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Introduction

The three great cinemas of the world, it is generally agreed, are those of Hollywood, France, and Japan. Generalizations are dangerous, but in recent years, France seems to be in the lead. That may be because most new French films are made for adults, about adults. Upon the shoulders of Hollywood falls the weight of supplying the global market for action and violence. Hollywood also satisfies that market for France itself, leaving the field for grown-up films to the French.

France has a claim to have coinvented the cinema with some of the earliest filmmakers in the world. Scorsese’s Hugo (2011) introduced a new audience to the magic of Georges Méliès, whose works such as A Trip to the Moon (1902) showed a man delighted by the tricks he could play with special effects.

France also claims to have discovered Hollywood cinema, doing us a favor. The auteur theory, created by the critics and directors around the magazine Cahiers du Cinéma, celebrated well-made genre works that were dismissed as “B movies” by American critics, but praised by the French as masterworks. Such directors as Hawks, Sturges, Ford, and Minnelli joined a new pantheon.

From that period came forth the French New Wave, introducing a new group of French directors who were mostly critics for the magazine. In this e-book I’ve provided a sample of their films: Malle’s Au Revoir les Enfants; Godard’s Breathless; Truffaut’s The 400 Blows, Day for Night, and Jules and Jim; Rivette’s Le Belle Noiseuse; and Chabrol’s Le Boucher.

Then there are the great pioneers, most notably Jean Renoir, whose The Rules of the Game is often cited as one of a handful of the greatest of all films, and his Grand Illusion is often on the same lists. Luis Buñuel, from Spain, made films in Mexico and then made many contributions to the French cinema, of which I’ve suggested Belle de Jour and The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie.

No category exists that includes Jacques Tati, a great original, whose Mr. Hulot’s Holiday invents a way of drawing great humor from characters regarded fixedly with fascination and consternation. There is a pair of 1991 films here by Yves Robert, My Father’s Glory and My Mother’s Castle, both based on books by Marcel Pagnol. Together they make a remarkable impression, but are rarely seen today. They might be a discovery for you.

Two other films, The Hairdresser’s Husband and The Man on the Train, are by Patrice Leconte, a stand-alone original who likes characters who frankly embrace their eccentricities.

And what can we make of Caché, a spellbinding film with a great puzzle it circles but never is able to quite resolve. I was so incautious to try to explain it in a blog, and inspired tens of thousands of words from readers trying to set me, or each other, straight.

And there are several more. The pleasure of a little collection like this is in imagining readers finding treasure in the glory of French films and continuing to explore.


ROGER EBERT


Key to Symbols
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	A great film





	 
	G, PG, PG-13, R, NC-17: Ratings of the Motion Picture Association of America





	G
	Indicates that the movie is suitable for general audiences





	PG
	Suitable for general audiences but parental guidance is suggested





	PG-13
	Recommended for viewers 13 years or above; may contain material inappropriate for younger children





	R
	Recommended for viewers 17 or older





	NC-17
	Intended for adults only





	141 m.
	Running time





	2011
	Year of theatrical release





Amélie [image: threestar]½

R, 115 m., 2001


Audrey Tautou (Amélie Poulain), Mathieu Kassovitz (Nino Quicampoix), Rufus (Raphaël Poulain), Yolande Moreau (Madeleine Wallace), Artus de Penguern (Hipolito [The Writer]), Urbain Cancelier (Collignon [The Grocer]), Dominique Pinon (Joseph), Maurice Bénichou (Dominique Bretodeau [The Box Man]), Claude Perron (Eva [The Stripteaser]). Directed by Jean-Pierre Jeunet and produced by Jean-Marc Deschamps and Claudie Ossard. Screenplay by Jeunet and Guillaume Laurant. 




Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s Amélie is a delicious pastry of a movie, a lighthearted fantasy in which a winsome heroine overcomes a sad childhood and grows up to bring cheer to the needful and joy to herself. You see it, and later when you think about it, you smile.

Audrey Tautou, a fresh-faced waif who looks like she knows a secret and can’t keep it, plays the title role, as a little girl who grows up starving for affection. Her father, a doctor, gives her no hugs or kisses, and touches her only during checkups—which makes her heart beat so fast he thinks she is sickly. Her mother dies as the result of a successful suicide leap off the towers of Notre Dame, a statement that reveals less of the plot than you think it does.

Amélie grows up lonely and alone, a waitress in a corner bistro, until one day the death of Princess Diana changes everything. Yes, the shock of the news causes Amélie to drop a bottle cap, which jars loose a stone in the wall of her ﬂat, which leads her to discover a rusty old box in which a long-ago boy hoarded his treasures. And in tracking down the man who was that boy and returning his box, Amélie ﬁnds her life’s work: She will make people happy. But not in any old way. So, she will amuse herself (and us) by devising the most extraordinary stratagems for bringing about their happiness.

I ﬁrst began hearing about Amélie last May at the Cannes Film Festival, where there was a scandale when Amélie was not chosen for the official selection. “Not serious,” sniffed the very serious authorities who decide these matters. The movie played in the commercial theaters of the back streets, where audiences vibrated with pleasure. It went on to win the audience awards at the Edinburgh, Toronto, and Chicago festivals, and I note on the Internet Movie Database that it is currently voted the twelfth best ﬁlm of all time.

I am not sure Amélie is better than Fargo (No. 64) or The General (No. 85), but I know what the vote reﬂects: immediate satisfaction with a ﬁlm that is all goodness and cheer—sassy, bright, and whimsical, ﬁlmed with dazzling virtuosity, and set in Paris, the city we love when it sizzles and when it drizzles. Of course this is not a realistic modern Paris, and some critics have sniffed about that, too: It is clean, orderly, safe, colorful, has no social problems, and is peopled entirely by citizens who look like extras from An American in Paris. This is the same Paris that produced Gigi and Inspector Clouseau. It never existed, but that’s okay.

After discovering the box and bringing happiness to its owner, Amélie improvises other acts of kindness: painting word-pictures of a busy street for a blind man, for example, and pretending to ﬁnd long-lost love letters to her concierge from the woman’s dead husband, who probably never mailed her so much as a lottery ticket. Then she meets Nino (the director Mathieu Kassovitz), who works indifferently in a porn shop and cares only for his hobby, which is to collect the photos people don’t want from those automated photo booths and turn them into collages of failed facial expressions.

Amélie likes Nino so much that one day when she sees him in her café, she dissolves. Literally. Into a puddle of water. She wants Nino, but some pixie quirk prevents her from going about anything in a straightforward manner, and success holds no bliss for her unless it comes about through serendipity. There must be times when Nino wonders if he is being blessed or stalked.

Jean-Pierre Jeunet has specialized in ﬁlms of astonishing visual invention but, alas, impenetrable narratives (Delicatessen, The City of Lost Children). He worked for Hollywood as the director of Alien Resurrection (1997), placing it, I wrote, “in what looks like a large, empty hangar ﬁlled with prefabricated steel warehouse parts.” With Amélie he has shaken loose from his obsession with rust and clutter, and made a ﬁlm so ﬁlled with light and air it’s like he took the cure.

The ﬁlm is ﬁlled with great individual shots and ideas. One of the best comes when Amélie stands high on the terrace of Montmartre and wonders how many people in Paris are having orgasms at that exact instant, and we see them, ﬁfteen in all, in a quick montage of hilarious happiness. It is this innocent sequence, plus an equally harmless childbirth scene, that has caused the MPAA to give the movie an undeserved R rating (in Norway it was approved for everyone over eleven).

It is so hard to make a nimble, charming comedy. So hard to get the tone right and ﬁnd actors who embody charm instead of impersonating it. It takes so much conﬁdence to dance on the tightrope of whimsy. Amélie takes those chances, and gets away with them.


Au Revoir les Enfants [image: fourstar]

PG, 103 m., 1988


Gaspard Manesse (Julien Quentin), Raphael Fejto (Jean Bonnet), Francine Racette (Madame Quentin), Stanislas Carre de Malberg (Francois Quentin), Philippe Morier-Genoud (Father Jean), Francois Berleand (Father Michel), Francois Negret (Joseph), Peter Fitz (Muller). Directed, written, and produced by Louis Malle.




Which of us cannot remember a moment when we did or said precisely the wrong thing, irretrievably, irreparably? The instant the action was completed or the words were spoken, we burned with shame and regret, but what we had done could never be repaired. Such moments are rare, and they occur most often in childhood, before we have been trained to think before we act. Au Revoir les Enfants is a film about such a moment, about a quick, unthinking glance that may have cost four people their lives.

The film was written and directed by Louis Malle, who based it on a childhood memory. Judging by the tears I saw streaming down his face on the night the film was shown at the Telluride Film Festival, the memory has caused him pain for many years. His story takes place in 1944, in a Catholic boarding school in Nazi-occupied France. At the start of a new semester, three new students are enrolled, and we realize immediately that they are Jews, disguised with new names and identities in an attempt to hide them from the Nazis.

To Julien Quentin (Gaspard Manesse), however, this is not at all obvious. Julien, who is intended as Malle’s autobiographical double, does not quite understand all of the distinctions involving Jews and gentiles in a country run by Nazis. All he knows is that he likes one of the new boys, Jean Bonnet (Raphael Fejto), and they become friends. Bonnet is not popular with the other students, who follow the age-old schoolboy practice of closing ranks against newcomers, but then Julien is not very popular either; the two boys are a little dreamy and thoughtful—absorbed in themselves and their imaginations, as bright adolescents should be. Malle’s film is not filled with a lot of dramatic incidents. Unlike such roughly comparable Hollywood films as The Lords of Discipline, it feels no need for strong plotting and lots of dramatic incidents leading up to the big finale. Instead, we enter the daily lives of these boys. We see the classroom routine, the air-raid drills, the way each teacher has his own way of dealing with problems of discipline. More than anything else, we get a feeling for the rhythm of the school. Malle has said that when, years later, he visited the actual site of the boarding school he attended, he found that the building had disappeared and the school was forgotten. But to a student enrolled in such a school, the rules and rituals seem timeless, handed down by innumerable generations and destined to survive forever. A schoolboy cannot be expected to understand how swiftly violence and evil can strike out and change everything.

Julien and Jean play together, study together, look at dirty postcards together. One day, one of those cold early spring days when the shadows seem ominous and there is an unsettling wind in the trees, they go exploring in a nearby forest, and darkness falls. They get lost, or almost lost, and they weather this adventure and become even closer friends. One day, Julien accidentally discovers that “Jean Bonnet” is not his friend’s real name. A few days later, when Julien’s mother comes to visit, he invites Jean to join them at lunch in a local restaurant, and they witness an anti-Semitic incident as a longtime local customer is singled out because he is Jewish.

That is about all the input that Julien receives, and it is hard to say exactly what he knows, or suspects, about Jean. But when Nazis visit the school, Julien performs in one tragic second an action that will haunt him for the rest of his days. Malle has said that the incident in Au Revoir les Enfants does not exactly parallel whatever happened in real life, but the point must be the same: In an unthinking moment, action is taken that can never be retrieved.

Is the film only about guilt? Not at all. It is constructed very subtly to show that Julien only half-realized the nature of the situation, anyway. It isn’t as if Julien knew absolutely that Jean was Jewish. It’s more as if Julien possessed a lot of information that he had never quite put together, and when the Nazis came looking for hidden Jews, Julien suddenly realized what his information meant. The moment in which he makes his tragic mistake is also, perhaps, the moment when he comprehends for the first time the shocking fact of racism.


Belle de Jour [image: fourstar]

R, 100 m., 1967


Catherine Deneuve (Severine Serizy), Jean Sorel (Pierre Serizy), Genevieve Page (Mme. Anais), Michel Piccoli (Henri Husson), Macha Meril (Renee), Francisco Rabal (Hyppolite), Pierre Clementi (Marcel), Georges Marchal (Le Duc). Directed by Luis Buñuel and produced by Robert and Raymond Hakim. Screenplay by Buñuel and Jean Claude Carriere.




Here now is Luis Buñuel’s Belle de Jour, a movie from 1967, to teach us a lesson about what is erotic in the cinema. We will begin with Catherine Deneuve’s face, as she listens to a taxi driver describe a famous Parisian brothel—a place where bored women might work for an afternoon or two every week, to earn some extra money. Her face is completely impassive. The camera holds on it. The taxi driver continues his description. We understand that the Deneuve character is mesmerized by what she hears, and that sooner or later she will be compelled to visit that brothel and have the experience of being a “belle de jour.”

We already know something about the character, whose name is Severine. She is married to a rich, bland, young businessman (Jean Sorel). The marriage is comfortable but uneventful. An older friend (the saturnine Michel Piccoli) makes a bold attempt to seduce her, but she does not respond. “What interests me about you is your virtue,” he says. Perhaps that is why she is not interested: She desires not a man who thinks she is virtuous, but one who thinks she is not.

Here she is in the street, approaching the luxurious apartment building where Madame Anais presides over the famous brothel. The camera focuses on her feet (Buñuel was famously obsessed with shoes). She pauses, turns away. Eventually she rings the bell and enters. Madame Anais (the elegant, realistic Genevieve Page) greets her, and asks her to wait for a time in her office. Again, Deneuve’s face betrays no emotion. None at all. Eventually she learns the rules of the house, and after some thought, agrees to them. She is a belle de jour.

The film will contain no sweaty, steamy, athletic sex scenes. Hardly any nudity, and that discreet. What is sexual in this movie takes place entirely within the mind of Severine. We have to guess at her feelings. All she ever says explicitly is, “I cannot help myself.” Much happens off-screen. The most famous scene in Belle de Jour—indeed, one of the best-remembered scenes in movie history—is the one where a client presents her with an ornate little box. He shows her what is inside the box. During his hour with Severine, he wants to employ it. She shakes her head, no. What is in the box? We never find out.

Consider that scene. In all the years that have passed since I first saw Belle de Jour, I have always wondered what was in the box. Suppose the movie had been dumbed down by modern Hollywood. We would have seen what was in the box. And Severine would have shaken her head the same way, and we would have forgotten the scene in ten minutes.

What is erotic in Belle de Jour is suggested, implied, hinted at. We have to complete the link in our own imagination. When we watch the shower scene between Sharon Stone and Sylvester Stallone in The Specialist, or the “harassment” scene between Demi Moore and Michael Douglas in Disclosure, nothing is left to the imagination. We see every drop of sweat, we see glistening skin, hungry lips, grappling bodies. And we are outside. We are voyeurs, watching them up there on the screen, doing something we are not involved in. It is a technical demonstration.

But in Belle de Jour, we are invited into the secret world of Severine. We have to complete her thoughts, and in that process they become our thoughts. The movie understands the hypnotic intensity with which humans consider their own fantasies. When Severine enters a room where a client is waiting, her face doesn’t reflect curiosity or fear or anticipation—and least of all lust—because she is not regarding the room, she is regarding herself. What turns her on is not what she finds in the room, but that she is entering it.

Luis Buñuel, one of a small handful of true masters of the cinema, had an insight into human nature that was cynical and detached; he looked with bemusement on his characters as they became the victims of their own lusts and greeds. He also had a sympathy with them, up to a point. He understands why Severine is drawn to the brothel, but he doesn’t stop there, with her adventures in the afternoon. He pushes on, to a bizarre conclusion in which she finally gets what she really wants.

I will not reveal the ending. But observe, as it is unfolding, a gunfight in the street. Buñuel does not linger over it; in fact, he films it in a perfunctory fashion, as if he was in a hurry to get it out of the way. The gunplay is necessary in order to explain the next stage of the movie’s plot. It has no other function. Today’s directors, more fascinated by style than story, would have lingered over the gunfight—would have built it up into a big production number, to supply the film with an action climax that would have been entirely wrong. Not Buñuel.


Breathless [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 90 m., 1960


Jean Seberg (Patricia Franchini), Jean-Paul Belmondo (Michel Poiccard), Henri-Jacques Huet (Antonio Berrutti). Directed by Jean-Luc Godard and produced by Georges de Beauregard. Screenplay by Godard.




When we talked, I talked about me, you talked about you, when we should have talked about each other.

—Michel to Patricia


Modern movies begin here, with Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless in 1960. No debut film since Citizen Kane in 1942 has been as influential. It is dutifully repeated that Godard’s technique of “jump cuts” is the great breakthrough, but startling as they were, they were actually an afterthought, and what is most revolutionary about the movie is its headlong pacing, its cool detachment, its dismissal of authority, and the way its narcissistic young heroes are obsessed with themselves and oblivious to the larger society.

There is a direct line through Breathless to Bonnie and Clyde, Badlands, and the youth upheaval of the late 1960s. The movie was a crucial influence during Hollywood’s 1967–74 golden age. You cannot even begin to count the characters played by Pacino, Beatty, Nicholson, Penn, who are directly descended from Jean-Paul Belmondo’s insouciant killer Michel.

Breathless remains a living movie that retains the power to surprise and involve us after all these years. What fascinates above all is the naïveté and amorality of these two young characters: Michel, a car thief who idolizes Bogart and pretends to be tougher than he is, and Patricia (Jean Seberg), an American who peddles the Paris edition of the New York Herald-Tribune while waiting to enroll at the Sorbonne. Do they know what they’re doing? Both of the important killings in the movie occur because Michel accidentally comes into possession of someone else’s gun; Patricia’s involvement with him seems inspired in equal parts by affection, sex, and fascination with his gangster persona.

Michel wants to be as tough as the stars in the movies he loves. He practices facial expressions in the mirror, wears a fedora, and is never, ever seen without a cigarette, removing one from his mouth only to insert another. So omnipresent is this cigarette that Godard is only kidding us a little when Michel’s dying breath is smoky. But Belmondo at twenty-six still had a little of the adolescent in him, and the first time we see him, his hat and even his cigarette seem too big for his face. He was “hypnotically ugly,” Bosley Crowther wrote in his agitated New York Times review, but that did not prevent him from becoming the biggest French star between Jean Gabin and Gérard Depardieu.

Seberg was restarting her career after its disastrous launch in America. Otto Preminger staged a famous talent search for the star of his Saint Joan (1957), and cast an inexperienced eighteen-year-old Marshalltown, Iowa, girl; Seberg received terrible reviews, not entirely deserved, and more bad notices for Bonjour Tristesse (1958), which Preminger made next to prove himself right. She fled to Europe, where she was only twenty-one when Godard cast her for Breathless.

Her Patricia is the great enigma of the movie. Michel we can more or less read at sight: He postures as a gangster, maintains a cool facade, is frightened underneath. His persona is a performance that functions to conceal his desperation. But what about Patricia? Somehow it is never as important as it should be that she thinks she is pregnant, and that Michel is the father. She receives startling items of information about Michel (that he is a killer, that he is married, that he has more than one name) with such apparent detachment that we study that perfectly molded gamin face and wonder what she can possibly be thinking. Even her betrayal of him turns out to be not about Michel, and not about right and wrong, but only a test she sets for herself to determine if she loves him or not. It is remarkable that the reviews of this movie do not describe her as a monster—more evil, because she’s less deluded, than Michel.

The filming of Breathless has gathered about it a body of legend. It was one of the key films of the French New Wave, which rejected the well-made traditional French cinema and embraced a rougher, more experimental personal style. Many of the New Wave directors began as critics for the antiestablishment magazine Cahiers du Cinéma. The credits for Breathless are a New Wave roll call, including not only Godard’s direction but an original story by François Truffaut (Godard famously wrote each day’s shooting script in the morning). Claude Chabrol is production designer and technical adviser, the writer Pierre Boulanger plays the police inspector, and there are small roles for Truffaut and Godard himself (as the informer). Everyone was at the party; the assistant director was Pierre Rissient, who wears so many hats he is most simply described as knowing more people in the cinema than any other single person.

Jean-Pierre Melville, whose own crime movies in the 1950s pointed the way to the New Wave, plays the writer interviewed by Patricia at Orly, where he expounds on life and sex. (“Two things are important in life. For men, women. For women, money.”) Melville’s Bob Le Flambeur (1956) is referenced when we meet the man who informed on Bob, or when Michel tells a friend, “Bob the gambler would have cashed my check.”

One inside joke in the film is always mentioned, but is not really there. Michel’s alias is “Laszlo Kovacs,” and countless writers inform us this is a reference to the legendary Hungarian cinematographer. In fact, Godard had not met Kovacs at the time, and the reference is to the character Belmondo played in Chabrol’s A Double Tour (1959). In a film with so many references to the past of the cinema, it is amusing to find a coincidental reference to its future.

Godard’s key collaborator on the film was the cinematographer Raoul Coutard, who worked with him many times, notably on Weekend (1967). It was only Coutard’s fourth film, and his methods became legend: How when they could not afford tracks for a tracking shot, he held the camera and had himself pushed in a wheelchair. How he achieved a grainy look that influenced many other fiction films that wanted to seem realistic. How he scorned fancy lighting. How he used handheld techniques even before lightweight cameras were available. How he timed one shot of Belmondo so that the streetlights on the Champs-Elysées came on behind him. There is a lovely backlit shot of Belmondo in bed and Seberg sitting beside the bed, both smoking, the light from the window enveloping them in a cloud.

That’s from a long scene that’s alive with freshness and spontaneity. Patricia returns home to find Michel in her bed, and they talk, flirt, smoke, fight, finally make love. She quotes Faulkner: “Between grief and nothing, I will take grief.” Michel says he would choose nothing; “grief is a compromise.” She poses in front of a Renoir poster of a young girl, and asks who is prettier. Michel sits below a Picasso poster of a man holding a mask. Throughout this long scene, perplexingly, they both throw their discarded cigarettes out the window.

In this scene and throughout the film, Godard uses jump cuts—cuts within continuous movement or dialogue, with no attempt made to make them match. The technique “was a little more accidental than political,” writes the Australian critic Jonathan Dawson. The finished film was thirty minutes too long, and “rather than cut out whole scenes or sequences, Godard elected to trim within the scene, creating the jagged cutting style still so beloved of action filmmakers. Godard just went at the film with the scissors, cutting out anything he thought boring.”

The technique adds charm to a scene where the two drive through Paris in a stolen convertible, and there is a series of close-up cuts over her shoulder as Michel describes her. When the two lovers, fleeing the police, sneak into a movie, it is a scene directly quoted in Bonnie and Clyde—which, we recall, both Godard and Truffaut were once to direct. In each case, the dialogue reflects the action; Bonnie and Clyde hear “we’re in the money,” and Michel and Patricia hear dialogue about a woman “covering up for a cheap parasite.”

The movie had a sensational reception; it is safe to say the cinema was permanently changed. Young directors saw it and had abandoned their notions of the traditional studio film before they left the theater. Crowther of the Times, who was later to notoriously despise its descendant Bonnie and Clyde, said of Breathless that “sordid is really a mild word for its pile-up of gross indecencies.” The jump cuts to him were “pictorial cacophony.”

Yet, Crowther conceded, “It is no cliché,” and the film’s bold originality in style, characters, and tone made a certain kind of genteel Hollywood movie quickly obsolete. Godard went on to become the most famous innovator of the 1960s, although he lost the way later, with increasingly mannered experiments. Here in one quick, sure move, knowing somehow just what he wanted and how to obtain it, he achieved a turning point in the cinema just as surely as Griffith did with Birth of a Nation and Welles with Citizen Kane.


Caché [image: fourstar]

R, 121 m., 2006


Daniel Auteuil (Georges Laurent), Juliette Binoche (Anne Laurent), Maurice Benichou (Majid), Annie Girardot (Georges’ Mom), Bernard Le Coq (Georges’ Editor), Daniel Duval (Pierre), Lester Makedonsky (Pierrot Laurent), Walid Afkir (Majid’s Son). Directed by Michael Haneke and produced by Veit Heiduschka. Screenplay by Haneke.




The opening shot of Michael Haneke’s Caché shows the facade of a townhouse on a side street in Paris. As the credits roll, ordinary events take place on the street. Then we discover that this footage is a video and that it is being watched by Anne and Georges Laurent (Juliette Binoche and Daniel Auteuil). It is their house. They have absolutely no idea who took the video, or why it was sent to them.

So opens a perplexing and disturbing film of great effect, showing how comfortable lives are disrupted by the simple fact that someone is watching. Georges is the host of a TV program about books; yes, in France they have shows where intellectuals argue about books and an audience that actually watches them. Georges and Anne live in their book-lined house with their son, Pierrot Laurent (Lester Makedonsky), a teenager who is sulky and distracted in the way that teenagers can be when they have little to complain about except their discontent.

Another video arrives, showing the farmhouse where Georges and his family lived when he was a child. All the videos they receive will have the same style: a camera at some distance, simply looking. Many of the shots in the film itself are set up and filmed in the same way, so that Caché could be watching itself just as the videos watch the Laurents. No comment is made in the videos through camera position, movement, editing—or perhaps there is the same comment all the time: Someone wants them to know that they are being watched.

Another video arrives, showing a journey down a suburban street and into a building. Georges is able to freeze a frame and make out a street name; going off alone, he follows the path of the video and finds himself in front of a door in an apartment building. The person inside is someone he knows, but this person (whom I will not describe) is unlikely to be the author of the alarming videos.

Georges conceals the results of his trip from his wife. Then another video arrives, showing him speaking with the occupant of the apartment. Now there is a fierce argument between Georges and Anne: She cannot trust him, she feels. He must tell her who the person is. He will not. In a way, he cannot. She feels threatened by the videos, and now threatened because her husband may be withholding information she needs to know. Binoche trembles with fury as the wife who feels betrayed by her husband; Auteuil, a master of detachment, folds into himself as a man who simply cannot talk about his deepest feelings.

Meanwhile, their lives continue. Georges does the TV show. Their son goes to school. There is a dinner party, at which a story about a dog will give you something to recycle with great effect at your own next dinner party. Georges goes to visit his mother. He asks about events that happened in 1961, when he was a boy. His mother asks him if something is wrong. He denies it. She simply regards him. She knows her son, and she knows something is wrong.

I have deliberately left out a great deal of information, because the experience of Caché builds as we experience the film. There are parallels, for example, between the TV news that is often on in the background, and some of the events in Georges’ past. We expect that the mystery of the videos will be solved, explained, and make sense. But perhaps not. Here is a curious thing: In some of the videos, the camera seems to be in a position where anyone could see it, but no one ever does.

When Caché played at Cannes 2005 (where it won the prize for best direction), it had an English title, Hidden. That maybe a better title than Caché, which can also be an English word, but more obscure. In the film, the camera is hidden. So are events in Georges’ life. Some of what he knows is hidden from his wife. The son keeps secrets from his parents, and so on. The film seems to argue that life would have gone on well enough for the Laurents had it not been for the unsettling knowledge that they had become visible, that someone knew something about them, that someone was watching.

The last shot of the film, like many others, is taken from a camera that does not move. It regards events on the outside staircase of a building. There are a lot of people moving around. Closer to us than most of them is a figure with her back turned, placed just to the right of center; given basic rules of composition, this is where our eye will fall if all else in the shot is equal. Many viewers will not notice another element in the shot. Stop reading now if you plan to see the film, and save the review…

… and now observe that two people meet and talk on the upper left-hand side of the screen. They are two characters we recognize, and who should not know each other or have any way of meeting. Why do they know each other? What does it explain, that they do? Does it explain anything? Are there not still questions without answers? Caché is a film of bottomless intrigue. “The unexamined life is not worth living,” said Socrates. An examined life may bring its own form of disquiet.

When Caché played at Cannes, some critics deplored its lack of a resolution. I think it works precisely because it leaves us hanging. It proposes not to solve the mystery of the videos but to portray the paranoia and distrust that they create. If the film merely revealed in its closing scenes who was sending the videos and why, it would belittle itself. We are left feeling as the characters feel, uneasy, violated, spied upon, surrounded by faceless observers. The nonexplanation supplied by the enigmatic last scene opens a new area of speculation that also lacks any solution or closure. And the secrets of Georges’ past reach out their guilty tendrils to the next generation.


Cyrano de Bergerac [image: threestar]½

PG, 137 m., 1990


Gérard Depardieu (Cyrano de Bergerac), Anne Brochet (Roxane), Vincent Perez (Christian de Neuvillette). Directed by Jean-Paul Rappeneau. Screenplay by Rappeneau, Jean-Claude Carrière, and Edmond Rostand.




It is entirely appropriate that Cyrano—whose very name evokes the notion of grand romantic gestures—should have lived his life bereft of romance. What is romanticism, after all, but a bold cry about how life should be, not about how it is? And so here is Cyrano de Bergerac, hulking, pudding-faced, with a nose so large he is convinced everyone is laughing at him—yet he dares to love the fair Roxane. I have made it one of my rules in life never to have anything to do with anyone who does not instinctively love Cyrano, and I am most at home with those who identify with him.

The real Cyrano, if there was such a creature beneath the many layers of myth that have grown up around the name, lived in France from 1619 to 1655, and wrote stories about his magnificent voyages to the moon and the sun. He inspired the Cyrano we love, a more modern creation, the work of Edmond Rostand, who wrote a play in 1897 that may not have been great literature, but has captured the imagination of everyone who has read it, and has been recycled countless times.

Steve Martin and Daryl Hannah starred in the wonderful modern-dress comedy Roxanne (1987), inspired by the outlines of Rostand’s story, and now here is a magnificently lusty, brawling, passionate, and tempestuous classical version, directed by Jean-Paul Rappeneau. Cyrano is played by Gérard Depardieu, the most popular actor in France, who won the best actor award at the Cannes Film Festival last May.

You would not think he would be right for the role.

Shouldn’t Cyrano be smaller, more tentative, more pathetic—instead of this outsized, physically confident man of action? Depardieu is often said to be wrong for his roles. His physical presence makes a definite statement on the screen, and then his acting genius goes to work and transforms him into whatever is required for the role—into a spiritual priest, a hunchbacked peasant, a medieval warrior, a car salesman, a businessman, a sculptor, a gangster.

Here he plays Cyrano, gadfly and rabble-rouser, man about town, friend of some, envied by many, despised by a powerful few, and hopelessly, oh, most painfully and endearingly, in love with Roxane (Anne Brochet). But his nose is too large. Not quite as long as Steve Martin’s was, perhaps, but long enough that when he looks in the mirror he knows it would be an affront to present the nose anywhere in the vicinity of the fair Roxane with an amorous purpose attached to it.

Now here is the inoffensive clod Christian de Neuvillette (Vincent Perez), Cyrano’s friend. He is a romantic, too, but not in Cyrano’s league. For him, love is a fancy. For Cyrano, a passion. Yet if Cyrano cannot have Roxane, then he will help his friend, and so he ghostwrites letters and ghost-recites speeches in the moonlight, and because Roxane senses that the words come from a heart brave and true, she pledges herself to Christian. The irony—which only the audience can fully appreciate—is that anyone with a heart so pure that she could love a cheesy lump like Christian because of his language could certainly love a magnificent man like Cyrano for the same reason, and regardless of his nose.

The screenplay by Rappeneau and the skilled veteran Jean-Claude Carrière spins this love story in a web of court intrigue and scandal, with Cyrano deeply involved on the wrong (that is, the good) side. And it all leads up to the heartbreaking final round of revelations and truth telling, and at last to Depardieu’s virtuoso dying scene, which has to be seen to be believed.

What other actor would have had the courage to go with such determination so far over the top, to milk the pathos so shamelessly, to stagger and groan and weep and moan until it would all be funny? Only the French could conceive and write, and perhaps only Depardieu could deliver, a dying speech that rises and falls with pathos and defiance for so long, only to end with the assertion that when he is gone, he will be remembered for . . . what? His heart? Courage? No, of course not. Nothing half so commonplace: for his panache.

Cyrano de Bergerac is a splendid movie not just because it tells its romantic story, makes it visually delightful, and centers it on Depardieu, but for a better reason: The movie acts as if it believes this story. Depardieu is not a satirist—not here, anyway. He plays Cyrano on the level, for keeps.

Of course, the material is comic. But it is the frequent mistake of amateurs to play comedy for laughs, when the great artists know there is only one way to play it, and that is very seriously indeed.

But with panache.


Day for Night [image: fourstar]

PG, 116 m., 1974


Francois Truffaut (Ferrand), Jean-Pierre Aumont (Alexandre), Jacqueline Bisset (Julie), Jean-Pierre Leaud (Alphonse), Valentina Cortese (Séverine). Directed by Truffaut and produced by Marcel Bébert. Screenplay by Truffaut, Jean-Louis Richard, and Suzanne Shiffman.




Movies about movies usually don’t quite get things right. The film business comes out looking more romantic and glamorous (or more corrupt and decadent) than it really is, and none of the human feeling of a movie set is communicated. That is not the case with Francois Truffaut’s funny and touching film, Day for Night, which is not only the best movie ever made about the movies but is also a great entertainment.

A movie company, especially if it’s away from home on a location somewhere, is a family that’s been thrown into close and sometimes desperate contact; strangers become friends and even intimates in a few weeks, and in a few more weeks they’re scattered to the winds. The family is complicated by the insecurities and egos of the actors, and by the moviemaking process itself: We see the result, but we don’t see the hours and days spent on special effects, on stunts, on making it snow or making it rain or making an allegedly trained cat walk from A to B. Day for Night is about all of these aspects of moviemaking; about the technical problems, the boredom between takes (a movie set is one of the most boring places on earth most of the time), and about the romances and intrigues. It’s real; this is how a movie set really looks, feels, and smells. Truffaut’s story involves a movie company on location in Nice. They’re making a melodrama called Meet Pamela, of which we see enough to know it’s doomed at the box office. But good or bad, the movie must be made; Truffaut, who plays the director in his own film, says at one point: “When I begin a film, I want to make a great film. Halfway through, I just hope to finish the film.”

His cast includes a beautiful American actress (Jacqueline Bisset); an aging matinee idol (Jean-Pierre Aumont), and his former mistress, also past her prime (Valentina Cortese); the young, lovestruck male lead (Jean-Pierre Leaud), and the entire crew of script girls, camera operators, stunt men, and a henpecked production manager. (And if you have ever wondered what the key grip does in a movie, here’s your chance to find out.) Truffaut sets half a dozen stories in motion, and follows them all so effortlessly it’s almost as if we’re gossiping with him about his colleagues. The movie set is a microcosm: there is a pregnancy and a death; a love affair ended, another begun, and a third almost but not quite destroyed; and new careers to be nourished and old careers to be preserved.

Truffaut was always a master of quiet comedy, and there are fine touches like the aging actress fortifying herself with booze and blaming her lack of memory on her makeup girl. Then there’s the young male lead’s ill-fated love for Jacqueline Bisset; she is happily married to a doctor, but unwisely extends her sympathy to the youth, who repays her by very nearly destroying her marriage as well as himself. And all the time there is the movie to be made: Truffaut gives us a hilarious session with the “trained” cat, and shows us without making a point of it how snow is produced on a set, how stunt drivers survive car crashes, and how third-floor balconies can exist without buildings below them.

What we see on the screen is nothing at all like what happens on the set—a truth the movie’s title reflects. (“Day for night” is the technical term for “night” scenes shot in daylight with a special filter. The movie’s original French title, La Nuit Americaine, is the French term for the same process—acknowledging their debt to Hollywood.)

The movie is just plain fun. Movie buffs will enjoy it like Singin’ in the Rain (that perfect musical about the birth of talkies), but you don’t have to be a movie buff to like it. Truffaut knows and loves the movies so much it’s infectious; one of Day for Night’s best scenes is a dream in which the adult director remembers himself, as a little boy, slinking down a darkened street to steal a still from Citizen Kane from in front of a theater. We know who the little boy grew up to be, and that explains everything to us about how he feels now.


The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie [image: fourstar]

PG, 100 m., 1972


Fernando Rey (Ambassador), Stephane Audran (Mrs. Scnechal), Delphine Seyrig (Mrs. Thevenot), Bulle Ogier (Florence), JeanPierre Cassel (Senechal), Michel Piccoli (Secretary of State). Directed by Luis Buñuel and produced by Serge Silberman. Screenplay by Buñuel and Jean-Claude Carriere.




“The best explanation of this film is that, from the standpoint of pure reason, there is no explanation”

—Buñuel’s preface to
The Exterminating Angel


There is never quite an explanation in the universe of Luis Buñuel. His characters slip in and out of each other’s fantasies, driven by compulsions that are perhaps not even their own. Buñuel doesn’t like characters who have free will; if they inhabit his films, they will do what he tells them. And his fancies are as unpredictable as they are likely to be embarrassing.

His theme is almost always entrapment. His characters cannot get loose. He places them in either literal or psychological bondage, and forces them to watch with horror as he demonstrates the underlying evil of the universe. Buñuel is the most pessimistic of filmmakers, the most negative, certainly the most cynical. He is also the most obsessive, returning again and again to the same situations and predicaments; it’s as if filmmaking, for him, is a grand tour of his favorite fetishes.

The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (which won the Oscar as 1972’s best foreign film) has nothing new in it; but Buñuel admirers don’t want anything new. They want the same old stuff in a different way, and Buñuel doesn’t—perhaps cannot—disappoint them. The most interesting thing about Discreet Charm is the way he neatly reverses the situation in his Exterminating Angel (1967).

In that film, one of my favorites, a group of dinner guests finds itself in an embarrassing predicament: After dinner, no one can leave the drawing room. There is nothing to prevent them; the door stands wide open. But, somehow, they simply … can’t leave. They camp out on the floor for several days of gradually increasing barbarism, black magic, death, suicide, and visits from a bear and two sheep (which they capture and barbecue).

The film, as Buñuel noted in his opening title, makes no sense. Not that it needs to; it gives us an eerie feeling, and we look at his trapped characters with a mixture of pity and the notion that they got what was coming to them. In The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie, Buñuel reverses the mirror; this time, his characters are forever sitting down to dinner—but they never eat.

The consummation of their feast is prevented by a series of disasters—some real, some dreams, some obviously contrived to feed some secret itch of Buñuel’s. At first there is a simple misunderstanding; the guests have arrived on the wrong night. Later, at an inn, their appetites are spoiled when it develops that the owner has died and is laid out in the next room. Still later, there are interruptions from the army, the police … and the guests’ own dreams. All of the fantasies of public embarrassment are here, including a scene in which the guests sit down to eat and suddenly find themselves on a stage in front of an audience.

The movie isn’t about anything in particular, I suppose, although devoted symbolmongers will be able to make something of the ambassador who is a cocaine smuggler and the bishop who gets off by hiring himself out as a gardener. Buñuel seems to have finally done away with plot and dedicated himself to filmmaking on the level of pure personal fantasy.

Since the form of a movie is so much more important than the content anyway, this decision gives Buñuel’s immediately preceding films (Tristana, Belle de Jour) a feeling almost of relief. We are all so accustomed to following the narrative threads in a movie that we want to make a movie make “sense,” even if it doesn’t. But the greatest directors can carry us along breathlessly on the wings of their own imaginations, so that we don’t ask questions; we simply have an experience. Ingmar Bergman’s Cries and Whispers did that; now here comes old Buñuel to show that he can, too.


The 400 Blows [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 99 m., 1959


Jean-Pierre Léaud (Antoine Doinel), Claire Maurier (Gilberte Doinel), Albert Rémy (Julien Doinel). Directed and produced by François Truffaut. Screenplay by Truffaut and Marcel Moussy.




I demand that a film express either the joy of making cinema or the agony of making cinema. I am not at all interested in anything in between.
 
—François Truffaut


François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows (1959) is one of the most intensely touching stories ever made about a young adolescent. Inspired by Truffaut’s own early life, it shows a resourceful boy growing up in Paris and apparently dashing headlong into a life of crime. Adults see him as a troublemaker. We are allowed to share some of his private moments, as when he lights a candle before a little shrine to Balzac in his bedroom. The film’s famous final shot, a zoom into a freeze frame, shows him looking directly into the camera. He has just run away from a house of detention and is on the beach, caught between land and water, between past and future. It is the first time he has seen the sea.

Antoine Doinel was played by Jean-Pierre Léaud, who has a kind of solemn detachment, as if his heart had suffered obscure wounds long before the film began. This was the first in a long collaboration between actor and director; they returned to the character in the short film Antoine and Collette (1962) and three more features: Stolen Kisses (1968), Bed and Board (1970), and Love on the Run (1979).

The later films have their own merits, and Stolen Kisses is one of Truffaut’s best, but The 400 Blows, with all its simplicity and feeling, is in a class by itself. It was Truffaut’s first feature, and one of the founding films of the French New Wave. We sense that it was drawn directly out of Truffaut’s heart. It is dedicated to André Bazin, the influential French film critic who took the fatherless Truffaut under his arm at a time when the young man seemed to stand between life as a filmmaker and life in trouble.

Little is done in the film for pure effect. Everything adds to the impact of the final shot. We meet Antoine when he is in his early teens, and living with his mother and stepfather in a crowded walk-up where they always seem to be squeezing out of each other’s way. The mother (Claire Maurier) is a blonde who likes tight sweaters and is distracted by poverty, by her bothersome son, and by an affair with a man from work. The stepfather (Albert Rémy) is a nice enough sort, easygoing, and treats the boy in a friendly fashion although he is not deeply attached to him. Both parents are away from home a lot, and neither has the patience to pay close attention to the boy: They judge him by appearances and by the reports of others who misunderstand him.

At school, Antoine has been typecast by his teacher (Guy Decomble) as a troublemaker. His luck is not good. When a pinup calendar is being passed from hand to hand, his is the hand the teacher finds it in. Sent to stand in the corner, he makes faces for his classmates and writes a lament on the wall. The teacher orders him to decline his offending sentence, as punishment. His homework is interrupted. Rather than return to school without it, he skips. His excuse is that he was sick. After his next absence, he says his mother has died. When she turns up at his school, alive and furious, he is marked as a liar.

And yet we see him in the alcove that serves as his bedroom, deeply wrapped in the work of Balzac, whose chronicles of daily life helped to create France’s idea of itself. He loves Balzac. He loves him so well, indeed, that when he’s assigned to write an essay on an important event in his life, he describes “the death of my grandfather” in a close paraphrase of Balzac, whose words have lodged in his memory. This is seen not as homage but as plagiarism, and leads to more trouble and eventually to a downward spiral: He and a friend steal a typewriter; he gets caught trying to return it and is sent to the juvenile detention home.

The film’s most poignant moments show him set adrift by his parents and left to the mercy of social services. His parents discuss him sadly with authorities as a lost cause (“If he came home, he would only run away again”). And so he is booked in a police station, placed in a holding cell, and put in a police wagon with prostitutes and thieves, to be driven through the dark streets of Paris, his face peering out through the bars like a young Dickensian hero. He has a similar expression at other times in the film, which is shot in black and white in Paris in a chill season; Antoine always has the collar of his jacket turned up against the wind.

Truffaut’s film is not a dirge or entirely a tragedy. There are moments of fun and joy (the title is an idiom meaning “raising hell”). One priceless sequence, shot looking down from above the street, shows a physical education teacher leading the boys on a jog through Paris; two by two they peel off, until the teacher is at the head of a line of only two or three boys. The happiest moment in the film comes after one of Antoine’s foolish mistakes. He lights a candle to Balzac, which sets the little cardboard shrine on fire. His parents put out the flames, but then for once their exasperation turns to forgiveness, and the whole family goes to the movies and laughs on the way home.

There is a lot of moviegoing in The 400 Blows, with Antoine’s solemn face turned up to the screen. We know that young Truffaut himself escaped to the movies whenever he could, and there is a shot here that he quotes later in his career. As Antoine and a friend emerge from a cinema, Antoine steals one of the lobby photos of a star. In Day for Night (1973), which stars Truffaut himself as a film director, there is a flashback memory to the character, as a boy, stealing down a dark street to snatch a still of Citizen Kane from in front of a theater.

The cinema saved François Truffaut’s life, he said again and again. It took a delinquent student and gave him something to love, and with the encouragement of Bazin he became a critic and then made this film by his twenty-seventh birthday. If the New Wave marks the dividing point between classic and modern cinema (and many think it does), then Truffaut is likely the most beloved of modern directors—the one whose films resonated with the deepest, richest love of moviemaking. He liked to resurrect old effects (the iris shots in The Wild Child, narration in many of his films) and pay tribute (The Bride Wore Black and Mississippi Mermaid owe much to his hero, Hitchcock).

Truffaut (1932–84) died too young, of a brain tumor, at fifty-two, but he left behind twenty-one films, not counting shorts and screenplays. His Small Change (1976) returns to the sharply remembered world of the classroom, to students younger than Doinel, and recalls the almost unbearable tension as the clock on the wall creeps toward the final bell. Even while directing a film a year, he found time to write about other films and directors, and did a classic book-length, film-by-film interview with Hitchcock.

One of his most curious, haunting films is The Green Room (1978), based on the Henry James story “The Altar of the Dead,” about a man and a woman who share a passion for remembering their dead loved ones. Jonathan Rosenbaum, who thinks The Green Room may be Truffaut’s best film, told me he thinks of it as the director’s homage to the auteur theory. That theory, created by Bazin and his disciples (Truffaut, Godard, Resnais, Chabrol, Rohmer, Malle), declared that the director was the true author of a film—not the studio, the screenwriter, the star, the genre. If the figures in the green room stand for the great directors of the past, perhaps there is a shrine there now to Truffaut. One likes to think of the ghost of Antoine Doinel lighting a candle before it.


Grand Illusion [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 114 m., 1937


Jean Gabin (Lieutenant Maréchal), Dita Parlo (Elsa), Pierre Fresnay (Captain de Boeldieu). Directed by Jean Renoir. Produced by Albert Pinkovitch and Frank Rollmer. Screenplay by Renoir and Charles Spaak.




Apart from its other achievements, Jean Renoir’s Grand Illusion influenced two famous later movie sequences. The digging of the escape tunnel in The Great Escape and the singing of the “Marseilles” to enrage the Germans in Casablanca can first be observed in Renoir’s 1937 masterpiece. Even the details of the tunnel dig are the same—the way the prisoners hide the excavated dirt in their pants and shake it out on the parade ground during exercise.

But if Grand Illusion had been merely a source of later inspiration, it wouldn’t be on so many lists of great films. It’s not a movie about a prison escape, nor is it jingoistic in its politics; it’s a meditation on the collapse of the old order of European civilization. Perhaps that was always a sentimental upper-class illusion, the notion that gentlemen on both sides of the lines subscribed to the same code of behavior. Whatever it was, it died in the trenches of World War I.

“Neither you nor I can stop the march of time,” the captured French aristocrat Captain de Boeldieu tells the German prison camp commandant, von Rauffenstein. A little later, distracting the guards during an escape of others from the high-security German fortress, the Frenchman forces the German to shoot him, reluctantly, and they have a final deathbed exchange. “Didn’t know a bullet in the stomach hurt so much,” he tells the German. “I aimed at your legs,” says the German, near tears. And a little later he says: “For a commoner, dying in a war is a tragedy. But for you and I—it’s a good way out.”

What the Frenchman knows and the German won’t admit is that the new world belongs to commoners. It changed hands when the gentlemen of Europe declared war. And the “grand illusion” of Renoir’s title is the notion that the upper classes somehow stand above war. The German cannot believe that his prisoners, whom he treats almost as guests, would try to escape. After all, they have given their word not to.

The commandant is played by Erich von Stroheim, in one of the most famous of movie performances. Even many who have not seen the movie can identify stills of the wounded ace pilot von Rauffenstein, his body held rigid by a neck and back brace, his eye squinting through a monocle. De Boeldieu (Pierre Fresnay), from an old aristocratic family, is a pilot von Rauffenstein personally shot down earlier in the war. The other two major characters are also French prisoners: Maréchal (Jean Gabin), a workingman, a member of the emerging proletariat, and Rosenthal (Marcel Dalio), a Jewish banker who has ironically purchased the chateau that de Boeldieu’s family can no longer afford. The movie, filmed as the clouds of World War II were gathering, uses these characters to illustrate how the themes of the first war would tragically worsen in the second.

So pointed was Renoir’s message that when the Germans occupied France, Grand Illusion was one of the first things they seized. It was “Cinematic Public Enemy No. 1,” propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels announced, ordering the original negative seized. Its history since then would make a movie like The Red Violin, as the print moved across borders in shadowy ways. For many years it was assumed that the negative was destroyed in a 1942 Allied air raid. But as Stuart Klawans reported in the Nation, it had already been singled out by a German film archivist named Frank Hensel, then a Nazi officer in Paris, who had it shipped to Berlin. When Renoir supervised the assembly of a “restored” print in the 1960s, nothing was known of this negative. He worked from the best available surviving theatrical prints. The result, the version that has been seen all over the world until now, was a little scratched and murky, and encumbered by clumsy subtitles.

The original negative, meanwhile, was captured by the Russians as they occupied Berlin and shipped to an archive in Moscow. In the mid-1960s, Klawans wrote, a Russian film archive and one in Toulouse, France, exchanged some prints, including the priceless Grand Illusion. But since many prints of the film existed and no one thought the original negative had survived, the negative waited for thirty years before being identified as a treasure. The restored print of Grand Illusion is the best seen since the movie’s premiere. And new subtitles by Lenny Borger are much improved—“cleaner and more pointed,” says critic Stanley Kauffmann.

This print looks and feels like a brand-new film. Here is a crisp print that underlines Renoir’s visual style: his mastery of a subtly moving camera that allowed him to film extended passages without cutting. In the paintings of his father, Auguste Renoir, our eyes are led gently through the composition. In the films of the son, there is a quiet voluptuousness; the camera doesn’t point or intrude, but glides.

As Grand Illusion opens, we meet von Rauffenstein in the German officers’ mess. Having shot down two French fliers, he issues orders: “If they are officers, invite them for lunch.” Maréchal and de Boeldieu are later sent to a POW camp, where they meet Rosenthal, already a prisoner, and benefit from the boxes of food his family sends him; often they eat better than their captors. Here are the tunnel-digging sequences and the famous talent show scene, where total silence falls as they regard a man costumed as a woman, for it has been so long since they’ve seen a real one.

The tunnel digging is interrupted when all the prisoners are transferred. A few years pass, and now the three principal characters have been sent to Wintersborn, a fortress with high, unscalable walls. After a back wound ended his flying days, von Rauffenstein has volunteered to be commandant here as a way of remaining in service. He is strict but fair, still deceived by notions of class loyalty.

In these scenes von Stroheim makes an indelible impression, as a man deluded by romantic notions of chivalry and friendship. It is a touching performance, a collaboration between the great silent director and Renoir, then emerging as a master of sound. The performance is better even than it seems: Audiences assume Erich von Stroheim was a German, but mystery clouds his origins. Born in Vienna in 1885, by 1914 he was working with D. W. Griffith in Hollywood, but when did he immigrate to America (and add the von to his name)? Renoir writes in his memoirs: “Stroheim spoke hardly any German. He had to study his lines like a schoolboy learning a foreign language.”

The break from the fortress prison produces the touching deathbed farewell between de Boeldieu and von Rauffenstein, which is the film’s most touching scene, and then we join the workingman Maréchal and the banker Rosenthal as they try to escape by walking cross-country through German territory. They’re given shelter by a farm widow who sees security in Maréchal, and perhaps Renoir is whispering that the true class connection across enemy lines is between the workers, not the rulers.

Jean Renoir, born in 1894, is on any list of the half-dozen greatest filmmakers, and his Rules of the Game (1939) is even more highly considered than Grand Illusion. He fought in World War I, then quickly returned to Paris and entered the movie business. In his best films observation and sympathy for the characters define every shot; there is hardly a camera decision made for pure effect, without thinking first of where best to stand to see the characters.

Renoir moved to America in 1940 and made several Hollywood films, notably The Southerner, with a screenplay by Faulkner, before going independent in the 1950s with The River, based on Rumer Godden’s Calcutta story. In a long retirement he was sought out by younger filmmakers and critics, who found him as sunny as a grandfather in one of his father’s Impressionist paintings. He died in 1979. He would have been much cheered to know that even then the pristine negative of Grand Illusion was waiting in Toulouse to be discovered.


The Hairdresser’s Husband [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 84 m., 1990


Jean Rochefort (Antoine), Anna Galiena (Mathilde), Roland Bertin (Antoine’s Father), Maurice Chevit (Agopian), Anne-Marie Pisani (Madame Schaeffer). Directed by Patrice Leconte and produced by Thierry de Ganay. Screenplay by Leconte and Claude Klotz.




The hairdressing shop is their ocean liner; their lives are a cruise around the world. They will sail the Nile, kiss in the shadows of the Great Pyramids, see the sun set on every earthly paradise, and it will always be exactly like this. Perfect. The Hairdresser’s Husband (1990) tells the story of two romantics besotted with love, living in a French hairdressing salon, she reading magazines on her perch by the widow, he working crosswords on the red leather bench, the sunlight flooding in. The yellows, blues, tropical colors. The exotic music he dances to. Occasionally at some unheard signal their eyes meet and they smile in shared bliss.

Isn’t it pretty to think so. What is remarkable is that they both fully agree on this vision. From his early adolescence, Antoine (Jean Rochefort) has desired only one thing in life, to be a hairdresser’s husband. Many men have been attracted by the beauty of Mathilde (Anna Galiena), but until now, in her early thirties, none has been perfect. Perfection. That’s what they’re looking for. He has known the barbershop for years. When old Monsieur Ambroise (Maurice Chevit) retired, he gave it to her, for she would carry on in his tradition. One day, she gives Antoine a shampoo and a trim, and he says, “Will you marry me?” She doesn’t answer. Two weeks later he comes in for his next visit. She tells him yes. Her answer is yes.

The Hairdresser’s Husband carries their shared perfection as far as it can—further, in fact, than we might desire. Perfection admits no compromise. It is not possible in a world made of time and men and women. But how wonderful it can be. This 1990 film by Patrice Leconte is funny, as warm as a hug, as fanciful as a dream. It is a fairy tale set in a real shop on a real street with real people. Of course, the shop and the street exist only in a movie studio, and the people are characters, but that’s a movie for you. Film is an art form that permits perfection.

The film is awesome in how it begins, how it continues, and how it ends. It is profound. It is about our foolish dreams. I doubt it has ever found a single viewer who yearns to be a hairdresser’s husband, but it allows us all to understand such a thing is quite possible. He isn’t a hair fetishist. He is a hairdresser fetishist. Leconte shows us the very moment when he was seized by his desire. His young eyes are wide and solemn as he glimpses in a gap in another hairdresser’s blouse that form we all learn, as our first lesson, is the source of all goodness, love, and comfort: a woman’s breast. He is lost.

Not only lost, but mad. There is no sanity in his intense focus. Is she mad? She must be. But they’re both so happy. Real life hardly seems to be a factor. We never see them eat. We never see them sleep. We know they live in a room above the shop, but we don’t see it.

Their days pass in a serene parade, sometimes enlivened by his fondness for dancing to recordings of the music of The Arabian Nights. He can’t dance, as he is the first to admit. But what he does is wonderful, and Rochefort’s gyrations, always with a solemn face, are very funny. Why this music? Why this dance? Why do we need to ask?

She smiles. She is radiant. She is kind, gentle, sexy. They are always in heat. While she is performing a shampoo, he kneels on the floor behind her and caresses her to ecstasy. They make love on the red leather bench. They’re in full view, but nobody ever seems to see them. They make each other very happy.

Leconte, working from his own screenplay, interrupts their solitude with customers. Two inseparable friends, always deep in a dispute. A little boy who does not want to have his hair cut. A husband who dashes in to hide from his fearsome wife, who follows him. There aren’t a lot of customers, which is all right with them. She is patient, attentive, expert. He is tactful and always helpful. The sun shines in. Their wedding day takes place in the shop, with old Monsieur Ambroise in attendance.

In a rare visit outside the shop one Sunday afternoon, they visit Ambroise in the retirement home where he lives. He observes that the home’s gardens, so well-tended, have a sort of film over them, an aura: “These are the last trees and flowers these old people will ever see.” He is not consoled by retirement. He was happy, now he is lonely. His relatives visit but are impatient to leave. In such small dark clouds as these, Leconte allows his lovers to observe that nothing is forever.

Patrice Leconte is a director who should be better known. Like Ang Lee, he never repeats himself. Each film seems a fresh start from a new idea. His flawless Monsieur Hire (1989) is also about a fetishist—a voyeur. That is its only similarity with The Hairdresser’s Husband. His Ridicule (1996), set at the court of Louis XVI, involved a provincial farmer, much agitated about the need for irrigation. Told that the king listens to no one who doesn’t amuse him, he learns to be funny. He was never funny before. The Widow of Saint-Pierre (2000), based on a true story, involves a man condemned to the guillotine on a remote French island off Canada. The colony lacks a guillotine. The courts are sticklers for the letter of the law. The condemned man and the warden’s wife undergo a transformation during the wait for the guillotine to arrive from France. It is very deep and moving.

My Best Friend (2006) is about a man who learns he truly has no friends, only acquaintances and associates. He hires a sunny taxi driver to instruct him in the act of making friends. Man on the Train (2002) stars French rock star Johnny Hallyday and Jean Rochefort again, as a bank robber and a retired literature teacher. Circumstances lead the teacher to admit the robber as an overnight guest. Each old man envies the other, who represents a road not traveled. The Girl on the Bridge (1999) is about a professional knife thrower who hangs around bridges looking for young women about to leap off them. He offers them a job as his target. There is always the possibility he might miss. If he doesn’t, they get an interesting job with lots of travel. If he does hit them, well, what do they have to lose?

I have never seen a bad film by Patrice Leconte. As you can see, they share no genre. They share no style, either, except his clear, sure strokes at the service of his story. I have been thinking for years of including him in the Great Movies collection, but delayed, unable to choose among them. I could make an excellent case for every film I mentioned.

What they have in common is his gift for inventing unforgettable characters. Some are remarkable only in their ordinariness. They have this in common: They’re fascinating. Admit that in my brief remarks about those titles you were intrigued by every character I mentioned. The French have affection for Leconte, because he doesn’t disappoint them. But in the world market, he offers no hook or “high concept.” For the global mass audience, if it requires an entire sentence to describe a film, that’s too much complexity to deal with. Yet Leconte’s kind of film is why I go to the movies with hope.

You will have noted I revealed nothing of the destiny of his couple who are so very happy. Surely their happiness cannot last forever? No? Are you sure? Surely we believe we are immune to the sad outcomes experienced by others. I want to say this much about the ending: It is a happy ending. Happy for her, happy for him, and their love remains inviolate and undiminished. Can you deny that?


Jean de Florette [image: threestar]½

PG, 121 m., 1987


Gérard Depardieu (Jean de Florette), Yves Montand (Cesar Soubeyran), Daniel Auteuil (Ugolin), Elisabeth Depardieu (Aimee), Ernestine Mazurowna (Manon). Directed by Claude Berri and produced by Pierre Grunstein. Screenplay by Berri and Gérard Brach, based on the book by Marcel Pagnol.




If you were to walk into the middle of Jean de Florette, you would see a scene that might mislead you.

In the middle of a drought, a farmer is desperate to borrow a mule to help haul water from a nearby spring. He asks his neighbor for the loan of the animal. The neighbor is filled with compassion and sympathy, but simply cannot do without his mule, which he needs in order to farm his own land and provide for his own family.

As the neighbor rejects the request, his face is so filled with regret you’d have little doubt he is one of the best of men.

Actually, he is a thief. And what he is stealing is the joy, the hope, and even the future of the man who needs the mule. Jean de Florette is a merciless study in human nature, set in Provence in the 1920s. It’s the story of how two provincial French farmers systematically destroy the happiness of a man who comes out from the city to till the land.

The man from the city is Jean de Florette, a hunchback tax collector played by Gérard Depardieu, that most dependable of French actors. When he inherits a little land in Provence, he is only too happy to pack up his loyal wife and beautiful child and move to the country for a new beginning. He wants to raise vegetables and rabbits on the land, which, according to the map, includes a fresh water spring.

His neighbors have other ideas. The old local farmer (Yves Montand) and his son (Daniel Auteuil) long have had their eyes on that land, and they realize if they can discourage the newcomer they can buy the land cheap. So they do what is necessary. They block the spring with concrete, conceal its location and wait to see what happens.

At first, nothing much happens. There are steady rains, the vegetables grow and the rabbits multiply. Then comes the drought, and Depardieu is forced to bring water from a neighboring well, using his mule and his own strength, turning himself into a beast of burden. From morning to night he plods back and forth under the burning sun, and his wife helps when she can, but the burden is too much and the land surely will die. It is then that he asks for the loan of Auteuil’s mule, and is turned down.

The director, Claude Berri, does not tell this story as a melodrama; all of the motives are laid out well in advance, and it is perfectly clear what is going to happen. The point of the film is not to create suspense, but to capture the relentlessness of human greed, the feeling that the land is so important the human spirit can be sacrificed to it.

To create this feeling, Berri stands well back with his camera. There are not a lot of highly charged close-ups, to turn the story into a series of phony high points. Instead, so many of the shots are surrounded by the landscape and the sky, and there is one enormously dramatic set piece when the sky fills up with rain clouds, and the thunder roars and the rain seems about to come. And then, as Depardieu and his family run outside to feel it against their faces, the rain falls elsewhere and Depardieu shakes his fist at the heavens and asks God why he has been forsaken.

But God has not double-crossed him; his neighbors have. And the enormity of their crime is underlined by the deliberate pace of this film. We realize here that human greed is patient and can wait years for its reward. And, meanwhile, daily life goes on in Provence, and neighbors pass the time of day and regret that it is impossible to make a loan of a mule.


Jules and Jim [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 105 m., 1962


Jeanne Moreau (Catherine), Oskar Werner (Jules), Henri Serre (Jim), Marie Dubois (Thérèse). Directed and produced by François Truffaut. Screenplay by Truffaut and Jean Gruault, based on the book by Henri-Pierre Roché.




François Truffaut’s Jules and Jim opens with carousel music and a breathless narration that tells of two young men—one French, one Austrian—who meet in Paris in 1912 and become lifelong friends: “They taught each other their languages; they translated poetry.”

Jules, the Austrian, wants a girl, but those he dates are too silent or too talkative or otherwise flawed, and although he tries a professional, that’s not the answer, either: Truffaut explains everything with a shot of her ankle with a wristwatch around it. This magical opening sequence reminds me of Welles’s Magnificent Ambersons, which also hurtles through the early lives of its characters, knowing the real story is still to come. The Welles hero eventually gets his “comeuppance,” and Truffaut’s heroes do, too, but what heedless cheer they feel in the beginning.

The movie was released in 1962, at the time of the creative explosion of Godard, Chabrol, Rohmer, Resnais, Malle, and the other New Wave directors, and it was Truffaut’s third feature (after The 400 Blows in 1959 and Shoot the Piano Player in 1960). Although a case can be made for Godard’s Breathless (based on a story by Truffaut), Jules and Jim was perhaps the most influential and arguably the best of those first astonishing films that broke with the past. There is joy in the filmmaking that feels fresh today and felt audacious at the time. In the energy pulsing from the screen you can see the style and sensibility that inspired Bonnie and Clyde (1967), a film Truffaut was once going to direct, and which jolted American films out of their torpor. And you can see the ’60s being born; Jules and Jim and their great love Catherine were flower children—for a time. The 1960s ended sadly, as did Bonnie and Clyde, as did Jules and Jim, as did Thelma and Louise, a film they influenced; the movement from comedy to tragedy was all the more powerful for audiences who expected one or the other.

Legend has it that Truffaut found the original novel, by Henri-Pierre Roche (1879–1959), in a discount bin outside a used book store in 1955; he was to adapt another Roche novel into his 1971 film Two English Girls. Roche wrote Jules and Jim in old age, but the story feels written by a young man—and in a way it was, because it describes a love triangle he actually experienced. The original Catherine was still alive when the film was released. Her real name was Helen Hessel, she became a poet, and (Daria Galateria writes in the Bright Lights Film Journal) she attended the premiere incognito and then confessed, “I am the girl who leaped into the Seine out of spite, who married his dear, generous Jules, and who, yes, shot Jim.”

Jim (Henri Serre) is not shot in Truffaut’s Jules and Jim, although Catherine (Jeanne Moreau) does wave a pistol at him; Truffaut has a sadder ending in mind, and there is such poignancy in Catherine’s final words, “Watch us, Jim!” But that is at the end of the film, which begins in lighthearted gaiety, which continues with romance and passion, and then resumes after the First World War as if the war, having broken the spirit of Europe, broke theirs, too.

Jules (Oskar Werner) and Jim were born to be friends, and as young men in Paris they lead lives of charm and freedom. After giving up on professionals, Jules believes he has found his ideal girl in Thérèse (Marie Dubois), first seen painting an anarchist slogan on a wall and then being slapped by her boyfriend “because people will think anarchists can’t spell.” Thérèse is the girl who creates the famous moment of the “steam engine,” popping the lighted end of a cigarette into her mouth and blowing smoke out the other end. When Jules discovers she is not, after all, his perfect mate, his explanation to Jim is a masterpiece: “She was both mother and daughter to me.”

The friends attend a slide show of sculptures and are both struck by the same image, a bust of a girl who is beautiful and yet opaque. Then and there they decide to travel to the Adriatic to see the original statue, and do; and soon after they return they meet Catherine, whose face looks exactly like the statue’s. Jules senses everything has changed. The friends have traded and shared their girlfriends, “but not this one, Jim. OK?” Jim agrees. They go everywhere together. A famous shot shows them in a rented cottage at the beach, talking as they lean out of their separate windows. There is a night when they come from a play by Strindberg, which the men disliked; Catherine admires the heroine’s freedom and illustrates it by suddenly jumping into the Seine. Here the narrator is indispensable, because otherwise how could we know, “Her jump strikes Jim like lightning.”

So they are both in love with her, but Jules takes her to Austria to be married, and then the war separates them. As members of enemy armies, their fear is that one might shoot the other. After the war, Jim visits Jules and Catherine in their cottage on the Seine. They have a daughter, Sabine, but their marriage is unhappy. Jules confides that Catherine has run away and had affairs, but he stays with her because he loves her and understands her nature. One night at dinner she reveals her bottled-up misery by rattling off the names of countless French wines. The friends look uneasy. Jules will do anything to make her happy—even share her with Jim. “If you love her,” Jules tells him, “don’t think me an obstacle.” Catherine asks Jim to move into the house. “Careful, Jim—careful for both of you,” Jules says. He wonders if perhaps it would be best to divorce Catherine so Jim can marry her; he believes their friendship would survive this.

Their tragedy is that they shared a magical youth and that adulthood will not and cannot accommodate it. No practical arrangement of their lives can duplicate the freedom of their early days in Paris. The men can try to come to terms with this, but Catherine cannot, and Jules and Jim is really Catherine’s film. This is Jeanne Moreau’s first great performance, all the greater because of the art with which she presents Catherine’s discontent. A lesser actress might have made Catherine mad or hysterical, but although madness and hysteria are uncoiling beneath the surface, Catherine depends mostly on unpredictability—on a fundamental unwillingness to behave as expected. She shocks her friends as a way of testing them.

The style of the film came as a revelation in 1962. Truffaut skips lightly through the material, covering twenty-five years while never seeming to linger. In Day for Night (1973), his autobiographical hero steals an eight-by-ten glossy of Citizen Kane from the front of a theater; the Kane influence here can be guessed in the way he uses newsreel footage to re-create the war, and a newsreel of a Nazi book burning to foreshadow World War II. (Oskar Werner would be the star of Truffaut’s 1966 film Fahrenheit 451, about a world where books are banned.)

Truffaut’s camera is nimble, its movement so fluid that we sense a challenge to the traditional Hollywood grammar of establishing shot, close-up, reaction shot, and so on; Jules and Jim impatiently strains toward the handheld style. The narrator also hurries things along, telling us what there is no time to show us. The use of a narrator became one of Truffaut’s favorite techniques; it’s a way of signaling us that the story is over and its ending known before it even begins. His use of brief, almost unnoticeable freeze-frames treats some of the moments as snapshots, which also belong to the past.

The mystery (some would say the flaw) of the film is how it moves so quickly through these lives. Perhaps the secret is in the nature of an old man’s memory, as understood by Truffaut (who was twenty-nine during the filming). Henri-Pierre Roché lived through events like the ones in the film. He was one of the characters, all the stages of the story were known to him, and he had remembered them so often and so well that in his novelist’s imagination key events were highlighted while the passages in between had faded.

Would the film be better as a cumbersome traditional narrative, with all the motives laid out and all the behavior explained? Should Truffaut have dragged a psychiatrist on stage to diagnose Catherine, as his hero Hitchcock did two years earlier for Norman Bates in Psycho?

Not at all. Jules and Jim is one of those rare films that knows how fast audiences can think, and how emotions contain their own explanations. It’s about three people who could not concede that their moment of perfect happiness was over, and pursued it into dark and sad places. Galateria quotes Truffaut: “I begin a film believing it will be amusing—and along the way I notice that only sadness can save it.”


La Vie en Rose/Fall of the Sparrow [image: fourstar]

PG-13, 140 m., 2007


Marion Cotillard (Edith Piaf), Clotilde Courau (Anetta Gassion), Jean Paul Rouve (Louis Gassion), Sylvie Testud (Momone), Pascal Greggory (Louis Barrier), Jean Pierre Martins (Marcel Cerdan), Emmanuelle Seigner (Titine), Gerard Depardieu (Louis Leplee), Catherine Allegret (Louise), Caroline Silhol (Marlene Dietrich), Manon Chevallier (Edith, age five), Pauline Burlet (Edith, age eight). Directed by Olivier Dahan and produced by Alain Goldmar. Screenplay by Dahan and Isabelle Sobelman.




She was the daughter of a street singer and a circus acrobat. She was dumped by her mother with her father, who dumped her with his mother, who ran a brothel. In childhood, diseases rendered her temporarily blind and deaf. She claimed she was cured by St. Therese, whose shrine the prostitutes took her to. One of the prostitutes adopted her, until her father returned, snatched her away, and put her to work in his act. From her mother and the prostitute she heard many songs, and one day when his sidewalk act was doing badly, her father commanded her, “Do something.” She sang “La Marseilles.” And Edith Piaf was born.

Piaf. The French word for “sparrow.” She was named by her first impresario, Louis Leplee. He was found shot dead not long after—possibly by a pimp who considered her his property. She stood four feet, eight inches tall, and so became “the Little Sparrow.” She was the most famous and beloved French singer of her time—of the twentieth century, in fact—and her lovers included Yves Montand (whom she discovered) and the middleweight champion Marcel Cerdan. She drank too much, all the time. She became addicted to morphine and required ten injections a day. She grew old and prematurely stooped, and died at forty-seven.

Olivier Dahan’s La Vie en Rose, one of the best biopics I’ve seen, tells Piaf’s life story through the extraordinary performance of Marion Cotillard, who looks like the singer. The title, which translates loosely as “life through rose-colored glasses,” is from one of Piaf’s most famous songs, which she wrote herself. She is known for countless other songs, perhaps most poignantly for “Non, Je ne Regrette Rien” (“No, I regret nothing”), which is seen in the film as her final song; if it wasn’t, it should have been.

How do you tell a life story so chaotic, jumbled, and open to chance as Piaf’s? Her life did not have an arc but a trajectory. Joy and tragedy seemed simultaneous. Her loves were heartfelt but doomed; after she begged the boxer Cerdan to fly to her in New York, he was killed in the crash of his flight from Paris. Her stage triumphs alternated with her stage collapses. If her life resembled in some ways Judy Garland’s, there is this difference: Garland lived for the adulation of the audience, and Piaf lived to do her duty as a singer. From her earliest days, from the prostitutes, her father, and her managers, she learned that when you’re paid, you perform.

Oh, but what a performer she was. Her voice was loud and clear, reflecting her early years as a street singer. Such a big voice for such a little woman. At first she sang mechanically but was tutored to improve her diction and express the meaning of her words. She did that so well that if you know what the words “Non, je ne regrette rien” mean, you can essentially feel the meaning of every other word in the song.

Dahan and his cowriter, Isabelle Sobelman, move freely through the pages of Piaf’s life. A chronology would have missed the point. She didn’t start here and go there; she was always, at every age, even before she had the name, the little sparrow. The action moves back and forth from childhood to final illness, from applause to desperation, from joy to heartbreak (particularly in the handling of Cerdan’s last visit to her).

This mosaic storytelling style has been criticized in some quarters as obscuring facts. (Quick: How many times was she married?) But think of it this way: Since there are, in fact, no wedding scenes in the movie, isn’t it more accurate to see husbands, lovers, friends, admirers, employees, and everyone else as whirling around her small, still center? Nothing in her early life taught her to count on permanence or loyalty. What she counted on was singing, champagne, infatuation, and morphine.

Many biopics break down in depicting their subjects in old age, and Piaf, at forty-seven, looked old. Gene Siskel once referred to an actor’s old-age makeup as making him look like a turtle. In La Vie en Rose there is never a moment’s doubt. Even the hair is right; her frizzled, dyed, thinning hair in the final scenes matches the real Piaf. The only detail I can question is her resiliency after all-night drinking sessions. I once knew an alcoholic who said, “If I wasn’t a drinker and I woke up with one of these hangovers, I’d check myself into the emergency room.”

Then there are the songs, a lot of them. I gather from the credits that some are dubbed by other singers, some are sung by Piaf herself, and some, in parts at least, by Cotillard. Piaf choreographed her hands and fingers, and Cotillard has that right, too. If a singer has been dead fifty years and sang in another language, she must have been pretty great to make it onto so many saloon jukeboxes, which is how I first heard her. Now, of course, she’s on my iPod, and I’m listening to her right now.

Pour moi toute seule.


La Belle Noiseuse [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 240 m., 1992


Michel Piccoli (Frenhofer), Jane Birkin (Liz), Emmanuelle Béart (Marianne), Marianne Denicourt (Julienne), David Bursztein (Nicolas), Gilles Arbona (Porbus). Directed by Jacques Rivette and produced by Pierre Grise. Screenplay by Pascal Bonitzer, Christine Laurent, and Rivette.




Some movies are worlds that we can sink into, and La Belle Noiseuse is one of them. It is a four-hour movie, but not one second too long, in which the process of art and the process of life come into a fascinating conflict. There is something fundamentally sensual about the relationship between an artist and a model, not because of the nudity and other superficial things, which are obvious, but because the artist is trying to capture something intimate and secret from another person and put it on the canvas. It is possible to have sex with someone and not know them, but it is impossible to draw them well and not know them well.

The movie is about an artist in his sixties, who has not painted for many years. In his studio is an unfinished canvas, a portrait of his wife, which leans against the wall like a rebuke for the passion that has died between them. They are still happily married, but their relationship is one of understanding, not hunger. One day a young admirer brings his girlfriend to meet the artist and his wife. Something stirs within the older man, and he asks the girl to pose for him. She agrees, indifferently, and as he begins his portrait a subtle dance of seduction begins.

To understand the dynamic, you will have to picture the actors. The artist is played by Michel Piccoli, veteran of dozens of important French movies, he of the intimidating bald forehead, the vast eyebrows, the face of an aging satyr. The young woman is played by Emmanuelle Béart (Manon of the Spring), whose beauty may come from heaven but whose intelligence is all her own. Watching her here, we realize that it would not have been enough simply to cast a beautiful woman in the role, for the artist is entrapped by her mind, not her appearance. The artist’s wife is played by Jane Birkin (the daughter in Daddy Nostalgia), who knows her husband well enough to warn Béart against him, but not well enough to warn herself.

The sittings begin, and the artistic process takes over. And the film’s director, Jacques Rivette, takes a big risk, which works brilliantly. He shows the preliminary sketches, the pencil drawings, charcoals, and watercolor washes, in great detail. The camera looks over the shoulder of the artist and regards his hand as he draws. Sometimes the camera is on the hand for four or five minutes at a time. This may sound boring. It is more thrilling than a car chase. We see a human being taking shape before us. And as the artist tries one approach and then another, we see the process of his mind at work.

It is said that artistic processes take place on the right side of the brain, the side that is liberated from mundane considerations like the passage of time. I know for myself that when I draw, I drop out of time and lose all consciousness of its passing. I even fail to hear people who are talking to me because the verbal side of my mind is not engaged. Most films are a contest between the right and left brains, in which dialogue and plot struggle to make sense, while picture, mood, music, and emotion struggle toward a reverie state. In La Belle Noiseuse, the right side, the artistic side, of the viewer’s mind is given the freedom to take over, and as the artist draws, something curious happens. We become the artist ourselves, in a way, looking at the model, taking up the tools, plunging into the preliminary drawings.

The artist and his model do not get along very well. He is almost sadistic in his treatment of her, addressing her curtly, asking her to assume uncomfortable poses, keeping an impolite distance between her concerns and his own. She hates him. He does not care. It is a battle of the wills. But Jacques Rivette is an old and wise man, and so this movie doesn’t develop along simplistic lines in which love soon rears its inquisitive head. Here is where Béart’s intelligence comes in—hers, and her character’s. The battle between the two people becomes one of imagination, a chess game of the emotions, in which small moves can have great consequences.

You may think you can guess what will happen. The artist will fall in love with his model. The wife and the boyfriend will be jealous. There will be sex scenes. Perhaps to some degree you are right. To a much larger degree, however, La Belle Noiseuse will surprise you, because this is not a movie that limits its curiosity to the question of where everybody’s genitals will turn up.

The reason the movie benefits from its length is twofold. First, Rivette takes all of the time he needs to show the actual physical process of drawing. These passages are surprisingly tactile; we hear the whisper of the pencil on the paper, the scratch of the drawing pen, and we see that drawing is a physical process, not, as some people fancy, an exercise in inspiration. Second, having given the artist time to discover his model on his canvas, Rivette then gives himself the time to discover his own models. While the artist and model in the film are investigating one another, Rivette stands at his own canvas and draws both of them.


Le Boucher [image: fourstar]

PG, 93 m., 1970


Stéphane Audran (Hélène), Jean Yanne (Popaul). Directed by Claude Chabrol and produced by André Génovès. Screenplay by Chabrol.




She is a schoolmistress, he is a butcher; their everyday lives obscure great loneliness, and their ideas about sex are peculiarly skewed. They should never have met each other. When they do start to spend time together, their relationship seems ordinary and uneventful, but it sets terrible engines at work in the hiding places of their beings. It is clear by the end of the film how this friendship has set loose violent impulses in the butcher—but what many viewers miss is how the schoolmistress is also transformed, in a way no less terrible.

Claude Chabrol’s Le Boucher takes place in the tranquil French village of Trémolat, and like almost all of his films, begins and ends with a shot of a river, and includes at least one meal. It seems a pleasant district, if it were not for the ominous stirrings and sudden hard chords on the soundtrack. It is a movie in which three victims are carved up offscreen, but the only violence visible to us is psychic, and deals with the characters’ twists and needs.

There is no great mystery about the identity of the killer; it must be Popaul the butcher, because no other plausible suspects are brought on screen. We know it, the butcher knows it, and at some point, Miss Helene, the schoolmistress, certainly knows it. Is it when she finds the cigarette lighter he dropped, or does she begin to suspect even earlier?

The movie’s suspense involves the haunting dance that the two characters perform around the fact of the butcher’s guilt. Will he kill her, too? Does she want to be killed? No, not at all, but perhaps she wants to get teasingly close to being killed; perhaps she is fascinated by the butcher’s savagery.

During a class trip to the nearby Lascaux caves and their wall paintings, she speaks approvingly of Cro-Magnon Man. His instincts and intelligence were human, she says. A child asks: What if he came back now, the Cro-Magnon? What would he do? Miss Helene replies: Maybe he would adapt and live among us. Or maybe he would die. Is she thinking of the butcher?

Perhaps even at their first meeting, she was fascinated by the danger she sensed in Popaul (Jean Yanne). Miss Helene (Stéphane Audran) is seated next to him at the wedding of her fellow teacher, and the first thing she sees him do is carve a roast. Notice how avidly she follows the movement of the knife, how eagerly she takes her slice, how she begins to eat before anyone else has been served. And notice, too, how she seems curiously happy, as if she has found something she was looking for; she is intense and alert to the presence of the butcher.

As the wedding ends and he walks her home to her rooms above the school, Chabrol gives us a remarkable unbroken shot, three minutes and forty-six seconds in duration. They walk through the entire village, past men in cafés and boys at play. She takes out a Gauloise and lights up, and he asks: “You smoke in the street?” She not only smokes, she smokes with an attitude, holding the cigarette in her mouth, Belmondo-style, even while she talks. She is sending a message of female dominance and mystery to Popaul. Later, when he visits her, he sits on a chair that makes him lower than her, like one of her students.

She has been in Trémolat for three years. She has never married; ten years before, she had an unhappy affair, and has decided to do without men. He can talk of little but his fifteen years in the French army. He served in Algiers and Indochina, and he hints of the indescribable brutality that he witnessed. He brings her a joint of lamb, wrapped in tissue like a bouquet, and they spend time together. News arrives from day to day about bodies found in the woods, and the police are everywhere. On the day of the trip to the caves, Miss Helene and her students rest on a ledge to eat their lunches, and a drop of blood falls on one little girl’s bread. It is the blood of the latest victim—the bride in the opening scene.

As she discovers the body, Miss Helene also finds a distinctive lighter she has given Popaul. We follow her response closely, trying to guess what she’s thinking. She puts the lighter in a drawer and tells the police she found no clues. Soon after, Popaul comes over with a jar of cherries marinated in brandy. They’re the best I ever had, she says, before she has eaten one. Our suspense is matched by our curiosity: Does she think she is sitting alone with a killer? Does he wonder if she knows? Eventually she asks for a light. He pulls out a lighter just like the one she gave him. She begins to laugh.

Smoking is a motif in the movie. We never see him smoking until she does. When and why he smokes is always important. In that scene he glances at an ashtray but deliberately doesn’t smoke, for example, until she asks for a light, and he can produce the lighter. Another motif, Hitchcockian, is her blond hair; we see it many times from behind, once with an ominous push in, and then at the end of the movie there is a matching push to her face. Another match: On his first and last visits to the school, his face is framed in the same window.

Le Boucher has us always thinking. What do they know, what do they think, what do they want? The film builds to an emotional and physical climax which I will not describe, except to urge you to pay particular attention to a sequence toward the end where Chabrol cuts from her face to his. Popaul’s face shows desperate devotion and need. What does her face show? Is it triumph? Pity? Fear? A kind of sexual fulfillment? Interpret that expression, and you have the key to her feeling. It sure isn’t concern.

Stéphane Audran, who was married to Chabrol from 1964 to 1982, has one of those faces like Deneuve or Moreau: The beauty is classic but can be undercut by glimpses of deep and peculiar need. Audran in that last sequence is like Deneuve in Belle de Jour (1967), impassive in the face of enormous inner excitement. Audran worked with Chabrol in The Champagne Murders (1967), Les Biches (1968), and Le Femme Infidèle (1969), and was in Les Cousins (1959), which was one of the founding films of the French New Wave.

Chabrol, born in 1930, was like Godard and Truffaut a movie critic writing for Cahiers du Cinéma, the voice of the auteur movement. He has outlasted many of his contemporaries and outproduced all of them, making more than fifty films; Merci Pour Le Chocolat (2000) was about a bourgeois family poisoning itself literally and figuratively, and his La Fleur du Mal (2003) is about another bourgeois family, rotten to the core. His good or great films make a long list, which should include four collaborations with Isabelle Huppert: Violette Noziere (1978), Madame Bovary (1991), La Cérémonie (1995), and Merci Pour Le Chocolat. Her face, like Audran’s, is capable of maddening passivity—a mask for ominous and alarming thoughts. Both actresses have that rare ability to compel us to wonder what in the hell they are thinking.

Sample the reviews of Le Boucher, and you’ll find it described as a film about a savage murderer and the schoolmistress who doesn’t know the danger she’s in. This completely misses the point. It’s not that the point is hard to find—Chabrol is very clear about his purpose—but that we’ve been hammered down by so many slack-witted thrillers that we’ve learned to assume that the killer is the villain and the woman is the victim.

Popaul is a killer, all right, but is he also a victim? Was he traumatized by the army, by blood and meat? Is he driven to kill because Miss Helene, who he idolizes beyond all measuring, remains cool and distant, tantalizingly unavailable? Some think that Chabrol even blames Miss Helene for the crimes; if she’d only slept with Popaul, his savage impulse would have been diverted.

But it’s not that simple. (1) He is attracted to her because she is unavailable, and it’s her butchy walk through the village, smoking that cigarette, that seals his fate. (2) Since (as I believe) she is excited in a perverse, obscure way by the danger he represents, does he sense that? Are his killings in some measure offerings, as a cat will lay a bird at the feet of its owner?

So much goes unsaid between these two people. So much is guessed or hinted. They’re a pair, all right, and she senses it at the wedding feast. They don’t fit in any ordinary romantic or matrimonial way, but what happens in this movie happens because of them as a couple. If you bring enough empathy to her character, you can read that final scene more deeply. It is a sex scene. They don’t touch, but then they never did.



The Man on the Train [image: fourstar]

R, 90 m., 2003


Jean Rochefort (Manesquier), Johnny Hallyday (Milan), Charlie Nelson (Max), Pascal Parmentier (Sadko), Jean-François Stévenin (Luigi), Isabelle Petit-Jacques (Viviane). Directed by Patrice Leconte and produced by Philippe Carcassonne. Screenplay by Claude Klotz.




Two men meet late in life. One is a retired literature teacher. The other is a bank robber. Both are approaching a rendezvous with destiny. By chance, they spend some time together. Each begins to wish he could have lived the other’s life.

From this simple premise, Patrice Leconte has made one of his most elegant films. It proceeds as if completely by accident and yet foreordained, and the two men—who come from such different worlds—get along well because both have the instinctive reticence and tact of born gentlemen. When the robber asks the teacher if he can borrow a pair of slippers, we get a glimpse of the gulf that separates them: He wants them, not because he needs them, but because, well, he has never worn a pair of slippers.

The teacher is played by Jean Rochefort, seventy-three, tall, slender, courtly. It tells you all you need to know that he was once cast to play Don Quixote. The robber is played by Johnny Hallyday, fifty-nine, a French rock legend, who wears a fringed black leather jacket and travels with three handguns in his valise. This casting would have a divine incongruity for a French audience. In American terms, think of James Stewart and Johnny Cash.

Leconte is a director who makes very specific films, usually with an undertone of comedy, about characters who are one of a kind. His The Hairdresser’s Husband, which also starred Rochefort, was about a man who loved to watch women cut hair. His The Girl on the Bridge was about a sideshow knife-thrower. His The Widow of Saint Pierre was about a nineteenth-century community on a French-Canadian fishing island that comes to love a man condemned to death. His Ridicule was about an eighteenth-century provincial who has an ecological scheme, and is told that the king favors those who can make him laugh. His Monsieur Hire was about a meek little man who spies on a woman, who sees him spying, and boldly challenges him to make his move.

These films have nothing in common except the humor of paradox, and Leconte’s love for his characters. He allows them to talk with wit and irony. “Were you a good teacher?” the robber asks the teacher, who replies: “Not one pupil molested in thirty years on the job.” “Not bad,” the robber says dryly.

I have seen The Man on the Train twice, will see it again, cannot find a flaw. The man gets off the train in a drear November in a French provincial town, and falls into conversation with the teacher, who is quietly receptive. The teacher’s elegant old house is unlocked (“I lost the key”). The village hotel is closed for the winter. “I know,” the teacher says when the man returns. “I’ll show you to your room.”

Over a period of a few days, they talk, eat together, drink, smoke, gaze at the stars. There is no reason for them to be together, and so they simply accept that they are. There is a coincidence: At 10:00 A.M. on Saturday, the teacher is scheduled for a triple heart bypass, and the man from the train is scheduled to stick up a bank. The teacher offers the man money if he will abandon the plan, but the man cannot, because he has given his word to his confederates.

Early in the film, the teacher goes into the man’s room, tries on his leather jacket, and imitates Wyatt Earp in the mirror. A little later, he gets a new haircut, telling the barber he wants a style “halfway between fresh out of jail, and world-class soccer player.” One day when the teacher is away, one of his young tutorial pupils appears, and the robber says, “I’ll be your teacher today,” and leads him through a lesson on Balzac while successfully concealing that he has never read the novel, or perhaps much of anything else.

It is so rare to find a film that is about male friendship, uncomplicated by sex, romance, or any of the other engines that drive a plot. These men become friends, I think, because each recognizes the character of the other. Yes, the bank robber is a criminal, but not a bad man; the teacher tells him, quite sincerely, that he wishes he could help with the holdup. They talk about sex (the teacher points out the two hundred-year-old oil painting he masturbated before when he was young). They agree “women are not what they once were.” The robber observes that, after a point, they’re simply not worth the trouble. When the teacher’s longtime friend Viviane (Isabelle Petit-Jacques) chatters away during dinner, the robber snaps, “He wants tenderness and sex, not news of your brat.”

At the end of the film, the two men do exchange places, in a beautiful and mysterious way. Leconte brings his film to transcendent closure without relying on stale plot devices or the clanking of the plot. He resorts to a kind of poetry. After the film is over, you want to sigh with joy, that in this rude world such civilization is still possible.


Manon of the Spring [image: fourstar]

PG, 113 m., 1987


Yves Montand (Cesar Soubeyran), Daniel Auteuil (Ugolin), Emmanuelle Beart (Manon), Hippolyte Girardot (Schoolteacher), Elisabeth Depardieu (Aimee), Gabriel Bacquier (Victor). Directed by Claude Berri and produced by Pierre Grunstein. Screenplay by Berri and Gerard Brach, based on the book by Marcel Pagnol.




There is something to be said for a long story that unfolds with an inexorable justice. In recent movies, we’ve become accustomed to stories that explode into dozens of tiny, dimwitted pieces of action, all unrelated to each other. Cars hurtle through the air, victims are peppered with gunshot holes, heroes spit out clever one-liners, and at the end of it all, what are we left with? Our hands close on empty air.

Manon of the Spring, which is the conclusion of the story that began with Jean de Florette, is the opposite kind of movie. It moves with a majestic pacing over the affairs of four generations, demonstrating that the sins of the fathers are visited upon the children. Although Manon is self-contained and can be understood without having seen Jean de Florette, the full impact of this work depends on seeing the whole story, right from the beginning; only then does the ending have its full force.

In the first part of the story, as you may recall, a young hunchbacked man from Paris (Gerard Depardieu) came with his wife and daughter to farm some land he had inherited in a rural section of France. The locals did not greet him kindly, and one of the local patriarchs (Yves Montand) sabotaged his efforts by blocking the spring that fed his land. The young man worked morning to night to haul water for his goats and the rabbits he wished to raise, but in the end the effort killed him. Montand and his worthless nephew (Daniel Auteuil) were then able to buy the land cheaply.

Montand’s plot against the hunchback was incredibly cruel, but the movie was at pains to explain that Montand was not gratuitously evil. His most important values centered around the continuity of land and family, and in his mind, his plot against Depardieu was justified by the need to defend the land against an “outsider.” As Manon of the Spring opens, some years later, the unmarried and childless Montand is encouraging his nephew to find a woman and marry, so the family name can be continued.

The nephew already has a bride in mind: the beautiful Manon (Emmanuelle Beart), daughter of the dead man, who tends goats on the mountainside and lives in poverty, although she has received a good education. Unfortunately for the nephew, he has a rival for her affections in the local schoolteacher. As the story unfolds, Manon discovers by accident that the nephew and his uncle blocked her father’s spring—and when she accidentally discovers the source of the water for the whole village, she has her revenge by cutting off the water of those who killed her father.

All of this takes place with the implacable pace of a Greek tragedy. It sounds more melodramatic than it is, because the events themselves are not the issue here—the director, Claude Berri, has a larger point he wants to make, involving poetic justice on a scale that spans the generations. There are surprises at the end of this film that I do not choose to reveal, but they bring the whole story full circle, and Montand finally receives a punishment that is perfectly, even cruelly, suited to his crime.

Apart from its other qualities, Manon of the Spring announces the arrival of a strong and beautiful new actress from France in Emmanuelle Beart. Already seen in Date with an Angel, a comedy in which she supplied the only redeeming virtue, she is very effective in this central role, this time as a sort of avenging angel who punishes the old man and his nephew by giving them a glimpse of what could have been for them, had they not been so cruel.


Mr. Hulot’s Holiday [image: fourstar]
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Jacques Tati (Mr. Hulot), Nathalie Pascaud (Martine), Louis Perrault (Fred), Michèle Rolla (The Aunt), André Dubois (Commandant); Suzy Willy (Commandant’s Wife), Valentine Camax (Englishwoman), Lucien Frégis (Hotel Proprietor), Raymond Carl (Waiter). Directed by Jacques Tati. Produced by Fred Orain and Tati. Screenplay by Tati, Pierre Aubert, Jacques Lagrange, and Henri Marquet.




The first time I saw Jacques Tati’s Mr. Hulot’s Holiday, I didn’t laugh as much as I thought I was supposed to. But I didn’t forget the film, and I saw it again in a film class, and then bought the laser disc and saw it a third and fourth time, and by then it had become part of my treasure. But I still didn’t laugh as much as I thought I was supposed to, and now I think I understand why.

It is not a comedy of hilarity but a comedy of memory, nostalgia, fondness, and good cheer. There are some real laughs in it, but Mr. Hulot’s Holiday gives us something rarer, an amused affection for human nature—so odd, so valuable, so particular.

The movie was released in 1953 and played for months, even years, in art cinemas. Mr. Hulot was as big a hit in its time as Like Water for Chocolate, The Gods Must Be Crazy, and other small films that people recommend to one another. There was a time when any art theater could do a week’s good business just by booking Hulot. Jacques Tati (1907–82) made only four more features in the next twenty years, much labored over, much admired, but this is the film for which he’ll be remembered.

The movie tells the story of Mr. Hulot’s holiday by the sea, in Brittany. As played by Tati, Hulot is a tall man, all angles, “a creature of silhouettes,” as Stanley Kauffmann observed: “There is never a close-up of him, and his facial expressions count for little.” He arrives at the seaside in his improbable little car, which looks like it was made for a Soap Box Derby and rides on bicycle wheels. (I always assumed this vehicle was built for the movie, but no: It is a 1924 Amilcar, and must have given its original owners many perplexing moments.)

Hulot, decked out in holiday gear and smoking a pipe, is friendly to a fault, but he is the man nobody quite sees. The holiday makers are distracted by their own worlds, companions, and plans, and notice Hulot only when something goes wrong, as it often does. The lobby of his seaside hotel, for example, is an island of calm until he leaves the door open, so that the wind can create a series of small but amusing annoyances that must have taken days to set up.

Tati doesn’t make a big point of establishing characters, but gradually we recognize faces. There is a pretty blonde (Nathalie Pascaud) who is on holiday by herself, and is always cheerful, in a detached sort of way. Hulot the eligible bachelor walks out with her, takes her for a ride, and even attempts unsuccessfully to go horseback riding with her, but she keeps him at a distance with her smile. She remains an elusive vision, like the blonde in the convertible in American Graffiti.

Others are busy beavering away at being themselves. There is a waiter who cannot believe the trouble people put him to. An old couple who think they have been assigned to inspect everything in their path. A retired general, easily offended. Small children who are protected by the god of children, so their ice cream cones seem certain to spill but never quite do.

Mr. Hulot’s Holiday is a French film, with hardly any words in it. It plays as a silent film with music (a lilting, repetitive melody), a lot of sound effects and half-heard voices. Tati was a silent clown; he worked as a mime as a young man, and his Hulot seems to lack the knack of getting into a conversation.

The movie is constructed with the meticulous attention to detail of a Keaton or Chaplin. Sight gags are set up with such patience that they seem to expose hidden functions in the clockwork of the universe. Consider the scene where Hulot is painting his kayak, and the tide carries the paint can out to sea and then floats it in again, perfectly timed, when his brush is ready for it again. How was this scene done? Is it a trick, or did Tati actually experiment with tides and cans until he got it right? Is it “funny”? No, it is miraculous. The sea is indifferent to painters, but nevertheless provides the can when it is needed, and life goes on, and the boat gets painted.

And then consider Tati when he goes out paddling in his tiny kayak, which like his car is the wrong size for him. It capsizes. In another comedy, that would mean the hero gets wet, and we’re supposed to laugh. Not here; the boat folds up in just such a way that it looks like a shark, and there is a panic on the beach. Hulot remains oblivious. There is an almost spiritual acceptance in his behavior; nothing goes as planned, but nothing surprises him.

Not only sights but sounds have a will of their own in Tati’s universe. Listen to the thwanking sound made by the door in the hotel dining room. Does it annoy Hulot, who has been placed in the Lonely Guy table near to it? Probably, but it is in the nature of the door to thwank, and we sense that it has thwanked for a generation, and will thwank until the day the little clapboard hotel is torn down to put up a beachfront gargantoplex.

Let me try to explain my relationship with Hulot. The first time I saw it, I expected something along the lines of a Hollywood screwball comedy. Instead, the movie opens with its sweet little melody, which is quite pleased that life goes on. Hulot arrives (inconveniencing a dog that wants to sleep in the road) and tries his best to be a well-behaved holiday maker. He is so polite that when the announcer on the hotel’s radio says “Good night, everybody!” he bows and doffs his hat. Because there were no close-ups, because the movie did not insist on exactly who Hulot was, he became the audience—he was me.

I met all the people Hulot met, I became accustomed to their daily perambulations as he did, and I accompanied him as he blundered into a funeral and was mistaken as a mourner, and when he was accosted by a rug, and when a towrope boinged him into the sea. And then the holiday was over, and everyone began to pack and leave, and there was the hint of how lonely this coastal village would be until next summer, when exactly the same people would return to do exactly the same things.

When I saw the film a second time, the wonderful thing was, it was like returning to the hotel. It wasn’t like I was seeing the film again; it was like I was recognizing the people from last year. There’s the old couple again (good, they made it through another year). The waiter (where does he work in the winter?). And the blond girl (still no man in her life; maybe this is the summer that . . .).

When has a film so subtly and yet so completely captured nostalgia for past happiness? The movie is about the simplest of human pleasures: the desire to get away for a few days, to play instead of work, to breathe in the sea air, and maybe meet someone nice. It is about the hope that underlies all vacations, and the sadness that ends them. And it is amused, too, that we go about our days so intently, while the sea and the sky go about theirs.
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Philippe Caubere (Joseph), Nathalie Roussel (Augustine), Didier Pain (Uncle Jules), Therese Liotard (Aunt Rose), Julien Ciamaca (Marcel), Joris Molinmas (Lili). Directed by Yves Robert and produced by Alain Poire. Screenplay by Lucette Andrei, based on the story by Marcel Pagnol.




My Father’s Glory is the first in a series of two films that creep up on you with small moments of warmth and charm. At first this film and its companion, My Mother’s Castle, don’t seem to be about much of anything. They meander. To a viewer accustomed to the machinery of plots, they play like a simple series of episodes. Then the episodes add up to a childhood. And by the end of the second film, the entire foundation for a life has been recreated, in memories of the perfect days of childhood. Of course the films are sentimental. Who would want it any other way?

My Father’s Glory is based on the childhood of Marcel Pagnol, the French novelist and filmmaker whose twinned novels, Jean de Florette and Manon of the Spring, were turned into wonderful films a few years earlier. Those were stories based on melodrama and coincidence, telling of a poor city man who tries to make a living from the land, the bitter local farmers who hide the existence of a spring from him, and the shocking poetic justice that punishes a cruel old man. The films provided showcases for the considerable talents of Yves Montand and Gérard Depardieu, the two ranking stars of French cinema.

There are no recognizable stars in My Father’s Glory—and no melodrama, either. The movie is narrated by the hero, Marcel, as an adult. We see him as a young man of ten or twelve. His father, Joseph, is a schoolteacher in the city, and his mother, Augustine, is a paragon of domestic virtue. One summer they journey out to the hills of Provence to take a cottage and spend their vacation. These hills are to become the focus of Marcel’s most enduring love affair. He loves the trees and the grasses, the small birds, and the eagle that nests high in a crag, the pathways up rock faces, and the way that voices carry from one side of a valley to another.

His guide and teacher for the lore of Provence is a local boy named Lili, who becomes his fast friend. Together they explore the countryside, which in this film seems bathed in a benevolent light and filled with adventures but not with dangers. The evenings are spent sitting around a battered old table in the yard, under a tree, eating the food that Augustine has prepared from the local markets and orchards.

There are others in his life: Uncle Jules, so full of secrets and wit, who becomes married to the charming Aunt Rose. And all of the local people, who seem through good luck to have found the place, the occupation, and the partner who will make them contented. The nights are filled with stars, and dreams of adventure. The days with Lili are spent learning the names and ways of all the living things that share the valley. Then autumn comes, and school begins again, and Marcel must leave his beloved hills.

The movie has a deliberate nostalgic tone. It is most definitely intended as a memory. The narrator’s voice reminds us of that, but the nature of the events makes it clear, too. What do we remember from our childhoods? If we are lucky, we recall the security of family rituals, our admiration for our parents, and the bittersweet partings with things we love. Childhood ends, in a sense, the day we discover that summer does not last forever.

Because not much “happens” in these films, there is more time for things to happen. There is time to dash out of the rain and into a cave, and discover that a great eagle has gotten there first. Time to run through the dusty orchards and climb up hills to the top of the world. Time to admire the perfect handwriting of Joseph, as he writes out the lessons on the board. Time to bask in the snug bourgeois security of the family, which is blessed, for a time, with perfect happiness.

My Father’s Glory was released first, before My Mother’s Castle, the continuation. That is the best way to see them—the first film about memory becoming a memory itself, to be reawakened by the second. What is surprising about the two films is the way they creep up on you emotionally, until at the end of the second one, when we discover the meaning of the movie’s title, there is a deeply moving moment of truth and insight. The films were directed by Yves Robert, whose previous titles, including The Tall Blond Man with One Black Shoe, did not prepare me for the joy and serenity of these films. Like all the best movies, these memories of Marcel Pagnol work by becoming our memories, as well.


My Mother’s Castle [image: fourstar]
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Philippe Caubere (Joseph), Nathalie Roussel (Augustine), Didier Pain (Uncle Jules), Therese Liotard (Aunt Rose), Julien Ciamaca (Marcel). Directed by Yves Robert and produced by Alain Poire. Screenplay by Jerome Tonnere, Louis Nucera, and Robert, based on the story by Marcel Pagnol.




And now here we are back again in the hills of Provence, in the second of two remarkable memory-films based on the childhood of the great French writer Marcel Pagnol. If you have seen My Father’s Glory, the first of the films, these places will be familiar to you, along with some of the people and all of the feelings of Marcel, the young narrator, who has grown a year older and is now aware that there are girls in the world, in addition to hills and valleys and caves and eagles.

My Mother’s Castle begins where My Father’s Glory ended, after a brief look back. (It is best to see the films in order, even though this one is complete in itself.) The effect of the two films is a long, slow, subtle buildup to the enormous emotional payoff at the end of the second film, a moment when gratitude and regret come flowing into the heart of the narrator.

The time is the earlier decades of this century. The hero, Marcel, is now thirteen or fourteen. His father is a schoolteacher, much admired, and his mother is a sweet and loving woman who is still quite young and girlish, although she does not seem that way, of course, to her son. The family had been going every summer and during holidays to the countryside of Provence, and now old friends greet Marcel, including Lili, the local boy who taught him the ways of the countryside. But Lili is no longer the center of the universe; that position is soon taken by an imperious young lady who has read, perhaps, too many historical romances, and treats Marcel as her vassal.

The central set piece of the movie involves the journey the family must make to get to their summer cottage. The legal way is long and tiring, involving a walk that circles several great estates. There is a shortcut that reduces the walk by four-fifths, but it involves walking along the canal path that cuts through the estates, not only trespassing but also somehow getting through the locked gates as the path crosses each property line.

Help comes in the form of a canal guard who was once a student of Marcel’s father, Joseph. He has the keys, and sees no need for the family to take the long way around. He gives a key to Joseph, and on each visit the little family takes the shortcut, as the vast private houses look down frowningly upon them from the hills.

One house has a mean, bitter caretaker, and a dog that looks ferocious but would really rather sun itself than bite. Marcel’s mother, Augustine, is terrified of dogs, and there comes a day when the dog and the caretaker frighten the family, and it was up to Joseph to somehow salvage his family’s self-respect.

All of this sounds as simple as a children’s film, I suppose, and yet there are deep currents of pain and memory flowing here, and these scenes set up an emotional payoff at the end of the film that brings the whole experience to a triumphant conclusion.

My Father’s Glory and My Mother’s Castle are linked autobiographical stories by Pagnol, who also wrote the two novels Jean de Florette and Manon of the Spring. Those stories were more epic in sweep; these are intimate and nostalgic. It is likely that no one, not even Pagnol, had a childhood quite this perfect, and yet all happy childhoods grow happier in memory, and it is the nature of film that we can share some of Pagnol’s happiness.


Rendezvous in Paris [image: threestar]½

NO MPAA RATING, 100 m., 1995


Clara Bellar (Esther), Antoine Basler (Horace), Aurore Rauscher (The Woman), Serge Renko (The Man), Michael Kraft (The Painter), Bénédicte Loyen (The Young Woman). Directed by Eric Rohmer and produced by Françoise Etchegaray. Screenplay by Rohmer.




Paris is a city for lovers not because you can love better in it, but because you can walk and talk better in it. Lesser cities with fewer resources require their lovers to spend too much time loving, which tires and bores them, while in Paris the whole city is foreplay. It cannot be a coincidence that although we have the word “meeting” in English, we also borrow the French word “rendezvous.” A rendezvous is to a meeting as a rose is to a postage stamp of a rose.

Eric Rohmer, who died in 2010, dedicated most of his career to making films about men and women talking about love: the flirtations, the suggestions, the analysis, the philosophy, the quirks, the heartfelt outpourings, the startling revelations.

Rendezvous in Paris, which tells three stories in one film, is one of the best of his works. In it there are no sex scenes, and you could even make the case that there are no lovers—or two, at the most. Paris is such an inspiration for these characters that they play lovers even when their hearts aren’t in it. Ideally, you should have your true love at your side for walking through the parks, sitting on benches, and having deep conversations. But if that is not possible, then you should annex whoever is available, and pretend.

In the first story, a girl (Clara Bellar) is told her boyfriend (Antoine Basler) is cheating on her—seeing another girl at times when he claims he is “busy.” Walking through the market, she is approached by a stranger (Mathias Mégard) who has become instantly attracted to her, but is on his way to the dentist. Can they meet later? Yes, she says—at the café where she’s been told her boyfriend is having his secret rendezvous. The outcome of this story, which I will not reveal, is typical Rohmer in that she’s wrong about both men—and wrong in two different ways about the second.

In the second story, a woman (Aurore Rauscher) leads her would-be suitor (Serge Renko) on a series of daily walks through Paris, while they talk and talk about love. She is in the process of breaking up with her former lover, and tells this new candidate with brutal frankness: “I used to love him more than I do you now, but I don’t love him anymore.” Finally they have almost talked themselves into a position where they have to make love or stop talking. Then she discovers that her former lover has a new woman in his life. This makes her own new lover unnecessary, since only if the old lover still cared about her would he (and she) care about her new lover. The more you think about this logic the more French it becomes.

In the third story, an artist (Michael Kraft) has a visitor (Veronika Johansson) who bores him, so he suggests a visit to the nearby Picasso museum. At the museum, he notices a woman (Bénédicte Loyen) looking at a painting. He explains the painting to his own date, loudly enough so the other woman can hear him, which is the point. (Someone once said that all female speech is explanation and all male speech is advertisement.) He succeeds in ridding himself of the first woman and catches up with the other woman in the street, only to discover she is on her honeymoon. But she asks to be shown his paintings, and in his studio their conversation takes a painfully analytical turn. In an exquisite twist, he is later stood up by the first woman.

Did you spot the two real lovers? They are the woman from the first story and the man she is told is cheating on her. Of all the dialogue in this film, they have the least. Is that the point? That talk is seduction, and becomes redundant after it serves its purpose? I don’t think Rohmer is that simple. I think he believes that love is love and that flirtatious conversation is an entirely separate pleasure, not to be confused with anything else.

What the people in Rendezvous in Paris are really saying, underneath all of their words, is: “I am not available. You are not available. But let us play at being available because it is such a joy to use these words and tease with these possibilities, and so much fun to be actors playing lovers, since Paris provides the perfect set for our performance.” Rohmer splendidly illustrates the theory that Parisians possess two means of sexual intercourse, of which the primary one is the power of speech.


The Rules of the Game [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 110 m., 1939


Marcel Dalio (Marquis Robert de la Cheyniest), Nora Grégor (Christine de la Cheyniest), Paulette Dubost (Lisette). Directed and produced by Jean Renoir. Screenplay by Renoir and Carl Koch.




I’ve seen Jean Renoir’s Rules of the Game in a campus film society, at a repertory theater and on laser disc, and I’ve even taught it in a film class—but now I realize I’ve never really seen it at all. This magical and elusive work, which always seems to place second behind Citizen Kane in polls of great films, is so simple and so labyrinthine, so guileless and so angry, so innocent and so dangerous, that you can’t simply watch it, you have to absorb it.

But for many years you couldn’t even watch it properly. Without going into detail about how it was butchered after its first release and then finally restored into a version that was actually longer than the original running time, let it be admitted that it always looked dim and murky—even on the Criterion laser disc. Prints shown on TV or 16 mm were even worse. Now comes a new Criterion DVD of the film so clear it sparkles, it dances, and the famous deep-focus photography allows us to see clearly what all those characters are doing lurking about in the background. Like Criterion’s restoration of The Children of Paradise, it is a masterpiece reborn.

The movie takes the superficial form of a country house farce, at which wives and husbands, lovers and adulterers, masters and servants, sneak down hallways, pop up in one another’s bedrooms, and pretend that they are all proper representatives of a well-ordered society. Robert Altman, who once said “I learned the rules of the game from The Rules of the Game,” was not a million miles off from this plot with his Gosford Park—right down to the murder.

But there is a subterranean level in Renoir’s film that was risky and relevant when it was made and released in 1939. It was clear that Europe was going to war. In France, left-wing Popular Front members like Renoir were clashing with Nazi sympathizers. Renoir’s portrait of the French ruling class shows them as silly adulterous twits, with the working classes emulating them within their more limited means.

His film opens with a great national hero, the aviator André Jurieux, completing a heroic transatlantic solo flight (only ten years after Lindbergh) and then whining on the radio because the woman he loves did not come to the airport to meet him. Worse, the characters in the movie who do try to play by the rules are a Jewish aristocrat, a cuckolded gamekeeper, and the embarrassing aviator.

This did not go over well with French audiences on the eve of war. The film is preceded by a little introduction by jolly, plump Renoir, looking like an elderly version of the cherub so often painted by his father Auguste. He recalls that a man set fire to his newspaper at the movie’s premiere, trying to burn the theater down. Audiences streamed out, the reviews were savage, and the film was a disaster, even before it was banned by the occupying Nazis. The French like to be funny, but they do not much like to be made fun of. “We were dancing on a volcano,” Renoir says.

After a prologue at the airport and an elegant establishing scene in Paris, most of the action takes place at La Coliniere, the country estate of Robert de la Cheyniest (Marcel Dalio) and his wife, Christine (Nora Grégor). Among the guests are Robert’s mistress Geneviève (Mila Parély) and the aviator (Roland Toutain), who is in love with Christine.

During the course of the week, Robert and his gamekeeper Schumacher (Gaston Modot) apprehend a poacher named Marceau (Julien Carette), who is soon flirting with Christine’s very willing maid Lisette (Paulette Dubost)—who is married to Schumacher. Another ubiquitous guest is the farcical Octave, played by Renoir himself, who casts himself as a clown to conceal his insecurity. And there are others—a retired general, various socialites, neighbors, a full staff of servants.

On the Criterion disc there is a fascinating conversation, filmed many years later on the steps of the château, between Renoir and the actor Dalio (you may remember him as the croupier in Casablanca). Together they try to decide whether the story has a center, or a hero. Renoir doubts it has either. It is about a world, not a plot. True to his nature, he plunged into the material, improvised as he went along, trusted his instinct. He will admit to one structural fact: The murder at the end is foreshadowed by the famous sequence in the middle of the film, where the guests blaze away with hunting rifles, killing countless birds and rabbits. The death of one rabbit in particular haunts the film’s audiences; its final act is to fold its paws against its chest.

As for a center, well, it may come during that same hunting scene, when Christine is studying a squirrel with binoculars and lowers them to accidentally see her husband Robert kissing his mistress Geneviève. He had promised his wife the affair was over. And so in a way it was; when we see them together, they seem to be playing at the intrigue of adultery without soiling themselves with the sticky parts. This leads Christine, an innocent soul who believes in true love, to wonder if she should take mercy on the aviator. Soon after, Marceau is smooching with Lisette and Schumacher is chasing him around the corridors. It is when the upstairs and downstairs affairs accidentally mingle that the final tragedy takes place (in true farcical style, over a case of mistaken identity).

Much has been made of the deep focus in Citizen Kane—the use of lighting and lenses to allow the audience to observe action in both the front and back of deep spaces. The Rules of the Game is no less virtuoso, and perhaps inspired Welles. Renoir allows characters to come and go in the foreground, middle distance, and background, sometimes disappearing in the distance and reappearing in close-up. Attentive viewing shows that all the actors are acting all of the time, that subplots are advancing in scarcely noticeable ways in the background while important action takes place closer to the camera.

All of this comes to a climax in the famous sequence of the house party, which includes an amateur stage performance put on for the entertainment of guests and neighbors. This sequence can be viewed time and again, to appreciate how gracefully Renoir moves from audience to stage to backstage to rooms and corridors elsewhere in the house, effortlessly advancing half a dozen courses of action, so that at one point during a moment of foreground drama a door in the background opens and we see the latest development in another relationship. “In the years before the Steadicam,” says the director Wim Wenders, “you wonder how a film camera could possibly have been so weightless.”

It is interesting how little actual sexual passion is expressed in the movie. Schumacher the gamekeeper is eager to exercise his marital duties, but Lisette cannot stand his touch and prefers for him to stay in the country while she stays in town as Christine’s maid. The aviator’s love for Christine is entirely in his mind. The poacher Marceau would rather chase Lisette than catch her. Robert and his mistress Geneviève savor the act of illicit meetings more than anything they might actually do at them.

It is indeed all a game, in which you may have a lover if you respect your spouse and do not make the mistake of taking romance seriously. The destinies of the gamekeeper and the aviator come together because they both labor under the illusion that they are sincere. I said they are two of the three who play by the rules of the game—but alas, they are not playing the same game as the others.

It is Robert (Dalio) who understands the game and the world the best, perhaps because as a Jew he stands a little outside of it. His passion is for mechanical wind-up mannequins and musical instruments, and there is a scene where he unveils his latest prize, an elaborate calliope, and stands by proudly as it plays a tune while little figures ring bells and chime notes. With such a device, at least everything works exactly as expected.

Dalio and Renoir discuss this scene in their conversation. Dalio says he was embarrassed, because it seemed simple to stand proudly beside his toy, yet they had to reshoot for two days. Yes, says Renoir, because the facial expression had to be exact—proud, and a little embarrassed to be so proud, and delighted, but a little shy to reveal it. The finished shot, ending with Robert’s face, is a study in complexity, and Renoir says it may be the best shot he ever filmed. It captures the buried theme of the film: That on the brink of war they know what gives them joy but play at denying it, while the world around them is closing down joy, play, and denial.

Note: The Rules of the Game is available in a two-disc edition with a rich selection of extras, documentaries and interviews.


A Sunday in the Country [image: fourstar]

G, 90 m., 1984


Louis Ducreux (Monsieur Ladmiral), Michel Aumont (Gonzague), Sabine Azéma (Irène). Directed and produced by Bertrand Tavernier. Screenplay by Bertrand Tavernier and Colo Tavernier.




In a country house near Paris, toward autumn of 1912, an old man sings to himself as he prepares for the day. He brushes his teeth, shines his shoes, seems happy. Downstairs, his housekeeper sings a song of her own in the kitchen. When the old man comes downstairs, the two songs meet, in a harmony not of melody but of mood.

They have an argument about the distance to the train station. The old man thinks it should take him about 10 minutes to walk it. The housekeeper reminds him that he doesn’t walk as fast as he once did. It emerges that he is expecting a visit from his son and his family. He sets off toward the station and is intercepted halfway there by his two grandsons, and then there is much discussion with his son about whether the train was early or the clock behind, for it cannot be that he walked more slowly.

So begins A Sunday in the Country (1984), Bertrand Tavernier’s graceful and delicate story about the hidden currents in a family. The old man is Monsieur Ladmiral, played by Louis Ducreux with buried depths of disappointment with his life. He is a painter; his studio is in the garden of his house. His son is Gonzague (Michel Aumont), his daughter-in-law Marie-Thérèse (Geneviève Mnich), and there are three grandchildren. Ladmiral also has a daughter, Irène (Sabine Azéma). Gonzague’s family visits almost every Sunday; Irene, who is single, rarely comes at all.

It is clear that the son has been a disappointment to his father, and clear that the son accepts this because he loves the old man. There is some talk about how the grandsons are doing in school, and the son remembers that he worked hard at school. “Sure you did,” says Ladmiral, “but it didn’t help.” The family communicates with the shorthand of barely visible signs; when Marie-Thérèse skips away to catch the end of the mass, the old man asks, “Still devout?” and the son agrees, and an instant’s look passes between them that suggests a long history, maybe unspoken, of their consideration of this woman. Later, in a half-heard aside, the old man observes that Marie-Thérèse has renamed Gonzague “Eduardo,” because she didn’t like his original name.

Tavernier never urges his story upon us, and has no great plot to unwind. He simply wants to observe his characters during the course of a long day during which we find that none of them are very happy with their lives. The son cannot please the father, hard as he tries, and the daughter cannot disappoint him, hard as she tries. To find comparable attention to the subtle forces within a family, you would have to turn to Yasujiro Ozu, who made almost all of his films about Japanese families. The Japanese term mono no aware, which suggests a bittersweet awareness of the beauty of life and the inevitability of death, applies to Ozu, and here to Tavernier.

The surface of the movie is drowsy and pastel. It seems to yearn toward Impressionism. A Sunday in the Country lulls us with the summery quiet of the day. There is lunch, a nap, tea, a walk, a visit to a bistro, dinner. We gather that the old man has had success as a painter, made money, been honored (the rosette on his lapel indicates he is a chevalier of the Legion of Honor). But he missed the boat of Impressionism. Now, in his seventies, it seems clear to him that he directed his career down the wrong road (“I did what my teachers told me to do,” he murmurs at one point).

The day unfolds slowly. The boys torture a ladybug. The daughter climbs a tree and is afraid to come down. Settling down for a nap, Gonzague tells Marie-Thérèse that perhaps he should have continued with his early experiments with painting. His first works were not bad. “But I might have disappointed my father . . . or become his rival,” 	 he says, but she is already asleep.

Irene arrives like a whirlwind, driving her own automobile. She sweeps up children in her arms, hurries through the house, is filled with energy. Together they all go to a nearby bistro. In public she is extroverted and almost too cheerful. In private we see her looking sadly at nothing. She wanted to be not free, but alone, the narrator (Tavernier) tells us. “Look at your sister Irene,” Ladmiral tells his son. “She forged ahead. You didn’t.” Looking at her car, the son says, “I had children, not a car.”

By the end of the day, it is all there to be seen: Ladmiral’s feeling that he took the wrong path in his painting, his son’s feeling that he can never please the father whom he loves, his wife’s silent bourgeois complacency, and the sister’s secret unhappy urgency, with sudden telephone calls that send her away as quickly as she came. When everyone has gone, the old man takes the canvas that he had been working on and turns it against the wall. He mounts a fresh canvas and sits and stares at it. The camera then focuses on a meadow that looks like an Impressionist landscape, but not one that Ladmiral will ever paint. Perhaps it is in his mind.

A Sunday in the Country has a haunting, sweet, sad quality. It is about this family, and many families. It is told by Tavernier with great attention to detail, and the details add up to the way life is. There are three startling moments when reality is broken. In one, we see Gonzague, Marie-Thérèse, and the housekeeper looking down at the dead body of Ladmiral, impeccably dressed, laid as if sleeping on his bed. In another, Irene sees her dead mother, who tells her, “Will you stop asking so much of life, Irene?” In the third, Irene hugs her niece and intuits that she will die young, perhaps by fifteen. These scenes are not supernatural, but are realizations of the kinds of thoughts, memories, and fears we all have when we are around our families.

Tavernier, born in 1941, is one of the most gifted and skilled of French directors, the leader of the generation after the New Wave. He worked as a critic and a publicist (for Godard and Chabrol) before making his first film, The Clockmaker, in 1974. The screenplay was by Jean Aurenche and Pierre Bost, one of the most famous screenwriting teams of the postwar years. They represented the school that the auteurist critics scornfully dismissed as “quality” and intended the New Wave to wash away. But Tavernier valued their work, and Sunday in the Country is based on a novel, Monsieur Ladmiral Is Going to Die Soon, by Bost. There is another connection: Tavernier’s Safe Conduct (2002), about the French filmmakers who continued to work during the Nazi occupation, uses Aurenche as a starring character.

Tavernier is a man who loves movies and is often associated with revivals and restorations of neglected classics. At the Telluride Film Festival and elsewhere, he presents his discoveries with enthusiasm that contains no hint of competitiveness; one feels he would as soon introduce a film he loves as one of his own. He is enormously prolific (thirty-two films since 1974).

He does not have a signature subject or style, but ranges widely; his work includes Coup de Torchon (1981), which improbably transplants a Jim Thompson novel to French Africa; ’Round Midnight (1986), the story of the tenor sax player Dexter Gordon; A Week’s Vacation (1980), with its great performance by Nathalie Baye as a schoolteacher who in a week away from work profoundly rediscovers her life; Daddy Nostalgia (1990), Dirk Bogarde’s last performance, as a dying man reconciling with his daughter; and L.627 (1992), which records the routines and futility of Parisian narcotics cops.

And there are many more. His work is an abundance of invention and generosity, and in a way the opposite of the auteur theory that he once supported, since Tavernier never forces himself or a style upon us.

If there is a common element in his work, it is his instant sympathy for his fellow humans, his enthusiasm for their triumphs, his sharing of their disappointments. To see the work of some directors is to feel closer to them. To see Tavernier’s work is to feel closer to life.


Three Color Trilogy
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Juliette Binoche (Julie), Benoit Regent (Olivier), Florence Pernel (Sandrine). Directed by Krzysztof Kieslowski and produced by Marin Karmitz. Screenplay by Kieslowski, Krzysztof Piesiewicz, Agnieszka Holland, Edward Zebrowski, and Slawomir Idziak.




There is a kind of movie in which the characters are not thinking about anything. They are simply the instruments of the plot.

And another kind of movie in which we lean forward in our seats, trying to penetrate the mystery of characters who are obviously thinking a great deal. Blue is the second kind of film: The story of a woman whose husband dies, and who deals with that fact in unpredictable ways.

The woman, named Julie, is played by Juliette Binoche, whom you may remember from The Unbearable Lightness of Being or Damage. In both of those films, she projected a strong sexuality; this time, she seems to be beyond sex, as if it no longer has any reality for her. She lives in France and is married to a famous composer, who is killed in an auto crash early in the film. Now she must pick up the pieces of her life.

She doesn’t do that in the ways we think she might. She is sad and shaken, but this is not a film about a grieving widow, and, indeed, by the way she behaves we can guess things about her marriage. One of her first acts, after the initial shock wears off, is to call a man who was a colleague of both her and her husband, and seduce him. “You have always wanted me,” she says. “Here I am.” This sequence is not played for shock, nor does it even seem especially disrespectful to the dead husband: She seems to be testing, to see if she can still feel. She cannot. She walks out on the man and moves to the center of Paris, to what she hopes is an anonymous apartment on an anonymous street. She doesn’t want to see anybody she knows. She wants to walk through the streets free of her history, her memories, her identities. She wants to begin again, perhaps—or to be free of the need to begin.

Binoche has a face that is well suited to this kind of role.

Because she can convince you that she is thinking and feeling, she doesn’t need to “do” things in an obvious way. In the opening moments of Damage, she saw the Jeremy Irons character for the first time, and they were both struck by a powerful physical passion. She projected this passion, not by overacting or acting at all, but (as nearly as I can tell) by looking at the camera and projecting the feeling without obvious external signs.

Here, too, her feelings are a mystery that her face will help us to solve. The film has been directed by Krzysztof Kieslowski, born in Poland, now working in France, and, in the opinion of some, the best active European filmmaker (he made The Double Life of Veronique two years ago). He trusts the human face, and watching his film, I remembered a conversation I had with Ingmar Bergman many years ago, in which he said there were many moments in films that could only be dealt with by a close-up of a face—the right face—and that too many directors tried instead to use dialogue or action.

Think of how we read the thoughts of those closest to us, in moments when words will not do. We look at their faces, and although they do not make any effort to mirror emotions there, we can read them all the same, in the smallest signs. A movie that invites us to do the same thing can be very absorbing.

Eventually there is a surprise. Julie meets a woman she did not know existed—her husband’s mistress. The two women must deal with this discovery together. Watching this film, it was impossible not to think about Intersection, the Hollywood weeper starring Richard Gere, Sharon Stone, and Lolita Davidovich in an uncannily similar story of two women dealing with their love of the same man.

That film was an insult to the intelligence. This one, similar in superficial ways, is a challenge to the imagination. It’s as if European films have a more adult, inward, knowing way of dealing with the emotions, and Hollywood hasn’t grown up enough.
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Zbigniew Zamachowski (Karol Karol), Julie Delpy (Dominique), Janusz Gajos (Mikolaj), Jerzy Stuhr (Jurek). Directed by Krzysztof Kieslowski and produced by Yvon Crenn and Marin Karmitz. Screenplay by Kieslowski, Krzysztof Piesiewicz, Agnieszka Holland, Edward Zebrowski, and Edward Klosinski.




The hero of White tries to make money by performing in the Paris Metro. But he is not a musician, and his instrument—a pocket comb with a sheet of paper folded over it—doesn’t inspire many donations. He’s reached the bottom of the barrel, this sad sack migrant from Poland whose beautiful wife has divorced him. And he is homesick. At last inspiration strikes. A friend is flying to Poland.

Karol (Zbigniew Zamachowski) will ship himself home curled up inside the man’s suitcase.

Is this possible? Better not to ask. The movie creates a great droll comic moment when the friend lingers at the baggage claim carousel in the Warsaw Airport until it becomes unmistakable that the luggage . . . has been lost. And then there is a scene showing that the missing suitcase, with Karol still inside, has been stolen.

Thieves open it, are bitterly disappointed to find only a man inside, and beat him. Then they cast him aside onto a rubbish heap. It is bitterly cold. Bloody but optimistic, he surveys the grim landscape and says, “Home at last.” Depending on your state of mind, these events may sound funnier, or more painful, than they really are. Krzysztof Kieslowski directs White in a deadpan, matter-of-fact style that treats his strange subject matter as if it were merely factual. White is the middle film in his trilogy based on the colors of the French flag, coming between Blue, which was about a woman coming to grips with the death of her husband, and the forthcoming Red, about a woman whose accidental friendship with a judge leads to profound changes in her life. All of these films approach their subjects with such irony that we cannot take them at face value; White is the anticomedy, in between the antitragedy and the antiromance.

Kieslowski is Polish, now working in France, and in White he considers the new, post-Communist Poland. His hero (whose name, Karol, is Polish for “Charlie,” not a coincidence), was a hairdresser before leaving for Paris, and he discovers that his brother is still operating the family salon. He agrees to do a few heads every day, and meanwhile looks around for opportunities. One quickly comes: The friend who shipped him to Poland now knows a man who wants to pay someone to kill him. A job’s a job, although this one eventually provides the most poignant moment in the movie.

A capitalist Poland provides opportunities for someone like Karol, who has soon schemed and maneuvered himself into a position of relative wealth, and begins a complicated plan to lure his former wife (Julie Delpy) back to Poland. His relationship to her is complicated; he has not been able to make love with her since their wedding day, but exactly how he feels about this, and what his plans are after her return, remain mysteries that the movie only gradually unveils.

Kieslowski allows a great deal of apparent chance in his stories. They do not move from A to B, but wander dazedly through the lives of their characters. That lends a certain suspense; since we do not know the plot, there is no way for us to anticipate what will happen next. He takes a quiet delight in producing one rabbit after another from his hat, hinting much, but revealing facts about his characters only when they must be known.

In all of his films, there are sequences that are interesting simply for their documentary content: We’re not sure what they have to do with the story, if anything, but we are interested to see them unfolding for their own sake. In Blue, the heroine’s pragmatic reaction to her husband’s death gave hints of greater secrets still to come. In Red, there are two lives that never quite seem to interlock, but always seem about to. In White, there is the marvelous indirection of Karol’s comeback in Poland, the way in which he becomes successful almost by intuition.

The colors blue, white, and red in the French flag stand for liberty, equality, and fraternity. One of the small puzzles Kieslowski sets up is how these concepts apply to his plot. As Karol deviously sets a snare for the wife he loves and hates—as he gains control of the relationship, in a way—it is hard to see how “equality” could be involved in such a struggle for supremacy. Afterward, thinking about the film, beginning to see what Kieslowski might have been thinking, we see even richer ironies in his story. 
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Irene Jacob (Valentine), Jean-Louis Trintignant (The Judge), Frederique Feder (Karin), Jean-Pierre Lorit (Auguste). Directed by Krzysztof Kieslowski and produced by Yvon Crenn and Marin Karmitz. Screenplay by Kieslowski and Krzysztof Piesiewicz.




At this moment, in this cafe, we’re sitting next to strangers.

Everyone will get up, leave, and go their own way. And then, they’ll never meet again. And if they do, they won’t realize that it’s not for the first time.

—Krzysztof Kieslowski 


One of the opening images in Red is of telephone lines, crossing. It is the same in life. We are connected with some people and never meet others, but it could easily have happened otherwise.

Looking back over a lifetime, we describe what happened as if it had a plan. To fully understand how accidental and random life is—how vast the odds are against any single event taking place—would be humbling.

That is the truth that Kieslowski keeps returning to in his work. In The Double Life of Veronique, there is even a moment when, if the heroine had looked out of a bus window, she might have seen herself on the street; it’s as if fate allowed her to continue on one lifeline after choosing another. In Red, none of the major characters knows each other at the beginning of the movie, and there is no reason they should meet. Exactly.

The film opens in Geneva, in an apartment occupied by a model named Valentine (Irene Jacob). She makes a telephone call, and the phone rings at the same time in an apartment just across the street, occupied by Auguste (Jean-Pierre Lorit), a law student. But she is not calling him. Her call is to her boyfriend, who is in England, and whom she rarely sees. As far as we know, Valentine and Auguste have never met. And may never meet. Or perhaps they will.

One day Valentine’s car strikes a dog, and she takes it to the home of its owner, a retired judge (Jean-Louis Trintignant). He hardly seems to care for the dog, or for her. He spends his days in an elaborate spying scheme, using wiretaps to monitor an affair being carried on by a neighbor. There is an instant spark that strikes between the old man and the young woman—a contact, a recognition of similarity, or sympathy—but they are forty years apart in age, strangers to one another, and have met by accident, and . . .

The story becomes completely fascinating. We have no idea where it is going, where it could possibly go. There is no plot to reassure us. No goal that the characters hope to attain. Will the young woman and the judge ever meet again? What will come of that? Does it matter? Would it be good, or bad? Such questions, in Red, become infinitely more interesting than the questions in simpleminded commercial movies, about whether the hero will kill the bad guys, and drive his car fast, and blow things up, or whether his girlfriend will take off her clothes.

Seeing a movie like Red, we are reminded that watching many commercial films is the cinematic equivalent of reading Dick and Jane. The mysteries of everyday life are so much deeper and more exciting than the contrivances of plots.

We learn something about Auguste, the law student who lives across the way. He has a girlfriend named Karin (Frederique Feder).

She specializes in “personal weather reports” for her clients, which sounds reasonable, like having a personal trainer or astrologer, until we reflect that the weather is more or less the same for everybody. But perhaps her clients live in such tight boxes of their own construction that each one has different weather.

Valentine talks to her boyfriend. They are rarely together.

He is someone on the phone. Perhaps she “stays” with him to save herself the trouble of a lover whose life she would actually share.

She goes back out to the house of the old judge, and talks to him some more. We learn more about the lives he is eavesdropping on.

There are melodramatic developments, but no one seems to feel strongly about them.

And Valentine and Auguste. What a good couple they would make! Perhaps. If they ever meet. And if, in the endless reaches of cosmic time, there had been the smallest shift in the lifetimes of Valentine and the judge, they could have been the same age. Or another infinitesimal shift, and they would have lived a century apart. Or never lived at all. Or if the dog had wandered somewhere else, Valentine would not have struck him, and met the judge. Or if the judge had had a cat . . .

Think about these things, reader. Don’t sigh and turn the page. Think that I have written them and you have read them, and the odds against either of us ever having existed are greater by far than one to all of the atoms in creation.

Red is the conclusion of Kieslowski’s masterful trilogy, after Blue and White, named for the colors in the French flag. He says he will retire now, at fifty-three, and make no more films. At the end of Red, the major characters from all three films meet—through a coincidence, naturally. This is the kind of film that makes you feel intensely alive while you’re watching it, and sends you out into the streets afterward eager to talk deeply and urgently, to the person you are with. Whoever that happens to be. 
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