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SYNOPSIS
Between the sea and the mountains in a 
small village in Norway, Aslak (6) lives with 
his mother Astrid. A tragic event occurs 
that Aslak can’t quite understand and Astrid 
struggles to handle. Aslak’s friend shows 
him a macabre scene; three half-eaten 
sheep killed in the forest on a full moon 
night.  

In a quest for answers, Aslak ventures into 
the menacing forest behind his house. Is 
what happens on his journey merely a boy’s 
imagination or is it reality? 

VALLEY OF SHADOWS is a film in the tradi-
tion of Scandinavian Gothic fable.



INTRO
In a worn down house on the Norwegian countryside, six-year-old Aslak 
lives a simple modest life with his distant and absent mother. Their tran-
quillity becomes muddled when the sheep that graze the fields next to 
the mountains mysteriously become victims of macabre ravages. The 
tragic events lead Aslak to embark on a dramatic journey into the very 
depth and darkness of the forest – an odyssey whose boundaries float 
between dream, fable and reality. A grotesque, distorted, gloomy and 
beautiful landscape that unfolds in illusion and realism at the same time. 

VALLEY OF SHADOWS is the feature film debut for director Jonas Matzow 
Gulbrandsen, in close partnership with cinematographer and brother  
Marius Matzow Gulbrandsen. Jonas and Marius Matzow Gulbrandsen 
both attended the National Polish film school in Lodz, the revered 
school that boasts the likes of Kieslowski, Polanski and Wajda as former  
students.

THE IDEA
I've always wanted to make a movie that is a reflection of a child's mind 
and perspective. I began to explore this in my first short film DAREK 
(2009). In VALLEY OF SHADOWS I wanted to go all the way, meaning 
a feature film where everything is experienced through the eyes of a 
six-year-old boy. The child's thoughts and reflections are beautiful and 
fascinating. Aslak is a boy who is on the cusp of becoming conscious 
of himself and his surroundings. At that particular age, the boundaries 
between reality, dream and imagination tend to blend. Nevertheless,  
I never intended the film be set in a universe imbued with magic realism. 
It was crucial that the ambiguity of what is reality or not to always be 
there. That is why it so enchanting to make a story that mirrors a child's 
universe.

The project has gone through a number of developments since I first  
began to play with the idea in 2004. The crucial thing was to keep the film 
subtle and to leave the pictures – not the dialogue – to carry the action. 
Everything is primarily based on feelings, which I try to describe – and 
how I can best describe – this feeling with images. Aslak seeks affec-
tion and understanding – something his absent mother fails to provide 
him. To compensate for this, Aslak finds someone in his inner world who  
understands his existential dilemmas. This was my starting point as a 
visual story for VALLEY OF SHADOWS.





INSPIRATION AND INFLUENCES 

I will describe VALLEY OF SHADOWS as a nightmarish version of the fairy tale 
"Peter and the Wolf". I’ve always been attracted to stories with archetypal motifs 
and figures, and this particular fable resonates and has followed both Marius and I 
since our childhood. Mythologies and adventures are often coming-of-age tales that 
are deeply solemn with underlying morals. I am more interested in authors like Mir-
cea Eliade, Jung, Campbell and Bruno Bettelheim. Growing up in the middle of the 
Norwegian Bible Belt may have had an indirect influence on me as well, considering 
my fascination by the Gothic. As a matter of fact, the Scandinavian Gothic may have 
been the most important source of inspiration: nature describing the disturbed inner 
lives of the characters who find themselves under psychological stress; mystery and 
ambiguity set in a landscape that unfolds in illusion and reality at the same time.

BROTHERLY COLLABORATION – AN ORGANIC ENTITY
Both my brother Marius and I were born and raised in southern Norway but chose to 
study film at the National Polish film school. The visual language that was developed 
in the Polish Wave after the Second World War has always fascinated us. It deve-
loped as an organic reaction to the vacuum that emerged in a traumatized nation. 
Censorship from the local  authorities incited filmmakers to develop a very advanced 
and ambiguous allegorical language, which slipped through the censorship. Film 
as an art form was completely open to interpretation on many different levels. The 
tradition we have studied under has obviously influenced us, but where we have 
ended up – or rather, returned to – is back to our roots: the culture and landscape of 
southern Norway. 

We see ourselves as an organic entity. In general we stick to our own professional 
functions but work together all the time: Marius has a lot of input on the script and 
conversely I talk to him about the storyboard. We strongly believe that directing, 
scriptwriting, and cinematography are mutually dependent on each other. When wri-
ting a script, we always do so in regards to the visual of what works best on the 
large canvas. Marius always understands intuitively what I want when reading my 
scripts; he sees the same images as I do. Once the script and the storyboard are 
done, we begin scouting locations. Naturally, we change things when we find lo-
cations. We work together with any unforeseen situations that arise and remain as 
open as possible and try to catch all the magic that occurs in the madness.



TWO-YEAR LOCATION SEARCH
Conceptually, we knew precisely what we were 
looking for. That being said, the locations were a 
real challenge  to find. We started early, in 2014, 
driving all over south and west Norway. We took 
our time immersing ourselves into the landscapes, 
so it took us two years to find the perfect locations 
for our shoot. We were searching for scenery with 
a melancholic feeling, which were more than pic-
turesque. From a cinematographic standpoint it 
can be problematic to shoot in Norway since the 
images can easily turn into “postcard images”. Luc-
kily in the end we landed on the south west coast of 
Norway, close to Stavanger.  Everything we’d been 
searching for was there: an open-blown landscape 
with steep mountains, hand-built stonewalls, and 
large dark forests with gothic trees, all of them hun-
dreds of years old.



CRAFT
The film team chased different weather types, because the film was dependent on the right type of natural light – 
the kind of light that cannot be reproduced in post-production. A flexible shooting tactic that adds fast turnarounds 
is sometimes frustrating in terms of logistics. We were aiming for an organic dramatic aesthetic that only the right 
natural light can give. This is crucial to capture the right feeling and mood in the exterior images. They cannot be 
created digitally in a studio, with terrible digital post masks. The film set and the prod's department were some-
times driven to madness, as we constantly had to shoot in relation to “weather cover” . That means if you are 
outside shooting and the weather suddenly changes and is not proper for the scene, you have to turn over and 
suddenly shoot interior instead. It creates a constant suspense over the set. But with such a tactic we caught a 
full storm on 35mm! I do not believe in simple solutions, you get so much more when you dare to take chances.



THE BOY ASLAK
I haven’t had much positive experience when it comes to traditional casting; so I never tend 
to find my actors this way. I usually already know who I want in the roles when the script 
is written. But there is a big risk with children’s roles; there is an astounding amount of 
responsibility for children when a whole feature film rests on their shoulders. So I decided 
to do a traditional casting this time around. Usually a filmmaker tests hundreds of children 
before finding the right one. I was lucky. After seeing the first 30-40 children, Adam Ekeli 
appeared. I knew immediately we had found our young lead.  Adam is the youngest of 
many siblings. This does something to the psychology of a child: attention becomes impor-
tant and they constantly seek after contact with the people around themselves. 



MUSIC
Zbigniew Preisner is one of the greatest film composers 
in film history. He has such a genuine melancholic feel in 
what he creates. The collaboration between us went very 
well: he convinced me that the film needed piano elements, 
and conversely I was able to convince him to use electronic 
instruments. This was the first time Preisner has used this 
kind of electronic elements in a film. We talked a lot about 
how music should be the film's dialogue and a depiction of 
Aslak's inner life. He has created themes for each character 
and brought in themes that reflect nature's elements.


