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SYNOPSIS
The PUSHER Trilogy

Writer and director Nicolas Winding Refn turned down a place at the prestigious National Danish Film School in order to make his 1996 feature film debut, PUSHER.  This violent, edgy, yet moving cult classic established Refn as an uncompromising filmmaker of great talent and depth.  Following his next two films, Bleeder (1999) and Fear X (2003), Refn returned to the Copenhagen underworld in 2004 with PUSHER II: WITH BLOOD ON MY HANDS, while 2005 saw the release of PUSHER III: I’M THE ANGEL OF DEATH.  All three PUSHER films display Refn effortlessly blending moody atmospherics and frenetic action, portraying his characters with a depth and confidence belying his years.  Though each film can be appreciated independently of the other two, Refn subtly interweaves these three tales so that a minor character in one film moves to the fore to become the central character of the next.  The resulting trilogy stands as a masterful reinvention of international crime cinema, as poignantly human as it is brutally and viscerally realized.  The PUSHER trilogy reveals the humanity in even the most violent criminals and how every pusher—no matter what his status—is only one bad deal away from total ruin.    
PUSHER
PUSHER is the story of Frank (Kim Bodnia), a small-time drug dealer who is about to experience the worst week of his life. After a complicated heroin deal goes wrong and he loses both the money and the merchandise, Frank finds himself massively in debt to the Balkan drug baron Milo. The squeeze is on and as the week passes the pressure mounts, with Frank trying to repay the money in the face of Milo’s increasing frustration and his own latent self-destructiveness. Come Friday, as the Saturday deadline looms, nothing happens.  As Frank launches one last desperate push to raise the missing funds, it appears less and less likely he will manage to emerge from this hellish week unscathed…   
PUSHER II: WITH BLOOD ON MY HANDS

PUSHER II tells the story of Tonny, (Mads Mikkelsen) a petty hood from the Copenhagen underworld whose previous run-in with a baseball bat has left his mind addled and unreliable.  Having just been released from prison, Tonny tries to bring order to his life and gain the respect of his father, the Duke, a notorious gangster who appears to have nothing but contempt for his son.  Tonny soon learns that nothing in this new life comes easy.  Trying to repay a debt held over from prison, he makes misstep after misstep, running further afoul of the Duke.  On top of it all, Tonny must contribute to the upbringing of a baby boy who may or may not be his own.  Battling the scorn of all around him as well as his own drug-fuelled delirium, Tonny must forge a path toward some form of redemption, or perish in the attempt. 
PUSHER III: I’M THE ANGEL OF DEATH
PUSHER III takes place over the course of a single day, with the now middle-aged Milo (Zlatko Buric) struggling to prepare his daughter’s 25th birthday party.  As Milo fights his own personal 
demons in the form a drug addiction he’s trying to kick, his business day proves equally challenging once a shipment of ecstasy arrives in place of the heroin he was expecting.  Forced to contend with a new order of young hoods in order to move this designer drug he knows little about, Milo must find a way to maintain his place of dominance atop the Copenhagen underworld.  Milo’s attempts to keep a grip on the world around him become more and more strained, leading him to a choice of relative morality for which the cost proves greatest to himself and his new-found path toward reformation.  

CAST

PUSHER




      Frank



Kim Bodnia
Milo 
Zlatko Buric

Tonny 
Mads Mikkelsen

Vic
Laura Drasbaek

Radovan
Slavko Labovic

Hasse
Peter Andersson

Branko
anja Bajicic

PUSHER II: WITH BLOOD ON MY HANDS




      Tonny



Mads Mikkelsen

Smeden
Leif Sylvester Petersen

Charlotte


Anne Sørensen

Kusse Kurt


Kurt Nielsen

Ø


Øyvind Hagen-Traberg

Gry


Maria Erwolter

Røde


Karsten Schrøder

Den Gamle


Dan Dommer

Svend


Svend Erik Eskeland Larsen

Chief


Jean Pierre Peuleve

Milo 


Zlatko Buric
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BIOGRAPHIES

NICOLAS WINDING REFN – WRITER/DIRECTOR

Cult filmmaker Nicolas Winding Refn has moviemaking in his blood.  Nicolas’ father, Anders Refn, directed the first modern Danish cop drama in 1974, Strømer (Cop), and has since had a long career in filmmaking.  Anders Refn has collaborated on many of the Dogme 95 filmmakers’ projects, including editing Lars von Trier’s Breaking the Waves (1996) and handling first assistant director duties, again for von Trier, on Dogville (2003).

After receiving notice for a number of his short films, Nicolas Winding Refn took a bold step at the age of 25 by turning down a place in the prestigious Danish Film School in order to make his feature debut, PUSHER, in 1996. This was followed up by the critically acclaimed Bleeder, which was selected for the Venice Film Festival in 1999. Fear X (2003), starring John Turturro, was his first international feature in English, and had its world premiere at the Sundance Film Festival in 2002.

Though Fear X was critically acclaimed, it failed at the box office, leaving Nicolas and his production company with a large share of personal debt.  In order to alleviate this financial burden and re-establish his profile as a director to be reckoned with, Nicolas conceived of a strategy which involved the production of two sequels to his acclaimed debut, PUSHER.  Concerned that he not simply cash in on the revered PUSHER, Nicolas undertook the personal challenge of making the subsequent films of the trilogy as artistically accomplished as he hoped they would be commercially.  That very gambit is chronicled in the 2006 documentary, Gambler, directed by Phie Ambo.

PUSHER II: WITH BLOOD ON MY HANDS, which premiered in Rotterdam in 2005, is the follow up to PUSHER.  PUSHER III: I’M THE ANGEL OF DEATH premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival in 2005.  Nicolas’ next features will be the English language Viking epic Valhalla Rising, followed by Billy’s People.
HENRIK DANSTRUP – PRODUCER

A graduate from the Danish Film School, Henrik Danstrup co-owns NWR Productions ApS with Nicolas Winding Refn, and has produced all of Nicolas’ films, starting with PUSHER 1996, Bleeder (1999), Fear X (2003), PUSHER II: WITH BLOOD ON MY HANDS and PUSHER III: I’M THE ANGEL OF DEATH.

KIM BODNIA – “FRANK”
Kim Bodnia was born in 1965.  He was raised in Copenhagen though his family is of Russian/Polish descent.  After graduating as an actor from The National Theatre School of Denmark, he played the lead in the highly acclaimed stage play “Caligula.” 

The director of “Caligula,” Per Frohn, was to be of great importance to Kim.  A few years later, after Kim had played “Don Juan” and gained 7kg. to fit the part, the idea he had had with Per Frohn to stage a play based on “American Psycho” successfully came to life at the “Dr. Dante” theatre of Copenhagen.  Since then, Kim Bodnia has stayed with the “Dr. Dante” theatre which has
enjoyed huge economical and creative success as the most talked about experimental theatre in Denmark.  

In 1994, Kim Bodnia received a “Robert” award (the Danish equivalent to an Oscar) for his performance in the thriller Nightwatch.  Since starring in PUSHER, Bodnia worked with Refn again in 1999’s Bleeder.  Later that same year he played the streetwise Harald in I Kina Spiser De Hunde (1999). He returned as Harald alongside actress Iben Hjejle in the prequel of  I Kina Spiser De Hunde (1999), Gamle Mænd I Nye Biler (2002).  Kim Bodnia has since found roles in a number of films and is recognized as one of Denmark’s greatest acting talents.  He can be seen in the upcoming The Journals of Knud Rasmussen, the opening film of the 2006 Toronto International Film Festival, directed by Normon Cohen and Zacharias Kunuk (Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner).
MADS MIKKELSEN – “TONNY”
Born in 1965, Mads grew up in Copenhagen, where he embarked on a carrier as a dancer right after leaving high school, starring in plays such as “West Side Story,” “La Cage Aux Folles,” “Chicago” and “Entertainers.”  Even though Mads didn’t graduate from Arhus Theatre School 
before ’96, he had already gained a reputation as one of the hottest new names when he was cast in  the role of Kim Bodnia’s traitor friend in PUSHER.

Mads Mikkelsen is now synonymous with the great success the Danish film industry has had since the mid-90s.  In addition to the PUSHER films, the success in his home country includes Flickering Lights (2000), Shake It All About (2001) and the Emmy winning police series "Unit 1" (2000). His success has taken him abroad where he has played alongside Gérard Depardieu in I am Dina (2003), as well as in the Spanish comedy Torremolinos 73 (2003), and the American blockbuster King Arthur (2004).  Mads’ biggest international turn to date will be his role in the upcoming Casino Royale, playing opposite Daniel Craig as James Bond’s villainous foil, Le Chiffre.
ZLATKO BURIC – “MILO”

The Croatian born actor became famous for playing the heroin boss Milo in PUSHER. Buric went on to appear in numerous stage productions and one-man shows as well as recording music with his band Telephatic International Group.  2005 heralded his return to the big screen, again portraying Milo in PUSHER III: I AM THE ANGEL OF DEATH.  Upcoming projects include the films Himmerland and Pistoleros.
AN INTERVIEW WITH NICOLAS WINDING REFN
With a budget of six million Danish kronor, the story about the unlucky pusher Frank, PUSHER was not an expensive film. However, it turned out to be a lot more expensive than you anticipated as a then-25-year-old first time director…

Balboa Films offered to finance the picture with the support of the Danish Film Institute, and obviously I didn’t say no. But originally, my plan was to shoot PUSHER on black and white 16 mm, only using amateur actors and criminals who would act as themselves. You know, a really documentary street film, just as cheap and pared-down as Clerks.  The director of that film (Kevin Smith) quit film school and got a job in the all-night shop where he wanted to do the film, and then he sold all his comic books to make it. When I saw Clerks, I said to myself, I’ll copy that.  I’ll borrow some money, go live at my mother’s place and produce it from there.

Do you regret not making a low-budget film as your debut?

Of course not. We did keep the style almost like a war documentary, with extremely fine editing by Ane Osterud, and I am very pleased. But it is still interesting to think what the film would have been like if we hadn’t had the same budget.

And what do you think would have happened?

All the actors would have been amateurs and we wouldn’t have had a road-block, shooting in Istedgade (the main street in Copenhagen).  I realized when I saw the film Chungking Express that it’s okay that people walk by and look straight into the camera; in fact, it increases the intensity.

Wouldn’t it have been dangerous for you to work with amateurs? It was your first film, you had no education and only a few short films behind you…

You can be lucky when you work with amateurs… But don’t misunderstand me, I think Kim Bodnia (PUSHER’S lead actor) was sent from heaven.  It’s just that, not having gone to film school means that I have been educated by the films and directors that I admire. The Battle of AlgIers was a big inspiration for me, a film that used amateur actors and the style of the documentary. Also the American low budget films, Rhythm Thief and Kids have gotten brilliant results using amateur actors or people who simply want to become actors.

But you also seem you be inspired by films like Scorsese’s Mean Streets and Cassavete’s Killing of a Chinese Bookie.

Of course. Those directors are the really big ones. And I’m very influenced by the films of the early ‘70s.  For example, Fat City by John Huston, which was the first film I saw.  It totally turned me on and has never left me.  Maybe because I was only five years old. My father (director Anders Refn) took me to see it, and it really did lay a foundation for me.

That’s a quite a brutal film for a five year old…

I suppose so.

It seems you have almost grown up at the Cannes Film Festival.

I have always been crazy about films and pictures. I lived in New York from age 8 to 17, and maybe because of some language confusion I didn’t learn to read until I was 13. My universe was a huge collection of cartoons and films, and I didn’t understand the dialogue.  I think I’ve never really read anything.  Every Christmas I get a lot of books on films, but I’ve hardly read any of them.

Let us go back to the difference between the film you could have made with the money from your comic books and the film you did make.  In your earlier short films, you had not only been directing but also writing and acting, among other things.  With PUSHER, you have had to work a lot more with other people.

Yes, and that has meant changes, compared to what I had in mind.  Initially, I imagined PUSHER to be just one day in a pusher’s life, just like the sequence in Goodfellas where the lead actor is running around, desperate to get some dope.  A minimum of plot, a film powered by one character.  Not a heavy plot. Then when writer Jens Dahl came along, we worked more on the structure, through still making the plot so simple that there is actually a whole hour before the first plot point, where you are simply in the company of Frank (the main character).

What does that mean to the film?

I think we get closer to this person, who actually behaves just as psychotically as his rival in the film.  In a way, there is no difference between him and the bad guy, but we only follow him, and because of that, we leave the cinema identifying with him.  I think that is interesting.

What is so interesting about gangsters?

For them, everything  is a matter of life and death.  Everything is fatal. Gangsters are like terrorists, they choose to organize themselves on the other side of the law.  But they make deals.  The consequences in their lives are different from those normal people have to face, people who wear T-shirts saying “Fuck the Police” and don’t stop at a red light. Gangsters are not nice, they don’t follow the mainstream.  Frank is an egotistical materialist’ and his fall is completely his own fault.

Do you know people like Frank?

I used to know a few, but since I started researching for this film I know a lot.

Why does Frank react the way he does?

He is not able to feel, and that is what finishes him off.  He’s got his daily routines, dealing dope and running around with his friends talking about pussy.  But deep inside, he can’t make decisions.  At the end, when he is in deep shit and has a huge dept he has to pay, he realizes that he has to do something, but by then the problem is that it may be too late.
How does Pusher III differ from the first two films?

Its structure is more experimental than the previous two, but all three films still share the same three basic rules: each film has to be about people in a criminal environment and not vice versa, they are strictly shown from the main character’s point of view and they all have the same moral, which is “if you live by the sword you die by the sword.” 
How have the films evolved?

Each film probably reflects where I was in my personal life one way or the other.  It’s ten years since I made PUSHER and the fact that I now have a family and children of my own is reflected in the characters of PUSHER II and III. But I try to keep in mind that the films have to stand alone as well as being part of a series. 

In what ways did Pusher III challenge you as a writer and filmmaker?

The foreign language was a real challenge, since everyone spoke either Serbian or Albanian. Hearing my written dialogue    without understanding it was kind of weird. But I shot it chronologically, which I do with all my films, and that helped a great deal. 

How many Pusher films are you planning?

I don’t know. It was good going back to them, though. They are so character driven that I could write a film over pretty much any of the characters that appear, so the possibilities for more PUSHER films to come is definitely there.
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