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IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT

LOGLINE
IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT, just before the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the birthday celebrations of an East German family 
turn into a tragicomical moment of political and personal 
breakdown.

SYNOPSIS
East Berlin, in the early autumn of ’89. The Powileit family 
celebrate the 90th birthday of Wilhelm, a former resistance 
fighter, returned expatriate and incorrigible Stalinist. His 
wife Charlotte is hosting the festivities where neighbors, 
acquaintances and dignitaries deliver flowers and give 
speeches as if nothing were amiss in the outside world. But 
someone is missing, and he’s the only one who in Charlotte’s 
opinion knows how to set up the extending table for the cold 
buffet: Sascha, her grandson. No one suspects that Sascha fled 
to West Germany just a few days ago… Through the eyes of 
Sascha’s father, Kurt – a historian, Gulag survivor, unhappily 
married to the Russian Irina – we experience the “Time of 
Fading Light” as a snapshot in time of the disintegration of a 
family and of a political system.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
1989, just before the fall of the Berlin Wall: IN TIMES OF FADING 
LIGHT stands for a period of upheaval, which was perceived as 
a farewell to the world as they knew it, among other things, 
by the East German people. The demise of the GDR (and the 
USSR) set the seal on the great utopias and introduced a new 
era – yet nobody knew at the time what was about to come, 
what one could or should be hoping for. Matti Geschonneck, 
director of the film, and Wolfgang Kohlhaase, scriptwriter, both 
tell the story of the German „Wende“ – which both of them 
lived through, witnessing it from different perspectives. They 
built it on their own personal experiences – they know these 
people, they have lived with them. At the same time, the novel 
on which the film is based upon has its (auto-)biographical 
roots in the family history of author Eugen Ruge, whose alter 
ego is the central character Sascha (Alexander Umnitzer). Even 
though there are differences in names and plenty of other 
details, the parallels between the Ruge family and the fictional 
Powileits and Umnitzers as well as between the personal and 
the political realm are recognizable and done with intent. This 
is what turns the portrait of a historical moment in time - the 
„Times of Fading Light“ – into an intense examination of a crisis 
of a family as well as of an ideology, which ultimately points to 
present-day issues.
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IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT
DIRECTOR'S NOTE 
Early autumn, the time of the potato harvest in the Urals, as the 
Russian grandmother who moved to the GDR still remembers. 
IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT – the radiance of the communist 
utopia is fading. 

1989. GDR. Berlin. Shortly before the fall of the Berlin Wall. A 
system is dying, a marriage is dying. A family is breaking apart.

Four generations: grandparents Wilhelm and Charlotte, dyed-
in-the-wool communists; Charlotte’s son Kurt, a historian, 
disenchanted after being interred in Soviet labor camps but 
believing in the possibility of a democratic socialism; his 
Russian wife Irina, who served in the Red Army during the 
Second World War; and grandson Sascha, who just escaped 
to the West and who sees individual freedom and socialism as 
irreconcilable opposites. And finally, great-grandson Markus, 
for whom the GDR will remain little more than a childhood 
memory. People who sank with the ship, who believed in a 
righteous world, fought for it, dedicated their whole lives to 
an idea, and sacrificed themselves. Caught in their rigid tunnel 
vision, they ignored the life that was going on around them. 
The euphoric utopia of communism proved to be an illusion. 
Beautiful dreams went hand-in-hand with suffering, inner 
turmoil, and tyrannical violence. If there is a premonition of the 
impending collapse, we find it in the character of Kurt. 

This was once our world. I lived with these people, I experienced 
them. It is worth telling their stories while they are still alive in 
our memories, and then we can also better understand the 
turmoil of our own times. It is not our intention to regurgitate 
familiar events from the year 1989, but to arouse curiosity in 
untold stories, to raise questions rather than answering them. 
We don’t want to bore people with an educational report 
about a system’s collapse, but to tell the story of a vibrant, 
innerly torn, and extraordinary family  – a German story.

Screenwriter Wolfgang Kohlhaase, who adapted the novel, has 
created an unconventional realization well-suited to the subject 
and bearing the stamp of his distinctive, laconic humor. With 
the exceptional dialogues and characters, we are made to truly 
feel and experience a largely unknown milieu, capturing the 
essence of an untold elite of East German society that was, for 
a time, of great importance to us. Telling these people’s stories 
allows us to experience a chapter of history whose significance 
extends well beyond the confines of Germany. Since we must 
not forget the great influence – highly contradictory as it has 
been – that Russia has exerted and continues to exert on our 
history. For the director, it is a challenge to do justice to these 
authors and this history, making us empathize with characters 
who live during these times of upheaval and for whom the 
upheaval doesn’t seem to have any significance – while at 
the same time preserving the uniqueness of the original 

and maintaining a balance between laconic humor and the 
seriousness of a major historical transition . . . made palpable 
by the story of an unusual German family.

“ . . . and when the potato leaves started burning, it meant that 
they had arrived, and there was no turning back: IN TIMES OF 
FADING LIGHT

WRITER'S NOTE
A man, honored and then forgotten, turns ninety. He lived 
during an age of extremes. War and peace have driven him to 
many places throughout the globe; long ago he was in Mexi-
co while his children were in Russia. His neighbors quite sure.

Life is a novel – or is it just a strange long day during the last 
summer of the GDR?

PRODUCER'S NOTE
From GOODBYE LENIN! to BORNHOLMER STRASSE, there is 
no shortage of stories about the Berlin Wall and reunification 
in German cinema and television. IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT, 
however, deals with an out-of-the-ordinary subject. It is true 
that Eugen Ruge’s original, which has been translated into 
many languages, sold countless copies, and won numerous 
awards and which forms the basis for our screenplay, became 
famous as a “reunification novel.” However, the construction 
and fall of the Berlin Wall, and the events leading up to it, do 
not even feature in the book. On the one hand, their stories 
have already been told hundreds of times. On the other hand, 
the subject is about much more – the story is too far-reaching, 
too international, too multilayered, and too unusual for it to 
conform to the usual pattern of an “East German subject.” Ins-
tead of inventing fictional characters modeled on general facts 
with the goal of illustrating history, Ruge has written a chronicle 
of his family in which each generation has a completely subjec-
tive point of view and a voice of their own. Taken together, they 
form a living, often contradictory, and even humorous tapestry 
that offers a fascinating inside view of not only a family, but an 
entire century. A century that was shaped like no other by poli-
tical upheavals, ideals, and disappointments, and that probably 
revealed itself at its most precarious in East Berlin, the capital 
of a country that no longer exists: the GDR. 

In order to make this bygone era accessible, our film inten-
tionally concentrates on a parable-like excerpt rather than 
offering a dense montage of different locations and times. 
Wolfgang Kohlhaase has condensed the complex monta-
ge structure of the original into a precise and multilayered 
snapshot of an event that also plays a central role in the novel: 
the ninetieth birthday celebration of senile Stalinist Wilhelm 
in early autumn 1989. In portraying this celebration, the final 
gathering of a family that is breaking apart and the grotes-
que ruling elite of a system on the verge of collapse, the film 
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brings together the conflicts of three generations: Wilhelm, an 
“old time” party member who dismisses any criticism of the 
East German state and accuses his wife Charlotte of trying to 
poison him. Wilhelm’s stepson Kurt, who survived the Gulag 
and is sympathetic but also resigned to socialism – and feels 
imprisoned and stagnating in his marriage with the Russian 
Irina. Kurt’s son Sascha, who abandons his wife and child and 
escapes to the West in order to find himself. A vision of a future 
without utopias, and maybe also without illusions, is offered by 
the fourth generation, great-grandson Markus, for whom the 
GDR, along with its “big brother the Soviet Union,” will remain 
little more than history. 

As an out-of-the-ordinary subject, IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT 
requires an out-of-the-ordinary realization and must do justice 
to the overtones of the dialogue and what remains unspoken, 
the (tragi-)comedy, and all the small gestures fraught with 
tension. This is why we are delighted to have found, in Matti 
Geschonneck, a director who has the experience, craftsmans-
hip, and sensitivity needed to present this subject material with 
emotion and authenticity and in a way the audience can relate 
to, with an outstanding cast. Together, we’re not interested in 
turning this story into self-explanatory “historical television,” 
but in creating a moving, visually- and atmospherically-rich 
“major small feature film” for an audience that has high ex-
pectations and wants to be well-entertained  with a believable 
story – and thus for an audience that includes the novel’s wide 
readership. At the same time, the subject’s modern-day rele-
vance also plays a role. 

Though it takes place in East Berlin shortly before the fall of the 
Berlin Wall and against the backdrop of a former labor camp in 
Slava, Northern Ural, our “historical film” goes far beyond the 
context of the GDR and USSR. In any time and place, people 
lose themselves in ideologies, becoming fanatical perpetrators 
or disillusioned victims of their own convictions. In both past 
and present, families, friendships, and relationships are divided 
due to differences of opinion, and sometimes they collapse 
under the weight of the resulting conflicts. With IN TIMES OF 
FADING LIGHT, we experience how political developments in-
fluence each individual, how each individual is limited in his or 
her capacity to perceive and evaluate this context – and how 
any political discourse that is founded on postulates of general 
truth is bound to become a lie and fail. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS
WILHELM POWILEIT (Bruno Ganz)
90 years old, trained metal worker and member of the commu-
nist party KPD for more than 70 years, he is a diehard Stalinist 
whose party comes before his family (“defeatists, all of them”) 
and who has a great disdain for the reformers of the Soviet 
Union (“Tschows, all of them”). Before he and his wife Char-
lotte went into Mexican exile in 1940, Wilhelm was an active 
resistance fighter and later worked for the Soviet secret service. 
After their return to the GDR, Wilhelm held several administra-
tive positions. For his anniversary, he receives multiple honors 
by representatives of party and state. Wilhelm‘s paranoid fear, 
someone might want to poison him – just like Stalin - , beco-
mes a self-fulfilling prophecy in the end.

IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT
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CHARLOTTE POWILEIT (Hildegard Schmahl) 
Married to Wilhelm for more than 50 years, Charlotte gave up 
her bourgeois live style for her husband and joined the party. 
She sent her sons from her first marriage to Moscow and fol-
lows Wilhelm to Mexico, where he lived in exile. There, contrary 
to him, she had the best years of her life. In her winter garden 
of her villa in East Berlin, in the midst of exotic souvenirs and 
cacti, Charlotte and her exile friend Stine reminisce about the 
past. Organizing Wilhelm´s 90th birthday is a straining task – 
not only due to his persistently bad mood and attempts to do 
some „repairs“ around the house, but also because her grand-
son Sascha does not show up to fix up the table for the cold 
buffet…   

KURT UMINITZER (Sylvester Groth)
Leaving for Moscow as an adolescent, he and his brother 
signed up for the Red Army as the war broke out and were 
brought to a Ural Gulag camp. Kurt´s brother dies; Kurt himself 
survived the ordeal and met his wife-to-be Irina in the village of 
Slawa. Together with her and their son Sascha, Kurt went back 
to the GDR in 1956. Today, he is a renowned historian, who´d 
rather not talk about his past and takes a distanced stance to 
the current political developments. He habitually cheats on his 
wife, whom he loves, and does not know how to handle his 
son´s problems and ultimately his desertion of the GDR.

IRINA UMNITZER (Evgenia Dodina)
A native of the village of Slawa in Ural, Irina was serving in the 
Red Army at the age of 16. In the eyes of her step-father-in-
law Wilhelm, Irina is the only staunch communist fighter in the 
family. Yet she never truly made the GDR her home, not even 
when Kurt brings her mother Nadeshda Iwanowna to Germa-
ny. That her son, who has had his own family for a while now, 
would leave her for good, really hurts Irina. That her husband 
had been cheating on her for years, she is well aware of. So she 
drinks – way to much.

SASCHA UMNITZER (Alexander Fehling)
Born 30 years ago as the only child of Kurt and Irina in Sla-
wa, Sascha grew up in East Berlin and studied history at the 
Humboldt University. Now though, he drops out of his PhD 
program, moves out of his new apartment which his parents 
had organized for him, and breaks all ties to his wife Melit-
ta and their eight-year-old son Markus. Only one day before 
Wilhelm´s birthday Kurt and Irena will learn the reason for all 
this when Sascha calls them from Gießen, West Germany. Sa-
scha doesn´t know what he wants exactly, but he knows what 
he does not want: „Having to lie.” And becoming just like his 
father.  

DIRECTOR MATTI GESCHNNOECK
Matti Geschonneck was born May 8, 1952, son of well-known 
Brechtian and DEFA actor Erwin Geschonneck in Potsdam and 
studied directing at the Gerasimov Institute of 
Cinematography (VGIK) in Moscow. Moving to West Germany 
in 1978, he started gathering initial practical experiences wor-
king as a directorial assistant for many years.

In the early nineties, Geschonneck made his cinematic direc-
torial debut with the surreal mystery drama "MOEBIUS". After 
that, he dedicated himself to the small screen and for 18 years 
and would direct many, often multi award-winning features.
His thriller “ANGST HAT EINE KALTE HAND“ received the Spe-
cial Prize for Directing of the Deutsche Akademie für Darstel-
lende Künste. He is a two-time winner of the Deutscher Fern-
sehpreis (German Television Award), most recently in 2013 for 
“DAS ENDE EINER NACHT”.

He received the Student Jury Award at the Television Film Fes-
tival in Baden-Baden in 2015 as well as the Goldene Kamera 
Award in 2016 for his production “EIN GROSSER AUFBRUCH”.

WRITER WOLGANG KOHLHAASE
Wolfgang Kohlhaase was born in 1931 in Berlin and is 
regarded as one of the most important screenwriters in 
German film history. He gained international recognition and   
numerous awards for works such as BERLIN, SCHOENHAUSER 
CORNER (1957), THE GLEIWTZ CASE (1961), I WAS NINETEEN
(1968), SOLO SUNNY (1980), THE LEGEND OF RITA (2000), 
SUMMER IN BERLIN (2005), AS WE WERE DREAMING (2015),  
and IN TIMES OF FADING LIGHT (2017).

PRODUCTION COMPANY MOOVIE
Established in 1996 by Oliver Berben and later merged with 
Constantin Film, MOOVIE GmbH is a Berlin-based producti-
on company focused on prime time feature films. An in-house 
team of four producers – Oliver Berben, Sarah Kirkegaard, Jan 
Ehlert, and Heike Voßler – is responsible for the development 
and realisation of high-end films and innovative mini-series of 
international standards: MOOVIE productions such as HOTEL 
ADLON (directed by Uli Edel), CRIME and GUILT (based on the 
short stories by Ferdinand von Schirach), THE WITNESS HOUSE, 
A MINUTE’S SILENCE or lastly TERROR secured esteem from 
audiences, critics and international award juries. While success-
ful long-term co-operations have been established with Ger-
man TV channels such as ZDF, ARD, and Sat.1, the company’s 
broad spectrum of (co-)productions also include feature films 
for the big screen, such as ELEMENTARY PARTICLES which won 
a Silver Bear for actor Moritz Bleibtreu at the Berlin Internatio-
nal Film Festival 2006.
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WORLD SALES BETA CINEMA
World sales and co-financing company Beta Cinema has 
established itself as a "boutique-operation" for quality feature 
films that combine commercial viability with artistic integrity. 
Prime examples are Oscar winners and worldwide B.O. hits like 
THE LIVES OF OTHERS, IL DIVO, MONGOL and DOWNFALL.

 Current highlights include the Emma Watson, Daniel Brühl, 
Michael Nyqvist thriller COLONIA and Sundance Grand Jury 
Prize winner SAND STORM.

SUPPORTED BY
*Bundesbeauftragte für Medien und Kultur
*Deutscher Filmförderfonds
*Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg
*FilmFernsehFonds Bayern
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