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A Brief and Informal Preface 
 

 
As I reflect on this work, a brief and personal history seems necessary to 

contextualize my intersection with the collection that would form the base of my 

dissertation.  A fuller version of this story did not seem to fit in in the larger body of the 

dissertation, hence this short preface.  In August 2010, I quit my job of five years to take 

an unpaid short-term internship at the Deutsche Kinemathek, Museum für Film und 

Fernsehen in the Sony Center at Potsdamer Platz in Berlin, Germany.  During my 

frequent visits to Berlin over the preceding decade, I often had found myself at the 

Berlinale film festival, at the retrospective cinema Arsenal, and at the Kinemathek’s 

museum.  After beginning a second master’s degree with a minor in Museum Studies, my 

curiosity about the administrative practices and the secrets within the German museum’s 

vast archives grew with each visit abroad.  In late 2009, I wrote a blind letter to the 

Kinemathek, asking if they had an internship program, and whether I might spend a 

season there, learning more about the marketing or curatorial side of their work.  After a 

meeting with Martin Koerber and Daniel Meiller, two men with whom I would come to 

work, and whom I greatly admire, I was offered a fall internship later that year. 

Upon my arrival, I joined the Filmtechnik Lager and was tasked with first 

learning about the materiality of film stock itself, how to repair damaged film reels, and 

how to use the viewing equipment and editing tables.  They eventually moved me to a 

collection of American 16mm films that had come from the John F. Kennedy Institute at 

the Freie Universität in Berlin.  I would gather information (format, film stock, sound 

type, etc.) and assess the quality of the film, first on a winding table and then on a 
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viewing table.  My work resulted in a Prüfbericht that would help the organization decide 

what to do with the film: collect, discard, or give to another institution.  After viewing 

everything from educational films about the 1920s in the United States to D.W. Griffith’s 

epic 1916 film Intolerance: Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages, Meiller put me on a 

special project that would have a tremendous impact on the next six years of my life and 

academic work.  The Kinemathek received a collection of German-language films in 

2003 from a family in Los Angeles.  It was a large collection, 388 films in toto.  As with 

the films from the JFK Institute, this collection needed assessment before the 

organization could determine the movies’ institutional fate.  These films and their 

associated ephemera would come to be known as the LA-Sammlung (Los Angeles 

Collection) and form the basis for this dissertation. 

 This is a deeply personal project for many reasons: it was borne of relationships, 

with people, cities, archives, and with objects; it is the result of work with materials I 

have come to respect and that would shape my life; it reflects the emotional support and 

encouragement of many in my life.  For me, the most engaging academic work 

intertwines the personal and the intellectual.  To that end, this project allows me to 

combine my areas of academic interest—the totality of cinema studies, German studies, 

museum studies, archives—and work interdisciplinarily in and between these subjects.   

Conversations with and criticism from colleagues, family members, friends, co-panelists 

at conferences, and professors mark – and strengthen – this work. 

In the second chapter of this project, I speak often of narratives, of searching for 

their endpoints and origins, of the interconnectedness of narratives depending upon 
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space, place, intention, and ownership.  My internship may be somewhere near the 

beginning of the LA-Sammlung’s identity as a collection, but it also marks the beginning 

of my own narrative with these objects and, most certainly, this dissertation project.  It 

reveals intertwined moments that have shaped my thinking, my work, my teaching, and 

my life.  The internship and the project both affirm a long-standing interest in German 

film and in museums as places of work and reflection, and traces will remain in my future 

work and practice.  LA, Berlin, and Beyond is at once a conclusion and a prelude, the 

result of a chance encounter, a springboard for future scholarship, and a collection of 

moments and histories.   
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Introduction: 
Where is German Film (History)? 

 
 

 The Development of (German) Film Studies 

Twenty years ago, Marc Silberman asked, “What is German in the German 

cinema?”  In challenging the easy definition of national cinemas based on linguistic or 

geo-political borders, he illustrated the difficulty of pinpointing exactly what is “German” 

cinema, especially when taking into account the often multi- and transnational aspects of 

its history.  His conclusion that “the form of the question tends to determine the way it is 

answered” suggested that the way German cinema was understood largely owed to the 

limitations scholars put on it in the framing of their own scholarship.1  The categories of 

German cinema, then, are self-defined and, thus, self-limiting.  German film studies is a 

relatively new sub-field within the traditions of German Studies (or its old grandfather, 

Germanistik). Within American German departments, there was a traditional focus on 

“literature as an expression of national culture and identity.”  They were “reluctant to 

incorporate media and popular culture into their curricula.”2  Film studies remains 

relatively new as a formalized field of study within the university.  In his 1981 book on 

the significance of great Hollywood comedies, Stanley Cavell devotes his appendix to 

                                                
1 Marc Silberman, “What is German in the German cinema?” Film History 8, no. 3 (1996), 313. 
2 Anton Kaes, “German Cultural History and the Study of Film: Ten Theses and a Postscript,” New German 
Critique, no. 65 (1995), 47-48.  Although he began teaching it in the mid-1970s, when he writes his article 
20 years later (and one year before Silberman’s question regarding German cinema), I have the sense that 
Kaes is attempting to justify German film studies by describing that it 1) is not a threat to the study of 
German literature, but is meant to exist alongside it; and 2) draws on clear methodologies from film studies 
and other disciplines. 
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defending the value of film as an object of the humanities and, moreover, as a valuable 

one in a liberal arts setting.3 

 The Anglo-American tradition of film studies itself only began developing in the 

late 1950s and throughout the 1960s.  Much of this disciplinary professionalization began 

in 1959, when the Society for Cinematologists (today the Society for Cinema and Media 

Studies) was founded.  It aimed to be a professional society that would standardize 

terminology and readings; how to study film as its own entity; and how to distinguish 

film study from criticism and production.  This period of development for Anglo-

American film studies drew from the “preexisting French academic movement of 

‘filmology’” which proposed a “comprehensive methodological approach” to the 

“‘science’ of cinema” and which still boasts a strong influence on film studies in the 

United States.4  As the discipline grew, the Society changed its name to the Society for 

Cinema Studies, and the editors of its journal then wrote, “”We are searching for our best 

approach, our discipline, … while the social implications of cinema [and] scientific 

aspects of film production and audience analysis [are] never far from our thoughts.” They 

continued, “Most of the time [the journal] shall probably emphasize film as an art and the 

criticism of it as one of the humanities.”5  This latter quote reveals a distinction between 

definitions: first, of traditional film studies or the criticism of film concerned primarily 

with content, technique, and style, i.e., cinematography, editing, sound, and the profilmic; 

and, secondly, of cinema studies, which takes into account these things as well as film 

                                                
3 Stanley Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness: the Hollywood Comedy of Remarriage, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1981), 265-274. 
4 Lee Grieveson and Haidee Wasson, Inventing Film Studies, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), xii. 
5 Grieveson and Wasson, xiii. 
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production, audience analysis, movie theaters, promotion, etc., i.e., all that is concerned 

with film production, consumption, distribution, and promotion.  This move by the 

discipline’s primary professional society suggests a more inclusive definition of cinema 

studies.   

  This idea of inclusion beyond the film narrative and cinematic elements is what 

Silberman alludes to in his introduction in trying to determine what German film Studies 

could be.  “What is a German film?” he asks.  

“Is it defined by language, territory, history, culture, mentality and / or myth?”  Is “the object of 

German national cinema certain formal structures shared by a corpus of films? Common narratives 

or genres? Social experience or historical processes already defined as nationally specific and then 

reflected in film stories? The economic and technological developments that enable the production 

of films?”6 

Silberman seeks his answer in the technological and production history of Germany’s 

Weimar Republic.  For him, Germany’s encounter with “modernism through the cinema 

brings into high relief a set of factors and contradictions which bound together the 

discourses of cinema and nation…”7  These contradictions, and one of the tensions 

present within German film history, are the encounters with the global.  However, for 

Silberman this is largely a question of personnel, i.e. actors, producers, and directors, 

such as the popular Danish actress, Asta Nielsen, director Ernst Lubitsch in Hollywood, 

and even the iconic image of the American Louise Brooks in Pabst films.8 

 Almost 20 years after Silberman’s musings on German national film, Sabine Hake 

similarly wrestled with the “limitations of the national as a category of analysis.”  And 
                                                
6 Silberman, 298. 
7 Ibid., 313. 
8 Ibid., 300, 304, 311. 
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she, too, turned toward the Weimar Republic and its many co-productions to demonstrate 

the interplay of categories of national, international, and transnational in Germany’s film 

history, challenging the notion that there ever existed a purely “German” cinema.9  But 

she also contends that these categories are not rigorous and calls for historical case 

studies on “film reception, commodity tie-ins, fan culture” and more, so as to enrich the 

“close readings and theoretical interventions” of present scholarship.10  This essentially 

aligns her with a current trend within cinema studies to create new cinema histories to 

complement the work of film analysis. 

 In his introduction to Explorations in New Cinema Histories, Richard Maltby 

suggests that beyond understanding the historical context in which films were created, the 

construction of specific microhistories of cinema can lay a foundation from which we can 

work toward a more comprehensive (new) cinema history.  

“These gaps in our knowledge are precisely what compel us to look for new and different clues to 

the social experience of cinema, and to seek other ways in which we might connect this particular 

case to others that might seem equally marginal from the point of privilege that has been film 

history’s normal viewing position.”11 

Kaes, in his call for inclusion of the “cultural history” in German cinema studies, hints at 

the need for a “new cinema history,” but here he works within somewhat traditional 

parameters of German cinema, i.e., the linguistic and socio-political borders of German 

film.  While he asserts the need to include generic, economic, aesthetic, and historic 

                                                
9 Sabine Hake, “German Cinema as European Cinema: Learning from History,” Film History 25, nos. 1-2 
(2013), 110-111. 
10 Ibid., 117. 
11 Richard Maltby, “New Cinema Histories,” in Explorations in New Cinema History: Approaches and 
Case Studies, eds. Richard Maltby, Daniel Biltereyst, and Philippe Meers (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2011), 15. 



 

  8 

concerns surrounding film, he focuses on the German film industry in Germany and the 

difference between American and German productions systems (but without any mutual 

influence).12  In short, his essay is a beginning in pushing the borders of German cinema 

studies beyond the analysis of the films themselves, but he fails to broaden the scope or 

definition of where German cinema can be located or what objects define it.  

Sabine Hake takes up Kaes’ early musings on where German cinema studies was 

headed in 2013 with her own ten theses regarding the state of the subfield and where it 

needed to grow.  Even with twenty years between their articles, Hake claimed that little 

had changed: that the transformation of Germanistik in the 1970s and 1980s has not been 

fully realized in sub-discipline of German film studies; that the focus still revolved 

around traditional philological definitions of German national cinema and called for a 

step away from traditional narrative readings; and that the focus should shift from the 

national to the transnational (or European).13 This “need to define “German” in 

conventional and nonconventional ways,” says Hake, “…simultaneously destabilize[s] 

and reaffirm[s] the notion of national cinema.”14  Thinking of “the transnational and 

international as constitutive parts of the national” is, for Hake, the first step in broadening 

how we newly frame German cinema studies.15  Though her aforementioned call-to-

action explicitly calls for case studies and materialist histories, her arguments by and 

large link the future of German cinema studies to Europe and transnational exploration.  

Both Hake and Silberman focus their attention on the interplay between European players 

                                                
12 Kaes, 51-52, 55. My emphasis. 
13 Sabine Hake, “Forum: German Film Studies,” German Studies Review 36, no. 3 (2013), 643-660. 
14 Hake, “Forum: German Film Studies,” 650. 
15 Hake, “German Cinema as European Cinema: Learning from History,” 116. 
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and identities and German cinema and the writing of its history, and both reference 

Hollywood as an important outpost of this discussion.  Hollywood is, however, the only 

non-European site of exchange and influence and is presented as an industry and 

contained system.     

 My dissertation enters into this discourse about where we find German film 

history and how to delimit German cinema studies.  Unlike Hake, I do not resist the label 

of German in my work within cinema studies.  The discovery how malleable that term is 

instead helps me to push the borders of where German cinema occurs and what objects 

and which groups are part of that history.  What follows includes sites of German cinema 

in the United States; American objects as part of a German archive; and a German genre 

that travels against and outside of its borders, all of which contribute to a decentering of 

German cinema and its film history 

 

 Decentering German Film History 

This project, like any, exists at the intersection of multiple narratives and their 

confluence dictates the contextualizing, the assumptions, and the interventions in the 

following dissertation.  Thus, it becomes necessary to tease out not only these individual 

stories, but understand the moments in which they intertwine and how that creates 

temporal circumstances surrounding the research and ensuing work.  While this assertion 

of historiography in my own work is hardly unique, the acknowledgement is meant to 

assert the changing nature of narratives based on both the timing and nature of these 

encounters. In her essay Telling Objects, the cultural theorist and critic Mieke Bal 
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explores “…the question of how narrative functions socially, ideologically, historically; 

how it changes and what people do to make it change, and to what purpose.”16  It is 

precisely this dynamism, this non-static claim for narratological function that undergirds 

my work and shapes the claims in the chapters that follow.   One could argue that objects 

of study may be perceived as unchanging, especially if ignoring materiality, i.e., the 

articles in newspapers will always be written the way they were published and the content 

of a film will always appear as it was released.  That perception, however, ignores the 

paratextual, or, rather, paraobjective elements that momentarily contextualize an object. 

They are involved in changing ownership, collection or archival narratives, and 

institutional politics.  This work, then, brings to light just one (hi)story in a continuum of 

past, potential, and future encounters. 

 In some ways, this dissertation is a reflection of personal journeys.  This project 

owes itself in large part to an internship I held at the Deutsche Kinemathek, Museum für 

Film und Fernsehen in Berlin, Germany in the fall of 2010.  As part of my position in the 

Filmtechnik Lager, I went through a series of films that were part of a collection dubbed 

the “LA-Sammlung” to analyze the condition of the film stock.  This collection of 388 

mostly German language films arrived at the Kinemathek in Berlin in 2003 from Los 

Angeles, where they had screened at an independent theater called the La Tosca 

Filmbühne.  Even seven years after the acquisition of this collection, the majority of the 

films’ condition had not been assessed, with other tasks in the department taking 

precedence.  Only the brief intervention of an unexpected intern brought the LA-

                                                
16 Mieke Bal, “Telling Objects: A Narrative Perspective on Collecting,” in The Cultures of Collecting, eds. 
John Elsner and Roger Cardinal (London: Reaktion Books, 1994), 97. 
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Sammlung back into focus for the Kinemathek.  At the close of my internship, I had 

viewed only fifteen films, and the collection seemed damned to languish, forgotten in 

storage, for many more years.  Thus ended, too, my official interaction with the LA-

Sammlung.  In Telling Objects, Bal continues her article by examining the lifecycle of 

collections, stating that they often have a beginning, middle, and end, but one can only 

acknowledge the beginning once in the middle of the collection, a theme I take up in my 

second chapter.17  This applies to narratives, as well.  Although my crossing with the LA-

Sammlung marks the beginning of my dissertation journey, it was only in the middle of 

that process that I could identify the import of that origin story; the personal value was 

hidden to me while in the middle of my museum work.  And, of course, the collection’s 

story neither began nor ended with my interaction.  

 That concealment is a necessary part of archival work is a less acknowledged 

reality.  We can know much of an object by examining its content and material state.  We 

can claim knowledge of its origin in naming its producers and, in the case of a museum 

archive, provenance often provides a connection to the donor and previous owner(s).  But 

what does this information really state about the history of an object?  Scant facts 

masquerade as an object’s history, neatly providing an origin narrative.  The death of 

Meta and Hermann Kleinhenz – the LA-Sammlung’s owners before the Kinemathek – 

prompted the donation of the film materials.  With this information comes some little 

context: the films played at their theater, the La Tosca, during the mid 20th century for a 

German-speaking audience; the films were left in the Kleinhenz home after the theater 

closed and until their deaths.  Beyond this information, though, the other details and 
                                                
17 Bal, 102. 
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history of the LA-Sammlung remains hidden.  Who were the Kleinhenz’s?  Did they 

immigrate to the United States; did they have German ancestors?   Who were the 

German-speakers that attended this theater? Why show popular West German films 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s instead of the now well-known experimental fare of the 

New German Cinema?  What was the La Tosca’s function in the German-speaking 

communities in L.A.?  It is this hidden part of the LA-Sammlung’s narrative that 

precipitated my own research, expanding archival visits to sites in Los Angeles—the 

Feuchtwanger Memorial Library at the University of Southern California and the 

Margaret Herrick Library—to try to discover the “hidden” function of these films and the 

theater at which they played. 

 With these archival inquiries, institutional narratives are added to this moment of 

my exploration, bringing to this the policies and holdings of each organization at the 

moment of research.  The efficacy of cataloging and search terms, documentation 

restrictions, staff availability, institutional funding and priorities, and more greatly impact 

the scope of research one can conduct.  Hake maintains that organizations (film 

museums, archives) are responsible for preserving a national (German) film heritage.18  

Within such organizations, though, exist collections that intentionally include other 

national cinema objects and films, suggesting that the definition of the national is more 

open to interpretation.  Recalling Silberman’s proposal that the frame of inquiry shapes 

the conclusions we draw, perhaps other scholars are equally responsible for defining the 

institution of German cinema.  

                                                
18 Hake, “German Cinema as European Cinema: Learning from History,” 115. 
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 One such institution, the Heimatfilm genre, certainly enjoys a reputation as a 

uniquely national cinema, one that suggests a mythical return to a type of ideal (non-

existent) Germanness.  Within the genre, however, are recurring peripheral characters 

that destabilize the notion of the ideal within Heimat, suggesting multiple identities and 

desires present in the postwar idea of Germanness.  These generic images, too, are so 

appealing that they find their way into other national screen cultures, which works against 

an essentialist idea of the genre. 

 The following pages intertwine the LA-Sammlung’s transatlantic migrations to 

examine what constitutes German cinema, and where.  In finding it outside of 

Germany—and separate from Hollywood—we begin to understand what motivates 

spectatorship of German films and how that feeds into constructing identities. By 

examining the way in which the Kinemathek treats the LA-Sammlung, I argue that the 

archive and its politics of preservation and access strongly influence the way in which a 

national film history is created (with some surprising inclusions).  American and Indian 

screen cultures both infuse films with Heimat, causing us to rethink the characteristics of 

a “German” genre and, indeed, whether such a thing exists.  Each site—Los Angeles, 

Berlin, and in other national screen cultures—reframes how we think of German cinema 

and where we look for it.  Instead of looking just to Germany and other German-speaking 

countries, we need to retrain ourselves to look beyond those borders for other sites of 

German cinema and write their narratives (and their spatial and material histories) to 

reshape our approach to writing German film history. 
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Los Angeles 
 
 

In this first section, Los Angeles, I explore the history of this neighborhood 

cinema when it was called the La Tosca Filmbühne and showed German language films, 

particularly those that would become the LA-Sammlung.  (Figure 1)  The story of this 

project, in many ways, begins here, with these traces.  However, this chapter also bears 

witness to the life of neighborhood and/or ethnic theaters in Los Angeles as a way to 

contextualize La Tosca in a larger cinema community, particularly one situated near 

Hollywood.  And, finally, this chapter delves into the German-speaking community in 

L.A. and theorizes La Tosca’s audience, or what James Forsher refers to as “the 

community of cinema."19 

 

 

Figure 1  The erstwhile La Tosca theater as seen in 2013.  Source: Photo courtesy of the author. 

                                                
19 James Forsher, The Community of Cinema: how cinema and spectacle transformed the American 
downtown (Westport: Praeger, 2003).  In his book, Forsher looks closely at the communities that patronized 
small, neighborhood movie theaters and the role they played in that community’s life, as well as marketing 
tactics, the building’s function, and other aspects of new cinema history. 
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In some ways, this engagement of new cinema history methodologies—of writing 

about specific and somewhat obscure cinemas and their communities—can be a largely 

unsatisfying practice for the historian.  Because neighborhood theaters were not large 

movie palaces (which were often well documented by journalists of the time or fiercely 

guarded by preservationists after they fell out of fashion as cinemas), the histories of 

these places and their audiences are often obfuscated and rely on disparate pieces of 

information.  As Alice Lovejoy has noted, tracing the narratives of these histories is a 

daunting task,20 relying on memory, searches in periodicals, or chance encounters in 

archives.  However, the absence of this material also belies its importance, pushing 

against the dominant narrative of a monolithic Hollywood, both as site of cinematic 

experience (moviegoing) and film production.  This cinematic history of Los Angeles 

plays an important role both for the cultural and physical history of La Tosca.21   

 Although Hollywood originated as its own municipality within Los Angeles 

County in 1903,22 it was not until the early 1910s that the burg became synonymous with 

the motion picture industry.23  With the growing popularity of the fairly new medium, the 

rise of the studio system, and the mecca for the industry’s stars and hopefuls, Hollywood 

eventually became a metonymical phrase for Los Angeles (though perhaps not the other 

                                                
20 Alice Lovejoy, “‘Video Knows No Borders’: Samizdat Television and the Unofficial Public Sphere in 
‘Normalized’ Czechoslovakia,” in Samizdat, Tamizdat, and Beyond: Transnational Media During and 
After Socialism, eds. Friederike Kind-Kovács and Jessie Labov (New York: Berghahn, 2013).  Although 
writing about samizdat television practices in Czechloslovakia, Lovejoy’s article at once illustrates the 
immense scholarly value that comes from exploring alternative and less documented film histories and the 
simultaneous difficulties that arise in tracing cinematic sites and practices. 
21 There are countless histories on the rise of Hollywood and the film industry, as well as the development 
and theorizing of Los Angeles.  A list of suggested of titles is included in Appendix I. 
22 “Hollywood is a Municipality,” Los Angeles Herald (Los Angeles, CA), Nov. 15, 1903, Sunday 
morning: 6. 
23 Lewis Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1939), 85. 
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way around), illustrating the city’s close ties to the movie industry from its relative 

infancy.  From the earliest days of filmmaking, theaters abounded, growing exponentially 

throughout the first quarter of the 20th century.  Los Angeles city directories contained no 

listings for movie theaters in 1908, but listed 21 “moving pictures and machines” in 

1909; 54 “moving pictures theatres” in 1912; and 87 “motion pictures theatres” by 1920.  

In these listings, we see the quick growth of popularity of moving pictures, as well as the 

ongoing assessment and evolution of the medium and where and for whom it occurred—

from “machine” to “theatre,” from technology to public space. 

 As the movie industry grew, so, too, did exhibition spaces in Los Angeles.  

Already in 1927, L.A. boasted of itself “as the motion pictures capital of the world.”24  

During the height of the “Golden Age” of Hollywood (the 1930s through the early 

1940s), L.A. boasted 265 moving picture theatres.25 Alongside the plethora of movie 

palaces that existed in Los Angeles to showcase Hollywood’s latest fare,26 the city also 

hosted a large number of so-called neighborhood theatres.  These cinemas boasted 

smaller houses (seating usually only a few hundred) and catered to the neighborhoods in 

which they were situated.  While also often screening Hollywood movies, others came to 

offer films connected to ethnic groups, which included the aforementioned La Tosca, i.e. 

the theater at the heart of this section. 

 
                                                
24 L.A. City Directory, 1927, 8. 
25 See L.A. City Directory, 1942, 12. By way of comparison, Los Angeles only had 60 stage theatres in 
1942. 
26 Among the best known are the still operational Million Dollar Theatre in Downtown L.A. and the 
Grauman Egyptian and Chinese (now TCL) Theatres in Hollywood.  Such movie palaces seated well over 
1,000 patrons, even accommodating as many as 2,500. For more information, see the Los Angeles Historic 
Theatre Foundation’s website; Theatres in Los Angeles by Suzanne Tarbell Cooper, Amy Ronnebeck Hall, 
and Marc Wanamaker; or Robert Berger and Anne Conser’s The Last Remaining Seats.  
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L.A.’s Ethnic Theaters: eine Spurensuche 

There are few traces of the La Tosca theater, which was located at 2930 South 

Vermont Avenue (sometimes listed as 2928 S. Vermont) in Los Angeles.  As is the 

nature of archival work, we are constantly engaging in a Spurensuche to trace histories 

and narratives to discover origins, causes, or details.  Although section two, Berlin, 

specifically addresses archival work, the dearth of concrete and easily discoverable 

information remains in the background of this cinema’s history, too.  The theater first 

opened as a MacIntyre&Pollard PhotoPlay Theatre in 1912, screening silent films with 

live accompaniment. In the following decades, the theater changed hands several times. 

B.H. Lustig and the Gore Brothers each owned and operated theaters in Los Angeles 

already in 1912 and 1913, respectively.  After two mergers in 1921 and 1923, 

Lustig&Gore formed a partnership, which included management of La Tosca.27 The 

theater space had been renamed in 1920 and would bear the La Tosca moniker until its 

closing.28  Little is known about the theater between the periods of ownership of 

Lustig&Gore and 1950, when a couple named Hermann and Meta Kleinhenz re-opened 

the theater as La Tosca Filmbühne.  This iteration of the cinema showcased German 

                                                
27 The Gore Brothers merged holdings with another theater owner—Sol Lesser—in 1921 in a multi-million 
dollar deal to become the West Coast Theaters Company.  The La Tosca was part of that merger, which 
included a number of “neighborhood house[s].”  BH Lustig’s and Michael Gore’s merger (as Lustig&Gore, 
already by 1923) had offices adjacent to the theater where, until that time, a number of confectioners had 
operated businesses.  See L.A. City Directories, 1921-1923 and article: “Many Theaters in Big Merger,” 
Los Angeles Times (Los Angeles, CA), Jan. 11, 1921: 1. 
28 See L.A. City Directories, 1915-1918, 1920.  The cinema remained a PhotoPlay Theatre until at least 
1918.  No directory information from 1919 is available. 
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popular films (in German, without subtitles) until closing its doors as a theater in the 

early 1980s.29 

La Tosca stood just southwest of Downtown Los Angeles, blocks away from the 

University of Southern California campus, and existed in a neighborhood that welcomed 

a community of cinemas over the course of the last century.  At least twenty-five theaters 

stood within a three-mile radius of La Tosca’s building.30  (Figure 2)  The cinema’s 

trajectory, both in terms of content and community, mirrors those of the smaller cinemas 

around it and suggests a possible reason for its survival into the 1980s.  The nearby 

Trojan and Fox Adams Theatres, for example, also started as silent movie houses, 

changed ownership multiple times, and ceased operations in the early 1950s. This was 

precisely the time when La Tosca’s screen switched from showing popular American 

films to popular German language films.  The Fox Adams underwent a similar overhaul 

during the same period, changing its name to the Kabuki Theatre.  It served as a forum 

for Japanese language cinema from the early 1960s to the early 1970s, before closing.31 

                                                
29 Because the La Tosca was a small, neighborhood theater, it did not receive the attention of more iconic 
L.A. film palaces, such as The Chinese Theater on Hollywood Boulevard.  Preservation of such small 
theaters is uncommon when they close.  The building still stood in 2013 and hosted a cell phone store, a 
clothing store, a salon, and a barbershop in the former cinema spaces.  Unfortunately, the grandchildren 
responsible for the donation of the theater’s remaining films and programs (to the Deutsche Kinemathek) 
are uninterested in discussing their grandparents’ film exhibition and role in the German-American 
community. The information on the La Tosca’s programming largely stems from the Kinemathek’s 
collection of the theater’s programs and calendar.  Other information is sparse and draws largely from brief 
finds at the Los Angeles County Library, from the Margaret Herrick Library’s collections, specifically the 
B’hend & Kaufmann Collection (citation below), and personal interviews with a handful of patrons.  
Though a website (cinematreasures.org) contains many nostalgic musings about the theater, these claims 
are unsubstantiated.   
30 Tom B'hend and Preston Kaufmann collection, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture 
Arts and Sciences.  The B’hend and Kaufmann collection contains information about hundreds of theaters 
in the greater Los Angeles area.  This claim comes from mapping theaters found in the collection and 
plotting them in relation to the La Tosca.  See figure 2. 
31 “Independent Theatre Guide,” Los Angeles Times (Los Angeles, CA), Jun. 12, 1971: A5 and Apr 1964: 
n.p. 
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In the postwar period, Hollywood enjoyed a boom in film exhibition in both the United 

States and across the Atlantic.32  However, the growing prevalence of television in 

American homes and its popularity would soon have a negative impact on the wellbeing 

of the film industry.   Thousands of movie theaters closed in the early 1950s, due to 

competition with television.33 Indeed, even technological advances, such as Cinemascope 

and surround sound could do little to boost revenue during this period.34 A comparison of 

sixteen Angeleno metro theaters from 1935 - 1962 shows a consistent decline in box 

office admissions from 1948 - 1953.35  (Figures 3 and 4)  Douglas Gomery’s impressive 

study of movie presentation in the United States suggests that small foreign language 

theaters could survive, especially after World War II, by catering to ethnic Americans 

and their interests.36  In his exhaustive analysis of Los Angeles’ minor cinemas, David 

James illustrates this principle in that geographic region: “The same period [1950s] saw a 

major revival of public theaters specializing in classic or foreign films. … Other theaters 

screened foreign films, not so much for a cosmopolitan intelligentsia, but for the city’s 

immigrant populations, which they reached through mailing lists.”37  While plenty of 

                                                
32 Jane Stokes, On Screen Rivals: Cinema and Television in the United States and Britain (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 2000). 
33 William Boddy, Fifties Television: The Industry and Its Critics (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1990).  Frequent articles in Variety from 1951-1953 confirm this, frequently reporting on massive theater 
shutterings and ways in which the industry attempted to drive the public back into cinemas. 
34 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.281.  A timeline excerpt by John Miller of the Los Angeles Historic 
Theatre Foundation of the Alexander Theatre in Glendale shows the impact this way, writing in 1954: 
“This new technology [Cinemascope, surround sound] boosts business, which is slackening off due to 
impact of television.”  This note was however quickly followed by showing the continuing decline in the 
latter part of the decade: “1960s: Balcony closes due to smaller audiences, following the trend of theatres 
nationwide.” 
35 B'hend and Kaufmann collection. 
36 Douglas Gomery, Shared Pleasures: A History of Movie Presentation in the United States (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992).  See “Foreign Language Movie Theatres,” 171-73. 
37 David E. James, The Most Typical Avant-Garde: History and Geography of Minor Cinemas in Los 
Angeles (Berkeley: University of California, 2005), 221. 
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theaters in the L.A. metro area could be found to show foreign films in the mid-20th 

century, those that did so for a local, ethnic audience were rarer than those that were 

interested in art house prestige.38 

 

 

Figure 2  Map of theaters in proximity to the La Tosca theater building over the last century.  La Tosca is circled in 

white. 

 

The sites of so-called ethnic theaters in Los Angeles seem to adhere to this notion 

of serving a neighborhood community.  For example, the city supported as many as four 

Japanese-language theaters throughout the 20th century.  The Kabuki cinema catered to 

the 9,000 Japanese-Americans in its Mid-City neighborhood in the mid-1960s.   

                                                
38B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.148.  For example, the Beverly Hills Fine Arts Theatre showed “fine 
art” foreign films in the late 1950s. 
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Figure 3  Graph illustrating box office returns, 1948-1953. 

 

 

 

Figure 4  Geographic distribution of graphed theaters. 
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The nearby Kokusai, which closed in 1986, also presented Japanese-language films.39  In 

Little Tokyo was the Fiji Theatre (324 E. 1st Street), which was the first Japanese 

language film theatre in L.A.40  When it closed in 1986, Little Tokyo Cinemas was the 

last Japanese-language movie house in the nation.41  What came to be known as the 

Grand International Theatre (730 S. Grand Avenue) in Downtown L.A. screened many 

international films.  Throughout the 1930s and until its demolition in 1946, Russian, 

Yiddish, French, German and Spanish language films graced its screen.42  During this 

period, the now defunct Laurel Theatre on Beverly Boulevard also hosted international 

films in German, French, and Spanish. 

The pivot to showcasing films in only one non-English language (versus the 

Grand International and the Laurel, who screened film from many other countries and in 

other languages) generally occurred at the mid-century point, with most theaters enjoying 

new iterations in the cinema’s lives.  In addition to the Japanese-language theaters in the 

Los Angeles metro, there were a mix of movie palaces (e.g., Million Dollar) and 

neighborhood cinemas (e.g., Brooklyn) (mostly in Downtown L.A.), which focused 

exclusively on Spanish-language features.43  The programmatic shift of the theaters met 

the need of a changing regional demographic. The Orpheum Theatre, for example, 

switched from vaudeville in the mid 1950s to capture the interest of the Spanish-speaking 

                                                
39 “Theatres in Los Angeles Escape As Riots Wreck Nearby Buildings,” BoxOffice (New York, NY), Aug. 
23, 1965: n.p. See also: Kevin Thomas, “Last Picture Show in Little Tokyo,” Los Angeles Times (Los 
Angeles, CA), Oct. 31, 1990: n.p. The Kabuki was at 4413 West Adams Boulevard, and the Kokusai stood 
at 3020 Crenshaw Boulevard. 
40 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.385.  See Bruce LaLanne’s notes, “Theatres of Los Angeles – 1870-
1994.” 
41 Thomas “Last Picture Show in Little Tokyo.” 
42 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.840. See Bruce LaLanne notes (n.d., n.p.) 
43 For information on theaters that presented Spanish-language films, see B’hend and Kaufmann collection 
files f.382, f.386, f.441, f.443, f.449, f.664, and f.705. 



 

  23 

patrons.  According to L.A. theater historian Stephen Silverman, “By then [1960s], too, 

suburbia was stretching out and movies in general were losing their adult audience.”44 In 

addition to serving the Spanish speaking population, showing films in that language also 

served as a survival strategy for many of these cinemas.  Moreover, the trajectory of 

Spanish- and Japanese-language cinemas serves as a parallel for La Tosca’s development, 

and their histories serve to illustrate the establishment of minor cinemas in Hollywood, 

which will be discussed a little later in this section. 

 

Figure 5 Spanish language theaters in Los Angeles 

Already in 1920, Million Dollar Theatre premiered the Spanish-language film 

Cuauhtémoc (de la Bandera 1918).  With two of the largest Spanish language theaters in 

the country, Mexican Angelenos flocked to the cinema in the 1920s and 1930s, which 

were at the center of “Mexican middle- and working-class life.”45  By the mid 1940s, 

Spanish-language cinema had gained a strong foothold in Los Angeles.  In all, nine 

                                                
44 Silverman 8. 
45 Rogelio Agrasánchez, Jr., Mexican Movies in the United States: A History of the Films, Theaters and 
Audiences, 1920-1960 (Jefferson: McFarland&Company, 2006), 4, 47-48.  In 1930, the population of 
Mexicans in L.A. was 123,800. 
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theaters consistently presented Spanish-language films throughout the mid-century 

period, most clustered in Downtown L.A. or within three miles of it.46  (Figure 5) 

 

  Although the all-time popularity of Mexican film in L.A. was during World War 

II, there were still over 600 screens presenting Mexican productions in 1951. Films were 

advertised in the local press, specifically targeting the Spanish speaking population 

mixing English and Spanish to target their patrons.47  

Two main forces influenced Spanish-language film presentation in L.A. in the 

mid twentieth century: Frank Fouce, an L.A. Spanish-language exhibitor, and Sherrill 

Corwin of the Los Angeles based Metropolitan Theatres chain (often advertised as La 

Cadena Metropolitana Los Angeles).  The latter began marketing heavily to Spanish 

speakers in 1963 featuring both American features with Spanish subtitles and Mexican 

produced films, first at its Orpheum Theatre and later at the California Theatre.48  Fouce 

leased the Mayan Theatre in March 1949 and began presenting Spanish language movies 

and occasional stage shows, with Mexican stars appearing in person.49  Indeed, Fouce’s 

era of Mexican cinema exhibition defined the appeal of Mexican cinema, cultivating a 

                                                
46 The following movie theaters, for a time, all consistently presented Spanish-language films.  None have 
survived into the twenty-first century as presenters of Spanish-language programming.  For geographical 
proximity, see Figure 3.  Broadway Theatre (428 S. Broadway), now closed; Olympic Theatre (313 W. 8th 
Street), closed; Orpheum Theatre (842 S. Broadway), open as an stage and events theater; Brooklyn 
Theatre (2524 E. Cesear E. Chavez Avenue, formerly Brooklyn Avenue), closed in 1989; Mayan Theatre 
(1040 S. Hill Street), open as a nightclub; California Theatre (810 S. Main Street), closed and building 
demolished in 1990; Mason Theatre (127 S. Broadway), closed; Million Dollar Theatre (a 1918 Sid 
Grauman movie palace at 307 S. Broadway), open primarily as an events center; Victor Theatre (1718 S. 
Main Street), closed. See also B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.441, f.449. 
47 Agrasánchez, 2, 39, 58. 
48 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.386, f.449, f.705.  See BoxOffice magazine article from August 1983.  
See also Metropolitan Theatres’ company history: “About Us.” Metropolitan Theatres. Metropolitan 
Theatres. 
49 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.664.  See Bruce LaLanne’s note on the Mayan Theatre. 
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public with an “extraordinary indulgence” toward anything produced south of the border.  

He further claimed that this virtue alone accounted for the success of many of the films 

shown at this theaters: “For these people there are no bad movies…”  Part of his success 

also can be attributed to his dedication to offering new programming, bringing a different 

or new Spanish-language feature to the screen each week.50  The reign of Spanish-

language programming came to a close in the mid-1980s, with the closure of the Teatro 

California and the vast programmatic shift of the Mayan Theatre.51  Archivist and 

Mexican film historian Rogelio Agrasánchez, Jr. attributes the declining popularity to a 

decentering of Spanish language culture and the increasing affordability of videocassette 

recorders (VCRs) and direct consumer marketing of videos.52 

 

From Theatre to Filmbühne 

When Hermann and Meta Kleinhenz took over operations of the La Tosca, they 

turned from the theater’s practice of primarily screening popular American features to 

focus on programming popular German-language films.  Considering the national 

background of the couple, this choice was hardly a surprise.  Hermann was born in 1915 

and immigrated in 1924 with his parents to the United States from Germany, where the 

family spoke German at home.53  Meta was also born abroad (likely in a German 

                                                
50 Agrasánchez, 15, 53. 
51 Agrasánchez, 60. B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.664.  See Bruce LaLanne’s notes on the Mayan’s 
switch from presenting Spanish-language films to adult films. 
52 Agrasánchez, 68. 
53 “United States Census, 1930,” FamilySearch, Apr. 14, 2001, accessed Mar. 29, 2016. 
(https://familysearch.org/pal:/MM9.3.1/TH-1942-22822-29636-85?cc=1810731).  1930 census data listed 
his name as “Herman,” which was likely an anglicizing of his German name.  Though his death certificate 
also listed his name as “Herman” he reclaimed a Germanic spelling—Hermann—in the theater’s programs, 
which is how he is referred to in this text. 
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speaking country) in 1902.54  By the time the couple opened La Tosca (the first Angeleno 

German cinema) in 1950, Los Angeles boasted a large and thriving German population.55  

When the Kleinhenzs (re)opened La Tosca, they focused on engaging a German-speaking 

audience through advertisements, film programs, and, of course, films – a new release 

and a Reprise, i.e. an older film.  They also cultivated a loyal following by partnering 

with businesses with a German bent, e.g. Przyabilla’s Wurst-Fabrik or Peter Teichmann’s 

Deutsch-Amerikanischer Rundfunk, to advertise in their Programmheft.  They even 

hosted for a time an import business adjacent to their lobby to provide patrons access to 

German goods.  Hermann would preside over the theater, Meta over the shop.56  The 

inclusion of the latter to sling goods “from home” was a tactic utilized by similar ethnic 

theaters on the east coast that were part of the same German language film distribution 

network.  The Casino Theater in New York City served as the primary importer of 

German language films to the twelve German language theaters in the United States, as 

well as the nexus for a network screening these films across the country.57 

Although German films could be seen at different cinemas (e.g., occasional 

screenings at the aforementioned Laurel Theatre, as well as the Sunset and Coronet 

Theaters and even the Hermann-Söhne Halle, a central meeting point for the German 

community), La Tosca’s opening meant the only consistent presentation of popular 

                                                
54 "United States Social Security Death Index," FamilySearch, Jul. 25, 1993, accessed Mar. 29, 2016. 
https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:JTHV-V3V 
55 L.A. City Directory, 1942, 12.  The 1942 L.A. City Directory lists German as one of the most dominant 
immigrant nationalities in Los Angeles. “Programm der “Neuen Deutschen Filmbühne,” California Staats-
Zeitung (Los Angeles, CA), Dec. 1, 1950: 5.  An issue of California Staats-Zeitung dated December 1, 
1950 proclaims La Tosca the “neue deutsche Filmbühne” in Los Angeles. 
56 Jon Lellenberg, personal interview with author (conducted by email), April 25, 2015. 
57  “Eine Mitteilung an unsere staendigen Besucher! Ein deutsches Kino oder gar keines!” California Freie 
Presse (San Francisco, CA), Dec. 12, 1960: 10. 
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contemporary German language films.  Films of the popular postwar West German 

Heimat genre dominated the Casino’s import from the West German film industry (East 

German films did not grace the screens of the Casino or La Tosca theaters).  Thus, La 

Tosca’s double-features mainly emphasized Heimat films, new and old, with an opening 

screening of a newsreel program.  They first screened one of the first newsreels, Blick in 

die Welt (from the French-occupied section of West Germany), and later replaced it with 

the Hamburg-based Neue Deutsche Wochenschau.  In addition to announcing their 

programmatic choices for the year and advertising the German speaking Angeleno 

community, the theater’s published Heft often reproduced newspaper ads-cum-editorials.  

In one such editorial when the theater first began publishing its semi-annual 

Programmheft, the Kleinhenzs display a cognizance of the critical reputation of postwar 

films, saying, “Man hat in letzter Zeit des öfteren von der Flaute in der deutschen 

Filmproduktion gehört; das hat jedoch auf unsere kommende Saison keinen Einfluss, 

denn wir haben für das kommende Jahr das Beste, was zu haben war.”58  (See figure 6.)  

The statement is at once a justification and defense for the theater’s programming, which 

would remain surprisingly consistent throughout La Tosca’s lifespan—popular West 

German films, with an emphasis on Heimat, with a constant focus (even in the 1970s) on 

films from the 1950s through early 1960s. Even once the more critically acclaimed films 

of the New German Cinema filmmakers, e.g., Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Werner Herzog, 

Alexander Kluge, etc., were released in the 1960s and 1970s, La Tosca steadfastly 

adhered to the mainstream (often formulaic) films of the previous decade.  Indeed, this 

                                                
58 See Deutsche Kinemathek’s “Hausprogramme USA” and “Los Angeles, CA – La Tosca” folders in their 
document collection.  
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tactic was perhaps not the most business savvy.  La Tosca patron Jon Lellenberg recalls 

the theater’s “audiences usually filled only a small percentage of the seats” in the late 

1960s.  Most of the audience at that time consisted of middle-aged Germans, and the 

films were mostly without subtitles, an ideal condition for a student of German, but 

maybe not for attracting a broad audience.59 

In La Tosca’s Programmheft, the Kleinhenzs attempt to assert themselves and 

their theater into the German/-American community in Los Angeles, claiming familiarity 

with their audience.  We see this in the different tone of address in their marketing 

materials.  In the aforementioned article, published originally in a newspaper and 

reprinted in their calendar, the couple is careful to use the formal you in German, i.e. Sie.  

(Figure 6)  That, however, morphs into the informal tone of address in their direct 

outreach to patrons, where they use dir (the informal address) and the informal 

imperative (“Denk daran – mach dir ein paar schöne stunden – geh ins kino [sic]”) on the 

same page.  In the materials that directly connect them to their customers, this simple 

linguistic change marks the relationship between patron and proprietor as more than 

transactional; it places the La Tosca and their patrons within the German-speaking 

community in a friendly exchange, connoting at least some intimacy.  These familiar 

moments dot the programs each year in little editorial asides, reminding La Tosca patrons 

to patronize German businesses (especially those advertised in the theater’s Heft) or 

wishing them Easter or Christmas greetings. The Californian German-American weeklies 

(L.A.’s California Staats-Zeitung (CSZ) and the San Francisco-based California Freie 

                                                
59 Lellenberg, interview. 
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Presse (CFP)) utilized similar tactics in communicating with and advertising to their 

audience. 

 

Figure 6. La Tosca program with reproduced nespaper editorial/ad and advertisement for the Wochenschau: Blick in 

die Welt. Source: Deutsche Kinemathek. 

When the Filmbühne first opened, the German community seemed to be more 

concentrated (at least, geographically) than in the theater’s later years.  If you look at the 

advertisers in the CSZ shortly before the La Tosca opened as a German language theater, 

you see a clustering of businesses supporting the German-American paper, the majority 

(ca. 95 percent) advertising in German.  Sixty-two percent of the businesses that 

advertised with the CSZ in 1945 were located within a three-mile radius of Downtown 
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Los Angeles.  In 1971, only 14 percent of the businesses advertising in the CSZ were 

within the same area.60  (Figures 7 and 8)  

   

Figure 7. Map (and detail) of geographic distribution of advertisers in the 1945 CSZ. 

While this observation is neither conclusive nor comprehensive, it does point to a 

dispersal of the community with a vested interest in German culture over time.  And 

although not at the epicenter of the German-speaking Angeleno community as graphed 

above, La Tosca’s place firmly lay within near proximity to other German-interest 

businesses.   

 

 

                                                
60 To create these maps, I cataloged every advertiser in the first January issue of the CSZ in 1945 and 1971.  
Copies of the CSZ are scant and only random years are available through the Library of Congress and the 
Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen in Stuttgart. In 1945, 34 of 55 total businesses were near Downtown L.A.; 
in 1971, there were 17 of 121 in the same area. 
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Figure 8. Map (and detail) of geographic distribution of advertisers in the 1971 CSZ.  First image excludes one 
advertiser located in San Jose. 

No matter how strongly the Kleinhenzs proclaimed a connection to their German 

community, the strictly German programming was not enough to maintain the theater, 

which soon began showing films from other countries.  Shortly after opening as a 

German cinema, La Tosca showed Czech films already in 1953.  (Figure 9)  Irrespective 

of their presentation of films from other national cinemas, they still saw La Tosca as a 

German theater.  In lieu of their normal advertisement and editorial in the CFP, a 1960 

“Mitteilung” defended their position as the only German theater, arguing that there was 

no room for a rival theater that intended to present the same or similar German features.  

It clearly positioned the cinema as part of—indeed, serving—the German community in 

L.A.  They painted themselves as trailblazers in the presentation of German culture and 

as one of the only places to be entertained in German language and values.  La Tosca, 

they contended, was opened in spite of extreme hatred for “alles Deutsche.”61  Rather 

than a congenial appeal to their German-speaking community, this letter reads as a threat.  

The theater claimed it could not brook competition for the thousands of Angeleno 

                                                
61 “Eine Mitteilung an unsere staendigen Besucher! Ein deutsches Kino oder gar keines!” 
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German-speakers.  Perhaps, unlike the Spanish-speaking community with its multiple 

cinemas in the L.A. metro, the community would only support one theater, dooming the 

other to financial ruin. After all, as mentioned, the theater’s business for German films 

was not exactly booming.  This appeal was possibly an attempt to block competition and 

secure La Tosca’s role in the community.  However, the tactic of the theater to position 

itself as solely allied with the German community, presenting kindred service to this 

community, was clearly self-serving.  Throughout the 1950s, 60s and 70s, the theater 

showed films from other parts of the world.  While projecting the image as the soul of 

German culture in Los Angeles, La Tosca was, in part, a theater with an international 

screen.  A 1970 program reveals that German film showtimes in May of that year (Auf 

der grünen Wiese (Böttger 1953) and Ja, ja, die Liebe in Tirol (von Bolváry 1955) would 

end early in favor of an “Indische Vorstellung,”62 with a Los Angeles Times theater listing 

confirming this practice of Indian films with English subtitles a year later.  At the very 

end of the theater’s run, it added Korean films to its programming, calling itself a foreign 

language art house.63  (Figure 10)  As the years passed, too, English began creeping into 

Tosca’s programming and, on occasion, onto its screen.  Gilbert von Studnitz, who 

watched movies at the theater in the 1950s noticed that more and more English was 

spoken as younger Germans (children) learned English.  As the years, progressed, 

English became more dominant in so-called German circles, particularly as the older, 

                                                
62 “Hausprogramme USA” and “Los Angeles, CA – La Tosca” folders. 
63 The exact date of La Tosca’s demise is unknown, though likely in 1981.  The image in figure 11, 
however, was taken in 1981.  The photographer claimed the theater still screened films at that time, but was 
winding down.  The Los Angeles County Library has a gap from 1975 to 1982 in its L.A. City Directories.  
La Tosca is listed in the 1975 edition, but not in the 1982 book. 
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first-generation passed away.64  This had a marked impact on the vitality of La Tosca.  

The program calendar began to reflect this change, too.  For example, a 1964 ad for the 

double program of The Confessions of Felix Krull (Bekenntnisse des Hochstaplers Felix 

Krull Hoffmann 1957) and Eternal Love (Heideschulmeister Uwe Karsten Deppe 1954) 

listed the films titles in German and promoted the (rare) English subtitles.  They had also 

put in short reviews of both films in English, which even anglicized the name of the title 

character Felix Krull from Horst Buchholz to Henry Bookholt.65 (Figure 11)  Just as the 

decentering of Spanish language culture and the rise of home video in the 1980s 

adversely affected Spanish-language film presentation at cinemas in L.A., so, too, did the 

German-speaking community see a decentering of its population. (See figures 7 and 8.)  

Although ethnic theaters here had strong support through the first two-thirds of the 

twentieth century, they, too, felt the impact of changing technologies and interests, with 

video supplanting film.66  

                                                
64 Gilbert von Studnitz, personal interview with the author (conducted by email), July 8, 2013. 
65 See Deutsche Kinemathek’s  “Bekenntnisse des Hochstaplers Felix Krull 1957 dir. Hoffmann 1836” 
sleeve; “Hausprogramme USA”; “Los Angeles, CA – La Tosca” 
66 James, 298. See also: David N. Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 26.  
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Figure 9  Photographer Julius Shulman, known for his iconic images of Los Angeles, shot this photo in 1953 while on 
assignment #1557 for Bank of America.  Source: © J. Paul Getty Trust. Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles 

(2004.R.10). 

 

Figure 10  La Tosca in 1981. Source: Photo courtesy of Gerald DeLuca. 
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Figure 11  La Tosca Hausprogramm featuring The Confessions of Felix Krull (Bekenntnisse des Hochstaplers Felix 

Krull). Source: Deutsche Kinemathek. 

After the theater closed, Hermann filled the theater with the canisters of the films 

he showed at La Tosca and ran a distribution service, largely supplying a German-themed 

entertainment village, Alpine Village, in Torrance, CA with Heimatfilme throughout the 

1980s until his murder in 2001.67  All that remains of La Tosca now is a building on the 

corner of West 30th and Vermont, a sort of architectural palimpsest, retaining just a hint 

of what came before.  Even while a German theater, the Venetian murals of its earlier 

                                                
67 Mike Tau, personal interview conducted with the author (conducted by e-mail), March 15, 2014; “News 
Release,” Los Angeles Police Department, April 15, 2001. http://watch-command-1142464325.us-east-
1.elb.amazonaws.com/april_2001/news_view/23122 ; “The Homicide Report,” Los Angeles Times, April 
14, 2001. http://homicide.latimes.com/neighborhood/beverly-crest/year/all . 
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incarnations adorned the interior of the house.  And after the German community 

dispersed and became sparse, the building remains behind, now advertising cell phones 

instead of “German films.”  La Tosca’s traces remain, but only visible with the scrutiny 

that historical context can provide. 

 

The “Germans” in Los Angeles 

In the postwar period, more than 125,000 Germans immigrated to the United 

States.68  By 1960, almost one million German born people lived in the U.S.69  In Los 

Angeles city, 17,302 people identified as having been born in Germany on the 1950 

census.70 American soldiers stationed abroad returned with German brides71 and the 

German born who settled in California joined Midwestern citizens of German heritage 

who flocked to California, especially L.A. and Hollywood, contributing to its multiple 

population booms.72  From these mother tongue speakers, multiple generations of 

heritage German speakers emerged as the years progressed.  Other German speakers 

                                                
68 Albert Ebert, “California Staats-Zeitung begeht ihr Goldenes Jubiläum,” California Staatz-Zeitung (Los 
Angeles,  
CA), Apr. 5, 1968: 2. 
69 Elizabeth M. Grieco and others, The Size, Place of Birth, and Geographic Distribution of the Foreign-
Born Population in the United States: 1960-2010 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  989,815 
people living in the United States were born in Germany in 1960, approximately 10% of the total foreign-
born population and second only to the Italian born population.  In an earlier report on foreign-born 
Americans, the Census Bureau reported that the greatest immigration from Germany to the United States 
occurred before 1960.  See Susan J. Lapham, We the American…Foreign Born (U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1993). 
70 This number is deceptively low, as it does not include the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area.  If 
including the adjacent tracts, the number increases significantly.  See Howard G. Brunsman, United States 
Census of Population, 1950. Census Tract Statistics. Los Angeles and adjacent area (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Government Printing Office, 1952). 
71 Ebert, “California Staats-Zeitung begeht ihr Goldenes Jubiläum.” 
72 History of Los Angeles County, ed. John Steven McGroarty (Chicago: The American Historical Society, 
Inc., 1923).  In the early 1920s, the Midwest contributed heavily to L.A.’s population boom.  See also: Jim 
Heimann, Kevin Starr, and David Ulin, Los Angeles Portrait of a City (Cologne: Taschen: 2009), 184. 
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came from local universities (including the University of Southern California (USC)) that 

offered German language and culture classes and stocked their faculties, especially their 

German departments, with émigré scholars.  There was also a large exile community of 

Jewish and political refugees within the German-speaking population. From 1945 to 

1950, the population of Jews in Los Angeles (city) rose from 150,000 to 250,000.  By 

1953, 10,000 refugees were part of that population.73   

The composition of “German” Los Angeles in the mid twentieth century is a 

complex notion, made up of many who might claim—or reject—identification as German 

or German-American.  For example, the prewar period in L.A. was home to Germans 

who were part of the German American Bund in the 1930s, an organization that 

supported a pro-Nazi agenda, and those who were more interested in tracking down 

authentic German sausages than politics.  The war ending did not see a great uniting of 

those speaking German under some sort of umbrella of common identification.  Those 

who spoke German and attended La Tosca had diverse reasons for doing so, which we 

will see later on in the memories of those who attended movies at the theater. 

 The next part of this section explores the concept of Germanness in Los Angeles, 

especially as it relates to the community of La Tosca.  In addition to examining the 

theater’s Programmheft to analyze how the theater treated and marketed to its assumed 

audience, I also investigate the Californian weekly German-language newspapers 

alongside the programs.  The aforementioned California Staats-Zeitung and California 

Freie Presse, both published during the same period and targeted a similar audience.  In 

                                                
73 Max Vorspan and Lloyd P. Gartner, History of the Jews of Los Angeles (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1970). 
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considering both the direct (e.g., articles and advertisements) and indirect (e.g., usage of 

fonts and other visual and linguistic elements) modes of communication, I explore a 

diverse cinema topography and images of Germanness in the films’, newspapers’, and 

ephemera, especially in contrast to a plurality of German speakers in Los Angeles. 

 

Ethnic Cinemas as Minor Cinemas  

In his book on film and film culture in Los Angeles, The Most Typical Avant-

Garde, David James observes different minor cinemas in L.A.  These cinemas, he claims, 

developed in dialogue with Hollywood.  The industry so dominates filmmaking that other 

cinemas, i.e., cinema practices and cultures, are marginalized.  Within the city itself, 

minor cinemas flourished “within the geographic purview of Hollywood itself but 

eventually also in neighborhoods the industry has never recognized: consequently they 

have differently reflected the city’s architecture and landscapes, as well as its peculiarly 

fractured social environments.”74  His work looks at the physical space and social 

topographies of the city, citing historical and architectural influences that have seamlessly 

woven the together all film cultures—Hollywood as the monolith of the culture industry, 

of filmmaking and film watching, and other cinemas that push against its practices.  

However, film audiences within Los Angeles are different than those in other cities 

precisely because of the presence of Hollywood (both tangibly and in the imagined L.A. 

that the dominant film industry portrays).  James explores the tensions of these 

intersections, i.e. Hollywood’s promulgation of a universal film language and minor 

cinemas with distinct features that challenge that notion.  James’ work provides entry to 
                                                
74 James, 3. 
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rich and diverse film production and film watching culture within Los Angeles, focusing 

on subaltern groups, particularly the larger subcultures of the avant-garde and Mexican, 

Native American, and queer communities. In struggling to create their own film 

language, these communities created oppositional cinemas that bring forth topics, images, 

and film styles either ignored or whitewashed and manipulated in mainstream films.  He 

claims that they are “highly specific in terms of class and ethnic identity, and their 

cinemas have likewise been shaped by their various locations in the city.”  These 

“enclaves with high identity, and multiclaves with mixed identity” provide a 

“counterweight to Hollywood’s attraction” and further link their cinemas to other cities 

and even countries with similar minor cinemas, creating a circle of influence outside of 

Hollywood.75  A somewhat dependent relationship, minor cinemas began as a way to 

counter Hollywood’s sometimes milquetoast fare, but depend upon mainstream film 

culture (filmmaking, narrative, and consumption) in order to distinguish themselves from 

Hollywood.  Part of what makes James’ claims for minor cinemas so exciting is that they 

fly in the face of mainstream film culture, though arguably at the center of it and its 

potential for influence; minor cinemas occur despite Hollywood, in opposition to it.  He 

focuses much of his impressive book on minor/ity cinemas, connecting the production of 

avant-garde films to a cinema-going community.   However, he also opens the door to 

consider other types of minor cinemas, which at once depend upon Hollywood and 

struggle against it.  

James’ characterization of minor cinemas that function against the dominant 

Hollywood film culture could extend to include La Tosca.  Granted, characterizing La 
                                                
75 James, 4-5. 
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Tosca as a minor cinema may be problematic.  The theater did not engage in filmmaking, 

but rather only in presentation.  The images of German speakers in cinema (presuming 

they constituted a large portion of the theater’s patrons) did not necessarily face the same 

problematic portrayals in films that other more marginalized groups did, and German-

/Americans enjoyed more privilege than many of those same marginalized groups.  

However, thinking of La Tosca as a minor cinema can be a useful way of considering the 

theater in Los Angeles’ cinematic landscape.  The assertion of the German language 

theater as a minor cinema draws attention to the dimension of screening practices.   In 

attempting to create their own cinema cultures as separate from—but aware of—

Hollywood,76 James asserts that minor cinema communities reflected upon their 

“previous achievements in cultural practices” and that in choosing film texts, 

communities sought out “authentic or natural images, languages, or narratives of their 

own identity.”77   La Tosca indeed included a national cinema with its own distinct film 

history, yet one whose audience was neither contained by national borders in Europe nor 

primarily concerned with Hollywood’s history with that film culture.  Indeed, there is no 

denying the longstanding history of German immigrants and exiles working in 

Hollywood.  Beginning already in the silent era, directors, actors, and writers, were 

enticed across the pond or, later, fled the reach of the Third Reich.  A German actor, Emil 

Jannings, won the first Academy Award for Best Actor in 1929 for his work on Austrian-

                                                
76 The technical aspects of film propagated by Hollywood became selling points alongside narrative and 
personnel.  See the La Tosca Felix Krull ad in Figure 12, which promotes Eastmancolor film, which would 
become more commonplace than Technicolor.  Noting these technical aspects (Cinemascope, Technicolor, 
etc.) were common occurrences in promoting Hollywood films and are found on many posters in the mid 
century period. 
77 James, 300, 303. 
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American director Josef von Sternberg’s film, The Last Command.  During the time of 

the La Tosca Filmbühne, actor/director William Dieterle; directors Fritz Lang, Billy 

Wilder, Robert Siodmak, Douglas Sirk and F.W. Murnau; and actors Paul Henreid and 

Peter Lorre; and actress Hedy Lamar were all known figures in Hollywood.  Rather than 

drawing on national connections to those entrenched in mainstream film, La Tosca 

focused instead on films created abroad, eschewing critically acclaimed movies by 

German/-American directors (e.g., The Big Heat Lang 1953).  One could argue that the 

theater’s interest in authenticity ended with the linguistic and production aspects, since 

many of the films portrayed unrealistic or atypical settings and narratives for many 

Germans living in Germany at the same time.  Indeed, Mike Tau, a La Tosca patron and 

third-generation German-American, liked the Heimat films because they were decidedly 

different than the “Hollywood crap” released at the same time.78 Even if problematic in 

its own convoluted projections of Germanness, La Tosca is unique for the linguistic 

aspect of its programming, as well as for the way it upheld the cinematic imaginary of 

Heimat’s Germany.  Positioning La Tosca as a minor cinema highlights its contradictory 

nature, hinting at its ruin.  The theater always struggled to maintain a loyal and constant 

base of patrons to support its fanciful programming and in its later years resorted to 

trying to attract other under-represented cinema tastes in Hollywood.  As cinematic tastes 

changed, the German-speaking community outgrew the unchanging landscape of the 

Heimatfilm and the screen darkened on this cinema. 

 

                                                
78 Tau, interview. 
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California Staats-Zeitung and California Freie Presse, or How to 

Communicate with/to Germans 

Founded in 1919, the California Staats-Zeitung (CSZ) catered to the German/-

American community in and around the Los Angeles metro area.  Complementing the 

CSZ’s engagement of the LA German-speaking community, the San Francisco-based 

California Freie Presse (CFP), hosted a similar array of news from the German-speaking 

European countries (Germany, Austria and Switzerland) while featuring local news, 

events, and advertisements, primarily in and around San Francisco.  The paper was also 

distributed in and included local events for the Los Angeles area.79 

Throughout their histories, the papers implied strong ties to Germany (and 

Austria), as evidenced by the regular and prominent features, Heimat-Nachrichten in the 

CSZ and the more explicitly titled Nachrichten aus der alten Heimat in the CFP.  In the 

earlier part of the twentieth century, the “Nachrichten” complemented the front page 

news, half of which was about the German-speaking countries. Though this trend 

changed during the war years to favor news from the United States, the interest in and 

identification with the old country never abated.  After World War II, CSZ heavily 

covered news from Bonn and other West German cities, tailoring many of the articles to 

nod to the readerships’ familial connections in West Germany.  Both the CSZ and CFP 

eschewed identifying with East Germany with minimal reporting on East German issues 

unless it affected West Germany.  The papers essentially portrayed German identity as 

West German, all but ignoring the East.  In these articles and advertisements, a sort of 

                                                
79CFP was founded on April 15th, 1949 and continued through 1982, when it merged with other German-
language newspapers to become Amerika Woche. 



 

  43 

bifurcated audience begins to emerge.  It consists of, on the one hand, European Germans 

who immigrated to the United States.  On the other, they are (German-) Americans—

whether first, second, or third generation—striving to fit into their adopted country, while 

maintaining ties to their Heimat.80  This tension between European and American identity 

in the papers remains unresolved, with the terms German and German-American used 

synonymously.  Similarly, CSZ uses possessive pronouns (our) when speaking of 

“home,” indicating both Germany and the United States, often on the same page.  For 

example, advertisements in the 1950s prominently featured offers to send food care 

packages to family members at home (in West Germany).  When Georg Thomalla or 

Freddy Quinn—popular film stars of West German cinema—occasionally toured the 

United States in the 1960s with variety shows, the advertisements would herald the return 

of “our favorite stars.”  Easter and Christmas also provided ample opportunity to 

underscore the relationship to (Christian) West Germany, with multiple articles appearing 

about German traditions; the San Franciscan and Angeleno metro Vereine featuring 

holiday balls (for Christian holidays like Easter and Christmas), parties, and dinners; and 

advertisers featuring Geschenk-Artikel or seasonal treats like Stollen. 

 The editorial advertisements81 in the papers also play on this dual identification of 

German/-American.  An ad from December 1943 in the CSZ states “Wer bei uns anzeigt, 

                                                
80 Heimat is a difficult word to translate. Later in the text, it will refer to a postwar West German film 
genre. In this context, though, it can mean home, where one feels at home or safe, a home or native 
country, or where one is born. Thus, Heimat can be as much an actual place as an emotional or social place. 
 For a history of Heimat culture and its role in German national identity, see Part I in Johannes von 
Moltke’s No Place Like Home: Locations of Heimat in German Cinema (Berkeley: University of 
California, 2005). 
81 Editorial advertisements refer to the one to two sentences at the end of a column inserted by the publisher 
to both fill blank space and further the publisher’s agenda. 
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weiss die deutsche Kundschaft zu schätzen.”82  Although a seemingly innocuous and 

inconsequential statement—especially in relation to the entire sixteen-page edition—this 

quote is noteworthy for a few reasons.  First, despite the United States being at war with 

Germany, the CSZ still valued and strove to maintain a unique German identity.83  Being 

German, for the CSZ, was an almost apolitical thing, with Germanness instead linked to 

cultural and linguistic identification.  This hermetic statement also served to both 

congratulate the readers by extolling the virtue of their discerning (and culturally 

noteworthy) consumerism while also encouraging advertisers to focus their marketing 

dollars on a very specific demographic worthy of attention and cultivation.  At a time 

when Germans and German-Americans often eschewed their heritage in the United 

States, the paper argued that Germanness was an asset worth treasuring, ignoring any 

problematic political associations.  Such statements strive to imbue German identity with 

loyalty, though it is unclear if German here means German immigrants, German-

Americans, or German speakers. Indeed, the CSZ would later reflect on the demographics 

of its audience in an article for its golden anniversary, saying that it was both a paper for 

                                                
82 The La Tosca Programmheft employed similar appeals to its audience, echoing the CSZ almost word for 
word: “Bitte berücksichtigen Sie die Geschäftsleute, die in ihrem deutschen Theater annoncieren.  Wer bei 
uns annonciert, weiss deutsche Kundschaft zu schätzen.”  “Hausprogramme USA” and “Los Angeles, CA – 
La Tosca” folders; 
“Der Bauerndoktor von Bayrischezell 1957 dir Schott-Schöbinger 11196” sleeve. 
83 Indeed, both newspapers paid only cursory attention to World War II; with mentions during the war years 
confined to Associated Press or other news distribution services’ accounts of the war.  Most covered only 
two-three column inches of the maneuverings of governmental officials primarily from the American 
perspective, largely ignoring battles, fatalities, the treatment of dissidents, etc.  Although there were no 
overtly pro-German news or editorials in the paper during the war years, there was also no clear 
condemnation of Germany’s actions.  Indeed, in the interwar period the CSZ provided much more 
information on Germany’s political moves within Europe.  There were also subtle nods to distinctly 
German National Socialist ideas of Germanness vis-à-vis advertisers.  For example, on page 2 in the 
January 4, 1934 edition of the CSZ, the proprietor of the Aryan Book Store offered gifts and books “aus der 
alten Heimat,” including records of Hitler’s speeches, creating an explicit link between Germanness and the 
Nazi party.  On page 3 of the same issue, there appears an appeal to “Männer und Frauen deutschen Blutes” 
to support the Freunde des Neuen Deutschland, a pro-Nazi group. 
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the Neueinwanderer and one that strove to build connections between German-

Americans and those from the “alte Heimat.” 84 An editorial ad in the same issue 

entreated readers, “Deutsche Leser! Bleibt der “California Staats-Zeitung” treu! Sie ist 

das einzige Bindeglied des Deutsch-Amerikanertums!”85  These sentences display a rare 

cognizance of the disparate populations of German speakers in Los Angeles, 

acknowledging that which bound the groups together to be an understanding of the 

German language over a shared (though ambiguous) “German” identity. 

 The California Freie Presse also utilized editorial advertisements to appeal to its 

readership on similar topics, with free interchange of German and German-American in 

addressing them.  However, as the years progressed, these advertisements began to mark 

the generational distance from the “alte Heimat.”  A 1961 ad reads, “Lehrt eure Kinder 

Deutsch!” with another ad exclaiming, “Jeder Deutschamerikaner liesst [sic] eine 

deutsche Zeitung!”86  Here the paper aligns German-American identity with language and 

implies a need for the preservation of the German language.  The misspelling of a 

common conjugation of the verb lesen and the need to promote the usage of German and 

engagement with the German community perhaps indicates the influence of the 

American, English-speaking world on the German/-American communities in these 

metropolises.  While there were certainly German immigrants to L.A. in the post-World 

War II period (as illustrated earlier),87 German speakers were not limited to first 

                                                
84 Ebert, “California Staats-Zeitung begeht ihr Goldenes Jubiläum.” 
85 Ibid., 9. 
86 California Freie Presse (Los Angeles, CA), Feb. 13, 1961: 3-5. 
87 Immigration waves to Southern California occurred after World War I, with the rise of the Nazis, and 
again after World War II throughout the early 1950s, resulting in 80,000 Germans and German-Americans 
in the region. 
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generation, native speakers.88  Instead, the mid-century German-speaking population 

extended to include children of German-speaking immigrants and students of German. 

With over 6,000 German Jewish exiles included in that population of ca. 80,000 

identifying as German or German-American,89 there was a highly diverse community of 

German speakers in the L.A. area with vastly different relationships to Germany and 

Austria. In proclaiming that the CSZ was at once a paper for Neueinwanderer and 

established German-Americans, such editorial claims about what “every German-

American” does or should do to support the community collapses these different 

populations into one group.  Indeed, making claims for a homogeneous “German” 

audience occurs not only in both papers, but also in the La Tosca Programmhefte, as will 

be discussed later. 

 The usage of fonts in both papers reinforces this reading of a broadly defined 

German audience, attempting to link the periodicals’ German-speaking audience to a 

particular geo-political region.  A little history is necessary in order to understand what 

font usage might communicate to an audience.  The fonts utilized by the papers and their 

advertisers—as well as the La Tosca calendar and programs—were a haphazard mix of 

Fraktur (a blackletter type) and Antiqua (a roman type), both of which are imbued with 

                                                
88 This difference seemed clearer in the first part of the twentieth century, with a March 2, 1934 CSZ article 
by W.F. Knöpfel (“Das Deutschtum u. die Deutsche Presse) going to great lengths to define who was 
included in the description of Deutschtum, or Germanness.  This included “Americans of German origin, 
German-Americans, Austrians, the Swiss, German-Hungarians, Transylvanian Saxons (Siebenbürgener 
Sachsen), or members of other German settlements in Europe and of course all that call themselves German 
citizens” (my translation). 
89 Peter Rothholz, “L.A.’s German Jews Celebrate Club’s 75th Year.” Jewish Journal (Los Angeles, CA), 
May 1, 2008, 
http://www.jewishjournal.com/los_angeles/article/las_german_jews_celebrate_clubs_75th_year_20080502. 
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complex political and cultural backgrounds.90  In her examination of the historical 

contexts of typography, Susanne Wehde closely examines the German Schriftstreit 

between Antiqua and Fraktur, saying:   

… als der Schriftstreit um Fraktur und Antiqua nicht nur über ein Jahrhundert hinweg 

ausgetragen wurde, sondern im Übergang von Kaiserreich, Weimarer Republik und 

Drittem Reich Gegenstand kruder Ideologisierungen wurde und dabei auch politische 

Bedeutung erlangte.91   

 

Scholars and publishers argued about which font should be used in print: Fraktur or 

Antiqua.  The conflict in the twentieth century pitted scientific texts using Antiqua, which 

demonstrated “European refinement,” against literature and popular periodicals.  Part of 

this “fight” was rooted in a national debate, positing that Fraktur was an essentially 

German script and, thus, should be used in printing the German language.92  While a form 

of blackletter called Textura was used across Northern Europe, the Fraktur typeface 

developed for Emperor Maximilian in the late fifteenth to early sixteenth century was 

unique to the German-speaking world.93 In his foreword to a volume dedicated to the 

study of blackletter, Lawrence Mirsky echoes this dichotomy, stating that German 

blackletter had an “organic, ‘folk’” feel, with roman type identified as having a “simpler, 

                                                
90 Blackletter fonts, a family of fonts of which Fraktur is part, are those which have more ink (or black) 
visible on the page than the paper.  Antiqua includes a family of fonts derived from Roman capitals and has 
today evolved into recognizable fonts, such as Times New Roman – the font utilized in this dissertation. 
91 Susanne Wehde, Typographische Kultur: Eine Zeichentheoretische und Kulturgeschichtliche Studie zur 
Typographie und Ihrer Entwicklung (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2000), 216. 
92 See Wehde, 6.2.3: “Der Schriftstreitnach 1900,” particularly pages 245-263. 
93 Paul Shaw and Peter Bain, “Blackletter vs. Roman: Type as Ideological Surrogate,” introduction to 
Blackletter: Type and National Identity, eds. Paul Shaw and Peter Bain (New York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1998), 10-15. 
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more mechanical quality.”94  Johann Friedrich Unger, a printer and publisher of German 

novels, including Goethe’s works, “equated fraktur with the German language, 

questioning the integrity of German literature set in roman type.”95  Peter Bain puts it 

more succinctly, tracing the usage of blackletter in the first half of the twentieth century 

and concluding that blackletter gives visual form to German national identity: “Type is 

visible language.”96  This aligns with Benedict Anderson’s assertions about the 

development of print also creating “a new fixity to language.”  Printed literature, then, 

allowed for individuals to conceive of their community and, subsequently, national 

identity.97 

Fraktur remained popular and was widely used until the end of the Third Reich.  

Upon their rise to power in 1933, National Socialists embraced Fraktur as an (or “the) 

essential German type and required all printed matter to be reprinted using the “German 

font.”98  Just eight years later, the Nazis would suddenly ban Fraktur on January 3, 1941, 

denouncing it as “Schwabacher Judenlettern.”  The font began rapidly to fade from 

official and public use, where only “Normal-Schrift” (i.e., Antiqua) was acceptable on 

printed signage.99  Beyond changing signage, the first changes were to be implemented in 

                                                
94 Mirsky, Lawrence, “The Crystalline Plant,” in Blackletter: Type and National Identity, eds. Paul Shaw 
and Peter Bain (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1998), 6-9. 
95 Ibid., 8. 
96 Shaw and Bain, 13, 15. I agree with Bain’s claim linking national identity to type, but find it limits the 
changing nature of language.  Fraktur then becomes a permanent form for national identity and language, 
the latter of which is, itself, flexible and evolving.  See, for example, the work of Steven Pinker, especially 
The Language Instinct. 
97 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1991). 
98 Hans Peter Willberg, “Fraktur and Nationalism,” in Blackletter: Type and National Identity, eds. Paul 
Shaw and Peter Bain (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1998), 41-50.   
99 Wehde, 278-279.  See also: Willberg, 41-50.  Willberg’s analysis includes a copy of the memorandum 
mandating this change (48).  Because this was not officially decreed (“Nicht zur Veröffentlichung”), the 
German public may not have been immediately aware of this change. 
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“newspapers and magazines, which already have a foreign distribution or whose foreign 

circulation is desired.”100  The Third Reich understood, then, that Fraktur was so 

embedded in German written culture and as a visual link to Germany that it was 

important to divorce it from German national identity, at home and abroad.  Indeed, this 

is at the heart of Mirsky’s and Bain and Shaw’s claims for Fraktur; it is inextricable from 

German association.  In the last century, however, Fraktur became an important visual 

touch point in English language advertisements (primarily in England and the United 

States).  Graphic design scholar Ott Metusala contends that, “Variants of Fraktur 

faces…are however used in advertising and packaging to communicate a sense of 

traditional Austrian, Bavarian, or German flavor.”101  In American and British advertising 

and popular culture, Fraktur and other black letter fonts (including Textura) become an 

amalgamation of a German-speaking world.102  The similarity of the Northern European 

Textura and German Fraktur mean that once removed from their historical or regional 

contexts, they become lumped together, as do the distinct regions and multiple identities 

associated with the fonts. 

After the use of Fraktur in newspapers and with advertisers waned after the 1941 

Nazi declaration, it failed to resurface after the war.103  Under the supervision of the 

                                                
100 Willberg, 48. 
101 Ott Metusala, “Fette Fraktur,” Gerrit Rietveld Academie, 2013, accessed 17 September 2014, 
http://showinfo.rietveldacademie.nl/fette-fraktur/ 
102 Simon Garfield, Just My Type: A book about fonts (New York: Gotham Books, 2011), 187-192.  Recent 
examples include the metal band Motörhead’s logo or an advertisement featuring Shawn Carter (Jay Z) for 
Reebok. 
103 Yvonne Schwemer-Scheddin, “Broken Images: Blackletter between Faith and Mysticism,” in  
Blackletter: Type and National Identity, eds. Peter Bain and Paul Shaw (New York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1998).  In looking at the legacy of Fraktur, Yvonne Schwemer-Scheddin argues that it is unable to 
escape its recent associations with Nazism, despite their attempts to disavow it.  It remains, at best, a link to 
an older, folk notion of Germanness or used to critique politics. 
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Allies in the postwar era, papers favored Antiqua fonts.  An attempt to revive Fraktur in 

the printing of novels in West Germany in the 1950s and 1960s to free it from its Nazi 

associations was largely unsuccessful.104  In the United States, however, both the CSZ 

and CFP continued publishing their papers in Fraktur in the postwar period and only 

discontinued regular usage in the early 1960s, at which point any black letter font in the 

papers served to convey instead a vague “Germanness.”  For example, an ad for Beverly 

Cavern, a well-known music venue with strong ties to the jazz scene (though little 

relationship to the German/-American community) used Fraktur in its April 4, 1968 ad in 

the CSZ.  In the same issue, the paper employed the Textura font for its Stadt- und Staat-

Nachrichten headline.  The German language paper, then, used a Fraktur-esque type to 

create a visual link to a geo-political region, but without any fidelity to an actual 

Germanic typeface.  Here Fraktur carries little historical significance and serves as 

nothing more than an ethnic marker.  It is important because of its underlying claim to 

Germanness.  Steadfastly ignoring the trends of contemporary papers in Germany, the 

Californian weeklies held on to a visual representation of written German culture to try to 

reinforce that geo-cultural link for their audiences.  This same logic applied to the visual 

communications that the La Tosca theater utilized both in the papers (where the theater 

was a regular advertiser in the 1950s and 1960s) and the film programs it distributed at 

the cinema, all of which were also published in German.  In its own editorial asides (most 

often Easter and Christmas greetings), the theater also favored a Textura typeface to 

convey those messages and bolster the visual connection to a German community, though 

also with little commitment to an actual German script.  This collapsing of identity was 
                                                
104 Schwemer-Scheddin, 57. 
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not a story unique to La Tosca.  The Spanish language cinemas in L.A. also employed 

similar nods to a shared ethnic heritage.  In an article for the AAA magazine, Westways, 

Nancy and Bill Boyarsky describe the Million Dollar Theatre, 

We visited the Million Dollar, which was designed by Albert C. Martin, and liked it. It’s 

a bit of Imperial Spain, and it’s also a bewildering hodge-podge of animals, pagan gods, 

weapons, warriors and mythical creatures.  The Million Dollar’s lobby has been redone in 

recent years to reflect the Mexican heritage of the patrons.  Aztec gods are painted over 

the refreshment stand, and pictures of Dolores Del Rio, Pedro Armendáriz, Cantinflas 

and other Mexican film idols decorate the lobby.105 

 

Although the Mexican population in California was the largest Spanish-speaking 

population, there were also immigrants from Spain, Central and South America, and the 

Caribbean who became subsumed into the Mexican population when it came to Spanish 

language cinema in L.A.106 

When looking at the theater’s calendar, which advertised the upcoming films, a 

different issue surrounding German identity emerges.  The programs promoting the films 

lifted their content directly from the press books the films’ distributors provided to 

German cinemas.  In doing so, they incorporated little or no change to the original 

marketing materials.  The press books’ contents, though, were intended exclusively for 

German or Austrian audiences.  The greater part of the films shown at La Tosca in the 

1950s and 1960s were Heimat films.  As mentioned, Heimat was a popular post-war 

West German film genre that extolled the virtues of a bucolic, traditional life.  These 

                                                
105 B’hend and Kaufmann collection, f.449. Nancy and Bill Boyarsky, Westways, November 1971: 17. 
106 Agrasánchez 3. 



 

  52 

films were set in different rustic (and iconic) German landscapes, e.g., the Lüneburger 

Heide or the Schwarzwald, that were evocative of German tradition and legend.  It was 

also a domestic film genre, without international distribution.  This meant that the Heimat 

films were not subtitled or dubbed into English (excepting on an extremely limited basis 

in the middle to late period of the theater’s life) and hence required knowledge of the 

German language (and often of German dialects).  This limited those who could patronize 

La Tosca. The use of German marketing materials treated a La Tosca audience like a 

German audience instead of a German-speaking audience in the United States. 

The La Tosca’s program featuring the 1956 Heimat film Schwarzwaldmelodie 

(Géza von Bolváry) directly cut and pasted promotional advertisements provided by the 

film’s original press book.  One photo featuring the film’s stars, Gardy Granass and Claus 

Biederstaedt, nods to both a particular region in Germany (the Schwarzwald) as well as 

many visual tropes within the Heimatfilm genre: Granass wears the distinct Tracht from 

the Black Forest; the forest and hills are featured in the background; and the photo 

features a young and happy couple.107  These images, however, carried quite different 

meanings in German-speaking countries in the mid twentieth century than in the United 

States.  The imagery refers to a particular geographic region in Germany, marked first by 

the specificity of the Tracht, and also hinted at by the landscape.  In order to invoke the 

desired emotional connection with the area, one must first identify and understand the 

photo’s topographical, cultural, and generic cues.  For example, viewers in Germany may 

                                                
107 Heide Fehrenbach convincingly argues in Cinema in Democratizing Germany: Reconstructing National 
Identity After Hitler (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1995) that the love triangles in 
Heimatfilme illustrate the female protagonists’ choice of a “moral masculinity,” i.e. a more gentle and 
thoughtful man, over older men representing the generation and aggressive immorality of the Third Reich. 
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have associated the female protagonist’s outfit with the Schwarzwald, rather than seeing 

that as merely a generic German folk costume.  Even German distributors saw fit to 

explain some of the imagery present in Schwarzwaldmelodie’s advertisements.  In the 

film’s Presseheft, one promotional illustration features a quaint and old-fashioned water 

mill, nestled into the countryside’s hills. (Figure 12)  Surrounded by pine trees and with 

smoke curling from the mill’s chimney, the scene is picturesque.  The caption reads, 

“Eine Schwarzwälder Wassermühle, Symbol des Schwarzwaldes, wie die Kuckucksuhr 

oder das Kirschwasser.”  In order to ensure that the film’s symbols of the Black Forest 

were understood, distributors in Germany first educated filmgoers through 

advertisements to prepare them for what they would encounter in the film and to 

underscore the authenticity of the film’s setting.  These captions, however, were not 

available to Angeleno audiences at La Tosca.  Instead, the theater’s program 

advertisements often solely relied on the Presseheft images meant for German audiences 

to convey information about the film to American audiences.  The generic and cultural 

markers in the advertising images were dependent upon audience identification and 

interpretation.  These methods of advertising presumed that audiences in Los Angeles 

could understand the importance of a Schwarzwälder Wassermühle to the film without 

context and associate the image with a particular German region.  In order for this 

method of advertising to work at La Tosca, two things must have happened.  First, the 

audience would have to be either extremely familiar with Germany’s topography, 

regions, and regional customs or know Heimatfilme and its (visual) topoi extremely well. 

Second, the Angeleno patrons would have to understand the advertisement’s visual logic. 
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Beginning with the latter point, the logic of advertising to film audiences in the U.S. and 

in Germany is not the same.  Alfred Hitchcock famously made the discovery that the 

logic of film is not universal when his almost identical adaptation of his 1930 British film 

Murder! ailed in the German market (as Mary, 1931).108  Even marketing campaigns 

within the same country often employ multiple posters within one campaign so as to 

target different demographics, conveying separate but related messages.109  Because 

Heimatfilme generally were not created with exporting to foreign audiences in mind, 

there are no examples of Heimat posters specifically created for (separate) American and 

German audiences.  Thus, theaters in the United States screening these films had to either 

create their own images or appropriate those created for German-speaking audiences.  

For this reason, my analysis of movie posters will also include a contemporary American 

film that was released in 1959 in both Germany and the U.S.  Each country received its 

own poster campaign, resulting in different images for American and German audiences 

and a chance to see how an American studio treated its two national audiences.  

 

                                                
108 François Truffaut,  Hitchcock (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967), 53-54. 
109 Emily King, A Century of Movie Posters: From Silent to Art House (Hauppauge: Barron’s, 2003), 6. 
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Figure 12. Promotional material for the 1956 film Schwarzwaldmelodie. Source: Deutsche Kinemathek. 
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Saul Bass designed the iconic poster for Otto Preminger’s film Anatomy of a 

Murder. (Figure 13)  The American poster presents the film’s title on different parts of a 

dismembered corpse, accompanied only by the director’s name—black on a deep red 

background—with the production information appearing as if a footnote to the poster.110  

The color and disjointed illustration engenders a physical reaction to the poster, creating a 

heightened anticipation for the film.111  For Bass, according to Stefan Blau, “beginnt ein 

Film mit dem allerersten Bild, und dieses Bild setzt die Stimmung für alles 

Nachfolgende.”112  For many audience members, the first image they encounter occurs 

with marketing materials before the film begins.  Prominent L.A. cinema architect S. 

Charles Lee said, “the show starts on the sidewalk,” where many posters of current and 

upcoming films were advertised.113  Thus, the advertisement, as one of the first images of 

the film, becomes responsible for creating a cinematic atmosphere beyond the theater.  

One of the Anatomy’s German posters, then, creates a very different atmosphere, 

presenting a somewhat convoluted story.  (Figure 14)  With the images of the three main 

actors—James Stewart, Lee Remick, and Ben Gazzara—the poster highlights performers 

with whom the German public may have been familiar.  With a scantily clad Remick 

positioned above the corpse of the American poster (now dripping blood), one is 

uncertain if she is the murder victim, or the cause of murder, which may or may not link 

her (American?) sexuality to the murder.  Likewise, horizontal lines disrupt Stewart’s and 
                                                
110 Another version of the poster (also released in 1959) features the same color scheme and presentation of 
the corpse and title, but with half the poster’s space devoted to the graphic, with the other half highlighting 
the cast.  A white line disrupts the two halves, though, and contributes to the disjointed feel present in the 
poster mentioned above. 
111Michael Althen, “IntroSpection: Die wunderbare Welt des Saul Bass.” Steady Cam 32 (1996): 38-42. 
Print. 38, 42. 
112 Stefan Blau, “Saul Bass, 1920-1996,” Steady Cam 32 (1996): 34. 
113 Silverman quoting Lee in Last Remaining Seats, 10. 
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Gazzara’s images, suggesting concealment.  Blau calls this poster “die feige deutsche 

Version, bei der der deutsche Verleih ganz auf Sicherheit setzte.  Die Studio-Bosse waren 

weitaus skeptischer als die Zuschauer...”114  What I read as convoluted, the German 

distributors read as necessary in order to attract an audience to the film.  And where Bass’ 

approach may have sufficed for an American audience, the German approach implies a 

potential audience’s need for narrative to inform their film-going choices.  One cannot 

assume that audiences in different countries were able to decode and understand different 

components within an image and link those to particular cultural or narrative elements. 

Even advertisements for the same films differ depending on attitudes toward the 

film and social and cultural changes over time.115  An earlier advertisement from the 

press book for Grün ist die Heide (Deppe 1951), perhaps the best-known Heimatfilm, 

features its smiling ingénue (played by Sonja Ziemann) looking over her shoulder at the 

charming landscape of the Lüneburger Heide.  (Figure 15) 

                                                
114 Ibid., 37. 
115 King 6. 
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Figure 13  The American poster for Anatomy of a Murder, designed by Saul Bass. Source: ANATOMY OF A MURDER 
©1959, renewed 1987 Otto Preminger Films, Ltd. and Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

Courtesy of Columbia Pictures. 
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Figure 14  The "cowardly" German poster for Anatomy of a Murder.  Source: ANATOMY OF A MURDER ©1959, 
renewed 1987 Otto Preminger Films, Ltd. and Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of 

Columbia Pictures. 

 

This image captures the lightheartedness often associated with Heimatfilme, highlighting 

the joy of being at one with the land. By contrast, an advertisement estimated to be from 

the 1960s shows the darker side of the heath: a man with a rifle, poised to poach a stag.  

(Figure 16)  The man is a prominent supporting character, Lüder Lüdersen, a Vertriebene 

who hunts to regain the life he had before being displaced.  While advertising the same 

film, a comparison of both illustrates a change in cultural attitude toward the same movie 

in the span of a decade: from hope for the future of postwar West Germany to an 
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exposition of the problems of German citizens in the postwar period (a theme that 

Heimatfilme tend to brush over).  Even these advertisements, though, suggest the viewer 

understands German landscapes (in the former) and the pain of the displaced (in the 

latter).  Although the theater could have reinterpreted the film’s images in a way that 

appealed to or included a broader audience or changed the taglines to explain the 

advertisement’s imagery, La Tosca cut and paste the aforementioned Sonja Ziemann 

graphic and tagline direct from the Grün ist die Heide press book.116  They incorporated 

no changes and only utilized the (German) film images in the promotional campaign, 

despite likely catering to an audience of mixed backgrounds and proficiency in both 

deciphering language and visual logic. When the theater did eventually incorporate the 

odd English-subtitled film, we see different emphases for the German speaking audience 

as opposed to those who only spoke English.  In promoting Heideschulmeister Uwe 

Karsten in a 1964 program, the German text promotes the landscape of the Lüneburger 

Heide, the German stars, and a connection to the German Familienroman upon which it 

was based, whereas the English review talks about the production values and connects the 

film to those made during the war.117 

                                                
116 Cutting and pasting studio marketing materials was both easy and a commonplace tactic by movie 
theaters and one which La Tosca would often use. 
117 Deutsche Kinemathek, “Hausprogramme USA,” “Los Angeles, CA – La Tosca” folder, “Bekenntnisse 
des Hochstaplers Felix Krull 1957 dir. Hoffmann 1836” sleeve.  The German text reads, “Die berühmte 
Lüneburger Heide in ihrer unübertroffenen Schönheit, ist der bezaubernde Hintergrund dieses einzigartigen 
Farbfilms.” After the actors’ names, the text continues, “in der Verfilmung von Felicitas Roses 
Familienroman.”  In comparison, the English language review by Dorothy Masters (New York Daily 
News) claims, “The German cinema takes on new stature with the advent of “Eternal Love”.  Not since the 
war has there been a production so lavishly budgeted, so beautifully photographed in color, or so 
touchingly conveyed.” 
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Figure 15  A La Tosca program featuring the original Presseheft tagline and image of star Sonja Ziemann. Source: 
Deutsche Kinemathek. 

 

Figure 16  Later promotional images of Grün ist die Heide featuring a darker side of Heimat.  Source: Deutsche 
Kinemathek. 
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While recent German immigrants (or, rather, West German immigrants, as the 

Heimatfilm was a product of West Germany) at the theater may have been more 

successful in interpreting and responding to these images, the composition of the La 

Tosca audience, however, was not likely a homogeneous group of German speakers.  

Interviews with erstwhile patrons of La Tosca reveal a diverse group of German speakers, 

making up a vibrant—but disparate—audience at the cinema, often indicating no real 

firsthand experience with or knowledge of Germany.  This eclectic group of German 

speakers all had unique relationships to and experiences with German language, culture, 

and history.  Jon Lellenberg, a USC student with a drive to learn the language, attended 

La Tosca in the late 1960s.  For him, it was a chance for exposure to the German 

language, albeit he thought most of the films they showed (i.e., Heimat and other popular 

fare) were frivolous and poorly done, excepting on occasion more critically acclaimed 

films like the often-screened Faust (Gorski 1960) or Die Brücke (Wicki 1959).118 Claude 

Zachary also attended the La Tosca theater in the late 1950s and 1960s.  He went as a 

child with his father, who would translate the films for him.  His parents were Jewish and 

emigrated from Germany and Austria.  His mother, who had been in Grundschule in the 

early and mid 1930s, despised the German language and culture and the negative 

experiences she had during her childhood in the Third Reich. His father’s relationship 

was somewhat more complex; he felt nostalgic for the language and looked to the cinema 

to connect with the culture and language of his youth.  This, however, was the extent of 

the Zachary family’s engagement with the non-Jewish German community in Los 

                                                
118 Lellenberg, interview. 
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Angeles.119  Another man, Gilbert von Studnitz, was a child of German-speaking parents, 

who wanted to maintain a connection to their language.  Their visits to the theater in the 

1950s were marked by ambivalence.  His family was deeply entrenched in a close-knit 

German community.  His childhood included visits to the Feuchtwanger villa to meet 

with Marta (the widow of author Lion Feuchtwanger) or to the homes of the émigré film 

community, such as Fritz Lang, Oskar Fischinger, and Otto Waldis.  During these visits, 

the company would discuss Germany’s political legacy, where fervent anti-Nazi and anti-

fascist feelings would cloud their feelings about being German…which would then be 

discussed amongst the group of Germans.  “I recall one gentleman to whose house we 

went to dinner once, a German-Jewish expat who was an animator in the film industry, 

who told us he felt his homeland had betrayed him but still felt longing for it.”  This 

ambivalence extended to the von Studnitz family’s time at La Tosca, which was, then, 

one of linguistic connection, with mixed feelings toward the representations—and 

country—on screen.120  So, who comprised the La Tosca audience?  Jews and non-Jewish 

Germans, those who were vehemently anti-Nazi and those ambivalent about (or past 

supporters of) the German Third Reich, émigrés and second or third generation 

immigrants, students of German and German war brides.  All knew different faces of, 

encounters with Germanness, all of which are valid claims on German identity or cultural 

interactions.  It was a group with vastly different motivations for watching German films.  

While this group comprises a more diverse cinema public than the printed matter seemed 

to target, it also allows us to conceptualize of the cinema as itself an experience of 

                                                
119 Claude Zachary, personal interview conducted with the author (conducted by e-mail), February 12, 
2014. 
120 von Studnitz, interview. 
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German culture, i.e., of German cinema.  Though not in Berlin or Frankfurt, the movies 

screened were the same as those released in Germany.  The reprisals of Heimatfilme as 

part of double features throughout the 1960s and 1970s mimics the continual weekend 

reruns of the same films on West German television.  The screening of these films 

presented an authentic site of German cinema in that La Tosca’s films were in step with 

popular German fare from the 1950s.  Where, perhaps, there is a difference is in the 

interpretation of the films’ meanings and influence on making memory or creating 

identity. 

In her book on prosthetic memory, Alison Landsberg argues, “technologies of 

mass culture…make it possible for anyone to share collective memories.”  She proposes 

that sites such as museums or movie theaters allow people to adopt memories of events 

they did not experience; that the content (e.g., films) presented in such places provides 

images that become embedded in a patron’s memories and adopted as their own.  

“…Prosthetic memory emerges at the interface between a person and a historical 

narrative about the past at an experiential site…”121  From this perspective, La Tosca and 

its films then had the potential to screen what it means to be German, or rather a certain 

experience of Germanness.  Similarly, the CFP and CSZ, in their articles, inclusion of 

advertisers, and artwork (including fonts), could convey the Californian German/-

American experience.  If patrons who did not come from Germany enter the darkened 

theater to watch a Heimat film—and especially if that experience is repeated time and 

again—the idea is that they could recall Germanness as constructed (by an entertainment 

                                                
121 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of 
Mass Culture, (New York: Columbian University Press, 2004), 2-9. 
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film) on the Lüneburger Heide or in a small village at the foot of the mountains.  Of 

course, patrons don’t realize that the “memories” they create are filmic representations of 

German life; the images are heavily mediated and constructed.  That experience of a 

folksy Germany, divorced from an urban or subaltern representations, becomes 

reinforced when one genre dominates the screen.  And in adopting those memories as 

their own, that is, recalling what Germany is like as formed by the flickering images and 

the echoes of the Volkslieder that wind throughout the movie, they become likely to 

circulate their own experienced version of German.  They were there, so they knew; 

except they saw, so they knew.  The screen helps them create memories of an imagined 

Germany that never truly existed, except in the house of the theater.  This becomes even 

more problematic when one considers who is absent from the screen and from those 

pages.  The question becomes: which German/-American identities are represented and 

thus present the recognized German/-American experience? 

La Tosca screened popular German films, primarily from the 1950s and 1960s.122  

The predominant genre in the program was the Heimat film, which by and large ignored 

the harsh realities of Germany’s (and Austria’s) recent past.123  Although Heimat often 

deals in displacement and finding a second “home”124—a situation that likely mirrored 

                                                
122 In 2003, the Deutsche Kinemathek – Museum für Film und Fernsehen acquired the films of the La 
Tosca, a substantial collection with almost 400 films, which is discussed at length in the next chapter.  By 
looking at the film collection and reconstructing the screening schedule from the programs, I was able to 
categorize the bulk of the genres that the theater screened.  Approximately 70% were Heimat films, with 
20% falling into either the Schlagerfilm category or borrowing elements from Heimat.  The remaining films 
were dramas, documentaries, sex comedies, and three films made during the Third Reich. 
123 There are many scholarly works that discuss the function of the Heimat genre in post-war West 
Germany, from seeing it as a form of cinematic escapism to a negative imprint of the harsh realities of 
everyday life.  See, for example, Johannes von Moltke, Elizabeth Boa and Rachel Palfreyman, or John 
Davidson and Sabine Hake. 
124 See, for example, von Moltke’s discussion of Die Trapp-Familie in Amerika, 153-169.  
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closely the experience of many German speakers in Los Angeles in the mid twentieth 

century—its generic narrative content is one of an imaginary Germany: of white, 

Christian Germans with strong connections to their folk traditions and heritage.  Heimat 

often pits the urban (and modern) against the rural (and traditional) ways of life, or rather 

against the ways of an imagined German life, unmarred by war.  It showed the simple 

fantasy of an uncomplicated country life.  At La Tosca, Heimat was a far cry from a daily 

reality of any Angeleno audience member (or, for that matter, a daily reality for 

contemporary German audience members).  At best Heimatfilme represented a nostalgia 

for the German way of life it constructed.  In this closed loop, watching the films created 

memories of a shared (pre-war) traditional German heritage, which language helped to 

reify as a known and a concrete connection to Germanness.  However, the constituent 

groups of La Tosca did not share this heritage.  If we accept Landsberg’s theory of 

prosthetic memory for La Tosca’s audience, the memory is one of exclusion of at least a 

portion of the audience.  Children or grandchildren of German immigrants would have 

known only a subjective figuration of Germanness based on the information and 

experiences of their family members.  For language students with no prior notion of 

Germanness, this experience would have been formative in creating memories of a 

particular kind of Germanness, though one with little fidelity to any actual German 

identity.  And Jewish German speakers certainly found no representation on the pages of 

the programs or in the flickering images on the screen.  At best, the La Tosca was 

ambivalent to the Jewish patrons and the impact Nazi rule might have had on them.  For 

example, in screening Triumph des Willens, a notorious propaganda film by Leni 
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Riefenstahl documenting the 1934 Nazi Congress in Nuremberg, the La Tosca ran an ad 

in 1969, touting the film as “an extraordinary experience!” The names of Nazi party 

officials (Adolf Hitler, Rudolf Hess, Julius Streicher, Josef Goebbels [sic], etc.) were set 

under the film as if movie stars.  The accompanying text promoting the movie states, “Ob 

für oder dagegen oder neutral, diesen preisgekrönten Auktualitätenfilm [sic] muss man 

gesehen haben,” before going on to rail against the radicals on the right and left 

(Communists).125  That German/-Americans, some who were Jewish, might have 

differing opinions about the value of the film or the assertions of who was responsible for 

the political and cultural upheaval of the 1960s (somehow linked for the author), is never 

taken into account.  The disjuncture between audience composition and representation of 

Germanness is troubling.  The theater positioned itself as serving its patrons, but, in 

practice, targeted only a particular group.126 

And, similarly though not unsurprisingly, this omission of other groups of 

German speakers and those identifying as German/-American was also commonplace in 

the CSZ and CFP.  With the exception of the Jewish Club of 1933 L.A. Vereinskalender 

listing in the CFP (the San Franciscan paper; it was strangely absent from the Angeleno 

paper) throughout the 1950s and 1960s, mentions of Jewish culture are nonexistent.127 An 

article in the CFP reporting on the Volkstrauertag, a West German public day of 

mourning for those lost in war or under violent oppression, states: “Wir gedenken an 

                                                
125 “Neues Programm im La Tosca Theater: Ein preisgekröntes historisches Dokument,” California Staats-
Zeitung (Los Angeles, CA), Jun. 6, 1969. 
126 As mentioned, advertisements in the La Tosca programs often addressed their audience directly and 
spoke of being in service to their patrons.  This service, however, only explicitly targeted Christian 
Germans. 
127 The Jewish Club of 1933 was a group for German Jews living in Los Angeles.  The Club initially aided 
refugees with housing and assisted with Americanization. 
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diesem Tag der Toten des letzten Krieges.  Man schätzt ihre Zahl auf 35 Millionen.  Eine 

unvorstellbare Zahl von Menschen, die an der Front gefallen sind, im Bombenkrieg 

zerschmettert wurden, in Gefangenenlagern verhungerten.”128 Although the 

Volkstrauertag was meant to commemorate all who died under as a result of the Second 

World War and an oppressive government (i.e., a seemingly inclusive number of 35 

million), the emphasis lies with those who were active in battle or the “regular” citizens. 

This process of treating the war as something that everyone experienced equally, rather 

than examining its root causes or identifying those specifically targeted, persecuted, and 

murdered by the Nazi regime (Jews, political dissidents, homosexuals, Roma and Sinti, 

the disabled) is a common way of conceptualizing and discussing it in the pages of the 

German-American weeklies (the CSZ treated the war in a similar manner).  Even after 

fifteen years, the German-American press chose not to atone for (or even mention) 

Nazism or the Holocaust or express solidarity with the large population in Southern 

California forced by the Nazis to flee Europe; instead it carefully limited itself to a vague, 

general expression of grief for everything lost (by anyone) in the war. 

In the pages of the California Staats-Zeitung and California Freie Presse and in 

La Tosca’s programs and films was a notion of German identity that did not reflect the 

plurality of German-speakers in Los Angeles.  The topics and narratives presented, 

coupled with the images utilized, relied on a European-based construction of Germanness 

to comprehend the complex cultural markers presented to the patrons.  The legacy of 

exclusion in these documents has a historical impact.  If we accept Landsberg’s theory of 

                                                
128 Johannes Baudis, “Tag der Trauer: Gedanken zum Volkstrauertag.” California Freie Presse (San 
Francisco, CA), November 7, 1960: 4. 
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prosthetic memory, the German language media in Los Angeles during the mid-twentieth 

century could cement a Eurocentric representation of Germanness.  Attending a German 

film or reading a German paper became a nostalgic, linguistic, or cultural act, rather than 

one that expressed complicated relationships to birthplace, to language, to familial 

legacies.  In analyzing the German language weeklies distributed in Los Angeles and the 

publications of the longest running presenter of German-language films, a tension around 

defining German/-American identity emerges.  In practice, language and its preservation 

was a primary concern of the community, which was sometimes at odds with the way in 

which proprietors of German businesses communicated with their patrons.  Exhibition 

histories, i.e., the history of a cinema and its exhibition practices, argues new cinema 

historian Stephen Hughes, “tell specific stories about local people, institutions, events and 

communities.”  Though this work is not a substitute for the empirical data of who 

patronized these institutions, it allows us to “imagine the social reality of audiences.” 129   

To write the history of La Tosca is to gain insight into the German-speaking population 

in Los Angeles in the mid twentieth century. 

 

                                                
129 Stephen Putnam Hughes, “Silent Film Genre, Exhibition and Audiences in South India,” in Explorations 
in New Cinema History: Approaches and Case Studies, eds. Richard Maltby, Daniel Biltereyst, and 
Philippe Meers (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 295-309. 
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           Berlin 

 
While the last chapter dealt with the ways in which German film functioned 

abroad, this chapter examines the expansion of German film history to include American 

cinematic objects, such as La Tosca’s programs and news clippings, in the German 

archive.  In paying particular attention to an institution most often associated with the 

protection and preservation of any sort of official German film history—the museum and 

archive, specifically the Deutsche Kinemathek, Museum für Film und Fernsehen (film 

and television museum) in Berlin—we can interrogate how German film history is 

determined and by whom.    

This section, Berlin, actually has its origins in Los Angeles, before the LA-

Sammlung was known as such.  Hermann and Meta Kleinhenz, German immigrants and 

the erstwhile owners of La Tosca Filmbühne, began to purchase and keep the films they 

screened, instead of returning them to the distribution cycle, thus accumulating hundreds 

of objects including 1850 reels of 35 millimeter film, Pressehefte, fan programs and 

more.  The films, 388 in total, were in the German language and generally not 

subtitled.130  Thus, it is both the beginning and end of their personal collection that 

creates the opportunity for American entrance into the German archive. 

After the death of Hermann Kleinhenz, his descendants hoped to pass all parts of 

his film collection to an institution that would accept the entirety.  Having been 

unsuccessful in attempts to bequeath the items to the University of Southern California 

and the University of California, the family randomly contacted an intermediary active in 
                                                
130 Films in the collection occasionally were subtitled, but in such instances the subtitles were only in 
German, as was the case with the collection’s copy of Die Martinsklause (Häussler 1951). 
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the film industry, Corina Danckwerts.  A German living in Los Angeles, Danckwerts 

entreated Gero Gandert at the Kinemathek to consider acquiring the whole collection.131  

Gandert’s position in the Kinemathek extended to include traveling throughout the 

United States, where he took a special interest in German exiles in the U.S. and their film 

history.132  In proposing the acceptance of this collection with only a list of a few known 

titles and random samples of film material quality conducted by the American Film 

Institute, Gandert claims the Kinemathek’s director at the time, Hans Helmut Prinzler 

immediately proclaimed, “Unbedingt retten!” This set in motion an extremely quick plan 

of transportation and acquisition.133  Part of the reason for this quick action owed to the 

heirs’ desire to be rid of the material as quickly as possible; would their last attempt to 

donate the collected material not to have succeed, they would have disposed of and 

destroyed the entirety.134  In less than four months from the original outreach by 

Danckwerts, the Kinemathek organized the funding of shipping to Berlin (some 8700 

Euro) and acquired the accumulation of films and ephemera. 135   

It is during this process that the issue of archival politics began to surface.  

Gandert indicated immense institutional interest at the time of collection acquisition, but 

in recalling this transaction over a decade later, his impression of its value somewhat 

                                                
131 Corina Danckwerts, “’LA-Sammlung’ inquiry” e-mail message to author, May 17, 2013. 
132 Gero Gandert, personal interview with the author, November 21, 2013.  
133 Gero Gandert, “Archiv Transport” e-mail message, May 21 2003; Andrea Balen, “Archiv Transport” e-
mail message, May 22, 2013. 
134 Eva Orbanz, Letter to Frau Streubel, Auswärtiges Amt, May 26, 2003. 
135 Ibid.  This accumulation occurred despite initial misgivings on the Kinemathek’s part after receiving a 
report on film quality from Capture Film (where Danckwerts was employed) indicating potential issues 
with vinegar syndrome; Gero Gandert, “Vinegar Syndrome” e-mail message, June 2, 2003. Gandert wrote 
to Danckwerts’ colleague, Andrea Balen, to express this concern, citing the financial concerns associated 
with film preservation totaling up to $25,000 per film; Andrea Balen, fax message, June 27, 2003.Concerns 
were assuaged after receiving test results from the team at Capture Film indicating that, of a random sample 
of approximately 85 films, over 75% were in good or “fair to good” condition. 
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diminished. “Jedes Archiv ersucht auch triviale Filme, die irgendwie zur Filmgeschichte 

gehören.”136 What makes the films of the LA-Sammlung trivial?  We begin to understand 

this comment in light of early discussions around the cost of saving a potentially 

damaged collection.   

“Um Farbkopien mit colour fading (Rotstich) und Essigdünsten zu retten, müβte man pro 

Kopie €25.000 aufwenden!!  Das kann und soll man tun, wenn um einen verschollenen 

Murnau-Film oder dergleichen geht, aber nicht um deutsche Unterhaltungsfilme aus den 

60ern oder 70ern.”137 

 

The bulk of the Kleinhenz collection largely consisted of films from the 1950s 

and 60s.  The popular Heimat genre dominated the collection, with a fair amount of 

Schlagerfilme also present.  Gandert’s comment states an inherent bias of the film archive 

against popular entertainment films in favor of those with more artistic merit.  He 

confirmed his dismissal of this collection later in an interview, saying the collected films 

were “im Grunde genommen Nebenprodukt meiner eigentlichen Dingen.”138  This 

dualistic perception of the films’ narrative quality at once recognizes the difficulties in 

the physical ability of an archive to collect (thus, shedding light on its collecting 

priorities) and the impulse to collect all things relating to German film history. In his 

work of chasing down objects in the United States related to those exiled and in 

Hollywood, the Nebenprodukte Gandert came across also tell the story of immigrants in 

Hollywood, albeit a story of the Alltag over the auteur.  I will return to this tension 

between content and perceived worth later in this chapter. 
                                                
136 Gandert, interview. 
137 Gandert, “Vinegar Syndrome.” 
138 Gandert, interview.  



 

  73 

The arrival of the films and promotional material in Berlin in late July 2003 

heralded a new era for the acquisition.  Upon transfer to the Kinemathek’s storage space 

on Reuchlinstraβe, they received a new name: LA-Sammlung.  In this transition from a 

private, unnamed collection, the newly coined LA-Collection cites the importance of 

origin over content or prior ownership.  Gandert briefly recalled part of the reason for 

collecting these films, stating that it was the biggest collection of immigration films.139  

The name underscores the value of the LA-Sammlung; the exhibition site and, even more 

so, the audience who watched these films gave them their archival purpose.  Indeed, 

many of these films are available for purchase on DVD and VHS tapes, in German 

archives, and even already exist in the Kinemathek’s film collections.140  Rather, it is the 

films’ transatlantic migrations that mark the collection and their relationship to the 

private and social lives of German speakers in Los Angeles that constitutes their worth.  

In collecting La Tosca’s German films, the Kleinhenzs’ accumulated more than 

just a piece of their cultural heritage. Susan Pearce and Paul Martin call this type of 

accumulation a form of “new” collecting.  This focuses on the accumulation of objects 

representative of everyday encounters over “antiques and fine art” and “ascribe[s] value 

to new objects,” with the collector representing a “populist and democratic activity.”141  

In this way, the ubiquitous cultural consumption of moviegoing is made tangible.  The 

private accumulation of memorabilia and the films themselves suggests value beyond the 
                                                
139 Ibid. 
140 Eva Orbanz, “Filmkopien aus Los Angeles” document, Aug. 15, 2003. A document prepared by the 
Kinemathek, listing all the films provides qualitative collection of the analysis.  Of note here are that 13 of 
the original 388 films were so far decomposed, necessitating their disposal.  Of the remaining 375 films in 
the collection, 82 copies and 25 negatives were already available in the collection. 
141 Susan Pearce and Paul Martin, introduction to The Collector’s Voice: Critical Readings in the Practice 
of Collecting. Volume 4: Contemporary Voices, eds. Susan Pearce and Paul Martin (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002), xii. 
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material object.  The collection of the moviegoing experience could also just as easily 

speak to the collection of other intangible, personal experiences, such as homesickness, 

exile, or the life of an immigrant.  The transfer of the Kleinhenz objects to the 

Kinemathek reframes the value of this “natural social practice.”142 In the hands of a 

cultural institution, the LA-Sammlung has the potential to legitimate both the practice of 

personal collection and the potential representations of such objects. 

Indeed, it is this tradition upon which the Deutsche Kinemathek was founded in 

1963.  Gerhard Lamprecht was a prominent figure in early German cinema, occupying 

such various roles throughout his career, such as director, screenwriter, producer and, 

eventually, film historian.  Beginning in his teens, he began collecting mementos from 

German productions.143  He continued this practice once he began working in the industry 

by documenting his own work on films, eventually amassing an impressive collection of 

objects related to German film history.144  This “Privatsammlung” became the basis for 

the “öffentlicher Besitz,” that is, the basis for the Deutsche Kinemathek’s core collection.  

Like the Kleinhenzs’, Lamprecht’s collection focused not only on the films themselves, 

but extended to include all materials related to film production and exhibition.  Beyond 

movies, he collected documents, photographs, manuscripts, equipment, and more.145  

Thus, it is a personal obsession that dictated the scope and range of the Kinemathek’s 

collection logic.  After the acquisition of Lamprecht’s collection by the Senate of Berlin, 

                                                
142 Ibid., xiv. 
143 Hans Helmut Prinzler, “Die Kinemathek und das Filmmuseum,” in Deutsche Kinemathek: Das 
Filmmuseum, ed. Lothar Schwab and Elisabeth Moortgat (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1994), 8. 
144 Werner Sudendorf, “Die Sammlungen: Der Fundus des Museums,” in Deutsche Kinemathek:  
Das Filmmuseum, eds. Lothar Schwab and Elisabeth Moortgat (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1994), 10. 
145 Prinzler, 8. 
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he served as the Kinemathek’s first director.  Long known as “ein Museum ohne 

Ausstellung,” the Kinemathek finally opened its Filmhaus on Potsdamer Platz in the 

heart of Berlin.  Since 2000, the Filmhaus has unified portions of the collection, bringing 

them under one roof.  This includes administrative offices, sections or wholes of the 

various collections, the Kinemathek’s library, a Filmtechnik division, and, most 

importantly, many galleries for permanent and temporary or travelling exhibitions. 

In keeping the collection practices of the organization in line with Lamprecht’s 

initial collecting impulses, the Kinemathek’s philosophy regarding what it collects 

underscores this eclectic approach in trying to capture the totality of the cinematic 

experience.  

“Denn anders als die Werke der traditionellen Kunst ist der Film nicht das Werk eines 

einzelnen Künstlers, einer Werkstatt oder eines Berufsstandes, sondern das Ergebnis der 

Zusammenarbeit vieler Menschen mit ganz verschiedenen Berufen: Architekten und 

Kostümbildner, Schauspieler und Regisseure, Drehbuchautoren und Kameraleute, 

Komponisten und Erfinder.”146 

 

And yet, this official description of the collection composition and rationale only 

encompasses the production side of the cinematic.  However, the movie-going aspect 

and, to a degree, the attempt to build fandom and cinema history also find a place in the 

archive’s holdings.  The Schriftgutarchiv, Plakatarchiv, and Fotoarchiv contain images 

and histories of marketing campaigns, of studio-produced fan magazines for stars and 

films, and remnants of cinemas long gone.  The Nachlass-Sammlungen are a further 

testament to star power and the sustained interest popular and academic audiences have 
                                                
146 Sundendorf, 10. 
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in actors, directors, and those involved in the movie industry.  What, then, does the 

Kinemathek collect?  Regina Hoffmann, a staff member of the Schriftgutarchiv since 

1985 summed it up this way: “Wir sammeln eigentlich alles, was wir kriegen.”147 

Although “alles” primarily refers to items of German productions, it also includes a 

liberal view of national film history.  In its own framing of the organization’s history, the 

Kinemathek attributes this to “film’s international visual language” and the far-reaching 

influence of Germany’s film styles “von Metropolis…bis zu den Hollywood-

Produktionen der Gegenwart.”148 This claim of an international Bildersprache implies 

universal access, both to the medium itself and the images, text, and sounds within the 

film.   While a fine proclamation, it neither applies to the institution’s collection logic, 

nor holds true. Understanding film relies on knowledge and/or past experiences in order 

to form a reading of or connection to the material presented.149  This ambitious vision of 

collecting, however, in effect says little about actual practice.  Rather, Hoffmann’s 

practical answer provides more insight into the composition of the Kinemathek’s 

collections. This archive includes all items relating to a total view of German film 

history, i.e., German Filmexil, objects and films from the Berlinale Film Festival (despite 

country of origin), and even the LA-Sammlung.  Thus, the collection parameters actually 

open German film history to a global practice.  The international, though, has nothing to 

do with a supposed universality of image and everything to do with a decentering of 

                                                
147 Regina Hoffmann, personal interview with the author, June 20, 2014. 
148 Sudendorf, 12. 
149 For example, reading director Ernst Lubitsch’s military base in Die Bergkatze (1921) might be construed 
as a purely absurdist gesture for comical effect if the viewer knows nothing of early 20th century German 
politics.  When applying knowledge of the Kaiser’s attempts to build a strong navy and the collective 
German anger at the Treaty of Versailles following World War I, the film becomes a political satire, 
precisely because of the fantastical representation of the military. 
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place and a de-emphasis of language in German film history.  Recalling Silberman’s and 

Hake’s musings on German film history in the introduction, we see the Kinemathek 

actively pushing the borders of Germanness within an institution representing a national 

culture.  Though this may be a strong undercurrent of the archive’s practice, it remains 

relatively unarticulated on a formal institutional level. In this and the next chapters’ focus 

on the LA-Sammlung, we see within the archive and its generic content the myriad ways 

in which this small collection pushes us to redefine the boundaries of German film and 

film history.  Although a very small portion of the archive’s holdings (well over two 

million objects), the LA-Sammlung’s presence serves to highlight multiple important 

issues in museum collection, conservation, and theories of the archive, made all the more 

clear because of its erstwhile tenuous status within the Kinemathek. 

 For the first year of the Kinemathek’s ownership of the LA-Sammlung, the 

museum devoted significant hours to accompany the assessments already conducted on 

the family’s behalf to establish the material quality of the films (though not the 

accompanying ephemera).  This is a necessary step before items may be accessioned into 

one of the organization’s collections.  Museums may own or possess an object, but there 

is a distinction between ownership of an object and ownership of an accessioned object, 

or one that is part of a collection.150  However, by the close of 2004, the project fell by 

                                                
150 For example, museums may receive unsolicited gifts.  If the institution chooses not to accept that item 
into its collection (i.e., accessioning), then they may discard it in any way they choose.  Once an item has 
been accessioned, though, the organization usually has strict protocols in place for the treatment and care of 
the object. Many museums have a policy of no deaccessioning, or a very rigorous policy that must be 
followed if they choose to divest themselves of an object.  This is because, in general, museums hold items 
in public trust. Especially in the case of the film object, an institution must first assess the state of the film 
reel, which is, in of itself, a very time consuming and labor intensive project.  The films themselves can be 
costly and very difficult to preserve.  The LA-Sammlung, then, existed for a decade in an in-between state, 
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the wayside, with the bulk of the collection uninvestigated.  These films, housed in a sort 

of limbo at an off-site Kinemathek storage space (on Reuchlinstraße), became forgotten 

until my internship in the Filmtechnik department in 2010.  During my time in the 

archive, first as intern, later as researcher, brief institutional interest again arose in the 

collection, but once my time at the Kinemathek came to a close, so, too, did the 

institutional memory of the LA-Sammlung.  Thus, the films I briefly brought under the 

organization’s roof returned to their collection purgatory: until their condition, as a 

whole, was determined, the films would neither be accessioned nor rejected.  Only after 

another decade (in 2014) would the task of assessment and decisions about accession be 

completed.  The investigation of this film collection with liminal institutional status calls 

forth discussions about the individuals who oversee and interact with the objects, as well 

as the objects’ own status in the archive and in relation to one another.  By examining 

disciplinary and institutional histories in relation to the academic’s (specifically my) 

place within the film museum and archive, I will build on a corpus of work that examines 

power structures imposed by organizations and users and the agency of the objects 

themselves. 

In describing the place of the LA-Sammlung within the film museum, the 

collection’s mutability cannot be ignored.  The decision to de/accession an object creates 

a clear institutional path of predetermined protocols.  Beyond marking those items as 

useful in fulfilling an organizational purpose, they become potentially valuable to a 

broader audience.  These decisions further have a direct impact on the objects’ care, 

                                                                                                                                            
where the Kinemathek owned the films, but the film reels did not enjoy any of the protections that would 
stem from being accessioned into a museum collection. 
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preservation, and even life span.  In a way, these films for many years did not exist within 

the Kinemathek’s archive, though they may have had a physical home in their space on 

Reuchlinstraße.  Without proper status within one of the archive’s collections, the films 

had no purpose and were unable to share their experiences and voices with others.  They 

did not join other films to constitute part of German film history, nor did they work to 

illustrate attitudes and trends in postwar Germany and Austria. Moreover, the collection 

of films could not function as a memory of the German experience in the United States 

during this same period.  For many of the objects, this condemned them to permanent 

damage or destruction, regardless of the Kinemathek’s eventual decision about the films.   

Film material (as Anthony Slide and many other film preservationists point out151) 

is an impermanent medium.  Nitrate stock, often used through the late 1940s and early 

1950s, is and was a highly unstable stock, with temperature controls being paramount to 

keep the film from igniting and burning down movie houses and archives alike.  The 

introduction of safety film, or acetate, heralded a new dawn for film history and 

preservation.  This stock was easier to store, non-flammable, and was almost immediately 

taken up as the industry standard.  However, after a few decades, archives noticed that it, 

too, “also deteriorates under adverse conditions.”152  The pungent decomposition of 

acetate film stock is aptly named vinegar syndrome, noting the smell that indicates the 

deterioration of the material.  The answer to acetate came only a few decades later, with 

most films transferred to a polyester-based film stock.  The films of the LA-Sammlung, 

                                                
151 See also Gracy, Jones and Houston for complete histories of film material and, in particular, the 
decomposition of nitrate and acetate.   
152 Karen Gracy, Film Preservation: Competing Definitions of Value, Use, and Practices (Chicago: Society 
of American Archivists, 2007), 19. 
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however, did not benefit from technological advances and were distributed primarily on 

acetate stock.  In many cases, the degradation is so far along that the acrid scent wafts 

from the film canisters even before opening.  Vinegar syndrome is a slow moving 

affliction for film material and, thus, not impossible to combat.  It must be caught in time, 

the film stock cleaned, and then transferred to polyester stock.  However, this 

preservation is a luxury only afforded to films that have been accessioned and, then, only 

films deemed significant enough to preserve.  The long term invisibility of this collection 

and its existence outside of the official archive further decreased its chances of being 

wholly accessioned, for if the films succumb to decomposition, either the collection 

would have been too costly to preserve or the deterioration would have occurred too 

rapidly and the LA-Sammlung would have ceased to exist.  In actuality, only 196 of the 

original 375 films passed into various parts of the Kinemathek’s collection.153  Of the 

films that were not accessioned, some were shipped to other archives, while others were 

discarded.  Although the disposal partially owes to the extremely damaged condition in 

which many of the LA-Sammlung films arrived in Berlin in 2003, some were also 

disposed of because the advanced state of Vinegar Syndrome.  Some films had certainly 

arrived in a dire straight, suffering this affliction, but many languished and their material 

state continuing to worsen over the decade it took to fully assess the entire film 

collection. 

In a chapter examining the power and authority structures that surround film 

preservation, Karen Gracy outlines what she sees as guiding factors in choosing which 

                                                
153 Martin Koerber, “Re: eine letzte Frage zur damaligen LA-Sammlung” e-mail message, April 27, 2016. 
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films are protected154: perceived / projected use, historical and cultural significance, type 

of footage, and funding.155  Indeed, it is a combination of these factors that kept the LA-

Sammlung’s place static before de/accessioning.  The Kinemathek largely exists on 

governmental funds, including proceeds from the state lottery,156 which see cuts in times 

of hardship. As an already over-extended department, Filmtechnik saw the ability to 

assess and watch these films as a labor of luxury.  However, content also plays heavily 

into this discussion. Although the films of the LA-Sammlung spanned over thirty years of 

German and Austrian film production (from Veit Harlan’s Die goldene Stadt (1941/42) to 

Horst Bonnet’s Orpheus in der Unterwelt (1974)), productions from the 1950s and 1960s 

comprised the bulk of the collection.  As mentioned, a variety of genres appeared within 

this collection: Arztfilme (“doctor films”) such as Sauerbruch – Das war mein Leben 

(Hansen 1954), thrilling dramas (Ich war ihm hörig, Becker 1958), and sex comedies 

(Heute heiratet mein Mann, Hoffmann 1956).  Heimatfilme, though, dominated the 

generic composition of the LA-Sammlung.  Beginning with the prototypical Grün ist die 

Heide (1951) from the prolific Heimat director, Hans Deppe, many of the best known 

Heimatfilme were present—Am Brunnen vor dem Tore (Wolff 1952), Der Fischer vom 

Heiligensee (König 1955), Jägerblut (König 1957), and Wenn die Heide blüht (Deppe 
                                                
154 There is a distinct difference between film conservation and preservation.  Where conservation means 
preserving the material film object from further degradation or harm, preservation often means cleaning up 
the image as much as possible in order to transfer the image to other reels of film (plastic) stock.  
Restoration, on the other hand, extends to creating the most complete and clean film possible, often 
drawing from negatives or other prints to create the best version of the movie.  In this day, that often means 
both striking a new print and preserving the work digitally.  It might be interesting to note here, too, that 
film archivists (see above authors, for example) take a very narrow view of film preservation.  Though 
some may call for a need to preserve the different apparatuses necessary to screen film (e.g. projectors), 
none call for a preservation of cinema.  Perhaps the totality, which could and would extend to documents, 
oral histories, photographs, etc., is too large and daunting a task.  To its credit, the Kinemathek’s approach 
to collection, conservation and preservation takes a wide reading of film to include cinematic history. 
155 Gracy, 184-195. 
156 Hoffmann, interview. 
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1960).  The collection also featured the genre’s most beloved actors and actresses (e.g., 

Sonja Ziemann, Rudolf Prack, Gardy Granass, Rudolf Lenz, Anita Gutwell, Claus 

Biederstaedt, the tenor Kurt Reimann, and even the Weimar actor, Hans Stüwe).  Part of 

the value of the collection precisely stemmed from encompassing popular West German 

cinema of the 1950s and 60s.157  In comparison to other movements within German film 

history,158 Heimat is often critiqued for lacking both diegetic and cinematic innovation.  

And when considering the use of such films for the general public, who often treat this 

genre with scorn, nostalgic fondness, or a mix of the two, one begins to understand why 

the LA-Sammlung sat so long in the Reuchlinstraße storage space.  German film archives 

and museums, according to Terry Cook, particularly those with governmental ties, create 

value of a film collection based on “integrating function with structure” to focus “on the 

‘image’ of society.”159  The parameters, then, by which these decisions are made are not 

solely imposed by the organizational priorities, but further influenced by socio-political 

agendas dictated by politicians, intellectuals and the current flow of cultural interest. The 

likelihood that these interests would privilege Angeleno German speakers or postwar 

(i.e., post-rubble) German popular cinema is almost nil.  Indeed, the Filmtechnik 

department must privilege movies by living producers and filmmakers such as Werner 

                                                
157 Orbanz “Filmkopien aus Los Angeles.” Eva Orbanz, the erstwhile director of the Filmarchiv, wrote of 
the collection in 2003, “…es sind alle Schauspieler vertreten, die in diesen Jahren gearbeitet haben und 
einige interessante Regisseure und von daher ist es sicherlich eine interessante Sammlung.” 
158 Whereas cinema of the Weimar republic is often lauded for its innovative use of light, profilmic 
composition, and explorations with narrative, postwar West Germany film is criticized for its mundane and 
repetitive storylines and lackluster cinematography.  Funds for the restoration of Weimar classics (e.g. 
Metropolis (Lang 1927) or Pandora’s Box (Die Büchse der Pandora, Pabst 1929)) have been forthcoming 
from a variety of sources in recent years.  To date, there is no restoration of what is largely considered 
Heimat’s most beloved and well known film, Grün ist die Heide (Deppe 1951). 
159 Terry Cook, “Mind Over Matter: Towards a New Theory of Archival Appraisal,” in The Archival 
Imagination: Essays in Honor of Hugh A. Taylor (Ottawa: Association of Canadian Archivists), 49-50. 
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Herzog. They also must respond to and prioritize the most in-demand material, and 

Heimatfilme see neither professional or commercial inquiries nor broader public 

interest.160  

This passive conservation161 itself reveals more than just the staffing and film 

priorities of the organization: it withholds this collection from historians, researchers and 

the general public.  While the public may access many of the films comprising the LA-

Sammlung through its general collections (permanent, study, loan, holding approximately 

13,000 films in toto), the totality of the collection accounts for its uniqueness and its 

potential to broaden interpretations of German cinema history.   

Alessandro Portelli speaks of the power oral histories can have on interpretations 

of a given period of time or people.  The cadence and emotion conveyed in speech add a 

rich layer to interpreting history.162  Though his work deals with oral history, I argue that 

this extends to filmed footage, which allows for the incorporation of gesture and affect 

coupled with the spoken word and all it conveys.  And although narrative film conveys 

emotion and gesture as directed, such films can still reveal a great deal about the society 

                                                
160 Daniel Meiller, “Re: LA-Sammlung” e-mail message, June 23, 2014.  Although genre does not formally 
play a role in the decision of which films receive priority, the films of the LA-Sammlung were treated like 
the “step-children” of the Kinemathek.  The decisions of which films to keep are always determined by 
“rein konservatorische Kriterien, keine inhaltlichen oder kuratorischen.”  The assessment of the collection 
was continually trumped by titles that were “wichtiger, aktueller, oder nachgefragter.” Meiller “LA-
Sammlung.”   
161 The films are stored in a temperature and humidity controlled environment.  However, if the 
Kinemathek chose to actively conserve the films (as opposed to restoration), they could also replace the 
film bobbies (the spools around which the film is wound) and replace all the film canisters containing the 
film reels.  The canisters pose a particular issue, as the LA-Sammlung is predominantly stored in metal and 
cardboard boxes.  The former rusts and decomposes on its own, sometimes damaging the film, and latter 
can barely serve to protect the film from the most basic damaging elements (e.g., water), which are quite 
permeable, and do not withstand great pressure that comes from stacking reels.  The solution would be to 
replace all canisters with plastic, which age the best as objects themselves and provide the highest quality 
of protection. 
162 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1991), see chapter 3. 
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that shaped, read, and interpreted those actions.  The collection’s title—given by the 

Kinemathek—indicates an interest in its origins and its transnational movements.  It 

creates an opportunity to study German cinema in a new context and explore the ways in 

which Angelenos promoted, discussed, and interpreted these films, providing further 

insight as to how German film functions outside its geographic borders.  The LA-

Sammlung also proposes that American perceptions (or even German-American 

perceptions) of German films are to be valued and considered as part of its national 

cinema.  This, in effect, suggests that the borders of German-speaking countries cannot 

confine German cinema.  Instead of looking at film as a national product that appeals to 

non-nationals as an export, we should recognize that this collection makes manifest and 

gives credence to the transiency of the medium.  Though this thought is more easily 

demonstrated in the instantaneous transmission of media in the digital age, film reels 

were made for transmission and to travel between cinemas.  Film content itself is 

uniquely able to convey spatial images and regional experiences to a static audience.  

Beyond the film material, though, cinema incorporates audience encounters, 

advertisements, movie theaters, and ticket stubs, which then incorporates into national 

film history those encounters, no matter how remote from the country of production. 

And yet the LA-Sammlung was fated to exist only as long as it remained 

suspended in this state, for as soon as the material was assessed, the LA-Sammlung was 

fractured and shipped to the different collections and archives or deaccessioned and 

altogether discarded.  The temporal reality of these films at once trapped and gave them 

an identity.  Thus, without public access to the collection as a whole, it became an 
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unidentifiable provenance footnote, thus negating the possibility to have an impact on 

scholarly and curatorial work.163 While the Kinemathek’s initial acquisition 

acknowledged the potential value of the film collection, the institution’s inability to move 

the entirety of the collection into the proper archive permanently limits that value.  Under 

the auspices of the Kinemathek, the movies they ultimately accessioned will participate 

in shaping a national cinema and its historical legacy, though the carving of that 

collection will limit the definition and scope of what is officially included in that history.  

The film collection in which the movies eventually end up also affects access to 

materials, with some of the films only available on site due to scarcity, desire to preserve, 

or the delicate nature of the film stock.  With some films off limits, visiting scholars must 

then rely on copies (DVD, VHS), or must reconstruct narrative or images of the film 

from storyboards or promotional materials. 

What I call passive conservation of these films is, however, just one part of the 

movies’ journeys and own narratives.  Most of the films imported by The Casino passed 

through the La Tosca Filmbühne in Los Angeles.  According to the Kleinhenzs’ 

granddaughter (who oversaw the transfer of the films to the Kinemathek), they were kept 

in her grandfather’s house, stacked amongst rubbish and forgotten almost as soon as 

accumulated.164  Whereas the designation “LA-Sammlung” indicates an intention and 

purpose for its films, the original collection of the same films under the ownership of the 
                                                
163 Indeed, there is no trace of neither the LA-Sammlung and nor the Kleinhenzs in the official record of the 
Kinemathek.  When one searches for a film from the collection, all that remains is a note in the provenance 
(Herkunft) field stating “Los Angeles.”  The family name has been completely disassociated from the entire 
collection, both films and ephemera, findable only in filing cabinets if you know already where to look.  All 
that remains is the origin of the collection, further underscoring the importance of and fascination with 
collection origin over individual ownership. 
164 Corina Danckwerts, “Deutsche Filmkopien und Werbematerial in Los Angeles” e-mail message, April 
23, 2003. 
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Kleinhenzs seems accidental and unplanned.  In the latter, acquisition seemed to 

outweigh the object’s ownership: once collected the films were valued differently, if at 

all, decomposing in their owners’ possession.  For Benjamin, a collection is a reflective 

practice, i.e., the items collected as a sum do not by necessity highlight an interest in, for 

example, popular German cinema, but rather provide insight into the collector himself.165  

While that exercise would be pure speculation, the LA-Sammlung does capture 

something of the entertainment in the German Alltag, even when abroad, and speaks to a 

nostalgia for films past, with films dating to the 1940s (and often screened at La Tosca 

ten or more years after their release). The Kleinhenzs’ collection, it would appear, began 

unintentionally and haphazardly, only truly solidifying that identity, as a collection, once 

their transatlantic move was planned.  As Walter Benjamin puts it, “only in extinction is 

the collector [and collection] comprehended.”166  

In her article Telling Objects, Mieke Bal posits that collections can only be known 

as such once they are in the middle of being collected: the collection “can only be 

realized after it has developed far enough to become noticeable. … Stories of collecting 

begin by initial blandness.”167  The notion of reading the development of a collection of 

objects is a useful one in understanding the object’s unique transformation from isolated 

existence to membership of a larger group.  Her reading of collecting results from innate 

desires linked to fetishization and the object’s initial metaphorical or metonymic 

                                                
165 Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking My Library: A Talk about Book Collecting,” in Illuminations (New 
York: Schocken, 1968), 59. 
166 Benjamin, 67. 
167 Bal, 102. 
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function.168  Realizing these objects operate in a similar manner, for Bal, can only occur 

after the accumulation has been repeated, thus her assertion that the narrative of a 

collection only occurs once the impulse has been identified.  “…the beginning,” she says, 

“is the middle.”169  The imposition of Bal’s narrativization of collecting habits describes 

the Kleinhenzs’ stacks of film canisters and related ephemera as an unintentional gesture, 

likely born of a psychological impulse,170 and, only in looking back can one discover the 

true origins of their personal collection.  This is also true for Benjamin, who holds the 

moment of acquisition as material “rebirth.”171  Where Bal discusses narrative cycles, 

Benjamin speaks of renewal and ages. For both, however, the act of collection is alive, of 

continual creation.  There is no death in collection, but rather new, continuing life. 

Discovering the end of a collection’s narrative is as equally murky as identifying its 

beginning.  Instead, the ending occurs as a way of creating a new collection narrative.  

Viewing the Kleinhenz accumulation in isolation, this grouping of items comes to an 

abrupt end at the closing of the theater and subsequent deaths of the owners.  Bal calls 

this a contingent ending, which “is the product of such contingent happenings as running 

out of space, disposing of collections, changes in desires, changes in forms of storage, 

sales, gifts or death – not death as a constitutive force in subjectivity but as arbitrary 

event.”172  Likewise, the LA-Sammlung’s narrative has the benefit of a clean-cut 

                                                
168 Ibid., 106. 
169 Ibid., 110.  
170 Bal certainly draws the core of her essay from Benjamin’s, though consciously grounds hers in a 
psychoanalytic framework.  However, Benjamin also alludes to the impulsive and irrational nature of 
collection, seeing the moment of acquisition as a conquest, often more important than the object itself.  The 
action outweighs the materiality, thus his claim for collection as reflection.  Benjamin, 67. Benjamin wrote 
at the close of his essay, “Not that they [the objects] come alive in him; it is he who lives in them.” 
171 Benjamin, 61. 
172 Ibid., 113.  
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beginning.  These films, however, asserts Bal, engage in narrative cycles; it is precisely 

“the closing of the cycle which opens up the next one.”173  Though the films of the LA-

Sammlung boast very different movements and moments of origin, they belong to the 

same overarching narrative.  Similarly, the eventual dissolution of the LA-Sammlung 

may provide a brand-new narrative point for the films, allowing them to join and expand 

the narrative of, for example, the Kinemathek’s study collection. 

The notion of a temporality of this collection and, even more so, its narrative 

corresponds to the instability of the film archive itself as in a perpetual state of 

“unfinishedness.”  Film archives contain “relentless destabilization, incomplete films, 

always decaying matter, filmic materials stacked to roof tops, and partial (at best) 

documentation.”174  Additionally, it is very rare for any one archive to have complete 

materials surrounding a film.  Posters, advertisements, and promotional materials are 

often highly regionalized, with international distribution further compounding the issue.  

Items are lost for years as a result of mislabeling or in the back of closets.175  Especially 

when film archives or museums often lack financial resources to keep up with 

                                                
173 Ibid., 114. 
174 Janna Jones, The Past is a Moving Picture: Preserving the Twentieth Century on Film (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2012), 13. 
175 Fritz Lang’s 1927 film Metropolis makes a compelling case study for this point.  The film’s first 
screening in Berlin in 1927 ran 157 minutes.  The American co-producers cut the film down to ca. two 
hours in the summer of 1927, more or less with UFA’s consent.  Since its initial release, Metropolis has 
seen multiple re-releases.  Giorgio Moroder’s 1984 release came with a bit more footage added and 
additional narrative supplemented by production stills.  Another restoration in 1987 attempted to 
reconstruct missing scenes and yet another restoration was released in 2002 based on the 35mm print of the 
American cut (also lost) found in Leipzig in the late 1990s.  Though the most complete version since its 
initial release, the 2002 restoration was still missing a half hour of the original.  A final restoration was 
released in 2010 after missing negatives were discovered in the archives of a film museum in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina.  This latest version included approximately 95% of the original.  Each version presented a 
different narrative, with only loose storyboards to guide critical readings.  Indeed, early scholarly readings 
of Metropolis differ markedly at times because those individuals had a dearth of material to watch, which 
has changed with each newly restored version of the film. 
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conservation issues (as the LA-Sammlung illustrates), the films that the archive shelters 

are in a perpetual state of change.  Decomposition of film material can drastically affect 

the ability to clearly interpret the sound and image.  On the material quality of film writes 

Eva Orbanz, “Alte Filme sterben nie, sie verschwinden einfach.”176  If not wound 

properly or if moisture penetrates the roll, the film stock often becomes wobbly to the 

detriment of the sound, distorting what the viewer hears in a manner similar to a warped 

record.  Moisture also begets mold, which can creep into a frame and obscure or eat the 

emulsion of the film material, sometimes permanently erasing the picture.  Indeed, 

without passive or active conservation (at the very least, temperature and humidity 

controls), films disappear from the very film stock. While film manuscripts and 

storyboards (often more stable elements much easier to store and conserve) might be able 

to fill in some of the lost information, film’s continuous movement and transformation 

cannot be replicated on the page.  What is lost is lost forever and, unless constantly 

documented, the film’s personal narrative (as opposed to its filmic narrative that plays out 

in each and from frame to frame) is in a state of constant flux; the archive always 

attempting to combat the medium’s natural inclination toward decay. 

Of course, the LA-Sammlung movies do not constitute the whole of this 

impressive collection; indeed there were a large number of promotional documents that 

accompanied the films to the Kinemathek.  Unlike their film (stock) counterparts, the 

Schriftgutarchiv immediately accessioned these items.  In becoming part of the 

institution’s document collection, the paper materials were immediately filed.  Surviving 

                                                
176 Eva Orbanz, “Die Filme,” in Deutsche Kinemathek: Das Filmmuseum, eds. Lothar Schwab and 
Elisabeth Moortgat (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1994), 96. 
176 Prinzler, 8. 
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documents related to La Tosca’s history and screenings included marketing materials 

from distribution and production companies, fan programs, press clippings, newspaper 

advertisements, and the theater’s house programs.  In addition to the printed matter, some 

of these items include the odd personal note or reminder scrawled upon them, preserving 

the personal and intimate past of the LA-Sammlung even as the materials are subsumed 

into the organizational collection.   

The treatment of the documents provides two major insights about the 

Kinemathek’s collection practices.  First, the Schriftgutarchiv’s organization process 

illustrates the immense value of the archivist herself.  The archive’s internal 

Schriftgutarchiv and Fotoarchiv are somewhat unique within the organization because 

they link every piece in their departments to a film.  This does not necessarily occur in 

the other internal archives.  When La Tosca’s documents were inventoried and filed, the 

originals were distributed to whichever film titles with which they were associated.  The 

staff made copies of some of these for inclusion in a “Hausprogramme USA” portfolio, 

which had specific file folders for theaters throughout the United States, including, “Los 

Angeles, CA – La Tosca.”  Each page of La Tosca’s house programs once belonged to a 

larger booklet, ripped out before arriving at the Kinemathek.  Each individual page lists 

one to three films for that series’ run, often with another series (or, alternatively, 

advertisements) on the reverse side.  (See Figure 17)  Staff filed pages in the top-billed 

film’s file, often making copies for the Hausprogramme file or for the subsequent movies 

listed.  Though arguably a logical system, this hints at the archivist’s power in 

determining how information is stored and, therefore, accessible.  For example, in my 
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research of the LA-Sammlung, I requested files on German films shown in the United 

States and on many of the films in that collection.   Had I not requested the latter, though, 

I would have missed the opportunity to see dozens of pages, since many had not been 

cross-filed.  Indeed, it was only after looking at movies in the LA collection that 

Hoffmann noticed my interest in American theaters and directed my attention to the 

Hausprogramme USA file.  

 
Figure 17 A page from a La Tosca Hausprogramm advertises the double feature of the German Heimatfilm, Grün ist 

die Heide (Deppe 1951) and Der schräge Otto (von Cziffra 1956).  Source: Deutsche Kinemathek. 
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In an internal archive with thousands of documents, simply cataloging every item 

remains a Herculean task.  While the film archive has eight to nine employees at any 

given time, the Schriftgutarchiv has only two staff members to perform all the functions 

of a regular archive: intake, assessment, registration, loan and informational requests, and 

procuring items for visitors and scholars to name just a few tasks.  Care for the items falls 

to these two staff members.  This includes monitoring the physical storage.  Documents 

are stored in acid-free envelopes and laid flat in different filing cabinets.  Temperatures 

for documents in the archive room are set at 18 degrees Celsius with 50% humidity.177  

One thematic portfolio generally resides in each cabinet, with perhaps a few folders under 

that theme.  However, beyond a broad title, e.g. Hausprogramme USA, the archive 

usually can only take the time to notate the exact contents of each file if the items are to 

be loaned out of house.  Digitization remains a distant dream, says Hoffman. “Von einer 

systematischen Digitalisierung sind wir ganz, ganz weit entfernt. Wir sind sogar von 

einer guten Katalogisierung auch weit entfernt.  Das ist eigentlich ein ständiger Prozess 

und das ist nicht richtig fertig.”178  The expertise and individual knowledge and 

experience of the internal archive makes the archivist’s collaboration in research 

invaluable.  Particularly when the number of items within a collection far outstrips the 

ability to catalog each item, the only way to successfully navigate a collection is with the 

guidance of an informed archivist.  The process could change, says Hoffmann, with more 

documentation along the way, but that would also mean collecting fewer items.179  I will 

                                                
177 As with film, temperature, humidity, and storage container controls are paramount in combatting decay. 
178 Hoffmann, interview. 
179 Hoffmann, interview. 
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return to this topic of the archivist’s integral role in shaping access and, thus, national 

film historiography presently.   

Second, the immediate accessioning of the collection’s documents speaks to the 

eventual fate of the LA-Sammlung.   The dispersal of La Tosca’s paper ephemera within 

the Schriftgutarchiv mirrors the best-case scenario for what could have happened to the 

collection’s films—the inevitable absorption into one of the Kinemathek’s three film 

collections (loan, permanent, study).  The LA-Sammlung could not remain a Sammlung.  

The Kleinhenzs’ small collection did not, on its own, garner enough attention to 

necessitate being its own special internal archive à la the Marlene Dietrich Collection 

Berlin or the Sammlung Werner Herzog, nor did it encapsulate the priorities of the 

organization.  While the Kinemathek does focus some on Filmexil, this particular 

category focuses largely on the film industry, specifically the correspondence of 

Hollywood agent Paul Kohner. The LA-Sammlung lays bare the archive’s priorities vis-

à-vis organizational logic.  Though collection—particularly in the document archive—

reflects a wide-ranging interest in German film history, broadly defined, the way in 

which the LA documents were filed belies the preeminence of the films themselves.  The 

value of German film abroad comes second to the value of film, i.e. instead of cinema 

history, the organization of the documents suggests the Kinemathek’s main goal is, at its 

core, film history.  This is hardly shocking; after all, the museum’s priorities are—as 

stated in its title—film and television.  It illustrates, however, the tensions between ability 

and desire, i.e., what the institution wishes to collect and focus on versus the reality in 

practice. 
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The LA-Sammlung further allows for the convergence of multiple individual 

narratives.  Each film object experiences a unique journey that brings it into an encounter 

with the collection.  The Kinemathek and the La Tosca, too, have distinctive histories that 

intersect with the films and the (institutional and personal) collections.  I view the LA-

Sammlung as encompassing multiple, layered narratives, which includes my personal 

experience with the film museum and this group of movies.  As one of the only people to 

access the LA-Sammlung while it existed as such, my position is highly privileged.  I am 

poised to be the only scholar to analyze and write the history of the collection, giving (my 

interpretation of) it a voice to the meaning of America in German film history and also 

German films in American cinema history. 

The personal encounter with the archive becomes paramount when thinking about 

power structures and the representation of the objects within that organization.  In her 

encounters with the archive, historian Durba Ghosh discusses the challenges that entrance 

into these spaces pose for both the self and the institution.  Depending upon national 

agendas and the bias of the archive’s agents, Ghosh’s experiences were quite varied.  She 

observes, “…how closely our topics for study make us the objects of everyday 

surveillance within the archive.”180  Beyond illustrating the role archives play in 

preserving and telling national narratives, whilst ignoring outside or subaltern accounts 

that read against the official grain, Ghosh’s essay serves two further purposes. First, her 

own archival journeys remind us of the host of factors that influence our access.  Whether 

                                                
180 Durba Ghosh, “National Narratives and the Politics of Miscegenation,” in Archive Stories: Facts, 
Fictions, and the Writing of History, ed. Antoinette Burton (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 30. 
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a staff member values your project may grant or bar you access to certain documents.  

Databases alone cannot present a totality of information about any given collection.  The 

archivist’s own knowledge of the archive’s contents and language of documentation also 

can critically shape the researcher’s approach. These can all be seen in the case of the 

Kinemathek’s Schriftgutarchiv.  Hoffmann’s knowledge of the collection and attention to 

my research interests allowed me access to different files and, thus, different information 

about German film in the U.S.  Her decision to allow me to interview her provided candid 

information about the structure and logic of the internal archive and overarching 

information, none of which were found in the text the Kinemathek authored about itself 

in 1994.  (How quickly attitudes might change, though, with new personnel!)  Further, 

the curatorial choices made by archivists of what to keep and what to preserve largely 

shape the documents one can access. 

For Gracy, these “politics of selectivity” in the film archive remind us again how 

many agents influence even that material decision (nation, donors, markets, societal 

tastes, etc.)181  Federal funds, including from the lottery, support the Kinemathek’s work, 

including staffing and acquisitions.  Although there is no formal hierarchy attributed to 

the Kinemathek’s many archives and objects, such selectiveness plays out naturally here, 

as well.  Film’s material worth outstrips that of most paper documents and film lending 

(for other institutions to screen) provides revenue.  In considering the decisions of 

collection composition, many of the items the archive receives come from gifts, 

especially after the Kinemathek’s increased visibility with the opening of the museum.  

Items are rarely purchased. When it is possible to do so, the decision falls to Werner 
                                                
181 Gracy, 169, 184-194. 
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Sudendorf, the Director of Collections.  Of course, colleagues may advise Sudendorf, but 

the ultimate responsibility lies with him.182  This is not necessarily unusual in museum 

practice, but it does illustrate the influence of an individual on a collection and, thus, the 

integrity of the collection, its meaning in broader society, and the scholarship that can 

come from that collection.   

Second, Ghosh “seeks to expand our definitions of the kinds of knowledges that 

archives produce by destabilizing the notion that archives are only places of impersonal 

encounters with printed documents.”183 That is, she wants to validate the writing of our 

personal institutional encounters in our research to acknowledge our place within the 

hi/stories we write from these experiences.  These personal interactions—with agents of 

the archive, with the spaces in which we access materials, and with the materials 

themselves—implicitly and explicitly shape how we document our insights.  Disciplinary 

training, methodologies, and vocabulary can differ drastically and influence how each 

scholar investigates and reports upon their archival encounters.  For a long time in the 

history of film studies, major gaps emerged between writers (critics, academics) and 

preservationists.184  The former observed only what they saw on the screen, never 

venturing into the film archives, and the latter were overly protective of their materials.  

The beloved (and yet destructive) French founder of the Cinémathèque Française 

famously denied filmmakers and historians alike access to the organization’s archives, 

                                                
182 Hoffmann, interview. 
183 Ghosh, 28. 
184 Paolo Cherchi Usai, “Film Preservation and Film Scholarship” Film History 7 (1995): 243. Also, see 
Gracy for extensive accounts of this divide. 
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seeing them as his personal domain, rather than items held in public trust.185  With the 

emergence of the new cinema history and the importance of all cinematic encounters 

(including advertisements, cinemas, equipment, i.e. all the mechanisms that comprise the 

construction of the screened object), place found new importance.  Now, film history 

occurred not just on the screen or in a movie house, but also after the distribution life of 

films ceased and they entered into other institutional networks (e.g. museums, archives, 

private collections).  Thus, when academics and critics want to engage film history, what 

“counts” should include their personal encounters.  

“To interrogate that place, we have to be less concerned with History as 

stuff…than as process, as ideation, imaging and remembering,” writes Carolyn Steedman 

in Dust.186  The place that Steedman wants to interrogate is “Memory,” creating a fixed 

and mutual relationship between the two.  Her assertion encompasses the notion of the 

person in the writing of history—that the histories we write are enabled by our imagining 

of the material we encounter in research.  She writes later that the historian’s authority 

comes from their physical presence in space, “that you know because you have been 

there.”187  Janna Jones phrases this slightly differently, “The archive is generally 

considered to be the historian’s source for making meaning.  The historian selects what is 

believed to be most significant from the archive and imposes meaning upon it by creating 

a narrative…”188 This touches on something Ghosh implies: that the space of the archive 

                                                
185 Penelope Houston, The Keepers of the Frame: The Film Archives (London: British Film Institute, 1994), 
6. 
186 Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
2002), 67. 
187 Ibid., 145. 
188 Jones, 8. 
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is not a static space, but rather an unstable one, and these archival encounters are unique 

and individual.  Each visit will present different circumstances, different personnel, and 

perhaps different materials from which to draw.  Thus, the archival experience and the 

narratives we write from these passing encounters are subjective.  Steedman frames this 

moment: “…it comes from having been there [the archive]…so that then, and only then, 

can you present yourself as moved and dictated to by those sources, telling a story the 

way it has to be told.”189  Though I disagree slightly with the notion that the objects 

themselves dictate the stories, instead favoring that they present the researcher with 

multiple narratives that they must interpret based on their own knowledge and object 

encounters, her point remains that narratives result from spatial and physical relationships 

with those items.  Histories written based on visits to national archives and museums, 

then, must be read as mutable, which means that descriptions and definitions of national 

cinemas become murky.  While the larger themes may remain the same, the 

contextualization and understanding may change based upon chance encounters.  

Historians and German scholars write about Heimat as German (and Austrian) products 

for German speaking audiences within those European, national borders.  My chance 

encounter with the LA-Sammlung presented me the opportunity to refocus and expand 

the topography of this generic discourse.  Another time another scholar may have 

encountered an LA-Sammlung film, but only as an anonymous, disembodied piece, the 

noted Herkunft (provenance) all that remains of the collection.  Their avenue of inquiry 

would be less focused, with the materials archived in different places, a part of a large 

collection at the Kinemathek and nothing more. 
                                                
189 Steedman, 145. 



 

  99 

 

In the prologue to his book The Tourist, Dean MacCannell quotes a passage from 

Baudelaire’s “Anywhere out of this world,” that suggests a drive for experiences outside 

of our homes, i.e., tourism and travel.  The essence of the film object—the film stock—

embeds this longing for travel and for experience outside of home (here the director’s and 

writer’s vision, the editing room, the labs that finish the final reels) in its being.  Where 

MacCannell asserts that tourists want to see life as it is,190 films present versions of 

realities to those it encounters in its journeys.  Tourists, says MacCannell, want to 

accumulate experiences to deepen their engagement in “society and culture.”191  As film 

reels tour the world, they, too, accumulate experiences that illustrate their involvement in 

and contribution to society and culture.  They reveal their personal narratives in their very 

materiality.  As films pass from person to person and projector to projector, they maintain 

traces of their journeys and physically display their encounters on their surface.  Largely 

excepting museums and archives, most projectionists—particularly in movie theaters—

do not wear gloves when handling film material, thus leaving trace amounts of oils (and 

even skin and blood) for the film to take to the next screening room.  The imprints of the 

people that handle the film travel with it, ever present until (if) conservation and cleaning.  

Similarly, the projectors and winders that films encounter during their trips leave often 

indelible traces on the film stock: scratches, holes, scrapes, and tears.  These mechanical 

and bodily marks are the film’s souvenirs, with a permanence that far outstrips that of 

most items its human counterparts return with from vacation.  These trace elements, then, 

                                                
190 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1999), 94. 
191 MacCannell, 10. 
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create a tension between what Bal calls the object’s subjective narrative and its objective 

status within the archive,192 thus bifurcating the film’s identity. 

In his slim reflection on cinema, The Death of Cinema, Paolo Cherchi Usai posits 

that “cinema is the art of destroying moving images,” i.e., our playing and handling of 

film stock creates a host of physical or chemical interventions that compromise the initial 

pristine quality of the print.  In the process of film history, he contends, archivists, 

curators, film enthusiasts attempt to capture the ‘Model Image,’ or to imitate the first 

screening of the film.193  An impossible task, the film’s materiality carries the traces of 

that Model Image, reminding viewers and handlers alike of the temporality of the 

medium and its inevitable terminus.  Thus, the film stock itself also carries with it, at 

best, a flippant attitude of audiences about its material quality and, at worst, a sort of 

sadism in the act of viewing.  In Usai’s reading of cinema, the job of the archive is a 

perpetual endeavor, always trying to stem the tide of the inevitable destruction: to stop is 

to fail.   

Though perhaps a grim reading of cinema (history), acknowledging the 

materiality of film is essential to both the practice of the archive, understanding the 

temporal restraints of our encounters with it, and to comprehending the layers of narrative 

archival research with film material yields.  When we work with museum collections, or 

in any archives, we have the opportunity to bear witness, for just one moment, to the 

multiple narratives we encounter.  The intersection of layers of experience that each actor 

brings—the objects, the space, the researcher, the workers and administrators, and the 

                                                
192 Bal, 98. 
193 Paolo Cherchi Usai, The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and the Digital Dark Age 
(London: British Film Institute, 2001), 7, 11, 13, 25. 
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collection narratives—create unique hi/stories that cannot be replicated.  And upon 

submitting these encounters for publication, we propose a version of history, the danger 

of which is asserting a universal truth for a topic that is gone the moment we leave the 

archival space. 
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Beyond 
 
 

 In this final section, Beyond, I turn from the physical journeys and locations of the 

LA-Sammlung to its cinematic locales and lives, specifically the narrative, imagery, and 

reach of the collection’s main generic content.  In examining the postwar Heimat films, I 

look to see beyond the genre’s current place in German film history—as fallout from the 

Second World War or an unimaginative (and repetitive) escapist fantasy—to its own 

narrative upsets, i.e., to see where Heimat itself works against the narrative framework in 

which it is so tightly bound and where it pushes at the expectations of the genre.  Instead 

of asserting a claim against previous interpretations of and scholarly work about the 

genre, I suggest we look to its margins to open up scholarship to other interpretations.  To 

do so, I focus on marginalized and seemingly minor recurring characters within the genre 

(three Landstreicher in various combinations) and their peripatetic lives within 

Heimatfilme.    Indeed, these wanderings within (and even between) films recall those 

wanderings of the collection itself.  An apt theme, as mobility within Heimat extends 

without, as well.  The second section of Beyond examines other screen cultures 

(American via Hollywood, Indian via Bollywood) for instances of Heimat beyond 

German-speaking borders.  In building on this notion of an itinerant Heimat, I frame this 

so-called domestic cinema as a further decentering of German film.  Both segments 

ultimately take up this question of what and where German cinema occurs, with this 

supposedly native genre providing room to push the borders of how we define those 

spaces physically and generically.   
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 Crisscrossing Heimat 

 Green and lush treetops against a wide and clear blue sky fill the screen.  

Presently, three voices intertwined in harmony sing a jaunty Volkslied.  The camera pans 

down from the trees to a rural landscape to wait upon the entrance of the singers into the 

frame and into the narrative.  Thus, with three Landstreicher—Nachtigall, Tünnes, and 

Hannes (Hans)—begin both Grün ist die Heide (Deppe 1951) and Am Brunnen vor dem 

Tore (Wolff 1952).   (Figures 18-21)  These two well-known films in the Heimat genre 

create more than just a cinematic echo, utilizing an almost identical framing device to 

open and close their films.  Indeed, each film ends with almost a reverse of the opening 

shots; the three vagabonds disappearing back into the landscapes from whence they 

came, a folksong on their lips.  These characters appear in multiple Heimat films in the 

early part of the 1950s, crisscrossing the celluloid as though it were just another 

landscape.  Observing and connecting these appearances and the characters’ antics serves 

as the basis for a new commentary on the genre.  The trio enjoys a liminal status and 

confuses generic archetypes within the films, as well as extrafilmic concerns of genre, 

space and societal desires. 

While extensive histories of Heimat movements are widely available,194 some 

recapitulation is indeed necessary to provide historical context and to highlight the recent 

scholarly work on—and even some of the prejudices against—Heimatfilm.  The term 

itself resists a concise translation.  The notion of Heimat can at once mean home or  

                                                
194 See, for example, Baer, Boa and Palfreyman, Fehrenbach, Haase, and von Moltke, all of whom include 
extensive histories on the origins and development of the Heimatfilm.  Von Moltke provides an excellent 
overview of the various literary and historical Heimat movements preceding what is commonly referred to 
as Heimat in film.  For a more complete history of the Heimat concept, see Applegate. 
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Figures 18-21  The opening sequences from Grün ist die Heide (dir. Hans Deppe, 1951), left, and Am Brunnen vor dem 
Tore (dir. Hans Wolff, 1952), right. 

             

dwelling; native town or village; native country; even where one centers his/her notion of 

being at home; or even a common idea of shared history and nationhood.195  One must 

add to these broad definitions the varying cultural Heimat movements, especially 

prevalent in the 19th to early 20th centuries, in which consumers accessed pastoral scenes, 

                                                
195 See Confino on the latter description. 
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“extolling the virtues of local landscapes, communities and customs.”196  Eventually, one 

could visit the artifacts of such a life in Heimat museums, where such quaint regionalism, 

once expressed in cultural movements (e.g. Heimatliteratur), now saw institutional 

support lending authority to the sanctity of a bucolic life.  It is here where Alon Confino 

sees the concept of Heimat as a way to translate regionalized culture into the concept of a 

(constructed) national identity.197 

Whereas the various Heimatbewegungen seemed to point to and lionize the local, 

the rise of the National Socialists in the 1930s transformed that admiration to embrace a 

national Heimat.  Where Confino situates his argument within the German Empire and 

the unification of 1871, the Nazis looked to reify Heimat as a concrete expression of a 

national Germanness.   Johannes von Moltke frames it this way: “A century’s worth of 

Heimat tradition [was] to be replaced by a centrally administered notion of Heimat.” 198 

This version of Heimat bonded the German people to the soil and grounded the concept 

spatially rather than spiritually.  If Germany’s natural features were unique, so too were 

the people that inhabited that space.  In his reading of the 1936 Nazi film Ewiger Wald, 

von Moltke compellingly “equate[s] the eternity of the forest with the longevity of the 

German Volk.”199  The permanence of the natural space extends to and creates a fixed 

notion of Heimat.  The reverence for the natural in film, however, did not begin with 

Nazis, but has its roots in the Weimar Republic (or even earlier).  Ernst Lubitsch’s Meyer 

aus Berlin (1919) is a send up of German fascination with mountain-climbing and 

                                                
196 von Moltke, 7. 
197 Alon Confino, “The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Heimat, National Memory and the German Empire, 
1871-1918,” History and Memory 5, no. 1 (1993): 42, 50. 
198 von Moltke, 54. 
199 Ibid., 93. See also 55-56. 
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Tracht.200   The interwar Bergfilm genre sees the return of a dramatic interpretation of the 

mountain landscapes.  Films such as Arnold Fanck’s Der heilige Berg (1926) or Leni 

Riefenstahl’s (a Fanck protégée) Das blaue Licht (1932) brought to screen a deep 

reverence for the sublime nature of the Alpine landscapes.   Thus, the Heimat films of the 

postwar period are a link of continuity in a cinematic representation building on the 

German fascination with nature. 

Though life did not immediately resume its normal pace after the war, it only took 

two months for regular film screenings to resume.201  Although Hollywood and American 

culture influenced German youth culture and ideas, films initially tended toward the 

conservative, where “the majority of the German public…embraced domestic film 

productions…”202  In the immediate postwar period, these were Trümmerfilme that dealt 

with fallout of war.   This period of somewhat grim themes in popular cinema was soon 

tempered by the rise of the genre film and, above all others in popularity, the Heimatfilm.  

It is often claimed as a uniquely domestic, i.e., German, genre, because of the dominance 

of German scenes, costumes, and traditions, as well as the fact that the films were not 

exported.  With the creation of West Germany, the Allies relinquished their control over 

filmmaking in their zones.   In the West, Unterhaltungsfilme returned to the screen.  

Thus, historians place Heimatfilm 1949 and 1962, or between the founding of the two 

German states and the signing of the Oberhausen Manifesto.203  Beginning with 

                                                
200 Censorship records indicate that the film was actually made before the end of the war. 
201 Heide Fehrenbach, Cinema in Democratizing Germany: Reconstructing National Identity after Hitler 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1995), 1-2. 
202 Christine Haase, When Heimat Meets Hollywood: German Filmmakers and America, 1985-2005 
(Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2007), 32. 
203 Joseph Garncarz and Thomas Elsaesser, “Heimat Films and Mountain Films,” in The BFI Companion to 
German Cinema, eds. Thomas Elsaesser, with Michael Wedel (London: British Film Institute, 1999), 133. 
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Schwarzwaldmädel (Deppe 1950), which is regarded as the proto Heimatfilm, many 

followed in quick succession throughout the 1950s.  Although immensely popular with 

audiences, critics lampooned the genre, and popularity began to wane by the late 1950s.  

In 1961—one year before the Oberhausen document—film critic Joe Hembus published a 

scathing obituary of (West) German film, Der deutsche Film kann gar nicht besser sein.  

In this polemic, Hembus charged that German directors and studios were guilty of 

recycling the same tired genres and material without contributing innovative ideas or 

cinematic methods or images.  Indeed, New German Cinema, which effectively declared 

the Heimat genre dead, strove to create new cinematic style and bring new stories and 

voices to the screen.  This movement included Alexander Kluge, Helke Sander, Rainer 

Werner Fassbinder, Helma Sanders-Brahms, Werner Herzog, Margarethe von Trotta, and 

Wim Wenders, among many others.  The notion of the Autorenfilm often draws a line 

from Weimar directors like Fritz Lang, F.W. Murnau, or G.W. Pabst to those of the New 

German Cinema, bypassing Heimat all together.  Indeed, many film historians 

disregarded Heimat precisely because of Hembus’ claims.  It was also dismissed as a 

continuation of Nazi ideals and/or often (simultaneously) critiqued for its flight from 

reality, presenting an idyll that ignores the atrocities of the war Germany perpetrated.  In 

Boa and Palfreyman’s hands, Heimat is an inverse of the realities of present day society.  

The stability and plenty proffered on screen hinted at the devastation and desperation in 

postwar daily life.204   For all the debate of the genre’s quality, Heimat’s domestic 

popularity has not declined and has seen steady support in the past three decades in video 

                                                
204 Elizabeth Boa and Rachel Palfreyman, Heimat: A German Dream : Regional Loyalties and National 
Identity in German Culture 1890-1990 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). See chapter 3. 
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sales and on television.205  The 1970s saw remakes of popular Heimatfilme, e.g., the 

return of the beloved Grün ist die Heide (Reinl) in 1972. 

Many topoi associated with Heimat, i.e. spacious landscapes of woods, 

mountains, or heaths, and a nod to the provincial, often represented in the villages in 

which Heimat stories take place were present in the introduction to the vagabonds.  

However, more attention to the genre’s features is necessary in order to later situate the 

Landstreicher in this generic landscape.  Characters don Trachten, such as dirndl and 

lederhosen, and participate in numerous folk festivals or parades.  These events often pop 

up unexpectedly and momentarily diverge from the narrative with segue or introduction.   

The lack of guile in these scene changes indicates a desire to showcase Trachten and 

Volkslieder.  These moments call to mind both Landsberg’s and Confino’s work.  If 

Heimatkunde (here represented by the folk costumes) serves as a way to provide 

collective memory to a large group of people, this notion can be reinforced in the movie 

theater.  In watching repetitive scenes of German dress, one can see how a prosthetic 

memory of what it is to be German, to experience Germanness, is formed.  The 

connection to the films even extended beyond the cinema, with the marketing of the folk 

songs on screen to patrons via radio and record sales.206   

The natural landscape figures prominently in any Heimatfilm. The backdrop for 

most movies occurs in a forest (usually the Black Forest), the mountains, or in the 

heathlands.  Indeed, these spaces serve as a tertiary character, clearly promoted in film 

titles, e.g., the proto-Heimat film Schwarzwaldmädel, Grün ist die Heide, Der Förster 

                                                
205 Boa and Palfreyman, 86. 
206 Fehrenbach, 152. 
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vom Silberwald (Stummer 1954), or Schwarzwaldmelodie (von Bolváry 1956).  As 

figures within the natural landscape, animals appear as objects of wonder and, even when 

hunted, are aligned with nature and freedom.   

The films also foreground the importance of family and focus on both the nuclear 

unit and the establishment of new relationships (families).  Many plots, as Heide 

Fehrenbach keenly observes, surround a tightly knit father and daughter relationship, the 

mother figure absent (the roles of the actual absentee parents (i.e, the missing fathers) 

reversed in the actual films).  In this way, Fehrenbach asserts, the nonjudgmental 

daughter allows for a bridge from the past to the future.207   Morality, honor and sacrifice 

also play a central role in the emotional topography of a Heimat film, often tied to the 

romantic subplots.  Love triangles emerge as a means of establishing guidelines for 

gender roles and power relations.  In her assessment of Am Brunnen vor dem Tore, 

Fehrenbach argues that in a love triangle (in this case, more of a square), the ingénue 

rejects the older, deceptive suitor, who signifies the recent past.  In Am Brunnen, the 

dashing Englishman (the first fiancé) ultimately gives up his claim the female lead to the 

poor but honorable German man, who hopes to make a new beginning.  We see a softer, 

modern, “moral” masculinity (and one aligned with the rural) triumph over both the older 

and foreign options.208  Using this model, one often can guess the coupling of main 

characters and, through them, the film’s plot in the first few minutes with surprising 

accuracy.  In his book, No Place Like Home, von Moltke explains Heimat as a space of 

                                                
207 Fehrenbach, 158.  
208 Ibid., 155-157. The older suitor (Straaten), it should be noted, commits suicide at the end of the film. 
“Thus, Straaten makes amends first symbolically, then sacrificially…the past simply and mercifully 
disappears.”  



 

  110 

transformation and one that exposes tensions between, particularly, the traditional and the 

modern.  Technology often represents the latter, acting as linchpin, both forging a 

divide—a desired “refuge from modernity” and its ills— and bridging gaps, i.e., how 

technology enables the connectivity to those otherwise absent.209  This technology often 

occurs in spaces linked to ideological meaning, e.g., auf dem Land or in the city. 

Schwarzwaldmelodie illustrates the careful negotiation, using folksong.  After composing 

a love song, “Schwarzwaldmelodie,” for his betrothed (Susanne, played by Gardy 

Granass), composer Hans Homann (Claus Biederstaedt) is forced to flee his beloved 

village because of a suspicious fire.  This song, which captures his love for his fiancée 

and for his home, is forgotten as he escapes to New York City.  Hans finds himself in a 

Manhattan German-American restaurant, thinking of home, when the owner approaches 

him with a record “aus der alten Heimat.”  The song, “Black Forest Melody,” is an 

English version that swaps the location specific “Schwarzwald, mein Schwarzwald” for 

the more nationalistic “country, my country.”  The modern (American) medium delivers 

this profound message, but this version is soon forgotten once he returns home to 

Susanne.  Instead, the German version survives, incorporated in a handmade wooden 

music box (one of the village’s traditional crafts), reproducing the spirit of the 

Schwarzwald.  Indeed, this product will save the village from financial ruin, after an 

American importer hears the song and orders 5,000 music boxes to market to Americans 

who seek to capture that authenticity.  And, of course, the song plays as part of the score 

behind Hans and Susanne when they are reunited at the film’s end.  The true nature of the 

                                                
209 Ibid., 12-13. 
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(German) song signals the strength of traditional way of life, the value of which can only 

truly be understood once appropriated by another culture and the modern music industry. 

Finally, displacement figures predominantly, with expellees seeking new homes.  

Millions of displaced persons were relocated after the war from cities to less populated, 

rural locations.210  Heimat films reflected this migration and acknowledge at once the 

mobility of Heimat211 and its elusive nature.  Many historians and film studies scholars, 

including von Moltke, Alexandra Ludewig, and Fehrenbach, cannot help but cite Lüder 

Lüdersen’s festival speech at the end of Grün ist die Heide in reference to the issue of 

postwar displacement.  Lüdersen and his daughter, Helga, were expelled from their 

eastern estate in Pomerania and Lüdersen’s speech coincides with the on-screen presence 

of a large contingency of displaced Silesians.  He speaks of finding a second Heimat and 

the value of that after being, for so long, “heimatlos.”  

This longing for a Heimat, though, does not afflict all characters.  Re-enter the 

singing vagabonds: Nachtigall (played by popular singer Kurt Reimann), Hannes (Hans 

Richter) and Tünnes (Ludwig Schmitz).  These three serve as more than lovable 

scallywags who symbolically stand in for concerns of the German arbeits- or heimatlos.  

Rather, they sidestep these tensions and instead forge a path outside typical Heimat 

concerns.  Because they act on the edges of the main narrative as supporting characters, 

they are able to move through the genre as a stable, i.e. continuing, presence and provide 

a permanent counterweight to the traditional mode of Heimat interpretation. 

                                                
210 von Moltke, 78. 
211 Ibid., 89. 
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 Critical observations of the vagabonds, though scant, conflict as to their roles 

within the films and representative relationship to socio-cultural German realities.  

Ludewig’s reading casts them as unrealistic and utter fools, arguing that the carefree trio 

makes light of the plight of the many homeless in the postwar era and positing that, if 

real, they would be social outsiders.  In the narrative, she asserts, they hardly receive any 

respect from their bürgerlichen counterparts: where the Landstreicher use “Sie” to the 

townsfolk, they only receive an address of “du” in return.212  She continues further, “their 

ultimate goal must be marital union with a woman and the establishment of house and 

hearth.”213  Although I agree that the amount of respect afforded to the three waxes and 

wanes, depending on the situation, her assumptions about their station in relation to their 

desires presume universal (heteronormative) goals without attention to their actions and 

functions within the narrative.  

In opposition to Ludewig’s presumptions, Fehrenbach’s brief nod to our free 

spirited minstrels allows them a much less disputed existence. “The begging of musical 

vagabonds is politely and generously answered with free food, beer, and social 

acceptance,” she states, reading their “mendicancy…as a life-style choice” where “the 

freedom of the road becomes a metaphor for self-realization in the developing democracy 

of plenty.”214  Boa and Palfreyman uphold this Romantic notion, asserting a strong bond 

to the land.215  Von Moltke’s treatment of the vagabonds is also favorable, positing, “the 

                                                
212 Though this is not strictly true—the three are first addressed by both Kurt Kramer (Paul Klinger) in Am 
Brunnen and Walter Rainer (Rudolf Prack) in Grün ist die Heide with "Sie," though the next address that 
follows in both cases uses the “ihr” form—her point is well made. 
213 Alexandra Ludewig, Screening Nostalgia: 100 Years of German Heimat Film (Bielefeld: Transcript 
Verlag, 2011), 201. 
214 Fehrenbach, 163. 
215 Boa and Palfreyman, 92-93. 
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village and its surroundings are held together by the voices of the itinerant singers…”216  

All four scholars touch on the core of the vagabond characters, but investigate no further.  

The three warrant a mention, but are seen as incidental to the plots, not as a means to 

deconstruct the genre. 

Though this section primarily concerns itself with this trio in Grün ist die Heide 

and Am Brunnen vor dem Tore, and, to a lesser degree, Schwarzwaldmelodie, it is worth 

noting that they appear at least one more time in a Heimat film, albeit in a different 

configuration. 217  (Figures 22-25)  This perhaps owes to the fact that all four films share 

a producer (Kurt Ulrich), a production house (Berolina), and, occasionally, writers.218  

The films, however, have different directors and, more importantly, no narrative 

connection.  Thus, the figures of the wandering minstrels seem to stand on their own as 

distinct entities within the Heimat genre.   

After the outstanding success of his 1950 film Schwarzwaldmädel, Hans Deppe 

followed it in 1951 with Grün ist die Heide, perhaps the best-known Heimat film.  A 

                                                
216 von Moltke, 80. 
217 The original Landstreicher that appear in Grün ist die Heide are Hannes (Hans Richter), Nachtigall 
(Kurt Reimann), and Tünnes (Ludwig Schmitz).  The same configuration pops up one year later in Am 
Brunnen vor dem Tore (though Hannes becomes Hans), where their characters are further credited as 
“Landstreicher.”  Nachtigall (Reimann) and Tünnes (Schmitz) next appear in Wenn am Sonntagabend die 
Dorfmusik spielt (Schündler 1953) as a duo, temporarily trying out an aspiring vagabond, Dagobert (Kurt 
Pratsch-Kaufmann). In the final cinematic appearance of the hobos, Schwarzwaldmelodie, Schmitz (who 
passed away in 1954) is placed by popular star Walter Giller.  Though they have different names (Luggi, 
Lerche, and Aribert), they wear the same costumes as in the three other films and wander the land, singing 
German Volkslieder. 
218 Werner Zibaso wrote both Schwarzwaldmelodie and Wenn am Sonntagabend; Bobby Lüthge wrote 
Grün ist die Heide and Am Brunnen vor dem Tore.  Knut Hickethier, “The Restructuring of the West 
German Film Industry in the 1950s,” in Framing the Fifties: Cinema in a Divided Germany, eds. John 
Davidson and Sabine Hake (New York: Berghahn Books, 2007), 195-199.  Berolina was a Berlin-based 
production house founded in the late 1940s by Kurt Ulrich and Kurt Schulz. Although only producing films 
until 1964, it was one of the only financially viable production houses in West Germany in the 1950s.   In 
addition, Berolina was synonymous with the production of Heimat films, including Hans Deppe’s 
Schwarzwaldmädel and Grün ist die Heide, the first two and very successful films in that genre. 



 

  114 

remake of Hans Behrendt’s 1932 film inspired by the writings of Hermann Löns, prolific 

screenwriter Bobby Lüthge adapted the script faithfully, only updating the film to 

incorporate expellees.219  The film starred Sonja Ziemann, still glowing from her success 

as the Black Forest it-girl.  Ziemann, a name now synonymous with early Heimatfilme, 

found popularity in the genre owing to her wholesomely erotic or grounded and 

accessible beauty, which allowed her female characters to traverse the Heimat terrain 

between traditional and modern.220  Rudolf Prack co-starred alongside Ziemann in both 

films.  After this, the popularity of the on-screen couple soared, earning them the 

affectionate nickname ZiePrack.  

    

               

Figures 22-25 The three Landstreicher in, clockwise from top left, Grün ist die Heide, Am Brunnen vor dem Tore, 
Schwarzwaldmelodie (dir. von Bolváry, 1956), and Wenn am Sonntagabend die Dorfmusik spielt (dir. Rudolf 

Schündler, 1953). 

 
                                                
219 Ludewig, 195. 
220 Hester Baer, Dismantling the Dream Factory: Gender, German Cinema, and the Postwar Quest for a 
New Film Language (New York: Berghahn, 2009), 219-221. 
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The film focuses on Helga (Ziemann) and her father Lüder Lüdersen (Hans 

Stüwe), who had been forced to relocate to the Lünebürger Heide from a part of Silesia 

given to Poland in 1945 as part of the Potsdam Agreement.  Lüder tries to find happiness 

in his new home, but feels compelled to poach wild game to somehow feel a connection 

to his old life.  Meanwhile, Helga falls in love with the local game warden, who has 

vowed to capture the anonymous poacher.  Their romance is troubled when Helga 

discovers her father’s secret obsession and is torn between doing what is right for her 

heart or for her family.  When the forester discovers Helga’s secret, she promises she and 

her father will relocate again and leave the heath in peace.  Elsewhere, a local circus 

arrived in town, and the animal caretaker Pistek, harbors his own secret.  After 

embezzling the food budget, he begins to hunt in the forest for game to feed the large 

animals.  When discovered in the woods, he murders a local man.   Just as Lüdersen bids 

the townsfolk farewell at a local festival (mentioned above), he seeks refuge in the woods 

one last time.  The story culminates in a stand off between Lüdersen and Pistek, whereby 

Lüdersen overcomes his earlier transgressions by acting as an authority figure and 

helping to catch the murderer.  The vagabonds are incidental to the plot, existing on the 

edge of the film as supporting characters.  Von Moltke treats them as a “suspension of 

plot narrative,”221 but that reading casts them off as mere vessels for the beloved folk 

songs and as comedic relief.  While this is certainly true of the trio in all their 

appearances, attention to their seemingly unremarkable actions reveal multiple breaks 

from generic expectations, while simultaneously linking them to the natural.  The hoboes, 

being strongly identified with one of the most important Heimat tropes (nature), suggest 
                                                
221 von Moltke, 87. 
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that the genre is at once full of contradictions and nuanced and that these outsiders might 

be just as German as the more traditional generic themes.  

From the film’s beginning, Grün ist die Heide repeatedly links the three 

Landstreicher to nature.  The film opens with a slow pan from treetops to the trunk of a 

tree, which dissolves into the title sequence.  At the end of the titles, we hear the hobos 

sing “Lüneburger Heide” (“Valeri, Valera”) before we even see them appear as part of 

the narrative reality.  Focusing on a large tree against a blue sky, the camera pans down 

to a field to reveal the singing travellers wandering through a field full of sheep and 

toward the camera.  This moment roots the minstrels as part of the landscape from 

whence they have come, a motif throughout the film.  They sleep in the field, under 

rocks, and seem to find themselves wandering through the heather as often as Lüder takes 

to the land for solace.  During one of Helga’s romantic interludes with the warden, the 

minstrels see the couple approach and hide behind the trees to serenade the lovebirds.  

When they begin singing, the couple stops, uncertain of the origin of the sound, 

appearing to emerge from the land itself.  When the Landstreicher do reveal themselves, 

they melt just as quickly back into the landscape, behind a bush.  Of the three vagabonds, 

Nachtigall enjoys a particular alignment with the land.  Singled out as the true seat of the 

Volkslied,222 Nachtigall’s name alone holds a connection to the natural, translating as 

nightingale, a thrush known for its rich song. 

When the three enter the village, they hope to entertain villagers in order to earn 

coin or victuals.  On a visit into town to receive their weekly handout from the 

                                                
222 Another example linking Nachtigall to folk song occurs at the festival.  While Tünnes and Hannes 
remain off screen, Nachtigall sings “etwas aus der Heimat” to the Silesians. 
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Oberförster, he asks if they would not like to do a bit of work chopping wood.  The three 

decline, stating, “There are so many out of work.”  The vagabonds act as a conduit for 

momentary intrusions of Germany’s reality in the post-war period.  As there are no other 

beggars, homeless, or out-of-luck ever portrayed in the film, the reference must then 

reflect the reality of the audience, instead of the filmic reality.  Similarly, though one 

assumes the audience understands the war as the root of displacement for Silesians and 

the Lüdersens, the words are never spoken.  The film hints at Germany’s contemporary 

realities but does not force the audience to confront them.  This intrusion happens again 

when the three are brought in for questioning about the murder victim.  During a 

discussion with the Landstreicher, the Amtsrichter inquires at one point of Hannes if he 

knew how to handle a gun, to which he pointedly responds, “Ich war in der Küche.”  

Though an oblique reference, it acknowledges a difficult admission for all Germans in the 

postwar period.  If in the kitchen, Hannes can deny any direct participation in the 

atrocities of the war.223  During this scene, the Amtsrichter likens the trio to a statue of 

monkeys on his desk, saying they see nothing, hear nothing, and tell nothing.  Though the 

three know that Lüdersen poached, they refuse time and again to betray him to local 

authorities (the Förster and Amtsrichter), while informing Helga so she can best protect 

her father.  The vagabonds demonstrate a fiercely independent will, proving at once anti-

authoritarian and loyal to the local social structure, treating the Lüdersens almost as an 

extended family.  

                                                
223 This light treatment of the Second World War and individual participation is by no means unique to 
Grün ist die Heide in the postwar period.  See, for example, Am Brunnen vor dem Tore. 
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The Landstreicher close Grün ist die Heide in a reverse of the opening sequence, 

with the vagabonds walking toward the camera, then veering away from it, wandering 

through the heathlands and out of the frame.  The camera lingers on the field a moment 

longer before cutting to “Ende.”  Their voices carry us from the film real to the reality of 

our cinematic experience, signified by the end title screen. 

Not only does this same trio function to open and close Am Brunnen vor dem, but 

the opening and closing sequences closely mirror those of Deppe’s film.  As the credits 

end, we again hear the wanderers and their Volkslied (this time singing the 19th century 

tune “Schwarzbraun ist die Haselnuss”) before we see them.  The film opens to frame 

apple trees in a meadow, where the singing men crisscross into center frame, wearing the 

same outfits they wore in Grün ist die Heide.  Ninety minutes later, the men walk toward 

the woods from which they initially emerged, singing another well-known 19th century 

folksong, “Muß i denn.”224  As they wander out of the frame, the camera holds the 

landscape a second longer before song and image fade away.   

Am Brunnen vor dem Tore (1952), directed by Hans Wolff and written by Bobby 

Lüthge, takes place in a small village and revolves around the proprietress of an inn (Inge 

Bachner, again played by Sonja Ziemann), who is the object of multiple affections.  She 

must protect her brother Erich, a wrongly accused fugitive, while trying to run her inn 

and choose a husband (between the older Straaten, her absentee English fiancé, and a 

poor, but honorable and hard-working, young German man).  Again, the vagabonds are 

supporting characters on the edge of the main narrative.  Upon their arrival in the village, 

                                                
224 This folksong was also well known on the other side of the pond.  American soldiers stationed in 
Germany heard it often during their service.  Elvis Presley, who served in Germany in the late 1950s, 
adapted the melody and released it as the hit single “Wooden Heart.” 
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where they again seek out coin and sustenance, they come upon an abandoned mansion 

and decide to stay until the owner returns from vacation.  When the owner (Straaten, 

played by Hans Stüwe) and his cook (Anna) return early, the rapscallions face a choice: 

work off their transgression for Straaten’s friend (at Inge’s inn) or face incarceration.  

Because they dearly value their freedom, the three begrudgingly choose the former.  

While interrogating the three, Straaten asks what skills they might have.  Hannes, at one 

point, was a waiter, Nachtigall a Stimmungskanone and Tünnes “ein Mädchen für alles.”  

Though they receive gainful employment, its yoke proves too heavy and the trio 

ultimately quits to continue their wandering. 

Similarities in the attitudes and roles of the vagabonds exist between the two 

films.  They are, through the framing sequences, strongly linked to the landscape.  They 

also are the main bearers of the Volkslied and maintain a healthy dislike for authority and 

a loyalty to local society.  When an inspector on Erich’s trail arrives at Inge’s inn on her 

opening night, the three, now employed as waiters, serenade the inspector to detain him 

while Erich escapes.  The inspector, after a few verses of song grows impatient and 

pushes past the musicians, determined to find the elusive suspect.  Erich once again 

evades capture because the minstrels alter their Volkslied lyrics, singing “Horch, wer 

kommt von draußen rein…muß wohl ein Inspektor sein.”  They use the power of their 

craft and a cultural product heavily aligned with the local to defend their local alliances 

and subvert an agent of state power.  Their song retrains the focus from a national symbol 

of power (the inspector and, through him, the weight of German state authority) to the 

local (the community at the inn), in effect aligning musical tradition (a constant hero in 
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Heimatfilme) with subversive political tactics.  The power of German tradition lies in its 

people and not its governmental structures. 

This moment, too, serves to reclaim the localized Heimat from the nationalized 

claim of the National Socialists, making the song hyper-local instead of rooted in the 

national (even rejecting a symbol of national power, the inspector).  And, unsurprisingly, 

a parallel instance occurs in Grün ist die Heide, where the trio tips off Helga Lüdersen 

that her father’s rifle was found in the forest and might link him to the poaching.  The 

hoboes at once regionalize the notion of Heimat wherever they are and also connect the 

entire country through their wanderings and own, mobile Heimat. Instead of a Heimat 

connected to the land à la the Nazi conceptualization, they assert an ambulatory notion of 

where Germanness is located.  Though strongly connected to the land, the hoboes’ ability 

to traverse Heimat allows them to focus that connection locally.  The land, for National 

Socialists was a national space and any localizing of such space was “anathema” to their 

agenda.225   

When, in the opening scene of Am Brunnen, the Landstreicher enter into the 

woods and cross to the right of the frame, they emerge from the left of the frame in the 

exact place where the exited moments earlier, now strolling across a field with no break 

in their song.  This diegetic continuity masks the visual rupture that occurs on screen, 

positing that the hoboes can move through space and connect all landscapes, all 

topographies, all parts of Germany, and, perhaps, even beyond German borders to extend 

their Heimat.  All they need to accomplish this, it seems, is a jaunty Volkslied to span 

impossible distances. 
                                                
225 von Moltke, 54. 
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Their song, too, allows them to traverse social class, interacting with a wide range 

of people and stations at Inge’s opening.  Deppe’s heath, noted von Moltke, was full of 

itinerants, allowing the locality of Heimat to incorporate difference.226  Where the heath 

was home to vagrants and wealthy landowners, so too does Inge’s inn serve an even more 

broadly defined constituency.  American servants, well-to-do British citizens, police 

inspectors, farmers, performers, and blue-collar workers all find a place at the local inn.  

Wolff’s vagabonds appear to diverge from Deppe’s in their seeming preference of 

domesticity over countryside.  Where the Landstreicher of Grün ist die Heide never 

sought shelter outside of their beloved heathlands, once in the domain of Am Brunnen vor 

dem Tore they do not even entertain sleeping amongst the heather when the abandoned 

house presents itself.  However, this comfort comes at the price of flaunting society’s 

laws; they know their stay is illicit.  In their dealings with the opposite sex, we also see 

another rejection of a generic value.  While Hans and Nachtigall lust after, in turn, 

innkeeper Inge, her friend Lilo, and just about any pretty face that visits the inn, Tünnes 

finds himself entangled with Anna, the cook.  What seems like love at the beginning with 

hearty food and a bourgeois suit from her first husband, Tünnes soon comes to disdain.  

In seeking to replace her deceased husband, she puts Tünnes on a strict diet, and he soon 

realizes that the shoes he is given both literally and figuratively do not fit.  At the altar to 

be wed, Hans and Nachtigall heed the siren call back to the land and entreat Tünnes at the 

last moment to join them.  In response, he gleefully dives out the window to the freedom 

of the land.  With a depleted population, the rejection of a family life becomes an 

antisocial act in favor of the individual. 
                                                
226 von Moltke, 91. 
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Our trio disrupts the generic idyll of Heimat with the sudden presence of 

Volkslieder or Schlager and by incorporating misplaced elements of slapstick humor 

(Tünnes and Nachtigall, in particular, physically call to mind classic comedy duos like 

Laurel and Hardy or Abbott and Costello).  Where von Moltke and other critics treat 

these moments as plot suspension, I believe they instead create temporary ways to 

broaden how we read the Heimatfilm.  In a talk on her conceptualization of the New 

Heimatfilm, Yvonne Franke cited these “differing constructions of geographical space” as 

the means by which the New Heimatfilm functions, departing from an understood genre 

in order to explore its permeability.  In searching for identity in Wim Wenders’ road film 

Kings of the Road, “the characters are literally travelling through their Heimat in the 

shape of geographical limitation and cultural contradictions.”227  Her assessment seems 

applicable not just to the road films of the 1970s and film work of directors Fatih Akin 

and Angelina Maccarone, but also to the space the vagabonds explore in Grün ist die 

Heide and Am Brunnen vor dem Tore.  More than von Moltke’s tension between 

modernity and the traditional, they opt out of these tensions all together in search of 

something else all together. 

 With postwar Germany unable to provide enough work, thousands of men and 

women sought employment or participated in a black market economy.  Instead of a 

Heimat world where all are gainfully employed (thus reinforcing an escapist fantasy), the 

three actively choose not to participate in the work force, effectively rejecting the rat race 

                                                
227 Yvonne Franke, “Transgressing Borders and Genres – German Road and Travel Films in Times of 
European Expansion” (presentation, Rethinking Europe – New Approaches and Methodologies to the 
Study of Europe in the 20th and 21st Centuries, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN, October 28, 
2011). 
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taking part in the economic recovery (Wirtschaftswunder).  They also reject attempts to 

intimidate them into complying with law enforcement and a mainstream version of social 

order, instead choosing temporary local communities over the projected welfare of an 

overarching society.  Ultimately, though, they also spurn that local community in favor of 

an unknown future. 

Conservative politics and the decimation of the population grounded the 1950s 

cinematic desire in narratives that illustrated coupling and families to reflect the real need 

to replace legions that never returned from the war(s).  The trio, however, demonstrate 

only a passing interest in the fairer sex, with all three actively rejecting relationships in 

the films.  Tünnes refuses to replace the dead and begin a new symbolic family with 

Anna the cook in Am Brunnen, which also carries with it connotations of the financial 

stability.  He instead prefers the unencumbered, homosocial life he shares with Nachtigall 

and Hannes.  Fortifying future generations is a task left to the romantic pair and the past 

is left behind, with the vagabonds instead choosing a decidedly individualistic existence 

living sometimes on the edge of and sometimes in the thick of society.  With no family 

names to tie them to a particular lineage, the three are also free from history, existing in 

an ongoing state of anonymity. 

 So, too, do they exist on the edge of cinema.  As illustrated earlier with the title 

sequences, the continuity of the Landstreicher characters irrespective of any narrativistic 

continuity indicates mobility beyond the literal confines of the film object.  The 

vagabonds’ spatial limitations are not confined to the woods or heathlands or even to the 

dichotomy of rural / urban spaces, but perhaps rather to the confines of the German film 
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imagination.  In traipsing from one film to the next, the Feldweg becomes the film reel.  

They meander not merely from forest to field, defying delimited geographic spaces, but 

from film to film.  Their continuity within the Heimat genre causes us to question what 

are the real elements of constancy, i.e. the pastoral values and scenes, in the continuation 

of their characters.  If all they need to travel from one film to the next is the film stock to 

connect their journies, then Heimat cannot be confined only to German or Austrian 

borders. 

 Through Tünnes, Hannes and Nachtigall, the Heimatfilm grows beyond a need to 

choose between the traditional or modern, to be read as an inverted genre or an escape 

from a bleak reality.  Rather, in their determined liminality within Heimatfilm, they 

proclaim a certain freedom, where wandering serves to establish a mobile identity.  

Whether rambling from heath to heath or film to film, their meandering path provides a 

unique claim to greater individuality in the Heimat genre.  

 

Heimat and Other Screen Cultures 

 Heimat in Hollywood 

 As the previous section suggests, Heimat cannot necessarily be confined to its 

German (and Austrian) film reels.  In spite of Garncarz and Elsaesser’s claim that the 

genre is uniquely German, instances of Heimat occur within other film cultures.  Though 

rarer than, say, moments of German Expressionism creeping into Tod Browning’s films 

or film noir, it bears a cursory examination.  It is perhaps the most extreme decentering of 

a supposedly essentially German genre and pushes the borders of where we find national 
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cinema.  The generic appropriation in both American and Indian films illustrates the 

mobility of genre and how its imagery strikes a chord with audiences across cultures.  

Robert Wise’s 1965 film, The Sound of Music, best illustrates this point.  The film 

was adapted from the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical, which itself adapted a German 

film (Die Trapp-Familie Liebeneiner 1956) based on the memoir of Maria von Trapp.  

One of the most successful films in American film history,228 the musical enchants the 

American public in a way utterly foreign to its Austrian audiences.  Released in Germany 

and Austria later that same year as Meine Lieder, meine Träume, the film only ran three 

to four weeks total in those two countries.229  Authors and critics attribute the film’s 

immense American popularity to different qualities.  All, however, agree that the film 

captures something essentially American.  In her introduction to The Sound of Music’s 

40th anniversary DVD release, Julie Andrews reflects on its enduring success, 

retrospectively reading its representative value into turbulent social, racial, and political 

climate of the late 1960s.   “Perhaps it’s because The Sound of Music is first and last 

about a family.  Perhaps it’s about faith, or the values that the film embraces are so 

decent…and surely it has a lot to do with the glorious music…” However idyllic the 

star’s postulations may sound, they echo perennial themes addressed in the film’s 

analysis.  The popularity in the United States resulted not just from the memorable 

melodies, critics claimed, but because it reflected the best qualities of an American 

character.  The Sound of Music is about the promise of the United States: religious faith 

                                                
228 Its release saw sold out theaters for weeks on end and remained one of the top films of 1965 after its 
summer release, and even into 1966.  Overall, The Sound of Music remains the third top grossing film (after 
adjustments for inflation) and consistently remains one of the top video sales.  See Purdum and Herzl. 
229 Ruth A. Starkman, “American Imperialism or Local Protectionism? The Sound of Music (1965) fails in 
Germany and Austria,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 20, no. 1 (2000): 64. 
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combined with a strong work ethic, an appreciation of bucolic settings, a return to 

traditional family values in the face of cultural change in the 1960s, and the (implied) 

triumph of immigrants to the United States.  It is, in essence, the American dream.230   

The American dream did not translate when screened in Austria.  Where the 

postwar Hollywood representations of Austria focused on landscape and cultural history, 

The Sound of Music (or Meine Lieder, meine Träume) directly presented Austria’s guilt 

and complicity in the crimes of National Socialism.231  While Robert von Dassanowsky 

asserts that, from the film’s beginning, all Nazis are Austrians, spanning social class (and 

thus implying that Austrians were also responsible for the acts of the Third Reich), 

Jacqueline Vansant argues that the film downplays the Nazi relationship to Austria in 

favor of a dehistorized idea of Austrianness linked to its landscape and spirit.232  In        

(re-)creating the von Trapp world for screen, the film’s creaters strove to create an 

atmospheric version of Austria and, in doing so, somewhat validated Salzburg’s claims 

that the town had not been Nazi sympathizers.233 

What is interesting is that this quintessentially American film springs from 

striking imagery that creates a contrived Austrian identity and does so by drawing heavily 

upon German popular film (Heimat) imagery.  Von Dassanowsky charges that the film 

                                                
230 See von Dassanowsky, Herzl, Knapp, Wagnleitner.  Von Dassanowsky’s take further places the film 
within not just an American context, but also an America in the midst of the “conservative cold war 
ideology.” 
231 Jacqueline Vansant, “Robert Wise’s The Sound of Music and the “Denazification” of Austria in 
American Cinema,” in From World War to Waldheim: Culture and Politics in Austria and the United 
States, eds. David F. Good and Ruth Wodak (New York: Berghahn Books, 1999), 165-166.  
232 Robert von Dassanowsky, “An Unclaimed Country: The Austrian Image in American Film and the 
Sociopolitics of The Sound of Music,” Bright Lights Film Journal 41 (2003): n. pag. 
http://brightlightsfilm.com/an-unclaimed-country-the-austrian-image-in-american-film-and-the-
sociopolitics-of-the-sound-of-music/ - .V9QxH7VKZ8B; Vansant, 76-77.  
233 Vansant, 73, 77. 
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“is a collection of fictionalized images most Austrians have never seen.”  German 

audiences (and by extension, Austrian audiences) were used to Hollywood appropriation 

of German culture and its subsequent regurgitation back to German audiences when 

Hollywood films played there.234  The Sound of Music only played in Austrian theaters 

upon its initial theater release (some cite the poor choice of accents in the dubbing as the 

reason) and only first played on German television in 2000 (at which time Austrian 

stations still had not broadcast the film).235  And yet, for all the disinterest in the film 

from the Austrian side, it remains a huge economic generator for the city of Salzburg.  

“Drei von vier amerikanischen Touristen in Salzburg nennen ‘The Sound of Music’ als 

Hauptgrund für ihre Reise nach Österreich.”236  Families visit hoping to make the now-

famous (but geographically impossible) hike from Salzburg to Switzerland (which, 

according to Google Maps, would take 96 hours on foot on a route that goes through 

Germany) and girls look to re-enact the love scene between Rolfe and Liesl in the 

gazebo.  Residents asked the city to move the latter item because of the noise from tours, 

which have further influenced the city’s topography with traffic patterns and streets 

changing to accommodate the scores of tours visiting the sites from the film.237   The 

images of Austria from the film created a prosthetic memory of the region and, through 

                                                
234 Starkman, 65. 
235 Martin Uitz,  “Ein Filmwelterfolg—und keiner kennt ihn. Touristen auf der Suche nach dem  
Sound of Music,” in “The Sound of Music” zwischen Mythos und Marketing, eds. Ulrike Kammerhofer-
Aggermann and Alexander Keul (Salzburg: Salzburger Landesinstitut für Volkskunde, 2000), 303. 
236 Ibid., 303. 
237 Uitz 303-305; Stefan Herzl, “’Where is the Gazebo?’ Die Entstehung der ‘Sound of Music-Tour’,” in 
“The Sound of Music” zwischen Mythos und Marketing, eds. by Ulrike Kammerhofer-Aggermann and 
Alexander Keul (Salzburg: Salzburger Landesinstitut für Volkskunde, 2000), 307-311; Thomas Huber, 
“Wie Julie Andrews Mozart verdrängte. Hintergründe und Auswirkungen des US-Tourismus in der Stadt 
Salzburg,” in “The Sound of Music” zwischen Mythos und Marketing, eds. Ulrike Kammerhofer-
Aggermann and Alexander Keul (Salzburg: Salzburger Landesinstitut für Volkskunde, 2000), 411-416. 
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the “remembered” Austrian identity, one the post-Sound of Music tourism industry in 

Salzburg has preserved.  Thus, the reinforcement, accessibility, and even reproducibility 

of the film’s images allows for the actual experience of a prosthetic memory, making 

these images tangible and converting these memories into personal ones.  This process, 

however, is only accessible to certain audiences, specifically those rooted in the United 

States.  German and Austrian audiences watching the film would recognize much of the 

film as a Heimatfilm from the opening scene.  Maria (Julie Andrews) wanders atop the 

Untersberg (providing the viewer a breathtaking view of a the mountain and its pastures 

against a clear blue sky), singing the title song that extolls the virtues of this landscape, 

the lyrics and wide-angle shots valorizing the “hills” as a place of refuge and 

restoration.238  (Figure 26)  The parallel love stories that illustrate the right kind of man to 

love in a 

postwar 

world (The 

Sound of 

Music 

carries no 

subtlety here 

about the 

                                                
238 See transcription of lyrics for “The Sound of Music” in Appendix II. 

Figure 26  The iconic image of Maria (Julie Andrews) singing on the mountain in The Sound of Music 
(dir. Robert Wise, 1965). 



 

  129 

wrong kind of man: Rolfe is a Nazi and a coward)239 and the inclusion of imitation 

Volkslieder (e.g., “Edelweiss”) all fit the markers of Heimat films.  Twentieth Century-

Fox hired Robert Wise, who “devoted his chief efforts to making a visually exciting, 

escapist narrative about a picturesque country.”240  This goal humorously embodies the 

critical claims of the Heimat genre: picturesque country, escapist.  Ruth Starkman even 

suggests that The Sound of Music can be read as “an American interpretation of a 

Heimatfilm,” but chastised it for “lacking the same kind of daring, sexually charged stars 

of its contemporary Hollywood films.”241  However, that lack of sexual daring is exactly 

why it translates as a Heimatfilm. Heimat did not flaunt sexuality (especially in 

competition with Hollywood films), but 

communicated wholesome, family values.242   

The markers of Heimat in The Sound of 

Music become more apparent in comparison to its 

German counterpart.  The wildly popular Die 

Trapp-Familie serves more as a biopic than as a 

part of the Heimat canon (though its equally 

beloved sequel, Die Trapp-Familie in Amerika 

(Liebeneiner 1958), participates more broadly in the genre).243  This occurs most 

memorably with a sequence that combines Maria’s (Ruth Leuwerik) stepson’s yodel with 

                                                
239 Raymond Knapp, “’The Sound of Music’, and Us,” American Music 22, no. 1 (2004): 139.  Also, see 
Fehrenbach’s discussion of “moral masculinity” in relation to romantic sub-plots in Heimat, 155-156. 
240 Starkman, 72. 
241 Ibid., 65. 
242 Explicit sex scenes in Heimat are historicized and treated with horror.  See von Moltke’s discussion of 
Rosen blühen auf dem Heidegrab (König 1952), 104-106. 
243 Starkman claims the films were among the most popular in the 1950s, 66. 

Figure 27  Die Trapp-Familie in Amerika (dir. Wolfgang 
Liebeneiner, 1958.). Maria (Ruth Leuwerik) looks at a 
landscape in Stowe, VT, linking it to the von Trapp 
family home in Austria. 



 

  130 

her gazing over a field and charming farmhouse, linking their fate in the U.S.A. with an 

image of the family home in Austria.  (Figure 27)  This imagining, however, takes place 

in Vermont and not in the hills of Österreich.  Whereas cultural and film historian of 

Heimat Johannes von Moltke reads this as the triumph of exiles in reconstructing 

home,244 I generalize it more to illustrate the continued mobility of Heimat.  Though 

perhaps an inauthentic representation of (in this case) Austria, the original Trapp-Familie 

film was itself somewhat unconcerned with authenticity. For example, the children’s 

“new” clothes fashioned from old curtains depict popular patterns of the 1950s instead of 

fashions in line with the late 1930s.  Rather, Heimat may not have always depicted an 

authentic daily life, but it did convey particular attitudes about how life should be lived 

and, to some degree, where.  Thus, when Maria (Leuwerik) expresses joyful surprise at 

the proper “Berge” in Vermont, she indicates (and accepts) that the location of home is a 

mobile one, as long as the necessary elements (Natur, wholesome living, traditional 

music) can be found there.   

 

Heimat in Bollywood 

As mentioned, The Sound of Music enjoyed immense success in the United States.  

However, its popularity is not limited to this country; the film enjoys a worldwide 

fandom in countries as far-reaching as the Netherlands, Korea, Japan, and India.245  Just 

as the film creates an image of Heimat for American audiences, so, too, does the 

Bollywood film Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge or DDLJ (The Brave-Hearted Will Take 

                                                
244 Von Moltke 153-169. 
245 Uitz, 303; Gundolf Graml, “’The Hills Are Alive…:’ Sound of Music Tourism and the Performative 
Construction of Places” Women in German Yearbook 21 (2005): 193. 
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the Bride Chopra 1995).  Two young London-based students, Raj Malhotra (Shah Rukh 

Khan) and Simran Singh (Kajol) take a backpacking trip through Europe with their 

friends.  After an encounter at a tourist shop in Saanen, Switzerland, the two miss their 

train and are forced to spend a few days 

together before rejoining their respective 

groups.  Here, in the Swiss countryside, 

the two begin with an antagonistic 

relationship, but end up in love, despite 

Simran’s impending arranged marriage.  

(Figures 28-29)  Upon the end of their 

month long trip and return to London, 

Simran’s father departs with the family for 

India to keep her and Raj apart and connect 

Simran to her betrothed.  Raj follows Simran to India, though, to win her back and win 

over her family.  When true love does conquer all, the couple reunites in Saanen, with a 

closing montage of scenes from their Heimat love story.  

Where Switzerland’s landscape carries with it a “burden of symbolic 

manipulation” for German-speakers (referring to the alpine landscapes rife in Heimat), 

these images and inherent (Germanic) meaning strike a chord in Bollywood.246  In other 

words, Bollywood reframes images and symbols that are already familiar; Heimat is 

appropriated (and modernized) for another screen culture and though different, it remains 

                                                
246 Celia Hausheer and Alexandra Schneider, “Die eigene Landschaft mit anderen Augen sehen,” 
introduction to Bollywood: Das indische Kino und die Schweiz, ed. Alexandra Schneider (Zürich: Museum 
für Gestaltung, 2002), 7. (Translation from the accompanying English booklet, 3.) 

Figures 28-29 Souvenir shopping in Saannen (above) 
and falling in love in Switzerland. 
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distinctly rooted in established Heimat imagery and themes.  Although the main 

characters journey throughout Europe before ending their European adventures in 

Switzerland, the only other highlighted destination (Paris) lacks any distinct cultural or 

cinematic features.  (Figure 30)  Their encounter with the city is clearly filmed in a 

restaurant on a studio lot.  French culture is parodied in the song and dance routine 

(starring Marie Antoinette) 

at the restaurant and with 

brief mentions of French 

cuisine, topped off with a 

projected image of the Eiffel 

Tower at the back of the room.  As soon as the group arrives in Saanen, however, the 

shots are all on location.  Whereas the extras in “Paris” were all inexplicably of Indian 

descent, the Swiss extras seemed to better represent the town’s population.  The 

artificiality (granted, this is a feature of the genre and not fully out of place here) of 

Parisian nightlife makes for a strong contrast to the location shooting in Saanen.  The 

lighting in the club is low, the colors dark, and suddenly in the Swiss countryside, the 

light is natural and the colors bright.  These moments of juxtaposition occur often within 

DDLJ, tying the location shots (and natural) to the romantic ideal, with the family scenes 

in London or Indian scenes utilizing the same dark (studio) interiors of Paris. While 

Simran and Raj court one another, on the mountain or in the foothills in town, the images 

Figure 30  Raj (Shah Rukh Khan) dances with Marie Antoinette, the Eiffel 
Tower visible in the background. 
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of traditional Swiss life intertwine with Bollywood energy and imagination.  However, 

the natural ideal is never far behind.  In India, Simran runs from her family in despair at 

the man she must marry and ends up in a field full of flowers.  (Figures 31-32)  A 

cowbell rings, and we see the bell she purchased in Saanen and left for Raj.  In this 

moment, we switch back to natural light, the bright colors of the country, a wide-open 

blue sky, and Raj appears.  The love story (and associated cinematographic style) begun 

in Switzerland interrupts both the narrative 

and visual style in India.       

Bollywood often uses images of the 

Alps and Switzerland to enable characters to 

break with the confines of traditional tropes 

in Hindi cinema.  Nasreen Muuni Kabir, 

author of Bollywood: The Indian Cinema 

Story, asserts, “The idyllic helps to 

emphasize the escape from reality” and 

continues, “So travel is seen as akin to freedom from the Indian family and society, and a 

certain sexual freedom.”247  This freedom helps to create a contrast between traditional 

“good” values and the “seductive” values of the Western world.248  Hence, upon Simran’s 

return from Switzerland, her family sees it necessary to move to India.  The title image 

reflects the dichotomy of place, marking “dilwale” (literally, lovers) with a Tyrolean hat, 

                                                
247 Nasreen M. Kabir, Bollywood: The Indian Cinema Story (London: Channel 4 Books, 2001), 35.  
248 Alexandra Schneider, “’Home Away From Home’ or warum die Schweiz im indischen Kino (k)eine 
Rolle spielt,” in Bollywood: Das indische Kino und Die Schweiz, ed. by Alexandra Schneider (Zürich: 
Edition Museum für Gestaltung Zürich, 2002), 136-137. 

Figures 31-32  The natural light and imagery of Saanen in 
India. 
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but places a scarf (which I read as a nod to the sari) over “dulhania” (translated as bride).  

(Figure 33)   

 

Figure 33  Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge title image (dir. Aditya Chopra, 1995). 

The acceptable outcome of Indian relationships is aligned with Indian clothing, where the 

foreign reflects passion (i.e., independence) and a suspension from traditional customs.  

Because of similar usage of Switzerland and its landscape in other Bollywood films,249 

scenery that for a German-speaking audience represent wholesome family values come to 

mean a touristic experience free from traditional values to an Indian audience.  In 

Switzerland, Simran purchased a cowbell, which she left for Raj to find when her family 

forced the move back to India.  He brings it with him on his quest to win her love and, in 

doing so, transforms the bell from a symbol of tourism to one of true love.  As with so 

many Heimatfilme, the couple unites in the last moment with the promise of marriage and 

a happy ending.  (Figure 34)  While Simran and Raj’s union may violate customs with 

regard to tradition and marriage in Indian culture, Simran’s choice reflects Fehrenbach’s 

reading of the love triangle in Heimat: choosing a new type of Indian masculinity over a 

traditional form.  Kabir claims that Bollywood attempts to appeal to a pan-Indian 

audience, which accounts for the constantly changing settings in many contemporary 
                                                
249 See discussions in Bollywood: das indische Kino und die Schweiz. 
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Bollywood films.  

However, “when it 

comes to making big 

decisions, especially 

that of whom the hero 

or heroine will marry, 

the Hindi film always 

reverts to tradition, demonstrating the respectful return to the status quo the audience 

demands."250  In DDLJ, though, it is the Heimat moments that undermine the status quo 

and which facilitate Simran and Raj’s coupling.  Heimat allows for a welcome deviation 

from traditional Bollywood storytelling. 

 

Heimat in other cultures offers an alternative to the dominant story arcs or tropes 

found in Hollywood or Bollywood.  By broadening where we look for the genre and who, 

i.e. which countries and cultures, participates in defining it, both intra- and extra-

generically, we can gain greater insights into what Heimat has been and what avenues for 

new scholarship might be.  In this way, too, we push the borders of German cinema and 

slowly redefine what those two words mean.  The broad appeal and embracing of Heimat 

themes and images in other screen cultures further opens sites of German cinema.  

Instead of defining these “sites” physically or spatially, they occur in a filmic reality, 

making not just “German” genres, but also German cinema, widely accessible.  In our 

digital and mobile age, sites of German cinema are further decentered and individualized.  
                                                
250 Kabir, 2. 

Figure 34  A happy Heimat ending 
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With the immediate availability of films for download, all expressions of Heimat can now 

exist together, on one screen, anywhere in the world: a truly mobile Heimat.  
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A Brief Epilogue 

At the moment that Maria von Trapp discovers the Vermont hillside in Die 

Trapp-Familie in Amerika and sees Austria in it, she suggests a mobility of personal 

Heimat.  She feels at home in that small town, just as she did in Salzburg.  This moment, 

by extension, also suggests that the boundaries of that which comprises an Austrian home 

can expand beyond anything that is actually Austrian.  It depends upon a reframing of 

where she looks for Austria and what she needs to define an Austrian experience.  The 

“richtige Berge” of Vermont, rather than presenting a facsimile of those in Österreich, 

allow Maria to recall the experience of being Austrian / in Austria.  Through the 

cinematic tool of superimposition, the viewer sees how Vermont becomes, in that 

instance, Austria for her and her family and, in doing so, they imbue the United States 

with a sense of Austrianness (or, as a West German production, Germanness).  Even 

within this German cinematic narrative, the United States becomes a site of German 

cinema.   

Though this moment serves as a reminder that German cinema occurs within and 

without its own linguistic and geo-political borders, I submit it also serves as a powerful 

reminder of our ability as scholars to dictate the boundaries of our discipline.  In 

examining the LA-Sammlung, I not only highlighted various locations of German 

cinema, I also was able to draw attention to otherwise hidden objects and remembrances 

that help to compose its history.  

When I left the LA-Sammlung in Berlin in 2010, the collection remained 

unexamined and in a stasis until a few years later.  Over the course of my subsequent 
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research trips, the collection’s status within the archive continued to change.  Because of 

these changes, so too did my narrative about the collection and my critique of the archive 

change.  Scholarship, like objects and narratives, should not be a static thing.  We have 

seen the shape of German Studies alter over the past few decades, growing to include a 

multitude of voices that before had been ignored or marginalized.  Kaes and Hake’s ten 

theses remind us, too, how much the sub-discipline of German Cinema Studies changed 

in twenty years.  As we challenge traditionally held conceptualizations of our disciplines, 

we uncover new sites of inquiry, new readings and frameworks, and help to continually 

redefine German Studies or German Cinema Studies.  Though this may close the chapter 

on the many lives of the LA-Sammlung and my intersection(s) with it, the lives of the 

collection will continue on and will morph as the objects change hands and scholars    

(re-)discover them in new contexts.  
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Appendix I 
Suggested Titles on Hollywood and Los Angeles 

 
 
In addition to the books mentioned throughout this dissertation, I found the following 
useful (and interesting) when approaching Los Angeles and the film industry.  This is in 
no way an exhaustive list, but formed part of my own primer. 
 
Andersen, Thom. Los Angeles Plays Itself. 2003. United States. (film) 
 
Bahr, Ehrhard. Weimar on the Pacific: German Exile Culture in Los Angeles and the  
 Crisis ofModernism. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007. 
 
Balio, Tino, ed.. The American Film Industry. Madison: The University of Wisconsin  
 Press, 1985. 
---. The Foreign Film Renaissance on American Screens. Madison: The University of  
 Wisconsin Press, 2010. 
 
Davis, Mike. City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles. London: Verso,  
 2006. 
 
Friedrich, Otto. City of Nets: A Portrait of Hollywood in the 1940’s. New York: Harper  
 Perennial, 1987. 
 
Jacobs, Lewis. The Rise of the American Film. New York: Harcourt Brace and Company,  

1939. 
 

McWilliams, Carey. Southern California Country: An Island on the Land. Salt Lake City:  
 Peregrine Smith Books, 1973. 
 
Soja, Edward. Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined  
 Places.  Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1996. 
 
Starr, Kevin. California: A History. New York: Modern Library, 2007. 
---. Material Dreams: Southern California through the 1920s. New York: Oxford  
 University Press, 1990. 
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Appendix II 
“The Sound of Music” 
Music: Richard Rodgers 
Lyrics: Oscar Hammerstein II 
 
The hills are alive with the sound of music 
With songs they have sung for a thousand years 
The hills fill my heart with the sound of music 
My heart wants to sing every song it hears 
 
My heart wants to beat like the wings of the birds that rise from the lake to the trees 
My heart wants to sigh like a chime that flies from a church on a breeze 
To laugh like a brook when it trips and falls over stones on its way 
To sing through the night like a lark who is learning to pray 
 
I go to the hills when my heart is lonely 
I know I will hear what I've heard before 
My heart will be blessed with the sound of music 
And I'll sing once more 
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