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Cined is dedicated to the transmission of the seventh Art as a cultural object and material to help conceive the world. To 
accomplish this, common teaching methods were developed based on a selection of films produced by the european par-
tner countries. The approach is designed to be adapted to our time, characterized by fast, major and continuous change 
in the way we see, receive, broadcast and produce images. These images are seen on multiple different screens: from 
the biggest movie screens to TVs, computers, tablets and the smallest smartphones. Cinema is an art that is still young, 
and its end has already been predicted many times. Clearly, these predictions were unfounded. 

These changes are affecting cinema: therefore, its transmission must take them into account, particularly the increasing 
fragmentation of film viewing on different screens. Cined publications propose and assert a teaching approach that is 
sensitive, inductive, interactive and intuitive and provide knowledge, tools for analysis and the potential for dialogue 
between images and films. The works are considered on different scales, as a whole, in fragments and with different 
temporalities– stills, shots, sequences. 

The educational booklets invite students to freely and flexibly engage with the films; one major challenge is to com-
prehend and relate to the cinematographic images using different approaches: description, an essential step for any ana-
lytical process, and the ability to extract and select images, organize, compare, and confront them. This includes images 
in the film being discussed and others, as well as images from all visual and narrative arts (photography, literature, pain-
ting, theatre, cartoons…). The objective is that images will not be fleeting but rather make sense; cinema, in this way, is 
an especially invaluable synthetic art in that it builds and bolsters the perspective of young generations.
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René	in	a	village	in	Provence	in	the	1950’s	and	Fatima	in	Dakar	today:	Petite lumière and Rentrée des classes can seem 
far	away	in	space	and	time.	But	this	is	one	of	the	special	powers	of	cinema	–	to	displace	the	spectator	and	abolish	other-
ness.	Thus,	during	the	screening,	the	spectator	is	René	then	Fatima,	in	a	small	village	in	the	South	of	France,	in	luxurious	
nature,	then	in	the	capital	of	Senegal	where	people	speak	Wolof.	

The purpose of these films is to put us in the presence of children characters in order to experience their vision of the 
world.	And	while	their	vision	is	unique,	it	is	just	as	logical	and	reasonable	as	adults’	visions,	likely	because	it	is	marked	by	
a	communicative	power	of	conviction.	We	often	use	the	expression	“from	a	child’s	perspective”	to	positively	review	films	
about this age; it is undoubtedly the case here, but Jacque Rozier and Alain Gomis offer more than that. The films firmly 
delve into the interiority of the characters, through the senses (sight, hearing, touch) and the sharing of whimsical and 
audacious subjectivities, explorations of imagination with a rich dialogue between two continents and eras. it seemed to 
us especially meaningful and generous to propose these odes to the senses and insolence, which also beautifully define 
cinema. 

RENTRÉE DES CLASSES

1955, France, 35 mm, black and white, 1.33,  
22 min 40s

Director: Jacques Rozier
Screenplay:	Michèle	O’Glor	et	Jacques	Rozier
Cinematographer:	René	Mathelin
Original Score: Darius	Mihaud	
Sound: Jean duguet, Jean pouleau
Editing:	Michèle	David,	Raymonde	Nevers	
Production: Pierre	Neurisse,	from 
du	groupe	des	Trente	and	Dovidis-Film
Cast: René	Boglio	(René),	Marius	Sumian	(Susu),	
teacher and townspeople of Correns
(playing themselves) 

PETITE LUMIÈRE (Little Light)

France, 2002, Super 16, Colour, 1.85, Dolby SR,  
15 min. 

Director and Screenwriter: Alain Gomis 
Cinematographer: Aurélien devaux 
Sound:	Alioune	Mbow
Editing:	Fabrice	Rouaud
Music:	Patrice	Gomis	et	Constance	Barrès	
Production:	Mille	et	Une	Production	
Interprétation: Assy	Fall	(Fatima),	Djolof	Mbengue	
(Alloune),	Thierno	Ndiaye	Doss	(father),	Awa	Mbaye	
(mother)...

WHY THESE FILMS TODAY? TECHNICAL DATA
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CHILDREN	AND	HUMANS.	

Rentrée des classes and Petite lumière are more than 
just films about childhood, they are films of childhood; we 
become children to make the spectator directly commu-
nicate with the child, notably by conveying the force of 
their	convictions	and	beliefs.	While	René	and	Fatima	are	
indeed children characters, they are perceived above all 
as full-fledged human beings. 

GAZE	AND	POINTS	OF	vIEW.

Among the methods used to immerse the spectator in 
childhood, the gaze is largely called upon in both films, 
with	René	and	Fatima	experiencing	a	world	 that	we	per-
ceive several times through their gaze. Through their 
point of view, we get as close as possible to their relation-
ship with the world. 

FOCUS

INTERIORITY	AND	SUBJECTIvITY.

Rentrée des classes and Petite lumière are presented as 
powerful interior experiences. The two films use different 
filming techniques to make us witnesses to the subjec-
tivity of the characters, notably through the interplay of 
spoken voice and voiceovers, but also through musical, 
sound effects. 

SENSES	AND	PERCEPTION.

Both	 films	 are	 also	 sensory	 experiences	 that	 fully	 par-
ticipate in the initiation lived by the children. sight and 
hearing play an important role and the filmmakers created 
their films to convey this perception. Touch is also evoked, 
light and water on skin, hot and cold bring about the cha-
racter’s	sensitivity.	

FIELDS	OF	TENSION	AND	ADULTS.

While	the	children	are	often	alone	and	in	their	own	world,	
adults sometimes enter the scene in both films. some of 
them are allies, others represent order and want to bring 
the	characters	back	to	reality	and	reason.	Both	characters	
are thus captured in fields of tension that they experience 
and confront with their child-like tactics. 

IMAGINATION	AND	DREAMSCAPE.

Fatima	and	René	have	a	very	particular	relationship	with	
reality; in a way, they intend to subject reality to their will 
and imagination. The characters escape through imagina-
tion and convey their desire for subversion, thus creating 
their	 own	 reality.	 Both	 of	 them	 experience	more	 or	 less	
brutal returns to order. 
 

SYNOPSIS RentRée des classes 
in the public square of Correns, a small village in provence, it is time for the rentrée des 
classes,	the	first	day	of	school.	René	is	panicking	because	he	hasn’t	done	his	homework	
yet, but he can thankfully count on help from susu, an old man who works on the vineyard. 
The first day of school arrives: on the way to school, René is dared by a classmate to 
throw his schoolbag from the bridge into the river; he then decides to venture into the river 
and the forest. immersed in nature, he observes, listens and seems to get lost before 
finding	his	schoolbag	again	by	chance.	He	takes	advantage	of	the	moment,	floating	in	the	
water then starts on his way back, capturing a water snake along the way. still taking his 
time, he lets himself be carried by the flowing stream and reaches the village through the 
wash	house.	He	goes	back	 to	school	during	recess	and	 is	 reprimanded	by	his	 teacher.	
once in the classroom, he hides the snake in the notebook of the classmate who dared 
him to throw his schoolbag into the river. The teacher checks his homework, his school-
bag is full of water and his responses are all too odd. René goes to look for his friend old 
susu, who is responsible for these mistakes and is invited by the teacher to come to the 
class.	René’s	 classmate	opens	his	notebook,	 allowing	 the	 snake	 to	escape,	 spreading	
panic in the classroom: all of the kids run away shouting. René catches the snake and 
decides	to	free	it.	He	is	chased	by	his	classmates	in	the	village	streets	and	escapes	them,	
returning	to	the	river.	He	releases	the	snake	to	 its	natural	element,	 in	the	riverbed,	and	
watches it float away. 

SYNOPSIS Petite lumièRe 1 
Dakar,	Senegal.	Fatima,	an	8-year-old	girl,	attentively	observes	the	light	that	goes	on	and	
off when she opens and closes the refrigerator door. does the light in the fridge stay on 
when the door is closed? This initial question starts off a series of broader musings on the 
existence	of	the	world.	Fatima	starts	to	look	and	listen	in	a	different	way	to	her	surroun-
dings:	the	noises	of	the	city,	passers-by	in	the	streets,	but	also	her	relatives,	who	don’t	
always understand her daydreaming. she closes her eyes and wonders if people still exist 
even	though	she	doesn’t	see	 them	anymore.	She	 listens	 to	 the	noises	around	her,	and	
through	the	power	of	her	imagination,	mixes	them	with	sounds	that	she	invents.	Her	book,	
which tells the story of an eskimo, gives her ideas. sliding on the sand, she imagines she 
is on a sled then, hidden under a white sheet, pretends to be under an ice floe. she then 
solves	the	mystery	of	the	refrigerator	when	she	discovers	its	light	switch.	But	her	fantasy	
games	and	metaphysical	ponderings	annoy	her	 family	and	Fatima	 receives	a	series	of	
smacks!	However,	this	doesn’t	stop	her.	She	continues	to	observe	and	wonder	by	looking	
at	everything	around	her:	 a	 car	garage,	a	workman,	a	 lightbulb,	 the	sun…Finally,	 after	
dreaming and hearing it all around her, she finds herself facing the ocean. 

(1)	Synopsis	from	a	French	pedagogical	booklet	designed	for	the	“School	and	Cinema”	program:	http	://
www.cnc.fr/	web/fr/dossiers-pedagogiques/-/ressources/54808
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JACqUES ROzIER AND ALAIN GOMIS:
TWO ExPERTS IN CROSS-PATHS

as different as their eras and personalities may be, Jacques Rozier and alain Gomis 
distinguish themselves through the uniqueness of their respective careers in the French 
cinema landscape. 

JACQUES	ROZIER:	INDEPENDENCE	AT	ALL	COST

Jacques Rozier, born in 1929, first learned filmmaking in the traditional way in the context 
of	French	cinema	in	the	1950s.	In	1954,	he	graduated	from	the	IDHEC	(Institute	of	Cine-
matographic	Higher	Education,	renamed	La	Fémis	in	1988).	As	was	standard	at	the	time,	
he was an intern or an assistant, working in television at the same time. Among these 
experiences, his role as an assistant for Jean Renoir on the set of French cancan (1955) 
was a defining one; the influence of Renoir is clear in Rentrée des classes (see Light and 
Impressionism pg. 27). This film was the continuation and fulfilment of his final project 
at	IDHEC,	where	he	shot	the	first	images	of	this	short	film	with	tones	and	methods	–	small	
film crew, outside shooting, use of non-professional actors – that sketched the outlines of 
the	future	New	Wave.	

After portraying childhood in Rentrée des classes, his early works reveal a talent for 
creating portraits of youth, first with Blue jeans	(1958),	a	cruel	adolescent	comedy	about	
summer	seduction.	While	Jacques	Rozier	wasn’t	directly	 linked	to	 the	group	of	cahiers 
du cinéma,	 the	centre	of	gravity	of	 the	New	Wave,	he	was	closely	associated	with	 the	
movement	and	 fiercely	defended	by	 its	members.	 Jean-Luc	Godard	wrote	an	article	 in	
praise of Blue jeans,	which	was	shown	 in	movie	 theatres	 just	 before	 John	Berry’s	Oh! 
Qué mambo	(1956).	Godard	(1)	and	François	Truffaut	encouraged	him	to	make	feature-
length	films	by	introducing	him	to	the	producer	Georges	de	Beauregard.	adieu Philippine 
(1963)	revealed	Rozier’s	problems	with	the	film	industry:	Beauregard	started	production	
but	didn’t	 finish,	due	 to	delays	 in	 the	shooting	schedule	and	also	 to	adventurous,	even	
extravagant	methods.	For	example,	part	of	the	film	was	shot	in	Corsica,	in	an	area	only	
accessible by riding a mule. 

adieu Philippine was finished thanks to his friends buying the rights to the film, which is 
a	keystone	 in	 the	history	of	 the	New	Wave	as	well	as	a	superb	portrait	of	youth	 in	 the	
1960s	with	the	Algerian	War	going	on	in	the	background	(then	a	taboo	subject	in	France).	
With	this	first	feature-length	film,	the	“Rozier	paradox”	came	about:	the	emergence	of	a	
major director but whose working style – notably his inability to present a complete script 
to	producers	–would	push	him	 to	 the	margins	of	 the	French	cinema	 landscape,	 all	 the	
more	so	because	his	films	were	flops.	Nevertheless,	he	will	come	to	finish	three	feature-
length films, while Fifi martingale,	 presented	 at	 the	 venice	 Film	 Festival	 in	 2001,	 was	
never released in theatres and was only shown on television late at night (by the channel 
Canal+, which produced the film). The filming of his final project to date was interrupted 
in 2007, one year after it started. 

His	finished	projects	-	du côté d'Orouët (1973), les naufragés de l'île de la tortue	(“The	
Castaways	of	Turtle	Island”	-	1976)	and	maine-Océan	(“Maine-Ocean	Express”	-	1986)	–	
are artistic successes with a unique style of comedy marked by a love for dilettantes and 
awkward characters. in du côté d'Orouët,	Rozier	showcased	 the	actor	Bernard	Menez,	
who also appears in maine-Océan. This unclassifiable cinema was defined by the critic 
Jacques	Mandelbaum	as	“Indelibly	characterized	by	a	taste	for	travel	and	vacation,	 the	
recurring presence of water and islands, a heightened sense of time, an inclination for 
popular film genres and actors, the hybridization of documentaries and fiction, improvi-
sation and course-changing abilities as artistic achievements, this cinema inspires the 
singular sensation, both joyful and melancholic, of the grace of existence and the fragility 
of	the	present	moment.”	(2)	

(1)	Rozier	would	also	shoot	 two	short	 films	on	the	film	set	of	Godard’s	mépris	 (“Contempt”):	Paparazzi 
and le Parti des choses.
(2) le monde, september 1, 2001.

II	-	THE	FILM

THE FILMMAKERS, CONTExTS 

Jacques Rozier

FILMOGRAHY

Short Films:
Rentrée des classes (1955)
Blue jeans	(1958)
Paparazzi	(1964)
le parti pris des choses	(1964)
nono nenesse (1976)

Feature-length Films: 
adieu Philippine (1963)
du côté d'Orouët (1973)
les naufragés de l'île de la tortue  
(“The	Castaways	of	Turtle	Island”	-	1976)
maine Océan  
(“Maine-Ocean	Express”	-	1986)	
Fifi martingale (2001) 
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ALAIN	GOMIS:	ALTERNATIvE	ROUTES

The	filmmaker	said	of	his	heritage,	his	first	rapport	with	cinema	and	culture	in	general,	“I	
was	born	 in	France,	 I	come	from	working	class	neighbourhood,	my	father	was	a	 labou-
rer and my mother worked in an office, i grew up in a housing estate. And i discovered 
literature rather late. i daydreamed too much, i zoned out, it took me months to read a 
book.	 […]	Cinema,	maybe,	seemed	 like	 it	was	more	accessible	 to	me.”	 (3)	The	path	of	
Gomis, born in 1972, is set apart by an autodidactic dimension. An interest in cinema was 
clear	early	on,	in	particular	though	watching	Tv.	School	also	played	a	decisive	role:	“[…]	
i remember several times when we watched films in a sort of large mess hall. it was quite 
magical because the films came with a 35-mm projector, and this ordinary space, a little 
off-putting,	became	amazing	 […].”	Gomis	 remembers	watching	Albert	Lamorisse’s	crin 
blanc	(White	Mane)	and	Delmer	Daves’s	Broken arrow, but most importantly, the defining 
experience	of	watching	Yasujirô	Ozu’s	children of tokyo (see Accounts pg. 10). 

In	 high	 school,	 he	 began	 to	 turn	 towards	 cinema.	 Born	 in	 France	 with	 a	 Senegalese	
father	and	a	French	mother,	Alain	Gomis	witnessed	a	racially-mixed	France	that	lived	in	
working-class neighbourhoods and whose access to prestigious institutions was limited 
–	he	failed	the	entrance	exams	for	the	Louis	Lumière	and	La	Fémis	schools	(5).	He	then	
enrolled	 in	 a	 university	 and	majored	 in	 Film	Studies,	 specializing	 in	 screenwriting	 and	
then started to shoot films in amateur conditions, buying himself a small digital camera. 
His	final	project	for	his	Master’s	in	Film	Studies	would	become	his	first	feature-length	film:	
l’afrance (2001). A producer in a company where he interned was enthusiastic about the 
script,	which	was	then	starting	to	be	financed:	“I	think	I	was	26	then,	I	didn’t	come	from	
anywhere	special,	 I	didn’t	know	anyone.	 I	didn’t	 really	understand	what	was	happening	
but i was doing it. And i discovered what all that meant in terms of production; distribu-
tion;”	l’afrance was made with a small budget, but was recognized in festivals (selected 
by	ACID	at	Cannes,	at	 the	Lucerne	Film	Festival	where	he	received	the	Silver	Leopard	
prize) as well as by critics. 

And	so	one	of	the	singularities	of	Alain	Gomis’s	career	is	that,	after	the	short	film	tourbil-
lons (1999), he started shooting feature-length films at a young age. Petite lumière (2003) 
is a short film made after l’afrance, followed by a second short film, ahmed (2006, whose 
script was written by a high school student). Alain Gomis then made two feature-length 
films: andalucia (2007) and aujourd’hui (2012). This filmography portrayed a cosmopo-
litan	 imagination	 in	 French	 cinema	 where	 racial	 diversity	 remains	 underrepresented	 –	
Petite lumière and aujourd’hui were shot in dakar, l’afrance and andalucia were mostly 
shot	in	France	while	staging	scenes	to	show	a	diverse	society.	Interactions	between	the	
interiority of characters and their environment are constantly featured, as are issues of 
escaping through imagination when faced with being conditioned. 

Alain Gomis on the set of Petite lumière

FILMOGRAHY
Short Films:

tourbillons  
(Whirlwinds	-	1999)
Petite lumière  
(Little	Light	-	2003)
ahmed (2006) 

Feature-length Films:
l'afrance  
(As	a	Man	-	2001)
andalucia	(2008)
aujourd'hui  
(Today - 2013) 
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CONTExTS: SOME INFORMATION ABOUT SHORT FILMS IN FRANCE 

A film is considered short when it is less than one-hour long. it is usually considered as 
a	training	ground	for	young	filmmakers.	However,	some	of	the	best	films	in	the	history	of	
French	cinema	are	in	this	format.	Influential	films	such	as	À propos de nice (1930) and 
Zéro de conduite (Zero for Conduct - 1933) by Jean Vigo, nuit et Brouillard	 (Night	and	
Fog	-	1955)	by	Alain	Resnais,	la première nuit	(1958)	by	Georges	Franju,	la Jetée (The 
Pier	-	1962)	by	Chris	Marker...	In	an	industrial	art	such	as	cinema,	the	situation	of	short	
films	is	nevertheless	fragile;	while	it	was	originally	created	in	this	format	by	the	Lumière	
brothers	and	George	Méliès,	in	France	like	elsewhere,	the	long	format	was	to	become	the	
commercial standard as early as the 1920s.

The	French	film	industry	has	long	been	monitored	by	the	public	authorities,	and	different	
policies	have	been	implemented	for	short	films.	From	1940	to	1953,	a	law	made	it	man-
datory to show a short film before a feature-length film and instituted remuneration in 
proportion to revenue. This encouraged and obviously protected the economic balance of 
short films, until this provision was removed in August 1953 by two laws: the stipulation 
that a feature-length film should open with a short film was abolished and a bonus for 
quality was decreed. it must be said that short films, for the most part either didactic or 
used to advertise products, were often artistically mediocre. This gave birth to an initia-
tive	coordinated	by	the	“Group	of	Thirty”,	a	collective	notably	including	Georges	Franju,	
Jacques	 Demy,	 Chris	Marker,	 Jean	 Painlevé	 and	Alain	 Resnais.	 The	 objective	 was	 to	
defend the interests of short films while promoting their artistic quality and the spirit of 
research and independence. Rentrée des classes completely fits into this scheme since it 
was	coproduced	by	the	“Group	of	Thirty”.	In	this	groove,	the	Tours	International	Short	Film	
Festival	 (1955-1971)	was	established.	The	 festival	became	an	 important	and	 influential	
cinematographic	 laboratory.	 It	was	 at	 this	 festival,	 that	 Jean-Luc	Godard	was	 covering	
for the weekly magazine arts,	where	he	discovered	Jacques	Rozier’s	Blue jeans in 1956. 

despite many exceptions and broadcasts, short films never recovered the position they 
had	in	movie	theaters	 in	the	1940s	and	50s.	Short	films	today	are	not	usually	shown	in	
mainstream	movie	theaters	and	are	considered	an	alternative	art	form.	However,	nume-
rous festivals make them visible, and some of the festivals that specialise in this format 
are	extremely	popular	 in	France.	For	example,	 the	 International	Festival	of	Short	Films	
in	Clermont-Ferrand,	created	in	1982,	gathers	over	150,000	spectators	in	a	single	week.	
Many	other	French	 festivals	evidence	 the	dynamism	of	 the	 format,	such	as	Côté	Court	
Festival	in	Pantin	(where	Petite lumière was selected and received an award in 2003), the 
European	Short	Film	Festival	in	Brest	or	the	European	Festival	of	Medium-Length	Films	
in	Brive.	

 

some institutions also contribute to the defence of short film format, such as the Agency 
of	Short	Films,	which	has	been	supporting	 it	since	1983.	Publically	 funded,	 the	Agency	
is an association in charge of promoting and distributing short films, in cinemas and also 
multimedia libraries, cultural centres, and associations, working with a large catalogue of 
more than 10,000 films. To distribute short films to movie theaters, they collaborate with 
the RAdi, an alternative distribution network, that gathers 300 cinemas and organises 
viewings	that	pair	short	films	with	feature-length	films.	The	Agency	of	Short	Films	funds	
image education, notably through programming workshops, it has connections with many 
festivals and publishes the Bref magazine

(3) Répliques,	No.	1,	Winter	2012,	pg.	27.
(4)	ibid.
(5)	National	higher	education	institution	for	image	and	sound-related	professions.	In	France,	higher	edu-
cation	is	divided	into	very	selective	“grandes	écoles”	(higher	schools)	and	universities	where	acceptance	
is not selective.
(6) Répliques,	pg.	28.
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*	JEAN	vIGO

Zéro de conduite (1933) was a conscious inspiration. it sings the praises of disobedience 
and disorder at school in a biting, dream-like style, two decades before Rentrée des 
classes, its twin film in a way. Jacques Rozier even dedicated a documentary to Jean Vigo 
in	the	series	“Director	of	Our	Time”	in	1964.

 
 
 

 

 

INSPIRATIONS:
RENTRÉE DES CLASSES
 

*RENé’S	TWO	AMERICAN	COUSINS

*	FRANÇOIS	TRUFFAUT	AND	CHILDHOOD

Truffaut	defended	Rozier,	whom	he	identified	as	a	precursor	of	the	New	Wave	(see	pg.	
6), and childhood is a recurring theme in his filmography. 

Zéro de conduite 

Zéro de conduite 

Louisiana Story (1948)  
by Robert Flaherty

Les 400 coups (1959)

Les Mistons (1957)

Le petit fugitif (1953)  
by Ray Ashley and Morris Engel      

L'argent de poche (1976)

L'enfant sauvage (1969)

Rentrée des classes

Rentrée des classes

Rentrée des classes

Rentrée des classes

Rentrée des classes
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EDUCATION	IN	CINEMA

“I	have	a	very	strong	memory:	one	day	at	school,	we	watched	Yasujirô	Ozu’s	children 
of tokyo (1932) and it was a defining encounter. it was extraordinary to see how similar 
I	was	to	these	two	kids	from	so	far	away:	Japan	in	the	1930’s,	in	black	and	white.	I	met	
and understood two characters, and during the film we became closer than i was with my 
neighbour. Cinema has this power to contest and displace territories considered statio-
nary	and	concrete;”	
“I’m	pleased	 that	Petite lumière belongs to these types of devices. There is also some 
kind	 of	 border-crossing	 in	 the	 film,	 which	 I	 like;	 it’s	 a	 French-Senegalese	 production,	
therefore	also	a	European	 film	apparently…	I	have	 to	say	 that	 I’m	happy	 that	 it	can	be	
considered	as	a	French	film,	just	like	a	Senegalese	film	in	Senegal.	After	all,	who	cares	
about nationalities, frankly…i would like the Chinese to consider it a Chinese film, and 
that	it	could	be	party	of	an	image	education	program	over	there.”

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL	DIMENSION

“The	 light	 in	 the	 refrigerator	 is	 a	personal	memory,	 namely	 the	discovery	of	 the	 switch	
that	turns	on	the	light,	even	if	I	don’t	think	I	was	as	obsessed	with	it	as	Fatima	is.	What	is	
taken from my life is more general: this feeling of doubt when faced with the existence of 
everything,	that	we	manage	but	we	never	resolve.	In	a	certain	way,	I	feel	like	I’ve	always	
been a director, even without a camera, even before i started making films. in this sense, 
Fatima	is	an	alter-ego.	It’s	also	funny	that	this	element	belonging	to	childhood	is	connec-
ted	to	this	pillar	of	Western	philosophy	–	Descartes’s	cogito – where in order to think and 
exist,	you	must	doubt	(1).”

WRITING	A	SENSORY	AND	SUBJECTIvE	FILM

“The	idea	of	entering	into	Fatima’s	subjectivity	was	the	starting	point:	her	gaze,	her	per-
ception of things. The exercise of writing also meant being both in this interiority and 
outside	of	her,	it	was	my	role	to	go	back	and	forth.	My	relationship	with	writing	and	more	
generally with cinema is to describe sensations for my characters. in general, i have an 
idea for the beginning and the end, and i try to get as close as possible to a feeling that 
tickles	you	and	 that	you	 try	 to	express.	 It’s	 like	 trying	 to	 remember	a	dream,	you	have	
scattered	images	that	you	assemble,	a	little	bit	like	a	montage.	We	also	sometimes	feel	
that	dreams	are	something	cool,	but	once	the	montage	is	made,	it’s	disappointing;	some	
things	fade	quickly	when	they	come	out	and	the	light	hits	them.”

ACCOUNTS: 
ALAIN GOMIS ON PETITE LUMIÈRE 

“For	this	type	of	film,	in	the	script,	we	describe	images	simply.	I	say	this	with	a	little	nos-
talgia	because	it’s	something	I	feel	like	I	lost	a	little,	starting	from	very	clear	images.	The	
intention was also to base it on a very primary element of cinema: the story progresses 
through the shock of passing from one scene to another. This refers to childhood in a way, 
this way of creating a world from a sound, an image, an idea, which has a lot to do with 
the	montage.”

	 (1)	 "I	doubt,	 therefore	 I	 think,	 therefore	 I	am	 ",	or	René	Descartes’s	cogito ergo sum in discourse on 
the method (1637).

TECHNICAL	DIRECTIONS,	EXCERPT	FROM	Petite lumièRe	SHOOTING	SCRIPT

Gosses de Tokyo, Yasujirô Ozu (1932)
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A	METAPHOR	FOR	CINEMA

“A	camera	 is	a	box,	nothing	more	than	that…	I	 think	 that	we	are	both	spectators	of	 the	
world	 and	 of	 ourselves.	We	are	 strangers	 to	 ourselves	 and	 to	 reality.	We	 should	 have	
convictions sometimes, but above all, we are landing on an unknown planet. even inside 
our own bodies, we have to conquer things that are strange to us. it seems to me that the 
position of the director, the painter, the artist in general, is to mediate between us and the 
world. i feel that as a creator, we are going against a natural motion that wants people to 
move	forward	by	telling	themselves	that	this	is	all	very	natural.”

“Childhood	is	connected	to	discovery	and	wondering	about	what	we	don’t	know.	When	I	
was a child, i thought that adults were beings who knew; today i am amused by their com-
posure,	this	act	of	pretending	to	know	but	constantly	being	proven	wrong.	Like	Descartes,	
who solved the big metaphysical questions through pure thought, cinema is another form 
of resolution, or even reconciliation: how do you connect with the world, how do you 
represent	it?”

CHILD-ACTOR

“The	 important	 thing	with	 kids	 is	 to	 keep	 to	 their	 pace	and	 to	preserve	 their	 freshness	
–	 if	 they	get	worn	out,	 if	 they	get	 tired,	 the	day,	even	 the	 film,	 is	spoilt.	With	Assy	Fall,	
who	plays	Fatima,	more	than	making	her	act,	I	tried	to	capture	things	from	her,	from	her	
moods. Children are very intuitive; they understand cinema very well. And concerning 
Petite lumière, i was very concrete; for example, for the first scene, the directions were: 
“You	open	and	close	the	door,	you	wonder	what	happens	with	the	refrigerator	light.	(see	
Technical	directions,	excerpt	from	shooting	script,).	Nothing	more,	no	intentions	or	emo-
tions	 to	play.	 I	am	also	 the	 first	spectator	of	my	 films,	and	 I	don’t	want	actors,	whether	
adults or children, to manufacture images. i try to develop attentiveness, to be in the pre-
sent	moment.	You’re	your	work	is	meant	for	somebody	who	sees	or	reads	in	the	present	
moment,	that’s	the	connection	occurs,	when	it	truly	exists.”	

“The	casting	process	wasn’t	very	organised;	I	was	looking	for	a	little	girl	with	character.	I	
asked	around;	Assy	Fall	came	with	a	girl	auditioning	for	the	role,	and	as	it	happens	some-
times, the person going through the lines with the actor is the one that gets the part. she 
had	an	insolent	quality,	a	way	of	confronting	adults,	challenging	them.	What’s	more,	she	
put	up	a	fight	when	we	were	filming	because	she	didn’t	want	to	walk	in	the	snow,	saying	it	
was	stupid	because	we	weren’t	on	an	ice	floe.	I	told	her,	“In	that	case,	I’ll	have	to	go	with	
another	actress.”	She	replied,	“Ok,	fine.”	Assy	had	noticed	that	the	world	was	revolving	
around	her,	 that	she	was	in	power.	To	try	and	solve	the	problem,	I	 told	her,	“Honestly,	 I	
need	you.”	She	said,	magnanimously,	“Well;	in	that	case,	I’ll	do	it!”	
 

conversation in Paris, February 27, 2016.

Assy Fall and Alain Gomis on set
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RentRée des classes 

III - ANALYSES

CHAPTERS IN THE FILM

1 – opening Credits - 0 to 0:56

11 – The water snake hidden in 
the notebook homework full of 
mistakes – 15:26 - 17:09

6 – Going into pristine nature, 
trying to get his schoolbag back – 
7:37	-	9:40

2 – public notice: first day of 
school! – 0:57 - 1:39 

12 – susu dresses up for school 
and gets - a lesson from the tea-
cher	–	17:10	-	18:43

7 – daydreams and songs in na-
ture	–	9:41	-	10:50

3 – Susu,	fanciful	“old	schoolboy”,	
does	 René’s	 homework	 –	 1:40	 -	
3:40	

13 – “Open	 your	 notebooks”:	 ge-
neral panic and end of schoolday 
–	18:44	-	20:16

8	–	Hunting	the	water	snake	in	the	
river	–	10.51	-	13:08		

4	–	A schoolbag falls in the water, 
one schoolboy is away from school 
–	3:41	-	6:04	

14	– snake-catching and, a race in 
the	classmate’s	streets:	the	snake	
is released into the river. – 20:17 
- The end

9 – Back	 to	 school	 by	 crossing	
paths… and the wash house – 
13:09	–	14:41

5 – Turning his back to the world, 
he leaves to look for his schoolbag 
– 6:05 - 7:36

10 – End	 of	 recess:	 “Is	 this	 the	
right	 time	 to	 arrive	 at	 school?” – 
14:42	-	15:25
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PETITE	LUMIÈRE	

1 – opening titles – 0 to 0:17

5 – “When	was	the	world	born,”,	“Did	you	exist	
before	I	was	born?”	–	5:08	-	6:13

9 – A view point for looking at and listening to 
the world –	9:24	-	10:16

2 – The mystery of the fridge: opening and clo-
sing the door, and the light –	0	min	18	à	1	min	11

6 – Reality on parade from the back of a horse 
cart –	6:14	-	6:41

10 – digging to reach the ice floe, and receiving 
smacks – 10:17 - 11:55

3 – imagining waking up on a mountain top – 
1:12 - 3:36

7 – solving the mystery of the refrigerator light  
–	6:42	-	7:13

11 – A little healing music: turning the light on 
and receiving waves	–	11:56	-	13:49

4	 –	Making	 the	world	 appear	 and	 disappear – 
3:37- 5:07

8	–	“Everything	is	fake”:	on	the	ice	floe	like	Na-
nouk the eskimo	–	7:14	-	9:23

12 – Closing credits – 13:50 - end
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The	interplay	of	the	hidden	and	the	shown	also	involves	René’s	vengeful	joke	of	hiding	the	
water snake in the notebook of the classmate whom he blames for throwing his schoolbag 
into the river. The snake reappears and disappears just as fast when the link shot and the 
change in focus occur. 

	   	  
The dramatic issue of the presence-absence of the water snake is not constant since the 
story	 focuses	 for	 several	minutes	on	René’s	homework,	 causing	 the	amusing	 return	of	
Old	Marius	to	school	–	and	another	story	within	the	story.	Rozier	then	handles	the	reap-
pearance	of	the	snake	off-screen,	without	showing	it.	When	René’s	classmate	opens	his	
notebook, the camera cuts away before the snake is revealed. The shot is prolonged by 
the	terrified	cry	from	the	kid,	who	hides	behind	the	teacher’s	desk;	gazes	turn	to	look	off-
screen, indicating, with a pointing finger, the source of terror. 

1 - “SHOWING-HIDING” 

Rentrée des classes and Petite lumière each work, in different ways, with a tension 
between what is shown and what is hidden. 

RENTRéE	DES	CLASSES:	”SHOWING-HIDING”	THE	WATER	SNAKE	

We	see	in	Rentrée des classes	several	elements	related	to	the	issue	of	“showing-hiding”.	
René’s	bucolic,	sensory	escape	is	clearly	a	way	of	replacing	an	unsatisfying	reality	-	at	
school - with another world for this misfit who finds himself drawn into an aquatic, enchan-
ting	natural	environment.	He	is	literally	returning	from	another	world	after	his	ramble,	he	
reappears through an unusual place: the stream that ends up in the wash house, where 
he surprises a woman who is working there. 
 
in addition, the tension between the shown and the hidden is in full force for the storyline 
of the water snake. The snake experiences many different states throughout the film, 
always between the shown and the hidden: appearance, chase in the river, disappea-
rance,	capture	(Frame	1,	below	left),	concealment	then	revelation.	We	see	that	a	return	to	
its initial state is at play, since René ultimately chooses to return it to the river (2, below 
right), making a full circle in this story within the story. 

	   	  
The shots are identical and symmetrical shots when René hides the water snake in his 
pants	pocket	and	wades	to	the	riverbank	(3)	then	when	he	leaves	the	classroom	(4)	–	after	
changing his mind to hide the snake in the vase.

CINEMA qUESTIONS
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We	 also	 note	René’s	 gaze	 over	 his	 classmate’s	 shoulder,	 with	 the	malice	 of	 one	who	
knows what is really going on. The framing brings about noticeable complicity and iden-
tification – in the gaze, the amusement – between the spectator and the main character: 
we know what he knows, so we are also complicit in this subterfuge. This is also why 
Rozier	doesn’t	bother	to	show	the	snake,	he	knows	that	in	hiding	it,	he	is	creating	tension,	
notably through comedy and surprise. Just like a jack-in-the-box where the devil or other 
scary objects jump out, the water snake will reappear when the teacher opens the note-
book where the snake was hiding since René snuck it in there. 

	   	  
it is noteworthy that with the exception of René, all the characters avoid looking at the 
snake, and except for the photo above (top left), none of them is in the presence of the 
snake. only René, who created a kind of fusion with nature during his adventure, can 
peacefully look at the snake, domesticate it and finally return it to its natural environment 
(see Analysis… of a sequence pg. 24).	While	René	did	not	 live	a	perfect	schoolboy’s	
day, he nevertheless experienced a vital initiation.

Petite lumièRe: “SHOWING-HIDING”	TO	EXPERIMENT	WITH	GAZE

We	can	consider	that	this	tension	between	what	is	shown	and	what	is	hidden	is	a	centre	of	
gravity in Petite lumière.	Gomis’s	staging	is	guided	by	Fatima’s	powerful	imagination;	she	
has a gaze that can often be compared to a camera taking pictures (see Analysis… of 
a frame pg. 23).	When	she	puts	on	a	sheet	with	a	hole	in	it,	she	becomes	a	device	(see 
Accounts pg. 10)	 that	 frames	a	 fragment	of	 the	world	–	 the	 latter	being	more	“hidden”	
than	“shown”	through	the	camera	frame.	Fatima’s	“disguise”	also	reminds	one	of	cameras	
with bellows where the photographer protected himself from the light by hiding his head 
under a thick cloth. 

With	 the	 film,	her	 imagination	magically	appears,	 then	becoming	a	movie	projector	 that	
creates images (see Analysis… of a shot pg. 22). The tracking shots in sequence 3 (the 
low-angle shot in the stadium seats, the woman walking along a road, the percussionists 
and the young dancers performing in the street) turn these visions into a succession of 
moving	images,	as	if	we	were	watching	Fatima’s	inner	projections.	

Here,	we	think	of	the	traditional	process	of	projection:	the	film	that	rolls	in	front	of	a	light	
source and whose images are then projected on the screen. The light is exactly what the 
character is seeking – in the mystery of the refrigerator light, or with the light that she 
literally lights up at the end with the lightbulb. 

Also	this	imagination	virtually	becomes	real	during	the	sequence	where	Fatima	walks	in	
the snow then slides on the ice floe (see Analysis… of a sequence pg. 24). The reality 
shown	seems	to	be	only	a	layer	that	hides	imagination,	which	for	Fatima	would	only	be	
hiding	the	truth	of	things	that	she	wants	to	show.	It’s	in	this	sense	that	the	young	girl	starts	
to dig the ground – a precisely material, concrete element – in order to find a component 
of her imagination: the water under the ice, as shown in the book about the adventures of 
the	Arctic’s	most	famous	inhabitant:	Inouk/Nanouk	the	Eskimo.
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This	tension	between	shown	and	hidden	is	also	present	throughout	Petite	lumière;	it	is	the	
film’s	primary	aesthetical	principle	in	a	way,	from	the	first	scene	where	the	light	appears	
and disappears, depending on whether the door is opened or closed. (see Analysis… of 
a shot pg. 22).	This	alternating	visibility	and	invisibility,	shown	/	hidden	is	 literally	dealt	
with in Sequence 4,	 when	 Fatima	 asks	 whether	 people	 still	 exist	 when	 her	 eyes	 are	
closed.	Her	gaze	is	thus,	in	the	whimsical	logic	of	the	character,	a	switch	that	either	shows	
or hides, turns a light on or off, or makes the world appear or disappear.  

These	moments	are	particularly	significant	in	Gomis’s	project:	projecting	oneself	into	the	
character’s	imagination,	not	only	seeing	through	her	subjective	point	of	view,	but	also	face	
the subjectivity of this imagination, which is largely transmitted through sound. 

2 - SOUNDS AND TONES 

RENTRéE	DES	CLASSES:	DUBBING	AND	LYRICISM

Film Dubbing. Rentrée des classes was shot with a small film crew at a time when 
equipment	was	huge,	which	was	why	studio	shooting	was	preferred	in	France,	allowing	
for	direct	sound	recording	on	set.	Light	audio	equipment	synchronised	with	 the	camera	
came	out	around	the	late	1950’s	in	Canada	–	more	specifically	thanks	to	Quebec	docu-
mentary	filmmakers	like	Michel	Brault,	Gilles	Groulx	and	Pierre	Perrault,	before	becoming	
standard	in	the	early	1960’s.	While	synchronised	sound	recording	was	used	on	the	set	of	
Rentrée des classes, the soundtrack was added later. This is easily noticed when listening 
to the film; the sound is quite pure and clear, the soundtrack being based on just a few 
elements that clearly ring out.

Narrative Freedom & Indirect Style. if Rentrée des classes is often associated with the 
New	Wave,	it	is	also	because	of	its	narrative	freedom,	which	is	not	unrelated	to	the	use	of	
sound.	It	is	no	coincidence	if	Jean-Luc	Godard	–	a	dedicated	experimenter	with	storytel-
ling	and	sound	–	became	one	of	Rozier’s	supporters.	In	Rentrée des classes, we observe 
rather	surprising	sequences	and	voiceovers	embedded	with	actors’	lines,	rarely	in	use	at	
that	time.	This	is	especially	true	in	the	beginning	of	the	film.	When	René	learns	the	date	of	
the first day of school (see below), proclaimed by an actor in the scene, we immediately 
hear	“I	will	have	to	do	my	homework”,	even	though	René	isn’t	moving	his	lips;	we	are	thus	
hearing an introspective voiceover in the first person.  

This voiceover takes over the rest of the sequence, probably because it was filmed wit-
hout	sound.	René	introduces	himself	to	two	women	in	the	street,	the	character’s	voiceover	
asks	questions	(in	the	first	person:	“I	ask	them,	where	is	Susu?”)	and	gives	the	replies	(in	
the	third	person:	“The	woman	replies:	“He’s	not	here,	he	must	be	in	the	garden	tending	the	
grapevines.”).	This	is	a	strange	indirect	style	overtaking	the	narration;	the	dialogues,	then	
direct	again	in	the	homework	scene	with	René	and	Marius,	continue	to	be	loosely	dubbed.
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Accents, Musicality. Another original feature of the film is the use of non-professional 
actors. The diction and accent from provence – here very pronounced and identified – are 
very	different	 from	the	standard	 language	and	phrasing	of	conventional	actors’	schools	
and conservatories, so much so that it is hard to understand some of the dialogues, even 
if	you	have	a	perfect	command	of	French.	Besides,	 the	 film	relies	 little	on	 its	dialogue;	
sounds – notably in nature – and music are just as important narrative devices. indeed, 
we can imagine that the provençal accent was chosen by Rozier for its musicality. in Ren-
trée des classes,	language	and	nature	sing,	Rozier’s	vision	is	based	on	lyricism	and	not	
on	naturalistic	sounds.	He	even	goes	so	far	as	to	produce	an	enchanting	“sound	image”	
of	nature	by	using	an	aria	from	Mozart’s	Magic	Flute	(see Analysis… of a shot, pg. 19). 

Petite lumièRe: PLAYING	WITH	SOUND,	SEEING	AND	FEELING	IT	

during the interview, alain Gomis talked at length about sound; while Petite	lumière is a 
film about the gaze, it also tackles listening. 

The Issue of Listening:	 “With	my	 first	 feature-length	 film,	 l’afrance in 2001, i spent 
some time on sound montage and mixing for the first time, and it was an extraordinary mo-
ment of discovery for me to be listening to sounds without their images. it was something 
incredible	on	 the	 level	of	 imagination,	a	voyage.	With	Petite lumière, i really wanted to 
move	on	from	this	relationship	between	sounds	and	images	and	the	issue	of	listening.	I’m	
thinking of this older brother who has cassettes of sounds of the world. sound truly has 
a higher power, it determines the image, its geography. The idea of Petite lumière was 
also connected to the permanent doubt in relation to what we see, which is also a doubt 
of	mine…	And	for	me,	sound	has	more	reality,	because	it	is	more	concrete	and	material.”	

Sounds of Dakar:	“l'afrance ended in senegal, but Petite lumière is the first film i shot 
entirely in Africa. it came about very naturally from sensations linked to dakar, which is 
an incredible space of sounds. in popular neighbourhoods on the outskirts of the city, like 
those	shown	 in	 the	 film,	 for	example,	 there	 isn’t	as	much	 traffic	as	 there	 is	 in	Paris,	so	
the	sounds	stand	out	individually	and	are	not	drowned	in	a	brouhaha.	We	hear	perfectly	
the noise of a bicycle or sandals being rubbed on the sandy ground, the sound of a metal 
or woodworking shop, and street vendors. This creates a stream of sounds where each 
one	is	distinct	and	becomes	a	little	story.	So	for	me,	the	film	was	born	there,	from	sound.”	

Arranging Sounds and Images:	“The	montage	of	sounds	and	images	is	like	modelling	
clay.	We	take,	assemble	and	look	at	the	result,	whether	we	are	close	to	the	character’s	
experience.	Then	we	deconstruct	and	try	again.	It’s	very	empirical,	a	hands-on	process,	
and i really enjoy that. All of a sudden, you get the right feeling – not right in the sense of 
being absolute, but just the fact that this image and this sound are right with respect to the 
feeling	that	we	are	trying	to	create.”
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ANALYSE...  
OF FRAME 
sequence 5, time code: 7:15 

TRANSGRESSION

Context. After throwing his schoolbag over the bridge to 
respond	to	another	classmate’s	dare,	René	gets	ready	to	
go	and	look	for	it	along	the	river.	We	already	know	that	he	
is a malicious dunce skilled at playing hooky, who, notably, 
has	Marius,	a	fanciful	old	man,	do	his	homework	(we	easi-
ly	understand	that	Marius	wasn’t	the	best	of	students	him-
self). This frame introduces another relationship between 
René and adults, and is part of a series of shots where we 
follow his first steps in the river, starting from the bridge, 
with a high-angle shot alternating between wide shots and 
close-ups. 

Description.	 From	 behind,	 René’s	 silhouette	 occupies	
a predominant, central place and is further accentuated 
by the low-angle shot. The axis and the frame also cap-
ture	 the	 sky,	 trees	 and	 water.	 Like	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 film,	
this frame is solar, bathed in light. on the bridge that cuts 
through the frame horizontally, the old woman is a trivial, 
lost	 point	 in	 the	 image,	 contrasting	with	 the	boy’s	 impo-
sing stature. 

Rejection of Adults’ Order. This image synthesises 
many challenges of Rentrée des classes, notably in its 
way of organising a face-to-face meeting and a confron-
tation between the order of adults and that of René. The 
boy looking for his schoolbag and clearly playing hooky 
is held up by the old woman, who reprimands him and 
stands	 as	 adults’	 “order”.	 The	 composition	 conveys	 its	
own	meaning,	creating	discourse.	First,	the	camera	joins	
René in the river, empathetically accompanying him, while 
the aggressive old woman is kept at a distance, banished 
-	a	faraway	point	(the	next	shot	is	subjective	from	René’s	

point of view, enhancing identification; the following shot 
reverses the axis, the camera is on the bridge, with the 
woman’s	back	to	the	camera).	The	axis	is	also	significant	
since the low-angle shot gives René confidence when 
faced	 with	 this	 adult	 presence.	 Finally,	 the	 frame	 cap-
tures the bridge as a barrier, symbolically colliding with 
the	schoolboy’s	face,	enhancing	the	dimension	of	conflict.	
Facing	 this,	René’s	confidence	 is	conveyed	by	 this	sub-
versive, challenging and rejecting gesture, formally motio-
ning this recalcitrant old woman to go away. 

The promise of nature.	Like	the	rest	of	the	shots	filmed	
outside, Rozier greedily uses the light of provence in this 
shot (see Light and Impressionism pg. 27). The sun, quite 
high in the sky as shown by the shadows on the bridge, 
hits	the	light-coloured	stone	bridge	and	René’s	back,	and	
is reflected on the leaves of the trees and the water. The 
river, trees and sky are three dominant elements during 

ANALYSIS...  
OF RENTRÉE DES CLASSES 

René’s	bucolic	wandering	 in	 the	woods.	The	bridge	and	
the old woman are, in a way, vestiges of a civilisation that 
the boy is temporarily going to leave behind, soon literally 
turning	 his	 back	 on	 it.	 Nothing	 will	 keep	René	 from	 the	
adventure behind him; it comes about along the water, in 
a generous, ever-present natural world 
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ANALYSIS... OF A SHOT 

Sequence	7:	9:47	-	9:57

THE	NATURE	OPERA

Context and Stakes. This quick shot – ten seconds – 
takes place after René finally finds his schoolbag, see-
mingly by accident. This can be considered as one of 
the peaks in the relationship between the boy – getting 
more entrenched in playing hooky – and nature. As he 
advances into the depths of nature, René enters merges 
with nature, as if enveloped by it. 

Description. A medium high-angle shot is used; the cha-
racter is animated essentially through questioning expres-
sions,	looking	up.	He	is	sitting	in	the	river,	where	we	see	
the crystal clear water hit by sunrays. There seems to be 
a certain rigour in the position of the young actor – the 
direction of his head, how his arms and hands are positio-
ned – which, due to the dubbing, could have been verbally 
instructed during takes.  

The interface. This shot introduces a new stance for the 
character, first of all because he is static and stays preci-
sely where water and light meet. The superb play between 
the transparent river and the contrasts between the sun 
and the plant shadows is also noteworthy The character 
seems to be suspended between sky and water, shadow 
and light, river and solid ground. 

René’s	seated	position	shows	another	form	of	suspension	
– that of time. indeed, the character is not in the slightest 
concerned	by	skipping	school;	 the	boy’s	attitude	is	care-
free and blissfully contemplative. even though a form of 
concern breaks through, as it does at other times during 
this excursion, this state is one of beatitude, running wild 
and communing with nature, which he is at one with. 

Nature’s Song, On and Off-screen.	 From	 the	 start	 of	
his expedition, as René gets further into the forest, the 
shots are filled with more and more sounds of nature, a 
true chorus orchestrated by insects and birds, producing 
a wall of noises mixed with the tranquil, discreet sounds 
of the babbling brook. The entire shot is guided by some 
off-screen	 sound	 that	 René	 can’t	 locate	 or	 identify.	 We	
understand	 it	 since	 it	 is	an	unusual	 “musical	event”	 that	
coexists	with	“natural”	sounds.	It	seems	to	start	with	two	
notes whistled by a bird; just like the episode with the 
water snake, nature is a magical place. This strange shift 
in sounds leads the boy to search for its source twice, as 
the	“Aria	of	the	Queen	of	the	Night”	resounds,	from	Wol-
fgang	Amadeus	Mozart’s	famous	opera	the magic Flute. 
 

For	 Rozier,	 the	 idea	 was	 to	 make	 a	 “sonorous	 image”,	
both dream-like and literal, of nature as an enchantress 
– the counterpoint of the sinister established order at 
school,	 constricting	 and	 authoritarian.	 René’s	 traipse	 in	
the woods becomes a lesson in freedom and, to use a 
musical	metaphor,	an	Art	of	Fugue.	
.
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ANALYSIS OF A SEqUENCE: FREEDOM 

Sequence	14:	20:17	to	the	end		

CONTEXT	AND	STAKES

The final sequence of the film follows the chaos orchestrated and staged by René, 
who	hid	the	water	snake	in	his	classmate’s	notebook	as	an	act	of	revenge.	Back	to	the	
classroom,	 it	 doesn’t	 take	him	 long	 to	empty	 it	 of	 its	occupants:	after	 the	 freedom	and	
bliss he experienced in nature, the boy subverts the restricted environment of school by 
reintroducing life and movement. At the very beginning of the sequence, when everyone 
leaves for home, René is intercepted by his teacher and ordered to get the snake back: 
his	freedom	of	movement	is	once	again	constricted.	He	is	even	symbolically	sequestered	
in	the	classroom,	where	his	teacher,	just	as	scared	as	the	students,	won’t	dare	enter:	he	
quickly	slams	the	door,	leaving	René	by	himself.	The	words	“Leçon	d’orthogr…”	(Spelling	
Less…)	attest	to	the	harsh	panic	that	just	took	place.	

IN	THREE	PARTS,	THREE	COLORS	OF	SOUND	AND	MUSIC	

This sequence has a three-part structure: in the classroom where René recaptures the 
snake;	the	race	in	the	streets;	the	return	to	the	river.	We	notice	that	each	of	these	times/
spaces are coloured by very dissimilar sounds. in the classroom reigns a quasi-silence, 
clearly oppressive, that contrasts with the disorderly movements of the crowd fleeing, 
crying out in fright and panic. This chaos of sounds then reappears in the streets where 
René	runs,	shoving	the	snake	in	his	classmate’s	faces.	Then,	we	are	back	at	the	river,	un-
der the bridge, with its related bucolic sounds: peaceful water flowing, insects and birds. 

We	also	observe	that	 these	sound	environments	are	connected	to	the	music.	Absent	 in	
the classroom, the music starts up again when René decides to put the snake in his poc-
ket and makes a dash for the door.  

Darius	Milhaud’s	music	notes	are	both	epic	and	light-hearted	and	accompany	René	when	
he starts to move again and races madly in the streets. This music first disappears when 
the river is reached, before the music tone becomes melancholic, and when the boy 
gets ready to put the snake back in the water. percussions and cymbals then accent the 
release of the water snake and announce the end. in this lyrical film, the narration often 
happens through sound and music, true nuances of emotion. 

INSIDE/OUTSIDE:	CAPTIvE/FREE

The sequence plays largely with these contrasts, notably by linking the destinies of René 
and	the	water	snake,	who	appears	as	a	true	ally	for	René.	We	can	interpret	his	renuncia-
tion to put the snake in the vase as a kind of refusal to force it into a captivity that he 
himself cannot bear. 

in any case, he decides in the twinkling of an eye to put the snake back in the water. 
Between	René	and	the	snake,	understanding	and	a	bond	were	forged,	which	is	especially	
obvious when the snake harmoniously coils around his wrist. 

The classroom is an oppressive, cluttered and constricting space; the character must 
thread his way through the furniture; the hectic solitude of enchanting nature seems far 
remote from this place
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in the street, the fright René provoked in his classmates with the snake allowed him to 
clear the space around him, as if he were seeking the solitude he experienced earlier. The 
high-angle shots substantially accentuate this impression, notably through the beautifully 
constructed	shot	where	René’s	rotating	movement	literally	clears	the	air	around	him.			

When	using	the	snake	to	scare	others,	René	seems	to	be	searching	for	freedom	himself,	
for distance with the world, which he finds at the end of the sequence, after having trouble 
escaping the crowd into the back streets.  

MELANCHOLY	HERO

it is rather difficult to interpret this race in the streets, because while the classmates fear 
the snake, we also see them as a procession that follows and even seems to carry René. 
We	must	not	forget	that	he	also	played	the	role	of	the	liberator,	who	ended	the	school	day	
earlier than usual. There is also something heroic about René in the eyes of his class-
mates; while not carried triumphantly by his classmates, he literally guides the crowd 
before he is watched by avid onlookers standing on the bridge, who maybe even admire 
this understanding he developed with the snake, this tamed fear. They probably also envy 
the adventure he has lived. 

We	can	also	question	the	final	high-angle	shot	that	separates	René	from	the	riverbed	after	
he releases the water snake. The shot seems to open onto the horizon of the character, 
enriched by this experience, but also onto melancholia, perhaps linked to the awareness 
of his return to reality and paradise lost. 
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ANALYSES... 
DE PETITE LUMIÈRE

ANALYSIS...  
OF A SHOT
Sequence	2:	0:18	-	0:49	

SHADOW	AND	LIGHT

Context. This shot, right after the opening credit, thus 
opens	 the	 film	 and	 introduces	 the	 character	 of	 Fatima.	
one of her obsessions will be the mystery of the refrigera-
tor light. particularly with the short format, the beginning 
of a film is very important for establishing its aesthetic and 
dramatic qualities. This shot introduces the metaphorical 
relationship between Petite lumière and cinema. 

Description. This is a relatively long static shot (31 se-
conds) in a film that alternates very brief shots with longer 
ones. The camera is rather distant, lower to the ground 
in order to be at the same height as the child sitting next 
to the refrigerator. opening and closing the refrigerator 
three times in a row makes a shimmering effect in the 
shot, going from darkness to light, while the right part of 
the frame stays dark. Gomis creates interplay between, 
on one hand, the shadows – cast and projected from out-
side on the fridge and the floor – and the cool blue hues 
that appear when the door is closed; on the other hand, 
opening the door illuminates the white wall and yellow is 
highlighted	 as	 the	 dominant	 colour	 (Fatima’s	 dress,	 the	
dishes next to her, the slit of light between the door and 
the fridge). The choice of this initial frame highlights this 
variance and alternation, with the next shot focusing on 
one	of	the	driving	forces	of	the	film:	the	child’s	gaze.	
 

Montage and Projection.	 This	 shot	 shows	 how	 Fatima	
is	 “playacting”,	 but	 she	 is	 also	making	a	movie.	On	one	
hand, she makes a montage in the shot, opening and 
closing	the	refrigerator	door	 three	times.	We	also	note	a	
fade-to-black	effect	when	Fatima	closes	the	door.	On	the	
contrary, opening the door creates something we could 
characterise	as	“fade-to-light”	effects.	Opening	up,	being	
seen, ending: these are the three phases of a shot in a 
film	and	are	also	Fatima’s	three	actions,	which	she	does	
faster and faster in order to surprise the mysterious little 
light.	The	fading	in/out	effects	also	use	sound,	since	ope-
ning the door makes you hear the inside. These fluctua-
ting rapports between shadow and light directly remind 
one	 of	 film	 projection,	 doubly	 represented	 here.	 Firstly,	
the	light	source	from	the	fridge	that	makes	Fatima’s	sha-
dow appear on the wall behind her turns the wall into a 
screen.	 In	addition,	Fatima’s	gaze	projects	a	 film	on	 the	
inside of the refrigerator.  

Invisible and Imaginable Interiorities	Without	the	ques-
tion being asked other than visually, we understand that 
Fatima	 asks	 herself	 the	 following	 question:	 do	 things	
continue to exist once they have disappeared? This is 
precisely the interiority– by definition invisible – and 
imagination that Gomis is preparing to film. The power 
of	Fatima’s	 imagination	means	that	she	will	soon	project	
herself	 into	 the	adventures	of	 Inouk/Nanouk	 the	Eskimo	
(See Analysis… of a sequence pg. 24) and on the ice 
floe, thanks to this cold source (the refrigerator) located 
in	a	hot	country.	This	is	a	contradiction	that	Fatima’s	cha-
racter, armed with her rich imagination, will not hesitate to 
conjure up, whether the adults like it or not. 
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ANALYSIS...  
OF A FRAME 

sequence 6 - 6:25

SPECTATORS’	PERSPECTIvES

Tracking Shots. This frame appears midway through 
the film, which introduced the concept of the interplay of 
gazes,	 listening	and	 feeling,	with	Fatima	 facing	a	 reality	
that she remodels through her imagination. The image is 
taken from a very stable reverse tracking shot, matched 
with another in the next shot in another part of the city. 
The travelling shot is a camera motion that enhances the 
experience of space and time. At this moment in the film, 
we have already seen three lateral tracking shots in a row 
(Sequence 3) that are extremely precise, going from left 
to right from an unusual viewpoint, both subjective (we 
are	 “caught”	 in	Fatima’s	gaze)	and	abstract	 (we	see	 the	
scenes	through	Fatima	projecting	her	imagination	and	not	
through the reality of what she physically sees). 

Description. perched on a dolly, the camera is in front of 
this haphazard horse cart: the horse and the man are fa-
cing	the	camera,	Fatima	is	sitting	in	the	rear	with	her	back	
to the camera. in addition, the framing gives great impor-
tance to the landscape, here shared between a rundown 
building on the left, the horizon and the vanishing point in 
the centre-left and finally the seashore on the right. The 
sea	 is	 the	 crowning	moment	 for	 Fatima	 in	 the	 last	 shot	
of the film. The lighting is softly blurred, like a sfumato. 
The documentary dimension of the film is clear: the crowd 
of footballers throwing a ball in the air, the cart driver 
who	doesn’t	 ignore	 the	camera.	The	camera	 is	 in	 fact	a	
concrete object, while the horse has multiple interactions 
with the camera during the two reverse tracking shots. 

 

Spectator’s Viewpoint.	 Regarding	 Fatima,	 the	 configu-
ration is special here, because the viewpoint is external. 
This creates a unique feeling as far as the proximity we 
feel	to	Fatima’s	gaze	and	perceptions	is	concerned.	The	
camera	 has	 moved	 away	 from	 Fatima’s	 viewpoint,	 and	
from this distance, only her nape can be seen – a frequent 
motif in the film, but usually not in such wide frames. This 
arrangement means that there are 2 viewpoints: the ca-
mera’s	and	Fatima’s.	

A Female Spectator’s Viewpoint. The spectator then 
has a split viewpoint, experiencing the concrete viewpoint 
of	the	camera	and	also	projecting	through	Fatima’s	view-
point, which we know is perpetually affected by her ima-
gination.	Does	she	see	what	we	see?	We	seriously	doubt	

it since we know how capable she is at transforming one 
reality	into	another.	Here,	she	is	a	spectator	before	whom	
images parade. The reverse tracking shot reveals new 
things, constantly renewing the viewpoint; thus the horse 
cart	puts	the	world	on	parade	in	front	of	Fatima.	As	in	the	
rest of the film, the metaphor of cinema (see Analysis… 
of a shot pg. 22) is brought up: the landscape that goes 
by	reminds	one	of	film	rolling	in	front	of	a	projector’s	light	
source, opening onto make-believe. 
 
(1) Term used in painting, derived from the italian word fumo mea-
ning	smoke.	Leonard	de	vinci	defined	it	 in	his	treatise on Painting 
(1564)::	 “Light	and	shade	should	blend	without	 lines	or	borders	 in	
the	manner	of	smoke.”	
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ANALYSIS... OF A SEqUENCE 

sequence	8

WHEN REALITY TOPPLES OVER 

CONTEXT,	CHALLENGES	AND	REFERENCE

This	sequence	is	important	as	a	concretisation	of	Fatima’s	desire.	It	is	split	in	two,	with	a	
tipping	point	where	sound	plays	a	central	role.	From	Sequence 2 on, the ice floe is sym-
bolically	welcomed	to	West	Africa	by	the	fridge	(see Analysis… of a shot pg. 22), while a 
children’s	book	about	the	adventures	of	Inouk	the	Eskimo	is	visible	in	Sequence 5 (5:21). 
And at the beginning of Sequence 9 (9:24), we see the book again, this time open to a 
page	that	gives	Fatima	the	idea	to	dig	in	the	ground	in	search	of	icy	water.		

Through	this	book,	Gomis	refers	to	Robert	Flaherty’s	nanouk of the north (1923), consi-
dered the father of documentaries – the term was used for the first time by John Grierson 
for his next film, moana	(1925).	It	 is	also	interesting	to	specify	that	while	the	name	Fla-
herty	remains	attached	to	documentaries,	the	American	director	didn’t	hesitate	to	interfere	
with reality and resort to every dramatic and cinematographic impulses to retell the fight 
between	people	and	the	elements.	More	than	recording	an	objective	reality,	nanouk of the 
north is largely interwoven with fiction and appears as the reformulation of a way of life 
then	disappearing	-	which	Fatima	wants	to	make	reappear	in	the	streets	of	Dakar.	

THE	STRANGENESS	OF	THE	REAL

The	first	part	of	the	sequence	takes	place	in	what	can	be	considered	as	a	“reality”	that	Fa-
tima, as in the rest of the film, experiments with and questions. in the middle of the night, 
while	the	rain	is	pouring	down,	she	wonders,	“Maybe	everyone	lives	in	their	own	world."	

The soundtrack brings her back to the material reality of things: the sound of raindrops 
and the rumbles of thunder, rubbing hands on the rug, the clear, dry sound of the ball that 
we	 imagine	 being	 thrown	 against	 the	wall.	 But	 strangeness	 has	 already	 infiltrated	 this	
reality.	This	starts	with	a	person	passing	by,	whom	Fatima	seems	to	see	as	an	apparition;	
the	man’s	way	of	moving	through	space,	his	enigmatic	smile,	the	muffled	sound,	and	the	
exchange of glances in the montage instil a form of dream-like bizarreness.  

This impression is then reproduced with the appearance of the hand that comes to caress 
Fatima’s	cheek,	then	her	hair.		

The close-up shot is the basis of this sensation of bizarreness, preventing the identifica-
tion	of	the	person	whose	hand	enters	then	exits	the	screen.	The	fact	that	Fatima	doesn’t	
react or turn around further supports this impression of disengaging from reality – which 
lingers on in the following shot, where this enigmatic woman disappears.  



25

III
 - 

AN
AL

YS
ES

Widening	the	frame	reveals	Fatima	bouncing	a	ball	against	the	wall.	This	can	be	deemed	
a manipulation of sound, since the clearness and precision of the sound materializes the 
invisible object1. The previous frame being a close-up (and the game being off-screen) 
emphasizes this idea, largely connected to the issue of "showing-hiding". As if wondering 
about	the	existence	of	reality,	Fatima	then	goes	to	the	doorstep	to	contemplate	the	rain,	
made omnipresent by its sound. 

The motif of the threshold can here be seen as a symbol: toppling over towards imagi-
nation. 

This	swing	is	initiated	by	a	change	in	the	scale	of	the	shot,	using	a	close-up	shot	of	Fatima	
running her fingers along her arm then along the wall. This gives us access to her sen-
sations, as if she were experimenting with things in a solely tactile way. This framing also 
produces another texture in the image: lower-resolution definition, slight blur that gives 
the impression of unreality.  

But	the	swing	is	truly	achieved	through	sound.	The	realistic	materiality	of	the	first	part	of	
the sequence is replaced by sounds that evoke the ice floe, notably sounds of a blizzard, 
the terrible icy wind that rages in those climes. The texture of the wall and shift from black 
skin	to	snowy	white	brings	us	to	a	completely	different	environment:	Fatima	gets	ready	to	
head	for	the	Far	North.		

MOULDING	REALITY	TO	HER	WISHES

sound is what makes the ice floe appear: a walk on a stretch of ochre earth is turned into 
an epic journey on an enormous layer of snow that makes identifiable woolly sounds when 
trampled upon.

This	swing	 towards	 imagination	 is	 then	 reinforced	by	 the	accelerating	pace.	We	note	a	
gradual	increase	in	the	speed	of	Fatima's	movement	in	two	tracking	shots	that	are	the	last	
two shots of the sequence. in the first shot, she mimics an ice skater, gliding on the sand. 
The	second	shot	 is	zoomed	 in	and	doesn't	show	her	 feet,	creating	 the	 illusion	 that	she	
really	is	skating	on	ice.	Like	the	game	with	the	ball,	the	scale	of	the	shot	and	the	sound,	
between	"showing"	and	"hiding"	make	the	audience	believe	in	something	that	isn't	–	spe-
cial effects concealed off-screen. The work on sound – still based on the presentation of 
the	ice	floe	–	follows	the	rhythm	of	these	two	shots,	making	us	feel	Fatima's	movements	
as intoxicating and swift. 

Does	the	film	offer	to	Fatima	the	ice	floe	she	desires	or	is	it	just	Fatima's	imagination	that	
transforms	it	to	adapt	it	to	Nanouk's	world?	Petite	lumière	is	based	on	this	question:	does	
make-believe exist more than reality? The film is also based on the possibility of ubiquity 
presented	by	the	cinema	spectator’s	condition:	being	somewhere	else	while	being	pres-
ent, or the belief that the make-believe world on the movie screen is reality while the film 
is	rolling.	Petite	lumière	thus	seems	to	be	guided	by	the	aphorism	that	Jean-Luc	Godard	
attributes	 to	André	Bazin	 in	 the	epigraph	of	his	 film	le mépris (Contempt - 1962): "The 
cinema	substitutes	for	our	look	a	world	which	conforms	to	our	desires.”	2

(1)	We	can	interpret	this	as	a	reference	to	the	tennis	final	in	Blow up	(1966)	by	Michelangelo	Antonioni,	
which is also played without a ball.
(2)	This	quote	was	in	fact	written	by	Michel	Mourlet	in	les cahiers du cinéma in 1959 ("sur un art ignore", 
No.	98),	with	different	wording:	 “Cinema	 is	a	gaze	which	 is	 substituted	 for	our	own	 to	give	us	a	world	
matching	our	desires.”
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IV - CONNECTIONS

REFLECTED IN IMAGERY: FROM ExPERIMENTING 
WITH GAzE TO THE SPECTATOR ExPERIENCE

1 – to Kill a mockingbird,	Robert	Mulligan,	1962.
2 – Rentrée des classes. 
3 – Petite lumière. 
4 – the experience,	Abbas	Kiarostami,	1973.	
5 – la coupe à dix francs (The	$2	Haircut),	Philippe	Condroyer,	1974.	

1

2

4 5

3
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PATHWAYS: RENTRÉE DES CLASSES,  
LIGHT AND IMPRESSIONISM

Cinema	is	both	dramatic	and	visual	art.	Henri	Langlois	defined	and	defended	it	as	such;	
for	 the	 founder	of	 the	Cinémathèque	 française,	 the	cinematograph	 invention	at	 the	end	
of the 19th	century	is	the	culmination	of	the	pictorial	art	of	the	century.	While	cinema	was	
lauded for its ability to present snapshots of life, in this primitive stage, it was an art of 
recreation and representation. 

THE	NEED	FOR	LIGHT

early cinema can thus be associated with impressionism, a contemporary movement. 
Both	activities	took	place	outside:	for	painters,	light	was	the	prime	subject	–	its	variations,	
chromatic vibrations and its imponderable dimension. As for cinema, since film was not 
very sensitive, movies could only be shot on sunny days and at times when the sun was 
high in the sky. This need for light in filmmaking explains why films would soon be shot in 
places	that	were	to	be	called	studios,	like	Georges	Méliès's	studio	in	Montreuil,	founded	
in	 1897:	 there,	 light	 sources	were	 controlled	 (through	a	glass	 roof	 in	 the	building)	 and	
sometimes	added.	We	also	know	that	Lumière	films	were	developed	in	a	slow,	elaborate	
bath, adapted to the pursuit of sophisticated lighting.  

it is clear that Rentrée des classes was inspired by impressionism, notably in the choice 
to shoot part of the film outside, in natural light, which was, at the time, a bold choice. 
This	impulse	would	also	be	one	of	the	watchwords	of	the	New	Wave:	take	the	camera	out	
of the studio and work mostly with natural lighting. of course, the paradox is that cinema 
couldn't	 then	 play	 with	 another	 element	 that	 Impressionist	 painters	 mastered:	 colour.	
However,	Rozier’s	link	with	Impressionism	goes	further	than	just	a	propensity	for	filming	
outside, it is also about a desire to capture the fleetingness of light, not to reproduce it 
but,	in	the	meaning	that	Claude	Monet	gave	to	Impressionism,	to	devise	with	his	art	and	
technique	a	representation	of	what	the	human	eye	can’t	see.
 

RESEARCH	ON	LIGHT

Light	has	therefore	significant	in	René’s	traipse	in	nature,	so	much	so	that	the	reference	
to	Impressionist	painting	is	obvious.	We	can	understand	the	choice	of	Provence	as	being	
motivated	by	 the	quality	of	 the	crispy	clear	 light,	as	painted	by	Cezanne.	While	Rozier	
cannot capture the colour, he is extremely careful to depict the relationship between sha-
dow and light. 
 

The photography of the film does not focus on nuances of grey, contrary to the classroom 
scenes. Rozier stretches and contrasts the relationship between the drop shadows of 
plants	and	 the	bold	whites	when	 the	 light	 hits	 the	water,	 plants,	 earth	or	René’s	 body.	
These stark contrasts are even enhanced by the many high-angle shots; light literally hits 
what it meets, causing thousands of sparkles in the water. Rozier also plays with transpa-
rencies thanks to its total clarity of the water. 

Rozier’s	interest	for	the	way	the	light	falls	is	related	to	the	pursuits	of	Impressionist	pain-
ters. This dialogue can be felt through the filter of plants and drop shadows in Auguste 
Renoir’s	Bal	au	Moulin	de	la	Galette	(dance at le moulin de la Galette	-	1876,	bottom 
left);	 the	motif	 is	stylised	 in	a	more	bucolic	and	Provençal	way	 in	Claude	Monet’s	Bois 
d’olivier au jardin moréno	(Olive	tree	wood	in	the	Moreno	garden	-	1884,	bottom right). 
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It’s	also	striking	to	see	that	Rozier,	in	quick	shots,	composes	paintings	of	nature	–	at	these	
moments,	we	are	seeing	 through	René’s	subjective	gaze.	This	obviously	 reminds	us	of	
Claude	Monet’s	compositions	which,	like	these	shots	in	Rentrée des classes, unite in the 
same frame plants, light, water and the reflection of the sky on the water surface – nym-
phéas, le matin	(The	Water	Lilies,	Morning	-	1914-1918).	

While	Rozier	isn’t	trying	to	equal	the	virtuosity	of	Impressionist	painters,	we	observe	the	
same desire to capture and celebrate these dialogues between water, plant life and light.  

LIGHT	IMPRESSIONS

The treatment of light is not just a reference to a major movement in painting, it also 
serves	the	storyline:	telling	the	story	of	René’s	relationship	with	nature.	He	becomes	part	
of nature as he descends further and further into the thick vegetation and the brook; the 
light and shadows cast by the trees are imprinted on him. 

René	himself	becomes	a	theatre,	playing	with	shadow	and	 light.	Working	on	the	strong	
black and white contrasts, Rozier tends to blend René in with nature, as if he was merging 
with it, becoming part of it – particularly noticeable when he goes through the tunnel of 
greenery, in the top right photo. This shows the harmony between René and the land-
scape,	 in	which	he	disappears,	with	which	he	communes	during	 this	escape.	Nature	 is	
perceived as a force, conferring a magical, almost animistic dimension to Rentrée des 
classes; nature seems to affect René, keep him and talk to him, especially true during the 
captivating dance with the water snake, with whom René develops a troubling connec-
tion (see Cinema questions pg. 14).	We	also	note	that	René	appears	and	disappears	
between shadows, light and leaves, engulfed by the greenery; he seems sometimes wat-
ched from an unusual point of view, the viewer appears to be nature itself, thus becoming 
a character in itself. 

Rozier	goes	so	far	as	to	give	shape	to	light,	through	the	sound	of	Mozart’s	opera	suddenly	
resounding,	surprising	René	with	a	“sound	image”	emanating	from	the	enchanting	place:	
the	“Queen	of	the	Night”	aria	from	the magic Flute (see Analysis… of a shot pg. 19). 
But	this	“sound	image”	is	then	replaced	by	a	mise-en-scène	of	light.		
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By	choosing	a	 time	of	day	with	strong	sunlight,	when	 the	sun	 is	high	 in	 the	sky,	paired	
with backlighting through the filter of greenery and the condensation of the river, Rozier 
literally	makes	light	appear,	like	an	epiphany,	a	magical	revelation.	He	makes	it	material	
and	tangible	in	the	form	of	delicate	particles	suspended	in	the	air.	It’s	also	another	sign	
of	René’s	communion	with	nature,	which	shows	itself	to	him,	as	if	greeting	his	presence	
with the aquatic reptile. 

REFERENCES	TO	IMPRESSIONISM	IN	CINEMA

Rozier	is	neither	the	first	nor	the	last	to	refer	to	this	pictorial	movement.	In	French	cinema,	
there	is	an	impressionist	vein	linked	to	the	avant-garde	artists	of	the	1920’s	and	1930’s,	
notably	filmmakers	Jean	Epstein	and	Germaine	Dulac.	For	them,	impressionism	is	achie-
ved through montage, superimposition and deformation, which creates emotional rela-
tionships between touches of light and motifs. 

Rozier is obviously less inspired by this avant-garde than Jean Renoir, whom he worked 
for as an assistant on the set of French cancan (1955), a film that seriously invested 
colour and its movements in accomplished dance tableaus. in earlier years, Auguste Re-
noir’s	son	made	a	name	for	himself	with	films	like	Boudu sauvé des eaux	(Boudu	Saved	
from drowning - 1932) and une partie de campagne (A day in the Country - 1936, below), 
which gave centre stage to outdoor shots and natural lighting – almost completely in the 
latter. 

               

Jean Renoir cited archetypal motifs from impressionist paintings in his film – lunching on 
the grass, boat rides (opposite, bottom right: canotiers à argenteuil	(Boating	at	Argen-
teuil)	–	1873,)	elegant	women	resting	under	the	trees	(opposite, bottom left la liseuse 
ou printemps	(The	Reader	or	Springtime	-	by	Claude	Monet,	1872).	In	this	film	where	the	
bucolic setting seems to take over the characters, the director pays attention to the shim-
mering light on the water, vibrations and reflections of the greenery; the shadows with 
light shining through on the characters and the ground. 
 
The	 passing-down	 of	 this	 Impressionist	 vein	 to	 cinema	 is	 important.	 Because	 it	 has	
connections to childhood and because Truffaut advocated (see Inspirations pg.9) for 
Rozier, one may think, for example, of the beginning of l’enfant sauvage	(The	Wild	Child	
-	1968),	after	the	true	story	of	victor,	a	boy	found	in	a	state	of	nature	at	the	end	of	the	18th 

century in Aveyron. 

Truffaut’s	photographic	choices	to	unite	the	child	with	nature	are	very	similar	to	those	of	
Rentrée des classes.	By	interplaying	coal	black	and	bright	white,	the	shade	of	the	boy’s	
skin in nature merges with his environment, camouflaging him.1	Like	Rozier,	Truffaut	does	
this without words, the deep connection that unites man to nature is felt solely through 
visual and sound effects.

(1)	In	François	Truffaut’s	l'enfant sauvage, these are the first two sequences of the film. 
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these suggestions echo the teaching principles for the films listed 
in the beginning of this booklet (see pg. 2). the general idea is to 
adopt an intuitive and sensitive approach to film, and the tools for 
these activities can be found in the booklet. the “chapters” sec-
tion (pg. 12) helps find specific scenes. a glossary of relevant film 
vocabulary is available on the cined website. 

the two films can be easily used in combined activities, as sug-
gested below. Other suggestions are specific to either Rentrée 
des classes or Petite	lumière.

 

BEFORE WATCHING THE FILM

*	Since	there	is	no	poster,	use	the	two	photographs	in	Focus	(pg.	
5) and ask the following questions: where does the film take place, 
what do we learn about the characters, where is the action loca-
ted? 

* An activity can be based on listening to the sounds without the 
images, and thus becoming more sensitive to this essential ele-
ment	of	cinema.	By	listening	to	these	sounds,	this	is	an	opportu-
nity	 to	 think	about	what	we	 “see”:	can	we	determine	 the	various	
settings	of	the	films,	the	number	of	characters,	what	they’re	doing,	
are they stationary or moving around? 

- in Rentrée des classes, three important sequences (see pg. 12) 
highlight relationships with nature and use sounds only and no 
spoken lines: 6, 7, 8 

- in Petite lumière,	Sequence	8	(see pg. 24) is particularly interes-
ting because the sounds are very misleading and the students will 
answer the Arctic rather than a dakar neighbourhood. The idea is 
not to trick them, but to make them aware of the ability of sound to 
narrate and to displace the meaning of images. 

* Find your own reflected images (see pg. 25)

Reflect on all types of images (cinema, TV, painting, comic books, 
etc.) that could be associated with the films. 
- search for the images.
- organise these images in a specific order.
- explain this arrangement, the progression and the connections 
between the images. 

One variation of this activity could be the teacher choosing a 
group of images and the students choosing a certain number from 
the group (4-6), ordering them and justifying why they organised 
the images this way. 

* ACTIVITIES SPECIFIC TO RENTRÉE DES CLASSES

Use the “Inspirations” section: after having the students 
watch the film Zéro de conduite by Jean Vigo, and by refer-
ring to the images in the booklet (p 9), look for connections 
between Vigo’s and Rozier’s films.

With	images	from	Zéro de conduite
-	What	connections	could	we	make	between	the	 images	of	Jean	
vigo’s	film	and	the	images	in	Rentrée des classes? 
With	all	the	images	in	the	“inspirations” section
-	What	do	all	the	images	have	in	common?
-	What	 image	 from	 the	 other	 films	 seems	 to	 be	most	 similar	 to	
Rentrée des classes?	Why?
 
With the “Cinema questions” section: 1 – “Showing-Hiding”. 
For this activity, it would be preferable to have the various 
significant snapshots available, or to show the sequences 
themselves (Sequences 6, 8, 11, 13)

-	What	is	hidden/shown	in	the	film?	
dealing particularly with the story of the water snake	(pg.	14):
-	When	is	the	snake	shown	and	when	is	it	hidden	during	the	film?	
-	How	is	the	snake	discovered	in	the	classroom?	Do	we	see	this	
moment? 
-	What	are	the	different	types	of	relationships	that	René	has	with	
the snake? 
-	How	can	we	explain	René’s	choice	to	release	the	snake	at	 the	
end? (see Analysis... of a sequence pg. 20)

PEDAGOGICAL ACTIVITIES AFTER WATCHING THE FILM

We can imagine a progression of activities in stages: start by ver-
bal exchanges on impressions; make observations and describe 
before analyzing, working on interactivity based on images (stills, 
shots, sequences) and sounds. 

1) VERBAL ExCHANGES ON IMPRESSIONS

*	 We	 can	 comment	 on	 the	 listening	 activities	 done	 before	 wat-
ching the film: were the images seen in the film similar or different 
from	the	images	they	imagined	beforehand?	Was	this	true	for	both	
films? 

*	What	 are	 the	most	memorable	moments	 of	 the	 film?	Describe	
them and their place in the film. defend your selection. 
-	 Summarize	 the	 journeys	 of	 the	 characters.	What	 is	 the	 situa-
tion	at	 the	beginning	and	end	of	 the	 film?	What	are	 the	primary	
stages and transformations that happen for the characters in the 
meantime?

*	Was	there	a	character	that	particularly	affected	you	and	who	you	
felt	close	to?	Why?	

* describe the characters
- do the characters have anything in common? if so, give 
examples.	How	are	they	different?	
-	What	role	do	adults	play	in	the	two	films?	How	do	they	appear?	
What	type	of	relationship	do	Fatima	and	René	have	with	adults?	
Which	adults	are	their	allies?	
-	What	type	of	relationship	do	René	and	Fatima	have	with	autho-
rity?

2) MAKE OBSERVATIONS, DESCRIBE AND ANALYzE: 
INTERACTIVITIES WITH IMAGES, SOUNDS,  

AND SEqUENCES

* Define the challenges of each film (see pg. 5) with an image 
of your choosing (have the students choose or use the images in 
the booklet° - part of the class can work on Rentrée des classes 
and the other part on Petite lumière
- if the students chose the image themselves, invite them to ex-
plain their choice: what does the image say about the film and 
what are the important elements of the film not seen in these stills?
- describe the image and its composition (scale of frame, lighting, 
presence of bodies, landscape, etc.)
-	Choose	4-6	words	referring	to	this	image.	
- develop these words verbally or in writing: what are the chal-
lenges of each film?



31

IV
 - 

C
O

N
N

EC
TI

O
N

S

try this in a hands-on workshop:
- play several pieces of music with the images, instead of the 
magic Flute	by	Mozart,	and	discuss	them	with	the	students.	
-	Write	narration	(René’s	 thoughts)	and	 if	possible,	perform	as	a	
voiceover for the sequence. 
-	Mix	 sound	 effects	 (using	 online	 sound	 banks	 or	 sound	 effects	
made in the workshop) for the sequence
- Compare the various attempts obtained and debate the choices 
made by Rozier. 

For Petite lumière, work on Sequence 8, particularly memo-
rable due to the strong divergence between image and sound. 
-	 Recall	 the	 film’s	 soundtrack;	 what	 was	 surprising	 in	 this	
sequence?  
-	What	would	be	the	“normal”	soundtrack	for	this	sequence?	Make	
a list: objects, contacts, weather elements, surfaces (ground, 
skin). 
-	Can	any	of	 these	sounds	be	made	with	one’s	own	means,	ob-
jects or rudimentary instruments?

* The role of music in Rentrée des classes.
Starting	from	Sequence	14	and	referring	to	the	“Analysis… of a 
sequence” section (pgs. 20-21), we can also discuss the relation-
ship	 between	 the	 character’s	 movements	 and	 Darius	 Milhaud’s	
composition.	Here	music	is	truly	narration	in	its	own	right.		

* We can also listen to the sounds without the images again, 
with the goal of identifying sounds
- Rentrée des classes: identify the sounds in sequences 5 and 6. 
Lead	them	to	note	the	gradually	bigger	presence	of	nature	sounds.	
- Petite lumière:	 identify	 the	 sounds	 in	 Sequence	 4.	 By	 then	
showing the same sequence with sound and images: what is the 
relationship between looking and listening, do they happen at the 
same	time,	why	can	we	say	that	Fatima	also	looks	with	her	ears?		
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* ACTIVITIES SPECIFIC TO PETITE LUMIÈRE

With Sequence 2, using the “Analysis… of a shot” and “Ana-
lysis… of a frame” sections (pg. 22-23). 
First define “shot”, “camera”, “screening”, “projector”, and 
“editing”? using some examples. 
-	Through	the	character	of	Fatima,	how	do	we	see	the	idea	of	the	
camera	and	the	projector	in	this	sequence?	Where	can	we	see	a	
connection with editing? 
-	Why	can	it	be	said	that	she	is	both	an	actress	and	a	spectator?	

compare the shooting script for Petite	lumière (see Accounts pg. 
10) and the projection of sequence 2.

- does the description of sounds and images correspond to 
what was planned in the shooting script (that could be defined 
as the work plan made before filming, shot by shot, sequence by 
sequence, with, as shown, indications for framing and sound)?
- explain beforehand the scale of a medium wide shot: did the 
filming	lead	to	another	shooting	script	for	the	sequence?	How	can	
we explain it? 
 

* “SOUND WORKSHOP”

The booklet echoes the importance and originality of the use of 
sound in these two very sensory films. This group of activities 
based on this question also includes music. several sections can 
be used, notably Cinema questions 2 – Sounds and Tones (pg. 
16,	 in	 particular	Alain	Gomis’s	 precise	 comments	 on	 this	 topic);	
Analysis… of a shot and Analysis… of a sequence in Rentrée 
des classes (pg. 19 and pgs. 20-21); Analysis… of a sequence 
in Petite lumière (pgs. 24-25). 

*Use the images without sound this time. 
In Rentrée des classes, the interference of “nature’s song”' 
(Sequence 7) is very significant. 
-	Why	does	the	character	move	his	head?	What	are	his	eyes	loo-
king	 for?	What	do	we	see	and	understand	about	 the	meaning	of	
the scene without sound?

then show the excerpt with sound. 
- do we understand the excerpt in the same way? What does the 
director show about René’s relationship with the nature that sur-
rounds him? 
- si you had to suggest music, or lines for a voiceover, or sound 
effects for this sequence, what would it be? 
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