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PRE-PRINT VERSION FROM OCTOBER 2022. CONSULT THE PUBLISHED VERSION 

TO QUOTE. 

 

Chapter for the edited collection Documentary in the age of COVID-19 (eds. Dafydd Sills-

Jones & Pietari Kaapaa, forthcoming from Peter Lang, 2022) by Associate Professor Eva 

Novrup Redvall, University of Copenhagen, eva@hum.ku.dk 

 

 

Childhoods during lockdown: Danish children as documentarians of the COVID-19 pandemic  

  

When Denmark went into lockdown in mid-March 2020 because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

schools closed and teaching moved online. The children’s film festival Buster and The National 

Museum of Denmark invited all Danish children aged 5-16 to document this strange point in time 

by submitting self-made films for a ‘Lockdown in Denmark’ website and film competition. The 

ambition was to gather “stories and impressions from life during a pandemic so that the future can 

learn from the children who experienced it” (Buster Film Festival 2020). 

The website had tutorials for how to create “good, short and precise films” and 

established a collaboration with educational initiatives such as POV (an initiative for facilitating 

film production in schools) and the regional film fund FilmFyn which helped integrate the project in 

the online curricula of various schools. The project also led to the making of a 30-minute 

documentary, directed by Emil Nørgaard Munk and produced by director of the Buster children’s 

film festival Mariella Harpelunde Jensen, entitled Dengang Danmark lukkede ned (Lockdown – A 

Children’s Story, 2020) which was based on the material submitted by the children and went on to 

win a Robert nomination for best Danish short documentary of 2020. 

Drawing on research on co-creation and participatory filmmaking and research 

focusing on children and young audiences (e.g. Lomax et al. 2011; Stille 2011; Blazek and Hraňová 

2012; Lomax 2012, 2015; Chambers 2019; Redvall and Christensen 2021), this chapter analyses the 

process of making the lockdown documentary film and the filmmaking choices of director Emil 

Nørgaard Munk. Munk built the film on the material recorded and submitted by children as well as 

excerpts from children’s diaries, but he also worked with what he terms ‘distance direction’ by 

asking certain children to film specific kinds of scenes or material (Munk 2021). Moreover, Munk 

developed and shot ‘stylized sequences’ which were meant to artistically capture the essence of the 
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feelings in the material from the children while also creating visual breaks from the handheld home 

footage. 

 

INSERT IMAGE 1: Screenshot of thumbnail from Dengang Danmark lukkede ned from dr.dk  

 

The chapter builds on research conducted as part of the Reaching Young Audiences research 

project, funded by Independent Research Fund Denmark and based at the University of 

Copenhagen 2019–2024 (RYA 2021). The case study is based on a semi-structured qualitative 

interview with director of Dengang Danmark lukkede ned Emil Nørgaard Munk (Munk 2021) as an 

‘exclusive informant’ (Bruun 2016), personal communication with producer and head of Buster 

Film Festival Mariella Harpelunde Jensen (Jensen 2021) about the project, an online masterclass by 

Emil Nørgaard Munk on the process of making the film at the Film Workshop in Copenhagen on 25 

March 2021, and various articles about the film. 

The chapter ends by discussing how filmmaking with/by children is often marked by 

on-going influences, negotiations and decisions made by adults and how to think of this example of 

participatory documentary filmmaking in relation to findings from research projects on the digital 

lives of children during the pandemic. At the time of writing, the Danish lockdown film was freely 

available to all on the website of the Danish Broadcasting Corporation 

(https://www.dr.dk/drtv/program/dengang-danmark-lukkede-ned_236726), but so far there is no 

version with English subtitles available online.i 

 

From producing mostly to children to producing with them 

As highlighted by Casie Hermansson and Janet Zepernick, children’s film and television 

productions “are for youth and frequently about youth but are seldom produced and often not 

procured by youth” (Hermansson and Zepernick 2018: 1). This is the case in the realm of fiction as 

well as in documentary. However, technological changes and media convergence (Jenkins 2006) 

have started to gradually change this, with scholars writing about audiences as ‘produsers’ (Bruns 

2008) and the importance of understanding ‘participatory culture’ in relation to media education 

(Jenkins 2009). Children and young audiences of the 2020s are now producing a range of content 

on their own in various online formats. Despite the fact that this content is rarely produced in the 

professional realm, it often finds dedicated followers among peers, and traditional ‘legacy’ 

broadcasters are fighting to compete with the many different kinds of content that are available to 
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most children and young audiences in an on-demand age of abundance (e.g. Potter 2020; Sundet 

2021). 

 What can be regarded as a move towards a ‘participatory turn’ in different kinds of 

filmmaking in the past years also marks documentary filmmaking and new approaches to working 

with participatory visual methods as a particular type of an arts-based research method in the social 

sciences. As pointed out by documentary film scholar Bill Nichols some filmmakers have been 

working with what he first described as ‘interactive’ and later ‘participatory’ methods already in the 

1950s (1991: 44–56; 2001: 115–125), long before the advent of digital media. However, the 2010s 

saw still more discussion of participatory documentary filmmaking and creative visual methods as a 

constructive but also challenging approach which has been made easier to pursue because of the 

digitalisation of the media landscape. This is especially the case when trying to ethnographically 

learn more about the lives of children, working with media literacy in educational research, or using 

participatory video as a tool in scholarly inquiry. 

Several of these studies critically engage with the pros and cons of using participatory 

filmmaking to explore childhood and childhood experiences and discuss the importance of focusing 

on, among other things, issues of representation (Stille 2011), performance (Lomax et al. 2011), the 

motivations for participation (Blazek and Hraňová 2012), the dynamics between researchers and 

participants (Lomax 2012) or questions of ethics and agency (Lomax 2015) when working with 

creative visual methods. This chapter draws on insights from this research, but it is also marked by 

the fact that while most of the visual social research naturally highlights the importance of issues of 

authenticity and how to think of the filmed material as a special kind of data, the process of 

producing Dengang Danmark lukkede ned was marked by a particular filmmaker making a number 

of aesthetic and narrative choices based on material from children to create what he regarded as the 

best film from an artistic point of view. In this way, the children shooting and contributing material 

for the film can be regarded as ‘co-documentarians’, but all final decisions were in the hands of a 

singular filmmaker. 

While recent years have shown an increased interest in how to use participatory 

filmmaking as a social science research tool, there have also been more initiatives focusing on 

including different forms of collaborative or co-creative filmmaking strategies into educational 

curricula, with children and young audiences learning about film and media by making small 

productions themselves. For many years, The Danish Film Institute has deliberately encouraged 

educators to focus on film and media literacy in a number of different ways, for instance through 
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the programme ‘Med skolen i biografen’ (‘Going to the cinema with your school’) which 

encourages schools to watch quality films in cinemas, or the platform Filmcentralen which provides 

schools with access to a wide range of films and accompanying teaching materials as well as an 

encyclopaedia on film language (Filmcentralen.dk 2021) (see Mitric 2021 for a specific analysis of 

this initiative). According to ‘Med skolen i biografen’ project leader Jacob Breuning, these 

initiatives have a strong focus on cultural diversity and are, for instance, an important window for 

European films (Breuning 2021).  

Parallel to this ambition of ensuring that Danish children encounter many different 

kinds of fiction and documentary films during their education – and are encouraged to watch them 

on the big screen, reflecting the DFI’s agenda – the 2010s have seen the establishment of several 

initiatives where children can get experience with making films themselves. As in many other 

countries, this is now regarded as an important way to learn about storytelling and aesthetics and 

develop skills for critically understanding and creating audiovisual content (e.g. Potter 2013; Soto-

Sanfiel et al. 2018). Since most children in Denmark get their first mobile phone around the age of 

nine (DR Media Research 2020), working with practical filmmaking in schools no longer requires 

extensive technical equipment. It is relatively easy for children to have access to a cheap and always 

available mobile camera, and they can shoot short clips and document their everyday life as well as 

produce more ambitious fiction films or documentaries, as encouraged by training initiatives such 

as the Film-X studios for children’s filmmaking at the Film House in Copenhagen (Film-X 2021). 

 These changes in the media landscape also encourage further involving children in the 

production of professional content targeting them, which is currently achieved in a variety of ways 

in both Danish film and television. The popular children’s serial Klassen (The Class, 2016–), 

portraying everyday life among children in the sixth grade (generally 12-year-olds) at an ordinary 

Danish public school, has refined a strategy of working with co-creation in a number of different 

ways (Redvall and Christensen 2021). These involve organizing workshops at schools to crowd-

source ideas for new storylines or episodes during the earliest stages of idea development; or having 

credited ‘junior editors’ as part of the screenwriting and production framework, reading and 

commenting on different drafts as well as specific dialogue in an attempt to assure that what is 

being produced is in fact in line with what the target audience is thinking about or the way in which 

they speak. Partly inspired by the research strategies behind the Norwegian hit teenage series SKAM 

(2015–2017) (Redvall 2018), the Danish industry has also seen a range of new audience-building 

initiatives in the 2020s where film and television productions are trying to base new productions on 
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extensive research into the intended target audience and involving them already during the 

screenwriting and development of new films and series. 

The work of writer and director Jonas Risvig is an interesting example from 2020 of 

insisting that content for teenagers should be made in close collaboration with them, based on a 

conviction that strong fiction for children and young audiences should build on researching their 

actual lives. Such approaches can lead to content that has an everyday, close-to-reality look marked 

by a vibe that the content could have been filmed just now around the corner from where an 

ordinary Danish teenager lives. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Risvig made the DIY YouTube 

series CENTRUM (2020) which portrayed the life of Danish teenagers during the lockdown in a 

fictional setting, but based on their input, writing and improvisations (Christensen and Redvall 

2020). CENTRUM pointed to the value of listening to the voices of Danish teenagers at this 

particular moment in time to create a story that sincerely reflected how they experienced being 

taken hostage by a pandemic. 

The lockdown film project initiated by the Buster Film Festival and the National 

Museum of Denmark can be regarded as an attempt to establish a similar venture in the realms of 

documentary filmmaking, by both encouraging audio-visual documentation of life during the 

pandemic from the perspective of children and by creating a documentary film about these lived 

experiences based on the submitted material. While social researchers would definitely argue that 

there is much to discuss in the ‘raw data’ capturing the lockdown lives of Danish children that the 

National Museum received for their collections, this chapter focuses on the process of making 

Dengang Danmark lukkede ned based on this material as well as addressing how best to achieve a 

co-produced lockdown documentary from the directorial perspective. 

  

A portrait of Denmark during lockdown made by ‘children with gardens’  

Buster’s lockdown film project was announced right after the lockdown of Denmark on 16 March 

2020 when all schools closed. The project encouraged children aged 5-16 to make films about their 

lives during the pandemic. The ambitions of the project were three-fold. Firstly, there was a wish to 

“tell the history of Denmark from a children’s perspective” (Buster 2020) by obtaining first-hand 

documentation from individuals during a time when personal interaction was hard, with the 

intention of including this material in the collection of the National Museum of Denmark. Secondly, 

the project encouraged children to do something constructive during lockdown and provided brief 

video tutorials for how to make films. Filmmaking could be done individually or incorporated as 
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part of a school curriculum, and submitting a short film was encouraged through a film competition 

where the best film would win ‘a film camp’ during the 2020 Buster film festival in Copenhagen in 

September 2020. Thirdly, the material submitted was to be edited together as a documentary film 

that would portray the lives of Danish children during the lockdown, to be shown at the Buster Film 

Festival only half a year after the lockdown. Accordingly, the timeline and process for making the 

documentary film was tight. The final film did premiere at the National Museum of Denmark 

during the Buster film festival, based on clips from around 400 children between 5 and 14 years of 

age and tied into the 2020 edition of the festival’s particular focus on films created together with 

children. 

 

INSERT IMAGE 2: Work sheet 2 on what to film 

 

The first point of contact for the participants was a set of small tutorials about how to make films 

for the project developed by writer and director Sebastian Cordes. The tutorials provided basic 

technical tips and tricks about working with different kinds of shots, how to get decent sound or 

acquire basic editing skills. The Buster Film Festival also provided four ‘production work sheets’ 

with suggestions for how to approach the filmmaking. These included suggestions on what to film, 

encouraging children to structure their (max. 2 minute) films in three parts, focusing on 1) What is 

different during lockdown? (e.g. washing hands, things one can’t do) 2) What does your everyday 

life look like during lockdown? (e.g. gaming, home schooling, fun hacks, contact with friends) and 

3) The things that mean the most to you just now (e.g. things as well as people, preferably filmed as 

close ups) (Buster 2020, work sheet 2). The guidelines in the work sheets illustrate how there were 

very specific suggestions for what to film and how to achieve this. Such guidelines will have 

naturally influenced the children participating in the project, complicating the claim that this 

approach leads to a ‘precise’ portrayal of ‘this historic moment in time’ which the Buster Work 

Sheet 1 presented as one of the main intentions of the lockdown film project. 

Several educational initiatives and libraries promoted the lockdown film initiative and 

encouraged individual children as well as school classes to engage with the project. There was also 

guidance for children who wanted to try out animation, facilitated by ANIMOK which teaches 

children to work with animation as part of the Viborg International Film Festival (ANIMOK 2020). 

According to Mariella Harpelunde Jensen and Emil Nørgaard Munk it took a while before 

submissions starting coming in. When Munk became attached to make the documentary based on 
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the material received in April there were relatively few submissions, but several themes quickly 

started to emerge. In the children’s documentation of their lives, certain features were recurring 

such as the constant washing of hands and using hand sanitizer. As encouraged, the children also 

filmed home schooling, online gaming, lego-building and their activities outside. 

According to Munk, one aspect quickly stood out: there was an abundance of images 

of children playing on trampolines which became a visual motive in the film. However, as 

emphasized by Munk, the many trampoline images also pointed to how the children submitting 

material were ‘children with gardens’ (Munk 2021). There was little diversity in the group of young 

COVID-19 documentarians. Consequently, as a filmmaker he had to come to terms with the fact 

that the documentary made of this material would not document the experience of all Danish 

children, but only a certain segment of children who were aware of the filmmaking project from 

their parents or schools or from finding the information themselves online. As highlighted in the 

above discussion of issues of representation in participatory filmmaking and visual social research, 

such limitations raise questions about the implication of the documentary material for the National 

Museum as a precise documentation of children’s lives and childhoods at this particular point in 

time. However, from an artistic perspective Munk merely noted this fact and then tried to get as 

much diversity in the final film as possible based on the submitted material and, as will shortly be 

discussed, supplementary shooting. 

 

INSERT IMAGE 3: Drawing by girl of her corona life 

 

As a filmmaker, Munk also had to come to terms with the fact that there was little potential for 

traditional dramatic conflict in the material – at least in the early submissions, where the children 

were generally experiencing the lockdown as a nice break from school. Many children also seemed 

to enjoy spending more time at home with their parents, and in many instances, one got the sense 

that the lockdown spurred creativity at home when parents and children had more time to play and 

do fun things together. Again, this points to the material coming from a certain segment of the 

population where parents, for instance, supported their children in making their films or even acted 

as camera operators for them. As an example, an early submission was an original rap song made 

by a boy who creatively interspersed quotes from the annual New Year’s Eve Speech by the Queen 

of Denmark about washing hands and maintaining a distance with situations from his own life – 

clearly with a lot of support from his father who was also visible in the production. 
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However, gradually there was also more boredom in the material and even though 

Munk accepted the fact that this was not to be a classical dramaturgical curve of rising conflict and 

resolution there was a sense of development from the early stages of the lockdown to the later ones. 

Several children missed their grandparents whom they couldn’t see due to having to protect weak 

and elderly citizens, which became a recurring theme. The children even started expressing how 

they missed school with statements about math being less boring when doing it together with 

friends at school. 

After getting a sense of the early material, Munk decided that as a director he would 

not only work with the submitted material, but also encourage the children to film additional scenes 

or situations which might be good to develop in more detail. Besides the initial instructions on the 

work sheets for the general portrayal of the lockdown, there was thus further direction of what kind 

of material might be suitable for the final documentary film. Because of the pandemic, obtaining 

this material called for working in a different way than what Munk normally does, since he could 

not meet the children and direct them physically but had to work with what he ended up calling 

‘distance direction’.   

 

Delay and distance as conditions for directing during a pandemic 

The idea behind distance direction was not to manipulate the material, but to ask children to provide 

more of something or sometimes reshoot material that might be “quite slow or ugly” (Munk 2021). 

Munk describes the process of making the film as working with delay and distance because he 

couldn’t be around while the children were shooting but could only respond to the shot material 

with a delay when he watched it later, at a distance in both time and space. As he explains: 

 

Normally as a documentary filmmaker, I will go and meet the children I work with and talk to them 

and get a sense of whether it’s okay to push them a little, and I might also tell them what kind of 

material I might be aiming for. For instance, “it would be great if you maybe danced in this scene”, 

and when you’re there together they can then say whether they think this is a good idea or whether 

they don’t feel like dancing. When making this film, I couldn’t do that. It was constantly working 

with delay and distance. (Munk 2021) 

 

The distance direction could be about repeating certain things or providing more and different 

images of specific situations. The ideas of what to ask for emerged from a decision to focus on 
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around 30 unique stories in the film’s storytelling which were to represent the general sense of the 

material from all the children. Munk – who has a background in film studies and visual 

anthropology – refers to how anthropologists sometimes condense many informants to a few 

characters who then represent several others. This approach can, for instance, be used to anonymize 

or generalize material. 

In this case, Munk regarded working with condensation as a tool to boil down and 

blend certain themes in the material and allow specific children to represent these themes on behalf 

of several children with similar thoughts or concerns. In fictional storytelling, drawing on research 

about several people or merging characters for the sake of creating clarity and stronger personal 

drama is quite common. For example, Craig Mazin, the creator of the HBO historical miniseries 

Chernobyl (2018), built Emily Watson’s fictitious scientist Ulana Khomyuk on the actions and 

opinions of several different Russian scientists to create an engaging character as well as to 

streamline the number of characters in the series cast (Gemmill 2019). 

 When working with children for the lockdown film, Munk explains that condensing 

and enhancing some themes could be done through distance direction. When the first Danish 

lockdown ended in May he was able to film new sequences himself. Munk decided to visit some of 

the children who had submitted material, such as a girl suffering from juvenile rheumatoid arthritis 

who appears in the film. Moreover, powerful visual images from the material – such as many 

children drawing rainbows, participating in the popular singing programmes on television (which 

somewhat curiously became incredibly popular during the lockdown, Redvall 2020) or the intense 

use of trampolines – were also strengthened by shooting new material with other children who had 

not submitted material for the project, but were asked by Munk to take part. 

The aim of the additional shooting was to create strong and sometimes stylized images 

of some of the most prominent experiences of the children which would be emblematic and 

represent thoughts and emotions that many children had shared in their material. According to 

Munk, this was partly done based on the realization that while the material from the children scored 

high on authenticity it was low on aesthetic quality, and while their spontaneous raw material was 

regarded as a valuable contribution to the National Museum of Denmark, from a filmmaking 

perspective it became tiresome to watch too much handheld amateur footage, especially if the film 

were to have cinematic qualities in its own right. 

 

Authenticity vs. aesthetics: Stylized visual rooms for reflection and split ‘zoom’ screens 
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As outlined by researchers working with participatory filmmaking, finding the right balance 

between authentic and aesthetic representations can often be an issue if the aim is to make a 

production of interest to others based on the material (e.g. Stille 2011). Munk finds that while the 

authenticity in the material from the children was unique, the material was challenging to work with 

since he wanted the film based on their lockdown lives to also communicate their experiences in an 

engaging and filmic manner. As many directors working in Danish documentary in the 2000s, he 

comes from a school of filmmaking where one is not afraid to use recreations or more emotional 

features, traditionally more common in fiction film (such as dramatic music), to communicate 

certain atmospheres or feelings (see e.g. Hjort, Bondebjerg and Redvall 2014). Accordingly, Munk 

wanted to supplement the highly authentic material from the children by shooting certain stylized 

sequences which captured what he perceived as some of the core emotions in the material in a more 

aesthetic or symbolic way. 

 

INSERT IMAGE 4: Screenshot of children in boxes 

 

One of these sequences built on how many children described the loneliness of only being able to 

see their friends on screen and not in physical life. They missed hugging and playing in real life, 

and Munk decided to communicate this strange sense of distance and isolation while being able to 

see each other in a sequence where children are inside glass boxes in a dark room; they are able to 

see each other, but unable to touch each other or physically interact. This image forcefully reflects 

the sense of isolation that many children put into words, while also providing a visual space for 

reflecting on the material shot by the children. 

Another stylized sequence is an attempt to illustrate how many children missed their 

grandparents during the pandemic. Both children and grandparents longed to see each other, and 

many children expressed this longing in words rather than images. Munk found that this longing 

“deserved a scene of its own” and decided to shoot a sequence where children and grandparents are 

standing across from each other on a field in a sunset and then allowed to run to each other. 

According to Munk, the almost too idyllic setting was chosen to, again, create visual relief to the 

rest of the material, and the two sequences of children in boxes and the reunion on the field do stand 

out in the final film. 

Aesthetically, the film was also influenced by the way in which much of the school or 

workday during the lockdown was marked by looking at screens, for both children and adults, 



 11 

particularly as Zoom or Teams sessions in various split screen formats. Using split screen in the 

film mirrored what was happening on the private screens in people’s lives. Yet, the split screens 

were also a way to communicate the sense that the film was about a range of children who share 

many aspects in their lives from getting up in the morning and brushing their teeth until going to 

bed at night. Not all children who submitted material could be a part of the film, but the split screen 

aesthetic was an opportunity to create the sense that many children were represented. Munk 

explains that this was to facilitate the feeling of the film being about all children in Denmark and a 

tool to make room for more material, even though – as previously discussed – there was an overall 

lack of diversity among the children who participated in the project. 

 

INSERT IMAGE 5: Screenshot of the use of split screens 

 

When working with the dramaturgy of the film, from the lockdown in March to the premiere in 

September, Munk decided to follow the natural chronology of the material from when children first 

described corona as something mysterious that they heard adults talking about to when it was an 

integrated part of their everyday life. Overall, there was a progression from the initial joy of having 

more time at home when the schools where closed “to being a little bored, and then being very 

bored, to actually being a bit depressed – and then the schools opened again, and they were happy 

about it” (Munk 2021). Munk finds that the film leaves the children “at a reflexive stage”, 

pondering over what they have just gone through, what they might have learned and whether this 

will happen again. As we now know, Denmark was due another lockdown, but at the time of the 

film’s final editing and premiere, a sense of optimism prevailed.  

 Munk decided to use excerpts from children’s diaries as a motor to narrate this 

progression from the early stages of the lockdown to the reopening before the summer. According 

to him, in the films submitted, there were many good ‘building blocks’, but they were hard to 

connect. He ended up drawing on a number of different diaries, many of which were made available 

online through a project in the city of Aarhus where children’s diaries were collected and uploaded. 

Munk also found that there were several inspiring podcasts made by children, and he decided to 

build the voice over in his film on quotes from this material. As he says, he “took the liberty to 

write this material together. It’s the words of the children, but I put it together, changing the 

material on a semantic level, but not in terms of content” (Munk 2021). 
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 Munk found this to be a necessary strategy since there were many discrepancies in the 

material, both in the films submitted and in the available diaries, such as some children sharing their 

experience in the present or in the past tense. When recording the voiceover, he made an effort to 

get children of different ages, from different regions, and with different accents on the soundtrack, 

again to create a sense of this being a film representing children across the nation. Munk describes 

that while much of the children’s writings naturally covered everyday actions and reflections, he 

was also surprised by the serious emotions described by many children. As he states: 

 

Many Danish generations haven’t experienced bigger crises than the financial crisis in 2008. For 

many adults this was the first time that their world was turned upside down, and this was of course 

also the case for children. It’s hard not to be affected when a 12-year-old girl writes: “Another day. 

Nothing to get up for. I look forward to going to bed.” Or when a boy says: “I wish I believed in 

God, so that he could help me. But I don’t.” Both the films and the diaries had these kinds of 

reflections. (Munk 2021) 

 

While there is thus a lot of playing on trampolines and drawing rainbows in the final film, there is 

also the sense of peeking into the thoughts and lives of children and getting a sense of what the lives 

of others looked like behind the scenes while Danes were ‘together, on our own’ (‘Sammen, hver 

for sig’), as one of the constant mantras referring to health instructions kept insisting in the public 

sphere. However, as illustrated in the above, the material was first marked by work sheets guiding 

the children to approach the filming in a specific way and later by the many artistic choices made 

by Munk when processing the submitted material and deciding how to use it in the final 

documentary film. 

 

Documentation vs. filmmaking: Children as documentarians of the COVID-19 pandemic 

The making of Dengang Danmark lukkede ned illustrates how the current media landscape 

facilitates easy participation from children creating their own material for specific projects. Around 

400 children submitted material that is now a part of the collection of the National Museum of 

Denmark as the intended documentation of this particular moment in Danish history. However, the 

making of the documentary film based on this material also points to how the filmmaker working 

with this material ’filtered’ it through his artistic lens to make what he found would be the best 

presentation of it. 
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As discussed in much of the literature on documentary films, this process of critically 

assessing and engaging with the filmed reality is always at play when documentarians decide how 

to present a certain cinematic ‘slice of life’ (see e.g. Hjort, Bondebjerg and Redvall 2014 for an 

account of scholarly discussions of traditional differences between fiction and non-fiction films and 

practitioner interviews on how Danish documentarians present their views of working with hybrid 

formats). The practical film work of young people is often ‘mediated by, collaborated upon, or even 

contributed to’ by teachers and educators (Chambers 2019), illustrating how even when material is 

presented as produced by children and young audiences themselves, it has often been influenced or 

shaped to a certain degree by adults offering advice or co-creating in different ways. In the case of 

the lockdown film, the instructions given beforehand set a certain course for the project. Following 

this, the process involved a careful selection of material in combination with ‘ordering’ more 

material from certain participants and shooting completely new sequences to supplement the 

submissions. 

 Munk finds that while the technical skills of the children were generally impressive in 

the material submitted, it was harder for them to think about good storytelling. This isn’t surprising 

given the fact that the work sheets encouraged them to structure their material as three different 

parts rather than try to create a coherent story or presentation of their lives. In terms of production 

value and filmmaking skills, Munk argues that he could clearly tell from the material that children 

of today are much better ‘media trained’ and have better equipment than when he was a child. The 

children showed a clear sense of how to shoot material and the technical abilities to do this, but of 

course, the children submitting material for this kind of project are also the ones with an interest in 

taking part, the equipment to do so, and maybe even harbouring filmmaking ambitions of their own. 

Munk was generally impressed by the quality of the material submitted, and also by 

the lockdown facilitating what he perceived to be ‘a creative room of opportunity’ when everyday 

life was suddenly suspended and children had time to create a rap video or try their hands at making 

a small horror film in their deserted neighbourhood, on their own or together with their parents. 

However, while the experience was generally productive, he would probably pursue another 

strategy if he were to make a similar film again. He argues that he would prefer a more focused 

process where one, for instance, recruited three school classes and worked closely with them rather 

than having what he describes as ‘400 satellites’ providing content from around the country. 

For the lockdown film, Munk ended up having a lot of material to work with and he 

actually entered into a collaboration with a newly established AI firm who offered to do pattern 
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analysis of the material. The intention was to help establishing an overview and find recurring 

visual motives and themes, but this did not work as well as intended since the AI, for instance, did 

not engage with what was being said in the material, and the process was still time consuming. 

Generally, Munk describes the process as marked by a limited budget and a lack of time. The fact 

that there was a film ready for the Buster film festival in the fall was also an achievement in its own 

right. 

The film received positive feedback, not just in the form of a Robert nomination as 

best short documentary of the year, but also from a few published film reviews. Short 

documentaries are rarely reviewed in Danish newspapers, but film critic Nanna Frank Rasmussen, 

from one of Denmark’s leading daily newspapers Politiken, wrote a piece on the film, arguing that 

the mix between the material from the children and the stylized sequences worked very well. As she 

wrote: “The professional takes are lightly dosed and elegantly cut together with the home footage, so 

that the film becomes ‘a real film’, meaning an aesthetic experience and not only historical source 

material’ (Rasmussen 2020). When assessing the quality of the final documentary, Rasmussen thus 

found the film to have a good balance between the sense of authenticity in the submitted material and 

the aesthetic takes on it, something which Munk had worked hard to try to achieve. 

Overall, the lockdown film project was naturally marked by the special circumstances 

around its origin and, as Munk also acknowledges, one can certainly ask whether the film is a 

truthful portrait about what the lockdown was like for Danish children in general. The children 

participating were mostly white, middle-class children from houses with gardens and trampolines, 

so the film represents certain childhood experiences and not others. Reports on childhoods during 

lockdown document many serious issues in relation to children spending more time at home, e.g. 

related to poverty or domestic abuse, while also highlighting how “some children may have 

experienced a sustained loss of play and regular peer interaction during the pandemic” (Social 

research 2020: 2), highlighting the importance of friendships and relationships in times of possible 

‘play deprivation’. Reports from the project ‘Kids’ Digital lives in COVID-19 times’ (KiDiCoTi, a 

collaboration between 26 European research centres conducting surveys of children aged 10-18) 

stresses the many potential risks associated with “the changes in dynamics of encountering online 

risky situations” that children experienced during the Covid-19 lockdown in the spring of 2020, 

emphasizing negative aspects such as screen overuse, cyberbullying or misinformation while also 

mentioning potential positive aspects such as the acquisition of digital skills (Lobe et al. 2021: 6). 
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Film and media initiatives such as the Danish lockdown film project can be a way to 

encourage children to share, reflect on and process their experiences during a time of crises and to 

foster a positive use of video/digital media and screen time while also encouraging a sense of co-

creation and making children curious to see the material produced by other children whose lives are 

affected in similar ways. This chapter has focused on the process of creating a documentary with 

the material coming from children, it would also have been interesting to engage with some of the 

children who submitted material and learn more about their view of the process as well as the 

representation of their experiences in the final film. Munk hopes that his ‘collage portrayal’ of their 

lives can help inspire conversations about the lockdown experience among children and parents. 

Hopefully, this has happened after the film was made freely available at the DR iPlayer and at the 

online educational initiative Norden i skolen (‘The Nordics in the school’) where the film was 

presented as a good starting point for class discussions about friendships and individual experiences 

during the pandemic and the lockdown (Norden i skolen 2021). 

 

The co-creative voices of children in documentary filmmaking 

In addition to the premiere of the lockdown film at the Buster Film Festival in 2020, the 2020 

edition of the festival had co-creating films with children as a central theme, based on a general 

ambition to encourage children to tell their own stories. As argued by Mariella Harpelunde Jensen, 

this built on the conviction that there is value in “children putting their experiences, thoughts and 

emotions into words and images as they happen” (in DFI News 2020). Other countries have seen 

different kinds of film and media projects during the pandemic. Among them are the production 

Innestengt: Barn og unge i Koronatiden (‘Locked in: Children and young people during corona 

times’, 2021), initiated by the Norwegian children’s film festival Barnefilmfestivalen and based on 

material filmed by Norwegian children from mid-March until Norway’s national day 17 May 2020, 

and ‘My #QuarantineLife' which was a YouTube channel, supported by Free Press Unlimited and a 

number of international partners, where anyone under 18 could share stories from living in isolation 

during quarantine (Free Press Unlimited 2021). Contrary to the participatory filmmaking projects, 

My #QuarantineLife built on the ambition of giving young people a voice by creating a platform 

where they could freely share their stories, with no intention of using the material in other contexts. 

A pressing question for many of these co-creative initiatives is, however, whether 

children prefer to engage and share on platforms and in projects initiated by adults or whether they 

have or find their own outlets and ways of sharing content with each other. As adults we might be 
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interested in co-creating with them based on a sincere interest in learning more about their concerns 

and making their voices heard, but the children and young people themselves might actually prefer 

communicating among each other in adult-free spaces, at least from the teenage perspective. Some 

of the lessons learned from recent successful teenage fiction from Scandinavia such as SKAM or 

CENTRUM, are that it is often of great importance to young audiences to have a sense that the 

content produced is not something that they are supposed to watch because grownups think that it is 

‘good for them’. These series benefitted from being distributed through other channels than the 

traditional means to ensure that young people found them via recommendations from each other 

rather than feeling that the productions were pushed by well-meaning adults (e.g. Redvall 2018; 

Christensen and Redvall 2020). 

In the case of Dengang Danmark lukkede ned, the children participating got to have a 

voice, but – as with all documentaries being what John Grierson famously described as “the 

creative treatment of actuality” – there was also a careful selection and interpretation of that 

material by Emil Nørgaard Munk and his team. The resulting film does give a sense of the children 

being Covid-19 documentarians of their lockdown lives, but as illustrated in this chapter the 

submitted material was analysed, moulded and supplemented for the final portrait of what the life of 

certain children during this particular point in time looked and felt like. When presenting the film as 

a ‘unique piece of current history’ (as, for instance, was done by Norden i skolen, 2021), one has to 

critically discuss how this kind of participatory and cinematic presentation of history is of course 

shaped by the process of its making and by the kind of children deciding to participate in the first 

place. The film definitely offers valuable insights into how certain children experienced the Danish 

lockdown in the spring of 2020, but – as with all other kinds of documentary filmmaking – one has 

to always ask the questions of the voices that are not being heard and the perspectives that are not 

seen. 

Participatory filmmaking is not a guarantee that everyone now has an opportunity to 

present their views of the world, and as argued by scholarship on creative visual research featuring 

children, scholars as well as filmmakers often have a tendency to hear children’s voices unequally 

(Lomax 2012). Accordingly, it’s always hard to argue that there is such a thing as a singular 

children’s voice but working with children as helpful co-documentarians is one way among many to 

at least offer a spectrum of experiences and perspectives even if some voices are more prominent 

that others. 
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