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preface

This tittle book could hardly have been written without the diversi-
ficd help of many people whom | should like to thank here: Renata
von Stoephasius, who translated the German speeches and assisted
in preparing the final manuscript; Jonas Mekas and P. Adams
Sitncy, who gave me access Lo material on Leni Ricfenstahl before
they published it in Fifm Culture (Spring 1973); Margarcta Aker-
ark and Chatles Silver of the Muscum of Modern Art, who ar-
ranged countless screenings for me; Gerald Mast, who generously
read and criticized my manuscript and whose expert counsel was of
great help; Walter A, Verbanic, who provided me with his transla-
tion of Hinter den Kulissen des Reichsparteitagfilms; Kathleen En-
dress Kasper, who prepared much preliminary material and the
bibliography; Harry M. Geduld and Ronald Gottesman, for their
support; and Mark Berman, for his encouragement,

Further, 1 wish to thank the Rescarch Foundation of the City
University of New York for a gencrous grant which made it pos-
sible for me to visit Germany and Austria in preparation for this
study.

Finally, 1 record my gratitude 1o Leni Ricfenstahl hersell, who
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cooperated in many hours of interviews, opened her archive to my
research, and took a genuinc interest in this bouk. Also in Munich,
my thanks to Horst Kettner and to Heinz Herzer.
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outline

Trirnph of the Will

[. scent 1: Arrival in Nuremberg ( 10:30 mins.)
A. Main titles, in four separatc shots, here in English

| translation.

* 1. Tritmph of the Will

' 2. The Documentary Film of the Reich's Party Congress
1934

| 3. Produccd by Orders of the Fiiltrer

4. Created by Leni Ricfenstahl
B. Historical background, in four rolling titles, in four
separate shots, here in English translation.
[. On Scptember 5, 1934, 20 ycars after the outbreak of
the world war
2. 16 ycars after the beginning of our suffering

—————

3. 19 months after the beginning of the German renaissance
, 4. Adolf Hitler flew to Nuremberg again to review the
columns of his faithful followers
C. The Fiihrer's flight to Nurcmberg
D. Motorcade from airport to city
E. Arrival at hotel

3. sceNE 2: Band Concert and Rally (2:54 mins.)
A. Hitler reviews band concert and rally outside hotel

3. scenE 3: Nurcmberg at Slecp, Play, and Work ( 10:27 mins.)
A. Thesleeping city
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B. The tent city of soldicrs and workers
C. 'The folk parade
D. Troop review

4. scENE 4: First Party Congress (9:30 mins.)
A. Greeting of delegates by Rudolf Hess
B. Remarks by 12 Nazi Party lcaders

5. scenE 5: Labor Service Rally (7:03 mins.)
A. Konstantin Hierl introduces Hitler
B. Labor Service ceremony of loyalty
*C. Hitler addresses workers

6. SCENE 6: Storm Troopers Rally (3:36 mins.)
A. Viktor Lutze addresses storm troopers
B. Fireworks display

7. sceNe 7: Youth Rally (10:04 mins.)
A. Entrance of Hitler and party officials
B. Address by Baldur von Schirach
“C. Address by Hitler
D. Hitler’s review of youth groups and departure

8. scene 8: Military and Cavalry Review (1:28 mins.)
A. Hitler and military officials review display of military,
artillery, and cavalry

9. scene9: Twilight Rally (8:14 mins.)
A. Twilight parade of flag bearers
“B. Hitler's address to asscmbled troops
C. Parade of flags, banners, standards

10. scene 10: Tribute to War Dcad (11:17 mins.)

A. Hitler, Lutze, and Himmler pay tributc at war memorial

B. Hitler reviews parade of storm LrOOpLrs

1.

Outline

" ¢. Lutze and Hitler address the storm {roopers
1. Consecration of flags ceremony

ocENE |13 Military Parade (18:04 mins.)
A. Hitlcr and military and party officials review lengthy
parade of troops Jeaving Nurcmberg

SCENE 12: Closing Party Congress (15:10 mins.)
A. Entrance of party officials and standard bearers
B. Hitler's address to CONEress
¢. Hess' closing remarks
D. Marching soldicrs
E. Closing litles, herc in English transtation

1. Triumph of the will

2. The End
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the director

Leni Riefenstahl and the
Burden of Independence

!
From her earliest years, Leni Riefenstahl dreamed of dancing or ‘
acting out her fantasies on the stage; in the role of Junta, the ideal- L
istic heroine of The Blue Light (1932), she fulfilled her dream.

Ricfenstahl was critically praised for writing, producing, and direct- |

ing the film, but her rcal fulfillment came from playing the role of *

the young woman who has no contact with the real world and who .

is, therefore, destroyed by it. This unhappy story expresses Riefen-
stahl’s belief that the artist must, at all costs, remain independent
of the material world. In her own life, she has achieved artistic
freedom, but at a great cost. Like Junta, she had her own intuitive
feelings about nature and was destroyed by her naive disregard of
the real world around her, the world she set out to avoid.

Bertha Helene (Leni) Amalie Riefenstaht was born on August
22, 1902, in Berlin. As a young woman, she studied painting, but
her first love was modern dance and ballet. She created her own i
dances, for herself alone, and even designed her own costumes;
her talent was recognized by the great German theater director
Max Reinhardt, who cngaged her as a dancer. By the age of
twenty-four, she had given solo dance concerts in many European
citics, but a knee injury forced her to stop dancing and to think
about the future. While she was convalescing, she saw her first
“mountain film” and was impressed by its beauty and by the

beauty of the sports portrayed in it. (The mountain films arc real-

9
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istic adventure stories set in the Alps, but the stories are used only
as a backdrop to show the physical and spiritual cxhilaration that
comes with the mastery of skiing and climbing. The striking and
perhaps most memorable aspect of the mountain films is their real-
ity: real snow, real ice, and real danger.) When Reinhardt asked
her to play the heroine in his stage production of the German
romantic tragedy Penthesilea, Ricfenstahl was obliged to choose
between his offer to make her stage debut as an actress and the
offer of Arnold Fanck to make her film debut in one of his moun-
tain films. She chose the film role, a decision that was to change
her life.

Fanck stressed realism and usually hired winter sports experts
rather than actors, but Riefenstahl proved to be as good an athlete
as she had been a dancer, and starred in five of his films: The Holy
Mountain (Der Heilige Berg, 1926); The Great Leap (Der Grosse
Sprung, 1927); The White Hell of Pitz Palu (Die Weisse Hille
von Piz Palii, 1929, co-directed with G. W, Pabst); Storm Over
Mont Blanc (Stiirme iiber dem Montblanc, 1930, also known as
Avalanche); The White Frenzy (Der Weisse Rausch, 1931); and
5.0.8. lceberg (SOS Eisberg, 1933; the American version was co-
directed with Tay Garnett). In addition to the five films for Fanck,
Ricfenstah! was also featured in Rudolf Raffé's The Fate of the von
Haspburgs (Das Schicksal derer von Habsburg, 1929).

The mountain films influenced the photographic style and, to a
certain extent, the themes of Ricfenstahl’s two great nonfiction
films: Triumph of the Will (Triumph des Willens, 1935) and
Olympia (Olympia, 1938). The cssence of mountain films is the
contrast of the physical with the spiritual; the same controlling con-
cept gives her own films a thematic consistency but, more impor-
tant, infuscs them with a cincmatic tension that is so often lacking
in other nonfiction films.

o 0t l gt |y L vt sl e S DML 4 & A A bk st o8 &
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In 1931, Leni Riefenstahl established her own film production
company; her first effort was The Blue Light {Das Blaue Licht,
1932). To the realistic mountain story, which she wrote with Béla
Balizs, the noted Hungarian film writer, she added her own mas-
terful sensc of camera positioning and photography and her gift for
cditing. Ricfenstahl’'s powerfully romantic imagination transformed
the entertainment melodrama of the mountain film into a poetic
statement. While 1932 marked the beginning of her independent
film making carcer, it also marked the low point of the German
economic depression. In an attempt to win power, Hitler claimed
that the election of his National Socialist Party would create em-
ployment and prosperity for Germany. Riefenstahl believed these
claims, and before January 1933, when Hitler became Chancellor,
she met with him several times. She says that she was flattered by
his praise for The Blue Light, but fearful of the influence he might
have on her art. Her fears proved to be well-founded.

Hitler's rise to power in January 1933, began a new period of
prosperity, but it also marked, among the other vast changes that
were to affect German society, the end of the indcpendent film-
making industry as it was then known. Paul Joseph Goebbels, the
Minister of Propaganda, took charge of every phase of filmmaking,
including production, distribution, and research in technical mat-
ters; his first priority was the production of propaganda films. Leni
Ricfenstahl had the apparent choice of leaving Germany, as so
many great artists and intellectuals did, or remaining to continue
her carcer. She chose to stay, but her reasons are not clear. Per-
haps she was an opportunist who wanted to capitalize on Hitler's
admiration of her work; perhaps she was a patriot who believed
that a German renaissance was imminent; or perhaps she was an
idealistic young woman who believed that she could creatc her art
free from the realities of the German social condition at that time.
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The answer lies somewhere in a combination of such explanations.
Ricfenstahl readily admits that she was fascinated by Hitler's hyp-
notic power over people, but except for Victory of Faith—a lost
film about which more will be said below—she did not join the
Nazi party and she did not make films for it. Her films were made
in her own production company and registered in her namé. There
is factual evidence that she was never & Nazi, although she is still
thought by many to have been. In two denazification proceedings,
in 1948 and 1952, West German courts held that she had been a
“mere follower™ of the party; like Junta in The Blue Light, she
followed her belicfs, and like Junta, she was wrong.

Riefenstahl claims Arnold Fanck as her tcacher and master,
and his influence is apparent in the narrative and psychological
aspects of her films, but her vivid sense of photography comes from
the wider German tradition and her brilliant controt of montage
comes from the Russian tradition, especially from Eiscnstein.
Ricfenstahl says that she was familiar with the work of her prede-
cessors and that she was very impressed by Eisenstein’s Potemkin
(1925) and, to a lesser extent, by Abel Gance's Napoleon (1927).
But there is an obvious difference in their approaches to documen-
tary: Potemikin and Napoleon record history staged for the cam-
cras, while Trinmph of the Will records history as it happened.
Indeed, in the matter of influence, Ricfenstah! claims never to have
heard of John Gricerson, the founder of the British documentary film
school in the 1930s, unti! he came to her defense against British
criticism in the 1960s. She responds to the names of other great
nonfiction filmmakers—Robert Flaherty, Joris Ivens, and Pare
Lorentz—with only faint recognition. It scems clear that Ricfenstahl
founded and carricd on her own tradition.

In The Blue Light, Hitler recopnized Ricfenstahl's talent to
transfer an abstract ideal to the screen and, at the same time, to
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infuse it with dramatic realism. But Hitler’s choice of her to make
a lilm of the 1933 party rally was the source of a bitter confronta-
tion between him and Goebbels because Goebbels wanted to make
alt decisions regarding Nazi film production. In August 1933, a few
days before the fifth party rally was to begin in Nuremberg, Hitler
summoned Ricfenstahl and asked about her preparations for the
rally film, the first time, she says, that she had heard anything
about the project. She says Hitler was very upsct because Gocbbels
had apparently boycotted his order and not informed her about the
film. She feels that Goebbels was prejudiced against her lack of
political commitment, against her age (she was 31), against her
incxpericnce as a filmmaker, and against her as a woman. Without
Gocebbels’ assistance in Nurcmberg, she shot several thousand fect
of film. Although she was dissatisficd with the footage, Hitler or-
dered that it be edited and relcased (on December |, 1933) as
Victory of Faith (Sieg des Glaubens). The film was produced by
the Nazi party, but unfortunately all prints of it scem to have been
lost or destroyed; Riefenstahl asserts that her name did not appear
in the credits. Determined never to be put in such a situation again,
Ricfenstahl told Hitler of the obstacles she had encountered. She
says that hc was angry over Gocbbels’ interfcrence and ordered
her to make the film of the 1934 rally—Triumph of the Will.
Because she had never made a nonfiction film, she sought the
help of her friend Walter Ruttmann, the director of the famous Ger-
man documentary Berlin: The Symphony of a Great City (1927).
She says that he was enthusiastic, especially to create a film prologuc
showing the Nazi rise to power. With the financial backing of Ufa,
the German film collective, an agreement was reached that the 1934
party film would be produced by her independent company, Leni
Ricfenstaly! Studio-Film. 1f the project had been completed as these
discussions suggest, the film would have begun with Ruttmann’s pro-
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logue and cnded with Ricfenstahl’s rally footage; with this under-
standing, she lcft for Spain to prepare Tiefland, a film that she finally
completed in 1954,

At the time, in the spring of 1934, the Nazi party was consol-
idating its power under Hitler even though it had become the ruling
power in 1933. When President Paul von Hindenburg saw that he
could no longer retain control of the nation, he appointed Adolf
Hitler as Chancellor on January 30, 1933. The so-called “cnabling
act” of March 23, 1933, gave Hitler dictatorial powers. The Ger-
man cabinet adopted a decrec which would unite the offices of
President and Chancellor on the occasion of the ailing von Hinden-
burg’s death; thus, on August 2, 1934, Hitler became Fiihrer of
the Third Reich. One month later, he presided over the sixth party
raily held in Nuremberg from Scptember 4 to 104 Tritvnph of the
Wil is the film record of that gigantic display of party power.

In the middle of August, two weeks before the rally, Riefen-
stahl returned 10 Germany from Spain and realized that she would
have to make the entire rally film. Ruttmann’s footage was unac-
ceptable to her; morcover, Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, reminded
her that Hitler had ordered her, not Ruttmann, to make the film.
She attempted to persuade Hitler to change his mind, but he stood
firm on his original order. When she complained to Hitler that she
could not stand the interference of Goebbels® staff, Hitler reassured
her that she would receive complete cooperation. When she told
him that she had no conception of how to film parades and
specches, he responded that he had chosen her because she was an
artist capable of the task. She protested that she did not know who
or what was politically important, and quotes Hitler as responding:
“|t is not important who is in the film. It is important that the film
has the atmosphere.”! When she insisted again that she was not
the right person for the task, she says that Hitler answered: *You

The Director 15

arc so young. Give me only six days of your life.” She complained
that it might require a year for her to edit the film, and that this
would interfere with her Tiefland project. She says that Hitler lis-
tened to all of her objections, but asked that she undertake the rally
film as a “personal favor™ to him.

Realizing that Hitler would not change his mind, Ricfenstahl
listed the three conditions on which she would make the film, al-
though it appears that she had little choice in the matter and that
her conditions were another futile gesture toward independence.
First, she insisted on frecedom from Nazi party influence in finan-
cial, political, and acsthetic matters related to production. Second,
she demanded complete authority over the final cut of the film.
Third, she asked Hitler to promisc that she would never have to
make another fitm for the government, and that she could resume
her own projects once the rally film was completed. She says that
Hitler readily agreed to the conditions; however, he broke his
promisc to her on the final point. When Triumph of the Will was
released, General Werner von Blomberg, Commander in Chicf of
the Army, complained to Hitler that Riefenstahl had neglected the
importance of the German Army in the film; to satisfy the military,
shc was asked to make Day of Freedom—Our Arined Forces (Tag
der Freiheit—Unsere Wehrmacht, 1935). This beautifully photo-
graphed and edited film vagucly resembles Trivmph of the Will,
but it is littlc more than a skillful assecmblage of factual footage and
tacks any of the thematic or psychological interest of its famous
predecessor. The titles give credit to Riefenstahl as the director of
production; with Tritnph of the Will, the film was produced for
the Nazi party by her own company.

After her discussion with Hitler, and confident that she was
working on her own terms, Ricfenstahl began preparations. Today
she looks back and says: “Tell me one person who would not make
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this film under these conditions.” There were, of course, many peo-
plc who woukd not make such a Alm under any conditions and who
fled Nazi Giermany so that they would not be ordered Lo do so. But
Ricfenstahl stayed in Germany, demanded conditions that she felt
would insurc her artistic independence, and made the film; in so
doing, she made the decision that, in public opinion, was to ruin her
carccr, .

In 1936, Leni Ricfenstahl was commissioned by the lnterna-
tional Olympics Committee (not by the Nazi Party) to make
Olvmpia (1938), the official film record of the 1936 Olympic
Games in Berlin. Both Triumph of the Wiil and Clympia are great
works of the nonfiction film art, yet despite Riefenstahl’s achieve-
ments, she never again had the opportunity to undertake projects as
vast or as ambitious. After the Second World War began, the Nazi
party had no use for her talents as a filmmaker.* In 1939, she pro-
duced short training films on sports, based on out-takes from
Olympia, and once again she made plans to film the classic of
German romanticism, Heinrich von Kleist's Penthesilea, but this
passionate love story about an Amazon queen—with whom she
says she identificd “spiritually”—was never realized on film. Be-
tween 1939 and 1943, she developed other film projects, but nonc
of them was cver realized.

From the beginning of her carecr, Ricfenstahl wanted only to
be an artist. 1t seems clear that her political sensibilities were naive,
to say the least. Her persistent efforts to return to her own film
projects, most notably Tiefland and Penthesilea, became something
of an obsession with her; although most of Tiefland was filmed be-
tween 1940 and 1945, it was not completed and relcased until
1954. The end of the military conflict in 1945 marked the begin-
ning of many years of personal hardship for Leni Riefenstahl.
Though she was not a member of the Nazi party, she was arrested
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and imprisoncd by the allicd powers because of her films about the
party and her associations with Hitler and other party officials. In
1948 and again in 1952 (the latier at her own request to further
clear her name), she went through denazification proccedings.
These were administrative and judicial hearings by specially ap-
pointed boards, not trials for people convicted of war crimes or of
criminal acts. In both instances, she was identificd as a “merc fol-
jower™ of the Nazi party, and she proved to the satisfaction of the
procecdings that her career during the Third Reich had been artistic
rather than political. She was declared innocent of any political
activity that would warrant punishment, and was absolved of any
official penalties.

Despite acquittal and clearance, Leni Ricfenstabl has paid the
unoflicial penalty of public shame for her former political associa-
tions. Bvidently she does not agree that art can be used as a moral
and ideological tool, nor docs she appcar to have any qualms about
having created a celluloid shrine to Hitter and the Nazis. Trinmph
of the Will is surprisingly frec of reference to the specific cvils
which we associatc with the Nazi doctrine; the speeches, for cx-
ample, have becn edited to the most general statements about
growth and progress. There is no reference anywhere in the film
to extermination of the Jews or to conquest of the world. But ac-
cording to twentieth century standards of humanism and democ-
racy, the most insidious aspects of the film are its depiction of the
individual as an unidentified part of a regimented mass and its
adulatory and uncritical presentation of Hitler and the party, and,
by our inference, all that they have come to stand for. Its most
dangerous propagandistic insinuation is that emotion is superior
to reason. Nonctheless, the film is a visual, scnsual, kinctic, and
cinematic marvel. In short, Triumph of the Will, like Birth of a
Nation, embodies an overwhelming contradiction: it is cinemati-
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cally dazzling and idcologically vicious. In 1965, Riefcnstahl stated:
“] have never done anything 1 didn’t want to do, and nothing I've
cver been ashamed of ™ Such a statemcnt scems consistent with
her notions of artistic independence and with her apparent naivete
about the moral implications of her art.

with official clearance in 1952, Riefenstahl made a strong effort
to reestablish herself as a filmmaker, but her many projects since

then reflect a kind of cscapism, a desire to run away from a real »

world which had condemned her and had withdrawn its support.
In 1954, she completed Tiefland, a romantic tale of poor peasants
who rebel against their oppressive landlords. Their struggle, with its
Marxist implications, is symbolized on one side by a two-legged
werewolf (the landlord) and one the other by four-legged predators
(the wolves who attack the peasants’ sheep). Set in eighteenth cen-
tury Spain, it is a rich costume drama, notable for the strength of
its story and for Riefenstahl’s direction and performance as Martha,
the gypsy dancer. In 1956, she discovered Africa, a discovery that
was to change and, in her words, to revitalize her life. And while it
may seem another attempt at escaping the postwar wreckage of
her career, her interest in African tribal life follows her lifelong in-
terest in the bold and the heroic. Her project titled Schwarze Fracht
(Black Cargo}, a semifictional documentary about slave traffic in
modern Africa, was abandoned for various personal and financial
reasons. Since 1962 she has been working to complete a color doc-
umentary film (to be titled The Last of the Nuba) about the life
of tribes in the Sudan, and she has published a book of her still
photographs on this spectacular tribe.

Leni Riefenstahl has become a legend and a cause célebre, but
her reputation should also be that of a great artist, one of the few
truly great innovators in the art of the nonfiction film. Bach of her
four major films—T7he Blite Light, Triumph of the Will, Olympia,

The Director 19

and Tiefland—revcals a differcnt aspect of her style and of her
cinematic mastery of the heroic form. Each is an expression of her
fervently romantic imagination and of her belicfs in the abstract
force of power, in physical beauty, in primitive ritual, and in the
strength of ordinary people. Each film was made under cxtra-
ordinary circumstances, and each was an adventure in itself. But
despite her considerablc achievement, Ricfenstahl is generally re-
garded as the director who glorified Hitler, a Nazi if only by
association. And despite her efforts and thosc of her supporters to
create a climate in which the public might fairly evaluate her work,
she remains a figure of scorn and shame, boycotted and banned.
This is the paradox of Leni Riefenstahl and the ironic reward of a
lifetime which she thought was devoted to artistic integrity and

independence.
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the production

The Making of Triumph of the will

The 1934 Nazi party rally was called “Party Day of Unity” and
“Party Day of Power,” and it was planned to be an cven larger,
more impressive spectacle than the previous ones. The architectural
and logistical planning for the anticipated 700,000 visitors to med-
ieval Nuremberg ranged from a vast city of tents constructed to
house and feed them, to the mammoth halls and stadia built for
their meetings. However, the 1934 meeting was not staged solely
for Riefenstah!’s cameras. Since the raily was an annual event, it was
staged for the cameras only to the extent that most political con-

ventions in the United States are staged for the television cameras.* '

Party officials planned a series of spectacular events which would
dcmonstrate party unity and power under Hitler's leadership; how-
ever, neither those events nor the film tell the truth about Germany
or the Nazis. By latc 1933, German socicty had been divided and
shattcred by political persecution and terrorism, including the es-
tablishment of detention camps for political prisoners. But since
none of that was reflected outwardly in the events of Nuremberg,
none of it appears in the film. Riefenstahl’s film does not capture
what, historically, we have come o see as the central expericnce of
Nazism in 1934. But her task was to make a film of the party rally,
not a documentary of prevailing social conditions or a statement of
party philosophy. Her film is true to the reality of that rally, how-
ever dishonest and mislcading that mecting may have becn. But
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morc than a mere record of events, it is a cinematic cxpression of
the Nazi mystigue.

\ Ricfenstahl's claim that she had only two weeks to plan and
organize the production of Triumph of the Will scems incredible,
considering the size of the rally, the varicty of its cvents, and the
numbers in her crew. However, two wecks does scem to have been
all the time she had; morcover, it seems to have ;t')e'cn sufficient.
Because of this short schedule and because, as she says, she had
hoped to be relieved of the assignment, she did not give the plan-
ners of the rally any instructions for accommodating her production
staff. Afterward, she complained that every possible obstacle was
placed in her path; but according to the promotion booklet for the
film, there was considerable cooperation between the authorities
and the film crew. Aside from the predictable claims of press
agents, Hinter den Kulissen Des Reichsparteitagfilms (Behind the
Scenes of the Reich’s Party Rally Film) is a reliable source of in-
formation about the sizc and composition of the crew and the
method in which the film was shot.> As indicated in one of the main
titles, Tritmph of the Will was “produced by orders of the Fiithrer.”
It was financed and distributed by Ufa, the major German film
company, which was sympathetic to the party but not under its
direct controb, The film was produced by Ricfenstahl’s company
(Leni Ricfenstahl Studio-Film) and it is registered in that name in
the Bundesarchiv at Koblenz in Germany.

The scope of the production has prompted considerable specu-
lation about the size of the crew and its resources, and so some-
thing of a legend has grown up around the film. But while the size
of the crew is impressive, therc is nothing really extraordinary about
their use or placement of the cameras. When one considers the ver-
satility and fexibility of the camera work in Dziga Vertov's The
Man With the Movie Camera (1929), the achicvements of Ricfen-
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stahl’s large crew are unimpressive, although their intentions were
differcnt. Ricfenstahi’s statements vary regarding the number of
cameramen involved and she has said that it was made “‘with very
primitive means” and that it “was a very cheap film,” costing only
280,000 marks, approximately $1 10,600 in 1934 (Delahaye, p.
391). The crew consisted of 172 people, including 16 cameramcn
and 16 camera assistants, under the direction of Sepp Allgeier. The
camerd crew used 30 cameras, and they were backed up by a team
of 29 newsreel cameramen who were assigned to obtain supple-
mentary footage. The camcramen were dressed as SA men, so that
they would not stand out in the crowd; this appears to have been an
effective foresight, for while there arc at least 12 sequences in the
film where cameras are momentarily noticeable, we are not aware
of the crew working around them. In addition to the cameramen,
therc was a sound crew, a tcam of guards from the SA and S8, ficld
police, and misccllaneous staff to handle the lighting and electrical
arrangements. Transportation was a major consideration, and 22
chauficur-driven cars werc assigned to the production crew. The
172-person production staft breaks down as follows:

10 technical staff
16 camcramen & assistants
9 aerial photographers
17 ncwsreel crew
12 newsrecl crew from Tobis company
I7 lighting crew
2 still photographers
26 drivers
37 watchmen and sceurity force
4 labor service
2 ollice.
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The crew worked around the clock for seven days and nights,
often accomplishing what appear to have been last-minute miracles
in the placement of their equipment. Throughout this cffort there
was no means of central communication with the production head-
quarters and, in Ricfenstahl’s words, cach cameraman was his own
dircctor, left to himself to organize and to choose what he would
shoot. By way of instruction, she told cach man only to avoid un-
important details but to leave nothing out. It is a measure of her
knowlcdge of photography and her skill in selection and organiza-
tion of personnel that she was able to trust the intuitive judgment
of her cameramen. She estimates, however, that SO percent of the
completed film is composed of footage from Allgeier's own camera.

The one idea that guided Riefenstahl was that the film be com-
posed of *moving images,” not the “static™ images of the newsreels
she deplored. Rather humbly, she admits that “maybe this was an
interesting approach™; it was more than interesting, however, for it
is a brilliant solution to the problem of providing kinetic, cinematic
energy to essentinlly static events. Riefenstahl claims that Nazi offi-
cials refused to implement many of her plans for placement of cam-
eras and that she was able to obtain an elevator and tracks for the
cameras only through the intervention of Rudolph Hess, to whom
she appealed. While she claims that Goebbels was behind the ob-
struction, there is little actual evidence in the film itself that her
crew was prevented from obtaining favorable positions for close-
ups or any other kind of shots. Indeed, it is the dircctness and im-
mediacy of the photography that leads some to believe that the
action of the film was staged for the cameras,

«. The cameramen recorded almost sixty-onc hours of film from
almost every imaginable angle: from roofiops, windows, gutters,
and cye-level; and from a variety of moving devices, including
roller skates, airplancs, dirigibles, fire-truck ladders, automobiles,
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conventjonal camera dollies, and an clevator. The visual guality of
the film varics, in part, because of these overall conditions and the
use of different speeds of black and white film stock. Despite the
remarkable intimacy achieved in many of the shots, few of the pco-
plc in the film acknowledge the presence of the cameras, which re-
cord everything from the playful leisurc games of soldiers t0 Hitler's
unnerving starc as he greets members of his troops.

Ricfenstah! cdited the film herself, giving the task her total at-
tention for almost five months. She compares the process of editing
with dancing and says that she learned much about artistic shapc,
movement, and rhythm from her carly training. A true autteur, she
says that the complcted film was a realization of her own vision, All
the sound, with the exception of the speeches, was synchronized in
the studio in the incredibly short period of three days. The lack of
extensive magnetic recording equipment, plus the physical diffi-
culties of the production, made it impossible to do much direct
sound recording. All the speeches were recorded directly as they
were delivered, except Streicher's; she says an equipment failure
made it necessary to rerecord the one sentence from his specch used
in ‘the film. The sound track is a rich mixture of actual speeches,
music, cheers, and some cffects created in the studio. But the aural
power of the film does not lie in the speeches, but rather in the
music.

The musical score was composed by Herbert Windt, and Ric-
fenstahl praises him as a “genius .. . the great luck for this film and
for Olympia and Tiefland.”” They worked together closely on the
synchronization, creating some of the crowd sounds themselves,
with help of fricnds and assistants. Because the cameras used in the
filming were not motor-driven, there were always problems syn-
chronizing music to the variable speeds of the footage contributed
by the many camcramen. To overcome this problem in the long
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parade scene (scene 11}, Ricfenstah! herself conducted the studio
orchestra to match the tempo of the music to the cadence of the
marching troops. Windt combincs a few Wagnerian themes with
many nco-Wagncrian heroic themes, German folk melodies, martial

* music, and party anthems to create a score of continual varicty and

interest. He evokes emotion with the moving strains of “T Had a
Comrade™ and solidarity with the “Horst Wessel” song, the official
anthem of the Nazi party. Riefenstahl says that the “secrct” of
Olympia is sound; the “secrcts” of the power and originality of
Triumph of the Will are Windt's score and Riefenstahl’s consum-
mate skill in editing and juxtaposition of sight and sound.

Triumph of the Will was presented in its premiere performance
on March 28, 1935, at the Ufa-Palast-am-Zoo, Berlin's largest
theatre. Hitler was in the audience and liked the film; it was the
first time he had seen it. While Ufa had a good success with the
film in the larger cities of Germany, it was not successful with the
general public and was not used very widely as propaganda. Nazi
officials objected that it was too artistic, and some complained that
they were not well-represented. Regardless of his feelings about
Riefenstahl, Goebbels praised the fiilm and awarded it thc National
Film Prize during the “Festival of the Nation” on May 1, 1935. In
addition to the German prize, the film was awarded the Diplome de
Grand Prix, or Grand Prize, on July 4, 1937, at the Exposition
Internationale des Arts et des Techniques in Paris, although Riefen-
stahl's appearance in France to reccive the award was protested by
French workers. Since the sccond world war, German law has for-
bidden the screening of any films of Hitler or the Nazi party. For
this reason, the film is not screened publicly in Germany, but it is
widely shown in other Buropean countrics, in Great Britain, and in
the United States.

5 -

analysis

In Triumph of the Will, Leni Riefcnstahl imposes her vision upon
realistic footage to achieve a wholly unique form of nonfiction film:
the propaganda documentary. The film is more an achicvement
of editing than photography, and while editing implies selection,
organization, and arrangement, it also implies dcletion, emphasis,
and distortion. Riefenstahi edited the footage to achieve two basic
goals: the|glorification of the Nazi party and the deification of
Adolf Hitler.\Some vicwers may question the sincerity of the mass
emotion expressed at the rallics, or find themselves alienated by the
party rhetoric, but most agree on the cinematic power of the film.
Ultimately, the modern audience is stunned both by the film's
artistic power and by its political content.

As Wagner, Bruckner, and Mahler before her, Leni Riefenstahl
gives artistic expression to an heroic conception of life. She devel-
ops the heroic élements with restraint, but emphasizes the idea that

Eiitler will restore Germany to heights of ancient heroic grandeuwr.

This is directly evident in a number of sccnes, but most apparent in
the strong opening scene; it is reflected in Speer’s severe architec-
tural setting for the rally; in the many shots of Hitler photographed

~ against the sun or sky; in the mists, clouds, and smoke; in the trap-

pings and heraldry; in the processions, festivals, and rallies; and in
the awe and wonder and enthusiasm of the crowds.’)'l'hc world of
the Nazi lcaders seems like Valhalla, a place apatt, surrounded by
clouds and mist, peopled by herocs, and ruled from above by gods.
Much of the effectiveness of Riefenstahl's reinterpretation of Get-
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man myth relics on the interplay of the heroic visual image and the
heroic musical score. Hitler was passionately devoted to Richard
Wagner's great Ring der Nibelungen, but Herbert Windt does not
emphasize the obvious by using themes dircctly from Wagner's
operas in his score (except in the rare instanccs as noted in the
following analysis); instead, he rclies on the audicnee’s familiarity

- with Wagner and creates a ncw heroic scorc which cvokes the
Wagnerian world without imitating it. Contrary to what onc might
expect, the musical references are not to the operas in the Ring
cycle but rather to Wagner's Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg. By
mixing Wagner, folk music, and songs of the Nazi party, Windt sug-
gests the continuation of an ancient musical tradition.

YWhiIc the principal concern of the film is the portrayal of ‘Hitler
the secondary concerns are to demonstrate party unity and soli:
darity and to display civilian and military strcngllﬂ The film pre-
sents a record of many groups, from colorful peasants representing
the oldest German traditions in dress and music, to the youngest
boys representing the hope of the future. Included also are the
clite secret troops, the labor service, the leaders of various party
factions, and the women in the crowds. There were women in
various Nazi services, but they arc rarely scen in the film, Perhaps
never before—with the possible exception of Eisenstein's Potemkin
(1925 )~and never since in a film have the spirit and conscious-
ness of a political movement been paraded before the cameras in
such a revealing way.| The slow, stately rhythm of the film is that
of the imperial or religious procession. From beginning to end,
we are aware of movement, a metaphor for progrcs-s_',&With great
carc and often great subtlety, the film coverage moves from cvent
to event, capturing the vitality and variety of six days in two hours
of superb footage.
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The narrative continuity of Triumph of the Will does not match |
the chronological sequence of the actual events of the sixth Nazi |
party rally, nor does the film include everything. To achieve the
internal dramatic rhythm and progression of the film, Riefenstahl
rcarranged the order of events. For example, the meeting of the
Women's Association is not in the film, and the series of speech
cxcerpts in scene 4 derives [rom several meetings, not from onc as
is suggested by the film. With the exception of the music, she has
not added anything that did not actually occur; through her pho-
tography and cditing, she has transformed the prosaic happenings
into cincmatic poctry.

According to the film, the 1934 party rally was not the platform
for deciding policy, or the occasion for lunches, dinners, receptions,
or dances; and cven Ricfenstahl complained about the lack of
variety in the activity. Nonetheless, the events arc spectacular and
Riefenstahl makes the spectacle exciting.Y_She keeps the cameras
moving as much as possible, especially when the subject is not in
motion. Even Hitler's speeches are transformed by the moving
camera and the montage. Through visual movement and variety,
we are involved in the speeches; moreover, we are compelied by
the close-ups to look at the speaker and not necessarily to listen
to his banal oratoryj

There is movement everywhere in Triumph of the Will, for
even such inanimate objects as buildings and flags arc given life.
We sce Nurcmberg through a window; as the camera moves closer
for a better view, some unsecn force opens the window {(a few
moments later, a hand opens another window); the camera pans
across the rooftops, recording futtering banncrs and smoking

chimneys. Through\acrial pholography_!(Riefcnstahi relieves the

\
heaviness of marching columns by picturing them as a gently wavcer-
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ing line moving far below. When Hitler passes crowds in his open
car, we go along, for a camera is mounted on a car moving along-
side his, and we arc involved in passing his car and in watching it
catch up to ours.

The film is divided into parts or movements, each linked to the
others by narrative and by theme and motif; and each section of
the film has a different style. Yet the overall film is a triumph of
organic unity. Themes are stated and restated, motifs arc intro-
duced and repeated, but all the individual elements of the film are
subordinate to an overall structure which expresses and embodics
the dircctor’s Eurticular visionl_ﬁ]l of the parts come together to
create a whole| a crescendo of themes at the end, as the film moves
from dawn to dawn, from air to carth, and back to air at the end.

This analysis is based on the print of Triumph of the Will cir-

culated by the Museum of Modern Art, a print which corresponds
almost exactly to prints held by the Imperial War Museum in Lon-
don, England, the Bundesarchiv at Koblenz, Germany, and to the
print in Ricfenstahfs archive. Of course, there are no English sub-
titles on the original film, and nonc appcar on any of the prints
circulated by the Museum of Modern Art; however, Contemporary
Films/McGraw-Hill, the only American distributor authorized by
Ricfenstahl to rent the film, circulates prints with English subtitles,
but these subtitles arc incomplete and therefore inaccurate. The
translation of the German specches which appears here was pre-
parcd by Dr. Renata von Stoephasius of Richmond Colicge of the
City University of New York. In kecping with the objective of this
study, a special effort has been made to provide as faithful and as
literal a translation of the specches as possible. For purposcs of-
this analysis, { have discussed the film as if it were divided into
l\.vulvc scenes; in the film, the scenes are separated only by such
cinemutic transitions as fade-outs and dissolves.

Analysis 31

SCENE |

Triumph of the Will opens dramatically. The screen is dark for ~

1 .05 minutes while the musical overture establishes a romanticized
heroic mood; the first images are of the eagle and the swastika,
symbols of the Nazi party, followed by the titles. These titles
ercate a cumulative effect by focusing the immediate moment
against an historical background, and they provide the necessary
literal background for the opening of the film narrative,

Underscored with an orchestral version of the “Horst Wessel” -

song mixed with sounds of the airplanc cngine, the narrative lit-
erally and visually begins in thc&lpuds]g\ Hitler's planc on its way
1o Nuremberg. Through the pilot’s window, we sce clouds; the sun
strikes the edges of dark clouds, and the nose of the plane appears.
The_plang is fully visible-against the clouds; the sunlight becomes
brighter and lightens the masscs of clouds. We do not see Hitler,
the pilot, or any of the accompanying party. Shots of the plane in
the air over the city are intercut with acrial shots of lhe\jg:olumns
of the “faithful” marching into the city; the most impressive of
thesc shots records the shadow of the plane as it passes over the
men, as if blessing lhem./_X(This image is recalled in Federico Fel-
lini's La Dolce Vita [1959] with the helicopter towing the statue
of Christ across Rome.) The immediate eficct of the prologue is
breathtaking, for in a matter of minutes Riefenstahl has conveyed
the solitary power, the isolated strength, and the mystery of the
Nazi party and its Fiihrer. Party symbolism associated Hitler with
an cagle and the film often juxtaposes shots of the cagle with shots
of the Fiihrer, but here the approach of the plane—like an cagle
which casts its shadow on its grounded prey—adds an ominous,
and perhaps unintended, meaning to the Filrer's arrival.

The symbols of the party were the symbols of the state, and
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Nazi propaganda cxperts uscd sign, symbol, and song to focus and
to define party strength and significance. In Triumph of the Will,
thﬁcpculcd use of the cagle, the swastika,‘and the “Horst Wessel”
song both induces and helps to explain the emotional involvement
of the leaders and their followers, Through Nazi politics and prop-
aganda, German romanticism and mysticism were revitalized and
became a new emotional experience. This experience relics on
several factors: lhﬁollective emotional frenzy of the crowd; the
elite, secret cadre of their leaders:;(and the use of verbal and non-
verbal techniques, including symbol, sound, pageantry, lighting,
and color, Hitler was the most recognizable and potent element in
Nazi propaganda. Despite his shortness, he was a forbidding figure;
although his speeches never support his awesome public image, he
knew how repetition and emphasis could incite and excite a crowd.
“This inconsistency between Hitler’s undeniable power as a visual
and human symbol of the party and his unimpressive appearance
and speaking ability betrays an overall weakness in Riefenstahl’s
vision: the discernible gap between historical reality and cinematic
illusion. |
After the opening sequence has associated Hitler with the eagle,
the clouds, and the gods, a brief montage shows him for the first
time as he steps from his airplane, Now the marching troops, the
cheering crowds, and the excitement and anticipation are all ex-
plained as he becomes the symbolic and visual focus of the rally
and of the film. Hitler's car and accompanying motorcade move
rapidly through the city streets lined with cheering crowds. The
counterpoint composition of this sequence places Hitler in the
foreground of the frame, in focus, while the crowd is in the back-
ground, slightly out of focus. His half-figure is photographed

\ﬁ/ against the sun, so that a halo effect is achieved in profile. Close-up
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moving car. |Onc remarkable closc-up rcinforces the “messianic
presence of t ¢ Fiihrer by capturing the sun as it is refracted in the
upraiscd palm of his hand. At onc point, in what must have been
planned for the film, Hitler's car stops so that he can accept a gift
of flowers offered by a little girl who is held up by her mother.
Mother and daughter salute the leader.’otthcr smiling children begin

to cheer, and the procession resumes. y The cumulative effect of

shots of Hitllr arc intercut with shots of the crowd, taken from a

this montage results in yet another aspect of Riefenstahl's portrait
of Hitler: his personal presence.\ People lean from the windows of
flag-decorated buildings, and even a cat on a windowsill seems to
stop licking itself just so it too can watch the motorcade‘.\_lln this
sequence—indeed, through the film itself—there is a fine fecling
for the city of Nuremberg.

When Hitler reaches his hotel, the visual emphasis shifts from
him to his troops, to close-up shots of their faces, insignia, belts,
and hands linked together as a protective force against the surging
crowds; a ground-level shot of the men’s knee boots completes the
montage. These shots of the stance and insignia of Hitler's troops
create a threatening atmosphere and develop another source of the
Fiihrer's power, not in the cheering crowds of ordinary citizens,
but in the regimented ranks of his soldiers. And the shots of the
boots only help to reinforce 2 motif that is developed complctely
later in the film: the legions of men who march behind the Fiihrer.
The scene fades out with the crowd’s enthusiastic shouts of “Heil!”

In this first scene of Triumph of the Will, Leni Ricfenstahl
uses Hitler's triumphant entry into Nuremberg to establish that he
is al man above men, as well as a man among men, and that he is
a leader whosc power is vested both in his personal popularity and
in the combined strength of his faithful troops. |
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SCENE 2

The sccond scenc, a torchlit band concert in front of Hitler's
hotel, is a transition between the demonstrative power of the first
scenc and the excitement of the third; it is thus less interesting
cinematically and thematically. Tt begins with shots of banners
and flags Auttering from standards on nearby buildings. Flags are
one of Ricfenstahl’s most persistent and effective motifs and they
suggest a lightness and transcience which is in direct and, perhaps,
ironic counterpoint to the equally persistent images of a more fixed
and stable nature: eagles and the swastika. In the dim light, we
see the conductor, the band, and the troops that gently restrain the
surging crowds as they listen to a program of military march music.
Predominant in the flickering light and shadow of the torches are
various flags, insignia, and a lighted swastika and sign—Heil Hitler
—on the front of the hotel. Storm troopers are silhouetted against
the light, and Hitler and his party listen to the music as they stand
on the hotel balcony and survey the scene.

The overall impression is one of calm and reflection. To this
point, Hitler has been viewed as a figure of power, seen briefly at
the airfield, in a brisk motorcade, in the window of his hotel, and
on the balcony in the dim light listening to the music. Accordingly,
the tone of the film has been one of restrained enthusiasm. Now,
this reflective nighttime scene foreshadows the excitement of the
hundreds of thousands of visitors to Nuremberg for the spectacle
to follow. The camera moves about the crowd recording a sense of
anticipation, but the scene also contributes to the energy of theat-
rical suspense which helps to move the film forward.

SCENE 3

The first part of the third scene is the most graceful and serene
moment in the film, and sets a mood of peace and tranquility. In

Y R TRER TN 2

Analysis 35

the first moments of carly morning no people arc cvident. The
towers of the old town emerge dimly on the screen in the half
light of dawn. The music is the hymn, “Awake! The dawn of day
draws ncar” from act 3 of Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg. The
camera pans across rooftops; a curtain is drawn back; a window
opens; flags and banners flutter gently in the breeze; chimneys be-
gin to smoke—all indicating that daily activity is beginning. The
Pegnitz River refiects the buildings and arched bridges, and a cam-
cra mounted on a slowly moving boat records further views of the
buildings, spires, and the bell tower. The morning light grows
brighter as the chimes which conclude Wagner’s music ring seven
times to establish the hour.

The next long and carcfully detailed sequence begins with a
dissolve from the bell tower to an aerial view of the vnst[&cnl citi)
built to house the troops and workers visiting Nuremberg for the
rally. With this transition, the sound changing from hymns to
morning trumpet calls, Ricfenstah! links the preceding sequence of
almost spiritual calm to a sequence of physical activity. At first,
all is still; then, we sce the thousands of men leave their tents and
move around the grounds in the early morning light. The activity is
underscored by the trumpets and drums of reveille, and by brisk,
spirited military music. Here, as in Olympia, Riefenstahl is fas-
cinated by ]\r_ital, attractive men. Naked to the waist, the men here
arc busy washing, shaving, shining shoes, and helping to comb
cach other's hair, There is an evident friendly, cooperative spirit,
and Ricfenstahl's cameras capture a great deal of lively horseplay.
The symbolic implications of the first two sequences of the third
scenc derive from Ricfenstahl's handling of the dark and light
imagery. In the preccding scenc, at the band concert, all was calm
and quict; now, in this scenc, in the brightness of the rising sun,
the men are full of energy and vitality,
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Their playful encrgy is next channcled into @:;Q as the men
sing work songs, light fires, and preparc breakfast; the songs are
jovial and are accented by cheers and shouts as the men and boys
line up for{imorning ralions{.(Whilc therc are no visual references
to Hitler in either of thesc scquences, perhaps the viewer is meant
unconsciously to associate the motning sun with the sunlight that
was refracted in his cupped palm during the motorcade sequence
in the first scenc. Yet once again there is a discernible gap between
the reality Riefenstahl records and the illusion she hopes to project.
The myth herc suggests that the Fiihrer descends from the clouds,
a region of light, and brings light with him; in turn, this light be-

comes cnergy in the food that he provides to fuel the activity of

his men. But in actuality the Nazi party behaves toward the men
as if they were 2 herd of animals: the soldiers sleep on piles of
straw, they wash in troughs, and they are fed out of buckets.

After the meal, the focus shifts from the men to boys in a rapid
montage of youthful fun and gam'ég.lThis brilliantly edited sequence
maintains a consistently high note of joviality, driven along by an
cxcellent mix of songs, shouts, and cheers; although it was as-
sembled in the studio, it effectively suggests that therc is joy, fun,
and fricndship to be found in all aspects of communal activity, and
in the life of the people under Hitler's rule. The sequence ends
with a wipe-down, again a thematic and visual transition. In this
instance, the visual transition also links groups of people—soldicrs
and peasants. Ricfenstahl’s intention, of course, is to demonstrate
solidarity bchind Hitler and the party,

The scenc’s third sequence begins with a man playing a con-
certina, leading a group of his countrymen; the shot rccalls similar
shots in Eiscnstein's Sirike (1924} and Dovzhenkos Arsenal
(1929). The group of men, women, and children are on their way
to Nuremberg for the day’s activitics; they are dressed in tradi-
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tional costumes of various German districts, and many of them
carry agricultural produce and implements. Here, again, is another
example of the propaganda possibilities inherent in factual footage,
and Ricfenstahl reinforces the idca that she established carlier: that
all pcople support Hitler—men, women, boys, and now lhf peas-
ants bringing support from the outlying regions and farmszhese
happy, smiling people minglc with their musicians as they approach
the city with their Rower garlands and other harvest offerings. In
addition to the idea of nationwide unity, there is 2 marked note of
anticipation; here, in onc of the subtlest transitions in the film,
Hitler appears among the pcasants, thercby suggesting that he was
never far away from them.EHe leaves his hotcl and immediately
begins to greet them with handshakes and salutes, greeting and
talking with individual peopie. When a young woman offers him
some flowers, he refuses the gift, but his gesture is friendly. More
important, thc moment undcrscores the theme of this scene: Hitler |
is one of the people, but quite obviously he is apart from them too:)
He is the lcader, and they are the workers; he is the focus of their
cfforts, and they bring gifts to him as a symbol of their work in his
name, in the namc of the state. The photography herc captures the
charm, informality, and gentleness of the moment, and is partic-
ularly effective in its intimate recording of the people’s faces. But
while certain persons appear as individuals, the group is still the
group, represcnting the mass of people under Hitler's power. How-
ever informal he may appear, he is still the Fiihrer, and the strength
of that position is clcarly demonstrated in the next sequence.

The fluidity of cincmatic time bridges the gap between these
third and fourth scquences, between the image of Hitler as folk
hero and Hitler as troop Icader, between the lilt of folk :nclqdics
and the melancholy themes of the “Horst Wessel” song. Here| Hit-
fer revicws a group of young, stern flagbearcrs, and rcinforces the
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scriousness of the moment by shaking hands with cach of them.
This scquence presents another very personal view of Hitler, but
the paralicls between this sequence and the previous onc arc clear;
as with the farmers, he is in close, personal contact with a group
of his followers, but he is also clearly their IcadcrlAflcr the rcvicw,
Hitler salutes and enters a large open touring car; triumphal music
underlines the grandcur of the moment as the car pulls away from
the curb to begin a motorcade of party officials. We arc brought
directly into participation through a boy whose face is full of won-
der and awe at the sight of Hitler's magnificent automobile. And
yet we, like the boy, are part of the mass, in the crowd looking at
the lcader. With a single boy’s salute, the scenc fades out.

The shift here from the specific cntity of the troops to the
larger symbolic whole of the party leadership is significant because
it serves to reinforce the strong connection between abstract symbol
of the party itself and the specific men who form its ranks and lcad
its movement. The rapid cxit in the big car is exciting in itself, but
it also prepares a ceremonial mood for the following sccnc.EUntil
now, Hitler has been pictured mostly in contrast to the crowds.
Against various backgrounds, we have seen him—stern, friendly,
in the distance, and in close-up—and we have seen the people-—
always as members of a mass united in its fricndly welcome to the
city. It is at this point that Ricfenstahi begins to flex the political
muscle of the film, to show the oflicial magnitude of Hitler's power,
to transform personal magnetism into political Icadcrshiﬁf[

SCENE 4

This scene records the opening congress of delegates, but the
static set of speeches which compose it abruptly halts the rhythm
and progression that have been established for the flm. Here
Ricfenstahl’s dynamic montage gives way to static propaganda
necessitics as the mythic world of her film yiclds to the prosaic
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meeting in the vast congress hall. The specches are vague, over-
blown, obligatory; like many political speeches, thcy recassure,
confirm, and satisfy the listener rather than provoke him. In the
excerpts from speeches by party officials, we scc cach man and
hear the essence of his bclicfl_dclibcrmcly gencral in content, delib-
crately impassioned in delivery. There are no disturbing ideas, no
reactionary proposals, and certainly no indication of the cvil that
was to come as a result of party policics.

The first speaker is Rudolf Hess, the Deputy Leader of the
Nazi Party, dressed in the uniform of a storm troopcr. in a mon-
tage similar in sight and sound to those in the remainder of the
scenc, shots of Hess arce intercut with shots of the listcning crowd,
of individuals, of insignia, of cagles and swastikas on poles and
banncrs: and of a large sign at the opposite end of the hall which
reads: “Alles fiir Deutschiand” (Everything for Germany).

uess: | am opening this, our sixth Party Congress, in respect-
ful remembrance of Field Marshat, and President of the Reich,
von Hindenburg, who has passed on into eternity. We remember
the Field Marshal as the first soldier of the great war, and, thus,
also remember our dead comrades.

1 welcome the esteemed representatives of foreign countrics
who honor the party by their prescnce, and the party, in sincere
friendship, welcomes especially the representatives of the mili-
tary forces, now under the leadership of our Fiihrer. My Fiilirer!
Around you are gathered the flags and banners of this National
Socialism. Only when their cloth has worn thin will people,
looking back, be able to understand fully the greatness of this
time and conceive what you, my Fiilirer, mean to Germany.

E’uu are Germany. When you act. the nation acts; when you
judge, the people judga Our gratitude to you will be our pledge
to stand by you for betier and for warse, come what may!
Thanks to your leadership, Germany will attain her aim to bhe
the hometand of all the Germans of the world, You have guar-
anteed our victory, and you arc now guaranteeing our peace.
Heil Hitler! Sicg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!
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Hess' introductory speech literally sets the stage for a serics
of bricf remarks by party ofticials. The first speaker is introduced
by a fade in to a blurred title which then slowly “fires” into focus:
“An excerpt from the Fithrer's proclamation, read to the audicnce
by Wagner.” (Adolf Wagner was the Gauleiter, or district leader,
of Bavaria.) Title “fires” out of focus, dissolving into a medium
shot of Wagner, who stands at the podium and reads the statement.

WAGNER: No revolution could last forever without leading to
total anarchy. Just as the world cannot exist on wars, nations
cannot exist on revolutions. There is nothing great on this carth
that has ruled the world for milleniums and was created in
decades. The highest tree has had the longest period of growth,
What has withstood centuries will also need centurics to become
strong.

Following this, ten party leaders are heard; each is introduced by
a title which “fires” into focus on his last name, and then “fires”

out and dissolves into a medium or close-up shot of the speaker.
The speakers arc:

Alfred Rosenberg, Reich Leader of Foreign Policy Office and

Commissioner for Supervision of Ideological Education of the
NSDAP

Otto Dietrich, Reich Press Chief

Fritz Todt, General Inspector for the German Road System

Eritz Reinhardt, Head of Official NSDAP School for Orators

Walter Darré, Reich Minister of Agriculture

Julius Steeicher, Publisher of Der Stiirmer (The Stormtrooper)
and Gauleiter of Franken

Robert Ley, Leader of the Reich Labor Front

Hans Frank, Reich Minister of Justice

Paul Joscph Goebbels, Reich Minister of Propaganda

Konstantin Hierl, Leader of the Reich Labor Service

This lengthy scene significantly distorts reality in at least three
ways. First, it is a compilation of speeches from various meetings,
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not just from this opening session. Sccond, it presents only bland
cexcerpts, which are an unfaithful representation of the actual ora-
tory. Third, it[l!nilcs the speeches with motifs of hope, progress,
and unity, bending the actual substance of cach speaker's remarks
1o the gencral purposc of the film'’s propaganda;\ —

ROSENBERG: It is our unshakable belief in ourselves, it is our
hope for today's special youth, who, tempestuously charging for-
ward, will one day be called upon to continue the efforts begun
i the stormy years of the 1918 Munich Revolution, an event
which gripped all of Germany and the historical importance of
which is already being embodied today by the entire German
nation.

pietrich: Truth is the foundation on which the power of the
press stands and falls, and our only demand of the press, also
the foreign press, is that they report the truth about Germany.

TopT: The gonstruction of the autobahn system has begun in
fifty-one places in the nation. Although this is just the beginning,
$2,000 men are already working on the construction of these
roads, and another 100,000 men are employed at construction
sites, in supplying the building trade with its materials, and in
bridge construction.

REINHARDT: Wherever one looks, construction is in progress,
improvements are being made, and new values created. And
wherever one looks, since last year, there is industrious activity,
activity which will continue in the future.

oarre: The continued welfare of our farmers is the first condi-
tion for the success of our industry, our domestic trade, and the
German cxport trade.

STREICHER: A nation that does not value its _r_g_cial purity will
perish.

Ley: One thought alone must dominate all our work: to make
the Germnn worker an upstunding, proud citizen enjoying cqual
rights with the rest of the nation,
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FRANK: As head of the German judiciary, 1 can only say that
since the National Socialist legal system is the foundation of the
National Socialist state, for us our supreme Fiihirer is also our
supreme judge. And since we know how sacred the principles of
justice are to our Fiihrer, we can assure you, fellow citizens, that
your life and existence is safe in this National Socialist state of
order, freedom, and law.

GOEBBELS: May the bright flame of our enthusiasm never go out.
This flame alone gives light and warmth to the creative art of
modern political propaganda. This art rises from the depths of
the nation and, in order to search for its roots and find its power,
it must again return to these depths. It may be all right to have
power that is based on guns; however, it is better and more grati-
fying to win the heart of a nation and to keep it

HIERL: The German people today are mentally and spiritually
ready for the introduction of general labor service conscription.
We await the order of the Fihrer.

-

While Hierl’s brief statement marks the forn:il\end of the fourth
scene, a dissolve to a close-up of the Labor Front flag maintains
the transition between this scene—held at night in the congress
hall—and the next scene—held by day at an outdoor rally. Again,
Ricfenstahl has altered time and spacc to create the visual and
thematic sense of unity and solidarity in party ranks.

SCENE §

The scene is a vast outdoor! rally of members of the Labor
Scrvicq on the Zeppelinwiese, it opens with a continued close-up
of the Labor Service flag which ended the previous scene. Hitler
steps to a raised platform; Hitler and Hicrl address each other;
Hierl addresses the massed troops of workers,

HIERL: My Fithrer! 52,000 laborers await your order.

HITLER: Fleil, workers!

WORKERS: Heil, my Fiilrer!

LEADER: Present shovels! At case!
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As if they were soldiers, the massed forces }stand at attention with
thchﬁhovcls, instead of guns,'\gnd then, at case; the overall effect
of the scene is militaristic. Just as the workers were apparently

rehearsed in their performance here, so Riefenstahl's cameramcn

must also have been rehearsed because, in contrast o shots of other
mass rallies, the photography here scems designed to capture the
maximum cffect. The cameras glide smoothly on tracks, and carcful
close-ups of various speakers lack the informal quality of closc-up
shots elsewhere in the film. This cntire sequence scems (o have
been staged, photographed, and recorded for the bencfit of the

cameras.
A cercmony of loyalty begins. Shots of Hitler and Hicrl watch-

ing the demonstration are intercut with shots of the workers; a
leader addresscs the workers and they answer in unison.

WORKERS: Here we stand; we are ready to carry Germany into a
new era. Germany!

LEADER: Comrade, where are you from?

woRrkER: From Friesland.

LEADER: And you, comrade?

woRKER: From Bavaria.

LEADER: And you?

woRKER; From the Kaiserstuhl.

LEADER: And you?

workers: From Pomerania, and from Konigsberg, from Silesia,
from the seaside, from the Black Forest, from Dresden, from the
Danube, from the Rhing, and from the Saar.

In the following passage, the leader and workers alternate words
and phrascs:

One nation, one leader, one Reich—Germany! Today, we are
all working together in the bogs, quarries, in the sandpits, on the
dikes of the North Sca. We plant trees, rustling forests. We
build ronds from village to village, from town to town. We
create new acreuge lor the farmer. Ficlds und forests, acres and
bread—Iior Germany!
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Tn a solemn ccremony, various flags are dipped to the ground in
honor of thosec who fell in the first world war; as before, there is
an avid enthusiasm in the lcader's cycs:

We did not stand in the trenches, nor did we stand under the
drumfite of the grenades, and, nevertheless, we are soldiers, with
our hammers, axcs, sl\ovcls, hoes, and spndcs‘%ve are the young

troops of this Reich! |
A band plays the sad melody, “T Had a Comrade,” and each time
a battleficld is mentioned, another flag is dipped.

WORKERS: As formerly at Langemark, at Tannenberg, at Lidge,

at Verdun, at the Somme, the Diina, in Flanders, in the west, in

the cast, in the south, on land, on the seas, and in the skies—

“Comrades, by Red Front and reaction, killed . . ."? You are not

dead, you are alive—in Germany!
The idea that life comes out of death supports the larger idea of
a German renaissance under Hitler—an idea stated in the opening
titless—but it also hints at the darker idea that war is necessary
for the continuation of Germany’s life. Tn addition, the workers are
made to feel that life and death at home are as important as life
and death on foreign battlefields. The workers demonstrate this
idea with their songs, choral speeches, and marches, and Hitler
reinforces it with the following spcech. While Hitler is speaking,
we see him from various angles, from a distance, and in close-up;
these shots arc combined into an overall montage including close-
ups and moving shots of the listening workers, and close-ups of
belts, insignia, and flags. Hitler speaks with emotion and empha-
sizes important points with a raised fist.

HITLER: Men of the Labor Service! For the first time, you ap-
pear here in this form for inspection before me and therefore
before the whole German nation. You represent a great idea,
and we know that for millions of our fellow citizens the concept
of labor will no tonger be a dividing one but a uniting one, and
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.lhuI{r‘m longer will there be anybady in Germany who, will regard \
manual labor less highly than any other form of labor\The whole
nation will have to go through the training you have gonc
through. A time will come when no Gernnan will be able to join
the community of this nation unless he has been a member of \
your community first. And you know that not only the hundreds
of thousands at Nuremberg arc looking at you, but, at this
moment, that all of Germany is secing you for the first time. And

{ know just as you are serving Germany in loyal devotion, Ger-
many today sees, in proud joy, its sons marching in your ranks.

The discipline and order of this scene reaches a climax with col-
umns of marching workers who sing “We are work-soldiers™ as
they move toward the camera. As a group, they have gone through
theirfmaneuvers and have spoken their lines in unison;\still a regi-
mented group, they move with determination, and their movement
suggests that they have been inspired, by the Fiifirer's words, to
go off to work.

SCENE 6

As lively and as loud as the previous scenc was solemn, this
nighttime rally of storm troopers lis punctuated by the sound of
" drums and thc music of “Valk ans Gewehr.” The moving camera
records flags, banncrs, torches, and storm troopers who are often
scen in silhouette in the smoky light; in contrast, the main speaker
appears in spotlight. The shadowy excitement of this scene pro-
vides considerable dramatic material which Riefenstahl heightens
with a juxtaposition of light and dark images and with the use of
the moving camera. The SA leader Viktor Lutze speaks to the
assembled storm troopers.

Lutze: Comrades! Many of you who are here tonight know me
from those first years of our movement when I marched with
you in your rank and file as an SA man { am as much of an SA
man now as | was then. We SA men hgve known only one thing:
fidelity 1o, and fighting for the Fithrer. &
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This brief specch relates this equally bricf scenc to the film as a
whole: Lutze reminds the assembled storm troopers that he is still
one of them—a pointed reminder that he was not killed in the
massacre of SA Icader Ernst R6hm and his followers. But his po-
sition on the platform raises him above the men, and repeats, on
a smaller scale of authority, the rclationship of the leader to the
group, of the onc to the many. Thus, |Riefenstahl returns to a
major theme of her film: the role of the solitary leader in authority
in contrast to the roles of the obedient men beneath him.

This rally seems to have been planned more for pleasure than
for political purposes. In the absence of speechcs, there is a large
display of acrial fireworks, bonfires, blazing pinwhecls, as well as
the random movement of men carrying flaming torches. In a dar-
ingly successful attempt to focus our attention on the pyrotechnic
display, Riefenstahl has optically reversed the opening images so
that the first burst implodes, rather than explodes, thus drawing the
eye toward the center of the frame; this initial brief implosion is fol-
lowed by an explosion, and the display continues. The effect recalls
a similar moment in Ruttmann’s Berlin: The Symphony of a Great
City (1927). Lutzc and his men watch the display; other storm
troopers are shown singing, chanting, laughing, and throwing wood
onto the fires. The scene fades out as the final fireworks die.

The scene’s overall mood is gay and restless; however, a note
of vulgarity and earthiness here hints at something darker. The
dim sctting, the blazing bonfires, and the smoking torches make a
perfect theatrical setting for the storm troopers. While the scene
is relatively brief, it functions in two ways: to preserve a record
of the rally and, perhaps more important, to cstablish a contrast to
the next scene. Hcrc,fthc dark, smoky mystique of the SA rally
reinforces the men's blood brotherhood and suggests their mythic
origins in firc; in the next scenc, a sunlit youth rally, the cmphasis

X
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is on the same political idea—massed troops in support of the
Fiilrer—but the atmosphere is diffcrent. The boys are fresh and
uninitiatcd; they know nothing of smoke, firc, or purges of disloyal
members from their ranks. Here, as in many places in the film,
Ricfenstahl juxtaposes light with dark, teaders with troops, boys
with men, peace with war, and the kinetic with the static.

SCENE 7

This scenc records z{\ huge daytime rally of the Hitler Youth
groups in the vast Youth Stadium_git provides, in almost cvery
way, a direct and dramatic contrast to the preccding scene. The
previous scene took place in semi-darkness, but this is staged in
bright sunlighﬁ\befure, the participants were the rugged men of
Hitler's SA; now, they are the fresh-faced, well-scrubbed and suit-
ably blond and Aryan boys of the youth forces; earlicr, the revelry
was high, but now the proceedings arc disciplined, formal, and
serious.

Hitler's entry into the stadium is rccorded in a montage which
reveals the rthythm and detail that Ricfenstahl extends to cven the
most basic subject. The montage captures the excitement and an-
ticipation in the crowd and fairly bristies with activity as Hitler
receives the ovations and welcome of the crowd. Baldur von
Schirach, leader of the Hitler Youth, introduces Hitler.

VON SCHIRACH: My Fiihrer. My comrades. Again we expericnce
the hour that makes us happy and proud. At your order, my
Fiilirer, a young people is facing you——a young generation that
does not know class and caste. Because you are the example of
greatest unscifishness in this nation, this young generation wants
10 be unsclfish too. Because you embody the concept of fidelity
for us, we want to be faithful too. Adolf Hitler, the leader of
CGerman youth, will speak.
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@ My German youth! After one year, | have an opportu-
~ nily to welcome you here again. Those of you who stand here in
this stadium arc only a small segment of the masses who stand
outside, all over Germany| We wish that you, German boys and
girls [there are virtually no girls evident in the film], absorb all
that we expect of Germany in times lo come. We want to be
] united nation, and you, my youth, are to become this. nation.
. In the future, we do not wish to see classes and cliques, and you
i must not allow them to develop among you. One day, we want to
sce one nalion,.Jand you must educate yourselves for it; we wish
this peopie to be obedient, and you have o practice obedience;
we wish this people to be peace-loving, but also brave, and you
will have to be peace-loving. You must therefore be peace-loving
and courageous at the same time. We do not want this nation to
become soft: instead, it should be hard, and you will have to
harden yourselves while you are young. You must learn to accept
deprivations without ever collapsing. Regardless of whatever we
[ create and do, we shall pass away, but in you, Germany will live
on: and when nothing is left of us, you will have to hold up the
banner which some time ago we lifted out of nothingness. And §
i know it cannot be otherwise because you ar flesh of our flesh,
l blood of our blood, and your young minds ate filled with the
same spirit that dominates us. You cannot be but united with us.
And when the great columns of our movement march victori-
ously through Germany today, | know that you will join these
columns. And we know that Germany is before us, within us,
L and behind us.

Hitler delivers this speech with deep emotion and dramatic ges-
tures, emphasizing the theme of the rally: that the participants
wwho stand in the stadium are only a small segment of the masscs
who stand outside, all over Germany.” This idea is reinforced by
the montage in which Hitler is pictured alone, in juxtaposition to
the boys, who are scen individually, in groups of two or three,
and in long shots of thc wholc group. They boys scem as stern as
their leader, but they break their attentive listening with frequent
cheers and applause and give him an enthusiastic send-off.
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SCENE 8

While the previous scene was concerned with themes of the
future and of peace, this bricf scene is rooted in the present and
in the Nazi preparcdness for war. Hitler, Goering, and other
military officials are grouped on a platform to review the infantry
and cavalry and to watch demonstration of armored vehicles and
artillery participating in a mock battle.‘&’l‘he music is military
marches. In itself, the contrast between the soldiers mounted on
horseback and those concealed in tanks provides an ironic com-
ment on past and present military techniques. The soldiers in the
crowd seem to enjoy the event as much as their leaders, and the
scene offers a rare glimpse of Hitler laughing and smiling as he
observes the brisk, spirited display.

The scene is short becausc of the inclement weather on the J
day that it was filmed, and not apparently from any desire of
Riefenstahl to overlook the German Army; but, as noted pre-
viously, she was compelled to make the short film Tag der Frei-
heit—Unsere Wehrmacht to appease ofiended Army generals. The
later film provides a much better picture of Nazi military strength
than this eighth scene of Triumph of the Wwill,

SCENE 9

Here Leni Riefenstahl returns to the main theme of her film:
the dcification of Adolf Hitler. Photographed at a vast outdoor
rally held in the early evening, the scene begins with a new stage
of development] in a vast assembly attended by 180,000 party
members and 250,000 spectators, only Hitler seems an individual;
the mecn arc obscured by the flags they carry.“lThe 21,000 party
standards represent 700,000 party functionarics all over Germany. |
The stage and the podium are constructed to place Hitler apart
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from his immediate cntourage and, more important,[;igh above
the crowd.| Here the people are reduced to architectural patterns,
deprived of their individuality in favor of some larger communal
geal. This is accomplished through the use of flags, as if thc"y were
_‘costumes, to cover the participants and through the distorted visual
cffects created by a tclephoto lens. This reduction of people into
masses is juxtaposed to an equally distorted elevalion‘ of the
Fiihrer, and recalls Fritz Lang's Metropolis (1926), reportedly
one of Hitler's favorite films. From this point on, Riefenstahl con-
tinues to develop the godlike presence that began with motif and
music in the early moments of the film. Now thc controlling images
are the recurrent shots of the huge architectural eagle and swastika
and, of course, the[_ forest of ﬂags'_.}Now while the canvas is crowded
to the borders with men, we are given a clear picturc of only one
of them; the rest are supporting characters, faceless and un-
identified.
Standing behind and away from the microphones on a high
platform, with hands folded in front of him, Hitler addresses the
assembled crowd.

HITLER: One year ago, we met for the first time on this field;
it was the first general congress of the political leaders of the
National Socialist Party. [Note: The 1934 rally was the sixth
Party congress, but the 1933 rally, the one to which Hitler has
just referred, was the first after the Nazi party gained control of
Germany in January 1933.] Now, 200,000 men have assembled
here, summoned by nothing but thg order of their heart, nothing
but the command of their Adelity. Ft is our people’s great misery
| that moved us, united us in buttlé; gnd made us fight and get
strong, and all those who have not suffered the same misery
among their own people are therefore unable to understand us,
To them it is puzzling and incomprehensible that this congress
would Pring hundreds of thousands together and make them
bear misery, sullering, and privation. They think that such a

Analysis 51

thing is possible only at the command of the state. They are
mistaken. ‘It is not the siate that commands us, but we that
command the state. It is not the state that has created us, but
wegqthat are creating the state for ourselves. This movement-—

it is alive, rests on rock-firm foundations, and, as long as one «
of us can still breathe, he will devote his strengths to this move- '
ment, and defend it, just as in the years gone by. Then drum
will join drum, banner will join banner, group will join group,
district will join district, and then, at last, the formerly divided
people will follow this gigantic column of a united nation. It
would be a crime if we ever gave up what had to be fought for
and won with so much labor, sorrow, sacrifice, and distress.
One cannot be disloyal to something that has given content,
meaning, and purpos¢ to one’s whole life. All this would not
be possible were it not divected by a great command. No human
master has given us this command but the lord who has crealed
our nation. Therefore, let us take a vow this evening, namely,
at every hour, on each day, to think only of Germanyt the
nation, the Reich, and our German people. To our German
nation—Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!

Moving from its position on tracks below and to the side of
the high podium, the camcra records Hitler's speech in a series
of shots looking up at him, shots from behind, and close-ups, me-
dium and long shots. These shots of Hitler are intercut with shots
of the faces of the listening audience of flag bearcrs; indeed, it is
in these brief shots that we realize that there are actual men alive
in that forest of flags: The architectural setting is severe, and the
crowd seems lost in its vastness and in the murky haze which comes
from the smoking torches. Although there are some 200,000 men
marching in the stadium, we arc aware of them only as a mass, not
as individuals. At times the scrcen scems dark except for the spot-
lights on the cagle, the swastika, and Hitler, but it is only the mass
of people that makes it scem dark.

Overall, it is a memorable scene. Maintaining the consistent
growth of her principal theme, Ricfenstahl has now advanced Hit-
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Igr to yet a higher level. In his spc\cch, he makes rcference to the
“lord who has created our nation”; 'ﬂhrough the theater and film
of this spectacle, he has become that lord of creation. Now the
early scquences of the film assume an added significance; here,
Ricfenstahl suggests that the Fiilrer is the lord, that he has de-
scended to walk among his pecople, to bring them food, and to
receive their vows. He gives life to the individual German and to
the whole state in an ever-expanding scnse of wholencss.

While the camera coverage of Hitler is intimate in rccording
his rare smiles and nervous, eccentric manncr of specch, the
close-ups fail to reveal the individual man behind the oflicial
visage. Hitler is the Fithrer, the leader or guide. Implacable, stern,
forbidding, he accomplishes what no leader has ever done before
him; in the presence of the camera, he presents his own image and
creates his own portrait. The cameras record a variety of Hitler's
moods, from somber seriousness to what might even be called
casual charm, but they enclose the figure within the cinematic frame
of a state portrait. Hitler was short and unimpressive in stature,
so speakers’ platforms were constructed to make him appear taller
than he actually was. In the film, we rarely sce his full figure; in-
stead, we sce him from the waist up, behind podiums, sitting or
standing in cars, or surrounded by people. Cameras were almost
always placed below and to the front of him, looking up to him.
In actuality, Hitler did not have many duties at the rally. He
arrived by plane, observed the events, and spoke to his supporters.
With music, motif, and movement| Ricfenstahl creates the impres-
sion that he descended from an ethereal height, delivered sacred
words, and infused the people with his spirit. The title of the film
was the theme of the rally; Hitler chose it to underscore the triumph
of his will over diverse party factions. The cine-mythical apotheosis
of Adolf Hitler is nearing completion.L
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SCENE 1O

No scene in Trinmph of the Will is more impressive than this
outdoor memorial service and military rcvicw‘\in the vast Luitpold
Arena, yet the lasting impression derives from lhc’. awesome size of
the massed forcc§>rather than from any cinemalic technique or
from any aspcet of the dircctor's vision. The dramatic handling of
previous aspects of the film has established the figure and symbol of
Hitler: for the most part, this has been done within a relatively lim-
ited camera frame, the cinematic equivalent of a portrait frame. The
lcader has been raised“abovc his men, and the men have been
raised above the boys, and all of them have been raised above the
peasants, workers, and women; and now that night has bccome day,
the film proceeds to show the immense strength at Hitler's com-
mand, a strength summoned by his will, as the recent purge of the
SA would so clearly remind any participant. The scene is 8 massive
demonstration of the living strength of the Nazi party, yct it begins
with & tribute to the dead. Here, the Fiihrer, the “lord of creation,”
is bringing dcad Germany back to lifc, and here, at his hand, is the
largest display of that life—almost onc million men marching as if
they were one single force.

The sequence opens with a panoramic vicw_of {hundreds of
thousands of uniformed soldiers grouped toggthes like so many
black squares on a white field. Their groups arc scparated by a
wide, empty road which cuts across the field from one side to the
other: at one end is the platform, at the other is a war memorial.
Three distant figures _Hitler, Himmler, and Lutze—arc walking
down the road, away from the camcra/}md toward the cenotaph.
The presence of Himmler and Lutze, respectively leaders of the S8
and SA, significs, at lcast for the purposes of propaganda, the themc
of party unity. When Hitler came to power in March 1933, he was

=




SPERAE L e e

::.——.—1_'-“!,‘" YW, —mseT et T

54 Filmguide to Triumph of the Will

convinced that cxisting party disunity was a threat to the organiza-
tion of the Nazi strength and to his authority as lcader. He belicved
that a coup by the SA lcaders was imminent, and on Junc 30, 1934,
he ordered a purge of the SA in which SA Chicf Ernst Rohm and
about a thousand of his men were trapped and murdered; this so-
called “night of the long knives” forms a dramatic turning point in
Luchino Visconti’s film The Damned (1969). The purge reduced
the ranks and the importance of the brown-shirted SA (Sturmab-
teilung) and placed them directly under Hitler's control. At the same
time, it resulted in the clevation of the black-shirted SS (Schutz-
staffel) under the control of Heinrich Himmler. During the party
meeting, Hitler ingenuously alluded to this internecine conflict and
massacre as the “black shadow” which had spread over the Nazi
movement, but in a blatant lic he disassociated himself and the party
from what he terms the “sin” against the SA, and absolved the S8
and the remaining SA of any blame. For this reason, Himmler and
Lutze and their troops were very much on display at the 1934
meeting and in the film which records it.

Riefenstahl's original intention in this sequence was to follow
Hitler, Himmler, and Lutze with a camera mounted on a small car,
but she complains that she “lost one of the most beautiful shots”
when the SA clearcd the roadway and forbade the use of the car.
While disappointed, she captured some of thc most memorable
footage in the film from her own camera mounted in an elevator
which moves on one of thc towering masts which hold the ori-
flammes behind the speaker's platform. For many viewers, this
scene is the most memorable part of the film.

Here the solemnity and simplicity of the cercmony are matched
by the dignity and restraint of the photography and cditing. Beyond
its visual power, though, the action is esscntially static, so Ricfen-
stahl uscs the moving camera dramatically as before. Facing the
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approaching figure from behind the war memorial—a simple, dig-
nificd structure—the camera tracks horizontally from the right to
the left, while, at the same time, the three figures move into the fore-
ground of the frame. Therc are no closc-ups here, for it is the
tribute—not thosc evoking it—that is important.

Following the wreath-laying cercmony, Hitler revicws the pano-
rama and precision of his troops as they march toward the speaket's
podium, up the steps on both sides, and around and behind it. The
actual parade included 97,000 men from the SA and 11,000 mem-
bers of the SS. This mass movement is recorded from many angles,
includiﬁg the camera mounted in the clevator. There arc some
twelve places in the film where it is possible to scc cameras, includ-
ing thc one in the elevator and those manned by photographers
lying down in the corners of the rostrum in this scenc. As noted, the
cameramen were dressed in SA uniforms, but it was not always
possible to conceal their equipment. In fact, little scems to have
been done to camouflage it. But the presence of the cameras helps to
reinforce the “rcality” of the spectacle, for if the rally had been
“staged” for the camcras, no doubt more care would have been
exercised to conceal them.

Thousands of Aag and standard bearers carry their insignia;
photographed through a telephoto lens, they create a mirage-like
cffect bobbing up and down in the bright, clear sunlight. Hitler
stands stern and ercct, often with arms clasped across his chest, as
he reviews the long and impressive lines of soldiers, storm Lroopers,
and bands. Here the variety of the photography indicates the ex-
tensive planning involved in the placement and operation of the
cameras; especially cffective are the ground-lcvel shots of goosc-
stepping storm troopcrs as they march down the steps toward Hit-

ler's platform. The rally proceeds with Lutze’s introduction of
Hitler,
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, Lurze: My Fithrer! As we have done our duty in the past, so

© shall we also, in the future, wait solely for your order. And we,
comrades, know onlyronc thing: to follow the order of our
Fithrer) and to prove that we have remained the same. Our
Fiihirer—Adolf Ritler! Sieg Heil! Sicg Heil! Sieg Heil!

WTLER: Men of the SA and the SS. A few months ago, a black
shadow spread over the movement, Neither the SA, nor any
other institution of the party, has anything to do with this
shadow. They are all deceived who believe that even one crack
has occurred in the structure of our united movement. It stands
firm just as this formation here, as we in Germany stand—
unbroken. And if anyone sins against the spirit of my SA, this
will not break the SA but only those who dare to sin against
them. Only a lunatic or a deliberate liar could think that 1, or
anybody, would ever intend to dissolve what we ourselves have
built up over many long years. No, comrades, we are* firmly
standing by our Germany, and we have to slancGirmly by her.]
I now give you the new flags, convinced that [ am handing them
over to the most faithful hands in Germany. In the past, you
have proved your loyally to me a thousandfeld, and it cannot
and will not be different in the future. And so 1 greet you, as
my old, faithful men of the SA and SS. Sieg Heil! Sieg Hell!

Sieg Heil!

This specch is followed by a solemn consecration of the battle
flags. Hitler is on the ficld, moving along a line of flag-bearing
troops, clutching his personal banner (his “blood flag”) in his left
hand while grasping the corners of their banners in his right. The
flags are so thickly placcd together that onc barely sees, if at all, the
men holding them. The cfiect is impressive, and suggests that Hitler
is blessing cach and every flag, and its bearer, with his own personal
banncr&fhc confrontation between him and cach man is very per-
sonal, vcr§ dircct; the eye-to-cye contact seems to single out each
man as if he were the only one in the vast stadium] To give added
significance, Ricfenstahl breaks the spiritual nature of the flag con-
sceration with intereut shots of cannons being fired in tribute.
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Ricfenstahl controls this scquence with consummatc artistry,
juxtaposing the dead with the living, the past with the prescat, t‘he
men with their lcader, and finally, the spiritual with the material.
The flags are consccrated with the leader's personal touch, .\\.fhile
the booming cannons remind us both of the dead and of the military
strength of the living Nazi power.|in the beginning, Hitler emerged
as if from the clouds, so now he moves among his men as if he were
a god. Riefenstahl has created an apotheosis—and ﬂ"lc‘ reverse o.f
it, too—for Hitler hal§\ come down to his peoplc as the living embodi-

ent of their beliefs.
" In Riefcnslahl’s’;‘lythic conception, Hitler resembles a@hrisb
figure, and in this sccond visit to Nuremberg since assuming pov.vcf,
a “second coming,” he brings food (an action parallel to Christ’s
turning water into wine), he raises the dead (Christ and Lazarus.),
he drives the moncychangers from the temple (the purge of the dis-
sident SA men), and he delivers a sermon from the mount (the last
major speech in which the “dark shadow” is contrast-ed to the re-
maining faithful forces, the metaphorical “light” of his wo‘rld).. in
her adaptation of German myth, Riefenstahl shows th.nt Ht'tlcr |s'a
political hero to his people, and by appealing to the viewers famly-
jarity with German myth and music, she further suggests that he. is
a culture hero. The central German myth is the Nibelungenlied
(Song of the Nibelungs); following Richard Wagner's Der Ring des
Nibelungen, the monumental cycle of four operas based on the
myth, Fritz Lang madc the two-part silent film Die Nibelungen
{1923, Siegfried, part one, and Kriemhild's Revenge, part' tw0-).
Lang's influence can be scen in Tritumph of the Will, especially in
Riefenstahl's epic tablcaux and, to a lesscr extent, in the grand
architectural scale. The architectural and decorative style of Lang's
studio-made film is rich in art deco design, while Albert Specr“s
designs for Nurcmberg are simplc, the primary decorative motif
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being the ﬁags{\Hitl\er identified with the Nibelungen's irrational, vio-
lent, mystical world} he adapted some of the mysticism of that primi-
tive, demonic world to his own creation, the Nazi Third Reich.

The fitm does not end on this mythic note, as artistic structure
and symbolism might suggest. The source of the party strength is
embodied in Hitler’s will and gestures and symbols are effective in
conveying that strength, but the true source of Nazi power lics in the
artillery and the troops. For propaganda purposes, it is that strength
which must be paraded before the public and the film audience. The
firm has characterized, Hitler as the Nazi spiritual lcadéJr} all that
remains is to chronicle the physical measure of that strength.

SCENE 11

El" he long parade scene shows the variety, strength, and support
of German military and labor service forces from all regions of the
countrﬂA great variety of photography rccords the troop parade,
including views from the air, from windows and apertures in build-
ings, from bridges, and from moving vehicles. The camera is always
moving, even though the subject is, for the most part, moving also.
The spirit of the scene is maintained by the lively march music. The
editing shapes the lengthy footage into a structured but rhythmical
montage which saves the scene from being just a tedious record of a
military review. The troops and bands are photographed from many
angles, so that we do not see one group from one angle and then
another group from & similar camera angle. The editing keeps the
angle of vision moving from one vantage point to another, accom-
plishing what everyone hopes for at a parade: to be everywhere at
once. While the sequence in all its variety is concerned with Hitler’s
review of the troops, there are occasional close-ups of other party
teaders, of sidewalk crowds, and notably of women. Perhaps this
provides another characteristic Riefenstahl contrast—in this case,
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men who march and women wha stand along the sidelines and
watch. The rhythm of the parade is not unlike that of other parades,
but Riefenstah! builds her montage to give it an almost indescribabie
sense of anticipation and excitement. Because she was so busy com-
pleting other sections of the film, she originally assigned the editing
of this section to someone else, but she says she had to reject his
work because it had the static quality of the newsreel approach she
was trying to avoid.

In the Russian tradition of Eisenstein and Pudovkin and in
the German adaptation of that tradition by Ruttmann, Triumph of
the Will demonstrates the power of the rhythmic montage to pro-
vide multi-leveled impressions of each scene, no matter how
minor. This retains the viewer's attention; moreovel, it creates the
excitement and anticipation which give the film its esscnce. Further-
more&bis montage is appropriate editing for propaganda films be-
cause it forces the viewer to see and to feel exactly what the director
wishesJ No single scene in the film exemplifies this better than this
lengthy parade of German military forces. One seldom grows weary
in watching this longest scenc in the film, which could have been its
most boring, because the camera is cverywhere, from the gutters to
the rooftops, giving the viewer an exceptional experience. Such va-
riety is not presenicd merely for its own sake, nor is it just a photo-
graphic four de force. With a continuum of brief shots, basic
motifs, and progressive rhythm, Ricfenstahl takes the viewer fo the
cvents, but she also makes him a participant in them. The circular
and symbolic structurc of the film gradually becomes apparent after
repcated vicwings, but the immediate cffect is to immerse the viewer
in the dynamic reality of the cvents it records.

Thematically, th parade scquence confirms the idea that Ger-
many is a masscd, marching column of mcnjCincmalically, the
montage cuts the uninterrupted wholeness of the purade into picces
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and then reassembles them to produce an cven larger concept of
wholeness. The space and the subject are fixed—a single roadway
and a parade of men; Ricfenstahl manipufates and redeems that
prosaic space and subject with the omniscience of multiple camera
positions and the dynamics of her editing. In sequence after se-
guence, the troops march past the Fiihrer; anticipation builds, not
to relicf, but only to more anticipation[ﬁank after rank, troop after
troop, regiment after regiment, band after band—an almost cndless
parade of military strength‘.}Hcre, as in the diving sequence of
Olvmpia, Riefenstahl transcends the finite limitations of time and
space and cxplorcs the infinite suggestivencess of cinematic space and
form,

With arms crossed on his chest, Hitler watches the precise troops
of soldiers, laborers, and motorized forces; he salutes the leaders
and, from time to time, the people sitting in bleachers behind him
rise from their seats to salute. Just to the left of the reviewing area is
a multipte camera position, and the viewer with a quick eye will sce
Riefenstahl, dressed in a black sweater and a long white skirt, stand-
ing in front of it, dirccting the work of her cameramen.

The music begins with themes from Die Meistersinger von Niirn-
berg and continues with the sound of trumpet fanfares, cheering
crowds, and military march music. Herbert Windt adds studio-
recorded march music to actual sound to cnhance and sustain the
vitality of the varied photography and dynamic editing, which inter-
cuts shots of the parade with shots of the crowds and of a family
looking through a window. As in the opening scene, Ricfenstahl
varieg this action with many shots of the medieval buildings. Near
the end of the sequence, the pace of the marching and the music
slows down; in a long shot[the camera pans across the rooftops and
gives a final view of the ci‘t%This seems to be the final event for the
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majority of men-—to pass in review before their leaders—as they
march out of the city.

TBetween the end of the previous seene and the end of this one,
the focus of the film has shifted from Hitler, as spiritual leader, to
Hitter as head of the military fnrccs_.\ It is a natural transition, but
nonctheless Hitler remains apart from all but high party oflicials
and close aides. He reviews the parade standing alone in an open
car at the curb and is separated from the crowd behind him by a
great cmply space. In the final scene, Ricfenstahl returns to focus on
Hitler as party leader: but the last scene is really the pcnultimate—
or next to last—clement in the structure of the film, for it leads us
not to the conclusion but back to the beginning. Morcover, it pro-
vides a vital insight into the dynamic theory of personality on which
the film is based.

SCENE 12

TheTclosing scene of the film is the final congress of the 1934
party raII)‘;].S At one end of the crowded Luitpold Hall, the large
illuminated cagle dominates the platform; the platform itself is dec-
orated with flags, banners, swastikas, and the speaker’s podium is
flankcd by large floral displays. At the other end, the halt is dom-
inated by a sign rcading “Alles fiir Deutschiand” {Evcrything for
Germany). From a camera position above and behind the main
aisle, we sce Hitler enter the hall with Hess and an entourage of
party officials; Hitler is smiling, but perspiring and appears to be
somewhat uneasy in contrast to his comparatively calm manner at
previous gatherings. They move quickly to their places on the plat-
form, and the crowd welcomes them with a shout of “Heil!" The
music is the “Badenweiler Marsch,” Hitler's favorite march, played
at alt his official entrances and exits. The band plays another march
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to accompany the standard bearers as they enter the hall up the same

political leadership of the German people. It will be unchange-
| main aislc which scparatcs the crowd into two scctions. Hess intro-

able in its doctrine. hard as stecl in its organizytion, supple und

T reiamar A a—

HESS: The Filhirer speaks!

miTLER: The sixth party congress of the movement is coming
to its close. What millions of Germans outside our party ranks
may have considered only a most impressive display of polit-
ical power, has meant immeasurably more for the old fighters:
the great personal and spiritual meeting of old fighters and
comrades-in-arms. And perhaps one or the other among you,
in spite of the compelling grandeur of this troop review of our
party, was wistfully recalling those days when it was still diffi-
cuit to be a National Socialist.

Even when our party had only seven men, it already voiced
two principles: first, it wanted to be a true ideologically con-
ditioned movement; and, second, it wanted, therefore, to be,
without compromise, the sole power and the only power in
Germany. As a party, we had to remain a minority because we
had mobilized the most valuable elements of fighting and sac-
rifice in the nation, which, at all times, have amounted not to a
majority, but to a minority. And because these men, the best
of the German race, in proud self-confidence, have courage-
ously and boldly claimed the leadership of this Reich and na-
tion, the people in ever greater numbers have joined this
leadership and subordinated themselves.

The German people is happy in the knowledge that the
constantly changing leadership has now finally been replaced
by a stabilizing force, a man who considers himself representa-
tive of the best blood, and, knowing this, has elevated himself
to the leadership of this nation and is determined to keep this
leadership, to use it to the best advantage, and never to relin-
quish it. It will always be only a part of the nation which will
consist of really active fighters, and more will be asked of them
than of the millions of ether fellow countrymen. For them, the
mere pledge ‘I helieve' is not enough; instead, they will swear
to the oath ‘1 will fight!

The party will for all time to come represent the clite of the

in i i it will be like a
i able in its tactics: in its entity. however,/ it wi
! duces Hitler. adapt

religious ordch But the goal must be that all respectable ch-
mans will become National Socialists. Only the best National
Socialists are fellow members of the party. .

In the past, our adversarics, through suppression and per-
secution, have cleaned the party from time to time of the rub-
hish that began to appear. Today, we ourselves must do the
mustering out and the discarding of what has p'rovcn to pe bad
and, therefore, inwardly alien to us. It is our wish and will that
this state and this Reich shall endure in the milleniumis to come.
We can be happy in the knowledge that this fulure belongs to
us completely. While the older generation cou!d stifl waver, the
young generation has pledged itself to us and is ours, body and
soul. Only when we in the party, with the COOpeI‘E.IllOﬂ of every-
body, make it the highest embodiment of Nallonal. Socialist
thought and spirit will the party be an eternal and‘mdestruc-
tible pillar of the German people and of our Reich. Thex,
eventually, the magnificent, glorious army—those' .Old‘ proud
warriors of our nation—will be joined by the political leader-

" ship of the party—equally tradition-minded—and then these

two institutions together will educate and strengthen the Ger-
man man, and carry on their shoulders the German state, the
German Reich.

At this hour, tens of thousands of party members are a!reac!y
leaving the city. And while some of them are still revelling in
remembrances, others are already beginning to prepare the next
mecting—and again people will come and go, will be moved
anew, e plcased and inspired, because the idea and the move-
ment are a living expression of our nation, and, therefore, a
symhol of eternity. . .

Long live the National Socialist movement! Long live Ger-
many!

The text and delivery of this speech give Hitler the opportunity
to proclaim his own deity, and he cxploits the opportunity with his-
trionic techniques ranging from waving arms, to pounding fists, to
visionary starcs and enrapturcd ranting. But Ricfenstahl's closc-up
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view is extraordinary, too, for it appears to contradict the carefulty
made portrait that she has been creating until now. Obviously such
a contradiction docs not derive from any conscious attempt on the
filmmaker's part, but rather emerges from the reality of the moment
itsclf. Instcad of redeeming this reality with her cincmatic style, here
Ricfenstahl chose to focus a ctosc-up lens on the Fiifirer and to let
him, literally and visually, speak for himself. In order 1o emphasize
the text of the speech, Riefenstahl focuses directly on the speaker
and does not build any montage to give the moment extra signifi-
cance. As a result, Hitler does not appear as an aloof, detached
figure, or a spiritual power, or a fearful military leader; instead, he
appears as an excited politician carried away with himself. Appar-
ently responding to cues in his notes, he begins the specch with
a restraincd voice and serious tone; as he proceeds, his voice be-
comes more emotional and his body moves with the passion of his
thoughts; he pounds his clenched fist on the podium, waves his
hands, and jabs his arm in the air for emphasis. As he nears con-
clusion, his delivery secms to take precedence over his words, as he
expounds his vision of Germany. It is no wonder that Chaplin found
so much to lampoon in The Great Dictator.

This is the longest speech in the film and, by its place at the final
mecting, should be the most important, yet it seems notable not for
its length or content, but for its hollow phrases and cmpty vision.
It seems remarkable that such a climactic moment shoutd have re-
ceived so little attention from either the speech writers or e film-

.maker, but then none of Hitler's speeches in the film arc anything

more than this. Under the scrutiny of the closc-up lens, Hitler does
not live up to the image that the preceding film has created for him.
Riefenstahl docs not dwell on this irony, but brings the film to

its climax. Hess® remarks conclude the official procecdings of the
sixth Nazi Party rally.
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HESS: FI‘ he party is Hitler, but Hitler is Germany, just as Ger-
many is Hitler! Hitler! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!
The “Horst Wessel” song, the music with which the film began,
now resumes and continues through the end of the film, first played
by a band and then by a pipe organ which carries the melody alone
to the end. This scquence closes with a long shot of the cntire hall,
followed by a medium shot of the swaslika which dissolves to a
close-up of the swastika which then dissolves to the final shot.
The\final sequence is a return to a strong statement of unity and
solidaritﬂ}From a camera angle below and slightly to the right, we
sce a line of men marching from the left background of the frame
slightly upward and toward the right foreground. They are silhou-
ctted against the sky, and moving slowly upward, as if in quecst of
the heavens from which their Fiihrer was scen to descend at the
beginning of the rally. Here Riefenstahl returns to complete the
theme of a German renaissance by suggesting a kind of spiritual
resurrection through the Fiikrer's leadership. The quest appears to
be a slow, tedious one, requiring discipline, hard work, and a
massed effort. Led by the spirit of their Fiihrer, the men begin their
quest; their goal—and the propaganda message of this film—is a
triumph of the will. The cumulative effect of the film suggests that
they will triumph over individuality, adversity, and disunity with the
strength and determination of their will. Thus, the mass is related
to the leader, the quest to the goal, and, with the titles, the film is
completed.
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summary critique

The Paradox of Propaganda

When Tritmph of the Will was first screened in Berlin in 1935, the
audience acclaimed the film for its artistry, but other less sophisti-
cated audiences across Germany were not accustomed to such ar-
tistic propaganda and did not appreciate it. Even though the film is
now regarded as a propaganda masterpicce, the Nazis did not use
it 50 widely as its present reputation would suggest. Nonetheless,
Hitler ordered that Riefenstahl be given the National Film Prize,
and Gocbbels presented it to her on May 1, 1935, saying:

This film represents an exceptional achievement in the film
production of the past year. It is closely relevant to us because
it reflects the present: it describes in unprecedented scenes the
gripping events of our political existence. It is a filmed grand
vision of our Fiilrer, who is shown here for the first time on
the screen in the most impressive manner. The film has success-
fully overcome the danger of becoming & mere propaganda
feature. It has lifted up the harsh rhythm of our great epoch to
eminent heights of artistic achievement. It is a monumental
film, thundering with the tempo of marching columns, based
on iron principles redhol with creative passion.”

As we have scen, Goebbels did not approve of Riefenstahl's pro-
duction methods, but he was impressed by her creative genius and
by her film portrait of Hitler and he extolled the artist for creating
masterful cincma and powerful propaganda. Today, we oo ac-
knowledge Tritmph of the Will as a supcrb example of political
propaganda even as we arc repelled by its vision. The film is both
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documentary and propaganda, and moreover it succceds in fusing
politics with art. Critics of the film, however, have paid less atten-
tion to its arlistic achicvement than to its politics, and it has pro-
voked three basic critical responscs. First, there are the critics whose
moral and political convictions prevent them from appreciating the
film: sccond, there are those who understand the film, and cven ap-
preciate it, in light of its mission as propaganda; and third, there are
those who appreciate the formal beauty of the film in spite of its
politics. And, indecd, there arc some critics who might agrec with
all three viewpoints,

The first critical position is perhaps best exemplified by Sicg-
fricd Kracauer, whosc cvaluation of the film has had great influence,
especially on more recent critics such as David Gunston and David
Stewart Hull. One part of Kracauer’s argument against Triumph of
the Will rests on the assumption that the rally was staged for the
film; while this is inaccurate, his central asscrtion underscores the
conflict between reality and art and illuminates onc’s u.nderstanding
of the film. Kracauer writes:

Through a very impressive composition of mere newsreel shots,
this film represents thd complete transformation of reality] its
complete absorption into the artificial structure of the Party
convention {my italics] (Kracauer, 300}.

While Kracauer secs the footage as “mere newsreel shots,” Richard
Griflith acclaims Ricfenstahl for the “psychic world which she cre-
ated out of nothing with camera and shears” (Rotha and Griltith,
591). Riefelstahl insists that the film is a documentary:

The film is purely historical. [ state precisely: it is film-vérité.
It veflects the truth that was then, in 1934, history. It is there-
fore o documentary. Not a propaganda film. Oh! I know very
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well what propaganda is. That consists of recreating certain
events in order 1o illustrate 4 thesis or, in the face of certain
cvents, to let one thing go in order to accentuate another
(Delahaye, 392-93).

Both Kracauer and Ricfenstahl are right, and both arc wrong, to 8
certain cxtent. The party rally transformed the political reality of
1934 with a spectacular display of party unity, and the film recorded
that display. To that extent, the rally was propaganda, and so the
film was both documentary and propaganda, a record of reality and
a transformation of rcality. But it is in the transformation of reality
into a heroic and inspiring vision that the film has its power.

A second critical position is occupicd primarily by those who
accept the necessity for propaganda filmmaking; they do not sup-
port the politics of Ricfenstahl's film but they are impressed with
her artistry as a propaganda filmmaker. Among such is John Grier-
son, the founder of the British documentary movement, who praised
her film and later defended her against British attacks in the early
1960s, a defense that was later articulated in a more scholarly man-
ner by Kevin Brownlow. Robert Flaherty, the American pioneer of
documentary filmmaking, also understood the power of propaganda
films and regretted that Tritunph of the will could not have been
shown in the United States to warn people against Hitler.

A third critical position is held by those critics for whom cine-
matic form is more important than content; for them, a propaganda
film must transform politics into art. There has been considerably
less formalist criticism of Triumph of the Will than one might cx-
pect considering its reputation as a masterpicce of cincmatic inven-
tion and cncrgy; yet, cven here, critical silence is understandable,
considering the film's fascist politics. 1n a formalist analysis, Ken
Kclman writes:
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Propaganda is hardly less true than any traditional art
which seeks to achieve certain specific emotional clfects, to
manifest a vision of the world compellingly. Its poor reputa-
tion rests largely on the fact that it succeeds so seldom or
partially. Such failure is virtually a condition of the fiction
propaganda film, where the world presented is not necessarily
the real one, where the work is ostensibly imagined, and though
emotion may be stirred, it is not stirred by the facts of life.
Since propaganda is concerned with influcncing attitudes toward
life in a given time and place, and indeed in terms of specific
cvents and people, its ideal must always be to present this life,
these events, these people. . .« -

However, Triumph of the Will did come to surpass Potent-
kin as the ultimate in cinema propaganda. This is for one essen-
tial reason: Triwnph is a true documentary, completely made
up of ‘actual’ footage—the ultimate in incontrovertible credi-
bility. The wonderful paradox here iy that under any conditions
but this absolute reportorial truth, the propaganda itself would
be quite incredible [my italics] (Kelman, 162},

Each of thesc three critical positions articulates an individual
approach to cvaluating Triumph of the Will and cach is uscful in
helping onc to gain a better understanding of the film, but none
offcrs more than partial answers to the large questions poscd. The
film is a masterful blend of the four basic clements of cinema—light,
darkness, sound, and silence—but it is not just an achicvement in
cinematic form, for it has other essential elements—thematic, psy-
chological, mythological, narrative, and visual intercst—and it is
in the working of these clements that Ricfenstahl transcends the
limitations of the documentary film and the propaganda film genres.

Ricfenstahl’s art is to perccive the cssence of a rcal situation
and to transfer the form, content, and meaning of that essential
moment to the screen, In short, she is a poct. Through her handling
of myth, she extends the mcaning of the immediate moment by cn-
riching its cultural significance. In the history of world cinema, Tri-

Summary Critique 71

wmph of the Will stands as Riefenstahl’s brilliant fusion of prosaic
film footage with her mythic vision of reality. As such, it has not
been imitated dircctly, nor has its footage been successfully used
against it, as s0 often happens with propaganda and counter-
propaganda films. When Luis Bufiuel showed his edited version of
Triumph of the Will to an audience consisting of President Roose-
velt, René Clair, and Charles Chaplin, they all agrecd that the film
was too good to be used against itself." For Riefenstahl, the precision
marching of the Nazi troops was an objective reality, although her
subjective photography and editing added a menacing power to
it. For Chaplin, howevcr, this behavior of men as if they were ma-
chines was the essence of comedy. Diffuse as it is, The Great Dic-
tator (1940) appears to be 2 direct parody of Ricfenstahl's film. It
tells us the same thing about Hitler and the party, but it does it in an
intentionally comic mode. In the role of the dictator Hynkel, Chap-
lin mercilessly caricaturcs Hitler’s manner of walking and talking,
and he illumines Riefenstahl's implicit propaganda—that the
Fiihrer is a god—by exposing the absurd idca for what it is. Uli-
mately, Chaplin tells us more about Hitler than all of Riefenstahl’s
brilliant montage and Music possibly can, for he probes beneath the
military surface to find the insanity of humans pretending to be
what they cannot be.

With varying dcgrees of succss, footage from Triumph of the
Will has been used in anti-Nazi propaganda films. The best known
arc the seven films in Frank Capra’s “Why We Fight” scrics. In
England, the film was studied extensively and parts were used in
Fred Watt's The Curse of the Swastika {1940), John Gricrson's
humorous Gerinahy Culling (1940), and in the Donald Taylor and
Dylan Thomaus colluboration These Are the Men (1943}. Paul
Rotha made usc of itina West German film titied The Lije of Adolf
Hitler (Day Leben Adolf Hitlers, 1961). Parts of it are evident in

™
a
:
é
il
I
!




72 Filmguide to Triumph of the Will

the Soviet film on the Nuremberg trials, Roman Karmen's and
Yelizavcta Svilova's Trial by the Peoples (1946 and 1962}, and in
Erwin Leiser's Mein Kampf (1960} and Germany Awakens
(Deutschland Erwache, 1968). Shots and scenes from the film have
been cxtensively used in documentaries for such television serics as
“The Twenticth Century” and “Project XX.” In other ways, not
concerned with direct influence, one cannot help remembering Tri-
winph of the Will when sceing such films as Mel Brooks' The Pro-
ducers (1968), Stanley Kramer's Judgment at Nuremberg (1961),
Louis Clyde Stoumen's The Black Fox (1962), Alain Resnais’
Night and Fog (1955), Luchino Visconti's The Damned (1969},
and Philippe Mora's Swastika (1973).

Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will reminds us of Hitler's
plans for creating a German renaissance through Nazi party unity
and military strength. Unintentionaily, it recalls our memories of a
madman whose ideas of rebirth led to genocide. It reminds us of
unspeakable evil, of the ghastly stillness that moves one now in the
ruins of Dachau, Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Auschwitz, Sachsen-
hausen, Treblinka, and Belsen. It reminds us that man can be irra-
tional, that people can follow false gods, and that it is all too
humanly possible to make Heil seem like Heaven. The film does all
of this and more, and yet it has another great power—cinematic
power. The power and the paradox of Triumph of the Will is that
it can repel us and attract us at the same time.

a Riefenstahl filmography
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a Riefenstahl filmography

This filmography includes the titles of films dirccted by Leni Ricfen-
stahl (marked with an *) and thosc in which she appeared; for a
more cxlensive listing, sce Filim Culture (Spring 1973) which re-
prints, with corrcctions, the filmography prepared by Riefenstahl
for the German publication Filmkritik (August 1972).

Der Heilige Berg (The Holy Mountain), 1926

Der Grosse Sprung (The Great Leap), 1927

Das Schicksal Derer von Habsburg (The Fate of the von Haps-
burgs), 1929

Die Weisse Holle von Piz Palii (The White Hell of Pitz Palu), 1929

Stiirme iiber dem Montblanc (Storm Over Mont Blanc), 1930 (also
known as Avalanche)

Der Weisse Rausch (The White Frenzy), 1931

*Das Blaue Licht (The Blue Light), 1932; reissue, 1952

SOS Eisberg (S. O. 8. Iceberg), 1933

*Sieg des Glaubens (Victory of Faith), 1933

* Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the Will), 1935

*Tag der Freiheit—Unsere Wehrmacht (Day of Freedom—Our
Armed Forces), 1935

*Olympia: Part 1: Fest der Vdlker (Festival of Nations); Part 2:
Fest der Schinheit (Festival of Beauty), 1938

*Tiefland (Lowland), 1954




