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Terribly Happy  Director and Producer Present Excuse Me  
After  his successful  f i lm adaptat ion of  Er l ing Jepsen’s novel  Terr ibly Happy ,  the 
internat ional ly-acclaimed Danish director  Henrik Ruben Genz goes back to the 
wri ter ’s  universe with Excuse Me,  based on the novel  ‘Birol len’ .  P i tched as a 
‘comedy drama about a father ,  a  murder and a dog’ ,  the f i lm wi l l  arr ive on Danish 
screens on January 5,  2012.  The director  and his producer Thomas Gammeltoft  
(Fine & Mel low) spoke to us.   
 
 
Henrik Ruben Genz, this is the second time you adapt a novel by Erl ing 
Jepsen. What is it  that attracts you so much to his universe?  
Erl ing’s wri t ing is very famil iar to me. We grew up together in the same part  of  
Denmark so we share the same background, and vis ion of  the world.  I t ’s  qui te a 
poor area, so to survive you have to create a ce rta in universe.  Er l ing’s weapon 
is to use black humour. I  tota l ly re late to that  spir i t  which I  haven’t  found in 
other wri ters.  Also,  Er l ing of ten depicts outsiders in h is stor ies.  There is always 
a loner t rying to be part of  a community.  That was already my favouri te theme 
before I  started working with h im.  
 
In Excuse Me ,  the young girl  Helene (played by Sara Hjort) is the outsider 
who tr ies to be accepted in the theatre group. What are the other main 
themes of the fi lm? 
Helene l ives in Copenhagen, l ike i n a pr ison at  her mother’s home. She is 
isolated unt i l  she makes her way into the theatre environment to f ind her father.  
The f i lm is a lso about her search for ident i ty with in a dysfunct ional family.   
 
I  actual ly see Excuse Me  as a k ind of  Hans C Andersen modern ta le. There is 
a lways a new way to th ink about the f i lm. For instance, on a global perspect ive,  
whi le wri t ing the scr ipt ,  there was the COP 15 Copenhagen 2009 meet ing about 
c l imate change. Everyone came to ‘save the world ’  and everybody agreed i t  
was a good project.  But at  the end nobody was able to agree because everyone 
had dif ferent  agendas. Here,  i t ’s  the same. The theatre -represent ing a 
microcosm of society  -  is about to c lose down. Al l  characters – d irector ,  actors 
-  agree i t  has to be saved, but  they can’t  agree on anything.  They are greedy, 
b i tchy,  they have been there too long; they are not  real ly interested in the 
common project .   
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So the fi lm is a crit ique of the world in which we live,  a satire of what’s 
happening in society today?  
Exact ly,  i t ’s  about people having to work together to handle a project ,  but  
greed, fear,  b ig egos take over,  unt i l  an outsider arr ives and shakes th ings.  In 
Terr ib ly Happy ,  i t  was the pol iceman who came to the vi l lage and his arr ival  
shook al l  the dir t  and made the  mud come back to the surface. Here i t ’s  Helene. 
She’s tota l ly naïve,  but very competent and clever.  When she sees how 
dysfunct ional the people in charge are,  she becomes stronger and discovers 
her own ski l ls .   
 
One of the key characters in the fi lm is a d og. Can you explain the role i t  
plays and its symbolic meaning? 
Helene l ives with her mother and a dog but she comes th ird,  af ter the dog and 
is jealous of  i t .   
 
There is an inner aggression towards the dog that  has some consequences. At 
the same t ime, the dog sees and feels her desires.  He is an expression of  her 
longing,  a k ind of  a l ter ego.  
 
Did Erl ing Jepsen have any input on the fi lm adaptation?  
No. This t ime he didn’ t  want to be closely connected to the f i lm adaptat ion 
process because he was busy wri t ing another book. I  wrote i t  together with 
Maja Jul  Larsen. We made some changes to make i t  work.   
 
What kind of changes? 
For instance, Helene’s mot ivat ion to go to the theatre needed to be changed. In 
the book, she’s a wannabe, a gir l  want ing to be famous. That wasn’t  interest ing 
to us. We needed a deeper mot ivat ion,  something more human that  an audience 
could re late to.  We didn’ t  change her that  much otherwise.  The dog was there 
and what happens in the theatre, what her arr ival  creates in terms of  
catastrophes. But her personal journey is changed.  
 
This is the first main feature fi lm role for Sara Hjort.  What convinced you 
that she was right for the part?  
I  had heard about her,  but  she was in New York when we did the cast ing. I  cast  
other gir ls who were pret ty good. But for instance, when the character has to 
p lay the dog, the other actresses were kind of  scared and self -conscious.  They 
didn’ t  l ike to go on al l  4 on the f loor and give themselves away for the ro le.   
Summer came, we hadn’t  f in ished the cast ing.  So we said let ’s give Sara a 
chance. When I  saw her,  I  knew immediately she was Helene. I  just  said ‘dog’ 
and she threw hersel f  to the ground, doing th ings hardly shameful  to her,  
without any restra in.  She was very prepared and wanted so much to give 
herself  to the project .   
 
Painting was your f irst passion. Is that why you take a particular care in 
frames and colour scales? 
I ’m not that aware of  why I  do something,  i t ’s  just  a natural  need I  have to 
express myself .  When I  go to the cinema, I  want to look at  great p ictures, 
colours,  to have a great visual experience. I  hate when directors don’t  pay 
at tent ion to that .   
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I  guess you didn’t l ike the Dogma movement…  
I  hated i t !  I  was invi ted to do a second Dogma wave f i lm, but  I  hated the ru les.  
I t  wasn’t  inspir ing for me to make ugly f i lms.    
 
Tell  us about your current projects in development in the US…  
The short  version is that there is a lot  of  ta lk ing with US potent ia l  partners.  
They are qui te ser ious but you never qui te know where they are and what they 
are looking for.  There is no concrete decis ion yet .  I ’m discussing the remake of  
Terr ib ly Happy  and other scr ipts to be remade in the same style.   
 
Peter Refn (former MD of Camera Fi lm/Grand Teater in Copenhagen once 
told me: a good film is a well  prepared surprise.  Terribly Happy  was 
exactly that.  Does Excuse Me offer the same magic ingredients and do you 
think it  could appeal to foreign audiences? 
What I  wanted to achieve here is to make a clever comedy that  makes people 
th ink,  a comedy wi th some heart  that could be a surpr ise.  I  th ink the f i lm should 
appeal to Spanish, French audiences because there is a b i t  of  Pedro A lmodovar 
in i t .   
 
 
Producer Thomas Gammeltoft  
 
Why didn’t you want to keep the same name for the fi lm as for the book 
(‘Birol len, meaning ‘Supporting actress)?  
We were a l i t t le scared that  the t i t le  ‘Support ing Actress’  would be too much 
theatr ical .  Secondly,  we wanted to show that  the f i lm is d i f ferent  f rom the book. 
Excuse me  a lso works in th is context  because i t ’s  about a gir l  who interrupts 
something that  goes on.  
 
Was Excuse Me  an ‘easy’ f i lm to make on the back of Terribly Happy ’s 
local and international success? 
I t  was easy to get  the DFI involved, but  not  that  easy to have a broadcaster 
involved. What they experienced was that the scr ipt  was tough. I t  wasn’t  qui te 
f in ished when we came to them. We had a refusal f rom DR and TV2, then we 
pol ished the scr ipt,  came back to DR and did a specia l  p i tch.  They gave us a 
smal l  sum of  money, but  i t  was enough for us.  We wanted to make a cheaper 
f i lm anyway to wrap i t  re lat ively fast  as Henrik and I had several  th ings going 
on in the US. The overal l  budget was €1.8m.  
 
How is the fi lm positioned and who is the key audience?  
I t ’s  posi t ioned l ike a quirky or edgy comedy with romantic e lement.  
The pr imary audience is f rom 22 up. We had quite some success during preview 
screenings with younger audiences who take i t  more l ike a comedy al though 
accept ing i t  has tougher issues. What they l ike is that  i t ’s  about b ig issues said 
with a gl impse. Older audiences reacted in a d if ferent  way. They take the 
subject  ser iously,  but  a lso enjoy the comedy element.   
 
How are you working with TrustNordisk on the fi lm’s international 
strategy? 
We’l l  present i t  as a c losed market screening in Berl in.  Then we hope to  get  i t  
in to Karlovy Vary in 2012. We’re very keen to see how the internat ional 
audience wi l l  react .   

Written by Annika Pham 


