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I am writing this review the day after watching the DVD so that while it is still fresh in
my mind, I have hopefully had time to reflect on it too.
The first thing to say - (you’ll be glad to hear this) - is that it is certainly worth watching.
The second thing you need to know is that this film is based on actual events that happened in
1996. I think this is the reason that the reactions I had were mixed and complicated. Maybe
this is one of the marks of a good film? Whatever, it certainly gives rise to much thought.
The film was made in Morocco, at a monastery south of Fez which in the 1960s was used
by a Benedictine order as a meeting point between Christians and Muslims. However, the film is
set in Tibhirinein the remote mountains of Algeria. The monks are French Cistercians. They live
a simple life dispensing medicine and comfort to their poor Muslim neighbours. The first part of

the film captures the simple rhythms of their life. Juxtaposed with this is the hectic life of
the people around them, but the monks are invited to share in this and do. It is made clear
that the Christian monks are interested in the faith of Islam (the monks’ leader Brother
Christian is shown referring to the Quran in a paper he is writing) and the monks are seen to
be comfortable participating in a gathering of Muslims at prayer.
Yet right from the start the tension seems to be building. Atrocities are reported by the
Muslims to each other and to the monks. A group of Islamic fundamentalists are terrorising the
countryside. This comes to a head when the group massacres a team of foreign workers. There
is an order for all foreigners to leave the country. Do the monks leave or do they stay to
protect their flock, knowing that they are an inevitable target?
Here is the nub of the film. We are shown just how complex a decision this is and how
the individual monks react differently according to the way they perceive the situation and
their personalities. For me this is the richest part of the film as we see the monks struggling
with their faith and their fear. After all, they were not sent there to be martyrs. For me the
film also highlights just how difficult it must be to make any decision in a religious Community
let alone one where the stakes are so high. The decision they make and its consequences are
for you to find out.
For me, the film is beautifully directed. Xavier Beauvois and his cast were sent to live in
an actual monastery to prepare for the difference in the rhythm of monastic life. Some of the
scenes – where the men share a supper as Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake plays in the background, or
as the community sing to drown out the threatening whir of military helicopters, are
heartbreakingly beautiful.
“I also asked them to sing
together” said their producer. “Some of
them had never done it before, and you
would be surprised. It created a
community, so by the time we actually
came to shoot the film there was a real
sense of brotherhood.”
It doesn’t surprise me.
The critics are for the most part
favourable. It was BAFTA nominated
for the best film not in the English
language. It was runner up at the
Cannes Film Festival and was the French
Oscar entry. It has taken more than
8m euro at the French box office. As well as this (and more importantly in my view) it found
praise with both the Bishops Conference of France and the French Council of Muslim Faith. For
my part, my mixed reactions were because how can one really know what happened? Is it right
that films like this are made for our entertainment? However I decided that it was worth
making if only to remind us of the many examples of quiet courage which must be going on all
the time in so many parts of the world that we don’t ever hear about.
But the most important critic for the film-makers must have been that of one of the
Brothers - Brother Jean-Pierre.
“He is an old man of 87 now, and was unable to come to the cinema to see the film. But we
sent him a DVD, and we recently got a letter from him. He said he liked it a lot- he could see
the community of brothers once more. He said it gave him peace to see them again.”
What else is there to say? – except I am glad it is being shown on Maundy Thursday even if
that means I won’t be there to see it.

Janet Cummins

Watch out Mr Hitler!
The country's best-loved Home Guard will be on parade at Chobham
Club on Saturday April 20th for a 7.30pm screening of "Dad's Army The
Movie". The local link is that some of the film was shot on Chobham
Common.
The community event, part of the Chobham Commoners Jamboree 2013,
is raising money for the Chobham Commons Preservation Committee.
Tickets, including a fish 'n' chip supper (with veggie options available) are
£12 and are already selling like hot battered fishcakes.
Under 16s are £10 and family tickets are £40. Contact Rob Searle on
01276 857914 or email thepreservation@btinternet.com

Our next film:
8pm on Thursday 28 March 2013
70 years since it was released we proudly present
one of Hitchcock’s own favourites:
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Your Comments
Just the kind of film we come to the club for
The best film I have ever seen!
Beautifully done with dignity and humour
Well deserved Oscar
Heart wrenching! Difficult to hold back the tears
A wonderful film
A very touching view of life and death
Oddly touching
Remarkable film – excellent acting
Unusual, moving, beautiful
Beautiful film – death is not easy!
A beautiful film – very moving
Unexpectedly good – there can be dignity in death
Very moving
Very good, well made and moving
A very moving film
An amazing mixture of sadness and comedy
Very moving
Macabre but very funny and most interesting – enjoyed it
Food for thought – a delicate subject dealt with in a beautiful way
Very pleasant to watch a film at this calm pace, yet very gripping
Well done the committee for finding this unusual and moving film
Interesting to see how similar we are to the Japanese and yet how different! Very
enjoyable film
Unusual and excellent film – scenes of bath lady’s death and final scenes beautifully
done
A very good film – quite unexpected content. The audience was so quiet, could hear a
pin drop
A very good film: they were noisy eaters – but we have had a lot of foreign films
Really enjoyed the foreign language films – more next season, please!
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My Week With Marilyn
Le Ballon Rouge
A Separation
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La Grande Illusion
Of Time and the City
Rumba
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Wolke 9
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