
 
 
 

PRESENTS 
  

 

 

 

THE RED CHAPEL 
 

A FILM BY MADS BRÜGGER 
 
 
 

2010, Denmark, 87 minutes 
In Danish, Korean and English, with English subtitles 

 
 
 

Publicity Contact: Rodrigo Brandão 
(212) 629-6880 / rodrigo@kinolorber.com 

 
Press Materials: http://www.kino.com/press 

 
A Lorber Films Release 
from Kino Lorber, Inc. 

333 West 39th Street, Suite 502 
New York, NY 10018 

(212) 629-6880 



 
 
 

SYNOPSIS 
 
A trio of Danes – director Mads Brügger, straight man Simon and self-proclaimed “spastic” 
Jacob — travel to North Korea under the guise of a cultural exchange. Pretending to be a 
small Danish theatre group called The Red Chapel, they present themselves as regime 
sympathizers and mount an absurd variety show in Pyongyang. Constantly shadowed by a 
guide, they rehearse under the watchful eye of government officials brought in to 
“collaborate” on their performance and make it more palatable for the Korean regime. But 
as the hoax plays out, the two comedians (both of North Korean descent) begin to 
emotionally unravel; how can planned absurdity, they ask, compete with one of the world’s 
most notorious totalitarian dictatorships? 
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ABOUT THE DIRECTOR 
 
Mads Brügger is a Danish journalist, TV host and author. He has written several books 
(most recently, an investigation of a case of organized sexual abuse called Borderland 
(2008)), hosted live talk shows, produced documentaries for national radio, and worked for 
a wide variety of publications (including the investigative magazine VIRUS, which he co-
founded and edited for several years). He began experimenting with journalistic roleplay 
when he wrote, directed and starred in the 2004 TV series “Danes for Bush,” in which he 
played a neoconservative Dane who travels across the United States to help George W. 
Bush get re-elected. He currently works at the Danish Broadcasting Corporation, where he 
produces TV series and hosts the daily news and debate program Deadline. 
 

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR 
 

(taken from the Filmmaker Magazine blog at www.filmmakermagazine.com) 
 

Filmmaker interviewed Mads Brügger at the Sundance Film Festival, a few days before The 
Red Chapel won the Grand Jury Prize in documentaries. 
 
[call-in line announces, “You are now being recorded.”] 
 
Mads Brügger: Now I am becoming paranoid. 
 
Filmmaker: You should be. 
 
Brügger: When I spoke with a high-ranking diplomat in Pyongyang, the first thing he asked 
me was, “So tell me, how does this email work?” I explained it to him, and then his second 
question was, “How do you read other people’s emails?” 
 
[uneasy laughter] 
 
Filmmaker: Does North Korea know about the film? 
 
Brügger: It was on a television program in Denmark, and they know about that one. They 
were not happy. The [North Korean] ambassador in Stockholm wrote a fax to the 
management of the Danish Broadcasting Corporation. He wrote that ‘the difference 
between man and animal is that man has a conscience, and that [Mads Brugger] has no 
conscience, and therefore must be an animal. I damn him, exclamation mark.” So it means 
that I’m not going to Pyongyang in the near future. 
 
Filmmaker: So your project began as a television series? Did it change when you turned it 
into a feature film? 
 
Brügger: Yes, a four-part television series. I realized that most people don’t know very 
much about North Korea and think it’s like China or Vietnam or something, when in fact it’s 



 
 
 

the most repressive totalitarian state ever created in the history of mankind. If you don’t 
know that, then your whole take on the project, what we are doing, will not make much 
sense. We had to take out a lot of important scenes; for instance we had one amazing 
scene where Mrs. Pak tries to persuade Simon to stay in the country and play an action 
hero in the movie industry. She says, “Mr. Simon, you display a very powerful and manly 
emotion.” 
 
Filmmaker: Can you talk about the level of danger that you felt being there, and the risks 
involved? 
 
Brügger: [We were filming] before the two American journalists were captured and taken 
prisoner there. The only other case we knew about was an American reporter named 
Andrew Morse, who was I think the first American journalist in many, many years to be 
admitted to North Korea. And then they find out he’s making hidden recordings, or they 
suspect him of doing so, and they place him under arrest, destroy his computer and take 
away his footage, and then after two weeks in prison, he’s forced to sign a statement that 
says he’s an American spy, then he’s allowed to leave the country. But it really shocked me 
when these two American girls [Laura Ling and Euna Lee] were sentenced to twelve years 
in a labor camp – two years for illegal entry and ten years for intent to slander the name of 
North Korea. If that is the yardstick of how they measure things, then we most certainly 
would have been in the camps for many, many years. 
 
Filmmaker: How did you get the idea in the first place, to go to North Korea? 
 
Brügger: I was looking for a place where the use of role play, and pretending to be 
someone you’re not, would actually be morally justifiable because you’re basically 
exploiting something very important about how humans interact. It dawned on me that it 
had to be a dictatorship, and then I started reading about the last remaining dictatorships in 
the world, and then I stumbled upon North Korea and became obsessed with it. It defies 
anything you’ve heard about before. Because I had worked with communists in the 
Ukraine, I knew that a magic word for them was “cultural exchange.” It makes them all 
misty-eyed. So I knew that I had to offer them a cultural exchange project, and I knew that I 
had to offer them comedy, because dictatorships are really bad at handling comedy. All 
dictators are basically laughable, especially Kim-Jong Il. I knew Simon from Danish 
Broadcasting — he’s one of the channel’s most gifted comedians. Then I heard about this 
self-proclaimed “spastic” appearing in the comedy clubs, and I went to see him and it was 
amazing. Even though half the audience didn’t understand what he was saying, he was still 
really making an impact; he’s very bright and very funny. It dawned on me that if I would 
match them together I would make a very bizarre kind of Laurel and Hardy duo. I 
approached the North Koreans, went to Pyongyang to meet them, and to my amazement, 
they said yes. 
 
Filmmaker: How did you describe the show to the North Koreans? 
 
Brügger: I told them that it was a creative project that I wanted to film, that I would show 
how Simon and Jacob would experience North Korea, and how the North Koreans would 



 
 
 

react to their comedy show. I made it sound really innocent and naïve, and they really liked 
it. And what also tipped the scales in my favor was my resemblance to Lenin. 
 
Filmmaker: You think so? 
 
Brügger: Yeah, yeah they were mad about it. They called me “Big Lenin” in Korean. 
 
Filmmaker: Something that surprised me a lot is how deeply emotional the North Koreans 
are, and how effusive they are when communicating, and how that contradicts with what 
they’re actually doing… 
 
Brügger: Living in the most oppressive authoritarian state in the world really warps, 
destroys and perverts human sentiment and human emotions. It’s very difficult for them to 
handle human emotions. Mrs. Pak is still a mystery to me, why she was dealing with Jacob 
the way she did. At one point I thought she must have been cruel or sadistic; on the other 
hand she seemed to be genuinely interested in Jacob. It became more and more obvious 
that Jacob was having an emotional impact on her. We even thought at one point that 
maybe she had had a handicapped child at one point. 
 
Filmmaker: That was certainly my suspicion. 
 
Brügger: Yes, because I asked a Korean person I know, if the things she was saying like, “I 
feel Jacob is more than my son,” if that was a normal thing for a Korean thing to say. And 
she said that it was very extreme, even for Koreans. 
 
Filmmaker: Can you talk about Jacob’s handicap, and how the North Koreans reacted to it, 
and what it was like for Jacob? 
 
Brügger: What amazed me was how bad they were at dealing with the comedy show, and 
Jacob’s part in it. Obviously the audiences in some ways were directed [by our minders]; 
they were briefed before they saw our show. When they’re saying to Jacob that he has to 
act like a normal person playing a handicapped person, that really shows the contempt they 
have for handicapped people. Because in a perfect socialist state, there are only perfect 
socialist bodies making perfect socialist babies, according to their doctrine. A person like 
Jacob is not supposed to exist. Wherever we went in North Korea, they would think that 
Jacob was either very, very ill, or very, very drunk. They had never seen a guy like that 
before. 
 
Filmmaker: I want to ask about the scene where you attend a rally, a huge march with 
thousands of people chanting in unison to commemorate the day of the “American 
Invasion.” You, Jacob in his wheelchair and your female minders end up at the front of the 
march, and Jacob refuses to chant or pump his fist in a very rebellious way. Whereas you 
do chant and pump your fist, and keep warning Jacob in Danish that what he’s doing is 
extremely dangerous. 
 



 
 
 

Brügger: The march was a very schizoid, schizophrenic moment for me, because one part 
of me was very full of admiration and clearly recognizing the grandeur in Jacob’s courage 
and his will to rebel against this extremely repressive regime, while standing in the heart of 
that regime. The other part of me wanted to silence him completely, because I was terrified. 
So it was a very complicated moment, and also I was drunk at that moment. 
 
Filmmaker: You were drunk? 
 
Brügger: The last five days there I was more or less drunk all the time to keep my nerves in 
balance. 
 
Filmmaker: Did your own behavior surprise you, when you watched the footage? 
 
Brügger: Well, whenever we were filming, we were conscious of the fact that the North 
Korean secret police were going through all the footage while we were sleeping. So we had 
to keep that in mind all the time. Also we were trying to do very basic comedia del’arte, you 
know, with Simon and Jacob being two clowns, and me being the evil white clown. But 
when I see it today I’m still quite impressed about how calm we all seem to be, when we 
really should be running, screaming about in terror. 


