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1. Rules of the Game was released in Paris in two theaters on 8 July 1939, less than two months before
the outbreak of World War II (Faulkner 2010).

• It was poorly received by both audiences and in the immediate aftermath perhaps because it
probed too deeply into people’s psyche as they waited for inevitable imminent war.

• Given the German invasion of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, it was widely recognized that this
war was inevitable—and that was the anxiety that this film portrayed. Most people realized that
war was imminent.

• There are many instances of irony in the film—indeed,we could be excused if we thought that the
ultimate theme of the film was irony—but one of them is that it is clearly a war film but a war
film in which the war is never mentioned.

2. The film is, at its most obvious and sustained level, social commentary.

• Bourgeois viewers can hardly be blamed for the film’s savage portrayal of the bourgeoisie, in
particular through the hunt and the fête while France waited for the far.

• What follows will return repeatedly to issues raised by the explicit and implicit social commentary
of this film—that is inevitable in trying to understand what the film is about.

3. Bazin (1973) has emphasized the visual construction of the film, in particular, Renoir’s use of depth
of field and long shots.

• Bazin’s critical notices of the film were the first truly important interpretive responses to the
film—and his focus on Renoir’s oeuvre laid the stage for the auteur theory with which he had (as
we know) a quite complicated relationship.

• Bazin, perhaps expectedly, rides his favorite hobby horse of cinematic realism which does not
appear to do full justice to what Rules of the Game achieves.

• However, is impossible not to appreciate Renoir’s technical achievement, especially the cinematog-
raphy, the use of mirrors to develop the narrative and, of course, the entire construction of the
hunt.

• But what is probably the most important feature of this film is how seamlessly the narrative
proceeds to the climactic end. We absorb the technical brilliance but do not really notice it.

4. However, it is perhaps even most fruitful is to view the film as a deeply political film.

• Central to that reading is the hunt as icon and event.

• In fact, the hunt is central to much of the film including its visual achievement. It is useful to
record explicitly seven features of the hunt sequence.

i. The hunt takes less than four minutes of the film’s total length of almost 106 minutes (Faulkner
2010). We should ask how could so little of the film mean so much for it.

ii. However, these four minutes were constructed with exquisite care. The hunt consists of 50
shots or about a seventh of the film’s 336 shots (Faulkner 2010). No wonder, then, that so
much hangs on it.

iii. Visually, the shooting of the hunt is stunning with multiple long shots and closeups and
perspectives.

iv. Aural construction is no less impressive with shots and shouts, trills and whistles, and con-
tinual whacks on wood.
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v. Faulkner (2010, p. 284) puts it:

“The number of shots in this sequence testifies to its importance to the meaning of
the whole, while its visual and aural construction is designed to produce emotional
‘shock and awe’ in the spectator. Sixty-five years on, that sequence still gets inside
one’s head.”

vi. The most troubling shot is the closeup of the dying quivering rabbit. It tells us—if we knew—
what would happen to André Jurieux at the end of the film. The poacher Marceau notes that
André pitched forward like a fallen rabbit.

vii. The hunt also reveals the central infidelity of the film, that of Robert de la Chesnaye.

• But what matters most here is that the hunt’s aural construction makes the hunt a surrogate for
war.

• We are reminded that war is about the slaughter of innocents who fall dead like rabbits because
of the whims of the bourgeoisie. We know that this slaughter will begin in the imminent future.

– Of course, whims of the bourgeoisie is a poor way of describing the causes of World War II
but, remember, Renoir was making this film in 1939 whereas we have the benefit of more
than a half-century’s hindsight.

• The hunt as event (rather than icon) is perhaps even more disturbing.

– Lurking in the background, as every audience in 1939 knew, is France preparing for an
inevitable imminent war. Probably most thoughtful individuals also realized that France was
no match for Germany in the event of an invasion (and as we know from history)

– Observant members of the audience would notice that there was no mention of war—or
politics.

– In the middle of this the bourgeois hunt rabbits and game birds and conclude with a fète.

– And what a hunt. The massacre is appalling. And pointless. It’s almost as if ever time we
pause we are forced into the symbolism.

• This political interpretation of the film makes Rules of the Game, if not an explicitly pacifist film,
at least sympathetic to pacifism, or at least to the avoidance of war.

• But does this interpretation capture any other critical part of the film?

– It seems to capture the character of the General much better than if the film is regarded as
apolitical social commentary.

– If we are uncharitable the General is a blundering fool, all pomp and no circumstance. Even
with excess of charity, he is a bellicose irrelevance. And this is what heroes of previous great
wars are.

– Do we still feel a yearning for war?

• In the film’s politics, this pacifism is not an isolated element. It comes as part of a fairly well-
integrated ideological stance that questions the fundamental values of Europe in the 1930s as the
democracies pacified the Nazis and fascists with the Communist Party being the sole institution
offering principled resistance.

– With the wisdom of hindsight we easily recognize that European society of the 1930s deserved
every criticism Renoir directed to it—but, once again, this is hindsight.

– One consequence of the political situation in Europe in the 1930s is that artists and intellec-
tuals flocked to the Communist Party.

– This group included Renoir who worked for the Party in the early 1930s.

• So, four other aspects of this film’s politics should come as no surprise:

(a) Robert de la Chesnaye is a French Jewish marquis.

(b) Mme. La Bruyère’s savagely portrayed historical ignorance (recall “Negroes” and “Buffalo
bill”) takes on racism.

(c) In general the film is a critique of xenophobia,
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(d) The characters include a gay (Dick) and lesbian (Charlotte) pair as a matter of course.

5. As social commentary, going by the title, Rules of the Game is a comedy of manners but at best an
unusual one:

• Unlike what is most salient in a characteristic comedy of manners, the emphasis is not on witty
dialogue. Indeed there is more pathos than wit in Jurieux’s tortured conversations.

• Again unlike a comedy of errors, there is no overt social critique even though the implicit critique
is devastating (and is as much political as social).

• On ending, on which there will be more below, is not the end of a comedy.

6. Not only is Rules of the Game not classifiable as a traditional comedy of manners, over the years critics
have noted how difficult it is to posit a genre to which the film belongs (Snyder 1982).

• Even at the most general level it is hard to say whether the film is a tragedy or comedy. Can
Jurieux’s death be regarded as a tragedy? After all, if the film has a hero, that must be him.

• The trouble is that Jurieux is more of an anti-hero.

– Recall this is the age of the great aviators.

– Perhaps Renoir had Charles Lindbergh in mind with his Nazi sympathies and there is inten-
tional satire. (No textual evidence has surfaced to suggest this intention. But it is hard to
resist this inference. If it helps understand the film, this is yet another example of why the
intentional fallacy is a fallacy.

– The film starts with Jurieux’s glaring success, a new trans-Atlantic aviation record. There
are adoring crowds waiting. What Jurieux does is begin mumbling about Christine de la
Chesnaye over national radio.

– The Jurieux that then emerges is inept, accident-prone and barely kept functional by Octave
(played by Renoir himself).

• But perhaps the film should be viewed as a comedy? So, we have Robert and Christine de la
Chesnaye living happily ever after? Just after Christine has discovered Robert’s infidelity? How
can a death, even if accidental, be a comedic conclusion?

7. The difficulty of genre classification of the film is only the beginning of the ambiguity resulting in
interpretive potentialities that make the film a feast for analysis. We will list but not attempt to
answer definitively a sequence of questions.

A. What is the game? Presumably these must be the social mores of the depicted classes, bourgeois
and servants, in their complex relations with each other. But, if so, what is the point of this game
in the face of imminent social breakdown? (We should be careful here. Today, historians and
sociologists judge that World War I had a more profound effect on Europe than World War II in
terms of complete dislocation of the social order. However, in 1939, Renoir may have good reason
to expect the coming war to be as, if not more, socially disruptive.) Our natural reading is that
Renoir is satirizing this game. But he lets the rules prevail in the end. The conclusion defies easy
interpretation.

B. And what are the rules? Sex crosses class boundaries. Jews and the foreign-born—recall that
Christine de la Chesnaye is Austrian—can be operationally French. Homosexuals are part of society
like everyone else. The trouble is that these rules, which are easy to see as holding in Rules of the
Game give no insight into what the title is referring to. Is it that the upper classes are completely
unaware? After all, they do not know what actually happened. They merely suspect that Ronert
de la Chesnaye had an employee eliminate a rival who had actively sought his wife. Could the rules
be referring to: this is exactly what he should have done.

C. Is the killing of Jurieux a murder? Schumacher set out to kill someone and he did kill someone.
That should be murder. The trouble is that the person he killed is not the person he intended to
kill. So, he did not intentionally kill anyone. So, is this homicide through negligence? The trouble
is that he was not at all being negligent. But, surely, he must be guilty of some crime? What?
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D. Is the killing of Jurieux an accident as it is supposed to be? Now, play the game we just played
slightly differently. Schumacher intentionally killed someone by shooting the target that he aimed
at. It was a good shot. How could you call that an accident? Moreover, the killing appeared to be
holding up his employer’s accident. Do we have sufficient access to Schumacher’s mind to be sure
that he was not under instruction from his employer, or that he had taken matters into his own
hand? (on this reading, the conversations recorded in those scenes are subterfuge.) After all, that
is what the audience of the de Chesnayes’ guests would believe.

8. Then there is the final question: does the film deserve its reputation as one of the very best ever made?

• In the context of other films from that era such as Citizen Kane (1941) and Bicycle Thieves
(1948), Rules of the Game seems to generate less enthusiasm today.

• Bazin’s thesis was that the sheer technical brilliance Renoir showed in the construction of the film
was sufficient to places Rules of the Game at the top of the canon of great films. In perhaps the
greatest irony of them all, Rules of the Game suffers with twenty-first century audiences because
its narrative power (how seamlessly it flows) redirects attention from the visual brilliance. We
are so involved in the story as it develops that we don’t even notice the cinematography. (A film
that is almost the opposite in this aspect from the same period is Citizen Kane (1941).)

• World War II is now in the distant past. The vast majority of people alive today have no personal
memory of that war. Until the emergence of the Alt Right movement during the last decade we
also believed that neo-Nazi and similar extremist organizations were fringe groups that would
have no political say at the level of national politics in the North/West. So, the political message
of Rules of the Game had no immediacy for us. It is almost like a period piece.

• Nevertheless, I suspect that Rules of the Game is not destined for oblivion. With the rise of the
Alt Right and the endless wars of today, its politics continues to be relevant. Then, as Bazin
would say, there is the sheer technical brilliance.
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