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Why analyze a 40-year-old film from East Germany that was never widely seen 

by either the East or West German public until 1990 and was once described as a relic “of 

a vanished land or perhaps one that never was?”1 The debate over Kurt Maetzig’s Das 

Kanninchen bin ich (The Rabbit is Me) illustrates the complicated nature of dissent and 

the limits of control in totalitarian regimes.2 Authors Jürgen Kocka, Konrad Jarausch and 

Monika Kaiser have argued that after the Berlin Wall was built, East Germany began to 

move away from totalitarianism toward a more modern dictatorship.3 The debate over 

Maetzig’s film helps us weigh the totalitarian model, which focuses on repression from 

the top down, against the model of a modern dictatorship, which emphasizes the 

negotiation that takes place between individuals and the state concerning dissent in a 

dictatorship. While Kocka, Jarausch and Kaiser all agree that the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR) was “thoroughly ruled” from above, they explore how social change 

nevertheless took place. 

While it may seem odd to talk about a modern dictatorship and Ulbricht in the 

same breath, the case has been made that after 1961, Ulbricht shifted from a Stalinist 

posture to become an advocate of economic and cultural reform. He made this shift not 

because he experienced a change in personality, but out of national interest.4 Ulbricht 

thought that the only way the GDR could prevail in the struggle against the Federal 

Republic of Germany was through reform. Maetzig’s film was a product of this reform, 
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but was ultimately banned at the end of 1965 because the more dogmatic members of the 

GDR Politburo triumphed over Ulbricht’s experiments. 

As a political scientist, the politics of the production of Maetzig’s film and its 

rejection by the 11th Plenum of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED, the 

Communist Party of the GDR) in December 1965 make the film an irresistible topic. The 

film is also noteworthy because it illustrates East German vulnerability to West German 

influence during times of Soviet leadership change. The themes in Maetzig’s film were 

similar to those of films being made at the time in West Germany.5 This paper will 

explore the individual and domestic conflict, as well as international pressure, associated 

with the film’s release.6 It will also consider the motivation for Maetzig’s oppositional 

behavior. 

The charged international political atmosphere around the film, exploited by East 

and West Germans alike, deserves exploration because the film’s main theme—

generational conflict and reform—symbolized tension not only within the East German 

political leadership (i.e., between those interested in the reform of socialism and those 

opposed to it), but reflected similar tensions in West Germany. After the construction of 

the Wall, East German leaders did not feel they had total authority in the country. They 

appeared caught between SED Politburo struggles, the expectations of their citizens, 

West German criticism, and Soviet insecurity due to leadership change. 

Maetzig’s role as director also merits more attention because he was loyal to the 

Communist Party, which he joined in 1944. It was possible for him to make the film 

because of his track record, “integrity and proven party loyalty.”7 (The Rabbit is Me was 

based on an already banned Manfred Bieler novel, which made its production all the 
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more provocative.8) The film, together with Frank Vogel’s film about the generation gap, 

Denk blos nicht, ich heule (Don’t Think that I’m Crying), were the only two films ever 

featured at a plenum of the SED—the eleventh plenum in 1965. 

The dynamics of the Cold War meant that East Germans were fearful of 1) the 

future of Kulturpolitik in the Soviet Union  after Khrushchev’s removal put his cultural 

“thaw” into jeopardy and 2) West German attempts to highlight the failure of East 

German policies. While General Secretary Ulbricht was among those interested in reform 

prior to the SED plenum, his reasons for reform were different from those of the 

filmmakers. And he was forced to abandon reform and adopt the dogmatic position of the 

SED Politburo majority after his economic, social and cultural policies came under 

simultaneous attack. 

The debate over the Maetzig film gives us a chance to understand the gray nature 

of dissent and the political negotiation that occurred in and between communist 

countries.9 Stefan Soldovieri has described film censorship in East Germany as “not 

simply something inflicted upon films from above, but a complex and contentious 

process of negotiation with historically shifting parameters.”10 Corey Ross has argued 

that Soviet policy (and as a result, East German policy) was one of “improvisations and 

contradictions.” 11 This article will, to borrow his words, “disentangle and draw new 

connections between contending narratives”12 about the roles of Maetzig and Ulbricht in 

the making of The Rabbit is Me  by relying on sources from a variety of disciplines:  

film/cultural studies, economics, history and political science. The analysis will focus on 

the approval of the film, its retraction, and the 11th SED Plenum as an example of  

complex negotiation in a communist regime.  



4 

The Role of Maetzig 

Coming from an older generation (he was born in 1911), Maetzig had been a 

founder of DEFA (Deutsche Film Aktiengesellschaft, the East German state-owned film 

company from 1946 to 1992) and was rector of the East German film school. By 1965, he 

had directed 14 films and received the National Prize five times. While certain East 

German politicians, cultural administrators and artists wanted to explore and experiment 

during the 1960s, Maetzig explicitly tried not to go “too far” in the creative film 

movement. In fact, he argued in several interviews that he did not view himself as a 

dissident, describing himself simply as a critical artist who wanted to make a productive 

contribution.13 He continued to defend both his film and his career vis-à-vis censorship 

into his eighties.  

Once the Wall eliminated any option of an easy exit from the GDR, artists such as 

Maetzig had little choice but to use their voice to show mismutige Loyalität (disaffected 

loyalty).14 Maetzig joined with young film administrators in supporting partial criticism 

of their society precisely because he believed the audience would also see things his way. 

Joshua Feinstein describes Maetzig’s film as showing “the will of the little people caught 

between the cracks without voice.”15 The fact that Maetzig and other directors believed in 

the possibility of critical non-conformity suggests that East Germany was not entirely a 

totalitarian society, at least not from 1964 to 1965.  

As the oldest of the “forbidden” film directors (54), Maetzig may have recognized 

a potentially fleeting “window of opportunity” for reform.16 While 11 other films were 

banned within nine months of The Rabbit is Me, the fact that all 12 are called the “Rabbit 

Films” suggests the importance of Maetzig’s role. As fellow artist Brigitte Reimann 
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reported: “He wanted to fight to the last breath.  He had placed all his hopes on the 

film.”17 In retrospect, Soldovieri suggests that “[p]erhaps it was the sense that his own 

work was not free of overwrought politics that led Maetzig to embrace the atmosphere of 

reform and a subject venturing into such sensitive terrain.”18 Although some authors view 

Maetzig as a critical dissident, this author prefers the more modest term “partial critic” or 

“critical non-conformist,” which emphasizes dissent as a slow, inconclusive process.19  

Das Kanninchen bin ich 

The aesthetics of the film alone make it noteworthy and could still make it 

popular today. Shot in the cinematographic style of neo-realism,20 it echoes the Berlin 

films of Gerhard Klein and Wolfgang Kohlhaase, as well as the Gegenwartsfilme (East 

films about contemporary society) of the fifties and sixties, while using innovative 

techniques such as flashbacks and off-screen narration.21  

The film takes place in East Berlin from 1961-1962, shortly before and after the 

building of the Wall. It deals with generational conflict, feminism, Berliner Schnautze (a 

“big-city” attitude), and idealism. The narrative is a “coming-of-age” story about a 

nineteen-year-old East Berlin woman, Maria Morzeck. Not exactly a heroine, as she is 

too flawed a figure, Maria represents the downtrodden. She lives in poor circumstances 

and her only family is an aunt and a troublesome brother, Dieter, who receives a three 

year prison sentence for political slander. The film depicts her difficult striving for 

personal autonomy in romantic as well as family and societal relationships. She is shown 

full of self-assurance, candor and confidence, in contrast to Communist Party members, 

who are often depicted in a negative light.22 While it is hard to justify the GDR 
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Politburo’s description of the film as pornographic, Maria is a very strong woman with a 

clear sexual identity. 

In most critical scenes, imagery is as important as the dialogue. In the film’s 

opening minute, for example, Maetzig uses imagery to criticize the workplace and the 

behavior of men (who are all shown drinking, hanging out, and focused on flirting). We 

not only see Maria’s workplace, a bar, but also Maria’s working-class apartment, which 

contrasts with the judge’s weekend cottage. Maetzig obliquely criticizes inequities within 

the communist system as well as the success of economic renewal. When Maria says “I 

am the Rabbit,” it becomes clear that rabbit means innocence and, possibly, an attempt at 

experimentation—a Versuchskanninchen (an experimental rabbit, which could be 

translated in English as a guinea pig).  This could connote her own need to experiment 

with society or the state’s need to experiment with her life. 

As the film opens, Maria is working as a waitress at a seedy bar near Bahnhof 

Friedrichstrasse, making the film’s neo-realism immediately apparent. As the film 

progresses, she begins a relationship with the married judge who passed the harsh 

sentence on her brother, a relationship headed for trouble. When the judge and Maria 

spend time in a village, they witness how a local conflict resolution committee considers 

mitigating circumstances and gives a light sentence to a man who got drunk and insulted 

the East German National Peoples’ Army.23 Maria naturally becomes alarmed by the 

contrast between the local sentence imposed by citizens and her brother’s severe verdict 

imposed in the name of the state and the Communist Party. Although the judge later 

changes her brother’s verdict, Maria realizes he did not do so for her, but to gain political 

favor in the liberalizing GDR system. Here one could argue that Maetzig is criticizing the 
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opportunism of Ulbricht’s liberalization. By the end of the story, Maria breaks off her 

relationship with the judge, because she sees how hypocritical he is. Her brother is freed, 

but when he comes home he beats her for having had a relationship with the judge.   

Toward the end of the film, the judge’s wife points a gun at Maria and threatens 

to shoot. Maria tells her, “We stand there like the rabbit and snake.” One could view the 

image of the snake as connoting evil or privileged members of the Communist Party, 

whose lifestyle differs dramatically from that of the “innocents” of society, young women 

such as Maria.24 As the film closes, Maria enrolls as a university student after initially 

being rejected because of her brother’s crime. In this sense, one could argue that it is an 

uplifting film.25  

However, the final image of the film is of Maria as a strong woman pulling a cart, 

but still getting catcalls, which reminds the audience of the failure of communist society 

to accept the independence and equality of women. In a desperate attempt to make the 

film more inspirational, the censors insisted that Maria emphatically say at the end of the 

film, “I am a citizen of the GDR.” Because of the complex moral and social issues 

addressed in the film, the statement appeared ludicrous and had the opposite effect of that 

intended by the censors.26  

By making a film primarily about a woman’s private life, Maetzig may have 

recognized that he would have more ideological latitude to criticize the GDR’s version of 

socialism, “its official arrogance and blindness.”27 In fact, the main male figures were so 

depressing that it was necessary to hire a more sympathetic actor, Alfred Müller, for the 

role of the judge to gain the censors’ initial approval. Even the main character’s brother, 



8 

Dieter, is dislikeable as he beats his sister. Maria, in contrast, is clearly the character with 

whom the audience identifies. 

Prelude to the 11th SED Plenum:  1961–1964 

The construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 led to the East German 

cultural reform that made Maetzig’s film possible. As the director described the situation, 

“After the erection of the Wall, the situation in the country stabilized and became calmer.  

We thought the time had come to tackle problems in our country more critically and more 

outspokenly.”28 Wischnewski, DEFA’s chief dramaturge, recalled, “My memories of the 

years from 1961–1965 are characterized by a sense of energy, self-consciousness, and a 

willingness to take risks.”29  

There had been signs of liberalization in filmmaking even prior to the 

construction of the Berlin Wall. According to Joshua Feinstein, 

As early as 1957, the studio director had obtained the right to approve scripts 
for production independently. DEFA had also had success with nuts-and-bolts 
issues such as annual production planning.  The state still set basic annual 
goals, but the studio was generally free to develop individual projects as it saw 
fit.30 

 
When the first Bitterfeld conference (an East German literary conference focusing on 

workers) was held in 1959, it officially introduced the theme of reform to artists of all 

types (writers, filmmakers, etc).  As a result of this decentralization and an urge for more 

creativity, seven working groups were formed at DEFA; Maetzig became head of the 

group Roterkreis.31 Without this structure, the sustained debate in support of his film 

would have been impossible. While these groups’ primary purpose was to guarantee a 

better quality of production, they gradually gathered strength vis-à-vis upper-level 

managers at Hauptverwaltung Film (hereafter the Film Office), as well as in the SED.  
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In July 1961, the East German secret police (STASI) sent a report to the Politburo 

that outlined how SED cultural policy had failed to capture the population’s imagination. 

It singled out movies as an area where the quality of production had to improve, as 

television was seriously competing with film for the attention of the masses.32 After the 

22nd Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in October 1961, a 

renewed effort at de-Stalinization began in the GDR. The SED Politburo soon held a 

meeting that focused solely on making DEFA more popular and more accountable.  

At the same time, Ulbricht, who had been the “quintessential Stalinist leader in 

the 1950s,” took on a new political role.33 After the Wall was built, he was alleged to 

have said, “Now we must rethink everything.”34 He subsequently introduced parallel 

reforms in the economic and cultural arenas, which inadvertently increased the demand 

for grassroots democracy in the country.35 Ulbricht’s most personal policy reform, the 

NES (New Economic System for Planning and Management), 36 was officially announced 

at the 6th SED Plenum in January 1963. However, he had begun working on the reform in 

1962, when he set up working groups to help reform the economy. It was an 

administrative realignment from above meant to streamline and rationalize the economy. 

Ulbricht wanted East Germany to be more competitive with West Germany, which meant 

that the GDR would have to be more open to western trade and support for the initiative 

to succeed.  

The years 1962–1963 were opportune for the GDR to exploit the political 

weaknesses of West Germany, giving Ulbricht more room for maneuver. The Spiegel 

Affair, for example, broke in October 1962. One year later, the only chancellor West 

Germany had known, Konrad Adenauer, resigned and was replaced by his finance 
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minister, Ludwig Erhard, who was generally considered a lesser political figure. 

Ulbricht’s openness to reform subsequently increased because the FRG might become a 

more willing partner for him.  

As Ulbricht focused on economic reform and other reforms as the means to win 

the Cold War, he courted the support of a younger generation open to experimentation. In 

film, these reformers included Günter Witt and Jochen Mückenberger, who were both in 

their early forties and had climbed the political ladder together.37 Witt became the Deputy 

Minister for Culture in 1960 and Director of the Film Office in 1964. Mückenberger, who 

was considered undogmatic, replaced Wildening as the head of DEFA film studio in 

1962.38 Another young reformer, Hans Bentzien, who had studied in the Soviet Union, 

became Minister of Culture in 1961. 

According to Maetzig, Khrushchev was also very supportive of cultural reform in 

the GDR. When Maetzig spoke to the Soviet leader during the June 1963 celebration of 

Ulbricht’s 70th Birthday in East Germany, Khrushchev said to him, “Move out of the old 

paths which our films have followed. You should do something new, something bold. 

You will get unbelievable criticism, but you must withstand this.”39 In a recent interview, 

Maetzig added that Ulbricht joined the conversation and said “Oh, but we have praised 

you (Maetzig) so often.” Khrushchev responded, “You (Maetzig) are already having to 

defend yourself!” 40 With this permissive environment, Witt felt comfortable enough in 

1963 to bring in capitalist films for viewing by film artists, although general viewing of 

these films remained controversial. 

In September 1963, an East German youth conference adopted a new policy that 

advocated more trust and understanding between adults and youth. As Deputy Minister of 
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Culture Witt described the atmosphere in 1964, “[T]here was a sense of great change 

(Aufbruchstimmung), a turn to themes of life in this country, a search for truth through 

the discussion of uncomfortable questions.”41 Witt gave a speech in March 1964 in which 

he emphasized the importance of dealing with real problems, not hiding from them.42 

And Kurt Turba, head of the official Youth Commission, founded a youth radio station, 

DT 1964, that openly criticized East German leaders for avoiding reform.43 Erich Apel, 

deputy member of the Politburo and chair of the State Planning Commission from 1963 

to 1965,went even further, reporting that East Germans were planning on reaching world 

standards, not necessarily Soviet standards.44 

Soon afterwards, the second Bitterfeld conference, held in April 1964, 

emphasized that artists should be more involved in decision making. The 10th SED 

Plenum in April 1964 expressed support for artistic experimentation and pointed out the 

need to profit from and be competitive with other international cultural “products.”45 On 

October 7 1964, the 15th anniversary of the GDR, an amnesty decree was proclaimed. It 

built on earlier jurisprudence decrees beginning in January 1961, which called for less 

bureaucracy in the justice system.  The 1965 decree freed almost all political prisoners in 

East Germany (9,000 East Germans and 1,000 West Germans).  Moreover, it stipulated 

that local and workplace committees could regulate minor judicial matters. This decree, 

which was viewed as a sign of further de-centralization and democratization, specifically 

prompted Maetzig to make his film, although he later said he overestimated the decree’s 

meaning.46 The Rabbit is me focused on the intent of the original jurisprudence decree of 

1961. 
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When Leonid Brezhnev took over from Khrushchev as leader of the Soviet Union 

in the middle of October 1964, East German reform was at risk. While there was no 

immediate reversal of Soviet economic or cultural policy, there was a great deal of 

uncertainty.  Brezhnev held an October 1964 summit with Ulbricht, where he complained 

that East Germany was too caught up in its own economic affairs and neglected Soviet 

trade priorities47 —a reminder that any East German reform effort needed to keep Soviet 

needs in mind. That same month, moreover, the West German journal der Spiegel 

reported that old East German communists had told their western contacts that Ulbricht 

was working with “opportunistic young people” and was thus threatening to “betray the 

old ideas of the KPD.”48  

With these developments in the background, Witt approved “Das Kanninchen bin 

ich” for production in November 1964. With some recommended changes, the film was 

approved as part of DEFA’s thematic plan. In December, Culture Minister Bentzien, who 

apparently realized the potential political difficulties the film could cause, emphasized 

that the screenplay differed from the book so as to avoid major objections.49 While there 

was some criticism of the project, the film appeared to already have strong support 

among film administrators and certain SED officials at the end of 1964. Those who 

supported the film evidently did not expect the strong political backlash that would 

follow in November and December 1965. 

A New Debate on Cultural Policy 

Maetzig’s film sparked a back-and-forth movement between cultural reform and 

cultural repression in the GDR during the entire year 1965–1966. At the time, many East 

German filmmakers did whatever it took to get a film released so that their artistic 
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interpretations could gain the support of the public. As director Wolfgang Kohlhaase 

noted,  

We didn’t feel we had to accept every criticism, particularly when a film was 
going down well with the public. And we had allies—some of whom were 
politicians who loved art and had no wish to subject it to crude demands.50 
 
In the increasingly polarized political atmosphere that followed Khrushchev’s fall 

from power in the USSR, Witt had second thoughts about the Maetzig project as early as 

January 1965. In his role as director of the Film Office, he wrote a letter suggesting that 

the positive characters were not sufficiently developed and there was too much eros in the 

film. At a meeting held in late January with the Justice Ministry, however, neither 

Maetzig nor Justice Minister Hilde Benjamin appeared—they both sent lower-level 

representatives—suggesting that disagreements over the film could not have been 

considered too important at that time.51 Soldovieri believes it is possible that Justice 

Minister Benjamin, who was a personal acquaintance of Maetzig, “may have played a 

mediating role in the discussion surrounding the film project.”52  

In response to Witt’s criticisms, the Roterkreis working group at DEFA simply 

stated in February that the script had already been approved, so no changes were needed. 

This may have been a bluff, as the head of the film studio (Mückenberger) ordered a halt 

to production in February. Certain changes were then made in March—the character of 

the judge became less careerist and Maria was given additional lines that suggested she 

was more sympathetic to socialism. The Section for State and Legal Affairs of the SED 

Central Committee (CC) remained critical of the project, as documented in a letter sent to 

the Culture Section in May of that year.53 
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Why, however, was the Film Office tolerant of so little cooperation? As 

Soldovieri suggests: 

Adapting to modest efforts to decentralize the film industry, the Film Office 
was forced into a mediating role between the party and the studio as it strove 
to prove that it was capable of successfully handling a difficult project. This 
helps to explain why film administrators did not halt work on the film even 
after the changes made in the script version of 2 March 1965 had been widely 
criticized as insufficient by the [CC] Culture Section, the Ministry of Justice, 
and the Section for State and Legal Affairs.54 
 
Probably in response to the CC complaint in May, Witt wrote a letter suggesting 

that the October Amnesty Decree did not cover political provocation, which was the topic 

of Maetzig’s film. He then tried to get Mückenberger to co-sign the letter in order to 

share responsibility for ordering script changes, but decided not to send it when 

Mückenberger refused to sign.55 The summer was a period of stalemate at the studio. A 

memo from the Justice Minister at the end of June suggested that there was still plenty of 

room for negotiation, noting that “Benjamin had agreed to personally talk to Maetzig on 

behalf of the CC should problems with the script continue.”56  

The GDR Politburo remained quite active with “vacation” politics during the 

summer of 1965.  Honecker, for example, received a report on criminal youth problems 

in June, but waited to disseminate it until a July 7th meeting of the Politburo when 

General Secretary Ulbricht was on vacation. The ploy enabled Honecker, Chairman of 

the CC Secretariat, to exaggerate the report’s meaning.57 Despite his vacation, Ulbricht 

was forced to call a Politburo meeting because the July 1965 projections for the long-

range economic plan were so bad.58 Honecker was simultaneously fighting Ulbricht’s 

economic and cultural reforms in the Secretariat via “special” CC working groups 

because several individual CC sections were supportive of Maetzig’s film. (Honecker 
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learned this tactic from Ulbricht, who had used his own “special working groups” to 

enact his reforms.) 

Several crucial events then took place in West Germany that made Ulbricht’s 

position on reform less tenable. The setbacks may have been exaggerated, because he 

was in the USSR at the time. On September 15, fans at a Rolling Stones concert in West 

Berlin tore the stage apart after the concert. This episode was followed by youth 

demonstrations in East Berlin, which were subsequently sensationalized by dogmatic 

members of the Politburo. The West German election of a conservative coalition, the 

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and Free Democratic Party (FDP), a few days later 

delivered further bad news for Ulbricht. Because the Social Democratic Party (SPD) 

made only a small gain, Ulbricht had no reform partner, as he would later find in Willy 

Brandt. One can imagine that GDR Politburo members’ comments were not supportive of 

reform in Ulbricht’s absence. 

In this context, Kurt Hager, the Politburo member responsible for ideology, put 

together a special working group on ideology, which met five times over a two-month 

period, beginning on September 11.59 At the end of September, DEFA head 

Mückenberger asked for permission to release “Das Kanninchen bin ich.” Around this 

time, Ulbricht reportedly told Witt that he encouraged a patient attitude toward artists and 

was not interested in “administrative means” of controlling cultural affairs.60 

By October, ostensibly “supportive” CC working groups were reviewing and 

undermining Ulbricht’s economic and ideological reforms, including youth and cultural 

policy.  (Attacks on his policies occurred in groups controlled by his Politburo rivals 

Honecker, Hager, and Mittag).61 At a meeting of the CC Secretariat on October 11, Youth 
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Commission head Kurt Turba was given 24 hours notice to appear at a meeting on youth 

policy, to which 23 guests were invited. The invitation of guests suggests that the 

meeting, a five-hour discussion of “rowdy” youth behavior, was planned well in 

advance.62 At a Politburo meeting the following day, State Planning Commission 

Chairman Apel, one of the leaders of economic reform, was asked to produce a rough 

draft of the 1966 economic plan, as well as an outline of problems foreseen in the 1966–

1970 five-year plan. A week later, two economic working groups that reported to Mittag 

were created.  

While ideology and youth policy were placed under a watchful eye in October 

1965, this was not yet the case for film. Surprisingly, Witt supported Maetzig’s film at a 

meeting of the CC Cultural Section in late October, after several shots had been removed 

from the film and one line of dialogue had been changed. The film was then subsequently 

approved, pending further alterations. By October 30, however, riots against a ban on 

beat music in the GDR gave the dogmatic wing in the Politburo more fodder in their 

struggle against Ulbricht’s cultural reforms.63 When Witt was invited to a Politburo 

meeting in early November, he was strongly criticized for his reformist approach.64 After 

Ulbricht’s encouragement a little over a month earlier, Witt was shocked. At the same 

meeting, Honecker introduced the new theme of the 11th SED Plenum:  culture. Ulbricht 

left the room during his presentation.65  

Two opposing political currents appeared to progress at the same time.  On 

November 12, a meeting of the Roterkreis working group at DEFA called the film a 

model for future productions. That same day, however, the Politburo received objections 

to the film from the CC Culture Section.66 An ensuing Politburo meeting addressed the 
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films of both Maetzig and Vogel. Although the ideological working group chair Hager 

rejected the films on the basis of “foreign and enemy influence” (i.e., West German 

influence), Ulbricht continued to defend them, suggesting they served as a counter-

example to Chancellor Erhard’s policies in West Germany, which focused almost solely 

on economic achievement. On November 19, the ideological working group pointedly 

discussed problems with the films.67 As late as November 23, however, Mückenberger 

indicated that while he expected some films to be banned, he anticipated that Maetzig’s 

film would be released.68 That same day, however, a Politburo meeting that reviewed 

ideological issues in culture cited Maetzig by name as someone who deserved financial 

punishment for violating SED cultural policy.69 

The decisive moments in the debate over the film appear to have occurred on 

November 24 and 25. On the 24th, a meeting of the CC Secretariat asked Mückenberger 

to review all DEFA productions for 1965 and 1966. The meeting also decided that no 

guests would attend the 11th Plenum—it was to remain primarily an internal matter. (This 

decision on guests was later reversed.) A meeting of artists with the Council of Ministers 

was held the next day to discuss three main topics: problems of music and youth, the 

novel Rummelplatz, and, finally, the limits of cultural policy. Forty-five writers and 25 

cultural administrators attended the gathering,70 which would have been the first serious 

inkling for artists that something was terribly amiss. The meeting’s agenda, moreover, 

mirrored that of the upcoming plenum.71 

The fear of West Germany became explicit at the Council of Ministers meeting. 

Ulbricht adopted Hager’s line and argued that new tendencies could lead to an inner 

weakening of the GDR, thus making it unsympathetic to West German workers and 
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citizens. This argument was the chief reason why Maetzig’s film was not released. 

However, Ulbricht also said that a critique of the mistakes and weaknesses of the GDR 

should be dealt with and not hidden from the West. He also argued against 

“administrative measures,” the same language he had used several months earlier in his 

supportive conversation with Witt. Privately, Ulbricht mentioned to Wolfgang Berger, an 

economist who was his close personal assistant, that this was the wrong theme at the 

wrong time—the plenum should focus more on the economy.72  

Two days later, November 27, approval for Maetzig’s film was officially 

retracted. Mückenberger informed his staff of the decision on November 29.73 These 

events coincided with an “unofficial” visit of Brezhnev to the GDR from November 27 to 

29, giving support to the dogmatists on the Politburo and solidifying the theme of the 11th 

SED Plenum:  re-centralization.74 On November 30, after a ten-hour discussion, the 

Politburo approved the second stage of the NES economic reform in name only, a 

solution that had been introduced at the CC Secretariat meeting on November 26.75 While 

Brezhnev’s visit was not the sole reason for the death of Maetzig’s film, it certainly 

added to the pressure against all of Ulbricht’s reforms.76 After his visit, moreover, the 

Politburo appeared to reach unanimity in its decisions.77  

After being severely criticized for his economic reform policies at a Politburo 

meeting, Apel committed suicide on December 3.78 His suicide represented a serious 

defeat for Ulbricht’s reforms and gave West Germany an opening to speculate on both 

economic failure in East Germany and the real nature of Apel’s death (a Soviet assassin). 

In the aftermath of his suicide, Witt officially notified Mückenberger that the film would 



19 

be blocked. Simultaneously, a spate of critical letters (sponsored by the SED) on cultural 

policy appeared as letters to the editor in the newspaper Neues Deutschland.  

The 11th SED Plenum 

The11th SED Plenum opened on December 14th with a unique event:  a private 

viewing of Maetzig’s film. (Vogel’s film was shown the following day.) Neither director 

was present 79 and later plenum publications never mentioned the two films. Newspaper 

coverage removed two further elements:  that Party officials heckled the artists and that 

certain artistic contributions strayed too far from the dominant Party line. The Soviets did 

not publish a single report from the plenum.80  

The plenum was still intended to be an internal message to GDR artists, probably 

because the public might have had more sympathy for them than the Communist Party. In 

Ulbricht’s opening speech, he emphasized that no actions had been taken against 

DEFA.81 Even Party ideologue Paul Fröhlich, who was aligned with Hager, emphasized 

the commonalities between the SED and the artists of the GDR:  “We have trust in our 

artists, we are just concerned about counterrevolutionary tendencies.”82 

Ulbricht’s reformist tone changed, however, as the plenum progressed. Perhaps he 

was affected by the cumulative weight of the negative comments of others, or perhaps he 

simply saw that he had temporarily lost the reform argument. In his final speech, he 

argued that DEFA had demanded absolute freedom for filmmakers to do whatever they 

wanted, noting that the campaign against dogmatism had gone too far and there had been 

no unified party leadership.83  

In later years, Hager said that while he agreed with the content of the plenum, he 

did not agree with the tone.84 At the meeting, however, he tied all the themes together 
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when he argued that the skepticism encouraged by Maetzig’s film would lower workers’ 

morale and allow the standard of living to sink. According to this criticism, the film was 

responsible for the GDR’s economic problems!  

After being informed that Robert Havemann, a well-known East German 

academic dissident, had written an article critical of the Communist Party, which would 

appear in a West German paper soon after the plenum, Ulbricht called an emergency 

Politburo meeting to conduct damage control. A disciplinary meeting with DEFA was 

organized for December 22—five days after the plenum and three days before Christmas. 

Meanwhile, Maetzig had a four-and-one-half hour chat with Hager, who argued that the 

director had been too focused on 1956 (i.e., de-Stalinization) and not enough on 1945 

(i.e., fascism). More importantly, Hager argued that Maetzig was building too much of a 

bridge to West German intellectuals so that both East and West Germans would protest 

their governments.85  

Maetzig followed up on this encounter by writing Ulbricht a letter of self-

criticism, which was published in Neues Deutschland January 5, 1966. Ulbricht’s 

conciliatory response appeared on January 23. Director Egon Günther said Maetzig read 

him both Maetzig’s letter and Ulbricht’s response: “In the moment I heard Ulbricht’s 

answer, it was clear to me that he [Maetzig] was no longer afraid.”86  Ulbricht clearly still 

had respect for Maetzig because he wished the director good luck.  And although 

Ulbricht wrote of mistakes and a lack of clarity, he no longer accused the film of 

exhibiting “enemy influence.” Maetzig responded by writing a personal letter to Ulbricht 

in early February that was subsequently forwarded to the CC. 
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Although neither Ulbricht nor Maeztig wanted an irreparable break, Ulbricht’s 

ultimate priority was maintaining control over cultural policy. The GDR leader’s message 

to his new Culture Minister Klaus Gysi, appointed in January 1966, is thus very 

revealing. While Ulbricht believed he had found a successful path for resolving the 

situation with artists and intellectuals, he was not certain it would hold: 

We just had the big debate with our artists and intellectuals at the XIth 
Plenum. We told them very clearly what the situation is. And now you have to 
take over the shop and you need to be careful that the debate is behind us and 
make sure that you quiet the shop down a little bit.87 

 

Conclusion 

Why would the Stalinist SED leader Ulbricht become a reformer, especially in the 

unlikely arena of filmmaking, then retreat from that reform? Knowing that the GDR had 

to be competitive with West Germany, Ulbricht clearly envisioned artistic reform as a 

counterpart to his economic reform. While he certainly was not a visionary, the film 

debate suggests that he was more than an opportunist in his reform efforts. Ulbricht 

probably sensed that the more conservative Politburo members, such as Honecker, might 

organize against him (as they ultimately did in 1970–1971), and he wanted to open the 

first volley. By wishing Maetzig good luck in his January 1966 letter, he was in a sense 

wishing himself the same.   

Many politicians in East Germany were not as ready for change as Maetzig and 

other East German artists initially believed, although politicians such as Hager later 

allegedly regretted their actions. By banning 12 films, the more orthodox members of the 

SED satisfied Soviet officials (who were unhappy with both East German economic 

performance and the budding democracy in their own country), while distracting the East 
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German people from the GDR’s poor economic and social performance vis-à-vis West 

Germany.88 Ulbricht was complicit in this effort because in the wake of Apel’s suicide, 

he was seeking to escape responsibility for economic failure. This does not mean, 

however, that he completely gave up on reform, as his unclear response to Frank Beyer’s 

critical film Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones) suggests.89  

How should we view Maetzig’s actions? Did he act courageously in making and 

defending this film, thus giving voice to voiceless people? What about his self-criticism? 

While film historian Berghahn excuses him for his letter of self-criticism, suggesting that 

he protected other filmmakers, Maetzig did not have to make changes to his movie or 

write a letter of self-criticism. Wolfgang Kohlhaase, for example, took neither step. 

Maetzig’s argument that he had two choices—to stay or to leave (i.e., loyalty or exile)—

is logically flawed. Some artists went to West Germany on extended visas with the option 

to return to East Germany. He could have stayed in East Germany without writing the 

letter, but he probably would have been denied work (as was the case of Juergen 

Böttcher) or restricted in his filmmaking (as happened to Frank Beyer).90  

Maetzig’s artistic achievement meant as much or more to him than being a 

reformer. Due to his important stature and the film’s aesthetic quality, he hoped that his 

film would still have a chance to be shown within the confines of East Germany.91 His 

bet paid off, but it took twenty-five years longer than he estimated.  This explanation 

helps us better understand why Maetzig was still motivated to expand on the narrative of 

Das Kanninchen in his 1977 interviews with Günther Agde and to praise the SED and its 

7th Party Congress of 1967. 92  
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Maetzig himself suggested the model of a “modernizing dictatorship” after the 

fall of the wall. At the premiere of The Rabbit is Me (Berlin Film Festival, 1990), he 

argued that other critical films, such as Beyer’s Spur der Steine, only had a chance of 

being released if he criticized his own. As an older, loyal Party member, Maetzig 

undoubtedly believed that he was protecting others when he agreed to criticize his own 

film. The six-month debate over Beyer’s film suggests that Maetzig’s view was 

warranted at the time. Yet even Konrad Wolf, who defended Spur der Steine initially, 

ultimately felt obliged to publish his own self-criticism several months later. Maetzig 

later clarified that he thought punishment for others would have been more severe if he 

had not published his letter of self-criticism, noting that no one was arrested, prosecuted, 

or imprisoned due to his film. He had also hoped his letter would help Ulbricht build a 

bridge to the artists.93 

In reviewing the conflict over Maetzig’s film, does a totalitarian or modern 

dictatorship model best characterize the GDR regime at the time? The conservative 

members of the SED Politburo prevailed at the 11th Plenum, but the length of the 

negotiations over the film, which went into 1966, calls into question a totalitarian model 

of complete order imposed from above. On the individual level, while Honecker’s 

response was closer to the usual political position of a totalitarian ruler (the need to gain 

total control in what appeared to be a chaotic atmosphere), Ulbricht and Maetzig both 

saw a fleeting “window of opportunity” for reform. On the state level, however, when 

West German developments threatened East Germany at vulnerable moments (especially 

when such moments coincided with Soviet leadership change), East German propensity 
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for reform decreased. At such times, the totalitarian model appears more applicable to the 

regime. 

In the end, Maetzig’s tortured defense of his actions suggests that the subtle 

methods of control used by modern dictatorships may be equally soul-destroying as the 

direct control of totalitarian dictatorships. While Maetzig initially said he regretted only 

some parts of his letter, his more recent responses appear to be more honest.  In a 1993 

interview with Joshua Feinstein, for example, he said he “knelt in shit,”94 and in a 1999 

interview, he called his self-criticism “a disgraceful act of moral self-pollution” because 

he had turned on his own ideas.95 However, while Maetzig, Mückenberger, Witt, and 

Bentzien all failed in 1965, the cultural reforms they initiated may have encouraged 

others to pursue reformist goals in future decades.96 Whether one agrees with this thesis 

or not, such attempts to promote a more critical cultural atmosphere in totalitarian 

regimes, even if they are small and contradictory, merit more attention. 
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