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Carl Theodor Dreyer (second from left) on the set of The Passion of Joan of Arc
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Dreams come through walls …

and their persons laugh at locksmiths.

J. Sheridan Le Fanu, ‘Carmilla’, 1872


Foreword

It comes as a startling thought: it is almost a whole century now since Carl Dreyer’s creativity as a film director began (1918). Within his first decade, nine films, no two of them alike, each distinctly advanced the visionary quality that would characterise his work. His onscreen world is revelatory: natural textures – water, wood, white walls, the ‘landscape’ (his word) of the human face – illumed as from within by sacramental light. Deeply informed by a Nordic Puritan tradition, the films of Dreyer’s silent period are inwardly lustrous with the sacredness of all things living. They culminate in the iconic Passion of Joan of Arc, where, as though to make visible the moral essence of Joan’s captivity, that lustrousness is absent from the world around her; the light is a uniform sourceless glare, the walls a bleak pallor. Within this cold context, and notoriously, Joan thrusts silent cinema to its expressive extreme. And it does more: where till now Dreyer’s shot-by-shot syntax has respected – and celebrated – the natural continuum of things, here his images are often to expressive purpose so singularly angled and framed, they fracture our sense of spatial coherence. The effect is to situate Joan’s ordeal in a metaphysical space. This has bearing on Dreyer’s ‘poem of horror’, Vampyr, that surprisingly comes next.

Vampyr exhibits Dreyer’s aesthetic in reverse. Its opening sequence brings a somnambulistic-looking young man (apparently on a fishing trip) to a French riverside inn. Within twenty shots he, and we, are in a world where laws of space no longer hold. These opening shots are cut together in a syntax so purposefully transgressive of optical logic, we cannot locate ourselves securely within any linear or vertical coherence. Thus we are set adrift into Vampyr’s anti-landscape, of textures drab and cold, touched with no sacramentalising light, only the wearying ever-grey night-in-day of the Undead. Here, as in a nightmare, we have to strain to see. And strain to hear: skirls of eerie laughter, mocking yelps and cries thinly screech from the far edge of our hearing. And what apparitions come. Disembodied reflection, shadow severed from substance, spectral forms half-seen ... Vampyr’s phantoms are uniquely awesome – and authoritative. Any fool could imitate them electronically now; and it would be pointless. It is the very fact that Vampyr’s physical impossibles are achieved by physical photography that invests them with their mystery – and meaning. We are amid a nature that lives and moves and has being indeed, but from which the life-blood is being drained.

But it’s risky to presume to ‘interpret’ Vampyr. It can in fact prove a hazardous exercise to build an interpretation on any film we see. We don’t always know the status of what we’re seeing. Some forty-odd years ago a serious critic, writing of a problematic film of the time, rationalised its director’s abundant use of blatant back-projection as an aesthetic choice, an artifice to distinguish morally inauthentic contexts from the true. This reading made a lot of sense. Not till some years later were we all to learn that, during production, the director had suffered a catastrophic reversal in his relationship with his leading lady; demoralised, he wanted suddenly to be shut of the shooting: his recourse to back-projection was to hasten that.

Yet that critic’s existentialist interpretation still illuminates for us that flawed film as it is, director or no. The case of Vampyr is something similar – indeed much more acute. For the Vampyr we see is not even as its director made it. Filmed in German-, French-and English-language versions, and triply synched and re-edited on primitive sound equipment, it was subjected to further physical cutting by the Berlin censor before it could be shown. Greeted by its first audience there with hostility and mockery, it was (on a reflex, it would seem, and in haste) drastically cut further by Dreyer himself. It has circulated ever since in versions yet further corrupted: ill-botched together from various sources, sometimes with the languages mixed, and with inconsistent screen-proportions and print-values. Most frustrating is that all surviving versions play at least some ten minutes short of the recorded footage length as signed off by the censor for the Berlin premiere. Dreyer’s frantic cuts presumably account for those lost ten minutes.

In this book as I wrote it in 2005, I identify where possible the wreckage done to Vampyr in each of the two versions then currently available. My reading was offered in the candid admission that it is based on an unsafe text, and in full knowledge that alternative versions, even lost footage, could still be found to contradict me. What especially warrants a new foreword now is that a third version has in fact since appeared – Vampyr in a comprehensive restoration, by Martin Koerber and the Cineteca di Bologna (distributed by Eureka Video). In Koerber’s print the film proceeds in principle as in the versions we already know (no sign of the ‘lost ten minutes’ yet), so the argument of this book is not invalidated – so far; though my shot-numbering, drawn up on the earlier two versions, inevitably will not stay in step with this one. The great service done by Koerber and his team is to make Vampyr visible now in a proper reassembly from all available sources, in correct aspect-ratio throughout and with consistent light-values. It enhances immeasurably our access to Dreyer’s original. (The book-shots are an especial revelation: clumsy inserts in English-language prints, ill-framed and with ragged text at the page-breaks, here they are a truly visual event, full-screen width, the pages increasingly shadowed and strangely blemished.) All in all, Koerber’s has to be the version we call Vampyr (for) now.

And it prompts a further thought on my ‘lost icon’ (pp. 69–70), the mysteriously powerful shot of Gisèle asleep beneath the shadow of the scythe. Pervasive in the literature and in the original publicity, it is (to date) never glimpsed in the film itself. I must take the opportunity to make good an omission here. Though I remain convinced that the shot belongs amid the lost ten minutes, in a narrative system excised by Dreyer after the premiere, I have to acknowledge a possibility I overlooked: that this wonderful image might after all be only a promotional still – as one or two other legendary ‘stills’ could yet prove to be.

David Rudkin

January 2013


1 Carl Theodor Dreyer1 (1889–1968)

Dreyer is a legendary figure in film history. The director of the venerated Passion of Joan of Arc (1927) haunts the shadowy background of world cinema, a mythical presence who seems now all but faded. Yet a photograph of Dreyer, taken on something so earthbound as a set for Joan, shows a human being substantial and pragmatic enough. In cap and belted jacket, he is standing with his crew in a dolly-trench: those iconic low-angle tracking-shots did not come from nowhere.
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Dreyer



And the director had not come from nowhere. We can locate Dreyer more vividly when we reflect that he was twelve years old when Ibsen died; that (after an initial career as a young journalist) he began his own first essays in professional screenwriting in the year after Strindberg’s death; that it was after the experience of seeing Griffith’s latest, Intolerance (1916), that he decided to become a director. As political background, raged the blood letting of World War I, then that war’s revolutionary aftermath in Germany and Russia. In his native cultural inheritance, meanwhile, we see two powerful forces at work: a newly emerging, characteristically ‘Scandinavian’ cinema, pioneered by Swedish directors Mauritz Stiller and Victor Sjöström and his own countryman Benjamin Christensen; and the theatre of ‘Ibsen and after’.

In Dreyer’s own beginnings as a director, it is Griffith whose example we see at first most guiding him; but it is in the more poetic, ‘Nordic’ naturalism of Stiller and
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