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ABSTRACT

Current interpretations of Leni Riefenstahl's career in the
Third Reich have glorified and condemned her talent both at the
same time, indicative of a moral anxiety among the critics who
cannot explain why "great” art was possible in Nazism. Seeking a
dialectical solution to this issue, this paper sets out by arguing
that simply calling Riefenstahl’s aestheticizing attempt nazi may
explain away the autonomy in Fascism of certain non-fascist
elements that exacerbate it. In this view, the political trauma
inflicted by Nazism must have an aesthetic cause and must, for
that reason, take into consideration the conception of art and
techne in our madernity through which Nazism has become
possible. Riefenstahl’s naiveté in her aestheficization must be
supplemented by Susan Sontag's concept of "fascist aesthetic”
to assert that moral wickedness alone may not go far enough to
account for the logic of Fascist ruthlessness.
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Fifty years have passed since the crumbling of the Nazi war
machine, but nothing much is left to us to relive the horror that has
almost demolished a generation of the human race in the West, except
some documents, photographs, and various sites of concentration
camps, which are already part relics, to be domesticated by the
bourgeois reception that embalms the culture of modern-day
museums.' Living memory will soon die out, for those who have
survived Auschwitz will survive no more. Their memory already
seems so tenuous, like some ancient fable, but it can only survive,
paradoxically, through some newly acquired fable like Schindler’s List
(1993), which strives to be faithful to that horrific past. In short, we can
only evoke the horror of Nazism as if it were from another world, so
that it could no longer haunt us unless we seek to evoke it.

This idea can be arguable, for, one could say, Nazism in fact
survives in the form of neo-Nazi resurrections that afflict today’s
Germany. However, given all the renewed violence, the groups look
very superficial: too explicit, too easy to be morally resisted, and foo
much of a matter of contingency (the cause, for instance, can always be
attributed to the general discontent after the unification of Germany).
In any case, neo-Nazism is not yet a movement, and does not, as in the
case of Nazism in the Third Reich, cause the best minds of Europe to
split. There is a long list of these best minds who, voluntarily or not,
have favored Nazism (Martin Heidegger, Paul de Man, and even
Theodore Adorno, to name a few), and who, after the war, could not
quite explain away their failure to summon up any awareness during
the moment when the Nazis came to powar.2 This failure is inteflectual;
it should be taken into account what Nazism was: as fascination, to wit,
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that had kept them from arriving at any form of intellectual resistance.
Until today, such a fascination still persists, long surpassing any Nazi
relic to cast its spell: this fascination lies deep in Nazi art, the greatest
of which should no doubt be attributed to Leni Riefenstahl (1902- ).

Leni Riefenstahl’s career presents an unusually difficult case:
despite all the charges made against her, she is not (quite) the Nazi we
have presumed and wanted her to be. This sounds ironic, but nicely
explains the inconsistency characteristic in current interpretations of
her work, which have both glorified and condemned her talent at the
same time. Mixing love with hate (at times having more hate than love),
writing about her work reflects the moral anxiety widely spread among
the critics who cannot explain why “great” art was possible in Nazism,
Perhaps we have not known Nazism long enough; perhaps the study of
Nazism, and also of Riefenstahl, has to start anew, to begin elsewhere.
One of the possibilities is to proceed by pushing her to the limit in the
wake of Jacques Derrida, who has proposed to study Heidegger by
“showing—without limit, if possible—the profound attachment of
Heidegger’s texts (both writings and deeds) to the possibility and
actuality of all nazisms” {qtd. in Sheehan 93). In the case of Riefenstah),
the possibility of such a project lies in the fact that her only relation to
the Nazi party was art {(she was never a party member); what we need to
inquire into is that part of her which is not nazi, after her fascist bent
has been thoroughly laid bare. This unknown part is what we consider
critical for us to re-assess her career as a whole and, ultimately, the
essence of Nazism.

Throughout her lifelong career as a cineast and photographer,
Riefenstahl has produced four works—Victory of the Faith (Der Sieg
des Glaubens, 1933)," Triumph of the Will (Triumph des Willens,
1935), Day of Freedom. Our Armed Forces (Tag der Freiheit: Unsere
Wehrmacht, 1935),’ and Olympia (Olympiade, 1938)—which are
neatly associated with the Nazi regime. The Blue Light (Das Blaue
Licht, 1931) and Tiefland (1954), her feature films made before and
after this period, along with her stillborn Penthesilea (Delahaye 54-55),
are less of a Nazi breed but pertain more to the German tradition of
mountain film and the inception of the “girlish” theme in cinema.® As
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the whole repertoire of her work adds up to such an incongruous
conglomeration, the Nazi label to be used on her should be carefully
applied. Her “hard-core” Triumph of the Will has generally been
regarded as the exemplar of Nazi propaganda,’ but it was in fact
“produced against [Joseph] Goebbels’s wishes in direct opposition to
his repeated call for more subtle methods of film propaganda” (Welch
148).% Olympia, in turn, goes to the other extreme: it is s0 implicit that,
even today, it does not seem to look like a whitewashing piece. Fitting
well into Goebbels’s ideal, the success and ardent reception of
Olympia—along with the failure of an earlier documentary on the
Winter Olympics made by the Nazi propaganda ministry (Riefenstahl,
Leni 180-81)—should however be explained in terms of her “artistic”
choice made possible by her relative autonomy from the Nazi
bureaucracy (in particular, of RMVP). Although she had been
commissioned by Adolf Hitler to shoot the films (Tritanph of the Will,
in particular), Riefenstahl acted almost like an outsider of NSDAP,"
given access to its resources only to complete her outsourcing
assignment (Welch 147, 148, 158). The result: she worked more
successfully than anyone in the party to promote its image. Nazi
ideology alone cannot account for her success.

As a result, when Riefenstahl repeats that Trizmph of the Will and
Olympia are not propaganda but documentary (Delahaye 50-51;
Hitchens 102; Riefenstahl, Leni 160), we must take her words seriously.
Apparently, she did not have the intention to make propaganda, and
this “good” intention of hers had in turn produced the most powerful
propaganda ever, which could not be achieved otherwise. This “good”
intention was her aestheticization, the faculty which the Nazi
propaganda organ did not always possess. In this light, we suspect that
Hitler, by picking Riefenstah! to shoot the films, had more insight than
Goebbels into what the “enterprise” of National Socialism was about,
which was aestheticization. Hitler’s understanding of propaganda was
less refined than Goebbels’s (Welch 40-42) in that the former had
“steadfastly maintained the irreconcilability of art and propaganda”
(Welch 42), and might have regarded Riefenstahl’s films as art than
otherwise. He had, for example, spoken to Riefenstahl in person, as if
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giving an order, about the making of Triumph of the Will. “1 don’t want
a boring party rally film; I don’t want newsreel shots. | want artistic
visual document. The party people don’t understand this” (Riefenstahl,
Leni 158)." This information is an important clue for us to understand,
first of all, why “Hitler’s regime involved a sustained cinematic event,
as Hans Jiigen Syberberg would later put it, ‘a film from Germany’”
(Rentschler 374): a Wagnerian extravaganza (Lacoue-Labarthe 63-64;
Welch 152), that is, of death, to atlow Hitler, in Syberberg’s words
again, to envisage “the war and its newsreel footage as his heroic epic.
The newsreels of the war were the continuation of Riefenstahl’s
Triumph of the Will and her Nuremberg [sic]” (qtd. in Lacoue-Labarthe
63). When Walter Benjamin declares that the “logical result of Fascism
is the introduction of aesthetics into political life” (241), and Lacoue-
Labarthe that “[r]acism—and anti-semitism in particular—is primarily,
fundamentally, an aestheticism™ (69), they have touched upon the spirit
of Riefenstahl’s works, which, in any case, cannot be strictly viewed as
propaganda. Susan Sontag’s opinion that Triumph of the Will is “a film
whose very conception negates the possibility of the filmmaker’s
having an aesthetic conception independent of propaganda” (308) may
need refinement: there has to be, in our view, such an independence, or
there would be no propaganda of Riefenstahl’s kind."” Precisely
because we see between her and Goebbels a fine distinction which
Sontag unwittingly attempts to blur (308-9), we must radicalize all our
given conceptions of propaganda in terms of fascist aesthetics.
However, aestheticization is as enigmatic as charisma—as grace
that casts auratic spells. It cannot be willfully achieved, for example,
through the dogma of the Party. It is a gift, a vision, a calling and
compulsion: Hitler, for one, had it and became a master of
aestheticization through his obsession with hygiene.”” This obsession,
not surprisingly, is a message Olympia also wants to impart (Welch
116). Its theme of “strength and beauty,” as suggested by Miiller in his
film, defines for us what fatal attraction fascist aesthetics may unleash,
spawning after the war Riefenstahl’s photography of the Nuba, her
chosen “tribe of aesthetes” (Sontag 314), whom she notes “have an
athletic build rare in any other African tribe” (qtd. in Sontag 313).
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However, this fascist longing in her artistic taste has been adamantly
denied by her as fascist, for the precise reason that aesthetics, as she
says it to Miiller to deny Sontag’s charges, cannot be anything but itself,
as purity. We soon realize that, in Riefenstahl, what is most manifest in
her political naiveré (in its most pejorative sense and marked
distinction to innocence) is this aestheticization substantiated by the
sense of “pureness.” This naiveté takes various forms: her “girlish”
motif; her mistaking French workers singing “Internationale” for a hail
to her (Riefenstahl, Leni 147); her insistence that she has made only
documentary but not propaganda—and for that reason, as she tells
Miiller, she owes the German people no apology.” We know that she
has not told all the truth about the Nazi financing of her films," but we
must also understand that her conviction that UFA, which had
allegedly financed and distributed her Triumph of the Will (Hitchens
101), could be dissociated from Nazi influence, Her belief that this
explanation can save her from future critique, is another form of
political naiveté. Many years later, this conviction of hers only makes
her more vulnerable, and in the meantime misleads the critics to
believe that she has simply been a treacherous Nazi like any other, no
more and no less. Both parties have been sadly duped by her naiveté,
thinking that Nazism and her aestheticization are either virtually
unrelated or downright identical, missing, in current discourses
whirling round her, an important paradox that Lacoue-Labarthe has
nicely phrased: “The terrible thing about political ‘innocence,’” he
remarks, “is that it is always possible that it may go over immediately
into the worst of its opposites and that, of itself, it always belies in
advance its alteged purity” (23n).

This sense of pureness, this aesthetic vision in Riefenstahl, is an
unbearable urge that has elevated Trimmph and Olymipia to an epic
grandeur.'® Today, “epic” is a word designating siyle rather than genre,
form instead of confent (assuming that “form” and “content” could be
dissociated). This is why Riefenstahl, referring to the making of
Olympia, says that what has interested her was not the event, but “the
form (‘Gestaltung’) of the event” (Delahaye 52). This inclination for
form can be understood as a practical exigency when the real event can
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be dull.” To avoid making uninteresting newsreel, she instills
dramatization into that event (Delahaye 52) through editing, given in
her words that “the true establishment of the form began with the
editing” (Delahaye 54). The actual reason of her choice of Gestaltung,
however, is aestheticization. As Riefenstahl confesses:

Whatever is purely realistic, slice-of-life, what is average,
quotidian, doesn’t interest me. Only the universal, the
specific, excites me. [ am fascinated by what is beautiful,
strong, healthy, by what is living. I seek harmony. When
harmony is produced, I am happy. (Delahaye 52)

Interestingly enough, when the interviewer of Cahiers du cinéma,
having been so careful so far in not touching upon political matters,
shrewdly asks her if she sees “something particularly German about
this concern for form,” her answer is affirmative (Delahaye 52; Sontag
312).

This is an apparent clue for us to pursue still further how the
choice of form has been an ideological (consanguineous, national,
historical) choice in Riefenstahl. Yet such a line of thought may in turn
prove etroneously that she has been consciously hiding her Nazi
ideology, which is not always the case. I would rather proceed
somewhat differently: that she has always been honest about her
artistic choice, and in turn unveils her unconscious support for Nazism,
I say “unconscious” because she does not even know that she has
contradicted herself when asserting that she has made only
documentaries. There are various kinds of documentary, all of which
are more or less interpretations of certain kinds, But when Riefenstahl
insists that hers are film vérité, that Triumph of the Will “reflects the
truth that was then in 1934, history” (Delahaye 51), and implicitly that
no interpretation is possible in her film vérité, she does not seem to
understand that her aestheticization through “dramatization” of the
events is an interpretation par excellence. She has been honest enough
(I am not being ironic here) to remain consistent in presenting her
contradiction thronghout her interviews and writing (Delahaye 50-51;
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Hitchens 102; Miiller’s film interview; Riefenstahl, Leni 160). And
through her contradiction, we see her political naiveté, most manifest
in her aestheticization.

In other words, Triumph of the Will and Olympia are the evidence
of Riefenstahl’s aestheticization, which is what she has reflected as
truth. Whether or not they have been propaganda has to be a secondary
matter.'® Today, they still strike us as magnificent, bringing about
visual pleasure in the form of fascination. Yet it is exactly through this
fascination that Nazism is kept alive, haunting and paralyzing us in an
overpowering seductive manner. This is the essence of Nazism,
without which it could not be what it was. We are hence facing
another paradox: Riefenstahl’s aestheticization is not necessarily nazi,
but Nazism should no doubt be aestheticization. That is to say, form
cannot be reduced to ideology, but a choice of form is always a matter
of ideology, and ideology is always a choice of form. The difficulty is
that to say that Riefenstahl has been a Nazi (or not) is always a half-
truth, which is why I have said that she is not the Nazi we have
presumed or wanted her to be.

We now find the clues to explaining why there are so many
contradictions in the interpretations of Riefenstahl: at most, critics
have touched upon the truth but do not know how to explain it. At other
times, they have reached the insights which, when put together,
become contradictory. Richard D. Mandell, for example, is insightful
in pointing out that “Triumph des Willens was an intended antidote to
the defeatist agonies and paralyzing introspections of the German
filmmakers of Expressionism” (225), and that Riefenstahl was “a
molder of a new, terrifically optimistic society that was itself
enthusiastic for the kind of optimistic art she was creating” (256).
Despite his insight into how Riefenstahl and the society under the Nazi
rule had molded each other, he has difficulty in explaining why
Riefenstahl did not discriminate against Jesse Owen, an African
American athlete, in her Olympia. Mandell’s explanation is that “it was
Jesse Owen’s body that fascinated her” (269), and therefore that
“Riefenstahl was at least offhand about the racial proscriptions of the
Nazi hierarchy” (270). His contradiction lies in his failure to see that
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her aestheticizing Jesse Owen’s body was not “offhand” or against
Nazi ideology. Cooper C. Graham, on the other hand, offers a better
explanation: “its presence [that of the footage of black athletes] does
not alter the fact that treating the black athletes fairly was official
National Socialist policy” (255). The reason: “When it is to their [the
Nazis’] advantage, they could pretend fairness to the Jews” (253)."
Despite its interpretive efficacy, Graham’s explanation can be
confusing, because he seems to imply that it was the Nazis who had
made Qlympia, or implicitly that they had imposed censorship on it.”®
Graham’s problem is that he has insisted on interpreting Olympia as
propaganda, though sociological one, which can be produced by an
artist without any awareness (256). Yet Graham’s definition of
sociological propaganda in the wake of Jacques Ellul almost can be
anything: advertising, movies, technology, education, Reader s Digest
(Graham 252), and hence misses what is essential (aestheticization)
that has made Olympia possible, which is also why I have said that
whether or not Riefenstahl’s work is propaganda is a secondary matter.

Both Mandell and Graham, of course, are aware of the fact that
Riefenstah] was given relative (yet sufficient) autonomy to make
Trivmph and Olympia (Mandell 55, 269; Graham 16, 20). When it
comes to explaining the films’ conformation to Nazi ideology (or at the
least, the ardent reception of Olympia by the Nazis, especially by the
Fithrer [Riefenstahl, Leni 224]), Mandell and Graham cannot but
consider that the films were in fact made by the Nazis and that
Riefenstahl was one of their kind. Following this line, Triumph and
Olympia can only be strictly understood as propaganda. In this way the
critics have overlooked Riefenstahl’s autonomy and creativity, and, on
the other hand, the horror of Nazism, which has allowed them and co-
opted them. Most of all, the critics (Welch should be included as well)
cannot explain why Riefenstahl’s “propaganda” can still be fascinating
even today, although, ever since the crumbling of the Nazi war
machine, her films have long ceased to be propaganda '

By underestimating Nazism, we also underestimate the
connoisseurship of the Nazis—Goebbels and Hitler especially. To
suggest that Olympia “sometimes comes perilously close to being
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kitsch” (Graham 260) misses the point,*> because morally problematic
does not mean bad taste. What becomes more embarrassing to us today
is that, despite Welch’s eloquent argument that Olympia is Nazi
propaganda to the core (112-21), Ott’s presentation of the film (almost -
in a euphoric tone) in terms of its cinematic innovations alone is
equally to the point, if not persuasive (163-77). Mandell, who
apparently sides with Welch, speaks his own ambivalence (although
not without a touch of irony) so nicely thus:

Someday all the art historians will acclaim the white-clad
goddess whose spirit and energy produced great art in the
movies. As in 1936 the goddess will be Leni Riefenstahl,
but by the time all the hatred is gone, she will be dead. (274)

However, I do not think that this ambivalence can be solved only
in the future, because we do not have to wait until the future, and most
important of all, because there is no ambivalence. What we have to
accept as fact is that great art is stifl possible in Nazism, because good
taste in art can still be morally questionable. But Nazism is more than
what we have formulated here: it has a clear agenda to produce art, not
only because it realizes itself as aestheticization but also because it is
itself a matter of art.

This issue can be addressed in a head-on manner by parsing the
theme of the Nazi “enterprise” in the wake of Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe: “The political model of National Socialism is the
Gesamthkunstwerk because, as Dr, Goebbels very well knew,
Gesamtkunstwerk is a political project [ ... ]” (64). Yet I would like to
begin somewhere else: Heidegger’s formulation of techne—a clue also
traced out by Lacoue-Labarthe. Heidegger’s thinking on technology, to
begin with, forms an essential portion of his ontological inquiry.23
Technology is considered Ge-stell (a collection of words with stellen™):
the enframing power that imposes itself on nature and humankind, and
places them at its own disposal (Heidegger, “Question” 19). Humans’
mistaking this enframing power for their own omnipotence is,
according to Heidegger, the danger of technology (“Question” 26-27).
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Yet the essence” of technology, on the other hand, can never be
negative, because it lies in tec/me as poiesis, as bringing-forth.”
Techne is inferentially labor, work, craft and knowledge: this is
Heidegger’s finding that has great significance in terms of his
ontological project as a whole and also of twentieth-century thinking
on technology.

Despite his contribution, Heidegger’s elaboration of fechme has
been tainted by his nazi affiliation. As observes Lacoue-Labarthe, there
was a shift in meaning of fechne from 1933 to 1935, when fechne no
longer designated “work” (le #ravail) but “the work” (ceuvre), hence,
the artwork. This in fact kept pace with the “national-aestheticism” of
the Nazi Party (53). In more precise terms, Heidegger had the
“collective artwork” in mind,” implicating that “the artwork should be
a celebration of the national community” (Lacoue-Labarthe 68).% In
this regard, Heidegger’s repeated evocation of the Greeks—echne is a
Greek term and should be understood in the wake of Greck thinkers
(“Origin” 59)—is never incidental.”” On an overall scale, it is a deep
urge of Heidegger to instill the perfection of the Greek model (be it the
one of philosophy or politics) into contemporary, and no less miserable,
Germany.

The memory of Greece of most German thinkers has been in the
same vein and has shared the same agenda with Heidegger. Kostas
Papaioannou explains this German mentality when speaking of Hegel:

The political idealization of Greece serves principally as
grounds for a triple attack on the “political hopelessness” of
Germany, the apoliticism of the bourgeois world and
Christian escapism. Germany “has never been a nation” , . |
Germany “is not a state” . . . . (qtd. in Lacoue-Labarthe 73n)

The Greeks, in the eyes of German thinkers, were hence “the political
people par excellence” (Lacoue-Labarthe 67)-—and this constitutes the
thinkers’ respect for the Greeks in the light of the contemporary misery
of Germany. In particular, the German thinkers have been amazed by
the talent of the Greeks, which lies in their ability to envision politics as
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an art. In Plato especially, the “political (the City) [both of which are
equally polis] belongs to a form of plastic art [ .. . 1" (Lacoue-Labarthe
66). “The fact that the political is a form of plastic art,” explains
Lacoue-Labarthe, “in no way means that the polis is an artificial or
conventional formation, but that the political belongs to the sphere of
techne in the highest sense of the term,” that is, fechne as an
accomplishment of physis, and polis as “nature” and “the Greek
genius” (66). This is also the juncture where later German thinkers,
Hegel especially, find the merging of spirituality and corporeality.
Inferentially, the consummation of the soul should take place in the
body, Hence, biologism, which later finds its strong resonance in Nazi
ideology, s unleashed.

This is interesting; techne is the very notion that defines art in
Heidegger,’® and is meanwhile deeply rooted in biologism (physis). As
a whole, they (art, spirit, body, and politics) contribute together to what
Hegel has called “the political work of art.” Lacoue-Labarthe’s
explanation in terms of Hegel of the subjective and objective work of
art, and also of the role played by the State, is important and worth
quoting below:

[T]he subjective work of art is, [according to Hegel],
effect “the formation (Bildung) of man himself,” the
“beautiful corporeality” fashioned for example by sport in
which the body transforms itself into an “organ of the spirit”
(this theme [ . . . ] will run through German history right
down to the 1936 Olympics and the policy of the Third
Reich on sport). The objective work of art, on the other hand,
is the “form of the divine world,” art as religion (or vice
versa) whose object is “the very concept of the Greek
spirit,” that is to say, the transformation of the divine as
“natural power” into the divine as “spiritual power” [ ... ].
Finally, the State “unites the two . . . sides of the subjective
and objective work of art. In the State, the spirit is not only
the object formed as divine, not only shaped {(ausgebiidet)
subjectively into beautiful corporeality, but is living,
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general (allgemein) spirit which is also the self-conscious
spirit of particular individuals,” (67-68)"'

The “State” as implied here gets substantiated into the Nazi
regime as a machine, with a strong will to achieve a “Nation”: the
Volkstum, “the organicity of the people” (Lacoue-Labarthe 69), the
Community. But the state-machine needs fecime (art) to realize its
mission, which is biologism in essence, for techne, as stated earlier, is
the ultimate form of physis. In other words, the Nation as a project of
biologism can never succeed unless it reaches beyond itself as art
(techne)—in Lacoue-Labarthe’s words, when fechne becomes “the
sur-plus of physis™ (69). Inverting this statement, we reach his assertion
quoted earlier that racism has to be aestheticism (69). “This is why,” he
adds, “racism goes hand in hand, no less fundamentally, with a massive
unleashing of fechne,” the most extreme form of which would be
“extermination or genetic manipulation” (69).

Being the Lord of Nazi propaganda, Goebbels knew all too well
how art can serve the Regime and his enterprise, and how, too, various
elements can be put into his favorite working formula: “Politics is the
plastic art of the State” (Lacoue-Labarthe 62).*> He has more precisely
Gesamtlumstwerk in mind, no less political by itself, which can only be
cinema, as Syberberg sees it (Lacoue-Labarthe 64). Despite their
allegedly bad relationship (Graham 19),** Goebbels and Riefenstahl
share the same understanding of art with Hitler, only that the three of
them have worked in different fields (propaganda, cinema, and war)
with the same aesthetic vision, equally obsessed with techme (state
apparatus, art, and war machine). Is Riefenstahl not, for instance,
renowned for her advanced use of cinematic technology?* Looking
back in uneasiness, we find that it is in this respect that she is given
most credit today in her “rehabilitation” (Sontag 316). Remembered in
this manner, her art survives the ordeal of time, kindling not only, in
Sontag’s words, “the fascist longings in our midst” (320),” but
defining and securing also, in the most innocent and value-free manner,
the essence of Nazi ideology in the era when the Nazi war machine has
long been vanquished.*
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An authentic critical project should not simply aim at Riefenstahl
however, but the conditions that hrave upheld her artistic possibility, so
that the project points inevitably at ancient Greece and starts anew
from there. Today we know, in the light of Martin Bernal, that the
Aryan or European Greece is a relatively recent fabrication, resulting
in the elimination of Egyptian and Semitic civilizations as the true
origin of Greek culture (Morrison 6). If, according to him, we are to
urge

the overthrow of the Aryan Model and its replacement by
the Revised Ancient one [Egyptian and Semitic culture}, it
will be necessary not only to rethink the fundamental bases
of “Western Civilization” but also to recognize the
penetration of racism and “continental chauvinism” into all
our historiography or philosophy of writing history. (qtd. in
Morrison 7)

In the like manner, the German “memory” of Greece must have been
part of that racist project lurking to shape the German national identity
as a project of modernity. We do not mean that Western modernity is
racist, but that racism does not go away when modernity is within reach.
Instead, racism takes a much more refined form, which is
aestheticization, and which, in its extreme form, unleashes its death
drive (war and holocaust) to hail the advent of modernity. At least none
will today deny that the traumatic experience thereby incurred has
shaped our impression of what Western modernity is about.

This experience will not be fully deciphered if, on the other hand,
the sense of victimization takes the place of an authentic critical project:
one which will take issue with that victimization complex eventually.
Today, such a complex has generally substituted crude moral terms for
a profound analysis of Nazi ideology and its mechanism. This is
especially apparent in the case of Riefenstahl. She has, for example,
been pestered by a certain Budd Schulberg, who has relentlessly
fabricated stories and materials to lynch her for years (Hitchens 96-98).
Schulberg’s effort, as well as his victimization complex, is an apparent
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failure, because he does not understand the real relationship between
Riefenstahl’s art and the political actualities of Nazism (Auschwitz and
holocanst), but crudely equates the former to the latter. More precisely,
his failure is the one of distinguishing the essential difference between
Riefenstahl and Hitler, whose common language, despite the love they
vow for each other, remains only as aestheticization. Such a paradox
cannot be explained away in crude moral terms against Nazism, but
must be viewed on an overall scale that takes Western civilization (its
memory of ancient Greece, in particular) into consideration. In this
way we may reach the understanding that Riefenstahl’s naiveté and
talent alike have accomplished the aestheticism Nazism alone cannot
achieve, but have ventured beyond the possibility of all nazisms (ina
more general sense, Fascism) and made them survive Hitler. So long as
art itself may last, Fascism will be there to greet us. She must have been
appalled by the whole Western world, who turned against her after the
war to charge her on her “war crime” of having produced Triumph of
the Will and Olympia. This world is yet to be surprised to learn that,
outside of art, she was never a Nazi—at least not the usual kind we
have thought her to be.

NOTES

'T would like to thank Jan-Christopher Horak for his ardent
comment on the first draft of this paper. All errors, however, shall be
mine.

? Heidegger’s “flirtation” with Nazism has been a heated subject
in recent yeats. Hubert L. Dreyfus’ and Thomas Sheehan’s essays
provide a concise introduction. De Man had remained silent throughout
his life about his anti-semitism during the war years. Jacques Derrida, a
close Jewish friend of his, discovered, after de Man’s death, his war-
time writings in September 1987 (Rand xin-xiin). Among these people,
only Adorno has regretted his pro-Nazi writing (a music review article
published in June 1934) and openly apologized (Lacoue-Labarthe
117n-18n).

3 “Riefenstahl’s work,” observes Susan Sontag, one of her
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tenacious critics, “is free of the amateurism and naiveté one finds in
other art produced in the Nazi era, but it still promotes many of the
same [Nazi] values” (318-19). Sontag is even forced to admit that
Riefenstahl’s “Triumph of the Will and Olympia are undoubiedly
superb films (they may be the two greatest documentaries ever made)
[...17(319).

4 According to Joel Nelson, he is one of the few people who have
seen the entire Victory of the Faith, the film he calls the “prequel” fo
Triumph of the Will, a work-in-progress to grow into the latter.
“Sadly,” Nelson remarks, “this film will probably never be released to
the general public as it is heavily protected by the German Federal
Archives and rights are administered through Transit Film Munich”
(par. 1). Probably because of the film’s artistic inferiority, Riefenstahl
never wants to recognize it as a completed work in Ray Miiller’s film
interview.,

5 This is an eighteen-minute short whose print was not discovered
until 1971 (Sontag 308).

S The Blue Light is close in style to the mountain films of her
mentor, Arnold Fanck, but different in theme when a woman, Junta
(played by Riefenstahl), is associated with the elemental powers in
nature and dies for their loss. Legitimate as it is, Siegfried Kracauer’s
political interpretation of the film remains strained and cannot, at feast,
exhaust all its theme (259), despite that the film has intricately
branched off from Fanck’s ceuvres, which “now seem in retrospect, as
Siegfried Kracauer has pointed out [112], to be an anthology of proto-
Nazi sentiments” (Sontag 307). What Sontag succeeds in bringing up,
even in her severe critique of The Blue Light (313), is only, in my view,
how Nazism has capitalized on its mountain theme, not strictly the
other way round. This reveals to us, as this paper will go on to show,
that calling The Blue Light—or any such aestheticizing attempt by
Riefenstahl—nazi, may explain away the aufonomy, in Fascism, of
certain non-fascist efements that exacerbate Fascism, Which is also
how we set out to redefine what Sontag has called the “fascist
aesthetic” (320). Tiefland (Lowland) can also be associated in theme
with The Blue Light, which is “purity” (Delahaye 50), and yet the
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opposition of lowland and highland is garishly apparent there (Sontag
309-10). Until today, Riefenstahl still has much to explain about her
possible use of concentration camp inmates during the war for filming
Tiefland, as suggested by Milller as recently as in 1993 in his
documentary, The Wonderful, Horrible Life of Leni Riefenstahl.
Penthesilea is a work by Heinrich von Kleist.

" The film title was selected by Hitler (Welch 147). Opening with
“the apotheosis of Hitler” (Welch 153), the film is regarded by David
Welch as “the most powerful film depicting this relationship [between
the Fihrer and his subjects]” (148). Sontag’s remark is even more
explicit: this is a film in which “the leader makes the crowd come”
(323).

¥ Goebbels wrote in his diary on March 1, 1942, “[ . . . ] the
moment a person is conscious of propaganda, propaganda becomes
ineffective” (qtd. in Welch 45),

?RMVP, Reichsministerium  fir  Volksaufklirung  und
Propaganda. For a list of abbreviations of the organs of the Third Reich,
see Welch (xiii-xiv).

' Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Parte; (National
Soctalist German Workers Party, or Nazi Party).

"! See also Miiller’s film interview of Riefenstahl,

2 This is not to deny the existence, even in the most inflated Nazi
propaganda, of fascist aesthetics, which Sontag has taken pain to define.
Rather, we want to affirm her more important claim that “[fascist] art is
hardly confined to works labeled as fascist or produced under fascist
governments,” the example being, among other films, Walt Disney’s
Fantasia (316). In this light, fascist aesthetics may not need
propaganda (in the widest sense of the term) to exert its luring charm,
unless we want to think that only in propaganda do we encounter
fascist aesthetics,

® Hitler said in 1937, “During the long years in which I planned
the formation of a new Reich I gave much thought to the tasks which
would await us in the cultural cleansing of the people’s life [ ... 1" (qtd.
in Welch 40; emphasis added).

"“ The main reason she gives in Milller’s film interview why
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Triumph of the Will was not meant to be propaganda is that there is no
commentary accompanying it. Leaving aside the possibility of lying on
her part, we see her intellectual assessment of film language falling
way behind her talent in using it. A similar observation by Sontag
stresses the mise en scéne: “Ii has no commentary because it doesn’t
need one, for Triumph of the Will represents an already achieved and
radical transformation of reality: history become theater” (311).

'* When Cooper C. Graham touched upon this issue by pointing
to her “other material that did not support her financing of the film
[Olympia), the temperature [of his interview with her] dropped
considerably” (Graham vii). Further detail of the film’s financing can
be found in Graham (19-24). In any case, Olympia Film GmbH, which
produced the film in name, was only “a ‘dummy’ company” (Welch
114). Triumph of the Will had also been financed by NSDAP (Welch
326), although Riefenstahl did not, either de jure or de facto, belong to
its Reichspropaganda Abteilung.

' The word “epic” has been used by Welch (118) and Lopez (88)
to describe her films.

" Compared with Riefenstahl’s Olympia, Gerhard Krause’s
factual and pictorial (re)presentation, for example, in his Olympische
Spiele Berlin 1936 is hopelessly unimaginative.

¥ To be sure, Riefenstahl does not deny that Triumph of the Will
can be viewed as propaganda, but she insists that, even so, “it was not
made as a propaganda” (Hitchens 102), and that “[a]il that political
interpretation of the film is all coming after the war” (Hitchens 97). She
is partially correct, given that the film had a hearty reception outside
Germany when winning “the Gold Medal in the 1935 Venice Film
Festival and the Grand Prix at the Paris Film Festival” (Welch 158).

' This, however, cannot explain why two Jewish Americans on
the 400-meter relay team were “abruptly” replaced on the day of the
final (Mandell 165).

X According to Riefenstahl, “no one had seen it [the whole of
Olympia) apart from my staff” before the film’s premiere on April 20,
1938, Hitler’s birthday (Leni 223; Welch 112).

2'T am not suggesting that they cannot today be recycled as
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propaganda, which is a different matter. For fear of such a neo-Nazi
appropriation perhaps, no version, film or video, of Triumph of the Will
subtitled in English is, to my knowledge, ever available (its script,
though, has been translated in part by Welch into English [149-57]). If
so, it may suggest an oversight by the English-speaking world of the
power of Riefenstahl’s visual images: an assumption of propaganda
that has underestimated the effect of her aestheticization. We, to be
sure, are not here to support censorship, but to point out that there are
moments when even censorship can do very little, as it can hardly work
as a critique. Considering her films as predominantly propaganda is
only one step closer to that failure.

2 This is not to deny that, as pointed out by Lacoue-Labarthe,
Nazi art as a whole is kitsch (63). Interestingly enough, Riefenstahl
reports in Miiller’s film interview that she had a similar observation in
the thirties.

2 To Heidegger, ontology is a study of Being (on), as he
emphasizes on the opening pages of Being and Time, “all ontology
[...]remains blind and perverted from its ownmost aim, if it has not
first adequately clarified the meaning of Being, and conceived this
clarification as its fundamental task™ (31).

% As goes William Lovitt’s note, “Srellen embraces the meanings
of a whole family of verbs: bestellen (to order, command; to set in
order), vorstellen (to represent), sicherstellen (to secure), nachstellen
(to entrap), verstellen (to block or disguise), herstelien (to produce, to
set here), darstellen (to present or exhibit), and so on. In these verbs the
various nuances within srellen are reinforced and made specific. All
these meanings are gathered together in Heidegger’s unique use of the
word that is pivotal for him, Ge-stell (Enframing)’ (Heidegger,
“Question” 15n),

®1 follow Heidegger’s usage here. This is Lovitt’s note: “For
Heidegger the essence [Wesen] of anything is its ‘enduring as
presence.” As such, it is the manner in which [ . . . ] it *holds sway’
through time [ . . . The] Wesen of modern technology is Enframing
itself; the Wesen of Being is the manner in which Being endures | . . . ];
the Wesen of man is that dwelling in openness [ . . . ]” (Heidegger,
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“Turning” 36n).

% «“We must observe two things with respect to the meaning of the
word. One is that fechne is the name not only for the activities and
skills of the eraftsman, but also for the arts of the mind and the fine arts,
Techne belongs to bringing-forth, to poiesis; it is something poietic™
(Heidegger, “Question” 13).

%" In “The Origin of the Work of Art” (1935-36), where techne is
in question, Heidegger writes, “One essential way in which truth
establishes itself in the beings it has opened up is truth setting itself into
work. Another way in which truth occurs is the act that founds a
political state” (61-62).

% The “clements of Nazi philosophy” include “German
nationalism, the superiority of Aryan race, the Volk community,
élitism, and militarism” (Welch 46).

¥ For a concise definition of fechne as used by ancient Greek
thinkers—Aristotle especially, see Peters (119).

®The example raised by Heidegger in this regard is
craftsmanship (What Is Called Thinking? 14-15).

1 Words in quotation marks are presumably from Hegel’s
Lectures on the Philosophy of History (Lacoue-Labarthe 67).

%2 Lacoue-Labarthe’s note: “This phrase is from a novel Goebbels
wrote in his youth. It is quoted by Paul de Man in ‘Hegel on the
Sublime’ [ ... 1" (70n). Cf. the similar thought by Heidegger in
footnote 27.

33 Riefenstahl gives some details of their feud during the making
of Olympia in her memoir (Leni 190-92, 200-2).

* See especially the descriptions by Ott (163-77) and Horton
(42-44).

**In her essay that owes its title to this phrase, Rey Chow goes
further as to pin down the technology of fascism, most exemplary in
Riefenstahl’s visual virtuosity, as the most important factor in
propagating Nazis® “fascinating fascism”: “the most pivotal point
about fascism,” she writes, is “its significance as image and surface; its
. projectional idealism. [ . ..] The ‘beautiful’ images are not images that
‘hide’ (the content of horror); rather they are the cognitive form of the
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technological age, the surface or superficial phenomena that present
themselves as evidence of themselves instead of some other, ‘inner’
meaning” (23). Namely, with the use of fechne in an unprecedented
manner, there will no longer be any lying (hiding the relentless acts),
because there is all lying (the beautiful surface).

36 Inferentially, “if the photographs [of Riefenstahl’s on African
aborigines] are examined carefully, { .. . ] it becomes clear that they are
continuous with her Nazi work. [ ... ) The Last of the Nuba [ . . . ] is the
third in her triptych of fascist visuals” (Sontag 313-14; qtd. in
Riefenstahl 622). Sontag’s criticism is beyond Riefenstahl’s
understanding (622) and clearly so in Miiller’s film interview of her.
Today, similar criticism can be comfortably applied to her other
ethnographic photography in the series, such as The People of Kau
(1976, 1997).
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