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W ings of Desire is one of cinema’s loveliest city 
symphonies. Bruno Ganz is Damiel, an angel perched 
atop buildings high over Berlin who can hear the 

thoughts—fears, hopes, dreams—of all the people living below. 
But when he falls in love with a beautiful trapeze artist, he is 
willing to give up his immortality and come back to earth to be 
with her. Made not long before the fall of the Berlin Wall, this 
stunning tapestry of sounds and images, shot in black and white 
and color by the legendary Henri Alekan, is movie poetry. And it 
forever made the name Wim Wenders synonymous with film art.



CAST
Damiel  Bruno Ganz
Marion  Solveig Dommartin 
Cassiel  Otto Sander
Homer  Curt Bois 
As himself  Peter Falk 

CREDITS
Director Wim Wenders
Written by  Wim Wenders 
 together with Peter Handke
Director of photography Henri Alekan
Executive producer Ingrid Windisch
Music Jürgen Knieper
Editing Peter Przygodda
Assistant director Claire Denis
Art director Heidi Lüdi

BEFORE WINGS
On the heels of the international success of 1977’s The American Friend, 
Wim Wenders left West Germany for America, where he would live 
for the next eight years. After shooting the documentary Lightning over 
Water (1980)—about his filmmaking idol, Nicholas Ray—Wenders 
went on to direct Hammett (1982), a big-budget studio film produced 
by Francis Ford Coppola’s American Zoetrope.

The film’s studio, Orion Pictures, balked at the first cut Wenders 
turned in and demanded that the film be rewritten and reshot. During 
this process, Wenders made two additional films: Reverse Angle (1982), 
a short documentary about his stay in New York with Coppola during 
Hammett’s frustrating reediting process, and The State of Things 
(also 1982), about a film crew stuck in Portugal, where they’ve been 
abandoned by their American producer.

Initially, Wenders had tried to get Sam Shepard to write and star 
in Hammett. After that plan fell through, Shepard pitched Wenders 
a story that became the basis for his next film, Paris, Texas (1984). 
Production for Paris, Texas began without a finished screenplay,  
and the shoot was later temporarily halted when the crew ran out  
of money. 

Both Hammett and Paris took an emotional toll on the director, and 
although the latter film would become a commercial and critical 
success, Wenders was ready to return to Germany, where he hoped to 
make a film in the then-divided city of Berlin—his first shot in the city 
since his feature debut, Summer in the City (1970).

RESTORATION 
INFORMATION
This new 4K restoration, with a 5.1 
surround sound mix, was undertaken 
by the Wim Wenders Foundation 
and supervised by Wim and Donata 
Wenders. Funding was provided by 
Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg,  
the Filmförderungsanstalt (FFA), and 
the Centre national du cinéma et de  
l’image animée (CNC).



ORIGINS
Once he was back in Germany, that film began to take shape in 
Wenders’s mind. After noticing the vast amount of angel-themed 
artwork across Berlin, the filmmaker began to think about having 
angels as the film’s main characters. He has also cited Rainer Maria 
Rilke’s angel-filled metaphysical poetry, which he had begun reading 
regularly while he was still in America, as an important inspiration 
in conceiving the film.

In an early iteration of the scenario, Wenders included a backstory 
in which God had cast the angels who defended humans in the 
wake of World War II out of heaven and down to Berlin. It was just 
one of many ideas Wenders would eventually discard. Another was 
his initial conception for the angels’ costumes: a more classically 
biblical look, with armor and robes. It was only after seeing a 

photograph of a Japanese warrior that Wenders was inspired to  
have the angels’ hair tied back. He settled on overcoats for the 
angels only after production had already begun.

When it came time to write the film, Wenders called Peter  
Handke, whom he had collaborated with on The Goalie’s Anxiety  
at the Penalty Kick (1972) and Wrong Move (1975). Handke  
declined to work on the script as a whole, but he did agree  
to write a number of anchoring scenes and other pieces that 
Wenders could build around. These included the scene in which  
the angels Damiel and Cassiel first discuss the humans they 
observe; the first time Damiel sees the trapeze artist Marion;  
and the “Song of Childhood” poem, which recurs throughout  
the film.

THE SHOOT
As with Paris, Texas, there was no complete 
screenplay for Wings of Desire when shooting 
began. Peter Falk’s role also was not planned 
until production had already gotten under 
way, and it was Claire Denis, the film’s 
assistant director, who suggested using the 
Columbo star. Falk—whose dialogue in the 
film was to be entirely improvised—told 
Wenders the part was “the craziest thing 
that I’ve ever been offered!”

To shoot the film, Wenders brought 
the legendary Henri Alekan—who had 
photographed Jean Cocteau’s 1946 Beauty 
and the Beast, with its haunting play of  
light and shadow—out of retirement. 
Alekan, after whom the circus in the film 
is also named, shot Wings of Desire on 
both black-and-white and color film stock. 
(Release prints of the film, however, were 
eventually struck solely on color stock, 
degrading the quality of the black and white, 
something that has been corrected through 
the digital restoration process.) 

After trying out several modern diffusion 
filters to soften the black-and-white 
photography, Alekan ended up using a 
special wood-framed black diffusion filter 

made from a stocking that had belonged to 
his grandmother.  

Since filming at the actual Berlin Wall 
was prohibited, a replica was built for the 
production. After the first replica, which had 
been made using cheap wood, collapsed in 
the rain, a second had to be commissioned 
in the middle of shooting. 

Nick Cave was based in Berlin at the  
time, and Wenders felt a film about the  
city needed to include a performance  
by the musician. The filmmaker was 
concerned that the nearly eighty-year-old 
Alekan might not connect with Cave’s 
sound, but when it came time to shoot  
the concert scene, the cinematographer 
wound up loving the music, and Wenders 
ended up being very pleased with the look 
of the footage.

Actress Solveig Dommartin, who plays 
Marion, had to learn extensive and risky 
trapeze and rope moves for the circus 
scenes, but she was able to do so in  
a mere eight weeks’ time. She wound  
up doing all of her stunts herself, no  
double required.

POSTPRODUCTION
The film’s assembly cut ran over five 
hours long and included an elaborate 
pie fight between the leads. Some 
proposed parts of the story that 
eventually went unfilmed, such as 
Cassiel’s becoming human, were 
incorporated into the 1993 sequel 
Faraway, So Close!

During postproduction, Handke 
encouraged Wenders to add additional 
voice-over narration to help round  
out the film. By this time, Falk  
had already left Berlin, so he had to 
record his new voice-over material  
in a sound studio in Los Angeles,  
with Wenders directing him over  
the phone. 

Wenders also wound up incorporating, 
at the end of the film, a tribute to three 
fellow filmmakers. The closing titles 
state: “Dedicated to all the former angels, 
but especially to Yasujiro, François, and 
Andrej”—a reference to Yasujiro Ozu, 
François Truffaut, and Andrei Tarkovsky, 
all of whom had died by the time of the 
film’s release.


