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Prologue: The Shock

There are times watching a movie that you can’t believe what you are seeing on the screen: you can’t believe that an actor would push a performance so far, that a director would take such a risk. This can’t go on, you fear, dreading and hoping it will, if you have time to think about it at all. Something will snap; the tension will collapse like a stage set to reveal the bare backstage walls behind the art.

I felt that way the first time I saw the final scene of Lars von Trier’s The Idiots. A drab, bourgeois house is filled with the intensity of silence. The quiet centre of the film, Karen, the woman with a terrible secret who has spent two weeks as the bemused and gradually seduced outsider in a commune of young upper-class Danes out to shock society by pretending to be idiots, to ‘spass’, has gone home. She wants to prove the therapeutic, not to say moral, rightness of the crackpot theories of the increasingly deranged group leader, Stoffer – that something good will come of ‘spassing’ in front of those closest to you.

What follows proceeds with the inexorability of a Greek tragedy, except that Karen’s final act of transgression seems in retrospect like a triumph. You watch the screen like you’d watch a snake, fearful that it will strike at you. How far will, or can, Karen – or the actress playing her, Bodil Jørgensen, or von Trier himself, the writer and director and cameraman behind this unbearable intensity – push things?

It’s as if the whole impassioned, comical, serious, provocative, influential essence of the Dogma 95 manifesto had been invented for this scene. It sweeps up the viewer (it swept me up), it rewards continuous reviewings, it validates an aesthetic, it makes one fearful how any actor could be so emotionally exposed and how any director could surgically peel back her and our normal human defences to reveal such agonised depths. And it gives a powerful sense of how von Trier’s enormous talents and sometimes scary methodology might be turned to projects that stretch far beyond Dogma intimacy.

Von Trier was the instigator of the Dogma ‘brotherhood’ and has said that no director should make more than one strictly Dogma film. With a couple of minor skirtings of Dogma strictures, The Idiots is his one Dogma film. It is the least known among his mature films: this is a movie in Danish, cast at least in part with unknowns even in that country and with ample nudity, erections and a ‘penetration shot’. Not just because of the sex but because of the roughness and tastelessness, it is also his most controversial film, which is saying something in a career filled with controversy, his weirdest and – it seems still despite the enthusiasm that any project arouses at the moment of creation – his favourite.

It is also about the most documented film in cinematic history, at least if you know Danish and Swedish (which I don’t) and French (which I do). Thankfully von Trier hasn’t followed through on his promise/threat to release every take (130 hours worth in this case) on the internet, so that anyone with a computer could make their own cut; copyright reasons are the problem, he says.

Aside from a fair number of interviews and press conferences and several books with sections on the film, The Idiots has also been memorialised in Jesper Jergil’s documentary from the innermost inside, The Humiliated (1998), which follows the making of the film with subtitled voiceovers by von Trier reading from a journal he recorded nearly every night during the six-week shoot and subsequent post-production. And in a book, first in Danish and then translated into French, containing an edited but still far more complete version of the Idiots journal, 72 densely printed pages in the French version, plus von Trier’s original screenplay, which despite considerable improvisation during the shoot wound up pretty close to the finished film. True to the quick and simple Dogma spirit, he proudly claims he wrote it in four days. But he later conceded that the writing had been the result of a couple of years of cogitation.
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Von Trier directing the pool scenes



But what do we really know about von Trier and this film after digesting all this verbiage? At one point in his journal, he wearily complains of ‘a day filled with words, words and words, and eventually demolished by words’. It can be said that The Idiots, von Trier’s ugly duckling that posterity seems to be recognising as a swan, is a movie about movies, a movie about acting, a movie about life, a movie about provocation and morality, a movie about sexuality and compassion, a movie about the Dogma ‘brotherhood’, and a step along the way to something entirely different in von Trier’s overflowing artistic imagination: the use of Dogma chastity to explore the sensual excesses of first the musical (Dancer in the Dark) and now Wagner’s four-opera Ring cycle, which he will direct at the Wagner shrine at Bayreuth in Bavaria starting in 2006.

Although before that there is Dogville, his first movie with Hollywood stars, and then two sequels to that film, the first called Mandalay. Up to now, von Trier has worked in trilogies, but at first, before the idea of a Kidman–Dogville trilogy sprang into his brain, he allowed that Dogville could be considered part of the same grouping as Breaking the Waves (1996), The Idiots (1998) and Dancer in the Dark (2000). Which would have made a tetralogy, but that would have been OK: von Trier likes tetralogies, too, given his forthcoming assault on Wagner’s Ring. But now, with Kidman aboard, it’s back to trilogies.

Whatever, von Trier is typically full of energy and ambition, painting his canvases on bigger and bigger screens. He is no longer just Denmark’s; he is the world’s. And one could argue that this leap into world prominence, in film and beyond, had its roots not just in his student days and earlier work, but in Dogma and his little Danish Dogma film, The Idiots. Dogma was a manifesto that levelled the ground in preparation for the construction of new and grander edifices. The Idiots is a film with a quirky subject and a troubled process of creation that reaches down into unforeseen depths of emotion and catharsis, yet points the way forward beyond itself.


1 The Idiots

After the Dogma certificate and a crudely drawn title, The Idiots begins with a sad-looking woman, pretty but plain – her name, we soon discover, is Karen – at a carnival sideshow. The barker, spinning a wheel in some kind of game of chance, says, ‘The tension mounts, hits the roof and falls to earth with a bang’ (all dialogue citations from the English subtitles).

Then suddenly she is riding, still alone, in a horse-drawn carriage through a Copenhagen park, her face a dazed blank, the gentle clip-clopping far from the racket of the sideshow, accompanied by a sad tune on a melodica. (Mostly there is no background music except for found sound; this tune, which recurs sparingly, is all there is.) Then, abruptly, she’s asking about the prawns at a proper middle-class restaurant.

Already, in these first 32 seconds, we know that this will be an austere, determinedly rough movie. Von Trier was his own cameraman, 90 per cent of the time, shooting hand-held video. From an American perspective, a lot of low-budget European movies look technically raw, and Dogma just pushes that extreme further. They concentrate on closeups and conversation rather than polished craft, let alone slick spectacle. Von Trier’s own earlier films had often self-consciously experimented with colour and atmosphere (see The Element of Crime, with its persistent beige). No such danger here – no danger of one’s attention being distracted by filmic virtuosity from character and dialogue, ideas and emotion.

At the restaurant, it turns out Karen hasn’t enough money for more than a simple salad. The waiter, outwardly solicitous, asks if she can afford mineral water, or would prefer water ‘from the tap’. She chooses the mineral water. The cut to her sitting bemusedly at her table, toying with her water, is again almost brutal in its abruptness, the sound from the previous shot chopped off.

Her attention is drawn to a nearby table, at which sits an angularly handsome blond man (Stoffer, short for Kristoffer) drinking orange juice and a pretty young woman (Susanne); all seems normal. Karen’s salad arrives. Then things begin to go off the rails, in terms of the hushed politesse expected at a restaurant like this at Sunday brunch. Susanne tries to spoon-feed Stoffer a bite of something; he twists his head back, crying ‘No’ with a mixture of anger and fear. A bearded man at their table (Henrik) is fumbling to figure out how to eat his food, with little success. Karen watches all this.

Stoffer pushes Susanne away, knocking crockery off the table, which breaks. He stands up, Susanne trying to make him pick up his mess. Stoffer wanders about the restaurant, using people’s napkins and saying ‘Hi’ to everyone, to their evident consternation. The bearded man starts crying, and Susanne comforts him. When Stoffer reaches Karen’s table and says ‘Hi’ to her, she responds with a ‘Hi’ of her own, hushed with tenderness, her face a timid but radiant smile.

The waiter is becoming concerned, ‘for the other diners’. Henrik wanders out and is led back by Susanne. Stoffer grows louder and Susanne capitulates, trying to get him to go without too big a scene. He shouts ‘No’. Suddenly he is clutching Karen’s hand. She agrees to go outside with him, presumably to facilitate his acquiescence.

Outside, the ‘Klaus’ whom Susanne has mentioned is about to come and get them turns out to be a plain old taxi. The two men get in the back, Stoffer still holding Karen’s hand. Susanne loses her temper, but then we’re in the taxi and it’s moving and Karen is sitting next to Stoffer, still holding hands with him. The hand-held camera, shot from the front passenger seat, is as jerky as the ride; the lighting is natural to the point of obfuscation, the two men’s faces deep in shadow.

We cut to a reverse shot from the rear of Susanne in the front; she’s angry and tired of the antics in the restaurant. The two men look at each other with idiot blankness and then burst out laughing. Karen shrinks in her seat, no longer holding Stoffer’s hand. Stoffer apologises to Susanne but says what else were they to do? The dinner would have cost them a fortune. The taxi driver, assured that they do have the money for the fare, drives on towards the suburbs. Susanne slaps Stoffer’s knee affectionately, and they all laugh. So what we
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