Schroeder´s wonderful World

SUMMARY

A gigantic investment project draws Frank Schröder, assistant to a big investor, back to his birthplace, a little village in the region where Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic meet. Torn between conflicting demands, pettiness and rivalries, his plan for cross-border cooperation threatens to go off the rails. But Schröder doesn't give up and things start moving. Till his boss decides to go on a wolfhunt.

STORYLINE

Frank Schröder only wants to do the right thing! His birthplace Tauchritz needs a man like him – he reckons. An enormous artificial tropical paradise is to be built on the nomansland of the German-Polish-Czech border. In Tauchritz, for Tauchritz, but not only for Tauchritz. The ”Magic Lagoon” will get the run-down region up on its feet again – of that Schröder is sure. He dreams of cross-border co-operation. He dreams that globalisation, in the shape of his project, will be able to bring sometime enemies together as friends. He sells this vision to his boss (of Russian descent), the American investor, John Gregory. ”Freedom and Prosperity” are the magic words. However, to his astonishment, Schröder is obliged to recognise that open borders don’t necessarily lead to open minds. The potential partners in the scheme are preoccupied with their personal fantasies: Schröder’s father, Theo, Mayor of the locality, curses the Silesian side of his family, in the half-finished ”hammam” in the cellar; his Czech colleague, Janaçeck, scents competition for his own remote golf course; and the Polish engineer, Krukovsky, struggles with modern technology and finds every suggestion ”tricky”. On top of that Schröder has to deal with Uncle Wigbert, who feels his remaining patch of Silesian soil threatened by foreign powers. The substantial local cuisine and the ubiquitous herb schnappes threaten further trouble. However Frank Schröder believes in his mission, and at last it seems as if his enthusiasm will bear fruit. Till his boss hears the call of the wild…

DIRECTOR´S STATEMENT

”Schröder’s wonderful world” is, in the truest sense, a ”borderline” film. Borders play a major role in it: political borders, cultural borders and the ones in our heads. The film defies genre, switching between and fusing satire and reality. In the story grand ideals are trimmed to human dimensions. In order to ground our fiction in reality, we set off on a voyage of discovery. We travelled to the spot where the New Europe is right now coming into being: to the border of what was Communist Eastern Europe, the triangle where Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic meet. The nearer we approached the film location, the more tangible was the feeling of separation at the apparently open borders. The vision of the script blended with reality in the most intensive manner: discoveries like the Czech golf club in the back of beyond, the wolf pack that immigrated ”illegally” across the river Oder, roads that led nowhere, flowed into the script. And suddenly, in turn, the location mirrored our fantasy: the real-life project ”Berzdorfer See” corresponds almost exactly to the ”Magic Lagoon” of the film, right down to the golf course and the American investor. In this region, with its 25% unemployment and rural depopulation, dreams and aspirations are sky-high too. Unfortunately they don’t extend across the borders. The opportunities for co-operation, seen by many as the only hope for the region, are hardly explored. As in the film, everyone dreams their own dream, hoping for a miracle from above. But the ”terra incognita” we encountered is extremely inaccessible for miracles. The romantic half-timbered overkill of the German Mittelgebirg villages is still completely unknown even to the most enthusiastic of Japanese tourists. The people from the region know this. For just that reason they proved highly committed to the project, which they hoped would portray their world: cooks, musicians, amateur actors and team members from all three countries worked together for a film that is a plea for exactly this sense of community.  For two months in a wintry late Autumn it was a wonderful world. And even if it wasn’t, at least we all shared the sweat and the local schnapps!

UNKNOWN TERRITORY - Visualising the Landscape

In the last sequence of the film, the hunt, the protagonists are supposed to arrive in a landscape remote in time and space, far distant from the present and the comforts of civilisation. Three months before the shoot, I found myself, together with the camerawoman, Tanja Trentmann, in the Zittauer mountains, surrounded by bizarre rock formations - beings from the deep past, bearing names like "The Brooding Hen", "Sacrificial Altar" or "Godzilla" (my choice). Tanja had her camera with her so we could decide the possible shooting angles appropriate to our cinemascope format. It was Jost Vacano, the cameraman for "Das Boot", who tipped us off about the location, going to the trouble of ringing us up specially! Cinemascope for us was, rather like the landscape, unknown territory. We had plumped for these anamorphic lenses because the nature of the film meant that we needed shots of both smaller and larger groups of characters. The lenses were twice as large and heavy as normal. Our assistants had the unenviable task of wrestling them over virtually impassable, snow-covered, rocky terrain. Luckily for them, in order to give the film a consistent texture, we had limited ourselves mostly to two focal lengths. Tanja's "cinemascope" photos made the job easier anyway. With their help we knew exactly where to position the equally intractable camera. Nonetheless we all breathed a sigh of relief when, after a week of shooting in the mountains, we could round off our work there with a feast of wild boar round a camp fire. We bade farewell to "The Brooding Hen", "Sacrificial Altar" and "Godzilla" and returned to the present....
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