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RELIGION IN FILM

John R. May and Michael Bird, eds., Religion and Film, Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1982.

John May and Michael Bird's Religion and Film is a collection of three essays on
theologically-based film theory, four essays on theology and what could loosely be
called film genre, and thirteen short reviews of the veuvre of contemporary direct-
ors whose work possesses religious significance. While at first it mightseem tobe a
highly diverse collection without much focus, the book really presents an argu-
ment for a certain approach to the study of film. John R. May’s preface to the
volume announces his hope fora critical methodology for a religious and theolog-
ical study of film. Unlike the comments of film enthusiasts, which May believes to
be simple reports on the experiences movies provide them with, this methodology
would possess an analytic and objective moment. Unlike the studies of individual
directors which draw parallels between several works, it would respect the auton-
omy and integrity of individual films, Unlike those approaches that are based on
methods for studying literature and drama, it would not concentrate on dialogue
but would take full account of all the constituent elements of film: dialogue,
gesture, sound and image. And finally, it would be able to explain how a realistic
medium like film can engage with issues of ultimate significance.

In sum, May calls for an approach which, without making reference to any-
thing beyond a film’s component elements, would give a full account of the inte-
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grative significance which brings all these elements into relation. May insists that
consideration of form and structure is the proper business of a theological critic.
In one of his articles included in this volume, “Visual Story and the Religious
Interpretation of Film,” May points out that neither the character of the
filmmaker {or his intentions) nor the character of the content he chooses to use
determines the character of the film's religious significance: thus, Pier Paolo
Pasolini's lack of Christian belief didn't stop him from presenting a sympathetic
portrait of Jesus in The Gospel According to St. Matther and Cecil B, de Mille’s fidel-
ity to the book of Exodus in The Ten Commandments did not result in a film of great
religious significance. May finds thematic criticism no more acceptable; such criti-
cism is reductive since it ties the interpretation of films to doctrinal issues and fails
1o provide any explanation of the ability of films to transcend such issues.

Thus May rules out extrinsic or contextualist critical practices — which he
refersto by the highly unorthodox term “heteronomous” —because, when giving
an account of a work, they take into consideration features which lie outside the
work itself. What is needed, according to May, is an immanent criticism (he uses
the term “autonomous”), a criticism which takes into consideration only features
which belong to the work itself and can explain all its features. May believes that
such a critical approach should be based on the analysis of the “visual story,” by
which he seems to mean the story that is told primarily through images but also
(which is important if this method is to deal adequately with all the components of
film) through editing, camera movement, subject movement, sound, etc. The rea-
son May thinks that this immanent approach to criticism should be of interestto a
religious interpretation of cinema is that he believes that the formal structure of a
film story provides a visual analogue of religious questions, an analogue that suits
film as film.

May’s claim that the visual story ought to be the primary subject. of the analysis
of films is echoed in various ways in many of the essays included in the volume —
for example, in M. Darrol Bryant's “Cinema Religion and Popular Culture,” in
Ernest Ferlita’s “The Analogy of Action in Film” and “Film and the Quest for
Meaning,” and Neil P. Hurley’s “Cinematic Transformations of The Life of
Jesus.” Indeed, the repeated advocacy of this approach to film criticism is the most
important theme in this anthology and creates whatever degree of unity the
volume possesses.

Itis therefore distressing to discover that the adequacy of this approach is never
presented convincingly. For example, May offers the following argument:

On the level of visual continuity, all our culturally typical films are stories.
Story in film, moreover, is discerned in the formal elements of film —
composition, movement and editing. The autonomy of film is preserved,
then, if theological critics view film as a visua! story. (p. 32)

But this is just a profession of belief in immanent criticism. For one thing, May
asserts that an immanent (or autonomous) critical practice must take into account
features specific to the medium with which it deals, Presumably the *visualness” of
the visual story is supposed to differentate film from literature. But the
“visualness” of the visual story is never adequately described (and needs to be,
since films tell stories using sounds as well as images) nor are the relations of the
visual elements of film to the story ever set out for view. One would expect some
such account inasmuch as these relations are not at all simple to understand, as the
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history of film theory points out. After all, does it not sometimes happen that such
visual elements of film as its mise-en-scéne disengage themselves from the arma-
ture of the intrique and attain a significance independent of any role in “the
story"? Can there not be visual elements in a film that are not directly controlled
by the story? Perhaps May has responses to the problems these questions raise, but
they can be avoided only by tautologically defining “visual story” to mean the very
form of unity possessed by what he calls “culturally typical” films. Nor does May’s
concept of “visual story” sufficiently distinguish film from literature, since some
visual stories are really just illustrations of what are, basically, literary works (the
films of D.W. Griffith are a prime example of this). Does visual story distinguish
sufficiently between film and allied forms of story telling such as the photo-
sequence, the photo-roman, the comic book and children’s picture books?

May also argues for making the visual story the focus of filmic analysis by
attempting to demonstrate that an understanding of the nature of stories allows
one to explain how a realistic, factually disposed medium such as film can deal
with issues of religious significance. Citing John Dominic Crossan’s The Dark
Interval as authority, he states that the extremes (as he calls them) of story are
myth and parable. Myths and parables are narrative forms which, though of reli-
gious origin, “invariably present themselves as narratives of human conflict, of
man with himself, of man with man and of men among themselves.” (p. 33)
Whereas in myths gods (or God) figure among the cast of characters, in parables
they do not. Even so, parables, by the conflicts with which they deal, raise ques-
tions of ultimate reality, evil and salvation. The film medium, May suggests, deals
with such ultimate questions in a similar fashion — indirectly, figuratively, and
symbolically.

May's argument here is just not good enough. Most story forms involve conflict
but not all stories have deep religious significance. May nowhere shows how con-
flict situations acquire a depth of religious significance. Ultimately, his explana-
tion of how the factually disposed medium of film can deal with the transcendent
is too general to be very useful.

Ferlita's arguments for according primacy to the “visual story” are no more suc-
cessful; in “Film and the Quest for Meaning,” he states:

Not surprisingl , the quest for meaning will often take the form of a jour-
ney. We should not be surprised, then, if the motion picture is, of the dra-
matic arts, the best able to depict man on the move. Nor should we be sur-

prised if film appears to be the most suitable art for supporting our contin-
ued or renewed quest for meaning. (p. 117)

But what Ferlita is really talking about here is not motion and its relation to
motion pictures but quest stories. He offers nothing to enable a reader to under-
stand what distinguishes quest stories in film from literary quest stories. Nor does
he explain what forms of quest stories really make film a presentation of ultimate
concerns.

The central problematic of another article by Ferlita included in the volume,
“The Analogy of Action in Film,” is a related one; he endeavors to explain how a
medium as bound to fact as film is can possess such depth that it can deal with
issues of transcendental significance. The answer, he argues, is to be found in the
story form of film, specifically in the relation of subplots to the central action. Sub-
plots usually reflect the central plot, dealing with similar issues but in a different
manner. Ferlita seems to believe that the relation of subplot to mainplot is a rela-
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tion of sameness in difference and difference in sameness and that this dialectic of
individual and universal provides scope for the religious and theological imagina-
tion.

Ferlita’s essay at least has the virtue of being a little more definite about where,
in the formal structure of the cinematic story, its religious dimension is likely to
reside. But he still isn’t nearly definite enough. Dramas of the most banal sort
commonly use a main plot and subplots that are analogies of one another. Few
would consider Trapper John, M.D, significant religious drama, yet week after
week its episodes have this structure. Ferlita must provide an outline of the condi-
tions under which some analogies of action acquire religious significance, but he
doesn’t.

Neil P. Hurley, in “Cinematic Transformation of the Life of Jesus,” confronts a
similar problematic, how the presentation of human actions and character of the
sort that the cinema is capable of furnishing us with can acquire a more than
human signification. His answer is that the parallelism between a character’s life
and that of Jesus allows us to situate that character’s action within a religious
framework. But surely this explanation accounts for only a limited range of films
which have religious meanings; not all stories that carry religious freight have
central characters whose life and actions are transformations of those of Jesus.
The significance of those that do is the easiest to account for and so are, in a way,
the least interesting from a theoretical point of view.

The third article by John May included in this collection, this one concerning
genre and entitled "The Demonic in American Film,” deals with how ordinary
facts can possess transcendent significance by introducing the notion of the-
figural, the idea that certain earthly events are prefigurements — or types or
adumbrations — of heavenly events to come. But May does not move beyond the
affirmation of belief to explanation and, by the time he comes to discuss specific
works, he is close to adopting a heteronomous, that s to say doctrinal, understand-
ing of value in film similar to those he attacked in “Visual Story and the Religious
Interpretation of Film.” For example, he criticizes Cimino's approach to Heaven's
Gate for being “neo-Marxist”; he begins his comments on Milos Forman’s One Flew
Ouver the Cuckoo’s Nest by praising it for “asking the right questions” then continues
by criticizing the film for giving “the wrong answer” (this is explicitly stated). It is,
however, in M. Darroll Bryant’s “Cinema, Religion and Popular Culture” that the
problematic treated by most of the essays in this volume is most explicitly stated
and the limitations of the type of solution proposed becomes most evident. Bryant
notes (as do most of the authors represented in this volume) that a film is made up
of the “stuff” of everyday life. However, this commonplace stuff is transformed
when it is fashioned into a film. Bryant believes that a central issue of a religious
theory of film is accounting for this transformation. Drawing on concepts derived
from Mircea Eliade’s The Forge and the Crucible, Bryant's account consists in point-
ing out parallels between the transformation hoped for from the alchemical proc-
ess and the transformation actually realized in present-day technologies,
including the film:

In this perspective the phenomenon of film is one means by which
technological civilization realizes its alchemical dream. Here the cinema,
the “stuft” of everyday life can be taken up and magically transformed; base
metals are turned to gold. (p. 103)
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Bryant accounts for this *magical” transformation partly by noting film’s capacity
to lift events out of the flux of time and render them permanent. However, after
introducing this technological account, Bryant turns to consider narrative and his
account of the religious moment in film is similar to that of other authors repre-
sented in this volume. After remarking that “the affirmation of our culture in film
is achieved principally through the narrative form which offers us cultural heroes
and myths” (p. 109), he turns to consider the role of narrative and myth:

We, the audience, hunger for a world in which we are more powerful than
we are in the everyday world. The narrative film supplies this want by pro-
viding us with heroes who exercise control in the cinematic world which far
exceeds our daily experience. (p. 109)

But this not only loses sight of the specificity of the cinema; it is also to justify utter
banalities, for it would have us believe that any representation of strong powerful
figures serves ultimate human needs.

Allin all, the concept of “the visual story” appears too general to have much
explanatory power to account, for example, for features that are specific to the
cinema or te explain why some films possess greater religious significance than
others. Its real function, it seems, is that it allows the authors represented in this
volume to discuss “culturally typical films.” The impulse to formulate a method of
religious criticism on the backs of these works is greatly to be lamented because,
while it may or may not be true that culturally typical films best reflect the cultures
in which they are made, it is certainly not true that the filmmakers whose films
possess the most profound religious meanings make “culturally typical” films.
The greatest religious filmmakers are C-T. Dreyer, Robert Bresson and the
“experimental” filmmakers, Stan Brakhage, Owen Land, and Bruce Baillie. All of
these filmmakers are peripheral to the mainstream cinema and so none of them is
discussed in this volume. Instead, the editors have chosen either popular
filmmakers, whose films, while arguably possessing religious significance, are
hardly profound (I am no more able to take the films of Ken Russell, Lina
Wertmuller, Stanley Kubrik, Charles Chaplin or Sam Pekinpah or most of all,
Alfred Hitchcock, as truly religious films, than I am to take novels like The Robe,
Ben Hur and The Cardinal Sins as classic religious novels), or figures like Fellini,
Bergman, Buiiuel, the religious dimensions of whose films have been submitted
to what seems by now interminable analysis.

Undoubtedly the best piece in the collection is Michael Bird's “Film as
Hierophany.” Bird presents a very sensitive reading of Bazin’s theory of realism.
Bazin’s realist theories are usually thought to be, like Kracauer's, materio-
positivist theories of realism; it is usually thought that Bazin's main argument is
that the photochemical origins of photography impose a naturalism on the photo-
graph. (If this were his argument, it would involve Bazin in the category mistake
of confusing indexical with iconic signs for his argument would then run: “The
photograph is an indexical sign; the filmmaker must respect its properties as an
iconic sign when constructing a film.”) Bird points out the similarities among
Bazin’s theory of realism, Eliade’s concept of hierophany, and Dufrenne’s notion
of sensuous realism, arguing, rightly I think, that Bazin advocates a cinema that
presents reality faithfully because reality manifests another deeper Reality.

While I concur with most of Bird’s reading of Bazin, there is one point on which
his analysis seems seriously mistaken. Bird parallels Bazin’s comment about the
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spiritual depth of Bresson’s characters being both concealed and revealed with
what he alleges to be the Bazinian theory of the photographic representation.
This theory holds that the photograph is characterized by a mixture of presence
and absence presumably because while it actually presents one reality (the real) it
peints towards another (the Real) which it cannot embody. I believe, however,
that Bazin holds that the photographic image is marked only by presence; Bazin
argues that the peculiar ontogenesis of the photograph marks it with the being
{and the Being) of that which creates it.

It is a pity that other studies of Bazin and of his phenomenological successors
were notincluded, or that translations of their largely inaccessible (at least to those
who read only English) writings were not included. Bazin and his followers still
have much to teach us regarding how a factual medium like the film can deal with
the religious moment.

R. BRUCE ELDER
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