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FOREWORD

This essay which is condensed from a lecture given by M.
André Ruszkowski in University College, Dublin, on the 23rd
February, 1950, deals with a question which cannot be ignored by
anyone who is interested in the possibilities of the film as an
influence for good. In giving it permanent form the Council of
the National Film Institute hopes that it will arouse Christians to
a sense of their responsibility where the cinema is concerned, for,
as M. Ruszkowski points out, each one of us must play his part
if the film is to become, in the words of Pope Pius XI, “an effectual
instrument for the education and elevation of mankind.”






goer, indeed, may come in time to eliminate the spiritual 'from
everything both in life and on the screen, and thus. to acquu‘e' a
false standard of values in which spiritual considerations are quite
irrelevant.
What is a Religious Film?

When I speak of a “religious film ” I have in mind, not just
a “film about religion,” but a film whose significance .a‘nd message
has a bearing on the impact of God on hm‘nan life.  Where
you can’t find God, there is no religion; and to find God you must
look for Him, unless by an exceptional privilege He chooses you
for an undeserved revelation. I insist on this point, because it
explains why ecven the best religious film cannot au‘tomaticaHy
bring about conviction, unless there is some co—_opcramon on the
part of the spectator. But a film may hcl}? us in our search .fol-
God, and a religious film might be described as a film which

. makes us aware of the Divine presence, and reminds us of the

real purpose of our life on earth—the sz}ving _Of oup souls. In
this sense any film may be a religious fxlrr},.lf ].)Oth those who
make it and those who sce it co-operate in glving 1t such a mean-
ing. ]

For example, in the Maurice Cloche hlm's Dr. 'Laennec and
La Cage aux Filles, which followed his Mon51e1'1r me:e_nt, a few
slight references and the gcncral atmosphere give religious feel-
ing and significance to stories which, in thcm.sclvcs, have nothing
to do with religion. In a similar catcgory is The Sullivans, »
film which was made in Hollywood during the war, and whicl
gives a wonderful picture of Catholic family life. And since the
war the Italians have made several films with a truly Christian
background—films like To Live in Peace, in which an Italian
farmer, asked why he had helped a German deserter, says simply,
“Because I am a Chrisdan.”  Iiven the Noel Coward film
Brief Encounter, based on the sin of infidelity, and representing
the struggle of two people against temptation, was not without
religious significance and spiritual value.
The Audience

In dealing with the problem of the religious film we must
not overlook the part played in it, and the difficulties raised by,
the audience.  For the same film may produce very different
reactions in different audiences.  Brief Encounter, for example,
was very favourably received by Catholic critics in some countries.
In others, however, Catholics saw in it a glorification of—or at
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were divided into two camps. A small group of very distinguished
intellectuals, included the majority of the Dominicans, saw: in this
picture a superﬁcial rc[’fréscntation, in bad taste, of the saint’s life,
which gave a false and misleading idca of religion and sanctity.
On the other hand, the great mass of the French people received
the film with enthusiasm, making it a certain commercial success,
and also a very probable moral contribution to the renewal of
religious feeling.

Another picture that illustrates this point is Les Anges du
Peche (Angels of the Streets), a very cleverly produced French
picture, with script by Father Bruckberger, O.P., and dialogue
by Jean Giraudoux, which tried to present certain aspects of the
religious vocation, and dealt with the Dominicancsses of Bethany,
a community specialising in rescuing women condemned to prison,
Whereas this picture strongly impressed the more educated people
—even non-believers—it produced a rather opposite impression in
many of the popular theatres. Some of the scenes of the life of
the nuns—for instance the “chapter of faults,” when members of
the Community accuse cach other—seemed ridiculous to audiences
unprepared to understand their real significance, and were received
with mockery and laughter.

Another important clement of audience reaction 1is the
influence of individual members of any cinema audience on the
others, since individual emotions during the projection of a picture
depend in a great measure on the surrounding audience. More-
over, ordinary cffects of crowd-psychology are multiplied by the
particular conditions surrounding film projection in a dark room
with only onc illuminated centre of attention.  Camera pictures
taken during a film, projection give an impressive idea of the kind
of mass hallucination moving pictures can provoke.

Individual reactions, too, may produce quite disproportionate
results, and we have all cxpcricnccd the effect of a small group
mocking loudly during the most dramatic moments of a serious
film. One of the most moving scenes in the last Maurice Cloche
production, La Cage aux Filles, is the prayer said by a nun near
the bed of a young delinquent girl.  Unfortunately—and there
may have been some weakness in the direction of this scene—
the rather sceptical audiences of the Paris boulevards broke into
laughter almost cvery time this scene appeared on the screen.
No spectator could concentrate on the religious significance of

the scene in the face of such laughter.
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religious films.  One somctimes has the Impression that intelligent
Catholics do not always make allowance for the fact that there
may be other ways of making good religious pictures besides those
they would choose themselves.

We have already noticed the difference of opinion about
Joan of Arc. Critics of this film often contrast it with Carl
Drayer’s Passion of Jeanne d’Arc, a silent film almost entirely
composed of “close-up” shots, They forget a fundamental fact:
that very few people—perhaps one in a thousand ordinary film-
goers—were capable of understanding the significance of the very
beautiful and cleverly taken pictures of Drayer.  All the rest
remained completely indifferent, or even bored. What can be
the religious influence of such a production in the circumstances,
even though it remains one of the “classics” of the history of
film art?

Another film which has been quoted by the opponents of
Victor Fleming’s Joan is the new Italian picture about the young
saint, Maria Goretti, Cielo Sulla Palude (The Sun over the Marshes),
directed by Augusto Genina. Here the discussion becomes more
serious, because though both pictures have a very strong popular
appeal, they belong to very different schools of production.
Hollywood idcalization and Italian so-called *neo-realism ” are so
different in style and spiric that those who like the one may
remain cold or cven irritated in the presence of the other. But
why should one Catholic assume that all other Catholics should
share his taster - Why not admit that different people see problems
from different angles?  The only answer seems to be that the
concrete and absolute nature of screen representation leaves little
room for individual interpretations.

This may also explain, in part at least, why ordinary filmgoers
in our paganised world have rather a tendency to avoid pictures
with religious subjects. ~ They regard them as “propaganda.”
They fear that the cinema will “trick” them into considcring
problems to which they proudly—or stupidly—pretend to be in-
different. And the attitude of the public, in its turn, affects the
makers of films, and makes them reluctant to tackle religious
subjects.  Producers fight shy of films which will be shunned by
non-belicvers and almost certainly criticised by some Catholics.
Further, when a religious theme is decided upon, the film-makers,
in sclf-protection, sometimes resort to camouflage and dissimulate
the religious elements.
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many striking shots of groups bcdllllg crosses  and walking
barefoot) to give testimony that men are sll willing to suffer
and die for Christ. I think of Visitation, which shows the won-
derful activities of the Medical Missionaries of Mary in Africa,
and of the Fatima film made by the Catholic Film Institute,
Second, there is the historical film. This type presents very
spccml difficulties, and very few historical films can be considered
satisfactory, even when they deal with political, social, or romantic
themes. In a book it is possible to give a h‘dgjmult(uy description,
leaving aside details which are unnecessary to the story, while
fully explaining the particulars for which existing documents give
sufficient verification. In a film, on the other hand, every detail
of a historical scene must be reconstructed.  Yet the rhythm of
a moving picture does not allow any Iongcr explanations of the

events,  This factor operates strongly in films with a religious
background, and raises spcual difficultics in films about saints

B y
or the Lord’s Passion, or films treating of miracles.

Films About Saints

There is no universal prescription for films about saints. Lives
of saints arc so different one from another, and types of sanctity
vary so much, that cach casc has to be considered scparately.  But
there are still some common problcms in all such films. The first
concerns the aim of the film. If one ties to exercise only tech-
nical and artistic skill, with a saint’s life as a pretext, I am afraid
one must fail. The essental condition for a hagiographical film is
to establish a spiritual communication between the public and
the saint in order to give us a psychological shock which not
only provokes contemplation but also provides an impulse for one’s

religious- regeneration.
8

There was certainly such a shock for most of us during the
projection of Monsieur Vincent, with its wonderful dialogue. Thus
we had St. Vincent saying “ When God wants some innocent being
to die for the redemption of mankind, it is His own bon,H sen 9.7
And again, “ It is only for your love’s sake that thé” p001 ¢w111
forgive you the bread you give them.”

These are not strictly authentic words, but an artistic transfor-
mation of various texts found in St. Vincent’s correspondence.
Without such an artistic transformation it is not possible to induce
the corresponding sentiments in the mind of the modern film-goer.

As the painter of a portrait has to interpret his model in order
to concentrate in a still picture the essential characteristics of a
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ing success. Ingrid Bergman in Joan of Arc, Jennifer Jones in
The Song of Bernadette, the little Italian peasant girl, Ines Orsini,
as Maria Goretti; Georges Rollin as the Curé d’Ars—all these
experienced  the difficulty of giving a visualised impression of
intense spiritual experience, and of intimate communion with
God, amidst the disturbing atmosphere of film production, with
so many technical distractions.
§ Some of the names I have mentioned make me think about
)/ h¢ very special moml responsibility of an actor who has played
joit 4 the part of a saint. (Al his private life should be dominated by
POV “the sense of this 1csponsllnhty One remembers the terrifying
"“';,v,wmds of Christ about those who have scandalised the innocents.
'How many millions of modern innocents have been scandalised,
losing their faith in the true character of the saintly figures they
admired on the screen, when they learned afterwards of the public
scandals, broken marriages, and other offences against divine and
human Jaws committed by those who had personified these figures?
The question is even more grave when it is Our Lord’s life which
is represented.  How painful it was to French Catholics to learn
that the artist who played the part of Christ in Golgotha was
condemned for treason during the Nazi occupation, after having
also accepted  several disgusting ~ parts  in other  pro-
ductions.  We must be thankful to American Protestants, who
arranged that H. B. Warner, who played Christ in the Cecil B.
de Mille production, The King of Kings, should not appear in any
part which would mar the memory of this interpretation.

The Life of Our Lord

Films dealing with the life of Christ provide one of the most
discussed and controversial issues among Christians, and among
Catholics in particular. It is impossible for me to handle it in
an adequate manner in the course of this general survey.  But
here is what seems to be the provisional attitude taken in this
matter by the International Catholic Film Office.  We strongly
believe in the artistic and educational possibilities of the motion
picture, and we do not think it wise to refuse the services this
powerful means of expression can render to make our contem-
porarics more acquainted with the divine figure of Our Lord. What
has been allowed on the stage, and we think particularly of] the
mediaeval mystery plays, and of the Oberammergau Passion Plays,
what has also been admitted and appreciated in literature, in
painting, and in sculpture (and not restricted to masterpieces only),
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When missionaries go to a primitive pagan country they do
a full, rigorous, theological concept of God, but
¢ methods to make themselves understood and
And if, through the film, we are to

not begin with
use the most suitabl
believed by the natives.
reach the pagans who crowd into cinema theatres, not only in
primitive lands, but also in most civilised industrial cities, we

must use a language they arc able to understand.

Miracles

It would be interesting to comment also on the problem of
“miracles” in religious films. Many directors have used trick
photography to give rcl‘)rcscntations of apparitions and trans-
figurations; and cven in The Song of Bernadette the Holy Mother
is shown appearing to the little saint in Lourdes. One would like
to repeat with G. K. Chesterton that “miracles are not to be had
so cheaply,” and it is certain that this treatment is fraught with
dangers.

But this does not mean that the cinema must always avoid
the miraculous. The first miracle scene in the Curé d’Ars film
Le Sorcier du Ciel, shows a little cripple who visits St. John Vianney
in his empty church, asking him for “restitution” of his legs (the
boy's parents had accused the pricst of having taken his legs by a

| curse before his birth). The intensity of the saint’s prayers, and
the confidence of the child in this man who seems to support him
with some supcrnatural strength prepare us perfectly to accept
the first physical movements by which the boy’s legs come back
to life, and even the most sceptical people have been  deeply
Agan, the outstanding scene in Joan

impressed by this scene.
of Arc, when the saint discovers the Dauphin in spite of the
masquerade organised by his clown, is another example of how
an intelligent, reverent approach can give conviction to screen
representations of the miraculous.

A very interesting experiment has been tried by the Italians
in a film on the Loreto pilgrimage, La Porta del Cielo (Heaven’s
Gate).  Individual life stories of several persons travelling on a
train for sick pilgrims, culminates in the intense prayer before
Our Lady’s miraculous altar. The fecling of religious faith is
so intense that it is communicated to the audience, and so prepares
them for what was to come that the re-birth of confidence and
energy in the sufferers is utterly convincing and seems natural
and inevitable.  An audience in this frame of mind, seeing an
unbelicver abandon his thoughts of suicide and leave his pistol
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