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Shi f t ing Time

Shifting Time 
Schichtwechsel

2009
80 photographs, presented as slide 
show, wall installation or three 
photo montages, 120 × 80 cm und 
50 × 75 cm

Die Aufnahmen entstanden 2008 
in Los Angeles. In verschiedenen 
Teilen der Stadt wurden ähnliche 
Alltagssituationen aufgenommen, 
um so die sozialen Unterschiede 
zwischen den einzelnen Bereichen 
der Stadt visuell vergleichbar zu 
machen. Eine Wandinstallation aus 
diesen Aufnahmen wurde ab- 
fotografiert, um so das Prinzip der 
Bildmontage aus mehreren 
Aufnahmen deutlicher herauszuar-
beiten.

The images were taken in 2008  
in Los Angeles. Similar scenes from 
everyday life were observed  
in different parts of the city so as 
to visually illustrate the social diffe- 
rences between individual sections 
of the city. A wall installation of 
these images was then photog-
raphed in order to further develop 
the concept of a photo montage  
of several different images.

Ausstellungsansicht / exhibition view: Tag des offenen Ateliers der Karl Hofer Gesellschaft,  
Atelieretage der Karl Hofer Gesellschaft, Berlin, 2009.
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Atelierpräsentation anlässlich des Toni und Albrecht Kumm Preises  
zur Förderung der bildenden Künste, 2009.

Studio presentation of the Toni und Albrecht Kumm Award for the  
Promotion of the Visual Arts, 2009.

Ohne Tite l : Demo

Ohne Titel: Demo
Untitled: Demonstration

2009
Video, 8 min, black and white  
and red, loop

Eine Demonstration in Los 
Angeles, Krankenpfleger 
protestieren gegen Reformen in 
ihrer Gewerkschaft. Der Fokus 
liegt auf den rot umrandeten 
Transparenten mit handgeschrie-
benen Forderungen, die in 
Nahaufnahme gezeigt werden, 
Bildfolge verlangsamt.

A demonstration in Los Angeles, 
medical workers protesting 
against reforms in their trade 
union. The focus is on the signs 
with handwritten demands 
framed in red, which are shown 
in close-up and slow motion.
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Before the Rehearsa l

Alem: Das heißt also … Mir ist klar, dass wir es alle satt haben, 
immer wieder dieselben Sketche zu machen, aber noch  
einmal: Für die ist das neu, also …
Ivy: Aber wir finden das lustig. Und genau so haben wir damit 
angefangen, was zu machen, wovon niemand anderes je  
gehört hat, geschweige denn daran gedacht … ah hmm.
Dee: Ich glaube, es ist vor allem ein Zeitproblem.
Alem: Ich mag die Idee von dem langsamen Übergang.  
Das heißt, wir haben schon zwei neue Sketche, manchmal auch 
drei, und die schmeißen wir zusammen mit den alten Sachen  
in die Show, und am Ende wird dann eine neue Show daraus …

Before the rehearsal 
Vor der Probe

2009
Video, 16 min, colour

Die Comedy-Gruppe Slow 
Children Crossing trifft sich in 
einer Wohnung, um zwischen 
Mikrowelle und Kühlschrank einen 
neuen Sketch einzuüben. Im 
Anschluss an die Probe diskutieren 
die Schauspieler über Vermark-
tungsstrategien, um der Gruppe 
eine stärkere mediale Beachtung 
zu verschaffen. 

The comedy group Slow Children 
Crossing meets in a private 
apartment to rehearse a new 
sketch between a microwave and  
a refrigerator. After the rehearsal 
the actors discuss marketing 
strategies for attracting greater 
media attention to their group.

For transcript in full length see p. 125
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filmkommentar von Madeleine Bernstorff
Berlin, 16. april 2010

– Before the rehearsal beginnt mit 
einer probensituation: die comedy-Gruppe 
slow children crossing studiert einen 
sketch ein. im zweiten teil, durch die 
titeltafeln mit Maya schweizers hand-
schriftlichen notizen markiert, diskutiert 
die Gruppe Vermarktungsstrategien. als 
ich den film das erste Mal bei der sichtung 
für ein festival gesehen habe, hat es einen 
kurzen Moment gedauert, bis ich ver-
standen habe, dass das schauspieler sind, 
die proben. das ist die erste produktive 
irritation, denn was man sieht, ist über-
haupt keine Bühnensituation. anscheinend 
probt die Gruppe bei einem der schau-
spieler zu hause. die Kamera schwenkt 
vom Kühlschrank auf einen Mann, der auf 
einem stuhl sitzt und eine luftfern-
bedienung drückt. erst wenn die „Gemie-
tete schwester“ auftritt, wird deutlich, 
dass es sich um ein enactment handelt. 
und natürlich auch durch die art, wie sie 
spielen. es gibt da eine performative 
Vergrößerung, also so ein „bigger than life“, 
sowie eine Vergröberung in der sprache 
und in den Gesten. interessant finde ich, 
dass sie mit Konstrukten spielen und dass 

sie diese auf die spitze treiben. außerdem 
dass sie die unterstellung parodieren, 
der schwarze Mann säße zu hause und 
tue nichts („tired-ass-man“), während die 
schwarze frau sich den arsch aufreißt. 
und dann kommt die sister-solidarität / 
„rent-a-sister“ mit ihrem superslang 
ins haus und rückt das alles etwas zurecht. 
am ende ist der Mann ganz haushalts-
kooperativ, aber eigentlich nicht aus einsicht 
in die ungerechten Verhältnisse, sondern 
weil die „Miet-schwester“ so ganz neben-
bei eine perspektive auf „neue“ sexuelle 
praktiken mit der ehefrau suggeriert. Was 
ich beim ersten sehen fast als schlechtes, 
überzogenes spiel gewertet habe, das 
ist einesteils das Moment der Übertreibung 
und anderenteils auch so ein doppelter 
Boden, der hinter dem spielen von stereo-
typen steckt.  
– ich finde interessant, wie die schauspieler-
innen mit Konstrukten spielen und wie 
sie dabei Klischees auf die spitze treiben. 
Man könnte sagen, sie versuchen auf eine 
bestimmte Weise progressive spaßkultur 
zu machen. es gelingt ihnen, bestimmte 
stereotype aufzunehmen, sie zu über-
treiben und in diesem akt der Übertreibung 
zu drehen. dafür versuchen sie, sich einen 
Markt aufzubauen. sie tun das auf eine sehr 

gewitzte, coole art. sie holen sich das 
Material aus den realityshows und sitcoms, 
die oft darüber funktionieren, dass du im 
fernsehen leute siehst, die dir gegenüber-
sitzen und in einen unsichtbaren fernseher 
gucken, an dessen stelle du als Zuschau-
ende / r sitzt. das sind Genres, die ja wirklich 
extrem ausgelatscht sind. sie versuchen ihre 
show als „spoofs“ zurückzuspielen.
– Was mich an den filmen von Maya 
schweizer fasziniert, ist ihr interesse an 
der kleinen form. oft entstehen ihre filme 
aus einer zufälligen situation. ich finde in 
ihnen immer wieder eine besondere Gefun-
den-Gesucht-ambivalenz. es gab in den 
1930er Jahren in frankfurt eine filme-
macherin, ella Bergmann-Michel, die hat von 
Joris ivens eine kleine 35mm-aufziehka-
mera, die Kinamo, bekommen, mit der sie 
sehr viel auf der straße filmte. Zum Beispiel 
drehte sie einen film über fliegende 
händler und einen Werbefilm für die selbst-
organisierte arbeitslosenküche erWerBs-
lose Kochen fÜr erWerBslose. 
Während sie einen film über die letzte 
freie Wahl in der Weimarer republik 
drehte, wurde sie verhaftet. heute denkt 
man oft, dass die Kameras damals alle riesig 
waren, aber es gab auch schon die Mög-
lichkeit, mobiler, auch situativer zu filmen. 
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allerdings stumm. dokumentarisch 
inszeniert. heute macht man so etwas 
natürlich mit einer dV-Kamera. in dieser 
kleinen form sehe ich eine große nähe zu 
den Videos von Maya schweizer. in 
Before the rehearsal spürt man 
sie als involvierte Beobachterin, die sich für 
interaktionen im raum, also für Gesten, 
handbewegungen und nebenbei Geäußer-
tes, interessiert.
– ich habe Maya schweizer in meinen 
ersten udK-seminaren (universität der 
Künste Berlin) kennengelernt. es ging dort 
immer wieder um fragen des inszenierten 
im dokumentarischen und um das doku-
mentarische im inszenierten. Wir haben 
ella Bergmann-Michels filme angesehen, 
ebenso einige der ulmer Miniaturen, die im 
umkreis von alexander Kluge an der 
hochschule für Gestaltung in ulm entstan-
den waren, und z.B. auch reGen von Joris 
ivens. Maya schweizer hat mir damals öfter 
nach dem seminar per e-Mail wunder-
schöne Kommentare zu den gezeigten 
filmen und den diskussionen im seminar 
geschrieben.
– Wenn man Before the rehearsal 
gesehen hat, wirkt die probe fast wie ein 
Vorspann. den hauptteil des films bildet 
eine Besprechung innerhalb der Gruppe 
über Vermarktungsstrategien: „this brand 
of energy that we are selling ...“ es ist eine 
reizvolle Backstagesituation, die der film 
zeigt. Wir können die herstellung des 
performativen produkts mitverfolgen, den 
arbeitsprozess und wie darüber diskutiert 
und gestritten wird. Wir sehen, was hinter 
dem, was aufgeführt wird, für diskus-
sionen stattfinden. der streit innerhalb 
der Gruppe dreht sich um die frage, ob die 
Bühnenpräsenz im Vordergrund stehen 
soll oder ob nicht eher eine mediale 
präsenz auf dVd, im fernsehen, im internet 
oder auf youtube den Vorrang haben sollte. 
darüber werden sie sich bis zum schluss 
nicht einig. Man hat den eindruck, am 
liebsten würden sie alles gleichzeitig angehen. 

einerseits merkt man, wie unglaublich 
selbstverständlich jede / r von ihnen in 
Marketingkategorien denkt, andererseits 
wird klar, wie prekär die arbeitssituation 
der schauspielerinnen ist. das ist eine 
thematik, die sich durch viele arbeiten von 
Maya schweizer zieht. sie hat einen beson-
deren Blick dafür, wie ungesicherte arbeits- 
und lebensverhältnisse heute aussehen. 
im ersten teil des films sehen wir eine 
performance. danach geht es um die medial-
ökonomische performance, um die „beste“ 
selbstdarstellung dieser comedy-Gruppe. 
performanz ist ja mittlerweile auch 
ein Begriff der Wirtschaft – wie man seine 
ökonomischen interessen effizient und mit 
energischer präsenz vertritt. Wir beob-
achten in Before the rehearsal 
die schauspieler nicht nur bei der probe, 
sondern auch dabei, wie sie sich üben, 
marktfähige, unterhaltsame subjekte zu 
sein. Vor der probe ist nach der probe und 
vor dem spiel ist nach dem spiel, aber vor 
der probe geht es auch schon um die 
Vermarktung, und nach der probe wird die 
Vermarktung erst recht diskutiert.
– Bei der sichtung drehte sich die dis-
kussion unter anderem um die frage: ist 
das jetzt ein ahierarchisches Kollektiv oder 
gibt es nicht doch eine chefin, die der 
Gruppe diktiert, wie sie sich vermarkten 
soll? die einen sagten, was da gezeigt wird, 
seien neoliberale arbeitsformen, fanden 
das dann affirmativ, während ein anderer 
darauf beharrte, dass Kollektive heutzutage 
vielleicht eben so aussehen würden. Mein 
eindruck ist, dass sich diese frage nicht 
wirklich beantworten lässt. Genau diese 
ambivalenz ist interessant: die durchdrun-
genheit der arbeits- und lebensverhält-
nisse von der permanenten anforderung 
betriebswirtschaftlich zu performieren und 
eine daraus folgende unternehmerische 
haltung zu sich selbst.   
– am ende von Before the rehearsal 
gibt es noch diesen kleinen „obama bei 
ellen deGeneres-effekt“. die schauspieler 

sehen auf youtube einen clip mit Barack 
obama bei ellen deGeneres, einer 
bekannten amerikanischen fernsehenter-
tainerin, die sich wohl als eine der ersten 
fernsehpersonen lesbisch geoutet hat. 
die Gruppe unterhält sich darüber, wie es 
obama geschafft hat, präsident und „funky 
celebrity“ gleichzeitig zu sein. da taucht 
noch einmal die frage auf: Gute inhalte cool 
vermarkten, wie weit geht das eigentlich? 
obama tanzt mit ellen deGeneres ein 
bisschen lässig-sexy herum. das ist schon 
ein spezielles Zeichen. obama ist jemand, 
der Kennedys mediale strategien beherzigt 
und modernisiert hat, sich als progressive 
idee mit einigen Martin-luther-King-
Zutaten zu vermarkten. die flicker-foto-
serie vom Wahlabend und die gesamte 
onlinepräsenz seiner Wahlkampagne 
waren neu. obama (auf youtube) scheint 
ein Vorbild für die schauspielerinnen 
der comedy-Gruppe zu sein. Before 
the rehearsal endet mit dieser szene. 
– slow children crossing werben mit der 
Zeile „inappropriate humour for all“. 
schön ist, dass Maya schweizer der Gruppe 
im tausch für die aufnahmen das Video 
geschnitten und geschenkt hat.
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commentary by Madeleine Bernstorff
Berlin, 16 april 2010

Before the rehearsal begins with 
a rehearsal situation: the comedy group 
slow children crossing is practicing a 
sketch. then Maya schweizer’s handwritten 
notes appear as captions, introducing the 
second part, in which the group discusses 
marketing strategies. the first time i saw 
the film it took a moment before i realized 
that these are actors rehearsing. that is the 
first productive irritation: what you see 
isn’t a theatre scene. the group seems to 
be rehearsing at the home of one of the 
actors. the camera pans from the refrige-
rator to a man sitting on a chair pressing an 
imaginary remote control. it doesn’t be-
come completely clear that we are 
watching an enactment until the “rent-a-
sister” appears, though of course the way 
they act makes it clear as well – there’s 
a performative amplification, a “larger than 
lifeness”, and sometimes a crudeness in the 
language and gestures. and what i think is 
interesting is that of course they’re playing 
with constructs, and that they take these 
constructs to such extremes. that they 
parody the assumption that the black man 
sits around at home doing nothing 
(“tired-ass man”) while the black woman 
busts her ass. and then sister solidarity / 
rent-a-sister enters the house with her 
extreme slang and fixes everything up, and 
in the end the man is totally cooperative in 
the household – though not because he 
realizes how unfair the status quo is, but 
because the rent-a-sister casually suggests 
the possibility of “new” sexual practices 
with his wife. What i initially, watching the 
video for the first time, almost saw as bad, 
hammy acting, is really on the one hand 
an element of exaggeration, and on 
the other a kind of double entendre hidden 
behind the enactment of the stereotypes. 
– i think it’s interesting to see how the 
actors play with constructs and take clichés 

to extremes in the process. you could say 
that in a certain way they’re trying to 
practice progressive entertainment culture. 
they are able to take up certain stereo-
types, exaggerate them and turn them 
around in this act of exaggeration. and 
they’re trying to build up a market for this. 
they do this in a very shrewd, cool way. 
they take their material from reality shows 
and sitcoms (which often function by having 
you watch people on television who are 
sitting across from you and looking at 
an invisible television in whose place you 
are sitting as the viewer). these genres are 
really hackneyed, and they try to play their 
show back in that direction as a spoof.
– What fascinates me about Maya 
schweizer’s films is her interest in small 
forms. often her films emerge from a chance 
situation. again and again i find that they 
have a special found-and-sought ambiva-
lence. in frankfurt in the 1930s there was 
a filmmaker named ella Bergmann-Michel 
who was given a little spring-driven 35mm 
camera – the Kinamo – by Joris ivens, and 
she used it to film a lot of street scenes. 
for instance she made a film about street 
vendors and another one to advertise the 
self-organized kitchens for the unemployed 
called erWerBslose Kochen fÜr 
erWerBslose (the unemployed cook 
for the unemployed), until she was ar-

rested while making her film on the last free 
election in the Weimar republic. now you 
often think the cameras were all gigantic 
back then, but even at that time there were 
ways to film in a mobile and situational 
manner, though without sound. part 
documentary, part staged. nowadays, of 
course, you do that kind of thing with a dV 
camera. i sense a very close affinity be-
tween this small form and Maya schweizer’s 
videos. in Before the rehearsal you 
feel her presence as an alert, involved 
observer who is interested in interactions 
in space, in gestures, hand motions and 
things said in passing.
– i met Maya schweizer at my first seminars 
at the Berlin university of the arts. focus 
was often placed on issues of what is staged 
in documentaries and what is documentary 
in staged films. We watched ella Bergmann-
Michel’s films and some of the ulm 
miniatures that were produced in alexander 
Kluge’s circle at the ulm school of design, 
as well as such films as reGen by Joris ivens. 
after the seminar Maya schweizer often 
sent me wonderful comments by e-mail 
about the films that had been shown 
and the discussions that had taken place. 
– When you’ve seen the entire film 
the rehearsal almost seems like the opening 
credits. the main part of Before the 
rehearsal is a group discussion about 

marketing strategies: “this brand of energy 
that we are selling.” the film shows an 
appealing backstage situation. We’re able to 
follow the production of the performative 
product – the working process and how 
the group argues about and discusses it. We 
see the kind of discussions that take place 
behind the performed work. the conflict 
within the group revolves around the 
question of whether they should start by 
focussing on their stage presence or 
whether priority should be given to media 
presence with a dVd, maybe television and 
the internet, youtube clicks. By the end 
they still haven’t come to an agreement. 
you have the impression they’d really like 
to tackle everything at once. on the one 
hand you notice how incredibly natural it is 
for all of them to think in marketing 
categories, on the other hand it becomes 
clear how precarious the actors’ work 
situation is. that’s a theme that runs 
through many of Maya schweizer’s works: 
a special attention to insecure work and 
living conditions today. in the first part 
of the film we see a performance, and then 
the focus is on performance in the media 
economy, the “best” self-presentation for 
this comedy group. after all “performance” 
is now an economic term: how to repre-
sent your economic interests efficiently 
and with an energetic presence. in Before 

the rehearsal we don’t just watch the 
actors rehearsing, we also see them prac-
ticing to be marketable, entertaining 
subjects. Before the rehearsal is after the 
rehearsal, and before the game is after 
the game, but even before the rehearsal 
marketing is an issue, and after the rehear-
sal marketing gets discussed all the more.
– the discussion with other viewers 
partly revolved around the question of 
whether this is a non-hierarchical collec-
tive or whether there is a boss after all, 
dictating to the group how to market itself. 
some said that this shows neo-liberal 
working methods and saw that as affir-
mative, while another person insisted that 
maybe this is just how collectives work 
these days. My impression is that this 
question can’t really be resolved. this 
ambivalence is exactly what is interesting: 
the way working and living conditions are 
permeated by the constant demand 
to perform in an economic sense, and how 
this results in an entrepreneurial under-
standing of the self.
– at the end of Before the rehearsal 
there’s this little “obama on ellen de
Generes effect”. the actors watch a you-
tube clip of Barak obama with ellen 
deGeneres, a well-known american tV 
entertainer and one of the first tV person-
alities to come out of the closet as a lesbian. 

the group talks about how obama 
managed to become president and a “funky 
celebrity” at the same time. once again this 
raises the question: to what extent can 
you market good content in a cool way? 
obama dances around a bit with ellen de
Generes, casual and sexy. that sends a very 
specific signal. obama is someone who has 
taken to heart and modernized Kennedy’s 
media strategy of marketing himself as 
a progressive idea – with a few dashes of 
Martin luther King. the flickr photo series 
from election night and his campaign’s 
entire online presence were new. obama 
(on youtube) seems to be a role model for 
the actors in the comedy group. Before 
the rehearsal ends with this scene. 
– the advertising slogan of slow children 
crossing is “inappropriate humor for all”. 
a nice touch is that Maya schweizer 
edited the video and gave it to the group 
free of charge in exchange for being allowed 
to film them.
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Sequence One: 
Dropped on the Eag le ’s  Nest

Ausstellungsansicht / exhibition view: Journeys With No Return
Kurt-Kurt, Projekte für den öffentlichen Raum, Berlin, 2010

Sequence one: Dropped 
on the eagle’s nest

2010
Installation of 15 prints,  
various formats

Die Aufnahmen entstanden  
in der Umgebung von Mardin, im 
türkisch-syrischen Grenzgebiet. 
Die Fotos werden in einer 
Sequenz präsentiert, die wie  
die Skizze zu einem Film wirkt, 
der von Situationen der Grenz- 
kontrolle und -überschreitung 
handelt.

The pictures were taken around 
Mardin on the border between 
Turkey and Syria. The photo- 
graphs are presented in a 
sequence, which makes them 
seem like a film sketch about 
episodes of border control and 
crossing. 
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TranScripts AND
subTitles

Your destiny depends 
on your lucky charm’s 
mood (today) 
Part Two, Senegal

– I didn’t go to school, I wish  
I did it but if I would have then  
I would speak well French. But  
I did Koranic school, like, like 
the kids you see on the streets 
with the pennies.
– You were a beggar like them?
– Yes, before I did this school, 
when I was younger, and I stayed 
there during 22 years. So before 
leaving the Koranic school,  
I began to learn a job. Sometimes 
I stayed with the Marabout, 
sometimes I went to learn the 
job, yes the job.
– Who’s your Marabout?
– My Marabout is called Aladi Sin, 
he lives in Tatiyin, on the road  
to Carla, after M’Bour. It’s about 
40 kilometres from M’Bour.  
Yes, I lived there.
– And your other brothers also 
went to the Koranic school? 
– No, only my younger brothers, 
some did the Koranic school, 
but most did French school.
– And did you choose Koranic 
school or did your parents? 
– No, it’s my parents because at 
that time I was very young. They 
sent me to the Koranic school, 
but if it was me, and me only …  
I wouldn’t have gone to the 
Koranic school to do the begging 
like that. I would never have 
done that.
– That’s why you chose the other 
school for your kids.
– That’s it. … Because I know 
what it is in the Koranic school 
already, and it’s not easy. You’re 
abandoned from your parents 
and your parents are abandoned 
from you and you stay alone 
with the Marabout. For example, 
your parents are in Dakar and 
they send you to St. Louis. You 
have no mother there, you have 
no dad there, you have nobody, 
not any one … Who can help 
you? Because you are there 
alone with the Marabout. When 
you wake up in the morning very 
early the Marabout tells you  
that you have to try to find some 
money and a little to eat and  
also for the lunch. You have to  
make the begging to find rice or 
something like that to eat. For 

the dinner also, every day like 
that. …
– Do you always find something 
to eat? 
– No, but you go to the people 
and ask “Guere Allah”, that means 
“Give something for God”. Yeah, 
so then you come back home 
and you have to give everything 
you get from the day to the 
Marabout, yeah.
– And does he prepare food? 
– No, it’s yourself who have to 
go ask at people’s place some- 
thing to eat. And the money 
when you give it to the 
Marabout, he takes it, and puts 
it in his pocket, the Marabout, 
and when he needs to buy  
a boubou … you see … that’s  
why he always send the kids. But 
they stay always until 15, 16 years 
old, then … they run away and 
come back to their parents.
– And you didn’t escape? 
– No, me I couldn’t because it 
was too far from my parent’s 
place, yes. I didn’t have money to 
come back home. I had to stay 
there until I finish the Koran. 
Everything, yes. That’s it but at 
present it’s finished, it’s over.
– But how many years are 
people staying at the Koranic 
school? 
– Some stay very long time until 
they reach 30 years old, some 
stay all their life. But then they 
become Marabout, people give 
you kids and the same circle 
continues.
– And how can you become  
a Marabout?
– The Marabout is just like the 
teacher and the school masters 
who are at French schools.  
A Marabout is a teacher or some 
pretend to be great magicians. 
Yes, there are many like that.

From the Classroom

This morning I feel full of energy. 
Despite the air conditioning the 
heat is coming through the 
window. I can smell the jasmine 
from the collective gardens of 
our building, even from my 
room. My father wakes up in the 
morning, very early even though 
he stopped working 20 years 

ago. He writes poems, playing 
with rhymes. He smiles and asks 
me for some tea. I would like to 
smoke … but never in front of 
him, it’s not something I can do. 
… My mother sleeps the whole 
morning. When she finally 
wakes up, she spends her time 
on the phone with her girl-
friends. Or types on the type- 
writer, the poems of my father, 
which she expects to save, “later”. 
She was put out to pasture, a 
little bit too early, because her 
appearance was too coquettish. 
She still can’t get used to the 
long coat and the headscarf, 
which heats up your head. I put 
on my wide long pants, a tight 
top and the headscarf. Then the 
beige summer coat, transparent 
but obligatory. I tie up my long 
brown hair, apply some light 
makeup. I put on my white scarf, 
which is barely hiding my tuft of 
hair. I go to work everyday like 
that. I also don’t forget to wear 
my mask. My behavioural mask 
which everyone has to choose. 
That’s a kind of role that keeps 
you safe. Then I run to catch the 
bus. It’s mostly full and very hot, 
but at least in the back they’re 
still available seats. On my way 
to work I pass by the news kiosk 
along the prominent Mauso- 
leum of Imam Saleh, where a 
thousand men and woman pray 
for an incurable disease. They 
mostly come to find a job,  
pay their debts, marry their 
daughters or simply to receive 
benefaction. Now I’ve almost 
arrived and still have an hour 
left. So I spend it in the coffee 
net. Because ever since I broke 
up with Adib, who had DSL, I’ve 
had less and less opportunity  
to access the internet. In reality, 
he broke up with me for some- 
body else.

Après le maquis  

There were three of them: an 
old woman, who was probably 
the mother of the candidate. 
She quickly raised her glasses 
when I arrived. Two others, 
seated side by side, looked 
similar. Hafça – who came after 

me, sat next to me. I looked at 
the floor. I knew the role that  
I had already played: remain 
silent, with eyes watching down. 
And let me examine patiently 
until the end … that was simple. 
For a girl who is going to be 
married, everything always seems 
easier beforehand. My mother 
was talking, I was hardly listen- 
ing. I had already heard too many 
times the topics that would  
be developed. My mother talked 
about our plight as refugees. 
Then we would share our 
opinions. When would it end? 
The same was already said last 
year … and the year before. … 
We should not complain too 
much. … Victory is assured in 
any case. … All of our men say 
it. … We know that the day of 
the return will come. … We 
have to remember those who 
have remained. … We have  
to think about the people who 
have suffered … the Algerian 
people are a nation that is loved 
by God … and our soldiers are 
hard like iron. …Then we would 
come back to the history of 
flight. And the sadness of exile 
would be revived. Homesickness. 
… Also there is the fear of dying 
away from your own country. … 
After that, God be praised! … 
This time it lasted a bit longer.  
I was hardly listening, I also 
thought as I perceive it all him- 
self, exile and so. … It took an 
hour or maybe even more … till 
the coffee came.

La corsa del venditore

Hello? Yes, it’s me. We have 
arrived at the train station. 
Everything is fine. Yes, we have 
just arrived. It’s noisy, I can’t 
hear you. … It didn’t take long 
to cross the bridge. And  
I hurried to get to Santo Spirito 
square. That dog is barking again! 
I can’t hear you. … Yes, and on 
the way there were a lot of them. 
They were chasing after some 
peddlers … one man, then two, 
then three! … And suddenly five 
of them began to run. Can you 
imagine? And the others packed 
up their goods so they could 

follow them. They ran to the 
corner so they could hide in the 
side street. Hello? Yes … they 
went to hide in the side street, 
to mingle with the crowd. Yes, 
that’s what I say, they went 
around the corner or to blend 
into the crowd. I’m not sure …  
I was just watching them, they 
weren’t talking to each other. 
They put their stuff back on the 
ground, a few meters away. Yes, 
they know that they might get 
confiscated. They don’t have any 
choice. The policemen had 
already left, but still you could 
feel them around. Yes, we still 
feel that they are close, that’s 
what I said. … The peddlers 
never get their own place on the 
market … in the street. … It’s 
always something they have  
to negotiate. We stopped. They 
were whispering. I understood 
every other word, every third 
word. … Do you hear me?  
Shit, dumbass storekeeper is 
throwing water on the floor 
here. Can you believe it? They 
throw water on the sidewalks 
where the peddlers set down 
their goods. … Everybody is on 
the lookout for selling space 
here. I continued, I went a few 
meters further … I kept going. 
Yes, and they had all resettled. 
Waiting for the tourists to buy 
their things. And anticipating the 
next round. … So they won’t be 
able to settle and take over any 
public space. They are pushed 
out constantly … so that they 
always have to change their 
venue and strategy. We had 
almost arrived, to about 6 or 
maybe 10 stands at the most, of 
food and articles imported from 
India. At the stand I felt some- 
one behind me. A man ap- 
proaching and offering me some 
handkerchiefs, towels, clamps, 
sponges. … The little one was 
very tired, I told him, no. He still 
took the stuff out of his gym bag 
discreetly. I gave him something. 
He looked at me and we left.  
Up there it’s quieter for them. 
But both sellers from the 
beginning of the street are no 
longer there – have you noticed 
that too? When I went down the 
street this morning the seller 
who was on the right side this 
afternoon wasn’t there anymore. 

Did you notice? They haven’t 
been there since the beginning 
of August. In fact since all the 
shops have closed … or since 
the militia has come to the 
streets here. I’m looking for some 
shade, I can’t hear you very well 
anymore. … The dog won’t  
stop barking. …

Au dos de la carte 
postale

The police tell us that the fol- 
lowing day they find the people 
whom they arrested the night 
before. 

“But we are motivated and we 
take action to keep this world- 
famous place safe,” explains 
Victor, 33, policeman. He chose 
this posting because he likes 
“the contact with the people, 
the tourists”.

“Around the Trocadero about 
150 black market traders, almost 
all of them from Senegal, profit 
from the 60,000 tourists who 
come every day. From the sale 
of Eiffel Towers you can earn up 
to 3000 euros a month. A 
lucrative job that is passed down 
from generation to generation.”

A shopkeeper says: “By under- 
cutting the prices these bastards 
get their monopoly on the sale 
of Eiffel Towers back.”

With the help of a passer-by, 
two bicycle-mounted policemen 
have discovered the traders’ 
stash. “If you can’t get the 
Senegalese, you have to get the 
stuff. Without their stuff they 
can’t sell and then they won’t 
stay here.”

“But it’s no good catching a 
Mouride, almost all of them have 
got valid visas,” one of the 
policemen adds.
Sébastien, 33 years old, finds it 
more satisfying to do his job on 
a bicycle. “The bike really turns 
into a passion,” he explains.

A local asks one of the police- 
men: “Why don’t you invest 

more into chasing after the black 
peddlers?” “When we arrest 
them the most we can hope for 
is a fine of not even 200 euros,” 
he answers.

“The Mourides aren’t illegal 
residents, they can’t be 
deported. They have valid visas, 
sold to them by corrupt officials 
in certain European embassies,” 
a journalist explains.

One of the policemen who used 
to be a soldier from Chile and  
a “military reporter” in Central 
Africa says, “I have been to their 
country, I know them. They 
have no right to be here, but we 
leave them in peace.”

“You’ll never see a policemen 
chasing after an Eiffel Tower 
salesman here,” he says. When  
I show him a photograph he  
is a little embarrassed. “Well, it 
certainly wasn’t us.”

“It’s like that every day, the 
police come, chase us away. … 
We leave for half an hour, then 
we come back. That’s how it is.”

“They try to catch us before  
the end of the bridge. Because 
it’s a different district on the 
other side, and it’s not in their 
jurisdiction.”

“The vendors only stay for  
a couple of years, until they’ve 
paid off their debts to the 
traffickers. They send home a 
few dozen euros every month,” 
a policeman adds at the end.

What I like most about the 
postcard is the fact that you 
don’t know what’s the front and 
what’s the back, here or there, 
close or far away, Plato or 
Socrates, front or back side. Nor 
can you tell what’s more import- 
ant, the picture or the text, and 
in the text itself – the message, 
the caption or the address. 

The Egyptian delegation to the 
Eighth International Congress of 
Orientalists, held in Stockholm 
in the summer of 1889, traveled 
to Sweden via Paris and paused 
there to visit the World 
Exhibition. The four Egyptians 
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spent several days in the French 
Capital, climbing twice the 
height (as they reported) of the 
Great Pyramid in Alexandre 
Eiffel’s new tower, and exploring 
the city below. They visited the 
carefully planned parks and 
pavilions of the exhibition and 
examined the merchandise and 
machinery on display.

Amid this order and splendour 
there was only one thing that 
disturbed them. The Egyptian 
exhibit had been built by the 
French to represent a winding 
street of Cairo, made of houses 
with overhanging upper stories 
and a mosque like that of 
Qaitbay. “It was intended,”  
one of the Egyptians wrote,  
“to resemble the old aspect of 
Cairo.” So carefully was this done, 
he noted, that “even the paint 
on the buildings was made dirty.”

The Egyptian exhibit had also 
been made carefully chaotic. In 
contrast to the geometric lines 
of the rest of the exhibition,  
the imitation street was laid out 
in the haphazard manner of the 
bazaar. The way was crowded 
with shops and stalls where 
Frenchmen dressed as Orientals 
sold perfumes, pastries and tar- 
bushes. To complete the effect 
of the bazaar, the French 
organizers had imported 15 
Egyptian donkeys from Cairo 
together with their drivers and 
the requisite number of grooms, 
furriers and saddle makers. 

The Egyptian visitors were 
disgusted by all this and stayed 
away. Their final embarrassment 
had been to enter the door of 
the mosque and discover that, 
like the rest of the street,  
it had been erected as what the 
Europeans called a façade.  
“It’s external form as a mosque 
was all that there was. As for the 
interior, it had been set up as  
a coffee house, where Egyptian 
girls performed dances with 
young males and dervishes 
whirled.”

After 18 days in Paris the 
Egyptian delegation traveled  
on to Stockholm to attend the 
Congress of Orientalists. Like 

the non-European delegates, the 
Egyptian were received with 
hospitality – and great curiosity. 
As though they were still in 
Paris, they found themselves 
something of an exhibit.

Another thing that is typical of 
the late 19th century are the 
World Fairs which made a name 
for Paris in particular. In 1889,  
on the occasion of the centenary 
of the revolution, the Eiffel 
Tower was constructed on the 
Champs de Mars. Around 1900 
France and her colonies invited 
the rest of the world to pay 
homage to the glamorously 
staged technological progress 
and to celebrate the dawn of the 
new century. 

Perfect folkloristic perform-
ances by Algerians, inhabitants 
of Dahomey, Galibi Indians, 
Senegalese or “redskins” be- 
tween the Jardin d’Acclimatation, 
the Champs du Mars and the 
Folie Bergères turned the  
Paris of the Belle Époque into  
a Paris of human zoos.

The turn of the century was  
also a milestone for the colonies. 
Everything was parceled out, the 
borders were drawn. With 
respect to the human zoos 
there were also changes afoot. 
They no longer served the same 
function. The consciousness  
on which they had been founded 
had changed. One had gotten 
used to the human zoos and the 
ideological deliberations went 
beyond simple racist concepts. 
Suddenly the display of the 
foreign leads to a contemplation 
of the domestic situation, of 
conquests, of the partitioning  
of the world as one desires. The 
best example for this can  
be seen here, at the foot of the 
Eiffel Tower – the villages are 
not just thrown together any- 
more, it is more important that 
a spectacular impression be 
created. Now they are witness 
to the partitioning of the world. 
And the year 1900 has a symbol- 
ic character in many other ways. 
Never before had Paris seen  
a show of this magnitude. With 
over 50 million visitors it turned 
into a mass event. Through 

illustrated postcards and film – 
here an Ashanti village filmed in 
1897 by the Lumière brothers  
in Lyon – images are turned into 
the ideal instrument of the 
popular sciences. As a large 
portion of the population in the 
West cannot read and write this 
is the way strange worlds are 
discovered – entirely fictitiously, 
completely staged. In order to 
satisfy an increasingly sophis-
ticated audience, individual 
specimen are gradually replaced 
by troupes and eventually by 
real touring villages with men, 
women, children and animals.

Une collection

− Look, that’s me here, on the 
side. And these are friends from 
Rennes, they came to see us on 
their vacation. That was really 
nice. We met here and they had 
a lot of exercise books, a lot of 
Bic pens and she gave them  
to me for the children at school. 
There were two boxes of school 
stuff for the children. A lot of 
Bics and stuff, pens. … This is  
a postcard from a girl who was 
here, she went to St Louis. She 
bought a postcard in St Louis 
and she wrote these things on it 
and sent it to me. And this one 
is from Algeria. A friend of mine 
was there, she went to France, 
… through Algeria. She wrote a 
postcard and said that she would 
spend her holidays in Algeria. 
This is me making tea, with 
Toubab, the others, white people. 
And this is me with friends from 
Brittany. These are all letters 
that people sent me. Friends 
whom I met by chance, who 
traveled around Senegal.
– Is that it?
– Because I don’t like it when 
everything gets mixed up. … 
This is me. …
– It’s nice, the black and white.
– This is my family, and this is my 
aunt with my niece. This is my 
family again, I’ve made some tea. 
And this is the beach when I 
went fishing. Some friends were 
there and I went off fishing. And 
they waited for me to take the 
picture. And this is the moment 

when I’m leaving to go fishing. 
And this is me with a little 
pirogue. Another pirogue, and 
this is me again. Can you see 
alright?
– Yes, yes, yes, I can see alright!
– This is Toubab Dialaaw, 27 
degrees Celsius. And this side is 
the other side. It was the rainy 
season – can you see? That’s 
why there are so many clouds! 
During the rainy season the rain 
falls and everything turns green. 
There is heavy rainfall and the 
whole countryside is green!  
You can tell that this is the rainy 
season. The rain falls for two or 
three days. And the countryside 
is transformed. You get up 
there, you climb up and you say: 
That’s impossible! That’s me. 
And these are my friends who 
worked in the office with me. 
This one is from Spain. This one 
is from France. And this is my 
sister. Look how light her skin is! 
Very light! But her big brother  
is so black, black, black! Why!? 
Because her father is light and 
her mother black! And some of 
the sons are black and some are 
light. Wait, I’ve got it here, no  
I think that’s all now.
– And are you Wolof?
– Yes, we’re Wolof. And here 
are my payslips. … I think that’s 
it now.

Passing Down,  
Frame One

Living in Berlin I went to visit  
my family in the south of France 
with my daughter.

Aix-en-Provence, 
February 2007
I was trying to interview  
my grandmother about how she 
remembered the end of the  
war when she was living in Lyon.  
I realized that she was very 
reluctant to talk about this 
period of time. She explained 
that she was only able to tell the 
facts in fragments. I began to 
record her tale:

[Grandmother:] We met her 
when she came with another 
resistor, I forget everybody’s 

names, It’s unbelievable. … He’s 
also well known. … There were 
three of them. There was her,  
a nobleman and …

Berlin, March 2007
In Berlin, back in my daily life,  
I was concentrating my working 
time in the morning. Mixing  
the work as a mother and the 
realization of my film, I began  
to listen to my recordings again.
[Grandmother:] Because they 
were acknowledged collabor-
ators. It was a police chief from 
Vichy who had occupied that 
house when she escaped.  
In coming back, she wanted to 
arrest them. When she arrived 
at our house, there were three 
of them, as I told you, and …  
I went to open the door, and 
Danièle was with me – she was  
a little girl, four or five years  
old at that time … and that 
disturbed her. Because in her 
remembrance there was in fact a 
young girl but not a little girl.
I was trying to fill in the gaps 
between what she was telling 
me and what I was under- 
standing, between her story and 
my situation today. I noticed that 
instead of preserving mem- 
ory, all my attempts to archive 
were making forgetting possible. 
[Grandmother:] And at that 
moment she understood that 
we were not the people she was 
looking for. When mum told her 
what we found in the house … 
We had found some Louis d’or 
… I don’t remember where she 
found them actually … so mum 
gave them back to her. Assuming 
it was hers. And mum had 
burned a whole correspondence 
that Lucie Aubrac had had with 
her brother in law. Who was  
a doctor imprisoned in Germany. 
Who studied diseased prisoners. 
And mum burned all that 
because she didn’t want to have 
troubles with the Germans.  
Oh, oh, you’ve burned all that. 
Oh, what a pity. … It was about 
my brother in law who was … 
oh, he did a lot of studies, why 
did you burn them? And mum 
said, but I didn’t want them  
to be found by the Germans!  
We would have been in a very 
bad situation. …

In Berlin I was searching in my 
archive for a specific picture 
fitting to her story, to my story.

[Grandmother:] So it was in 
1944! It was nearly at the end  
of the occupation. Because Lyon 
had just been set free. That was 
… we were going back to Paris. 
… That was in September, 
October 1944. – No, ’45, what 
am I saying! … Yes, in ’44. It’s at 
that moment that he found us 
the house. I don’t know how! 
And I can’t remember. Because 
during that time it was impos-
sible to find a place to live. But 
he found that house! And it was 
free, we knew it. Because it  
had been occupied by a former 
police chief of Vichy who had to 
leave, I don’t know where.  
And when it had been liberated, 
when the south had been set 
free, he was in a hurry to go back 
to Algeria, to sell his merchandise 
and see what he could do for 
business in Algeria. …
Like a labyrinth in the system  
of memory there was still gaps 
between her story and my 
reinterpretation. The details 
which were being lost when she 
was recounting her story were 
the lack of precision that were 
creating a gap in my archive.

Southern France, 
March 2007
I came back to complete the 
story of my grandmother. And 
that’s how I found out that my 
mother had already worked  
on it and possessed writings and 
letters which had never been 
made public in our family. 

Lyon, 1944 – Lucie Aubrac, 
Dastier de la Vigerie and a third 
member of the French Resist-
ance came back to the house of 
my grandmother.

They came during the with- 
drawal of the German Troops to 
arrest the police chief of Vichy. 
Instead they found my great 
grandmother and grandmother.

1943 – Escaping from the round 
up of Jews in Marseille, my great 
grandfather found an empty 
Villa in Lyon for his family. This 
house was originally the one 

where Lucie Aubrac used to live 
before she escaped the Vichy 
government.

When she left a police chief  
of the Vichy government settled 
there with his wife and his  
13 year-old daughter. He was 
strategically put there to be able 
to destroy the nest of the French 
Resistance.

1943 – As a round up of Jews 
happened in their district, my 
great grandmother and grand- 
mother were standing at  
the door, not knowing what was 
really happening.

When the police reached their 
door they were mistakenly taken 
for the wife and the daughter  
of the French police chief  
of Vichy and were told not to  
be concerned. The troops left 
without picking them up with  
the other Jews.

Metropolis,  
Report from China

Shanghai
September-October 2004
You see, Metropolis 
emerged from my first glimpse 
of the New York skyscrapers in 
October 1924 when UFA sent 
me to Hollywood to study 
American production conditions. 
… And while sightseeing in  
New York I imagined that it was 
a crucible of diverse and chaotic 
human powers, blindly bumping 
into each other in the untam-
eable desire to exploit each other. 
And thus living in a state of 
constant fear, I spent the whole 
day walking around the city. 
I saw the buildings like a vertical 
curtain, shimmering and very 
light, filling the back of the stage, 
hanging from a sinister sky in 
order to dazzle, to divert, to 
hypnotize. During the night the 
city gave the impression of being 
alive: it lived like illusions live. … 
I knew that I would have  
to make a film based on these 
impressions.

Today Metropolis has 
become a classic, the content of 
which now seems unimportant. 
In the cinema its name stands 
for the “imaginary city”.

Beijing
Darkness reigned as we entered 
China. The scenery for our 
journey was not yet fully pre- 
pared. 80 years after Lang’s visit 
to New York, the exact esti- 
mated time of the futuristic 
projections of the film Metro-
polis. – It is a time in which 
skyscrapers are being erected, 
the dawn of the 21st century.
It is night, but no one is asleep. 
We had come to find a film 
location, to talk with workers 
and architects, screenwriters 
and novelists. To investigate 
whether the whole film could be 
re-staged here.

deep beneath the 
surface lies the city of 
workers
You mean the workers in our 
project? – Yes. – Over 200 
workers in our project. – In- 
cluding all the workers inside and 
outside the wall? – No, no, only 
us guys outside the wall, over 
200 workers. – Over 200 
workers? You all belong to one 
company? – Yes – Oh. Is this 
your company? – No, no, I don’t 
have this ability. – But you have 
done such a good job! – Oh, no, 
thanks. There’s someone better 
than me. – So are you planning 
to stay in Beijing and develop 
your career in the future? – No, 
I like my hometown. Beijing is a 
foreign city for me anyway. Just 
like you, you must also prefer  
to be back in the States, right? –  
Hmm, so you miss home. What 
kind of career would you like  
to have when you are back in the 
Anhui province? – Everything is 
okay. Continuing the same 
work, doing some business, or 
learning a special skill. Anyway 
it’s not easy to do anything now 
for us young people, we have 
neither experience nor capital. 
It’s just difficult. You educated 
guys have better chances. –  
Oh, no, we just had better 
conditions! – Yes, we have the 
same ideas about improving our 
lives, but we are limited by some 
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conditions, right?

How many people are there in 
your family? – Four, my grandpa 
and grandma don’t live with us. 
But they’re still alive. I also have 
an older brother. – Oh, where is 
your brother? – He’s also in 
Beijing, working at a trade 
company. – That’s good. – He 
earns more than 1000 RMB per 
month. His work is not so tiring 
as mine. – I see, it’s rather cold 
in winter. – Yes, very cold.  
We are not at home. We have 
no choice. – Ah, you are not at 
home … – Well, we also have to 
commit ourselves entirely to  
the construction! – Do you live 
here? – Yes, in that house. – 
That house is for you workers? 
– Yes. – How many people share 
one room? – Five in my dorm 
room. But sometimes Eight, 
sometimes 4. It depends. We 
can choose to live with those 
easy to get along with. If you 
don’t like the people you live 
with, you can change to another 
room.

Together with our translator  
we felt like Freder, the son of a 
successful manufacturer, climbing 
down into the underworld  
of Metropolis, from a world 
which has nothing in common 
with what we see here.

Are the workers under you 
mostly from the other provinces 
or from Beijing? – Mostly from 
the other provinces. Most of the 
constructions in Beijing mainly 
depend on workers from other 
provinces. – Where are they 
mainly from? – From Henan, 
Hebei, Inner Mongolia … that is 
to say, from everywhere in this 
country. – Then how much can 
they earn every month? –  
On average 1200–1500 RMB  
per month. – That’s not so bad! 
– Not so bad. Compared with 
what they earn at home in the 
countryside it’s better. But the 
work is also harder. – Do they 
live outside the construction 
site? – No. Because the con- 
struction materials on the site 
need to be taken care of. It’s 
difficult to arrange for them to 
live outside. We also have official 
company dormitories for them. 

– Your company provides the 
dormitories? – Yes. Look over 
there – the temporary house 
on the west side of the office 
building is provided for our 
workers. Oh, you can’t actually 
see it from here. It’s on the 
other side of that office building. 
It is a temporary two-storey 
building. – I still want to know 
whether those workers from 
the other provinces need certain 
certification or permission to 
work here. – Surely they need 
something such as a temporary 
residency permit and a personal 
identity card, which they are 
required to have with them at all 
times. It’s a necessity! Look, we 
even have to carry our personal 
identity cards with us! – Do  
you as a native also need a 
temporary residency permit? – 
I’m not required to have one 
because I am a native of Beijing. 
– But those who are not from 
Beijing are required to apply for 
a temporary residency permit? –  
My thoughts now are set on 
maintaining my present living 
standards. – Don’t you have any 
expectation for the future? – 
Well, it’s difficult to say. Beijing 
is currently developing very 
rapidly. We construction 
workers don’t have such a good 
school education, we are just 
specialists in construction. 
Therefore I don’t have any other 
plans at the moment.

This is how the city protects 
itself from the great storm  
of rural immigrants. But it can’t 
completely avoid its uncon-
trolled growth.

Shanghai / Suzhou River
The closer we got the more we 
lost our way in the small districts 
of the labyrinth under the 
bypasses in the suburbs. That’s 
where the barracks for the 
migrant workers who live here 
are located.

So how long do you still need  
to finish this project? – Another 
two months. – Have you been 
working here for two months 
already? – Yes. – How many 
workers do you have here? 400? 
– Around 200. – Can you answer 
all my questions? Maybe you  

can tell me how your day  
is organized … – Wow, that is  
a big topic! – Please feel free to 
share everything! – We start 
working at 6 a.m. and we live 
here, in the office upstairs.  
I arrange the daily work for the 
carpenters, bricklayers, cement- 
mixers and so on. And that’s all. 
There’s nothing special, every- 
one just does their work. Work 
is always organized based on the 
work plan. – The work plan? –  
Yes. How can we build something 
without a plan! – Is the plan 
written on paper for each indi- 
vidual? – No, we hold a briefing. 
For example a work plan with  
a weekly workload is distributed 
to different groups, and then to 
the individuals in each group,  
for example, how much work a 
carpenter should do per day. He 
gets paid according to the work 
he accomplishes each day. For 
example, if he earns 70 RMB per 
day, he has to finish an amount 
of work worthy of 100 RMB  
or more. How else can the boss 
make a profit, right? – So it takes 
about half an hour for you to 
arrange the daily work, till half 
past 6? – Yes, about half an hour. 
– Then it’s time for breakfast? – 
Breakfast time is already over at 
6:30 a.m. – So organizing the day 
is done at 7 a.m., and what do 
you do then? – Supervising. – Oh,  
you supervise them while they 
work? – Yes. – Then you have 
lunch, and supervise them again 
after lunch? So do you supervise 
them immediately after lunch? – 
I take a rest first after lunch. 
– And you continue to supervise 
them after lunch? – We start 
our work in the afternoon at 
half past 12, until 6 p.m. Working 
after 6 p.m. is overtime. – So 
you don’t usually work overtime 
unless the work has to be done 
urgently, right? – No, normally 
we work overtime.

We weren’t forced to see 
certain sights or to visit particu- 
lar districts of the city. Everything 
was open to us. We could easily 
alternate between the different 
worlds as we followed the 
workers, going back to their 
homes.

“The workers over in Shanghai, 

they don’t live in a building, 
because when somebody lives in 
a building it means that they’re 
rich. Either you’re rich, meaning 
that you have a good income,  
so you live in a building. … But 
the workers, they live in a very 
poor environment. The buildings 
are not very high. They only 
have four, five stories. So there 
are no tall buildings with all the 
workers inside, we don’t have 
that here in Shanghai.”

Hangzhou
“We have a growing middle-
class. Now we have a totally 
different kind of financial struc- 
ture, and then we have private 
ownership, a financial structure 
meaning a middle-class person 
can get a bank loan, so basically 
any college graduate can buy  
an apartment. If you are a blue- 
collar worker, then of course 
you can’t, and then you live  
in a totally different way.” – “It’s 
another world?” – “It’s another 
world, at least in Beijing, it’s 
often sort of mixed, too. 
Because the zoning idea has only 
been introduced recently in 
China. So in the older cities like 
Beijing it’s all mixed. So that’s 
why all the new or more 
expensive communities are 
gated. Because next door there 
could be something very basic.”

On visiting Shanghai our atten- 
tion was attracted by the 
exceptional over-identification 
of the inhabitants with their city 
and its development. Everything 
is concentrated on the city;  
its model has been exhibited  
in museums and is added to from 
time to time with new construc-
tions. This model city is an 
attraction and a vision of the 
future.

New parts of the cities are built 
very rapidly, based on pre- 
designed models. Zones for living 
and zones for working are 
separated from one another.

The plans remind us of the 
images we had seen of the pro- 
duction of Metropolis in the 
Babelsberg Film Studios.

“When they designed and built  

a city like that, it didn’t have the 
notion of a city as something 
always growing and changing and 
evolving. So probably the way 
people live will not work with 
some of the zoning, meaning that 
residential buildings are probably 
occupied as workspaces, people 
would live in an office building 
and so on. So to me that is very 
important to understand the 
city as something growing, 
almost like an organism: some- 
thing changes, expands, and then 
these kind of expansions and 
changes should be designed into 
the master plan, should be 
considered from the very begin- 
ning. That’s not happening here 
– they always want to have this 
‘final’ version of a city.”

Shanghai / Pudong
“There’s lots of grass, not really 
trees but grass, but you can’t 
walk on the grass – you’re not 
allowed to walk on the grass at 
all, which is really shit, so what’s 
the point?”

What we are told here 
is trivial, bombastic, 
pedantic and full  
of antiquated romanti-
cism. 

To the new tower of 
babel, to my father!

But if one ignores the story in 
favour of the movie’s plastic 
photogenic basis, then 
Metropolis rises above all 
expectations, overwhelms us as 
one of the most marvellous 
picture books ever made.

“In China right now, there’s this 
whole kind of unhealthy rush, 
because they’re 40 years behind 
everybody else so they want to 
surpass everyone. So during this 
time it’s … how to surpass? 
We invite the top architects and 
get all the foreign architects to 
build in China and not copy the 
stuff in the West – we want 
first-rate stuff.”

“China was seen as this kind of 
utopia for architects because 
they could come here and they 
could create and really explore 
all the ideas that they have in the 

West, but were restricted 
normally by money … or a code 
or law. So they just came here 
and they can do whatever they 
like to do.”

“Now it’s all the city objects,  
the monuments, they may look 
interesting or not, look pretty 
or not, but that’s not even the 
question. The question is if  
it showcases well, the economic 
power, the economic success. 
… So you can see these develop- 
ers, businessmen and govern-
ment officials – they see them- 
selves as connoisseurs and 
collectors of architecture. …  
It’s a different kind of a fiction 
than Metropolis, I have to 
say. It’s not very romantic at all. 
It kind of comes down to 
quantities and numbers – kind of 
boring actually. … But on the 
other hand you may say what’s 
even more crazy is how this big 
mechanism – the market econo- 
my – could produce in a specific 
culture like we have here in 
China. Some real extremes and 
wonders, you might say. So the 
old capitalism in Europe, in 
America, would have a very 
different kind of impact on the 
city, on the way people live and 
on China nowadays. There  
is a lot of irony to it, so if it’s a 
fiction it must be a comedy!”

Your magnificent city, 
father – and you the 
brain of this city – and 
all of us in the city’s 
light!

and where are the 
people, father, whose 
hands built this city –? 
where they belong!

Beijing / Tiananmen 
Square, National Day
The father of German film 
criticism, Siegfried Kracauer, 
already sees the Ornament 
of the Masses which appears 
in Metropolis in the 
geometrically choreographed 
deployments of vast masses of 
extras. For Kracauer these 
de-personalized mass scenes 
were not least manifestations  
of totalitarian demagogy. The 
vitality of Metropolis, a 

“mixture of Wagner and Krupp”, 
alarmed the French.

Shanhai / Nanjing Road
As we met more people and 
investigated further locations, 
we probably lost touch with the 
real China today. Do we want 
this film to repeat itself, for it to 
become “real”? Not really. But 
maybe here in China we have 
seen a variation that has already 
become true. Even if a wish can’t 
be fulfilled in real life, its desire 
can at least be satisfied.

Credits
Metropolis, a film by Fritz 
Lang, was produced by UFA in 
1927 and was based on a script 
written by Thea von Harbou. The 
original film footage is assumed 
to have been lost.

The film was reconstructed by 
Enno Patalas, the Murnau 
Foundation and the Munich Film 
Museum, and in 2001 it was the 
first film to be included in the 
unesco’s Memory of the 
World Register.

In 2004 we traveled to China  
in order to gather material for  
a remake of Metropolis. 
During this trip we were particu- 
larly interested in those impres- 
sions of China that we felt could 
serve as a template and basis  
of interpretation for our remake.

Before the Rehearsal

A: Hi honey, I’m home. Did you 
have a good day?
B: I’d be having a better day if  
I could get me something to eat. 
When you gonna get in there 
and cook, woman?
A: Well honey you been home 
all day, why didn’t you eat 
something?
B: Cuz you ain’t get your ass in 
there and cook something! Now 
get in there and cook, woman! 
A: Honey I had a really long day, 
maybe we should just order 
some take-out.
B: Bitch! What part of get your 
ass in there and cook don’t you 
understand? 

A: I got it! Get your ass in there, 
I got it …
B: God damn. I’m tired of this 
shit. [Knocking.] Bitch, don’t you 
hear the goddamn door? You 
better get that mother-fucker.
C: Hey, are you Kelley?
A: Oh, yes. Who are you?
C: Laquida from Rent-A-Sister.
A: Rent a what?
C: From Rent-A-Sister. We help 
women like you who have a 
tired-ass man.
A: Well, I didn’t call any Rent- 
A-Sister.
C: Didn’t ask if you called or 
didn’t. The guy you complained 
about – is this him?
A: This is my sweetie, yes.
B: Bitch! Why’s the lady here?
C: I’ll tell you why. Cuz you 
don’t cook none. Ain’t that right, 
Kelley?
A: Yeah, I suppose so.
B: Who the fuck are you?
C: Don’t worry about who the 
fuck I am, just worry about your 
damned self.
B: Well, whatever. I just know 
one of you bitches better get in 
there and cook me something  
to eat.
C: Oh, oh, whatever 
B: Hey, hey. [Fighting.] I just 
wanted to eat something – there 
ain’t nothing wrong with that.
C: I’ll tell you something about 
yourself – you’re a no-job-having, 
no-money-making, can’t-get-his 
dick-up negro.
B: Hey, you ain’t gotta get per- 
sonal. Besides that’s a problem 
for a lot of men – 8 out of 10 my 
doctor says. Damn. Besides I’m 
just hungry, man.
C: Those hands don’t look broke. 
Call MacDonald’s, mother 
fucker!
A: Or Pizza Hut … mother 
fucker!
B: All right. I’ll tell you what.  
I’m gonna do it this time. Just cuz 
you’re paying my car note.
C: Hell no. You’re paying his car 
note?
A: Well it’s okay. It’s just a little 
car. Doesn’t cost a lot.
C: Okay. You better tell him.
A: I can’t pay your car note.
C: [Nudges her.]
A: I can’t pay your car note.
C: Girl, watch and learn. I will not 
pay your damned car note. And 
you know what? I got a short 
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poem for you: Roses are red, 
violets are blue, and if you don’t 
start paying her car note, there’ll 
be no anal sex for you.
B: Damn. I didn’t know you knew 
how to do that. You take it up 
the butt? 
A: Yeah.
B: Oh, oh all night long. Hey, I’ll 
pay my car note, your car note, 
whoever else’s car note you want 
me to pay. Hey, you hungry? 
A: Uh huh.
B: Sit on down, take a load off. 
There you go, sugar darling. Let 
me get you something. What 
you want?
C: Chicken!
A: Oh, thank you so much.  
He’s never acted like that before.
B: Which way is the kitchen?
A: It’s around the corner. Look 
for the stove. It’s white. … Fire. 
… Oh my dear, thank you so 
much, you’ve helped me so much, 
I appreciate it.
C: All right. Here’s my business 
card. Just don’t be calling me on 
Saturday morning cuz I gotta get 
my hair done … [Reads:] Got 
yourself a broken-ass, tired-ass, 
shiftless negro? Call Rent-A-
Sister today. You’ll be glad you 
did!
C: Uh huh!
A: It’s great. (I really like your 
hair.) …

a: I fucked up though 
b: One of the lines was dropped. 
It was …
a: Yes, I know. How we get off 
this, cause it goes …
b: I think you go straight to pizza.
c: Yeah, about the … you go? 
a: No, no, before that we 
dropped two or three lines 
because I came around here and 
she says … I’m just trying to fix 
this up …
In chorus: “No-money-making, 
can’t-get-his-dick-up negro  
like …
a: Oh, yeah. I’m just trying to fix 
something that’s all, and what’s 
your line? 
c: Um … let me see …
d: I thought it was – I just want 
you to cook me somethin’, that’s 
all … I’ll tell you what, Kelly  
ain’t gonna do that … stuff was 
some broke-ass, tired-ass, little 
bitch.
a: Can’t-get-his-dick-up negro …

f: That’s a problem …
h: Oh yeah, here there’s some- 
thing missing. 
f: Four outta five is what the 
doctor says, so bla bla bla, get 
outta here …
d: So, so let’s do that one more 
time real quick.

(TITLE appears)
a: How come you haven’t sub- 
scribed to my YouTube?
b: I’m sorry, I didn’t even …
a: I left you a message today.
b: Did you? Oh, I didn’t check it. 
a: Yeah, nobody ever checks 
their YouTube messages, but the 
point is subscribe to my shit.  
I subscribe to yours.
b: Okay …
a: You don’t even have no videos.
b: I do have videos.
a: No, you have favourites, you 
don’t post no videos.
b: I haven’t posted any videos, 
no, I have not.

Saudia: The first I thing I wanted 
to address was … the gate 
keeper thing. I don’t know what 
everyone else had in mind as far 
as … we wanted to outline five 
cable networks, uh, obviously 
off the bat HBO, Comedy 
Central, TBS, because they’re 
trying to put their focus more 
towards comedy, ISC (the only 
reason why I put ISC in there is 
because that’s where they’re the 
widest, for reality. … Bravo,  
but basically my main point was 
… to get everything we want … 
we’re saying ultimately we want 
a TV show, well then, we need 
to have the blueprint for that, 
which is, a TV show. We need 
to present that to people. We 
need to show them what we’re 
about. I think at this point  
we can’t wait for other people 
to put that out there for us, we 
kinda have to do that ourselves. 
So the first thing was to create a 
pilot, a pilot for the TV show, 
but a reality pilot as well, 
because, as me and Brett found 
out when we had our second 
meeting with Brad, I wouldn’t 
say it’s hard to pitch this group 
of people, but our brand of 
energy, what we’re selling – it’s 
different selling it when you’re 
not there, because people don’t 
understand it. And I think it’s 

easier to be like – you wanna see 
what we’re about? All right. 
Here’s our stuff and here’s our 
tape of us as us, this is what it is, 
do you know what I mean?
And I think we need to spend 
more attention, not only more 
attention trying to get people to 
look at it, but more attention at 
putting stuff up … and stuff 
that’s pertinent and stuff that’s 
gonna get us hits. Like what we 
were just talking about on the 
way over here which was making 
a spoof of every reality show, 
because everybody watches that 
shit online. So if we have some- 
thing for each four of The Real 
Housewives of Orange 
County, our spoof on that, 
our spoof on Survivors, on 
The Real World, you know 
… like Tiffany was talking about 
the Beyoncé video – all that shit, 
all that stupid shit has like five 
million hits. … Some fat guy … 
like, I mean, there was some-
thing like 80 thousand hits  
on that, and he wasn’t even doing 
the Beyoncé dance. 

Tiffany: My second thing is,  
was establishing a show in Los 
Angeles. And the reason being 
is: one, we have Warren, who’s 
willing to give us a spot imme- 
diately. That’s money coming in, 
that’s building an audience, that’s 
something that could start as 
soon as January if we jump on it 
quick enough. … So I think that 
seems to be the priority because 
it’s money, it’s building an audi- 
ence, and everything we need. 
Even sooner than doing a DVD  
I would want to start with  
that because that would build an 
audience and put money in 
people’s pockets quicker.

Saudia: I think you misunder-
stood what I was saying. The 
DVD, to me, is still second, but 
that takes another element that 
we have no control of, which  
is Gregory. So to me that’s gonna 
always have to be in the back of 
our minds. That doesn’t mean 
we don’t pursue the Hollywood 
show. I’m not saying that’s less 
important. I’m just saying that 
we have to be prepared 
whenever Gregory is ready to 
do it, which means financially,  

in time, we have to be prepared 
whenever he wants it, because 
that to me takes precedence.  
If we’re doing a show and he says 
hey, I’m ready to do this, then 
which one are we gonna choose, 
the show or doing the DVD?  
I’d rather not do the show for  
a month and focus on the DVD 
than doing the show. 

Tiffany: And I’d rather make him 
work around that show. And  
I think Gregory’s very busy, he’s 
a very busy man, but at the same 
time, I think if he can’t shoot it, 
we get someone else to do it, 
because at the end of the day  
if Gregory’s not there to shoot, 
we still need to make stuff 
happen.

Saudia: But then we have 
somebody who wants to shoot 
it right now.

Tiffany: Then we should, I think. 
I’m all about doing as much as 
possible, I’m not talking about 
waiting on Gregory’s butt,  
I’m not trying to wait on him.  
I mean in my opinion I want to 
try to talk to Warren tomorrow, 
to try to get a date for our 
show, and get on the phone with 
a film person and figure out 
when we’re filming.

Brett: For the video stuff, I also 
think … it all has to kind of work 
together, cause the video stuff 
… it’s not just being on stage, 
but it is about having  
a presence on line. How we put 
the DVD together – not the 
reality show but as something 
we can present as a stage show, I 
think is important, but at the 
same time I think that will come. 
I think whatever we do present 
does have to be, I think, as close 
to a finished product as we  
can make it, as far as what the 
structure is like when we show 
the DVD … is well, like, this is 
what our show will look like. … 
We don’t know that yet – when 
the show is on the stage, we 
should say hey, here’s our new 
video. Then I’ll put something on 
the end of it that says hey, seen 
our show? Here, like everything 
we do should point somebody in 
the direction of what we’re 

doing, even if it’s individually, 
even if you’re doing a play, or 
you’re doing a show, or you’ve 
got some film coming in …  
so that has us involved in every 
aspect … wherever we can 
point people to … so then, 
when we point something to 
your show, you can go – and oh, 
by the way, my group is doing 
this, and then that keeps building, 
building, building. The fan base 
– when we sat with Comedy 
Central one of the things they 
asked was – do you guys have a 
big following here in New York? 
Now we had a decent following, 
we didn’t have a huge following, 
but that’s a key thing, because 
people will start to come see us 
if they hear, if they know who 
we are. People will come.

Alem: The point is, we need 
footage like that. … No, I wasn’t 
talking about the sketch, I was 
just talking about the reality 
show right now. So the stuff we 
had, some of the stuff she shot 
in Seattle, enough to make a 
story to say – look, this is who 
we are, this is what goes on, this 
is who this person is: Tiffany the 
Bible thumper, Ivy the lesbo 
with the bullhorn, Sonia the 
Biscuitbootie dancer, Jezebel, 
Brett, the geek-techy video game 
… the loud-mouthed black guy 
with a big penis. … Uh, so … 
anyway the point is, we want to 
be able to do that so … that 
happens all the time …

Tiffany: So from this point on, 
we need to film absolutely 
everything.

Ivy: Also the thing that we  
were doing that we just kind of 
stopped was going out and 
meeting people, going to diffe- 
rent functions. I know there’s a 
lot of free functions, a lot of 
different functions that we can 
go to, as a group to attract those 
people to come to our show, 
and really concentrate to get 
customers to come out to our 
stage show, and also in that time, 
to really prepare. … What is the 
show? If I was indepen- 
dently looking for somebody to 
promote my pilot that I wrote 
or my film that I wrote I would 

make sure that what I had to 
give them was as simple as a 
manuscript, and say this is the 
manuscript, this is our live show 
and here we are. These videos 
that we’re piecing here and 
there, maybe they don’t fit into a 
structure that people could use 
in a network. So we need to 
figure out what exactly it’s 
gonna look like.

Alem: And so now … I realize 
we’re all sort of tired of doing 
the same sketches, but again, it’s 
new to them, so …

Ivy: But we think it’s funny and 
that’s how we started off doing 
some of them. No other people 
ever heard of or thought about 
or anything.

Tiffany: It’s more of a time issue, 
I think, than anything else.

Alem: I say, I like the idea of the 
slow transition, which is sort  
of – we’ve already got two new 
sketches, well sometimes three, 
that we throw them into the 
show, with the old stuff, and 
then eventually it becomes  
a new show. You know what I 
mean, as time goes on, I like that 
idea – like sort of padding it,  
so that we have some sketches 
we’ve done before that we know 
work, and then some new 
sketches that we think will work, 
and then maybe the next one we 
do three more, four more, 
whatever, that’s what I think.

Ivy: I mean, I hear what you’re 
saying but something’s gotta 
happen where … cause … the 
… are getting creatively frus- 
trated. … I don’t know how 
Obama became the president 
and the biggest fucking celebrity 
at the same time? He’s like 
bigger than anything … and he 
hits the bag! Yes, they do all that 
stuff on Ellen.
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