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When one thinks of silent films, a picture comes to mind of dark environments, jagged movement, sped up action and grainy playback. This is mostly due to the fact that in the silent era, film stock wasn’t advanced enough to portray a wide range of difference between the black and white extremes and intensities usually jumped from very dark to very light. Carl Theodor Dreyer, however, decided that to fully display the details he wanted the audience to see in La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (The Passion of Joan of Ark) (1928), newly available panchromatic film stock should be used. Panchromatic stock, when lit properly, allows for much more detailed shots with a far wider range of grayscale. Because of the high necessity for light, however, most of La Passion is shot against brilliant white backdrops and the idea that the film takes place in the span of one day is hard to notice. The film remains, however, to be a masterful achievement of both technical innovation and non-sensationalized story-telling.


Setting out to document the trial and execution of Joan of Ark, La Passion, condenses the events into a single day and presents the audience with an emotionally intense account dealing mostly with just what the title describes: passion. Both sides of the trial are passionate, the judges in that God is good and Joan seeks to betray Him, and Joan in her belief that she was sent by God and is in fact His daughter. The judges see Joan’s claims as satanically-coerced blasphemy and tell her she will be executed if she does not confess to conspiring with the devil. Such is the content of most of the film, where the judges look down upon Joan asking questions and Joan looks up at either the judges or the ceiling and slowly answers. The brilliance of the film, however, is not in its writing or even its historical significance. But rather, in its cinematography.


Possibly for the first time in cinema, faces are seen with ultimate clarity. From the coarse sandpaper feel of some of the judges’ skin to the wet trails left behind by Joan’s tears, every detail is visible. Dryer makes use of the close-up more often than any other director before or since. In fact, nearly all shots in La Passion are close-ups. The medium and long shots are barely used and even establishing shots are usually missing. This creates confusion on account of improper juxtaposition of the characters relative to each other coupled with disorientation caused by constant close-ups. But the audience can piece together what is happening and what isn’t clear isn’t even that important. The true art of this film is the variety and intensity of non-melodramatic facial acting. Dryer once wrote "Nothing in the world can be compared to the human face. It is a land one can never tire of exploring. There is no greater experience in a studio than to witness the expression of a sensitive face under the mysterious power of inspiration. To see it animated from inside, and turning into poetry."
 

While most films of the time had melodramatic performances with actors flailing about and yelling with their arms, Dryer calms his actors down and allows them to speak volumes without ever uttering audible speech. It’s almost clear what each judge is going to say before the intertitles are even shown. The expressions speak for themselves and it is the expressions that drive La Passion. Joan is almost always starring off into space or to the sky, perhaps looking to God for guidance while the judges peer overwhelmingly down onto her, intimidating her with not only their words but also their presence. Joan is nearly destroyed simply by the power of a dozen glares in any given scene. But the tiny figure of Joan survives with nothing but her faith to sustain her. Joan rarely has a non-desperate expression on her face and, indeed, most who remember the film remember Joan’s non-yielding, Jesus-like facial desperation. This is Dreyer’s aim. The idea is to place the broken character of Joan in conflict with the powerful characters of the judges and watch the judges, in their coercion and despicable judicial tactics, whittle Joan down until she’s finally too physically weak and too emotionally spent to defend herself any further. The judges tell Joan that if she is to reject them, she will be completely alone. “Yes,” she replies. “Alone with God.” Some critics say that the film doesn’t make a distinction whether or not Joan is a saint or just a woman with false beliefs but there is the riot at the end of the film which serves as evidence for the former. Perhaps Joan wasn’t a true saint but regardless, the people believed her and not the judges.
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Above all, La Passion is a film about faith, belief and the difference in perspective when it comes to two sides who share a common passionate belief in God. From the beginning it’s always about who’s more powerful, not who’s right. Had Joan had a friend in the King, he could’ve easily concluded that it was the judges who were being coerced by the devil to convict a saint. Religious trials have always been utterly arbitrary and wholly pointless other than to keep other would-be martyrs in check. The film puts nearly no emphasis on any historical significance of Joan of Ark (possibly because the Dreyer is Danish, not French) and a lot of emphasis on both film technique and the idea of abuse of clerical and judicial power in order to convict and execute anyone who professes an unpopular view.
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