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‘Among certain people, I’m sometimes considered the father of European cinema. I don’t understand that, since I consider myself much younger, especially with Americans … even if it’s a young boy in America making his first film, I consider him to be a father or a mother, and I try to revolt against him. I’m older than he is, but my cinema is younger just because there are no rules, and he has a lot of rules. For the first time in twenty years, I have a feeling that rules have to be discovered; one should neither obey nor revolt automatically. It’s better to discover what can be yours in the system, and accept or change it. But work it, and discover the unknown …’


Jean-Luc Godard, quoted in ‘Godard: Born-Again Filmmaker’


by Jonathan Cott in Rolling Stone, 27 November 1980
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Foreword, and Most Valuable Players (MVPs) 





This Book is (in part) a diary of a freelance writer’s working days. Consequently, it is one of those books that is concerned (in part) with the manner of its own composition. Sorry about that. It was overseen by Walter Donohue. Kevin Macdonald advised that it should be cast in a form other than the norm for film books. Matthew Evans repeatedly goaded the author to stop loitering and get on a plane to Copenhagen.


This Book is also an account of the production of a documentary entitled The Name of this Film is Dogme95. That Film was made under the aegis of Caroline Kaplan and Jonathan Sehring of the Independent Film Channel (US), and Nick Jones of FilmFour (UK). It was produced by a team including Adam English, Braden King, Colin MacCabe, Eliza Mellor, Helle Absalonsen, Jack Lothian, Justine Wright, Nicolai Iuul, Paula Jalfon, and Saul Metzstein. The images in This Book are captured from digital video material shot by Saul Metzstein and Braden King.


This Book also has a stab at being a bit of instant film history: a dossier, if you will, of a radical movement in European cinema that ran an effective series of sorties against the operation of the US-directed mainstream. Thanks to all those individuals, variously associated with the production and dissemination of Dogme95 films, who consented to be interviewed herein on this topic, and on related topics.


This Book was irremediably influenced by daily conversations with certain friends who are accustomed to setting the author right. Readers will figure out quickly enough who they are. In addition, the author must doff his cap to Damien O’Donnell and to Stuart McCune, each of whom proposed scabrous alternatives for how This Book (and That Film) might be composed. In both cases, the author lacked sufficient cojones. As for written sources, respect is due to Screen International, Moving Pictures, Variety, www.dogme.dk, G. K. Hunter’s Penguin edition of King Lear, the collection Jean-Luc Godard: Interviews, edited by David Sterritt for the University Press of Mississippi, and the French edition of Lars von Trier’s The Idiots, published by Alpha Bleue.






















1 The Author’s Confession 





The late comedian Bill Hicks had an impish routine about the hellish cul-de-sac into which Hollywood movies had been driven by ‘special effects’. He cited the example of the big-budget action picture, with its remorseless need to better itself, attain bigger thrills and bigger grosses, however ludicrous the price tag. But how, Hicks wondered aloud, do you best the return on $100 million invested in computer-generated mayhem for a picture like Terminator 2? Surely the technology must hit a ceiling? What then? Hicks’s modest proposal was that the studios henceforth employ terminally ill people as stunt persons: to be killed for real, on camera, by Chuck Norris or some such brute. While his audience groaned, Hicks would adopt an earnest, wounded mien: ‘All I’m saying is that people are dying every day, and movies are getting more and more boring …’


Now, you can’t say that’s not in poor taste; yet I found that I liked what the man said. The point, surely, was not to advocate the taboo-busting delights of the ‘snuff’ genre, or to suggest that Hollywood executives take a leaf from extant accounts of the Circus Maximus. The point, surely, was that the more expensive the movie, the more wilful its estrangement from real life as lived; and worse, the more dogged its devotion to an ignorance of what actually befalls us as we die. So might not real agony and authentic death throes be preferable to stylized carnage, glamorized thuggery, fountains of CGI blood, and the generally ersatz awfulness of most Hollywood ‘product’?


That said, on first hearing the Hicks routine, I was somewhat stung; because somehow I was making a living by watching movies, and writing (or, on occasions, talking) about them. And increasingly this felt like a disreputable occupation, a bad habit left over from my teens, when movies, like much else besides, appeared to promise everything: the transformation of the world, even. Of course, this kind of disillusion is cheaply bought, and was so even before Holden Caulfield’s famous complaint, ‘The goddamn movies, they can ruin you.’ But in my mid-twenties, this dejection began to bite, and I began to favour long evenings in a pub over more drear visits to the movies. Between 1992 and 1997, I managed to miss everything from Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction to Shallow Grave and Trainspotting. If I happened to find myself in aforementioned pub among keen film-goers, my small talk was fitful, since, Eeyore-like, I very often had not a clue what my peers were talking about.


Such movies as I did stagger out to see were usually upsetting, none more so than Michael Collins, Neil Jordan’s biography of the great Republican warlord, and a virtual compendium of the house rules that underpin storytelling and style in commercial Hollywood cinema. Michael Collins bore the Golden Lion from the 1996 Venice Film Festival, but it also carried the stamp of Warner Bros. Jordan, a brilliant and original writer-director, had somehow come up with a picture that could have been made in the 1930s with James Cagney as the ebullient ‘Big Fella’ Collins, and Clifton Webb as sly old Eamon de Valera. Certainly the film was rotten with references to American gangster movies, and weighted with a fat slice of stagy villainy from Alan Rickman. The great DP Chris Menges had over-lit every fancy interior as if in some ruinous imitation of Bertolucci. Elliot Goldenthal’s thunderous music score raped the ears. A needless romance was stapled in between key scenes, doubtless to facilitate the casting of Julia Roberts. And clearly the movie had been ‘tested’ and remodelled to death, as Warners took fright over renewed activities by the Provisional IRA while Jordan was still shooting. Thus, the film was capped with a futile attempt to confer blessing on the peacemakers amid the contemporary impasse in the Six Counties.


Skulking out of the cinema, I allowed myself a few gloomy thoughts around the notion that movies hadn’t come very far in a hundred years. Roughly a century after the invention of cinema, the USA had succeeded in colonizing the global market in film. Fat, foolish, ruinously expensive and ideologically hateful, Hollywood movies were the world’s dominant cultural product. Even across continental Europe, where cinema had long been cradled as an imaginative art-form with its own heritage of great works, audiences seemed increasingly to disdain movies made in their own language, choosing instead to hang wordlessly on the tentative courtship of Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan.


To a viewer like myself (born in 1970 but hopelessly impressed by the radical culture of the late 1960s, which naturally imparted some of its galvanism to movies), everything pointed to a loss of aesthetic nerve, a lack of political verve, and a pervasive absence of mischief. Cinema had come off the barricades and gone to work for The Man. Where were the likes of a Glauber Rocha, to propose a pan-American resistance to Hollywood? Or a Bertolucci, to revive the tradition of the dialectical epic? There was at least some consolation in the knowledge that Jean-Luc Godard, undisputed heavyweight champion of the nouvelle vague, remained undefeated, if perhaps a little depressed. Having reinvented cinema in the 1960s and 1970s, Godard was now crafting dense and brilliant ‘film essays’ like JLG/JLG and Histoires du Cinéma, on video. He was still committed to the notion of a motion picture as an exploratory tool, a way of looking and studying and imparting, one that required formal experimentation and narrative complexity. He was still opposed to the offensive simplicity of Hollywood fairy tales. And his ruminations on cinema still had the virtues of being supremely intelligent, deeply provocative, and often (to the chagrin of his detractors) quite funny.


Nevertheless, fan that I am, I had detected something unsettlingly valedictory in an interview Godard gave in 1996 to Gavin Smith of Film Comment. He spoke of cinema as a ‘fallen medium’, and rehearsed the theory of the USA’s imperial conquest of European film: one that got afoot after the Great War, when Hollywood flooded France and cherry-picked German talent. ‘The Normandy beaches were the second invasion,’ Godard contended. ‘World War Two was a way to take Europe definitively. And now, as you see in politics the way Europe is incapable of doing anything without the OK of the US Government, now in the movies America has taken control of the whole planet.’ Politically, economically, culturally, any way you cared to cut it – this was a bleak diagnosis. Smith asked Godard if he didn’t feel that Italian neorealism and the nouvelle vague had represented significant aesthetic resistance movements? But Godard looked back on these moments as mere arrière-garde operations: ‘They were the last uprising,’ he declared. Now, at some level, this sort of emphatically cheerless talk was exactly what an Eeyore like me wished to hear. ‘The last uprising’? What stirring defeatism! And maybe it was so. But maybe not.


Dogme95’s new school rules


In early 1998 I was invited by Lizzie Francke, vivacious directrix of the Edinburgh Film Festival, to present a retrospective of the English director Alan Clarke, and to pick a few new films for the main body of the Festival. My preference for a late levée disqualifies me from holding down certain jobs, but has proved no bar whatsoever to my pursuing the freelance life, and I gladly accepted. So, for the first time in a few years, I found myself going to the movies pretty regularly, in the company of Lizzie and fellow programmer Ali Kayley; and without having to pay at the door either. On the whole, things hadn’t changed much while I was away. One of my first free outings was Peter Weir’s The Truman Show. In a past life, Weir was standard-bearer for a ‘New Australian Cinema’, one that vanished like breath off a razor in the early 1980s. Now he had signed his name to one of those Hollywood films that fancied itself a bit clever: yet another critique of the industry’s old enemy, network television. Whatever the hell the movie thought it was saying, the score made sure to say it first. Music was ladled over every scene like gravy, just in case we tasted something coarse or tart. Just what were we, the audience, being taken for? Idiots?


Then again, there are worse hardships than being paid to sit on one’s arse, and I duly accepted Edinburgh’s invite to attend the 1998 Cannes Festival on their ticket. Then came an excited call from Lizzie. She and Ali had viewed a VHS of something called Dogme#1: Festen, by a young Danish writer-director called Thomas Vinterberg; and they were both in raptures over it. I dropped my bacon sandwich as Lizzie told me it was a drama hinging upon incestuous rape, shot on digital video but transferred to 35-mm film; and that it had already been accepted into the competition at Cannes, where I’d get to see it. I fumbled for the fag packet as Lizzie patiently explained that Festen was the first product of a Danish movement, tied to a published manifesto called Dogme95 and originated by Vinterberg and Lars von Trier. With mounting incredulity, and no little shame, I listened further.


It transpired that for three years past, this ‘Dogme95’ had been a kind of spectre haunting world cinema: a set of rules for the making of motion pictures which, if pursued with passion and commitment, could perhaps enable film-makers to make more truthful, less boring movies; surely the most audacious and conspicuous attempt to reinvent the cinema since, well, Godard. Coming this late to the party, it behoved me to play catch-up fast. Cannes was around the corner, and my itinerary told me that not only Dogme#1: Festen but also Dogme#2: Idioterne, written and directed by Trier, would unspool in competition. And as I had first feared, it seemed the title of Trier’s film did indeed translate as The Idiots, leaving one to ponder at whose expense the ironies in this strange case might accrue.


Trier, it seemed, was the prime mover. I’d been abreast of his activities since his first feature, a wildly precious essay on the detective genre called The Element of Crime (1984). But I’d tuned out of the work after Europa (1991): an incorrigibly stylish thing about intrigue on the German railways after World War Two, it was (to borrow an unimprovable bit of Geordie) ‘all about nowt’. Breaking the Waves (1996) had won the Grand Prix at Cannes and proved something of a breakthrough art-house hit. It was made in English, and its lead actress, Emily Watson, was nominated for an Oscar. But I hadn’t disturbed my movie boycott to go and see it. I knew it was set on the coast of northern Scotland in the 1970s, and concerned a young woman called Bess, who’s made to suffer intolerable indignity simply because of her earnest wish to enjoy sexual passion. But it looked to be hard on Calvinists, people for whom I have strong, irrational regard; and I turned my face away.


What I knew for sure was that Trier had shown himself to be quite The Man for manifestos. In 1991 he had brought one with him to Cannes, where Europa competed; and, in the course of accounting for his addiction to hommage and high style, he had teased the puerile among us by confessing to be ‘a masturbator of cinema’. Roman Polanski’s jury duly awarded him two of the lesser Palmes in their gift, the Jury Prize and the Prize for Technical Contribution. The legend had it that Trier, rating these distinctions no more highly than a cup of cold piss, hurled them away in pique. The behaviour of an uncommonly self-assured maestro? Well, another tale (and Trier was a lightning-rod for this stuff) posited that the ‘von’ between his proper names was conferred upon him by an old film school tutor, who even then had detected traces of a Stroheimian monocled martinet in the boy.


By March 1995, it seemed, Trier had decided that being Europe’s most acclaimed young director just wasn’t enough. He was tired of making expensive art movies with hundreds of people at his beck and call. He wanted to get back to brass tacks: simpler films, with less equipment, and a set of self-imposed restraints. He summoned Thomas Vinterberg, a gifted twenty-something and fellow graduate of the Danish Film School, and together they conceived of a new set of school rules. (‘It was easy,’ Vinterberg had confessed of that fateful meeting. ‘We asked ourselves what we most hated about film today, and then we drew up a list banning it all. It took half an hour and it was a great laugh.’) The resultant Dogme95 Manifesto railed against how crass and cosmetic movies had become; it called for a new ‘avant-garde’; and it proposed ten restrictive Rules for bringing this about. These were branded ‘The Vow of Chastity’ (somewhat mischievously, one couldn’t help feeling, in a land so staunchly Lutheran as Denmark). Thereafter Trier and Vinterberg had invited two more Danish cineastes – commercials director Kristian Levring and the veteran Søren Kragh-Jacobsen – to take their vows and join the Dogme ‘Brotherhood’.


A set of rules, though. Gosh. Here was an earnest tilt at the radical end of film history. Dziga Vertov and his Kino-glaz ‘council of three’ provided the model for such rigours. Lindsay Anderson had committed the ambitions of the Free Cinema movement to paper. The French nouvelle vague generated reams of rhetoric, simply because all its directors were firebrand critics. And not least among the ironies of art-making-by-rule-book were the tendencies of such signatories towards a kind of revolutionary fervour. With this in mind, perhaps, Trier had chosen to declare his principles in the capital of the world’s first modern republic. Since 1789, Paris has been considered the best place to kick up a revolution, political, social or artistic; not for nothing did Marx hymn the city as ‘the nerve-centre of European history, sending out electric shocks at intervals that galvanized the whole world’. It was at the Odeon Theatre, while attending a conference on the centenary of cinema, that Trier proclaimed his Manifesto and distributed printed leaflets.


Of course, and rather admirably, Trier was asking for trouble; and he immediately provoked some sharp criticism. ‘Why should artists set rules for themselves? Isn’t art-making a fundamentally free and untrammelled process?’ But then, even if it can be, not all artists would wish it so. Even the Surrealists, the original wild and crazy guys of Modernism, were deadly serious about exactly when and how they were wild and crazy. In his glorious memoir My Last Breath, Buñuel wrote passionately of the movement as ‘an aggressive morality based on the complete rejection of all existing values’, built around ‘loyalty to a specific set of moral precepts’. Buñuel granted that this morality was continually challenged by ‘egotism, vanity, greed, exhibitionism, facileness and just plain forgetfulness’. ‘Sometimes,’ he confessed, ‘I’ve succumbed to temptations and violated my own rules, but only, I think, in matters of small importance.’ In other words, what was crucial was the frame imposed by discipline; and behind it, the firm resolve to tax one’s conscience. (My favourite maxim of this sort is Bresson’s, stated with customary razor clarity in his Notes on the Cine matographer: ‘To forge for oneself iron laws, if only in order to obey or disobey them with difficulty.’)


Maybe, then, all artists set rules for themselves? (Hadn’t the scriptwriters of Jerry Seinfeld’s sitcom vowed, ‘No lessons, no hugs’?) But to publish them is another matter; and as far as I could ascertain, the Manifesto had been subject to prolonged scepticism in the press. For one thing, that ‘masturbator’ remark was maybe still too fresh in the mind. For another, where were the films? Might Dogme95 be just another self-publicizing jack-off? Or some kind of twisted Danish practical joke? Trier’s riposte was delivered fast enough. In March 1997 Breaking the Waves was feted at the Bodil awards ceremony in Denmark, as adjudicated by local critics. Rather than attending, Trier sent a videotaped address in which (under the pretence of forgiveness, as ‘Bess herself would have done’) he excoriated a succession of venal producers and snide journalists who had hampered his career. His virulent, soft-spoken wit was much in evidence (not least as he forgave ‘Ebbe Iversen, whom I regarded as the gentleman of the industry, for writing something so incredibly stupid that it carries the punishment in itself’.) Trier’s last target, ‘and most important of all’, was ‘practically the whole industry, for being so bloody negative about a one hundred per cent idealistic and economically harmless project by the name of Dogme’. Leaving aside, if only for the moment, what this stunt might tell us about Trier’s tendency to petulance, these were fighting words.


Le cinéma de Papa Godard?


Naturally, I had private reasons to be excited about Dogme95. Clearly it was just about bloody time somebody started some trouble. But what kind of revolution were these Danes proposing? Through the good offices of Edinburgh, I obtained an inky fax copy of the Manifesto and donned my reading glasses. Here in plain sight was a self-professed ‘rescue action’, with ‘the expressed goal of countering “certain tendencies” in the cinema today’. And there was the cat, scrapping its way out of the bag, via the coded reference to François Truffaut’s ‘Une certaine tendance du cinéma français’, penned for Cahiers du Cinéma in 1958. Whatever its good intentions, the nouvelle vague hereby came in for some stick, as a revolution betrayed, a piece of ‘bourgeois romanticism’ underwritten by the auteur theory and its romantic conception of film as personal expression. Instead, the Manifesto offered a draught of pure egalitarian utopianism. ‘Today a technological storm is raging, the result of which will be the ultimate democratization of the cinema. For the first time, anyone can make movies.’ But then, a caveat: ‘The more accessible the media becomes, the more important the avant-garde … We must put our films into uniform, because the individual film will be decadent by definition!’


Here I had to fight down a mental image of Trier as the Cheshire Cat, and pressed onward. As the prose reached a pitch, there seemed to be an almost Brechtian scorn for ‘cosmetics’ and ‘illusions’ wrought by ‘trickery’. ‘The “supreme” task of the decadent film-makers is to fool the audience,’ the Manifesto scoffed, before making the incredible assertion, ‘TO DOGME95 THE MOVIE IS NOT ILLUSION!’ And how might such an implausible stance be defended? By adherence to ‘an indisputable set of rules known as the vow of chastity’. So what was the substance of these ten commandments? 




1 Shooting must be done on location. Props and set must not be brought in (if a particular prop is necessary for the story, a location must be chosen where the prop is to be found).


(Right. No stage sets, and no city-for-city stand-ins. So the crew must strike out for the very site where the action of the script unfolds. And once you get there, you use what you find. So, clearly, the writer’s influence upon the scale of the project is intensified; as is the mandate of the location scout.)


2 The sound must never be produced apart from the images or vice versa (music must not be used unless it occurs where the scene is being shot). 


(Fiendishly tricky, this one. Presumably, whatever sound is captured while the camera is running is the only sound that may be heard in the finished film. So no post-synching, no wild-track or foley artistry. But no score? No weeping violins, no driving rock, no pulsing techno? No Céline Dion? Thankful news, obviously.)


3 The camera must be hand-held. Any movement or immobility attainable in the hand is permitted (the film must not take place where the camera is standing; shooting must take place where the film takes place).


(At this point, the spectral finger of film history, in this case of cinéma-vérité, beckons us forth. Before the nouvelle vague, hand-held camerawork was widely thought fit only for amateurs and eccentrics. Then, the lightweight 16-mm Aaton set film-makers free to wander. But what was it Lizzie Francke had said about the format of Festen? Was it really shot with a digital video camera, not much bigger than a man’s fist? What kind of savage liberties might that permit?)


4 The film must be in colour. Special lighting is not acceptable (if there is too little light for exposure, the scene must be cut or a single lamp attached to the front of the camera).


(The first bit is horse-sense: after all, colour stock is industry standard, essential to the illusion we call realism. Whereas black-and-white became a style, an indulgence, and an expensive one at that. Thereafter, the DP must make do with available light; and the exposure clause is fabulously stern.)


5 Optical work and filters are forbidden. 


(So no matting-in of mountain ranges, no blue-screen sabre duels, no slow-sinking CGI ocean liners. And the lens itself is not to be masked by gels and low-contrast filters, a proscription which, on the face of it, would bar most flash-harry directors of commercials and pop promos from the Dogme brethren.)


6 The film must not contain superficial action (murders, weapons etc. must not occur).


(‘All you need to make a movie’, Godard once observed, ‘is a girl and a gun.’ Dogme won’t even allow you that much: no succour here, then, for the votaries of John Woo and Quentin Tarantino. The ‘merely spectacular’ must be kept in proportion.)


7 Temporal and geographical alienation are forbidden. (That is to say that the film takes place here and now.)


(At a stroke, Dogme rules out both the ‘period piece’ and the journey to outer space. A film beginning with the lines ‘A long time ago, in a galaxy far away’ is a double offender – an absolute no-no. So, for better or worse, whether their makers care to or not, Dogme films are forced to speak for their own times.)


8 Genre movies are not acceptable. 


(Within five little words, an enormous proscription. After all, the invention and codification of the genres – comedy, Western, horror movie, gangster picture – was vital to the global spread of the seventh art. Was it really possible for Dogme to say farewell to all that?)


9 The film format must be Academy 35 mm.


(Another quaint gesture towards history. Academy ratio is 1:33 to 1, as it was in the early silent cinema. So Dogme requires one to forget the width in order to feel the quality. How this injunction can be squared with the use of digital video is another matter.)


10 The director must not be credited.
 (A little harsh, this, given the exorbitant number of producers now routinely credited on movies; and given the wide acceptance of the director’s status as dominant creative presence on a film – its auteur, even. But then Godard himself had called an end to that game as early as 1968: ‘When we began in France, directors were not considered authors. They just were considered craftsmen or workers. So we had to say a director is an author just like a painter or a writer. But since now everybody agrees that a director is an author – even any kind of Hollywood director is considered an author – we have to say after all an author is only the first step: we have to go further.’ Perhaps that’s what Dogme95 intended.)





The Manifesto climaxed with a set of pledges that were in some ways more provocative than the Rules: ‘I swear as a director to refrain from personal taste! I am no longer an artist. I swear to refrain from creating a “work”, as I regard the instant as more important than the whole. My supreme goal is to force the truth out of my characters and settings. I swear to do so by all the means available and at the cost of any good taste and any aesthetic considerations.’


Now, call it a mental tic, but it seemed to me that if I held this Manifesto up to the light, I would clearly discern the shadow of Godard, smoking a small cigar and chuckling. Lacing between every line was a red thread, linking these Rules to Godard’s pronouncements and actions across four decades. Case in point: somebody clever, whose name escapes me, once claimed that all revolutions in art mark a return to realism. In other words, the bravest artists are ceaselessly borne back to a concern for what is truthful. This was the mind-set behind one of Godard’s most famous and durable maxims, ‘Le “travelling” est un question moral.’ ‘When style and content are one,’ he later explained, ‘you can’t say artificial things.’ Wasn’t this self-same spirit embodied in Dogme’s daredevil pledge to ‘force the truth’ by any and all means? 


Clearly, Dogme95 was also proposing a certain stripped-down model of production, which reminded me that one of Godard’s abiding masters was Brecht, himself a big movie buff who nevertheless had precious few satisfactory encounters with cinema. Brecht hated the cumbersome size of the ‘apparatus’, the entrenched and rigid system of finance and production, the sheer number of working parts which made it so damnably hard to produce films on one’s own terms. In his mercurial early years, Godard minted innumerable strategies to combat this kind of torpor. He favoured direct sound, natural light, the teeming life of real streets, a smaller, more nimble production unit: all ways of helping him to find truth on the spur of the moment. He worked quickly and frugally, he didn’t fuss over the fine points of screenplay (which he dismissed as a mere producer’s regulatory tool), and he was respectful of the unexpected things he could seize from his actors on the day. For all these reasons and more, he became the most influential director in the world.


Could it be, I wondered, that Trier now fancied such a mantle for himself? Like Godard, he clearly had a facility for the role of brilliant provocateur, even if his cinema to date had looked to be incurably spectacular. But then The Idiots, like Festen, had been ‘originated’ on digital video. And, again, Godard had been way ahead of the pack in setting himself this kind of dare; hence his fractious collaboration with the inventor Jean-Pierre Beauviala to come up with a small 35-mm camera that could be used for ‘sketching’. But in the meantime, video made its own leaps and bounds, and Godard was quick to embrace the form and find beauty in it. The economy of video held out prospects of its own, as I was reminded by a piece in the April 1998 Sight & Sound. Praising a spiky new director called Harmony Korine and his début feature Gummo, Geoffrey MacNab cited Francis Coppola’s well-known prophecy that the future of cinema might one day rest upon a fat girl in the Midwest, braces on her teeth and camcorder in hand. Though a rather lithe fellow of twenty-three, Korine certainly hailed from Middle America, and seemed to have made a startling use of video in parts of Gummo. But then, pace Coppola, why should Tennessee make the running? What about Copenhagen? Might not Dogme95 offer a truly radical new form of cinematic realism? These were the kinds of questions preying on my mind as I packed for Cannes; these, plus the easier ones about currency and footwear.



















2 An Insider Speaks Out:


Mogens Rukov & Dogme’s labour pains







Now then: I beg that the reader permit me a single flash forward in the time-line of my narrative, one that is simultaneously a bit of a flashback in the account given thus far ofDogme95’s inception …






The Lux Cinema, London N1: Saturday, 4 March 2000


For some weeks now, the capital’s most discerning film venues have jointly played host to a season entitled ‘Danish Cinema: Past, Present, Future’. Tonight’s platform presentation at The Lux is consecrated to the theme of ‘Danish Cinema After Dogme’. The guest speaker is Mogens Rukov, renowned instructor at the Danish Film School, and professional script doctor to some of Denmark’s leading directors, including the by-now semi-legendary ‘Dogme95 Brothers’. The pristine new auditorium is impressively populous; more or less full, save for a few seats at the back. It’s a conspicuously young crowd for a Saturday-night lecture on foreign-language cinema. A lot of pens are poised over notepads. After a brief introduction, Rukov mounts the dais: an avuncular man in his fifties, bearded, bespectacled, clad in a good dark suit. For some moments, he fumbles patiently with the clasp of a radio-mike; extracts a cigarette, flares up; then begins to speak. He will address us without notes for a little more than an hour.


He pinches the cigarette from his mouth between fingers and thumb, exhales a blue cloud. His technique, he explains through an engaging grin, is a kind of hommage to Jean-Paul Belmondo in Godard’s A Bout de Souffle. After all, who can deny the ‘deep, deep inspiration’ of Godard? Certainly not the Dogme Brotherhood. We should know, he confides, that one of Lars von Trier’s most prized possessions is a letter he received from Godard, in praise of his achievement in Dogme#2: Idioterne. No one else has yet been permitted to see this letter, Rukov chuckles. But Trier is most adamant of its existence.


So, to the matter of the evening. Why Dogme95? Exactly what happened back then? Well (Rukov sighs), as we are all painfully aware, in cinema there is this thing we call The Mainstream. ‘And it just keeps streaming and streaming and streaming … you can’t stop it.’ But every now and again, we may discern these ‘little dots’ appearing round the edges. Like German expressionism. Like neorealism. Like the nouvelle vague. These ‘waves’ do not, indeed they cannot, endure for much more than six or seven years; or amount to more than a fraction of a film-producing nation’s output. But they are crucial. And now, says Rukov, we find ourselves once again in a period of cinema that requires manifestos to be written. Firstly, and obviously, because technology enables too vast an array of choices. Film-making customarily permits you to do whatever you want – to walk into a room and change it utterly, paint the walls or knock them down, strip the floors, change the furnishings. Film enables you to enact a version of the impossible counsel offered by Brecht to the East German Government in 1953: that they dismiss the people and elect new ones. But what if one were to purposely restrict such choice? Seek the relief of being simple-minded? Put oneself in a chain of causality, where any one decision inevitably begets several more?


So, then, to Lars von Trier: the most eminent of Rukov’s former students. ‘The main character in Danish cinema,’ says Rukov, shaking his head fondly, ‘a genius.’ And, like all geniuses, a difficult man to sit down and work with; because, in doing so, one must strain to be a little of a genius oneself. A fearful task. But it was Lars von Trier, with some very personal motivation in mind, who invented these Dogme95 Rules. Rules that invite one to look really close and see just how odd reality can be. Rules that issue a simple challenge to film-makers: ‘Come down to street level, and tell stories from there.’


Early in 1997, Rukov received a telephone call. At last, two years after the publication of this vexatious manifesto, Trier was himself about to make a ‘Dogme film’. The two men met and talked for four hours. Trier’s scenario was simple: a group of youngish people live together in a large house, under the leadership of a fellow called ‘Stoffer’. They venture out together, into society, and they behave like mentally retarded people. Then, rather like ‘seventies people’, engaged in some socio-political communal project, they come home and discuss what they’ve done.


Together, Trier and Rukov discussed the core dramatic problem: why on earth do they do it? Are they theatre students messing about? Might they be a group taking evening classes in psychology, and testing their social theories? Did they answer a newspaper ad placed by this Stoffer? Pah! None of these suppositions felt adequate. ‘Each one made us vomit – figuratively speaking.’ Finally, Rukov hit on a simple solution, born of experience: as long as you don’t show something to be a problem within the action of the film, then the audience will not bother to question its validity. They will take the idiots’ motivation as a given – whatever its lunacy.


A more pressing problem, Rukov felt, was one of dramatic monotony: there were altogether too many of these self-critical sessions, and not nearly enough day trips. So he and Trier came up with the notion of the idiots visiting a swimming pool. This presented an ideal opportunity to get them naked – good! And then, why not an outing to a café? So they devised a scene where Stoffer leaves his comrade Jeppe among a group of greasy bikers. Unable to blow his cover, Jeppe is forced to ‘spass’ (pretend to be retarded) and be grudgingly indulged; even to suffer an assisted visit to the urinal, where one biker kindly holds his penis and directs the jet as he pisses. Well and good.


But then, another central problem: that of the main character, Karen; and her ‘unusual stature’, as such. Karen loves the idiots, supports them, keeps telling them how admiring she is of their project, what a beautiful idea it is. And yet it is perfectly clear to everybody in the audience that it is an absolutely crazy idea. And the deep reason for her approval can only be revealed in the very last moments of the piece: it is one of those films. At last, Trier and Rukov figured out a meaningful way to introduce her to the audience. She would stumble upon the group, as an outsider, sitting in a restaurant. She would observe their antics, become a party to them, join them. And why a restaurant? Because that’s how Godard would do it. He dislikes the intimacy of private rooms. Godard excels in public places: in cars and bars and cafés, on boulevards, in hotel lobbies, at gas stations.


So, the session was concluded. As they bade one another farewell at the train station, Trier remarked, ‘We will never talk of this film again.’ Three weeks later, he called back, anxious. He had booked himself into a hotel room and undertaken to start writing. They talked a little more, and there was a good deal of bracing laughter. ‘Now’, Trier exclaimed, ‘I can write!’ And the script was written in three and a half days. Rukov never read it. Eventually Trier screened the completed work for him. Afterwards, the exchanges went something like: ‘You didn’t like it?’ ‘It’s not good enough.’ ‘Damn. But I made it for you.’ ‘It’s still not good enough.’ In the end, though, Rukov came round to it. It is, he thinks, a moving film: a film about a very lovely, very idyllic, very friendly little fascist country. (Rukov’s audience laughs, a little nervously.)


So much for Lars. What, then, of Thomas Vinterberg, another prize pupil of the Danish Film School and co-signatory of this Manifesto? Thomas had been told by a friend about a young man who made a confession over the radio airwaves, of how he stood up at a family party and revealed that he had been sexually abused as a child. What a coup de théâtre! And what an idea for a movie. Who can fail to imagine the kind of complicated feelings that would arise? After all, notes Rukov, when you attend a large family gathering on a great occasion, you are concerned primarily with what kind of soup you’ll be served; and whether you will see the man or woman with whom you customarily flirt on such occasions. Matters of this order. You don’t care to be informed of unsettled truths. You don’t want to hear about incest.


This, then, was the germ of Festen; and Vinterberg duly invited Rukov to collaborate with him on the screenplay. The first matter concerning the co-scenarists was how long the story should take. They opted for the classical twenty-four hours – the unities of time and place and action. (In the end, it would be only eighteen.) But in this way we see how crucial is time to the story. We always know what time it is. That is because Vinterberg and Rukov committed themselves to faithfully following every step that such a celebration entails – the arrival of the guests, their unpacking, their dressing, each course of the meal, the speeches, the brandies, the dancing. ‘We respected this rhythm.’ The structure determined what scenes would be made, and tested the dramatists’ wits. Suppose a man is dressing for dinner. What kind of drama is that? You are obliged to galvanize the moment. Perhaps he has mislaid his dress shoes, and must wear loafers. Perhaps he blames his wife for this mishap. Perhaps this is an index of simmering resentment in their marriage.


There were other determining factors. The Rules commanded that shooting be on location. They had considered an opulent country mansion, but also a typical Danish countryside inn: the kind of appallingly ‘hearty’ place where one can always smell last night’s cooking. Scouting was carried out, snapshots taken. Yet Rukov found Vinterberg reluctant to sit down with him and survey this evidence, to make a final choice. Impatience mounted. Finally, Rukov asks, ‘Thomas, where do you really want to spend six weeks this summer?’ Obvious. A mansion. The choice of the house where the film would play begat so many things in turn. Thomas found himself especially partial to the mansion’s elegant staircase; so they made six or so scenes using the staircase. Then casting begat dialogue. Three actors – Ulrich Thomsen, Thomas Bo Larsen, Paprika Steen – were cast as siblings; none of them resembles one another in the slightest. The structure could spare precious little room for exposition on this score, so the problem would be solved in the opening moments. Larsen’s character would refer constantly to ‘my brother’, ‘my sister’.


Festen was written in seven weeks. ‘It is a classic Ibsen drama,’ says Rukov. ‘Thomas doesn’t know that. But it’s true.’ It’s also inspired by The Godfather, and a little by Hamlet. And there is another hommage to cinema. As the evening unravels, the party guests dance through the house in a chain. Inspired by – what? Rukov asks the audience. ‘Fanny and Alexander,’ is the general murmur. But then, Bergman too was making an hommage: to what? asks Rukov, ever the teacher. No takers for this. Il Gattopardo, Visconti. But who was Visconti stealing from? Well, Rukov admits, we’re not to know.


One momentous decision remains unmade throughout most of the production. How to end the thing? Clearly, the father is unmasked, Christian’s story is proven. Perhaps Helge will commit suicide, a broken man. And yet the Rules forbid any ‘weapons’. Maybe he could jump in the lake. Or maybe one of his siblings, or his wife, could kill him? And yet the Rules forbid ‘superficial action’, ‘murders’. No, if Helge is to die, the action will have to occur offscreen. Not good enough. At last they’re agreed – Helge will make a speech of his own, a speech in which he concedes defeat. ‘You won. You fought a good game, son.’ He knows he is a bastard, he admits his crime. But he will not slouch away, beaten, saying, ‘I’m a beast.’ He is a proud man. So they shot the speech; though, Rukov suggests, it was longer, and better, as written.


Festen was shot in six weeks. After post-production, when the key personnel projected the film for the first time, there was a mood of gloom. Thomas was heard to reflect that one can so easily turn ‘cold’ towards something. ‘Nobody will go and see this shit’ was the unhappy consensus. Thomas estimated that they might sell maybe seventy thousand tickets, tops. But Rukov is smiling as he recounts this seemingly sorry tale, and the audience appreciates the joke.



















3 Ragged glory:


Cannes & Dogme’s fiery baptism






Palais des Festivals, Cannes: Monday, 18 May 1998



I haven’t visited the Festival since 1991, the year Trier so boldly disdained Polanski’s largesse. Rattling down the Croisette in an overpriced cab, passing the perennial billboards, I sensed that little had changed. As Penelope Houston once noted, Cannes is a film festival like Christmas is a religious festival: so it involves films on screens, yet seems scarcely to depend upon them. My problem now is that I’m no longer a critic with a pretty pastel pass, just an industry delegate accredited by the Marché. So I must queue up, mostly with humourless women from Canada, and bargain patiently for ‘invitations’ to screenings. The Idiots is among the hottest tickets, and I wonder if I’ll get in, particularly when I find myself fist-fighting to gain admission to the Taiwanese entry, The Hole, a sort of musical romance about heavy rainfall. Now, at the turn of the second week, Festen takes its bow in competition, and I dutifully troop along with the hordes, into the cathedral-like munificence of the 2,500-seater Salle Lumière. The great blue stage-drapes are slowly drawn apart, then, comically, they creep towards each other again. The penny drops: the projectionist is preparing us for Academy ratio. Then we’re off.


Autumnal patriarch Helge (Henning Moritzen) has summoned his extended family for his sixtieth birthday celebration. Guests include son number one, the blond and angular Christian (Ulrich Thomsen); son number two, the dark and disreputable Michael (Thomas Bo Larsen); and daughter Helene (Paprika Steen), who carries the airs of a determinedly capricious ex-debutante. But a second daughter, we’re told, died at her own hand some months previously. From the get-go, Festen’s evocation of bright, brittle, unhappy families, of barely sufferable bourgeois awfulness, is on the button. What could be more ghastly than the clan gathering, utterly devoid of real fellow-feeling, clearly rotten with fake sentiment and unspoken hostility? The malaise is encapsulated in a moment when Helge draws aside the ill-favoured Michael and grudgingly offers him an entrée to freemasonry, one that the wretched fellow accepts with gratitude and relief.


Half an hour in, and I feel comfortable with the DV image, and rather tickled to be seeing it on this vast screen. Moreover, Dogme95 and DVC make for some nice rough-hewn visual quirks. As Michael greets arriving guests outside the mansion, the roaming hand-held camera brushes up against his arm and he smacks it away irritably. A little later, as Michael’s wife Mette lolls in post-coital languor, the camera flies down from the bedroom ceiling and lands at her eye level. Not a crane-shot, clearly; and, yet, I find myself noting mentally, ‘Was that hand-held? Was it Dogme?’


Then, amid a stuporous dinner, Christian rises to make the first speech, and smilingly relates how Helge ritually raped both him and his late sister throughout their childhood. It’s a moment of comic dread and awful embarrassment. Some of the older guests seem scarcely to have heard, and somehow the party lurches on, but the game is now afoot. Later, ordered by his mother to make a formal apology for fouling the mood, Christian says he’s sorry only that she was aware of her husband’s foulness, yet never intervened: ‘I’m sorry you’re so hypocritical and corrupt that I hope you die. I’m sorry you’re all such cunts …’ At this juncture Christian is dragged from the house by the dutiful Michael and a few cronies, who beat the bejesus out of him and lash him to a tree trunk in the woods that surround the house. Seizing this moment to inherit the paternal mantle, Michael disciplines his brother with empty words about how family bonds must not be violated. Dusk settles, and we get strange, graceful images of Christian, bound and pensive.


By now it’s clear that, on paper, Festen is a classical piece of Scandinavian chamber theatre. With talent to burn, Vinterberg could doubtless have mounted the piece on 35 mm with the same eerie elegance as Resnais’s Last Year in Marienbad. But under the Dogme restraints – the available light, the hand-held camera, the limited post-production – the film has acquired the force of a disturbing home-movie. Good. It needs a bit of rough, a bit of dirt, lest it all get too chic. Nevertheless, I still get the sense that certain characters would be more at home on a stage: not least Thomas Bo Larsen’s Michael, whose frenetic and not disassociated urges to fuck and fight would be well suited to bedroom farce.


Another facet of Michael’s odiousness is his knee-jerk racism towards Helene’s black American boyfriend, who shows up unannounced. But this too feels stage-managed, as if Vinterberg wrongly assumed that Michael wasn’t enough of a creep. As for Helene, though her mother has derided her as a student trotskisant with a profitless passion for anthropology, she still seems like a spoilt rich girl who brings unsuitable boys to parties. Ulrich Thomsen is fine as Christian, tight-laced and gnawing at his own innards. Like Hamlet, he’s painfully aware that he must kill The Father, and isn’t at all sure if he’s up to it. He has better reason than most, but he can’t manage it. Instead, he attains heroic stature as a victim, one who summons the nerve to speak out. Of course, it may be a gain for civilization that Vinterberg felt no violence was required in his scenario; and Dogme Rules forbade him ‘weapons’ and ‘murder’. But movies are movies, this one as dramatically contrived as any, and I wonder if Christian wouldn’t feel a whole lot better with his dad’s evil head jammed on to a spike.
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