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Besson, Luc ( | 959- )

ln The Divine comedy (132I),Dante Aligheri creates a "pseudo-Trinity" of divine

women that includes Dante's deceased love Beatrice, who takes the author on a

tour of paradise and ultimately saves his soul through their romantic and religious

love. Although there are limits to Dante's feminism, the passages laid the ground-

work for future artists to suggest that sex is not always an impediment to salvation

bur may be a means of achievin9 it.In lion (The Professional' 1994\, The Fifrh

Element (1997), The Messenger: The Story of Joan of Arc (1999)' md AngeI-A

(2005), French filmmaker Besson created his own Beatrice variations whose love

provides salvation for male characters. In l-lon, an isolated hit man finds new life

when he falls in love with an innocent young girl, while Ift e Fifih Element feattres

a romance between a grungy cab driver and a female Chri stfigwe. The Messenger

both deconstructs and deifies Joan of Arc, while Angel-A presents a would-be

suicide rescued by a gorgeous aagel-reminiscent of lr's a Won^derfuI Life (1946).

For Besson, institutional religion is oppressive and strips people of their dignity;

only through love can life's beauty be reafErmed. As secularized as she is sexual-

ized, Besson's Beatrice retains an iconic grandeur and ability to save men from

life's meaninglessness.

Besson's love of PhotograPhY
and storytelling made him an ideal

filmmaker, preferring to focus on fe-

male protagonists because he found

the stereotypically macho male fig-
ures uninteresting, invincible, and

without psychological dePth. In
contrast, women characters could

be richer because they often had to

overcome a social or physical dis-
advantage. Although some viewers

identifu Besson with his male char-

acters, others have identified him in

his female chancters-a charge he

does not deny.

This idea that Besson is borft

his hero and heroine is most ob-

vious in AngeI-A, about Andre,
an expatriale whose citizenshiP

is unexpectedly revoked while he

is temporarilv in Paris. Penniless,
French director Luc Besson in NewYork City,
20 10. AP Photo/Evan Agostini.
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homeless, antl in debt to loan sharks' Andre ponders suicide' butat the last second

a beautiftrl woman 
"pp"uo -u "lilrnp*tLia3 

n"t-t111.1i1oacting him with the

:##; ;;;": ":, ::'"#;1 ;:T ffi :",T$:? iliffi Tf ;:il:
l$iS"J:?ii"J.f.:"$::llJ##i'J*'JJ""tir'is.reminineside;irhe
leams to love her, t'" tiU fturn tJfJu" ni-'"f "' *"U' Wttenthe aneel later invites

him to make love ,o r,"" rr" ,"r"'.."r,;;;g to wait untilhis spiritual rebirth is

complete. At the enA of tfn mm' Andr" lfellfwiltr' ttre 
19-atoAstay 

and not re$m

to heaven, where she n* "" '""rr*"t" lft "i.h:t T -Tl 
onlv responds to

God,s commands ,o n"rp oooti.ii#ans. Shoulcl she stay with Andre' she would

find independence -a rou". wiJrii" IgGrouo *ing' and seems pulled back

to heaven, Analre l"upt op *O g'uU' t'er''putting trer aown'to Earth' proving hirn-

self worthy ofher fou"' ff'"i'fiu" Oefies'God'swill' and she is released'

The FiJth Elemenr r"uto'"J u-ti'Jru'ry in"ongtt'oo'-1oue'story between Kor-

ben Dallas-a retired marine ;t""J ""utrc-*a 
Ixeloo' the would-be savior

of all life, who is at """" 
tt'" p"?"Jt ft"t* and the-quintessence of life itself'

Leeloo's mission is to defeat ift' St'udo*-* evil living planet that threatens

to consume everything r' t" ni"-t"Jtu'-h'*--1::i::3:rg' 
The film flirts

with a pacifist mettug"; ttuditi'on; *ilitary force cannot stop Mr' Shadow' which

doubles in size when "o**"i"rt"**"'' 
i'i' 

"ff"tti"" 
t**t'*: ll^tj^"ij

agents, and Korben is pu'tiJa'iy good at gunning down Zorg's mercenanes'

while Leeloo uses karate unl'"?iJr"n'"1 t" Ltu h:t:1p-11:nts' Leeloo's priest

protector, Father Vito Comeuu-s-arguably the most sympath€tic portrait Besson

ever painted of an 
"'taUt'nme* 

mat-e rellious figure-uses violence and decep-

tion to firlfill his mi*'""' V"i'f'" it poruiyed as the most consistently gentle of

the characters and even t"t* i""'J ftft *hen it would be in his best interest to

t"t 
llloudjil"t*,, powerfirl scene' Leeloo downloads 5'000 vears of human his-

tory directly into o"t 'n"rrroi';;id;; " - 
experience akin to Jesus' suffering

in the Gartlen of G"th'"t*J';;; ;;iat"s into Limt"tt all of the sins of human-

itv' The burden of human ";tl;;;y; 
Leeloo's resolve' until Korben tells her

that romantic love t"'k"' ;;;;;ltiine ana rrumaniy worth saving' Just when

it seems that Leel*'' "ti'i' 
oiiJtft wiUiesutt in *re aestruction of the universe'

Korb€n tells her h" ft""' r'"t?it""t no g"**ti"g a divine Light of Creation

Out O"rt oy' Vtt' Shadow and saves humanity'

rnThe Messenger,u"J;;;;il;olA'"-* atiu"n primarilv bv a hatred

of the British, haunted oy 
" 
;"#;i;;t't illness' but also Praiseworthv for being

a highly daring anO "n*'t"iJn"gt'*-*n" 
wins bY refusilS to see any obstacle as

insurmountable' The mt 'it}ollit"t 
y ftom Joan's persPective' and audiences

have reacted sharply t" tnit p*t**ti"n; 
-some 

have found it captivating' sexy' ano
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intriguing while others were irritated and offended by iL Male characters in the

filrn are similarly divided; typical ofBesson's male characters, La Hire is loyal to

Joan because he sees her as bloodthinty, sexy, and a good leader but also because

he believes that her visions are genuine and that she is a messenger ftom God-the
.tivine" female. His hatred of the British worries loan because it mirrors her own,
but she civilizes him somewhat by coercing him into giving up swearing.

The film is concerned with the inherent contradiction of the wanior/prophet.
Why would a follower of Christ lead soldiers into battle? The Joan of George
Bemard Shaw's 7923 play St. Joan resolves the conflict by arguing that invading
hordes lose their humanity and become demonic figures, justifying retalianbn. kr
contrast, Besson is much harder on Joan and consistently portrays her as a hypo-
crite, murderer, warmonger, and religious zealot, her early success cementing her
faith in the fundamental rightness of her cause until the British finally capture
her, Even as she tiumphantly outwits and outargues most of the ecclesiastical
court judges who question her, Joan has a far more difEcult time in her cell re-
sponding to "the Conscience"-a mysterious cloaked figure that only she can see.
The Conscience dogs Joan about her motivations and her inconsistent words and
deeds. She initially assumes that the robed figure is the Devil, sent to shake her
faith, but the film suggests two other possible identities-it is either God or Joan's
conscience, a deliberate ambiguity that makes the film appealing to both religious
and secular viewers.

By the end of the film, the Conscience convinces Joan that her words and
deeds are not consistent with the message of a peaceful and loving God. She
kneels before the Conscience and makes her final confession. ,My Lord, I saw
many signs, The ones I wanted to see. I fought out of revenge and despair. I was
all the things that people believe they are allowed to be when they are fighting for a
cause." The Conscience grants her absolution, and in the final scene she is burned
at the stake. A cross is shown held aloft as her ashes float upward, symbolically
linking her to the crucified Christ.

Although the fihn is critical of Joan's zealotry, Besson's most strident cdti-
cism is ultimately reserved for the members of the ecclesiastical court whojudge
her and choose to execute her. The all-male cout condemns Joan for androgyny
and heresy, fearing that her claim to communicate directly with God made the
clergy redundant. Besson suggests that the Catholic Church's eventual declaration
that it made a mistake in executing Joan, and its decision to canonize her 500 years
later, was a disingenuous and contemptible political maneuver. However, he does
porhay several of the priests in the hibunal as complex figures, some of whom
believe that Joan is divine, while others are coerced into finding her guilty by the
vengeful English, who want to ease their wounded pride by seeing the girl who
defeated them bumed at the stake.
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perhapsthe''*j.."1*:1"1'*T::l;x;*T::il-\';";,#;s:'J;"$;
voung heroine from I'con wnose vutuuur-rv--* lit""r hit man who refuses to

#;'"";d;-;Jr,*::#yilh::ilT;H*,TLTi.hebe,ievesas-
kil women and chil dren, r"TT]"*u"i", 

l."t-rry r", c;i: 
I""]IriirjTl;11sassirs have "no right" to T.T#;", 

"""n 
is at heart an inn

fact, despite being * :f:",Yi".. The camera shows a supposedly cold-blooded

never have become a hired Krlrer' rrle::::';;,:; 
-ilk.-and sitting beneath a

murderer lovingly tending to a Potted Plant' drinking milk' ant

;;i**:nx'.:"'+'"*Hffii:L'*i::T.::: 
" 

*as re ancr riving

*u.i,*,n"i"ui,,"r:y:*nfl*";iltnru:*:*;"f;:*l.iru,11
tfi "TT:iiiltlftd"iTfl 

,{"ii}:}i{:',k*'-*:::"J::*:'1""','JJ"".1i;:
and bribed the authorities' *no.l""::'-:::."',-",,i:.'.-*r," ;"t man and fleeing to

voung Leon sought justice outside of the law' killing the nc^n

New York to begin t'i' tt""#ll'Jleanet'' for a gangsteuamed Tony' There' he

lives a rootless exi't"n""' to"li'i"eliJi *a"r'ool'i"!-a*:-JTlJi;11till"-til;;

t"r"""ittt*mendshipwithMathilda'theyoungdaugnrert
-riue, 

in a neighboring "n"#ijil;-; t$1t:,Y"#Ht*Tff':;
from his parmers' a rogue group of D'E'A' officers teo-oY'

Stansfield. When h* o** it'i-til- tit" atgt' st^sfield storms their apart-

ment and mord"" tuutruouT """*"-f'-ttt' 
**liT::"tt:Ji"ffic;ru

;;;i; *: *lt i il}",l"';ftffiTi*[iliil'liTi'. u*,
Fearful of being discovereo' sne r$rvu- 

-1^--^.i ^r r .on's clecision to let her in,

The rest of *re film involves the conseq"T"* :f Y:l^ :
as he finds himsett respons'i'bt'e" ri' tr'" rir" "t 

t 
""r*'-1-o]:^toont 

girl despite his-

ilh$ikhTi::rl6+r""T'Tru,X**fi*t'*t*'*
;";:ilil;;# ier ramilv' Despite her advances anl-Tl 

*u 
"n"o*uses 

her to

;;;' 
""* 

selms determinecl to preserve her in*"":::

behave more resp*'"b"' "-*-' 
o'i"*ttoa freps 

I-1n111ature; she teaches him

how to read and wn* *u"n" '?"**""s 
his heart by teaching him to love agaut'

both as a father fi"'"' " "ii"u' 
-i " 

n-"t*"t]"": "::::11"":IJtr":tiin:
roles often makes the fllm an uncomfonable viewing elpei.iit", 

*ii"n** f"
film, Leon retuses to touch Mathilda' sleeps inan T*:lfi;;;flirtatious' In

a shy and innocent manner around her' especially when 
llt*irni"thg f"tu' on tlt'

one scene, she lies down on his bed' her *lt.:P*ii::':l

ffi LIsl"ilH:n;*:i'**j;T#fr tiil,;:^"t"1il"'"#.",T,;
foreshadowing that she will ultimately be Leon's salvau

r

:

;

il
';l

=*'.*
,-
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fime together, Leon embraces life and hopes to find roots and happiness. When

Stansfield tracks them down and it seems as ifleon will be killed, he reveals to

Mathilda that she has finaliy taught him how to live. "I love you, Mathilda," he

says, before sending her off to safety so that he can face Stansfield alone.

Far from being traditionally religious, Besson's worldview celebrates the im-

oortance of seeing things as they are instead of through the distorted lens of ideol-

ogy. Arguably, Besson's use of the divine female muddies the truth in its own way

by romanticizing and deifying women. However, for Besson, these "supematu-

ml" women represent the possibility of transcending self-doubt and hatred and of
fighting back against a corrupt society by rediscovering oneself in the act of falling
in love.

Marc DiPaolo

See also: Angels; Clergy; Devil; End-of-the-WorldFilms; Europe (Continental);

Cod; Heaven; Joan ofArc; Science Fiction; Women.
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Bible Films

Surprisingly, the Bible film is difficult to define. On the one hand, virtually all crir-
ics agree that Ifte Ten Commandmenls (1956) is a Bible film. After all, it follows
the life of Moses, arguably the central character of the Hebrew scripture. With de-
pictions of famous biblical events like the buming bush and the golden calf, what
else could this be but a Bible film? Its foundation in scripture notwithstanding, in
order to fill our the fi1m, quite a bit of exhabiblical material was added. Significant
creativity was used, for example, in depicting the early life of Moses, including
the addition of a fianc6e and a childhood rivalry with Pharaoh that is absent in the
biblical text. Such changes stretch and distort the biblical nanative, but somehow
not enough to make the film "unbiblical" in the eyes of most audiences.
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