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Insight

The Movie That Fueled
‘the Holocaust

Jud Suss was a despicable propaganda film that hastened
the Nazi genocide against European Jewry.

ON SEPTEMBER 8, 1940, A NEW GERMAN MOVIE, JUD SUSS, PREMIERED AT THE
Venice Film Festival. It opened to rave reviews and received the Golden Lion award. The movie
was a great box office success with receipts of 6.5 million Reichsmarks and an audience of more
than 20 million over the next year. A reviewer wrote, “It surpasses all expectations. No film has
yet succeeded in having such an impact on wide segments of the public. Even people who rarely
attend the cinema don’t want to miss this film.”

Despite this initial success, Jud Suss has become the most banned and reviled film in history. In
1945, the Allied Military Occupation banned exhibition of the film. West German courts ordered
the original negative and all copies destroyed in 1954. In 1949, Veit Harlan, the director of Jud
Suss, was charged with crimes against humanity solely for his production of the movie. Nearly
70 years after the events of the 1940s, the EW. Murnau Foundation, chartered by the government
to preserve and curate German films, has strict requirements for screenings of Jud Suss.

Understanding how a movie can be both good and hated requires a study of its historical con-
text, its purpose, its content, and its effect on the audience. In all four categories, Jud Suss is noto-
rious and nefarious. Yet, it is still a remarkably good movie for its time and cinematic technique.
And, in that conundrum lie both the power and the sorrow of Jud Suss.

The historical context of Jud Suss is forever bound by the anti-Semitism of Nazi Germany. The
Nazis had hoped that 1938’ Kristallnacht would produce a surge of anti-Semitism throughout Ger-
many, but the populace did not respond as expected. Many Germans had friends or relatives who
were Jewish and found it difficult to embrace the Nazi cult of hatred for Jews. The German citizenry
had been bombarded with anti-Semitic propaganda for years both by news style publications such
as the Vélkischer Beobachter and tabloid print like Julius Streicher’s Der Stiirmer. However, it was
unclear whether this propaganda had convinced the people. The September 1939 conquest of Poland
left Nazi leaders with a problem to resolve—the disposition of Poland’s large Jewish population.

As Reich Minister of Propaganda, Dr. Joseph Goebbels wondered if films might move Germans
toward acceptance of the Nazi final solution. He ordered each German film studio to make an
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anti-Semitic film. Director Fritz Hippler turned
out Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew), a doc-
umentary that relied heavily on narration.
Director Erich Waschneck offered Die Roth-
schilds, a biography of the Jewish banking fam-
ily that drives its propaganda message home
with a concluding text scroll. However, the tri-
umph of his vision was Veit Harlan’s Jud Suss.
This movie was different because the anti-Semi-
tism was not blatant; it was placed subtly and
insidiously within an engaging and appealing
story. With quality production values, innova-
tive cinematic techniques, a cast of well-known
actors, and a story with some historical accu-
racy, Harlan’s Jud Suss engaged an audience on
an emotional level that neither The Eternal Jew
nor The Rothschilds could achieve.

In addition to directing, Harlan was also cred-
ited with writing the screenplay along with Eber-
hard Wolfgang Moller and Ludwig Metzger. The
leading roles were played by Ferdinand Marian,
Heinrich George, and Harlan’s third wife,
Kristina Soderbaum. After seeing the film’s final
cut on August 18, 1940, Goebbels wrote in his
diary: “An anti-Semitic film of the kind we could
only wish for.  am happy about it.”

The story of Jud Suss opens in 1733 as the
Duchy of Wiirttemberg celebrates the corona-
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ABOVE: This poster promofing the anti-Semitic Nuzi
propaganda film Jud Suss features the countenance
of a demonized Jew. TOP: The Nazi propaganda film
Jud Suss vilified German Jewry and stands today as
a stark example of state-sponsored anti-Semitism.
Kristina Soderbaum starred as Dorthea and Ferdi-
nand Marian as Josef Suss Openheimer.
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This still photograph from the film depicts the trial of the villuinous Oppenheimer. The defendant was found
guilty and publicly hanged, while other Jews were hanished as a result of their supposed criminality.

tion of Karl Alexander as grand duke. Suss
Oppenheimer arrives and provides the duke
with lavish presents that ensnare him in an
extravagant lifestyle. Soon, Suss’s gifts become
large loans which the duke uses to finance such
projects as a new ballet and opera. Too late, the

. duke realizes that he owes Suss more than can
' be repaid. Suss agrees to serve as finance min-

ister to collect his due and institutes a system of

| taxes, duties, and tolls to do so. Of course,

Suss’s Jewish cronies are placed in positions of
power as tax collectors, and this causes great
suffering among the people.

Suss increasingly extends his power, obtains
more privileges, and convinces the duke to throw
open the city to all Jews, and they arrive in the
thousands. During this period, Suss falls in love
with the beautiful daughter of the chief minister,
Dorothea Strum, but she rebuffs his advances.
He orders her abduction and arrests her fiancé,
who is planning a revolt against Suss. As the
fiancé is tortured in the cellar, Suss brutally rapes
Dorothea. Burdened with shame and grief,
Dorothea drowns herself. When her body is
found, a general riot ensues. Suss is arrested and

. condemned to death. In his trial, Suss screams,

“I was only a loyal servant of my master!” but
the verdict is upheld. Suss is placed in an iron

| cage, hauled to the top of the scaffold, and

hanged in the presence of the people. Minister

Strum orders the Jews from the city and hopes

that this lesson will never be forgotten,
Elements of anti-Semitism and the Nazi

| pogrom were injected into this story, in subtle

. and sinister ways.

Fear of Jews was crystallized. Nazi propa-
ganda depicted Jews as capable of insidiously

| disguising themselves in a culture as part of an

| international conspiracy to gain power and
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wealth for both personal gain as well as gain for
the Jewish community. In an elegant cinematic
dissolve, the movie portrays the Jew in disguise.
Suss’s beard and distinctive Jewish clothing dis-
appear, and he appears as an elegant German cit-
izen riding in a carriage toward Stuttgart. Suss’s
internationalism is portrayed in a scene where
he enchants Dorothea with the extent of his trav-
els. She asks him where he feels at home. His
answer: “Everywhere!” A press release issued
before the movie’s Berlin premiere stated, “It is
the duty of all newspapers to point out .. the
message that every Jew has only his well-being
and that of his racial brothers in mind, even
when he pretends generous motives.” Suss’s gifts
and loans to the duke were purposed both for his
self-aggrandizement and the opportunity to
allow the banned Jewish citizenry into the city.

Nazi solutions were offered and affirmed.
The historical setting of the film documented
that special laws for Jews, such as being
excluded from the city, had been an accepted
norm. Separate laws and rules applied to the-
Jews over a long history in Germany. When
Suss’s crimes were enumerated in the trial, they
included “blackmail, profiteering, sexual inde-
cency, procuring, and high treason,” but in the
end only one of these seemed to matter, a Jew
having sex with a Christian. The historical par-
allel between the “old law” and the Nuremberg
race laws of 1935, one of which banned sexual
intercourse between Jews and Aryans, was
obvious to the audience. The Nazis portrayed
these laws as offering important protection
from the Jewish threat, and the movie cemented
that feeling.

In addition, the movie offered another solu-
tion to the Jewish problem—sending Jews else-
where through relocation. Sturm’s final address
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to the people drives this point home: “May our
descendants hold firmly to this law, so they can
save themselves much sorrow ... and save their
goods and lives ... and the blood of their chil-
dren and their children’s children.” Sturm’s
message that expulsion of the Jews was the
wish of the people tied Nazi anti-Semitism to
the populace. It made expelling the Jews a col-
lective decision, the wish of the mob that
. mourned Dorothea’s body. During the years of
the Third Reich, the idea of sending the Jews
“aqway” became a slippery slope that began
with exclusion and continued through expul-
sion and extermination. Once the idea of
. “away from here” was commonly accepted,
| different degrees of “away-ness” become moot.
With these themes as an underlying princi-

| ple, Jud Suss gave both historical precedence

and dramatic imperative to the Nationalsozial-
istische Rassenpolitik, the policies and politics
of Nazi racial ideology.

Many sources provide ample evidence of the
powerful emotional effect of the film:

The film prompted demonstrations in Berlin
during November 1940, with shouts of “Drive
the Jews from the Kurfiirstendamm!” and
“Throw the last of the Jews out of Germany!”

On September 30, 1940, Heinrich Himmler
ordered all SS and police members to see the

Both: National Archives

Nazi Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels (left)
was pleased with the finished product when he

viewed Jud Suss. Veit Harlan (right), the director of
the film, was later arrested and charged with
crimes against humanity.

" film during the coming winter.

The film was shown to SS units and Einsatz-
gruppen in the death camps as a Sachsenhausen
survivor recalled: “Scharfithrer Knippler and
Vickert declared that the evening before they
had seen the movie Jud Suss and recognized
now that the Jews were even worse than they
had thought up to that time.... They explained
to us that we must receive a warning because of
that movie. All of us, almost 25 men, had to
enter the barrack, man by man, and were mis-
treated separately by Knippler in Vickert’s pres-
ence. I myself had to lay down on the table and

- got 10 lashes by Knippler with a strong whip.”

In testimony after the war, SS Rottenfiihrer
Stefan Baretzki, a guard at Auschwitz, “admit-
ted that the effect of showing the film was to
instigate maltreatment of prisoners.”

A Hamburg Hitler Youth member remem-
bered, “I was 13 years old. I saw the movie
together with my comrades. We all regarded
the plot as historical truth, and I myself as well
as my comrades were deeply impressed by the
wickedness of the Jews.”

The film incited audience violence against
Jews, especially among teenagers. Some parents
complained of the film’s extremely powerful
psychological aftereffects, but that did not deter
showing the film during Youth Film Hours
because it was judged as being especially valu-
able for youth.

Armin D. Lehmann, a Hitler Youth courier
who served in Hitler’s bunker during the last
few days of the war, remembered seeing the
film. He wrote of it in his memoir: “As a boy,
I couldn’t help but feel enraged over the dra-
matized events and sorrowful about the woman
and her tragic fate.”

With Jud Suss, Goebbels achieved what he had
hoped for—an anti-Semitic film that moved peo-
ple to action. As the war ended and thereafter,
when the true nature of the Holocaust became
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known, a new question began to emerge: Can a
film be a crime? And, if so, who is responsible for
that crime? For a period in the late 1940s, the

| answers seemed to be “yes” and “the director.”
- Veit Harlan’s denazification proceedings in
| Hamburg, completed in December 1947, found

him unbelastet, “untarnished,” by the past. A

. public outcry, organized by two groups of Nazi

victims, led Hamburg’s chief public prosecutor to
press charges against Harlan for crimes against

| humanity, alleging that he had “contributed as

| an accessory to the commission of crimes against

| humanity by means of persecution based on

- race, and having been associated with the plan-
ning of such crimes.”

The trial opened in Hamburg on March 3,
1949. Victims of Nazi persecution testified to

' the effects of the anti-Semitic propaganda films.

They stated that Jud Suss had spread fear and

. terror among the persecuted Jews and that the
| perception of Jews as sketched in the film could
- only fuel hatred and violence. In his defense,
| witnesses pointed out that Harlan had helped
- spouses of Jews by employing them on the film.
| Harlan’s first wife had been Jewish. In a 1945
- pamphlet titled My Attitude to National Social-
- ism, Harlan wrote that he was not a member of
- the Nazi Party. The script he filmed was less
! | anti-Semitic than that he inherited from Moller

| and Metzger. He claimed that Goebbels was de

- facto the producer of the film. He claimed that

. it was well known that he had not wanted to

direct the picture and did so only under threat
of retaliation by Goebbels. Some thought his

~ defense colored too much along the lines of

Suss’s in the movie: “I’ve never been anything

| but a faithful servant of my sovereign.” Some
| thought the 1945 pamphlet was a revisionist
| history, written well after the outcome of the
| war was obvious and maybe even after the war

had ended.
On April 23, 1949, the trial ended with Har-
lan’s acquittal. The decision was appealed and

- the High Court of the British Zone decided to
* hear the appeal. Norbert Wollheim, a Holo-

. caust survivor had testified against Harlan in
- the trial but refused to appear for the appeal.
" Instead, he denounced “post-National Socialist
| justice” for degrading “the process of cleans-

ing post-Hitler Germany of its criminals.” He
felt that the Cold War imperative that the past

. was indeed past offered too sweeping an
' amnesty for people who should have been held
. accountable. In the appeal, the prosecution
| again had no success. The jury court pro-
| nounced Harlan free of all criminal liability in

its decision of April 29, 1950.
Veit Harlan’s relationship to the movie

| seemed to change over time. He was undoubt-
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During a break in his postwar trial, director Veit Harlan (right) converses with the widow of actor
Ferdinand Marian, who played the title role in the film. Jud Suss was later banned in many countries.

edly proud of its success. It served him well

" under Goebbels, providing him salary increases

and celebration as a “professor” in 1943. It
enabled him to make six more films under the
Nazi regime, including The Golden City in
1942 and Kolberg in 1945, both of which fea-
tured his third wife, Kristina Soderbaum. In
The Golden City, her character reprised a sui-
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cide by drowning, earning her the nickname
“Reichswasserleiche”—literally, the most
prominent water corpse in the Reich. One
month after the German defeat, Harlan circu-
lated his 32-page pamphlet titled My Attitude
to National Socialism in an effort to distance
himself from the film and his role. In the pam-
phlet and during his trial, Harlan blamed the
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anti-Semitism in the script upon the co-authors.
This is in sharp contrast to a 1942 squabble
between Harlan and one of the co-authors in
which he claimed that the credit for the movie’s
script should be solely his. It is also in contrast
to the payments for authorship received for the
script. Harlan received 20,000 Reichsmarks,
Metzger got 12,000, and Moéller got 10,000.

It becomes difficult to accept Harlan’s pam-
phlet as more than a revisionist history. After
acquittal, Harlan made a dozen additional films
between 1951 and 1964. However, he was
never able to achieve the level of fame he had
enjoyed as Des Teufels Regisseur (The Devil’s
Director), the title of Frank Noack’s German
language biography of Harlan.

Veit Harlan may have escaped criminal lia-
bility for Jud Suss, but he did not escape guilt.
The 2008 documentary movie Harlan: In the
Shadow of Jew Siiss includes interviews with
an extensive set of Harlan’s family—his chil-
dren, nephew, stepdaughter, and grandchildren.
Though there are variances of opinion among
the family members that approach melodrama,
itis clear that none have been untouched by the
guilt and shame of their family. Some are bitter
and full of rage, some work to undo the sins
of the father, and one has a political agenda to

Continued on page 72

“A scholarly monument to the brilliant men
and women who contributed mightily to the
U.S. victory in World War Il over Japan,
and helped lay the foundations for today’s
National Security Agency.”

— Stephen Coonts

intelligence
es, and
nited States
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. June 1941 Volume 1 and July

The Cost of Courage (Charles Kaiser, Other Press, 2015, $26.95, hardcover) This |
is the story of a French family’s involvement with the resistance movement during
WWIL. It details their actions and the price they paid for them.

First to Jump: How the Band of Brothers Was aided by the Brave Parairoopers of

Pathfinders Company (Jerome Preisler, Berkley Caliber, 2015, $16.00, softcover) This is a history
of the U.S. Army Pathfinders. These soldiers jumped ahead of airborne assaults to mark the way for |

the main force.

Goodbye, Transylvania: A Romanian Waffen-SS Soldier in WWII (Sigmund Landau, Stackpole Books, |

2015, $19.95, soficover) The author spent six years fighting the Soviets on the Eastern Front. His | 50068 dbeumentainy indicate s mudhiorecoms

tale spans the length of the war and ends with the Berlin campaign.

Those Who Hold Bastogne: The True Story of the Soldiers and Civilians Who Fought in the Biggest |

| wife was Dora Gerson, a Jewish cabaret singer

Continued from page 25

- mitigate future crimes against humanity. None
| claim to be a victim or allow themselves self-
| pity. Each has learned to abide with the guilt

and shame and, perhaps, channel it. At the doc-
umentary’s conclusion, a granddaughter says,
“It is almost something positive, like a reminder
to bear all of this in mind.”

Although Harlan professed no anti-Semitism
at his trial or in his pamphlet, statements in the

| plex psychology than his denial. Harlan’s first

Battle of the Bulge (Peter Schijvers, Yale University Press, 2015, $28.00, hardcover) This is an in- |
depth look at the famous siege of Bastogne. American, Belgian, and German accounts are included.

1944: The Second World War in Photographs (John Christopher, Campbell McCutcheon, Amberley |
Publishing, 2015, $22.95, softcover) This photo essay book covers each month of the year in pho- |
tographs and period illustrations. Many of them have not been published previously.

fion to the air campaigns and aircraft of the period.

Collins, Casemate Publishing, 2015, $32.95, hardcover) The 30th Division was formed in the American
South and went on to become one of the most highly regarded U.S. Army units in the European Theater. |

Courage and Defiance: Stories of Spies, Saboteurs and Survivors in World War Il Denmark (Debo- |

mark written for young, schoolaged readers.

PETER scmzuvzns

theft of a Japanese code book from the coun-
try’s New York embassy only to have its trans-
lation made nearly impossible by the inter-
preter’s poor handwriting and his wife’s equally
bad typing, combine to give a real-world view
of the difficulties these men and women faced.

THE GERMAN

The German U-Boat Base at
Lorient, France: June 1940-

1941 -July 1942 Volume 2
(Luc Braeuer, Schiffer Pub-
lishing, Atglen, PA, 2015, ¥
176pp each, maps, photographs, $45.00 each,
hardcover)

The Battle of the Atlantic was a submariner’s
war. The German U-boat crews matched their
wits, bravery, and determination against those
of the Allied sailors, merchant seamen, and avi-
ators bent on getting their ships and cargoes
through despite the cost. When France fell, the
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Nazis gained an advantage; they were now able

and silent motion picture actress. Their two

| years of marriage, from 1922 to 1924, ended in

divorce. The divorce was her idea as marriage
took her away from the Jewish roots she cher-

. ished. Perhaps Gerson’s clinging to old Jewish

1945; The Second World War in the Air in Photographs (L. Archard, Amberley Publishing, 2015, g;tilzzﬁ:e‘:l‘ :Vlhaltci Faaiiféecrg\iffsi nleOtG ;;erl;lf;
$24.50, soficover] This photo book tells another story of the war. This volume gives greater aften- |~ 0 0 oy Shuizer, dhelr iz

| Miriam Sluizer, and their son Abel Juda Sluizer

. The Fighting 30th Division: They Called Them Roosevelt's S (Martin King, David Hilborn, and Michael |

perished as victims of the Holocaust on Febru-

' ary 14, 1943, at Auschwitz.

Did Jud Suss cause the Holocaust? Probably
not, but it may have had a larger role as a cata-

rah Hopkinson, Scholastic Press, 2015, $17.99, hardcover) This is a history of the resistance in Den- | lyst to the Holocaust than has been previously

i accepted. When dividing the Holocaust into
. three phases: exclusion, expulsion, and extermi-
| nation, most place Jud Suss in the middle of the
| expulsion period. That placement usually comes
. from dating the beginning of the extermination

to position their submarines in bases on the |

French Coast, closer to the open Atlantic and
away from the dangers of a breakout through

From there the Third Reich could strike at the*

phase from the Wannsee Conference, a 90-
minute meeting of senior Nazi officials held on

| January 20, 1942, which sanctioned the final

solution. But, mass murder of Jews had started

much earlier, as early as 1939 in Poland.
Himmler’s SS formed special groups called

Einsatzgruppen to carry out extermination

. orders. The first recorded action of the earliest
the North Sea. Lorient was one such base. |

United Kingdom’s vital shipping, hoping to |

bring the British to capitulation.

These two books are the first half of a four-
volume set chronicling the history of the U-
boat base during its first two years of opera-
tion. Included are stories of the units and

of these special groups, Einsatzgruppe A, took
place on June 22, 1941, during the invasion of
the Soviet Union. Einsatzgruppe A also swung
into action against an old Jewish settlement in
Lithuania—the border town of Gargzdai

| (Gorzdt in Yiddish; Garsden in German).
| Approximately 800 Jews were shot in one day

personalities that sailed from the port, along |
' A was forming and training, the soldiers would

with the progress of the war at sea during this
period. There are extensive maps, tables, and
charts to explain their progress in detail. The
best feature of these books is the illustrations,
over 1,100 of them between both volumes. The
author’s efforts to show the Lorient U-Boat

base to the minutest aspect are obvious and |
| Houston, Texas.

successful. O -
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in what is known as the Garsden Massacre. In
the winter before this action, as Einsatzgruppe

have watched a movie on Himmler’s orders.
They would have seen Jud Suss.

Gary Kidney is an alumnus of Arizona State
University. He currently works in information
technology at Rice University and resides in
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