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behind a garbage can, to no fanfare,

and without the Titanic orchestra in the
background. | was often asked during the
writing phase why they fall in love at all, and
if Monika doesn’t need a reason to fall in
love with this “shifty, inscrutable Congolese
guy.” It’s fascinating how we naturally
accept Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant falling
in love after a raid, but the same doesn’t go
for Monika and Joseph.

Now I’m curious to see how the film is
received internationally. I'd imagine that in
Germany this relationship model will meet
with very different reactions or pushback
than it will in France, the US or other
countries with more African diaspora.

Joseph and Monika both want a chance,
neither wants to be “Mr. or Mrs. so-and-
so” in their lives. Why must they still fail?

| wouldn’t say they fail per se. To me, they’re
heroes because they’re audacious, be it in
their private or professional lives, while their
respective environments are much more
rigid and inflexible. Monika and Joseph
really get things swinging. But yes, you
could claim that, in the classical sense, they
fail. He ends up in construction despite his
every wish to the contrary, and she doesn’t
get the job. And over and above that, their
relationship doesn’t survive.

It’s important to ask what conditions and
mechanisms are at play here. Why, for
example, doesn’t Monika get the job, and
what is it about Peter that allows him to
have a career? What’s the reason for their
relationship failing to survive? And what
does that in turn tell us about the society in
which we live?

| always viewed Monika and Joseph as
“lonely wolves,” a condition or feeling that
unites them. He may be an asylum seeker,
but he won’t accept the claustrophobic
space assigned him in Germany. Joseph is
evidently stigmatized and marginalized, with
nothing left but to go it alone. And Monika,
too, recognizes that things are getting tight
and lonely in the field society affords her as
a childless woman in her mid-40s without

a spectacular career — she indeed gets
sympathy for this. She herself suddenly has
the sensation of vanishing.

The great thing is that the two of them

don’t let it get them down, even if they do
shed some feathers. If in the end they can
embrace and meet as equals in all their
fragility and sincere mutual care, their eyes
unaverted, then they’re somehow victorious!
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mine. With his character, | entered very
unfamiliar territory. The question as to
whether | could do the perspective justice

at all gave me the odd sleepless night.

| interviewed a lot of people from the

African diaspora, especially Congolese and
Angolans, read a lot and constantly cross-
referenced fiction with reality. Basically, we
tried to research far enough for his character
to become accessible.

But despite all the information and
knowledge, we decided to write Joseph

as a character who cannot be deciphered
because he has a strong individual identity.
He goes to another country and suddenly no
one believes what he says because he can’t
show ID, because he hasn’t had a linear

life and is without a recognized high school
diploma or university degree - his life has
been a series of so-called detours. We don’t
know where Joseph comes from, who his
family is, whether his business is criminal or
not, or whether he’s really a prince or not.
It’s all possible. He knows such disparate

people as Donna Angela, who'’s part of
Angola’s up-and-coming business elite,
but also characters like the unfathomable
Ambara.

This is all part of the mistrust construct
and will hopefully challenge the viewer as
much as it does Monika. What can one
rely on if not conventional key data? Can

| let my partner be as is and love without
understanding everything? Ultimately, it’s a
matter of intuition.

| held casting calls for a very long time in
several countries because | really wanted to
cast a Congolese man. After all, we wrote
the role for one, we were very specific about
the country.

Passi Balende was an extraordinary
discovery. For so long, | couldn’t find anyone
who might bear the title of “Le Prince” with
such dignity, delicacy, and vulnerability.

Which production phase was particularly
important for you?

Once the long script process was finished,
casting naturally became salient. The
challenge was not only that of finding
Monika and Joseph, but also that of finding
an international ensembile.

For Ambara, we went through about two
hundred amateurs. How Nsumbo Tango
Samuel acts, and what he brings to bear

on his role, defies description. Katrin
Vorderwilbecke, who was responsible for
amateur casting, discovered him. But it took
us half a year to convince him to participate.
When he finally did agree, it turned out he’s
the cousin of the person the character is
based on - crazy!

Almost all the Africans are amateurs, except
for Denis Mpunga, who plays Vladimir. This
mélange of actors and amateurs creates
mutual influences, which is a lot of fun.

It’s important to synchronize them while
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preparing the shoot. This involves rehearsing
a lot and spending time together to establish
the necessary trust that’s prerequisite for
good cooperation.

In casting and working with the amateur
actors, | benefited from the experience

| gained in my many years working with
Valeska Grisebach. It was very helpful to
have a feeling for how time-consuming such
a search can be, but also to absolutely trust
that it’s not only professional actors who can
slip into a character.

| think there’s often a big misconception
that amateurs basically only ever play
themselves. The woman playing Donna
Angela is a development worker, Nsumbo
Tango Samuel a car mechanic, and Passi
Balende a rapper.

What | found important throughout the
process was being able to keep an open
eye for encounters and eventualities rather
than just clinging to the script. There are

some scenes that weren’t written that way
or became extended. Others, Hannes Held
and | wrote during the shoot. At times, |
just let the camera keep rolling and threw in
impulses — some fortuitous moments came
about and were captured that way.

Le Prince is a political film, too. How do
you feel about that term, or rather, do you
mean to make political films?

Once the long script process was finished,
The political is unavoidable with Le Prince,
but | don’t want to make political films per
se. In fact, | reject the label of a political
film because it intellectually handcuffs me.
Le Prince is a melodrama, a love film. We
tried not to make Monika and Joseph into
cipher-like representatives of postcolonial
discourse. If in the end you don’t think about
“black” and “white,” but of a woman and a
man, then I’ll be very happy.

Ultimately, filmmaking for me is an
examination of social issues and these are

always political. Of course, you have to ask
yourself: What story am | telling and why?
What social relevance or dimension might
it have? That’s important to me personally,
otherwise the impetus is lacking.

In Le Prince, | negotiate themes I've already
dealt with in my short films: power relations,
class, and origin, and how these factors
influence and burden relationships.

How was the process of image
composition with cinematographer Jenny
Lou Ziegel?

Jenny Lou Ziegel and | have been friends
for a long time and spoke about the film
long before the actual preparation. We
looked at images, watched films together
and talked a lot about light and subtext in
the scenes. There are key locations, like the
African bar and Monika’s apartment, which
we knew long before shooting and where
we spent a lot of time. The bar was pretty
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unsuitable in terms of shooting conditions,
but nevertheless there’s an emotional
connection we have to this place because
we met a lot of people there and I’ve known
it for almost fifteen years — so it had to be
there. And | think that also affects the picture
and its authenticity.

For some scenes, we had meticulous shot
lists that we then discarded while shooting.
The scene in which the containers are
loaded, for example, was created on set. For
others, like the scene at the dinner table, we
did a lot of shots so that the scene could

be edited well. | often did long takes, letting
the whole scene play out — Jenny Lou then
found ways to deal with that.

With Le Prince, it was clear that this
wouldn’t be a formal aesthetic experiment,
but that the film would be carried by the
characters, the actors. So we tried to give
them as much space as possible. For
improvisation, too. Jenny Lou was at the
casting calls and some of the rehearsals to
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get a feeling for the actors and, above all, to
establish a trusting relationship with them at
an early stage.

At the same time, this wasn’t a
documentary. The images were to be simple
and unobtrusive, yet at the same time sure-
footed. | like the steady handheld camera
Jenny Lou masters so wonderfully, as well
as the respect in how she looks at people
from a befitting distance. It's important to
me that all the characters retain their dignity
no matter what they do.

Could the location of Frankfurt be described
as an extra character in the film?

Frankfurt am Main is great as the location,
because opposites collide here in all

their relentlessness. Frankfurt is home to
the European Central Bank, one of the
largest stock exchanges in the world, and
innumerable international corporations. It’s
a city where global makers and shakers

meet, and it’s a part of Joseph’s imagination.

The money is palpable and at the same

time exudes exclusion. The banking district
borders on the Bahnhofsviertel, or train
station district where sex workers, artists,
drug addicts, tourists, businesspeople, and
a multitude of folks from around the world
meet every day. It seems to follow its own
rules and codes and is like a super small-
scale New York. The shadow economy

is tangible and there are regular raids for
narcotics, weapons and illegal immigrants
— while not far away the solid suburbs and
semi-detached houses with geraniums
reside. This collision of winners and losers,
cosmopolitan city and German bourgeoisie,
of poverty and wealth, was a most fitting
and inspiring court for the film to play in.


















