
The Cultural Project of European 
Cinematographic Co-productions
The concept of a supranational Europe was 
generated in the aftermath of WWII with 
the primary intention of avoiding any future 
European war.  Composed of six original 
member states, the European Economic 
Community (EEC), was established in 1957; 
known as the “Common Market,” it was 
rooted in a collective desire to mutually boost 
the economic conditions of its member states. 
The EEC was eventually recast as the Euro-
pean Union, and solidifi ed by the Maastricht 
Treaty in December 1991: the conceptual idea 
would lay in the partial transfer of individual 
national sovereignty to supranational orga-
nizations, including a European Parliament, 
Court of Justice, and Commission, located 
respectively in Strasbourg, Luxembourg, and 
Brussels.1 Because of the mutated historical 
circumstances, the concept of a supranational 
European Union began to appeal to countries 
other than the original six states, specifi cally 
those countries that once comprised the for-
mer Soviet Union.  The criteria for inclusion 
into the European Union would become a cen-
tral issue when establishing the characteristics 
that would defi ne Europe as a supranational 
body in the post-Cold War years.     

A unifi ed Europe would need to promote a 
pan-European identity, a new consciousness, 
in order to help the transition of national 
sovereignty from member states to a supra-

national level.2 To this purpose, the EU and 
the Council of Europe started to adopt several 
strategies to promote the idea of a European 
culture that could transcend the borders of 
specifi c nation-states and instill the sense of a 
common belonging.  In terms of audio-visual 
culture, the EU’s MEDIA program and the 
COE’s EURIMAGES fund were especially 
designed to facilitate and subsidize European 
co-productions.  The Council of Europe’s Eu-
ropean Convention on Cinematic Co-productions 
Treaty, introduced on October 2, 1992, explic-
itly laid out the objectives of co-produced 
films, whose main goal was to “achieve a 
greater unity between its members in order, 
in particular, to safeguard and promote the 
ideals and principles which form their com-
mon heritage”3.  Central to the criteria for 
receiving co-production funding was that 
the fi lm would “help to promote a European 
identity.”4  However, the treaty also stresses 
the necessity to avoid the production of what 
have commonly been referred to as “Europud-
dings,”5 the generally undesirable products of 
co-productions that lack a unifi ed artistic co-
herence and are solely based on the sharing of 
artistic and technical control proportional to 
the fi nancial contributions of the co-produc-
ers.  As Angus Finney discusses: 

At the crux of the equation is the issue of cultural 
specifi city and creative integrity: how can these 
tenets be upheld when placed next to a project’s 
fi nancing demands and various partners’ needs?  
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Too often the strength and vision of a project 
are forced to give way to wider compromises 
designed to suit the needs of different partners.6

Because the criteria for achieving official 
co-production status by the MEDIA and 
EURIMAGES programs include a detailed 
checklist of participation percentages and con-
tent requirements, the ability to retain national 
specifi city may be compromised.  Finney ar-
gues for the adoption of a co-fi nancing model 
over that of the co-production, the creation of 
a “stronger internal European market aimed 
at breaking down some of the national frag-
mentation” caused by imbalances in domestic 
economies, and the ability for smaller states 
to subsidize and produce their own cinemas. 7   
As of 2003, the cultural project put forth by the 
Co-Production Treaty has been subscribed to 
by countries other than those forming the Eu-
ropean Union, primarily Eastern and Central 
European states.  The opportunity to receive 
pan-European funding to produce regionally 
specifi c fi lms which refl ect a national identity, 
and which are shot in their own languages, 
has allowed regions to express themselves 
through a medium that had hitherto been 
too expensive for domestic production.  Spe-
cifi cally, the co-production and co-fi nancing 
models help weaker domestic industries 
to produce films in the wake of dissolving 
national subsidy systems.  Unlike the commu-
nist fi lm industries of the Cold War, wherein 

the state would fully subsidize domestic pro-
duction as well as provide distribution outlets 
throughout the Soviet Union and its satellites, 
many post-communist countries in Eastern 
and Central Europe are no longer able to sup-
port their domestic cinemas. 

The idea of a European identity as founded 
upon Western ideals was put into crisis with 
the collapse of the Soviet Bloc.  Once defi ned 
as “the other Europe,” outside the borders 
of Europe—where Europe was equated with 
Western Europe—ex-communist and ex-So-
viet states are now eligible for inclusion into 
the European Union, and as such are causing 
Europe to redefine its identity. After 1989, 
the divide between Western Europe and the 
Central/Eastern European “other” no longer 
functioned as a delineator of that which con-
stitutes European identity.  The inclusion of 
countries once considered to be “other,” for 
example the Czech Republic, has left Europe 
seemingly without an “other” against which 
to project its own identity. A shifting Euro-
pean identity is at the core of the cinematic 
co-productions that are intended to promote 
a unified Europe.  In this new context, the 
multi-lateral European co-production Dancer 
in the Dark (2000), directed by the Danish-born 
Lars Von Trier, offers valuable insight as to 
how European cinema may work to redefi ne 
a supranational European identity, as well 
as indicate the potential direction of contem-
porary European cinema.

Selma among the steel factory workers in Dancer in the Dark (Lars von Trier, 2000)
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Dancer in the Dark, a multi-lateral co-
production
At the time of its production, Dancer in the 
Dark was the most expensive Scandinavian 
fi lm ever made.  Budgeted roughly at around 
$12.8 million dollars (DKR99m)8, the fi lm was 
fi nanced by the Danish production company 
Zentropa, the studio founded by Lars Von 
Trier and Peter Aalbaek Jensen in 1991.  The 
fi lm was co-produced by more than two pro-
duction companies, making it a multi-lateral 
co-production, including funding from Trust 
Film (Sweden), Filminvest (Sweden), Libera-
tor (France), France 3 Cinema, Icelandic Film 
Corporation, Blind Spot Pictures (Finland), 
Pain Unlimited GMBH Filmproduktion 
(Germany), What Else? (Netherlands), and  
Cinematograph (Norway).  Additionally, the 
fi lm received support from national subsidy 
programs, such as the Danish, Swedish, and 
Norwegian Film Institutes, the Icelandic Film 
Fund, and the Finnish Film Foundation.  To 
complete funding, the producers also re-
ceived grants from EURIMAGES and the 
MEDIA programs, for which a special credit 
was included at the end of the fi lm to exhibit 
the fi nal seal of approval from the European 
Union.  The funding for the fi lm highlights 
the willingness of a regional sector of Europe, 
in this case Scandinavia, to collaborate in the 
interests of pan-European filmmaking.  It 
also exemplifies how European producers 
are targeting both the new internal European 
market, given the relatively small domestic 
market available to Scandinavian films, as 
well as a wider, international circulation.

Dancer in the Dark is the story of Selma, a 
Czech immigrant, who has moved to the Unit-
ed States, in order to earn a better living as a 
factory worker. She  works overtime in order 
to save enough money to pay for an operation 
that her son Gene requires  by his thirteenth 
birthday. Without the operation, Gene will 
become blind by his early thirties (the genetic 
defect was passed from his mother); in the 
meanwhile his mother is going blind from 
working at the factory.  Selma’s landlord 
and neighbor, a policeman named Bill, has 
squandered his inheritance spoiling his wife 

Linda with expensive gifts.  After learning of 
Selma’s savings and increasing blindness, Bill 
steals the money Selma has saved for Gene’s 
operation.  In an attempt to recover the money 
from Bill, Selma winds up shooting him when 
he threatens her with his gun.  Unwilling to 
break a promise once made to Bill that she 
would never reveal his destitution—and thus 
disclose the motive behind the perceived 
robbery and murder—Selma is tried and sen-
tenced to death by hanging.  

The fi lm is set somewhere in Washington 
State, in 1964.  This is a provocative choice, 
considering that the writer/director has never 
been to America, nor was the fi lm  shot there 
save for precious few exterior establishing 
shots, that could just as easily be mistaken 
for the Swedish countryside that the rest of 
the fi lm was actually shot in.  According to 
his own personal statement released with the 
press kit for the fi lm upon its U.S. release, Von 
Trier admits that: 

Dancer in the Dark is set in America because that’s 
where musicals come from, but also because 
it’s a place I’ve never been to and will prob-
ably never visit because I don’t go on airplanes.  
It’s kind of a mythological country for me.  We 
shot in Sweden and places that could look like 
America, and that may be more interesting than 
actually going to America.  I’m always reminded 
of Kafka’s Amerika.  He had never been there 
and in the fi rst pages of the novel, when he sails 
into the harbor of New York, he describes the 
Statue of Liberty carrying a big sword…I always 
thought that was quite poetic.” 9

That the film is set in the United States 
helps to justify the fact that the fi lm was shot 
in English, despite Article 14 of the co-produc-
tion treaty, which explains that:

With regard to the language of the original 
version, it is obvious that the spirit of the Con-
vention, whose aim is to promote the emergence 
of co-productions refl ecting European identity, 
which depends on the expression of an authentic 
national identity, is clearly in favor of the use of 
the language culturally suited to the work.10

The casting of the film speaks of how 
Dancer in the Dark refl ects the contemporary 
reorganization of Europe.  Björk, an Icelan-
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dic pop-music singer/songwriter, making 
her feature film debut, portrays Selma, a 
Czech immigrant.  French actress Catherine 
Deneuve plays as Selma’s best friend and co-
worker, Kathy.  Swedish actor Peter Stormare 
is cast as Selma’s would-be suitor, Jeff.  Other 
recognizable European actors play signifi cant 
supporting roles, including Swedish actor 
Stellan Skarsgård as Selma’s optician, German 
actor Udo Kier as the surgeon who performs 
Gene’s operation, and French actor Jean-Marc 
Barr as Selma’s supervisor at the factory.  
American actors are only cast when the char-
acters portrayed are either representatives of 
the legal/justice system, such as David Morse 
as Bill, or the entertainment industry, includ-
ing Cabaret Academy Award winner Joel 
Grey as Oldrich Novi, a once-famous Czech 
musical actor, and Vincent Paterson, the 
fi lm’s choreographer and the director of the 
community theatre Selma performs in, who 
is best known for choreographing the dance 
routines performed by American pop-singer 
Madonna.  The combination of European 
actors creates a pan-European environment 

within the community that Selma inhabits, 
although no justifi cation is ever given for the 
presence of so many blue-collar European fac-
tory workers in the remote industrial towns 
of Washington State.  Furthermore, only the 
Czechoslovakian Selma, Gene, and Oldrich 
Novi are ascribed national identities (Ameri-
cans notwithstanding), while the remaining 
cast of heavily-accented foreigners, such as 
Peter Stormare and Stellan Skarsgård, are 
never identified in terms of their specific 
national origins.  The identifi cation of Selma 
as Czechoslovakian versus the more ambigu-
ous European identities ascribed to the other 
characters reconfi gures the contemporary sit-
uation of assimilation into the new Europe 
of those nations such as the Czech Republic, 
which have yet to be wholly integrated into 
the new European consciousness that the EU 
is trying to promote.  To this effect, Selma is 
still identifi ed by her national origins, and is 
representative of a second-class citizenship 
that may be developing within Europe today, 
and is still largely ignored by the Western Eu-
ropean countries who fi rst designed the EU 

Selma (Björk) in Dancer in the Dark (Lars von Trier, 2000)
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according to their Western ideology.
Despite their explicit status as foreigners, 

none of the characters communicate in their 
native languages, and they all speak English 
throughout the fi lm.  As Mark Betz points out, 
it is “at the levels of casting, language, and 
aural translation/transformation that per-
haps the most interesting ideological tensions 
between nationalism and internationalism are 
inscribed and played out in the European art 
fi lm.”11  The use of English despite the lack of 
any major co-producing partner from an An-
glophone country reveals the extent to which 
language has become important for creating 
a cinema that will be available to audiences 
across the globe.  Von Trier has stated that 
English is a good international language, 
hence his frequent use of it.  Yet whereas in 
The Element of Crime (1984), English is spoken 
as a substitution for the native language of 
the explicitly German protagonists, which 
would otherwise be spoken in the fi lm if not 
for the commercial demands of international 
distribution, English in Dancer in the Dark is 
not used as a mere fi lmic substitution for the 
native tongues of the European characters.  
English is the only language through which 
the multinational characters can communi-
cate.  To this extent, for their coexistence it 
is necessary to adopt a language foreign to 
them, at the expense of their specifi c national 
heritages.  This also points out the hegemonic 
use of language as a tool for creating an artifi -
cial community in America.         

Lars Von Trier and the Danish Cinema
 To this point we have identifi ed Dancer in the 
Dark as a European co-production with an in-
ternational European and American cast, set 
in America but shot in Europe.  To what extent 
however, could it be examined under the aus-
pices of the national Danish cinema, given the 
Danish specifi city of Zentropa, the majority 
co-producing company, and the nationality of 
the fi lm’s writer-director?  Lars Von Trier may 
be the most infl uential and widely recogniz-
able Danish fi lm director working today, and 
may be the most pivotal fi gure in the entire 
history of Danish cinema. He has fostered 

innovation through the  varied experimental 
productions within Zentropa’s self-contained 
fi lm studio, not to mention Zentropa’s com-
mitment to launch new fi lmmakers, and  Von 
Trier’s own infl uence over international fi lm 
aesthetics. This includes the creation of the 
Dogma 95 manifesto and fi lm (or should I say 
video?) movement, as well as his critical re-
ception at home and abroad, for both his fi lm 
and television works which have achieved 
global distribution and popular success.  It 
is no accident that the front cover of Mette 
Hjort and Ib Bondebjerg’s new book, The 
Danish Directors: Dialogues on a Contemporary 
National Cinema is a full-length photograph 
of Von Trier, isolated, wearing what appears 
to be the Danish equivalent of a kilt, but also 
a leather jacket.  As the embodiment and ve-
hicle of Danish cinema, this image may help 
understand Von Trier’s position within the 
Danish fi lm industry.  When asked by Bond-
ebjerg about what his relation to Danish fi lm 
is, Von Trier responds:

Front cover of the book by Mette Hjort and Ib Bondebjerg, The 
Danish Directors: Dialogues on a Contemporary National 
Cinema (Bristol, Portland: Intellect, 2001)
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I don’t know what the Danish fi lm 
tradition is.  Is there really any-
thing that characterizes the Danish 
fi lm tradition?  When I was at the 
National Film School, we reacted 
violently against the Danish fi lms 
that were being made at the time.  
We thought they were absolutely 
putrid and that there was no 
reason at all why we should want 
to deal with them.  In that sense 
I’ve referred to Danish fi lm a lot, 
but always in an inverted, negative 
way . . . 12

Despite Von Trier’s insistence 
on remaining relatively confi ned 
to his native Denmark, his career 
is not one that outwardly displays 
much concern for Denmark as a 
nation, nor has he been prone to cast Danish 
actors in his films.  His first feature-length 
fi lm, The Element of Crime (1984), was set in 
Germany, but shot in English with a British 
cast.  His next theatrical fi lm, Epidemic (1987), 
begins in Denmark, but involves sequences 
shot in English, and a road trip to Germany to 
visit Udo Kier.  Europa (1991) is a further step 
in the direction of the multinational environ-
ment that Von Trier’s fi lms create, is shot in 
English and German, and with actors from the 
United States, Germany, Sweden, and France.  
Only his television work to this point attempts 
to reconcile his work to the national specifi c-
ity of Denmark, but even productions such as 
his version of the Greek tragedy Medea (1988), 
based on a script by fellow Danish fi lm direc-
tor Carl Theodor Dreyer, whom Von Trier has 
frequently referred to as a principal infl uence 
and inspiration, nevertheless fi nds non-Dan-
ish actors such as Udo Kier as protagonists in 
the fi lm.  Von Trier’s fi rst and more successful 
attempt to speak about Denmark would come 
with his production of the television mini-se-
ries Riget  (The Kingdom, 1994), wherein Von 
Trier employed virtually all of Denmark’s 
A-list talent, including former pop-star Otto 
Brandenburg, Dreyer actor Baard Owe, and 
veteran fi lm actors Ernst-Hugo Järegård and 
Kristin Rolffes.  Not only was this mini-series 
about a haunted Danish hospital actually set 

in the same location it was shot in (a truly rare 
event), the narrative also addressed culturally 
specifi c issues facing contemporary Denmark.  
Despite yet another appearance of by now 
Von Trier trademark actor Udo Kier, whose 
voice had to be dubbed, the language of Riget 
is uncharacteristically Danish.  

Von Trier’s next theatrical feature, Break-
ing the Waves  (1996), abandoned this move 
towards greater Danish specificity, and set 
the fi lm in a remote village in Scotland, cast-
ing British actresses Emily Watson and Katrin 
Cartlidge, Swedish actor Stellan Skarsgård, 
and French actor Jean-Marc Barr in the lead 
roles.  Shot in English, but at least an English 
that was native to the characters (unlike The 
Element of Crime), Von Trier redirected his 
work back onto the international market, a 
goal which was less present in his television 
output, which, because of the relatively small 
broadcasting range (and despite the enthusi-
astic reception, although limited distribution, 
of Riget in foreign art house cinemas), re-
quired a more regional specifi city in order to 
succeed in the intended markets of Denmark, 
and throughout Scandinavia.   

That Von Trier shot Breaking the Waves 
during the summer of 1995 is interesting 
considering his other contemporaneous 
development of what he and Thomas Vinter-
berg would label Dogma 95, a fi lm movement 
that would force Von Trier to stay specifi c to 

Emily Watson and Catherine Cartdlige in Breaking the Waves (Lars von Trier, 
1996)
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Denmark.  Von Trier’s attempt to establish 
a radical fi lm movement, or new wave, led 
him and Vinterberg to create a ten-command-
ment “Vow of Chastity”, which demanded 
strict adherence to location shooting, diegetic 
sound, hand-held cinematography, temporal 
and geographical specifi city to the “here and 
now,” and an absence of genre conventions, 
optical fi lters, and superfi cial actions (such as 
murders).  If Von Trier wanted to subscribe 
to a new form of realism, he would be re-
quired to set his Dogma fi lm in contemporary 
Denmark, shoot the fi lm in Danish with an 
all-Danish cast, and forego the usual pan-Eu-
ropean casts he was known for, which he did 
in Idioterne (1998).  Notably, Udo Kier did not 
appear in Idioterne, a fi lm that, as Jack Steven-
son interprets, dealt with the contemporary 
politics of the Danish “velfærdsdanskere,” or 
“The Group:”  a group of middle-class Danes 
attempt to get in touch with their “inner 
idiots” by “spazzing” (or acting as though 
they had Down Syndrome) in public.  As 
Stevenson explains: 

“The Group” in a Danish context does not mean 
the Establishment.  The people are the Establish-
ment and hence the term has no meaning.  It 
does not mean the rich or the powerful or the 
petite-bourgeoisie or the middle class or the 
working class.  It means everyone - except the 
obvious outsiders.  In this respect, Denmark 
stands in sharp contrast to Britain and America, 
for example, where identity is bound up in class, 
race, and regional differences —visible differ-
ence—and where The Group has fractured into 
many groups.13 

Idioterne presents the spazzers as a micro-
cosm for “The Group” in order to explore the 
limitations and possibilities for transcendence 
of a concept that is at the foundation of the 
Danish national identity.  This specifi city to 
the Danish, but also Scandinavian, context 
helps to understand the critical and popular 
success of Idioterne in Denmark, Sweden, 
and Norway, and its inversely negative, un-
successful reception in the rest of the world, 
including in the United States, where it was 
released after a two-year delay.

Despite a few aesthetic choices, such as, for 
the most part, the proliferation of hand-held 

cinematography, and the use of digital video 
(not one of the commandments of Dogma 95), 
Dancer in the Dark, his fi rst feature to emerge 
in the wake of the Dogma experiment, is 
about as un-Dogma as Von Trier could make 
it.  From the genre conventions of the musical, 
to the exhibitionistic murder of policeman Bill, 
to the distant time-frame (1964) and different 
geographical location (Washington State), to 
the fact that, unlike the directorial anonymity 
mandated by Dogma Rule #10 which states 
that “the director must not be credited,” Von 
Trier’s name appears in huge letters behind 
the title of the fi lm, literally fi lling the Cin-
emaScope (and not “Academy 35mm”)14 
dimensions of the screen, Dancer in the Dark 
explicitly transgresses every single command-
ment prescribed by the “Vow of Chastity.”  
This almost violent rupture with his imme-
diate past is somewhat less visible however, 
due to the fact that the fi lm stands as the third 
part of a self-labeled “Gold Hearted Trilogy” 
about self-sacrifi cing women whose almost 
naïve and certainly stubborn generosity leads 
to their fatalistic endings by the exploitative 

The Idiots (Lars von Trier, 1998)
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patriarchal societies that abuse them.  This 
recurrent theme, which began with Breaking 
the Waves, and was somewhat less tangible 
in Idioterne, takes on a more political role in 
Dancer in the Dark.

The evolution of the “Gold Hearted Tril-
ogy”, as Jack Stevenson points out, originated 
from two literary sources: Guld Hjerte (Golden 
Hearted), a children’s book about a young girl 
who gives away all of her possessions, and 
the Marquis de Sade novel Justine, wherein 
an innocent girl is degraded time after time 
by other people without ever losing her inner 
purity.  Breaking the Waves had been initially 
conceived of as an erotic fi lm, although this 
aspect would evolve into the relatively 
uneroticized sex scenes between Jan and 
Bess in the fi rst twenty minutes of the fi lm, 
which were nevertheless censored in several 
foreign markets.  Stevenson’s interpretation 
of Bess’ character offers insight into this 
juxtaposition of texts:

Here was a childlike, naive, vulnerable, super-
stitious (aka super-religious) woman who had 
no control over her own life, caught as she was 
between the patriarchal forces of the community 
elders and her ‘outside’ husband.  In the end she 
sacrifi ces all for the man she loves and is reward-
ed with ‘suffering, damnation, and nothingness,’ 
as Johannes Fibiger and Gerd Lutken put it in 
an editorial headed ‘The Profane (Female) Saint’ 
which weighed in critically on Von Trier’s female 
characters.15  

While her death may be damnation accord-
ing to Fibiger and Lutken, it resonates with 
the protagonist of Carl Theodor Dreyer’s The 
Passion of Joan of Arc(1928), and it is through 
Von Trier’s “Gold Heated Trilogy” that the 
strongest resemblances to Dreyer emerge.  
In Dreyer’s film, Joan is presented to us at 
the beginning of the trial that will end in her 
execution.  Joan is confronted by an unsym-
pathetic patriarchal system that insists she 
compromise her belief that God has instructed 
her, via the Archangel Michael, to expel all the 
English from France.  After having endured the 
torture chamber, Joan momentarily gives in to 
the magistrates, and signs a document claim-
ing all of her beliefs to have been infl uenced 
by Satan, and not the will of God.  Realizing 

that her duty to God was more important 
than her own life, Joan ultimately denounces 
her falsifi ed statement, and is burned at the 
stake.  A few themes emerge from this sce-
nario, including the self-sacrificing female 
protagonist, the Protestant ethics prevalent 
in Scandinavia, the rejection of the patriarchal 
system embodied by the church, and the abil-
ity for the female protagonist to recognize the 
consequences of her actions which will make 
her complicit in her very death.  Joan chooses 
to sacrifi ce her life, knowing that through her 
death will an ulterior triumph arrive.  In The 
Passion of Joan of Arc, this triumph is the expul-
sion of the British (although it doesn’t actually 
occur in the fi lm); in Breaking the Waves, it is 
Jan’s improbable recovery from paralysis, and 
in Dancer in the Dark, it is the operation that 
will ensure that Gene will retain his sight.  

The resonance with Dreyer has special 
relevance for Von Trier, who purchased the 
tuxedo Dreyer acquired in France during pre-
production on The Passion of Joan of Arc.  When 
asked to screen a director’s selection follow-
ing the premiere of The Element of Crime at the 
Cinémathèque française in January 1985, the 
fi lm Von Trier selected was Dreyer’s Gertrude 
(1964).  The connection to Denmark’s cinemat-
ic past is also evident when considering that 
Dreyer also shot fi lms outside of Denmark, or 
which took place outside of Denmark, as is the 
case with The Passion of Joan of Arc, which was 
shot and set in France.  While Von Trier may 
not explicitly set his fi lms within Denmark, 
or even Scandinavia, his films nevertheless 
express concerns and themes that are most 
specific to his nation, and may be more di-
rectly linked to the tradition of Danish cinema 
than he is willing to admit.      

The American Musical, Orientalism, 
and the Death Penalty
The narrative strategy that Von Trier uses in 
Dancer in the Dark to structure this otherwise 
sadistic melodrama is an inversion of many 
of the conventions of the American musical.  
When we are fi rst introduced to Selma, she 
is in the middle of rehearsing the musical 
number “Favorite Things” from the Rodgers 
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and Hammerstein musical The Sound of Music.  
Cast as Maria, the nun-turned-Von Trapp fam-
ily nanny in pre-WWII Austria, Selma is part 
of what appears to be a community theatre 
staging of this American musical set in Eu-
rope.  But the fi lm’s real musical numbers are 
not merely staged performances of American 
theatre.  Instead, the original music is imag-
ined by Selma during frequent daydreams she 
immerses herself in when at work or during 
times of emotional crisis.  Often triggered or 
inspired by sounds natural to her environ-
ment, Selma creates scores within her head 
based on the rhythmic repetition of industrial 
machines, moving trains, and ticking clocks.  
These songs send her into a fantasy world 
wherein the people that she interacts with in 
real life become willing participants in elabo-
rately staged music and dance sequences.  
These narrative interludes foreground and 
denounce the escapism of the genre, particu-
larly during the fi nal song, which Selma sings 
as the noose is being fastened around her 
head.  Before she is able to fi nish her song, the 
trapdoor is unlatched and Selma’s body hangs 
limp in front of the execution witnesses, turn-
ing her death into voyeuristic spectacle.       

Dancer in the Dark explicitly references 
two American musicals which take place in 
Europe.  The fact that Dancer in the Dark is a 
European musical set in America reveals how 
Von Trier is able to develop social critique 

through the subversion of genre conventions. 
He admits that, “the musical is, of course, an 
American genre, one that I’ve always been 
very fond of, even as a child.”16  Dancer in the 
Dark is not the fi rst European musical to come 
from Europe, but while European musicals 
have been made, most notably the French 
film Les Parapluies de Cherbourg, the debut 
feature of Dancer in the Dark co-star Catherine 
Deneuve, the last musical to be made in Den-
mark dates back to 1967’s Jeg er sgu min egen.  
The decision to cast Deneuve, the most recog-
nizable European musical star, but then have 
her refrain from singing, indicates the margin-
alization of the European musical in relation 
to the more popular American products.  
Deneuve’s presence reminds us of European 
entertainment, but it is the Americans Vincent 
Paterson and Joel Grey that truly embody the 
entertainment industry.   

Von Trier subverts several conventions of 
the musical in order to critique the United 
States and Hollywood.  Instead of the genuine 
outbreaks into song and dance, the musical 
numbers in Dancer in the Dark are not spon-
taneous interludes occurring within the real 
world, but are imagined within Selma’s mind.  
The other characters are complicit only to the 
degree to which we have been given access to 
Selma’s imagination.  When the numbers end 
and we are brought back to the diegetic “real” 
world, the characters reassume their natural 

Selma breaking into dance at her trial in Dancer in the Dark (Lars von Trier, 2000)
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demeanor.  Not only does this juxtaposition 
create the dynamic between Selma’s fantasy 
world and the real world she inhabits, but Von 
Trier accentuates this by hyper-saturating the 
colors and stabilizing the camera during the 
musical numbers.  In contrast, he strips the im-
age bare of these characteristics once the songs 
have ended.  In doing so, Von Trier exposes 
the artifi ciality of the genre, and allows us to 
understand the almost hypnotic power that 
these fi lms have had in creating the illusion of 
Utopia promoted by the Hollywood musical, 
and the particular appeal that they have had 
to working class immigrants who have come 
to America looking for a better life.  Selma’s 
way of experiencing the world around her 
through the genre of the American musical 
highlights the fact that whereas in such fi lms 
there is a potentially contrived happy ending, 
in the European Dancer in the Dark, the con-
vention is inverted and fatalistic, and there 
is no hope for the protagonist, whose death 
ends the fi lm.  The uncharacteristically tragic 
ending to this musical has led Von Trier to 
state: “What I wanted to achieve with Dancer 
in the Dark is that you take things as seriously 
as you do in an opera.”17 

The inversion of genre conventions reveals 
the European concerns of Dancer in the Dark 
in/despite the American setting; these con-
cerns can become more clear if we resort to 
Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism.  As 
Said has explained, the East, or Orient, has 
been traditionally constructed in European 

thought as the “other” against which Europe 
could defi ne itself.  As such, the West has spo-
ken for and represented the East, and in doing 
so, defi ned itself as that which is in opposition 
to the “other.”  Said makes the argument that 
Orientalism is “a considerable dimension of 
modern political-intellectual culture, and as 
such has less to do with the Orient than it does 
with “our” world.”18 Therefore representa-
tions of the “other” do not refl ect an accurate 
representation of the East, but instead offer an 
indication as to what values the West projects 
upon the East in order to assert its difference 
from them and its power over them.

What Dancer in the Dark may be doing is re-
positioning the “other”.  In the context of the 
post-Cold War reconfiguration of previous 
East-West binaries, Europe may be looking 
increasingly towards the United States as 
the “other” against which it can defi ne itself.  
During the Cold War, Europe and the United 
States shared the common ideological position 
of democratic and free-market societies of the 
West.  After the dissolution of the Communist 
Bloc however, the differences that distance 
the United States from Europe have become 
more pronounced (as recently demonstrated 
by the European reaction to the United States’ 
military intervention in Iraq).  As the borders 
of Europe expand to include Eastern and Cen-
tral European countries,19 the distance from 
the United States is becoming more palpable.  
In this regard, the introduction of a common 
European currency refl ects the need to remain 

globally competitive and defi ne itself 
in the context of the growing imperi-
alism, whether economic, political, or 
cultural, of the United States.  As seen 
in Dancer in the Dark, the United States 
embodies the vision of America that 
Von Trier has constructed without ever 
actually having visited it.  Von Trier’s 
quotation of Kafka’s Amerika is reveal-
ing in that he is admitting to the fact 
that the setting of the fi lm is not meant 
to actually represent the United States, 
but is instead a representation that bet-
ter reflects the culture from which it 
was produced than the culture which it 

Cathy (Catherine Deneuve) and Selma (Björg) in Dancer in the Dark (Lars 
von Trier, 2000)
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depicts. In this light, Dancer in the Dark is more 
a critique of contemporary Europe than of the 
contemporary United States; in it Von Trier 
offers more insight about his Scandinavian 
specifi city and the current reconfi guration of 
European society than about America.

At the end of Dancer in the Dark, and against 
the genre convention of the happy ending, no 
deus ex machina saves Selma from the gallows. 
Von Trier discusses how Selma’s execution is 
meant to affect the European viewer:

I think that most people in Denmark fi nd the 
death penalty very foreign.  I’m not saying that 
Danish people are more humane than others, 
just that it’s a tradition foreign to Scandinavians.  
Punishment altogether is illogical but I suppose 
you have to have punishments if a society is go-
ing to work.  The death penalty doesn’t seem like 
a punishment, however, it’s more like a revenge 
and it’s dangerous to allow the state to have 
anything to do with revenge.  I’m deeply against 
the death penalty.  On the other hand, execution 
scenes are God’s gift to directors.  They’re very 
effi cient.  If you’re going to be a martyr you have 
to die…20

By this account, the United States is cul-
turally identified with a patriarchal system 
incapable of mercy, and the condemnation of 
Selma, despite her complicity in Bill’s murder, 
constructs her as a martyr, much as Joan had 
been in Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc.  
Furthermore, Selma is also complicit in her 
execution through her decision to use her 
savings in order to pay for Gene’s operation, 
and not to pay for a more experienced lawyer 
who could have appealed her sentence.  This 
selfless act reflects the protestant ethics of 
Scandinavia more than the perceived sadism 
of the American justice system.

Furthermore, Dancer in the Dark speaks 
about the position of the Eastern European 
within the new Europe. The fi lm constructs 
the Czech immigrant characters as outsiders 
in a pan-European community. This is rein-
forced by the fact that neither Selma, Gene, 
nor Oldrich Novi are played by Czech actors, 
and despite the extensive pan-European pres-
ence at the level of multilateral co-production, 
no Czech participation occurs. Unlike the pan-
European community that has assimilated to 

the American way of life, Selma is not able to 
reconcile her personal ideological beliefs to 
those of the West; she remains an outsider, as 
the East-Central Europeans are with regards 
to the European Union. Ultimately, the expe-
rience of the Eastern European immigrant to 
the United States is similar to and speaks for 
that of the Eastern and Central European im-
migrant into the New Europe.

Reception and Dogville
Dancer in the Dark is one of the most polarizing 
fi lms ever made.  For the fi rst time in the his-
tory of the American entertainment magazine 
Entertainment Weekly, the fi lm received reviews 
printed side by side by both the magazine’s 
fi lm critics.  While Lisa Schwarzbaum consid-
ered it “astonishing and triumphant”, Owen 
Gleiberman described it as “a crock.”21  The 
fi lm was awarded the Palme D’Or at the 2000 
Cannes Film Festival, yet has been labeled 
“emotional pornography” by respected critics.  
Some distributors attempted to capitalize on 
the controversy, while the UK based Film Four 
Distributors actually offered spectators a full 
refund if they left the fi lm within its fi rst thirty 
minutes.22  Even in Denmark, critical reception 
was split, and the fi lm did little business in 
Scandinavia, its domestic market.  Despite the 
lukewarm reception in Northern Europe, and 
the fact that Von Trier did not win the major 
Bodil and Robert Awards for the film (the 
Danish equivalents of the Academy Awards, 
both of which Von Trier had won repeatedly 
in the past for The Element of Crime, Europa and 
Breaking the Waves) , Dancer in the Dark proved 
to be successful in France, the United States, 
and astonishingly, in Japan, where the film 
collected $11.6 million, a whopping 36.8% of 
the fi lm’s fi nal $31.5 million worldwide theat-
rical gross.23  Perhaps the break away from a 
more explicitly Danish work such as Idioterne 
caused the tepid reception in Scandinavia, 
but the specifi city to the European experience 
is called into question by the overwhelming 
reactions from Japan.    

That Dancer in the Dark may exemplify a 
new direction for European cinema wherein 
the United States is used as the site for a 
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discourse on the redefi nition of a new Euro-
pean identity is reinforced by Von Trier’s most 
recent effort, Dogville (2003), starring non-Eu-
ropeans Nicole Kidman, James Caan, Ben 
Gazzara, and Lauren Bacall, as well as Von 
Trier regulars Udo Kier and Jean-Marc Barr.  
Once again set in the United States, the fi lm, 
which debuted at the 2003 Cannes Film Festi-

val, has been declared by Von Trier as the fi rst 
installment in a new “United States Trilogy.”  
Symbolically subverting John F. Kennedy’s 
phrase “Ich Bin Ein Berliner” at a post-screen-
ing press conference for Dogville at Cannes, 
Von Trier quipped “Ich bin ein Amerikaner,”24 
thereby suggesting that America will again 
play Amerika in a fi lm about Europe.  
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