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Denmark  2016          92 minutes        Certificate 15 
 
Director  Nicolo Donato 
Photography  Ash Alexander Foss 
Music    Johan Söderqvist and Jesper Mechlenburg 
 
Cast: 
David Dencik as Arne Itkin    
Danica Curcic like Miriam Itkin 
Jakob Cedergren as NB Lund Ferdinansen 
Nicolas Bro as Kaj 
Laura Bro as Katrine Ferdinansen 
Mikkel Boe Følsgaard as Jørgen 
Marijana Jankovic like Julie Levy 
Lars Brygmann as Pastor Kjeldgaard 
Morten Suurballe as Stærh 
 
Nicolo Donato’s World War II drama “Across the Waters” surprises in its gritty 
depiction of life on the run for a Jewish family living in Denmark under Nazi 
occupation in 1943. 

Donato has a strong personal bond to the events, as he is the grandchild of one of the characters portrayed 
in the film — the fisherman NB, played by Cedergren. 
 
One day, when he came by sporting some bruises he had received in a scuffle with some neo-Nazis at a 
demonstration, his grandfather for the first time opened up about his resistance during the Nazi occupation 
of Denmark, when he helped transport Jews from Copenhagen to Gilleleje in 1943. It took several fishing 
trips after that to finish the story. 

The film would have been easy to make as a ‘heroic’ Second World War film, but Donato chose not to take 
the easy path. He manages to create a remarkable picture, experimenting with artistic visuals and 
storytelling and where the suspense is increased throughout the film. The cast is judicious, but the acting by 
Dencik and Curcic is not nuanced at all time. Overall, the story and great visuals overrule the actors. 

The German occupants started on the 1st of October 1943, searching for Danish Jews. They only got a 
hold of approximately 500 Jews. Despite great personal risk, the Danish resistance movement, with the 
assistance of many ordinary Danish citizens, managed to evacuate 7,220 of Denmark's 7,800 Jews, plus 
686 non-Jewish spouses, by sea to nearby neutral Sweden. In total, 95% reached safety in Sweden and 
could return to their homes again after the war was over. 

The rescue allowed the vast majority of Denmark's Jewish population to avoid capture by the Nazis and is 
considered to be one of the largest actions of collective resistance to aggression in the countries occupied 
by Nazi Germany. As a result of the rescue, and the following Danish intercession on behalf of the 464 
Danish Jews who were captured and deported to the Theresienstadt transit camp in Bohemia, over 99% of 
Denmark's Jewish population survived the Holocaust. 

Although the Danish authorities cooperated with the German occupation forces, they and most Danes 
strongly opposed the isolation of any group within the population, especially the well-integrated Jewish 
community. The German action to deport Danish Jews prompted the Danish state church and all political 



parties except the pro-Nazi National Socialist Workers' Party of 
Denmark (NSWPD) immediately to denounce the action and to 
pledge solidarity with the Jewish fellow citizens. For the first time, 
they openly opposed the occupation. At once the Danish bishops 
issued a hyrdebrev—a pastoral letter to all citizens. The letter was 
distributed to all Danish ministers, to be read out in every church on 
the following Sunday. This was in itself very unusual since the 
Danish church is decentralized and non-political. 

For most Jews, it was a successful escape to Sweden, but for those 
who didn’t react early enough to the warnings, the story played out 

differently. Across the Waters, by Nicholas Donato, shows the flee to Sweden during Second World War 
from the perspective of the Jews and their helpers who risked their safety to help them over. 

During these dramatic days there was an extraordinary display of humanity by the Danish people, who 
showed a courage that took everyone by surprise – not least themselves,” said Donato in a statement. 
“People that had never taken a wrong step or done anything illegal chose to risk their lives for a group of 
fellow citizens in need, and as a result nearly all Danish Jews were saved from the Nazis. This is one of the 
most remarkable events during the occupation, and this is the movie about the brave people who risked 
everything to save others.” 

“This is a film about compassion and survival that shows 
the good and bad sides of humanity in a crisis situation," 
Donato says. 

As he sees it, the standard narrative of self-sacrificing 
Danes saving the Jews from the Germans is way too 
glorified, in terms of both our own self-image and how the 
international community views Denmark. 

"We pat ourselves on the back way too much over what we did in the war. A lot of Jews were saved, but 
very few people helped them out without getting something in return," he says. 

"That said, the fishermen and the rest did a hell of a job. It's just hard to respect that we don't tell the whole 
truth. I'm glad that there's a picture of my grandfather in his boat at the Holocaust Museum in Washington. 
And it's great that there's a statue in Gilleleje commemorating the escape of the Danish Jews (a gift from 
Israeli shipping magnate Yuli Ofer, ed.) It has its place there. But there also has to be room for the real 
story. That's why I made the film." 

This is far from a gratuitous war film.  Moviegoers who appreciate a love story that is not saccharine but is 
based in truth will enjoy this film.   
 
Donato and his crew shot "Across the Waters" before the influx of Syrian refugees into Europe in 
September of last year. All of a sudden, the film became extremely current. 

Having just wrapped the shoot, the director was spending his first full day in the editing room when actor 
Jakob Cedergren called and asked if he had seen "it." 

"They're walking on the freeway," he said. Donato rushed home and switched on his TV and saw the now 
iconic-tragic footage of a large group of Syrian refugees walking the 160 kilometres from Rødby (where 
they had disembarked from the ferry from Germany, ed.) to Copenhagen. 

"I thought, 'That can't be right.' We just shot a film about how we didn't treat refugees right during World 
War II, and now it's happening again. It was like we had pasted the film into real life. It was uncanny." 

Iain McGlashan 
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What is genocide? 
The term ‘genocide’ was first used in 1933, in a paper presented to the League of Nations by the Polish lawyer, 
Raphael Lemkin. He devised the concept in response to the atrocities perpetrated against the Armenian population of 
the Ottoman Empire, between 1915 and 1918. 

On 11 December 1946 the General Assembly of the United Nations resolved that genocide was a crime under 
international law.  This was approved and ratified as a Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide on 9 December 1948.  The Convention defines genocide as: 
  
‘any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious 
group, as such: 

 killing members of the group 
 causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group 
 deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole 

or in part 
 imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group 
 forcibly transferring children of the group to another group 

A number of specific actions have been deemed to be punishable under the Convention. These are: 

 genocide 
 conspiracy to commit genocide 
 direct and public incitement to commit genocide 
 attempt to commit genocide 
 complicity in genocide 

Actions do not need to lead to deaths to be considered to be acts of genocide – causing serious bodily or mental harm 
or the deprivation of resources such as clean water, food, shelter or medical services can be regarded as inflicting 
conditions of life calculated to bring about physical destruction.  Causing serious bodily or mental harm includes the 
infliction of widespread torture, rape and sexual violence.  It is also a criminal offence to plan or incite genocide – even 
before the killing starts.  This recognises that genocide does not just happen.  There is always a path that leads to 
genocide. 

 
********************************************************* 

 
The Holocaust Memorial Day Trust (HMDT) is the charity that promotes and supports Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD). 
27 January is the day for everyone to remember the six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust, and the millions of 
people killed in Nazi Persecution and in subsequent genocides in Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Darfur. 27 January 
marks the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau, the largest Nazi death camp. 
 
On HMD we can honour the survivors of these regimes of hatred and challenge ourselves to use the lessons of their 
experience to inform our lives today. 
 
HMD is a time when we seek to learn the lessons of the past and to recognise that genocide does not just take place 
on its own, it’s a steady process which can begin if discrimination, racism and hatred are not checked and prevented. 
We’re fortunate here in the UK; we are not at risk of genocide. However, discrimination has not ended, nor has the use 
of the language of hatred or exclusion. There is still much to do to create a safer future and HMD is an opportunity to 
start this process. 



Comments and reactions to: Hidden Figures 

Realistic (excellent title)        Excellent- a blast!!    Excellent 
Excellent multi-faceted film – absorbing  Excellent                         Really enjoyed it 
Excellent – I want to know more of the reality      Humour and uplifting(!) history  
Inspirational – great film (loved the minister)          Inspirational 
 A really excellent film on so many counts – never given a 10 before!            My sort of film      
Wow, what a story – what amazing women! Brilliant film              Great story and a great film 
Less discrimination = more brainpower = space success.  Brilliant.                      Wonderful 
2nd time I have seen the film and enjoyed it more the second time  
2nd viewing of this film and just as engaging this time.  A great film about great people. 
I had been waiting a long time for a chance to see this film and it was worth the wait – even 
better than I expected 
Solid, excellently acted – avoided being too soapy/preachy.  Enjoyable start to New Year! 
 I love history movies, this is one of the best      Very enjoyable – got the mood of the time well   
V. enjoyable + informative- I was unaware of the story.  I found the segregation shocking! 
A heart-warming film.  Very interesting to see that apartheid was rife in NASA so recently as 
the 60s. 
How well the black (coloured) women did to not only overcome adversity but to achieve in 
a then “man’s world” 
They did need some guts, to withstand all those “doors shut” in their faces 
On racial equality we have come a long way – quite a bit further to go 
A timely reminder of battles that were fought – and may need to be refought 
Good timing to have a story about inspirational women given the current backdrop of 
endemic sexism in Hollywood (Editor – although the Cttee do plan the season, this was a co-incidence!)  
 

Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8   9  10 
   ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 1 1 7 22 22 7 
Number of reaction slips received = 60    Average Score = 8.4 
 

Position Film Average Score 
1st Lion 8.46 
2nd Hidden Figures 8.4 
3rd A United Kingdom 8.28 
4th I, Daniel Blake 7.78 
5th La Familie Belier 7.7 
6th Hell’s Angels 6.03 
7th La La Land 5.61 
8th Mediterraneo 5.47 

 

Our next film on 8 February:  
 

50 years since it was released we 
present Franco Zeffirelli’s very 

accessible adaptation of the story of the 
star-crossed lovers.  

 

A romantic treat ahead of Valentine’s Day. 
 


