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Preface


“To let the camera lead me . . . where I want to go.”



FILMMAKERS HAVE long resisted discussing their work. Robert Bresson is no exception. Not that he hasn’t done so at all; like other “auteurs” deemed to have some commercial value, he has had to succumb to the imperatives of promotion, at times finding in the exercise a surprising sense of pleasure, which permeates these pages. Robert Bresson played the game as well as anyone, but without ever departing from the rules he had established for himself. Editors recall having to drastically reduce their planned page count after Bresson had reread an interview: Once he had pruned, corrected, redacted, and amended it, no more than four of the eight or ten envisioned pages would remain, five on a good day.

Rereading himself, Bresson followed the same practices he had developed for looking at the screen—for that was how he edited his films, more so than in the editing room. He disliked touching film; it was not a fetish object for him. Unlike some of his contemporaries, he said only what he wanted to say; he didn’t let his ideas become consumed by the fire of conversation, refused to let his words get lost. In everything, he sought “clarity”; he loved “the mark,” and to stress his abhorrence for vapid speech he half-jokingly quoted scripture: “Every idle word shall be counted.” We can let this idea guide our reading of his words, here assembled by his wife in an order that respects the chronology of his oeuvre and helps us understand that Bresson, though he evolved, changed little. And yet, as he remarked on several occasions, he didn’t recognize himself in the image reflected to him by those who loved his films.

Not that he never tried to explain himself, to specify the nature and meaning of his principles and continually, dutifully respond to the same questions asked over and over again—most notably the one about actors. “A good craftsman loves the plank he planes,” he declared as early as 1943, speaking of his métier in a way that also evoked, unwittingly, the work he would be obliged to do in the field that had not yet been named “Communications.” In his eyes, it probably had more to do with transmission—as alluded to elsewhere, in his masterful Notes on the Cinematograph. And it was how he set about “stripping the wires,” to pick up on a phrase from his 1963 interview with Georges Sadoul. “Strip the wires”: the only way to get the current to flow.

The current flows; it speeds along and sparks, resulting in electrifying conversations not only for those who admire his films but for those who dream of the day when they might follow in his footsteps. For the latter, Bresson serves as a reminder of the merits of reflecting on the art of cinema before engaging in its practice. Hardly an extravagant recommendation. But: to think about cinema? We all know that he would say “cinematography”: in his eyes, in his speech, in the words he penned, they were not the same thing—if they were, what use would we have for the two distinct terms? So: “Let’s use ‘cinema’ to refer to today’s films, and ‘cinematography’ to refer to the cinematographic art: an art with its own language, its own means.” (1965)

The distinction originated in the conviction of his analysis: “There is an attempt to turn the cinema into a filmed version of the theater, though it has none of the theater’s brilliance because there’s no physical presence, no flesh and bone. There are only shadows, shadows of the theater” (1957). One variation among others, but the idea is the same: “Characters don’t give life to a film as they do to a play because they aren’t present in flesh and bone. But a film can give life to its characters. How many years, how many dozens of years will it take for us to recognize that theater and film are incompatible?” (1963). Five decades have passed and the confusion still persists, further amplified. We continue to wait, without much hope. Though we do have Robert Bresson’s films—just thirteen of them, made over a career of forty years and followed by a silence of sixteen.

In 1943, on the eve of the release of Angels of Sin, the still unknown Bresson made an audacious claim: “If there’s a crime against some pre-established law that we are bound by conviction to commit, we will not hesitate. It’s these crimes that, more often than not, produce emotion in the spectator—the same emotion that guides us when we make something our mere competency would condemn.” And, eight years later: “There is, in cinema, a prejudice against simplicity. Every time we go against this prejudice, the effect is stunning.” These two statements were not inspired exclusively by his own work and personal research, but by the work of another filmmaker most would consider to be quite unlike him, specifically David Lean’s Brief Encounter, which he once called “admirable.” Bresson did know how to appreciate cinema (and not just cinematography)—he readily cited the name of Chaplin, and with even more admiration, that of Buster Keaton.

As time passed, Bresson stopped going to the cinema, refusing to see films made by his contemporaries,—occasionally not without regret, though he still chose to keep his distance. What he found most offensive on the movie screens of the 1970s was what he defiantly called “postcardism,” a sickness born in large part from the tyranny of color film. The cinema no longer provided what he needed from it: the emotions that justified the art’s very existence.

Emotions. The cinematographer’s raison d’être embodied by a single word. And to create them, there is no other way—if he wants “to represent not action, not events, but feelings” (1951)—than to begin with feeling and move backward, from screen to paper, then from paper to camera: “If he is conscientious, his preliminary work consists precisely of moving backward from the effect to the cause. Starting from this end result—the viewer’s emotional response—he looks for the combinations that will be most effective in its creation. It’s a path taken in reverse, a step-by-step retreat, full of choices, puzzles, redactions, interpolations, that arrives inevitably at the origins of the composition: that is, at composition itself” (1943). With each step along this intimate journey, the artist is bolstered by experience but guided by his instinct, which is solely responsible for the choices, the restraint, the decisions that must be made at every moment: “A film is made of so many disparate elements; it possesses such resources, such a wealth of combination and composition, that it can lead to an infernal mess. Happily, at some point you come up against what can be called an internal necessity” (1946). And then this wonderful sentence, which recalls one Jean Renoir attributed to his father, Auguste, who found that the most effective way to get horses to do what he wanted was to let them do what they wanted: “[I] start with a schema, a scenario, and then let the camera lead me . . . where I want to go.” Nothing is fixed; the film must remain a living being—for it, and not its auteur, is in charge: “It’s impossible to think of cinema as an art if the people making the films hire actors whose performances they can fully predict, like movie stars for example, knowing in advance, according to a preconceived plan, precisely what the actors will do.” So: improvisation? Yes, “but within a very strict, very premeditated structure.”

Bresson once responded to a question posed by Jean-Luc Godard: “In order to modify something, the point of departure of the thing needs to be very clean and strong. Because without not only a very clean vision of things, but also something written down on paper, you risk getting lost in it. [. . .] You sense, on the contrary, so much more liberty with respect to the structure of a film you’ve forced yourself to outline, to build that strong foundation.” On another occasion he reaffirmed this idea: “It’s important to work first, think after.”

There are times when a book provides working material for a filmmaker because of its form rather than what we (out of laziness) call its subject. So it was with Diary of a Country Priest, an adaptation proposed to Bresson by a producer: “What drew me to this book above anything else was the interiority of the plot and dramatic threads—a path I happen to follow myself when shooting a film. I believe that the action in film must become—will become—more and more interior. And that what we have understood so far as ‘motion,’ the kind of motion, or movement, we currently seek in films, is nothing more than restlessness” (1950). If Bresson has often brought literary works to the cinema, it’s also because they offer efficiency during the planning stage: “Adaptations save me a lot of time by bringing me to terms with a producer right away” (1974). Notably: Georges Bernanos and Dostoevsky twice each. Why Bernanos? Because “in Bernanos, what you have is painting—not analysis or psychology”; because in Mouchette, Bresson found “electric moments,” even though his “style, and [his] faith, are very different from Bernanos’s.” Why Dostoevsky? “Because he is the greatest.” But not any book by Dostoevsky: the short stories that inspired A Gentle Woman and Four Nights of a Dreamer are “botched,” are “simpler, less perfect, hastily composed.” On the other hand, he “wouldn’t dare touch Dostoevsky’s great novels, with their formal perfection. I wouldn’t be able to use them without doing them a disservice. They are also too vast, too complex. And they are Russian.” Russian, and set in another age, but the latter characteristic makes no difference: “Film eliminates the past.”

Cinematography is always in the present: Bresson has based his art on this first principle, and his acute awareness of this fact contributes to the sublime simplicity in his work: “An image is comparable to a word in a sentence. Poets forge vocabularies. Their choice of words is often voluntarily lackluster. And the most commonly employed word, the most worn, when used in the right place, will suddenly take on an extraordinary brilliance.”

  •

An elegy to simplicity, and even, it must be said, an exaltation of banality which alone can access what is most human, reach the marrow of the bone. Bresson is convinced that cinematography makes this possible only if the cinéaste understands that the image is nothing, that a sound, alone, is nothing. It’s a lesson he learned from painting: “Painting taught me that things don’t exist in themselves. They’re created by the relations between them” (1966). Once a painter, always a painter: “It’s true that painting, which pursues me and which I continually resist, still activates me.” And also: “I have noticed that the flatter an image is, the less it expresses, the more it will transform when it comes into contact with other images. At some point there must be transformation, or there is no art.”

The path, then, is clear: “What I’m looking for is not expression by gestures, by speech, by mimicry, but rather expression by way of the rhythm and combination of images, their position, relation, and number. The value of an image must be, above all, an exchange value. But to make this exchange possible, the images have to share something in common, to participate in a sort of union. This is why I make it a priority to give my characters a kind of kinship, why I ask all of my actors to speak in a certain way” (1951).

Which brings us to actors. To voices and dialogue. How many times has Bresson been asked why he “disdains” actors, why he “distrusts” them? To this question, as with others, his response is consistent: “When introduced into the domain of feelings, the professional actor experiences a strange embarrassment as I focus my camera on him: he finds that the habits he has developed in the theater, or in other films, hold him back, that certain facts, certain events of central importance, that all these things—these tics, these habits—that his very talent, in a word, interferes and prevents him from giving me what I’m asking for. And then I experience all of these obstructions—bizarrely—coming between us, in effect hiding him from me, exactly as would a mask.” This is how cinematography becomes reduced to cinema, how its art gets lost: “[When] actors are asked to perform theatrically in front of a camera, and the camera is reduced to recording the actors’ performance, the camera—this miraculous, extraordinary instrument—is demoted to a tool of reproduction. I want the camera to be a tool of creation” (1966). On several occasions he described how the great actresses he worked with in Angels of Sin “were no longer people.”

Rather than actors, he preferred to speak of “protagonists,” of “models” that he “must choose” in order to then “guide them, ask them to behave and not to act.” “Speak as if you’re talking to yourself,” he said to an actor during the filming of The Trial of Joan of Arc, knowing that in the best instances, as he affirmed elsewhere, “they direct themselves.” Did he require a “blank delivery,” as some people claimed? “The delivery is not blank—it is true, by which I mean: precise.” Precise, the way a sound can be? Yes, the dialogue had to be “neither literary, nor theatrical, nor quotidian”: “The ideal would be for the dialogue to accompany the characters—the way a bell accompanies a horse, or buzzing, a bee.”

The bee, the horse, or the donkey Balthazar, whose path was so determined by chance. Robert Bresson loved animals—he repeated this numerous times—and yet: “I’ve only seen, or rather felt, the devil once, in a dog I found. I had to get rid of it right away, though I love animals” (1967). Only once? Twice, he later confirmed, though without specifics. A dog, though. Like the one that crosses the plaza at the hour of Joan’s death—because Bresson had noticed that wherever crowds gather, whether on the Champs-Élysées or elsewhere, there is always a dog. And so he filmed it. Yes, there is always a dog, and there are also pigeons. Like the ones that take off the moment Joan delivers her soul to God. Pigeons—not doves, as suggested by François-Régis Bastide, who saw a symbolism he didn’t like. Bresson bristled; he abhorred symbols. Doves: no, pigeons, which are there by chance, though perhaps the filmmaker protested too much: it is, after all, at the very instant Joan’s soul is released that the doves, I mean the pigeons . . .

It doesn’t matter: this exchange demonstrates, like all of the others in this book, how Bresson rejected any hint of complaisance in his interlocutors. He wanted to please, yes, like everyone, but not at any cost. And regarding Dreyer, whom his films may bring to mind, Bresson bristled too: “I am the antithesis of Dreyer. He uses the means of theater. I reject them. He interiorizes his characters—I mean he attempts to depict them from the inside, and not from the outside, but he does so using vocal effects, gestures, the tricks of professional actors: all the things I reject absolutely” (1966). But the figure of Joan of Arc had been used to link the two directors long before Bresson filmed his Trial. One of the more prickly passages in this book involves an anonymous reporter from the Ciné-Miroir who visited the set of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne in 1945 and likened the sight of Bresson at work to “the inspired focus of Dreyer, when he was shooting Joan of Arc with Falconetti.” The journalist even specified that “this is just an impression; we’re far from the tragedy of a saint in Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, a film with a rarified atmosphere.” The truth is, Bresson aligned himself with no one, shielded himself from influence, and resisted imitation. He wanted to stand alone, and he does.

Alone in the eyes of others; alone facing each film before finishing it, before it even exists: “It’s likely that the more one works for oneself, the more people one reaches—contrary to what most producers seem to think.” Working for oneself in order to reach a viewer presumed to be equally intelligent, equally interested, equally demanding. After A Man Escaped achieved a level of success some found surprising, Bresson said this about the question of audience: “We can aim for the bottom, which one does sometimes, but if we aim for the top, we make a powerful impact” (1957). It’s a matter of respect, a question of confidence. The confidence required to inspire producers, knowing that even after an agreement is reached, after understanding is established, the path still may not be smooth and sometimes might have to be abandoned.

Bresson nurtured his project Lancelot of the Lake for years before he was able to make it. He had considered making La Princesse de Clèves, which went to Jean Delannoy in the end, and spent months in Italy working on Genesis—from Creation to the Tower of Babel—for Dino De Laurentiis, managing an army of gardeners to create a paradise on Earth before the producer changed his mind and converted the project to the John Huston-directed film The Bible. Bresson continued to think about his Genesis, but the film was never made. The pages in this book trace many years of travel down thicketed paths set with traps. Bresson doesn’t linger on these challenges, but leaves us with the impression that the cinema seemed to share the “journey toward the unknown” which in 1957 Bresson claimed to be on, that only film itself could point him toward what he wanted to show—what remained obscure until a film’s completion. As Paul Valéry put it, “A success is the transformation of a flawed thing”—a quote Bresson admired and cited at will. The day after the Genesis project fell apart, he said, “I’m desperate to film, all the time. I’m crazy about it.”

This sustaining fever, this devouring fire, burns through all the interviews assembled here. The fever, however, is contained; the fire mostly stays in its embers: what is unsaid is as important as what is said (which is, of course, worth a lot). And this perfectly suited Robert Bresson, who claimed that “cinematography is the art of showing nothing.”

Why did he use only one lens, a 50mm? Because “to change lenses all the time would be like changing eyeglasses.” How could the cinematographer fulfill his ambition to “capture things” if his vision of the world becomes blurred?

To save him from delivering the last word, let us give it instead to Marguerite Duras: “What men have accomplished up to now in poetry, in literature, Bresson has done with cinema. You could say that up to this point, the cinema was parasitical; it proceeded from the other arts. And that we have entered, with him, a pure cinema. One that is his alone.”

PASCAL MÉRIGEAU


PART ONE

Public Affairs

Les affaires publiques

1934


[image: ]

Béby the clown, Andrée Servilanges, the king, and Marcel Dalio in Public Affairs. Singing scene during the third ceremony that was omitted from the final cut of the film.

Prelude

VINCENT PINEL I’ve been told you were a painter, that you’ve sold work, exhibited . . .

ROBERT BRESSON It’s true. But it’s impossible to have been a painter and to no longer be one. Painting has done many things for me, including push me, and teach me, to make film.

VP You worked in photography as well?

RB Very little. I played around with it, shot some portraits and objects in my former studio on rue Frodevaux for a few months. Two or three photos appeared in magazines.

VP Were you close to the surrealist movement?

RB Not really. I knew some of the surrealists, including Aragon. Max Ernst and I were friends.

VP What brought you to cinema?

RB I was very attracted to everything that moved in films—the leaves on trees, among other things. I went to the cinema every night. I wanted to make a film myself. My friend Sir Roland Penrose, an associate of the surrealists and, later, the author of a famous book on Picasso, generously gave me the means to make Public Affairs. I don’t remember the exact circumstances any more; so many years have gone by. But I remember very well that my film was not a success and that I was asked to remove the three songs—considered too extravagant—that were there to heighten the tone of the chancellor’s ceremonies. Which I did. But not without diminishing his storyline, and not without eliminating a quantity of images the absence of which, especially in the second and third ceremonies, significantly reduced the length of the film. It was still watchable despite all this, because its subject was less the chancellor’s misfortunes than the refusal of anointed objects to be manipulated.

VP And the title?

RB They had also asked me to change that. I refused. The title, which in the end was changed without my knowledge, made the film impossible to find. People have assumed I wouldn’t want to revisit it—my first film, made without experience. To the contrary, I’ve always maintained some affection for it, and more than a little curiosity, so I was thrilled when you told me the good news [of it being re-released]. I knew more or less what it was, but I didn’t know the effect seeing it again would have on me.

[image: ]

Robert Bresson, left, on the set for Public Affairs.

VP What effect did it have on you?

RB I was surprised that the methods were so similar to ones I use now: the way I collect individual elements and then put them together, the way one shot follows another. The music, which is by Wiener and which I like very much, seemed to me to be a propitious choice for a film that takes place in an unreal, completely invented world.

VP I’ve heard that you were once René Char’s assistant?

RB Yes, I’ve heard that someone has been saying that. It’s absurd. What’s true is that René Char invited Georges Neveux and me to work with him on the screenplay for Air Pur. We worked together for two afternoons in a row. The war began, and the film was never made.

VP Nine years went by between Public Affairs and your second film, Angels of Sin. During this period, your name appeared in the credits to numerous films as a co-writer.

[image: ]

Robert Bresson on the set for Public Affairs.

RB The lack of success of Public Affairs prevented me from making other films. Thanks to my friend Corniglion-Molinier, I was able to work on some screenplays for films he was producing at the time: notably Saint-Exupéry’s Courrier sud. If you want all the facts about Public Affairs: André Josset wrote the songs—which were cut, alas!—and co-wrote the dialogue with me. My friend Pierre Charbonnier designed the set. There was a young woman who was my assistant editor and helped cut the film.

“On the Exhumation of Public Affairs,”
Cinémathèque français, June 1987


PART TWO

Angels of Sin

Les Anges du péché

1943
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Paula Dehelly, Marie-Hélène Dasté, and Sylvie in The Angels of Sin.

It Takes an Auteur

“A GOOD CRAFTSMAN loves the plank he planes.”

As he pronounces these words, Robert Bresson stares at me with deep, luminous eyes: the eyes of a painter. A young, slightly graying man, with a refined triangular face, he stoops slightly; his delicate manners conceal, beneath the appearance of reserve, a tenacious will. Thanks to this will—and to his love for the “well-made work”—Bresson has created a masterpiece: Angels of Sin.

Unknown until recently, Bresson has become a household name. His exceptional success turns the conventional wisdom—that cinematic auteurs find their way through trial and error—on its head. With his first full-length film, Bresson has achieved absolute mastery; he insisted on it, despite the obstacles laid in his path, because he possesses a deep sense of conviction and a profound faith.

  •

RB I am told that my métier, that of director, is a thing one learns through apprenticeship. Which does not mean a thing that can be learned through instruction. You have to create it at every instant, this métier, invent it according to your needs. People talk of art, of virtuosity. There is an artlessness that is superior, that thumbs its nose at virtuosity. If there’s a crime against some pre-established law that we are bound by conviction to commit, we will not hesitate. It’s these crimes that, more often than not, produce emotion in the spectator—the same emotion that guides us when we make something our mere competency would condemn.

INTERVIEWER How did you come to make Angels of Sin?

RB Pathé is responsible for the birth of this project; they commissioned it, in 1942, and Jean Giraudoux—to whom I owe my gratitude, my complete gratitude—was good enough to take an interest in it and to lend us his prodigious art. I am purposely underscoring Pathé’s support: a particular combination of courteousness and profound comprehension on the part of its directors is responsible for my success with this film—which, despite a number of detours, was able to take whatever obstacles and prejudice it encountered in stride. When it came time to shoot the film, Pathé simply arranged for the necessary permits. With its consent, another company—Synops—stepped in to produce the film; it was for them that I ended up making Angels of Sin.

  •

This is how one of the greatest post-war French films was born.

I don’t know if Bresson is fully conscious of the position he now occupies, since he hesitates to respond when I ask his opinion on the future of French cinema. “I’m not qualified to predict the future,” he demurs.

There is so much simplicity and sincerity in this man, there’s no room for false modesty.

  •

RB We are pushing the love of style to the point of an obsession. Film is the definition of an art that requires a style: it takes an auteur, a signature. The auteur writes to the screen, expressing himself by way of varied shots of varied duration, varied angles and points of view. Any auteur worth the name faces the impositions of choice: choice dictated by calculation or by instinct, not by chance. For him (and him alone), once he has settled on his cut, each shot could only ever have had one firmly established point of view, one definitive duration.

The recent successes of young auteurs—the Beckers, the Delannoys, the Autant-Laras—justify my optimism.

INTERVIEWER Do you think it’s preferable for a director to write his own screenplays?

RB I do. What he is after is an effect, or a series of effects, that he wants to produce. If he is conscientious, his preliminary work consists precisely of moving backward from the effect to the cause. Starting from this end result—the viewer’s emotional response—he looks for the combinations that will be most effective in its creation. It’s a path taken in reverse, a step-by-step retreat, full of choices, puzzles, redactions, interpolations, that arrives inevitably at the origins of the composition: that is, at composition itself.

At this point I ask Bresson to elaborate on his understanding of the collaboration between producer and director.

RB It’s easy to imagine an Edenic relationship between the two. In fact, these relationships often are cordial, and films born of strong and enduring relationships can themselves be equally enduring. It is always good—and useful—for the director to become familiar with the concerns of the producer, since he is going to be the source of those concerns. But it isn’t always desirable for a producer to treat the director the way a successful art dealer might treat a painter, asking for blue where the artist has already laid down red.

INTERVIEWER In your opinion, is there a shortage of actors in France?

RB They are proliferating. You have to select them, guide them, ask them to behave and not to act.

INTERVIEWER So you have confidence in the future of the nation’s cinema?

RB Total confidence. But it would be unfair to ask for both delicacy and invention from the artistic side alone. In the studio the equipment, camera lenses, microphones—and in the cinemas the projectors—are always in need of improvement. So we appeal to our engineers. They are constantly providing us with the gift of new tools, ready to respond to our endless demands.

  •

Industry in the service of craft: that is the heart of the paradox of film. When men like Bresson, like Giraudoux, like the musician Grunenwald and the cameraman Agostini worked together on the filming of Angels of Sin, they did so with love, like cabinetmakers building a beautiful piece of furniture.

I wait impatiently for the next plank Bresson will choose to plane.

“An Inquiry into the French Cinema,”
Je suis partout, September 10, 1943
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Robert Bresson and Maurice Pecqueux, assistant director of photography.

Jean Giraudoux

ROGER RÉGENT How did you come to collaborate with Jean Giraudoux on Angels of Sin?

ROBERT BRESSON The producer wanted someone well-known to write the dialogue. I got in touch with Giraudoux; I gave him the scenario I’d written while reading about the formation of the Bethany congregation in Les Dominicaines des prisons.* The next morning, Giraudoux called me to accept.

RR And what was your relationship as a director with Giraudoux as dialogist?

RB I knew exactly what I wanted, and I asked him for it. Within very precise guidelines, Giraudoux wrote the dialogue for Angels of Sin with extraordinary speed and agility. His scenes were published by NRF.† I condensed them in a couple of instances, and deleted a few, with his blessing.

RR Was he interested in what happened in the studio?

RB Hardly. He came to see me only once while I was working.

RR Scenes that are largely “written out,” as his were—did this fit well with what you wanted for the film?

RB At that time, yes. I still love what Giraudoux wrote—but it’s true that today, I have other ideas about dialogue. It isn’t a question of quantity, it’s a question of species: neither literary, nor theatrical, nor quotidian.

RR Do you think Giraudoux was genuinely interested in cinema?

RB Yes. He certainly sensed that cinema was about to become something important, and he didn’t want to be on the outside of it. But I wonder if cinema isn’t fundamentally a fine art intellectuals—even in the best sense of the term—aren’t completely at ease with.

RR Do you have any personal memories of him from that time?

RB We would often lunch together, Giraudoux and I, in a restaurant on rue Feydeau, in the financial district. How many times, turning onto that street, did I watch him become enraged . . .

RR Why?

RB Because he hated Feydeau and his plays, and he couldn’t abide the fact that they’d given him a street . . . One day, after we returned from lunch—he was no longer living at the hôtel Beaujolais but at the hôtel Castille—he picked up a manuscript from the table in his room and began to read it to me. It was, he said, a failed play that would never be produced and would remain in a drawer: It was The Madwoman of Chaillot . . . I remember running into him one day on rue Cambon. He was returning from Cusset, where he had just buried his mother, whom he adored, and he said to me: “I won’t get over this.” That was a few months before his death.

“Giraudoux and the Cinema” (excerpts),
France Culture, February 17, 1969
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Robert Bresson and Jean Giraudoux at the time Angels of Sin was being filmed.
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Jean Cocteau, Élina Labourdette, and Robert Bresson during the filming of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne.


* Maurice-Hyacinthe Lelong, Les Dominicaines des prisons (Cerf, 1936).

† Le Film de Béthanie, script for Angels of Sin (Gallimard, 1944).




PART THREE

Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne

1945
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Élina Labourdette, Paul Bernard (wearing boots), and Robert Bresson (behind the camera) on the set of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne.

Scandals and Shocks

—Ready?

—Ready.

—Go ahead, Maria . . .

ROBERT BRESSON’S soft voice welcomes me to the set: the entryway of an apartment lavishly decorated in the old style, with ornate carpets, exquisite armchairs and secretaries, shapely tables, rare bibelots. Each object, each piece of furniture in the large white apartment stands out in relief against the blank walls. Who wouldn’t want to relax in this salon, to converse in this boudoir? Who wouldn’t happily accept a life amidst satins and mirrors that have survived since the eighteenth century? The eighteenth century. But we’re in the twentieth. And yet! Hardly. For the proposition of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne comes straight out of Diderot.

“In Jacques the Fatalist,” Robert Bresson explains, “there is a story of one Mme de La Pommeraye. This story is the subject of my film.”

I know. I read the story yesterday. Beneath the typical austerity of those times, a trembling sensitivity reveals itself. One senses in it the suffering of hearts, the stirring of passions.

  •

“In Diderot’s story,” I say to Robert Bresson, “there is some of the perversity and merciless passion we know from another work of that era, another masterpiece: Dangerous Liaisons.”

“Absolutely,” Bresson replies approvingly. “It also addresses the cruel games that reflect the cynicism—the skepticism, dare I say—of the eighteenth century. But Mme de la Pommeraye, who in my film becomes simply Hélène, has neither the sheer ferocity nor the depravation of Mme de Merteuil, the Epicurean heroine of Dangerous Liaisons. She isn’t of a piece; the revenge she plans against the lover who has abandoned her is developed over time, as the man—clumsily—digs deeper and deeper into the wound in Hélène’s heart. I was committed, though, to making Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne a simple film—with the dry, unadorned quality of Diderot’s story, while preserving the depth of its passion. The rhythm of the film stems not from frenetic camera movements but from the inner lives—unhinged by scandals and shocks—of the four battling characters: Hélène, the abandoned mistress; Jean, the lover; Agnès, the young woman who is not wholly innocent; Mme D., her mother. For me, the action film, with its systematic moves, is one thing; inner movement is another, and I prefer it. It would be hard to conceive of acrobatic shots in a work full of nuance and psychological modulation.”

It certainly would be. But during the two hours I spend watching him direct, I notice that Robert Bresson possesses a very personal style, marked by a diversity of camera angles and extreme close-ups on faces laid bare by hand-held reflectors and beautiful, savvy lighting. In watching the director of The Angels of Sin work, I instinctively recall the inspired focus of Dreyer, when he was shooting Joan of Arc with Falconetti. This is just an impression; we’re far from the tragedy of a saint in Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, a film with a rarified atmosphere. And yet the scrupulousness, the quality of the concentration, the preference for a lack of adornment, even the technique of M. Bresson’s close-ups elicit the comparison.

Robert Bresson had Jean Giraudoux as his dialogist for The Angels of Sin. Jean Cocteau wrote the dialogue for his new film. M. Bresson is maintaining contact with the essence of French thought: poetry.

I leave the director to his work. I admire Maria Casarès—hieratic and beautiful, her voluptuous brown hair framing her ardent face. I watch her entrap the ravishing Élina Labourdette, whose will she shapes and whose dreams and desires she influences. And Paul Bernard: distinguished, sensitive, passionate. Today I won’t see Lucienne Bogaert, whose performance of Mme D., Agnès’ mother evokes a restrained sobriety. From these four characters a mute force emanates, like a flame beneath ash. But . . . let us think now of the readers, those curious about the future projects of Robert Bresson.

—And what are you working on now?

Bresson falls silent. If he weren’t so courteous, I’d say he’s cowering before a threat—a fitting response for a man from Normandy.

“Let’s acknowledge, first,” he finally says, “that we are working in conditions that should provoke feelings of eternal gratitude toward all those who make cinema. The incompatible electrical currents, the overhead planes that interrupt filming, the freezing cold, the logistical challenges, the near-obsolete equipment: everything is conspiring against French cinema. And still, we keep going back to work. . . .”

I repeat my question. Bresson smiles, and his blue-green eyes light up beneath his prematurely graying hair. This young man with a pensive face seems tortured by the prospect of unwittingly disclosing too much, and he fears above all any alteration or modification of his words.

“Well, yes, I have a project, a film that attempts to understand France: unhappy, magnificent France. I can’t get more precise than that. But you will have ample opportunity to learn more, since I take a very long time to prepare. I think slowly, revise, whittle, trim, before I begin to shoot.”

“Our Directors Are Working. . . . ,”
Ciné-Miroir, 1945
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Philippe Agostini, director of photography, and Robert Bresson near the waterfall in the Bois de Boulogne.

Interiority Leads the Way

JEAN QUEVAL What is a film made of ?

ROBERT BRESSON A film is made of so many disparate elements; it possesses such resources, such a wealth of combination and composition, that it can lead to an infernal mess. Happily, at some point you come up against what can be called an internal necessity. It is all-commanding. But it doesn’t divulge its reasons. We obey it because it’s ours, because we can’t do otherwise. It’s impossible to explain to others.

  •

Robert Bresson is prey to a restless tenacity. The entire time I am interviewing him, the backdrop of his thinking remains more palpable than his physical presence. He brings infinite good will to his responses to my questions, infinite good grace. But he’s thinking of the script he’ll return to as soon as I depart, of the performances he envisions, of the distraction I’m causing.

  •

RB Interiority leads the way. I know this might seem paradoxical in an art from that is purely exterior. But I’ve seen films in which everyone is racing around, but which are themselves slow. In others, the characters barely move, but the films themselves move quickly. I’ve noticed that the rhythm of images is not capable of fully correcting a slowness that’s interior. It’s the knots that tie and unravel inside the characters that give a film its movement, its real movement. It’s this movement I attempt to manifest by way of some thing, or some combination of things, not to be found in dialogue alone.

JQ So in your view dialogue is of a secondary importance in cinema?

RB Sound more than anything else invented silence in cinema. I think expository dialogue is marvelous, convenient. But the ideal would be for the dialogue to accompany the characters—the way a bell accompanies a horse, or buzzing a bee.

JQ Even when considered as music, dialogue should—in your view—be unadorned, rigorous?

RB It’s a question of taste. I like things plain—I am attracted to this trait.

  •

And Robert Bresson adds, half-joking, half-serious: “ ‘Every idle word shall be counted,’ the Bible says.”

  •

JQ Do you think film can equal the novel in subtlety?

RB Certainly. It can even surpass it. It has more means. But what are we waiting for? We can get there faster . . . A film consists wholly of relationships. The subtlety you speak of must be put into these relationships: relationships between actor and actor, between actors and the objects and sets that surround them, between the plot and the rhythm of the images, etc.

  •

Now I ask him about Brief Encounter (1945) by David Lean and Noel Coward, which we saw together in London.

  •

RB It’s an admirable film. At least half of the film is admirable—the half in which the characters’ faces come toward us as they plainly reveal their secrets. There is, in cinema, a prejudice against simplicity. Every time we go against this prejudice, the effect is stunning.

JQ Have you seen other recent films that interest you?

RB Thirty Seconds over Tokyo.* The bomb-raid scene is wholly original in its reversal of conventional roles. It’s arresting to watch the scenery shift suddenly into action, while the characters remain petrified.

JQ What do you think of color?

RB The problem with color is not a problem of color. It’s something else entirely. It doesn’t matter if color is good or bad. It’s always possible to use the good part of a bad tool, on the condition that you know it’s bad. It’s what distinguishes a good craftsman from a bad one: the good one knows how to choose his tools. No, the problem isn’t color. It’s the magical quality—the dispersive, distracting quality—of color that prohibits, for the moment, its effective use in drama and tragedy.

L’Écran français, No. 72, November 12, 1946


* Directed by Mervyn LeRoy, 1944.




Jean Cocteau

OUR VIEWS ON filmmaking weren’t the same. But everything that might have divided us (his quest for the tragic gag, my refusal to exteriorize interiority through the use of theatrical techniques, his taste for “magic realism” etc.) formed, to the contrary, the basis of a deeper understanding.

I think what cemented our friendship is that we give our souls to our films. I admired his strokes of inspiration to no end. In The Testament of Orpheus (in which he also appears), when Minerva is preparing to throw her spear, the soft voice of a stewardess announces: “Please fasten your seat belts and extinguish your cigarettes . . .” (Vous êtes prié d’attacher vos ceintures et d’éteindre vos cigarettes.) This juxtaposition of such disparate, distant things to express the intimate has no analog in today’s cinema, and no doubt will have none in tomorrow’s.

His generosity lay in his perpetual attempt to draw closer to others, to otherness. This is apparent throughout his films in a thousand ways.

How can I ever forget the little phrase that appeared in a letter of encouragement I received from him eight days before his death: “My news is terrible; console me by sending me some that is good.”

“Testimony,”
Cahiers Jean Cocteau, No. 3, 1972
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The Festival du Film Maudit

SIMONE DUBREUILH Why, my dear Bresson, a fifth festival? A festival in Biarritz when there is already a festival in Belgium, the Festival of Locarno, the Venice Biennale, and the International Festival of Cannes?

ROBERT BRESSON Because the “Objectif 49” club, which founded this festival, thought it a good idea to reward, alongside “commercial” films, other films to which the cinema owes so much—I would even say everything—the films that Cocteau, drawing an analogy with the “poètes maudits,” has called “films maudits.”

SD But how would you define “films maudits”?

RB Films that are full of remarkable things (even if they go unremarked), that continually push the cinema forward, but that are appreciated at first only by a few—the films that nourish and empower the cinema.

SD But among these clear contenders, how will the jury—which brings together Jean Cocteau, Orson Welles, Roger Leenhardt, René Clément, Jean Grémillon, Raymond Queneau and yourself—how will the jury manage to come to an agreement and make its selections?

RB I don’t think the jury will have a hard time choosing, from among the featured films, the ones that have not only remained influential but whose own worthiness will only continue to grow.

SD So I will ask you a different question. The “films maudits” are films from the past. Now, the Festival of Biarritz plans to award a prize of a million francs, quite a considerable sum, to an amateur film shot in 16mm. Why this prize?

RB Because the cinema is beholden to capital, and the 16mm films that are made outside of this reign of money are made under conditions of great freedom and are thus capable of great daring. They can push the cinema forward. This is why the million-franc prize that will reward the best amateur 16mm film seems to me of essential importance for the future of cinema.

Radio-télévision française, April 26, 1949


PART FOUR

Diary of a Country Priest

Journal d’un curé de campagne

1951
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Robert Bresson, during a screening of Diary of a Country Priest.

Between These Two Worlds

ROGER CANTAGREL Aren’t you supposed to make a film next year for an American company?

ROBERT BRESSON Yes, and at the same time I’ll be making a different film in Italy. I wrote them both in the last few years.* I’m eager to begin production.

RC Is it true that you’re currently working on an adaptation of The Diary of a Country Priest?

RB Yes, it’s true. I’ve accepted a proposal that came to me about three months ago to adapt the book into a film—after a significant amount of hesitation and without fully quelling all my qualms about it.

RC Isn’t it a bit of an impossible task?

RB Perhaps, but impossible tasks attract me. The interest of Bernanos’s novel doesn’t lie in a sequence of facts or observations. The author incorporated so much of his thinking into this book. It’s hardly possible to dissociate his thoughts from the facts without deforming both: they form a totality. It’s this totality I’m attempting to reproduce intact.

RC In approaching the work in toto, is there one particular theme in the book that you’ll pay special attention to?

RB No, because I intend to respect the proportions of the book. The fundamental theme to me, however, seems to arise from the tragic condition of the priests in the village. They are tasked with two kinds of service: on the one hand, contemplation; on the other, ministry and charitable action. They oscillate ceaselessly between these two worlds, which the sixteenth-century painters depicted as occupying separate floors. The tears of the holy priest of Ambricourt are due as much to an excess of pity for the human race as to nostalgia for an immanent world that continually escapes him.

RC When do you expect to begin filming?

RB In December or January.

RC Will the film require exteriors?

RB Bernanos was apparently not very visual; there are hardly any descriptions in his work. You know how little I use landscapes in my films—perhaps for that reason they’ll require a lot of extra care. I’ll go to Artois to look for settings similar to the ones I imagined while reading the book.

RC And the cast?

RB I won’t think about that until I’ve finished the script. You have to create a rigorous, precise image of the characters first, before seeking them out in real life.

RC Do you believe the cinema can surpass the novel?

RB The cinema has more means, which can easily become too many means. In fact, they are completely different things. The novel tells, describes. The cinema does not describe the field, the town, an interior. You are there.

“Robert Bresson Shares His Future Plans,”
Le Figaro, October 11, 1949


* Lancelot of the Lake and Saint Ignace de Loyola.




It’s the Impossibility That Attracts Me

ROBERT BRESSON, the well-known director, has taken on a very difficult task: to bring to the screen Georges Bernanos’s novel The Diary of a County Priest, which many admirers of the visionary novelist consider his masterpiece. Bringing a great book to the screen is always perilous, since any work is inseparable from the language of its author. In art, content and context, figure and ground, are distinguished one from another only by an artificial trick of the mind, so the transposition of a novel to film is itself an artistic enterprise. Pierre Desgraupes went to meet Robert Bresson where he is filming Diary of a County Priest: on location in the region of Picardie, where Bernanos set the events of his book.

  •

PIERRE DESGRAUPES Well, I think we should establish one point first, a backstory if you will: When we watch your film, do you think we’ll get the impression that there has always been an affinity between your universe and Bernanos’s? Is that fair to say?

ROBERT BRESSON I don’t think that’s quite true, but this is part of the impossible task that attracted me when I finally agreed to make this film.

PD I’m thinking that this “impossible task,” as you put it, derives from the fact that this is a very interior novel, and your conception of cinema veers in precisely the same direction—however paradoxical, a priori, that might seem.

RB Yes, what drew me to this book above anything else was the interiority of the plot and dramatic threads—a path I happen to follow myself when shooting a film. I believe that the action in film must become—will become—more and more interior. And that what we have understood so far as “motion,” the kind of motion, or movement, we currently seek in films, is nothing more than restlessness.

PD So you believe that in cinema movement may just as well occur within each character, as it happens in a novel?

RB I’m absolutely convinced of it. And I believe that all movement, really, consists in what passes beneath the face, beneath the skin of the face, and in particular expressions or postures, specific gestures.

PD This raises a challenge that’s a little more concrete: In terms of the materials for expression, the cinéaste has only what’s visible at his disposal. So you must make that which is invisible apparent to the viewer by using only what’s visible. How do you manage that?

RB I think many things are visible in a face or in a posture for those who know how to look. But we have other means of expression, too; we have speech, and we have voice-over narration, which is common in many films now.

PD I believe you’ve cited an amusing anecdote about Chaplin on the topic of what the camera is capable of registering. I would like to hear you repeat it.

RB Yes, Chaplin said that the camera captures everything, and he recounted this story: An excellent actress, a Garbo, was in the midst of performing a scene to perfection while the cameras rolled. It was hot and the studio was full of flies. And while performing this scene to perfection she suddenly thought, “What if a fly lands on my nose?” And the camera recorded that thought.

PD In other words, you believe the camera records people’s thoughts. I would like to ask you another question. You shoot on sets that are real environments. It’s fairly exceptional that a film will be shot, including the interiors, in real places—I mean not in a studio. That might give the impression—wrongly, I imagine—that what you’re after is realism, which is quite fashionable in the cinema (a development we might, to an extent at least, celebrate). But I think what you’re after is something very different. You make films one might call unrealistic, for lack of a better word.

RB I believe—I am persuaded—that the unreal cannot be created without pushing up against reality. You don’t think of a fairy, for example, showing up in a setting that’s neutral. On the contrary, these unreal things press up against a very strong reality. As for my “found” sets, I think it’s not so much about filming in unconstructed settings as it is about taking advantage of them, interpreting them in a certain way and coaxing them into becoming what I envision them to be.

PD In the case of Bernanos’s novel, did you have to work from a complete transcript of the book? Sometimes, for example, certain details that take place in a novel are so embedded in novelistic language they need to be replaced in the language of cinema by other, completely different events. Were there many such cases in your adaptation?

RB No. I am quite sure that everything I took, I took from Bernanos. It’s a very dense forest. I constrained myself to pruning here and there, and above all not to simplify—that’s a frightful thing—but instead tried to locate the substance of the novel.

PD Do you plan to use music to underscore your film?

RB I haven’t decided yet. I’ve thought about using music in this film. I admit that I haven’t yet landed on anything, and it’s possible the film will be altogether without it.

PD So for you, music isn’t indispensable to film?

RB Too often the music in a film exists only to prepare the audience to receive the film, to sense it better, to put viewers in a state that will permit them to better receive it; but I think of this as a mistake. It’s imperative we find other ways.

“Ideas and Men,”
Radio-télévision française,
June 9, 1950


To See and To Hear

KNOWING THE PROTECTIVE SILENCE Robert Bresson maintains, his palpable aversion to any publicity or prying of any kind, one might be forgiven for feeling some apprehension about discussing the affinity one feels for him in private, the inspiration aroused by his work.

If we fail to resist the desire to speak of him, it’s because we think it useful in an era when the public is too often exploited and fooled by the fabrications of publicists to pay attention to a worthy work of art. And few films deserve more praise than Diary of a Country Priest, the latest by Robert Bresson, which breaks a silence of several years. It’s no exaggeration to claim that with this film Bresson brings to the cinema a secret world of the soul that the public is not accustomed to seeing.

His clarity of intention quickly situates anyone who wants to speak of his art in a meaningful way.

Of what importance are the details, whether true or false, that fill the usual interviews of celebrities we anoint every day (and just as soon forget)? If his suits are gray, that’s his tailor’s business. If he lives on the Île Saint-Louis, that should matter only to his postman and his friends. But that he was a painter, that he has abandoned painting for the moment and turned to cinema, that is already more interesting. Bresson has always harbored a passion for the human face—the reflection, some say, of the soul. From his films we have come to expect extraordinary portraits that are never gratuitous: dramatic moments in which the camera focuses, lingers, and in the end fully captures an expression, a look. It’s almost as if Bresson is waiting for a word that will awaken or fully embrace the silence, the profound isolation of his characters. As he often repeats: “Silence is the great discovery of sound film.”

Indeed, those who seek him out are intimidated by the discretion and reserve he maintains as protection—perhaps to better observe the reactions of his interlocutor.

Is it surprising, then, that he would fall for subjects like The Angels of Sin or Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne? I asked him what attracted him to the character of Saint Ignatius of Loyola:

“The screenplay I wrote about Saint Ignatius was a commission. As was Diary of a Country Priest. In both cases I accepted the producers’ offers because they had come to me. I was interested in the inner life of Ignatius of Loyola. And so I suppressed anything ‘spiritual’ as much as I could.”

Evidently, we have ventured rather far from the cinema as we generally think of it (or, more precisely, as we don’t think of it). More than any other director, Bresson has ushered in a new era in cinematography bolstered by films like The Gold Rush and The Bicycle Thief. He applies the great principle of classical theater to cinema, committing himself to making his characters understood by exposing their games of passion. And he combines this with the great analytic tradition represented in literature by practitioners as dissimilar as Mme de Lafayette, Racine, Benjamin Constant, Marcel Proust, and Valery Larbaud. One can imagine admirers of these authors once dreaming of the cinema Bresson has achieved.

“I spent several weeks deciding if I would do the adaptation of Bernanos’s novel or not. I had an infinite number of concerns of all kinds when approaching the book. Among these concerns was that I would betray the novel. Then suddenly it occurred to me that my faithfulness to myself would guarantee my faithfulness to Bernanos. I made a mold, my own mold. And in it I put everything related to the substance of the book, including the experiences and thoughts, both conscious and unconscious, of the author—much more important than the facts. I also faced the challenge of trying to respect the formal construction of the book in those places where they seemed to have the weight of an idea.”
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Claude Laydu on the set of Diary of a Country Priest.

It’s easy to understand why Bresson is so committed to his search for the inner kinship between character and actor, why he subjected Claude Laydu to special training, why he demands of his actors a level of extreme depersonalization so that they may better enter their roles from within. And why he was the only one able to see exactly where his art was heading.

To those who have asked if he might worry that a portion of his audience won’t be able to understand him, he has replied:

“I deeply respect the audience. It’s always ready to feel before it understands. And that’s how it should be. The cinema is magic, therefore it’s impossible to predict the reaction of the crowd. As for my film, certainly don’t look for it to explain anything; ask only that it return you to your inner child, that you may see and hear.”

Opéra, February 14, 1951


As I Would Write a Poem

ROBERT BARRAT When we met to prepare for this conversation, I remember you talked about how you approach making a film: “I make a film as I would write a poem. I look for the tone.” And you explained that it’s this tone you have in mind when you shoot scenes, which means that for the camera operators, the technicians and assistants, “It’s going to be annoying.” It’s only when they see the edited film that they discover its poetic inner unity.

ROBERT BRESSON First, I would like to take advantage of the platform I have here to publicly defend myself against a reproach that has been made of me. I’ve been accused of a certain disdain, a certain distrust of professional actors. On the contrary, I appreciate—highly and without reservation—the impressive, admirable craft they practice, which calls for such an array of irreconcilable talents, such a capacity of the mind and at the same time a submission of the mind, such sincerity and deception, such abandon and self-control that, I admit, it has often seemed to me to be nearly inconceivable.

But if I request—if I employ—unknown actors, amateur or novice actors; if I avoid dramatic subjects and storylines with built-in plots; if I reduce the landscape to a frame that recedes and disappears as soon as the human face arrives to take its place, it’s because I want to represent not action, not events, but feelings.

When introduced into the domain of feelings, the professional actor experiences a strange embarrassment as I focus my camera on him: he finds that the habits he has developed in the theater, or in other films, hold him back, that certain facts, certain events of central importance, that all these things—these tics, these habits—that his very talent, in a word, interferes and prevents him from giving me what I’m asking for. And then I experience all of these obstructions—bizarrely—coming between us, in effect hiding him from me, exactly as would a mask.

I would like to be able to explain how this producer of cinema—how this extraordinary camera, which is our primary instrument—is at the same time our primary and most formidable enemy, in the sense that the camera records everything, captures everything, with the indifference and stupidity of the mechanical, of a machine.

Charlie Chaplin, when he passed through Paris several years ago before the war, told me this story: “Imagine our greatest screen actress, imagine Greta Garbo”—it’s Chaplin who’s speaking, this isn’t me—“Imagine that she is acting her scene perfectly, but it’s hot and there are flies flying around the studio, flying around her . . . and that while continuing to act her scene to perfection, she thinks: ‘Hold on, what if a fly were to land on my nose!’ The camera records this thought.”

The word “take” is synonymous with capture. It has to do with catching the actor, not the actor-as-actor, but the actor-as-living-creature, of surprising him, of capturing in him, in some trait of his physiognomy, something that can produce what is most rare, most precious, and also most secret: the spark that will provide me with the key to the puzzle. The amateur or novice actor, less self-conscious, more naïve, more straightforward and also more patient, lends himself much more completely to this experience. You’ll notice that this conception of the movie actor, so far from the traditional one, invites analogy to the idea we have of the model for a painter or sculptor.

I am now getting back to what you said, Robert Barrat. It’s true that most of the time, as I’m working, I’ll overhear the operators, the electricians, the entire team as they work, say—while looking at me out of the corner of an eye—“This film is annoying” or “This film will be annoying.”

The first explanation is that the film really is annoying or will be annoying. Another explanation is that these electricians and operators who participate year-round in the making of an incalculable number of films and who experience them as if they are at the theater, have watched scenes being filmed in which the gestures, the words, the exaggerated expressions are carried to extremes. So now it seems to them that all of those things, under my direction, are flat, empty of expression. But in fact, my methods are totally other. What I’m looking for is not expression by gestures, by speech, by mimicry, but rather expression by way of the rhythm and combination of images, their position, relation, and number. The value of an image must be, above all, an exchange value. But to make this exchange possible, the images have to share something in common, to participate in a kind of union. This is why I make it a priority to give my characters a kind of kinship, why I ask all of my actors to speak in a certain way.

An image is comparable to a word in a sentence. Poets forge vocabularies. Their choice of words is often voluntarily lackluster. And the most commonly employed word, the most worn, when used in the right place, will suddenly take on an extraordinary brilliance.

Homage to Bernanos (excerpt),
Centre catholique des intellectuels français,
University of Paris-Sorbonne, March 12, 1951


PART FIVE

A Man Escaped

Un condamné à mort s’est échappé

1956
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Robert Bresson scouting locations at Montluc prison in Lyon.

The Wind Blows Where It Wants To

IN CANNES, on Tuesday, May 14, 1957, Robert Bresson’s A Man Escaped—the only French film, apart from He Who Must Die*—selected for the Festival, was shown at a matinée (instead of an evening screening) because of the organizers’ hostility toward this masterpiece, which would end up winning the award for best director.

The next morning at 11:00, Robert Bresson agreed to meet with journalists. His responses to questions posed by Rodolphe-Maurice Arlaud, André Bazin, Louis Marcorelles, Denis Marion, Georges Sadoul, Jean-Louis Tallenay, and François Truffaut among others amounted to a declaration of faith, all the more valuable to our readers because they know how infrequently the director of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne shares his reflections about his work, though they are indispensable to a perfect understanding of it.

  •

CAHIERS DU CINÉMA A Man Escaped appears to be a commercial success.

ROBERT BRESSON I suppose it is. It’s about knowing who your audience is. When I think of the audience I think of the actual public, the public-at-large—everyone, really. I believe very strongly in the high quality of the individuals who make up this audience, that they are capable of much more subtlety than we tend to think. We can aim for the bottom, which one does sometimes, but if we aim for the top, we make a powerful impact.

CC Were you struck by the story itself (as it had been told) or by what you would be able to say, using this story as a pretext?

RB You know . . . you’re asking me things I don’t ask myself . . . I remember when I read the newspaper story. It was a very precise, technical story about the escape.† I remember reading it, and I recall that it affected me the way things of great beauty do. It was written in an extremely stark, precise tone; even the construction of the narrative was beautiful. It had grandeur. At the same time, there was a coldness mixed with simplicity that made it seem like it was written from the heart, which is very rare. And since above all I look for subjects that will satisfy both the producer I’m working with and myself, and also subjects that are close to the truth—because if I begin from something false it’s very difficult to redress that falseness and arrive at truth—I felt this story possessed all of the necessary qualities.

CC Isn’t there a documentary aspect to A Man Escaped?

RB Absolutely. I maintained a tone bordering on documentary, to preserve the sense of reality at all times.

CC Is that also why you express a certain amount of hostility toward professional actors?

RB But it’s not hostility at all—don’t think that. There are marvelous theater actors whom I admire. Believe me when I say that it causes me a lot of trouble not to use actors; I don’t do it because it makes me happy. But I believe in the very particular language of cinema; I believe that cinema has its own language, its own means, and that it should not attempt to express itself using theatrical methods (mimicry, vocal manipulations, gestures, etc.)

The cinema must express itself not with images, but with relationships between images, which is not at all the same thing. In the same way a painter doesn’t express himself through color, but through the relationships between colors. A blue is a blue in and of itself, but if it is next to a green, or to a red, or to a yellow, it’s no longer the same blue: it changes. There is an image, then another, and they have relative values: so the first image is neutral, but if put in the presence of another, it vibrates, life erupts from it. And it isn’t just the life of the story, of the characters—it’s the life of the film. Beginning with the moment when the image vibrates, we are making cinema.

It’s why I have no hostility at all for actors, on the contrary. If I could, I would use the ones I admire, but it so happens they are much worse at not acting, at being unaffected, than are people from the street (even though plenty of people in life are always performing, especially children). But above all my system, though it makes things difficult, allows me to look for a resemblance—not a physical resemblance, but a moral resemblance—between character and performer, so that from the moment filming begins, the performer only has to be him or herself.
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François Leterrier (leftmost, carrying the pail) and his fellow inmates in the courtyard of Montluc prison in Lyon.

CC I think what M. Bresson says is very true, for we are now in a moment in which films are transforming themselves into theatrical plays; that is, we applaud the actors’ more spectacular moments, whenever the tone is heightened, whenever the images are heightened. Whereas if A Man Escaped received the most applause at the end, it’s the only film that elicited no applause during the screening.

RB Yes, there is an attempt to turn the cinema into a filmed version of the theater, though it has none of the theater’s brilliance because there’s no physical presence, no flesh and bone. There are only shadows, shadows of the theater.

CC Don’t you think that, in order to become an actor, a certain set of particular traits is required, so that all actors begin to resemble one another, and in the end we can no longer find “characters” except in life?

RB I do. An actor is supposed to stop being himself and become someone else. So a strange thing happens: this piece of machinery, the camera, captures everything. That is, it captures the actor who is both himself and someone else at the same time. If we look very closely, we can see that there is something false; the result isn’t true. In cinema, what is real produces an effect, an effect so profound it can result from the tiniest things, from the most subtle things.

CC Isn’t it because some directors are looking for the kinds of characters we encounter in life, but that don’t exist in the world of professional actors, that they are drawn to using amateurs?

RB Certainly. But what makes this almost impossible is that the cinema has taken off now: It’s a system, with its own team of actors which, incidentally, is now an international team. Throughout the world now we use the same seven actors in all our films.

CC Don’t you find that all of your characters resemble you?

RB What do you mean they resemble me? Each human being is unique. My characters resemble me to the extent that they embrace my way of seeing, of feeling. That is how, I believe, an auteur is able to show his personality. How else would he show it?

But I believe you are all thinking about cinema as a spectacle, like a play. Cinema is not a spectacle. It’s a kind of writing, a writing with which you attempt to express yourself, with great difficulty because there’s so much between you and the screen. You have to move so many mountains, so many mountain ranges—you do what you can to get to this self-expression. But you can’t change the private self of the actor. And authentic expression is something you can’t invent. When you capture it, it’s worthy of admiration. As is an expression you hadn’t wanted. You have to be surprised by your performers; then you have something extraordinary. But when you use professional actors, there are no surprises. That’s precisely why production companies hire them.

What is beautiful in a film, what I look for, in essence, is a journey toward the unknown. The audience has to sense that I’m heading toward the unknown, that I don’t know in advance what will happen. I don’t know because, fundamentally, I don’t know my performers—even though I have chosen them with as much forethought as possible. It’s marvelous to discover someone little by little as you move through a film, instead of knowing in advance what that person will be . . .Which, in the end, will be nothing but the false personality of the actor. What a film needs is this feeling of having discovered a person: a profound discovery. In any case, all we have to work with is the nature of a person. Not of an actor. It has to come back to nature. You have to look hard, you have to find ways to look harder.

CC So do you end up giving these amateurs the desire to turn professional?

RB No, the opposite. I give them the desire not to become actors.

CC Monsieur Leterrier, when you were filming A Man Escaped, did you feel as if you were expressing yourself fully, or as if you were in the hands of someone who was manipulating you completely?

FRANÇOIS LETERRIER I had, quite simply, the sense of being very confined, very directed.

RB It isn’t so hard to understand . . . It’s useless to think that the way to arrive at truth is by way of truth. I try to arrive at truth by way of something mechanical, if you will. This feeling that Leterrier has of having been manipulated by me is because of this mechanism, which is necessary for getting at something much truer.

CC Were you trying, in a way, to reveal François Leterrier to himself through your film, or to integrate him into your film according to your own conception?

RB Both . . . that is to say, I invent what he is. But before shooting, we saw each other every day; we spoke, and I became convinced I hadn’t been wrong—that I had in fact found in him the character I was looking for. It took a very long time. It was not decided in an office, or during a telephone call with someone I didn’t know, but after spending extended time together.

CC That leads to my next question: How much time did you spend in pre-production and on the production of A Man Escaped?

RB It was fairly quick. I took about six months to think about it; then I wrote the dialogue in two and a half or three months, I don’t remember exactly. I shot it in about the same length of time—that is, about two and half months—and I spent about three months editing it. That’s quick for me.

CC The mysticism that many of us see in your film: Did you put it there, did it introduce itself without your control, or is it not there in your opinion?

RB I don’t know what you mean by mysticism. What you’re labeling mysticism must come from what I feel inside a prison—that is, as the subtitle of the film suggests (“The wind blows where it wants to”), these extraordinary currents, the presence of something, or Someone, call it what you will, which makes it seem as if there’s a hand directing everything. Prisoners are very sensitive to this peculiar atmosphere, which is not, by the way, a dramatic atmosphere at all: it exists on a much higher plane. There’s no apparent drama in a prison: you hear people being shot, but you don’t react visibly to it. All the drama is interior.

Of course, from a material point of view I was attempting to portray this peculiar atmosphere by way of the contact between prisoners: Three words are spoken, and a life is suddenly changed. That’s how it is in prison.

CC Why is it that for each of the characters we have some idea about where they come from, about their relationship to the outside world, except for the central character, who seems to have no ties?

RB He has no ties because he has us. In fact, what gives us the sense of being with him is the fact that fundamentally, we don’t know any more about him than he knows about himself.

CC Is this why you didn’t include, from the original story, anything that happens after the escape?

RB Oh, no! That was purely a compositional decision. It had to be circular—it had to start here and end here. Otherwise, we could have continued on to infinity, recounting Devigny’s adventures in Algeria. But there were the demands of composition, a rhythm to adhere to, a moment when I had to stop. When a carpenter makes a table, he finishes by trimming it: the leg will end here. Everything is constructed in a manner that cannot be changed.

We have to make films the way we write—that is, with our feelings. What’s so difficult in cinema is to find a way to express oneself, to make felt what one feels, instead of creating a story, a spectacle if you will, whether finely or poorly composed.

CC Your four films are based on previously existing works. But does the point of origin matter?

RB Only in the sense that it helps us auteurs understand something in advance about what we’re going to develop, instead of embarking on a very long process, very long for me, without any guarantee. It’s a kind of laziness.

CC Do you feel the need to, one day, create a work entirely of your own?

RB I wrote the film I’m about to make, and the one that will follow it as well.

CC One thing that has made a big impression is the omission from view—the ellipsis—of the sentry’s death, which could be seen as a kind of effect. Did you do this because of a refusal to film death? We also don’t see the country priest die. Or is it because it’s incidental to the escape?
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Pierre Charbonnier, production manager (with the hat), in the Paris studio set for A Man Escaped.

RB I can’t respond directly to that question. I would simply say that if I had shown the death of the sentry, the film would have become instantly detached from what it is up to that point. You can’t make a misstep when it comes to what you show and what you don’t show, especially what you don’t show. It came from my way of seeing and feeling.

CC But don’t you have an aversion to filming death?

RB The film’s subject isn’t in the strangling hands. It’s elsewhere, in the currents passing through.

CC Do you want acolytes? Do you want there to be a “Bresson school”?

RB No. A school, certainly not. But I would like not to be the only one to find my way out of the woods. That would be a good thing for me because it’s very difficult to remain alone. I can’t defend myself . . . especially since I’m not much of a fighter.

CC But films that try to emulate yours, without imitating them, and then don’t succeed because of the numerous complexities—these probably bother you more than the other bad films currently being made?

RB Yes . . . yes, without a doubt.

CC Do you have relationships with other auteurs?

RB Alas! I must say it’s my fault because I don’t go to see their films. But I really can’t see them; I sense the crimes they’re committing, and I feel it would make me complicit. It’s not that these films are without interest. On the contrary. There is invention in all films, but personally I can’t stand them. You see, what I really wish for isn’t that people would make films the way I do, but that they would change the field, that the cinema would stop being understood as filmed theater. That’s all.

CC You think every film is a failure?

RB From the point of view of filmed theater, they are very good. From the point of view of cinematography, they are total failures.

CC What do you think of Alfred Hitchcock?

RB I haven’t seen his films.

CC Does it make you uneasy to watch Dreyer’s films?

RB I saw the Passion of Joan of Arc two years ago. In that case yes, very uneasy. I understand that in his time, his film launched a minor revolution, but now all I can see in the actors is those dreadful contortions of the face that make me want to flee.

“Some Words from Robert Bresson,”
Cahiers du cinéma, October 1957


* Celui qui doit mourir (1956) by Jules Dassin.

† Le Figaro littéraire, November 1954.




A New Means of Expression

THE TITLE of Robert Bresson’s next film is Lancelot of the Lake. But for Bresson, talking about Lancelot means first talking about the problems of cinematography itself.

  •

ROBERT BRESSON Cinematography worth admiring—as a new means of expression—has yet to find its poets. Which isn’t surprising in this age of disorder, anarchy, and insensitivity to form. Still, one day we will have to learn to be as expressive with the camera as with the paintbrush or the pen. A film ought to be the work of an individual and invite the audience into the world of that individual—I mean into a world that belongs to that individual alone. I have an elevated view of cinematography. It’s impossible for me to imagine that it will remain forever a means of reproduction (filmed theater) as opposed to a means of expression.

UNIFRANCE FILM In your opinion, then, the cinema is burdened in our moment by a fundamental misunderstanding?

RB When a film bases its expression on mimicry, on gestures, on actorly “effects,” it is using the means of theater and not those of cinematography. The film camera is then reduced to sullenly reproducing this mimicry, these gestures, these “effects,” the way a still camera reproduces a painter’s canvas, or a sculpture. But the photograph of the canvas or the sculpture is not that canvas or that sculpture. It creates nothing.

UF What, for you, are the means specific to cinematography?

RB Its rhythms. And at the same time: relations, the intersection of relations, repetition, shock, the exchanges between one image and another image, between one image and the totality of images, between an image and a sound. But in order for this system to bear fruit, all the elements put into play must belong to a coherent world. I have repeated it a thousand times: there’s no relation possible between an actor who is acting and a tree. Disorder and confusion reign. Haven’t you read or heard it said that a film is an example of “pure cinema” solely because it is devoid of speech? It seems to me that to be pure a film must, above all, refuse to mingle what is false with what is true. With this single condition, the cinema is a powerful machine. It can crush. I believe it is uniquely suited to painting the nuances of the heart and the soul, but that’s another question which will lead us too far astray.

UF It is to avoid the adulteration you just described that you refused to use professional actors in A Man Escaped? And you will do the same, I believe, in Lancelot of the Lake?

RB Yes. I have already found a number of worthy men and women from whom I will select my cast, at the last moment. What is important for me isn’t a physical type—it’s a moral resemblance. This resemblance doesn’t immediately appear.

UF Why did you choose Lancelot of the Lake as a subject for a film?

RB Do we ever know why we choose a subject?

UF Did you get the story from Chrétien de Troyes?

RB From Chrétien—and from the novels of the Round Table—I’ve taken only the situation and characters.

UF Do you not feel burdened by historical recreation, by the medieval picturesque implied by this subject?

RB I avoid both as much as I can. It’s true that my knights wear armor. But I’ve written the dialogue in as direct a language as possible, and I hope that my sets and costumes will pass unnoticed . . . For me, realism isn’t an end but a means.

UF Will Lancelot be shot in color?

RB I have renounced color. It externalizes. It would distract the audience from the essence of my film.

UF Have you settled on a location?

RB Yes, the Noirmoutier Castle, and a forest in Vendée.

UF And the music?

RB I will probably call upon Mozart again.

  •

With this word, this name, our conversation with the director whom Jean Cocteau has said “stands apart in this indomitable profession” was over.

And Robert Bresson does “stand apart.” Because he is a poet, and poets are always alone.

“Interview with Robert Bresson,” 
Unifrance Film, No. 45, December 1957


PART SIX

Pickpocket

1959
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Marika Green and Martin LaSalle.

A Film Made of Hands, Objects, and Glances

JEAN DOUCHET We admit to being surprised when we learned of the subject of the film Pickpocket, which you will begin shooting in a few days.

ROBERT BRESSON A subject is a pretext. And, well, we’re hardly responsible for the ideas that come to us, though we are a bit more so for what we do with them. My last film, A Man Escaped, oriented me toward hands, the extraordinary abilities of hands, their intelligence! I think I remember reading in Pascal a phrase like “The soul loves the hand.” The soul of a pickpocket, the hand of a pickpocket . . . There’s something magical in this kind of theft. Have you ever felt the uneasy atmosphere when a thief is present? It’s inexplicable. But the cinema does well in the domain of the inexplicable. Pickpocket is a film about a minor subject. I also love minor subjects.

JD Who is your pickpocket?

RB A young man tempted by theft. He struggles against the temptation, then cedes to it. He has concocted various social theories that excuse it. He is also fascinated by magic tricks. . . . It all takes place in Paris.

I want to communicate in a palpable way how the paths we take in life don’t always lead to a destination. I mean to the expected destination.

I would like to make a film of hands, glances, objects, refusing everything that is theatrical. The theater kills cinema and cinema kills theater. In a film, it’s the individual we need. The image of a human being given to us by actors, even (or especially) talented ones, is too simple and therefore false. It isn’t what my performers show me that’s important. It’s what they hide from me. An unexpected look can be sublime.

Actors project. There’s a movement from the inner to the outer. In a film, it’s the inverse. Everything has to stay inside, nothing can escape. I sometimes say to my performers: “When you’re talking, talk to yourself.”

“Every movement discovers us,” said Montaigne. For me, gestures and words aren’t essential to a film. What’s essential is the thing, or the things, that provoke them.

JD Do you adhere to a theory or . . .

RB My instinct. I work first, and think after. I have noticed that the flatter an image is, the less it expresses, the more it will transform when it comes into contact with other images. At some point there must be transformation, or there is no art. By the end, the images must be speaking their own language.

My electricians and technicians are pretty bored on set. On other films, they’re witnesses to a spectacle. When they attend a screening of the film, they aren’t surprised: it’s the reproduction of the spectacle that took place before their eyes. Whereas the film they worked on with me they don’t recognize.

A film ought to be something in perpetual birth. A kind of equilibrium takes hold over time. A film rests entirely on choice and on construction.

Success, if it comes, comes because each thing is in its place.

JD The dialogue in your films has always been important . . .

RB For Pickpocket I wrote very little in the way of dialogue. I am dangerously close to the limit of saying too little. There will also be a voice-over. In A Man Escaped, the drama stemmed from the relationship between the tone of the voice-over and that of the dialogue and images. It was like a painting with three colors. The drama was that there was no drama. In prison, there is no surface drama: things are as they are. Of course the prison was cold.

In Pickpocket, I made sure the significance of the voice-over fluctuated.

JD Is it a film that’s in some sense foreign to you?

RB No, not at all. With all my films, I put in everything I can of my own experience. I have been a prisoner. There is a lot of my own experience in A Man Escaped. Similarly, I shot Diary of a Country Priest in a country house that resembled one I once knew well.

More and more in my films, I’m trying to suppress what people call plot. Plot is for novelists.

So many producers and distributors subject every story, no matter what it is, to the same treatment, as if there’s only one way to see the world. The current crisis stems from that, perhaps. The movie-houses will be full the day the cinéastes are able to express their feelings. In that regard, I’m very interested in this film by Truffaut that I’ve put off seeing.*

JD Do you think the younger generation will bring new blood to the cinema?

RB Is there really a younger generation? What’s happening is that the cinema is coming into its own. In other eras, the great minds studied their subjects from afar, kept their distance. Now, they get closer. The cinema is the appropriate instrument for such a rapprochement.

JD Technically, does Pickpocket pose any difficult problems?

RB I will improvise a lot, shoot in crowds, face unpredictable obstacles. . . .

“Pickpocket Will Be a Film of Hands, Objects, and Glances,”
Arts, June 17, 1959



* Les Quatre Cents Coups (1959).
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Martin LaSalle and Robert Bresson filming at the Longchamp Hippodrome.

A Film’s Rhythm Should Be Like the Beating of a Heart

L’EXPRESS I was very surprised, and I believe many people who follow your films closely were as well, when I learned that you were going to make a film about a pickpocket. What was it that drew you to this subject?

ROBERT BRESSON The intelligence of hands.

L’E Has the project been with you for a long time?

RB No. It was all very sudden, very fast. I outlined the film on paper in three months. Preparation and casting took a month and a half. Production lasted eleven weeks, editing twelve.

L’E Did you encounter any difficulties?

RB Not a single one. Mme Agnès Delahaie, the distributors (Lux), and I understood each other perfectly. There were some other problems. First of all, with the lack of specific documentation on technique. There is no literature on the subject. Memoires de Vidocq is from another era. The techniques of those sleight-of-hand thieves are outmoded. In London I got hold of a rare book: The Prince of Pickpockets.* It’s the biography of a famous eighteenth-century pickpocket, George Barrington. Apart from the hooks he fabricated to insert into pockets (another outmoded technique), there’s nothing precise about Barrington in the book. Nothing precise, and therefore nothing useful either, as with the delightful Oliver Twist, which is also from a different era.

L’E How did you learn about your subject in the end?

RB By following my nose. By getting certain people to talk. The court police taught me a lot. I took some gestures from Henri Kassagi. He was my “technical counsel for the gestures of thieves.” He plays the first accomplice in the film and executes several thefts with prodigious talent. All of the gestures I filmed were those of professional pickpockets.

L’E Are there a lot of pickpockets out there?

RB Countless. But I restricted myself to the cleverest techniques, which are, of course, also the simplest. In the hierarchy of pickpockets, I concentrated on the highest level. The theft of a coin purse from a woman’s pocketbook while she shops is nothing compared to the lightning-fast move of a pickpocket extracting a wallet or watch from right under the victim’s nose.

L’E Does your film have any moral meaning?

RB If there is one, I made no effort to put it there. I strove above all (as with my other films) to interiorize my main character. While filming the gestures of a cynic, I attempted at the same time to show his inner struggle.

L’E A Man Escaped functions as an extraordinary elegy to perseverance and faith. Is there a thematic equivalent in Pickpocket?

RB Elegy wasn’t the subject, but flowed from the subject. In A Man Escaped, all I did was put a particular man in a particular kind of danger and followed closely with my camera. What was important—more than the facts and the events—was this man, who allowed me to paint him.

L’E Are your films, then, basically portraits?

RB Maybe.

L’E What links do you see between A Man Escaped and Pickpocket?

RB Hands . . . But must there be a link between two films? I make films the way one performs exercises. Exercises performed with this powerful machine called cinematography, which is infinitely more powerful than the theater or the novel.

L’E  More so than the novel?

RB Absolutely. It has the addition of images.

L’E  Do you think a film must be the work of a single individual?

RB It ought to be. But I see, in future, two very distinct types of films: 1) Those in which cinematography is used as a means of creation; 2) Those in which it is used as the means of reproduction (filmed theater). I believe the former has nothing to fear from television; the latter has everything to fear.

L’E  Do you go to the cinema often?

RB Rarely.

L’E  Do you read much?

RB Some . . .Well, I reread . . .

L’E  What do you reread? The classics?

RB Usually Montaigne.

L’E  These exercises you were speaking of: In your mind do they need to be directed toward something? Or do they provide their own satisfaction? RB I set myself on a path. The moment I find it is when I celebrate.

L’E  If you weren’t a film director, what would you be?

RB I reject the title “director.” It applies to filmed theater. The same as the French, “metteur en scène.”

L’E  What word should be used?

RB A few days ago, a friend called me the “metteur en ordre.”

L’E  And the alternative, “realisateur”?

RB When I’m filming, I’m not realizing anything. I’m borrowing from reality, taking pieces of reality which I then put into a particular order.

L’E  What do you think of CinemaScope, Cinerama, etc.?

RB They prevent isolation. They ought to be returned to the spectacle of theater or to a different kind of spectacle. Entrances, exits, blocking. And also: interminable exchanges of dialogue. They get in the way of real cinematography. I have said before that if cinematography had begun with CinemaScope or Cinerama, the traditional film screen would have been a monumental discovery. The rhythms of a film should be the rhythms of writing, of a beating heart.

L’E  Do you attribute a lot of importance to sound?

RB Yes. And sounds often function similarly to images. It is often necessary to “isolate” before “capturing” and “putting in order.” The sounds of Paris that constituted the setting of Pickpocket, as they were imprinted directly onto the reels of film, resulted only in a terrible muddle. What we think we are hearing is not what we are hearing. I had to record each element separately and then create the mix.

L’E  How do you situate yourself in relation to a notion like “realism”?

RB I want to be, and try to be, as much of a realist as possible, using only candid bits lifted from real life. But I end up with a realism that isn’t “realism.” Cinematography becomes a means of reproduction when it tasks itself with only recording a thing, or an artwork, or a person, without assuming its power to transform them. Professional actors deliver their art to us. It’s the most compelling reason I don’t avail myself of their demonstrable skills.

L’E  When you make a film do you treat your performers a bit like they’re objects?

RB Perhaps, during the shoot, they might feel this way (but in fact don’t, really) because I forbid them to exteriorize. What I’m after is not for them to show but to hide whatever is marvelous and unique about them: their personality. There is a very beautiful bit in Chateaubriand about our eighteenth-century poets: “They don’t lack naturalism; they lack nature.”† Naturalism can be achieved in the theater by the actors’ projection, which is a movement from the interior to the exterior. In a film, the inverse movement, from the exterior to the interior, is possible and even necessary if the desired end-point is what we mean by “nature.”

L’E  You must make your performers work exceptionally hard, since they emerge from the shoots so exhausted.

RB Less so than I do! . . . The method I use to get what I want from them is almost impossible to explain. In real life, three-quarters of our gestures, even of our words, are automatic. I try to use this automatism to get to something “true.” I don’t ask my performers to fabricate truth. I ask them to make certain gestures, to say certain words that are not true, but that are within sight of the truth. In the theater, the author expresses himself in the play he has written. The actor expresses himself through the character he inhabits. But a film’s auteur is able to express himself directly. He is capable of precise control. Gestures and words act on the performers like a provocation. What’s important isn’t the gestures and words, it’s what they provoke; that’s what I have to capture, what forms the substance of the film. I don’t have theories. I reflect after the fact. I work first. I get surprised.

L’E  What guides you in your casting choices?

RB A moral resemblance with my characters. Not their physical type.

L’E  And yet you always choose the same type of man.

RB Martin LaSalle does not resemble François Leterrier any more than he does Claude Laydu. What you’re noticing is that they all have something in common: an interior life, a mystery.

L’E  How did you come to filmmaking?

RB I was, I am, a painter. I came to cinema because I needed a break, and at the same time I needed to fill a void. Quite quickly I found in it a means of expression that was exciting because it was new.

L’E  How do you begin?

RB It’s a matter of approach. Sometimes, everything becomes clear at once: words, images, sounds. Other times they materialize separately. I find my way, like a painter finding his painting.

L’E  Do you have a favorite among your films?

RB Once a film is finished, I don’t think about it any more. I have had the joy of making it. I don’t like to watch my old films—they fall apart.

L’E  Are you looking for a particular rhythm, a particular movement?

RB The rhythm comes from a kind of precision. There’s one thing that is a certain way, and another thing that isn’t. One thing in the right place, and another that isn’t. One thing that’s the right size, one that isn’t.

L’E  But don’t you have in mind a specific totality of images and sounds that, once the film is finished, must satisfy you?

RB Yes, when a thing is well done. What I work hardest at is proportions, equilibrium. I always see details in their relation to the whole.

L’E  And after, you really don’t think about it again?

RB I do when I receive letters. A Man Escaped inspired some magnificent ones from Japan, where the film did very well; from Mexico, etc. This contact with my distant neighbors gives me great joy. I think Pickpocket will be liked in Japan because of its precision. The Japanese are precise people—sailors, men who know their knots.

L’E  So is it the notion of precision that best characterizes Pickpocket for you?

RB Certain passages in the film will give the audience the pleasure of precision. Which is also that of simplicity and clarity.

L’Express, December 23, 1959



* Richard Stanton Lambert, The Prince of Pickpockets. A Study of George Barrington, Who Left His Country for His Country’s Good (London: Faber & Faber, 1930).

† “Eighteenth-century literature, apart from the few fine geniuses who dominate it, that literature placed between the classical literature of the seventeenth century and the romantic literature of the nineteenth, without lacking naturalness, lacks nature.” François-René de Chateaubriand, Mémoires d’outre-tombe, Vol. 1 (Gallimard, “Bibliothèque de la Pléiade,” 1947), pp. 386–387.




To Capture Only What Is Real

ON THE MORNING OF DECEMBER 31, beneath a crisp winter sun, Jean-Luc Godard and I found ourselves at the tip of the quay Bourbon, ready to fulfill a ten-year-old plan: an interview with Robert Bresson.

The last time I had visited this house, around the time A Man Escaped was released, André Bazin accompanied me. Since then much water, both joyful and sad, had flowed around the Île Saint-Louis, but the house itself hadn’t changed: it remained under renovation, and the sounds of construction, like a crisp soundtrack worthy of Bresson, subtly “underscored” our meeting. The room in which Bresson received us hadn’t changed either: all white, with blank walls and, set on a chest of drawers, two lovely Max Ernst sculptures. The man of the house also hadn’t changed: affable and restrained, open and mysterious, speaking with sometimes painful passion about his art, and of the art form that he continues to bend to his will, from which he extracts the most original and valuable cinematographic matter of our day. Our time was limited: we spoke almost exclusively of Pickpocket . . . without exhausting the subject, for one could speak indefinitely about this accomplishment, this pure gem.

JACQUES DONIOL-VALCROZE

  •

CAHIERS DU CINÉMA Is Pickpocket the first of your films based on subject matter you came up with yourself ?

ROBERT BRESSON A subject, whether it falls from the sky or comes to you in any other way—the important thing is what you do with it. For a film, the subject is, in my eyes, a pretext to create “cinematographic matter.”

CC But some subjects attract you more than others?

RB When their cinematographic matter takes on a life of its own, which I absorb into mine. I don’t choose my subjects. They choose me. They always offer possibilities for interiorizing.

CC And yet, if we were to summarize Pickpocket, it would seem to be about a purely external set of actions.

RB The external actions are those of the pickpocket’s hands, which bring their owner on an interior adventure.

CC Is this a subject you thought about before A Man Escaped?

RB After. I had the urge to see, and to show, other skilled hands. It happened quickly, suddenly. I cut short the preparations for my film Lancelot, which I was beginning to despair of ever making. Pickpocket was an impatient film. I was happy to destroy the myth that I was satisfied making just one film every five or six years.

CC Do you know the adventures of Colonel Jack by Daniel Defoe?

RB I haven’t read it. But I have read Moll Flanders, which is a very beautiful book. Are there analogies between Colonel Jack and Pickpocket?

CC Not at all. But how did an interest in hands lead you to theft?

RB With theft, I entered . . . I backed into the realm of morality. Suddenly my pickpocket was there, before I could say a word otherwise.

CC Pickpocket gives us the impression of being less a result than a new beginning toward something still mysterious.

RB I don’t see Pickpocket either as an arrival or a departure. I am on a path. CC Did you already have this sense with your other films?

RB Of being on a path? Yes. A very ordinary path, but one where I make discoveries that a different path probably would not offer. I have happy moments and unhappy ones. It’s good to reflect “after the fact” on these things. To ask yourself: “What have I done? Why, how did this happen?” in order to have a clearer sense of the means of your métier. It’s how we get farther along on our path.

CC What are the happy moments?

RB When something hits the audience in the heart. “A success,” said Paul Valéry, “is the transformation of a flawed thing.” A nice idea, and one that closes the door, once and for all, on despondency and defeat. As far as filmmaking goes, the instant you say “All is lost,” it’s up to you to follow up with another instant in which you say, “All is won.” Filmmaking is war.

CC And can this transformation take place at any stage: shooting, editing, mixing?

RB Of course. But when there is a deep enough flaw during the shooting phase, the injury is irreparable.

CC What position do you think cinema occupies among the arts?

RB I don’t know its position. But it may be capable of capturing this . . . thing that words can’t say, that forms and colors can’t render. By way of its multiple means, combined.

CC In your recent films you have used voice-over narration. What is its value for you?

RB Rhythm. It’s basically an additional element that acts upon the film’s other elements and modifies them rhythmically. I can say with confidence that in A Man Escaped the drama is born from the encounter between the tone of the narration and that of the dialogue.

CC You began, I believe, shooting Pickpocket unofficially, then you changed methods.

RB People said, “You can hide, it’s easy.” I hid. I was quickly discovered. I had to resort to trickery. Shots taken from hiding are not precise. Crowds cause disorder. I used this disorder in some of the shots.

CC And the sequence in the Gare de Lyon?

RB It was shot completely on location in the month of July when everyone leaves Paris. It called for a lot of technical equipment: rails, dollies (for traveling shots), shutters, etc. Marks on the quay, and other very visible things. Basically, we faced all possible challenges—not the least of which was trying to work amidst the racket.

CC Why did you impose such difficulties on yourself ?

RB To capture only what is real.

CC In Pickpocket we don’t see the movements of the camera.

RB No more than in my other films when the camera doesn’t stop moving.

CC You don’t want us to see it move?

RB It isn’t about an eye that moves around; it’s about a vision.

CC These traveling shots are so you can remain the same distance from the object?

RB Not the same distance. In fact, it’s never the same. But the necessary distance. There is only one point in space from which a thing, at a particular instant, demands to be seen.

CC What kind of reception do you expect Pickpocket to receive from the general public, after its exclusive release?

RB A strong reception. The general public is ready to feel before they understand. I love it when my films are received by way of the senses, and the intelligence doesn’t intervene until after.

CC Your dialogue and voice-over are delivered in a particular tone . . .

RB . . . which is not the tone of the theater. This tone of the theater arises from the need for actors to project their voices. They also are forced to express themselves as much by their words as by their gestures. I believe in a return to life, where involuntary movements play a very important role.

CC You are curious about other people. You’re always on the lookout for new faces. But isn’t there a single, privileged theme that returns in all of your films?

RB What?

CC Solitude.

RB Yes. It’s dangerous, because on screen solitude appears dry, cold. To communicate it has to be surrounded by a lot of tenderness and love.

“Interview with Robert Bresson”
by Jacques Doniol-Valcroze and Jean-Luc Godard,
Cahiers du cinéma, No. 104, February 1960


To Get to the Mystery

FRANÇOIS-RÉGIS BASTIDE Robert Bresson, this is the first time in the short history of Le Masque et la Plume that our four critics, France Roche, Georges Charensol, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, and Claude Mauriac, usually divided in their opinions, are united in their admiration for Pickpocket. Which makes my role here very difficult.

We must remember that you were a painter. Perhaps I can start with this question: At certain moments (some of my colleagues contradicted me when I said this to them recently), I couldn’t help but think that there are some painting-like compositions in this film. I’m thinking of a specific shot: At the cage, when the “guardian angel” leaves and the camera stays with the young girl, there is a track out behind her, I think, I’m not sure . . .

ROBERT BRESSON Well there are tracking shots everywhere! We could discuss the question of the introduction of painting into the cinema ad infinitum. But for me, with painting things happened that I was not at all able to premeditate; so I can only draw very general laws from painting. But I turn my back, intuitively I think, on anything that might bring to mind a painting or a beautiful image—I shun the beautiful image. All this is to say that I’m not looking for beautiful shots; I’m looking for necessary shots, which is not the same thing.

F-RB It so happens that they are sometimes beautiful.

RB It’s true that if you want to affect the viewer of a film, the image itself must be in order. Just as all the elements of the film must be so. It’s possible, then, that there is some concern for composition—which is, come to think of it, my main concern, but not at all in the sense of the beautiful image.

F-RB Among the questions we thought to ask just now, there is the question of abstraction. We talked a lot about the word “abstract.” I myself was a bit contrary, but . . .

RB What does the word “abstract” mean? It means, I believe: to separate out part of a whole in order to examine it on its own. I am fully in agreement with this formulation, given that, for me, the cinema is found not at all in CinemaScope or Cinerama—which are in fact retrograde mistakes. And I have said and I will repeat that if the cinema had been invented as CinemaScope, the normal screen would have been a monumental discovery. If I’m accused of abstraction, of being abstract, I will say that it’s not a reproach: it’s exactly what the cinema must do, that is to not show things in their ordinary relationships, in their ordinary relation to life, but to take the parts of a whole, isolate them, and put them back together in a certain order. So if I am abstract, if someone has noticed that I am abstract, I congratulate myself, because it’s precisely what I am after: not to take a person whole, but to see what relation his hand has to his face, his hand to an object on the table—and to recreate these relations which are also my own relations, which form my personal life, my inner life. That is: in the end, not to show the audience what I see, but to make the audience feel what I feel, which is not at all the same thing. [Applause]

F-RB You mentioned the words “inner life.” I couldn’t hope for a better transition to asking you what you think of an interpretation that might seem obvious in some people’s eyes: the one given by our friend Louis Malle in a widely read article in which he explains very clearly that you did not see this as a film about theft, nor about pickpockets, nor about techniques for stealing wallets on the métro, that what you saw was the sinner; that the police commissioner was not a police commissioner but God; the best friend was a guardian angel; the young woman was an angel, etc. Essentially you made a film about sin and redemption. What do you think of this idea?

RB I think there is no subject (come to think of it, films should not have subjects at all, that would be the ideal). But I think that in any subject, there are a thousand subjects, that’s to say that there are a thousand sides from which one can see it. It’s true that in this film what interested me—in this film as in the others—was the way in which concrete things, necessarily concrete things, make their way into the life of a soul. In ordinary films, things are seen so much from the outside, so theatrically, but without the presence you have in a theater: the presence of flesh and bone. That is what makes theater: presence. Without presence, it isn’t theater. What is cinema today? It’s filmed theater, photographed theater. What is photography? A reproduction. What is a reproduction worth? Nothing. [Laughter]

F-RB Yes, but stealing is a moral issue.

RB Of course it is. But why do you want me to make a moral film? I have never wanted to make a moral film, far from it. I do want to give the audience the feelings I experience when faced with certain things, certain events in life, but it isn’t the events themselves that count for me. I want to say that the events just provide the opportunity to access a life other than physical life, I mean an inner life, the life of the soul. Of course I’m obliged to use concrete things as a means to get there.

F-RB You are obliged to do what Valéry refused to do. The marquise does have to go out at some hour or other. That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it?

RB But of course.

F-RB And yet the guardian angel, for example, the very sweet friend who isn’t all that good, should we understand . . .

RB Stop right there! I was not thinking of a guardian angel. It’s true that there are some correspondences, there are some coincidences in life for those who wish to see them. Unfortunately, our era is a bit like a school of inattention. I want to say that we are taught—that radio, magazines, television teach us to look without seeing and to listen without hearing. [Applause] But what I want is to teach the opposite: to teach us how to see. When I was young, I was taught only one thing, I was told “pay attention.” And now, it seems as if the whole world is being told not to pay attention. It’s very serious. It’s an extremely serious thing and I am convinced of it (though I could be wrong). I have much more confidence in the real public, the one that feels, than in the small-minded audience that seeks to exercise its intelligence before feeling.

F-RB Without protest, I’d like to align myself right away with this pathetic audience that exercises its intelligence, and yet I can’t help thinking anyway that what you are after is more than just objects, more than passing moments in a stairwell.

RB I will get there. I’m not saying that I’ve already gotten there, but I would like to get there . . . There’s a line in Pascal that goes, I believe, “Every thing hides a mystery.* “To get to the mystery . . . But it isn’t by theatrical means—that would be impossible. I’ll repeat what I was saying just now: A film must not be a play, must not be a spectacle. We are always pushing films in that direction. Spectacles demand presence, presence in flesh and blood. Without this presence, there is no spectacle. What is there? A reproduction. What is a reproduction of a painting? It’s something dead. What I am trying to do by killing the actors in a way (I’m not at all saying that I’ve succeeded) is to make them live again on screen. I would like for the audience to attend a birth and not something that is already completed, that has already taken place—a birth that has already taken place, the phenomenon of which has been filmed.

F-RB It seems to me that this is exactly what happens in the final shot of the film. When we see the last expression of your hero, we really get the sense that we are at the beginning.

RB A film is not made of images, it’s made of relationships between images. And these relationships must give it life. The same as with colors in painting; a blue is a blue, but if you put it next to a yellow, it’s not the same blue. Or next to a red and a yellow, it’s no longer the same yellow, nor the same blue, nor the same red. I want to say not only that a film is made of elements that are images, but it’s also made of sounds. And not only of relationships, but of rhythms. So you have to figure out how to move the audience with form. You know that Valéry said something similar to this: “Form must have the value of an idea.” And you know in poetry, meter is already an idea. Above all, what I’m looking for—I don’t claim to have achieved it—but I’m trying to speak cinema in a language all its own, and I refuse to get dragged into making filmed theater. [Applause]

F-RB In other words, with the famous scene at the race track or in the beautiful sequence at the Gare de Lyon, that extraordinary ballet that happens the moment the train departs, you wanted to bestow importance on certain objects, while at the same time we aren’t seeing the one essential thing we expect to see.

RB The police had explained it to me . . . One day a couple of years ago, I went with them to the Grand Prix de Longchamp. Unfortunately, the Exposition de Bruxelles was taking place at the same time and all of the pickpockets were in Brussells. [Laughter] There were no pickpockets at the Grand Prix, so I didn’t see anything. But they told me that when there is a group of three, four, or five very skilled pickpockets—international ones—during a gathering like Longchamp, something remarkable happens. I mean: something happens in the air, as much as to the wallets. You see what I’m saying? The flash of a hand, the retraction, the disappearance, even—the bright, intelligent, quick glance and the vanishing of objects and people.

F-RB I was not particularly flush with cash the day I saw your film, but I really did have, at times—I don’t know if the audience had this impression—a kind of nervous tic from time to time, a fidgeting. . . . It’s absolutely alarming. There are moments when you say to yourself, “It’s happening!” You eye your neighbor to the right and say to yourself, “It’s him.” [Laughter]

Are there audience members who would like to ask a question: technical, philosophical, metaphysical, artistic?

AUDIENCE I watched M. Bresson’s film; I found it very interesting, very good, very beautiful and admirable. I am part of the general public; I go to the cinema often; I am of course depressed by its theatricality and commercialism. And I thank M. Bresson deeply for taking his battering ram to the commercialism of the cinema. It’s a trial of strength, certainly. I wanted to ask if he also goes to the cinema frequently, and when he first started to go, and what genre of films he sees.

RB It’s very easy to reply: I almost never go to the cinema. But this is not at all a pose. It’s impossible for me to be in a room watching filmed theater.

AUDIENCE There’s this thing that I find enormously disconcerting. I don’t understand why actors are supposed to speak falsely. Especially the heroes, especially Martin LaSalle.

F-RB The burning question!

RB I won’t claim that my performers speak exactly as we speak in life, but I will claim that they speak truthfully.

F-RB I will say that I saw Martin LaSalle one or two times, and to the most banal questions I asked him, during the most banal conversation I had with him—“Would you like a little more water in your whiskey?”—that was how he spoke. But there are many people who speak like that.

RB But “truthfully” doesn’t mean I haven’t pushed them to speak in a certain way that sounds right to my ear.

What I find to be very difficult—and my critical reception has been largely insensitive to this—is to make a film about solitude. A kind of solitude that leads to asceticism, a cold solitude: perhaps it’s too hard for most people to accept. But must I warm up solitude? I believe the subject of solitude is a very difficult one, very dangerous to portray on the screen.

AUDIENCE I would like to ask M. Bresson if he has thought about Crime and Punishment?

RB I have certainly thought about it, because one can’t not think about Dostoevsky, who for me, for all of us, for all of the people of our era, is an important model. From every point of view, even from the point of view of the detective novel. The end [of my film] is clearly the same: redemption from sin.

AUDIENCE And the scene of the policeman and the fact that the hero hides his treasure behind a plinth.

RB Yes, there’s definitely something there. Unconscious, or all too conscious.

AUDIENCE I think actors cannot speak the way we speak in life.

RB Because the actor must speak loudly—already his tone is deformed. There is a theatrical tone that has rubbed off on the cinema. But there is a way of speaking in films that isn’t just about being in tune, the way a piano can be in or out of tune. I’m also attempting to assign a common ancestry to my characters—for the sake of unity, above all. In other words, I’m looking for what’s most difficult when one makes a film, which is not to become diffuse. Film can go everywhere. So you have to try to put everything in order, to create the unity that is indispensable if you want to be effective, if you want to move the audience. All of this is absolutely intuitive. There’s another thing that’s also very important: the more things resemble each other the more they are different, in the sense that you notice their difference more. If the two things are almost identical, any difference is explosive. So perhaps when I give this kinship, this common ancestry to my characters, I make them more personal, more distinct.

F-RB I thought about asking you for keys to understanding Pickpocket. You don’t want to give them away, you can’t give them away; you let us find them. I will reserve the right to mine, which are actually quite similar to Louis Malle’s. But you said to a friend, who repeated it to me, that if you had been free to choose the title for your film, the title you would have chosen was Uncertainty.

RB I don’t think I said that. That’s not exactly what I said. But I will say that uncertainty is the basis for the drama of the film. The whole drama of this story is about uncertainty. And all thieves are surrounded by uncertainty. What’s terrifying for a thief is not to know whether he has been seen. The police told me that thieves usually die from heart attacks. [Laughter] These are people who live with an addiction to their own kind of drug—it’s so much like an addiction that, apparently, they also can’t handle prison. The majority of them commit suicide, or attempt suicide, after just a few months behind bars. So there’s this drama surrounding them which they create, which is their drug—and which is, perhaps, the drama of uncertainty.

AUDIENCE There’s a scene in the film that I find overwhelming, when Jacques has just discovered Michel in the room, on Sunday evening after they’ve gone out with Jeanne, and he is injured. Michel says to him: “Do you love her? . . .” [referring to Jeanne], “Admit it!” But Jacques says nothing and leaves. At that moment, Michel, who is standing by the door, takes out the watch he’s stolen and all he says is, “The watch is very beautiful.” And the music starts on that sentence. It’s as if nothing has been said, really, because it’s such a banal sentence, but everything is suggested.

RB Yes, that’s exactly right. I understand what you’re saying, and I’m very moved by it. There may be too much condensation in the film, but in fact what I’m trying to do is to come up to the edge of saying too little, in order to try to express with silence what other films express with words—the almost imperceptible things that happen on a face, or in a look in someone’s eyes. But there is this curious thing: a few years ago people began to say that what makes a film cinema is if it has no dialogue at all. Now I’m sad to say that I did go to the cinema the other day to watch a film—I won’t say which one—and I listened to the dialogue, but to no avail! This is what we are getting our audiences used to: dialogue that’s not written, that has neither form nor, often, sense—when the image alone could say it all. And I have been to films that are made entirely of pleonasms, in which the image adds absolutely nothing to what is said, and what is said adds nothing to the image. What I tried to do in that scene was the opposite: to verge on saying too little, on leaving everything mysterious and assigning weight to things through their rhythm.

AUDIENCE It’s not surprising that a representative for the Minister of the Interior in charge of censorship would object to this film, because, well, there is this documentary aspect to it that seems like a demonstration of pickpocketing techniques.

RB It’s also a way to warn people to pay attention to their wallets. [Laughter]

F-RB Thank you Robert Bresson for taking the stage today. There is one last question. I think nobody wants to leave. But I really have to insist because I’m getting signaled that we need to vacate the theater. So one final question, quickly.

AUDIENCE I would like to know what the piece is by Lully that we hear in the film?

RB It’s a Suite in G minor. It hasn’t been recorded, but it will be. I believe there will be a record of the music from the film.

F-RB We had to wait for Pickpocket in order for someone to record Lully. What a bizarre thing! Thank you Robert Bresson.

Le Masque et la Plume,
France Inter, January 9, 1960



* “Toutes choses couvrent quelque mystère.” Blaise Pascal, in Oeuvres Complètes (Gallimard, “Bibliothèque de la Pléiade,” 1954), p. 510.




Poetry and Truth Are Sisters

MICHEL D’HOOP Are you aware of how dry some people have found Pickpocket?

ROBERT BRESSON People are not aware that to create is first of all to prune, to eliminate. Also: to choose. The worst pitfalls for a film are impurity, profusion, disorder. Too many incompatible things presented at the same time. Dramatic art (which is a completely different creature) is then introduced, and it ruins everything. I force myself to capture reality—pieces of reality, as pure as possible—which I then arrange in a certain order. This might give an uninitiated viewer the impression of an asceticism or even a dryness that he wouldn’t find in ordinary films, and that might surprise him by comparison.

MD’H Even more so than your other films, Pickpocket is striking for the extremely constrained manner of the characters’ speech. You seem to be looking for an ever-increasing oratory asceticism.

RB You know that people have linked cinematography to theater. Out of convenience, laziness, or lack of imagination. Now, the challenge for cinematography is to get away from theater. The visual language that should be its alone exists in opposition to common forms of speech. The effects, the exaggerations of professional actors only augment what is already ubiquitous. Sadly, habits have been formed. We’ve enrolled the audience in a school. It’s not easy to get them out. My characters borrow a tone that is neither of the theater, nor of ordinary films, nor exactly of life, although it is very close. I surprised myself one day by saying to one of my performers: Speak as if you’re talking to yourself. The point of this was only to emphasize the movement from the exterior toward the interior that I understand to be the central movement of cinematography, an inverse movement from that of theater (from interior to exterior).

MD’H In Pickpocket there is very little dialogue between the two people who are destined to fall in love.

RB Love doesn’t always express itself with a flood of words. It’s often mute, in fact. What’s more, in Pickpocket it’s one of the more deeply hidden storylines. It’s important for it to remain barely accessible.

MD’H  Listening to you now, it would seem that everything is completely decided before you shoot. And yet you’ve often spoken about improvisation.

RB That’s true. With each film, I open a bigger door to improvisation. But the basic architecture remains the same. Besides, what prevents me from the pitfalls of overly preconceived shots is the use of non-professional actors. Even as I direct them toward a certain meaning, I let them surprise me.

MD’H Aren’t you afraid they’ll do something that goes counter to your intentions?

RB If I have chosen them not for their physical type but for their moral resemblance to my characters, and if I have not made a mistake in choosing them, there’s no risk of that. During the shooting, I come to know them, and they come to know me.

MD’H Your deconstruction of familiar gestures is extraordinary. It’s poetry. You have succeeded in making us feel close to your hero, Michel, because everything he does seems natural and very true.

RB That’s because poetry and truth are sisters. Contrary to what we seem to believe, poetry on-screen is not born from an ensemble of poetic images or from a poetic text, but from an ensemble—or, more accurately, a combination—of details that are true.

MD’H Now that you’ve spoken about filming, can you say a few words about editing?

RB Editing is the placement—the extremely precise placement—of each of the visual and sonic elements of the film. Elements that have been recorded separately and that, in my system, won’t come to life until I put them in contact with one another. At that point, it should seem as if they never want to be separated again.

MD’H Do you place a lot of importance on sound?

RB The elements of sound possess a great power of suggestion. But they have to be decomposed (I’m thinking of the street sounds, or the sounds of the Gare de Lyon, in Pickpocket) and then recomposed. If you don’t do that, it’s just an awful din. What we believe we are hearing is not what we are hearing. Shots that take place in a crowd (a real crowd) are similarly challenging. It was very hard for me to remain precise in those circumstances. There were almost insurmountable problems that arose from that.

MD’H What made you want to pursue such difficulties?

RB The need to capture the real. A representation, even if well directed, would have produced something very different.

MD’H To conclude with the technical aspect, I have to congratulate you on the panorama and traveling shots . . .

RB . . . which we do not notice.

MD’H Why don’t you want us to see the movements of the camera?

RB Primo, because it isn’t about the trajectory of an eye, but about a vision. Secundo, because all techniques should remain invisible.

MD’H Do you conceive of your subjects from a dramatic point of view?

RB Drama was invented by dramatists. In Pickpocket, as in my previous film, A Man Escaped, the drama is that there is no drama. There is none in prison, at least no visible drama. Nothing on the surface. Drama becomes an internal thing. The subject for a film doesn’t have to be conceived in the same manner as the subject of a novel. And yet, I have a very strong vision of a film without a subject at all, or with a thousand subjects at once. To impose on a film the kind of plot we expect in the theater or in novels is to unconscionably limit its field of action, which is immense.

MD’H  However, in Pickpocket, there is the drama of pride . . .

RB . . . which is not visible. It flows out of the character and his actions. It is not the subject of the film.

MD’H Where do the religious and spiritual aspects of Pickpocket come from?

RB The things and the beings in it are seen, absolutely, in a particular light that is mine alone.

MD’H In Pickpocket, you show a predilection for hands that is reminiscent of A Man Escaped.

RB Hands are like people. They have their own intelligence, their own will. They take themselves (often) to places we don’t send them. They may lead the pickpocket where he does not want to go.

MD’H You seem to be fascinated by certain locations: stairwells . . .

RB A stairwell is as much a place as a bedroom is. After the chaos of the street, it’s in the stairwell that you enter the quiet of domestic space. It’s an important place in daily life.

MD’H Why the elliptical quality to your films?

RB The edits are what invite the audience in. The ideal would be for the spectators to see, feel, understand the film, each in their own way.

MD’H However, you seem to develop certain specific themes—that of the impossibility of achieving happiness by oneself, alone, for example.

RB I don’t develop anything; I don’t prove anything. I imagine a character and place him in certain situations, then watch him behave (as seen from the interior).

Amis du film, April 1960
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Florence Delay in The Trial of Joan of Arc.

This Familiarity with the Palpably Supernatural

ON MARCH 2, 1962, at the invitation of the Hulst Association, Robert Bresson and Jean Guitton, author of a recent essay on Joan of Arc, had an informal discussion at the Center for French Catholic Intellectuals. Mme Edwige Chevrillon, the president of the Hulst Association, was gracious enough to send us the transcript of the encounter.

  •

EDWIGE CHEVRILLON Robert Bresson, would you like to say something about your film?

ROBERT BRESSON I will tell you what struck me the most when in preparing for this film I read the “minutes” of the trial of Joan of Arc.

Her youth. Her magnificent insolence before the cardinals and scholars who were prepared to send her to the pyre. (“Go away!” “This isn’t your trial,” etc.). Throughout the interminable interrogations—from which she emerges less exhausted than her interrogators—I imagine her lancing her obstinate replies from the height of that second floor sometimes depicted by fifteenth-century painters: the floor designated for spiritual things, as opposed to the ground floor that represents material reality. Joan is far from unaware of the irritation she’s causing her judges. But what does it matter? The game is rigged.

Her lack of prudence. And this reply: “I had the will to believe it”—the most astonishing, to my mind, of all the famous replies, because the most imprudent, the one that risks being most poorly received by the judges (who were of more or less good faith, though posterity has condemned them).

Her purity. The state of cleanliness, of sanitation she demanded from herself and from the captains and soldiers under her orders, a pure state outside of which she knew that nothing grand, nothing glorious could be accomplished.

Her failure. Her capture, her burning at the stake. The general law that “The loser wins.” To win, you must lose. Even worse: did she die with doubts about her vocation, about her mission, doubts the bishop and his assessors tried to instill in her soul—a crime more atrocious even than burning her to death?

The analogy of her passion with the Passion of Christ.

I was struck, as you may imagine, by many other things as well. Chief among them the elegance of the language she uses. In responding to her judges, without touching a pen, Joan became a writer. She wrote a book, a pure masterpiece of our literature. This book is a portrait, the only portrait we have of her. No painting of her has been saved, no sketch. An ink drawing, which has become ubiquitous, shows her in a skirt, with long hair, holding an enormous sword. Her eyes are wide open, exaggerated. No chin at all. It’s a false portrait. It was drawn in the style of the time, on the day of her delivery to Orleans, in the margins of a register in Paris—an occupied zone—by a parliamentary scribe charged with noting daily events who had never seen and never would set eyes on Joan.

Last summer while I prepared for and began to shoot the film, my sole preoccupation was not only to portray Joan by using her own words, but also to make her modern. To bring the past back to the present: that is the privilege of cinematography, as long as it avoids period style like the plague. In retrospect, I’m more aware now how much my film owes to Florence Delay, and to Jean-Claude Fourneau and all of my other non-professional actors.

Jean Guitton said just a moment ago—intuitively, since he hasn’t yet seen my film—that I was striving for a great austerity. He said it to please me, because he knows how much I value austerity in a medium in which the pendulum is swinging toward overload, complication, and disorder.

The mechanism of the trial didn’t require much retouching on my part. It’s already organized around a sublime, atrocious drama. I added nothing except to a few of the interjections by the assessors and Warwick. I cut quite a lot. The unabridged minutes written by the notary, Manchon, would have been interminable on screen (there is a lot of repetition). Also, dialogue in film is not the same as dialogue in the theater or in a novel. The words have to be extremely condensed, so the image that accompanies them doesn’t become a pleonasm. I avoided archaisms, but retained a few so as not to impoverish the very particular color of Joan’s replies. I explained nothing. I devoted enough time to the preparatory, conceptual work. I undertook this work little by little, afraid that if I didn’t, it might lead to a betrayal. I resisted, as always, any novelistic or theatrical psychologizing (the image takes care of that), especially when it had to do with Warwick and Cauchon—any psychologizing of them would have falsified the tone and burdened the film.

I rejected—I’ll say it again—period style, which is never believable. A film is not a play. It must be raw. In brief, I made it so that Joan seems as possible and realistic—or as impossible and unrealistic—now as she would have then.

JEAN GUITTON How do you begin the film? How does it end?

RB It begins with the first interrogation and ends with the pyre.

JG Do we see the fire?

RB We see it. I had been convinced that it would be better not to see it, only to suggest it. After I’d taken it out, then put it back in, then taken it out again and put it back in, in the end I kept it. Quitte à changer demain.

JG You’ve said that your characters don’t have local or historical color. Is your Joan anachronistic? What does she look like? Her hair, her clothing: Is her style contemporary?

RB There’s a way to deemphasize hair and clothing, as you might in a drawing. Her haircut, her men’s clothing are contemporary, arranged as simply as possible so as not to attract attention. I made a decision that she would not be seen in a dress. As for the ecclesiastics, Cauchon is in a robe like today’s priests; the Dominicans are in Dominican habit.

AUDIENCE And the soldiers? Their uniforms?

RB Sometimes I kept them in the shadows; sometimes I let a back or a hand be seen, or I just let their footsteps resonate. This erasure, this receding, is actually very important.

AUDIENCE We don’t see spectators in period costume?

RB During the abjuration and at the end, around the pyre, a sizable crowd assembles. The crowd is there, it is present, we sense it. We do not see it. A clear view of a medieval crowd would cause a rupture in the film, or it would bring to mind theater and its disguises. I retained very little from the Middle Ages. When Jean Guitton spoke of a “re-naissance”—I would like for Joan to be born as a result of this film.

JG How were you able to counter the sense of monotony that can come from reading the transcripts of the trial?

RB The challenge was to construct a film entirely out of questions and responses. But I was happy to use the monotony as a unified backdrop, against which nuances might stand out. I was more nervous about the slowness, the gravity of the trial. So I start out strong, then continue at a fairly quick pace. You can write a film with hooks and double hooks, because a film is music. Cinematography doesn’t exist, films don’t exist to copy life, but to transport us with a rhythm that must at all times remain under the control of the auteur. We shouldn’t look for truth in facts, in beings or things (“realism,” as it’s generally construed, does not exist), but in the emotions they provoke. Emotional truth is what teaches and guides us.

It seems to me that emotion in this case, in this trial and in this film, should be elicited no more by Joan’s death than by the strange air we breathe when we hear her talk about her voices, or of the crown and the angel, the way she would talk about one of us, about this pitcher or this glass. . . .

—What did the crown look like?

—It was gold, with stones.

—The angel who brought it, did he come from on high or did he come from the earth?

—From on high . . . I mean he came by commandment from Our Father.

—Did he walk through the door?

—He walked.

What Saint Ignatius would ask for a century later—this familiarity with the palpably supernatural—Joan, genius that she was, possessed it without effort. Saint Ignatius didn’t know he was a saint, he died without knowing. One of the extremely moving things about Joan is that she, at the age of seventeen, was the object of a cult—and she fought against that cult. Her response to her judges is admirable: “Many people came to me, they kissed my clothing as much as I could endure. But the poor came to me, because I did not displease them.”

AUDIENCE Have you presented Joan through the lens of sainthood?

RB I show her as she portrays herself. I want to insist on the fact that in this film I have rejected uncertainty in favor of keeping only what is known. I’m thinking now of the last moments, when the minutes of the trial stop and we have to resort to the testimony of witnesses at the rehabilitation trial. These testimonies don’t always match up. For example, one of the witnesses says that Joan took up dressing like a man again, after agreeing to stop, in order to protect herself from English soldiers; another, her confessor, insists that it was the English who hid her dress in a bag to force her back into men’s clothes. These are all people of faith who had been in close contact with her. And the question of men’s clothing is not unimportant.

We did our best not to locate the greatness of Joan’s life in uncertainties. One thing we do know: She was not the ignorant peasant of legend. At Chinon, she became fast friends and instant equals with the seigneurs of the highest order, whom she went on to command militarily and to instruct in artillery. She rode magnificent horses. She was very elegant, of a royal elegance, which is not to say that she was anything like the kin of Charles VII. He was reproached at the trial for his gowns of gold, his fur coats.

Another certain, poignant fact: her abundant tears before dying. I thought of a phrase from Leonardo da Vinci’s Notebooks. He says that before death, the soul weeps because it has to separate itself from this marvel that is the body. Joan had a very beautiful body: “I am happy to die. But I don’t want to be burned, to be turned to ash.”

AUDIENCE During her trial, Joan said that she signed the orders that went against her wishes with an “X”.

RB It’s been much discussed. It’s also said that she didn’t know how to write.

AUDIENCE And yet, letters of hers survive?

RB Yes, scribed, but there are signatures from her own hand on her letters. Nothing indicates that Joan didn’t know how to write. You could say that she was a being more perfect that us, more sensitive. She combined her five senses in a new way. She saw her voices. She convinces us of a world that exists at the limits of our faculties. She penetrates this supernatural world, but she closes the door behind her.

AUDIENCE Joan said, “I was very afraid because I was a child. But he taught me so much—I believed he was Saint Michael.”

JG She also said something much more philosophical than that: “I had the will to believe it.” This is very profound. It proves that there wasn’t something that imposed itself from the outside onto her will.

RB This will to believe isn’t only about St. Michael. When she is asked: “How did you know it was St. Michael?,” she replies: “Because he had the voice of an angel.”—How did you know it was the voice of an angel?—“Because I had the will to believe it.” A will that enhanced the apparition. She needed her will in order to accede to the realm.

JG The need for acquiescence, for effort. The Virgin, even at her Annunciation, acquiesced to her will.

RB What is most admirable about Joan throughout the trial is the heroism with which she deliberately sacrifices her life for the meaning of her life. After the abjuration, she pulls herself together and then loses herself to save herself. “I did not want to renounce my apparitions. Everything I have done is out of fear of the fire.”

“Interview with Robert Bresson and Jean Guitton,”
Études cinématographiques, No. 18–19, Autumn 1962


I Know of Nothing More Atrocious or More Poignant

“MY FILM consists only of the trial and death of Joan, up to and including the burning at the stake,” Robert Bresson has declared.

“The five months of this trial,” he continues, “are of an extraordinary beauty. Joan speaks a language of perfection. As for the scenes she lived, I know of nothing more atrocious or more poignant.”

As for the form, the auteur explains: “I brought everything back to Joan, to avoid a ‘period’ style and create an internal intensity. The interrogations serve less to inform us of events, past or present, than to provoke certain specific, profound expressions on Joan’s face, to record the movements of her soul on film. The real subject is Joan—destined for the pyre—and her slow agony. It’s also her internal drama and the mystery, the un-elucidated enigma of this amazing young woman, to which we’ll never have the key. Finally, it’s about injustice assuming the guise of justice, cold reason battling against inspiration and illumination.

“As for the strange atmosphere of the trial and the aura radiating from Joan, my hope is to retain the aspect of the supernatural that is so intimately linked to her acts and her words, even when she is the most human: distraught, plagued by doubt, when she renounces her faith in a moment of weakness and when she renounces her abjuration, knowing she will be burned. Joan’s phrasings have maintained their power to enchant. Harassed night and day during five months of detention; beaten, battered, molested in her final minutes by soldiers. She went head to head with the most respected scholars and theologians of her time. Even today, her prudence, her finesse, her intelligence humble us.”

Le Film français, No. 936–937, Cannes Special, 1962
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Florence Delay in The Trial of Joan of Arc.

It’s What the Film Wanted

FRANÇOIS-RÉGIS BASTIDE Robert Bresson, your film, which was one of the three films selected to represent France at the Festival de Cannes, in a selection process that has been much talked about and of which you will doubtless say nothing (but which our film critics have addressed), your film has yet to be released in Paris. I actually don’t know when it will come out. Maybe you can tell us. We haven’t yet discussed it; our critics here haven’t yet discussed it. It was widely discussed at Cannes, with a warmth, affection, and admiration that struck us all. And yet it’s a difficult work, one that you intended to be difficult, uncompromising—even more so than Pickpocket, more so than Diary of a Country Priest.

ROBERT BRESSON I don’t quite know what you mean when you say “uncompromising.” I believe that when you do something, you do it the way it must be done. I have never thought about the audience, for example. It seems to me that when I write something, I cast myself as a witness to what I’m doing. And I try to feel, to experience the emotions—both my own, in making the thing, and the spectator’s, in viewing what I’ve made. So it’s not a question of compromise, and I don’t quite see what, in this work, that word could even mean.

F-RB At what moment did you get the idea to make Joan of Arc?

RB I read the transcripts of the trial—which are, of course, sublime—a very long time ago, in the edition by Champion, a cleaner, more precise book than Quicherat’s. But you know that the questions and their responses are written in the third person. For instance: “Asked if she had heard voices yesterday, responded that she had heard them the day before at eight o’clock in the morning.” I mean that already there’s the work of putting what’s in third person back into first, and then of an enormous condensation of the text, given that if I’d wanted to use the unabridged transcripts it would take up approximately ten hours. And also, there is an enormous amount of repetition, and I don’t believe films should contain pleonasms. I think a major flaw in some films is to use dialogue the way it’s used in a novel or play; when put next to an image, the result is a pleonasm. You have to drastically condense, to risk saying too little, both with the image and with the words.

F-RB So you took the minutes of the trial, you took what would have lasted ten hours. And you reduced it, transformed it into a film that is, in fact, not very long. Which is a shame. When it was over, I said to myself that I would have stayed longer to understand more about the drama of Joan of Arc, to experience it for a greater duration. How long is your film?

RB I believe it’s an hour and ten minutes, almost an hour and a quarter.

F-RB Is that what you wanted?

RB It’s what the film wanted. I believe, strongly, in improvisation, but within a very strict, very premeditated structure. I modified an enormous number of things along the way. You have to let the film look at itself from every direction, and try to follow what it’s becoming as it creates itself. Whereas films that are executions of preconceived plans are not, and never will be, more than mere craft. So it’s impossible to think of cinema as an art if the people making the films hire actors whose performances they can fully predict, like movie stars for example, knowing in advance, according to a preconceived plan, precisely what the actors will do.

F-RB Whereas when you hire ordinary people, as you do . . .

RB . . . It’s the unknown, it’s a surprise at every moment. And to quote Valéry, “When I work, I surprise myself.”

F-RB So that’s why. Which brings us to the problem of actors. You have already discussed this on Le Masque et la Plume, when you talked about Pickpocket two years ago. It’s one of the doctrines you hold dear. I imagine you could not make a film with professional actors.

RB No, I could not. But not because of an a priori theory. I think it’s important to work first, think after. One should not attempt the reverse.

F-RB I happen to know the woman who played Joan of Arc, Florence Delay. How did you get this young woman, who must have her own profound inner life, to give you exactly what you wanted so that her performance resonated emotionally when you needed it to? How did you manage that?

RB If she were here it would be interesting to ask her. Things happened simply. As long as I have made the correct choice I can’t help but succeed, and the person who has been chosen can’t help but win me over, and me her. There’s a kind of alliance that is perhaps somewhat like the relationship between an author and a character, but in a much more beautiful, more concrete, more profound way. Each gives to the other.

F-RB You had to teach all of these people to speak according to your preferred diction, a very precise diction that is almost recto tono in this film.

RB Yes, but you know I believe I come a lot closer to true speech than, for example, the theater does.

F-RB What I love in the film is the looks—perhaps you won’t agree—the long looks that Joan gives to the young Dominican who encourages her to respond or not to respond, or to respond in a particular way. And now I’m thinking of Pickpocket and the ballet of glances—sometimes very long, intense ones—in the scene at the train station.

RB I believe we communicate by looking at one another. There’s a beautiful paragraph about this in Proust. I think he compares glances between people to rubber bands, or threads, that connect us. I think looking is everything. If, in the street, you look at a person passing by, at first glance she might seem like a moving statue. As soon as you exchange a look, then suddenly, something happens: this isn’t a statue, it’s a living being, a body and a soul. So, the way people look at each other is, for me—I was going to say the only important thing in a film. Because, after all, to succeed in making these shadows on a screen come to life, these beings that are not alive but that have a certain kind of life, they must exist in relation to each other, and each of them in relation to objects in the world. This interdependence is, I believe, created by the act of looking. There has to be an interdependence. Not to depend on anything is not to live. For me the gaze, the exchange of looks—daily life depends on them. I mean that these exchanges make us realize that we—others and ourselves, ourselves and objects—depend on each other.

F-RB There is one thing that surprised me in your film and that I’m not sure I liked, but since it only lasts for three seconds it isn’t a disaster. The doves at the end, when Joan of Arc dies as the fire crackles—three, maybe five doves take flight and . . .

RB And why not?

F-RB In such a stark film . . .

RB There is also a dog . . .

F-RB Yes, a dog appears. That didn’t bother me at all.

RB Why not?

F-RB Because the dog didn’t bring to mind a soul rising toward heaven.

RB Ah! But I was absolutely not after a symbol. I abhor symbols, I resist them.

F-RB Yes, it’s exactly because I thought you hated symbols that it seemed a bit much. I said to myself: “Why are those doves flying off ?”

RB It’s just life. Like the dog. You know how every time there’s a public demonstration and they close down the Champs-Élysées to make way for some kind of procession, there’s always a dog there? That’s the explanation for my dog.

F-RB I agree about the dog.

RB And there are pigeons, they’re right there. You don’t notice them, because you’re watching for the president of the Republic who’s about to pass by, but the pigeons—we don’t see them, but they’re there. And you hear them, if you’re paying attention.

F-RB Yes but still, this is a moment when a saint is being burned at the stake, and doves. . .

RB There’s nothing complicated about my intention. It’s just that animals—I believe this very strongly—animals are very sensitive to changes in the human world. When something unusual happens, it’s always the dog that acts up, because it senses the strangeness of a passing president.

F-RB It was the doves that seemed more heavy-handed than that.

RB But to me they’re the same thing. And above all, there is this silence, the silence provoked by everything that preceded the smoke and the flame, the attention of all of the people who are assembled there, and the animals that go on with their lives, that are affected to some degree or another by this unusual ceremony. It’s something that’s not only not rare but that happens every day. We do the simplest things and people throw a lot of other things on top of them, which we are of course thrilled to find there after the fact. [Laughter]

F-RB When will The Trial of Joan of Arc be released, Robert Bresson?

RB It should come out at the beginning or the middle of September. It’s very difficult to reserve the theaters one wants when one wants them.

F-RB So it isn’t coming out now?

RB No, it’s not coming out now because people are already thinking about their vacations (these days, we think a year in advance), the students have their exams, and I think it’s best to watch a film when newly returned from the country or the sea, with a refreshed spirit. [Laughter]

F-RB In your way, Robert Bresson, you have just wished a restful vacation to our viewers and listeners, who will rejoin you in September with The Trial of Joan of Arc. Thank you for coming. Thank you.

Le Masque et la Plume,
France Inter, June 2, 1962
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Testing the pyre scene. Far left in the white shirt, assistant director Serge Roullet, with Florence Delay. Seated, from the back: Annie Dorfman, the producer; and standing to her right: Hugo Santiago, second assistant director.

Emotion Should Be Our Only Guide

ROBERT BRESSON I made The Trial of Joan of Arc with a lot of love and care, with a great respect for Joan of Arc. As usual, I did not use professional actors. There is no mimicry, no staging. It’s very simple. Above all, I’d like for my film to offer an accurate portrait of this astonishing young woman.

YVES KOVACS What gave you the idea to film a new Joan of Arc?

RB I had happened to reread the transcript of the trial. As you know, a single copy has been preserved. It’s at the library in the Chamber of Deputies. Quicherat published it, and then Champion. I immediately resolved to make a film that—I want to emphasize this—would be composed solely of the real questions and answers contained in the transcript.

YK Joan’s way of speaking, with its extraordinary purity and its spark, possesses both a compelling intensity and a poignant gravity. With the verbal duel between Joan and the bishop Cauchon, did you want to depict the merciless struggle between Good and Evil—with Cauchon as a very unexpected incarnation of Evil?

RB I wasn’t thinking about that. At first, I needed only to copy down Joan’s words and those of her adjudicators, which would form the scaffolding of the film. Each new film poses new problems, entirely different ones from those posed by the previous films. My first problem was how to make a film entirely out of questions and answers. I was given a certain number of words and a lot of repetition. I had to condense everything and keep only what was essential. Sometimes I changed the order a little. I arranged things rhythmically. What’s specific to this film is the way the rhythm of the words preceded the rhythm of the images. It’s completely accurate to say that Joan of Arc wrote a book without touching a pen, and that this book is a masterpiece of our literature. To read it is to be convinced that Joan was not (or at least in Chinon wasn’t any more) the uncivilized peasant of legend. Which doesn’t contradict the nobility of her having been “born to the land,” as Péguy said when describing her sainthood. I see her as a superior being. She convinces us, more than miracles do, of the existence of another realm she was able to access with unparalleled ease.

YK Your Joan of Arc dominates the tribunal judges, and even, at the beginning of the trial, seems contemptuous of them. But at the same time she can’t hide her weakness and her fear. Was she really so human?

RB Apparently she had always believed she’d be delivered (her voices promised her that), but that this deliverance would have a different meaning, would be of a different kind in the end—either by way of a miracle, or the victory of her army. On the final morning, the announcement of her death stupefies her, makes her crazy. It’s also clear that she was terrified at the prospect of being burned.

YK Did you deliberately establish a parallel between Joan’s fate and the Passion of Christ?

RB You must be aware that the analogy between the passion of Joan of Arc and the Passion of Christ has been drawn for many years. Some of Joan’s words also bring to mind the Gospel: “I say it so that when the moment arrives it will be remembered that I had said it,” “In the name of the Voice comes clarity,” etc.

YK But couldn’t the attitude of the Dominican father, who comes into Joan’s cell to tell her to submit, be equated to that of the bishop Cauchon? Couldn’t it at least be considered a complementary form of evil in its most insidious form?

RB He asks only that she submit to the Pope and to the council. He would like to save her, but he’s incapable of doing so himself.

YK The flight of the doves when Joan of Arc dies: Do you see it as symbolic?

RB While Joan burns, pigeons perch on the canopy of the tribunal and then fly away—they simply represent the life that continues on around the transfixed spectators. It’s the same for the church clock, which chimes on as usual. The same for the roving dog. In villages, during public ceremonies, there’s often a dog running around. Animals know when something unusual is going on. I don’t want to create symbols. I avoid them as much as possible. But the audience seems to see a profusion of them.

YK After watching The Trial of Joan of Arc one might conclude that Dreyer’s film is the film of an aesthete, a film of fixed frames and highly symbolic imagery. You said recently that you find the acting in his film to be contorted. What I find expressionistic in The Passion of Joan of Arc isn’t so much Falconetti’s performance but that of the judges, and above all Dreyer’s staging. Can you share your thoughts about that?

RB Dreyer served the cinema well, in particular by interiorizing the characters of his films. His Passion of Joan of Arc has great merit, especially if you consider the era when the film was made. It’s a film that continues to affect a large portion of the public. That’s very impressive, even if it affects them using means that aren’t always cinematographic. It’s a film that, despite seeming in my view to be quite theatrical (staging, gestures, mimicry), continues to seduce, incontestably, and that’s something I can’t explain. The gesture with which Joan picks up the cord and offers it to the hangman is theatrical, and beautiful.

YK In what way is your Trial of Joan of Arc contemporary?

RB All trials of all time resemble each other, if only because there is always an accused, and there are always judges.

YK Why is the theme of prison a near-constant in your films?

RB I hadn’t noticed that. Maybe because we are all prisoners.

YK But the very fact of choosing subjects that would appeal to a larger audience, for example A Man Escaped—was this not also out of a desire to reach new segments of the public?

RB The notion of an audience has, for a long time now, been immaterial to me. It’s likely that the more one works for oneself, the more people one reaches—contrary to what most producers seem to think.

YK All of the works by the great modern Christians—I’m thinking of Claudel, Mauriac, Bernanos, and also of course the filmmakers Rossellini and Dreyer—are profoundly incarnate. I mean they inscribe themselves in an extremely precise milieu. And yet, your universe is becoming more and more stripped down. Don’t you think that the public would be more receptive of a reality that, shall we say, “bled” with life? Wouldn’t that give them greater access to a spiritual universe?

RB Hoffman said of one of his Tales, “The theater of operations has been transported inside the characters.” What is important, what must be captured isn’t the exterior, it’s the interior. In fact, there is no exterior. Or, rather, there are as many exteriors as there are pairs of eyes in the world to see them. The belief that there exists a single vision of the world is absurd. The current methods employed in commercial films encourage this absurdity. There should be fewer and fewer directors and more and more auteurs. There are some, among the young. We have to put our trust in them. I believe in a future of films made outside of the official production machine, with inexpensive equipment (cameras, microphones), far from the dangerous contagion of the studio system.

YK Do you agree with Mallarmé that to represent characters means necessarily to disrespect them?

RB I once said that cinematography is the art of showing nothing. It’s about light and shadow. You need a lot of shadow.

YK What is your position on emotion in cinema?

RB The Trial of Joan of Arc taught me, or made me better understand, that the emotion of an audience, and also the emotion we ourselves feel, is a sign of truth. In films based on history, in which so many things are uncertain, emotion should be our only guide. It isn’t so strange that the more distant the characters in a film are from their era, the more we bring them toward us—the truer they become. Cinematography captures what is, in the moment. It would be ridiculous to pretend that I’ve positioned my camera five centuries in the past.

YK Your cinematographic style is becoming increasingly simplified. You rely more and more on montage, while modern cinema tends to express itself with long takes that attempt to show all the characters in action. Is this a willful reaction on your part against that tendency, or do you think montage is as powerful as it ever was?

RB I can’t explain it all to you. I don’t go out much, and I rarely go to the cinema. I don’t know the current tendencies well. But in general, for me it isn’t about making the actors (professional or non-professional) act and then filming them; it has to do with taking bits of reality—from people and from things—isolating them, making them independent, and then giving them an order, a new interdependence. The importance of “montage” is evident, because it’s only at the moment when the images and sounds enter in contact with each other, when they each take their proper place, that the film is born. It’s the film that, in being born, gives life to the characters—not the characters that give life to the film.

YK So you reject basically all of cinema?

RB I reject nothing, and I enjoy all kinds of films.

YK Isn’t it possible to express a profound truth about being using modern techniques—those of the Coutant camera, for example? In Vivre sa vie, Jean-Luc Godard aims to expose the truth of beings not from the interior, like you do, but by the exterior of the characters, according to their outward expression. What do you think of that?
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RB I don’t fully understand your question. But I believe what we need to rediscover in films is the automatic functions of life, as opposed to the theater, where every gesture is monitored, every word intellectually examined. For me, in my own films, gestures and words are there primarily to provoke things—or the thing that is the essence of the film. More so than the novel, cinematography can be a means of discovery.

YK Do you like the films of Mizoguchi?

RB I have seen only one, and I don’t recall its title. I liked it. This man from Japan has a particular cinematographic sensibility—indefinable, rare, shared by the likes of Cocteau or, in a different realm, by Godard, Truffaut, Louis Malle, the young directors I was just speaking of. It’s a sensibility that falls outside of fabrication, convention.

YK There is a biographic detail about you that is somewhat controversial. It’s been said that you began your career as René Char’s assistant. Is this true?

RB I don’t know who made that up. Anyone can say anything about anything. Nothing is sacred anymore.

YK You were a painter before you were a filmmaker?

RB Well, I am a painter. It’s not possible to have been a painter and to no longer be one.

YK Which painters do you feel close to now?

RB Any of them who haven’t followed, or who are not following, the trends of the day. Abstract painting is often too decorative. But all painting, like all film, is necessarily abstract.

“Interview with Robert Bresson,”
Cahiers du cinéma, No. 140, May 1963


Joan of Arc Was Beautiful, Elegant, Approachable, Modern

A Strangely Liberated Mystic

ANDRÉ PARINAUD What was your intention in making a film about Joan of Arc?

ROBERT BRESSON To make her portrait (no painting has been left us, no drawing) using only her responses to the judges from Rouen. At the same time, to make her modern.

AP Did you feel that you were reconstructing a historic Joan of Arc, or was your desire to make her modern more important?

RB History and legend blend in our idea of Joan of Arc. To disentangle them would be nearly impossible. But I do believe that the truth of the heroes we revive is in the emotional response they provoke, more so than in a detailed verisimilitude which, nine times out of ten, would serve to obstruct that response. Also: no medieval tchotchkes in my film. I attempted, on the contrary, to bring the outward Joan closer to us (we are already close to her inner self ) by giving her an environment that could be from our own era, and by modernizing (but not in a shocking way) her language.

AP How do you see her? Why do you think she’s already close to us, internally?

RB Because she’s simple. Because she’s young. Her imprudence, her magnificent insolence, are those of youth in any era. Her trial is the eternal trial. I see her with the eyes of a believer. I believe in the mysterious world on which she opens the door, then closes it.

AP What historical significance do you ascribe to her?

RB It isn’t original to say that the real meaning of her mission was to anoint the representation of God on Earth—the heir of Saint Louis (before the young English king was crowned in Paris)—with the Holy Ampulla in Reims. In Chinon there is a strange exchange in which Joan asks the heir apparent to give the kingdom of France to God (he accepts) so God can give it back with His hands (i.e. Joan’s hands). This shows us how for her, the supernatural and the natural are the same, and how she associates life in Heaven with life on Earth, and with History. Her response to the English judges in reference to the angel’s appearance: “The voice was sweet and spoke the language of France”—is sublime, but it also shows her patriotism, her love for a country which, at a young age, she already dreamed of defending, and of chasing out its occupiers. There is no doubt that she strengthened and unified France, that she set it back on its feet; and there is no doubt that also, paradoxically, she strengthened the Church. She also changed the face of France and of all of Europe for centuries to come.

AP In what way is she modern?

RB She moves quickly, as we do. She has a thirst for freedom and independence that our young people have today. Apart from her obedience to the voices, and perhaps even because of this intimate obedience, she is a strangely liberated and emancipated mystic. Her men’s clothing (which we are surprised to see singled out by the prosecution as a primary target) is quite modern.

AP How do you explain her rise to power over of the men of her time?

RB It’s a combination of things. She is sent by God. She’s beautiful. She’s young (not even twenty). She’s elegant. She is not (or is no longer) the ignorant little peasant girl of legend. She holds back the power of her genius, the power of her greatness (a real greatness that comes directly from the earth), the power of her purity, of her simplicity (she doesn’t let herself be maneuvered by the crowd that forms a cult around her: “Many people come to me, they kiss my clothing as much as I can possibly endure. But the poor come because I don’t displease them.”) She’s a young woman who leaves a wake, and her wake doesn’t disappear. I love this exchange Jean Guitton quotes of something an American said to Bergson in 1918: “Who won the battle of the Marne? Why, it was Joan of Arc!”

AP Do you think she had to be burned at the stake? I mean, in the logic of her own story?

RB Yes. As Jesus was crucified. It’s the law of failure, of the final degradation. The obligatory “he who loses wins.”

AP Did she know this during her trial?

RB She says repeatedly that she knows she will be delivered, either miraculously or by a victory of her comrades in arms. The final morning, the announcement of her death stupefies her, makes her crazy. And yet, she seems to have foreseen this death, as she foresaw her capture. Her prodigious resistance, her aggression at the trial mask the alternatives of hope and despair. Much has been said of the analogy between her passion and the Passion of Christ. For good reason. She finds herself, at the end, abandoned by everyone, facing an atrocious ordeal.

AP Did the English really need this trial and condemnation—even in the logic of their own politics and their general attitude?

RB They aspired to the double throne, and with good reason. Joan summarily demolished their plans. It was necessary to prove her imposture, her heresy, her sorcery, to declare publicly that the sacred king at Reims was neither divine nor legitimate (I have no idea why they didn’t rush to crown Henry VI before Charles VII). Rouen had become the capital of the English monarchy. The future Henry VI was nine years old. He lived in a room in the castle that may have been next door to where Joan was held in chains.

AP So they wanted to get at Charles VII through her. But did they have to burn her?

RB She could have been thrown in prison and stayed there for life. It’s what almost happened, and what the English feared. It goes without saying that they wouldn’t have wanted to risk her escape. A living Joan of Arc with captains and soldiers in the ports, refusing to cross the Channel to fight.

AP Who was Cauchon?

RB Before he became Bishop of Beauvais, he had been, I believe, a university rector (for the same University of Paris that the English cardinal, the bishop of Winchester, called “my daughter”). He was considered a man of taste . . . It’s more than likely that he had a taste for money and luxury, and that he received ample remuneration for his services. When Joan was sold to the English, he was the one who negotiated the price. A witness at the rehabilitation trial (twenty-five years later) swore that he had seen, in Rouen, a celebratory Cauchon announce her arrival to Warwick.

AP Was he someone with political ambitions, a Machiavelli?

RB I don’t know what kind of political power he was after. If I’m correct, he had a seat on the English government council. He coveted the seat of the archbishop of Rouen, which was empty. He did not get it. He personally requested the favor of presiding over the tribunal that would judge Joan.

AP Who was in that tribunal?

RB Several members of the University, brought from Paris at the cost of the English. The others were local dignitaries from Rouen and the area, and bishops from the English zone. The latter were not all Anglophiles. Some of them protested against the irregularities (absence of a lawyer, audiences behind closed doors, etc.). They received threats in turn. At least one of them was imprisoned. The University was consulted in writing (another way to falsify things) and it was that institution that delivered the final judgment. But only in the case of relapse were heretics condemnable (and punishable). Which explains the final questions from Cauchon to Joan after the abjuration (about the men’s clothing, the Voice, etc.), which were meant to prove such a relapse. (“You are a heretic, obstinate and relapsed.”)

AP I’d like to try to understand Cauchon’s attitude toward Joan. Did he know her?

RB He’d been forced to retreat from her. The advance of her armies had chased him from his diocese. Without a doubt, he hated her.

AP During the trial, how did he behave toward her? What judgment do you pass on him?

RB I have tried to stay neutral.

AP How do you understand him?

RB I don’t try to understand him. I very much appreciate (especially coming from her) the title that Régine Pernoud gave to my film after seeing it: “Joan in Her Own Words.” As for Cauchon, I’d like to be able to say: Cauchon in his own words.

AP Was there some particular moment when he came to understand Joan of Arc’s extraordinary character?

RB Cauchon (in his own words) came across as intelligent, private, and also fairly ordinary. He probably knew nothing of the exceptional. The genius and sainthood of Joan would have without a doubt escaped him. He is leagues away from admiring her, from sanctifying her. He is also busy trying to lure her into his traps. Joan is such a stranger to his world that it’s possible he saw her as a charlatan. She disturbs him (disturbs also his assessors, with their comfortable religion and Anglophilia). But it’s not impossible that, at certain moments, he wanted to prevent her burning.

AP He pitied her? What makes you think that?

RB Statements that come across as more or less genuine, such as, “I should be after her salvation rather than her death.”

AP How did Joan’s imprisonment come about?

[image: ]

Robert Bresson preparing Joan of Arc’s path toward the pyre.

RB The people of Rouen visiting the castle noticed an iron cage at the door to Joan’s cell. But no witness saw her inside. Was the cage used to transport her? Joan had probably been mocked, night and day, and abused by her English guards. She’d been prey to their coarseness and brutality, as she’d been prey to those of the procurer: entirely subjected to Cauchon, his creature.

AP Was she in leg irons?

RB The chain that shackled her was attached at the other end to a heavy beam. I noticed this detail.

AP She wasn’t tortured?

RB They laid her down on a sawhorse and threatened to torture her.

AP Was she hit?

RB After the abjuration, a terrible thing happened. English soldiers burst into her room. They threw her to the ground, beat her with their fists and their feet, and tried to rape her. A witness who saw her shortly afterward said that she was unrecognizable.

AP Did she wear men’s clothing throughout the trial?

RB Yes. It’s clear that this was precisely to protect herself from rape. Her deep modesty prevented her from admitting it. In Rouen, it’s likely that she did not undress completely even to sleep.

AP How did she die?

RB Heroically. Saying that her voices came from God. It was part of Warwick’s cruelty to prevent the executioner from strangling her, as was the custom, before the fire touched her.

AP Did the future king, Henry VI, attend the execution?

RB I don’t believe he did. During the rehabilitation trial, several academics and prelates appeared to say that they had left before the end because they couldn’t stand to watch her execution.

AP What had been the attitude of Brother Isambard during the trial? How old was he?

RB Maybe twenty-five. Warwick had discovered him making warning signs to Joan and threatened to throw him in the Seine.

AP How is it that none of these supporters tried to save her?

RB Some believe that La Hire tried to save her.

AP How do you explain the king of France waiting twenty years to rehabilitate her?

RB Charles VII couldn’t start any proceedings until Rouen was taken back from the English. I think it was barely two months after his arrival in Rouen that he gave the order to begin researching and reassembling the witnesses in order to rehabilitate Joan. The prologue of my film shows Joan’s mother arriving at Notre Dame de Paris to read a petition addressed to the archbishop and the Pope’s commissioners, and to open the rehabilitation trial. She was very old and died a few months later.

AP You have recreated a very present and historically plausible—as much as this is possible—Joan of Arc. With your play of images, the somewhat Jansenist sobriety of the cast, the rhythms of the dialogue, you convey a deeply personal quality. It’s Bresson’s Joan of Arc, but it is also Joan of Arc, full stop. I should add that after having seen your film, we have a different idea of her from the one we take from the legend.

RB Did the film change your own ideas about her?

AP I know who Joan of Arc is, or at least I know that she wasn’t just a girl who had the gift of “hearing voices” and who benefited from a mystical coincidence of circumstance. Joan of Arc was an exceptional human being. Someone who should be honored in any era, in any place in the world! Someone who was superior to the most superior of men. This is the idea I have of Joan now, thanks to you!

It’s interesting to note that you have just returned from Rome, where before the cardinals and bishops you projected The Trial of Joan of Arc for the council. How curious that this film was made just at the moment when the destiny of an “open church” is being decided.

RB A mysterious coincidence.

Arts, No. 894, December 12, 1962


To Make Her Real, To Bring Her Close

THIS INTERVIEW with Robert Bresson was recorded at the Cannes Film Festival in 1962. Intended for radio, it was conducted in English. Since Bresson wished to avoid any risk of misunderstanding (though he speaks very good English), he insisted on having half an hour to prepare, so he could write down the English words he worried might escape him during the session. We sat in the bar of the grandest hotel in Cannes, a whiskey for myself, a Schweppes for him. Three hours later, many of the questions had been eliminated, others had been completely transformed into the questions Bresson wished to answer.

  •

IAN CAMERON Why did you want to add to the already numerous films about Joan of Arc?

ROBERT BRESSON To make her real, to bring her close.

IC What was your main goal for this film? Was it to portray an historical event?

RB It’s the privilege of cinema to be able to bring the past into the present, which allows an escape from the period style of most historical films. I believe the only way to reach the audience with historical characters is to show them as if they were living with us in the present. That’s my main goal.

IC You never show Joan of Arc in the same shot as her judges. Why not?

RB Mainly because I couldn’t. The location didn’t allow for it. But I think it’s good to create obstacles. I, at least, don’t work well without obstacles. In any case, maybe even without the constraint, I would have shot Joan and the judges the way I did. Because there’s only one way to film characters when you want to know what’s happening inside them: close up and straight on.

IC Often you seem to position Joan against a light background when the judges are against a light background, or you position all of them against a dark background.

RB Because it would shock the eye . . . You can’t have white in one shot and black in the next.

IC The points-of-view are established in such a way that each character stays within his or her frame during the trial sequences. This gives the impression that it isn’t about a conflict between Joan and her judges, but a ritual in which all of the participants have their roles to play, roles they have accepted.

RB I don’t agree. For me, it’s a duel between the Bishop Cauchon and Joan. From beginning to end, the English and the priests are only witnesses.

IC You did not allow for this to become a drama in the ordinary sense.

RB My idea was to suggest—things as well as emotions.

IC What do you expect the audience to bring to your film?

RB Not their brains, but their capacity to feel.

IC Do you expect them to know the facts of the trial? Is that why you don’t include an introduction to the participants?

RB I don’t explain the way the theater explains.

IC Are all of the characters in your film referenced in the transcripts of the trial?

RB Yes.

IC You never show the crowd during the trial. You also don’t show them in the moment of the execution, except a few shots of their legs. Why?

RB It was a necessary choice. The sight of a medieval-era crowd would destroy the film.

IC At the beginning of the film we see the back of Joan’s mother, with a hand on each of her shoulders. Why do you only show us her back?

RB Because I don’t want her to be a character in the film. Also, that shot isn’t in the actual film; it appears before the credits.

IC At the end of the film, you emphasize how the tightness of the garment Joan wears prevents her from walking normally.

RB It makes her walk a bit ridiculously, like a little girl. It looks as if she’s running toward the stake.

IC When a stone is thrown through the window of her cell, she picks it up, looks at it, looks at the window, then again at the stone. What is the meaning of this gesture?

RB She’s surprised, but she isn’t afraid. She’s certain, until the very end, that she’ll be rescued.

IC At one point in the trial, the judges force her to kneel. Then there’s a cross-dissolve transition to a shot that shows her still standing.

RB A cut has the same function as when the action moves elsewhere. Shakespeare also cuts at strange moments. When he makes a cut, it’s a door through which poetry enters.

IC Why do you attach so much importance to Joan’s virginity in the film? In particular, the English attitude toward that subject?

RB I showed exactly what I found in the historical record.

IC There are many shots of doors, of open doors. Does this relate to Joan’s words: “If I see an open door,” etc.?

RB When you’re in prison, nothing is more important than the door.

IC Shots are often more dimly lit than normal for you. Is this to create a somber atmosphere?

RB It’s important to establish the right proportion of light between interior and exterior. Exteriors are very light. Interiors are more or less dark. The accuracy of the lighting plays a part in the accuracy of the whole film.

IC Why so many shots of the English spying on Joan through a slit in the wall of her cell?

RB There aren’t as many as you say—there are as few as possible.

IC You continue to film the slit after those who are spying get up.

RB They are seated on the other side of the wall, which of course I never show. But we guess that they are sitting, and that they get up.

IC When Joan is sick in prison, you first show a close-up shot of the doctor’s hand holding hers. Why this detail?

RB I want the audience to want to see his face before I show it to them.

IC Why do the two monks in white, rather than the Bishop, tell Joan she must die?

RB One is her confessor; the other is brother Martin, the one who had tried to help her by gesturing to her during the trial. They are the ones who are closest to her.

IC There are several close-up shots of pens writing the minutes of the trial. Why did you insert one as she says, “You record what is against me, you don’t record what is for me”?

RB Because it has dramatic meaning. Everything she says that is written down will return to hurt her. The scratching of the pen has, for me, dramatic meaning.

IC Why is the garment she wears when she dies brought to her while she’s receiving communion?

RB The compression at the end—which is my invention—functions as a dramatic element to me.

IC We can barely see in this film that it’s an English soldier who gives the cross to Joan. Bernard Shaw emphasized it.

RB This detail is so well known in France that I wanted only to suggest it with a shot of his helmet.

IC The film doesn’t account for the roles of the English nobility, Warwick, and the English clergy. The story really only follows Joan and the French priests.

RB I did not wish to introduce Warwick’s psychology.

IC Why do you cut to a dog right when she is about to be burned?

RB There is always a dog wandering through any ceremony. Animals can sense when something out of the ordinary is happening.

IC Why are Joan’s personal effects tossed into the fire?

RB This is very important: So there won’t be any relics.

IC You film Joan’s feet as someone in the crowd tries to trip her. Why did you show that?

RB This relates to what happened to Christ when he was about to be crucified. I was thinking of his path toward the cross: He was taunted, abused.

IC And the pigeons on the roof of the tribunal?

RB There is no symbolism there. I don’t like symbolism. It’s just to show that life goes on.

IC Why do you portray the scene of the fire in part with a subjective view of the cross hidden by smoke?

RB I think you want me to explain too much of what I’ve done.

IC And, if I may ask you another question: Why this long shot on the stake and then the loose chain at the end?

RB For me, it’s like the miraculous disappearance of Joan.

IC Your next film will be, I think, Lancelot of the Lake. What interests you in the Arthurian Legends?

RB I think it’s our mythology as much as it is yours.

“Interview with Robert Bresson,”
Movie, No. 7, February 1963


If You Want the Current to Flow, You Have to Strip the Wires

GEORGES SADOUL It has now been twenty years since your first full-length film, The Angels of Sin. Between 1943 and 1963, you’ve released just six films. You are said to be demanding, difficult. How would you assess your oeuvre to date, which has enjoyed such considerable international prestige?

ROBERT BRESSON My films have been made with very little money, and that has done me a service rather than a disservice. If there are relatively few of them, it’s only because of the difficulty I’ve had finding producers.

GS I’m aware that auteurs are always more excited about what they’re about to make than about what they have already made, about what will be born than about what’s already lost its hold on them. It would be absurd to ask you which among your films is your favorite. But is there one that gave you the most satisfaction as a “job well done”?

RB My films have been endeavors, attempts; I would trade all the films in the world (my own first of all) for what it is that I’m looking to find, even if it’s only ten minutes of pure cinematography, of something that is alive only because of the palpitation of images, not the mimicry of actors or filmed tableaux playing back on the screen.

I’ve repeated it a thousand times: Characters don’t give life to a film as they do to a play because they aren’t present in flesh and bone. But a film can give life to its characters. How many years, how many dozens of years will it take for us to recognize that theater and film are incompatible?

GS I am a critic, not an auteur, and I accept the existence of a “cine-theater” that is opposed to “filmed theater.” As a creator, you refuse that genre. But the influence of the stage on the screen: Is it always noxious?

RB Many famous film directors come from the theater, and that’s why the term “mise-en-scène” has crossed over. But mise-en-scène itself is a relic.

GS Is there a term that is abused by critics who think it refers to the very essence of the cinema?

RB Well, New Wave cinema has a chance to be free because it does not come from the theater. As long as it avoids the traps of intellectualism and doesn’t let itself be seduced. The producers (there are exceptions) are so busy watching the money, they can’t see the film. How many big international films are dubbed when we know that dubbing ruins them, that it’s impossible to give up—without causing a catastrophe—the particular sound of a person’s voice, which is essential for our process of human recognition!

GS If the art of the screen is, for you, incompatible with that of the stage, is it the same with the other arts? With visual art, for example. Because you began as a painter, correct? You remain a painter?

RB Being a painter makes me skeptical about influence from the other arts. Edgar Degas said that “the muses don’t converse, but sometimes they dance together.” The cinematographic muse, if she wants to rank alongside the other muses (of painting, music, architecture), then there are general laws she has no choice but to obey, more or less—those of composition, proportion, etc.

GS To compose a rhythm, to choose your proportions, that brings us to music. Isn’t music the closest relative to film among the other arts?

RB The influence of music is probably very difficult to escape. I’m not speaking, of course, of the bits of music that are in a film. These pieces—it took me a long time to figure out how to use them. Not as a reinforcement, as a support, but on the contrary, as an element in itself that can contradict the images and transform them.

GS I am convinced that the art of film, and all the arts—to remain vibrant and in constant renewal—must take their matter from reality. Which doesn’t mean that art is reality, taken as is, without any elaboration, as if “documented” or recorded (to the contrary, in fact). Do you think that your films, which some have described as being “removed from time and life,” draw their substance from reality? And if yes, to what extent?

RB What I do resembles what a gardener does, or a horticulturist: transplanting and propagation. I take seeds from reality and plant them in the film.

GS Depending on the gardener’s understanding of weather and time, a cutting will bear fruit or will dry out. I believe for my part that a work of art, to bear fruit, needs to be linked to its times. I have sometimes (usually wrongly) seen your films as being anachronistic, detached from our era. Are you preoccupied with a certain “contemporaneity”? I apologize for the atrocious word, but I don’t know another way to say that a work (even when it’s historical) is linked more or less with the contemporary. Or, if you prefer, with current events—I know that’s a source of passion, because if you couldn’t read the morning paper every day you would become ill!

RB I do not live outside of time. But the news itself, at least if you want it to serve as a historical document, requires some distance. What’s really important is not so much the currency of the chosen subject, it’s the orientation of the auteur, a certain way that he has of being modern himself. The newspaper I just skimmed through claims that Montaigne is the most widely read modern author today. To a large extent, the enchantment comes from the fact that Montaigne’s language is solidly attached to his times. As is he.

GS I would not have expected you to cite Montaigne as one of your favorite authors. Critics too often yield to an obsession with cataloging and labeling. In a much too systematic way, I have sometimes categorized you as a man not of the sixteenth century but of the seventeenth century. And I’ve labeled you (along with a few of our mutual friends) a Jansenist.* Understanding, of course, that by doing so I wanted to attach you to a current of ideas, to certain artistic conceptions that Racine and Pascal share, not to some kind of Protestantism, but to Jansen’s theology or his theory of grace. I hear it a lot less now—Jansenist as a commonly pejorative word having to do with a rigid asceticism and dogmatism. You could say that I am opposing Jansenist starkness, based on a kind of classicism, to the grandiloquence of the Jesuit style—of the “baroque,” shall we say, if this word has not been perverted by frequent abuse.

RB Yes, I have been given the label “Jansenist.” In the sense of someone who dislikes ornament and excess, who likes what is stripped down, naked. I know that electricians have to strip the wires in order to join them if they want the current to flow. Understatements work better for me than hyperbole, and seem to me, in general, to succeed more in cinema, even if the fashion now is for excessively hyperbolic films.

GS There is a Jansenist aesthetic, but also a moral Jansenism. Do you think, in your work, that you are obeying a well-determined sense of morality?

RB The moral . . . It’s not about “musts,” or rules for survival. “True morality thumbs its nose at morality.”† I believe instead in an absence of dissimulation, in a kind of uprightness.

GS So, leaving ethics aside: Concerning aesthetics, do you believe it’s important to obey rules or elaborate theories?

RB Some take me for a theoretician. It is perfectly true that I find it useful, given the complexity of films, to reflect upon what I do, to try to understand why I’ve succeeded in one thing or why I’ve failed at another. If these reflections give birth to theories, it’s a way I have found to free myself; it’s because these theories exist that I feel free.

GS Once it’s over, the film detaches itself from its auteur, who can then better judge his work. It then belongs to the public, and to the critic, who may ignore, condemn, or tear it to pieces. Or find it flawless, a masterpiece.

RB There can be no be masterpieces of cinema. But that’s no reason our cine-clubs should be screening the disastrous products of producers’ and distributors’ greed. If, one day, cinematography reaches the status of an art, I think it will be an art of proportion more than one of perfection.

GS It’s an art that exists as a function of its times, because it recreates the times in its own manner, and also because a film that isn’t “timely” and doesn’t achieve immediate success risks being forgotten forever.

RB It’s a ridiculous notion that films should be made to succeed right away, that if they don’t succeed right away they will never succeed. Films are like houses that withstand time magnificently—if they are well constructed.

“If You Want the Current to Flow, You Have to Strip the Wires,”
Robert Bresson with Georges Sadoul,
Les Lettres françaises, No. 968, March 7–13, 1963



* George Sadoul, “Robert Bresson, Jansenist: Diary of a County Priest,” Les Lettres françaises, February 22, 1951.

† Blaise Pascal, Pensées, 24 [169], Oeuvres complètes, p. 1904.




PART EIGHT

Adaptation


Aspects of Dramatic Creation

Adaptation

MICHEL SIBIET M. Robert Bresson, the long silences between your films would seem to shelter you, in a sense, from contemporary trends and allow you to shed a personal light on today’s cinema. Where is cinema today?

ROBERT BRESSON I’m afraid that the majority of films we see are only reproductions of something else. And, if you like, so that we can be in agreement: let’s use “cinema” to refer to today’s films, and “cinematography” to refer to the cinematographic art: an art with its own language, its own means. It seems to me that today’s films only reproduce theater, reproduce music-hall. And the reproduction of something does not have the same value as the thing itself; a photograph of a painting or a sculpture doesn’t have the value of that sculpture or painting; the photograph itself creates nothing. The creative act of today’s films is not in the domain of cinematography but in the domain of theater.

MS In what you call today’s cinema, by which you mean mainstream films, it’s been noted that many of them slant toward literature, are inspired by literature, and that among them are numerous adaptations of literary works. How, in general, are these adaptations made?

RB Usually the producer—who finances the film—will approach an adapter. There are adapters, just as there are screenwriters. Often, it’s the same man. Just as there are writers who specialize in dialogue. And the adapter, who is a writer, adapts—literally—a literary work. And in order to justify this act he will deform and sometimes distort the original work.

MS So this act would be placed automatically outside of what you call “cinematography”?

RB That’s right.

MS How should we think about adaptation, in your opinion?

RB Maybe we ought to think about what happens with a painter who is inspired by another painter’s canvas. For example, Van Gogh adapted Millet and Delacroix, just as Delacroix adapted Tintoretto and Rubens, as Picasso adapted Le Dejeuner sur l’herbe and Les Femmes d’Alger. It seems to me that in these cases, there is a kind of contention with the work, even a kind of taming, if you will—it’s difficult to define.

MS So it has to do with seeing with your own eyes what has been seen, previously, with someone else’s?

RB Exactly. You have to look at the literary work through the eyes of a filmmaker. A cinematic work must be conceived, from the start, in cinematographic language and not pass through an intermediary—which in this case, of course, is hardly an intermediary: passing through one literary work by way of another.

MS To make a pictorial comparison, since we were just speaking pictorially, it goes without saying that when Van Gogh adapted Millet, he respected the painting he was adapting. In cinematography, how much fidelity to the literary work should be preserved?

RB I think the greater the work, the greater the writer, the more respect it’s owed. Respect for its spirit, first of all, and then sometimes also respect for the form, while being aware that a transposition will necessarily take place. But what must be avoided at all costs is the insertion of literary material into a film that should instead be cinematographic. The painter Degas said, “The muses don’t talk to each other. Sometimes they dance together.” What he meant was that the arts don’t interpenetrate but that every so often they commingle; they may even touch. And perhaps that’s what needs to happen in a cinematographic adaptation. You have to take stock of what part imagery will play, what that imagery will bring, what the image represents; and then you must extract an equal quantity of dialogue, to avoid pleonasms. What happens very often in adaptations is that the dialogue is extracted as if for a play—or all of the dialogue in the novel is used—and then an image is added, which makes for redundancy.

MS Aren’t there considerable challenges to adapting a masterpiece?

RB “Challenges” isn’t the right word. On the contrary, I think that if you love a work, you adapt it much more easily. To love a work also means to feel it. So the more you love, the more you feel, and the more you respect the spirit of the work.

MS So there’s no difference between fidelity and invention when it comes to adapting a literary work?

RB There is. Because of the divergence of forms. What’s crucial is that literary form must not enter into the cinematographic work.

MS But concerning that point, when the attitudes, objects, and gestures from a novel are actualized on screen, their reality becomes enhanced by being depicted in this way, doesn’t it?

RB The weakness of film is that it tends to show too much, and the power of the novel lies in suggestion. It’s crucial that objects and gestures be brought into the film adaptation only with great caution and care. You have to know how to choose where to include them—in the foreground, in the background—and whether they need to be etched into the screen or somewhat effaced, so that each thing, each object or gesture, is exactly where it needs to be.

MS This brings to mind certain objects in your film Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne. I’m thinking of the doors and elevators that recur almost rhythmically and that you filmed in a wholly unconventional way.

RB I’m aware that I was criticized when that film came out for all those doors and elevators. It bothered me a lot. I went to see an American film, and I noticed that there were a hundred times more doors in it than in mine. And this is how I explained it to myself: For me, the doors and the elevators were things that mattered, were among the facts and objects that were important to the film itself. And I wrote them in a way that was very precise, whereas generally, in most films, the writing of objects is less precise.

MS Three of your films are adaptations of works that are all very different from one another. What led to your choosing Diderot, Bernanos, and the story by André Devigny?

RB It was different in each case. In Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, I was attracted to Diderot’s impressive dramatic construction, and by certain lines like “What will become of us?” that I wanted to use unchanged in my adaptation.

MS What drew you to Bernanos?

RB Diary of a Country Priest was a commission. And I should say that after I first read the book I turned it down, even though I had been very flattered that a producer wanted to offer me something, especially something of such great value. To be honest, the writing in the book, its style, didn’t suit me very well. But still, the book had fire in it, which I liked, and the secret life of the young priest tempted me quite a bit. I was able to let it pass through me as if through a filter. You have seen what remained of it.

MS Finally, the tale of an escapee written by the rebel André Devigny. What tempted you about that story?

RB That’s something else too, though there is a commonality with Diary of Country Priest: personal experience. In A Man Escaped I was able to call on my experience as a prisoner of war. And my impressions, my sensations, how I felt interacting with my German guards and jailers—I tried to put it all in the film.

MS So those three works relate to your personal experiences?

RB I think that’s very important. I think nothing should be done, in any medium, that departs from experience. Things that are not made from experience run the risk of vacuity.

MS In Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, it seems to me that you have considerably deepened the story told by Diderot; this leads me to ask if a work of film that is an adaptation might not be considered, on occasion, to be the fulfillment, the final culmination of a preliminary literary work?

RB I don’t think so, because the danger of a film that adapts a great book is to show too much. It’s to show at all, when the book only suggests. And as I’ve said, that’s its power. I think that a film, if it tries to suggest, can just barely avoid doing damage to a great book. I don’t think it can be seen as a culmination, not at all.

MS And this explains why a certain level of reserve is necessary in the cinematic adaptation of a literary work?

RB Yes. It’s the same for the illustration of some novels. The adaptation of In Search of Lost Time, for example, was regrettable. If the novel is great, it should not be materialized, the characters should not become incarnate. The readers of the novel must be left alone with their imagination. That’s the power of the novel.

MS In Bernanos’s book Diary of a County Priest, which is of course a novel, the plot—whatever drama there is—is not primary, though your film is more unified.

RB That comes from the importance of the diary, of the writing that ends up relaying the plot, which is in fact its double—the other side of action, its interior side. What gave the film unity was the notebook. And also the fact that I showed external action as little as possible, deliberately, in order to retain—in order to give the film its interiority.

MS In your films, noises—and sound in general—occupy a prominent place. I am thinking, for example, of the intense sound of the rake that underscores the beginning of the scene between the priest and the countess in The Diary of a Country Priest.

RB This also came from my experience. It’s a memory. This sound of raking heard through a window, I remember it—it’s something I know well. You see: this is how we rediscover the experience of things. And on top of that, the domain of sound is, for me, the most important domain, more important than sight. I think hearing is more profound than vision.

MS Isn’t it this domain of hearing, of sounds, that gives Diary of a Country Priest its dramatic truth? The succession of states of the soul that are visible, noticeable, in the novel—you don’t show these. It’s all unified, profoundly, by the barking, by the sounds of a motor.

RB Yes. In any case, what unifies, above all, is that there is a single eye, a single ear. I mean that the sounds are heard by a single ear—the ear of someone, of a single person—and things are seen by a single eye. That’s what gives the film its unity.

MS Let’s return to the present, if you don’t mind. Why are there so many adaptations in the current cinema?

RB Yes, I am afraid that isn’t due to an increase in vitality of literary works, but more to a poverty, a decadence, a lack of audacity and invention in the cinema itself. But that won’t prevent me from having the same faith in cinematography considered as a form of writing—and not as a reproduction of theater—nor from thinking, and from believing, that the solution will come from a new spate of young poets who will write (because cinematography is a kind of writing) their films freely, outside of industry and the influence of official cinema.

MS Realistically, how do you think this path you describe will be open to them?

RB The difficulty becomes the costs of things: the cost of development, the cost of the film, the cost of the cameras themselves. But it looks as if we’ll soon have less expensive cameras, and maybe the government will start to understand the importance of filmmaking and offer some help—not in a grandiose way, but a little help, to try to inspire young talent.

MS So you think there will be a cinematographic renaissance soon?

RB Yes. And I believe . . . completely outside of official production, outside of the elaborate official productions of the film industry.

Radio-Télévision belge de la Communauté française, February 23, 1965
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The child Marie and Balthazar.

A Donkey in All Its Purity, Its Tranquility, Its Serenity, Its Sanctity

FRANÇOIS-RÉGIS BASTIDE To start, what does Au hasard Balthazar [“By Chance Balthazar”] mean to you? And how did the idea for this film come to you in the first place?

ROBERT BRESSON The film came of its own accord. We never know how ideas arise: they always arrive unexpectedly. But it was several years ago when the idea of this donkey, as a character in a film, first appeared to me with extraordinary force.

F-RB You had decided that one day you’d make a film about a little donkey?

RB A little donkey?! We follow a donkey to its death. This is a far cry from Cadichon or Memoirs of a Donkey. It’s a tragedy, a cruel story. And it pursued me, haunted me. I worked on it, I abandoned it, I took it up again. Abandoned it for a long time before taking it up again, because the writing was so challenging. And finally, I said to myself: If I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it. And last spring, I finished drafting it—if it’s ever possible to “finish” that stage of things.

Two storylines appeared to me. The first was that we would identify, in the life of a donkey, the same stages we see in a man’s life: childhood (caresses); mature age, for the man and for the donkey (work); then, talent or genius; and finally, the mystical period that precedes death. And second: the donkey would pass from master to master and each of these masters would represent a human vice. And each would suffer because of it, in a different way, and finally die from it.

It’s easy to trace a storyline, then to trace another. It’s harder to join them together.

At first, there was the significant challenge of keeping the storyline close to the life of a donkey; the donkey had to be present at all times (or nearby, not far). And then it was difficult not to make a film composed of sketches, or one that would be too stiff, too systematic. I wanted it to generate itself; more than anything else, I wanted the film to represent our agitation, our passion when faced with a character that might resemble Charlot in Chaplin’s early films, but that is also an animal, a donkey, present in all its purity, its tranquility, its serenity, its sanctity.

F-RB What prevents your film from being a series of sketches—happily—is that there are also central characters, a young girl and a young boy. A young boy who wears a black shirt (I don’t know if you would identify him by his clothes as readily as I do) and an impassioned young woman who accompanies the donkey for nearly all of his life.

RB Yes, it was clear to me right away that the donkey would have a very stable life—and that’s where its beauty comes from—and that this stable life would not in itself provide enough of a dramatic arc. So I thought of attaching it to a parallel character who would appear and disappear, but who would always be there in the background, and who would provide a subject for the main storyline. And at the same time, there are other parallels, occasionally, with other characters: The character Arnold, for example, who is a kind of vagabond and who shares a certain miserable quality with the donkey. The donkey will stay with him and sink into misery alongside him.

F-RB You once said, in some interview or other—and you probably won’t remember which one yourself—that a film, for you, is less a play than it is an act of writing. You even said, I think, that a film is not a play: it is an act of writing. In what way is Balthazar an act of writing when it is also a kind of play?

RB But no, a film cannot be like a play. First, because a play absolutely requires live presence, presence in flesh and bone. In the mainstream films that I call “filmed theater,” people act as if they’re in a play, actors are asked to perform theatrically in front of a camera, and the camera is reduced to recording the actors’ performance. The camera, this miraculous, extraordinary instrument, is demoted to a tool of reproduction. I want the camera to be a tool of creation. But because of the force of theatrical habits, the audience asks for theater, asks for mimicry and theatricality, asks for the gestures of theater, for intonations. If we don’t give it to them, the audience doesn’t understand what they’re seeing. Not just the audience, but critics too.

F-RB Yes, but for example, your character Arnold, this vagabond you were just describing: I’d actually like to contradict you. You say “no gestures, no theatricality.” Now, I remember a scene in the film very clearly in which he escapes being bludgeoned in the head with a clumsiness we can’t know whether to attribute to the director or to the actor (who is not an actor—the performer), but it’s clear that what you were after was a kind of exaggerated response. I expect you’ll tell me I’m completely wrong?

RB No, that isn’t theatricality. Not at all. A theater actor will project, and very often he will project so far in front of himself that there’s nothing left, not even his own image. The image is emptied out. What I ask of my interpreters, on the contrary, is that they stay inside themselves, that they lock themselves in and give nothing away. But then I come along to take from them whatever they’re hiding. That’s what interests me.

F-RB But isn’t it still harder for you (this is a question you must have been asked a hundred times)—I mean the real challenge of using actors who are not actors; because you have asked two people as different as François Mauriac’s granddaughter, who is very good, and Pierre Klossowski, who’s quite terrifying and adds a demonic presence in the film, to “act”? Is it easier or harder for you to take a young girl—probably a student—or a writer as particular as Klossowski, for whom “Sade is my closest neighbor” (that’s from the title of one of his books) and say, “Now do this”?

RB This isn’t a problem for me. I have no choice; I simply cannot do what I do with an actor, even if the actor tries to bend to my ways, tries not to control himself, not to monitor himself. I just can’t.

F-RB You would figure it out, as you have before with Maria Casarès in Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, for instance.

RB It is not at all the same thing. I can’t do it. I write more and more simply now; more and more I try to capture the rarest thing about my protagonists, the thing that’s too subtle for an actor to give me because actors always wear masks. The actor’s mask is there to hide him. Actors hide behind their performances.

F-RB There is one thing that strikes me just now: the main character, this young girl. I think she’s the most sensual person I’ve ever seen in the cinema, even though she has a timid voice and her face is immutable (she’s the opposite of Jeanne Moreau, if you like). But what sensuality! It’s truly marvelous.

RB She does not have a timid voice! She has a wonderful voice, a bit subdued, a bit scratchy, but wonderful.

F-RB There’s even a scene in which the young men are looking at her as she stands beside the donkey, and they say, “Do you think she love-loves him?” And then another says, “You’re crazy! No—a donkey? Impossible!” But there is more than a friendship between the donkey and this very beautiful young girl.

RB I could communicate the main idea of this film by saying that it’s about our disturbance, our passion in the face of this donkey. This donkey, even if it somewhat resembles Chaplin’s Charlot, is an animal, and an animal that’s doomed to be associated with eroticism—Greek eroticism—and at the same time with a kind of spirituality, or Christian mysticism: the donkey is represented in at least eighty of our churches and Roman Catholic cathedrals, and it has a primary position among the animals of creation in both Testaments, the Old and the New. So it’s a very important animal. There are some sensual scenes, but these scenes were not “acted” sensually, because they were “acted” separately. Each protagonist “acted” alone: one “acted” her scene near Versailles and the other, who responded, “acted” in Gap. What I mean is that the art of cinematography, what I call “cinematography” (following Cocteau) as opposed to “cinema” (what I call “filmed theater”) is essentially an art of relation. An image is what it is, when isolated. It is not the same thing when it’s next to another image. This is why my voices are so mediated, why I flatten my images the way you flatten fabric with an iron.

F-RB Yes, you flatten them—but just the same, when there’s a beautiful image, when there’s a beautiful landscape, when there’s beautiful light to take advantage of, you do, don’t you?

RB In fact, I don’t.

F-RB They aren’t beautiful images in the sense of beautiful photography, of course. It’s not the photography of an artisan, a framed image.

RB I would say to you that in this art form, which puts pressure on the image, the viewer must abandon his idea of the image. He has to abandon the idea completely and instead get caught in a rhythm that is capable of transporting him. Never, in no other art, has rhythm been so important. Something that would have been forgotten right away becomes unforgettable when it’s encountered inside of a rhythm.

F-RB There’s something very striking about this. I don’t want to name the film we saw just this morning in a pre-release screening—but I couldn’t sit through it. And still, it’s the work of a famous cinéaste. I found the actors to be theatrical to the extreme. I found the framing of the shots to be pandering. There was always just the right glint of light falling on someone’s hair, or a shimmery reflection on the side of a car. All of this you’ve been wise to avoid. And what I don’t understand is that others haven’t better understood your lesson yet, that you are a master without disciples. You have many, but I don’t think a single one of them has really understood your teachings.

RB That might be because there’s a kind of cinema that’s akin to a giant barracks, and inside it everyone does the same thing. It’s a place of clichés, and if you avoid clichés it’s likely you’ll make a film that ends up in a drawer. You must be very careful. In any case, what may happen, what may happen to me, is that I won’t have the opportunity to make another film. I must be very careful. But you know, I blame myself. If I had wanted to hire movie stars and actors, I’d be very rich. Instead, I am not rich, I’m poor.

F-RB There is something I experienced profoundly, without having a very religious sensibility, namely the latent religiosity of this film. And this struck at the extraordinary moment when we watch the donkey pass by the menagerie filled with animals. And we see the eye of the tiger, the eye of the elephant, we see the eyes of all of these animals. And before that, we’ve just seen the eyes of men, which are no worthier. There’s a cruelty, a meanness in all of this creation. Only the eye of the donkey is Good.

RB It took two films for me to understand that music, along with the other elements in a film, like image, like sound, like words—that these elements need to transform one another. So the music can in no way be about accompaniment or reinforcement, as it is in almost all films. On the contrary, it has to be an element of transformation. I’ll give you an example: In A Man Escaped, there was the ritual of buckets being emptied in the courtyard. So I put the most spiritual music, or the most spiritual of Mozart’s music, under that, and I transformed this chore into an almost religious ritual.

Music plays an additional role for me, which is to prepare for silence. Because you’ll see that there are silences in my films. I think this is very rare in cinematic productions, in “filmed theater.” I never understand why as soon as the characters stop speaking the music begins!

F-RB Because there’s a fear of boring people, a fear of silence.

RB Yes, and the stronger the fear of boredom, the louder the music.

F-RB Just now, you said you try to capture your characters in their rarest moments. I’d like to know how you do this.

RB I believe in automatism. I believe that most of our gestures in life are automatic. Cinematography opposes itself to the well-reasoned, thoroughly justified aspect of theater: the actor who practices his role. To practice your role is to think the words, to think the gestures. That’s the least real thing there is. You don’t know why you’ve put your hands there—your hands put themselves there all by themselves. Why did you turn that way? You didn’t ask your head to do that . . . I try to get to this through extremely quick and frequent rehearsals, so the mind will have nothing to do with the action. And I throw my protagonists—in a totally automatic way—I unleash them onto the plot I’ve prepared for them. And I ask them one thing: “Don’t think about what you’re doing, don’t think about what you’re saying.” For me, there’s no emotion without regularity and without reserve. So I want the plot and the words to be ordinary, automatic things so that, when they’re released into the action of the film, relations will create themselves. There’s a relatedness to the action, a relation between the voice and the steps a person takes, that I have not foreseen and that my protagonists have not foreseen.

F-RB Yes, but what is it about this that moves us emotionally?

RB You are moved because it is, precisely, a recreation! You can’t get to life by copying life, you must recreate it. I recreate it using elements taken from brute reality. And in putting those elements, whether sounds or images, one next to the other, all of a sudden there are transformations that create life. But it isn’t natural life, nor the life of theater, nor the life of a novel. It’s the life of cinematography.

F-RB Listen, Robert Bresson, I believe we have been listening to you for a very long time. I would like to thank you very much and to wish Au hasard Balthazar (here on Le Masque et la Plume and elsewhere) all the good fortune—in the Biblical sense of the word—that it deserves. I thank you very much, Robert Bresson.

Le Masque et la Plume,
France Inter, April 30, 1966


The Freest Film I’ve Made, the One to Which I’ve Given the Most of Myself

JEAN-LUC GODARD I have the impression that this film, Au hasard Balthazar, speaks to something very old in you, something you’ve been thinking about for at least fifteen years, and that all the films you’ve made during that time have anticipated this one. That’s why it seems as if all of your other films can be found in Balthazar. In fact, it’s your other films that prefigured this one, as if they were fragments of it.

ROBERT BRESSON I have thought about it for a long time, but without working on it—that is to say, I worked on it in spurts. I would tire quickly. It was very difficult from the point of view of composition. Because I didn’t want to make a film out of sketches, and I wanted this donkey to cross paths with specific groups of humanity that represent its vices. So it was necessary for the groups of people to become involved with one another.

It was also necessary, given that the life of a donkey is a very stable, serene life, to find a movement, a dramatic arc. I had to find a character whose life could parallel the donkey’s life, someone who would create this movement, who would give the film the dramatic arc it required. That’s when I thought of a girl, a lost little girl. Or rather, the girl who loses herself, and whom I named Marie.

J-LG When you were creating this donkey character, did you think about the characters from your other films? Because in watching Balthazar today, we get the impression that he has been in all of your films, that he passed through them all. I mean that with him, we also encounter Pickpocket, and Chantal from Diary of a Country Priest, and that makes this seem the most complete of your films. It’s the total film—in itself, and with respect to you. Do you agree?

RB I did not have this feeling while making the film, even though I’d been thinking about it for ten or twelve years. Not continuously. There were off-moments of absolute not-thinking, which might last two or three years. I took up the film, left it, took it up again. . . . At times, I found it too difficult, and I thought I would never make it. So it’s true that I thought about it for a long time. And it’s possible that what it was, or what it was going to be, can be found in my other films. It seems to me that it’s also the freest film I’ve made, the one to which I’ve given the most of myself.

You know, it’s difficult, usually, to put something of yourself in a film that has to be approved by a producer. But I believe it’s good, that it’s indispensable even, for films to be made from our experience. I mean, that they not be “set pieces,” or merely the execution of a plan (and by plan I also mean project). So a film must not be the pure and simple execution of a plan, even a plan that is personal to you, and even less a plan that is someone else’s.

J-LG Do you feel that your other films were more “set-pieces” than this one? I don’t get that impression.

RB That’s not what I meant to say. But for example, when I work with Diary of a Country Priest, which is a book by Bernanos, or with Devigny’s story that was the inspiration for A Man Escaped, I’m choosing to work with a subject that hasn’t come from me, one that’s been approved by a producer—and given that, I try as much as possible to put myself into it. Now, I don’t think it’s a terrible thing to start from an idea that comes from elsewhere, but in the case of Balthazar, it’s possible that the fact that it came from a personal idea, one I had worked on enormously in my mind, even before I started to work on it on paper, it’s possible that this is responsible for the impression you have—which gives me a lot of pleasure—that I really put myself into this film, even more than into my other films.

J-LG I ran into you once, while you were filming, and you said to me, “It’s very difficult, I’m improvising a bit.” What did you mean by that?

RB For me, improvisation is fundamental to the creation of cinema. But it’s also true that, for a fairly complex work, you need a foundation, a solid foundation. In order to modify something, the point of departure of the thing needs to be very clean and strong. Because without not only a very clean vision of things, but also something written down on paper, you risk getting lost in it. You risk getting lost in a labyrinth of extremely complex givens. You sense, on the contrary, so much more liberty with respect to the structure of a film you’ve forced yourself to outline, to build that strong foundation.

J-LG To give you an example: I get the sense that the scene with the sheep at the end is one of the elements that’s more improvised than others. Maybe in the beginning you imagined only three or four sheep?

RB You’re right about the improvisation, but not about the number. In fact, I had imagined three or four thousand sheep. I just didn’t have them. That’s where improvisation came in. I had to pen them together so the group didn’t seem too thin (it’s like trying to create the impression of a forest with three or four trees), but it always seems to me that what comes quickly, without reflection, is the best work one does. I’ve done my best work when I’ve found myself solving problems with the camera that I couldn’t fix on paper, that I’d left blank. The vision of things that you discover in an instant behind the camera, that you couldn’t have gotten to with words and ideas on paper—you discover or rediscover it in the most cinematographic way that exists, meaning the most creative, the most powerful.

J-LG I think we might say that for the first time you’re describing, or narrating, several things at once (I don’t mean that in a pejorative way, not at all) whereas up to now (in Pickpocket, for example), everything happened as if you were following a thread, as if you were exploring a single thread. Here, there are several threads at once.

RB I agree that the storylines of my other films are quite simple, quite obvious, whereas that of Balthazar is made up of many lines that intersect. And it was the contact between them, even when it was accidental, that sparked my most creative work, at the same time forcing me, perhaps unconsciously, to put more of myself into this film. I believe very strongly in working intuitively. But only after a long period of reflection. Specifically, reflection regarding composition. It seems to me that composition is very important, that perhaps composition is even the point of origin of a film. That said, the composition can be spontaneous, can spring from improvisation. In any case: it’s the composition that makes the film. Because we’re taking elements that already exist: what matters is the connections between things, their proximity, and in the end, their composition. Sometimes it’s precisely in the relations—which can be very intuitive—that we establish between things that we are able to find ourselves. And I’m thinking of another fact: It’s also by way of intuition that we discover another person. In any case, more so by intuition than by reflection.

In Balthazar, the abundance of variables and the difficulties caused by them forced me to expend an extraordinary amount of effort: first, during the writing on paper, and then during the shooting—everything was extremely difficult to accomplish. So I didn’t realize that three-quarters of my shots were exteriors! Now, if you think about the rainfall we had last year, you understand what that meant in terms of additional difficulties. Even more so since I wanted all of my shots to take place in sunlight. And I did, in the end, shoot only beneath sunlight.

J-LG Why were you so committed to sunlight?

RB It’s very simple, really. I have seen too many films where it’s gray or dark outside—which can create a very beautiful effect, of course—but then the next shot suddenly shifts into a sunny room. I’ve always found that unacceptable. But it happens so often when we move between interiors and exteriors because there’s always additional lighting inside, artificial light, and when we go outside this disappears. Which causes a completely false disconnect. Now, you are aware—and surely you’re like me in this respect—that I’m obsessed with the real. Down to the smallest detail. Fake lighting is as treacherous as fake dialogue, fake gestures. Which is where my concern for an equilibrium of light comes from, so that when we enter a house there will be less sunlight than there was outside. Am I being clear?

J-LG Yes, yes. Very clear.

RB There’s another reason that may be more correct, more profound. You know that I lean toward the side—not intentionally, mind you—of simplification. And let me clarify right away: I believe that simplification is something one must never seek. If you’ve worked hard enough, simplification should arrive of its own accord. But you must not look for simplification, or simplicity, too soon, for that’s what leads to bad painting, bad literature, bad poetry. . . . So I lean toward simplification—and I barely realize it—but this simplification requires, from the point of view of the photographic shot, a certain force, a certain vigor. If I simplify my plot and at the same time my image fails (because the contours aren’t well enough defined, the contrast isn’t strong enough), I risk falling into mere sequence. I’ll give you an example. If in the love scene in the Citröen 2 CV, I mean the scene in which love is born in the 2 CV, if the photography had failed there and turned gray, then the plot, which was extremely simple, which hung on very subtle elements, very thin threads, would have totally collapsed: there would have been no love scene. But I, like you, believe that the camera is a dangerous thing—meaning it’s too easy, too convenient, we have to almost forgive ourselves for it: but we have to know how to use it.
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Marie and Gérard in the 2 CV.
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Marie gives the donkey a flower.
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The donkey’s death.

J-LG Yes, you have to, if I can say it like this, desecrate the technology of the camera, push it to its . . . But for me, I do that differently as I’m more, let’s say, impulsive. In any case, you can’t take it for what it is. Like the fact that you wanted sunshine so that the shot wouldn’t collapse—you forced it that way, to keep its dignity, its rigor . . . which three-quarters of the rest don’t do.

RB That’s to say that you have to know exactly what you want in terms of aesthetics, and do what you need to do to realize it. The image you have in your mind, you have to see it in advance, literally see it on the screen (understanding that there will be a distinction, even a total difference between what you see and what you end up with), and this image—you have to make it exactly the way you desire it, the way you see it when you close your eyes.

J-LG You’ve been called the cinéaste of ellipses. I imagine that for people who watch your films with this idea in mind, you’ve outdone yourself with Balthazar. I’ll give you an example: In the scene with the two car accidents (if we can say two, since we see only one of them), do you feel as if you’re creating an ellipsis by showing just the first one? I don’t think you thought of this as withholding a shot, but as placing one shot after another shot. Is this true?

RB Concerning the two skidding cars, I think because we’ve already seen the first, it’s pointless to show the second. I prefer to let people imagine it. If I had made people imagine the first one, then there would have been something lacking. And I like seeing it: I find it pretty, a car spinning around on the road. But after that, I’d rather make the next image out of sound. Any chance I can replace an image with a sound, I do. And I do it more and more.

J-LG And if you were able to replace all of the images with sounds? I mean . . . I’m thinking about a kind of inversion of the functions of image and sound. We could have images, sure, but it would be the sound that would be the important element.

RB As far as that goes, it’s true that the ear is much more creative than the eye. The eye is lazy. The ear, on the contrary, is inventive—it’s much more attentive, whereas the eye is content to receive, other than in exceptional cases when it, too, invents, but through fantasy. The ear is, in some sense, far more evocative and profound. The whistle of a train, for example, can call to mind the image of an entire station: sometimes of a precise station you know, sometimes of the atmosphere of a station, or of tracks with a stopped train—the possible evocations are innumerable. What’s good about this, this function of sound, is that it leaves the viewer free. And that’s what we must strive toward: leaving viewers as free as possible. And at the same time, you have to make them learn to love this freedom. You have to make them love the way you render things. That is, show them things in the order and in the way in which you want them seen and felt; make others see those things, by presenting them in the way you see them and feel them yourself; and do all of this while leaving them great liberty, while making them free. Now, sound evokes this freedom in greater measure than does imagery.

J-LG Why focus on vice? For me, humanity is not only about vice.

RB The film takes two ideas, two schemes, if you like, as its points of departure. First scheme: The donkey takes the same steps in his life that man does. That is to say: childhood (caresses); maturity (work, talent, the genius/brilliance of mid-life); and then the mystical period that comes before death. Second scheme, which overlaps with this one and becomes a part of it: the trajectory of this donkey that happens upon different groups representing the vices of humanity, from which they suffer and die. So those are the two schemes, and that’s why I mentioned the vices of humanity. Because the donkey itself can’t suffer from beauty, nor from charity, nor from intelligence . . . It’s obliged to suffer from what makes us suffer.

J-LG And Marie is, if I dare say it, another donkey.

RB She’s the character parallel to the donkey, who ends up suffering the way it suffers. So, for instance, with avarice. She’s denied food (she’s even forced to steal a jar of jam), just as the donkey is refused oats. She is subjected to the same things as he is. She is subjected to lust as well. She is subjected . . . not exactly to rape, maybe, but something close to it. So you see what I was trying to do—and it was very difficult, because the two schemes that I just described to you couldn’t be only the effect of a system, they couldn’t appear to be systematic. And also, the donkey couldn’t simply return as a leitmotif with its judicious eye, observing what humanity does. That was the danger. I had to achieve something fairly regulated but that wouldn’t seem so, in the same way that these vices shouldn’t give the sense of existing just as vices that disturb the donkey. If I said “vices” it’s because in the beginning these really were vices, ones from which the donkey was made to suffer; but I softened the systematic quality of this in order to refine the construction, the composition.

J-LG And the character of Arnold? If we had to define him . . . Not that I want to define him necessarily, but if we had to, if we were forced to give clues to his character, or to make him represent certain things rather than other things, what would we say? What would you say?

RB He represents, to a degree, intoxication—in other words, gluttony—but he also represents grandeur, a kind of freedom among men.

J-LG Yes. Because when you see him, you’re forced to think about some very particular things . . . Also, he looks a bit like Christ.

RB Yes, but that wasn’t on purpose. Not at all. He represented intoxication above all; because when he hasn’t drunk, he’s sweet, and when he has drunk, he fights with the donkey, revealing one of the things that must be the most incomprehensible for an animal—the way the same person can be modified by the consumption of a bottle of liquid. And that—it’s something that must stupefy animals, that must make them suffer dearly. At the same time, I immediately sensed the grandeur of his character. And maybe also a parallelism with the donkey: they share a particular sensibility about things. Something we find, maybe, in certain animals that are very sensitive to objects. You know how animals can falter, can swerve from an object when they see it. I take this to mean that objects count a lot for animals—more, maybe, than they do for us, who are used to them and who, unfortunately, don’t always pay attention to them. So there is parallelism there too. I intuited it, but I wasn’t going after it. All of this happened spontaneously. I didn’t want to be too systematic. But as soon as there was grandeur, of course I sensed it and didn’t push it away, I let it happen. It’s interesting to start with a fairly strict outline, and then to discover the ways in which we might manipulate it, how we end up with something suppler, and yet, at the same time, intuitive.

J-LG I’m suddenly reminded that you’re a person who deeply loves painting.

RB I am a painter. And maybe that’s a way to return to your idea. Because I’m not really a writer. I write, yes, but I force myself to write and so I write—I’m aware of this—a bit the way I paint (or, to be more accurate, painted, because I no longer paint, but I will paint again), that is to say that I’m not capable of typing until the ribbon runs out; I am capable of writing from left to right, and of aligning a few words in this way, but I can’t do it for a long time, not continuously. For me, when I write, I write the way I apply color: I put a bit to the left, and a bit to the right, a bit in the middle; I stop, I start again . . . and it’s only after something has been written and I’m no longer annihilated by the blank page that I can start to fill in the holes. So, not a whole ribbon at once. And that’s how the film was made. I mean that I placed some things at the beginning, some things at the end, and some other things in the middle; I took notes when I thought of it—every year, every other year—and then it was in the act of reassembling all of this that the film was made, much the way the final arrangement of colors in a painting expresses the relations between things. But the risk of this film was a lack of unity. Fortunately, I was well aware of the danger dispersion poses to a film (it’s the biggest danger, the trap almost every film falls into). I had a serious fear that mine wouldn’t become unified. I knew that unity, in this case, would be hard won. Maybe it is less unified than my other films—but maybe, as you said a moment ago, this is an advantage.

J-LG I only wanted to say that your other films followed straight lines, and that this one is made more of concentric circles—if I had to come up with an image for comparison’s sake—concentric circles that intersect each other.

RB I know this film has less unity than the others, but I’ve done what I can for it by presenting it as one thing, thinking that because of the donkey it would wind up forming a kind of unity on its own. I couldn’t have done otherwise. The film also has, perhaps, a unity of vision, a unity of angle, a unity in the way I cut the scenes and shots together . . . Because anything can bestow unity. Even a way of speaking. In fact, that’s what I’m always looking for. Almost all the people in the film talk in the same way; unity is, essentially, revealed through form.

J-LG And how do you see questions of form? I know we don’t think about it much, at least not during the making of a film, but we do think about it after. For example, when we’re editing, we aren’t thinking about it. At the same time, I always ask myself afterward: Why did I cut there instead of there? And for others, too, it’s the only thing I can never understand: Why they cut, why they don’t cut.

RB Like you, I think it’s something that has to become purely intuitive. If it isn’t intuitive, it’s going to be bad. In any case, for me that’s the most important thing.

J-LG And yet it must be possible to analyze it . . .

RB Well, I see my film only through the lens of form. It’s strange: When I watch it again, I see only the shots. I have no idea whether the film is emotionally effective or not.

J-LG I think it takes a very long time to be able to watch one of your own films. One day, you’ll find yourself in a small village, in Japan or somewhere, and then you’ll be able to re-watch your film. At that moment, you’ll be able to encounter it as an unknown object, the way a normal viewer would. But I think it really takes a very long time. Also, you can’t be expecting to see it.

RB To return for a moment: in my own work I attach a great importance to form. An enormous importance. And I believe that form generates rhythm. And that rhythm is all-powerful. It’s the primary thing. Even when you add a voice-over, this voice-over is initially seen, is felt, as a rhythm. Next, there’s color: it can be warm or cold. And then there’s meaning. But the meaning arrives last. Now, I believe the question of accessibility to the public is above all one of rhythm. I’m convinced of it. So in the composition of a shot, of a sequence, rhythm comes first. But this composition can’t be premeditated, it has to be purely intuited. It happens, for example, when we’re shooting outside, and we’re faced with an absolutely unknown setting the night before. When confronted with the unknown, we’re forced to improvise. And this is a good thing: the obligation to find, and to find quickly, a new equilibrium for the shot we’re creating. So even then, I don’t believe in thinking too much. Overthinking reduces everything to the mere execution of a plan. Things need to happen impulsively.

J-LG Your ideas about cinema—if you have any—have they evolved, and in what way? How do you film now, compared to yesterday or the day before yesterday? And how do you think about cinema after your last film? For me, I now realize that I did have—three or four years ago—ideas about cinema. But I don’t have any now. And to change that, I need to continue to make films, so I can generate some new ideas for myself. Let me ask you, then: How do you see yourself in relation to cinema? I don’t mean in relation to the kind of cinema that exists, but in relation to the art of cinema?

RB Yes, but I should first tell you how I see myself in relation to what’s being made. Just yesterday someone asked me (it’s a reproach that’s made of me sometimes, perhaps without meaning to be one but nevertheless . . .): “Why don’t you ever go see films?” And it’s true: I don’t go to see them. It’s because they frighten me. That’s the only reason. Because I sense I’m moving away from them, from contemporary films, more and more each day. And this frightens me because I see that these films are being embraced by the public, and I don’t foresee that happening with my films. So I’m afraid. Afraid to propose something to a public with a sensibility for another thing, a public that will be insensitive to what I’m doing. But also, it’s good for me see a contemporary film from time to time. To see just how big the difference is. So I’m realizing that without meaning to, I’ve distanced myself more and more from a kind of cinema I feel is moving in the wrong direction—that’s settling deeper into music-hall, into filmed theater, that’s losing its interest (not only its interest, but its power)—and heading for catastrophe. It isn’t that the films are too expensive, or that television poses a threat, but simply that that kind of cinema isn’t an art, though it pretends to be one; it’s a false art, trying to express itself using the form of another art. There’s nothing worse or more ineffectual than that kind of art. As for what I’m trying to do myself, with these images and sounds, of course I feel I’m right and they’re wrong. But I also get the sense that I have access to too many means, which I try to pare down, reduce (for what also kills cinema is the profusion of means, the abundance—abundance can never bring anything to art)—that moreover, I’m in possession of extraordinary means all my own.

J-LG You were speaking a moment ago of actors . . .

RB There’s an unbridgeable gap between an actor—even one who is trying to forget himself, to not control himself—and a person who has no experience being on film, no experience with the theater, a person used as brute material, who doesn’t know what he is and who ends up giving what he never intended to give to anyone.

The way you capture emotion is through practicing scales, through playing in the most regular, mechanical way. Not by trying to force emotion, the way a virtuoso does. That’s what I’m trying to say: an actor is a virtuoso. Instead of giving you the exact thing that you can feel, actors force their emotion on top of it, as if to tell you, “Here’s how you should feel things!”

J-LG It’s as if a painter hired an actor instead of a model. As if he said to himself: instead of using this washerwoman, let’s hire a great actress who will pose much better than this woman. It that sense, I completely understand you.

RB And I want to be clear that this is not at all to diminish the work of actors. To the contrary, I have an enormous amount of admiration for great actors. I think theater is marvelous! And I think it’s extraordinary, to learn how to create with your body. But let’s not confuse things! People have said to me, “You don’t use actors because you’re proud.” But what does that mean? I reply: “Do you think it’s fun for me not to use actors?” Not only is it not fun, it’s an incredible amount of work. And I’ve only made six or seven films. . . . Do you think I like being stalled all the time? Not working? I don’t like it at all! I want to work, I would much prefer to be working all the time. And why haven’t I been able to make more films? Because I don’t use actors! Because by making that choice, I have separated myself from the commercial aspect of cinema, which is based on movie stars. So to say a thing like that: It’s absurd!

J-LG It must be said that the theater is older. It’s existed for so long, we have a hard time not referring to it.

RB Yes, and to think that it still exists. And those people who think, who sometimes write (I’ve even read this recently) that silent films are the only pure cinema! Imagine!

J-LG They say that, yes, but that doesn’t change the fact that when they watch a silent film they can’t stand it!

RB And what I was saying goes a lot further: There was never such a thing as silent film! It never existed! Because people still spoke, they just spoke into the void, we didn’t hear what they were saying. So please don’t say that we created a silent style! It’s absurd. There were a few, like Chaplin and Keaton, who did create a style, a marvelous style of gestures and mimicry, but the style they gave their films was not a “silent style.” I will address this too in my book. I do believe it’s the time for it. But to work any more on it—it won’t be quick. And whenever I try, I fail. Because a film, for me—it isn’t just the work on the film, but it’s being inside the film. I think about it. Everything I experience, everything I see, is from inside the film, gets processed through the film. To leave it is to travel to a different country. So I’m not getting anywhere with the book. And yet, I need to. I’m very impatient to write it. I believe now is the time. Because cinema is collapsing!! And what a fall it will be.

Yesterday I went to the Cinerama. Because, you know, you can get there by way of Studiorama. And often I’ll sit in the balcony, where it’s empty, and from where you can see the immense screen that covers every surface—it has quite an effect! . . . And the trains that leave from one end and come straight toward you! It’s magnificent, this invention! People leave from your right pocket and return to your left pocket! And when it’s a train . . . it’s marvelous! So, yesterday, in the balcony—and there was a pair of lovers who, by the way, weren’t watching the film at all—yesterday I was in this room where a certain kind of cinema takes place, and I was stupefied!

J-LG The same thing happened to me four days ago at Studiorama. I went to the restrooms, which are on the same floor of the Cinerama balcony, and I went in and took a seat there. And it’s true: You enter the theater. . . . I saw a few frames of the film: madmen writhing around. That’s when you realize that cinema is not the same thing as cinematography.

RB Absolutely! That’s what it is now, the cinema.

MICHEL DELAHAYE Can you say exactly what your feelings were at that moment?

RB Terrible feelings! Feelings of absolute falsehood, as if falsehood had been captured by a miraculous machine, and then amplified. For what you have is the deliberate amplification of the false, so that it will really get into the audience’s head. And when they have that in their head, I guarantee it will be hard to make them leave!

I think the disparity really comes down to this: the cinema copies life (or photography), whereas I recreate life from elements that are as crude as possible.

J-LG We could further specify what was just said about cinematography, as opposed to cinema: that it is more moralistic.

RB Or, if you like, that it’s more like the system of poetry. Take the most disparate elements in the world, and bring them together in a certain order that is not the usual order but your own order. The elements must be raw. The cinema, in contrast, recopies life using actors and films this copy of life. So we are absolutely not on the same terrain. When you talk about the contemporary, or contemporaneity: I don’t think about it at all. And if reference to the era comes up, well then maybe I think about it, in the sense that I might say to myself, in fact, that I’d rather be outside of the era. From the moment when I’m trying to go deeply into the interior of a living being, this becomes one of the dangers I need to avoid. Here, I’m adding another thing that I’ve never said and that’s important: the biggest difficulty with what I’m trying to do by penetrating into the unknown essence of ourselves . . . the greatest difficulty is that my means are exterior means and thus function in relation to appearances, all appearances: the appearance of the person himself, and the appearance of what surrounds him. The great difficulty is, then, to remain in the interior, without moving to the exterior; it’s to avoid producing a sudden, terrible sundering. And that’s what happens to me sometimes; and when it does, I try to repair my mistake.

I’ll take an example from my film: the misbehaving boys. When they throw oil on the road and the cars skid, at that moment I’m completely exterior. And it’s a great danger. So I correct myself as well as I can to refocus on what’s going on inside these boys.

J-LG There are two tendencies that you have, and I don’t know which one you would think corresponds most to who you are: You are, on the one hand, a humanist, and on the other hand, an inquisitor. Are these two things reconcilable, or is there a . . . ?

RB An inquisitor? In what sense? Not in the sense of . . .

J-LG Ah, not in the sense of the Gestapo, of course! But in a sense, let us say . . .

RB Ah! No. No.

J-LG Or, let’s say instead: Jansenist.

RB Jansenist? Well, in the sense of the starkness . . . You can also find Jansenism—and this is an impression I have myself—in the idea that our life is made both of predestination (Jansenism, in effect) and of chance. Chance (returning to the “hasard” of Balthazar) was perhaps, without my realizing it, the point of departure for the film.

To be precise, the point of departure was a sudden vision of a film in which the donkey is the main character.

J-LG Like Dostoevsky—whom you quote in the film—who saw a donkey and had a sudden revelation. And that little passage, in just a few words, says so much . . .

RB Yes, It’s marvelous. You think I should have used it as an epigraph?

J-LG No . . . No. But it’s good to have put it inside . . .

RB Yes. I was awestruck when I read that. But I read it after thinking about the donkey, you know. In fact . . . the truth is I had read The Idiot, but I hadn’t paid much attention. And then, two or three years ago, while rereading The Idiot, I said to myself: this passage! What an incredible idea!

J-LG That’s it: you came to the idea just as Myshkin did . . .

RB Absolutely admirable to make an idiot be informed by an animal, to make him see life through an animal—one that passes for an idiot, but has such intelligence! And to compare this idiot (but you know what he is: you know he is actually more intelligent and refined than anyone), to compare him to the animal that passes for idiotic and that is in fact the most intelligent and refined of all. It’s magnificent! Magnificent: this idea to create an idiot after seeing a donkey and hearing him bray, say: “I understand now!” That is extraordinary, it’s genius. But that isn’t the idea of my film. The idea may have arrived by way of aesthetics. Because I’m a painter. The head of a donkey seems, to me, to be worth admiring. Yes, aesthetics, without a doubt. But suddenly I envisioned the film. Then I lost it, and the next morning, when I tried to get back to it. . . . Later, I found it again.

J-LG But when you were young, you hadn’t seen . . .

RB Yes! I had seen tons of donkeys. Yes, of course, I had seen them . . . And childhood plays an important role too, of course.

J-LG Roger Leenhardt also saw plenty of donkeys in his youth . . .

RB But you know, the donkey is a marvelous animal. And there’s another thing I can tell you: I had a serious fear, not only in writing, but in shooting the film, that the donkey would not become a character like the others, that it would read as a trained donkey, a trick donkey. So I chose to use a donkey that knew how to do exactly nothing. Not even how to pull a wagon. In fact, I had a very difficult time training it to pull a wagon for the film. Everything I thought it would do for me it refused to do, and all that I thought it would refuse it accomplished. To pull a wagon, for example. We think donkeys do that. But it isn’t true! And I also asked myself: When will I need to train it for the circus? At some point I stopped the film and gave the idiot donkey back to the trainer so that we could shoot the circus scenes. I had to wait two months to shoot those scenes!

J-LG Yes, in the circus scene he really had to know how to click his heels!

RB So I waited two months for the donkey to be ready. In fact, that’s why the film was a bit late. But at the beginning I was very worried. I had wanted for this animal, though just an animal, to be raw material as well. And maybe the donkey’s expressions at certain moments, when he’s looking at the other animals for example, or at the characters, maybe they would have been different if he’d been a trained, fully tame donkey. But I discovered, or verified rather, something that contradicts everything we think we know about donkeys (and even though this didn’t surprise me, it did impress me): the donkey is not a stubborn animal. Or if it is, it’s only because it’s so much more sensitive than others. When a donkey is brutalized, it will freeze and stop reacting. The trainer (an intelligent man and an excellent trainer) told me when I asked if donkeys are harder to train than horses: “It’s exactly the opposite: horses, which are stupid, are fairly hard to train, but donkeys, as soon as you tell them something, as long as you don’t make the wrong gesture, they know exactly what they’re supposed to do.”

J-LG I’m thinking now of a different point of view, a formal one: the angle, or the width, you had to use to film the donkey’s expressions so that we can see them.

RB Of course.

J-LG The donkey looks to the side, while our eyes face front.

RB Yes, of course.

J-LG And you had to be certain . . . You couldn’t be a millimeter too far to the left or the right . . .

RB There’s another thing too: With this animal I didn’t experience the obstacles I expected, but did experience other obstacles of an entirely different order. For example, when I shot the exteriors in the mountains or around Paris, I was using a small camera that made some noise. As soon as the camera came too close to the donkey, the noise prevented it from doing anything at all. You can imagine how much of a challenge this presented! So I had to distract the donkey in order to capture his expression. But I was also able, at times, to make use of his attention to the noise to capture other expressions.

In any case, this kind of challenge, plus the rain, it all made the filming very difficult and I was forced to improvise. I was constantly having to change my plan. I couldn’t do this thing at that location; I had to do some other thing at some other location. For the whole final scene, the death of the donkey, I was terribly worried that I wouldn’t get what I wanted. I had such trouble getting the donkey to do what he was supposed to do, what I needed him to do. And he did it only once, but at least he did it. And sometimes I had to provoke him using strategies that weren’t the ones I’d planned. This occurs at the moment in the film when the donkey hears the bells and perks up his ears. It only worked because I caught something at the last minute, when he gave me the reaction I needed. He did it only once, but it was wonderful. That’s a kind of joy that filming can sometimes deliver. You’re in deep trouble, and then a miracle happens.

MD And chance?

RB Yes, chance . . . And I love the title. Someone said to me, “I don’t like the rhyme in the title.” I replied, “But it’s marvelous, a rhymed title.”

J-LG Yes, a title like that is a marvelous thing.

RB And, on top of that, how appropriate it is for the film: By chance Balthazar . . .Which brings us back to Jansenism, because I really do believe that our life is made up of both predestination and chance. When we study the lives of individuals, especially of exceptional individuals, it’s something we see very clearly. I’m thinking of the life of Saint Ignatius, for example, about whom I once thought I would make a film (I won’t). Well, in studying the curious life of this man who founded the greatest religious order (the most popular, in any case, and one that spread all over the world)—in studying his life, you get the sense that he was predestined for it, and yet all along his path to founding the order there are these chance events, chance encounters, through which you can see how, little by little, he came to understand what he had to do.

It’s also the case, to some degree, with the escapee in A Man Escaped. He’s heading toward a certain point. He has absolutely no idea what awaits him on the other side. He gets there. And once there, he has to choose. He chooses. And he arrives at another point. And there, again, chance makes him choose something else.
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The cart accident.
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The donkey at the circus.

MD In A Man Escaped, the progression of the hero also makes us think of the spiritual progression of Saint Jean de la Croix.

RB Because essentially, if you pay enough attention you see that things resemble each other in life. Even the simplest life, the most mundane, resembles another life, another human being. But with accidents, with different strokes of luck . . . In the case of great men, it’s clear because we talk about them, because we know the details of their lives, but I am persuaded that all of our lives are made in exactly the same way: out of predestination and chance. We’re well aware that the essence of who we are is already formed by the age of five or six. By that point it’s more or less finished. At twelve or thirteen, it starts to become visible. And after that we continue to be what we’ve been, taking advantage of different opportunities. We use them to cultivate what was already in us, what—if we don’t get the chance to cultivate it—might not be visible about us. I’m convinced that we’re surrounded by people with talent and genius, I’m certain of it, but the chances that life give us . . . it takes so many coincidences for a man to be able to make use of his genius.

I have a feeling that people are much more intelligent, much more gifted—but that life crushes them. Immediately. They get crushed because nothing is more frightening than talent or genius. It makes us uneasy. Parents fear it. So they squash it. And in animals, there must be some very smart ones that we destroy with training, by beating them. . . .

J-LG As far as your projects go, are you still thinking about Lancelot?

RB Yes, I hope to make that film. But in two languages. In French, of course, and in English. It’s exactly the type of film that should be made in two languages (and I should really also make it in German), because the same legend exists in our mythology and in the Anglo-Saxon. Plus those stories were originally written in the two languages. We have the transcription of Chevalier de la charrette. Then there came Perceval le Gallois, and also Tristan . . . So these are the first poems, sung and recited, that emerged from the legend of the Grail—later written down by scribes and by monks who added elements from their religious orders. What interests me is this: to revive an old legend that is known all over Europe. And if I can make the film in English, I’ll have a little more money in the beginning, which is important since I can’t make this film with exclusively French money . . . unless I hire movie stars. French movie stars. And I don’t want to. But I do hope I’ll be able to make it in the two languages.

However, I won’t be emphasizing the fairy-tale aspect of the legend—I mean the actual fairies, Merlin etc. Instead I will try to transpose that element into the domain of emotion: to show the ways in which emotion modifies the very air we breathe. In any case, I think we wouldn’t believe in fairies of that kind today—and in film, belief is crucial. So I’ll try to transpose the fairy side of things into emotion and make it so that the emotions have an effect on the incidents that occur in the film. So if I can inspire somebody’s confidence, I’ll get to work.

And I would also like—as an exercise—to make La Nouvelle histoire de Mouchette. It’s a difficult one, of course.

J-LG The character of Marie in Au hasard Balthazar resembles Chantal in Bernanos’s other novel, La Joie, which at one point I wanted to make into a film myself.

RB Yes, perhaps. I’m sure I’ve read La Joie, but you know I don’t read many novels . . . But I must have read at least some passages from it. The ending, maybe . . . And the novel ends, if I remember correctly, with the death of a priest.

J-LG Yes, that’s right.

RB But the character in La nouvelle histoire de Mouchette is quite wonderful, in that it’s still about childhood—that period between childhood and adolescence—shown in all its difficulty. Which is not to say inanity, but really something like catastrophe. And that’s admirable, and it’s what I would try to do. And rather than spreading out (I’ve always tried not to spread myself too thin) among a proliferation of lives and people, I’ll try to remain constantly, devotedly, on one face—the face of this young girl—to observe her reactions. And, yes, I’ll choose the girl who is most awkward, the least like an actress, the least like a performer (which children, especially girls, so often are, and incorrigibly so). Basically I’ll take the most awkward girl I can find and try to get from her everything that she’ll think I can’t. That’s why this interests me. And why, obviously, the camera won’t stray from her.

J-LG Would you consider giving her an accent? Bernanos talks about her horrible Picardie accent.

RB No. Absolutely not. I don’t like accents . . . Bernanos has wonderful flashes of brilliance. There are two or three things that he discovers, that he says about the girl, that are extraordinary. Not having to do with psychology . . .

J-LG Yes, I remember. He says that just as they’re talking to her about death—to Mouchette—it’s as if they’ve told her that she gets to be a grand dame under Louis XIV . . . I mean, there’s a fabulous elision there. And it’s true, it’s not psychology, but it’s something so profound . . .

RB It’s not psychology, but I think that’s the point (and we will return to what interests us so much about that). Psychology is something we know well now, it’s accepted, familiar; but there could be a whole psychology to extract from the kind of cinematography I imagine, in which the unknown happens to us all the time, in which this unknown is recorded, and this happens because a mechanical structure has caused it to appear. And not because we wanted to find it (this unknown thing) in advance—which is impossible, because the unknown reveals itself rather than being revealed. But I think we shouldn’t be making psychological analyses—and psychology is too a priori—you have to paint—it’s through painting that things will happen.

J-LG There’s an old expression we no longer use: “the painting of feelings.” That’s what you’re doing.

RB Painting, or writing (in this case, it’s the same thing). And in any case, yes, more than psychology, I think it’s painting.

“The Question: An Interview with Robert Bresson,”
Cahiers du cinéma, No. 178, May 1966


To Create Life Without Copying It

ROGER STÉPHANE There are murmurs in Paris already. A film unlike any other, Au hasard Balthazar, is about to be released. There are murmurs—it’s even been mentioned on French television.* Why have Roland Darbois and I decided to devote a special episode to Robert Bresson’s new film? Because it seems to us that with this film, cinematographic art has been transformed. But we are not the only ones to have arrived at this conclusion. We are pleased to have been able to bring together for you the opinions—or, more precisely, the sentiments—of directors as different from Bresson as Louis Malle, Jean-Luc Godard, and François Reichenbach, as well as those of an author: the incomparable Marguerite Duras.

JEAN-LUC GODARD I’m an extreme cinephile, an addict—I have a sickness—so I always use hyperbolic language, but in this case I want to use Pascal’s language, to speak of Pascal, of passions in relation to this film, of Pascal and how he speaks about passion.

LOUIS MALLE I sense that cinema has, finally, entered zones which, until now, it had only . . . Until now—no, it’s not true even of the greatest films.

MARGUERITE DURAS I think Bresson has introduced the most meaningful innovation that we could possibly bring to the cinema at this moment: the innovation of thinking. And it’s a kind of thinking that isn’t immediately apparent. What I mean is that I was overwhelmed by the spectacle of it and, at the same time, I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was that I was watching.

J-LG If I were to characterize Bresson, I would say that he is a great inquisitor, someone who, whatever risk or violence it might entail, goes straight to a person’s core. And it turns out that this inquisitor is, let’s say, less dangerous than inquisitors in other domains (in politics or religion), because this inquisitor makes use of a medium called cinema; and cinema is, by definition—because it shows people and their lives—humanist. By definition! So Bresson has both the fortune and the extraordinary privilege to be at the same time an inquisitor and a humanist. This is palpable in Au hasard Balthazar, a film that is both ruthless in its depiction of the world and the evil of the world and, at the same time, would have us feel these things with a kind of evangelical gentleness—which I find extraordinary.

FRANÇOIS REICHENBACH In this film I felt that deep relation to sound I’ve always loved in Bresson, though even more so than before, because there are even fewer words. Whenever words appear it comes as a shock. I consider myself a musician first and so I appreciated the film as a musician. I loved the silences that give weight to the sounds, and the sounds that are a kind of music, and the music that reveals speech as speech.

J-LG I think this is a film that should be seen by people who like the films of Chaplin or Jacques Tati—that is, people who go once a year to the cinema, or not at all. This film: it’s the world entire. Truly: In an hour and a half, an hour and a quarter, we see a life from infancy to death, including . . . well, including everything. I find that absolutely marvelous!

LM You might say this film is far ahead of today’s cinema, and also that it exists outside of our times. In any case, it’s essential. It’s essential for Bresson, and essentially by Bresson.

MD What men have accomplished up to now in poetry, in literature, Bresson has done with cinema. You could say that up to this point, the cinema was parasitical; it proceeded from the other arts. And that we have entered, with him, a pure cinema. One that is his alone. Of the films I’ve seen, it’s among those that can most accurately be described as a solitary work: so, as pure creation. More than any film I’ve seen in . . . perhaps since I started going to the cinema.

RS How did you come up with the title?

ROBERT BRESSON First, I wanted to give my donkey a biblical name. So I gave it the name of one of the Magi. The full title derives from a motto—“By chance, Balthazar”—repeated by the Counts of Baux, who claimed to be descendants of the Magus Balthazar. I love the rhyme in the title, and I also love how it adheres so perfectly to my subject in this film. Au hasard Balthazar is about our anguish, our passion, in the face of a living creature that is pure humility, pure sanctity: a donkey, Balthazar. It’s about pride, avarice, sensuality, the need to make others suffer—in the men who, by chance, are given control of Balthazar, and by whose hands he dies. This character is not unlike Charlot, from Chaplin’s early films. But at the same time it’s an animal, a donkey, a sexualized animal that not only introduces a kind of eroticism, but also spirituality or Christian mysticism—because the donkey is so important in both the Old and New Testaments. We find its likeness in all of our churches and Roman cathedrals.

Au hasard Balthazar is also about two narrative threads that meet, run parallel at times and then, at other times, cross. In the first thread we establish in the life of a donkey, the stages of a human life: childhood (caresses); maturity (work); talent and genius a bit later; and, finally, the mystical period that leads up to death. The second thread shows the donkey passing through the hands of various masters, each of whom represents a vice. He suffers and dies as a result. I felt another necessity while developing the idea for the film: the central character—this donkey—would not be present all the time, but would still be there as a principal storyline (not constantly visible, but constantly in play). And at some point we must sense that this donkey is the main story, the main character. So it was important that all of the events he does not witness, or those he witnesses only in passing, are still linked to him.

As for the other characters, it would be hard for me to tell you exactly how they came to me. I wouldn’t know how to explain them. I saw them, and then perhaps they came into being as a portrait does, a painting. I could not explain them to you the way a novelist would.

LM To my mind, the film is essentially about pride. Pride seems to drive all of the characters, without exception: they share a feeling of superiority with respect to their circumstances, their surroundings, the entire world—with respect to who they are, if you will.

RB But pride by this definition: wouldn’t you find it in everyone around us? Isn’t it, in fact, good and useful? If we didn’t have pride in ourselves, who would we be? What would we become? This view of humanity, which you find dark—I don’t see why we shouldn’t love it, too.

RS Do Marie and Gérard love each other?

RB I don’t think they do. It’s a kind of love, but it’s really sensuality that dominates this scene (I’m avoiding the term “eroticism” because that word has been debased to the degree of losing all meaning). But it seems to me that in this scene, it isn’t so much about love as about sensuality: it’s spring, the birds are singing, and chance . . . Again chance, which plays such an important role in our lives, determines that this boy is next to her, and that she feels something for him. Sensual love is born. And perhaps she believes that this love is particular to Gerard, but it’s possible that, had it been someone else . . .

RS Was this scene written out on paper, or did you improvise it during filming?

RB No, it was written. But between a written script and what happens on set, there is an entire world! What I mean is that if there’s one thing of primary importance in a film, as I understand the art, it must be rhythm. Everything is communicated through rhythm. Without rhythm, you have nothing. There is nothing without form, but there is also nothing without rhythm. What I had to do was to take these two characters and find the connections between them. But everything you see happening did not happen before the camera; it happened in the editing room. It’s in the editing process that connections appear. Editing creates. The camera is a recording tool, with the—happily!—indifferent precision of a machine. But the drama is created during the editing. Only when the images are put in contact with each other, and with sounds, can love arise.

But it is a night of love the object of which is not very defined. You are aware that, with adolescents, love can attach to very vague, fluid notions. Love requires an object. The donkey doesn’t provide that for Marie, of course; still, it’s a kind of intermediary, I believe.

In essence, all art is abstract and, at the same time, suggestive. You can’t show everything. When you show everything, it isn’t art. Art proceeds by way of suggestion. The great challenge for cinematography is, precisely, not to show. The ideal would be to show nothing at all, but that isn’t possible. So we have to show things at an angle, a single angle that is capable of evoking all the other angles, without revealing them. You have to allow the viewer to guess, to want to guess, to be transfixed in a state of attention and expectation . . . You have to preserve the mystery. We live in a state of mystery; that mystery has to manifest on the screen. Effects must always appear before their cause, as happens in life. The great majority of events that we witness are due to unknown causes. We watch their effects, and perhaps we discover their causes much later.

Marie takes refuge with the grain merchant because it’s her only option, and she has become clever enough, adept enough, cunning enough to know how to entice him a bit, so that he’ll let her come in and sleep on the straw, and then . . . what follows. She goes further because now, she has some experience. But afterward, she still treats him with wariness!

RS What happens between them that night?

RB Something full of contradictions which, fundamentally, is defined by the girl’s extreme forthrightness, clarity, and honesty. That is to say: she accepts the money at first because she needs it, and maybe because she assumes she will have to give it to her father—who has nothing left and who has himself been crushed by avarice. And then, listening to the man’s cynical speech (which leaves her extremely saddened), she comes to see that money “isn’t everything,” as he says it is, and she returns it to him. There is greatness in her in that moment. What happens after I don’t know any more than you do. If she becomes his companion for the night, or if she’s simply someone who has sought refuge on a chair and waits for morning to come . . .

RS Pierre Klossowski, when Marie comes to visit your character, is there a moment when she topples your defenses, your meanness?

PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI A moment, certainly. His humanity’s surely tempted before his lust arrives, by a detour . . . And as for the rest: we have no idea what will happen next, what should happen next.

RS Go on, monsieur. We don’t know what happened!

PK The next morning, when the grain merchant greets Marie’s parents and says, “She was here an hour ago,” of course the viewer doesn’t know exactly what’s happened. And I find it remarkable, moreover, that Robert Bresson leaves this point unresolved.

RS Who is Marie to you?

PK It would be hard to say that Marie is like a contemporary young girl. I think of her the way she is represented in the film: a sensitive nature—a sensitive nature that has gone off course, but that is, still, very pure.

RS Robert Bresson, in your films dating back to Diary of a Country Priest, God has been present, explicitly present, as the force of redemption. With Au hasard Balthazar, we seem to be in a world without God, a world closed off from God.

RB First, I don’t think that just because the name of God is invoked, He is present. If I manage to use cinematographic means to represent a human being—a being with a soul, not just an animated marionette—if there is human presence, there is also the presence of the divine. And it has nothing to do with whether or not the name of God has been invoked.

RS No, but this is the first time, to my knowledge, in any of your films where one of the characters—Marie’s father—renounces God.

RB But if he renounces God, that means God exists, God is present.

RS If you wish. But, to put it bluntly, God then exists apart from us. You have not suggested that up to now.

RB Well, I don’t have the sense that God is absent from the film, for the reasons I’ve just described.

RS What role does speech play in your work?

RB I believe speech should communicate whatever the image can’t communicate. Before I make a character speak, I first see how much I can achieve with glances, behavior, with a certain relationality, a way of being. Speech is there only to go more deeply into particular things, when I want to go deeper. Ultimately, the ideas of a film should be inscribed in the images—and, with equivalent weight, sounds—and speech should enter only at the last minute, to help things along. I don’t like to talk about technique, largely because I don’t believe in technique, but let’s say that my obsession for flattening my images has a good reason behind it. I believe, in fact I am certain, that there is no art without transformation, no cinematography without the transformation of images. So if an image remains the same, isolated on the screen, and doesn’t change when you put it next to another image, there is no transformation. There is no cinematography. That can and does happen: an image operating under the principles of dramatic art cannot be transformed because it’s caught in a different art, the way a table made with pieces of wood from a sculpture can never really be a table—the art of sculpture would infringe upon that table. You need to have images that are completely devoid of influence from another art—above all from dramatic art—and that are capable of being transformed when put in contact with other images, and with sounds. The greatest challenge for cinematography . . . I say “cinematography” as opposed to “cinema.” I use “cinema” to refer to mainstream films that, in my opinion, amount only to filmed theater—that is, the director asks his actors to act as if in a play, and then films that play. For me, cinematography is a completely different thing. It’s an autonomous art made of the relationship between things: between images and between sounds, and between images and sounds. That’s when it becomes art, creation—as opposed to reproduction. When we ask actors to perform and then film their performances, the camera becomes an instrument of reproduction and not one of creation. I don’t know if I’m expressing myself well.

RS Yes, we understand you very well.

RB In the domain of theater, we ask actors who work both on stage and in film to perform, and we film them performing. What I do has nothing to do with this: it has to do with images, images and sounds, images that come into contact with each other and become transformed. But the images themselves must have a certain quality. This quality is, perhaps, neutrality. They can’t contain too much drama—this is very difficult to accomplish! Only by way of contact with other images can they themselves become dramatic. The challenge is in discovering the way to capture each image—from what angle—in order to give it this value, which is an exchange value.

GHISLAIN CLOQUET† Those of us who were technicians on this film had occasion to understand how Bresson’s formula, which consists of using only a single lens for the entire film—and a lens which, at 50mm, has considerable focal length—that is, how his fairly astringent formula imposes very precise limitations. It’s generative, the way all strict rules are, and it leads to marvelous, unexpected results. It’s partly about surprise: like when he talks about working with an actor, waiting for something to happen. With a 50mm lens, what is striking is that there really isn’t a preexisting mise-en-scène. He looks for the frame with the 50mm, and it’s the 50mm that will provide him with his solution. This leads to a collage style, a style of storytelling that is very decisive, very unified and fluid. The camera operator’s task becomes extraordinarily continuous, extremely coherent.

RB To the same extent that the theater is an art of exteriority and decoration—which is not, in my opinion, a pejorative statement—the goal, the destination of cinematography, of the cinematographic art, is interiority, intimacy, isolation: in other words, depth.

For me, cinematography is the art of putting things in their place. And in that sense, come to think of it, all the arts are like this. You are familiar with the anecdote about Johann Sebastian Bach playing for one of his students, and in reply to the student’s overflowing admiration Bach says, “There is nothing to admire—it comes down to striking each key at just the right moment and letting the instrument do the rest.”

RS You don’t exactly work with noise. You don’t make a racket. But you have exaggerated sound in your work. As much as you de-emphasize the volume of the dialogue, you exaggerate the sounds of objects.

RB At times I de-emphasize it, and at other times I emphasize it beyond what’s expected. I do this intuitively, and with respect to the meaning of the film.

RS On the other hand, you ask your characters to express themselves using gestures and physical behaviors. These, too, you restrain.

RB We are now back to technique—or, more accurately, to my penchant for mechanization. I believe that the majority of our gestures, even our words, are automatic. I believe that if you rest your hands on your knees, it’s not because you decided to place your hands on your knees. There’s a marvelous chapter in Montaigne about the hand: “The hand goes where we do not send it.” The hand is autonomous. Our gestures, our limbs, are nearly autonomous—we don’t control them. That’s what defines cinematography. What cinematography isn’t is the manipulation of gestures, of speech. We don’t think about our speech. Our words arrive, one by one, as they come to mind—it may even be that our spoken words arrive before our thoughts, provoke them. You know the unnatural aspect of theater, its anti-verisimilitude? My films are an attempt to rediscover a kind of truth, a kind of reality. I may be addicted to the real.

RS Which doesn’t prevent you from transforming your characters in your image or in the image you wish for them, as opposed to letting their own image develop.

RB It’s a strange combination, a combination of them and me, a kind of light coming from them toward me and from me toward them; it’s a kind of amalgamation obtained not by way of the direction of an actor or a scene, but through a kind of divination, a reciprocal understanding, a friendship between all things, but absolutely not, I repeat, from the direction of an actor or a scene. The expression “mise-en-scène” says it all: it says that the current cinema (which, once again, I hold in contradistinction to “cinematography”) is theater: filmed theater. I’m sorry for repeating it yet again.

RS You don’t consider yourself a director?

RB Not at all. Nor a cinéaste.

RS Robert Bresson, what is your profession?

RB Someone once called me a “metteur en ordre.” It doesn’t sound very good, but I prefer it to “metteur en scène” because I don’t recognize the existence of a “scene.”

RS So why don’t you allow the people you choose to be your characters—for you don’t choose them at random—to improvise a bit more?

RB They do improvise, but not in the way you understand it. That is, I want the mind to be completely absent from what is happening. So we rehearse, we repeat something fifty times if we have to, until the mind no longer has anything to do with the words or the gestures: once this automatism has set in, then I throw the character into the world of the film. Things happen that are completely unpredictable, but that are one hundred times truer than they would be in the theater, where the actor would have learned his dialogue by heart, along with his thoughts and gestures. There is no chance for that to lead to truth.

RS So you sometimes see unexpected gestures coming from your performers?

RB All the time! That’s where the unexpected comes in! It is impossible to copy life. You have to find a way to create life without copying it. If you try to copy life, you don’t create life, you create something false. I believe that mechanization provides a way to get to truth, even to reality.

RS And you didn’t encounter any difficulties, with the donkey for example?

RB I had terrible difficulties with the donkey because I didn’t want to use one that was already trained. Even as I was writing and conceptualizing the film I was terrified of the idea of a “trained donkey.” I did not want him to be professional, and the circus scene, the scene of the donkey working, was filmed long after I had finished shooting the rest of the film, to give a trainer some time to train the donkey and teach it to work. I waited two months just to film this scene, which was integrated into the film two months later, so that for the rest of the film the donkey could be an animal devoid of any training or artifice. But what that meant was that through the rest of the shoot the donkey didn’t do a thing I expected, and he did many things I did not expect!

RS What you ask of your performers, monsieur, bears some resemblance to these extreme psychiatric exercises called psychodramas, which some are currently attempting to make as works of art. You put them in a situation and you ask them to go deep inside themselves, to plumb their own limits.

RB What I want is for them to show themselves to me, for them not to hide themselves.

RS And you are able to film what they would normally hide?

RB Yes, thanks to this extraordinary apparatus, this miraculous apparatus: the camera. And what astonishes me is, precisely, that this machine which is so extraordinary, which is capable of recording what our eye couldn’t possibly see—or, rather, what it may see but what our mind is incapable of registering—that this machine is most often used to create falsehood, trickery. That astonishes me.

RS Do you think that the very existence of professional actors in a film must result in this trickery, this falsification? Because after Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne you stopped working with professionals.

RB Yes, of course, because it is difficult, even impossible to change an actor’s nature. There is a passage in Chateaubriand that refers to the eighteenth-`century poets, I believe, which goes something like: “They don’t lack naturalness, they lack nature.” “Naturalism” in theater is something that is learned, studied, and applied. Nature is nature: it’s what we need to aim for, it’s our primary material. Our primary material, in cinematography, is not the actor: it’s the human being.

RS I would like—without insulting anyone—to point out certain actors who embody nature, pure and simple. For example, Michel Simon . . .

RB Yes, but you will only force me to elaborate my point . . .

RS Please . . .

RB . . . by explaining how I think of the actor’s art. The actor’s art is about projection. It’s the projection of a character he has imagined in front of him. He projects this character while at the same time looking at it and surveilling his work. If that happens in a film, if an actor projects away from himself, what’s left? Nothing. The character is empty. It’s something that becomes very apparent in a close-up: a kind of absence of the actor, an absence even of his image.

RS Whereas you believe that by using people who are not actors, who have not been spoiled by training, and who are less self-conscious, you will achieve something closer to the truth?

RB Talent, great talent, and this thing that is so elusive—what we call charm, in life—it’s the thing people have but don’t recognize in themselves. That’s what I’m looking for: extreme charm. That is what we need to aim for in cinematography, and that’s what will allow cinematography to go far (and I repeat, I am no psychoanalyst or psychologist) into the realms of psychology and psychoanalysis.

RS People have said—and I don’t know if this is accurate—that you don’t provide your performers with the entire script. They don’t know the entirety of the story they are about to enter.

RB That’s not exactly true. They have the script, but what they don’t know is what they have done during the shoot. That is to say, unlike in cinema, in my practice of cinematography I don’t let them see dailies. I never show them what they’ve done, so they never see themselves on the screen as if staring into a mirror, and they can’t correct themselves the way all actors do—“Oh look, I turned my nose a bit too far to the right, I should keep it farther to the left: I will do much better the next time,” etc. You see what I’m saying?

RS What do you expect of your performers with regard to learning their lines? What is their participation in the script itself ?

RB I ask them to learn their lines not as a text that has meaning but like something that makes no sense at all, like a sequence of syllables, like sentences that are made not of words but of syllables. I ask that the meaning come from them, from their own impulse, in the moment when, as I just said a few minutes ago, I let them loose in the world of the film.

RS So basically they learn something in a strange language and the translation isn’t given to them until the moment in which they are released. But do you then take fairly long shots to allow them to express themselves?
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Marie and the grain merchant.

RB For me the essence of cinematography isn’t in gestures and words. It’s in what is provoked by those gestures and words—which is absolutely independent of me and even of the performers, which is made absolutely from their own will and released by their words and gestures, legible in their physical being, on their face. You know Montaigne’s saying: “Every movement discovers us.”

LM I agree that if Au hasard Balthazar had been made using professional actors there would be something off in the tone of the film. It seems absolutely necessary that these characters have unknown faces, that these be people with no connection to the dramatic arts. I think what’s so exceptional in Bresson’s work, and especially in this film, is that it’s a form of cinema that has broken all ties with the theater. It’s a cinema of interior life, a cinema that could in fact be assimilated into music, into painting (it’s easy to engage this line of thought), and that is—I think this above all else—the expression of a kind of thinking. In general, when cinéastes begin a film, they put their faith in their interpreters—professional actors, people who have learned to work with their tics (their tics, their talent—I would say that even their talent works against them)—who, by definition, prevent the kind of thinking Bresson is after, and influence the result. It could derail that thinking, alter it, perhaps enrich it—I can’t know (and we can only imagine). We could even claim that professional actors enrich a film, but still it’s clear that they distort it. Whereas when Bresson uses unknowns, when he selects them, when he makes them work, when he engages with what is totally virgin territory, it’s clear that this permits him to preserve, to keep intact the idea that he has of his own film. This, at least, is incontrovertible.

RS I would like to talk about the script. It’s so well constructed. But so many ellipses! So many question marks! For example, at one point Gérard is taken to the police station. Do you realize that nobody knows why he’s taken there?

RB Well neither do I! . . . No, I’m joking. I want all narrative precision to be eliminated from a film. Someone is taken to the police station? We will certainly see what’s going to happen! But I think there’s one very good rule—for there must be rules if only so that we can disobey them—which is to always show the effect before the cause. Knowledge of the cause must be desired, ardently, so that your film will attract the attention of the viewer. If the actor is taken to the police station, we don’t know why. And then we believe we learn why: a murder has been committed, but it doesn’t matter who did it. We believe it was him, and then we learn that it wasn’t him. We think it was the drunk, Arnold, and then it wasn’t him either. What does it matter, really? Maybe they don’t know themselves, maybe they never quite know what’s going on. Maybe it wasn’t even a murder! Maybe it was an accident? But whether it was a murder committed by someone else, or an accident, has nothing to do with my story! And what I am constantly trying to do is to categorically suppress anything that isn’t absolutely essential.

I believe, and I may be wrong, that the arts are in a general decline, are on their last legs and will eventually die. Perhaps from too much freedom, perhaps thanks to the unprecedented exposure everyone has to everything in our moment. I believe that the cinema, radio, television are killing the arts, but I also believe that cinema, radio, and television can revive the arts as well, perhaps with a totally different form. Maybe the word “art” will no longer have the same meaning. There is, I think, some hope there. I believe in cinematography as an absolutely new art, which we may not even quite understand yet. I believe in a cinematographic muse. The painter Degas said, “The arts don’t talk to one another, they dance together.” I believe that cinematography is, or will soon be, a wholly autonomous art, one different from the way we have thought of it so far, as the synthesis of other arts. It’s an art that is absolutely hermetic, absolutely autonomous.

It is very possible that cinema, as opposed to cinematography, will continue to exist. There’s no reason for cinema as entertainment to stop existing, but I believe firmly in a serious cinematographic art, which would not be an entertainment, which would be, on the contrary, a means of engaging things more profoundly, an in-depth study of things, of people, and perhaps a means of discovery.

For the Pleasure of It,
Radio-télévision française, May 11, 1966



* Michel Mitrani, Cinéma, Radio-télévision française, April 23, 1966.

† Director of photography.
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The Beaten Path

PIERRE AJAME Your last film before this one, The Trial of Joan of Arc, came out in 1962. We had to wait until 1966 for Au hasard Balthazar. Why the four-year silence?

ROBERT BRESSON For me, making a film isn’t just about pre-production and filming, it’s also about writing the script and finding the necessary funds—in other words, finding a producer who will agree to finance it. Even now, when people are starting to have confidence in me, it’s difficult for me to make films at intervals smaller than two or three years. Add to this the fact that during the four years you refer to I received a commission from Dino De Laurentiis to film the first parts of Genesis (from the creation of the world to the tower of Babel)—a very enthusiastic commission, which entailed my writing a script and spending six months in Italy working with thirty gardeners to create a paradise on earth . . . and which ultimately meant the loss not only of two years of work but of two years of screen presence, because the Genesis film turned into The Bible, directed by John Huston.

PA You must be used to it: eight films in twenty-seven years.

RB Producers don’t pounce on my projects. I’m desperate to film, all the time. I’m crazy about it.

PA Let’s return to Au hasard Balthazar. You began work on it after returning from Rome?

RB Not exactly. That’s when I finished the script—too late, alas, to film in the summer of 1964. This is a film I had been thinking about for fifteen years, that I had abandoned, picked up again, abandoned and picked up again because of the many obstacles to its composition.

PA How did the idea come to you?

RB The image of a donkey appeared to me as a dominant element of a film. It had to do with all of the donkeys in my childhood, as well as those you see on the canopies of churches and Roman Catholic cathedrals. And also those in the Bible, in both Testaments. I may also have just been seduced by the aesthetic beauty of the animal.

PA The donkey in the film is named Balthazar. But where does the title Au hasard Balthazar come from?

RB From my neighbor, Princess Bibesco. “Au hasard Balthazar” was the slogan of the counts in the House of Baux, who claimed to be descendants of the magus Balthazar.

PA If someone who hasn’t seen the film were to ask you what it’s about, how would you explain it?

RB I wouldn’t explain it. There is a donkey representing candor, simplicity, acceptance, and then there are people representing pride, greed, cruelty, etc.—our vices. The donkey suffers and dies, as a result.

I believe there are secret communications that exist between animals and us. Especially donkeys. Remember what Dostoevsky wrote in The Brothers Karamazov: “Man, do not place yourself above the animals,”* and in The Idiot, when he writes that the young prince Myshkin recovers his sanity upon hearing a donkey bray in the marketplace in Basel. Donkeys have souls, spirits, hearts. I don’t want to affirm or demonstrate anything in this film. I suggest relations; the film does the rest.

PA Do you think Au hasard Balthazar marks a turning point in your body of work, or at least a difference with respect to your other films?

RB Not a turning point. It’s a straight path. Perhaps what makes you say that is the fact that of all my films I’ve put more of myself into Au hasard Balthazar. It wasn’t dictated or influenced by any particular text. It also might be clearer in this film that the means I use are not those of the common cinema.

PA In any case there is a constant throughout your work: your faith. To what degree, as a Catholic filmmaker, do you choose your subject with your religion in mind?

RB I am Catholic. That isn’t a question I ask myself. Faith is in me, it is me. So there will be connections between it and my subject matter, the same connections there are between myself and my subject matter.

PA So you’re almost not aware of it?

RB Ideas come to me, I don’t know why or how, but they come to me and I have no idea at first how I’ll use them. Often, if I push them away, they’ll come back. When I make a film based on someone else’s book, it’s because I haven’t had the time to let my own subjects mature. Jean-Jacques Rousseau said, I believe, that he carried around the subject of Émile for twenty years.

PA This faith we’re discussing, and also the fact of your shared interest in Joan of Arc, would suggest an affinity with Carl Dreyer.

RB I am the antithesis of Dreyer. He uses the means of the theater. I reject those means. He interiorizes his characters—I mean that he attempts to depict them from the inside, and not from the outside, but he does so using vocal effects, gestures, the tricks of professional actors: all the things I reject absolutely.

PA I would like to trace the path you took that brought you to this abnegation. Your first film, from 1934, was a short: Public Affairs.

RB There is only one copy of that film. I don’t know if it still exists, or where it might be. It was—how can I put it—not a “burlesque,” not a “fantasy film”—I am as revolted by fantasy as I am by the picturesque. Let’s call it a “madcap comedy.”

Public Affairs took place over three days in the life of an imaginary dictator played by a clown called Béby. It had Dalio and Gilles Margaritis in it; the rest of the cast were unknowns. I remember the ending: the launching of the Normandie. The ocean liner, just as it arrived, sank. At Raspail, where the film was screened, they threw ink at the screen and broke the seats.

PA But how did you become a filmmaker?

RB I am a painter. I had to quit painting. I liked the cinema. A friend, Roland Penrose, loaned me money and I produced Public Affairs myself. After that short film, I wrote a few other scripts that were a bit “wild,” but nobody wanted them.

PA It’s curious, this break between what you did before the war, and your work since The Angels of Sin, your first feature film from 1943.

RB Not at all curious. There is a similar way of seeing things, just not of showing them. Certainly a bit of war, a bit of captivity left their mark.

PA Did your activities as a painter influence your work as a director?

RB In painting, as in film, it isn’t about technique. Technique is a recent invention. Today, technique is everywhere. And yet, painting taught me that things don’t exist in themselves. They’re created by the relations between them.

PA What was the origin of the idea for The Angels of Sin?

RB On the train to Saint-Maximin, I learned from Father Bruckberger that there was a congregation of nuns in which evil lived with good . . . I mean where rehabilitating and rehabilitated nuns wore the same uniform and were indistinguishable from one another. He recommended that I read Les Dominicaines des prisons.† I should be clear that, as far as Bruckberger qua Bruckberger, our collaboration ended there.

PA And your collaboration with Giraudoux?

RB Giraudoux helped me immensely, and with great charm. Thanks to him, to his collaboration, I was allowed on the other side of the barbed wire that surrounds the current cinema. I went to see him at 8 o’clock with my script; at 9 o’clock he called to tell me he would write the dialogue.

PA The cast of The Angels of Sin is as follows: Renée Faure, Jany Holt, Sylvie, Marie-Hélène Dasté, Paula Dehelly, Silvia Monfort, Mila Parély, Yolande Laffon, and Louis Seigner. You who dislike actors and theater, you were spoiled!

RB I rarely went to see films and didn’t go to the theater at all, at least not at that time. I abandoned the casting decisions to the producer, Roland Tual, and in the midst of shooting I found myself faced with actresses who weren’t able to do what I needed. Since then I’ve been able to reflect, and it’s surprising to me that, as a painter, I reacted primarily to their way of speaking, that that was where I immediately sensed a problem.

PA And yet, these were good actresses.

RB What they were doing for me was analogous to what they did on stage. It was dramatic art, the art of imitation. To simplify everything, Tual begged the actresses each morning not to listen to me. He spread a rumor that the film was a failure because the actresses weren’t really acting. He screened it for Marcel Achard, who predicted a triumphant success. The film came out with Paramount.

PA And despite this success you faced serious challenges the following year when you wanted to make Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne.

RB Not so much financial challenges, but problems during the shoot. It was at the time of the invasion of Normandy. Air raids, warnings, blackouts, and a very nervous cast. The filming was suspended until armistice and picked up again during equally bad conditions. Alas! for a film I wanted to be especially controlled.

PA As far as the script, how much of it was Diderot, how much you, how much Cocteau?

RB I took the story of the two women from Jacques le Fataliste—the meddling mother and her daughter, which Diderot only touches on—and developed it. Cocteau, in less than an hour, sat on the corner of a sofa and managed to connect the part of Diderot I was interested in, and wanted to preserve, to my own work.

PA With Maria Casarès, Élina Labourdette, Lucienne Bogaert, Paul Bernard, and Jean Marchat, the problem of professional actors came up again?

RB Yes. And on top of that, I had wanted Alain Cuny, whom my producer, Raoul Ploquin, didn’t want. A stand-off. Delays. Finally, I gave in. It would be Paul Bernard. Maria Casarès played “non-tragedy” wonderfully, but not in the early days, when we were at battle.

PA I believe the film was very negatively received?

RB No plot, nothing but feelings—the critics, overwhelmingly, assassinated me. It took me a long time to recover. Ploquin locked the film away in a drawer.

PA You were not so in favor with investors; your next film, Diary of a Country Priest, didn’t come out until 1950 . . .

RB Diary of a Country Priest was a commission that I had turned down after my first reading of Bernanos and then accepted after my second. My fidelity to the spirit of the book earned me a rejection for my script, which was judged “without dramatic interest.” I changed producers. A year later, I made the film with the French Society of Cinematographers.

PA As far as actors go, Diary of a Country Priest represented a big step forward. You renounced the use of professionals.

RB Well, nearly. I had Balpêtré in the role of Dr. Delbende and Marie-Monique Arkell, who reassured me that she hadn’t acted in twenty years! But I emerged from the scene with the Countess, whom she played, as dazed as if I’d just been in a boxing match.

Between the time I first met Claude Laydu (the priest in Ambricourt) and when we shot the film, he performed in some theater with Jean Dasté at La Comédie de Saint-Étienne. He was elegant, subtle. Within a few hours I was able to teach him to unlearn. . . . Even though I find that this film was, in small ways, too dramatic, I began to grow more confident about my methods, to expand upon them, and it’s when I definitively decided to stop working with professional actors.

PA How do you go about directing nonprofessionals, and what exactly are you looking for from them?

RB Primo, I don’t direct them. They direct themselves. No mise-en-scène, no performance coaching, for the very good reason that there are really neither scenes nor performers. It’s crucial that my protagonists forget themselves, lose control of themselves, that they behave automatically. What’s important, as I’ve said before, isn’t what they show me but what they hide from me, especially what they least suspect about themselves.

PA But what criteria do you use when casting them?

RB I think I choose them based on intuition. If I’ve made a good choice, I’m able to let them loose, but within the constraints of the frame. I enlighten them, and they enlighten me. I like it when they surprise me.

PA And the famous “blank delivery” that you impose on them?

RB First of all, the delivery is not blank—it is sincere, by which I mean true. This word, “true,” isn’t always well understood in theater. Delivery in theater is based on the study of feelings, on feelings that fluctuate; the delivery fluctuates. But words, like gestures, should be automatic. The truth is found in the automatic—which comprises three-quarters of our existence—and not in the considered, the reasoned.

Words have rhythm above all else. The importance of these rhythms, their all-powerfulness, dominates my work. The only exercise I require my protagonists to perform is a reading exercise, equivalent to a pianist’s scales. Paul Valéry recounted how Baucher, the famous equestrian of the Second Empire, mounted a horse before a starstruck student, walking it slowly and methodically from one end of the ring to the other.

PA Six years after Diary of a Country Priest, you made A Man Escaped, which was based on André Devigny’s memoir.

RB There is something I’d like to say about that. Devigny’s admirable text appeared in the literary supplement of Le Figaro in 1954. I was very struck by it. From that text, I made a film and he made a book.‡ Several of my sequences do not correspond at all with the book, even regarding the spirit of the dialogue. But when I read my script to him, he cried out: “How true it is!”

PA This story certainly proves that reality and truth are not synonymous.

RB Yes, but I also had reality on my side because I shot the film in the prison at Montluc, in Devigny’s own cell, in the courtyard, on the roof, and along the walled pathway he walked. This put me strangely at ease, allowed for a kind of indifference to the text itself. Things were as they were, evidently. I had no need to explain, to situate.

And then I had experienced imprisonment myself. I was familiar with this world of sounds. An auteur should not be an enactor, he should never find himself in a void. He must be the creator from the start.

PA That was the case for Pickpocket, which you shot three years later: you wrote both the story and the dialogue.

RB That was a film about the hand, the human hand. Pascal says, “The soul loves the hand.” And Montaigne: “The hand often goes where we haven’t sent it.”§

PA In an interview with Jacques Doniol-Valcroze and Jean-Luc Godard for Cahiers du cinéma, you said, “The external actions are those of the pickpocket’s hands, which bring their owner on an interior adventure.” What is the pickpocket’s interior adventure?

RB The relation between my pickpocket and his hand led, it seems to me, to the moral question. To catch a pickpocket red-handed, a policeman has to catch him with money or jewelry in his hand.

PA Why?

RB Because the thief, full of remorse (he says) was about to renounce his gesture at the very instant he was caught. Hence the moral issue.

PA In the same interview, you predict that the general public would give Pickpocket a “warm reception.” Is that what happened?

RB Yes, in the end, after an unsuccessful (or nonexistent) start. An immediate return on investment (the obsession of producers and distributors) isn’t always indispensable.

PA Was it for financial reasons that The Trial of Joan of Arc, which you made in 1962, is so short?

RB No. In fact, I believe I completed it under budget. The film was well planned and the locations well chosen. Everything happened in the same place: the lower level of the Château de Meudon (beneath the terrace) and its gardens.

If the film is too short (compared to what? I wonder), it’s my fault. I was worried that the format of the trial would lose its grip on the audience if it went on for too long. I could have added questions and responses that I liked if I had realized, in sufficient time and with sufficient precision, how short it was going to be.

PA But the film didn’t cost more than expected. And yet you are known as a specialist in going over budget.

RB Another fable. It’s true that for Au hasard Balthazar I went slightly over budget, but it was because of the caprices of my donkey, which was untrained and untamed.

PA And the scene at the circus?

RB I saved it for the end, and gave Guy Renault two months to train Balthazar.

PA Periodically, someone mentions three films you were supposed to make, or that you were planning to make or want to make: La Princesse de Clèves, St. Ignatius of Loyola, and Lancelot of the Lake. What has become of them?

RB La Princesse de Clèves was made by Jean Delannoy. I had a contract. It wasn’t respected by the producers. I won in court.

St. Ignatius of Loyola was, like Diary of a Country Priest, a commission. Without my knowledge, D’Angelo, my exquisite Italian producer (he really was exquisite), whose office was on top of the Château Saint-Ange, had also commissioned a script and dialogue from Julien Green. I worked on mine; I spent nearly a year in Italy for this film that I ended up not making—a year I don’t regret at all, I should say.

As for Lancelot of the Lake, which is still one of my projects, it’s very expensive because of everything it requires: a lot of characters, crowds, horses, color. To help with the finances, I’m attempting to work on two versions: one in English and one in French. The Lancelot novels, on which my film is based, form a common mythology between us and the Anglo-Saxons.

PA Your first three full-length films were scored by Jean-Jacques Grunenwald. Then you used Mozart for A Man Escaped, Lully for Pickpocket and Schubert for Au hasard Balthazar. How do you understand the role of music in your films?

RB The music can’t be there to support or reinforce. It should be one of the transformative elements (no art without transformation)—it should help transform the images and the other sounds that are put into contact one with another during the editing process, without which there is no life in cinema.

For example, in A Man Escaped Mozart’s mass provides a liturgical aspect to the emptying of the prisoner’s pails, one that isn’t provided by the image alone. There is no music in The Trial of Joan of Arc. I could not have made a sublime subject any more sublime—and there was no need. But I could have abased it, had I wanted to. In Au hasard Balthazar, the andante from Schubert’s Sonata is a leitmotif. It accompanies the donkey when his lack of speech is most acute.

Another role the music plays is to make possible, even to create, silences—silences that also form part of a film’s rhythm.

PA What do you think of the “Jansenist” label that is so often applied to you?

RB I have been given other labels too. Jansenist? . . . I believe in predestination combined with chance. In the sense of austerity, the lack of decoration in my films, then perhaps! I once said to George Sadoul, “For the current to pass, you have to strip the wires.”

PA How do you situate yourself with respect to other filmmakers?

RB Alone! “Alone in this terrible business,” as Cocteau once said to me. I don’t see myself as either a director or a filmmaker. Forced to quit painting, I am filling a void. I fill it better with manual work.

PA But aren’t there filmmakers you admire?

RB Chaplin, Buster Keaton. I admire their “Jansenism.” Also their mathematical precision—especially Keaton’s—which is the source of their elegance. I don’t go to the cinema anymore. I emerge depleted, discouraged. I am too far along down a different path.

PA And yet there are young directors who are your fervent fans . . .

RB I am moved by that. I would like to work surrounded by young people, and to let them—in certain situations—take my place. That would resemble the ateliers of Renaissance painters. I would feel a continuity; I’d feel that I could live longer through others. And that might also help minimize the terror that producers (with rare exceptions) feel about hiring the young.

PA Au hasard Balthazar was submitted to the Festival de Cannes but the committee rejected it. Were you expecting to be selected?

RB No. I had two or three votes. So much the better—that festival is my enemy. On the other hand, I’m happy that Au hasard Balthazar is in competition in Venice. Cannes isn’t for me; it’s for the other cinema, the one with stars and starlets.

“The Cinema According to Bresson,”
Les Nouvelles littéraires, May 26, 1966



* “Love the animals: God has given them the rudiments of thought and joy untroubled. Do not trouble it, don’t harass them, don’t deprive them of their happiness, don’t work against God’s intent. Man, do not pride yourself on superiority to the animals; they are without sin, and you, with your greatness, defile the earth by your appearance on it, and leave the traces of your foulness after you.” Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, translated by Constance Garnett (Dover, 2005), p. 339.

† Lelong, Les Dominicaines des prisons.

‡ Un condamné à mort s’est échappé (Gallimard, 1956).

§ “We do not command our hair to stand on end or our skin to shiver from desire or fear; the hand often goes where we haven’t sent it.” “On the Force of the Imagination,” Michel de Montaigne, Essays, Vol. 1 (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1833), p. 98.
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More in the Manner of Portraitists

YVONNE BABY Why did you choose this novel by Bernanos?

ROBERT BRESSON Because last summer I was desperate to make a film. For years the Bernanos family had reserved the book for me, sensing that I would be the most faithful, and they encouraged me to make the film. I refused because 1) I wasn’t looking for another adaptation; 2) I was afraid I’d make something atrocious.

YB What is a faithful film for you?

RB Well, the fidelity of a film to a book is something from which cinematography, the way I understand it, doesn’t necessarily profit. But I like to exercise for the sake of exercise. This doesn’t contradict my admiration for Bernanos, my love for Mouchette, and my commitment not to undertake anything I wouldn’t be able to subject to the utmost scrutiny.

YB You said you were afraid of an atrocity . . .

RB I just wrote in a technical book I never seem to find the time to finish: “Cinematography is a powerful machine that can ultimately be crushing.” The atrocity of Bernanos’s book could have become unbearable on screen. I took the risk of not softening it.

YB Is there an analogy to be drawn between your films Au hasard Balthazar and Mouchette?

RB Mouchette’s life is cut short. She kills herself—she acts—while Balthazar the donkey submits. Both are prey to public cruelty (in different forms), and to injustice, etc. Mouchette’s terror resembles the terror of a trapped animal. Intuitively, I introduced partridges and jackrabbits into the film. Our lives are tied to those of animals in an ineffable way. The domain of cinematography is the domain of the ineffable.

YB The countryside in the film is not that of the book.

RB Vaucluse, not Pas-de-Calais. I was looking for sun. Grass and trees are everywhere grass and trees.

YB And the era is also not the same.

RB Film eliminates the past. When I’m filming, I’m always doing so in the present. Mouchette exists in the present. I have no need to look backward. Misery, alcoholism: they’re the same.

The film is a painting of Mouchette. The book is too, or nearly. My mistrust of analysis and psychology explains, in part, both my previous choice of Diary of a Country Priest and currently of Mouchette.

YB What do you mean when you say painting?

RB If there is painting in a novel, in place of analysis or psychology, it’s still done with words. I forego words. If analysis and psychology occur in my film, it’s by way of images, more in the manner of portraitists.

YB How do you paint Mouchette?

RB By taking a young girl of fourteen, as unconscious of her gestures as possible, and letting her loose in the plot of the film—or, if you like, of the novel. I was continually revising—both myself and Bernanos. The angle of the camera can, and must, surprise.

YB Here, too, you filmed hands?

RB When they are expressive on their own, when faces are not indispensable. I limit myself to what is indispensable.

[image: ]

Jean Chiabaut behind the camera, Jean Catala, propmaster (with the host), Jacques Kébadian, first assistant (with the watering can), and Nadine Nortier, on the set of Mouchette.

YB One may wonder why you show the entire epileptic fit, rather than only suggesting it.

RB It’s a dramatic event that cannot be suspended or divided into pieces. I was surprised myself.

YB Isn’t Mouchette’s suicide also a dramatic event?

RB Yes. But not the one from the book; I invented it in the moment. Mouchette rolls down the hill, and the water closes around her as if around nothing. It’s the same sleight-of-hand—which is what death is—that I wanted to make palpable in the Trial of Joan of Arc, with the pyre and the suddenly empty chains.

YB What is the significance of Monteverdi’s Magnificat?

RB The music isn’t about sustenance or reinforcement; it precedes and it concludes. It envelops the film in Christianity. It was necessary.

YB With Au hasard Balthazar and Mouchette you have made two films in two years. What accounts for this change in pace?

RB My luck—that is, my introduction to two producers. At this speed I’m forced to adapt more frequently than I invent. As with a novelist, it would take many years to work only with my own subjects and to let each one mature. That’s what was able to happen with Balthazar.

“The Domain of the Ineffable,”
Le Monde, March 14, 1967
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Odette Le Barbenchon, costumer, Robert Bresson, Nadine Nortier, and Jean Catala, prop-master, on the set of Mouchette.

Something Else I Like in Bernanos: His Supernatural Is Constructed from the Real

NAPOLÉON MURAT Robert Bresson, when did you first encounter Bernanos?

ROBERT BRESSON I never met Bernanos. He was ill when he arrived in Paris from Tunisia in the summer of 1948. Hospital, surgery, and death followed with dizzying speed. I had no contact—even indirect—with him relating to Diary of a Country Priest. At the time, I said that Bernanos dead was more of an obstruction to me than Bernanos living.

NM What made you decide to film Diary of a Country Priest?

RB It was a commission. I was flattered that I had been asked not only to make a film but to make one of something other than a simple story or novel, and my primary concern was to serve only the book instead of myself. Since then, I have come to doubt (my work on Mouchette set off a light bulb in my head) whether cinematography gains anything from literary adaption—by which I mean an entirely faithful adaptation.

NM What about Diary of a Country Priest particularly captured your interest?

RB The most striking to me was the school notebook—the diary—in which the priest’s pen makes of an exterior world an interior one, with a spiritual inflection. That’s what my screenplay focused on more than the plot points a filmmaker might normally choose. There were objections. I had to leave one producer and find another. How much time I’ve lost (until very recently) chasing after producers! I was only able to shoot the film two years later, in 1950.

NM How did the “Bernanosians” react to your film?

RB Well, I think.

NM In your cinematic oeuvre, where would you place Diary of a Country Priest?

RB While making it I began to better understand what I was doing. The field of cinematography is immeasurable and full of shadows. I find my way like a blind man in a kingdom of the involuntarily (or, perhaps, voluntarily?) sightless. To capture the real in flight. But, for me, to use this marvelous camera only to reproduce the mimicry of actors—even those drowning in talent—would be completely senseless. I have a consolidated system (better described as an anti-system): no actors, no theatrics, no “direction,” disparity between performers and invented characters, the surprise of mis-takes instead of “takes,” etc.

NM Do you think Bernanos’s characters lend themselves particularly to this style of “non-acting”?

RB I do, because in Bernanos, what you have is painting—not analysis or psychology. The absence of analysis and psychology in his books resembles the absence of analysis and psychology in my films. If there were analysis and psychology in my films, they would be there in the manner of portrait painters. Another thing I like about Bernanos (and this relates directly to his characters) is that his supernatural is constructed from the real.

NM And Bernanos’s Christianity—is he a deviationist? And what is his understanding of rebellion?

RB I suppose he would incriminate the Christians of his day for whom Christianity was a pretense, who didn’t follow the word of Christ. Deviationist? I’m not well-versed in that subject. I believe I’m incapable of studying Bernanos—especially through the lens of religious philosophy. My faith is simple.

NM Do you think Bernanos’s despair is essential to his work?

RB If there is despair in his work, it’s due to an error in the writing, or more likely due to poor reading. Even suicide . . . Mouchette’s, for example—Bernanos says this in so many words—is not cause for despair. Her innocence, her terror are like those of an animal being tracked. In the film there’s a parallel between the game bird and Mouchette. For her, death isn’t an end, a finality (Bernanos dixit) but, on the contrary, it’s a beginning. She’s waiting for a revelation.

NM Are you attracted by Bernanos’s militant side—both in Catholicism and in politics?

RB Not only am I not moved by it, but in his politics and in his Catholicism, Bernanos was an active-duty soldier, whereas I am no kind of soldier at all.

NM And Mouchette? Why, after a gap of fifteen years, did you return to adapting one of Bernanos’s texts for the cinema?

RB Last summer I was desperate to make a film. But I didn’t have the time to write something entirely from scratch. And I liked Mouchette—this minor, civilian hero. At the same time I was wary of the atrocity of it. Could I make Mouchette tolerable without making her sweet?

NM Why was there first one story about Mouchette, and then a second?

RB Bernanos himself said that he cherished the name “Mouchette” and that he couldn’t resist giving it to girls who were very different, and not only in terms of age. The one in Sous le soleil de Satan (“Under the Sun of Satan”) was sixteen, the one in Nouvelle histoire de Mouchette and in my film is younger at fourteen.

NM The one flicker of happiness in your film is the scene with the bumper cars. Why?

RB I invented a fair and a boy for Mouchette to be drawn to. He appears and disappears like a phantom. The disappearance of hope doesn’t always bring despair. Another, more obvious reason for the fair and the boy: the lightness and gaiety allow the darkness that follows to be felt more strongly.

NM And the scene in the cabin?

RB That is from Bernanos. All I did was release my two protagonists into the events of the book, and capture what flickered on their faces. I resisted words.

NM Do you think solitude is central to Bernanos’s work?

RB It seems to me that Bernanos addresses problems only rarely: he observes his characters behaving in specific circumstances. What might emerge from the film, more than solitude, is probably incommunicability.

NM What do you think represents the anguish of the loss of God, the loss of the self ?

RB In Diary of a Country Priest, the name of God is pronounced at the drop of a hat. In Mouchette it’s not uttered once. That’s the difference. Only the language of cinematography—I am convinced of this—can make the ineffable felt.

NM Would you be able to levy a critical judgment on Bernanos’s oeuvre?

RB I’m not qualified to judge it. I often find something sublime in his work. If only thanks to this element of the sublime, it would be fair to count Bernanos among our great writers.

NM Is there a compatibility between the work of Bernanos the Christian and Bresson the Christian?

RB My work? What I do feels more like essays, attempts. It isn’t very practical to compare two such different things as a book and a film.

NM And the man himself?

RB It would be hard for me to imagine someone more distinct from me than Bernanos—in our tastes, our ideas, our means of expression. What does bring us together, necessarily, is our Christian tradition, even if we are not completely, as far as I can tell, of a similar faith.

NM Do you feel connected to the presence of Satan in Bernanos?

RB I’ve only seen, or rather felt, the devil once, in a dog I found. I had to get rid of it right away, though I love animals. It was very strange.

NM Do you consider Bernanos a contemporary writer?

RB I don’t have very specific thoughts about that. Everything changes so quickly. In form, no; in essence, yes—if it’s possible to separate the two.

NM Do you believe his influence will last?

RB When he thought he was right he tried to voice it, and those who didn’t think as he did were wrong. All this with disinterest. Not writ small, but writ large.

NM Bernanos’s work resides, essentially, outside of cities, tied to the earth. Do you have thoughts about that?

RB He knew the life of the village well—of the small city, where people stab their neighbors in the back . . . The three women who attract Mouchette’s curiosity before her death are terrible.

NM And Mouchette?

RB Bernanos said it himself, that it seems she was like a bull being repeatedly stuck with banderillas, spades, and swords.

“Seventeen Years after Diary of a Country Priest,
He Returns to Bernanos. Bresson Explains His New Film,”
Le Figaro littéraire, March 16, 1967


Looks That Kill

GEORGES SADOUL Among certain of my peers, it used to be fashionable to say: “Bresson is like Jean Racine—all of his films are classic tragedies.” Now others say: “Bresson is cruel.” What do you think about this?

ROBERT BRESSON I don’t feel like Racine nor do I feel cruel. It’s not up to me to decide what others will say. It’s up to you, the critics.

My most recent film adaptation, as you know, is of a novel by Bernanos. In it I found flashes, traces of great truth: Mouchette’s repetition of the word “cyclone,” which lulls her into a dream; the way the school song turns into a love song; her saying Merdre! (“Shit”) to her father after the rape, etc.

One of the reasons I chose Nouvelle histoire de Mouchette is because of its absence of psychology or analysis. So the substance of the book was within my reach: it could pass through my filters. Psychology performed with words is for novels, or for the theater. On the screen it’s a heresy. With the greatest novelists—Stendhal, Flaubert, Balzac, Proust—psychology is necessarily performed with words.

GS Your film is, in a way, a silent film, since people hardly speak. I imagine the written dialogue fills only three or four typewritten pages. You express yourself primarily through images and sounds.

RB The images and sounds are suggestive of what Bernanos wrote. I didn’t use any actors, even non-professional ones, but models—the way we think of the model for a painting or a sculpture. When I’ve made the right choice of model, the psychology happens on its own, and I adjust myself in relation to it.

GS Models? Models? Did you know that you’ve just used the same word my friend Kuleshov, the great master who taught Pudovkin and Barnett, also used in 1922? He refused to cast theater actors and instead employed living models (naturtchiki), though with an extreme theatricality, I must say. I imagine you weren’t aware of the connection.

RB Cinematography is its own language. Both sound and image must be positioned in the editing with a precision measured by the millimeter.

GS Can we return to the question of your “cruelty”?

RB Mouchette shows us the cruelty and misery we ordinarily choose not to see. Au hasard Balthazar was a protestation against cruelty, foolishness, and carnality. It’s in me: I am in no way being didactic. I don’t see myself righting wrongs.

Cruelty is everywhere: in wars, torture, the camps, in young people who murder the elderly. In his letters, Oscar Wilde wrote something like: “Ordinary cruelty is just stupidity: a total lack of imagination.” It’s true that the lack of imagination leads to atrocity. At the beginning of the war, in the barracks, I watched a solder skin a rabbit alive. I was terrified.

GS Is that why, before Mouchette’s suicide, you have the hunters massacring rabbits?

RB Not rabbits, hares. That killing scene came to me intuitively. Mouchette is like an animal. Bernanos compares her to a bull in the ring, being stuck with banderillas, spades, and swords. He can’t escape death, no more than the Spaniards Bernanos had seen in 1936 in Mallorca, packed onto trucks to be taken to the firing squad.

Mouchette’s suicide wasn’t an ending for Bernanos any more than it is one for me—it’s the beginning of something. As soon as her mother dies, having been tormented by three Furies (shopkeeper, guardian, and sick-nurse), Mouchette throws herself into the water. In the novel she slides in slowly and the water swallows her. From my island* I have seen quite a few people try to drown themselves, and I can tell you that as soon as they hit the water, they call for help.

I don’t show Mouchette entering the water. We hear and see rings radiating out over the surface. This vanishing: that’s death. Kennedy was the center of the whole world. They put him in a box, and no one talks of him anymore—only of his successor. “Pass the nutmeg.” I evoked the same vanishing in The Trial of Joan of Arc by showing the post and the chains suddenly empty. Because Mouchette’s life ends in suicide, some reproach me for making a film without hope. That’s not how I see it—I believe in the soul, in God.

If I have become increasingly harsh in my films, it’s because that is what’s necessary. I had to say that children are victims of atrocious things. They experience atrocious distress, even more so because of their secrecy. And because our lives are connected to those of animals, I think of the cats tossed into ditches in Vincennes, or the dogs that are abandoned and chained to trees in Rambouillet or Fontainebleau.

My film brings up many things that are cruel, without making them too concrete: alcoholism, defamation, slander, envy. I show the looks that kill.

GS I am even more struck in Mouchette than in your other films by the enormous importance of looks. I would speak of it in terms of the “cinéma du regard,” but the term has become debased.

RB In the technical book I will one day finish, I believe I’ve already written, “To make a film is to connect living beings through looking.”†

I drafted Mouchette in eight days. I’ve been told it’s in some ways a follow -up to Au hasard Balthazar. That’s possible, though I neither intended nor desired it. In any case, making an adaptation relieved me of a heavy weight on my shoulders: it allowed me to reflect on things more easily, and led me to understand that instead of looking for resemblances at all costs, I had to accept the dissimilarity between my invented characters and their models: “Ah! It really is him.” When actors create a character, they simplify, they schematize, whereas a human being is all subtlety, mystery, complexity.

GS While the importance of looking struck me in Mouchette, your other techniques escaped me because I felt completely stripped of my critical and analytic abilities as the action swept me away.

RB There is no action in my film. If there is action in any of my films, particularly in Mouchette, it’s purely interior. Much better to talk of precision than of action. When Mouchette’s mother dies, nothing happens, no “action” in the sense of drama or plot. I’ve been told in no uncertain terms that the absence of action, that silence and slowness, pose great dangers to a film. In the vast majority of current productions, music is used to combat silence and slowness.

GS There is very little dialogue, and music only comes in before the first images and after the last ones.

RB The role of sound in the film is important and fairly precise. For example, during the storm I used ten different kinds of wind. At times I mixed thirty, forty audio tracks. Modern sound recording and editing techniques represent the greatest progress in recent cinematography. Before magnetic tape, different sounds were mixed together without much control. Now we can instantly correct, erase.

In the bar, the crackling of the fire reinforces the drama. During the rape, Mouchette dives at the flames as if diving into hell in a dream. We don’t use sound enough; it remains the expansive domain of the blind.

I work first, I think after. When I’m filming, I purposely resist thinking about the day’s work when I wake up. I don’t say: I will do this scene in this manner, in this room of the café. I force myself to invent in the moment. I am against any system based on preparing things in advance, with sketches and summaries, and planning a specific shot of something that will happen in a particular setting constructed by a set decorator. I await the unexpected, I look for surprises.

GS In 1945 Eisenstein spoke in a similar way about filming Battleship Potemkin.

RB The camera doesn’t think. It’s an eye—“a cow’s eye,” as Cocteau has said. It captures the real in flight. It provides in an instant what the writer, the painter, the sculptor will never be able to achieve. It records what our mind is incapable of retaining. I reject the preconceived, the ready-made, I turn my back on theatrical style. At the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, I once saw the curtain accidentally raised before intermission was over, and the actors began to act in front of a nearly empty room. They started the scene over, and I watched them repeat the same gestures, listened to them say the same words. A film is the opposite of that. We cultivate that which is most rare, that which is produced in a moment and will not occur again.

I take my models in hand, and I become responsible for them. In fact, I become so tense with responsibility that I sometimes lose all track of ordinary life. I work in found locations, without knowing them or at least without having studied them in advance. This creates new connections in me and in my “models,” pushing me toward constant reinvention.

I wonder if my films are worth the effort they require.

“A Conversation, Rather than an Interview, with Robert Bresson about Mouchette,”
Les Lettres françaises, March 16, 1967



* Île Saint-Louis in Paris.

† Notes on the Cinematograph (New York Review Books, 2016).




PART ELEVEN

The Sound Track


The Ear Is Far More Creative Than the Eye

SMIHI ABDELMOUMEN With the continuing rise of audio-visual cinema—what you call “cinematography”—after a long period of “silent cinema,” how important to you are the sound tracks of your films?

ROBERT BRESSON As important as the image track, or more so.

SA Is the role of the audio complementary or independent, with respect to the image?

RB It might play both roles at once, or in alternation.

SA Do you draw correlations between the two tracks? Correlations of implication, explication, demonstration . . .

RB Yes. A sound might replace one or two images, and an image might replace one or more sounds, but less easily.

SA At the writing stage, or during the first visual cut, are you already thinking about the future sound track? Is it something that occurs to you during the shoot itself ? Or after? Before?

RB Before, during, and after.

SA Among all the stages of filmmaking, that of mixing seems, for you, to occupy a place of privilege. What exactly is its role? What is the process? How much time does it take?

RB Mixing is, for me, the truly creative act. It’s the moment when all of a film’s elements, sound and visual, are put in contact with one another, are acting upon one another, and become transformed. In this conception of cinematographic art—which is unlike the one based on mimicry, gestures, and actorly effects—the image track and the audio track are of equal importance.

Usually, for a film of ninety minutes, the actual mixing phase takes me (since you asked) about a week. But I will have spent several months in editing beforehand—first of the image track, and then of the numerous sound tracks that contain all of the audio elements of the film, which must be synchronized and precisely positioned before the mixing can begin.

SA Your sound tracks always seem like the results of an investigation, the goal of which is to isolate, then recreate and assemble carefully selected sound objects, often with an initially incoherent, disparate effect. Many examples come to mind: car horns, the sound of water in the fountain (to think only of Au hasard Balthazar). How do you work with sound? Do you make synchronous recordings of image and sound? Do you record sound independent of image? How do you go about putting them together?

RB Either simultaneous recording or after-the-fact: I do both, according to the circumstances and to my goals. For example, with street sounds—which, when recorded on site, produce an indecipherable cacophony—I re-compose them based on the sounds of each car, each pedestrian’s footsteps, recorded in isolation.

SA What, for you, counts as a “sound object”? The sound of a cascade (Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne), that of keys against bars (A Man Escaped), the whistle of the stick through the air (Au hasard Balthazar) . . . ?

RB Certainly there is a sonic reality to objects that is more dramatic than their visual reality.

SA We are familiar with the originality and vocal oddity of your actors’ intonations, their “vocal performance,” if I can put it that way. In addition to their functional aspect (dialogue) and their contribution to the effects of your direction, might we think of these voices (also? only?) as strictly sonic elements?

RB Yes, but you must keep in mind that only an unstudied vocal performance can contribute something very precise, musically and psychologically and otherwise, to cinematography.

SA Might we say, then, that you consider simple sound objects to be “musical objects”? Let’s avoid the rhetoric that compares the sound of a cascade or the murmur of trees to a symphony or sonata, but would you say you manipulate them like elements that are liable to trigger, create, or produce a certain musicality, if only one that’s specific to the objects themselves?

RB The only reason to incorporate a sound is when it can function both dramatically and musically. It’s immediately apparent how poorly such sounds mix with instrumental music—the intrusion of which is often the last resort of a film.

SA Traditionally, music in film has been considered incidental, or purely functional. A certain type of image (landscape, melodramatic situation . . .) will correspond with a type of music (pastoral, romantic . . .). What do you think of this?

RB In television and cinema, music continues to be used instrumentally, alone or beneath dialogue, in incoherent and unconsidered ways.

SA Your films are more likely to use music rarely and discreetly, usually at the end: the Schubert sonata that ends Au hasard Balthazar; Montiverdi’s Magnificat at the end of Mouchette, to mention only the most recent examples. To me, this music seems to correspond to a sort of détente, or a coming to rest, following the tension that has defined the film. Do you have a “theory” (in the sense of a method, or a repeatable concept) of the way music functions in your films?

RB I made mistakes with the use of music in my early films.

SA Writing about the bourgeois vocal arts in Mythologies, Roland Barthes uses the term “signposting” to refer to a kind of music in which every concept, every effort tends to display the signs of emotion or sentiment rather than the emotion or the sentiment itself. How do you personally understand the possibility of using music in film without falling into the trap of “signposting”?

RB a) Roland Barthes is right. That is the effect produced by instrumental music in films: it tells you if you should be laughing or crying. b) Above all—but this may only work within my own system—you must use music to add a value and a significance to the images that they do not have on their own.

SA How do you see sound integrating into the overall meaning of film, or of your work? Is there some precise correlation between visual reality and sonic reality?

RB If it’s possible to replace an image by one or more sounds, you should do it without hesitation. In essence: aim for the audience’s ear more than for its eye. The ear is far more creative than the eye.

SA It seems clear that now, thanks to your innovations in this area as well as those of Resnais and Godard, that there is a decisive movement away from conceptualizing sound as a simple accompaniment to image. What do you think is the future of sound in film?

RB Film will progress primarily through its use of sound. There will be progress in sensitivity—ours and the audience’s—to sounds, human voices, the cries of animals, other noises . . . And progress in the fabrication of recording equipment, projectors, and their modes of use.

SA In your opinion, are we moving steadily toward a whole art of cinematography—one that is audio-visual?

RB Absolutely. That seems to follow from everything we’ve just said.

“Robert Bresson, Remarks Made to Smihi Abdelmoumen,”
Image et Son, March 1968


PART TWELVE

A Gentle Woman

Une femme douce

1969
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Dominique Sanda on the set for A Gentle Woman.

The Confrontation Between Death and Life

INTERVIEWER Why Dostoevsky, and why A Gentle Woman?

RB You know I have a limitless admiration and love for Dostoevsky’s work. If I chose this story (Krotkaja in the Russian, later translated into French as La Femme Douce), as a basis for my film A Gentle Woman—a slightly ironic title—if I chose this story, it’s precisely because it isn’t very good. It’s overly emphatic, grandiloquent in places, a bit of a botched job. I was able to let it serve me rather than my serving it, without damaging the genius of Dostoevsky, without committing sacrilege. I took only what was essential. I de-Russianized it and brought it into the present. It takes place in contemporary Paris and tells the story of a young husband, his young wife, and their elderly housekeeper.

INTERVIEWER Why did you set this drama in the present day, rather than keeping the décor and mores of the second half of the nineteenth century, where Dostoevsky set it? Weren’t you afraid that the temporal displacement would make the characters less believable?

RB I don’t see myself making a film filled with snow, troikas, Byzantine churches, fur-trimmed coats, and beards . . . I changed the essence of the characters, even the subject itself. In Dostoevsky’s story, the underlying subject is the feeling of responsibility—of guilt—torturing the husband as he tries to justify himself in front of the body of his young wife who has committed suicide. In my film, the underlying subject is doubt, the uncertainty of the husband in the face of the mute corpse: “Did she love me? Did she betray me? Did she know that I loved her?”, etc. It’s about the incommunicability, even if unrecognized, between two people who live together. The silence, the secrets . . . The husband asks these questions of his dead wife, and he knows—and this is what is so devastating—that she will never respond.

INTERVIEWER The fact that you don’t use professional actors must have created serious problems for you with A Gentle Woman, since the characters are so on edge. Did you have to do many takes with your performers?

RB You know, it’s been a long time since I stopped using professional actors and since it stopped causing me any problems. I took many fewer takes with this film than with the others, in part because of the expense of shooting and processing color film.

INTERVIEWER You have left out or changed many things about the story.

RB I eliminated the age difference between the characters, which didn’t explain the suicide, or which would have over-explained it. It was a poor pretext. Incommunicability exists without a difference in age. I also changed the pawnbrokers—which I imagine no longer exist in Russia and which certainly don’t exist here in the same way. I tried to find something similar. I replaced it with one of those trinket shops on the rue de Rome. I retained the presence of objects and of cash circulating in a shop, which is what provokes the initial arguments.

Another important change: I replaced the husband’s soliloquy with a conversation between him and the housekeeper. But above all, it isn’t the fairly banal story of this young married couple that attracted me, it was the possibility of a constant confrontation, of a continual juxtaposition between two images: the young woman dead and the young woman alive. The cinematography—which is a kind of writing—flows from there. These aren’t flashbacks but something else—the confrontation between death and life.

I also paid more attention to the female character, the young woman, because it seemed to me that Dostoevsky was more attached to the man torturing himself to determine whether he was responsible, whether he was guilty of her death. I think I’ve added a dimension of sensuality to the book, in which the woman is able to express herself. In this case, it’s a very innocent, very direct sensuality.

INTERVIEWER So when she lets her robe slide off . . .

RB It isn’t gratuitous. A certain kind of sensuality can’t be evoked without nudity, but I’m not talking about the classic provocation: two bodies rolling around beneath a sheet. In the theater we’ve become accustomed to it, but if nudity isn’t beautiful it’s obscene.

INTERVIEWER During the dinner scene, the characters are differentiated by the sounds of their soup spoons.

RB That was only a way to show how horrible it is to eat soup face to face with only the sounds of slurping and spoons clanging in bowls. In moments like these, all sounds are unbearable.

INTERVIEWER You inserted a fairly long scene from Hamlet into your film, performed by actors in a theater.

RB It’s strange to imagine that this bad habit of yelling, of shouting, already existed in the time of Shakespeare. But our great actors don’t yell. Raimu didn’t yell. Gérard Philipe plays Lorenzaccio in a very soft voice that still manages to transfix those sitting in the back row.

INTERVIEWER Do you believe that love is destined to destroy, or to self-destruct?

RB I’m not so pessimistic. I believe in love. I might even say that I only believe in love. In love for people, but also for things. Love moves toward comprehension: we comprehend through love. But I think misunderstood love, poorly enacted love, exists too.

INTERVIEWER The reasons for the suicide are not made clear.

RB It’s always difficult to understand the true reasons for a suicide.

INTERVIEWER What role does sound play in the film?

RB At the end of the film, the moment when the woman is going to kill herself, the silences and sounds are much more dramatic than any music could evoke. But silence must be introduced, it has to be brought about by the use of sounds.

INTERVIEWER Why does the woman’s friend from the car never make an appearance?

RB Because there would be no reason for it. What’s interesting is the fact of the man, not the man himself. It could have been a different man, it could have been several men, it’s not important. That’s another basic principle: give each character its place. If a character is central, give it centrality. If characters are playing a secondary role, you don’t need to show them very much. It’s a very bad thing when, in a film, all of the characters are given equal attention.

INTERVIEWER But here the omission, the mystery of this character is very important—we want to know more. Just like the omission of the woman’s past, which we want to know more about—it has an enormous positive value and speaks volumes.

RB That’s another basic principle, one that very few understand besides the true greats like Chaplin: economy. Make a grand gesture with nothing—that’s the goal. But the habit is to do the opposite and show absolutely everything, whatever it is: everything’s good. Result? No emotion because there’s no economy. Economy in anything. In gestures, for example. A gesture, when one is made, should communicate a lot.

INTERVIEWER Dostoevsky considered his tale to be fantastical, even though he also believed it had an underlying reality . . .

RB That’s true. Many people think that the fantastical has to do with unusual characters and exceptional situations. The fantastic is everywhere around us, it’s the face seen from close up—there is nothing more fantastical than the real. For Dostoevsky, the fantastical arose from the husband’s monologue that evoked the past. It’s the same reason I don’t think of what I’ve done as a mixing of present with past. For me, there are no flashbacks, there is no rupture in tone, everything happens in the same temporality.

INTERVIEWER In your films, almost every scene is framed by the opening or closing of a door. What do enclosed spaces mean to you?

RB Doors are meaningful to human life: we close the door, we speak behind closed doors, our conversations are different if they happen with the door open, closed, or ajar. Also, doors signify intentions of leaving, of change, because you have to make a move to open or close them.

For me, doors are primarily a musical element: first because of the sounds they make, which I think are important, but more so for the rhythm they impose—a rhythm specific to the film in which they are, effectively, separators between acts or measures of a musical score.

INTERVIEWER How is music important to you?

RB I’m afraid I have misused it in some of my films. But also—and I say this because it has happened—I am happier about a blind audience member than a deaf one. Put it this way: I feel sound is more essential to the creation of a universe than sight. I feel more like a musician than a painter.

Questions and responses taken from several interviews conducted in 1969 about A Gentle Woman


I Am Here, the Other Is Elsewhere, and the Silence Is Terrible

ALAIN JOËL NAHUM For forty years or so it was common practice for directors to establish personal theories of filmmaking and apply them to their work. Today, you’re among the few to do so. Do you think it’s necessary to have a theory? Do you not believe in the possibility of a more spontaneous cinema?

ROBERT BRESSON If what you mean by spontaneous is mimicry, controlled intonations, predetermined gestures made by professional actors, I will have difficulty responding to your question: the word “spontaneous” doesn’t have the same meaning for you as it does for me. Let me only say that despite whatever you may think, spontaneity is—precisely, and above anything else—what I am looking for, by way of mechanical means, and in the people I call my models. As for my theory—more method than theory—what can I say? I understand why people don’t explain to others how they wrote their novels or sonatas, how they made their paintings or their films; I don’t quite understand why they wouldn’t explain it to themselves. I don’t think it’s possible to work (on anything) without a method. The absence of a method leads to chaos—in other words, mediocrity.

AJN With your ninth film, A Gentle Woman, you seem to have reached a turning point. Doesn’t the use of color contradict your ideas of cinematographic specificity?

RB The only difference that comes from the use of color (if there is a difference) is the increase in an image’s expressive power and conviction. With color, you can strike with a greater force. But if the color isn’t right, then you fall prey to the horrible reality of the false, and you strike with no force at all.

AJN A Gentle Woman can be seen as a continuation of Mouchette. Mouchette’s adolescence ends, and then her life ends in suicide. A Gentle Woman opens with the suicide of a woman. Does this act of negation have a political meaning to do with our society? Or in relation to your work, something about the fundamental problem of incommunicability and the impossibility of living? Or is it merely an anecdotal fact?

RB I would be saddened to think of one of my films as a conclusion to another. On the contrary, with each film I want to start from zero, not to pick up where I left off or continue something I’ve already started. The suicide at the beginning of A Gentle Woman is the logical consequence of the night, of the silence Claudel talks about in his poem (which you surely know): “I am here, the other is elsewhere, and the silence is terrible.” There is another verse: “Only the night, common and incommunicable.” It’s no exaggeration to say that the impossibility of true communication is the basis for countless dramas in every society of the world.

AJN In the film, the subject comes up (for the first time in your work) of money as a determinant in the life of a couple. From the beginning, this couple seems destined for failure. We see no progression during the entire course of the film—everything remains exactly the same. The final failure is only an accentuation of the initial failure: their destiny is irreversible! The impossibility of communication, which in the beginning is an abstraction, becomes concretized on an individual level as the impossibility to love. What does this failure mean, for you and for cinema?

RB I won’t try to be a philosopher of marriage. I am surrounded by more good marriages than bad ones. But who really knows? In the newspaper we see how unhappy marriages push people to suicide or to murder. Goethe said it simply: There is something awkward about marriage.

AJN Let’s talk about your other activity, painting: Did the introduction of color to this film have to answer to your needs as a painter? Or, to turn the question around, did this color film influence your painting?

RB I don’t paint any more at all, and I avoid anything like painting in my films. I live in horror of anything that brings to mind a kind of postcardism.

AJN Could color film become a form of artistic expression that, in a sense, renders both color painting and black-and-white cinema obsolete?

RB A color film cannot represent the end of painting because it is only a mechanical reproduction. If it pleases the eye, it’s a different kind of pleasure, not at all analogous to the pleasures of looking at a canvas. A black-and-white film comes closer to painting. For example, the way it suggests the green of a tree comes closer to the truth of the tree than the fake photographic green of color film.

AJN Five years passed between Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne and Diary of a Country Priest. That gap in time allowed for a profound maturation of your work. Between Mouchette and A Gentle Woman, there was only a year. Does this indicate a change in attitude? And what provoked the change?

RB If I filmed less frequently before it was due to the lack of money. I couldn’t find producers. They had no confidence in me. I would be happy working without interruption, one film after another. But it’s true that, when you conceive of a film from A to Z, you need more time to write it down on paper, let it mature, and prepare for filming. The adaptations I’ve made, of novels and of stories, make a quicker rhythm possible.

AJN In A Gentle Woman, the way the actors are directed also suggests a change. The performers seem more akin to professional actors, their physicality and diction are less obviously estranged than in your previous films. Has your manner of directing your performers subtly changed? Or if not, how do you explain this impression?
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Robert Bresson and his crew, including (behind the camera) director of photography Ghislain Cloquet, at the Louvre.

RB What you are saying now is the opposite of what I’ve heard from my friends and read in the reviews: that in this film, I’ve pushed the inexpressiveness of my characters further than ever. In any case, no, I haven’t changed in the way you suggest.

AJN When Mouchette came out, a great number of French critics who generally favor your films didn’t like that one; and, on the other hand, many who didn’t appreciate your earlier films liked it. The same phenomenon holds for A Gentle Woman. Can you explain it?

RB I can’t know the deep reasons why the public or critics like or dislike my films. In both cases there is often a misunderstanding. I’m not displeased by the idea of “surprising” in either direction. There’s no objectivity in any of it.

AJN In A Gentle Woman, you have chosen two romantic heroes, Benjamin [from Michel Deville’s recent film of the same name] and Hamlet, who belong to a world your female character would like to belong to—but reality brings her back to her husband.

RB With Benjamin, it was about showing the projection of a film—any film—in a cinema. My producers, Parc Film and Paramount, were also the producers of Benjamin. That made things easier. The libertinism of Benjamin wasn’t unrelated to the sensuality in A Gentle Woman. I chose Hamlet for three reasons: First, with the quadruple death in the final act, I was able to keep my film in an atmosphere of death, death in another style, a theatrical style, which comes into confrontation with the real death of the woman who has killed herself—and also with her life (bathtub, bar of soap); second, I was happy for the opportunity to communicate to our contemporary actors, through Shakespeare’s voice, that it’s not necessary to yell, to pontificate from the stage, as they tend to do almost without exception; and third, I needed to find something that would give the husband the pretext to say that his young wife “did it as if it were nothing.” Her reading of “Advice for actors”* as she enters the bedroom more than justifies the husband’s reflections.

AJN What did you intend by including secondary distractions like television, records, and the Museum of Natural History?

RB Nothing out of the ordinary. Every household has a television. It allowed me to bring something of the outside world into the apartment. The Museum of Natural History, like the Museum of Modern Art, is just an excuse for the young couple to take a walk. The Museum of Natural History brings them close to death; it relates to the book on natural history that the woman leafs through at the house. The Museum of Modern Art relates to an art book she also leafs through at home.

AJN In Pickpocket, your point of view was introspective; here, it’s descriptive. What is the meaning of this shift, for you and as it relates to your work?

RB I have never felt less like I’m describing or explaining than with this film. On the contrary, I let the images speak, I let the sounds reveal their true nature (as music). I’ve made a film about doubt, uncertainty.

AJN Do you have any current projects? If so, what are they—now that you’re working at a quicker pace?

RB I have entered talks about two films, with much higher budgets than any I’ve made before. And on paper I’ve begun to work on a third.

“Conversation with Bresson,”
Filmcritica, October 1969



* Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.3.




PART THIRTEEN

Four Nights of a Dreamer

Quatre nuits d’un rêveur

1972


Art Is Not a Luxury, But a Vital Need

YVONNE BABY Robert Bresson, why is it that you, with your interest in the personal, so often take your inspiration from literature?

ROBERT BRESSON I am not a writer; I’m not an intellectual. At the age of seventeen I had read nothing; I have no idea how I passed my baccalaureate. What I get from life isn’t ideas translated into words, but feelings. Music and painting—form, color—were more real to me than all the books in the world. At the time, novels felt like farces. Later, I threw myself into Stendhal, Dickens, and Dostoevsky, while also devouring Mallarmé, Apollinaire, Max Jacob, and Valéry. My appetite was ravenous; I was truly in need. At the same time, Montaigne and Proust—thinking, language—were exerting their prodigious force upon me.

It’s fine to go straight to people and things without passing through books. But adaptations save me a lot of time. Why should an original film take less time to write than a novel? Plus I can immediately come to terms with a producer if we’re talking about a book, whereas with something I’ve written there’s a great risk that it won’t be appreciated or even understood, and that I’ll have worked in vain.

It seems to me that every time I embark on a film the producer has a very clear but false idea of it, and I have only a vague one. Money likes to know everything in advance. Producers, like distributors, are usually gamblers who avoid risk.

YB In Four Nights of a Dreamer, you return to Dostoevsky after A Gentle Woman.

RB Because he works with feelings and I believe in feelings. Because everything he does, without exception, rings true. I wouldn’t touch his great novels, with their formal perfection; the fact that they are adapted for theater has always shocked me. But it turns out that the two stories on which I based A Gentle Woman and Four Nights of a Dreamer don’t have the same perfection. They are pretty flawed, in fact, which allows me to feel justified in using them, rather than serving them.

You could reproach Four Nights of a Dreamer for being slight, but I believe a small subject can often be more profound than a grand one.

YB And Bernanos?

RB Diary of a Country Priest was a commission. After reading the book, I turned it down; but a month later, flattered by the confidence shown in me, I read it a second time more closely and found that along with the passages I could do without, there were others that excited me. But the adaptation I did, which was extremely close to the book (I was much more impeded by Bernanos dead—he had just died—than I would have been with him alive), was incomprehensible to the producer, and I had to spend a year finding a different one. That’s an example of an early misunderstanding with a producer.

YB Mouchette?

RB My style, and my faith, are very different from Bernanos’s, but there are electric moments—real flashes and sparks—in this book. I was worried about a subject that could easily become dark and depressing if you were to interpret the suicide of the young girl as an end. But in fact, the suicide answers a call to Heaven.

YB Of course you are a believer.

RB Yes, but I’m not bothered by nonbelievers. For them, everything comes from the earth, is made on the earth. In this world, we tend to refute anything that cannot be understood in worldly terms. What bothers me is when a priest gets mixed up in materialism; or those Masses that divert the adoration of God into idiotic hymns, whether or not they are sung out loud.

I believe that the greatest artists—musicians, painters, sculptors, architects—are at least as well suited to the church as are the church Fathers. It’s a common belief that art isn’t necessary to move the masses—art, strangely, is seen by the church as existing among the luxuries that should be eradicated. I’m thinking in particular of the suppression of Gregorian chant and of all of the great religious music. But it’s impossible to tell what it is about art that can produce divinity. Art is not a luxury, but a vital need.

The idea of art films, of “art-house” films, is meaningless. I continue to be astonished at how we use this extraordinary camera—this tool from heaven—to capture artifice, when it’s capable of capturing truth, by which I mean the real: not just what we sometimes glimpse, but even what we don’t see, what we won’t see until later. Why look to theater—an art of counterfeiting—as a basis for film?

YB Let’s return to Four Nights of a Dreamer.

RB I was in the process of writing an original script when I was offered a sum of money to make a film on a tight deadline. I remembered reading the story some time ago, and I adapted it quickly. The way Dostoevsky conceptualizes youth and love struck me as very contemporary. There’s no trace of the anxiety of today’s youth in his story, but the feelings he describes have something of the complexity of a young, modern love.

I would have liked to deal with the sacrifice of these boys and girls who are looking for some sort of salvation in non-action, who are opting out of a scandalous society based only on money and profit, war and fear. My heart is drawn to them, and I would like for them to be the subject of my next film.

Nations have perished, time and again, from a surfeit of people. Over-population is a scourge. It’s impossible to live when you’re walking all over each other. You know that in one of the Nordic countries, a kind of rodent exists that reproduces quickly—as soon as they are able to walk, they all rush together to throw themselves over a cliff into the sea.

YB So you’re a pessimist?

RB I am a pessimist when it comes to the disorder of ideas, and the unknown forces that manoeuver us, against which a hundred all-powerful Jean-Jacques Rousseaus would be powerless.

How strange that Baudelaire prophesied more than a century ago in Rockets: “Mechanization will have Americanized us to such a degree, progress will have so completely atrophied our spiritual side, nothing of the bloody, sacrilegious, or anti-natural dreams of the utopians will be able to compare with the positive results. I ask of any thinking man to show me what remains of life. As for religion, I think it’s useless to talk of it or to look for what’s left because to even bother any more to deny the existence of God is the only scandal available in that realm. [. . .] Need I say that the little that remains of the political will writhe painfully in the grip of a general bestiality, and that governments will be forced, in order to maintain themselves and to create an illusion of order, to revert to means that would cause our humanity to shudder, as hardened as it is? And so the son will flee his family not at eighteen but at twelve.”

But I still like to have confidence in humanity and to be present to my times.

YB What do you mean by being present to your times?

RB To inhale the smell of petrol, to have my ears assaulted by street noise, to be surrounded by buildings and furious people getting worked up over nothing! But at some point soon, we all will have had enough of this existence in cities with their brutality, their roughness. . . . Let’s move on. YB What’s your sense of audience?

RB I never ask myself if what I’m making will please or entertain the masses. I ask if it’s well or poorly made. If it communicates. I am my own test case. I find it amusing that those who claim to know the audience—or their audience—always aim for its most idiotic member. Before the war, a painter would have no notion of the public and wasn’t searching for one. He would stay silent and not feel the need to explain himself.

I see my films as exercises, as attempts, as efforts toward something I’m trying to understand but that, whenever I think I’m getting close, recedes. It’s difficult for me not to work with my hands. I like to see my films as objects.

If there is one thing that’s underappreciated in our work in film, it’s poverty. Poverty in the sense of a sackcloth canvas next to some silk cloth, in the sense Mozart meant when he wrote—I’m reciting this from memory—about some of his concertos: “They are perfectly poised between too difficult and too easy [. . .] They are brilliant but they lack poverty.”

As sad as the current state of film is, it’s clear that the cinema will not stop being brilliant and that it will be the art that—paradoxically, and I don’t know how—helps revive the other, tired arts.

Le Monde, November 11, 1971


Between Blue and Brown

CLAUDE BEYLIE Your approach to the real, in Four Nights of a Dreamer more than in any of your other films, seems to come from painting. Would you agree?

ROBERT BRESSON I am trying to get closer and closer . . . But you know, everything—whether person or object—can be evasive. I do what I can . . . And, also, I do my best to make what I feel—my impressions and sensations—happen on screen. . . . That said, it’s almost impossible to have been a painter and to no longer be one. Painting taught me . . . to mistrust painting in films.

CB To mistrust the picturesque?

RB Yes, to be wary of the reigning “postcardism,” especially in color films. People go crazy for it. But beautiful photography is always detrimental to what’s essential. It’s possible, on the other hand, that painting helps me with the composition of images.

CB Four Nights of a Dreamer is peppered with what might be called “still lives”: fruit bowls, jars of paint, doors, etc. What exactly is the function of these objects in the structure of the film?

RB Objects occupy an important place in our lives, whether we acknowledge it or not. One of the characters in a play by Cocteau—I don’t recall which one—said, “Objects follow us around like cats.” The objects around us contain us, as well as others, within them. In some places, there is a belief that the souls of the dead can be found in rocks, trees, and so on.

CB Would a world without objects be a wasteland?

RB We would have to become anchorites.

CB You have shot almost the entire film (except the scene before the credits) in cool colors.

RB Before filming, I thought a lot about the color of my nights. I had the choice—given the recalcitrance of film—between blues (cool tones) and browns (warm tones). I tried to steer between the two, but veered a little closer to the blues and greens. The phenomenon of warmth and cold in painting also exists in film. Warmer tones advance toward the viewer . . .

CB . . . whereas in the nighttime scenes, things recede. This is what gives us the feeling that we’re entering a dream world, as the title suggests.

RB I put the idea of dreaming in the title so that it would be clear that what the film’s hero, Jacques, dictates into his tape recorder concerns illusion and not reality. Obviously I had no intention or desire to portray a magical fairyland.

CB Jacques’ paintings are very odd, though, and you film them slowly and at length.

RB I had made my own paintings for those scenes, but I didn’t use them. A young painter, Anne-Elia Aristote, very generously put her studio at our disposal for two days and nights (I was having some financial and logistical troubles), and she was happy for me to use her canvases instead of my own.

CB What’s striking about these paintings is the way the faces are replaced by large splotches of color. You might say that throughout the film Jacques is looking for his color and then he finds it in the final shot.

RB I wouldn’t have foreseen this impression the colors had on you. I don’t like symbols. I don’t systematically reject them, but I never seek them out. Often I’m unconscious of them.

CB And yet there are certain colored “signals” that you must have planned out in advance. I’m thinking of the shot where for no apparent reason we see a woman pass by on the sidewalk wearing a mauve-pink dress, and then the same color reappears in the next shot.

RB That wasn’t planned. I improvise as much as I can when I’m filming; it was a coincidence that I was happy to take advantage of. Whenever the color of one shot can reappear in the beginning of the next, I jump on the chance to make the connection. One must take advantage of luck, desire it, invite it. It’s even useful to reserve a certain percentage of a film for luck. The best moments are almost always due to luck—whether controlled or not.

CB In Four Nights of a Dreamer there are some excessive scenes, exaggerated ones: when the abstract painter visits Jacques, or the screening at the cinema . . .

RB What makes those scenes seem excessive won’t for long. Times change so quickly . . . The jargon of the young abstract painter has, in just a year, become almost normal. The film-within-a-film (the gangster film) is no longer excessive, not for many people. Our times are about squabbling, questioning, destroying . . .

CB What impresses me is that even in these moments you remain faithful to yourself. For instance, when you have the painter say: “The smaller the mark, the larger its world.”

RB Of course . . . The aim is to do a lot with very little. It would be too simple to say that the more you hold back, the more you create. But it’s true that creating is more about subtracting than adding. What’s important, what’s difficult with this art of images, is to find a way not to show, not to represent, but to suggest. The theater is something completely different, and it’s why the current marriage of theater and cinema is pure inanity.

CB As for the gangster film, there is at least one shot—the one of the tense hands on the ground, next to the revolver and the blood stain—that could fit easily into one of your “real” films, apart from a certain outrageousness.

RB You are right to ask me this question. My friend Ghislain Cloquet, who was not the cameraman on Four Nights of a Dreamer but who had helped me shoot the gangster scene some time before the rest of the film, suggested that I use a different style. He was right. I tried, but I didn’t succeed.

CB As always, you are after a certain slowness . . .
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Guillaume des Forêts in Four Nights of a Dreamer.

RB In fact many people—including, recently, at least one American critic—have said that my films are fast. But that isn’t really a contradiction. There can be an apparent slowness at the same time there is a quickness to how feelings evolve. This explanation may not be very clear. It can be understood only from within the domain of suggestion, of the unsaid, the un-demonstrated, the not-musically accompanied . . .

CB What about the very slow shot of the Bateau Mouche passing beneath the bridge . . .

RB That’s a different slowness—strange and nostalgic. I may have unconsciously stolen the boat’s slow glide from a memory. As a prisoner of war I entered Germany and travelled up the Rhine on the deck of a barge—day and night . . . In the film, I almost completely eliminated the motion of the image, to give more power to the music at this moment, to allow it the time it needed to produce its effect. The general effect comes from a combination of the rhythm of the boat and that of the music.

CB There don’t seem to be characters in your films, in the ordinary sense of the term . . .

RB It could be that I think less about characters and more about character. I rely on chance here, too, and also with the camera, which captures not actors but humans, along with all of their unpredictable idiosyncrasies. The characters we set down on paper are so stiff, so of a piece . . . I prefer to start with a schema, a scenario, and then let the camera lead me . . . where I want to go.

CB You spend a long time on the fantasies Jacques dictates into his tape recorder. These spoken phrases contrast oddly with the quotidian realism of the rest of the film, due to the magical universe they evoke (a bit like that of Julien Gracq).

RB I made them a bit literary, a bit different from the language of daily life, in order to avoid the potential traps of vulgarity or sentimentality.

CB Why does Marthe say to Jacques: “We must be very smart”? Isn’t she in conflict about the passions of the flesh and those of the mind?

RB “Very intelligent,” so as not to fall into the trap of love. In that moment she is more lucid than Jacques. This is in the reflection when she’s looking at herself in the mirror. A looking that’s natural (“naturist”) and innocent, if not pure. The reading of an erotic book loaned by the tenant—I could have chosen something more risqué. The sexual attraction of the young woman, through a wall, for the tenant she has not seen, is also absent from Dostoevsky’s novel, where there’s no hint of eroticism.

CB This intrusion of sensuality is a fairly new theme in your work, isn’t it?

RB It was there in Au hasard Balthazar.

CB Have you seen Visconti’s White Nights?

RB Yes, some time after completing Four Nights of a Dreamer. I greatly admired the Venetian setting and the way Visconti used it. I did not understand why the hero of the novel—who is shy and reserved—was turned into a womanizer.

CB What season was it when you filmed Four Nights of a Dreamer?

RB August and September of 1970. By a stroke of bad luck, it was very cold. The whole shoot, the nighttime exteriors, were very painful and complicated. The car noise on the Pont-Neuf and in the streets, the annoying onlookers. But those challenges weren’t mine alone.

CB Are you writing now?

RB I’m thinking about my next film. I’m accumulating notes. I would like to finish this short technical book about cinema—I can never find the time. And also, things are never finished. I don’t like the word “fin.”

“Interview with Robert Bresson,”
Écran 72, April 1972


I Look for Surprises

JEAN SÉMOULÉ This film was shot almost entirely outdoors. Was there anything inconvenient about using Paris as your set?

ROBERT BRESSON Car noises, which prevented me from hearing my performers, even close up. Crowds, which got in the way. The cold—on some nights, our teeth chattered.

JS Were there additional difficulties with the night exteriors, given that you were using color?

RB At night color film—which is less sensitive than black and white—always requires additional light. So any time we moved the camera, we also had to move the electric cords and lights to the new location. There’s also the monotony of the color blue.

JS Why did you choose the Pont-Neuf as the primary meeting point in Four Nights of a Dreamer?

RB I live on the quays. The nightlife on the banks of the Seine, the illuminated boats passing by in summer—these sights are familiar to me. In this film I wanted to revive them, to communicate the effect they have had on me. Also, the Pont-Neuf and the Vert-Galant gardens are meeting places for hippies, and I wanted to film in that milieu.

JS Those are real hippies who appear in the film?

RB Of course.

JS In your last few films, a predilection for certain locations in Paris seems to be almost as important as the subject matter itself.

RB Paris, for me, is a collection of special places that I know well and that I love. I am trying to put as much of my own experience as possible into my films.

JS Do you see an essential difference in atmosphere between your rural films, like Mouchette or Au hasard Balthazar, and those set in Paris?

RB I lived in the country for a long time, but I’m suspicious of “rustic films” that are too cut off from modern life. That’s why, in Mouchette, we saw and heard the transport trucks rumbling by. In Au hasard Balthazar, I included as many cars as I could.

JS Let’s get back to the challenges of filming in color. Were they different with A Gentle Woman and Four Nights of a Dreamer?

RB The problems of two films are never alike. In Four Nights of a Dreamer and in A Gentle Woman, the evening scenes and the daytime scenes had very different intentions. In Four Nights of a Dreamer I was faced with the challenge of very long nights: I needed to find a greater variety of expression within the constraints of color.

JS The alternation between warm and cool colors in the diurnal and nocturnal scenes is one of the most beautiful aspects of the film. Was this something you privileged, something you went after as a compositional element?

RB As with painting, the phenomenon of warm and cool is terribly important to the composition of a color film. It affects the lives of the characters.

JS You have adapted two stories by Dostoevsky in a row. Coincidence? Affinity?

RB Adaptations save me a lot of time by bringing me to terms with a producer right away. Why Dostoevsky? Because he’s the greatest.

JS With the exception of Diary of a Country Priest, you’ve only adapted short stories. Do you find that stories are more fit for transposition than novels because they are more dramatic (not to say theatrical)?

RB I wouldn’t dare touch Dostoevsky’s great novels, with their formal perfection. I wouldn’t be able to use them without doing them a disservice. They are also too vast, too complex. And they are Russian. I was able to use the two stories I chose because they are simpler, less perfect, hastily composed. And they allowed for the possibility of changing country and era.

JS You made Jacques a painter. Why?

RB The life of a painter is by definition a life of solitude and introspection.

JS Even though the film has no voice-over, it favors the “I” of the main character.

RB My efforts are always directed toward inner lives. Jacques’s solitary life was perfect for this.

JS He’s a striking character, both for his inhibitions and for his openness.

RB Strangely, inhibitions and openness can sometimes go together.

JS Did Guillaume des Forêts lead you to identify any particular aspects of Jacques’ character, or was he simply enacting it?

RB I always leave as much as possible to the unknown. I’ve often said that I look for surprises. I want the character that forms in front of the camera to be composed in small measure by what I want him to be and in much larger measure by what he will teach me about who he is.

JS For many years now, you have used only non-professional actors in your films. The result, for the viewer, is one of homogeneity. What’s it like during the filming?

RB It’s much easier to achieve this homogeneity with non-professionals who aren’t “acting” than it is with actors. And I’ve found it’s very difficult to mix professionals with non-professionals.

JS Did you encounter any performance-specific challenges with this film?

RB Filming exteriors at night, with all the noise, was difficult. But it was also easy because my performers possessed the flexibility and genius of youth.

JS Thinking back as far as Diary of a Country Priest, is there one of your films that you think of as a model, or a point of reference, for the type of performances you want? Or does each film have its own point of departure?

RB It’s possible that with A Man Escaped I began to understand what I needed to do. But that doesn’t mean I don’t question everything whenever I begin a new film.

JS Young people weren’t absent from your early films, but since Au hasard Balthazar they have been very prevalent. Is that a deliberate choice?

RB It’s astonishing what the camera can capture on the faces of young people who haven’t yet been crushed by schooling or by life.

JS This film has some humor in it . . .

RB I was looking for a kind of humor that would be purely cinematographic, that would depend almost exclusively on rhythm.

JS Marthe and Jacques survive their crises, unlike Marie in Au hasard Balthazar, Mouchette, the gentle woman. Did you intend for the end, in particular, to read as optimistic, as an opening up toward life?

RB That’s funny. For me, the ending is pessimistic—a less sorrowful pessimism, so all the more bitter.

JS And yet the final images show a young artist at work.

RB Yes, but his work is propelled by illusions and so . . . the ambiguous ending.

Michel Estève, Robert Bresson,
(Paris: Seghers, 1974)
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Humbert Balsan, Luc Simon, and Vladimir Antolek-Oresek in Lancelot of the Lake.

To Bring the Past into the Present

INTERVIEWER What were you trying to do with this subject?

ROBERT BRESSON To draw from our mythology. And this particular situation: that of knights returning to the castle of Artus without the Grail. The Grail, which is the absolute: God.

INTERVIEWER The Grail, a Christian symbol . . .

RB Yes, but the Grail was already present in the pagan legends of the Celts. Curiously, in the twelfth-century text Le Chevalier de la charrette, you can also find references to the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice.

INTERVIEWER Was this film a big production?

RB There are horses, knights in armor, a tournament . . . all as anachronistic as possible.

INTERVIEWER Anachronistic?

RB You have to bring the past into the present if you want to make it believable.

INTERVIEWER Did this Middle Age of your invention cost a lot?

RB In general, a big budget doesn’t bring luck to a cinematographer. Happily, for Lancelot of the Lake, having money didn’t amount to a luxury.

INTERVIEWER We can expect a lot of brutality, a lot of violence . . .

RB As with the British tales where blood flows on every side of the field.

INTERVIEWER And we can also expect, I imagine, a love story . . .

RB Lancelot and Guinevere are like Tristan and Isolde without the love potion. A predestined love, a passionate love facing impossible obstacles. This love and its fluctuations provide the movement of the film.

INTERVIEWER And you wrote the whole thing yourself ?

RB Yes, because from the beginning, one has to be the absolute master of one’s ideas. At least—and even more so—when one is going to improvise.

INTERVIEWER You improvise a lot?

RB I believe more and more strongly in the necessity of improvisation.

INTERVIEWER And the dialogue?

RB I wrote it a long time ago. I revised it, little by little, during production.

INTERVIEWER Do you pursue challenges?

RB They are useful to me. As is speed. I’ve often noticed that what I’m not able to resolve on paper, I can resolve on the spot, while filming, with much better results.

INTERVIEWER Wasn’t it hard to film with horses, knights in armor, and a lot of extras?

RB Contrary to what people believe, if you can work with very little, you’re able to work with a lot. Still, having greater means didn’t stop me from focusing on details, from suggesting instead of showing, and from giving much of the power over to sounds. The tournament scene is almost entirely edited for the ear . . . as are, in a way, all of the scenes.

INTERVIEWER You didn’t have any real problems with the horses?

RB They weren’t hired, but bought, and trained for a very long time. They were young and difficult. I had good knights.

INTERVIEWER Good knights who are not actors. It’s said that you detest actors.

RB That’s absurd. . . . Some of my best friends are actors. That’s like saying “He’s a painter, so he doesn’t like sculptors.” I love theater, I love actors. But I can’t work with them. I’m not asking anyone else to follow suit.

INTERVIEWER A last question: How do you find the people you refer to as your “models”?

RB Before, I would choose people based on their moral resemblance to my characters. It took a very long time to find them. Today, as long as nothing seems off, I decide very easily.

INTERVIEWER Why?

RB Characters that we invent are too neat. Reality is full of strangeness that won’t appear until later. I return more and more to intuition, to chance. Of course there is the voice, which is a divine thing. Taken on its own, as separate from the physical, it’s an almost entirely reliable way to choose.

INTERVIEWER And how do you direct your actors? I mean, your “models”?

RB It isn’t about directing anyone, but about directing yourself. The rest is telepathy.

Pamphlet distributed at the film’s release in 1974
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Humbert Balsan (on horseback) and Robert Bresson in the courtyard of the Château de Noirmoutier.

It Was Lancelot’s Very Particular Inner Adventure That I Found Striking

JEAN-LOUIS EZINE If we want to think about a mythology for the current century, would we really include the search for the Grail?

ROBERT BRESSON I think so, just as they did in other eras. Ronsard and the Pléiade poets chose to make it their primary material.

J-LE And yet it’s hardly insignificant that your film begins with Lancelot’s failure, as he returns to Guinevere’s castle without the sacred vessel? And that current developments followed the twilight of the legend . . .

RB I hadn’t thought about making a comparison between the failure of the hunt for the Grail and the contemporaneous crisis in the Church. It was Lancelot’s very particular inner adventure that I found striking, combined with the violence and blood spilled during the search.

J-LE With such a “historical” subject, you have still very obviously preserved the idiosyncrasies of a false realism. This is about a different kind of authenticity, one more profound than what’s achieved by a simple reconstruction. . . .

RB Historians are rarely poets, as Lytton Strachey was at the beginning of this century. He was marvelous. To be authentic is to be “yourself,” and to make everything pass through “you.” That’s harder for a historian. But I didn’t conceptualize this film as a historian.

J-LE If love—even courtly love—dishonors the Grail, as happens with Lancelot, is there a positive relationship that can be established between carnal love and grace?

RB Probably. I don’t know what it would be. The film doesn’t know any more than I do.

J-LE Lancelot of the Lake is also a painterly composition: whatever is in a particular image seems to move though it, to reach suggestively toward something else, toward the reality it’s depicting. How do you understand the relationship between cinematography and painting?

RB When there is a desire to paint, everything becomes the subject of painting and you paint with whatever is close at hand. To have machines like cameras and sound recorders at your disposal is an incredible thing. But it’s important not to make paintings with them.

J-LE Lancelot was a twenty-year project for you. The conception, if not the choice of subject itself, must have changed over the course of such a long gestation.

RB No. I wrote Lancelot of the Lake twenty years ago, and then I put it in a drawer where it remained, out of mind, until last year.

J-LE Something Gracq wrote could be inscribed in the margins of your film: “The conquest of the Grail represents . . . an earthly, almost Nietzschean aspiration toward the superhuman.”*

RB Yes, but today the aspiration tends more toward super-mechanization and self-destruction. One of the characteristics of our era is not to pay attention.

J-LE And yet Lancelot isn’t a romantic hero . . .

RB Romanticism may be an invention of novelists and playwrights. It’s also a way of writing. When you get really close to people, when you manage to eliminate the gap—which is what cinematography can do—what meaning can “romanticism” have? Not much.

J-LE Are we able to see Lancelot in this way? Valéry said that “a mystic can easily transform into an immoral being, capable of the darkest, most delectable sins, with the hottest tears.”†

RB That can be read alongside what Montesquieu said about the virtuous: “I believe it to be true that if men were virtuous, they would have no friends.”‡ It’s probable that our mystical knights killed, pillaged, and burned without hesitation.

Les Nouvelles littéraires, September 23, 1974



* Julien Gracq, The Fisher King, “Avant-Propos” (José Corti, 1948), pp. 11–12.

† Paul Valéry, Analecta LXXXV, “Relations,” Oeuvres, Vol. II (Gallimard, “Bibliothèque de la Pléiade,” 1960), p. 737.

‡ Charles-Louis de Montesquieu, Mes pensées (XX, “Des devoirs,” No. 604), “De l’amitié,” in Oeuvres complètes, Vol. I (Gallimard, “Bibliothèque de la Pléiade,” 1949), p. 1129.




Torn Between Fidelity and Felony

JUST LIKE PAINTING AND WRITING, the cinematographic art must exist on its own terms. Nothing could be more false than to call it an art of synthesis. It has nothing in common with the filmed theater we’ve been content with for fifty years. It shocks me that I’m almost the only one to say it.

  •

You have to begin with the concrete—in this case, the story of Lancelot of the Lake—but I’m interested above all in the inner life of the knight who returns empty-handed from his search for the Grail. For me, an idea is never independent from the vision, and the subject is only a pretext for expressing what I feel about it. So the century, or the setting, don’t matter: in this case, I resisted any kind of medieval picturesque. My goal was to tell the truth about characters from another era, but in the context of today’s reality.

  •

I am a Christian filmmaker. But I have no intention of drawing a parallel between our secularized culture and a previous time when people lived lives of exalted faith. I didn’t make Lancelot to elaborate on a parable. Our hero is aware of his responsibility for the failure to find the Grail; I’m interested in how he is torn between fidelity and felony, love and purity. He’s a man crushed by the machine of a destiny shaped by luck and predestination. . . . There is neither conversion nor redemption in my film—unlike some other stories about the Knights of the Round Table. Nonetheless, Lancelot’s remorse could be seen as the beginning of atonement. . . . I am absolutely not the Jansenist people sometimes call me . . . except maybe when it has to do with form.

  •

All the same, I have a hard time understanding it when people reproach me for not depicting feelings enough. It’s true that I reject a kind of emotional excess, or a certain kind of lyricism. But Lancelot—which is Tristan and Isolde without the love potion—is a film of feelings and of action, at the center of which is Lancelot’s forbidden love for the queen. It’s a very violent film at times. A suggested violence: I’m not interested in voyeurs, at this moment when—alas!—we seem to think of the audience as such!

  •

In Lancelot of the Lake, rhythm is as important as it is in a symphony. With the slight difference that these rhythms aren’t written into my screenplay as on a score; I find them by instinct, either in the course of finding my shots or during the process of editing. . . . But the soundtrack is more important to me than the image track. I seem finally to be able to recognize the superiority of sounds, many years after renouncing musical accompaniment. But reality isn’t enough to deliver truth. You have to add something of yourself, which can bring about a less expected realism: during the combat scenes, the isolated sounds of swords and arrows on armor.

  •

I attach a lot of importance to the tonality of my performers’ voices. But it’s true that I ask them to reproduce something like naked speech, which is the opposite of the performed replica that constitutes “naturalism” in the theater. When I choose the nonprofessionals I want to use in a film, I don’t look for acting talent but for an inner life, a mystery.

•

No, I don’t feel close to Matisse—even less so to the idea of creating paintings on screen. But colors are part of the language of cinematography, and I’ve attempted to create a kind of unity among the beiges (tent canvas, sand), or the semi-darkness of the forest, as opposed to the white walls of the castle or the knights’ tights.

  •

You can’t look for poetry. You find it in what’s left out, in what is suggested. Pornographic film is the art of showing everything. Cinematography is the art of representing nothing.

  •

Degas said, “When you don’t know, it’s not hard. But when you know . . .”*

  •

I count on difficulties, but not as a style—they stimulate me. I’ve never improvised so much; I have confidence in my instincts as long as they are rooted in firm ground. It’s good to work in the unknown (which is why I don’t let my models see the dailies), and to then make sense of the unexpected. . . . I don’t presume to play God, but it’s true that my creative dominion comprises many things, both visible and invisible. And that I need to have a certain tenderness for my characters and what they embody.

  •

First, I ask viewers to be attentive. Second, for them to try and free their imagination in order to feel and experience, rather than attempting to understand every moment of Lancelot of the Lake.

Remarks collected by Pierre Montaigne,
Le Figaro, September 24, 1974



* He also said, “Painting isn’t very hard when you don’t know . . . But when you know . . . oh! . . . It’s another thing entirely!” Paul Valery, “Degas Dance Drawings” in Oeuvres, Vol. II, p. 1214.




The Sound of Iron

ROBERT BRESSON This film isn’t set in a particular time or place. When I was working on it, I didn’t think of the armor as being from any other era than our own. It’s simply a garment made of iron, which becomes sound, rhythm. We habitually try to muffle sound, make it disappear, but sound is life—it is the concrete proof of life. The more we work with detachment, the more we have to balance it with the concrete. It’s what literature does when it addresses subtle or elevated things through ordinary objects. This reminds me of Proust, when the visitor’s guide at the château says, “Here is where Mary Stuart prayed; and there, in the cupboard, is where I store me brooms.”*

The horses have their own music, their own melody and rhythm. They provided me with the spontaneous movements of life, and everything else I love: the new, the unexpected. The new because it was the first time I had used these animals; the unexpected because of their horse-character, their impenetrable gaze, their disobedience. And the images? Fragmentation, making things visible through their isolated fragments, which is how we see them in reality. A chest, a muscular haunch, a neck: these translate the sense of power that I get from watching a horse gallop. When it stops, the fall of hooves on the ground. Otherwise, you risk falling into representation (the entire horse with its knight in a landscape, etc.). I have often said that cinematography is the art of using images to not represent anything.

YVONNE BABY Even when you’re filming a tournament?

RB It’s the same thing: it’s about communicating sensations and not showing an entire tournament, from start to finish, like a spectator might watch it at a circus or festival. Once again, it’s about rhythms. They are all-powerful. When things are encountered as part of a rhythm, that’s when they’ll have a lasting impact on the memory.

YB You wanted to stop making anything but contemporary films, and you chose Lancelot.

RB What I know is that while I was filming, I wanted there to be constant anachronism. Don’t be fooled into thinking it’s possible to paint something sincere except in the present, or outside of all the things that constitute our daily life. I think the temptation of modern life was constantly with me; it was brought up by the events in Lancelot. Even religious faith: How could I forget the current crisis in the Church? I wanted to title the film The Grail, precisely because of the intensity of the Grail’s absence throughout the film.

YB You said “paint”. . .

RB The way a novelist might. But it’s true that painting, which pursues me and which I continually resist, still activates me. Color and form. Form probably imposes a particular construction of the image. And color: there’s no doubt that color adds power to an image. But it’s an imperfect instrument that can easily lead to postcardism. That said, there is always a good way to use an imperfect instrument if you know that it’s imperfect. At the very least, it forces us to simplify.

YB Let’s return to the Grail.

RB The Bretons are sailors, they’re inventive. The legend of Lancelot originates more in speech than in writing. French literature owes a lot to the spirit of Brittany, especially when it comes to writing about enchanted realms. But I think what really seduced the French was this new idea of love. In the chansons de geste, love is brutal and doesn’t count for much. Women sought it, and men disdained them for it. And then (the idea came from Provence), suddenly love was about reason, convenience. Men were no longer expected to marry (what a man got from his wife was something he was due, not compensation for some act of grandeur). Mistresses dominated their lovers. There were rules, a catechism of love.

What the Bretons introduced, which was completely new, was pure passion without reason, more powerful than the threat of hell: the love of a Tristan or a Lancelot.

Chrétien de Troyes first spoke of the Grail in Perceval (I could be wrong).

We’ve embellished on the story of the Grail for centuries. “Grail” means “vase” or “cup.” An entire occult myth seems to be concealed within its origins. There is no occultism in my film, just a vessel into which Christ bled when crucified, and which can bestow supernatural powers on anyone who possesses it. The film is clear about the ways in which the legend inspired me.

YB But the legend was only a pretext for you.

RB I prefer inventing characters that partially resemble those in an already vague legend—and then speaking through them—to being faithful to an author, even a great one (Dostoevsky, Bernanos), as I have done with many films. Of course I felt much freer overall, but especially when it came to choosing the non-actors I call my models.

As for the adaptations I have undertaken with so much care and respect in the past, I now believe the most profound faithfulness would entail being unfaithful and preserving only the feeling of illumination that reading the original produced.

YB Was this a difficult film for you to make?

RB I think each film is a test, the real reward arriving in a single moment when you nearly give up, when you sense yourself powerless before so many obstacles—and then, inexplicably, you are rescued.

YB And the book you mentioned?

RB One day between films I suddenly felt the need—the obligation, almost—to explain (to myself ) the reasons behind the shift I had made: no actors, no sets, nothing theatrical. I was hesitant to publish my Notes on the Cinematograph. I’m no longer hesitant. I will publish it.

Le Monde, September 26, 1974


* Marcel Proust, A l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs, second part, “Noms de pays, le pays,” (Éditions de la Nouvelle Revue Française, 1919), p. 203.
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The return from the tournament through the forest of Soubise.

The Grail

The Story’s Hidden Engine

MICHEL MAINGOIS The passion that motivates the characters of your film seems to be the principle theme of their quest.

ROBERT BRESSON I did not avoid the Grail, or rather its absence, which is the story’s hidden engine.

MM You suppressed the myth from the song of the Round Table in order to refocus the story on the characters.

RB So as to transform the literary magic of the story into a different type of magic, the magic of feelings. For that to happen, one must resist the picturesque. The only “fairy” is the screen itself. What’s important is that the fate of all the knights depends on the evolution of the feelings between Lancelot and the queen. It’s a kind of sub-story. As soon as “something” sends the queen into Lancelot’s arms, even though Lancelot continues to win exploit after exploit, the end has been set in motion—it’s merciless. By the time it ends, all the knights have been devoured.

MM So he isn’t master of himself?

RB No. Love is stronger. Passionate love, predestined love. Lancelot is Tristan without the love potion. There’s no psychology—or the psychology is revealed slowly, visually, as the film unfolds. It’s not unlike the psychology of portraitists, but in motion, and more hidden. In any case, I don’t explain anything.

MM You remain a spectator?

RB No, but I believe in flashes of insight, or of intuition, during production. Editing is the real moment of creation, the possibility of lucidity and precision. When all of the elements—images, voices, sounds, silence—find their exact place within the whole, links are revealed between them. It’s these links that can make life suddenly irrupt.

MM You have often been misunderstood.

RB There are always, necessarily, misunderstandings (both in praise and in criticism). You can’t create anything without inviting misunderstandings.

MM Especially when it comes to your actors, your models. You are quite controlling when it comes to them.

RB No direction for actors, because there are no actors! It’s more a space of telepathy. The editing is where you’re able to see what I wanted from them.

MM Lancelot of the Lake is a very realist film when we compare it to the chivalric romances.

RB Nothing more realist than the camera shot. But you also have to take from the real. Often, what might seem real in a novel doesn’t actually exist in reality.

MM So with this film you’ve reached a landmark in your cinematographic quest.

RB I may be a bit happier with it than with my other films. More luck. Perhaps I have also made progress. I’ll find out soon enough because I’ll be viewing the film several times in theaters, to adjust for light and sound. Sometimes it’s painful. My director of photography, the great and subtle Pasqualino De Santis, asks for a high level of precision, demands precise control over the projector. A lack of light in the projector could change, for example, a dark forest into a night forest, or a pallid dawn into a bright day. What’s beautiful about photography—and De Santis makes this possible—is that it can capture moments of the real.

MM You told me you were at the limit of under-exposing your shots in the forest, and yet the image was excellent, without any grain.

RB Thanks to De Santis’s talent and sensitivity. His calculations were extremely precise. When necessary, his photography can be flexible and can handle a little more or less exposure when the positive is printed (which means it’s also a collaboration with the lab). What I love is the truth in his work. There’s no sense of affectation, no artifice. And then the shrouded quality he conveys—but with contrast—that makes me think of the smooth surfaces of the great masters.

MM And yet you don’t make “images.”

RB That’s right: reject the image, and don’t make paintings. Arrange things—without disturbing them too much—so that they will guide the viewer’s eye, focus his attention on a single point that’s better lit or closer to the foreground.

MM It’s an act of writing.

RB Yes, or of painting, it’s the same thing . . . with images and sounds.

MM What do you think of as the point of encounter between literature and painting in cinema?

RB It’s the same point, or points, of encounter between all the existing arts. What cinematography can gain from the other arts is a sense of solitude, of working in solitude—of self-possession, amidst a cacophony of fairly monstrous films.

MM I noticed that in certain scenes you filmed characters in tight shots with a long depth of field.

RB I always use the same lens, without exception: a 50mm. To change lenses all the time would be like changing eyeglasses.

MM Why?

RB We have only one vision. Depending on what glasses you’re wearing, objects are closer or father away. To change lenses is to take away the very unity that films struggle so hard to preserve (everything goes all over the place).

MM So it’s the camera that moves?

RB That’s a different question. I think it’s important not to notice it moving. Otherwise it would create a false movement of the eye. And that’s no longer a single vision. My first films contain this flaw (the visible movement of the camera) because I had no choice but to adopt the practices in use then, and couldn’t critique them at the same time. And I didn’t decide right away to restrict myself to a single lens. It also took me some time to do away with symphonic music that arises out of nowhere . . .

MM So for you, cinema is a quest for purity . . .

RB . . . and for unity.

MM For an expression truer than reality?

RB Truth is very powerful. It’s the same in literature, painting, and so on.

MM But the cinema is often seen as an industry.

RB A kind of filmed theater, where it’s difficult for a director to impose his will.

MM Were you thinking about Lancelot of the Lake for a long time before you made it?

RB I was no longer thinking about it until I met Jean-Pierre Rassam, the producer.

MM Do you think you can establish a kind of cinematography unlike ordinary cinema?

RB I’m not the first person to make films without professional actors.

MM But you’re the only one to make a big-budget film like Lancelot under those conditions.

RB I wanted to make the film in English. I did not succeed. The English language is wonderful, though—you notice it in dialogue especially. Also, the market is much bigger and there’s more money.

MM You wanted to shoot this film in Cornwall, where the legend began?

RB No—well, yes, at one point, when I was still writing the film. . . . My ideas about it changed.

MM But not the forest.

RB I made it so the Château [of Noirmoutier] was surrounded by forest.

Zoom, November 1974


PART FIFTEEN

Notes on the Cinematograph

1975


You Strip Your Art Naked

FRANÇOIS-RÉGIS BASTIDE Robert Bresson, opening your book almost at random, I landed on this sentence, spoken by Racine to his son Louis: “I know your handwriting well enough, without your having to sign your name.” I would like to say that if I had come across this book without the author’s name (which never happens, though it would be interesting) and with only the title Notes on the Cinematograph, published by Gallimard, if the name Robert Bresson didn’t appear on the cover at all, I believe that I—and not only I, but hundreds, even thousands of readers—would have guessed right away that it was yours. It’s a brief, dense book, composed of short sentences, written for the most part in a telegraphic style, in which you address either yourself or someone else. You seem to be speaking to some sort of Nathanaël who might be you (even if you, perhaps, dislike Gide). You strip your art naked with the utmost rigor, and thumb your nose at the reproaches that have continued to be made against you throughout your long career. On the contrary, you persevere, you double down. I wonder if you’re thinking of Cocteau’s dictum: “Whatever the audience hates, cultivate it: it’s who you are.” And yet, you never miss a chance to explain who you are, what you are. Sorry, not who you are. Not in an anecdotal way, of course. You never take on the complaisant tone of a director: “I remember when I was shooting this or that film, my DP came up to me and said . . .” No. Don’t expect that from Robert Bresson. This is the book of a cinéaste who says what he thinks—as dryly as possible, but with fire, too. So that with each sentence, with each of these little paragraphs, one wants, of course, to know more, to have you nearby so as to be able to ask: “Is this what you mean?” So I have that now—you are here—and all I can do, of course, is ask a few small questions pertaining to some of your sentences. For example, there is one thing that surprised me quite a bit. I believed—but this is part of your legend (it may be false)—that you never go to the cinema. But often, in the book, you write about a “film by X.”

ROBERT BRESSON I began writing these notes twenty years ago. At that time, I still went to see films. Now I don’t go any more. I’ll tell you why: I don’t go, as I say in the book, because I can’t abide these actors who—in close-ups that reveal every detail—are there only to provide mimicry and theatrical gestures. And this feeling has grown even stronger—something has changed and I simply can’t do it, I can’t bear to see it or hear it.

F-RB You have gone straight to the heart of the matter. In effect, there are many notes in your book about the voice: “natural voice,” “trained voice.” The voice: the soul made flesh. When it’s studied, as it is in X’s films, it has neither soul nor flesh.

RB I place immense importance on the voice, on timbre, on the matte or brilliant quality of the voice, and above all on a natural voice—that is, a voice that has never been trained, that expresses itself through rhythm alone, through increases and decreases in speed—in other words, as Baroncelli said the other day, “a voice from behind the mask.” Because I believe—at least for what I’m trying to understand about myself and about a kind of cinematography that’s not just a photographic copy of art—I really believe that neither the gestures nor the speech that form the substance of a theatrical play can form the substance of a film. And for me, the substance of a film is this thing or these things that are provoked by speech or gestures. That’s not the way they function in the theater. So the function is different: It’s about what is provoked by these gestures and intonations and voices, which is captured, as if from the interior, by the camera and audio recorder.

F-RB The two machines that you love so much and talk about so often.

RB And which I say are sublime.

F-RB It seemed to me that when you say “To display feelings through facial expressions and gestures is the art of the actor, is theater. Not to display feelings through facial expressions and gestures still isn’t cinematography. Involuntarily expressive (and not willfully inexpressive) models . . .”—that that may be a kind of key to your thinking.

RB Yes, I call my non-actors “models,” like a painter or sculptor calls those who pose for him his “models.” But I eliminate the pose—because I don’t want them to pose. I want them to be intact, virgin. What I want from them is the unknown.

F-RB In the beginning, you did direct actors.

RB That’s why I’m telling you that everything I say here was, fundamentally and powerfully, in me from the moment I started making films—but there is nothing a priori about any of it. What I mean is that it was only after three or four films that I felt the absolute necessity—not that I realized it myself; I started using these models for my own purposes—the necessity of going in this direction and not in the usual direction of theater—and it’s why I became less and less able to work with professionals. When I made my first film, The Angels of Sin, I didn’t know my actors; I let my producer choose them. All I did was switch two roles, Sylvie and Marie-Hélène Dasté.

F-RB And you could tell right away that it would be difficult?

RB That it wasn’t working well, yes. I said the same thing to them. They cried every night. But they were very sweet, because they knew I was right. And I also thought I was right.

F-RB So you have sensed from the beginning of your career that you wouldn’t be able to . . . ?

RB Yes, but I didn’t know exactly why, and I could not have imagined that it would end up being the voice that would bother me above all—those theatrical intonations. And I tried to behave as well as I could on that film, which was my first film and which, curiously, seemed astonishingly easy to me. Whereas now, every time I make a film I find it frightfully difficult—more and more difficult each time.

F-RB That’s a good sign—and it’s done well by you, I should say. You quote a very beautiful phrase from Montaigne: “Every movement reveals us.” You add: “But it only reveals us if it’s automatic (not directed, not desired).” Which leads to the “involuntarily expressive models.” But isn’t it still much more difficult to work with ordinary people like you and me?

RB It isn’t about difficulty. It’s something completely different. It’s an enormous responsibility, of course, because people put up a lot of capital, and I could be making a terrible mistake. But, strangely, I attach less and less importance to the choice of my models; that is, I take less and less time with it. Whereas in the beginning it took four or five months; I was afraid. And now, because I tell myself that what’s on paper is flat, isn’t reality, and that reality isn’t flat, that a man is complicated in the extreme, and that the camera—which is a magnifying glass—can penetrate a face, and if you are really paying attention, can penetrate into the very core of a person, into the heart of hearts that Proust speaks of, which we must try to get to . . . That’s what I’m most passionate about. And it means turning one’s back on the theater completely. What’s interesting is that when I am judged, I’m judged against the same criteria as an ordinary director. I’m not a director. I don’t direct scenes. I am a filmmaker, if you like, but I don’t direct actors; I direct myself, and my contact with my models is a telepathic one. It’s a kind of divination. A divination enabled by these two machines: the camera and the audio recorder.

I usually shoot in areas where there’s noise, like on the streets of Paris. Obviously I can’t use a live sound track, because the audio recorder is like a deaf old lady—it can’t process two sounds simultaneously (you know that when a person is going deaf, the first sign is a difficulty listening to two people talk at once, as one voice has the effect of scrambling the other). So if there’s street noise, I have to re-record the voices. But I do that in semi-darkness, so the model can’t really see the images.

F-RB You don’t do ordinary post-synchronization?

RB Not at all. I say to my models: “Say this, in this cadence, like this.” They say it several times, until the voice is right and until it synchronizes with the picture. This allows me to move much more quickly on set, and not to waste my time or everyone else’s.

F-RB Or money.

RB Or money.

F-RB So you are frugal?

RB Very.

F-RB You have said of chance, “Wonderful chances, those that act with precision. Way of putting aside the bad ones, to attract the good ones. To reserve for them, in advance, a place in your composition.”

RB Auguste Renoir, the painter, said a marvelous thing which I will try to quote from memory. I believe it’s in a letter to Matisse, in which he says, “I often paint . . . ,” or “I sometimes paint bouquets from the side I have not prepared.” That is, he would choose chance, which is almost always magnificent.

F-RB And yet—to put you in contradiction with yourself—if I refer to one of your shot lists for, say, Pickpocket: In the left column of the scene at the Gare de Lyon: “A traveling couple gets out of a taxi. A porter carries the couple’s suitcases on a cart. They enter, three-quarter face, medium shot. In the hall, they leave the frame.” So once Robert Bresson has written his left column . . .

RB . . . he closes his shot list and doesn’t look at it again. When I’m alone in a room, I try to picture the film in great detail, to have it in my head, but that allows me to improvise, later, in a more sure-footed way. That film was absolutely not made the way it was written. Especially in the train station, where I intentionally filmed during the vacation month of July, amongst the crowds. I’m certain I wouldn’t have been able to follow that shot list—which I almost never looked at, in fact.

F-RB There’s another interesting thing: a reckoning with the use of music.

RB Yes. In fact, I would very much like to rectify something that I missed in the past. I said, “No music except, of course, music played by visible instruments.” And I say that “sounds must become music.” What I mean is simply: “no phantom orchestras.” Which we see in films whenever there is music and we have no idea where it comes from; we think we might be at the opera, except there’s no way we can be at the opera when we’re in the middle of the countryside.

F-RB Yes, you have said that music takes up all the space. And fundamentally, you think it adds nothing to the image?

RB What I want to say, to correct what I have said and now regret saying: I have said that all of the elements of a film exert pressure on one another and change one another (this is how I hope images become truly expressive, by way of the relations between them, and also the relations between the images and music). I should have written that in cases where music is played by visible instruments and where the music modifies the image, it can be used at will.

Christian Ivaldi, for instance, plays a movement from Schubert’s sonata in Au hasard Balthazar.

F-RB Does that conflict with what you just said?

RB But I don’t love my films especially, and I don’t love all the films in which I used music. I would be dishonest not to admit that.

F-RB In other words, you still haven’t earned your own respect?

RB I’m making progress, I hope.

F-RB Do you regret having used Schubert in Au hasard Balthazar?

RB Yes, but the donkey does not speak, it brays. I made it bray as much as I could. But its whole storyline was silent; I needed the music.

F-RB So Schubert is the donkey?

RB Yes.

F-RB He has the sweetness . . .

RB . . . the melancholy . . .

F-RB . . . of the donkey, a perfectly noble animal . . .

RB . . . also an intelligent one.

F-RB When you wrote, “The number of films that are patched up with music! People flood a film with music. They are preventing us from seeing that there is nothing in those images,” were you thinking of a specific film?

RB No.

F-RB Are you sure?

RB There are many.

F-RB You don’t want to say which film you were thinking of ?

RB No, because there are too many.

F-RB Do you think it’s completely out of the question that you’ll work with actors again?

RB Yes, I couldn’t. I haven’t been able to for a long time. I would accomplish nothing if I tried. Even the part written on paper, the outline I start with, couldn’t exist if there were going to be actors.

F-RB You have spoken of cinema’s failure. Do you feel that you have succeeded in some ways?

RB No, not entirely.

F-RB Not a single total success?

RB The most recent film always feels most successful, but then after a few days I start to think of other things, of other films and other things. I see its terrible flaws. It’s true that with Lancelot of the Lake I made progress, probably by chance and by a kind of grace, because I improvised a lot. It’s possible that, with it, I came closest to what I wanted to express, to employing the means that allowed me to express myself.

F-RB You said that you’re thinking about other things—meaning, I take it, another film—but you also seemed to suggest something that isn’t a film?

RB I’m thinking about a follow-up to the book, maybe in a less laconic form, perhaps including interviews or something like that. And I will be making a film this summer.

F-RB You tell a story of being in the gardens at Notre-Dame and seeing a man whose face is completely lit up with joy by something behind you, and it’s a woman and a baby he’s on his way to greet. In life, are you always like this, as if perpetually with a camera?

RB Oh, no, not at all. But I do look. I am learning to look. It’s very difficult! To look and to listen.

F-RB We have looked at you, we have listened to you. It’s certain that this book will teach us to look, to listen, and not just to your own films—that’s what’s interesting about it. And it’s why we thank you for never talking about yourself as a creator with a capital “C” or an artist with a capital “A.” You speak very modestly, very simply, of your difficulties. I’m going to pay you a compliment now, perhaps an outsized one (which I’m allowed to do, after all, since I genuinely admire you): The book is a bit like Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet; it’s something that can be given to a young filmmaker who’s on his way to becoming a cinematographer.

Le Masque et la Plume,
France Inter, March 22, 1975
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Henri de Maublanc and Tina Irissari on the set of Le Diable probablement.

The Adversary

L’EXPRESS Your film The Devil, Probably did not go to Cannes. The committee left it out of the official selection, and you refused to participate in the Director’s Fortnight. Was your decision a response to their decision?

ROBERT BRESSON I didn’t want this film to be in competition. I agreed to submit out of respect for my producer, Stéphane Tchalgadjieff. I was thrilled when it came to nothing. I used to love Cannes in May, to swim in the sea . . . Now the waters are polluted.

L’E  And pollution is one of the themes of your film, one of the catastrophes leading to the fall of humanity, in which you recognize the hand of the devil. What is your relationship to the devil?

RB Twice in my life I’ve felt his presence. It’s only natural that behind the mess we’ve made I sense the work of the devil, and my film became what it is.

L’E  What do you mean by mess?

RB Do you remember what Michael Collins said when he returned from the moon? “Don’t ruin our planet, don’t soil it. It is a marvel.” Not to mention the mechanization of life, which is truly sinister. But the subject is too vast . . .

L’E So is your film meant to be an alarm bell?

RB I hope with all my heart that the young will deploy all the power of their youth against the massive forces of demolition that are ravaging the world (for which they will have to pay the price). But it might be too late.

L’E  And you believe that a film might lead to a crisis of conscience, even a movement?

RB People have no trouble accepting blood and torture in films (and elsewhere, even). But this is about something primordial that brings us all the way back to the essential question: to be or not to be.

L’E  Are you trying to mobilize these people?

RB Every so often a young person douses himself in gas and sets himself on fire in the high school quad—as happened a few years ago in Tourcoing—and no one could have prevented him or predicted what he was going to do. All to draw attention to the disgusting things that are happening in our world.

L’E And those things are red tides, dying baby seals, the massacre of the rain-forests, rising population growth, the threat of nuclear war, the failures of church and state, drugs, psychoanalysis: all the ills that you show in your film to shed light on the intellectual path, and final act, of your hero?

RB Young people have to refuse to submit to a conception of life that will annihilate everything that has the potential to cause joy. But can we turn back the clock?

L’E By using nonprofessional actors, by placing very young teens in this apocalyptic context, don’t you run the risk of traumatizing them?

RB That thought tormented me for several days and nights. And then I realized that their youthful spirit would triumph.

L’E And yet you have the reputation of directing your performers with a firm hand?

RB Maybe in my earlier films. Now I barely direct them at all—less and less each time. I give them a lot of freedom.

L’E You trust the people you choose, but you choose carefully.

RB Sometimes I make a mistake. For this film I auditioned about sixty young people and a dozen who were less young. It was the voice that mattered most, which I’ve said again and again.

L’E Your hero has a slight speech impediment. As do you.

RB I find it adorable . . . But not because it’s like mine!

L’E And yet he also looks like you. And he has your walk. Seeing him on film, it’s easy to think: “That must be what Bresson was like.”

RB Really? Interesting . . .

L’E What was the young Bresson like?

RB As if I could tell you! Violent? Absolutist? Excessive? Lots of alcohol and tobacco. Now I don’t drink or smoke.

L’E And you preach revolution to the young?

RB There’s no point in marching in the streets. The police are a thousand times more powerful and numerous than even a hundred years ago. It seems to me that the only way for the younger generation to reinvent the world is through a ferocious, but passive, opposition.

L’E To speak of a battle is to speak of an enemy.

RB The adversary is frivolous optimism; it’s the money that’s supposed to make everything ok; it’s the crowd clamoring for things with no value; it’s the primacy of force.

L’E Are you going to make your own enemies?

RB If I do it will mean I’m on the right track.

L’E Do you think this film is the logical continuation of the ones that came before it?

RB I don’t think there is much logic in what I do. And the films I’ve made don’t seem to me to come together to form what people call an oeuvre. I make attempts. I keep my eye on what I believe might be a marvelous kind of cinematographic writing, a writing for tomorrow, with image and movement and sound. But the longer I’m at it, the more that vision recedes. I have doubts about the importance of my films. It’s why I often feel the need to be supported by others. I would like to have what painters and sculptors once had: an atelier. I would offer no instruction. I would speak with whoever came to see me. I would tell them that being the assistant director on three films is not what’s going to initiate them into the work of cinematography. I would make them want to look and to listen. To pay attention. Technique is the least of it. If you have something to say, even if you say it poorly, that’s good. If you have nothing to say, that’s a bad sign. I would give them things to do on my own films, of their own initiative. But I also doubt I could settle into a situation like that. I don’t know.

“Robert Bresson: The Devil and Me,”
L’Express, June 13, 1977


The Gaps Are Where the Poetry Slips In

JACQUES FIESCHI Would you say that The Devil, Probably is your most politically engaged film?

ROBERT BRESSON The most contemporary. It’s the first time I’ve felt the necessity to express resistance, in the most direct way possible, to everything around me. I sounded the alarm, and that has stirred things up.

JF Do you think the polemical responses to your film stem from certain social sciences that are pervasive in our culture—psychoanalysis, in particular?

RB No, I think the polemics come from another place (in addition to the regular grief I’m given for showing “disembodied” characters). It isn’t about psychoanalysis or religion. People simply don’t want to be unnerved. What’s going on—what’s being hidden from them—is monstrous. If you follow facts to their source, you find that there are terrifying things in store for our entire planet. Civilizations are mortal, of course. But this isn’t about civilization.

JF What’s it about, then?

RB Life.

JF You use clips from the news, images that are in some cases very familiar. How do you want this information to be perceived?

RB I could have shot those scenes myself but it would have meant going over budget. So I borrowed from television. The images seem simplistic and they go by quickly; I didn’t want to preach—only to show. I was stunned by the red tides, stunned that we would allow something like that to happen in the name of profit. Same with the baby seals. But then there was the problem of form: how to condense these scenes, shot in the Mediterranean or in Canada, and edit them together with scenes of daily life. Just after the death of the baby seal, we see the young girl leave her apartment with her bags. Similarly, after the shipwreck I show the Pont-Neuf. During the editing process I tried to give life to these clips and to make them blend in with the rest of the film.

JF Is there a new evangelism in your process, or in your choice of characters?

RB If I’m spreading news it’s bad news, and of course I’m not the first to do this or the only one. But I don’t want to critique, just to show. So the image of the mushroom cloud is there to reinforce the innocent, irresponsible side of the nuclear conversation. Whether in nuclear research or in medicine, we’re doing things that have immeasurable consequences. And we’re doing them not out of need or for comfort, but in the name of progress. My ideas about this fall well within those expressed in very serious books on the future of the human-animal-plant ecosystem. We have such powerful means at our disposal that nothing seems impossible. We can dominate Planet Earth. This process seems to me to be unstoppable, and much worse than the brutal force of war. More obscured, too, hence the title of the film.

JF Do you see this as your most despairing film? The censors wanted to prohibit anyone under eighteen from seeing it.

RB This film is my most horrifying, but not the most despairing. I wouldn’t call any of my films despairing. I understand the age restriction—cinema will always draw censorship, images are too powerful. In the book that I show my character Charles flipping through, Earth: Operation Survival by Lucien Mathieu, there’s a preface by Haroun Tazieff in which he says, “Young people, it’s up to you to act.” They’re embroiled in the most destructive system man has ever imagined.

JF Can you say a few words about the psychology of youth?

RB By casting young people I’m trying to show, in a palpable way, the push toward the unknown that characterizes their existence. Their psychology stems from this fact: You can’t explain it a priori. When you begin with this principle, the result is a fairly unified film.

In the scene with the psychoanalyst, I revealed a few pieces of information about Charles to help situate him and describe his character. He had to recite his lines quickly. Why did I show the parents? All I have him say about his mother is, “The richer my father gets, the more she loves him.” I wanted to zoom in on elements I wouldn’t be able to spend a lot of time with. To touch on them, express them forcefully, but within the unified frame of the film. Everything that could have gone into a traditional screenplay is condensed in this scene and said in a few words at the moment when you need to know it (the film’s dénouement). You have to leave many things in the shadows. This is very important to do.

JF You are committed to unity and also to economy. Does that make the use of ellipsis necessary?

RB The ellipses—the gaps—are where the poetry slips in.

JF Certain objects recur in your film: church donation boxes (which resemble change machines), bottles of Coca-Cola, the TV set that Charles watches and listens to before dying . . .

RB For the donation boxes, I was interested in the sonic encounter of falling coins on the one hand and grand religious music on the other. It’s very beautiful, the piece by Monteverdi. Monteverdi is sometimes able to reach the heights of Bach. But there is no deliberate explanation. The more intuitive I am, the more I believe in the quality of my work.

JF What do you demand from sound in your films?

RB From sound? Instances of sound—and of silence—must be musical. I have written and said it a thousand times: “No phantom orchestra.” Sounds and silences circulate in the memory like colors and smells. My films are tiny morsels made from combinations of sound and silence.

JF Can you comment on your choice of framing, which isolates certain parts of the body?

RB It’s not about representation—that’s what theater does—but about communicating what I feel. If I want to express the power of a horse in full gallop, I’ll show only its chest and its muscular haunches. The knight would only get in the way. Similarly, in The Devil, Probably, when Valentin is putting on his underwear, I show only his legs and trousers. But all of that is more spontaneous than planned. You have to put yourself into a frame of mind where you can discover things without looking for them.

JF Do you intend for these characters to serve as a wake-up call for future generations?

RB I show them the way they seem to be: they are in love with themselves, and they make themselves suffer. From May 1968, the fact that young people now universally use the familiar “tu” has become an important sign of equality among them. Everything happens within this magnificent “tu.” The equality that exists between children now continues into adolescence. That’s the kind of equality we all need to find.

Cinématographe, July– August, 1977
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O Money, Visible God!

MICHEL CIMENT When people speak of your films, they bring up the notion of asceticism so often that it has become a cliché. But what strikes me is a different, almost an opposite, quality: vigor.

ROBERT BRESSON Vigor by way of precision. Precision can also be poetry.

MC Vigor . . . and speed. Your script, had a different filmmaker shot it, would have turned into a film of two hours and a quarter, not one of under an hour and a half.

RB The length was dictated by the composition, as with a piece of music. When I make a film I listen to it the way a pianist listens to the sonata he’s going to play. I train the images to fit the sound rather than the other way around. Our system of sight occupies a very large portion of our brain, maybe two-thirds of it. And yet, our eyes are much less imaginative—in less varied, less profound ways—than our ears. How can I not take that into account when the imagination is such an important part of creation?

MC You have rarely used film composers, opting instead for the masters: Mozart, Lully, Monteverdi, Schubert, Bach.

RB That has little importance now, since years ago I completely eliminated any music used for underscoring or accompaniment in my films. It took me a long time to discover the nefarious effect of it, even—or especially—when the music itself is glorious. Immediately, the images become flat. Whereas with the addition of the smallest sound, they work overtime, they become more profound, they expand into a third dimension.

MC Why did you choose Bach’s Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue for L’Argent?

RB Because I didn’t want my pianist to play sentimental music. But Bach’s music is always sentimental—so I fooled myself.

MC Your cinema is built from fragments of reality, but the fragments are assembled into a specific order.

RB Fragments of the real—or, rather, their relations and their assembly—are what allow for artistic expression. Not the mimicry and vocal techniques that actors use in the theater.
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Pasquale De Santis, director of photography, and Robert Bresson.

MC You always oppose yourself to the theater.

RB I adore the theater, but I don’t believe it’s in the interest of cinema to take itself for filmed theater, or for a synthesis of other arts. I like to quote Stendhal to aspiring filmmakers: “The other arts taught me how to write.” You have to develop an eye, an ear.

MC You were never afraid that your relationship to painting would contaminate your making of films?

RB No. If I think about painting, it’s to flee from it. I want to flee from color postcards. That’s not what it means, for me, to construct images with my painter’s eye.

MC You came to color very late.

RB It was too expensive. As soon as it was possible for me to use it, I did so happily. Color is light; light belongs to it.

MC Do you still paint?

RB No. Cézanne did everything it was possible to do. When I was a painter, I would race to the cinema every night—like many other painters—because that’s where things were moving: the leaves on the trees—they moved!

Film—or rather, cinematography—is the writing of tomorrow. Using two inks: one for the eye, the other for the ear.

MC The camera moves a lot in your films, contrary to what people tend to think. But it’s always invisible. There are no traveling shots or pans.

RB Because it isn’t about description but vision.

MC Is it because you are so committed to exploiting sound that you don’t use focal depth very much in your films?

RB Perhaps. But it’s also because I always use the same lens—a 50mm.

MC Some critics were offended by the way you filmed pant legs in L’Argent.

RB You must mean the pants of pedestrians crossing in front of the terrace of one of the cafés on the Grands Boulevards. Once, when I was in that area on a crowded day, that’s how it struck me: a jumble of legs, and the sharp sound of footsteps hitting the sidewalk. I tried to recreate that impression using sound and image. There was a similar criticism of my use of horses’ legs in Lancelot of the Lake. I had shown the legs of the animals (without showing the knights) because I wanted to draw attention to the muscularity and power of their hindquarters as they brace themselves just before a tournament starts.

MC Even in D. W. Griffiths’s time, the legend was that producers would get angry when a director filmed close-ups because they had paid for the entire actor.

RB To show everything in a film is to fall into the habits of the theater—much like the way actors act.

MC Is it necessary for the power of the image to match the power of the sound?

RB It’s true that, when sound and image mutually reinforce each other there can be a lessening, a loss of force. But it’s more complicated than that. When you’re filming, whatever enters through your eyes comes out through these two machines of so-called perfect reproduction—which of course they are not. One—the camera—gives us a false appearance of things. The other—the audio recorder—renders the very matter of sound itself. To make a film coherent, the former needs to borrow some of the reality of the latter (which has too much of it). What things the audience might be able to sample in the cinema, if they would only stop looking for the mastery of an actor, the modulations of a voice!

MC How did you come to stop using actors and start employing what you call “models”—that is, people taken from everyday life?

RB From the very first seconds of my first feature-length film, my actresses— there were only women in the film—suddenly ceased to be people, and everything I had imagined was irretrievably gone.

MC How so?

RB I suppose it had to do with their performative way of speaking and their meaningless gesticulations.

MC You no longer choose your “models” based on their moral resemblance to your characters?

RB As long as there isn’t something contrary in their voice or their way of speaking, my decision can be made very quickly. There are so many contradictions, so many idiosyncrasies in people—the same contradictions and idiosyncrasies Dostoevsky systematically exploited. I love working with unknowns and being surprised by them. I am never disappointed by my models. I am always finding something new in them, something I could never have imagined but that serves my intentions. And then, I believe in chance. In happy accidents. Yvon, the hero of the film, and Lucien, the photographer’s employee—and all of my models—are combinations of happy accidents and intuition.

MC Which of your films has given you the most satisfaction?

RB I never re-watch them, or almost never. All of them were a pleasure to make. Some I made very quickly and easily, like Pickpocket. Au hasard Balthazar had some happy moments along with some imperfections. You need wild, inconceivable coincidences to succeed at the most difficult things.

MC In Notes on the Cinematograph, you write, “At a respectful distance from order and disorder,” which corresponds well with your process of very precise preparation combined with the acceptance of chance.

RB “You have to shake the tree,” as Chaplin said. But not too much, I think. Just for the bit of real disorder that’s required.

MC Watching your films, it’s hard to imagine that anything’s been left to improvisation.

RB It’s curious: Some of my films give the impression of having been very well planned out, when in fact they were not. Pickpocket, for example, which was written in three months and shot in real crowds in very little time. With L’Argent, I was worried about the frequent changes of scene, the different groupings of people, the possibility of losing the thread. But I was able to transition from one scene to another using sounds—I almost want to say music.

In my previous film, just as with L’Argent, I didn’t try to understand what I was doing or why I was doing it. Shocks were necessary, at the right moment, to sense what’s new in people and in things, to create surprises and throw them onto film. What struck me in the films that I saw when I was still going to the cinema was that everything had been planned in advance, prepared down to the smallest detail—the actors had studied their roles, etc. A painter never knows in advance what his canvas will become, or a sculptor his sculpture, or a poet his poem.

MC Which stage do you prefer: writing, editing, or shooting?

RB The creation happens in the editing. Suddenly, when the images and the sounds adjust themselves in tandem, life can emerge. Editing is also the reward for all of our efforts.

MC In your book, you talk about “the ejaculatory force of the eye.”

RB The eye’s power to create. The eye demolishes what it sees, then re-creates it according to the idea it has of it: if it’s the eye of a painter, then according to his taste or his ideal of beauty.

MC Isn’t it desire that motivates your characters?

RB The desire to live.

MC In L’Argent you propose a dark vision of the bourgeois world. The sympathetic characters are Yvon, the fuel-delivery boy, and the old woman who is exploited.

RB L’Argent isn’t an antibourgeois film. It isn’t about the, or a, bourgeois world, but about particular individuals.

MC What departs from Tolstoy’s story are the contemporary details: the high-school students, the photographers’ bosses, etc.

RB I was determined to preserve the point of view, because it’s the right one. But I made it current and Parisian.

MC A Man Escaped is also “modernized,” like a new version of Robinson Crusoe. The hero sets about fixing technical problems, refuses to fall into a metaphysical despair and instead mines himself for the resources he needs to survive.

RB My heroes are like castaways, setting off for an unknown island, like in the days following Adam’s creation. My next film is going to be Genesis: I start preparations in a few months.

MC Where will you film it?

RB I don’t know yet. Not in Palestine or anywhere in the Middle East. I don’t want the landscapes to be stereotypical—and landscapes have never been very important to me anyway. The animals will be all the animals of the world.

MC What’s affecting about the quadruple murder in L’Argent is the fact that the emotion comes from the victims’ crying dog.

RB Many animals have an exquisite sensitivity that we don’t work hard enough to understand. I would like to take better advantage of it. It’s as if our own sensitivity were split in half: our joy and our pain both extended.

MC You say you are a cheerful pessimist, but your last films have been darker than, say, Pickpocket or A Man Escaped, where there is something celebratory at the end.

RB I regret not being able to spend more time in L’Argent on Yvon’s atonement, on the idea of redemption, but the rhythm of the film in that moment wouldn’t allow it.

MC Yvon is a bit like the Exterminating Angel.

RB Society has abandoned him. All that carnage is like the explosion of his despair.

MC “O money, visible god!” says one of your characters. But it’s a false god—because what matters to you is what can’t be seen.

RB It’s an abominable false god!

“The Poetry of Precision,”
American Film, October 1983


The Cinema Is Immense. We Haven’t Done a Thing.

CAHIERS DU CINÉMA My dear Robert Bresson, your film L’Argent will be shown at Cannes, and this is an occasion for us. We would like to ask about the point of departure for the film—that is, the adaptation of a short story by Tolstoy.

ROBERT BRESSON There are some very lovely short stories by Tolstoy. One of them, “The Forged Coupon,” gave me more than a point of departure: the idea of a vertiginous propagation of Evil and a final surge of Good.

CC How did you manage the transition between the story, which I assume dates to the beginning of the century, and modern-day Paris?

RB I immediately imagined the film in Paris. I made people speak the way they speak now, and live the way Parisians live, in the streets and inside their homes.

CC This isn’t the first time you’ve taken inspiration from nineteenth-or early-twentieth-century Russian literature. Is there something that particularly interests you about Dostoevsky and Tolstoy?

RB The truth in Dostoevsky and the truth in Tolstoy.

CC This film, L’Argent—how long have you wanted to make it?

RB About three or four years ago I presented the project to the Commission of Advances on Receipts, and they denied me even the small amount I requested. At the same time I was looking for financing in the U.S. for a film I hold dear to my heart: Genesis, or really the opening of Genesis, from the Creation to the Tower of Babel. I will soon begin work on it.

CC Did you have an order in mind for the two projects? Did you want to make one before the other?

RB I’ve had the idea for Genesis for a very long time. I was going to make the film with De Laurentiis. I had spent seven or eight months in Rome to work on the script and begin my preparations. Things went bad between De Laurentiis and me, and I returned to Paris.

CC What strikes me is that your film is only an hour and a half, which is a bit short for today compared to the films of other major auteurs of global cinema. How did you determine the duration?

RB I wasn’t counting. The film could have been ten minutes longer or shorter. I think there’s a moment when the audience’s attention will flag if we ask too much of it. There’s an optimum length for a film, the way there’s one for a poem, according to Edgar Allan Poe.

CC But it’s as if you wanted to say something quickly, as if the message of the film was urgent and you took only the time you needed to convey it.

RB I used to be able to separate myself from the preoccupations of our times, but I can’t any longer. I’m afraid this film, L’Argent, might be too tough. In reality, when you shoot for long enough, and you strive to give the best of yourself, you can’t really have an opinion on what you’ve made. You’re a worker, doing his best.

CC The story of the film is quite violent, but it’s hard to say whether this is a pessimistic or optimistic film, because it inspires a kind of . . .

RB The word “pessimist” bothers me because it’s often used in place of “lucidity.” Cocteau spoke of cheerful pessimists. Perhaps that’s what I am.

CC There is more than cheerfulness in your film, there is great virtuosity, a pleasure-taking in the cinema—playing, having fun—that reminded me a bit of Pickpocket.

RB For this film I worked in a way that was on the one hand more desperate, but on the other more detached, more impulsive and free. I like that you found it virtuosic. Naturally, my non-actors, who have no experience when it comes to dramatic art, don’t speak any more than is necessary—and the human voice, the most beautiful of sounds, takes its natural place in the world of sound, which is analogous to the world of images. In my next film, the sound track will have more importance, I hope, than it does in this one. Or, at least, I’ll give it more of my attention and sensitivity. I have both said and written—not so long ago—that sounds in film must become music. Today, I believe that the entire film must be music: a music, the music of daily life. I surprised myself with L’Argent—when I saw it projected during the edit, I perceived only the sounds. I did not perceive the images passing before my eyes.

CC It’s quite rare, in cinema, for actual money to be filmed. You had already done it in Pickpocket. This time it’s even more surprising: You call your film L’Argent. The title itself is very violent. Was that intentional?

[image: ]

Christian Patey in L’Argent.

RB Yes, but I’m sorry it wasn’t able to be more extreme.

CC In your film, money is the thing that frees the characters’ passions. Do you think we’re willing to do anything, even murder, for money?

RB The news tells us so every day.

CC The idea of a forged banknote . . .

RB . . . is the idea of a simple little forged banknote provoking a terrible avalanche of Evil. Good prevails, in Tolstoy’s story, much sooner than it does in my film. There’s a whole religious section—evangelical—that takes up almost two-thirds of Tolstoy’s story. In mine, the idea of redemption barely surfaces, and only at the very end.

CC But still, in the prison, a fellow inmate says, “O money, visible god!” What does this phrase mean?

RB This money-god incites murder.

CC Does it bother you that people say L’Argent is an action film?

RB No. A film is continuous movement. It’s the internal action that is the real thread. It’s possible that certain rhythms, certain cadences, make this film seem more like an action film. That doesn’t bother me; to the contrary.

CC We were wondering, given how long it normally takes to edit a film . . .

RB Yes, unfortunately—alas!—I did have to rush because of Cannes.

CC But how can you preserve your physical, impulsive engagement?

RB Camera angles and sounds are only preparations. It’s in the editing room that things attach to one another. The image track and the sound track move forward in tandem like sisters: slowly, then more quickly, until finally they are able to clasp hands.

CC Do you feel like you’re still discovering unknown zones, unexplored continents, in your work?

RB Yes, as long as I can put myself in a particular state: to just work, to not think about anything, to forget everything I’ve learned.

CC According to what your collaborators have told us, when you arrive on set you have nothing prepared. Is every shot a genesis for you?

RB It’s true. I make a point of forgetting, the night before a shoot, what I’m going to do in the morning so that I’ll have a very strong feeling of spontaneity. If work means discovery, nothing would ever come from preparing everything in advance. I believe in this instantaneity. There was a thing that shocked me, from my very first steps in this terrible business: it was the habit of preparing every detail for a film, just like in the theater: actors studying their roles, etc. The way I film now, without actors, is a direct result of the first second of shooting on my first feature film. It was as if my actresses (the film had only women in it), all of a sudden—perhaps because of their theatrical way of speaking, or their pointless gestures—were no longer people, and there was nothing left of what I had imagined.

CC Talk to us about your vision.

RB What we put in our eyes and our ears comes out through these two machines that are supposed to make perfect reproductions, but that don’t reproduce anything. The camera only gives you a superficial and misleading image of things and beings. The audio recorder, on the other hand, renders the actual material of sounds, including the voices of humans and of animals. If the first of these machines, which can’t give us the real, can manage to borrow a bit from the second (which evokes too much of it), our personal vision on the screen can be the result—a vision that accords to our sensibility, to multiple correspondences, equivalencies, transpositions of the audible world to the visual one, and—above all—the visible world to the audible one, which is the more profound and varied of the two.

CC Your non-actors, your models: you choose them because when you look at them they seem to be interesting people?

RB I always do a screen test, for each one, just for a few minutes.

CC And you want to discover who they are.

RB I don’t know them. Yes, I get curious. I used to say that I chose them for a moral resemblance. Today, as long as their physical appearance and their voice seem like they can make what I have imagined possible, my decision is easy.

CC You haven’t shot a film in several years. Do you think the cinema has changed?

RB It has to evolve. It’s treading water.

CC And yet, everyone is making movies.

RB The cinema is brilliant. But the audience can’t keep going to the cinema to see another actor “succeed,” or listen to him modulate his voice. Someone said to me: “We’ve done everything there is to do with cinema.” The cinema is immense. We haven’t done a thing.

“Interview with Robert Bresson by Serge Daney and Serge Toubiana,”
Cahiers du cinéma, June–July 1983
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ROBERT BRESSON (1901–1999) was born in Bromont-Lamothe, France. He attended the Lycée Lakanal in Sceaux, and moved to Paris after graduation, hoping to become a painter. He directed a short comedy, Affaires publiques, in 1934, but his work was curtailed by the outbreak of World War II. He enlisted in the French army in 1939 and was captured in 1940, spending a year in a labor camp as a prisoner of war. After his release he returned to Paris and directed Angels of Sin (1943), his first full-length film, under the German occupation. Les dames du Bois de Boulogne followed in 1945, and in 1951 Diary of a Country Priest was met with widespread acclaim. His next film, A Man Escaped (1956), which follows the memoirs of André Devigny, a French Resistance leader incarcerated during World War II, became a hit. He made eleven more films over the next three decades, including Mouchette, Au hasard Balthazar, Pickpocket, Lancelot of the Lake, and L’Argent. Throughout his career Bresson eschewed the use of theatrical techniques and employed nonprofessional actors whom he referred to as models. Raised in the Catholic faith, he worked on and off throughout his career on an adaptation of the book of Genesis, which never saw fruition. He died in Droue-sur-Drouette at the age of ninety-eight.

New York Review Books also publishes Bresson’s celebrated Notes on the Cinematograph.
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