Biology! - The 93" Film of
DEFA's Babelsberg Production Group

By Dieter Wolf

From 1974 to 1977, | was the director for dramaturgy/film studies at the Hochschule fiir Film und Fernsehen'

in Potsdam-Babelsberg, in addition to my job as a dramaturg at the DEFA Studio for Feature Films. At the time,
Jorg Foth was studying to become a film director. We both attended the international student film festival

in Budapest, Hungary, in 1976. Here, Jorg Foth showed his beautiful, entertaining and inventive student

film Blumenland (Flower Country), an ironic essay film about the manufacturing of artificial flowers in the
Saxonian town of Sebnitz; these flowers were one of the GDR's most popular exports. The film was well
received in Budapest: Finally, a film that wasn't about East German politics!

From this experience, | wasn’t surprised when Giinther Riicker recommended that we incorporate Foth, who
was his assistant director for Die Verlobte (The Fiancée, 1980), into our Babelsberg Artistic Group. Around the
same time, dramaturg Dr. Peter Wuss introduced the idea of a screen adaptation of Alex Wedding's well-
known children’s book Das Eismeer ruft(The Arctic Sea Calls). Later we learned that the Barrandov Studio

in Prague had already produced a screen version of the book, under the direction of Hanus Burger, without
informing the publisher in Berlin. We were nevertheless able to justify a remake with an updated approach
for a younger generation of viewers. Early on, we proposed to the General Director of the DEFA Studio, Hans
Dieter Méade, that Foth should make the film. This is how he got a chance to direct his first feature film.

This film—about a group of children in Prague who planned an expedition to the Arctic in order to free

the Soviet SS Chelyuskinicebreaker and its crew from the driftice in which it was trapped—became a
successful start to the director’s career. The film was first shown in spring 1984 and received a national film
rating of wertvoll (valuable), which came with 25,000 East German Marks. The distribution rights were sold to
other countries, including West Germany, where it was shown in cinemas and on public television.

Meanwhile, the highly complicated preparations for the co-production Dschungelzeit(Time in the Jungle)
had been on-going since 1980. The collaboration with the Vietnamese film studio in Hanoi dragged on for
multiple years. In spring 1987, Foth and his co-director, Tran Vu, were finally able to start shooting in Vietnam.
The film tells the story of a young man who escapes a French prisoner unit stationed in Africa; he then joins
the Foreign Legion in Indochina, where he seeks out and starts working with the illegal national liberation
movement. This film was the only collaboration ever between the East German DEFA Studio and Vietnam.
After it premiered, Foth worked on three documentaries before starting work on Biologie! (Biology!).

In the mid-1980s, Erika Richter, our group’s dramaturg, discovered Wolf Spillner’s young-adult novel Wasser-
amsel [European Dipper] and recognized in it a story about the always topical, but rarely discussed issue

of environmental protection. Biology! represented the first film in which the DEFA Studio for Feature Films
engaged with this subject matter, which sparked a special irritation among the party and state leadership.
Triggered by eco-friendly initiatives in West Germany, various church and civil rights groups in the GDR had

' The Academy for Film and Television, now called Konrad Wolf Film University Babelsberg (Filmuniversitéit Babelsberg Konrad Wolf).
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started to engage with the environmental topic. The topic became especially provocative, however, because

of the clash between East Germany's economics of privilege and protecting the environment. In the story, the
general director of a company has built a country house in a conservation area where the endangered Dipper
is thought to live and he is planning to build a dam upstream, in order to make a trout farm.

Gabriele Kotte's and Wolfgang Miiller's creation of a scenic adaptation, “based on motifs from the
eponymous young-adult novel,” turned out to be more complicated and time-consuming than expected. The
ideological advice issued by the Board of Chief Dramaturgs was to avoid having the general director look like
an authoritarian ignoramus; the young environmentalist should not seem like a provocateur or agitator, and
the document and photo exhibit she organizes should not seem similar to an illegal public protest. With the
help of director Egon Schlegel, another (already the third) attempt at a new scenario was made and, in May
1987, it was presented to the studio’s chief dramaturg for approval. It finally seemed like “all the important
elements related to the environmental topic organically fit in with the ups and downs of the love story.”? But
Egon Schlegel decided to abandon the project that he and others had invested so much time and effort into
developing; his last project with our group was his 1982 film Die Schiisse der Arche Noah (Shots from Noah’s
Ark), after which he had gradually entered a deep crisis that also involved his family life.

Now we proposed the scenario to Jérg Foth. Later, his verdict on our offer was less than favorable. He
described the project as a “scenario that had been worked on and thrown away by others, into which DEFA
had already invested so much money that the interest in getting a film out of it was extreme.”® Authors’ hono-
raria were not a decisive factor for either our team or the general director responsible for the production,
however. It was also not uncommon to offer a project to a second director. With a dedicated budget of 1.6
million East German Marks for 16 productions a year, purely bureaucratic write-offs were a normal occur-
rence, even for scenarios that were approved. Neither the Babelsberg Group nor the studio leadership saw
Schlegel’s withdrawal as a reason to abandon this sensitive subject matter.

Together with Foth, a revised scenario emerged between late 1988 and early 1989 and then, in short
succession, a rough script, a directorial concept and the director’s script. At the same time, preparations for
the shoot were already under way. Under the supervision of Alexander Gehrke, a young production manager,
a start date was officially cleared for May 1989, and shooting started in mid-August 1989. During the casting
process, one of the most important contributions Foth made was to choose the talented young actress,
Stefanie Stappenbeck, for the leading role. To this day, she is a very popular actress.

Near the end of production, the director and his young, quite confident actress approached our group about
changing the title of the film. Sadly, my attempts to advocate for the title of the novel—which was well-known
and had general audience appeal, attracting people to the movie with a title that evokes nature poetry—were
disregarded. It was already the autumn of 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall was just around the corner and
every form of authority was being put into question; so, trying to argue my case based on my authority and
qualifications seemed inappropriate and pointless. And so, the mysterious Dipper turned into Biology!—a
charged scientific term they hoped would be provocative, and emphasized by an exclamation mark, no less.

2 Statement about the scenario for Biology! (May 11, 1987).
3 Foth, Jorg. "Forever Young." Filmland DDR. Cologne: Verlag Wissenschaft & Politik, 1990. 9.
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The title, however, wasn't why the film wasn’t a hit. In March 1990, four months after the fall of the Wall, Foth
was already expecting the worst. “In October 1989, the present in which that love story takes place abruptly
turned into the past, just as post-production was beginning. A screening of the rough cut of the film in early
1990 was received almost euphorically by the dramaturgs and other colleagues, because everyone felt the
film was topical and touched the pulse of the times. When our film hits the cinemas in late 1990, though, the
audience won't care or be able to relate to the topic anymore.”

It would turn out to be much worse than that. The film theaters in East Germany were already full of American
blockbusters. The movie's premiere on September 20, 1990 was pushed off to the district capital Schwerin,
where it screened before a small audience at the Kammerkino. After that, Biology! was barely shown in
cinemas anymore. That was depressing for Foth. But he sold himself short when he wrote me a letter ten
years later saying, “Das Ménnerloch [Men's Hole] was the deciding point in whether I'd become a director.

| did not become one.”

—Translated by Jan Jokisch

Dieter Wolf was the chief dramaturg of the Solidarity Artistic Group (1961-63) and the Babelsherg Artistic Group
(1964-90) at the DEFA Studio for Feature Films. Wolf is the author of important works on East German cinema, including:
Sozialistische Filmkunst: Eine Dokumentation (2011) [Socialist Cinema: Documents]; Gruppe Babelsberg — Unsere nicht
gedrehten Filme (2000) [ The Babelsberg Group — Our Unmade Films]; Bevor der Film ins Kino kommt — Von der Idee zur
Leinwand (1984/87) [ Before the Movie Gets to the Cinema — From Idea to Screen).

This text is an excerpt from an unpublished manuscript by Dieter Wolf: Gruppe Babelsberg 1964-1990: Unsere 96 Filme
[The Babelsberg Group 1964-1990: Our 96 Films]. We thank him for permission to edit and to translate the text for the DVD
release of Biology! in 2022.

* Ibid., 99.

5 This was the title of an approved scenario for a crime comedy film written by Irina Liebmann. Hans Dieter Méde, the head of the DEFA Studio, in accordance with Horst
Pehnert, the head of the Film Department at the Ministry of Culture, chose not to include it in the production schedule. After the new DaDaeR Artistic Group for young
filmmakers was founded under the direction of Thomas Wilkening, it was allowed to decide on its own productions. Wilkening and Foth decided that he should make the
topical cabaret comedy Letztes aus der DaDaeR (Latest from the Da-Da-R, 1990) instead of Men’s Hole. Apparently, in retrospect, Foth felt that Men’s Hole might have been
more successful.



