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With Emily Watson, Stellan
Skarsgard, Katrin Carthdge,
Jean-Marc Barr, Adrian Rawling,
Jopathan Hackett, and Udo Kier,

By Jonarnan Rosenbanm

MIXED EMOTIONS

Ever since 1 hirst encoun-
rered Lars von Triers

Breaking rhe Waves in Cannes, where

it won the grand jury prize, ['ve been
debating wicthin myself abour it
because 1 find it simultaneously
shameless, boldly original, contrived.
highly attecting, transparent, cynical,
hopeful. 1ronic, sincere, ugly, beauti-
tul, and downnight batfling. In a way,
my debarte 1sn’t so different from that
of Bess (Emily Watson)——the inno-
cent and high strung (or unstrung)
young heroine who lives on the
northwest coast of Scotland in the
early 70s and for much of the film
carries on a furious internal debate
with “God.” speaking her own part
in a squeaky high voice and God's in
a patriarchal tow one.

Where Bess, a devout believer, has
God, 1, a nonbeliever, have the late
Carl Drever, the film artist von Trier

tion in 2004.

Part of what's least Dreyer-like
about Breaking the Waves 1s von
Trier's calculated and postmodernist
sense of film reference. Yet the film’s
intensity, and therefore its power, Is
related to its models. In an interview
Emily Watson mentions von Trier
asking her to study Renee Falconetti
in The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928)
and Giulietta Masina in Fellint's La
strada {1954). The grotesque incom-
partibility of these two models of
innocent female suffering—Falconet-
ti’s raw, carnal martyrdom and Masi-
na’s hammy, pop-eved Harry Lang-
don imitations—suggests a lack of
true respect for etther Dreyer or Felhi-
ni. But traces of these films are
indeed visible in Wawson's pertor-
mance, so perhaps this dismissal is
too hasty. And much as 1 hate to
admit it, my conflicted response to
von Trier’s film, my simultaneous
desire to denounce and embrace it, 1s
similar to my initial responses to Day
of Wrath and Order when 1 was a
teenager.

Nonetheless, the cynicism and
shameless crudity of von Trier’s plot
and dramaturgy make it impossible
to consider him sertously alongside
Drever. (Just as von Trier gets Wat-
son to conflate Falconettt and Masi-
na, he himself contlates Dreyer and
another Dane, Douglas Sirk—a cyn-
ical soap-opera specialist in Germany
and Hollywood who distanced him-
self from his pile-driver cffects with
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layers and layers of irony—or, per-
haps even closer to the mark, Sirk’s
sadistic postmodernist disciple of the
70s, Rainer Werner Fassbinder, who
gets even more mileage out of photo-
genic suffering.)

In short, Breaking the Waves
aggravates and perplexes me, propos-
ing a critical conundrum that, |
reluctantly confess, can only grow
out of something new and interest-
ing. Five years ago Zentropa struck
me as a technical tour de force that
was emotionally hollow—unlike
Medea, which does powertul things
with its actors and landscapes (even if
it plays havoc with Drever’s script
and might just as well have gone back
to Euripides). Part of me would like
to say that the achievement ot Break-
ing the Waves is that for long stretch-
es it doesn’t seem emotionally hol-
low—that it’s a very clever con game,

a faux-naif masterpiece (unless one
rejects the category as a contradiction
N ferms).

The film unravels in two diamet-
rically opposed camera and editing
styles—neither of which has any
obvious relation to Dreyer, but that
together create a dialectic that is
clearly Dreyer-esque, above all in
combining narrative and nonnarra-
tive modes of perception. Though
the style carrying the narrative may
seem more important than the style
carrving the meditative, nonnarrative
landscape shots behind eight succes-
sive “chapter headings,” the two are
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equally important to what the film is
doing as a whole. (Indeed, their jux-
taposition is so dramatic that it’s easy
to remember the landscape shots
being much longer than they actual-
ly are.)

The aggressive “narrative” camera
style consists of improvised, dizzying
hand-held movements executed by
Robby Miiller {a Dutch cinematog-
rapher best known for his work with
Wim Wenders and Jim Jarmusch)
and broken up by repeated jarring
jump cuts that are like a needle skip-
ping across a record. The color of the
super-35-millimeter 'Scope tootage
has been partially bleached out from
having been transterred to video and
then back to film.

By contrast, the “nonnarrative”
camera style consists of panoramic
shots of locations that have been dig-
itally “painted” to achieve high reso-
lution and vivid colors. Each of these
shots runs about a minute and is
accompanied by portions of a pop
record of the early 70s and by a chap-
ter number and utle ("Chaprer
Two,” for instance, is “Lite With
Jan"); the camera remains stationary,
but at least one element in each land-
scape—usually water or tog, occa-
sionally light—is in tlux. Broadly
speaking, the narrative style carries a
rhetoric closely associated with raw
documentary, while the nonnarrative
style, at once kitschy and beautitul,
calls to mind picture postcards and
lava lamps with panoramic shades.
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tilms are shown these dave bringing
. N o

him up may scent more than a hiode

csoteric, Bur Drever's work has direc
bearing on many basic issues rased
by Ereaking te Wares—-about hln
about religion. and about the whole
potion of “good works.” in bath eth-
ical and aesthetc terms. Even who
Drever was plavs a signtticant role.
Look him up in the standard Amert-
can reterence work., Ephraim Katz's
[he Film Encyclopedia. and you read.
“He was brought up bv a strict
Lutheran family.” But read the only
comprehensive Drever biography, by
Maurice Drouzy (unpublished in
English, though available in Danish
and French), and vou discover this is
completely false. Ib Monty, director
of the Danish Film Archives. knew
Drever pretry well, and he once told
me that Dreyer wasn t especially reli-
gious, even though some of his best-
known fteatures (7he Passion of Joan
of Arc, Day of Wrath, Ordet) address
religious issues. (Von Trier, a Dane
and self-styled Drever disciple,
describes himselt as a recent convert
to Roman Catholicism, but it's ques-

? .
: (Camera movement, stasis, and

abrupt cuts are all central elements in
Dreyer’s art, but his use of them is
radically different in both meaning
and effect; von Trier's jazzier tech-
niques come across like postmod-
ernist pastiches. There’s no equiva-
lent in Breaking the Waves, for
instance, of the technique Dreyer
invented of having the camera pan
and track in different directions at
the same time.)

There are many ways of describ-
ing the dialectical relation berween
these narrative and nonnarrative
styles. (The narrative style also con-
tains a dialectic all its own——berween
the freedom of the shooting style and
the brutal interruptions and curtail-
ments of the editing. The shooting
style suggests unfettered desire, the
editing compulsive behavior—which
together express the film’s ambiguity
about Bess's state of mind.) It the
narrative style is about action and
passion, the nonnarrative style is
about meditation, about action and
emotion recollected in tranquillity.

Von Trier has described the non-
narrative interludes as 2 “God’s eye
view of the landscape in which this
story is unfolding, as if He 1s wartch-
ing over the characters.” This may
describe the film’s final shot, but the
landscapes behind the chapter head-
ings are obviously linked to the con-
sciousness of Bess—unless von Trier
means to imply that God’s taste and
innocence are somehow equivalent to

cengtio owhether this has ws much
coeating on his o work as Drevers
st ad o b

Fecause Dlrever never establishicg
Gt commerdially dunig Tne
wonnd vertod. his outpur brom e
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A0 e was nunuscule—roughly one

feature per decade—though hicintis-
JRCE Lontinues 1o be enormois, even
when irs subterranean. {lt's doubt-
ful. tor example, thar Arthur Miller
would have written 7he Crucibie 1t
Day of Wrath hadn't been released 1n
the ULS. hive vears earlier; and the
caneia angles of the torthoaming
movie of the play bear some unmis-
takable suggestions of Dreyer's intlu-
ence.d Veon Trer, who hit the world
market a dozen vears age with The
Flement of Crimie, has been much
more successful (if much less influen-
tal): he's also made Eprderzc (1987
Medea. based on an unfilmed Drever
script (1988); Zemtropa (1991): the
enormously successful Danish minis-
cries - The Kingdom (1994: a second
cvele of episodes 1s now being
tilmed): and Breaking the Waves. He's
also been working for vears on an
eccentric thriller. Dimension, filmed
i three-minute segments once a
vear, which s scheduled tor comple-

filmm ratings _

; J* % % kMasterpiece

| * %% A must-see »
| ** Worth seeing
* Has redeeming facet -
e Worthless

hers. But judging from his other
comments about the story——such as
“There are no bad guys, only misun-
derstandings,” which overlooks a
good deal of gratuitous cruelty on the
part of the villagers and outright sav-
agery on the part of a sailor played by
Udo Kier—he’s often as contused
about what he’s doing as Bess is
about what she’s doing.
u

“Can you think of anything the
outsiders have brought with them?”
one of the stern church fathers asks
Bess at the beginning of the film, a
reference to visiting oil riggers. She
replies, “Their music.” A moment
later, outside the church, she smiles
directly at the camera, and we see the
tirst chapter heading and hear the
first pop song {“Bess Gets Married”
and “All the Way From Memphis™).
Jan, the oil rigger she falls in love
with, is played by a Swedish actor
(Stellan Skarsgard), but he seems
meant to be taken as an American,
like most of his coworkers; in some
respects Bess’s bond with him can be
taken as an allegorical version of von
Trier’s hankering after Hollywood,
roughly akin to the role Harvey Kei-

tel played for Jane Campion (and
Holly Hunter) in  The Prano.

(Though the dialogue of Breaking the
Waves is in English-—as it was in The
Element of Crime—the shooting was
done in Denmark and Scotland. The
original story was set in a fishing

CONTINUED ON PAGE 38
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community on Denmark’s west
coast, where a Strict puritan sect
known as the Inner Mission—a sect
that plays an important role in Drey-
er’'s Order—rules;
decided to shitt his storv ro Scotland.
the Free Church was substituted.)
However, Bess smiling direcdy at the

when von Trier

camera 1s an early indicaton of von
Trier’s tronic distance from his mate-
rial. which places him at a turther
remove trom Hollywood, |
Bess's obsessive infatuation with
JTan—which makes most of the vil-
lagers conclude she’s not auite righe
in the head and increases cheir disap-
proval when she marries him—-is
exacerbated when he goes back to

the rig. She pravs for his

iy
carlv return. tinding lite without him

work on

unbearable. When a serious accident
paralyzes him from the neck down,
ensuring his immediate return, she

becomes convinced that her prayers
were responsible. He is guile stricken
by her continuing devotion and tries
to persuade her to take a lover. She
recoils in rage, but he gradually per-
suades her that if she has sex with
other men and tells him abour her
experiences 1t will keep him alive. 1
WORN't try 1o synopsize the remainder
of the plot, which rurns progressive-
v more extreme and melodramatic,
except to say that it concludes with a
tragedy tollowed by a pair of miraces
directly inspired (albeir crudely} by
the conclusion of Order.

The crucial difference benwveen
rhis film's conclusion and rhar one’s
is that Drever's-—which rakes a posi-

- ztion regarding contenc that has radi-

cal formal implications—characteris-
tically poses a challenge to religious

.

beliet and disbeliet alike. Von Trier's
no less charactenisucatly heaps on so
many lavers of postmodernist irony
about truth and faith thar 1<olating
any torm of belief or disbelief from
the resulting tangle becomes impossi-
ble: style bt‘COI}}LS almost everything.,
content Next 1o no&hmg P assuine
this is ar least partly what New Crry's
Rav Pride had i mind when he con-
“Perhaps only

cluded, a cvnic ke

von 1rner could make a Hlm so
unabashedly, so heroically hearrfele.”
Von Trier 15 certainly imm—::;t sbout
his dishonesty. Like other postimod-
ernists. hie's mercly working  with
whart he has.
|

F'm far from sharing von Trier's
cynicism, but 1 think there are many
respecting it,
them  generational. People born
betore 1950 otten had good reason 1o

feel hopetul, at least during the late

reasons tor
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6O0s and 70s; those born later—von
Trier was born in 1956—
and less reason o feel that wav. A
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masstve backlash against the carlier
generation's opanusm s sull gomng
on, an indication of how porent the
optimism was. (Evidence or the back-
lash could be scen in this vear's pulic-
“lii}c* rai
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LCal campi: ans, 1 which

H a Lh t"‘x n{hh,, \'& Eil }u ‘wln. } o it
text. 3 m&,:}mmu dosire 1o oreate and
even respect 4 character like Bess—-

however many snylistic and thematic

paradoxes this entails—is clearly a
ROFOIC aspirdtiv,

Von Trier may be deeply cynical,
but be's much less so than Terrence
Ratterty was when l‘}tf reCcenty Wrote
in the New Yorker.

Caces becomes 2 har, von Trier will
haw proved that the American audi-
cnce for toreign tilms wanes todav
precisely what it wanted 1n the boom

years of the S0s and carly 60s: nudi-

Wiih
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tv plus thml{}gx A lhicdde later he
added. "I tempung to attribute the
dechine of the European hlm to the
increase, over the vears. in the erotic
explicitness of movies.
When he saws and “the
European tihm™ it can only be in the

AMmerican
ar 1 1 =
geCiing

- o - : | 1 e g - r

context of rhe ,:%.:m.zm;.n Mrarker-
o i, . O - .

;:ﬂm: c-—spuecificaliy the Furopean
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Saunterican dstnb-

the tip of the ceberg Rattersy

'H = d1IN 50 1 L z_"{i ' \
LOTS.
seems happy o accept as the whole,
Apparendy he believes rhe only rea-
soit films are made in Europe is to
SAtIstY Amercans who wait fo see T

. U e I RS S ,
ang ass mixed nowath their dhcology,
and 1 rhose needs  aad @ he el Ui

pean idmmakers nught as well hand

aover thetr ;m.-gm‘nmlta (w pure
AMeErtoai artists working trec of such
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prmmiv sav, prian Do Paima o
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. ology in European movies such as

. Mon oncle, Breathless, The 400 Blows,

. Jules and Jim, Last Year at Marienbad,

3 Eclipse, Ashes and Diamonds, or The
Magician—rto cite only a few of my
favorites that did well during those
“boom years” (alongside such com-
mercial Hlops as Pickpocket, Lola, and
Drever's Gertrud). So | guess it Amer-
ican viewers are the nincompoops
Ratferty claims, they must have had
other dumb reasons for going to
these films. (One important factor
may have been the proliferation of
independent art theaters during that
era, when antitrust laws were still
being enforced—in contrast 1o today,
when Chicago has only one indepen-
dent first-run commercial theater
showing foreign movies, the Music
Box.)

So far Breaking the Waves hasn't
become a hit, at least not in this coun-
try. but there are still other dumb rea-
sons to sce it including the perfor-
mances; Rartin Cartdidge as Bess's
devoted sister-in-law, a part virrually
antithetcal to her role in Naked,
almontas good as Watson. There's aiso
the gripping story, the nwo camera and
cditing sevles and their relation o cach
other, and even the implications of a
postmodernist manifesto about the
possibilities of truth and sincerity for
somcone of von Trier’s gencration.
Finally there’s the fact that no other
movic around is even remotely like it

| can certainly understand Raffer-
ty’s anger at the sarcasm and falsity
underlying von Tricr’s approach—
since | become angry cvery time |
think of Breaking the Waves “replac-
ing” Ordet (though that's surely a false
svllogism). Butit's worth pointing out
that von Trier is willing to test and
challenge his own sarcasm, not mere-
ly cling to it like a life raft. In an inter-
view with Stig Bjorkman in the %[fﬂge
Voice he describes how his collabora-
tion with painter Per Kirkeby on the
chapter-heading panoramas altered his
view of their tunction in the film: ]
wanted, above all, for him to find dif-
ferent expressions tor the Romantic
landscape. I was of the opinion that
this Romanticism would expose a
greater banality, but Kirkeby’s first
suggestion distanced itself quite con-
siderably from that view. The final
result could perhaps be described as a
diplomatic mix of his and my ideas.”

A less sympathetic reading of this
flexibility might be that von Trier is
“too cynical to believe even his own
cynicism’ —as Andrew Sarris once
said of Billy Wilder. But I would pre-
ter to regard Breaking the Waves as a
search for belief that acknowledges
the land mines separating a 70s con-
sciousness from that goal, a search
that burrows ever deeper into irony
and ambiguity without reaching the
sincerity it strives for—but without
collapsing into the nihilism that I see
all around me in commercial fare
(and even stylish variants of that fare,
such as Mission: Impossible).

Is Breaking the Waves a religious
film? I doubt that von Trier knows
the answer to that question—just as
I doubt that Dreyer would have
known the answer if he’d been asked
the same question about Order A
vast universe of thought, feeling, and
artistry divides the two films, made
over 40 years apart, but this uncer-
tainty 1s the point at which both of
them become interesting. ®
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