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Directed with supreme confidence, Caroline
Link explores themes of isolation, the pain
of unknowing, and the beauty of cultural
diversity. Giving equal weight to both the
natives and the German Jews her portrayal
is wholly unsentimental. By combining the
rustic beauty of Africa's landscape with a
heart throbbing score of drums and strings,
the result is heart shifting.
This was the highest grossing film in Germany in 2002 and in additional to winning the 2003 Oscar for Best
Foreign Language film, it garnered several other awards.
Commenting on what attracted her to the story, the director replied “After reading the book by Stephanie
Zweig, I knew I wanted to do it. There were really three different reasons: one, I could get to make a movie
in Africa. I wrote the screenplay in Africa and I stayed on a farm. I was really looking forward to
discovering the country. Second, the fact that the Jewish family had gone all the way to Kenya was so
interesting. Germans today know that Jews went to England or America, but they don't really know that
they also traveled to places as far away as Africa, Shanghai, or Peru, and these were just average people,
not adventurers. I could identify with the woman who wasn't comfortable there, who didn't want to be there.
Third, I wanted to find a personal aspect I could investigate, and I decided to concentrate on the marriage,
and the problems the two people had once they arrived in Africa. Their world breaks down after their
conventional lives -- which worked so well together-- no longer exist. They had to find something new in
each other, because the old things about their life aren't there. I want to see how they could still love each
other when things get so difficult, when the circumstances change. This personal aspect is what interests
me the most. I'm fascinated with discovering a new world, but what really makes people identify with the
story is really the inner conflict.”

Looking at the success of the film she said “I think it has a lot to do with the fascination with Africa. But it's
also because people can identify with this family. They're not like Isaak Dinesen (author of "Out of Africa"),
who went to Kenya to have an adventure. This family didn't want to go. They were ordinary people living
their lives, and then all of a sudden they had to go to the desert to try to make a living. The wife thinks
she's wasting her time in Africa. She thinks: "We're surviving, but what for? To live here and stare and the
desert. That's not a life." Some people think that the Jews who left Germany early were lucky because they
survived. But many of these people died in exile with broken hearts. It fascinates me how average, small
people made a living under these circumstances. I think people can identify with that, because it's
believable.”
Link had been determined to film in the actual location where the story was set, and use actors from those
same locales. As she put it, "I don't think it's a good idea to dress up Zulus as Masaii or vice versa. Those
details have to be true because, after all, the people tell much about their country and lend a special
atmosphere and sense of place
to the film."
The producer Peter Herrmann
recalled “Caroline Link and I
knew that Kenya as a place of
movie production would be
more difficult, complex, riskier
and definitely more strenuous
than other locations in Africa
(like South Africa).
Nevertheless we opted for
Kenya. We were sure that the
film would be more authentic,
atmospheric and better if we
shot close to the original
locations.”
The director agreed “Authenticity was very important to us. The rain ceremony of the Kikuyu council of
elders really lasted for hours, though, and so we had to cut most of it. The same goes for the savanna
ceremony of the Pokot, during which Jettel and Regina walk into the night. That's really a rite of passage
for young men of a specific age group. The only thing we influenced were the clothes. Nowadays the
young men also wear T-shirts and colourful shirts, of course.”
Link explained how the tribes were compensated: “The tribal elders sat under an acacia tree and talked
about it. They decided it wasn’t a good idea to pay individual people money because that creates tension.
Instead, they told us what they wanted for the community—a road connecting them to a bigger village
nearby, which we’re building together with the Kenyan state government.”
“In my version of the story I concentrate very much on the relationship of the parents, their love for each
other. They suddenly find themselves in difficult circumstances; their love falters and must be re-found.
Stefanie Zweig tells the story from the perspective of a child. She describes her own experiences and
memories. But for me, Regina's mother Jettel is the most exciting character. What is most fascinating is
her development into an independent and mature woman, who not only has to rethink her own position and
priorities in life but also her relationship towards her family.”
“I've made two movies before, and in both there was a girl in the center of the story who explains to the
adults how life is. I didn't want to make a third movie like that. In the book, Stephanie Zweig is the centre
of the story. She fell in love with Africa right away. I wasn't sure how interesting that would be. I decided
to look at it from a different perspective, because the other characters are more conflicted about the place.”
Link said “I am keenly aware that the subject matter of the film—dislocation and relocation of a Jewish
family due to the ugliness of war and all its political, social and emotional ramifications—is as relevant
today as it was more than 60 years ago, when the story actually occurred.” She “wanted the viewers to
slowly fall in love with this alien world, just like my protagonists.”
Iain McGlashan
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Stood the test of time – very exciting
Truly a “black and white” film
Surprisingly moving! A film to remember
Highly watchable
Definitely stands the test of time – more oldies please
Very good quality
Talked more like Daffy Duck than Daffy Duck!
Really enjoyed this film
Where are the Bowery boys now?
A classic of its time
Rather dated but interesting
Great stuff
Vintage stuff: like listening to a foreign language!
Was Rocky really the good guy?
Cinema 1938 style – news, cartoons and a big picture
An evening of nostalgia!
In 1938 scenario, good characters but stilted production
Had not seen this film before, is of its time, but enjoyed very much
The good end happily, the bad end unhappily – that’s what fiction means
Michael Curtiz is one of the great unsung directors – very well made - a Hollywood gangster classic
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Our next film:

8pm on
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April 2012
“Will put a smile on
your face, a spring in
your step and joy in
your heart”
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