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East Germany, 1979.  Two families make desperate bids to escape to the west, in 
homemade hot-air balloons.  This improbable plot mirrors real events.  Director 
Michael Herbig brings it to the screen as a thriller, building to the climax of the final 
escape attempt as the Stasi close in. 
 
The western border of East Germany – the German Democratic Republic - was 
patrolled by armed guards and laced with barbed wire, landmines and automatic 
machine guns.  Attempting to escape was a trade-off between the promise of 
freedom and the risk of death. Between 1961 and 1988, some 800 men, women and 
children died trying, and 75,000 were caught and jailed, according to some 
estimates.  About 40,000 people succeeded (with many times more obtaining official 
permits to leave, or fleeing via third countries). 
 

As a narrative the plot is potentially highly dramatic.  It is also perhaps 
unproblematic – black and white, goodies v. baddies and stooges, the sacred family 
unit against the evil totalitarian state, the prison of the communist east and the lure 
of the free capitalist west.  Unsurprisingly it was first filmed in the throes of the Cold 
War by Disney, as Night Crossing starring John Hurt, only three years after the events 
depicted.  Perhaps less expected was the decision to cover it again, almost thirty 
years after the fall of the Wall and the reunification of Germany. 

Ballon (Balloon)  
Germany, 2018 
2 hours 5 minutes 
Certificate 12A 
 
Director   Michael Herbig 
Screenwriters  Kit Hopkins, Thilo 

Röscheisen, Michael Herbig 
Cinematographer Torsten Breuer 
Music Marvin Miller, Ralf 

Wengenmayr 
Producer  Michael Herbig 
 
Cast: 
 
Friedrich Mücke Peter Strelzyk 
Karoline Schuch Doris Strelzyk 
David Kross  Günter Wetzel 
Alicia von Rittberg Petra Wetzel 
Thomas Kretschmann Oberstleutnant Seidel 
 
 
  

 



Herbig is best known in Germany as a comedian as well as a film-maker.  His 
Western parody Manitou's Shoe (2001) is among the most successful movies ever 
made there.  Ballon was a new departure for him.  It has divided German opinion, 
with some seeing the film itself as a form of escapism, a diversion from the current 
problems of a unified but disunited land, such as racism and the rise of the far right. 
Herbig says he wanted to bring the past back to life, both for a modern German 
audience and for an international one.  He sees the film as something of a history 
lesson: ‘Children - for whom a divided Germany sounds like science fiction - go home 
after the film and want to know how it all came about.’  
 
Ballon has reportedly generated much popular interest in Germany, with many 
visiting the house where the balloon was constructed and the museums where the 
basket and fabric envelope are displayed.  It recently won the Peace Prize for 
German Film.  The jury praised it for staging the needs, fears and doubts of the 
families just as convincingly as their courage and their solidarity.  This summer the 
New York premiere of the film opened a festival showcasing ‘the strength of families 
through all the trials and tribulations they face’.  A lesson in common humanity for 
troubled times, perhaps. 
 
Critical reception here has been mixed.  The Sun found the film ‘incredible tense and 
watchable’ [sic].  It endorsed Herbig’s decision to narrow the story down to ‘a very 
tense cat and mouse game - and a tale of families willing to do anything to stay 
together and improve their kids' lives.’  The Radio Times concurred on style (‘brisk, 
heart-stopping’), if not quite on the tenor of the piece (‘a cosy-looking period story 
that is both funny and thrilling’).  But for the Guardian, Herbig’s ‘frantic shooting 
style … somehow manages to render this terrifying endeavour both bombastic and 
trivial’, so that this ‘overwrought drama sucks the thrills out of this story.’ 
 
Ballon joins a line of German films looking back to the former East, at least two of 
which have been shown in this country.  Good Bye Lenin! (Wolfgang Becker, 2003) 
gave a gently comic insight into one ordinary person’s existence in the GDR. The 
Lives of Others (Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006) was an outstanding, 
nuanced portrayal of humanity in the midst of oppression, which I think the Club 
would do well to put on. 
 
Tonight is your (and my) opportunity to discover whether Ballon is a powerful 
telling of a dramatic and heart-wrenching story, how effectively it explores the 
dynamics of family bonds under great adversity, and how deeply it illuminates the 
complex and difficult choices facing people living under a totalitarian regime. 
 
Des Coles  
(who provided the photographs on the next page) 
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(Left) A surviving fragment of the wall, with a mural based on a famous photo of an East 
German guard leaping barbed wire into the French sector on 15 August 1961. (Right) An 
unofficial memorial, near the Reichstag, to people who lost their lives trying to escape. 
 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Chertsey Film Society will commence its 39th Season on Friday 20th September. The 
society shows 12 films a year, selected from the best of recent British, US and World cinema, 
as well as the occasional classic from way back in the 20th Century. All films are screened at 
the Chertsey Hall, Heriot Road, Chertsey, KT16 9DR and are now shown entirely by digital 
projection from DVD or Blu-Ray. 
 

Films in 2019: 
 

Stan and Ollie                                               20 September 

Shoplifters 11 October 

Cold War 1 November 

Colette 29 November 

Wild Rose 20 December 

 
Films in 2020: 
 

You Were Never Really Here                         10 January 

Woman at War 31 January 

Capernaum 21 
February 

Can You Ever Forgive Me? 13 March 

Daphne 3 April 

The White Crow 24 April 

The Sisters Brothers 15 May 

 
Films are shown on Friday evenings at 7.45 pm. Refreshments are available before the film 
(from 7.30 pm) and during the intermission. There is ample free parking opposite the hall.  
 
The car park serves Chertsey Library, the River Bourne Health Club and Chertsey Hall, and 
the entrance is in Heriot Road immediately opposite the hall. The majority of bus routes 
serving Chertsey also go via Heriot Road.



Comments and reactions to: The White Crow 

 
No of reaction slips received = 35 Average score = 7.29 
 
Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 ~ ~ ~ 1 1 2 5 9 10 5 2 
 

Great dancing – poor acting except for Ralph Fiennes.  Narrative lacked pace 
Too much dance and not enough Soviet machinations for my taste 
Historically and artistically interesting but a little laborious in the telling 
Always had a fascination with Fonteyn and Nureyev in the sixties  
Direction, acting excellent.  Very good film  
Convincing and moving account with excellent dancing 
A really good biopic!  One of the best I have seen 
Very good film, with a dancer excellent enough to play the main role.  Lovely music too 
Despite being ballet-averse, an engrossing story.  Fiennes apart, acting variable.  
Nureyev was difficult to warm to.  Final defection well-handled 
Magnificent.  Sublime  
Slow to develop – almost boring Beautiful lighting 
Enthralling  Better dancer than the real bloke 
An unexpected pleasure Thoroughly enjoyed the film 
Good attempt to portray a complex character – but all those flashbacks!  
 
 

Position Film Average score 

1 The White Crow 7.29 

2 Stan and Ollie 6.92 
 

 

 

 

Forthcoming attraction: 24 October 
2019 
 
Before the Flood 
 
A look at how climate change affects 
our environment and what society can 
do to prevent the demise of 
endangered species, ecosystems and 
native communities across the planet.  
Described as ‘a heartfelt, decent, 
educational documentary about the 
most important issue of our time’. 
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