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Hatred only triumphs when courage has crumbled.

“The Lesson” must surely stand as one of the most important  
documentaries this year — the creation of a brilliant director.  
It reveals the extent to which Holocaust education in Germany no 
longer guarantees that courage — a much-needed courage ... all  
exposed in this deeply human story — lyrical in form and profound 
(if not disturbing) in its substance. Extraordinary really ...

Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein
UN Human Rights Chief 2014-2018



SYNOPSES

LOGLINE
“The Lesson” is the personal journey of director Elena Horn who returns to her  
small hometown to follow four children as they experience Holocaust education  
in the public school system in rural Germany. Filmed over five years, from 2014  
to 2019, the film is a window into deeply rooted social and political attitudes in  
Germany amidst the resurgence of the far-right, xenophobia and a fractured,  
disparate collective memory of the nation’s history.  

The film examines how, despite Germany’s reputation for exemplary Holocaust  
education, its national curriculum is backfiring in rural areas where educators   
encourage middle school students to view the events of World War II from the  
Nazi perspective. Horn adeptly exposes how younger generations of Germans  
lack basic factual knowledge of the subject, and are unintentionally taught to   
empathize with the fascist point of view through immersion exercises that reap 
the  net effect of desensitizing young people to their nation’s dark history. 

By using immersion as a device for Holocaust education, lauding German efficiency, 
engineering and design, it is the efficiency of industrial murder that  is praised and 
the curriculum has the unintended effect of teaching Nazi ideology.

Filmed against the backdrop of shifting political tides and the rise of the global  
right, in Germany and across the world, “The Lesson” is an urgent clarion call for  
society to take heed of the importance of sound education policy in tackling the  
uncomfortable truths of history.



LONG SYNOPSIS
At age 14, every child attending school in Germany is brought face to face with 
the  nation’s past. For many, this means confronting the reality of the Holocaust 
for  the very first time. “The Lesson” explores how new generations in Germany 
grapple  with this tragic history, following a group of children coming of age in the 
town of  Fröndenberg.  

Director Elena Horn traces the educational journey of four students over the  
course of five years. From the first uneasy discussions in the classroom, to an  
emotional visit to the nearby Sachsenhausen concentration camp, the students  
are introduced to the atrocities committed in their own community.  

Complicating matters, students hear conflicting ideas from their gym coach that  
contradict the formal curriculum, and are exposed to locally nascent far-right  
groups that manifest in the form of neo-Nazi football hooliganism. As the journey  
deepens, some students are shocked to discover direct familial links to Nazism.  

Caught between conflicting family histories, the official line of classroom  
education, and experiences at the concentration camp, each child struggles to 
form his or her own views.  

Lily becomes inspired to campaign against the local right-wing party, the AfD.  
She  finds no support from her peers. Indeed, Lee declares she and her family 
would  rather remain silent than speak up. And, Nele is left torn in two minds on  
the subject, unable to find her away amidst the myriad of conflicting perspectives  
she encounters.  

The experiences of these children highlight the fractured and disparate memory  
of Nazism in Germany, and brings a timely call for better education on the topic.  

With a haunting overlay of rare archival footage, the film sharply underscores  
the power of education as a military tool, laying out the architecture of the Nazi   
educational curriculum that was installed in public schools before World War II for  
wartime indoctrination of the populace with Nazi ideologies.  

“The Lesson” sheds light on the powerful truth that “Mitlaufer” or “bystanders”  
enabled the rise of Nazism in the 1930s. But the film brings hope by focusing on  
everyday German citizens who take a stand against the rise of the far-right.  

This haunting societal study exposes how easily far-right movements can grip  
society, and how the ghosts of Germany’s dark past still linger. “The Lesson” is 
timely,  essential viewing amidst the resurgence of xenophobia and the global 
far-right.



DIRECTOR’S NOTES
“The Lesson” explores how German children that are coming of age are taught to  
deal with the nation’s Nazi past. In doing so, it reveals contradictions on the  issue 
within the cultural landscape of modern-day Germany.  

While the official state curriculum taught in schools vilifies Germany’s tragic  past, 
one of my goals with the film was to conduct a firsthand case study of  education  
in my hometown of Fröndenberg. I wanted to explore the reality of  how this 
explosive topic is handled in practice, in classrooms inside Germany’s  borders. 
What I found exposed an astonishing myriad of inconsistencies.  I wanted to  
explore the resurgence of the far-right and xenophobia in politics and  various 
subcultures, the fractured and disparate collective memory of National  Socialism 
in Germany and the surprising lack of intimate knowledge or education  of the 
younger generations on the subject. What I found was that even in a  modern 
and developed state, the remnants of a shameful past still live on and  shape the 
perception of younger generations.  

As a native German, the Holocaust is a very personal topic for me. As a young  
person I remember realizing I had never encountered anyone of the Jewish faith,  
and I assumed that many young Germans, who were not born in one of the  
nation’s metropolises, might be in a similar situation — that the pain and disruption 
of  these Jewish family histories weren’t visible to me but rather situated in my 
imagination. 

I initially intended to make a film about how the German culture of guilt is  
established within our population. A feeling that I carried inside of me ever 
since  I learnt about it. With fewer and fewer survivors being able to tell of their  
experiences  under the fascist regime, I saw the schools as the only place where 
this memory and feeling could be awakened. But when I returned to my hometown 
and  began to film in my old high school, the situation in the classroom turned out 
to  be profoundly different from how I remembered it. 
 
I wanted to reject the premise that the Holocaust is either ‘“inexplicable” or  
completely relegated to a previous age. I sought to gain an understanding of our 
national reality by exposing elements in German  society that glorify our tragic past.

This film does not focus on aggressive gestures and hate speech of the alt-right 
but rather on the slow and pernicious creation of “Mitläufer” or “bystanders”, who  
allow a complacent, dehumanizing shift in society to happen. We want to inspire  
people to question whether they themselves might passively contribute to a   
power system that is murderous for others.

I grew up in close proximity to the town of Dortmund and its active neo-Nazi  
scene. I have followed the rise of political antisemitism and Islamophobia. And,  
my roots in the rural town of Fröndenberg have informed what I think is a unique  
approach to the subject. Often, right extremism is framed as an East  German 
problem but this story is set right in the heart of former West Germany.



The film shows that Germany’s Holocaust education is unfit for our time. I hope  
that the documentary will help raise awareness of the importance of Holocaust  
education, which is under dramatic decline. 40% of German children today do 
not  even know what Auschwitz means. Germany’s self-image of mastering its 
history  of genocide needs to be revisited. The notion that Germans are immune 
to  future Nazi movements because the people have “learned their lesson from 
WWII” must be abandoned, a fact which is brought into full relief by the results of  
the last general election.  

We must confront the remnants of nationalist pride in the collective memory  of 
older generations as well as the resurgence of the modern-day far-right. This film  
focuses on ordinary children who are standing in a rift. My hope is that people  
who watch the film will understand the subtle ways in which fascism self-propa-
gates  and lingers within society, and that this understanding will inform and drive 
us to  rectify the future.



BIOGRAPHIES
ELENA HORN

Elena is a young German filmmaker who started her career as a media psychologist  
researching the framing effects in the news coverage of the Iraq War in the US,  
Britain and Sweden. Today she is working as a story producer for ARTE, WDR, RTL  
and SPIEGEL TV Wissen, New York Times. Elena’s films focus on questions around  
education, migration, working culture, love and ethnic conflict, employing visual   
inspirations from the world of music and dance. As a director, Elena is a fellow  
of the Logan Non-Fiction Program in New York. Her short documentary “Pizza,   
Democracy and the Little Prince’’, co-directed with Alessandro Leonardi, earned  the 
‘’Best Short Documentary Award 2019’’ at the Sedona Film Festival. 

Director, Producer

ALESSANDRO LEONARDI 

Alessandro Leonardi is an Italian film director. He graduated in Philosophy from  
the Università degli Studi in Milan, and obtained a Masters in Documentary at  
Brunel University. His short documentary debut ‘Generation In Transit’ featured  
on BBC3. Alessandro has experience in directing, shooting and editing in TV   
productions, feature films, documentaries as well as commercials. He is constantly 
in search of evocative aesthetics and powerful narratives - his quest is to find  
beautiful stories somewhere halfway between reality and fiction. He is always on  
the move around the globe, and lately filmed a travel documentary series across  
Europe for Der Spiegel TV. He is a fellow at the Logan Institute in New York. His  
short movies received important Italian awards from Rai Cinema, Film Commission 
Torino Piemonte and international awards as well.

Camera, Editor, Cinematography

MATTIS SCHAEFFER 

Mattis lives in Cologne working as a media producer, web designer and composer.   
He started playing the piano at the age of 6 and quickly grew into becoming a  
permanent member of various big bands, combos and musical projects at his  high 
school. Adding also drums, vocals and electric guitar to his repertoire, he  became 
a poli-instrumentalist contributing to numerous shows and theatre  performances. 
He studied audio engineering and audio production in Cologne. In  2012 he started 
composing and producing his first soundtracks for several fiction  shorts. Mattis was 
involved in the production of “The Lesson” from the very  beginning in 2014, when 
he composed the main theme for the documentary.  He has collaborated with  
Elena Horn on numerous other projects like the award-winning short film “Pizza, 
Democracy & The Little Prince” (2019), documentary  “Lands of Lost Content” (2017) 
and short drama “Shades of Red” (2015).  

Music



MARC RECCHIA 

Marc Recchia is a Luxemburgish film editor and has edited more than 30 films 
to  this day. He is an alumni of the IDFA Academy 2009 and of the notorious  
Berlinale  Talents 2012. After receiving his bachelors in film editing in Brussels 
2007, Marc  travelled the world for five years working on various productions in 
countries  such as Poland, Ireland, Tunisia, India, Germany, France, Kyrgyzstan, 
Democratic Republic of Congo and Senegal. Upon his return to Luxembourg, he 
worked  on many documentary episodes of the Luxemburgish series “routwaissgro”  
to  grow closer to his own identity. He co-directed and produced his first short film  
in Senegal, with Belgian director Christophe Rolin and Senegalese director Pape  
Bouname Lopy. The film has won several awards, especially the Tanit d’Argent at  
the prestigious Carthage film festival in Tunisia. Currently, Marc is writing/editing/ 
producing the feature film “Talia’s Journey” by Christophe Rolin in Senegal.  

Editor, Cinematography
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PRODUCTION CONTEXT
The film was entirely shot in Germany over a period of 5 years beginning in  
2014 and ending in June 2019. The film was made in collaboration with Open  
Citadel, a UK based media production company which specializes in producing 
content in support of educational causes that seek to transcend cultural and  
religious boundaries and empower the young generation to challenge all forms of   
prejudice and discrimination.  

So far, we have partnered up with the Körber Stiftung, the institute running the  
President’s history contest for German students. The documentary is included  
in the educational agenda and will be shown as part of the awareness campaign  
spreading the lessons of the Holocaust. 

Furthermore, the director involved in the nationwide project “Schule ohne  
Rassismus - Schule mit Courage” (School Without Racism - School with Courage”  
which offers an additional outlet for the film - not just in Germany but also in  
Belgium, the Netherlands, Austria, and Spain. Just in Germany, there are 2.500  
schools engaged in the project.

lupusMEDIA.

http://open-citadel.com

