Fjord fiesta

How did a modest film about a loner from deepest Iceland sweep so many festival juries off their feet? Director Dagur Kari talks to Steve Rose
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Dagur Kari has begun his career the way most film-school students dream about. His graduate film, Lost Weekend, won 11 international prizes; his feature debut, Noi Albinoi, has won even more, and is being released around the world. At 30, having made more acceptance speeches than most directors will in their lifetimes, he is already growing detached from the festival scene. "It's a little bit like owning a racehorse. I take it [my film] to different places and see how well it does. I don't take it too personally." 

1. Noi Albinoi (Noi the Albino) 

2. Production year: 2002 

3. Country: Rest of the world 

4. Cert (UK): 15 

5. Runtime: 93 mins 

6. Directors: Dagur Kari 

7. Cast: Elin Hansdottir, Throstur Leo Gunnarsson, Tomas Lemarquis 

8. More on this film 

As racehorses go, Noi Albinoi (which translates as Noi the Albino) is the rank outsider. It comes from Iceland, one of the most marginal film-making nations on the map. And its central character is an outsider even by that country's standards. Noi lives far from the capital city, Reykjavik, in the remote coastal village of Bolungarvik, population 957. The weird kid in the class, he has just one place of sanctuary: a dark little cellar underneath his house. 

It may sound like a contrived art movie, but Noi Albinoi is anything but. It's a modest, uncluttered, eccentric film, at once surprisingly funny and unexpectedly powerful. The striking, snow-blown landscapes are beautifully filmed, but mostly it's Noi himself who sticks in the mind: a pale, thin, bald-headed enigma, who could be an idiot or a genius. He is the kid who sends a tape recorder to school in place of himself, but has no idea how to conduct a romance. 

"In many ways, he is like the opposite of me," says Kari, who is quiet and calmly deliberate. "Often he does things that I wish I had done when I was his age, in terms of dealing with authority. I was never bad at school." 

Like Noi (and most Icelanders), Kari felt the need to leave his homeland for a spell. He studied film-making at the prestigious Danish Film School, where Lars von Trier once studied, and he still lives in Copenhagen. Yet he always intended to return to Iceland to make his first film; the country sounds like the perfect training ground for directors. Everyone seems to do everything in Iceland - and everybody seems to know everyone. "If you sit in a bar long enough in Reykjavik, you will have met all your cast and crew." 

The lead actor, Tomas Lemarquis, is a professional whom Kari has known for years. Lemarquis's father, Kari's French teacher at school, plays the French teacher in the film. Most of the rest of the cast are amateurs. Kari's neighbourhood postwoman plays Noi's grandmother, Noi's would-be girlfriend is someone Kari met in a restaurant, and so on. "The film industry in Iceland is very young, so it doesn't have conventions or restrictions. There's a nice energy." 

Bureaucratically, Iceland also sounds like a film-maker's paradise. "I'm preparing a film in Denmark now," says Kari, "and there's a scene where someone is supposed to drive through a red light. The producer explained that we would have to call the traffic ministry and get permission. Then we would have to hire a stuntman to drive the car. In Iceland we'd just drive through the red light and think nothing of it." 

On the negative side, of course, there's the climate. The story called for snow, so the shoot took place where snow was most likely: in the isolated but spectacular West Fjords. Working outside there was extremely difficult, says Kari, not just mechanically (as when the lighting truck slid backwards down a mountain) but also aesthetically (shooting a landscape where everything is white). Iceland also has its own north-south divide. "It's the classic thing; up there in the north, they hate everything that comes from the south and the city. They are very proud, and strongly believe that where they live is paradise on earth. But still, they were extremely helpful." 

It would be a disservice to the film-maker to suggest that Noi Albinoi is interesting only because of its country of origin. However, there is something consciously Icelandic about it - and it's not just the snowscapes. There is a fantastical quality to the story, as if it were based on an ancient folk tale. After Björk and cod, Iceland's best-known product is probably its medieval sagas. Perhaps it's inevitable that foreign eyes will read the film in this context. 

"It doesn't really bother me," says Kari. "It was important to me to establish where I come from. To a large extent, it's true about Iceland being a mythological place. I know all the sagas by heart without having read them. It's incorporated in me, and I think it's best not to be too aware of it, but just trust that by being brought up in this part of the world you have a lot of heritage that will filter through. I think you can still take the film at a more universal level, though. In every country there's a small town and a teenager that wants to break away." 

The danger is that Kari's film will be perceived as an interesting, exotic one-off rather than the first work of a promising director. After all, what has happened to Baltasar Kormakur, whose 101 Reykjavik aroused similar attention a few years ago? His follow-up, The Sea, is unlikely to see a UK release. Even the granddaddy of Icelandic film, Fridrik Thor Fridriksson, has had trouble reaching a wide audience. Eight years ago, his Cold Fever (which followed a Japanese man in Iceland) was well received here, but distributors have disregarded his last four features. 

Kari hopes that by making his next film in Denmark, he can avoid that problem. He did plan to follow the back-to-basics Dogme rules of film-making, but that became impractical. "It's not interesting to other people any more if it's a Dogme movie, but those rules give you freedom and flexibility. It's a nice way of capturing the innocence of film-making." 

Is one film all it takes to lose that innocence? Kari sounds almost nostalgic about his days as a movie virgin. He is grateful for the international interest in his work, he says, but he rarely has the time or energy to work on the next film.Instead he spends a lot of time playing a small acoustic guitar in hotel rooms across the world. 

Noi Albinoi was the distillation of 10 years' worth of ideas. His new script has been started from scratch, and raising funds for it has been difficult. "You realise it never gets easier. I mean, David Lynch still has problems with financing his projects."

· Noi Albinoi is released on Friday.

