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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

The Films of Luc Besson: Master of Spectacle

By Susan Hayward and Phil Powrie (eds.)

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007. ISBN: 0-719070287 (hbk). ix+197 pp. £45.00 
(hbk). 

A Review by John Berra, Independent scholar, UK

The films of Luc Besson have courted adoration and derision in equal measure, often on the same 

grounds -- that of style over content -- and the appropriation of French culture to the cinematic 

lexicon of Hollywood and the international language of commercial advertising. This makes the 

subtitle of this text, 'Master of Spectacle', entirely appropriate, as editors Hayward and Powrie and 

their contributing writers almost unanimously concede that Besson is first and foremost an 

aesthetic stylist, a director who has little regard for expository dialogue or background when he can 

express theme and characterization through his mastery of detail and décor. The volume opens with 

the first English-language translation of Raphael Bassan's 1988 article 'Three Neo-Baroque 

Directors: Beineix, Besson, Carax, from Diva to Le Grand Bleu', which insisted that Besson and his 

contemporaries of the cinema du look movement of the 1980s should be taken seriously by the 

critical establishment, and the papers that follow provide ample support for this argument.

As the papers that comprise this volume were compiled in 2006, there is no mention of Besson's 

Angel A (2006), his uncharacteristically sentimental love letter to his native Paris, or Arthur et le 

Minimoys (2007), an excursion into family fantasy which was heavily re-edited for the American 

market and largely ignored by audiences. This is perhaps a blessing, as it enables the volume to 

focus on three distinct periods of filmmaking activity. These periods comprise Besson's early work 

alongside his contemporaries Beiniex and Carax, his international acclaim with French-language 

features Le Grande Blue (1988) and Nikita (1990), and his ability to crossover into English-language 

cinema with Leon (1994) and The Fifth Element (1997), still retaining his national identity as a 

French filmmaker whilst working with Hollywood stars and expensive special effects. This third period 

of Besson's career, and the study under review, culminates with The Messenger – The Story of Joan 

of Arc (1999), Besson's expensive epic which united French historical subject matter with a cast of 

international actors, and the distribution of a major American studio, Columbia. The "high epic style 

and politicising camp" (161) of The Messenger are analysed in relation to the film's troubled 

production history by Hayward, whose earlier text Luc Besson (Manchester University Press, 1998), 

was the first significant study of Besson, and is frequently referred to by the contributors to Master 

of Spectacle.

Although each chapter tackles a distinct aspect of Besson's oeuvre with reference to his social-

political and aesthetic sensibilities, the volume is carefully structured in order not only to present a 

summary of the filmmaker's career to date, but to juxtapose the consistency of his cinematic vision 

and production methodology with dramatic changes in the financing and production of European 

cinema since the early 1980s. Several of the papers herein comment on the attitudes of economic 

and critical powers, both in France and the United States, to a director who has at once rejuvenated 

French cinema through a string of international box office successes and yet struggled to be taken 

seriously as anything more than an upstart within the industry. Besson's response has been to 

create two production companies, Leeloo, for his personal projects, and Europacorp, for a mixture 

of arthouse and action films, and his application of the American production model to Euorpean 

cinema is the subject of Rosanna Maule's 'Du Cote d'Europa: The 'Post-Hollywood' Besson'. This 

would suggest that the book tackles the often-discussed theme of the balance between art and 

commerce, the creative sacrifices that the artist makes to maintain control of his work and the 

attention of his audience. However, this is not the case, as Master of Spectacle firmly establishes 

Besson as a populist auteur, a director who has stimulated the imagination of the mainstream, not 

the margins, whilst refining a unique visual sensibility that is often as subtle as it is spectacular.

Even when discussing the underlying themes of Besson's films, the analysis here is largely aesthetic 

in nature. Gerard Dastugue, in 'Musical Narration in the films of Luc Besson', thoughtfully considers 

the director's creative relationship with his regular composer, Eric Serra, suggesting that Serra is 

"as much an auteur of Besson's films as Besson himself" (43). This assertion is supported by his 

systematic analysis of the cues and score that Serra crafted for Leon, in which reworking of a theme 

served to communicate the inner life of the titular character, a protagonist whose harsh upbringing 

and profession as a hired killer have left him socially awkward and aloof. His analysis of the "love" 

theme that is used to underscore the scenes between Leon and Mathilda, his underage protégé, 

emphasising the "father-daughter" aspect of a screen relationship which even those who otherwise 

admired the film on its initial release found occasionally uncomfortable and morally questionable. In 

'Imprisoned Freedoms: Space and Identity in Subway and Nikita', Mark Orme insists that Besson 

"exploits the film's settings in revealing the emotional state" (121), and refers to two films that exist 

in largely subterranean universes, those of the Paris metro and a training facility for government-

sanctioned assassins. He argues that both films represent "imprisoned freedoms" (121), as the 

characters are able to establish "alternative lifestyles" (121) within contained environments, although 

this assertion is perhaps less convincing in the case of Nikita, as the narrative pivots itself on a 

female protagonist who rarely makes choices for herself and comes to accept that her world has 

been created by forces of the state that are rarely seen yet always present.

Criticism of Besson's evolution from arthouse radical to multiplex maestro is provided by Hayward's 

'From Rags to Riches: Le Dernier Combat and Le Cinequieme Element', in which she argues that 

both films are defined as much by their production histories at opposing ends of the budget scale 

as they are by their environmental themes. She also suggests that Besson has become less 

politicised in the fifteen years between his stark black-and-white feature debut and his abundantly 

colourful Bruce Willis blockbuster, with the earlier film being praised for its "ecological and anti-

capitalist positioning" (105) while the later film receives criticism for its perceived misogyny and 

"problematic representation of blackness" (105).. However, despite her misgivings regarding 

Besson's biggest international success, Hayward does acknowledge that "Besson's purpose has 



always been to please his audience, to offer it a spectacular respite from the everyday social unease, 

not to cure it" (105). Whilst discussing the grand scale of his later work in an interview which 

concludes the book, Besson himself states, "I think I am making films that are increasingly human, 

more and more intimate in the end…The gigantic scale doesn't alter that. What guides you through 

a film are characters and they way they develop, the way I will convey such a feeling, a fear, a doubt. 

That's the heart of the film" (177-178). This is perhaps an assessment that is not shared by the 

contributors to Master of Spectacle, whose notes on characters are mostly suggested by aesthetic 

details, such as their clothing, or the social positioning that is implied by their career or lifestyle 

choices, such as government officials, hired killers, drug addicts, musicians, or thieves.

Luc Besson: Master of Spectacle is an informed and intelligent collection of essays about a filmmaker 

who has, until recently, been more revered by his fellow directors than by critics or academics. It is 

of interest not only as an analysis of the films of Besson, but as a commentary on the inherent 

tensions that still exist in French cinema, where the desire of the cultural elite to preserve a 

"heritage" industry that seems to represent French life is fiercely at odds with the attention of the 

mainstream audience that is endlessly distracted by the glamour of Hollywood. With its unusual but 

entirely appropriate emphasis on film score, sets, and costumes, it is also a critical celebration of the 

aesthetics of cinema, and their importance in the evaluation of the director as auteur. This volume 

successfully argues that Besson is a filmmaker whose work belies qualities both national and 

individual, and that these qualities transcend the trappings of the various genres in which they find 

themselves, such as action, science-fiction, and the historical epic, to reveal a cinematic personality 

that has evolved aesthetically whilst retaining a consistent social ideology.

ABOUT   |   EDITORIAL BOARD   |   ADVISORY BOARD   |   SUBMISSION GUIDELINES   |   LINKS   |   ARCHIVE   

Institute of Film & Television Studies, University of Nottingham, University Park, Nottingham, NG7 2RD, UK
E-Mail: scope@nottingham.ac.uk | Tel: +44 (0)115 951 4261 | Fax: +44 (0)115 951 4270 

CSS :: XHTML 


