
Run, Lola Run - WHGC notes 

I. Some philosophical background on the problem of freedom 

Are we free, or are our lives governed by circumstance beyond our control? 

Traditional problem of free will versus determinism:  

(Medieval) Religious version: if God knows all, then he knows what we will do, which means we cannot 
fail to do it, so we are not free. 

(Early modern) Secular, scientific version: if all events are determined by antecedent material causes, then 
all of my actions are determined, so I am not free.   

One early modern scenario imagines a superhuman calculator, “Laplace’s Demon,” who could plug in the 
initial conditions into Newtonian-type equations, and then calculate (predict) the future of all bodies in the 
cosmos, including our own (and of course it doesn’t really matter whether such a demon exists as long as 
it is in principle possible for our futures to be calculated) 

A way out is to define freedom in such a way that it is compatible with divine foreknowledge, and/or causal 
determinism - e.g. to be free is to act in accordance with our own wishes, and we might manage that even if 
(unbeknownst to us) God (or that infernal scientist) knew what we’d wish for long before we did 

One problem with that “solution” is that it’s so counterintuitive - it says we’re free to the extent that we’re 
ignorant of the true causes of our actions 

Note that at least for the religious version of determinism there’s a better solution which is to say that 
God’s knowing what we’ll do is not so much a matter of knowing what we’ll do ahead of time because 
God stands outside of time and simply witnesses what we do as we do it (we can’t really know or imagine 
what that would be like, and can’t be sure that’s the way things really work, since some religious traditions 
are perfectly happy to allow that everything we do has been predetermined, and so it seems like once 
again our freedom rests on ignorance) 

Modern problem of free will versus chance: In the wake of more recent science, the deterministic picture of the 
cosmos has waned in popularity.  Quantum mechanics suggests that probabilities, rather than strict causal laws 
govern the activities of the most basic particles.  With respect to larger realities, we can make predictions based on 
simplified models, but in complex systems (such as weather patterns) even slight variations in initial conditions can 
result in drastically different outcomes.  Perhaps this less deterministic picture of reality gives more room for 
freedom? 

The problem is that if my future is governed by probability or chance, I am no more free than if it had 
been utterly determined.  This film, in keeping with modern scientific developments, doesn’t present 
freedom as conflicting so much with determinism as with chance (or, if you prefer, with systems where 
there are so many variables that depend on one another in so many ways, that prediction is impossible, 
even if we had massive supercomputers in place of Laplace’s demon, since the one and only “computing” 
system complex enough to predict the future of reality is, reality itself). 

The film Run, Lola Run revises the traditional question whether freedom is compatible with determinism, 
and asks, rather, whether freedom is possible in a complex and interconnected world governed by 
contingent interactions, where chance encounters and circumstances well beyond our control or 
prediction can have drastic effects on our futures 

Before leaving this problem, it’s worth noting the reason why ancient philosophers (in both Eastern and Western 
traditions) weren’t obsessed by this problem - it is only really taken seriously beginning with Christian philosophy 

The ancients tended to have a very different conception of time - conceiving time as cyclical rather than 
linear 

As cultures they thought that each civilization also tended to learn the same kinds of lessons and over and 
their failures can be traced to an inability to master timeless truths and live within appropriate limits 

The ancients knew that each individual had only a short time on Earth, but they tended to think that what 
mattered in that time was not so much that you make your own unique mark, as live up to the demands 
you are faced with, and they tended to think that each one of us, for the most part, is faced with the same 



kinds of demands, and each one of us has to learn for ourselves how to handle them well, which is the 
same as learning how to conform oneself to the patterns that have been learned and relearned time and 
again  

Recall Lao Tzu: “live in the ancient Tao, and yet master the existing present” 

Note that the shape most appropriate to a reconciliation of cyclical and linear senses of time is the spiral, which 
appears over and again in a number of guises throughout this film (and, incidentally, was the opening theme for 
our first art lecture in the Fall) 

 

II. The opening sequence - all philosophical questions and answers boil down to the same thing 

Two quotations (that could be discussed): 

“We shall not cease from exploration and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know 
the place for the first time” T.S. Elliot 

“After the game is before the game” S. Herberger (a very famous German football - American “soccer” - coach)  

We begin with an ominous pendulum - on the one hand suggesting the inexorable forward thrust of time, on the 
other hand its unceasing repetition - a reminder of the two conceptions of time we have considered?  (the 
ouroboros - or serpent that devours its own tail - vs. the line that extends to infinity) 

The clock then devours the camera and we see the animated Lola running through the tunnel with teeth 

Then, as the narrator speaks, we witness a crowd of apparently anonymous people, some happen to stand out - 
these will be the “players” in the game we are about to witness 

“Man, probably the most mysterious species on the planet.  So many unanswered questions.  Where are we going? 
How do we know what we think we know? Why do we believe anything at all? Countless questions in search of 
an answer.  Each answer raises a new question, which raises a new question and so on.  But in the end isn’t it 
always the same question, and always the same answer.” 

Then the bank guard:  “The ball is round.  The game lasts 90 minutes.  Everything else is pure theory.  Here we 
go.” He kicks the ball in motion, and we see the title of the film “Lola Rennt” and the ball goes into the “O” and 
we follow it again into the animated time tunnel with Lola. 

For discussion (possibly after viewing this scene again on dvd): How is it that all philosophical questions resolve 
themselves into a single question, and what exactly is that question?   

What is the meaning of the answer proposed by the guard (who is quoting, once again, from our famous German 
football coach S. Herberger): “The ball is round.  The game lasts 90 minutes.” 

III. Quick plot outline 

The setup 

Lola gets a call from her boyfriend Manni - he wants to know why she didn’t show up.   

She’d had her moped stolen, and then took a taxi to the wrong location (same street name, but in East Germany 
rather than West Germany) 

His mafia boss Ronnie will kill him if he doesn’t have the money 

She asks him to wait for her, but if she doesn’t make it in 20 minutes, he’s going to rob a nearby supermarket to 
save his life 

His anxiety leads her to scream, revealing both her mechanism for coping with chaotic situations out of her control 
and that her scream has unique qualities 

She thinks about who can help her, and decides to go to her father 

She doesn’t notice the tortoise (Zeno’s paradox of Lola and the tortoise?) 

 



The three cycles First cycle Second cycle Third cycle 

Spiral staircase Dog growls but Lola avoids mishap Boy trips Lola and she limps Lola leaps over dog; growls at boy 

Woman in stroller Barely bumps woman; she loses 
child and steals another 

Rushing and slams into woman; 
woman wins lottery and becomes 
“new rich” 

Avoids woman but she still mutters; 
woman becomes Jehovah’s Witness 

Guy on bike Guy offers bike for 50 DM; he goes 
on to be mugged and then gets 
married 

Guy offers bike; Lola counters that 
it’d been stolen; he ends up a 
drunken bum 

Lola nearly knocks him over, and he 
goes to sell his bike to the bag man 

Bag man Lola runs past him without noticing Lola bumps into him but doesn’t 
notice his bag of money 

Lola never meets him because he’s 
on a bike; Manni finds him and 
recovers money 

Herr Meyer Lola rushes past his car; distracted, 
he pulls in front of a car with 3 big 
men (possibly Ronnie and 
henchmen) 

Lola leaps over his hood and he 
slams into the car of the big men 

Lola falls onto his hood, and they 
recognize one another; he is able to 
make his meeting with Lola’s father; 
but he crashes head first into the 
men later 

Bank guard Calls her princess Gives her queenly advice Seems to have been expecting her 

Lola’s father Lola rushes in before he discovers 
that his mistress’s baby is not his; 
father reveals that Lola is not his 

Lola arrives as he is fighting with his 
mistress, who got pregnant with 
another man; she holds him up at 
gunpoint 

Lola arrives after he has left with 
Herr Meyer; he ends up in car 
crash; she gets the money by 
gambling 

Ambulance Rushes past Lola, and narrowly 
misses glass 

Distracted by Lola’s request for a 
ride, the Ambulance driver crashes 
through glass 

Lola gets on as the driver stops to 
avoid glass; she saves the guard 

Final outcome Lola helps Manni rob the store; she 
ends up shot 

Lola steals money from bank; Manni 
gets run over by ambulance 

Manni and Lola both get lucky; he 
finds the bag; she wins at roulette 

 

IV. Topics for discussion 

1. What is the significance of the several symbols and motifs in the film? 

Clocks, Circles, Lines, Spirals (Spiral Bar, staircase, hair on the “Hitchcock Vertigo” painting at the casino, roulette 
– begins as circle then spirals inwards, Turtle, the number 20, Dominoes, the Color Red, the mother’s interest in 
astrology, the guard’s insistence on calling Lola a princess or a queen, the notion of the game, the soccer 
connection, ? 

2. How should we interpret parallel and contrasting relationships and situations in the film? 

Compare and contrast the relationship of Lola and Manni with the relationship between Manni’s father and the 
board member (especially compare what transpires in the red tinted interludes between cycles, and what transpires 
in the two major conversations between father and mistress. 

Compare the concerns that Lola raises to Manni with the concerns that Manni raises to Lola (she asks whether he 
could love another in the same way; he asks whether she would forget him if he died; what is behind these 
questions?) 

Compare father’s relationship with his wife (who is also apparently having an affair, and had already had an affair), 
with his relationship with new mistress.  Note the repetition (another circle) – his new lover is already pregnant 
with another man. 

Compare the various future scenarios of each person – e.g. the stroller lady loses her child, wins the lottery and 
becomes religious – it’s worth asking whether SHE has changed essentially in each of these scenarios, or whether it 
is circumstance that has changed 

3. How should we interpret the relation between the various sequences? 

Are they related in linear fashion – one after the other?  Or are they parallel?  



How should we interpret the fact that Lola (and others) seem to “learn” from the other scenarios? (she learns how 
to use a gun; she jumps over the dog; more importantly, perhaps, she goes from complete reliance on her father, to 
taking matters into her own hands, to trusting in herself – or God, or a higher power, or luck) 

As an alternative, we might consider each scenario as posing ways that Lola and Manni might be capable of 
responding to this situation, and demonstrating how they would have to be in order to prepare themselves for the 
possibility of success (virtue versus fortune) – we can imagine an infinite number of scenarios that would share the 
basic core elements, and these three were selected to illustrate fundamentally different outcomes (she dies, he dies, 
they both succeed) 

Contrast circumstance (what happens that is unpredictable and out of anyone’s control) and character in each of 
the sequences and events 

4. Is life just a game? 

One way to interpret the film is as an analogy with video games – with multiple lives.  What could that mean?  (The 

opening quotations suggest that the end of the game is always the beginning of a new game and that the point of going 

through an experience is to clarify your starting point) 

Alternatively, the idea that the only rule to the game is that “the ball is round” and it lasts 90 minutes, suggests an 

intriguing analogy with life.  Suggests the existential emphasis on finitude: this is all there is, and there is nothing outside 

of this time that is allotted to you in the here and now.  The only maxim is: play the game.   

5. Implications for freedom? 

In a world governed by chance, is there a place for freedom? 

In spite of the apparently dominant role of chance in the scenarios that unfold, there is an emphasis placed on decision.  

Lola’s father is told “you have to make a decision,” and Lola herself says in response to Manni’s question whether she 

wants to leave him, “I think I have to make a decision.”  What kind of decision is this, and how are these decisions 

(regarding commitments and love) related to the more random and spontaneous choices we make in the moment without 

being able to anticipate an outcome? 

Can we read the difference between the three scenarios as shaped fundamentally by differences in the level of commitment 

on the part of Manni and Lola?  Lola wants to help out Manni, but perhaps she’s undecided in the first scenario.  In the 

second and third she was committed (perhaps as a result of facing death – which says: life is short, so you must commit) 

The happy ending seems  to depend on magic (a scream that stops the ball on 20), or at least extreme good luck.  Is that 

suggesting the unreasonableness of our expectation of a happy ending?  Or, is there something about choice that suggests 

magic?  (In a deterministic world, freedom of choice does seem like something magical, something that violates physical 

law – and even in a chaotic or indeterministic cosmos, choice seems to introduce something that escapes or violates 

chance) 

6. Love conquers all? 

Manni tells Lola that she’d always said love can do anything but what can she do now?  What about this connection 

between love and the capacity to achieve something at all odds? Love does seem to always depend on some chance – that 

you happened to meet the person you love – that things worked out.   

Note the father’s reaction to his mistress’s pregnancy.  It’s an unexpected “chance” event – and he’s proud and excited.  By 

chance, Lola arrives before she tells him the whole truth – that it’s not his child.  If he’d said he loved her, how does this 

change things that (by chance) she became pregnant by another? 

6. Connections with previous WHGC works? 

Macbeth and the Prince on fate versus character 

Consider the role of class and economics in the film, and connect with Smith and Marx 

Compare the three cycles with Janie’s three marriages – what role did luck play in her life, what role choice? 

Think about the shift from a deterministic cosmos to a world ruled by indeterminacies and chaotic complexities in relation 

to Greene. 


