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he film histories of Germany and the United States have long 

been seen as intertwined, but scholarship has focused on émigré works 

of the 1930s and 1940s, on links between Weimar film and American 

film noir, and on the conflicted relationship between directors of the 

New German Cinema and Hollywood. Recently, German film studies has 

begun re-examining the interconnection of the two film cultures and focusing 

on the internationalism of German cinema, but little research has been done 

on contemporary German directors’ involvement in American cinema, a gap in 

scholarship that this book fills. The study offers ways of understanding current 

German cinematic engagement with America and different directorial responses 

to the hegemonic pressures of Hollywood. It delineates the historical trajectory 

of German-American film relations in the twentieth century, then analyzes the 

careers and works of four German-born directors who have significant ties with 

American cinema: Wolfgang Petersen, Roland Emmerich, Percy Adlon, and Tom 

Tykwer. A series of close readings of their productions isolates the cinematic 

practices and strategies with which these filmmakers negotiate the national- 

cultural and cinematic paradigms they traverse. The book analyzes constructions  

of national-cultural identity, probes the boundaries of national cinemas, and  

expands our understanding of emerging hybrid film cultures. It is a contribution 

to German film studies and to the emerging field of transnational film studies.
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Für meine Eltern und Geschwister für Nestwärme und Flügel.
And to Peter . . . if not for you . . .



“Filme müssen in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, in Okinawa und in Chicago ankommen —
und überleg dir, was für alle diese Leute der gemeinsame Nenner sein könnte.”

[Films must resonate in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, in Okinawa, and in Chicago —
now think about what could be the common denominator for all these people.]

— Rainer Werner Fassbinder
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Introduction

Setting the Scene

FROM ITS INCEPTION IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, film has been a
medium with transcultural and transnational appeal. The history of the

cinema has always been a story of complex connections and collaborations
between different national and cultural traditions as well as between people
of different countries, ethnicities, genders, religions, and classes. Before the
advent of synchronized sound, film — resting on the notion of images as a
form of visual lingua franca — could cross borders with relative ease, requir-
ing only the translation and substitution of intertitles. With the development
of sound, this transnational aspect of motion pictures became more prob-
lematic, and a more nationally oriented cinema began to thrive. The cate-
gory of the national in regard to film — contested and complicated as it may
be — hence provides a strong counterpoint to that of the transnational. As
film scholar Sabine Hake points out: “The cinema . . . has from the begin-
ning provided an important forum for debates about culture, politics, and
society, and it continues to serve as an instrument of innovation, provoca-
tion, and critical reflection. This function has been especially pronounced in
relation to questions of national culture and identity.”1 Moreover, according
to media studies scholar Martin Conboy, film in Germany has not only
“always provided a useful means of articulating national aspirations and
mood of the country,” the cinema also, “as a popular cultural
form . . . became an important means of expressing a specifically German
identity.”2 Films hence are both global products — made, traded, and con-
sumed across national borders — and important vehicles for projects of the
national. As aesthetic object, cultural product, and capitalist commodity, the
cinema therefore encompasses elements pivotal to both localism and inter-
nationalism. Given this fluctuation between national significance and
transnational production and reception, investigations into film often oscil-
late between the national and the international, with the latter frequently
represented by Hollywood in its global reach. In fact, Hake wonders
“whether the renewed attention to national cinema marks the return of the
national as a category of difference in, if not resistance to, the leveling effect
of a global cinema culture ruled by Hollywood.”3

This book examines such interconnections between the national and
the transnational, or, to be more precise, between the German and the
American (by way of Hollywood, which is often seen as representative of



the transnational) in films by four contemporary national and cultural go-
betweens: German-born directors Wolfgang Petersen, Roland Emmerich,
Percy Adlon, and Tom Tykwer. While the first chapter of When Heimat
Meets Hollywood offers a contextualizing overview of German-American
film relations during the twentieth century, the following chapters investi-
gate the careers and oeuvres of these four directors, whose work has sig-
nificance in a German as well as an international context. My study
analyzes productions made in the United States between 1985 and 2005,
or, as in Tykwer’s case, non-US productions that engage extensively with
Hollywood cinema, highlighting a time period that has seen an increased
domination of the German film market by Hollywood products, but also
a marked participation of Germans in U.S. film production.4 In fact, over
the last twenty years, and especially since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989,
German directors have made an impressive array of films in America, run-
ning the gamut from Hollywood blockbusters to small art-house movies.
Yet, while U.S. audiences are often unaware of their international prove-
nance, Wolfgang Petersen and Roland Emmerich for instance are familiar
to a great number of American moviegoers as the directors of films such as
In the Line of Fire (1993), Air Force One (1997), The Perfect Storm (2000),
and Troy (2004) by the former, and Independence Day (1996), Godzilla
(1998), The Patriot (2000), and The Day after Tomorrow (2004) by the
latter. The transnational success and impact of their movies would warrant
a study of Petersen and Emmerich alone, even if their works, despite par-
adigmatic similarities, differ vastly in regard to their relationship with the
United States and their ideological underpinnings. However, the films of
both directors — having been largely categorized as box-office rather than
“critical” successes — have so far received cursory attention by scholars. In
an effort to redress the skewed balance between popular success and criti-
cal scrutiny, a substantial part of this study will be dedicated to a discussion
of Petersen’s and Emmerich’s productions.

In addition to representatives of the Hollywood blockbuster para-
digm, this book also analyzes the work of two German directors who, by
comparison, work very differently with German/European and
Hollywood cinematic traditions. The first is independent filmmaker Percy
Adlon, a proponent of a distinctly individualistic art cinema that relates to
Hollywood by way of rejecting its conventions, while it interacts with the
United States as a location and an imaginary, as exemplified in his most
famous production Out of Rosenheim (released in English as Bagdad Café,
1987). The second, as a special case of engaging with Hollywood from
afar, is director Tom Tykwer, who has, unlike the other filmmakers fea-
tured in this study, never worked in the United States, yet always with
American film traditions. Tykwer’s productions self-consciously communi-
cate strong U.S.- and Hollywood-influenced cultural ties without involv-
ing the United States territorially or as a national reality, while his works
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are at the same time firmly rooted in the European-German and art-film
paradigms, as demonstrated in his international success Lola rennt (Run
Lola Run, 1998).

My study investigates the works of these directors in their relationship
with America along with the shifting meanings of the concept of national
cinema, because the four share a national background and a transnational
reach while contrasting productively in their differing cultural and cine-
matic affiliations with Germany, the United States, and Hollywood, as well
as in their aesthetic and ideological approaches. The directors serve as par-
adigmatic cases for varying models of engagement with America and with
European and Hollywood film traditions and influences, oscillating
between art, independent, and mainstream cinema. Their works in many
ways embody both tensions and harmony between the national and the
transnational aspects of cultural products today. Through close readings of
key films, this study isolates the aesthetics and the politics of the four direc-
tors’ specific cinematic practices. It thereby points to the diverse strategies
and approaches they use to negotiate different national and transnational
cultural and cinematic terrains. These practices — as I will argue — ulti-
mately result in productions that follow one of three modes: they (1) con-
trast, (2) integrate, or (3) level and erase the distinctions between the
locally and culturally specific and the transnationally applicable and mar-
ketable. Correspondingly, the works in each of the three modes promote
the principles of heterogeneity, synthesis, or homogenization via their con-
tent and form. The films hence produce a range of vastly different aes-
thetic, cultural, and political effects. Taken together, however, they form a
body of work that complicates traditional and entrenched notions of “the
national” in film, reflecting the irreducible multiplicity of cinematic pro-
duction and consumption while extending discussions about new concepts
of national cinema.

The Cultural Turn in German Film Studies

Parallel to the increase of American productions in the German market
during the 1980s, and the growing internationalization of the cinema, film
studies in Germany witnessed a cultural turn. As Tim Bergfelder, Erica
Carter, and Deniz Göktürk suggest in their introduction to The German
Cinema Book (2002), this shift involved a change in “film-historical focus
from German cinema as a cultural field organized around modernist aes-
thetics and major auteurs, to German cinema as a popular cinema with
nationally specific genres, star systems, film styles and narrative forms.”5

One result of this shift has been a steady increase in scholarly attention to
German cinema’s international and transnational aspects. This again cor-
responds to international developments, as over the past decade a trend has
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emerged in film scholarship to conceptualize cinema beyond the bound-
aries of the nation-state. Terms such as transnational cinema, accented cin-
ema, and transvergent cinema are used to describe the emergence of a
substantial body of work within international film in which questions of
migration and transition are of central interest. At the same time, these
terms also respond to the growing internationalization of film production
itself, as directors easily cross from one national site of production to
another and co-financing models across borders have begun to dominate
the business, with producers increasingly depending on a patchwork of
national and global companies and media conglomerates to finance their
works. The emergence of this trend in scholarship has hence accompanied
the ongoing dissolution of long-established and deeply ingrained national
affiliations with cinematic traditions, giving way to alternative criteria for
conceptualizing and discussing cultural and visual identities of films.

This book, partaking of these developments, seeks to expand on recent
scholarship on Germany’s cinematic internationalism, which has been part
of these paradigm shifts. Much of the research done on German cinema
over the past two decades indicates the rising interest in issues of transna-
tionality. Illustrative of this new focus of attention is, for instance, the pro-
liferation of studies about Weimar and Nazi cinema that consider the
influences and traditions infusing these cinemas as well as their relationship
to American consumer and popular culture and models of mass entertain-
ment. Examples of such work include Thomas Saunders’s analysis of
American cinema in Weimar Germany, Hollywood in Berlin (1994), Markus
Spieker’s book Hollywood unterm Hakenkreuz (1999), which investigates
American films in the Third Reich, Thomas Elsaesser’s Weimar Cinema
and after: Germany’s Historical Imaginary (2000), and M wie Nebenzahl:
Nero — Filmproduktion zwischen Europa und Hollywood (2002), a history
of the influential Weimar production company Nebenzahl.6 New studies on
exile and émigré films (including their cinematic legacies of the forties,
fifties, and beyond) have emerged, exemplified by Jan-Christopher Horak’s
work on expatriate filmmaking in the 1990s, Christian Cargnelli and
Michael Omasta’s book on Austrian émigrés, Aufbruch ins Ungewisse: öster-
reichische Filmschaffende in der Emigration vor 1945 (1993), Barbara
Steinbauer-Grötsch’s study Die lange Nacht der Schatten: Film Noir und
Filmexil (2000), and Lutz Koepnick’s The Dark Mirror: German Cinema
between Hitler and Hollywood (2002).7

These works on Weimar and Nazi cinema and its aftermath are com-
plemented by further research on German-European and German-
Hollywood film connections, such as several volumes from CineGraph,
investigating early German cinematic links with Britain, Denmark, Russia,
and France. Similarly, Tim Bergfelder’s account of popular German film and
European co-productions International Adventures (2005) discusses
transnational European contexts and connections of German cinema in the
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sixties. On a more international scale, Andrew Higson and Richard
Maltby’s 1999 collection “Film Europe” and “Film America” examines the
foundations and implications of these conceptualizations of national cine-
mas as well as their interrelations, while James Morrison’s Passport to
Hollywood (1998) analyzes the engagement of European, including
German, directors with U.S. film and their impact on it from the 1920s to
the 1980s. Many of Thomas Elsaesser’s prolific writings explore relations
between German and American cinema, and Joseph Garncarz did impor-
tant work in the 1990s on the reception and success of Hollywood films in
Germany.8 This body of research has broadened our understanding of
national cinemas in general (and German cinema in particular) as phenom-
ena that are not discrete and monolithic, but a site of confluence of diverse
and often irreconcilable national, political, cultural, and aesthetic tenden-
cies. The scholars mentioned above have helped to displace German film
history’s traditional master narratives of auteurs, art films, and ideology, or,
as Hake puts it, its “symptomatic readings of a few canonical films and film
directors.”9 My book is therefore heavily indebted to much of the scholarly
work done over the past two decades in German film studies and beyond,
and it draws on many of its questions, concerns, and methodologies.

Yet, as is evident from the works discussed above, most analyses that
address the interrelations between the national cinemas of Germany and the
United States have scrutinized earlier periods of the two countries’ con-
nected histories, mainly up to the 1970s and the New German Cinema. My
book aims to expand that discussion by exploring German-American film
connections during the last two decades of the twentieth century, a period
not previously addressed in systematic fashion, and also by centering on an
analysis of the interrelations between German and American culture and
cinema in (mostly) U.S.-made productions. My work hence picks up where
many of the scholars mentioned above leave off, in the 1980s, and pursues
a neglected avenue of inquiry by focusing on recent films shot in (or refer-
ring to) Hollywood and America by German directors.10 Furthermore, in
response to the work of scholars such as sociologists Roland Robertson,
Mike Featherstone, and others who have theorized how globalizing
processes produce transnational or “third cultures” oriented beyond
national boundaries, this study asks to what extent these films can be seen
as manifestations of such “third cultures.”11 Another key critical concept for
my analysis that has also gained currency in postcolonial studies is the
related idea of “hybridity” as used for instance by Homi Bhabha in his con-
cept of the “third space.”12 This “third space” combines aspects of leading
and marginalized cultures in a given society and thus disrupts power rela-
tions between the dominated and the dominant.13 Yet, my study also draws
on Fredric Jameson’s pessimistic assessments of postmodernism as the cul-
tural representation of globalized capitalism, which is marked by the virtu-
ally complete commodification of human existence. Jameson argues that
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the victory of the “logic of late capitalism” leads to the erasure of moder-
nity’s divisions between social spheres, “collapsing the cultural into the eco-
nomic — and the economic into the cultural.”14 This effacement of
borders, as it manifests itself also for instance in the blurring of boundaries
between high and popular culture, is, according to Jameson, one of the
foremost markers of postmodernity, and it clearly resonates with the politi-
cally and socially optimistic concepts of hybridity and “third cultures.”
These theoretical approaches are useful in analyzing the works of the direc-
tors under scrutiny in this book in an international context and in their rela-
tionship to Hollywood, in that they have significant implications for the
transnational in-between positions of these filmmakers as well as for the
study of the type of productions they choose to make, that is, their prefer-
ence for blockbuster cinema, art films, or a hybrid form in the middle.

Planet Hollywood?

The specter of Hollywood as the most powerful global force in the world
of film today, against which many countries define their national cinemas,
has been conjured up frequently in this introduction as one of the focal
points of this study. The following brief economic overview serves to sub-
stantiate Hollywood’s undeniable appeal and impact on national cinemas
around the world.

Entertainment is, after aerospace technology, the largest U.S. export.
In 2006, global revenues of the seven largest U.S. film and television com-
panies alone came in at around $35 billion.15 These companies are repre-
sented nationally and internationally by the lobbying arm of the U.S. film
industry, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) and the
Motion Picture Association (MPA). From the founding of the association
in 1922 up to the 1970s, its companies were primarily involved in a
domestic operation centering on theatrical movies and TV programming.
Over the past two decades, however, the film and television business has
undergone a considerable shift. In 1967, the worldwide revenues of
Hollywood’s major studios totaled about $1.26 billion. Roughly thirty-
three percent of that sum, circa $418 million, was made in international
markets. Since then, there has been as the group itself put it in the 2005
version of its website “exponential growth and upheaval, with the
MPAA/MPA organization asserting itself as a global entertainment, cul-
tural and economic phenomenon.”16 Of the $35 billion global box-office
revenues taken in by the member companies in 2006, the international
share that year came in at over seventy percent, or $25.8 billion. As the
organization’s website confidently stated in 2005, “American creative
works today are received hospitably in just about every country in the
world on all the continents.”17 Indeed, the profits of U.S. movies in foreign

6 � INTRODUCTION



markets more than doubled in just five years — from $740 million in 1985
to $1.65 billion in 1990. At the same time, the share of foreign films in
American theaters fell from seven percent to one percent between 1970
and 1990.18 U.S. box-office returns abroad rose even more dramatically
between 1990 and 2004, by over 1,400 percent to more than $25 billion.
As far back as 1968, Jack Valenti, then head of the MPAA/MPA, boasted
that “the motion picture industry is the only U.S. enterprise that negoti-
ates on its own with foreign governments.”19 In 2007, the MPAA/MPA
stated just as proudly, “Today, U.S. films are shown in more than 150
countries worldwide and American television programs are broadcast in
over 125 international markets. The U.S. film industry provides the major-
ity of home entertainment products seen in millions of homes throughout
the world.”20 While we may live in the age of cinematic internationalism,
the global influence of American film productions seems unchallenged.

Yet, cultural critic and philosopher Michel Foucault’s notion of power
rests on the assumption that power is never mono-directional, that it can
always be deflected and re-appropriated: “We’re never trapped by power:
it’s always possible to modify its hold.”21 In a similar vein, the local and the
global, the national and the transnational are all linked to each other in a
complex web of dynamic influences and exchanges. Hollywood, as a part
of this web, is not the impenetrable monolith it is often portrayed to be,
though one should not underestimate its obvious economic and cultural
dominance and transnational impact. Clearly, Hollywood, just like every
other film culture in this shrinking world and just as it was throughout the
twentieth century, is exposed and susceptible to the effects of internation-
alization, and the influx of alternative cinematic and cultural codes and
paradigms that comes with it. One of the goals of this book, then, is to
investigate how the aesthetics and politics of the directors’ artistic practices
interact with Hollywood relative to their own national backgrounds, and
how these filmmakers interpret, adapt to, or change the American cine-
matic context in and with which they work.

The Directors: Global Players — Local Players

The first two directors discussed in this book, Wolfgang Petersen and
Roland Emmerich, exhibit marked aesthetic and ideological differences,
but are similar in their adherence to Hollywood practices. Both are prime
examples of filmmakers who achieved global success after leaving Germany
for Hollywood. Together, their films have grossed almost $4 billion world-
wide, not including earnings from video and DVD rentals and sales, tele-
vision rights, or affiliated merchandising. However, despite the
international impact of their films and the enormous sums of money they
generate, these directors have attracted little scholarly attention. Beyond
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reviews and some isolated articles on individual productions such as Das
Boot (Petersen, 1981) and Independence Day (Emmerich, 1996), there are
few analyses or serious studies of their works. This seems to indicate that
the intellectual bias against popular movies and directors, especially in a
German context, still obtains. However, the directors’ impact on cinematic
culture and their global position and influence not only warrants, but in
fact demands an in-depth examination and discussion of their works.
Chapters 2 and 3 hence look at major productions by Emmerich and
Petersen, respectively, within the context of their career developments. The
analyses will be guided by questions about the national and cultural iden-
tity of their works (or the lack thereof), that is, about the German,
American, and Hollywood affiliations of their films and the ideological
frameworks that structure them.

Wolfgang Petersen has enjoyed a long career first in Germany, then in
the United States, and his films have been both critically acclaimed and
commercially successful. After modest beginnings in the Young German
Cinema and public German television, Petersen eventually transformed
himself into one of America’s most powerful players, in charge of multi-
million-dollar productions featuring Hollywood stars. Roland Emmerich,
in contrast, whose graduation project from film school already bore the
conceptual markings of a Hollywood production, gravitated toward
America from the start. In his choice of narratives, settings, genre, cast,
and language, he delineated early on the potential global market for his
movies. His work, then, did not undergo drastic change as much as it
developed and came into its own in the context of U.S. blockbuster produc-
tions. However, while Petersen and Emmerich both largely conform to the
conventions of Hollywood cinema, they occupy opposite ends of the polit-
ical and ideological spectrum. The analysis of these two filmmakers illus-
trates two commercially successful ways of working with Hollywood
cinema and Hollywood’s audiences around the globe, while pointing to
the vastly different aesthetic, cultural, social, and political discourses the
directors engage in with their productions. Emmerich constructs cinematic
narratives that, while studiously avoiding German or indeed any reality-
based national-cultural references, promote violence and nationalism and
work against progressive sociopolitical developments such as multicultur-
alism or feminism. Petersen’s narratives, in contrast, are informed by pre-
occupations, aesthetics, and ideological concerns traceable to his German
roots and leftist political influences, which surface in his works and imbue
them with a sense of diversity. His films therefore reveal a propensity
toward sociopolitical progress that sets them visibly apart from
Emmerich’s reactionary brand of Hollywood cinema.

The fourth chapter examines the German-American films of Percy Adlon,
who, as an independent and highly idiosyncratic director of art cinema, rep-
resents a type of film that is diametrically opposed to Emmerich’s and, to a
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lesser degree, Petersen’s productions. Adlon, perhaps more surprisingly
given his often innovative and challenging cinematic style, has also been
neglected by scholars. Yet his high degree of transnationalism and some of
the approaches and cinematic practices he uses to bring German and
American cultures and cinemas together constitute the common ground
between him and the other directors featured in this study. These com-
monalities in combination with the aesthetic and political difference that
marks his films make an analysis of Adlon’s works a productively contrastive
contribution to this book. Adlon’s U.S.-produced pictures straddle German
and American culture in an effort to be transnationally intelligible and
appealing, and they illustrate a highly idiosyncratic approach to filmmaking
that defies Hollywood conventions. In stark contrast to Emmerich’s films,
Adlon’s productions are ideologically open-minded and, akin to Petersen’s
works, socially and politically progressive. While they are primarily inter-
ested in the interaction between Germans and German culture and the
United States, and hence continuously reference “Germany” and notions of
“Germanness,” Adlon’s films ultimately unite bi-national and bi-cultural
sensibilities by engaging in a German-American dialogue that aims to
respect all participating voices. His cinema thus presents an illuminating
countermodel to the films of Roland Emmerich, and, to a lesser extent,
Wolfgang Petersen, while aligning itself more closely with the works of the
fourth and last director to be analyzed in this study, Tom Tykwer.

The concluding chapter of this book discusses Tykwer as a unique
voice that synthesizes positions of Emmerich, Petersen, and Adlon. As a
director, Tykwer engages with Hollywood from the outside, but from a
highly informed position, inspired by appreciation of its productions as
much as by a desire to differ from them. In contrast to the preceding direc-
tors, Tykwer does not relate to the United States as either a nation (as
Petersen and Adlon do) or a cultural imaginary (as Emmerich and Adlon
do, if both in different ways). Instead, his films appropriate and rework
Hollywood paradigms by drawing on the styles of European art cinema,
while also frequently referencing elements of postmodernism. The director
hence creates hybrids that clearly reflect indebtedness to Hollywood tradi-
tions as well as to German cinematic and cultural practices. Tykwer’s films
present radically personal visions of life, informed by eclectic cinematic pas-
sions, and, while motivated by metaphysical and philosophical inquiries,
his productions are also marked by a non-didactic interest in social and
political questions. He offers yet another model of transnational filmmak-
ing, namely one that fuses Hollywood cinema and its traditions with those
of European and German filmmaking, and does so in German or European
settings. Of the directors discussed in this study, Tykwer is the one whose
productions provide the most workable solution for negotiating the diffi-
cult struggle between economic pressures and artistic integrity as well as
the local-global push-and-pull of contemporary cinema.
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When Heimat Meets Hollywood thus attempts to isolate specific pat-
terns and models of transnational filmmaking and national engagement by
looking through the kaleidoscopic lens of diverse works and directors who
are tied together in their dissimilarity by common denominators: their
German backgrounds, their bi-cultural relationship to the United States
and Germany, their interaction with American and European cinematic
traditions and conventions, and their transnational directorial aspirations.
Most of the productions of these four filmmakers must therefore be con-
sidered part of a cinema that shares in cultural trends greatly impacting
contemporary societies, a cinema that, while clearly informed by paradigms
of the national, needs to be conceptualized beyond the conventional
boundaries of nation-states. Petersen, Emmerich, Adlon, Tykwer and their
films, it seems to me, present ideal case studies for the investigation of the
changes in national cinematic boundaries, and for the analysis of director-
ial responses to the increasing internationalization of the film industry and
the simultaneous dissolution of longstanding ideas about national cultural
and cinematic identities today.
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