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For	decades	‘Le	Prix	Joris	Ivens’	was	granted	at	this	festival,	
but	the	2010	edition	of	the	festival	gave	a	new	impulse	to	
this	award.	Artistic	director	Javier	Packer-Comyn	says:	‘The	
timing	 is	 perfect.	 Indeed	we	 launched	 a	new	 competitive	
section	 ‘Premiers	 films	 /	 First	 films’	 dedicated	 to	 young	
filmmakers.	 ‘Cinéma	du	réel’	presents	 this	new	section	 in	
order	to	promote	the	debuts	and	the	Joris	 Ivens	award	as	
something	 really	 important.	 Next	 to	 our	 main	 prize	 this	
is	 the	 most	 important	 award.	 In	 this	 section	 the	 festival	
shows	the	best	‘first	and	second	films’	of	the	whole	compet-
itive	selection	of	the	festival.	Both	Marceline	Loridan-Ivens,	
the	European	Foundation	Joris	Ivens	and	l Ássociation	des	
Amis	du	Cinéma	du	réel	are	supporting	the	new	competi-
tion	with	a	total	grant	of	7.500	euro.	After	all	this	fits	Joris	
Ivens’	ideals,	who	during	his	lifetime	spent	much	effort	in	
supporting	 and	 encouraging	 young	 filmmakers	 wherever	
he	could.
Marceline	Loridan-Ivens	presented	the	‘Joris	Ivens	Award’	to	
Chilean	filmmaker	René	Ballesteros	for	his	documentary	La 
Quemadura (The Burn).	The	new	First	Films	section	found	
its	natural	place	among	the	competitive	proposition.	With	

the	new	Joris	Ivens	Award	it	established	an	attentive	look	at	
the	boldest	young	contemporary	creation.	

La Quemadura
In	 the	 documentary	 the	 Chilean	 director	 René	 Ballesteros	
tells	 the	 story	 of	 his	 mother,	 who	 disappeared	 during	 the	
dictatorship	26	years	ago.	It	is	filmed	from	the	perspective	
of	René	and	his	sister	Karin,	who	at	the	age	of	almost	30	are	
attempting	 to	 discover	 the	 true	 reason	 for	 their	 mother’s	
strange	disappearance.	The	film	also	makes	many	referen-
ces	to	the	Chilean	publishing	house	Quimantú,	which	was	
born	as	a	project	of	Salvador	Allende’s	Unidad	Popular	gov-
ernment	to	make	literature	more	accessible	to	vulnerable	
sectors	of	society.	However,	its	books	were	burned	after	the	
coup	d’etat,	and	the	few	copies	that	remain	add	to	Balleste-
ros’s	story,	which	uses	them	to	understand	the	past.	
Next	to	the	‘Joris	Ivens	Award’	La Quemadura	did	won	the	
Award	 of	 Best	 Filmmaker	 at	 the	 SANFIC	 Festival	 (Festival	
Internacional	 de	 Cine	 de	 Santiago	 de	 Chile)	 and	 the	 First	
Prize	of	the	Jury	 in	the	Original	Full-Length	Documentary	
Section	at	the	festival	Documenta	Madrid.

Since 1978, the ‘Cinéma du réel’ international documentary film festival in Paris has been an outstanding international meeting point, where 
the public and professionals discover the films of experienced authors as well as new talents, the history of documentary cinema as well 
as contemporary works. The festival programmed this year 226 films for its various sections, screened at the Centre Pompidou, the Centre 
Wallonie-Bruxelles, the MK2 Beaubourg film theatre and several other theatres in the Ile-de- France area. 
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And the Joris Ivens Award 
goes to…
‘Le Prix Joris Ivens’ at Cinéma du réel
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Interview René Ballesteros

Can	you	describe	the	presentation	evening,	what	did	it	
mean	to	you	personally?	
Ballesteros:	‘It was an exciting soirée. I was not expecting 
this at all. It’s my first film and the world premiere was 
at Cinéma du réel. I imagined that people who received 
awards at festivals, were discreetly advised by the 
organization. When they began to describe the film that 
won the Joris Ivens Award and when they spoke of a director 
who made a film searching for it’s missing mother it went 
through my head in a moment that someone had done a 
movie with the same subject as me and how it was possible 
that I had not seen this film in the program. When I was 
asked on stage and stood in front of Marceline Loridan-
Ivens I could not believe it. The only thing I managed to say 
was that it was like in Chronique	d’un	été. She laughed 
and said ‘but it was almost 50 years ago!’. It was very nice 
to receive the prize, Joris Ivens means so much to me as a 
filmmaker as well as the special relationship Ivens had with 
Chile. And to meet Marceline. Unforgettable.’

Does	this	price,	the	Prix	Joris	Ivens	helps	you	in	the	next	
project?	
Ballesteros:	‘The award for La	Quemadura, my first film, 
a documentary that tried to relate the story of my family 
with the history of my country and having received this 
recognition is certainly a driving force, something that 
makes me confident. For me it means that what I do can be 
welcomed and appreciated by others.’

Which	trends	do	you	see	in	contemporary	documentary?	
Ballesteros:	‘In contemporary documentary I see not one 
but many paths. The documentary draws on contemporary 
fiction, contemporary art, video, and I think that it’s a secret 
source that feeds the fiction. The relationship between 
documentary and fiction is today, similar to that of poetry 
and prose.’	

What	do	pioneers	and	predecessors	like	Ivens	mean	to	
you?	
Ballesteros:	‘Ivens’s work, Michel Brault, Pierre Perrault, 
the Maysles brothers is indicative of the strength of 
documentary. I think they are authors who always 
emphasized both the filmmaker’s position as the characters 
in their movies. They never start from scratch. Their films 
are about life but also about cinema. And the films of  Ivens, 
for example, is a cinema that is both experience of human 
desire as cinema in itself. In addition, Joris Ivens had a 
special relationship with Chile. He supported the creation 
and reflection in my country. It is a cinema that always 
takes risks, aesthetic and political. And the risk is a vital 
component to create. For me, the existence of these authors 
is a fertile, real presence like good company in this often 
lonely work.’

What	is	your	next	project?	
Ballesteros:	‘Before making films I worked for several years 
as a psychologist in southern Chile. I specialized in working 
with adolescents in prisons and street children. In my next 
movie I would like to work with youth in prisons in southern 
Chile, and build a sort of psycho-social horror film. What 
happens in those environments at the time made me think 
of a horror movie. And I’d like to do a mix of fiction and 
documentary, a psychological horror film. It’s a risk-taking 
project, but it’s something I want to do.’

DOK-Leipzig
At	the	52th	DOK	Leipzig	Documentary	Festival	the	Bunde-
sarchiv-Filmarchiv	 presented	 its	 50th	 Retrospective	 with	
an	 homage	 to	 Ivens	 with	 20	 films,	 a	 publication	 and	 de-
bates.	Molto	Menz	(Absolut	MEDIEN)	launched	the	German	
version	of	the	 J́oris	Ivens	Filmmaker	of	the	World	DVD	box-
set´	on	28	October	2009.	

‘We love Shanghai…It’s the kind of big city we’re used to. 
Large crowds, thousands of different stores. Curiosity, 
constant movement.’…reads the commentary text, writ-
ten by Joris Ivens and Marceline Loridan-Ivens for La 
Pharmacie: Shanghai / The Drugstore: Shanghai in 1976. 

Since	then	Shanghai	even	more	rapidly	grew	into	todays	vi-
brant	metropolis	of	20	Million	inhabitants,	the	largest	city	
of	China	and	the	largest	port	in	the	world.	This	year	Shang-
hai	hosted	the	World	Exhibition	on	the	banks	of	the	Pudong	
river,	with	an	expected	70	Million	visitors.	The	Netherlands	
presented	its	cultural	qualities	both	on	the	enormous	ex-
hibition	site	with	a	Pavillion	called	`Happy	Street’,	as	well	
as	 outside	 this	 area	 downtown	 Shanghai.	 Here	 the	 Dutch	
Culture	Centre	showed	an	inspiring	variety	of	programmes,	
among	others	the	Joris	Ivensweekend	on	9	and	10	July,	with	
the	attendance	of	Marceline	Loridan-Ivens.

A	long	history
Joris	Ivens’	personal	relationship	with	Shanghai	shows	a	his-
tory	spanning	half	a	century.	Already	in	1934	Ivens	intended	
to	travel	to	Shanghai	and	shoot	on	location	a	feature	film	
based	 on	 André	 Malraux’s	 novel	 ‘La	 condition	 humaine’.	
The	book	dramatized	the	Communist	uprising	in	1927,	but	
Ivens’	adaptation	for	screen	wasn’t	realized.	However	four	
years	later,	in	Spring	1938,	Ivens	succeeded	in	reaching	Chi-
na	for	the	first	time.	He	made	The 400 Million	in	which	he	
included	footage	about	the	devastating	bombardment	on	
Shanghai	by	the	Japanese	fascist	airforce.	Shanghai	became	
the	décor	of	three	parts	of	the	How Yukong Moved the Moun-
tains-	series,	where	Ivens	and	Loridan-Ivens	during	the	first	
months	of	1973	captured	city	life	in	An impression of a city: 
Shanghai, The Pharmacy	and	The Generator Factory.	Images	
of	Shanghai	also	appeared	in	Ivens/Loridan-Ivens	final	film	
in	1988:	A Tale of the Wind.

Vivid	debates
The	Dutch	Cultural	Centre,	established	in	a	renovated	tex-
tile	 factory,	 programmed	 12	 films	 for	 an	 enthusiastic	 and	
very	keen	audience.	Marceline	Loridan-Ivens	was	received	
like	 a	 vedette,	 the	 deeply	 felt	 friendship	 resulted	 in	 ap-
plause,	gifts,	interviews	and	warm	affection.	She	from	her	
side	 invited	 the	 audience	 to	 participate	 in	 open	 vivid	 de-
bates.	‘The	images	of	Shanghai	during	the	Cultural	revolu-
tion	are	exactly	as	I	remember	this	period		myself’,	a	man	
recalled.	 A	 woman	 said:	 ‘The	 sequences	 of	 the	 pharmacy	
and	 post	 office	 in	          	 are	 very	 deer	 to	 my	 mother,	 be-
cause	she	lived	there	and	all	buildings	are	gone	now.	These	
are	the	only	images	left’.	Another	man	criticised	the	wear-
ing	 of	 white	 shirts	 in	 The Football Incident.	 According	 to	
his	memory	pupils	didn’t	wear	these	kind	of	shirts	at	that	
time.	 Was	 it	 manipulated?	 Marceline	 Loridan-Ivens	 spoke	
sincerely	about	the	production	and	explained	that	nothing	
was	re-enacted.	No	actors	were	involved	and	especially	the	
new	way	of	direct	filming	created	this	sense	of	spontaneous	
reality.	It	was	a	hard	fight	to	gain	trust	and	let	the	people	be	
themselves.	But	of	course	every	filmmaking	needs	a	‘mise-
en-scene’,	special	lighting,	compositions	etc.	For	this	audi-
ence	the	Yukong-series	proofed	to	be	a	completely	unique	
testimony	of	Shanghai	in	the	1970’s.	
‘We	had	this	intense	idea	of	creating	a	bridge	between	East	
and	West,	between	the	Western	world	and	China’,	Marce-
line	Loridan-Ivens	explained	about	her	intentions.	This	suc-
cessful	Joris	Ivens	weekend	strengthened	this	bridge.

From Shanghai with 
Love Joris Ivens at the World Exhibition

•  1- Karl Griep (director 

Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv), 

Monica Maurer (filmmaker, 

interpreter), Marceline 

Loridan-Ivens and Claas 

Danielsen (director DOK 

Leipzig) opening the Ivens 

retrospective. Photo Monika 

Kaiser © B-F

•  2- Opening event with Claas 

Danielsen. © DOK

• 3- The Audience

•  4- DOK Podium, 29 October, 

a public conversation 

between Marceline Loridan-

Ivens and film critic Ralph 

Eue. 

•  5- Wolfgang Klaue receives 

a special Ivens DVDbox set 

from André Stufkens. The 

German book is dedicated 

to Klaue, to honour his 

enormous merits for 

safeguarding German film 

art. Photo Monika Kaiser 

© B-F

•  6- The Bundesarchiv-

Filmarchiv received for 

the Ivens retrospective the 

Award for best archival film 

programme, presented by 

the DEFA-Foundation. In the 

middle Barbara Heinrich-

Polte (organizer) and Karl 

Griep. 

•  René Ballesteros  

Filmstill La Quemadura 

/ The Burn © R. Ballesteros

•  The Dutch Culture Centre 

in Shanghai, 9 July 2010. 

Design keyvisuals: Walter 

van Rooij. 

•  Marceline Loridan-Ivens 

opening the debate.  

Photo © Liu Lung Shang

•  Marceline Loridan-Ivens and 

André Stufkens.  

Photo © Liu Lung Shang

•  The audience.  

Photo © André Stufkens

•  The vice-consul general of 

the Netherlands 

•  Marceline Loridan-Ivens 

with a filmcrew
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One Song, Three Renditions
In	the	original	film,	the	song	opens	with	close-ups	on	a	beat-
ing	 drum	 and	 a	 blowing	 bugle,	 and	 it	 initiates	 the	 music	
in	 the	style	of	a	military	march.	A	male	 intellectual	and	a	
young	girl	lead	the	crowd:	their	faces	in	close-ups,	glowing	
with	determination	and	happiness.	Their	mixed	voice	sing-
ing,	 especially	 the	 male	 voice,	 dominates	 the	 whole	 song.	
Everyone,	men	or	women,	young	or	old,	marches	on	to	fight	
the	 Japanese	 in	 a	 resolute	 unison,	 as	 shown	 in	 repeated	
close-ups	on	their	marching	feet.
Three	years	later,	in	Dutch	filmmaker	Joris	Ivens’	(1898-1989)	

documentary	The 400 Million	shot	on	location	in	China	in	
1938,	it	is	this	popular	film	song	that	was	heard	accompany-
ing	the	raising	of	the	flag	of	the	Republic	of	China.	‘March	
of	 the	Volunteers,’	again	sung	by	a	chorus	of	mixed	voice,	
permeates	a	tightly	edited	one-minute	sequence	linking	a	
series	of	activities:	an	opening	shot	of	the	back	of	two	mili-
tary	 band	 members	 with	 their	 Sousaphones,	 a	 low	 angle	
shot	 of	 the	 rising	 Nationalist	 flag	 cuts	 to	 a	 group	 of	 men	
gazing	up	towards	it,	female	students	in	Red	Cross	uniform	
shouting	‘long	live	the	Republic	of	China’	leads	to	a	chorus	

leader	 rhythmically	 conducting	 a	 group	 of	 students	 sing-
ing,	 and	 actors	 tearing	 down	 Japanese	 flag	 and	 shouting	
slogans	with	raised	fists	replaced	by	a	young	girl	on	an	ele-
vated	platform	passionately	urging	her	audience	to	donate	
money	and	join	up	to	fight	the	Japanese	on	the	warfront.1	
Another	three	years	later,	Paul	Robeson	(1898-1976),	the	Af-
rican	American	singer,	actor,	athlete,	and	activist,	recorded	
‘Chee	Lai:	Songs	of	New	China’	with	a	Chinese	chorus	in	New	
York	in	1941.	‘Chee	Lai,’	or	‘Arise,’	was	the	first	line	of	‘March	of	
the	Volunteers,’	and	Robeson	sang	the	song	first	in	Chinese,	
and	then	in	English.	The	English	translation	was	reportedly	
translated	by	the	then	exiled	Chinese	conductor	Liu	Liang-
mo,	in	consultation	with	Tian	Han,	writer	of	the	original	lyr-
ics,	though	it	is	likely	that	Robeson	himself	also	contributed	
to	some	of	the	wording,	including	adding	keywords	such	as	
‘freedom’	and	‘democracy,’	which	was	hinted	but	never	ex-
plicitly	stated	in	the	Chinese	original.	Robeson	would	sing	
‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	on	many	more	occasions	since	the	
release	of	the	1941	album,	and	his	 live	performance	at	the	
World	Peace	Conference	in	April	1949	in	Prague,	might	have	
even	contributed	to	the	song	being	designated	as	the	tem-
porary	National	Anthem	of	the	People’s	Public	of	China	at	
its	founding	in	October	1949.
From	 the	 1935	 Shanghai	 film	 song	 to	 the	 1938	 soundtrack	
of	 a	 documentary	 film	 made	 by	 a	 Dutch	 filmmaker	 from	
Hollywood,2	from	the	singing	of	the	same	song	in	both	Chi-
nese	 and	 English	 by	 an	 African	 American	 actor	 and	 activ-
ist	in	the	United	States	in	1941	to	the	spread	of	the	song	in	
Europe	in	early	1949,	this	cluster	of	voices	and	images	sug-
gest	 that	 the	 production,	 circulation,	 and	 consumption	 of	
‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	and	the	making	of	the	film	song	
into	the	Chinese	National	Anthem	had	as	much	to	do	with	
the	joint	effort	of	an	international	avant-garde	as	with	the	
rise	of	nationalism	in	Chinese	politics.	

The International Avant-garde
I	emphasize	the	connection	between	the	interwar	interna-
tional	avant-garde	and	the	future	Chinese	national	anthem	
through	the	figures	of	three	men:	the	Chinese	writer	of	the	
film	story	and	lyrics	of	the	song,	Tian	Han,	the	Dutch	film-
maker	who	used	the	song	three	times	in	his	documentary,	
Joris	Ivens,	and	the	powerful	singer	and	propagator	of	the	
song	in	both	Chinese	and	English,	Paul	Robeson.	They	rep-
resent	the	diversity	and	interconnectedness	of	the	interwar	
international	 avant-garde,	 from	 China,	 Europe,	 and	 the	
United	States.
What	 do	 I	 mean	 by	 ‘international	 avant-garde,’	 anyway?	
From	 Poggioli	 to	 Calinesku,	 and	 from	 Bürger	 to	 Murphy,3	
the	 idea	 of	 the	 ‘avant-garde’	 has	 been	 defined	 and	 rede-
fined	throughout	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	
In	the	context	of	‘March	of	the	Volunteers,’	the	male	intel-
lectual	and	the	young	girl	were	indeed	the	‘avant-gardes,’	
in	the	sense	that	they	were	charging	ahead	as	‘vanguards,’	
leading	the	other	volunteers	in	their	military	march.	
Related	to	the	military	origin	of	the	concept	of	the	‘avant-
garde,’	 I	am	also	highlighting	its	association	with	utopian	
socialism.	 French	 utopian	 socialist	 Saint	 Simon	 first	 used	
the	term	in	the	sense	of	art	as	social	engineering.	The	poli-
tics	of	the	avant-garde	was	further	emphasized	when	Ger-
man	philosopher	Hegel	referred	to	the	avant-garde	as	‘the	
first	teacher	of	the	people,’	and	the	19th	century	witnessed	
realists	and	artists	 like	Van	Gogh	and	their	commitments	
to	society	and	their	increasing	self-identification	as	artistic	
Messiahs.	The	disaster	of	World	War	I	made	possible	the	re-
birth	of	artists	as	visionaries	and	prophets	of	the	new	age.	
And	the	radicalization	of	the	avant-garde	in	the	twentieth	
and	thirties	culminated	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War,	a	‘war	of	
artists.’4	This	leads	us	to	the	mid-1930s	moment	in	the	de-

velopment	 of	 the	 international	 avant-garde,	 the	 moment	
when	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	was	born	in	China.
Tian	 Han,	 Joris	 Ivens,	 and	 Paul	 Robeson	 were	 all	 born	 in	
1898,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 German	 composer	 Hanns	 Eisler	 who	
composed	for	Ivens’	The 400 Million,	and	the	German	play-
wright	Bertolt	Brecht	who	wrote	lyrics	for	Ivens	and	wrote	
plays	 on	 China.	 The	 Soviet	 filmmaker	 Sergei	 Eisenstein,	
whose	Battleship Potemkin	 came	to	represent	the	Russian	
avant-garde	 and	 had	 direct	 influence	 on	 both	 Tian	 Han	
and	 Joris	 Ivens,	 was	 also	 born	 in	 1898;	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Chi-
nese	premier	Zhou	Enlai,	who	was	the	key	reason	that	Ivens	
frequently	returned	to	China	to	film	for	over	half	a	century	
from	1938	to	1988.	All	of	them	belong	to	the	generation	who	
came	of	age	in	post-WWI	Berlin,	Tokyo,	Paris,	New	York,	Am-
sterdam,	and	Shanghai.	
Hailing	from	the	Dutch	city	of	Nijmegen,	Joris	Ivens	began	
studies	at	the	Technical	University	in	Berlin	in	1921.	He	fre-
quented	theatres,	art	galleries,	and	other	cultural	venues.	
Germaine	 Krull	 was	 Ivens’	 ‘Red	 Salome,’	 as	 the	 Russian-
educated	An	E	was	to	Tian	Han.5	Ivens	and	Krull	met	in	the	
spring	of	1923,	and	the	former	radical	revolutionary	intro-
duced	him	to	the	Romanische	Café,	where	the	Expression-
ists	and	revolutionaries	both	gather	in	post-WWI	Berlin.6

When	Ivens	returned	from	study	in	Berlin	and	found	Film-
liga	 in	 Amsterdam	 with	 like-minded	 friends	 in	 1927,	 Tian	
Han	had	spent	six	years	studying	in	Tokyo	from	1916	to	1922.	
As	an	eighteen-year-old	in	1916,	Tian	found	himself	situated	
in	an	overwhelming	and	exciting	cultural	environment:	he	
frequented	modern	drama	performances,	especially	West-
ern	 adaptations,	 and	 was	 first	 introduced	 to	 the	 ‘dream	

world’	of	Hollywood	and	European	films.	He	claimed	to	have	
become	a	‘cinema	fan’	the	first	year	in	Tokyo.	He	was	in	close	
contact	 with	 the	 earliest	 development	 of	 Japanese	 film-
making,	especially	the	Taihatsu,	where	Thomas	Kurihara,	an	
actor	and	director	returned	from	Hollywood,	worked	side	by	
side	with	Tanizaki	Jun’ichirô	in	their	endeavor	to	develop	a	
‘pure’	Japanese	cinema	as	a	reaction	against	Hollywood,	in	
the	same	fashion	as	Joris	Ivens	and	Tian	himself	came	to	de-
clare	in	Amsterdam	and	Shanghai	around	1927.
A	son	of	a	runaway	slave,	Paul	Robeson	raised	the	issue	of	
race	and	called	for	a	New	Idealism	in	his	 1919	commence-
ment	oration	at	Rutgers	University.	His	remarks	on	the	WWI	
presented	 a	 powerful	 statement	 of	 self-determination,	 ‘a	
new	vision	and	a	new	American	spirit,’7	which	corresponded	
with	what	Tian	Han	wrote	in	1919	linking	Whitman	and	Wil-
son	in	a	democratic	vision	of	a	new	Americanism.8	From	1919	
to	1926,	Robeson	reveled	in	the	excitement	of	the	unfolding	
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Harlem	Renaissance.	He	was	introduced	to	the	best	of	the	
Greenwich	Village	bohemian	artists	in	the	same	fashion	as	
Tian	Han	was	at	the	center	of	a	bohemian	artistic	circle	in	
Shanghai	 in	 1926.	 Robeson’s	 rescuing	‘Negro	 Spirituals’	 as	
folk	 music	 suitable	 for	 concert	 performance	 was	 compa-
rable	to	Tian	Han’s	reforming	Chinese	local	operas	through-
out	their	careers.	James	Joyce,	Ernst	Hemingway,	and	Langs-
ton	Hughes	were	among	the	admirers	of	Robeson’s	concert	
performances	as	well	as	his	records.9	More	important,	Paul	
Robeson	came	to	represent	the	political	engagement	of	the	
avant-garde	as	he	increased	his	intimate	contact	with	Labor	
Party	activists	in	Britain	in	the	late	1920s.10	Throughout	the	
1930s,	Robeson’s	racial	identification	with	his	own	black	cul-
tural	roots	led	him	to	use	China	as	a	model	for	Africa,	and	
after	his	experience	in	Spain	and	his	exposure	to	the	Soviet	
Union,	and	his	contacts	with	the	Chinese	resistance	move-
ments	 during	 the	 WWII,	 he	 came	 to	 increasingly	 identify	
with	a	powerful	revolutionary	internationalism.11		
The	 interwar	 international	 avant-garde	 and	 their	 shared	
identification	 with	 Soviet	 Union	 and	 China	 as	 alternative	
cultural	resources	against	the	decaying	of	bourgeois	societ-
ies	originated	in	a	cluster	of	shared	cultural	texts:	
Swedish	playwright	August	Strindberg	influenced	both	Jo-
ris	Ivens	and	Tian	Han	greatly,	and	his	Ghost Sonata	was	on	
stage	with	Provincetown	Players	during	Paul	Robeson’s	as-
sociation	with	Eugene	O’Neill	and	the	Players.	Strindberg’s	A 
Dream Play	was	playing	in	Berlin	in	1921	by	Max	Reinhardt’s	
company	 and	 Ivens	 recorded	 his	 excitement	 of	 seeing	 it.12	
Around	 the	 same	 time,	 Tian	 Han	 was	 creating	 one	 of	 his	
very	first	stage	plays	 in	Tokyo.	He	 inserted	a	‘dream	scene’	
in	 his	 three-scene	 play	‘The	 Holy	 Light’	 (originally	 entitled	
Female Faust),	where	the	female	protagonist	Meili	(Chinese	
transliteration	of	Mary)	was	lead	by	Mephistopheles	to	bear	
witness	to	the	suffering	of	the	refuges,	in	a	similar	fashion	
as	the	Christ-like	female	protagonist	Agnes	was	lead	to	ex-
perience	in	A Dream Play.13		
Robert	Wiene’s	The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari	premiered	in	Ber-
lin	and	Tokyo	almost	simultaneously	in	the	early	1920s,	and	
Sergei	 Eisenstein’s	 The Battleship Potemkin	 was	 shown	 by	
Tian	Han	in	Shanghai	in	1926,	and	by	Ivens’	group	after	its	
founding	in	Amsterdam	in	1927.14	In	the	same	year,	Tian	Han	
founded	Nanguo	Film	and	Drama	Institute	to	make	his	first	
film	V Narod	 (To The People)	with	a	Russian	and	Germanic	
motif	in	Shanghai.	
Joris	 Ivens	 was	 associated	 with	 a	 group	 of	 artistic	 friends	
in	Berlin,	Amsterdam	and	Paris	around	the	same	time,	who	
agreed	 about	 notions	 of	 anti-bourgeois	 morals	 and	 the	
desire	for	innovation.	Hendrik	Marsman	was	the	Tian	Han	
figure	in	this	group,	who	wrote,	‘Art	and	life	are	one,	undi-
vided	and	undistinguished.’15	This	attitude	of	social	involve-
ment	is	something	Joris	Ivens,	Paul	Robeson,	and	Tian	Han	
remained	loyal	to	all	their	lives,	with	the	latter	advocating	
‘the	artification	of	life’	in	their	daily	practices	in	Shanghai.	
	
Both	 Joris	 Ivens	 and	 Tian	 Han	 were	 deeply	 influenced	 by	
trends	 in	 Russian	 literature	 and	 Soviet	 cinema.	 Gorki’s	

novel	Mother	influenced	both,	though	Tian	was	mainly	in-
fluenced	 by	 the	 original	 story	 and	 rewrote	 it	 as	 a	 one-act	
play	 in	 Shanghai,16	 while	 Ivens	 was	 mainly	 influenced	 by	
Pudovkin’s	film	adaptation	of	 the	original	story.	The	Octo-
ber	Revolution	had	ushered	in	a	period	of	cultural	freedom	
in	which	Futurists,	Suprematists,	Constructivists	and	other	
avant-gardists	experimented	with	film,	theater,	music,	liter-
ature	and	the	visual	arts,	this	had	profound	impact	on	Joris	
Ivens	and	Tian	Han	as	early	as	in	the	late	1910s	and	on	Paul	
Robeson	in	the	late	1920s.
Amidst	 the	 fever	 of	 all	 the	 cultural	 experimentations,	 the	
rise	of	sound	as	a	dominating	feature	on	screen	in	the	glob-
al	film	industry	and	the	mechanical	reproduction	and	circu-
lation	of	film	songs	brought	about	revolutionary	effects.	Jo-
ris	Ivens’	documentary	Philips Radio became	the	first	Dutch	
film	with	sound	in	1931.	He	also	joined	the	Communist	Party	
of	 Holland	 in	 the	 same	 year.	Tian	 Han	 joined	 the	 Chinese	
Communist	Party	in	1932,	and	went	on	to	write	some	of	the	
most	popular	screen	songs	in	the	mid	1930s.	Although	Paul	
Robeson	 was	 never	 a	 Communist	 Party	 member,	 his	 sym-
pathy	 with	 the	 common	 people,	 originated	 in	 his	 humble	
beginning,	 intensified	 during	 his	 concert	 tours	 in	 Britain	
around	1928	to	1929.	Hence	the	conversations	between	the	
making	and	propagating	of	a	popular	film	song,	the	shared	
experience	 of	 an	 interwar	 international	 avant-garde,	 and	
the	radicalization	of	the	artists	worked	hand	in	hand.

Tian Han and the Making of a Popular Film Song
It	is	thus	important	to	step	back	and	trace	the	conception	
of	the	song	and	its	initial	circulation	through	print,	record,	
radio,	and	film,	and	how	such	processes	were	closely	linked	
to	an	international	milieu	of	interwar	avant-garde	centered	
on	the	figure	of	Tian	Han	in	Shanghai	in	the	mid	1930s.
Written	by	Tian	Han	as	two	short	stanzas	of	an	unfinished	
epic	 poem	 in	 a	 film	 story	 in	 January	 1935,	 the	 simple	 and	
colloquial	expressions	in	the	lyrics	contain	some	of	the	most	
‘catchy’	phrases	of	the	time.	Expressions	such	as	‘Great	Wall	
made	of	flesh	and	blood’	(xuerou changcheng),	‘final	outcry’	
(zuihou de housheng),	 as	 well	 as	 ‘ten	 thousand	 with	 one	
mind’	(wanzhong yixin),17	both	consolidated	images	widely	
circulating	 in	 the	 popular	 imaginary,	 and	 further	 estab-
lished	their	canonical	status	in	the	Chinese	national	imagi-
nation.	
Composed	 by	 a	 young	 composer	 Nie	 Er,	 the	 music,	 was	‘a	
good	 example	 of	 what	 some	 musicians	 are	 trying	 to	 do	
now—that	is,	in	brief,	to	copy	the	good	points	from	Western	
music	without	impairing	or	losing	our	own	national	color,’	
according	 to	 the	 author	 of	 a	 New	 York	 Times	 article	 and	
the	 Chinese	 editor	 of	 a	 1939	 bilingual	 songbook,	 in	 which	
this	song	was	included.	‘This	stirring	‘cry	of	pain	and	rage’	
spread	over	the	country	like	fire,’	the	editor	wrote	in	his	ex-
planatory	notes.18	
The	film,	from	which	the	song	originated,	was	made	by	Den-
ton	 Film	 Company	 in	 Shanghai	 in	 1935.	The	 company	 was	
first	 founded	 to	sale	sound	recording	equipments,	specifi-
cally	the	domestically	produced	Sanyou	recording	machine.	

It	was	taken	over	by	the	then	underground	Communist	Par-
ty,	 and	 a	 film	 company	 was	 established	 in	 1934.	The	 party	
connection	has	always	framed	the	story	of	the	Denton	Film	
Company	ideologically,	while	glossing	over	other	important	
aspects	such	as	technology,	market,	and	profit,	all	of	which	
can	be	linked	to	the	development	of	an	international	net-
work	of	talented	artists	and	activists.		
At	the	time	of	writing	the	story	for	the	Denton	film,	Tian	Han	
was	head	of	the	Music	Group	of	the	‘Soviet	Friends	Society,’	
a	United	Front	style	organization	initiated	by	Madame	Sun	
Yat-Sen	and	Tian	himself	in	early	1933.	Ren	Guang,	An	E,	and	
Nie	Er	were	among	the	initial	members	of	the	group.	Nie	Er,	
the	talented	young	composer	for	‘March	of	the	Volunteers,’	
died	 under	 unclear	 circumstances	 in	 Japan	 on	 his	 way	 to	
the	 Soviet	 Union	 in	 1935.	 Ren	 Guang,	 a	 returned	 student	
from	France,	at	the	time	the	music	director	at	the	French-
American	 music	 giant	 Pathé-EMI,	 who	 lived	 in	 a	 Western	
villa,	equipped	with	piano	and	high	quality	radio,	provided	
not	only	a	space	for	the	gathering	of	the	Music	Group,	but	
also	the	necessary	technical	facility	for	their	direct	commu-
nication	with	Soviet	music	via	short	wave	broadcast.
An	E,	the	Russian-educated	female	writer	who	later	became	
Tian	Han’s	wife,	had	joined	Ren	Guang	at	the	music	depart-
ment	 of	 Pathé-EMI	 in	 1933,	 and	 collaborated	 with	 him	 on	
One	of	the	first	screen	hit	songs	in	China.	Hence	the	people	
involved	in	the	Music	Group	were	also	part	of	the	interna-
tional	 avant-garde	 occupying	 important	 industrial	 posi-
tions	in	Shanghai	at	the	time.	The	popularity	of	film	songs	
made	the	Music	Group	a	core	institution	in	reaching	out	to	
the	masses:	Liu	Liangmo,	the	future	active	campaigner	for	
mass-singing	 through	 the	 Shanghai	 Y.M.C.A.	 who	 taught	
Paul	Robeson	to	sing	‘Chee	Lai’	in	Chinese,	was	also	a	mem-
ber	of	this	group	in	1935.

‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	was	central	to	the	making	of	the	
film,	as	Denton	Company	was	determined	to	make	the	song	
a	market	success	even	before	the	film	premier	so	as	to	at-
tract	more	audience.	He	Luting,	sound	director	at	Denton,	
was	entrusted	with	the	task	of	arranging	instrumental	ac-
companiment	for	the	song.	At	He’s	invitation,	Russian	com-
poser	 Aaron	 Avshalomov,	 whose	 creative	 life	 was	 lived	 es-
sentially	in	China,	from	1918	to	1947,	composed	the	orchestra	

accompaniments	to	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	in	May	1935.
In	the	same	month,	an	elaborate	advertisement	campaign	
started	 on	 the	 popular	 Shanghai	 newspaper	 Shenbao.	 A	
full-page	 print	 advertisement	 listed	 Seto	 Waiman	 (Situ	
Huimin),	Communist	party	member,	filmmaker,	and	cousin	
of	Situ	Yimin,	an	American-educated	engineer	who	helped	
create	the	sound	recording	device,	as	one	of	the	sound	re-
cording	technicians,	and	He	Luting	as	in	charge	of	musical	
accompaniments.	It	also	reported	that	Ren	Guang,	the	mu-
sic	director	at	Pathé-EMI,	had	recorded	‘March	of	the	Volun-
teers’	sung	by	the	Denton	chorus	members	on	May	9,	1935.	
Hence	the	advertisement	also	contained	a	short	line	adver-
tising	this	gramophone	record.	
From	an	unfinished	poem	to	a	full-fledged	film	song	with	
highly	 sophisticated	 instrumental	 accompaniment,	 the	
making	of	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	was	an	essential	com-
ponent	of	 the	making	of	 the	1935	film	hit.	Though	orches-
trated	by	Denton	Film	Company,	itself	an	enterprise	based	
on	 the	 newly	 invented	 sound	 recording	 device	 and	 sup-
ported	by	the	underground	Communist	party,	this	‘chorus’	
could	not	have	been	formed	without	the	coordinated	effort	
from	all	 the	technical,	musical,	and	commercial	personnel	
involved.	 Many	 of	 the	‘singers’	 and	‘actors’	 in	 this	‘chorus’	
were	 closely	 associated	 with	 the	 post-WWI	 international	
avant-garde	and	had	a	keen	sense	of	product	marketing	in	
a	media	society.	
I	have	found	multiple	connections	with	Joris	Ivens	through-
out	the	process	of	the	making	and	further	propagating	of	
‘March	 of	 the	Volunteers.’	 Situ	 Huimin,	 one	 of	 the	 sound-
recording	technicians	for	the	original	film	song,	would	be-
come	a	close	contact	in	China	for	Joris	Ivens	in	the	1950s.19		

Shanghai and Man´s Fate
The first attempt of Joris Ivens to create a film in China 
was not in 1938, but already four years earlier. After 
French novelist André Malraux published his novel Le 
condition humaine (Man´s fate, 1933), for which he 
received Le prix Goncourt, Ivens and Malraux decided to 
adapt the novel to a screenplay. Le condition humaine 
depicted the 1927 Communist uprising in Shanghai and 
the party’s later disintegration in a purge and massacre 
led by its ally Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist forces. 
At first a French film producer was interested, but the 
project was soon cancelled. Later on the Mezrapbhom 
Studios in Moscow took over. Although being a fiction 
film it was Ivens´desire and plan to travel to Shanghai 
and film it on the spot. It would deepen the realistic, 
documentary approach. Later on there were negotiations 
with Meyerhold’s theatre group who wanted to adapt 
the novel to a theatre play. Also Skljoet, the script writer 
of Eisenstein, became involved and he wrote a script. At 
the end all attempts led to nothing. Decades later other 
attempts by Zimmerman, Bertolucci and others also 
failed.
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Ivens	would	find,	most	possibly,	 the	1935	Denton	record	of	
the	song	during	post-production	in	Hollywood	in	late	1938,	
the	only	record	of	a	Chinese	song	that	he	could	locate	in	Hol-
lywood	at	the	time.20	Most	important,	on	April	22,	1938,	Tian	
Han,	 the	 mastermind	 of	 the	 song	 and	 head	 of	 the	 Music	
Group	in	1935,	then	the	bureau	chief	in	charge	of	propagan-
da	in	the	United	Front	of	the	Nationalists	and	Communists	
in	Wuhan,	representing	14	groups	and	more	than	200	cul-
tural	figures	present,	personally	welcomed	Joris	Ivens	when	
he	returned	from	Tai’erzhuang	to	Hankou.	Ivens’	concluding	
words	at	the	welcoming	meeting	were	recorded	as	follows:	
I	represent	countless	people	in	Europe	and	North	America,	
who	sympathize	with	the	anti-Japanese	war	in	China.	In	or-
der	to	defend	truth	and	humanity,	I	am	filming	a	true	record	
of	the	courageous	war	effort	in	China,	so	as	to	have	it	spread	
all	over	the	world.21

Joris Ivens and The 400 Million
Joris	Ivens,	who,	with	Ernest	Hemingway,	made	The Spanish 
Earth	documenting	the	Spanish	Civil	War	in	1936,	arrived	in	
China	in	February	1938	to	make	The 400 Million,	a	documen-
tary	of	‘the	people’s	war	in	China	against	Japan.’	Alongside	
his	shooting	notes	on	the	‘flag-raising	scene,’	Ivens	includ-
ed	lyrics	of	Yiyongjun jinxingqu	 (‘March	of	the	Volunteers,’	

which	 he	 translated	 as	‘Volunteer	 March’)	 written	 out	 for	
him	 in	 Chinese	 characters,	 and	 regarded	 the	 song	 as	 the	
‘Chinese	 National	 Hymn,’22	 mistakenly,	 but	 perhaps	 pro-
phetically,	giving	it	an	identity	it	would	only	assume	more	
than	a	decade	later.

Ivens	 is	 well	 informed	 in	 identifying	‘March	 of	 the	Volun-
teers’	as	 the	first	song	for	 the	flag-raising	sequence	 in	his	
film.	 Facing	 clear	 external	 threats	 and	 a	 single	 national	
enemy,	‘March	 of	 the	Volunteers’	 functioned	 as	 an	 impor-
tant	call	to	arms	summoning	a	new	Chinese	nation	and	a	
new	type	of	Chinese	citizen	into	being.	The	global	political	
climate	between	the	two	World	Wars,	from	the	rise	of	anti-
colonial	nationalism	in	Africa,	Asia,	and	Latin	America,23	to	
the	formation	of	an	internationalist	political	solidarity,	pro-
vided	 fertile	 grounds	 for	 the	 reemergence	 of	 the	‘masses’	
and	‘volunteers’	as	important	religious,	political,	and	popu-
lar	cultural	categories.	Italy’s	annexation	of	Abyssinia	(now	
Ethiopia)	after	the	Second	Italo-Abyssinian	War	in	1936,	like	
the	 Japanese	 annexation	 of	 Manchuria	 after	 the	 Mukden	
Incident	in	1931,	 triggered	writers	and	artists	to	create	fig-
ures	of	suffering	and	humiliation;24	and	the	sounds	and	im-
ages	of	the	International	Brigades	at	the	Spanish	Civil	War	
popularized	by	Joris	Ivens,	Ernest	Hemingway,	Robert	Capa,	
and	Paul	Robeson,25	have	been	etched	into	a	fervent	collec-
tive	political	aspiration.
Even	before	Paul	Robeson’s	1941	bilingual	album	was	pub-
lished,	 Ivens	 had	 encountered	 the	 resounding	 ‘Chee	 Lai’	
while	on	location	in	China	in	1938:	‘…after	dinner	in	an	old	
barn,	each	of	us	sings	songs	from	his	country.	John	and	I	sing	
old	Dutch	songs,	sailor	songs,	and	love	songs.	Captain	Carl-
son	 plays	 Working on the Railroad	 on	 the	 harmonica.	 In	 a	
hoarse,	melancholy	voice	Capa	sings	songs	of	the	Hungar-
ian	plains	and	then	we	all	sing	a	Chinese	war	song	we	have	
learned:	Chi-Lai!’26

Here	‘Chi-Lai,’	or	‘March	of	the	Volunteers,’	provided	a	com-
mon	 language	 and	 a	 common	 expression	 for	 the	 Dutch	
filmmakers,	the	American	Captain,	and	the	Hungarian	pho-
tojournalist,	 in	 the	 ‘catchy	 tune’	 composed	 by	 Nie	 Er	 and	
possibly	in	the	original	Chinese	lyrics	written	by	Tian	Han.	
Ivens	 reported	 again	 how,	 after	 the	 battle	 of	Taierzhuang,	
‘a	volunteer	song	of	North	China,	a	war	song’	was	sung	dur-
ing	a	night	march,	‘one	of	the	officers	up	front	on	the	road	
starts	the	song,	another	picks	it	up,	then	a	third,	and	then	
we	all	sing.’
Now	it	seems	only	natural	for	Ivens	to	have	included	‘March	
of	the	Volunteers’	as	the	number	one	song	in	his	film.	John	
Fernhout	 (John	 Ferno),	 25	 at	 the	 time	 and	 already	 a	 sea-
soned	cameraman	who	collaborated	with	Ivens	since	Regen	
(Rain,	 1929),	 one	 of	 the	 representative	 pieces	 of	 European	
avant-garde	 documentary,	 introduced	 a	 chorus	 sequence	
with	 masterful	 control	 of	 the	 camera	 in	 The 400 Million.	
The	scene	opens	with	the	camera	panning	from	left	to	right	
through	faces	of	singing	young	girls	in	medium	shots.	Be-
hind	 the	girl	 students	are	boys	 in	military	uniform,	possi-
bly	new	recruits	at	this	recruiting	gathering	in	Xi’an,	as	the	
big	banners	in	previous	scenes	indicated.	The	camera	high-
lights	the	girls	who	prominently	occupy	the	front	row,	with	
one	of	them	holding	a	triangular	flag	with	characters	read	
‘propaganda	team’	(xuanchuan dui).27	Then	the	scene	cuts	
to	a	longer	shot	from	the	opposite	angle,	revealing	the	cho-
rus	formation.	The	previous	scene	is	indeed	part	of	a	chorus	
formed	 by	 two	 rows	 of	 female	 students	 in	 front,	 and	 one	
row	of	male	students	in	uniform	in	the	back.	The	crowd	is	
gathering	and	the	camera	again	pans	from	left	to	right	to	
disclose	the	location	of	the	chorus	leader.	Now	surrounded	
by	his	chorus	from	the	left,	and	the	spectators	on	the	right	
forming	 a	 half	 circle,	 the	 skinny	 young	 man,	 in	 his	 well-
tailored	Zhongshan	suit,	passionately	conducts	the	chorus	
while	leading	the	singing	himself.	
Accompanying	the	masterfully	edited	sequence	is	‘March	of	
the	Volunteers’	sung	by	a	chorus	of	mixed	voice	(most	pos-
sibly	from	the	Denton	record	Ivens	located	in	Hollywood,	as	
it	was	not	the	all-male	chorus	recorded	in	Hankou),	in	the	

same	fashion	the	song	may	have	been	sung	by	the	enthu-
siastic	mass-singing	participants	on	screen,	though	there	is	
no	intention	to	match	the	song	with	the	movements	of	lips	
or	the	conductor’s	baton	on	the	screen.	Hence	the	singing	of	
‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	can	be	read	as	both	diegetic	and	
non-diegetic:	it	speaks	for	all	the	human	activities	connect-
ed	 through	 this	 mass-singing	 scene	 and	 could	 be	 issued	
from	 sources	 both	 on	 and	 off	 the	 screen;	 it	 is	 also	 part	 of	
the	commentary	and	represents	the	filmmaker’s	deliberate	
choice.	
In	defining	‘Montage	of	Attractions,’	Sergei	Eisenstein	high-
lights	their	‘shock’	effects	in	producing	spectators.	‘The	spec-
tator	himself	consists	the	basic	material	of	the	theatre,’	fa-
mously	says	Eisenstein,	and	‘the	objective	of	any	utilitarian	
theatre	is	to	guide	the	spectator	in	the	desired	direction.’28	
Eisenstein	highlights	the	role	of	popular	music,	or	what	he	
calls	the	‘emotive	vibration’	in	montage,	to	demonstrate	the	
bodily	effect	on	the	audience	and	spectators.	
It	is	thus	important	to	reexamine	the	remaining	scenes	ac-
company	the	song	in	Ivens’	film	from	the	viewpoint	of	the	
role	of	sound	and	music	in	intensifying	‘montage	of	attrac-
tions.’	Visible	to	the	spectators	(both	on	and	off	screen)	are	
actors	tearing	a	Japanese	flag	into	several	pieces	and	shout-
ing	slogans	with	the	broken	flag	in	their	fists.	Audible	to	the	
audience’s	 ears	 are	 the	 following	 comments:	‘actors	 leave	
their	 theatres,	 play	 on	 the	 street	 corner.	They	 instruct	 the	
audience	how	to	resist	the	enemy.’	All	the	while,	‘March	of	
the	Volunteers’	plays	in	the	background,	stitching	the	visual	
and	the	audio	into	a	deliberately	pedagogical	statement,	al-
beit	an	emotionally	persuasive	one.
Ivens,	after	returning	to	the	United	States	for	post-produc-
tion	of	the	film,	gave	a	lecture	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	
on	subjectivity	and	montage	in	documentary	film	in	1939.	
In	 this	 lecture,	 he	 considered	 documentary	 as	 part	 of	 the	
avant-garde	emerging	in	Europe	in	1927	 to	give	film	artis-
tic	and	educational	values,	but	insisted	that	pure	aesthetic	
brings	films	to	an	artistic	dead	end.	For	him,	it	is	much	more	
important	 if	 a	 film	 is	 connected	 with	 a	 social	 movement,	
and	he	openly	announced:	‘Yes,	we	are	propagandists!	Art-

Hemingway, Ivens, and China
During the years following their collaboration for 
The Spanish Earth on the war front in Spain Ivens and 
Hemingway shared similar experiences on the war front 
in China. In February 1938 Ivens flew to China to film The 
400 Millions, during which he was confronted with severe 
censorship by generalissimo Chang Kai-shek, leader of the 
Nationalists . Despite his limited access Ivens had a secret 
meeting with Zhou Enlai, leader of the Communists in 
Wuhan. This would be the start of a longtime friendship. 
In January 1941 Ernest Hemingway went to China on his 
honeymoon with Martha Gellhorn, while covering their 
travel for newspapers and magazines in the US. One 
day on the marketplace of  Chongqing (or Chungking) 
Gellhorn was approached by a woman, who asked her 
whether she and her husband would like to meet Zhou 
Enlai. The name meant nothing to Gellhorn. 
Afterwards, when she asked Hemingway, he recognized 
the name, saying that he was ‘a friend of Joris’. After their 
illegal meeting Hemingway considered Zhou Enlai an 
incredibly charming and intelligent man and Gellhorn 
stated that he was the only decent man she met in China.
Hemingway noted that the Communists made serious  
effort to attract the attention of Western artists and 
journalists, like Ivens, Snow, Smedley, Epstein, Hemingway 
and others.
Source: Peter Moreira, Hemingway on the China Front. 
His WWII Spy Mission with Martha Gellhorn, Washington 
2006, p. 127-129.

Portnoy’s Complaint and the National 
Anthem
Joris Ivens’ misinterpretation of ‘The March of the 
Volunteers’ being already China’s National Anthem in 
1938 was not unique. Alexander Portnoy, the protagonist 
of Philip Roth’s 1969 novel Portnoy’s Complaint made the 
same mistake when remembering the song: ‘…Just the 
rhythm alone can cause my flesh to ripple, like the beat 
of the marching song of the victorious Red Army, and the 
song we learned in grade school during the war, which 
our teachers called ‘The Chinese national Anthem’. ‘Arise, 
ye who refuse to be bond-slaves, with our very flesh 
and blood’ – oh, that defiant cadence! I remember every 
single heroic word! –‘we will build a new great wall!’ And 
then my favourite line, commencing as it does with my 
favourite word in the English language: ‘In-dig-na-tion 
fills the hearts of all of our coun-try-men! A-rise! A-rise! 
A-RISE!’ (This is the exact translation as in Pao-chen Li’s 
bilingual songbook published in Chongqing in 1939 and 
reprinted in Music Educators Journal by the National 
Association for Music Education in the United States in 
1942.) 
The text is also living proof of the popularity of ‘The 
March of the Volunteers’ in the US during WWII due to the 
dissemination of the song through Robeson’s record and 
Ivens’ film.
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ists	 must	 take	 sides!’	 He	 highlighted	 the	 subjectivity	 of	
documentary	 filmmakers,	 and	 their	 necessary	 emotional	
involvement	with	their	subject.	In	the	true	Eisenstein	tradi-
tion,	he	emphasized	the	crucial	importance	of	montage	in	
producing	spectators	and	achieving	emotional	persuasion.	
The	case	of The 400 Million	was	used	to	illustrate	the	har-
mony	and	close	collaboration	between	music	and	editing.

Paul Robeson as the Voice (Face) of China  
What	 Ivens	 and	 Ferno	 captured	 in	 Xi’an	 in	 May	 1938	 was	
only	 a	 single	 note	 in	 a	 symphony	 of	 mass-singing	 activi-
ties	throughout	China	at	the	time.	Liu	Liangmo,	the	chorus	
leader	and	future	teacher	of	Paul	Robeson	in	singing	‘March	
of	the	Volunteers’	in	Chinese	in	the	United	States,	was	cap-
tured	in	a	memorable	black	and	white	picture	conducting	a	
700-people	chorus:	in	their	student	gowns,	some	girls	rais-

ing	 their	 heads	 following	 the	 elevated	 conductor,	 others,	
songbook	in	their	hands,	concentrated	on	singing.	It	seems	
that	 gender,	 as	 well	 as	 female-centered	 performance,	 still	
occupies	important	symbolic	location	in	such	events;	so	as	
individual	genius	and	agency	amidst	the	gigantic	collective:	
the	skinny	male	figure	balancing	on	the	high	ladder	looks	
strikingly	similar	to	the	skinny	and	passionate	conductor	in	
Ivens’	film.	
Liu	 Liangmo	 was	 mentioned	 in	 a	 November	 30,	 1941	 New	
York	Times	 article	 as	‘the	 Shanghai	Y.M.C.A.	 secretary	 who	
communicated	 his	 enthusiasm	 to	 many	 others	 and	 was	
called	to	teach	at	the	front,’	and	praised	as	the	inspiration	
of	this	mass	singing	of	patriotic	songs	in	China.	As	a	result,	
the	author	quotes	Lin	Yutang,	the	famous	bilingual	author,	
that	‘China	is	finding	her	voice!’	
This	 article	 was	 penned	 by	 New York Times	 music	 editor	
Howard	Taubman,	who	was	introducing	a	new	album,	Chee 
Lai,	indeed	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	with	new	English	lyrics,	
with	Paul	Robeson	singing	in	Chinese	and	English,	and	Liu	
Liangmo	 singing	 with	 a	 Chinese	 chorus.	Taubman	 consid-
ered	Robeson’s	performance	‘with	power	and	passion,’	and	
concluded	that,	‘the	songs	tell	us	more	about	China’s	valor	
than	about	her	music,	and	at	the	moment	her	fight	is	more	
momentous	than	her	art.’	
However,	Taubman	would	soon	come	to	the	conclusion	that	
the	distinction	between	‘fight’	and	‘art’	are	not	so	clear-cut	
after	all.	He	wrote	again	in	New York Times	on	June	27,	1942,	
half	a	year	after	Pearl	Harbor,	on	Liu	Liangmo’s	appearance	
in	 a	 Town	 Hall	 music	 program	 under	 the	 auspices	 of	 the	
‘Negro	 Publication	 Society	 of	 America.’	 Liu	 was	 reported	
as	‘singing	 and	 speaking	 for	 the	 valiant	 Chinese,’	 who	‘of-
fered	‘Chee	 Lai,’	 which	 means	‘Arise!’.’	This	 time,	Taubman	
appreciated	the	songs	in	a	more	wholesome	fashion,	as	he	
claimed	 that	 the	singers	‘fight	 for	 their	 liberty	with	songs	
on	 their	 tongues	 as	 well	 as	 with	 guns,	 tanks	 and	 planes,’	
and	 that	 ‘they	 were	 true	 to	 the	 spirit	 of	 their	 songs	 and	
was	 delightful	 for	 that	 reason.’	 Liu’s	 connections	 with	 the	
African	 American	 communities	 and	 his	 encounter	 with	
Paul	 Robeson	 in	 the	 United	 States	 has	 become	 legendary:	
Liu	taught	Robeson,	who	recently	returned	from	Europe,	to	
sing	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	in	Chinese,	and	the	latter,	the	
leading	African	American	actor-singer	of	his	time,	became	
an	astonishingly	powerful	spokesman	for	the	Chinese	resis-
tance	against	Japanese	aggression.	
When	the	Pacific	War	broke	in	1941,	‘March	of	the	Volunteers’	
was	 sung	 in	 Singapore,	 Malaysia	 and	 other	 countries	 and	
areas	of	Southeast	Asia,	and	became	a	major	marching	song	
in	 the	 international	 anti-Fascist	 movement.	 During	WWII,	
radio	stations	in	England,	USA,	USSR,	and	India	often	broad-
cast	the	Robeson	version	of	the	song.	And	in	1944,	‘March	of	
the	Volunteers’	became	 the	opening	music	of	 the	Chinese	
language	broadcast	at	Dehli	Radio	Station,	India.	
At	the	World	Peace	Conference	in	Prague	in	April	1949	and	
on	the	occasion	of	Pushkin’s	150th	anniversary	in	Moscow,	
Robeson	would	twice	sang	‘Chee	Lai’	in	Chinese	and	record	
records	to	mark	history,	months	before	‘March	of	the	Volun-
teers’	assuming	the	official	status	of	a	‘temporary’	national	
anthem	 of	 the	 People’s	 Republic	 of	 China	 at	 its	 founding	
on	October	1st,	1949.	The	video	recording	of	Robeson	singing	
‘Chee	Lai’	in	Chinese	at	the	Prague	Conference	is	nothing	less	
than	sensational.	One	can	only	imagine	the	musical,	bodily,	
and	emotional	effect	on	such	a	receptive	international	au-
dience	 and	 the	 possibly	 audience	 back	 in	 China,	 when	 an	
African	American	singer	singing	in	Chinese	the	words	that	
have	been	etched	into	the	consciousness	of	‘the	400	million’	
for	so	many	years.

  

Concluding Remarks
Joris	 Ivens	 and	 Tian	 Han’s	 linkage	 through	 March of the 
Volunteers	of	1935	and	The 400 Million	of	1938	were	consoli-
dated	by	the	meeting	of	the	two	on	April	22,	1938	in	Hankou;	
Paul	 Robeson	 and	Tian	 Han	 were	 connected	 by	 Robeson’s	
singing	 of	 March of the Volunteers	 since	 1940	 and	 in	 the	
early	1950s,	especially	Robeson’s	creative	translation	of	the	
Chinese	 lyrics	as	mediated	by	Liu	Liangmo	in	New	York	 in	
the	early	1940s.	When	I	interviewed	Tian	Han	and	An	E’s	son	
Tian	Dawei	in	Beijing	in	the	spring	of	2004,	he	mentioned	to	
me	how	Robeson	kept	sending	royalties	of	the	song	from	the	
US	to	the	family,	even	after	Tian’s	death	in	1968.	Although	
Ivens	and	Robeson	may	have	met	before,	 in	Europe	or	 the	
Soviet	Union,	their	linkage	was	tightened	through	the	mak-
ing	of	Song of Rivers	during	 the	years	of	 1953	and	1954,	as	
Charles	Musser	puts	it,	an	expression	of	‘utopian	vision	in	
Cold	War	documentaries.’29	
Music	and	Poetry	served	as	enduring	themes	in	all	three	ar-
tistic	 worlds:	 Ivens	 in	 his	 Song of the Rivers	 continued	 the	
musical	tradition	in	his	early	City	Symphony	style	filmmak-
ing.	 The	 structure	 of	 the	 film	 is	 musical.	 Poetry	 provided	
a	 closely	 related	 model,	 and	 the	 sound	 track	 (or	 in	 silent	
films,	 the	 intertitles)	 was	 poetic	 in	 structure.	The	 mode	 of	
songs	conveniently	brought	these	two	impulses	together.30	
Robeson	singing	Song of the Four Rivers	for	the	US	Popular	
Front	movement	in	the	1940s	and	50s	foreshadows	his	sing-
ing	Brecht’s	lyrics	in	Song of the Rivers with	an	updated	an-
ti-Cold	War	theme.	Tian	Han’s	identity	as	a	young	poet	and	
playwright	who	constantly	 injected	songs	 into	his	‘spoken	
drama’	prefigured	his	writing	opera	in	the	early	1950s	when	
Song of the Rivers was	being	made	in	East	Germany	by	Ivens	
and	his	group.
‘March	of	the	Volunteers,’	aided	by	the	power	of	mechani-
cally	 reproduced	 records	 and	 films,	 had	 indeed	 become	
the	 embodiment	 of	 an	 internationalist	 political	 solidarity	
in	 face	 of	 rising	 fascism.	The	 original	 film	 story	 and	 lyrics	
by	Tian	Han,	the	documentary	of	Joris	 Ivens	and	the	bilin-
gual	record	of	Paul	Robeson,	demonstrated	a	collective	in-
ternational	 imagination	 of	 modern	 Chinese	 nationalism.	
Popularized	by	Tian	Han,	 Joris	 Ivens,	Paul	Robeson,	among	
others,	the	Chinese	fight	against	Japanese	fascism	were	but	
one	among	many	in	such	a	context.	In	this	context,	‘March	
of	 the	 Volunteers’	 became	 the	 anthem	 of	 a	 post-WWI	 in-
ternational	 avant-garde	 whose	 ‘obsession	 with	 China,’	
after	 the	 baptism	 of	 the	 Spanish	 Civil	War,	 went	 hand	 in	
hand	 with	 their	 search	 for	 a	 political	 and	 artistic	 utopia.		
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It	 was	 in	 the	 year	 of	 1985	 that	 I	 graduated	 from	 Fudan	
University	 in	Shanghai	and	found	a	job	of	shooting	docu-
mentary	in	China	Central	Newsreel	and	Documentary	Film	
Studio	(CNDFS)	—	the	biggest	documentary	film	studio	of	
its	kind	in	the	world.	CNDFS	professors	told	me	that	the	tall	
old	man	was	Joris	Ivens,	a	Dutchman	living	in	France,	who	
was	a	well-known	adviser	of	CNDFS.	The	first	movie	camera	
of	Yan’an	Movie	Group,	precursor	of	CNDFS,	was	presented	
by	Joris	Ivens.	He	was	an	old	friend	of	Zhou	Enlai,	the	first	
Prime	 Minister	 of	 New	 China.	 Many	 veteran	 cameramen	
and	scenarists	of	CNDFS	were	his	friends.	Besides,	Joris	di-
rected	many	cameramen	as	well	as	many	students	of	CND-
FS.	All	this	makes	me	fell	deep	respect	for	him.	
In	the	studio’s	yard,	I	often	saw	Joris,	with	a	smile,	talking	in	
a	light-hearted	and	interesting	way	with	his	Chinese	friends	
—	my	teachers	and	doyen.	Two	years	later,	I	watched	Joris’	
exciting	film	—	A Tale of the Wind	in	the	studio’s	screening	
room	twice	without	stop.	I	think	Joris	tells	us	the	story	of	his	
life	in	this	90	minutes’	long	film,	revealing	his	sincerity,	and	
leads	the	viewers	to	his	inner	world.	Joris	comes	to	realize	
the	 world	 with	 true	 spirits	 and	 hopes	 people	 understand	
him.	I	felt	his	indistinct	loneliness	of	his	inner	world	and	his	
indistinct	 grievances.	 But	 what	 impressed	 me	 most	 is	 his	
pouring	down	passion	and	talent	of	a	poet.
I	 was	 totally	 convinced	 by	 this	 film	 although	 I	 had	 never	
known	 that	 a	 documentary	 could	 be	 shot	 like	 this.	 I	 hold	
that	is	a	true	film.	Film	directors,	who	bring	you	omnibear-
ing	new	feelings	of	hearing	and	seeing,	write	on	the	screen	
just	 like	poets	write	on	paper.	The	power	of	reality	drives	
film	directors	to	change	impossibility	into	possibility.	Wind	

is	invisible	and	impalpable	but	it	is	shown	by	Joris	Iven	in	
his	film.	
Many	Joris’	films	are	preserved	in	CNDFS’	vaults.	As	our	teach-
ers	recommended	to	us	fresh-hands	who	were	learning	shoot-
ing	documentary	films	must	watch	some	of	these	films.	
Later	 in	 my	 work	 or	 life,	 many	 of	 my	 teachers,	 colleagues	
and	 bosses	 mentioned	 	 Joris	 Ivens	 absently.	 They	 talked	
about	their	contacts	with	him,	cooperation	with	him	and	
more	about	Joris’	friendship	with	Chinese	people	as	well	as	
those	lifelong	unforgettable	techniques	passed	on	by	Joris	
—	the	great	master	of	documentary.
Li	Zexiang,	former	vice	editor-in-chief	of	CNDFS	and	idol	in	
the	hearts	of	those	young	people	who	were	learning	docu-
mentary	 shooting	 twenty	 years	 ago,	 is	 famous	 for	 his	 ac-
complishments	 and	 achievements	 on	 documentary	 pho-
tography.	 It	 is	 Li	 Zexiang	 who	 followed	 Joris	 to	 shoot	 the	
film	series	named	How Yugong Moved the Mountains.	Hold-
ing	the	camera,	he	can	use	a	non-stop	full-length	shooting	
to	 finish	 all	 the	 subjects	 from	 outside	 to	 inside	 the	 room,	
and	 from	 under	 sunlight	 to	 lamplight.	 Moving	 figures	 in	
camera	lens	are	always	changing	but	they	must	be	focused.	
Mise-en-scène	must	be	accomplished	at	one	sitting,	so	as	
to	 show	 clearly	 the	 characters	 and	 plot,	 and	 making	 easy	
for	post	production	by	scenarist-directors	later.	All	of	these	
are	finished	by	body	movements	of	the	cameraman	himself.	
At	this	moment,	the	cameraman	observes	with	one	of	his	
eyes	how	things	are	going	on	in	the	scene	and	the	other	eye	
gazing	at	the	viewfinder	(frame)	of	the	camera.	The	cam-
eraman	stably	and	organically	turns	around	upper	part	of	
the	body	and	waist	while	stably	moving	on	his	feet.	He	also	
uses	one	hand	to	carry	the	heavy	camera	with	his	shoulder	
against	the	camera	to	make	the	machine	and	shots	stable,	
and	 the	 other	 hand	 to	 change	 different	 scenes,	 depth	 of	
field	and	adjust	the	focus.	At	the	mean	time,	the	camera-
man	has	to	bring	moving	characters	of	shots	(shooting	ob-
jects)	 focused.	 If	 moving	 from	 outside	 with	 sunlight	 into	
inside	with	lamplight,	the	cameraman	will	draw	off	Wrtten	
85	color	fliter	from	the	front	lens,	and	then	adjust	aperture	
into	a	safe	range	for	inside	exposure	according	to	your	own	
experience	and	eyeballing.
Li	 Zexiang	 owes	 the	 techniques	 of	 shooting	 documentary	
to	Joris	Ivens.	Previously	CNDFS	cameramen	preferred	point	
shooting.	 This	 is	 because	 films	 were	 very	 expensive	 then	
and	few	films	can	be	used	for	shooting	documentary.	It	is	
impossible	to	shoot	documentary	by	using	full-length	shot	
without	turning	off	the	machine	or	any	stop.	Point	shoot-
ing	means	the	cameraman	has	to	turn	off	the	machine	in	
10	 or	 20	 seconds	 and	 then	 turns	 on	 again	 after	 changing	
angle	and	camera	lens.	The	disadvantage	of	point	shooting	
is	that	the	traces	of	swinging	shooting	can	be	easily	found	
in	documentary	films.
Joris	 Iven	 taught	 Li	 Zexiang	 for	 nearly	 three	 years	 and	 of-
ten	told	him	about	his	own	practical	experiences	of	docu-

Joris Ivens 
as I Know him 
A tall slim old man, with his silver hair fluttering in the breeze, was often accompanied by a red-
haired short woman. The images of these two laowai (foreigners) who were very dazzling in Bei-
jing twenty years ago still remain engraved in my mind. The elegant temperament of the old man 
corresponds with my ideal image of a great artist. 

mentary	shooting	in	the	past	60	years.	It	is	from	Joris	that	Li	
Zexiang	learned	the	reality	of	documentary	is	from	nature	
instead	 of	 decoration	 or	 artistic	 approach	 of	 naturalism.	
Li	 Zexiang	 also	 learned	 the	 fact	 that	 synchronous	 sound	
was	 applied	 to	 documentary	 films	 and	 that	 fine	 shooting	
consists	of	profound	consensus	for	theme,	tacit	agreement	
and	 understanding	 coordination	 by	 director,	 cameraman,	
sound	engineer	and	illumination	engineer.	
Yang	 Zhiju	 is	 a	 retired	 cameraman	 as	 well	 as	 a	 professor	
granted	special	allowance	of	the	State	Council	of	China.	Ten	
years	ago,	one	of	my	friends	from	the	Ministry	of	Forestry	
flaunted	that	scenes	shot	by	Yang	Zhiju	can	be	easily	made	
into	a	film	without	post-editing	in	machinery	room.	Actu-
ally	I	knew	Yang	Zhiju’s	shooting	skill	very	well.	He	followed	
Joris	 Ivens	 for	 a	 long	 time	 shooting	 the	 series	 film	 How 
Yugong Moved the Mountains.
I	am	even	overwhelmed	with	admiration	for	a	scene	show-
ing	 a	 train	 past	 by	 in	 the	 early	 morning	 light	 in	 A Tale of 
the Wind.	This	famous	scene	was	shot	by	Bai	Kunyi	who	fol-
lowed	Joris	Ivens	not	very	long.	I	have	recommended	Bai	Ku-
nyi	to	Professor	Zhang	Tongdao,	who	majors	in	documen-
tary	researching	and	creating	in	Beijing	Normal	University,	
as	the	cameraman	in	Professor	Zhang	Tongdao’s	first	docu-
mentary.	 Now	 Professor	 Zhang	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 impor-
tant	experts	in	researching	Joris’	documentaries.
Guo	 Weijun	 is	 China’s	 first-grade	 illumination	 technician.	
Every	 cameraman	 would	 like	 to	 cooperated	 with	 Mr.	 Guo	
because	he	has	good	skills	most	of	which	were	imparted	by	
Joris	Ivens.
Joris	Ivens	gave	three	lectures	in	1957	to	CNDFS	create	per-
sonnel	and	then	directed	them	to	shoot	the	documentary	
—	Early Spring	in	1958.	Later	on,	Roaring of Six Hundred Mil-
lion People	 was	 accomplished	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 Joris	
as	an	adviser.	From	1972	to	1975,	Joris	and	his	wife	Loridan	
guided	 CNDFS’	 staff	 members	 in	 China’s	 Beijing,	 Daqing,	

Shanghai,	 Nanjing,	 Qingdao,	 Xinjiang	 and	 other	 places	
shooting	 many	 people	 with	 different	 social	 backgrounds,	
such	as	workers,	farmers,	fishermen,	professors,	students,	
soldiers,	salesmen,	actors,	handicraftsmen	and	so	on.	All	of	
these	shots	were	finally	made	into	a	documentary	film	—	
How Yugong Moved the Mountains	which	was	composed	of	
12	separate	films.	 Its	 title	was	from	one	of	Chairman	Mao	
Zedong’s	 famous	essays.	During	the	period	between	1984	
and	1988,	 Joris	and	Loridan	finished	his	 last	documentary	
film	 —	 A Tale of the Wind	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 many	 of	
CNDFS	staff	members.
Many	Joris’	Chinese	friends	are	still	living	around	me.	I	of-
ten	meet	them	and	talk	about	that	‘flying	Dutchman’.	Joris’	
story	can	be	made	into	a	book.	Actually	it	seems	to	me	that	
Joris	has	never	left	us.	I	can	feel	his	breath	and	touch	him.	
What	he	has	brought	to	Chinese	people	is	invaluable.	Qian	
Xiaozhang,	former	CNDFS	director,	recollects	the	first	time	
he	met	Joris	in	1938	in	Wuhan,	China,	‘I	was	deeply	touched	
by	his	(Joris	Ivens)	passionate	sincere	emotions	and	agree-
able	 attitudes	 towards	 his	 Chinese	 fellows	 of	 the	 same	
profession	 in	 their	 primary	 meeting.	 It	 was	 the	 first	 time	
that	I	saw	a	foreigner	who	was	so	kind	to	Chinese	people.	
Joris	is	very	unlike	those	foreigners	I	frequently	met	in	the	
Bund,	who	lifted	up	their	horns	and	showed	disdain	to	our	
Chinese	people.	He	is	our	real	friend.’	Today	the	techniques	
imparted	by	Joris	to	Chinese	documentary	directors	are	still	
widely	applied	by	many	documentary	working	staff	in	hun-
dreds	of	TV	stations.	
One	 day	 in	 April	 of	 the	 year	 2008	 in	 Paris,	 I	 visited	 Ivens-
Loridan’s	old	apartment	close	to	the	Louvre	and	saw	a	tra-
ditional	 Chinese	 painting	 of	 dragon	 hung	 on	 the	 wall	 of	
the	 sittingroom,	 the	 most	 vivid	 and	 beautiful	 one	 I	 had	
ever	seen	before.	It	seems	to	me	that	Joris	Ivens	has	already	
transformed	into	a	dragon	flying	in	the	wind.	
I	dedicate	this	essay	to	Joris	Ivens	with	my	respect.	

Fu Hongxing, Director of 

the China Film Archive, and 

Marceline Loridan-Ivens, April 

2008. 

Huimin Situ  
On 21 May 2010 members of the Situ family and people from 
the Chinese film industry gathered at the China Film Archive 
to commemorate the centenary of Huimin Situ’s birthday. They 
honored the merits of this renowned film artist and movie 
technology expert. During his 50 years relationship with China 
Ivens befriended Huimin Situ, one of the longest and most intense 
friendships, which influenced Ivens film career in various ways.   
Huimin Situ studied in Japan and returned to China in the 1930’s, 
where he became involved in the film industry in revolutionary 
Shanghai. Thanks to Huimin Situ an independent film studio 
was created in 1934, which during its short existence produced 
four classic films supporting the fight against the Japanese 
invader. Huimin Situ himself directed Spirit of Freedom (1935). 
At the end of the 1950’s Ivens and Situ collaborated on several 

documentaries, when the Dutchman was appointed advisor and 
teacher at the Central Newsreel and Documentary Film Studio 
in Beijing, at that time headed by Situ. In October 1964 Ivens 
proposed to him on a small note a film project entitled A Tale 
of the Wind, after Ivens met much trouble with the interrupted 
production of Pour le Mistral. Situ immediately agreed, but 
he had to wait almost 25 years before this idea ‘to film the 
impossible’ was realized. In the 1980’s Situ was vice-Minister of 
Culture and did his utmost to support this wind film of Ivens 
and Loridan-Ivens. After Huimin Situ´s death his sons continued 
the artistic family tradition: Zhaoguang Situ became a professor 
in sculptor and made two portraits of Ivens, Zhaodun Situ was 
a much respected filmmaker and film teacher. They are keeping 
warm memories about their father and his Dutch friend, who used 
to pay visits to the family.  

•  Photo left:  

Ceremony at the CFA, 

21 May 2010 © Sun 

Xiangong, CFA

•  Photo right:  

Huimin Situ, in between his 

daughter and Joris Ivens, 

Beijing, 1958. © Eva Siao, 

Coll EFJI.

by	Hongxing	Fu
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Marceline Loridan-Ivens
On	 14	 July,	 the	 national	 celebration	 day	 in	 France,	 the	
ministry	 of	 culture	 and	 communication	 announced	 this	
years	appointments	for	 the	prestigious	decorations	of	 the	
‘Légion	d’honneur’.	Marceline	Loridan-Ivens	(1928),	who	was	
already	‘chevalier’	since	1992,	now	was	promoted	to	‘officier	
de	 la	 Légion	 d’honneur’.	 She	 received	 this	 award	 because	
of	her	merits	 for	film	art,	as	a	filmmaker	and	producer.	 In	
the	 cultural	 field	 next	 to	 her	 among	 others	 architect	 Jean	
Nouvel,	 actress	 Isabelle	 Adjani,	 director	 Emir	 Kusturica,	
musician/composer	Claude	Bolling,	singer	Mireille	Matheui		
and	 actress	 Charlotte	 Rampling	 received	 various	 grades	
of	 the	 ‘Légion	 d’honneur’.	 Loridan-Ivens	 published	 her	
autobiography	 in	 2008,	 is	 touring	 with	 her	 films	 and	 is	
preparing	a	new	film.

Tineke de Vaal
In	 October	 2010	Tineke	 de	Vaal	 left	 the	 board	 of	 the	 Ivens	
Foundation	after	decades	of	dedicated	support	to	improve	
the	Ivens	archives.	She	started	working	in	the	film	archival	
field	 in	 the	 early	 1960’s	 at	 the	 Netherlands	 Filmmuseum,	
restoring	 film	 prints.	 After	 her	 marriage	 with	 director	 Jan	
de	 Vaal	 she	 became	 a	 close	 friend	 of	 Joris	 Ivens.	Together	
with	 Ivens	 and	 Bert	 Hogenkamp	 she	 created	 in	 1978	 the	
travelling	exhibition	‘Joris	 Ivens,	50	years	filmmaker	of	the	

world’	which	was	presented	in	eleven	countries	around	the	
world.	After	the	death	of	her	husband	in	2001	she	continued	
to	be	a	loyal	supporter	of	the	Ivens	archive.		She	proofed	to	
be	an	enormous	source	of	information	about	film	history	in	
the	Netherlands.
The	board	thanked	her	hearty	for	her	lifetime	achievement.

Sabine Lenk

The	 successor	 of	 Tineke	 de	 Vaal	 as	 board	 member	 of	 the	
European	 Foundation	 Joris	 Ivens	 is	 Dr.	 Sabine	 Lenk	 (1959),	
an	 international	 filmscholar	 and	 very	 much	 experienced	
in	the	filmarchival	world.	She	studied	Cinema	and	Theater	
at	 the	 universities	 of	 Erlangen	 and	 Paris	 III	 and	 worked	
at	 filmarchives	 in	 Paris,	 Rochester,	 Brussels,	 Amsterdam,	
Düsseldorf	 and	 Hilversum	 and	 at	 universities	 in	 France,	
Belgium	 and	 The	 Netherlands.	 At	 the	 moment	 she	 is	
curator	 at	 the	 Cinémathèque	 de	 la	 ville	 de	 Luxembourg.	
She	 is	 co-founder	 and	 co-editor	 of	 KINTOP,	 for	 research	
and	 publications	 devoted	 to	 early	 cinema	 and	 published	
numerous	 articles	 and	 books	 about	 film	 history,	 film	
preservation	and	early	cinema.		
 
Rain in Amsterdam
In	 the	 large	Music	Theater	 in	Amsterdam,	the	crème	de	 la	
crème	of	the	international	history	scientists	were	treated	to	
an	ensemble	on	stage	dressed	 in	yellow	boots	and	 typical	
Dutch	 sou’wester	 rain	 caps.	 During	 the	 official	 opening	
ceremony	 of	 the	 21th	 International	 Congress	 of	 Historical	
Sciences	 they	 played	 new	 music	 composed	 by	 Huub	 de	
Vriend	 to	 accompany	 the	 silent	 movie	 Regen	 (Rain,	 1929,	
Joris	Ivens	/	Mannus	Franken).	While	the	rain	was	pouring	
down	on	screen	musicians	played	on	a	huge	Rain	Machine.	
To	present	the	historical	context	to	the	1.700	historians	the	
film	also	was	shown	mute.	

Eye and the City
The	 educational	 project	 ‘eyeandthecity’	 created	 by	 the	
European	Foundation	Joris	Ivens	wants	to	inspire	students	at	
school	to	study	‘city	photography’	from	the	19th	Century	up	
to	today	and	make	city	photos	themselves	on	a	higher	level.	
This	 project	 already	 started	 three	 years	 ago,	 and	 included	
an	exhibition	about	Wilhelm	Ivens	(Joris	Ivens’	grandfather),	
a	very	much	appreciated	outdoor	exhibition	on	panels	and	

this	 interactive	 website.	 Since	 last	 June	 the	 first	 schools	
started	 to	 work	 with	 the	 website	 ‘eyeandthecity’,	 toured	
along	the	streets	with	their	cameras,	made	the	assignments	
and	uploaded	their	pictures	on	this	website.	The	first	results	
proof	that	students	make	city	photos	of	a	higher	quality.	

50 years Mali, 50 years ‘Demain à 
Nanguila’
In	May	1960	Joris	Ivens	filmed	in	Mali	Demain à Nanguila.	
Altough	this	 is	a	rather	unknown	Ivensfilm,	 in	Mali	 it	was	
a	 big	 success.	 In	 a	 screening	 van	 the	 film	 prints	 toured	
around	the	country.	For	many	people	in	the	villages	it	was	
the	first	time	they	could	ever	see	film	on	a	big	screen.	With	
this	film	that	 is	recognized	as	an	African	film	instead	of	a	
western	film	the	national	film	culture	of	Mali	started	from	
scratch.	It	motivated	the	new	government	to	put	up	a	film	

production	company.	This	year	Mali,	along	with	Nigeria	and	
15	 other	 African	 countries,	 commemorates	 half	 a	 century	
of	independence	and	freedom	from	colonial	rule.	In	Spain,	
France,	Belgium	and	the	Netherlands	screenings	of	the	film	
were	held.	For	this	occasion	the	European	Foundation	Joris	
Ivens	digitized	the	film	and	provided	subtitles.	

Charley Toorop and Joris Ivens
From	19	February	until	9	May	2010,	the	Museum	for	Mo-
dern	Art	in	Paris	exhibited	the	first	retrospective	of	the	
oeuvre	of	Dutch	painter	Charley	Toorop	(1891-1955).	Next	
to	85	of	her	paintings,	also	works	of	other	artists	were	
included,	among	them	Charley	Toorop’s	father	Jan	Toorop,	
and	friends	and	fellow	artists	such	as	Piet	Mondriaan,	Ger-
rit	Rietveld,	Pyke	Koch,	Fernand	Léger	and	Joris	Ivens.	Early	
Ivens	films,	e.g.	Etudes de mouvements à Paris	(1927)	and	
The Bridge	(1928)	were	screened	continuously	during	the	
course	of	the	exhibition.	From	1908	onwards	relationships	
between	the	Ivens	and	Toorop	family	were	developed.	

Personel office
In	March	2010	Rob	Comans	left	the	office	after	his	term	
was	finished.	In	his	place	Hilke	Lekkerkerker	started	listing	
archives	from	the	Ivens	Archival	collections.	She	studied	
Cinema	and	English.	Anne	Jaspers	finished	listing	of	5.000	
clippings.	Not	only	the	titles,	sources	and	themes	of	the	
clippings	were	listed,	but	also	queries	to	facilitate	resear-
chers	in	finding	very	fast	the	requested	texts.	Merel	Geelen	
finished	listing	the	Jan	de	Vaal	collection.	

Retrospectives around the world
Last	 year	 saw	 Ivens	 retrospectives	 with	 many	 films	 in	
Leipzig	(Germany),	New	Caledonia,	Thessaloniki	and	Athens	
(Greece),	 Shanghai	 (China),	 Maputo	 (Mosambique),	 Lisbon	
(Portugal)	 and	 Seville	 (Spain).	 In	 2011	 requests	 for	 large	
retrospectives	 already	 are	 received	 from	 Equador,	 Mexico	
and	Valparaiso.	See	www.ivens.nl/agenda

the 
foundation

update
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After	his	experience	as	a	volunteer	in	Italy	during	World	War	
I,	Ernest	Hemingway	had	declared	that	he	would	decline	‘any	
further	enlistment’.	However,	when	the	Civil	War	broke	out	
in	Spain,	he	decided	to	commit	himself	in	order	to	defend	
a	 democracy	 that	 was	 threatened	 by	 fascism,	 embodied	
by	 General	 Franco.	 Arrived	 in	 March	 1937	 in	 Madrid,	
Hemingway	would	contribute	to	the	project	of	making	an	
anti-fascist	film	directed	by	Joris	Ivens,	The Spanish Earth,	a	
project	launched	by	Contemporary	Historians,	which	united	
various	American	intellectuals	as	Hemingway	himself,	John	
Dos	Passos,	Lillian	Hellman,	Fredric	March,	etc.
Living	 and	 working	 at	 the	 Hotel	 Florida,	 in	 the	 centre	 of	
Madrid,	 shelled	 by	 the	 guns	 of	 the	 francoist	 forces	 and	
bombed	by	the	German	aviation,	Hemingway	experienced	
a	real	excitement	facing	danger	and	went	beyond	the	mere	
role	of	a	newspaper	man	acting	as	an	adviser	among	Loyalist	
officers,	 or	 even	 firing	 a	 machine-gun	 in	 the	 frontline,	
on	 April	 10th	 1937.	 The	 military	 aspect	 of	 the	 conflict	 was	
obviously	 fascinating	 Hemingway	 much	 more	 than	 the	
social	 issues	 taken	 up	 by	 the	 film.	 Dos	 Passos,	 who	 was	
initially	supposed	to	write	the	commentary,	made	locations	

in	the	village	of	Fuentidueña	de	Tajo,	where	the	film	starts	
and	ends,	and	he	would	probably	have	stressed	on	this	side	
but	a	disagreement	with	Hemingway	ended	up	with	their	
cooperation	 and	 Dos	 Passos	 left	 for	 France	 at	 the	 end	 of	
April	 1937.	His	 translator	 to	Spanish,	 José	Robles,	had	been	
arrested	and	very	likely	shot	by	Stalinists,	but	Hemingway	
was	 quite	 displeased	 by	 Dos	 Passos’	 enquiries	 to	 find	
out	what	had	happened	 to	his	 friend,	as	he	seemed	 to	be	
convinced	that	Robles	was	an	agent	of	the	fifth	column.
The	 film,	 the	 title	 of	 which,	 The Spanish Earth,	 turns	 the	
public	onto	that	matter	however,	only	dedicates	a	third	part	
of	the	running	time	to	the	agricultural	question	of	the	earth,	
one	of	the	essentials	causes	of	the	war,	and	the	two	thirds	
left	deal	with	the	military	achievements	of	the	Republic	to	
gain	ground,	as	well	as	the	humanitarian	consequences	of	
the	shelling	of	Madrid.	The	link	between	these	two	points	of	
view	is	made	by	the	character	of	Julián,	a	young	countryman	
who	 enlists	 to	 defend	 his	 land,	 and	 comes	 back	 on	 leave	
to	 instruct	 future	 recruits.	 Hemingway’s	 commentary,	
essentially	focused	on	the	armed	conflict,	contemplates	the	
work	of	the	countrymen	as	fit	into	a	war	economy	and	less	

Ivens, Hemingway and The Spanish Earth

Aviacíon! Aviacíon’.
The Interpretation of A New Warscape in 
The Spanish Earth and ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’

than	into	a	historical	process	of	claiming	land	by	a	people	
despoilt	by	centuries	of	 landowners	domination,	an	angle	
that	 the	 very	 President	 Roosevelt	 suggested	 should	 be	
developed	after	being	shown	 the	film	at	 the	White	House	
on	July	8th	1937.
The	 weight	 of	 historical	 circumstances	 and	 the	 relative	
rarity	of	moving	images	of	that	period	turned	The Spanish 
Earth	 into	 an	 object	 of	 historical	 study	 and	 one	 tends	
to	 see	 it	only	as	a	document	 in	 the	rough	 when	 it	has	an	
aesthetic	dimension	absolutely	gripping,	in	the	continuity	
of	 Joris	 Ivens’	 coherent	 works	 which	 include	 films	 with	 a	
strong	 social	 impact	 as	 Komsomol	 or	 Borinage,	 but	 also	
pure	 marvels	 as	 The Bridge,	 Rain,	 Study of Movements	 or	
New Earth.	With	the	passing	of	time,	these	films	seem	to	be	
precursors	of	The Spanish Earth,	for	the	dynamic	images	of	
trucks	which	cross	the	shot	this	way	and	that,	the	work	on	the	
lines	or	the	movements	of	the	crowd,	interpolated	with	very	
suggestive	close-ups,	recall	the	previous	films	of	the	Dutch	
documentary	 maker.	 Joris	 Ivens	 and	 his	 cameraman	 John	
Ferno	achieved	an	unequalled	work	and	their	images	were	
exploited	hundreds	of	times	in	subsequent	documentaries	
focused	on	the	Civil	War.	Some	lack	of	knowledge	of	Hispanic	
cultural	subtleties	led	to	choose	as	music	sardanas	 typical	
of	 Catalonia,	 unique	 element	 that	 creates	 discrepancy	 in	
the	reception	of	the	film	by	a	certain	public.	In	spite	of	the	

remarkable	 work	 of	 Ivens	 and	 Ferno,	 Hemingway	 covered	
himself	 in	 glory	 with	 The Spanish Earth	 because	 he	 was	
already	very	famous	and	his	deep	dramatic	voice	saying	an	
understated	commentary	gave	the	impression	that	he	was	
the	author	of	the	film	as	some	newspapers	wrote	it.
His	 stay	 in	 Spain	 and	 participation	 in	 the	 making	 of	 The 
Spanish Earth	 meant	 for	 Hemingway	 a	 crucial	 period	 of	
transition	in	his	life	as	a	writer.	This	new	experience	of	war,	
the	 persons	 he	 met	 and	 his	 affair	 with	 Martha	 Gellhorn	
as	well	as	the	discovery	of	Joris	Ivens’	point	of	view	would	
nourish	his	subsequent	works,	in	particular	the	writing	of	
the	masterpiece	For Whom The Bell Tolls,	his	first	great	novel	
since	 A Farewell To Arms,	 but	 also	 his	 dispatches	 as	 a	 war	
correspondent,	short	stories	and	his	unique	play,	The Fifth 
Column.

‘They	 move	 like	 no	 thing	 that	 has	 ever	 been.	 	 They	 move	
like	mechanized	doom’	(For Whom the Bell Tolls	97).	In	1921	
an	 Italian	 general	 and	 military	 theorist,	 Giulio	 Douhet,	
predicted	 that	 recent	 advances	 in	 aeronautics	 would	
eventually	create	an	ominous	new	warscape.

Nothing man can do on the surface of the earth
can interfere with a plane in flight . . . .No longer can areas 
exist in which life can be lived in safety and tranquility, nor can 
the battlefield any longer be limited to actual combatants. . . 
There will be no distinction any longer between soldiers and 
civilians. (9-10)  

Just	as	Douhet	anticipated,	saturation	bombing	of	civilian	
populations	 from	 the	 air	 emerged	 as	 a	 new	 and	 horrific	
form	of	modern	warfare	during	the	Spanish	Civil	War	(1936-
39).	During	the	three	years	of	this	bloody	conflict,	which	took	
the	 lives	 of	 nearly	 500,000,	 over	 10,000	 Spanish	 civilians	
were	killed	 in	aerial	bombing	raids--courtesy	of air	power	
provided	to	Franco	by	Hitler	and	Mussolini.
The	visual	and	emotional	reality	of	this	new	warscape	was	
captured	in	photojournalism,	newsreels,	posters,	paintings,	
films,	 and	 even	 children’s	 drawings,	 from	 which	 haunting	
themes	 and	 compelling	 iconographic	 images	 emerge:		
panicked	and	fleeing	women	and	children;	faces,	distorted	
with	fear,	looking	skyward;	skies	darkened	with	multitudes	
of	enemy	planes;	homes	and	cities	reduced	to	rubble;	and	
casualties	of	all	ages.
During	 the	 filming	 of	 ‘The	 Spanish	 Earth,’	 Joris	 Ivens	 and	
Ernest	Hemingway	witnessed	first	hand	this	terror	delivered	
by	air	and	the	physical	and	psychological	impact	it	wreaked	
upon	the	Spanish	people	and	both	shared	a	commitment	to	
bear	witness	to	the	tragedy.	Ivens	and	Hemingway	dedicated	
part	of	‘The	Spanish	Earth’	 to	 this	 theme	and	Hemingway	

intensified	 his	 attention	 in	 For Whom the Bell Tolls	 where	
the	 fear	 of	 planes	 becomes	 a	 major	 preoccupation	 of	 the	
main	characters	throughout	the	novel.
In	what	Sidney	Meyers	and	Jay	Leyda	deemed	‘the	greatest	
single	 section	 of	 Spanish Earth’	 (166)	 the	 sound	 of	 falling	
bombs	 splits	 the	 air	 accompanied	 with	 a	 child’s	 voice	
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crying	 out	‘Aviación!	 Aviación!’	 Hemingway’s	 commentary	
is	interjected:

Before, death came when you were old and sick, but now it 
comes to all in this village. High in the sky in shining silver it 
comes to all who have no place to run, no place to hide. (‘The 
Spanish Earth’)

Discussing	the	editing	of	the	bombing	scene	in	the	film,	Ivens	
explained	how	he	endeavored	to	recreate	the	stages	of	 the	
psychological	trauma	evoked	by	this	terror	from	the	skies:
In	the	14	shots	that	compose	the	core	of	the	sequence	of	the	
bombing	of	the	village,	the	editing	follows	an	emotion-idea	
line:	tension	before	the	bombing;	the	threat;	the	fright;	the	
explosion;	the	destruction;	the	horror	of	not	knowing	what	
it’s	all	about;	the	running	around	of	the	women;	the	start	
of	activity,	 searching	for	victims;	 the	slight	happiness	of	a	
baby;	then	the	horror	of	corpses	and	the	accusation	against	
the	enemy.	(Camera 127-8)
With	the	simplest	of	strokes,	the	images	in	the	playbill	for	
the	premier	of	the	film	in	New	York	City	also	demonstrated	
the	film’s	engagement	with	the	collective	artistic	testimony	
to	 this	 historic	 moment:	 shark-like	 silhouettes	 of	 the	
ominous	planes	and	a	helpless	woman	and	child	who	have,	
in	Hemingway’s	words,	‘no	place	to	run,	no	place	to	hide.’
In	For Whom the Bell Tolls	(1940),	Hemingway	demonstrates	
his	continuing	concern	with	this	horrendous	new	war	tactic	
by	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 are	 over	 100	 references	 to	 planes	
throughout	the	novel,	and,	moreover,	every	major	character	

iterates	an	intense	fear	of	them.
The	 ability	 of	 the	 bombers	 to	 strike	 randomly	 and	 at	 will,	
virtually	 unimpeded,	 evokes	 an	 intense	 paranoia	 and	
uncontrollable	fear	among	the	guerilla	band.	For	example,	
Pablo	 remarks,	 ‘If	 they	 know	 we	 are	 here	 and	 hunt	 for	
us	 with	 planes,	 they	 will	 find	 us.’	 The	 peasant	 Anselmo	
confesses	‘I	do	not	 think	 that	 I	could	control	myself	under	
the	bombardment	of	the	planes.’	Primitivo	describes	them	
as	‘bad	omens,’	and	Rafael	exclaims:	‘They	give	me	a	horror.’	
Young Maria	can	only	say	that	the	planes	look	like	‘death.’	
Even	 Pilar,	 the	 embodiment	 of	 strength,	 courage,	 and	
steady	 nerves	 admits:	‘For	 each	 one	 there	 is	 something.	 .	 .	
For	me	it	is	those	[planes].’	Raphael	reacting	to	a	‘sky	full	of	
airplanes’	predicts	that	they	have	the	power	to	‘kill	us	back	
to	our	grandfathers	and	forward	to	our	unborn	grandsons	
including	all	cats,	goats,	and	bedbugs.’
Between	1936	and	1939,	Spain	became	the	testing	ground	for	
a	bestial	new	war	tactic--massive	bombings	of	civilians	for	
the	purpose	of	demoralizing	an	enemy.	The	endless	horrors	
made	 possible	 by	 the	 development	 of	 this	 ‘mechanized	
doom’	 would	 soon	 reveal	 itself	 to	 citizens	 of	 London,	
Dresden,	and	other	European	cities	and,	a	mere	eight	years	
after	the	bombing	of	Guernica--Hiroshima.	
This	new	landscape	of	war	generated	extraordinary	powerful	
and	 poignant	 artwork	 as	 countless	 artists,	 including	 Joris	
Ivens	 and	 Ernest	 Hemingway,	 attempted	 to	 interpret	 the	
physical,	emotional,	and	psychological	 impact	of	what	the	
world	would	soon	experience	as	‘total	war.’
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In	 March	 1938,	 Rollin	 Dart	 wrote	 to	 Ernest	 Hemingway	
asking	him	what	he	thought	of	a	proposal	by	Jasper	Wood	to	
publish	a	book	version	of	The Spanish Earth,	the	film	directed	
by	 Joris	 Ivens	for	 the	sponsoring	entity	The	Contemporary	
Historians,	Inc.
Dart	 was	 a	 Canadian	 aviator	 serving	 in	 the	 Spanish	
Republican	infantry	whom	Hemingway	met	in	Spain	and	for	
a	few	months	permitted	to	handle	his	affairs	in	New	York,	
such	as	finding	a	theatrical	producer	for	The Fifth Column	
and	working	on	the	movie	rights	to	To Have and Have Not.	
He	turned	out	to	be	more	trouble	than	he	was	worth,	and	
after	 three	 months	 an	 ireful	 Hemingway	 let	 him	 go.	 Dart	
returned	to	Spain.
Jasper	Wood	was	a	seventeen-year	old	kid	from	Cleveland,	
Ohio.	 Seeing	 The Spanish Earth	 in	 early	 1938	 inspired	 him	
to	write	Hemingway	for	permission	to	put	together	a	book	
version.	 Initially	 Dart	 served	 as	 the	 go-between.	 He	 bears	
some	 fault	 for	 the	 book’s	 problems.	 The	 commentary	 he	
provided	did	not	match	the	final	recorded	commentary,	and	
while	Wood	wanted	and	Hemingway	expected	photographic	
stills	to	accompany	the	text,	Dart	failed	to	send	publishable	
photographs.	

When	 Hemingway	 saw	 the	 published	 book,	 one	 of	 his	
chief	complaints	was	the	absence	of	the	photographs.	That	
complaint	 reveals	 what	 Hemingway	 potentially	 imagined	
for	the	book.	Over	a	year	earlier,	in	late	May	1937,	his	fellow	
Contemporary	 Historian	 Archibald	 MacLeish	 exchanged	
several	letters	with	Louis	P.	Birk	at	Modern	Age	Books	on	the	
subject	of	a	possible	short	book	about	the	war	to	be	written	
by	 Hemingway	 and	 to	 consist	 largely	 of	 photographs.	
Birk	 was	 the	 editor	 working	 to	 bring	 out	 the	 book	 of	 Luis	
Quintanilla’s	 war	 sketches,	 eventually	 published	 as	 All 
the Brave;	 his	 company	 sided	 with	 the	 Republic.	 Birk	 first	
suggested	 a	 book	 of	 fifty	 to	 sixty	 thousand	 words	 and	
thirty-five	to	sixty	pictures,	with	a	healthy	first	run	of	eighty	
thousand	 paper	 and	 twenty	 thousand	 cloth	 copies	 to	 be	
seriously	 promoted,	 promising	 the	 most	 fanfare	 of	 any	
Hemingway	book.	Modern	Age	also	wanted	to	publish	the	
book	as	quickly	as	possible.		
	MacLeish	wrote	back,	airing	his	supposition	that	Hemingway	
would	not	be	interested	in	a	book	of	that	word	count.	Birk	
replied	 by	 dropping	 the	 minimum	 to	 thirty-five	 or	 forty-
thousand	words.	Anything	shorter	would	not	appeal	to	the	
public	 as	 a	 full	 book	 (an	 argument	 he	 had	 already	 made	
with	 the	 fifty-thousand	 minimum	 length).	 Birk	 appealed	
directly	 to	 Hemingway,	 promising	 mass	 distribution	 and	
asking	after	any	plans	he	and	Ivens	might	have	for	a	book	of	
photographs	designed	according	to	 the	film.	But	MacLeish	
advised	 Hemingway	 to	 decline	 the	 offer,	 and	 instead	 of	
having	 to	 write	 another	 forty	 or	 fifty	 thousand	 words	 for	
a	 Modern	 Age	 Books	 edition,	 publish	 a	 few	 photos	 in	 Life	
magazine	with	very	limited	text.		Hemingway	settled	for	the	
four-page	spread	in	Life	with	eighteen	images	from	the	film	
and	his	accompanying	captions.	‘The	War	in	Spain	Makes	a	
Movie’	appeared	in	the	July	12,	1937	issue	in	conjunction	with	
the	film’s	initial	screenings.
Wood’s	 proposition	 for	 a	 book	 combining	 film	 stills	 and	
the	 commentary	 promised	 what	 neither	 of	 these	 earlier	
opportunities	 did.	 It’s	 quite	 possible	 that	 Hemingway	
harbored	 a	 distinct	 and	 high	 ambition	 for	 a	 book	 version	
of	the	film.	Highbrow	circles	had	begun	not	only	to	see	the	
photographic	 image	 as	 significantly	 complementing	 the	
written	word,	but	the	word	as	significantly	and	artistically	
complementing	the	image.	Throughout	the	1930s,	magazines	
such	as	MacLeish’s	own	Fortune	ran	photo-essays	that	gave	
equal	 weight	 to	 image	 and	 word,	 and	 several	 book-length	
photo-essays—what	William	Stott’s	excellent	Documentary 
Expression and Thirties America	calls	documentary	books—
also	began	to	appear.	MacLeish	in	fact	published	one	of	his	
own,	Land of the Free,	in	1938.	For	Stott,	this	trend	coalesced	
in	 November	 1937	 with	 Erskine	 Caldwell	 and	 Margaret	
Bourke-White’s	 You Have Seen Their Faces,	 a	 financial	 and	
critical	success	hailed	by	reviews	as	‘a	new	genre’	and	‘a	new	
art.’1	Had	such	a	book	version	of	The Spanish Earth	appeared	
in	July,	Hemingway	might	have	beat	Caldwell	and	Bourke-

White	to	this	bragging	right.	
As	 Stott	 observes,	 most	 documentary	 books	 ‘had	 a	 social	
purpose,’	 and	 two	 ‘were	 unabashed	 propaganda:	 Fredrick	
Barber’s	The Horror of It: Camera Records of War’s Gruesome 
Glories	(1932),	and	Laurence	Stallings’	The First World War: A 
Photographic History	(1933),’2	the	latter	of	which	Hemingway	
owned	in	Key	West.	Both	were	about	war,	as	would	be	Robert	
Capa’s	 propagandistic	 documentary	 book	 on	 the	 Spanish	
Civil	War,	Death in the Making	(1938).	Jay	Allen	translated	and	
provided	the	preface	to	Capa’s	book,	which	included	photos	
by	Gerda	Taro,	and	served	as	Capa’s	unstated	memorial	and	
tribute	 to	 her.	 Indeed	 Hemingway	 perhaps	 had	 in	 mind	
photos	 by	 Capa	 and	 Taro.	 Taro	 (perhaps	 accompanied	 by	
Capa)	 might	 have	 visted	 the	 filming	 site	 at	 Fuenteduena,	
and	they	had	a	large	collection	of	combat	shots	that	would	
have	added	to	the	film	stills	and	photographs	taken	by	Ivens	
and	John	Ferno.

	A	year	before	his	own	documentary	book	appeared,	Stallings	
wrote	 this	 review:	 ‘Certain	 books…remain	 forever	 out	 of	
literary	 categories	 and	 become,	 according	 to	 the	 depth	
of	 originality	 in	 the	 writer,	 a	 work	 unto	 themselves.	Their	
influence	is	not	to	be	calculated.	So	it	is	with	‘Death	in	the	
Afternoon.’’3	 Published	 in	 1932,	 Hemingway’s	 Death in the 
Afternoon	 used	 eighty-one	 photographs,	 but	 that	 number	
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The Aesthetic of Risk: Joris Ivens, Ernest Hemingway, 
and The Spanish Earth

His	long	commitments	against	war	as	well	as	his	commit-
ments	to	telling	the	truth	in	his	writing	make	questionable	
any	claim	that	Ernest	Hemingway	was	seduced	into	becom-
ing	 a	 propagandist	 for	 the	 Soviet	 Union	 when	 he	 worked	
on	The Spanish Earth.		What	he	shares	with	director	Joris	Iv-
ens	and	what	appears	as	the	central	act	of	the	film	they	are	
making	 is	 their	 deep	 affection	 for	 those	 whose	 faces	 and	
gestures	are	so	lovingly	featured	in	the	film,	as	well	as	their	
conviction	that	justice	is	on	the	side	of	the	Spanish	people.	
The	 beloved	 images	 and	 the	 simple	 dignity	 of	 the	 words	
Hemingway	uses	to	accompany	them	make	the	connection	
between	the	everyday	work	of	a	village	and	of	the	building	
of	an	irrigation	ditch	and	the	everyday	work	of	the	war	as	
the	people	untrained	in	weapons	turn	from	their	trade	to	
their	defense.
In	The Spanish Earth	we	see	that	telling	such	a	story	also	de-
pends	upon	risking	one’s	life,	as	the	two	artists	and	Ivens’s	
photographer,	 John	 Ferno,	 filmed	 under	 fire,	 sharing	 the	
artillery	bombardment	with	the	people	of	Madrid,	the	bul-
lets	hitting	the	walls	around	them	of	the	ruined	apartment	
looking	over	Campo	de	Bello	and	the	University	City	where	
the	Rebel	troops	held	out.		
Hemingway	wrote	his	 ‘Dispatches’	about	 the	Spanish	war	
for	NANA	from	the	front	where	the	film	was	being	made.		
The	 stories	 are	 certainly	 meant	 to	 be	 journalistic	 reports,	
although	they	did	not	get	the	featured	publication	Heming-
way	hoped	for,	but	their	existence	and	their	style	testifies	to	
the	situation	of	filming	with	Ivens,	on	the	front	lines,	where	
the	resources	of	writing	and	of	filming	are	tested,	and	that	
sense	of	writing/filming	under	fire	lends	a	perspective	that	
makes	judgments.
Just	 as	 we	 were	 congratulating	 ourselves	 on	 the	 splendid	
observation	 post	 and	 the	 non-existent	 danger,	 a	 bullet	
smacked	 against	 the	 corner	 of	 a	 brick	 wall	 beside	 Iven’s	
head.		Thinking	it	was	a	stray,	we	moved	over	a	little	and	as	
I	watched	the	action	with	the	glasses,	shading	them	care-
fully,	another	came	by	my	head.	.	.	Joris	thought	that	Ferno	
had	left	the	camera	at	our	first	post,	and	as	I	went	back	for	it	
a	bullet	whacked	into	the	wall	above.		I	crawled	back	on	my	
hands	and	knees	and	another	bullet	came	by	as	 I	 crossed	
the	exposed	corner.1

Ivens	tells	Peter	Davis	that	Hemingway	was	importantly	 in-
volved	with	the	spontaneity	of	the	filmmaking,	not	only	later	
when	he	wrote	the	commentary:
You	know	that	Hemingway	.	.	.	had	an	advantage	on	the	oth-
er	journalists...	 I	could	get	much	closer	to	the	front,	even	to	
the	 first	 lines,	 which	 the	 other	 correspondents	 couldn’t,	 so	
Hemingway	liked	to	go	with	us,	and	we	used	him	very	well,	
because	he	was	strong,	he	took	the	cameras,	also	helped	us,	
and	really	was	a	good	friend	and	helpful	at	that	moment.		You	
know,	something	about	the	story-line	also	I	had	to	ask	him.2

Hemingway	goes	along	with	the	film	crew	and	carries	the	
heavy	 cameras	 and	 consults	 with	 Ivens	 as	 they	 go	 about	
constructing	 the	 story	 line.	 	 They	 are	 writing	 the	 film	 as	
they	go	at	this	point.	They	are	not	able	to	follow	the	script	
that	Ivens	had	planned	out	earlier	with	Archibald	MacLeish,	
and	while	the	shooting	in	the	village	had	taken	place	ear-
lier,	more	or	less	according	to	plan,	what	Ivens	finds	is	that	
he	then	has	to	let	the	events	of	the	battle	determine	what	
he	films--they	have	to	tell	the	story	on	the	spot,	he	and	Hem-
ingway	alike,	adapting	to	events.
That	is,	in	spite	of	not	having	the	equipment	for	it,	Ivens	is	
forced	 into	a	kind	of	direct	cinema	in	making	this	part	of	
the	film,	some	thirty	years	before	he	will	be	able	in	1967	to	
use	the	synchronous	sound	techniques	and	lighter	camera	
equipment	of	direct	cinema	to	film	The Seventeenth Parallel	
in	Vietnam.3	He	is	filming	as	Robert	Capa,	with	the	lighter	
camera,	 is	 able	 to	 film	 his	 still	 photographs	 of	 the	 battle.	
When	Bill	Nichols4	compares	the	dogmatism	of	Leni	Riefen-
stahl’s	camera	work	 in	Triumph of the Will	 to	this	film,	he	
notes	her	significant	lack	of	spontaneity	in	addition	to	the	
newsreel-like	style	of	the	fascist	film.		Ivens	opens	his	film-
ing	to	the	influence	of	the	unexpected	situation.		
Therefore	 one	 must	 insist	 on	 the	 significance	 of	 risk;	 not	
only	 the	 danger	 of	 the	 war	 zone,	 but	 also	 the	 risk	 of	 not	
planning	how	the	filming	will	go,	the	loss	of	control	by	the	
filmmakers.	 The	 shared	 risk	 created	 a	 bond	 between	 the	
filmmaker	and	the	writer,	both	of	whom	measured	the	sig-
nificance	of	their	work	by	the	truthfulness	such	extremity	
was	able	to	capture,	in	film,	and	in	words.5
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was	 a	 compromise,	 down	 from	 200.	 Words,	 Hemingway	
knew,	 were	 inadequate.	 Still,	 Death	 might	 have	 prompted	
Stallings’	 documentary	 book	 and	 can	 be	 seen	 to	 have	
contributed	 to	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 documentary	 photo-essay	
book.

Without	 photographs,	 Wood	 employed	 a	 local	 illustrator,	
Frederick	 K.	 Russell,	 to	 provide	 graphic	 accompaniment.	
Jasper	found	models	for	Russell	in	a	local	leftist	bookstore.	
A	 black-and-white	 woodcut-like	 illustration	 dominates	
the	 title	 page	 for	 each	 reel	 and	 corresponds	 to	 its	 focus.	
A	 bearded	 soldier	 clutches	 a	 rifle	 for	 Reel	 Two,	 women	
and	older	men	line	up	for	food	on	a	village	street	for	Reel	
Four,	 a	 couple	 embrace	 as	 the	 man	 begins	 to	 turn	 away	
to	 head	 to	 battle	 for	 Reel	 Five,	 and	 soldiers	 battle	 behind	
a	 wood	 barricade	 for	 a	 small	 arched	 stone	 bridge	 for	 Reel	

Six.	The	picture	for	Reel	Three,	of	a	large	clenched	fist	raised	
against	 three	 airborne	 planes	 above,	 appears	 in	 a	 slightly	
modified	 form	 on	 the	 cover	 and	 communicates	 the	 film’s	
thematic	scheme	pitting	the	natural,	earth-based	Republic	
against	 the	hierarchical,	 technophilic	 fascists.	 It	also	 leads	
into	 the	 image	 of	 ‘the	 clenched	 fist	 of	 Republican	 Spain’	
raised	by	those	attending	the	Salle	de	Goya	meeting,	where	
Republican	leaders	addressed	elected	representatives	from	
military	 units.	 A	 final	 illustration,	 opposite	 the	 final	 text,	
completes	the	story	visually:	from	a	small	tree	withering	in	
the	sun	at	Reel	One	to	this	illustration	of	a	tall,	healthy	tree	
standing	beside	an	irrigation	ditch.
For	 all	 of	Wood’s	 missteps	 in	 his	 seven-page	 introduction,	
including	failing	to	acknowledge	Ivens’s	role	sufficiently	for	
Hemingway,	we	can	still	 laud	his	gumption	and	recognize	
the	 missteps	 as	 those	 of	 an	 ambitious	 teenager	 oversure	
of	his	talent	and	writing	himself	between	the	same	covers	
as	his	idol.	We	should	also	admire	his	speed,	from	receiving	
permission	after	March	14	and	publishing	it	on	June	15.	By	
early	November,	according	to	Jasper,	the	book	was	turning	a	
profit	and	he	expected	to	run	out	by	Christmas.
And	 the	 book	 Hemingway	 wanted	 has	 been	 exiled	 to	 our	
imaginations.

Adapted	with	permission	from	Alex	Vernon,	Hemingway’s 
Second War: Bearing Witness to the Spanish Civil War,	
forthcoming	from	the	Universitiy	of	Iowa	Press.

1  Sigmund Aaron Lavine and Malcolm Cowley quoted in Stott, 211.
2  Stott, 213.
3  Quoted in Reynolds, Hemingway: The 1930s, 101.

1 Ernest Hemingway, ‘Dispatches.’ 25.
2 From transcript of a  June 4, 1981 interview with Peter Davis.
3  Marceline Loridan-Ivens, whom Ivens married in the sixties and who 
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1950s of The Spanish Earth.  And she notes that of course as in that film 
there is already something of the ideal of a direct cinema in the im-
ages of earlier Ivens films, as well as his enduring wariness about em-
bracing the unplanned excesses of direct cinema. Interview recorded 
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Bryan Martin mc Cormack
when Joris Ivens meets Hraesvelgr

Joris Ivens and contemporary Art
On	Saturday	May	29	French	Minister	of	Culture,	Fréderic	Mitterrand,	revealed	a	12	meters	high	outdoor	sculpture	about	
Joris	Ivens,	created	by	Irish	artist	Bryan	McCormack.	The	ceremony	in	the	Parc	de	Saint	Cloud	was	attended	by	Marceline	
Loridan-Ivens.	The	title	of	the	moving	statue	´When	Joris	Ivens	meets	Hraesvelgr´	refers	to	Ivens´	films	and	the	wind	giant	
from	Norwegian	mythology.	

The complete ´Ivens – Vidor´ polyptych, made by Anthony Freestone  

(see also Ivens Magazine 14/15, p.11)  Photo © Anthony Freestone 

Photo of sculpture  

© Bryan Mc Cormick;  Photos 

ceremony © Djamilla Cochran. 

Bryan McCormack,  

‘When Joris Ivens meets Hraesvelgr’,  

Parc de Saint-Cloud, Paris  

Copyright artist.
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I came to the DEFA Studio for Documentary Films in 1969, 
and I can still see Huisken ś tall figure clearly in my mind: 
a ‘Schlaks’ of a man as they say in Berlin, a mixture of a 
nobleman and a rascal, with a touch of mockery in the 
corners of his eyes and mouth. They said he could drink 
anybody under the table, but at the same time he could 
draw even with a director general as well. He loved dis-
cussions, but without being a know-all, and he would 
always have a joke to tell. When he spoke, he did so in a 
simple and comprehensible way, creating his own ´Dutch 
idiom´ of the German language. What was I supposed to 
ask such a man?	
I	 was	 preoccupied	 with	 myself,	 had	 to	 see	 how	 to	 get	 my	
feet	on	the	ground	and	learn	how	to	take	my	first	steps	as	a	
director.	Ten	years	later	he	had	passed	away.	I	did	not	see	his	
films	until	in	the	early	80s,	when	I,	originally	a	filmmaker,	
started	taking	a	closer	look	at	the	early	history	of	DEFA.	By	
then	 it	 was	 too	 late	 for	 a	 conversation.	 The	 results	 of	 my	
investigations	 found	 their	 way	 into	 a	 manuscript	 that	 I	
worked	out	as	my	dissertation	in	1990	and	that	was	pub-
lished	in	1994.	After	the	monographic	study	by	Alfred	Krautz	
(1969)1	and	the	obituaries	written	by	Bert	Hogenkamp	and	

Rolf	Richter	(1979)2,	this	was	the	first	time	Huisken	was	fi-
nally	mentioned	again.	To	me	he	was	a	shining	light.	How	
would	I	write	about	him	today?

From	Amsterdam	to	Berlin
Joop	Huisken	was	born	in	Amsterdam	on	April	30th	of	1901.	
His	 father	was	a	worker	and	slaughterer	at	 the	municipal	
stockyard,	 his	 mother	 a	 seamstress.	 As	 a	 boy,	 he	 experi-
enced	 the	 arduous	 existence	 of	 a	 proletarian	 family	 and	
the	great	strike	of	1911.	Huisken	went	to	a	Christian	primary	
school,	worked	as	an	assistant	in	different	offices	and	as	an	
apprentice	in	a	bank.	Because	of	his	physique	and	his	state	
of	 health,	 his	 dream	 job	 was	 out	 of	 the	 question	 for	 him.	
‘My	brothers	became	metalworkers,	but	I	couldn´t	because	
of	 the	 way	 I	 moved	 and	 the	 way	 I	 looked.	 But	 my	 family	
background	 has	 been	 decisive.	 Throughout	 my	 whole	 life	
I	 have	 been	 around	 workers,	 dockers,	 metalworkers.’3	 Hu-
isken	took	evening	classes	and	at	the	age	of	19	became	an	
accountant	at	a	bank.	A	few	years	later	he	lost	this	job.	‘I	did	
not	want	to	work	in	my	own	profession	any	more,	because	
stock	dealing	 is	not	only	 pointless,	 but	also	 felonious.’4	He	
worked	 as	 an	 unskilled	 worker	 for	 a	 while	 and	 then	 on	 a	

barge	on	the	Rhine,	until	in	1926	he	joined	the	Amsterdam	
branch	of	the	Capi	company	whose	director	was	Joris	Ivens.	
There,	 he	 started	 working	 as	 a	 sales	 assistant	 and	 repre-
sentative	 for	 optical	 equipment.	 Everything	 he	 learned	
about	optics,	electrical	engineering	and	photography	was	
self-taught.	 The	 ´Capianś 	 were	 not	 just	 employees	 of	 the	
company,	they	were	actively	involved	in	the	activities	of	the	
Nederlandsche	Filmliga	(Dutch	Film	Society,	1927-1933)	and	
the	filmmaking	of	Joris	 Ivens.5	 ‘At	that	time,	 I	hardly	knew	
anything	about	the	problematics	of	artistic	film	design,	but	
was	 almost	 an	 outsider	 in	 this	 respect.’6	 Huisken	 initially	
collaborated	on	Ivenś 	films	as	a	technical	assistant,	p.e.	as	
a	 cyclist	 for	 Regen	 (Rain),	 taking	 Ivens	 and	 his	 camera	 on	
the	carrier	and	the	crossbar,	then	as	a	cameraman	(Wij bou-
wen/We AreBuilding ,	Zuiderzee,	Philips Radio,	Nieuwe Gron-
den/New Earth).	The	classic	sequence	of	the	closing	of	the	
dike	in	Zuiderzeewerken	and	New Earth,	was	partly	shot	by	
cameraman	Huisken,	when	Ivens	was	abroad.	To	speak	of	a	
teacher-student	relationship,	as	it	has	been	done	over	and	
over	again	in	the	texts	on	Huisken,	is	out	of	the	question.	Iv-
ens	was	only	three	years	older	than	Huisken,	he	was	rather	
a	more	or	less	conscious	role	model	to	him.	For	everybody	
participating,	 even	 for	 Helen	 van	 Dongen	 and	 John	 Fern-
hout,	it	was	all	learning	by	doing.	Huisken	was	there	to	see	
the	foundation	of	the	Filmliga	the	meetings	of	the	European	
film	avant-garde	and	the	discovery	of	the	Soviet	film	which	
culminated	in	the	invitation	of	Pudowkin	to	Amsterdam.	It	
was	through	Ivens	that	Huisken	got	in	touch	with	the	Ver-
eeniging	voor	Volks	Cultuur	(VVVC,	Association	for	Popular	
Culture,	 1928)	 that	 also	 produced	 a	 newsreel	 (VVVC-jour-
naal/VVVC newsreel,	1930)	and	that	changed	into	Vereenig-
ing	van	Vrienden	van	de	Sowjet-Unie	(VVSU;	Association	of	
the	Friends	of	the	Soviet	Union,	1931).	Huisken	became	co-
founder	of	its	Internationale	Filmonderneming	(IFO;	Inter-
national	Film	Company,	1933),	a	film	distributor	for	Soviet	
films	that	continued	the	work	started	by	the	Filmliga	in	its	
own	field.	In	1933	he	visited	the	Soviet	Union	with	a	work-
erś 	delegation	recording	this	trip	with	his	camera,	just	as	
Ivens	had	done	with	his	trip	three	years	before.	The	Dutch	
censor	was	only	prepared	to	give	the	Arbeidersdelegatiefilm 
(Workers’ delegation film), 1934)	a	certificate,	if	no	less	than	
23	 captions	 and	 several	 shots	 were	 cut.	 This	 film	 was	 fol-
lowed	 by	 De Markthallen van Parijs	 (The  Market-halls of 
Paris,	 1934,	Director:	Paul	Schuitema).	Together	with	Mark	
Kolthoff,	a	painter	and	photographer	who	was	part	of	the	
Capi	group,	Huisken	started	the	company	Studiefilm	in	1935.	
Set	up	to	distribute	educational	films	to	schools,	it	started	
with	only	two	films.	One	was	a	version	of	Ivens’	Zuiderzee-
werken	which,	ironically,	had	been	especially	adapted	using	
the	 instructions	 of	 the	 same	 censor	 –an	 expert	 in	 educa-
tional	cinema–	who	had	so	drastically	mutilated	Huisken’s	
Arbeidersdelegatiefilm.	Studiefilm	did	not	last	long,	accord-
ing	to	Kolthoff	because	he	and	Huisken	lost	interest.7		

In	the	1930’s	photography	was	another	(neglected)	activity	
of	 Joop	 Huisken.	 With	 Joris	 Ivens,	 Mark	 Kolthoff	 and	 John	
Fernhout	he	belonged	to	the	founding	members	of	the	Ve-
reniging	 van	 Arbeidersfotografen	 (Association	 of	 Worker	
Photographers),	 which	 had	 been	 established	 in	 1931	 with	
the	aim	‘of	training	the	workers	in	the	work	of	photography,	
in	 order	 to	 make	 them	 fit	 for	 taking	 pictures	 with	 regard	
to	the	activities	of	the	revolutionary	workers’	movement.’8	
He	was	listed	as	a	contributor	for	the	new	periodical	Foto 
en Film,	 which	 Kolthoff,	 Schuitema	 and	 some	 others	 were	
hoping	to	start	in	1935.9	And	he	was	also	actively	involved	
in	 the	 organisation	 of	 Foto	 ‘37,	 the	 seminal	 showcase	 of	
Dutch	‘New	Photography’	organised	by	the	Bond	ter	Verde-
diging	van	Kulturele	Rechten	(Union	for	the	Defence	of	Cul-

tural	Rights)	in	the	Stedelijk	Museum	Amsterdam.10	None	of		
Huisken’s	1930’s	photographs	have	survived.		

The	Filmliga	had	ceased	to	exist	 in	 1933	and	 Ivens	was	on	
his	way	to	the	battlefields	of	world	history.	According	to	a	
close	German	friend,	‘[i]n	his	profession	as	an	operator	for	
culture	and	documentary	films,	there	were	hardly	any	ca-
reer	options	for	the	local	filmmakers	in	the	Netherlands	be-
cause	of	their	limited	possibilities’11.	When	Huisken	saw	an	
opportunity	to	make	a	film	though,	he	grabbed	it	with	both	
hands.	Thus	he	directed	Een medicus over Spanje	(A doctor 
about Spain,	1937),	a	35mm	sound	film	for	the	Commission	
Aid	to	Spain	featuring	its	secretary,	the	well-known	medi-
cal	 practitioner	 and	 socialist	 councillor	 Ben	 Sajet.	 A	 year	
later	followed	the	silent	16mm	film	Hier is de VPRO	(Here is 
the VPRO,	 1938).	 Huisken	 and	 graphic	 designer	 Piet	 Marée	
co-directed	this	low-buget	propaganda	film	for	the	liberal	
protestant	broadcasting	association.12	In	1938	he	also	made	
a	 documentary	 about	 the	 electrification	 of	 the	 railroad	
between	Amsterdam	and	Utrecht.	One	year	later	he	again	
made	a	film	with	Piet	Marée	entitled	Vier vrienden winnen 
een wedstrijd (Four Friends win a Match, 1939).

Huisken	 was	 the	 director	 of	 the	 VVSU	 between	 1934	 and	
1938	and	repeatedly	went	to	Moscow	for	negotiations,	got	
to	know	Ernst	Busch	in	Amsterdam	and	Hans	Rodenberg	in	
Moscow.	There	was	enough	to	do	in	the	Netherlands	alone:	
strengthening	the	alliance	between	the	workers	and	intel-
lectuals	and	the	antifascist	movement,	collaborating	with	
the	Internationale	Arbeiterhilfe	(IAH;	Workers	Internation-
al	Relief/WIR)	in	order	to	support	the	victims	of	nazism.	Hu-
isken	 repeatedly	 delivered	 messages	 and	 illegal	 literature	
from	 Amsterdam	 to	 Berlin.	 The	 above	 mentioned	 confi-
dante	confirmed	that	he	was	‘very	reliable	and	prudent	in	
this	task’,	a	‘good	comrade,	always	willing	to	help’.13	

During	the	War
After	 the	 occupation	 of	 the	 Netherlands	 by	 the	 German	
Wehrmacht	in	May	1940,	Joop	Huisken	was	drafted	to	work	
in	Germany	in	August	of	the	same	year.	He	came	to	Pots-
dam-Babelsberg	to	Universum	Film	AG	(Ufa),	other	Dutch-
men	received	jobs	at	the	city ś	department	of	public	works,	
p.e.	as	tram	drivers,	in	local	firms	according	to	their	profes-
sional	qualification,	or	likewise	at	Ufa	as	ancillary	lighting	
technicians	or	unskilled	workers.9	After	first	being	accomo-
dated	in	private	homes,	their	were	soon	relocated	in	shacks	
on	 the	 Ufa	 premises,	 but	 could	 move	 around	 quite	 freely	
compared	 to	 the	 East	 European	 workers.10	 Huisken	 was	
lucky.	Because	of	his	professional	experience,	he	was	first	
employed	as	a	trick	technician	and	from	March	1941	on	as	a	
camera	assistant	in	the	Ufa	department	of	rear	projection	
where	he	enjoyed	a	regulated	work	schedule,	vacation	and	
salary	 according	 to	 a	 contract	 of	 employment	 and	 wage	
regulations.	At	his	own	request	and	after	having	presented	
his	 Áryan	 descent ,́	 he	 was	 accepted	 into	 the	 ´Fachschaft	
Film´	of	the	Reichsfilmkammer	(Film	Chamber	of	the	Reich)	
in	May	1942.	His	department	must	have	had	an	urgent	in-
terest	in	this,	too,	 	because	from	then	on	he	could	be	em-
ployed	as	an	independently	shooting	assistant	in	the	whole	
Reich	without	any	further	formalities.	This	was	even	more	
important	since	the	studio	was	highly	frequented,	even	af-
ter	the	extensive	work	on	special	effects	done	for	the	movie	
Münchhausen	(1942/43)	which	he	had	a	part	in.	The	consp-
criptions	of	staff	members	to	the	Wehrmacht	added	to	this	
as	 well.	 His	 ´foreman´	 was	 the	 cameraman	 Ewald	 Krause	
(born	in	1907).	Thanks	to	his	somewhat	civil	life	–	he	lived	in	
the	Moabit	district	of	Berlin,	officially	as	a	tenant11,	in	real-
ity	with	the	woman	he	was	going	to	live	and	start	a	family	
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with	after	 1945,	and	between	1943	and	1945	he	had	a	sec-
ond	home	in	the	´Stern´	area	of	Potsdam	-	Huisken	was	able	
to	get	information	about	the	war	situation	that	his	fellow	
countrymen,	being	interned	in	the	Ufa	shacks,	did	not	have	
such	an	easy	access	to.	He	later	never	said	a	word	about	this	
situation,	even	though	he	must	have	been	conscious	of	it,	
and	neither	did	he	talk	about	his	work	for	Ufa	and	about	his	
priviliged	situation,	he	only	spoke	of	the	forced	labor,	which	
of	course	it	was.

After	the	end	of	the	war	he	stayed	in	Berlin.	He	actively	sup-
ported	the	creation	of	the	Cultural	Association	for	the	Dem-
ocratic	Renovation	of	Germany	in	the	Tiergarten	district	of	
Berlin.	For	the	State	Picture	and	Film	Archive	he	made	some	
film	recordings	of	the	destroyed	city	of	Berlin.	He	had	man-
aged	 to	 obtain	 a	 camera,	 whencesoever.	 Initially,	 Sowex-
port	 provided	 the	 raw	 film,	 later	 the	 DEFA	 did.	 And	 that ś	
where	he	stayed.	After	all	these	years,	Huisken	had	to	rein-
vent	 for	 himself	 what	 a	 documentary	 film	 was	 and	 could	
be.	His	dowry	‘social	background,	political	decision,	initial	
encounter	 with	 the	 avant-garde	 and	 revolutionary	 film‘	
and	the	technical	training	at	the	Ufa	constituted	a	unique	
fundament	 for	 this.	 He	 was	 a	 cameraman,	 a	 director	 and	
a	production	manager	 in	one	person.	 ‘At	 that	time,	when	
I	started,	you	did	it	all	on	your	own,	and	I	believe	this	is	an	
essential	factor,	that	we	had	to	do	everything	by	ourselves,	
that	 we	 were	 also	 able	 to	 do	 it	 and	 knew	 what	 it	 meant	
when	somebody	else	was	doing	it.’12	

Huisken	remained	Dutch.13	 In	1946,	the	Soviet	Military	Ad-
ministration	in	Germany	gave	him	permission	to	go	home.14	
The	Dutch	Military	Mission	extended	his	residence	permit	
for	Germany	at	the	request	of	DEFA,	‘because	we	urgently	
need	 him	 here	 as	 an	 important	 worker	 for	 the	 cinematic	
reconstruction	in	Germany’15,	and	managed	to	get	an	inter-
zonal	 passport	 for	 him.	 The	 following	 year,	 Huisken	 went	
to	the	Netherlands	again	and	explored	the	possibilities	of	
a	distribution	of	DEFA	films.	‘We	(have	to)	proceed	carefully	
in	this	matter,	because	the	general	opinion	in	the	Nether-
lands	is	still	anti-German.’16	As	a	result	of	his	talks	with	the	
Regeeringsvoorlichtingsdienst	 (Netherlands	 Government	
Information	Service),	 the	Netherlands	started	exchanging	
newsreels	with	DEFA.

Between	 1927	 and	 1940,	 Huisken	 was	 a	 member	 of	 the	
Dutch	Communist	Party.	‘In	1927,	when	I	got	to	know	many	
progressive	 artists,	 I	 learned	 about	 the	 objectives	 of	 the	
Communist	Party	and	I	came	to	appreciate	them.	Ever	since	
then,	I	have	been	committed	to	the	cause	of	communism.’17	
This	commitment	was	intuitive	and	lasted	until	the	end	of	
his	 life.	 And	 it	 was	 naive.	 The	 intimate	 comrade	 from	 his	
illegal	 work	 observed:	 ‘Owing	 to	 his	 artistic	 work,	 he	 has	
this	volatility	that	is	generally	inherent	in	artists	and	that	
stands	in	the	way	of	the	methodical	work	of	the	party	of-
ficials.’	After	his	decision	to	stay	in	Germany	and	work	for	
DEFA,	it	was	just	a	natural	course	of	action	for	him	to	orga-
nize.	 In	February	1947,	he	applied	to	become	a	member	of	
the	SED	and	was	accepted	in	December.	‘Nobody	ever	talked	
about	an	official	authorization	by	the	Dutch	party	concern-
ing	 my	 residence	 in	 Germany	 and	 I	 don´t	 think	 anybody	
ever	thought	about	it.’

In	late	fall	1949,	a	slanderous	charge	issued	to	the	head	in-
quisitor	of	the	SED	and	chairman	of	the	Zentrale	Parteikon-
trollkommission	(ZPKK,	Central	Party	Control	Commission),	
Hermann	 Matern,	 set	 in	 train	 a	 dangerous	 machinery	
against	Huisken.	‘He	maintains	personal	and	material	rela-
tions	to	leading	Dutch	Trotskyists.’	To	understand	this,	one	

has	to	know:	At	the	beginning	of	the	year	1949,	the	conver-
sion	of	the	SED	into	a	´party	of	a	new	type´	according	to	the	
Soviet	model	had	started.	In	September	1949,	the	Noel-Field	
campaign,	operated	from	Moscow,	had	been	initiated	in	the	
countries	with	a	people ś	democracy,	followed	by	the	Rajk	
and	the	Slansky	trials.	This	 led	to	extensive	investigations	
on	 śubversive	elementś 	and	emigrants	from	the	West	and	
to	 detentions,	 also	 in	 the	 Soviet	 Occupation	 Zone	 of	 Ger-
many.	The	ZPKK	consequently	requested	Huisken ś	person-
al	documents	and	curriculum	vitae	and	summoned	him	for	
a	questioning.	In	the	meantime,	the	SED	party	leadershiṕ s	
resolution	 on	 the	 ´Lessons	 Learned	 from	 the	 Trial	 Against	
the	 Slansky	 Centre	 of	 Conjuration´	 had	 been	 published18,	
which	 in	 the	 party ś	 magazine	 was	 closed	 with	 the	 sen-
tence:	 ‘A	 new	 chapter	 in	 the	 development	 of	 our	 party	 is	
beginning.’	Every	thoughtless	phrase,	every	deliberate	de-
nunciation	could	be	used	against	anybody.	Huisken ś	time	
of	forced	labour	was	being	re-evaluated	in	a	different	light:	
‘During	the	whole	time	of	the	war,	he	was	 living	freely	 in	
Germany.’	 According	 to	 rumours,	 some	 of	 his	 Dutch	 com-
rades	considered	him	a	renegade	because	he	had	worked	
for	Ufa	and	had	stayed	in	Germany	after	the	end	of	the	war.	
Who	had	given	him	the	interzonal	passport,	why	the	trips	
to	the	Netherlands?	The	allegation	that	he	was	a	Trotskyist	
proved	to	be	untenable.	‘The	consultation	conducted	with	
H.	did	not	produce	any	hints	of	 links	to	subversive	circles.	
There	are	no	objections	to	allowing	him	to	remain	a	mem-
ber	 of	 the	 party.’19	 The	 only	 question	 remaining	 was	 if	 a	
Dutchman	could	be	a	member	of	the	SED.	In	order	to	answer	
this,	 the	´brother	party´	had	to	be	 included.	Queries	with	
the	 Dutch	 Communist	 Party	 remained	 unanswered.	 The	
Central	Commission	for	the	Exchange	of	Party	documents	
deleted	him	from	its	lists	and	in	October	1951	closed	the	file	
Huisken.

From	Potsdam baut auf 	to	Turbine I 
Two	weeks	before	the	occupation	of	Potsdam	by	the	Soviet	
troups	(April	27th	1945),	the	city	center	of	Potsdam	had	been	
destroyed	in	an	Allied	bomb	attack	(April	14th	1945).	 In	the	
following	time,	considerable	efforts	were	required	in	order	
to	re-establish	a	minimum	of	municipal	and	civil	 life.	The	

rubble	all	around	was	equal	to	the	devastations	in	peoples	
minds.	Everybody ś	own	mental	block	had	to	be	broken.	Be-
ginning	 in	 May	 1946,	 the	 city	 administration	 looked	 for	 a	
direct	 contact	 between	 administration	 and	 population	 in	
order	to	encourage	them	to	collaborate.	The	mayor ś	report	
from	 July	 1946,	 which	 was	 distributed	 in	 the	 whole	 city,	
brought	 about	 a	 particular	 amount	 of	 resonance.	 ‘A	 look	
back	at	the	events	clearly	conveys	that	in	spite	of	everything	
and	in	proportion	to	the	number	of	workers,	immense	ac-
complishments	 have	 been	 achieved.	 (...)	 These	 are	 results	
that	 nobody	 can	 fail	 to	 notice	 if	 he	 wants	 to	 see.	 (...)	 The	
year	1946	has	to	be	the	decisive	starting	point	of	the	recon-
struction	and	all	the	means	available	have	to	be	employed	
in	order	to	lead	this	start	to	a	final	and	decisive	success.’20	

One	of	the	means	was	film.	It	is	not	recorded	in	the	docu-
ments	if	the	proposal	came	from	DEFA	or	from	the	city	and	
in	the	end	it	does	not	matter:	the	City	of	Potsdam	commis-
sioned	DEFA	to	produce	the	Potsdam	‘Archive	Film’	21,	it	was	
immediately	 approved	 by	 the	 military	 censors.	 City	 and	
DEFA	 were	 in	 constant	 communication	 anyways	 because	
of	the	takeover	of	the	Althoff	studios	in	Nowawes	(Babels-
berg),	 whose	 trustee	 was	 the	 city.	 Here,	 the	 foundation	
ceremony	of	DEFA	took	place	on	May	17th,	 1946.	Under	the	
circumstances	of	that	time,	the	film	was	not	exactly	cheap	
for	the	city	(12,300	Reichsmark),	but	it	played	a	public	and	
moral	role	that	money	could	not	pay	for.	

Joop	Huisken	had	assumed	the	responsibility	for	script,	di-
rection	and	camera.	The	question	if	he	had	applied	for	this	
film	or	if	DEFA	had	offered	it	to	him	cannot	not	be	answered	
at	this	point.	Huisken	had	been	there	during	the	Allied	air	
raid	on	Potsdam	and	the	devastation	of	large	parts	of	the	
city,	among	them	the	Ufa	premises,	he	knew	Potsdam	and	
he	had	a	camera.	His	assistant	and	independently	shooting	
second	cameraman	was	his	previous	Ufa	´foreman´	Ewald	
Krause.	There	were	no	grounds	for	jubilation	and	Huisken	
operated	in	an	accordingly	careful	manner.	‘I	did	not	want	
to	show	it	in	such	a	way	either	and	give	a	wrong	impression	
of	the	facts,	but	still	let	the	observer	feel	that	we	are	well	on	
the	way	to	clear	away	the	chaos.’22	He	also	wanted	to	set	a	
mark	with	his	film	that	caused	reflection.	He	made	it	start	
in	Sanssouci,	to	follow	the	path	from	Frederick	II	past	Hin-
denburg	to	Hitler,	and	began	with	the	words:	‘When	a	man	
opens	up	to	a	path	of	injustice,	at	the	same	time	he	opens	
up	 to	 a	 path	 of	 doom	 and	 the	 time	 comes	 when	 the	 first	
leads	into	the	second.’	After	everything	had	fallen	to	pieces,	
the	city ś	inhabitants	started	cleaning	up.	Huisken	put	this	
into	images	in	an	almost	classical	way.	Collective	cleaning	
up	of	the	rubble	and	Beethoven ś	´Leonora´	Overture	com-
bined	 and	 simultaneously	 excluded	 each	 other	 and	 that	
way	commented	the	present	situation	in	a	way	words	were	
still	unable	to.	The	film	used	the	(reenacted)	inauguration	
of	the	city	councillors	of	Potsdam	as	a	starting	point	for	the	
rendering	of	account	on	the	reconstruction	work	done	by	
the	city	administration	and	the	population	of	Potsdam	dur-
ing	the	year	following	the	end	of	the	war:	documents	of	the	
reestablishment	of	communal	life,	of	the	city’s	department	
of	public	works,	of	the	streets,	the	tram	network,	the	small	
businesses.	But	even	the	re-enactment	of	the	presentation	
of	the	department	heads	became	a	document,	because	the	
expression	on	the	faces	of	everybody	involved	still	reflected	
the	 circumstances	 surrounding	 their	 work.	 The	 mayor	 of	
Potsdam	hoped	that	the	film	would	‘be	able	to	show	later	
generations,	 to	 whom	 our	 present	 time	 will	 have	 turned	
into	a	historical	past,	a	realistic	and	true	image	of	the	chaos	
and	the	general	hardship	as	well	as	of	the	courageous	at-
tempts	to	master	and	overcome	this	hopeless	situation.’23	

With	 intentional	 scarcity	 of	 devices,	 Huisken	 obtained	 a	
drastic	 effect.	 ‘The	 cameramen	 have	 created	 images	 that	
achieve	 an	 incredible	 forcefulness	 through	 their	 compo-
sition	 and	 their	 technical	 perfection.	 (...)	 It ś	 the	 merit	 of	
the	 German	 film	 production	 that	 recommenced	 after	 the	
great	catastrophe	to	base	its	artistic	standards	on	an	intel-
lectual	attitude,	that	is	to	say	the	critical	examination	not	
only	of	given	real	circumstances,	but	especially	of	a	mental	
situation.’24	

The	Potsdam	film	was	simple	and	contained	essential	char-
acteristics	 of	 Huisken ś	 filmmaking	 which	 would	 further	
develop	in	the	following	years:	an	eye	for	processes	and	ges-
tures	 and	 objective	 rationality,	 not	 without	 empathy	 and	
not	 without	 photographic	 beauty.	 The	 image	 was	 always	
´intense .́	Simply	Dutch	realism.	If	there	was	anything	´ide-
ological´	 about	 it,	 then	 it	 was	 his	 interest	 in	 the	 working	
man.	His	films	were	not	meant	to	be	emotionally	touching,	
just	 as	 little	 as	 ideologically	 persuasive.	 Neither	 will	 one	
find	twirls	and	arabesques	in	them,	or	that	solemn	physi-
cality	known	from	educational	films	that	could	be	seen	in	
the	Dresden	and	Halle	versions	of	these	cinematic	reports	
(Dresden;	 Sachsen-Anhalt am Werk/Saxony-Anhalt Works, 
1946);	only	Berlin im Aufbau (Berlin in Reconstruction, 1946)	
was	ruthlessly	sober.	His	filmmaking	could	not	disclaim	the	
early	 influence	 of	 the	 Capi	 circle,	 and	 it	 probably	 did	 not	
want	to	deny	it	either,	this	‘hybrid	mixture	of	spontaneous	
report,	 reenacted	 scenes	 and	 lyricism	 of	 the	 images’	 that	
André	Stufkens	has	discovered	in	Joris	Ivenś 	films.25	

Huisken	was	definitely	not	an	observer	of	the	beginnings,	he	
was	a	participant	and	helped	shape	the	conditions	in	film	
and	reality	and	he	moved	along	the	narrow	ridge	between	
reproducing	and	exerting	an	influence	without	sliding	into	
purism	and	agitation.	‘We	showed	that	people	in	the	whole	
country	were	using	their	hands	in	order	to	pursue	a	peace-
ful	job	and,	as	far	as	possible	and	as	far	as	the	circumstanc-
es	permitted,	restart	production,	get	the	factories	and	ma-
chines	going.	And	since	through	the	documentaries	we	had	
the	opportunity	to	show	the	people	in	the	North	what	the	
people	in	the	South	had	already	set	in	motion	again	and	to	
show	those	in	the	South	what	had	been	set	in	motion	in	the	
North,	this	created	a	common	feeling:	We	will	make	it,	we	
will	move	ahead!’26	

With	the	Potsdam	film	he	had	started	his	work	for	the	Ger-
man	 film	 and	 had	 introduced	 his	 subject	 straight	 away:	
the	life	and	works	of	working	people.	This	happened	in	the	
middle	of	the	century	which	was	also	the	middle	of	his	life.	
It	was	now	high	time	to	uncover	everything	that	his	natural	
abilities	provided	and	that	had	been	inwardly	ripening	dur-
ing	all	these	years.	It	was	time	to	create	his	own	works.	He	
was	not	indifferent	to	the	situation	in	Germany.	DEFA	was	
giving	him	work	and	a	roof.	With	the	separation	from	his	
wife,	the	ties	to	Amsterdam	were	severed,	a	new	familiy	in	
Berlin	was	being	started.	So	he	stayed	in	Germany.

At	DEFA	he	was	initially	working	days	and	nights	for	the	news-
reel	Der Augenzeuge	(The	Eyewitness).	This	was	an	innovative	
newsreel,	but	that	is	not	part	of	the	subject.	In	a	time	of	ut-
most	material	and	technical	restrictions,	during	the	course	of	
three	or	four	years	it	stood	out	with	its	open-mindedness,	its	
imagery,	 its	 scenic	 profiles	 and	 its	 subjects	 with	 soundbites	
succeeding	The March of Time	that	were	looking	for	their	kind	
at	that	time.	Everybody	did	everything,	 the	cameraman	car-
ried	out	the	production	management,	the	production	manag-
er	directed,	the	main	point	was	to	get	back	to	the	studio	with	a	
good	subject.	Film	training	in	real	time.

Joop Huisken, Filmstills 

Stahl (Steel), 1948. Coll. 

Filmmuseum Potsdam/N.J.H. 
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Joop Huisken shooting for 

the Ufa, ca. 1943. Photo 
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The	 film	 Aus eigener Kraft	 (From	 Own	 Power,	 1947)	 was	 a	
straightforward	report	of	the	achievements	of	the	´IG	Met-
all´	 (Metal	Union)	but	 it	was	still	hardly	a	film,	 just	as	 lit-
tle	as	straightforwardness	was	an	aesthetic	category.	The	
following	film	Stahl	 (Steel,	 1948)	showed	that	Huisken	had	
been	learning.	The	subject	was	simple.	The	steel	makers	of	
Riesa	had	to	charge	the	furnaces	manually	because	they	did	
not	have	any	cranes.	They	were	unable	to	build	one	on	their	
own	 because	 they	 lacked	 the	 pieces.	 Some	 enterprises	 in	
Saxony	and	Saxony-Anhalt	responded	to	their	call	for	help	
by	 sending	 single	 parts	 that	 were	 often	 in	 need	 of	 repair	
themselves.	 The	 charging	 crane	 could	 be	 built,	 the	 work-
ing	conditions	made	easier,	the	productivity	increased.	The	
storyline	was	based	on	an	actual	occurrence	that	had	been	
broadcasted	 and	 written	 about	 in	 the	 newspapers	 under	
the	 slogan	 ´Riesa	 needs	 craneś .	 The	 film	 refused	 to	 pres-
ent	a	mere	success	story.	It	exposed	the	backbreaking	work	
and	then	antithetically	followed	the	operation	of	the	crane.	
Every	gain	of	ideas	and	pieces	of	the	crane	was	followed	by	
a	new	failure	which	was	overcome	through	new	ideas	and	
new	 activities.	 Operation	 cycles	 depended	 on	 men	 who	
cursed	 and	 then	 rolled	 up	 their	 sleeves	 again.	 The	 pres-
sure	under	which	the	steel	makers	worked	was	portrayed	
through	 cross-cutting	 and	 rhythmic	 cutting.	 This	 way	 of	
sticking	to	the	operation	brought	a	dramatical	effect	to	the	
film	that	was	produced	by	filmic	devices,	but	not	dominat-
ed	by	them.	The	cause	itself	and	the	people	pushing	it	for-
ward	were	the	driving	forces.	The	commentary	took	up	the	
course	of	the	action	and	served	the	increasing	pace	by	la-
conically	repeating	the	crane	formula	and	the	direct	quotes	
from	the	workers.	Stahl	was	Ivenś 	model	from	Zuidersee	in	
German.	

Because	of	the	antithetical	structure,	for	the	first	time	the	
construction	of	a	plot	was	possible	in	a	documentary.	Idea,	
script	 and	 dramaturgy	 by	 Huisken ś	 author	 Gerhard	 Klein	
already	contained	the	promise	of	realism	in	sight	and	form.	
Years	later,	this	was	to	make	Gerhard	Klein	a	master	of	neo-
realism	in	Berlin	where	he	made	feature	film	history	at	DEFA	
(Berlin - Ecke Schönhauser/Berlin - Schönhauser Corner,	1957,	
a.o.).	This	opened	up	the	cinematic	space	for	Joop	Huisken ś	
strong	 points	 which	 he	 brought	 into	 DEFA	 documentary	
filmmaking.	 ‘To	 capture	 the	 concreteness	 of	 a	 situation	 -	
that	is	the	first	and	essential	aspect	that	Ivens	taught	me.’27	
As	a	filmmaker,	Huisken	was	not	an	ideologist,	but	a	skilled	
worker	at	his	object	just	as	any	other	worker.

The	production	of	documentary	films,	still	located	in	Pots-
dam-Babelsberg,	started	to	propagate	the	two-year	plan	in	
the	 Soviet	 Occupation	 Zone.	 Andrew	 Thorndike,	 who	 had	
returned	 from	 Soviet	 captivity	 a	 year	 before,	 became	 the	
political	 and	 artistic	 director.	 Harry	 Funk:	 ‘Joop	 Huisken,	
who	had	already	worked	with	Joris	Ivens	in	his	early	years,	
had	gotten	to	know	a	different	kind	of	documentary	film,	a	
politically	committed,	sociocritical	documentary	film.	This	
is	why	his	films	from	that	time	where	those	that	came	clos-
est	to	the	international	standard	of	documentaries.’28	Hu-
isken	towered	above	them	all,	not	just	in	a	physical	sense.	
Eva	Fritzsche:	‘Joop	Huisken	was	almost	the	only	one	of	us	
who	was	already	really	experienced	in	the	area	of	filmmak-
ing.	(...)	We	all	 learned	a	lot	from	each	other.	For	example	
Joop	Huisken:	He	knew	it	all,	you	could	always	ask	 im	for	
advice.	Sometimes	he	did	not	feel	 like	talking	at	that	mo-
ment,	but	he	was	a	real	friend,	a	pal	as	you	could	not	imag-
ine	any	better	one.’29	This	continued	in	the	fifties	when	the	
next	 bunch	 of	 young	 unexperienced	 filmmakers	 entered	
the	studio.	Again	it	was	Huisken	who	took	them	aside	and	
explained	 to	 them	 in	 a	 practical	 way	 what	 filmmaking	 is	

about.	Alfons	Machalz:	‘This	man	absolutely	thrived	on	be-
ing	 able	 to	 pass	 on	 his	 knowledge	 and	 his	 experiences	 to	
others.	He	would	discuss	with	you	late	into	the	nights	in	the	
canteen	or	in	a	bar,	he	would	drag	you	to	the	cutting	room	
or	to	the	showing	of	a	film	in	order	to	make	you	understand	
the	1	x	1	of	cinematography.’30	

In	 spring	 1950,	 the	 production	 of	 political	 documentaries	
was	connected	more	closely	with	the	newsreel.	The	group	
moved	 to	 Berlin,	 the	 Department	 for	 Newsreels	 became	
the	 Department	 for	 Newsreels	 and	 Documentary	 Films,	
then	the	Department	became	the	Studio	of	the	same	name	
(1952).	The	director	and	cameraman	Joop	Huisken	became	
the	 Brigade	 Huisken,	 that	 managed	 to	 shoot	 five	 films	 in	
one	year,	political	films	produced	by	commission	like	1952 – 
Das entscheidende Jahr	(1952	-	The	Decisive	Year,	1952)	and‘	
Nach 900 Tagen	 (After	 900	 Days,	 1953)	 with	 the	 usual	 af-
flictions	of	that	time:	lush	narration	that	was	accompanied	
by	footage.	Films	of	that	kind	always	brought	the	same	slo-
gans,	 linguistic	 stereotypes,	 political	 simplifications,	 the	
never	 changing	 cadences	 of	 the	 language,	 the	 propagan-
distic	 fervour,	 the	 background	 music	 fraught	 with	 mean-
ing	into	the	movie	theaters.	Nobody	in	the	audience	could	
use	 this	 for	 new	 observations,	 new	 experiences.	 This	 was	
not	just	a	consequence	of	the	Cold	War	times	and	spirit.	It	
was	also	fostered	by	the	firm	belief	in	the	miracle	of	being	
able	 to	 restructure	 and	 reprogramm	 a	 society	 in	 no	 time	
and	particularly	use	filmmaking	for	this	enterprise.	When	a	
man	like	Huisken	adapted	to	this,	this	did	not	do	any	good	
neither	to	his	films	nor	to	himself.	It	was	not	until	Turbine I 
(1953)	 that	 he	 dropped	 out	 of	 this	 formula,	 only	 with	 this	
film	did	he	return	to	himself.

In	Turbine I,	Huisken	tracked	the	general	repair	of	a	turbine	
that	was	supposed	to	be	carried	out	according	to	a	newly	
developed	 high-speed	 procedure.	 Following	 the	 model	 of	
Stahl	 and	 for	 simplicities	 sake,	 Huisken	 wanted	 to	 stage	
certain	operations.	But	the	workers	objected.	They	did	not	
want	to	set	up	anything,	not	even	themselves.	And	the	film	
could	 not	 be	 done	 without	 the	 cooperation	 of	 the	 work-
ers.	The	worker	Bowens,	initiator	of	the	matter,	said:	‘They	
came	 here	 with	 a	 preconceived	 opinion	 and	 they	 had	 to	
adapt.	But	Joop	quickly	unterstood	what	it	came	down	to.	
This	was	unknown	territory	for	the	film	crew	as	well.	Then	
they	spent	day	and	night	at	the	enterprise,	sat	on	the	pal-
liasse	with	their	camera	and	shot	the	individual	stages	of	
the	process.	It	was	supposed	to	be	something	special.	And	
the	film	also	showed	when	something	did	not	work	out.	The	
work	 rhythm	 was	 precisely	 planned,	 interruptions	 could	
hardly	be	made	up	again.’31	The	matter	was	carried	out	by	
workers	who	understood	it	as	their	proper	matter.	‘Anybody	
thinking	about	the	first	years	of	our	republic	should	watch	

Turbine I.	That	way	he	can	observe	how	attitudes	developed	
that	became	the	foundation	of	our	 life.’32	The	fact	that	he	
immediately	understood	the	situation	and	abandoned	all	
the	 conditions	 common	 to	 film	 production	 at	 that	 time	
spoke	very	well	for	Huisken.	This	was	only	possible	because	
of	the	political	reputation	that	Huisken	had	acquired	with	
his	previous	productions	and	that	now	yielded	added	value	
in	an	artistic	sense	just	like	well-invested	capital.	That	way	
the	documentary	could	not	just	tell	about	the	workers	but	
be	created	in	direct	cooperation	with	them.	The	author	of	
the	 commentary,	 Karl	 Gass,	 was	 also	 caught	 by	 this	 spirit	
and	 therefore	 sticked	 to	 the	 style	 of	 a	 report	 instead	 of	
turning	 it	 into	a	state	supporting	affair.	The	red	flag	had	
not	been	put	up	by	the	film	crew,	it	hang	there	because	of	
the	times.	Huisken	pushed	ahead	with	the	demonstration	
of	the	working	process	as	if	it	was	a	sports	report,	similar	
to	 the	way	he	had	done	 it	 in	Stahl,	which	resembled	a	 re-
port	from	a	six-day	race,	and	the	Potsdam	film,	which	was	
not	light	on	dramatic	effects	either.	This	showed	the	com-
petence	and	superior	ease	he	had	achieved	in	dealing	with	
subject	 and	 form.	 The	 conclusion	 of	 Turbine I	 laconically	
proved	this:	a	crate	of	beer,	a	drink	together,	a	last	sign	of	
solidarity	resembled	a	fading	away	after	having	crossed	the	
finish	line.	

When	 the	 documentary	 was	 finished,	 the	 worker	 Bowens	
travelled	 all	 over	 the	 country	 with	 it	 and	 popularized	 his	
method	 of	 the	 high-speed	 repairing	 procedure.	 ‘You	 can	
talk	or	write	a	 lot,	but	 images	speak	volumes.	That ś	why	
it	 was	 important	 that	 the	 film	 was	 so	 honest.	 That ś	 why	
it	 could	 cause	 an	 effect.’	 That	 way,	 until	 the	 early	 sixties,	
the	 documentary	 produced	 an	 economic	 value	 of	 several	
hundred	millions	of	marks.	To	this	day,	it	is	regarded	as	an	
important	experiment	for	the	development	of	socialist	art	
and	as	the	rare	case	of	a	film	where	utility	value	and	artistic	
value	come	together.

What	 could	 have	 become	 an	 aesthetic	 example,	 however,	
did	not	cause	 imitation:	While	 in	 1948/49	Huisken ś	posi-
tion	had	been	too	weak	 in	both	an	artistical	and	political	
sense	in	order	to	contribute	to	shaping	the	DEFA	documen-
tary	style,	in	1953	it	was	too	late	to	alter	its	basic	arrange-
ments.

There	 was	 nobody	 who	 could	 hold	 a	 candle	 to	 him.	 Only	
Hugo	Hermann	topped	Huisken ś	Turbine I	with	Stahl und 
Menschen	 (Steel and Workers,	 1956).	 From	 what	 is	 heard,	
the	two	men,	almost	of	the	same	age,	one	a	Dutchman,	the	
other	one	Austrian,	could	not	stand	each	other.	Huisken ś	
following	 documentary	 Dass ein gutes Deutschland blühe	
(So that a good Germany may flourish,	1959)	was	to	be	un-
derstood	as	a	response	to	this	challenge:	I	am	still	the	top	
dog,	 I	 can	still	do	 it.	At	 that	 time,	however,	Hermann	had	
long	since	become	a	victim	of	a	political	intrigue	and	had	
been	driven	out	of	the	studio.

Excursus	Joris	Ivens	I
In	 summer	 1948,	 Joris	 Ivens	 had	 written	 an	 unexpected	
letter	to	Joop	Huisken.	This	contained	the	characteristic	es-
sentials	and	marked	the	beginning	of	his	later	DEFA	work.	‘I	
heard	about	DEFA	in	this	city	(Prague)	and	in	Belgrade	and	
every	once	in	a	while	I	also	see	something	on	film	produc-
tion	published	in	a	magazine.	It ś	an	enormous	task	for	film	
production	to	be	collaborating	in	the	effort	to	finally	con-
vert	Germany	into	a	habitable	country,	on	a	democratic	ba-
sis	and	living	in	peace	with	all	its	neighbours.	If	you	want	to	
and	think	that	I	could	be	of	any	help	for	you,	make	sure	the	
DEFA	management	sends	me	a	 letter	now	and	then.	That	

way	I	can	come	to	Berlin	for	a	few	days	to	talk	to	you.	(...)	
However,	 we	 will	 need	 a	 lot	 of	 coordination	 and	 contact.	
We	are	organizing	a	world	congress	for	documentarists	in	
Prague	and	somebody	from	your	studio	has	to	come	as	well	
(or	 several	 people)	 (but	 certainly	 you!).’33	 For	 reasons	 un-
known	today,	this	idea	was	not	carried	out.

They	were	only	reunited	by	a	job,	Freundschaft siegt	(Friend-
ship Triumphs,	1951/1952),	a	reportage	in	colour	on	the	third	
world	 festival	 of	 youth	 and	 students.	 The	 documentary	
was	 a	 co-production	 of	 DEFA	 and	 Mosfilm.	 Joris	 Ivens,	 to-
gether	with	Iwan	Pyryev,	was	the	director.	After	all	his	jobs	
in	Poland,	Bulgaria	and	Czechoslovakia	he	thought	he	was	
suited	to	do	this,	but	in	style	and	organisation,	this	film	was	
characterized	by	the	Soviet	way	of	working.	Surrounded	by	
a	 whole	 army	 of	 assistant	 directors,	 Joop	 Huisken	 had	 no	
choice	but	to	simply	do	his	job,	as	one	would	say	today.	Iv-
ens	was	impressed	by	the	progress	Huisken	had	made.	‘He	
did	exactly	the	opposite	of	what	Johnny	(i.e.	John	Fernhout)	
did	and	became	a	fantastic	man.’34	This	changed	when	Iv-
ens	 shot	 his	 next	 big	 international	 documentary,	 Lied der 
Ströme (Song of the Rivers,	1953/1954).	Huisken	was	now	the	
independently	working	director	of	the	German	shootings.	
For	his	next	project	Die Windrose	(The Windrose,	1954),	Ivens	
hired	Huisken	as	a	cameraman.	This	was	the	documentary	
fiction	film	about	the	life	of	women	all	over	the	world	for	
which	the	episodes	were	filmed	by	different	directors	and	
then	put	 together	by	Alberto	Cavalcanti.	The	 idea	for	 this	
had	come	from	Ivens	and	the	commissioner	IDFF	and	DEFA	
had	 entrusted	 him	 with	 the	 responsibility	 of	 the	 artistic	
overall	management.	Ivens	highly	esteemed	Huisken ś	abil-
ities	and	his	 reliability	and	Huisken	 in	 turn	enjoyed	to	be	
included	in	ambitious	projects	that	brought	him	together	
with	 filmmakers	 from	 all	 over	 the	 world.	 Not	 least	 of	 all	
with	Alberto	Cavalcanti,	whom	he	had	come	to	know	and	
appreciate	in	1928,	‘one	of	the	most	important	directors	in	
this	time	who	had	a	valuable	and	stimulating	influence	on	
the	development	of	the	realistic	film	and	on	every	one	of	us.	
(...)	In	our	discussions	in	the	Filmliga	in	Amsterdam,	which	
frequently	lasted	the	whole	night,	his	films	always	played	a	
role	because	they	contained	so	many	innovations.’35

It	 was	 not	 just	 because	 of	 Ivenś 	 life	 and	 works	 that	 this	
renewal	of	 their	professional	 relationship	did	not	develop	
into	a	pure	friendship	between	men	and	artists.	Both	were	
on	 the	 one	 hand	 straightforward,	 but	 on	 the	 other	 hand	
headstrong.	 Huisken	 could	 be	 quite	 stubborn	 sometimes.	
That ś	how	they	had	come	to	know	each	other	at	Capi	and	
that ś	 what	 Helene	 van	 Dongen	 had	 benefited	 from	 as	 a	
secretary	and	manager.36	Huisken	always	called	Ivens	´the	
old	man ,́	but	in	a	respectful	and	friendly	way,	and	Ivens	al-
ways	teased	him	by	cordially	and	sarcastically	calling	him	
śtubborn	buddy´	(´Gnatzkopf´	in	Dutch).	
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The	relationship	between	Huisken	and	Ivens	especially	suf-
fered	 from	 Ivenś 	 authority	 which	 was	 built	 up	 from	 the	
outside	and	which	structurally	put	Huisken	at	a	disadvan-
tage.	Ivens	was	frequently	appointed	as	an	artistic	director	
by	the	studio.	The	most	well-known	–and	oddest–	case	is	
Mein Kind	(My Child,	1953)	by	Alfons	Machalz	and	Vladimir	
Pozner,	which	Ivens	only	got	to	see	until	after	the	opening	
night.	 This	 was	 directly	 followed	 by	 the	 China	 movie,	 for	
which	 the	 studio	 wanted	 to	 appoint	 him	 as	 a	 supervisor.	
But	 Ivens	 neither	 had	 an	 interest	 nor	 a	 stake	 in	 this.	 The	
name	says	it	all:	it	did	not	happen	all	too	often	that	a	studio	
had	a	living	seal	of	quality	at	its	disposal!	Huisken,	whose	
name	by	that	time	also	sent	out	a	message,	had	to	live	with	
the	fact	that,	just	as	in	the	story	of	the	hare	and	the	hedge-
hog,	Ivens	was	always	there	before	him.	The	only	time	that	
Huisken	had	a	 lead	was	in	1961	when	he	was	granted	the	
academic	title	of	a	professor;	Ivens	did	not	receive	the	hon-
orary	 doctorate	 from	 the	 Karl	 Marx	 University	 in	 Leipzig	
until	seven	years	later.	

Ivens	 was	 friendly	 and	 mindful	 towards	 Huisken,	 he	 sent	
greetings,	 asked	 about	 him	 and	 interceded	 on	 his	 behalf.	
When	 Huisken	 died	 in	 early	 April	 1979,	 Ivens	 sent	 a	 tele-
gram	that	was	publicly	posted	at	the	studio	entrance	next	
to	Huisken ś	picture.	This	not	only	constituted	a	record	of	
their	relationship,	but	also	a	documentation	of	the	loyalty	
the	DEFA	Studio	for	Documentary	Films	felt	towards	Ivens	
even	in	times	of	his	marginalization	in	the	GDR.

China – Land zwischen gestern und morgen 
Starting	in	1951,	one	or	two	Chinese	movies	had	been	dis-
played	 at	 the	 movies	 each	 year.	 In	 most	 cases,	 they	 dealt	
with	 the	 struggle	 and	 victory	 of	 the	 Peoples	 Liberation	
Army	and	the	foundation	of	the	Peoples	Republic.	Foreign	
films	 about	 China,	 as	 from	 the	 Soviet	 Union	 (1951)	 and	
Czechoslovakia	 (1954),	 were	 made	 in	 co-production	 with	
the	 Chinese	 studios.	 China – Land zwischen gestern und 
morgen (China – Between Today and Tomorrow) was	prob-
ably	the	first	completely	foreign	production	shot	in	China	
throughout	the	world.	The	Chinese	partner	was	the	Asso-
ciation	for	Cultural	Foreign	Relations.37	

The	 documentary	 came	 into	 being	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	
German-French	film	relations	in	the	second	half	of	the	fif-
ties	 as	 a	 co-production	 of	 the	 DEFA	 Studio	 for	 Newsreels	
and	Documentary	Films	 in	Berlin	and	Procinex	 in	Paris,	a	
company	closely	allied	with	the	French	Communist	Party.	It	
was	originally	planned	to	have	a	length	of	600	meters	with	
a	shooting	period	between	October	and	December	1954.38	

Fostered	 by	 the	 adventures	 and	 experiences	 on	 site,	 the	
French	favoured	the	conversion	of	the	documentary	into	a	
feature-length	film.	DEFA	accepted	this	proposal	which	of	
course	 entailed	 new	 arrangements,	 cost	 estimations	 and	
contracts.	 The	 shooting	 lasted	 until	 May	 1955.	 The	 main	
responsibility	 for	 the	 production	 of	 the	 film	 and	 the	 car-
rying	out	of	the	shooting	was	assumed	by	Procinex,	DEFA	
took	care	of	the	material	provision,	the	copying	(work	print	
and	 dupe	 negative)	 and	 shipment	 from	 Berlin;	 Paris	 was	
responsible	 for	 reshipments	 from	 China.	 The	 work	 in	 the	
film	laboratory	and	the	editing	dragged	on	for	a	year,	the	
mixing	at	DEFA	took	place	in	October	1956.39

The	French	partners	chose	Robert	Ménégoz	as	a	director	for	
the	project,	who	had	caused	sensation	with	his	first	work	
Vivent les Dockers!	 (1950)	 and	 who	 since	 his	 collaboration	
on	Ivenś 	Lied der Ströme	(1954)	was	known	at	DEFA	as	well.	
During	that	job	he	had	worked	with	Joop	Huisken	who	was	
nominated	 by	 the	 German	 side.	 As	 an	 insurance	 policy,	
Procinex	 incorporated	 a	 clause	 in	 the	 contract	 with	 DEFA	
which	committed	the	latter	‘to	entrust	Mr.	Joris	Ivens	with	
the	artistic	supervision	of	the	film.’40	Ivens	refrained	from	
accepting	 this,	 as	 production	 manager	 Wegner	 wrote	 to	
Huisken,	who	was	 in	Peking,	by	return	of	mail,	 inasmuch	
as	 ‘you	 are	 two	 grown-up	 artists	 and	 apart	 from	 a	 few	
personal	discussions	with	you	he	considers	this	film	to	be	
a	 Huisken	 and	 Ménégoz	 documentary’.41	 Robert	 Ménégoz	
and	his	cameraman	Jean	Penzer	had	to	return	to	Paris	by	
the	end	of	the	year	1954,	so	that	from	then	on	Huisken	alone	
was	 responsible	 for	 the	 continuation	 of	 the	 shooting,	 in-
cluding	research,	direction	and	camera.	

‘The	 Chinese	 ancillary	 staff,	 of	 which	 there	 is	 plenty,	 is	
even	 learning	 during	 this	 kind	 of	 filming,	 so	 they	 cannot	
contribute	to	the	acceleration	of	the	process	to	a	consider-
able	extent.’42	Idea	and	budget	were	oriented	to	silent	pic-
tures,	complete	synchronized	sound	would	have	resulted	in	
higher	expenses,	different	technical	equipment,	additions	
to	the	crew,	limited	shooting	time	and	the	loss	of	immedi-
ateness.	Again,	he	got	his	own	way	of	adapting	the	condi-
tions	of	the	production	to	the	ideas:	if	he	was	already	there,	
he	wanted	to	make	something	good	out	of	 it,	even	if	this	
required	 more	 time,	 an	 extra	 18,000	 meters	 of	 color	 film	
additional	to	the	planned	7,000	meters	(outside	the	total	
quota	of	the	GDR	film	production!)	as	well	as	new	cash	re-
sources;	there	was	no	way	of	getting	foreign	currency.

The	way	the	project	had	materialized	was	strange	anyhow.	
The	 newly	 established	 Hauptverwaltung	 Film	 (HV	 Film;	
Head	 Office	 Film)	 of	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Culture	 had	 not	 even	
been	 correctly	 informed	 about	 the	 short	 film	 project.	 The	
approval	of	the	journey	was	given	in	the	belief	that	the	HV	
director	knew	about	it.	However,	he	only	found	out	about	it	
by	coincidence	through	Joris	Ivens	and	not	through	the	stu-
dio	he	was	in	charge	of.	When	the	French	partners	arrived	
in	Berlin	for	the	transformation	of	the	project	into	a	feature	
film,	the	state	official	in	charge	had	still	not	been	informed	
about	the	plan,	but	was	convinced	that	everything	was	in	
order.43	The	only	thing	he	was	lacking	was	a	practical	idea	
of	the	realization	of	a	feature	film	with	unknown	partners	
in	an	unknown,	faraway	country	and	a	shooting	period	of	

nine	months.	In	a	word:	Huisken	and	Ménégoz	embarked	on	
a	project	that	had	been	prepared	 in	a	completely	unsuffi-
cient	way.	Or	to	put	it	in	a	different	way:	Chaos	as	the	source	
of	progress.	Because	this	film	was	definitely	a	progress.

The	 movie	 led	 into	 the	 landscapes	 of	 China,	 into	 villages	
and	cities,	onto	the	Yangtze	River	and	into	the	mountains,	
it	 showed	 the	 old,	 venerable	 China	 of	 the	 pagodas	 and	
caravans,	of	the	Great	Wall	and	the	Forbidden	City,	and	it	
showed	the	construction	of	new	works,	of	railway	lines	and	
dams.	 The	 composition	 of	 the	 pictures,	 the	 atmosphere	
and	the	color	conveyed	a	fascinating	impression	of	the	land	
and	 the	 people	 and	 their	 work.	 The	 problem	 was	 how	 to	
translate	 the	 semiofficial	 shooting	 proposals	 into	 stories	
of	 people.	 This	 was	 nothing	 obvious	 nor	 was	 it	 common	
habit,	neither	 in	China	nor	here	 in	 this	part	of	 the	world.	
Huisken ś	 accomplishment	 consisted	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 he	
wanted	to	do	this	and	did	it.	Against	the	background	of	a	
steel	mill,	he	told	the	story	of	Pao	Tung,	the	traveling	tinker,	
he	 told	 about	 the	 wedding	 of	 Sien	 Jiens	 next	 to	 the	 rural	
rice	harvest,	about	the	first	assignment	of	Tschao	Lin,	the	
young	 female	 construction	 engineer,	 after	 a	 journey	 up	
the	 Yangtze	 River.	 The	 protagonists	 of	 this	 cinematic	 tale	
were	represented	by	actors.	(A	practice	as	in	Potsdam baut 
auf	 or	 Stahl,	 where	 real	 people	 reenacted	 an	 event,	 could	
neither	 be	 communicated	 nor	 carried	 out	 under	 Chinese	
circumstances	and	a	different	method,	according	to	which	
the	camera	could	freely	follow	the	events	would	only	be	in-
troduced	to	film	history	a	decade	later.)	That	way,	a	stylisti-
cally	unbroken	connection	between	general	and	individual	
representation	was	achieved.

The	commentary	for	 the	 (East)	German	version	was	writ-
ten	 by	 Bodo	 Uhse,	 a	 renowned	 and	 cosmopolitan	 writer,	
editor-in-chief	 of	 the	 literary	 magazine	 Áufbau´	 (´Recon-
struction´)	 and	 secretary	 of	 the	 section	 for	 poetry	 and	
cultivation	of	language	of	the	German	Academy	of	Arts,	a	
friend	 of	 Ivens	 ever	 since	 Borinage	 and	 therefore	 close	 to	
Huisken,	 too.	 Uhse	 knew	 China	 from	 his	 own	 experience	
and	had	written	about	this	in	´Tagebuch	aus	China´	(´Diary	
from	China	 ,́	1956).	That	made	him	interesting	for	Huisken	
and	DEFA.	The	text	for	the	film	oscillated	between	poetiza-
tion	and	information,	but	only	awkwardly	worked	with	the	
images	as	Pozner	had	shown	how	to	do	in	the	first	half	of	
Lied der Ströme or	as	Hermlin	would	do	two	years	later	for	
Dass ein gutes Deutschland blühe.

According	 to	 a	 new	 contract	 between	 Procinex	 and	 DEFA	
in	1956,44	aside	from	the	world	distribution	in	the	Western	
countries,	 the	 French	 company	 was	 also	 responsible	 for	
the	production	of	the	German	version	for	West	Germany,	
West	Berlin,	Austria	and	Switzerland.	On	the	one	hand,	this	
allowed	 for	 the	 distribution	 of	 the	 film	 under	 the	 title	 of	
Im Schatten der chinesischen Mauer (In the Shadow of the 
Chinese Wall) by	Union	Française	du	Film,	but	on	the	other	
hand	it	caused	the	renunciation	of	the	DEFA	title.	DEFA	and	
HV	Film	agreed	and	after	having	compared	both	versions	
did	 not	 have	 any	 objections	 against	 the	 reductions	 and	
narration	of	the	French	version.	This	version	was	released	
in	1959,	but	in	the	face	of	the	starting	distribution	of	Carlo	
Lizzani ś	Hinter der großen Mauer (Behind the Great Wall),	
which	had	been	filmed	with	huge	technical	array	as	a	full-
length	movie	 in	color	and	TotalScope,	 it	did	not	have	any	
chance.	

Film-Echo	 critically	 commented	 on	 the	 Italian	 movie	 that	
the	otherwise	quite	talkative	commentator	concealed	the	
work	 and	 censorship	 conditions	 under	 which	 the	 Italians	

worked	in	China.45	This	reservation	could	have	been	raised	
against	Huisken ś	China	film	as	well.	And	would	not	have	
been	justified.	Of	course	the	film	was	a	hymn	to	the	new	
China,	 which	 had	 only	 come	 into	 being	 five	 years	 before,	
through	its	own	struggle,	not	created	from	outside	as	had	
happened	with	the	two	Germanies.	But	every	critique	re-
quires	familiarity	with	the	circumstances	and	a	minimum	
of	empathy,	at	least	dealing	with	a	documentary	film	that	
wants	to	overcome	the	limitations	of	the	educational	film	
on	the	one	hand	and	the	newsreels	on	the	other	hand.	Hu-
isken	loved	images	that	actually	deserved	that	name,	nev-
ertheless	́ cinematic	whitewashing 4́6	was	just	as	suspicious	
to	him	as	it	was	to	Ivens.	The	attitude	of	this	film	receives	
its	nobility	from	the	fact	that	it	does	not	talk	the	grandeur	
of	this	people	and	of	its	awakening	into	being,	but	negoti-
ates	it	at	the	level	of	the	street,	the	field,	the	construction	
site	 and	 refrains	 from	 using	 the	 emblematics	 commonly	
used	in	Europe	concerning	a	people ś	democracy.

Excursus	Joris	Ivens	II
After	 the	 successful	 production	 in	 China	 from	 1954/1955,	
DEFA	 prepared	 for	 a	 new	 film.	 Toward	 the	 end	 of	 1955,	 a	
treaty	of	friendship	had	been	signed	between	the	People ś	
Republic	of	China	and	the	GDR,	further	bilateral	contracts,	
like	 the	 one	 concerning	 commerce	 and	 maritime	 ship-
ping,	were	in	preparation,	the	bilateral	relations	were	pro-
gressing	positively.	What	was	more	obvious	than	backing	
them	up	through	a	new	cinematic	´German-Chinese	joint	
production .́	In	1957,	Joop	Huisken	stayed	in	China	for	pre-
liminary	talks	and	in	order	to	film	the	first	consignment	of	
(East)	German	trucks,	and	was	pondering	on	the	concep-
tion	of	this	film.	The	Chinese	did	not	have	any	idea	about	
the	subject	matter	and	the	topic,	but	they	did	not	want	to	
settle	for	less	than	a	feature-length	color	film	in	CinemaS-
cope	and	standard	format.	DEFA	proceeded	assuming	that	
everything	would	work	out	fine,	just	as	it	had	done	three	
years	before.	 In	early	1958,	the	German	film	crew	traveled	
to	China.

What	they	did	not	know	and	would	not	find	out	about:	At	
the	very	same	time,	Joris	Ivens	arrived	in	Peking.	He	came	
there	following	an	invitation	from	the	Chinese	government	
to	help	advance	the	Chinese	documentary	film	production	
with	help	and	advice.	 This	 implied	 lectures	and	seminars	
at	the	Peking	Film	Academy	and	two	film	productions	with	
the	participation	of	young	film	adepts	according	to	Ivenś 	
principle	of	learning	by	doing	(600 Millionen mit euch/600 
Million with You	 and	 Vorfrühling/Before Spring).	 In	 addi-
tion	to	that,	Ivens	was	under	contract	with	the	Central	Stu-
dio	for	Newsreels	and	Documentary	Films	as	a	general	con-
sultant.	‘Everything	was	presented	to	me	for	consultation.	
They	trusted	me	in	the	area	of	cinematic	art.’47	Reading	this,	
it	is	even	more	surprising	that	an	international	film	project	
like	the	one	with	DEFA	would	not	have	been	presented	to	
him.	Only	the	Chinese	sources	would	be	able	to	clear	this	
up,	because	nothing	has	been	handed	down	from	neither	
Ivens	nor	Huisken.	

Both	 filmmakers	 were	 driven	 by	 the	 same	 basic	 thought:	
‘China	 is	 the	country	that	 is	predestined	for	being	one	of	
the	greatest	among	the	great’48;	 ‘I	have	the	strong	feeling	
that	a	great	time	of	Chinese	history	has	started’.49	Both	did	
not	care	to	make	a	propaganda	or	an	educational	film.	They	
focused	 on	 the	 relation	 between	 man	 and	 nature,	 land-
scape	 and	 environment,	 on	 construction,	 work,	 change,	
but	that	was	at	the	same	time	protecting	the	centuries-old	
traditions	and	rites.	In	contrast	to	Ivens,	who	carried	out	a	
´big	jumṕ 	from	1938	(400 Millionen/The 400 Million)	to	the	
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present	 time	 of	 the	 year	 1958,	 Huisken	 and	 Wedding	 had	
been	there	to	see	the	development	of	the	new	China	almost	
step	by	step.	A	comparison	of	both	filmmakerś 	precondi-
tions	and	results	could	have	provided	a	lovely	insight	into	
the	workshop	of	documentary	film,	the	more	so	as	both	di-
rectors	came	from	the	same	stable.	Furthermore,	both	un-
dertakings	were	joint	enterprises.	But	their	outcome	could	
not	have	been	more	different.

The	 work	 of	 the	 DEFA	 crew	 started	 with	 difficulties.	 Paul	
Wojczinski,	 unit	 manager:	 ‘We	 were	 hanging	 around	 for	
weeks	 without	 knowing	 what	 we	 were	 supposed	 and	 al-
lowed	 to	 film.	 All	 the	 Chinese	 offered	 were	 pioneers	 and	
parades	and	tickets	for	the	Peking	Opera	as	a	consolation	
for	the	long	waiting	periods.’	The	studio	in	Peking	had	ap-
pointed	a	script	writer	who	was	quickly	afterwards	sent	to	
a	 people ś	 commune	 without	 being	 substituted.	 The	 in-
terpreter	had	an	insufficient	knowledge	of	German.	There	
were	 no	 documents	 or	 information	 on	 the	 objects	 to	 be	
filmed,	 so	 that,	 as	 Huisken	 reported,	 ‘we	 found	 ourselves	
in	the	grotesque	situation	that	we	had	to	get	information	
about	the	New	China	indirectly	through	the	New	Germany,	
which	we	received	from	Berlin	with	a	delay	of	several	weeks.’	
Germans	 and	 Chinese	 were	 talking	 at	 crossed	 purposes,	
misunderstandings	were	piling	up.	The	main	obstacle	was	
the	 lack	of	 interest	of	 the	Chinese	studio	 in	a	 fundamen-
tal	discussion	of	artistic	 issues,	 including	the	perceptions	
of	what	a	documentary	film	is	and	is	able	to	do.	‘According	
to	 the	 Chinese,	 our	 controversies	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 ideology	
and	art	were	fundamentally	different;	that	we	wanted	to	
arrange	 situations	 cinematically	 that,	 according	 to	 Alex	
Wedding ś	opinion,	were	possible,	but	had	never	happened	
in	real	life,	and	this	conception	of	ours,	according	to	their	
view,	was	contradictory	to	the	principles	of	documentary	
film	itself.

Huisken	and	Wedding	were	in	search	of	people ś	stories.50	
‘We	proposed	to	show	people	that	were	typical	of	the	New	
China,	 people	 who	 change	 their	 country	 and	 in	 doing	 so	
reach	a	higher	level	of	progress	themselves.	We	wanted	to	
show	a	worker	who	not	too	long	ago	had	still	been	a	farm-
er.	Our	Chinese	colleagues	responded	that	such	workers	no	
doubt	existed.	But	a	worker	who	had	before	been	a	farmer	
was	now	a	worker.	And	it	did	not	comply	with	the	princi-
ples	of	socialist	realism	to	portray	him	as	a	farmer	because	
then	he	would	have	to	act	like	a	farmer.’	And	that ś	the	way	
it	 went	 on.	 The	 differences	 of	 opinion	 became	 so	 strong	
and	irreconcilable	that	Huisken	canceled	the	shooting	and	
DEFA	 no	 longer	 pursued	 the	 project.	 The	 filmed	 material	
was	used	in	the	sequence	of	films	Bilder aus China	(Images 
from China, 1959,	 Director:	 Heinz	 Fischer)	 for	 the	 German	
Central	 Institute	 for	 Teaching	 Material.	 DEFA	 henceforth	
did	not	have	any	desire	for	another	adventure	in	China	and	
after	 the	 Sino-Soviet	 split	 and	 the	 ´Cultural	 Revolution ,́	
this	matter	was	obsolete	anyway.	Huisken	remained	loyally	
silent;	he	would	never	say	anything	against	a	people	‘that	
he	 loves	from	the	bottom	of	his	heart’.	Apart	 from	the	fi-
nal	report,	not	a	single	critical	word	ever	passed	his	lips.	He	
never	shared	Ivenś 	enthusiasm	for	China	in	the	context	of	
the	seventies,	however.51	

It	is	strange	to	think	that	Huisken	and	Ivens	stayed	in	Chi-
na	at	the	same	time	and	never	knew	anything	about	each	
other	and	that	the	institutions	in	Peking	(The	Ministery	of	
Culture,	the	Central	Studio	for	Newsreel	and	Documenta-
ry	Films)	did	not	bring	them	together.	While	Ivens	turned	
down	the	government ś	request	for	a	documentary	on	the	
people ś	communes	and	proceeded	into	the	province,	Hu-

isken	 was	 being	 referred	 to	 the	 major	 operations.	 While	
Ivens	was	delivering	lectures	on	the	new	documentary	film	
at	 the	Peking	Film	Academy,	Huisken	ran	aground	on	the	
Chinese	film	dogma.	While	Ivenś 	Before Spring	had	its	fes-
tive	opening	night	in	Peking,	Huisken	had	to	justify	himself	
against	allegations	from	Peking	after	his	return	to	Berlin.	
Even	the	Great	Prize	in	Montevideo	for	China – Land zwisch-
en gestern und morgen could	not	compensate	for	all	this.

But	something	that	is	also	strange	is	that	so	far	the	coinci-
dence	of	the	undertakings	to	China	of	both	´Capianś 	has	
never	 been	 considered	 or	 questioned	 by	 film	 historians.	
While	Ivenś 	comeback	in	China	is	openly	discussed	in	the	
books,	Huisken ś	failure	is	locked	up	in	the	archives.	Docu-
mentary	 film	 in	 China	 is	 tightly	 linked	 to	 the	 name	 of	 Iv-
ens.	The	spotlight	that	is	shed	on	Ivens	is	so	dazzling	that	
it	 blinds	 out	 everybody	 and	 everything	 else:	 the	 Chinese	
newsreel	 and	 documentary	 film	 production,	 productions	
and	coproductions	between	East	and	West	in	and	with	Chi-
na.	The	́ otherś ,	too,	wanted	to	allow	the	language	of	film	to	
advance	by	turning	towards	new	matters	and	raising	new	
issues,	especially	in	China.	And	Ivens	himself	talked	about	
these	others,	no	matter	if	they	were	called	Huisken,	Méné-
goz,	Lizzani	or	Vautier.	From	this	point	of	view,	the	question	
about	Ivenś 	share	‘	just	like	anybody	else ś’	becomes	more	
veritable,	evenhanded	and	productive.

Dass ein gutes Deutschland blühe
The	 tenth	 anniversary	 of	 the	 German	 Democratic	 Repub-
lic	on	October	7th,	1959	was	planned	to	be	celebrated	with	
the	presentation	of	a	feature-length	film	that	was	different	
from	anything	previously	produced.	Gustav	Wilhelm	Leh-
mbruck,	head	of	the	script	department	at	the	DEFA	Studio	
for	Documentary	Film,	co-author	of	the	film,	together	with	
Joop	 Huisken,	 wanted	to	 ‘show	 the	 human	being	 and	the	
human	condition’52	which	was	the	same	as	‘to	interpret	and	
arrange	the	subject	 in	a	poetic	way’.	This	was	something	
new	and	at	the	same	time	not	so	new.53	Brecht	had	already	
pointed	out:	‘As	necessary	as	it	is	to	produce	films	which	are	
half	reportage	and	as	good	as	they	may	be,	we	also	need	
poetic	films	all	the	same,	that	appeal	to	the	masses	in	a	dif-
ferent	way.’54	

The	film	was	divided	into	five	stories	from	a	village,	a	huge	
smithy,	a	steel	mill,	the	Leipzig	Trade	Fair,	the	Dresden	Gal-
lery,	 complemented	 and	 reflected	 through	 the	 war	 cem-
etery	Halbe,	a	manifestation	in	Buchenwald,	a	glance	into	
the	 People’s	 Chamber	 and	 the	 SED	 politburo	 and	 a	 long,	
peaceful	 exposition.	 The	 authors	 were	 well	 aware	 of	 the	
risks	of	producing	a	compendium	film,	therefore	abstained	
from	 employing	 the	 conventional	 compiling	 cutback	 and	
based	the	film	entirely	on	that	special	day,	‘in	order	to	give	
a	stronger	profile	to	the	thought	of	today ś	perspectives	of	
our	Republic	and	of	every	single	person.’

The	script	was	finished	by	the	end	of	March	1959,	the	film	
was	shot	by	the	middle	of	August,	there	was	a	week	of	time	
between	the	end	of	the	shooting	and	the	voice	recording,	
in	 which	 the	 raw	 editing	 had	 to	 be	 finished	 and	 the	 final	
version	of	the	text	was	generated.	In	a	major	effort	beyond	
comparison,	 the	 commissioning	 date	 in	 the	 last	 week	 of	
August	was	met.	There	were	no	further	obstacles	to	a	dis-
tribution	in	October.

The	photography	(Wolfgang	Randel,	Horst	Orgel)	was	abso-
lutely	excellent,	 the	portrayals	of	working	situations	con-
stituted	the	best	that	had	been	accomplished	in	this	area.	
The	 images	 from	 the	 world	 of	 work	 were	 not	 just	 visual	
detailing	of	working	processes,	following	Ivenś 	work,	they	
were	a	close	approximation	to	what	determines	the	exis-
tence	 of	 the	 worker.	 He	 was	 ´down-to-earth ,́	 his	 picture	
that	 of	 a	 creator,	 mover,	 ruler,	 he	 created	 the	 abundance	
of	the	country:	with	physical	effort	at	the	forging	hammer,	
with	brains	at	an	automatic	charging	unit,	with	sensitivity	
amidst	the	alignments	of	thread	in	the	spinning	mill,	with	
precision	at	the	nuclear	reactor	and	in	the	aircraft	factory.	
This	was	not	only	alleged	or	talked	into	existence,	one	could	
see	it	and	experience	it	in	the	game	and	the	harshness	of	
reality,	in	images	of	unstrained	calmness	and	tremendous	
self-confidence.

The	narration	was	written	and	spoken	by	the	poet	Steph-
an	Hermlin.	He	was	not	the	rhetorical	executor	of	general	
knowledge,	 he	 did	 not	 put	 up	 a	 banner.	 He	 contributed	
to	 the	 film	 as	 an	 individual	 and	 respected	 the	 people	 on	
and	in	front	of	the	screen	as	individuals,	too.	This	attitude	
found	its	way	into	Hermlin ś	voice,	it	was	spirit	and	gesture	
of	reflexion	in	the	instance	of	achieving	awareness	of	the	
moment,	in	the	swinging	of	the	word,	in	the	melody	of	the	
sentence.	He	translated	the	spirit	of	a	subject	into	the	ges-
ture	of	language.	And	made	the	common	uncommon.	The	
sentences	were	simple	and	short,	sometimes	just	a	word,	
sticked	to	the	events	and	left	the	image	available	to	phan-
tasy.	It	was	a	voice,	his	voice,	that	kept	the	film	together	and	
provided	it	with	a	soul.

At	the	final	commissioning	date	at	the	studio,	all	the	par-
ticipants	 were	 deeply	 impressed,	 it	 was	 praised	 without	
end	and	even	recommended	to	be	classified	as	 ártistically	
valuable ,́	which	was	already	done	at	the	state	inspection	
and	approval.	But	at	the	presentation	for	a	commission	of	
the	SED ś	Politburo	of	the	Central	Committee	in	the	middle	
of	September,	to	which	the	filmmakers	were	not	admitted,	
the	approved	and	classified	version	was	strongly	rejected.	
‘The	entire	political	concept	of	the	film	lacks	what	we	un-
derstand	as	the	content	of	´German	Democratic	Republic .́’	
The	 studio	 received	 instructions	 for	 the	 revision	 of	 both	
the	 part	 of	 the	 images	 and	 the	 text.	 ‘A	 new	 commentary	
has	to	be	made,	which	bears	a	clear	character	according	to	
partylines	and	apt	for	publication.	(...)	It	was	a	mistake	to	
consign	a	lyricist	like	Hermlin	with	this	task.’55

Huisken	received	the	instructions	for	the	changes	on	paper.	
They	mainly	concerned	the	text,	which	was	now	written	by	
the	party	publicist	Karl-Eduard	von	Schnitzler.	The	changed	
version	 did	 not	 meet	 with	 any	 interest	 in	 the	 audience	
when	it	was	released	half	a	year	after	the	anniversary.	The	
copies	of	the	original	version	made	for	the	capitalist	coun-
tries	were	allowed	to	be	shown	there,	but	had	to	be	sent	
back	by	return	of	mail.

The	creators	of	the	film	were	not	involved	in	this	quarrel-
ing.	Huisken	had	updated	Hermlin	about	the	new	version,	

assuming	that	he	had	been	 informed	about	the	outcome	
of	the	story.	However,	the	people	in	charge	had	eluded	this	
responsibility.	 Hermlin	 recorded	 this	 prohibition	 in	 a	 file	
note.	 ‘The	narration	that	 I	wrote	 for	 the	documentary	on	
the	GDR	was	prohibited.	 It	took	exactly	two	months	until	
somebody	talked	to	me	about	this;	the	only	reason,	I	repeat,	
the	only	reason	the	prohibitors	have	found	to	this	day,	and	
it	is	only	too	justified	that	they	do	not	produce	this	reason	
without	awkwardness,	says	that	the	text	is	´too	poetic .́..’56	

The	rare	case	of	a	film	with	the	same	images	but	different	
commentaries	 brought	 one	 thing	 to	 light:	 Hermlin	 trans-
lated	from	the	political	language	into	the	language	of	po-
etry.	This	was	not	just	an	exchange	of	vocabulary,	the	para-
phrasing	of	terms,	the	finding	of	ornamental	words.	It	was	
the	recreation	of	a	self-contained	world.	He	sented	what	it	
was	about	and	fulfilled	it	in	the	space	of	poetry.	That	was	
the	only	way	it	could	appear	before	the	audience	in	its	full	
meaning.	 In	 Schnitzler ś	 version,	 the	 images,	 which	 had	
only	just	been	glowing	through	the	warmth	of	a	poet,	were	
degraded	 and	 devalued	 by	 the	 costumary	 political	 lan-
guage.	 For	 the	 third	 time	 in	 a	 row,	 after	 Vladimir	 Pozner	
(Lied der Ströme,	 1954)	and	Günther	Rücker	(Du und man-
cher Kamerad/You and Some Comrade, 1956,	Director:	An-
drew	Thorndike),	a	DEFA	documentary	had	debilitated	the	
proclamatory	 character	 of	 the	 commentary	 and	 searched	
for	a	new	relationship	between	word	and	image,	for	seeing	
and	thinking.	None	of	the	cases	had	brought	about	any	ef-
fects	concerning	the	general	quality.

Huisken ś	 film	 has	 to	 be	 placed	 within	 the	 international	
context	of	the	transformation	of	the	documentary	film	and	
of	the	requestioning	of	its	capacity.	It	received	an	immedi-
ate	�	and	unexpected	�	echo	at	the	Leipzig	Week	for	Docu-
mentary	Film	in	1960	when	the	question	of	poetry	became	
a	central	issue	in	the	discussions.	With	La Seine à rencontré 
Paris	(The Seine Meets Paris,	1957),	Joris	Ivens	had	brought	a	
cinematic	declaration	of	love	that	did	not	neglect	the	social	
background,	 but	 instead	 of	 shaking	 its	 ´fist´	 at	 the	 audi-
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ence	presented	a	 ŕose .́	The	claim	for	poetry	by	this	dedi-
cated	 documentarist	 brougth	 together	 a	 strange	 faction	
of	state	officials	and	filmmakers	against	this	´betrayal´	of	
the	pugnacious	documentary	film.	Behind	this	problem,	a	
basic	change	in	the	relationship	between	man	and	society	
and	in	the	role	arts	played	in	the	East	and	likewise	in	the	
West	asserted	itself.	The	utilization	of	poetry	exceeded	the	
mere	scope	of	arts	and	shed	a	special	light	on	the	political	
aspect	of	art.	Poetry	was	not	a	device	of	art,	but	a	social	re-
lationship,	a	particular	relationship	of	man	to	himself.	 Árt,	
poetry	as	a	souvereign	acquistion	of	history,	which	obtains	
exemplary	 importance	 for	 the	 conscience	 of	 the	 people,	
for	 its	 communication	 about	 itself,	 its	 experiences	 and	
longings.’57	Poetry	was	the	indicator	of	the	Copernican	Rev-
olution	of	the	way	world	and	the	society	were	seen	in	the	
sixties.	The	poets	stripped	the	political	terms	and	slogans	
of	their	end	in	itself	and	placed	themselves	as	the	new	end.	
This	 touched	 on	 the	 éssential .́	 In	 the	 sixties,	 they	 would	
find	out	to	what	extent	literature	occupied	this	word	and	
how	rigidly	politics	deprived	literature	of	the	right	to	do	so.	
It	became	more	and	more	clear-cut,	Hermlin	summed	up	
in	1964,	that	true	poets	do	not	wear	the	uniforms	of	pre-
fabricated	ideas,	but	‘that	the	painful	struggles	of	our	age	
for	a	more	human,	for	a	poetic	society	are	raging	in	every	
single	poem	of	every	single	one	of	these	poets.’58	This	way	
of	equating	both	worlds	of	imagination	was	a	major	quin-
tessence	 of	 those	 years.	 A	 poetic	 strategy,	 the	 strategy	 of	
poetry	was	to	be	based	on	this.

Huisken	 has	 never	 publicly	 commented	 on	 the	 history	 of	
this	film,	not	even	on	the	injuries	he	must	have	sustained	
even	though	the	attack	was	not	directed	towards	him,	but	
towards	the	studio	and	the	script	department.	 It	remains	
uncertain	 if	 the	film,	had	 it	been	released	the	way	 it	was	
planned,	 would	 have	 had	 a	 strong	 influence	 on	 filmmak-
ing.	The	workerś 	film	of	Huisken ś	imprint	hit	its	peak	and	
was	simultaneously	brought	to	a	close	with	Dass ein gutes 
Deutschland blühe.	The	new	generation	of	DEFA	documen-
tarists	did	not	continue	to	follow	this	path,	but	found	their	
own	solutions	as	directors,	cameramen	and	dramaturgs,	of	
which	Jürgen	Böttcher ś	film	Ofenbauer	 (Furnace Builders,	
1962)	was	the	starting	point.	But	even	for	this	one,	Huisken	

was	 the	 one	 who	 built	 the	 bridge59:	 Huisken	 had	 gotten	
to	know	the	director	of	the	Iron	and	Steel	Combine	in	the	
hospital,	had	heard	about	the	planned	displacement	of	the	
blast	furnaces	and	immediately	recognized	the	filmic	idea.	
He	himself	could	not	make	the	film,	so	he	gave	the	idea	to	
Jürgen	 Böttcher.	 This	 again	 was	 due	 to	 a	 concealed	 rea-
son:	Böttcher ś	debut	feature	Drei von vielen	(Three Among 
Many,	1961)	had	been	politically	thrown	back	into	the	faces	
of	 director	 and	 studio	 by	 the	 Department	 of	 Agitation	 of	
the	SED ś	Central	Committee	with	a	scandal	beyond	com-
parison	and	then	been	prohibited.	This	had	cast	a	shadow	
on	Huisken,	too,	who	was	the	mentor	of	Böttcher ś	director	
of	photography	Christian	Lehmann.	 ‘The	three	of	us	were	
sitting	 together	 at	 a	 table,	 around	 us	 the	 whole	 crew.	 It	
was	horrible.	Then	we	meekly	went	to	Jooṕ s	place	and	sat	
there	for	another	hour	without	knowing	what	to	do.’60	The	
success	of	Ofenbauer also	served	for	his	own	inner	rehabili-
tation	and	as	an	 indication	that	his	work	was	carried	on.	
Joop	Huisken	kept	the	synopsis	of	 this	film	for	the	rest	of	
his	life.61

German	Cinematic	Art
Huisken	received	some	recognition	for	his	filmmaking.	For	
the	photography	of	the	first	documentary	film	in	color,	Im-
mer bereit	(Always Ready,	1950),	he	received	the	3rd	Class	Na-
tional	Prize.	The	Heinrich-Greif	Prize	was	conferred	to	him	
three	times:	1st	class	for	1952 – Das entscheidende Jahr	(1953),	
3rd	 class	 for	 Turbine I	 (1954)	 and	 3rd	 class	 for	 China – Land 
zwischen gestern und morgen	 (1957).	He	received	all	these	
prizes	´in	a	collective .́	That	reduced	the	prize	money,	but	it	
emphasized	his	role	in	the	film	crews.

After	 the	 first	 recognitions,	 his	 name	 resounded	 beyond	
the	small	circle.	He	was	then	called	into	committees:	Sec-
tion	Film	at	the	Committee	of	the	Society	for	German-Sovi-
et	Friendship	(1953),	Artistic	Council	(1954)	and	the	Accep-
tance	Committee	of	the	Studio	(1958),	Film	Advisory	Coun-
cil	for	the	Minister	of	Culture	(1970).	He	joined	the	Club	of	
Film	Creators	(1960)	and	became	a	member	of	the	Club	of	
Creative	Artists	(1961).

His	admission	to	the	Editorial	Board	of	German	Cinematic	
Art	 (1959)	 was	 the	 real	 step	 into	 the	 public.	 There,	 he	 en-
couraged	 a	 more	 persistent	 and	 deeper	 examination	 of	
documentary	 film	 in	 order	 to	 put	 an	 end	 to	 its	 isolation	
and	 turn	 it	 into	 a	 matter	 of	 discussion	 between	 film	 art-
ists,	critics	and	audience.	‘Our	documentaries	generally	do	
not	have	the	value	they	should	have.’62	Even	the	outstand-
ing	contents	could	not	hide	this	fact.	‘It	happens	very	often	
indeed	that	people	forget	that	a	film	consists	of	moving	im-
ages	and	that	one	has	to	work	according	to	the	laws	of	the	
moving	image.’	Which	possibilities	remained	for	documen-
tary	film?	‘Those	that	contain	the	attempt	to	restart	mak-
ing	art,	documentary	film	art.	(...)	Therefore	it ś	the	human	
problems	we	have	to	turn	our	attention	to.’63	

The	basic	problem	was	that	documentaries	had	to	disen-
gage	from	being	a	description	and	show	an	interest	in	the	
course	of	events.	The	course	of	events,	however,	was	always	
a	 course	 of	 dispute,	 therefore:	 conflict.	 ‘We	 have	 already	
tried	to	give	expression	to	conflict	with	documentary	de-
vices	 on	 many	 occasions	 without	 having	 fully	 succeeded.	
During	the	conflict	 itself	 the	camera	can	hardly	ever	be	a	
witness,	and	that	 is	why	the	conflict	cannot	be	visualized	
without	 reconstruction.’64	 Documentarists	 had	 adopted	
this	method	from	educational	film	and	converted	it	into	an	
effective	 means	 that	 helped	 up	 its	 cumbersome	 technol-
ogy.	However,	 it	was	not	 just	a	matter	of	 technology,	but	

also	and	predominantly	one	of	doctrine.	Notions	of	impact	
and	 objectives	 of	 the	 genre	 were	 looked	 for	 outside	 the	
films.	 ‘The	 main	 function	 of	 documentaries	 has	 to	 be	 to	
pay	attention	to	problems	of	those	social	groups	that	are	
united	 by	 a	 common	 idea	 or	 the	 struggle	 against	 a	 com-
mon	threat.’	Film	turned	out	to	be	a	means	to	proclaim	a	
doctrine,	propagate	policy,	popularize	certain	standards.65	
It	was	forced	into	a	functionality	where	propaganda	count-
ed	instead	of	studies,	know-all	manner	instead	of	insight,	
paternalism	 instead	 of	 exchange	 of	 experiences.	 How	
could,	under	such	circumstances,	conflict	be	claimed	as	a	
constitutive	element	of	documentaries	as	well,	how	man	
as	 his	 own	 creator?	 How	 could	 one	 even	 think	 of	 realism	
as	a	basic	attitude	in	order	to	achieve	a	documentary?	The	
path	previously	taken	had	come	to	its	end.	Everything	back	
to	the	beginning?

‘Every	worker	has	certain	job	characteristics	about	him	that	
are	 well-known	 and	 that	 the	 audience	 notices.	 These	 job	
characteristics	cannot	be	portrayed	by	an	actor	without	loss	
of	veracity.	However,	cautious	direction	of	the	workers	that	
arises	out	of	the	situation	of	the	production	process	can	be	
beneficial.’	This	was	opposed	by	the	fact	that	the	technical	
apparatus	was	an	alien	element	when	it	entered	a	factory.	
‘This	is	why	the	documentarist	has	to	make	an	effort	to	take	
a	 position	 that	 turns	 him	 into	 a	 part	 of	 the	 enterprise.’66	
This	can	only	work	out	when	he	knows	what	he	wants	 in	
the	face	of	a	worker	who	knows	what	to	do.	First	of	all,	the	
filmmaker	has	to	understand	what	is	happening	in	front	of	
his	eyes.	A	worker	puts	his	force	(and	brains)	into	a	produc-
tion	process	at	the	end	of	which	there	is	a	product	or	the	
part	of	a	product	that	is	more	than	it	was	before	because	of	
the	work	done.	This	is	what	happens	eight	hours	a	day,	five	
days	a	week	and	fifty	weeks	a	year.	Therefore,	power	has	to	
be	rationed.	For	that	very	reason	a	worker	works	with	pru-
dence,	does	not	waste	energy,	does	not	squander	material,	
looks	after	machine,	tools	and	equipment.	The	film-worker	
Huisken	knew	what	he	wanted	to	shoot,	he	measured	his	
shots	with	exactitude,	did	not	use	up	more	film	material	
than	necessary;	his	shooting	ratio	was	exemplary.	This	dis-
cipline	was	not	a	corset,	it	allowed	him	to	take	alternative	
decisions	on	location	or	to	violate	the	rules.	The	main	issue	
was	to	‘not	just	do	anything,	but	shoot	only	those	images	of	
which	you	certainly	know	that	you	will	need	them.’	For	this,	
a	 standpoint	 was	 needed.	 To	 quote	 Huisken:	 ‘The	 stand-
point	determines	the	perspective.’	The	standpoint	was	not	
only	 a	 political	 question.	 The	 standpoint	 was	 important	
at	the	shooting,	it	decided	whether	the	camera	would	see	
anything	 and	 what	 it	 would	 see.	 Huisken ś	 spoutings	 on	
this	were	numerous.	 ‘You	have	to	take	a	firm	standpoint.	
Your	standpoint	will	determine	the	perspective	you	have,	
the	way	you	see	things,	the	way	you	think	and	your	attitude	
towards	what	you	have	to	do.	Part	of	this	standpoint	is	that	
you	have	to	be	human	and,	like	a	human,	have	a	social	at-
titude.	You	have	to	be	a	human	being	that	has	to	attempt	
to	 know	 as	 much	 as	 possible,	 to	 gain	 experience	 and	 to	
get	 to	 know	 his	 technology	 to	 the	 extreme.’	 The	 example	
of	Zuidersee	 lasted	a	 lifetime.	 ‘Nowadays,	you	sometimes	
see	that	the	operation	plays	a	leading	part	and	the	human	
being	is	just	a	concomitant	phenomenon.	It	has	to	be	vice	
versa.	The	primary	aspect	of	the	whole	process,	of	the	op-
erations,	are	the	human	beings.	(...)	And	I	believe	that	this	
is	the	most	important	aspect	for	documentaries,	that	one	
starts	out	from	the	human	being	and	his	psyche,	from	the	
physiognomy	and	the	nature	of	a	human	being,	 from	his	
character,	how	it	is	shaped	by	his	occupation.’	67

Huisken	did	not	consider	the	DEFA	Studio	for	Documentary	
Film	 to	 be	 in	 the	 condition	 for	 such	 an	 artistic	 advance.	
‘Unfortunately,	 in	 our	 studio	 nobody	 cares	 if	 you	 make	 a	
film	quickly,	if	you	do	a	good	or	a	bad	job	or	if	you	are	slow.	
Those	are	things	that	do	not	play	a	part	in	the	evaluation.	
The	 only	 decisive	 aspect	 is	 the	 continuous	 pursuit	 of	 ap-
pointments	and	meters.	(…)	I	believe	that	there	are	few	pro-
duction	sites	where	everything	proceeds	as	individualisti-
cally	as	it	does	here.	We	do	not	even	get	to	see	the	films	our	
colleagues	make.	Everything	is	based	on	coincidence.	That	
is	why	there	are	no	artistic	discussions	and	debates	about	
our	 work	 and	 our	 problems.	 One	 could	 even	 say	 that	 our	
studio	is	not	a	production	site	of	art,	but	a	production	site	
of	meters.	(…)	I	do	not	think	there	are	any	artistic	assistants	
in	 this	 studio	 who	 are	 familiar	 with	 even	 a	 small	 part	 of	
the	foreign	production.	 In	the	long	run,	however,	this	 is	a	
completely	intolerable	state.’68	

Even	a	decade	later,	he	wrote	down:	‘Somebody	should	in-
vestigate	to	what	extent	the	complacency	of	filmmakers	in	
the	German	Democratic	Republic	has	an	influence	on	the	
effort	and	intensity	they	apply	during	their	work	activities.	
Once	you	have	gained	a	foothold	in	film	production,	you	are	
sure	to	get	by	quite	comfortably	for	the	rest	of	your	life.	(…)	
It	is	extraordinarily	difficult	to	make	good	films.	Extraordi-
nary	films	are	rarely	made.’	How	raise	the	production	to	a	
higher	level?	‘Not	by	organizing	a	conference	once	or	twice	
a	year,	but	confrontation	and	discussion	on	a	daily	basis.’69	

The	professor
In	the	German	Academy	of	Film	Art	in	Potsdam-Babelsberg	
(founded	in	1954,	since	1969	Academy	for	Film	and	Televi-
sion),	documentary	exercises	were	part	of	the	schedule	for	
everybody,	but	they	could	not	replace	a	specific	formation	
for	 documentaries	 and	 popular	 scientific	 film.	 The	 Min-
istry	 of	 Culture	 sent	 a	 signal	 by	 bestowing	 the	 academic	
title	of	a	professor	upon	 Joop	Huisken	on	the	occasion	of	
his	60th	birthday	(1961).	With	this	honour,	the	GDR	first	of	
all	adorned	itself.	To	Huisken,	it	was	an	awkward	situation.	
‘Time	and	time	again,	they	try	to	theorize	about	documen-
tary	 films,	 to	 draw	 comparisons	 of	 films	 with	 completely	
different	contents,	not	only	thematically	but	also	concern-
ing	their	function.	(…)	If	they	attempted	to	find	a	theory	for	
documentaries	that	was	like	an	instruction	manual	for	the	
production	of	documentaries,	then	this	would	stop	the	in-
dividual	treatment	of	topics	and	narrow	down	the	versatile	
possibilities.’70	The	granting	of	the	title	was	an	ornamental	
solution,	but	was	it	also	a	functional	one?

Huisken	had	been	committed	to	the	Academy	of	Film	Art	
since	1958,	initially	as	a	member	of	the	Commission	of	Ex-
perts	 for	Camera	for	 the	entrance	and	the	final	examina-
tions,	since	1961	as	the	leader	of	the	camera	division	with	
teaching	assignment.	He	made	himself	scarce,	according	to	
the	studentś 	memories,	he	was	there,	but	still	not	there.	
He	was	too	much	of	a	practitioner	than	to	be	tempted	by	
a	permanent	university	job.	He	did	not	feel	responsible	for	
concepts,	 curricula	 and	 regulations.	 ‘Every	 young	 person	
should	develop	according	to	his	individual	predispositions	
and	talents,	to	his	own	perceptions,	his	style,	otherwise	we	
will	never	get	out	of	the	old	rut.’71	Being	a	member	of	the	
senate,	 he	 critized	 the	 semi-official	 vocabulary	 ( éduca-
tional	work ,́	´prime	exampleś ,	 ćontrol´),	since	they	were	
talking	about	human	beings.

The	 students	 certainly	 had	 to	 get	 used	 to	 his	 way	 of	 get-
ting	to	the	heart	of	matters.	‘One	always	has	to	think	twice	
–	 once	 straight	 forward	 and	 then	 backwards.	 By	 think-
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ing,	 the	 essential	 part	 of	 the	 work	 is	 already	 done	 before	
you	shoot.’72	He	did	not	see	himself	as	a	teacher	standing	
in	 front	 of	 them,	 but	 rather	 as	 an	 older,	 experienced	 col-
league.	 ‘When	 we	 are	 standing	 here	 opposite	 each	 other,	
according	to	what	 I	 feel	and	think,	this	 is	the	wrong	posi-
tion.	We	have	to	try	to	stand	next	to	each	other	and	comple-
ment	each	other.	We	have	to	try	to	achieve	the	objectives	
we	 have	 defined	 in	 a	 joint	 effort.	 (…)	 Now	 I	 would	 like	 to	
try	to	explain	my	standpoint	in	the	area	of	our	filmmaking.	
Subsequently,	we	are	going	to	discuss	this	and	I	plead	you	
to	 candidly	 express	 your	 opinion,	 because	 this	 is	 the	 only	
way	 we	 can	 understand	 and	 comprehend	 each	 other.’	 He	
was	not	uncritical,	but	he	saw	the	onus	on	the	university.	
‘During	 my	 first	 two	 encounters	 with	 this	 group	 of	 stu-
dents,	out	of	lack	of	knowledge	about	the	circumstances,	I	
assumed	their	knowledge	and	skills	to	be	better	than	they	
actually	were.	They	were	lacking	the	most	elementary	skills	
of	filmmaking.	In	order	to	achieve	a	fruitful	further	educa-
tion,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 tried	 to	 rectify	 this	 as	 soon	 as	 possible.	
(…)	 We	 need	 to	 wholeheartedly	 instruct	 them	 and	 make	
them	acquainted	with	the	basic	knowledge	of	film	technol-
ogy.	 Cameras,	 tripods,	 lenses:	 their	 application	 and	 their	
possibilities.	Their	employment	in	practice.	At	all	costs,	we	
have	to	demand	that	they	take	more	photos	using	common	
sense	and	reason,	as	a	thorough	preparation	for	their	fu-
ture	work	with	the	film	camera.	Everybody	takes	a	photo	of	
(p.e.)	the	same	person.	(…)	The	purpose	is	to	detect:	How	do	
we	see	our	environment?	How	do	we	use	and	make	use	of	
our	technical	possibilities?	How	do	we	narrate	something	
using	images?’73

Huisken	did	not	get	tired	of	insisting	on	starting	point	and	
objective	of	filmmaking.	‘You	have	to	know	exactly	why	you	
are	doing	something	�	in	order	to	make	money	or	become	
famous.	That ś	complete	nonsense,	you	don´t	get	anything	
out	of	that	and	you	can´t	do	anything	good	with	it	either.	
You	can	only	make	something	good	when	you	honestly	and	
straightforwardly	 stand	 by	 your	 subject,	 to	 your	 task,	 to	
yourself	and	to	your	fellow	s.’	 Joop	Huisken	would	not	be	
himself,	if	he	had	not	added	one	further	sentence.	And,	cor-
rect,	he	does	not	forget	it:	‘And	this	standpoint	will	deter-
mine	your	perspective.’	He	really	binds	his	students	to	this:	
‘Film	design	without	personal	involvement	is	cold	and	in-
comprehensible.	Absolutely	futile!	Production	only	makes	
sense	if	it	is	done	for	the	general	good,	for	the	well-being	of	
mankind.	For	the	people.	For	this	purpose,	it ś	self-evident	
that	you	understand	the	language	and	learn	from	the	peo-

ple	you	are	talking	to.	Language	is	not	to	be	understood	as	
a	purely	linguistic	matter,	it	means	that	you	have	to	be	able	
to	get	to	know	and	comprehend	the	way	those	people	feel	
and	see.	You	have	to	become	one	of	them.’	74

This	was	put	to	the	test	with	the	documentary	Schweißer-
brigade	 (The Welder’s Brigade,	 1961),	 that	 was	 set	 at	 the	
Warnow	shipyard	in	Rostock	and	for	which	the	graduates	
Renate	 Drescher	 (dramaturgy)	 and	 Christian	 Lehmann	
(camera)	wrote	the	script.	Both	spent	some	time	living	with	
the	workers	and	learned	welding	in	order	to	understand	the	
work	routine	and	be	able	to	see	from	this	perspective.	The	
result	exceeded	all	expectations.	 ‘The	visual	part	and	the	
composition	of	the	film	reveal	that	here,	a	quality	above	av-
erage	can	be	anticipated.’	75	Christian	Lehmann:	‘We	hadn´t	
expected	that	this	man	who	had	been	honoured	with	such	
high	decorations	would	take	care	of	us	in	such	an	uncom-
plicated	manner:	above	all	an	unselfish	way!	He	didn´t	care	
to	 make	 us	 assistants,	 directors,	 cameramen	 who	 could	
servingly	 stay	 at	 his	 side,	 from	 the	 very	 first	 moment	 he	
was	concerned	to	make	us	stand	on	our	own	feet,	to	pre-
pare	us	for	our	own	ways.	He	always	remained	steadfast,	
even	when	there	were	difficulties	and	therefore	his	at	that	
time	still	very	broad	back	became	necessary.’	76	With	Chris-
tian	Lehmann,	Jürgen	Böttcher	and	other	graduates	from	
the	academy,	a	new	generation	of	cameramen	and	direc-
tors	with	a	new	motivation	stepped	into	the	studio.	‘At	that	
time,	we	were	looking	for	something	that	did	not	exist	yet’,	
Jürgen	Böttcher	remembered	and	named	the	few	models:	
‘We	saw	Hugo	Hermann ś	Stahl und Menschen	with	great-
est	excitement,	also	Turbine I	by	Joop	Huisken.’	These	films	
represented	the	baton	that	was	passed	from	the	founding	
generation	to	the	generation	of	the	sixties	that	program-
matically	lined	up	‘to	report	on	the	life	of	the	workers’.	The	
outcome	of	this	was	a	style	that	went	down	in	history	as	
the	DEFA	style	of	documentary	films	and	that	with	its	code	
of	ethics	acquired	brand	value

Huisken ś	 significance	 for	 the	 new	 generation	 cannot	 be	
overestimated.	 They	 took	 up	 his	 slogans,	 consciously	 or	
unconsciously:	 Approach	 humans	 as	 a	 human	 (Richard	
Cohn-Vossen),	 You	 have	 to	 know	 that	 it	 is	 needed	 (Volker	
Koepp),	Let ś	move	something	(Kurt	Tetzlaff),	How	serious	
are	we	about	filmmaking	(Gitta	Nickel)77.	When	he	entered	
the	studio	canteen,	he	did	not	sit	down	with	his	colleagues	
from	 the	 old	 times,	 but	 with	 the	 young	 ones.	 ‘He	 took	 a	
great	interest	in	us,	the	young	ones,	and	we	accepted	him,	
because	we	had	seen	him	at	the	academy’,	says	Wolfgang	
Dietzel,	who	worked	with	Huisken	as	a	cameraman.	‘I	think	
that	was	the	most	important	thing	for	us	youngsters:	There	
was	somebody	who	had	already	delivered	something,	who	
had	already	done	something.	He	simply	had	an	attitude	to-
wards	the	world,	but	also	towards	this	profession,	camera-
man,	which	first	of	all	is	a	very	nice	and	noble	craft.	Ideally,	
art	is	then	added	to	it.’	Christian	Lehmann:	‘I	realized	that,	
if	you	want	to	make	documentaries,	and	I	only	wanted	to	
make	documentaries,	 that	 it	 is	 all	about	 getting	to	know	
humans,	holding	humans	in	great	respect,	and	those	were	
the	films	I	wanted	to	make,	those	that	have	to	do	with	re-
spectable	humans.	And	 I	 think	that	with	 Jooṕ s	support,	 I	
learned	 quite	 a	 lot	 about	 this	 and	 was	 able	 to	 work	 with	
it.’	Among	themselves,	the	youngsters	called	him	 J́oopje ,́	
even	though	they	correctly	addressed	him	as	Mr.	Huisken,	
while	for	the	old	colleagues	he	was	´Hanneś 	or	 J́ohanneś .	

The	 6th	 International	 Leipzig	 Week	 of	 Documentary	 and	
Short	Film	 in	 1963	was	a	stroke	of	 luck.	Next	to	Karl	Gass	
as	the	chairman	and	Peter	Bokor	(Hungary),	Frans	Buyens	

(Belgium),	 Theodor	 Christensen	 (Denmark),	 Julio	 Garcia	
Espinosa	 (Cuba),	 Roman	 Karmen	 (Soviet	 Union),	 Derrick	
Knight	(Great	Britain),	Jean	Lods	(France)	and	Ludwig	Per-
ski	(Poland),	Joop	Huisken,	too,	was	among	the	highly	quali-
fied	members	of	 the	 jury.	This	 festival	brought	about	the	
turn	 in	 the	 acceptance	 of	 new	 tendencies	 in	 documenta-
ries	throughout	the	world	and	at	DEFA.	The	jury	crowned	
Chris	Marker	and	Le joli mai	(The beautiful month of May)	
bearer	of	the	Golden	Dove,	and	Chris	Marker	admired	Jür-
gen	Böttcher ś	film	Stars,	which	he	considered	to	be	‘one	of	
the	 greatest’,	 because	 it	 ‘reflects	 reality	 the	 way	 it	 is	 and	
(…)	 leads	the	audience	(…)	to	a	comprehension	of	the	real	
world.’	78	For	Huisken,	who	was	there,	this	was	a	confirma-
tion	that	the	works	of	the	forerunners	were	in	good	hands.	
Furthermore,	at	the	same	festival,	the	first	German	retro-
spective	 of	 Joris	 Ivenś 	 films	 was	 hosted.	 Huisken	 had	 to	
wait	almost	another	twenty	years	until	his	work,	too,	was	
recognized	as	that	of	the	´Trailblazerś 	in	an	international	
retrospective.	Leipzig,	in	the	meantime,	became	the	mecca	
of	documentarists.	This	enabled	DEFA	employees	to	get	to	
know	 and	 compare	 international	 standards	 and	 satisfied	
the	demands	Huisken	had	formulated	in	1960.

The	late	works
In	the	last	two	decades	of	his	life,	Huisken	shot	more	films	
than	in	the	years	before,	among	these	favorite	works	that	
he	had	always	wanted	to	take	in	hand	and	commissioned	
works	that	he	executed	in	a	reliable	manner.	Compared	to	
what	 he	 had	 previously	 done,	 the	 topics	 became	 smaller.	
His	fatigue	was	obvious,	even	though	he	‘still	walked	up-
right	like	a	candle’.	 It	was	not	granted	to	him	to	leap	into	
the	new	dimension	of	documentaries	with	composition	of	
original	sounds	and	16	mm	technology,	as	Joris	Ivens	man-
aged	to.

He	preferred	portrayals	of	writers	and	artists,	for	example	
of	 Gerhard	 Hauptmann	 (1962)	 and	 Arnold	 Zweig	 (1963).	
However,	compilation	films	were	not	his	strong	point.	The	
Masereel	 film	 (1961)	 not	 only	 brought	 him	 together	 with	
the	famous	artist	and	his	woodcut	series,	but	also	with	the	
legendary	collector	and	rescuer	of	books	Theo	Pinkus	from	
Zurich,	who	was	the	script	writer	and	who	also	developed	
the	idea	and	script	for	Fremdarbeiter	(The Foreign Workers,	
1964),	a	study	on	immigrant	workers	in	the	FRG,	which	in	
its	details	was	correct,	but	in	its	generalization	missed	the	
point.	 Against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 the	 international	 summer	
course	of	the	Palucca	School	in	Dresden,	a	portrayal	of	Gret	
Palucca	as	a	dance	teacher	(1966)	was	produced.

Alongside,	 films	 about	 history	 and	 art	 history	 came	 into	
being.	Die Alliierten	(The Allies,	1966),	a	film	commissioned	
by	 the	 Ministry	 for	 Foreign	 Affairs,	 stood	 out	 among	 the	
state-commissioned	 works	 because	 of	 its	 reduced	 propa-
gandistic	tinct.	Choice	of	archive	material,	interview	part-
ners,	 montage	 and	 soundtrack	 were	 supposed	 to	 link	 up	
with	the	personal	experience	of	the	foreign	audiences	in	an	
emotionally	 effective	 way.	 Commissioner	 and	 production	
conditions	in	the	GDR	with	their	extensive	number	of	com-
mittees,	concepts,	discussions,	decisions	and	orders	did	not	
permit	to	make	a	similarly	personal	film.	Frauen in Ravens-
brück	(Women in Ravensbrück,	1968),	a	film	commissioned	
by	the	Committee	of	Anti-fascist	Resistance	Fighters	of	the	
GDR,	 remained	 within	 the	 bounds	 of	 ritualized	 memory.	
Huisken	was	unable	to	override	these	obstacles,	this	would	
only	be	achieved	by	the	next	but	one	generation.	A	female	
Dutch	companion	had	been	interned	in	the	Concentration	
Camp	Ravensbrück,	one	of	his	German	friends	hab	been	ex-
ecuted:	very	personal	reasons	for	a	personal	film!	Lebendige 

Traditionen	(Living Tradition,	1960)	and	Die Albrechtsburg in 
Meißen	(The Albrecht’s Castle in Meissen,	1972),	that	served	
as	introductions	into	art	history,	continued	what	had	been	
started	by	Weißes Gold seit 1710	(White Gold since 1710,	1957),	
complemented	by	Schloß und Park Pillnitz	 (The Castle and 
the Park of Pillnitz,	1970).	Before	he	took	up	with	museum	
art	 (Mit Kerstin und Silke in der Galerie/With Kerstin and 
Silke in the Gallery, 1973;	 Bewahrt und aufgehoben/Pro-
tected and Keept, 1976;	Kleinplastik/Small Sculptures,	1979),	
he	turned	towards	a	subject	he	was	not	yet	familiar	with,	
life	in	the	country:	Schönes Land	(A Beautiful Country,	1963),	
Freie Bauern	 (Free Peasants,	 1966),	 Notizen aus Berlstedt	
(Notices from Berlstedt,	1967).	The	last	film	caused	criticism	
because	 of	 his	 affirmation	 of	 the	 subject,	 an	 agricultural	
production	 cooperative,	 and	 the	 relationships	 among	 the	
people.	However,	 in	this	discussion	nobody	took	into	con-
sideration	 that	 Huisken	 had	 never	 conducted	 an	 analysis	
of	mankind	and	society	in	any	of	his	films,	but	had	rather	
looked	for	beauty	and	rhythm	of	work	and	working	people	
within	 functional	 structures.	 That	 was	 no	 whitewashing,	
but	cinematic	poetry	related	to	reality,	and	if	anything	de-
served	to	be	criticized,	then	rather	the	aspect	that	this	po-
etry	became	independent	or	attached	to	the	wrong	or	in-
appropriate	matter.	‘Such	a	topic	has	rarely	been	arranged	
with	so	much	feeling	for	the	effects	of	images.79

In	Huisken ś	work	and	in	the	DEFA	film	production	in	gen-
eral,	the	films	Die Schöpfung	(The Creation, 1966)	and	Vom 
Wachsen	(Above Growth,	1966)	occupied	a	special	position,	
a	major	construction	site	and	a	shipyard	as	allegories	for	
creation	and	creativity:	films	that	are	moving,	connecting,	
assembling,	 only	 guided	 by	 image	 and	 music.	 Ivenś 	 De 
Brug	(The Bridge, 1928)	saluted	from	a	distance.	‘In	the	first	
part,	everything	is	moving	horizontally,	then	the	processes	
pass	 into	 vertical	 operation.’80	 As	 beautiful	 as	 they	 were	
and	did	not	find	equals	among	other	films,	they	still	missed	
the	taste	of	the	audience.	The	suspicion	that	this	might	be	a	
new	kind	of	ideological	imposition	played	a	role	in	this	and	
the	desire	to	speak	and	hear	plain	language.	This	cinematic	
culture	was	not	trained	and	did	not	have	any	cultural	base.	
The	only	film	of	such	kind,	Mein Kind	 (1953),	had	suffered	
from	 this	 lack	 itself	 and	 had	 not	 been	 imitated.	 This	 was	
different	in	France	and	also	in	Poland;	further	to	the	east,	
the	famous	Riga	School	of	Poetic	Cinema	came	into	being.	
Huisken	did	not	have	any	success	in	Leipzig	with	such	films,	
even	 when	 after	 the	 debate	 about	 politics	 and	 poetry	 in	
documentaries	(Faust	vs.	Rose)	the	excitement	had	calmed	
down.	Denn das Meer steht hinter allen Dingen	(Then the Sea 
Stay Back of all the Things,	1967)	on	the	´Darsś ,	well-known	
as	beach,	artistś 	colony	and	primeval	forest	between	Bal-
tic	Sea	and	Bodden,	was	his	 last	film	with	a	message	and	
an	 effect:	 untouched	 landscape,	 nature	 formed	 by	 men.	
The	film	took	over	the	vibrations	of	the	landscape	and	dis-
solved	 them	 into	 image	 composition	 and	 film	 sequences.	
The	beauty	of	the	circumstances	and	relations	in	a	natural	
area	as	an	expression	of	human	longing.

The	last-mentioned	films	once	again	drew	attention	to	the	
fact	that	Huisken ś	filmmaking	was	never	only	committed	
to	 the	 content,	 but	 also	 wanted	 to	 fulfil	 formal	 criteria.	
Those	who	confused	one	aspect	with	the	other	exchanged	
beauty ś	art	of	design	for	an	affirmation ś	power	of	persua-
sion.	Huisken ś	example	especially	shows	that	the	relation	
of	meaning	and	form	in	documentaries	hardly	penetrated	
the	general	conscience.	A	voice	like	that	of	the	film	theorist	
Alfred	Krautz	is	very	rare:	‘Huisken ś	talent	has	two	sides:	
First	 of	 all,	 his	 trained	 rationality,	 his	 logic,	 his	 technical	
skills	and	the	ability	to	reflect	an	operation	or	an	event	in	

Joop Huisken. Coll. 

Filmmuseum Potsdam/N.J.H.  



40 41October 2010 | 16October 2010 | 16

an	objective	and	instructive	way.	Second,	his	affinity	to	a	
poetic	and	picturesque	way	of	composition,	his	feeling	for	
the	poetic	rhythm	of	things,	while	no	sentimentality	or	ro-
manticist	aspects	would	ever	shine	through.	Huisken	had	
an	eye	for	clear	relations	in	space,	and	this	always	helped	
to	bring	the	elements	depicted	 into	a	firm	structure.	The	
single	object	is	(...)	always	initially	sensed	from	the	visual	
side,	 from	 the	 pictorial	 and	 optic	 standpoint,	 while	 the	
clearness	 of	 the	 structure	 the	 recorded	 images	 have	 is	
emphasized.’81

Epilogue
The	 Dutchman	 Huisken	 was	 one	 of	 the	 (most)	 important	
documentarists	in	Germany	in	the	first	two	decades	after	
1945.	His	films	constituted	a	bridge	from	the	vanguard	of	
the	 late	 twenties	 into	the	new	times,	and	this	even	more	
and	 even	 more	 strangely	 so	 since	 Joris	 Ivens,	 the	 avant-
gardist	 per	 se,	 himself	 worked	 at	 DEFA.	 Bert	 Hogenkamp	
called	Huisken	a	‘pioneer	of	documentary	film’82.	He	did	not	
form	a	school	and	has	never	really	been	understood	and	ac-
cepted	in	his	importance	in	spite	of	external	honours.	For	
what	and	whereby	could	Huisken	arouse	new	interest?

The	 new	 German	 film83	 had	 not	 set	 out	 in	 1946	 to	 win	
the	 audience ś	 favor	 at	 any	 cost.	 It	 went	 for	 their	 power	
of	 judgement,	 in	 fact	 both	 concerning	 reality	 and	 its	
portrayal	 in	 films.	 The	 path	 led	 from	 reflection	 to	 a	 criti-
cal	 conscience	 and	 from	 there	 to	 self-awareness,	 and	 this	
path	was	the	goal.	The	new	concepts	and	outlines	proved	
to	be	able	 to	 take	the	 load	of	a	social	way	of	 functioning	
and	taking	effect	and	of	an	artistic	form	of	documentaries.	
The	approach	to	develop	a	new	model,	parallel	to	the	rhe-
torical	one	handed	down,	according	to	which	filmmakers,	
protagonists	and	audience	are	all	on	the	same	level,	relate	
with	each	other	as	partners	and	in	a	common	effort	try	to	
find	 out	 the	 truth,	 was	 not	 developed	 any	 further,	 prob-
ably	not	even	recognized	 in	 its	significance	and	therefore	
wasted.	This	robbed	the	audience	of	social	awareness,	po-
litical	debate	and	aesthetical	pleasure.	The	task	to	lift	this	
blockade	had	to	be	too	much	for	any	single	person.	This	is	
exactly	the	reason	why	it	was	so	important	that	there	were	
such	individuals	who	knew	their	task	and	who	always	re-
turned	to	their	rut.	Simply	trailblazers.	Joop	Huiskens	was	
one	of	them.	His	background	told	him	that	a	worker	does	
not	 educate	 another	 worder,	 but	 consults	 with	 him.	 He	
handed	down	different	ways	of	life	to	the	audience.	Watch-
ing	closely,	everybody	could	learn	as	you	can	always	learn	

from	narration	–	or	refrain	from	it.	Huisken	had	confidence	
in	the	narrative	power	of	an	operation.	And	he	had	confi-
dence	in	the	cognitive	ability	of	the	audience.

As	 film	 history	 always	 goes,	 this	 legacy	 and	 its	 value	 had	
to	be	uncovered	again	during	the	late	DEFA	investigations.	
Not	 to	 mention	 the	 knowledge	 and	 the	 acquirement	 and	
handling	of	it	in	the	old	Federal	Republic	of	Germany.	Work	
and	 workers	 were	 not	 a	 subject	 there	 and,	 if	 at	 all,	 only	
found	its	way	into	film	as	supplementary	images	in	educa-
tional	or	industrial	films.	Even	in	the	sixties,	the	West	Ger-
man	film	only	hesitantly	 turned	towards	this	subject,	de-
spite	the	prior	literary	efforts	by	Wallraff	and	von	der	Grün,	
Wellershoff	 and	 Troppmann	 as	 well	 as	 the	 photo	 books	
by	 Chargesheimer.	 With	 his	 Wilhelmsburger Freitag (Wil-
helmsburg’s Friday, 1964)84,	 Egon	 Monk	 drew	 attention	 to	
this	dilemma,	but	this	feature	film	did	not	change	neither	
television	nor	cinema.	For	the	time	being,	the	New	German	
Film,	that	stepped	up	against	 ǵrandfather ś	cinema ,́	had	
different	 objects	 and	 objectives.	 ‘The	 professional	 world,	
everyday	 life,	 has	 hardly	 been	 shown	 on	 screen	 in	 Ger-
man	movies	so	far.	Even	the	young	directors	who	wanted	
to	renew	our	cinema,	are	noticeably	sliding	 into	 isolation	
or	adaption;	codification	or	consumerist	kitsch	tagged	´jet	
generation´	 seem	 to	 be	 the	 only	 alternatives	 at	 the	 mo-
ment.’	(Wolfram	Schütte,	1968)

Klaus	 Wildenhahn	 was	 the	 first	 one	 to	 seriously	 take	 up	
this	topic	and	get	a	new	artistic	form	for	documentary	film	
out	 of	 it.	 While	 Wildenhahn ś	 name	 and	 importance	 are	
not	 in	 dispute	 in	 Germany,	 name	 and	 importance	 of	 Hu-
isken	are	unknown	among	filmmakers	and	film	historians	
apart	from	a	few	insiders.	In	this	respect,	DEFA	documen-
tary	 film	 and	 with	 it	 Joop	 Huisken ś	 works	 deserve	 to	 be	
reconcidered,	 because	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 understand	 GDR	
film	history	as	a	part	of	German	film	history	and	continue	
writing	about	it.	

Huisken	started	working	in	films	in	Amsterdam,	broadened	
his	technical	knowledge	at	Ufa,	but	he	became	a	real	docu-
mentarist	in	the	GDR.	This	question	is	not	aiming	at	a	eu-
logy	of	this	state,	it	is	only	asking	for	the	circumstances	of	
time	and	place.	He	was	not	a	´world	cineast ,́	but	a	director	
employed	 at	 a	 state-run	 film	 studio.	 He	 was	 not	 a	 major	
filmmaker	like	Andrew	Thorndike,	even	though	he	had	pro-
duced	some	major	films.	He	was	not	the	head	of	an	artistic	
workgroup	that	was	named	after	him.	He	only	wanted	to	
make	films.	Not	always	did	he	have	the	freedom	to	choose	
the	 subjects	 and	 topics.	 But	 even	 the	 so-called	 commis-
sioned	films	were	not	 ǵaga ,́	as	one	would	say	today.	Hu-
isken	 knew	 that	 Ivens	 had	 shot	 excellent	 films	 ´by	 com-
mission ,́	and	maybe	he	even	remembered	a	certain	issue	
of	 the	 Filmliga,	 which	 he	 used	 to	 sell	 before	 the	 events85,	
in	which	Henrik	Scholte	considered	the	film	Wij bouwen,	a	
commissioned	work	for	the	General	Association	of	Skilled	
Construction	Workers,	as	another	proof	of	the	fact	‘that	Iv-
ens,	the	film	worker,	can	best	work	with	the	stimulus	of	a	
ćommission .́86	

Huisken	exerted	an	influence	through	his	personality	and	
his	films.	Seen	from	the	distance	of	the	years,	the	best	ones	
still	exist,	being	documents	of	the	time	and	evidence	of	the	
art	 to	 produce	 contemporary	 documents.	 An	 artist ś	 life	
between	departure,	adaption,	compromise	and	stubborn-
ness.	Ivenś 	life	was	the	same,	this	was	not	funfamiliar	to	
anybody.

This	 is	 not	 about	 defending	 Huisken	 against	 himself.	 He	
was	 a	 committed	 communist,	 friend	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union,	
active	sympathizer	with	the	GDR.	This	was	not	his	reason	to	
make	films,	but	vice	versa,	his	view	of	life	and	film	brought	
him	 to	 these	 movements	 and	 circumstances.	 He	 did	 not	
float	with	the	tide.	He	did	not	need	the	´workers’	and	farm-
ers’	state´	in	order	to	make	films	on	workers	and	farmers.	
He	would	have	shot	these	films	anyway.	He	shared	his	ide-
als	and	illusions	with	other,	more	eminent	contemporaries,	
who	 rectified	 their	 errors	 and	 aberrations	 through	 work	
without	betraying	or	abandoning	their	original	plan.	They	
lived	 out	 their	 frustrations	 and	 deceptions,	 they	 gave	 up,	
failed	or	continued.

One	year	before	his	death,	Joop	Huisken	made	a	statement	
to	the	Staatliche	Filmdokumentation	(SFD,	State	Film	Docu-
mentation)	about	the	beginnings	of	DEFA	and	filmmaking.	
Looking	at	this,	we	know	the	way	he	looked	and	spoke.	And	
we	have	the	quintessence	of	his	filmmaking.

‘Finally,	 I	 have	 something	 to	 tell	 about	 Joop	 that	 may	 be	
funny’,	 says	 Christian	 Lehmann.	 ‘Once,	 I	 had	 to	 go	 to	 the	
clinic	in	Berlin-Buch	and	on	my	way	back,	it	was	midsum-
mer,	very	hot,	I	thought,	gosh,	you	could	stop	by	the	ceme-
tery	and	check	up	on	Joop,	he	really	deserves	it.	So	I	go	there,	
and	about	two	meters	away	from	his	grave	there	is	a	lawn	
sprinkler	that	always	turns	around	and	in	order	to	get	to	his	
grave	I	had	to	get	close	and	pass	and	then	again	get	close	
and	pass	and	I	got	soaking	wet.	And	I	heard	Joop	giggling.’
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Indonesia Calling: Joris	Ivens	in	
Australia

Indonesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia	is	Australian	Writ-
er-Director,	John	Hughes’	visually	beautiful,	ground	break-
ing	documentary	detailing	the	confusion,	fear	and	surreal-
istic	beginnings	of	an	abrupt	and	contested	end	to	an	age	of	
Netherlands	imperium,	and	of	the	position	that	Ivens’	film,	
Indonesia Calling,	 occupies	 in	 that	 interregnum.	 Hughes	
certainly	takes	the	long	road.	Distilling	the	stories	of	Ivens’	
life,	 the	 historical	 background	 to	 decolonisation,	 and	 the	
making	of	Indonesia Calling	into	90	minutes	was	always	go-
ing	to	be	a	mammoth	undertaking,	even	for	a	film-maker	of	
Hughes’	ability	and	sensibilities.	However,	as	the	resulting	
film	shows,	although	Hughes	was	aware	of	the	enormity	of	
the	task	he	was	clearly	undaunted	by	it.	

It	is	obvious	that	an	extensive	amount	of	research	and	re-
flection	underpinned	and	informed	Hughes’	methodology.	
Indonesia Calling	was	made	in	support	of	an	autonomous,	
self-governing	Indonesia,	at	a	critical	time	when	the	Allies	
were	 engaged	 in	 the	 serious	 and	 unlovely	 business	 of	 at-
tempting	 to	 gain	 control	 of	 the	 decolonisation	 process	 in	
the	former	Netherlands	East	 Indies.	On	a	larger	stage,	the	
film	was	at	the	vanguard	of	an	emerging	genre	in	post-war	
films	dealing	with	decolonisation	as	Europe’s	colonial	em-
pires	found	their	powers	fragmented	and	diminished	and	
struggled	to	negotiate	the	realpolitiek	of	the	twin	histori-
cal	themes	that	emerged	to	dominate	the	post-war	period,	
Decolonisation	and	Cold	War	World.	

Here	 is	 where	 Hughes’	 grasp	 of	 the	 nuances	 of	 the	 topic	
and	 mastery	 of	 his	 craft	 ensure	 that	 while	 the	 viewer	 is	
made	aware	of	the	obstacles,	rather	than	act	as	distractions	
they	 serve	 to	 complement	 the	 viewer’s	 journey	 and	 draw	
the	 audience	 into	 the	 film	 as	 active	 participants	 in	 nego-
tiating	 such	 complex	 and	 polarising	 topics.	 The	 structure	
of	 the	 film	 is	 created	 through	 interplay	 between	 a	 series	
of	iterations	which	shift	between	interview,	excerpts	from	
Indonesia Calling,	 primary	 visual	 and	 document	 sources,	
and	voiceover,	which	coalesce	to	construct	a	series	of	poetic	
metaphors	and	real	 life	encounters	with	the	key	protago-
nists.	The	effect	is	to	reduce	the	distance	between	Ivens	and	

his	audience	to	produce	a	 form	of	haptic	 imagery	so	that	
rather	than	using	the	screen	as	big	canvas,	the	camera	be-
comes	an	extension	of	Hughes’	senses,	and	probes	into	the	
many	layers	of	meaning	associated	with	a	liminal	historical	
moment.

However,	this	approach	can	be	Janus	faced	as	the	film	does	
not	conform	to	a	familiar	film	language,	and	the	result	 is	
that	this	is	not	an	easy	film	to	watch.	The	collaboration	be-
tween	Hughes	and	his	Editor,	Uri	Mizrahi,	puts	one	in	mind	
of	Claude	Lévi	Strauss’s	notion	of	the	collision	of	disparate	
yet	 intersecting	 universal	 forces	 of	 nature,	 epitomised	 by	
the	 bricoleur	 and	 the	 engineer.	 There	 is	 an	 engagement	
with	putting	pre-existing	things	together	in	new	and	unfa-
miliar	ways	running	in	parallel	with	the	procurement	of	the	
necessary	tools	and	materials.	The	result	does	not	arrive	at	
a	synthesis	of	 ideas,	but	rather	offers	a	 layering	of	 image	
and	text	to	create	meaning	which	is	thick	and	dense	in	the	
fashion	of	symbolic	anthropology.		

Indonesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia	is	a	film	that	need-
ed	to	be	made	and	John	Hughes	and	the	Early	Works	team	
should	 receive	 high	 praise	 for	 their	 labours.	 Hughes	 does	
not	shrink	from	rendering	as	antiquarian	nit-picking,	a	per-
sistent	criticism	of	Ivens’	use	of	recreated	scenes,	enabling	
the	viewer	to	decide	whether	this	matters	given	the	much	
broader	importance	of	the	film	and	its	place	at	that	histori-
cal	moment.	Then	there	are	the	exquisite	moments	of	ab-
surd	irony,	such	as	the	revelation	that	Indonesia Calling	was	
being	played	in	cinemas	back	to	back	with	‘Gone	with	the	
Wind’	 in	 1947	 Republican	 held	 areas	 of	 Indonesia,	 during	
the	bloody	campaign	 leading	to	final	 recognition	of	 Indo-
nesian	independence	in	1949.	Despite	his	self-deprecating	
comments	that	his	work	 is	 too	 long,	arcane,	and	minority	
audience	work,	I	suspect	that	Hughes	has	elevated	Indone-
sia Calling beyond	the	province	of	a	partisan	civil	rights	and	
labour	audience	to	a	larger	and	broader	constituency.	Indo-
nesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia was	nominated	for	the	
2010	Foxtel	Australian	Documentary	Prize,	was	the	Winner	
of	Best	Documentary	Public	Broadcast,	and	is	a	nominee	by	
the	Australian	Directors	Guild	for	the	award	of	best	Docu-
mentary	Feature,	to	be	announced	on	September	23	at	Star	
City	in	Sydney.	

‘…A Valparaíso:	documentary	
between	poetry	and	social	critic.’

The	film	‘…à Valparaiso’	(1963),	directed	by	the	Dutch	mas-
ter	 of	 documentary,	 Joris	 Ivens,	 has	 become	 legendary	 in	
Chile.	 As	 Chileans,	 we	 are	 aware	 it	 exists,	 but	 know	 little	
else	 about	 it	 and	 almost	 nothing	 regarding	 Ivens’	 intri-
guing	visit	to	Chile.	So	now	we	started	Ivensresearch	at	the	
Filmschool	of	the	University	of	Chile	in	Santiago	de	Chile.

When	he	came	to	Chile	in	1962,	invited	by	the	Universidad	
de	Chile	to	give	a	series	of	talks	to	young	filmmakers	from	
the	 Centro	 de	 Cine	 Experimental,	 Ivens	 was	 at	 the	 high	
point	 of	 his	 career.	 His	 time	 in	 Chile	 produced	 a	 creative	
storm,	which	would	engulf	Pablo	Neruda,	Chris	Marker,	Ja-
ques	Prévert,	Raúl	Ruiz,	Sergio	Bravo	and	Pedro	Chaskel,	and	
others.

Ivens’	 relationship	 with	 Chile	 provides	 a	 chance	 to	 repair	
the	damaged	fabric	of	Chile’s	cultural	history.	The	military	
coup	in	1973	brought	an	abrupt	end	to	the	creative	flow	of	
local	 cinema	 and	 left	 analysis	 of	 the	 explosion	 of	 activity	
during	the	1960s	and	early	1970s	pending.	Therefore,	Ivens’	
visit	provides	a	platform	to	investigate	aspects	of	Chilean	
cinema	at	that	key	time.	Even	before	Ivens’	arrival,	Chilean	
filmmakers	 had	 begun	 to	 regard	 cinema	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 so-
cial	and	political	change,	taking	a	deliberate	step	towards	
a	New	Chilean	Cinema,	and	towards	a	convergence	on	the	
continent	with	New	Latin	American	Cinema.
For	 the	 historical	 background,	 the	 research	 initially	 focu-
sed	on	seeking	out	the	young	people	who	had	worked	with	
Ivens	 on	 the	 production	 of	 the	 films.	 Some	 of	 them,	 such	
as	Luis	Cornejo,	Rebeca	Yañez	and	Fernando	Belle,	had	pas-
sed	away.	Others,	such	as	Joaquín	Olalla,	Patricio	Guzmán	
and	Gustavo	Becerra,	were	scattered	across	the	globe.	The	
permanent	and	unwavering	support	of	Pedro	Chaskel	was	
important,	as	were	the	long	telephone	conversations	with	
Joaquín	Olalla	in	Sweden.	Thanks	to	his	vivid	recollections,	
and	the	packages	he	sent,	we	were	able	to	build	a	picture	
of	Ivens’	methodology	during	the	making	of	…A Valparaíso.	
Because	 of	 Luciano	 Tarifeño’s	 generosity,	 we	 were	 able	 to	
find	out	about	the	world	of	the	pioneers	of	cinema	in	Valpa-
raíso.	Although	we	exchanged	a	few	words	via	email,	it	was	

too	late	to	meet	the	Chilean	composer	Gustavo	Becerra.	He	
lost	his	battle	with	cancer	in	Germany,	on	January	3rd,	2010,	
and	leaves	the	analysis	of	one	of	the	most	beautiful	musical	
compositions	in	Ivens’	filmography	pending.

In	 2009,	 as	 the	 Universidad	 de	 Chile’s	 Cineteca	 sought	 to	
recover	its	heritage	for	its	permanent	reopening,	we	were	
able	 to	 share	 in	 an	 important	 discovery.	 Hundreds	 of	 un-
classified	pages	were	discovered,	including	documents	and	
notes	handwritten	by	Joris	Ivens,	with	research	and	location	
information,	filming	notes	and	production	lists.	Before	us	
we	had	the	genesis	of	the	creation	of	…à Valparaíso.	Around	
that	time,	we	also	received	an	envelope	from	Canada	sent	
by	Patricio	Guzmán	Campos,	one	of	the	directors	of	photo-
graphy	on	the	film.	It	contained	the	final	version	of	the	film	
script	for	…à Valparaíso.	For	the	first	time,	information	had	
been	found	that	would	allow	the	story	of	the	creation	of	the	
film	to	be	told	and	which	would	reveal	its	methodological	
and	aesthetic	relationships.
But	the	surprises	would	not	end	there.	We	travelled	to	Hol-
land	 and	 discovered	 the	 images.	 In	 the	 city	 of	 Nijmegen,	
in	the	archives	of	the	European	Foundation	Joris	Ivens,	we	
found	photographs	of	the	filming	in	Valparaiso	and	letters	
showing	the	bond	that	Ivens	maintained	with	Chilean	film-
makers,	even	well	after	his	last	visit	to	the	country.

During	 the	 writing	 of	 this	 research,	 we	 began	 to	 under-
stand	that	we	were	in	the	middle	of	an	open	area	trying	to	
establish	bridges	towards	at	least	two	cardinal	points	-	the	
past	and	the	future.	The	relevance	of	the	film	today	stems	
from	the	fact	that	it	was	made	in	the	tradition	of	the	avant-
garde,	with	the	spirit	of	works	which	seek	to	explore	rather	
than	 keep	 to	 tried	 and	 tested	 forms.	 This	 makes	 sense	 to	
those	of	us	who	believe	in	non-fictional	cinema	as	a	context	
for	experimentation,	as	an	open	space,	a	place	where	one	
should	not	be	afraid	to	take	risks	with	cinematic	language.	
In	many	ways,	…à Valparaíso	is	close	to	contemporary	forms	
such	as	film	essays,	cinepoems	and	other	hybrids	that	push	
the	boundaries	of	the	genre	to	expand	its	horizons.	We	be-
lieve	the	works	that	stand	the	test	of	time	serve	not	only	to	
illustrate	 the	 past	 but	 become	 an	 active	 memory,	 able	 to	
exert	an	 influence	and	be	a	reference	for	films	seeking	to	
examine	the	world	today.
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Joris Ivens and Australia
 

Cinepoem: 
a new Film Competition
	
 
Cinepoem is a new trend in filmmaking. Ac-
cording to Christophe Wall-Romana, profes-
sor in French literature and main researcher 
of the poetry film genre, it is possible that 
some aesthetic features can be identified, 
but definitive principles are impossible to de-
termine. He argues. that cinepoetry can take 
many forms. As a starting point, we have cho-
sen the following definition: ‘A cinepoem is a 
film based on a poem, or a film that follows 
the form, aesthetics and rhythm of poetry.’

The	 European	 Foundation	 Joris	 Ivens,	 Winter-
tuin	 (a	 Dutch	 pioneering	 production	 	 house	
crossing	 borders	 between	 literature,	 poetry	
and	 modern	 art),	 and	 Go	 Short	 International	
Short	Film	Festival	Nijmegen,	will	organize	the	
first	Cinepoem	Competition	between	the	16th		
and	20th		of	March	2011.	
	
The	career	of	Joris	 Ivens	started	with	the	pro-
duction	 of	 a	 cinepoem.	 Rain	 was	 filmed	 in	
1929	and	is	now	included	in	the	Film	Canon	of	
the	Netherlands.	Later	he	made	several	lyrical	
films	 such	 as	 ...	 a Valparaiso, Pour le Mistral 
and La Seine a rencontré Paris	 that	 won	 the	
Golden	Palm	for	best	short	at	the	film	festival	
in	Cannes.	 Joris	 Ivens	wanted	to	create	a	new	
poetic	 cinematographic	 language	 and	 during	

his	 career	 he	 encouraged	 new	 filmmakers	 to	
experiment	with	new	forms	of	cinema.	In	this	
tradition	we	would	like	to	curate	a	quality	sur-
vey	of	contemporary	cinepoems	and	stimulate	
a	 production	 environment	 that	 encourages	
young	talent.	
The	 history	 of	 the	 cinepoem	 goes	 back	 to	 the	
early	 days	 of	 film	 where	 surrealist	 Mallarmé	
made	a	first	attempt	to	bring	film	and	poetry	
closer	 together.	 The	 film	 avant-garde	 in	 the	
1920’s	 with	 artists	 like	 Man	 Ray,	 Paul	 Strand,	
Fernand	 Léger	 and	 Joris	 Ivens	 created	 cine-
poems	as	an	attempt	to	elevate	film	to	an	art	
form.
Nowadays	 the	 genre	 sees	 a	 revival.	 Because	
of	 a	 democratized	 means	 of	 production	 and	
distribution,	creative	productions	and	artistic	

collaborations	can	be	faster,	cheaper	and	more	
easy	 be	 achieved.	 This	 stimulated	 the	 fusion	
various	disciplines.	 It’s	reflected	 in	the	rise	of	
graphic	poems,	photo-stories,	web	comics	and	
in	the	rising	popularity	of	the	cinepoem.	

With	this	competition	we	want	to	address	to	a	
new	generation	of	‘culture	consumers’.	Just	as	
there	is	a	new	generation	of	creators,	there	is	a	
new	 generation	 of	 readers	 /viewers.	 Where	 a	
previous	generation	grew	up	with	a	handful	of	
pursuits,	this	generation	grows	up	with	a	mul-
titude	 of	 media	 and	 expressions	 that	 require	
attention.	In	addition	to	books,	television	and	
radio,	 new	 media	 like	 games,	 internet,	 social	
networking,	 etc.	 This	 generation	 has	 not	 be-
come	 illiterate,	 as	 some	 observe,	 but	 has	 be-

come	 multiple	 literate,	 we	 are	 used	 to	 more	
input	 from	 multiple	 (hybrid)	 media	 simulta-
neously.	 The	 organizations	 consider	 the	 cine-
poem	 therefore	 a	 form	 that	 is	 appropriate	 to	
the	changing	demands	of	a	changing	audience.	
We	explore	a	way	that	can	present	poetry	and	
a	poetic	cinematographic	language	to	new	ge-
nerations.
Since	several	years	the	ZEBRA	Poetry	Film	Fes-
tival	in	Germany	is	giving	serious	attention	to	
the	cinepoem.	Their	selection	proofs	how	inte-
resting	and	wide	the	genre	of	poetry	film	can	
be.	We	are	now	aiming	for	a	similar	platform	in	
the	Netherlands.	
Rens	van	Meegen

Call for entries: www.goshort.nl 

Robert	HamiltonTiziana	Panizza
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Hartmut Bitomsky
is	used	to	work	with	archival	footage.	Deutschlandbilder 
(1983)	is	a	compilation	film	that	focuses	on	the	contents	
of	Nazi’s	culturefilms	that	preceded	the	feature	films	in	
German	movie	theatres	between	1933	and	1945.	The	shorts	
reveal	that	men	and	women	workers	were	idealized	and	
optimism	was	the	goal.	We	get	to	see	healthy	people	with	
happy	faces	and	without	the	militant	parades	and	images	
of	Hitler	these	classic	lies	are	difficult	to	tackle.	Bitomsky	
is	working	hard	though,		in	this	film,	to	show	us	the	truth	
behind	these	images.		Eager	to	dismantle	it’s	effect	he	
overloads	us	with	narration	:	‘This	is	a	circumscription	of	
their	usage	as	documents,	and	as	such,	they	are	entrusted	
with	a	twofold	function.	They	are	supposed	to	show	how	
fascism	really	was,	they	are	supposed	to	say	what	fascism	
said	at	that	time.	The	old	message,	once	more.	But	this	
time,	as	a	message	of	terror.	[…]	And,	simultaneously,	they	
are	supposed	to	testify	against	themselves,	as	one	would	
do	it	with	agents	who	defected	and	were	turned.	And	they	
speak,	and	it	is	a	fact	that	we	still	understand	them.	We	
are	not	confronted	with	some	incomprehensible	babble	or	
stammering	of	a	foreign	language	we	cannot	work	out.´	

The	next	Bitomsky	film	is		Das Kino und der Wind und 
die Photographie	(1991).	It’s	a	kind	of	anthology	of	
documentary	film.	The	filmmaker	and	his	staff	inquire	
freely,	from	extracts	to	citations,	on	documentary	images	
and	their	‘truth’.	We	meet	The	Lumiere	brothers,	Flaherty,	

Ivens,	Robert	Frank,	Peter	Nestler,	Jean	Vigo,	Bunuel	etc.	
All	characteristics	and	prejudices	against	the	genre	of	
documentary	pass	but	luckily	Bitomsky’s	reflections	goes	
beyond	the	scholar	clichés.	Every	topic	is	dealt	with	in	an	
original	and	always	entertaining	and	enlightening	way.	
While	the	staff	controls	the	video	players	the	director	
lectures.	‘The Bridge,	another	film	made	by	Ivens.	It	shows	
a	lever	bridge	in	careful	details.	Just	like	a	draughtsman	
would	do	before	construction.	Ivens	developed	a	plan	of	
the	bridge	and	each	detail	represents	a	picture,	a	camera	
shot.	It’s	as	if	the	bridge	is	being	build	before	our	eyes	for	
the	second	time.	This	gave	me	the	idea	that	a	documentary	
does	not	represent	truth.	It	shows	us	how	reality	is	created.	
What	we	perceive	is	the	creation	of	reality,	the	creation	of	a	
second	reality.’	

This year’s edition of the International Seminar on Documentary Film in Serpa (Portugal) had a focus on the 
Archive-Image. The films that were selected all worked with previously existent footage. This year Hartmut Bitomsky 
(Germany), Edgardo Cozarinsky (Argentina) and Susana de Sousa Dias (Portugal) were present. Together with 
the audience they discussed the idea of gathering images as a return to an original state and, at the same time, as 
creative impulse. The archive as a (re)founding space. 

Doc’s Kingdom 2010
 The Archive-Image

Susana de Sousa Dias 
The	award	winning	Portuguese	director	presented	her	
latest	film	48	at	Doc’s	Kingdom.	The	film	is	about	the	48	
years	of	dictatorship	under	Salazar	and	it	won	the	´Grand 
Prix Cinéma du réel´	at	the	international	documentary	film	
festival	in	Paris.	The	film	is	a	series	of	archival	photographs	
taken	from	political	prisoners	by	the	PIDE	(Portuguese	
dictatorship	secret	police).	

1	In	your	film	the	images	are	very	minimal.	We	only	see	the	
face	of	the	victims	at	the	moment	their	prison	photo	was	
taken	by	the	PIDE.	Why	did	you	choose	to	use	only	this	im-
age	and	make	a	long	film	with	it?	Was	it	because	of	practi-
cal	reasons	that	forced	you	to	be	creative.	Maybe	because	
the	footage	from	the	archive	was	to	expensive	to	use,	
something	that	we	have	heard	over	and	over	again	on	this	
seminar,	or	did	you	have	other	reasons	to	work	this	way?

Not	exactly…	In	the	beginning,	a	few	years	ago,	when	the	
PIDE	Archive	rejected	my	request	for	authorization	to	film	
photographs	of	the	political	prisoners,	I	was	far	from	un-
derstanding	that	this	would	lead	to	a	new	film	beginning	
to	take	shape.	In	the	face	of	my	insistence,	the	manage-
ment	justified	his	refusal	by	invoking	the	«right	of	image».	
Hence,	to	film	the	photographs,	I	would	have	to	obtain	the	
consent	of	each	political	prisoner	individually.	In	the	course	
of	this,	I	spoke	with	dozens	of	political	prisoners.	Inevitably,	
I	began	to	be	drawn	to	their	stories,	sometimes	accompa-
nied	by	comments	made	about	their	own	prisoner	photo-
graphs:		«Look	at	the	jersey	I’m	wearing»;	«Do	you	know	
why	I’m	smiling	like	that?»,	«Have	you	seen	my	hair?».	48	
was	embarked	upon	with	a	single	certainty:	that	it	is	possi-
ble	to	tell	the	history	of	the	regime	just	through	those	pho-

tographs.	Of	course	I	had	lots	of	doubts	in	the	beginning	of	
the	process!	I	didn’t	know	if	the	idea	would	work.	It	was	a	
very	difficult	process,	to	achieve	the	final	form.

2	For	me	as	a	spectator	something	happens	because	we	
see	each	face,	from	the	front	and	from	the	side,	for	several	
minutes	and	we	listen	to	the	person	in	the	picture	now,	
looking	back	at	that	time.	Without	you	showing	it	after	a	
while	I	started	to	clearly	see	the	prison	and	the	torturing.		
Is	this	what	you	intended?	

The	whole	idea	of	the	film	is	to	put	the	viewer	looking	at	the	
pictures,	actually	seeing	them.	Being	forced	to	watch	them	
carefully,	beyond	the	surface.	This	requires	time.
As	far	as	the	sound	is	concerned,	the	same	principle	is	app-
lied.	I	want	that	the	viewer	can	listen	to	the	words	the	priso-
ners	 are	 saying,	 can	 listen	 them	 carefully,	 and	 that	 they	
have	time	to	think	about	them	within	the	film	itself,	during	
the	screening.
So,	the	way	I	worked	temporality	in	the	film	is	very	impor-
tant.	 I	 just	wanted	to	give	time	for	the	viewer	to	mentally	
interact	 with	 the	 film	 so	 that	 he/her	 could	 create	 his/her	
own	images.

3	Then	there	is	a	certain	richness	in	the	sound.	What	is	
striking	are	the	small	noises	that	we	hear	before	a	speaker	
starts.	The	swallowing,	heavy	breathing,	a	chair	moving	a	
cough.	Sounds	that	a	filmmaker	would	normally	want	to	
remove	but	in	this	film	it	works	really	well.	Why	did	you	
choose	to	leave	these	detail	in.

When	I	started	making	the	film,	I	thought	the	voices	had	to	
be	recorded	as	clean	as	possible.	I	even	consider	the	possi-
bility	of	recording	the	interviews	in	a	studio.	But	a	studio	is	
never	the	ideal	place	to	interview	people	specially	the	kind	
of	interviews	I	use	to	do	and	also	because	of	the	subject.	
So	I	filmed	in	various	locations	according	to	the	preference	
of	the	former	prisoners.	Throughout	this	process	(filming,	
editing),	I	have	been	noticing	that	these	noises	that	you	
refer	to	were	fundamental.	

For	two	reasons	mainly:	I	don’t	show	the	face	of	the	former	
prisoners	today.	Instead,	I	give	their	presence	in	a	different	
way:	precisely	through	this	tiny	sounds	that	nobody	pay	
attention,	this	kind	of	noises	that	are	understood	as	im-
perfections	in	a	‘straight’	film.	Nevertheless,	these	king	of	
noises	give	us	the	physical	presence,	the	body	of	the	people	
that	are	talking.	The	second	reason	is	that	these	noises,	
along	with	the	noises	from	the	environment	(a	dog	bark-
ing,	a	car,	a	plane,	a	lift,	etc…)	are	creating	the	filmic	space.	

4	Ivens	is	known	for	being	a	political	filmmaker.	The	posi-
tion	that	you	take	in	your	film	is	clearly	in	favour	of	the	
political	prisoners	and	against	the	tortures	of	the	dicta-
torial	regime.	I	don’t	want	to	compare	your	politics	with	
Ivens	but	when	we	talk	about	taking	a	political	stance.	

What	drives	you	to	take	this	one	so	strongly?

Portugal	is	undergoing	a	process	of	erasing	the	memory	
of	the	dictatorship.	The	political	prisoners	are	in	a	kind	of	
limbo;	nobody	speaks	about	them,	or	at	least,	only	rarely.	
So,	for	me,	this	is	urgent,	to	work	with	them	where	they	are	
still	alive.	Tortures	are	not	described	in	the	documents	that	
make	part	of	the	Political	Police	Archive	(Arquivo	PIDE/DGS).

Is	your	opinion	shared	by	the	Portuguese	in	general?

My	film	was	almost	ignored	by	the	Portuguese.	What	we	
are	witnessing,	as	Fernando	Rosas,	one	of	the	most	im-
portant	Portuguese	historians,	puts	it	is	a	struggle	for	the	
hegemony	of	the	memory.	In	other	words,	a	struggle	about	
what	will	be	considered	‘real	history’	in	the	near	future.	As	
a	matter	of	fact,	there	are	two	major	opinions	on	the	April	
25th	revolution	and	what	it	meant	for	Portuguese	history.	
One	camp	says	that	revolution	was	as	an	uprising	against	
an	authoritarian	regime	based	on	oppression,	violence	and	
control	of	people’s	mind	and	therefore	positive.	The	other	
group	-	and	in	my	opinion	this	interpretation	is	especially	
now	growing	stronger	and	stronger	–	claims	that	the	revo-
lution	interrupted	a	transitional	process	towards	demo-
cratic	society.	And	this	group	of	people	correspondingly	
denies	the	violent	aspect	of	the	48	years	of	Portuguese	
fascism	and	wants	to	keep	it	buried	in	the	past.
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Ivens	first	went	to	the	USSR	in	1930	and	showed	The Bridge, 
Rain, Pile Driving	and	Zuiderzee Works.	While	there	he	met	
numerous	filmmakers	and	artists,	like	the	graphic	designer	
Valentina	Kulagina	 (the	wife	of	Gustav	Klutsis),	who	even	
created	 a	 striking	 poster	 for	 Pile Driving and	 montage	
of	 several	 clippings	 with	 articles	 about	 Ivens’	 films	 and	
Germaine	 Krulls’	 photos.	 There	 was	 mutual	 interest	 and	
influence.1	Documentary	filmmaker	Esfir’	Shub	was	deeply	
impressed	 by	 Ivens’	 use	 of	 the	 Kinamo,	 also	 her	 camera,	
and	parallels	can	be	drawn	between	his	early	work	and	her	
1932	documentary	K.Sh.E.	 (Komsomol – Chief of Electricity),	
stylistically	as	well	as	thematically.	Shub	noted,	admiringly,	
that	 Ivens’	 audience	 of	 Moscow	 construction	 workers	
wished	 that	 Soviet	 films	 would	 have	 as	 strong	 a	 grasp	 of	
the	material	as	the	foreigner’s.2	

Ivens	left	the	USSR	keen	to	return	and	make	a	film	there.	In	
planning	his	Soviet	documentary	film	in	late	1931,	upon	his	
return,	 Ivens	 visited	 many	 sites	 and	 made	 so	 many	 notes	
that	 the	 resulting	 epic	 script	 about	 the	 Komsomol	 and	
industrialization	 in	 the	 northern	 Caucasus,	 the	 Urals	 and	
Central	Asia	was	deemed	unworkable	by	the	Mezhrabpom	
studio.	In	January	1932	the	film	director	Vsevolod	Pudovkin	
advised	Ivens	to	narrow	his	focus.	Shortly	after	this	it	was	
suggested	 that	 Ivens	 visit	 Magnitostroi,	 the	 blast	 furnace	
construction	site	at	Magnitogorsk	in	the	Urals.

Also	 in	 January	 1932,	 to	 coincide	 with	 the	 initial	 firing	 of	
the	first	blast	furnace	at	Magnitostroi,	the	magazine	‘USSR	
in	 Construction’	 published	 the	 photo	 series	 ‘The	 Giant	
and	 the	 Builder’.	 The	 innovative	 propaganda	 journal	 was	
published	 in	 English,	 German,	 French	 and	 Russian,	 and	
aimed	 to	 ‘reflect	 in	 photography	 the	 whole	 scope	 and	
variety	of	the	construction	work	now	going	on	in	the	USSR.’3	
The	 photographs	 were	 printed	 by	 retrogravure,	 which	
gave	 a	 rich	 texture	 and	 soft-focus,	 making	 the	 images	
appear	 dramatic.4	 The	 journal	 included	 much	 statistical	
data,	presented	in	the	form	of	charts,	maps	and	diagrams	
(a	 result	 of	 the	 USSR’s	 adoption	 in	 1931	 of	 Otto	 Neurath’s	
Vienna	Method	of	Pictorial	Statistics,	the	influence	of	which	
is	also	felt	in	Komsomol).

‘The	 Giant	 and	 the	 Builder’,	 created	 by	 the	 journalist	
Aleksandr	Smolian,	the	photographer	Maks	Al’pert	and	the	
artist	Nikolai	Troshin,	is	a	40-page	propagandistic,	narrative,	
documentary	 and	 ‘staged’	 photo	 series,	 with	 a	 striking	
combination	 of	 text	 and	 image.	 Conventional	 layouts	 of	
photos	 and	 captions	 feature	 alongside	 photomontages.	
The	series	was	controversial	when	first	published,	but	has	
been	 largely	 neglected	 since,	 despite	 being	 fascinating	
both	ideologically	and	aesthetically.5

Al’pert	 explains	 how	 he	 devised	 the	 narrative	 about	
Magnitostroi	 and	 Viktor	 Kalmykov:	 ‘The	 construction	
site	impressed	me	greatly	and	I	had	the	idea	to	show	not	
only	 the	 birth	 of	 this	‘giant’,	 but	 also	 the	‘reconstruction’	
of	 a	 person	 who	 had	 come	 to	 work	 there’,	 a	 young	 man	
with	 no	 education,	 training	 or	 ideological	 consciousness.	
The	 photo	 series	 begins	 with	 images	 of	 the	 undeveloped	
land	 with	 primitive	 huts	 and	 peasants	 visible,	 then	 on	
p.4	 the	 river	 is	 depicted,	 whose	 energy	 will	 be	 harnessed	
for	the	construction	project,	and	on	p.5	the	young	peasant	

Kalmykov	 is	 presented	 arriving	 on	 a	 crowded	 train	 in	
autumn	1930.	The	reader	is	told:	‘Together	with	many	others	
Victor	Kalmikov	left	for	Magnetostroi	to	take	up	new	work	
and	plunge	into	a	new	life’,	and	it	is	constantly	emphasized	
that	 Kalmykov	 is	 a	 type,	 an	 individual	 who	 represents	
countless	 young	 men	 from	 collectivized	 state	 farms.	 The	
rest	of	 the	series	shows	how	Kalmykov	 learns	 to	read	and	
write,	 becomes	 politically	 conscious	 and	 joins	 the	 Party,	
marries,	 moves	 from	 a	 tent	 into	 barracks	 and	 then	 into	 a	
room,	and	finally	 is	awarded	 the	Order	of	 the	Red	Banner	
of	Labour,	and	given	a	suit	and	 tie,	and	 is	 featured	 in	 the	
newspaper	Magnitogorsk	Worker.6	The	caption	of	the	final	
spread	 states:	 ‘many	 thousands	 have	 followed	 the	 same	
course.	A	new	man	makes	his	appearance	on	the	arena	of	
history,	Socialist	construction	creates	this	new	man.’

The	workers’	commitment	is	visually	signified	by	a	double-
page	spread	on	pp.24-25,	which	shows	images	of	the	blast	
furnace	 and	 the	 site	 to	 the	 left	 and	 the	 right	 of	 the	 fold	
between	the	pages,	and	features	the	heads	and	shoulders	of	
11	exemplary	workers	flowing	down	from	the	top	left	of	p.24	
and	across	the	bottom	of	both	pages,	in	an	L-shape.	Each	has	
his	name	and	position	written	below	him,	Kalmykov	is	the	
last	one	at	the	bottom	right	of	p.25.	The	top	left	hand	corner	
of	p.24	has	the	following	heading:	‘Comsomol	blast-furnace	
No.2	 –	 the	 pride	 of	 Magnetostroi’,	 below	 which	 it	 says:	 ‘A	
brigade	of	comsomols	(members	of	the	Communist	Youth	
League)	who	helped	erect	the	furnace,	manifested	heroism	
and	unbounded	enthusiasm	in	their	efforts	to	compete	the	
job	as	soon	as	possible.	They	beat	all	world	records	in	setting	
up	blast-furnaces.	Work	was	carried	on	day	and	night’.	This,	
in	essence,	is	Joris	Ivens’	Komsomol.

‘The	Giant	and	 the	Builder’	 is	an	 important	 turning	point	
for	 ‘USSR	 in	 Construction’,	 as	 it	 was	 conceived	 to	 be	 a	
‘mobilizing’	photo	series,	intended	to	motivate	and	inspire	
readers	 to	 join	 the	 struggle	 for	 rapid	 industrialization,	
and	 to	 convince	 foreign	 delegations	 who	 ‘want	 to	 see	
specific	 documentary	 evidence,	 not	 merely	 agitational	
facts’.7	The	photo	series	is	a	turning	point	in	the	way	it	was	
photographed	too.	Although	it	purports	to	be	documentary	
some	 of	 the	 scenes	 were	 staged.	 In	 depicting	 the	 arrival	
of	 Kalmykov	 as	 an	 uneducated	 peasant,	 Al’pert	 asked	 the	
now	literate	and	smartly	dressed	young	man	to	put	on	the	
same	old	clothes	he	had	got	off	the	train	in	and	pose	for	the	
camera.	Al’pert	was	vehemently	criticized	for	this	by	those	
who	 felt	 it	 undermined	 the	 authenticity	 of	 the	 piece,	 but	
he	defended	himself	against	accusations	of	falsification	of	
reality	 by	 insisting	 that	 anyone	 can	 check	 that	 Kalmykov	
actually	 exists,	 anyone	 can	 find	 his	 address	 and	 can	 read	
about	him	in	 letters	from	his	co-workers	published	in	 the	
newspaper	 ‘The	 Magnitogorsk	 Worker’	 (‘Magnitogorskii	
rabochii’)	 of	 4th	 March	 1932.8	The	‘reconstructed’	 nature	 of	
the	series	is	evident	if	one	considers	that	the	newspaper	is	
dated	1932	and	Kalmykov’s	arrival	1930,	yet	the	photographs	
were	 all	 taken	 in	 1932.9	 Al’pert	 was	 forced	 to	 defend	 his	
method	 of	 reconstructing	 reality	 for	 ideological	 ends,	
and	 the	 accusations	 reflect	 those	 Ivens	 was	 to	 face	 with	
Komsomol.

Around	the	time	of	‘The	Giant	and	the	Builder’s	publication,	
Ivens	 formed	 a	 collective	 to	 work	 on	 his	 film:	 a	 young	
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Russian,	 referred	 to	 simply	 as	 Andreev,	 became	 the	 crew’s	
representative,	and	Herbert	Marshall,	an	English	student	at	
Moscow’s	GIK	film	school,	where	Ivens	lectured	occasionally,	
was	appointed	assistant	director,	and	Iosif	Skliut	(a	student	
of	 Pudovkin’s	 scriptwriter)	 was	 the	 scriptwriter.	 In	 March,	
once	 the	 script	 had	 been	 approved	 (by	 the	 Komsomol	
committee,	 the	 script	 department	 and	 the	 Mezhrabpom	
studio	management),	the	team	set	off	for	Magnitogorsk.

Herbert	 Marshall	 explains	 the	 geography	 of	 the	 film:	
‘On	 the	 map	 two	 names	 stand	 out	 in	 great	 red	 letters:	
Magnitogorsk,	Kuzbass.	Magnitogorsk,	on	the	borders	of	the	
Urals,	Kazakstan,	and	Central	Siberia.	[…]	The	one	important	
raw	 material	 not	 found	 on	 the	 spot	 is	 coal,	 and	 that	 is	
supplied	 from	 Kuzbass.	 […]	 These	 were	 to	 be	 our	 objects	
together	 with	 Moscow	 as	 the	 centre.’10	 As	 with	‘The	 Giant	
and	the	Builder’,	 Ivens’	main	subject	is	Magnitostroi,	what	
Marshall	 describes	 as	 the	‘all-singing,	 all-talking	 […]	 giant	
of	the	Five	Year	Plan.’11	Yet	the	work	being	done	there	is	not	
only	the	construction	of	the	site,	but	also	the	reconstruction	
of	the	worker,	in	this	case	Afanasev,	thereby	illustrating	that	
‘in	 thus	 changing	 nature,	 man	 changes	 human	 nature.’12	
In	 the	 same	 vein,	 Ivens	 writes	 about	 the	 twofold	 process,	
‘the	creation	of	a	new	industrial	basis	and	the	creation	of	
a	new	kind	of	man’,	hoping	to	have	managed	to	show	how	
the	masses	of	young	people	(11,000	of	whom	are	Komsomol	
members)	are	being	educated	and	involved	in	the	socialist	
construction.13	These	 statements	 echo	 Al’pert’s	 words	 and	
idea	completely.

Komsomol	 begins	 with	 Hanns	 Eisler’s	 rousing	 music	 over	
the	 credits,	 and	 then	 a	 kind	 of	 introduction	 to	 the	 film,	
establishing	 it	 as	 a	 contrast	 between	 the	 capitalist	 west	
and	 the	 socialist	 USSR,	 a	 classic	‘them	 and	 us’	 opposition,	
very	 common	 in	 Soviet	 art	 and	 journalism,	 fiction	 and	
documentary	 of	 the	 time.	The	 first	 images	 are	 of	 German	
factories	 with	 closed	 gates,	 and	 the	 caption	 that	 life	
is	 being	 extinguished	 there.	 Factories	 are	 followed	 by	
demonstrating	strikers	with	banners	supporting	the	USSR.	
The	 marching	 crowds	 are	 filmed	 from	 an	 extreme	 height	
to	 appear	 miniscule,	 as	 in	 Rodchenko’s	 work	 (particularly	
‘To	 the	 demonstration’,	 1928-29),	 and	 there	 is	 even	 a	 shot	
of	 trumpeters	filmed	from	below,	 identical	 in	angle	 to	his	
‘Pioneer	 with	 Trumpet’	 of	 1930.	 The	 film	 is	 dedicated	 ‘To	
you,	Komsomol	of	 the	West,	on	the	front	 lines	of	 the	class	
struggle...’	The	film	proper	begins	after	a	black	screen.	

A	map	appears	with	various	place	names	relating	to	Soviet	
industry,	 then	 the	 focus	 narrows	 to	 ‘Moskva’	 (Moscow),	
radiating	 concentric	 circles	 symbolizing	 sound	 waves:	
‘Attention,	 this	 is	 Moscow	 speaking.	 We	 start	 with	 a	
Komsomol	 radio-appeal	 to	 the	 entire	 Soviet	 Union.’	 The	
hyphen	 between	 ‘radio’	 and	 ‘appeal’	 is	 a	 stylized	 zig-zag,	

rather	 like	 a	 flash	 of	 electricity.	 ‘The	 workers	 of	 Moscow	
notify	 the	 party	 and	 government.	 Huge	 industrial	 plants	
have	 been	 put	 into	 operation.	 A	 ball-bearing	 factory,	 the	
Stalin	 Automotive	 Plant	 and	 others.	These	 are	 all	 in	 need	
of	metal.’	Other	factories	in	need	of	steel	are	shown	on	the	
map,	and	appeal	to	Magnitogorsk	and	Kuzbass,	then	comes	
the	 text	 ‘Respond,	 Magnitogorsk.	 Magnitogorsk’	 as	 the	
letters	of	Magnitogorsk	increase	incrementally	in	size	until	
they	fill	the	breadth	of	screen.

The	film	then	presents	the	first	of	several	statistics	designed	
to	 impress:	 ‘300	 million	 tons	 of	 high-grade	 ore	 will	 be	
contributed	 to	 the	 socialist	 construction	 by	 Magnetic	
Mountain.’	The	construction	site	is	then	shown,	with	drilling	
brigades,	 horses	 and	 carts,	 Bucyrus	 excavators,	 and	 the	
production	processes	in	action.	With	no	warning	an	animated	
fantasy	sequence	shows	how	production	could	one	day	be,	
with	little	tractors	being	rhythmically	and	rapidly	churned	
out	in	criss-crossing	lines	of	motion.	Again,	this	is	a	stylized	
scene,	using	a	device	which	reflects	a	common	practice	 in	
the	 Soviet	 Union	 of	 the	 1930s,	 that	 of	 showing	 the	 future	
in	 the	 present.	 In	 one	 of	 the	 most	 famous	 construction	
novels,	 Valentin	 Kataev’s	 ‘Time,	 Forward!’	 (1932),	 also	
centered	around	a	day	in	the	life	of	a	shock	worker	brigade	
in	Magnitogorsk	as	the	men	compete	to	break	a	record,	one	
character	looks	down	at	the	site	from	an	airplane	and	sees	it	
as	a	blueprint,	unfinished:	‘He	saw	it	as	it	would	look	a	year	
hence.’14	A	Stalin	quotation	frequently	referred	to	in	‘Time,	
Forward!’	appears	to	explain	this	scene:	‘We	will	follow	the	
road	to	socialism	through	industrialization	at	full	 throttle	
and	 leave	 the	 perennial	“Russian	 deprivation”	 behind	 us.	
We	will	become	a	nation	of	automobiles	and	tractors.’	The	
next	 title	 links	 the	 film	 directly	 to	 Al’pert’s	 photo	 series,	
and	 countless	 other	 works,	 as	 it	 refers	 to	 Magnitostroi	 as	
a	 ‘giant’.	 Finally,	 Afanasev,	 a	 19	 year	 old	 former	 shepherd	
from	 a	 Kolkhoz	 farm	 in	 Samara,	 Kyrgyzstan,	 applies	 to	
work	 there.	 He	 is	 illiterate	 and	 not	 a	 Party	 member,	 and	
—	 amazed	 at	 the	 enormity	 and	 noise	 of	 the	 construction	
site	—he	sets	to	work	with	enthusiasm.	Eisler	explains	how	
he	created	a	grand	orchestral	piece	for	the	scenes	in	which	
Afanasev	 first	 walks	 through	 Magnitostroi	 in	 wonder,	 ‘to	
convey	to	the	audience	the	fundamental	importance	of	this	
incident’,	adding	that	people	are	transforming	the	steppe,	
and	Magnitostroi	 is	 transforming	its	builders,	‘a	new	 type	
of	 man	 is	 emerging	 in	 the	 process.’15	 The	 rest	 of	 the	 film	
follows	 Afanasev	 through	 his	 transformation,	 as	 he	 first	
helps	to	dig	and	create	the	foundation,	then	works	on	the	
masonry	 and	 then	 the	 riveting	 of	 the	 metal	 casing	 of	 the	
blast	 furnace.	 He	 also	 learns	 to	 read	 and	 write,	 improves	
his	working	skills	and	becomes	a	Komsomol	member,	and	
engineer.	 His	 brigade	 competes	 with	 another	 to	 complete	
the	second	blast	 furnace	 in	 the	allocated	 time.	 In	keeping	
with	 the	 style	 of	 ‘Time,	 Forward!’	 and	‘The	 Giant	 and	 the	
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Builder’	 Ivens	 inserts	 the	 title:	 ‘Ishmakov’s	 brigade	 broke	
the	 American	 record	 with	 540	 rivets	 in	 one	 day.’	 Later	 in	
the	 film	 there	 are	 similarly	 conventional	 propagandistic	
titles:	‘At	the	Ural	river	the	enthusiastic	and	heroic	workers	
of	 Magnitostroy	 built	 a	 one-kilometre-long	 dike	 in	 only	
150	days’,	and	‘Two	socialist	giants	are	at	work	here	in	one	
and	 the	 same	 breath:	 Kuzbass	 for	 coal	 and	 Magnitogorsk	
for	 ore.’	There	 are	 blackboards	 with	 shock	 worker	 brigade	
prodcution	figures,	as	in	‘The	Giant	and	the	Builder’.		Despite	
the	enormous	efforts,	the	two	blast	furnaces	are	not	ready	
when	 intended,	 so	 in	 order	 to	 keep	 to	 the	 schedule	 the	
Komsomol	decides	on	a	‘nocturnal	assault.’	Shock	brigades	
compete;	the	workers	sing	passionately	‘The	Party	says	Give	
us	 Steel!	The	 Komsomols	 answer:	 In	 the	 time	 planned	We	
will	give	you	steel!’	and:	‘Ural,	Ural,	we’ve	made	you	submit.’	
This	 is	‘The	 Ballad	 of	 Magnitogorsk’	 with	 music	 by	 Hanns	
Eisler	and	lyrics	by	Sergei	Tret’iakov.16	Eventually	success	is	
achieved,	and	the	film	closes	with	a	view,	the	next	day,	of	the	
blast	furnace	operating	with	full	force.

Ivens’	 shots	 of	 the	 blast	 furnace,	 of	 smoke	 stacks	 and	 of	
workers,	 are	 similar	 not	 only	 to	 the	 still	 photographs	 of	
‘The	 Giant	 and	 the	 Builder’,	 but	 also	 to	 frames	 in	 other	
documentary	 and	 fiction	 films.	 Aleksander	 Macheret,	
director	 of	 Men and Jobs,	 another	 1932	 film	 on	 the	 theme	
of	construction,	describes	his	research	visit	to	Svirstroi,	the	
site	of	a	hydroelectric	dam	station,	noting	that	in	addition	
to	 building	 work	 there	 was	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 filming	 taking	
place,	including	of	Shub’s	K.Sh. E.	and	Dovzhenko’s	Ivan.	He	
writes	 that	 the	 workers	 knew	 that	 the	 filmmakers	 loved	
filming	machinery	in	smoke	and	steam,	so	they	would	set	
up	 these	 scenes,	 noting	 wryly	 that	 ‘the	 machine	 workers	
at	 Dneprostroi	 know	 more	 about	 cinema	 workers	 than	
the	 latter	 do	 about	 them.’17	 Clearly	 various	 directors	 were	
filming	 the	 same	 material	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Indicatively,	
the	journal	‘Film	Art’	(no.3,	Spring	1934)	has	an	image	on	the	
cover	and	inside	of	Joris	Ivens	and	Herbert	Marshall	filming	
Komsomol	 from	 the	 top	 of	 a	 construction	 tower,	 and	 on	
other	pages	there	are	images	from	Dovzhenko’s		Ivan,	one	of	
Ivan	himself,	the	other	of	cranes,	which	would	not	be	out	of	
place	in	Komsomol	or	other	films	of	1932.	The	ubiquity	and	
importance	 of	 the	 construction	 theme	 in	 the	 arts	 is	 also	
apparent	in	the	1932	issues	of	the	Soviet	journal	‘Moskauer	
Rundschau’,	published	in	Moscow	in	German	for	foreigners.	
These	 feature	 articles	 on	 the	 films	 Komsomol, Ivan, 
Counterplan	 (directed	 by	 Iutkevich	 and	 Ermler),	 and	 Men 
and Jobs,	and	extracts	from	Kataev’s	novel	‘Time,	Forward!’	
The	newspaper	also	contains	many	reports	from	industrial	
sites	 themselves,	 including	 Dneprostroi,	 Magnitostroi	 and	
Svirstroi.

In	 September	 1932,	 in	 Moscow,	 Ivens	 edited	 his	 film,	 now	
renamed	 Song of Heroes	 in	 Russian.	 Unfortunately	 quite	

a	 few	 scenes	 had	 to	 be	 cut	 against	 the	 director’s	 wishes,	
particularly	of	Afanasev,	which	makes	the	film	more	abstract	
than	Ivens	intended.	The	film	was	ready	on	1	October	1932,	in	
time	for	the	15th	anniversary	of	the	Revolution,	as	planned,	
but	 was	 not	 allowed	 to	 be	 screened	 due	 to	 criticism.	 It	
was	 first	 shown	 in	 Magnitogorsk	 on	 2	 November,	 but	 the	
Moscow	premiere	was	not	until	2	January	1933,	a	year	after	
the	publication	of	‘The	Giant	and	the	Builder’.18
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This material is part of an interpretive and empirical study of various camera 
media I am working on, which examines Soviet fiction and documentary films, still 
photographs, photomontage and posters on the theme of construction during the First 

Five Year Plan. 
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Joris Ivens special issue, Studies 
in Documentary Film, 3.1
By: Sun Hongyun (guest ed.)
Magazine: Intellect Journals/Film 
Studies, Bristol (2009, English), 72 
pages.

Since	 2007	 Studies	 in	 Documentary	 Film	 is	 a	
scholarly	journal	devoted	to	the	history,	theory,	
criticism	and	practice	of	documentary	film.	At	
the	occassion	of	Ivens’	110th	anniversary	a	spe-
cial	 issue	 about	 Ivens	 was	 published	 in	 2009.	
The	 articles	 derived	 from	 the	 lectures	 held	 at	
the	‘	50	years	of	Joris	Ivens	and	China’	Interna-
tional	Academic	Conference	in	Beijing	on	18-20	
November	 2008.	 Guest	 editor	 Sun	 Hongyun		
(senior	 lecturer	at	 the	college	of	Arts	and	Sci-
ence	of	Beijing	Union	University)	selected	five	
lectures	all	related	to	the	relationship	between	
Ivens	and	China.	Thomas	Waugh	is	preparing	
a	book	on	Ivens’	oeuvre	and	is	focussing	in	his	
article	 on	 The 400 Million	 (19380).	 There	 is	 a	
consenus	 in	 film	 studies	 about	 the	 pitfalls	 of	
Euro-American	 cinematic	 depictions	 of	 the	
postcolonial	 ‘other’,	 the	 liabilities	 of	 the	 for-
eign	 film-makers’	 gaze,	 even	 paradodoxically	
those	 most	 well-intentioned	 films	 produced	
‘in	solidarity’.	Can	these	be	traced	in	Ivens’	first	
Chinese	 film	 too?	 Waugh	 calls	 for	 a	 nuanced	
reflection	 on	 this	 potential	 paradox	 and	 bal-
ance.	 Ivens	 intended	 to	 avoid	 Eurocentrism	
with	its	paternalism,	exotic	view	and	perspec-
tive	of	exploitation,	but	was	confronted	with	a	
complex	political	and	cultural	situation,	which	
forced	 him	 to	 adapt	 to	 unforseen	 circum-
stances	 with	 censorship,	 blockades	 resulting	
in	acrobatic	vacillations	between	spontaneous	
cinematography	and	the	much	more	prevalent	
mise-en-scene.	 In	the	second	article	Kees	Bak-
ker	is	confronting	two	opposite	films	with	each	
other:	The 400 Million	with	its	Dutch-American	
view,	supporting	the	Chinese	against	the	Japa-
nese	oppressor	and	Fumio	Kamei’	s	film	Fight-
ing Soldies,	shot	in	the	same	year,	but	support-
ing	the	Japanese	invading	army.	In	the	third	ar-
ticle	also	Sun	Hungyon	is	comparing	two	films,	
both	started	in	1972,	with	the	aim	to	visualize	
an	 isolated	 	 China	 for	 a	 Western	 public.	 Both	
Michelangeo	 Antonioni	 and	 Ivens/Loridan-
Ivens	captured	daily	life	in	the	same	year,	but	
with	a	distinct	individual	style	and	conception.	
According	 to	 Sun	 Hungyon	 Antonioni	 created	
a	 relationship	 between	 the	 director	 and	 the	
people	of	gazing	and	being	gazed	at.	While,	on	
the	 contrary	 Ivens/Loridan-Ivens	 revealed	 the	
languages,	taste,	gestures,	ideas	and	inherent	

value	of	the	common	Chinese	people.	‘The	first	
thing	in	filmmaking	is	to	hold	a	dialogue.	That	
is	what	we	tried	to	do’,	 Ivens	said,	 in	a	quote.	
The	 fourth	 and	 fifth	 article	 written	 by	 Zhang	
Tongdao	 and	 Jean-Pierre	 Sergent	 are	 describ-
ing	an	overview	of	the	half	a	century	relation-
ship	between	Ivens	and	China.	Zhang	Tongdao	
concludes	his	article	with	this	statement:	 ’the	
legend	of	Ivens	and	China	is	not	simply	a	story	
in	film	history	or	a	political	myth.	It	is	more	a	
proposition	of	eastern	and	western	culture	on	
which	research	just	has	started.’

Joris Ivens 1898-1989.  
Das Unmögliche zu filmen
By: Barbara Heinrich-Polte (ed.)
Book: Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv, Ber-
lin (2009, German), 56 pages.

To	 celebrate	 its	 50th	 jubilee	 retrospective	
programme	 at	 the	 DOK	 Leipzig	 festival	 the	
Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv	 decided	 to	 show	 20	
Ivens	 films	 and	 publish	 a	 German	 catalogue.	
Filmscholars	 like	Günter	Agde,	 Jeanpaul	Goer-
gen,	 Judith	 Kretschmar	 and	 Philipp	 Dominik	
Keidl	wrote	articles	covering	uptodate	research	
concerning	Ivens	and	Germany.	Agde	gives	an	
introduction	on	Ivens	film	oeuvre	in	‘In	the	rap-
ids	of	world	history’.	The	fascination	of	his	films	
and	 personality	 attracted	 contemporaries,	
but	still	continues,	even	twenty	years	after	his	
death.	‘	What	persists?’	is	Agde	asking.	His	films	
present	histories	from	a	previous	era	for	a	world	
with	 new	 and	 other	 social	 conflicts.	 Certainly,	
Films	alter,	because	the	aesthetics	of	represen-
tation	change	as	well	as	our	perception.	Ivens’	
cinematographical	 Social-Psychoprogramme	
however	is	gaining	more	and	more	the	charac-
ter	of	precious	and	valuable	documents	from	a	
distant	period.	They	belong	to	our	Memory	cul-
ture	of	Nowadays.	The	interest	of	students	for	
his	films	is	continuing,	they	want	to	learn	from	
his	films.	Although	no	explicit	‘Ivens-School’	of	
adherents	 exists	 one	 can	 trace	 lasting	 influ-
ence	 in	 every	 important	 Documentary	 film	 of	
recent	years,	states	Agde.
Jeanpaul	Goergen	describes	 Ivens’	films	made	
during	 the	 Weimar	 Republic,	 based	 on	 clip-
pings	 and	 film	 programmes	 at	 the	 time.	 In	 a	
third	 article	 Kretzschmar	 explores	 the	 contri-
bution	 of	 Ivens	 to	 GDR-filmart	 when	 he	 was	
employed	 at	 the	 DEFA	 filmstudios	 from	 1951	
until	1956.	He	was	responsable	for	the	creation	
of	six	films,	in	various	roles,	as	director,	artistic	
advisor	 or	 assistant.	 Kretzschmar	 proofs	 that	
this	period	was	difficult	for	Ivens,	and	provided	

both	successes	as	well	as	failures,	like	the	fea-
ture	 film	 Till	 Eulenspiegel.	 This	 co-production	
with	France	gave	him	the	opportunity	to	travel	
and	stay	in	Paris.
Keidl	 gives	 his	 view	 through	 the	 eyes	 of	 a	
younger	generation	and	answers	the	question	
why	it	is	so	difficult	to	discover	Ivens.
 
Joris Ivens
By: Dimitris Kerkinos (ed.) 
Book: Thessaloniki Filmfestival, 
(2010, Greek/English), 58 pages. 

In	a	special	Tribute	programme	the	12th	Thes-
saloniki	 International	 Film	 Festival	 (Images	 of	
the	21st	Century)	showed	twenty	Ivensfilms	and	
published	a	catalogue	with	articles	written	by	
Marceline	 Loridan-Ivens,	 André	 Stufkens,	 Tom	
Gunning	and	Greek	film	critic	Andreas	Pagou-
latos.	In	his	introduction	word	festival	director	
Dimitri	Eipides	writes:	‘For	Ivens,	the	documen-
tary	was	a	platform	for	unlimited	free	expres-
sion,	a	field	in	which	no	compromise	was	toler-
ated,	a	creative	‘land’	in	which	he	could	create	
masterpieces.	The	 multifaceted	 personality	 of	
the	 globetrotting,	 restless,	 uncompromising	
documentarist	 is	 reflected	 in	 his	 films	 which,	
in	 turn,	 become	 the	 remarkable	 setting	 for	 a	
meeting	between	the	observer	and	the	person	
participating	in	the	events.	Eipides	states	that	
Ivens’	cinema	springs	from	his	innate	obsession	
with	capturing	the	truth	of	life	and	constitutes	
a	 kind	 of	 awakening	 of	 the	 audiences	 active	
relationship	with	the	film.	As	a	kind	of	answer	
Ivens	 admits	 in	 his	 dialogue	 with	 Pagoulatos	
‘the	 cinematographer,	 in	 my	 opinion	 should	
be	 more	 open	 to	 the	 contradictory	 wealth	 of	
human	 relations	 and	 attitudes.’	 Ivens	 reveals	
in	this	dialogue	an	unknown	fact	that	he	sup-
ported	Greek	fighters	when	after	the	war	they	
asked	him	to	help	them	with	a	film.		

Joris Ivens, 
By: Jean Commoli (ed.)
Book: catalogue Ânûû-rû âboro 
Film festival (2009, French), 56 
pages

Jean	Commoli,	director	of	the	peoples	Ânûû-rû	
âboro	Film	festival	(‘The	Man’s	Shadow’)	in	
New	Caledonia,	states	about	the	mission	of	
his	festival:	‘For	the	peoples	who	are	raising	
their	voices	in	the	world	today	to	assert	their	
dignity,	their	history,	their	values,	it	is	vital	
to	make	documentary	films	that	are	outside	

the	dominant	models,	to	make	them	circu-
late,	to	exchange	them	with	others.	Our	era	
is	that	of	the	mass	media,	dominated	by	big	
media	groups,	serving	market	logic	only.	It	is	
appropriate	and	desirable	to	show	other	ways	
of	doing	things,	filming,	looking	and	listening.’	
Accompanying	the	retrospective	of	Ivens	and	
Marceline	Loridan-Ivens’	films	a	nice	booklet	
was	published	with	a.o.	an	interesting	per-
sonal	view	on	the	importance	of	documentary	
by	the	author	Jean-Francois	Corrat.

Joris Ivens Weltenfilmer
By: Joris Ivens, Marceline Lori-
dan-Ivens, a.o.
DVD/Book: Eur. Stiftung Joris Ivens 
Absolut MEDIEN (2009, German), 
14.56’ / 304 pages.

The	German	version	of	the	DVD	box	set	includ-
ing	Stufkens’	accompanying	book,	launched	at	
DOK	 Leipzig	 on	 20	 October,	 received	 good	 re-
views.	German	reviews:	
SWR	 (SüdwestRundfunk)/FilmSPAICHer:	 ‘Eine 
exemplarische Edition…eine technisch makel-
lose DVD. Etwas für die ganz besonderen Mo-
mente im Leben‘ 
Der	Standard	(Dominik	Kamalzadeh):	 ‘Die mit 
großer editorischer Sorgfalt erstellte DVD-Box 
Joris Ivens: Weltenfilmer ermöglicht nun erst-
mals einen faszinierenden Überblick über die 
Arbeiten dieses zentralen Dokumentaristen des 
20.Jahrhunderts.’
Der	Freitag	(Matthias	Dell):	‘Wenn man beden-
kt, dass es bis vor Kurzem von disparaten VHS-
Veröffent-lichungen abgesehen, nahezu un-
möglich war, Spuren von Ivens‘ Werk zu finden, 
ist die Kollektion nicht hoch genug zu würdigen. 
Die Box umfasst beileibe nicht alle Filme, die der 
Regisseur in über 60 Jahren gedreht hat. Aber 
die Auswahl extrahiert das Wesentliche von 
Ivens‘ Werk, und es empfiehlt sich gerade, die 
nach Jahren geordneten Filme chronologisch zu 
schauen, weil sich dadurch die Bewegung eines 
Künstlers erschließt, für den Bewegung maßge-
bliches Kriterium war.‘
RAY	Kinomagazin	(Michael	Pekler):	‘... das Mus-
terbeispiel einer sorgsamen, jahrelang vorbere-
iteten Edition. ... eine der wichtigsten DVD-Edi-
tionen dieses Jahres.’
Berliner	Zeitung	(Ralf	Schenk): ’…zwanzig Arbe-
iten, die in der längst überfälligen, grandiosen 
DVD-Edition ‘Joris Ivens Weltenfilmer’ versam-
melt sind. Mit ihr folgen wir noch einmal den 
Stationen jenes ‘fliegenden Holländers’, wie er 
von seinen Freunden genannt wurde, tauchen 

in seinen Zorn, seine Ideale und Illusionen ein, 
die denen des 20. Jahrhunderts entsprachen.’

Les Aventures de Till l’Espiègle 
(1956, Paris/East-Berlin)
By: Gérard Philipe, Joris Ivens
DVD: TF 1, Paris (2009, French), 85’.  

Till	Eulenspiegel	was	a	peasant	trickster	whose	
jokes	 and	 pranks	 became	 the	 source	 of	 many	
folk	 tales,	 originating	 in	 Germany	 between	
1300	and	1350.	In	the	figure	of	Till	the	individu-
al	gets	back	at	society;	the	stupid	yet	cunning	
peasant	 demonstrates	 his	 superiority	 to	 the	
narrow,	dishonest,	 condescending	townsman,	
as	 well	 as	 to	 the	 clergy	 and	 nobility.	 Through	
the	 centuries	 his	 character	 was	 featured	 in	
many	 literary	 and	 musical	 works,	 including	
a	 well-known	 19th	 Century	 novel	 by	 the	 Bel-
gian	 writer	 Charles	 De	 Coster,	 who	 situated	
this	character	in	the	context	of	the	Dutch	and	
Flemish	 Revolt	 against	 the	 Spanish	 Empire	 in	
the	16th	century.	
Ivens,	 in	 1955	 adviser	 of	 the	 DEFA,	 the	 state	
owned	 film	 production	 company	 in	 the	 GDR,	
and	living	in	East-Berlin,	was	supposed	to	be-
come	 the	 director,	 but	 during	 the	 shooting	
French	 leading	 film	 star	 Gérard	 Philipe,	 who	
acted	 the	 lead	 role	 of	 Till,	 became	 more	 and	
more	 dominant	 and	 took	 over	 direction.	 He	
directed	himself,	which	didn’t	improve	the	bal-
ance	and	subtleness.	Shooting	took	place	on	lo-
cation	and	in	studios	in	Germany,	Sweden,	Bel-
gium	and	France.	At	the	time	the	film	enjoyed	
good	 runs	 both	 in	 Italy,	 France	 and	 Germany,	
although	 it	 was	 not	 considered	 critical	 a	 suc-
cess.	
In	his	film	oeuvre	Ivens’	feauture	film	Les Aven-
tures de Till l’Espiègle	seems	to	be	a	rarity.	But	
when	 watching	 the	 opening	 sequence	 on	 the	
dunes	 near	 the	 Northsea,	 with	 the	 two	 lov-
ers,	Till	and	Nell,	looking	and	longing	for	each	
other,	it’s	striking	to	notice	similarity	with	the	
lovers	sequence	in	Breakers,	Ivens’	first	feature	
film	in	1929.	In	Breakers	also	two	lovers	are	run-
ning	towards	each	other	on	the	dunes,	with	the	
breakers	 of	 the	 Northsea	 at	 the	 background.	
This	is	just	one	of	the	many	fascinating	aspects	
of	this	film,	now	released	on	DVD	by	TF1.	This	
almost	completely	neglected	movie	about	the	
merry	prankster	Till	sees	a	revival:	during	sev-
eral	 Ivens	 retrospectives	 it	 was	 programmed	
in	the	Children	section,	and	also	a	Family	Pay	
Channel	 in	 France	 broadcasts	 this	 lively	 Fran-
co-German	 production	 as	 a	 children	 film.	 Al-
ready	 in	 1956,	 when	 the	 film	 was	 premiered,	

critics	noticed	that	thanks	to	the	unsubtle	ste-
reotyping	of	the	Spanish	oppressor	against	the	
Flamish	freedom	fighters	and	the	over-the-top	
drollery	of	Till,	this	film	should	not	be	taken	too	
seriously.	Spanish	soldiers	are	routed	by	a	gang	
of	ice-skating	rebels,	the	general	of	the	leader	
of	the	Revolt,	William	of	Orange,	is	a	drunken	
coward	and	fat	catholic	priests	are	selling	their	
souls.	 This	 fact	 urged	 Dutch	 censors	 to	 pro-
hibit	release	in	The	Netherlands!	As	a	children	
film	 it	 is	 still	 enjoyable	 and	 one	 can	 appreci-
ate	 the	 attempts	 to	 reconstruct	 paintings	 of	
Pieter	Breughel	 in	the	scenery.	At	the	time	Iv-
ens	already	had	many	doubts	about	the	result,	
but	the	primal	intentions	of	Ivens	and	Gérard	
Philipe	were	completely	serious.	It	was	the	first	
of	four	major	feature	films	between	1956	and	
1960	co-produced	with	the	state-owned	DEFA	
in	the	GDR	and	French	companies.	 Ivens	tried	
to	 create	 a	 popular	 film	 with	 social	 critique,	
but	on	the	night	the	movie	was	premiered	 in	
November	 1956,	 Soviet	 tanks	 invaded	 Buda-
pest	 to	 crush	 the	 Hungarian	 Revolution.	 The	
intended	symbolism	of	the	story	suddenly	got	
an	opposite	effect.		
In	 our	 next	 Ivens	 Magazine	 #17	 more	 about	
The	Adventures	of	Till,	Ivens	and	Philipe

501 Directors / 501 réalisateurs
By Steven Jay Schneider (ed.) 
Book: Barron’s Educational Series, 
Incorporated, New York (2008, En-
glish, French), 640 pages. 

After	 he	 finished	 the	 best	 selling	 book	 ‘1001	
Films	You	Must	See	Before	You	Die’	Schneider		
made	a	similar	comprehensive	guide	to	501	of	
the	greatest	filmmakers	of	all	time.	In	chrono-
logical	order	 (date	of	birth)	all	filmmakers	re-
ceive	at	least	a	one-page	entry	which	includes	
discussion	 of	 their	 work	 and	 influences,	 their	
filmography,	 and	 listing	 of	 awards	 they	 have	
received.	 Every	 entry	 is	 augmented	 with	 a	
photo	 of	 each	 director	 plus	 movie	 stills	 from	
his	or	her	films	and	a	quote	of	a	critic.	 It’s	an	
A-to-Z	compendium	that	profiles	major	figures	
as	 Sergei	 Eisenstein,	 Martin	 Scorsese,	 Alfred	
Hitchcock,	 Orson	 Welles,	 Federico	 Fellini,	 Ste-
ven	Spielberg,	Robert	Altman,	and	Joris	 Ivens.	
In	 between	 René	 Clair	 and	 Lev	 Kouleshov	 the	
contribution	of	 Ivens	to	film	art	has	been	de-
scribed.

New 
books 
and 
DVD’s
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Kees Ivens and the Waalbridge
	 Joris	 Ivens	 shot	 many	 film	 sequences	 with	
bridges.	This	probably	had	to	do	with	his	youth,	
when	 as	 a	 kid	 and	 youngster	 he	 almost	 on	 a	
daily	 basis	 was	 confronted	 with	 his	 fathers’	
plans	 to	 build	 a	 large	 traffic	 bridge	 crossing	
the	river	Waal	in	his	birthplace	Nijmegen,	the	
main	river	between	Rotterdam	and	the	indus-
trial	Rurh	area.	Kees	Ivens	initiated	in	1905	his	
visionary	 ideas	 about	 transportation	 and	 the	
construction	 of	 a	 bridge	 replacing	 the	 centu-
ries	old	ferry.	It	took	him	31	years	of	a	hard	fight	
before	 the	 queen	 could	 open	 the	 Waalbridge	
on	16	June	1936.	In	2011	the	75th	anniversary	of	
this	bridge,	at	 that	 time	the	 largest	 iron	span	
bridge	in	Europe,	will	be	celebrated	with	an	ex-
hibition,	a	book,	a	filmprogramme	and	several	
public	 events.	 The	 personality	 of	 Kees	 Ivens	
will	be	commemorated.	The	Ivens	Foundation,	
Museum	Het	Valkhof,	the	Regional	Archives	Ni-
jmegen	and	the	local	historical	film	society	col-
laborate	to	organize	this	local	event.

Book Robert Capa in China with 
Joris Ivens and Ferno
Rixt	Boomsma	wrote	an	article	in	the	previous	
Ivens	 Magazine	 about	 Robert	 Capa’s	 photos	
made	 in	 China,	 when	 he	 accompanied	 Joris	
Ivens	 and	 John	 Ferno	 during	 the	 shooting	 of	
The 400 Million.	 She	 found	 unknown	 photos	
and	prints	in	US	and	Dutch	photo	archives.	The	
most	extensive	collection	of	work	photos	made	
by	Capa	during	his	work	in	China	can	be	found	
at	 the	 Ivens	 Archives	 (over	 80	 prints).	 Her	 re-
search	 sponsored	 by	 the	 Manfred	 and	 Hanna	
Heiting	Fund	results	in	a	book	published	by	the	
Rijksmuseum.	She	is	also	preparing	an	exhibi-
tion	with	Capa’s	photos.	Expected	in	December	
2010:	Photography meets Film: Capa, Ivens and 

Fernhout in China, 1938	by	Rixt	A.	Bosma.	In	the	
series	 Rijksmuseum	 Studies	 in	 Photography,	
published	with	the	support	of	the	Manfred	&	
Hanna	Heiting	Fund.	€	22.95,	ISBN	978	90	71450	
31	0.	info:	www.rijksmuseum.nl

Two avant-garde theatre plays 
with Ivens’films
At	the	end	of	the	1920’s	Joris	Ivens	collaborated	
in	 two	 avant-garde	 artworks,	 performed	 by	
students	form	the	Technical	University	of	Delft:	
the	 open	 air	 performance	 ‘D.16.M.M.’	 (1928)	
and	 the	 theater	 play	 ‘Donogoo	 Tonka’	 (1931).	
Film	images	from	Ivens	were	integrated	in	the	
décor.	Both	theatre	plays	were	performed	dur-
ing	the	manifestation	‘The	Group	of	Delft’	that	
started	on	15th	of	February	and	lasted	till	No-
vember	2010.		
’D.16.M.M’.	(‘D	16	Mensch	en	Machine’)	was	as	
a	theatre	play	created	in	1928	by	Mannus	Fran-
ken.	It	had	a	remarkable	size	of	décor	with	a	big	
machinery	 crushing	 people.	 In	 this	 machine	
Mannus	 Franken	 tried	 to	 visualise	 the	 battle	
between	spirit	and	matter,	men	and	machine,	
power	 and	 intellect.	 Franken	 wrote:	 ‘A	 catas-
trophe	 was	 in	 the	 air,	 a	 fear	 that	 this	 Robot	
would	become	a	Golem’.	Ivens	took	care	of	the	
abstract	 film	 images	 and	 designed	 a	 equally	
remarkable	 modern	 décor	 of	 white	 cones.	 On	

the	5th	and	6th	of	June	2010	a	reinterpretation	
of	‘D.16.M.M.’	was	performed	in	Delft.	
‘Donogoo	Tonka’	is	the	original	film	script	from	
1919	written	by	the	French	poet	and	writer	Jules	
Romains.	 A	 year	 later	 he	 published	 this	 story	
about	a	man	with	suicidal	tendencies	who	was	
given	 the	 advise	 by	 a	 biometric	 psychothera-
pist	and	a	geographer	to	go	to	a	non	existing	
country	 in	 South-America,	 to	 proof	 his	 luck,	

together	with	other	treasury	diggers.	Because	
the	film	was	not	realised,	Romains	changed	the	
text	 into	 a	 theatre	 play.	 On	 February	 the	 7th	
1931	 the	 Delft	 Student	 Theater	 group	 (DSTG)	
performed	 ‘Donogoo	 Tonka’	 in	 the	 Stadsdoel-
en.	Joris	Ivens	shot	images	of		fortune	seekers,	
industrious	looking	for	treasures	in	the	dunes	
of	the	Northsea	at	Wassenaar.	
Both	experimental	films	of	Ivens	–the	one	sur-
realistic,	 the	 other	 abstract-	 got	 lost.	 We	 only	
find	 proof	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 Ivens	 made	 these	
films	 because	 the	 newspapers	 mentioned	 it	
and	the	Ivens	Archives	is	keeping	some	stills.

Fake or fact?
In	1929	Joris	Ivens	fell	in	love	with	Anneke	van	
der	Feer,	a	young	blonde	Frisian	with	a	strong	
personality.	 As	 an	 artist	 she	 was	 involved	 in	
several	 Communist	 groups,	 for	 which	 she	
made	 illustrations,	 drawings,	 posters	 and	
paintings.	She	also	designed	the	film	poster	for	
Philips Radio,	once	awarded	best	film	poster	of	
the	Netherlands	ever.		In	1931	she	accompanied	
Ivens	to	Russia	where	she	staid	for	a	couple	of	
years.	 Her	 artistic	 work	 is	 hard	 to	 trace,	 but	
suddenly	 in	 2009	 during	 an	 exhibition	 in	 the	
Dutch	city	of	Veere	several	paintings	appeared.	
More	striking:	the	series	of	paintings	involved	
some	 of	 the	 protagonists	 of	 Ivens’	 circle	 of	
friends	in	Amsterdam:	Eva	Besnyö,	John	Fern-
hout,	 his	 sister	 Annetje	 Fernhout,	 Joris	 Ivens	
and	Anneke	van	der	Feer	herself.	Was	dropping	
these	well	known	names	merely	a	trick	to	raise	
more	money	for	sale?	Or	was	the	quality	of	Van	
der	Feers	paintings	that	worse	that	one	cannot	
recognize	any	of	the	persons	mentioned	in	the	
titles?	Watch	the	paintings	and	make	your	own	
judgement…
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