fiewing Guide - Passion of Joan of Arc (1928)

SYNOPSIS

Dreyer's retelling of the trial and martyrdom of Joan of Arc remains one of the most immediate--and
startlingly intimate--works of cinema ever produced. Based upon a meticulous study of the transcripts

from Joan's trial for heresy in 1431, Dreyer's approach eschewed the grand-scale typical of the epic silent

productions of his contemporaries in favor of a stark, angular cinematography filmed almost entirely in

close-ups. The result is a stunning, emotional film, carried by French actress Falconetti's inspired, haunting

performance—in this second to last of her movie roles (it was said to have exhausted her), which remains
unparalleled to this day. The film details the last hours of Joan of Arc after she has been captured by the
English. It details her trial, imprisonment, torture and final execution similar to that of a passion play.

TRIVIA

Especially distinctive in The Passion was the film's novel camera-work and emphasis on the actors'
facial features. Dreyer shot a great deal of the film in close-up and forbade his actors from wearing
makeup, better to tell the story through their expressions.

Passion was originally intended to use the new technology of sound, but Dreyer did not have sufficient
financing and so the film is silent. Dreyer intended the film to be watched in complete silence with no
musical accompaniment. However, in 1994 composer Richard Einhorn wrote an oratorio based on the
movie, entitled "Voices of Light". This piece is now available on the Criterion Collection's DVD release
of the film

Some critics claimed that Passion was the best silent film ever made, and Pauline Kael wrote that
Falconetti's portrayal of Joan of Arc "may be the finest performance ever recorded on film."

Passion was banned in Britain for its portrayal of crude English soldiers who mock and torment Joan in
scenes that mirror biblical accounts of Christ's mocking at the hands of Roman soldiers. The
Archbishop of Paris was also critical, demanding changes be made to the film. Whether or not this
request was honored in any way is unknown.

The original version of the film was lost for decades, after a fire destroyed the master negative. Dreyer
himself attempted to reassemble a version from out-takes and surviving prints, but he died believing
his original cut was lost forever. Almost miraculously, a virtually complete print of Dreyer's original
version was found in 1981 in a janitor's closet of an Oslo mental institution.

After completing the original cut of the film, director Carl Theodor Dreyer learned that the entire
master print had been accidentally destroyed. With no ability to re-shoot, Dreyer re-edited the entire
film from footage he had originally rejected.

The film took a year and a half to complete. Much of the project's budget was reserved for the
expensive sets, although, Dreyer used so many close-ups, very little of the actual sets are seen.

“In the present era, there is a need for witnesses of hope, beauty and truth. Good cinema and those who create and
star in it have the power to recover the authenticity of imagery in order to safeguard and promote human dignity.“

Pope Leo XIV



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Joan challenged all the conventions of her society by claiming, as a 16 year old girl, that she had been
sent by God to join the French army in order to raise the siege by the English of the town of Orléans, to
see the Dauphin crowned at Rheims, to free the Duke of Orléans, and see occupied Paris return to the
side of the French resisters of the English invasion. She participated in 7 military campaigns wearing
men's armor, attacking a stronghold on horseback, scaling a wall on ladders, assaulting trenches on
foot, being wounded in the neck and thigh by arrows, placing artillery with some expertise, and
motivating French troops to fight above their capacities and English troops to cower in fear. After some
startling initial successes, she was defeated and captured by the English, who used renowned
ecclesiastic authorities at the University of Paris to interrogate and try her. The fact that she was a
virgin (in spite of having had military service) who claimed to hear voices from God was both the source
of her authority in a highly religious and superstitious society, and the source of her downfall.

THE DIRECTOR: CARL THEODOR DREYER (1889-1968)

Carl Theodor Dreyer was born the illegitimate son of a Danish farmer father and a Swedish mother but
following their death he was adopted by a Danish family in Copenhagen named Dreyer. As a journalist
he wrote a series of articles on Danish film stars which introduced him to the cinema. Before directing
films he wrote scripts, adapted novels to the screen, wrote intertitles and edited film. After 23 scripts
Carl directed his first film in 1919, The President. Other films include: Leaves from Satan's Book (1919),
The Parson's Widow (1920) in Sweden, Love One Another (1921) in Berlin and wherever film companies
would allow him artistic freedom to make the films he wanted to make. His success in finding such film
companies probably prevented him from following many filmmakers' trek to Hollywood in the 1920s
and 1930s.

The French firm Société Générale des Films contracted him to make The Passion of Joan, the original
script of which (based upon the biography by Joseph Delteil) was rejected in favor of the recently
published trial transcripts. A concrete replica of Rouen castle was constructed for the shoot. The
depression ruined the Danish film industry thus forcing Dreyer to seek private funding for films such as
his horror film Vampyr (1932). The Nazi invasion of Denmark closed the country off from foreign
imports which temporarily revived the Danish film industry. Dreyer made documentaries before
making Day of Wrath (1943) about another woman wrongly burned (this time as a witch). Other film
projects which occupied him were a film about Mary, Queen of Scots, Ordet (1954), Gertrud (1964), and
a never finished film about Christ.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.What do you think of the film The Passion of Joan of Arc?

2.Watch for overt Christological symbols (crosses, crown of thorns, Way of the cross) through the film.
When do they appear?

3.What do you think about the portrayal of the clergy throughout the film?

4.Do you find the scenery in the film "realistic"? If so, why? If not, why do you think Dreyer chose such a
style?

5.Comment on the contribution of the 1994 soundtrack, "Visions of Light."

6.How does the lack of a vocal track deter from one's appreciation of the movie? How does this
absence contribute to the experience?

7.What exactly is The Passion of Joan of Arc?

8.Since St. Joan was canonized, the Church has recognized in her a certain holiness. What is holy about
Joan? How is she Christ-like?

9. Would you recommend the film The Passion of Joan of Arc?



