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Erkendelse 
og 

Formidling

Programme for this lecture

An introduction to the Danish film 
and television production culture

+ some film/media and cultural 
policy ideas from the Danish small 
nation perspective

+ case on discussions of diversity 
and gender as current focus point



Reading

Ib Bondebjerg (2016)

‘Regional and Global Dimensions of Danish Film 
Culture and Film Policy.’

In A Companion to Nordic Cinema (eds. Mette 
Hjort and Ursula Lindqvist), pp. 19-40.
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There’s a lot of literature out there on Nordic/Danish cinema
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And a lot of literature/theory on cinema & (small) nation
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Small nation cinemas (in Oxford Dictionary)

Cinemas of nations within that fall into one or 
more of the following categories:

1) having populations too small to sustain a 
domestic commercial industry

2) having a language which is not widely 
understood outside the country

3) having small domestic markets
4) having culturally, linguistically, or ethnically 

fragmented domestic markets
5) being former colonies
6) having their domestic exhibition 

dominated by Hollywood films.



Basic facts about Denmark (‘Kingdom of Denmark’)

• Small country (43,094 m2), 5.8 million people

• Official language: Danish (with Æ, Ø and Å J)

• Money: Krone.
• Capital: Copenhagen
• Head of state: Queen Margrethe II of 

Denmark
• Prime minister: Mette Frederiksen
• Part of the Scandinavian region (with Norway 

and Sweden) and the Nordic region (+ 
Finland and Iceland)
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The traditions of Danish cinema and some claims to fame

• Important player in the silent film era with a company such as Nordisk Film

• Prominent directors such as Carl Th. Dreyer and Lars von Trier

• The Dogma95 movement (that also included Thomas Vinterberg)

• Women filmmakers with international careers such as Lone Scherfig and 
Susanne Bier

• Long tradition for films for children and youth + strong docuentaries
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Carl Th. Dreyer - https://www.carlthdreyer.dk/en
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Watch some Danish trailers, films and series!

Some suggestions:

Classics by e.g. Carl Th. Dreyer of Lars von Trier

Susanne Bier, Lone Scherfig e.g. Italian for Beginners) and other women

Thomas Vinterberg: The Celebration, The Hunt, Another Round
Per Fly’s trilogy The Bench, The Inheritance, Manslaughter
Nicolas Winding Refn (e.g. the Pusher trilogy or Drive)
Also many good documentaries! E.g. Flugt/Flee
And much more!
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The current Danish film landscape – lots of info from the DFI
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Danish cinema anno 2021 in numbers
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A decline in daily television viewing
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But a strong public service television culture
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Film and cultural policy – basic principles

• The architect model: build a house or culture with rooms for all

• The arm’s length principle: to avoid economic/political interference and 
guarantee artistic freedom

• Independent film commissioners and councils making independent 
assessments

• But politically negotiated film acts and film agreements + public service 
remits setting the framework for the funding
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Bondebjerg’s chapter on Danish film culture and policy

Before 1987: DK cinema and film policy were not very internationally 
oriented, and apart from strategies for festival participation, the international 
policy was not very clearly profiled.

1987 as a change: Gabriel Axel won an Oscar for Babette’s Feast (Babettes
gæstebud, 1987) + Bille August won the Palme d’Or for Pelle the Conquerer
(Pelle Erobreren, 1987), followed by an Oscar in 1989. 

According to Bondebjerg, this led to greater internationalization in many 
different ways

Bondebjerg uses a company such as Zentropa as an example
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There is a long history of regulation

The first cinema law in Denmark, passed between 1933 and 1938

A combination of taxes and regulations installed to ensure cultural diversity 
and to preserve the national film culture 

The new cinema act of 1964

repealed the entertainment tax on films, accepted film as an important 
medium and art form in the context of modern culture, and, faced with the 
dramatic crisis of national film production after the rise of television, created 
a system with direct public support for film production.

Both artistic/cultural films and popular films need support in small nations
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The National Film School of Denmark since 1966
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Film studies at the University of Copenhagen since 1967

• Today a BA + MA + PhD 
programme in Film and Media 
Studies

• Focus on theory and analysis; 
limited teaching of practical 
skills

• Possibilities for exchange, but 
few international students
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The film act of 1972 – what is a national (Danish) film?

The 1972 film act established the Danish Film Institute as the central body for 
feature film support (with the Danish Film Museum and the National Film 
Board of Denmark [focusing on documentary films] as separate bodies)

The main purpose is to support film culture in Denmark

The definition of a Danish film is focused on national culture:

“According to this law, a Danish film is a film recorded in Danish and with a 
predominantly Danish artistic and technical crew” (§ 21, my translation). But 
in following sections of the act, the possibility of exceptions to this main rule 
is allowed, so that films with an international cast and co-financing can be 
accepted as Danish and thus receive public support.”
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The Element of Crime (Lars von Trier, 1984)

A major test of the more international 
understanding of Danish film and film culture 
came in 1984, when Lars von Trier’s first Cannes 
winner (Prix Technique), The Element of Crime, 
failed to receive any support, because it was an 
English- language film with an international cast 
and crew. 

First part of his trilogy with:
Epidemic (1987)
Europa (1991)
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Film act of 1982 – support for children’s film
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Read more at https://www.dfi.dk/en/english/danish-film-history/danish-film-history-1980-1989



Film act of 1989 – the 50/50 scheme (now the market scheme)

In the 1980s Danish became more or less reliant upon government support.

1982: Only 7 DK feature films released (sold fewer than 1m tickets together)

The so-called 50/50 scheme (later: 60/40 scheme/market scheme)

Established to support films “that were likely to have reasonable opportunity 
to attract larger audiences” with 50% financing if there was private capital 
behind the other 50%.
Usually 25% of the funding would be allocated for this purpose

= A two-stringed support system (art/cultural value + commerce/the 
mainstream,)
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The film Act of 1997

The Film Act of 1997 reorganized the DFI

The National Film Board (SFC) and the Danish Film Museum were absolved as 
independent institutions, but their functions were brought together under 
one roof at the Film Institute's Film House in Copenhagen.

And as Bondebjerg points out, a Danish film is now:
A film “of which the producer is Danish. Furthermore, the soundtrack of the 
film shall be in the Danish language, or the film shall have special artistic or 
technical features which contribute to the promotion of film art and film 
culture in Denmark.” 

18/05/2023 36



The case of Trier/Zentropa – who watches Danish films?!
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Bondebjerg concludes: Small nation, strong transnational profile

“The film and television culture in Denmark in general and in particular the 
films of Lars von Trier and Susanne Bier indicate that despite all the problems 
with being a very small nation in a more and more globalized world, a nation 
with a language spoken by no one else in the world, an open, transnational 
strategy can actually pay off."

“The present Danish success and transnational outlook are certainly not 
repeated in all European countries and in general the transnational 
distribution of European films remains overly weak. The digital future will 
offer technological solutions that can increase the speed with which 
transnational films and television distributions are accessed—but technology 
alone cannot do it. In the coming decades, European cultural policy is 
crucial.” = cliffhanger J

18/05/2023 38



The small nation framework as an important basis

• For understanding the following lectures and the particular production 
culture that marks the production of film, television and children’s content 
in Denmark

• For thinking about many other European or global production contexts 
and challenges

Now you know a bit about the cultural policy and funding framework. In the 
next lectures we will zoom in on production processes and practices as well 
as the content produced J
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On-going discussions are currently about e.g. diversity

And on Making the invisible visible... 

e.g. work by Tess Sophie Skadegård Thorsen

Several new books and reports

e.g. on the conditions for
creative work in general

+ women/minorities specifically
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Women in 
the International 
Film Industry

Edited by
Susan Liddy

Policy, Practice and Power



The numbers, the numbers, the numbers
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2016: Mission statement on a better gender balance in DK film

MÅLSÆTNING FOR EN BEDRE 
KØNSBALANCE I DANSK FILM
 
Det Danske Filminstitut skal overalt i sit virke ambitiøst og aktivt 
fremme mangfoldighed, herunder en større ligelighed af mænd  
og kvinder i dansk film, både foran og bag kameraet.

Bestykningen af dansk film skal på sigt afspejle det omkringliggende samfund, også  
når det gælder køn. Det skal blandt andet ske ved at tiltrække flere kvindelige ansøgere  
og derigennem skabe hårdere konkurrence om støttemidlerne. Hvis alle kvalificerede 
ansøgere når frem, vil det bidrage til at løfte kvaliteten i dansk film.

Det er vores ambition at opnå ligelighed mellem mænd og kvinder uden anvendelse af 
kvoter. Det skal ske gennem indsatser, der så vidt muligt forankres i samarbejder mellem 
branchen og DFI. 

Ambitionen realiseres gennem:

• et fast dialogforum med ledelserne fra branchens væsentligste  
organisationer

I dialogforum drøftes med faste mellemrum initiativer som f.eks. de mange forslag,  
der fremkom i de tre aktionsgruppers arbejde, herunder overvejelser om kvalitative  
analyser, mentorordninger, fælles branchecharter m.v. DFI bidrager til, at resultater  
af disse drøftelser offentliggøres, samt at der sikres en fortsat levende og åben debat,  
også om de refleksioner, der fører derhen. 

• at alle relevante fagkontorer på DFI indarbejder og prioriterer indsatser,  
der understøtter denne målsætning 

Det gælder f.eks. i kommunikation, hvor historier om kvinder i film prioriteres, det gælder  
i filmstøtte, hvor initiativer, der kan bidrage til at undgå ubevidste bias og derigennem  
øge antallet af kvindelige støttemodtagere, prioriteres, det gælder i festivalarbejdet, hvor 
der er skærpet fokus på den øjeblikkelige skævhed i repræsentationen af kvindelige 
kunstnere, og det gælder DFI’s egne invitationer til paneler, debatter, udvalg m.v., hvor 
ligelighed i kønsmæssig repræsentation også tilstræbes. Indsatserne integreres i mål  
og årlige strategiplaner.

• at monitorere data om køn, og publicere disse i årlige redegørelser 

Hensigten er at tilvejebringe relevante og verificerbare data nationalt og internationalt. 
Dette kan alene ske gennem samarbejde med branchens centrale organisationer og  
med den forudsætning, at de stiller data til rådighed for at øge det fælles vidensniveau.  
Det bør indgå, at branchen gennem frivillige ordninger og selv-deklarering påtager sig  
et forpligtende medansvar. Der afsættes midler til at belyse årsagssammenhænge  
mellem data i kvalitative analyser.

Indsatsen evalueres og gentænkes årligt.
København 16. december 2016

iafed
 P

The ambitions are to be realized through:

• A steady dialogue forum with management 
from the prominent industry organizations

• By all relevant parts of DFI working with 
and prioritizing initiatives that support this 
mission statement

• By monitoring data about gender and 
publishing these in annual accounts
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No quotas, but three concrete ‘soft measures’

• a voluntary ‘diversity declaration’ (selvangivelse) when applying for funding, 
outlining the gender balance in the cast and crew (this became obligatory 
from 2020)

• a study of the barriers encountered by directors after graduation from the 
Danish Film School when trying to break into the industry (this later led to 
obligatory workshops for commissioners on how to avoid unconscious bias) 

• Organization of events on the way audiences experience gender imbalance 
in Danish film and TV (e.g. ManusFestet) 
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Some Danish numbers are slowly getting better
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2022 was the first year ever with an equal 
amount of female and male directors receiving 
support from the commissioner scheme
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International numbers from the US Writers Guild 2022
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Some recent changes in the 2020s

Focus on three main developments:

• New educational opportunities and 
institutional focus on diversity

• More players looking for a more 
diverse slate of particularly TV series

• More inspiring and vocal women in 
front of and behind the screen
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1. Educational opportunities and institutional focus on diversity
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Several new training/educational initiatives in the 2020s

Focusing on writing for e.g.:

Children and young audiences across media
DR Ultra
Netflix
And many different workshops

= More ways to enter the industry

+ DFI focus on diversity



2. More players looking for a more diverse slate

The 2020s has seen a wide variety of film and series by women writers

From Christmas calendars or web series to SVOD series
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Jenny Lund Madsen Rikke Louise Schjødt & Mie Skjoldemose  Amalie Næsby Fick et al.    Dunja Gry Jensen



DR: Ulven kommer (2020) and Carmen Curlers (2022)
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Maja Jul Larsen Mette Heeno



3. More inspiring women in front of and behind the screen

A move away from a reluctancy to discuss gender

+ the argument that a few exceptions (like Susanne 
Bier and Lone Scherfig) prove that everything is fine

Hjort: Many practitioners find that ‘far from fuelling a 
movement towards greater equity, Bier’s success had 
served to create the impression that policy-style 
interventions are unnecessary’ (2018: 139). vs. 2022
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Established directors becoming more vocal
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Women writers/directors winning prizes and talking about gender
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Maren Louise Käehne & May el-Toukhy   Charlotte Sieling, Maya Ilsøe, Jesper Fink.     Malou Reyman, Käehne & Rune Schjøtt



And new women screenwriters in the talent pipeline...
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But there are recurring challenges...

Focus on three recurring challenges:

• Pigeonholing, e.g. can women write genre films?!

• Work/life balance

• Women as collaborators or competitors?
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1. Pigeonholing, e.g. about women and genre films

Study by the Danish Writers Guild 2016: 
Women are best at writing emotions

WCoS 2022:

Women still can’t write action or sci-fi

Research on pigeonholing

(e.g. study by Johnson and Peirse 2021)
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2. Work/life balance

• Raising Films in the UK

• General discontent with working conditions

• Online writers rooms during the pandemic

18/05/2023 61



3. Women as collaborators or competitors?

• Teaming up in WIFT

• Solidarity in #MeToo/Times Up cases

• But also competitors

(as described by Jenny Lund Madsen)
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Tomorrow:

Session 3: Danish film and television production in the 2000s

Reading: Redvall, Eva N. 2013: ‘Television Writing and the Screen Idea System.’ In 
Writing and Producing Television Drama in Denmark: From The Kingdom to The 
Killing, pp. 20-36.

Session 4: Forbrydelsen/The Killing, Nordic Noir and crime dramas that travel

Reading: Waade, Anne Marit, Redvall, Eva N. and Pia Majbritt Jensen (2020): 
’Transnational Television Drama: Lessons Learned from Danish Drama.’ In Danish 
Television Drama: Global Lessons from a Small Nation, pp. 1-22.
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Eva Novrup Redvall

Associate Professor in Film and Media Studies
Head of Section for Film Studies and Creative 
Media Industries, Dept. of Communication

Thank you!
See you tomorrow J


