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INTRODUCTION: WHAT DARKNESS PRODUCES

Scandinavia has a specific relationship with darkness. Not metaphorical darkness, though the metaphorical darkness is also present and will be addressed shortly — literal darkness, the kind produced by geography, the kind that arrives in November and stays until March and that the people who live in it have developed specific cultural responses to. Some of those responses are architectural. Some are pharmaceutical. Some are cinematographic.

Danish cinema discovered in the late 1960s that the combination of the country's relative liberalism, the international market's appetite for Scandinavian permissiveness, and the low production costs available to a small national industry could produce films that played in 3000 American theaters. The Swedish film industry made the same discovery simultaneously and more loudly. The result was a decade of Scandinavian sexploitation that was simultaneously the most internationally visible Scandinavian cinema had ever been and the least artistically ambitious. The films were good business. They were made by people who understood what they were doing commercially even when they were doing it in a fog of creative ambivalence.

Norway produced, in the same period, Flaklypa Grand Prix — a stop-motion animated film about a village inventor who builds a racing car — that is still the highest-grossing Norwegian film of all time when adjusted for population. It has nothing to do with sexploitation. It is a children's film. It is technically extraordinary and nationally beloved and internationally invisible, which is the condition of most Norwegian cultural production before the twenty-first century.

The twenty-first century changed things. The Norwegian horror wave — Villmark, Cold Prey, Dead Snow, Trollhunter — produced a body of genre work that was internationally distributed and internationally received, that used the Norwegian landscape as a horror resource in the way that only people who live in it can use it. The landscape in Norwegian horror is not backdrop. It is the film's primary antagonist. The mountain, the forest, the fjord: these are things that kill people in Norway before the monsters arrive, and the monsters understand this and use the landscape accordingly.

Denmark, in the same period, produced Nicolas Winding Refn, Anders Thomas Jensen, Lars von Trier's haunted hospital series, and a tradition of extremely violent crime comedy that the rest of the world is still processing. Sweden produced Frostbiten and a vampire tradition that had been dormant since the 1970s.

This volume covers twenty films across three countries and five decades. They range from a giant flying reptile in 1961 to a government troll hunter in 2010. The darkness produced all of them. The darkness was productive.
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CHAPTER 1: REPTILICUS (1961)
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The Only Danish Giant Monster Film Ever Made

TAGLINE: "It flies in the Danish version. The Americans removed the flying. The Americans were wrong." (the flying was removed because it was unrealistic, which is an interesting position to take about a giant regenerating prehistoric reptile)

[image: ]

Reptilicus is the only Danish giant monster film ever made. This is not because Denmark lacked the imagination for giant monster films — it is because Reptilicus was made and Denmark concluded that the category had been adequately covered. The film was a co-production between the Danish Saga Studio and the American International Pictures, resulting in two simultaneous versions shot with the same sets but different directors: Sidney Pink directed the American version, and the same footage was used for the Danish version with additional flying sequences that AIP removed for the American release on the grounds that the flying was unconvincing. The flying is unconvincing. So is the rest of the film. The flying should have stayed.

THE PLOT (it regenerates, it flies, it secretes acid)

A drilling operation in the Lapland permafrost uncovers a frozen prehistoric reptile tail. The tail is transported to Copenhagen, where scientists at the Danish Aquarium thaw it. The tail regenerates into a full Reptilicus, because this is how prehistoric reptile tails work in 1961 monster films. Reptilicus escapes into the Danish countryside and then into Copenhagen itself, destroying what the budget will allow to be destroyed.

The military responds with standard giant monster military responses: tanks, artillery, jets. The standard responses are insufficient, because this is also how giant monster films work. A scientist devises a non-standard response involving tranquilizers delivered via bazooka shell. The non-standard response works. Reptilicus is subdued and returned to the aquarium.

The film ends with a shot of the aquarium's waters, in which a small piece of Reptilicus is visible regenerating on the tank floor. The sequel this ending implies was never made. Denmark considered the genre complete.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

The production was genuinely international in the way that low-budget American monster films of the period sometimes became: AIP provided the financing and the distribution infrastructure, Saga Studio provided the Copenhagen locations and the Danish cast, and Sidney Pink provided the direction of both versions simultaneously. Pink's previous directorial credit was Angry Red Planet, which had used a red-tinted cinematographic process to make Mars look alien. Reptilicus did not use a red-tinted process. Copenhagen looks like Copenhagen.

The Reptilicus puppet — a marionette operated above miniature sets — was the production's central technical challenge and its most discussed limitation. The puppet is visible as a puppet. The miniature sets are visible as miniature sets. AIP's decision to remove the flying sequences was motivated by the footage of the puppet flying being even more visibly a puppet flying, which is the correct aesthetic judgment even though it deprived the Danish audience of their definitive monster.

The film was released in Denmark first, where it was a modest commercial success, and in the United States subsequently, where it performed adequately as a drive-in attraction. Neither market generated the sequel the ending proposed.

WTF MOMENTS

	The flying in the Danish cut. Reptilicus, a giant prehistoric reptile of considerable mass, develops the ability to fly at some point in the film and uses this ability during the attack on Copenhagen sequence. The flying was removed from the American version because it was unconvincing. In context — a film in which a marionette reptile is destroying miniature Danish street furniture — the flying's unconvincingness is not qualitatively different from the rest of the production's unconvincingness. The removal was an aesthetic judgment that did not improve the film.

	Reptilicus secretes a green acid slime that it sprays at targets. This ability is demonstrated with practical effects that are less sophisticated than the miniature work that precedes them. The acid slime is significant enough to be mentioned in the Danish military's tactical briefings about the creature. The briefing refers to the acid slime with the matter-of-fact specificity of people who have accepted that they are dealing with a creature that secretes acid slime and have moved on.

	Copenhagen is depicted as a city of considerable cultural and architectural significance, and the film's miniature version of Copenhagen is built with an attention to specific landmarks that gives the destruction sequences a specificity unusual in giant monster films of the period. Reptilicus destroys recognizable Copenhagen rather than generic city. This is either Danish pride or the production's access to Danish reference photographs.

	The aquarium setting — the Danish Aquarium, which is the scientific institution responsible for the catastrophe — is used as both the film's scientific headquarters and its final location, with the scientists who thawed the tail now studying how to refreeze it. The institutional responsibility for the disaster is not formally acknowledged. The scientists continue to work in the institution that caused everything.

	The tranquilizer bazooka shell that resolves the plot is the film's most creative piece of military problem-solving, and the solution's specificity — not a conventional weapon, not a scientific detonation, but a tranquilizer delivered via an existing weapons platform — gives the resolution a plausibility that the rest of the film's science does not support. Someone thought carefully about this and it is the film's best-thought-about element.


THE "REPTILICUS" DRINKING GAME

	Drink every time Reptilicus does something that a frozen prehistoric tail could not logically produce.

	Drink when a miniature Copenhagen landmark is destroyed and you recognize what it is.

	Drink every time the acid slime appears and the briefing's matter-of-fact tone is applied to it.

	Drink when the marionette is visible as a marionette in a way the camera did not intend.

	Drink when an institutional decision is made that increases the scale of the disaster.

	Finish your drink on the final shot of the regenerating tail piece and acknowledge that the sequel was never made.


AWARDS WE'RE GIVING IT

	Only Danish Giant Monster Film: Reptilicus, uncontested and likely permanent.

	Best Flying Sequence Removed for Being Unconvincing in a Film Where Everything Is Unconvincing.

	Most Specific Miniature City Destruction in Northern European Monster Cinema: recognizable Copenhagen.

	The Tranquilizer Bazooka Shell Award for Most Carefully Thought-Out Resolution in an Otherwise Unconsidered Film.

	Best Sequel Setup That Was Never Followed Up: the regenerating tail piece, still there.


* * *
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CHAPTER 2: JAG AR NYFIKEN GUL (1967)
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The Swedish Film That the US Customs Seized

TAGLINE: "It is a political film. It is also a sex film. The United States had strong opinions about both." (invented — the US had stronger opinions about the second half of that sentence)

[image: ]

Vilgot Sjoman directed Jag ar nyfiken gul — I Am Curious Yellow — in 1967, and when Grove Press tried to import prints for US distribution in 1968, US Customs seized them on grounds of obscenity. Grove Press — the publishers who had fought legal battles for Lady Chatterley's Lover and Tropic of Cancer and who understood the procedure of fighting obscenity cases — took the case to the Second Circuit Court of Appeals. The court ruled three to two that the film was not obscene. The film was released. It played in over three thousand American theaters. It earned approximately twenty million dollars in the United States. It is simultaneously one of the most politically serious and sexually explicit Swedish films of its decade, and the combination was the specific combination that the United States was not prepared for.

THE PLOT (political inquiry and explicit content, simultaneously)

Lena is a young Swedish woman who is conducting sociological research into Swedish society: interviewing people about class, about the Vietnam War, about Sweden's relationship with its own stated values of equality and nonviolence. She carries a notebook. She asks questions. The people she interviews answer with the candor or the evasion that the question and the interviewer's specific approach produce.

Sjoman structures the film with a metafictional layer: Lena is played by Lena Nyman, and the film is being made by Vilgot Sjoman, who appears in the film as himself directing the film the audience is watching. The layer allows the film to interrogate its own construction — to ask what a film about political inquiry is, what it reveals about its maker, what the relationship between the filmmaker and the subject is.

The explicit content is integrated with the political content rather than separated from it: Lena's sexual relationships are part of her investigation of Swedish society, of the gap between what Swedes say they believe about equality and freedom and what those values mean in practice. The sex is not incidental. It is the film's most direct examination of the personal as political, seven years before American feminism made that phrase famous.

The companion film, Jag ar nyfiken bla — I Am Curious Blue — was shot simultaneously with the same crew and cast. The two films together constitute Sjoman's complete investigation. The Blue film was less internationally distributed and is less internationally known, possibly because Blue was the color of the Swedish flag and the political content was more directly focused on Swedish institutions.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

Sjoman was an established Swedish director who had worked with Ingmar Bergman as an assistant and who brought to I Am Curious Yellow the formal intelligence of someone trained in Swedish art cinema applied to a project that was also exploitation in the international commercial sense. The combination was



	The metafictional layer — Sjoman directing the film within the film, Nyman playing a character named Lena while being Lena Nyman — is used not as postmodern game-playing but as political analysis. The filmmaker's power over the subject is part of what the film is examining. Sjoman asks Nyman questions about the film that reveal the nature of the filmmaker-subject relationship. The examination is the film's most uncomfortable content and not the content that US Customs was focused on.

	The political interviews — Lena approaching strangers and public figures with her notebook, asking about class and equality and the Vietnam War — were conducted with real people who did not know they were being filmed for a feature. The candor of the responses, and the evasions, are documentary content inside a fiction film. Sweden's relationship to its own stated values is documented in the gap between what the interview subjects say they believe and what their specific answers reveal.

	Martin Luther King Jr. appears in the film. Sjoman had footage of King's 1966 visit to Sweden and integrated it into Lena's investigation of nonviolence. King's presence in a Swedish sexploitation film is the most unexpected content in the film and the least discussed.

	The Swedish class system — officially denied in a society that understood itself as classless — is the film's most consistent political subject. Lena's investigation of class produces answers from Swedes who believe class does not exist in Sweden and whose answers demonstrate that it does. The gap between the official self-understanding and the observed reality is the film's political argument, and the explicit content is its most provocative illustration of the same gap.

	The three-to-two appeals court decision — that the film was not obscene — was the legal mechanism by which the film reached American theaters. The two dissenting judges wrote that it was obscene. The three majority judges wrote that it was not. Twenty million dollars in American box office receipts was the audience's subsequent vote. The vote was not about obscenity. It was about curiosity.



	Drink every time the metafictional layer reveals something about the filmmaker-subject relationship that is more uncomfortable than the explicit content.

	Drink when an interview subject's answer reveals the gap between Sweden's official self-understanding and their observed behavior.

	Drink when the political content and the explicit content are the same content in the same scene.

	Drink when Sjoman appears in his own film as the director of the film you are watching.

	Drink when the film examines something that US Customs was not focused on and that is more disturbing than what US Customs was focused on.

	Finish your drink when Martin Luther King appears in a Swedish sexploitation film and accept the combination.



	Best Legal Decision Enabling Exploitation Film Distribution: the Second Circuit's three-to-two ruling.

	Most Honest Political Film That Was Also a Sex Film: I Am Curious Yellow, for integrating rather than separating.

	Best Documentary Content Inside a Fiction Film: the real Swedish interview subjects and their real answers.

	The Martin Luther King Unexpected Appearance Award.

	Most Productive Obscenity Seizure: twenty million US dollars in subsequent box office receipts.
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