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DREYER IN DOUBLE REFLECTION
Carl Dreyer’s Writings on Film

Edited with commentary by Donald Skoller

“Dreyer’s essays constitute one of the most condensed, carefully con-
sidered, and eloguent expressions of the possibility of cinema as a high
art by any filmmaker."’

—P. Adams Sitney, Princeton University, author of Visionary Film

“‘Carl Dreyer resides securely in a high domain of the film world. His col-
lected writings shed even more light on this humane and noble artist.”
—Stanley Kauffmann

Carl-Theodor Dreyer (1889-1968) is universally recognized as one of the
great master stylists of the cinema. The Passion of Joan of Arc, Vampyr,
Day of Wrath, Ordet, and Gertrud are the most famous works of this
rigorous, austere, and powerful filmmaker. Deeply individualistic,
Dreyer’s films move us profoundly; they also puzzle us with their
subtleties. In Dreyer in Double Reflection, Don Skoller, through the
medium of Dreyer's writings, provides the reader and viewer with a key
to Dreyer's own perceptions of his art, taking particular care to preserve
Dreyer’s voice in the translation, and to preserve his spirit as he com-
ments on the evolution of cinema through such topics as photography,
sound, color, acting, and the film culture and personalities of the twen-
tieth century. A collection of fifty stills from Dreyer’'s movies are ar-
ranged in groupings that visibly underscore key nuances of his style.
Each of Dreyer’s later films is an experiment, and all have become
classics; this book is essential to fully understanding his cinematic
genius.

Currently a full-time writer and filmmaker, Don Skoller recently com-
pleted three decades in academia, teaching, writing, filmmaking, and
founding film departments in the State and City Universities of New York
and the University of Wisconsin.
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Introduction

Carl Th. Dreyer’s films have a quiet inner unity, a fine weave work-
ing within and upon itself. His films achieve their intensity without
high-pressuring the viewer, without being hyperactive, and it is not
unusual for their strengths to go virtually unnoticed until you sud-
denly catch a glimpse of something coming from their center and
then really begin to listen to and look at it all.

This is true not only of his films but of his writings about film
as well. The essays contained in this collection cover a period of
forty years, from 1920 to 1960. They are presented chronologi-
cally—rather than by subject category or some other device—be-
cause they add up to a biographia cinematica, one of the more in-
teresting and illuminating on record. The individual pieces are like
entries in a public diary, an artist’s log covering four decades of
dynamic interaction with the growing film culture of the twentieth
century. They are the words and thoughts of a man who lived for
film—in Dreyer’s own phrase, “my only great passion”—and
spoke and wrote with consistently revelatory insight and convic-
tion. What he said and wrote always tells us something about him-
self at the very least and, therefore, inevitably, about the history
and nature of the art to which he devoted his life.

Dreyer’s last three great films—Day of Wrath (1943),! Ordet
(1955), and Gertrud (1964)—were based upon stage plays, and
if one includes the ill-fated Two Lives (1945), which also came
from the theatre, his predilection for “adaptation” becomes more
marked. This is sometimes pointed out by unsympathetic critics to
support the contention that Dreyer’s work grew less and less cine-
matic after his final silent film, La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (The
Passion of Joan of Arc, 1928). But to other viewers the later films

11In every instance, the date following a film’s title is that of its first
showing.
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are his most cinematic, suggesting that Dreyer was drawn to ma-
terial that had already been shaped dramatically in order to con-
centrate on further distillation and transformation of the action’s
most essential elements into specifically cinematic form. This sense
of a director deliberately reducing his areas of concern but intent
upon total realization of the remaining basic elements is consis-
tently reflected in Dreyer’s writings. The growth and refinement of
this unique directorial sensibility, throughout the four decades
covered, can be followed in these pages.

In Dreyer’s writing about cinema, the reader is exposed to the
same problems and possibilities of communication his films them-
selves present. And it is not unfair—perhaps even helpful—to add
that these are not Dreyer’s problems, not Ais transmission difficul-
ties, but problems of reception. Of all filmmakers, Dreyer has given
more than has been received. The reception difficulties likely to be
encountered in Dreyer’s articles and essays grow out of the same
simplicity and directness characteristic of his films, the same lack
of hype. He seems to be saying things we’ve heard before, some-
times things familiar to our ears, just as his images on screen seem
familiar, simple, and direct, without the sense of explosion or col-
lision that snaps its fingers in front of one’s nose to adrenalate an
essentially dead situation. However, in coming upon “the familiar,”
we have options: on the one hand, there is the stock response, by
which we perceive just enough (and no more) of the immediately
present information to trigger a past, stored reaction—in which
case what is actually on screen (or page) is quite rightly experi-
enced as a kind of regurgitation. (But whose?) On the other hand,
“the familiar” may provide an opportunity for making further dis-
tinctions, refining perceptions—discovering what is essential. If
the work in question is “familiar” in the sense of being szale, then
nothing will really help. But many times, one can tune past surface
familiarity into highly distilled images or thoughts vibrant on their
own wavelengths.

Dreyer cherished the possibility of communicating. Rather than
present something that could not express just what he wanted, he
would not present it at all. If the odds or obstacles against doing
it his way were very great, he would defy them and do it as he felt



