
In the grand tradition of German 

metamorphosis, actor Alexander 

Scheer changes constantly, just 

as  his beloved Berlin does. From 

playing a classical villain to being a 

rock god, from  experimental theatre  

to international film festivals,   from 

iron  curtains to nonstop curtain calls. 
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sudden anarchy and chaos that came with the fall of the Wall. Today, 
as one of the most successful stage actors of his generation, and with a 
burgeoning international film career, Scheer still lives in a state of perpetual 
flux, switching between genres and even art forms with a feverishness that 
masks the ease with which he does it. “Berlin is still constantly changing. 
You can’t ever say it’s a certain way. It’s just like me.” 

Having started out doing underground theatre and modelling in the 
newly reunified city, Scheer, 35, had his breakout film role in the 1999 
comedy Sonnenallee, before he embarked on a ten-year odyssey through 

Germany ’s theatrical landscape, even as he returned repeatedly to his 
first love, cinema. His first big English-speaking televised role came in 
2010, depicting the dangerous right-hand man to the international 
terrorist Carlos, in the eponymous five-hour thriller. He’s now to star 
in an experimental theatre production of Dostoyevsky ’s The Gambler at 
Berlin’s legendary Volksbühne, while his latest shoot, slated for release 
in November, is a children’s fantasy film, in which he plays, of all things, 
Santa Claus. It’s an endearingly uncool part for Scheer, perhaps the most 
rock-n-roll of all German actors.
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The result, he says, was that “everything I had thought, everything I was 

used to, was sudden ly tu r ned ups ide down. I t  was wonder fu l .” Scheer ’s story as an 

ac to r  i s  t hu s  t he  s to r y  a l s o  o f  h i s  b i r t hp l a ce ,  Be r l i n .  As  a  t e enage r  g row ing  up ,  he  r e l i s h ed  i n  t he 

country, so the saying 
goes, and the past for German 
actor Alexander Scheer is hardly metaphorical 
terrain. “I was born in the East and when I was 14 

there was a revolution and then suddenly I was in the West.” 

The result, he says, was that “everything I had thought, everything I was 

used to, was sudden ly tu r ned ups ide down. I t  was wonder fu l .” Scheer ’s story as an 

ac to r  i s  t hu s  t he  s to r y  a l s o  o f  h i s  b i r t hp l a ce ,  Be r l i n .  As  a  t e enage r  g row ing  up ,  he  r e l i s h ed  i n  t he 



118

We’ve arranged to meet in an outdoor bar not far from his apartment 
in the Berlin district of Prenzlauer Berg. The location is at the edge of 
a scruffy park that stretches along a section of the Wall’s former “death 
strip”. On Sundays, it’s thronged with tourists visiting the nearby flea 
market and open-air karaoke. Today it’s midweek and quiet; a few locals 
hang out sipping beers and enjoying one of the last sultry days of summer. 

Scheer asked to meet in the mid af ternoon. He’s not much of an early 
riser. He arrives, sauntering along the street wearing Ray-Bans, a dark 
jacket over a white singlet, black jeans, and flip-flops. He’s tall, lithe 
and sinewy, and with his jagged retro haircut he resembles a younger, 
blonder Keith Richards, someone he’s portrayed before in film. “It’s too 
hot!” he groans dramatically, flopping down at the table. Then he springs 
up again to go to the bar, grabbing a drink and negotiating a move to a 
shaded terrace in back. 

Now chain-smoking and sipping a white wine and a large glass of mineral 
water, he tells me how he grew up just a short tram ride away in 
Friedrichshain, in what had long been a resolutely working-class district 
of Berlin. He was an only child. “With no siblings, I always had to 
be creative, so that I wouldn’t get bored.” Was his a creative, artistic 
family? “In the East, everybody had to be creative to get by, but no, 
they were workers. I’ve no idea where it came from”, he says of his 
acting. “It’s just the way I am.” 

Before our meeting, he had eaten at a restaurant on Alexanderplatz, the 
tacky urban square that marks the centre of old East Berlin, a mishmash 
of Communist-era high-rises and garish new stores and shopping centres. 
Sitting in the shadow of the iconic TV tower, he tells me, listening to 
Mahler ’s Eighth Symphony on his iPod, he thought: “Man, 25 years ago 
I marched here in uniform with Russian soldiers.” It was part of a typical 
Eastern Bloc childhood. “We learned how to throw grenades, we had 
training, we went to camps and learned manoeuvres”, he laughs. “And 
that is all here, in the same city, and I am still here. That is history, and 

that’s what links me to this city. I’m at home here.” 

The Wall had come down at a key moment in his young life. “I was 
14, and we just partied. We went to school to sleep. The teachers 
had taught us one thing and then half a year later they were teaching us 
something totally different. The kids were confused. The teachers were 
confused. They were totally chaotic years.” He and his friends started 
failing exams; the last thing on their minds was their studies. They were 
too busy revelling in the wild spirit of those first post-unification years. 
Eventually he decided to leave a school that began to feel “obsolete” 
to him. 

Anyone who was in the city in the years af ter the fall of the Wall 
can attest to that incredible sense of adventure and possibility. “Berlin 
was a completely free city, the freest in the world”, he says. D.I.Y. 
venues sprang up across the East, legendary techno clubs like E-Werk and 
Tresor set up in empty post-industrial spaces, but there were also squat 
bars, punk bars, and tiny dance clubs in cellars and empty factories and 
apartments. Scheer and his friends were there, dancing, drinking, doing 
some drugs, growing up. “What happened with my generation, what 
happened here in Berlin, is totally crazy. It is a one-off in history.” 

The 1990s, however, weren’t just partying. It was also a fiercely 
political time in Berlin. Everything was in limbo. Neo-Nazi skinheads 
were a common sight on the streets and they frequently collided with 
lef t-wingers. Scheer and his pals used to go to the many squats that had 
sprung up in Friedrichshain to get hash, and they ’d inevitably get drawn 
into the political activities. “We went on demos and there were street 
battles with the police. We climbed up on roofs and threw Molotov 
cocktails at them. It was nuts.” In November 1990, a massive police 
operation cleared 13 separate squats from Mainzer Strasse, a street that 
had been largely empty when the Wall fell. There were clashes, and 
riot police were deployed. The battleground was down the block from 
where Scheer lived. “We didn’t have school the next day”, he says, 
“because it was full of teargas, and the streets were destroyed — panes 
of glass broken, cars burned and turned over.” 

Previous pa g e :  Sw
e a t e r  b y  U

n i q l o  V
e s t ,  S t y l i s t ’ s  ow

n  Pa n t s  b y  D
i e s e l  B l a c k  G

o l d    T h i s  Pa g e :  Pa n t s  b y  B u t t e r f l y s o u l f i r e

“Twenty-five years ago I marched in 
uniform with Russian soldiers. We 
learned manoeuvres and how to 
throw grenades. That’s all here, in the 
same city, and I’m still here. That links 
me to this city. I’m at home here.”

We’ve arranged to meet in an outdoor bar not far from his apartment 
in the Berlin district of Prenzlauer Berg. The location is at the edge of 
a scruffy park that stretches along a section of the Wall’s former “death 
strip”. On Sundays, it’s thronged with tourists visiting the nearby flea 
market and open-air karaoke. Today it’s midweek and quiet; a few locals 
hang out sipping beers and enjoying one of the last sultry days of summer. 

Scheer asked to meet in the mid af ternoon. He’s not much of an early 
riser. He arrives, sauntering along the street wearing Ray-Bans, a dark 
jacket over a white singlet, black jeans, and flip-flops. He’s tall, lithe 
and sinewy, and with his jagged retro haircut he resembles a younger, 
blonder Keith Richards, someone he’s portrayed before in film. “It’s too 
hot!” he groans dramatically, flopping down at the table. Then he springs 
up again to go to the bar, grabbing a drink and negotiating a move to a 
shaded terrace in back. 

Now chain-smoking and sipping a white wine and a large glass of mineral 
water, he tells me how he grew up just a short tram ride away in 
Friedrichshain, in what had long been a resolutely working-class district 
of Berlin. He was an only child. “With no siblings, I always had to 
be creative, so that I wouldn’t get bored.” Was his a creative, artistic 
family? “In the East, everybody had to be creative to get by, but no, 
they were workers. I’ve no idea where it came from”, he says of his 
acting. “It’s just the way I am.” 

Before our meeting, he had eaten at a restaurant on Alexanderplatz, the 
tacky urban square that marks the centre of old East Berlin, a mishmash 
of Communist-era high-rises and garish new stores and shopping centres. 
Sitting in the shadow of the iconic TV tower, he tells me, listening to 
Mahler ’s Eighth Symphony on his iPod, he thought: “Man, 25 years ago 
I marched here in uniform with Russian soldiers.” It was part of a typical 
Eastern Bloc childhood. “We learned how to throw grenades, we had 
training, we went to camps and learned manoeuvres”, he laughs. “And 
that is all here, in the same city, and I am still here. That is history, and 

that’s what links me to this city. I’m at home here.” 

The Wall had come down at a key moment in his young life. “I was 
14, and we just partied. We went to school to sleep. The teachers 
had taught us one thing and then half a year later they were teaching us 
something totally different. The kids were confused. The teachers were 
confused. They were totally chaotic years.” He and his friends started 
failing exams; the last thing on their minds was their studies. They were 
too busy revelling in the wild spirit of those first post-unification years. 
Eventually he decided to leave a school that began to feel “obsolete” 
to him. 

Anyone who was in the city in the years af ter the fall of the Wall 
can attest to that incredible sense of adventure and possibility. “Berlin 
was a completely free city, the freest in the world”, he says. D.I.Y. 
venues sprang up across the East, legendary techno clubs like E-Werk and 
Tresor set up in empty post-industrial spaces, but there were also squat 
bars, punk bars, and tiny dance clubs in cellars and empty factories and 
apartments. Scheer and his friends were there, dancing, drinking, doing 
some drugs, growing up. “What happened with my generation, what 
happened here in Berlin, is totally crazy. It is a one-off in history.” 

The 1990s, however, weren’t just partying. It was also a fiercely 
political time in Berlin. Everything was in limbo. Neo-Nazi skinheads 
were a common sight on the streets and they frequently collided with 
lef t-wingers. Scheer and his pals used to go to the many squats that had 
sprung up in Friedrichshain to get hash, and they ’d inevitably get drawn 
into the political activities. “We went on demos and there were street 
battles with the police. We climbed up on roofs and threw Molotov 
cocktails at them. It was nuts.” In November 1990, a massive police 
operation cleared 13 separate squats from Mainzer Strasse, a street that 
had been largely empty when the Wall fell. There were clashes, and 
riot police were deployed. The battleground was down the block from 
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Amidst the obliterated parts of old Berlin, Scheer began getting a new 
education of sorts, at the movies. “In the East, we couldn’t see the films 
we wanted to, and there was no video. Then suddenly there was all this 
cinema. They kept putting on retrospectives: Fellini, Bergman, Truffaut, 
American movies, like Coppola and Scorsese, all at once. I went almost 
every day for a couple of years.” 

He also began to perform in underground drama companies, where they ’d 
sew their own costumes and put on shows in deserted buildings. Scheer 
remembers the first time he acted, 
sometime in the mid 1990s. The 
performance was in a makeshif t 
theatre up a few flights in an 
old factory building. “We were 
playing something, Chekhov, I 
think, and af ter doing two scenes 
I had a break. Backstage, I looked 
out over Berlin. It was slowly 
getting dark, and I stood there 
and thought: we are playing a 
piece from a completely different 
era. But over here, there’s a 
different reality. And in a minute 
I’m going to go back inside to 
play another scene. That’s crazy. 
To be in between two different 
worlds, somehow it was great.” 

Soon, Scheer and his buddies 
were picked up as the faces of 
the city ’s increas ingly marketable 
subculture. “Agencies f rom 
Munich and Hamburg ar r ived 
and suddenly we were al l photo 
models. They thought, ‘Oh, 
this hip techno generat ion, we 
can make ads with them, sel l 
bank loans and l i fe insurance.’ 
Clubs, part ies, dr ugs. That was 
al l hip, and then suddenly you 
had a house beat with ever y 
BMW ad.” 

His big break came when 
he landed the leading role 
in Sonnenallee, directed by 
Leander Haussmann, wherein he 
plays a teen in 1970s East Berlin 
that’s infatuated with the blonde 
bombshell across the street, a street that just happens to be near the 
border crossing to West Berlin. Dancing in flares to illicit western rock 
music, having a fight with his best friend at Stasi headquarters, peeing 
drunkenly from a balcony onto the Berlin Wall, his was an exuberantly 
physical performance. 

“Scheer never holds back”, Haussmann told Germany ’s Cinema magazine 
at the time of his young leading man’s performance. “You have to keep 
the camera a few meters away from him or there is the danger that he will 
jump right through the screen and onto the moviegoer ’s lap.” 

After the success of Sonnenallee, Scheer made an interesting choice. 
He went to a small industrial town near Düsseldorf, to study acting for 

two years at one of Germany ’s most renowned theatres, Schauspielhaus 
Bochum, where Haussmann was artistic director. It was a deliberate 
decision to hone his skills. “I was never that interested in theatre. 
Cinema was my love, when the lights go down and the magic begins. 
But I wanted to do my job well and the mother of this profession is the 
theatre. Now, this whole circus, it’s great. But it’s incredibly tough. It’s 
a lot of work.” The hard work has paid off. After Bochum, Scheer went 
to Hamburg, playing in Chekhov and Shakespeare, under director Stefan 
Pucher. In 2008, Scheer won the prestigious Ulrich Wildgruber Prize 

for young actors. He also 
became deeply involved 
in the infamous Frank 
Castorf ensemble at the 
Volksbühne. 

Scheer has appeared 
in a string of 
Castorf ’s experimental 
productions. In 2009, 
he star red in a version of 
Alexander Dumas’ Kean, 
based on the l i fe of the 
great Shakespearean 
actor Edmund Kean. 
His performance in the 
gruelling four-and-a-half-
hour piece was widely 
acclaimed, and it garnered 
Scheer the 2009 best 
actor of the year award 
from Theater Heute 
magazine. Castorf told 
the magazine then, “I like 
the fact that he performs 
like a badly behaved, 
unrestrained child. It 
contradicts the zeitgeist, 
the new humility.” 

It seems like a perfect match 
of actor and director. 
“The Volksbühne was 
once the most dangerous 
theatre in the world”, 
Scheer enthuses. “The 
craziest actors were 
assembled there, playing 
Shakespeare’s ‘War 
of the Roses’ for 24 

hours, or doing Dostoyevsky ’s The Idiot live, completely on video.” 
Other theatres have since copied the style. “We still do wild stuff ”, he 
grins. “Tons of blood and naked people shouting and everything gets 
wrecked. It goes on for f ive hours, and that’s what we’re known for 
across the world.” 

Scheer is not averse to some old-fashioned superstition either. He has a 
personal ritual that before every opening night he sleeps in the theatre. 
After a few drinks, he’ll sneak onto the stage and rehearse his scenes. “I 
stand there at night proclaiming my verses to the empty auditorium, and 
sometimes the ghosts appear. Then I go to sleep. There’s always a bed 
or something lying around. Once I slept on a grand piano. And the next 
morning I’m ready to rumble.”
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of actor and director. 
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once the most dangerous 
theatre in the world”, 
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hours, or doing Dostoyevsky ’s The Idiot live, completely on video.” 
Other theatres have since copied the style. “We still do wild stuff ”, he 
grins. “Tons of blood and naked people shouting and everything gets 
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Scheer is not averse to some old-fashioned superstition either. He has a 
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stand there at night proclaiming my verses to the empty auditorium, and 
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or something lying around. Once I slept on a grand piano. And the next 
morning I’m ready to rumble.”
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Amidst the obliterated parts of old Berlin, Scheer began getting a new 
education of sorts, at the movies. “In the East, we couldn’t see the films 
we wanted to, and there was no video. Then suddenly there was all this 
cinema. They kept putting on retrospectives: Fellini, Bergman, Truffaut, 
American movies, like Coppola and Scorsese, all at once. I went almost 
every day for a couple of years.” 

He also began to perform in underground drama companies, where they ’d 
sew their own costumes and put on shows in deserted buildings. Scheer 
remembers the first time he acted, 
sometime in the mid 1990s. The 
performance was in a makeshif t 
theatre up a few flights in an 
old factory building. “We were 
playing something, Chekhov, I 
think, and af ter doing two scenes 
I had a break. Backstage, I looked 
out over Berlin. It was slowly 
getting dark, and I stood there 
and thought: we are playing a 
piece from a completely different 
era. But over here, there’s a 
different reality. And in a minute 
I’m going to go back inside to 
play another scene. That’s crazy. 
To be in between two different 
worlds, somehow it was great.” 

Soon, Scheer and his buddies 
were picked up as the faces of 
the city ’s increasingly marketable 
subculture. “Agencies from 
Munich and Hamburg arrived 
and suddenly we were all photo 
models. They thought, ‘Oh, this 
hip techno generation, we can 
make ads with them, sell bank 
loans and life insurance.’ Clubs, 
parties, drugs. That was all hip, 
and then suddenly you had a 
house beat with every BMW 
ad.” 

His big break came when he landed 
the leading role in Sonnenallee, 
directed by Leander Haussmann, 
wherein he plays a teen in 1970s 
East Berlin that’s infatuated with 
the blonde bombshell across the 
street, a street that just happens to be near the border crossing to West 
Berlin. Dancing in flares to illicit western rock music, having a fight with 
his best friend at Stasi headquarters, peeing drunkenly from a balcony 
onto the Berlin Wall, his was an exuberantly physical performance. 

“Scheer never holds back”, Haussmann told Germany ’s Cinema magazine 
at the time of his young leading man’s performance. “You have to keep 
the camera a few meters away from him or there is the danger that he will 
jump right through the screen and onto the moviegoer ’s lap.” 

After the success of Sonnenallee, Scheer made an interesting choice. 
He went to a small industrial town near Düsseldorf, to study acting for 
two years at one of Germany ’s most renowned theatres, Schauspielhaus 

Bochum, where Haussmann was artistic director. It was a deliberate 
decision to hone his skills. “I was never that interested in theatre. 
Cinema was my love, when the lights go down and the magic begins. 
But I wanted to do my job well and the mother of this profession is the 
theatre. Now, this whole circus, it’s great. But it’s incredibly tough. It’s 
a lot of work.” The hard work has paid off. After Bochum, Scheer went 
to Hamburg, playing in Chekhov and Shakespeare, under director Stefan 
Pucher. In 2008, Scheer won the prestigious Ulrich Wildgruber Prize 
for young actors. He also became deeply involved in the infamous Frank 

Castorf ensemble at the 
Volksbühne. 

Scheer has appeared 
in a string of 
Castorf ’s experimental 
productions. In 2009, 
he star red in a version 
of Alexander Dumas’ 
Kean, based on the 
l i fe of the great 
Shakespearean actor 
Edmund Kean. His 
performance in the 
gruelling four-and-a-
half-hour piece was 
widely acclaimed, and 
it garnered Scheer 
the 2009 best actor 
of the year award 
from Theater Heute 
magazine. Castorf told 
the magazine then, “I 
like the fact that he 
performs like a badly 
behaved, unrestrained 
child. It contradicts 
the zeitgeist, the new 
humility.” 

It seems like a perfect 
match of actor 
and director. “The 
Volksbühne was once 
the most dangerous 
theatre in the world”, 
Scheer enthuses. “The 
craziest actors were 
assembled there, 
playing Shakespeare’s 

‘War of the Roses’ for 24 hours, or doing Dostoyevsky ’s The Idiot live, 
completely on video.” Other theatres have since copied the style. “We 
still do wild stuff ”, he grins. “Tons of blood and naked people shouting 
and everything gets wrecked. It goes on for five hours, and that’s what 
we’re known for across the world.” 

Scheer is not averse to some old-fashioned superstition either. He has a 
personal ritual that before every opening night he sleeps in the theatre. 
After a few drinks, he’ll sneak onto the stage and rehearse his scenes. “I 
stand there at night proclaiming my verses to the empty auditorium, and 
sometimes the ghosts appear. Then I go to sleep. There’s always a bed 
or something lying around. Once I slept on a grand piano. And the next 
morning I’m ready to rumble.”

Amidst the obliterated parts of old Berlin, Scheer began getting a new 
education of sorts, at the movies. “In the East, we couldn’t see the films 
we wanted to, and there was no video. Then suddenly there was all this 
cinema. They kept putting on retrospectives: Fellini, Bergman, Truffaut, 
American movies, like Coppola and Scorsese, all at once. I went almost 
every day for a couple of years.” 

He also began to perform in underground drama companies, where they ’d 
sew their own costumes and put on shows in deserted buildings. Scheer 
remembers the first time he acted, 
sometime in the mid 1990s. The 
performance was in a makeshif t 
theatre up a few flights in an 
old factory building. “We were 
playing something, Chekhov, I 
think, and af ter doing two scenes 
I had a break. Backstage, I looked 
out over Berlin. It was slowly 
getting dark, and I stood there 
and thought: we are playing a 
piece from a completely different 
era. But over here, there’s a 
different reality. And in a minute 
I’m going to go back inside to 
play another scene. That’s crazy. 
To be in between two different 
worlds, somehow it was great.” 

Soon, Scheer and his buddies 
were picked up as the faces of 
the city ’s increasingly marketable 
subculture. “Agencies from 
Munich and Hamburg arrived 
and suddenly we were all photo 
models. They thought, ‘Oh, this 
hip techno generation, we can 
make ads with them, sell bank 
loans and life insurance.’ Clubs, 
parties, drugs. That was all hip, 
and then suddenly you had a 
house beat with every BMW 
ad.” 

His big break came when he landed 
the leading role in Sonnenallee, 
directed by Leander Haussmann, 
wherein he plays a teen in 1970s 
East Berlin that’s infatuated with 
the blonde bombshell across the 
street, a street that just happens to be near the border crossing to West 
Berlin. Dancing in flares to illicit western rock music, having a fight with 
his best friend at Stasi headquarters, peeing drunkenly from a balcony 
onto the Berlin Wall, his was an exuberantly physical performance. 

“Scheer never holds back”, Haussmann told Germany ’s Cinema magazine 
at the time of his young leading man’s performance. “You have to keep 
the camera a few meters away from him or there is the danger that he will 
jump right through the screen and onto the moviegoer ’s lap.” 

After the success of Sonnenallee, Scheer made an interesting choice. 
He went to a small industrial town near Düsseldorf, to study acting for 
two years at one of Germany ’s most renowned theatres, Schauspielhaus 

Bochum, where Haussmann was artistic director. It was a deliberate 
decision to hone his skills. “I was never that interested in theatre. 
Cinema was my love, when the lights go down and the magic begins. 
But I wanted to do my job well and the mother of this profession is the 
theatre. Now, this whole circus, it’s great. But it’s incredibly tough. It’s 
a lot of work.” The hard work has paid off. After Bochum, Scheer went 
to Hamburg, playing in Chekhov and Shakespeare, under director Stefan 
Pucher. In 2008, Scheer won the prestigious Ulrich Wildgruber Prize 
for young actors. He also became deeply involved in the infamous Frank 

Castorf ensemble at the 
Volksbühne. 

Scheer has appeared 
in a string of 
Castorf ’s experimental 
productions. In 2009, 
he star red in a version 
of Alexander Dumas’ 
Kean, based on the 
l i fe of the great 
Shakespearean actor 
Edmund Kean. His 
performance in the 
gruelling four-and-a-
half-hour piece was 
widely acclaimed, and 
it garnered Scheer 
the 2009 best actor 
of the year award 
from Theater Heute 
magazine. Castorf told 
the magazine then, “I 
like the fact that he 
performs like a badly 
behaved, unrestrained 
child. It contradicts 
the zeitgeist, the new 
humility.” 

It seems like a perfect 
match of actor 
and director. “The 
Volksbühne was once 
the most dangerous 
theatre in the world”, 
Scheer enthuses. “The 
craziest actors were 
assembled there, 
playing Shakespeare’s 

‘War of the Roses’ for 24 hours, or doing Dostoyevsky ’s The Idiot live, 
completely on video.” Other theatres have since copied the style. “We 
still do wild stuff ”, he grins. “Tons of blood and naked people shouting 
and everything gets wrecked. It goes on for five hours, and that’s what 
we’re known for across the world.” 

Scheer is not averse to some old-fashioned superstition either. He has a 
personal ritual that before every opening night he sleeps in the theatre. 
After a few drinks, he’ll sneak onto the stage and rehearse his scenes. “I 
stand there at night proclaiming my verses to the empty auditorium, and 
sometimes the ghosts appear. Then I go to sleep. There’s always a bed 
or something lying around. Once I slept on a grand piano. And the next 
morning I’m ready to rumble.”



124 125

One of the frustrations with theatre is the amount of time it demands. “It’s 
two years of knowing that what I’ll be doing in September I’ll still be doing 
in January ”, Scheer says, “and maybe the following year too, at the same 
exact place, [every] evening.” Scheer had sworn to himself that he’d 
take a break from the stage, but his next role af ter The Gambler is already 
confirmed. It’s that of another unsavoury character: Mephistopheles in 
Faust. “It’s like a time 
machine. I keep saying, 
that’s it, that’s the last 
one. Then they say, 
Mephisto, Goethe. 
And I go, ‘Ok, then 
this is really my last 
one!’” 

While it has its 
drawbacks, one of the 
attractions of working 
on stage is the quality 
of the roles it offers 
Scheer, compared to 
the often poorly written 
parts he’s o f f e r e d  i n 
f i l m .  “ I  have to say, 
I’m a bit spoiled, with 
writers like Shakespeare, 
or Dostoyevsky, or 
Goethe. You are only as 
good as your writer.” In 
comparison, many of the 
movie scripts he’s sent 
are “rubbish”. “There 
are a few great German 
films, maybe 10 a year, 
and the rest are really 
just lousy comedies. In 
Germany, we’re missing 
that Jewish humour, 
that lightness of touch. 
Nobody can write like 
[Ernst] Lubitsch or 
Billy Wilder anymore.” 

He says even if a film is 
terrible, he will always 
be good in it because 
he works so hard. “I 
will play the most 
stupid line so that it 
sounds good. But do I really want to do that? I think cinema is such a 
wonderful art form, and it takes so long to make a film, and it really is a 
waste of time, of your life, to be doing trash.” 

Scheer would like to direct at some point but he thinks he first needs to 
work a bit more in the film industry. “You know, in ten years in theatre, 
I’ve achieved everything possible, I’ve played in all the great theatres, 
won awards, I can work with whom I want. Now I think, let’s try to 
do that with film.” 

If he hadn’t been an actor, he thinks he might have been a professional 
musician. He went to a high school that specialized in music, and he 

plays the drums, piano, and now guitar. He’s been in several bands, and 
in 2009 he toured Europe with the band The Whitest Boy Alive as 
their percussionist. “I make music — when I have time. There’s nothing 
better, to be on tour with the boys, on the bus, playing a show every 
night in a different city ”. 

It’s a different beast to 
the acting profession. “It’s 
rock-n-roll, either people 
dance or they don’t, and 
mostly they dance. It’s not 
as complicated as whether 
I get my monologue right, 
or if a scene is played 
correctly. It’s music, the 
girls are dancing, you get 
your money in cash, and 
the drinks are free. It’s 
fucking rock-n-roll.” 

Scheer ’s musical side 
projects once got him into 
a spot of bother. Back 
in 2005, he performed 
with his band in Berlin 
to mark the launch of a 
splatter action film that 
he and some friends had 
made. Right af ter the gig, 
having next to perform in 
Othello, he hopped on 
a train for Hamburg — 
without having time to 
change his costume, which 
consisted of camouflage 
gear, lots of fake blood, 
and a toy pistol tucked 
into his belt. As he slept 
on the train, an alarmed 
ticket inspector spotted 
the fake firearm, thought 
the worst, stopped the 
train, and called the 
police. Scheer cleared up 
the misunderstanding, but 
he still had to make his 
own way to Hamburg in 
a taxi. 

It seems a good example of Scheer ’s multiple personas, of his tendency to 
move between worlds: the drummer in the rock-n-roll band, the award-
winning thespian, the Berliner who loves techno clubs, the film star. It’s 
something Scheer freely admits, that he’s always switching gears, looking 
to do something different. “I think that is my theme: change. Just last 
year, I was a terrorist, then a gay flight attendant, and then I was the 
emperor of Rome. It’s a great rollercoaster.”      
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Whether for film or stage, he diligently researches his 
roles. When it came to portraying Keith Richards in Achim 
Bornhak’s 2007 Eight Miles High, the story of German 
super-groupie Uschi Obermaier, who in her time slept with 
Richards, Mick Jagger, and Jimi Hendrix, it was relatively 
easy. “There was tons of material”, he tells me. Depicting 
the Rolling Stones guitarist showed him how insane real 
life can actually be, that he shouldn’t hold back in creating 
a character. “You can’t have enough imagination and 
invention. You have to give characters more dimensionality. 
It’s wonderful, to keep learning how to do that”, he says, 
adding: “And I bought an electric guitar and learned how 
to play rock-n-roll.” 

For Carlos, in preparing to portray German terrorist 
Johannes Weinrich, once one of the most wanted men in 
the world, there was a dearth of material. Scheer delved 
into the Stasi files and other sources but there wasn’t 
a huge amount to work with. Weinrich was arrested in 
1995 in Yemen and is now serving life in Berlin’s Moabit 
Prison, and Scheer could only find four photographs of 
him from the period. Scheer tried in vain to meet him 
before shooting began. “He’s sitting in jail here in Berlin 
and speaks with nobody. I wrote him letters but he never 
replied. At least Keith Richards wrote back to me!” 

In typical Scheer fashion, he was leaping between centuries 
and genres when he got the Weinrich part. The Carlos 
casting office happened to be across the road from the 
Volksbühne, where he was rehearsing Kean. The premiere 
was just three days away and he could get away only for 
a moment. “So I came in costume, in this miniskirt, and 
my eyes made up in black, bare-chested, just wearing a 
blanket.” He chatted with French director Olivier Assayas 
for around five minutes, without even doing a reading. “I 
said I’d like to be involved, and then a week later a call 
came, saying alright, you’ve got the part.” 

The film, spanning three decades and many continents, 
won the Golden Globe for best film or mini-series made 
for television, though it also got a cinema release, cut down from five to 
three hours for the big screen. Scheer says the eight-month shoot was a 
once-in-a-lifetime experience.“We shot in Lebanon, Paris, Hungary, with 
all these amazing people. It was interesting, the cast was international, 

and it was great to see all these different acting styles and traditions.” 
Scheer has one of the key lines in Carlos. As the band of obsolete Cold 
War terrorists are told to leave Syria soon af ter the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
Weinrich says wearily, “The war is over, and we lost.” 

“Tons of blood and naked people 
shouting and everything gets 
wrecked. It goes on for five hours, 
and that’s what we’re known for 
across the world.”
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