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Although courtroom films were a common feature of the Nazi era, 

Sensationsprozess Casilla (Sensation Trial: Casilla) is rather unusual 

because of its setting in a modern courtroom in the United States. First 

screened in Berlin in September 1939, it is considered to be an anti

American film because of its hostile portrayal of the American legal system 

and the American way of life. 

Based on a book by Hans Possendorf, the film tells the story of a 

German cameraman who is accused of the murder of a child film star and 

who, as a foreigner, would have found it difficult to secure a fair trial in 

America had it not been for the intervention of a renowned defence 

attorney. 

PLOT SUMMARY 

The film begins rather dramatically with the pilots of a passenger plane 

flying over Casablanca having suddenly fallen seriously ill. Among the 

passengers are a famous American attorney, Casar Vandegrift, his 

daughter, Jessie, and Peter Roland, a prisoner being escorted back to the 



United States to stand trial for the abduction of a child film star ten years 
previously. As Peter is the only other person on board capable of flying the 
plane, the passengers have little choice other than to put their faith in him 
to fly the plane to safety. Primarily through gratitude for their eventual safe 
landing and partly because he believes Peter's claim that he is innocent of 
the murder of Binnie Casilla, Vandegrift takes a personal interest in his 
case and arranges for an attorney called Salvini to represent Peter in 
court. 

Given the wide media attention which the case will bring, it transpires 
that the general manager of PPC films is planning to re-release some of 
Binnie's earlier films and to split the profits with Binnie's stepmother, Sylvia 
Casilla. Both Binnie's natural mother, Anna, and her father had died in the 
intervening years. Sylvia is concerned by Vandegrift's interest in the case 
and arranges for her shifty servant, James, to keep track of the defence by 
courting the affections of Vandegrift's secretary, Almar. Meanwhile, Peter 
confesses to Vandegrift that while he did abduct the girl, this was done to 

protect her from mistreatment by her parents who had been stunting her 
growth so that she could remain a child star. Peter claims that Binnie is 

alive and living in South America, and Jessie is secretly dispatched to 
bring the girl to the trial. Unfortunately, Almar inadvertently lets slip Jessie's 
movements to James, who follows Jessie to Columbia and manages to 
reach Binnie's house in advance. Consequently, when Jessie eventually 
arrives at the house, she discovers that it has been burned to the ground 
and there is no sign of Binnie. 



Peter Roland (right) succeeds in convincing Vandegrift of his innocence 

while making an emergency landing in Casablanca. (Deutsches 
Filminstitut/FWM) 

Back in the wild frenzy of the courtroom in Stockford, where 

proceedings were being broadcast live on American television, various 

witnesses are called to the stand. First, Sylvia's black maid, Ines Brown, 

claims that she had heard Peter declare his love for Anna, a claim which 

he vehemently denies. Next, Sylvia recounts how a foreigner had 

telephoned her husband three nights before the abduction demanding 

$100,000 to prevent the seizure of the child. It was only later that they 

were convinced it was the voice of Peter, who was employed as a 

cameraman by PPC films. While Peter quietly admits to Salvani that he 

had written a letter warning the family to stop abusing Binnie, he had never 

sent a ransom demand and he had certainly never phoned the Casillas' 

house. It also emerges that when the abduction did take place, Sylvia had 

fired two shots at the kidnapper and from blood-stained clothes left at the 

scene of the crime it would appear that Binnie had been wounded in the 

process. 

Vandegrift eventually assumes the role of defence attorney himself, 

casting doubt on the evidence of the handwriting expert who, although 

convinced that the blackmail letter was written by Peter, cannot confirm 



that he has examined every single word in the letter. Even though the fresh 
disappearance of Binnie is a setback, Vandegrift proceeds to try to 
demolish the prosecution's case point by point. First, the evidence of Ines 
is shown to be unreliable because when she is asked to reiterate her 
earlier claims concerning Peter's love for Anna, she uses exactly the same 
words as in her earlier testimony. Second, Vandegrift manages to imply 
that the Casillas had invented the story of a phone call from a blackmailer, 
rather than take Peter's letter to the police as its content would have been 
embarrassing for them. 

Vandegrift (Heinrich George) cunningly succeeds in proving that the maid's 
testimony is unreliable. (Deutsches Filminstitut/FWM) 

The defence's case is also strengthened by a statement from Binnie's 
nanny that there was a book in the house on glandular research, and that 
she had heard Sylvia say to her husband that Binnie must not grow any 



more otherwise there would be no more film deals with PPC. Knowing that 
Peter was fond of the child and vice-versa, she had reported her concerns 
to Peter, who was horrified at the thought of Binnie being deliberately 
mistreated in this way. 

Following Binnie's original abduction, it transpired that Binnie's father 
and stepmother had made various attempts to have a death certificate 
issued so that they could inherit the fortune being kept in trust for her. This 
fact allows Vandegrift to make the damning assertion that the only person 
who had anything to gain from Peter going to the electric chair was Sylvia 
Casilla! 

When Peter is brought to the stand, he describes how, on witnessing a 
doctor secretly giving injections to Binnie each night, he had resolved to 
abduct the child and force her parents to admit their misdeeds. He explains 
how he had started to write a letter, but that he must have dropped it in the 
garden and now assumes the Casillas had discovered the letter and had 
forged an ending, thereby making it appear as a blackmail letter. However, 

despite the growing evidence of ill-doing by Binnie's parents, the failure of 
the defence to produce Binnie herself results in Peter's being judged guilty 

of her murder and sentenced to death. 
Just as all hope for Peter seems lost, it emerges that Binnie had 

managed to escape and soon arrives in Stockford. Now, Sylvia claims that 
she does not recognise Binnie and implies that she may be an imposter, 
despite the apparent scar on her shoulder from a bullet wound. However, 
X-rays reveal that a bullet is still lodged in Binnie's shoulder which, once
removed, is shown to fit neatly into the revolver fired by Sylvia at the
fleeing abductor. With Binnie's identity having been proven, Peter is
immediately released from prison. The film has a happy conclusion with
Binnie and Peter sailing off to Peter's parents in Germany, and the
certainty of future romance between Jessie and Peter.

CRITICAL REVIEW 

Sensationsprozess Casilla is a fast-moving film which combines mystery 
and romance as the truth surrounding the disappearance of Binnie is 
gradually revealed. The viewer's attention is not only held by the dramatic 
outbursts of the lawyers and witnesses in the court, but also by the 



constant uncertainty as to the final outcome of the case, since the 
defendant's prospects of success ebb and flow as more information comes 
to light. The fact that the testimony of the key witnesses is placed in doubt, 
and that it is obvious that the Casilla family was more interested in 
monetary gain than Binnie's welfare, really does little to weaken the case 
against Peter, especially when he admits that he had abducted the child. 
Even the defence team believes that Binnie really has been murdered in 
the interim. Any hope gained from the eventual appearance of Binnie is 
immediately dashed when Binnie cannot prove her own identity, only to be 
rekindled with the revelation that the bullet extracted from her shoulder 
was fired from Sylvia's gun. 

Sylvia refuses to recognise Binnie as her stepdaughter. (Deutsches 
Filminstitut/FWM) 

As a piece of detective fiction, however, the plot is not without its flaws. 
Why didn't the Casillas go to the police as soon as they received the 
supposed blackmail phone call? How were Peter and the wounded Binnie 
ever able to flee the States in the first place? Given that everyone is 
agreed that Binnie had been hit by a bullet during her kidnap, why does no 
one consider that she might indeed have been killed by that bullet rather 



than murdered by Peter? Even press reviews at the time complain that the 

film does not reveal the fate of Sylvia's dangerous servant, James. With 

regard to proving the identity of Binnie, would not her blood-type, dental 

and other medical records also have served to clarify the position without 

the need for a potentially dangerous operation to remove the bullet? In 

today's world, Peter's seemingly undue interest in the young Binnie would 

have appeared rather unhealthy and would possibly have given rise to 

other charges as to the reason for the abduction. However, all of this can 

be overlooked in that the film provides good entertainment and a happy 

ending. 

Nature of Anti-American propaganda 

It would, nevertheless, be na"fve to consider Sensationsprozess Casilla as 

nothing more than a piece of innocent entertainment, since the film 

contains a good deal of material which is clearly anti-American. The 

denigration of the American way of life is found both in the negative 

portrayal of its legal system and in the values and behaviour of its citizens. 

Condemnation of the American legal system 

Any German viewer of the time would clearly have been shocked by this 

graphic presentation of the adversarial nature of American legal procedure 

compared to the more measured and inquisitorial style of the German 

system. The courtroom appears more like a theatre, with the key 

participants performing as actors on a stage and whose actions are 

applauded or jeered by the watching public. The fact that the proceedings 

are being transmitted live, and that journalists can constantly intervene to 

take photographs, clearly suggest that it is sensationalism rather than 

justice which will be the winner. The radio broadcast is frequently 

interrupted by an announcement that the programme is sponsored by the 

best milk chocolate company in the world, a fact which seems more 

important than the fate of the defendant. 

The whole system seems to be corrupt or at best open to abuse. Even 

the judge is a bit of a maverick whose seemingly whimsical decisions as to 

which questions might be permitted sometimes inconvenience the defence 

and at other times the prosecution, although at no time does he seem 



prepared to intervene to prevent the intimidation of the witnesses who 

have taken to the stand. 

For both the prosecutor and the defence attorney, winning the case 

seems more important than the actual guilt or innocence of the accused. 

The state prosecutor is even shown trying to manipulate the outcome of 

the case in his pre-court briefing with Sylvia Casilla. He asks her to show 

some reluctance to condemn Peter when she is asked if she thinks he is 

guilty, as this will make a better impression on the press and the jury. 

Likewise, Vandegrift is not averse to hiring some rough-looking villains to 

obtain copies of information which will help his client. 

The impression that the whole process is a sham is reinforced by the 

oath which witnesses are supposed to swear before they give their 

testimony. This should be a solemn and significant element in the 

proceedings, but as the clerk speaks in such a monotone manner, either 

shortening the oath or reciting it so quickly that its significance is lost, it 

only serves as a piece of meaningless ritual. 

In the courtroom itself, both sides resort to underhand tactics when 

interviewing witnesses and speaking to the jury. In his opening remarks, 

the prosecutor is particularly adept at playing to his 'jury audience' as he 

dramatically lists the reasons why Peter deserves the electric chair. He 

almost explodes with anger as he points to the accused, and he puts extra 

pressure on the ultimate verdict of the jury by adding, as if the case is 

already won, that it is 'the world' against Peter Roland. 

However, the defence is depicted to be just as devious. When Ines 

claims that Peter had been in love with Anna, Salvani immediately starts 

his cross examination in a very intimidating manner by demanding how 

much Ines had been paid. Before he can complete his question, Ines falls 

to her knees and claims she had not been paid, obviously assuming that 

he was accusing her of having been bribed by Sylvia Casilla to make such 

a statement. The whole public gallery bursts into laughter when Salvani 

calmly claims that he had only been going to ask her how much she was 

paid as a maid by Anna Casilla. The damage to the reliability of the 

witness is thus assured. Similarly, Vandegrift bullies the handwriting expert 

by refusing to let him answer his questions with nothing other than a 

simple 'yes or no', thereby evoking misleading answers. There is also an 

amusing moment when, having admitted to his own team that the case 



seems lost because of the non-appearance of Binnie, Vandegrift still has 
the audacity to stand up in court and bluff that the case is 'as good as 
won'. To the German cinema viewer, the American justice process must 
have seemed entirely farcical. 

Vandegrift, his daughter, Jessie and Salvani work together to achieve Peter 
Roland's acquittal. (Deutsches Filminstitut/FWM) 

The most passionate denunciation of the system is voiced by the 
defendant himself. When asked why he had not gone to the police about 
the Casillas' mistreating their daughter, he responds that the police would 
have thought he was mad, that the Casillas were influential people with 
lots of money and, above all else, because he was a foreigner. Indeed, he 
was a German! Even the evidence provided by the nanny in support of 
Peter is cast into doubt when it is revealed that she is also a German. 
What more damning condemnation of the American legal system than the 



assertion that only an American would receive fair treatment in America, 
and that influence and money carried more weight than the truth! 

Condemnation of American values 

However, the film goes much further than simply condemning the 
American legal system; it also derides American values and priorities. 

Morbid curiosity 

The depraved curiosity of the average American citizen is demonstrated by 
the very fact that this trial aroused sufficient public interest to be broadcast 
live, and important events in the case make front-page news simply 
because it concerns the fate of a film star. Their interest is not so much for 

the fate of the accused, but for the sensational revelations about the lives 
of the key participants which they hope will emerge from the proceedings. 

This morbid curiosity is also reflected in the number of sightseers 
visiting the house where the abduction occurred. Plaques have been 
erected to show where key incidents took place and the guide revels in 
describing all the gory details. The sightseers act like lemmings with their 

heads turning from side to side as the guide points to various scenes of the 
crime, and it is amusing how they all stand up in unison to take compulsory 
photographs. There is absolutely no sensitivity for the feelings of the real 
human beings involved in the case. Such curiosity may be commonplace 
in today's world with such easy access to the media, but this was not the 
case in most of the world at that time and hence why it is America, 
ironically, which falls prey to so much criticism, primarily because of the 
very openness of its society. 

Society governed by financial greed and power 

Time and again, examples are provided of how every level of American 
society is dominated by the power and influence which wealth brings. The 
film illustrates how the greed for money has led to the moral corruption of 
ordinary citizens prepared to go to any lengths for financial reward. 

The fact that parents would deliberately conspire with a corrupt doctor 
to have their child's growth stunted is a clear indictment of the relative 
value placed on money and morality in American society. Such is the 
extent of Sylvia's greed that she is prepared to bribe her maid to commit 
perjury and to arrange for her servant, James, to go to South America and 



remove all evidence of Binnie's existence. Indeed, she is even ready to, as 

it were, 'commit murder' by allowing Peter to go to the electric chair just so 

that she can be certain of inheriting the fortune left in trust for Binnie. 

Likewise, the facts that the tour guide not only makes money out of 

selling lurid photographs of both Peter Roland and the electric chair, but 

will also charge extra to allow tourists to visit the rooms in which the 

abduction took place, demonstrate that there are no depths to which 

people will not sink for the sake of profit. 

Even the general manager of Binnie's film company is determined to 

make an unexpected windfall from the interest in the court case by re

releasing Binnie's earlier films. Given that the Nazis perceived the 

American film industry as being run by Jews, which in many cases was 

indeed true, it is very convenient that this general manager should be seen 

to be greedily grabbing every last 'pound of flesh' in this way. 

CONCLUSION 

Completed in less than six months, the German censors were happy to 

approve the screening of Sensationsprozess Casilla, a film which neatly 

reflected the Nazi vision of the wider world and which pokes fun at an 

America whose President Roosevelt had become increasingly outspoken 

in criticising Germany's internal policies. Hitler had been particularly 

incensed by the Warners' release of Confessions of a Nazi Spy in April 

1939, and the Nazis had threatened to produce a series of retaliatory films 

exposing life in the United States as being one of greed, corruption, crime 

and unhappiness. This film, which, in the eyes of the Nazis, showed a 

flawed American legal system as indicative of a failed society, achieved 

many of these aims. Indeed, there is a disparaging aside early in the film 

from Sylvia's servant about the whole concept of democracy - the very 

form of government which is so applauded by Roosevelt. 

By focussing on the apparent failings of the American legal system, the 

Nazis were naturally happy to divert attention away from the brutal nature 

of National Socialist justice and its courtrooms, which were to send 

thousands of citizens to imprisonment or death, often for the most spurious 

of reasons. 



At the end of the war, Sensationsprozess Casilla was one of the films 

immediately banned by the Allies, partly because it was considered very 

anti-American and partly because it starred Heinrich George, who featured 

in a number of the Nazis' more controversial films. Rather surprisingly, the 

director of the film, Eduard von Borsody, who was involved in the 

production of a number of even more explicit Nazi propaganda films such 

as Wunschkonzert, had no difficulty resuming his career in films after the 

war. It is possibly a reflection of the fact that the Allies themselves really 

saw little to condemn in Sensationsprozess Casilla, which in many ways 

was perhaps a fair reflection of American society at that time, even if they 

were reluctant to make such an admission. In fact, earlier American films 

such as Stranger on the Stairs (1940), starring Peter Lorre, had already 

exposed the failings of American justice with its depiction of an absent

minded judge, a jury which is half-asleep and a bullying prosecutor. By 

1957, the film was again cleared for general screening primarily on the 

grounds that, by then, a whole raft of American-produced films openly 

critical of America's legal system had been released. 
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