
The fate of stories   

 

 

At the age of 16, Stéphane Kleeb got a Super8 camera as a present. Since then, the filmmaker tells stories about 

outstanding personalities and their epoch: for example, about Alexandre Yersin, the discoverer of the plague 

bacillus, or Rudolf Geigy, Swiss pioneer of sleeping sickness research. “Good stories fall to me,” says Kleeb.  

 

 
"At best, my protagonists are ambivalent personalities," Stéphane Kleeb, Ifakara 2017. 

 
Stéphane Kleeb uses phrases that only those accustomed to listening would say: "One could 
make a film about every person, because every life is worth telling," or, "Intimacy is not 
created by asking good questions, but by listening carefully." Today the roles are reversed for 
a brief interview moment. The 63-year-old documentary filmmaker sits on the sunny side of 
the coffee table, squints in the sun and tells about the ambivalence of human action, the 
numerous breaks in peoples lives and that - despite all financial difficulties - he would still 
decide today for a career as a documentary filmmaker. 
    

Your Your Your Your last two films were about the unknown Swiss researchers last two films were about the unknown Swiss researchers last two films were about the unknown Swiss researchers last two films were about the unknown Swiss researchers AlexandreAlexandreAlexandreAlexandre Yersin and Rudolf  Yersin and Rudolf  Yersin and Rudolf  Yersin and Rudolf 

Geigy. Geigy. Geigy. Geigy. What interests you in thoWhat interests you in thoWhat interests you in thoWhat interests you in those biographies?se biographies?se biographies?se biographies?    

« I'm interested in stories where I immerse myself in the past. My heroes are windows into 
the past, my films bridges between history and the present. I work with old photos, old 
footage or contemporary witnesses. In my film about Alexandre Yersin for example, I tried to 
resurrect the "Belle Époque" in France or the colonial era in Indochina before the eyes of the 
public. My goal is an atmospherically dense description of the past in which my heroes 
worked. » 
    

You pack a lot of information into your films, from the fundamentals of Yersin's discovery of the You pack a lot of information into your films, from the fundamentals of Yersin's discovery of the You pack a lot of information into your films, from the fundamentals of Yersin's discovery of the You pack a lot of information into your films, from the fundamentals of Yersin's discovery of the 

pathogen to the spread of tropical pathogen to the spread of tropical pathogen to the spread of tropical pathogen to the spread of tropical diseases like malaria or sleeping sickness. Why do you think diseases like malaria or sleeping sickness. Why do you think diseases like malaria or sleeping sickness. Why do you think diseases like malaria or sleeping sickness. Why do you think 

this is interesting for a general audience?this is interesting for a general audience?this is interesting for a general audience?this is interesting for a general audience?    

« I'm not primarily interested in science, but in the motivation of the researchers. Why does Rudolf Geigy spend a 
lifetime studying the smallest pathogens? Why is Alexandre Yersin going so far as to risk his life for research? 
Despite the somewhat critical voices of Swiss film funding, the Yersin film was a great success in the French part 
of Switzerland, but also in Vietnam itself, where Yersin spent 50 years of his life. The film was invited to represent 
Vietnam at the "Francophone Week 2018" in Berne. In Saigon, Vietnam the film ran for Switzerland. So there is 
certainly an audience for such topics. » 

 

    



Does the hero have to be sympathetic, so that yoDoes the hero have to be sympathetic, so that yoDoes the hero have to be sympathetic, so that yoDoes the hero have to be sympathetic, so that you spend years documenting his life? u spend years documenting his life? u spend years documenting his life? u spend years documenting his life?     
« No, not at all. At best, my protagonists are ambivalent personalities. Rudolf Geigy is a prime 
example of such a figure. The reactions of contemporary witnesses to his person range from 
total admiration to absolute rejection. That fascinated me a lot. » 
    

How much do you shake taboos? Or different: Are there limits that you do not violate in your How much do you shake taboos? Or different: Are there limits that you do not violate in your How much do you shake taboos? Or different: Are there limits that you do not violate in your How much do you shake taboos? Or different: Are there limits that you do not violate in your 
films for reafilms for reafilms for reafilms for reasons of privacy? sons of privacy? sons of privacy? sons of privacy?     
« Alexandre Yersin has many such taboos: his possible homosexuality, for example, or his role 
during French colonialism in Indochina. It is important to me to say nothing that I can not 
prove. I have read all 900 letters from Yersin and found in no way the slightest hint of a 
possible homosexual affinity. Yersin also lived in an epoch in which a "coming out" was alien. 
Homosexuality was suppressed or secretly done. In Indochina during his time an open dealing 
with same-sex love would have been unthinkable. He most probably might have been killed. » 
 
    
Is there not also the risk that you take over theIs there not also the risk that you take over theIs there not also the risk that you take over theIs there not also the risk that you take over the perspective of the perspective of the perspective of the perspective of the interview partners one to  interview partners one to  interview partners one to  interview partners one to 
one?one?one?one?    
« Of course, it's always about what the contemporary witnesses want to tell. During the 
filming of the Geigy movie there were often situations where people said: "Do not take that 
into the movie. I have to accept that. » 
 
    

    So it all depends on people telling you their story. How do you manage that? So it all depends on people telling you their story. How do you manage that? So it all depends on people telling you their story. How do you manage that? So it all depends on people telling you their story. How do you manage that?     
« There are people who say that I can listen well. And I have a real interest in the person and his story. That's 
often enough for a person to open up to me. Much is certainly related to the fact that I am a director and 
cameraman in one person. I do not work in a big film team, where a cameraman constantly sneaks through the 
room and unsettles the interviewee. I just put the camera down and leave it to itself. Over time, it is no longer 
perceived by the interlocutor. »  
    

That sounds like you or your camera have no influencThat sounds like you or your camera have no influencThat sounds like you or your camera have no influencThat sounds like you or your camera have no influence on the content of the movie?e on the content of the movie?e on the content of the movie?e on the content of the movie?    
« That's right. As an author, I am aloof. I try to give people space where they can tell their 
story, a space that allows closeness and intimacy. » 
    

How can such a story develop?How can such a story develop?How can such a story develop?How can such a story develop?    
« That's the big challenge. I do not have a story in my head right from the beginning. It's like a 
slow approach. For the Geigy movie I shot 40 hours of interview material. You have to 
transcribe these interviews and sort the material. Only with the passage of time does a red 
thread develops, does the story peel off, as it were. »    

    

How do you find your topics?How do you find your topics?How do you find your topics?How do you find your topics?    
« Actually, it's the other way around: the topics come to me. Coincidence plays a big role here: a coincidental 
encounter with a former foster child from Tibet, a memorial service of colourful clowns in a London church; a 
request from Marcel Tanner, former director of the Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute (Swiss TPH) and 
more. It's these coincidences when I suddenly know: that's the topic of another movie! » 



  
.«I try to create spaces that allow closeness and intimacy»  Stéphane and Matthis Kleeb in Tanzania, 2017. » 

    

Stéphane Kleeb Stéphane Kleeb Stéphane Kleeb Stéphane Kleeb     
Born: 1955Born: 1955Born: 1955Born: 1955    

An old man lived in a room in the settlement of Stéphane Kleeb's parents. There is 

no intensive contact; conversations in the entry hall are rather sporadic in nature. 

During one of these, the old man tells the young Kleeb about his voyage from Basel 

to Rotterdam and how he regrets that he was unable to travel more often 

throughout his life. This was a key experience for little Stéphane Kleeb. Because he 

knows: he does not want to have to say that in old age. But first Kleeb makes a 

bank apprenticeship at the behest of his father. He is offered a career in Singapore, 

then in New York. But a life at a desk with a tie, he can not imagine. Kleeb 

experiments as a teenager with his Super8 camera. He shoots films: e.g. an anti-

drug film "La Solitude" or an older accountant in "Everyday Life" who has to change 

his work with the upcoming computer age and only has to perform control 

functions and perishes. He wins awards and prizes at the National S-8 

Competitions. At age 21, he decides to turn his hobby into a profession. He goes to 

the London International Film School. He shows his film work to the German 

director Hans W. Geissendörfer. (the later inventor of the Lindenstrasse).  

Geissendörfer motivates him to continue along the path he has chosen, but at the 

same time warns him that he would never get rich with it. A self-fulfilling prophecy. 

At times, he lives with his wife and the little daughter on 300 CHF per month, in an 

old shed in Kemptthal, Switzerland. At the age of 27, he shoots his first 

documentary about an 80-year-old English clown. Kleeb works as a cameraman for 

Swiss television for a living. In addition, he makes films about cannibalism in the 

Philippines of the Japanese during the Second World War (together with Guy Pitt) 

or about "Gladys", an 80-year-old Bernese, whose fate in Indonesia in the 1940s 

takes a dramatic turn. The filming takes Kleeb around the globe: Japan, the 

Philippines, Russia, Tibet, Indonesia, Vietnam, Tanzania, Côte d'Ivoire, Seychelles 

and much more. He meets interesting people, cultivates friendships all over the 

world.  

"I would still opt for this career today," says Kleeb in an interview. The 

documentary filmmaker has an adult daughter, two grown-up sons and three 

grandchildren and lives with his partner in Zurich. 
    



Filmography 

 

    

• Das Vermächtnis eines Patrons (The Legacy of a Driven Man) - Why Rudolf Geigy set out for Africa (2018) 

• Ce n'est pas une vie que ne pas bouger - (It's no Life at All if you Undertake Nothing) - the defeater of the plague.  (2014)  

• Gladys Reise (The Journey of Gladys) - In the heart we were Indonesians (2008) 

• Es gibt kein Zurück (There is no Turning Back) - Tibet refugees on a journey into the past (2005) 

• Die Japanischen Menschenfresser (The Japanese Cannibals) - What really happened in the Jungle of Mindanao (1995) 

• Zeit zum Weinen, Zeit zum Lachen (Time to Weep, Time to Laugh) - A clown remembers (1981) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    A true interest in people and their stories, Stéphane Kleeb, Tanzania 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Interview Lukas Meier, Swiss TPH - Geigy Foundation 2018 


