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AS THE 6 P.M. Easter Monday Mass 
at Notre-Dame de Paris was begin-
ning on 15 April 2019, an unseen 
fire was breaking out in the cath -

edral’s roof space. The security guard in charge 
of monitoring the fire alarm, who had only 
started in his job that morning, confused the 
nave and sacristy attics, which meant it was 
initially dismissed as a false alarm. So the first 
report of smoke rising from the 850-year-old 
building reached the fire service via social 
media; and then emergency fire trucks became 
stuck in gridlocked traffic, so for a while only 
one vehicle was able to get through. For two 
of the six young crew members on board, this 
would be their first fire. 

Director Jean-Jacques Annaud (Name of 
the Rose, Seven Years in Tibet) has taken these 
dramatic events and, using awe-inspiring 
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THE IMAGE is the enemy. It’s a far from 
unheard of view within Christianity, 
especially on the ascetic fringes of 
Mother Church. Even Thomas 

Merton – monk-littérateur and spiritual 
celebrity – subscribed to it. Spirituality is a 
bid to escape the image, to unpick the dense, 
rusted layers of falsehood that we accrue from 
early childhood, forming themselves into a 
hard, unfeeling carapace.  

Images separate us from each other, Merton 
thought: they split us from our own selves. 
They keep the ego in, and God out.  “Strip 
your soul of images,” he wrote in New Seeds 
of Contemplation, “and let Christ form himself 
in you.” 

Photography, a lifelong passion, seemed to 
clash with his monastic vocation. The cloister 
and the camera are antonyms, if not enemies. 
In his later years, however – flush from his 
success as a spiritual writer, dissatisfied with 
the apolitical aridity of his order, interested 
in Eastern religions, Zen Buddhism above all 
– Merton picked up a camera once again. In 
the fields and forests surrounding his 
monastery, he looked through the lenses, and 
saw God.  

A new exhibition at the University Church 

Oxford (to 15 September) gives a taste of the 
work that ensued. A simple wooden wheel, 
orphaned and unattached, stands silhouetted 
against a post. Two fences intersect; one splin-
ters and breaks, the other persisting to the 
very edge of our sight. Grass moves, invisibly 
touched by sun and wind. Silent pictures 
speak of movement; objects point to their 
unseen, photographist subject. Nature speaks 
of grace. 

Merton, an introductory panel tells us, 
called his photography “serious work”. The 
explanation is redundant beside the images: 
taken with evident, almost neurotic care, 
they’re religiously precise. Indelibly religious 

in tone, too. Concerned with edges and limits, 
the centre is sometimes hard to define: super-
ficially stiff, superficial composition conceals 
a deeper loneliness, a silence within silence.  

Zen, with an emphasis on the cultivation 
of inner detachment, renewed Merton’s 
thoughts on the image: it’s an omniscient 
presence here. Unarranged, the non-human 
world – natural and artificial – opens a door 
to elsewhere. Image and mystery can coexist; 
the cloister and the photograph can work in 
friendship, if not in unison. In one image, a 
thicket of sticks and branches gives way to a 
blank, shadowed gap, mid-plank. It looks like 
it could go on forever – or that it already has.  

Camerawork as contemplation, in the theo -
logical sense, is an arresting innovation on 
Merton’s part. Unfortunately, though, the 
exhibit makes too much and too little of this. 
A small number of images are presented, 
oversized, with selections from Merton’s writ-
ings beneath. It’s left unclear where words 
connect with image beyond a necessarily 
inchoate thematisation; more is obscured 
than explained.  

Incomplete as it is, the exhibit is intriguing 
for more reasons than novelty. The imper-
sonality of the image – the way selfhood 
impresses itself upon art like fingerprints on 
wax, present as after-image, as loss – presented 
the youthful Merton with a problem. In 
matur ity, it presented him with an opportu-
nity. The lens is a mirror, showing us what 
we want to see, presenting finite images as 
authentic truth. It can also, Merton realised, 
be a window; taking us out of ourselves, into 
somewhere new, strange, beautiful. The way 
out is the way through.
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reconstructions and a largely unfamiliar cast 
of actors, made a seat-of-the-pants disaster 
thriller that feels like an eye-witness 
 documentary. 

Annaud begins by weaving together what’s 
at stake. Notre-Dame is a place of worship, 
an ancient monument, an international tourist 
attraction, a workplace, part of France’s 
national identity, and a treasure 
house. “She is my star and I love 
her,” the director has said. “I tell 
the story of the tragic hours dur-
ing which she nearly died.” 

And, with fire sequences shot 
on studio sets intercut with CGI 
and contemporary footage, he cre-
ates a worthy antagonist for the star 
of his film. Silently billowing smoke gives 
way to flames that burn at more than 2,200 
degrees. Fiery embers and molten lead rain 
down from the roof, which belches clouds of 
sulphurous smoke, all watched impassively 
by stone and wooden gargoyles. Scaffolding 
eventually melts, causing the collapsing spire 
to perforate the interior vault. When the fire 
threatens the belfries, the fear is that the 
weight of the falling bells will bring down the 
entire façade. A heroic “suicide squad” vol-
unteers to climb and crawl its way into the 

best position to quench the deadly flames 
while its  commander, Général Gontier 
(Samuel Labarthe), waits anxiously on the 
ground, unhappy at risking lives for stones. 

The race against time extends to the cath -
edral’s distraught custodians. Notre-Dame 
guards treasured relics – the Holy Crown of 

Thorns, a vial of his blood, a piece of the 
True Cross and one of the Crucifixion 

nails – but the general manager, 
Laurent Prades (Mickaël 
Chirinian), who has the key and 
codes to the safe, has to race from 
the other side of Paris, with almost 

no battery power left on his phone. 
When he finally arrives, he panics 

and cannot remember the code.  
These small moments of comedy and farce 

not only relieve the almost unbearable tension, 
but remind one of the human frailty that the 
cathedral exists to embrace. When a state-
of-the-art robotic vehicle inside the nave 
drenches a fourteenth-century statue, the 
stone Madonna appears to shed a tear. 

Outside, as it grows dark, a crowd with 
lighted candles has gathered to sing and pray. 
Prayers are answered. Total disaster is 
averted, and the first light of dawn feels like 
a miracle.
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