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Please note: DEFA Film Library teaching guides are meant to give teachers information 
and ideas for how they can use this film in an English-language classroom. They are 
not meant to be detailed lesson plans. 

The time codes throughout the teaching guide are based on video files available 
for streaming on the DEFA Film Library Vimeo platform and Kanopy.
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As one of the last films produced in East Germany, Abschiedsdisco (Farewell 
Disco) bids farewell to a quickly disappearing country through the interplay of 
dialog, image, music, and sound effects. Using this multimedial approach, the 
film‘s focus on environmental destruction critiques the GDR’s push for techno-
logical and industrial progress at all costs. This is most apparent in the total 
destruction of the fictional Sorbian village Wussina to accommodate the 
expansion of open-pit coal mining in its place. Farewell Disco laments endings 
and losses: the disappearance of a simpler way of life through the displacement 
of people, language and culture; the lost innocence of childhood through the 
tragic death of the protagonist’s girlfriend; the major changes and disruptions to 
life in East Germany in 1989. The film is highly intertextual referencing a broad 
spectrum of East German films and providing context for other films about the 
environmental crisis in the GDR, such as Jörg Foth’s Biologie! (Biology!, 1990), 
Kurt Tetzlaff’s Erinnerung an eine Landschaft – für Manuela (Memory of a 
Landscape – For Manuela, 1983), and Roland Gräf’s Bankett für Achilles (Banquet 
for Achilles, 1975). Furthermore, Farewell Disco is a continuation of Losansky’s 
own 1974 film, …verdammt, ich bin erwachsen… (Damn It, I’m Grown Up), which 
is also based on a short story by Joachim Nowotny. In the midst of farewells, 
the film appeals to the viewer’s conscience through the figure of old and young 
villagers who unabashedly critique humanity’s greed and recklessness in 
regard to the environment. Farewell Disco’s appeal lies in its timely focus on the 
detrimental man-made impact on both the environment and people. The film thus 
provides a unique lens through which to examine the final years of DEFA and 
East Germany, not least through the compelling use of sound. 

Keywords: youth, first love, loss, generational conflict, Sorbian culture, GDR 
environmentalism, everyday life in East Germany, Wende cinema, intertextuality, 
brown coal mining.

Content warning: nudity (00:05:52 – 00:06:45; 00:58:35 – 00:58:40); allusion to 
suicide (00:27:14 – 00:27:17; 00:37:39 – 00:37:50); smoking/drinking (00:08:29 – 
00:08:39; 01:11:35 – 01:12:15). 

Ideal audiences and courses: Farewell Disco is well suited for older teenagers in 
high school and ideal for a range of graduate and college courses, including in: 
German Studies, History, Environmental Studies, Film and Media Studies. Topic 
areas: environmentalism; industrialism; displacement; minoritized communities; 
1980s music; youth culture; Sorbian culture; German society and culture.
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15-year-old Henning is mourning the death of his girlfriend, Silke. Shrouded in 
a cloud of grief, he spends his summer daydreaming about his lost love, utterly 
unable to connect with his friends or family, especially his parents. Looking for a 
distraction, Henning goes to check in on his grandfather1 in the fictional Sorbian 
village of Wussina, a short bike ride from his home. On the way to the village, 
Henning meets an “alter Kauz” (a strange old man), who bears a resemblance 
to the biblical figure Noah: He collects and saves left-behind pets and animals 
whose habitats have been destroyed by the open-pit brown coal mining. The man 
warns Henning that modern society’s desire for unlimited economic development 
will end in sure destruction and reprimands Henning’s generation that they 
are rather ignorant to the end of the world. When Henning finally arrives at the 
village, he is confronted with another form of death – namely, the destruction of 
the former, traditional way of life of the Sorbian community. All that is now left 
from Wussina are abandoned homes with broken windows, a century-old church 
in ruins that gets plundered by passersby, domestic animals that roam the empty 
streets, and a dug-up cemetery. 

While Henning looks for his grandfather in the dying village, he meets a curious 
assortment of people: a father and son looking for treasures in the desolate 
landscape; a villager who uses the abandoned buildings for his love affairs; 
and a young woman who used to run the village’s disco, now clinging to a 
fast-escaping past. As Henning moves through this haunted Sorbian village 
accompanied by creepy and unsettling organ chords and East German pop 
music, it becomes difficult to discern what is reality and what is illusion. 
Henning’s memories and the present day are interwoven into the complex figure 
of his grandfather who, along with an older Sorbian woman, Frieda Schober, 
represents Wussina’s bygone past and a traditional Sorbian way of life. Henning 
also encounters his father who has been involved in the resettlement of the 
villagers at the coal mine excavation site, and they carry out a philosophical 
debate about the necessity of industrial progress and environmental destruction. 

Overshadowed by the social and political upheaval around the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in November 1989, Rolf Losansky’s Farewell Disco went largely unnoticed 
– a fate shared by many DEFA films produced and released between 1989 and 
1992. These so-called Wende films were produced during the restructuring of 
the East German film industry before its official dissolution and share many of 
the same characteristics – forgotten amid intense social, political, and cultural 
change, little or no international reception, and filled with depictions of decay 
and disintegration.2 Farewell Disco’s bold exploration of environmental destruc-

SUMMARY
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1	� In Nowotny’s original short story, the grandfather is actually Henning’s great-grandfather – his mother’s grandfather. The 
DEFA documents alternate between “great-grandfather” and “grandfather” in their description of the character. On the  
DEFA-Stiftung’s (DEFA Foundation’s) website, the character is referred to only as “grandfather,” which is what this teaching 
guide will use for consistency. The DEFA Foundation is the German non-profit organization holder of the rights of the DEFA 
films responsible for the preservation of the films and oversees their use in the public sphere. The foundation’s website 
includes a detailed database of all DEFA films.   



tion in East Germany caused the delayed production of the film for almost a 
decade due to censorship of its critical approach to the GDR’s devastating industrial 
practices. By 1990, the topic was no longer taboo to East German viewers, and, 
as a result, the film was described by one critic as “outdated, without explo-
siveness” (König 392). Jim Morton maintains that the film was “seen as a relic 
of a bygone era. [Losansky] might as well have named it Farewell GDR” (332). In 
DEFA scholarship, for all of the above reasons, the film has also been given little 
attention. Farewell Disco has only recently received more notice,3 in part, due to 
its timely focus on youth and the environment and also because the film is now 
available with English subtitles, created by the DEFA Film Library, and accessible 
to a wider audience. However, within the desolate landscapes of both the film’s 
narrative and its reception there are many layers to be explored in this complexly 
multimedial film, in particular its resonances with other DEFA films and its 
intriguing use of sound to contrast nature and the brown coal mining site. 

Claudia Breger’s approach to Wende film narratives is helpful in highlighting part 
of what makes Farewell Disco a current and insightful film. Breger argues that 
the “last films of DEFA” were not simply beholden to their cultural and contextual 
moment but rather were very much in dialog with the cinematic trends in West 
Germany’s New German Film and other transnational movements, which allows 
her to see these films as “complexly intertextual” (80). Breger’s intertextual 
reading of Wende films with international cinema invites us to consider the 
noteworthy intertextuality of Farewell Disco, which pays homage not to external 
cinematic traditions, but rather to the context in which the film emerged, namely 
DEFA. Within 90 minutes, Losansky’s film cites several key DEFA feature films: 
Egon Günther’s Abschied (Farewell, 1968), Lothar Warneke’s Unser kurzes Leben 
(Our Short Life, 1980), Konrad Wolf’s Der geteilte Himmel (Divided Heaven, 1964), 
and, to perhaps the greatest degree, Heiner Carow’s Die Legende von Paul und 
Paula (The Legend of Paul und Paula, 1972). For instance, the opening sequence 
of Farewell Disco features a massive tree being cut down and falling directly into 
the camera. This scene of destruction harkens to the iconic opening of Carow’s 
film in which an old apartment building is demolished by a dramatic explosion. 
These striking beginnings invite the viewer to pay attention to the evolving story– 
something is changing, something is coming to an end. In The Legend of Paul 
and Paula, after the building comes down, the Puhdys’ iconic pop music plays 
prominently in the soundtrack. In Farewell Disco, as soon as the tree falls, we 
hear the song “Faces” by Anett Kölpin and the new wave, synth-pop group Datzu 
while 
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2	� For more context on the Wende films, see the DEFA Film Library’s thematic series entitled WENDE FLICKS: Last Films from 
East Germany. https://www.umass.edu/defa/film-series/3887. Accessed 8 May 2025. See also: Feinstein, Joshua. The Triumph 
of the Ordinary: Depictions of Daily Life in the East German Cinema 1949-1989. U of North Carolina P, 2002, and Steingröver, 
Reinhild. Last Features: East German Cinema’s Lost Generation. Camden House, 2014. 

3	� The Deutsche Kinemathek, for example, produced a retrospective in 2019 called Zwischen Aufbruch und Resignation: 
Adoleszenz im DEFA-Film zur Wendezeit, which included Farewell Disco and celebrated it as a contributor to a forgotten DEFA 
genre. 



the camera cuts to a disco space.4 Filled to the brim with young people from 
Wussina and nearby places, the village dance club, with its cavernous rooms 
and arches under the street level, offers a second reference to The Legend of 
Paul and Paula. Paul and Paula’s romance begins in a similarly designed club 
that ultimately becomes the catalyst to their epic, generation-defining love 
story. In contrast, the club in Farewell Disco represents the beginning of a quick 
decent to the end. Just as the camera lowers into the crowd, Henning’s father 
walks into the Wussina disco club and shouts, “It’s over! Over once and for all!”5 
There is little room for hope, which is made clear from the outset.

After this opening sequence, the viewer sees Henning bidding farewell to his 
girlfriend, Silke, who has recently died in a car accident. Henning comes to her 
funeral at a cemetery, though, mourning from afar, he decides not to join his class-
mates and Silke’s parents. His memory of their love is accompanied by a solo violin, 
which is yet another reference to a key moment in Paul and Paula’s love affair. As 
the film progresses, the memory of Silke seems to fade, and it soon becomes clear 
that the Sorbian village of Wussina is the true tragic victim in this story.      

The Sorbs are one of the last remaining ethnic minority groups in Germany and 
have suffered great losses in the form of homeland destruction, in particular 
in the Lusatia region in former East Germany.6 It is estimated that around 130 
villages and communities were excavated in the region due to brown coal 
mining. Moreover, the influx of East German workers into Lusatia in the 1950s and 
1960s had an impact on the self-conception of the Sorbs: The German-speaking 
socialist worker was upheld as the ideal model citizen, making the Upper and 
Lower Sorbian customs seem outdated and ultimately leading to the slow loss of 
the Sorbian and Wendish languages.7 In Farewell Disco, Losansky addresses this 
sensitive issue through subtle elements such as the invented name of the village, 
the Upper Sorbian word “Wussina,”8 and especially the old woman, Frieda 
Schober, dressed in traditional village clothing who refuses to leave the evacuated 
village. This subtle criticism gives the film even more resonance today, as 
Sorbian villages are still being destroyed even while Germany is turning away 
from coal production, and debates about the future of Lusatia are ongoing. 

The contrast between nature and village and the brown coal mining site can be 
seen (and heard) repeatedly throughout the film as images of untouched nature 
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4	� “Faces” was arguably the most popular song featured on Datzu’s 1989 album, “Bist du noch wach?” (“Are You Still Awake?”). 
Notably, the album was co-produced by the East German recording label AMIGA and a private music studio. This was quite 
unusual for bands in the GDR, who were generally required to record through official channels. https://www.deutsche-mugge.
de/portraits/3280-datzu.html#B. Accessed 8 May 2025. 

5	� English subtitles created by the DEFA Film Library.
6	� Lusatia is a historical region situated in the east of the German state of Saxony, the southern region of Brandenburg, and also 

spans the border into Poland and the Czech Republic. 
7	� See: Ault, Julia E. Saving Nature Under Socialism: Transnational Environmentalism in East Germany, 1968-1990. Cambridge UP, 

2021, and Barker, Peter. “Sorbische Interessen, die DDR und der Kalte Krieg (1945–1971).” Lětopis, vol. 2, 2009, Domowina-
	 Verlag GmbH, pp. 29-43.
8	� Significantly, there are divergent translations of the Upper Sorbian word “Wussina.” In his short story which serves as the 

basis for the film’s script, Joachim Nowotny, an Upper Sorbian speaker himself, translates “Wussina” as “Erlengrund” (alder 
forest, or the ground from which alder trees grow). However, in the DEFA production documents for Farewell Disco, “Wussina” 
is translated for the first time as “wilderness” or “desert,” thus underpinning the DEFA functionaries’ critique that the film too 
overtly criticizes the GDR’s environmental practices.



– wide angle shots of fields and forests – are contrasted with shots of the coal 
mine and the gigantic, almost other-worldly looking monstrous machines. Even 
when the camera’s eye is not fixed on these stark sceneries, the contradictions 
between the competing milieus is omnipresent in the soundtrack. As Henning 
searches the village to find his grandfather, there is a persistent reminder of 
the destruction happening just off screen: In the background, softly yet always 
noticeably, we hear the sounds of machine motors and squeaking gears. The 
almost imperceptible dissonant sounds grate at the nerves to creatively portray 
the inescapable and unstoppable forward motion of the mining industry. 

The film ends with Henning and his school friend Dixie planting young apple 
trees at the precipice of the brown coal mine area. Is this a sign of hope for the 
future? Hope for the environment? Or is this just the opposite? The trees appear 
small and scrawny next to the large, barren landscape, and the film ends with 
Henning cut off mid-sentence as he gazes at the sprawling mine. 

ABOUT THE FILM 
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9	 “Stellungnahme zum Szenarium ‘Abschiedsdisco.’” November 30, 1981 (BArch DR1-Z/100).    
10	� For more information on the East German environmental movement, see Ault, Julia E. Saving Nature Under Socialism: Trans-

national Environmentalism in East Germany, 1968-1990. Cambridge UP, 2021, and Möller, Christian. Umwelt und Herrschaft in 
der DDR: Politik, Protest und die Grenzen der Partizipation in der Diktatur. Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2020.�

Farewell Disco is based on the eponymous East German short story by Joachim 
Nowotny published by Berlin Kinderbuchverlag in 1981. In the brief narrative, 
Nowotny grapples with the degradation of his own hometown, Rietschen, 
in Upper Lusatia, by the East German brown coal mining industry. However, 
while the story was permitted to be published in literary form, the film had a 
more difficult time passing DEFA’s censorship. The censors were particularly 
concerned about the effect of the images of destruction and decay on a younger 
audience and did not appreciate the specificity of the Sorbian woman in the film 
and the critical light it cast on the GDR’s energy policies. Losansky had to wait 
almost ten years after his original proposal to DEFA to receive the green light for 
production in 1989.9 

It is important to note, however, that Farewell Disco’s focus on environmental 
issues was not explicitly an oppositional issue, as the East German state 
embraced environmentalism since the late 1960s. The 1968 version of the GDR 
constitution declared that a clean environment was a right and a responsibility 
both for the citizen and the state. In fact, many East Germans were educated 
on and became aware of pollution and its effects because of state structures 
and organizations. However, because the GDR state was both the regulator and 
polluter of the environment, there was an inherent tension between ideology 
and practice. Relations between the environmental movement and the state 
intensified by the 1980s because the focus on material production and the 
economy tended to trump serious environmental concerns.10 Brown coal, for 
example, was a particularly dirty source of energy but its abundance made 



it extremely important for maintaining the GDR’s energy independence. Julia 
Ault points out that environmentalism ultimately posed a challenge to the SED’s 
legitimacy, especially by the 1980s when the detrimental effects of the GDR coal, 
steel, and chemical industries on the environment were clear. Despite obvious 
environmental effects, the state was trying to keep the pollution problem a 
secret, and in 1982, the SED classified all environmental data causing frustration 
among the citizenry. The tipping point, however, was in 1986 after the explosion 
of the nuclear power plant in Chernobyl (Ukraine). During the days and weeks 
following the tragic event, the SED was largely silent, and East Germans felt 
betrayed by the lack of transparency.11 A glimmer of hope, however, was that 
Chernobyl became a catalyst for the people in Lusatia to come together to share 
environmental concerns, such as those caused by the coal mining industry, acid 
rain, and Waldsterben (forest dieback). 

By the late 1980s, the topic of environmental destruction and degradation in the 
GDR was addressed in multiple DEFA films, as directors both found ways and 
enjoyed the freedom to realize their projects. Often, environmental films were 
conceived of as youth films or targeted at a young audience, as the environ-
mental movement was at the heart of the generational conflict in the GDR. In 
Farewell Disco, this is evident in the figure of Henning’s father who represents 
the destruction that is seen as a generational disagreement. Henning’s parents’ 
generation was perceived as responsible for the destruction – the viewer sees 
the father taking down the sign to Wussina – and Henning’s anxious generation 
searches for hope for their own future. Another film about the environmental 
movement and the generation gap is Jörg Foth’s youth activist film, Biology!, 
which premiered in 1990 and was filmed concurrently with Farewell Disco.12 In 
contrast to Foth’s film that encourages environmental activism with a palpable 
urgency, Farewell Disco’s view of the future is considerably more pessimistic. 
Other films that thematized the GDR’s environmental issues included: Kurt 
Tetzlaff’s 1983 documentary, Memory of a Landscape – For Manuela, Klaus 
Georgi’s short animation films, Konsequenz (Consequence, 1986-87), Der Kreis 
(The Full Circle, 1988-89), and Sonntag (Sunday, 1989-90), co-directed with Lutz 
Stützner, and Roland Gräf’s Bankett für Achilles (Banquet for Achilles, 1975).

CONTEXT
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11	� Initially, East German citizens did not hear about the disaster at Chernobyl from their own government. Instead, they first 
learned about the tragic and disturbing events from West German media. This led to frustration and a sense of betrayal by the 
government.     

12	� For more about Jörg Foth’s youth film Biology!, see his 2020 interview “Life’s Little Ironies” by Hiltrud Schulz (DEFA Film 
Library). See Resource Materials below.
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Rolf Losansky, Director (1931-2016)
Rolf Losansky was born in Frankfurt (Oder), Germany, on February 18, 1931. From 
1955 to 1960, he studied directing at the Deutsche Hochschule für Filmkunst in 
Potsdam-Babelsberg (now: Filmuniversität Babelsberg KONRAD WOLF). After his 
studies, Losansky worked as assistant director to the prominent DEFA filmmaker 
Frank Beyer. One of DEFA’s most successful children and youth film directors, 
Losansky directed over 20 pictures for young audiences, including his most well-
known films: Das Schulgespenst (The School Ghost, 1986), Ein Schneemann für 
Afrika (A Snowman for Africa, 1977) and Damn It, I’m Grown Up (1974).  
Losansky’s films tend to focus on coming-of-age stories told through humor and 
levity and issues that children and youth encounter while searching for their 
place in society. Losansky died in Potsdam on September 15, 2016. For more 
information, see Losansky’s page on the DEFA Film Library website.

Reinhard Lakomy, Film Score (1946-2013)
Reinhard Lakomy, composer, pianist, singer, and songwriter was known for his pro-
duction of children’s music, particularly Der Traumzauberbaum (The Dream Magic 
Tree), a children’s audio program that he produced with his wife, author Monika 
Ehrhardt, which was also released as a record. Notably, Lakomy had the most offi-
cially endorsed musical releases in the GDR second only to the massively popular 
pop-rock band, the Puhdys. His work on Farewell Disco was part of his long-last-
ing collaboration with director Rolf Losansky. He also composed the music for 
two of Losansky’s films, The School Ghost and Zirri – Das Wolkenschaf (Zirry, the 
Cloud Lamb, 1992-93). Furthermore, Lakomy was an early pioneer in the 1980s East 
German electronic music scene, which is reflected in the film music in Farewell 
Disco. He produced four electronic albums for the East German label Amiga. For 
more information, see Lakomy’s page on the DEFA Film Library website.

Holger Kubisch, Actor (Henning) 
Holger Kubisch was a lay actor who only played in this film. There is no 
biographical information available on him. 

Fritz Marquardt, Actor (Alter Kauz) (1928-2014)
Fritz Marquardt was born in 1928 in present-day Krzeszyce (West Poland) and 
worked as a farmer. After World War II, he studied philosophy and aesthetics 
at Humboldt University in East Berlin in the 1950s. However, beginning work as 
an editor for the magazine Theater der Zeit from 1959-61, Marquardt began to 
pursue a life-long interest in theater. Marquardt is, therefore, best known for 
his work as a theater director, in particular his work at the Volksbühne in Berlin 
with creative director Benno Besson and for his productions of dramatist Heiner 
Müller’s plays, who was Marquardt’s close friend.



Jaecki Schwarz, Actor (Henning’s father) (b. 1946)
Jaecki Schwarz was born in East Berlin on February 26, 1946. Schwarz studied at 
the Deutsche Hochschule für Filmkunst in Potsdam-Babelsberg (now: Filmuni-
versität Babelsberg KONRAD WOLF), and while still a student there, he landed 
the role of Gregor Hecker in Konrad Wolf’s autobiographical film, Ich war neun-
zehn (I Was Nineteen, 1968). This role launched a highly successful film career. 
Alongside his work in film, Schwarz also worked in theater and was a member of 
the Berliner Ensemble. Schwarz currently lives in Berlin and continues to appear 
in German television programs. For more information, see Schwarz’s page on the 
DEFA Film Library website.

All activities can be selected, adapted and modified depending on the subject 
area, teaching goals, or student demographic. The activities can be used separately 
and are not necessarily scaffolded. 

Pre-screening Activities

	 1)	� Genre expectations and conventions. Brainstorm with your students: 
What expectations do they have of children’s and youth films? What 
themes and/or topics are common in such films? What conventions do 
they recognize as typical? With which children’s films did they grow up? 
Ask students to give specific examples of films they have already seen. 
They can also assign a notetaker who will compile the answers and 
ideas so the group can compose a 100-200-word answer/chart/mind map 
to answer these questions.

			�  Follow up question for students to discuss: Based only on the title and 
biographical information about the director, what might you expect 
Farewell Disco to be about?  

	 2)	� Work with the DEFA Film Library’s film trailer (with English subtitles).  
Watch the trailer with your students and invite them to answer the 
following questions based on their response to the trailer:

			  	 Identify the main themes of the film. 
			  	� Describe the landscapes shown in the film trailer. In what condition 

are the buildings and landscapes? What idea does this convey? How 
could this be controversial?  

			  	� Do you think the music fits the images and dialog? Why or why not? 
How might the music be commenting upon the theme of environmental 
destruction? Does the music connect in some way to the title of the 
film?  

			  	� Does this trailer make you want to watch the film? Why or why not?

BIOGRAPHIES 
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TEACHING ACTIVITIES

Original 1990 poster.



			�  Follow up: Have students discuss their answers in small groups first and 
then follow up with a full class discussion. 

	�	�	�  This activity asks students to critically evaluate how a film is advertised 
and presented to its audience.

	 3)	� Research activity about the East German brown coal mining industry. This 
industry (otherwise known as lignite mining industry) figures prominently 
in Farewell Disco. During class time, have students research online on 
this topic to familiarize themselves with what brown coal mining is and 
what role it played in the GDR. Divide students into small groups and have 
them search for answers to the following questions:

			  1.	� What is brown coal? Is it a sustainable or clean source of energy? 
How is it used in the energy sector? 

			  2.	� Which country produces the most amount of brown coal today and 
historically?

			  3.	 Why was brown coal so important to East Germany?
			�  Invite groups to present their findings to the rest of the class. This may be 

done through oral reporting or with the aid of free collaborative software, 
like Google Docs, so that the class has the ability to see all answers 
and information in one place. This activity provides an opportunity for 
students to practice their research skills to find information and educate 
themselves on a given topic. 

			  Possible sources: 

			  https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.cleanenergywire.org/fact	
			  sheets/germanys-three-lignite-mining-regions. Accessed 26 November 	
			  2024.
			�  https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20210419-the-end-of-the-worlds-capi-

tal-of-brown-coal. Accessed 26 November 2024.
			�  https://www.cleanenergywire.org/factsheets/germanys-three-lignite-min-

ing-regions. Accessed 26 November 2024.

			�  Follow-up activity: You might invite students to conduct comparative 
research on the economic, cultural, and social role of coal mining in the 
USA. Alternatively, students could investigate offshore drilling practices, 
water shortages, and environmental pollution resulting from their own 
country’s industrial practices and compare the outcomes with what they 
already learned about the energy industry in East Germany.

	 4)	� Context building: In preparation, have students conduct research on 
Sorbian culture in the Lusatia region. It will be important for students to 
understand the history of the Sorbs in order to contextualize the effect of 
the coal mining industry in the GDR. Furthermore, the topic continues to 
be relevant as the shift away from coal production in Lusatia is affecting 
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the region economically. Students could synthesize and present their 
findings in a short 2 to 3-page essay or they could write a persuasive 
essay either in support of or against continued coal mining in Lusatia and 
its effect on the Sorbian people. 

			  Possible sources:
			�  https://www.yahoo.com/news/coal-industry-wiping-historic-german- 

040015544.html. Accessed 12 May 2025.

			�  https://www.bbc.com/travel/article/20210615-sorbs-the-ethnic-minority-in-
side-germany. Accessed 12 May 2025.

			�  https://minorityrights.org/communities/sorbs/#:~:text=The%20
northern%20parts%20of%20the,20th%20century%20to%20accommo-
date%20mining. Accessed 12 May 2025.

			�  https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2015/12/30/germany-and-poland-
have-a-dirty-big-secret-an-addiction-to-brown-coal. Accessed 12 May 
2025.

			�  Students can also research keywords (e.g., Lusatia, Sorbian, Lignite, 
etc.) on Deutsche Welle’s website (https://www.dw.com/en/). 

During the Screening

		  1) �Divide the students into three groups. This activity’s objective is to equip 
students to analyze different media involved in film production and to 
ask them to reflect on the effect of intermediality on an understanding 
of film. Each group will be responsible for analyzing and taking notes 
on one aspect of the film – sound, image, or camera work – during the 
screening. You may want to hand out a prepared worksheet to students 
in each group with guiding questions for each category. This activity can 
be revisited in Post-screening Activity 2.

			  	� Sound: What sounds do you hear? How loud or quiet are they? Is 
there music playing? If so, where is the music coming from? Can you 
see the source of the sounds or is it so-called “background”? What 
impact do the music and sound effects have on the viewer? What 
about the dialog? How prominent is it in the sonic mix? What is being 
said?

			  	� Image: What do you see? What objects are in the frame? Whom do 
you (not) see? What colors do you see and are they muted, bright, 
neon, monotone, etc? What objects/people take up the most space in 
various scenes? How are they arranged in the frame?

			  	� Camera work: What perspective does the camera adopt? What is 
shown on screen and within the frame and from whose perspective? 
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Is the camera moving or is it static? Are there any special effects 
(black and white shots, animation, etc.)?

			�  After the screening, each group should discuss with the class what they 
noticed and how it affected their understanding of the film as a whole. 

	 2)	� Have the students create a character chart (e.g., Henning, Silke, Dixie, 
Henning’s father and mother, alter Kauz, the grandfather, etc.). The chart 
should include categories such as personality, appearance, role in the 
film, attitude towards the brown coal mine, etc. After the viewing, divide 
students into small groups or have the whole class discuss the various 
characters. This activity will help students follow the plot of the film and 
will visually demonstrate the generational gap and conflict between 
characters in the film concerning brown coal mining. Henning and Dixie 
will stand out as representative of their generation despite the disin-
terest of their male classmates who play a much smaller role in the film.

Post-screening Activities

	 1)	� Show your students the following three screenshots that appear in 
quick succession in the film. Have them respond in writing or in a group 
discussion to the following questions: 

			  	 Describe what you see in each still.
			  	 What do these three stills have in common? 
			  	� Taken in aggregate, what do these stills express to the viewer? Why 

do you think of this? 

	      Still 1: 00:52:34 Heron bird
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              Still 2: 00:52:37 Henning

 

              Still 3: 00:52:51 Crane construction

			�  This activity intends to encourage close viewing skills. The filmmaker 
and/or film crew make intentional decisions in each scene and with each 
camera cut. What do these images tell us about intent and intended 
effect, as well as reception? 

	 2)	Group Scene Analysis: 
			  	 I�n this activity, the students will analyze a film sequence by focusing 
				   on one aspect of film production, such as sound, mise-en-scène  	
				   (how everything in the frame is arranged), camera movement, 		
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				   editing, perspective, acting. Please select one of the following film 	
				   sequences: 1) Henning’s arrival in Wussina (00:25:58 – 00:27:29), 	
				   2) Father and son meet and talk at the construction site (01:05:43 – 	
				   01:08:28), or 3) Henning meets Magda in the village disco (01:12:15 – 	
				   01:13:15).
			  	 Divide students into three groups. Each group will focus on one 	
				   aspect of film communication: music/sound; image/mise-en-scène; 	
				   camera perspective/camera position.
			  	� On a slide or on a handout, provide students with a list of the different 

aspects of each cinematic category (refer to the questions in activity 
#1 in the activities for During the Screening).

			  	� After viewing the film sequence, give students time to discuss their 
notes and findings in their groups. What did they observe? How did 
focusing on one aspect of the sequence change their understanding 
of the whole? 

			  	 As an entire class, discuss each of the groups’ findings. Help 		
				   students analyze, synthesize, and make sense of their observations.

			�  For an overview of how to teach film analysis in the humanities, the 
instructor may refer to: 

			  –	� Fischer, Lucy and Patrice Petro. Teaching Film. The Modern 
Langauge Association of America, 2012. 

			  –	� EDSITEment!: The Best of the Humanities on the Web. National 
Endowment for the Humanities, edsitement.neh.gov/teachers-guides/
teaching-film-analysis-humanities. Accessed 25 February 2025.

	 	3)	�For an upper-level German course: Farewell Disco is based on the 
same-titled short story Abschiedsdisco by Joachim Nowotny. Have the 
students read Nowotny’s short story and then answer the following 
questions in 200-300 words: 

			  	 How are the two stories similar/different? 
			  	� Why do you think the story was permitted to be published in the 

literary genre but had a more difficult time making it through the 
censors as a film? 

			  	� Which medium do you think is most effective in telling the story? 
Why? 

			�  For context and information about the censoring process at the East 
German DEFA Film Studios, the instructor may refer to: 

			  –	� Berghahn, Daniela. Hollywood behind the Wall: The Cinema of East 
Germany. Manchester UP, 2005.
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			  –	� Feinstein, Joshua. The Triumph of the Ordinary: Depictions of Daily 
Life in the East German Cinema 1949-1989. U of North Carolina P, 
2002.

	 	4)	�Write a film review: Have the students read translated quotes from 
press reviews of Farewell Disco on the DEFA Film Library website  (one 
short review quote is provided below) to get a sense of how the film 
was received at the time of its premiere. Then have students find a film 
review online of their favorite film and reflect on what elements make for 
a well-written review (e.g., summary with no spoilers, evaluation, brief 
analysis, etc.). Then invite students to write their own 200- to 300-word 
review of the film from today’s perspective. 

			�  “[The film is a] surprisingly bold [...] warning about what is being irretrievably 
lost and gives an idea of how a misguided energy policy, which knew no 
ecological consideration, destroyed organic life contexts.”   

								                 —Helmut Ulrich, Neue Zeit, 1990

			�  For more quotes from press reviews, see the DEFA Film Library website: 
https://www.umass.edu/defa/film/39627. Accessed 6 April 2025.

	 	5)	�In one of your class sessions, screen the two short animation films: Klaus 
Georgi’s Konsequenz (Consequence, 1986-87) and Sonntag (Sunday, 
1989-90, co-directed by Lutz Stützner) and have students answer the 
following questions in small groups: 

			  	� How do these films engage with the environment and environmental 
pollution?

			  	 What concerns are they raising? 
			  	� Is the short film format effective in communicating these messages? 

Why or why not?

			�  Invite students to share their thoughts with the entire class. Follow up 
the discussion with an assignment for students to create their own 
short-format story (short video, video essay, comic strip, short story, 
blog, social media post, etc.) about environmental concerns. The intent 
of this activity is to get students to formulate their own ideas about the 
environment, climate change, etc. and to try their hand at creative media 
formats.
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DEFA Film Library’s Thematic Series: WENDE FLICKS: Last Films from East 
Germany.                
https://www.umass.edu/defa/film-series/3887. Accessed 10 May 2025.

All the films in the WENDE FLICKS series have been released on DVD and 
for educational streaming on kanopy.com, with the exception of Peter Welz’s 
Burning Life, for which the music rights have expired. 

Related Texts on the DEFA Film Library Website
Schulz, Hiltrud. “Life’s Little Ironies. Interview with Jörg Foth.” DEFA Film Library, 
2010.
https://www.umass.edu/defa/sites/default/files/Life%E2%80%99s%20Little%20
Ironies_0.pdf. Accessed 10 May 2025.

Feature Films:
	 	� Banquet for Achilles (Bankett für Achilles, 1975, dir. Roland Gräf, 84 min, 

color)
	 	� Biology! (Biologie!, 1990, dir. Jörg Foth, 89 min, color)
	 	� Damn It, I’m Grown Up (...verdammt, ich bin erwachsen…, 1973, dir. Rolf 

Losansky, 94 min, color)
	 	 �Divided Heaven (Der geteilte Himmel, 1964, dir. Konrad Wolf, 109 min, b/w)
	 	 �The Legend of Paul and Paula (Die Legende von Paul und Paula, 1972, dir. 

Heiner Carow, 106 min, color)
	 	� Memory of a Landscape - For Manuela (Erinnerung an eine Landschaft - 

für Manuela, 1983, dir. Kurt Tetzlaff, 84 min, color)
	 	� The Mistake (Verfehlung, 1991, dir. Heiner Carow, 100 min, color)
	 	� Sun Seekers (Sonnensucher, 1958/1971, dir. Konrad Wolf, 116 min, b/w)
	 	� Our Short Life (Unser kurzes Leben, 1980, dir. Lothar Warneke, 109 min, 

color)
 
Shorts by Klaus Georgi:
	 	� Consequence (Konsequenz, 1986-87, dir. Klaus Georgi, 2 min, color, animation)
	 	 �Full Circle (Der Kreis, 1988-89, dir. Klaus Georgi, 4 min, color, animation)
	 	� Sunday (Sonntag, 1989-90, dirs. Klaus Georgi, Lutz Stützner, 3 min, color, 

animation)

Documentaries by Peter Rocha:
	 	� High Forest Fairy Tale (Hochwaldmärchen, 1987, dir. Peter Rocha, 9 min, 

color)
	 	� Life at the Stream (Leben am Fliess – W Błotach, 1989, dir. Peter Rocha,  

30 min, color)
	 	 �The Pain of Lusatia (Schmerzen der Lausitz; Žałosći nam Łužyca, 1989-90, 

dir. Peter Rocha, 58 min, color)
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In English     

Ault, Julia E. “Defending God’s Creation? The Environment in State, Church and 
Society in the German Democratic Republic, 1975-1989.” German History, vol. 37, 
no. 2, 2019. 205–26. https://doi.org/10.1093/gerhis/ghy084. Accessed 10 May 2025.

——. Saving Nature Under Socialism: Transnational Environmentalism in East 
Germany, 1968-1990. Cambridge UP, 2021.

Breger, Claudia. “Competing Archives: Intertextuality and Wende Narrative in 
the ‘Last Films from East Germany.’” DEFA after East Germany, ed. by Brigitta B. 
Wagner, Camden House, 2014, pp. 80-99.

Morton, Jim. Movies Behind the Wall: The Story of East German Films and the 
Rise and Fall of the GDR. Self-published, 2020, pp. 331-32.

Mueller, Gabriele. “Going East, Looking West: Border Crossings in Recent  
German Cinema.” Seminar: A Journal of Germanic Studies (Toronto), vol. 44,  
no. 4, 2008. 453–69. 
https://doi.org/10.3138/seminar.44.4.453. Accessed 10 May 2025.

Steingröver, Reinhild. Last Features: East German Cinema’s Lost Generation. 
Camden House, 2014. 

Other materials about environmental issues in East Germany

DeBardeleben, Joan. The Environment and Marxism-Leninism: The Soviet and 
East German Experience. Routledge, 2019.

Dupuy, Michel. “Retention of Sulfur Dioxide Emission in the GDR.” Environmentalism 
under Authoritarian Regimes: Myth, Propaganda, Reality. Taylor & Francis Group, 
2018.

Fleischman, Thomas. Communist Pigs: An Animal History of East Germany’s Rise
and Fall. U of Washington P, 2020.

Kirchhof, Astrid. “‘For a Decent Quality of Life’: Environmental Groups in East and
West Berlin.” Journal of Urban History, vol. 4, no. 4, 2015, pp. 625-646, 626.

Moran, Scott. “A New Environmental Law: Landscape Care, Global Ecology, and
Domestic Social Policy.” The Peoples Own Landscape: Nature, Tourism, and
Dictatorship in East Germany. U of Michigan P, 2014.

Nelson, Arvid. Cold War Ecology: Forests, Farms, and People in the East German 
Landscape, 1945-1989. Yale UP, 2005.

Rink, Dieter. “Environmental Policy and the Environmental Movement in East 
Germany.” Capitalism Nature Socialism, vol. 13, no. 3, 2008, pp. 73–91. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10455750208565490. Accessed 10 May 2025.



SELECTED SCHOLARSHIP 
& REVIEWS

FAREWELL DISCO19
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