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“There’s a stillness to the filmmaking, coupled with Saunder Jurriaans and Danny 
Bensi’s truly lovely original score, that lends specific shots — toddlers bundled up 
like pastel Ewoks on a snowdrift, or a bakery window glowing like a still life in a 
gallery — a near-heartbreaking melancholy.”

Jeannette Catsoulis, THE NEW YORK TIMES
Critic’s Pick

“So beautiful, and so poignantly clear-eyed about the struggle of rural, working-
class people towards impossible dreams.  Northern Light belongs on any list of the 
year’s great docs.”

Sam Adams, INDIEWIRE

“Indeed, this exquisite documentary feels as if it’s being made in the moment...”

Wes Greene, SLANT

“A stellar doc of real American beauty. The gorgeous trailer for Northern Light is 
no preparation for the full-on film. There are a thousand movies out right now, but 
Northern Light is the one not to miss.  A strange, singular heartbreaker of a film.”

Alan Scherstuhl, THE VILLAGE VOICE
Critic’s Pick





S Y N O P S I S

N O R T H E R N  L I G H T  in terweaves the l ives of  three fami l ies in  the 

nor thwoods of  Michigan.

Set  against  the backdrop of  a  town’s  annual  snowmobi le  race, 

th is  c inemat ic ,  observat ional  documentary explores the Amer ican 

work ing c lass exper ience.   As racers and the i r  fami l ies p in the i r 

hopes to  a 500 mi le- long test  o f  endurance,  smal l  t r iumphs and 

giant  sacr i f ices are made a long the way.





“Patient, observant, and deeply generous.”
Michael Tully, HAMMER TO NAIL

“A mosaic of moments among parents and children, life partners and friends, all 
rendered with lucent beauty by cinematographer Bentgen, making his directorial debut.  
It’s an elegantly assembled work that gathers slowly.”

Nicolas Rapold, FILM COMMENT

“Told in short, stolen snippets, it’s one beautiful image after another…”

Matt Prigge, METRO
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timekeeper on a frozen lake patiently waiting as a snowmobile zips into and out of view, 
its roar slowly fading into the wintry quiet and then reviving before the vehicle comes 
speeding through the frame again, as tedious and entrancing as a clock.”

Eric Hynes, CINEMA SCOPE
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Cynthia Fuchs, POPMATTERS
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the viewer in, casting a compassionate eye on lives on the margins. But everybody 
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Craig Hubert, ARTINFO



D I R E C T O R ’ S  S T A T E M E N T

The Upper Peninsula of  Michigan means a great  deal  to  me.   My fa ther  grew up in 

Saint  Ignace,  and my fami ly  has l ived there for  f ive generat ions.  I ’ve a lways been 

fascinated by the region’s  f rozen landscape and the l i festy le  i t  fosters .

I  spent  two years in  Michigan f i lming N O R T H E R N  L I G H T .   My f i lmmaking par tner,  L isa 

Kjeru l f f ,  and I  began photographing three fami l ies who were about  to  compete in  the 

Saul t  Ste.  Mar ie  I -500,  an annual  snowmobi le  race in  Michigan’s  Upper  Peninsula.

 

Th is  race was unl ike anyth ing we’d ever  seen--a r ich and dramat ic  communi ty 

gather ing and an undeniably  c inemat ic  spectacle.   Snowmobi les hur t led at  breakneck 

speeds around a mi le- long oval  t rack of  pure ice for  500 mi les.   A crowd of  thousands 

s tood on g iant  h i l ls  o f  snow,  t ransf ixed throughout  the morn ing and in to the f reez ing 

n ight .   We quick ly  d iscovered that  beyond the loud,  explos ive act ion of  th is  race was 

a communi ty  marked by genuine devot ion and hard work--breakfasts  before dawn, 

prayers before d inner,  and naps af ter  the n ight  sh i f t .

 

We cont inued to  f i lm af ter  the race,  captur ing in t imate por t ra i ts  o f  these fami l ies as 

they were making i t  through the day.   As we kept  f i lming,  the effects  of  the f inancia l 

cr is is  took hold of  the country,  and the l ives of  Wal t ,  Mar ie ,  Emi ly  & Isaac and the i r 

fami l ies began to  change profoundly.

 

We became capt ivated by the i r  dramat ic  and unexpected stor ies.   We decided to 

craf t  an observat ional  f i lm that  t racks the in ter twin ing l ives of  these three fami l ies- -no 

in terv iews,  no explanat ions,  just  the drama of  l i fe  unfo ld ing in  the present  tense.

 

We stayed in  each fami ly ’s  home and cooked dinners together.   We shared many warm 

hol idays.   Emi ly,  Isaac,  Wal t ,  Becky,  Nick and Mar ie  and the i r  fami l ies inv i ted us in to



the i r  l ives wi th  a leve l  o f  t rust  and honesty  that  s t i l l  amazes me.   They a l lowed us to 

create an emot ional  f i lm that  immerses the v iewer  in  the changing l ives of  work ing 

c lass Amer icans.

Throughout  the product ion of  th is  f i lm,  I  was humbled by the s tubborn work-eth ic  of 

the fami l ies I  came to know.   Wal t  woke before dawn to dr ive h is  e ighteen-wheeler 

to  A labama,  Texas,  and Pennsylvania.   In  the span of  a  s ingle day,  Mar ie  worked the 

ear ly  sh i f t  a t  Walmar t ,  p icked up ext ra hours as a c leaning lady,  cooked dinner  for  her 

ch i ldren,  and studied for  her  exams la te in to  the n ight . 

 

The fami l ies of  rura l  Michigan are the inher i tors  of  p ioneers and homesteaders; 

ruggedly  independent  and determined,  l iv ing wi th  hope in  an unforg iv ing env i ronment 

and reta in ing a spi r i t  o f  se l f - re l iance I  can know only  by example.   I ’m amazed by the 

footage we’ve captured-- i ts  qual i ty  not  created by any technique,  but  found,  in  the 

genuine and generous nature of  three compel l ing Amer ican fami l ies.   I ’m proud to 

have shared th is  exper ience wi th  them.

-Nick Bentgen





N I C K  B E N T G E N  ( DIRECTOR /  C INEMATOGRAPHER)  has d i rected music v ideos for 

Smal l  B lack,  Bear  In  Heaven,  S inkane,  and Pi tchfork ’s  Juan’s  Basement ;  as wel l  as 

commercia ls  for  Google,  New York Ci ty  Bal le t ,  and VW.

Nor thern L ight ,  h is  f i rs t  feature,  was a New York T imes Cr i t ic ’s  P ick  and an off ic ia l 

se lect ion of  the 2013 True /  Fa lse F i lm Fest iva l ,  Hot  Docs,  BAMcinemaFest  and winner 

of  the Specia l  Jury  Pr ize for  Most  Innovat ive Feature F i lm at  Vis ions du Réel .   For  h is 

work on the f i lm,  Nick was se lected for  IFP & F i lm Society  of  L incoln Center ’s  Emerging 
Vis ions Program  a t  the 2011 New York F i lm Fest iva l . 

N ick is  a lso a c inematographer.   He lensed Danie l  Carbone’s  feature narrat ive,  Hide 
Your  Smi l ing Faces (Ber l in  2013 /  Tr ibeca 2013) ;  Mat t  Wol f ’s  Teenage  (Tr ibeca 2013 /  Hot 

Docs 2013) ;  and por t ions of  Jody Lee L ipes ’  Bal le t  422  (Tr ibeca 2014) .

L I S A  K J E R U L F F  ( PRODUCER)  has produced over  twenty commercia l  doc p ieces for 

New York Ci ty  Bal le t ,  and completed the documentary Amer icans In  Par is :  New York Ci ty 
Bal le t  on Tour .

L isa has produced music v ideos (Smal l  B lack,  Devendra Banhar t ,  Bear  in  Heaven )  and 

commercia l  spots  for  Google,  Microsof t ,  Swarovsk i ,  K ieh l ’s ,  Macy’s ,  Amer ican Express, 
Tr ident ,  Smirnoff ,  and many others.   She has produced for  severa l  agencies and 

product ion companies inc luding JWT,  BBDO, Heis t  Pro jects ,  Ghost  Robot  and Plus Et 
P lus.

Nor thern L ight  is  her  f i rs t  feature.

A B O U T  T H E  F I L M M A K E R S

http://nickbentgen.com/
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