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Bresson’s Gentleness

CHARLLES THOMAS SAMUELS

1o be profitable, even "art” filing must
be entertanmng, and although art and en-
tertainment may coincide, the former s
often starved because the latter 1s too nar-
rowly defined. In literature, readers can
cnjoy Nabokov, whose difficulty is hightened
by rococo language and sex, as well as
Beckett, who is recondite even when {unny.
But in film, even cultivated spectators ex-
pect pleasure to require no personal exer-
tion {(you have to turn pages to read a book)
and austerity i1s regarded almost as an af-
{ront.

Often, great divectors reach therr audi-
ence through sensational but artistically in-
[erior elforts. Because it is a fine Olm one
doesn’t deplore the success of Blow-Up, al-
though one wishes more attention were
paid to L’dveentura; but a preference for
[.a Dolee T'ita over Felling's carly comedies,
av tor The Seventh Scal over The Naked
Night, 1s deplorable. When a good him
doesn’t bathe the eye or gratify the cmo-
crous, 1t often sinks quickly mto obhivion
(I think, in recent years, of Henning Carl
ser's Hunger, Alain Jessua's Life U pside
Dawn, or Vittortio De Seta's Bandits of
Orgosolo). Some directors are dismissed n
toto-—like the excellent Ermanno Olmi.
Wien his film The Job was renamed The
Nound of Trumpets, ilimgoers still weren't
olasted out of their houses, and even free
tickhets couldn't get them to the theater

O FEVYREES FHEOINEAS SAMULETES o on feave
oot Willuems Cotlege this vear as a Natonal
Elannansties Fadowmene {ellow, The Universigy
ot tHhuoos Press will publish has book, The
Ambiguity of Henry James, this {all,

whon The fianeds pl;t}-‘t*tl iy New Yok (liiy.

As we move up the scale fro Ol ta
Robert Bresson, ihe carnival waentahity of
most fidmgocrs does even greater diunage
to the canse of aste Except for Antonioni
and Bergman, no other Westeen director
possesses so original a style, althongh Bres-
son wouldn't welcome the compuarison. fie
dismusses Antonioni as a mere photographer
and Bergman as someone wrongly depen-
dent on rhetoric, Accordingly, Bresson him-
self 15 hinguistically concentrated and visu-
ally unadorned—so spare, in fact, that cven
admurers of the other directors (artists who
arc distinctly not crowd-pleasing) find Bres-
sont too rarehied. This helps to explain why
Bresson has been able to direct only nine
films 1 thirty years. Nevertheless, he has
become more and more appealing to pro
ducers without compronnsing his stubborn
austenity. During his first decade, when he
was forced to direct professional actors (al-
though he hates ther artificiality), he was
able to find backing ftor only two films;
during his latest, most Bressonian decade,
he has found backing for five. This 1s espe-
cially remarkable because only one of lus
efforts (A Man Escaped) has been a hit—
and this principally in France—and be-
cause his recent works have been pretty
much restricted to film clubs and art cin-
cemas ad, in America, to one-night-stands
At fostivals,

By now, Biesson s shighied newther by
producers nor by (ol s Diodavs: audiences
are what he requires, That his newest e
fort, Une FPemme Douce, might provide
them is evident from the admiring review
it earned in Time (no proponent of the
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avant-garde) when it was shown at the 1969
Lincoln Center Film Festival. Perhaps sens.
ing that Bresson's hour had come—since
the new film is in lovely color, features a
beautiful leading lady (the then nonpro-
fessional Dominique Sanda) and treats a
favored subject (unhappy marrtage)—Para-
mount Pictures toyed with the idea of
underwriting commercial distribution.
Evenwually, however, Paramount's courage
receded, leaving the possibility of import
to the more adventurous but less wealthy
New Yorker Theater. Daniel Talbot, who
manages that crucial showcase for neglected

art, has every intention of bringing Une
I'emme Douce to this country; but, as he
says, “I've discovered that young peoples’
taste, . . . and they would be g5 percent of
the audience for a film like Une Femme
Douce, 1s hopelessly conservative.” There-
fore, in a time of economic jitters, Mr, Tal-

bot may not be able to risk dependence on

an audience—for all the cant about a “Alm
generation”—whose taste remains unii-
structed. Should this film not reach Amer-
ica, we will perhaps have missed our easiest
entrance into Bresson's art; but, since at
sixty-three the director shows no sign of
slowing down, the loss will be entirely ours.

Unlike Bergman but like Antonioni,
Bresson is even more distinguished for his
method than for individual films (although,
like Antonioni, he has produced, with A
sfan Escaped, at least one cinematic land-
mark). His method is a relentless pursuit of
mner truth, Because Bresson disdains act-
ing, rhetoric and spectacle, he considers
himsell a realist, bhut viewers rightly con-
tend that life is not so spare as it appears
in his films. Bresson's “realism’ is to be
understood as a definition of intention, not
as a description of style. In fact, he is the
most rigid stylist in the history of cincma,
and no one but Bresson himsell would
think (o call his work “natural”

Phis vealism produces o s faee only
order 1o uncover s depths, as iy revealed
Ly the fnst ancial apect of has techague,
Alone among his peers, Bresson habitually
iilms  preexisting  texts. Although he re-
mains strictly faithful to them-—retaining
most of the action and dialogue and rarely

adding or inventing anything-~he arranges
the deiails so as 10 release an thsight that
was omiy Latent. For example, the Madame
de la lommcraye episode from Diderot’s
Jacques le Fat.diste, which iresson used in
Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, is only a
clever ancedote, itlustrating {eminine wiles,
about an aristocrat who aveapges herself on
a fatthiess lover by tricking him into nuar-
riage with a courtesan, Conacally, her plot
misfives: when the lover upbraids his wife
for her coopeiation in dupag him, she is
so contrite thai she wins hiu over. By up-
dating the story, Bresson diverts attention
from specific social attitudes, which are
prominent in the original, to uncover a
deeper moral meaning. Filining Diderot's
plot and dialo;ue in the ciotionally com-
pacted style of Racine, he shows how ven-
geance 1s emasculated by its own character.
Locked in uniorgiving rage, ‘the muistress
cannot even imagine the meiciful love that
mal s her jealousy self-defeuting.

Dostocvski’s aovella, “A Gentle Spirit,”
Bresson's source for Une Femme Douce, -
1S, tO begin with, rvicher In possibility than
the Diderot episode. While his young wife
lies on her bier, the narrator of Dostoevski's
tale reviews his marriage in order to com-
prehend the giri's motive for suicide. He re-
calls how his infernal pride made him
alienate her affection to test it. Because she
had been poor, he flaunted the financial
favor conferred on her by marriage. Be-
cause she was naturally loving, he rec-
sponded coldly. It is not surprising that all
this drove her to hatred and almost to adul-
tery, but when the husband rented a room
to spy on her, he had the trivmph of hear-
ing her repulse the other min, Nonetheless,
his humiliation of his wife caused her to
attempt nuarder, Wath hey pun at has tens
ple, he momentanlly awahened and bopat
himself from thinching (o e on hies o
ldt'}:t*iww of sonh, Phiw bee didd ser el tive fy
that the pud was coushed by prale o,
sprvitial Creatune thaat she was, snode atone
ment by deaping o her death whale ddatch
g an won, Goncluding his bhaletul story,
the husband curses his own perversity and
avers that all men live in unbreachable
solitude.

$10
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This story required lIess alteration than
Diderot’s to make 1t suttable to Bresson's
sensibility. Nonetheless, he made one major
change that greatly cnriches his source.
Whereas in Dostoevski the wife 1s mainly
an ttem o in her hushand's reminiscence, in
Bresson she s a living presence, 'This s ac-
complished through the second important
leature of Bresson's techngue,

In half of hias filis, Bresson uses narrated
cotmmentary;, a device, widely condemned
as anttcmematic, that is instead the direc-
tor's most mmportant formal contribution,
Narvation is obviously eflicient because it
clides tme; in place of functional but
undramatic scenes it permits speedy summa-
tion (“'l'or six weeks she was feverish,” et
ceteray, More mmportant, it allows Bresson
to present both objective and subjective
views of the action.

Asynchronous relation of dialogue to
image has long been standard cinematic
technique, as in the classic example of a
man murmuring love-words to a woman on
whom he advances while the camera holds
on a knife in his hands. But although this
technique is normally put to such melodra-
matic uses, in Bresson it is employed to
reveal the soul. Thus, in Diary of a Country
Priest, the titular narrator frequently tells
us through his commentary that he is doing
exactly what we see him doing on the
screen.  Such  duplication, so apparently
wasteful, becomes functional through devia-
tions, as rhyme becomes more than mere
adornment when occasionally it goes “off.”
At one moment, for example, the priest tells
us that he s fecling better and can even
cat bread and wine (he is dying from cancer
of the stomach), while the image tells us
with what dithenliy he cats and how sick he
tealiy s By comparing his togal accuracy
when teporting priestly activities with his
Laltne to repister the state of his health,
we comprehend s humility: he reports
what he is doinge bat nepledts 1o acknowl
cope the pervonal odds agaimst domys it,

by U dicmmie: Donce this tedhiniqgue s
cven more essential o Bresson's meaning,
Dostoevski's narrator fully understands his
experience; Bresson's does not. As only cin-
e can, this film solves the long-standing

811

literary problem of how to present a story
throuph an unrehiable narrator without
confusing the audience about the plot or
the character. Thus the film's dramatic
scquences are not flashbacks; they are itllus-
trations ol past events accompanied by a
commentary that exposes the husband’s in-
ability to cop¢ with them.

Unitke Dostoevskr, Bresson shows the wife
independent of her husband's viewpoint,
and this moecases both our participation
in the fathue of their nuirriage and our
comprehension of the complexity of its
cause. 'wo mmor alterations in detail polint
toward the latter intention. In Dostoevski,
the husband hears his wife spurn her would-
be lover through a door; in Bresson, he
comes upon the couple by accident as they
are sitting m an automobile. Al we see is
the wite moving away from the man; we do
not hear, as the husband tells us he heard,

her refusal. As a result, we are free to sus-

pect his attribution to his wife of perfect
innocence, a suspicion strengthened by the
other change. Bresson's heroine does not
die clutching an icon. Befo:e her jump, she
fingers but rejects an ivory Christ, leaving
behind her only a shawl that floats to earth
with ironic grace and is the only visible sign
of her suicide. Because of ihese and many
other indications in the film, bothi husband
and wife become ambiguous figures. She is
not merely the gentle victim of his egotism;
he is not simply a monster trying her soul.
The moral distinction between them s
made rather clearly in Dostoevski, but Bres-
son constantly reminds us that responsibil-
ity for the failure of a relationship can
never be simple,

Avoiding discursive dialogue, so essential
i Bergman, or visual symbolism, as in
Antoniont, Bresson makes things doubly
difhicult for his audience; but the power of
the film depends on our awarcness of mys-
tery. Although he was referring to another
avtist, John Updike has nicely formulatedd
what s albso the essence of Bresson’s appeal,
We e held, Updike says, cither by stories
that ofler basic “circumstantial stispense’
or, more significantly, by those whose sus-
pense s “gnostic,” In the former we want to
“know the outcome of an unresolved situa-
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tion”; in the latter we read on “in the eox-
pectation that at any moment an illumina-
tion will occur.” Most directors even more
than most writers cater to the former
interest: Bresson is preeminent among those
who court the latter. For that reason, he
always begins his films by telhing us what
will happen. The heroine of Les Darmies du
Bois de Boulogne says she will be avenged
and immediately we see the medium of her
vengeance; i Diavy of a Country Priest
the {ace of the priest tells us istantly that
he will die; the very title gives the plot
away i A Man Escaped. Just so, in Une
Femme Douce, the film commences with the
suicide. What draws us on, like the hus-
band, 1s the desire to know why. But to
know why in Bresson (as is not the case in
Dostoevski), we have to watch intently
everything that happens because nothing is
explained and even the expliiner s an item
to be {athomed. Many viewers find Bresson
cold and remote, but this coldness may be
only a reflection of their own passivity. If
you can be excited by the search {or under-
standing, you can be excited by Bresson.
So Bresson forces total concentration,
Actors are not pernmtted to act lest we be
diverted by their excellence as performers
from what they incarnate. Framing is con-
stricted lest our eye wander to an irrelevant
detail. Scenes are enacted and assembled
without differing degrees of emphasis lest
we strainn forward for one and relaux in
another. Dialogue is held to a minanmum lest
we settle for abstractions in place of facts,
Only at the very end of each film does Bres-
son release us from our hush of contempla-
tion with a shock that sums up what we've
seen, as when bubbles emerge trom the
river in which the heroine of Mouchette
has drowned hersell and o blast of the

*

Magnificat  admts  that  death alone 13
victory for such a life,
The last scene of Une Fenone Donee

s cqually conclusive, Phroughout the hilng,
the hushand has been pacing imvound the
corpse of Ias wile, secking but faling o
breach this final harrier, Now hie can only
raise her bloodless tace from its final repose
and murmur hopelessly: "Oh, Open your

eyes. A sccond—only for a sccond,” Then

her head is lowered, the screen momentarily
darkens as his back passes in front of the
camera, and we hold for several seconds
while a cothn screw is fastened; the sound
of its turning indicates the finality of his
defeat.

Figuratively, the screw had always been
LUIrning om0 SCRITACNess o more i
revocable i death than 1o was in life, Re-
caltling their fivst real conversation on one
of the pgul's (rips to his pawnshop,  he
comments that she was pleased o find hing
more educated tian she might have ex-
pected, but we see on her face little more
than sullen regard. Thus begins the hus:
band’s attempt to understand things only
insofar as they ¢an support his repeated
desire for "a solid happiness.”

“"How voluptuous when one no longer

Cdoubts,” he tells the imp::ssiw maicd who

miuist listen to his 111()11(}10gi:{?. Yag, whoereas
he dotes on intellectual certainy, his wile
1s certatn only that life Is mean. Paleontol-
ogy, she tells him, dictates that even men
are structured hike mices When he buys her
flowers as a sign of love, she wryly mocks
the act’s distinctiveness. Sceing a ncarby
woman receive an adentical bouquet, she
ridds hersell of hers, remarking, “"We, too,
form a couple, all based on the same
model.”™ But obscurely she scarches for
some higher satusfacuon, although she can-
not even spectly the object of her search,
In Dostoevski, the wife s an orphan, ex-
ploited by her relatives, who marnies to
better her posttion, Tn Biesson, her motives
are deliberately enshrouded, All she reveals
1. that she comes from o sinister house,
and she succumbs to the pawnbroker’s en
treaties for no apparent veason, When he
tells hier that she will help hime by many-
g him, she asks whether it would not be
possible to do so withouwt marviape. "Then,
whoen she hinds herselt ved 1o b, com
nutted gy shie s 1o her obvome adeal, ohe
tontures las hompeore certitude

Pie telis her that they mnust be Doagpeal wo
as to tprove then ton ad o mock b
she ofters prodigal sts to his customers,
Fle asseves that marviape as o state desned
by most womcen, but she expuesses her con
tempt for this sdeal throuph apparent -

312
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fidelities. Because he is devoted to cer-
tainty, the inhidchties torment hin, the
more so because his devotion to his wile
makes it unthinkable that so gentle a
creature should be heartless.

Is she geutle? "The husband keeps say-
g so, but the action undermines his con-
tention, He adnares her passton for books
and records, but we see her histenming to
jazz (the sound-cuts to it are always ac-
complished with deafening volume) while
munching ey pastries, or lealing through
books, only to extract the lesson that man
1s no more angust than a mouse. Do these
actions express intellectual passion or emip-
tiness of spirit? Does her esteem tor books
accord with the carcless way i which she
tosses them about, as we recall the disar-
ray of her dresser and the provocative
Lingerie found on her bed? When they go
to a muscum she disagrees with her hus-
band that there is a gap between classic
and modern art, but does she deny the
gap out of catholicity of taste or beecause
nothing means very much to her? More-
over, doesn’t she express her denial simply
to mock him? “Young birds ave drawn to
the sime chiot as therr parents,” she tells
her husband, “and all birds sing the same
way.” Is her whole Tife a doomed attempt
to break away from her “sinister” upbring-
i, her aspivation a baflled yearning  to-
ward what her mnagination cannot  con-
(Ctve?

Yot the hushband persists in regarding
her as gentle, finer than he is, more intelli-
gent, more compuassionate, and, above all,
Laathul, thao is to say, secure. When they
£0 o aomovie and a nan next (o her teees
(O ke o JHASS, the hushand {orces her to
change seats; and  when they exait from
the theater and she throws her arms about
her hushband, he comments that she ob-
viotusly wants to love him, What he will
not Lice s the possibiluy that she s ine
thias,  Hle blaes hansell or
AAARRIAANILRIR metely ol hev liaiilx;

:.1l:nlilt‘ X3!
db i‘li!til}i

ot that s all she otters han, Even wa the

tidst of then abienation she turns toward
his {lesh,

In the dramatzed sequences, the wile
seetis dost, perhaps more ferocious than

Whereas  all

centle, but at least she is honest whereas the
husband is sentimental, and, unhike him,
she is not so stupid as to think that cash
and marriage insu:e happiness. Destring to
cducate her to his paroclhual values, the
hushand diives her to adultery., Desiring
to free herself frore his stidling convention-
ality, the wife awskens in him a ternible
perturbation of spirit.

But worse lies ahead, ronically, During
their first conversation {as in Liostoevski),
the husbuand quetes  Mephistepheles  in
Gocethe's Faust, who prockiuams hoaself one
of those wishing (o do evil who inadver-
tently does good. Although the fine 1s here
pronounced to impress the wile with the
husband’s icarmin:, 1t should bhe recalled
during the latter hall of the fitm, where,
out of therr mutual cnmity, a bizarre mu-
tual improvement springs.

Atfter the wiie 1s driven to attempt mur-
der, the husband makes use of her action
to gain control. Refusing to admit what
he saw, he nonciheless pumshes her by
bamshing her from his bed. She, m turn,
driven wild by her uncertainty about his
motive and, as we later learn, by her fear
that he will abandon her, fatls into a fever
from which she cmerges  transformed.
her cnergy had gone mto
combating her husband, now she scems to
turn her ertticism mward, at last attaining
that gentdeness i which her husband took
such solice. Jazz is replaced on her phono-
graph by Bach and Purcell, she begins to
serve her husband dutifully, and she prom-
ises o be a faithful wile. Watching all
this, he feels torn between pity for her
abascment and exultation at her new docil-
ity, but the change gives i hope for their
future. She has indeed become more nearly
the tender creature he has always sought
and, out of grattude, he confesses how
badly he has sinned against her spirit and
procecds to show that he too can change.
Commtimng acts of ostentations Kindness o
s customers, e abo Toaerally abases b
sell o s wike e love,

Why, then, does his wide burst into sobs
when he tells her how deeply she is adored?
Because the new spirituality that he has
released in her makes her intolerably guilty,
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But he cannot moderate his passion be-
cause the act of murder to which he nearly
drove her has awakened in him an equal
measure of guilt. They are as terribly 1so-
lated in their mutual regret as they were
in their former enmity. The evil that they
did to each other ironically produced good,
freeing her from desolate negation and
himm from self-protective  acquisitivencss.
Now this good produces cvil.

Lost between the self she was and the
self she has promised to become, the wile
cannot summon suflicient faith to believe
in the permanency of her new dispensation,
The husband wishes to sell the shop, move
away, and devote his life simply to adoring
her, but the more he affirms this plan the
more unbearable becomes her seunse that
she is unfit for adoration. Before their
marriage she had come to him to pawn
a gold crucifix with an ivory Chrnst at-
tached and had not wanted the Christ
which he had offered to return. Now, 1n
her perplexity, she fingers it in the drawer
where it has lain, but when the maid comes
in to inquire after her, she quickly hides
what she is doing. Then, donning a shawl,
she steps on a little iron table and leaps
from her balcony into the trathc that has
been resounding throughout the film.

The wife is not what her husband thinks
her to be, yet when she almost embodies
his crroneous image, her integrity is shat-
tered and she can only die. The husband
is brutal, not so much when he secks to

possess his hard-eyed wife as when he seeks
to make amends for having sought posscs-
sion. Watching their marriage progress, we
fcel a growing terror, because opposites
merge and solutions turn out to be worsce
than the problems they solve. The hus-
band's story, in its ironic complexity, rid-
icules his very effort to understand 1t. He
never comes closer to the mystery of s
incluctable misalliance than when he cons
(esves that he cannot understand the e

pulse that made him leave his wife at thew

highest moment of intimacy, thus Lnnten-
tionally facilitating her suicide.

The film’s clear point is that tragedy can
be comprehended as a process, while still

evading our nced to fathom motives and
fix blame. Therefore, Bresson uses bis cmne-
matic means—Iruaing, «ditng, dialogue,
acting—to achicve an cven emphasis that
precludes abstract summation, Whatever
spires these people can only be infened
{rom their laconic utteriaces and meager
ZeSLures, But this VLY Il1a‘il}_‘,{‘i'li{fﬁﬁ**'*“’iiii'll
we are made to exXperene: —comes 4y Ciose
as anything can to being the source of thewr
solitude, Both Dostocvski's story and ies.
son’s film light up the distance between two
human souls (although Hresson magmiies
the distance by giving us a fuller portrayal
of the wife). Dostocvski, however, attributes
the distance to a fundamental human per-
versity; Bresson links it to a world without
spiritual force.

Throughout the film we hear more tiat-
fic noises and footsteps than dialogue; we
see more doors and empiy stairways than
people. Usually a {rame is filled with ob-
jects; fragimentation even turns characters
into things. In Nathanael West's novel
Miss Lonclyhearts the Chnist-hungry pro-
tagonist sees the world as "dead . . . &
world of doorknobs’; this is also the world
in which Bresson's tragedy transpires. 'The
wife yearns obscurely beyond a universe n
which all is matter: the husband tries to
turn matter into might. “Why did we adopt
silence from the beginning?” the husband
laments, and as the couple are shown to
us we are tempted to give an answer.
Neither husband nor wife can rise above
the world of things; as a result they can
reach toward ecach other, even gaze mto
cach other’s cyes, but they can communi-
cate nothing of their souls. In the midst ol
his agony the husband wishes he could pray
but knows that he can ounly think, The
wife can finger her Christ, but the tentative
movement scems almost to shame her, "The
maid's silence makes her simulate the role
of confessor, but when she pronounces her
st Line, Late in the b, we learn how
distant she has been from the bashaaid’s
ordeal ("Alier the hurtal, T owill leave toy
cight days, il you will let me).

Une Femme Douce is  distingushed
from Bresson's other filins by the absence ol
some principle of redemption. The courte.
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san in Les Dames du Bows du Bologne re-
ceives forgiveness; the hero of A4 AMan Es-
caped is granted hiberty, Even in those filmis
where Bresson's heroes die, some promise of
transhiguration 1s made; all the victims re-
semble that most Bressonian of characters,
Joan of Are, who loses the carth but
achieves Hieaven., Une Femme Douce 1s,
however, the darkest of three recent films i
which Bresson contemplates the modern
world, Suceessively, in Aw Hasard, Baltha-
zar and Mouchette and this work, he por-
trays a sparttual wasteland, characterized
by brutality and a scll-punishing pursuit
of pleasure. But cven Balthazar dies amid
a ficld of peacefully grazing sheep and
Mouchette drowns to the Magnificat; the
wife in Une Femme Douce falls to the
cacaphony of screeching brakes.

It 1s this bleakness that will, I think,
make the film seem more tenable to the
unminitiated than the profound Christian
certitude of Bresson’s other works. But al-
though the mood here 1s untypical, the
techmique 1s not. In 4 Man Escaped the
mystery of human courage and of divine
ard are illustrated through the most mun-
dane details. A spoon 1s neceded in Fon-
taine’s escape; by chance he finds it, and
we marvel at the concentration with which
it 1s used. The contrasting spiritual aridity
of Une Femme Douce is shown through
the same close-in depiction of the ordinary.

The wedding sequence can serve as an
example. In the scene immediately preced-
ing, the husband begs the girl to say “yes,”
but although she looks at him before en-
tering her apartment, she makes no an-
swer, Rather we witness her assent in an
mmmediage cut o the signing of the mar-
rrge register, an act itsell quickly replaced
by hands exchanging rings over a restau-
rant table. We then see reverse shots of
the two gazing at cach other and cut to an
almost excessively detailed staging of their
ciitiance into their new home, Apain, there
s no diadopne, only the sound of o key
Lty i the lock, of o door opening and
closing, of footsteps and aathe, 'They em-
brace but we sce her staring guizzically
over his shoulder, They hesitate, but she
et rapeoraest s Jr ee ity
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we sce hier walk to the bathroom, throw a
mightgown on the bed, while he watches
television., She comes to him, laughingly
unbuttons his shire, turns oft the television
(in the action dislodging a towel and giv-
ing us a glittering view of hey lovely body),
and then jumps mto bed. They pull the
covers over thein, we hear the sound of
Laughter, and then only silence. Car noises
come up on the sound track, followed by
his voice commenting that he had to “throw
water” on the "marvelous drunkenness’ of
his yoy.

Each detail ineasures the paucity of their
hopes. The marriage is not assented to but
only performed, and then not as a sacra-
ment but as the signing of a register. Even
the real marriage, at the restaurant, is only
a series of movements and looks, and the
consummation, initiated by the wife and
excited by the mechanical noise of auto
racing on the tclevision set, is meager in
its unseen joy. Vet the husband persists in
regarding this uncommunicative, wholly
material coming-together as something mar-
velous in its itoxication,

Many artists would depict a desolation
of spirit so profound through more strik-
g dramatization, but Bresson  would
think this a mistake; he includes in Une
Femmme Douce a scene that illustrates his
aesthetic, When the couple sce Hamlet at
the theater, the husband is impressed but
the wife doesn’t join in his applause. Re-
turning home, she explains why, by run-
mng to a volume of Shakespeare to read
lines that had been eliminated in the per-

Jormance only so that the actors could get

away with shouting and gesticulation. The
lines come from Hamlet's advice to the
players (in a French translation) and among
vhemos the veritable motto of Bresson's art:

in the torrent, the tempest, the whirlwind one
must always be moderate and acquire even a
certain gentlencess,

Liake the wile hewsell, Bresson shows that
pentleness of manner does not deny inner
ferocity, For the spectator who can match
the filim’s concentration with his own, Bres-

son, by rigorously controlling passion. in-
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