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Introduction

 This
book outlines some of the narrative material [1] Danish director
Susanne Bier employed in five movies she made between 1999 and
2007. Four of them (The One And Only, 1999; Open Hearts, 2002;
Brothers, 2004; After The Wedding, 2006) were made in Denmark, the
last one (Things We Lost In The Fire, 2007) in the United
States.

The first part focuses on the structure, the
characters, the contextual and the thematic material of each film.
These five movies all stage a disruptive event that reshuffles the
life of their personages. A period of adaptation follows during
which relationships and goals are reappraised until a new
equilibrium is reached.

The personages whose life has been disrupted
experience a series of states that frame their transformation:
beginning with a sense of powerlessness that provokes a reaction of
rejection, they ultimately accept the situation imposed on them,
which leads, in some cases, to their liberation.

The contextual elements refer to Susanne
Bier’s use of material symbolism that gives furniture and kitchens,
but also animals, plants, and space a significant narrative
function. The broader geopolitical content of some of these movies
is also included here.

The last section summarizes some of the
thematic elements found in each film, such as the love constructs
caused by the reshuffling of the existing relationships, or the
significant position attributed to the paterfamilias.

The second part describes three overarching
thematic threads common to all five movies. The interactions at
play within these themes suggest the emergence of a transcended
purpose to the existing love relationships as a result of the
transformative processes instigated by the disruptive events. These
transcended purposes aim at preserving the patriarchal structure of
the family unit.


Providing these movies with a strong sense of unity and continuity,
these thematic threads strengthen and amplify the feeling of
‘narrative transportation’ [R1] instigated by this director’s
work.


Part One

The One And Only
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Original
title Den
eneste ene

Year 1999

Director Susanne Bier

Scenario Kim Fupz Aakeson, Susanne Bier

Actors Sidse Babett Knudse, Niels Olsen, Søs
Egelind, Paprika Steen, Rafael Edholm, Sofie Gråbøl, Vanessa
Gouri



The One And Only is a romantic comedy staging
two couples in parallel takes. As their trajectories cross, an
incident transforms their lives.


1. Structure TOAO

Exposition

Couple 1

Lizzie (Søs Egelind) and Niller (Niels Olsen)
want to adopt a child because they cannot have one of their own,
the sperm of Niller being worthless.

Couple 2

To protect her body from the marks of
pregnancy, Sus (Sidse Babett Knudsen) gives false indications to
her husband Sonny (Rafael Edholm) as when her fertile periods
are.

The tensions within the two couples are
apparent right from the start: Sonny blames Sus for not giving him
a child, and later for lying to him; Lizzie blames Niller for his
worthless sperm and for talking about kitchens all the time.

The secondary personages support the
parallelism between the two couples.
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Disruption

Two events change the life of the two
couples.

Couple 1

On the day her adopted child Mgala (Vanessa
Gouri) arrives, a car knocks Lizzie down. She dies on the spot.

Couple 2

Being at last pregnant, Sus discovers that
Sonny has an affair.

Adaptation

Couple 1

After her sister’s death, Mulle wants to take
her place, but Niller, who, in the meantime, has fallen in love
with Sus, rejects her. However, now on his own, he cannot adopt
Mgala, and a date is set for her return to Burkina Faso. He
nevertheless decides to keep her.

Couple 2

Sus throws Sonny out of her apartment and
decides to get an abortion.

At this stage, the two support characters
take a more active role: having marital problems, Knud (Lars
Kaalund) moves in with Niller while Sus asks Stella (Paprika Steen)
to come and sleep with her in the empty flat, Sonny having removed
his furniture.

During this intermediary phase, we have a
male household composed of Niller, Knud and Mgala, and a female one
with Sus, Stella, and the unborn baby.
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Resolution

Niller convinces Sus to marry him and to keep
her baby so as to form a family with him and Mgala. During the
wedding ceremony, a budding love relationship arises between Stella
and Knud, and even Mulle seems to find a suitable match.
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2. Characters’ narratives TOA

Niller

Powerlessness and dependency:

In the first part of the movie, Lizzie
dominates Niller and controls what he may say or do. His docility,
combined to his sterility, makes him weak and dependent.

Pivotal event

Lizzie’s death.

Rejection

After Lizzie’s death, Niller emerges out of
his state of dependence: by rejecting Mulle and deciding to keep
Mgala, he discards the limits imposed on him.

Acceptation and liberation

He decides to fight for what he wants and
succeeds in convincing Sus not to have an abortion and to form a
family with him, Mgala, and her baby.

A feminine identity conundrum


“You feel completely cut off from other people, you cannot refer
to anything because nothing has been described and properly named.
You are alone.” [R2]

The urge to be someone else typifies the
female characters: as a mark of their confused identity, Sus,
Stella, Mulle and Lizzie all change their name or that of
others.

Mulle

Right from her first appearance, Mulle walks
in the shadow of her sister and treats Niller as her husband. After
the death of Lizzie, she suddenly asks Niller to call her Merete.
She does not give any reason for that but corrects him every time
he forgets. At the same time, she calls him Niels.

Under the name Merete, Mulle is actively
involved in the lives of Niller and Mgala, openly expressing the
desire to form a family with them. Her new name reflects the new
function she wants to assume.

When Niller says that he has met another
woman, she immediately forbids him to call her Merete: by returning
to her old name, she marks her estrangement to him.

Sus

“I once took a test in a magazine… to
figure out which type I was. I was so afraid to be a type that
wouldn’t control its own life… So I cheated to get more
points,” confesses Sus as she lies on the abortion
table.

The first scene of the movie emphasizes
straight away the confusion regarding Sonny’s name: his name is
Andrea, but Sus calls him Sonny. Later, she explains that she had a
boyfriend named Sonny. Her next boyfriend was named Johnny, but the
first time they made love, she called him Sonny. Then, she met
Andrea. When they made love, she called him Sonny as well. It was
thus Sonny, Sonny, and Sonny, she says, laughing.

By giving the name of her first love to her
other lovers, Sus amalgamates all the men in her life: the latest
one, the one she married, is just another Sonny. Contrary to Mule
who changes names according to the relationship she envisions, Sus
endows all her lovers with the same role: whoever they are, they
all are the same person, the person that Sus projects on them.
Blinded by misconceptions and preconceived ideas, Sus has made of
Andrea, despite his beauty and his Italian charm, just another
Sonny.

Stella confirms this idea when she asks Sus
if she called Niller Sonny while they were making love, wondering
if Niller is just another Sonny or if he is ‘the one and only’.

Stella

The identity confusion that illustrates Sus’
inappropriate love quest is even more pronounced by Stella who is
not at all interested in men as individuals (the scene at the bar)
but who is completely obsessed with their names: she continually
tries to match theirs with hers. After having tested many different
combinations, she comes to the conclusion that there might be
something wrong with her own name.

Reduced masculinity

The weak masculine features endowed to the
male characters balance the uncertain identity definition of the
female personages.


Niller is sterile and is manipulated by Lizzie. Sonny-Andrea is
described as a mama’s boy and is attributed a name considered to be
a woman’s name in Denmark. While deriding the Danish stereotype of
the Latin lover,[2] Susanne Bear creates, at the same time, a
matching personage to the infertile Niller, denying a defining
aspect of masculinity to both men.

Characters’ interactions

The




3. Contextual narratives TOA

The household


Furniture



The kitchen




Geopolitical context


4. Thematic narratives TOA

Love constructs




The family unit
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Final distribution

Niller + Sus + Mgala + the baby
Kaud + Stela
Mulle + the priest
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