963) by Vojtěch Jasný, a pioneer of the Czechoslovakian New Wave, has, for example, a similar premise—and is named explicitly by Günther as an important influence.1
In the case of Jasný, a cat is capable of coloring people according to their true character: liars glow purple. Just
as in When You’re Older, Dear Adam, all this becomes a spectacle or rather a special effect, which goes against the
state-sanctioned socialist idea of the morally correct life, that is the lie. And just as in the Czechoslovakian production, the
DEFA production exposes with increasing regularity the greatest of all liars: those who command lots of power and (moral)
authority.
However, Günther is only marginally interested in the allegorical potential of the lamp (which is soon thoroughly
demystified. Adam explains that it operated quite normally on a stannous copper basis). It is less a medium for social
criticism than a new cinematic object that is capable of unhinging the closed, organic form of the classical fictional film
narrative. The movie not only lets the lamp move from hand to hand, but also from story to story, and almost from genre to
genre. When the directors of a factory get wind of it and speculate about copying it and making it public on a huge scale,
When You’re Older, Dear Adam morphs into an industrial comedy; the movie becomes a (disillusioned) romantic comedy,
when a young man (Römer) gets hold of it in order to put his girlfriend’s (Granados) love to the test. And, towards the end
of the movie, when Adam finally runs maniacally through Dresden and beams at everything that cannot find a safe place
quickly enough, then that anarchic comedy filters through, which is inherent in the subject matter from the beginning, but
which otherwise never develops fully.
If film critic Rolf Richter describes When You’re Older, Dear Adam as a movie that is “in search of a comedy,”2 it
does not mean that the quest fails and that the movie is not funny. On the contrary, Richter alludes to a mode of the comic,
which does not count on punch lines and their allegedly predictable quasi-mechanical effect on the audience, but rather
which achieves humor through a process of searching, of questioning, and of self-questioning. This reflexive, introspective
comic mode clashes in a strange way with the pop art surface of the gaudily-shot movie, which is shot in Totalvision3 and is
certain of its effects. At the same time, Richter´s description refers to the erratic and edgy character of the film, to the way
it changes its tone of voice. Mundane observations change suddenly to satiric miniatures (the TV news finds it worthwhile
to report that the Seine is still flowing through Paris), to comic interludes (in preparation of a film shooting a man wants to
demonstrate how to hover and gets stuck on a hook on the ceiling), to slapstick (the gardener Leopold bursts in on the love
1
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scene, because, as he announces in a broad dialect, he has to spray the setting “against powdery mildew”), or, to a poetic
extravaganza, as in the aforementioned musical skit.
These fragmentary, erratic aesthetics may be partially owed to the censorship and the problematic production
history. For example, Helga Schütz, the co-author of the script, pointed out that the people in charge of the studio harassed
Günther already during the shooting, and especially during the editing, with constant new objections—admittedly, one
of the demands was for more unambiguity, please.4 However, independently of this, the aesthetics fit quite consistently
with the early work of the director. Günther looked already for a new film language in his motion picture debut Lots Weib
(Lot’s Wife, 1965), also in the formally unfettered film version of Becher´s Abschied (Farewell, 1968), and especially in the
semi-documentary contemporary film (also plagued by censorship problems), Die Schlüssel (The Keys, 1973). Günther
looked for a new film language that is not dominated by a large narrative arc but leaves room for deviations, diversity of
voices, tentative attitudes.
One could also characterize When You’re Older, Dear Adam as a philosophical comedy, or at least as a comedy
with philosophy. Right at the beginning, even before the title sequence, Adam, lying on the floor, reads a passage from
the writings by the Greek philosopher Plotinus. Also, later on, the characters speak frequently about philosophy. But this
philosophy is for them not a purely intellectual or even academic special interest, but rather something that concerns
them in their everyday life. Adam inquires after the validity of the socialist axiom, “Man is a product of his conditions,” and
Konstantin answers, “I admit it, this is a truth. And I am the relative … the relative element.”
Not only the sentence itself, but also the way Manfred Krug says it, is important. Konstantin´s hesitation, the short
pause in his speech, is not a coincidence or an accident, but rather part of a system. The casual construction of the plot
and the cheerful non-binding nature of the narrated world are pursued on the level of the dialogs when thoughts encounter resistance after leaving the brain and assume linguistic forms. In When You’re Older, Dear Adam language is never
reduced to a mere imparting of information (and never speaking to the recitation of lines in the script); instead, Günther
and his actors work consistently with hesitation, with trips of the tongue, and they develop together a flow of language,
which stands in its own way and which receives through this imperfection its peculiar charm (perhaps likewise turns into a
“relative element” that does not only resists the pure dogma of Socialism).
The attention that the film pays to the spoken language points to the peculiarity of the censorship case5 of When
You’re Older, Dear Adam. Günther´s second feature film is among the twelve films that disappeared in the depths of the
archives following the 11th Plenum of the Central Committee of the SED Party, and it is one of the few that were not only
banned or canceled during the production, but were in addition also partially destroyed afterwards. Several dialog passages,
presumably found as being too subversive, were removed from the soundtrack. Some time-specific allusions fell victim to
the overzealous censors—for example, allusions to the controversial anti-Stalinist Soviet film Bitva v puti (The Battle on Its
Way, 1961, dir. Vladimir Basov)—however, most of the deleted passages involve a rather gentle criticism, which was not
necessarily directed chiefly against the idiosyncrasies of socialism, but rather points towards more general conditions of
the modern, bureaucratically organized society or the “administered world” (Theodor W. Adorno), and this not in a tone
that is aggressive but rather pensive and melancholic. “I know many directors who have to suppress a laughing fit when
hearing the word honesty”—such a sentence would have meant the same in both a West German and in an East German
company.
This is not supposed to mean that a GDR audience could not have understood this and other kept dialog passages
as allusions to the hypocrisy of the socialist bureaucracy. Günther´s film is filled with a pivotal skepticism towards any kind
of thirst for power, no matter if it invokes domestic, religious, workplace, military, political, or philosophical authority.
A reference to WWII was also deleted. A man who is asked if he witnessed the bombing of Dresden should have
answered, “No. I was a soldier, back then … I flew a Heinkel. At the eastern front. I am one of the late learners.” Even this
merely biographical continuity from National Socialism to the Socialist present seemed to have been a thorn in the side of
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the people in authority. All in all, one cannot conclude from the content of the implemented cuts why When You’re Older,
Dear Adam triggered such destruction; indeed, there is a decided difference between preventing the circulation of a film
by means of a mere administrative act and then hiding it in the rearmost corner of a basement, and by taking the further
trouble to attack the object itself in its materiality, to remove, in this case, some meters of audiotape from a reel and to
destroy it (presumably) afterwards.
When the movie was taken out of the archives at the end of 1989, so that it could be shown two and a half decades
late, the restorers decided not to hide this act of aggressive censorship (and in doing so to confirm it, to some degree).
Instead, they made it visible in the reconstruction. In place of the sentences of the dialog that was destroyed, the rejected
passages of the script were inserted like intertitles in silent movies. Also, two scenes, in which the lamp makes members
of the National People´s Army hover in the air, were added in this way, although they had been objected to by the executives of the studio prior to the making of the film and had never been shot. The two scenes with the army, which Günther
declares in retrospect to be key scenes without which the film “does not have its center,”6 exist only as lines in the script.
It is different with the other censored passages. Only the soundtrack had been destroyed and the image of the speaking
character still exists. Sound and image had been stored on separate reels after the banning, while the image footage had
not been touched. This, in turn, results in an aesthetic peculiarity in the reconstructed copy. Since the soundtrack and
image are not always completely aligned, there are repeatedly short scenes in which one character moves his lips (and is
doubtlessly understood by the other characters in the scene), but no dialog can be heard. On the one hand, this reminds
us of the silent movies, and on the other hand, it fits with the unstable, tentative texture of the narrative—and also with
the visual language, which does not aim towards the organic coherence of the composition and allows again and again,
for example, that characters run out of the frame in the middle of a shot without narrative motivation. Naturally, the entrancing
effects of these scenes do not comply with Günther´s intentions, and during the premiere of the restored version he contemplated the possibility of a dubbing. Later on he decided against a subsequent repair, so that the damages inflicted on
his film by the censorship would remain visible.7
Today we have to take the film as it is. And if one does this, one may have the impression that the cinema beat the
censors at their own game: The attacks on the material did not succeed in taming and defusing When You’re Older, Dear
Adam; on the contrary, they help to make conspicuous what is today still radical and exciting.
								
Translated by Sigrit Schütz.
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