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Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 
2001 review: 
 
“Disappointing adaptation of Peter Hoeg’s 
novel, with Ormond as an alienated woman 
who is devastated by the death of a 
neighbouring Inuit boy – and obsessed with 
uncovering details of his possible murder.  Part 
soul-searching saga, action story, romance, and 
medical thriller… and none of it gels.  
Admittedly a great woman’s role, but it gets 
muddled in the execution.  Shot in Panavision.  
** ” 
 
 
Radio Times review: 
 
“Fans of the bestseller  "Miss Smilla’s Sense of 
Snow" will be disappointed by this plodding 
adaptation.  Star Julia Ormond doesn’t have 
the experience to carry the film and it lacks 
thrills.  Contains violence and swearing,  ** ” 
 

“Mystery thriller.  Exiled from her native 
Greenland as a child, Smilla Jasperson now 
lives unhappily In Copenhagen, where six-year 
old Isaiah is one of her few friends.  When the 
boy dies after falling from the roof, Smilla’s 
scientific background and innate sense of snow 
lead her to suspect foul play.  ** ” 
 

 
 
 
 
Smilla Jasperson …………....Julia Ormond 
Mechanic …………………….Gabriel Byrne 
Tork ………………………….Richard Harris 
Elsa Lubing …………...Vanessa Redgrave 
Moritz Johnson ……………..Robert Loggia 
Lagermann ………………....Jim Broadbent 
Ravn ……………………………...Bob Peck 
Isaiah ……………………… Clipper Miano 
Captain Lukas …………………Mario Adorf 

 
 
 
 
Although filmed in Denmark by the director of “PELLE EROBREREN”, the cast are 
overwhelmingly British and it was shot in the English language, hence no alternative title.  If 
the book was a bestseller it’s completely unknown to me, so I came to the film fresh, and it’s 
an intriguing, highly unusual suspense story.  Smilla makes for a sullen, acerbic, painstakingly 
disagreeable heroine, which gives the unravelling tale an edge by holding the audience at one 
remove from identification.  The script can’t sustain the intrigue over its length, however, and 
plausibility comes apart in the second half, leading to a lacklustre and disappointing 
conclusion.  Low-key delivery of dialogue renders several scenes inaudible, on television at 
any rate, and Gabriel Byrne was an error of casting as the downstairs neighbour who tries to 
aid Smilla in her quest to uncover the truth about the Inuit boy’s “accidental death”.  The 
audience just doesn’t accept him for a moment as what he purports to be, killing several of 
the twists in the story before they arise.  For all that it remains an interesting piece, and since 
the mystery is the essence of its appeal, there’s little one can disclose without plot-spoiling. 
 

Smilla’s Sense of Snow  

Cast: 



 
 
 
 
It begins with an Eskimo spearing seals in the nineteenth century (we can’t say “Eskimoes” 
anymore – it’s apparently an indian insult translating as “”fish-eaters”) when something falls 
out of the sky, putting him and his huskies to flight.  Cut to present day Copenhagen, where 
Smilla returns home from work to find police cars outside her tenement block, and the 
crumpled body of a small boy on the ground.  She recognises him at once as Isaiah, a six-
year old neighbour whom she had befriended – much against her own wishes and 
inclinations.  He apparently fell from the roof while playing.  Smilla doesn’t believe a word of it. 
 
Her childhood in Greenland has given her a quasi-mystical “sense of snow”, so that she’s 
able to gather more from the child’s tracks on the roof than the police seem to do.  She 
concludes at once – on very tenuous evidence – that the boy was murdered, and as she 
delves further the seemingly routine tragedy becomes steadily more bizarre and labyrinthine.  
The boy’s father had also died mysteriously a few years earlier on an Arctic research 
expedition, the boy himself was being spirited away for undisclosed monthly medical tests, a 
top flight surgeon had conducted the routine post-mortem on him, but someone had already 
taken a biopsy from the body in transit to the morgue.  Smilla lodges a complaint against the 
police investigation, her flat is promptly turned upside down and she receives a very sinister 
warning off at the police station.  The downstairs neighbour (Byrne), whom she hesitantly 
comes to trust, has more of a hand in it than he gives out.  And then there’s the matter of 
those extinct prehistoric worms.. 
    
Ormond’s abrasive central character is a refreshing departure from the Julia Roberts mould of 
heroines plunged into a world of conspiracy, and her investigation is punctuated by 
flashbacks to her friendship with the child Isaiah, who becomes deaf, but learns something 
from her of his own cultural origins. The friendship between them is unusually intimate for 
mere neighbours – she has no sooner let the boy through her door than she announces he 
stinks and promptly bathes him, and in a later scene lets him sleep in her bed.  The film 
doesn’t sufficiently account for this sudden turn-around in her attitude to the child (it’s 
connected with her own profound sense of childhood displacement), but one also can’t help 
observing that women in the audience would have reacted very differently if the boy had 
come to Gabriel Byrne’s door, and been promptly whisked inside for a good bath, or asked if 
he could stay the night, and be found sharing Byrne’s bed in the next scene.  Female intimacy 
with children is nourishing and protective, male intimacy with children is suspect and 
predatory.  That’s the dexter side of ingrained sexism. 
 
As a character study of Smilla the film is less satisfying.  She has one speech where she tells 
Byrne that mathematics and snow are the only things she trusts in the world, and expounds a 
thesis on the relation between numbers and human life.  She is, in Monty Python’s hallowed 
phrase, “pining for the fjords”, but her sense of longing for the clean empty spaces of 
Greenland is insufficiently explored or contrasted with her life in the city, and when she 
returns to the Arctic circle for the film’s climax, we get no particular sense of her having 
returned to her spiritual home.  These, presumably, are the inevitable defects of a book’s 
transition to the screen. 
 
A top-drawer British supporting cast help distract from some illogicalities of plotting, though 
Vanessa Redgrave’s cameo as an ex-mining company employee who has become a “bride of 
Christ” is not the highlight it intends to be.  Bob Peck plays a sympathetic – or is he? – police 
inspector, and Richard Harris a high-flier scientist/industrialist with dirty fingers.  Partly 
because of this UK casting, the film conveys next to no sense of Denmark or Copenhagen, 
and might as well have been set in Amsterdam, Edinburgh or Prague. Clipper Miano has few 
lines as Isaiah, but is more of a physical presence through the film than the abductees in 
three out of four kidnapping films, and has a memorable face. 
 
 
See subject index under ARCTIC / ANTARCTIC, DEATH / DYING CHILDREN and SPECIAL 
FRIENDSHIPS. 
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