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Abstract 
Jean Cocteau (1889-1963), a French poet and filmmaker, adapted the Greek 

myth of Orpheus and produced three movies centered on it, which are known 

as the Orphic trilogy: Le Sang d’un poète (1930), Orphée (1950), and Le 

Testament d’Orphée (1960). His films incorporate features of Neo-classicism 

and Surrealism to present the main themes of art, love, and death in the Orphic 

myth. Death, above all, turns out to provide him with the vigor of living as a 

poet because it is the way to maintain the real self, his unconscious. Hence, to 

Cocteau, death is transcendental. He created his personal myth by 

communicating between the public and the private spheres, through filmmaking 

and his unique artistic style in the hope to also break down the barrier between 

the living and the dead like Orpheus. What Cocteau yearned for was not the 

immortality of a conscious hero as that in the traditional myths, but of an 

unconscious poet, not confined by any rules. 
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In the acclaimed films of the Orphic Trilogy—Le Sang d’un poète (The Blood 

of a Poet, 1930), Orphée (Orpheus, 1950), and Le Testament d’Orphée (The 

Testament of Orpheus, 1960)—Jean Cocteau (1889-1963) freely adapted the Greek 

myth of Orpheus. His cinematic art seems to be nourished in a pre-set environment 

of the fantastic where he could present the dream-like quality of the human 

unconscious by creating two different worlds: a real and a mysterious one. In these 

films, his intention of presenting a poet’s creation in cinematography (Cocteau’s 

favorite word in lieu of “cinema”), and a deep contemplation of human existence are 

notable through an exuberant childlike playfulness. The emphasis on childhood in 

Cocteau’s works reveals his nostalgia for the past; his employment of myth made 

possible to show the director’s inner struggles. We constantly perceive in his works, 

as the title of a collection of his biographical essays suggests, The Difficulty of Being 

the real self, and a fear of becoming what the public expected at that time. The 

reworking of the archaic material in an avant-garde fashion creates a new 

interpretation of the myth as well as his own existence. 

Cocteau, as a director, was influenced by Neo-classicism and Surrealism. 

Features of both movements can be observed in his preference for adapting works 

from classic antiquity and his methods of presenting these materials. In this article, I 

use the term “Orphic trilogy” not only for convenience in referring to Cocteau’s three 

representative films inspired by the mythic poet Orpheus, but also because Cocteau 

himself mentions in The Art of Cinema that before he made Le Testament d’Orphée, 

he “thought that it would be interesting to come full circle and end [his] career in 

films with a piece similar to Le Sang d’un poète” (162). As to what renders this first 

film “Orphic,” I will discuss later in detail. In addition to the Orphic trilogy, some of 

Cocteau’s other works also originate in Greek mythology, for instance, his play 

Antigone (1922), which was later made into an opera in collaboration with Arthur 

Honegger (1927), and his plays Orphée (1926) and La Machine infernale (1934), and 

his opera Oedipus Rex (1927), in collaboration with Igor Stravinsky. 

André Breton called Cocteau a false poet and did not recognize him as a 

Surrealist; Cocteau himself refused to associate his film with dreams (in the preface 

to the screenplay of Le Testament d’Orphée), a central concept of the Surrealist 

movement in the 1920s (Breton 36, 266, 282; Cocteau, Two Screenplays 73). 

According to Cocteau’s biographer, James Williams, Breton’s “hatred” towards 

Cocteau was caused by his “lethal combination of personal jealousy, ideological 

contempt and ugly homophobia” (76). Breton had good reason to resent Cocteau, 

who was considered by the public a crucial figure of the avant-garde; it was actually 

Breton whom the late Guillaume Apollinaire, one of the leading modern poets in the 
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early twentieth century, asked to preface his Collected Works (Williams 76, 78). 1 

In Neil Coombs’s Studying Surrealist and Fantasy Cinema, Surrealist art is 

divided into two types: “1. Automatism or ‘stream of consciousness’ poetry and 

drawing; . . . 2. Hyper-real representations of dream images” (20). Cocteau’s central 

concept of poetry and his cinematic works do not seem to deviate from these two 

types, though the contents still follow a chronological order and thus are not at all 

incomprehensible and, as for the second type, he rather saw his own films as 

“realistically” presented with the mechanics of dreams. Walter Strauss’ keen insight 

appropriately explains the complicated relationship between Cocteau and the 

Surrealists: 

 

Aside from the fact that Cocteau shunned the surrealist movement and 

that his temperament was neoclassical and “linear,” there is 

nevertheless a strong attraction in all of his works to the fantastic and 

the mysterious as well as to the unconscious. This fact brings him into 

close proximity of the surrealists and their exploration of the 

“marvelous” and of “psychic automatism.” (34) 

 

This must be why some film critics categorized his works as Surrealism or 

talked about him and the Surrealists as if they were in the same group. Since 

Surrealists took dreams as their main source of artistic inspiration and utilized 

automatism of hands to produce their art, they could be seen as artists or spokesmen 

of dreams. Freud’s statement that the dream is “the royal road to a knowledge of the 

unconscious activities of the mind” therefore makes them presenters of the 

unconscious (Frey-Rohn 226). Cocteau acknowledges this aspect in his film: “In Le 

Testament d’Orphée, events follow one another as they do in sleep, when our habits 

no longer control the forces within us or the logic of the unconscious, foreign to 

reason” (The Art 165). This being said, Cocteau’s films in question actually reflect a 

large part of his inner self; at least they appear to do so.  

                                                 
1  Cocteau’s works were actually not acknowledged by the Surrealists led by Breton. They 

considered him “an opportunist in the arts rather than a true creator” and saw Le Sang d’un poète 
as a blatant imitation of Luis Buñuel’s Un Chien andalou, which they had officially adopted as the 
first authentic Surrealist film (Steegmuller 25-30). To their surprise, Freud chose Le Sang d’un 
poète to analyze (Cocteau, Professional Secrets 147). The tension between Cocteau and the 
Surrealists might be the reason why Cocteau denied being a Surrealist and showed no connection 
to the movement. He claimed his works to be avant-garde instead. In spite of the controversy 
between the two camps, the films speak for themselves. It is undeniable that they share the 
distinctive surrealistic features that should be classified as such. 
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His films are highly autobiographical; among them, the Orphic trilogy in 

particular lies at the center of his self-representation, and best demonstrates his life 

and art. Le Sang d’un poète is an epitome of a poet’s life: the poet first finds that the 

mouth which he sketched on the paper becomes animated. The mouth moves to his 

palm when he tries to erase it with his hand. He then rubs it onto a statue. The mouth 

tells him to enter the mirror and he does so. As the poet moves along a corridor with 

difficulty, he peeps into the keyhole of each room; he then shoots himself and is 

crowned a poet laureate. The next episode takes us to his childhood, where he kills a 

boy with a snowball. Finally, the poet plays cards with a woman—obviously the 

statue come to life. He loses the game and shoots himself. Regarding this film, 

Cocteau refused to give any interpretation. However, he did reveal that it “[was] a 

realistic documentary about unreal events” and “based on the poet’s need to go 

through a series of deaths and to be reborn in a shape closer to his real being” 

(Cocteau, The Art 134, 157). The final scene shows that the death of the poet is 

followed by the immortality of art, represented by the woman (who changes back into 

a statue), a lyre, and a globe. This relates directly to Orpheus, the immortality of 

whose art could not have been achieved without his own death.  

The issue of real being can be explained in both physical and psychological 

senses. As Harry Slochower explains in his Mythopoesis: “the individual, particularly 

the creative artist, writer, and scientist, feels himself to be in a kind of prison, the 

prison of impersonal authorities. The problem of creativity is immense in our time 

because of the difficulty of identifying with creative models” (12). Mythology indeed 

provides an outlet for one’s artistic impulses. It draws on the oldest memories of 

mankind as the Mother of the Muses, Mnemosyne, bestows inspiration on the artist. 

In light of Cocteau’s preference for the mythic figure, Orpheus, to serve as his own 

embodiment in his autobiographical trilogy, the implications are expanded not only 

to the genius of this master of music and poetry—whose severed head “goes on 

singing even in death and from afar” (Jung and Kerényi 4), a characteristic 

underlining the immortality of the mythic poet who trespasses the boundary between 

the two worlds of the living and the dead—but also to his role as the son of Calliope, 

the muse of heroic poetry, best known as Homer’s muse. That is to say, the contents 

of the films consist of poetry as the objective, and its constituents as the process, of 

the poet’s heroic quest. 
Robert A. Segal’s introduction to Jung on Mythology quotes C. G. Jung to 

explain the subject matter, the origin, and the function of myth: “Myths are original 

revelations of the preconscious psyche, involuntary statements about unconscious 
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psychic happenings, and anything but allegories of physical processes” (3).2 Segal 

further explains that “[t]he subject matter is not literal but symbolic: not the external 

world but the human mind. Myth originates and functions to satisfy the psychological 

need for contact with the unconscious” (3). In Cocteau’s mythopoesis, it seems that, 

through the employment of myth in his autobiographical films, there is the intention 

to universalize his personal experience by making the films a means of connecting 

his inner and outer worlds, in addition to communicating between an individual 

(himself) and the public. In so doing, he is exposing his preconscious, unconscious, 

and physical processes—namely, his whole being—to his audience. The films are 

thus so closely related to himself that it would not be possible to decipher those 

images without knowledge of the author’s life. The same applies when reading his 

poems. As the text projected at the beginning of Cocteau’s first cinematic work, the 

first of the trilogy Le Sang d’un poète, announces: “Every poem is a coat of arms. It 

must be deciphered” (Two Screenplays 8). His movies are poems with encrypted 

images, so to speak. They indirectly confirm what Jung discovered in myths, fairy 

tales, and folklore—ageless and ever-repeated motives—“which [point] to the 

existence of symbols common to all humanity and to the so-called primordial images” 

(Frey-Rohn 80). 

These images actually come from continuous conflicts inside and outside the 

poet. These might just resemble the manners the protagonist struggles on the way to 

another world, be this a corridor to storage rooms of memories or a path to no man’s 

land. Psychologist Ira Progoff, when analyzing creative people who produce an 

“inner myth of personality,” observes that “the creative person is one who is able to 

draw upon the images within himself and then to embody them in outer works, 

moving inward again and again for the inspiration of new source material, and 

outward again and again to learn from his art-work what it wants to become while he 

is working on it” (184; emphasis added). The process of personal mythopoesis, in this 

respect, can be considered as communication between the unconscious and the ego. 

In Cocteau’s case, this call for communication or balance between the two worlds, 

since displayed in front of the public as a work of art, inevitably incurs judgements, 

which are manifested in Orphée and Le Testament d’Orphée in the form of tribunals, 

and, in consequence, reaffirms the existence of reality. Progoff notes that when works 

of art are equally symbolic as the content of dreams, it is the author’s displacement 

of the outer by an invasion from the inner. Not only is this demonstrated in Cocteau’s 

works, but the forming of poetry as such is also the forming of the poet himself, in 

                                                 
2 Originally from C. G. Jung’s “The Psychology of the Child Archetype” in The Archetypes and 

the Collective Unconscious. 
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spite of Cocteau’s belief that a poet is just a medium driven by a mysterious power. 

Then, the problem of “what the art-work wants to become” connotes a reversal of the 

dominant role of the poet. Explained from Jung’s point of view, “the unconscious 

foundations of dreams and archaic fantasies were objective sources of creativity, 

largely independent of personal motivations” (Frey-Rohn 78). In this sense, the art-

work, the films in this context, might be considered as the crystallisation of Cocteau’s 

unconscious. The use of myth calls attention to the division between the individual 

and universal. As we know, in Jung’s theory, myths consist of archetypal images, 

symbols of the collective unconscious. 

Myth in the traditional interpretation, according to Slochower, deals with the 

problems of Creation, Quest, and Destiny, divided into three acts and an epilogue in 

a mythopoetic drama: Creation or Eden; the Quest: homeleaving or expulsion of the 

hero; Destiny: re-creation or homecoming; and Epilogue: tragic transcendence (22-

26). We can see in all three films of the Orphic trilogy that the poet sets out on a 

journey. Whatever the beginning and end of the journeys are, the protagonist does not 

experience progress as a traditional epic hero, but rather remains in his original state. 

In other words, the poet discovers in the journey only what he already knows but is 

unaware of in his consciousness. The quest, then, is launched for old memories buried 

deep in one’s unconscious by using the traces emerging in dreams as clues. Instead 

of the maturation and growth of a hero as in a Greco-Roman myth, for Cocteau, as a 

poet and filmmaker in the twentieth century, the significance of the journey is a 

candid revelation of truth, a philosophy of life. As he acknowledges at the end of his 

lecture for Le Sang d’un poète at the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier, “I shall now give 

way to a form of myself that may be obscure and painful, but that is a thousand times 

more real than the one that you hear and see now.”3 This “real” Cocteau, as it appears 

in the three films taken as a whole, is presented through a combination of childhood, 

adulthood, and seniority within a mythic pattern that connects past, present, and 

future. 

The initial stage of Creation or Eden is transformed, in Slochower’s words, into 

a “nostalgic memory,” which Cocteau visualizes with playful experiments in Le Sang 

d’un poète and Le Testament d’Orphée, especially emphasized via the children in the 

former. In his lecture at the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier, when the film made its 

debut there in 1932, Cocteau accounted for the snowball fight episode in Le Sang 

d’un poète by saying that in his childhood, the wounded boy, in reality, had a 

                                                 
3 The lecture was taken down in shorthand and recorded in the Criterion Collection’s DVD, Le 

sang d’un poète. 
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nosebleed and bled very little; however, that scene still haunted Cocteau, so much so 

that it was used in some of his works, most notably in Les Enfants terribles.4 He 

added that he “didn’t want to film a realistic scene, but a distorted memory of this 

scene”; this can be considered as the poet-hero’s re-creation of reality, based on the 

mnemic residues. This very notion echoes Freud’s idea, who, when talking about 

“Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,” assumes that “a piece of creative writing, like 

a day-dream, is a continuation of, and a substitute for, what was once the play of 

childhood” and sees a correlation between the mentality of early man and the 

unconscious mind, particularly of childhood (152). Freud’s The Interpretation of 

Dreams (1900) was then popular among the Surrealists. His well-known statement 

was: “We find the child and the child’s impulses still living on in the dream” (qtd. In 

Frey-Rohn 102). 

Nevertheless, the issue here is further complicated by Cocteau’s special 

treatment of the boy who throws the fatal snowball in similar situations in both films. 

With the poet bearing witness to the wounded boy’s death and twice committing 

suicide in Le Sang d’un poète, the emergence of the death instinct is conspicuous. In 

Cocteau’s distorted memory, it is he who was struck by the snowball and suffered a 

bleeding love wound. The boy’s wound corresponds to the poet’s “wounded” palm, 

the mouth, in the first scene, for the woman-statue indicates this after the mouth is 

transferred to her: “Do you think it’s that simple to get rid of a wound, to close the 

mouth of a wound?” (Two Screenplays 18; emphasis added). The two wounds are 

connected with each other at the moment of the poet’s second suicide, when his blood 

gushes out from his temple like the boy’s from his mouth, and both bleed to death. 

Cocteau elucidates this point in Journal d’un inconnu (The Diary of an Unknown): 

“The power of flowing blood is peculiar. You feel that the lava of your inner fire is 

trying to recognize itself in it” (qtd. in André Bernard and Claude Gauteur 17). The 

relationship between love, art, and death, the triple themes that comprise Orpheus’s 

myth, is thus established in this scene. 

Why mouth? This relates to Cocteau’s preferring conversation to writing, due 

to “inward cramps” that prevent him from saying what he wants to say—something 

that he deems his worst fault, springing from childhood (The Difficulty 20-21). This 

self-constraint caused by the second thought surely goes against automatism in the 

surrealistic concept of poetry, the language from the unconscious. In this respect, 

Cocteau is like a follower of Surrealism, despite accusations of “literary pretension 

and aesthetic coquetry” by the Surrealists (Breton 363). Moreover, the medium by 

                                                 
4  Cocteau’s best-known novel, written in 1929 and adapted to film in 1950 by Jean-Pierre 

Melville. 
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which myths are passed down from generation to generation is word of mouth. In this 

sense, Cocteau’s belief that poets are humble servants of a force that lives in them 

echoes Jung’s idea that “[t]he primitive cannot assert that he thinks; it is rather that 

‘something thinks in him.’ The spontaneity of the act of thinking does not lie . . . in 

his conscious mind, but in his unconscious” (On Myth 83; emphasis added). For 

Cocteau, the mouth should not produce words by way of the brain but directly 

through the hands; thus it is able to get rid of the poet’s own meditation in order to be 

faithful to the inner something. 

The children’s snowball fight is like a war between adults, and as Freud asserts, 

“The opposite of [every child’s] play is not what is serious but what is real” 

(“Creative” 144). Yet for Cocteau, the play, just as all that he creates, is real. A general 

assumption is that a writer splits his identity into the characters he creates. When it 

comes to the psychological novel, Freud affirms that “the modern writer splits up his 

ego, by self-observation, into many part-egos and . . . personify the conflicting 

currents of his own mental life in several heroes” (“Creative’’ 150). Cocteau is no 

exception, but the fact that he started and ended his cinematic art in favor of Orpheus 

renders the mythic figure as the primal autobiographical character that represents 

Cocteau’s ego. Since repressions proceed from the ego in waking life and weaken 

when one goes to sleep, Cocteau must, as shown in the Orphic trilogy, metaphorically 

kill his ego owing to its censorship on dreams, to completely release the dream 

content, the preconscious. He believes that a poet must often die in order to live, and 

cites Salvador Dalí’s phoenixology to parallel the poet’s deaths with the phoenix’s: 

both die to be reborn in a shape closer to their real beings (Autoportrait d’un 

inconnu).5 Because, to Cocteau, poetry is the unconscious (as opposed to poetics, i.e. 

consciousness), it should create itself without anyone’s involvement, not even one’s 

own ego. 

To further answer how a thing becomes preconscious and goes into the 

conscious, Freud expounds the medium of word-presentations, the residues of 

memories: “only something which has once been a Cs. perception can become 

conscious, and that anything arising from within (apart from feelings) that seeks to 

become conscious must try to transform itself into external perceptions: this becomes 

possible by means of memory-traces” (The Ego 20; emphasis in original). The 

nosebleed of the wounded boy in Cocteau’s childhood becomes a stimulant that, 

echoing with Cocteau’s memory of his father’s death, incites his death drive 

(Thanatos), and provides the motive for suicide whenever the poet is searching for 

                                                 
5 Cocteau’s Autoportrait d’un inconnu (Autobiography of an Unknown Artist) is also recorded in 

the same disc of Le sang d’un poète. 
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his childhood memories. 

In addition to this small accident in children’s play, the event in his childhood 

that seriously affected his life and works was his father’s suicide in 1898 when 

Cocteau was about nine years old. According to Williams’ biography, the suicide was 

presumably caused by his mother’s affair and a rumour that questioned Cocteau’s 

legitimacy. Later on, the deaths of his maternal grandmother and a close school-friend 

in the next year made this period even more difficult for him (22-23). It is evident in 

his works that this proliferation of deaths never left him and was taken into his inner 

self, his being. Henceforth, given the necessity of sacrifices, the voluntary suicide, 

which removes what Freud calls “residues of the existences of countless egos,” has 

been turned into a positive force to reinforce the “involuntary ideas” in dreams which 

then become important inspirations for Cocteau, the artist, to achieve poetic creation. 

Given that,“when the ego forms its super-ego out of the id, it may perhaps only be 

reviving shapes of former egos and be bringing them to resurrection” (The Ego 38), 

the poet-hero’s suicide, therefore, might be seen as an attempt to stop the formation 

of the super-ego by eliminating these residues. In this sense, the poet, of course, 

remains physically alive to be resurrected in Cocteau’s films. Within this process, a 

strong ego, which is hard to kill, would be detrimental to the whole quest, as Freud 

clarifies that “[t]he ego represents what may be called reason and common sense, in 

contrast to the id, which contains the passions” (The Ego 25). In view of his father’s 

early death, however, the predominance of the death instinct, originating from the 

super-ego, might come from his awareness of the cause in relation to his own 

mysterious birth.6 Death in his work becomes a kind of self-inflicted punishment, 

haunting him in different shapes until Cocteau’s real death. As he reveals his view 

thereof through the princess, who represents Orpheus’s Death, in Orphée:  

 

But here, there are countless faces of death, both young people and old, 

who receive orders . . . [which] are transmitted by so many messengers 

that it’s like the tom-tom of your African tribes, the echo of your 

mountains, the wind in the leaves of your forests. . . . [H]e [the one that 

gives the orders] is nowhere. Some believe that his thoughts are with 

                                                 
6 Besides his mother’s suspected affair, Cocteau himself looked physically different from his 

brother and sister, who were respectively eight and twelve years older than he. Publicly, Cocteau 
remained silent on the matter of his father’s death. He stated in an interview for French television, 
Portrait-souvenir, that his father committed suicide for “reasons that are no longer relevant” 
(Williams 22). In his collection of writings, Professional Secrets, he revealed his suspicion that his 
father was an unconscious homosexual, whose malaise was perhaps, at least, one of the reasons that 
caused his death (117). 
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us, some that we are his thoughts. Others believe that he sleeps and that 

we are a dream, a bad dream. (Three Screenplays 162; emphasis added) 

 

“Here” in the first line refers to the place where they talk, that is, according to 

Cocteau, “no man’s land where one hovers between life and death” (The Art 158). 

The literal meanings of the words, “African tribes,” “mountain,” “leaves,” and 

“forest” in the second and third lines, all give an idea that the messengers are hiding 

in nature; “the tom-tom of your African tribes” especially indicates the sacrifices 

made in a primitive society, as a means to communicate with the gods. Media such 

as the “tom-tom,” the “echo,” and the “wind” can constantly produce monotonous 

sounds to appeal to auditory perceptions. The orders of death in this way give rise to 

word-representations that bring things from the unconscious to the preconscious. It 

is important to note that the possessive, “your,” is placed before the locations of these 

messengers and emphasized by repetition. Although it can be understood as opposed 

to “here” on the border of life and death, to mean “in your living world,” this Orpheus, 

who lives in twentieth-century France, no longer sings his poetry in the forest and is 

not so attached to nature. So it is more probable that we should take it as a real 

possessive, which directly refers to “Orpheus’s,” and these items pertaining to nature 

should exist in his mind, or precisely, his memories. Regarding this account, a similar 

statement is made by Heurtebise in Le Testament when he and the princess address 

Cocteau: “Do not forget that you are a nocturnal amalgamation of caves, forests, 

marshes, red rivers, populated with huge and fabulous beasts who devour each other. 

It’s nothing to show off about” (Two Screenplays 108). The last three lines of the 

princess in Orphée touch upon human fate. She first states that the one that gives the 

orders of death is nowhere. If “his thoughts are with us,” or we are but his thoughts 

or dreams, then, since thoughts and dreams, no matter whether conscious or 

unconscious, both reflect one’s self, he is nowhere to be found because he is we.  

Cocteau’s comments on one of his dreams (“On Dreams”) may explain the 

princess’s words and help elucidate his idea of tribunals and the connection between 

dreams and death:  

 

[T]he journey begins. It lasts for centuries. I reach the first tribunal. I 

am judged. I pass. Another century. I reach the second tribunal. I am 

judged. I pass, and so it continues. At the fourteenth tribunal I 

understand that multiplicity is the sign of this other world and unity is 

the sign of ours. . . . They [the dreams] accuse me. They inform me of 

what is irreparable in my nature. They underline organic imperfections 
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I will not correct. (The Difficulty 55-56) 

 

The tribunals, like the super-ego, persisting within a limitless time frame in the 

dream of a journeying poet Orpheus/Cocteau, encapsulate those harsh critiques from 

the intelligence in the external world and from the conscience in his psyche, while 

the “multiplicity,” presented with the countless faces of death, carries positive 

meanings for Cocteau with its opposition to unity. There seems to be an oxymoron in 

the bureaucratic procedure of the tribunals. To understand it, one should take note of 

Cocteau’s plain explanation that “the tribunal bears the same relationship to the 

supreme tribunal as the investigating magistrate to the trial” (The Art 158). When 

Cocteau placed his speech “Cinematography and Poetry” in 1946 at the very 

beginning of his The Art of Cinema, announcing, “I know of no élite and no tribunal 

which can take upon itself to judge what a film will unleash in its immeasurable 

course” (n. pag.; emphasis added), he took the precaution of warning the tribunal of 

critics that had never left him alone. In Orphée, it also appears in the form of other 

people’s criticism, such as that of the literary circle and journalists, and in the 

condition whenever the conscious falls asleep, a notion symbolized by Orphée’s 

Death watching him sleep every night. Heurtebise says when guiding Orphée to no 

man’s land to look for Eurydice and his Death: “Life is a long death.” Thus, to 

Cocteau, the tribunal does not only exist in death. It is everywhere. 

Using poetry in cinematography—an art that Cocteau believes will “liberate 

itself from industrial slavery” (The Art 13)—to connect the individual and collective 

minds is nonetheless destined to incite public judgement, especially from those 

intellectuals who prefer to think than feel. Cocteau often points out the damage 

inflicted by French elites who, accustomed to certain conventions through laziness, 

cannot accept innovation and impede the development of the art of cinematography 

(The Art 141, 163). “It is the mythmaking artist, says Jung, who discovers the 

compensatory archetypal image that the age and the culture require for greater 

balance: ‘the artist seizes on this image, and in raising it from deepest 

unconsciousness he brings it into relation with conscious values, thereby 

transforming it until it can be accepted by the minds of his contemporaries according 

to their powers’” (Walker 20). The multiplicity of deaths hence signifies the 

termination of forms of existence on the one hand, and novelty of children’s games 

on the other. It produces numerous chances for Cocteau to start anew, regardless of 

the accompanied censure of others. This correlates to Orpheus’ prophetic head that 

“sings a mournful and a revitalized song,” for “[p]oetry itself, through its 

identification with a singer-hero who suffers, dies, and is reborn, participates in the 
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diurnal . . . alternation of life and death” (C. Segal 4). His night dreams highlight his 

inward sense of guilt and parallels those items in outward nature that carry with them 

what the princess calls the orders of death. This implies that his “organic 

imperfections” are actually the messengers of death, irreparable and unmovable. 

On several occasions, Cocteau outspokenly expresses his aversion to the 

intellectuals’ criticism, which is transformed into the tribunals in his films. He further 

shows the “harmful” factor of reason in Le Testament d’Orphée through Minerva, the 

mythic goddess of reason, who refuses the “irrational” flower that he revives and 

offers to her, and kills him by hurling a lance into his back. By the same token, the 

public’s indifference is presented in Le Sang d’un poète with the spectators, who, 

sitting in the loges, gossip and laugh while watching the poet and the woman, 

according to Cocteau, the poet’s Fame or Fate (Professional Secrets 147), playing 

cards, and who later applaud the poet’s suicide. Even in his last words in Autoportrait 

d’un inconnu, Cocteau’s main concern still centers on the judgements of others: 

“Accused was I in my mother’s womb. I was accused when I was young, and I remain 

accused as an old man. I have to live upright and die upright. If possible, return to 

where I was before my birth, a world where no one pays the heavy price of his 

innocence.” The fact that he tended to use the sentence structure “That is why . . . ”7 

in his autobiography, The Difficulty of Being (1967), and in Professional Secrets 

(1970), a collection of his lifetime writings, suggests that he had been constantly 

asked to explain himself. His last film, Le Testament d’Orphée, even came out with 

the subtitle—ne me demandez pas pourquoi (Don’t Ask Me Why). This very element 

of a higher authority, the intellectuals from the external world, working with his 

super-ego, was continuously suppressing the freedom of his poetic creation rooted in 

his unconscious; ironically, the authority itself also played an indispensable part in 

Cocteau’s life and works. He spent his whole life fighting against those who accused 

him of being different, primarily in respect of his recalcitrant artistic style and his 

homosexuality, whereas at the same time, he also emphasizes that “the creative spirit 

[is] the highest form of the spirit of contradiction,” and that disobedience is the 

                                                 
7 Just to name a few examples: in The Difficulty of Being, when he relates about his worst fault 

of halting automatism in writing, he says, “That is why my style often assumes an air of its own 
which I loathe, or else suddenly drops it” (20-21; emphasis added). Another example is in the 
chapter “On Raymond Radiguet,” one of his friends that was most influential to him, where Cocteau 
shows his sorrow for his early death, “That is why, as I got from him what little perception I possess, 
his death left me without guidance…” (25; emphasis added). In the Professional Secrets, he sees 
that “art does not exist as art, as detached, free, rid of the creator, but that it exists only if it prolongs 
a cry, a laugh, or a groan. That is why certain canvases in a museum make signs to us and live with 
an anguish all their own . . . ” (268-69; emphasis added). 
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essential motivation of the creative spirit (The Art 170), a logic similar to that in 

myths where heroes must confront momentous hardships to accomplish great 

achievements and finally obtain transcendence. But Cocteau’s myth is presented with 

a somewhat perverse twist: a creative spirit looks for chaos or creates chaos itself. 

At the last stage of the journey, the poet-hero’s transcendence in the trilogy 

should also be conceived from a psychological perspective, satisfying both personal 

and universal stances. It is Cocteau’s deeper self that transcends his superficial self 

and comes to the fore (meaning “to or in a position of importance or influence”), as 

he himself calls his last film, Le Testament d’Orphée, his “naked soul.” Although it 

appears to have no story, the use of mythological implications is exceptionally richer 

than in any other of his films. “The need for mythic statements is satisfied when we 

frame a view of the world which adequately explains the meaning of human existence 

in the cosmos, a view which springs from our psychic wholeness, from the co-

operation between conscious and unconscious,” says Jung in “Memories, Dreams, 

Reflections” (On Mythology 96). Cocteau’s psychic wholeness may be assumed in 

the creation of his personal myth. He asserts that the ideas of his films came into his 

mind in a vague sleepwalking state, and their content had nothing to do with dreams 

but only the mechanics of dreams was applied. While dreams are private, myths are 

public; using the mechanics of dreams to narrate myths can be seen as a way to 

synthesize the two diverse systems of recapturing personal and collective history. The 

boundary between an individual and a group is crossed by what Cocteau calls the 

“group hypnosis” of the movie, in which the meanings of mythical connotations are 

no longer fixed. He once posed a question about the meaning of life when asked to 

explain his films: “Does life ‘mean something’? I wonder; and art often consists in 

trying to construct an artificial meaning for it and deprive it of that mysterious 

charm . . .” (The Art 168). Near the end of Le Testament, after the simple funeral rite 

of Cocteau’s death, we see him rise up all of a sudden, with eyes wide open, and 

walking past the Sphinx and the blind Oedipus. The narrator remarks, “The Sphinx, 

Oedipus . . . It is possible that one day we can meet those we have been too anxious 

to know, and not see them” (Two Screenplays 141). This scene, in fact, sums up the 

essence of life with symbols that are forever enigmatic and sorrowful. The riddle of 

the Sphinx epitomizes the life of man as such. 8 Ironically enough, by solving this 

riddle, Oedipus is led to fulfill a most dreadful fate: killing his father and marrying 

                                                 
8 The Sphinx troubles people on the road to Thebes, Oedipus’ true birthplace, with her riddle: 

“What is the creature that walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three in the 
evening?” Oedipus solves this riddle without any difficulty, but soon gets trapped by the riddle of 
his own life. 
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his mother. Therefore, it is not the Sphinx and Oedipus per se that “we have been too 

anxious to know,” but rather the answers to life and fate, which are meant to be 

understood through these two mythical figures.  

Cocteau admitted that “[he had] always preferred mythology to history. 

Because history is made up of truths which eventually turn into lies. Mythology is 

made up of lies that eventually become truths” (Autoportrait d’un inconnu). The 

censorship of intelligence hinders the revelation of the real truth and contrives a fake 

truth, history, to be conceived as a reality, while mythology with its disguise of lies 

is able to escape censorship and convey truth in an obscure way. Nevertheless, truth 

is in essence chaotic, which is why it has never been to intellectuals’ taste. Once 

people try to set things in order, it is rendered as superficial and complacent followed 

by great danger or dissatisfaction, just as the tragedy that Oedipus encountered. In 

myth, the gods punish the proud, who despise the truth embodied by fate, yet 

punishment brings wisdom. In Cocteau’s films, the poet punishes himself inwardly 

in his conscience and outwardly by receiving censure, in order to bring wisdom to 

all. The revealers of the truth must pay dearly with their lives in exchange. In either 

case, death is transcendental and serves as an exemplum. 

 

Conclusion  
 

In Jung’s psychology, “[f]rom earliest times the creative significance of the 

process of becoming conscious was the subject of heroic myths.” The goal is to win 

“a new life and the ‘food of immortality’” (Frey-Rohn 116-17). Yet being 

unconscious and true to his real self, as opposed to becoming conscious, was 

Cocteau’s important innovation in his Orphic myth. What he sought was not “a rebirth 

of consciousness from the darkness,” but “regression to the unconscious” by means 

of the poet-hero, Orpheus, who was able to cross the two worlds, the living and the 

dead, the conscious and the unconscious, with the genius of poetry. That is to say, 

what Cocteau yearned for was not the immortality of a conscious hero, but of an 

unconscious poet. 

A poet never really dies unless he ceases to be a poet, whose intrinsic quality, 

from Cocteau’s point of view, is restless and chaotic. Hence, Cocteau’s cinematic 

poetry lies in incongruity and absurdity, the results of struggle in search of a balance 

between the real self and the expected self, the id and the super-ego, which he knew 

he would never find. In his films, playfulness and love cannot be separated from 

death: his playfulness is nostalgic but wry; his love is lurking beneath the banal 

relationship between man and woman, as a revitalizing undercurrent of narcissistic 



 
 
 

Pei-lin Wu  207 

 

homosexuality; and his death, forever a source of his artistic ideas and the cause for 

his being alive as a poet. Through the combination of these three distinctive features 

that mark a man’s life periods, that is, childhood, adulthood, and old age, Cocteau’s 

films are thus displayed as if they were used to reformulate the Sphinx’s riddle in a 

series of tableaux that, being both classical and modern, embody the revolution of 

storytelling grafted on his own life. 
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