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Series Editor

Advancing into its second century, the cinema is now a mature art form with an established list of classics. But contemporary cinema is so subject to every shift in fashion regarding aesthetics, morals and ideas that judgments on the true worth of recent films are liable to be risky and controversial; yet they are essential if we want to know where the cinema is going and what it can achieve.

As part of the British Film Institute’s commitment to the promotion and evaluation of contemporary cinema, and in conjunction with the influential BFI Film Classics series, BFI Modern Classics is a series of books devoted to individual films of recent years. Distinguished film critics, scholars and novelists explore the production and reception of their chosen films in the context of an argument about the film’s importance. Insightful, considered, often impassioned, these elegant, beautifully illustrated books will set the agenda for debates about what matters in modern cinema.
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On Bresson

How do you deal with a film-maker as profoundly individualistic and idiosyncratic as Robert Bresson? Every aspect of Bresson’s cinema – visualization of space, storytelling practice, sound, performance style – is so much the product of his unique temperament and vision that his work has prompted extreme reactions from every quarter. For many average cinemagoers, his films feel disturbingly unemotional. In a parallel with popular reactions to atonal music and abstract painting, the lack of emotional variance in Bresson’s (non-) actors is felt as sharply as the lack of melody in Webern or the lack of representation in Mondrian: in each case, the charge is excessive intellectual and formal precision at the expense of emotional involvement, hence anti-populism and élitism. On the other hand, for those cinemagoers who do connect with his work, Bresson is all but infallible. And for those who take it upon themselves to explain this towering artist, he remains a bit of a puzzle.

First, there is the approach of unbounded awe, in which Bresson’s films are deemed to be so inhumanly pure that they stand far outside the rest of cinema, inhabiting a rarefied atmosphere uniquely their own. This line of thinking is perhaps best represented by the Bresson entry in David Thomson’s Biographical Dictionary of Film, in which he writes:

It might be said that to watch Bresson is to risk conversion away from the cinema. His meaning is so clearly inspirational, and his treatment so remorselessly interior, that he seems to shame the extrinsic glamour and extravagance of movies. For that reason alone, he is not an easy director to digest. To go beyond admiration might be too near surrender.1

The flip side is represented by Pauline Kael in her various writings on Bresson throughout the years. According to Kael, Bresson began his career doing great work but, beginning with Pickpocket (1959), slid steadily into the mire of formal and thematic severity. In other words, his films may be great on some level, but they are far too punishing to actually enjoy; therefore, they deserve banishment from the populist kingdom of the movies. Both points of view are governed by the commonly-held idea of the average cinemagoer who needs a little sugar to make the harsh medicine of truth go down easily. Moreover, these points of view are founded in the oft-repeated characterization of Bresson’s cinema as ‘austere’, ‘severe’ and ‘ascetic’, words used by his admirers as often as his detractors.
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Robert Bresson shooting Trial of Joan of Arc



Second, there is Bresson the transcendental artist. This line of thought originates with Paul Schrader’s Transcendental Style in Film, which concentrates only on Bresson’s ‘prison quartet’ – Diary of a Country Priest (1950), A Man Escaped (1956), Pickpocket and Trial of Joan of Arc (1962). Schrader recognizes in those films a set of aesthetic properties that qualify them for membership in a cross-cultural artistic ‘tradition’, which posits reality as nothing more than a veil over the divine, or the infinite. Schrader’s book has prompted a contrary position, articulated by Jonathan Rosenbaum, asserting that Bresson is not a religious artist at all, but in fact the ultimate materialist. This quarrel strikes me as peculiarly American, boiling down to a debate over whether existence itself should be viewed through a spiritual (i.e. Christian) or political (i.e. Marxist, or at the very least anti-capitalist) lens.

Third is the formalist Bresson – his film-making is so precise that it lends itself easily to formalist conceptions of cinema. His oeuvre has been the site of numerous formal inquiries, the most excellent and persuasive of which have been collected by James Quandt in the critical volume he edited to accompany the touring package of Bresson’s films that he recently curated out of the Ontario Cinémathèque. The bulk of the explicitly formalist writings on Bresson revolve around the concept of absence, of a cinema designed to evoke the unsayable and the unknowable. Such a position dovetails rather neatly with Schrader’s position, although without his spiritual trappings.

In what I take to be the best writing on Bresson – by André Bazin, René Prédal and Raymond Durgnat – the posture is less one of awe than admiration, and the films are dealt with as individual cases. In his essay written specifically for Quandt’s book, Durgnat takes a fascinating (and quite typical, for anyone familiar with his criticism) scattershot approach to Bresson’s work, throwing out myriad ways of classifying this supposedly unclassifiable film-maker. If there is one common thread that runs through all the writing on Bresson, it is the overall impression of an immense, severe and very exacting artist, whose rigour is so complete that it borders on the systematic, serving as a sort of conduit to aspects of existence that are beyond words, hence beyond identification, but which can none the less be felt.
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Pickpocket; the like-minded Paul Schrader ending of American Gigolo



In fact, we might say this about all the artists who we admire. But in Bresson’s case, his human touch, the discussion of which is at the heart of popular criticism, is absent. The portrait of this particular artist, aided and abetted by the oracular pronouncements on cinema in his own book and the few interviews he’s given, is generally tinged with mysticism. Bresson comes off as a rather daunting figure with a purchase on ultimate reality, a divinely gifted spiritual authority. He is the Blaise Pascal of cinema, who works within but is not of it, and hence whose relationship to his own material is impersonal, his choices apparently systematic. There is the strong sense of a terminally introspective figure with little interest in the world around him, since his gaze is so inwardly directed. Even in the most earthbound writing on Bresson, there remains a tone of shivering veneration. If criticism is, among other things, a form of portraiture, then the collected writings on Bresson paint a portrait not of a human being, but of a super-human enigma. When considered altogether, the many different, equally emphatic forms of inquiry into his films become a kind of rough equivalent to Bresson’s own manner of depicting space in sharply defined fragments, with Bresson himself at the unknowable centre.

How is it that Bresson has come to be regarded as more than just another great artist? How is it that his films supposedly exist outside of the normal currents of cinema, and that every one is seen as a meta-cinematic experience? Has there ever been another film-maker whose formal choices have been so exhaustively analysed, often with the hope that at the end of the line a purely figural ‘counter-cinema’ will be revealed, untainted by all the dreaded vices – identification, amplification (through music, camera movement, editing frenzy, theatrical performance style), representation. As Bresson himself has all but stated in his book, like an early Christian looking for converts, his is the true cinema, unpolluted by the vagaries of fashion. Like many great artists, Tolstoy in particular, Bresson has his overbearing and pompous side. If we were to take his Notes on the Cinematographer at face value, we would all believe that he alone has unlocked and opened the door to pure artistic expression in the cinema. In his view, anyone who works with a pre-established star has instantly forfeited his or her artistic integrity. Bresson’s own description of his dissatisfaction with the actresses in Les Anges du pêché (1943), his first feature, is not unlike the youth in The Devil, Probably (1977) who walks into church and feels the presence of God vanish the moment the priest arrives. However, his own counsel aside, no one has ever given up on the rest of cinema after seeing a Bresson film, at least no one that I’ve ever known. But somehow, the illusion that such a thing might occur persists.

‘The demand for order’, wrote Meyer Schapiro in his 1960 essay ‘On the Humanity of Abstract Painting’,

through which the new is condemned, is a demand for a certain kind of order, in disregard of the infinity of orders that painters have created and will continue to create. I do not refer here to the desire for a new order, but rather to the requirement of an already known order, familiar and reassuring.2

Such a demand, for an ‘already known’ order, colours a great deal of the thinking on Bresson by both his admirers and his detractors. It’s not uncommon to posit artists as extraordinary as Bresson beyond the historical continuum of their art form, since the novelty of their work demands that the very terms on which we all agree suddenly be made to shift like sub-continental tectonic plates. Far simpler to take them on their own terms and see their work as a radical break that nullifies everything before it. Given the extremity of the situation, it’s far better to do as Durgnat and Prédal have done and cast their critical nets wide. ‘The problem of abstract art’, as Schapiro writes, ‘like that of all new styles, is a problem of practical criticism and not of theory…’ In the simplest possible terms, the question becomes: how do we make a human being out of Robert Bresson, and respect his greatness at the same time?

There is a similar problem with that other great figure of modern cinema, John Cassavetes, who is in many ways Bresson’s opposite. In both cases there is a critical tendency to be overwhelmed, and hence to fixate on a single trait (Bresson’s formal rigour, Cassavetes’ behavioural extravagance). In both cases, we are dealing with artists who reject most of the norms in their chosen art form, and consequently regard their own working methods as the only truthful ones; both are thought by their admirers to inhabit a sphere of purity far beyond the commercially tainted realm of cinema; and both are extraordinary artists who have accomplished what Griffith and Welles did before them, something that neither criticism nor normal viewing habits are well-equipped to digest, and that film theory, with its extremely alienated position in regard to film production and its atomized, a-critical approach to the medium, is unable to describe. And that is to push cinema, through the force of their own genius, up to a new level, expanding on hitherto latent possibilities and realigning the parameters of the film experience to their own ends. They are not unlike inventors forced to fabricate entirely new objects in
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