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Nina Gladitz in Berlin in 2015. Photograph: Julia Zimmermann/laif / Camera Press
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O n 20 November 1984, in the southern German city of Freiburg, two film-makers
faced each other in court for the first day of a trial that was to last nearly two and a
half years. The plaintiff, Leni Riefenstahl, had been Hitler’s favourite film-maker.
Now 82, she showed up to court in a sheepskin coat over a beige suit, her blond hair

set in a large neat perm framing a tanned face. The defendant was a striking, dark-haired 32-
year-old documentary maker. Her name was Nina Gladitz, and the outcome of the trial would
shape the rest of her life.

During the Nazi era, Riefenstahl had been the regime’s most skilled propagandist, directing
films that continue to be both reviled for their glorification of the Third Reich and considered
landmarks of early cinema for their innovations and technical mastery. Once the second world
war was over, Riefenstahl sought to distance herself from the regime she had served, portraying
herself as an apolitical naif whose only motivation was making the most beautiful art possible.
“I don’t know what I should apologise for,” she once said. “All my films won the top prize.”

Riefenstahl was taking Gladitz to court over claims made in Gladitz’s
television documentary Time of Darkness and Silence, which had aired in 1982. In the film,
members of a family of Sinti – a Romani people living mainly in Germany and Austria – had
accused Riefenstahl of taking them out of Maxglan, a Nazi concentration camp near Salzburg,
in September 1940, and forcing them to work as extras in her feature film Tiefland (Lowlands).
Riefenstahl would later claim that all of the Romani extras – 53 Roma and Sinti from Maxglan,
and a further 78 from a camp in eastern Berlin – had survived the war. In fact, almost 100 of
them are known or believed to have been gassed in Auschwitz, just a small fraction of the
220,000 to 500,000 Romani people murdered in the Holocaust. Some of the survivors insisted
that Riefenstahl had promised to save them. One, Josef Reinhardt, was 13 when he was drafted
as an extra. He was the trial’s key witness, and sat beside Gladitz in the courtroom every day.
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Riefenstahl denied that she had visited the camp to handpick the extras, denied failing to pay
them and denied having promised and subsequently failed to save them from Auschwitz. She
claimed that, while making the film, she had not known of the existence of the gas chambers,
nor of the fate of the Roma and Sinti. When Gladitz’s documentary was played in court on the
opening day of the trial, Riefenstahl repeatedly interrupted the screening with cries of “Lies!
Lies!” and “Nothing but a lie!” As her shouts echoed round the darkened courtroom, the judge,
Günther Oswald, told her: “Madam, I have no other choice than to watch the film.”

While there is no doubt that Riefenstahl’s account of her own life is far from reliable, it has been
hard to establish precisely what she knew about the horrors perpetrated during the Third
Reich. She was the regime’s leading film propagandist for almost its entire duration, and her
films included Triumph of the Will, about the Nuremberg rally, and Olympia, a record of the
1936 Berlin Olympic Games. But, though she was a close friend of Adolf Hitler and other high-
ranking Nazis, such as the fanatical antisemite Julius Streicher, Riefenstahl fiercely denied any
awareness of the slaughter that took place in concentration camps. Jürgen Trimborn, author of
a highly critical biography published in 2002, declared that there was “no evidence that, due to
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her proximity to the regime, Riefenstahl knew more than others did about the mass
annihilation of the Jews. But it is obvious that, like most Germans, she knew enough to be sure
that it was better not to know even more.” (Gladitz would later judge this analysis as far too
generous.)

During the trial, Riefenstahl produced correspondence from one of the extras that appeared to
support her account of her good relationship with them while filming Tiefland. It was accepted
that they had habitually referred to her as “Tante Leni”, or Auntie Leni. “Even if you don’t want
to believe it, the Gypsies – the adults as well as the children – were our darlings,” Riefenstahl
said. But the court also heard that during the day the extras were watched by two policemen,
and at night they were locked up in sheds and cellars. A contract discovered by Gladitz in
archives in Salzburg showed an agreement between Riefenstahl and the SS camp guard that
measures would be taken against any attempts at escape.

When the trial finally reached its conclusion, in March 1987, Gladitz won on three out of four
points. The judge ruled that Riefenstahl had indeed visited the Maxglan camp to choose the
extras, and that they had not been paid for their work. He also overturned Riefenstahl’s
description of Maxglan as a “relief and welfare camp”, stating that by definition it was a
concentration camp.

But Josef Reinhardt’s assertion that Riefenstahl had promised to save him and his family from
deportation to Auschwitz, or that she knew what would happen to the Roma and Sinti once
there, could not be proven, Judge Oswald said. And so he ordered the removal of the scene in
Gladitz’s documentary in which Reinhardt recalled Riefenstahl’s promise.

For Gladitz, this was a disaster. “There are certain edits I am not prepared to tolerate,” she told
the court. Her refusal to remove the scene meant that WDR, the broadcaster of the

Nina Gladitz (centre) during her 1984 trial after being sued by Leni Riefenstahl, flanked by Josef Reinhardt (left) and her
lawyer, Albrecht Götz von Olenhusen (right). Photograph: Landesarchiv Baden-Württemberg
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documentary, consigned the film to the archives, where it has remained under lock and key
ever since. In the years that followed, commissions for new films dried up, and Gladitz’s
financial situation, already strained from being unable to work during the trial, worsened. “In
the TV world I had become persona non grata, because I had dared to out Riefenstahl as a
perpetrator,” Gladitz told me many years later.

Though some journalists framed the verdict of the trial as an ending, for Gladitz it was only a
beginning. She would spend the next four decades consumed by Riefenstahl, devoting most of
her waking hours to pursuing the truth about her as no one else, in her view, had adequately
done. Her career, her friendships, her finances and her health would all be sacrificed in the
attempt to find evidence that would finally, conclusively, condemn Riefenstahl. The result
would be the publication, last year, of her magnum opus, the product of a life’s obsession, Leni
Riefenstahl: Karriere einer Täterin (“Career of a Perpetrator”). “Some people are certainly going
to accuse her – and I don’t think it can really be denied – that this is something of a personal
vendetta,” her publisher told me.

For Gladitz, though, this was irrelevant. “The most important thing is that Riefenstahl’s myth is
dead,” she told me on the day the book was published. “In my mind’s eye, I see her grave
glowing from within because she’s turning in it so fast.”

first met Nina Gladitz in 2002, when she contacted me ahead of Riefenstahl’s 100th
birthday. Gladitz was supporting a Roma and Sinti rights group in a new legal challenge
against Riefenstahl, and she wanted me to cover her efforts for a British newspaper. She
was insistent – then and in the years to come – that if I wrote about her work, it must be

in what she deemed to be the right way. “This is not about me. I will not let you focus on me
and ignore my research,” she would tell me, although our conversations invariably led back to
her own life. The more time I spent with Gladitz, the more apparent it became that her fixation
was as much to do with her own biography, and with laying some of her own ghosts to rest, as it
was about Riefenstahl.

The shadow of the Nazi era had hung over Gladitz’s childhood. Born in 1946, she grew up in
Schwäbisch Gmünd in the south-western state of Baden-Württemberg, about 30 miles east of
the state capital, Stuttgart. Her beautiful, uncaring mother was, Gladitz believed, mourning the
loss of Hitler. “She fed me. But affection and love or the feeling of emotional security was
totally lacking,” Gladitz recalled. “Her standard insult to me was: ‘You’re not my daughter, you
must have fallen out of a Gypsy’s pram.’”

When she was about five, Gladitz overheard her mother and an aunt talking about how many
people, including children, had been murdered in the gas chambers. “I suddenly became
convinced my mother must have been involved,” Gladitz once told me. “Even though I later
realised this could not have been the case, it was logical for a five-year-old, on the basis of my
own experiences, to easily imagine my unloving mother had been one of the perpetrators.”

In Gladitz’s telling, her childhood was sheltered and isolated. Playmates were not allowed to
visit the family’s house, which stood on the side of a hill. Her imagination was her escape,
fuelled in part by the magical films her father would show to Gladitz and her siblings. In her
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early 20s, Gladitz moved to Munich to study at the University of Television and Film. It was
there that she first came across Riefenstahl’s work, but she was more interested in the growing
movement against nuclear power, and other leftwing causes, than she was in looking back to
the Nazi era. Soon after graduation, she made an agitprop documentary about attempts to
block a nuclear power plant located not far from where she grew up, which was named the
Chicago film festival’s documentary of the year in 1974.

Gladitz’s interest in Riefenstahl began in 1977, when an acquaintance sent her a letter that he
thought might interest her. It had been written by Josef Reinhardt more than 20 years earlier,
and Gladitz’s acquaintance had found it in the archive of the Association of Persecutees of the
Nazi regime. Reinhardt had asked the association for financial help, explaining that he and
members of his family had been picked from a prison camp by Riefenstahl and forced to work
as extras on Tiefland in 1940 and 1941. He had included two small black-and-white photographs
of poorly clad, barefoot children.

Josef Reinhardt (right), aged around 12 or 13, and another unidentified Romani child, photographed during the filming of
Leni Riefenstahl’s film Tiefland. Photograph: Mullock Madeley/PA

In Riefenstahl’s oeuvre, Tiefland remains a largely forgotten work. Based on an opera by Eugen
d’Albert, the bucolic romantic drama was filmed between 1940 and 1944, and cost 6m
Reichsmarks to make – a staggering sum for the time. The funding was secured thanks to an
intervention by Hitler, with the project classed as vital to the war effort, though the film was
not released until well after the war. When Tiefland finally reached cinemas in 1954, it received
a lukewarm response from filmgoers and critics, who dismissed it as wooden and schmaltzy.
Almost all the closeups of the Sinti and Roma extras had been edited out.
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When Gladitz visited the national film archives in Koblenz a few weeks after reading
Reinhardt’s letter, she was amazed to find that it had no documentation on Tiefland
whatsoever. “I had been sure that one drawer after another would open itself to me with
documents on how Tiefland was made,” she recalled. “I knew immediately that I would have to
start this lonely search on my own.” Her life’s work had begun.

ith remarkable speed, Gladitz managed to track down Reinhardt, who was
living in the town of Offenburg in western Germany. A violin maker by
profession, he was the nephew of the jazz great Django Reinhardt, and also of
Schnuckenack Reinhardt, known as the violin virtuoso of Sinti music.

At their first meeting, Reinhardt told his story over several hours. He and his family had fled
Nazi Germany to Austria in the 30s. Following Germany’s annexation of Austria in 1938, he had
hidden with his relatives in the mountain forest south of Salzburg. They were captured by local
authorities in October 1939 and held in horse boxes before being taken to a holding point near
Salzburg, which prisoners had themselves been forced to transform into a “concentration-
style” camp, later known as Maxglan, with barbed-wire fencing and a watchtower. He had first
seen Riefenstahl there in September 1940, accompanied by several SS officers. Riefenstahl had,
he said, inspected an array of pre-selected prisoners, including his teenage self, and several
family members.

The group Riefenstahl selected was soon transported to the film set, which was in Krün, near
the Bavarian town of Mittenwald, about 125 miles to the west. As soon as Reinhardt and the
other extras arrived, they were put to work. Their food and accommodation were, Reinhardt
recalled, “worse than in the camp”. They slept on bare boards in sheds, barns, animal stalls and
cellars, which were locked up at night. They were under constant watch. The women and
children had been separated from the men, the majority of whom were left in the camp in
Salzburg.

Filming continued for about 13 months, until November 1941, after which the extras were
ordered to march to the nearest railway station. Reinhardt told Gladitz they had not been
allowed to take any of the costumes they had worn on set, instead having to wear the rags they
had arrived in the previous year. The children no longer fitted their clothes. “We had to go
barefoot because we had all grown out of the shoes we’d had. It was bitterly cold,” Reinhardt
remembered. For the rest of his life he could only wear soft shoes as a result of the frostbite he
suffered.

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2012/aug/19/django-reinhardt-music-mischief-magic
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Leni Riefenstahl shooting Tiefland in 1940. Photograph: STF/AFP/Getty

Gladitz knew almost immediately that she would make a documentary about Reinhardt’s story.
In time she also began to grasp, as she said, “why no one had known about Riefenstahl’s abuse
of her defenceless prisoners”. In 1949, Riefenstahl had successfully sued Helmut Kindler, a
magazine publisher who had been involved in wartime resistance, for revealing her
exploitation of the Sinti and Roma extras. From then on, Riefenstahl had pursued dozens of
further legal battles against those who had written or said anything about her that she disliked.
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Gladitz was determined to speak to Riefenstahl for the documentary, and in 1981, she managed
to track her down in Frankfurt. Their first encounter took place in a bookshop, where Gladitz
posed as a film-maker called Anna Madou, hoping to make a film about great 20th-century
artists. Using the same false identity, she wrote to Riefenstahl a few months later to remind her
of their earlier meeting and to ask whether – given great interest in the project from, among
others, the BBC and NBC – they could schedule an interview soon. She signed off: “Please
forgive me once again for the tenacity with which I have already pursued you and be assured of
my admiration and veneration for your great art!”

For what she imagined would be the central scene in the documentary, Gladitz hoped to stage a
meeting between Reinhardt and Riefenstahl. She envisaged Reinhardt greeting the film-maker
warmly and starting a conversation, before eventually confronting her with the truth about her
“extras”. “The idea came from Josef,” Gladitz told me. “He said he would go to her, as his
favourite Gypsy, and say: ‘Tante Leni, it’s so great to see you again.’ I knew she would not have
been able to resist him.” But the plan collapsed after Gladitz asked Riefenstahl, prior to the
meeting with Reinhardt, what she calls a “throwaway question” – about how Riefenstahl had
related to other women during the Third Reich, given her proximity to the overwhelmingly
male inner circle of the Nazi regime.

“It was as if I had put poison in her tea,” said Gladitz. “She turned away from me coldly, and I
knew then that it was never going to work. It was such a stupid question. If I had known then
that she had had several clandestine lesbian affairs, I would have known better than to ask
that.” (“Frau Gladitz,” Riefenstahl would later write in her memoir, “clearly had the specific
intention from the very start of producing a slanderous concoction about me.”)

oday, the only way to see Time of Darkness and Silence is to get hold of a bootleg.
Not long ago, via a French film director, I managed to obtain a grainy DVD copy of a
VHS recording of the original broadcast. Despite the poor quality of the bootleg, the
film retains its power. Watching it almost 40 years after it first aired, one is struck by

the intimacy of the encounter with Reinhardt and his relatives, as they sit on their sofa,
smoking and drinking coffee and relating their awful experiences. There is no musical
accompaniment, no frills, no schnick-schnack, as the Germans say. Instead, what we get are the
plain facts of the hunger they felt during the filming, the nights spent locked together in a stall
with a single bucket for a toilet. At one point, Gladitz returns with Reinhardt to the place where
Tiefland was filmed, and to the site of the former Maxglan camp. There is no trace of the
horrors that unfolded there, just empty fields. It is only through Reinhardt’s testimony that we
rediscover the significance of these sites, as he recalls where the watchtower once stood, the
location of the kitchen, the entrance, the places where he was told to put up the barbed wire.

Time of Darkness and Silence aired in Germany on 6 September 1982. Reviews were sparse, but
those that did appear recognised the film’s significance. Few Germans had ever heard Sinti and
Roma talk about their experiences in the Holocaust, and the fact that Gladitz had persuaded
them to talk so openly on camera was remarkable, wrote a reviewer in Die Zeit. It wasn’t until
the following year that Riefenstahl watched the documentary. In June 1983, she wrote an angry
letter to her lawyer, claiming that she was “stunned” by the film’s “monstrous aspersions”. She
immediately set about suing Gladitz for defamation.
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Going into the trial, Gladitz knew that not everyone would take her side. Riefenstahl’s work had
experienced a renaissance in the previous decade, with several feminists celebrating her for
succeeding in such a patriarchal environment, and some film critics arguing that the beauty and
ambition of her films should be appreciated separately from the context of their production.
(Others disagreed: Susan Sontag saw Riefenstahl’s aesthetics as entirely inseparable from Nazi
ideology, calling The Triumph of the Will “the most purely propagandistic film ever made”.)

Even Gladitz’s mother, who attended court every day, seemed to side with the plaintiff. “That
poor Leni Riefenstahl,” she said to her daughter one day, “what you’re putting her through.”
Over the years, Gladitz’s childhood suspicions of her mother’s Nazi sympathies had not
diminished. During the trial, these confrontations took on a new intensity. “I was so incredibly
angry,” Gladitz told me. “I took her by her blouse and pushed her against the wall and said: ‘I’ll
let you go when you tell me what you knew about the Nazis.’” The most her mother admitted
was thinking “nothing good” would come of the Nazis’ deportation of the last Jews from
Schwäbisch Gmünd, which she had witnessed. (Gladitz believed that her mother sensed this
“quarrel with Riefenstahl also had something to do with her”. Others sensed it, too. “You are
aware who the Riefenstahl in your life is, aren’t you?” a doctor friend asked, and urged her to
find a psychoanalyst.)

With her documentary banished to the archives, Gladitz decided to continue gathering more
stories of those whom Riefenstahl had betrayed and exploited. She met Rosa Winter, who had
been 17 when Riefenstahl chose her as an extra for Tiefland. Winter’s mother had to stay behind

Leni Riefenstahl arriving at court during her action against Gladitz in November 1984. Photograph: Rolf Haid/DPA/PA
Images
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in Maxglan concentration camp. When Winter began to fear that her mother would be killed
there, she escaped from the set and began walking back to the camp on foot. She was caught
and taken to a police cell in Salzburg. According to Winter, Riefenstahl visited her and ordered
her to get down on her knees and beg for forgiveness. When she refused, Riefenstahl ordered
the girl to be imprisoned, and Winter endured five years of incarceration in Ravensbrück
concentration camp.

Gladitz was also haunted by the story of Willy Zielke, a talented film-maker who had filmed and
edited the famous prologue of Riefenstahl’s film Olympia. Zielke was absent from the film’s
premiere in 1938, which had been part of the celebrations for Hitler’s 49th birthday, and
Riefenstahl had Zielke’s name removed from the credits. Gladitz discovered that at the time of
the premiere, Zielke was in a psychiatric institution, having had a nervous breakdown. As she
pored over Zielke’s unpublished memoirs and his medical records, Gladitz grew convinced that
Riefenstahl was responsible for Zielke’s admission to the clinic. In 1942, Riefenstahl removed
him from the institution by appointing herself his legal guardian. She insisted that he help her
with the filming of Tiefland, and later, during the edit, forced him to sleep in an unheated room
guarded by one of her assistants so that he wouldn’t escape, and gave him such paltry portions
of food that he was close to starvation.

Bringing these stories to light became Gladitz’s mission. She gathered more and more
interviews and documents, each piece of research opening a door to the next. Finally, she
started compiling it all into a work that she hoped would finally prove the extent of
Riefenstahl’s crimes. Time of Darkness and Silence may languish indefinitely in the archives,
but Gladitz hoped that her book would vindicate the documentary’s creation.

n late 2015, Gladitz contacted me again with some news: her book was finished. She had
uncovered many new details about Riefenstahl’s life and crimes, she said, including
previously untold stories of those whose lives she had destroyed. The manuscript was
more than 1,000 pages long.

A few days later, we met in a crowded cafe in Berlin. Dressed imposingly in a voluminous black
velveteen dress coat, bulky necklace and black hat, Gladitz was what I would soon come to
recognise as characteristically blunt. “I don’t see why I have to justify my motive,” she said,
when I asked what had made her pursue the story of Riefenstahl for what was now more than
three decades. “In retrospect it feels like the topic found me, rather than the other way round.”
Gladitz explained her disgust at what she called “Riefenstahl’s renaissance in public life”,
which she saw as tacit acceptance of the director’s lies and self-mythology. In 1998, for
instance, Riefenstahl had been a guest of honour at Time magazine’s 75th anniversary banquet,
where she had been given a standing ovation. In 2002, the year of her 100th birthday, in an
interview with the leftwing Frankfurter Rundschau newspaper, Riefenstahl had declared that
she had seen all of the Tiefland extras after the war and “none of them came to any harm”. The
newspaper did not attempt to contradict her.

Our meeting lasted several hours. Afterwards, I realised that in more than 25 years as a
journalist, I had never met anyone so consumed by a single subject, or so indignant about the
fact that hers was such a lonely pursuit. Since the trial with Riefenstahl, Gladitz had made other
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films, most of which championed underdog heroes. But in all the conversations I would go on
to have with her, Gladitz barely mentioned these projects. She only wanted to talk about
Riefenstahl, and how others had failed to pursue various lines of inquiry because of their
ignorance and negligence.

After that second meeting, Gladitz became a constant presence in my life. We usually met in the
same Berlin cafe in Charlottenburg, and as she smoked roll-ups and nibbled on pastries, often
the only food she would eat that day, she would keep me abreast of the latest developments
and share with me her theories – details of Riefenstahl’s secret lesbian affairs, or her lie that a
knee injury, rather than simple lack of talent, had ended her dancing career. Our phone calls
usually lasted an hour or more, as she itemised the new letters, documents, court records and
diaries she had uncovered, here in a French archive, there in a Polish one. I filled notebook after
notebook during these meetings, struggling to keep up as she swept through her years of
research, each new find reinforcing with greater intensity what she had known all along.
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Nina Gladitz at her 70th birthday celebration in Berlin in 2016. Photograph: Kate Connolly

Sometimes it felt as if Gladitz saw me as a journalist, a useful contact who could bring her
research to a wider audience; sometimes, I was closer to a friend, or at least a confidante to a
lonely woman who could not tolerate most people, and whom most people found intolerable. (I
did too, at times.) The discussions sometimes spilled over into evening email exchanges. Once
she sent me Riefenstahl’s description of her ecstatic feelings on first encountering Hitler: “It
seemed as if the Earth’s surface were spreading out in front of me, like a hemisphere that
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suddenly splits apart in the middle, spewing out an enormous jet of water, so powerful that it
touched the sky and shook the Earth.”

“It is – well what is it?” Gladitz asked me.

“Either childbirth or an orgasm,” I emailed back.

“Bingo,” she replied. “She is quite obviously describing an orgasm.” Every new fact further
underlined the depths of Riefenstahl’s deviousness, her devotion to the �ührer.

After Gladitz had a heart attack in 2016, I visited her in hospital in Charlottenburg, where I
found Riefenstahl documents lining the windowsill. A few weeks later, I attended her 70th
birthday party at a tavern in Berlin, where all the guests – historians, archivists, editors –
seemed connected to her work on Riefenstahl. There she held court, tapping her ringed fingers
on the table, entertaining the guests with Riefenstahl anecdotes until well after midnight.

n the five years after she completed it, Gladitz’s book was rejected by about 30
publishers. To her, this was further proof that they were all “too afraid to release a
critical book about the sacred Leni Riefenstahl”. Recent critical biographies of
Riefenstahl, such as Trimborn’s, had not, in Gladitz’s opinion, gone far enough.

When the literary agent Lianne Kolf received Gladitz’s manuscript in 2019, she recognised it as
one of the best finds of her long career. “I thought: ‘Finally someone who is telling the truth
about Riefenstahl, who she really was and what she really did,’” Kolf told me. She decided to
represent Gladitz, but was also frank that the reason the book had struggled to find a publisher
was “not so much because of the topic, but simply because the text was so unwieldy”. In the
end, as Gladitz admitted to me, she had been forced to pay for an editor to pull the text into a
manageable shape.

Eventually, in early 2020, the Zurich-based publishing house Orell Füssli took on the
manuscript. Stephan Meyer, its nonfiction publishing director, told me that communication
with Gladitz had not always been easy. “Her attempts to steer the reception of the book are not
likely to help its success,” he said, shortly before it came out. One of Gladitz’s demands was that
she would only be interviewed by people who could prove they had read the entire book.

When we spoke on the day of the book’s publication, 23 October 2020, Gladitz was elated. “I
have finally managed to shatter the Riefenstahl monument, with all 675g of my book, a paper
hammer,” she told me over the phone. No one, she insisted, will be able to write another word
on Riefenstahl without referring to her book. “Even my mother would be forced to take me
seriously.”

By then, Gladitz had gone back to live in Schwäbisch Gmünd. Her movements were restricted
by the pandemic and her own failing health. There was no publication party. “I don’t need a red
carpet, and no one needs to tickle my tummy,” she said. Instead, she had celebrated with a latte
macchiato, which an old friend, a former admirer from her teenage years, had delivered to her
one-bedroom apartment. She was sleeping on a sofa bed, surrounded by mountains of
Riefenstahl material packed into large plastic boxes.
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In the weeks after Gladitz’s book came out, it received considerable coverage. The French-
German cultural TV channel Arte produced a documentary, which stated that Gladitz proves
“the extent to which, unknown until now, the cultural ambassador of the Third Reich was
entangled in the crimes of the Nazis”. The German magazine Der Spiegel ran a long article about
the book’s gestation. The Frankfurter Allgemeine was more sceptical, saying that the book
sometimes “borders on obsession” and will be “more a point of departure” for future
Riefenstahl scholars than “representing a conclusive position”. (Among the points it queried
was Gladitz’s claim that Riefenstahl had an affair with the Black American athlete Jesse Owens,
hero of the 1936 Olympics. “But everyone knows that’s true!” Gladitz protested, when I asked
her about it.)

Gladitz was furious at much of the coverage, even those articles that were largely positive.
Indeed, before the book was published, Gladitz had complained to me about a leading historian
of the Nazi era, who had written a laudatory postscript for the book, which included the gentle
concession that “historians may perhaps find some of her interpretations hard to follow, or not
give them the importance the author does”. Gladitz judged this analysis a “declaration of
intellectual bankruptcy” and the postscript was scrapped shortly before publication. It was
replaced by an eloquent 12-page appreciation from Albrecht Götz von Olenhusen, professor of
law at the University of Düsseldorf, who represented Gladitz in the 80s trial, and whom she had
long regarded as her most constant and loyal supporter.

One of the moments in the discarded postscript that had most infuriated Gladitz was the
historian’s reference to a popular nickname for Riefenstahl during the Third Reich:
Reichsgletscherspalte or “glacial crevasse of the Reich” – a nod to her mountaineering prowess
and her sexual promiscuity. “That is just not on,” Gladitz told me. “It’s totally lacking in
respect.”

She sounded almost sympathetic towards Riefenstahl. It was an odd moment, her words
perhaps indicating less respect than recognition. Over the years, Gladitz had spoken to me
about the repeated abuse she had suffered from men, including from a violent ex-husband, and
about being sexually harassed as a girl while walking home from school. Gladitz wanted
Riefenstahl to be known for her crimes and condemned for her complicity, her lies and her
cruelty. Sceptical though she was about those who viewed the director “through feminist
eyes”, she bridled at seeing Riefenstahl belittled because of her sex, an experience she knew
only too well.

ometimes Gladitz’s short temper, and frustration that her work was not getting the
respect it deserved, were directed at me. She felt annoyed, betrayed even, when I
asked, after publication, if I could still draw on two previous manuscripts I had read,
both much longer than the published version. She replied that if there were elements

of those manuscripts I found interesting, why had I not intervened to stop her editor cutting
them?

It had not, of course, been in my power to do so, but I felt guilty nonetheless. I often felt guilty
around Gladitz – at not doing enough to help her, and at my inability to find her research as
riveting as she did, even as I filled page after page with details of her work. By the time the book
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appeared, I had been in constant contact with her for five years. Occasionally, I felt my
obsession with Gladitz had started to mirror her obsession with Riefenstahl, as the piece I had
been planning to write grew and grew, year after year, and my office was taken over by mounds
of related books, documents and newspaper articles.

A few days after the publication of her book, I went to visit Gladitz in Schwäbisch Gmünd for
the weekend. On the Saturday, we returned to her childhood home. Despite the house’s calm
elegance, despite the brilliant sunshine and the peaceful woodland setting, Gladitz shuddered
as we approached. When we reached the house, she would not get out of the car, sitting firmly
in the passenger seat, enveloped in her trademark black gauzy dress and a knitted headband. In
her deep husky voice, she dismissed my suggestion that we take a photograph of her in front of
the house. A very silly idea, she said.

Gladitz was notably more decrepit than when I had seen her last, and dependent on a walking
frame. She was sick and exhausted, and her eyesight had deteriorated. In an email she had sent
to friends and supporters when her book came out, she had invited them to “celebrate with me,
the birth of my ‘baby’ after nearly 50 years of pregnancy”. Attached was a picture of the
thirtysomething she had been at the time of the trial in 1984, captioned “BEFORE”, next to one
of a large brown bear slumped on its stomach, captioned “AFTER”. Below she had written:
“Book writing is not helpful for beauty contests.”

For all her frailty, it was clear that Gladitz felt the years of struggle had been worth it. She was
buoyed up by the recent sale of the film rights to her book, to a company that hoped to make a
series for Netflix. Gladitz said she was planning to act as the project’s adviser and that she
wanted Judi Dench to play the older Riefenstahl.

On the last evening of my visit, we sat down on the sofa to watch Tiefland. Gladitz wanted to
explain her reading of the film, which sees in it a deeply antisemitic message. “This is a real
privilege that I’m letting you watch it with me,” she said, pulling tobacco from a battered tin
and rolling the cigarettes that she would chain smoke as the film played.

We had not been watching long before she flared up with impatience at my questions, at my
inability to recognise as clearly as she did the film’s symbolism. She explained to me how the
final scene, in which the main characters walk off together into paradise, is the perfect
representation of the Germany Hitler had dreamed of. “The last words Hitler spoke to
Riefenstahl when she visited him in March 1944 were ‘Germany will rise again far more
beautiful than it was before’,” Gladitz told me.



24/05/2022, 09:43 Burying Leni Riefenstahl: one woman’s lifelong crusade against Hitler’s favourite film-maker | Europe | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2021/dec/09/burying-leni-riefenstahl-nina-gladitz-lifelong-crusade-hitler-film-maker 16/18

O

At one point, I asked her how she felt at being viewed as someone whose life has been taken
hostage by Leni Riefenstahl. “I’ve never seen myself as a victim,” she said. She had numerous
ongoing conflicts with historians and editors, and there were still legal battles she intended to
fight, including with the broadcaster of Time of Darkness and Silence, to recover lost earnings
and to have the film brought out of the archive. Now that her book was published, and given
her struggles with her health, I asked whether it might be time to allow herself a more peaceful
life. “Only weak people give in,” she told me.

The next morning she refused to meet me for breakfast. “You think I’ve just been dawdling for
the past 40 years? That is just the verdict of a trampeltier [a clumsy oaf],” she yelled at me down
the phone. “Well I say thank God I had the guts to fight her.”

n my seven-hour train journey back to Berlin, my head rang with her stories,
recollections, jokes and insults. From then on our communication was scant – I
knew she was still angry with me – and consisted mostly of businesslike emails via
her agent. Gladitz’s health continued to worsen, and in early April 2021, she had

heart surgery. From her hospital bed, she discussed the TV adaptation of her book with its
producer, Ulrich Limmer. The series, which has the working title Leni, will be the first major
biopic of Riefenstahl.

Riefenstahl with Hitler at the Nuremberg rally in 1934. Photograph: Everett/Shutterstock
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… as you’re joining us today from Finland, we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions
have placed their trust in the Guardian’s fearless journalism since we started publishing 200
years ago, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5
million supporters, from 180 countries, now power us financially – keeping us open to all, and
fiercely independent.

Unlike many others, the Guardian has no shareholders and no billionaire owner. Just the
determination and passion to deliver high-impact global reporting, always free from
commercial or political influence. Reporting like this is vital for democracy, for fairness and to
demand better from the powerful.

On 22 April, I received the news I had been expecting for some time. When it arrived, in an
email from her niece, it was still a shock. Gladitz had died a few days earlier. Her body had been
discovered by a health visitor calling at her flat. She had apparently died peacefully in her sleep.

Her ashes were buried under a tree on 12 May at a cemetery in Schwäbisch Gmünd. It was a
cloudy day and the group of mourners was small, partly owing to Covid restrictions. Most were
family members or old schoolfriends, many of whom Gladitz had not seen for 60 years or more.
Gladitz’s niece said her aunt had “sought the closeness” of her relatives in her final days. “That
gives us some solace, even if her loss pains us,” she wrote.

In the weeks after her death, a smattering of articles about Gladitz appeared in the German
press. In an obituary in Die Welt, the film critic Hanns-Georg Rodek praised her determination
and the depth of her research. “She did not tolerate ignorance,” he wrote. “She demanded
loyalty.” Rodek is one of a group of journalists urging the broadcaster WDR to rescue Time of
Darkness and Silence from the vaults.

When I met Rodek for coffee recently, it turned out that his relationship
with Gladitz had not been dissimilar to mine. He had known her in the final few years of her
life, after she contacted him with a request that he publish her work. We shared our
experiences of Gladitz – how easily she had taken offence at a stray remark, or when she felt her
work wasn’t being given the dignity it deserved. “I’m glad to hear it wasn’t just me,” he said
with a faint smirk.

There was a strange kind of camaraderie that came from having known this singular woman.
Her fury, often hard to bear, was her fuel. For most people, “pursuing the truth” or “confronting
the past” are just platitudes or abstractions. For Gladitz, nothing was more important. Every lie
or error that Riefenstahl had introduced into the public record, no matter how tiny, was an
abomination to her. Attempts to rehabilitate Riefenstahl, by ignoring or failing to properly
investigate her crimes, were the sign of a moral rot that needed to be cut out. “Take it to its
logical conclusion and one day people might think Hitler was a second-rate landscape painter,”
she once told me, her voice filled with anger. During the years she spent consumed by her book,
fearing that it would never find a publisher, this is what kept her going. “I have achieved my
life’s purpose,” she told me the last time I saw her. “I am my book.”
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And we provide all this for free, for everyone to read. We do this because we believe in
information equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of the global events shaping
our world, understand their impact on people and communities, and become inspired to take
meaningful action. Millions can benefit from open access to quality, truthful news, regardless
of their ability to pay for it.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or small,
powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as little as €1 – it
only takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount each
month. Thank you.
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