All quiet on  the Western Front

 

by Lewis Milestone, featuring Lew Ayres and Fred Zinneman         
Film version of the literary classic by the same title by Erich Maria Remarque
Why this movie?
Along with Ernst Jüngers account of his frontline experience, in Stahlgewittern ("Thunderstorms of Steel"), Remarque is the classic account of WWI from a German perspective. Generations of students have studied it and often compared the two works mentioned, usually with the result that Remarque's is a reflective, pacificst and skeptical outlook on what happened to his generation and those of his enemies. Ernst Jünger, on the other hand, informed and influenced by the discourse of patriotism and a strong sense of mission, favors a herioc voice and sees the war experience as a part of initiation to manhood.
About the content 
Paul Bäumer (Lew Ayres) ist a student at a German grammar school. Shortly before the outbreak of WWI he witnesses the open and widespread enthusiasm among his fellow students and countrymen. His teacher Kantorek (Arnold Lucy  ) keeps lecuring to the class about the benefits and merits of war and encourages them to enlist as volunteers. It is with great enthusiasm that they follow his advice - for their country, and eager to be respected as honorable soldiers. All of them are fully confident they will win the war. Shortly after, Paul Bäumer ends up on the front line to find out about the horrors of the war in trenches and witness the the deaths of many of his comrades right beside them.

The background of the movie

It is for its place in the context of 20th century German history that the film is mostly remembered  - its success crowned with no less than two Oscars in the U.S. and banned in Germany shortly after when the National Socialists took action against it in the early 1930s. Before the ban, the film had at first been drastically shortened and been impeded by boycotts of movie theaters. At the moment of Hitler's rise to power, there was no place in Nazi ideology for the critical reasoning and resignating consequences that Paul Bäumer drew from what he witnessed on the battlefields. His criticism appeard "un-German", pacifism was, unfortunately, not a common attitudde, and discouraged by youth organisations and institutions. This unconditional submission to the idea of patriotism and militarism is reflected in the novel  "The Subject" by Heinrich Mann.

Viewers' reactions today
The film shows a time and situation remote from today's wealth and quietness that most students experience at our school and in our city. Despite this distance, students can identify and show compassion. In subsequent discussions they mention that today and at the time of those events, young peope tend to react to trends and sudden impulses rather than mature judgment. The role of education and teaching was discussed, with many participants highlighting the neutral, morally informed role and emancipating role of teachers as both the German constitution and the guidelines for Catholic schools define them. In addition, many students pointed out comparisons with present-day conflicts in the Middle East and around the world where young people are encouraged to enlist and die for ideologies. 
