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Das Goodt 

Grand Admiral Erich Raeder, Commander in Chief of the German Navy stated in 1939, “As far as the Navy is concerned, obviously it is in no way very adequately equipped for the great struggle with Great Britain... the submarine arm is still much too weak to have any decisive effect on the war. The surface forces, moreover, are so inferior in number and strength to those of the British Fleet that, even at full strength, they can do no more than show that they know how to die gallantly..." If the German Admiral himself did not have faith in his Navy, why would The German Reich allow so many of their soldiers to parish? During World War II, 40,000 German sailors served on U-boats, 30,000 of those Nazi soldiers never returned home (Petersen Wolfgang 00:01:02). One of their story is tolled in the German film Das Boot directed by Wolfgang Petersen. The film is the story of Captain Jurgen Prochnow and his young crew aboard the U-96, a German U-boat out in the Atlantic Ocean in 1941 during World War II. The film, witch translates to The Boat , shows the thrilling adventure and danger German U-boat sailors endured in battle against the British naval forces out in the Atlantic.  The thing that makes this film unique is that, it shows the American audience a complete different perspective of World War II. That perspective is that of the enemy, Nazi German soldiers. Unlike other World War II films that dehumanize the German soldiers as just the enemy, Das Boot, characterizes these men and allows the audience to sympathies with the enemy and yes eventually find themselves cheering on for them.  By allowing the audiences to sympathies with Nazi German soldiers, Das Boot is able to reveal the tragedy of war and show the hardships and dangers faced by young soldiers who are not at all seen as evil Nazi’s, but as young and older  men with goals, dreams and family issues as any other human being.  

It is the way that Das Boot is filmed that gives the audience a complete strong feel that depicts what every crew mate is enduring.  One truly feels as if they are in the submarine with the crew, whether it is during a battle scene or a simple scene such as The Captain and a few of his men eating, Petersen was able to bring the film to life. There is an intense scene when the U-96 is taking depth charges from a British destroyer, the scene constantly switches back from the charges detonating and a good shot  of the submarine taking the damage, all is shaking and rattling, yet the men hold there positions and the captain continues to give his orders, despite the constant rattling and fire. After the firing they al gather themselves, out of breath of coarse and then they wait for the next attack.  (01:03:14.)  This particular scene also shows the danger of naval warfare, especially when submerged, the German  Submarines could not see there target once submerged and could only rely on the sound of the enemy propellers assume there position. The danger of this was that it became a cat and mouse game, with the life of sailors on the line. Another scene witch depicts the tragedy of war comes when after shooting a British tanker, the Germans submerge back up from the water and see how the British soldiers leaped in flames into the ocean begging for help. The German Captain simply decides to turn around and leave them to die (1:58:32.) These scenes reveal how brutal warfare was and is, they had to leave the men to die in the middle of the ocean. Petersen is able to display the danger these men went through with constant attack from enemies. Despite long scenes of waiting that seem to lag; Petersen uses them to pump up the scene to have it come to a great display of filming.

Petersen reveals the harsh and compact living conditions U-boat crews were faced and dealt with during World War II. The U-boats where not vary spacious at all yet these men dealt with them. Critic Damian Cannon gives his view of the work, “The set constructed by Rolf Zehetbauer and Götz Weidner is extraordinary both in its grimy detail and cumulative impact. As the crew rush from stern to bow, or are tossed aside by a vertiginous roll, we see everything: stashed torpedoes, cooking food, sweaty bunks and the cramped control room” (par. 5.) The fast passing action during the attacks and times of desperate measures make the film enjoyable and exciting, but more importantly give a real gut feeling of the danger the men where facing. The conditions where at all not pleasant, and they are brought to life with the way the film is shot. Many will say that these great scenes are too short compared to the long scenes that involve nothing more than just standing around. For this reason, many might think that the film is boring, Critic Anthony Leong expresses his thought on the Directors Cut version of the film, “However, the downside of the new footage is that the interminable cat-and-mouse waiting game that the crew plays is accentuated further, which slows the pacing considerably, making it difficult to watch in one sitting” (par. 4.) What Leong fails to see in the film is that these long scenes are vital to plot of the film. It is these long scenes that have the tension and ironically the excitement to the film. The young men are sitting around simply just waiting, they are waiting to make contact with an enemy and attack or they are either waiting to be attacked by the enemy. These scenes great a great deal of suspense and are the vital scenes when it comes to forming the great characterization of the crew, which leads the audience to become one with the crew and eventually be on their side.

What truly makes Das Boot a unique epic film is the characterization of the crew. This allows the audience to connect with them and in a sense sympathies and one could say, feel sorry for them. The Protagonist of the film Captain Jurgen Prochnow, is the older of the men on board and, feels he is on a submarine filled with a group of young in-experienced kids, and is put with bourdon of making all decisions. The most interesting thing about Captain Jurgen is that, despite being a Captain for the Nazi regime and working for Adolf Hitler, he openly speaks out and shows his disapproval with the German officers of the third Reich he discusses at diner with his officers and Chief Engineer. “Those guys’s in Berlin got nothing but insults for Churchill, how’s it go again? Drunkard, Guzzler, Paralytic, He’s sending a lot of heat our way for a paralyzed drunk “

“None the less, we’ll force him to his knees, that are my firm belief.” Responds the first Officer.


“Listen, smart guy,.. he’s far from being on his knees. Wonder how so many ships get through? Especially now, while we’re staring at the walls and waiting. Where are our planes and scouts, Herr Goring? The enemy has plenty. Hot air, that’s all that comes out that fat slob” (Petersen Wolfgang 0:30:05). Jurgen is clearly disappointed with his leaders, and yet while he disrespects Herr Goring, who was a highly respected Nazi general, his officers and Chief are in shock but do not speak a word to him. This is vital because it allows the Audience to see that not all the German soldiers agreed with the commands of the cruel Reich, captain Jurgen was just carrying out his duty. The other character that Petersen allows the audience to really interact and feel for is the Chief of Engineering, Chief Klaus Wennenman. His problem is the first revealed in the film. The night before they set sail, the entire crew is having a party, yet the Chief seems anxious and not cheerful and drunk like the other, The Captain asks him if he had heard anything from his wife, the Chief Simply but his head down and shook it. Later on we come to know that his wife is ill, and is by herself back home in Germany. After a viscous attack from Allied ships, The Chief pulls out pictures of him and his wife and beings to view them. He begins to break down and cry (2:16:16). This scene humanizes this character, and the audience begins to feel for him, they begin wanting him to make it home to his beloved wife; one begins to hope for them to make it back home.

It is not only the Chief and the captain who are the ones who the audience becomes familiar with. Petersen makes sure that all the characters have something about them that makes them unique and memorable in there own sense. Critic James Berardinelli gives his opinion on the matter, “ Since this is a story about human beings, not politics, it’s not difficult or ethically troubling for audiences to find themselves in sympathy with Das Boot’s characters even if during the time period represented, they where the enemy. Within the bowels of the submarine, there’s no room for Nazi philosophizing or cheerleading (par. 5.)  Berardinelli is correct; the beauty of the film is that it once again breaks down what war really is. It is nothing but bloodshed and tears shed. Nobody wishes to die, that is why they fight. They are simply caring out their jobs and they are all really human. For even the toughest of guys can breakdown and not be able to control their nerves. Such as what happened to the motor engineer Johann, He is one of the captains favorites for his strong character, but once the U-96 bean to take heavy fire and the fear of death set into the minds of the crew and that of Johann, he breakdown into tears and wanted to abandon the ship. The captain nearly shoots him for disobeying orders, yet nearly after a few hours he apologizes to the Captain, and the Captain understands (Petersen Wolfgang 2:09:23.) Johann was only human; he feared for his life, he did not wish to die. These great scenes are key to allowing the viewer to sympathies with the entire crew and also become familiar with them, the crew does not just become guys in the back, and they all become their own individuals.
 Individuals that if it was not for the nation they where from, anyone would feel sympathy during that time. Some deal with love issues, like the young German man who has a French girl pregnant that he loves, and he fears for her well being. He writes her letters every night, yet she is yet to read one, he only wants to give them to her, when he hopefully sees her (1:08:32.). Petersen is able to turn the horrid image that those have of the Nazi, in to one that is of an average soldier, serving his call of duty.

Wolfgang Petersen’s film Das Boot is able to make the audience have sympathy towards the German Nazi Regime, by characterizing them as human beings and not just soldiers, along with showing the brutalities of war. The film has strong scenes that are able to grasp the viewer and have them feel as if they where right there in the battle with these young men .Nevertheless strong and specific characterization of the U-96’s crew and captain enable the audience to forget about the political war but focus on the  negatives and harsh cruelties of the war. Everything from leaving people to die, to not having any oxygen to breath, to not being able to rest because at any given moment the boat can be under attack.  Most importantly the Film lets us all see that we are all the same, hard working individuals that have pride for our nations, yet forced to kill, to stay alive. Das Boot is a compelling war film that would be suitable for audiences that are looking for a nail biting action that unmasks the Nazi demon soldiers, and reveals young helplessness men.
