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G
oing to the cinema in wartime has been a
comfortand, indeed, a near necessity formany
people. Studies by Michael Hammond, Nicho-
las Hiley, Heide Schlüpmann and Antje Strahl,

for example, have pointed out that during World War I
cinemas were places where people could find shelter
against physical cold and psychological hunger.1

Soldiers on leave or too badly wounded to return to
the front found a pastime, as did families and friends
wanting to see the places where their beloved ones
were sent, sharing in their thoughts at least some of
what those close to their hearts had to endure.

The German Army, however, feared that dis-
tributing films freely might potentially damage the
cause of the military. Almost from the beginning of
the war they insisted on censoring every film to be
shown in cinemas, as some sort of follow-up to the
censorship boards introduced earlier by state
authorities, mainly between 1910 and 1912, in sev-
eral parts of Germany. Herbert Birett’s book, Ver-
zeichnis in Deutschland gelaufener Filme, shows that
Berlin, Munich, Stuttgart and Dresden were the main
local centers before censorship became unified un-
der a national law voted for on 12 May 1920.2 Other
regions without an office of their own accepted the
authorization given by the Berlin or Munich censors.3

However, my research has found that the situ-
ation in western Germany (not previously studied),
and specifically in the region around Düsseldorf, was
rather different. My article will show that this provin-
cial town, albeit part of a larger national context, and
so forced to “live by the rules” of the German gov-
ernment, could nevertheless have specific regulatory
problems for which it had to find its own solutions
and create its own rules, according to local necessi-
ties. In fact, a whole region was involved, which

makes this case study not just a local one, but one
that is relevant for a large area.4

Documents found in the municipal archive of
Düsseldorf, unique of their kind, present the unofficial
part of this activity: when, how and by whom the
orders were executed. They give a very instructive
“behind the scenes” view, and show a fragment of
the daily life of German society during the First World
War. They let us see how military and civilian authori-
ties cooperated with the representatives of an impor-
tant business, in this case the film business, which
during the Weimar Republic (and later the Third
Reich) would be an important factor in the economic
and cultural sector.5

Düsseldorf – a local situation far
from the capital

The city of Düsseldorf, situated about 45 km from the
Dutch border, was at the outbreak of war the unoffi-
cial “film distribution center of the west”.6 This city, in
the region of Rheinland-Westfalen, near to a coal-
mining area along the river Ruhr with many industrial
towns, is itself one of the most important cities on the
river Rhine (together called Rheinprovinzen). The
distributors in Düsseldorf were therefore dealing with
densely populated areas, where going to the movies
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had become part of everyday life. The infrastructure
was not comparable to Berlin, where the local cine-
mas had to be supplied with prints first, and copies
were then sent by train to regional centers such as
Munich or Düsseldorf, from where smaller towns
were served.

Traditionally a garrison town, Düsseldorf grew
during the war years as it became an army supply
center and hospital location.7 During the four years
of the War, about 113,500 injured soldiers were
treated there.8 Industry was already important and
had made the region wealthy, and after 31 July 1914
Düsseldorf became one of the biggest production
centers for weapons in the Reich. The population was
already growing fast in the years just before the war.9

The number of workers living in the town increased
from 48,000 in 1914 to more than 90,000 in 1918 (and
in later years a third of them were women).10 When
the war broke out, the town had eighteen cinemas,
small and large; even in 1917, the year of the winter
of great hunger (Steckrübenwinter), the Reichs-Kino-
Adreßbuch lists twenty-two cinemas.11

Many solders stayed here to recover from their
injuries. In the beginning, the cinemas offered them
free tickets to honor their efforts in the trenches. “In
Düsseldorf alone 300–400 soldiers go to the cinemas
every afternoon.”12 At the same time this offered the
exhibitors the opportunity to show their patriotic atti-

tude. The concept of “practical patriotism”, used by
Michael Hammond and borrowed from Leslie Midkiff
DeBauche, fits the Düsseldorf situation precisely.13

As the war went on, this free-of-charge system be-
came too costly for the cinema owners, and after a
while soldiers had to pay the same reduced prices
as children.

Film-going was very important, as other enter-
tainments, such as variety and legitimate theatres,
dance halls, etc., were no longer allowed. Cinemas
were permitted to continue business, although a
small number of them closed for some weeks after 2
August 1914, the first day of mobilization, due to a
lack of staff – many projectionists had to shoulder
arms and leave for Flanders, France, or another
enemy country. Cinemas reopened during the fall of
1914.

During the war years the annual number of film
shows in Düsseldorf declined, but the number of
tickets sold steadily increased.14

Year Number of

shows

Number of

tickets sold

1914 4,228 1,611,719

1915 3,610 1,675,049

1916 2,891 1,730,437

1917 2,739 2,266,483

1918 2,740 2,558,453

Fig. 1. Lichtspiel
Feldkino, 1916. A
military cinema
in an occupied
village,
unidentified
location.
[Postcard in
author’s
collection.]
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So, for example, if three to four hundred sol-
diers bought a ticket every day in 1915, they would
have represented from 6.5 per cent to 8.5 per cent of
the annual audience.15 Considering the huge num-
bers going to the movies it is quite understandable,
from its own point of view, that the Army in North
Rhine-Westphalia was keen to censor the films circu-
lating in the area. And representatives of the film
industry in western Germany (who by now had major
financial investments in cinemas) were also eager to
have their films censored – by one single institution
in their own region. While this seems strange today,
there were several reasons for it. From about 1912
the censorship office in Berlin filled in most of the
censorship forms (Zensurkarten) accompanying
every single print. Censorship took place in Berlin, as
almost all German and foreign producers and dis-
tributors had their headquarters in the capital. A
change in legislation, voted for on 2 July 1914, had
brought uncertainty and the fear of higher costs for
the cinema industry because it was now being asked
to pay twice: for the censor in Berlin and for the local
police to do it all over again.16

Furthermore, the middle-sized towns in the
western part of Germany, situated near or on the
rivers Rhine (mostly Catholic) and Ruhr, did not al-
ways agree with the decisions of the police in Berlin.
The capital of the Reich, a metropolis of more than
two million inhabitants under Prussian administration
and influenced by Protestants, seemed “too liberal”
for the authorities of smaller provincial towns.17 The
Berlin film censors, at least according to the local
representatives of the cinema industry in the West,
were not firm enough in cutting out the “vices” pre-
sented in films.18 The local police agreed: the Catho-
lics in the Rheinland asked for a more severe
censorship than was the case in Berlin.19

Another reason for wanting regional censor-
ship was that a print released officially in one town
could be forbidden in another, which meant a loss of
money for the distributors. Indeed, the cinema indus-
try complained about “the damage and disaster
caused by local interdictions during the first year of
the war”.20 They agreed that a local institution should
be in charge, to protect them against arbitrary meas-
ures and bring more stability to their business.

The censorship board: the
Filmprüfungsstelle, Düsseldorf
(1915–1918)

As most film distribution companies had opened

offices in Düsseldorf, their representatives united in
a regional film distributors’ association for Rheinland-
Westfalen (the Provinzialverband für Rheinland-
Westfalen zur Wahrung gemeinsamer Interessen der
Kinematographie und verwandter Branchen e.V., or
Provinzialverband) and suggested that a censorship
institution should be established in the city.21 It was
from Düsseldorf central station that prints were nor-
mally shipped to other towns, after having been
viewed and ordered by the cinema owners on the
local “cinema mile”, Graf-Adolf-Straße. Furthermore,
transport costs could be reduced and the risk of
losing films was minimized when the cinema direc-
tors fetched and brought the prints themselves to a
nearby office.

But to open a censorship office during the war
was not an easy task. The distributors’ association
and the Army (Rheinarmee) started collaborating in
the summer of 1915. Many details needed attention,
and some rather foreseeable practical problems had
to be resolved, including finding a sufficient number
of “cultivated people” who would be willing to work
as censors and who would not be likely to be drafted
into the military; finding an office in which to house
the institution; and organizing a schedule to make
sure that enough prints and the censors to view them
were always present (and that no print was, by acci-
dent, viewed/censored twice). Rules had to be es-
tablished, such as how much to charge for each
censored reel and what would be the working hours
for the censors and technical staff (who had to keep
the projectors running, etc).22 They needed to find a
newspaper in which to publish their verdicts (or find
another method of publicizing this information). And
of course there were certainly more details which
demanded attention.

The board members of the distributors’ asso-
ciation started negotiating with the relevant authori-
ties: the police of Düsseldorf as well as at the Army’s
headquarters (Generalkommando) in Münster (VII.
Armeekorps, General Egon Freiherr von Gayl) and
Koblenz (VIII. Armeekorps, General Paul von Ploetz).
In September 1915 the police accepted responsibil-
ity for the censoring, under the condition that the
distributors’ association would find adequate rooms
and would do the administrative work.23 The censor-
ship board was to be called the Filmprüfungsstelle
Düsseldorf.24 As in other towns it became part of the
police. Freiherr von Gayl, in his “Bekanntmachung”
(announcement) on 21 October 1915, stated that his
decision to establish a censorship board for the
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district he controlled (VII. Armeekorps) was based on
the “many complaints” that “film screenings and
posters did not suit the gravity of the situation” (i.e.
the mood of wartime). His measures were to be
expanded into the neighboring VIII. Armeekorps.25

The influence of the film industry in Düsseldorf
must have been considerable, otherwise they would
not have been able to persuade their military “part-
ners” to accept civilians, and even film repre-
sentatives, among the censors. When the
distributors’ association met with the generals on 9
September 1915 at the hotel Artushof, near the fa-
mous Königsstraße, they brought a list with names
of possible members.

On 3 November 1915 the Düsseldorfer Tage-
blatt announced that the Filmvorprüfungsstelle was
ready to take up its work.26 In charge was Alfred
Rosenthal, a film journalist and author, and there
were several other film industry representatives.27

The last to join the group were apparently three
officers to represent the Army, Hauptmann Kürten,
Hauptmann Kämpffe (or Kampfe) and Leutnant der
Reserve Kamp von Schartrow. The other board
members had earlier agreed to participate. Among
them were journalists, teachers, lawyers, repre-
sentatives of the Chamber of Trade, the Red Cross,
the supervisory school authority, the municipal youth

welfare office, a local women’s club and, of course,
several directors of the bigger cinemas in town. The
names of about thirty people can be found in different
documents.28 Their first meeting took place on 5
November 1915. The Düsseldorfer Tageblatt in-
formed its readers that from 11 November onwards
only censored films would be allowed to be shown.29

Therefore it was very urgent for the jury to start its
work.30 The first screening room was quickly opened
at Hohenzollernhaus on Königsallee 14.

Unforeseen troubles

Very soon after starting the work the board encoun-
tered its first problems. They were of various kinds
and were discussed by the members of the jury.31

One member noted the lack of professionalism
among the distributors, disrupting the schedule of
the board and causing a considerable loss of time.32

There were technical problems with the projectors.33

Then it turned out there were a huge number of films
to view: it seems that a minimum of 10,000 meters
per day had to be seen in order to keep up with the
incoming submissions.34 So a second jury was
mooted, but there was insufficient space to accom-
modate it in the Hohenzollernhaus, and an attempt,
starting 2 January 1916, to make two groups work in
parallel in the same room failed. So that month an-

Fig. 2. Interior of
Schadow-
Lichtspiele,
1916. A
Düsseldorf
Cinema where
soldiers went to
see films without
mixing with the
local population.
[Postcard in
author’s
collection.]
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other room was equipped with a projector and
opened for screenings on Graf-Adolf-Straße 37a (at
the same location as the cinema Asta Nielsen had
been since 1913).35

Personnel shortages continued through 1916.
Not enough jurors were available to keep up with the
workload, so more teachers were invited and joined
the group.36 Then the director, Alfred Rosenthal, was
called up for military service (until then he was
classed “nur garnisondienstfähig” – only fit for serv-
ice at the garrison), and difficulties followed to find a
replacement.37 For at least one session too few
members of the board showed up, so that films could
not be censored and the prints had to be sent back.38

Other problems arose, too. A re-examination
of censored films by some small town mayors
caused delays and trouble for local cinema owners.39

There were criminal attempts to cheat by forging titles
on a censorship form (Zensurkarte) or by submitting
already banned films again, but under another title.40

Last, but not least, an important – even decisive –
question had not been discussed in the beginning
(at least not extensively enough): what censorship
rules should be followed in viewing the films.

What had to be banned and cut out?

It seems that while everybody was busy with practical
questions, almost nobody had thought about fixing
rules and instructing the board members. Only the
Army insisted that the “gravity of the situation”
needed a more severe censorship than in peacetime
and that “exciting (sensational) scenes” should al-
ways be banned.41 In mid-January 1916 a correspon-
dence began between the parties concerned. The
Düsseldorf police offered to make an extensive list of
basic principles.42 The points of view of the Catholic
film journal Bild und Film were recommended.43

Books and articles by well-known authors of the
Kinoreform movement, such as Herman Häfker,
Konrad Lange or Albert Hellwig, were suggested as
a reference point.44 In November 1915 Düsseldorf’s
police inspector Gauer had gone for inspiration to
Berlin to talk to his colleague Prof. Dr. Karl Brunner,
feared by the entire film industry for his severe ver-
dicts. In February 1916 the local head of the Catholic
Church and member of the censorship board, Presi-
dent General Mosterts, submitted his reflections on
what he personally would eliminate in a picture.45 It
is interesting to see that the Army seems to have left
it to the civilians to discuss this issue and to find a
solution.

Finally all jurors received some general instruc-
tions in the form of a Memorandum for the members
of the film censorship committee (Merkblatt für die
Mitglieder des Filmprüfungsausschusses), including
this advice:

The censorship concerns the effect, not the
content of the film. Therefore the censor, dur-
ing the examination, has to ask the following
questions: (1) How does the picture influence
the audience including adolescents older than
16 years? (2) How does the picture influence
children and adolescents younger than 16
years?46

The memorandum included two pages of what
the author – probably a member of the police –
considered to be offensive. These general instruc-
tions endeavoured to make sure that all films were
viewed and judged according to the same principals.
On the other hand, they set a high standard, and
practical problems remained, such as additional ju-
rors having to be found the moment it became obvi-
ous that the current members could not cope with
the enormous number of prints submitted every day.

Herbert Birett has found seventeen title lists
published in the Amtsblatt der Königlichen Regierung
zu Düsseldorf from November 1915 until April 1917,
which include 555 banned films. Only a few titles are
mentioned in the files at the municipal archive, which
means that censoring had quickly become routine
work. In one dossier two titles can be found: Der
Spion and the drama Schwert und Herd (Georg Viktor
Mendel, 1916, National-Film GmbH Berlin), banned
for “casting a slur at the class of the big landowners
and so doing harm”.47

According to their belief that Rhineland and
Westphalia needed stricter censorship, the Film-
prüfungsstelle Düsseldorf was harsher in its verdicts
than other censorship boards in Germany. From
March 1916 onwards the lists also state the Berlin
decisions, so that both cities can be compared. The
Prussian censors in Berlin were normally milder than
their colleagues, restricting a film for children only,
sometimes after having imposed some cuts.48 Birett
mentions that Berlin banned about 2 per cent of all
films, Munich 5 per cent. As for Düsseldorf, it is not
known how many films were censored, and the per-
centage might have been a lot higher. As an indica-
tion, from the establishment of the censorship board
up to early 1917, between 5,000 and 6,000 films were
examined, and about 520 were totally or partially
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banned, which means that between 8.6 per cent and
10.4 per cent were affected by an interdiction of some
kind.

It seems that for quite some time the film
industry did not receive sufficient information about
the reasons for banning. After more than half a year,
in June 1916, the distributors’ association protested
against this policy in a letter to Düsseldorf’s alder-
man, Robert Lehr, complaining, that “In the case of
censorship, the owner of the film is never informed
about the reasons for its interdiction”. Cinema owner
Genandt, the author of the letter, argued that a dis-
tributor had to pay “12,000, 15,000 or more Marks”
for the rights to a film for a particular territory:

[B]y shortening or cutting out the scenes in
question, or even by changing a whole act,
which the production companies would be
willing to do, some costly films could be sal-
vaged for the owners instead of being totally
blocked.49

During the war every film producer, of course,
knew that content which was considered acceptable
before the conflict could now become “a sensitive
item”, and therefore what might have been consid-
ered a profitable film could suddenly turn into an
unsaleable object. So if a film was totally banned
based on a taboo subject matter the distributors’
association would rarely contest the judgement,
whereas in the case of a banning based on particular
scenes the distributor could make some cuts and
then submit the film again.50 For Genandt this was a
way to save a film for Rhineland and Westfalia, the
districts for which his colleagues had booked it. But
despite Genandt’s letter and the considerable
number of totally forbidden films, the Film-
prüfungsstelle seems not to have changed its sys-
tem.

What precisely was censored? Film censor-
ship during wartime is done for all kinds of reasons,
such as avoiding anti-war sentiment which might be
aroused by horrific images (hurting the audience’s
feelings and morale); avoiding the demoralizing of
spectators, especially family members of soldiers at
the front, by scenes showing wounded and dying
men; keeping the audience from recognizing paral-
lels between a fiction film and the actual war, which
might lead to criticism of the Army or other authori-
ties; and avoiding the showing of films which might
influence people already tired of the war to oppose
it openly.51

Such motives were of great importance to the
German Army and were considered Army affairs
(Heeresangelegenheiten) which had to be strictly
controlled. Other unwanted images were those al-
ready proscribed before the war: scenes of immor-
ality, violence, dissemination of politically radical
ideas and anti-religious feelings, etc. The Army
wanted “nice pictures”, full of good humor, with an
upright view of life, offering a calm education for mind
and soul.52 The aforementioned guidance notes for
censors, the “Merkblatt für die Mitglieder des Film-
prüfungsausschusses”, also mentioned these
“peacetime sins”. The censorship lists of Düsseldorf
found by Birett confirm that the censoring parame-
ters of the pre-war years as well as subsequent
military reasoning were both followed. For example,
scenes from Die kleine Heldin (Alfred Halm, 1915,
National-Film GmbH) had to be cut for showing the
harassing of a helpless woman, the injuring of a
civilian (violence), and dead soldiers, even if these
were French (Heeresangelegenheit). After the cuts
the Berlin censors decided in 1915 that the film could
be seen by adults, though it was still forbidden for
children.53 But, significantly, Düsseldorf did not allow
it at all.

Fig. 3. Copy of a
letter to the
mayor of
Kaiserwerth, a
village near
Düsseldorf,
stating that the
film Schwert und
Herd, authorized
by the
Filmprüfungs-
stelle, has now
been banned by
General van Gayl
himself. From the
file III 7799
Filmzensurstelle
Düsseldorf
(1915–1916).
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The film industry in Berlin probably complained
about this severity, as the president of the Berlin
police contacted his Düsseldorf counterpart about
his concerns in this matter. He mentioned some titles
and explained why he thought they should not be
forbidden, including Die kleine Heldin, but also Der
gestreifte Domino (Adolf Gärtner, 1915, Stuart-
Webbs-Film), Das tanzende Herz (Max Mack, 1916,
Greenbaum-Film GmbH) and Die Finsternis und ihr
Eigentum (Otto Rippert, 1916, Deutsche Mutoskop-
und Biograph GmbH).54 It is not known whether the
jurors in the West of Germany knew about this com-
plaint and whether they acted with less severity from
then on. But the letter must have had some influence
as two of the films, Der gestreifte Domino and Die
Finsternis und ihr Eigentum, after a second viewing
by the board, were allowed to be screened for adults.

At least in one case the Army did not agree with
a decision. Der Spion (Heinz Carl Heiland, 1917,
Frankfurter Film-Co. GmbH), released on 7 August
1917 with the consent of the censors, was forbidden
by von Gayl on 13 October 1917. No reason was
given in his note. He may have been inspired by
Berlin’s example, where the film was forbidden. Spy
films such as Doppelt verwundet (1916, Camp Film),
also mentioned by the president of the Berlin police,
were generally considered undesirable during the
war.55 (It was only allowed in 1918, its title changed
to In die Wolken verfolgt, but stayed forbidden for
children.)56

The Filmprüfungsstelle and the film
industry in North Rhine-Westphalia

Even if it took less than half a year to come to an
agreement and make the necessary arrangements,
given that the war had begun in August 1914 the
Filmprüfungsstelle started very late. As already men-
tioned, it suffered from a lot of start-up problems. Its
low productivity was the major one.

The importation of foreign films from “enemy
countries” such as France or Great Britain had, in
general, already been stopped earlier, which made
the situation even more difficult for the cinema own-
ers.57 By mid-December 1914 all French and British
films produced after 1 August 1914 were banned by
order of the minister of war.58 As the board of cen-
sorship was very slow to take up its duty, a decreas-
ing number of films could be put at the disposal of
the exhibitors. And as the distributors’ association
was not able to tackle the problem, the film-hungry
cinema owners started to grumble. In March 1916 the

complaints were already so extensive that the organ-
izers had to think about an appeals commission.59

The police noted in April 1916: “Up to now the cen-
sorship board in Düsseldorf has censored 1,800
prints. Considering there are 200 cinemas, this
number seems small … .”60

If 1,800 films were examined since the begin-
ning, that meant 360 titles per month or 90 in a week.
But since mid-November 9,000 films had been sub-
mitted, most of them consisting of several reels, so
just a fifth of the total number had been actually dealt
with up to that point.61 The Filmprüfungsstelle would
need until the beginning of 1917 to cope with the
problem, as by then between 5,000 and 6,000 “old
films” had been censored, as already mentioned.62

The censorship activity was voluntary work,
and the committee members worked when they had
time to do so. Films were shown between 10 and 12
a.m. and 6:30 and 8:30 p.m. On Monday afternoons
and Saturday afternoons nobody worked.63 This
meant that twenty hours per week for one group or
forty hours for two juries were all they could manage.
The maximum they viewed per day was fifteen films,
including one-, two- or three-reelers.64 At that pace
the censored titles had soon been shown in every
venue, and the demand for new films was continu-
ously to be heard. The distributors’ association, un-
der the pressure of their colleagues, suggested in
June 1916 that they would accept the decisions of
Berlin’s censor board and use the Berlin Zen-
surkarten.65 But the police of Düsseldorf objected:

It [the Filmprüfungsstelle] was established to
undertake a re-examination in accordance
with current conditions and the circumstances
in Rhineland and Westfalia. The previous cen-
sorship results show that among the films cen-
sored [and passed] by Berlin’s police were a
good number of pictures which did not meet
the requirements.66

The police obviously did not trust their own
colleagues in Berlin. Instead they clearly preferred a
local solution and suggested setting up a second
censorship board in Cologne to help out. This idea
was strongly rejected by Rosenthal and his col-
leagues, certainly not only because of the long last-
ing rivalry between the two neighboring towns, but
because they would not want to diminish their influ-
ence and lose their dominant position in the film
business.67 As an alternative, the distributors’ asso-
ciation suggested inviting more people to join the
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board. The police asked for a considerable number
of additional staff: “The maximum output of 20,000
film-meters per day requires a pool of more than 80
members.”68 In June 1916 about ninety jurors worked
for the Filmprüfungsstelle, which still was not
enough.69

The situation became more than difficult for the
cinema owners. First of all they had to endure the
general problems caused by the war, including lim-
ited opening hours (half a week) in the first year of
the war. They constantly had to replace projection-
ists, musicians and heads of orchestra coming from
and leaving for the front. The possibility of fires arose
as the replacement staff was not always sufficiently
familiar with the projectors; the use of quite worn-out
prints represented an even higher risk as nitrate
prints could get stuck in the gate and burn.70 During
the last year of the war illnesses such as tuberculosis
spread around – most of all the Spanish influenza
which broke out in spring 1918 and peaked in Octo-
ber, just before the end of the combat operations in
mid-November. Most inhabitants were busy search-
ing for food as a result of increased rationing, and
thus were less likely to go and see films.71 Distribution
conditions were strained, as the Army had priority in
rail transport between Berlin and the Western parts
of the country, causing a delay in the shipping of
prints.

But they also had to cope with problems
caused by the film industry itself, as the film press
sometimes complained. Distributors had to prepay
for rented prints without any guarantee that the film
would be successful. The definitive introduction of
the monopoly distribution system (even for one-reel-
ers) in 1915/16 cemented the three-class system
(first-, second-, third-run-cinemas). Programs lacked
diversity when serials became fashionable, and
these were inundating the market in 1916/17. As
German film production started very late, it was un-
able to replace the films delivered by “enemy coun-
tries” which were now forbidden. Last, but not least,
a lack of materials to fix broken films made projection
a daily challenge for cinema owners.

Under then current conditions distributors no
longer received enough films to satisfy their clients.
New films were rare, and old prints would disappoint
the audience waiting for news from the front.72 Fewer
opportunities for playing optimistic films meant less
chance of raising “practical (war-) patriotism” (Leslie
Midkiff DeBauche) to strengthen morale, which was
considered important by the Army. Without new films

cinema owners certainly lost money, as most people
were not interested in seeing a long film twice, espe-
cially not in one of the expensive film palaces. Re-
peating old films made first-run cinemas in the center
of Düsseldorf look like third-rate houses (the so
called ‘Bezirkstheater’ on the outskirts of a metropo-
lis) which received films weeks after the premiere. In
the worst case, by losing too much money, exhibitors
could be forced to close their houses and fire the staff
which, as a consequence, would render “several
thousand employees without bread, among them
many wives of soldiers and war invalids”, as the
distributors’ association stressed in a letter to the
Army.73

But in the circumstances theatre directors had
to make up their programs out of older, previously-
shown films. In autumn 1916, films released in 1913
and 1914 were still being screened – and even these
old films, already with a Zensurkarte and being
shown before the war, had to be re-censored. New
times demand new rules was the Army’s idea. The
number of prints circulating was restricted, pushing
the cinema owners to play more or less everything
they could get their hands on. But even these films
were difficult to get. Supply became a major prob-
lem.

Something had to be done. Probably the mu-
nicipal authorities thought of their lost profits – every
ticket sold brought in tax money for the town.74 The
Army was convinced that the population needed to
be cheered up; in any case, they put a lot of pressure
on the Filmprüfungsstelle. In the meantime they al-
lowed films to be shown with only a preliminary
certificate of the police administration (“auf Grund
vorläufiger Bescheinigung der Polizeiverwaltung
Düsseldorf”) and a Zensurkarte from Berlin. Then the
Deputy General Commander (Stellvertretendes Gen-
eralkommando) of the VII. Army Corps sent a letter
to the heads of administration in regional towns,
dated 28 May 1916, informing them that from 15 June
films would require the Düsseldorf censorship.75 The
letter confirmed: “If a film is to be shown after 15 June
1916 and does not yet have an authorization by the
police in Düsseldorf, the cinema owner must submit
it to the local police and ask for permission”.

Nevertheless, the local authorities, used to
reading the decisions published in the Amtsblatt, did
not accept the preliminary certificates. Maybe they
were not informed by their superiors about the deci-
sion of Freiherr von Gayl. So he had to confirm it
again.76 This temporary solution lasted until 31 July,
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and from 1 August every print had to be accompa-
nied by a Zensurkarte issued by the Film-
prüfungsstelle.77 Von Gayl’s order assured the
existence of the Filmprüfungsstelle until the end of
the war.

The censors probably continued their work
until November 1918, when the war ended and the
Kaiser had to abdicate and sought exile in the Neth-
erlands. The People’s Commissioners of the new
Republic proclaimed on 12 November 1918 that
censorship was abolished. The film industry, since
1914 obediently working together with the authori-
ties, stated immediately that censorship was not
needed anymore.78 On 31 December the official ex-
istence of the Filmprüfungsstelle for the district of the
VII. and VIII. Armeekorps ended.

Collaboration practices

Astonishingly, the very conservative Army had
worked together with an industry that was not only
young, but had a bad reputation among the “better
classes”, as it was considered to disseminate trash
and filth (“Schund und Schmutz”). But cinemas were
visited by millions of people every week and were a
powerful means to educate the population, as the
Generals might have read in the press over the years.

The military department of the government in

collaboration with the Kaiser determined the parame-
ters of what could be done, helped by colleagues
such as the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The regional
Armeekorps, following Berlin’s orders, commanded
the local police in collaboration with the district presi-
dent (Regierungspräsident). Yet, interestingly, the
Army rarely interfered with the affairs of the Film-
prüfungsstelle. It was left to the civil authorities to
establish, organize and accomplish the censorship.
Was it because the Army had few soldiers to spare
for such a task, and their own regulation office was
already too busy checking documentaries and actu-
alities from the front?79 Were the Generals convinced
that in the Kaiserreich, where people were used to
obey, nobody would dare not to follow an order?

It is probable that Freiherr von Gayl and his
counterpart, Paul von Ploetz, were largely satisfied
with the distributors’ association organizing the cen-
sorship. Their members acted as “real Germans”,
doing willingly more than the Army expected from
them, and even anticipated orders before they were
officially issued. Cinema owner Genandt and his
colleagues were practical in their thinking. Not only
did they know they could not escape censorship, but
they wanted, by all means, to prevent what had
happened in Berlin before the war: interdiction by
ignorance. For the film industry, censorship always

Fig. 4. Kino
Ulrichplatz. A

makeshift military
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location.
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collection.]
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meant losing money. So they accepted willingly to
submit their films to the censorship office, but wanted
to be part of the jury to “prevent the worst”.

The Army interfered, however, the moment it
had the impression that the Filmprüfungsstelle was
not capable of coping with the situation: when
masses of unviewed films started to pile up. The
military put pressure on the distributors’ association,
but gave it a chance by prolonging the delay to find
a solution. Von Gayl and von Ploetz were not particu-
larly kind – the heads of the Filmprüfungsstelle were
mercilessly sent to the front – but must have trusted
the cinema industry to solve the problem as this was
in their own interest.

It is well known that before 1914, while the
German military was often a subject for topicals, its
representatives were not involved in film matters. This
changed during the war. The German Army and the
government discovered moving pictures to be a use-
ful instrument for propaganda abroad, and the Min-
ister of Internal Affairs, consequently, founded the
Bild- und Filmamt (BUFA) in October 1916 and affili-
ated it to the Foreign Office.80 The role the Army
played in the creation of BUFA and then UFA has
been studied extensively, but how the Army collabo-
rated with distributors and cinema owners has been
relatively little studied to date.

This regional study of the Düsseldorf situation

is, of course, but one example to shed some light on
this largely unexplored territory. But one hypothesis
can be advanced already: the successful collabora-
tion between the military and the film industry on local
censorship from 1914 onwards, and the effect of lack
of prints on the morale of the population, might have
played a role in the Army decision to get more deeply
involved with film.

More research about, for instance, the collabo-
ration of the Army and the film industry in Munich and
Stuttgart needs to be done, and even the practical
aspects of the Berlin censorship board’s activities in
the 1910s has to be looked into more deeply. One
should not forget the considerable cultural gap be-
tween the various regions and the German capital,
which may have led also to differences in censorship
practices. To study the everyday routine of such
boards and the role that the many ordinary people –
cinema owners, distributors, police officers, etc. –
played in this process during the war years is impor-
tant in order to understand how this “special relation-
ship” between the film industry and the Army, which
ultimately led to the creation of the Ufa, started to
develop.
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Abstract: Censoring films in Düsseldorf during the First World War,

by Sabine Lenk

During the First World War, the town of Düsseldorf, with its rapidly expanding local cinema industry, became
the headquarters of military film censorship in the west of Germany. Unique documents held by the
municipal archive show the practical side of this laborious work as well as the close collaboration between
army and film industry. Before 1914, the German military were hardly interested in cinema. This changed
radically during wartime, which (among other reasons) may be a consequence of some high-ranking
generals’ personal experience of what a serious lack of motion picture prints meant for the morale of the
population.
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