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When Good Intentions Go Bad:  
The Stereotypical Portrayal of Roma 
Characters in the German Children 
and Youth Film Nellys Abenteuer
Pavel Brunssen

The tax-funded film Nellys Abenteuer (Nelly’s Adventure) was supposed to be 
an educational tool to foster intercultural understanding among children. Yet, 
the film (re-)produces 1 a line of difference between Germans and Roma and 
was therefore strongly criticised. Although the director wanted to show that, 
through their relationships, the Roma characters evolve and grow in their 
moral thinking, they are nonetheless portrayed as stereotypical images.

The film for children and young adults was produced in Germany and 
Romania and was first shown in cinemas in 2016. The broadcast of the film by 
the German public television station Südwestrundfunk on November 12th, 2017, 
and later on by the children’s television channel Kinderkanal, was accompa-
nied by a public debate about antigypsyism in film.2 Several meetings between 
the film team (mainly the producers, screenwriters, and director), the TV- 
stations, and the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma took place ahead 
of the planned broadcasting. In addition, more than a dozen statements were 

 1 The film’s images of Roma are congruent with widespread stereotypical portrayals of Roma. 
By using these images, the film contributes to their continuance – the film produces and 
reproduces them.

 2 Antigypsyism is a specific form of ressentiment directed towards Sinti, Roma, Travelers, and 
others who are stigmatized and discriminated against as ‘Gypsies.’ I understand antigypsy-
ism as an analytical term meant to describe the public imagination about ‘Gypsies’ which 
is not related to how Roma are or are not. For a discussion on the term “Antigypsyism /  
Antiziganism” please see: End, Markus: Antiziganismus. Zur Verteidigung eines wis-
senschaftlichen Begriffs in kritischer Absicht, in: Dokumentations- und Kulturzentrum 
Deutscher Sinti und Roma (ed.): Antiziganismus. Soziale und historische Dimensionen von 
„Zigeuner“- Stereotypen, Heidelberg 2015, pp. 54–72; Selling, Jan / End, Markus / Kyuchukov, 
Hristo /  Laskar,  Pia / Templer, Bill (eds.): Antiziganism. What’s in a Word? Proceedings from 
the Uppsala International Conference on the Discrimination, Marginalization and Persecu-
tion of Roma, 23–25 October 2013, Newcastle 2015.
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published by the Central Council, the film team, organizations of Sinti and 
Roma, and others.3 The Central Council published a review of the portrayal of 
Roma in Nellys Abenteuer and a one-hour TV debate followed the broadcast of 
the film on Südwestrundfunk. 4 

The Central Council criticised that Roma in the film were portrayed 
according to antigypsyist stereotypes and argued that the film enhances anti-
gypsyism among children. The Roma’s activities and characteristics in the 
film follow antigypsyist tropes. According to such tropes, Roma appear in the 
film as small-time criminals, con artists, beggars, as doing ‘traditional’ dances, 
as kidnappers of children, etc.5 In contrast, the film team proclaimed that the 
critics had not understood the film and insisted on good intentions and on the 
film’s message of evoking understanding among different cultures.

 3 See for instance: Becker, Jens: Statement von Prof. Jens Becker zum Gutachten von 
Pavel Brunssen zum Film „Nellys Abenteuer“, accessible at: http://indifilm.de/wp- 
content/uploads/2017/10/Stellungnahme-Jens-Becker-zu-Gutachten-Brun%C3%9Fen.
pdf. [Accessed: 10.5.2018]; Brunssen, Pavel: Gutachten zum Kinder- und Jugendfilm 
„Nellys Abenteuer“, accessible at: http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/download/6645. 
[Accessed: 29.5.2018]; Heftrich, Urs: Anmerkungen zu den Stellungnahmen von Prof. 
Jens Becker und Prof. Dr. Dieter Wiedemann betreffend den Film „Nellys Abenteuer“, 
accessible at: http://zentralrat. sintiundroma.de/stellungnahme-von-prof-dr-urs-heftrich-
zum-film-nellys- abenteuer/. [Accessed: 5.10.2018]; Gielnik, Arek / Ratsch, Dietmar: Stel-
lungnahme Antiziganismusvorwürfe „Nellys Abenteuer“, accessible at: http://indifilm.
de/stellungnahme- antiziganismusvorwuerfe-nellys-abenteuer/. [Accessed: 6.11.2017]; 
Kolano, Uta / Becker, Jens / Wessely, Dominik / Gielnik, Arek: Antwortschreiben von 
Vertretern des Filmteams von „Nellys Abenteuer“ auf den Antiziganismus-Vorwurf des 
Zentralrates der Deutschen Sinti und Roma, accessible at: http://indifilm.de/wp-content/
uploads/2017/10/Nelly_unsere_Stellungnahme.pdf. [Accessed: 11.10.2018]; Roma Trial. 
Stellungnahme zum Film Nellys Abenteuer: Bad publicity Is Good Publicity?, accessible 
at: http://romatrial.org/en/aktuell/ stellungnahme-zum-film-nellys-abenteuer/. [Accessed: 
5.10.2018]; Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma: Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma 
appelliert an KIKA und SWR: Antiziganistischen Kinderfilm nicht senden, accessible at: 
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-appelliert-an-kika-
und-swr-antiziganistischen-kinderfilm-nicht-senden/. [Accessed: 5.10.2018]; Zentralrat 
Deutscher Sinti und Roma: Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma erneuert Vorwurf des 
Antiziganismus gegen den Film „Nellys Abenteuer“, accessible at: http://zentralrat.sinti 
undroma. de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-erneuert- vorwurf- des-antiziganismus-
gegen-den-film-nellys-abenteuer/. [Accessed: 5.10.2018].

 4 Brunssen: Gutachten; SWR – Südwestrundfunk: Diskussion zum Film „Nellys Abenteuer“, 
accessible at: https://www.ardmediathek.de/tv/Deb%C3%BCt-im-Dritten/Diskussion-zum-
Film-Nellys-Abenteuer/SWR-Fernsehen/Video?bcastId=8758348&documentId=50509864. 
[Accessed: 29.5.2018].

 5 For an in-depth analysis of these tropes, see: Brunssen: Gutachten. A shortened version of 
the review is also available in English: Brunssen, Pavel: Review [Summary] of the Children 
and Youth Film Nellys Abenteuer (Nelly’s Adventure), accessible at: http://zentralrat.sinti 
undroma.de/en/download/481. [Accessed: 11.10.2018].

http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Stellungnahme-Jens-Becker-zu-Gutachten-Brun%C3%9Fen.pdf
http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Stellungnahme-Jens-Becker-zu-Gutachten-Brun%C3%9Fen.pdf
http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Stellungnahme-Jens-Becker-zu-Gutachten-Brun%C3%9Fen.pdf
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/download/6645
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/stellungnahme-von-prof-dr-urs-heftrich-zum-film-nellys-abenteuer/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/stellungnahme-von-prof-dr-urs-heftrich-zum-film-nellys-abenteuer/
http://indifilm.de/stellungnahme-antiziganismusvorwuerfe-nellys-abenteuer/
http://indifilm.de/stellungnahme-antiziganismusvorwuerfe-nellys-abenteuer/
http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Nelly_unsere_Stellungnahme.pdf
http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Nelly_unsere_Stellungnahme.pdf
http://romatrial.org/en/aktuell/stellungnahme-zum-film-nellys-abenteuer/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-appelliert-an-kika-und-swr-antiziganistischen-kinderfilm-nicht-senden/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-appelliert-an-kika-und-swr-antiziganistischen-kinderfilm-nicht-senden/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-erneuert-vorwurf-des-antiziganismus-gegen-den-film-nellys-abenteuer/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-erneuert-vorwurf-des-antiziganismus-gegen-den-film-nellys-abenteuer/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/zentralrat-deutscher-sinti-und-roma-erneuert-vorwurf-des-antiziganismus-gegen-den-film-nellys-abenteuer/
https://www.ardmediathek.de/tv/Deb%C3%BCt-im-Dritten/Diskussion-zum-Film-Nellys-Abenteuer/SWR-Fernsehen/Video?bcastId=8758348&documentId=50509864
https://www.ardmediathek.de/tv/Deb%C3%BCt-im-Dritten/Diskussion-zum-Film-Nellys-Abenteuer/SWR-Fernsehen/Video?bcastId=8758348&documentId=50509864
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/en/download/481
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The storyline of the film is as follows: Nelly and her parents, the  Klabunt 
family from Germany, are planning to spend their summer holidays in 
 Romania. There, Nelly learns that her parents plan to move to Romania due to 
a job opportunity for her father. Furious about this, Nelly runs away and gets 
kidnapped by two Roma, Hokus and Iancu, who hide her in a Roma village. It 
turns out that the German non-Roma Reginald Wagner is behind the kidnap-
ping of Nelly, with the aim of preventing her father from working on wind 
energy development in Romania, which competes with Wagner’s dam project. 
Nelly is finally successful in escaping with the help of Tibi and Roxana, two 
Roma children from the village. Together the children fight Wagner and save 
the Roma village, which is endangered from flooding by his dam project. At 
the end of the film, Nelly and her parents decide to move to Romania. 

Now, what is it about this film that caused such a heated public debate? 
In order to discuss this question, I will address key points concerning both 
the film and the debate. First, I will examine whether a difference between 
Roma and non-Roma is (re-)produced in the film, and if so, in what way is 
this problematic? Second, by explaining how the academic areas of film stud-
ies and minority studies differ in their understandings of what a character is 
and what a stereotype is, I will be able to discuss the relationship between 
the film team’s intention (they claimed to have anti-racist objectives) and the 
actual film product.6 Third, I will analyse two scenes from the film in order 
to emphasise how stereotypical images are inscribed in what appears on the 
film’s surface  – its manifest meaning structure  – and in what needs to be 
detangled  – the film’s latent meaning structure. I will argue that a film is 
always an expression of a society’s collective visual memory.

Nellys Abenteuer is of specific interest for several reasons. First, the 
film was well placed to succeed: Nellys Abenteuer was financed with over 
900,000 euros worth of tax money, was shown at a variety of film festivals, 
won multiple awards, and was produced in cooperation with public tele-
vision, namely Südwestrundfunk and Saarländischer Rundfunk. Most impor-
tantly, the film’s target audience is children. The film’s website provided a 

 6 The film team’s intentions have been challenged by Roma Trial, a transcultural organisa-
tion of Roma and non-Roma with an emphasis on film projects. Roma Trial claimed in a 
statement that they have been asked to contribute to the film with their knowledge and 
experience, e.g. they were supposed to read the film script and to help with the cast. How-
ever, after a few meetings and a letter of intent written by Roma Trial that helped IndiFilm to 
raise funding, the collaboration ended: “The collaboration was good as long as the produc-
tion company INDI Film needed us for their purposes.” [“Aus der Sicht unseres Vereins lief 
die Zusammenarbeit solange gut, wie uns die Produktionsfirma INDI Film für ihre Zwecke 
benötigte.”] Moreover, parts of Roma Trial’s statement of intent were used without permis-
sion by the film distributer for their press kit. Roma Trial: Stellungnahme. The film team 
later rejected Roma Trial’s claims: Kolano et al.: Antwortschreiben.
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contact address for schools that would like to screen the film as well as a link 
to “extensive educational materials.” 7 Today, the film’s website still makes 
material available for download but the strongly criticised “educational 
material” has disappeared from the website.8 Children are often regarded 
with specific concern as they are connected to ideas of innocence, hope, and 
the future. Therefore, a strong reaction to a film that is perceived as enhanc-
ing antigypsyist stereotypes is not surprising, as such a film contradicts 
pedagogical efforts against antigypsyism. The film’s impact on children was 
one of the central topics of the debate. In this context, an impact study was 
conducted by Maja Götz and Andrea Holler from the International Central 
Institute for Youth and Educational Television.9 In addition to the aforemen-
tioned aspects, I will also discuss the results and the methodology of the 
impact study.

Creating Difference in Nellys Abenteuer

Despite being a story about the developing friendship between Nelly and the 
two children from the Roma village, Tibi and Roxana, the film (re-)produces 
an essentialised difference between Roma and non-Roma. The line of differ-
ence becomes evident by examining both the film’s content and its form. 

At the beginning of the film, Nelly’s father is introduced as permanently 
busy with his smartphone. He has no time for his wife and daughter. Sim-
ilarly, Nelly’s mother is described by her daughter as “very stressy.” 10 She 
is portrayed as a person who educates her daughter to be diligent and to 
always endeavour: “If you are not practicing on a regular basis, it will all 
come to nothing!” is what she says to rebuke Nelly when she refuses to take 
her flute with her to their family holidays in Romania [00:02:38–00:02:40].11 

 7 Nellys Abenteuer, www.nellysabenteuer.de. [Accessed: 20.2.2018].
 8 In my review of the film I argued that the educational material continued to create a differ-

ence between Roma and non-Roma in a way that did not provide a differentiated perspec-
tive. An exercise sheet on “The Roma” [“Die Roma”] evoked generalising and stereotypical 
answers. For instance, questions on the exercise sheet were: “Which problems they have” 
[“Welche Probleme sie haben”], “Where and how they live” [“Wo und wie sie leben”], and 
“What characterises their way of live” [“Was ihre Lebensweise auszeichnet”]; Brunssen: 
Gutachten, p. 16. My translation.

 9 Götz, Maya / Holler, Andrea: Rezeptionsstudie zum Film Nellys Abenteuer, Internationales 
Zentralinstitut für das Jugend- und Bildungsfernsehen 2017.

 10 [“voll anstrengend”]. My translation.
 11 [“Wenn du nicht ständig übst, dann wird das nichts!”]. My translation. All time references 

are related to the DVD of the film and are in the format [Hours:Minutes:Seconds]: Nellys 
Abenteuer (D: Dominik Wessely, Germany 2017).

http://www.nellysabenteuer.de
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The German Klabunt family is introduced and portrayed as a disciplined and 
hard-working family from a German townhouse in Schwäbisch-Hall. 

The portrayal of Nelly’s home in Germany could hardly differ more from 
what she experiences during her first encounter with the Roma village. The 
scene in Germany takes place in a clean and modern middleclass townhouse 
that appears in bright light, filmed with a stable, cinematic camera. In con-
trast, the Roma village appears as pre-modern, dirty, and is shown in a dark 
and rainy environment. Here, Nelly finds herself in a totally different set-
ting when she arrives, just after being kidnapped, in the Roma village.12 The 
entrance to the village is filmed from the inside of the car. At first, approxi-
mately 50 percent of the screen is occupied by the car. This way, a barrier to 
the outside is constructed. The viewer finds him- or herself at a distance from 
the outside and also in discomfort because the car wobbles due to the bad 
condition of the street. As the car slowly occupies less space on the screen, 
the Roma village appears (Fig. 1). Here, a group of people stand shoulder to 
shoulder to watch the arrival. Gloomy sounds underscore the impression of 
foreignness and intimidation.

Now, the camera shows Nelly’s arrival from two perspectives: First, the 
third-person camera is on Nelly, who is surrounded, touched, and intimidated 
by the Roma from the village (Fig. 2). Hokus guides her through the group.

Second, the first-person camera takes Nelly’s perspective (Fig. 3). Whereas 
the camera from the car created distance, the camera’s perspective now 
demonstrates the encroaching attack on Nelly’s privacy [00:36:04–00:37:03].

This scene not only creates a difference between Nelly and the village peo-
ple, but is also reflective of the deep-rooted antigypsyist stereotype of Roma 
not being able to respect personal boundaries, instead being undisciplined and 
carefree.13 Furthermore, the unstable, wobbling, documentary camera style 
intensifies not only the perception of an uncomfortable and threatening envi-
ronment but also the perception of difference between Roma (represented by 
the people from the village) and Germans (represented by Nelly); the civi-
lised, modern, and disciplined Germans on the one side, and the uncivilised, 
pre-modern and undisciplined Roma on the other.

 12 The notion that Roma are kidnappers of children is a deeply ingrained stereotype. It has 
been literature foremost that established this image over the last centuries: from Cervantes 
to Karl May, it has been ‘Gypsies’ who stole children from their families; Brittnacher, Hans 
Richard: Das Märchen von den Kinderdieben. Zur Unverwüstlichkeit eines Vorurteils, 
in: Josting, Petra / Roeder, Caroline / Reuter, Frank / Wolters, Ute (eds.): „Denn sie rauben 
sehr geschwind jedes böse Gassenkind“. ,Zigeuner‘-Bilder in Kinder- und Jugendmedien, 
 Göttingen 2007, pp. 56–78.

 13 See for instance: End, Markus: Antiziganismus in der deutschen Öffentlichkeit. Strategien 
und Mechanismen medialer Kommunikation, Heidelberg 2014.
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Fig. 1 The Roma village appears on the screen (Screenshot taken from: Wessely, Nellys  
Abenteuer [00:36:21]).
Fig. 2 Nelly’s arrival (Screenshot taken from: Wessely, Nellys Abenteuer [00:36:52]).
Fig. 3 The first-person camera takes Nelly’s perspective (Screenshot taken from: Wessely, 
Nellys Abenteuer [00:36:55]).
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The documentary camera style strengthens the notion of authenticity. 
Interestingly, the film team proclaimed that specific scenes of Nellys Aben-
teuer were filmed in a real Roma village and that these scenes are therefore 
authentic. At the same time however, they proclaimed that Nellys Abenteuer 
is a feature film that will not be perceived as authentic or real by the audi-
ence. While ambivalence remains, there is more: Besides the frequent use of 
a documentary camera style when Roma are portrayed, the film’s setting in 
Romania needs critical attention. “The closer to ‘home,’ the more ‘authen-
tic’ the film” may be the logic here. Romanians are frequently perceived as 
Roma and vice versa.14 In addition, it is worth mentioning that Nellys Aben-
teuer is Dominik Wessely’s first feature film as a director. Before that, he 
was the director of more than fifteen documentaries. To choose a documen-
tary filmmaker for Nellys Abenteuer may be interpreted as an expression of 
the longing for authenticity when it comes to Roma film figures in German 
film productions. In Nellys Abenteuer, the stereotypical portrayal continues 
in supposedly ‘positive’ displays: In addition to the negative stereotypes 
described above, viewers are also shown a romanticised image of a presuma-
bly joyful life filled with dance, card tricks, music, and ‘traditional’ clothing. 
These representations of alleged ‘traditions’ do not break with stereotypi-
cal portrayals, but rather complement them. Fascination and disdain are two 
sides of the same coin.

Stereotypes & Characters – Film Figures as Symptoms of the 
Collective Visual Memory
How stable is the created line of difference between Roma and non-Roma? 
Does the development of friendship between Nelly, Roxana, and Tibi break 
through this line of difference? The screenwriter of Nellys Abenteuer, Jens 
Becker, wrote in a statement that Tibi, Roxana, their mother Roza and the 
kidnapper Hokus are characters in the sense that each and every one of 
them has his or her own character arc.15 In fact, there is no doubt that Tibi, 
Roxana, and Roza are, from Nelly’s perspective, at first a threat but later 
allies. However, at the same time, these characters are portrayed stereotyp-
ically throughout the film. It is important to understand that the term “ste-
reotype” means something different in film making than in social psychol-
ogy: While a stereotype in the field of social science is understood as an 

 14 Ibid.
 15 Becker, Jens: Stellungnahme von Prof. Jens Becker zum Gutachten von Prof. Dr. Urs Heftrich 

zum Film „Nellys Abenteuer“, accessible at: http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
Jens-Becker_Stellungnahme-zu-Statement-Prof.-Heftrich.pdf. [Accessed: 29.5.2018].

http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Jens-Becker_Stellungnahme-zu-Statement-Prof.-Heftrich.pdf
http://indifilm.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Jens-Becker_Stellungnahme-zu-Statement-Prof.-Heftrich.pdf
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ingrained prejudice, a stereotype in film theory is understood as a figure that 
has a function without depth or development (in contrast to a character).16 A 
figure- stereotype (“Figurenstereotyp”) does not have to be identical with the 
social psychological understanding of a stereotype.17 However, film charac-
ters can be based on a stereotypical perception of the ‘other.’ Exactly this is 
the case in Nellys Abenteuer.

Lea Wohl von Haselberg states that the way a film is made expresses not 
solely intentional, but also unintentional choices by the film team.18 The film 
team’s intention and the actual images in the film may differ. In his influen-
tial book From Caligari to Hitler, the German film theorist Siegfried Kracauer 
indicates that “films of a nation reflect its mentality.” 19 Even though racism in 
Germany is socially and publicly frowned upon, antigypsyism is still wide-
spread and deeply entrenched in the collective visual memory.20 Therefore, it 
comes as no surprise that the film team of Nellys Abenteuer claims to take an 
antiracist stand while their film (re-)produces antigypsyist stereotypes rather 
than deconstructing them.

According to Kracauer, what films reflect are “not so much explicit cre-
dos as psychological dispositions  – those deep layers of collective men-
tality which extend more or less below the dimension of consciousness.” 21 
He states that a film mirrors the collective mentality of a society for 
two reasons. First, films are not the product of an individual: “Since any 
film production unit embodies a mixture of heterogeneous interests and 

 16 Schweinitz, Jörg: Film und Stereotyp. Eine Herausforderung für das Kino und die Filmtheorie, 
Berlin 2016.

 17 Wohl von Haselberg, Lea: Und nach dem Holocaust? Jüdische Spielfilmfiguren im (west-)
deutschen Film und Fernsehen nach 1945, Berlin 2016, p. 48; see also Lea Wohl von Haselberg’s 
contribution in this volume.

 18 Wohl von Haselberg: Und nach dem Holocaust?, p. 41.
 19 Kracauer, Siegfried: From Caligari to Hitler. A Psychological History of the German Film, 

Princeton 1947, p. 5.
 20 A study published in 2016 – the same year the film premiered – found that 57.8 % of the 

German population claimed that it would be a problem for them if Sinti and Roma lived in 
their neighborhood, 49.6 % agreed that Sinti and Roma should be banned from city centers, 
and 58.5 % agreed that Sinti and Roma tend to be criminals. Although these measurements 
come with methodological problems, the numbers still give a sense of how alarming anti-
gypsyism in Germany is; Decker, Oliver / Kiess, Johannes / Eggers, Eva / Brähler, Elmar: Die 
„Mitte“-Studie 2016. Methode, Ergebnisse und Langzeitverlauf, in: Decker, Oliver / Kiess, 
Johannes / Brähler, Elmar (eds.): Die enthemmte Mitte. Autoritäre und rechtsextreme Ein-
stellung in Deutschland. Die Leipziger Mitte-Studie 2016, Gießen 2016, pp. 23–66, p. 103. The 
study continued in 2018. The results remained stable. See therefore: Brähler, Elmar / Decker, 
Oliver (eds.): Flucht ins Autoritäre. Rechtsextreme Dynamiken in der Mitte der Gesellschaft. 
Die Leipziger Autoritarismus-Studie 2018, Gießen 2018.

 21 Kracauer: Caligari, p. 6.
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inclinations, teamwork in this field tends to exclude arbitrary handling of 
screen material, suppressing individual peculiarities in favour of traits com-
mon to many people.” 22 

Second, as producers do not ‘know’ their audience, films are produced to 
address an assumed anonymous multitude: “Popular films – or, to be more 
precise, popular screen motifs – can therefore be supposed to satisfy existing 
mass desires.”  23 The historian Frank Reuter shows in his work that meanings 
and understandings of images are always related to predominant societal 
discourses.24 He describes the meaning production of images as a twofold 
process: Images are created both on the side of the image producer and on 
the side of the image consumer.25 Roma film figures can be perceived as Roma 
if their portrayal relates to attributed characteristics. Therefore, the portrayal 
of Roma in film is often related to the (supposed) Roma images of the audi-
ence. These images function properly because they are repeated again and 
again and thereby form the images ingrained in a society’s collective visual 
memory. 

A collective visual memory is linked to the collective societal roots of 
the images. In Germany, this means a connection to the long history of anti-
gypsyist images, starting in the fifteenth century, culminating in the era of 
Nazism, and continuing into the Federal German Republic. Over centuries, 
these images had a strong influence on the perception of Roma as the ‘other’ 
through displays in art, music, literature, music, and film.26 Film figures are 
often an expression of the collective visual memory linked to the history of a 
specific society. As such, film figures can be described as symptoms of societal 
images about specific groups as Lea Wohl von Haselberg analyses so bril-
liantly in her dissertation.27

 22 Ibid., p. 5.
 23 Ibid.
 24 See also Frank Reuter’s contribution in this volume.
 25 Reuter, Frank: Der Bann des Fremden. Die fotografische Konstruktion des „Zigeuners“, 

 Göttingen 2014, p. 472 f.
 26 See for instance: Bogdal, Klaus-Michael: Europa erfindet die Zigeuner. Eine Geschichte von 

Faszination und Verachtung, Berlin 2011; Josting, Petra / Roeder, Caroline / Reuter, Frank /  
Wolters, Ute (eds.): „Denn sie rauben sehr geschwind jedes böse Gassenkind“. ,Zigeuner‘- 
Bilder in Kinder- und Jugendmedien, Göttingen 2017; Peritore, Silvio / Reuter, Frank (eds.): 
Inszenierung des Fremden. Fotografische Darstellung von Sinti und Roma im Kontext der 
historischen Bildforschung, Heidelberg 2011.

 27 Wohl von Haselberg: Und nach dem Holocaust?, p. 41.
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Hidden Meanings – About the Latent and the Manifest

In order to understand how collective visual images are inscribed into films, 
it proves fruitful to focus on latent meaning structures. To emphasise this 
argument, I will now discuss two scenes from Nellys Abenteuer – the first to 
exemplify the manifest, and the second to exemplify the latent meaning struc-
tures of the stereotypical portrayal of Roma film figures in Nellys Abenteuer. 
Manifest meaning structures are usually inscribed explicitly, consciously, and 
intentionally, while latent meaning structures are often hidden, unconscious, 
and unintentional.28

One example of the manifest meaning structure in Nellys Abenteuer is the 
first encounter between Nelly, Tibi, and Roxana: While in Romania for family 
holiday, Nelly finds out that her parents plan to move there permanently. 
Nelly reacts furiously, screams at her parents and runs off. She finds herself 
alone in the centre of Sibiu, where Tibi performs card tricks on the street while 
his sister Roxana is begging. As Nelly tries to give her some money, Roxana 
steals her wallet and, together with Tibi, runs off with it. Moments later, Tibi 
and Roxana are shown trying to make money with dancing and card tricks in 
the streets. At the end of the day, Hokus picks up Tibi and Roxana in his black 
Mercedes and Roxana reluctantly hands over the money she made (Fig. 4). 

This fast sequence links the Roma portrayal in the film to the antigypsyist 
image of a daily routine of a so called ‘Bettelmafia’ (‘begging mafia’), as it is 
often illustrated in antigypsyist media coverage on Roma – especially in con-
nection to migration from Romania and Bulgaria to Germany.29 The portrayal 
of Roma as a ‘clan’ coming into the city to steal and betray is deeply inscribed 
into the collective visual memory.30 Roma are seen as unable to produce on 
their own; they live on a society without contributing to it in a productive 
way.31

While this scene seems to be very explicit and direct, the latent meaning 
structure in Nellys Abenteuer must be deconstructed in more detail. To analyse 
the latent inscription of antigypsyist societal images in the film, a scene show-
ing Nelly’s parents searching for her kidnapped daughter is paradigmatic: In 
a hotel, Nelly’s father asks the receptionist if she saw a “Roma boy” and a 

 28 The distinction between manifest and latent functions goes back to Merton, Robert K.: Social 
Theory and Social Structure. Enlarged to Include Two New Essays on Theoretical Sociology, 
New York 1968.

 29 End: Antiziganismus, pp. 117–219.
 30 See for instance: Schreiter, Nikolai: „Eingeschleppte Parasiten“ – Antiziganismus und die 

Bettelmafia als pathische Projektion, in: sans phrase 7 (2015), pp. 49–62.
 31 End, Markus: „Wer nicht arbeiten will, der soll auch nicht essen“, accessible at: https://phase-

zwei. org/hefte/artikel/wer-nicht-arbeiten-will-der-soll-auch-nicht-essen-60/. [Accessed: 
20.11.2018].

https://phase-zwei.org/hefte/artikel/wer-nicht-arbeiten-will-der-soll-auch-nicht-essen-60/
https://phase-zwei.org/hefte/artikel/wer-nicht-arbeiten-will-der-soll-auch-nicht-essen-60/
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“blonde girl.” The way he asks this question (there is no other description of 
Tibi besides that he is Roma) postulates a common understanding between the 
father, the receptionist, and the film’s audience regarding how a “Roma boy” 
looks. The receptionist’s answer reaffirms this understanding: “To be honest, 
I have never seen a blond girl and a Roma boy together.”  32 Unlike Tibi, whose 
only characteristic is being a “Roma boy,” Nelly is described as “blonde.” Here, 
a “Roma boy’s” appearance needs no further explanation, as the presumed 
audience understands what is meant due to the images inscribed in the col-
lective visual memory.

How to (not) Measure a Film’s Impact

One outcome of the debate on Nellys Abenteuer was an impact study conducted 
by Maja Götz and Andrea Holler from the International Central Institute for 
Youth and Educational Television.33 They undertook a questionnaire-based sur-
vey with 72 children, aged 9 to 11, before and after showing the film.34

In this study, the authors rightly stress that children consume media 
actively and that individuals have different interpretations of a film.35 There-
fore, assumptions about a direct influence of media products may be too 

 32 [“Ehrlich gesagt habe ich noch nie ein blondes Mädchen und einen Roma-Jungen zusammen 
gesehen.”] [01:19:44–01:20:02]. My translation.

 33 The reception study was published on www.indifilm.de, the website of the film’s production 
company. The International Central Institute for Youth and Educational Television is affiliated 
with the public television station Bayerischer Rundfunk.

 34 Götz / Holler: Rezeptionsstudie, p. 9 f.
 35 Ibid., p. 6.

Fig. 4 Roxana hands over the money to Hokus (Screenshot taken from: Wessely, Nellys  
Abenteuer [00:26:13]).

http://www.indifilm.de


122 Pavel Brunssen

simplistic. However, the authors also stress, in reference to cultural theorist 
Stuart Hall, that the way an individual absorbs and interprets the inscribed 
meaning of a film depends on his or her existing knowledge, cultural context, 
communicative discourses etc. In this context, it is important that the authors 
state in their introduction that constantly repeated images and ascriptions of 
meanings form the worldview of the audience.36

The study consists of three research questions: First, do children, aged 9 to 11, 
know what the term “Roma” means? If yes, what do they associate with it? 

None of the children had pre-knowledge of the term “Roma,” whereas one 
in three had pre-knowledge of the term “Gypsy” (“Zigeuner”), often connected 
with “clear negative and antigypsyist tendencies.”  37 After the film, most of the 
kids agreed that “Roma” are the inhabitants of Romania. The authors of the 
study conclude as follows: “This means, that all possible stereotyping is related 
to the children´s images about Romanians.”  38 In the logic of the authors, there-
fore, none of the answers contain antigypsyist tendencies.39

Second, how do the children understand the storyline of the film? How do 
they interpret its moral message? 

Here, the children were asked in an open-ended question what can be 
learned from the film. Almost one in two answered that one should not get 
into the car of a foreigner or trust foreigners.40 Most of the children answered 
the question in a way that expressed social distance. Only few said that “one 
can find friends, no matter when and where one is.”  41 While the authors con-
clude that no explicit antigypsyist tendencies could be found by most of the 
children,42 it would be interesting to put these results into a broader perspec-
tive. For instance, social distance is a common measuring instrument for anti-
gypsyism in society. In 2016, a study conducted by a working group from the 
University of Leipzig, found that 57.8 % of the German population agrees with 
the statement that they would consider it as a problem if Sinti and Roma lived 
in their neighbourhood.43

Third, does the film produce or reproduce antigypsyist stereotypes?

 36 Götz / Holler: Rezeptionsstudie, p. 7.
 37 [“Es zeigt sich also bei denjenigen, die eine innere Vorstellung von dem Wort Zigeuner 

haben, dass diese oft mit deutlich negativen und antiziganistischen Tendenzen verbunden 
sind.”]. Ibid., p. 16. My translation.

 38 [“Dies bedeutet, dass alle möglicherweise stattfindenden Stereotypisierungen sich auf das 
Bild der Kinder von Rumän*innen beziehen.”]. Ibid., p. 21. My translation.

 39 Ibid., p. 25.
 40 Ibid., p. 26.
 41 [“man Freunde finden kann, egal wann und wo man ist”]. Ibid. My translation.
 42 Ibid., p. 28.
 43 Decker et al.: „Mitte“-Studie 2016, p. 51.



When Good Intentions Go Bad 123

Here, it becomes clear that the impact study is no more than a first approx-
imation of the topic and that the results are anything but representative 
(something that the authors themselves also emphasised in the study). The 
impact study produced some interesting results but did not make use of its 
full potential. Most importantly, the study did not take the current state of 
research on antigypsyism into account. This results in an approach which tries 
to measure antigypsyism by asking standardised questions about the relation-
ship between physical traits and personal character, although antigypsyism 
is not necessarily tied to physical traits. Finally, the authors’ conclusion is as 
follows: “Since the children interpret Roma as Romanian in general and not 
as an ethnic minority in particular, this cannot be viewed as antigypsyist but 
rather understood as stereotyping Romanians.”   44

Putting these results in a broader perspective, one may come to a funda-
mentally different conclusion. In his study on media portrayals of Roma in 
Germany, Markus End found that the medial discourse often fails to differenti-
ate Roma and migrants from Romania and Bulgaria.45 Repeatedly, any migra-
tion from Romania or Bulgaria is portrayed as Roma-migration, often linked 
to the portrayal of a so called ‘poverty-driven migration’ (‘Armutsmigration’). 
In this regard, misconceptions about Roma and Romanians may enhance anti-
gypsyist tendencies rather than being a separate phenomenon.

Furthermore, the authors of the study say that there are no explicit anti-
gypsyist tendencies because the children do not have the same world knowl-
edge as adults.46 While it is important and interesting to look at children´s 
perspectives, it would have been necessary to inquire about not explicit but 
implicit antigypsyist tendencies in order to get appropriate results. What hap-
pens if the children are confronted with the world view of an adult? What 
happens if the audience is not aged 9 to 11 but 12 to 14? What happens if the 
kids are asked about the film again five years from now? What happens if a 
wallet is stolen in class on Monday and there is a Roma girl from Romania in 
class? What happens if a child in the audience shouts: “They are Roma. I know 
Roma – they are the same as Gypsies.” What happens if the authors ask Roma 
children and not children coming from the majority society? The perspective 
on the film may be fundamentally different. One example: In September 2017, 
a young Roma girl of elementary school age reacted to the film by saying: 

 44 [“Da die Kinder aber Roma als Rumän*innen im Allgemeinen und nicht als ethnische Min-
derheit im Besonderen interpretieren, kann dies nicht als antiziganistisch, sondern wenn, 
dann stereotypisierend für Rumän*innen gesehen werden.”]. Götz / Holler: Rezeptionsstudie, 
p. 50. My translation.

 45 End: Antiziganismus, pp. 161–164.
 46 Götz / Holler: Rezeptionsstudie, p. 25.
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“Hello, I am a Roma child too, but I do not steal, I always ask before I take 
something.”  47

Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to analyse the portrayal of Roma in Nellys Aben-
teuer. In doing so, I focused on four key aspects of the film and the debate 
around its broadcasting in public German television. First, the film (re-)pro-
duces a line of difference between Germans and Roma. This difference is based 
on stereotypes, portraying Roma as uncivilised, pre-modern, and dangerous. 
The self-concept of the German majority society uses the ‘other’ as a foil for 
comparison – Germans are portrayed as civilised, modern, and disciplined. 
Second, there is no breaking through this line of difference in Nellys Abenteuer 
although the Roma film figures develop, and Nelly becomes friends with Tibi 
and Roxana. Even though the Roma film figures are characters, they are por-
trayed according to stereotypical images. Roma film figures can be understood 
as such if they are portrayed as expected. Thus, the collective visual memory 
gets inscribed into films. Third, a film is linked to a society’s collective visual 
memory. This can be understood by analysing those film scenes in which such 
images are inscribed unintentionally and unconsciously. It becomes evident 
that even a well-intended film can be problematic. Fourth, context matters 
when it comes to impact studies. Films must be studied by putting them into 
societal and historical context. A fruitful approach may be to focus on the 
hidden, the unconscious, and the latent meaning structures of stereotypical 
images to gain a deeper understanding of how films (re-)produce societal 
images, which in Germany are linked to a long history of antigypsyism. It 
needs to be considered that a film is not broadcasted into an empty space but 
made by producers and perceived by an audience socialized by a society that 
inherits deeply rooted antigypsyist images in its collective visual memory. 
Whether intended or not, this collective visual memory is not least shaped by 
films like Nellys Abenteuer.

 47 Ayyadi, Kira: „Nellys Abenteuer“ – ein zutiefst rassistischer Kinderfilm, accessible at: http://
www.belltower.news/artikel/%E2%80%9Cnellys-abenteuer%E2%80%9C-%E2%80%93-ein-zut
iefst-rassistischer-kinderfilm-12647. [Accessed: 28.5.2018].

http://www.belltower.news/artikel/%E2%80%9Cnellys-abenteuer%E2%80%9C-%E2%80%93-ein-zutiefst-rassistischer-kinderfilm-12647
http://www.belltower.news/artikel/%E2%80%9Cnellys-abenteuer%E2%80%9C-%E2%80%93-ein-zutiefst-rassistischer-kinderfilm-12647
http://www.belltower.news/artikel/%E2%80%9Cnellys-abenteuer%E2%80%9C-%E2%80%93-ein-zutiefst-rassistischer-kinderfilm-12647

