RELEASED 25 YEARS LATER!

The following speech by film historian and artist Rolf Richter was held during the press conference at Berlin cinema International on
November 23, 1989, on the occasion of the re-release of Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones) and Das Kaninchen bin ich (The Rabbit Is
Me). In October 1989, Rolf Richter called for the restoration and the release of the twelve DEFA films that were banned in the aftermath
of the 11th Plenum of the SED Party in 1965-66. Richter became the head of the Investigation Committee for the Course of Events around
the Banned or Withdrawn Films that worked on re-releases of the films.

A Historic Moment
By Rolf Richter
It is a historic moment in our history. Finally, the first of the banned movies are becoming accessible to the public. The
Investigation Committee for the Course of Events around the Banned or Withdrawn Films assumes that no movies were
produced here that warranted a ban. It is out of the question that the films we again review, should receive the state
approval for release. It is essential that we take the steps necessary to make these movies accessible as quickly as
possible and as adequately as possible—that is in cinemas and on television—and that technical conditions for this will
also be created as quickly as possible.
This is an act of justice, a necessary act of justice. The encounter and renewed encounter with these movies is painful
and bitter, not only for the filmmakers, of course, but especially for them. The bans caused upheavals, triggered crises,
changed lives.
The movies—and I am thinking here especially of those that were banned in connection with the 11th Plenum of the SED
Party, but it also holds true for others—would have worked back then like a cleansing fire. They were made at a time
when one was thinking about a critical evaluation and a renewal of socialism, yet they never came to light. The reason
why we are so affected by the timeliness of these movies is because of their searching and sincerity, their exuberance,
moral rigor, social, and psychological accuracy, and this is why we say they are coming at the right time.
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These movies show, of course: how vital questions remained un-discussed; how long stories that need to be told in order
to promote society’s creativity were not told; how so many unsettled points smoldered for a long time and accumulated;
and how something else edged forward in place of a liberating sense of reality. In particular, this was hostility towards
objections, defusing of conflicts, deformation of utopias, and how the arts, especially the cinematic art, were oppressed
by pseudo-Marxist theories.
The movies that were banned back then because they attempted a clean break permit us now a necessary view into the
history of our society, and this view is so plastic and impressive, unlike any we can get presently from anything else—be
it historical scholarship or philosophy. They are a window through which we can see ourselves, see our present more
clearly. We feel the benefits that the films bestow upon us especially now. We also, however, have a feeling of bitterness;
a bitterness due to the loss of the creative potential that the country suffered due to the loss of imagination and critical
acuity. The banning of these movies had consequences whose implications we are only now beginning to understand.
Afterwards, there were hardly any movies that focused so directly and openly on social development issues without any
hide-and-seek, for whom the critical view of the Party representatives and the state was quite natural.
But we also see more clearly the tenacious fight by the filmmakers afterwards. They defied the official demands with
energy, persistence, exertion, and imagination—at least in the best movies of our country. They tried to preserve their
creativity in those films that made it into the movie theaters after long debates; they fought for the presentation of the
conflicts; they fought so that the open questions would remain open and would not be covered up; and they fought for the
authenticity of their movies. Despite the official pressure, there were always movies that felt obliged to the country and
its people, that stood up for communication and democratization, and that found poignant stories.
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It is necessary to remember this resilience here and now. Director Frank Beyer is an example for this and so are others;
examples of resistance that is part of the name DEFA.
Without a doubt, this pressure that we all know so well existed, sometimes more and sometimes less, but it existed up to
the final period. It is also part of the damage that we notice today that these movies were not shown earlier in the cinemas.
Filmmakers, critics, and film scholars have tried for years to make these films public, but they were available for research
purposes only and in exceptional cases. The reason for this restraint is to be found in a disgraceful situation: the verdict on
the movies was delivered by Erich Honecker in December 1965 during the SED´s 11th Plenum. Erich Honecker had become
secretary general and nobody responsible for granting permits dared to question the secretary general’s decisions. Such is
the case.
The pre- and post histories, the discussions, and the reasoning are part of the banned movies. We, the members of the
committee, have intended from the very beginning to compile documentation about the circumstances surrounding the
bans, the procedures and the motivations and their ramifications. This documentation belongs to the movies.1 It will depict
a chapter of the cultural policies and will reveal the administrative system, the arrogance, the unscrupulousness, and the
abuse of power that were part of this system.
Research concerning the background of the bans will be part of the documentation. This background was complicated.
It was connected with the revocation of de-Stalinization that had started in the Soviet Union in 1956 after the 20th Party
Congress, with the failure of a new economic strategy in our country, and with the political change in Western countries.
The movies were, therefore, produced and banned during an important juncture in our postwar history. You will understand
why it is so important for us that these movies will become open to the public as soon as possible so that a discussion of
these movies can materialize in society.
A special moment is taking place in our film history, and not only in film history. What is told in these movies illuminates and
deepens moral, psychological, political, economic, and social processes that are taking place now. When these movies
appear in cinemas, it will also be a symbol that we need our whole history and that we do not intend to retreat—not from
painful memories, nor from difficult ones, and not from those from which we would like to recoil. These films can make us
stronger. These movies also encourage us to reflect on an image of socialism that engages us and which we do not want
to give up and which the arts in this country always reflected.
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I therefore ask you to champion these movies, to do your best. Write about them, we need that.
Translated by Sigrit Schütz.
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Editor’s note: This documentation was never written by the members of the committee.
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DEFA’s Banned Films at the 1990 Berlin International Film Festival
By Erika Richter
My most moving, indeed my most distressing experience with DEFA movies in the International Forum of Young Film
program at the Berlin International Film Festival (Berlinale) was […] the screening of seven banned movies in 1990.1 This
was like a magical and historic moment. As is well known, Rolf Richter had suggested during a meeting of the GDR Film
Association in October 1989 to review DEFA movies that were banned in connection with the 11th Plenum.2 A committee
was immediately established and Rolf Richter was elected its chair. Without delay, the committee worked with the filmmakers to begin previewing and discussing the movies in question and, in light of their quality, declared the bans null and
void. Rolf Richter had pulled out all the stops in order to secure the fastest possible public screening of the movies, and he
went to the Minister of Film, Horst Pehnert, who accepted the opinion of the committee. This involved organizing the completion of several movies, which amounted to additional resources and work capacities for the DEFA Studio for Feature
Films. The resources were provided, everyone worked at full speed, and everything worked out. In November 1989, Rolf
Richter was able to assure the organizers Erika and Ulrich Gregor with a clear conscience during the Lübeck Film Festival
that a film series with the banned films could be shown in the Forum program in 1990.3 The Gregors were keenly interested
in the movies in question: Das Kaninchen bin ich (The Rabbit Is Me) by Kurt Maetzig and Manfried Bieler; Denk bloß nicht,
ich heule (Just Don’t Think I’ll Cry) by Frank Vogel, Manfred Freitag and Joachim Nestler; Der Frühling braucht Zeit (Spring
Takes Time) by Günter Stahnke, Hermann O. Lauterbach, and Konrad Schwalbe; Berlin um die Ecke (Berlin around the
Corner) by Gerhard Klein and Wolfgang Kohlhaase; Jahrgang 45 (Born in ’45) by Jürgen Böttcher and Klaus Poche; Karla
(Carla) by Herrmann Zschoche and Ulrich Plenzdorf; Wenn du groß bist, lieber Adam (When You’re Older, Dear Adam) by
Egon Günther and Helga Schütz. The eighth banned movie, Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones), by Frank Beyer and Karl
Georg Egel, was shown out of competition.
The movies got an optimal place on the program. They were shown on seven consecutive days in the Delphi Filmpalast, the Forum’s premiere cinema, at the 4:30 pm time slot, and then again one day later at 8:00 pm in the Arsenal cinema. Four of the movies were also shown at the Academy of Arts [in West Berlin] at noon. The screenings of these seven
movies in the Forum program at the Berlinale seemed almost surreal. They had been banned for twenty-three years, totally
locked up, not even accessible for research, and now they were shown during a big international festival. Hardly anyone
was able to escape the power of the moment. The noticeable commotion of the filmmakers present increased this sense
of the surreal. The movies had, indeed, been shown publicly once shortly before in the GDR Academy of Arts, an event that
the Berlin audience present at that time witnessed with great dismay.4 But now the movies screened before an international audience. This was something else, and it presented the former bans in another perspective. Again and again the
question came up: Why had these movies been banned? This was and remained incomprehensible.
The impression of the absolute singularity of the event was intensified through some peculiarities during the film
screenings. For example, Born in ’45 had no complete soundtrack, and so the showing of the movie was accompanied live
with a mixture of spoken dialog and commentary by the director Jürgen Böttcher. When Egon Günther recently worked
again on When You’re Older, Dear Adam, he noticed that essential parts of the dialog were missing on the soundtrack,
and he copied the missing sentences from the script and inserted them into the movie. This extraordinary remedy not only
corrected the mistake of the cut sound parts, but it also benefited the educational charm of this movie with some sort of
distancing effect. Gerhard Klein, the director of Berlin around the Corner had died in 1970 and could not experience the
rehabilitation of his fourth and last Berlin movie. However, Wolfgang Kohlhaase, Klein’s trusted colleague and ally, had
already declared earlier that the incomplete soundtrack should remain incomplete: “One should be able to view the fate of
Berlin around the Corner; it should be a fragment.”
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The seven films were among 12 films that were banned in the aftermath of the 11th Plenum of the SED Party in 1965-66.
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Rolf Richter was an East German film historian, scriptwriter and artist.
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Erika and Ulrich Gregor were the co-founders of the International Forum of Young Film program at the Berlin International Film Festival.
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The screenings of six of the banned films took place at the East Berlin Academy of Arts from February 5 to 7, 1990. See advertisement in the Berliner Zeitung,
January 31, 1990.
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All these curiosities underline the special circumstances of this presentation. Without a doubt, the filmmakers
themselves and their friends and colleagues from the East experienced the uniqueness of this moment so distinctly.
Admittedly, many spectators from the West could theoretically understand the uniqueness of the moment, but the entire
emotional weight of these screenings was surely not accessible to them. The movies were received factually as normal,
current movies. I remember clearly the discussion following a screening of Carla. Initially there were deep, sympathetic
emotions in the audience. Then there were different opinions and a young woman said that she was also a teacher in Bavaria
[West Germany] and that she was very familiar with the problems that Carla had in regard to honesty and truth. She felt
that this movie related directly to her own life, although it was twenty-four years old and was set in another country.
The filmmakers could feel understood. The cinematic representation of their concerns did not seem to be outdated
and seemed to reach their audience. What had altogether been geared towards problems of GDR society at that time
extended far beyond it because these problems were not specific but rather common to all mankind. GDR art officials
rejected and fought against universally human problems as being detrimental or even hostile [to socialist society]. The
depiction of universal problems allowed for the effect that these movies had during this Berlinale and is certainly the reason for the survival of good, substantive DEFA movies as part of German film history. At a press conference that the Forum
had organized on the occasion of these film screenings, Rolf Richter commented in a similar way to his comments already
given during a press conference for the revival of Trace of Stones and The Rabbit Is Me on November 23, 1989. In conclusion, I would like to quote from this text:
“They were made in a time when one was thinking about a critical evaluation and a renewal of socialism, yet
they never came to light. The reason why we are so affected by the timeliness of these movies is because of their
searching and sincerity, their exuberance, moral rigor, social, and psychological accuracy, and this is why we say
they are coming at the right time. (…) The movies that were banned back then because they attempted a clean
break permit us now a necessary view into the history of our society, and this view is so plastic and impressive,
unlike any we can get presently from anything else—be it historical scholarship or philosophy. They are a window
through which we can see ourselves, see our present more clearly. We feel the benefits that the films bestow
upon us especially now. We also, however, have a feeling of bitterness; a bitterness due to the loss of the creative
potential that the country suffered due to the loss of imagination and critical acuity. The banning of these movies
had consequences whose implications we are only now beginning to understand.”
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Besides the great impression this film series made, the 1990 Berlinale held a further joyous surprise; the movie
Coming Out by Heiner Carow and Wolfram Witt, selected for the competition, was honored by the jury with a Silver Bear
for special artistic achievement due to its respect for human rights, humanity, and tolerance. I was able to witness how
DEFA bowed out from the Berlinale during the last year of the existence of the GDR, both successfully in an artistic sense
and painfully at the same time. The wounds remained visible. A new chapter began.
Translated by Sigrit Schütz.

Erika Richter was a dramaturg at the DEFA Studio for Feature Films from 1975 to 1991, where she collaborated with all notable DEFA
directors, including Heiner Carow (Coming Out), Evelyn Schmidt (The Bicycle), Rainer Simon (Jadup and Boel), and Lothar Warneke
(Apprehension). In 1992, she took over publishing the journal Film und Fernsehen. From 2003 to 2005, she co-edited the DEFA Foundation’s
book series entitled apropos: Film. For her important contributions to German film, she was awarded the Berlinale Camera at the 2003
Berlin International Film Festival.

This text is an excerpt from Erika Richter’s article “Sympathie und Interesse” (“Sympathy and Interest”) that was originally written in
German and published in Zwischen uns die Mauer (Berlin: be.bra, 2010). We thank the author and the publishing house for their allowance to translate and to use the text for this DVD.
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