
Introduction 
Luc and Jean-Pierre Dardenne were born in the 
Meuse valley in the early 1950s and grew up in 
Seraing, one of the industrial towns located on 
the river just outside Liège. At first they were 
documentarists, but since the 1990s they have 
turned to fiction films and after two rarely-seen 
features they began to produce the series of 
realist dramas that have made them high profile 
filmmakers with an international reputation. 
The brothers share producing, writing and 
directing responsibilities and they are the most 
successful contemporary filmmakers in 
competition at Cannes, having twice won the 
Palme d’Or and also the Screenwriting prize and 
other major prizes. !
The films 
The Dardenne brothers’ films that have been 
released in the international market are 
immediately recognisable because of the shared 
aspects of location, theme, casting and aesthetic. 
In introducing their new film we might refer to 
some or all of the following titles: !
La promesse (1996) 
Rosetta (1999) 
Le fils (2002) 
L’enfant (2005) 
Le silence de Lorna (2008) 
Le gamin au vélo (2011) 
  
The films have come at three yearly intervals. 
They are all set in the Liège city region and as 
well as introducing young unknowns in lead 
roles, the brothers also have some preferred 
actors, most notably Olivier Gourmet, Jérémie 
Renier and Fabrizio Rongione. The stories 
nearly always focus on ‘marginal’ characters 
living difficult lives because of family problems, 
unemployment, welfare issues, immigration 
status etc. Often the central character(s) are 
teenagers or twenty-somethings. All of these 
similarities will be apparent from the clips used 
to illustrate the talk. What is most striking about 
the films however is their visual style, acting 

style and other aspects of what has been 
described by  different critics as ‘naturalism’ or 
‘realism’. These two terms are often applied to 
the work of certain British and French 
filmmakers. Both are quite problematic terms 
with long histories in philosophy, literature, 
theatre and art before they began to be applied 
to cinema. Rather than spending time discussing 
this complex history, we’ll refer here to the 
modern usage of social realism. For British 
audiences it might be helpful to think about the 
work of the Dardenne brothers in comparison 
with the work of Ken Loach and his 
collaborators. There are some important 
similarities – and differences. !
Social realism 
This term is used extensively in general critical 
discourse. Unfortunately it isn’t used in a precise 
way, so definitions are rather fluid. ‘Social 
realism’ was first used to describe new 
movements in literature and painting before it 
was applied to cinema. At a very basic level, we 
could argue that it describes an approach to 
cinema which combines some kind of ‘realist 
aesthetic’ with a thematic interest in ‘social 
issues’. !
This reference to the cultural critic Raymond 
Williams is interesting: !

Raymond Williams has argued that the four 
main criteria of social realism incorporate the 
following features: !

Firstly that the texts are secular, released 
from mysticism and religion; 
  
secondly that they are grounded in the 
contemporary scene in terms of setting, 
characters and social issues; 
  
thirdly that they contain an element of 
social extension by which previously 
under-represented groupings in society 
become represented; 

Realism and the Dardenne Brothers !1

Film Extra Illustrated Talk 
Two Days, One Night !



 fourthly there is the intent of the artist 
which is mostly a political one although 
some artists have used the genre as route 
into a mainstream filmmaking career. 
(from: http://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/
michaelwalford/entry/the_british_new/) !

The term is mainly used in film criticism/film 
studies to describe aspects of contemporary 
Northern European cinema – in France, UK, 
Belgium and Holland, Scandinavia etc. 
Sometimes it is used deliberately to distinguish 
‘European filmmaking’ from Hollywood. Yet 
there are Hollywood films that use elements of 
social realism or make reference to it as a film 
aesthetic as well as American Independent films 
that more clearly use similar realist modes. 
However, American films often seem to place 
genre before aesthetics, or to utilise stars ahead 
of ‘appropriate actors’. A good example of genre 
working productively with forms of social 
realism might be Winter’s Bone (US 2010). !
Although it is often used to describe Northern 
European dramas, ‘social realism’ is at least 
partly derived from Italian neo-realism – 
Southern European stories. Neo-realism is 
usually identified as emerging as a set of ideas in 
Italy from 1945 onwards, but its origins have 
been traced back to the early 1940s in Italy and 
then back to the realism of Jean Renoir in 
France in the 1930s with Toni (France 1935) as 
perhaps the key film. Toni is a film based on a 
police dossier about a ‘crime of passion’ 
concerned with a migrant worker who becomes 
involved with two different women in a 
Provençal village. The Masters of Cinema DVD 
tells us that the film was shot  !

“ . . . on location (unusually for the time) 
in the small town of Les Martigues where 
the actual events occurred. The use of 
directly-recorded sound, authentic patois, 
lack of make-up, a large ensemble cast of 
local citizens in supporting roles . . .” but 
that “ . . . Despite the exquisite location 
backgrounds — the vineyards, rocky 
hilltops and verdant pathways 
surrounding the little village — Renoir 
makes no attempt to impose, through 

picturesqueness, the placid power of this 
Provençal backwater.” !

Grand Central, a contemporary film about 
nuclear power workers in a French plant in the 
Rhone Valley, is showing here at the Museum 
this week and its director consciously draws on 
Toni as an inspiration. (Olivier Gourmet, the 
actor most associated with the Dardennes has a 
significant role in the film.) !
La promesse, the Dardenne’s 1996 feature 
develops an idea around a father-son duo who 
run a scam to house new migrants illegally in 
Seraing. We’ll look at part of the opening 
sequence of the film and note the camerawork, 
Seraing environment, direct sound (no 
traditional score) and introduction of the 
characters. !
Loach and the Dardennes 
The comparison between Ken Loach/Paul 
Laverty as director/writer (and partners in 
Sixteen Films) and the Dardennes is potentially 
a useful exercise. The Dardenne brothers’ 
company ‘Les films du fleuve' was a production 
partner for Sixteen Films on Looking for Eric 
and The Angel’s Share so there is a direct 
production link. !
The films share a common interest in working-
class characters and the settings for both 
filmmaking teams are usually ‘post-industrial’ 
cities or urban areas, Loach in Glasgow, 
Manchester or Liverpool, the Dardennes always 
in Seraing. The focus on location then influences 
casting in terms of actors who are ‘culturally 
appropriate’ in terms of social class, regional 
accents etc. This can mean non-professionals as 
well as performers who are not necessarily 
actors (singers, comedians etc.). !
The focus on social issues is similar. We’ve noted 
that La promesse involves smuggling in 
migrants, illegal work-gangs and rent rackets. In 
Le fils (2002) Olivier Gourmet is again cast as a 
father figure who works as a trainer in a 
vocational centre and becomes a surrogate 
father to a boy with a criminal past. Rosetta 
(1999) is about a teenage girl who faces 
enormous stress at work and at home, living 
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with her alcoholic mother. L’enfant (2005) 
centres on a young couple (Déborah François 
and Jérémie Rénier) who have no money and a 
new baby. The mother is only 17 and the father is 
a petty criminal prepared to sell the baby. The 
Silence of Lorna (2008) is about a young 
migrant woman forced into the sex trade.  !
Loach’s films sometimes engage with larger 
issues such as the war in Iraq or different kinds 
of comedy/drama mix as in The Angels’ Share 
and Looking for Eric. But we could identify the 
social issues from the Dardennes films in many 
of Loach’s films. The Loach films that perhaps 
come closest to the Dardennes’ films are Sweet 
Sixteen (for its young hero) and Raining Stones 
(1993) (for its setting in North Manchester). The 
latter is arguably the closest that Loach has come 
to the basic premise of an Italian neo-realist film 
with the starting point being the money that an 
unemployed man needs to pay for his daughter’s 
communion dress. !
Both sets of filmmakers draw on documentary 
practices. In terms of camerawork this might 
mean an attempt to portray the camera as 
playing an observational role. This implies 
that rather than the camera being used in an 
expressive/‘expressionistic’ way to create 
meanings through framing, composition, angle, 
lighting etc., the camera simply shows us what 
happens, often in long shot. The long shot of the 
white van on the roads of Seraing in La 
promesse, could have come from any of the 
1990s Loach films, e.g. Raining Stones. !
One of the key differences between Loach and 
the Dardennes is the use of melodrama and 
humour. Melodrama implies the representation 
of emotion on screen via the use of music, 
expressionistic camerawork and mise en scène 
and perhaps of exaggerated acting styles. These 
seem completely opposed to ‘social realism’ but 
Loach has been argued to make ‘social realist 
melodramas’, using non-diegetic music (i.e. a 
‘score’). The Dardennes have avoided music – 
and also the kinds of sometimes broad humour 
found in Loach’s films (e.g. the attempt to steal 
grazing sheep in Raining Stones). !

A second key aspect of Loach’s work which the 
Dardennes appear to avoid is the political 
discourse that underpins the social context of 
the central ‘problems’ of unemployment, 
welfare, migration etc. The Dardennes’ focus 
tends much more towards individual 
relationships. In their interviews they tend not 
to make political statements and so generally 
audiences don’t expect to find arguments about 
why an issue arises – or what might be done to 
improve the situation. (The earlier 
documentaries appear to have been made in a 
more politically committed context.) !
It is rare for filmmakers to keep on making 
exactly the same kinds of films. Like Loach, the 
Dardennes have changed direction more than 
once and their 2011 production Le gamin au 
vélo seemed to signal a shift which the trailer for 
2 Days, 1 Night implies may be continuing with 
the new film. [I had to prepare these notes 
before seeing the new film.] !
Le gamin au vélo (2011) 
This film is ‘different’ from the preceding five 
without moving away from the Dardennes’ 
overall approach: !
1. It uses a genuine film star in Cécile de France 
– Déborah François and Jérémie Rénier are 
stars now, but they weren’t when they first 
worked for the Dardennes. Rénier has a smaller 
role in the 2011 film. (The publicity for 2 Days, 1 
Night suggests that Marion Cotillard is the first 
‘big star’ the Dardennes have cast, but this is an 
Anglo-American view – Cécile de France is a big 
star in francophone cinema as well as having 
significant roles in major international 
productions.) !
2. It uses (brief) snatches of non-diegetic music. !
3. It is set quite clearly in summer and the 
approach has been discussed by the brothers as 
“like a fairytale”, suggesting possible ‘mythical’ 
or symbolic readings of the story. !
We’ll look at some of the statements from the 
filmmakers included in the DVD package. Ms de 
France is a star in France but she is actually a 
Walloon from Namur, only a few miles down the 
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valley from Seraing. In this sense she ‘fits’, but 
the filmmakers are still conscious that she is 
used to the different ways of working in 
mainstream cinema. !
What these and other interviews reveal is that 
several of our assumptions about the Dardennes’ 
work may be false. For instance, the brothers 
picked up the idea for the story in Japan in 2002 
and took a long time to develop it into a story 
that satisfied them. The very precise visual 
telling of this story then requires a great deal of 
rehearsal with an emphasis on the physical 
movement of characters and how the actors ‘feel’ 
in terms of the physical contacts with the rest of 
the cast. !
The Meuse Valley as a location 
Social realism is associated with the 
presentation of social issues – the quotidian, 
daily life for ‘ordinary people’ – and therefore 
the presentation of the social environment is 
crucially important. We expect an authenticity in 
depictions of communities we believe we might 
come across in the ‘real world’. Mainstream 
filmmaking uses ‘real’ locations as well, but 
usually for two specific reasons: to represent 
‘glamour’ and ‘prestige’ through the use of iconic 
buildings in major cities, so that we expect to see 
the Eiffel Tower in Paris or the Statue of Liberty 
in New York, almost as a marker of ‘quality 
entertainment’ in a Hollywood romance or 
thriller. Related to this is the use of stylised 
environments used in an expressive way or 
symbolic way – a character lives in a 
stereotypical conformist suburban street, a 
country cottage, a high-rise block. The location 
is part of the mise en scène and helps us 
understand something about how the character 
feels or something about their social standing. 
So, a familiar genre narrative sees a suburban 
family move to a country cottage (or a run-down 
farm building) and we expect a ‘journey of 
discovery’ symbolised by the change of location. !
In contrast, social realism suggests that the 
filmmaker finds an interesting story in the ‘real 
world’ and sets out to make a film located in that 
world, wherever it is. The location is chosen 
simply because that is where the story is 
situated. The Dardenne brothers grew up in 

Seraing and that is where most of their stories 
are set – even if the story idea comes from 
somewhere else. If this seems contradictory, also 
consider that the long preparation enables the 
brothers to create suspenseful and thrilling 
stories – achieving the effects of genre without 
using familiar conventions.  !
Conclusion 
The Dardenne brothers are unique filmmakers. 
Although their recent films refer to both realism 
and social issues, they are not easily categorised. 
It is unfortunate that in the UK we have had 
little chance to see their earlier work with its 
sense of community politics and use of 
experimental theatre. Their influences – from 
their schooldays in the cinéclub in Seraing – 
include Robert Bresson, some of Truffaut and 
most of the work of Maurice Pialat. From these 
filmmakers come ideas about humanism but 
also rigorous attention to the details of 
individual lives. These details provide not just 
‘plot material’ to drive the story forward, but 
indications of who the characters are and why 
they act in the way they do. !
Instead of the political drive of social realism 
that we might recognise from some British 
traditions it may be that what the Dardennes 
offer are stories about individuals who accept 
personal responsibilities within relationships – 
to be a parent or a surrogate, to support 
someone else, to have dignity in the face of 
hardship. Perhaps that in itself is a form of 
political statement – a resistance to the 
alienation of post-industrial capitalism? !
Some useful website reviews !
http://hcl.harvard.edu/hfa/films/2009mayjun/
dardenne.html 
http://sensesofcinema.com/2001/13/rosetta/ 
http://www.wsws.org/articles/2006/jun2006/
dard-j30.shtml 
http://itpworld.wordpress.com/2012/07/04/le-
gamin-au-velo-the-kid-with-a-bike-
belfraitaly-2011/  !
Roy Stafford 22/8/2014 
itpworld.wordpress.com 
globalfilmstudies.com
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