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Vision Denied in Night and Fog and

Hiroshima Mon Amour
He: You saw nothinginHiroshima. Nothing.
She: I saw everything.Everything.1

Itis with thisparadox thatAlain Resnais begins his firstfeature film, Hiroshima Mon
Amour. We are forewarned: theveracity of all thatwe are about tosee inthefilm's

documentary prologue is suspect- thehospital, Peace Square, thenewsreels, even
theexhibits within themuseums. For, ifthefirstspeaker is correct, iftheother is
witness toall these signs of Hiroshima's past yet"sees"- understands- nothing, then
how can we, atan additional remove fromthem, trustour eyes? But of course we
do. As image afterimage of thedocumentary prologue is projected onto thescreen,
we do believe what we see. Despite any intellectual objection to thecontrary, we feel
thecamera doesn't lie to us, thatas André Bazin would explain, each of these

photographic images, independent of its"documentary value," is an indexical trace,
"a kind ofdecal or transfer," sharing "the being ofthemodel ofwhich itis a reproduction
. . . afterthefashion of a fingerprint." Whether consciously or not, all filmmakers,
by thevery nature of theirmedium, exploit this"transference of reality" fromlife to
itsimprint, "the irrational power of thephotograph to bear away our faith."2 Resnais,
however, is one who intentionally exploits thisfaith- or, more accurately, subverts
thepower of images- in order to heighten our awareness not only of cinematic
discourse but also of theentire ideology of vision as a way of knowing. Yet Hiroshima
Mon Amour is not Resnais' firststudy insuch subversion, fortheconundrum quoted
above not only introduces this1959 feature but also recapitulates his 1955 shorton
theGerman death camps of theSecond World War, Night and Fog.

For thisthirty-one-minute documentary, Resnais' editor, Henri Colpi, intercut color
footage of an abandoned Auschwitz as itappears today with black-and-white stills
and newsreels chronicling thehistory of the camps. Not surprisingly, the result is

extremely unsettling. But ironically the film's emotion-charged, often gruesome images
of Nazi atrocities are secondary factors in this response, forNight and Fog is more
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160/Vision Denied

concerned with our memory of thecamps than with thecamps as theyactually existed,
more concerned with thepresent than thepast. What most affects us are theformal
contrasts between color and black-and-white and between mobile and static framing-
contrasts which reflect theoverall confrontation between past and present and which
unsettle precisely because theyundermine thevery images we expect toaffectus.

A tracking shot of thePolish countryside, serene and inviting, opens thefilm.As
thetracking slowly continues totheright,stretches of barbed wire, observation towers
and other abandoned buildings enter the frame, become part of the"peaceful land-

scape." "This is theway toa concentration camp," says thenarrator. "No footstep is
heard but our own." With thefirstnewsreel footage, however, theserenity is broken,
other footsteps are heard: theyear is 1933; Nazis infullregalia march leftward across
thescreen, symbolically forcing back thepresent by countering both thetempo and
direction of thepreceding shots. On returning tothepresent, thecamera follows in
close-up theroad toAuschwitz- a railway now overgrown with weeds. We are asked,
"Go slowly along it. . . looking forwhat? Traces of thebodies thatfelltotheground?
Or thefootmarks of those firstarrivals gun-bullied tothecamp?" [emphasis added] .
Eventually we wander throughout thecamp, thecamera never ceasing totrack, its
restlessness our restlessness. We look insistently forthose "traces" thatwill resurrect
thepast, but theyelude us intheambiguous present. Instead we findgas chambers
thatare practically indistinguishable fromdormitory blocks, crematoria thatlook so
much like picture-postcards thattourists, we are told, pose inside forindividualized
momentos. Even themost chilling trace of all- a concrete ceiling scored by the
clawing fingers of thecondemned- would be overlooked ifnot forJean Cayrol's
commentary.

But ifthepresent provides us with so littlecertainty, what of thearchival stills and
newsreels? Surely these document thepast, recreate thereality of thecamps. Yes,
and no. With theprecision of those who operated thecamps, of those who reduced
human beings tothelevel of objects, Resnais's categorical structure catalogues every-
thing- theclasses of prisoners, theways toexterminate them, theproducts made from
theircorpses. We see doors tofreightcars being slid closed; an "anonymous" train
pulling away "in thenight and fog"; bullet-riddled bodies hanging frombarbed wire;
decapitated cadavers arranged inrows, theheads ina tub beside them; a heap of
women's hair and thecloth into which itwas woven; human skin decorated with

drawings; and finally a sea of tangled bodies bulldozed intoopen pits.
Afterviewing these images, we might say toourselves, "I've seen everything- the

photographs, thenewsreels. Everything. I will never forgetthetwelve million dead."
But despite itspower to shock, thisblack-and-white past is faded and scratchy,
occasionally even blurred, while thepresent, even with itsambiguity, is always vivid.
Those of us who have viewed thispresent firsthand might add, "I too have seen
everything- themuseum atAuschwitz, thegas chambers, theovens. I too will never

forgetwhat happened there." To us all, Cayrol answers, "How todiscover what
remains of thereality of these camps. . .? no description, no shot can restore [Au-
schwitz's] truedimension. ... We should need thevery mattress. . . . The blanket
thatwas fought over. . . . Only thehusk and shade remain . . . ." And so we
forget- traces of thepast notwithstanding. If we thinkotherwise, we fool ourselves,
and worse: we believe remembering is easy and thus sow theseeds of our forgetfulness;
we encourage self-complacency, and even a repetition of such atrocities. Night and
Fog challenges thatcomplacency, thatmoral smugness. Resnais subverts his own
images not totrickus with cinematic sleights-of-hand, but rathertostirour "sluggish
. . . memories," toremind us how very difficult itis tofixa public remembrance,
no matter how traumatic theexperience, so thatperhaps we can measure up tothe
task on which so much depends.

Following thecritical success of Night and Fog , itsproducers, Argos/Como films,
commissioned Resnais tomake another shortdocumentary forthem, thisone about
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Vision Denied/161

theatomic bombing of Hiroshima. Months of work led him toan unexpected discov-
ery- he could only remake Night and Fog} Not thatthefacts of thebomb weren't
differentenough fromthose of thedeath camps. But as we have seen, Resnais was
interested inmore than facts; what most engaged him was our memory of these horrors
tenor more years later. However differentthematerial- differentvictims, different
means of mass killing- theactual subject was unchanged. So ifResnais were stillto
make a filmabout Hiroshima and yetnot merely remake Night and Fog , he would
need towork within a differentgenre. And theproject did continue- now as a feature-

length fiction film. Novelist/scenarist Marguerite Duras envisioned thenew direction
as one leading toa "false documentary thatwill probe thelesson of Hiroshima more

deeply than any made-to-order documentary,"4 a fictionist's perspective thatanticipated
what Resnais had already discovered inNight and Fog : truedocumentaries cannot

successfully probe thepast, forthe"transference of reality" thatwe, along with Bazin,
expect totake place is illusionary. With greater complexity and elaboration, thefalse
documentary thatis Hiroshima Mon Amour repeats thisdiscovery. Nowhere is the
connection between thetwo films more apparent than inthe"made-to-order documen-
tary"- thedocumentary Resnais began but never completed- thatserves as prologue
tohis fiction.

During thisfourteen-minute prologue we see Hiroshima's past and present, its
destruction and reconstruction. Unlike themethod of crosscutting between past and

present employed inNight and Fog , here Resnais juxtaposes thetwo by following
thefemale protagonist as she tours thecityseeing "everything," every reminder of
thepast inthiscitythatis one vast memorial tothepast. Still, she is never partof
themise-en-scène; we never see her seeing. Instead, thetracking camera becomes her

eye, just as ithad been ours inNight and Fog. As she "moves" through thehospital,
themuseum, and thecitystreets, she sees- and we along with her- a great many
traces fromAugust 6, 1945.

But Resnais wastes no time incinematically supporting thefilm's opening words:
"You saw nothing inHiroshima. Nothing"- thedenial of vision's ability tograsp real

experience, past or present. The camera dollies down a brightlylithospital hallway,
accompanied bythewoman's insistence, "The hospital inHiroshima is real. How
could I not see it?" Resnais cuts toa Japanese woman standing inone of thedoorways;
as she turnsaside, thecamera follows her into theroom. Now with a series ofmatching
shots, threehospitalized survivors, inwhat amounts toa single continuous action,
look atthecamera and turnaway: thefirstof two women looks up fromreading, then
begins toturnher head away; thesecond woman completes thismotion; and thethird
patient, a man, rolls onto his side, turninghis back totheunwelcome voyeur. The
female protagonist's firstlook atHiroshima's past, despite all her presumptuous claims,
is unsuccessful: these slowly dying, human traces resist her inquiring vision.

"Four times atthemuseum," she sees many other traces- two-dimensional and
three. Among thelatter,there are thegenuine- clusters of petrified bottle caps; melted
ironwork; "human skin . . . hanging free. . . stillwrithing initsfirstagony," recalling
theskin fromNight and Fog' and clumps of women's hair thathad fallen out as a
result of radiation exposure, again recalling an image fromtheearlier film- and the
reconstructed- a room-sized scale model of Hiroshima inruins as well as displays of
burntmannikins. The two-dimensional indexes can likewise be divided into the
genuine- shadows "photographed" on stone; life-sized photographs; newsreels of the
devastated city,of victims (the dying, thelingering, thedeformed), of demonstrations,
of thousands of contaminated fishdumped into pits (like thevictims of thedeath
camps)- and thereconstructed- dramatic re-enactments focusing on survivors inthe
immediate aftermathof thebombing, "the illusion ... so perfect thetourists cry."

At there-enactments and therest,we too may cry; we certainly cannot be unmoved.
But fromthefirst,Resnais has undermined thepower of his images. The opening
paradox initiates thesubversion byintroducing counterpoint between soundtrack and
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162/Vision Denied

image track. Subsequent exchanges between thetwo voices continue thiscounterpoint.
To her affirmation "I saw thenewsreels," he repeats thenegation, "You saw nothing
inHiroshima. Nothing." Still she insists, "I didn't invent it"; towhich he responds,
"You invented itall." Unshakable is her conviction that,by seeing everything in
Hiroshima- itspast by newsreels and musuem relics, itspresent by thesuffering
hibakusha- thetragedy of Hiroshima can be fullygrasped. Again and again, theother
denies thatillusion, concluding, "people always notice things to suit themselves": it
is impossible tounderstand thetragedy of Hiroshima by vision alone. But nowhere
is thisstatement made more forcefully than inthenewsreel images of vision impaired:
a beautiful young girlwho, afterturning toward thecamera, is shown tobe blind in
one eye; a second blind girlwith deformed hands playing a zither; and themost

affecting of all, a woman's face inclose-up, her eyelids retracted with forceps to
reveal her mutilated eye. Making thelast even more suggestive is thecontinuing
counterpoint between dialogue and image: as thesightless eye stares back atus, the
female protagonist muses, "Justas inlove, there is theillusion thatitcan never be

forgotten, so with Hiroshima, I had theillusion thatI would never forget."
But forgetshe does, as do we, as does even present-day Hiroshima, thefocus of

theprologue's final minutes. With shots of Peace Square, we are stillreminded of
thecity's past. But mostly we are reminded of humanity's forgetfulness as we look
on thebanality all about. The meaning of August 6, 1945 is reduced tothesmiling
face of a bus-tour guide and toa souvenir stand luring us with thesign "How about
a card forcorresponding?"- surely an oblivion akin totourists posing forcandids
inside Auschwitz's crematoria. And finally Resnais tracks rapidly through thestreets
of Hiroshima, thepresent a nondescript blur. Hiroshima reconstructed is a cityin
which thetraces of thepast are ubiquitous, but itis also a cityinwhich themeaning
of thatpast is not.

I have yettomention any of theshots thatframe and interrupttheprologue, inpart
because such a discussion must inevitably introduce concerns not relevant tomy thesis.
We should observe, however, thatthese shots, along with theaccompanying voice
track, provide theonly narrative link between the"true" documentary and thefilm's
"false" one, ostensibly thelove storyabout thetwenty-four-hour affairbetween the
couple whose voices we hear, a French actress and a Japanese architect. As thefilm
begins, two bodies embracing, framed inclose-up fromtheshoulders tothewaist,
gradually emerge via fade-in; theyappear covered with atomic ash or rain, or perhaps
with thesweat of sexual intercourse, theambiguity intentional.5 After successive
dissolves theirskin becomes smooth and lustrous, one body light, theother dark.
Similar shots are crosscut throughout theprologue, theresulting confrontational pattern
like thatof Night and Fog. But here thecontrasts are not between past and present
or even between black-and-white and color. Instead theyare between softand hard

lighting; softand sharp focus; theperfect flesh of thelovers and theburntor deformed
bodies of thehibakusha ; and theintegration of sexual love and thedisintegration of
an entire city. Yet perhaps more important than contrast is similarity, forbeginning
with theambiguity of thefirstshots, thetwo lovers are linked totheHiroshima
victims. Later, a clearly defined match between juxtaposed shots repeats thisidentifi-
cation: a close-up of thewoman's hand caressing theman's shoulder follows the
close-up of a child's deformed hand dangling uselessly.

Subsequent non-narrative links between thedocumentary prologue and thefictional
narrative are numerous,6 and all pursue thesame intent- toconnect thewoman, more

specifically thewoman's past inNevers, France, some fourteen years earlier, as the
war inEurope was ending, toHiroshima's victims inparticular and thecity's destruction
ingeneral. Her Japanese lover, whose profession is thatof rebuilding, awakens her
topainful memories long repressed- thedeath of her German lover, her public humili-
ation forloving an enemy of her country, her months of madness- a past disjointedly
reconstructed inthepresent. Thus, what is on one level a clichéd love story- for
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Vision Denied/ 163

Duras, "a banal tale, one thathappens thousands of times every day"7- develops on
a deeper level as a storyof personal destruction and reconstruction analogous tothe
public model of Hiroshima. Though forus thereconstruction of her past is visual and
verbal, forthearchitect itis wholly verbal: he shares in her past only by being told
it.This privileged information, much of which he has consciously directed, objectifies
theNevers experience- or so he wishes to believe. In thisway, as JudithMayne
notes, thefictional narrative confronts thedocumentary prologue, or rathertheideology
of telling confronts theideology of seeing.8 Justas theprologue undermines theact
of vision, so thelove storyundermines theact of narration: we cannot know thepublic
tragedy of Hiroshima by a series of documentary images any more than thearchitect
can know thepersonal tragedy ofNevers by a story. Both are epistemological illusions.

Resnais devotes most of his filmto thesecond half of theanalogy- thepersonal
tragedy and theact of telling. Yet, ifwe accept Duras 's scenario, itis thelesson of
Hiroshima thatis always ultimately being probed. The fiction of Nevers and narration
denied should lead us back towhere we began- tothefirsthalf of theanalogy, to
thefactof Hiroshima and vision denied. Hiroshima Mon Amour, like Night and Fog ,
unsettles our complacency, our confidence inour ability toknow thepast and to
remember it.In effect,Resnais says tous, "You have seen everything inthedeath
camps, everything inHiroshima; yetstillyou cannot trulyunderstand, stillyou will
not long remember." But neither filmis an argument forsolipsistic indifference or

despair- rather,both are challenges toprove him wrong. The dialectic between our
faithinthecinematic images we see and Resnais's subversion bf those images, between

seeing "everything" and concurrently seeing "nothing," produces a synthesis by which
we do indeed see something. That is, byquestioning our basic assumptions about

epistemology and memory, cinematic discourse and theideology of vision, Resnais
teaches us tounderstand thepast more fully,toremember itmore accurately.9

JohnW. Moses
Miami University

Notes

^ AlldialoguequotedinthisessayhasbeentranscribeddirectlyfromthesubtitlesoftheEnglishversions
ofHiroshimaMonAmourandNightandFog.
2 AndréBazin,"TheOntologyofthePhotographicImage,"inhisWhatIsCinema?,ed.andtrans.Hugh

Gray(Berkeley:Univ.ofCalif.Press,1974),pp.14-15.
JamesMonaco,AlainResnais:TheRoleofImagination(London:SeekerWarburg;NewYork:Oxford

Univ.Press,1978),p.34.
^ MargueriteDuras,HiroshimaMonAmour,trans.RichardSeaver(NewYork:GrovePress,1961),p.10.
^ Duras,pp.8,15.
^ Evena partiallistingoftheselinkswouldbelengthyandnotrelevanttothepresentthesis.Forsuch

analysisseePeterCowie,Antonipni,Bergman,Resnais(London:TantivyPress,1963),pp.135-43;Judith
Mayne,"HiroshimaMonAmour:WaysofSeeing,WaysofTelling,"inThe1978FilmStudiesAnnual(West
Lafayette:PurdueUniversity,1978),pp.49-51;GodelieveMerchen-Spaas,"DestructionandReconstruction
inHiroshima,monamour,"Literature!FilmQuarterly,8(1980),244-50;andMartinJ.Medhurst,"Hiroshima,
MonAmour:FromIconographytoRhetoric,"TheQuarterlyJournalofSpeech,68(1982),345-70.
7 Duras,p.9.
8 Mayne,pp.52-53,55.
Q ByResnais'sownaccount,hisfilmsareintendedtoteach:"IfImadethefilmsIdreamofmaking,it

wouldbelesstodestroyordemolishthantoprovokethespectatortoquestionhisownassumptions.Myaim
istoputthespectatorinsuchastatethataweek,sixmonthsorayearafterwards,placedbeforeaproblem,
hewouldbępreventedfromcheatingandobligedtoreactfreely"[quotedinRoyArmes,TheCinemaofAlain
Resnais(London:A.Zwemmer;NewYork:A.S.Barnes,1968),p.82].
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