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THE FILM

THE GERMAN WAR
IN THE EYE OF THE STORM
There are innumerable books and films about World War II. And yet, every year new
information or eyewitness accounts come to light to remind us that we have not yet
finished exploring this great schism in the heart of the twentieth century. Among the
hidden angles often unexplored by documentaries are the German people themselves.
April 1945. The allied bombings had reduced Germany to ruins. The American and
Soviet forces were concentrating on Berlin. Yet even when everything was already
clearly lost, the Germans continued to fight for the Nazi regime to the bitter end.
However, when the Second World War exploded six years earlier, the idea of war was
deeply unpopular amongst the German population. How can such a tremendous shift in
public opinion be explained? What did the Germans believe they were fighting for?
How did they react to the conquest of Europe, to the defeat on the Eastern Front, to
the extermination of the Jewish people? Were they aware that they were leading a
genocidal war? Why did the German people continue to fight to the death, despite the
bombings, hardships and deprivation, convinced that they were fighting for their
survival?

THE GERMAN WAR
IN THE EYE OF THE STORM
The war waged by Adolf Hitler’s regime was the most horrible in European history, and resulted in the most terrible genocide in history.
It was also quite singular and unique in the way in which it engaged, right up to the final defeat, all the material and human resources of
German society.
Based on The German War. A Nation Under Arms, 1939-45 - the innovative work by the historian Nicholas Stargardt drawn from a
Herculean research effort - this film, consisting entirely of archives, will recount the daily lives of both German civilians and soldiers
during the six years of the Second World War, from its start in September 1939 up to the months following the German surrender.
Built around correspondence, diaries and written testimonies of Germans from all walks of life, civilians as well as combatants, at the
front and in the rear, the film plunges us into the lives of the men and women who lived through the tornado born of their own
violence. Soldiers writing to their fiancees or their families, World War I veterans, members of Hitler Youth, housewives, schoolchildren,
persecuted Jews, anti-Nazis, priests and pastors, journalists, writers... The words they left reveal the private lives of a people at war,
and lift a corner of the veil over the functioning of the Nazi regime and the poisonous power of its ideology.
This is a direct dive into the tsunami of World War II, when Nazism pushed its mortal logic to the extreme end.

About the book The German War. A Nation Under Arms, 1939-45,
by Nicholas Stargardt.
Nicholas Stargard, a British historian of German origin at Oxford University, spent several years
working on the German people during the Second World War. From this long-term research was
born The German War. Portrait of a People at War 1939-1945, a vast fresco acclaimed by both
the international press and the best historians of the Second World War. We have acquired the
rights to this book, and Nicholas Stargardt is ready to collaborate with Jérôme Prieur.
His book is based on a considerable mass of sources, starting with the diaries of and letters sent
by, over several years, soldiers, civilians, friends, lovers, parents, children ...The witnesses chosen
were from a wide range of social backgrounds, and reveal the diversity of situations and opinions
in Nazi Germany. These individual testimonies are supplemented by weekly inquiries that the
Nazi regime secretly carried out in order to discover the state of mind of the population, and
which subtly chronicle the evolution of opinion throughout the Second World War.
Innovative in more than one way, the book by Nicholas Stargardt revolutionizes the perspective
on the murderous madness of Nazism by mixing singular trajectories and history. While
everything has been deconstructed – military strategy, Nazi leadership, the Shoah – no historian
had looked in this way at the German society of the time, and had made palpable, therefore
comprehensible, the behaviour, the hopes and despair, the doubts and the fears of Germans
during the 1939-45 war.

About the book The German War. A Nation Under Arms, 1939-45,
by Nicholas Stargardt.

Without ever being satisfied with simplistic explanations, it reveals the dilemmas, the anxieties and the selfishness of each, and their
evolution according to the course of the conflict. It recalls the importance of the trauma of the defeat of 1918 and the fear of its
repetition among the German population. It reveals the awareness among the Germans of the abuses committed on the Eastern front
as well as the fate reserved for the Jews. He analyzes the paradox of a German society that is sometimes critical of the Nazi regime, but
which totally internalized its brutality.
It is also teeming with a wealth of information about daily life in the Reich: propaganda through music, theatre and cinema, romantic
relationships, the sometimes contradictory attitude of the German churches, readings, shortages …
At a time when hatred and the rejection of the other regularly resurface in Europe and round the world, it also raises questions that
continue to challenge us, when it questions the degree of individual responsibility in the face of the barbarism of a regime, unreserved
adherence to an ideology, the culture of silence in the face of mass crimes and the process of brutalization brought about by war.

« Beautifully written and convincingly argued, this book is a must ».
Saul Friedländer
« Nicholas Stargardt brilliantly explores diaries, letters and other previously untapped sources to provide
more vivid and nuanced insight than ever before achieved into the motivation of ordinary Germans fighting
the most horrific war of all time ».
Ian Kershaw
« The panorama Nicholas Stargardt paints in his gripping new book is altogether subtle and convincing. The
German War takes us into the lives of men and women from all walks of life, as they fought, survived and
suffered. In revealing to us how Germans struggled to comprehend the chasm that their violence had
opened up and how they understood their own perilous transition across it, Stargardt has given us a truly
profound piece of history ».
The New York Times
« A decade after Witnesses of War, his impressive deconstruction of the minds of children under the Nazis,
Stargardt uses the diaries and letters from ordinary Germans to weave a narrative of their thoughts and
actions from the eve of conflict to its denouement. This is a beautifully written and, yes, sensitive and subtle
portrayal of war. The author deftly weaves individual tales with surprising observation ».
The Guardian
« The large book by Nicholas Stargardt helps to feed the discussions on Nazi Germany in a subtle, original
way. Neither apologetic nor simplistic in its criminalization of ordinary complicities and passivities, this
important book takes the right measure of the moral bankruptcy at the heart of the German catastrophe ».
Le Monde

Treatment

Archives and manuscripts

•
The film will be built around correspondence, diaries and written testimonies of Germans from all backgrounds. The words they have
left cover the entire conflict, from its outbreak in September 1939 to the months following the German surrender. These testimonies
will be read in voiceover. They will come from individuals of all ages, status, social class ... Their writings will offer a unique plunge into a
society launched on the path to its destruction.
Composed entirely of archive material, the film will use propaganda images shot by the Nazi regime under the aegis of Joseph Goebbels.
Film news, but also blockbuster films and radio broadcasts, this material, used with the necessary critical hindsight, makes it possible to
understand by which sources the opinion of the Germans had been shaped.
As a counterpoint to these official images, amateur archives, kept in regional cinematheques and private collections, will be used to
show another picture, more intimate and less formatted, of the war as experienced by Germans.

SOME
CHARACTERS

Ernst Guicking, farmer’s son from Hesse, professional soldier, infantryman; and Irene Reitz,
a florist from Lauterbach, Hesse; they marry during the war.
Wilm Hosenfeld, Catholic, First World War veteran and village schoolteacher in Thalau in
Hesse, serves in the German garrison in Warsaw; and his wife Annemie, a trained singer
and Protestant convert to Catholicism; they have five children.
Jochen Klepper, a writer from Nikolassee, Berlin; married to Johanna, a Jewish convert to
Protestantism, with two step-daughters.
Liselotte Purper, photo-journalist from Berlin; and Kurt Orgel, jurist from Hamburg, artillery
officer; they marry during the war.
Victor Klemperer, Jewish convert to Protestantism, First World War veteran and academic;
and his wife Eva, a former concert pianist.
August Töpperwien, First World War veteran and Gymnasium teacher from Solingen,
officer in charge of prisoners of war; and his wife Margarete.
Fritz Probst, a carpenter from Thuringia, building battalion; and his wife Hildegard; they
have three young children.
Helmut Paulus, doctor’s son from Pforzheim and eldest of four teenage children,
infantryman.

Hans Albring et Eugen Altrogge, from Gelsenkirchen-Buer near
Münster, friends and members of Catholic youth movement,
signals and infantryman.

Wilhem Moldenhauer, shopkeeper from Nordstemmen near
Hanover, radio operator.
Marianne Strauss, Jewish kindergarten teacher from Essen.
Ursula von Kardorff, journalist from Berlin.
Peter Stölten, from Zehlendorf in Berlin, despatch rider and tank commander.
Lisa de Boor, journalist from Marburg; married to Wolf, with three grown-up children: Monika,
Anton and Hans.
Willy Reese, trainee bank clerk from Duisburg, infantryman.
Maria Kundera, railway worker at Michelbevern near Vienna; and Hans H., railwayman’s son,
paratrooper.

WORLD WAR II
AS SEEN BY THE
GERMANS

THE GERMAN WAR
IN THE EYE OF THE STORM

September 3, 1939 : After a border incident engineered by SS forces, Nazi Germany invaded Poland. France and Britain reacted by
declaring war on the Third Reich. This was the beginning of the Second World War. Fed for years the speeches of National Socialist
propaganda, Germans were convinced that Hitler had done everything to avoid war, and were rather reluctant at the idea of the battles
that were announced ...
“The Führer proposals were acceptable, modest and would serve to preserve the peace.”
Wilm Hosenfeld, teacher.

“How can a people cope with a war without any enthusiasm whatever, so downcast?!”
Jochen Klepper, Berlin writer.

« It’s better to clear the decks now. Then it’s to be hoped we won’t have to be involved in a war again. Hopefully the time will come, sooner or later, when I am with you again.”
Letter from Fritz Probst, cabinetmaker from Thuringia, to his wife Hildegard

September 1939 : The Polish campaign was the first act of the war. For many soldiers of the Wehrmacht it was also their baptism of fire,
with its corollary of exactions and massacres.
“Burning houses, weeping women, howling children. A picture of despair. But the Polish people didn’t want it better.”
Gerhard M., infantry soldier

” If there was no more military here, within three weeks not a single ethnic German would survive. One sees quite clearly in their eyes that Polish people is predestined for
revolution.”
Heinrich Böll, literature student

“How gladly I became a soldier, but today I’d like to tear the field-grey uniform into pieces.”
Wilm Hosenfeld, witness of abuses he disapproves of

January 1940 : In Germany, the programme of elimination of the physically and mentally handicapped was set up: a planned mass
murder that preceded the genocide of the Jews by two years. Information on this secret programme eventually spreads, leading to
protests from private individuals and a part of the German clergy.
“We consider ourselves obliged to take a public stand against medical killing for the education and enlightenment of the Catholic people, so that our people are not confused
about the basis of true morality.”
Letter from representatives of the highest Catholic clergy to the Ministers of the Interior, Justice and Religious Affairs

June 1940 : After Poland, it was France’s turn to be defeated, in less than six weeks of fighting. The country was occupied by German
soldiers, who intended to make the most of its resources, and exult to have conquered their “hereditary enemy”.
“In Toulon, we first eat pork leg, then roast calf, sausage with vegetables and to finish a wonderful dessert. Apricots with cherries. To go with it two bottles of red wine. And the
whole lot cost the impossible price of nine francs. That’s 75 German pfennig. Yes, yes, you’re right. We’re living like ‘God in France’.”
Ernst Guicking, infantry soldier, letter to his wife

June 1941 : Germany breaks the German-Soviet pact and launches a surprise attack on Stalin’s USSR. Summary executions and mass
killings multiply.
“It was like being hit on the head. We had heard for a long time about the troop build-ups in the east and yet were surprised by the fact . . . My first thought was of you, of
course.”
Erna Paulus, letter to his soldier son

“It was all very quick. We watched the show and then went back to work, as if nothing had happened. Partisans are enemies and blackguards and must vanish.”
Hermann Gieschen, letter to his wife Hanna about executions carried out by his unit

“Perhaps, cavemen ate each other, but to simply butcher a nation, men, women, children, in the twentieth century, and that it should be us, who are waging a crusade
against Bolshevism, that is such a dreadful blood-guilt to make you want to sink into the ground with shame.”
Wilm Hosenfeld, teacher in Thalau, soldier in the German garrison in Warsaw

“150 Jews from this place were shot, men, women and children, all bumped off. The Jews are being completely exterminated. Please don’t think about it, that’s how it has to
be. And don’t tell R. about it, leave it for later!”
Hermann Gieschen, letter to his wife Hanna

January 1942 : The Nazi leaders decide to implement what they call “the Final Solution” at the
Wannsee conference. Through the news they receive from the front, many German civilians
are aware of the massacres perpetrated against the Jews in the countries to the East. And
especially since despite the official instructions, many soldiers send their families reels of
photos of the front to be developed, including many shots taken during massacres.
“We can be happy that we are not Jews. At first I didn’t understand, but now I know: it’s a matter of existence or nonexistence. Certainly it has gone so far that they will do to us as we have done to them, if we should lose the war.”
Walter Kassler, East Front soldier on leave, letter to his brother-in-law
“We tell people the Führer is said to want to be informed by 15.1.1942 that not a single Jew remains within the borders of
the German Reich. In Russia the Jews are said to have been put to work in former Soviet factories, while the elderly and sick
Jews are to be shot.”
Report of the SS intelligence service on the state of mind of the population of the Ruhr
“The mood of all Jewry here is without exception the same: The terrible end is imminent. The Nazis will perish, but perhaps,
probably, they will have time to annihilate us first”
Viktor Klemperer, academic, Jew converted to Protestantism
“We are not just destroying the Jews fighting against us, we literally want to exterminate this people as such!”
August Töpperwien, high school teacher in Solinger, officer in charge of POW
“Mummy told me recently most of the Jews have been killed in camps, but I can’t believe it.”
A 15-year-old girl in her diary
“We had gone on about 200 yards and the sweetish odour was transformed into a strong smell of something burning.
'That is from the crematory', says the policeman.”
Wilhem Cornides, NCO who travelled by train near Belzec camp

July 1942 : On the Russian front the terrible battle of Stalingrad commenced. Months of fierce
fighting, lost by the Reich army in early 1943. Announced on the radio, the defeat creates a
major shock wave in German society.

“Here it is a matter of life and death. Russia is our fate. The struggle has reached a harshness and implacability that
beggars all description. ‘Not one of you has the right to return home alive!’ This motto has been repeated to us soldiers
often enough and we know that it is meant seriously. We are completely prepared”
An Army Corporal on the Eastern Front

“Very rarely are people subjected in their lives to such brutalization.”
Albert Joos, East Front soldier

“Well, the order: Back! We are completely morally done in. I can’t describe what we feel in these minutes. It’s too
enormous. We could howl aloud”
Hans Reinert, East Front soldier

March 1943 : Less than three months after Stalingrad, the Germans see war on their territory
when the British Royal Air Force launches a massive bombing campaign on the Reich. The
bombs that fall on their cities undermine the morale of Germans. Women, adolescents,
children: now society as a whole is swept away by the spiral of war.

“Quoting Goethe ‘as saying something like, ‘Only he who conquers the fear of death has completely won life’. Against the
devilish thunder from the air, I feel unarmed’.”
Liselotte Purper, photographer, letter to her husband Kurt

“Defeatists must die in expiation of their actions and as a warning to others.”
Heinrich Himmler, Minister of the Interior of the Third Reich

“One has to say quite objectively that the common people, the middle classes, and the rest of the population make
repeated remarks in intimate circles and also in larger gatherings that the attacks count as retaliation for our treatment
of the Jews.”
Lother de la Camp, merchant, letter to his relatives

June 1944 : The Americans land in France. On the Eastern front, defeat is looming day by day. Germany is now plunged into an apocalyptic
logic: either supreme victory or total collapse. The regime calls on new blood by sending teenagers into battle.
“We came to the sober and simple conclusion that none of us would draw his head out of the noose and that our lives were now over.”
Peter Stölen, soldier in Normandy, letter to his wife

“Think of the brutality with which we will be raped and murdered, think of the terrible misery, which the air terror alone is already bringing upon our country. No, let the farmer wail,
if you have to kill their animals. No, do the enemy harm where you can, that’s what you are there for, not to make it easier for him in his struggle against you.”
Liselotte Purper, photographer, letter to her husband, whose unit is stationed near the Baltic

“Holding out’, Well, they will hold out until they are all dead, there is no other salvation”
Ursulla von Kardoff, journalist in Berlin

April 1945 : April 30 Adolf Hitler commits suicide. On May 8 Germany capitulates. In August 1947, a poll conducted by the Americans
showed that 55% of Germans think that Nazism was "a good idea poorly executed”. The entry into the Cold War, with the
instrumentalizations of the past which it brought about in the East Germany as in West Germany, and the barrier of silence which is
established between the German generations, will push back several decades the work of memory of the Germans on their experience of
the war.
“People now are ‘cursing Hitler’. From one day to the next. First they are all Nazis and suddenly Communists. Out of the brown skin into the red one.”
A young girl from Berlin

“Woe to the vanquished! Neither before nor since do I feel guilty for the war and all the horrors in the concentration camps as well as the shameful deeds committed in our name. –
You, Mummy, my brothers and many, many among us bear just as little guilt.”
A German housewife, letter to her husband, prisoner of war

Jérôme Prieur - Director
Director and writer Jérôme Prieur has over 20 documentaries to his name about history, literature and the arts. Notably, with Gérard
Mordillat he codirected Corpus Christi, The Origins of Christianity and The Apocalypse, a three part series on the history of Christianity
which was wildly successful around the world. In his latest films, Jérôme Prieur began a long-term work of uncovering the mechanisms of
the Third Reich: Helene Berr: a Young Woman in Occupied Paris (Best 2014 Documentary Film Award from French Syndicate of Cinema
Critics), Hitler’s Games, Berlin 1936 (Best Use of Footage in a History Production, Focal International Awards 2017), My Life in Hitler’s
Germany (Selected at Bologna Il Cinema Ritrovato Festival).

Roche Productions
ROCHE Productions is an independent production company created by Dominique Tibi in 1994. Three times nominated for Best
Documentary Producer by French TV professionals, ROCHE Productions has been active for many years on the international market and
is known for the high quality of its often prize-winning productions. ROCHE films and documentary series mainly focus on history and
geopolitics, with an international focus. Most of them became international bestsellers, broadcasted worldwide : National Geographic,
Discovery Networks, BBC, RTBF, RTS, RSI, CBC Radio-Canada, SBS, Arte France, France Télévisions, Canal+, TF1, TV5 Monde, TG4, VRT,
NRK, SVT, YLE, NHK, AVRO.

