98

their character or allegiance. Subject transformation § -
mental characteristic of dualistic narrative, fraom Grif;?tﬁ ::gdgar1
Eisenstein to Ford, Capra, and Hollywood genre film. As such it is ﬁ
_necessary element of'c1assica1 narrative, but it cannot be perceived
by a methodology entirely dependent on linearity, completed change
syntagmatic relationships, and predicate transformations. ’

. Furthermore, structuralist analysis has i j

Greimas (Semantigue strycturale: recgerchea denmggggzgj Egl}g?ed
Lgrousse, 1966} in ?reating character as a dependent aspect of narra-
tive. Thrgugh the influence of Barthes, this approach, whereby the
charac?er is reducgd to actant, has filtered into the study of film
qarfa?1ve. According to this theory, the narrative is supported by
its Tinear flow of actions, related by a necessary cause-and-effect
link; characters, therefore, are second-rate citizens. They exist
ogiy 1nsofar'as they act and therefore have no existence 1ndependené
g_ the function they,p1ay.1n the text's action. This rather existen-

ialist approach, by denying any essential quaTity to the narrative
personage, flatly contradicts the implications of our paradigmatic
analysis. We can handle the film as capture and escape without
cha11eng1ng the concept 6f actant, but the minute we try to under-
stand the internal contradictions in de Boeldieu's character, we
must ?reat.the notign of character as preceding action. In %act our
Egrad1gmat1c_ana1ys1s does suggest just such a concept. We defiﬁed

] threg main characters from the very beginning through a series
gf oppositions; each qf the characters appeared net so much as an
1ndepen§ent psychologically-based individual but as what we might
term a "parameter bundle," a set of parameters derived from a series
of oppositions to other characters. According to this alternative
x;g?gcg cggges:aggtghar?cter as essence must coexist with--if not

- ional ps i iof i

o s ag e Lradit] psychological conception of the classical

. The key to this widened understanding of classical narratiw
};es by no means in a denial of already acquired positions concerﬁing
g aszical narratwe.' Barthes and Todorov, the Cahiers group and

urch are not wrong in their evaluations, they are simply too close
to the‘surface. Accord1qg to“their method, each segment of the
narratwver1§ to be used in only one way, according to its position in
g syntagma@1c sequence. Yet what is needed is a clear sense of the

?ublg articulation of each individual segment--double because it must
gh:yfttstfo1§ as paradigm as well as syntagma. We cannot understand
£ unctioning of c1asszc91 narrative until we have the proper tools

or a?alys1s‘of ho@h paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes, of metaphoric
ggrxztgogs metonymic matching, of subject as well as predicéte trans-
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Imploded Space: Film Style in The Passion of Jdeanne d'Arc

David Bordwell

If that abused term "modernism® mears much, it surely means that
an art work‘s style deviates from some classical norms and organizes
those deviations in fresh, perhaps even unique ways. [ want here to
examine a film usually recognized as a “classic," The Passion of Jeanne
d'Arc, and suggest that in its construction of cinematic space the fimm

provides a powerful challenge and alternative to the dominant "realist”

style. The challenge consists not in an uexplosion" of realistic space--
i.e., bursting the secene apart and projecting the fragments onto
disparate spatial, temporal, and conceptual levels (as in, say, the
silent films of Eisenstein)-~but rather in an "implosion,” a rigorous
flattening and reduction of classical cinematic space. In The Passion
of Jeanne d'Arc, nrealistic" space is abolished by the way Tn whic
spatial contradictions fold the scene in on itself, creating a space

as "impossible® as that of Eisenstein's October but violently compressive
rather than expansive. This implosion couid be measured at the level

of narrative construction or at the level of the film's editing, but I
chall concentrate upon another pressure toward implosion: the construc-
tion of space within the shot, Through mise en scéne and camera move-
ment, The Passion of Jeanne d'Arc deviates markedly from the conception

of cinematic space that constitutes the Ciassical norm.

What is that conventionally "realistic" film space? In Western
filmmaking, the predominant example remains that efficient system per-
fected by the classical Hollywoed cinema. According to this system, the
action is situated within a generally homogeneous space. The consistency
of the depth cues is reaffirmed by cast shadows, muted lighting for back-
graund elements, the correct perspective diminution of distant planes,
and even camera movement. The scale of the figures is kept constant with
respect both to other figures and to the background, Camera distance
and angle work to this end, framing figures and setting so that the two
are congruent and-so that scale does not alter drastically from shot to
shot. The camera is anchored or maneuvered in such a way as to present
a stable and firm "ground" for the scene. Camera movement will support
the coherence ef the dramatic action--by following a moving character,
surveying a setting, moving into or out from a significant object or
character. Even what we might call graphic space cooperates with the con-
struction of a stable story space. The screen presents itself not as a
surface but rather a window opening onto the spectacle. To efface the
surface of the screeh, not only does the mise gg_scéne teem with depth
cues {overlap, 1ighting and texture gradients, consistent perspective,
movement, relative size, etec.) but also the composition of the shot fol-
lows some basic rules of thumb. The upper half of the screen, and es-
pecially the central area of this half, constitutes a privileged zone of
dramatic activity. The shot will be symmetrical, usually along a vertical
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center axis. And, of course, the princi i

gen N principal action will not occ

me?% ?gggrgf E@g‘scyeen. In sum, graphic configurations are deg? ggdtge
eptibly into the scenographic space of the narrative. s ?

In all, then, the continuit i |
a1l e ty style {developing since a
:2dtE:cgz:cgcgez;nsgetggggghg:t the 2$xt twenty Eeags} se:ksrggnguggggace
a . C narrative cause -and ef .
Sggggaz?gwarga"ti1nceh!t functions to guarantee the h:;ggeneity of the
spe varioﬁs dep' re this Space,_d1ssolve the mutual dependencies amon
e e vrges,_and you bring space forward as an element in 'itsgSt
ruptu;e og thg glagigzg]put into new and qisqrienting patterns., Such gwn
rupture of th norm is the siylistic goal ef The Passion of

Consider, as a point of entry, the way in which The Passion of

Jeanne d'Arc sets up a play between depth and flatness, oi that The sgeni
c

5 :

b;aggcgz :ﬁg g;lﬁt@as no depth: occasionally, planes are distinguished
e Rl gd }qg. Usu§11y, though, the film.lacks depth cues. Th
by cast shadowg, gr]E; ??l§l$1§e3:§2§§ibg di$ﬁing§ e feat&reS,e
o a ve. e blank settings--ei
mak]:ggeegg:‘tiht;:ll? or as emply sky--push all figures to theg:am?;?g;e
B T sc¥ dg Toreground against neutral background. Since the de 5
e enggg _Glean of reference points, objects and figures often e
facial cogtours lgdat;zgaag:spﬁggzggé aiigi;gsiyﬁ Ehought;he 1ghtIng jupon
- ; shadows er
i 8 ST ol S A e

y the d : N 0ts sugges i
g;m;ggt;gntgfug}?qes around a vanishing point, andg%hetdggoiygiszztgges
thorar as t “beh'1sﬁ'fa15? perspective. For example, in the first scen
the windows contTndi the judges constitute skewed, ambiguous shapes thag
e % the o h:a ictory cues: according to the optical recession of
spectice dimingtioﬁ:nggg ?2?%1gnzefgefggtgﬁr12a°§’ gutlgccording e

p smaller) shou
glgzggtéhepgggg,dyhi pegphole through which Cauchon viewsssggn:2e1T%E§-
i Tarty Sher istortions, though now from foreground to background
inconsistéﬁt e e?essed area of Jeanne's cell contains no fewer than ihre
tivally perfectes: the crooked crosspiece of the window, the perspec- ¢
ke Ao ar.ch\«nnclm« frame, and the exaggerated leftward slant of the
A ascertain.thEven reckoning Jeanne's body into the calculation, we
S e o e gepth of the recess, the height of the arch or’the
S s S the a8 s a result, overlap of edges becomes the p;imary
o abiguit I1 ?ﬁ though it too can sometimes make the space slip
M characterg; mﬂn e absence of firm certainties about planes, even
thon chanee oF fig:igeggzebggoggtamblvalent, for often we can reiy only
Teftward, dowmward, rearward, or g;q12grgg?ther @ character 1s moving

The sensé of figures h ing 1

b I 1 overing in a gravity-less i
wgeﬁagggu;:;;gn?sof 2amera_ang1e which cut figuies freng%?t;: Sﬁgﬁﬁzbated
il not straight-on, it is almost always low, looking up at
the flgure. Set ggg1nst neutral wall or sky, the figures %ili thegshgts
e s o e oamor toover x5 Lhet n he sbience of traces. of
o . ove, s0 that in the absen

g or foot movement and swathed in ecclesiastical draperyfetﬁ: §ﬂ§§§§ of

Space must not
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g ceem not to walk but to glide or drift. More spectaculariy, the tilted

= or canted camera angle makes space implode, heaving figures and setting
\i‘ to the right or the left. Lacking the sense of a firm ground, the charac-
¥ ters sometimes struggle through these tilted frames: entering a doorway
fo- comes to equal climbing uphill. Later I shall suggest how Dreyer even

o jnverts the camera in order to deform the classical norm's assumption that
Iy the gravitationa1 field of narvative space must pull the camera's behavior

into an orderly orbit.

J In The Passion of Jeanne d'Arc, the framings are as unstable as the

J camera positions. The center of interesi will not aecessarily coincide

w with the center of the frame. Compositions swing radically, aimost madly,

i out of balance.  Jeanne's face may be found tucked into the lower right
corner, poised at the right edge, wedged into the lower Teft or split by
the left edge. Significant gestures are secreted in crannies of the frame.

We find a procession of judges not in the center but in the upper left;

the soldiers’ attack on a bystander oCcurs almost offscreen, at the bottom

edge of the frame. The judges leave Jeanne's cell at the 1awer left, the

same area in which the young Ladvenu submits an i i Indeed,

gne of the reasons we remember the film as one composed wholly of close-

ups §s that even in long-shot, faces are often isolated by such unbalanced

framings.

2

¢

d to Fil1 the vacuum left by the evic-

tion of conventional scenography. Many shots of .The Pagsion of Jeanne
d'Arc revive the then-anachronistic silent-film cofivention of vignette

Traming, so that a purely decorative overlay serrates and stylizes the
. sereen surface, Equally noticeable are the numerous graphic motifs which,
- though in the scenographic space, are raised to extranarrative prom-
nence. Une such motif is that of the arch. dJeanne's celi, with the .
curved ceilings and door-tops, is built from echoes of the arch pattern.
Etsewhere, the first interrogation, the courtyard walls, and the draw-

A ‘specifi¢ variant is, peculiarly, the top of

bridge repeat the arch.
the human head: Since most heads are semi-circular above the ears, this

claim might seem gver-ingenious, but the mise en-scéne in the first scene
forces the motif on our attention by close-ups of the priests_pointing

to their tonsures or skullcaps, and by 2 series of shots associated with
de Houppeville's abasement before Jearme. Thereafter, skull and arch echo
each other. Another graphic motif also pervades the decor: that of two
Tines intersecting each other at a sharp angle. The emblem of Rouen .
castle--a verticle line with a "v* at each end--schematizes the motif.
Indeed arch and angle engage in an interplay close to pure abstraction.
pafters and ceiling corners angle out from characters' heads; corners of
canopies jut out 1ike shapes ina Malevich composition; a vector slashed

in a wall drives dowmward into the shat; and the human head is squeezed
between the pincers of dynamic diagonals. In another film, such config-
urations might be ignored, but the sparse mise en scene of The Passion

of Jeanng d'Are foregrounds the abstract conf1gﬁFéE%ons traversing the
ecreen surface and refuses to subordinate graphics to the role of "in-

- visibly" supporting the narrative action.

Graphic patterns come forwar

Effacement of depth, camera angles which balloon the figures upward
and cut their ties to the ground, decentered framings which make the char-
acters perch anywhere in the frame, and graphic motifs which play across
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the screen surface--all these devices yield a cubistic, "uniplanar” space
which juxtaposes elements in a tug-of-war of contradictory cues. A shot
haecomes less a slice of a homogeneous spatial whole than the intersection
of a number of elements--geometrical shapes, oddly tilted heads and shoul.
ders-—se@ against a blank surface. It is easy to read this shot as simply
the pasting together of a contorted rectangie, an arc, and two faces; it
is nearly jmpossible to read it as a bit of "realistic® space. Warwick
$its on a level plane above the crowd, white his men, no more than a heap
of helmets, stope out of kilter; has the castle been built Teaning?

While an upper wall cuts in at an impossible angle, two spears thrust
diagonally against it, framing the skewed figure of Jeanne. A lectern

and a canopy become massive rectangles dominating and unbalancing two tiny
heads; human scale and size vanish. Three men engaged n prayer become
spread weightTessly across the frame, 1ike figures dangling from a mobile,
Though striking, these shots aren't atypical; frames “quoted" earlier also
illustrate how, throughout the fiIm, the frame becomes a suspension system,

What such examples can hardly indicate is how even the moving camera
warps the film's space. As I suggested earlier, by perceptual rights the
moving camera should orient us more firmly fo the dramatic space than
static shots do. For one thing, camera movement strongly cues depth,
through a variant of what psychologists call the "kinetic depih effect."
As Julian Mochberg writes: "cbjects whose spatial forms are ambiguous
when they are stationary usually spring into three dimensions when they
are rotated."! Foreground and background planes get picked out by moving
at different rates with respect to the camera Tens. For another thing,
camera movement supplements the sense of a ground, a balanced gravita-
tional field within which the camera can confidently maneuver. Finally,
the tracking shot can be used to stitch together the dramatic space so that
the positions of elements mutually cohere, Through the kinetic depth
effect, the reiteration of a stable ground, and the linking of dramatic
elements into a coherent field, camera movement operates in the classical
einema as a contributor to spatial realism. But Jeanne d'Arc will show
that such "realism" is not an inevitable consequence of the moving camera,

_ Me can observe, for exampTe, that the ambiquities of frame space are
not dispelled but are rather augmenied by Jeanne d'Arc's camera movements,
When a shot presents only one plane against & neutral background, and when
that plane is a face in close-up or medium-close-up, a strange thing
happens: the viewer cannot be certain whether perceived movement is at-
tributable to the figure or to the camera. Thus, in the first scene,
gliding tracking shols down the judges create an ambiguous effect: the
heads ro1l through the frame as if on a conveyor belt. In the torture
chamber, sawtooth shapes lunge out at us, and fumnels drive -through the
frame, but we cannot attribute the movements to elther the torture ma-
chinery or the camera. At the extreme, in the final scene the camera is
mounted upon the sights of a horizontally rotating cannon, so that the -
moving camnon muzzle appears perfectiy static and the' (presumably stable)
streel spins past us.

Even when perceived movement can be attributed to figure movement,
camera mobility can still distort and "derealize" frame space by careful
?ynchron1zat10n of camera and subject action. For if subject movement
is observed by a static caméra, the frame space will become defined by
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the relative disptacement of the figures. What happens here, in contrast,
is that the camera often displaces itself relative to any figure movement,
thus keeping the ambiguous spatial velations constant. The most apparent
results of this strategy occur in those shots with neutral white back-
grounds and figure movement in close- or medium-shot, In the first scene,
Just as a skinny judge rises in indignation and two judges' heads spring
Into each side of the frame, the camera tracks abruptly back, reestablishing
and fixing the shallow space presented at the start of the shot. Similarly,
as the judges pass a whisper down their ranks, the camera movement coor-
dinates itself with their leaning to and fro, inm order to minimize the
shot's depth cues. In longer shots, such rigid coordination of camera and
subject movement can at times disorient us spatially, as in certain shots
during the final immolation scene, such as the sudden track right follow-
jng a boy's feet to a woman's corpse, or--especially--the rhythmic track

in and out showing, from a low angle, maces dropped from a tower to 2
waiting soldier, an astonishing shot which makes the tower heave and buckle.
In such shots, camera movement ng longer takes as its aim the demarcation
of planes; instead, the camera cheats the kinetic depth effect and times

jts movements to coincide with those of the subject, reasserting the am-
biguities of shallow frame space.

if Jeanne d'Arc's camera movements forego the kinetic depth effect
and often undermine the gravitational stability of a "ground,” it is no
wonder that those movements also often fail to stitch together the film's
narrative space in a coherent manner. The movements are hardly subordinate
to narrative: Dreyer calls our attention to them. First, the movement is
frequently gratuitous by the standards of classical narrative, When
Loyseleur enters Jeanne's cell, the camera pans upward, revealing less and
fess of his figure until the frame is quite unbalanced, or the camera will
track right from a guard to reveal--nothing. Secondly, camera movement
gains sti11 more autonomy by the fact that a moving shot will unabash-
edly be interrrupted by a static one.

Finally (and most radical of all) are those camera movements which
split the dramatic space apart, confusing rather than concretizing rela-
tionships. Consider one stunning, space-warping pan shot. The judges
are sitting in a row looking at the seated Jeanne. The camera pans left
to right down them. What happens? At the beginning of the movement,
other judges are looking off left at Jeanne; at the end of the movement,
ather judges are looking off right at her. This space is simply impos-
sible.. Since the camera swivels across the judges, they cannot all be
looking at the same point, but the narrative context insists that they
are. Jeanne cannot be in two places at once, but the pan shot (assisted
by the eyelines of the priests) asserts just that. Camera movement here
freely cleaves open the scene by the force of pure contradiction; the

space caves in.

Gravity is cheated, too. dJeanne d'Arc's camera movements cooperate
with the framings in eliminating the ground as a founder of stable spatial
relations. Not only are bodies seldam shown below the waist and are
often sprinkled variously across the frame, but semetimes camera movement
frees itself from any reference point on ground or floor. At times, the
conveyor belt effect of elements flowing through the frame becomes an
Wescalator” effect when the moving camera is tilted or canted. In the
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first interrogation in Jeanne's cell and in the torture chamber scene,
“the judges' faces slide up and down through the frame. In the final- com.
munion scene, a close-up of choirboys puts them first at an upper-lefi-
to-lower-right diagonal and then, tracking, shifts its sTope so that the
boys are now rolling from upper right to Tower left. Instead of a camery
with its tripod legs firmly on the ground of the scene, we havé a camera
whose movements at skewed angles conspire with the vagueness of the decor
and the uneasy framings to break the gravitational pull of the narrative
space. : .

That break is most successful, of course, in the final sequence
of the fiim, when before and after Jeanne's immoTation the camera exe-
cutes its most diserienting movements. While a priest administers com-
- munion to Jeanne, the populace rushes into Rouen castle. One unsettling
shot calls attention to a specific camera operation: mounted atop the
castle gate, the camera is Tnverted to view the soldiers, pans with them
to the gate, and then rights itself tg view the crowd. Later another
pan shot inverts the crowd as the earlier one had inverted the soldiers.
At the end of the scene, two equally disorienting camera movements par-
allel the earlier pair. HNow, as the people frantically flee through
the gateway, the camera views them from directly below and pans up,
against the grain of their movement. Unlike the somersaulting movements
in Dupont's Variety, these shots make no attempt to simuiate subjective
viewpoints; uUniike camera movements in the classical cinema, these shots
deliberately avoid that “transparency" that demands that the camera ef-
face itself before the spectacle. The camera is no longer that "ideally
placed possible spectagor” considered by Ivor Montagu to be the center
of the orthodox style.c Instead, such unmotivated inversions of the
image mark the paroxysmic culmination of the film's search for camera
movements which dissolve the classical scenographic space and the sta-
bility of the viewer's vantage point. The camera pivots weightlessly
upon itself in ways that cannot be duplicated by the human body; the viewer
cannot imagine his or her eye mimicking these movements. If further
proof were needed of the essential "modernity" of Jeanne d'Arc's style,
we need only recall that film made forty years later which seizes upon
such inverted movements and impossible positions as its formal project:
Michael Snow's La Région Centraie.

~ Trying to exhaust the film would exhaust only the reader's patience,
but I shouTd add that an examination of the film's editing supports the
analysis I've proposed. The film is crammed with false eyeline-matches,
false point-of-view shots, and inconsistent spatial juxtapositions. At
every level, internal contradictions cleave open the homogenegus space
of classical cinema and, jnstead of bursting .the narrative action outward
onto abstract conceptual levels, these contradictions collapse the scene
into a muTtiple, rarefied, inconsistent space. The lesson, I think, is
that when we examine a Film from the standpoint of the norms of the class-
jcal style, we may even find the most "modern® disorientations staring
out dt us from a seemingly staid "classic."
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Notes

1Juiian Hochberg, Percéption {Englewood C1iffs, 1964}, p. 94.
21 or Montagu; Filn World (Baltimore, 1964), p. 141,
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