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Carl Dreyer: Michael, Master of the House, The Passion of Joan of Arc, Vampyr, 

Day of Wrath, Ordet, and Gertrud 
 

                      
 

Dreyer is the opposite of Ozu, whose style, once he had worked out what it was at its best, 

never changed. Dreyer prided himself on the way he found a new and appropriate style for 

each project, never borrowing from his own previous works. Making only one film per 

decade after 1930 probably helped. 

 

Michael (1924) 

 
The film is set in an anonymous Mitteleuropa, where the twentieth century, including WWI 

and inflation, hasn’t happened yet. The men wear either wing collars or silk scarves; 

everyone’s either rich or has rich friends. The working class don’t exist – the liveried flunkies 

are all on your side, especially the old major-domo, who looks like Tolstoy on a Good Hair 

Day. 

 Homosexuality is the film’s unexpected theme – not one Dreyer ever tackled again. The 

most famous work of Claude Zoret, the artist who is the film’s protagonist, is called The 

Victor. We only see it in briefly-held middle-shots, and even there it looks proto-fascist ad 

disgusting, showing its Siegfried-hero posing naked with his bow uplifted. The model for it 

was Michael (actually Mikaël), an aspiring painter himself, with whom Zoret, we gather, once 

spent an excellent holiday in Algeria. 

 Enter Nora Gregor from (though not for another fourteen years) La Règle du Jeu as a 

princess who wants her portrait painted by Zoret. Problem: Zoret doesn’t do women, not in 

any way. But he’s intrigued by her beauty and by the new challenge. Alas, he can’t do it – at 

least, he can’t get her eyes right. Michael, who we gather is AC/DC, is infatuated with her, 

steps up to the podium with Zoret’s encouragement, and gets her eyes right with three or four 

brush-strokes. 

 Zoret’s world crumbles for the rest of the film, though his painting career takes off again 

when he paints a picture of an old, wrecked man, dying in the wilderness. The sky comes in 

for special praise – he used his sketch-books from the Algerian holiday as inspiration. 

 Michael is slow, static, and not over-crowded with incident. Dreyer was to turn to the 

central triangular relationship idea, with much more vivid depiction of the old man’s agony, 

in Day of Wrath. There are neat touches – watch the light-change on the fade-out to one later 

scene, where Zoret is blacked-out and the sad old man in his last, triumphant painting, 

remains lit. Lighting and photography (by Rudolph Maté and Karl Freund) are throughout 

immaculate. Cinephotography, we realise, could only improve beyond what they did in the 

nineteen-twenties via new technical effects. 

 But the studied formality of the acting, and the stiff idiom of the characters, keep us at a 

distance. 
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Master of the House (1925) 

 

This is a kind of bourgeois Winter’s Tale, minus the jealousy and fatalities. Dreyer films his 

domestic interiors (that’s ninety percent of the film), with the screen masked-off iris-wise all 

round, so that we seem to see the family disintegrate, and then repair itself, through a keyhole. 

We feel that we’re semi-legitimate intruders. 

 The protagonist, the husband, the father, the Master, has, we’re told, lost his optician’s 

business, so he feels his middle-class manhood to be under threat. Most of the film’s exteriors 

are of him roaming the icy Danish streets, lonely and miserable (there are echoes here of 

some very brief exterior shots in Michael). He has neither friends nor colleagues. 

 At home, he takes it out on his family and his wife (who’s played by an actress 

resembling the young Lynne Redgrave). He makes his son stand lunchless in the corner for 

sliding on the ice and spoiling the soles of his shoes. Asked whether he wants cold meat or 

cooked, he says cold, then grumbles when he’s given it. He loves baked apples, but when 

given them, complains that there are too few. In a scene still horrible for being so small-scale, 

he wrestles with his aged mother over a bird-cage, while his daughter watches in horror. 

 It’s a childish obsession that he has. There are numerous small comic touches of a kind I 

don’t find in Dreyer’s later films. 

 

       
 
 Finally, the elderlies take over, as Paulina does in Shakespeare. The wife, who’s cracking 

up, is packed off to the country at the doctor’s order and with the mother-in-law’s connivance, 

and the mother takes over the house. She’s played by an actress who resembles a dragged-up 

version of Snitz Edwards, Buster Keaton’s valet in Battling Butler. The Master objects, and 

throws things. At length the daughter explains to him that her mother has been taking on 

night-time sewing commissions to supplement their meagre income. Dreyer gives us a close-

up of her hand caressing his, as if at once to reassure him that he’s still loved, and to drive the 

message home – he must grow up. 

 The doctor gives him a stern lecture. The doctor is played by a Charles Bickford 

lookalike. He knuckles under. We see him polishing his own shoes, talking to the previously-

detested birds in their cage, and even changing the baby’s nappy (which task he performs, we 

notice with surprise, as to the manner born). His mother watches him in triumph around the 

door – and we watch her watching him, through Dreyer’s keyhole framing. The wife comes 

back in secret and we, again, watch her watching him through a skylight as he does the 

washing-up. 

 There’s one last cruel twist which we don’t really feel he deserves – his wife refers in a 

letter to “Peter, who seems to think I’m the most wonderful woman on earth”: and his mother 

allows him to read this. He bears the jealousy with admirable fortitude. 

 The wife returns, and all are united. “Peter” turns out to be a wheelchair-bound geriatric 

she’s been pushing about. Dreyer is not famed for sentimentality – but the story finishes with 

the Master receiving a loan to set up a new optician’s business, and the film finishes with a 

close-up of a heart-shaped clock pendulum, ticking comfortingly on the family’s dining-room 

wall. I suppose Dreyer would argue that within the framework of a bourgeois comedy, you 

need bourgeois touches. 
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The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) 

 

When I last saw this film in the cinema, the woman next to me munched popcorn slowly until 

her carton was exhausted. I tried staring at her, and heaving sighs of disbelief. You can munch 

popcorn during Troy, and Quentin would be disappointed if you didn’t munch popcorn 

through Kill Bill, but to munch it through The Passion of Joan of Arc is an offence for which 

you should be burnt alive. I didn’t say this to her afterwards. 

 It’s a film shot (by Rudolf Maté) eighty-percent of the time in close-up. You rarely get an 

establishing shot of the room in which the action is set, and often you don’t even see the wall 

behind the subject’s head, so that most of the dialogue is spoken in a kind of silent-film 

cyberspace, devoid of social or architectural context. Dreyer expects you to know all about 

the Hundred Years’ War, why Joan was imprisoned, who she was in relation to the French 

King, why the English hated her and wanted her dead, and so on. No background is given: 

you’re there all the time with her, being interrogated by ugly middle-aged men – often filmed 

in long travelling low-angled shots which emphasise their derisive attitude to her, and their 

frustration when some of her answers make them look stupid: “Are you in a state of grace?” – 

“If I am, may God keep me in it; if I am not, may he bring me to it”, and so on. If they appear 

paternal or avuncular, you can bet they have a hidden agenda. 

 Michel Simon is said to have a role; I can only see him in one shot. 

 The script never leaves the trial record. It’s at a polar distance from Shaw’s St Joan, first 

acted five years previously. (Joan was only canonised in 1920: it was a gesture on the part of 

Rome, anxious that too many Frenchmen were turning ungodly, and voting socialist.) Dreyer 

isn’t interested in whether or not Joan was a protestant before her time, nor whether she was 

an incipient nationalist before nationalism became an issue. Shaw depicts all her foes as fairly 

reasonable men – not so Dreyer. He’s not interested in seeing things from their viewpoint, 

only from hers. For Dreyer, here as elsewhere, irony isn’t an option. Only at the very end, 

when there’s no alternative to burning her, does one judge almost shed a tear. 

 Renée Maria Falconetti was a popular comedy actress in the theatre before Dreyer cast 

her as Joan, and you can imagine her face making people laugh. The big eyes, the broad 

cheekbones, and the varying expressions of non-stop amazement must have worked well on 

the stage. Here, however, Joan’s non-stop amazement is at the problem, “Why are they being 

so horrible to me?” and since by the end they’ve been more than usually horrible, the face 

often dissolves into tears, or, at the end, into physical terror. Often she seems about to faint 

from emotion, not just from exhaustion, malnourishment, or agony. 

 

                    
 

 There’s an episode which, even if accurate, Shaw didn’t use: they offer her the 

sacraments, and she’s about to take them with gratitude when they thrust the abjuration paper 

before her as a condition of receiving them. She refuses, whereupon they decide she’s 

impossible, and send for the executioner. Shaw didn’t use it because it would make her judges 

too cruel; whereas Dreyer doesn’t want his Joan to weaken any more than is necessary, and to 

stay a true daughter of the church. 

 He also wants her to be a Christ-figure, so the brutal English give her a crown of straw, 

and a wand of reeds, in lieu of the thorns and the mock sceptre.  
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 The helmets of the brutal English, by the way, resemble those their descendants wore in 

the trenches in World War I. 

 Then there’s Artaud! Inspirer of some, at least, of les événements de 1968, and of a 

million theatrical practitioners! Inventor of the Theatre of Cruelty! Author of Le Théâtre et 

son Double! He plays one of two monks who have the job of preparing Joan for death, and 

gives a beautiful, understated performance, in sharp contract with the edge-of-the-bath-

chewing, eyeballing-rolling routine he creates as Marat in Abel Gance’s Napoleon. He was 

good-looking in 1927, not the ravaged John Cazale-lookalike he appeared in after-times. 

 

                            
 

                Antonin Artaud. 

 

 Joan’s death is intercut with crowd reactions, Artaud bravely holding a cross before her 

eyes, and then, as one stander-by cries, “You are burning a saint!” the melée as the English 

attack the crowd, who attack back and drive the English back across the drawbridge into their 

fortress. Many of the crowd are women, one with a baby at the breast, by which Joan seems 

moved. 

 

 
 

 Dreyer ends with a shot of the charred stake on one side of the screen, and the Christian 

cross on the other. 
 

Vampyr (1932) 

 
In terms of content this film is the slightest of the group; but it’s visually very arresting. By 

use of lights and gauzes, Rudolph Maté’s camera is able to convince us that we’re dreaming 

for the whole movie. This is especially so outdoors. It’s an important effect, because we sense 

that none of the plot is happening, even as we worry about it. 
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 A young Spanish-looking man has large and expressive eyes. Like Falconetti’s Joan, he 

seems permanently afraid of something. He also seems a butterfly-collector from the nets 

over his shoulder (though we only see them once), and he arrives at what appears to be a run-

down hotel or lodging house in the middle of nowhere. It is populated by spooked people, 

some of whom may actually be spooks, except that neither he nor we can at first tell. Why do 

we never again see the old blind stroke-victim whose mouth is twisted up on one side? Who is 

the worried old man who slowly turns the key to the protagonist’s bedroom in the middle of 

the night? Why is he prowling, and how does he turn the key from the outside? When the 

protagonist gets up (does he get up?) which of the two young women whom he finds is the 

old man’s daughter? The feeble-looking one who says hardly anything, or the stronger-

looking one in bed, also with expressive eyes, about whose health everyone is so worried? 

 

 
 

 Perhaps they’re both his daughters. Are they guests, or does the family own the house? 

Who shoots the old man in the back? We assume that there’s nothing wrong spiritually with 

the nun who attends the woman in bed – but how is it that the peg-legged policeman (or is he 

a postman?) who seems there for no reason, has a shadow which moves separately from him? 

 

 
 

 What’s wrong with the doctor, who seems a wizened version of Einstein? We’re really 

alarmed when he pulls back the lips of the woman in bed and examines her teeth. 
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 Our suspicions at length zero-in on a short, elderly man (only the protagonist is, of the 

male characters, young), dressed in quasi-ecclesiastical garb, who says nothing, but looks 

dreadfully worried about his own spiritual health, and about what he’s being driven to do. 

When he’s discovered on a park bench with the stronger-looking girl with expressive eyes 

lying across his knee unconscious, we know what he is and what to think of him. 

 At length an old servant finishes him off by driving an iron spike (not a wooden stake) 

through him, assisted by the protagonist, who is thereby freed from the nightmare of seeing 

himself in a coffin being carried to his own grave and having the Vampyr place candles 

lovingly on the glass window just above his (conscious) head. 

 

 
 
 He runs off into the countryside with the feeble-looking daughter (not the bedridden one, 

to our disappointment, because she’s much sexier), and perhaps lives with her happily ever 

after – though we doubt it, as we doubt the reality of everything else which the film convinces 

us is occurring. 

 

Day of Wrath (1943) 
 

It was made during the Nazi occupation, but there’s nothing in it to which the Gestapo could 

have objected – it’s all about seventeenth-century Danes killing seventeenth-century Danes. 

Nevertheless, there is fear in it from the first frame to the last. It’s clear from the opening 

dialogue that old Marte has been collecting simples from the gallows’ foot, and that, her 

benevolent intentions in doing so notwithstanding, she is thus technically a witch. As she 

hears the mob and the arresting officers calling for her, and as Dreyer follows her out of the 

house through the pigsty with a long tracking shot, we start to panic. 

 There’s fear in the face of Anne, the younger heroine, at the hatred which her mother-in-

law harbours for her in the second sequence: 

 

 
 

 … and despite the love and protective arm which her husband, Absalon, the priest, puts 

around her, we can tell from the expression on Anne’s face as soon as she meets her stepson 

Martin, in the third sequence, that she fancies him at sight (he’s the same generation as her). 

On that account, this being seventeenth-century Denmark, we fear for both their futures from 

the outset. When her husband (Martin and she hide the fact that they’ve just met) tells Martin 

to “kiss your mother”, and when he does so with a chaste peck to the forehead, we can almost 

see her sweat. And when Marte enters the house to beg Anne’s protection, and Anne hides her 

in the attic, it seems from their expressions that both Absalon and his mother, when they 
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enter, can feel her presence by a sixth sense (Absalon is dominated by his mother as the 

Master of the House is). 

 Anne denies knowing that Marte is there: but Absalon can tell that she’s lying. 

 Marte’s screams as she’s arrested are blood-curdling. 

 

 
 

 We’re in thrall to terror, and we’re only ten minutes into the film. 

 It’s hard in this society to be female and not be a witch of one sort or another. Marte is a 

witch, albeit a white one – she’s never harmed anybody; Absalon’s mother is filled with 

malice; Anne’s mother was condemned as a witch, and Absalon protected her (a fact that only 

Anne, Absalon and Marte know). Anne’s love for Martin will turn her into a witch. When 

Absalon tells Anne that her mother could summon the dead, she’s envious. 

 Marte’s confession is tortured out of her. The faces of the judges who witness it remind 

us of the faces of the French paratroopers watching suspects being tortured in The Battle of 

Algiers. However, they do look more human than the judges in The Passion of Joan of Arc. 

Only Absalon looks grief-stricken at the necessity of it. The interrogator gets the answers he 

wants – as will the interrogators of Tituba in The Crucible – by putting the answers into his 

own questions. Later, Marte curses the interrogator. Later still, he dies an early death. 

 Marte is played by Anna Svierkier, whose only film this seems to be. With her fluffy 

white hair and big eyes (Dreyer always casts actresses with big eyes) she’s excellent at 

conveying terror and innocence – but when desperate she can summon crude and vicious 

noises from the depths of her throat. 

 Martin and Anne go for a walk in the fields – it’s the nearest they’ll ever get to paradise 

(it’s an echo of a very brief shot in Michael). A cart with logs on it goes past. “Are they 

gathering winter fuel so early?” asks Anne. “No,” says Martin. “It’s for the pyre.” 

 

 
 

 Absalon officiates at the execution. As she dies, Marte curses him, and tells him that 

Anne will burn, as she is burning. Neither Martin nor Anne are able to watch as she dies. 
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 There is now a narrative lull, except that we know that Martin and Anne have 

consummated their relationship, and that Anne has now experienced love, physical and 

emotional, for the first time. Lisbeth Movin, who plays her, grows up before our eyes. She 

moves differently, she lets her hair down (revealing a very 1940s hairstyle), and her face in 

conversations with her husband becomes harder, more sly. Dreyer has often filmed her in part 

shadow as if she was always a menace: now we notice the effect more. 

 

 
 

 Martin, contrariwise, is filled with guilt; and we grow to respect Absalon more as his face 

becomes more careworn and heavy with all the unhappiness which he witnesses as part of his 

ministry, and at the knowledge of his own hypocrisy in condemning Marte to death, while 

he’d saved Anne’s mother to facilitate his marriage to Anne. 

 Finally Anne reveals to Absalon – who’s exhausted from a walk across the windy 

marshes, where he’s heard the dying confession of Marte’s interrogator – that she’s never 

loved him, and that she’s been having an affair with his son. He has a heart attack and dies. 
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 As he lies in his coffin, with his mother sitting vigil, Anne runs desperately to the river to 

find comfort and reassurance with Martin. But Dreyer films them as black silhouettes against 

mist. There’s now no future for them. In killing her husband, his father, Anne has killed her 

love: 

 
 

 They take the grandmother’s place at Absalon’s coffin. Light appears to radiate from it as 

they start to quarrel. Martin has the dreadful suspicion that Anne is a witch, and that she used 

her powers to destroy his father. But she kneels by the coffin and denies it with conviction. 

Now she’s an adult she can lie with a perfect conscience. She must keep Martin hers at all 

costs. 

 But in the event she can’t. At the funeral, the grandmother accuses her of being Absalon’s 

murderer, assisted by the Evil One. Not to our very great surprise, Martin sides with his 

grandmother – and Anne is unable to perjure herself over Absalon’s exposed dead body. 

 

 
 

 “So, you’ve revenged yourself at last”, she says to him. But it is old Marte who has been 

revenged. 

 Day of Wrath is the most astonishing masterpiece. 

 

Ordet (1955) 
 

This film is the least interesting visually of the seven, and is quite different in style. It looks 

like a fifties television production except that the lighting’s much more subtle (Dreyer still 

uses much less darkness and shadow than he does in Day of Wrath). We’re on a three-sided 
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set, of which the fourth wall is never seen, so we’re never convinced that it’s a room and not a 

studio; we occasionally cut to a room off the first set, and occasionally to a second set; and 

now and again we go outside in what would in live fifties TV would have been filmed inserts. 

 The characters are almost as monotonous in their ways of communicating as those in an 

Ozu film: their excuse is that they’re all Danes. Their religion is largely foolish; the 

community is divided not between, for instance, Calvinist and Lutheran (which would give 

their conflict at least the dignity of historical precedent), but between those who see 

Christianity as a happy thing, of love and joy, and those who perceive it as a miserable thing, 

of gloom and retribution. They can discuss such differences over a smoke and a coffee, but 

will still insist, in the names of their versions of Christ’s word, that young two people 

obviously in love cannot get married because of their supposed religious divide. Their 

conversations are taken at a slow, even pace, and are filmed by Dreyer in long takes, 

travelling around the set from door to door, almost never venturing into close-up. It looks a 

bit like budgetary restriction. Now and again Johannes, the son who’s gone mad from reading 

too much Kierkegaard and thinks he’s Jesus, hovers a bit nearer the camera. He’s played by 

Preben Lerdoff Rye, Martin from Day of Wrath: 

 

 
 

Not close-up in this case. 

 

 At the end there are at last three close-ups, all of the heroine: one when she’s dying, one 

when she’s dead, and one when she’s resurrected. 

 

 
 

 The camera also gets quite close to her daughter as Johannes prays for her mother to be 

allowed to live. 

 These limitations should make for dull watching; but we’re drawn into the action in spite 

of them. This is in part because the heroine (played by Birgitte Federspiel) is so much livelier 

and more sensible than any of the men, and when her life becomes at risk (in childbirth) we 

care, as we wouldn’t if any of them were in danger. She’s the one who keeps them together. 

Their offence against her parallels that between the Master and his wife in the 1925 film. 

 Ordet is rated – normally by respectful agnostics – as a wonderful affirmative statement 

of Christian faith. I find its overall effect silly. If the murdered girl had, at the end of The 

Virgin Spring, got up and walked as the waters flowed from beneath her, we’d have groaned 
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at the medieval credulity of it. Both Bergman and the original legend know, however, where 

to draw the line. Dreyer takes it one step further, and it’s one step too far. Miracles should 

surprise us – as the one does at the end of The Virgin Spring, no matter how often we see it. 

The miracle at the end of Ordet is one you can see coming, which can’t be right. 

 

 
 

Gertrud (1964) 

 

I had a tape of Gertrud once, but found the film so dull that I erased it – probably with Tom 

and Jerries. Then I felt guilty and got another tape of it, and watched. It really is very boring. 

Dreyer – master of the close-up, as he proves in Joan of Arc – here eschews close-ups, 

passim. Instead, characters sit in long-held, static medium two-shots, and stare into space 

(rarely at each other), while saying their lines in a slow, measured fashion, as in Ordet. 

Dreyer said he poured his heart and soul into the work. Hmmm … 

 The plot is like that of Master of the House: wife is oppressed by heavy husband – he’s 

going to be a government minister. It goes by now without saying that he has an elderly 

mother – but their relationship lacks the comic touches which make Master of the House so 

touching, and none of the terror of the corresponding pair, Absalon and his mother in Day of 

Wrath. By now, in 1964, the wife’s articulate, liberated, a singer, even a poet … and takes 

lovers, which in the 1925 silent would be unthinkable. One lover seems to be one of 

Denmark’s former poets of love (a dinner held in his honour shows a much bigger budget 

than Dreyer had for Ordet); the other, younger one, one of the country’s leading composers. 

But her relationship with the poet-lover has dried up, and that with the composer-lover goes 

sour when he turns out a rotter, and is reported to have boasted of his conquest of her at an 

Eilert Lovberg-type party in a low part of town. He’s nowhere as interesting as Eilert 

Lovberg, though, and she’s nowhere as destructive or as interesting as Hedda Gabler. She’s 

often filmed against a statue or mural or tapestry of Diana, and recounts a dream in which she 

– not the Actaeon of her private life – is pursued by hounds. That’s the intention – but Dreyer 

never allows the actress (Nina Pens Rode) to register any emotion other than solemn misery, 

and, while his intention may be to keep white-hot passion at arm’s length, the effect is of 

lukewarm passion being stared at blankly. In one shot, Gertrud removes her outer top garment 

– in medium long-shot silhouette, on a wall. 

 It’s very pretty. But you don’t care. 
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Epilogue 
 

If you look carefully at the elderlies sitting around the table at the feast in Babette’s Feast 

(Gabriel Axel, 1987) you will notice that the hostess at one end is Birgitte Federspiel, the 

resurrected wife in Ordet, and the two aged ones at the far end who seem very fond of one 

another are Preben Lerdoff Rye and Lisbeth Movin, the adulterous lovers from Day of Wrath, 

nearly half a century earlier. 

 

 
 


