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William Uricchio 

Reflections on a Forgotten Past: Early German 
Television as a History of Absences 

In the summer of 1999, Berlin's airways were filled with sounds and images that 
had not been broadcast there for over 60 years. SAT 1 re-broadcast fragments of te­
levision material that had last been transmitted over Berlin's airways between 1935 
and 1944, this time, re-packaged as two episodes of Spiegel TV Reportage.' The 

program doubtless surprised those who associated the medium with the Bundesre­

publik, and for whom television had not yet even reached its 50'h anniversary. In its 

initial promotion, Spiegel TV claimed that the program was based on 30 hours of 

»just-discovered« television footage from the vaults of the (former) Staatliches 

Filmarchiv der DDR (a claim repeated two years later - in the summer of 2001 ­
by Channel 4 in the UK). Moreover, Spiegel TV speculated that the material had 
long been repressed - cynically citing as a possibJe reason the DDR's fears of a si­
milarity between its "dictatorship« and that of the Nazis.2 This program material is 

now slowly winding its way across Europe in the form of locally re-edited television 
documenta ries on »Nazi Television« complete with the mildly sensationalist tone of 

Spiegel TV Reportage's original efforts.3 

It would be interesting to see what use the British, Dutch, and others have made 

of this early German television material together with Spiegel's interviews with spe­
cialists such as Klaus Winkler and survivors of the original broadcasting period. 4 

Given their different historical and ideological agendas, not to mention their distin­
ctive broadcasting contexts, these national re-tellings would offer compelling case 
studies in the construction of ahistory for a medium whose identity tends to be high­
Iy nationalized. Both the trans-nationallessons drawn from this early chapter in 
German television history, as weil as the way that an increasingly globalized me­
dium has been deployed to reflect upon its own history, complicate the »Iocal« les­
sons drawn from Germany's first nine years of daily television broadcasting. And 
while compelling, there is an even more fundamental set of questions bound up in 
this material. Spiegel TV's claims to have "discovered« the material traces of a 
»forgotten« chapter in Germany's cultural history point to the basic issue of popu­
lar memory. How could Germans (Berliners in particular) »forget« nine years of 
daily television, particularly when that television was so heavily hyped in its own 
time, and when it so dramatically set the stage for the re-launching of television in 
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existing and already obsolete 180-scan line equipment, whereas the British and Americans were 

»experimenting« with 400+ line systems. As noted, the German industry finally overcame the 

technological disadvantage caused by their premature announcement by late in 1938 just in 

time to face the restrictions of a war-time economy. 

18	 One mark of this may be seen in cartoons referring to customer demand for television, but lear­

ning from the radio salesman that it is indeed a distant vision. 

19	 Ludwig Wirtgenstein, Traetatus logico-philosophicus (1922), London 1956, 188. 

20	 There is a striking difference between pre-cinematic visions of the domestically situated televi­

sion audience, where the audience is usually seen in utopian terms as liberated from the nui­
sances and pressures of public life, and post-cinematic visions, where the domestic audience is 
seen in dystopian terms as alienated and fragmented. For more on the inverted deve'lopmental 

relationship between film and television, see William Oricchio, Technologies of Time, in: J. Ols­
son, cd., Allegories of Communication: Intermedial Concerns from Cinema to the Digital, Ber­
keley 2002. 

21	 As one example, consider Rudolf Arnheim's seminal essay, A Forecasr of Television, in: Inrer­
cine, February 1935 (reprinted in: Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art, Berkeley 1957). 

21	 The amateur movement, itself a good candidate for reception study in radio, failed to develop 

far with television. High-pressure tubes and high voltage levels combined to frighten off many 

horne experimenters. 

2J	 See British Objectives Sub Committee Final Report No. 867: Television Development and Ap­

plication in Germany, in: Oricchio, ed., Anfänge, as fn. 5, 320-327. 

24 Some had far more fanciful visions of the medium. In 1934, Die Sendung printed a full-page 

cartoon which showed three visions of television: direct (telephone, surveillance, card playing 

via tv), filmed (films from the archive, to the television laboratory, finally broadcast to the 

horne), and interfilmed (filmed aod broadcast with a one minute delay). On this, the eve of pu­

blic television broadcasting in Germany, the accompanying commentary reported that »Fernse­

hen soll W,irklichkeit werden, aber nicht, wie der Laie es sich vorstellt, daß vom Empfänger aus 

die Beobachtung beliebiger Vorgänge mägliich ist, sondern der Send leiter muß wie beim Rund­

funk ein Programm zusammenstellen.« See Fernsehen heute und morgen, 22 June 1934, p. 507. 

For a weil developed argument on this front, see Monika Elsner, Thomas Müller and Peter M. 

Spangenberg, Der lange Weg eines schnellen Mediums: Zur Frühgeschichte des deutschen Fern­

sehens, in: Oricchio, ed., Anfänge, as fn. 5, 153-207. 

25 A typical expressiolil of this view may be found in the pages of Die Sendung before rhe purge of 
the NSDAP's left. In an article entitled »Volkssender! Fernsehen! Volksempfänger!« (28 May 
1935), the economic barriers to universal television ownership were put in the context of a »na­
tional Socialist Germany in which, as we all know, every cultural development is in the first 
place for the working man.« Broadcast director Hadamovsky, although actually an advocate of 
the collective audience from a propaganda theory perspective, made a strategic alliance with the 

left on this point, noting how England sought to restrict television to those with money, while 

in Germany »we opted to make it a popular medium, placing it in the workers districts and 
work service camps.«, see Der Stand des Fernsehens, 12 July 1935. 

26	 See far example, Anthony Sampson, The Sovereign Stare of IT&T, New York 1973; and Roben 
Sobel, IT&T: The Management of Opportunity, New York 1982. The former, an IT&T critic, 
and the larter, an IT&T supporter, both offer overlapping testimony on the corporation's com­
plex relations with the OS government and seized alien property. 

27	 The files of the US Foreign Claims Settlement Commission, a special court charged with resoJ­
ving property disputes arising as a result of war, offer extensive details. 
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