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Rethinking National Cinema: Dreyer's La Passion 
de Jeanne d'Arc and the Academic Aesthetic 
by Charles O'Brien 

Placing Dreyer's La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc in historical context raises questions 
about the tendency offilm historiography to reduce major film styles of the 1920s 
to counter-Hollywood avant-garde practices. 

The public, which prefers that it be served what it expects, will perhaps reproach 
the film for its severity, nudity, and reduced line. Certainly it will not find the entry 
of the maiden into Orleans, the coronation of the king, and any of the other images 
from the History of France that the schoolbooks have engraved in its memory.' 

This article locates Carl Dreyer's La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (1928) within certain 
historical contexts in order to argue for revision of the established historiography 
of national cinema. Of special concern are notions of film style implicit in critical 

commentary on La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc and also on La Merveilleuse Vie de 

Jeanne d'Arc, a competing superproduction. In contrast to later moments in the 

history of the reception of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc, critics in France in 1928 
and 1929 discussed the film's unusual style with reference to a "national" film aes- 
thetic derived from the academic art of the nineteenth century. Notwithstanding 
the basis for the claim that Dreyer's film implies a rejection of Hollywood style, 
critics in France located the film's transgression in an abandonment of a painterly 
aesthetic that although regarded as "classical" was by no means equivalent to the 
classicism that critics since the Second World War have attributed to the Holly- 
wood cinema. The circumstance raises questions concerning the tendency in film 

historiography to reduce the major national film styles of the 1920s to the most 

apparently counter-Hollywood of avant-garde practices (in which the French cin- 
ema is equated with Impressionism, the German cinema with Expressionism, and 
so on). It seems that major currents in film style in France during the late 1920s 

acquired significance within a range of stylistic alternatives that escaped the 

Hollywood/avant garde binarism. For instance, La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc was 

recognized as a challenge to an official film style that Hollywood had apparently 
superceded and that the avant garde had explicitly rejected. An additional issue 
concerns the status of the notion of "classical cinema." As is suggested by the 
rhetoric that distinguished Dreyer's international modernism from the national 
aesthetic of La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, the notion of classicism acquired 
particular significance within a cultural field that refracted social tensions relating 
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to the new and important role that 6migr6 filmmakers had come to play in France 

by the mid-1920s. 

A Transnational Classicism? The formulation of historical issues of film form 
in David Bordwell's detailed analysis of Dreyer's La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc ex- 

emplifies key assumptions of the current historiography of national cinema.2 Situ- 
ating La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc with reference to the stylistic norms of classical 
narrative filmmaking, Bordwell construes this "bizarre, perceptually difficult" film 
as a challenge to Hollywood's conception of narrative cinema. Essential to the line 
of argument is a broader claim-developed by Bordwell elsewhere, as well as by 
other critics-that the film industry of the United States functioned after the First 
World War as a kind of colonial power with respect to other film-producing na- 

tions.3 Flooding markets in other countries with highly popular films, the Holly- 
wood studios had a powerful impact in shaping audience expectations throughout 
the world.4 As early as the late teens and irrevocably a decade later with the stan- 
dardization introduced by the conversion to sound, Hollywood had established a 

conception of the ordinary narrative film whose effect on film style was trans- 
national. The circumstance was nowhere more evident than in the major film- 

producing countries of Europe, where a Hollywood mode of narration seemed to 
have served as an inevitable standard for both artistically unambitious commercial 
directors, whose efforts are assumed to have been essentially imitative (e.g., the 
"French westerns" starring Jo6 Hamman), and radical auteurs like Dreyer, whose 

experiments in film form and style could occur only in conflict with Hollywood's 
classicism. 

Concerning the latter, La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc would seem exemplary. It 
was produced by the Soci6t6 G6n6ral de Film (SGF), which had been financed by 
the Westi Consortium of Berlin, one of the first pan-European alliances formed to 

produce "superfilms" that would compete with Hollywood on the world film mar- 
ket. Thus La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc was preeminent among the major produc- 
tions of the 1920s designed to showcase a European culture defined in opposition 
to American mass entertainment.5 Moreover, Dreyer, to whom the SGF had given 
complete artistic control, proclaimed his antipathy to the producer-dominated stu- 
dio filmmaking developed in Hollywood and imitated in his native Denmark and 
other European countries.6 

Nevertheless, while the peculiar style of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc is un- 
derstandable with reference to a European resistance to Hollywood, a Hollywood 
conception of narrative cinema was by no means a principal reference in coverage 
of the film in the French trade and popular press. In fact, accounts of the film that 
addressed issues of style typically contrasted La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc not to 
Hollywood cinema but to an iconography of Joan of Arc linked to the work of In- 

gres and other nineteenth-century painters. The iconography had been widely re- 
produced in France beginning in the 1880s and directly informed the mise-en- 
scne of the variety of films about Joan of Are that had been made in France since 
the turn of the century.' As I argue below, it seems that for France's film culture 
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La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc posed a challenge less to Hollywood entertainment 
than to an academic film style that itself departed from the norms of the Holly- 
wood cinema. Essential to this style were tableau compositions modeled on paint- 
ings and statues that had served for decades as the prototypes for numerous 

reproductions in a variety of media. 
Because the powerful symbolic status of Joan of Arc in France during the 

1920s ensured that the academic aesthetic would weigh heavily on the production 
and reception of a major film about the heroine, certain changes in plans concern- 

ing the production of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc are noteworthy. The initial 

project had been to make a historical epic about a French heroine that would 

complement Abel Gance's monumental Napoleon (1926), whose production the 
SGF had taken over following the collapse of Westi. Nevertheless, after the con- 
tract had been signed, Dreyer broke from the agreement by rejecting the script by 
novelist Joseph Delteil, allegedly because of unease concerning Delteil's romantic 

conception of Joan of Arc.8 Moreover, reports indicated that instead of following 
through on the plan to produce a heroic spectacle, Dreyer had undertaken a 

highly unusual approach to filming. Indeed, critics would describe the completed 
film largely in terms of an absence of what they had expected. The change of di- 
rection had antagonized the directors of SGF to the point that they threatened 
to abandon the project. In March 1927, the duc d'Ayen, the SGF administrator 
who had supported Dreyer, founded a new company, Ominium Films, whose pur- 
pose was to allow the production of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc to continue. Co- 

inciding with these developments were announcements of the production of La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, a "grand film populaire et national" that drew 
attention as the national alternative to the international La Passion de Jeanne 
d'Arc (figures 1 and 2). 

"Un film national." Invocations of national identity in criticism directed against 
the Dreyer project suggest that the rivalry between the two productions gave ex- 

pression to social and cultural divisions within the film community. Indeed, stylis- 
tic differences between the two films might be taken as an illustration of the 
extent to which notions of national difference informed the range of stylistic op- 
tions available to filmmakers. A major cover story on Dreyer in Cinematographie 
Frangaise is typical in its emphasis on Dreyer's international stature. Noting that 

Dreyer had directed films in Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Germany and that 
he hoped to work next in London or Vienna, the article proposes that Dreyer "is 
international in the most elevated sense": "of Danish nationality and formation 
but Swedish ancestry, Carl Dreyer does not derive from the cinematography of 

any single country but instead belongs to a school of directors who make up a 
more generally human cinema, international in its accessibility to all people, of 
whatever race, people, class, or condition."9 

In direct contrast to such descriptions of Dreyer, Jean-Jos6 Frappa, the sce- 
narist and de facto publicist of La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, had defined 
his project by asserting an exclusivist cultural identity. Citing notices that Dreyer, 
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Figure 1. A poster for the Natan/de Gastyne super-production 

a Dane, had been hired to make a major Joan of Arc film and, moreover, that he 
had intended to ask the American actress Lillian Gish to play the title role, Frappa 
proclaimed the situation scandalous. Demanding a film with "French" financing, 
script, director, writer, and star, Frappa indulged in a nationalist rhetoric that had 
become pronounced within film culture in France by the late 1920s.10 In January 
1927, within a few months of Frappa's first statements against the Dreyer project, 
Bernard Natan's company announced a Joan of Arc production to be written by 
Frappa and directed by former set designer and Prix de Rome painter Marco 
de Gastyne. Far from a routine product of France's commercial industry, La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc became the most ambitious production of Na- 
tan's organization. Crowning a series of Natan films that had established big- 
budget film production as the central activity of the Path6 conglomerate, La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc would become the showcase French film of early 
1929. At the film's release in April 1929, within weeks after Natan began assuming 
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Figure 2. Among a series of posters used to advertise 
Dreyer's film 

duties as chief executive of Path6, reports in the trade and popular press hailed La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc as proof of the capacity of the French film in- 

dustry to withstand competition from Hollywood.11 
Official endorsement ensured that La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc had a 

profile that extended well beyond the realm of film culture. The production re- 
ceived the consecration of a comite d'honneur headed by President Raymond 
Poincare6 and comprised of eminent politicians, celebrities, clergymen, and mem- 
bers of the diplomatic corps.12 The government also provided the kind of material 

support that directly translated into symbolic value. Making good on a promise to 
aid "Productions Natan in realizing a great historical fresco by putting at its dis- 

posal the greatest possible number of material and moral resources," Poincar6 
commissioned four regiments of the French army to serve as extras in crowd 
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scenes.13 In addition, government officials arranged that de Gastyne receive 
permission to film scenes at historical locations. Critical for its significance as a 
symbol of postwar reconstruction was the cathedral in Reims, which had been re- 
cently rebuilt after severe bombing during the war. The original site of the coro- 
nation of Charles VII (the event commemorated in Ingres' widely reproduced 
painting of Joan of Arc), the cathedral was the location for the film's elaborate 
staging of the coronation. Official endorsement extended to the film's reception, 
with the premiere in late April coinciding with spectacular celebrations marking 
the fifth centenary of Joan of Arc's liberation of Orl6ans. Linked to events such as 
a major festival held in Paris was a gala screening at the National Op6ra, attended 
by parliamentarians and other celebrities, including Gaston Doumergue, the new 
president of the Republic, and the film's actress, Simone Genevois.14 

Beginning perhaps with the writings of Jean Mitry, who distinguished be- 
tween the international modernism of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc and the arriere- 
garde national style of films such as La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, the two 
films have been cited as examples of opposed styles associated with two major 
groups within the French film industry of the 1920s.15 While La Merveilleuse Vie 
de Jeanne d'Arc exemplifies the work of established filmmakers linked to Path6 
and to Paramount's Paris studios, La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc suggests an opposing 
tendency in narrative filmmaking evident in the work of a community of artists 
comprised mainly of Russian 6migr6s associated with Albatros Films and Franco- 
German companies like the SGF. For instance, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne 
d'Arc seems typical of the preference of arri re-garde filmmakers for dramas cen- 
tering on familiar episodes and heroes from French history and legend. Also, like 
other arri re-garde productions, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc was filmed 
on location at famous historical sites and used a script written directly for the 
screen. Such practices differed from those of 6migr6 filmmakers such as Alexandre 
Volkoff and Victor Tourjansky, who adapted the work of Dumas, Maupassant, and 
other recognized literary figures and specialized in costume romances set in Im- 
perial Russia and other Slavic countries. Most fundamentally, the 6migr6 film- 
makers substituted baroque studio reconstructions for naturalistic locations and 
drew on backgrounds in the Ballets Russes and other premier theatrical troupes to 
develop a distinctly modern approach to set design.16 Instead of the familiar 
trompe l'oeil stagecraft, expatriate set designers such as Boris Bilinsky, Andrei 
Andr jew, and Alexandre Lochakov combined actual architectural spaces (made 
from glass, metal, and other hard materials) and state-of-the-art optical printing to 
create unprecedented effects of spectacle."17 The results were especially evident in 
various films starring the actor Mosjoukine, such as Kean (A. Volkoff, 1923), 
Michel Strogoff (V. Tourjansky, 1926), and Casanova (A. Volkoff, 1926). 

The rivalry between the two groups of filmmakers suggests a situation that 
Pierre Bourdieu describes as a struggle to define the "field of cultural produc- 
tion." In an analysis of literary and artistic culture in France during the 1880s, 
Bourdieu argues that debates over aesthetics ultimately concerned the degree of 
autonomy of artistic and literary culture with respect to extra-artistic sources of 
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legitimation.18 For Bourdieu, the activities and concerns of artists, critics, dealers, 
and other participants in the artistic field implied alternative conceptions of the 
relation between artistic and other forms of practice. That is, the promotion or 

denigration of particular genres, styles, and types of expertise suggest attempts to 
set the boundary between artistic culture, with its distinctive standards and forms 
of consecration, and external spheres defined by nonartistic forms of validation. 
Indeed, according to Bourdieu, the new cultural field of the late nineteenth cen- 

tury entailed a dynamic that was the reverse of that of the ordinary capitalist 
economy. Because the cultural field rewarded those who respected its relative au- 

tonomy, participants in the field could achieve symbolic profits linked precisely to 
a refusal of economic gain. A general principle is that those most endowed with 

uniquely artistic capital had an interest in defending the field's autonomy, while 
those least in possession of such capital gained from opening the field to extrinsic 
forms of validation. 

Evidence supporting the relevance of Bourdieu's thesis to the film culture of 
the 1920s can be found in the extent to which divisions that had defined the field 
of painting beginning in the 1880s seemed to have reappeared within the film 

community. Examples include the emergence of prominent film movements that 
referred to precedents in painting, such as Impressionism, naturalism, and surre- 
alism, and the entry into film production of artists with backgrounds in painting 
and other traditional arts. As if in imitation of certain schools of painting and lit- 
erature of the late nineteenth century, currents within avant-garde cinema explic- 
itly rejected extra-artistic criteria of legitimation. Among examples are the cinema 
pur of Fernand L6ger and Henri Chomette, or the attempt on the part of Ger- 
maine Dulac and others to assimilate the cinema to music, the most "spiritual" of 
the arts. Such projects were facilitated by a new infrastructure of cultural institu- 
tions that included a network of cine-clubs that served as a distribution outlet for 

experimental films and a variety of film journals that encouraged appreciation of 
the cinema as an art. In effect, for the first time, the cinema in France acquired an 

"autonomous subfield of production" and thus came to display the kind of struc- 
ture integral to the nineteenth-century artistic fields analyzed by Bourdieu. 

The autonomous subfield made possible Dreyer's radical refusal of the con- 
ventions of film spectacle, which was a rejection of the authority of both the com- 
mercial film industry and the state-endorsed aesthetic of the historical genre. Like 
other highly visible 6migr6 artists, Dreyer had credentials that distinguished him 
from native-born members of the film community, who often had entered the film 

industry through trades rather than the fine arts.19 Likewise, the position of 

Frappa illustrates Bourdieu's point that rejections of commercial culture on behalf 
of art can take two forms.20 That is, in addition to the aristocratic affirmation of 
art's transcendence (echoed in Dreyer's disdain for studio filmmaking), there is a 
second elite position that rests on the temporal authority of the state. The latter 

position is implicit in the pronouncements of the producers of La Merveilleuse Vie 
de Jeanne d'Arc. Like Dreyer, Frappa refused the merely economic legitimacy of 
Hollywood. Unlike Dreyer, however, Frappa challenged the autonomy of the 
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artistic field by declaring a commitment to national identity, thus invoking a po- 
litical rather than strictly artistic standard of legitimacy. 

A consideration of the place of the two films within the relations of force of 
the cultural field raises questions concerning the tendency within the established 

historiography to define national cinemas in terms of an opposition between Hol- 

lywood entertainment and European art. If Europe is equated with the interna- 
tional art cinema (and, conversely, Hollywood with mass entertainment), how are 
we to account for films such as La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc? Although a 

popular film, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, with its official endorsements, 
occupied a place within French film culture that clearly differed from that of a 
commercial film a la Hollywood."2 At the same time, an academic film such as La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc could not imply a more deliberate rejection of 
the international avant garde. However important to the French film industry, 
spectacles like La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc seem to be an anomalous if not 

impossible object of study, neither modernist enough to qualify as an avant-garde 
alternative to Hollywood nor sufficiently international in commercial appeal to 
stand as entertainment. 

Nevertheless, it seems clear that major "national" films such as La Mer- 
veilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc played a key role in defining the range of stylistic 
options available to filmmakers, as accounts by Mitry and others suggest. Accord- 

ing to Richard Abel, notions of a French narrative cinema, advocated in works 
like Diamant-Berger's Le Cindma (1919) and Henri Fescourt and Jean-Louis 
Bouquet's L'Idde et l'dcran (1925-1926), were a seemingly inescapable reference 
in the film culture of the 1920s, acknowledged even in pronouncements by pro- 
ponents of an abstract cinema pur.22 The importance of arri re-garde productions 
in setting a normative style was perhaps in no case more imposing than concerning 
La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc, an "international" film about the most popular of na- 
tional heroines who as recently as 1920 had been canonized as a saint and made 
the subject of a national holiday. 

The Academic Aesthetic. Although far less formal than cuts that state censors 
and the archbishop of Paris would demand of Dreyer, constraints imposed on de 

Gastyne were profoundly determinant due to the extent of the institutionalization 
of the academic aesthetic. As set designer Robert Mallet-Stevens had proposed, 
the historical film offers the viewer that vision of the past with which he or she 
is already familiar."23 Such a project required that a film not only represent the 

past but do so by means of representational conventions that themselves belong 
to the past. Like other major historical spectacles of the 1920s that appear directly 
inspired by the iconography of the school curriculum, the national holidays, 
and other official sources, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc includes numer- 
ous citations of artworks in traditional media. Prominent among the latter were 
paintings and sculptures that had been widely reproduced on postage stamps, 
postcards, advertisements, war loan posters, and the illustrated calendars in city 
buildings. Consider, for instance, similarities among the following reproductions: 
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Figure 3. Ingres' painting of Joan of Arc, which has been 
widely reproduced in diverse media since the 1880s 

the painting by Ingres, the cover of a 1928 schoolbook, and a frame enlargement 
from La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc (figures 3, 4, and 5). 

The relevance of academic art to La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc was 
made explicit in routine mention in commentary on the film of Marco de 

Gastyne's credentials as a Prix de Rome painter and more subtly in references to 
de Gastyne's artistic "tact and measure," academic qualities that invited contrast 
to the "extravagant" and "delirious" work of the Russian and German filmmakers 
linked to companies like SGF.24 The point is implicit in interviews in which de 

Gastyne described his tour throughout France in search of locations at Domr6my, 
Carcassone, Mazamet, Aigues-Mortes, Mont-Saint-Michel, Pierrefonds, Metz, 
and Strasbourg.25 De Gastyne's discussion of his travels suggests comparable ac- 
counts by nineteenth-century painters that had come to constitute a minor literary 
genre. It also drew attention to the film's landmark locations, which clearly differ- 
entiated La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc from the studio-bound La Passion de 

Jeanne d'Arc. Precise geographical references established the film's authenticity 
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as a representation of the nation and also set expectations concerning style insofar 
as exterior locations were likely to push the filmmakers toward a rationalist treat- 
ment of space that would inevitably set the norm for the entire film, including 
scenes involving studio interiors. 

Academic norms were imposing during the 1920s because of a major postwar 
"classical revival." Art historians note that classical themes and naturalistic tech- 
niques pervaded postwar art, defining the work of even prominent figures within 
the avant garde such as Picasso.26 Academic standards were particularly inescap- 
able with respect to representations of Joan of Arc due to the history of conflict 

concerning the visual depiction of the heroine. Since the late nineteenth century, 
moderate republicans who aimed to assimilate Joan of Arc to the symbolic reper- 
tory of the Third Republic opposed Catholic and monarchist groups that pro- 
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Figure 5. A frame enlargement from de Gastyne's La Merveilleuse vie de 
Jeanne d'Arc 

moted Joan of Arc as a counterrevolutionary symbol.27 The reactionary con- 
struction of Joan of Arc as the opposite of the Republic's Marianne had a prece- 
dent in the radical Left's choice of the anthem "L'Internationale" in favor of "La 
Marseillaise" or its commemoration of the Paris Commune rather than the taking 
of the Bastille. Nevertheless, because both conservative and republican forces 
claimed Joan of Arc, the case of Joan of Arc was especially complex, with the 

iconography itself the object of political struggle. Critical in defining the terms 

according to which conflicts concerning iconography would evolve was the guerre 
des manuels, a debate over the school curriculum that arose following the passage 
in 1905 of the Law Concerning the Separation of Church and State. Centering on 
issues of visual representation deriving from contradictory interpretations of the 

Joan of Arc narrative, the "schoolbook war" led to a high degree of iconographic 
codification in which slight nuances in representations of the trial or of the voices 
that gave Joan her mission signaled ideological differences that had come to de- 
fine electoral politics in France during the years before the First World War.28 

In citing images of Joan of Arc produced by this history of iconographic 
contestation, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, true to the academic tradi- 
tion, offers a representation thoroughly inscribed with narrative content. "A great 
page from our history of France," La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc was 
an eminently "readable" film. It not only reproduced familiar episodes of the pri- 
mary school curriculum but did so in precise conformity with the established 
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iconography. The didactic quality of the film is manifest in the numerous exposi- 
tory intertitles, which are unusual for a film of the late 1920s, when the trend both 
in avant-garde cinema and in Hollywood filmmaking was toward a minimization 
or even absence of such intertitles. Intertitles in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne 
d'Arc precede the characters or events that they introduce ("l'abjuration," "la tra- 
hison," etc.), thus further ensuring that the images will be understood as illustra- 
tions of an established narrative. Moreover, certain of the titles are remarkably 
lengthy, containing, in one case, nearly seventy words. Also noteworthy are the 

variety of scenes that center on characters engaged in the act of writing: the duke 
of Burgundy signs an agreement with the king of England, the secretary records 
the proceedings of the trial, and Joan of Arc signs a false confession. 

As in the first films about Joan of Arc by M6lies (1900) and others, certain 
scenes in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc move toward moments featuring 
static tableaulike compositions in which the actors strike postures and attitudes in 
imitation of the mise-en-scene of a famous painting or sculpture. Examples in- 
clude the scene of the visit of Saints Catherine and Marguerite, which features a 
shot whose composition reproduces that of a familiar schoolbook illustration, with 
the saints appearing in superimposition on the right of the frame (figures 6 and 7). 

Given the static quality of such moments, it is no surprise that the sources for 
certain images were, in fact, statues. Consider, for instance, similarities between 
the pose of actress Simone Genevois during a scene set in her home in rural Dom- 

remy and the statue of Joan of Arc by Chapu (figures 8 and 9). 
However anachronistically "theatrical" in comparison to the more dynamic, 

character-oriented style of the contemporaneous Hollywood cinema, tableau com- 

positions opened formal possibilities of unique relevance to the historical genre. 
Most fundamentally, tableau compositions had a capacity to suggest alternative 

conceptions of filmic time. In integrating the viewer into the space of the dramatic 
action, the ordinary narrative film yields to what critics such as Christian Metz and 
Roland Barthes saw as the inevitable tendency of the film image to suggest the 

present tense. In contrast, the tableaux of the French historical spectacle exploit 
the phenomenology of silent-era spectatorship to produce effects of historicity. 
Note that figures in the tableaux of the films of the 1920s seem less to inhabit a 
three-dimensional space than to rest on the surface of a relatively flat image. A 
result is that moments in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc that feature tableau 

compositions tend to suggest an arrest in the movement of the narration, in which 
the viewer's engagement with characters gives way to a mode of involvement that 
owes little to processes of story construction. In some cases, it seems that the in- 
tent is to prompt the viewer to recall the prototype of the image and thus find 
confirmation of the value of his or her own acculturation. 

In certain cases, tableau images imply a superimposition of multiple tempo- 
ralities. Consider, for instance, the moment in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc 
after the interrogation during which the judges conclude that Joan is a sorceress. 
A high-angle shot shows Joan sitting on a stool, where she remains motionless, 
with her head bowed and hands clasped. Meanwhile, soldiers and others who had 
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Figure 6. A schoolbook image illustrating Joan's com- 
munication with the saints 

attended the hearing pass by while leaving the room. The contrast between the 

stylized immobility of Joan and the naturalistic movements of the other characters 

suggests a juxtaposition of temporalities like that proposed by Fernand Braudel, in 
which Joan occupies a longue duree that transcends the superficial "events" that 
constitute the quotidian time of political and ecclesiastical power. At such mo- 
ments, Joan becomes a presence outside of the finite temporality that contains the 
actions of the other characters. 

Certain temporal manipulations seem intended to invoke the official histori- 

ography of the Third Republic. Critics have noted that republican historiography 
entailed a tension between commitment to a notion of history as progress, in 
which the Third Republic marked a social and spiritual advance over earlier 
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Figure 7. A frame enlargement from de Gastyne's film that appears to cite 
the image reproduced in figure 6 

regimes, and a logic of repetition, in which wars and other hardships of the official 

past figured as manifestations of the same ageless struggle.29 Marcel Oms ob- 
served that in the French films of the 1920s republican historiography is adopted 
in ways that convey a sense of history as recurrence.30 In effect, all battles de- 

picted in the films of the 1920s restage those of 1914 to 1918. A striking illustra- 
tion occurs in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc during a scene following the 
battle of Orleans, when Joan visits the grave of her childhood friend Remy 
Loiseau, who was among those killed during the siege. As Joan gazes at the tomb- 
stone, the inscription, which reads "Remy Loiseau, hommes d'armes, 1429," un- 

dergoes a series of changes; while the soldier's name remains constant, the dates 
and names of the battles and regiments change, producing a palimpsest that 
moves from Orleans 1492 to Rocroy 1643, Fontenoy 1745, Valmy 1792, Mont- 
mirail 1814, and, finally, Verdun 1916.31 As if to illustrate Freud's thesis concerning 
the role of narrative reenactment in processes of mourning, La Merveilleuse Vie de 

Jeanne d'Arc, like many French films of the period, reconstructs the past in order 
to reiterate in displaced form wartime experiences of loss and traumatic shock. 

That La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc can be considered a remake of Le 
Miracle de loups (Raymond Bernard, 1924) suggests that the relation of La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc to the historical genre is itself a reenactment. 

Just as academic painters had copied the work of the masters of the nineteenth- 

century canon, the producers of La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc seem to have 
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Figure 8. A statue that features Joan of Arc in a definitive 
pose 

attempted to produce another Le Miracle de loups, often cited as the most suc- 
cessful French film of the decade. Like the latter, La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne 
d'Arc featured the involvement of Frappa as publicist and scenarist, Camille 

Vergniol as historical consultant, a premiere at the Opera, an epigraph from 
Michelet, an epic-scale siege filmed at Carcassone, performances by certain actors 
(Gaston Modot, Philippe Heriat, and Fernand Mailly), and as protagonist a fif- 

teenth-century virgin warrior named Jeanne.32 In fact, the siege of Orleans in La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc largely reproduces the siege of Beauvais of Le 
Miracle de loups. In Le Miracle de loups, Jeanne Hachette defends a French city 
against foreign invaders led by an officer played by actor Gaston Modot, while in 
La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc, Jeanne d'Arc leads an army against a French 
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Figure 9. A frame enlargement from La Merveilleuse vie de Jeanne d'Arc 
that reproduces the pose depicted in figure 8 

city occupied by a foreign army commanded by an officer played, again, by Mo- 
dot. Moreover, both scenes were filmed at the ancient city of Carcassone and thus 
feature a mise-en-scene defined by the same architectural spaces, to the point, in 
fact, that certain shots from the two films are virtually interchangeable. 

A Documentary of Faces. The relation of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc to the 
historical genre could not have differed more. In referring to La Passion de Jeanne 
d'Arc as an "anti-historical film," Richard Abel reiterates an observation made by 
many of the film's first reviewers, for whom the film was remarkable largely for 
features it did not display.33 Critics listed and even described famous scenes that 
the film omits ("the voices, the departure from Domremy, the battles, Joan's 
meeting with the king and the admirable coronation at Reims, all radiant and bril- 
liant with the splendor of the flags on display") or, likewise, commented on the 
absence of citations of famous paintings by Ingres, Lenepveu, Laurens, Flandrin, 
Boutet de Monvel, and others.34 Contributing to the defamiliarization due to the 
absence of standard images was an emphasis on narrative material that was ordi- 
narily marginalized or even wholly excluded. Most remarkable was Dreyer's 
nearly exclusive focus on the trial, which was a highly sensitive topic because of 
the role of the religious and political establishment in the condemnation. In fact, 
Frappa, describing the trial and execution as "another story, entirely different," 
claimed that he had initially planned to end the film with the coronation of 
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Charles VII and thus avoid controversy linked to the trial and subsequent 
events.35 

Dreyer not only limited the narrative to the trial and execution but undertook 
an approach directly at odds with the stylistic principles that the historical film had 
inherited from academic painting. The potential for spectacle was radically dimin- 
ished due to only the most minimal use of the expensive reconstruction of medi- 
eval Rouen, an expressionistic "Carcassone in cardboard" designed by Hermann 
Warm, who had achieved renown for his work on The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.36 
The spectacular quality of the set is evident only briefly, and hence emphatically, 
in the panning shots of the Rouen market just prior to the execution. Dreyer did, 
however, use camera placements that made the most of the set's odd, forced per- 
spective, which enabled an approach to space radically counter to the geometric 
naturalism of Gastyne's locations. Scenes were filmed with characters against 
blank, white decors. Unusual, low camera angles accentuated the absence of spa- 
tial references, contributing further to the impression of an indeterminate space 
in which characters seem to circulate within a luminous vacuum.37 

Moreover, instead of establishing academic distance and impersonality, 
Dreyer's approach to shooting involved an ethnographic emphasis on the brute 
facticity of the event recorded by the camera. Essential was a production process 
designed to lead the actors to recreate the experience of the original historical 
agents. "The cast and crew spent five months nearly living in the court and prison 
sets constructed in an empty Renault assembly shop next to the Billancourt stu- 
dios and in the replica of medieval Rouen erected on the southern outskirts of 
Paris. The process of the trial was shot strictly in sequence and the actors spoke 
only the words of the transcript."38 Valentin Hugo, the film's costume designer, 
noted a remarkable quietness during the filming and claimed that after the con- 
clusion of each day's work the actors seemed to continue to live their roles.39 Re- 
ports indicate that the intensity of the experience was especially palpable during 
the scene when Falconetti had her hair shorn, an event that reduced crew and 
onlookers to tears and ended with a ceremony in which bouquets of flowers were 
delivered to the set. Commenting on the result of such an unorthodox production 
process, one critic noted that in contrast to the typical actor of the silent cinema 
Falconetti actually appears to enunciate the text of the intertitles.40 

The impression of directness was also due to striking innovations in cin- 
ematographic technique. Cinematographer Rudolf Mat6 employed Agfa's new 
panchromatic film stock, which, unlike the orthochromatic film then in standard 
usage, had a wide gray range that enabled the production of uniquely "photo- 
graphic" images.41 In addition, the carbon are lamps of the Billancourt studios 
were supplemented with new "nitraphoto" floodlights fitted with Fresnel lenses, 
which vastly increased and diffused the level of light on the set.4"2 A result of these 
measures is that the actors' faces appear in extraordinary, nearly clinical detail, an 
effect enhanced by the absence of the customary makeup. The viewer cannot help 
but see skin grain, perspiration, tears, and spittle. The circumstance was especially 
striking in the context of the historical genre, whose actors often wore heavy, 
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masklike makeup and wigs. In addition, unusual for the times, release prints of the 
film had no color tinting, thus further stressing the absence of the customary me- 
diation between viewer and spectacle. 

The resistance in La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc to the academic project of re- 

ducing the image to an illustration of a preexisting narrative suggests the relevance 
to the film of the "alternative pictorial tradition" of Northern Europe that Svet- 
lana Alpers contrasts to the Albertian conception of the image that lies at the foun- 
dation of academic painting. The principal characteristics of the alternative 
tradition, exemplified by the seventeenth-century Dutch paintings of Vermeer, 
Van Eyck, and Rembrandt and also by photography and nineteenth-century Im- 

pressionism, are fragmentariness, arbitrary frames, and "the immediacy that the 
first practitioners [of photography] expressed by claiming that photography gave 
Nature the power to reproduce herself directly unaided by man."43 Antithetical to 
the literary orientation of the dominant tradition in Western art, these character- 
istics correspond precisely to features of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc noted by crit- 
ics in France.44 

Nevertheless, however compelling the similarities with Dutch art, the narra- 
tion of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc goes beyond the task of description to put the 

image in conflict with the word. Essential here is that speech is conveyed through 
intertitles. Critics often comment that it is peculiar that La Passion de Jeanne 
d'Arc is a silent film, given that the narrative concerns a trial, a speech-oriented 
event.45 All the same, the use of written titles rather than spoken dialogue is far 
from incidental insofar as it produces the disjunction between written language 
and literal imagery that suggests the often-noted ambiguity of the very word "his- 
tory," which can refer either to the discourse produced by historians or to the his- 
torical past that such discourse posits as other than itself. The numerous intertitles 
in La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc, derived, the film indicates, from the trial transcript, 
contrast to the sensations and perceptual intensities of the image, which suggest 
realities that escape or precede the coherence and stability imposed by historical 

interpretation. 
By all accounts La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc affected viewers at a visceral level. 

Typical is one critic's description of the film as "a tragedy heavy with anguish and 

nearly physically tortuous for the spectator," or frequent descriptions of the close- 

ups of faces as "too cruel" and "too true for sensitive viewers."46 The judgment 
that the film was excessive in its perceptual intensity was echoed by censors, who 

required that certain "overly true" images be cut prior to the film's release in Paris 
in October 1928, among which were several from the bloodletting scene during 
which Falconetti actually gives blood.47 The film clearly required that the specta- 
tor adopt something other than the ordinary form of engagement: "how does one 

identify with [6mouvoir avec] characters whose skin is pitted by craters, mottled 
with freckle-like blemishes" of absurd proportions?48 As one critic noted, "Joan 
suffers, but the spectator suffers no less."49 

The significance of the peculiar impact that the film was said to have had on 
the viewer exemplifies Bourdieu's point that the academic aesthetic is not only 
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manifest in works of art but, due to acculturation through disciplinary processes, 
embodied in human beings in the form of schemata of perception and evaluation. 
The individual's practical relation to his or her milieu ensures that structures of 
the social world become incorporated in the form of categories of perception and 

appreciation, which in turn serve as instruments that organize the individual's per- 
ception of social reality.50 In its thorough departure from academic convention, La 
Passion de Jeanne d'Arc challenges the very habitus of the viewer, his or her in- 

grained disposition to see in certain ways. Countering "the images from the His- 

tory of France that the schoolbooks have engraved in [the viewer's] memory," La 
Passion de Jeanne d'Arc engages the viewer in ways that rupture the customary 
ontological complicity between film form and the viewer's quasi-corporeal per- 
ceptual dispositions and skills.51 In fact, the use of film techniques to produce per- 
ceptual sensations that escape the intentional structure that organizes ordinary 
film perception suggests an attempt to convert perception into a kind of physical 
trauma. In La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc, images produce an immediacy and vio- 
lence of sensation that affects the very eye and body of the spectator. As Dreyer 
later claimed, "Such was the role of these closeups: to move the viewers so that 

they would feel in their own flesh the suffering endured by Joan."52 
The radical nature of the narration of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc becomes 

evident in de Gastyne's attempt to copy Dreyer's rendition of the trial. Instead of 

ending the film's narrative as planned, with the monumental battle of Orleans, de 
Gastyne and Frappa extended it to encompass the trial. They also included lines of 
dialogue taken from the same passages in the trial transcript and actors physiog- 
nomically similar to those of the Dreyer production. Lastly, they abandoned the 
painterly style in favor of a "photographic" cinematography, a relatively extensive 
use of closeups, and eccentric camera angles and framings. Thus certain of the 

images of La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc entail compositions that are 
remarkably similar to those of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (figures 10 and 11). 
Nonetheless, even moments in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc that most sug- 
gest the style of Dreyer's film stop well short of an abandonment of establishing 
shots or violation of the 180-degree rule, the eyeline match, and other devices es- 
sential to Hollywood style.53 That is, even de Gastyne's most Dreyer-like shots, 
however tightly or oddly framed, function within the "classical" spatial system that 
Bordwell associates with the Hollywood cinema. This is not to say that La 
Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc is a model of Hollywood continuity. There are, 
for example, transgressions of the 180-degree rule during the scene of Joan's miracu- 
lous recognition of the disguised dauphin that create false eyeline cues that poten- 
tially confuse the central narrative event. Such moments, however, seem to be 
incidental flaws rather than deliberate and systematic transgressions like those that 
Bordwell attributes to Dreyer. Indeed, at times one has the impression that de 
Gastyne has remade certain scenes in La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc but according to 
continuity principles, with the result that what were disconnected fragments in La 
Passion de Jeanne d'Arc reduce to elements within shot/reverse-shot patterns. In 
fact, scenes in La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc that appear most indebted to 
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Figure 10. A frame enlargement from Dreyer's La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc 

Dreyer evoke Hollywood style more so than do scenes that are organized around 
academic tableaux, whose flatness and stasis present a genuine formal challenge to 
the dynamism of Hollywood narration. 

Conclusion. That a "national" classicism rather than that of the Hollywood cin- 
ema was the dominant reference for the immediate reception of La Passion de 

Jeanne d'Arc in France raises questions concerning the tendency within film stud- 
ies to understand the European cinemas that emerged beginning in the 1920s 

solely within the context of a reaction against Hollywood. If the European cinemas 
evolved in relation to a Hollywood model of film narration, then stylistic differ- 
ences among and within these cinemas-sufficiently profound in some cases to 
render whole genres "inexportable"-suggest the repercussions on national film 
styles of indigenous cultural forms and traditions. Thus Richard Dyer and Ginette 
Vincendeau, in their introduction to the anthology European Popular Cinema, 
caution against dismissal of the popular cinemas of Europe as "Hollywood in for- 
eign dress." They propose that such a dismissal too quickly discounts the effect on 
film style of national "cultural signs" such as "landscapes, language, gestures, 
clothing, kinds of heroes and heroines, what people find funny, the kinds of stories 
they tell, [and] whole and distinctive ways of thinking and feeling."54 Dyer and 
Vincendeau conclude that popular national films likely involved a narration in 
which a loose commitment to Hollywood standards concerning cinematography 
and editing existed in tension with formal requirements imposed by nationally 
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Figure 11. A frame enlargement from La Merveilleuse vie de Jeanne d'Arc that 
invokes Dreyer's unusual framing 

specific forms of mise-en-scne. 
When one shifts the focus away from the sound films that are at the center of 

inquiry in European Popular Cinema and toward the cinemas of the late silent era, 
the formulation of generalizations concerning differences between Hollywood 
and European cinemas becomes considerably more difficult. Such is certainly the 
case with respect to the French cinema of the late 1920s, whose degree of stylistic 
diversity remains unprecedented in the history of film. As Alan Williams proposes, 
the political metaphor of the title of his history of filmmaking in France, The Re- 

public of Images, is especially applicable to the cinema of the late 1920s, when, in 
contrast to Hollywood's "one-party state," the much less hierarchical French in- 

dustry fostered the development of a remarkable diversity of competing stylistic 
schools, tendencies, and movements.55 Among factors that contributed to such di- 

versity was the continual circulation of personnel between the cinema and other 
forms of cultural production.56 Artists who had trained in and continued to work 
in other arts and entertainments approached film production differently than did 
those who worked within relatively stable and insular factory systems such as that 
of Hollywood. The career of Marco de Gastyne, an academic painter who made a 

"natural" transition from set design to directing, is merely one example of the flu- 

idity of the division of labor within the French film industry.57 
Inquiry into the popular cinema of 1920s France suggests that the develop- 

ment of alternatives to Hollywood style was by no means restricted to the efforts 
of filmmakers of the avant garde. In fact, such filmmakers rarely pursued their 
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careers entirely outside the commercial industry. Thus modernist techniques ap- 
pear in formally conservative films. Such is the case even with the deliberately 
anachronistic La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc. For instance, the scene of 
Joan's audition of the divine voices features multiple superimposed images, a 
technique that suggests the work of Impressionist filmmakers from Abel Gance to 
Germaine Dulac and Jean Epstein. Nonetheless, critics have long located the 
source of alternative approaches solely within the experimentation of a relatively 
small circle of Impressionist and modernist filmmakers, thus reflecting the same 
tendency to privilege the most apparently autonomous of artistic practices that 
Bourdieu traces to the literary and artistic culture of the i880s. 

My claim is that the international modernism of films such as La Passion de 
Jeanne d'Arc acquired significance in opposition less to the Hollywood cine- 
ma-itself widely regarded as an international cultural form-than precisely to 
national popular productions such as La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc. Just as 
Bourdieu locates the "symbolic revolution" of artists like Manet within the context 
of an artistic field demarcated by academic institutions, inquiry into the modernity 
of the avant-garde cinema of 1920s France requires consideration of that cinema's 
antithetical relation to the academicism of the historical spectacle. Such an inquiry 
may open the way for alternative historiographies that challenge the assumption 
that the Hollywood cinema of the 1920s provided the classical standard for film- 
makers in Europe. Perhaps the apparent validity of Andre Bazin's designation of 
the Hollywood cinema of the 1930s as "un art 'classique' " has made it difficult to 
recall that for generations of European critics the Hollywood cinema, far from a 
classical art, represented nothing less than the most corrosive of modern chal- 
lenges to traditional humanist culture.58 Indeed, as with American jazz, with 
which it was often compared, the Hollywood cinema was likely attractive to cer- 
tain European audiences precisely because of its incongruity with respect to clas- 
sical traditions. Dramatic examples from French film history include the 
iconoclastic celebration of Hollywood in the 1920s by the surrealists and in the 
1950s by the critics and filmmakers of the New Wave, both of whom contrasted 
the vitality of Hollywood to an ossified official cinema.59 

The issue of the appropriateness of the classical label aside, there is little 
doubt concerning the importance of the role of Hollywood in establishing a trans- 
national conception of the ordinary narrative film. Moreover, a historiography in- 
formed by a notion like that of Bourdieu's field is commensurable with a historical 
poetics that specifies ways in which La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc implies a refusal of 
Hollywood style. In fact, in analyzing La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc in relation to 
Hollywood's system of stylistic norms, Bordwell might be said to show that the 
film's unusual style is understandable as the refraction at the level of the range of 
stylistic options of an antagonism between Dreyer's commitment to the autonomy 
of the artistic field and a Hollywood conception of art whose authority rested on 
economic success. It does seem, however, that an analysis open to issues of na- 
tional cinema must locate the antagonism within the range of positions made pos- 
sible by the cultural field. Critical in the case of 1920s France was a position 
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sanctioned by the schools and other national cultural institutions that provided the 
basis for a legitimate stylistic alternative to the international modernisms of both 

Hollywood and European auteurs such as Dreyer. 
The cultural profile of La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d'Arc indicates that the 

national aesthetic had remained a viable stylistic option through the 1920s, how- 
ever eccentric with respect to Hollywood notions of entertainment or retrograde 
in light of the avant-garde cinema. An explanation for the viability may lie in the 
commercial advantages that came from a film style whose properties matched the 

prereflective, quasi-corporeal perceptual dispositions of the national audience. In 
effect, the stylistic anachronisms that resulted from a commitment to the aca- 
demic aesthetic enabled the French film industry to establish a privileged relation 
with the national audience. Such a relation was critical during a decade when in- 
ternational markets appeared largely inaccessible to even the most "international" 
of French films. Thus rather than the result of either an acceptance of the tech- 
nical limitations imposed by the available plant and equipment or a simple dispo- 
sition to resist change, the anachronistic aspects of the commercial cinema of 
1920s France become understandable as an effect of adherence to a certain strat- 

egy of legitimation.60 In the case of the historical spectacle, the nature of the 
source of legitimation is signaled in the very style of the films. Like the pomp and 

solemnity of ceremonies of state and church, the ostentatiousness of the academic 
aesthetic ensured that any given film would appear to address acculturated view- 
ers on behalf of an authority greater than that of the vision of an individual artist. 
It is in this context that the nature of the challenge of La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc 
becomes apparent. In aiming to affect instruments of knowledge and categories of 

perception, La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc implied an alternative not only to estab- 
lished film styles but to the institutionalized authority behind such styles. 
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