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Black Narcissus (1947)—Screening #1 in
the Series “Four Nuns and a Priest”

Though rarely defined as a genre, films about
nuns and priests have garnered great success in
various national contexts over the past century.
The series Four Nuns and a Priest will attempt
to decipher the attraction behind these men
and women of the cloth, and how they have
become the focus of desires and fears regarding
the physical and metaphysical, sexuality and
spirituality, freedom and submission.

The first film of the series, Michael Powell and
Emeric Pressburger’s Black Narcissus (1947)
combines a characteristic theme of the nun
film—the repression and release of desire—
with a colonialist fantasy on the charms of
Eastern culture. At the center of this piece is a
group of nuns which is sent to turn the former
harem of a local maharaja into a monastery.
The experience of this foreign and enchanted
Indian space releases these nuns from their
inhibitions and forces them to reconsider their
calling. This inner search will lead them to the
ends of self-discovery, and even to insanity.
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