
homas Imbach likes taking risks. With each new film project, 

he moves into uncharted territory and consciously seeks a 

complex cinematographic challenge. How else could one explain 

his idea of making a film out of unspectacular day-to-day office 

activities in a Swiss financial institution (Well Done, 1994)? Or 

tracking some of Zurich‘s well-heeled youths with a small video 

camera (Ghetto, 1997)? Or staging  the mysterious murder/sui-

cide drama of Petra Kelly and Gert Bastian as a suggestive 90 

minutes of sudden death (Happiness Is a Warm Gun, 2001)? Asked about his motivation for 

making specific films, Imbach once replied that he never planned his film topics in advance. ”They 

always came to me in a flash. It‘s like being in love; you can‘t really explain why.“ 

Zurich-based Thomas Imbach has been making films with admirable consistency since the 

1980s. He is a writer-director par excellence who produces a new film every two to three years 

and has never wavered from his insistence on total artistic autonomy and control. Imbach also 

regularly reflects on  the conditions of film-making. Twice he has published theoretical works on 

the art, and once supplemented a feature film with some highly informative documentation. So it 

is no coincidence that his films often relate to topics that deter-

mine our political and media reality. Time and again, Imbach‘s 

films deal with concepts such as authenticity, communication 

and the public sphere. And the relationship between private life 

and political content in films becomes almost an obsession.

Imbach‘s films are conceived as experiments right from the start. The aim is not a straight-

forward, well-balanced narrative, but rather a field for experimenting with the interfaces and 

reflective potential of cinema as a medium. Film is understood to be a constructed reality; no 

mere mirror image of social realities, but also a multi-faceted merging of epistemological tech-

niques, ideological debates and image creation.

Such an understanding of the role of film is already visible in Imbach‘s debut, Schlacht-

zeichen (Battle Signs) (1988), which at first sight seems to follow the pattern of traditional Swiss 

documentaries. This 16mm film essay, just under one hour in length, documents the festivities 

around the 600th anniversary of the Battle of Sempach. It focuses particularly on the Swiss army‘s 

patriotic rituals and the popularisation of the nation‘s collective myths, taking a critical, distanced 

view. Imbach, however, wants to provide more than social criticism or polemics, composing 

Schlachtzeichen as filmic deconstruction. Much of what critics were to call the ”typical Imbach 

style“ in later years is already visible here: the complex combination of fiction and documen-
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tation, the conscious juxtaposition of images in the classical film style and in raw video mode, the 

significance of montage, and the multi-layered narrative perspectives. 

Whereas Schlachtzeichen was still indebted to the spirit of documentary subversion, 

Imbach extended his stylistic reach in the following one-hour feature film called Restlessness 

(1991). The three ”restless“ protagonists of his film journey are Nina the singer, Max, who has just 

been released from prison, and Anne, a student. A dense network of high-intensity travel images, 

precise observation of everyday minutiae, looks and gestures combines with an independent, 

pumped-up soundtrack to give audio-visual expression to the 

characters‘ inner turmoil. Innumerable trips by train, shot on 

the major Zurich-Berne-Basle lines, form the narrative backbone 

of the film. The scenes are obviously assembled according to 

musical, in particular rhythmic, principles (for a long while, the 

film‘s working title was ”Rondo“).

Restlessness was, at the time of its release, interpreted as a portrait of the protagonists‘ 

generation. The interesting aspect of this ”diagnosis“ is that Imbach expressed this attitude 

towards life less by narrative means or the creation of representative characters than by entirely 

cinematographic means. In Well Done and, soon after, in Ghetto, Imbach demonstrates how 

sequenced cuts and high-intensity camera angles can be used to bring to the fore the bigger 

picture of economic conditions and complex social structures. These two films laid the basis for 

his international reputation.

Well Done portrays a Swiss telebanking firm as a typical example of a post-industrial 

work envir-onment. Day-to-day work is performed by computer and in particular by telephone, 

the language used is full of business English, the interior office design and the empty corridors 

are reminiscent of futuristic landscapes. Well Done exemplifies how the dominant factors of the 

working world have encroached on private life to such an extent that utilitarian and efficiency 

criteria are now applied there no less than in the world of business.

In Ghetto Imbach intensifies his exploration of post-industrial reality, taking as an example 

a group of youths from Zurich. He tracks the youngsters, who are about to graduate from high 

school, with an extremely mobile video camera. With great sympathy, Ghetto observes their final 

school days and then their initial ventures into the ”adult“ world. In radically edited sequences, 

their conversations are condensed so as to reflect a whole range of social realities. Calm, ”fictional“ 

35mm shots of landscapes around the Lake of Zurich provide a marked contrast, a seemingly 

unreal ideal, whose spooky potential is revealed in its juxtaposition with the intense video material.
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1998    Nano-Babies                        

2001    Happiness is a Warm Gun

2002    happy too 

2006    Lenz

2006    I Was a Swiss Banker           
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Nano-Babies (1998) is constructed in a similar way. Imbach created this film in collaboration with 

Jürg Hassler (who has been his ‘partner in crime’ ever since Well Done and Ghetto and exerts a 

major influence on Imbach‘s work). Nano-Babies, a 45-minute feature produced for Swiss televi-

sion, shows small children in a crèche. As in Ghetto, detailed fragments of the children‘s experi-

ence alternate with a large number of (cold, rejecting) outside shots of the building and surround-

ings and artful sounds (the crèche belongs to a university, the building also contains the offices 

and laboratories of the children’s parents, most of whom are high-tech scientists and engineers). 

Imbach and Hassler have called Nano-Babies, shot in Cinemascope, a ”science fiction essay“, 

which frankly expresses the thrust of the film‘s message.

Imbach‘s fundamental interest in constructing media realities is also apparent in Happiness 

Is a Warm Gun (2001), his first full-length feature film. The film focuses on the life and death of  

two unusual lovers, Petra Kelly and Gert Bastian, two political icons of the peace and ecology 

movement in Germany in the 1980s. As in his previous films,  

Imbach combines a stunning array of materials and techniques: 

emotional, character-focused sequences with some extremely 

high-speed takes, quasi-documentary scenes performed by lay 

actors, and historic archive material. Imbach‘s complex collage, 

which is based on documents and footage of the two media 

stars Kelly and Bastian themselves, approaches the love story 

from its ending, and interprets it, from a constantly changing 

point of view, as an example of people increasingly losing touch 

with reality. In happy too (2002), a kind of practical, cinemato-

graphic comment on Happiness Is a Warm Gun, Imbach docu-

ments in essay form how his two lead actors acquainted themselves with their respective roles in 

the course of the project – and how they regularly fell back into their own natural characters. 

In his latest feature film, Lenz (2006), Imbach somewhat surprisingly found inspiration in an almost 

mythical piece of German literature. Georg Büchner‘s fragmentary novella ”Lenz“ has established 

itself as a classic of subjective, deviant thought in German culture, as evidenced by the count-

less studies, adaptations and references in literature, the theatre and the cinema since the work 

appeared in 1838. Imbach adopts a multiple-narrator approach. His Lenz is an eponymous film-

maker who has fallen into a deep personal and artistic crisis. Frequently shown wearing a histor-

ical wig (signifying both a burden and a fool‘s cap), the film-maker is working on a film version of 

”Lenz“ – which only seems to deepen his sense of alienation – and is suffering from his separation 
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from wife and son. The drama of the man‘s psychological deterioration is shown in parallel with 

an intensive relationship study and ”magical“ winter landscapes interspersed with images of com-

mercialised ski tourism. Thomas Imbach‘s Lenz, a chamber piece embedded in a dark alpine world 

(the Matterhorn!), is brilliantly conceived as an idiosyncratic play of symbols and emotions.

Constantin Wulff, 2006
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What made you choose LENZ, the legendary novella by Georg Büchner, as a film topic? TI: 

Actually, I never thought that I would turn Lenz into a film. True, I‘ve been carrying the little ”Reclam“ 

edition around with me ever since I was 19 and regularly read bits of it, for instance once at a rock 

concert, before the sound began booming out of the speakers and my friends lit up their joints. 

I‘ve always been impressed by it, but thought of it more as a typical piece of literature that wasn’t 

really suitable for film adaptation, that any film project was bound to fail in view of the inimitable 

language. 

On the other hand, the very reason that it seemed impossible turned it into a challenge for me. I 

spent a long time wondering how it might be possible to adapt it and whether such an adaptation 

could be successful. In a way, Lenz was a logical follow-on to Happiness Is a Warm Gun. The pro-

tagonists are somehow soulmates. And so I got more and more taken up by the idea and started 

devising solutions that would work on the screen. To tell the truth, I began working on Lenz the day 

after the premiere of Happiness…

 

This has happened before in your career, that one film inspired the next. Well DOne 

follows on naturally from your early travelogue, ReStleSSneSS, which in turn leads 

on almost inevitably to GHettO, and the latter bears a close visual relationship to 

HAPPIneSS IS A WArM GUn. How did HAPPIneSS… inspire Lenz? TI: In my view, there are 

parallels between Petra Kelly coming undone in Happiness... and Lenz fighting a losing battle. 

Just as Petra‘s political commitment was triggered by her sister Grace‘s death by cancer, so too 

is Lenz struggling against the death of the soul.

The figure of Lenz strikes a personal chord with me for several reasons. Here there are no out-

ward, historic links as in Happiness…, where the love story and the tragic outcome, which in 

a way is also romantic, remain puzzling to the end. In Lenz the ending is starker, seen through 

much less of a romantic haze. At the end, it is said ”und so lebte er hin“ (and so his life contin-

ued). This is in a way more drastic than death or suicide, which are solutions of a sort. Therefore, 

Happiness… was probably a necessary step in the direction of Lenz, the making of which took a 

lot out of me personally. I knew from the start that it would, and that‘s why there was such inner 

resistance for so long. I felt that by confronting Lenz I would risk a personal crisis. As a safeguard, 

I also began working on another film (He Was a Swiss Banker), something less weighty, but Lenz, 

as it turned out, was the first of the two to be completed.

In the context of literary history, Jakob Michael Reinhold Lenz is a typical representative 

of the ’Sturm-und-Drang‘ period. To this day, Büchner‘s figure has an enormous impact 
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on cultural life in the German-speaking world. There have been a host of adaptations 

that grapple with the Lenz theme from an artistic and political perspective… TI: I wasn‘t 

really concerned with the literary history side of things while making the film. I read Lenz in rela-

tion to aspects of my personal life, and my approach to the theme is a contemporary one. The 

only bit that I researched minutely was the geographic location in the Vosges region. I wanted to 

know exactly where the real-life Lenz had been and see the landscape with my own eyes. I was 

particularly fascinated by the way Büchner constructed his story as a re-write of Pastor Oberlin‘s 

diary text. How in parts he adopted whole sentences and yet made them his very own without 

completely re-working the original material. I based my film on Büchner‘s text; that was the mater-

ial I wanted to translate into the language of film. Initially, I was unsure as to where the story was 

to be set and how I could give the characters a contemporary feel.  

Your Lenz plays in Zermatt in winter, which links it to the Matterhorn, the ultimate symbol 

of the Swiss Alpine world. What made you choose that location? TI: It was a very personal 

choice, because I have childhood memories of Zermatt and a kind of love-hate relationship with the 

place. For many years, I avoided the region, as I was simply put off by the development of the ski 

tourism industry and the ensuing commercialisation. I would never have thought that the Matterhorn 

would ever feature in one of my films. But when I read one of Büchner‘s letters to his parents, where 

he describes a walk he had taken in the Vosges mountains with a view of the snow-capped Alps on 

the horizon, I suddenly knew where Lenz was leading me. A more film-related motive was my pref-

erence for closed-in locations. Zermatt is a cul-de-sac at the end of a valley. If the valley is hit by an 

avalanche, you’re cut off from the rest of the world. For me, Zermatt is a self-contained microcosm, 

just as the airport was in Happiness… In the village itself, there are no cars, only electromobiles, and 

the place functions according to rules of its own. All this convinced me that Zermatt was the right 

location for Lenz.

Based on HAPPIneSS IS A WArM GUn, you developed several theories on feature films 

that can be interpreted as an attempt to describe the transition from documentary to 

fictional films. Concerning the work with the actors, you wrote: “Actors have to become 

infected by a character from the first moment of the first encounter. After that, there 

is no more retreating into a private life”, and “Every single emotion communicated by 

the actors is an emotion experienced by the character they are portraying. There are 

no breaks in filming.” Did such ‘rules‘ also apply when shooting Lenz? TI: In the case of 
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Happiness... the ideas behind these theories were part of my concept for the film. My aim was 

to remove any possibility of distinguishing between the ‘real‘ and the ‘unreal‘, between what 

belonged to this Kelly-Bastian story and what was actually going on between the actors. In the 

case of Lenz only a part of this concept still applied, the “from the first moment of the first encoun-

ter” part, and that there was no turning back after that. But the bit about “no more retreating into 

a private life“ was no longer valid. My work with actors has evolved, I want them to put their own 

personalities at the service of the story to a greater extent. The key to successful film-making is 

that the actors are really experiencing what they’re portraying. That everything, as it were, goes 

through them. I‘m never satisfied if they just act out certain scenes, go through the motions. Only 

if they really embody the character in question, if they have really internalised the figure, can I 

use the material. Only if the audience have the feeling they’re watching authentic figures can the 

film make an impact. I also believe it’s important that viewers get the impression that the actors 

somehow really belong together, that their emotions can’t be entirely acted.

A key motif in all your films is something one could refer to as an illustration of the 

seepage between the invented and the found. You set up situations that could develop 

in almost any direction. How did you go about this in Lenz? TI: I approached the individual 

scenes in a very open fashion. I had a script of roughly 30 pages. Some of the scenes were no 

more than outlined in keywords, others were formulated in detail. I gave this script to the actors 

as an introduction, telling them to take it merely as a starting point. Rehearsals and shoots merged 

with one another; nothing else would have been possible the way the production was organised. 

There were a lot of scenes where we tried out different possibilities together, which left us with a 

wealth of material for editing.

Why is it that Lenz is calmer compared to other films of yours, which were often char-

acterised by their rapid cuts? TI: I believe that the story of Lenz and his undoing needs to be 

told at a more leisurely pace, so that a feeling for the abyss he is facing can grow on the viewer. 

Happiness... had a hellish beat to it, which was related to the theme of the film. Every story has to 

find its own pace and its own rhythm. And we mustn‘t forget that Lenz is someone who walks!

Was the process of gathering material comparable to your documentaries Well DOne 

and GHettO, in the sense that the structure of the film evolved only after the actual 

shooting? TI: No, not quite. In a film like Lenz, it‘s not as if you have to re-invent everything at 
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the editing stage, or make the material fit an entirely new structure. I took the key decisions 

before the actual shooting and then put them into practice on set in collaboration with the actors 

and my cameraman. One of the big differences to working on films like Well Done or Ghetto is 

that in the latter cases I was working with lay actors, which gave me little opportunity to set up 

scenes or figures in advance in any great detail. All I could do was to shoot and thereby get my 

material together. I was never able to intervene directly in what was going on, otherwise I would 

have destroyed something essential. That is why after these two films I felt an urge to work with 

professional actors. I wanted to become more pro-active from behind the camera. Lenz was shot 

in stages, which gave me time for reflection between the shooting sessions and gave the actors 

a chance to grow into their roles. Starting from a given content, we developed each scene step 

by step on the set. I tend to avoid the word ’improvisation‘, because it gives the impression of an 

”OK, do something and let‘s see what it turns out like“ attitude. It was never a question of ”what 

should we do?“ The content of each scene was determined in advance. 

For instance, it‘s vital for me to integrate as much as I can of what the location offers. This has 

something to do with my earlier films. When Natalie goes away to the station, it’s important that 

she does actually go away. When she then comes back with Noah, we organised it so that she 

really went off to Zurich for two weeks while Lenz stayed in Zermatt, alone in his hut, provoking 

tourists. Then he puts on his suit and goes down to meet the two at the station and they get off the 

train… all in one take. This was as close to real life as possible, and that‘s why the scene comes 

across as far more natural than if we had had them arrive on the train a dozen times and still 

looking fresh… Even after a hundred takes we would probably not have got it quite right, and as it 

was, it all came off the first time. Naturally, things don‘t always work out that easily. There are lots 

of scenes and details you think will come out right as a matter of course, and then they don‘t and 

you have to bend over backwards to get them shot the way you imagined them.

What is very noticeable in your films is how closely they stick to everyday speech. In 

Lenz the mix of styles, dialects and foreign languages is very prominent. It‘s hardly pos-

sible to lay all this down in advance in a script, is it? TI: That‘s right. It has to do with the 

fact that I don’t work by literary rules. For me, films are fundamentally different from theatre or 

literature. In my opinion, films are taken more or less directly from life and are therefore always 

based on documentary observation. I try to employ language in my films like I employ music or 

sound. I distrust written language in a film context. A film can be shackled by the written word. 

That’s why, from my early film-making days onwards, I’ve tried to stay free from such shackles. 
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To this day, I believe that by writing I can only reproduce what I see in my imagination, and that 

imagination is automatically limited once it has been cast in writing. I thrive on living dialogue, the 

chance to create something directly from a live source. This could never happen if I pre-composed 

a film entirely in written form. 

For me, language in films emanates primarily from a spoken, not a written, source. It has to go 

through the trials of life, so to speak, and be created out of necessity. 

That’s why I always compile a great deal of language material from a variety of sources, which 

never has the coherence or unity of form of a fully fledged script. Translating a film of mine into a 

script in the traditional sense would render it utterly incomprehensible.

In Lenz, as in many of your other films, not only language but landscape, too, plays a key 

role… TI: In Lenz this is almost unavoidable. One of the most fascinating things about Büchner is 

the way he connects outer and inner landscapes. I began the film in the Vosges mountains, the 

authentic surroundings of the real Lenz. I long believed I had to set the entire Lenz film in the 

story‘s original landscape. Then one day I realised that it might look wonderful, with its mists and 

all, but that the landscape there never really came alive for me. I was simply unable to fill the 

landscape with people. I couldn‘t imagine characters I know or have created living out lives and 

relationships in those surroundings. It took the step from the Vosges region to the Swiss Alps, 

which are so much more familiar to me, to trigger my imagination.

But landscapes were also one of the aspects that kept sending me back to the original Büchner 

text. Landscapes are indeed central to my work, and in every location I’ve chosen for a film, whether 

a bank as in Well Done, Zurich‘s affluent ‘gold coast‘ for Ghetto or the airport in Happiness..., I’ve 

always tried to turn it into a little universe unto itself. Since I don’t have the means to go to a studio 

and build the settings I have in mind, I have to construct my world in a real-life context, creating a 

powerful setting without using up too much of my precious production budget.

In Lenz the landscape scenes are shot in 35mm, the indoor scenes by video camera… TI: 

Our concept was to use traditional film stock for all the outdoor scenes and to shoot all the scenes 

in the hut and the homes, the story of the relationship, by handheld video camera.

The landscape images on celluloid in Lenz are like breathing spaces between the video sequences. 

In Ghetto we applied this concept pretty rigidly, but after that I tried to shoot more in 35mm to add 

greater nuances to my visual language. But this is always subject to financial limitations. 
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You are a writer-director par excellence. You always insist on total artistic control and 

not only direct your films, but also edit and produce them yourself. In an age where 

film-promoting bodies and television companies want to take ever greater influence and 

are guided by success and popularity criteria, this is unusual to say the least. TI: Since 

Schlachtzeichen I‘ve been making ’debut‘ films, where I exploit myself and others to see the pro-

ject through. This worked well enough for Well Done and Ghetto because I had a certain measure 

of financial support and they were made on a documentary-film budget that I could work with. 

Things got more difficult once I started making feature films. The last time I received financial sup-

port from the Swiss Federal Office of Culture was over 10 years ago. Since I always produce my 

own films, I’ve learnt to achieve maximum effect with the means at my disposal. Learning this from 

experience was my film schooling.

Looking at your filmography, Switzerland has, in different ways, been a recurring point of 

reference. But your œuvre does not fit comfortably into the ’Swiss films‘ category, nor is 

it easy to relate it to other contemporary Swiss films… TI: There aren‘t many film-makers in 

Switzerland today who work the way I do, particularly when it comes to feature films. But that’s 

no great tragedy. Switzerland is a small country in film-making terms and, as such, doesn’t repre-

sent a challenge for me. What would be a challenge, on the other hand, would be to finally find an 

acceptable way of working with Swiss institutions, production-wise. A greater amount of exchange 

among film-makers in Switzerland would also be something positive, but this is not happening at 

present. January 2006
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