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INTRODUCTION







Tracking shots are a question of morality. Jean-Luc Godard1


One reason to go to the movies is because we seek more poetry, joy and transcendence in our lives. Jim Kitses2


As soon as it is formed, the skin of history peels off as film. André Bazin3


I don’t make the film. I’m only its conscious organiser. Jean-Luc Godard4





Just imagine…




 





In the darkness of a film-museum warehouse in Buenos Aires, in the spring of 2008, a pair of hands lifted the lid from a dusty box. The treasure hunter smiled. This was the discovery they had dreamed of, always believing it might be real. From the box, the hands lifted the can and pushed the dust away from its lid, revealing a tattered and fading label on which was marked the ten-letter word: Metropolis.


Granted, perhaps I’m over-dramatising this significant moment in film history and film preservation; but the fact remains: on that spring day in Buenos Aires, a lost treasure was at last recovered and the full picture has now been revealed. The full narrative of a landmark film, and its place in the grand tradition of movie movements, could be seen. Eighty-two years after its original release, Metropolis could finally be screened in its complete form, the full span of its human drama playing out against its immense, intricately designed and mesmerising future world. Metropolis, like all of the films explored in this book, has, I think, the power to transform the medium, transport the audience and transcend the immediate context of being ‘just’ a film.


Consider a Renaissance painting. That was the first image I was asked to think about when I enrolled as a student of film at the University of Warwick. Our teacher, VF Perkins (the last time I saw him, in the summer of 1993, I’m happy to recall that he was wearing a Foghorn Leghorn T-shirt), ran a series of still images on screen and encouraged us to think about how they functioned. We were perplexed. We were there to study films – pictures that moved and had sound too. Soon enough, however, we began to get into the flow of thinking that he was hoping we’d find. During the following session, we were asked to select a photograph from a magazine of our choice. Our assignment was to write a short essay about the qualities we perceived in the image, explaining how the image prompted us to respond. Finally, as we edged towards the end of our first term, with VF teaching, we began to think about moving pictures, excavating ideas about, and responses to, the ways in which they beguiled us. The real epiphany, though, came when VF put the austere domestic Japanese drama Late Spring (  1952) on a level playing field with the playful and ultra-Hollywood movie musical The Pirate (Vincente Minnelli, 1948), claiming that both movies offered insights into human experience and did so via an inventive and rigorous filmic style. I guess you could say that we were treasure hunting. Perhaps that’s the key activity that we, and the cinema, have in common.


No matter what the form, the genre, the era, the intention, the reception or the source of origin, films send their characters, and, by necessary extension, their audiences, on journeys to unlock ways of seeing themselves and the world. It’s a journey that never ends, appealing to both our voyeurism and our narcissism. 


We watch films, then, to uncover their secrets and to enjoy and understand their re-imaginings of the world. We also make efforts to work out how the mysterious allure of storytelling functions as it spins its charms, threading them through our daily lives and often delivering a sucker punch to the soul. Often we don’t even realise this is happening. We’re just grateful for being entertained, whether by the ‘seriousness’ of a Bergman film or the outright kinetic comedy of a Chuck Jones film.


The movies are about us. You and I. We are the movies. I use that word ‘movie’ sincerely: moving pictures are the form and they move our thoughts and feelings to new places.


Telling stories is an essential part of what it is to be human and the enjoyment in sharing stories is one way of connecting our individual, sometimes enclosed, experience with the wider world. Narratives are one of the primal and powerful ways in which we strive to understand our place and our relationship to our own selves and to others, as we are and as we would like to be. In his creatively empowering book, The Origin of Stories, Brian Boyd writes that ‘Art becomes compulsive because it arouses pleasure, and it arouses pleasure because, like play, it fine-tunes our systems’5


This Kamera Books title explores the ways in which a range of key iconic movies from around the world have opened our hearts and minds, fine-tuned our systems (to borrow from the excerpt above), and served to advance, and evolve, the place, impact and possibilities of cinema globally.


In a landmark essay about cinema, the film theorists Jean-Luc Comolli and Paul Narboni indicate that ‘every film is political, inasmuch as it is determined by the ideology which produces it’.6 For Comolli and Narboni, our sense of reality depends on the dominant ideology at work in a given culture. As with so much else, context is all, and movies are as potent in their political resonances as any other perceived work of art. What I’m trying to get at here is that I believe movies matter – and that’s why I care about what they can mean to audiences.  


The qualities that Jim Kitses suggests a film possesses, as quoted above, are, I think, very true of the films discussed and cited in this book.


Jean Renoir, the film director of titles such as La Grande Illusion (1937) and La bête humaine (1938), once encouraged fellow filmmaker Bernardo Bertolucci to always leave a door open on his film set. When Bertolucci asked why, Renoir explained that this would allow the unexpected and the spontaneous to weave its way into the essentially predetermined world of film production. Who knew what might pass by, or occur just beyond the world of recreated, re-staged, re-imagined life? Certainly, Renoir’s is a good creative lesson and, like many such lessons, serves as a pretty viable life lesson too. What Renoir was getting at underpins many, if not all, of the films explored in this book. I’m okay with being sweepingly sentimental here: the films written about on these pages enrich life and light up our hearts and minds.


Films, then, can be many things: a compass, a comfort, a confounding confection, a challenge, a compulsion to review the world. The American philosopher Stanley Cavell wrote that ‘the question of what becomes of objects when they are filmed and screened has only one source of data for its answer namely the appearance and significance of just those objects and people that are in fact to be found in the succession of films, or passages of film, that matter to us.’7


Film gives our imaginations the chance to elevate and expand themselves, to open out the range of our sensibilities, and variously transform our everyday experiences and feelings. This remains the great allure of motion pictures, whether a faithful recreation of life in a north-Canadian Eskimo culture or a comically absurd ‘animated’ allegory of the Cold War.


Motion pictures are emotion pictures, each one couched in the language of a particular moment in time. Films are also intellectual experiences, social experiences, economic experiences, political experiences and spiritual experiences. Just view Carl Theodor Dreyer’s film The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) alongside Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957) to get a glimmer of that capacity.


To reinforce the point that the more things change the more they stay the same, it’s worth relating the following information. In the days of the earliest cinema, as the nineteenth century drew to a close and the twentieth century began, the Mexican newspaper El Monitor Republica described the Kinetoscope, as it was called then, in a manner that remains relevant to the current, emerging, digital-cinema age of performance capture and of computer gaming: ‘The illusion is complete and the effect marvellous. The images come to life before your eyes and move, walk and dance as if they were flesh and bone… there seems to be a soul in the body of the little figures.’8


Consider a quiet scene in a movie about the fury and confusion of war. Two soldiers from opposing armies sit in a window and seek to understand one another and the complex and fragile situation in which they are engulfed. A flower blossoms delicately in the background, expressing as much about the scene as any dialogue could – perhaps more. It’s a thoughtful, simple and elegant composition, and this moment at the heart of La Grande Illusion is fuelled by what we might think of as an essential human truth: that the greatest revelation of character comes in life’s quietest and smallest moments. In so many of the films discussed in this book, those moments are their particular strength, and maybe even their preoccupation. It’s in the recreation and re-imagining of these precious moments that we might say film has its most realistic and affecting power.


Film changes over time. It carries ideas and sends opinions racing around the bloodstream of the culture. Film evolves, responding to its environment and moment in time. For sure, film moves, and various movie movements have played their part in the formation of an intricate range of issues that cinema plays out against, reinforcing and challenging prevailing values and sensibilities. 


This book is a guide to a number of major films that have memorably affected the ways in which reality is represented and invoked on the cinema screen. Many of the films in this book are what we might think of as examples of the ‘art’ film. As Richard Dyer notes in an essay about why it’s worth taking the time to study and think about the movies: ‘Both reviewing and film studies concern themselves with film as art. The notion of art is notoriously loaded – it carries an inextinguishable overtone of value, so that we may say that the term “art” in practice designates art that is approved of.’9


We live in a world where cinema has a critical and central place in our cultures and our daily lives. We readily scan an image at speed, constructing values, connections and points of interest in it. The image on the cover of this book potentially sparks a series of powerful responses that remind us of how movies embed themselves in our attempts to understand the sprawl of life. More than TV, more than music, and certainly more than sport, cinema was the power that moved me as a young person and in turn connected me to a wide range of ideas and other enthusiasms. Perhaps this was on account of what Daniel Frampton calls film’s capacity to become ‘the explanation of our position in the world… focusing, editing, camera movement, sound, framing – all “think” a certain relation to the story being told’.10


We’re at a point, then, where we can try to work out why cinema fascinates and why it’s ‘important’. Movies matter not only on account of their artistic merits, but also because of their relationships to the contexts in which they were originally created and the ways in which they have subsequently found a line through time and the passage of history.


In just over a century, film has embraced a rich and diverse range of genres, styles and sensibilities, and now, in this moment of the Internet and channels such as YouTube, the venues for exhibition are changing once more. You no longer have to be able to access a huge, complex filmmaking resource to produce material, and you can now effectively distribute your work from your laptop. The novice director from a small rural town can make their work available for all to see as easily as the most well-promoted and established filmmaker in a sprawling city. Of course, this does not guarantee a sudden new wave of brilliance; but it does provide the opportunity, at least, to get one’s work out there.


For the past 20 years, film viewing habits and viewing options have evolved. Perhaps now more than ever we have incredible choice and access to films. Where television would once screen a diverse range of films each week, the tendency now is to look to the range of DVD rental and purchase options available. As such, more and more new titles are being added to the film catalogue and there seems to be a hunger on the part of audiences to know how movies are made and how they make their connections with us. Perhaps the most exciting thing of all is that the study of film is becoming more embedded in compulsory education; in time, we might even begin to take this for granted, just as we currently take the study of literature for granted.


As of this writing, the photographic imperative is beginning to merge with something more painterly in particular forms and aspects of emerging digital cinema. We live in interesting movie-making and movie-watching times. André Bazin, in his work What Is Cinema?, distinguished between two kinds of film: those that embodied faith in reality (in the camera recording what actually existed in front of the lens) and those that embodied faith in the image, in the plasticity and infinite capacities for film to be manipulated. What would André have made of Avatar (2009)? We might want to cite Soviet montage as a clear example of this.


The films explored in this book are as artful and significant to our imaginative and cultural lives as the finest literature, music and painting. All of the movie movements explored here – and it is not a comprehensive or exhaustive list, but one that I hope proves nevertheless a helpful starting point – testify to the enduring fascination and mesmerising appeal of cinema. Roland Barthes wrote that: ‘Mass culture is a machine for showing desire. Here is what must interest you, it says, as if it guessed that men are incapable of finding what to desire themselves.’11 Whatever shape or colour, the movies bear out Barthes’s observations.


What, though, is our criteria for a movie movement to be defined as such? What is the narrative that underpins this term – movie movements? A sensible place to start is by identifying that a movement moves. That is to say, it changes over time and typically a movement (in cinema, in literature) is often a short-lived ‘reality’, a light that burns very brightly but ‘extinguishes’ relatively quickly. Each of the films written about in this book explores the traditions of a given film form and the ways in which these are subsequently evolved, adapted and challenged by filmmakers and, ultimately, by audiences.


The movies considered in these pages are bound up in, and bound together by, what we might think of as a sense of modernism – an idea about western life that has developed since the eighteenth century when the world became more industrialised than it had ever been before, and which was also shaped by the forces of capitalism and an increasingly urban life. Modernism has been usefully defined as a creatively self-conscious format which rejected ‘the idea that it is possible to represent the “real” in any straightforward manner. Representation […] is to be understood as an aesthetic expression or conventionalised construction of the “real”’.12 Some films revel in these settings, others offer distinct alternatives, but all the films cited somehow celebrate and showcase the power of cinema to transport, mould, manipulate and illuminate. In thinking about these sources of fascination, it’s worth bearing in mind that ‘the aesthetic dimension of a film never exists apart from how it is conceptualised, how it is socially practised, how it is received; it never exists floating free of historical and cultural particularity’.13


The big-picture narrative of movie movements, then, the quality that binds them together, comprises several threads, all of which interweave the formal (the film as a film in and of itself) with the social and ideological (the context). The numerous movements of film history and evolution extend far beyond the reach of this book but are, I think, unified by: a conscious wish on the part of the filmmakers to challenge established understandings about the place and potential of film at a given moment in time; the influence of commercial, technological, industrial and ideological forces; and, perhaps most evidently, a desire to rethink and refresh the ways in which a film can be expressive typically in terms of an acute effort to represent human perception, thinking and feeling.


Cinema has now become firmly anchored in its global context. New and evolving channels of access and cross-cultural contact could either make the world ever more homogenised or could allow for the particulars and specifics that make every culture distinct and fascinating to shine through. We’re at a point where a Bollywood movie might abruptly reference a visual-effects flourish from an ultra-Hollywood movie such as The Matrix (1999). Similarly, the Bollywood mode might revise and adapt for its home audience a number of very popular Hollywood movies. With digital technology becoming ever more affordable and portable, it means that we can enjoy a wonderful British film like Seachd: The Inaccessible Pinnacle (Simon Miller, 2007), resonantly anchored in a specific culture and geography. The realistic audience for this film isn’t a blockbuster, multiplex one (though would any filmmaker really shirk this opportunity if given a choice?), but a smaller, more specific one. The economics of digital production and the revenue stream of home video make such a project more viable than ever before.


For the most part, the films explored in this book are readily available, inviting people to experience them who have not already done so. Movie Movements: Films That Changed the World of Cinema considers not only enduring ‘classics’, but other, less well-regarded (perhaps even unexpected and unknown) titles that have been produced as the result of a fusion of a particular place and sense of what cinema can be. This book, then, explores the contexts in which some of the most compelling and expressive films have been produced, from live-action classics such as Jules et Jim (François Truffaut, 1962) to the hard-hitting, digitally shot Inuit adventure movie Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner (Zacharias Kunuk, 2001).


If you’re a reader just setting out to explore the vast terrain of film, there’s the hope that this book might be for you. Similarly, if you are studying film (theory and practice; the one informs the other and that’s how the wheel turns) as part of a course at a college or university, it might well address a number of key areas that you will be considering and encouraged to think about. It hopes, then, to serve as a first stop, a primer, rather than an uber-detailed exploration of just one or two essential areas of the subject.


This book concisely outlines the key aesthetic and wider contextual issues relating to a number of specific films, and also drops into the mix a range of animated films in the hope that readers will be reminded that animation is filmmaking too.


In the discussion of each film, its concept, conditions of production and eventual reception and influence will come into play. All being well, the book you now hold in your hands will help set you on your way to viewing and reading more widely as you navigate movieland.


Travelling full circle, I’ll come back to the insights of VF Perkins. This is an excerpt from his book about the Orson Welles film The Magnificent Ambersons (1942). The observation that Perkins makes applies to so many films and is near fundamental, serving almost as a mission statement, an ethos: ‘The thrills and rewards of criticism come from trying to rise to achievements we know to be larger than our understanding.’14
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REALISM





‘There are many sides to reality, choose the one that’s best for you,’15 observed playwright Eugene Ionesco, and it’s a line that fits neatly with our thinking about the range of storytelling approaches that cinema offers.


Amidst the range of movie movements on offer, and the diverse ways of emphasising meaning and offering a specific viewpoint on, or presentation of, a subject, realism is a key aesthetic form that has functioned as a cornerstone of western expression across literature and the visual arts. It continues to hold a central position, and dominates the mode of popular cinema’s expressive approaches. Even the most lavish fantasy, such as the adaptation of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings novels, is rendered in a realistic visual style. Historically, ‘the impulse towards realism occurred during a prolonged period of social and structural change’16 when people moved from their rural communities to the cities to find work in the nineteenth century as the Industrial Revolution took hold.


Even if we only engaged in drawing up a realism-themed ‘list’, we could tick off film-specific examples such as Italian neorealism, British kitchen-sink realism and poetic realism. What they all seem to have in common is some notion of, and application of, the idea of realism. Furthermore, their commonalities are bound up in connections ranging far beyond cinema to take in the influences of painting, politics and literature. It might also be wise to hold in mind that realism takes many forms: social realism, neorealism, documentary realism – they all serve as tags to variations on a theme.


One of the landmark thinkers on the subject of cinema, striving to work out the ‘DNA’ of film, was André Bazin, who was a co-founder of the film journal Cahiers du cinema. Bazin’s two-volume work What Is Cinema? is a touchstone of film writing and includes the following concise and clear-sighted statement, which shows an understanding about so much of what cinema essentially is and the implications of the idea and practice of realism: ‘The significance of what the camera discloses is relative to what it leaves hidden.’17 He observed that filmmaking was about ‘the creation of an ideal world in the likeness of the real’.18


For Bazin, the example of Soviet montage represented faith in the image, the process of manipulating film to the point of foregrounding its plasticity and illusory power. By contrast, a filmmaker such as Jean Renoir would be regarded as demonstrating a faith in reality, capturing performances in real space and time, in a sense minimising the process of mediation, and striving for a psychological realism. We watch characters laugh and cry and we understand them. Bazin was careful to observe that montage always alluded to an event rather than showing it or recreating it in that way. Hence, our sense of realism relates to our desire for authenticity and accuracy. What would André Bazin make of the digital-cinema age we currently live in, where image making in the movies has perhaps more in common with painting and illustration than with photography? Certainly, Bazin’s interests have been built on and developed, cheered and challenged. Ultimately, for Bazin, understanding film realism was a profound philosophical process, and many of the films discussed here will foreground aspects of the realist sensibility.


Fascinatingly, the film La Règle du Jeu was dedicated to Bazin. However, for all of the effort made by thinkers such as Bazin and others (Sarris, Farber, Wilson, Perez, Staiger, Thumim et al), the American philosopher Stanley Cavell contends that film studies is still not given the respect that the medium deserves. 


To get a grasp on reality in the movies, it’s useful to take a cue from discussions of art and realism in painting from the vantage point of art historian EH Gombrich. He has made a number of useful observations that can be readily applied to cinema and our understanding of how realism in the movies functions. According to Gombrich, we can consider realism as ‘the value of uncompromising artistic sincerity as against the deft handling of traditional clichés’.19 This is an observation that holds true for films such as Kes (1969) and Rome, Open City (1946).


Defining what is real, then, is a fundamental human experience, and the tradition of cinematic realism is connected to Bazin’s efforts to untangle the collective knot of thought on the matter. Importantly, and perhaps now more than ever, it rings true as a distinction.


When we think about cinematic realism it’s as both a visual and sonic expression of the reality of things described and shown, and the reality of the inner lives of the characters.



La Règle du Jeu (1939)




Directed by: Jean Renoir


Written by: Jean Renoir


Produced by: Jean Renoir and Carl Koch


Edited by: Marthe Huguet and Marguerite Renoir


Cinematography: Jean Bachelet


Cast: Marcel Dalio (Chesnaye), Nora Gregor (Christine), Jean Renoir (Octave), Roland Toutain (André Jurieu), Paulette Dubost (Lisette)





Synopsis


The film begins in Paris. It is 1939 and thirty-something aviation hero André Jurieu arrives safely from his solo, twenty-three-hour transatlantic flight. The woman André loves is not there to greet him, but his steadfast friend Octave is. Across town, Robert Chesnaye and his wife Christine live the high-life in Paris. Christine is the woman André is in love with and had hoped would be there to give him a hero’s welcome. Robert has planned a weekend away at his chateau and amongst the many guests will be his good friends Octave and André. The weekend begins and what unfolds is a cascade of romantic entanglements in which tragedy and comedy interweave. Overseeing the knot of revelations and falsehoods is Octave. Critically, Chesnaye gives a poacher a job as a servant and the servant begins to flirt with the wife of the gamekeeper, Schumacher. André mopes around the country house and finally tells Christine that he loves her and wants to leave with her to start a new life. Chesnaye accepts the news about André and Christine with great civility. The film climaxes with Christine telling Octave that it is he whom she really loves. Schumacher subsequently mistakes Christine for his wife, Lisette, and thinks that she and Octave are having an affair. Tragedy ensues as the perils, pleasures and pains of love crystallise.


Concept


Renoir’s films have often featured in lists of the greatest films ever made, yet his name will most likely be virtually unknown to many contemporary filmgoers. Today, Renoir’s movies would be marketed as ‘art house’, perhaps implying something obscure about them. However, Renoir’s films possess great accessibility and feeling and are steeped not only in a sense of cinema’s potential but also the humanistic traditions of literature. The characterisation found in Renoir’s films tends to possess a richness and contradiction that we would not be surprised to encounter in ‘classic’ works of literature such as were written by Jane Austen or Thomas Hardy, and this literary affinity evidences itself very clearly as La Règle du Jeu begins by quoting the French writer Beaumarchais. Throughout, the film also succeeds in evoking something of the comic, criss-crossing, romantic misunderstandings of the play A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Like his literary antecedents, Renoir uses the machinery of storytelling to untangle the subtleties and difficulties, triumphs and stupidities of human interaction, exploring the ways in which we connect with, and so often disconnect from, the people to whom we are closest, the ones we love the most. Herein, we can identify a fundamental sense of how Renoir’s contribution to the life of realism in cinema works. The broad span of narrative filmmaking had always functioned on a cause and effect pattern, powerfully underpinned by our expectations of a given genre (horror, western, thriller, science fiction, romance, tragedy, comedy), but Renoir focused with a kind of surgical precision on exploring the cause and effect of human choices.


Jean Renoir is synonymous, then, with the idea of humanistic cinema. We might even suggest that he is a cinematic equivalent of writers like Charles Dickens, Willa Cather, George Eliot, Leo Tolstoy and Mark Twain.


Of his sense of cinema, Renoir commented that ‘I’m most attracted to the idea of constructing a film from small, complete pieces. The only problem is that this often works against me because of my obsessions, of slightly neglecting the importance of storyline. I’m obsessed with the idea that in reality the story isn’t very important’.20


Renoir’s mode of filmic expression developed at a time when cinema was making a real push towards realism in terms of both describing (re-creating) a specific place and also in terms of giving a realistic presentation of human interaction, from which the film offers what we might consider to be a realistic, and recognisable, and generally agreed upon ‘moral’ to the story. Given how highly regarded Renoir’s films have been over the last 40 years, it is worth noting that, like many other filmmakers, during his lifetime his films were not readily embraced by the majority. We could consider that Renoir’s films were largely underestimated, perhaps even misunderstood, upon their original release. It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that Renoir’s films began to enjoy a recognition that endures, both for their use of technique and for their understanding of all the qualities that define us as both angels and devils. 


Renoir’s fascination with the highly accessible form of the Hollywood movie surely informed aspects of his own creative process, rather as it did with another filmmaker, Satyajit Ray, who carried the legacy of Renoir into the 1950s. In the case of both filmmakers, whilst their films may be set in cultures and at moments in time somewhat removed from our own, they are presented in a very accessible way, trading on cinema’s ability to keep us entranced, from shot to shot and from sequence to sequence.


Renoir belongs to the French movement of poetic realism and his films became increasingly political and personal as they dramatised issues around religion and socialism. Like Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro, Steven Spielberg and Richard Dreyfuss, Ingmar Bergman and Liv Ullmann, Alfred Hitchcock and Cary Grant, John Ford and John Wayne, Michael Powell and Roger Livesey, George Lucas and Harrison Ford, to name but a few, Jean Renoir enjoyed a productive collaboration with a key actor, in this case the mighty Jean Gabin. Their work together in La bête humaine and La Grande Illusion, amongst others, was seen as part of the effort that brought increasing realism to the process of cinema acting. In the book Movie Acting: The Film Reader, we are told that ‘the film actor must seem to be his character in such a way that all his expressions, gestures and poses point beyond themselves… they must breathe a certain casualness marking them as fragments of an inexhaustible texture’.21


Renoir’s films have been noted for seizing the opportunity to show cross sections of society in all their separateness and unity. His films aspire to reach the truth of a feeling and explore the dynamic between the individual and their social milieu found in our feelings of confusion, affection, despair and joy.


In his later films, those from the 1950s and 1960s, Renoir explores more openly cinema’s capacity to combine emotional realism with a level of artifice. His film The River (1961) evidences this. It was filmed in India and, with somewhat perfect synchronicity, involved emerging filmmaker Satyajit Ray, who assisted on the film. Ray went on to direct the film Pather Panchali (1955). 


Production


From the mid-1930s onwards, there was a prevailing and uneasy global sense that democracy was being palpably threatened by the forces of fascism, and it was in this climate that La Règle du Jeu was conceived and produced. If ever proof were needed of cinema’s capacity to stand firmly on the side of the angels of our better nature, Renoir’s films of this decade provide it. La Grande Illusion might yet be the greatest war film ever made, and in La Règle du Jeu there’s ample evidence of a political, socially concerned heartbeat pounding away.


Text: Drama, Image, Sound


Some have argued that detail rather than believability is what underpins Renoir’s films, and that they are weakened as a result. He was a director given to allowing actors to improvise and La Règle du Jeu has often been noted for its elegant construction and use of motif and character gesture to carry meaning and resonance.


Bazin wrote of Renoir’s staging of action that he ‘gives the impression of an almost annoying nonchalance’22, but perhaps this apparent lack of organisation is a way of reflecting the true rhythms of life and our relationships with one another from moment to moment. As such, the reality of life in its fusion of the tragic and comic, without almost any discernible separation, makes Renoir’s work sing with a sense of reality, of honesty. François Truffaut, who began as a film critic and then became a film director, once wrote in a letter to Renoir: ‘I have never been able to tell you how much La Règle du Jeu helped me to keep going… I will always feel that my life is connected to the film you made.’23


Intriguingly, La Règle du Jeu dramatises ideas around the realities and illusions we present to one another, and also to ourselves about ourselves. This film is surely one of the great love-story movies and it is certainly infused with a sense of tragedy, albeit often conveyed through comic means. Some of the film’s earliest dialogue encapsulates the feeling of the entire film, such as this line spoken by André Jurieu, the lovestruck aviator: ‘I’m very unhappy. I’ve never been so disillusioned.’


As the film moves back and forth, embracing comedy, tragedy and farce, the action is underpinned by a sense that communication is difficult and miscommunication dangerously easy. Furthermore, the movie suggests that, amidst the inevitable difficulties of the heart, there is a need, nevertheless, to find a way of doing the right thing. Robert Chesnaye knows that his wife, Christine, is in love with André, yet he insists on civility in the matter. Early on he states that, ‘I’m against barriers. Against walls.’ Indeed, it is the gamekeeper, Schumacher, who is truly undone by the lethal tendencies of jealousy and irrationality. His jealousy is his undoing. Throughout the film, events are played out with a precise, free-wheeling quality as characters chase, flee and criss-cross one another, physically and emotionally. For all its more farcical elements, however, this is a tragic story that recognises the inadequacies in all of us and the wider culture. Octave says to Christine, ‘It’s another sign of the times – everyone lies.’ The last image of the film is of shadows moving across a wall. Light is fading from the world.


In terms of visual style, La Règle du Jeu employs deep focus, a technique that fits with our own unmediated perception of the physical world around us. It was the product of technological evolutions in lighting and also of photojournalism.24


The film was an anti-war statement, amongst other things, about a world running out of control, and the French government banned the film for its allegedly unpatriotic tone. American writer-director Cameron Crowe has said of La Règle du Jeu: ‘(Octave) carries the pain of the movie throughout.’25 The ensemble device of Renoir’s film perhaps informed Crowe’s own Elizabethtown (2005).


Reception and Legacy


Reflecting many years later on his experience of making the film, Renoir observed that, ‘The first showing of La Règle du Jeu filled me with misgiving. It is a war film, and yet there is no reference to the war.’ He also said that the film wasn’t enough of an escape for the audience of the time. However, ‘What seemed an insult to society in 1939 has become clear sightedness.’26 As with all of the films explored in this book, Renoir’s movie sought to refresh and reinvigorate what a story could be on film and, perhaps inevitably, this unsettled some audiences who expected cinema to only ever be capable of a few hours of pleasant distraction.


The realist mode is arguably the dominant one in cinema and there are countless titles that illustrate the approach. One that stands tall in film history is the poetic realist film Pather Panchali. Of its director, the titan of Japanese cinema Akira Kurosawa once said, ‘Not to have seen the cinema of Satyajit Ray means existing in the world without seeing the sun or the moon.’27


Determination and a crazy kind of courage have been the marks of many first features that battled to reach cinema screens, and this is certainly true of Ray’s movie. In our YouTube age, the era that Ray worked in is already beginning to seem like an ancient time, one when the battle to complete a movie and put it out into the world was often as compelling a tale as that being told on film. More even than a great idea, true moviemaking grit was what carried you through, and no better example of what we would now call the guerrilla-filmmaking spirit exists than that of Satyajit Ray, who dreamt of a filmmaking life whilst working as an illustrator and copywriter in Bengal.


The roots of Ray’s adaptation of Pather Panchali lie in illustration. Ray illustrated an edition of the novel in 1944 and was compelled to consider it as a movie project. It was shot over a three-year period on weekends and it was only when the Hollywood filmmaker John Huston – whose accomplishments include The Maltese Falcon (1941), The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948) and The Dead (1987) – was visiting India and had the opportunity to view a rough cut of the film that its fortunes changed. Huston advocated that the film would benefit from the financial assistance of the West Bengal government in order to aid its completion. Sure enough, Huston’s intervention bore fruit and Ray’s film was completed and released and began its journey into the land of the film classic.
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