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The Site Creates Simultaneity
b y  b e r t  r e b h a n d l 

bert rebhandl: how did Muster come about? It is a commis-
sioned work for dOCUMenta (13), isn’t it?

clemens von wedemeyer: yes, it is. Carolyn Christov-bakargiev, 
the artistic director of dOCUMenta (13), showed me the site of breitenau, 
as she did with other artists taking part in the exhibition. breitenau is pretty 
close to Göttingen, where I was born. When I was a teenager I sometimes went 
to Kassel to go to the discotheque. but I had never been to this site of a former 
concentration camp. I started a research project with the idea of a possible film 
plot in mind, like time travel in breitenau.

br: did you have school excursions like the one we see in Muster?

cvw: actually, we didn’t do many school excursions to historical sites. but 
there is a site named Moringen not far from my home town, and it was a youth 
concentration camp during World War II. I went there at one point.

br: breitenau is full of history.

cvw: It has German history all over it, by which I mean the negative as-
pects. It reminded me of when I made Big Business (2002), which is based on a 
workshop I did in a prison. the prison had previously been a monastery and 
had undergone fundamental institutional changes, very much like breitenau. 
today it hosts a psychiatric institution and a memorial site. 

br: the church is still in operation, though, isn’t it?

cvw: yes, they still have services there. One Sunday the congregation had 
to pass by the old US jeeps that we had used there for the day’s shoot, and they 
were pretty bewildered.

br: Who is in charge at breitenau these days?

cvw: the historian dr. Gunnar richter works at the memorial site, and he 
is part of a university research group that discovered forgotten Gestapo files in 
a cellar, around 1980, which later on were made accessible in their exhibition. 
richter published several books about the “work education camp” and the 

Clemens von Wedemeyer has imagined a trip back in time at Breitenau. Starting with events 
that happened there from 1933 to 1945, the German artist has composed three stories that 
reach the years of the women’s reformatory, in the 1970s, with a different protagonist for 
each era. A work that attempts to bring out the “pathology” of the site, as the artist tells 

Bert Rebhandl, and at the same time its “unforgettable” status as a black hole in the history 
of Germany, that sucked up innocent lives for almost a century.

events that took place there in 1933-1945. I took that as a departure point for 
my ideas about what might have happened during the liberation of the site by 
the US army. I also walked with a school tour and used the material the teacher 
presented as another starting point for my own writing and fictionalizing.

br: One of the three parts of the work takes place in 1994. does this 
year have a personal significance for you?

cvw: I finished high school in 1993. In berlin I saw a band called die Frem-
den (the Strangers). they hadn’t played together for 15 years, and they are 
originally from my area, and one of their songs is called “1994.” So I included 
them playing a live gig in the film. their music is rooted in the 1980s; there is 
an atmosphere of einstürzende neubauten and rio reiser in their songs. their 
best-known song is “Ich bin hier Fremd” (I am a Stranger around here), 
which refers strongly to the negativity of that time. and in 1994, the film Bam-
bule by Ulrike Meinhof was shown for the first time on television, after 24 years.

br: tell me about your research concerning Bambule, the 1970 film 
about a rebellion in a girls’ reformatory, written by Ulrike Meinhof, who 
left that project to become an underground member of the red army 
Faction in Germany.

cvw: My original idea only had two parts, the present time and the period of 
national Socialism. but when I started to research Bambule, I sensed a stron-
ger and stronger need for a link between them. I finally decided to “relocate” 
the shooting of Bambule, which had taken place in berlin, to breitenau, where 
Meinhof took part in a movement to close down these prison-like reformato-
ries, while she was writing Bambule in 1969. at the time, the history of the con-
centration camp at breitenau had been repressed. the present was of impor-
tance—trying to change society and its institutions by any means. the result 
was a clearer unity of the three parts.

br: how did you write those three scripts, with all the interweaving 
and parallels?

cvw: I conceived of three stories, three plotlines. Initially my concept cen-
tered on a kind of time travel: a student in 1994 watches a film while on drugs, 
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This page and opposite – Muster, production stills, 2012. 
© VG Bild Kunst. Photo: Eiko Grimberg
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and falls into the narration. I then wrote the scripts with the overall three-part 
structure in mind. Conceptually the 1994 part is associated with music, 1970 
with language, and 1945 with the body.

br: Each part has a main protagonist. Actually, the part that takes place 
in 1945 seems to have several.

cvw: There is the actress in 1970, the student in 1994, and a French work 
camp prisoner 1945. But in 1945 there is also the woman photographer. And 
the character of the translator, who kind of resurfaces as the director in 1970 
and the teacher in 1994, because it is the same actor. This “mediator” part I 
found very helpful in tying the three generations together. 

br: How did you find the actor Arndt Schwering-Sohnrey? He looks 
familiar, but I can’t place him.

cvw: He is a bit player you see in many movies, but rarely in main roles, as 
yet. For example he played a Hungarian psychoanalyst in David Cronenberg’s 
A Dangerous Method, and in Inglourious Bastards he is one of the drunken Ger-
man soldiers in the basement bar scene. He ’s quite versatile! 

br: In the exhibition, visitors will walk around the three films, 
arranged as a triangle of three screens and projected onto each exterior. 
Will there be any synchronization between the films?

cvw: Yes, they are synchronized technically. But I believe the psychological 
synchronization will happen through sound, as you can only see two screens at 
the same time. For example: while we listen to the punk concert on one screen, 
on another screen the girls bust up a cell.

br: You are also planning a feature film as part of this concept. Is it 
true that you will edit another version? 

cvw: Yes, there will be a classic film version of it, which will be broadcast 
at the end of dOCUMENTA (13), and we are thinking about ways to edit the 
existing material into this linear version. 

br: Would it work if you just played the three parts one after the other?

cvw: Probably, but that might be a bit too simple. There are some cue points 
within the stories that lend themselves to going back and forth among the three 
parts and achieving a more integrated version.

br: There is one particularly remarkable scene when Amelie, the 
actress in 1970, walks beside one of the institutionalized girls. Both girls 
are played by Amelie Kiefer. Is that done via back projection?

cvw: Yes, that is one of the most experimental things I wanted to try, and it 
also refers to the idea of time travel. She runs into a girl who is basically her-
self. With back projection it worked out very well. The main problem, techni-
cally speaking, is the focus in such a scene. If you do it the way we did it, with 
a tracking shot in front of a back-projected image (in fact she is walking on a 
tracking band), you can be a lot more precise in the focus than with blue screen.

br: The focusing looks very classical, to the degree that I started to 
wonder whether you might even have shot on film. But that would have 
been too expensive, right?

cvw: Yes. We shot on a Digital HD camera (Red system). We wanted the 
camera to follow the protagonists in a ghostlike manner. That’s why the direc-
tor of photography Frank Meyer has come to be his own Steadicam operator, 
which gives us the freedom to follow movements everywhere. So we have a lot 
of movement: the camera moves, the protagonists move, and in the exhibition 
version, the audience moves as they walk around the screens.

br: What was the budget for Muster? Was it like a regular feature film 
production?

cvw: No. I think it was expensive for an artwork commissioned for an ex-
hibition, but it was cheap even compared to a low-budget film. It cost about 
180,000 Euros. That is a fraction of what a Kleines Fernsehspiel usually costs, 
which is the classical entry format for young filmmakers in Germany. The 
funding for Muster comes from various sources, from film foundations to my 
art gallery. Since I worked out my concept fairly speedily, dOCUMENTA (13) 
could still help me with institutions like 3SAT, a cultural TV broadcaster in 
Germany, which became the most important coproducer.
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br: To me, Breitenau represents very much what the French historian 
Pierre Nora has termed “realms of memory,” in the sense that it is 
a historical site that already contains the ways it is supposed to be 
remembered. Your film will now be its own realm of memory, a very 
specific one.

cvw: The most striking aspect of Breitenau is that it contains its history al-
most like a cut within itself: there is a wall in the church, right behind the 
organ, that separates the public space of worship from the prison, which used 
to be behind the wall. You can only really experience the oddness of that when 
you go there yourself. The site creates a simultaneity that is revisited in the 
film. And it creates a departure point for fictionalizing—not fictionalizing to 
come to terms with the site, but fictionalizing to get closer to the “pathology” 
of the site. There will be other works in dOCUMENTA (13) that deal with 
Breitenau in different eras... Another interesting moment happened during the 
Reformation period, when the Catholic monastery in Breitenau was secular-
ized. The local Duke himself made drawings outlining future ways of using 
Breitenau as a summer residence.

br: But Muster is not only about fictionalizing; it is also about 
documentation. In the 1945 part, you have an interesting scene where 
actual objects from the past are held in front of the camera. Like an 
inventory of history, almost.

cvw: It was important for me to break the fictionalizing by showing real 
objects, not props. That is the scene in which it happens most explicitly.

br: In general, do you think your work is getting closer to cinema, or 
will you stay within the art field mainly?

cvw: I used to think that eventually I might end up in cinema. But now I 
realize that I have a strong impulse to experiment. With Muster I have tried to 
make a more classical film. I worked with actors, staging, scenes. But you can’t 
be too experimental with several dozen people on a set. So we will see what 
happens next. I have an idea and some material for a project that uses film my 
grandfather shot during World War II. It would be based on found footage. I 
don’t have a developed feature film idea ready in my desk drawer. I will just 
continue to work in the medium and push it further, without a master plan.

Above and opposite – Muster, production stills, 2012.
© VG Bild Kunst. Photo: Eiko Grimberg

Below – Muster, 2012. © VG Bild Kunst
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