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How I Accidentally became a Spy
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SYNOPSIS

At the age of 99, the little white-haired woman tours the whole world like a rock star. Marthe Hoffnung Cohn is 
the superstar of “WWII-witnesses”. She has character and soon we understand why she was called “Chichinette” 
(“the nuisance”). Her lectures are entertaining and peppered with punchlines, with quick-wittedness and charm 
Marthe captivates her audience. And with her incredible life story: Marthe Hoffnung, a French Jew from Metz, 
who lost her fiancé and her sister in the war and decided in 1945 to risk her life as a spy for the Allies in Nazi 
Germany and to fight for the end of the war. Then she didn’t talk about her incredible story for 60 years.

The film traces, partly in animated pictures, an impressive life and observes Marthe today as she travels the world 
with almost manic zeal and with the loving support of her husband Major to share her story with the young 
generation. Marthe Cohn’s message is also her life motto: “It is always possible to fight against injustice, even 
under the worst circumstances”. For she knows that she does not have much time left.

REVIEWS

It is only no, at the age of 99, that French Jewish Marthe Cohn can talk freely about her experience as a spy during 
the war. Known at the time as Chichinette, she was recruited as a young woman by the French army and sent to 
gather intelligence from inside Germany. At four and a half feet tall, Cohn – then as today – may not look like 
much of a threat, but her incredible bravery and resourcefulness contributed to the Nazis’ eventual defeat. The 
Accidental Spy is as dynamic as the woman whose extraordinary story it tells.

— UK Jewish Film 

DETAILS

LANGUAGE
The characters speak French and English in the documentary according to the country where they are. Marthe 
known as Chichinette speaks English with a strong French accent some critics called a “Maurice Chevalier” 
accent.

It is ordinary everyday French with practically no coarse or vulgar language.

At one point Major, Marthe’s American husband, is driving. Out of frustration he swears at a driver (He calls him 
“con”, asshole, with his American accent).

Marthe is quick at witty retorts which makes it very pleasant to follow her in her speaking tours.
Her voice over narration of pictures and animation scenes emphasize her talent as a narrator and a speaker in 
French.

VIOLENCE 
Although the documentary deals with war and spies, the archival images are for all audiences.

Nicola Alice Hens explains that the animation scenes of the film express the most impactful emotional moments 
set into Marthe’s memory after 60 years of silence. She almost wanted to bring the memories in a subliminal way 
in the narration. These animation scenes slowly emerge from real images. The original archival pictures, part of 
the coloured images drawn by hand, are accompanied by a careful musical creation mixing past and present in 
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order to give a timeless aspect to the events in Marthe’s life. 

Marthe touches on the topic of death: the death of her sister arrested and deported to a camp, that of her fiancé, 
a resistant fighter executed in Mont-Valérien. Marthe’s attempts to cross over to Germany are suspenseful and 
difficult bit she succeeds and becomes a nurse there. Her narrative skills are captivating especially with Marthe’s 
voice over the animation sequences.

The Holocaust references are present when Major Cohn and Marthe visit the Paris Memorial of the Shoah or 
when Marthe speaks about the arrest of her sister and the camps she is thrown in.
Marthe underlines the hatred of the Nazis against Jews as well as the dangers that the resistant fighters are 
exposed to.

In short, the documentary tells the real life story of Marthe filled with adventures, courage without  focusing on 
gory visual details. The voice over the archival pictures and animation sequences give the right emotional tone to 
the life experience of a true heroin.

NUDITY
None

SEXUAL ACTIVITY 
Nothing of a visual nature to signal.

In some of her personal pictures, Marthe and her fiancé Jacques are walking arm in arm.
One animation scene shows a man (Jacques) and Marthe dancing together: they met t a ball 
and liked each other right away.

Marthe speaks of the numerous marriage proposals that she received in Indochina as a rou-
tine.

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT/ MESSAGES
Life has not been easy for Marthe: she had to be displaced and leave her home in Alsace; she lived with the fear 
of being arrested; she had to walk or bike long distances from Germany to France to report to her Intelligence 
service.

The cruel and hateful Nazi regime as told by Marthe might impress young children but an audience of 12 years of 
age and older can benefit and learn from this extraordinary documentary.

• A lesson in courage, strength and positivity
Marthe rejected passivity and chose to fight back. One of Marthe’s mottos is: “It is always possible to fight against 
injustice even in the worst circumstances.” 

The filmmaker captures the traits of Marthe’s personality that helped her move forward against all odds: “ I wish 
that Marthe’s individual life-long journey, linked with her strong personality, her positive attitude in life and her 
unflinching sense of humour, touches audiences as much as it touched me. I hope the film in its own way will 
help keep alive as long as possible the memory of Marthe’s peer generation and what they had to go through.”

• The racist insanity
Nazi antisemitism and racism led to the outrageous inhumane treatment of millions of people. This theme brings 
us back to present times of ethnic cleansing wars. It also forces us to reflect on the rise of the far right parties in 
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Europe and in the States.

•  History lessons
It is important that young people learn and understand the events of  World War II and their impact on 
humanity. Knowing and understand history help to develop an awareness of what’s happening now to avoid 
repeating the same past mistakes.

• Keeping alive the memory of victims of racism and antisemitism
Marthe travels the world like a rock star to share her life experience with young and adult audiences so that 
history continues to honour victims of antisemitism and racism. Monuments, memorials, museums: in this 
documentary Marthe visits all the places and speaks about them with strength and experience.

• Knowledge dissemination
In order to keep the memory of war victims alive, in order to respect the sacrifice of civilians and soldiers alike 
and to pay tribute to them, in order to denounce the horrific treatment humans inflicted to other humans, it is 
important that the living witnesses connect youths with the past and help them understand it.

Marthe Cohn’s biographical book
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PHOTOS OF THE DOCUMENTARY

Young Marthe

Marthe dances with her fiancé Jacques Delaunay.

Marthe and her husband Dr. Major Cohn.
The Cohns travel the world: they are visiting  the Shoah Memorial in 
Paris (picture on the left).
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Marthe speaks to a young audience

 
Marthe and her medals.

Marthe Hoffnung is honoured with « la Croix 
de guerre » in 1945. She will get « la Médaille 
militaire » in 1999 and will become « Chevalier 
de la Légion d’honneur » in 2004, before getting 
the « Médaille de reconnaissance de la Nation » 
in 2006.

Nicola Alice Hens is shooting the 
documentary on Marthe

Marthe knows how to address her audiences 
with wit and a great sense of humour 
in spite of the seriousness of her topics

A war veteran gives Marthe a kiss


