
Teaching Foreign Cultural Literacy with Margarethe von Trotta's "Das Versprechen"
Author(s): Eva Kuttenberg
Source: Die Unterrichtspraxis / Teaching German, Vol. 36, No. 2 (Autumn, 2003), pp. 135-144
Published by: Wiley on behalf of the American Association of Teachers of German
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3531087 .

Accessed: 31/05/2013 19:28

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

Wiley and American Association of Teachers of German are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and
extend access to Die Unterrichtspraxis / Teaching German.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 131.252.96.28 on Fri, 31 May 2013 19:28:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=aatg
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3531087?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Teaching Foreign Cultural Literacy with 
Margarethe von Trotta's Das Versprechen 

Eva Kuttenberg 
Penn State Erie, The Behrend College 

"Die Mauer ist offen." 
"Welche Mauer?" 

Despite its lukewarm reception in Germany, 
the critically acclaimed feature film Das Verspre- 
chen (1995),1 set in divided postwar Berlin (1961- 
1989), has been a most welcome addition to my 
teaching repertoire, as it simultaneously meets 
campus-specific requirements and answers a na- 
tional call for curriculum reform that combines lan- 
guage teaching with cultural studies. Most recently, 
I taught Das Versprechen as part of an intermediate 
German course at Albion College, a small liberal 
arts college in Michigan, that fulfills a global studies 
requirement with the following criteria: the organiz- 
ing focus must be international (a particular region) 
or global (an issue pertaining to multiple regions or 
countries); the course must foster inquiry into the 
interconnectedness of international and domestic 
issues; the course should attempt to bring the world 
to the classroom, so that students learn how to 
function in an international environment and gain 
a deeper understanding of the world outside the 
United States. Therefore, I extensively used videos, 
invited guest speakers to class, and asked the na- 
tive speaker, hired by the college as a language tu- 
tor, to prepare cultural units on current events in 
Germany so that students enhance their language 
skills and cultural understanding of the German 
speaking countries. A requirement for the course 
was a portfolio largely drawing on the assignments 
for the film. I will also teach Das Versprechen in 
Pennsylvania, in a German culture and civilization 
course that satisfies a requirement for intercultural 
and international competence. These specific col- 
lege guidelines are fully in line with major national 

curriculum initiatives. In "Culture in Language 
Learning: A View from the US" (1991), Claire 
Kramsch points to the strong relationship between 
foreign language education and global education, 
highlighting political goals that resulted in the pas- 
sage of states' guidelines for foreign language edu- 
cation. In Michigan, for instance, such training 
"ought to permit the language learner effective par- 
ticipation in an interdependent global society," and 
in Pennsylvania, it should "permit effective partici- 
pation in the local, national, and international com- 
munity" (Kramsch 221). Yet apparently these learn- 
ing goals have not automatically led to curriculum 
revisions and prompted Russell A. Berman, in "Re- 
form and Continuity: Graduate Education Toward 
a Foreign Cultural Literacy" (1997), to encourage 
foreign language departments to revise their self- 
understanding and redefine their missions as cul- 
tural studies departments teaching students "for- 
eign cultural literacy," that is, "familiarity with and 
facility in the language, values, and narratives of a 
culture not his or her own" (67). For Berman, "facil- 
ity in the language focuses on the interplay of lan- 
guage and culture; values focus on the peculiar 
norms and judgments that may distinguish the 
other culture; and narratives on the stories another 
culture tells about itself" (67). Surprisingly, neither 
Kramsch nor Berman takes the actual language 
learners in undergraduate college settings into ac- 
count. First-generation immigrants and interna- 
tional students either already have successfully ac- 
quired cultural competence or are in the process of 
becoming culturally proficient in the United States. 
Frequently enrolled in foreign language classes, 
they serve as role models and true assets in the 
classroom who promote both language and culture 

1 Shot in 1993, Das Versprechen had its festival 
premiere at the Film Biennale in Venice in 1994 and 

was screened in German movie houses in 1995. 
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learning by contributing their experience, perfor- 
mance, and attitudes. Their questions and sponta- 
neous reactions to class discussions quite naturally 
push toward culturally informed instruction. 

Unarguably, the mandates set locally by institu- 
tions of higher learning, professionally by educators 
in Ph.D. programs training future undergraduate 
teachers, and nationally by state boards of educa- 
tion strongly suggest that educators redefine curric- 
ulum and learning goals when bringing the outside 
world into the classroom. The challenge is how to 
break the habit of teaching culture from a primarily 
linguistic and literary perspective and truly practice 
interdisciplinarity, as well as develop assessment 
strategies that measure cultural competence. 

The subsequently discussed model units for 
teaching Margarethe von Trotta's Das Versprechen 
are a way to move beyond "bilingualism" and to- 
ward "biculturalism" (Kramsch 235). While videos 
contribute to teaching "culture in a multidimen- 
sional authentic way," as Kramsch suggests (236), 
they can also add to taboos and lead to stereotyp- 
ing. Certainly, Das Versprechen is no exception, es- 
pecially in its portrayal of East and West Germany.2 
If anthropologists turn to feature films to study hu- 
man behavior, why then not integrate anthropol- 
ogy into German class to refine and broaden the 
understanding of German culture? Already in 
1975, at an international conference on visual an- 
thropology, the anthropologist John Weakland ar- 
gued for feature films as "in the broadest sense- 
cultural documents by definition" ("Feature Films 
as Cultural Documents," 232) and considered 
them "especially useful in the study of general pat- 
terns of culture" (246). Fictional films "tell a story, 
that is they present an interpretation of some seg- 
ment of life by selecting, structuring and ordering 
images of behavior ... and compared to daily life, a 
fictional work represents a more highly ordered 
and defined unity, whose premises and patterns 
can be more readily studied" (246). While students 
may not see Das Versprechen as "highly ordered," 
they appreciate the fact that it embeds historical 
facts about divided Berlin in an engaging, emo- 
tional, melodramatic fictional love story. 

Compelling reasons for teaching Das Verspre- 
chen are its rich cultural mosaic incorporating polit- 

ical systems, historical events, language, lifestyles, 
and behavior patterns typical of East and West 
Germany; this unarguably fosters cultural literacy 
when it is fully explored. Moreover, the renowned 
West German filmmaker Margarethe von Trotta 
and the writer and critic Peter Schneider, a resident 
of Berlin since 1961, tell the story and history si- 
multaneously. The film's relatively quick-moving 
plot appeals to undergraduate students; it follows 
the historical chronology of political events and be- 
gins with the protagonists at about the students' 
age. Thanks to its scope and topic, a close analysis 
of Das Versprechen inevitably goes "beyond liter- 
ary epics and branch[es] out into national histo- 
ries" (Berman 67) and is thus a step toward cultural 
studies. In addition, it provides geographic and his- 
toric distance for viewers in the United States to re- 
think grassroots political activism coupled with a 
longing for unity; prompts them to reflect on the 
walls in their heads based on socioeconomic, ra- 
cial, or ethnic differences; and encourages them to 
identify viable links, differences, and similarities 
among cultures. 

Before plunging into teaching Das Verspre- 
chen, a few basic considerations include devising 
activities to spark interest in a generation of stu- 
dents who for the most part are too young to have 
witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall in the news; 
conveying sophisticated content to intermediate 
language learners; developing strategies to orga- 
nize the wealth of information the film offers; en- 
abling students to comfortably work with and in- 
crease their vocabulary; and avoiding sweeping 
generalizations in reference to the GDR system. 
Without advance planning, teaching Das Verspre- 
chen can turn into an obstacle course and discus- 
sion may primarily focus on the love story. 

Aside from John Katzenmayer and Judy Sug- 
arman's Exercises for the Study of the Film "Das 
Versprechen, " there is a surprising lack of pedagog- 
ical articles on the topic. Their nine lesson plans are 
designed to accompany in-class viewing and come 
with brief plot summaries in English, vocabulary 
lists, Kulturelle Notizen as needed, comprehension 
activities, and discussion questions, followed by 
communicative activities, writing assignments, and 
an answer key. Also useful is the Web site created as 

2 For a much more nuanced understanding of the 
GDR, I recommend Frank Beyer's Nikolaikirche 
(1995), based on a novel by Erich Loest and avail- 
able on video with English subtitles from the library 
of the Goethe Institut New York (((library@ 

newyork.goethe.org>). For a more humorous take 
on politics, Wolfgang Becker's award-winning film 
Good bye, Lenin (2002), screened in German 
movie houses summer 2003, will be worth trying 
once it is released on video with subtitles. 
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part of the 1998 NEH Summer Institute on Post- 
Wall Germany, with teaching units on Das Verspre- 
chen, especially the thoughtful supplemental mate- 
rial and the idea of an East-West Identity Journal 
((www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/germ/neh/gruppe3/A 
hoy.html>>. 

The teaching units proposed here are designed 
for college students who study Das Versprechen as 
their first feature film in the target language and in- 
structors who favor study guides that move from 
descriptive toward subtle interpretative work. Since 
I taught Das Versprechen after completing "Thema 
3 Das vereinigte Deutschland" in Kaleidoskop, in a 
fifth-semester German class, and in a film class, I 
devised a range of assignments that also work as in- 
dividual units and thus give teachers choices. At the 
intermediate level and in conjunction with Kaleido- 
skop, pre-viewing, viewing, and post-viewing activi- 
ties are best taught in two weeks, that is eight fifty- 
minute sessions, plus two fifty-minute tutorials. Two 
weeks is also reasonable for an advanced class that 
meets three times a week. In film classes, I used three 
ninety-minute sessions for teaching Das Versprechen. 

Synopsis 

Von Trotta's cinematographic response to the 
peacekeeping monstrosity begins with TV reports 
of the construction of the Berlin Wall, August 13, 
1961.3 Against the backdrop of the political drama 
of divided Berlin, a melodramatic love story un- 
folds between two East German citizens, Konrad 
Richter (Anian Zollner; August Zirner) and Sophie 
Sellmann (Meret Becker; Corinna Harfouch). 
Shortly after the wall is built, Sophie, along with 
three friends, escapes into freedom via the sewer 
system. Sophie's aunt (Eva Mattes) offers shelter 
yet immediately wonders about Konrad's where- 
abouts. It is not quite clear whether allegiance to the 
political system, the wish to spare his family dread- 
ful consequences, simple fear of the unknown, or 
career ambitions caused him to stay behind. His 
later attempts to join Sophie fail, and during the 
subsequent twenty-eight years they see each other 
only four times--in Prague (1968), in East Berlin 
(1968), in West Berlin (1980); and finally in Berlin, 
November 9, 1989. 

In 1968, Konrad, now a doctoral candidate in 
astrophysics, participates in an international sym- 

posium in Prague; Sophie joins him and enthusias- 
tically suggests starting a new life together. Kon- 
rad's dissertation advisor, the prominent physicist 
Ewald Lorenz, offers assistance in obtaining a re- 
search position in Prague. Their future plans, how- 
ever, are crushed with the arrival of Russian tanks. 
A few months later Sophie succeeds in reentering 
East Berlin to share the news of her pregnancy with 
Konrad. He dismisses the idea of raising their child 
together in East Berlin by pointing to the secret-po- 
lice car parked right outside his home. Their planned 
meeting in Stockholm falls through because Kon- 
rad's travel authorization has been revoked. 

Twelve years later, Konrad, now a renowned 
scientist, married, and the father of a daughter, 
travels to a conference in West Berlin and finally 
meets his son, Alexander, and Sophie's partner, 
Gerard. Eager to see Alexander as regularly as pos- 
sible, he collaborates with the Stasi while at the 
same time supporting the work of his sister Barbara 
in the Friedensbewegung. The film ends as Sophie 
and Konrad spot each other on the Bomholmer 
Brucke in the frenzy of November 9, 1989. 

Pre-Viewing Activities 

Introductory material to Das Versprechen is 
readily available in the intermediate textbook Ka- 
leidoskop (Thema 3), where an entire unit is dedi- 
cated to unified Germany, followed by brief biogra- 
phies of von Trotta and Peter Schneider, an excerpt 
from the screenplay, and a plot summary as a fill- 
in-the-blank vocabulary activity. An alternative to 
working through Kaleidoskop's historical-political 
approach is to watch von Trotta's insightful inter- 
view, Die Neugier immer welter treiben (45 min- 
utes), particularly the segments about her fascina- 
tion with the past and the prison of existence. The 
interview can be either integrated as a presentation 
for extra credit or shown during the tutorial. Stu- 
dents prepare a class portfolio that includes infor- 
mation from this interview: a brief summary of von 
Trotta's main interests together with facts about her 
life in English and a Kurzbiographie in Stichworten 
in German. At the advanced level, students access 
her biography on the Internet at ((www.dhm.de/ 
lemo/html/biografienfTrottaMargaretheVon/>> 
(with a few very good links) and summarize it either 
in writing or as a short presentation. 

3 For more see Ladd. The word "wall" was strictly 
forbidden in the East. Instead, "antifascist protective 

rampart" (antifaschistischer Schutzwall) was used 
(18, 23). 
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As the film abounds with historical references, 
students' knowledge of German history needs to 
be activated and any gaps need to be filled. Toward 
that goal, vocabulary work has to address historical 
and political terminology and facts and dates of 
twentieth-century German history. Activities range 
from semantic mapping of East and West Berlin 
and life under communism and capitalism to study 
sheets where students match dates and events and 
practice verbs in the simple past form. Often stu- 
dents share their experience from study trips to Ber- 
lin and their expertise from other disciplines such as 
political science or history. In order to use vocabu- 
lary in context, they assume a persona born in Ger- 
many in 1927 and prepare a fictional biography ti- 
tfled Jahrgang 1927. Depending on their level of 
creativity, this information may need to be speci- 
fied with gender, a city of residence, and profes- 
sional and family background. Their essays mirror 
their diverse experience and interests, preexisting 
knowledge, and family backgrounds as they write 
stories of exile, the Second World War, or the Wirt- 
schaftswunder. Their proficiency level (intermedi- 
ate or advanced) determines the length of this ex- 
position. 

For a less writing-intensive class, and a more in- 
teractive teaching style, a homemade history Triv- 
ial Pursuit game engages students, especially when 
they prepare questions and answers (checked for 
grammatical and factual accuracy) for their peers. 

Divided Berlin captured the attention of song- 
writers as well as filmmakers, and didacticized ver- 
sions of Udo Lindenberg's "Wir wollen doch ein- 
fach nur zusammen sein" and Reinhard Mey's se- 
mantically and stylistically more challenging "Mein 
Berlin" are excellent vehicles for teaching historical 
aspects of Berlin. Supplemental materials for Lin- 
denberg's song include pictures of Berlin street 
scenes; maps of districts in East and West Berlin, 
the subway system, and border crossings; copies of 

travel documents; and an article on lovers sepa- 
rated by the wall. Both songs are a good alternative 
to the somewhat kitschy music of Das Versprechen. 
Under serious time constraints "Berlin, Berlin" by 
John F and the Gropiuslerchen4 sets the tone for 
the eighties; students easily comprehend its simple 
vocabulary and immediately pick up on the politi- 
cians, the fragments of their speeches, and gestures 
as well as the eighties looks of the singers. 

Last but not least, the first three minutes of Das 
Versprechen along with the first page of the screen- 
play make for another effective pre-viewing activ- 
ity. Black-and-white newsreels from the time im- 
mediately before the construction of the wall show 
John F Kennedy and Willy Brandt as well as des- 
perate last-minute escapes into freedom that set the 
tone for the personal drama.5 Equally powerful are 
the comments, such as "Fiir die Idee und die Aus- 
fiihrung hatte Moskau das copyright, der Stachel- 
draht wurde von Westdeutschen Firmen geliefert." 
After drafting a vocabulary list together in class, stu- 
dents paraphrase a few statements, and then team 
up with a partner and, in the style of modern jour- 
nalism, report on the dramatic scenes. Depending 
on the technology support on campus, students 
can even produce a dubbed video clip, but a skit in 
the newsroom for which they come up with a name 
for their TV station proves as effective. 

Viewing Activities 

On the reserve shelf in the library, students find 
the film and the video of Margarethe von Trotta's 
interview, along with Peter Schneider, Margarethe 
von Trotta, and Felice Laudadio's screenplay Das 
Versprechen oder Der lange Atem der Liebe,6 
which is helpful when they look for exact wording 
for select passages, want to verify locations for spe- 
cific scenes, or read up on background information 

4 Available on video at the library of the Goethe 
Institut New York (<(library@newyork.goethe.org),) 
as part of the video series Gefiihl und Harte. 2. Zur 
Geschichte der deutschen Rockmusik. 

5 John F. Kennedy's famous line "Ich bin ein Ber- 
liner" is from a speech at the Sch6neberg Town 
Hall, June 26, 1963. 

6 Margarethe von Trotta, script writer Peter Schnei- 
der, and Felice Laudadio carefully researched the 
situation in former East Berlin and conducted inter- 
views with former residents, one of which is tran- 
scribed in Das Versprechen oder Der lange Atem 
der Liebe. Schneider, an author of two earlier 

screenplays, Messer im Kopf (1979) and Der Mann 
auf der Mauer (1982), and the novella Der Mauer- 
springer (1982) adds interesting background infor- 
mation on the East-West collaboration of cast and 
crew members and on the outcry over rebuilding the 
wall in former East Berlin. All three items are avail- 
able at the library of the Goethe Institut New York. 
Dos Versprechen (video and lesson plans sold sepa- 
rately) is also available from FilmArobics, Inc. 
<(www.filmarobics.com)>. For other films by Marga- 
rethe von Trotta consult Facets Video at <<www.fac- 
ets.org>). 

This content downloaded from 131.252.96.28 on Fri, 31 May 2013 19:28:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


KUTTENBERG: CULTURAL LITERACY AND DAS VERSPRECHEN 139 

on the wall.7 In addition, the reserves contain Brian 
Ladd's The Ghosts of Berlin for pertinent historical 
information, particularly sections about the east- 
ern and western sides of the Berlin Wall and GDR 
terminology. A copy of the Berliner Illustrirte 
Deutschland im November 1989 invites students 
to compare the effect of moving images from the 
newsreels used in Das Versprechen to the photo- 
graphs in the magazine. 

Outside class, students watch Das Versprechen 
(115 minutes) uncut and unabridged, but with sub- 
titles.8 I have often found that already after their 
first viewing they retain quite a few details and en- 
tire idioms. Once they have seen the whole film 
rather then bits and pieces, they venture into two 
rounds of viewing activities that require three fifty- 
minute sessions each. Students are aware that they 
will need to watch the film several times to answer 
all questions, have a good grasp of it, and enhance 
their language skills. The first three sessions focus 
on historical context, plot and characters. In session 
four they work on their study guides, which are in- 
tended to help them move from guided to inde- 
pendent work, from the overall picture to details, 
from partner and group work to presentations, and 
from the generic text-and-context discussion to 
specific aspects of anthropology and sociolinguis- 
tics. They present their work in sessions five and six. 
Finally, session seven brings closure to the project, 
discusses the essay assignment that is due a week 
after the unit, and addresses format, grading poli- 
cies, and due date for the portfolio. 

In the very first session students spontaneously 
respond to Das Versprechen; share views on the 
most dramatic, effective, or favorite scenes; bring 
five questions on content to class; make a list of the 
characters; and finally, as a partner activity, sum- 
marize the plot based on images taken from the 
screenplay to which keywords are added. If time is 
short, each group describes one scene only and 
students finish the rest at home. 

For the second meeting students draft a histori- 
cal timeline, a list of dates and events surrounding 
Konrad and Sophie's encounters. Additionally, 
they gather facts on the Berlin Wall readily avail- 
able on the Internet in English and German (for in- 
stance, 

((userpage.chemie.fu-berlin.de/BIW/d_mauer.html). 
Class, however, starts with a lively discussion about 
the credibility of the love story. Some may not only 
find it plausible but even compare it to universal 
love tragedies from Homer's Odyssey or Shake- 
speare's Romeo and Juliet, while others dismiss it 
as far-fetched in light of the couple's extensive sep- 
aration. This argument invites a closer look at the 
timeline they prepared and at the political events, 
which they learn to describe in basic terms. The ses- 
sion concludes with a debate in groups of three ar- 
guing on behalf of Konrad, Sophie, or Alexander to 
come together as a family or stay apart and on the 
problems they may face in united Germany, such 
as unemployment. 

In the third session on character analysis, stu- 
dents distinguish among round, well-developed, 
three-dimensional, and flat characters.9 The for- 
mat of Steckbriefe makes it easy to organize infor- 
mation and expand on vocabulary. For an enter- 
taining twist, they can intermingle facts and fiction, 
such as information on professional background, 
marital status, habits, characteristics, and motiva- 
tions for coming to the East or West, or staying in 
the East for that matter, as well as speculations 
about favorite music, books, films, or outfits. The 
most comprehensive Steckbriefe describe Sophie 
and Konrad, but they should also prepare one for 
Konrad's sister, Barbara, the daughter of a patriar- 
chal family who has become a successful minister 
and political activist in the Friedensbewegung. She 
is a constant presence in Konrad's life: not only 
does she reveal his intent of escape to their father in 
1961, she inadvertently controls his relationship 
with Sophie and ultimately with Alexander. Her 
husband Harald is interesting for his act of protest 
and his suicidal return to the GDR after his deporta- 
tion, his unexpectedly granted "Ausreise in den 
Westen." The flat character, Stasi officer Miller, 
quickly gets students' attention as he delivers dev- 
astating messages with a friendly smile. He is a stel- 
lar example of a Wendehals who takes credit for the 
Friedensbewegung. A politically interesting figure 
is Konrad's mentor, Ewald Lorenz, with his motiva- 
tion to come to the East. Max, another flat charac- 
ter, imitates Elvis Presley's fashion style as an icon 
of the West yet also, as he jokingly claims, as cam- 

7 Unfortunately the screenplay is no longer avail- 
able from amazon.de. Accessed July 8, 2003. 
8The subtitled version of Das Versprechen/ The 

Promise is modified from its original version with 
minor omissions that don't break up the story line 

but may prompt the attentive viewer to wonder, for 
instance, how Konrad knows that Stasi officer 
Miller likes bowling. 
9This distinction is borrowed from Williamson 

and Vincent. 
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ouflage: he draws attention to his appearance to 
disguise his activity, which is catering to distinctly 
popular demands by smuggling East Germans to 
the West. 

The character analysis leads directly to a dis- 
cussion on issues of gender when students group 
professional careers according to characters' gen- 
der and role within the family. It becomes clear that 
von Trotta's history of postwar Germany is equally 
a history of women who gradually and more or less 
successfully swap the Kinder-Kirche-Kuiche para- 
digm of the early sixties for independent profes- 
sional careers. While Konrad's mother is portrayed 
as a typical housewife, left out of public life and pol- 
itics, Sophie's mother works as a teacher, thus in a 
typical female, nurturing profession. In West Ber- 
lin, Sophie's aunt is a successful fashion designer, 
and neither wife nor mother, but a confident, inde- 
pendent woman shaping women's looks and im- 
plicitly their self-understanding. The next genera- 
tion puts yet another spin on gender roles. Sophie 
runs away from a stepfather who represents the op- 
pressive eastern regime, raises her son Alexander 
as a single mom, yet breaks away from domesticity 
and learns English to work as a translator and a tour 
guide. She prefers a live-in companion to a hus- 
band. Konrad, in turn, comes from a close-knit pa- 
triarchal family, a tradition he continues in his own 
family of husband, wife, and daughter, aside from 
one noteworthy exception: his wife Elizabeth is a 
scientist and works with her husband. His sister 
Barbara thrives in church ministry and politics and 
actively participates in and even shapes political 
life in the East. 

It is equally intriguing to analyze the range of 
professional and social roles von Trotta attributes to 
men: family patriarch, obedient Parteigenosse 
Muiller, rocket scientist, army officer, or dissident. In 
von Trotta's gender-driven East-West dichotomy 
based on professional careers, the West deals with 
fashion, tourism, and journalism, whereas science 
and politics are the domain of the East. This session 
ends on a note of self-analysis as the class reflects 
on whether and how male and female students 
read the protagonists differently. 

Now that students are reasonably familiar with 
Das Versprechen and have acquired sufficient vo- 
cabulary along with cultural-historical information, 
they are ready to tackle in-depth independent pro- 
jects. They are divided into four groups of three to 
five students; each receives a different study guide 
to analyze Das Versprechen from four different yet 
interrelated viewpoints that explore stories Ger- 
many tells about itself from aesthetic, anthropolog- 

ical, and sociolinguistic angles and pay close atten- 
tion to the interplay of culture and language. They 
can also download the guides from an on-line class 
folder. These study sheets allow utmost flexibility: 
they can be used in English, German, or both; all 
four can be used or one angle preferred; more than 
one group can be assigned the same questions, 
which allows them to compare their results, or each 
group can be responsible for different parts. After 
carefully studying the guides, they will need to 
watch the film again and consult the screenplay 
along with the previously listed material on the re- 
serve shelf. As a group they present their findings in 
class in German and distribute a handout, their 
completed study guide. So that students attentively 
listen, take notes, and ask questions, they receive a 
copy of the study guides after the presentations. To 
ensure quick feedback as well as grammatical and 
factual accuracy, they submitted their completed 
study guides electronically via attachment. They 
should have the option to schedule miniconfer- 
ences with the instructor if their questions could not 
be answered in the preparatory session. At the end, 
all the students have four complete and correct 
study guides for their portfolio. 

Group A, the aesthetic critics, focus on style, 
structure, symbols, and mood. 

1. Margarethe von Trotta tells a story embedded 
in German history. Which images actually tell 
history? List five of the most powerful images 
and compare them to today's usage of images 
in the media. 

2. Gestures express human behavior, anxieties, 
wishes, or hopes. Describe the universal ges- 
ture that concludes the newsreel at the begin- 
ning of the film and explain how it anticipates 
the story. 

3. Comment on Konrad's habit of tying his shoe- 
laces in moments of utter crisis. How often and 
when does it happen, and what is at stake? 

4. What are recurring images, songs, or public 
spaces? What is their effect? 

5. Find five adjectives that best describe the 
mood in Das Versprechen. 

6. What does von Trotta use as a symbol for the 
West? What would you choose? 

7. Which camera shots are intriguing? 
8. Which types of media are part of the film? Give 

a few examples of film-within-the-film scenes. 
Why do you think von Trotta draws on so 
many media? Does she use media reports to 
inform, to evoke emotions, or to show some- 
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thing else? Compare the first newsreel at the 
beginning of the film to the last scene. 

9. How does von Trotta announce life-changing 
events? Think of Sophie's escape to the West 
in 1961, of her meeting with Konrad in 1968 in 
Prague, and of their encounter in 1989 in 
Berlin. 

10. Research the film's critical reception in the 
United States and in Germany. Use full-text 
databases in the library to find two reviews 
published in U.S. newspapers; use the Internet 
and comments in the screenplay. Don't forget 
to document your sources. 

11. What do you think makes Das Versprechen a 
good or a bad film? 

Group B, the anthropologists, focus on dress 
styles, the interior ofapartments, and social behav- 
ior: 

1. Describe the outfits in the fashion show of So- 
phie's aunt. What do they say about women? 

2. Sophie's outfits from the sixties to the late 
eighties amount to a sourcebook of twentieth- 
century fashion. Describe what she wears and 
pay close attention to the lengths of her skirts, 
the colors of her wardrobe, and how her 
clothes are cut. 

3. Clothes mirror one's state of mind, add drama, 
and are means of self-expression or convey ut- 
most conformity. Please give an example for 
each category. 

4. Which item does Sophie wear throughout the 
film? Can you relate to this? 

5. Are there internationally defined dress codes? 
Check the labels on your clothes. Where were 
they made?10 

6. Give examples of the influence of U.S. casual 
attire in Germany. Make a list of clothing items 
whose names are not translated into German 
and that you could find at any department 
store in Germany. 

7. Compare Gdrard's and Konrad's dress styles. 
8. Is there a link between Harald's black leather 

jacket and political ideology? 
9. Describe and explain the clothing and hair- 

style of punks. 
10. Compare the home of Sophie's aunt to that of 

Konrad's family. How does Konrad's home 
compare to Sophie's loft in Kreuzberg? De- 
scribe his last shelter. 

11. What makes Konrad's home typical of petit 
bourgeois taste in terms of overall appearance 
and furniture? What are the differences, if any, 
between Konrad's home with his wife, Eliza- 
beth, and that of his parents? 

12. List changes in everyday habits, such as 
watching TV. Also, what role does the TV play 
in the relationship between Sophie and Kon- 
rad? 

Group C, the communication specialists, scruti- 
nize the East and West dialogue, which inevitably 
unfolds along the Berlin Wall and at home: 

1. How do the eastern and western sides of the 
wall differ? 

2. What are three political slogans written on the 
wall, and what is their meaning? 

3. Sketch a few pieces of graffiti from the wall. 
Which one best expresses the wish to break 
through? 

4. Name two incidents of "wall to wall" commu- 
nication. 

5. Research successful methods of escape.11 
6. Describe Harald's first encounter with the 

"Wild West." 
7. Describe Alexander's first visit with Konrad's 

family in the East. Who prepares the meal? 
What is so problematic about Alexander's gift 
for Lena? What are "pizza" and "hamburger" 
called in East Germany? 

8. Describe three scenes in which the camera 
blends public and private dimensions in Kon- 
rad's and Sophie's lives. Think of the role of 
the TV, and of what Konrad observes during 
his border patrol service and when he visits 
Sophie in West Berlin. 

Group D, the sociolinguists, analyze the nexus 
between language and ideology. 

1. Identify the following statements as western or 
eastern ideology and explain: 

Mit der Sicherung der Grenze haben wir verhin- 

10 This activity was an ice breaker at an AATG 
workshop on teaching Business German at the Uni- 
versity of Michigan, Ann Arbor, January 2003. 
11 Facts about the less fortunate attempts should 

not be forgotten. According to Ladd, 78 people died 
in confrontations at the Berlin Wall during its 
28-year existence (24). 
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dert, daB Deutsche auf Deutsche schieBen. 
Ihr schatzt mit euren Waffen die menschlichste 
Ordnung, die es jemals in der Geschichte 
Deutschlands gegeben hat. 

Die steht nicht lange, die Mauer. 

Gerade in diesen schweren Tagen sind unsere 
sowjetischen Freunde auf unsere Solidaritat an- 
gewiesen. 

Das ist keine Mauer ... sondern eine "Friedens- 
maBnahme. 

2. In addition to the film, consult the material on 
the reserve shelf to find synonyms for die 
Mauer, the GDR, and West Germany. 

3. What charges are brought against Konrad 
when he tries to flee in 1961? Comment on the 
irony of his "second" chance as a border patrol 
officer. 

4. You have a copy of a scene in the screenplay 
omitted in the film. It describes a dinner at the 
conference in Prague honoring Konrad and 
his mentor Professor Lorenz for their scientific 
achievements. Explain the uncomfortable si- 
lence after a toast is made and Vlady, a Czech 
colleague, readily quotes Alexander von Hum- 
boldt: "Der Wunsch nach Freiheit ist unzer- 
st6rbar wie der elektromagnetische Sturm, der 
im Innern der Sonne zittert." 

5. Who is Alexander von Humboldt? 
6. How does Konrad respond when he is cross- 

examined by the Stasi officer in 1961, after his 
distressed father has turned him in? Why? 

7. Is Konrad's wordy attack more effective? 
When the family patriarch demands loyalty to 
the system despite its obvious flaws, Konrad 
succinctly summarizes the paradox of the 
GDR: 
"Erst muB ich mich einmauern lassen, weil 
ich in einem besseren Land lebe. Dann mu13 
ich mich von meinem Vater anzeigen lassen, 
weil ich aus dem besseren Land abhauen 
will.... Und weil mein Vater mich angezeigt 
hat, was ich v6llig einsehe, stehe ich jetzt an 
der Mauer und ziele auf Menschen, die sich 
nicht einmauern lassen wollen." 
Please explain what he is referring to. 

8. Explain how Barbara's father is denied access 
to the public hearing of her case. 

9. Analyze typical Stasi strategies of intimidation. 
At what cost do people collaborate? Why "eine 
Unterschrift fOr einen Sohn"? 

10. Why does the Stasi want Barbara to join 
Harald in the West? 

11. Wo ist das Positive? Is there anything remotely 
positive about the GDR? 

Post-Viewing Activities 

To allow for reflection on the entire film and 
draw connections between the different activities 
and sets of information, groups of three students fill 
out a chart listing politics, fashion, music, and life- 
style typical of the sixties, seventies, and eighties in 
Germany. As homework, they add a U.S. perspec- 
tive in English. As they begin to contrast and com- 
pare, they also explore interconnectedness on a na- 
tional and international level. In new groups of 
three they reflect on general issues that can either 
divide or unite a nation, give examples of recent 
events in U.S. politics, and comment on whether 
and how those affected their lives, such as the war 
on Iraq or the terrorist attack on the World Trade 
Center on September 11, 2001. 

Especially at the intermediate level, skits are 
popular and an excellent way to summarize the 
film. Students can act out crucial scenes and incor- 
porate their newly acquired cultural knowledge in a 
minidrama. 

A tutorial can be devoted to wall art, inspiring 
students to assemble a collage as a group project or 
to design graffiti. Material for such a unit is readily 
available on the Internet or in Heinz Kuzdas's Ber- 
liner Mauer Kunst: mit East Side Gallery (1998).12 
Aside from the many illustrations of Wall Street 
Gallery, East Side Gallery, Potsdamer Platz, and 
Checkpoint Charlie, there are short descriptive 
passages in German, English, Spanish, and French 
that make it particularly user-friendly and a conve- 
nient basis for a cross-cultural project, especially 
when students consider the wide array of interna- 
tional artists who left their marks on the Berlin Wall. 

For the advanced level, the segment "1989. Als 
wir, von Berlin kommend" from Gunter Grass's 
Mein Jahrhundert (also available in translation) 
beautifully captures the mix of enthusiasm, speech- 
lessness, and bewilderment typical on November 
9, 1989, epitomized as "Wahnsinn," and draws a 

12 To order this book or similar titles, go to ama- 
zon.de or consult the library of the Goethe Institute 

New York (((library@newyork.goethe.org>>). 
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beautiful parallel to the scenes in Das Versprechen. 
This reading can be even shortened to a few para- 
graphs, and a glossary along with reading compre- 
hension questions helps students capture its irony. 

The final assignment is an essay done in pro- 
cess writing: a vocabulary list, an outline, the essay, 
and a rewrite. They choose one of three topics for a 
one-page essay (double-spaced, typed): (1) Reflect 
on the kind of love portrayed in the melodramatic 
film, how it differs from Hollywood or classic love 
tragedies, and how credible it is; (2) Write a letter in 
which Konrad arranges his meeting with Sophie in 
Prague or in which Sophie tells Konrad that they 
now have to live separate lives after she had been 
turned away at the border crossing for the third 
time; (3) Das Versprechen Teilll-Zw6lf Jahre spa- 
ter. For advanced students, I add quotes from the 
film to the essay topics, as for instance, "Und bald 
hielt nur noch die Mauer die Illusion aufrecht, daBl 
nur eine Mauer die Deutschen trennte." 

In the film class students prepare a film review 
(1,000 words) in which they give a brief back- 
ground of Margarethe von Trotta, summarize the 
critical reception of the film, include a brief plot 
summary (zero credit policy if they copy from the 
Internet), give their critical response, and as a con- 
clusion, give their rationale on whether or not they 
would recommend the film and whom they envi- 
sion as the ideal audience. They also list their 
sources. 

Assessment 

The wide array of approaches, ideas, and ma- 
terials for teaching culture unfortunately is not 
matched by effective ways of testing. Educators 
unanimously agree that fill-in-the-blank activities 
to test vocabulary, short essay questions, essays, 
true/false statements, and multiple-choice ques- 
tions to a large extent test knowledge but fail to ade- 
quately assess cultural performance. The portfolios 
I suggest give students an opportunity to demon- 
strate process, performance, and knowledge, as 
Zena T. Moore convincingly argues in "The Port- 
folio and Testing Culture" (1994).13 Not only do 
portfolios provide an ideal frame for "self-directed 
work, self-correction, greater autonomy and 
greater time frames" (Moore 176), they also allow 
teachers to implement cultural proficiency guide- 

lines in their evaluation according to three interre- 
lated areas of expertise: sociolinguistic skills, 
knowledge, and informed attitudes (Kramsch 
229). Whereas cultural studies over the past de- 
cades has incorporated self-reports, role-play, sim- 
ulation, production, and observation in tests, for- 
eign language teaching limps a bit behind when it 
comes to flexibility and adequacy in testing. 

Traditionally, results improve once students as- 
sume responsibility for their own learning process 
as they select topics, organize material, and imple- 
ment their research agenda. Admittedly, compiling 
portfolios, as well as grading them, is a time-inten- 
sive process. For Das Versprechen, the portfolio 
(which students should also make available elec- 
tronically) includes the transcript of their news re- 
port, a biography of Margarethe von Trotta, three 
revised Steckbriefe, the completed study guide, the 
writing assignment, and a collage of postunifica- 
tion cartoons or graffiti on the Berlin Wall, plus a 
project of the student's choice that may elaborate 
on a question from the study guides or represent 
East and West in a collage, or a cartoon about 
Konrad and Sophie. An option for advanced stu- 
dents are interviews with faculty members who 
have conducted research in Berlin. Based on what 
they have learned from Das Versprechen, students 
come up with questions, set up the appointment, 
take notes, transcribe the interview, and write a 
brief reaction. The portfolio is graded on creativity, 
thoughtfulness, thoroughness, accuracy, organiza- 
tion, and presentation style of the material. A cover 
sheet briefly outlining content, methods, and goals 
can be academic or creative. 

Conclusion 

In a curriculum that envisions a shift toward 
cultural studies, this intensive study ofDas Verspre- 
chen can lay the groundwork for fostering cultural 
competence: it places language in context; gives 
students an in-depth understanding of an impor- 
tant chapter in Germany's history; sparks interest 
for a study trip to Berlin; sustains or even triggers in- 
terest in further study of German; engages students 
with broad interests and double majors from politi- 
cal science to history, sociology, anthropology, the 
arts, and the sciences; introduces students to port- 
folios that appeal to intellect and imagination; and 

13 Also see the guidelines that Moore lists in refer- 
ence to organization and evaluation of portfolios. 
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makes students realize on how many disciplines 
German studies actually draws. Most important, 
students learn to look at language as a vehicle in- 
stead of an obstacle when working on intellectually 
elaborate projects and thereby gain confidence in 
their language abilities. Instead of linguistic break- 
down, they experience a cultural breakthrough. 
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