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Much of this pamphlet originally appeared in
Alan Lovell’s regular film column in PEACE

NEWS. Besides a film column PEACE NEWS
also runs regular columns and articles on the
theatre and other arts. It is one of the few

papers in this country which gives its critics
real space to develop their ideas - the

Franju section in this pamphlet was printed
complete in the paper.

It is also one of the few papers which inte-
grates its political and social approach with
its criticism of the arts. It doesn’t see the
job of criticism as airing fashionable pre-
judices about what’s on in London for the
benefit of a cultured minority. It tries to
establish the relevance and excitement of the
arts for everybody who is interested in the

world they live in.

Taking questions of war and peace as its
centre, PEACE NEWS is concerned to ex-
plore the whole quality of our life. Recent
issues have included articles on children’s
writing, local radio, theatre in the provinces,

Martin Buber, and James Cameron on popular
journalism.
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anarchist cinema

Neo-realist reality is incomplete, official and altogether
reasonable ; but the poetry, the mystery, everything which
completes and enlarges tangible reality is completely missing
from its work. Luis Bunuel — Poetry and the Cinema

Jean Vigo, Luis Bunuel and Georges Franju are the
outsiders of the cinema. Although they are occasionally
spoken of together, they don’t seem, at first glance, to have
much in common. Vigo’s films are accepted classics of
the cinema and his place in its history is assured. Bunuel is
still dismissed by some critics as a director with an unhealthy
preoccupation with violence and human perversion. Though
be became known in France at the same time as Vigo, most
of his films have been made in Mexico since 1945. Franju
seems a very contemporary director. His first film, Le Sang
des Betes, was made in 1948 and his first feature, La Tete
contre les Murs, was not made until 1958.

For all their differences in background, Vigo, Bunuel
and Franju have one thing in common. They were all
formed in the climate of surrealism. In an interview in
Cahiers du Cinema (reprinted in Sight and Sound, Spring
1955) Bunuel said, It was surrealism that revealed to me
that, in life, there is a moral path man cannot refuse to take.
Through surrealism I discovered for the first time man isn’t
free. I believed in the total liberty of man but surrealism
showed me a discipline to follow. It was one of the great
lessons of my life, it was a marvellous, poetic step forward.”

Talking of Bunuel and Dali’s surrealist film Un Chien
Andalou, Vigo said, ¢ It was a capital work from all points
of view : certainty of direction, perfect science in the visual
and ideological associations, the solid logic of dreams, an
admirable confrontation of the subconscious and the
rational . . . From the angle of a social subject, it is a
precise and courageous film.” And Franju has told how in
the late 1920s he discovered the twin gods of surrealism,
Freud and the Marquis de Sade. The influence of surrealism
is present in all their films and is mainly responsible for the
common themes in their work.




Jean Vigo is the most obvious candidate for the des-
cription of ‘anarchist’. He had a very orthodox anarchist
background. His father, Almereyda, was the editor of an
anarchist newspaper who died while serving a prison
sentence for his opposition to the first world war.

Vigo spent a good deal of his life in Nice and his first
film, A propos de Nice, is at its best in the attack he makes
on the life of the ©internationally idle’ class there. There
is no doubt how much Vigo hates these people.

The tone of A4 propos de Nice is established very early
on when the camera makes a fast track forward along the
promenade. As it does, so, people hurriedly get out of the
way. We do not think the director is clumsy to call our
attention to the camera. Immediately we sense that Vigo is
using the camera like a weapon—people are very wise to get
out of its way. For the rest of the film, Vigo is like a
saboteur in enemy territory, darting amongst people, holding
them long enough for a shot to make its point, and then
darting away as people spot him. .

Vigo has a superb eye for detail to go with this use
of the camera. The people he fixes on, rich men and women,
ugly, old and expensively dressed, suggest their class and
its characteristics perfectly. His incidental observations of
the corruption of life in this class are revealing; an old
man eyes the legs of a girl opposite him and then undresses
her in his mind : a man sunbathing on the beach seems to
burn to death: a human face appears behind bars in the
orill at the bottom of a monster doll. Vigo senses the
hysteria in the Nice Carnival, the ugly, monster dolls, the
flowers being thrown at a raddled old woman, and the
frenzy of the dancing girls. He ‘ pins down’ this hysteria
by keeping the camera right on top of people so that move-
ment inside the frame is emphasised.

Part of the force of Vigo’s attack on the rich depends
on the contrast he makes between them and the poor of
the town. The poor, the young men at work, the old men
standing and talking, the women washing, have a grace and
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an innocence. And yet the contrast doesn’t work. The
cutting between the two classes is so automatic that they
never seem to belong to the same world and the comparison
feels imposed from outside the film. (The anarchists have
always been partly Marxist in outlook and A propos de Nice
reflects a crude Marxist attitude to class.)

Vigo’s criticism is not only directed against the rich
and the idle of Nice. He connects them with the established
institutions of society, which he attacks with the same vigour.
Priests and a funeral procession are made ridiculous by
being shot in fast motion. The nature of armies is suggested
by cutting between an army procession (seen in a high, long
shot which makes the procession look like one of toy
soldiers) and the statues that brood over a cemetery (seen
in single close ups to emphasise them). There is a final
prediction of the collapse of this society as Vigo cuts between
the faces of rich old women and tall chimneys, belching
smoke and flame. Vigo was explicit about this general
attack. Of the film he wrote, *° By displaying the atmosphere
of Nice and the kind of lives lived down there—and, alas,
elsewhere—the film illustrates the last gasps of a society
whose neglect of its responsibilities makes you sick and
drives you towards revolutionary solutions.’

All of Vigo’s films came from a direct response to his
own experience. Zero de Conduite is partly a realistic
criticism of the kind of school where he had suffered as a
boy. Again, it is also a general statement about society. As
one might expect from the director of A4 propos de Nice,
the realistic criticism is very precise. The school is a for-
bidding place with its cramped and grimy classrooms, its
dusty playground and its dreary food. Except in the case
of one master, there is no genuine relationship between the
staff and the boys. The headmaster is a tyrannical dwarf.
His assistant abases himself before all authority and creeps
round the school furtively spying on the boys. The science
master 1s a gross man with sly homosexual inclinations
while the school caretaker is an anonymous figure in dark
glasses. The boys are rebellious, suspicious and wild. They
are beautifully created in a playground sequence, as they
play games, smoke in the lavatory, and plot.

The school is not simply a school for Vigo. He suggests
that it is an image of the general set-up of society. For him
society is divided into two groups, the rulers and the ruled,
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between whom there is an absolute gulf. The rulers behave
tyrannically and try to terrorise the ruled. But the ruled
represent forces too mysterious and too powerful for the
rulers to control. Rebellion is the inevitable outcome.

The general implication works best in ‘terms of the
authorities. Their representative quality emerges naturally
from the care with which Vigo creates them on a realistic
level. The assertive dwarf, the creeping assistant headmaster,
the anonymous caretaker are types common to all authority.
The odd, surrealist images in the presentation—the sudden
screaming outburst by the headmaster at Tabard, the
dummies who make up the second row of celebrities at
the school ceremony — only help to sharpen the general
suggestion.

The boys are less satisfactory on this level. This is odd
because into their creation, Vigo put all his humour, passion
and inventiveness. Two sequences marvellously illustrate
these qualities. In th opening sequence of the film, two boys
are returning by train to school. Outside the carriage they
are travelling in, clouds of smoke billow. Inside the boys
produce games, false thumbs, balloons and feathers. They
puff at cigarettes. There is an air of magic and mystery
about this which the music adds to. When the train stops,
a man who has been sleeping undisturbed in the corner of
the carriage slumps onto the floor. * He’s dead ™ says one
of the boys unbelievingly and we almost believe him. The
second sequence is the boys’ revolt which James Agee has
described very nicely as ‘“a dormitory riot and procession,
bearing a crucified teacher through a slow motion storm of
pillow feathers, which combines Catholic and primordial
rituals and as an image of millenial, triumphal joy has only
been equalled on film, so far as I know, by newsreel shots of
the liberation of Paris.”

Despite this, the boys do not convince on this level of
the film because when he wants to use them to suggest the
mysterious powers of the ruled, Vigo moves into a world of
dream and fantasy which doesn’t connect with the realistic
level. The two sequences already mentioned are clear evidence
of this. And almost every act of defiance and rebellion by the
boys takes place in the dormitory late at night with connota-
tions of dream, from the scene where the boys stand outside
the master’s cubicle to the final rebellion. Even the last
sequence of the film, which has a realistic setting, also has a
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Zero de Conduite

strong element of fantasy. The four boys throw boots,
chamber pots and other objects at the authorities. There
is no sense that this attack fundamentally upsets the
authorities, they are merely irritated. The boys do not com-
plete the revolution but disappear over the roofs, singing,
into a fantasy future. At the most, it has been ouerrilla
warfare. The status quo has been disturbed but not over-
thrown.

Vigo’s last film, L’Atalante, is either described as his
best or dismissed as a retreat into the pessimistic indulgence
that Camé and Prevert were later to exploit. The film
opens realistically enough with a long slow sequence of Jean
and Juliette’s wedding. As the wedding procession moves
slowly from the church, over waste ground, to the barge,
Vigo makes us aware that marriage is taking J uliette from
a tight, interwoven community that she has never been
outside before. This is confirmed when L’Atalante leaves
and the camera moves slowly over the sad group assembled
on the shore. But the sequence is also touched with humour
as Pere Jules and the boy desperately rush to the barge, and
drop the bouquet of flowers, with which they had meant to
welcome the skipper and his wife, overboard.
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