
Kwartalnik Filmowy

107

127 (2024)

„Kwartalnik Filmowy” no. 127 (2024)
ISSN: 0452-9502 (Print) ISSN: 2719-2725 (Online)
https://doi.org/10.36744/kf.3075
© Authors; Creative Commons BY 4.0 License

Andrzej Dębski
University of Wrocław
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0725-5765
Paulina Korneluk
University of Wrocław
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3732-4976

 
Lviv’s Cinemas  
During World War II

Abstract
The article discusses the functioning of cinemas in Lviv 
during World War II, with a  focus on the years 1941-1944. 
The Nazi authorities introduced a division of Lviv cinemas 
into those for Germans, Poles, and Ukrainians. These three 
cinema categories therefore attracted different audiences 
(in terms of nationality), towards which the occupying au-
thorities pursued separate repertoire policies. The article 
will analyse the nationality-oriented film policies of the 
Nazi authorities towards these three groups and their film 
preferences. The period of Soviet occupation (1939-1941) 
will also be addressed, albeit not in detail. By taking it into 
account, it will be possible to highlight some differences in 
the approach of the Soviet and German occupiers to film 
policy in Lviv. This research would not have been effective 
without the use of quantitative methods to compare large 
sets of repertoire data.
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Introduction

In recent years, we have seen a growing research interest in the expansion 
of the Third Reich’s cinema during World War II,1 including in areas of Poland 
under German occupation.2 Of the Polish cities, most attention has so far been 
paid to Kraków; the operation of its cinemas for Poles and Germans3 has been 
analysed and compared with conditions in other European cities (Brno, Brussels, 
The Hague).4 This article will focus on Lviv, which was under Soviet occupation 
for the first two years of the war (1939-1941), under German occupation for the 
next three (1941-1944), then reoccupied by the Soviets before being incorporated 
into the USSR at the end of the war. (In 1991, following the collapse of that state, it 
became part of the newly independent Ukraine.)

The main focus of this article will be the period of 1941-1944. The Nazi 
authorities divided Lviv cinemas into those for Germans, Poles, and Ukrainians. 
The cinemas of these three categories therefore were aimed at different audiences 
(in terms of nationality), towards which the occupying authorities pursued sepa-
rate repertoire policies. Since Lviv had daily newspapers in German, Polish, and 
Ukrainian in which listings were printed, a comparative analysis of film supply 
and demand for each of these three population groups will be possible. The aim 
of the article is to analyse the repertoire policies of the Nazi authorities towards 
these three groups, the operational dynamics of the cinemas, the criteria for film 
selection, and the audiences’ film preferences under German occupation. Less at-
tention will be paid to the period of Soviet occupation (research on cinema reper- 
tories from 1939-1941 is underway, but not as advanced as on those from 1941-
1944), though it will not be omitted. By taking it into account, it will be possible 
to highlight some tangible differences in the approach of the Soviet and German 
occupiers to film policy in Lviv.

Cinemas during the Soviet occupation, 
1939-1941

With 318,000 inhabitants at the beginning of 1939, Lviv was the third most 
populous city in Poland (after Warsaw and Łódź).5 By the end of August, that 
number had risen to 333,500, breaking down by ethnicity as follows: 169,900 Poles 
(51%), 104,700 Jews (31%), 53,100 Ukrainians (16%), 5,800 others (2%).6

According to the Lviv Municipal Bureau of Statistics, in May 1939 Lviv had 
28 cinemas, which sold 374,648 tickets (12,085 per day).7 In terms of attendance, in 
the warmer months (especially the summer months, but also May) it was poorer 
than at other times. In January of that year, attendance had reached 449,971 cinema- 
-goers (14,515 per day), and in the entire first quarter – 1,292,664 (14,363 per day).8

On 23 August 1939, Joachim von Ribbentrop (German Foreign Minister) 
and Vyacheslav Molotov (Soviet Foreign Minister) signed a pact in Moscow (also 
known as the Hitler-Stalin Pact), including a secret protocol according to which 
the Third Reich and the Soviet Union divided Central and Eastern Europe be-
tween themselves. This pact, branded “the devils’ alliance” by Roger Moorhouse, 
was to prelude World War II.9
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On 1 September, the Nazi army attacked Poland. Lviv was bombarded by 
the Luftwaffe from the first days of the war, and on 12 September, Wehrmacht 
troops approached the city. On 17 September, in accordance with the secret pro-
tocol of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, Soviet troops entered eastern Poland. They 
entered Lviv on 22 September, after the city signed the act of surrender. The Ger-
mans incorporated the western part of the occupied Polish territories into the 
Reich, whilst in the central part they established the General Government (General- 
gouvernement), with a capital in Kraków. Poland’s eastern territories, including 
Lviv, were incorporated into the Soviet Union and the process of Sovietisation 
began. According to Christoph Mick, Poles in key administrative and managerial po-
sitions were fired and replaced by newcomers from eastern Ukraine and other parts of the 
Soviet Union. The Soviet leadership ordered the state and party in the eastern oblasts (re-
gions) of the Ukrainian republic to identify cadres to be sent to the occupied territories. To 
avoid the impression that Soviet rule was synonymous with Russian rule, a premium was 
put on officials with native Ukrainian language skills. … The Ukrainians were the titular 
nationality, which meant that they took precedence over Poles and Jews in the administra-
tion, culture, and education.10

By the end of 1939, Lviv’s population had increased to half a million, not 
only due to the influx of newcomers from the east, but also Jewish refugees who had 
fled the German zone of occupation and Poles who had fled the Ukrainian-dominated Gali-
cian countryside for a predominantly Polish city.11 The population then fell to about 
430,000 in May 1940 (including between 150,000 and 160,000 Poles and almost 
150,000 Jews) and remained at this level until the early summer of 1941.12

The final issue of the Polish daily Gazeta Lwowska, which appeared on the 
eve of the outbreak of war on 31 August 1939, listed the films playing in 16 Lviv 
cinemas.13 Published on the previous day, the final issue of Dilo, a Ukrainian- 
-language daily newspaper,14 gave the listings of 25 cinemas.15 Just a fortnight 
later, on 12 September, came the final issue of Chwila, a Jewish daily newspaper 
published in Polish, with listings for 26 cinemas.16 Foreign films in pre-war Lviv 
were screened with Polish subtitles, so Jews and Ukrainians needed to know some 
Polish to be able to follow them.17

It can be assumed that the cinemas were closed on 12 September, when Ger-
man troops reached the outskirts of Lviv. They were reopened successively from 
October, when Lviv came under Soviet rule, and on its very first day, 22 Septem-
ber, the occupiers organised the screening of the Soviet film Lenin in 1918 (Lenin  
v 1918 godu, dir. Mikhail Romm, Yefim Aron, Isidor Simkov, 1939).18 By mid-Octo-
ber seven cinemas were again operating in the city, by the end of November there 
were 15, and by 9 December – already 25.19 The cinemas were nationalized and, 
in December 1939, they were subordinated to the Board of Cinefication by the 
Council of People’s Commissars of the Soviet Union.20 They were given names 
after Bolshevik and communist politicians and military officers (Lenin, Kirov,  
Dzerzhinsky, Kuybyshev, Ordzhonikidze, Frunze, Kotovsky, Chkalov, Chapaev), 
as well as Russian (Pushkin, Gorky, Ostrovsky), Ukrainian (Shevchenko, Franko), 
and Polish (Mickiewicz) poets and writers.21 However, this was quickly recog-
nized as a propaganda error and in February 1940 the cinemas’ pre-war names 
were restored.22
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During the Soviet occupation, cinema listings were printed in the Pol-
ish-language paper Czerwony Sztandar (published from 27 September 1939) and 
the Ukrainian-language Vil’na Ukrayina (from 25 September 1939).23 Their com-
parison indicates that for any given cinema precisely the same films were adver-
tised in both newspapers.24 Screenings differed from those before the war. Ac-
cording to Grzegorz Hryciuk, most (if not all) films were presented in Lviv, it seems, in 
Russian or Ukrainian language versions (i.e., without Polish subtitles).25 According 
to Albin Głowacki, films were as a rule presented in Russian (sometimes Ukrainian) 
language versions (sound, subtitles) but some of them were already provided with Polish 
subtitles.26 This was later to be emphasized by propaganda during the German oc-
cupation, pointing out that Poles had boycotted cinemas during the Soviet era due 
to, among other reasons, a lack of knowledge of the Russian language (dialogues were 
not translated).27 For Ukrainian viewers, meanwhile, Russian would have been 
considerably more comprehensible.

Before the German takeover, Soviet films dominated Lviv cinemas, al-
though Western productions were also shown occasionally. In 1940, the Ameri-
can movie The Great Waltz (dir. Julien Duvivier, Victor Fleming, Josef von Stern-
berg, 1938) was screened, and the following year screenings of Modern Times (dir. 
Charles Chaplin, 1936) and Give Us This Night (dir. Alexander Hall, 1936) were 
organized.28 The Great Waltz, present on Lviv cinema screens for half a year, was 
the most popular film in the city during the Soviet occupation, a fact which was 
misrepresented by the German Lemberger Zeitung in 1941 to testify to the quality 
of German film: the paper erroneously stated that it was the German Immortal 
Waltz (Unsterblicher Walzer, dir. E.W. Emo, 1939).29 The Great Waltz enjoyed great 
success throughout the Soviet Union, where it was played from 1940 with Russian 
subtitles (twenty years later it was rereleased in a dubbed version).30 Ukrainians 
and Poles in Lviv presumably watched the film in this Russian-subtitled version. 
However, it might also be possible that it was distributed with Polish subtitles – 
after all, this film had been played in Lviv even before the war.31

Czerwony Sztandar claimed that from 10 October to 10 November 1939, Lviv 
cinemas recorded 456,506 film-goers (14,266 per day), which would have been 
a good attendance if this were true, particularly taking into consideration that 
many of the cinemas remained closed.32 Other evidence shows that in the first 
quarter of 1940, the attendance was 1,026,240 (11,403 per day).33 In order to in-
crease this figure, Western films began to be imported, and in June 1941, ticket 
prices were even reduced by 40%.34 This indicates that Soviet films, dominating 
the listings, were likely of not much interest, especially to Polish audiences, who 
were not attracted to the cinemas due to the lack of Polish subtitles.

Cinemas during the German occupation, 
1941-1944

On 22 June 1941, German troops attacked the Soviet Union, the Wehrmacht 
entering Lviv on 30 June. On 1 August, the city became the capital of the newly 
created District of Galicia, incorporated into the Generalgouvernement. The arrival 
of the Germans caused much of the population to flee: Almost all the Russians, 
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Jews, and Ukrainians, who had arrived in 1939-1941 from the Soviet Union, left Lviv.35 
By November 1941, the city’s population had declined to 325,458: 150,058 Poles 
(46%), 104,126 Jews (32%), 64,315 Ukrainians (20%), 5,923 Germans (2%), 1,036 
Russians (0.3%).36

In line with their racial policy, the Germans segregated the city into dis-
tinct German, Polish-Ukrainian, and Jewish districts.37 Regarding the policy to-
wards Poles and Ukrainians, Hans Frank, the Governor General in occupied Po-
land, stated: The Ukrainians are particularly suited to act as a counterbalance against 
the Poles.38 According to Hryciuk, the occupation policy of the Third Reich in Galicia 
was based on the classic mechanism of “divide et impera” – the constant antagonization of 
Poles and Ukrainians.39 This manifested in various ways, for example, in November 
1941, attendance at the Lviv opera was regulated in such a way that performances 
for Germans were held on Saturdays, Sundays, and Mondays at 7 p.m., for Ukrai-
nians on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays at 6 p.m., as well as on Sundays 
at 3 p.m., and there were no performances scheduled for Poles.40

The Jewish district, established as a ghetto in September 1941, marked the 
enforced separation of the Jewish population. On 1 July 1942, the city’s territory 
was expanded from 66 km² to 260 km² through the incorporation of 22 surround-
ing municipalities. This expansion increased the city’s population to 420,000 in-
habitants, as reported in the Lemberger Zeitung.41 An examination of the statis-
tics for the ‘Aryan’ population of Lviv before and after this expansion reveals 
notable changes. The German population rose from 11,700 to 12,000, the Polish 
population from 150,300 to 171,303 and the Ukrainian population from 65,000 to 
82,284.42 Consequently, following the enlargement, Lviv’s total population had 
grown from 227,000 to over 265,000. These figures imply that the ‘non-Aryan’ 
population, primarily Jews confined to the ghetto, amounted to 155,000 indivi- 
duals. However, official reports conspicuously omit details regarding the fate of 
these Jewish residents. Hryciuk notes that in June 1942, there were 82,000 Jews 
in Lviv, a number which had dwindled to 50,000 by September of the same year, 
with a mere 1,300 surviving the war.43

By March 1943, the number of Germans in Lviv had increased to 19,013 
but from March 1944, with the eastern front approaching, the city was becoming 
deserted. 27 July 1944 saw Lviv once again fall under the control of the Red Army 
and in August of that year, a mere 92,500 Poles and 52,100 Ukrainians remained.44

From 5 July to 28 August 1941, the Ukrainian-language newspaper Ukra-
yins’ki Shchodenni Visti was published. In its issue of 23 July, it included an article 
about Lviv’s cinemas, reporting the launch of the Ukrainian Film Centre on 2 July. 
On 13 July, it opened its first cinemas (Kopernik, Casino, Europa, Roxy), with 
others (Park, Wanda) following a few days later. Commissioners, mostly young 
Ukrainians, were chosen to administer them. Over nine days (13-21 July), these 
cinemas sold 31,216 tickets (3,468 per day), and sales revenue amounted to 75,047 
roubles (at an average ticket price of 2.40 roubles), of which 22,514 roubles went 
to the city treasury (the tax therefore being 30%).45

An article published on the eve of the opening of the first cinemas in Lviv 
stated that one of them would be for soldiers.46 The advertisement gave listings for 
three cinemas (Kopernik, Roxy, Casino), which means that the cinema for soldiers 
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Film listings for Germans, Ukrainians, and Poles from 24 to 30 
October 1941 published in the newspapers Lemberger Zeitung,  
L’vivs’ki Visti, and Gazeta Lwowska.
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Film listings for Germans, Ukrainians, and Poles from 24 to 30 
October 1941 published in the newspapers Lemberger Zeitung,  
L’vivs’ki Visti, and Gazeta Lwowska.
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was Europa.47 The three cinemas mentioned initially screened newsreels48. The first 
feature films (which were German) appeared the following week (accompanied 
by newsreels), as did the next two new cinemas, the Park (a seasonal cinema) and 
the Wanda.49 On 27 July, listings for all five of these cinemas were published (an-
nouncing a main film, a newsreel and a Kulturfilm)50 but their advertisements came 
to a halt in August; the only cinema advertised that month was the Empire. It an-
nounced newsreels about Ukraine for the period 8-20 August,51 while from 15 Au-
gust onwards a film with Zarah Leander (and a newsreel) with Ukrainian subtitles 
was to be screened.52 The inclusion of this last piece of information suggests that 
the earlier films (or some of them) did not necessarily have Ukrainian subtitles.

It is difficult to say whether the absence of cinema advertisements in 
Ukrayins’ki Shchodenni Visti in August was due to the editors not receiving the 
information despite cinemas still operating, or whether perhaps the German cre-
ation of the Galicia district on 1 August and its incorporation into the General-
gouvernement entailed a reorganisation of the film industry and the temporary 
closure of at least some cinemas. Either way, the supervision of cinemas and film 
distribution across the whole Generalgouvernement was carried out by the Film- 
und Propagandamittel-Vertriebsgesellschaft mbH (FIP), based in Kraków, which 
was first headed by Willi Peter Busch and, from 1942, by Ernst Fliegel.53

In early August 1941, in a letter to Günter Schwarz of the Reich Film Cham-
ber in Berlin, Busch reported that there were nine cinemas in Lviv, of which the 
first to be opened were two cinemas for soldiers (Soldaten-Filmtheater). Busch as-
sumed that German civilians would have two cinemas at their disposal, the Wehr- 
macht two, and Ukrainians two (German films with Ukrainian subtitles to be 
played in them), and the remaining cinemas (not enumerated by Busch) would 
serve Poles (films with Polish subtitles). At the time, cinema tickets were priced 
at 2, 3, and 4 roubles, which corresponded to 0.20, 0.30 and 0.40 German marks. 
It was planned to raise the prices to 0.30-1.20 marks in the cinemas for Germans 
and 0.20-0.80 marks in those for Ukrainians and Poles. The intention was also to 
renovate the cinemas with funds raised from ticket sales and to make them centres 
for the promotion of German film.54

From 9 August 1941,55 the Ukrainian-language L’vivs’ki Visti and the Pol-
ish-language Gazeta Lwowska were published in Lviv (until 18 and 19 July 1944, 
respectively). The former – like Ukrayins’ki Shchodenni Visti – listed the screenings 
of the film with Zarah Leander in August,56 while the newspaper for Poles did not 
advertise this film. Thereafter, until October neither carried regular cinema listings 
but cinemas (in unknown numbers) are known to have continued operating. This 
is evidenced by an article in L’vivs’ki Visti from mid-September, which stressed the 
importance of Ukrainian subtitles to the success of three German films screened 
during the previous weeks: What is important in these films for the Ukrainian view-
er are the Ukrainian subtitles, which have been created in pure literary language. This 
can even be seen in the lyrics of the film songs. It is no wonder that Lviv audiences  
[Ukrainians] fill the cinemas to the brim at all screenings of these three films.57

From 10 October, the Kosmos cinema screened a Polish film, which was 
announced in the Polish- and Ukrainian-language press.58 From the following 
week, cinema listings were regularly printed in the newspapers for Poles and 
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Ukrainians and changed every Friday, though the number of cinemas detailed 
was two greater in the Ukrainian press title: the newspaper for Poles reported on 
screenings taking place from 17 October in eight cinemas (Roxy, Kopernik, Kos-
mos, Świt, Rialto, Metro, Muza, Park), while that for Ukrainians reported on ten 
(the additional ones being the Casino and Empire).59 This could mean that in those 
eight cinemas, films intended for the city’s Poles and Ukrainians were shown at 
the same screenings, yet it is not clear which language the subtitles were in. It 
seems probable that some films had Polish subtitles while others had Ukrainian 
ones, as indicated by an article in L’vivs’ki Visti: Many films are intended for the 
Ukrainian or Polish population and have Ukrainian or Polish subtitles.60 The oppor-
tunity to watch Polish films, or alternatively German films with Polish subtitles, 
was of importance to Polish viewers, as follows from an article in Gazeta Lwowska: 
A separate consideration should be devoted here to the Polish word on screen, spoken and 
written, which, suppressed by the Bolsheviks, has now returned to Lviv, attracting thou-
sands of viewers with its irresistible power.61 The Polish- and German-language press 
reported that between 17 October and 11 November, Lviv cinemas were visited 
by nearly half a million viewers.62 L’vivs’ki Visti was more precise, informing that 
455,000 tickets were sold during that period (an average of 17,500 per day).63

From 26 October 1941 (until 13 July 1944), the Lemberger Zeitung newspa-
per was published in Lviv for German readers. It advertised the Casino cinema.64 
Although L’vivs’ki Visti also announced the films played there, it can be assumed 
that they were screened without Ukrainian subtitles. On 31 October, two cinemas 
were opened that advertised in the press for Poles and Ukrainians (Bajka, Ton),65 
another following on 14 November (Mewa).66 In November, 13 cinemas were op-
erating in Lviv, including the seasonal Park, which was to close for the winter 
period from 7 November.

On 28 November, a nationality-based division of cinemas was introduced. 
Two cinemas were made available to Germans (Casino and Olymp – formerly 
Empire), four to Ukrainians (Rialto, Metro, Muza, Studio – formerly Kopernik), 
and six to Poles (Roxy, Kosmos, Świt, Mewa, Ton, Bajka).67 The division was main-
tained until the end of the occupation but underwent changes. The two cinemas 
for Germans were deemed to have deviated from the standards expected for this 
privileged nation (the press writing that the minimalism of Soviet requirements 
was evident), so it was decided that the music-school building would be con-
verted into a prestigious cinema.68 It opened in October 1942 under the name 
Viktoria, and Lemberger Zeitung described in detail its appearance and technical 
innovations (including an organ and the possibility of radio transmissions).69 Film 
screenings for Germans were also temporarily held in other cinemas: the Zentral 
(from March to July 1942, then turned over to the Poles) and the Studio (from Janu- 
ary to April 1944). By the end of the occupation, Germans had three cinemas at 
their disposal (Viktoria, Casino, Olymp).

Of the four cinemas that Ukrainians were originally allowed to attend, the 
Studio and Muza were soon handed over to the Poles (in February and March 
1942), and in return Ukrainians were given the Odeon and Luna. An article in 
L’vivs’ki Visti announced the opening of the Odeon as a new prestigious cinema 
for Ukrainians in Lviv (furnished with busts of two luminaries of Ukrainian cul-

p. 107-132



Kwartalnik Filmowy

116

127 (2024)

ture, Taras Shevchenko and Mykola Lysenko).70 The Metro operated until Feb-
ruary 1943, while the Luna operated until the following February. Come the end 
of the occupation, Ukrainians had two cinemas (Rialto and Odeon) for their use.

The Poles, in addition to the Studio and Muza cinemas, were given the Flo-
ra in March 1942, the Saturn in June, the Zentral in July, and the Gloria in October. 
In September, however, the Ton was closed. The seasonal Park was also a cinema 
for Poles. One cinema (Flora) was closed in November 1943, four (Świt, Studio, 
Kosmos, Roxy) in January 1944, and another (Gloria) in March, so by the end 
of the occupation Poles had six cinemas at their disposal (Saturn, Zentral, Bajka, 
Muza, Mewa, and the seasonal Park).

Film supply during  
the German occupation

The calculations presented below are based on an analysis of Lemberger 
Zeitung, Gazeta Lwowska and L’vivs’ki Visti, in which listings were regularly pub-
lished. They cover the period from 10 October 1941 to 20 July 1944 (144 weeks).71 
There is no data (due to incomplete issues or missing advertisements) for three 
weeks in the case of Lemberger Zeitung and Gazeta Lwowska and four weeks in the 
case of L’vivs’ki Visti. Thus, the collected data covers 98% of cinema listings for 
Germans and Poles and 97% for Ukrainians.72 The cinema offerings for these three 
audience groups are shown in Table 1.73

Country
of production

Number
of films

Cinema profile:

GER UA PL

Germany 310 222 181 217

inclusive of German co-productions:

GER–ES 3 0 1 3

GER–HU 1 1 0 1

GER–IT 2 2 1 1

GER–JP 1 1 0 0

Italy 8 8 4 4

Japan 1 1 0 0

Poland 28 0 5 28

Spain 1 0 1 1

Ukraine/other 1 0 1 0

Films total 349 231 192 250

% of total 100% 66% 55% 72%

% German films 89% 96% 94% 87%
 
Tab. 1. Film supply in Lviv cinemas for Germans, Ukrainians, and Poles, 1941-1944. Source: Authors’ 
own calculations.
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As can be seen, the film offerings in cinemas for each nationality were 
dominated by German titles. Poles were allowed to watch Polish films as well 
(to encourage them to go to cinemas) but only until the end of February 1943, 
when they were withdrawn from circulation. These were mostly pre-war films. It 
is interesting to note that from 29 January (just before the defeat of the Germans 
at Stalingrad) as many as eight out of 11 cinemas were playing Polish films for 
Poles, and that after a brief period during which the cinemas were closed as a sign 
of mourning (February 4-6), this trend continued, indicating the desire to attract 
viewers to the cinemas in order to prevent possible riots caused by euphoria over 
the defeat of the German army. We were unable to establish the reason for the 
complete withdrawal of Polish films in early March.

All Polish films advertised in the Ukrainian-language press were screened 
before 28 November 1941, up to which point L’vivs’ki Visti and Gazeta Lwowska 
were publishing the same film listings. After the division of cinemas by nation-
ality, no more Polish films were played in cinemas for Ukrainians. Ukrainians 
could, however, watch one native film, namely Oy, ne khody Hrytsyu… (Oh, don’t 
go, Hrytsia…). Identifying this production is not easy, not only because it is not 
listed in the IMDb database and information about it in the literature is scant,74  
but also because the announcement published in L’vivs’ki Visti did not mention  
the names of the actors, unlike for other films. Instead, it informed that the film 
was based on national themes.75 Its title referred to a 17th-century Ukrainian 
folk song, which Volodymyr Aleksandrov turned into an operetta (1873) and  
Mykhaylo Staryts’kyy into a stage drama (1887). It was frequently staged in 
Ukrainian theatres, including in Lviv during the German occupation; a new stag-
ing by Yosyp Stadnyy premiered on 26 July 1941.76 The film may not have been 
an adaptation of this drama (in which case, the names of the film actors would 
have been expected in the announcements), but rather a recording of this stage 
production, which then screened in various cinemas, and not only in Lviv.77 Alter-
natively, the film in question could have been Marusia (dir. Leo Bulgakov, 1938), 
made in the USA and Canada by members of the Ukrainian diaspora (and pro-
duced by Ukrafilm Corporation).78 This Musical Screenplay – as described by the 
American promotional poster – was based on a Ukrainian Folk Drama “Oy ne khody 
Hryciu na Vechernyci” by M. Starytsky.79 We were unable to determine if this film 
was available in the Generalgouvernement and if it was the one distributed in Lviv 
as Oy, ne khody Hrytsyu… It is, however, evident that for the Ukrainian audiences 
in Lviv, the film was exceptional since it invoked native heritage and was spoken 
in Ukrainian by Ukrainian actors.

As for German films, Table 1 shows how many were screened in cinemas 
for Germans, Ukrainians, and Poles, but it does not detail how many films were 
intended for only one nationality group, and how many for two or three. This is 
presented in Table 2.
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Country
of production

Number
of films

Audience profile:

GER GER-
UA

GER-
PL

GER-
UA-PL

UA-
PL UA PL

Germany 310 79 10 28 105 62 4 22

inclusive of German co-productions:

GER–ES 3 0 0 0 0 1 0 2

GER–HU 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

GER–IT 2 1 0 0 1 0 0 0

GER–JP 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Italy 8 4 0 0 4 0 0 0

Japan 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Poland 28 0 0 0 0 5 0 23

Spain 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

Ukraine/other 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0

Films total 349 84 10 28 109 68 5 45

% of total 100% 24% 3% 8% 31% 19% 1% 13%
 
Tab. 2. Film supply for different nationality groups in Lviv between 1941 and 1944. Source: Authors’ own 
calculations.

As can be seen, of the 310 German films, 79 (25%) were for Germans only, 
and 88 (28%) were exclusively for other groups. The situation was similar in 
Kraków, where 32% of German films were made available only to Germans, and 
21% only to Poles (there were no cinemas for Ukrainians).80 Integrating the Lviv 
and Kraków data allows for further comparisons. Among the 79 films watched 
only by Germans in Lviv, there were 18 that were watched by Poles in Kraków  
(60 of the remaining films were watched in Kraków only by Germans and one was 
not played there). In turn, among the 88 films that were not shown to Germans 
in Lviv, there were 66 that Germans in Kraków could see (the remaining 22 were 
watched only by Poles).

The above calculations lead to two conclusions: 1) although at the be-
ginning of the war Hans Frank stated that only ‘bad films’ should be shown to 
Poles,81 in fact there were very few films screened in cinemas for Poles or Ukra- 
inians that were not screened in cinemas for Germans; 2) quite substantial a num-
ber of German films (60) were reserved in Lviv and Kraków for Germans only, 
which indicates a deliberate repertoire policy of the occupation authorities.

It is impossible to examine all these films in a short article. To reconstruct 
the criterion used to decide whether to address specific films to Germans or to 
non-Germans (Poles and/or Ukrainians), we have looked at the distinction marks 
(Prädikate)82 that films screened in Lviv had been allocated. This approach allowed 
us to objectify the assessment, since films were given Prädikate in an institutional 
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manner – in the Third Reich this was handled by the Censorship Office in Berlin, 
which between 1933 and 1945 assigned Prädikate to 347 feature films, about a third 
of the German cinema production in total.83

The Prädikate had been assigned in Germany since the 1920s and were 
linked to the tax system. In the Third Reich, the Prädikat system was expanded 
several times (the last being in 1942). Topping the hierarchy was the “Film of the 
Nation” Prädikat, which was given to five titles. A fundamental work providing 
data on German films and their Prädikate is the 15-volume study by Ulrich Klaus.84 
We used it to see which films screened in Lviv had received such designations. 
This information is shown in Table 3.

Distinction mark
(Prädikat)

Year 
of mark 

Audience profile:

Films 
totalonly 

GER
GER 

+ other
non-
GER

1 instructional (Lehrfilm) 1926 1 0 0 1

2 national education (volksbildend) 1926 7 0 1 8

3 culturally valuable (kulturell  
wertvoll) 1933 5 4 1 10

4 politically valuable (staatspolitisch 
wertvoll) 1933 14 5 2 21

5 artistically valuable (künstlerisch 
wertvoll) 1934 21 32 16 69

6
politically and artistically espe-
cially valuable (staatspolitisch und 
künstlerisch besonders wertvoll)

1934 8 1 0 9

7 valuable for the youth (Jugendwert) 1938 14 3 1 18

8 artistically especially valuable 
(künstlerisch besonders wertvoll) 1939 3 6 0 9

9 politically especially valuable  
(staatspolitisch besonders wertvoll) 1939 1 0 0 1

10 nationally valuable (volkstümlich 
wertvoll) 1939 24 26 2 52

11 Film of the Nation (Film der Nation) 1941 2 0 0 2

12 worthy of recognition  
(anerkennenswert) 1942 2 4 0 6

Distinction marks total 102 81 23 206

Marked films total 47 59 18 124
 
Tab. 3. Distinction marks (Prädikate) of the films screened in Lviv. Source: Authors’ own calculations.

As can be seen, of the 310 German films screened in Lviv, 124 had a Prä-
dikat, that is, 40% – a percentage slightly higher than in the Reich (the number of 
Prädikate is greater than the number of films with a Prädikat, as many films had 
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Film listings for Germans from 28 November to 4 December 1941 
published in the newspaper Lemberger Zeitung.
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more than one). Films for the non-German population generally had the Prädikat 
“artistically valuable” (two films marked as “politically valuable” were adver-
tised in the Ukrainian-language press before the division of cinemas by national-
ity on 28 November 1941).

Among the common films (for Germans and other nations), those with 
the Prädikat “artistically valuable” also predominated, but there was a high pro-
portion of “nationally valuable” ones as well. Of the five films with the Prädikat 
“politically valuable,” two were advertised in the German- and Ukrainian-lan-
guage press before 28 November 1941, and the other three were also marked as 
“artistically valuable.” The only film with the Prädikat “politically and artistically 
especially valuable” was The Life of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Wen die Götter lieben, 
dir. Karl Hartl, 1942) – a biography of the famous composer.

Of the 47 films shown only to Germans, 22 had a ‘political’ Prädikat (nos. 4, 
6, 9, 11 in Table 3). They appeared together with others, including five times with 
“national education,” 10 times with “artistically valuable,” 13 times with “valu-
able for the youth,” and nine times with “nationally valuable.” It can therefore 
be concluded that it was primarily the ‘political’ Prädikat that had significance 
for the distribution of films in cinemas solely to either Germans or non-Germans 
(who, with few exceptions, were not allowed to see films with this Prädikat). An 
analogous situation occurred in the Reich, where “politically valuable” films were 
generally (with one exception) not released to Jews, who were allowed to watch 
films in the Filmbühne of the Jüdischer Kulturbund between 1938 and 1941 (after 
they had been banned from attending cinemas).85 ‘Political’ films were primarily 
intended to serve the purpose of building up the German national community 
(Volksgemeinschaft), and therefore (with exceptions) were not distributed to Jews 
in the Reich, nor to cinemas for Poles or Ukrainians in Lviv. (Jews were forbidden 
from going to cinemas in the Generalgouvernement, and no cinemas were estab-
lished in the ghettos to which they were confined.)

In the case of Poles and Ukrainians, it is difficult to speak of separate film 
policies on the part of the occupation authorities (apart from Polish films being 
played in cinemas for Poles and one Ukrainian film in cinemas for Ukrainians). Of 
the 14 German films screened in Lviv in cinemas for Ukrainians but not for Poles, 
seven were announced in the Ukrainian-language press before the division of cine- 
mas between nationalities on 28 November 1941. Of the remaining seven films, 
six were shown in cinemas for Poles in Kraków (and the one not played there 
had no Prädikat). The division of cinemas into those for Ukrainians and Poles was 
not reflected in the range of German films on offer. It seems that the Germans (in 
addition to antagonizing Poles and Ukrainians) had an interest in ensuring that 
as many people as possible attended cinemas. Consequently, films were translat-
ed into Ukrainian and Polish. In particular, the availability of Polish films (until 
February 1943) and Polish subtitles constituted a major change for Polish viewers 
compared to the Soviet period.
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Film preferences of different  
audiences during the German 
occupation

In his study of film preferences in European audiences, Joseph Garncarz 
proposed a utilization index (Ausnutzungsindex) to measure the use of film of-
fering, representing the ratio of demand to supply of a particular film.86 If higher 
than 1, the films enjoyed relative audience success; if lower than 1, there was no 
special demand for them; if equal to 1, demand and supply were balanced.87 As 
Garncarz has demonstrated, the cinematography of the Third Reich was to a large 
extent regulated by the mechanism of supply and demand.88 For this reason, he 
was able to use the utilization index to analyse the popularity of Nazi-related films 
(NS-nahe Filme) in the Reich.89 Garncarz distinguished 37 such films, proceeding 
from a list of titles banned by Allied Military Censorship in post-war Germany 
(1952) and recognized as propaganda by Gerd Albrecht (1969), to those classified 
as restricted more recently (2012) by the Wilhelm-Murnau-Stiftung (Vorbehaltsfil-
me).90 As he reflects: Of course, one can argue about whether an individual film should 
be removed from the list or whether another film should be added to the list. The function 
of the list can be seen as a magnifying glass that allows the demand for NS-related films 
to be measured. I have tested various reduced or expanded versions of the list. It fulfils its 
purpose, as the overall picture … does not change significantly as a result of the variants.91

Inspired by Garncarz’s work, we used the utilization index to measure the 
popularity of films in Lviv. As the offering was definitely dominated by German 
films, we decided to divide them into several categories depending on their Prä-
dikat: ‘artistic’ (nos. 5, 6, 8 in Table 3), ‘political’ (nos. 4, 6, 9, 11), ‘artistic/political’ 
(if a given film had a Prädikat from both these groups, with no. 6 itself combining 
both groups), ‘other’ (if a given film had neither an ‘artistic’ nor ‘political’ Prä-
dikat), and no Prädikat. The demand for films was measured by the number of 
days on which they were screened.92 As we were interested in the preferences of 
Germans, Poles, and Ukrainians, we covered the period from the division of cine-
mas by nationality on 28 November 1941 until the end of the German occupation. 
With regard to cinemas for Polish viewers, we have made an additional division 
into two sub-periods: up to 28 February 1943 (when Polish films were screened) 
and after that date (when they were withdrawn from distribution). These data are 
shown in Table 4.

Country of production
Cinema profile: PL: 28.02.1943

GER UA PL until after

film supply

Germany 96.0% 96.5% 86.7% 79.9% 97.2%

inclusive of films with Prädikat:

none 50.7% 63.0% 58.2% 59.1% 65.7%

artistic 20.3% 22.0% 18.5% 13.4% 21.0%
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artistic/political 10.1% 2.3% 1.6% 0.0% 2.2%

political 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

other 13.2% 9.2% 8.4% 7.4% 8.3%

Italy 3.5% 2.3% 1.6% 1.3% 2.2%

Japan 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Poland 0.0% 0.0% 11.2% 18.8% 0.0%

Spain 0.0% 0.6% 0.4% 0.0% 0.6%

Ukraine/other 0.0% 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

demand for films

Germany 96.5% 96.5% 82.2% 67.2% 96.2%

inclusive of films with Prädikat:

none 45.5% 66.4% 54.9% 49.7% 59.8%

artistic 27.5% 19.9% 19.0% 11.2% 26.2%

artistic/political 9.2% 1.4% 1.5% 0.0% 2.9%

political 0.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

other 13.5% 8.9% 6.8% 6.2% 7.3%

Italy 3.3% 1.8% 2.2% 1.3% 3.0%

Japan 0.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Poland 0.0% 0.0% 15.2% 31.6% 0.0%

Spain 0.0% 0.5% 0.4% 0.0% 0.8%

Ukraine 0.0% 1.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

utilization index 

Germany 1.00 1.00 0.95 0.84 0.99

inclusive of films with Prädikat:

none 0.90 1.05 0.94 0.84 0.91

artistic 1.36 0.90 1.03 0.84 1.25

artistic/political 0.91 0.59 0.95  1.33

political 0.40     

other 1.02 0.96 0.80 0.84 0.88

Italy 0.93 0.76 1.34 0.95 1.34

Japan 0.59     

Poland   1.35 1.68  

Spain  0.79 1.07  1.49

Ukraine  2.31    
 
Tab. 4. Film supply, demand, and utilization index in Lviv by nationality. Source: Authors’ own calcu-
lations.
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It is not surprising that the highest utilization index values were obtained 
by Polish films in cinemas for Poles and by a Ukrainian film (the only one on offer) 
in cinemas for Ukrainians, since in the Europe of the 1930s, audiences were most 
likely to watch native films.93 In the case of Poles, it is noteworthy that until Febru-
ary 1943, only Polish films had an index higher than 1. This is even more remark-
able due to the fact that of the 28 titles available, 21 were known before the war 
(seven premiering during the occupation). Once Polish films had been withdrawn 
from circulation, Poles were most likely to watch the few non-German films, and 
of the German films, those with the ‘artistic’ Prädikat (the top-ranked being Make 
Love to Me /Hab’ mich lieb!, dir. Harald Braun, 1942/ with Marika Rökk, the oper- 
etta film Vienna Blood /Wiener Blut, dir. Willi Forst, 1942/, and the circus film 
Die große Nummer [The Big Number] /dir. Karl Anton, 1943/). Within the group 
of ‘artistic/political’ films, there were four titles available to Poles, of which two 
biographical films were of interest to the public: Paracelsus (dir. Georg Wilhelm 
Pabst, 1943) and The Life of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

Among Ukrainians, German productions with no Prädikat were the most 
popular, which may be surprising since the percentages of films in the ‘artistic,’ 
‘artistic/political,’ and ‘other’ groups were similar in the cinemas for Ukrainians 
and for Poles. For the moment, we have no explanation for this situation. The 
most watched films by Ukrainian audiences included the comedies Stern von Rio 
[Star of Rio] (dir. Karl Anton, 1940), So You Don’t Know Korff Yet? (Nanu, Sie ken-
nen Korff noch nicht?, dir. Fritz Holl, 1938), Ihr Privatsekretär [Your Private Secretary]  
(dir. Charles Klein, 1940), and Die lustigen Vagabunden [The Happy Vagabonds] (dir. 
Jürgen von Alten, 1940).

In cinemas for Germans, the percentage of films with a Prädikat was the 
highest, by far the most favoured being films in the ‘artistic’ group, with the revue 
film Der weiße Traum [The White Dream] (dir. Géza von Cziffra, 1943) proving the 
most popular. This film was screened in cinemas for 41 days, significantly longer 
than the productions ranking second in this respect (28 days): Liebesgeschichten 
[Love Stories] (dir. Viktor Tourjansky, 1943), Ich vertraue Dir meine Frau an [I Entrust 
My Wife to You] (dir. Kurt Hoffmann, 1943), Altes Herz wird wieder jung [Old Heart 
Becomes Young Again] (dir. Erich Engel, 1943), and Frauen sind keine Engel [Wo-
men Are No Angels] (dir. Willi Forst, 1943). In the ‘artistic/political’ group, Front-
theater (dir. Arthur Maria, 1942), Der unendliche Weg [The Endless Path] (dir. Hans  
Schweikart, 1943), and The Great Love (Die große Liebe, dir. Rolf Hansen, 1942) en-
joyed the longest runs (21 days). These last three films were played only in cinemas 
for Germans, whilst the previous five also in cinemas for Poles and Ukrainians.

It might seem surprising that in cinemas for Germans the utilization in-
dex of films from the ‘political’ and ‘artistic/political’ groups was lower than 1, 
indicating that films considered political by the Third Reich authorities were not 
popular among German audiences. Garncarz, who analysed the popularity of  
NS-nahe Filme in the Reich, concluded that these films were keenly watched by 
Germans from 1933 almost until the end of the war. Their utilization index peaked 
in the 1940/1941 season and only dropped below 1 in the 1943/1944 season, which 
can be linked to the defeat at Stalingrad and the change in public sentiment.94
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Film listings for Ukrainians and Poles from 28 November  
to 4 December 1941 published in the newspapers,  
L’vivs’ki Visti and Gazeta Lwowska.
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Garncarz’s list is not identical to the list of films considered “politically 
(especially) valuable” by the pre-war Censorship Office (for example, The Life of 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart is not on Garncarz’s list); it is worth comparing the uti-
lization index of films with ‘political’ and ‘artistic/political’ Prädikate and NS-nahe 
Filme (nine titles from 28 November 1941 onwards) that were played in Lviv, also 
taking into account the division into the periods before and after the defeat at 
Stalingrad. These data are shown in Table 5.

Films
before Stalingrad after Stalingrad

supply demand index supply demand index

artistic/political 13.1% 13.9% 1.06 7.0% 6.3% 0.90

political 2.5% 1.8% 0.72 0.8% 0.1% 0.08

NS-nahe 6.6% 6.8% 1.03 0.8% 0.4% 0.54
 
Tab. 5. Utilization index: ‘artistic/political,’ ‘political,’ and NS-nahe Filme in Lviv. Source: Authors’ own 
calculations.

As can be seen, the utilization index, which was higher than 1 in the ‘artis-
tic/political’ and NS-nahe Filme groups before the defeat of the German forces at 
Stalingrad, fell below 1 thereafter, and this indicates that these films ceased to be 
popular among Germans in Lviv largely due to that failure. This coincides with 
Garncarz’s conclusions about audience preferences in the Third Reich.

Conclusion

The above discussion indicates that the Soviet and German occupiers in 
Lviv applied different film policies towards the city’s population. During the So-
viet occupation, there were no separate cinemas for the different nationalities, but 
neither were films shown with Polish subtitles (or they were shown infrequently), 
so Poles in particular had little incentive to attend cinemas. Soviet films tended to 
be unpopular, so in order to increase attendance American films, watched in Lviv 
with the greatest interest, were sought.

During the German occupation, cinemas were divided into those for Ger-
mans, Poles, and Ukrainians. While the division of cinemas into those for Germans 
and non-Germans stemmed from racist ideology, there might have also been other 
reasons for the division between cinemas for Poles and Ukrainians. The Germans 
applied the principle of divide et impera, antagonizing Poles and Ukrainians, but 
they also had an interest in ensuring that as many people as possible attended  
cinemas, so films were translated into Polish and Ukrainian. There were no  
American films on offer; German entertainment films were screened instead.

The occupied population’s mass cinema attendance was important to the 
German authorities for ideological and economic reasons. The screenings con-
sisted of a primary feature film promoting German culture (apart from the few 
non-German productions) and accompanying screenings (a newsreel and a Kul-
turfilm), which were a tool of political propaganda. Polish films in cinemas for 
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Poles, in particular, were used to attract viewers, offering the opportunity to see 
Polish actors on screen and hear spoken Polish language. According to Jerzy 
Toeplitz, cinemas fulfilled a kind of double or even opposite function – in accompanying 
programmes, they loudly proclaimed Nazi slogans, while in feature films, they tried to 
make the audience believe that there was, in fact, no war.95 Feature films attracted au-
diences who sought respite from the hardships of war and voluntarily paid for 
tickets. Representatives of the Polish underground state believed that profits from 
ticket sales were earmarked for armaments and called for boycotting cinemas,96 
but their appeals did not discourage viewers.

The repertoire policy of the German authorities indicates that in their view the 
‘higher’ status was held by films with a ‘political’ Prädikat, which (with few excep-
tions) were intended only for Germans, because they served to build the Volksgemein-
schaft. However, as the demand analysis shows, Germans did not watch them very 
eagerly, especially after the defeat at Stalingrad, which can be explained by a change 
in public sentiment (as can be seen in the analyses for both Lviv and the Reich).

Translated from Polish by Tomasz Bauer, revised by John Jacobs.
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Abstrakt
Andrzej Dębski, Paulina Korneluk
Lwowskie kina podczas II wojny światowej
Artykuł ukazuje funkcjonowanie kin we Lwowie podczas 
II wojny światowej, szczególnie w  latach 1941-1944. Władze 
nazistowskie wprowadziły podział kin lwowskich na te dla 
Niemców, Polaków i  Ukraińców. Kina tych trzech kategorii 
przyciągały zatem różnych widzów (pod względem narodo-
wościowym), wobec których władze okupacyjne prowadziły 
odrębną politykę repertuarową. W  artykule zostanie prze-
analizowana zorientowana narodowościowo polityka filmowa 
władz wobec tych trzech grup oraz ich preferencje filmowe. 
Mniej uwagi zostanie poświęcone okresowi okupacji sowiec-
kiej (1939-1941), chociaż nie zostanie on pominięty. Dzięki jego 
uwzględnieniu będzie możliwe podkreślenie pewnych różnic 
w podejściu sowieckich i niemieckich okupantów do polityki 
filmowej we Lwowie. Badania te nie byłyby efektywne bez za-
stosowania metod ilościowych, umożliwiających porównanie 
dużych zbiorów danych repertuarowych.

Słowa kluczowe:  
niemiecka okupacja; 

sowiecka okupacja; 
kino Trzeciej Rzeszy;  

kino podczas  
II wojny światowej; 
kino w Generalnym 

Gubernatorstwie
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