


SynopSiS
Berlin’s historic defunct Tempelhof Airport remains a place of arrivals and departures. Today its massive hangars are 
used as one of Germany’s largest emergency shelters for asylum seekers, like 18-year-old Syrian student Ibrahim and 
Iraqi physiotherapist Qutaiba. As they adjust to a transitory daily life of social services interviews, German lessons and 
medical exams, they try to cope with homesickness and the anxiety of whether or not they will gain residency or be 
deported.
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TEMpELHoF
The former Tempelhof Airport is situated in south-central Berlin’s Tempelhof-Schöneberg area. Its main building was 
once among the top 20 largest man-made structures on earth. One of its most distinctive features is the canopy-style 
roof.

Tempelhof was designated as an airport in 1923. The Nazi government began a major (unfinished) reconstruction in the 
mid-30s as one of Hitler’s statements of Nazi greatness. Tempelhof was used to test some of the world’s first aircraft, to 
house World War II prisoners, and to give the people of West Berlin a vital lifeline to the outside world during the Cold 
War. The Americans occupied Tempelhof from 1945-1993, and the US Air Force used it as a military base. Tempelhof’s 
capacity reached its limits in the 1960s, and operations were suspended after the construction of Tegel Airport in West 
Berlin’s French sector in 1975. In 1990, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Tempelhof started to operate domestic flights 
once again, but air traffic ceased in October 2008.

Since 1995 Tempelhof has been a listed historical building which cannot be torn down. The Tempelhof Conservation 
Act of 2014 prohibits construction anywhere on the former airfield and ensures only limited development.

It has been used as a location for movies such as «The Hunger Games,» «The Bourne Supremacy,» and «Bridge of 
Spies.»

In May 2010, the former airfield became Berlin’s largest public park: Tempelhofer Feld.

Since 2015, Tempelhof is also home to Germany’s largest emergency refugee shelter. There is enough space in the 
hangar to house 7,000 refugees. At one point there were 3,000 refugees from countries like Iraq and Syria living there, 
but that number has fallen as German authorities have relocated many of them, while others have returned home. 





An inTERViEW WiTH THE DiRECToR
KARiM AÏnoUZ

What was the origin of this project?
The old runways of the former Tempelhof Airport became a public park in 
2010. The hangars have been used for big events. I go to that park very often 
as it’s close to my home. The old hangars were transformed significantly with 
arrivals of refugees in October 2015. The hangars became emergency shelters. 
I was there when people were arriving and I felt the need to document it. I felt 
the need to engage with the situation. I wanted to document that experience: 
people fleeing war and being sheltered in an old German airport. I thought that 
10 years from now it would be important to have a record of that experience.

What was your approach at the start of the shoot?
I felt that I could not start shooting there yet as these people were just arriving 
in Tempelhof and all of them had fled from war or misery. That’s why I decided 
to spend about four months going there on a very regular basis, maybe two or 
three times a month, to just look around and meet people and social workers 
to simply connect to them, without any camera involved yet. I must admit that 
it was the first time that I actually did a documentary in that sense of recording 
people’s daily lives. The film would not have happened if we had just arrived 
like a classic crew of reportage and simply turned on the camera. For every film 
you need trust. But for a documentary like this one you need even more trust.
 
How did you choose your subjects among the 1500 or so occupants there?
Of course I didn’t know how long the people I met in Tempelhof would be 
staying. They could get a home in the next two weeks, they could stay there for 
two years or they could be sent back to their country of origin within the next 
month. That’s why I always thought that the movie would only make sense if 

it were done over the course of one year at least. So at first I was especially in 
contact with the social workers trying to understand what their work was like. I 
immediately empathized with them.

Did your attitude, your interest, evolve during this period?
The more time I spent in Tempelhof the closer I got to the people living inside 
the hangars. And I realized that I wanted to portray Arabic men differently from 
how the mainstream media usually portrays them – especially over the past 
few years. That’s when the choice of Ibrahim and Qutaiba, the two main sub-
jects we follow, became very evident. They’re people trying to rebuild their 
lives and I thought it was really important to represent them as they are and not 
in the biased way mainstream Western media has often misrepresented them. 

18-year-old Ibrahim eventually became the narrator of the film...
The beauty about documentary is that you don’t plan everything ahead, you 
discover it as you go along. This decision came up very late during the editing 
process as we integrated the writings that he had done throughout the process 
of shooting, a collection of memories about Syria juxtaposed with a collection 
of hopes about his future. At the moment when that was introduced, it really 
changed our editing and he became in a way the protagonist. So his writing 
really had an impact on the material that we had been using. There was a whole 
re-editing process at the moment that the voice over was brought to the film 
and the film thus found its perspective and parti pris. I think that’s the moment 
that the film came to life really.



You seem to treat the airport itself as a character in the film...
It remains one of Berlin’s biggest buildings. Its size did give me some anxiety in 
regards to shooting. It was like filming a small city. Trying to make sense of the 
space was a real challenge. For the interiors, I stayed mostly in the main halls 
where people were living in the cubicles. I looked at the park like a huge garden. 
It was all about conveying the geography of the place.

This film is about understanding what’s happening in the world today through the 
history of this airport. The whole situation in Tempelhof really reflects very well the 
various layers of Germany’s historical contradictions and Berlin’s changes. So the 
film is also a nod to contemporary Berlin and its civic sense. The city could have 
sold off Tempelhof, but instead the citizens fought and they kept it public and put 
it to good use.

I also find it ironic that this place conceived as a major cornerstone within the 
Nazi concept of expansion and greatness would eventually be featured in a film 
narrated in Arabic. This proves that it’s not necessary to be a hostage of history. 
History can be transformed. I find it fascinating how a place with all this historical 
background ended up being an emergency shelter for asylum seekers.

What did you discover about yourself while making the film?
When I was in Tempelhof the process of choosing which people to follow was 
somewhat infused by what I experienced personally in my youth. In a very strange 
way I started realizing that  I was actually making a movie about an experience 
that I had gone through myself: in the mid 80s I moved from Brazil to France to 
live with my Algerian father. As my name is Karim, it turned out to be a nightmare 

in France. Nobody believed I was also Brazilian. Everybody thought I was Algerian 
and I was expected to perform as an Algerian immigrant, but I had no idea how to 
do it. I remember that I could only stay in France for one year and then I said, you 
know, this is enough. I was getting angry with the whole thing. It was impossible to 
get an apartment, everything was complicated. 

Your film comes at a time when no one seems to want to hear about asylum 
seekers, a time when words like «refugee» are considered undesirable. What 
do you hope your film will achieve?
I hope to transform the way asylum seekers are viewed in Europe, to give a glimp-
se of the struggles and the really hard work that such a position entails.

Turning numbers into people and understanding that they are not numbers but 
human beings who are in a situation of emergency is definitely a major goal for 
me. And I also hope that the immense energy of those people who crossed the 
Mediterranean is somehow archived in the film.
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iBRAHiM AL HUSSEin 
Ibrahim Al Hussein was born in Manbij (Aleppo), Syria in 1994. 
He was unable to finish high school because of the war. He 
left Syria in October 2015, leaving behind his parents and se-
ven siblings. He came to Germany alone in search of a better 
future, and lived at Tempelhof from January 2016 to March 
2017 (one year and three months). He is currently working at a 
cinema in Berlin and is hoping to further his education.

« I made several friends there. They became my family in 
Tempelhof. We ate together, did  everything together. But 
it wasn’t easy not having any private life in Tempelhof, living 
8-10 per room. At first, I didn’t want to talk about why I was 
there. I wanted to forget everything and start a a new life. »

«Filming with Karim was an interesting experience. It was a 
little bit strange showing myself in front of the camera, espe-
cially a way of life I didn’t choose myself. I just wanted to share 
with people what kind of life I had there.»
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QUTAiBA nAFEA 
Qutaiba Nafea was born in Iraq (Ramadi, Anbar province) in 
1978. He has a diploma in physiotherapy from the Baghdad 
Medical Institute. He was continuing his studies in general 
medicine and surgery at the Mosul Medical University when 
he left Iraq after losing both his younger brother (killed near 
Ramadi) and his flatmate (a dentistry student). He left Iraq be-
cause he believes that the government and terrorists are two 
sides of the same coin. He arrived in Germany with his wife 
in November 2015 and they lived in THF until February 2016. 
He has worked at the THF Medical Centre, Spree Ambulance 
GmbH and Vivantes GmbH. Since November 2017 he works 
at Arvato Bertelsmann GmbH. He continues his integration 
courses three times a week. 

«When I left Iraq, what was important to me was to get out of 
hell. When I came here I wasn’t dreaming about going in para-
dise, but compared to where most us came from, Tempelhof 
was really paradise.»

«Sometimes I tell myself that maybe life chose differently for 
me: maybe being alive in Germany is more important than 
being a doctor. Dreams do vanish, even if it’s painful. Some-
times you plan to do something, but life decides differently.»



  



    
 

KARiM AÏnoUZ
Karim Aïnouz is a film director and visual artist. 
His most recent feature, Praia do Futuro (Futuro Beach), premiered in Competition at 
the 2014 Berlinale. Cathedrals of Culture, a 3D film project about the soul of buildings 
which features Aïnouz as one of the directors and Wim Wenders as executive producer 
premiered at the Berlinale Special section that same year. 
His latest experimental documentary piece, Domingo, shot from his encounter with Da-
nish artist Olafur Eliasson during the 17th Videobrasil Festival, had its world premiere at 
Rio International Film Festival in 2014. 
In 2011 Aïnouz directed the film Sonnenallee for the Sharjah Biennial 10.
Aïnouz’s first feature debut, Madame Satã, premiered in 2002 at the Cannes Film Festi-
val, Un Certain Regard. His following films, Love for Sale and I Travel Because I Have To 
I Come Back Because I Love You (co-directed with Marcelo Gomes) premiered at the 
Venice Film Festival, Orizzonti, in 2006 and 2009. 
In 2008, Aïnouz directed Alice, a 13 episode action series for HBO Latin America. 
Aïnouz was born and raised in  Fortaleza, Brazil, the son of a Brazilian mother and an 
Algerian father. He currently lives in Berlin.

SELECTED FiLMogRApHy
1988 Le Ballon de Bairros (short)
1992 Opreso (short) 
1993 Seams (documentary) 
1994 Paixão Nacional (short) 
2002 Madame Satã
2003 Hic Habitat Felicitas (short)
2006 O Céu de Suely (Suely in the Sky aka Love for Sale)
2009 Viajo Porque Preciso, Volto Porque te Amo 
 (I Travel Because I Have to, I Come Back Because I Love You)
2011 O Abismo Prateado (The Silver Cliff) 
 Sunny Lane (short documentary)
2013 Praia do Futuro (Futuro Beach)
 Venice70: FutureReloaded (omnibus short)
2014 CathedralsofCulture (3-D documentary)
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