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Cioma Schönhaus		MAX MAUFF
Hanni Lévy			ALICE DWYER
Ruth Arndt			RUBY O. FEE
Eugen Friede			AARON ALTARAS
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Frau Gehre			STEFFI KÜHNERT
Frau Schirrmacher		SWETLANA SCHÖNFELD
Frau Kolzer			NAOMI KRAUSS
Colonel Wehlen 		HORST GÜNTER MARX

CREW 

Director			CLAUS RÄFLE
Script				CLAUS RÄFLE & ALEJANDRA LÓPEZ
Producers			CLAUS RÄFLE, FRANK EVERS
Co-producers	HOWARD HARRINGTON, HELGE NEUBRONNER, TORSTEN GAUGER
Production manager		BOGDAN TOMASSINI-BÜCHNER
Executive producer		RUDI TEICHMANN
				JOST NOLTING (NDR)
Editorial staff	MARC BRASSE (NDR), JENS STUBENRAUCH (RBB), SANDRA DUJMOVIC (BR), CHRISTIANE HINZ (WDR)
Camera			JÖRG WIDMER
Editing				JÖRG HAUSCHILD, JULIA OEHRING
Colorist			NATALIE MAXINOVA
Art director			K.D. GRUBER
Costumes			UTE PAFFENDORF
Makeup			HENNY ZIMMER, LENA LAZZAROTTO
Compositing			MICHAEL KACZMAREK
Sound design			JÖRG THEIL
Sound				MATTHIAS WOLF
Music				MATTHIAS KLEIN
Casting			ANJA DIHRBERG, BERNHARD KARL













BRIEF SYNOPSIS

While Goebbels infamously declared Berlin “free of Jews” in 1943, 1,700 managed to survive in the Nazi capital. Claus Räfle’s gripping docudrama traces the stories of four real-life survivors who learned to hide in plain sight.

Moving between cinemas, cafés and safe houses, they dodged Nazi officials and a dense network of spies and informants. Yet their prudence was at odds with their youthful recklessness, prompting them to join the resistance, forge passports, or pose as Aryan war widows. Masterfully weaving these story threads together, THE INVISIBLES is a testament to the resourcefulness, willpower and sheer chance needed to survive against incredible odds.

SYNOPSIS

In February 1943 all Jews still remaining in Berlin as forced laborers are arrested; the regime declares the capital of the Reich “free of Jews.” Nevertheless, approximately 7,000 Jews successfully go into hiding, and 1,700 of them will ultimately survive both war and persecution. THE INVISIBLES portrays the destinies of four young Berliners. Separated from their families, they are forced, day-by-day, to make decisions that could cost them their lives. 

Hanni Lévy (Alice Dwyer) is an orphan who has just turned seventeen. Completely on her own, she only narrowly escapes being arrested. She dyes her hair blond and becomes invisible to her persecutors, mingling among the many pedestrians on the Kurfürstendamm and often seizing the opportunity to disappear into dark movie theaters. 

In order to avoid deportation, Cioma Schönhaus (Max Mauff) also takes on a different identity. Working as a passport forger, he joins his friend Ludwig Lichtwitz (Sergej Moya) and electrician Werner Scharff (Florian Lukas) in saving the lives of dozens of Jews in danger. With his regular income, Cioma even manages to regain a certain measure of normalcy, going on sailing trips and frequenting restaurants.  

Eugen Friede (Aaron Altaras) is also forced to go into hiding, but is fortunate to arrive at a comfortable home with good meals and a flirtatious young woman, the daughter of his supportive host. Yet Eugen, too – like all of the “invisibles” – will soon be obligated to move on. He joins the resistance group led by Hans Winkler (Andreas Schmidt), which is active in distributing leaflets about the true deeds of the Third Reich. 

Ruth Arndt (Ruby O. Fee), together with her friend Ellen (Viktoria Schulz), dreams of a life in America. But before contemplating an escape from Germany, the two young women disguise themselves as war widows and, in secret gatherings, serve black market delicacies in the home of a Nazi officer (Horst Günter Marx).

All of them live from one day to the next, fully aware that they could be arrested and deported at any moment. Their irrepressible will to live and ingenuity give them the hope that they might make it through until the end of the war . . .









HISTORICAL CONTEXT

SILENT HEROES – RESISTANCE TO THE PERSECUTION OF THE JEWS

The exclusion, defamation, and disenfranchisement of Germany’s approximately 500,000 Jews began as soon as the Nazis seized power on January 30, 1933. The boycott of Jewish-owned businesses on April 1, 1933, the Nuremberg “racial laws” of September 1935, and the pogroms of November 9, 1938 marked the main phases of the persecution of Jews in Germany. After the pogroms, more than 30,000 Jewish men were deported to concentration camps; legal regulations further amplified the process of social and economic disenfranchisement. 

Many Jews realized how dangerous life in Germany had become and prepared for emigration, enrolling in language courses and training for new careers. Up to the beginning of the war in autumn 1939, more than 300,000 Jews were able to escape from Germany.

The Nazi genocide of European Jews claimed the lives of approximately six million people after 1941. Among them were over 165,000 German Jews. Beginning in October 1941, the majority were deported to extermination camps in German-occupied areas of Poland and the Soviet Union and murdered there.

Around 10,000 to 12,000 German Jews attempted to escape. Since emigration was prohibited and virtually impossible through illegal means, the only option was to escape into the underground – with a highly uncertain outcome. Hiding places had to be found and often changed, with the continual danger of being betrayed or discovered. Probably over half of those who avoided deportation in Germany did so in Berlin. Many did not go into hiding until 1943, when the remaining Jews, the majority of them forced laborers in the arms industry, faced deportation. In Germany, around 5,000 Jews in hiding survived, including over 1,700 in Berlin. 

In most cases survival was possible only with the help of people who were willing to offer support to those under persecution. Putting their own lives in danger, these “silent heroes” provided food, obtained false papers, coordinated escape plans or offered accommodation, including in their own homes. Some of those who offered support did so on their own initiative, calling on their Jewish friends to resist deportation and supporting them during their experience underground. 

Individual rescue attempts often gave rise to larger networks of helpers. For every Jew in hiding, up to ten, and sometimes considerably more non-Jewish supporters were involved. According to current estimates, tens of thousands of people in total offered help to Jews under persecution in Germany. In the occupied European countries, some individual Germans also took advantage of their positions as soldiers or in the war economy to help persecuted Jews. 

The rescue of European Jews threatened by mass murder is an important chapter in the history of resistance to the Nazi dictatorship. Since 1945, however, most of these courageous helpers have been silent about their contributions, often regarding them as completely normal. Their actions are only now being recognized much later. As of 2013, the Israeli Holocaust memorial Yad Vashem has honored over 24,000 of these women and men in the list of Righteous Among the Nations.

In Germany the Silent Heroes Memorial Center, part of the German Resistance Memorial Center Foundation, is dedicated to the memory of those who escaped Nazi dictatorship and those who helped them to do so.

The production would like to thank the Silent Heroes Memorial Center: Resistance to the Persecution of the Jews, and particularly historians Barbara Schieb and Dr. Beate Kosmala for offering their historical expertise and support.




INTERVIEW WITH DIRECTOR CLAUS RÄFLE

Mr. Räfle, how did the project begin?

THE INVISIBLES originated in a different documentary film. Ten years ago I filmed a television documentary about the legendary Nazi spy brothel known as “Salon Kitty.” It was a place frequented by diplomats and high-ranking military officers that was wiretapped by the German intelligence authorities. But a Jewish woman from Berlin with false papers was also hiding there. This sparked my curiosity. Together with my co-author Alejandra López, I began researching to find out if more Jewish Berliners had illegally gone into hiding. Our search soon proved successful, since they numbered far more than just a few. From October 1943 to April 1945, approximately 7,000 Jewish residents of Berlin attempted to hide in the underground. At the beginning of the Second World War, around 160,000 Jews were still living in Germany, most of them in Berlin. And of the 7,000 who resisted deportation, over 1,700 in Berlin were actually able to survive. This was possible with the help of well-intentioned Christian Berliners who defied the orders of the authorities. In this respect, the film documents part of the history of the resistance. 

How did you go about finding contemporary witnesses?

We first turned to the German Resistance Memorial Center in Berlin, which houses the Silent Heroes Memorial Center research group. Its historians have devoted many years to these stories. With their aid we were able to make initial contacts, and soon discovered that the majority of those who succeeded in evading the authorities had left after the war. Most had emigrated to other countries, to America, South America, France, and Switzerland. We had our first meetings in 2009, and gradually began focusing on four survivors. Cioma Schönhaus, a young Berlin Jew who was born in 1922 and worked at the time as a passport forger, was living in Switzerland. In Paris we met Hanni Lévy, formerly Hannelore Weissenberg. They were joined by Ruth Arndt, the daughter of a doctor from Berlin-Kreuzberg who, after the war, married the young man she had met and fallen in love with in the underground. The fourth story chronicles the youngest of our four “invisibles,” Eugen Friede, who also lived in Berlin-Kreuzberg. He had a Christian stepfather and a Jewish mother who, because of the miscegenation laws, did not face the threat of persecution. We thus have the peculiar situation that in this three-person family, sixteen-year-old Eugen was the only one who had to wear the yellow star. 

Can you talk about the film’s unusual structure, which combines film scenes with interview excerpts?

We chose this hybrid format because we wanted to tell the stories of these four people as believably, authentically, and truthfully as possible. The short statements by the real protagonists contribute additional power, authenticity, and pace to the storyline. The different levels are intertwined, and this works very well. Our heroes, the ones who had these experiences at the time, are elderly people approaching the end of their lives, yet they still tell their stories with great vitality and a light in their eyes. They tell them in a reconciliatory tone. They experienced that not all Germans in Berlin were Nazis. There were also good people, and this left a lasting impression. It doesn’t mean they are offering general absolution, but they are holding out their hands in a gesture of reconciliation. 

The story of the four protagonists is told in parallel narrative threads that never overlap. There are two cross over figures, however, who show up in different episodes. One of them is the electrician Werner Scharff.

Werner Scharff was an artisan raised in Berlin whose heart was in the right place. He rented a workshop in the Waldstrasse together with Cioma Schönhaus and his friend Ludwig Lichtwitz. This was only possible thanks to the help of a chauffeur from the Afghan embassy, a Berliner. He was later arrested by the Gestapo and sent to Theresienstadt. Scharff was one of the very few who succeeded in escaping, and eventually ended up with a family in Luckenwalde that had offered refuge to Eugen Friede. Scharff didn’t hide the way any other undocumented person probably would have done. He was full of anger and rage at the Nazis after learning in Theresienstadt that people in Auschwitz were being gassed. He decided to resist, to inform people by printing and distributing leaflets. 

While Scharff is somewhat of a hero figure, the Jewish traitress Stella Goldschlag is a sort of antagonist. 

Stella Goldschlag is a tragic figure. She was in her early twenties, exceptionally attractive, went underground herself but was caught and pressured to cooperate with the Nazis. She yielded to this pressure and began working as an informant for the Gestapo, roaming Berlin as a so-called “catcher” and evincing a certain hunting enthusiasm in the process. She sent hundreds of Jewish Berliners in hiding to their deaths. Two of our protagonists came in contact with her: Ruth Arndt and Cioma Schönhaus, who had known her at the applied arts school.

How did you begin your collaboration with cameraman Jörg Widmer, a renowned Steadicam specialist?

I was looking for someone who, as a cameraman, had a very mobile visual language and also a very poetic approach to the material. We didn’t want the typical Nazi look that you often see in historical films. The stories the old people tell should have something almost fable-like about them. They are stories characterized by reconciliation, but also full of suspense and humor. This is why I was looking for a poetic color scheme, and Jörg Widmer has achieved this wonderfully together with chief lighting technician Horst Mann.



ABOUT THE SURVIVORS

HANNI LÉVY
Hanni Lévy (née Weissenberg) was born in 1924 in Berlin-Tempelhof. Starting in 1931 she lived with her parents in Kreuzberg. Her father died in 1940 of complications from forced labor, followed by her mother two years later. Soon afterward seventeen-year-old Hanni managed to escape arrest. With the help of non-Jewish acquaintances, she went into hiding in Berlin. She found refuge with a ticket seller at the Nollendorfplatz cinema, who also housed her in her apartment until the liberation of Berlin. Lévy has been living in Paris since 1946. 

CIOMA SCHÖNHAUS 
Cioma Samson Schönhaus, born in 1922, lived with his parents on Sophienstrasse in the Berlin-Mitte district. In the late 1930s he began training as a graphic artist, but his studies were cut short by the circumstances. As a forced laborer, he was the only member of his family who was spared deportation. At the age of twenty he began working as a passport forger, providing hundreds of Berlin Jews with a new identity. When he was on the verge of being discovered by the Gestapo, Cioma succeeded, with a forged military passport, in making his way to the Swiss border and escaping into neutral territory. He remained in Switzerland until his death in September 2015.


RUTH GUMPEL 
Born in 1022, Ruth Gumpel (née Arndt) went into hiding with her family in the winter of 1942–43. Moving from place to place and with the help of acquaintances, the entire family was able to survive in Berlin. A non-Jewish friend helped Ruth find employment as a housemaid for a Wehrmacht officer, whose home in Wilmersdorf was the focal point for an extensive smuggling ring involving delicacies and alcohol. There, Ruth was not only able to earn money, but also received food for her family. The family immigrated to the United States after the war. Gumpel lived near San Francisco until her death in 2013. 

EUGEN FRIEDE 
Eugen Herman Friede, born in 1926, is the son of a Jewish mother whose Christian husband was Eugen’s stepfather. Due to the so-called miscegenation laws, she was protected from being arrested by the Gestapo, but her sixteen-year-old son was not. Shortly before the so-called “Factory Action” of February 1943, Eugen went into hiding and later joined the group led by Jewish resistance fighter Werner Scharff; during the final two years of the war, he helped Scharff distribute leaflets in Berlin with the aim of informing the public about Nazi crimes. The group also sought to uncover Jewish informers who were assigned to turn in other Jews in hiding. In winter 1944–45, Friede was arrested by the Gestapo and taken to the last Jewish internment camp in the Iranische Strasse. The liberation of Berlin saved his life. Today Friede lives near Frankfurt am Main.



ABOUT THE CREW

CLAUS RÄFLE (Director, Co-Writer, Producer)

Claus Räfle has directed over forty feature-length documentaries for television. Die Heftmacher received the Grimme Award for best work of TV journalism. Der Kandidat, “a political satire brimming with irony” (Die Welt), received honorable mention at the Max Ophüls Awards. His documentaries Blitzhochzeit in Dänemark and Die Stunde davor each received nominations for Best German TV Documentary from the Prix Europa.


JÖRG WIDMER (Cinematographer)

Jörg Widmer has been active as a cameraman and Steadicam operator since 1988 on over 200 film and television productions. He worked as a camera operator on Terrence Malick’s THE TREE OF LIFE and TO THE WONDER, as well as one of two cinematographers on Wim Winders’ PINA in 3D.  He served as Steadicam operator on Tom Tykwer’s PERFUME: THE STORY OF A MURDERER, Roman Polanski’s THE PIANIST and Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s AMÉLIE. As a cameraman, his recent films include JACK by Elisabeth Scharang and BACH IN BRAZIL by Ansgar Ahlers.


ALEJANDRA LÓPEZ (Co-Writer)

After her journalism studies at the Universidad del Salvador in Buenos Aires, Argentine-born TV and radio journalist Alejandra López started writing about culture and social issues for La Nación, Argentina’s second-largest daily newspaper. She has lived in Berlin since 2001 and worked for LOOK! Filmproduktion since 2006. She also serves as editor and moderator of the daily WDR/RBB broadcast Estación Sur, the Spanish-language magazine of WDR Cosmo. 


FRANK EVERS (Producer)

Frank Evers founded the CINE PLUS Media Group in 1989, one of Germany’s leading media companies for production and services in the film and television industry.  He has served as a co-producer on feature-length documentaries such as RHYTHM IS IT! (German Film Awards winner of Outstanding Documentary), IN BERLIN, and INTO GREAT SILENCE (European Film Award winner for Best European Documentary) as well as over thirty fiction feature and television films, including THE SILENCE, FLY AWAY, JACK (German Film Awards Winner of Film Award in Silver), KUNDSCHAFTER DES FRIEDENS, WE ARE YOUNG, WE ARE STRONG, and FIVE YEARS. 
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