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Cast:

Edmund Meschke (Edmund Kéhler)

Ernst Pittschau (Herr K6hler, Edmund’s father)
Ingetraud Hinze (Eva, Edmund’s sister)
Franz Kriger (Karl-Heinz, Edmund’s brother)
Erich GUhne (Henning, the teacher)

Jo Herbst (Jo, the boy thief) *

Christl Merker (Christl, the girl thief) *
Alexandra Manys (Eva’s friend) *
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Hans Sangen (Rademacher) *
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Inge Rocklitz (refugee) *

Franz Treuberg (General von Laubniz) *
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Digital (restoration)
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CHASING THE REAL: ITALIAN NEOREALISM

Germany Year Zero
(Germania, anno zero)

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away the film’s ending.

‘The city was deserted, the grey of the sky seemed to run in the streets and,
from the height of a man, you could look out over all the roofs; in order to find
the streets under the ruins, they had cleared away and piled up the debris; in
the cracks of the asphalt, grass had started to grow. Silence reigned, and each
noise, in counterpoint to it, underlined it even more; the bittersweet odour of
rotting organic material constituted a solid wall through which one had to pass;
you floated over Berlin.’

So wrote Roberto Rossellini for Cahiers du Cinéma in 1955 of his first
impressions of Berlin, eight years after he'd driven to the city in March 1947.
He was there to begin production on what would become - following Rome,
Open City (1945) and Paisa (1946) — the final part of his so-called war

trilogy: Germany Year Zero, a resolutely present-tense examination of the
fallout from war. Despite a shift of national focus, Germany Year Zero — which
follows a young boy through the wreckage of postwar Berlin — remained a
profoundly personal work for a flmmaker still grieving the death of his own
son, Romano.

Rossellini’s intentions with the flm are perhaps best summed up in the opening
voiceover that accompanied the film’s American release:

‘This film was shot in Berlin in the summer of 1947, It is intended to be simply
an objective, true-to-life picture of this enormous, half-destroyed city, in which
three and a half milion people are carrying on a frightful, desperate existence
almost without realising it. They live in tragedy as if it were their natural element,
but out of exhaustion, not through strength of mind or faith. This fim is not an
accusation against the German people, nor yet a defence of them. Itis simply a
presentation of the facts. But if anyone who has seen the story of Edmund
Koehler comes to realise that something must be done, that German children
must be taught to love life again, then the efforts of those who made this fim
will have been amply rewarded.’

Of course, Germany Year Zeroisn’t a documentary: the lines between realism
and artifice are more explicitly pronounced than in either of the trilogy’s
previous entries. One doesn’t need to know that interiors were shot in Rome —
or that shooting was suspended while the German cast dieted after too much
Italian food led to continuity errors —to be aware of the constructive elements
of what we refer to as neorealism: the expressionism readily apparent in
Rossellini’s style, the melodrama in his brother Renzo’s score.

Which isn’t for a moment to suggest any reduction in its importance as an
historical document. Few films capture a specific time and place with such
elemental force. Edmund'’s long, silent wander through the rubble before the
flm’s devastating climax is justly celebrated, but the looming, skeletal remains
of the city that towers over him throughout the film proves as potently symbolic
of his isolation and fate as his gravedigging introduction.

Matthew Thrift, bfi.org.uk 31 March 2024

Made shortly before he embarked on more metaphysical waters, Germany
Year Zero effectively closes Rossellini’s neo-realist period. As he himself has
noted, having secured the promise of finance from UGC, he went to Berlin to
look around, without any precise idea of what he wanted to fim; and the
resulting shock conjured a film which has much the same sense of raw
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immediacy, of acommunity poised on the edge of darkness, as Rome Open
City. The difference, of course, lies in the outsider’s viewpoint, which
transforms the partisan (and patronising) attitude common to the neo-realist
flms into an almost Olympian detachment.

Not that Rosseliini is not himself moved (or moving), but he is more concerned
to exact awareness than to arouse pity. The thirteen-year-old Edmund, though
blond and angelic, is no moppet like the child in Bicycle Thieves. On the
contrary, culminating in the extraordinary sequence that stretches with bleak
neutrality between Edmund’s rejection by Henning and his eventual suicide —
with Edmund drifting aimlessly through the ruined city, instinctively shunned by
the other children he encounters, repeatedly embarking on private games only
to lose interest immediately — Rossellini’'s concern throughout is to demonstrate
that there is nothing of the child left in him.

In his Rossellini monograph, Jose Luis Guarner has suggested that, with its
opening images of Berliners digging graves in a cemetery, or eagerly crowding
round to cut their share of steaming meat from a horse that has died in the
street, Germany Year Zero should be considered as above all a horror movie.
Its monster, as the horrified Henning realises when the child comes to him with
his obedient boast (‘I have done it! | have killed my father!’), is Edmund; and the
monster’s evident Frankenstein is the desolation of misery, starvation and
corruption that is Fascism’s legacy to Germany.

Probing further, however, Rossellini extends the definition of the monster’s
creator to include fear, despair, self-pity, hypocrisy. If Edmund’s decision to Kill
his father springs primarily from his teacher’s hollow parroting of a Nazi slogan,
it also has deeper, ramifying roots: in his father’s reiterated cry that his death
would be arelief to them all, in his brother’s frustrated ‘| wish | were dead’, in
the exasperated Rademacher’s '"Why doesn’t your father die and leave us in
peace?’ Even the ostensibly admirable Eva, precariously gambling her honour
and self-respect by haunting the night-clubs while forlornly awaiting the return
of a prisoner-of-war fiancé, offers an example of defeatism (in the clubs, the
proliferation of Allied troops might occasion an advantageous marriage).

It is this detachment of Rossellini’s, in creating characters who are as much to
be condemned as pitied (or vice versa), which saves the fim from the neo-
realist disease of miserabilism and turns it into a devastating analysis of human
folly. That, and the extraordinary skill with which Rossellni paces an essentially
contemplative flm almost as an action thriller. Opening with a long tracking
shot down an avenue of utter devastation, the fim suddenly shifts gear, never
losing sight of the incredible ruination of Berlin but refusing to linger longer than
is necessary (even the shot of an old man, walking with a child in a quiet
cloister and stopped in his tracks by the sound of Hitler’s recorded voice
booming out of the Chancellery again, is pared to the bone). It accelerates,
brakes, then zooms off again at a tangent, with Edmund battered to and fro as
helplessly as a pinball in his fruitless quest for positive action. Until time slows
unbearably in the long, unbroken movement of Edmund’s last, rudderless drift
through the city which intimates an inevitable end in suicide and yet a
reluctance, a secret hope that something may prove the gesture unnecessary.

Paradoxically, but anticipating the tenor of Rosseliini’s later work, Edmund’s
despairing act of self-destruction emerges rather as an affrmation, arefusal to
continue being part of a despair which he can neither understand nor control.

Tom Milne, Monthly Film Bulletin, November 1980
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