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Paths of Glory (Stanley Kubrick, 1957) and A Very Long Engagement (Un long 

dimanche de fiançailles: Jean Pierre Jeunet, 2004) 

 

       
 

The French soldiers were 

played by German policemen. 

 
It’s taken nearly half a century for French movies to catch up, and admit that the First World 

War was a surreal horror, which gave the strong French opportunities to oppress the weak 

French as never before. 

 In the fifties American film, a French WWI infantry company is made to select three men 

to be shot for cowardice, to cover up the fact that a general, commanding an attack on an 

impossible objective, ordered the French artillery to fire on French positions. 

Uncompromising enough outside France, Paths of Glory was banned inside France for 

twenty-five years. General de Gaulle didn’t like it. He wanted his countrymen to believe that 

WWI had been heroic. Had it been set in the American army, General Eisenhower wouldn’t 

have liked it either – indeed, it would never have been made. Even today, the Americans 

haven’t got beyond Saving Private Ryan. 

 In the twenty-first century French film, five soldiers “guilty” of self-mutilation are made 

to go over the top into No Man’s Land
1
 and die, to encourage the others. The punishment was, 

we’re told, an idea of Marshal Pétain, that most useful of twentieth-century French fall-guys. 

 The American film is grim enough, but the French film has the edge in terms of physical 

horror. Kubrick specialised, then as later, in long travelling shots. We are given several of 

Kirk Douglas walking along a trench, encouraging his men. But we can see that the floor of 

the trench has been drained, levelled and even carpeted with canvas to facilitate the heavy 

’fifties cameras as they track along. Jeunet’s actors, filmed either from above or from waist 

height only, wade ankle- and knee-deep through authentic-looking Flanders mud, and stare at 

camera blankly from under waterproof capes which, it’s clear, aren’t waterproof. 

 Kirk Douglas’s character in Paths is a lawyer in civilian life, and tries without success to 

defend his own men at the court martial. The dice are loaded against him – but at least he tries 

to use the normal legal channels. In the 2004 French film, there are no legal channels in which 

one can have faith – the general in charge of the brigade drops the presidential pardon (given 

by Poincaré) into his bath, so that the names of those pardoned can’t be read. It’s left to the 

mistress of one of the dead men to go around, and with surreal ingenuity, using Heath 

Robinson devices, kill the soldiers responsible, one by one. She’s arrested, and, in one of the 

film’s most horrible and memorable scenes, filmed in shaky black-and-white, she’s 

guillotined.
2
 If Paths of Glory is despairing-liberal, A Very Long Engagement is anarcho-

nihilist – though with a large touch of feminist fantasy. 

                                                 
1: The French soldiers use the English phrase “No Man’s Land”. 

2: The sequence bears a close resemblance to the only known film of a real guillotining, which was stolen from a 

concealed vantage-point. 
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 There are several scenes in which Jeunet seems to be atoning for a half-century of gallic 

mendacity via visuals so imaginative and gross that they convince you life was really like 

that. One such is the guillotining, in which we see the woman’s headless body rolled into the 

coffin immediately the blade falls, by a two-man team: there’s no point, we realise, in taking 

the pulse of a guillotined trunk. An officer wakes up in the dug-out to find a rat gnawing his 

foot. Bashing the rat with the butt of his pistol, he shoots part of his hand off when the pistol 

misfires. One of the condemned (the brilliant Denis Lavant), dies standing upright, shot as he 

urinates in defiance, while singing Adieu la Vie. And I wish my French was fast and idiomatic 

enough to catch the great stream of abuse which the captain spews out (he’s played by 

Tchéky Karyo), who’s in charge of that part of the trench from which the condemned men are 

to be pushed over the top. The gist of what he says is that the sergeant conducting them there 

should have let them escape – but those are not the words he uses. (His first three words are 

“Bordel de merde!”) 

 Paths of Glory is a frightening, factual evocation of a no-hope situation. All the generals 

are corrupt – even the genial general (Adolphe Menjou) who wants the guilty general (George 

Macready) punished, is corrupt – and the Kirk Douglas colonel / lawyer never stands a 

chance. He survives the legal process, which is more than the three defendants do; but, as he 

prepares in the last shot to lead the company off for another attack on the following day, you 

sort of think that he’ll be lucky to survive another twenty-four hours. 

 There’s one woman in Paths of Glory – she’s a captured German civilian, and she’s 

forced by a publican to sing to the troops by way of entertainment. She’s a passive victim in 

just one scene. In A Very Long Engagement, the protagonist is a woman – fiancée of one of 

the men condemned; and the tale concerns her hope-against-hope struggle to find out 

definitively whether or not he’s still alive. Now I admire Audrey Tautou – it’s clear that in 

Amélie she’s giving an acting performance, quite different from the one she gives here, and 

completely different again from the one she gives in Dirty Pretty Things, where her avoidance 

of Twinkle makes her almost unrecognisable. This is true professionalism and versatility. But 

here she’s the star – and the kind of star for whom you know unhappy endings aren’t possible. 

Her very presence in the lead ensures that you’re confident there’ll be a feel-good ending of 

sorts – and sure enough there is. Jeunet is too skilled at having it both ways. Kubrick never 

bothered with feel-good. 

 Paths of Glory is as economical as High Noon – just under ninety minutes of the most 

intense black-and-white action and drama. Kubrick doesn’t at this stage of his career believe 

in padding. A Very Long Engagement has padding a-plenty: shots of Tautou practising the 

tuba (“the only instrument which reminds her of a distress signal”); shots of the detective she 

hires among the prostitutes he’s investigating; short sequences where Tautou plays obsessive 

games against herself (“If the ticket-collector comes before the train goes through the next 

tunnel, it means he’s dead”); shots of the postman skidding on the gravel in front of her 

uncle’s farmhouse. A tale-within-a-tale featuring Jodie Foster’s immaculate French seems 

superfluous. They’re all meant to give the fable a cute conviction à la Amélie, but they get in 

the way. In Paths of Glory, nothing gets in the way. 

 

             


