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Characters: 
LENI: 31 in the first scene, 43 by the final scene. Female. A visionary director with a will 
of iron. She was a famous dancer and actress before discovering her calling behind the 
camera. Sophisticated, proud, and wildly ambitious, she believes completely and 
unironically in the transformative power of art. She is a vicious perfectionist, unwilling to 
make sacrifices in her work, but perhaps too willing to make sacrifices for it. 
 
JOSEPH: 35 in the first scene, 47 by the final scene. Male. The Minister of Propaganda 
for the Nazi party and the German government. Short and birdlike, he walks with a 
noticeable limp from a botched childhood surgery. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, 
he radiates power and seduction. Mercurial, he is charming and funny but can turn on a 
dime. He may well be the most dangerous man in Germany. 
 
Setting: 
1933-1945 Germany. 
 
The first act takes place in Joseph’s office in Berlin. The office is elegant but efficient, a 
space dedicated both to impressing people and to actually getting work done. 
 
The second act takes place in Leni’s living room in her villa an hour outside of Berlin. It 
is rich but understated, designed to impress people who have so much power that money 
ceases to have meaning. 
 
The set can be literal or figurative, photorealistic or gestural, as long as it serves the story. 
 
Language and Tone: 
The language spoken here is modern English, without accents and with only hints of 
German influence. The tone is similarly modern. Care should be taken in production to 
avoid dourness or moralizing. This play should feel like a thrilling boxing match between 
two brilliant boxers, that happens to contribute to the death of fifty million people. 
 
Projections: 
In between scenes, we see projections of real images from the war: clips and behind the 
scenes photos from Leni’s movies, photos of Leni and Joseph together, newsreel footage. 
Transitions should be long enough to convey time passing without becoming dull. At the 
end of each transition, the date may appear as marked in the stage directions. 
  
Punctuation: 
Punctuation follows speech patterns over grammatical convention. Additionally, the 
following punctuations have the following specific meanings: 
A dash (—) indicates an interruption by either the speaker themself or by a new speaker.  
A slash (/) indicates the point of interruption if it is not at the end of the line. 
An ellipse (…) indicates a slow trailing off, either on purpose or accidental. 
A dash-ellipse (—…) signifies a sudden stop and then a silent continuation of thought. 
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Act 1 

 Scene 1 

 (August, 1933) 

(As the audience enters, Leni stands alone in 
Joseph’s office. She alternates between 
waiting and snooping, with an eye on the 
door to avoid getting caught. She’s clearly 
annoyed at having to wait but can’t leave. 
Humility is necessary for now.)  

(Joseph enters, unhurried but with a 
noticeable limp.) 

 JOSEPH 
Thank you for waiting. Saving the world always takes longer than expected. 

 LENI 
I was happy to wait. It’s a beautiful office. 

 JOSEPH 
Power has its privileges. Anyone you’d like assassinated? 

(He smiles, she doesn’t.) 
Oh dear, you’re one of those serious artist types, aren’t you? 

 LENI 
I believe art is— 

 JOSEPH 
I know. It enraptures the soul. Changes the world. I get it. We all get it. I’m an artist too, 
in a way. 

 LENI 
Of course. 

 JOSEPH 
You don’t think what I do is art? 

 LENI 
I… trust your judgment. 

 JOSEPH 
He’s quite impressed by your film. As I’m sure he told you, at length. It’s odd really, a 
man so powerful who falls in love so easily. I sometimes suspect he might be a thirteen-
year-old girl in disguise. Do not repeat that. 

 LENI 
I was honored he enjoyed my film. 
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 JOSEPH 
The German countryside steeped in majesty. It was extremely impressive, and not just for 
a woman. Those night scenes. Stunning. How did you light an entire mountain so evenly? 

 LENI 
Filters. We filmed the scenes in the day with specially prepared film to capture the true 
feeling of night. 

 JOSEPH 
Sneaky girl. I asked half my directors and they told me it was impossible. 

 LENI 
I don’t think anyone has done it before, Mr. Goebbels. 

 JOSEPH 
Dr. Goebbels. But please, call me Joseph. I must admit, I didn’t notice it was special at 
first. The difference was seamless. He, of course, saw it in a second. He’s a painter, you 
know. 

 LENI 
Yes, he showed me a few of his paintings. 

 JOSEPH 
(Surprised) 

Did he?  

 LENI 
We were talking at Margarete’s, about composition. He wanted to show me how he 
approached buildings. Have you seen those ones, of the big manors? 

 JOSEPH 
I’m afraid I haven’t. 

 LENI 
They’re beautiful. The strength, the vibrance of the color. 

 JOSEPH 
You know, seeing his paintings is a favor he bestows on very few. 

 LENI 
I’m humbled by his trust.  

 JOSEPH 
It’s more than trust, girl. He believes you could be the most important female filmmaker 
ever. 

 LENI 
I’m not interested in being the most important female filmmaker. 

(Slight pause) 
I’m sorry if I said something inappropriate. 
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 JOSEPH 
Not at all. Ambition can be useful to the cause. 

 LENI 
I can’t think how I could be useful to your cause, Dr. Goebbels. 

 JOSEPH 
Really? I assumed you were smarter. How disappointing. 

(Pause) 
The Nuremberg Rally will be held in three weeks. He has determined that it should be 
recorded in a short documentary. Victory of Faith, he’s already picked out the name. This 
is the first rally since he took over as Chancellor, and showing the party’s strength will 
spur the people to our cause. 

 LENI 
The people already follow you. 

 JOSEPH 
Many do. 

 LENI 
It seems like everyone. 

 JOSEPH 
I’m very good at my job. The real number is closer to thirty-five percent. 

 LENI 
Thirty-five? 

 JOSEPH 
I trust you won’t go blabbing to the papers. Now that I’ve taken you into my confidence. 

 LENI 
Of course. I just… I thought it was more. 

 JOSEPH 
People believe what feels true. We got this far because they underestimated us. They 
have learned better now. Our enemies are mobilizing. A film will galvanize the party and 
draw Germany to our cause. 

 LENI 
I imagine that could be useful. 

 JOSEPH 
Your film, The Blue Light, it shows great promise. You have scale. Grandeur. 

 LENI 
I was filming a mountain. 
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 JOSEPH 
You will be filming a mountain of a movement. A mountain of a man. 

 LENI 
And the party will distribute it? 

 JOSEPH 
The party will have nothing to do with it. Publicly. A major studio will hire a blossoming 
filmmaker to record an important event for the people’s education and entertainment. 

 LENI 
I see. 

 JOSEPH 
I know it can seem very cloak and dagger, but all I’m asking for is a documentary about a 
man you freely admit to admiring. 

 LENI 
You make it sound so simple. 

 JOSEPH 
That’s my job. Simple truths. Explaining is my contribution to reclaiming our homeland 
from hedonists and Jews and criminals. I wasn’t made for combat, but I serve by 
enlightening the people. So can you. 

 LENI 
Art does not lie. 

 JOSEPH 
And you think I do? 

 LENI 
I didn’t mean… My apologies. But you said you’ve made it seem like the Nazis have a 
massive following. 

 JOSEPH 
Is twenty-eight million people not massive? 

 LENI 
But the specific percentages… 

 JOSEPH 
Nobody likes math. That’s not lying, it’s streamlining. As any artist must do. The real 
truths, those we never lie about. 

 LENI 
How do you decide what makes something a real truth? 

 JOSEPH 
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Your night scenes, they captured the true feeling of night. But you filmed during the day. 
If you had filmed at night, you would have gotten the details right but the truth wrong. 
Do you believe in the Fuhrer? When he speaks, does it touch something in you? 

 LENI 
Of course. The rhetoric, the passion, the strength of his desire. He’s like a film hero. But 
there are aspects of his platform I find troubling. Some of his proposals, the violence, 
crowds of men beating enemies in the streets… 

 JOSEPH 
A leader can’t be accountable for every supporter. 

 LENI 
Even if they enable it? Or encourage it? 

 JOSEPH 
Do you like the status quo, a legislature full of blind old men that can get nothing done 
because of infighting, the buying of politicians by banks and businessmen? 

 LENI 
Of course not. 

 JOSEPH 
He will make Germany a powerful nation once more. A new generation of leadership and 
your film, just a short film, a few weeks of your time, it will help the people embrace a 
strong leader. The wild crowds won’t need violence anymore. And of course, once things 
have settled down, the party will moderate. 

 (Pause.) 

 LENI 
Even if I were interested in this documentary, and could film on such short notice, I make 
features, not documentaries. 

 JOSEPH 
And I suppose you already have a feature in mind. 

 LENI 
It’s called Tiefland. Based on the opera. The story of a woman caught between love and 
wealth on the side of a mountain. Action, adventure, romance. It’s one of his favorites, 
you know. The opera. 

 JOSEPH 
A man has many favorite operas. He has one country. 

 LENI 
And a thousand filmmakers.  

 JOSEPH 
He wants you. 
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 LENI 
Perhaps you can change his mind. You are the minister of propaganda. 

 JOSEPH 
Have you ever tried to change that man’s mind? He’s seen what you can do with a lens. 

 LENI 
But Tiefland… 

 JOSEPH 
Is not going anywhere. The party needs you now. 

 LENI 
What about what I need? 

 JOSEPH 
Which is what, exactly, Miss Riefenstahl? 

(Slight pause) 
I’ve seen your opera. Tiefland. Don’t look so surprised; I am extremely sophisticated. My 
wife and I saw it years ago. I seem to remember the lead character as a beautiful young 
dancer, beloved by everyone she sees. It’s a rather good part for a dancer slash actor slash 
director so desperate to prove herself she’d try to trick the Nazi party into funding it. 

 LENI 
I did not come here to have my motives questioned. 

 JOSEPH 
Then why did you come? You don’t meet the minister of propaganda to discuss weather. 
Especially not in that outfit. 

 LENI 
How dare you? 

 JOSEPH 
I dare far greater things than that, Miss Riefenstahl. 

 LENI 
I will not stand here and be degraded by slander. 

 (Slight pause) 

 JOSEPH 
Very well. You may go. 

 LENI 
What? 

 JOSEPH 
This project is too important to rely on someone who doesn’t want it. Especially since 
there’s no evidence you could handle the task. 
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 LENI 
If you think insulting my abilities will convince me— 

 JOSEPH 
It is not my job to convince you, Miss Riefenstahl. I am busy convincing eighty million 
Germans. Not to mention the rest of Europe. You are insignificant. 

 LENI 
He will hear of your insults. 

 JOSEPH 
He doesn’t value me because I’m pleasant. Good day, Miss Riefenstahl. I look forward to 
viewing Tiefland, if it gets made. 

 LENI 
You are… 

 JOSEPH 
Say it, Miss Riefenstahl. Enough of this faux submissiveness. 

 LENI 
You are infuriating. 

 JOSEPH 
And you are smart enough to know that financing a spectacle the size of Tiefland would 
be a challenge for anyone, let alone a barely known young woman. 

 LENI 
If I were barely known, you wouldn’t be begging me to make your film. 

 JOSEPH 
I didn’t beg. I offered. 

 LENI 
I am an award-winning filmmaker. 

 JOSEPH 
Everyone wins awards in Venice. 

 LENI 
The Blue Light was— 

 JOSEPH 
The Blue Light was a minor film with excellent lighting that got ripped apart by critics. 
It’s only distinction is that the one person who liked it is the most powerful man in the 
world. 

 (Pause.) 

 LENI 
We got great reviews. 
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 JOSEPH 
Did you? 

(He goes to his desk and picks up some papers.) 
“The story does not grip. She is lost in repetition.” That’s from Variety. My staff are very 
thorough. Close Up. “I have never seen so many wrinkly faces in all my life.” I’m sure 
they didn’t mean yours. The Film-Courier did say several nice things. But shall I read 
you my favorite? “Giuseppe Becce’s music, which all but engulfs this innately sick film, 
cannot cure it. It is a failure.” Sinsheimer does have a way with words. 

 LENI 
Sinsheimer is a narcissistic Jew who spits on any art approaching truth. 

 JOSEPH 
All your negative reviews were written by Jews. And suddenly you’ve joined the party 
dedicated to solving the Jewish problem. What a coincidence. 

 LENI 
I am not a member of your party. 

 JOSEPH 
No. You just party with the party. A party party girl. 

 LENI 
Good day, Mr. Goebbels. 

 (She starts exiting.) 

 JOSEPH 
In the new Reich, the Jews won’t tell people to turn their noses up at art. 

 (She stops but doesn’t turn around.) 

 LENI 
I don’t hate Jews. 

 JOSEPH 
Of course not. 

 LENI 
I have Jewish friends. My producer is Jewish. 

 JOSEPH 
Everyone’s producer is Jewish. 

(He comes to her, almost seductive.) 

 JOSEPH 
Under our guidance, these jealous old men will no longer stifle talent because their time 
has passed. Those who dismissed your genius will be ground to dust as true artists 
flourish. As geniuses like you stand atop the mountain of society.  
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 LENI 
That would be better. For art. 

 JOSEPH 
You can free culture from out of touch critics who will never understand it. You can free 
yourself to make your masterpiece without wondering if it will be destroyed by old men 
who fear your greatness. One, little, film. 

 (Pause.) 

 LENI 
I will need feature cameras, thirty-five millimeter Mitchel Standards. And direct access to 
the planning for the rally. 

 JOSEPH 
I’m sure they’ll be grateful to have your expertise and insight. 

 LENI 
You think a group of men will be grateful for a woman with opinions? 

 JOSEPH 
They’ll be grateful if I tell them to. Anything else you require? 

 LENI 
Just one. If you want the film to be perceived as independent it has to be independent. No 
input or approval from anyone. 

 JOSEPH 
I’ll let my team know. You and I will make all decisions. 

 (Pause. Then, softly.) 

 LENI 
Not you and I. 

 JOSEPH 
Every filmmaker in Germany submits their films for approval. Who do you think you 
are? 

 LENI 
I am no one. But this is the condition for my work. 

 JOSEPH 
You condition is unacceptable. 

 LENI 
Then I’m afraid I have to decline your generous offer, Dr. Goebbels. Thank you for 
considering me for this great honor. 

 JOSEPH 
I am a cabinet minister! 
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 LENI 
I have no interest in disrespecting someone as important and powerful as you. But the 
people will never trust a film that smells of the Department of Propaganda. 

 JOSEPH 
This is… This is ridiculous. You cannot… 

 (Pause. A long pause.) 

 JOSEPH 
No one can know about this deal. 

 LENI 
Of course. 

 JOSEPH 
If you undermine what I’m building here, I won’t just kill the film, Miss Riefenstahl. 

(Transition: Scenes from Victory of Faith 
play on the projector: Hitler driving through 
Nuremberg, Hitler chatting with Ernst 
Rohm, Hitler getting flowers from a young 
girl, smiling Aryan faces, Hitler inspecting 
the troops.) 

 

 Scene 2 

 (January, 1934) 

(Joseph’s office. Leni sits. Joseph paces, 
looking at her.) 

 JOSEPH 
Stunning. The German people will love that dress. 

 LENI 
Can’t a dress be beautiful without having to appeal to the German people?  

 JOSEPH 
It can, but what a waste. Besides, dresses like that made you a celebrity. 

 LENI 
You telling people I’m a celebrity made me a celebrity. 

 JOSEPH 
It’s like I’m a magician. And you are my favorite bunny.  

(Pause) 
When you came into my office that first day, this frumpy thing, I worried we’d picked the 
wrong director, but now…  I never imagined confidence could be attractive in a woman.  
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 LENI 
I would expect a notorious womanizer to be better at flirting. 

 JOSEPH 
How dare you? I have a wife and children. 

 LENI 
My mistake. 

 JOSEPH 
But you didn’t request an emergency meeting to discuss our soon-to-be budding 
romance. 

 LENI 
It’s about Ernst Rohm. 

(Joseph calmly holds up a finger indicating 
for Leni to wait. He stands, walks over to his 
door and closes it. He returns to his desk 
and leans against it, a study in relaxed calm. 
He smiles pleasantly.) 

 JOSEPH 
What would you like to discuss concerning Ernst Rohm? 

 LENI 
You killed him. 

 JOSEPH 
I did not kill anyone. 

 LENI 
You. The party. The army. It’s all the same. You killed the head of the SA, and dozens 
more. You butchered your own people. 

 JOSEPH 
Rohm’s death was a tragedy. From the reports, I understand he was so ashamed when 
confronted by proof of his traitorous plot to overthrow the Fuhrer, that he committed 
suicide instead of facing the accusations like an honorable man. 

 LENI 
Suicide? In a locked cell. With an officer’s pistol. To the chest. 

 JOSEPH 
Since when do you care about internal party politics? 

 LENI 
Since politics started murdering people. 
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 JOSEPH 
What’s a little murder between friends? 

(He smiles. Then, seriously) 
I’m sorry. I shouldn’t joke. The purge was a one-time necessity. An unfortunate sacrifice. 
The violence is over, for good. 

(Pause.) 
Besides, Rohm was a monster. He does not deserve your sympathy. 

 LENI 
The capacity for sympathy is what makes us human. 

 JOSEPH 
Then we’re not very good at being human. We don’t care. Not really. How many wars 
are being fought right now that you never spare a thought to? How many people dying in 
countries you can’t even name? 

(He snaps) 
A man was just shot in India. 

(He snaps again.) 
A woman beheaded in the Belgian Congo. We cannot morn every loss. Life must go on. 
As long as the economy grows and people can afford a new car, everyone’s happy. 

 LENI 
Tell that to his widow. To his children. 

 JOSEPH 
They wanted to start a coup, Leni. Thousands would have died. Maybe more. Our actions 
saved lives. And the public will soon forget it ever happened. 

 LENI 
But in the meantime, I have to answer reporters on red carpets demanding explanations 
for the death of a man I barely met. 

 JOSEPH 
Tell me who those reporters are and they will no longer ask questions. 

 LENI 
I thought you said the violence was over. 

 JOSEPH 
Journalists don’t count. 

 LENI 
Look, I agreed to make a film and I am delighted that it has been a success— 

 JOSEPH 
A massive success that has catapulted you to stardom and paid for that magnificent dress. 

 LENI 
That doesn’t mean I gave away my soul. 
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 JOSEPH 
I don’t want your soul, Leni. You had nothing to do with Rohm. You know that. I know 
that. Your soul certainly knows that. 

 LENI 
I can’t sleep. I see his face from the shots in my film, imagine his family. And whatever 
platform my work has gained, which I do not deny, it’s not worth being a part of… 

 JOSEPH 
What would be? 

 LENI 
What? 

 JOSEPH 
I actually quite liked Rohm. Before. He had this joke about a one-eyed flautist. Or was it 
a pianist? He was a good man, funny, kind, a loyal friend. But he was dangerous, and the 
fact that I liked him doesn’t forgive his actions. His humanity doesn’t make his evil any 
less monstrous or his destruction any less necessary. It’s unfair that I had to lose a friend. 
It’s unfair that you’ve been be held accountable because you made one short film. But it 
happened. We can’t go back, so why not go forward? 

 LENI 
What are you saying? 

 JOSEPH 
Germany is growing stronger every day; the new Reich needs a state filmmaker. An 
artistic genius to lead the masses. I think it’s clear there’s only one woman for the job. 

 LENI 
You mean…? 

 JOSEPH 
You are the future, Leni. The Fuhrer’s filmmaker. Massive budgets. Complete film 
chamber support. We’re not talking about one film, Leni. We’re talking about a career. A 
life. Your documentaries would define the genre. They would play every theater in 
Germany. Across Europe. You’d be Charlie Chaplin with a smaller mustache. 

 LENI 
But… 

 JOSEPH 
You wanted to be the most important filmmaker? That’s what I’m offering. 

 LENI 
And yet to gain it, I must sacrifice my independence for your cause. 

 JOSEPH 
What’s so terrible about my cause? What’s so bad about serving the people of Germany? 



	
14	

 LENI 
Killing Ernst Rohm was serving the people? 

 JOSEPH 
Yes. We are democratically elected. The people chose us. They could overthrow us in a 
second.  The Nazi party is nothing more than a reflection of the desires of the public. 

 LENI 
Then why do you need propaganda? 

 (Long pause.) 

 JOSEPH 
Do you know when Copernicus discovered that the earth rotated around the sun? 

 LENI 
Should I care? 

 JOSEPH 
Fifteen oh six. He didn’t publish for forty years out of fear of persecution. Popes can be 
so petty. Ninety years later, Galileo was forced, on threat of torture, to abandon the idea, 
resigning it to obscurity for another hundred years. Imagine if they had made a movie.  

 LENI 
That would be a boring movie. 

 JOSEPH 
Being right isn’t enough. People need to know. Triumph of the Will could tell the world. 

 LENI 
Triumph of the Will? 

 JOSEPH 
You know how he loves naming things. 

 LENI 
It’s not bad. 

 JOSEPH 
With you at the helm, it will be extraordinary. A cathedral in celluloid. Exactly what 
Germany needs. 

 LENI 
I’m an artist. It’s not my job to worry about what Germany needs. 

 JOSEPH 
You’re also a citizen. You’re also a human being.  

 LENI 
And as a human being, I choose not to participate in power games that end with people 
shooting their friends in the chest. 
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 JOSEPH 
You’ve already participated. That’s why you’re getting those questions. You were 
implicated from the minute you agreed to make Victory of Faith. 

 LENI 
I made a short documentary. That’s all. 

 JOSEPH 
Is it? You’re a close personal friend of the leader of this country. 

 LENI 
I have many friends. I do not have to agree with all of them. 

 JOSEPH 
You disagree with the Fuhrer? 

 LENI 
My beliefs are irrelevant. What matters, the only thing that matters, is the quality of the 
work I create. 

 JOSEPH 
Then think of the quality. You don’t want to be in the party? Fine. You’ll be completely 
independent. The title of Fuhrer’s filmmaker is just as effective as a nickname. But 
imagine what you could achieve with us behind you. I am handing you your dreams on a 
silver platter. All you have to do is agree. 

 (Pause) 

 LENI 
And if I refuse? 

 JOSEPH 
Life will go on. We’ll see each other at parties. Perhaps have a torrid affair. 

 LENI 
I won’t end up in a cell with an officer’s pistol? 

 JOSEPH 
You’re not important enough to kill, Leni. 

 LENI 
You are a petty man. 

 JOSEPH 
There are hundreds of directors desperate for the opportunity I’m offering you. If you 
walk away, we’ll choose someone not quite as good. The Nazis will still rise to glory and 
you’ll spend the rest of your career clutching your principles as one more forgotten 
woman making brilliant films nobody sees while men with half your talent take the jobs 
you should get by right. 
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 LENI 
I can find my own way. 

 JOSEPH 
There are only two ways. Ours and theirs. Germany is in a war for its soul. You can’t win 
by camping in the middle of the battlefield. Why do you think your Jewish friends have 
all shunned you? 

 LENI 
They… They’re busy. 

 JOSEPH 
They’re not. I would know. They chose their side. 

 LENI 
So I should choose the side that joyfully eats its own? 

 JOSEPH 
Choose the side that is going to win. 

 LENI 
And if you lose? 

 JOSEPH 
Then there won’t be anything left worth winning. 

 LENI 
Some choice. Your shining glory or a handful of ash. 

 JOSEPH 
How many women get to decide even that? 

 (Pause.) 

 LENI 
If I take the job. If I become this, this person, for you… 

 JOSEPH 
Your art will change the world. Who wouldn’t take it under these circumstances? 

(He walks to her and holds out his hand for 
her to shake. She stares at it. Then, she 
shakes it firmly.) 

 JOSEPH 
Welcome to our Triumph. 

(Transition: Photos of them building the new 
stadiums at Nuremberg. Photos of planning 
meetings.) 
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 Scene 3 

 (August, 1934) 

 (Joseph is on the phone.) 

 JOSEPH 
They’ll take what I offer or they can go work for someone else.  

(Pause. Joseph laughs.) 
I know there’s no one else, Werner. That’s what makes this fun. 

 (Leni comes barreling through the door.) 

 LENI 
I want him fired. 

 JOSEPH 
I’ll call you back. 

 LENI 
I want him fired and denounced and blacklisted and, and… 

 JOSEPH 
Spanked? 

 LENI 
One of your cinematographers refused a direct order from the Fuhrer’s filmmaker. 

 JOSEPH 
Technically you’re just a director. If you had let me make it an official title… 

 LENI 
I film at the command of the Fuhrer. I am his representative on this film.  

 JOSEPH 
And I am his representative on all films. If I blacklisted everyone who disobeyed me… 
Well, I would have a list of your name three hundred times. 

 LENI 
I will not be mocked. 

 JOSEPH 
I’m curious how you intend to prevent it. 

 LENI 
Would you like me to quit? 

 JOSEPH 
I would like you to calm down. You’re being hysterical. 
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 LENI 
Hysterical? Hysterical? 

 JOSEPH 
Repeating the word does not make it seem less accurate.  

 LENI 
I can walk away at any time. 

 JOSEPJ 
Not without enraging the Fuhrer. 

 LENI 
I have cause. Breach of contract. Leadership failures. He would understand. 

 JOSEPH 
If you think so, you’re a fool. 

 LENI 
I’m not saying he wouldn’t be angry. But I suspect he might sympathize with an artist 
over the petty bureaucrat stifling her. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you even look like 
the people who ran him out of art school. 

 JOSEPH 
You do not want to go down this road, Miss Riefenstahl. 

 LENI 
I think this road sounds delightful. 

 JOSEPH 
Enough. 

 LENI 
You have no— 

 JOSEPH 
ENOUGH! 

(A long pause) 
You may be under the impression that because we are partners, we are equals. I need 
your talents, which provides you a certain degree of protection. But there are people I 
don’t need. Your brother. Your father. Your mother, that wonderful woman who fought 
your father so you could take dance classes, and who is currently shopping on 
Kurfurstendamn in a bright, red coat. 

 (Pause) 

 LENI 
You agreed to support my requisition of any cameramen I need. 
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 JOSEPH 
That was before I knew you intended to requisition two hundred people. 

 LENI 
One hundred and seventy-two. 

 JOSEPH 
A ridiculous number. 

 LENI 
Do you know what it means to film a cast of half a million? To create tracking shots for 
cars driven by soldiers oblivious to camera angles? To shoot from Henkel 70 Blitz 
Aircraft? No one has ever filmed what you are asking me to film. Who are you to say 
how many cameramen I need? 

 JOSEPH 
Someone who can do multiplication. Two hundred cameramen filming twelve hours a 
day for a week. How are you planning to edit sixty miles of film in less than a month? 

 LENI 
That’s not your concern.  

 JOSEPH 
But your budget is, considering you are burning through at alarming speeds. 

 LENI 
You’re the government. Print more money.  

 JOSEPH 
That didn’t work out so well for the last government. 

 LENI 
This film is for Germany. 

 JOSEPH 
You don’t give a damn about Germany. All you care about is your pride. 

 LENI 
And what about your pride? Schünemann openly flouts your authority. A lowly 
cameraman rejects the requisition with your signature on it. I thought you were supposed 
to be powerful. 

 JOSEPH 
Having power and exerting it on your behalf are not the same thing. 

 LENI 
(Sarcastically) 

Sure. “I could if I wanted to.” Pathetic. 
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 JOSEPH 
You doubt me? 

 LENI 
Why shouldn’t I? A minister incapable of controlling his own staff. I always knew you 
were nothing but swagger, a nobody hiding among the real men of power. 

 JOSEPH 
I have power to commit acts your feeble mind cannot dream of! 

 LENI 
And yet you’re afraid of Schünemann? 

 JOSEPH 
I am not— 

 LENI 
A terrified little cripple. 

 JOSEPH 
I’ll show you who’s—… 

(He laughs.) 
Clever. Dangerous, but very clever. 

 LENI 
He said Triumph of the Will is beneath his dignity. 

 JOSEPH 
Those exact words? 

 LENI 
Those exact words. 

 (Pause. Joseph picks up the phone.) 

 JOSEPH 
Werner, can you connect me to Emil Schünemann. He’ll be in the directory. 

(Pause) 
Hello, Herr Schünemann? This is Joseph Goebbels. 

(Pause) 
Yes, that Joseph Goebbels. 

(Pause) 
I’m glad you are honored to—  

(Pause) 
No, I’m afraid— 

(Pause) 
There will— Silence! 

(Pause) 
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Thank you. While I appreciate your enthusiasm, I can’t have a man in my employ 
insulting the Fuhrer’s film. 

(Pause) 
I see. I hadn’t heard that part. 

(Pause) 
Well I can hardly blame you for that. I imagine I would feel the same way about her. 

(Pause) 
Really? I loved that jacket. God, I miss accessorizing. 

(Pause) 
Yes, of course. Given the circumstance I think we can make a one-time exception. You 
will tell no one about this. If I hear a hint of a whisper… 

(Pause) 
Absolutely. I’ll have Werner send you a signed picture. The Fuhrer is always happy to 
brighten a little girl’s birthday. Have a good day. 

 (He hangs up the phone.) 

 JOSEPH 
That man is nothing if not a loyal member of the party. He saw me speak in Bavaria back 
when the party was just a beautiful idea. 

 LENI 
Unless he’s lying. 

 JOSEPH 
Nobody could lie about that jacket. 

(Leni looks unconvinced. Joseph picks up the phone) 
Werner? Look up the registration for Emil Schünemann. If he’s been in the party at least 
ten years, send him the Fuhrer’s autograph. If not, send the Gestapo. 

(He hangs up the phone.) 
Are we done here? 

 LENI 
Being a member of the party doesn’t give him the right to defy the Fuhrer. 

 JOSEPH 
Herr Schünemann loves the Fuhrer. Perhaps too much. However, having spent thirty 
years perfecting his craft, he cannot lower himself to work at the command of a woman. 

 LENI 
Lower himself? 

 JOSEPH 
I can’t ask a man to throw away his self-respect. He would never be valuable again. 

 LENI 
What about my self-respect after being snubbed by your lackey because of my gender? 



	
22	

 JOSEPH 
Your self-respect seems more than sufficient. 

 LENI 
And my movie? 

 JOSEPH 
Will survive with only one hundred seventy-one cameramen. 

 LENI 
It will not. 

 JOSEPH 
Schünemann is one man, not even a major talent. What does it matter if he does the film? 

 LENI 
Because he’s right. I am a woman.  

 JOSEPH 
I hadn’t realized that was up for debate. 

 LENI 
If a writer tomorrow morning published an article claiming that the Reichstag fire was 
staged in order to consolidate power under the Fuhrer, what would you do? 

 JOSEPH 
No paper would ever publish that treasonous lie. 

 LENI 
You fancy yourself an artist, Joseph. Pretend. 

 JOSEPH 
I would round up the writer, the editor, and the publisher, and break every one of their 
fingers before putting a bullet through their skulls. 

 LENI 
But it’s just one article. One writer. What does it matter if he tows the party line? 

 JOSEPH 
If the press think one person can get away with that… 

 LENI 
The whole system crumbles. And your system doesn’t even have a vagina. Schünemann 
is a symbol to the narcissistic old men who refuse to listen to any woman they can’t sleep 
with. He must be crushed to save my film. 

 JOSEPH 
The girl so concerned for Rohm’s widow wants a man crushed? You sound like me. 

 LENI 
I was an actor. I know how to play a part. 
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 JOSEPH 
Careful. Play the part long enough… 

 LENI 
I know who I am. 

 JOSEPH 
Good. Because you’re terrible at being me. If I blacklist Schünemann, he’ll retreat to the 
bar, talk to his friends, the ones working on Triumph. He’ll mutter in their ears about 
your gender, your lack of experience. How hard would it be to turn them against you? 
How easy for them to cut off too early, misjudge angles, forget a lens cap? With two 
hundred cameramen, you wouldn’t even notice until you got into the editing room and 
discovered that one proud idiot ruined the Fuhrer’s film. Well, two proud idiots. 

 (Pause) 

 LENI 
They won’t dare if we punish Schünemann sufficiently. We must teach them to obey. 

 JOSEPH 
All that will teach is rebellion. You will give them a cause, and people love to sacrifice 
for a cause. Fear alone cannot provide control. The Gestapo, even the SS, are useless 
without the movies, the speeches, the Fuhrer himself. True power is fear plus admiration. 

 LENI 
Men only admire people like themselves. 

 JOSEPH 
Which is why people like us must fight so much harder for it. 

 LENI 
Us? You think you know the struggles I face? 

(Goebbels hoists his weak foot onto the 
table. It clangs from the metal brace.) 

 JOSEPH 
You’re not the first to enjoy mocking my abilities. “Limping devil” was the brainchild of 
a Nazi officer after a few too many drinks. The name followed me for years. I’ve heard 
them all. Cripple. Clubfoot. Poison dwarf. In elementary school they used to knock me 
over to see if I would cry. You think I’ve never been jealous of men like Schünemann 
who get everything? You think I don’t know what it is to be tormented? I worked. I 
fought. I refused to be defined by their stupidity. Studying great films, famous orators. I 
practiced in front of the mirror for years until my silver tongue raced faster than legs ever 
could. Until no one in Germany would dare push me. Until I made them admire me.  

(Pause. Leni is blown back by the force of 
his passion.) 
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 JOSEPH 
Make a film so perfect that not even Schünemann can deny it. When you are at the top of 
the mountain, there will be no one high enough to stand in your way. 

 (Pause.)  

 LENI 
Who was he? The officer who called you… 

 JOSEPH 
My former boss. In Bavaria. A powerful man. I spent years taking his abuse, building my 
influence, until he was purged alongside Rohm. 

 LENI 
One of Rohm’s men called you limping devil? 

 JOSEPH 
My man had nothing to do with Rohm or the attempted coup. But it was easy enough to 
add one name to the list. Who would dare challenge a cabinet minister? 

 LENI 
You had someone… 

 JOSEPH 
I waited. Patient. And when I had the power I needed, I struck. Limping devil indeed.  

 LENI 
You are… 

 JOSEPH 
Unyielding. A trait we share. It’s why we never get along. 

 LENI 
We never get along because you can’t accept that you can’t control me. 

 JOSEPH 
(Playfully) 

That’s only a problem if it’s true. 

 LENI 
(Matching his tone) 

My point exactly 

 JOSEPH 
And Schünemann… 

 LENI 
Will wait. We start filming in three weeks. I have other concerns. 

 JOSEPH 
I’m delighted to hear it. 
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 LENI 
And speaking of filming… 

 JOSEPH 
Yes? 

 LENI 
I need another fifty thousand. 

(She walks out without waiting for a 
response.) 

(Transition: Photos of Riefenstahl filming in 
Nuremberg: Advising cameramen, talking 
with Hitler, laughing with the troops.) 

 

 Scene 4 

 (January, 1935) 

(Leni paces back and forth like a tiger. She 
stares at the door, waiting. She finally gets 
fed up and goes to the phone.) 

 LENI 
What is going on, Werner? 

(Pause) 
I don’t have time to be patient. I—…  

(She stares down at the receiver. He hung 
up on her. She slams the receiver onto the 
base and continues pacing.) 

 (Joseph enters. Leni stares at him.) 

 LENI 
What is wrong with you? 

 JOSEPH 
Three months.  

 LENI 
You cannot send a battalion of soldiers into a film studio. 

 JOSEPH 
Ninety-one days.  

 LENI 
If any of those brutes hurt my film… 
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 JOSEPH 
Two thousand, eighty-four hours. Would you like me to tell you how many minutes? 
How many seconds? 

 LENI 
What do you want from me? 

 JOSEPH 
Patience. You’ve taken plenty of mine. Abused every last drop as you push back deadline 
after deadline. Even I can’t stop the press from wondering what happened to a film that 
was supposed to premiere three month ago. I don’t like when I can’t control my press. 

 LENI 
Why should I care what you don’t like? 

 JOSEPH 
Because your staff work for me. Because the negatives for Triumph belong to Germany. 
Because your vaunted independence only holds if you actually make a film. 

 LENI 
What do you think I’ve been doing every day in the editing room? 

 JOSEPH 
I honestly don’t know. Maybe if you bothered to answer the damn phone. 

 LENI 
I’m busy. 

 JOSEPH 
With what? The movie that had its fourth premiere date blast past yesterday? 

 LENI 
There was a lot of film to edit. 

 JOSEPH 
That’s what happens when you hire two hundred cameramen. 

 LENI 
I needed them. 

 JOSEPH 
And I provided them. When you called in top German officials to rerecord their speeches, 
I forced them to come. When you rejected the army’s demand to be featured more, I 
calmed them. When you decided you wanted to direct the orchestra yourself, I stopped 
the conductor from tackling you. 

 LENI 
You’re the one who wanted the greatest film ever made. 
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 JOSEPH 
And instead I got a pit in my budget and three months of silence. 

 LENI 
It will be done soon. 

 JOSEPH 
It will be done now. Even if it’s not the greatest film ever made. Even if it’s ninety 
percent of the greatest. Eighty percent. 

 LENI 
You can’t have a percent of greatness. You have perfection or you have nothing. 

 JOSEPH 
I already have nothing. Or not nothing, I suppose. I have silence. I have missed deadlines. 
Ignored phone calls. I have the press reporting cancelation after cancelation. 

 LENI 
If you need to distract the press, perhaps you should purge another minister. 

 JOSEPH 
If this movie doesn’t come out soon, I’ll be the one purged. 

 LENI 
You say that like it’s a bad thing. 

 JOSEPH 
(Scattering papers in his fury) 

This is not a joke. 

 (Pause.) 

 LENI 
What’s going on, Joseph? Dragging me in here like a criminal. Why are you so desperate 
to have it finished? 

 JOSEPH 
You were not dragged. The soldiers had instructions to escort you as an honor guard. 

 LENI 
Joseph. 

 JOSEPH 
It’s complicated. 

 LENI 
I’m extremely intelligent. 

 JOSEPH 
I could lose my job for telling you. My life. If anyone ever found out… 

(Pause.) 
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Germany is pulling out of the Treaty of Versailles. 

 LENI 
What? Can you do that? 

 JOSEPH 
We don’t know. But we will not be shackled by the cowardice of Weimar pigs. 

 LENI 
And if Britain and France invade? 

 JOSEPH 
The people must be united to defend our freedom. That’s why the film has to be finished, 
Leni. Not for the press, not for me, for the people. They need it. And they need it now. 

 (Pause) 

 LENI 
I understand. 

 JOSEPH 
Thank you. 

 LENI 
But I need more time. 

 JOSEPH 
We’ve already doubled the army in secret. If it gets any bigger there will be no hiding it. 

 LENI 
Then stop expanding. 

 JOSEPH 
You want Germany to grind to a halt while you snip celluloid? 

 LENI 
Unyielding, remember? 

 (Slight pause.) 

 JOSEPH 
Very well. I was hoping to avoid this. 

 LENI 
Avoid what? 

 JOSEPH 
I brought in my best men. Editors. While my guards were bringing you here, they 
examined what was left behind. 
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 LENI 
If they damaged my negatives, I’ll claw their eyes from their skulls. 

 JOSEPH 
They said there’s a few holes but plenty of footage to fill them. They could have 
something ready to premiere in a week. Maybe less. 

 LENI 
You want to…? 

 JOSEPH 
I don’t want to. But for the good of the German people… 

 LENI 
You would tear apart my film and sew it together like Frankenstein’s monster. 

 JOSEPH 
For the good of the German people, I would tear my own children apart. 

 (Long pause.) 

 LENI 
You’re not in charge of the German people. They have a Fuhrer. A man who understands 
that the Reich of a thousand years can’t be built in a few days. 

 JOSEPH 
Please, I wrote that quote. Public speeches are not practical policy. 

 LENI 
He says it in private too. He said it to me three days ago. 

 JOSEPH 
What? 

 LENI 
Your phone calls were getting more aggressive. I took precautions. He promised me the 
time I need to do this right. He understands; we’re artists. 

 JOSEPH 
You met with the Fuhrer behind my back? 

 LENI 
And from there I met with officers from the SS who assured me they would be more than 
happy to create a protection detail for my mother. In case some madman got ideas. 

 JOSEPH 
I don’t… You can’t…  I don’t believe you. 

 LENI 
Your belief is not required. 
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 JOSEPH 
I am the minister of Propaganda for the Nazi party. For all of Germany. 

 LENI 
If you have a problem, you’re welcome to call him and ask. 

 JOSEPH 
Call the…? 

 LENI 
I can give you the number for his private line. If you don’t have it. 

 JOSEPH 
I course I have his… No. I will not let you do this. 

 LENI 
You don’t get to let me do things anymore. 

(She goes for the phone. He chucks it off the 
desk. He leaps towards her, grabbing her by 
the neck. Almost instantly, Leni is holding a 
gun, pointed directly at him. Joseph feels the 
gun, then looks down and sees it.) 

 LENI 
The kind men of the SS also provided a firearm. Too bad your guard was too honorable 
to check a woman for weapons. 

 JOSEPH 
You’re going to shoot me. 

 LENI 
No. I’ve already won. This is to ensure you listen to reason. Men can be so hysterical. 

 (Pause. Joseph lets her go.) 

 JOSEPH 
I could still damage you. Disrupt circulation. Order the wrong projectors. I am not to 
be… I could half distribution without anyone even realizing I had lifted a finger. 

 LENI 
This film is good for the people. That’s why you wanted it. Hurting my film, means 
hurting your country. Do you love your pride more than Germany? 

 (Long pause) 

 JOSEPH 
Your negatives will be returned. 

 LENI 
Thank you, Joseph. 
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 JOSEPH 
You’ll have to let photographers into your studio. The public needs to see their darling 
director at work. And try to wear something less tedious. You’ve been locked up in there 
so long, half the press think I had you killed. 

 LENI 
Can’t imagine why they’d think you capable of that. 

 JOSEPH 
There’s also… The Fuhrer is very busy. Plans, treaties. He doesn’t need to know about… 

 LENI 
It was nice to get some fresh air. Check in at the capital. Chat with an old friend. 

 JOSEPH 
Thank you. 

 LENI 
Don’t. If you thank me, you’ll think you owe me and if you owe me, you’ll have one 
more reason to hate me. I’m not telling him because I don’t want him to worry. He’s 
already so anxious.  

 JOSEPH 
We have to protect him. He’s one man with the weight of the world on his shoulders. 

 LENI 
Luckily, he has great men like you to help him carry the burden. 
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