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The term ‘New Wave’ conjures up images of Paris in the early 1960s: Jean Seberg and Jean Paul Belmondo, the young Jean-Pierre Leaud, the three protagonists of Jules and Jim capering across a bridge, all from the films of French filmmakers Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut.





The impact of the French New Wave continues to be felt, and its ethos of shooting in real places, with non-professional actors and small crews would influence filmmakers as diverse as John Cassavetes and Martin Scorsese to Lars von Trier’s Dogme 95 movement, all of whom sought to challenge the dominance of traditional Hollywood methods of both filmmaking and storytelling.





But the French were not the only new wave, and they were not even the first. In New Waves in Cinema, Sean Martin explores the history of the many New Waves that have appeared since the birth of cinema, including their great forebears the German Expressionists, the Soviet Formalists and the Italian Neorealists. In addition, Martin looks at the movements traditionally seen as the French New Wave’s contemporaries and heirs, such as the Czech New Wave, the British New Wave, the New German Cinema, the Hollywood Movie Brats and Brazilian Cinema Novo. The book also covers other new waves, such as those of Greece, Hungary, documentary – Cinema Verité and Direct Cinema – animation, avant garde and the so-called No Wave filmmakers.
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If cinema has a social function, it’s really to make people confront other systems of thought, or other systems of living than the ones they habitually know.





– Jacques Rivette





I went to the Béla Balázs Studio, which at that time was a very open place. Anyone who had a sensible idea received some money to make a film, even if they just walked in off the street. They gave so little money, though, that I had to shoot my first film in five days…There are two kinds of behaviour: either you kick the door in or you knock politely. I wanted to kick it in.





– Béla Tarr





The problem is not to make political films, but to make films politically.





– Jean-Luc Godard
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INTRODUCTION: OLD GUARDS, NEW WAVES


At the Cannes Film Festival in 1959, the knives were out for François Truffaut. The 27-year-old firebrand critic, whose outspoken reviews for the magazine Cahiers du cinéma had earned him the nickname ‘The Gravedigger of French Cinema’, had decided to turn his hand to directing. After making a couple of shorts, he was now presenting his debut feature film, The 400 Blows, in Competition. It was quite a turnaround for Truffaut: only the year before, he had been banned from attending Cannes, such was the hostility aroused by his incendiary journalism, and, at the 1959 festival, a number of the more conservative critics were quietly hoping that Truffaut had finally bitten off more than he could chew. Unfortunately for them, The 400 Blows proved to be a masterpiece, earning Truffaut the Best Director prize, and demonstrating with seemingly effortless ease that he was just as skilled behind the camera as he was behind the typewriter.


The success of the film catapulted Truffaut and his young star, Jean-Pierre Léaud, into the international spotlight, and critics began to acknowledge Truffaut and his contemporaries as the Nouvelle Vague, or New Wave, of French cinema. Indeed, the New Wave seemed to dominate the 1959 Cannes Festival: Marcel Camus won the top prize, the Palme d’Or, for his Orfeu Negro, while Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima mon amour, presented out of Competition, still managed to win the International Critics’ (FIPRESCI) Prize, and sold well internationally. However, while Cannes marked the symbolic birth of the New Wave, it had in fact been evolving over the course of the previous few years.


Agnès Varda made what is arguably the first French New Wave film, in 1954, with the independently financed La pointe courte, followed in 1956 by Roger Vadim’s And God Created Woman, featuring his then wife, Brigitte Bardot. 1957 saw the premiere of Louis Malle’s Lift to the Scaffold and, in the following year, Claude Chabrol completed his debut feature, Le beau Serge. Like Truffaut, Chabrol was a criticturned-filmmaker, who had also written for Cahiers du cinéma, and their colleagues at the magazine, Eric Rohmer, Jean-Luc Godard and Jacques Rivette, would all follow them over the next two years with their respective first features, Le signe du lion, Breathless and Paris nous appartient.


The so-called ‘Cahiers group’ would form the nucleus of the French New Wave, although the likes of Malle, Vadim, Varda and Resnais – who never wrote for the magazine – showed that the movement was a very loose-knit affair, and the term ‘new wave’ almost became shorthand for any exciting new French film, whether made by a ‘New Wave’ filmmaker or not. Indeed, the period from the late 50s to the mid 60s saw hundreds of new French films get made. Liberated from the studio environment by lightweight cameras and young, frequently non-professional casts, the French New Wave changed the way films were made. Nothing would ever quite be the same again.


In order to clarify which of the myriad films emerging from France during this period can be termed as ‘new wave’, we need to examine what exactly constitutes a new wave, and how it differs from the ‘old guard’ it rebelled against.


DEFINITIONS OF NEW WAVE


New waves in cinema tend to have certain characteristics that set them apart from the ‘old guard’ (although, it should be noted, such an ‘us and them’ view of film production is not always strictly accurate).1


New Waves can be characterised, or facilitated by, the emergence of new equipment, such as lightweight 16mm cameras, Nagra sound recorders, faster film stocks that allowed filmmakers to shoot in available light and in real locations rather than remaining studio-bound, and they also tended to use non-professional actors. New equipment became widely available during the 1950s, with filmmakers starting to use the new Éclair Cameflex 16mm camera, or the Arriflex, which had been widely used during the Second World War as a news camera and whose use in drama had been hitherto frowned upon. In terms of film stock, Kodak Tri-X, launched in 1954, was fast enough to allow filmmakers to shoot in available light; again, the truckloads of equipment – literally – that films had employed up to that point could now be happily dispensed with. The lightweight Nagra III tape recorder was launched in 1958, which freed filmmakers from having to use cumbersome studio recorders and meant that sound could easily be recorded on location.


It was not all problem-free, however. There were initial problems in that the handheld cameras proved too noisy to record simultaneous (synchronous) sound at first, which meant that filmmakers were forced to shoot handheld sequences mute, adding the sound later. The development of proper blimps, which muffled the magazines, became a huge step forwards and meant that, from the early 60s, handheld shots could now safely have sync sound without the unwelcome presence of the camera’s rattle. (Early attempts at handheld with sync sound were achieved through the cameras being equipped with DIY blimps in the form of sleeping bags, blankets or coats.)2


The styles and subjects of the films themselves changed, veering sharply away from what Truffaut dubbed ‘le cinéma du papa’ towards new narrative approaches ranging from the factual to the self-reflexive. Scripts dealt with issues that had either not been attempted before, or, if they had, were now treated with a frankness absent from earlier treatments of the same material. At the other extreme, film itself became the essential subject, both through the appropriation of genres (e.g. Truffaut’s post Jules et Jim films of the 1960s, Chabrol’s thrillers) or the experimentation of Godard, Marker, Straub/Huillet and pre-Heimat Edgar Reitz.


New sources of funding also played a key role in bringing fresh voices to the cinema. Early French New Wave films such as La pointe courte and Le beau Serge were frequently financed with private investment that came from the filmmakers’ friends or families. When The 400 Blows and Breathless became international hits in 1959/60, distributors began to take notice, and started to offer New Wave filmmakers advances to make further films. There was even state involvement: the New German Cinema, for instance, which announced itself with a declaration made at the 1962 Oberhausen Short Film Festival, later benefitted greatly from the financial involvement of West German television, and some of its most notable films, such as Fassbinder’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (1980) were made for television (although it did receive later theatrical releases in various countries).


Distribution and exhibition had their part to play as well, particularly in the guise of the film clubs which began to appear after the end of the Second World War in cities across Europe. In addition to these were fully fledged independent cinemas, such as Cinémathèque Française in Paris, which opened in 1948 and was to prove so crucial to Truffaut and his collaborators, not just as a place to view films they had been unable to see up to that point – during the Nazi Occupation of France, the import of foreign films had been banned – but also as a place to meet like-minded people.


The impassioned debates about cinema that were a frequent feature of life at the Cinémathèque help define one of the other main features of the French New Wave, and which other new waves also adopted: an ideology. That Truffaut and his colleagues were all contributors to the journal Cahiers du cinéma further refined their thinking (both Rohmer and Rivette edited the magazine at different times), as did their close relationship with the critic André Bazin. Central to the French New Wave’s thinking, and to many of those that came after them, was the notion of auteur cinema, in which films were seen as effectively the work of the director, as opposed to the producer, screenwriter or studio. The director ‘wrote’ his or her films using the caméra-stylo (camera pen) as much as a novelist would write their novels; everything in an auteur film was informed and shaped by the director’s outlook, morality and personal experience.


NEW WAVES AND WORLD CINEMA


This book is intended to be a short survey of some key New Waves. The main focus will be the major movements of the 1950s, 60s and 70s – using the years 1959 to 1979 as rough bookends – finishing with a brief look at digital cinema and suggestions for further viewing. These were years of momentous cultural change, and it could be argued that cinema has never been as vital since. Film mattered in a way it no longer seems to.


In a book of this size, it is unfortunately not possible to examine every single new wave, group or trend. Neither will it be able to cover many aspects of world cinema, with which new wave cinemas often have much in common. (For more on the distinction between the two terms, see the Epilogue.) Indeed, the boundaries are somewhat blurred, highlighted by the fact that there has always been a crossover between new waves and rejuvenated national cinemas. The Czech New Wave is a case in point, being made up of two generations of filmmakers who came to international attention at exactly the same time; the older we could dub the rejuvenated national cinema, the younger, the New Wave.


But new waves, new world cinemas – our definitions may be a little slippery – did not emerge ex nihilo. New waves need old guards to react against, and the old guard, in the shape of classical Hollywood forms of narrative and each country’s respective national film industry, became established fairly early on in film history. The first new waves, therefore, also emerged early on, and, like the French New Wave after them, came to prominence in a world recovering from war. The year was 1919, and the country was Germany.


Notes


Epigraphs: Rivette: Unifrance press release, June 1970, quoted in James Monaco, The New Wave, p 313; Tarr: Interview from http://home.earthlink.net/~steevee/bela.html, accessed 28/11/07; Godard: cited by J Hoberman, ‘Tout va Bien Revisited’ (2005), http://www.criterion.com/current/posts/356-tout-va-bien-revisited, accessed 23/11/12; Vertov: http://sensesofcinema.com/2003/great-directors/vertov/, accessed 23/11/12.





1      For instance, George Lucas’s The Empire Strikes Back, which most would regard as a Hollywood studio film, is actually an independent, i.e. a film that did not get made through a studio.


2      For more on the technical innovations of the late 50s, see Cowie, pp 55–58.




PIONEERS


SLEEPWALKERS & EVIL GENIUSES:


GERMAN EXPRESSIONISM


Expressionism was a term first used to describe certain trends in art and theatre around the turn of the twentieth century: emotions were exaggerated, reality distorted, subjectivity favoured over critical distance. ‘Expressionist art in practically every way seemed to suggest a protest against the norm.’3 Although it was never an official group, Expressionism came to be associated with such painters as Edvard Munch and Egon Schiele, and dramatists such as August Strindberg and Georg Kaiser. Although there were also expressionist architects, writers and composers, it was expressionist theatre and painting which had the greatest influence on what was to become known as German Expressionist cinema.4 The cultural milieu of postwar Germany – with all its hedonism, liberalism and despair – allowed it to flourish and achieve international recognition. It was a period which, it might be possible to suggest, also somehow needed these dark, disturbing films, after what was, up until that time, the worst war history had ever recorded.


Expressionist cinema reflected its era well: the films featured an assortment of antiheroes, evil genii, monsters and magicians whose lives are touched by madness, paranoia and heightened emotional states. Such is either the weakness of the ‘hero’, or the strength of the evil genius, that reality becomes nightmarish and their environments – frequently urban – take on all the characteristics of a George Grosz painting, or a story by Kafka. Set design and art direction played an important role, with strange angles, mirrors and shadows predominating. Expressionist filmmakers were indeed to get such a huge amount of mileage out of the latter two devices that the eminent film critic and historian Lotte Eisner, whose The Haunted Screen remains one of the classic books on the subject, wrote that expressionist cinema was a ‘world of shadows and mirrors’.5


There were several key players who influenced the movement, perhaps foremost among them the theatre director Max Reinhardt and the producer Erich Pommer. Reinhardt (1873–1943) dominated German theatre before his eventual flight to England in 1938, and amongst his repertory company were such figures as F W Murnau, Ernst Lubitsch, Max Schreck, Emil Jannings, Conrad Veidt and Paul Wegener, all of whom would go on to become important in expressionist cinema and, in the case of the first two, cinema history. Reinhardt’s stage productions were notable, among other things, for their chiaroscuro lighting, which highlighted key areas while leaving much of the stage darkened. Not only would this technique later be employed by the likes of Murnau and Fritz Lang, it echoed one of the main themes of expressionist cinema, that of a small light struggling to remain lit – not always successfully – against the prevailing dark.


Whilst Reinhardt was busy on the stages of Berlin, Erich Pommer was pursuing his vision of a German cinema that could not only be great art, but also good business. He was instrumental in developing and promoting a German national cinema, and produced the earliest expressionist classic, Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1919). Although strictly speaking not the first expressionist film – The Student of Prague (1913), The House Without a Door (1914) and The Golem (1915) all employed expressionist themes and stylistic techniques – Wiene’s film became the first major expressionist success, both critically and commercially. With its story of an evil doctor manipulating a somnambulist to commit a series of murders played out on sets designed by expressionist artists Hermann Warm, Walter Röhrig and Walter Reimann, Caligari can also be seen as the archetypal film of the movement.


The film was originally intended to be a critique of the ‘Old Europe’ mindset that had led to the Great War, with the character of Cesare, the somnambulist, representing the millions of ordinary men who had been led to their deaths in the trenches. The climactic exposure of the supposedly respectable psychiatrist Caligari as the instigator of Cesare’s crimes was meant to represent the triumph of reason over the insanity of the politicians, aristocrats and military leaders who were directly responsible for the conflict. As it turned out, the main action of the film was presented as a flashback told by the character of Francis (a device suggested by Fritz Lang, who was originally assigned to direct). The end of the film reveals that Francis is a patient in a mental asylum, undermining the revolutionary intent of the original script: has Francis imagined the whole thing? That his cell at the asylum looks very similar to the ones in which Caligari and Cesare are imprisoned in the flashback suggests that society is indeed out of control, all the old certainties are dead, and nothing is quite as it seems.


Themes of somnambulism, dreams and monsters quickly established themselves as the stock-in-trade of expressionist films. Paul Wegener’s The Golem (1920) was in fact his third film treating the Jewish legend, but is the only one to survive (the first two films being made in 1915 and 1917). The film’s full title, The Golem: How He Came into the World, informs us that this is actually a prequel to the earlier films, and traces the creation of the golem by Rabbi Loew (1525–1609), a semi-legendary figure in the mythology of Prague, who intends the monster to both serve him and defend the Jewish quarter from the city’s rulers. The creature comes under the control of the Rabbi’s assistant, who uses it for his own ends. The golem’s reign of havoc is only brought to an end by a small girl, who removes the magic star from the monster’s chest, thus disabling it.6 The theme of anti-Semitism in the film seems, from this vantage point in time, oddly prophetic and ominous: after the downfall of the Weimar government, there would be no magic stars to protect Germany’s Jewish population.


Henrik Galeen’s The Student of Prague (1926) is, like Wegener’s Golem of 1920, a remake. Galeen’s film follows the original, made in 1913, fairly closely. (The first version, on which Galeen was assistant director, can fairly claim to be, if not the first expressionist film, then certainly a prototype of the school.) Balduin, an impoverished student, strikes a deal with the money-lender Scapinelli: in return for a large sum in gold and the chance to meet a rich heiress with whom Balduin is in love, Scapinelli can take anything in Balduin’s room. The money-lender orders the student’s reflection to step out of the mirror, and this doppelgänger then begins to undermine Balduin’s attempts to woo the heiress. Driven almost mad, the student shoots his reflection, only to die himself.


Scapinelli is a worthy expressionist villain, but pales in comparison to Count Orlok in F W Murnau’s adaptation of Bram Stoker’s Dracula: Nosferatu, A Symphony of Horrors (Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens, 1922, written by Galeen). Here, the evil genius is the vampire Count Orlok, memorably personified by the seemingly genuinely inhuman Max Schreck. The countryside around the Count’s castle is memorably animate: the horses that stand in the twilit field as Hutter enters the village seem to be frightened by the mere mention of dark forces, while the villagers cower at the inn. Schreck’s Orlok – like all good vampires – can be read in a variety of ways; given the time in which the film was made, he could personify the blood that has been drained out of old Europe by the Great War, or the dark political undercurrents of Weimar Germany. Faust (1926), the last film Murnau made before he went to Hollywood,7 takes this image to an extreme: at one point, Faust is shown looming over the entire town as if he were a giant bird, as if nineteenth-century Romanticism had become infected and inflated with twentieth-century paranoia.


Fritz Lang’s Dr Mabuse was arguably the character who embodied this paranoia better than any other in the expressionist canon. He is first seen in Dr Mabuse, the Gambler (Dr Mabuse – der Spieler, 1922, produced by Pommer), originally a four-hour epic that followed Mabuse’s career as a criminal mastermind who, like Caligari, uses hypnosis to achieve his ends. And, also like Caligari, he uses agents to commit his crimes for him. At the end of the film, he is caught and sent to an insane asylum, but that does not stop his scheming. The Testament of Dr Mabuse (Das Testament des Dr Mabuse, 1933) picks up where the first film ended. The imprisoned Mabuse spends his days writing his ‘testament’ while a gang in the outside world commits the crimes that are detailed in Mabuse’s writings. When Mabuse apparently dies, his ghost seems to confer with Professor Baum, who runs the asylum. Mabuse’s ghost speaks of an ‘unlimited reign of crime’ and, from then on, Baum seems to be possessed by the Doctor’s spirit. At the end of the film, Baum, believing himself to be Mabuse, is seen incarcerated in one of his own cells, tearing the testament to pieces. According to one rumour, the film came to the attention of Joseph Goebbels, who called Lang into his office for a chat one day in 1933. Goebbels was apparently unhappy about the film, perhaps feeling that references to an ‘unlimited reign of crime’ were perhaps too close for comfort (the Nazis had only been in power for a few months at this time, but had already opened their first concentration camp, at Dachau). Lang was offered the post of head of UFA, the German film industry’s main studio, but he declined and fled first to Paris, and then later the US. Goebbels banned The Testament of Dr Mabuse anyway.


Expressionism’s high-water mark – at least in Germany – was in the early to mid twenties. It was not universally popular – German audiences, like those elsewhere, loved Chaplin and flocked in their droves to see home-grown melodramas – but the influence of expressionism seeped out like a dark miasma. Lang’s Metropolis (1927) successfully exported expressionist values to science fiction, while G W Pabst’s Pandora’s Box (Die Büchse der Pandora,1929) and von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel (Der blaue Engel, 1930) were both melodramas with an expressionist edge, pitting Louise Brooks and Emil Jannings against fates they ultimately cannot wriggle out of. Expressionism crossed international boundaries, too. Still in France after making his silent masterpiece, The Passion of Joan of Arc, Carl Dreyer went on to make his first sound film, the eerie Vampyr (1932), loosely based on Sheridan Le Fanu’s story ‘Carmilla’. Vampyr is perhaps the most dreamlike and psychologically subtle of all expressionist films, and the most important early vampire film after Nosferatu.


Expressionism’s influence reached Hollywood, hardly surprising since many of Weimar Germany’s biggest talents ended up there by the time Hitler rose to power. Karl Freund, who had shot both Murnau’s The Last Laugh (Der letzte Mann, 1924) and Lang’s Metropolis, directed The Mummy (1932) and Mad Love (1935), both of which clearly showed that their director was still spiritually at UFA. James Whale’s Frankenstein movies also clearly owed a debt to the Germans, as did the later film noirs. Fritz Lang returned to Germany at the end of his career and made a third Mabuse film, The Thousand Eyes of Dr Mabuse (Die tausend Augen des Dr Mabuse, 1960), by which time the ‘unlimited reign of crime’ had transformed the world, and cinema itself was undergoing the revolutions of the late 1950s and 1960s. The newcomers were to acknowledge the expressionist pioneers with various tributes and homages, and Lang appeared – as himself – in Godard’s Contempt (Le Mepris, 1963).


REALISM & EXPERIMENT: SOVIET FORMALISM


Cinema came to Russia in May 1896, when the Lumière brothers screened their works in Moscow and St Petersburg; the first Russian film – of Tsar Nicholas II’s coronation at the Kremlin – was made the same month. By the time Nicholas fell and the Bolsheviks seized power, the Russian film industry was producing over 100 films a year in the face of lively competition from French, German, Danish, British and Italian companies, in addition to a fledgling Hollywood. Although the first film released in Russia after the Revolution was anything but revolutionary – Protazanov’s Father Sergius, adapted from the Tolstoy story – the Bolsheviks were quick to seize upon film as a valuable propaganda tool and, in doing so, effectively created the first ‘post-colonial’ or, more properly, ‘post-imperial’ cinema.


Central to Bolshevik cinema was the theory of montage – from the French, ‘putting together’ – which was given its first major demonstration in 1918 by the filmmaker and theorist Lev Kuleshov (1899–1970). Due to a lack of funds with which to make their own films, Kuleshov and his students began recutting D W Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, a print of which had been smuggled into Russia, in order to study how Griffith had achieved his dramatic effects. In doing so, Kuleshov helped establish the world’s first film school, Moscow’s All-Union State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK for short, pronounced ‘vuh-geek’), and it was here that his most important editing experiment was undertaken, the so-called Kuleshov Effect. Footage from pre-Revolutionary films was put together with shots of the actor Ivan Mozzhukhin alternating with shots of a bowl of soup, a little girl playing, and a dead woman in her coffin. When the film was shown to an audience, they believed that the expression on Mozzhukhin’s face was different each time, showing, respectively, hunger at seeing the soup, joy at seeing what they took to be his daughter, and grief at seeing what they took to be his mother; indeed, people raved about how good Mozzhukhin’s acting was. What they didn’t realise was that the shots of Mozzhukhin were in fact a single shot used repeatedly, and it was they themselves who were imputing values to his ‘reactions’ to the soup, the girl and the dead woman. For Kuleshov, it proved two things: that editing was the most important aspect of filmmaking, more so than what the camera had originally captured, and that, for a film to work properly, the audience had to be active in interpreting what it was they were seeing. Others were quick to develop their own theories of montage, including two of Kuleshov’s most brilliant pupils, Sergei Eisenstein (1898–1948) and Vsevolod Pudovkin (1893 –1953).


Eisenstein called his theory the ‘montage of attractions’ and, for him, film was all about dynamism and conflict. A film comprises a collision of images, where an individual shot should be seen as coming not after the preceding shot, but on top of it. In this way, Eisenstein argued, the meaning of a film would alter and deepen with each successive shot, the way a symphony might build. His montage contained five main strands: Metric, Rhythmic, Tonal, Overtonal and Intellectual. Metric montage is created by making each shot within any given sequence precisely the same length, regardless of what is happening in the shot; Eisenstein believed this to be the most basic form of montage. Eisenstein’s own Battleship Potemkin (1925) contains a classic example, where he uses shots of different statues of lions to give the appearance that a single stone lion is standing up to cheer the crew of the Potemkin on.8 Rhythmic montage is also determined by time, but uses the visual components of a shot to convey yet deeper meanings; Potemkin again includes a classic example of this, in the celebrated Odessa Steps sequence in which shots of a mother and her baby’s pram are intercut with shots of the advancing imperial guard, bayonets drawn. Tonal montage employs the emotional content of a shot to convey meaning, such as in the languid, mournful sequence – again from Potemkin, something of a showcase for Eisenstein’s theories – showing the death of the sailor Vakulinchuk.


Overtonal montage – sometimes referred to as associational montage – is the overall effect gained by using metric, rhythmic and tonal montage, although Eisenstein seems to have not been too clear in his mind about what this actually meant. While he claimed that his 1929 film The General Line contained examples of overtonal montage, the Odessa Steps sequence can also be viewed as an overtonal sequence. Intellectual montage, meanwhile, utilised shots which, when combined, conveyed an intellectual meaning. In his first full-length film, Strike (1924), Eisenstein presents us with shots of factory workers being attacked, intercut with shots of a bull being slaughtered. There is nothing to link the two events, except in our minds: the workers are being slaughtered as if they were no better than cattle. Eisenstein regarded this as the highest form of montage, and yet, of his theories, it was the one that came in for the most flak from both fellow filmmakers and the Party.


The famous Winter Palace sequence in October (1928) highlights one of the main problems of intellectual montage, namely its interpretation. Eisenstein repeatedly intercuts shots of Alexander Kerensky with a mechanical peacock, which has frequently been interpreted as meaning that Eisenstein wants to make us see the head of Russia’s Provisional Government of 1917 as vain and arrogant. However, this reading seems too simplistic, as it cannot explain the presence of the shot of the padlock in the sequence. It has been suggested9 that the sequence is really supposed to represent the Winter Palace and all it stands for swallowing Kerensky via the peacock’s rear end, the padlock supposedly representing the fact that Kerensky is now trapped within the Winter Palace, both physically and in terms of his thinking. Kerensky, in other words, is really no better than the tsar. Despite its intellectual brilliance, however, the sequence is mainly remembered for the peacock standing for vanity, and Eisenstein’s message was lost.10


Pudovkin had his own ideas about montage. While he wrote in praise of Eisenstein, and October in particular, the two men frequently argued. Where Eisenstein saw montage as being about conflict, Pudovkin saw it as a means to link shots and unify scenes, which in turn act as building blocks to tell the whole story of the film. And where Eisenstein’s films of the 1920s generally don’t have one central character around whom the story revolves, Pudovkin lyrically celebrates individuals’ struggles against tsarist oppression, most memorably in his masterpiece, Mother (1926), which depicts an ordinary woman’s realisation of the need for revolution when her son, a trade union activist, receives a prison sentence. The final sequence shows the mother joining a demonstration that is marching on the prison where her son is held. Pudovkin’s camera cuts to shots of a frozen river and, as the demonstrators advance on the prison, the ice begins to crack. The son, sprung from his cell, escapes on a block of ice, and we return to the crumbling floes again at the end of the film; the long freeze of tsarist rule is over.


Despite the spats between Eisenstein and Pudovkin over montage, and the international success of The Battleship Potemkin – Hollywood mogul David O Selznick, of all people, described it as ‘unquestionably one of the greatest motion pictures ever made’11 – there were other sides to the Soviet wave of the 1920s that, while apparently in the service of the Revolution, seem to strain at the leash a little more, testing Soviet ideology, young as it was, with daring experimentalism. At the forefront of this trend was the filmmaker who, along with Eisenstein, is arguably the most influential of all Soviet filmmakers from the period, Dziga Vertov.


Vertov (1896-1954) was born Denis Kaufman to a family of Jewish intellectuals living in the Polish town of Bialystok, then in Russia. He had two brothers, Mikhail (1897–1979) and Boris (1906–80), both of whom would go on to become successful cameramen (Boris would work with Jean Vigo and also won an Oscar for On the Waterfront). He adopted his pseudonym, which means ‘spinning top’, in 1917, by which time he had become interested in sound collages and, after the October Revolution of that year, newsreel. Vertov edited the first newsreel series in Russia, Kino-Nedelya, whose name translates as the rather bland-sounding ‘Film Weekly’, and, by 1919, was directing his own films, beginning with The Anniversary of the Revolution (1919), The Battle of Tsaritsyn (1920), The Agit-Train Vsik (1921), and a 13-reel History of the Civil War (1922). During this period, Vertov worked on the Agit-trains and continued to refine his ideas, assembling a small group of collaborators around him, including his future wife, the editor Elisaveta Svilova (1900–75), and his brother Mikhail; Vertov dubbed the group the Kinoks (derived from ‘kino-oki’, ‘cinema eyes’). In various Kinok manifestos, Vertov argued that drama was a bourgeois fairytale, and that real cinema was documentary footage of ‘life caught unawares’. Despite agreeing with his montage colleagues on the importance of editing, Vertov also stressed the importance of the camera, which he saw as an impartial recorder of reality, superior to human vision, calling it the ‘cine eye’. And, in what was virtually a blueprint for new wave filmmakers of the 1950s and 60s, Vertov called for his fellow Kinoks to use fast film stock, light, handheld cameras and equally portable lighting equipment.


Armed with both theories and collaborators, between 1922 and 1925, Vertov directed his first major work, the 23-episode newsreel series, Kino Pravda. The title was a pun: ‘pravda’ not only means ‘truth’, but was also the name of the official party newspaper, and it reflected Vertov’s faith not only in the camera and the editing table, but also in Marxism (he was much more of a dogmatist than Eisenstein). As the series progressed, the films became ever more avant-garde, which displeased the party, which was coming to see Vertov as a bit of a tiresome crank. Fortunately, his reputation was given a boost by the European avant-garde, who applauded his 1924 film Kino Eye – Life Caught Unawares, awarding it prizes at the 1925 Paris World Exhibition. The film, a feature-length documentary, centres around the activities of a group of Young Pioneers in a Soviet village. The children are busy making posters, handing out leaflets encouraging the villagers to buy from the co-operative, visiting widows and promoting temperance. Vertov intercuts scenes showing the children evidently having a good time with experimental sections shown in reverse of the un-killing of a bull, and the un-baking of bread. The success of Kino Eye led to Vertov being able to make two more feature-length films, A Sixth of the World and Stride, Soviet! (both 1926). The authorities, however, balked at supporting what was to become Vertov’s masterpiece, The Man with the Movie Camera (1929).


The Man with the Movie Camera fits into the ‘city symphony’ genre that was popular at the time (Walter Ruttmann’s 1927 film Berlin: Symphony of a Great City perhaps being the most well known today), but at the same time transcends it. Supposedly depicting a day in the life of a Soviet city, Vertov actually shows three cities – Moscow, Odessa and Kiev (the film was a Ukrainian production). Where the film differs from the likes of Ruttmann’s is in the character of the cameraman, ‘played’ by Mikhail Kaufman. He is shown filming city life, and later editing it, so the film becomes not just a collage of city life, but also a film about itself, about the process of making a film, and of watching it. Using every trick in the book – a book largely written by Vertov himself – the film uses split screens, dissolves, Dutch angles, tracking shots, double exposure, freeze frames, jump cuts, footage shown in either reverse, sped up or slowed down, and even animation. The film divided audiences both at home and abroad, but Vertov was able to continue working, producing as a follow-up his first sound film, Enthusiasm: Donbass Symphony (1931). Also filmed in the Ukraine, the film celebrates the transformation of the Donbass region during the first Five Year Plan. Workers are shown busy in steel mills, locomotive yards and in the mines, fields are harvested and churches are converted into political and social clubs, all to the accompaniment of a collage of industrial and agricultural sounds. Like The Man with the Movie Camera, the film was plotless, and it received an even cooler reception at home, although it was a great success abroad, with Charlie Chaplin marvelling at the complexity of the soundtrack and declaring it the film of the year.


The Ukraine was also home to the other great name from the era, Alexander Dovzhenko (1894–1956). While his colleagues experimented with montage, documentary and the avant-garde, Dovzhenko’s films often took their inspiration from Ukrainian folklore and nature and, as a result, are arguably among the most poetic and visually beautiful of all Soviet films from the 1920s and early 1930s. His greatest achievement remains his ‘Ukrainian Trilogy’ comprising Zvenigora (1928), Arsenal (1929) and Earth (1930). Zvenigora – about a treasure hidden deep inside a mountain – is suffused with Ukrainian folklore and superstition, and established Dovzhenko as a major filmmaker. Arsenal, by contrast, seems much more Soviet in that it depicts a valiant civil war struggle between Bolshevik and White Russian troops at a munitions plant. Earth, widely regarded as Dovzhenko’s masterpiece, tells the story of an insurrection by peasants against an unjust landlord.


Could films so rooted in Ukrainian culture be revolutionary? The party evidently thought not, and saw counter-revolutionary tendencies in Earth. Furthermore, Arsenal, in its depiction of an attack on an empty trench, seems at times anti-war, and, given the context of the times, anti-revolution. Earth fared badly at home – although, as might be expected by now – was lauded abroad, and Dovzhenko opted to produce what he thought would be more mainstream and acceptable fare in the shape of Ivan (1932) and Aerograd (1935), both of which saw him successfully making the transition to sound films.


If the Soviet ‘new wave’ of the 1920s started in political upheaval, then it is true to say that it ended in precisely the same circumstances. A cinema that began in necessity – filmmakers too impoverished to shoot, so they recut found footage – flourished to produce some of the most groundbreaking and influential films of all time (the work of Eisenstein and Vertov in particular), but was then effectively crippled when Stalin assumed sole power and his influence grew in the 1930s. The experimentalism of the 1920s was replaced with the turgid ‘socialist realism’ of the 1930s, which, despite its name, wasn’t particularly realistic, instead being largely given over to bland portrayals of farm collectives and factory workers living happily under the benign Uncle Joe.12 Although all the main figures in Soviet cinema survived Stalin’s purges – the writers and poets, for instance, were not so lucky – many of them found themselves unable to continue working as they had done in the 1920s: Vertov was forced to work on run-of-the-mill newsreels, Dovzhenko found his only work as a wartime documentarist and, later, as a novelist, while Eisenstein came closest of them all to official censure. Only his premature death in 1948 at the age of 50 spared him a trip to the Gulag. It would take yet another political turnaround, the Party Congress of 1956 and its denunciation of Stalin, to reinvigorate Russian cinema.


‘IT WAS JUST LIFE’: ITALIAN NEOREALISM


Like the Soviets, the neorealists emerged under a regime, only this time it was not Communist, but Fascist. For Mussolini, however, films had more cultural and entertainment value than they did propagandist value. As a result, he founded the Venice Film Festival in 1932; a film school, the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia, in 1935; and then, perhaps most importantly of all, Cinecittà Studios in Rome in 1937. His son Vittorio (1916–97) would work as a film producer and also edited the influential journal Cinema for a number of years. The journal was important, not just for its news content, but also for its role in disseminating new ideas from abroad, such as Soviet montage theory. It would also become a platform for critics calling for the renewal of Italian cinema, a renewal that would become neorealism. Such calls had been made, in fact, as early as 1933, with the journalist Leo Longanesi appealing for films to be shot on location with non-professional actors. And one of the Fascist era’s most important filmmakers, Alessandro Blasetti (1900–87), was doing just that in films such as 1860 (1934) and The Old Guard (1935).


Obsession (Ossessione, 1943), directed by Luchino Visconti (1906–76), is generally seen as the first neorealist film proper. Based on James M Cain’s novel The Postman Always Rings Twice (incidentally, like Nosferatu, without paying for the rights), Visconti largely adheres to Cain’s plot concerning infidelity and murder, but brings his own sensibility to bear on it. The film doesn’t shy away from showing the harshness of Italian rural existence, which Visconti captures largely in wide and mid-shots. This, combined with long takes, deromanticises both passion and Italy, which outraged both the Church and the Fascists, neither of whom wanted such sordidness onscreen. The Church made its position known by having an archbishop sprinkle holy water in the auditorium after a screening, while Vittorio Mussolini declared ‘this is not Italy’ after viewing the film. The Cultural Ministry announced that it was a ‘film that stinks of latrines’ and destroyed the negative. It was only due to Visconti’s having made a duplicate negative in secret that the film survived at all.


The end of the war saw Italian filmmakers freed from the harassments, thematic constraints and censorship under which they had worked during Mussolini’s regime. This desire to tackle previously taboo subjects, such as poverty and social injustice, came at the same time as calls from the likes of screenwriter Cesare Zavattini (1902–89) for a new cinema, one that would dispense with Hollywood values and concentrate on the realities of life in the immediate aftermath of the war. His views were shared by a number of critics writing for Cinema, including emerging directors Michelangelo Antonioni (1912–2007) and Giuseppe De Santis (1917–97), as well as Visconti. With the appearance of films such as Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City (1945) and Vittorio De Sica’s Shoeshine (1946), neorealism came into its own as a movement.


Although only a group in the loosest sense of the word, the neorealists were defined by shared concerns and working principles. They strived for an air of authenticity in their films, using largely non-professional actors and shooting on location. The lives of ordinary people formed the plots, often emphasising the collective over the individual and the promise of a better future symbolised by children. Emotions were favoured over intellectual abstraction; the films were simple, almost documentary in style, preferring to show events in real time rather than in contrived Hollywood fashion; a lot of the plotting, therefore, was quite loose in order to emphasise the ‘reality’ of the story. Ideologically, the neorealists were Marxist-humanists (although some, like Visconti, were paid-up communists – but perhaps that’s splitting hairs). And between the end of the war and the early 1950s, they made some of cinema’s most enduring and influential films.


Roberto Rossellini (1906–77) began directing under Mussolini, and was in fact using neorealist principles in films he made for the regime, such as the wartime trilogy of A Pilot Returns (1942), The White Ship (1942) and The Man with the Cross (1943), but it was not until his great postwar trilogy that he made his mark internationally. Rome Open City (Roma, Città Aperta, 1945) was shot under difficult conditions in the last days of the war in Europe: film stock had to be acquired on the black market, Rossellini couldn’t watch any of the material until the shoot was over, and the entire soundtrack had to be post-synched. The film depicts the struggle of Italian partisans against the Nazis, featuring the infamous scene where the partisan Manfredi is tortured as Nazis listen to music and enjoy a cigarette in the next room, and culminates with the execution of the priest, Don Pietro. Hope for the future is suggested by the children who witness this atrocity.


Paisan (Paisà, 1946) deals with the Allied invasion of Italy in 1943, and is arguably a greater film. In a break with conventional narrative, Rossellini tells the story in six episodes, incorporating actual documentary footage into each. The theme of an initial culture clash but eventual kinship between the American GIs and the Italians they have come to liberate is reflected in the way Rossellini uses non-professional actors, an omnipotent voiceover and the mixing of actuality footage with dramatic; two different strands seemingly working against each other, but overall working in harmony.


Germany Year Zero (Germania, Anno Zero, 1947) takes a similar approach, in mixing a situation that is classic neorealist fare with a strand that could almost be described as expressionist. Shot largely on location amid the ruins of Berlin, the film tells the story of 12-year-old Edmund, who lives with his ailing father and sister Eva, who is forced by circumstance into working as a prostitute. Edmund’s brother, Karlheinz, is in hiding, fearing that his Nazi past will catch up with him. Edmund becomes involved in various black market activities as a means of survival. So far, so neorealist. However, it is the presence in the story of the former schoolteacher, Herr Enning, that hints at the dark world of prewar expressionism, suggesting that the nightmares of one era had survived into the succeeding one, the spirit of Mabuse blossoming darkly into Hitler. Enning is not only an unrepentant Nazi – he sells records of Hitler’s speeches on the black market – but also has designs on Edmund, suggesting to the boy that he murder his father. Edmund’s carrying out of Enning’s plan provides the film with one of the bleakest endings in the neorealist canon. Children in neorealism generally embody hope for the future, despite sometimes encountering danger; Edmund is perhaps the most tragic of them.


Vittorio de Sica’s first major contribution to the neorealist canon, Shoeshine (Sciusica, 1946) also has a tragic undercurrent to the central relationship between the boys Giuseppe and Pasquale. The two, who work as shoeshine boys, dream of buying a horse, but their plans of a happy future are dashed when they are convicted of handling stolen goods and sent to a borstal run by ‘inhumane state officials and priests’.13 Pasquale is tricked into betraying Giuseppe in borstal, but, when Giuseppe takes his revenge and dies while trying to escape, Pasquale is wrongly held responsible. The bittersweet ending shows the horse bolting for the freedom denied the boys. Shoeshine is a textbook example of the ‘little man against the system’, told with what is arguably a more sophisticated technique than, say, Rossellini’s trilogy, but one that is still markedly more ‘realistic’ than most Hollywood product of the time (Orson Welles once remarked that Shoeshine was a great film because it so successfully concealed its artistry: ‘The camera disappeared, the screen disappeared; it was just life.’14).


De Sica’s follow-up, Bicycle Thieves (Ladri di Biciclette, 1948), is perhaps the archetypal neorealist film. Antonio (Lamberto Maggiorani) secures a job as a bill poster, a position that requires him to own a bicycle. Just as he is about to start, the all-important bicycle is stolen, and he begins a quest around Rome with his small son, Bruno (Enzo Staiola), to retrieve it. The film was made with a relatively large budget, and, as per usual neorealist practice, was played largely by non-actors. De Sica had trouble casting the two leads, and actually started shooting without having found a boy to play Bruno. He found Antonio when Maggiorani brought his son to audition for the part of Bruno, but De Sica was struck by Maggiorani’s appearance (‘his hands, covered in calluses, a workman’s hands, not an actor’s’15) and offered him the part straightaway. Aware of the dangers of stardom and of how films can pollute and mislead those who make them as much as those who watch them, De Sica asked Maggiorani that he give up cinema after filming was over and return to his normal job, a promise the non-actor kept. (Ironically, Maggiorani lost his job at the factory where he worked – Bicycle Thieves being made at a time of record unemployment in Italy – and he returned to acting, appearing in over a dozen further films.) One day early in the shoot, De Sica, annoyed at the large crowd that had gathered to watch them at work, turned round to see the eight-year old Enzo Staiola amongst the onlookers: he had found his Bruno.


Bicycle Thieves was based on a novel by Luigi Bartolini, and adapted by Cesare Zavattini, who was to become one of De Sica’s main collaborators during this period. Concerned with portraying the daily existence of an Italian everyman, Zavattini and De Sica took major liberties with Bartolini’s text, simplifying the action so that the entire film was about the quest to retrieve the stolen bike. Dramatic conflicts, too, were largely eradicated, and the film spends much time showing Antonio and Bruno not searching for the bicycle, watching them instead engaged in simple actions such as sheltering from the rain, eating or just hopelessly sitting on the kerbside. The plot found favour with the critic André Bazin, who observed that ‘plainly there is not enough material here even for a news item: the whole story would not deserve two lines in a stray dog column’.16 Despite occasional mawkishness – especially lingering shots of the doe-eyed and sometimes annoying Staiola – and a poor performance at the box office, the simplicity of the story would have a huge influence on future filmmakers, and Bazin’s praise was important: his enthusiasm for the film would be passed on to his protégé, François Truffaut.
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AGAINST A CERTAIN TENDENCY: THE FRENCH NEW WAVE



THE POLITIQUE DES AUTEURS



The year 1946 proved to be a momentous one for French cinema. With the war finally over, American films could once again play in the cinemas of Paris. In comparison with the largely moribund state of French filmmaking, the influx of Hollywood product was a revelation: films by Alfred Hitchcock, Howard Hawks, Nicholas Ray, John Ford and Orson Welles appeared and caused a sensation among the capital’s cinéphiles. (Truffaut later claimed to have seen Citizen Kane over 30 times.) In addition, French films that had previously been banned were now finally available, perhaps the two most important being Jean Vigo’s Zéro de Conduite (Zero for Conduct, 1933) and Jean Renoir’s La Règle du Jeu (The Rules of the Game, 1939). In both there was a freedom and a poetry – and a healthy disrespect for authority – which proved highly influential. If the Americans showed what cinema was capable of, Vigo and Renoir showed it was possible to make great films in France: all that was needed were the right conditions and the right people.


They were not long in coming. Ciné-clubs began springing up all over Paris, where the film intelligentsia could watch and discuss the latest releases, while magazines such as the Communist L’Ecran and Revue du Cinéma denounced or praised the influx of American films that were now lighting up Paris every night. The Cinémathèque Française, which had been set up in 1936 by Henri Langlois, Georges Franju and Jean Mitry with the aim of collecting and preserving films (a task made all the more important during the war when many films faced destruction at the hands of the Nazis), received a government grant enabling it to move to a permanent address. The Cinémathèque began to hold daily screenings, both of the newly released American films, and also of films from its own collection. Such was the dedication of Langlois to the cause that it made him a guru-like figure, ‘the dragon who guards our treasures’.17


New criticism was also in the air. While Revue du Cinéma often wrote in praise of the new American films, L’Ecran frequently fulminated against them. Arguably the most important article the magazine ever ran, however, was Alexandre Astruc’s ‘The Birth of a New Avant-Garde’, published in March 1948, which called for filmmakers to ‘write’ their films with the ‘caméra-stylo’ (camera pen) in much the same way that a writer would write with a real pen; it was, in other words, a call for a new kind of cinema, in which the vision of the ‘author’ – or auteur – of the film was central.18 Astruc would also become involved with the ciné-club called Objectif-49, which included filmmakers and critics such as Jean Cocteau, Robert Bresson, Réné Clément and Raymond Queneau, all of whom supported the idea of a cinema of auteurs. As if to underline their independence from mainstream cinema, they held a Festival of Rejected Films at Biarritz in 1949,19 showing films that had variously been banned or not taken by Cannes. Amongst the films screened were Visconti’s Ossessione and Kenneth Anger’s Fireworks, with the Grand Prix going to Jean Rouch for Initiation à la danse, a documentary about an initiation ceremony in Niger.


Arguably the real turning point came in 1951, when André Bazin co-founded a new magazine called Cahiers du cinéma, along with fellow critics Jacques Doniol-Valcroze and Joseph-Marie Lo Duca. The magazine drew on a second ciné-club, which met in the Latin Quarter under the aegis of Eric Rohmer, for some of its writers. These included the young François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard, who would go on to cut their teeth as critics and theorists at Bazin’s new magazine. They were quickly joined by Rohmer, Jacques Rivette and Claude Chabrol. The combined effect of seeing and discussing a wealth of films at the Cinémathèque and writing about them in Cahiers gave each future filmmaker a unique education in the history and theory of film. Bazin dubbed them ‘the Young Turks’.


Bazin was developing his own theories about cinema during this time in such essays as ‘The Evolution of Film Language’, ‘The Ontology of the Photographic Image’ and ‘In Defence of Mixed Cinema’. Bazin’s theories were diametrically opposed to those of the Soviet filmmakers of the 1920s. He rejected the stress placed on montage by Eisenstein, and instead argued for a realism that employed long takes and deep focus (where both background and foreground are in focus at the same time). Deep focus was particularly important for Bazin, as he believed that it made the viewer more active and enabled them the better to interpret what they were seeing. Bazin also encouraged the ‘Young Turks’, despite the fact that he didn’t always agree with them. Between them, they thrashed out a new theory of cinema, developing Astruc’s and Bazin’s ideas to come up with what was called the politique des auteurs, which was to become central to the New Wave.


Although Truffaut is often credited with the politique des auteurs – auteur policy – it was really a group effort by the Young Turks. They held that the director is the main author of a film, a somewhat perverse notion given that many of the films they had been watching at the Cinémathèque had been Hollywood movies, in which the directors were nearly always hired hands, answerable to the studio. But this, they argued, was precisely the point: given the strictures of both the Hollywood system and genres, it was only the director who could add that certain je ne sais quoi which would make a film stand out from the crowd. Other major contributors to a film – such as screenwriter, director of photography, editor, composer – were all secondary to the vision of the auteur. If a film could be likened to a ship, they were the crew hauling the sails and working the oars; there could only be one captain, and that was the director.


The politique insisted that it was very selective: Renoir, Ophüls, Bresson, Hawks, Hitchcock, Ford, Ray, Vigo and Welles all made the list, but certain other directors could never be auteurs as they lacked an overarching vision that informed all their work, although it could be possible for them to make a good film – by accident, one assumes; Claude Autant-Lara’s Four Bags Full (La Traversée de Paris, 1956) being one such example. Conversely, a film by an auteur that didn’t really work would always be more interesting than a more accomplished piece of work by a non-auteur. ‘There are no works,’ Cahiers proclaimed, ‘there are only auteurs.’


The final principal aspect of the politique was the notion that a film is a conversation between the auteur and his or her audience. Godard expected his audience to be able to read significance into his casting of Brigitte Bardot in Le Mépris (Contempt, 1963), for instance. Bardot was not merely being Bardot in a film about film, but implicit in her onscreen presence was every other film she had made, and all the attendant cultural and critical baggage. Likewise, viewers following Truffaut’s Antoine Doinel films over the course of the 20 years in which they were made would be expected to have kept abreast of Jean-Pierre Léaud’s career in order to be able to appreciate the films fully. Likewise, a familiarity with the new novel and developments in cultural theory and criticism would help audiences read films by Godard, Rivette or Resnais. The filmmakers were acutely conscious that they were not making films in a vacuum, despite their fanatical cinéphilia.


THE NEW WAVE


The term ‘nouvelle vague’ or ‘new wave’ first appeared in the French magazine L’Express in October 1957, and referred to the post-World War II generation of French youth, who were seen as somewhat rebellious, given to listening to jazz and discussing films in cafés, and who had enough disposable income to make going to the cinema a regular cultural activity. During the course of the following year, the term began to be used to designate the new generation of filmmakers who were starting to emerge and, by the time of Truffaut’s success at Cannes in 1959, ‘new wave’ was synonymous with the new cinema. Like the new wave of youth culture, the new-wave filmmakers adopted an antagonistic and at times openly critical stance against the older generation, perhaps most famously encapsulated by Truffaut’s 1954 article, ‘A Certain Tendency of the French Cinema’, in which he attacked what he termed the ‘tradition of quality’ – tired, staid studio films directed by ageing jobbing directors; by 1958, even the head of the French society of ciné-clubs, Pierre Billard, was complaining about the stagnant condition of French filmmaking. Something, it was hoped, was just around the corner.


That something had, in fact, been brewing for some time. Not only were there sea changes afoot in the shape of the ciné-clubs and magazines like Cahiers and its rival, Positif, but a handful of filmmakers had managed to produce a small number of feature films outside of traditional industry routes. One of the problems the French film industry faced, apart from a large-scale creative impasse, was a lack of subsidies from the government body, Centre National de la Cinématographie (CNC). If a film was to be regarded as ‘official’, it had to be made along CNC guidelines, and with their permission. Such permission was flatly ignored by the precursors of the New Wave proper, filmmakers such as Jean-Pierre Melville (1917–73) and Agnès Varda (b. 1928).


Unable to enter the industry by normal routes – for example, as someone’s assistant – Melville decided to go ahead and make films anyway. Melville shot his first feature, Le Silence de la Mer (The Silence of the Sea) in 1947 for the then seemingly impossibly low sum of $18,000 (roughly 10 per cent of the average feature budget of the time). He shot the film without the permission of the CNC, as a result of which he had to effectively make the film on an amateur basis, buying his stock, like Rossellini, on the black market. He also cut costs by not paying for the rights to adapt the novel on which the film was based. But it was a relatively easy story to film: a three-hander set largely in one location, it told the story of a somewhat naive Nazi officer billeted with an elderly man who lives with his niece. The officer tries to make friends, but is met with a wall of silence. Granted a short leave in Paris, the officer finally realises the true nature of the Nazi regime, and decides the only decent thing to do is to volunteer for the front. Before he departs, the old man leaves an Anatole France book out for him to look at, which contains the lines, ‘It is good for a soldier to disobey criminal orders.’ It is the nearest thing to real communication between the two characters in the entire film.


Melville shot the film in an austere manner, with long takes, deep focus and inventive use of sound (he later claimed it influenced Bresson). Once completed, it took Melville well over a year to get the film released. The author of the novel on which it was based, Vercours, liked the film so much that he only charged Melville a nominal sum for the rights, and fellow ex-Resistance members helped Melville lobby the CNC to get the film released, upon which it garnered very favourable reviews, and showed that one did not need official industry permission to make a film: all it took was great deal of determination, and a little ingenuity.


Agnès Varda took a similar approach, shooting her first film – a feature – in 1954 after receiving an inheritance. She had no film training, other than being a photographer. La pointe courte (1954) followed a young Parisian couple (Philippe Noiret and Silvia Monfort) as they try to sort out their marriage problems in a small Mediterranean fishing village. Their discussions alternate with scenes from village life: government inspectors arrive to check that all the fishermen have the correct licences to fish, a child dies, a marriage is arranged. Like Le Silence de la Mer, it was shot on location with non-professional actors (except the two leads), while its mixture of drama and documentary recalls Visconti’s La Terra Trema. Varda’s budget was even smaller than Melville’s with the film finally costing $14,000 (in other words 25 per cent of the two signature films of the French New Wave, The 400 Blows and Breathless), with everyone working for a percentage. And, like Melville, Varda fell foul of the CNC, being branded an ‘amateur’, as the film was made without their permission.


The film may have disappeared completely, had it not been for the fact that Varda asked Alain Resnais – by then an Oscar-winning documentarist – to edit it. Resnais then showed the finished film to Bazin, who loved it and secured a screening for the film in Cannes, and afterwards a brief release at a small cinema called the Studio Parnasse – due to CNC restrictions, no major distributor would touch it – where, fittingly, it played alongside another classic, independently made take on Mediterranean life, Vigo’s A propos de Nice.



THE CAHIERS DIRECTORS



Cahiers du cinéma had been, along with the Cinémathèque, at the forefront of Parisian cinéphilia during the early and mid-1950s, and the magazine was to produce the New Wave’s central group of directors, François Truffaut (1932–84), Jean-Luc Godard (b. 1930), Claude Chabrol (1930–2010), Eric Rohmer (1920–2010) and Jacques Rivette (b. 1928). Through discussing films at the Cinémathèque and writing about them for Cahiers with the encouragement of Bazin, the Cahiers group epitomised everything the French New Wave stood for: personal films that were both stylish and self-conscious; that were concerned with new ways of telling a story onscreen; that had fresh approaches to genre; that were often shot quickly and cheaply; that spoke to the newly enfranchised audience of young people; and that would help redefine what cinema was capable of.


‘The French New Wave,’ observed Richard Neupert, ‘changed for ever the whole notion of how movies could be made. [It is] perhaps the richest and most exciting period in world film history.’20 And central to this cinematic and cultural seismic shift were the Cahiers directors, who were to be to film what The Beatles would become to music a few years later. 1959 was the annus mirabilis of this revolution, and François Truffaut was at its epicentre.
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