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Since 2004 Berghahn Books has produced a series, Film Europa:
German Cinema in an International Context, in which it publishes
well-written academic literature on German film for an English-lan-
guage readership. While film has long been an established part of the
curriculum of German departments at British and American univer-
sities, German historiography has been slower off the mark in sys-
tematically reading films as a historical source. Given this back-
ground, this monograph by the British cultural historian and scholar
of film Nick Hodgin is especially welcome. On the basis of a wide
range of sources—more than eighty thematically relevant films, some
of which are relatively unknown and only accessible with difficul-
ty—it deals with German films produced between 1989 and 2008. In
the introduction, which draws on British and American research,
Hodgin points out that national identity is negotiated in film. He is
interested in the ‘twin subject of national cinema and national identi-
ty’ in the crisis after the Wende (p. 4). The book argues that after the
demise of the GDR, a specifically East as opposed to West German
post-Wende identity developed in film. Hodgin’s aim is to analyse
this using three closely connected concepts: ‘Heimat, memory and
nostalgia.’ Heimat, the author suggests, is one of the key themes in his
sample of films: a local or regional rural space that rejects appropria-
tion by the West, it functions as a platform for the inner-German ‘clash
of cultures’ (p. 7). Changing memories of the GDR, permanently re-
writing themselves, preserve cultural peculiarities and offer East
German orientation markers, while nostalgia (or Ostalgie), the third
way of analysing the East German post-Wende identity, presents a
wistful vision of a GDR past that never existed in this form.

Hodgin’s book is thus driven by a cultural history interest in the
emergence of a separate East German identity, the ‘regeneration of
the east’ (p. 9), after the end of the GDR. The investigation proceeds
in six stages. After an introduction to the social and political context
after German reunification, the author distinguishes five phases or
film aesthetic approaches. For each one he selects several films as
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examples, analyses them in detail, and derives characteristics from
them, finally assigning a number of other films, only briefly dis-
cussed, to each model. Thus the second chapter looks at comedies
made immediately after the Wende, which humorously articulate a
collective identity to defend the East German Heimat against takeover
attempts by the capitalist west. Hodgin starts from the observation
that the rural space or the East German provinces were conspicuous-
ly present in these films. As a foil, he uses the genre of Federal Ger -
man Heimat films of the 1950s, which British and American research
(by Leonie Naughton, for example, and Johannes von Moltke) have
rehabilitated as a sensitive seismograph for social change. The model
of the Heimat film, Hodgin concludes, permeated the early Wende
films (‘past genres for present tensions’, p. 40), which were interested
not in a socialist, but a ‘German’ Heimat that was open to the memo-
ries of all.

This was to change in the 1990s. Although the theme of Heimat
continued to structure films, it was now about a specifically East
German Heimat in the vanished GDR. At first these films were dom-
inated by narratives centring on the fate of collective communities in
the East German provinces. Chapter three analyses films of the early
1990s which gave landscapes a striking role. In the frequently used
genre of the road movie, the passing landscapes reflect the experi-
ence of irretrievable loss and conserve fragmentary memories of the
GDR. The country’s inhabitants are passive ob servers of changes
which threaten and destroy their community and their Heimat. They
try to escape on roads that lead not to new beginnings, however, but
always inexorably back to their start. According to Hodgin, the East
German landscapes serve as ‘mnemonic landmarks . . . for collective
memory’ (p. 81). 

Chapter four turns to the largely neglected black comedies of the
late 1990s. In these, a younger generation of film-makers still picked
up the gloominess of the social and economic situation in East Ger -
many, but a bitter humour had returned to their screens. Their style
was modelled on western film conventions (such as the West ern, for
example, and the Hollywood road movie), but they distorted and
exaggerated the heavily used Ossi–Wessi stereotypes, turning them
into grotesques. These films differed from those presented in chapter
three in that they did not present their almost documentary-type pro-
tagonists poignantly as the ‘good’ from Paradise Lost. On the contrary,
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the local inhabitants by no means form a community of sympathetic
victims who defend their threatened identity. Rather, they remain
hopelessly isolated, parochial, and no less in thrall to their prejudices
that West Germans—another form of Ger man reunification, if you
will.

Chapter five leaves the rural sphere behind. It turns to films, also
dating from the 1990s, that focus on the individual in the city, caught
between past and future. They are, however, also interested in the
local identities of the neighbourhood or Kiez. Berlin, its architecture
and cityscape mutate into a sinister place of threatening alienation,
whose insecure inhabitants tentatively seek a way into the future in
the interstices between East and West, a path between the memories
of the lost GDR and the experience of loss that is their present. Echoes
of the big city films of the Weimar Republic, the New German Film,
and film noir are not coincidental.

The book finishes, in chapter six, by looking at the nostalgic turn
of the 2000s, when Ostalgie resulted in the return of certain revived
GDR goods to specialized Ossi shops and the production of films
which, as commercial products, all invited people to buy. These
included box-office hits such as Sonnenallee, Good Bye Lenin, and Das
Leben der Anderen, which culminated in the construction of the good
Stasi officer, completely detached from reality, and held up an ideal-
ized socialist GDR (‘an inauthentically authentic past’, p. 11) against
the cultural hegemony of the West. Hodgin points out the irony in
the fact that the East German identity, which had previously related
essentially to socialist ideology, was now attached to the remnants of
a supposedly authentic GDR material culture. ‘Disneyland GDR’
(p. 157) offered the East German people a return to their old home
without the fear of the compromising reality of the SED state: the
GDR was re-invented almost as a postmodern collage. As Hodgin
stresses, this allows the constructed character of memory in general
to emerge all the more clearly (p. 165). He interprets this as a confir-
mation of, and evidence for, the ‘deep-rooted differences between
east and west . . . reaffirming the east Germans’ distinctiveness’ (p.
167). The conclusion he draws is that Ostalgie prevents complete cul-
tural assimilation with the West and encourages a specific East
German memory and identity.

In his conclusion, the author explicitly pursues this line further to
discuss the emergence of East European protagonists in films cur-
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rently under production. He thus poses the question—not least a
political one—of how geopolitical borders are shifting to define new
cultural areas. Hodgin leaves the answer open. He sees Germany as
providing a chance for cultural plurality to develop, but also for the
emergence of new demarcations which could allow East and West
Germans to rediscover their common, homogeneous national identi-
ty more strongly as distinct from that of the ‘East’. These questions,
of course, do not affect German society alone. To pursue this issue
further, it must be noted that such complex social discourses of self-
reassurance are expressed in films, and we need to investigate how
this is done. This is where the book gains significance. Hodgin shows
that film represents a platform upon which controversial demarca-
tions and communitizations can be discursively negotiated, as the
cultural sciences put it. Film is thus seen as an almost unsurpassed
thick historical source which is indispensable for historiography. In
the past, it has all too often been declared an inessential product of
the imagination, in contrast to a ‘historical reality’, as though visions,
dreams, imaginations, and ideas are not also ‘real’.

And yet the socio-economic realities of Germany’s new Bun des -
länder, the realities of film, and the realities of what is going on in the
heads of East Germans do not fully coincide. In parts, it becomes
apparent that the book wants to play a part in creating an East
German identity, when it enshrines the sometimes rather slick con-
trast between East and West Germans through sheer repetition. It is
simply assumed from the start that films are about national identity.
The concept of identity itself is unexamined, although as a cultural
historian, Hodgin leaves his readers in no doubt that identities are
permanently reformed and re-written, and constantly accommodate
themselves. But the devil lies in the detail, and one would like to ask
further: could this monograph be stretched to a second volume, one
entitled Screening the West, and if so, what its contents would be?
Could it not be argued that in the age of globalization, German films
in general—and this could be followed back into the past—are close-
ly concerned to negotiate regional and/or local identities (in the plu-
ral), and prefer to do this via members of deprived, marginal groups?
The genre of migrant films could provide examples here. And under
these circumstances, what does it mean if the author can establish a
(seemingly homogeneous) East German identity from his film analy-
ses? Finally, would it not be historiographically more informative



and take us further if, in order to clarify all these issues, we were to
descend from the heights of cinematic art to the level of TV pro-
grammes and series? Hodgin specifically excludes these from con-
sideration, at least in this book. Thus inspired by reading this book,
one would like to read more, which suggests that it is worth contin-
uing to work with film as a historical source for recent German his-
tory.

MARGIT SZÖLLÖSI-JANZE is Professor of Modern and Con tem -
porary History at the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich. Her
main publications include Die Pfeilkreuzlerbewegung in Ungarn: Hi sto -
rischer Kontext, Entwicklung und Herrschaft (1989); Geschichte der Ar -
beits gemeinschaft der Großforschungseinrichtungen 1958–1980 (1990); and
Fritz Haber (1868–1934): Eine Biographie (1998).

117

Screening the East


