


Abstract

In the 1990s, Anglo-Germanist Harald Husemann boldly stated the necessity of a
comprehensive survey of mutual Anglo-German depictions. While there has been
intense scholarly interest in British images of Germanness in recent decades (see
Firchow [1986], Cullingford and Husemann ed. [1995], Argyle [2002], Paris [2007],
Scully [2012]), this has largely been limited to literary or filmic representations and
the comparative, multi-media, popular culture approach has been neglected, as has

the immediate post-war period.

Using popular novels, films, television dramas, radio plays and comics — many of
which have never been addressed in scholarship before — this thesis maps the
interconnected landscapes of British images of Germany and the Germans and
German images of Britain and the British in the immediate post-war period (ca.
1945-1965). Each chapter takes a theme or debate in the depiction of ‘Britishness’ or
‘Germanness’ and, through close analysis of three case study texts, addresses both
the prevailing stereotypes and the (sometimes surprising) counter-narratives, and

positions them within broader political, social and cultural contexts.

Although the chapters can be read individually, as a whole the thesis offers a broad
yet nuanced analysis of mutual Anglo-German depictions and reveals how images of
both Germanness in British fictions and Britishness in German fictions can be read

as ‘mirrors’ of contemporaneous understandings of the national self.
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INTRODUCTION

Coverage of issues relating to Germany in Britain’s tabloid newspapers is often
accompanied by crude depictions of that nation’s past, usually focusing on violent
episodes in Germany’s history. Potted histories skip from Nazi rule and defeat to
Germany’s ‘domination’ of the European Union (EU), specifically the Eurozone, as
if the latter were as much of a fact as, and indeed predicated on, the former. In a
Daily Mail column in April 2013, Dominic Sandbrook reduced the history of
Germany to a series of attempts to ‘turn an entire continent into a greater German
empire’. This crudely abridged narrative enabled Sandbrook to argue that Merkel,
‘using the European Union as her vehicle [...] has succeeded where Bismarck,
Kaiser Wilhelm II and Hitler failed” and to back up his claim with a photo-shopped
image of Merkel in a military Pickelhaube.' In an article in September 2016,
Sandbrook commented directly on what he perceived as the ingrained tendency
among (some) Britons to read contemporary German political decisions in light of
the Nazi past. ‘We in Britain often like to think of the Germans as genetically
predisposed to marching about in uniforms,” he wrote.” This tendency found
expression in the 2016 EU referendum debate. A not insignificant factor (although of
course just one among many) was the perceived — and largely negatively so —
dominance of the EU by Germany. In late May 2016, billboards were erected on the
M40 telling drivers to ‘HALT ze German advance’ by voting leave.’ Although these
were dismissed by the official ‘Vote Leave’ campaign as the work of ‘dummies’,’

Eurosceptic Conservative MP Bill Cash repeated the sentiment during the BBC’s

! Dominic Sandbrook, ‘Angela Merkel has made Germany master of Europe in a way Hitler and
Kaiser Wilhelm only dreamt of. The implications are frightening’, Mail Online, 19 April 2013
<http://www .dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2311874/DOMINIC-SANDBROOK-SATURDAY-
ESSAY-mousy-hausfrau-ruthless-cunning- Angela-Merkel-Germany-master-Europe-way-Hitler-
Kaiser-Wilhelm-dreamt-implications-frightening.html> [accessed 1 September 2016].

> Dominic Sandbrook, ‘By trying to atone for her country’s past, the irony is Frau Merkel has
awakened Germany’s Nazi demons’, Mail Online, 21 September 2016

<http://www .dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3799375/By-trying-atone-country-s-past-irony-Frau-
Merkel-awakened-Germany-s-Nazi-demons.html> [accessed 21 September 2016].

3 Alexandra Sims, ‘Anti-EU billboards reading ‘Halt ze German advance’ placed on M40’, The
Independent, 29 May 2016 <http://www .independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/anti-eu-billboards-
reading-halt-ze-german-advance-placed-on-m40-a7055186.html> [accessed 21 September 2016].
*ibid.



coverage of the referendum result. ‘People want to govern themselves,” he said. ‘And
I think there is a German question as well, because they are becoming increasingly

dominant in Europe.”

The shockwaves that reverberated
? Tanit Koch {¥ 2 Follow
N ar

through Germany in the days
@BILD setzt 10.000 £ auf Remain! Plan: Freibier

following the British vote to leave im Pub vom Wett-Gewinn #EUref
the EU on 23 June 2016 exposed bit.ly/QSNZNOg @PeterTiede

some German perceptions of Britain

and Britons as similarly lacking in
nuance. Two days before the
referendum, Bild reporters Peter
Tiede and Phillip Sandmann placed a
£10,000 bet on Britain voting to

remain (fig. 1).° ‘Bild believes in

Great Britain,” Tiede reportedly said,

POST VON WAGNER ‘
Lieber Mario
Gomez,

‘Bild believes in the common sense

and rationality of the British.”’

According to Guardian journalist

Philip Oltermann, the vote to leave 1eraBR=e 14 16

caused shock and consternation Figure 1: Tanit Koch, Editor in Chief of Bild, tweeted
about the bet made by her reporters.

among the majority of Germans.

Why would the British, ‘essentially cautious, sceptical, small-c conservatives’,

gamble so flamboyantly with their economic future, they wondered.® In the same

article, Oltermann went on to comment on the ‘deep-rooted Anglophilia’ of

Alexander Gauland, then deputy leader of the far-right party, Alternative fiir

Deutschland (AfD). He remarks on Gauland’s tweed jacket, the portraits of British

parliamentarians including William Gladstone that adorn his parliamentary office,

3 “EU Referendum: The Result’, BBC1, 23 June 2016.

¢ “@BILD setzt 10.000 £ auf Remain! Plan: Freibier im Pub vom Wett-Gewinn #EUref”(@tanit, 21
June 2016): “@BILD bets £10,000 on Remain! Plan: Free beer in the pub with the winnings #EUref”.
7 *Smug German paper makes £10k bet on Remain saying Britain WILL vote to stay’, Express, 22
June 2016 <http://www .express.co.uk/news/politics/682296/Germany-EU-referendum-bet-remain-
Brexit-Britain-European-Union> [accessed 21 September 2016].

8 Philip Oltermann, ‘What do Germans think about Brexit? They pity us’, The Guardian, 28 June
2016 <https://www .theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/28/philip-oltermann-brexit-germans-
pragmatic-cautious-british-character-leave-vote> [accessed 1 September 2016].



and his authorship of a book about the House of Windsor. The AfD’s ‘thinker-in-
chief’, Oltermann realised, ‘nurtures a deep nostalgia for the British elites of
yesteryear, of a world in which people read Country Life by the fireplace at their
family pile. That is how deeply myths of Britishness are hardwired into Germany’s

cultural memory.”’

The place of this thesis

Oversimplified pictures of the past ‘can be disastrous for fruitful political interaction
between nations’, warns Richard Scully in a 2012 study of British images of
Germany between 1860 and 1914."° He takes as his example the furore surrounding
Margaret Thatcher and her Trade and Industry Secretary Nicholas Ridley in the final
months of Thatcher’s government. While Ridley was forced to resign after
comparing Chancellor Helmut Kohl to Adolf Hitler and suggesting that the European
Economic Community (EEC) was a ‘German racket’ designed to take over the
continent, Thatcher herself was ‘exposed [...] as an unreformed Germanophobe,’ at
the now infamous — but then secret — meeting with British historians at Chequers in
March 1989, declaring repeatedly that one couldn’t trust the Germans.'' As we have
seen, the image of Germans as untrustworthy warmongers is still pervasive in the
British media, as are similarly oversimplified images of Britons in German media —
all images that, as I will show in the course of this thesis, echo the themes and
characterisations that dominated the fictional depictions of Britons and Germans in
the years immediately following the Second World War. (In my exploration of
German images of Britons, it is solely West German sources and texts that I address.
Where such phrases as ‘German images of Britishness’ are used, it is ‘West German’
that is implied. The rationale for not including East German sources will be given
later in the introduction.) This thesis takes that period, when ‘the German question’
was at its most pressing among Britons and when a new West Germany was seeking
to build post-war, peacetime alliances with its European neighbours, as its subject.
Yet, although stereotypes, many familiar but some unfamiliar to today’s consumers

of popular culture, were indeed prominent, at precisely the point in history when we

? ibid.

1% Richard Scully, British Images of Germany: Admiration, Antagonism & Ambivalence 1860-1914
(2012),p-3.

" ibid.



might expect these to be most virulent, they were often being called into question. It
is to that period, the immediate post-war, that we now turn, firstly with a brief
discussion of two post-war fictions that exemplify some of the themes — and

complexities — to be addressed in the chapters that follow.

At three o’clock in the afternoon on Friday 7 June 1946, BBC television resumed
broadcasting after a hiatus of nearly six years. At ten past nine that evening, a play
called ‘The Silence of the Sea’ was broadcast live. Adapted from a French novel by
Jean Bruller, it tells the story of a German officer billeted with a French family
during the war. It opens with a tracking shot out to sea, which cross fades into a

panning shot of a ‘watching crowd’ and ‘marching Huns’."> A voiceover follows:

Since they came the symbol of France has been — silence. Silence among her crowds
because the Germans are marching. [...] Silence at the garden gate and behind the
drawn curtains as the grinding clatter of tanks passes, dust [sic]; and the unending

columns — marching men and marching vehicles. The Germans."

Yet what came next was no jingoistic portrayal of Germanness as synonymous with
a stereotyped image of Nazism. Despite being named simply and metonymically as
‘The German’ in the credits, the character played by British actor Kenneth More is
not a manifestation of the repressive, violent image of Germanness peddled in the
opening moments of the play, but rather a cultured man delineated with nuance and
complexity. ‘I am musician,” he explains to his hosts. ‘It’s comical for me to see
myself as a man of war.”'* After he has left, his French host reflects on the encounter
with this sensitive, cultured German. ‘Did he exist?’ he asks. ‘Could he exist?’"” The
play itself poses these same questions for a post-war British audience. It provides no
definitive answer, yet this sympathetic portrayal of a German character, transmitted
on the first day of Britain’s post-war television broadcasting and just a few hours

before the London Victory Celebrations on 8 June, was a clear signal that depictions

12 “The Silence of the Sea,” BBC Television Service, 7 June 1946 (BBC Written Archives Centre).
13 ibid.
1 ibid.
15 ibid.
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of Germans and Germanness in post-war British popular culture would not be

defined solely by images of ‘marching Huns’.

A decade later, comedy drama Robinson soll nicht sterben was released in West
German cinemas. Based on a 1932 theatre play by German writer and actor Friedrich
Forster, it tells the story of a group of children living and working in the filth-ridden,
poverty-stricken city of London in the early eighteenth century. Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe has been banned, because a large number of sailors have
absconded from duty and gone in search of the exotic island inhabited by the
protagonist. The children also believe in the existence of the island and pay regular
visits to Defoe himself to hear stories about it. For them, the island is a tantalising
source of hope for escaping their miserable lives. ‘Wir wollten auf eine Insel, wie
Robinson,’ is the repeated refrain.'® This experience echoes that of the West German
cinema audience, for whom fictional stories of distant times and places (including
this one) were vehicles of escape from the often miserable realities of post-war life.
Such stories were frequently set in Britain and often in a largely fictionalised past.
Yet, as [ will explore in Chapters 5 and 6, these ‘escapist’ texts should not be
dismissed as inconsequential as they served a specific purpose for post-war Germans,
offering depictions of places and people manifesting characteristics desired but

lacking in their own nation’s contemporary reality.

These two vastly different texts embody key aspects of Britons’ engagement with
ideas of Germanness and West Germans’ engagement with ideas of Britishness
respectively. Their stark dissimilarity is revealing too, manifesting the wholly
divergent, even opposing standpoints from which the mutual perceptions of Germans
and Britons were forged in the immediate post-war period. By interrogating the
depictions of Britons and Germans in popular novels, films, television plays, radio
dramas and comics between ca.1945 and ca.1965, this thesis explores those mutual
perceptions and the standpoints that produced them, mapping the trajectories of the

most significant themes in the depiction of the British/German other in this period.

' Robinson soll nicht sterben, dir. by Josef von Biky (Comet, 1957) [on DVD]: ‘We wanted to go to
an island, like Robinson.’
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I began this project with several questions. What themes dominated the fictional
depiction of Germany and the Germans in post-war Britain, and of Britain and the
Britons in post-war Germany? (How) did these fictional texts participate in broader
public discussions about Germany/Britain? How did these discussions or debates
develop over time and in different media? What do these texts and the discussions in
which they participate tell us about the British perception of Germany and the
Germans (and vice versa) and perceptions of the national self? The last part of this
final question emerged in the course of my study as the most significant. Many
scholars before me have made the argument that the particular images an individual
or group has of ‘others’ are in part determined by the particular perspective of that
individual or group. Expanding on his oft-cited social identity theory in 1981, Henri

Tajfel argued the following:

The characteristics of one’s group as a whole (such as its status, its richness or
poverty, its skin colour or its ability to reach its aims) achieve most of their
significance in relation to perceived differences from other groups and the value

connotation of these differences.!”

A small number of studies of Anglo-German cultural and political relations highlight
this close relationship between images of the (national) self and the (national) other,
arguing that images of Germanness had a particular role in clarifying, problematizing
or constructing images of the British national self from the late nineteenth or early
twentieth century onwards.'® I am particularly indebted to the work of Petra Rau,
who, in her study of English modernism, national identity and the Germans, argued
for the ‘necessity of the German other for the construction of Englishness’ in the
early twentieth century.'” Like Rau, when I discuss Britishness or Germanness, the
Britons or the Germans, in the context of textual representations, the reader must
imagine quotation marks or the caveat ‘as perceived’/‘as depicted’. When I use these

terms, I am not subscribing to the a priori existence of collective national identities

" Henri Tajfel, Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology (1981), p.258.

'8 See Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914 (1980); Sonya Rose,
Which People’s War? National Identity and Citizenship in Britain 1939-1945 (2003); Richard Milton,
Best of Enemies: Britain and Germany: 100 Years of Truth and Lies (2007); R. Gerald Hughes,
Britain, Germany and the Cold War: The Search for a European Détente 1949-1967 (2007).

' Petra Rau, English Modernism, National Identity and the Germans 1890-1950 (2009), p.10
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or characters, but commenting on how such concepts were constructed through and

debated within the texts under scrutiny.

The interplay of images of self and other in Anglo-German perceptions is also
addressed by Frances Rosenfeld in her doctoral study of post-war Hamburg. ‘When
the British discussed the Germans, they were also talking about themselves,’ she
argues, referring to the drive in the British press towards condemning the German
nation as collectively guilty for the Nazi war crimes, a tendency she and others
interpret as more a means of reinforcing the virtue of the British war effort than a
judgement about Germans.”® Gerd Rohmann makes a similar point in relation to
images of Germany in post-war English fiction, contending that ‘German stereotypes
in English fiction are also related to British auto-stereotypes. Anglo-German

attitudes are mirrors of ourselves.”!

Yet works such as these, which acknowledge that when Britons or Germans discuss
the German or British other, they are also (perhaps even primarily) talking about
themselves, remain rarities in the field of Anglo-German studies and none attempt a
thorough analysis of these mutual discussions in the post-war period. This thesis fills
that gap. In the chapters that follow, I will show how images (rather than merely
stereotypes) of both Germanness in British fictions and Britishness in German
fictions — by which I mean not just written texts but all forms of fiction that were
mass produced, easily available and intellectually and financially accessible to a
large proportion of the population — can be read as ‘mirrors’ of the national self, or

more specifically, of contemporaneous understandings of the national self.

Research context

The mid-century period has received renewed scholarly interest in the last decade,
and with good reason. It was a period of intense European and global political
upheaval and one defined by cultural and social conflict and change. We have seen

the proliferation of publications on 1940s and 1950s British fiction and film, from

2 Francis Rosenfeld, ‘The Anglo-German Encounter in Occupied Hamburg 1945-50" (2006), p.45.
! Gerd Rohmann, ‘Images of Germany in Post-War English Fiction’ in Anglo-German Attitudes, ed.
by Cedric Cullingford and Harald Husemann (1995), p.64.
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British Fiction after Modernism: The Novel at Mid-Century (2007) edited by
Lyndsey Stonebridge and Marina MacKay, and Sue Harper and Vincent Porter’s
British Cinema of the 1950s: The Decline of Deference (2007) to Alice Ferrebe’s
Literature of the 1950s: Good, Brave Causes (2012) and Gill Plain’s 2013
contribution to the same series, Literature of the 1940s: War, Postwar and ‘Peace’.
This interest is in part echoed in the German academic context, where recent studies
by Gerhard Bliersbach and John Davidson and Sabine Hake among others have
introduced a welcome sense of complexity and nuance into readings of 1950s West
German cinema.”” Much of the work on this period, however, has focused on literary
fiction and film to the neglect of popular novels and other forms of fiction (television
dramas, radio plays, comics, short stories in magazines and so on). While more
literary post-war texts — such as Storm Jameson’s The Other Side (1946) and The
Black Laurel (1947), and Siegfried Lenz’s Duell mit dem Schatten (1953) — were
often more overtly nuanced in their delineation of the Anglo/German other and thus
yield more immediately rich scholarly discussion than their less literary counterparts,
the focus on the former has meant the unfortunate disregard of the latter.
Furthermore, studies that examine multiple forms (novels and films, for example) are

almost non-existent.

Existing scholarship in the field of Anglo-German relations tends to focus on
political history to the neglect of cultural production and/or lack the nuance that this
thesis embraces. Many studies seek to explain Anglo-German attitudes in the
twentieth century largely, or even solely, in relation to Anglo-German conflicts and
therefore antagonism, a trend epitomised by John Ramsden’s Don’t Mention the
War: The British and the Germans since 1890 (2006). These works also tend to
assume both that mutual perceptions were dominated by stereotypes and that British
images of Germany (or vice versa) were essentially and straightforwardly about
Britain’s relationship with or attitude towards Germany (or vice versa). The
examples given above — ‘The Silence of the Sea’ and Robinson soll nicht sterben —

show there was far more going on. Analyses that focus on Anglo-German conflict

22 Gerhard Bliersbach, Nachkriegskino: eine Psychohistorie des westdeutschen Nachkriegsfilms 1946-
1963 (2014); Framing the Fifties: Cinema in a Divided Germany, ed. by John E. Davidson and Sabine
Hake (2007). See also A New History of German Cinema, ed. by Jennifer M. Kapczynski and Michael
D. Richardson (2012); Reflexionen des beschddigten Lebens? Nachkriegskino in Deutschland
zwischen 1945 und 1962, ed. by Bastian Blachut, Imme Klages and Sebastian Kiihn (2015).
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and neglect the self-reflexive aspects of images of the British/German other cannot
account for texts such as these (and many others addressed in this thesis). This thesis
instead acknowledges that such images were partly devices used in the construction
or negotiation of the national self and is therefore able to account for the nuances,

complexities and contradictions within them.

The narrative implicitly presented by Ramsden in his 2006 study is in part
legitimized by the work of scholars such as Peter Edgerly Firchow, who claimed in a
1986 study that, by 1915, ‘the German cousin was dead’. From then onward, he
writes, ‘the German national character was to remain indelibly fixed in the British
psyche [...] it was the “hun”.’>> Much more recently, Gisela Argyle argued that
‘Hitler’s dictatorship and the Holocaust have largely dominated the treatment of
Germany in English post-war fiction.”** Such works gloss over the nuanced
landscape of mid-twentieth century depictions of Germanness. Where the depiction
of Germans in post-war British fiction has been the subject of closer study, these
works focus either on canonical literary sources or on popular texts from the mid-
1960s onwards, glossing over the 1940s and 1950s.> Meanwhile, German attitudes
towards Britain post-1945 have been almost wholly neglected in academia.** Broadly
speaking, even German scholars have been far more interested in studying images of

themselves than German images of other nationalities.”’

Works that acknowledge the importance of exploring Anglo-German relations or
perceptions from both the ‘Anglo’ and the ‘German’ perspectives have provided
welcome context for my explorations. In his 2007 study, R. Gerald Hughes draws on
an impressive range of sources to reach a nuanced and unusually balanced analysis

of Anglo-German political relations between 1949 and 1967. Studies of Anglo-

2 Peter Edgerly Firchow, The Death of the German Cousin: Variations on a Literary Stereotype
1890-1920 (1986), p.178.

* Gisela Argyle, Germany as Model and Monster: Allusions in English Fiction 1830s-1930s (2002),
p-181

> Works by Kuhn ed. (1974), Stanzel (1980), Firchow (1986) and Geyken (2002) address the former,
while the latter are discussed by Trautmannn (1991) and Rohmann in Cullingford and Husemann eds
(1995).

?® Gerwin Strobl’s The Germanic Isle: Nazi Perceptions of Britain (2000) was an important
contribution to our understanding of pre-1945 perceptions of Britain (although the focus was Nazi, not
German perceptions), but it remains an exception in this field.

7 See Kornder (1934), Langenauer (1954), Kuhn ed. (1974), Haas-Heye ed. (1979), Trautmann
(1991), Siissmuth ed. (1994).
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German interactions in occupied Germany have also been useful. Works by Michael
Ahrens (2011) and Frances Rosenfeld (2006) focus on the particular conditions in
Hamburg but draw conclusions that are relevant to a zone-wide understanding of
Anglo-German relations. Patricia Meehan’s superb 2001 study of the British
occupation offers a broader perspective, drawing on official documents and first-
person testimony to paint a vivid picture of Anglo-German relations (and
relationships) in occupied Germany. Interest in Anglo-German matters has also
spread beyond the academic world. Several recent works aimed at a largely non-
academic audience have sought to tease out the points of coincidence and divergence
between the two nations through stories of individual Britons and Germans (Miranda
Seymour, 2013), personal reflections on history and geography (Simon Winder,
2010) or tales of personal and public Anglo-German encounters (Philip Oltermann,

2012).

Despite the large number of books, academic and otherwise, that address Anglo-
German relations from both perspectives, the scholarly comparative cultural
approach has been largely neglected. The only examples are a 1971 volume of essays
and an Anglo-German conference on mutual perceptions and misperceptions in 1992
in Osnabriick, organised by Harald Husemann, a strong advocate of this field of
study.” By their very nature, however, these contributions offer only an
agglomeration of self-contained analyses, while deeper and broader (and more
recent) perspectives are absent. With its comparative approach, its incorporation of a
range of media, its focus on texts produced for mass consumption and its
combination of depth and breadth, this thesis is an original and highly valuable
contribution to mid-century studies and, more specifically, to the understanding of

Anglo-German cultural relations in the mid-twentieth century.
My approach
The period ca.1945-1965 charts the transition of Britain and Germany out of war into

an unstable peace and a new “cold” conflict, this time involving a divided Germany,

part allied with, part against Britain. By the mid-1960s, following the building of the

28 Affinities: Essays in German and English Literature,ed. by R.W. Last (1971).
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Berlin Wall and the Cuban missile crisis, the conflict cooled and the possibility of a
federalised (Western) Europe came to the forefront of the British and West German
political landscapes. These two major shifts form the (porous) boundaries of my
period of study. The choice of a twenty-year period was also a pragmatic one, being
both short enough to enable me to identify, consult and draw conclusions from all of
the relevant material within the remit of a book-length thesis, and long enough to
map out a narrative of fictional representations that is not dictated by momentary

phenomena or short-term trends.

In choosing to study popular fictions, I am treading a well-worn path in
(Anglophone) academia, first legitimized by Richard Hoggart, Edward Thompson
and Raymond Williams in the 1950s and 1960s. Developments in the field of cultural
studies, as it was soon termed, have provided the key concepts that underlie my
approach: firstly, the centrality of texts (and, more specifically, language) in the
construction and representation of particular understandings of the world; secondly,
the importance of the political, economic and social contexts in the production and
consumption of those texts; and thirdly, the rejection of elitist definitions of ‘culture’
that deride the ‘popular’. This project embraces these basic tenets of cultural studies
by analysing textual representations of Britishness and Germanness as products of a
specific set of circumstances (rather than neutral attempts to depict the British or
German nation or people) and as participants in the development of the discussions
with which they engage, not as peripheral commentators reflecting on discussions

happening in loftier spheres.

This project also draws on a well-established link in cultural studies between popular
culture and national identity. Cultural historian James Chapman addressed this in an

essay more than a decade ago:

A characteristic of much recent scholarly work on national identity is the attention
now being given to the role of popular culture in the construction of shared sets of

ideas and values. For the majority of people, indeed, it is largely through popular

17



culture that concepts of identity and nationhood have been formed, disseminated,

contested and reformed.”

Yet popular texts are often discussed solely (and en masse) for the purpose of
identifying the ‘shared sets of ideas and values’ they help to construct. The corpus is
surveyed, the prevailing tropes or stereotypes identified and the texts themselves are
lost within the discussion of the ‘concepts of identity and nationhood’ they expose. |
have instead given priority to the kind of textual analysis that is usually absent in
studies of popular culture. My readings reveal great depth and richness within
individual popular fictions and restore nuance, tension and ambiguity to the narrative
that seeks to link popular culture with ‘concepts of identity and nationhood’. Indeed,
it is only through close readings that the highly contested nature of these concepts
emerges. This thesis thus seeks to provide both breadth and depth, using close
readings to tease out the nuances of each theme or debate, while drawing these
individual texts from a large corpus and locating them within the broader landscape

of Anglo-German relations and perceptions.

Seminal texts on nations, nationalism and national identity by Renan (1882), Gellner
(1983), Hobsbawm (1992) and Anderson (1983) have informed and underpin my
analysis throughout, as has Walter Lippman’s ground-breaking study Public Opinion
(1922) and Henri Tajfel’s work on human groups and social categories. They are,
however, peripheral rather than pivotal to my subject of study: the texts themselves
and the images of Britishness or Germanness that they convey. The minor field of
imagology, pioneered by Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen in the 1990s, gives
primacy to written texts as vehicles for the cultural construction of stereotypes of the
national self and national others and seems highly relevant to my project. Yet the
model, which seems to reject the basic tenets of cultural studies, has many points of
weakness, including the assumption that textual images of nationality are always
simple, static, devoid of ambiguity and wholly imagined. In the introduction to his
co-edited imagology handbook, Beller argues that literary texts ‘reduce the complex
of various characteristics of an individual to a small number of noteworthy, salient

aspects and characteristics’ and describes the images of nationality generated by such

%% James Chapman, ‘Bond and Britishness’ in Ian Fleming and James Bond: The Cultural Politics of
007, ed. by Edward P. Comentale, Stephen Watt, Skip Willman (2005), p.129.
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texts as ‘mental silhouettes’.® These assumptions are confounded by the complex,
volatile and circumstantial nature of post-war depictions of Britishness and
Germanness discussed in this thesis and the theoretical framework that generates

those assumptions cannot therefore be relied upon.

For this project, a text’s literary, cinematic or visual quality is irrelevant; I am simply
interested in texts that were widely accessible. Consequently, among my case studies
are novels by both John le Carré, often described as a ‘literary’ author, and Ian
Fleming, a ‘popular’ writer by any definition, because these texts were shared
widely.” T have not dwelt on theatre plays, whose audiences are by their nature
extremely small, especially compared with cinema audiences.” The only case studies
I have drawn from the medium of television come from well after its emergence as a
mass medium and thus a mediator of popular culture.” I have identified as ‘British’
or ‘German’ those texts where the majority of the people involved in its creation —
including authors, directors, producers, actors, publishers, production companies —
were native to Britain (including England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) or
West Germany. Where the Britishness or Germanness of a case study text could be

debatable, I address this explicitly.

My argument emerges out of the study of a large corpus, comprising novels, short

stories, films, radio plays, television dramas and comics. Having watched, read or

30 Manfred Beller, ‘Perception, image, imagology’ in Imagology: The Cultural Construction and
Literary Representation of National Characters, ed. by Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen (2007), p .4,
p.7.

3! Although novel reading declined among both the British and West German populations in this
period, it remained a popular leisure activity. The number of lending libraries in West Germany grew
from 13,111 in 1950 to 20,550 in 1955, loaning 90-100 million books per year, the majority of which
came under the heading of ‘Trivialliteratur’. Heftchenromane and novels serialised in illustrated
magazines were even more widely read, the latter attracting 10 million readers in total every week.
(Jost Hermand, Kultur im Wiederaufbau: Die Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1945-1965 (1986),
pp.366-7.) In Britain, the late 1950s and 1960s saw the collapse of private circulating libraries such as
WH Smith and Boots” Book Lovers, but the number of books issued by public libraries remained
steady. As in Germany, fiction was far more popular with book borrowers than non-fiction. (Alistair
Black, The Public Library in Britain 1914-2000 (2000), p.115, pp.125-6.)

32 Cinema attendance peaked in West Germany in 1959 — when the average citizen visited the cinema
nearly 15 times every year — and fell thereafter. (Calculated from statistics given in Hans Helmut
Prinzler, Chronik des deutschen Films 1895-1994 (1995).) Attendance peaked much earlier in Britain,
falling from nearly 1.3 billion visits in 1954 to under 400 million in 1963. (Peter Hennessy, Having It
So Good: Britain in the Fifties (2006), p.537) The cinema remained however a significant purveyor of
popular fictions in both countries throughout the period.

33 West German television ownership leapt from 4.8% in 1953 to 64% in 1965 (Hermand, pp.335-7),
while in Britain, half of the population was watching either BBC or ITV at peak times by 1960
(Hennessy, p.535.).
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variously consumed the relevant texts, I began to identify recurring themes in the
depiction of Germanness (in the British texts) and Britishness (in the German texts)
that persisted across media and throughout the period. These themes, including guilt,
alienness and backwardness, emerged as the key sites of contention and interest for
discussions regarding Britishness/Germanness in both fictional and non-fiction texts
in the period. Each of the following six chapters addresses one of these themes
through close analysis of three texts. These were chosen for exemplifying a
particular stance or, more often, for manifesting the tensions and ambiguities
inherent within the particular area of debate. The themes I have identified are
naturally not wholly distinct from one another (a German character may be depicted
as both wicked and deceitful, for example, or a Briton as both old-fashioned and
morally dependable) and I have sought to acknowledge these overlaps wherever they
are particularly relevant. Four of the six chapters address British debates regarding
Germanness, and the remaining two look at German discussions of Britishness.
There is a simple reason for the imbalance: there is inequity in the quantity of
material. There is a far greater number, and a far greater diversity, of British texts
participating in these debates than German texts. I will explore some of the reasons

for this in the following section.

Britain and Germany in the post-war period

The broad trajectory of Anglo-German relations between 1945 and the mid-1960s —
enemies to allies — indicates a convergence of interests that was reflected in the
period’s social and cultural developments.** Both nations experienced significant
economic growth in the period and the rapid expansion of a mass consumption
society. Living standards and incomes improved exponentially and participation in
leisure activities old and new burgeoned. Both Britain and West Germany
experienced the growth of new media, primarily television, and the clash of
progressive forces — political, social and cultural — with conservative ones, a conflict
manifested in the political arena in the power struggles of Winston Churchill and his
Labour opponents in Britain, Konrad Adenauer and Ludwig Erhard in West

Germany. While post-war exhaustion left both nations pervaded by a ‘deep longing

3 When I use ‘Anglo-German’ here and elsewhere, I am referring to relations between Britain and
West Germany.
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for normality’, according to historian Tony Judt’s analysis, this was paralleled by a
widespread longing for progress.” Nowhere was this antagonism so explicitly
manifested as in the debates regarding the moral value of certain forms of modern
popular culture. In Britain, moral outrage was largely focused on comics, specifically
horror comics, which inspired a nationwide campaign that aimed to force a ban, and
on the content of radio and television programmes. The launch of commercial
television in 1955 in the form of ITV triggered a fierce debate that pitted the new
channel’s ‘unashamedly populist’ bent against the ‘Reithian’ demand for educational

content and a high moral tone.*

The debate in Germany took a far more extreme form. The campaign against so-
called ‘Schmutz und Schund’ (‘filth and trash’) was a continuation of decades of
resistance to the popular culture of the urban lower classes. Although the 1950s saw
popular culture gaining legitimacy, the struggle did not end. Novels and Heftromane
were attacked for disseminating sexualised and violent images that supposedly
corrupted German youth. The offending books were catalogued by the
‘Bundespriifstelle fiir jugendgefdhrdende Schriften’ (Federal Review Board for
Publications Harmful to Minors) and burned along with music records deemed
immoral or buried in pulp fiction graves.”” Not until the 1960s did West Germany
experience what Werner Faulstich calls the ‘Sieg der ganz neuen, bunten,
hochdifferenzierten Medienkultur iiber die alte, iiberschaubare, eindimensionale und
autoritire Schwarzweisskultur der Vorkriegszeit’.”® Yet this cultural victory did not
translate into the world of German scholarship. While in Britain, the development of
what became known as British cultural studies offered an intellectually rigorous
challenge to the forces of cultural conservatism, no such movement emerged in
Germany. There, the study of popular culture remained — and still is, to an extent,

today — confined by the label ‘Trivialliteratur’ and a pervasive attitude that privileged

3 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 (2010), p.82.

36 Lez Cooke, British Television Drama: A History (2003), p.29, p.10, p.55.

37 Werner Faulstich, ‘Groschenromane, Heftchen, Comics und die Schmutz-und-Schund-Debatte’ in
Die Kultur der fiinfziger Jahre, ed. by Werner Faulstich (2007), pp.209-213.

¥ ibid., p.213: ‘victory of an entirely new, colourful, highly differentiated media culture over the old,
predictable, one-dimensional and dictatorial black-and-white culture of the pre-war period.’
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so-called Hoch- or Elite-Literatur above Unterhaltungsliteratur.” Studies of popular
culture in the mid to late twentieth century focused on issues of value, origin,
definition and impact rather than content.*’ There are still remarkably few studies
that involve close analysis of popular texts and even fewer that address fictional
representations of Britons and Britain in German popular culture. Indeed, the
German material presented in Chapters 5 and 6 has been almost wholly disregarded

by the German academic community.

The differing attitudes towards popular culture in Britain and Germany in this period
are indicative of far broader and more profound divergences that are brought into
sharp relief in the following chapters. In Britain, representations of Germanness in
popular fictions in the immediate post-war period were partly responses to an urgent
desire to understand the German people. Who are the Germans and what might they
do next were two of the period’s most pressing questions. In fact, the problems
associated with post-war Germany became subsumed within the phrase ‘the German
question’ (a phrase that has recently returned to debate in Britain). Many texts were
characterised by nuance and ambiguity, reflecting the uncertainty that surrounded the
contemporary perception of Germanness. The acknowledgement of such uncertainty
and complexity was only possible, however, because the perception of the national
self and of the significance of national identity was largely free of both. Tony Judt
argues that ‘World War Two, for most Britons, had been fought between Germany
and Great Britain and the British had emerged triumphant and vindicated’.*' Britain,
a single nation, had triumphed and with it, the idea of the nation as a meaningful,
definable, united entity. Indeed, there is a consensus among social historians
including Peter Hennessy, Angus Calder, David Kynaston and Sonya Rose that a
powerful myth of British national unity was established in Britain during the Second

World War and continued into the post-war period.*

3 While British writers such as John le Carré and Graham Greene could bridge the gap between
‘literary’ and ‘popular’ fiction, the gulf between the equivalent German categories was unbridgeable
in this period.

0 These include works by Nutz (1962), Holzer (1967), Nusser (1973), Waldmann (1973) and Klein
and Hecker (1977).

* Judt, p.161.

2 See Hennessy; Angus Calder, Myth of the Blitz (1991); David Kynaston, Austerity Britain 1945-51
(2007); Rose; Paul Addison, ‘National Identity and the Battle of Britain’ in War and the Cultural
Construction of Identities in Britain, ed. by Barbara Korte and Ralf Schneider (2002), pp. 225-40.
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The 1950s, however, was a period of overall decline and fragmentation for Britain,
with economic growth lagging behind that of other European countries, most notably
West Germany, and burgeoning class, racial and generational conflicts. The British
Empire was weakening and the status of Britain as a global political force was
repeatedly called into question, most notably with the debacle at Suez in 1956. As a
result, British identity became an increasingly unstable concept and depictions of
Germans and Germanness now served a new purpose: to shore up a particular (and
nostalgic) notion of Britishness. To serve this purpose, these images had to be
themselves clear, not fraught with ambiguity. Broadly speaking, Britain’s changing
relationship with its self-image in the 1950s triggered a flattening — a move away

from complexity and towards simplicity — in the depiction of Germanness.

In her survey of 1940s British literature, Gill Plain reflects on the advantages of
setting stories in the past for a nation experiencing significant problems in the

present:

The past is both fixed and mutable: within the framework of a reassuring known
resolution, all manner of fantastical interventions might be imagined. The past is
also a site that enables the examination of contemporary issues through a safely

distancing lens.*”

Ina Habermann argues specifically for the value of memories of conflict in the

strengthening of collective identity in the present:

Collective identity is often forged out of the deliberate remembrance of conflict and
of mechanisms of othering and exclusion, such that the conflict has to be perpetuated

in order to guarantee group identity.**

As I will explore in Chapters 1 to 4, the examination of post-war British identity
frequently took the form of narratives set ‘within the framework of a reassuring
known resolution’ (Britain’s victory in the Second World War). Via ‘the deliberate

remembrance of conflict’ and, most importantly here, ‘of mechanisms of othering

® Gill Plain, Literature of the 1940s: War, Postwar and ‘Peace’ (2013), p.149.
* Ina Habermann, Myth, Memory and the Middlebrow: Priestley, du Maurier and the Symbolic Form
of Englishness (2010), p.27.
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and exclusion’, these fictions offered the means through which post-war British

identity could be stabilised.

Yet alongside fundamentally hostile depictions were claims to Anglo-German
affinities that bore echoes of the nineteenth-century belief in the shared cultural,
perhaps even racial, heritage of Britain and Germany.* This belief had generated an
atmosphere of mutual esteem and cultural exchange and enabled historian William
Stubbs to declare in 1906 that ‘the best part of almost all of us is originally
German’.** Alongside this belief was a deep and widespread admiration for the
German nation, which gave rise to stories of German spies and invasions in the years
preceding the First World War that presented Germany as a modern, efficient, decent
nation worthy of emulation by Britain, a perspective that was not wholly quashed
with the growth of Anglo-German economic and military rivalry. As Scully points
out, this was not a period of total antagonism, but rather a period of on-going debate
about what Germany could and should mean for Britain.*” Despite the overall trend
towards the solidification of stereotypes of Germanness in the post-1945 period, this
too was a time of debate. Alongside texts that asserted the fundamental mental and
emotional instability, guilt, wickedness, deceitfulness and/or alienness of Germans
were fictions that problematised those stereotypes, depicting ordinary Germans who
are plagued by moral dilemmas, forced by political and economic circumstances into
extreme behaviours and more akin than alien to Britons (or, more broadly, to all
humans). Running through all of these debates was the tension between the need to
assert national character as a valid concept and nationality as a readable marker of
identity — thus enabling the positioning of Germans as other or alien and their recent
actions as peculiarly ‘German’ — and growing uncertainty as to the validity of the
framework of national character on which the assertions about the nature of

Germanness relied.

* See G.W. Stocking, Race, Culture and Evolution: Essays in the History of Anthropology (1968);
John Mander, Our German Cousins: Anglo-German Relations in the 1 9" and 20™ Centuries (1974);
H.A.Macdougall, Racial Myth in English History: Trojans, Teutons, and Anglo-Saxons (1982);
Firchow; Rosemary Ashton, The German Idea: Four English Writers and the Reception of German
Thought 1800-1860 (1994); Argyle; Scully; Miranda Seymour, Noble Endeavours: The Life of Two
Countries, England and Germany, In Many Stories (2014).

6 William Stubbs, Lectures on Early English History, ed. by Arthur Hassall (1906), p.3.

47 Scully, p.109.
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In West Germany, the crude underlying trajectory was the mirror image of the above.
In the immediate aftermath of the war, in the words of historian Richard Bessel, ‘the
German population was battered physically, emotionally and psychologically to an
extent unprecedented in living memory’.*® Even after the initially acute concerns
regarding food, clothes, shelter and safety were assuaged, Germans in all zones faced
a crisis of national identity. Collective shock, humiliation, shame and resentment
were joined by fundamental questions regarding the German nation. While Britons
bore their national identity lightly and with pride, the vanquished were saddled with

what Judt calls the ‘baggage of ‘Germanness’.*

In his pioneering study of what he terms ‘banal nationalism’, Michael Billig argues
for the importance of banal background signifiers for the maintenance of national
identity.” These include unwaved flags and ordinary words such as ‘we’ and ‘here’
that work on the assumption of an existing nationhood that is being implicitly, even
unconsciously, evoked and affirmed in these visual and rhetorical symbols. In post-
war Germany, both the idea of the German nation and the banal signifiers upon
which its existence relied were far from stable. Defeated, divided, ruled by foreigners
and burdened with the repercussions of the crimes committed by an extreme
nationalist regime, both Germanness in its prior conceptions and the possibility of

creating a nation united through identity in the future had been severely undermined.

Many of these problems did not disappear after 1949 and, for both German states
(and partly because there were two German states), the idea of national identity
remained fraught with problems. Images of Britain in this period had little to do with
interrogating Britishness and were used instead as a means of shoring up the German
self-image. While debating Germanness was used as a means of stabilising a sense of
British identity, the persistence of ‘the German question’ meant this was always
accompanied by a genuine, often urgent, desire to ‘discover’ the ‘true nature’ of
Germanness. For Germany, both East and West, there was no corresponding
‘britische Frage’, no pressing demand to answer the question, ‘who are the British?’

Britain had done nothing to precipitate a crisis in the accepted understanding of

8 Richard Bessel, Germany 1945: From War to Peace (2010),p.7.
9 Judt, p417.
% See Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (1995).
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Britishness among Germans; rather, as for the British, it was Germanness that
loomed as the period’s great unanswered question. Britain, changeless and
predictable in the German imagination and defined by the rigid tropes of
traditionalism, decency, intelligence and moral rectitude, was used as a foil to
address the problem of Germanness. Particular images of Britain were invoked as a
source of hope that both the nation as a concept and the German nation specifically
could be salvaged, even celebrated. Gill Plain’s reflection on the past as ‘a site that
enables the examination of contemporary issues through a safely distancing lens’ is
very pertinent here. Yet, unlike in Britain, it was not representations of the recent
conflict that offered that ‘lens’ but rather nostalgic conceptualisations of pre-war

Britain.

This perspective can help explain the notable lack of development in or debate
surrounding the tropes of Britishness that dominated fictional depictions in the post-
war period. Depictions of Britain were not attempts to engage with Britishness,
therefore internal contradictions or external political, social or economic
developments in Britain failed to trigger any change in the tropes. Real post-war
Britain and Britain as it existed (or needed to exist) in the German imagination were
largely distinct entities. In her study of post-war Anglo-German relations, Sabine Lee

argues the following:

[In] general Germany was less concerned with Britain than vice versa. She was not
really interested in the country across the Channel. Anglo-German relations are often
characterized with the word misunderstanding. In the case of German public opinion

about Britain, non-understanding would be more appropriate [... There was a]

profound lack of interest.”

This lack of interest is indicated in several surveys conducted in Germany in the
immediate post-war period. In April 1946, 58% of Germans questioned thought that
the US would be the most influential power in the coming years, while only 2%

named Britain.”* Although these statistics were collected in the American zone,

3! Sabine Lee, An Uneasy Partnership: British-German Relations Between 1955 and 1961 (1996),
p-88.

32 Public Opinion in Occupied Germany: The OMGUS Surveys 1945-1949, ed. by Anna J. Merritt and
Richard L. Merritt (1970), p.95.
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where it is likely that frequent contact with Americans and little contact with Britons
resulted in some bias, the gulf between these two numbers is telling. It was America,
not Britain, that beckoned as the most important Western power in the post-war
landscape and was the subject of far greater interest. The ‘profound lack of interest’
in ‘real’ Britain is further manifested in the frequent conflation of Britain and
England, the British and the English, in post-war German popular culture. The
predominance of ‘England’ and ‘Englidnder’ in post-war texts does not signify a
conscious — and what would be remarkably discerning — attempt to acknowledge the
differences between English, Scottish, Welsh (and even Northern Irish) identities.
Rather, the German (non-) understanding of Britishness was dominated by and even
conflated with stereotypes of Englishness, a misrepresentation that went largely
unquestioned. Tabloid newspapers such as BILD even seemed to use ‘England’ and
‘Britannien’ interchangeably. Occasional references to other British identities in
fictions were used not to say anything particular about those identities, but simply to
enliven a comical stereotype of Britishness dominated for so long by an England-
centric focus. In the following chapters, I will therefore continue to use ‘Britain’ and
‘Britishness’ as the dominance of ‘England’ and ‘Englédnder’ signals more a lack of
understanding about, and interest in, Britain’s constituent parts — an understanding
unnecessary for an oblique discussion of Germanness — than an attempt to

acknowledge the differences between them.

For the images of Britain that dominated post-war fictional depictions to serve their
purpose, they had to be flat, rigid and (as far as possible) undisturbed by reality.
Texts that broke the mould were and remained anomalies. Yet this does not mean
that analysis of these depictions will be equally flat. Rather, they are a rich — and
largely untapped — source of material that offers a unique insight into the negotiation
of post-war German identity in the sphere of popular culture. This richness is
however limited to West Germany. In East German fictions, ‘streng untersucht’ by a
regime that sought to prevent the publication or production of fictions that did not
teach ‘die Vorteile einer sozialistisch orientierten Gesellschaft’, a stereotyped idea of

Britain was invoked largely for the purpose of celebrating the Soviet Union or

27



denigrating the United States.” Used as a crude political tool or as apolitical
entertainment, images of Britain in 1950s and early 1960s East German fictions offer
little of interest to a scholar of Anglo-German cultural relations, while the opposite is
true of West German popular texts and it is therefore these that form the basis of my

analysis in Chapters 5 and 6.

As the image of a post-war West German national self began to clarify in the later
1950s, the carefully preserved image of Britishness with which it was juxtaposed
began to seem weak, even laughable. The German present — dominated by
consumerism, electronic mass media and youth culture — was itself now highly
desirable. From this perspective, traditional, conservative Britain appeared

intransigent, old-fashioned and increasingly irrelevant. While Britain’s weakening

33 Eva Parra-Membrives, ‘Trivialitit, Identitdten und DDR-Kriminalroman’ in Literatur am Rand:
Perspektiven der Trivialliteratur vom Mittelalter bis zum 21. Jahrhundert, ed. by Eva Parra-
Membrives and Albrecht Classen (2013), p.225: ‘closely scrutinized’, ‘the benefits of a society
oriented towards socialism’. Quoting from the Daily Mirror, an article in East Germany’s television
and radio magazine Der Rundfunk in December 1957 celebrated the apparent demise of the
‘Geschiftsmann der Londoner City mit Regenschirm, steifem Hut und Kavaliers-Taschentuch’
(‘businessman of London City with umbrella, stiff hat and gentleman’s handkerchief”). Scientists and
engineers are the future, the piece declares, and here the Soviet Union has ‘die Uberlegenheit’ (‘the
supremacy’) (Der Rundfunk, 29 December 1957). The same technique was used in fiction. In Fritz
Erpenbeck’s 1966 crime novel Tédliche Bilanz, for example, one character disparages Scotland Yard,
an institution widely admired in pre-war Germany, in order to underscore the alleged modernity and
efficiency of East Germany’s Volkspolizei: ‘Man sagt, es seien die besten und modernsten
[Polizeimethoden] im westlichen Europa, selbst Scotland Yard sei, mit uns verglichen, nur noch ein
Kriminalmuseum’ (‘It’s said that they have the best and most modern [policing methods] in western
Europe — even Scotland Yard, compared to us, is just a museum of crime, they say’) (Fritz Erpenbeck,
Todliche Bilanz [1966], p.123). Elsewhere, in a contradictory move that highlights the pragmatic
rather than expository purpose of using images of Britishness, British traditionalism was hailed as the
desirable alternative to American forms of modernity. In Klaus Kunkel’s 1954 crime novel Scotland
Yard schweigt, the narrator mourns the destruction of London’s traditional, even medieval,
architecture to make way for US-inspired ‘viereckige Kisten aus Beton und Stahl’ (‘square concrete
and steel boxes’) (Klaus Kunkel, Scotland Yard schweigt [1954], p.19). Indeed, in this novel anything
undesirable is attributed to American modernity. Kidnapping, claims the narrator, ‘aus Amerika
importiert, war eine akute Gefahr geworden’ (‘imported from America, had become an acute danger’)
(p-192). British characters were used for similar purposes beyond the crime genre. Der Traum des
Hauptmann Loy was a 1956 novel by Wolfgang Schreyer, an East German writer of adventure stories.
Hauptmann Richard Loy is a British officer on board a plane flying from Tripoli to Oslo along with a
disparate group of Americans. Although he is the central figure, his character — retiring, chivalrous,
shrewd, fair, morally upstanding: the epitome of Englishness according to this novel — is a one-
dimensional foil for the aggressive, vulgar, self-obsessed, foolish and corrupt American characters.
These texts neither engage with the reality of Britain nor manifest an organic response to the question
of German national identity, as was occurring in the FRG. Neither Britishness nor Germanness (of the
Eastern kind) pose a dilemma, these texts proclaim, shutting down any potential for the kind of
nuance, tension or ambiguity that exists in many West German texts of the same period. The countless
adaptations and dubbed versions of pre-war British fictions by Oscar Wilde, Robert Louis Stevenson
and Edgar Wallace broadcast on East German television are no more suggestive of real engagement
with the idea of Britain than the fictions mentioned above. They were offered as popular, apolitical
entertainment that might lure audiences away from West German television channels.
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self-image demanded a starker delineation of Germanness against which to
strengthen the reflected image, Germany was experiencing the opposite. Against
Germany’s strengthening self-image, the image of Britishness that had served so
useful a purpose — and in part continued to do so — came to appear insubstantial in

comparison.

Yet, once again, the narrative was not a simple linear one. The occupation and the
sudden deluge of direct Anglo-German encounters that it spawned caused a
temporary hiatus in the long-standing and largely positive image of Britain and its
people, while the later growth of German national self-confidence did not destroy the
deep admiration for the particular conception of Britishness that had dominated
fictional depictions for so long. Representations continued both to encourage fond
affection for Britain and its people and to imply the need for strong political relations
with that nation. Britishness remained closely associated with moral decency and
strong masculine leadership into the 1960s, offering both a model for post-war
authority and heroism and an indelible reminder of the difficulties of salvaging

home-grown sources of pride and continuity from the Nazi period.

The first chapter addresses the post-war debate regarding the (in)stability of the
German nation state and national character. I use the 1959 comedy film The Square
Peg and Ian Fleming’s third James Bond novel, Moonraker (1955) to explore how
fiction was used to shore up the inherent paradoxes in both this particular conception
of Germanness and the idea of national character on which it was founded. Through
a close reading of a little-known 1950 novel by John Culshaw, The Sons of Brutus, 1
question whether British preconceptions regarding German politics and the German
character prevented more widespread recognition of the progress towards stability

and security being made in post-war West Germany.
The question of just how the genocidal atrocities perpetrated by Nazi Germany came

about and the role of nationality in that process was at the core of the debate tackled

in Chapter 2. Were the Germans collectively guilty of the crimes committed by the
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Nazi regime and, if so, did this signify a specific, collective form of German
wickedness that would continue to find expression in heinous acts? I use close
readings of the crime novel Fallen into the Pit (1951) by Edith Pargeter (better
known by her pen name, Ellis Peters) and Basil Dearden’s 1947 film Frieda to
explore the various (and sometimes ambiguous) answers to this question that were
being explored in the immediate post-war years. Finally, through a discussion of
several BBC television and radio dramas from the early 1960s, I explore the impact
of chronological distance from the Nazi period on the perception of collective

German guilt/wickedness.

Chapter 3 addresses the question of the legibility and significance of nationality from
a different perspective, tackling the trope of German deceitfulness. I use James
Kinross’ 1956 novel The Pike in the Reeds, set during the occupation, and the 1959
comedy film Desert Mice to explore how the generalised notion of German
mendacity was fictionalised in this period. Yet the post-war years were not devoid of
fictions that countered the trope. Through a radical rereading of John le Carré’s The
Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963), I explore how popular texts were also used
to explode the belief that the German nation and people posed a particular threat to
Britain and that nationality, once successfully unmasked, is a credible signifier for

character, ideology or allegiance.

Chapter 4 addresses alienness in the fictional depiction of Germans, a concept that
underpins much of the argument of the first three chapters but that also demands to
be explored separately. Close analysis of the metaphors of animals, machines and
aliens often used to depict Germans in post-war texts reveals how allegations of
inhuman behaviour during the war years were met with metaphors of literal
inhumanity. I also use Lewis Gilbert’s 1960 film Sink the Bismarck! to explore a
parallel trend that posited Germanness as the alien opposite of Britishness
specifically, rather than humanity in general. The opposing argument — that Germans
were more akin than alien to Britons — found expression in fictions such as the 1957

box-office hit The One That Got Away, this chapter’s third case study.
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After a brief, re-orienting Pause, Chapter 5, the first of two addressing German
images of Britishness, deals with the depiction of Britain and Britons as stubbornly
old-fashioned. Using Rolf and Alexandra Becker’s 1950 detective novel Gestatten,
mein Name ist Cox, I interrogate the dual nostalgic function of these fictions for their
German readers, before offering a close reading of Josef Maria Frank’s novel Unstet
und ruhelos ist das Herz, which was serialised in Revue in 1953 and countered a
purely nostalgic portrayal of post-war Britain. Finally, through a discussion of Franz
Marischka’s 1961 musical film Am Sonntag will mein Siiffer mit mir segeln gehen, 1
ask why depictions of old-fashioned Britons continued to outnumber more discerning

portrayals but were increasingly invoked as a source of comedy.

The post-war boom in British or British-inspired golden age crime fiction, the
subject of Chapter 6, initially seems to serve a similar nostalgic purpose. Yet why
should a nation plagued by issues of crime and punishment, murder and justice,
unprecedented in scale and complexity, turn for entertainment to stories that centre
on those same issues? Through readings of Walter Ebert’s 1949 detective novel Die
grinsende Maske, the early 1960s television crime series Inspektor Hornleigh and
Wolfgang Schleif’s 1959 film Rommel ruft Kairo, I explore the changing role of the
British detective in West Germany in the post-war period and the remarkable appeal

of the ‘alternate reality’ offered by these fictions.

What follows is not a catalogue of stereotypes, nor the delineation of two
trajectories, one plotting British depictions of Germanness and the other German
depictions of Britishness. Instead, several overlapping, sometimes contradictory,
trajectories emerge that paint a vivid, often surprising, picture of the mutual post-war
fictional depictions of Britons and Germans. Certainly, crudely drawn images of the
British/German other were frequently disseminated in popular texts, but there was
never a moment when stereotypes — or ‘mental silhouettes’ — of Britishness or
Germanness were regurgitated without challenge, never a time when a single image

became synonymous with Britain or Germany. The mutable, often unstable, images
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explored in this thesis were expressions of pervasive, sometimes troubling, questions

regarding the national self, the national other and the relationship between the two.
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set his stamp’.” ‘More of a slashing attack on Germany than a balanced piece of
history’, according to his biographer Kathleen Burk, the book nevertheless received
some effusive reviews — the historian A.L. Rowse called it ‘essential reading for all
those who are concerned with German affairs’ — and sold more than 6000 copies
within a few months.'” The implication — that a nation full of abnormal individuals
generates a national history ‘of extremes’ — echoed historian Rohan Butler’s claim
four years earlier that a ‘peculiar psychological kink” among the German people was
at least partly to blame for National Socialism."' There was no attempt by these
British historians to theorize the link between individual or group psychology and the
nation state, just an assertion that Germanness, whether manifested in an individual,
a group or a state, was in part characterised by instability and extremity. Frequently
airing their Germanophobic views in public in the post-war period, figures such as
Taylor and Butler thus legitimised the continuation of an indiscriminate belief in the
innate extremity and abnormality of both the German people and the German nation

state.

More broadly, these competing interpretations of the German state and people
reflected the growing challenge posed by alternative explanations of collective
behaviour to the prevailing belief in national character, a concept looking
increasingly shaky beyond the immediate post-war years. I will show how the
primary ‘German’ trait under discussion in this chapter — a tendency to swing
unpredictably between rationality and irrationality — is inherently contradictory,
exposing the inadequacy of the notion of national character when trying to explain
Nazism, war and genocide. Yet the numerous post-war fictions that depicted
emotionally and mentally unstable Germans ignore the paradox in this depiction and
the larger flaw in the notion of national character to which it points. Instead, they
present this inconsistency as further proof of the instability of the German character
and thus lend implicit support to the idea that such a thing exists. I will use the 1958
comedy film The Square Peg and Ian Fleming’s third James Bond novel Moonraker

(1955) to show how the image of German instability developed and came to

® AJ.P. Taylor, The Course of German History: A Survey of the Development of Germany since 1815
(1945), p.13.

19 Kathleen Burk, Troublemaker: The Life and History of A.J.P. Taylor (2000), p.253; cited in Chris
Wrigley, A.J.P Taylor: Radical Historian of Europe (2006), p.162.

" Rohan Butler, The Roots of National Socialism 1783-1933 (1941), p.10.
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encompass both the German national character and the German state. Through a
close reading of John Culshaw’s 1950 novel The Sons of Brutus, the final section
will explore texts and individuals that countered the notion of a fundamental
relationship between Germanness and instability, whether emotional, mental or
political, and thereby implicitly countered the idea of national character on which so

many depictions depended.

1. The German ‘streak of hysteria’

According to Dan Stone, the irrational claims made by the Nazis and the huge
emotional energy emanating from Hitler were key to the formation of British opinion
about the Nazis.'” Images of massed German crowds succumbing to the ‘affective
powers’ of Nazism and engaged in frenzied adulation of their Fiihrer’s words
suggested that the same tendencies towards irrationality and emotional fanaticism
had been aroused in ordinary Germans. John Ramsden argues that the British largely
took such propaganda at face value in the pre-war period. Most Britons could not
see, he contends, that all of the images emerging from Nazi rallies, youth camps and
the Olympics in 1936 were carefully orchestrated for propaganda purposes."’ Images
of hysterical German crowds were thus accepted by many as evidence for the notion
of a specifically German form of emotional instability. This notion also had a long
history, allowing observers to identify this ‘trait’ as a facet of Germanness rather
than Nazism. In his study of Britain’s cultural relations with Germany, historian John
Mander argues that the idea of Germany accepted abroad in the early nineteenth
century incorporated two distinct notions: pious sentimentality, epitomised by
Goethe’s Werther, and violent incoherent emotionalism, embodied in the Sturm und
Drang movement.'* Both suggested emotional instability, but it was primarily the
former that persisted and was later embedded in the twentieth-century understanding
of ‘old Germany’, a pastoral and peaceful nation inhabited by cultured and
sentimental Germans. Despite what was variously understood as the demise or
submergence of this ‘Germany’, sentimentality remained an important and usually

derogatory term in discussions about the German character. A passing reference to

"2 Stone, p.11, p.21.

13 John Ramsden, Don’t Mention the War: The British and the Germans since 1890 (2006), pp.163-5.
' John Mander, Our German Cousins: Anglo-German Relations in the 19" and 20™ Centuries (1974),
p-9,p.24.
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the German people as ‘sentimental” in A.J.P. Taylor’s 1945 study of Germany
suggests that the idea was commonplace, as does its appearance in both the
instructions given to British servicemen entering Germany in 1944 and in James
Stern’s memoir of his time spent in post-war Germany.'” No justification for this
attribution is offered in any of these diverse texts, all published within three years of
each other, implying that the notion of German sentimentality was commonly
accepted. Newsreels, photographs and descriptions of hysterical German crowds in
the 1930s had lent credence to and intensified the notion of emotional weakness on
which the idea of German sentimentality was grounded, as well as conjuring up the
historical precedent in the Sturm und Drang movement of German emotional

volatility.

Wartime fictions drew heavily on the trope of Nazi/German emotional and mental
instability, implicitly rejecting the widely accepted notion (popularised first by
Gustave Le Bon and then Sigmund Freud at the turn of the century) that individual
character and distinctiveness are lost when a person becomes part of a particular kind
of group. According to these fictions, the hysteria displayed by the German crowds
in the newsreels was a manifestation, rather than subjugation, of the individual
character of its members. These hysterical crowds revealed, rather than repressed, the
(nationally determined) character of the individuals within it. Comedy films such as
Let George Do It (1940) and Gasbags (1941) and comics such as Knockout depicted
absurd and foolish Nazis, whose irrationality and lack of emotional control echoes
the behaviour of the German crowds depicted in newsreels while also rendering them
inept and ridiculous. As well as functioning as narratives of reassurance — as
discussed by both James Chapman and Robert Murphy — these fictions also fulfilled
a broader purpose: to consolidate an image of unstable Germanness and thereby
assert both the unique susceptibility of Germans to fascism’s ‘affective force’ and the
impossibility of ordinary Britons succumbing to its power.'® Through an analysis of
The Square Peg, made in 1958, but harking back to the tradition of comically volatile
and irrational Nazis in fiction, I will show how this image continued to serve a

similar purpose well into the post-war era.

' Taylor (1945) p.13; ‘Instructions’, p.30; James Stern, The Hidden Damage (1990), p.77.
' James Chapman, British Comics: A Cultural History (2011), p.37; Robert Murphy, British Cinema
and the Second World War (2000), p.44.
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1.1. ‘I vill decide who you are and vat you do’: Mental and emotional imbalance in

The Square Peg

Directed by John Paddy Carstairs and produced by The Rank Organisation, The
Square Peg was released in British cinemas in late 1958. Despite poor reviews in the
trade press — Films and Filming called it ‘desperately witless’ — the film was a
resounding success with audiences and broke box office records in countless cinemas
from Newcastle to Islington."” It stars English comedian Norman Wisdom who plays
both Pitkin, a warm-hearted but rather dim road-mender turned soldier, and General

Schreiber, a sentimental yet tyrannous and emotionally unbalanced fool.

Mending a road near an army base during the war, Norman Pitkin frustrates the
soldiers with his tomfoolery and is called up for active service, along with the
Borough Engineer, Mr Grimsdale. Posted to France, they unwittingly end up
mending a road behind enemy lines. Mr Grimsdale is taken prisoner while Pitkin
wanders into a local town where his uncanny likeness to the local German general
causes consternation. He foolishly blows the cover of two members of the French
resistance who are arrested and taken to General Schreiber’s chateau. Pitkin and the
leader of the local resistance tunnel into the chateau to rescue the prisoners.
Meanwhile, Schreiber is enjoying an amorous tryst with opera singer Gretchen von
Schmetterling. In an amusing sequence of events, Pitkin disguises himself as
Schreiber and, after locking him inside his own bathroom, is forced to take the
general’s place with Gretchen at the piano and to sing Schubert duets. His attempts
are comically atrocious and he soon excuses himself and secures the release of the
prisoners, still maintaining his disguise as Schreiber. They escape, but Pitkin is
caught at the gate and sentenced to death. A moment before his execution, he falls
down the original tunnel leading under the chateau wall and escapes. Back in

England, he is promoted to mayor.

The duality of Norman Wisdom’s performance explicitly invites us to compare and

contrast his two characters. Pitkin, a variation on Wisdom’s even more farcical and

" Films and Filming, February 1959; Kinematograph Weekly, 22 January 1959 and 5 February 1959.
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slapdash character of ‘The Gump’, embodies a combination of traits that were
understood to be part of the ‘British’ character at various times in the three decades
prior to the film’s production. Like Sidney Strube’s ‘Little Man’, who appeared in
the Daily Express between 1920 and 1947, he is kindly, modest, humorous, small,
obstinate and easily bewildered. He is the little man against the world, one of the
‘enthusiastic amateurs’ or ‘whimsical fellows’ to whom J.B. Priestley paid tribute in
his Picture Post paean to the British people in April 1945." Yet Pitkin is also brave,
tenacious and enterprising, qualities that were increasingly associated with
Britishness during and after the war, most notably in relation to the myths that grew
up around the retreat from Dunkirk and the Blitz and instigated in part by Priestley in
his Sunday evening BBC broadcasts. The British people were no longer just ‘simple,
kindly [and] humorous’ but also ‘brave’, he argued in a September postscript. ‘We’re

the British people being attacked and fighting back.’"”

In Pitkin, each of these traits is exaggerated for comic effect but the core of his
character constitutes an established (and admirable) notion of Britishness combining
gentleness and tenacity, silliness and perspicacity. We are invited to read Schreiber,
Pitkin’s double, in the same way, that is, as an embodiment of his own nation’s
‘character’. Within this framework and viewed from the perspective of a 1950s
British audience, his character is wholly comprehensible. Not only does his
emotional and mental instability reflect contemporary British ideas about
Germanness, but his arrogance, aggression, militarism and authoritarian behaviour
are also consistent with an established post-war image of Germany, and one that
directly opposed the image of Britishness described above. A comic scene in which
Pitkin is forced to act as Schreiber’s literal mirror image highlights the perfect
opposition of their individual and national characters by rendering it visual. The ruse
works (for a while) because Pitkin is both Schreiber’s duplicate and his exact inverse

(fig. 2)

'8 Picture Post,28 April 1945.

' J B. Priestley, Postscripts (1940), p.69.

2 The Square Peg, dir. by John Paddy Carstairs (Rank, 1958) [on DVD]. Same reference for all future
screen shots and quotations from this film.
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Figure 2: Pitkin stands in for General Schreiber's reflection (both played by Norman

Wisdom).

Wisdom’s two characters work as embodiments of national character because they
are one-dimensional stereotypes. As Andrew Stott points out in a recent study,
comedy usually uses stock characters, characters that are ‘one-dimensional in the
sense that they are apparently unable to learn and change’.*' Such characters are
often found in fictions that discuss and shore up notions of national character and
difference as these rely on the assumption that such identities are fixed and replicated
across all members of the nation.? Pitkin and Schreiber are two such characters, their
lack of change or development affirming the validity of both the two particular
conceits of national character they embody and the broader notion of nationally
determined character that underlies those conceits. The well-rehearsed trope of
German mental and emotional instability and the contrasting and equally prevalent
image of British stoicism and placidity are invoked to achieve this. Being well
known and widely accepted, these tropes were particularly useful in reasserting the
validity of the idea of national character, but were also at the heart of the need to do
so. For the idea of German instability, as well as producing comical depictions of

hysterical Nazis, formed the core of an explanatory model for Nazism, war and

I Andrew Stott, Comedy (2014), p.41.
2 As T explore in Chapter 2, such assumptions are disturbed by the fictional depiction of individuals
with nuanced personalities subject to change and development.
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genocide that located these as German phenomena. If this idea or the assumption of
fixed national character on which it rested were undermined, the alternative
explanation — that a combination of historical, political, economic and social factors,
independent of nationality or national character, was to blame — would be
strengthened. It was far less troubling to continue to blame the Germans’ ‘peculiar

psychological kink’ for the Nazi regime’s atrocities.

To the twenty-first century viewer, the character of Schreiber is an absurd caricature
of a particular idea of Germanness made popular by countless clichéd depictions of
German officers in British wartime cinema.” This figure, analysed astutely by
Raymond Durgnat in his seminal 1970 text on British cinema, boasts a ‘sabre scar’,
speaks with a ‘courteous hiss’ and sits at a grand piano with a wine glass, ‘finally
bursting out with a maniacal high-pitched shriek’.** Yet Wisdom’s own account of
the casting and filming process tells a different story. Already cast in the role of
Pitkin, Wisdom was asked by screenwriter Jack Davies to play the role of the general
as well. He agreed but Carstairs was unhappy with the decision and initially refused
to direct the scenes in which Wisdom was to play Schreiber. ‘I’ve got to have an
actor,” he said. ‘It’s an acting part, not comedy.’* Wisdom, recognising the part was
‘straight’ not comedic, played his first scene as Schreiber ‘dead straight’ and won
Carstairs over immediately, according to the account given by Richard Dacre in
Wisdom’s biography.* This incident is highly instructive for our reading of the film.
Schreiber is not intended to be a comical caricature but an earnest depiction of a
particular idea of Germanness. That this character — an obvious caricature to today’s
audience — could be understood as ‘straight’ suggests that this representational trope
of ‘the Germans’ had become so embedded in the post-war British public
imagination that it was no longer recognised as a construct. For that audience,
Schreiber’s comic power was rooted in excess of character, not excess of
characterisation. If the audience had been allowed to perceive the stereotype rather

than the character as ridiculous, the film would no longer be reassuring comedy but

2 A notable exception is Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s 1943 film The Life and Death of
Colonel Blimp, in which Anton Walbrook plays Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorff, a morally upstanding
and wholly likeable German officer who wishes defeat to the Nazis.

** Raymond Durgnat, A Mirror for England: British Movies from Austerity to Affluence (2011), p.125.
» Norman Wisdom, My Turn: Memoirs (2002), p.204.

2% Richard Dacre, Trouble in Store: Norman Wisdom, A Career in Comedy (1991), p.40.

41



instead transgressive in its explicit rejection of a key post-war trope of Germanness

and implicit questioning of the concept of nationally determined character.

We first meet General Schreiber at his interrogation of Mr Grimsdale, during which
he displays extreme emotional volatility and irrationality. At the scene’s opening,
however, these traits are hidden. Schreiber sits behind his desk, smoking a cigarette,
his face impassive, his movements measured and his voice calm. The impression is
of a dispassionate and self-possessed man of authority. As Mr Grimsdale enters,
however, and asks him smilingly why he is dressed up like a Nazi general — a
comment that is humorous on both the fictional and metafictional levels —
Schreiber’s composure dissipates and is quickly replaced with anger. He slaps Mr
Grimsdale’s hand away and shouts, ‘Vat?!’, enraged that his authority is not being
respected. To a modern audience, his stereotyped accent and exaggerated gestures
are humorous indications of caricature, yet the discovery that Schreiber’s character is
being played ‘straight’ invites us to read his outburst as part of a portrayal of
unstable Germanness that met the expectations of a 1950s British audience
accustomed to a particular representational trope. The comedy for that audience was
generated by the (individual and national) German character being depicted, not by
Wisdom’s rendering of the stereotype. Put another way, we must assume the
audience was laughing directly at ‘the Germans’, not at what we today see as a

caricatured depiction of a set of tropes associated with Germanness.

Schreiber proceeds to question Mr Grimsdale. At the moments when Schreiber is in
control of the situation, such as when he issues a threat of death to his prisoner if he
refuses to talk, he reverts to his calm, composed demeanour of the scene’s opening.
Yet we soon realise that his sense of control relies on his ability to determine not
only the future existence (or not) of his prisoner but also, wholly irrationally, that
prisoner’s identity. Before asking any questions, Schreiber has decided that Mr
Grimsdale is Henri le Blanc, leader of the French resistance. ‘You are le Blanc’, he
asserts quietly with a smug smile, jabbing Mr Grimsdale in the neck with his baton,
in no doubt that his own irrational convictions will be borne out by reality. Yet it is
inevitable that this desired total control over the situation is challenged by Mr

Grimsdale’s insistence on the truth, and when this occurs, Schreiber quickly loses
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control of his emotional and rational faculties. He bursts out, ‘Silence! I vill decide
who you are and vat you do. I vill decide!” His eyes widen, his chin juts out and he
jabs Mr Grimsdale in the chest in a petulant manner (fig. 3). His movements become
quicker and more frenzied and his voice louder and harsher. In Durgnat’s words, the
‘courteous hiss’ becomes a ‘maniacal, high-pitched shriek’. Again, the comedy for
the contemporaneous audience was provided by the spluttering, gesticulating Nazi on
the screen (not by the stereotype that generated the image) as well as by the radical
contrast with Mr Grimsdale, the epitome of ‘British’ stoicism, who refuses to be

cowed by Schreiber.

Figure 3: General Schreiber (right) interrogates Mr Grimsdale (left, played by Edward

Chapman).

In a later scene, set in a large, opulent chamber in Schreiber’s chateau, the German
general is enjoying an evening with Gretchen von Schmetterling. The two Germans
drink champagne, simper indulgently, giggle hysterically and engage in excessively
sentimental conversation before singing a Schubert duet in a melodramatic manner.
Everything is excessive, from their hilarity at Schreiber drinking champagne out of
Gretchen’s (open-toed) shoe and the elaborate furnishings and costumes to
Gretchen’s gluttony and Schreiber’s overblown operatic performance. The whole
sequence is a caricatured enactment of the conventional understanding of ‘old

Germany’, incorporating (and parodying) its high culture, its sentimentality and its
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saccharine language (‘mein Liebling, how I have longed for this moment’). The
stereotype expands during the scene to embrace the violent emotionalism associated
with the Sturm und Drang and, more recently, Nazism, alongside the conventional
image of ‘old Germany’. When events in the world do not meet their expectations (as
we saw in the earlier scene), Schreiber and Gretchen’s simpering sentimentalism
quickly turns to acute anger and insult. Gretchen having mistaken Pitkin for
Schreiber and Schreiber mistaking Pitkin’s singing for Gretchen’s, they trade insults
in a melodramatic sequence that exposes and mocks their emotional volatility and
inability to rationalise. Gretchen tosses her head theatrically and laughs scornfully,
proclaiming in a loud and guttural voice, ‘Tonight, you sing like an old crow!’
Schreiber responds with his own, less imaginative, insult — *You also vere singing

bad’ — accompanied by a severe glare and a puffed out chest.

Gretchen lets out an extravagant groan and turns her head away from Schreiber, as if
unable to look at him (fig. 4). When she turns her head back, she sees Pitkin in the
doorway and, confronted with two ‘Schreibers’, she faints in the ultimate expression
of excess emotion. In this scene, the acute irrationality and capricious emotionalism
of both German characters are foregrounded and further emphasised through contrast
when Pitkin, the epitome of so-called British understatement, amateurism and
ordinariness, tries to simulate his German counterpart’s operatic and emotional
excesses. His discomfort is obvious (and comical) as is his bewilderment when he
must later imitate Schreiber’s aggressive manner in order to access and release the
prisoners. He remains an ordinary man out of his depth in a world of excess,

volatility, illogic and unpredictability.
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Figure 4: Gretchen von Schmetterling (Hattie Jacques) is outraged at General

Schreiber's criticism of her (that is, Pitkin's) singing.

1.2. ‘Thousands of disorganised, hysterical, screaming Germans’: The developing

stereotype of German instability

The unstable German appears in numerous post-war British fictions.”” Several
wartime and post-war factors encouraged the preservation of the trope, which was
nevertheless dogged by ambiguity and contradiction. At the heart of this ambiguity
was the question, how could Germans be methodical and irrational, emotionally cold
and hysterical? Threatening to undermine both the notion of German instability and
the idea of national character on which it was founded, this question was met with

various responses, fictional and otherwise, that tried to explain the apparent paradox
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by the Ministry of Information in a pamphlet by J.B. Priestley published in the early
stages of the campaign to arouse hostility towards the whole German nation. A
‘highly influential middlebrow writer who captured, expressed and shaped the mood
of the interwar period” and who was ‘perceived as an embodiment of Englishness’,
Priestley was particularly useful to propagandists seeking to unite the nation against
the enemy.”® ‘When their madness comes upon them’, Priestley wrote of the German
people, they kill without pity, ‘roused to senseless fury’.** Irrationality is signified in
the terms ‘madness’ and ‘senseless’, while ‘fury’ indicates a lack of emotional
restraint. The ideology and rhetoric emanating from such a nation could surely have
no legitimate basis, being born of hysteria rather than cool, rational thought. And
again, in the case of the Germans, ‘senseless’ group behaviour was presented
implicitly as evidence of the ‘madness’ of individual Germans rather than of the
suppression of individual character. The existence of collectively shared — more
specifically, nationally determined — character was thereby given implicit support.
Priestley’s language also served to bolster pride in Britishness. Traits such as
stoicism, stolidity, frugality, modesty and pragmatism belonged to a long-standing
idea of Englishness (frequently conflated with Britishness), epitomised by the stolid
John Bull, but were viewed as potential weaknesses in a modern global conflict. As
Peter Mandler explains in his study of the English national character, in the inter-war
years the figure of John Bull had lost some of his aggressive, ruggedly individualist
nature and morphed into Strube’s ‘Little Man’, a kindlier, gentler, more reserved
figure.” Yet, as part of the official discourse to establish Britishness and Germanness
as opposites, these traits came to signify balance and ordinariness — the celebrated

‘middle way’ — in contrast with Germany’s ‘extremist tendencies’.”!

Priestley’s ‘Postscripts’, broadcast between June and October 1940, epitomise the

celebratory attitude towards ordinariness, frequently invoked with an implicit

*% Ina Habermann, Myth, Memory and the Middlebrow: Priestley, du Maurier and the Symbolic Form
of Englishness (2010), p.45.

? Cited in Ian McLaine, Ministry of Morale: Home Front Morale and the Ministry of Information in
World War 11 (1979), p.146.

30 Peter Mandler, The English National Character: The History of an Idea from Edmund Burke to
Tony Blair (2006), p.176.

31ibid., p. 202; from government documents on ‘The German Character’ issued to all officers of the
Control Commission by Research Branch, Control Commission for Germany, 1 March 1945, cited in
Conditions of Surrender: Britons and Germans Witness the End of the War, ed. by Ulrike Jordan
(1997), p.133.
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condemnation of its opposite, extremity. In several different postscripts, he eulogised
the ‘ordinary British folk’ as the ‘true heroes and heroines of this war’, while in
others condemned the enemy’s volatility and irrationality.”® Recalling a recent

excursion to the countryside, he muses:

I remember then how this island is threatened and menaced; how perhaps at this very
moment, thin-lipped and cold-eyed Nazi staff officers are planning, with that

mixture of method and lunacy which is all their own.”

The following week he invoked the threat posed by ‘half-crazy German youths’ to
British ‘women-folk’ listening to the news ‘as they knitted by the hearth’, a
deliberately conceived image of ordinariness.™ In this schema, Britons were stable
and predictable while Germans ‘went mad’, were ‘roused to senseless fury’ after a
period of (apparent) sanity, were ‘half-crazy’ or combined ‘method’ with ‘lunacy’.
The paradox in this depiction is already apparent — how can someone, let alone a
nation, be ‘half-crazy’ or both methodical and lunatic? Yet 1930s newsreels of
events in Germany seemed to offer grounds for this paradoxical trope, depicting
sequences of perfectly choreographed military parades and bands juxtaposed with
images and audio of swarming, shouting crowds of feverish Germans, all jostling for
a better view of their Fiihrer.” Such images suggested a type of bipolarity,
specifically extreme rationality and irrationality, callousness and hysteria, that was
frequently incorporated into wartime and post-war public and fictional debates about
Germanness.*® Aside from the incoherence of ascribing such contradictory traits to a
nation’s character, there was ambiguity within the trope that found expression in
many fictions. Were Germans lineally bipolar, veering unpredictably between
efficient rationality (‘method’) and hysteria (‘lunacy’), or was the former only a
veneer for the latter? Does Schreiber swing between logic and illogic, frigidity and
emotion, or is rationality merely a well-polished facade for the irrationality and
hysteria that is the core of his character? The same question could be asked of the

German protagonists in many other fictions — Dr Bruckner in Counterblast, General

32 Priestley (1940), p.64.

3 ibid., p.7.

3 ibid., p.11.

35 See the clip ‘Hitler in Berlin’ on the British Pathé website, for example.
<https://www britishpathe.com/video/hitler-in-berlin> [accessed 11 August 2017].
36T am using bipolar in the sense of ‘having or relating to two poles or extremities’.
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Hammerfurter in Private Angelo, Hitler in The Two-Headed Spy and Captain

Scheffler in Mystery Submarine.”’

Although events in the final months of the war seemed to give validity to the idea of
German mental and emotional instability, ensuring the preservation of it beyond the
conflict and its propaganda, the ambiguity was not resolved. Yet at different points in
the post-war period, each of the two poles (method and lunacy) gained prominence in
British discourse. Dominant in the immediate post-war discussion was ‘German’
hysteria. Reports and images of a ruined, disordered Germany and of the chaos at the
newly liberated concentration camps were not conducive to assertions of ‘German’
logic and rationality, but ideal for proclaiming the opposite. Instructions produced by
the British Foreign Office for troops entering Germany in 1944 warned of the ‘streak
of hysteria’ in the German people who lack a ‘well-balanced mind’.”® This imbalance
of mental and emotional faculties seemed borne out by the decision of the Nazi elite
to continue fighting long past the point when Germany’s defeat was assured and by
instances of mass hysteria as groups of Germans retreated from the oncoming troops.
According to the Daily Express on 8 May 1945, one eye-witness of the final battle on
the Western Front saw ‘thousands of disorganised, hysterical, screaming Germans’,
trampling each other and pushing old women out of boats in order to save
themselves.” An article on the so-called German ‘Werewolves’ published just a few
weeks earlier in the same newspaper mentioned the ‘hysteria’ in the German ‘make-
up’ as if this were an acknowledged truth.* The liberation of the concentration
camps, primarily that of Bergen-Belsen, added fuel to the claims of German
delirium, provoking accusations of ‘German maniacal guilt’ and assertions that
Germany must be ‘restored to sanity’, the images from the camp taken as evidence of

that nation’s insanity."

37 Depictions of Hitler were and continue to be dominated by the myth of his tendency towards
irrationality, paranoia and impulsive rage combined with the stereotype of German volatility (Hitler’s
Austrian origin was all too often ignored). With the extra impetus provided by this myth, Hitler
became the ideal figure through which to epitomise German mental and emotional instability, and, as
head of the German state and leader of the German people, was useful as a representative of the
instability of both.

3 “Instructions’, p.30.

¥ Daily Express, 8 May 1945,

0 Daily Express, 3 April 1945,

*! Daily Mirror, 23 April 1945; Picture Post, 16 June 1945.

48



Whether understood as a core characteristic of Germanness or one polarised extreme,
mania was at the forefront of discussions regarding Germany at this time. Also
writing in 1945, Lord Vansittart condemned the British tendency ‘throughout the
whole of this latest and greatest outbreak of German homicidal mania [...] to address
the German nation as a reasonable being’. That, he wrote, ‘is a deep-seated
misjudgement of the German character’.*” His critique was based on an implicit
belief that the appearance of ‘reasonableness’ projected by Germany in the pre-war
and even wartime years was a fagade for nationwide and innate unreasonableness or

irrationality.

Continued allusions to a particular form of German hysteria and illogic were also a
useful means of maintaining pride in stoical Britishness. In his seminal analysis of
early post-war Britain, David Kynaston cites Churchill’s speech made shortly after
Germany’s surrender, in which he praised Britain’s stoicism, and later argues that
stability and normality were high priorities for the majority of Britons in this
period.” Pride in these values — and the belief that Germans lacked them — even fed
into occupation policies, as Frances Rosenfeld demonstrates in her thesis on Anglo-
German encounters in occupied Hamburg. Projected as a ‘stable, secure, confident,
well-balanced’ society, Britain was held up as a model to be emulated by the

‘pathological’ Germans.**

Yet over time and as distance from the immediate post-war chaos increased, the
discourse shifted from the ‘German’ excess of emotion to a lack of it. The notion that
rationality was a key part of Germanness — rather than just a fagcade — returned, partly
in response to the belated recognition of the highly organised and systematic nature
of the Nazi crimes. By 1965, the tabloid press was emphasising the ‘method’ rather
than the ‘lunacy’ involved in these crimes, claiming that the Holocaust was ‘a
gigantic murder operation against mankind organised in true German fashion’.*’
Here, logic is presented as an essential (a ‘true’) part of Germanness, not the

antithesis of or a facade for irrationality and mania but a partner in crime. Logic or

2 Robert Gilbert Vansittart, Bones of Contention (1945), p.39.

* David Kynaston, Austerity Britain 1945-51 (2007), p.11, p.633.

* Francis Rosenfeld, ‘The Anglo-German Encounter in Occupied Hamburg 1945-50° (2006), pp.174-
6.

* Daily Mirror, 15 March 1965.
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‘method’ — in the form of organised rallies, concentration camps with efficient
registration, deportation and ‘population management’ procedures, and rhetoric
intended to justify persecution and genocide — enabled the ‘lunatic’ policies of an
extreme ideology, such as the ‘gigantic murder operation against mankind’, to be

carried out.

The ambiguity and contradiction in the trope of German instability were both its
greatest weaknesses and its greatest strengths. Different aspects of the trope could be
invoked in different circumstances to ‘explain’ the rise of Nazism, war and genocide.
With each invocation — whether the focus was on hysteria, efficiency or a
combination — the trope and the idea of national character on which the explanatory
model and the image of stable Britishness depended, were strengthened. The long-
standing and largely benign trope of German sentimentality, while not disappearing,
had expanded and morphed into an intensely malignant stereotype. Although ripe for
comedy by the late 1950s and with an increasing focus on German ‘method’ rather
than ‘lunacy’ in public discourse, the stereotype did not disappear from non-comedic
popular fiction. Initially seeming to challenge the trope, Captain Scheffler,
protagonist of 1963 war film Mystery Submarine, is pragmatic and calm, an
admirable naval leader. Yet in the final scenes he rapidly transforms into a hysterical,
aggressive tyrant whose irrational decisions condemn his crew to death. And so

Priestley’s ‘half-crazy’ German lingered on.

2. ‘Will the Germans be democratic for long?’ The fear of German political

instability

‘As for the Germans’, M muses at the end of Ian Fleming’s third Bond novel
Moonraker (1955), ‘Well, we all knew there was plenty of Nazism left and this will
make the Cabinet go a bit more carefully on German rearmament.’*° The comment is
provoked by the actions of the villain Hugo Drax, an embittered half-English, half-
German Nazi who is in the service of the Soviets and bent on the destruction of
Britain. Ostensibly working to produce a nuclear missile to enable Britain to defend

itself against its Cold War enemies, he is actually developing the missile with the

% Tan Fleming, Moonraker (1955), pp.248-9. Same reference for all future quotations.
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aim of firing it into the heart of London. Bond is sent to investigate the death of a
worker at the site and, with the help of Gala Brand, uncovers the truth and diverts the
rocket into the North Sea, killing Drax who was hoping to escape in a Russian

submarine.

Far from passing almost unnoticed in Fleming’s fiction, as Lars Ole Sauerberg
claims, Germany and Germans played a key role in several of his novels.*’ Critic
Jeremy Black suggests that Fleming’s characterisation of the German villain in
Moonraker is a marker of his ‘racism’. He argues that M’s statement ‘reflected
Fleming’s concerns about German rearmament, concerns born from his distrust of
the Germans and his belief in national stereotypes’.*® In arguing this, Black wrongly
conflates Fleming and the novel’s narrator. Umberto Eco’s assertion that Fleming’s
villains stem from ‘reaction to popular demand’ is far more useful here.* In
Moonraker, as so many of Fleming’s novels, the nature and national identity of the
villain — the former depicted as the corollary of the latter — are symptomatic of
perceived contemporary threats to British interests. The timing of Moonraker’s
publication alone is very revealing. It was published on 5 April 1955, just a month
before the Federal Republic of Germany was given permission to create a civilian
controlled and democratic Bundeswehr and to join NATO. This followed nine
months of negotiations after France rejected the Pleven Plan, through which West
Germany would have been permitted military forces functioning as part of the
European Defense Community (EDC). At the heart of the — at times heated — debate
regarding West German rearmament was the issue of political stability. How stable
was the alliance between the Federal Republic and the West? Was a rearmed
Germany likely to suddenly switch allegiance to the Soviet Union? Or was the
rearmament of West Germany necessary to fully anchor the state within the Western

alliance?

4" Lars Ole Sauerberg, Secret Agents in Fiction: Ian Fleming, John le Carré and Len Deighton (1984),
p.157.

8 Jeremy Black, The Politics of James Bond: From Fleming’s Novels to the Big Screen (2000), pp.19-
20.

* Umberto Eco, ‘The narrative structure in Fleming’ in The Bond Affair, ed. by Oreste del Buono and
Umberto Eco, trans. by R.A. Downie (1966), p.59.
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in British fears of future German extremism. As late as 1962, a review published in
the British cinema magazine Films and Filming could assert quite boldly, ‘In
Germany it is very easy to influence people. The whole development of the Nazis
was nothing else than the influence of people’.”® Implicit in this sweeping statement
is the assertion of both stereotypes presented in this chapter: Germans who are
mentally and emotionally weak (therefore susceptible to propaganda) and a German

state that tends to extremes (and uses propaganda to enforce its ideology).

Concern that the German state (and its citizens) might suddenly switch allegiance,
swinging either towards Nazism or Communism, were met with British policies that
focused on consolidating Germany’s political and cultural links with the West.
British occupiers established close control of cultural production and dissemination
through, for example, the Book Selection Committee, the aim of which was,
according to Rhys W. Williams, to turn ‘Germans into democrats’.”’ If Germans
were so easily influenced by propaganda, could they not be persuaded to ally with a
centrist, democratic ideology rather than an extreme, undemocratic one? As regards
the German state, Hughes contends that ‘the Federal Republic had little option but to
choose the Western camp, given the fact that isolationism and communisation were
both very unpopular in the FRG’.”® Yet the British government continued to interpret
positions taken by the German state on various issues according to a belief in that
state’s fundamental instability and unpredictability. Bonn’s ‘intransigent stance’ on
the Oder-Neile line, for example, was taken as further evidence of a German

tendency towards extreme behaviours and inability to take the ‘middle way’.”’

The parallel concern, also explored in fictional form in Moonraker, was that
destabilising forces could hide beneath the surface of the embryonic West German
democracy and later emerge to plunge the nation — and possibly all of Europe — into
conflict. Historian Barbara Marshall contends for example that the markedly slow

and controlled licensing of political parties in the British zone was rooted in the

% Films and Filming, April 1962.

7 Rhys W. Williams, ‘‘The selections of the committee are not in accord with the requirements of
Germany’: Contemporary English literature and the Selected Book Scheme in the British zone of
Germany (1945-1950)’ in The Cultural Legacy of the British Occupation in Germany, ed. by Alan
Bance (1997), p.125.
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suspicion that a threatening German force could emerge under the guise of a
democratic group.” Developing political movements and parties were met with
distrust, as was the Federal Republic’s first government, led by Adenauer. By 1951,
however, Adenauer was widely perceived as a powerful ‘force for stability’ in the
new republic and, despite many disagreements between Britain and Germany, ‘there
was little real doubt amongst British policy-makers as to the peaceful intentions of

%! Yet, almost two decades after the end of the war, fears

the Adenauer government.
regarding the relative political stability of Germany were still being voiced. In March
1963, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan — a renowned anti-German but echoing a
still significant concern — mused in his diary, ‘Will the Germans be democratic for
long?’** Indeed, as Hughes argues, ‘many in Britain feared the “old” Germany was

simply awaiting the demise of the democratic experiment of Adenauer to return to

centre stage.”®

2.2. A metonymic relationship: Hugo Drax and Germany

Emotionally and mentally unstable, Hugo Drax exemplifies the stereotype of
Germanness discussed earlier, albeit in a far less comic form than Wisdom’s General
Schreiber. Both physically large with ‘unnaturally long’ thumbs (46) and a ‘powerful
nose and jaw’, and displaying ‘bullying, boorish’ behaviour (45), he is depicted
when we (and Bond) first encounter him during a game of bridge as a man of excess,
conspicuous in a group of otherwise well-mannered and unremarkable British men.
His hair is described as ‘a riot” and his face as ‘flamboyant’ (45), metaphors
signifying volatility and turbulence. These outward indicators of extremity and
imbalance are soon borne out as his guise of sanity and controlled emotion, adopted
as part of his role of English gentleman, slips and he is exposed as a ‘raving
paranoiac’ (86), but one whose self-proclaimed ‘watchword’ is ‘precision’ (221),
borne out in his actions. The stereotype of German efficiency and ‘method’

juxtaposed with ‘lunacy’ looms large here. Drax is depicted employing stereotyped

% Barbara Marshall, ‘British Democratisation Policy in Germany’ in Reconstruction in Post-War
Germany: British Occupation Policy and the Western Zones 1945-55, ed. by lan D. Turner (1989),
p.209.

" Hughes, p.18, p.23.
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German efficiency and ‘precision’ to implement the ideologies generated by the
equally stereotyped notion of German lunacy. The revelation of his true (German)
character, indicated by the sudden explosion of German language in his dialogue, is
described as the exposure of ‘the man behind the mask’ (184), alluding to the depth
model of instability and indicating that his guise of sanity was, like his sham
allegiance to Britain, purely a facade. As he tells his captives about his lifelong
loathing of England and his love for Germany, dispassionate narrative gives way to
uncontrolled fury. His words pour ‘excitedly from his lips’ and Bond watches a
‘fleck of foam gather at one corner of his mouth and grow’ (219). The first phrase
suggests Drax’s gradual loss of control over his emotion and thus over his own
language — his words are the active subject of the verb (‘pour’), while Drax is
passive. The latter phrase projects a conventional image of insanity, one that Bond
explicitly invokes as he calmly diagnoses Drax as a ‘mad dog’ (222), which works

(as intended) to hasten Drax’s descent into hysteria.

Drax’s second role — a metonym for an unstable German state — is closely linked to
his first and made explicit in M’s remark in the novel’s final chapter quoted earlier:
‘As for the Germans. Well, we all knew there was plenty of Nazism left and this will
make the Cabinet go a bit more carefully on German rearmament.” M reads Drax as a
metonym for instability and unpredictability in the German state and, even more
significantly, assumes the Cabinet will do so too. And by invoking the question of
German rearmament — the first and only reference to this in the whole novel — at the
point when the reader is emerging from the fictional into the real world, Fleming
ensures that he or she is left pondering the relevance of this story to that topical
question. Specifically, the reader is invited to reflect on the link between isolated
incidents of Nazism in Germany — as reported in the British press — and the question

of West German rearmament.

After the discovery of one Nazi plot in Germany in January 1953, the Daily Express
asked, ‘Can it really be said that the Germans have changed?’ The plot was read as
an indication of widespread Nazi allegiance in Germany, disguised with a ‘facade of

democracy and respectability’.** This concern is perfectly manifested in Drax, who

% Daily Express, 16 Jan 1953.
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disguises his anti-British intentions and his Germanness — depicted as incorporating
political and psychological extremity and imbalance — by adopting the role of
rational and respectable English gentleman allied to democratic values. He
personifies the perception of Germany expressed in the Express article quoted above:
a volatile nation in which Nazism had not been eradicated, which tends to political
extremes (of which Germany’s literal division seemed to offer proof) and which
disguises destabilising forces with a superficial display of democracy. The narrative
strongly implies that both political extremes, as well as the perceived tendency to

extremity that Drax embodies and initially disguises, are threats to Britain.

This Britain is represented by Bond, a conservative figure often interpreted as a
revitalised version of earlier heroic but gentlemanly British spies.”” As James
Chapman points out, Bond is also cruel, vulgar, caddish and promiscuous.® What is
most important for his role, however, is his embodiment of a set of values directly
opposed to those manifested in the foreign villain: as in The Square Peg, the two
men are representatives of their nationality/ideology, and their battle is a metonym
for a broader ideological struggle. In Moonraker, Bond’s unflappable nature,
rationality and unwavering allegiance to British democratic values establish him as
Drax’s (and Germany’s) personal, ideological and political adversary. In her study of
1950s British cinema, Christine Geraghty argues convincingly that post-war
(continental) Europe ‘was envisaged as a place of possible danger and entanglement’
and was ‘associated with unstable and shifting national positions’. Britain’s national
identity, in positive contrast, was ‘tied up with an insular image of standing firm’.”’
In positing Germany (through Drax) as the centre and epitome of post-war
instability, danger and entanglement and countering this image (through Bond) with
one of British stability, political as well as mental and emotional, Moonraker is
representative of numerous post-war British fictions. Many fictional thrillers for
example set in divided Berlin in the 1950s and 1960s — a place that seemed to
epitomize the perceived German tendency towards extremity and instability — could
exploit the city’s real tensions and dangers, while also offering a self-affirming

contrast to Britain, standing firm with secure boundaries and a long democratic

% See Clive Bloom, Spy Thrillers: From Buchan to le Carré (1990), pp.90-91 and John G. Cawelti
and Bruce A. Rosenberg, The Spy Story (1987), p.50.

% Chapman in Comentale, Watt and Willman eds, p.133.

7 Christine Geraghty, British Cinema in the Fifties: Gender, Genre and the New Look (2000), p.95.
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tradition. While the German villains are busy being Nazis or Communists (or both),
the British heroes exude conservatism and social compliance. Manning Coles’
thrillers, Christopher Landon’s The Mirror Room (1960) and The Testament of
Casper Schultz (1962) by Jack Higgins (the pen name of Henry Patterson) all drew

on these established tropes.

In 1963, soon-to-be Labour prime minister Harold Wilson declared, ‘We are
completely, utterly and unequivocally opposed now and in all circumstances, to any
suggestion that Germany [...] directly or indirectly, should have its finger on the
nuclear trigger.”® The debate had moved on from military rearmament to nuclear
capability but, nearly a decade after M’s politically provocative remark and nearly
two decades after the defeat of Nazism, the image of an unpredictable, unstable

German state was continuing to influence political (and public) opinion and policy.

3. ‘I’m glad you’re adapting yourself to the circumstances’: The political, social

and economic drivers of (in)stability

Alongside the doubts regarding the relative stability and volatility of both individual
Germans and the German state was hope that long-term stability and security were
possible. Belief did gradually grow that West Germany had successfully navigated
between, as Judt puts it, ‘the Scylla of neo-Nazism and the Charybdis of philo-Soviet
neutralism, and was anchored securely within the Western alliance.”® Allegiance to a
new political extreme had been avoided and the ‘middle way’ had been taken. Noel
Annan, British military intelligence officer, was convinced of the wholesale
transformation of Germany soon after the establishment of the Adenauer
government. Looking back to this period in his 1995 book on the regeneration of
Germany, he claims that the British ‘could congratulate themselves’ by the early
1950s. ‘After all, West Germany became a peace-loving country, locked into the
Western alliance of NATO’.”” The language of Judt and Annan — ‘anchored

securely’, ‘locked into’” — invokes the spectre of instability that necessitated such

% Cited in Hughes, p.129.
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strong anchoring of this new Germany and continued to linger, but with decreasing

potency.

In this final section, I will explore the texts (and individuals) that countered both the
stereotype of German mental and emotional instability and the belief that the German
state was fundamentally incapable of behaving democratically and peacefully.
According to these anti-essentialist voices, instability was not an immutable trait of
the German people or the German state, but the result of a turbulent history and a
particular set of social, economic and political factors. Change those factors and the
behaviour of individuals and states becomes less extreme and volatile and more
stable, reasonable and predictable, they contend. Victor Gollancz was one of
Britain’s most vociferous opponents of the essentialist view espoused by Butler,
Taylor and Vansittart. Trying to convince his readers in a 1945 pamphlet What
Buchenwald Really Means that they would have acted (or failed to act) in the same
way as the Germans given the same circumstances, Gollancz offers a succinct
metaphor that encapsulates his position: ‘The appetite grows by what it feeds on.””!
The traits deemed ‘Germanic’ — hysteria, sentimentality, hyper-efficiency, coldness —
are latent in all humans, he argues, and will flourish if nurtured. This discomfiting
explanatory model rejected national character as a significant factor in the rise of

Nazism and its genocidal practices and invited the conclusion, ‘it could happen here.’

3.1. ‘One extra mouth to feed can easily make the difference between living honestly
and — you know the rest’: The controlling power of ‘circumstances’ in The Sons of

Brutus

John Culshaw’s 1950 novel The Sons of Brutus exemplifies a set of post-war fictions
that implicitly invited a similar conclusion.”” Culshaw was primarily known as a
pioneering English classical record producer for Decca Records. The Sons of Brutus
was his first of two novels and was inspired by his visits to ruined German cities in

the aftermath of the Second World War.

" Victor Gollancz, What Buchenwald Really Means (1945), p.14.

2 The title alludes to Livy’s tale about Brutus’ sons who conspired against Rome because they could
not turn its institutions to their personal advantage. Culshaw implies that, like in Rome, the stability of
post-war Germany was threatened by those who deemed the nation their inheritance but were now
powerless under the forces of occupation.
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The novel is set in a small fictional Bavarian town called Kirchstein in the summer
and autumn of 1945. Surrounded by ruins and facing severe food shortages, its
inhabitants struggle to survive. With no police force and a barely functional
administration, crime soars, from cigarette trading on the black market to violent
murders committed by displaced persons and locals. The narrative follows Manfred
Bayer, a young man with no remaining family and who is suffering severe emotional
trauma from the war. Torn between a moral life and the opportunity to ‘progress’
offered by Herr Bracht, a secretly fanatical Nazi who has duped the Americans into
believing he is trustworthy, he chooses the latter and we watch his life spiral out of
control. Interwoven with Manfred’s story is that of Hans, a German soldier who
returns from the Russian front changed by his horrific experiences but welcomed
back into the loving arms of his fiancé and her mother. Teetering on the brink of the
same abyss as Manfred, he chooses the opposite path and is rewarded for his

decision with life and the promise of a secure future.

A central motif in the novel is the word ‘circumstances’, the flipside of which is
‘opportunity’. The former word echoes through the novel, used by many of the
characters as well as the narrator. It is used variously as an observation, an excuse, an
explanation and a motivational tool. Both through the repetition of ‘circumstances’
and the narrative, which frequently brings the reader inside a character’s mind to
witness their turmoil, we see that all of the decisions taken and behaviours shown are
a result of the abnormal ‘circumstances’ in which the characters find themselves.
‘Opportunity’ — another motif — presents itself rarely and, even if it demands criminal
or immoral actions, must be considered if the ‘circumstances’ are to be surmounted

rather than succumbed to.

So what are the ‘circumstances’ and the available ‘opportunities’? Culshaw’s
Kirchstein, like most of real 1945 Germany, lacks functioning social, economic and
political structures. Cigarettes, dead rabbits and knowledge are the new currencies
and opportunities to barter for food and shelter must be seized whenever possible.
Returning from war, Hans finds ‘a new sack-covered world’ and is told by his fiancé

Elsa that the police have all gone, ‘like the army, and Kirchstein, and almost
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everything else we used to have.’” The unusual image created by the phrase ‘sack-
covered world’ and the necessity of a neologism to describe it reflects the
strangeness and abnormality of their new existence. Longer descriptions of the town
compound this impression, evoking images more commonly associated with the
Third World: dust swirled, drains ‘fouled the air’, women wore ‘torn cotton frocks’,
the skin across men’s chests ‘was loose and sagged towards their belts’ and children

‘playing in the gutters had thin legs and crude, distended stomachs’ (69).

Norms have changed and the perception of normal or reasonable behaviour has
changed with them. Beyond Hans and Manfred, whom I will address shortly in more
detail, every character we meet who exists under these circumstances carries out
actions that would be irrational and/or despicable in any other context. Extreme
behaviour is depicted as the only possible response to extreme circumstances. For
example, Hans’ future mother-in-law exchanges a ring with great sentimental and
economic value for a single dead rabbit, just so the family can enjoy a decent meal
on the night Hans returns from war. Emil Lutz, a half-Italian black marketeer, steals
cigarettes from American cars, while Ulla, a young German woman, prostitutes
herself for cigarettes, food or clothes. Manfred barters his shoes for a night with her,
but asks what she will tell her brother when she gives them to him. Laughing at his
naivety, she says, ‘he’ll only ask me how many times per shoe’ (98). Any
‘opportunities’ presented under these extreme ‘circumstances’ — whether theft,
prostitution or even murder — must be considered if the trap of poverty, malnutrition
and unemployment is to be escaped. Links with a pre-war or wartime world have
been severed and there is no clear path to the future. Living in a state of limbo, Frau
Grater is not alone in concluding that ‘one must live today, and forget yesterday and

tomorrow’ (38).

Frau Grater is able to live in this way — without purpose beyond feeding her family
‘today’ — because she has the stability and security offered by that family. When we
first meet Manfred, he lacks any external form of stabilisation or anchorage. He has
no family, no friends, no permanent residence, no job and no ideology or belief

system to which to cling. He is emotionally numb, having experienced the horror of

73 John Culshaw, The Sons of Brutus (1950), p.32, p.33. Same reference for all future quotations.
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carrying dead and wounded bodies out of the rubble after a raid on Kirchstein,
including the body of his own mother. Initially repulsed by the task, he had soon
‘grown numb’ (28) and inured to death. Normal human emotions — revulsion, grief,
anger, sorrow — are depicted as insufficient in the face of such horror and, in
response, Manfred’s emotions deserted him, leaving him cold but invulnerable to
emotional pain. His violent swing between intense emotionality and near
emotionlessness is narrated as the comprehensible outcome of a traumatic set of

circumstances, not as evidence of an innately German form of emotional instability.

It is in this state that he first visits the bar where Kirchstein’s black marketeers gather
and where Bracht plots his schemes. Unlike the rest of the town’s inhabitants, the
men he finds here ‘had a purpose, something more vital than a search for food’ (45).
Their “air of confidence and certainty’ (47) is enticing to Manfred for whom both
purpose and hope are lacking. In this changed world, their success comes as a result
of rejecting the moral codes of the ‘old’ world and turning to theft, prostitution,
murder, deceit and ruthlessness. In doing so, they generate both the means to sate
their hunger and confidence for the future. In this context, Bracht’s pitch to Manfred

is highly persuasive:

A healthy man in Germany today [...] must choose between a life governed by the
old rules — which means in effect that he must starve — or else he must cast those
rules aside, according to his necessities and circumstances [...] he has been removed
from the world he knew, and you cannot expect him to transport all its values and
laws into his new environment. As with the man captured by cannibals, it is a case of

eat or be eaten, isn’t it, Bayer? (83)

His rhetoric sets up Manfred’s dilemma as a black and white choice, for which he is
not fully responsible and in which he cannot be expected to choose anything other
than survival (‘to eat’ rather than ‘to be eaten’). He thus provides Manfred with the
justification he seeks to take the path he is already edging towards as well as
establishing himself as the external source of stability that will prevent the young
man’s further drift. Seeming to both offer an attractive ideology that gives free rein
to individuals to take any opportunity to progress and to enact a paternal role,

promising to help and look out for Manfred, Bracht appears like a saviour to
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Manfred. In fact, he is a power-hungry Nazi who exploits Manfred’s desperation,
beguiling him with enticing ideas, using him for his own egotistic purposes and
betraying him whenever necessary. Having read Bracht’s journal — a Nazi treatise
disguised as a call to individual empowerment — Manfred is fully converted and
wants to tell Bracht ‘how little he had understood, but how much he had admired
what he understood’ (153). The stereotype of the ‘docile, highly compliant and easy
to train’ German looms large here. Yet, having witnessed Manfred’s path to this
point, it is not reasonable to dismiss his tractability as a manifestation of the German
national character. Instead, we see a disillusioned young man seeking some form of
certainty and acceptance and a ruthless older man pursuing self-advancement at any
cost. The larger points being made here are clear. The relationship between Bracht
and Manfred both echoes the ease with which Germans were seduced by Hitler’s
rhetoric and personality and manifests the fear that post-war Germans, living in a
time of even greater instability than the Weimar Republic, could once again be
seduced by a leader who offers hope and a promise of individual and national
progress and security. Germany, in a state of collective desperation, could once again

‘submit to the superior will of [a] leader’ (213), as Manfred decides to do.

Soon after his submission, Manfred is framed for the murder of Frau Kup and sent to
prison. Believing Hans to be responsible and desperate to get back in Bracht’s good
books, he escapes and returns to his master. He later visits Hans, intent on revenge,
but Hans tells him the truth: that Bracht was the one who framed him. His reaction to

this news is immediate and extreme:

A strange expression came on his face [...] it was a look of confusion, the
expression that Hans had seen in the eyes of those driven mad through the pain of
their wounds, the eyes of those for whom life had lost all sense and in whose hearts
there remained no trust [...] he screamed, laughing hysterically like a child out of

control. (232-3)

The one stabilising factor in his life, upon which all of his hopes had hung, is
exposed as a delusion. ‘Sense’ and ‘trust’ have vanished, implying that life for
Manfred is now devoid of rationality or order and that there is no chance for a future

relationship with a stabilising other. Sanity has been lost, leaving him ‘mad’,
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‘hysterical’ and ‘out of control’. Again, we are met with the stereotype of a German
who swings erratically between rationality and irrationality, emotionlessness and
hysteria. Yet it is once again ‘circumstances’ that have provoked Manfred’s
transformation. Shortly after he leaves Hans’ house, he commits suicide by throwing

himself off a viaduct.

The parallel narrative of Hans offers a more positive message. Like Manfred, he
struggles to reconcile his war experiences with everyday life in post-war Kirchstein.
His time on the Russian front has left him with two fingers missing and emotional
trauma that manifests itself as numbness in the face of violence. In a fight with
Manfred, pummelling his opponent in the face, he experiences no anger, only a
‘strange pleasure’ (90) in the powerful impact of his fingerless stumps, and later feels
no remorse. At this point, both characters seem to be on similar paths, traumatised,
emotionally numb and acting according to an unfamiliar code of ethics that
nevertheless seems rational in the extreme circumstances in which they find
themselves. Hans recognises the change in himself, confessing to Elsa that after
experiences such as his, ‘you find you’ve altered — like looking at yourself in a

mirror and finding that, in some way you can’t describe, you’ve changed’ (35).

Yet, unlike Manfred, Hans has a loving family whose presence offers stability and
purpose. His love for them prevents him from succumbing to criminality and
encourages him to seek legitimate means to build a future for them all. Unlike
Manfred, he has a reason to cling to the ‘man-made standards of morality and value’
that Bracht so despises (121), choosing the longer, harder path to success but the one
least likely to end with imprisonment or death. He is rewarded for his decision, given
a home and a job by the Americans who are impressed with his altruistic attitude and
desire to work hard for his family. Having just heard the good news, Hans wanders
through Kirchstein, pitying the men ‘wandering aimlessly [...] seemingly without
destination or departure point’, while for him ‘work and security’ are near (110).
They remain in a void of uncertainty and rootlessness, prey to tyrants such as Bracht,
while Hans, who has anchored himself securely to his family has thereby found even

greater stability and purpose.
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Hans’ narrative teaches that, with a semblance of normality and security, external
encouragement and strong individual willpower, positive progress out of an unstable,
volatile existence is possible. Circumstances, not national character, govern the
relative stability or instability of an individual or nation. The immediate post-war
circumstances in Germany were indeed conducive to the development of extreme
beliefs and behaviours, but this development was not, according to Culshaw’s

fictional analysis, inevitable.

3.2. British reluctance to acknowledge German progress towards stability

Granted the benefit of hindsight, historians are keen to plot (West) Germany’s
progress from a ruined nation in 1945 to a prosperous and stable country just a
decade later.” This narrative and the favourable end result were not obvious at the
time however and fears abounded that Germany could slip back into unstable
governance and further disorder. First-hand accounts of post-war Germany allow us
to rediscover the overwhelming uncertainty that pervaded the ruined nation and
British perceptions of it. ‘My main impression is of neutrality, indecision, almost a
vacuum,” wrote war correspondent and anti-war activist Fenner Brockway shortly
after arriving in Germany in April 1946.” ‘Germany is still a battleground,” he wrote
two weeks later. ‘Here conflicting forces are concentrating which will decide the
future of Europe, perhaps the future of the world’.”® The right-wing Beaverbrook
press responded to this state of imbalance with little of the compassion that
characterises the accounts of socialist visitors to Germany such as Brockway and
Leonard Mosley, instead tapping into what Hughes describes as the ‘rich vein of

anti-German feeling in British society’.”’

Some of the period’s most nuanced discussions of German (in)stability are found in
fictions — like The Sons of Brutus — which are set in immediate post-war Germany
and emphasise the role of circumstances in generating extreme, erratic or irrational

behaviours. Others include Desmond Cory’s 1958 novel Pilgrim at the Gate, in

™ See Judt, and Ruth Wittlinger, ‘Perceptions of Germany and the Germans in Post-war Britain’ in
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 25 (2004), pp.454-6.

> Fenner Brockway, German Diary (1946), p.10.

6 ibid., p.138.

" Hughes, p.52.
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which Berlin is described as ‘a peculiar place [...] where the most frivolous remark
[...] could lead, with no other outward link, to a body lying spread-eagled in the
gutter’.”® Cause and effect have lost their rational connection in this setting. Films
with the same theme include Desperate Moment (1953) and Ten Seconds to Hell
(1959), the latter a British-German co-production in which six young German men,
trained in defusing bombs, decide to continue with this work, despite the high chance
of fatality. An irrational choice in most other contexts, in the ‘peculiar’ world of
post-war Berlin, it is their best option. Fictions that dramatized the conclusion
implicit in all of these texts that reject national character as a controlling force in
favour of circumstances — ‘it could happen here’ — were extremely rare in this period.
The 1964 alternate history film, It Happened Here, was one such fiction and was the
brainchild of teenager Kevin Brownlow. Starting in 1956, he made the film over a
period of eight years with the help of fellow teenager and Second World War
enthusiast Andrew Mollo, a cast of volunteers and a largely amateur crew.” The
Nazis, having successfully invaded Britain in 1940, are now the ruling power, aided
by countless eager British fascists. We follow the story of Pauline, a nurse who finds
work in London with the Nazi organisation ‘Immediate Action’. Indifferent to
politics — ‘I know as much about politics as a lamppost” — she seeks only to ‘try and
get back to normal’, actively supporting neither the fascists nor the resistance.* Yet
she is soon implicated in fascist atrocities, eventually becoming an unwitting
participant in a forced euthanasia programme, killing a group of foreign labourers
who have contracted tuberculosis. Stunned by her own unintentional descent into
fascism, she refuses to take any future part in the programme. The viewer,
encouraged throughout to empathise with Pauline as an ordinary person in
extraordinary circumstances, is reminded of the words of Pauline’s friend, an
antifascist doctor: ‘We’ve all got a bit of it in us, and it doesn’t take much to bring it
to the surface.” Unsurprisingly, the film unleashed a tirade of criticism. Speaking at a

press conference in Cork before the film’s first festival showing, Mollo defended its

" Cory, p42.

" Preceded only by Noel Coward’s 1946 play Peace In Our Time and Philip K. Dick’s 1962 novel
The Man in the High Castle, this film was a very early example of alternate history fiction inspired by
the Second World War. Brownlow and Mollo began production more than two decades before the
first major British novel in this genre was published (Len Deighton’s SS-GB) and remains one of very
few alternate history fictions set in a Nazi-controlled Britain. David Downing’s The Moscow Option
(1979) is set mostly in the Soviet Union, while Robert Harris’ best-selling Fatherland (1992) takes
Germany as its setting.

% It Happened Here, dir by Kevin Brownlow, Andrew Mollo (United Artists, 1964) [on DVD].
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premise: ‘The idea that everyone’s in the resistance is absurd. Only a very small
group in any country really resist.” The statement was met with a shout of
‘Nonsense!” from the audience.’' The Jewish Chronicle, always unlikely to approve
of a film in which fascists were allowed to air their views, was however particularly
enraged by the depiction of British compliance: ‘No one will believe for a moment in
the sheep-like acceptance of Hitlerian rule by the British people. They are made of
sterner stuff.’® The suggestion that the British could succumb to extremism as the

Germans had done could not be countenanced.

In Our Nazis, Rau discusses the recent trend towards historiography that highlights
the ordinariness of the perpetrators of the Holocaust. Studies by Zygmunt Bauman
and Christopher Browning ‘examine the insidious sliding into opportunistic
lawlessness, the gradual brutalisation process or the effects of a modern
administrative apparatus on the sense of individual responsibility’ — precisely the
same points made by Brownlow and Mollo’s 1964 film.*’ Rau goes on to discuss
Jonathan Littell’s 2006 novel Les Bienveillantes (published in English as The Kindly
Ones in 2009), in which the claim by the protagonist, a former SS officer, that ‘I am
just like you!” aroused a storm of controversy, inviting the reader to recognize the
‘continuity between him and us’.* That these critical and fictional texts continue to
arouse severe discomfort among Western audiences testifies to the remarkable nature
of fictions such as It Happened Here and The Sons of Brutus, created so soon after
the revelation of Nazi atrocities. The existence of these texts reminds us that post-
war engagement in British popular culture with the question of the relative stability
of the German people and state was not monopolized by essentialist voices. Instead
of indiscriminately and uncritically asserting the fundamental instability of German
individuals, the German people and the German nation state, they proffered a
narrative that rejected both British and German exceptionalism: Germans were not

uniquely unstable nor were Britons uniquely resistant to influence. Despite

8! Kevin Brownlow, How It Happened Here: The Making of a Film (2005), p.180.

82 Cited in Brownlow, p.185.

83 Petra Rau, Our Nazis: Representations of Fascism in Contemporary Literature and Film (2013),
p-88.

8 ibid., pp.88-9.
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widespread critical disapproval, Brownlow’s film did extraordinarily well at the box
office, a silent but significant endorsement from the British public of this narrative

and the unsettling thesis that ‘it could happen here.’®

8 Brownlow, pp.186-92.
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CHAPTER TWO

‘My people did that [...] My people, Germans’:

The Question of German Guilt

Fast die gesamte Welt erhebt Anklage gegen Deutschland und gegen die Deutschen.

Unsere Schuld wird erdrtert mit Emporung, mit Grauen, mit HaB, mit Verachtung.'

German philosopher Karl Jaspers wrote these words in 1946, in the introduction to
his soon renowned essay ‘Die Schuldfrage’ (‘The Question of Guilt’), comprising a
series of lectures delivered to students at the newly founded university in Heidelberg.
A browse through archival copies of the British press in the immediate aftermath of
the war suggests that Britain participated in the indictment he describes. The German
nation as a whole was consistently blamed for both the war and the Nazi crimes.
‘How can the German people even begin to atone?’ asked the Daily Express on 19
April 1945, a few days after British troops liberated Bergen-Belsen concentration
camp and began sending home news and images of its horrors.” The following
weekend, the News of the World condemned ‘the diabolically revolting and shameful
crimes the Germans have systematically practised’.’ Ten days earlier, screenwriter
Patrick Kirwan had declared in an article entitled ‘All Germans are guilty’ in the
Evening Standard, ‘To acquit the German people of responsibility is to condone the

terrible crimes that have been committed without protest in their name.’*

In his study of home front morale and the Ministry of Information (Mol) in the
Second World War, Ian McLaine shows how the distinction between Nazis and

Germans had disappeared in official propaganda by 1941. Publications now gave

! Karl Jaspers, Die Schuldfrage (1946), p.29: *Almost the entire world indicts Germany and the
Germans. Our guilt is discussed with outrage, horror, hatred and scorn.’

2 Daily Express, 19 April 1945.

3 News of the World, 22 April 1945,

* Evening Standard, 11 April 1945.

69



‘the impression that everything German was and always would be abhorrent’.” The
hope expressed by Mrs Miniver, Jan Struther’s popular fictional character created in
1937 for a column in The Times, that children in this war ‘would at least know that
we were fighting against an idea, and not against a nation’ was quickly
disappointed.® Crafted long before the revelations at concentration camps across
central Europe in spring 1945, the message of German wickedness and the
atmosphere of general hostility towards Germany that it encouraged made it far
easier for the popular press to respond to the liberations with immediate accusations
of collective culpability. This attitude was not restricted to the popular press. As
McLaine later argues, ‘Having for so long insisted on the wickedness of the enemy,
perhaps the Ministry could not help but regard the discoveries of the allied armies in
Europe as final proof of the allegation.”” Writing to his wife Clementine after the
liberation of Buchenwald, Prime Minister Winston Churchill himself expressed
shock at ‘the horrible revelation of German cruelty’ (my italics).® Not only did
wartime propaganda help create a press and public to whom the notion of national
wickedness was acceptable, but the revelations seemed to confirm the veracity of
what had been a simplistic propaganda message designed to boost morale. The
following widespread denunciation of all Germans as wicked and guilty also served
British self-interests, offering seemingly inarguable justification for Britain’s role in
the recent war and boosting Britain’s sense of moral superiority. As Dagmar
Barnouw argues in her 2005 study, The War in the Empty Air, ‘the power of Allied
remembrance of World War Two as the clean, good, just war’ drew above all on the
collective innocence of the enemy’s victims and ‘the collective guilt of the enemy

population’.’

Such stark divisions — between good and evil, innocent and guilty, hero and villain —
offered welcome simplicity. Yet the terms ‘guilt’ and ‘responsibility’ that governed

so much of the debate around German culpability were often used ambiguously and

*Ian McLaine, Ministry of Morale: Home Front Morale and the Ministry of Information in World
War II (1979), p.158.

® Jan Struther, Mrs Miniver (1940), p.64.

"McLaine, p.169.

8 Cited in John Ramsden, Don’t Mention the War: The British and the Germans since 1890 (2006),
p.183.

° Dagmar Barnouw, The War in the Empty Air: Victims, Perpetrators, and Postwar Germans (2005),
p.173.
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interchangeably, their specific meanings glossed over. In his 2010 study of guilt,
Herant Katchadourian discusses the two senses of the word, which correspond to the

two definitions given in The Oxford Dictionary of English:

The first is the state of being guilty of a transgression; it entails moral or legal
culpability in an objective, factual sense. The second is the subjective emotion of

feeling guilty that follows committing a moral offence.'’

He later addresses collective guilt:

Collective guilt results from feelings of culpability for unjust or criminal actions
perpetrated by a group one identifies with [...] Collective guilt embodies the idea
that a group, or a government, can be held responsible — above and beyond the guilt

of particular individuals — for perpetrating a criminal action, such as genocide."

Whereas individual guilt can be objective, collective guilt can only be ascribed: a
group can be ‘held responsible’. ‘Responsibility’ also has two senses, meaning both
duty or role and fault or blame. All of these meanings — objective, ascribed and felt
guilt/responsibility — were in play in post-war discussions of German culpability yet
articles in the popular press largely failed to specify the exact nature of the ‘German’
guilt or responsibility in favour of vague but vehement accusations. Kirwan’s article
implies that the Germans were guilty because they did not resist, while others
declared that knowledge alone was enough to render someone guilty and others still
that a vote for Hitler in 1933 was sufficient. Clearly, the majority of Germans were
not guilty of a crime in the legal sense, but were being ascribed moral guilt.
Similarly, most Germans were not responsible for (that is, tasked with) any part of
the criminal apparatus of Nazism, but were now being held morally or even
politically responsible for its crimes. Only a few Germans could be tried in court,
charged either with criminal actions that would render them legally guilty if proven
or with responsibility for part of the apparatus that enabled the crimes. Yet the long
and complex trial at Nuremberg seemed to set the precedent for future trials in which

even the narrow legal definitions of guilt and responsibility were muddied by claims

' Herant Katchadourian, Guilt: The Bite of Conscience (2010), p.21.
" ibid., p.96.
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such as ‘I was ordered’ or ‘I was just doing my duty’. As Hannah Arendt noted in her
report on Adolf Eichmann’s trial in 1961, ‘He did his duty, as he told the police and
the court over and over again; he not only obeyed orders, he also obeyed the law’
(original italics)."”” Similar evasions characterised countless interactions between
British occupation troops or journalists and ordinary Germans considered morally
guilty by the Allies. ‘Guilty action and guilty feeling do not always go together,’
notes Katchadourian, yet many non-Germans were frustrated by the apparent
discrepancy between the ‘objective’ guilt of the Germans and the absence of ‘guilty
feeling’."” ‘No one anywhere takes responsibility,” wrote journalist Alan Moorehead

s 14

in the Daily Express on 2 May 1945, ‘and consequently no one admits to guilt.

Along with a belief in someone’s (or a nation’s) guilt or responsibility for a conflict
or a set of atrocities comes a desire for punishment. The difficulty in some cases of
proving legal guilt, the subjectivity of accusations of moral guilt or responsibility, the
anecdotal evidence of a lack of a sense of guilt among ordinary Germans and the
collective nature of the guilt being ascribed meant that this desire, prevalent in
Britain, was not fully satisfied. Many post-war fictions responded both to the desire
for clarity in the discussion of German guilt and wickedness and to the desire for
satisfactory consequences with simplistic narratives featuring undeniably criminally
and morally guilty Germans punished with death before the chance of any trial that
could delay or even preclude the desired punishment. Trials held other unwanted
possibilities too. In her account of the Nuremberg trials, British journalist Rebecca
West noted that, ‘if a trial for murder lasts too long, more than the murder will out.
The man in the murderer will out; it becomes horrible to think of destroying him.’"
Side-stepping a trial in a fictional story of post-war justice meant that this troubling
possibility could be avoided. Other texts portrayed wholly ‘abhorrent’ Germans as
metonyms for Germanness, their lack of positive qualities used implicitly to explain
both how the ‘German crimes’ were committed and the apparent subsequent lack of

shame.

'2 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (2006), p.135.
13 Katchadourian, p.21.

' Daily Express, 2 May 1945.

'3 Rebecca West, ‘Greenhouse with Cyclamens — I’ (1946), A Train of Powder (1955), p.46.
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Yet this was by no means the full story. Britons were far from united in their
collective condemnation of Germany. Countless British journalists, politicians,
authors and filmmakers engaged with the issue of German guilt as a question, rather
than a foregone conclusion. In the months and years following the war, a debate took
hold in the political and public spheres and found expression in popular fictions that
allowed for ambivalence rather than offering clarity. In this chapter, I will use Basil
Dearden’s 1947 film Frieda, the 1951 crime novel Fallen into the Pit by Edith
Pargeter (better known by her pen name Ellis Peters) and a group of early 1960s
British television and radio dramas to explore how fictions engaged with the debate
around German guilt. I will argue that an initial period of open and passionate
discussion gave way to a decade or so of predominantly clichéd depictions of
German villainy that sought to explain the Nazi crimes by asserting the
fundamentally flawed nature of the German national character. Finally, I will show
how the Frankfurt and Auschwitz trials of the early 1960s encouraged a renewed and

more nuanced engagement with the question of German guilt.

1. ‘Passively or actively, she has been party to a monstrous crime’: Collective

German guilt in fiction and in context

1.1. Were Germans collectively guilty? The debate in Britain

In the immediate post-war period, the debate around the extent to which ordinary
Germans bore guilt or responsibility for the war and Nazi crimes was impassioned
and polarising. As I mentioned above, wartime propagandists unwittingly prepared
the ground for both parts of the ‘collective guilt’ thesis, their rhetoric incorporating
sweeping generalisations about ‘the Germans’ and ‘the German people’ along with
accusations of criminal or wicked behaviour. Early wartime rhetoric was very
different. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain carefully emphasised in his 1939
speeches that Britain’s war was with Hitler, not the German people. An Mol
pamphlet published on the outbreak of war confirmed this stance, diagnosing ‘the
tragedy of Germany’ as ‘the tragedy of a great people’ led astray by a tyrannical

leader."® Yet by late 1940, after the retreat from Dunkirk, the threat of invasion and

' Cited in McLaine, p.140.
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the beginning of the Blitz, the carefully preserved distinction between Nazis and
Germans had been eradicated in official speeches and Mol statements. An ambitious
‘Anger Campaign’ was launched by the ministry to stir up hatred among Britons
towards ordinary German men and women, an approach that also served to gloss
over British military incompetence. Articles in the popular press entitled ‘Europe’s
gangsters rampant’, ‘Blows are all they understand’” and ‘Why the Kaiser called them
‘Huns’’ discouraged distinctions between Germans and Nazis, and rooted the cause
of Germany’s current immorality firmly in a pre-Nazi past."” In the same year, Sir
Robert Vansittart, a senior British diplomat and famously vehement Germanophobe,
published Black Record, a collection of radio broadcasts on the subject of Germany.
Attracting considerable public attention and controversy, the broadcasts and
subsequent book argue that the cause of the war and its crimes was rooted in the
German ‘character and system’, an argument that implicates all Germans.'® The tide
of propaganda and public opinion was in his favour. By April 1943, according to a
survey by the British Institute of Public Opinion, 41% of the British public thought
that German people, as distinct from the Nazi government alone, were the chief

enemy, up from 6% in September 1939."

The atrocities committed at Buchenwald, Belsen and elsewhere and revealed in April
1945 were seen by some witnesses and journalists as confirmation of Germany’s
collective wickedness. Miss J. Rudman, a member of the British forces working to
feed and treat the prisoners at Belsen following its liberation, wrote to her partner
Bill on 8 May 1945, VE Day, ‘I’ve always hated the Germans in this war, but now
that I’ve seen what they’ve done to these people I feel I'll hate them for ever, you’d
never believe such cruelty would exist.”*® Implicitly or explicitly, newspaper reports
largely supported the idea of collective guilt, usually accusing ‘the Germans’ rather
than ‘the Nazis’ of the atrocities. Readers’ letters were often even stronger in their
rhetoric, condemning the ‘German maniacal guilt’ and denouncing Germany as a
‘nation of barbarians’.*' ‘The only decent German is a dead German’, wrote one

Evening Standard reader, repeating a phrase in popular usage and echoed in several

" McLaine, p.144.

'8 Robert Gilbert Vansittart, Black Record: Germans Past and Present (1941), p.viii.
' Cited in McLaine, p.169.

2 Documents.3109, Imperial War Museum Archives.

! Daily Mirror, 23 April 1945.
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post-war fictions including Manning Coles’ Green Hazard (1945).”* Even where the
existence of decent Germans was acknowledged, the distinction between ‘good’ and
‘bad’ Germans was often exaggerated and the categories perceived rigidly. As
Barnouw argues astutely in her study of photographic representations of Germany in
1945, the chaos of Germany invited the observer to ‘sort out immediately the good
Germans from the very bad ones; the repentant from the unrepentant; the many
guilty from the few innocent.’*> Countless popular fictions reflected and satisfied the
desire to ‘sort out’ the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’ through depictions of wholly bad,
unrepentant, guilty Germans and good and innocent or genuinely repentant

Germans.**

Yet the issue in both the public and cultural spheres was far from one-sided.
Journalists Alan Moorehead and Leonard Mosley and writers Victor Gollancz,
Bertrand Russell, Stephen Spender and James Stern were vociferous in their rebuttals
of the collective guilt thesis, despite their diverse ideological standpoints. They
responded, not with assertions of collective German innocence, but with stories of
personal encounters with individual Germans and warnings against generalisation
and collectivisation. Moorehead, an Australian war correspondent who entered

Germany in 1945 with British troops, wrote the following soon afterwards:

As soon as you discovered evil and malice in one place you were immediately

confronted with kindness and genuine innocence in another, and there was every

nuance of these extremes and every kind of character from the villain to the fool >

Despite employing the same extremes and caricatures he is trying to counter — as
Petra Rau points out in a 2012 essay — Moorehead does offer an acknowledgement of
diversity and complexity that is entirely absent in the novels and films listed in the

footnote on this page, fictions inhabited by German characters embodying ‘extremes’

22 Evening Standard, 23 April 1945.

2 Dagmar Barnouw, Germany 1945: Views of War and Violence (1996), p.140.

** Examples of novels include Sinister Errand (1945), Dark Hero (1946) and Dark Wanton (1948) by
Peter Cheyney, Phantom Fleet (1946) by Geoffrey Martin Bennett, Count of Six (1948) by Lester
Powell, Green Hazard (1945) and Now or Never (1951) by Manning Coles, The Disappearance of Dr
Bruderstein (1949) and Mr Blessington’s Imperialist Plot (1951) by John Sherwood. Examples of
films include Night Boat to Dublin (1946), Snowbound (1948), Portrait from Life (1949) and It’s Not
Cricket (1949).

> Alan Moorehead, Eclipse: An Eyewitness Account of the Allied Invasion of Europe (1945), p.194.
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rather than ‘nuances’ and filling the criteria for ‘the villain’, ‘the fool” or ‘the good
German’ with little variation from these types.*® Gollancz and Mosley, on the other
hand, both closely allied with the socialist cause, chose to highlight how many
Germans had been political prisoners in concentration and labour camps, refuting the
popular assertion that ‘All Germans are Guilty’. More than 150,000 copies of
Gollancz’s pamphlet, What Buchenwald Really Means — which rejects that same
thesis — were sold within a few weeks of publication.”” Nor was coverage in the
popular press wholly one-sided. Picture Post is particularly notable for its restrained
and balanced discussion of the camps. Offering the first opportunity available to
many readers to see extensive photographic evidence, the newspaper did not give
way to emotional rhetoric but instead denied that there was anything particular about
Germany that made such crimes possible. ‘There is cruelty in every nation’, we read
in an article by Bertrand Russell. ‘It is no help shouting about ‘exterminating’
Germany. Only one thing helps: the attempt to understand how men have sunk so
far.””® Countless members of the British public also showed themselves sympathetic
to German suffering, with 60,000 responding to a call from the government
instigated by Gollancz and Eleanor Rathbone MP for Britons to donate some of their
rations to starving Germans.” Clearly, many Britons agreed with Rathbone that ‘all

suffering is individual suffering [...] all responsibility is individual responsibility.’*

1.2. ‘I am one German, you are another’: The battle between the individual and the

general in Frieda

Dearden’s 1947 film Frieda is one of several fictions produced in the immediate
post-war years that explicitly engaged with the debate and refused to offer any

simple answers. It was one of the year’s most successful films at the box office and

2% Petra Rau, ‘Good Germans versus Evil Nazis? Reflections on the Enemy’ in The Edinburgh
Companion to Twentieth-Century British and American War Writing, ed. by Adam Piette and Mark
Rawlinson (2012), p.342.

" Discussed in Susan Pedersen, Eleanor Rathbone and the Politics of Conscience (2004), p.370.

2 Picture Post, 5 May 1945.
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3 HC Deb 26 October 1945 vol 414 cols 2416-17

<http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1945/oct/26/conditions-in-europe> [accessed 13 July
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received extensive and emotionally charged coverage in the popular press.” First a
1946 stage play by Ronald Millar, quickly adapted into a television drama later the
same year and featured again in a new adaptation on BBC television in 1948, Frieda
was an almost inescapable part of British popular culture in the immediate post-war
years.”> I have chosen to use the 1947 film version for my case study, as it was
undoubtedly the version that reached the largest audience. The story follows Frieda,
a young German woman played by Swedish actress Mai Zetterling, and Robert, an
RAF officer played by David Farrar. Frieda has helped Robert to escape from a
prisoner-of-war camp in the closing stages of the war. They marry and return to
Robert’s hometown of Denfield where the news of this very unusual union has
caused consternation. Frieda finds herself ostracised by the community, most notably
by Robert’s anti-German Aunt Eleanor who is campaigning to be elected as a Labour
MP. Hostility gradually diminishes, however, and Robert, having married Frieda out
of a sense of duty, begins to fall in love with her. News of the discoveries at Bergen-
Belsen threatens their relationship but they remain committed. Several months later,
Frieda’s brother Richard, believed dead, arrives and is welcomed by Robert’s family.
But Frieda discovers that he has remained a fanatical Nazi at heart and a recently
returned soldier soon identifies him as a concentration camp guard. After beating
Richard in a fight, Robert revolts against everything German including his own wife.
Frieda tries to drown herself but is saved by Robert at the last moment and they

reconcile.

While melodramatic and contrived, the plot is far more nuanced than the synopsis
implies. This is borne out by the divergent and competing scholarly interpretations of
the film. Refuting the claim that Nazism or Germanness represents the greatest threat
to the British community depicted, Marcia Landy locates the film’s challenge instead
‘in its exposure of underlying sexual and class conflict’.”” The ‘real enemy is
Robert’, she claims, an argument echoed in two feminist analyses of the film in a

1997 collection of essays about Basil Dearden.* Even among those critics who

3 Kinematograph Weekly, 18 December 1947: Frieda was one of six ‘runners-up’ at the box office
after the year’s most successful film.

32 Alan Burton and Tim O’Sullivan, The Cinema of Basil Dearden and Michael Relph (2009), p.250;
Lez Cooke, British Television Drama: A History (2003), p.14.

33 Marcia Landy, British Genres: Cinema and Society 1930-1960 (1991), p.464.

3% ibid.; see Charlotte Brunsdon and Rachel Moseley, ‘“She’s a Foreigner Who’s Become a British
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defend the central significance of national identity and Anglo-German relations in
the film, specifically the pressing question of German guilt, opinions diverge
significantly. In his study of British cinema and the Cold War, Tony Shaw argues
that Dearden’s film anticipated ‘the cinema’s subtle post-war refurbishment of
Germany’s image, with ‘ordinary’ Germans increasingly portrayed less as
accessories to Nazism and more as its victims’.” This reading allows for far more
certainty in the film’s conclusion than that of Terry Lovell, who criticises the film for
‘fudging the issue of Frieda’s political responsibility’.** I am offering a new
interpretation, one that focuses on the role of the audience in the debate around
wartime culpability being played out on the screen. I will argue that the film
powerfully undermines the Vansittartist argument, but never quite relinquishes an
underlying desire for simplicity and clarity, specifically a desire for Germans to be
easily sorted out into the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’. It flirts with ambivalence but fails to
embrace ‘every nuance of the extremes’ or to abandon national identity as a
meaningful frame of reference. We are left with the sense that Germanness is the

problem, despite the film’s apparent rejection of this argument.

The question of culpability — implicit in many conversations in the first part of the
film and in the ostracization of Frieda by the Denfield community — is pushed to the
foreground in a key scene at around the halfway point. The war is still going on and
the concentration camps remain undiscovered by the Allies. Eleanor (Nell) is giving
a speech in Denfield’s town square and is heckled over Frieda’s presence in her
house. She responds by denouncing all Germans as ‘responsible’ for the war in a

powerful statement that seems to crystallise the film’s stance.’’

Gender’, pp.89-107 in Liberal Directions: Basil Dearden and Postwar British Film Culture, ed. by
Alan Burton, Tim O’Sullivan and Paul Wells (1997).

3> Tony Shaw, British Cinema and the Cold War: The State, Propaganda and Consensus (2001), p.26.
36 Terry Lovell, ‘Frieda’ in National Fictions: World War Two in British Films and Television, ed. by
Geoff Hurd (1984), p.34.

37 Frieda, dir. by Basil Dearden (General Film Distributors, 1947) [on DVD]. Same reference for all
future screen shots and quotations from this film.
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Figure 5: Film poster for the 1947 Ealing Studios film Frieda

The scene’s strength and significance are rooted in its conflation of the fictional
crowd and the cinema audience. Even before entering the cinema, audiences were
encouraged to identify with the inhabitants of Denfield by the text on the Ealing
Studios film poster (fig. 5): ““The film that puts the question — would you take Frieda
into your home?’ (bold in original).”® Robert’s description of the Denfield residents
as ‘just ordinary, everyday people’ and the flat, documentary style of filming through
which Denfield’s working-class men and women are depicted drinking beer or
collecting rations further encourage the audience to identify with this fictional
community and to question how they would react to the same scenario in their town.
In the scene of Nell’s speech, the experience of identification is intensified. The
cinema audience is aligned with the Denfield crowd, both through their depiction as
a collection of individualised but ordinary people (fig. 6) and through a series of
close-up, head-on shots of Nell (fig. 7). This choice of shot creates the impression
that Denfield’s inhabitants are fictional substitutes for the cinemagoers who are the

real recipients of her message. She declares:

3 Projecting Britain: Ealing Studios Film Posters, ed. by David Wilson (1982), p 4.
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The responsibility for plunging the world into the misery and disaster of the last five
years is not the responsibility of one man, or one group of men, but of every

individual member of the entire German nation, man and woman.

Asked whether Frieda, as a member of that nation, is responsible, she answers:

Yes, she is. Passively or actively, she has been party to a monstrous crime. She

cannot evade responsibility for it. She has no right to escape its consequences.

These statements seem perfectly explicit, but, beyond their immediate blanket
condemnation, they contain a multitude of allusions to the contemporary debate. She
unambiguously denounces the whole German nation as ‘responsible’, a claim that
conjures up and supports the idea of ‘collective guilt’. Her declaration that neither
‘one man’ nor ‘one group of men’ were alone responsible alludes to and rejects the
argument that only Hitler or the leaders of the Nazi regime were responsible for
Germany’s wartime actions. The phrase ‘passively or actively’ references the
controversial debate around the moral accountability of those who failed to resist or
averted their eyes rather than actively supported Nazism. Finally, in the light of the
‘crime’ just mentioned, ‘consequences’ is a clear euphemism for ‘punishment’. Since
she is soon after elected to parliament, we can assume that her Vansittartist stance on
Germany, depicted as a key issue for Denfield voters, is endorsed by the majority of
these ‘ordinary, everyday people’. Through the many implicit and explicit invitations
issued to the audience to identify with these people, the film seems to encourage its

viewers to adopt a similarly hard-line stance.
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Figure 6: The Denfield crowd during Nell’s speech.

Figure 7: Nell (Flora Robson) gives her speech to the Denfield crowd and cinema audience.

Yet a scene a short while later challenges both this attitude and its disregard for

complexity. We see Robert and Frieda in the cinema, enjoying a romantic feature
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film along with the full cross-section of Denfield society. A newsreel following the
film portrays the recently discovered and liberated Belsen concentration camp in
graphic detail. The earlier parallel between the fictional and real audience is repeated
here even more explicitly, since both audiences are in a cinema theatre. A real British
Gaumont newsreel from April 1945 is shown to the fictional audience in an eye-level
shot that conceals that audience, most of the shot taken up with the fictional cinema
screen. Through this meta-cinematic device, the audiences are conflated and the real
British cinemagoers take the place of the visually absent fictional audience. Seeing
this newsreel for the first time in two years, the audience would have relived the
shock and horror they experienced when first witnessing the images.” This reaction
is explicitly invited when the fictional context disappears and the newsreel fills the
entire screen for ten seconds. Several times in this sequence, the camera cuts
between the newsreel footage and Frieda’s expression of wide-eyed horror (fig. 8).
The camera zooms slowly in on her face, isolating her from her context and the
British characters around her. As the camera cuts between the footage and Frieda’s
face, both now filling the screen, a link is forged between them. The camera is
accusatory in its refusal to back away or register any context: ‘you are guilty of this’,
it seems to say, echoing the posters disseminated across Germany by the Allied
military governments following the revelation of the Nazi atrocities in an attempt to
induce the ‘guilty feeling’ that the Allies believed the Germans should be
experiencing. Yet Frieda’s face registers the same shock and disbelief that millions
of Britons would have felt while watching the newsreel and this renders the link
forged between Frieda and Belsen ambiguous. In what way is this human being, who
reacts to horrors in the same way as any other human being, morally or politically
accountable for these crimes? What form does this accountability take and how

should she be punished?

¥t is likely that the majority of the 1947 cinema audience had seen the original newsreel. In Belsen:
The Liberation of a Concentration Camp (1998), Joanne Reilly describes how newsreels depicting the
camp were screened to British audiences in the week beginning 30 April 1945. Newsreels were
usually shown for three days before being superseded, but this one continued for a week and by 1
May had broken all box office records in London news theatres (p.61).
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Figure 8: Frieda (Mai Zetterling) is shocked at the images of Belsen camp on the cinema screen.

These questions are partly resolved in the following scene as Frieda and Robert exit
the cinema into a shadowy alleyway lit by a single bright streetlamp. Frieda is
depicted walking slowly away from the camera and up a short flight of steps in a
low-angle shot that conceals her human, emotion-filled face and emphasises the large
hulking shadow she casts on the wall beside her (fig. 9). In the contrast between the
petite blonde woman and her dark ominous shadow, the question is implicitly
presented again: how could this human individual, along with the millions in the

nation to which she belongs, have effected such dark and inhuman deeds?
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Figure 9: Frieda and Robert leave the cinema.

Pausing at the top of the steps, another low-angle shot — one of few used to show
Frieda in the film — emphasises the unpleasant, almost menacing aspect to her
depiction at this point. Unprompted, she says, ‘My people did that [...] My people,
Germans.” Robert asks, ‘but did you know?’, a question that recurred frequently in
discussions regarding German collective guilt. Robert has a chance to ask it directly
of a German and answers his own question in the same way as many Britons in 1945:
‘Yes, you must have known.” She confirms this: ‘I knew, I knew there were such
places. We all knew.” Through this fictional exchange, the real cinema audience
seems to be offered an answer to a question that in reality went unanswered. Her
response seems to give weight to the notion of collective accountability explicitly
proclaimed by Nell. However, after a pause, Frieda adds: ‘Some of us were inside
them.” The ideological certainty this scene appears to offer is suddenly undercut,
throwing its audience into discomfort with Frieda’s final words and provoking a new
set of questions. In doing so, the film replicates the arguments being put forward by
various left-wing figures including Victor Gollancz, Eleanor Rathbone MP and the

cartoonist David Low, who sought to remind the British public that Nazi Germany
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was a totalitarian regime ruled by fear, that many Germans were victims of that

regime, and that resistance, which did occur, was harshly punished.*’

Figure 10: David Low’s now famous cartoon depicting a German concentration camp survivor
challenging a British man’s declaration of collective guilt was first published in the Evening

Standard on 19 April 1945.

Yet this powerful moment of liberal argumentation, neglected by many scholarly
appraisals of the film, is itself undermined by the partial retreat to essentialism that
follows. Outside this scene, the portrayal of the female protagonist is dominated by
well-lit, close-up shots of her round face, emphasising her smooth girlish skin, her

doll-like bright eyes and her wavy blonde hair (see fig. 8). These conventional visual

% See Victor Gollancz, What Buchenwald Really Means (1945). In a House of Commons debate in
November 1944, Rathbone reminded MPs that some Germans had resisted Hitler and MPs should ask
themselves whether, in a repressive regime, ‘we should have been quite as courageous in open
opposition as we now feel ought to have been the case.” (HC Deb 10 November 1944 vol 404 cols
1725-31 <http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1944/nov/10/germany-war-criminals>
[accessed 13 July 2017]) Low responded quickly to the liberation of Belsen with a cartoon published
in the Evening Standard on 19 April 1945, ‘Not All Guilty’ (fig. 10) [accessed in the British Library
Newsroom].
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tropes of childish innocence are juxtaposed with a peculiar ‘blankness’ of character,
as Brunsdon and Moseley address in their feminist analysis of the film. This petite,
pretty, blonde, submissive figure, always asking, ‘is it alright?’ hints, they contend,
at the ‘contemporary difficulty of the film’s project of creating plausible good
Germans’.*' Indeed, for the majority of the film, Frieda says little, is demure and
obedient and is characterised mostly by her childlike looks and her eagerness to be ‘a
good wife’. Beyond this, as Brunsdon and Moseley argue, she is indeed ‘blank’. In a
society in which the collective guilt thesis and anti-German hostility were still widely
exhorted and in which the popular culture market was already full of fictional
German and Nazi villains, it was indeed difficult to create a plausible good German.
Were the only good Germans ‘dead Germans’, that is those who were victims of the
Nazi regime? If not and if all other Germans were at least partly responsible, morally

or politically, for the Nazi crimes, what did a good German look like?

More obviously, the casting of a Swedish rather than a German actress is a
resounding indicator of the contemporary impossibility of convincingly allying
goodness and innocence with Germanness beyond the fictional level. As the play’s
author Ronald Millar recollects, there were significant practical problems involved
with casting a German actress in the role for the film, including the difficulty of
getting a work permit and the lack of information about suitable candidates.** But, as
Ramsden notes, it would also have been ‘difficult to find any German actress not
associated in the public mind with the Nazis’.* Any actress bearing that association

could not, he implies, convincingly portray a ‘good’ German.

Casting an actor to play Frieda’s fanatical, violent brother Richard who believes that
the return of fascism and war is the answer to Germany’s problems was far less
tricky. German actors had been unproblematically cast as villainous Germans in
British films for many years. Albert Lieven, who plays Richard, was one such actor,
having moved to Britain in 1937 and subsequently appearing in numerous British

wartime films in this role.** In a scene in Frieda in which brother and sister confront

* Brunsdon and Moseley in Burton, O’Sullivan and Wells eds, p.131.

*2 Cited in Burton and O’Sullivan, p.251.

# Ramsden (2006), p.312. Hildegard Knef was an obvious exception to this.

* Examples include Spy for a Day (1940), For Freedom (1940), Night Train to Munich (1940),
Convoy (1940), Neutral Port (1940) and The Big Blockade (1942).
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each other, Richard preaches ‘all Germans are one’, echoing Nell’s conservative
essentialism (‘there’s a common denominator in every one of them’), while Frieda
argues for individualism and disaggregation: ‘I am not like you. I am one German,
you are another.” Cuts between close-up shots of each character highlight the visual
contrasts that echo their moral disparity. Frieda’s smooth, glowing skin, loose wavy
hair and large blue eyes, unencumbered by excessive make-up that would undermine
her childlike simplicity, are contrasted with Richard’s slicked dark hair, coarse skin
and small dark glinting eyes filled with anger and manic energy (fig. 11). In Patrick
Major’s 2008 discussion of the depiction of the Wehrmacht in post-war British
popular culture, he touches on the frequently recurring gendered divide between
good German (woman) and bad German (man) in texts that address the issue of
German morality. ‘It was simply good theatre,” he argues, ‘to have a flawed, but
essentially good character to offset the truly wicked.” The former, in this case Frieda,
is redeemable, while the latter, Richard, is not.*” Not only was this ‘good theatre’,
however, but such characterisations fictionalised and resolved the problems,
mentioned earlier and addressed by Barnouw, surrounding attempts to categorise
Germans in occupied Germany. The desire for Germans to be easily identified as
good or bad, anti-Nazi or Nazi, redeemable or not — as exemplified by Margaret
Bourke-White’s photographic attempt to capture ‘existential differences between
good and bad Germans’ — is satisfied in these fictions which depict unrealistic

characters who are wholly good or wholly bad.*

*3 Patrick Major, ‘Our Friend Rommel: The Wehrmacht as ‘Worthy Enemy’ in Postwar British
Popular Culture’ in German History, 26 (2008), p.530.
¢ Barnouw (1996), p.72.
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Figure 11: Richard (Albert Lieven) proclaims his desire for a Nazi resurgence.

However, Frieda’s role of ‘good German’ in this scene is contingent on the process
of redemption she is undergoing. This takes the form of the Anglicisation of her
appearance and behaviour, which gives further impetus to the implicit idea that a
‘good German’ is an oxymoron. Her bulky and forbidding leather coat, incongruous
among Denfield’s population, and her stereotypically Germanic braided hair that
dominate her appearance in the early scenes give way to fitted jackets and dresses
and a hairstyle tamed in the English fashion. She learns how to cook and clean; she
learns English dances, social customs and colloquialisms. This is the process, it is
implied, by which she becomes ‘a good wife’: subduing her Germanness in favour of

‘English’ habits.

We are left with the following contradictory conclusions. Firstly, that the unqualified
denunciation of all Germans as equally culpable for the Nazi crimes is misguided
and neglectful of individual difference. And, secondly, that Germans are wholly
good or wholly bad and can be easily visually and behaviourally identified as such.
The good German can be redeemed, but only by the suppression of his or her
Germanness and its replacement with Englishness. The bad German is irredeemable

and must be eliminated. The film thus equates a successful future Germany with the
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elimination of most of what is currently associated with that nation, implying an
underlying assumption of Germany’s collective and irredeemable guilt and

immorality that strikes a discord with the film’s apparent rejection of Vansittartism.

1.3. ‘I don’t like the Germans and I believe they should be punished’: The question

of redeeming or punishing a whole nation

Frieda is not an anomaly in post-war British popular culture. We find the same
mixed messages — that Germans should not be viewed collectively but can be sorted
into identifiable categories, usually ‘good’ and ‘bad’ — in several other fictions in the
immediate post-war years that engaged with the question of German culpability.
These include The Edge of Darkness (1947) by John Prebble, To the Victors the
Spoils (1950) by Colin Maclnnes and Thine Enemy (1950) by Philip Gibbs, all of
which were set at the end of the Second World War and drew heavily on their
authors’ first-hand experiences of wartime and post-war Germany. Nuance is not
absent in the depiction of Germans in these novels, yet, as in Frieda, the triumph of
ambiguity is consistently thwarted by description and dialogue that close down
debate and spurn ambivalence. Maclnnes’ novel, for example, follows a group of
British servicemen as they enter Germany in the final weeks of the war and was
based on the author’s own experiences as a member of the British occupying forces
in Germany. As in the novels by Prebble and Gibbs, we are presented with a host of
diverse German characters that counters any drive to collectivise. Yet a conversation
between the British soldiers about what should be done with the Germans reveals a
stubborn underlying assumption of collective national guilt that jars with the
portrayal of individualised Germans. They disagree only on the appropriate
consequences of German guilt not on its existence. ‘Major Parsons had been for
killing them,” explains the narrator, ‘Cuthbert for bringing them up to his own level,
and I had spoken against both solutions, without putting forward an alternative’.
Even Cuthbert, generally disliked for his liberal intention to ‘understand’ and ‘cure’
the Germans, acknowledges, ‘I don’t like the Germans, and I believe they should be

punished.’¥’

7 Colin Maclnnes, To the Victor the Spoils (1950), p.33.

89



In a reflection of non-fictional discourse, where less doctrinaire writers and thinkers
such as Gollancz were in the minority, these men assume the collective guilt of the
German people but fail to reach a conclusion as to the punishment or ‘consequences’
that should follow. The judicial, logistical and diplomatic consequences of
denouncing an entire nation as guilty were simply unimaginable. Addressing the

notion of collective guilt in his study of Europe since 1945, historian Tony Judt

remarks,
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actions of the Nazi regime and by the German people, who could not be tried for any
crime within the law but could debatably be branded with moral guilt. ‘ Although
what is considered legal and moral often overlap,” notes Katchadourian, ‘they are not
always the same; some actions may be legal but not moral [...] or illegal but
moral.”” Even with this new category of crime, three defendants at Nuremberg —
Hans Fritzsche, Franz von Papen and Dr. Hjalmar Schacht — were acquitted and
seven of the nineteen convicted men received prison rather than death sentences. Of
the 91,000 people tried for Nazi crimes in the FRG after 1949, none were executed

as the death penalty had been abolished.™

Journalists, ordinary Britons and creators of fictions were free of the responsibility of
dealing with the practical consequences of collective guilt and could thus easily
denounce the ‘German murders’, argue that all Germans ‘must share the guilt’ and,
like Nell, insist that no German must ‘escape the consequences’ without concerning
themselves with concrete details. Many popular fictions — including the novel
discussed in the next section — offered the British public the certainty and finality
regarding German accountability and punishment that was desired but absent (and
impractical) in reality. Writers exploited the almost unanimous assertion of the guilt
of Nazi leaders to create fictions that narrate the search for, capture, and punishment
of unquestionably ‘guilty’ figures such as elite Nazis and concentration camp
commandants.” Narratives of a hunt for an individual were free from the related and
thorny issues of collective guilt and collective punishment. In these fictions, guilt is a
satisfyingly (and unrealistically) simple concept and is met with immediate and
immutable punishment (death), fulfilling the desire expressed by many ordinary
Britons for the immediate death of Nazi criminals.” The narrative ends when the
Nazi or Nazis are caught and killed and the reading public, weary of reports of slow

progress at Nuremberg, is spared the depiction of a drawn-out trial that had the

53 Katchadourian, p.287.

** Tan Buruma, The Wages of Guilt: Memories of War in Germany and Japan (2009), p.155.

% These include the novels Count of Six (1948) by Lester Powell, Dark Wanton (1948) by Peter
Cheyney, Now or Never (1951) by Manning Coles, Pilgrim at the Gate (1957) by Desmond Cory and
The Testament of Caspar Schultz (1962) by Jack Higgins (pen name of Henry Patterson); the films
Night Boat to Dublin (1946) and Portrait from Life (1949), and the 1965 BBC drama series Contract
to Kill.

% ‘I’d hang the lot of them’ and ‘They should be shot’ were responses to Mass Observation questions
about the men on trial in Nuremberg (Sharples, pp. 40-1). On 3 May, Mass Observation diarist
Herbert Brush wrote: ‘all those [Germans] under twenty-five should go into a lethal chamber’ (Our
Hidden Lives: The Remarkable Diaries of Postwar Britain, ed. by Simon Garfield [2004], p.15).
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potential to introduce doubt into the assertion of guilt or humanity into the depiction

of a monstrous individual.

Placed in this context, it is perhaps remarkable that any fiction targeted at a mass
audience would acknowledge any uncertainty or nuance in the discussion of German
accountability and categorisation. Despite their refusal to entirely relinquish
certainties and generalisations, Frieda and the novels by Maclnnes, Prebble and
Gibbs stand out as reminders that Britain and Britons did not simply accept the

notion of German culpability but that the debate was both heated and ongoing.

2. ‘Nasty, devious and unwholesome, he had run true to type right to the end’:

The villainous German character

The debate around German culpability for the war and Nazi crimes formed the
backdrop to and impetus for discussions regarding the existence and nature of the
German national character, both in the public and political spheres and in fictional
texts. Was it not only guilt that was collective, but also the cause of the actions that
determined such guilt? Was the cause of such immoral behaviour based in the
constituents of Germanness, which made morally criminal acts more likely? These
discussions formed part of the debate around what became known as ‘the German
question’, as Barnouw explains in The War in the Empty Air: how could ‘a civilized
people [...] have committed such acts of unspeakable, unbelievable cruelty’?”” One
answer, offered by liberals and socialists such as Gollancz, Mosley and Russell, was
rooted in a refutation of the existence of any distinction between Germans and other

nationalities. In Report from Germany, Mosley wrote the following:

We came away [from Belsen] realising, with renewed horror, how thin was the
margin that separated even the most ordinary men and women from bestialism. [...]
You do not need to be German to beat and kick and torture. All you need is the

regime that encourages the instinct.™

" Barnouw (2005), p.30.
% Leonard Mosley, Report from Germany (1945), p.95.
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The majority of popular fictions that addressed ‘the German question’ in the post-
war period took the opposite stance, asserting the existence of a rigid distinction
between Germans and others. ‘In the immediate wake of the war anti-German feeling
rode high,” argues Douglas Botting in his study of post-war Germany. ‘In 1945 the
majority of the British, French and Americans would have regarded the Germans as a
race permanently warped by an hereditary flaw. It was an attitude that could be
found from top to bottom of western society.”™ It was this ‘hereditary flaw’, claimed
Lord Vansittart and A.J.P. Taylor as well as many MPs and journalists, that explains
‘how’ the German nation ‘committed such acts of unspeakable, unbelievable
cruelty’. This argument both derived from and supported the collective guilt thesis
and both arguments served to locate Germanness as, in the words of Captain Saul
Padover, officer of the Psychological Warfare Division, ‘a race apart’.** Numerous
post-war British fictions offered implicit or explicit support for this essentialist
stance, depicting German villains displaying the same collection of traits — egotism,
sadistic cruelty, deviousness, aggressiveness and slickness — that were identified by
Lord Vansittart, Robert van Cutsem and A J.P. Taylor as well as MPs and journalists
as central to the German character.”’ This image was perpetuated through fiction well
into the 1950s and served a very British purpose, namely justifying the conflict and

affirming the continued moral superiority of Britishness.

2.1. ‘What is it, to be here in this country a German?’ Ellis Peters’ Fallen into the Pit

German prisoner-of-war Helmut Schauffler is at the centre of Peters’ novel Fallen
into the Pit, the author’s first of many crime novels featuring policeman George

Felse and an excellent example of a text that supports the ‘hereditary flaw’ argument.

The novel is set in a small village in rural England in late 1946/early 1947. The
village’s young men have returned from war while some German prisoners from a
nearby camp identified as anti-Nazi have been recruited to work in the local mines.
There is immediate antagonism between the groups, especially when some of the

Germans are seen saluting and greeting each other in the Nazi fashion. Helmut

* Douglas Botting, In the Ruins of the Reich: Germany 1945-1949 (1985) p.157.

% Cited in Botting, p.78.

%1 See Vansittart (1941) and Robert Gilbert Vansittart, Bones of Contention (1945); TNA, FO
371/46864, ‘The German Character’, Brigadier W.E. van Cutsem, 9 March 1945.
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Schauffler causes several fights but is treated leniently each time by the local
magistrate, despite the general hostility towards Helmut from the villagers. He is
invited by Gerd Hollins, a German Jew, to live with her, but he abuses Gerd and
causes her great distress.”” Halfway through the novel, Helmut is found dead and
George Felse investigates. He discovers that Helmut was involved in a corruption
scandal involving the sabotage of mining machinery and was killed by landowner

Selwyn Blunden in a disagreement.

Early in the novel, having been accused of purposefully spitting on a photo of a
young man’s brother who died in Germany in 1945, Helmut responds indignantly: ‘If
I am not German, this does not happen. If I am not German, he does not so quickly
think the worst in all I do. What is it, to be here in this country a German?’® He
argues that Germans are automatically perceived by Britons as guilty, simply
because of their nationality, challenging the essentialist argument behind the theory
of collective guilt. Couched in direct speech and voiced by a German character
whose true nature has not yet been revealed, Helmut’s accusation is directed as much
at the early 1950s British reader as at his fictional community and arouses some
discomfort. At this point, we are not yet sure whether it is the British community
(fictional and real) who will be criticised by this novel for condemning all Germans
or whether the character of Helmut will prove the villagers (and by extension, the

reader) correct in such condemnation.

The local magistrate’s tolerance and liberalism last the longest. ‘I have a horror of
doing the young wretch less than justice’, he admits. ‘I dare say it does seem as if
we’re all incurably against him’ (54-5). The word ‘wretch’ is indicative of the
magistrate’s pity towards Schauffler, whom he sees as a victim. ‘Incurably’, a
slightly odd word in the context, conjures up discussions of Germany’s future in
which the word ‘cure’ and the question of ‘curability’ were often present. The
implication is that ‘we’ (Britons) should neither be fixed in our ways nor believe that
others (that is, Germans) are. This echoes a point often made against the collective

denunciation of the German people. Satirical columnist Beachcomber commented in

%2 Gerd is a male name and Gerda the female equivalent. Peters used the former erroneously for her
female German character.
% Ellis Peters, Fallen into the Pit (1951), p.27. Same reference for all future quotations.
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May 1945 in the Daily Express, ‘We are in danger of adopting the German racial
theory’ by saying they are ‘a race apart and all sub-men’.** Peters’ novel makes the
same point through the magistrate’s words: by automatically rejecting Helmut
because he is a German, ‘we’ are acting as poorly as those Germans who rejected

and persecuted groups of people because of their ethnic or cultural identity.

It is not long, however, before Helmut’s indignation is exposed as entirely
unjustified. His claim that he was forced to join the Nazi party — ‘one must conform’
(28) — is contradicted by the Nazi salutes he enthusiastically shares with the other
prisoners and by his increasingly sadistic behaviour and violently anti-Semitic
attitude. He stabs a local boy, fights another, is physically, emotionally and verbally
abusive to Gerd, and is aggressive, cruel and sly at every opportunity. Indeed, it
becomes clear that Helmut is not just a Nazi character, but a character analogous to
Nazism: he is a metonym for the entirety of the Nazi movement. This is first
established in the description of Helmut after he is invited to live with Gerd (a point I

will address in greater detail later):

In a few days Helmut began to expand to his full size [...] his great, loose young
breadth of shoulder spread for all to see, his gait and all his movements [...]

acquired a glossy exultant smoothness, his step an effortless spring. (36)

This description invites us to read his entry into Gerd’s home as a metaphor for
invasion. The word ‘expand’ alludes to discussions of the expansionist politics of the
Nazi regime evidenced first by the annexation of Austria in 1938 and sets up the
following description as an analogy of Nazism. Helmut’s ‘young breadth of shoulder
spread for all to see’ is a metaphor for the geographical breadth and pride of the
‘young’ Third Reich, while the ‘effortless spring’ of his step signifies the ease with

which the initial invasions occurred and the lack of resistance.

The magistrate’s reluctance to punish Helmut for his initial criminal and immoral
acts and his insistence that he be given another chance are equally significant for our
reading of the protagonist. With the fictional hindsight offered to the reader by
Helmut’s later actions and the real hindsight offered by the events of the war

instigated by Nazi Germany, this lenient approach can be interpreted as a metaphor

% Daily Express, 1 May 1945.
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for Britain’s appeasement politics in the 1930s and the reluctance of many countries,
Britain among them, to punish Hitler and his regime for their pre-war crimes. By
exposing the folly of the magistrate’s clemency, the novel criticises the British
government’s leniency towards crimes that should, it is implied through Helmut,

have been recognised as the precursor to far more immoral and criminal acts.

The second half of the novel is dominated, not by the investigation into his murder,
but by discussions of Helmut’s significance for an understanding of Britain’s victory
and of post-war Germany. For by this point, it is clear that Helmut is seen not just as
a representative of Nazism by the villagers, but also of Germanness — a view that the
reader is encouraged to adopt. This is achieved by several means. Firstly, Helmut is
frequently referred to, both by the narrator and by characters we are encouraged to
like, as a type — ‘a Helmut Schauffler’ (29), ‘the Schauffler kind’ (23), ‘the usual
kind’ (35). His own frequent identifications as a ‘German’ — most notably in his
complaint, ‘If I am not German, he does not so quickly think the worst in all I do” —

establish that nationality as the ‘kind’ he is supposed to represent.

Secondly, several characters voice complaints that the war failed to eradicate the
behaviours and beliefs that characterised Nazism, a point for which Helmut serves as
evidence. ‘If the Schaufflers can come squirming out of their holes only a few years
later’, Jim contends, the defeat of Nazism has achieved nothing (104), while Gerd
says to Sergeant Felse, ‘You think you have changed something, with your war! You
think you have drained that pool! It’s only frozen over very thinly’ (98). Early in the
novel during a discussion about the possibility of forgiving Helmut his wrongs, Jim
argues, ‘Forgive! You might as well forgive an adder for being an adder, and pick it
up in your hand, and expect it not to bite you’ (34). The language of snakes and
worms implies sub-humanness, deviousness and evil, while the imagery of holes and
pools likens ‘the Schaufflers’ to non-human creatures who exist among darkness and
dirt. These creatures are not simply Nazis, these statements imply, as the Nazi regime
has been defeated. Their cruel, violent, expansionist and devious behaviour is rooted

not in Nazism, but rather in Germanness, of which Nazism is one manifestation.®’

% This was an argument made by Vansittart and others and which I will address later.
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Finally, the explicit remarks made by Gerd Hollins regarding the role of Helmut for
her are a key means by which he is established as an embodiment of Germanness.
Hoping to reconcile herself with her race by seeking a German who is ‘not altogether
vile’, she invites Helmut to live with her.® If Helmut had proved himself to be what
she sought, ‘it would have been like recovering a whole country’, she says (97). Here
is a direct indication that, good or ‘altogether vile’, Helmut is to be read as
representative of his nation — ‘country’ — not just of Nazism. ‘There must be some
who are good’, Gerd contends, ‘you know it is impossible there should be none at
all’ (34). Pinning all her hopes for reconcilement on Helmut, she is disappointed and,
instead of being ‘recovered’, his country remains in her perception ‘altogether vile’.
Helmut’s death — a solution to the violence, fear and emotional abuse he brought to
the village — represents the elimination of Germany, a solution, it is implied, to the
violence and fear brought to Europe by the Nazi regime. For Nazism is a
manifestation of Germanness, Helmut’s character implies, and can only be

eliminated if the nation that spawned it is also eradicated.

The discomforting implications of national stereotyping raised by Helmut’s
accusatory statements near the start of Peters’ novel do not last for long. Helmut
perceives the label ‘guilty’ to be the direct and misguided consequence of his
nationality, but he has missed the middle stage of the argument. For the novel
implies that Helmut’s guilt is the result of actions caused by his characteristics,
which are the result of his nationality. Through Schauffler, the association by the
fictional village (and by extension, the real British) community of ‘German’ with

guilt and villainy — specifically violence and cruelty — is emphatically validated.

2.2. ‘So brutal, so unprincipled, so degraded’: The essentialist understanding of the

German national character

In 1946, Peter Bielenberg, a young German lawyer and concentration camp survivor,
followed his family to England. He was shocked by how the British people treated
him. ‘I was suffering in an atmosphere in which there was an unspoken

understanding that I belonged to a nation of swine,” he wrote. ‘I [...] deeply resented

% Gerd identifies more as Jewish than German, meaning that her kind, forgiving personality can be
attributed to Jewishness and does not upset the image of Germanness that Schauffler represents.
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being treated as a beastly German.”®’ He, like Helmut, was subject to the widespread
anti-German hostility in post-war Britain, but, unlike Helmut, he did not deserve this
treatment. His experience and fictions such as Peters’ expose how, in Sabine Lee’s
words, the ‘Feindbild of Germany, created and ‘officially’ fostered in the late 1940s,
outlived the actual policy of treating Germany as an enemy politically.”*® Even when
‘anti-German Feindbilder were no longer supported officially,” she goes on to argue,
‘public and published opinion were still tainted by anti-German feelings.”®
Sensationalist books such as Lord Russell’s The Scourge of the Swastika (1954), an
emotive indictment of the German nation and national character, and Taylor’s The
Course of German History, in which he describes the German people as ‘so brutal, so
unprincipled, so degraded, as to be not fit to live,” quickly became bestsellers.
According to a memo sent from Churchill, whose government was concerned about
the impact of Russell’s book and had attempted to prevent its publication, The
Scourge had sold 60,000 copies by November 1954 and was being ‘reprinted as fast

as possible as the demand is very great’.””

A steady stream of fictional stories promoting the supposedly unpleasant German
national character both fed and nurtured what seemed to be a voracious appetite
among the British public (indicated by the popularity of Russell’s book) for
depictions of German villainy.”' As well as appearing in novels and films, such
characters frequently appeared as adversaries faced by hero Buck Ryan in the Daily
Mirror cartoon strip and by Captain Phantom in the weekly Knockout comic. Yet the
British had not always welcomed Feindbilder such as these. In his examination of
cinematic propaganda in Britain during the Second World War, James Chapman

explores the deep antipathy among Britons to the idea of propaganda, which was

%7 Cited in Botting, p.160.

% Sabine Lee, An Uneasy Partnership: British-German Relations Between 1955 and 1961 (1996),
p.86.

% ibid., p.4.

" Cited in Wendy Webster, ‘From Nazi Legacy to Cold War: British Perceptions of European Identity
1945-54’ in European Identity and the Second World War, ed. by Menno Spiering and Michael
Wintle (2011), p.103.

! Fictions featuring aggressive, cruel, egotistic and intelligent German villains who exhibit no
character development or any capacity for it include the novels Green Hazard (1945), The Fifth Man
(1946) and Now or Never (1951) by Manning Coles, Dark Wanton (1948) by Peter Cheyney, The
Search (1958) by Roy Farran and Hands of the Devil (1959) by Tony Faramus, and the films The
Echo Murders (1945), Night Boat to Dublin (1946), Counterblast (1946), Snowbound (1948), Carve
Her Name With Pride (1958), The Treasure of San Teresa (1959) and The Quiller Memorandum
(1966).
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widely considered ‘un-British’. How did a public who disliked overt propaganda
come to embrace the rigid Feindbilder that filled so many popular fictions in the
post-war period, long after Germany was no longer the Feind? Why was Peter

Bielenberg considered to belong to ‘a nation of swine’?

The Mol campaign to conflate Nazis and Germans, the wartime rhetoric of Vansittart
and his followers and the discovery of the concentration camps all played a role, as
previously discussed. Yet pre-war precedents were also significant in offering textual
and visual manifestations of the type of Germanness being peddled. During the
conflict, Vansittart and others argued that the German people’s current display of
collective ‘wickedness’ could be explained by their fundamentally wicked character.
Cruelty, efficiency and mechanical obedience are innate German characteristics that
simply found their perfect expression in Nazism, argued Vanisttart in Black Record.”
In 1944, British serviceman were issued with leaflets warning them of the callous
nature of the German people, while Con O’Neill, Foreign Office advisor on
Germany, wrote in a memo in June 1945, ‘National Socialism has been no more than
a special form of organization of the instincts and capacities of the German people’.”
Depictions of ruthless Germans in early twentieth-century novels by John Buchan,
Erskine Childers and E. Philips Oppenheim as well as later incarnations in Val
Gielgud’s Gravelhanger (1934) and Eric Ambler’s The Dark Frontier (1936) seemed
to strengthen the credibility of the claim that Nazism had grown out of longstanding
German tendencies, while also offering models of German villainy that could be
easily imitated in post-war texts. Meanwhile, fictions such as the television and radio
adaptations in 1948 of Nurse Cavell, a play based on the true story of a British nurse
in the First World War who was arrested, tortured and tried by the Germans, drew
heavily on memories of First World War propaganda that, according to Tony
Kushner, generated ‘profound and destructive’ Germanophobia and led to the

‘denigration of anything regarded as having German origins’.”* Such fictions

2 Vansittart (1941), p.1.

3 Cited in Lothar Kettenacker, ‘British Post-War Planning for Germany: Haunted by the Past’ in
Conditions of Surrender: Britons and Germans Witness the End of the War, ed. by Ulrike Jordan
(1997), p.22.

74 Tony Kushner, We Europeans? Mass Observation, ‘Race’ and British Identity in the Twentieth
Century (2004), p. 33.
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provided fuel for the concept that cruelty and violence were German, not just Nazi,

traits.

The ground was thus laid (and justification provided) for the generic German villain
who would inhabit so many post-war fictions. His continued presence can be
explained, however, by the particular British need that the figure served. Ian Buruma
recalls how the Germans were the ‘comic-book villains’ of his childhood in The
Hague. The Dutch were brave and the Germans wicked, these comics implied. He

writes:

It was comforting to know that a border divided us from a nation that personified
evil. They were bad, so we must be good. To grow up after the war in a country that
had suffered German occupation was to know that one was on the side of the

angels.”

Alan Moorehead and Leonard Mosley both recognised a similar impetus among the
British occupiers, whose grounds for claiming to be ‘on the side of the angels’ were
perhaps considered even more powerful than those of the Dutch, who had suffered
under Germany but could not declare themselves conquerors of that nation. ‘Since
Germany was manifestly beaten,” Moorehead wrote, ‘People wanted to have a
justification for their fight, a proof that they were engaged against evil.”’® To cast the
former enemy as wholly and even irremediably ‘evil’ allowed Britain and Britons to
cast themselves as wholly and invariably ‘good’. Once this link had been forged,
continued depictions of German wickedness functioned implicitly as affirmations of
that goodness. Such depictions soon began to appear in fictions with Cold War
settings, suggesting that the notion of wickedness was indeed linked with
Germanness not just Nazism. The image altered little, simply absorbing the
consequences of the Soviet Union becoming an enemy and the creation of a
Communist East Germany. The German villain was once more reclothed and
appeared in his new guise in novels such as The Case of the Berlin Spy (1954) by
Don Betteridge, Pilgrim at the Gate by Desmond Cory, The Cold Dark Night (1957)
by Sarah Gainham and From Russia, With Love (1957) by lan Fleming. In an echo of

7 Buruma (2009), pp.3-5.
" Moorehead, p.229.
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the trajectory we saw in Chapter 1, where the same trait (instability) was ascribed
indiscriminately to German individuals, groups and the nation state, here we see a
different trait (wickedness) being ascribed to all Germans irrespective of ideology.
The assertion that the German character bore an irremediably wicked trait
simultaneously shored up the notion of fundamental British ‘goodness’ and lent
support to the concept of national character on which that particular (and necessary)

notion of Britishness depended.

Vansittart, whose ideas about Germany and the Germans were so influential to post-
war Anglo-German perceptions, explicitly advocated generalisation when it came to
the German people. ‘You will always think of the Germans in the plural, if you are
wise,” he wrote in Black Record.” Despite their depiction of individual Germans,
which could theoretically disturb the comforting collectivisation of the German
people and the concomitant assertion of national character as a valid framework for
perceiving both the British self and the German other, many post-war fictions did not
challenge an essentialist outlook. Through caricatured figures such as Helmut, the
obstacle of individuality is surmounted by the depiction of this character as a
metonym for ‘the Germans’. With Frieda, in contrast, the viewer is confronted with
the question, what about this particular German, is he or she essentially wicked? Yet
we have seen how the film is imbued with tension between the acknowledged need
to recognise that ‘the Germans’ should not be perceived ‘in the plural’ and the desire
to perceive them in exactly that way. This is the film’s greatest weakness and its
greatest revelation, exposing one dilemma at the heart of British perceptions of

Germanness in the post-war period.

Wolfgang Friedmann, lawyer and member of the British Military Government in
occupied Germany, wrote in 1947 of the widespread acceptance of the collective
guilt thesis and of German character generalisations among the British occupiers. His
own view, that the German character was ‘neither universal nor unalterable’ and that
Germans were ‘no more all of one kind than any other people’ was far less
common.”® Continuing to depict the German character as universal and unalterable

via depictions of German characters as metonyms for Germanness or for its ‘good’

" Vansittart (1941), p.19.
"8 Wolfgang Gaston Friedmann, The Allied Military Government of Germany (1947), pp.223-5.
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and ‘bad’ categorisations allowed Britons to reassure themselves of their own
universally and unalterably ‘good’ character. ‘The German is often a moral creature,
the Germans never,” wrote Vansittart, ‘and it is the Germans who count.””” Post-war
fictions largely implicitly affirmed this stance, neglecting the individual ‘moral’
German in favour of characters that ratified established ideas about ‘Germans in the

plural’.

3. ‘Is that what a murderer looks like?’ 1960s re-examinations of the question of

German guilt

The debate about the nature or existence of Germanness rumbled on through the
1950s. While some parts of the popular press continued to assert the unchanged,
aggressive nature of the German people, the BBC offered more nuanced perspectives
that challenged the assumption that the Germans were ‘all of one kind’ and that that
‘kind’ was unpleasant.** Numerous BBC radio and television programmes scheduled
in the post-war months and years asked ‘what are [the Germans] like today?’, ‘have
they changed at all?” and ‘what sort of people have the Germans turned out to be?’ as
well as programmes that were solely concerned with the German ‘national
character’.*' Following a 1955 BBC television programme aiming to present the
personality of ordinary Germans, audience members responded positively, writing,
‘It gave us a good insight into the minds of the Germans and the way they are
thinking” and ‘Very glad to get the inside information about the Germans’.** These
statements, alongside the regularity and peak-time scheduling of the programmes,
indicate that the nature of the German people was of great interest to Britons and was

still a subject for debate and curiosity. Although still using the language of collective

" Vansittart (1941), p.19.

% A Daily Mirror article published in November 1949 closed with an ominous message from Field
Marshal Lord Wavell: ‘The Germans are the most dangerous people in Europe. I do not think two
defeats have changed their nature much’ (19 November 1949). As late as 1958, a Daily Express
opinion piece entitled ‘Germans do not change’ argued that the Germans are deceptive, aggressive and
expansionist: Germany ‘has plenty of ambition and a desire for revenge [...] the truth is that Germany
never changes’ (18 December 1958).

8 These included the radio programmes ‘An Englishwoman’s Story’ (Home Service, December
1947), “Window on Western Germany’ (Home Service, May 1949) and ‘Talking with Germans’
(Home Service, October 1954), and the television programmes ‘News Special: Blockade Ends’ (May
1949) and ‘Special Enquiry: Germany 1955’ (April 1955).

82 Cited in Howard Smith, ‘Have They Changed At All? The Portrayal of Germany in BBC Television
Programmes 1946-55" in Cold War Propaganda in the 1950s, ed. by Gary D. Rawnsley (1999),
p.161.
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national character, the BBC’s programmes show an awareness of the possibility of

variation and change within that character.

It was in the early 1960s, however, that the debate regained its full vigour. Several
high-profile trials brought the issue of the culpability of the German people for the
Nazi crimes and the related issue of the German character back into the spotlight of
public scrutiny. The trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961 received
widespread coverage, as did the Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt that began in 1963.
The remarks of German politicians in response to the trials were also of great interest
to the British press. The Daily Mirror welcomed a speech given by Dr. Adolf Arndt,
Shadow Minister of Justice in the FRG, in March 1965, in which he claimed, ‘I know
myself to be a sharer in the guilt.” The paper interpreted his words as the long-sought
affirmation that the German people did indeed know about ‘the gigantic murder
operation’, a ‘true answer’ to the question voiced by Robert in Frieda but asked by
many: ‘but did you know?’® The paper’s erroneous leap of logic — between one
man’s confession and proof of national guilt — implies that the question of German
culpability had not yet been resolved but that the desire for resolution, so palpable in
the immediate post-war period, was still alive. In contrast, a Daily Express review of
a German play staged in London in 1963, Power of Persuasion, which thematized
the involvement of ordinary Germans in the Nazi crimes, acknowledged and
welcomed the growing subtlety of the debate. Indeed, the paper criticised the play for
its lack of nuance, describing it as a ‘desperately well-intentioned but heavy-handed
parable’ that ignores the ‘level of sophistication’ achieved in ‘the great debate about
the collective German responsibility for the Nazi regime’ over the previous two
decades.* Such sophistication is evident in a group of BBC radio and television
dramas broadcast between August 1961 and March 1963. I will briefly address three
of these dramas to show both how the questions and concerns regarding German
guilt and wickedness that were under debate in the immediate post-war period were

revived and how that debate had changed and progressed with the passage of time.*

8 Daily Mirror, 15 March 1965.

8 Daily Express, 20 September 1963.

85 My analysis is based on scripts of the television series and the two radio plays viewed on microfilm
at the BBC Written Archives Centre.
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The Racketty Street Gang was a six-part television drama broadcast during the day
on six Sundays between August and September 1961 and repeated the following
summer. It plays on the audience’s expectations of German guilt and villainy and
challenges those assumptions by revealing them to be prejudicial conjecture. The
Racketty Street Gang tells the story of a German family, the Smertzers, who have
emigrated to Australia and are trying to integrate into the local community. In the
first episode, a local newspaper prints a benign story about the father Stephan along
with a photograph of him. Stephan and his wife show great concern at this and their
son Anton asks why they are so worried. ‘One day, Anton, I will tell you why, but
not now,” his father says.*® We begin to wonder what secret from his past Stephan
hopes to keep hidden from the community in which he now lives, a secret that is not
suitable for his young son to hear. With the war less than two decades distant, the
assumption is easily reached that this secret involves Stephan’s actions during that
conflict. His migration to the other side of the world and his evasiveness suggest a

guilty conscience.

The truth is revealed in episode three when Stephan tells Anton about a wartime
incident. ‘There is much I have left out,” he begins, reinforcing the viewer’s
assumptions that Stephan is guilty of a wartime crime. His story is set in a POW
camp in Crete where he was a guard. During a mass escape, Stephan explains, he
was sent by the camp commandant to find and kill any escapees. He found two
Australian prisoners, one of whom was already dead and another whose life he
spared but whom he claimed to have killed on returning to the camp. After the war,
his name was put on a list of war criminals for the murder of an unarmed POW and
he is now desperate to find the man whose life he saved in order to prove his
innocence. He lives in constant fear that ‘someone from the prison camp might meet
me, recognise me and want to know how a man who had murdered an Australian
should be allowed to live in Australia’. The drama invites the viewer to jump very
quickly to a biased assumption about Stephan based on his nationality — exposing the
existing bias in the viewer’s perception of the German people — and to falsely read
his emigration and evasive behaviour as evidence of guilt. The Racketty Street Gang

exposes and undermines both anti-German prejudice and the continued desire for

8 The Racketty Street Gang, BBC Television Service, 13 August-17 September 1961 (BBC Written
Archives Centre).
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certainty regarding the nature of individual Germans (innocent or guilty, ‘good’ or
‘bad’?) that was in part satisfied by lists of war criminals. ‘These are the bad
Germans’, the lists seemed to proclaim. This drama teaches that such lists and the
assumptions of guilt and wickedness that they inspire should be treated with great

caution.

“The Return’ and ‘The Seventh Man’ were two radio plays broadcast on the BBC
Home Service on Saturday 24 February 1962 and Saturday 8 December 1962
respectively. The latter was repeated in August 1966. Both take issue with the
collectivisation of the German people, specifically the notion that no ‘German ever
[accepted] any responsibility for the war, its events nor any atrocities.”® As in The
Edge of Darkness, To the Victors the Spoils and Thine Enemy, we are presented with
a set of German characters embodying ‘every nuance of [the] extremes and every
kind of character from the villain to the fool’. Yet unlike those novels, these two

plays do not retr 724 0 0 0.T1 1 Tf [ (pl) 0.2 (a) 0.2 ( m).2 (e) 0.9rusNf [ (pl) 7
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‘The Seventh Man’ tells the story of Schwedler, a German man who is seeking the
truth about the death of his brother, who served in the German army and died in
April 1945. Schwedler visits each of the soldiers who fought alongside his brother
and soon discovers that the ugly truth has indeed been hidden from him. Each of the
men tries to rebuff his questions, with claims of forgetfulness or obedience (‘I'm in
the clear. Orders is orders. [ wasn’t in command,’ says Altmann), with flippant
dismissals (‘you must have read far too many cheap detective stories recently,” says
Fiirbringer) or with incomplete, distorted confessions.” We finally learn that these
soldiers were given an order to shoot a group of unarmed foreign workers. Schwedler
refused to obey and was shot by an officer. ‘We allowed it to be done,” Simmel
admits. Despite the horrific nature of the incident, the reprehensible behaviour of the
surviving men in the face of Schwedler’s questions and the apparent anomalousness
of Schwedler’s ‘goodness’, all of which seems to support the thesis of German
wickedness, this is not the conclusion the audience is invited to draw. The survivors
are not stereotyped German villains but ordinary men responding to overwhelming
feelings of guilt with desperate attempts to keep the past buried. Yes, they are
objectively guilty but they also have ‘guilty feelings’ and thus defy the popular post-

war image of the villainous and shameless German.

The Germans populating these dramas are a far cry from the clichéd characters
epitomised by Helmut Schauffler and are devoid of the immediate post-war tension
regarding Germanness that sparked the creation of contradictory figures such as
Frieda. Although the debate had been revived, it no longer raged but instead
comprised mostly calm and lucid reflections on a series of events now belonging to
the past. This new atmosphere enabled nuance and complexity — with which creators
of fiction in the immediate post-war period had wrestled so profoundly — to be
embraced. The desire to collectivise and categorise could be relinquished or at least
set aside and ambivalence could be acknowledged. Individual ordinary Germans

were now depicted experiencing the universal emotions of anxiety, guilt and shame

% “The Seventh Man,” BBC Home Service, 8 December 1962 (BBC Written Archives Centre).
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and reacting accordingly: the universal and personal aspects of their character
overrode considerations of national character. Guilty and innocent, ‘good’ and ‘bad’,
are not character types that can be discerned visually, these fictions suggest, and nor
are they related to nationality. This is exemplified by Schwedler’s final words in
‘The Seventh Man’. ‘None of us is a murderer,” claims Werner. ‘Is that what a
murderer looks like?” Schwedler replies, ‘I don’t know what murderers look like.

Perhaps they look exactly like this.”’

! ibid.
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CHAPTER THREE

‘The Germans, thought Oliver, could
always smile as if they meant it’:

Germans and deceitfulness in British fictions

“There is nothing militaristic about German youth [...] the Fiihrer is the greatest
influence for peace in the world.”' So claims Rudi Peters, the German character who
dominates the second half of Geoffrey Cotterell’s 1956 novel The Strange
Enchantment, mentioned in Chapter 1. His own actions and the increasingly
militaristic and aggressive behaviour of the Nazi regime as depicted by Cotterell do
not correspond with these claims, however, and he is exposed as an untrustworthy
character. His deceitfulness also extends far beyond political matters. Earlier in the
novel he successfully woos Isabel Rowland, a young English woman, with a
convincing display of charm, gentility and wealth, only to be revealed as a

chauvinistic, mean-spirited and impoverished Hitlerite.

Rudi embodies an image of Germany rooted in the concept of ‘two Germanies’ that
emerged in Britain in the late nineteenth century as a response to the apparent
contradictions between Prussian militarism and German Romanticism.” Germany
was both a land of philosophy and culture and one of aggression, the theory
suggested, with different sides proving dominant in various geographical regions and
at different chronological junctures. By 1945, when A.J.P. Taylor popularised the
theory in his widely read anti-German study The Course of German History, the idea
of deceitfulness had seeped into the concept. For centuries, he argues, the West had
seen only the Germany of literature, scholarship and peace, while Germany’s second

‘face’ — ‘the intolerant exterminator and overlord’ — was first revealed in the Franco-

! Geoffrey Cotterell, The Strange Enchantment (1956), p.340.
2 See John Ramsden, Don’t Mention the War: The British and the Germans since 1890 (2006) for a
discussion of the development of the ‘two Germanies’ theory.
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Prussian war of 1870.” Recent events seemed to endorse the idea of the ‘two-faced’
German state, disguising aggressive intentions with a mask of political accord. At the
Munich conference of September 1938, Hitler famously agreed to refrain from a
forced invasion of Czechoslovakia. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain returned to
Britain a hero, declaring (even more famously), ‘I believe it is peace for our time.’
Later it seemed that he, along with the entire British press, had fallen prey to the
inclination described by Austrian writer Franz Borkenau in 1939: ‘Before Hitler
marched into Prague, a tendency prevailed to interpret German aims in the light of
German official declarations [...] an impression prevailed that Hitler’s speeches had
something to do with his intentions.’* The invasion of Czechoslovakia in March 1939
revealed the gulf between Hitler’s words and intentions, triggering vitriolic
accusations of deceitfulness from the British press. ‘He didn’t so much change
sides,” wrote one journalist in the Daily Mirror, ‘as reveal he has always been firmly
planted on one side: his own.”” And in a radio broadcast to the German people just
after the outbreak of war in September that year, Chamberlain declared, ‘nobody in
this country any longer places any trust in your Leader’s word’ before listing six

examples of agreements or treaties that Hitler had violated or broken.’

By 1945, the widespread belief in Hitler’s untrustworthiness had expanded to
incorporate all Germans — now individual Germans, along with their nation state,
were freely accused of being ‘two-faced’. The pocket-sized Foreign Office booklet,
‘Instructions for British Servicemen in Germany’, which was given to all British
soldiers entering the country in 1944, contained no fewer than eleven warnings
regarding the perceived German tendency to lie and deceive. ‘Be on your guard’,
they are warned repeatedly, and ‘don’t be taken in by first impressions’.” Suspicion,
according to historian Frederick Taylor in his study of the occupation and
denazification of Germany, was indeed the primary attitude of the Allied occupiers

towards the Germans in 1945.® Yet the belief that Germans were essentially

3 AJ.P. Taylor, The Course of German History: A Survey of the Development of Germany since 1815
(1945),p.114.

* Cited in Dan Stone, Responses to Nazism in Britain 1933-1939: Before War and Holocaust (2003),
p-59.

* Daily Mirror, 31 March 1939.

® Daily Express, 5 Sept 19309.

7 “Instructions for British Servicemen’ (2007), p.7, p.36.

8 Frederick Taylor, Exorcising Hitler: The Occupation and Denazification of Germany (2011), p.21.
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deceitful, dissembling or fickle lingered beyond the end of the occupation and
enabled Cotterell to depict ordinary Germans as deceitful and dishonest in a story set

at a time when these traits were largely associated with Hitler and the German state.

The Strange Enchantment was one of many post-war fictions featuring deceitful,
dissembling, fickle and untrustworthy Germans. In this chapter, I will examine the
origins of this trope and explore the reasons for its prevalence in British popular
culture long after the death of Hitler and the end of the Second World War. I will
argue that Hitler’s actions in the pre-war period, combined with the ‘two Germanies’
theory, wartime propaganda, the discoveries at Nazi concentration camps in spring
1945, the rapidly developing Cold War and a long history of anti-British German
spies in British popular culture, led to the entrenchment of the stereotype of German
deceitfulness. Close readings of James Kinross’s 1956 novel The Pike in the Reeds
and the 1959 film Desert Mice will allow me to interrogate the trope and its
significance in post-war British society. Yet despite the trope’s entrenchment, it did
not go unchallenged. I will use John le Carré’s bestselling 1963 novel The Spy Who
Came in from the Cold to show how the British obsession with the figure of the anti-
British German spy was countered with stories of international espionage that
debunked the prevailing nostalgic understanding of the relationship between

nationality, ideology and character.

1. The developing trope of the deceitful German

1.1. ‘They wrap their decency around them like overcoats’: The Pike in the Reeds

In March 1946, Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin summarised British aims in
Germany. Security from a revival of German aggression was at the top of his list.”
This stemmed partly from a personal mistrust of Germany. As Douglas Botting
remarks in his 1985 study of post-war Germany, ‘Bevin never made much of a secret
of his anti-German feeling, which dated from the Great War.” He had ‘disliked and
distrusted Germany ever since’. Prime Minister Clement Attlee was equally anti-

German, writes Botting. His was ‘the straight-forward prejudice shared by millions

° R. Gerald Hughes, Britain, Germany and the Cold War: The Search for a European Détente 1949-
1967 (2007), p.11.
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of his fellow-countrymen at the time. (He had only known one good German, he

confided later, and she was a house maid.)’"

Countless aspects of occupation policy — from the fraternisation ban and the
prohibition of political groups to the establishment of guarded enclaves surrounded
by barbed wire and soldiers under orders to arrest any German who got too close —
bore strong imprints of the British government’s distrustful attitude. Publications
such as the ‘Instructions’ mentioned above and a British Control Commission paper
circulated to all personnel in the British zone in March 1945, in which readers were
warned, ‘Don’t take anything a German says in the course of duty at its face value,’
drove home the message.'' Policy and rhetoric ensured that the government’s attitude
of suspicion trickled down to the British men and women who walked the streets of
occupied Germany, many of whom required little persuading that the Germans were

essentially untrustworthy.

In September 1945, the fraternisation ban was lifted. Professional and personal
relationships between Britons and Germans (previously conducted in secret)
burgeoned as a result. Yet most popular fictions depicting Anglo-German
relationships and set during the occupation period foregrounded the figure of the
deceitful German and offered justification for a continuing attitude of suspicion.
James Kinross’s novel The Pike in the Reeds (1956), widely available in public
libraries in the late 1950s, is one such novel.'” The two-part story follows the young
and trusting Brian Waugh, a prisoner of war in Germany in 1941 and later a member
of the occupation forces in a small German town. While a prisoner, he spends time in
hospital and is nursed by Margot, a patriotic young German with whom he becomes
infatuated. Coincidentally, he meets her again in 1946 and they begin a relationship.
She introduces her brother Kurt, an apparent Anglophile whom Brian immediately
likes. However, he is in fact Adolf Eichmann and Margot’s husband, and he exploits

Brian’s trust to divert suspicion away from himself as he makes plans to flee

' Douglas Botting, In the Ruins of the Reich: Germany 1945-1949 (1985) p.157.

' Cited in Patricia Meehan, A Strange Enemy People: Germans under the British 1945-50 (2001),
p.55.

'2 The novel is listed in Cumulated Fiction Index 1945-1960, ed. by G.B. Cotton and Alan Glencross
(1960), a book described in the preface as ‘a guide to representative library stocks’, p.1.
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Germany. When the truth is finally revealed, Margot, torn between the two men until

this point, allies herself with Brian and helps him to kill Kurt.

When Brian first arrives in an unnamed German town as a member of the
occupation, he is shown around by Michael Ashley, an experienced officer. He
warns Brian, ‘there’s not a German born one can feel safe about’. He goes on to

explain:

It’s the innocuous-looking chaps, the men with blue eyes and honest faces, who do
these things and then vanish out of uniform when the Reich is in its death agonies.
They wrap their decency around them like overcoats in the post-war world; such
splendid camouflage that a rationally minded Englishman would never dream of

poking about inside."

The extended metaphor of deceptive appearance carries echoes of the advice issued
by the Foreign Office in 1944. Germans ‘on the surface at least, seem pleasant
enough’, troops were told," an idea mirrored in Michael’s warning that Germans
‘wrap their decency around them’, ‘splendid camouflage’ for their implied indecency
or unpleasantness. Furthermore, the metaphor introduces a warning to Brian (and to
the reader) that the English are likely to be deceived by this ‘camouflage’, not
because they are foolish but because they are rational and tend to believe that an
honest face signifies an honest person, that signifier and signified correlate. When
dealing with the Germans, Brian and the reader are warned, different rules apply and
the true relationship between sign and meaning must be discovered by ‘poking
about’ rather than through logical deduction. Oliver, the protagonist in John Bayley’s
1955 novel In Another Country, reaches a similar conclusion after spending time in
occupied Germany: ‘The Germans, thought Oliver, could always smile as if they

meant it.”"

As well as physical appearance, facial expression and behaviour (all observable

features) Michael also cautions Brian about the words that Germans speak, ‘assuring

13 James Kinross, The Pike in the Reeds (1956), p.142. Same reference for all future quotations.
' ‘Instructions’, p.3.
15 John Bayley, In Another Country (1955), p.98.
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you they never hurt a fly and loathing your guts [...] in the same breath’ (141).
Again, signifier and signified are in direct opposition and the former cannot be
assumed to carry the meaning it straightforwardly implies. We are reminded of both
the gap between Hitler’s pre-war rhetoric of peace and aggressive intentions and the
widely reported untrustworthiness of German denials of knowledge about or
involvement in Nazi crimes. Contemporary accounts indicate that such suspicion was
not unfounded. In a journal entry on 17 May 1945, Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, an anti-
Nazi campaigner living in Berlin at the end of the war, describes how a former air
raid warden had come to ask if she would vouch for him as an anti-Nazi. ‘Tagtiglich
erleben wir das gleiche,” she writes. ‘Zu Dutzenden kommen sie, um sich ihr

Nazitum fortattestieren zu lassen.’'®

Brian ignores Michael’s warnings and continues to read surface signifiers, whether
words or visual cues, as a direct path to the truth. He accepts the claims of ignorance
made by the Germans he meets, declaring, ‘It’s my belief that the ordinary German
had no idea what was going on, any more than we did’ (154). Through the
comparison, he links Britons and Germans together in their shared ignorance and
implies that Germans, like Britons, were themselves victims of Hitler’s deceitfulness.
It was a narrative frequently invoked by Germans in the post-war period. In his
account of his experiences in post-war Germany working with the U.S. Strategic
Bombing Survey, James Stern describes an encounter with a woman who had lost
her whole family in the war. ‘Herr Hauptmann,’ she said to him, ‘I loathe the Nazis
with a hatred I didn’t know was in me. They screamed Nie Wieder Krieg! — No More
War! And they swiped everything from us.’"’ Brian responds to similar claims of
loathing and ignorance with admirable but naive compassion. His credulous attitude
leads him to befriend Margot and her ‘brother’ Kurt, accepting Kurt’s pro-British
assertions as fact and reading Margot’s keenness to begin a sexual relationship with

him as a sign of her love.

The reader however is given access to the contradiction between appearance or word

and reality. On first meeting Brian, Kurt exudes charm and gratitude, declaring that

' Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, Schauplatz Berlin: Tagebuchaufzeichnungen 1945 bis 1948 (1984), p.36:
‘Day in, day out, we experience the same. They come in their dozens to have their Nazi-ness
certifiably removed.’

'7 James Stern, The Hidden Damage (1990), p.232.
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‘[it] is a great pleasure to have an English officer in the house’ (201). After Brian
leaves, he complains to Margot of being ‘driven mad by these English cretins’ (204).
A short time later, the reader learns of the discrepancy between Kurt’s emotions and
his facial expressions: feeling ‘a wild desire to kick the Englishman out of his chair
and hurl him through the window [...] his face expressed only the most respectful
gratitude’ (227-8). It is Brian’s extreme gullibility — that is, his refusal to adopt the
distrustful attitude demanded by his superiors — that both makes him appear a fool
and enables the deception to take place. ‘It was so easy, so unbelievably simple,
buying him with this act,” the narrator remarks. In this way, the novel dramatises an
issue that Perry Biddiscombe discusses in his study of post-war Germany — the
widespread fear that British occupiers in particular were too easily led and too ready
to trust the Germans.'* Memories of Chamberlain’s misplaced trust in Hitler’s

assertions of peace in 1938 would have made this fear particularly acute.

Kurt’s true character is revealed in one key feature that Brian, if he were well read in
the spy genre as developed by John Buchan and H.G. Wells, should recognise. The
narrator tells us, when we first meet Kurt, that his ‘eyes were blue and glittered
strangely’ (201). From the earliest spy thrillers, the presence of eyes described as
glittering, chilly or icy, or an unusual colour such as black or violet was a certain
indication of disguised villainy. This is particularly pertinent to a discussion of
images of Germans, as shown by historian Jorg Leonhard, who published a paper in
2000 examining ‘national images of Germany in Britain and of Britain in Germany
from 1870 to the First World War’. In this brief but rare example of Anglo-German
comparative study, Leonhard discusses the transition in Britain in this period
between romanticised images of Germans with ‘mild blue eyes’ and images of
Germans whose hostility and aggression is signalled by their ‘cold blue eyes’."” The
trend remained strong in post-Second World War British popular fictions, indicating
the continued influence of much earlier models of war and spy fictions involving
deceitful, hostile Germans.* Although the motif quickly became a cliché through
repeated use, this repetition did not weaken but rather strengthened its power as a

trustworthy signifier of hostility, even evil, in a fictional world where signifier and

'8 Perry Biddiscombe, The Denazification of Germany: A History 1945-1950 (2007), p.91.

"% J6rg Leonhard, ‘Construction and Perception of National Images: Germany and Britain 1870-1914’
in The Linacre Journal, 4 (2000), p.46.

21 will explore these influences more closely later in the chapter.
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signified often diverge. With each use and subsequent revelation of that character’s
villainy, its reliability as a signifier that can enable the British hero and/or reader to
identify a deceitful German is bolstered. The necessity for a reliable physical
identifier was particularly pertinent in post-war Britain, rife with anxiety regarding
the difficulty of identifying Nazis or Anglophobes among a nation of supposedly
deceitful Germans. This anxiety is partially assuaged in The Pike in the Reeds by the
(unrealistic but desirable) possibility for a foolproof means of recognising those

Germans whose apparent pleasantness is merely a disguise.

The revelation of Kurt’s ‘true’ character is also clichéd, echoing the moment in
which the German villain is unmasked in countless twentieth-century British novels.
His facial expression is suddenly transformed, displaying ‘naked’ hatred and a ‘cruel
and vindictive’ smile (290) in the place of ‘respectful gratitude’. Here, Kinross
continues his earlier metaphor, indicating that the cloak of decency has now been
discarded to reveal the ‘naked’ truth. Like Prussian villain Commander Haydock in
Christie’s 1941 novel N or M, Rudi in The Strange Enchantment and Ian Fleming’s
half-German villain Hugo Drax in Moonraker (1955), the revelation of true identity
and allegiance coincides with the disintegration of the mask worn hitherto. In this
way, the reader is given the certainty and stability that is denied when Nazis are
caught and tried in reality. Whereas the desire for a discoverable and firm truth about
the intentions, beliefs and actions of the real Eichmann remained unsatisfied, even
after his trial, Kinross’s novel offers a fictitious tale of his capture and death that
satisfies this (unrealistic) desire for simple truths. The plot also lends credence to
Michael Ashley’s warnings and implies that suspicion is indeed the correct attitude
with which to approach the Germans. Brian’s (and therefore British) gullibility is
depicted as a significant factor in the failure of denazification and in the successful

escape from Germany and from justice of many former Nazis.

1.2. ‘The Smiling Germans and Their Murder Camps’: Post-war justifications for the

trope

Kinross’s novel was not unusual in its subject matter. Well into the 1950s, stories

continued to emerge of underground Nazi movements aiming to restore Hitler’s
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Germany. The public interest in these stories and the fears they encouraged made
them ripe for popular fiction in all media throughout the period in question, from the
1948 films Portrait from Life and Snowbound to the 1959 BBC television play Echo
Jfrom Afar and the 1965 BBC television series Contract to Kill. The Pike in the Reeds
is one of a cluster of novels published between 1945 and the late 1950s centred on a
Naz