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SYNOPSIS
A critical favorite at this year's Cannes Film Festival, where it took the Jury Prize in Un Certain Regard, this wickedly funny and precisely observed psychodrama tells the story of a model Swedish family—handsome businessman Tomas, his willowy wife Ebba and their two blond children—on a skiing holiday in the French Alps. The sun is shining and the slopes are spectacular but, during a lunch at a mountainside restaurant, an avalanche suddenly bears down on the happy diners. With people fleeing in all directions and his wife and children in a state of panic, Tomas makes a decision that will shake his marriage to its core and leave him struggling to reclaim his role as family patriarch.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT – RUBEN ÖSTLUND
FORCE MAJEURE has its origins in a question I have long been fascinated by: How do human beings react in sudden and unexpected situations, such as a catastrophe? The story concerns a family on holiday that witnesses an avalanche and the father runs away, terrified. When it is over, he is ashamed because he has succumbed to his primal fear.

This particular story came about from an anecdote that I found impossible to forget. 

Some years ago, a Swedish couple—friends of mine—were on holiday in Latin America when suddenly, out of nowhere, gunmen appeared and opened fire; the husband instinctively ran for cover, leaving his wife unprotected. Back in Sweden, she could not stop, after a glass of wine or two, telling the story over and over again...

My imagination fired, and I began to research other true stories like this one - stories of distress and emergency, of passengers during the sinking of ships, of tourists stricken by tsunamis or held hostage by hijackers. In such extreme situations, people can react in completely unexpected and exceedingly selfish ways. It appears there are scientific studies on the subject – that in the aftermath of a catastrophe, a hijacking or a shipwreck, a large number of the survivors divorce. It also appears that, in many cases, men do not act according to the expected codes of chivalry. In life or death situations, when their very own survival is at stake, it seems that men are even more likely than women to run away and save themselves, which may be the chief cause for those divorces. This made me want to explore the perceived notion that a man is supposed to be the protector of his wife and family, the societal code that says he must not step back in the face of danger.

From here, I arrived at the concept of an existential drama in a ski resort, something that appeals to me greatly. Ski holidays contribute to the feeling of having full control over one’s own life. Like most European ski resorts, Les Arcs, where FORCE MAJEURE was shot, was built in the 1950s to receive middle-class families consisting of an executive father (sometimes working) mother and two kids. The father is supposed to muck in, the fully equipped open-plan kitchens in the ski apartments giving the mother a chance to do things other than cooking, like ski with her family, or relax. Ski resorts are meant to be cozy, as the advertising shows—we can imagine the woman relaxing, her husband playing with the kids. Vacation is a time when the Western middle-class father “pays back” the family for his absence. It is an opportunity for him to devote time to his children and take care of them. But in FORCE MAJEURE “Civilized Man” is confronted by “Nature.” The characters experience this drama, and the father, Tomas, must face the savage part of himself, because his instincts lead him to save himself and abandon his children and his wife. He must face the reality that he, too, is subject to the forces of Nature, and that he has failed to conceal his most basic human impulse – the survival instinct.

After the panic of the avalanche, our characters manage to raise a nervous smile, get back onto their feet and brush off the snow. But although no physical damage has been done, the family bonds have been shaken to their core; slowly, they will begin to ask themselves questions about the roles they believed they played so well, they will have to deal with this new image of Tomas, who did not act as was expected. Tomas himself must also reconcile his actions with his self-image, and his wife, Ebba, must admit that her husband and the father of her children abandoned them at the moment when they needed him most.

This particular situation illustrates the wider existence of specific mutual expectations between the members of a family, even if these assumptions are seldom voiced. Each person has a role to play and one expects the others to perform according to their given role. Perhaps unconsciously, most people expect the mother to take care of the children on a daily basis, whereas the father has to stand up when a sudden threat is coming. Yet nowadays a man very rarely has to stand up and protect his family. He has no practical opportunity to express this kind of action, because there is so little physical danger in Western middle-class society. But everybody still expects it from him—he even expects it from himself. That interests me, this expectation, as does the fact that it is disconnected from reality – that statistics show a man is more likely than one thinks to abandon his family in a crisis. Investigations of catastrophes at sea have shown that the percentage of male survivors is higher than that of female survivors.

The avalanche scene in FORCE MAJEURE is genuinely frightening. It was shot in a studio where a part of the restaurant terrace was reconstructed in front of a green screen, composited with footage of a beautiful avalanche shot in British Columbia and with digital snow mist added to the scene. During the post-production of this and some other shots, I applied effects and/or camera movements using Photoshop and After Effects as I had previously done with PLAY and INVOLUNTARY and most notably in the short film INCIDENT BY A BANK, in which all the camera movements were created during the editing process.
FORCE MAJEURE takes place in a majestic visual environment that I wanted to enhance further through CG, “rebuilding” mountains and portions of the hotel complex to create a truly sensational feeling. Of course, as was the case in my previous films, digital work remains completely invisible, leaving audiences without any clues that the environments have been touched.

We shot the film with anamorphic lenses, using the ARRI Alexa camera, after cinematographer Fredrik Wenzel and I had done a variety of tests. These lenses lend a more cinematic feel to the film and allowed us to achieve a truly epic sense of framing in the mountain environment. They also bring us closer to the characters than in my previous feature film PLAY; we were able to get close-up shots whilst still having some background to work with.

The structure of the film follows a regular ski week schedule—first day, second day, third day—until the family goes back to the airport on the fifth day. The family dynamic is developed on the first day, with the gorgeous setting, the mountains, and the great weather. The incident with the avalanche then occurs on the second day. On the third, fourth and fifth days, we see how the family is trying to handle the consequences of the avalanche. This five day structure will allow us to repeat several elements of each day’s routine—daily breakfast, brushing teeth at night—in order to follow the evolution of the family’s behavior before and after the incident.

In FORCE MAJEURE we follow Ebba and Tomas in their journey, see the evolution of their feelings and their perception of events, witness them struggle to get back together, and share their sorrows and their hopes. The appeal for the audience is much more connected to emotion than in my previous, more conceptual films. In the final scene, as our main characters return to the airport by bus, the tourists find themselves standing on the side of the road not only because of the bus driver’s recklessness, but also because they let their fear get the better of them. As they walk down the mountain on foot they see the bus drive off safely, and a slight sense of collective shame arises. Yet, as they walk, this slowly transforms into a feeling of solidarity. Their social masks have crumbled away and they actually share a strong moment together. 
EVERY MAN FOR HIMSELF: GENDER, NORMS AND SURVIVAL IN MARITIME DISASTER
Mikael Elinder and Oscar Erixson,

Uppsala University, Department of Economics, April 10, 2012

Abstract

Since the sinking of the Titanic, there has been a widespread belief that the social norm of “women and children first” gives women a survival advantage over men in maritime disasters, and that captains and crew give priority to passengers. We analyzed a database of 18 maritime disasters spanning three centuries, covering the fate of over 15,000 individuals of more than 30 nationalities. Our results provide a new picture of maritime disasters. Women have a distinct survival disadvantage compared to men. Captains and crew survive at significantly higher rate than passengers. We also find that the captain has the power to enforce normative behavior that the gender gap in survival rates has declined, that women have a larger disadvantage in British shipwrecks, and that there seems to be no association between duration of disaster and the impact of social norms. Taken together, our findings show that behavior in life-and-death situation is best captured by the expression “Every man for himself’”

Survival patterns in the MS Estonia disaster
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Survival rates of passengers and crew, survival rates of children is only

available for 9 shipwrecks in main sample (MS)
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Casualty Statistics of main sample
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ABOUT THE CAST 
JOHANNES BAH KUHNKE – Tomas
Johannes Bah Kuhnke is a Swedish actor and singer. After studying at the Malmö Theatre Academy and Stonestreet Studios NYU, he became involved in the Swedish theater scene, performing on the stage of the Stockholm City Theatre in The Three Musketeers, The Marriage of Figaro, Cabaret and The Jungle Book. He has also performed at other renowned theatres across Sweden, such as the Theater of Gothenburg and the Theater of Malmö. Bah Kuhnke has appeared in films such as Ella Lemhagen’s IF NOT, Per Fly’s INHERITANCE (Best Screenplay – 2003 San Sebastian; Best Film-2004 Robert Awards, the annual film awards of Denmark) and Helena Bergstrom’s SO DIFFERENT, and in one of the most acclaimed Swedish television series of recent years, “Real Humans.” 
LISA LOVEN KONGSLI – Ebba

Lisa Loven Kongsli was born in Norway and studied at the Lee Strasberg Theatre in New York, the New York Film Institute and Oslo University. She has appeared in television series such as “Tv Hvaler” and “The Orchestra Grave”, as well as feature films FATSO, A TWIG (Best Children’s Film, Best Visual Effects and Best Production Design – 2012 Amanda Awards, the annual film awards of Norway - and THE ORHEIM COMPANY (Best Nordic Film – 2012 Gothenburg Film Festival; Best Film- 2012 Amanda Awards).

KRISTOFER HIVJU – Mats 

Kristofer Hivju is a Norwegian actor, producer and screenwriter who studied at the Aarhus Theater in Denmark. Beginning his career with roles in numerous Norwegian television series. He has appeared in major Hollywood films Matthijs Van Heijningen’s THE THING and M. Night Shyamalan’s science fiction film AFTER EARTH. Since 2013 Hivju has appeared in the television series “Game of Thrones,”one of the most watched HBO series of all time.
CLARA & VINCENT WETTERGREN – Vera & Harry 

Clara (11 years old) and Vincent Wettergren (8 years old) were discovered during a long casting process, when Ruben Östlund was immediately convinced by the strength of their fraternal bond and their rare solidarity. During filming, they astounded the whole team with their endurance when faced with the demands of the director and the harsh climate. FORCE MAJEURE is Clara and Vincent’s first film.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKER 

DIRECTOR – Ruben Östlund 
Ruben Östlund was born in 1974 in Styrso, a small island off the West Coast of Sweden. He studied graphic design before enrolling at the University of Gothenburg, where he met producer Erik Hemmendorff with whom he later founded Plattform Produktion. An avid skier, Östlund directed three ski films, alluding to his taste for long sequence shots, a taste he structured and developed throughout his film studies and which to this day remains an important trademark of his work. Ruben has become well known for his hulèbre morous and accurate portrayal of human social behavior, as well as for his renowned use of Photoshop and other forms of image processing software in his films.

His feature debut THE GUITAR MONGOLOID, produced by the cofounder of Plattform Produktion Erik Hemmendorff, won the FIPRESCI Award at Moscow in 2005. INVOLUNTARY premiered at Un Certain Regard 2008. The film was then distributed in more than twenty countries and shown at numerous festivals, awarding Ruben international recognition. Two years later, he won the Golden Bear in Berlin for INCIDENT IN A BANK, a short film in which every camera movement was computer generated in post-production. The premiere of his third feature film PLAY (2011) was held in Cannes at The Director’s Fortnight, where he was awarded the ‘Coup de Coeur’ Prize. After Cannes, PLAY was shown in Venice and Toronto as well as numerous other festivals where it was awarded additional prices and distinctions. Amongst others, PLAY was nominated for the prestigious LUX prize of the European Parliament and won the Nordic Prize, the highest distinction in Scandinavia.

Over the last decade Ruben’s approach to staging has influenced many Scandinavian directors and paved the way for experimentation in the usage of HD cameras and computers. In association with his producer and partner Erik Hemmendorff, he has created a collective with other innovative cinematographers called “The School of Gothenburg”.

FORCE MAJEURE is his fourth feature film.

FILMOGRAPHY

PLAY (2011) – Premiered Cannes Film Festival – Directors’ Fortnight
Nordic Council Film Prize
Dublin International Film Festival: Critics’ Choice
Gijón International Film Festival: Critics’ Choice
Guldbagge Awards – Best Director; Best Photography
Tokyo International Film Festival – Best Director 
Tromsø International Film Festival – Audience Award 
INCIDENT BY A BANK (2010, short) Berlin International Film Festival – Golden Bear for Short Film 
INVOLUNTARY (2008) - Premiered Cannes Film Festival – Un Certain Regard
Brussels Film Festival – Best Film
Estoril Film Festival – Jury Award 
Mar de Plata Film Festival – Special Jury Award
Geneva Film Festival – Best Director
Miami Film Festival - FIPRESCI Prize
Milan Film Festival – Special Jury Mention
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SCENE NUMBER 6882 (2005, short)

Edinburgh Film Festival – Best European Short 
THE GUITAR MONGOLOID (2004)

Moscow International Film Festival – FIPRESCI Prize 
CREDITS

CAST 

Johannes Bah Kuhnke – Tomas

Lisa Loven Kongsli - Ebba

Clara Wettergren – Vera

Vincent Wettergren – Harry

Kristofer Hivju – Mats

Fanni Metelius – Fanni

CREW

Director and Scriptwriter:  Ruben Östlund

Director of Photography: Fredrik Wenzel

Music: Ola Fløttum

Production Design: Josefin Åsberg

Costume Design: Pia Aleborg

Make-up and hair: Erica Spetzig

Sound: Kjetil Mørk, Rune Van Deurs, Jesper Miller

Sound Mixer: Andreas Franck, Gisle Tveito,

Erlend Hogstad

Editing: Ruben Östlund, Jacob Secher Schulsinger

Casting: Katja Wik, Maggie Widstrand

Producers: Erik Hemmendorff, Marie Kjellson,

Philippe Bober

Line Producer: Sofia Aspeheim

Executive Producers: Jessica Ask, Film i Väst

Coproducers: Marina Perales Marhuenda,

Katja Adomeit, Yngve Saether

Production Companies:
Plattform Produktion AB (Sweden)

Parisienne (France)

Coproduction Office ApS (Denmark)

Motlys (Norway)

In co-production with Film i Väst,

Rhône-Alpes Cinéma

Supported by Svenska Film Institutet,

Eurimages, Norsk Filminstitutt, Nordisk Film & TV Fond,

Det Danske Filminstitut - Minor Ordningen,

BLS Business Location Südtirol - Alto Adige,

Cinémas du Monde - Centre national du cinéma et de l'image

animée - Ministère des Affaires étrangères - Institut français,

MEDIA Programme of the European Union

ZDF/Arte in collaboration with Arte, Sveriges Television,

C More, DR, YLE

International Sales: Coproduction Office
49 west 27th street     7th floor     new york, ny 10001     

tel 212 924 6701     fax 212 924 6742 
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