CINEMA ,

Viewing Guide - Ordet (1955)

DIRECTED BY CARL TH. DRYER

SYNOPSIS

How do we understand faith and prayer, and miracles? On a Danish farm in 1925, the widowed patriarch
Borgen, who’s rather prominent in his community, has three sons: Mikkel, a good-hearted agnostic whose
wife Inger is pregnant, Johannes, who believes he is Jesus, and Anders, young, slight, and in love with the
tailor’s daughter. The fundamentalist sect of the girl’s father is an anathema to Borgen’s traditional
Lutheranism; he opposes the marriage until the tailor forbids it; then Borgen’s pride demands that it
happen. Unexpectedly, Inger, the family’s joy and light, has problems with her pregnancy. The rational
doctor arrives, and a long night brings into sharp focus at least four views of faith.

TRIVIA

e The actress who plays Inger had the audio of herself in labor and it was used during the difficult birth
scene in the movie.

e There are only 114 shots in the entire film, each shot averaging at over a minute; there are only 3 close-
up shots in the entire film.

e The set for the final scene in Carl Th. Dreyer's 1943 film VREDENS DAG (“Day of Wrath”) was recreated
twelve years later for the final scene of his film of this film. As well, actress Birgitte Federspiel was cast
as Inger in this version of ORDET because of her facial resemblance to actress Lisbeth Movin as Anne in
VREDENS DAG, allowing Dreyer to create somewhat of a reversal of the final scene in this picture.

e Title translation: “The Word.”

e William Friedkin states in the documentary Leap of Faith (2019), that this was the only film that
influenced him during the making of The Exorcist (1973), as there were no films strictly about
possession up until that time.

QUOTES

Inger Borgen: | believe a lot of little miracles happen secretly.

Morten Borgen: Do you know what the difference is between your faith and mine? You think
Christianity is sullenness and self-torment. | think Christianity is the fullness of life. My faith is for all
day long and joy in life. Yours is the longing of death. My faith is the warmth of life. Yours is the
coldness of death.

“In the present era, there is a need for witnesses of hope, beauty and truth. Good cinema and those who create and
star in it have the power to recover the authenticity of imagery in order to safeguard and promote human dignity.“
Pope Leo XIV



The Doctor: Perhaps you believe in miracles, Reverend.

Pastor: Believe? Naturally miracles are possible, since God is the creator of everything and everything
is therefore possible to Him, But...

The Doctor: But?

Pastor: On the other hand, even though God can perform miracles, He does not do so.

The Doctor: And why not?

Pastor: Because miracles would break the laws of nature, and, naturally, God does not break His own
laws.

Morten Borgen: What good does all this do, Johannes?
Johannes Borgen: | am the light of the world, but the darkness does not comprehend it. | have come
unto mine own, but mine own does not receive me.

THE DIRECTOR: CARL THEODOR DREYER (1889-1968)

Carl Theodor Dreyer was born the illegitimate son of a Danish farmer father and a Swedish mother but
following their death he was adopted by a Danish family in Copenhagen named Dreyer. The French firm
Société Générale des Films contracted him to make The Passion of Joan, which we viewed last month.
The depression ruined the Danish film industry thus forcing Dreyer to seek private funding for films
such as his horror film Vampyr (1932). The Nazi invasion of Denmark closed the country off from
foreign imports which temporarily revived the Danish film industry. Dreyer made documentaries
before making Day of Wrath (1943) about another woman wrongly burned (this time as a witch). Other
film projects which occupied him were a film about Mary, Queen of Scots, Ordet (1954), Gertrud (1964),
and a never finished film about Christ.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.What do you think of the film Ordet? How would you compare to the Dreyer film we viewed last
month, the Passion of Joan of Arc?

2.Discuss how the characters' faith is tested against their rational beliefs, particularly in the context of
their family and community.

3.Analyze the portrayal of Johannes' belief in being Jesus Christ, contrasting with the skepticism of his
family and the church. Can you make a case that he was afflicted by madness, divine inspiration, or
both?

4.Explore the rivalry between the Glad Christians and the Inner Mission, and how it affects the
characters' lives and faith. How might you compare their practice and faith compare with the
Catholic sense of both?

5.Consider Dreyer's critique of organized religion and the portrayal of the church's role in the
characters' lives. In what ways do you think he might value religious faith, perhaps considered with
his portrayal of Joan of Arc in The Passion.

6.Reflect on the film's depiction of miracles and the impact of faith on the characters' lives, especially
during challenging times. Do you think that Dreyer believes in the possibility of miracles? How do the
miracles come about? What does the Catholic faith teach about miracles?

7.What is holy about Johannes? How is he Christ-like?

8.Why might the Vatican have included this film on its list of 45 Notable Films?

9.Would you recommend the film Ordet? Why or why not?



