
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In her first feature-length non-documentary film, 
German writer/director Nora Fingscheidt asks her 
audience to walk a line between compassion, 
control, chaos, and love. 
 
System Crasher introduces us to Benni (Helena 
Zengel), a fragile-looking nine-year-old. Despite 
her appearance, Benni has an unbridled ferocity 
and an aversion to authority, regularly throwing 
objects, foul language, and even herself at those in 
proximity. She is what is known in Germany as a 
‘system crasher’ – so disruptive and unpredictable 
that she requires nothing less than full attention; 
so antisocial and hostile that she cannot fit among 
schoolmates or in the foster care system. 
 
Benni’s mother (Lisa Hagmeister) is forced to give 
her up to social services as a way of protecting two 
younger siblings. However, as Benni bounces from 
determined caseworker Maria Bafané (Gabriela 
Maria Schmeide) to tough-but-nice support 
worker Micha (Albert Schuch), it is hard to believe 
her problems can be easily solved. ‘There’s no 
miracle cure for Benni; no magical solution that 
they haven’t tried,’ writes Chloe Walker for 
Culturefly. ‘System Crasher asks us, like the adults 

in Benni’s life, to cling on and hope for the best.’ 
 
This film is awash with strong performances, but it 
is relative newcomer Zengel who ‘not only 
commands the attention of the viewer but, once 
she has it, refuses to relinquish her control’ – Mary-
Catherine Harvey, The Upcoming. It is an 
‘exceptional, no-holds-barred performance’, writes 
Jay Weissberg in Variety, saying Zengel ‘throws 
herself into the anarchic role with impressive 
abandon. Effortlessly flipping from angelic 
dissimulation to all-out psychosis, the young 
actress has a haunting presence that even at her 
calmest, never completely hides the turmoil 
within’. 
 
Hagmeister, Schmeide, and Schuch all do excellent 
work conveying the exasperation of caregivers 
struggling to secure a safe and stable life for Benni. 
Fingscheidt spent six years researching the film, 
she told Electric Ghost Magazine. During that time 
she ‘met people that do 
their jobs out of very 
positive intentions. It’s the 
structure of the system 
that makes it really hard 
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high octane music, jump-cut editing and 
subjective camerawork) before suddenly moving 
to sequences that take a distance from the 
blonde time-bomb’. Teresa Vena of Cineuropa 
summarises that this creates ‘a coherent and 
striking piece of work.’ 
 
System Crasher premiered earlier this year at the 
69th Berlinale where it won the Alfred Bauer 
Prize, awarded to a film that ‘opens new 
perspectives on cinematic art’, as well as the 
Berliner Morgenpost Readers’ Jury Award, voted 
for by 12 readers of the German daily newspaper. 

for them. Not every child fits in these suggested 
structures. For me, it would be wrong to just blame 
the system and depict it as a collection [of] bad 
human beings.’ While reserving judgement for the 
audience, Fingscheidt is able to offer a 
sympathetic view of this very pained young 
individual. 
 
To convey Benni’s mental state, the film is ‘run 
through some neat style filters that are more than 
superficial’, says Lee Marshall for Screen Daily. 
‘Working with DoP Yunus Roy Imer, composer 
John Gürtler and her two editors, [Fingscheidt] 
alternately channels Benni’s chaotic energy (with 
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You may also like… 
Push 
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The housing market: is it designed to ensure people have 
somewhere to live, or is it designed for the rich to get richer 
and everybody else to cope? Push starts with the ordinary 
people at the sharp end of things – the ones who get evicted 
and priced out. Then we start to see the bigger picture: 
multimillion-pound homes in Central London are bought and 
kept deliberately empty, mere assets. It’s a situation that has 
been getting worse as successive governments allow the 
wealthy and powerful to get away with metaphorical murder. 

FilmBath FilmClub 
 A year-round programme of the kinds of films we screen at 
the festival, shown monthly (from January to May and 
September to December) at the stylish Walcot House, with 
an optional movie-themed dinner after the film. A wonderful 
opportunity to watch mind-expanding films together and 
then talk about the film afterwards. 
 
For more information, visit filmbath.org.uk/filmclub 


