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NO, OR THE VAIN GLORY

OF COMMAND

Nom, ou a vd (lona de Mondar

Undisputed mester of Portuguese cinemz. Ma-
noel de Ohverra {Cavubals, SFIFF 1989)alwavs
offers audiences an inteliigen: and chalienging
expenence—he never disappoints. In this latest
(and perhaps mos: accessible) opus, de Oiverz
moves bevond the intenor realm of emodons 1o
cast a ruminatng eye on Historv—the birth of 2
naton and ns hudden destiny. Angola, 1973: as
2 transport truck rolls through the bush a Por-
tuguese heutenant (Lws Miguel Cinta) passes
time by regaling his troops with heroic tales from
Portugal's pasc the dawn of their civilizaton,
the deeds of Vasco da Gama and other great
explorers, the battles with
Spain, the Moors and Afnca
Intercut with the learned
officer’s discourse are lav-
1ishly mounted tableaux, il-
lustrating key episodes in

Portugal's rise and {all as a colonial power, as
well as its mythologizal antecedents. All of
which leads us back to the present anc final de-
bacle of 2 gasping empire. Inspired by the revo-
lubon of 1974 which tnggered profound changes
in the Porruguese psvche, No, or the Vain
Glory of Command is steeped in the histon-
cally accurate epiz poety of Luis de Cambes.
De Obverra counterpoints passages of hvncal
exotiasm and historical pagentry with the gritnv
reabines of war 10 offer a timely and moving
contemplanon on History—how we make 3t and
at what cos. —Laurc Thelen

PORTUGAL 1980 110 mn,

DIRECTOR/SCREENPLAY: Manoe! ge Oliveira PRODUCER: Paulo
Branco CAMERA: Eiso Roque EDITOR: oe Oiveira, Sabine Frane!
ART DIRECTION: Luwis Montero, Marna José Branco SOUND: Gna
Cervera CAST: Luis Miguel Cntra, Dvogo Doria, Miguel Guitherme, Luis
Lucas PRINT SOURCE: Poruguese Film Instinne
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CONVERSATION WITH MANOEL
DE OLIVEIRA

How do you place this film in your work?

This film is like the result of all the other films I made before.

I think it can maybe make the position | hold clearer or at least that which I develop in my films. That’s
important, important for me. In my opinion, the whole of my work would be incomplete if I hadn’t made
this film. I have come to think it may be my last achievement. While | was making the film I was tottaly im-
mersed in it and couldn’t think of anything else. Now that I have finished I feel the need to try and go beyond.
There are certain relationships between thought and matter which are occupying my mind. Therefore I want
to say more about that.

One has the feeling that this film is something you have been nurturing for a long time.

This film goes back to «Benilde ou a Virgem Mie». There was the revolution of the 25" of April which
took place and after that, a change occured in people’s mentality as well as the way Portugal was making it’s
History. I thought about this and it brought me to the idea of making a film on the subject. A historical film
about the way e very things went and then the way everything completely changed directions at the time of
250 of April events. This film would be «NONy, the latin «NON». Also because there is a speech by father
Antonio Vieira, who was a major figure of portuguese literature in the xviith century. (Fernando Pessoa called
him «the emperor of portuguese language»). This speech is all about «NOw». It says:

«Terrible word that *NON’. It has neither front nor back. Whichever way you take it, it remains forever
‘NON’».

I was impressed by that and found it interesting. No or the vain glory of command.

The second half of the title comes from the poetry of Camoes in The Lusiadas. Part of which is in the film
under the title «Island of Love». Camoes says «Oh glory of commanding oh vain desire».

Whith these two elements | made up the title of the film. So it seems to me that already the film takes on
a historical dimension.

In all of your films there is a great sense of values. Which one is dominant in this film?

I think that is a research the spectator or the critics should do. I believe the spiritual values are those which
should dominate. Today these values are receeding. The rational way of thinking and the immediate profits
which this way of life induces in terms of consumer attitudes and production are leading the world to a dead
end. This i1s the case for example of pollution, wether it be atomic or not, pollution of water, of the earth.
And also the competition which comes from superproduction, etc.

However as the problem of death is still ever present, I think that maybe, if spiritual values return, then
tragical aspect will stop.

There is an interview in which you are quoted as having stolen from portuguese litterature.

Today it is portuguese history then?

I have stolen much from portuguese litterature and also from french litterature for Le soulier de satin.
Claudel also «stole» from peninsulary history for sources for Le soulier de satin.

Artists always steel from life and the masters they had. Well... Art is like a tree which spreads its different
branches. Each artist adds a leaf, a little personal touch which is not however independent of all roots, wether
it be History itself, those of nations or that of personal itineraries thrue life's fiction, feelings or men’s reac-
tions. That is why 1 am particularly conscious of that which is historical, wether is be based on history it self,
on culture, or history of art, the artistic evolution of fiction, which is also a way of saying what is the way
of life, what the different periods mean, and ways of being in the world.

The richest writer is the «biggest thief»...

In «Amor de Perdicdao», «Francisca», «Le Soulier de satin», the idea of time is very present.

Now you are really speaking about time in this film.

Yes, in fact it’s a historically based film: it is the birth of a nation and it's hidden destiny. It is also a film
with action and that brought me to the use of more rapidly edited frames. The action takes place in different
periods of history and in different places whereas in my other films there are emotional situations which are
beyond time and therefore take up a lot of more time.

In «Mon Cas» theré was a study on language.

Have you continued this study of language in this present film?

The «Soulier de Satin» was the end of my esthetical thinking about movies, about my own movies, about
wiiere I thought that the evolution of the cinema was leading. I realized then that I could not go much further
on, or even that | couldn’t go further at all in that direction. I was incapable of taking another step in that
direction. [ went thrue a crisis which led again to research. That research is heavily cast over «Mon Cas».
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At th: tune I was sa-ing that cinema was tod up with i - Creation means, and that it wor.. be necessary to
go back to a certain form of virginity, of purity.

But as I have said earlier 1 realized that 1 personally had reached certain limits. 1 felt then that in «NO»
it would be necessary to have a new strategy, especially considering the fact that it’s an action film. With this
frame of mind I let my self go as if | were a beginner. In fact I really feel like a beginner each time I start
a new film.

I have thought a lot about the movies in the 1920’s which is considered as the golden age of silent movies.
That era of cinema really fascinated me. 1

This is how «NO» was born and it is also a «NO» against my former esthetical convictions.

The title seems to imply that power is vain if it is not bequested by God. Is that a concept on man’s inevita-
ble destiny?

Well these thoughts are developped in the film itself?

I don’t want to repeat them. Man was created free by God. Man has to fight against his destiny. And in
terms of religious thinking man has to fight even more for his soul’s destiny. There always is the problem of
life and death. '

You say that God created men free but I see in your film a certain idea of predestination in as much as
God opposes a « NO» to man’s various attempts.

This is a problem to which I am not qualified to answer. But I can say at least that man did not appear
on this earth by his own will, at least not the first human being. But if man is the result of God’s will then
we owe Him thanks.

In the Book of Job when Job calls out to God, God answer by saying «Who were you, millions of years
ago, to now dare ask me the slightest questions»?

But that seems to be a denial of man’s freedom.

Not of this freedom. At least, nobody keeps him from killing himself. We celebrate freedom. «Liberty,
equality, fraternity..., those are beautiful words but what could man do whith this liberty if it weren’t given
by God? We are free to go here and there, to accept or not to have faith in God, to accept or not the concept
of freedom...

Is your film optimistic or pessimistic?

I do not have any preconceived ideas on the subject. My vision does not tend either towards optimism nor
towards pessimism,

My vision tends towards reality or historical reality and I try to present this reality at the same time leaving
a large question mark as to what will became of History because I am not a medium and nobody knows what
the future will be.

Could you talk about Luls de Camdes?

Luis de Camoes is an author who is very important for portuguese litterature as well as litterature and cul-
ture of the world in general. He is a classical author and his poetical work is magnificent. His most famous
book is «Os Lusiadas» which tells the story of Portugal according to the heroic feats. It’s in that book that
there is the sentences «Or glory of commanding! Oh vain desire!» This book which is a book of epic poetry
is extremely important because it was written before the defeat of Alcacer-Quibir.

Camdes himself read his epic poem to king D. Sebastian much before the king departed for battle.

This book is full of premonitions and it accounts historical events which really took place. That is the differ-
ence of this book versus classical epics, in this book the events are not imaginary or drawn from legends. The
events are absolutely historicaly true. This book was the first example of this kind of treatment in classic epics.
Also it includes, in a certain christian light, all of that period’s culture. But here are different levels because
Camdes also includes the gods, the mythology, the war heroes and the great discoverers.

The base for «Os Lusfadas» are the great discoveries of the Xvit century. «No or The vain Glory of Com-
mand» is a sort of contrary vision of «Os Lusiadas», or for there to be no misunderstanding possible, a histor-
ical continuation of «QOs Lusfadas».

Could one say that your film is a historical lecture?

No, absolutely not. It’s not even a historical film, 1 certainly don’t have that pretention. What 1 have made
is a fiction film where certain moments of History are represented by military men during the colonial war
and the events are described with historical acuteness.
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Ten leature lilms and just over a dozen short documentarnes seem a
small output for an 82-year-old himmaker, but Manoel de Oliverra, like
Rober Bresson, has only chosen lo make those hims which needed to
be made, withoul compromise, true to s vision, Haled in Europe as
one ol its ines! ilmmakers, a doyen to many, and certainly an insgration
for the new Portuguese lilmmakers ol the eighties, de Oliverra 1s virtually
unknown in North America. Fiercely individualstic, lor some tughly
rarelied and remole, de-dramatised and cold, for others lormally
innovalive, sublle and challenging, de Oliverra’s work will probably
divide audiences. The stalements are so strong and personal, the lorm
so rigorous and unwavering, that they will ether immediately conven
and overwhelm you with their bnlliance or elicit opposite reactions Like
the greal iconoclasts and lormal innovaltors ol the cinema — Godard,
Bresson, Antaonioni, Snow — the lims lorce you into the world of another
personalily completely

Born in 1908 in Oporto, de Olveira was the son ol an industnal
entrepreneur. He fell in love wilh the mowvies al an early age, excelled in
track-and-lield and car racing as a youth and bought his lirst camera
when he was 22. Turning his camera on the work which surrounded the
river which passed through his homelown, he made his hrst ilm Dowro,
Faina Fluvial and had it shown at the 5th International Critics Congress
held in Lisbon. Mel with jeers and whistles because it dared show lhe
impoverished reality ol Portugal, it alerted cnitics to the birth of a new
talent. A number of other documentaries lollowed, as well as an aborned
lictionalized documentary about Port wine, belore de Olveira emerged
with his first lealure, the luminous Amko-bobo, a neo-reahst imasterpiece
which predated Rome, Open Cily by Ihree years. Yel 14 years would
pass belore he would make another him. Finding his projects continually
rejected by the Film Funding Council, he lurned to agricullure, where he
iried to introduce new methods of production

In 1956, overcoming lurther odds (more rejections lor lunding grants),
de Oliveira made another short documenltary, The Pamter and the Cily,
which captured the attention of British documentary immaker Basil
Wright in winning Firsl Prize at the Cork Feslival for Short Fitlms. Other
documentaries lollowed belore de Oliveira embarked on his second
feature lilm, Acto da primavera, made 21 years alter hus hrst! Tlus
cinemalic interprelation of various Gospel passages provoked widely
divergenl reactions. It would be another eight years belore he would
make another feature, O passado e o presente (197 1), the lust ol a
tetralogy devoled to the theme ol lrustrated love. Descnbed as his
wittiest lilm, it is a black comedy which has evoked companson lo
Bufuel and Rules of the Game. In the last two decades, de Oliverra has
made another seven leature lilms and a handlul of documentanes With
the 1974 revolution, de Oliveira lound himsell al the lorelront ol the
Portuguese cinema and subsequently has lound it much easier lo
finance his projecls.

Benilde, \he story ol a young girl who claims her pregnancy 1s due 1o
divine intervention, was lollowed by whal many consider 1o be his
masterpiece, Amor de perdigcdo, based on the 19th-century novel,
which uses carefully composed lrames over its four-and-a-hall hour
running time 1o create whal Elliot Stein has called its " shattenng eflect”
Critic Dave Kehr wrole in the “"Chicago Reader’ ol Francisca, the lasl
hilm in the tetralogy: "de Oliveira uses modermst techriques lo tell a
story — a story ol great subllely, density, and emotional impacl Instead
of murdering the liction, as many modernists do, de Olwverra altempls o
purily it, stripping away layer after layer ol stylistic incrustation, inally
leaving the liction clean and glistening, like a liny precious slone. And
yet, for all of de Oliveira’s drive toward the elemental and unadorned.
the lilm retains a curling sense ol the baroque, which resis in ihe
incessant, meticulously observed emaotional lluctuations of character It
is as il Jean-Marie Straub had collaborated with Max Ophuls the relined
mechanism ol the matenahst cinema is brought to bear on the mosl
delicale mystarias ol human emolions, on whal can be decnbed as an
allempt lo pholograph and measure a soul ™

= 1990 Festival of Festivals,
Toronto

Portugal Il:

Manoel de Oliveira

The late lilms show an increasing interest in hislory and the theatre.
Bath The Satn Shpper and O mewu caso are centred argund the
iheatncal, and The Canruhals s an opera This lascination with the
Ihealre allows de Ohveura to reflect on a host of issues, culminating in the
masterlul Non, or the Vam Glory of Conmmand, an extraordinary work
which acls as a revealing tustory lesson and introduction lo the modern
Portuguesea spint.

Manoel de Oliveira’s work burns wath a true love and passion lor the
cinerna, lor ils potenhial as a imeans ol wisual expression. It is a cinema ol
inteligence, constantly demanding our allention, conlrontational
because il reluses the easy pleasures ol reassurance o ils audiences.

Plers Handling

=1 f—— T —

FILMS 1971. Sever do Vouga . uma Erpenencia

(shon docu) (supervised). O Passadoeo
Presenle (Past and Present)

1975: Benilde ou a Vugen Mae (Bendde or the
Virgin:-Maother)

#1931° Dowo. Faina Fluwal (River Work on the
Douwro) (short docu)

1932: Eslatuas de Lishoa (The Sialues A
of Lisbon (docu) funkmshed) ~ 1978 Amor de Perdicdo (Love of Perdipon) (T

1938: J4& Se F abncam Aulomovéis em Porlugal Iﬂﬁ“—”FT W w
(They Alipady Make Cars In Portugal) 1081 Francisca .
shart docu). Mramar Praa das Nosas 1982 A Visila - Memarias e Conhsstes (The

(Miramar. Rose Beachi (short docu) visA - ”m:"miﬁ and Conlessions).
1979 Famalic Ao {short docu) Cultural Lishon (docu)
_A942° Aniki Bobo #1983 Hice... a Propos de Jean Vigo (TV docu)
1956 O Pinitor e a Cufade (The Painter and the »#1985: O Sapalo de Celim Le Souter de Satin

City) tdocu) (The Satin Stipper): Simposio
1958 O Coracho (1he Heat) tdocu) unhn Internalional de Es-:uiphlrfa {Inteina
ished) lional Sculplure Symposium) (docu)

1959 O PAo(Breadiidocu) As Pinturas do Mey #1986 0 Meu EIEISD {H.:.r Case) _
I'mao Juho (The Paniings of My Biother 1987 A Bandeira Nacional {The National Flag)
Juha) (shorl docu) (shor docu): Os Cambars (The

# 1963 Aclo da Pumavera [Act o! Spring). A Cannibals)
Eﬂfﬂt”]E HH‘”" Hhﬂ‘r“ g 1ggﬂ H.'iﬂtlu FI"'-".-'I Glﬁ”ﬂ'ﬁﬂ I'r'ﬂ""dﬂ' I”E‘”‘D' ""E

1970 Porlo 1100 Anos Inauguracio Duma Vain Gloty o Command)
Estitua (shon docu) (supervised B ed)

e 1990 London Film Festival.
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CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER
OF HISTORICAL TABLES
IN THE FILM «NON)»

LUSITANIA 500 B.C.

Around 500. Beginning of Iron Age.

237-206. Carthaginian military supremacy in West.

218. Arrival of Roman troops on the Iberian Peninsula.
147 B.C. Viriato begins the fight against the Romans.
139 B.C. Death of Viriato.

1385.
1415.
1432.
1434.
1438.
1444.
14352.
1460,
1471.
1475.

1476.
1481.
1483.
1487.
1490.
1492,
1494.
1495.
1497,
1500.
1502.
1568.
1572,
1578.
1580.

1961.
1963.
1964.
1974.

PORTUGAL II DYNASTY (AVIS)

Reign of John I begins.

Conquest of Ceuta.

Birth of Afonso V.

Gil Eanes rounds Cape Bojador.

Afonso V comes to the throne.

Voyage to the coast of Portuguese Guinea.

Chronicles on events in Guinea by Gomes Eanes de Zurara.
Death of the Infante Henry.

Arzila and Tangiers taken.

Afonso V leves the Regency to his son before leaving for Castile in defence of the rights of
the Beltraneja.

Battle of Toro.

Death of Afonso V. John II comes to the throne.

Discovery of the River Zaire by Diogo Cao.

Bartolomeu Dias rounds the Cape of Good Hope.

Marriage of crown Prince Afonso (18 April). Death of crown Prince Afonso (25 August).
First voyage of Christopher Columbus.

Treaty of Tordesillas.

Death of John Il. Reign of Manuel I begins.

Vasco da Gama’s voyage to India.

Discovery of Brazil by Pedro Alvares Cabral.

First stone laid in Jer6nimos Monastery.

Sebastian comes of age and assumes responsibility for government.

The «Lustads» published by Camoens.

Battle of Alcacer Quibir. Henry becomes King.

Period begins in which three Philips of Spain rule Portugal (111 Dynasty).

COLONIAL WAR (1961/1974)

Start of war in Angola. Goa, Damao and Diu, occupied by Indian forces.
Start of war in Portuguese Guinea.
Start of war in Mozambique.

25 April. End of Former regime (New State). Recognition of the principle of self-determination
for the peoples of the Portuguese colonies.
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