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Abstract: 

This article is dedicated to the role of the Hollywood films in the foreign American 

policy in WWII, examining how it influenced it and was influenced by it. I will 

analyze the representation of Germans and Nazis in the American films in the 

years 1942-1946 as a function of the relationship between Hollywood and the 

American administration, and the goals of the American foreign policy in the harsh 

years of WWII.  

I will examine this representation through a number of films, and will try to see 

whether there are nuances, i.e., whether the film makers in Hollywood 

distinguished between different types of Germans, whether Hollywood accused all 

Germans or just Nazis.  

I will also examine to what extent, if at all, Hollywood served the goals of the 

American administration. I will start with a short historical background, and then 

survey part of the main films of the period under discussion, aiming to find out 

what is the background in which they were made and how were they accepted by 

the public and the critics. 

The article examines the representation of Germans during the war, since America 

entered the war in 1942, until the end of the war and after it in 1946. The findings 

show a steady orientation of representation: 

1. Representation of historical figures like Heidrich or Rommel has a 

caricaturist nature. Here, too, we see the split between ideological Nazis, 
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who are described as people not to be compromised with, like Heidrich in 

Fritz Lang's film Hangmen also die, 1943 on the one hand, and professional 

fighters, with whom one can reach compromises, like Rommel in Billy 

Wilder's film Five Graves to Cairo, 1943.  

2. Representation of ideological Nazis. The previous stereotype of the 

grotesque figure of Nazi who had a sense of humor becomes threatening. 

The negative representation becomes more extreme, and Nazism is shown as 

threatening and dangerous, not entertaining at all.  

3. Representation of professional soldiers and other Germans who are not 

Nazis. There is a positive, or at least not negative, German representation 

in part of the films.  

Towards the end of the war there start real positive representations, like in Fred 

Zinnemann's film The seventh cross, 1944, which describes an Underground of 

anti-regime Germans. 

1. Representation of German women. There starts a tendency, which expands 

as the war comes to an end, of women who show ambivalent sexuality, like 

Elsa in The house in 92 street, 1946, as a metaphor of Germany, and this 

trend becomes more sharp in the years of the Cold War.  

2. Representation of social classed in Germany. Unlike representation in 

previous years, the opponents of the regime come from people of the working 

class, while the upper classes and the nobility are represented as 

functionaries of the regime. The Nazis are shown sometimes as people of the 

lower class and as criminals, like Inspector Gruber in Hangmen also die. 

During the isolationism period, 1939-1941, the upper classes and the 

nobility are represented as opponents of the regime, while the lower classes 

are represented as supporters of Nazism. Then the representations change, 

the upper classes and the nobility are represented as functionaries and 

supporters of the regime, and the working class people are the opponents of 

the regime.  

 

Keywords: Representations of Germans (Germans characters: Historical 

characters, Nazis – Gestapo men, SS officers, German spies, Professional 

soldiers and officials, Upper and lower class Germans and Germans 

Women), Hollywood, Films, American Administration, World War two 

period. 
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1. Historical background and a films' survey 

December 7th, 1941 changed many things in America. First and 

foremost, it hit the American complacency and its feel of superiority. The 

nation prepared itself for war, and so did Hollywood. The number of anti-

fascist films increased a lot, and one could state openly that Hitler was 

crazy or psychotic (Hitler's Children, 1942). 

As America entered the war, upon the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor, the restrictions Hollywood put upon itself became loose, and there 

came a big wave of anti-Nazi films. In the same way as the Manhattan 

Project benefited from receiving refugee scientists, like Albert Einstein, and 

contributed to the manufacturing of the atomic bomb, many talented 

European exiles contributed to the establishment of a qualitative film 

industry, which helped in convincing the public opinion in favor of the 

war, and also distributed abroad the American point of view regarding the 

reasons to fight the Germans. As will be shown, there are many characters 

in the films who give speeches in this direction (Hitler's Children – an 

education to death 1942, This land is mine 1943, and others).  

 

2. Demonization of the Nazi enemy and the terror regime in 

Germany and Europe 

Nazism was presented in many films as a phenomenon taken from 

the criminal world. Many characters are described as criminals, like the 

very title of the film Hitler's Gang (1944) made by John Farrow. The director 

Fritz Lang, who was one of the most important directors in Germany, was 

the German ultimate director. At the time of the silent movie he had made 

films, which referred almost prophetically to the German longing to a 

strong leader and the rule of the masses. Land, who was Jewish, was 

married to the playwright Thea Von Harbou, who separated from her 

husband when the Nazis came into power and became a loyal Nazi herself. 

Lang was offered to be the chairman of the German films industry (UFA - 

Universum Film Aktien Gesellschaft), but he escaped to France and from 

there to America. In his early films, Lang dealt with the fear that the 

criminal world would take over the public order, like in the series of Sr. 

Mabuse from the twenties, and his first talking film, which is considered 
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until today one of the best films ever made – "M" (the murderer among us) 

from 1931. The idea of this film, as Lang said in an interview with the 

director William Friedkin in 19681 was to make a film against capital 

punishment. The crime had to be one that everyone would agree that it was 

the worst kind of crime, and there was a murder and serial raping of little 

girls. The murderer was played by the Jewish-Hungarian actor Peter Lorre, 

who also immigrated to the US in a later stage. "M" describes a parallel 

world, which also chases the murderer, and it also has a popular legal 

system that actually predicts the Nazi legal system. In his later film, 

Hangmen also die (1943), Lang used characters who reminded the criminal 

world of "M", like the character of the professional investigator Gruber, 

who conducted the investigation on behalf of the Gestapo, as a classic 

figure of the worst of criminals. Gruber is definitely not an ideological 

Nazi. He is conscienceless and cruel, but first of all he is a professional. He 

conducts the investigation with his sharp senses and almost traps the 

villains. Gruber's figure represents the criminal world and its coalition with 

the Nazis. The Nazi investigator of the Gestapo, who is a sadist, and his 

behavior testifies of a kind of a sexual perversion, cooperates with Gruber.  

I would like to examine the background of the film. It was a co-

production of immigrants and Nazi enemies. Bertold Brecht wrote the 

script, and the main character was played by the Jewish actor Brian 

Donlevy. The world of this film is a gloomy and threatening one. In this 

film, like in the films This land is mine by Jean Renoir, and even the Seventh 

Cross by Fred Zinnemann (in which the conquered population is actually 

German, That is to say that Hollywood did not accuse the whole German 

people, but the Nazism as a unique phenomenon), there was a suppressed 

population with an active underground. How exactly do the films express 

the attitude of formal America towards Nazi Germany? Washington's 

position was that one had to stop the German people' support of its 

leadership, and encourage underground movements all over Europe, 

including Germany itself. The film Hitler's Children by Edward Dmytrik, 

1943, did not use comedy, but stayed close to the description of the horrors. 

It described the Germans' education and oppression methods and their 

cruelty. The director demonstrated the Nazi danger through one of the 

most extreme paranoia, which was connected with the barbarity of the 

conqueror – the raping of women. Nothing shocked the Americans more 

                                                 
1 “M” DVD.  The Criterion Collection. 
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than the thought of raping of their daughters. This has always been the 

way Germans were presented, as killing and raping, and it was a 

continuation of the descriptions from WWI, when the Germans were 

referred to as the Huns.  

The film Hitler's Children opens with a speech by Dr. Smidt (Arford 

Gaj) about Hitler's merits, and it ends with an oath of loyalty to the Fuhrer: 

"Our noble leader, should he live forever, we say the battle shout, 

for Hitler we will live and for him we will die. Boys, this is the sacred hour 

of the sun festival… at this hour the earth is closest to the sun, sanctifying 

itself to the sun, we have only one thought. We also have to be close to our 

sun, to dedicate our lives to it. And the sun that rises for us is Adolf Hitler. 

Hitler is the sun of new Europe. [The boys rehearsed the loyalty oath to 

Hitler]: 

 I devote my life to Hitler. 

 I would give my life to Hitler. 

 I would die for Hitler. 

 My savior, my Fuhrer."2  

The film Hitler's Children was an independent production, which 

became famous due to the great profit it brought to the investors. Eduard 

Golden paid $10,000 for the filming rights of Gregor Zimmer's book, 

Education to Death, and received $75,000 from the bank in order to finance 

the production. Unfortunately, the bank's board of directors objected to 

their executive's entrance to the show business, as they put it, and they did 

not confirm to invest the sums which have not been invested yet. Then 

Golden turned to the RKO, who agreed to complete the missing financing 

for the film, and within two months the production reached $5 million. 

Edward Golden and the director, Edward Dmytrik found a 

successful formula of making a film that yields profits. The contrast 

between explicit sadist scenes, at least according to the criteria of 1943, and 

the moral disgust satisfied both hidden and so hidden sadomasochistic 

tendencies of the public on the one hand, and the necessary condemnation 

of the censorship. As the film gained more and more success, both 

financially and from the critique, the press did not hesitate to praise it. 

There is a scene in which Mrs. Bonita Grenville, an American girl who was 

born in Germany, but grew up in the US with the democratic values of the 

American culture, is being beaten, naked and in public, by Nazi officers 

                                                 
2 Taken from the film: I devote my life to Hitler, I would give my life to Hitler, I would die 

for Hitler. My Savior, My Fuhrer. 
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because she refuses to submit to their obscene proposals. At the same time 

the American public started to be aware of horrible reports of castration 

methods and other unheard of methods used by the Nazis of training 

youngsters who wanted to join the Hitler youth movement. The film 

exposes the Nazi racism in every scene, the megalomania, the expansion 

aspirations and the new demon that was growing among the brain-washed 

Hitler youth. Dr. Smidt starts his speech, in which he explains the students 

the racist masters' theory. It is important to quote from this speech, since it 

presents the Nazi ideology to the American public: 

"We have to observe, boys, and remember. We have to let this 

humiliation burn deep in our memory. Germany was robbed in 

Versailles Agreement by its enemies. It was robbed of land which 

has always been and will always be German sacred land. But there 

will come a day, when our forces will liberate this sacred land for 

us, every centimeter of it and even more, much more. 

Today we rule over Germany, and tomorrow we will rule the 

world. We will rule because our wonderful mission is to rule. We 

will conquer because no nation will withstand our justified anger. 

We have not chosen to rule, we have not voted for it, it is our 

natural right to rule. It is permanent and unchangeable, like the 

fact that the lion in the jungle rules due to its courage, power, 

heritage… The Germans are above the riffraff of the inferior races. 

We will revenge, revenge, revenge! And if we would we be good 

soldiers, we will gains the highest reward. And what is the 

reward, Karl, one of his a student asks. And he answers: We will 

gain the real glory like the knights of the past. We will die for 

Germany; we will rest forever on the sacred German land like the 

hero conquerors of the Fuhrer. To die for Hitler means to live for 

the sake of Germany. Heil Hitler! We are the new Germany and we 

will bring a new order to the world, and the new order is growing, 

and the flames of freedom are fading. There is fear everywhere, an 

awful anxiety that froze people to their place."3  

The process of building the new Germany is accompanied by a 

brain-washed racism, fear and horror, castration of women, and so on. Can 

we stop the children of Hitler before it would be too late, asks the film. Will 

the light always overcome darkness, asks Prof. Nicholas, the principal of 

                                                 
3 Taken from the film Hitler's Children, by Edward Dmytrik from 1943. 
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the American school in Germany (Kenneth Smith, who is also the narrator), 

in a conversation between himself and Colonel Heinekel (Otto Kruger). 

Colonel Heinekel's response exposes the view that is in the basis of the 

Nazi horror: 

"The sick women who are unsuitable to bring up children go 

through castration in order to build the new, strong Germany. In 

the new Germany there is no room for the weak, the sick, and the 

unstable." Prof. Nicholas answers: "These are barbaric methods 

and you are barbaric, even the Oxford graduates of you, and 

Hitler, Goering, Goebbels and all the others are wrong. And he 

finishes in a statement: there is no one who can stop the crazy."4 

The process of constructing new Germany repeats itself in the film 

Hangmen also die (1943), where the authors reveal their opinion about the 

Nazi conquest through the story of the assassination of Reinhart Heidrich, 

the head of the SD, the security service of the SS.5 The character of Heidrich 

shows all the demonic and grotesque of Nazism. In reality, the response to 

the assassination was the total destruction of the Czech village of Lidice. In 

fact, Lang and Brecht had produced a reliable description of the draconian 

method of hostages that was used by the Nazis before the Nazi response 

action became known. The Nazis used to kidnap the senior members of the 

community, the educated and the leaders, and assassinated them, either 

until the people they wanted were handed over, or just for terrorizing the 

population. This threatening and depressing description of life under a 

regime of terror expressed the American commitment to fight the Nazis. 

The film opens with a title describing the situation in conquered 

Prague, with a dramatic music, and a close-up of the swastika and Hitler's 

portrait. Then it goes on with a series of pastoral archive photographs of 

Prague and its famous palace, which was the headquarters of Heidrich at 

that time. In the next scene Hitler's picture is shown in a room full of 

Gestapo officers and cooperative Czech officers. This dramatic build-up 

shows the atmosphere that Heidrich's figure represents: the protector of the 

Reich, the cruel head of the Gestapo, the protectorate of Bohemia on behalf 

of the third Reich, aggressive, provocateur, speaks only German, who 

brutally demands to be respected. The opening scene of Heidrich lasts for a 

few minutes, reflecting the general German behavior, and this motive 

motivates the whole plot. He imposes tension and horror even among the 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Sicherheitsdienst. 
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Nazis. In the next scene there is declaration of Heidrich's entrance. A 

hushed silence came over the hall, and a dandy figure entered in a feminine 

and violent gait (a hint to homosexuality or some other perversion). This 

opening brings together all the German elements and shows the aggressive 

behavior of the Nazi conquest in Prague. 

A similar representation of Nazism appears in other films of this 

period, like Hitler's Madman (1943) made by the director of melodramas 

Douglas Sirk.6 The title of the film refers also to Heidrich's figure, since he 

was known as the hangman (Hangmen also die), and a crazy person (Hitler's 

Madman). Heidrich, who was, maybe, the most extreme, radical and 

bloodthirsty figure in the SS, was together with Himler, one of the 

architects of the final solution and the main coordinator who was in charge 

of its execution. Operation Reinhard is called after him, and it was a code 

name for the six extermination camps that operated since 1942 (Khelmno, 

Sobivor, Belzetz, Treblinka, Meidanek and Birkenau). The punishment for 

eliminating the murderer was very cruel, and it was described in the film. 

The Germans destroyed the Czech village of Lidice, kill all the men, and 

take all women and children to concentration camps, and burn the village. 

Zinnemann contributed his part to the war effort with the film The 

Seventh Cross (1944). This is a special case worth a special reference in the 

context we are interested in, that is, the representation of the Germans. One 

of the great American stars, Spencer Tracy, plays a German, whose 

character is one of decency, severity and directness – values that America 

loves to identify itself with. But this is a German who escapes a 

concentration camp, resists the regime. He goes around within hostile 

environment, but there are still other, decent Germans. Tracy finds shelter 

at a house of a friend and his family, played by Hume Cronyn and Jessica 

Tandy, who become slowly to be recruited for the cause of the 

underground, due to the principle of decency and friendship. This film 

actually gives credit to the German people, and presents it as another 

victim of Nazism. Nazism is separated from the German nature altogether 

as is seen as a political phenomenon that can come up anywhere (in 

America too). The time of the plot is around 1936, although the movie was 

made in 1944. This is a strong and polished drama. The melancholy of the 

film catches to a certain extent the claustrophobic atmosphere in society 

after the Nazis take power. The people of the regime – soldiers, officers, 

                                                 
6 Whose German name was Datlav Sierk. 
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Gestapo investigators, are presented as behaving like bloodthirsty cruel 

beasts. They are not seen a lot, but their threatening spirit controls 

everything and everywhere. 

The Seventh Cross singles out due to the fact that although it was 

made in 1944, when the world started to learn about the Nazis' crimes, it 

was not a typical propaganda film. The Germans are presented in it as at 

least as having a real potential not to be brain-washed by Hitler's racist 

theory, and as warm, family-type people, who stands for values that are 

very close to the American values. The fact that it was done by a Jewish 

director, as an adaptation of a book by a Jewish author, the Jewish-German 

Anna Seghers, only sharpened its radical stand. This kind of film could not 

have been made without the support of the OWI-(Office of War 

Information), which was interested in encouraging a coup in Germany, a 

coup that almost succeeded in July 20, 1944, in an attempt to kill Hitler in 

his Wolf's Den by a group of generals (Kanaris, Weizleben, von 

Staufenberg and others, including Rommel, who was later offered a rifle in 

order not to damage the symbol he still represented for the German public). 

The intention of the administration had been to shorten the conflict as 

much as possible by encouraging a coup, and by so doing avoid the 

execution of the invasion to Europe, an operation that had been in the 

drawer since 1942, and was executed eventually in June 1944.  

The film uses an obvious Christian iconography. It tells the story of 

seven anti-fascist Germans who escape from a concentration camp. Only 

one out of the seven manages not to be caught (Spencer Tracy), while the 

camp commander crucifies the other on crosses which were prepared for 

this end in the camp. There cannot be a more direct expression of self 

sacrifice, and as Jesus had been crucified in order to atone for the 

wrongdoings of mankind, maybe the current people were crucified in 

order to atone for the wrongdoings of the German people. The film gives 

the ordinary German people the credit that perhaps they were not aware of 

the crimes being committed on behalf of their name, as Tracy's friend, 

Cronyn, is not aware of it. Maybe one may understand from the film the 

American preparations for the day after the war, when they would have to 

work with the Germans to reconstruct Europe, since at that time it seemed 

that it was only a matter of time until Germany would surrender, and the 

Russians were drawing near from the east, and the invasion to Normandy 

was in a stage of preparations. It seemed that the film suited the goals of 

the US in the war. The American policy wanted to emphasize that there 
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was a nucleus of opponents to the regime in Germany in order to transmit 

a message to the Americans towards the time after the war. There was a 

sense of deceit. The narrator says that Germany is a nation of "beasts", but 

there were still some good Germans, but they are too few. The picture is 

that Germany is a sick nation, but not hopeless. A dialogue between 

George to Polgrave, two fleeing prisoners, reflects the two approaches 

towards Germany at this time: 

"Polgrave, you know that all have been caught, except you and 

me? There are only two of us. Our pictures appeared in the 

newspapers this morning. Have you seen them? Yesterday there 

were three. This morning only two and it means that they have 

caught the school principal, and the farmer, and the little Jew, the 

acrobat and Wallo.   

George: Not Wallo. They could not have caught Wallo… you see.  

Polgrave: If they are looking for us, it means that the others have 

been caught. What interests me is that no one cares what happens 

to us. We are not criminals, and still, no one cares. The world has 

changed, Hissler, you are on your own. Come on, you should 

come with me. You can't do anything, except running in circles 

until they catch you. It is better to give in. I'm giving myself up to 

the Gestapo. This is the smartest thing to do.  

George: Don't be a fool. They will hang you. 

Polgrave: So what? It is not so bad to do away with it and that's it. 

Do you love this life? Fight for what? Live for what? It is better to 

die and rot than see the inhumanity between one person and the 

other. This is a world of evil, Hissler, an awful world, 

godforsaken. 

George: No, it's not true. Even in this despised Germany".7 

One may see most of these films as an intensive dealing with the 

question whether Western democracies can overcome the parade of the 

columns of the hypnotizing and all-devouring Nazi dictatorship. Most of 

the films focused indeed on the Nazis behavior. They emphasized their 

nauseating brutality and their sensual enjoyment versus pain, misery and 

humiliation of human beings. Films like Hangmen also die, and The Seventh 

Cross and others are full of negative and cruel characters that present the 

nature of the evil of the Nazis. Films that dealt with the German occupation 

                                                 
7 The seventh cross (AKA - The Seven Crosses), Fred Zinnemann, 1944.  
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of Europe, in addition to articles about life in Germany, became important 

tools for describing the nature of the German enemy. Battle films were 

relatively rare, since the American army did not fight in Germany before 

Pearl Harbor, and therefore battle films about the war in Europe came in a 

later stage. There was also another reason; the time needed to make this 

kind of film takes a year or more.  

 

3. Exposing the secret of the charm of fascism and the Nazi 

Ideology both in the characters and ideology 

Five Graves to Cairo (1943). The film opens with a British defeat, 

while subtitles explain that in summer 1942 the Corps Africa pushed the 

British army way into Egypt and threatened Alexandria and the Suez 

Canal. The plot is about a corporal in the British army, Bramble, who comes 

across the most important military secret of Field Marshal Rommel. 

Bramble is the only survivor of a hit American tank. He reaches a hotel, 

exhausted, moments before German soldiers arrive there in order to 

establish a field headquarters for the Desert Fox. The stunned Englishman 

hides in a closet, while the headquarter officer Schwagler (Peter Van Eyck) 

talks to the hotel owner and the maid Mosh (Ann Baxter) about adjusting 

the rooms for the conquering officers. Schwagler is described as a boastful 

winner, who laughingly predicts how they would soon kill the flies of 

Egypt as they killed the English, as he enjoys the English soap he founds in 

the hotel rooms. In his efforts not to be caught, Bramble puts on a jacket of 

a dead waiter and his shoes. This waiter, Doves, an Alsatian, was probably 

a German spy, as Schwagler takes him to meet His Highness the Field 

Marshal, and Bramble understands from the conversation between 

Rommel and Schwagler that Doves was a "pioneer before the forces, who 

operated in Warsaw and Amsterdam," or as Bramble puts it when he is 

introduced to Rommel, "a vulture that flied before the Stuka aircrafts, 

limping a little". This access to Rommel makes Bramble think about killing 

him when he invites him to breakfast, but the idea falls as Mosh hurries 

into the Field Marshal's room with a plan of her own. Mosh has an injured 

brother in the hands of the Germans, and she pleads to Rommel to do 

something for him. Rommel does not hide his aversion from "women in 

such an early hour in the morning", commanding her to take a distant of a 

few steps before he instructs her to write to the appropriate authorities in 



 

 

 

 

 
REPRESENTATIONS OF GERMANY AND THE GERMAN NATURE IN HOLLYWOOD DURING THE WAR 

AND UNTIL THE BEGINNING OF THE COLD WAR (1942 – 1946)  

40 

 

Germany in three copies, "since we are in need of paper in Germany, a lot 

of paper." At first he dictates in German, and for the benefit of the 

intelligence of the enemy he does so in English too. In fact he dictates a 

telegram to the Fuhrer, telling about the expected conquest of the Suez 

Canal. In a later scene, Rommel eats with several British prisoner officers, 

making ironic comments about his English adversaries, as well as about his 

Italian assistant. When he is asked how many soldiers does he have, he 

says smilingly the truth "not as many as you have", and when he is asked 

about the Italians, he says scornfully what many thought and did not say: 

"No one takes the Italians into consideration and does not count on them". 

What interested his guests was the issue of supplies, especially one officer, 

whose amazing similarity to Montgomery was one of the many jokes of the 

film. Without fuel and water even the Africa Corps would have been 

stopped. Rommel's vague answer, which the supplies do not reach him, but 

he is the one who reaches the supplies, is the riddle Bramble would have to 

solve. The only hints Bramble had were Rommel's bragging that the 

Germans had prepared themselves for the war years ahead, and 

Schwagler's reference of some mysterious professor Kronsteter. The answer 

about Kronsteter was discovered accidentally by the hotel owner, who 

found a yellowish article about Kronsteter on a newspaper that was lying 

on a food tray. Kronsteter's photograph showed Rommel, as if he had hid 

weapon, fuel and water in the Egyptian desert before the war, which had 

nothing to do with reality, since German soldiers had been sent to North 

Africa in a sudden decision, with no prior planning. But this was an 

intelligent means of the plot, and it also used for quieting the hurt ego of 

the Allies. Bramble had a few hours to discover the location of the tomb of 

Kronsteter. 

A British air raid gives Bramble a chance to copy the Field Marshal's 

map, and it also shows a real battle. The Allies almost miss and partly 

expose the body of the real Doves, a sight that Schwagler sees. Bramble 

survives the battle together with Schwagler, but he is almost turned over 

by Mosh, who relies on the young officer to help her brother. Schwagler 

tells her that for certain favors a lieutenant is as good as a Field Marshal. 

Mosh is called to Rommel, who is furious for his aide's absence. When he 

tells her contemptuously that all the telegrams regarding her brother had 

been forged by Schwagler, she strongly and proudly claims that she had 

killed the lieutenant. When the guards find the body at last, Bramble can 

get a formal motorcycle escort to cross the British lines.  
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Rommel tells Mosh that her trial would not be conducted according 

to German law, "but according to your law, the Napoleon codes, in order to 

show you that we are not as barbaric as you think we are." Bramble's 

success in his improvised espionage mission was demonstrated through 

maps, animation and excerpts from news reels about the British victory in 

El-Alamein. Although Wilder's film was an imaginary propaganda 

regarding the secret of the five tombs, he also dealt with some of the 

serious issues of the war. It had a detailed characterization of the two 

Germans. The double meaning of the Italians participation in the war, as 

was illustrated by a human Italian general, and the possibility of French 

cooperation, as has been presented by Mosh (would she have saved 

Bramble if Schwagler would not have been such a villain). He joked with 

Mosh, saying that he was not a valiant German officer, exchanging anti-

German remarks with the despised Italian general.  

Wilder's film was, of course, a wartime production, and the 

producer, who watched it years later, said it had an "awful smell of 

propaganda". It shows Germany and the German army as an oiled, hard 

working war machine, conducted by strategies and a long-run thinking 

about time and place. The Germans put the army, the war, and domination 

as the main and only thing that mattered. On the other hand of a full 

German system of military strength, pre-planning and bright strategies, 

there is one English corporal, who with courage and resourcefulness 

sabotages a plan that several years and hundreds of people worked on. 

This is the victory of humaneness and the little person over the big, oiled 

machine.  

Towards the end of the film, one of the British protagonists makes 

one of the best speeches that have ever been heard in American wartime 

movies. He addresses Mosh, the French protagonist, whose only concern 

was to liberate her brother, who had been kept in a German concentration 

camp: "In Tobruk I've seen them in hundreds, in Sevastopol they had been 

deep sunk, in Athens they starved, four hundreds every day. What for, 

Mosh? So that somebody like you would be able to reach out a tin box to a 

victorious offices, in a plea of compassion worth a penny? What matters is 

not your brother, but million brothers. Not just one gate of one prison that 

could be opened for you secretly, but all the gates that has to be 

destroyed".8 In this film the propaganda is more explicit, although it is 

                                                 
8 Billy Wilder, Five Graves to Cairo, Hollywood, Paramount, New York, 1943. 
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interlaced with Wilder's significant wit, which is refreshing as it comes 

from a refugee Jewish director in this point in history. The film was shot in 

January and February 1943, a year after America declared war on Japan 

and Germany, and it deals mainly with repressing the personal feelings of 

agony and vengeance in favor of the wider commitment to America's Allies 

in a time of distress. The opening title of the film emphasizes the 

immediateness of its drama: "In June 1942 the British 8th Army was in a 

very bad condition. It was beaten, scattered and in a state of escape. Tobruk 

has fallen. Victorious Rommel and his African Corpus beat the British and 

pushed them towards Cairo and Suez Canal."9 Five Graves is different from 

most of Hollywood's entertainment shows of the time – America's 

declaration of war was a declaration of war on the part of Hollywood as 

well. Paramount wanted to be recruited to the efforts of the administration 

and to the fight against fascism, and see Wilder as its tool of 

communication: "There is no doubt that Wilder, like any other director in 

Hollywood, wanted to contribute an effective contribution to the war effort. 

But the film avoids painting its Nazis in black, and the Allies in white."10  

As a matter of fact, it seems that Wilder is interested in examining his own 

opinions about national identity and role playing. The characters are 

interesting for him as representatives of different cultures and social 

classes, not as belonging to adversaries armies, which are about to shed the 

blood of each other. There is death and murder in the film, which provides 

a strong peak of moral encouragement. "Schwagler us not a stereotype 

Nazi, he is by no means a typical Nazi villain, and neither is Rommel."11 If 

history was more generous towards Rommel that most of Hitler's people, 

maybe it is due to his involvement in the conspiracy against Hitler and his 

forced suicide. Historians emphasize his being a brilliant commander and 

an uncompromising adversary, and they do not condemn him for the 

ideology he represented. In the movie he seems as an eccentric, proud, and 

braggart, full of Prussian arrogance and sophistication. He was defeated in 

El Alamein before the film was produced, and it seems that Wilder shows a 

forgiving attitude towards his flamboyance, giving full liberty to the 

pompous boasting of the character, but never makes a one-dimensional 

caricature of Nazi megalomania out of him. Wilder reduces Rommel to his 

                                                 
9 Ibid., in the film. 
10 Neil Sinyard & Adrian Turner, “The Films of Billy Wilder” in Journey Down Sunset 

Boulevard, London: Sinyard, 1979, pp. 65-111, 138-146., p. 75.  
11 Ibid., p. 76. 
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real dimensions. When Rommel commands wildly his people to look for 

Schwagler, this is the only moment in the film in which Rommel seems as 

capable of anything.  

Schwagler's betrayal of Mosh, regarding the letters to Berlin, when 

it is found out that all the telegrams were forged reminds the Munich case, 

just like Bramble's leaving against his will, when he is helpless, in order to 

save Mosh of her fate, reminds of Dunkirk. Bramble leaves Cidi Halafia on 

a motorbike, as we see the map of North Africa in which parts of it explode.  

Montgomery's counter-attack is presented in a series of explanatory 

subtitles, maps, animation, and documentaries.  

Farid shows Bramble Mosh's tomb, one of many near the hotel, and 

he gives a final speech: "Don't worry, Mosh, we are after them now. When 

you feel the earth trembles, it would be our tanks, canons and trucks, 

thousands of thousands of them. British, Frenchmen and Americans, we 

chase them now, close upon them of all sides. We are going to raise them to 

heaven in a storm."12 Bramble's speech is moving in a patriotic way, as it 

presents the national unity the film aimed at, emphasizing numbers. In 

1959 the producer described the film as "a melodrama of the first degree 

that an awful smell of propaganda hovers above it. When showing it 

alongside the human parts of the story, the film is propaganda in its lack of 

enthusiasm, and maybe Five Graves to Cairo is the only anti-war statement 

that came out of Hollywood during these stormy years."13 

There were also comic responses to the description of Nazism and 

the fight against it. The Hollywood Screwball Comedy, a genre that 

specialized in making comedies based on fast and witty dialogues and 

absurd situations (like the sitcom on television in our time) was most 

problematic, since the Nazis and the horrors they were responsible for were 

anything but comic. 

The French director Jean Renoir, when he was in the USs, made the 

film This land is mine 1943, which examined the nature of fascism and the 

Nazi ideology. This is the story about betrayal and resistance in conquered 

France. It tells about a teacher who is presented at the beginning as a 

coward, played by the witty Charles Laughton, who was identified as an 

eccentric figure, among other things, due to his role as Quasimodo in the 

Hunchback of Notredame by William Dieterle, in 1939. Laughton goes 

through a radical transformation in the film, as he redefines the concept of 

                                                 
12 Billy Wilder, Five Graves to Cairo, Hollywood, Paramount, New York, 1943. 
13 Sinyard, p. 76. 
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heroism not as something physical, but as a readiness for self-sacrifice on 

behalf of the public. The question that repeats itself in a number of films 

(like Hangmen also die and others) is whether one has to turn in an 

underground member, and by so doing save many others, or one has to be 

prepared to pay a dear price, sometimes the lives of the community 

members and fight the occupation in whatever price. Like in other films, 

there is a speech, and here it is a quotation from the declaration of human 

rights. The quotation allocates the struggle against the Nazis in the 

ideological context of the administration, that is, the propagandist 

definition that Americas struggle is on behalf of the free world and 

democracy. 

This land is mine (1943) made by the French director Jean Renoir, 

was one of the outstanding films in the ideological struggle against 

Nazism. Renoir, the grandson of the painter August Renoir, had done 

several films in France, films that were considered as master pieces, like 

The big illusion (1937), which was done when the Jewish socialist Leon 

Blum was France's Prime Minister. This film presented a situation of WWI, 

where French officers were prisoners of war under the Germans, and the 

film transmits the hope that aggressiveness can be stopped, as there are 

two officers of both nations, who belong to the nobility and respect each 

other. The film This land is mine describes how France was trampled under 

the Nazis' boots, how the cooperation between the Nazis and the Vichy 

government on the one hand and the French underground, the Resistance, 

on the other. At that time the Americans, who were not in the front, knew 

very little about life in conquered Europe, and the film was intended to 

illustrate simply and clearly the social and the mental condition of the 

average Frenchman. It was a propaganda film in the midst of WWII, which 

was recruited to the massive anti-Nazi machine of propaganda, but unlike 

most of the American propaganda films, which were done at the time and 

were full of embarrassing American patriotism, Renoir's film was a 

stronghold of pacifism, democracy and an example of the free spirit of 

man. It was indeed sentimental and a little too simplistic for our time, but 

the message remained. We have no good or bad people, no heroes or 

cowards. All these features are mixed, as it is in life. The Nazi officer is not 

a caricature of wickedness, and he' too, has human aspects. But it was done 

out of a clear goal: to show how fascism can charm many people when it is 

presented in a human cover, how evil and monstrosity can be nice when 

they wear human masks. It is a protest film against the occupation, against 
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not taking a stand, and in favor of sabotage as a way of resisting the 

conqueror. In a great speech in court, the teacher Albert Lorry calls his 

countrymen fight for their dignity and freedom.  

The last scene of the film, in which the teacher Louise reads to the 

pupils the rights of the free person, shows the obvious victory of the spirit 

over power. Throughout the film freedom is the most important thing, and 

if necessary, one has to die for this cause. The Jewish-German director Ernst 

Lubitsch directed the film To be or not to be (1942) with Carol Lombard and 

Jack Benny, who play the couple Torra, a couple of actors who lead a 

theatre group in occupied Warsaw, and are busy in a rehearsal of an anti-

Nazi play when the Germans invade into Poland. The group becomes an 

active underground, and through their costumes they manage to deceive 

the Nazis and their cooperators, and even compete amongst themselves on 

the heart of the feminine hero. 

The German representation in the film is interesting, because the 

Nazis manage to be nice actually. Their stammered language and pathetic 

situation is touching, since they did not know what the actual situation in 

the occupied territories was. Anyway, the film contributed to recruit the 

public opinion to support the war, as it made the underground more 

popular through the stars Benny and Lombard. The encouragement of the 

underground provided approval to the goals of the war, and indeed one of 

the characters is of a Polish pilot, who is in love with Lombard. He serves 

in the British RAF and becomes an agent of the underground who recruits 

theater people to their cause.  

At the time Hollywood's stars were involved in recruiting bonds for 

the war effort through the films and performances they conducted both at 

home (in America) and abroad in front of the soldiers. The film To be or not 

to be encouraged the public to become more involved. The historian 

Fredrick Drumant wrote about this film thirteen years after it was 

produced, that the best way to express what was going on in Europe was 

through a grotesque comedy. The way Lubitsch chose to express his 

thoughts about the Nazis is provocative but interesting, i.e., he offers 

salvation through art. Art is the glue that unites the theater group. 

Many critiques were written on the film: "The press criticized 

Lubitsch and his audacity to mock the situation in Poland". It was the best 
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and most humiliating satire ever done about Nazism, but they could not 

understand what he had done.14  

After the film came out, Lubitsch responded to the hostile 

comments said about him. In an interview to the Times Lubitsch responded 

he admitted that he had not used the regular methods of film making in 

order to indicate the Nazi horror: "I agree, he wrote, "that I haven't used the 

accepted methods… in describing the horror of the Nazis. There is no shot 

of a torture cell, no shots of beaten people, and no close-ups of Nazis who 

use their whips with murderous eyes. My Nazis are different: they have 

past this stage this stage. Brutality, whipping and tortures have become 

routine, they speak about it as salesmen speak about selling a wallet. Their 

humor is about concentration camps, about the suffering of their victims."15 

The Nazis in this film are indeed regular people, but they are also 

monsters (like the Nazis in the film This land is mine). The film To be or not to 

be raised many debates. Although it was a farce, it provided a more real 

picture of Nazism than what most novellas, stories and pictures have done. 

Lubitsch attacks the criticism aimed at him, saying: ".. In those stories the 

Germans were described as a people who have been caught up by the 

Nazis and tried to fight this threat through underground means wherever 

it was possible. I have never believed it, and now it was proved beyond all 

doubts that this alleged underground spirit has never existed in the 

German people."16   

The attack on Pearl Harbor and America's entrance to the war took 

place in the midst of shooting the film, so what has begun as a look of a by-

stander on a distant conflict has reached the screens in an atmosphere of a 

strong support of the US's commitment. The fact that America has entered 

the war changed a change of the final version of the script, and to the story 

of the Polish underground there was added a bombastic summary: "hatred, 

hatred, and more hatred was the answer to the Nazi terror."17  

Chaplin and Lubitsch did not know the scope of the Nazi horrors 

that were to come still. But what has happened already (the Kristallnacht in 

1938; the Anschluss; the persecutions of Jews and the news that infiltrated 

to the West) made them contribute to the trend of hostility between the US 

                                                 
14 Wille Gingrich, It's All on the Diners Club, p. 301. 
15 Ibid., p. 302. 
16 Eyman Scott, Ernst Lubitsch, Laughter in Paradise, Baltimore and London, 1993, p. 225. 
17 This line does not exist in the final script that is kept in the academic  library of the arts 

and the movie science, Los Angeles, p. 226. 
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and Germany, as the German invasion to Warsaw, before America joined 

the war got a full negative cover in the American press. And as long as the 

conflict in Europe got harsher, the negative representations became more 

extreme: the Nazi became more tough, cruel, brutal and monstrous than in 

1939-1941, until the American involvement. 

If the films in the years 1939-1941 presented the Nazis in a comic 

way, without grasping their full threat, in the next period, 1942-1946, upon 

America's joining the war, and as the horrendous deeds of the Nazis 

became known, the Nazi representation has become sharp in its cruelty. 

The negative attitudes to the film To be or not to be stemmed mainly 

from the fact that it dealt with the Nazi threat in a too light manner, and by 

so doing it endangered the war effort. Walter Reisch, one of the screenplay 

writers of Ninochka, and a personal friend of Lubitsch, claimed that the 

main source of the negative response was a line given to Ruman as a Nazi 

colonel, in which he describes his response to the mediocre performance of 

Hamlet by Josef Torra (Jack Benny): "What he has done to Shakespeare we 

do now to Poland." Reisch says that after the first early screening of the 

film, some of Lubitsch's friends, including his wife, asked him to cut this 

line, as it made use of mass murder as the basis for a joke.18 According to 

Reisch, Lubitsch was determined in his refusal to cut this line, claiming that 

it was needed to show the rudeness of the Nazi humor. While the Nazis in 

To be or not to be see themselves as superior people, the dramatic 

atmosphere of the film puts the group of actors, even though they look 

ridiculous as individuals, in a high position as a group. Lubitsch defends 

his strategy of humor as a propaganda tool, saying that comedy and 

politics are intertwined in one another. He is quoted in the Sunday Times: 

"… The American spectators laugh of these Nazis, not because 

they belittle their threat, but because they are glad to see this new 

order and its ideology put to ridicule. They don't feel sympathy 

towards people who jump from aircrafts without parachutes 

because a man with a small moustache had told them to do so. 

They feel contempt towards a people who enjoys death and 

slavery. I am sure that this scene would not have caused a great 

laugh in the US. Let us be grateful for this, and hope it will always 

be like that".19 

                                                 
18 Ibid., p. 230. 
19 Ibid. p. 243. 
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Lubitsch established a personal school in Hollywood. In the midst 

of the war against the Germans he directed some kind of an anti-thesis of 

the heroic "morale" films, which swept the screen at that time.  

In 1942, when the anti-fascist front in Europe did not have the 

upper hand yet, and the victory over the fascist axis was still far away, 

Lubitsch's anti-fascist comedy had a special fragrance that came from the 

feeling that "we shall put Hitler down," and this was an immense moral 

encouragement at that time. 

Fred Zinnemann, a former Viennese, immigrated to the US in 1929, 

that is, long before the Nazi threat and the Anschluss have taken place, but 

his stand as an opponent of this regime was obvious – he was a Jew. As a 

young boy in Austria he had wanted to be a violinist, but eventually he 

studied law. He was attracted to the world of cinema when he studied in 

Vienna University, and eventually became a movie photographer, and later 

has started directing. 

 

4. Post-War Germany: Nazism has not passed away  

Two films Notorious of the director Alfred Hitchcock and The 

stranger by Orson Wells, which have been produced in 1946, show that 

there has not been a change yet in the German ideological thinking, and 

they continue to go on in spite of their defeat in the war. A large number of 

films emphasized the policy of collective accusation, although this policy 

was abandoned already in 1946 without the American public knowing 

about it.20  

                                                 
20 Notorious. Director/producer: Alfred Hitchcock. Produced by RKO Radio Pictures. 101 

min. B/W. USA, 1946. 

The Stranger. Director/screenwriter: Orson Wells. Produced by International Pictures. 95 

min. B/W. Available in colorized version. USA, 1946. 

Here is Germany (Documentary). Director: Ernst Lubitsch. Produced by ColumbiaTristar. 52 

min. B/W. USA, 1944. 

Know Your Enemy – Germany (Documentary). Director: Ernst Lubitsch. B/W. USA, 1944 (on 

behalf of Frank Capra’s team). 

You're Job in Germany (Documentary). Director: Frank Capra. Producer: Theodor Geisel. 

Screenwriter: Theodor Geisel. 15 min. B/W. USA, 1945 (was completed by Frank Capra’s 

team). 

Death Mills (Documentary). Director: Hanus Burger. 47 min. Color. USA, 1945, 1988. (Was 

distributed in 25/07/1946.  
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The film Notorious opens with the conviction of John Huberman, 

who is accused of cooperation with the Nazis. He gets twenty years. The 

CIA recruits his wanton daughter, Alicia, to an espionage mission in Rio de 

Janeiro, where rich Nazi criminals live under fictitious identity. These 

people were in touch with her father and they plan the Nazi return to 

power. Elicia's mission is to get in touch with them and extract from them 

information about their plans. The relationships among the German figures 

are cold and distant. There is an atmosphere of suspicion and fear, but 

everything is very smiling and polite. One of the key figures of the film is 

that of Madam Konstantin, who presents a secret Nazi ritual aimed at 

promoting evil in the world, even after the victory of the Allies over the 

Axis countries.21 Madam Konstantin protects by all means the attempt to 

develop an atomic bomb in her son's house, and the film implicitly 

criticizes the use of the atom bomb by the US. 

The Stranger, which was produced after the war, during the 

Nuremberg trials, describes a chase conducted by an American detective, a 

man of the Unit for the Investigation of War Criminals, after a Nazi 

criminal, who is presented in the film as a charming Satan: an intellectual, a 

person of conversation, who manages to charm an American girl coming 

from a liberal home, and integrate in the social life of a calm American 

township. In one scene he presents to the naive Americans a historical-

psychological analysis of the megalomaniac, murderous German soul, 

which will never change. The film focuses on defending the American 

values of the family and the rule of the law, which the Nazi tries, from the 

height of the church's clock tower, to rule over time and the universe. 

Thematically, The Stranger deals with one of the most important issues of 

the time: the attempt to preserve fascism after the defeat of the Axis 

countries.  The central figure is that of a former Nazi officer, who lives after 

the war anonymously in a small American township, where he works as a 

teacher in a boys' school, while preparing secretly to the revival of fascism. 

Franz Kindler, who appears also under the name of Charles Rankin, is one 

of the young geniuses of the Nazi party. Kindler developed the theory of 

exterminating the occupied peoples in order to ensure Germany's status 

                                                                                                                            
David Culbert, “American Film Policy in the Re-education of Germany After 1945”, The 

Political Re-education of Germany and Her Allies after World War II, Nicholas Pronay and Keith 

Wilson (eds.), London, 1985, pp. 173-202.  
21 John Beebe, M.D. "The Notorious - Post War Psyche" in Journal of popular Film and 

Television, 18, 1(Spring 1990):31. 
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after the war. Unlike Goebbels, Himler and the others, Kindler tended to 

stay anonymous. His picture is not made public. Before he disappeared he 

managed to destroy all the evidence that is connected to his past. There is 

not hint about Franz Kindler's previous identity, except for one thing. He 

had a hobby which was almost a mania about watches. In the meal scene at 

the house of the Judge (Philip Mervill) he presents his racial-political 

ideology. In the course of the scene the American investigator, Wilson, 

tracks him down. The dialogue between Wilson and Rankin is an attempt 

to show the German society in a cynical and critical way: 

Wilson: "Do you know Germany, Mr. Rankin?" 

Rankin: "I' sorry… in this issue my opinions are not highly 

acceptable." 

Wilson: "We still refer to our opinions as the opinions of a 

historian." 

Rankin: "Historian? A psychiatrist would explain it better. The 

German sees himself as an innocent victim of the world 

conspiracy, plotted by persons and peoples inferior to him." 

He does not admit any mistake, certainly not the crimes.  

Rankin: "We ignore Ethiopia and Spain, but the list of victims 

teaches us that the people of truth have learned to whom the bells 

toll… but not the German, he sticks to his fighting god. He walks 

to the sounds of Wagner, dreaming of Siegfried's sword, and in 

the cellars you don't believe to exist, a German dream is taking 

place about a German who would take his place inside a shining 

knights' armor. Mankind awaits a messiah. The German messiah 

is not a peace prince; he is the new Barbarossa or Hitler." 

Wilson: "Don't you believe the change Germany is going 

through?"   

Rankin: "I don't believe, Mr. Wilson, that you can change people. 

The principles of equality and freedom will never be accepted in 

Germany. The aspiration for freedom has found its way in all 

languages in the world. All human beings were born equal, 

free…".  

Wilson: "So?" 

Rankin: "extermination to the last baby."22 

                                                 
22 Orson Wells, The stranger, 1946. 
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Ironically, the latent Nazi recommends destroying Germany, that is, 

he recommends the Allies a Nazi-like solution. Rankin is an opportunist, 

who is willing to have the Germans become victims, and in this way he 

exposes his Nazi identity.  

Orson Wells obviously perceived The Stranger as a film with a 

political message of the danger of the revival of fascism after the war, and 

hoped that a blunt style would pass this message in the best way.23 If we 

look on the film in this light, The Stranger was a Nazi murderous monster, 

one who had previously planned, on behalf of the Nazi ideology, the gas 

chambers for murdering Jews, and now uses this idea for exterminating the 

Germans.  

Right after the war Wells worked as a writer of the editorials for the 

New York Post. His editorials dealt with various problems of the post-

Roosevelt time, including, he said, the fact "that the imaginary fear of 

communism was a smoke curtain that hid the real threat of the revival of 

fascism." In light of the witch hunt that had shaken Hollywood a short time 

earlier, and has made the fifties into a period that excelled in clear fascist 

trends, including oppressing disagreements, supporting following the line 

of the administration, and a renewed appearance of moral conservatism.  

The film points of the difficulty of exposing the latent 

Nazism/fascism. Kindler is not just a hidden Nazi; he has an American 

appearance while making an enormous effort of hiding his problematic 

past. In addition, the township of Harper, where he lives, represents a 

dangerous ignorance, a place that can easily be a refuge for a mass 

murderer or a crazy war criminal. This connection between political ideas 

(the aspiration to gain peace, bring America the faith in itself) and the 

negative Nazi representations is common in films of the post-war and the 

Cold War period.  

 

5. A thematic discussion of the various representations 

The change in the German representation has to do with the 

developing trends. In the course of war the information about Nazism and 

its crimes became known gradually, and the progress of the war in Europe 

influences the morale of the Allies, and through them, on Hollywood. 

There was a feedback between the events and the processes and 

                                                 
23 Barbara Leaming, Orson Wells, New York, 1979, p. 380. 
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Hollywood, and vice versa, and these relationships become more and more 

complicated as the economic and cultural system refers to factors of 

opposite, or at least not identical, interests. These interests can be divided 

into three factors: 

1. The administration through its control land propaganda 

mechanisms, the OWI, and a series of propaganda films, called Why 

do we fight, that the director Frank Capra was one of their initiators 

and producers. 

2. The film makers and their opinions as long as these opinions did not 

clash with the administration. That is, they produced anti-fascist 

films while expressing their opinions in different ways, not always 

acceptable. 

3. Economic interests that always remain relevant, and there is indeed 

a connection between public opinion and economic success.   

These interests mix with each other, and we witness in Hollywood 

trends of particularization about who the enemy is and what are the reason 

for fighting him. This process makes a fine tuning of what Nazism is. We 

have to examine how a film that was done Hollywood served the goals of 

the administration. We will do it through the various German images, 

which can be divided into two main groups of representation: 
 

                                                                Germans 

 

                                  Ideological Nazis                     other Germans 

 

These two representation groups can be seen in the various 

categories that have been described in the previous chapter. I will refer to 

the different German images in a transverse section:  

1. Historical figures – Hitler, Goebbels, and Rommel and so on.  

2. Nazis – Gestapo people, SS officers, German spies, war criminals, 

and so on. 

3. Professional soldiers, policemen and officials. 

4. Women. 

All these images are divided between the two groups of Nazis and 

other Germans. Let us see how the Germans are divided into categories, 

and what is their representation in films. The thematic discussion in the 
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above categories will show how Hollywood divided the German 

representation, and in this way we will try to conclude about Hollywood's 

relationships with the administration and with its foreign policy's goals.  

 

Historical figures 

The most fascinating figure is, of course, that of Hitler himself, but 

his representation is highly problematic, since Hitler, who was designed as 

an icon of Nazism, was accepted in American films as a symbol, and hence 

he was represented only in comedies like The great dictator, or in To be or not 

to be. All the same, he is represented everywhere at least in a picture on the 

wall, and serves as a Nazi symbol just like the swastika. Therefore, we have 

to examine the representation of the historical figures, which serve the 

goals of representation and were symbols. The historical figures are 

divided between the most identified and scary, like Heidrich, and those 

who are perceived as relatively moderate, like Rommel. That is to say the 

Nazis towards whom no compromise can be made, and the other Germans, 

who could be an alternative leadership at the end of the conflict. The latter, 

like Rommel, are those that the West had to fight with, as can be seen in 

Wilder's film Five Graves to Cairo, but eventually one can make peace with.  

We will start with the negative Nazi representations of different 

historical figures in films. 

Heidrich – His personality was actually more monstrous than was 

known at the time, and it was in the focus of two films, Hitler's Madman 

and Hangmen also die. Heidrich was the governor of Czechoslovakia and 

these films deal with the affair of the assassination attempt against him and 

its horrendous implications of the destruction of the village of Lidice and 

the additional collective punishment put on the population. In Hangmen 

also die (1943), there is a short description of Heidrich in first minutes of the 

film, but this description makes its implication of the whole film. The film 

opens with a title that describes the situation in occupied Prague. It goes on 

in a series of pastoral archive shots of Prague and its well known palace, 

which is now Heidrich's headquarter. In the next scene we see Hitler's 

picture in a room full of generals, Gestapo people, and cooperating Check 

officers. This is a dramatic build-up that shows the atmosphere of 

Heidrich's image as one of tension and horror, even among the Nazis 

themselves. Then Heidrich's arrival is announced. A hush silence came 

over the room, and a dandy figure in a both feminine and violent gait (a 
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hint of a homosexual or other perverse characteristic). Heidrich stops next 

to a Check general wearing an eye-patch, and throws his whip to the floor. 

He waits to see whether the general would pick up the whip. After a 

moment under Heidrich's threatening gaze, the general does pick up the 

whip, and Heidrich moves on to the front, pleased by the humiliation he 

caused. Then he stops at a heavy table and starts barking in German about 

the need to execute a group of laborers in the Skoda plant. When he reaches 

an ecstasy of hatred and preaching to murder, he goes out of the room. 

Here is a quotation of Heidrich's speech in front of the Reich and the Check 

officers about the underground activity of Skoda plants: 

"The reports about the Skoda plants are plain swinishness. The 

filthy pigs just refuse working! There are 37,000 laborers in Skoda, 

and for this stinking sabotage only 50 are executed? Why not 500? 

50 is nothing, and the Check ammunition industry will be under 

the supervision of the Gestapo. I demand that German will be 

spoken in Czechoslovakia, is it understood? German! German! I'll 

teach the Check garbage and Skoda laborers how to obey, until 

they will not be able to hear and see any more!"24 

Heidrich speaks German to the officers – a symbol of cultural 

superiority, and when one of the attendants, a Check officer, addresses him 

in English, which symbolizes the Check language in the film, he answers: 

"This man has become crazy? He addresses me in such a wretched 

language? I demand the German will be spoken."25  

Heidrich is murdered in the next scene, and even this occurrence is 

not photographed, by reported. The plot is actually based on this act, and 

therefore we have to examine what have we learned about Heidrich's 

image in the above described scene. Heidrich is a personification of the 

Nazi essence. According to the makers of the film (Lang, Brecht and Don-

Levy), his characteristics are those of Nazism: 

1. Heidrich is a sadist and a pervert and conducts a sadomasochistic 

aggressive relationship with his "subjects", that is his subordinates, 

and his image represents a kind of sexual perversion, and it refers to 

the Nazi politics of power. 

2. Heidrich is presented as a person who does not see any importance 

in human life. He orders nonchalantly of a mass execution, which is 

also the blood thirsty identity of the Nazi ideology. 

                                                 
24 Fritz Lang, Hangmen Also Die, USA, 1943.  
25  Ibid. 
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3. Heidrich also represents the figure of Hitler himself. The scene opens 

with Hitler's picture, and goes on to Heidrich. His tempestuous 

speech reminds of Hitler's speeches, and this leads to an identity of 

Hitler's personality as a model for all Nazis and establishes an 

identity between Nazism and the personal characteristics of its 

leader. 

4. Heidrich is a dandy, and this trait emphasizes the Nazi fetish26 for 

uniforms and external accessories as defining power positions. 

5. The reference to the German language shows the complex of 

superiority of the Nazis.   

In the film Hitler's Madman (1943), Heidrich's figure is presented 

within the title: Heidrich = a madman, whereas the massacre in Lidice is 

presented in a more graphic manner. In this way the terror of Heidrich's 

figure becomes more concrete. Unlike Heidrich, who represents Nazism 

with which one should not compromise, there is also a representation of 

the other Germans.  

Erwin Rommel is represented in Billy Wilder's film Five Graves to 

Cairo by the actor who played the Prussian officer in the great illusion from 

1937 by Jean Renoir, Erich von Stroheim. Stroheim was a Jewish immigrant 

who specialized in playing German villains. He was a director himself who 

made decadent films, describing a sick European society whose life dealt 

with sexual intrigues. Although Stroheim played villains, he was a big star 

in Hollywood, and one could not watch him out of repugnance. Although 

he was one of the bad guys, casting him was a gesture of respect towards 

Rommel. The aristocratic manners of this figure matched the characters 

Stroheim used to play, and in spite of Rommel's dandyism and hedonism, 

as he is presented in the film, he is not a devout Nazi, but just an excellent 

commander and a professional soldier, i.e., he is an adversary indeed that 

has to be beaten, but one can appreciate him.  

Nazis 

The film This land is mine (1943) refers mainly to the psychological 

work the Germans have done in convincing the population that the 

Germans' view and the things they do would lead to a better world to live 

in. Major Erich von Keller, the military governor of the town, is full of 

confidence, charismatic, witty, smart, intelligent, an intellectual who totally 

                                                 
26 Fetishism – a tendency for obsession regarding personal features of objects. Such an object 

is defined as a fetish. 
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believes in the Reich's regime and is loyal to it. He is interested in a "quiet 

occupation", and in order to achieve it, he provides all sorts of benefits to 

the mayor and rich key people in it, so that they would influence the 

population not to object to the occupation. Von Keller shows pleasantness, 

smiles and good manners throughout the film. In his dialogues with the 

town's people he speaks about cooperation until the war is over, and then 

everyone would live together in a better world under the German 

leadership.  

We can examine the subtext of the film by looking in Major von 

Keller's image. Renoir very intelligently shows his image as an example of 

how attractive and good fascism could be for the masses. Von Keller is 

played by Walter Zelcek, who plays this character as an attractive, urban, 

and even smart person. Von Keller is the typical bad guy of the film. 

Almost all the bad guys in Renoir's films are not characterized by evil, 

although we them in this way as a result of their deeds in the film. 

Von Keller belongs to extinct generation; he is full of respect, has 

good manners, relaxed and has a style. The music box he plays with adds 

to his image the love for beautiful antiques. Von Keller offers the 

Frenchmen a new order, and he does it in a relaxed way, which leads to 

cooperation. He is convinced in his views and is ready to preach them at 

any time. We know that the new order he suggests for Europe would bring 

about moral corruption, but von Keller knows that less smart people than 

he is would not see this option. Politically speaking, the new order would 

include hegemony, economic imperialism, racism and violence. Von Keller 

knows this, and as far as he is concerned, the military power that has to be 

operated in order to achieve this new order is justified. The film does not 

show explicitly the bad guys, but in the subtext one may see evil and a lack 

of humanity, and this is the most dangerous thing, since fascism that is 

covered by humanity can become more attractive for the masses, and 

therefore we would not be able to fight fascism if we do not face this truth. 

The cruelty and oppression of the Nazism that von Keller represents are 

seen in his ideology. Von Keller makes fascism attractive as he covers it 

with humane attitude. Von Keller seems decent, honest, tolerant, as if he is 

always ready to support a human value, and this is why he is perceived as 

an educated man who is capable of quoting Latin texts, Plato, Voltaire and 

Shakespeare. He is arrogant in saying about Shakespeare: "We love him in 

Germany, the English don't understand him." His figure transmits 

reliability, but at the same time it bothers the spectator, and the historic 
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truth is that educated people fell to the charms of fascism. In his speech, 

von Keller refers to a number of issues: human rights, cooperation, 

hostages – covering all these items with nice words and by so doing he 

managed to deceive his listeners and explain evil to them. He uses noble 

values which address the Western mind. Some critics did not understand 

his figure.  

The critic James Agate27 thought that the film makers had an 

unconscious sympathy towards him: "I will repeat it again and say that I 

don't believe this description that presents the Nazi as a nice person." Agate 

hints that Renoir unknowingly supports Satan, and so supports the Nazi 

ideology. Maybe Renoir hints to the crisis of democracy in France in the 

thirties, when people were attracted to the Nazi ideology, but in fact he 

warns the public of it. 

These critics were mistaken as they thought that Renoir was in favor 

of the Nazis, showing them as nice people. They did not understand why 

von Keller was presented as a noble and enlightened person. But this was 

not Renoir's intention. He wanted make us understand why fascism can be 

charming to certain people, and to what extent von Keller presented the 

Nazi fascism. His figure has a distortion that is supposed to shake the 

audience. The man was educated, with good manners, respected and so 

cruel. Major von Keller is not the psychotic arrogant with the boots, of 

many literary and movie images. In this way the film showed the racism 

and violence of Nazism under its ideological cover rather than its military 

aggression. This is the source of the film's effectiveness – the misleading 

cunning of evil. 

Soldiers, Policemen and professional officials 

In This land is mine, the behavior of the soldiers in their encounters 

with the population is mostly tolerant, and we hardly see them behave 

violently. Moreover, we even see scenes where there is a friendly 

relationship between soldiers and citizens, when they offer the citizens 

cigarettes, or drink and sing together. On the one hand, the Germans speak 

about quiet and cooperation, and on the other, they slowly and gradually 

intervene in the citizens' lives by food allotments, confiscating printing 

machines, imprisonment of writers and operators, and at last they also 

execute people. 

                                                 
27 Christopher Faulkner, The Social Cinema of Jean Renoir, Princeton University Press, N.Y. 

1986, p. 135.  



 

 

 

 

 
REPRESENTATIONS OF GERMANY AND THE GERMAN NATURE IN HOLLYWOOD DURING THE WAR 

AND UNTIL THE BEGINNING OF THE COLD WAR (1942 – 1946)  

58 

 

In Hangmen also die we see the figure of investigator Gruber, who is 

actually a rough person (prefers beer than wine), but he is very intelligent. 

He is an excellent investigator, his senses are sharp and he is suspicious. He 

is a mean and cruel person, who does not hesitate to endanger and kill 

people, but the most important thing for him is to investigate the truth. So 

we can ask whether we wouldn't want such an investigator in our police. 

Gruber is the counterpart of the investigator Hercule Poirot, but instead of 

seeking his success we want him to fail, because if he succeeds in exposing 

the plot, the Nazis would succeed, and the same ideological sadists above 

Gruber would go on oppressing the people. 

Women 

The house on 92nd street, like many other films which have been done 

throughout the war, was a traditional espionage film, and also a landmark 

in the history of the movie. It was produced by Louis de Rochemont and 

directed by Henry Hathaway in 1945. IT told a true story of a German 

espionage in America, and determined the tone and the style of other 

espionage films, which dealt with the issues of the war and the period after 

it. The plot is about a young German-American, Bill Dietrich (William 

Eythe), who was drafted as a spy by German agents when he was a college 

student. He was sent to Germany before the war in order to be trained, but 

beforehand he had informed the FBI about his mission, and then he worked 

as a double agent when he started working. The FBI gave him instructions 

as if they had arrived from his German superiors, and he managed to meet 

all the spies who had worked under the supervision of the lady who lived 

in 92nd street, Elsa Gebardt (Sean Hasso).Among these spies there were 

hooligans like Max (Harry Bellaver) and Konrad (Harro Meller), as well as 

the experienced professional Colonel Hemerzon (Leo G. Carroll). The film 

shows many tragic episodes of espionage. The house on 92nd street came out 

in 1945. It was in cooperation with Edgar Hoover, the head of the FBI, who 

even appeared once in the film, playing himself. It could be that Hoover 

supported the idea as a way of having a positive advertising for his agency, 

as well a warning for potential spies and terrorists. It emphasized the logic 

that the administration's needs were more important than emotions, and 

sometimes even more than the lives of the agents. This film deserves a 

special discussion due to two reasons: 

1. It was done in the junction between WWII and the Cold War. 



 

 

 

 

 
REPRESENTATIONS OF GERMANY AND THE GERMAN NATURE IN HOLLYWOOD DURING THE WAR 

AND UNTIL THE BEGINNING OF THE COLD WAR (1942 – 1946)  

59 

 

2. It hints of the secrets of nuclear weapons and marks the struggle that 

is to develop around it.  

The question of the German representation is especially fascinating 

here, since the main figure of the film is Elsa, who was, as it was found out, 

a sexual androgynous. She is the head of the espionage cell, and uses a 

double identity, either as a man or as a woman. It was quite a shock to find 

out that the anonymous head of the espionage cell was a woman! One of 

the images we would present in Chapter Three is that of a Germany as a 

woman conquered by the American man. And here we see metamorphose 

of a masculine German woman, who retreats to a Femme Fatal hiding her 

sharp nails in silk gloves. In Hitchcock's film the Notorious, from 1946, 

there is an interesting representation of German women of two types: 

1. Decent Germans – Alicia (Ingrid Bergman). 

2. Nazis – Alex's mother – Madam Konstantin. 

Bergman plays a woman motivated by love, but her American 

patriotism leads her to serve as an agent against Nazism. That is to say that 

a good German is an American. Madam Konstantin is a snake-mother. She 

initiates the gradual poisoning of Alicia in order to protect her son from the 

other Nazis.  

The relationships among the German figures are cold and distant. 

There is an atmosphere of suspicion and fear, everything is allegedly nice. 

In the background there is all the time the German group, which plans the 

return of the Nazis to power. The film deals with American patriotism, and 

the human justice that wants to put the Nazi criminals to justice, but they 

do it in the same ways like the Nazis.   

This is a romantic thriller about an international show girl, Alicia 

Huberman (Ingrid Bergman), an American secret agent, Stephen Dublin 

(Carry Grant), and the trap they put to a Nazi scientist, Alex Sebastian 

(Claude Reins) who lived in Rio de Janeiro in order to preserve the Nazis' 

goals in Brazil – manufacturing atomic weapons. At the time atom was not 

an issue yet, but it is represented by wine bottles that include uranium ore. 

Hitchcock said that he used it knowing that no one would understand it. 

The uranium was the excuse for telling the love story. 

Madam Konstantin represents Nazism, as she continues to promote 

its evil (in the image of her son), even after the victory of the Allies over the 

Axis countries.28 

                                                 
28 John, Beebe, M.D., "The Notorious Post War Psyche" in Journal of Popular Film and 

Television, 18, 1 (Spring 1990), p. 31.  
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The film Notorious insinuates through the mother figure that the 

West should assume that the Nazi threat in the atomic era still exists, while 

Germany is represented by the son, Alex, whose mother serves as his 

ideological roots. 

 

6. Conclusions -The German representation between 1942-1946 

The film noir, which has grown in the forties in the US, received a 

lot from the dark styles of the expressionist cinema, and was characterized 

by pessimism and gloominess. The world after WWI was cynical and cruel, 

and therefore it was influenced by melancholic representation in the 

cinema. The period after WWII is characterized by an increased pessimism 

and the "noir" (black) movement. One of the features of the film noir was 

the use of tempting women, who bring destruction on the man they tempt. 

German femininity was threatening and suited this style, and the 

administration infiltrated messages to the cinema, to which the film noir 

movement responded with representations of good and evil.29 The films 

that have been produced in 1942-1946 did not deal any more with the 

issues and the debates of whether we had to intervene or not, or whether 

Germans and Nazis were cruel and barbaric or not. The films of the first 

period took a decisive stand against Nazism and reflected relevant political 

issues of the time. Their messages were clear and do not have to be 

misleading by the approach that claims that the directors and the studios 

took a stand of a simplistic description of Nazism. The messages intended 

to ridicule and have a positive influence on the public's morale. A too 

threatening representation could lead to an unnecessary intimidation, and 

Hollywood wanted to avoid it, especially in light of the military events in 

the different fronts. Other studios preferred to stun the public by strong 

tactics of shock, like in the films Nazi agent (1942), Hitler's children (1942), 

Hangmen also die (1943), Hitler's madman (1943), Hitler's gang (1944), The 

Seventh cross (1944), The Stranger (1946) and others. Still other studios chose 

another way of presenting fascism through an anti-thesis of it, as humane 

and attractive, and through this misleading presentation pass the message 

and the dangers it involves. These films were like To be or not to be (1942 

and This land is mine (1943). The German representation is divided, then, in 

this period into two types: 

                                                 
29 Ibid., p. 12. 
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Germans 

 

                                         Ideological Nazis                        other Germans 

 

This trend is expressed by the fact that throughout the war an effort 

has been made, not always successfully, to blame just the Nazi leadership 

but not the whole German people. The reality of the death camps changed 

things. It made people see all Germans as guilty of these atrocities. The 

celebrations on the victory day in 1945 were accompanied by a formal 

incitement against Germans, and the film makers joined it enthusiastically. 

Nazis were perceived as criminals, and this explains why the 

Americans were supposed to hate all Germans. But all the same, the 

separation between the regular Germans and Nazis was about to go on into 

the Cold War.  

The OWI, the special authority of the administration was 

established in June 1942 in order to supervise, among other things, over the 

messages of American movie industry. The determining criterion was very 

practical: what helps us win the war? This new reality did not disturb 

Joseph Brin and the more old supervising authority, the PCA (Production 

Code Administration), from keeping their conservative rules. In the course 

of time the PCA was weakened versus the leading criterion of the OWI: 

what serves the interest of winning the war, since the administration 

supported the OWI. From the moment America joined the war, Hollywood 

recruited itself to draw the figure of the German-Nazi as the enemy. The 

films tended to make generalizations and stereotyping as part of the anti-

German propaganda campaign, presenting a dichotomy between two 

worlds: the West for its enlightenment and naiveté versus the German 

monstrosity and cunning that was hiding under a façade of technological 

and cultural efficiency. Outstanding examples of this model are the films: 

To be or not to be (1942), Five graves to Cairo (1943) and others.  

As victory was approaching, there was raised the question: who is 

to be blamed for what happens in Germany? Hitler, the Nazi party, the 

whole German people? The assistant of the government films, Nelson 

Poynter, answered the question whether the government objects to films of 

hatred about the enemy. He said that we should not aim hatred towards a 

small group of fascist leaders as a personification of the enemy on the one 
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hand, and not against all the German people, on the other. We have to 

enhance hatred towards the militaristic system in the Axis countries. Elmer 

Davis, the head of OWI, thinks that the two, militarism and Nazism, are the 

same. This is why the Americans produced films that allegedly presented 

positive German representations in the midst of WWII, like Five tombs on 

the way to Cairo, The Seventh cross, Hitler's gang, and others. The 

administration wanted to establish an atmosphere of cooperation with the 

democratic powers within Germany before the war was over. It was a 

repetition of the American policy that was administered since the end of 

WWI. In 1944 America knew it was going to win, and its policy was 

intended to yield achievements in Europe. The film Hitler's gang from 1944 

put the blame on a small group, not on the whole German people. Whereas 

the film To be or not to be claims that there has never been an underground 

in Germany that acted against the Nazis. On the contrary, it claims that the 

Germans cooperated with the Nazis.  

As a whole, the images of the Germans in Hollywood were divided 

into images of Nazis and those of regular Germans. The representations in 

Hollywood tended to make a distinction between the two types throughout 

the time of the war, and this actually served the goals of the American 

foreign policy at the time of the war, mainly due to two reasons:  

1. Encouraging the establishment of underground movements in 

Europe, as well as encouraging the option of a coup in Germany. 

2. A political thinking about the new European order that was to come 

after the war. 

If we take into consideration that Hollywood acted in a time of war, 

the extent of control of the administration over Hollywood was 

surprisingly weak. The reason for this is that Hollywood was even more 

militant that the administration, a trend that we have seen already in a 

previous article, i.e., pushing America to intervene.      
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A. Primary sources 

Filmography: a significant selection of American films, presenting German 

Characters (Nazis, Germans women's…) 

  

Germans in films: films from World War II 1942-1946 

 

1. Hitler’s Children. (1942).Director: Edward Dmytryk and Irving G. 

Reis.Produced by RKO Radio Pictures. 83 min. B/W. USA. 

2. To Be or Not to Be. (1942). Director/producer/screen story: Ernst 

Lubitsch. Produced by United Artists. 90 min. B/W, Color, USA. 

3. This Land is mine. (1943).Director/producer: Jean Renoir. Produced 

by Films Jean Renoir/Franco London Films/RKO Radio Pictures. 

103 min. B/W. USA. 

4. Hitler’s Madman. (AKA – Hitler’s Hangman). (1943). Director: 

Douglas Sirk. Produced by MGM/Producers Releasing 

Corporation. 84 min. B/W. USA. 

5. Hangmen Also Die. (1943). Director/Producer: Fritz Lang. 

Produced by United Artists. 131 min. B/W. USA. 

6. Five Graves to Cairo. (1943). Director/screenwriter: Billy Wilder. 

Produced by Paramount. 96 min. B/W. USA. 

7. The Hitler Gang. (1944).Director: John Farrow.Produced by 

Paramount. 101 min. B/W. USA. 

8. The Seventh Cross. (AKA – The Seven Crosses). (1944). Director: 

Fred Zinnemann Produced by MGM/Pandro S. Berman. 110 min. 

B/W. Available in colorized version. USA. 

9. The House on 92nd Street. (1945). Director: Henry Hathaway. 

Produced by 20th Century Fox. 88 min. B/W. USA. 

10. Notorious. (1946). Director/producer: Alfred Hitchcock. Produced 

by RKO Radio Pictures. 101 min. B/W. USA. 
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11. The Stranger. (1946). Director/screenwriter: Orson Wells. Produced 

by International Pictures. 95 min. B/W. Available in colorized 

version. USA. 
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