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Synopsis

An African immigrant struggles to make a new life for himself in the big city in director-co-writer
Burhan Qurbani's (We Are Young. We Are Strong.) audacious, neon-lit reinterpretation of Alfred
Doblin's 1929 novel. After surviving his perilous journey, Francis vows to be a good man, but he
soon realizes how difficult it is to be righteous while undocumented in Germany — without
papers, without a nationality, and without a work permit. When he receives an enticing offer for
easy money from the psychopathic gangster Reinhold (Albrecht Schuch), Francis initially resists
temptation, but eventually he is sucked into Berlin's underworld and his life spirals out of control.
— Alissa Simon

Director’s Note

What began as an exciting thought experiment, a game with the idea of reinterpreting and
updating the novel Berlin Alexanderplatz by Alfred Doblin, that | loved and hated and still love
and hate, has taken on new form over the seven years of its development to its completion,
today.

| grew up with Berlin Alexanderplatz. Not so much with Fassbinder’s series that was broadcast
in my year of birth [1980] and to which | only found access late, but much more with the book
that | first read when | was 17 and then when | was 18 and then when | was 19. In the beginning
| wanted to find a narrative key that would give me access to the novel in our present. The
decision to tell the film from the perspective of a black refugee was not obvious but was
additionally driven by the urge to give a face to a structurally discriminated and discredited
community. Just like Franz Biberkopf from the novel, a petty criminal and casual worker in the
1930s, our Francis/Franz today, a particle on the edge of the city of Berlin, he is the “scum of
society,” if you will.

But it soon became clear that | wasn't just interested in a story about refugees in Berlin, but that
| could tell something about the structures of racism. An imbalance of power. The undercurrent
of oppression. With the choice of a black protagonist and his white antagonist, Reinhold, my
story of Berlin Alexanderplatz changed to a postcolonial allegory.

Walter Benjamin spoke of Ddblin’s character Franz as a character from the dirt with the hubris
of wanting to become part of the bourgeoisie: “A hunger for fate which consumes him [Franz],
because he demands more from life than just a bed and a piece of buttered bread.” As a child of
Afghan refugees, | myself know this hunger so well. | also understand its dangers. It is this
hunger that attracts the deuvil. It leads Franz/Francis through different incarnations until he can
finally be torn apart, emptied and reborn. Today, seven years after the first idea for the film, the
movie has taken on a new colour in a Europe that is bound together by effort and misery and
that is torn from the outside as well as from the inside. At the beginning of the film my Franz is
washed up on the coast of this unsettled continent. A stranger in a strange land. He has no
language, no job, no papers. He is in every sense of the word impotent.



He is washed of his past. Only guilt remains. He has to regain his dignity, for dignity is the first
thing one loses, when he has to flee. At the emotional climax of the movie Franz echoes
Hannah Arendt’s words when he cries out: “| hate when they call me refugee.”

Later he continues: “l am Germany.” | find this the most dangerous line of this film, for today one
might find his cry sounds very much like “I am Europe.” Of course, in the limited narrative time
of a feature film, we couldn’t process the full spectrum of Déblin’s novel. But we strictly adhered
to the narrative beats of his book. Below all lies the story of huilt and a new beginning. Of
sacrifice and redemption. The vow to become a better man. The crime plot, which also structure
the novel, runs through the middle of the film. But above all lies the strange, terribly, destructive
meénage a trois between the lovers Franz and Mieze and Reinhold. The eternal tug of warping of
Eros and Thanatos, love and death, for the human soul. so , what you’re seeing today is an
attempt at a cinematic fresco. The themes we work on are like pigments we paint in the fresh
lime of a constantly changing world. The film is just the day’s work, the giornata, and as such it
will have a different effect tomorrow. It is a dangerous picture for film must be dangerous. And in
the end, you will find there is a utopia, the possibility of arriving, of home - for art must dream of
the impossible.
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