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LOGLINE

A Danish summer: long days turn into blue nights. A tunnel will be built to 
connect Denmark and Germany, the present sets in motion towards the future. 
People meet and part ways again.
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SYNOPSIS

A tunnel will be built to connect Denmark and Germany, the present sets 
in motion towards the future, change hangs in the air. Dara, an ethnologist, 
arrives to document the houses tagged for demolition. The young Pole, Lucek, 
and his colleagues prepare the future construction site. Käthe works on the 
ferry, steadily moving people, their stories, and goods to and fro. Birte and 
Leif leave their house that has been passed down for generations. Agnes’ life 

resounds in her diaries, collectibles and the walls of her home, which will soon 
be demolished. A Danish summer: long days turn into blue nights. People 
meet and part ways again.
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TECHNICAL SPECS

2019 | DCP | 1:1,85 | 5.1. Mix | 87 Min A conversation with the
director Anna Sofie Hartmann.

GIRAFFE as well as LIMBO, 
your graduation film which 
premiered in 2014, could 
both be seen as portraits or 
even homages to Lolland; 
the landscape and its in-
habitants are an essential 
element of the story. How 
did this film come about? 

The very first inkling of the idea 
for GIRAFFE grew directly out of 
LIMBO. While shooting, the team 
stayed in a farm house, which the 
owner told me he rented to East-
ern European farmers during 
the summer and I immediately 
thought, why did I not know this? 
On Lolland at the end of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th century, 
there was the tradition of mostly 
young Polish women working the 
sugar beet fields. Every kid on 
Lolland learns about it in school, 
but the migrant workers living 
there today seem invisible – they 
work on pig farms, chicken farms 
or pick strawberries. The migrant 
workers seem to be ignored by 
our (Danish) society. 

I see Lolland as a microcosm of 
the changes and conditions of 
the post-industrial world: as in 

many other formerly predomi-
nantly rural areas in the Western 
world, the opportunities for liv-
ing and working are diminishing, 
depopulation is the result and 
tightly knit communities are dis-
solving. So the question arises: 
If I can’t stay where I come from, 
where do I belong? Don’t get me 
wrong, I don’t lament change 
or long for “the good old days,” 
change itself is inevitable, but I 
find it extremely fascinating how 
our increased mobility and com-
munication have reshaped how 
we relate to community, family 
and where we live – and how 
those changes affect our person-
al relationships.

The Fehmarn tunnel, a tunnel to 
connect Germany and Denmark 
that has been in preparation 
for years, was another big in-
spiration. It’s meant to ease the 
transportation of goods from 
Scandinavia to mainland Eu-
rope. It already has brought and 
will increasingly bring a huge set 
of changes to the area through 
the expropriation of houses and 
farms and the construction of 
a huge tunnel element factory. 
There have been and will be al-
terations to the landscape during 
the years-long work on the actu-
al tunnel, which will eventually 
mean a temporary population in-
crease through the workers who 

will live there to construct it. As 
an image of immanent change, 
the tunnel offered the perfect 
framework to go and explore the 
themes I was interested in. 

What do origins, “Heimat” (or 
“home”), mean to you in this 
regard? 

I’ve spent my entire adult life in 
Berlin. And yet I seem to keep 
going back to my place of birth, 
Lolland, and keep being fascinat-
ed by the people and the places 
– maybe it’s love? My inherent 
interest in Lolland comprises an 
element of identity – again re-
flected in both the theme of the 

film, as well as in the main char-
acter Dara, played by Lisa Loven 
Kongsli. 
Having grown up in Denmark, I 
obviously feel Danish, I am Dan-
ish – but what does that even 
mean? For at the same time I feel 
very much that Berlin is my home, 
it’s where I’ve grown roots. And 
when people in Denmark ask me 
if I’ll ever move back home, I’m 
always perplexed. Back home? 
Is there a going back? I have a 
slight accent when I speak Dan-
ish and I constantly make conju-
gation mistakes in German. I’m 
in between and in both places at 
the same time. 

To me, “Heimat” (I love that 
German word) is ungraspable. I 

DIRECTOR INTERVIEW

5



guess everyone who moves away 
from their hometown to anoth-
er place will know this split. But 
then there are the many people 
who don’t have a childhood home 
anymore, or have had several. It’s 
the question of how a place influ-
ences your sense of self, and how 
your sense of self is shaped when 
the connection, or the feeling of 
belonging, fails or changes.

How did you meet and cast 
this troupe of actors?

The professional actors, Lisa, 
Jakub and Maren, we found tradi-
tionally through casting agents.

I got to know Mariusz, Przemek 
and the rest of the Polish guys 

through another Mariusz, whom 
I got to know through Bjarne, the 
local head of their union. Bjarne 
has been working with the guys 
for years, securing proper pay, 
helping with paper work and their 
rights... Natalia Ciepiel, who is of 
Polish decent, worked with me 
through the entire casting pro-
cess. We started visiting Mariusz 
and the guys over the spring of 
2018. They were incredibly wel-
coming, and by being very open 
to them about the filming pro-
cess, they agreed to take part in 
the film. They know exactly why 
they’ve given up living at home 
to work in a foreign country. And 
they’re very aware of the prej-
udices surrounding Polish and 
other Eastern European workers 
in Denmark and were therefore 
very sensitive and cautious as to 

how they were being portrayed.

Then there’s Hans Christian, for 
example, archivist at the local 
archive. I met him through my 
research for the film – he’s an 
unlimited source of stories about 
Rødbyhavn. That’s an instance 
where my research and the peo-
ple I met translated directly into 
the script. And Hans Christian 
luckily agreed to act in the film.

We found the other actors 
through public casting calls. The 
beauty of shooting in a small 
geographical space is that the 
communities are small, everyone 
always knows someone who can 
help and things can happen very 
quickly.

How did you work with the ac-
tors on set? 

The non-professional actors 
basically play themselves or 
versions thereof, because I’m in-
terested in depicting people how 
they really live and work. So in 
that case, the work mostly occurs 
before the shoot, meeting them 
several times. The actors get a 
sense of who I am, and I try to 
explain how I work and what I’m 
looking for in a particular scene. 
But even in that context, it’s very 

different shooting a scene with 
Lisa and Knud that needs to con-
vey certain information, to shoot-
ing with Mariusz and Jakub, 
where the focus is to observe 
and describe an atmosphere, re-
lations and a place. 

All the scenes for the film are 
scripted, but mostly as place-
holders in the sense of what 
they need to communicate, not 
how they should be played out. 
For the scenes with non-profes-
sional actors, I never use written 
dialog. For pro-actors working 
with non-pros, I basically have 
to react and invent things every 
time we do a take, which means 
I needed actors who knew how to 
navigate within that method and 
were willing to let go of control. 
That demands a huge amount of 
trust on behalf of the actors. Lisa 
and Jakub did a tremendous job.

Lisa especially became my ac-
complice. Most of her scenes 
were with different non-pro ac-
tors, and through her questions, 
which we agreed upon, she could 
turn the scenes in certain direc-
tions, so she not only had to hold 
on to her own character and her 
own cues, but also had to keep 
track of the content. By contrast, 
Jakub had the advantage of 
working with the same gang and 
seemingly effortlessly slipped 
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into the role of Lucek. It was 
amazing to see how he engaged 
with the guys on a personal lev-
el, actually working with Mariusz 
and Przemek on site, laying fiber 
cables and taking part in their 
group dynamic.

For the scenes between Lu-
cek and Dara, as with Dara and 
Käthe, the approach was slight-
ly different. The scripted dialog 
was used as a point of departure; 
again, the emphasis was on what 
was being said, not how. So we 
would rehearse and brainstorm 
for  dialog together, then I would 
rewrite. Sometimes I reacted to 
the developments from previous 
days on set right before shoot-
ing. Sometimes we ended up in 

ridiculous drama, but that was 
okay, we laughed and went back 
to try a different direction. When 
you can create such an open at-
mosphere together, then it’s pos-
sible to really explore. It’s also a 
huge responsibility and trust that 
the actors give you.

That’s the most important les-
son for me from this film: It’s all 
based on trust. Getting to know 
one another and trusting each 
other, be it actors or crew. That’s 
the only way I can work.

Dara, the main character, 
seems to be undecided con-
cerning potential modes of 

living and relationships. Is 
this a phenomenon that you 
observe?

It would be absurd to say that 
everyone in their 30s is in a state 
of undecidedness, but I do think 
Dara’s undecidedness and inse-
curity is prevalent in my genera-
tion. Whereas previous genera-
tions knew they would do better 
than their parents and would live 
different lifestyles, there’s a fear 
that for us everything will be 
worse. 
Furthermore, the climate is go-
ing bonkers and social security 
is eroding. I find it fascinating 
how global capitalism affects 
every place on earth. All of that 
translates into our daily lives and 
our relationships with other peo-
ple, with the world around us and 
with ourselves. That manifests it-
self in all the characters’ stories, 
be it Leif and Birte, who have 
to leave their home, Lucek and 
the Polish guys, who work away 
from home, or Dara, who moves 
around to wherever there’s work 
for an ethnologist. 

So again there’s the idea of 
home, which leads me to Ag-
nes. Agnes found a home in 
this place and Dara happens to 
come across that house during 
her work assignment. The house 
symbolizes the idea that places 
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contain visible and invisible trac-
es of the people who inhabited 
them, the idea that memories are 
bound to certain places – almost 
as if past and present coexist 
at the same time. In that sense, 
Agnes and her house provide a 
place of imagination and an an-
chor point both for the film and 
for Dara. Dara identifies with 
Agnes, with what she finds and 
reads, and searches for Agnes 
in the diaries, photographs and 
artefacts as much as by sitting in 
the places she once inhabited. I 
think Dara senses in (the traces 
of) Agnes an opportunity to cre-
ate a screen against the feeling 
of loss and being lost.

How did the polyphony of 
characters in the story’s 
structure come about? 

To me, filmmaking isn’t about 
forcing my vision onto the world 
or wringing my dream out of it, 
but it’s about reacting to it: to 
look at what is in front of me and 
then to try to find ways to create 
fictions in the gaps provided by 
reality. I wanted to film and por-
tray people from an area normal-
ly not included in modern (Dan-
ish) cinema. 

My wish is to create space with-
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in the film so that it’s possible 
for people to make their own 
connections. It’s not supposed 
to be pure realism. I wish to de-
stabilize the idea of one reality, 
which is why the film forays into 
different modes, for example 
omissions in time and disjoint-
ed spaces, the documentary in-
terviews or playing with varying 
modes of representation.

And I wanted to tell a love story. 
Revolving around Dara enabled 
the film to meander while at the 
same time having an emotional 
core to connect with. The en-
counter between Dara and Lucek 
provides an emotional focal point 
that connects the other narrative 
parts thematically and associa-
tively in various ways – the story 
of the Polish guys, the search for 
Agnes, the locals... 

How did you and the DoP Jen-
ny Lou Ziegel develop the vi-
sual concept for the film?

Having known each other for a 
long time and knowing each oth-
er’s work, it was very easy to find 
a common language, visually and 
practically. 

As part of my research, I’d al-
ready visited and photographed 

many of the key places in the 
film. So when Jenny Lou and I 
started working together during 
pre-production, we revisited the 
old locations and found new ones 
together while exploring all of 
them with a photography camera 
– looking for the images a place 
could offer us.

From the onset, we wanted a 
certain realism and wanted to 
break with it at times, visually al-
luding to portraits or landscape 
paintings or inserting images 
disjointed from the flow of the 
“natural” scenic trajectory. The 
pacing was also very important 
– I place great attention on how 
bodies move and relate to each 
other within a frame. Often, the 
topography of a scene commu-
nicates as loudly as the dialog, 
and since I wanted to emphasize 
bodies in space, this often meant 
long shots or pans. 

Then there was the question of 
intimacy – what’s our distance 
to Dara and the other people? 
It was clear that, visually, Dara 
is the film’s anchor point, but 
not necessarily its center. She 
eludes us slightly; she leads us 
through the film, but still allows 
us to look elsewhere.

To me, people are elements of 
the image, not the genesis of it. 

The scripted scenes indicate 
a direction and are the starting 
point. Improvisation and open-
ness were necessary to main-
tain the film as a living process, 
to let it breathe and not be the 
reenactment of a fixed idea.
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ANNA SOFIE HARTMANN

Born in Nakskov, Denmark. Anna Sofie Hartmann 
studied directing at the German Film and 
Television Academy Berlin (dffb). Her graduation 
film LIMBO premiered in 2014 at the San Sebastián 
International Film Festival and was invited to 
numerous festivals, including Rotterdam, South by 
South West (SXSW) and Copenhagen PIX, where 
it received high praise and was subsequently 
nominated for the European Film Academy’s 
Discovery Award 2015. GIRAFFE (2019) is her 
second feature. 

FILM SELECTION

2019 Giraffe    Feature film (Screenplay, Director)
2014 Limbo    Feature film (Screenplay, Director)
2013 Marguerite, mon corps   Short film (Screenplay, Director)
2011 Haus im See   Short film (Screenplay, Director)
2009 Kleine große Schwester  Short film (Screenplay, Director)
2007 Studies for your mobile expectations Short film (Director)
 Stilleben    Short film (Screenplay, Director)
2005 Morning Ladies   Short film (Screenplay, Director)
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LISA LOVEN KONGSLI

Lisa Loven Kongsli is a Norwegian actress trained 
at Lee Strasberg Theatre and Film Institute in 
New York and Los Angeles. She is best known 
for her role in Ruben Östlund’s highly praised 
feature FORCE MAJEURE and her portray of the 
Amazon warrior Menalippe in WONDER WOMAN, 
reprising the role the same year in the film 
JUSTICE LEAGUE.

For her leading role of the mother and wife Ebba 
in FORCE MAJEURE (2014), she received a 
nomination for the Swedish Guldbagge Award for 
Best Actress. The film won several awards, among 
others the Special Jury Award at the Cannes Film 
Festival 2014, the Critics Choice Award for Best 
Foreign Film in 2015 and was nominated for a 
Golden Globe in 2015. 

FILM SELECTION

2019 Giraffe       Anna Sofie Hartmann
2018 Ashes In the Snow       Marius A. Markevicius
2017 Justice League       Zack Snyder
2017 Wonder Woman       Patty Jenkins
2016 The Lion Woman        Vibeke Idsøe
2014 Force Majeure       Ruben Östlund
2012 Compani Orheim      Arild Andersen
2011 Sky Behind The House     Steffan Standberg
2011 Grass Hopper       Haakon Larsen
2010 Can You Speak       Mirko Stopar
2009 Knerten & Lillebror      Aasleik Engmark
2008 11 Gram        Timothy Ellis
2008 Fatso       Arild Froelich
2008 The Angel       Margreth Olin
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JAKUB GIERSZAŁ

Jakub Gierszał was born in Poland, but spent a 
significant part of his childhood in Hamburg and 
studied at the National Theatre Academy in his 
native city of Krakow. His first lead as Dominik 
in Jan Komasa’s SUICIDE ROOM premiered in 
the Panorama Special at the 2011 Berlinale and 
gained him worldwide recognition as he received 
European Film Promotion’s Shooting Star Award 
at the Berlinale 2012. Later that year, Jakub made 
his theatre debut in CITY IN A DREAM directed 
by Krystian Lupa. The play premiered in Paris and 
went on to tour around the world. Jakub speaks 
fluent German and English.
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FILM SELECTION

2019 Giraffe       Anna Sofie Hartmann
2017 Najlepszy        Lukasz Palkowski 
2017 Spoor       Agnieszka Holland 
2017 Beyond Words       Urszula Antoniak 
2017 Zgoda       Maciej Sobieszczanska 
2016 Morris from America       Chad Hartigan 
2015 The Lure        Agnieszka Smoczynska 
2013 Finsterworld      Frauke Finsterwald 
2013 Dracula Untold      Gary Shore
2013 Lasting       Jacek Borcuch
2012 The Fold       John Jencks
2012 Yuma       Piotr Mularuk 
2011 Suicide Room      Jan Komasa
2008 All That I Love      Jacek Borcuch
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MAREN EGGERT

Maren Eggert is a German actress, born 1974 in 
Hamburg. She received acting training at the Otto 
Falckenberg School in Munich. From 1998 to 2000 
she had an engagement at the Schauspielhaus Bo-
chum with Leander Haußmann, from 2000 to 2009 
she was a member of the ensemble at the Thalia 
Theater Hamburg. In 2002 she received the Boy 
Gobert Prize of the Körber Foundation, in 2007 
the Ulrich Wildgruber Prize, and in 2008, together 
with Matthias Brandt, the Critics Prize for the film 
DIE FRAU AM ENDE DER STRASSE (directed by 
Claudia Garde). Since 2009 she is engaged at the 
Deutsches Theater Berlin. In addition, she is regu-
larly seen on TV and on screen.

FILM SELECTION

2019 Giraffe       Anna Sofie Hartmann
2019 I Was at Home, But...      Angela Schanelec
2017 The Invisibles      Claus Räfle
2016 The Dreamed Path      Angela Schanelec
2016 A Decent Man      Micha Lawinsky
2013 Eltern       Robert Thalheim
2010 Orly       Angela Schanelec
2008 Was wenn der Tod uns scheidet     Ulrike Grote
2006 Die Frau am Ende der Straße     Claudia Garde
2003 Marseille       Angela Schanelec
2001 The Experiment      Oliver Hirschbiegel
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