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hatever 1t 1s--2
powerhouse love story, a cosmic case hus-
tory, a metaphvsical horror film alter-
nately exalted and excruciating — Break-
tng tne Waves 1s no mowie tor the inud.
With this audacious 156-mmure medi-
tation on the fragility of human happi-
ness, Danish director Lars von Ther
smashes through his own well-
established wiseguy facade. Zentropa and
The Kingdom were
movies of calculated
aftront, but Breaking
the Waves, which had
its local premucere at
the last New York
Film Fesoval, 1s tound-
ed on excess. As the or-
tle tells you, 1t’s de-
signed to shatter.

A pure film expe-
nence, Breaking the
Waves 1s essennally
ameless. The dramais
set 1 a genene 1970s
and a generically des-
olate northem hshing
village  held  spell-
bound by the harshest
of Purtan regmmes.
The narrative s sim-
ple and harrowing.
f\gainxt the advice of
suspictous church ¢l-
ders, a simplemimded
Jocal mad marnies a
blutt  and  worldly
“outsider” one of the
workers onoan otk
shore ol g, The cou-
ple enjov a tew davs of untettered hap-
piness and then, as of mretmbution,
descend mro an abvss of himatless pam,

Plaved by Emudy Watson (making,
her film debut as a fast-munute replace-
ment tor FHelena Bonham Carter), Bess
s wide-eved and stubborn. Watson's
mischievously  muggmg  perfor-
mance — in close-ups she alwavs looks
as though about to burst-- 18 the heart
of the hlm. Trusting to the pomt Of selt-
destruction, 3 more Passionate version
of the saintly tool Gruhetta Masina cre-
ated i La Strada, her Bess s deflow-
cred by her groom Jan (Swedish star
SteHan Skarsgard) v ther wedding
halP’s bathroon. Bess’s innocent spon-
ranetty 1s all the more vilnerable m the
context of the local preaes. Women are
neither allowed to speak m church nor
to attend funcrals, which scemingly
consist of consigning the deceased sin-
ner to heil, Even church bells are

rcgardcd s distmcring tornty of

pleasure — no wonder von Trier
sclt-servingly cuts from the church to
Bess’s enjovment of the movie Lasste.
Bess feels as intensely as a chald.
She tatks to God (and replhies to herself,

an octave lower, m a stern Vowe of

Gaod), she sighs “thank vou™ durnng m-
tercourse, and she sufters Jan's absence
with an almost animal degree of depr
vation. She also prays tor his retum and,
0 the first of several divine iterven-
tons, gees her wishe An hour into the
- movie, Jan s horribhviinpured on the ng
" and shipped back to the village hospital,
parah zed and perhaps deranged.

Breakinge the Waves
Written and directed by Lars von Trier
An October Flims release

Up/Down/Fragile

Directed by jacques Rivette
At Anthology Fiim Archives
November i35 through 24

BY J. HOBERMAN

Anvone who has seen The Kingy-
dom appreciates von Trier's interest m
arisly medical procedure, but Breaking

Happy days: Skarsgard and Watson in Breaking the Waves

the Wares s as devotred ro the irmnional
as iF s to naruralistic medodrama, In-
deed. the movie comes to resemble a
kKind of Stnndberg, ER-rewnire onee

Bess, i the clemental quahity of her

love, artempts to both please and cure
lan by bestowmg her tavors upon 2
sticcesston of strange men. In the
course of this self-abasing quest, she s
cxpetled trom the church, rejected by
her tanuly, and tormented by the v -
lagre children - ultimarely cast out by
cvervone except her own cruel and
punitive personal deiry,

Scarcely ess than Bess, von Trer s
capable of some fabulous gestures —in-
cluding casting the neophyte Watson.
Manlv, von “Trier presents hus outra-
geous mclodrama as though i were o
form of anema venitd, Raw as the Scot-
tish weather, Bevord the Wares is amovie
of handheld swoops and tumultuous
jump-cuts, with Robby Miiller's camera
tollowmyg the actors inand out of focus.
The color s ntennionally dramned (pro-
duced by shooting on 35mm film stock,
rransterring to video, then back to filim)
and the movie divided into chapeers,
cach beginning with a flambovantly syn-
thesized landscape. These statie *God's
cve views” e animated by subtle musts
and dramatic shufts in hghe and, to add
to the Kitseh subhouey, accompanied by
a tew bars o sustably gr..mdum and the-
matcally apposite /0s  pop —Elton
Juhnumlhnbtlit “vellow brick road™ or
David Bowie wondering about “hifc on
Mars” (Interrogated by the elders re-
gardmg her prospective husband, Bess
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had praised the outsiders’ music.)

And, just as Bess wrestles with her
Crod, so von Trer seeks to venr fus eno-
nonal intensity by engaging the most
excessive of romantic panters and the
unvickding ocuvre of the solitary Dan-
ishomaster, Carl Theodor l)rf:%,u Break-
g the Waves evokes the harshly repres-
sive religion of Drever's Day of Wiath,
the martyred goodness (and extreme
close-ups)  of
lis DPassion of
Joan of Arc, the
self-sacriticing
love celebrated
iy Gertrud | and,
most darmgly,
the lireral mira-
cle that chimax-
cs Ordet.

Not singe
Andrer Tarkov-
sky, another
von Trier mod-
¢l, has a Buro-
pean hilmmaker
ventured so far
m scarch of
transcendence.
Von  lrier’s
“Passton of
Bess™ mav not
CONSTITULC a re-
ltgtous  opi-
phany, but it
draws the vicw-
cr o completely
HILO Q1T ONETANVA-
canthy  bleak
world of camal
bliss and spirrual anguish. A melodra-
ma at once monumentat and rndiculous,
primeval and  tawdry, Breakmg the
Hoaves s iselt a kind of nwracke.
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