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★★★☆☆ 
Opening the Horizons sidebar, Susanna Nicchiarelli's Nico, 1988 is a biopic of the German 
songstress who found fame with The Velvet Underground. Danish singer and actress 
Trine Dyrholm plays the diva with verve and energy, in a portrait which is also something 
of a reevaluation. 
 
"Don't call me Nico," Christa Päffgen (Dyrholm) tells her manager Richard (John Gordon 
Sinclair). "Call me by my real name." Nicchiarelli's biopic sets out to do that, telling the story 
of 'Nico after Nico' as the director herself states. The year is 1987 and the singer has settled in 
Manchester of all places - it reminds her of Berlin after it had been bombed, she tells a local 
radio DJ, unflatteringly. Richard is a gopher, a club owner and a fan, determined to see that 
Nico's music and voice find their audience. He organises a European tour, taking her with a 
back up band to Paris and Italy. Here she meets a kindred soul in guitarist Dominico (Thomas 
Trabacchi) who is one of the few people to accept and appreciate her for who she is now. 
 
Everyone else seems intent on treating her as a historical artifact, especially one whose value 
has more to do with who she has slept with than the music she has made and is still making. 
"Didn't she sleep with one of the Rolling Stones? Which one was it? The one that drowned?" 
says a promoter. Unfortunately, this kind of gauche obviousness is re-enacted at times by 
Nicchiarelli's script which too often has a character simply verbalise its point rather than letting 



the audience discovery via other means. And, incidentally, how does a rock fan and music 
promoter in the 1980s not know the name, Brian Jones? 
 
Another more emotionally disturbing element of Nico's legacy is the fate of her son Ari. The 
film is coy about the paternity - Alain Delon always denied he was the father - but again a 
famous man has put his imprimatur on Nico's life. Ari is in a hospital recovering from an 
overdose and has problems with depression. Richard is instrumental in delivering her son back 
into Nico's life even as he organises a trip behind the Iron Curtain for an illicit concert. This 
leads to the most powerful scene of the film when, unable to get heroin, a distraught Nico goes 
cold turkey and doesn't even want to perform by the crowd that have gathered risking arrest. 
The energy and appreciation of the audience bring her back to life and her performance of My 
Heart is Empty is a cathartic moment of pure rock n' roll. 
 
The musical performances lace the film with some stand out moments. Max Viale and his group 
Gatto Ciliegia Contro il Grande Freddo reimagine many of Nico's most famous tracks and will 
have many reassessing the singer who most know through the three songs she sings on The 
Velvet Underground & Nico. Cajoled into singing in exchange for free rooms by the jazz 
pianist/manager, Nico gives an on-edge version of Nature Boy. It's in these moments that 
Dyrholm and the film feel at home. The heroin and the monstrous Diva stuff feels more routine 
by comparison and subplots concerning other band members meander into dead ends. Gordon 
Sinclair is a superb foil, braving a fine Mancunian accent. But this is Dyrholm's film and her 
commitment to the role is obvious. Her Nico is a flawed survivor, troubled and scarred but still 
there, persisting in her art: a worker in the tower of song. 
 
John Bleasdale | @drjonty 
 
 
http://www.cine-vue.com/2017/08/venice-2017-nico-1988-review.html 
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COURTESY OF THE VENICE FILM FESTIVAL 

Trine Dyrholm in a still from ‘Nico 1988’ 

 
 
‘Nico 1988’ by Susanna Nicchiarelli 

One of the reasons I wanted to watch the main Competition film during the day was because I 
craved to have my Venice experience start with the premiere of a film about a rockstar this year. 
And the rockstar is that muse superstar of Warhol era NYC, former Velvet Underground singer 
Nico. 



 
LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA, PHOTO ASAC 

From left, Trine Dyrholm, Susanna Nicchiarelli and John Gordon Sinclair 
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Before I even watched the film I knew I would love it. And to live up to that, it had to be extra 
good. Filmmaker Susanna Nicchiarelli paints a masterful picture of episodes during the last two 
years in Nico’s life, a time that goes from 1986 to steps before her death in 1988 on the island 
of Ibiza. I’ve heard it called a biopic in some of the reviews, and it is that to an extent, because 
it describes moments in the life of a real person. But that’s where the biopic ends and a 
wonderfully creative, perfectly in tune and utterly entertaining film begins. 

Nico was undeniably fascinating, in all her problematic behavior, and Danish singer/actress 
Trine Dyrholm plays her with such angst in her eyes and vulnerable power all around that at 
the end I found myself in the midst of a nearly ten minute standing ovation by the audience, 
tears falling down my cheeks, thinking the world is such a beautiful place to be, right now. The 
film is perfectly highlighted by Nico’s music, magnificent songs like ‘These Days’, ‘My Heart 
is Empty’ and ‘Nibelungen’ and all culminating in Dyrholm’s version of Alphaville’s ‘Big in 
Japan’, sung soulfully as an ode to times past — another breakdown moment for me. Perhaps 
because those times remind me of a NYC I grew up in, a Big Apple with a heart, where corner 
shops existed and Basquiat strolled the streets — way before the age of Starbucks and Apple 
stores. 



Could it be that in this age of struggle and tragedy arising from our genuine misunderstanding 
of one another, those of us who are not intent on destroying the world are becoming the hippies 
of this generation? If that’s the case, we’ll need leaders, but also fashion and cultural icons to 
show us the way and Nico is one such personality. 

I know for me, through Dyrholm and Nicchiarelli and the wonderful film they have together 
brought to Venice, Nico has pointed out an alternate path, a new way to view what we dismiss 
often by calling it “alternative” or worst, different. 

 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/the-venice-film-festival-diaries-kicking-off-big-
with_us_59a7af00e4b00ed1aec9a5c5 
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Courtesy of Lorenzo Piermattei 

A biopic packed with anguish, drugs and rock'n'roll. 
  
Trine Dyrholm ('Love Is All You Need,' 'The Commune') embodies the talented and tragic 
Warholian superstar and Velvet Underground singer Nico in her final years. 
Long past her glory days as a superstar beauty at Andy Warhol’s Factory and sometimes lead 
singer for the Velvet Underground, Christa Paffgen, known professionally as Nico, is tumbling 
down the slope of heroin addiction as Nico, 1988 opens. Concentrating on her band’s disastrous 
tour from Manchester, England, to Italy and East Europe, writer-director Susanna Nicchiarelli 
dives deeply into the life of a tragic but remarkable woman, memorably portrayed by Danish 
actress and singer Trine Dyrholm as an unpleasant, hurtful junkie plagued with memories and 
regrets. It opened Venice Horizons with a rebellious backward look at the counterculture of the 
1980s. 
In truth, this Italy-U.K. co-production from the director of the prize-winning Cosmonaut (2009) 
neither looks nor feels like a contemporary Italian film. Lensed almost entirely in English with 
an international cast, the Celluloid Dreams title has a very indie energy and can bank on an 
engaging music track that should pull in rockers from multiple age groups, both those who 
know Nico’s story and those who don’t. 
Susanne Ofteringer’s 1996 documentary Nico Icon addressed the self-destructive side of the 
German singer, actress and model, who at one point in her solo, post-Velvet Underground 
musical career was known as the “priestess of darkness” and the first goth girl. There are 



vestiges of goth in Nico’s shiny work clothes — notably her black leather leggings and boots 
— but Nicchiarelli’s screenplay limits itself to three key years, 1986-1988, when she and her 
British manager Richard (John Gordon Sinclair) went on the road with a small, poorly rehearsed 
band to promote her latest album. 
Her early life is glimpsed in Super-8 flashbacks and flitting, hand-held camerawork (some of it 
credited to the Jonas Mekas films Walden – Diaries Notes and Sketches and Scenes From the 
Life of Andy Warhol: Friendships and Intersections.) Discreet mention is made of the beautiful 
people she once used to hang out with, who included the likes of Mick Jagger and Lou Reed, 
Brian Eno and Jim Morrison, Brian Jones, Jimmy Page, Jackson Browne, Bob Dylan and 
Leonard Cohen. She had a small part in La Dolce Vita and starred in Warhol’s Chelsea Girls. 
But all that was before this story begins, and flashes onscreen as hazy, uncertain memories. 

Her earliest memory is a haunting one: As a child at the end of World War II, she is standing 
with her mother and watching Berlin burn in the distance under Allied bombs. This traumatic 
moment connects to later dysfunctioning like her own personal Rosebud. 

Winner of Berlin’s best actress award in 2016 for her role in Thomas Vinterberg’s The 
Commune, Dyrholm is at her multifaceted best here in the glammed-down, uglified role of an 
older rock ‘n' roll star on the skids. Her atomic blonde hair is dyed black and badly cut, and she 
is no longer the lithe beauty of before — something she claims to be happy about, because she 
wants to be remembered not for her looks, but as a serious musician. Outspoken and 
embarrassingly direct, her reactions range from contemptuous disdain to droll humor. She’s 
capable of shouting out “Where’s my heroin?” in a posh Prague restaurant right before an illegal 
concert, and of upbraiding her strung-out guitarist onstage, then telling the shocked audience 
what they can do with themselves. 
Dyrholm, a singer in her own right, injects the aging songstress with real pain and passion, 
banging the piano in dark glasses like Stevie Wonder and raucously singing under the influence 
of smack mainlined into her bruised ankle. (Apart from Nature Boy and a few other classics, 
the songs are not Nico’s own but satisfyingly “in the spirit of,” written by the Italian group 
Gatto Ciliegia contro il Grande Freddo.) She is captivating when she finally belts out a number 
without the aid of drugs. Set against her towering personality, the supporting characters fizzle 
in failed subplots involving brief love affairs among members of the band. Even her unruffled 
manager, played in a tacky checked jacket by Glasgow actor and singer Sinclair (World War 
Z), pales beside this one-woman show and walking disaster. 
Yet unexpectedly, Nico’s life starts an upward spiral when she goes on methadone and reunites 
with her teenage son Ari, played with handsome pathos by Sandor Funtek (Blue Is the Warmest 
Color). The son of a famous French father (Alain Delon’s name is never mentioned in the film) 
who refuses to acknowledge his paternity, and of a mother too young and flighty to look after 
him, Ari is seen in flashbacks as a curly-haired little boy sitting alone and ignored at a flashy 
party, consuming the remains of every drink in sight. When Nico’s parental authority is revoked 
by the courts, he is adopted by his French grandmother but ends up badly, indeed. Nico goes to 
visit him, presumably after a long absence, in a home for the mentally ill in one of the film’s 
most emotional scenes. 

A great deal of the pic’s excitement comes from painstaking tech work with the images. They 
electrify cinematographer Crystel Fournier’s dark, they-live-by-night vision of the aging Nico 
on a record tour she doesn’t believe in, and give nervous energy to the continually moving 
camera. Editor Stefano Cravero’s pacing is swift and the cutting sophisticated. 

Production companies: Vivo Film, RAI Cinema, Tarantula 
Cast: Trine Dyrholm, John Gordon Sinclair, Anamaria Marinca, Sandor Funtek, Thomas 



Trabacchi, Karina Fernandez, Calvin Demba. 
Director-screenwriter: Susanna Nicchiarelli 
Producers: Gregorio Paonessa, Marta Donzelli, Joseph Rouschop, Valerie Boumonville 
Executive producer: Alessio Lazzareschi 
Director of photography: Crystel Fournier 
Production designers: Alessandro Vannucci with Igor Gabriel 
Costume designers: Francesca Vecchi, Roberta Vecchi 
Editor: Stefano Cravero 
Music: Gatto Ciliegia contro il Grande Freddo 
Casting director: Francesca Borromeo 
Venue: Venice Film Festival (Horizons) 
World sales: Celluloid Dreams 
 
93 minutes 
 
 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/review/nico-1988-1033858 
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A biopic about the last days of the former Velvet Underground star is surprisingly authentic, 
with a zombie-pitch-perfect performance by Trine Dyrholm. 

In the most exciting scene of “Nico, 1988,” the former singer for the Velvet Underground walks 
onto the stage of a gloomy outlaw performance space in Communist Prague. She’s in a foul 
mood (she hates Communists); we’ve already seen her throw a restaurant tantrum in which she 
shouted for someone — anyone — to get her some heroin. Wearing leather pants and a studded 
bracelet, Trine Dyrholm, the 45-year-old Danish actress who plays Nico, looks like a long-
black-haired, coldly fierce erotic-zombie version of Roseanne Barr. As she stares down the 
crowd, launching into a shockingly charged rendition of “My Heart Is Empty,” her hate erupts 
like a rock ‘n’ roll volcano. Did the real Nico ever give a performance this full of animal energy? 
Even if she didn’t, “Nico, 1988” is authentic enough, in its moods and music, to earn the 
sequence. For a moment, the film becomes a vintage pop biopic, baptized in the cleansing fire 
of release. 



The rest of the time, it sticks close to the desperate, scattered psychodrama of Nico’s last two 
years — the period captured, with frightening close-up voyeurism, in the 1995 documentary 
“Nico Icon.” In that movie, we seemed to be watching Nico destroy herself, but “Nico, 1988” 
takes a more casual and, at times, even jaunty attitude toward its heroine’s proudly functional 
middle-aged depravity. Nico was born Christa Päffgen, and in the film just about everyone calls 
her Christa, making you realize that Nico is a character she’s still playing but no longer believes 
in. “Nico, 1988,” which is in English, understands the mystique of her anti-mystique, and 
deserves to attract a small but fascinated audience on the specialty circuit. 

Christa shoots heroin into her bruised ankle as if she were having a snack. She gives interviews 
in which she repeats, like a jaded mantra, how bored she is of being asked about her days as the 
Teutonic android chanteuse of the Velvet Underground — a legitimate gripe, perhaps, except 
that she seems cut off from any awareness that if she hadn’t been a member of the Velvet 
Underground, she’d have no legend to fall from. She reigns over her band members in their van 
rides around Europe, where they stop at dank clubs to perform Nico’s listless cabaret doom 
rock. And, with rare urgency, she tried to save her son: the one she had with the French actor 
Alain Delon (who never acknowledged him), and who she gave up after he turned four. He is 
now a heroin addict just like his mother, and she gets him released from the hospital and takes 
him on the road, trying, in her ultimate-bad-role-model way, to rescue him. 
“Nico, 1988” is too thinly focused to be a major underground-music-star drama, but its Italian 
writer-director, Susanna Nicchiarelli, knows just what she’s doing. There’s no false story, and 
she takes us close to Nico’s tattered charisma, and to the haphazard rituals of her life, all to 
figure out what made her tick. Christa is running from her myth, yet she polishes it every time 
she drops a pensée like “I’ve been at the top, I’ve been at the bottom: Both places are empty.” 
Her formative event, which we’re shown glimpses of, was witnessing the end days of the 
bombing of Berlin when she was a child during World War II. That might hit anyone hard, but 
the thing about Nico is that she thought it was beautiful. No wonder her stage act is like a war 
zone. She’s trying to keep Berlin burning. 

We also see flash-cut home movies of Nico in her high-cheekboned downtown Andy/Vogue 
prime. The fact that, in her late 40s, she seems to revel in her ravaged looks comes off, more 
than it did then, as a feminist statement: She won’t be defined as a mask of beauty. Plus, she 
loves food and drugs too much, a quality the film treats with a refreshing lack of judgment. 
Dyrholm’s performance is a powerhouse of authenticity. Her moroseness is mesmerizing, but 
she also gives Nico a tense intelligence, and her singing is uncanny. She gets the way that Nico 
would stretch out notes with robotic flatness only to humanize them with a flicker of her 
German accent. Her lugubrious chant-singing was drained of emotion, except for the moments 
when it was saturated with it. 

There are other good actors here, like John Gordon Sinclair, as the smart-geek club owner who 
becomes Nico’s de facto manager and gradually falls in love with her, or Sandor Funtek as her 
son, Ari, a winsome chap who relapses, then recovers. Nico, following that moment of truth, 
cleans herself up, and you can tell because when she’s on methadone, Dyrholm smiles — fully 
— for the first time. That’s when we see what the junk is doing to her. 
The movie ends with the trip that she and Ari made to Ibiza in July 1988. She seems healthy 
and (dare one say it about Nico?) happy, but as the end title informs us, on that trip she crashed 
her bike and died of a cerebral hemorrhage. (For some reason, the title doesn’t mention that she 
crashed because she suffered a heart attack.) It’s a sad ending indeed, since “Nico, 1998” more 



or less convinces you that Christa Päffgen, despite the legend she created, had at that point 
rejected the decadence that fueled her and was closer to life than death. 

Venice Film Review: 'Nico, 1988' 
Reviewed at Sala Darsena (Venice Film Festival), August 30, 2017. MPAA Rating: Running 
time: 93 MIN. 

Production 
An I Wonder Pictures release of a Vivo Film, Cinema e Tarantula production. Producers: 
Marta Donzelli, Gregorio Paonessa, Joseph Rouschop, Valérie Bournonville. Executive 
producer: Alessio Lazzareschi. 

Crew 
Director, screenplay: Susanna Nicchiarelli. Camera (color): Crystel Fournier. Editor: 
Stefano Cravero. 

With 
Trine Dyrholm, John Gordon Sinclair, Anamaria Marinca, Sandor Funtek, Thomas 
Trabacchi, Karina Feernandez, Calvin Demba, Francesco Colella. 
 
 
http://variety.com/2017/film/reviews/nico-1988-review-venice-film-festival-1202542702/ 
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Trine Dyrholm takes to the stage as the 60s icon as she searches for meaning in music 
later on in her life. 

 
NICO 1988 

Dir/scr. Susanna Nicchiarelli. Italy/Belgium. 2017. 93 mins. 

All yesterday’s parties come to the screen in the appropriately enigmatic Nico, 1988; not from 
the vibrant heyday the Andy Warhol muse and Velvet Underground vocalist is best known for, 
however, but the later, darker jaunts when music rather than popularity became her motivation. 
In exploring the German singer’s life after her ’60s fame had waned, writer/director Susanna 
Nicchiarelli and star Trine Dyrholm craft a late-career biopic that acts not only as a portrait of 
a complex figure, but recognises the considerable toll of daring not to conform. 



Nicchiarelli’s script shapes stories shared by those who knew its real-life subject into an 
unsentimental account of an uncompromising woman 
Opening Venice’s Orizzonti section eight years after winning the festival’s Controcampo award 
for her feature debut, Cosmonaut, Nicchiarelli brings broader contemplations that help lift the 
film beyond the usual run-through of sex, drugs, rock ’n’ roll, regrets, righting past wrongs, 
carving out meaningful relationships with those previously neglected along the way, and facing 
the future on one’s own terms. Danish lead Dyrholm delivers a committed performance, 
interpreting rather than impersonating both on stage and off, and serving up a suitably spirited 
take on Nico’s lived-in defiance (far-from-believable hair aside). 

While this is a fairly familiar European road trip through standard music bio territory ultimately 
results — albeit an aesthetically and emotionally immersive one — the movie proves as 
accessible to newcomers as it is to seasoned fans, which should enhance its chances of finding 
a broader audience. And, based on Nico’s name alone, further festival play is assured. 

With her early successes still well known, Nico, 1988 wastes no time addressing them — and 
her response to it. “Don’t call me that, I don’t like it,” she tells a Manchester radio DJ in 1986 
when labelled “Lou Reed’s femme fatale”, though that’s not the only lable that bristles. Soon 
afterwards, she advises the club owner who will become her new manager, Richard (John 
Gordon Sinclair, a compellingly sturdy presence), not to use her stage name either. 

Born Christa Päffgen, that’s the name she now prefers as she embarks upon a tour across the 
continent. The year rolls by, and she wades through her struggles with her now-grown 
photographer son Ari (Sandor Funtek) in Paris, petulantly refuses to finish a gig by the Roman 
seaside, and narrowly escapes a run-in with authorities in Prague, all while chain-smoking and 
continuing to feed her drug dependency. Sometimes enamoured, sometimes just along for the 
ride, her entourage watches on, many with issues of their own. Violinist Sylvia (Anamaria 
Marinca) worries about guitarist Alex’s (Calvin Demba) similar habit, while Richard buries his 
unrequited affection in a physical encounters with offsider Laura (Karina Fernandez). 

Stops in Poland and Nuremberg, and an attempt to kick narcotics for a cleaner life all form part 
of Nico, 1988’s trajectory as all paths eventually lead to a fateful Ibiza stay. There are few 
narrative surprises on offer, but ample chances to delve into the feature’s central figure. And 
though the film might not dive as deeply as it could and hits plenty of expected notes, 
Nicchiarelli’s script shapes stories shared by those who knew its real-life subject into an 
unsentimental account of an uncompromising woman grappling with, but largely unapologetic 
about her past and present choices.  

Given the ‘80s setting, all of the on-the-road antics come with darkened bars, a gritty gig 
atmosphere and splashes of bright, colourful lighting, with cinematographer Crystel Fournier 
giving the movie’s boxed-in imagery as much texture as her regular work with Céline Sciamma. 
A similar level of detail resounds in the fittingly moody soundtrack, as is to be expected, 
courtesy of Gatto Ciliegia Contro il Grande Freddo’s re-arrangements of Nico’s songs, with 
singer-turned-actor Dyrholm convincingly recording her own vocals. 

Production companies: Vivo Film/Tarantula 
International sales: Celluloid Dreams, info@celluloid-dreams.com 



Producers: Marta Donzelli, Gregorio Paonessa, Joseph Rouschop, Valérie Bournonville 
Executive producer: Alessio Lazzareschi 
Cinematography: Crystel Fournier 
Editor: Stefano Cravero 
Production designer: Alessandro Vannucci with Igor Gabriel 
Music: Gatto Ciliegia Contro il Grande Freddo 
Main cast: Trine Dyrholm, John Gordon Sinclair, Anamaria Marinca, Sandor Funtek, Thomas 
Trabacchi, Karina Fernandez, Calvin Demba, Francesco Colella 
 
 
https://www.screendaily.com/reviews/nico-1988-venice-review/5121784.article 


