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BLACK NARCISSUS


Nineteen Forty-Six: the year of Technicolor’s first watermark. Rising out from the ashes of black and white film, Black Narcissus was the first European film to set a standard for cinematography and showcase the broad scope of its new medium: colour. Taking advantage of the new ability to enrich the screen, the infamous partnership of Powell & Pressburger (The Archer Production company) took to the picturesque setting of the Himalayan Mountains – its lofty peaks, exotic jungles and native peoples. The film centers around a group of nuns who arrive in India in the hopes of building a missionary school and hospital for the local people. Their mission leads to chaos and ruin as the holy order begins to disintegrate. Following in the tradition of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, the nuns lose their sense of selves in their foreign surroundings. While many critics at the time thought the film was an elegant and dignified farewell to imperialism, further analysis of the film’s key characters and sequences prove the very opposite. Black Narcissus is a statement against British intervention and a more cynical film than audiences may have realized. The film illuminates certain aspects and effects of colonization, and creates undertones of the expulsion of the nuns being brought about by the Indian landscape itself. While it portrays the mass hysteria of the nuns as a result of this primitive, foreign influence, it also subtly hints that their intrusion is the major factor of their destruction.


The order of nuns is a very powerful and succinct icon of British Imperial power. The holy sisters bring with them the Christian religion, British education and medicine. Their pure, white habits are immediate signs of authority. Their attempts to establish their missionary and convert the local peoples are absolute, and resonant of methods employed by the British in the past to establish control. Sister Superior, Clodagh, renames the old palace they live in from the House of Women (where a late general kept his concubines) to the House of St. Faith (their order). The boundaries of land given to them by the Indian General, includes the shrine of a Holy man, whom the local people worship and give offerings to. Sister Clodagh attempts to expel him from the land and stop the people praying to him (but is unsuccessful). The House of St. Faith employs locals as gardeners, cooks and servants who all bow to the sisters when they walk past. They meet resistance only from Ayah, an old maid who had lived in the abandoned palace by herself for many years. She is unashamed of her lack of propriety, does not bow, does not address the sisters by their proper names and does not knock before entering a room, much to the annoyance of the nuns who try to maintain order. 

One of the nuns in particular, Sister Ruth, is vocal about her dislike of the local people, often saying “they look stupid” or “they smell” and even “they all look the same to me”. Her sense of superiority, if not her disdain, is shared by the rest of the order. Where the film differs from the nuns’ opinions comes mostly in the form of Mr. Dean. 
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Dean, a local British agent who has lived in the locality and grown accustomed to its ways of life, states himself that the locals “are children. They are a primitive people. They are unreasonable children,” but laughs at Sister Clodagh’s ideas that “like children, they should be disciplined.” He may be overseeing the locality for the British government but does so with a benevolence that borders on apathy. He does not believe in disciplining the people or forcing them to conform to British ways of life, and was vocally skeptical about the nuns’ mission from the very beginning. 
Like Heart of Darkness, it is the setting and very environment in Black Narcissus that acts as an oppressive and almost supernatural force to eliminate the nuns. The main way the film suggests this force is through the wind. The wind is said to blow all day and night ceaselessly. In the opening scenes of the House of Women, the wind blows the old tapestries and curtains and a soft Voice Over is used to imply the wind is calling Ayah’s name as she dances in the empty rooms. The juxtaposing shots of the wall frescoes depicting naked women with the wind, suggest the house as a character as well. These supernatural forces are resistant to the nuns and previous intrusions. Ayah and Mr. Dean discuss an order of monks that were once invited to the House of Women and only lasted five months in seclusion. This is indicative of a history in which the environment exercises its will to eject with success. Indeed, the nuns slowly begin to lose their purpose and sense of selves.  Sister Philippa, who is in charge of the gardening, finds herself plagued by memories she had tried to forget. She confides, “I’d forgotten what I am. I was losing the spirit of the Order.” The other sisters cannot sleep and fall ill. Sister Clodagh is plagued with memories of her former life, and Sister Ruth slowly begins to fall into spite and delusions. They blame it on “this wind” and “the altitude”, but inevitably continue to slip and lose control. They allow the young General to come and study at their convent despite being a man and breaking order rules. The local natives exhibit lifestyles that contradict the nuns’ strict regiment of repression. They are earthy, simple, expressive, and walk about freely with their skin bared and with an unashamed love of decoration in the form of jewelry and chimes. Mr. Dean, who frequently visits the convent to help with odds and ends, is the only European to have absorbed the Indian lifestyle. He wears shorts, sandals and short-sleeved shirts, baring more skin than is necessarily proper, once even appearing before the nuns without a shirt. He is also irreverent frank to the point of uncouth and disenchanted. He and the locals project an intensely crude, carnal presence, which is both disturbing and irresistible to the nuns.

It is Sister Ruth who weakens to these external influences. They awaken in her a base, primal desire and her violent self-destruction is the tipping point for the nuns to leave the mountains. Obsessively infatuated with Dean, she annuls her vows and leaves the Order. The scenes culminating to her demise are rich and evocative. As she stares down Clodagh in a battle of wills, a battle between heaven and hell are suggested through the contrasting lighting ratios. Clodagh is illuminated by a flat, bright 1:2 ratio that allows her skin to have an angelic glow, while Ruth is cast with a darker 1:4 ratio that allows for dark, demonic shadows on her face. She later escapes the convent wearing a dark red dress, evocative of sin and vice. The red motif is carried on in the most infamous sequence from the film known as the “Red-out”. While most films employ a “black-out” (image fading to black) or “wash-out” (image fading to white), Black Narcissus employs 
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a “Red-out”. Rejected by Dean and mad with jealousy, Ruth faints. The image of Dean’s face slowly fading to red as Ruth shrieks Clodagh’s name is the clearest depiction of a woman’s mental breakdown fuelled by sexual frustration and envy. India, and its people, the wind, the hot weather, the bare skin, have re-awoken dark memories, past secrets, ardor and murder among a group of holy women. Ruth, in a delirious attempt to push Clodagh from the mountain, plummets to her own death.

Ruth’s death triggers the nuns to give up their mission, admit defeat, and finally return home. Their procession down the mountains is often seen as Britain waving farewell to its former colony and exiting with dignity. This interpretation is laughable in its implication that the nuns or the British left of their own accord. It is clear that it was the Wind – that it was the Indians that drove the British out and forced them to relinquish their colony. While Black Narcissus so far seems to accuse the foreign land of bringing about the mental breakdown of the nuns and the failure of their mission, there is a pivotal scene in the middle of the film that proves the film’s sympathies lie apart from the British. The young general wears a perfume called “Black Narcissus”. When Sister Ruth asks him about it, he tells her it is from the British Army Naval store. This scene is so short and innocuous that it almost seems insignificant. Yet, the very title of the film is based on this perfume, Black Narcissus. The perfume itself may be harmless, but its name is incredibly connotative. It brings associations of vanity, greed, sin, vice and sounds more like a poison than a fragrance. Sister Ruth is the only nun to smell this perfume, and she is also the only nun to die. It is a subtle reference, but it is there. That this poisonous scent comes from Great Britain, and is not native to India, is a very sly statement that whatever misfortune or chaos that befell the nuns/British settlers in foreign terrain came from themselves, i.e. their intrusions.
“I couldn’t turn down the young general. I couldn’t turn out the holy man. I couldn’t stop the wind from blowing and I couldn’t hide the mountain,” Clodagh’s sob-choked words to Dean are the simplest conclusion to the film. The nuns fail. Colonization fails, or at least, comes to an end. The nuns attempting to exert and maintain control over a land ruled by the wind was an act of futility and despair. As it was with real-life Britain, seeing as India officially gained its independence one year after the film was released. For this film to have existed in such a turbulent time is a miracle in itself, and for it to have been so critically acclaimed even at its release is a wonder. Perhaps it was a fantasy the British critics and audiences told themselves, to think the end was an optimistic and graceful withdrawal rather than a hasty retreat from years of imperial injustice. The film does not support this fantasy, even in the ending shot. In the beginning Dean tells the nuns he predicts they will leave when the rain comes. In the parting shot, as the nuns’ procession winds down the mountain, the rain breaks and falls to the earth. The British did not leave of their own accord. India allowed them to stay on her soil only for as long as she felt like it. Black Narcissus understood this and, considering the later British attempts at portraying its colonial history (i.e. Attenborough’s Gandhi), its subtle and balanced account, rich with symbolism and imagery, was before its time and before the many decades succeeding it.

Works Cited

Black Narcissus. Dir. Michael Powell & Emeric Pressburger. Prod. Michael Powell & 
Emeric Pressburger. DVD. Criterion Collection, 1946.

