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Forestalling the inevitable but for a paragraph, one development that might strike some 

regular readers as being unique to this issue is a detour into the world of television crit-

icism. But let me say that a kind of a mini TV focus that appears here is mainly a factor 

of coincidence—both in terms of timing (Orenthal James Simpson’s recent late-career 

revival) and ongoing interest. Both Better Call Saul and Nathan for You have been on 

the radar for a while, alongside other shows possibly to be named later, but only now did 

contributors—special tip of the hat to new Cinema Scoper Benny Safdie—propose a way 

to approach the shows from cinematic angles. This is key: it’s not a matter of diving head-

long into the world of TV criticism, more applying similar tools of analysis to another 

moving-image work that happens to appear in living rooms and on computers (though, 

let’s face it, soon enough that’s how most people will be approaching cinema). In oth-

er words, as with generally, say, 95 percent of the pieces here, it’s a merging of editorial 

and authorial interest, so don’t necessarily expect 23 percent of next issue to follow the  

same tack.

Speaking of numbers, Cannes is the time of the year when critics are debased into 

masquerading as amateur oddsmakers and number crunchers. My usual diatribe 

will wait until later in the issue, but for now let’s just say that these days, feasting on 

Cannesfeasting on Cannes has to do with volume, not quality: How many films can one 

see in a fortnight? How many good ones? We are compelled as viewers (and especially 

critics) to make some sense out of the seemingly ceaseless flow of product, to find pat-

terns, to keep track in numerical lists to give some meaning to how much time we’ve 

wasted. Before the explosion of global cinematic output, one could argue, Cannes was 

the place where numbers didn’t matter, because everything was supposed to be good, as 

what was on view was a collection of “the best films of the year.” The truth, however, is 

that Cannes is ultimately like any other film festival, largely dependent on what’s avail-

able to be screened, and should be treated that way. To state one positive thing, at least 

they’re still keeping the numbers down.

To give a sneak preview of the beloved annual Cannes whack, I go on to note that 

maybe there were ten films of quality that I can point to having seen over the 12 days 

of Cannes. I’m sure I missed at least a few things here and there, though maybe not so 

many, especially considering that Un Certain Regard, herein merely represented by 

the winning film, was seen as an unmitigated 18-film disaster. Of the films that I saw 

and were not covered in some way in our Cannes Spotlight, I most regret not finding the 

space for Alain Guiraudie’s Rester vertical, a surprising early entry in the Competition 

that dramatizes what filmmakers do in their of-days between films, and got short shrift 

in the press, especially from the Anglo critics. And I also feel the need to note that Sean 

Penn’s The Last Face, while extremely lousy, is merely the kind of film that would get 

two stars from your local film critic upon its Friday release, then vanish. Quite modestly, 

Thierry Frémaux proposed in an interview before the festival that about 70 percent of 

the year’s essential films screen in each Cannes edition. I’d say maybe it’s closer to 28 

percent, as long as you’re counting all the films in regular theatrical release in all the 

normal cinemas showing along the Riviera. So what follows in these pages is a certain 

percentage of that percentage, let’s say 75, which leaves enough gems to be revealed over 

the rest of the year at other festivals and in general release. You do the math.

 —Mark Peranson 

EDITOR’S NOTE



C
ertain filmmakers tend to be reduced to memes. Hong 

Sangsoo, for example, makes the same film over and over 

again. The late Manoel de Oliveira made stodgy, “old man” 

films. Guy Maddin is a pastiche artist, Michael Haneke is 

a scold, Spike Lee lacks discipline, and Lars von Trier is a 

stunted little nihilist who uses his films to enact his own fantasies 

of sadism and revenge. These shorthand characterizations are a fan-

tastic way to short-circuit any actual engagement with the films be-

fore us, and I by no means exempt myself from the tendency. Patterns 

emerge, but they don’t have to harden into glib logos—world cinema 

as Nike swoosh.

As we turn our attention to the recent work of Malay-Filipino 

master Lav Diaz, we have to grapple with his cinematic trademark, 

the stylistic element that is used by detractors not only to bash his 

films as indulgent, but to avoid watching them altogether. Diaz is 

“the long film guy,” one of the only major auteurs on the internation-

al scene who consistently challenges the limits of conventional cin-

ematic running times. 

El Filibustero 
 
Lav Diaz’s A Lullaby to the Sorrowful Mystery 
 
B Y  M I C H A E L  S I C I N S K I

Diaz has made a number of shorter films, most notably Butterflies 

Have No Memory, his 40-minute contribution to the 2009 Jeonju 

Digital Project, as well as his newest film, The Day Before the End, 

which premiered this year at Oberhausen. The Day Before the End is 

a kind of futuristic addendum to his documentary Storm Children, 

Book One (2014), about the impact of the typhoon Haidan (Yolanda) 

on the Philippines. (Storm Children, which runs a comparatively 

brisk 143 minutes, and the new film have both been acquired for 

distribution by Grasshopper Film, the new imprint led by Ryan 

Krivoshey, formerly of Cinema Guild. The Day Before the End can be 

viewed for free on the Grasshopper website.)

But, of course, these short works are the exception to the rule. 

Beginning with the 315-minute Batang West Side (2001), considered 

by aficionados to be Diaz’s first major film, the director has tended 

toward extreme length, which has regrettably tagged him as a kind 

of cinephile in-joke. Since Diaz’s films mainly tend to play festivals—

their length is, among other things, a conscious flouting of commer-

cial considerations, since, recent Philippine runs notwithstanding, 

exhibitors cannot devote screens to films whose very form prevents 

ticket-buyer turnover—even the most hard-boiled among us tend to 

regard seeing Diaz’s work as a “duty,” something that requires set-



a nation still struggling to come to terms with the demons of its  

own past.

This is a fine explanation, though the more one looks at Diaz’s 

formal procedures on a shot-by-shot level, the more one finds that 

the filmmaker is not nearly as reliant on the long take as such an 

interpretive master-plot would suggest. Diaz tends to shoot certain 

specific activities—searching, discoursing, remembering, and for-

getting—in single, static shots. But over the long trajectory of his 

film works, especially the most recent ones, Diaz is more likely to 

employ standard decoupage. If the fixed stare at particular actions 

and events is strictly psychological, meant to convey the unsteady 

afect of a trauma victim, then Diaz’s cinema also carves out room 

for a more balanced, third-person perspective on events. 

This third-person point of view, however, is not objective. Diaz 

perhaps moves us between the shattered, attenuated space of 

trauma and the slow, careful articulation of long suppressed left- 

intellectual truths. There has been a decidedly mixed response to 

Diaz’s latest film, A Lullaby to the Sorrowful Mystery, even among 

the director’s usual supporters. (Noel Vera has summed up the 

backlash quite succinctly and, like me, finds it rather confound-

ing.) This wasn’t necessarily because of its length, although the 

film’s selection for a competing slot at this year’s Berlinale—where 

it screened in two parts, with a rather artificial, pause-button in-

termission—led to the usual snark. (The very idea of jury president 

Meryl Streep sitting through eight arduous hours of Lav Diaz was, 

for some, comical in itself. Apparently, not so to Ms. Streep: Diaz re-

ceived the Alfred Bauer Prize.) 

Rather, Lullaby is in certain respects one of Diaz’s most classical 

eforts, a national epic with a surprisingly direct narrative organi-

zation. Although Lullaby is not without its problems, it is certainly 

one of Diaz’s finest films. The fact that it represents a highly delib-

erate, at times even awkward, lurch toward straightforward decla-

mation of subjects that Diaz has previously treated in more poetic 

or mystical terms only shows an artist working to find new forms 

adequate to contemporary needs. History cannot remain an end-

less traumatic repetition, after all. Destructive cycles are analyzed 

so that they might be broken.

Lullaby begins on December 30, 1896, with the execution of 

Filipino nationalist and author Dr. José Rizal. Although we do not 

witness the firing squad, we see a crowd of onlookers watch aghast 

as the Spanish colonial army dispatches their champion. Eight 

hours later, after much anguished wandering through burning for-

ests and jungles, a mostly female search party finally gives up their 

hunt for the missing Father of the Revolution, Andres Bonifacio, and 

his brother Procopio. The women, led by Andres’ distraught wife 

Gregoria de Jesús (Hazel Orencio), finally accept that the Bonifacio 

brothers have been dead all along, murdered by the Spaniards and 

most likely buried in unmarked graves. So the film assays a specific, 

very pivotal period in Philippine history. 

Diaz’s previous two features, From What Is Before (2014, winner 

of the Golden Leopard at Locarno) and Norte, the End of History 

(2013), were both widely praised by many of the same critics who 

have been underwhelmed by Lullaby. Granted, Norte is an outlier, 

clocking in at a mere four hours, shot in colour, and adopting the 

general framework of a masterpiece of Western literature (Crime 

and Punishment). For any other filmmaker working today, Norte 

ting aside an entire day that could otherwise be devoted to four or 

five diferent movies, most if not all of them eye-gougingly terrible. 

Sometimes even a single day is not enough. Death in the Land of 

Encantos (2007) is nine hours long; Evolution of a Filipino Family 

(2004), depending on the edit, edges toward eleven.

All of this stereotyping of Diaz fails to ask one very basic question: 

What is Diaz doing with temporality? Some answers to this question 

are fairly obvious. Simply by expanding the conventional time span 

of a single cinematic object, Diaz contravenes the entertainment in-

dustry’s organization of time and its hold on our imaginations. The 

institutional limits of acceptable film length, a feedback loop that 

in turn conditions the attention spans to which those boundaries 

are ostensibly meant to cater, necessarily limits the depth and ex-

panse in which any subject may be explored. (This is what British 

filmmaker Peter Watkins calls the “monoform.”) Filipino critic and 

Kino Punch magazine founder Adrian Mendizabal has explored this 

problem about as well as anyone, in a fascinating essay that com-

pares Diaz’s cinema to, among other things, the media theory of 

Vilem Flusser and the third X-Men movie.

But then there’s slowness. Diaz has been corralled, not to say 

co-opted, into the nebulous “slow-cinema” movement, his ex-

panded running times perceived as analogous to those of such  

perceptual-drift forebears as Warhol and Akerman. In this regard, 

recent slow cinema scholars such as Ira Jafe, William Brown, 

Matthew Flanagan, and Nadin Mai have all allied Diaz with the 

tendency, to greater or lesser degrees. Both Flanagan and Mai have 

made the most cogent argument in favour of Diaz’s use of unusual 

(or, to his detractors, inordinate) length, by claiming that his films 

are fields of post-trauma, wherein the various disasters and atroc-

ities of Filipino political, cultural, and military history are not 

only performed but experienced as traumas that must be repeated 

(through art) in order to be understood and purged. Diaz, then, con-

structs his films not according to conventional dramaturgical time 

but within a battered, shell-shocked psychometric time, befitting 



would have seemed hopelessly outré, but it was Diaz’s “break-

through” of sorts, even premiering at Cannes. Nevertheless, both 

Norte and From What Is Before are set in far less distant moments 

in Philippine history (the Marcos regime), providing them with a 

built-in accessibility—recognizable environments, ordinary lan-

guage, relatively naturalistic human comportment—that Lullaby 

sorely lacks.

But the significant shift reflected in the new film goes deeper than 

historical anteriority. There is a matter-of-factness to Lullaby that 

sets it apart from much of Diaz’s filmography. The first 90 minutes 

consists of an extended prologue, in which we witness the immedi-

ate aftermath of Rizal’s execution. Diaz introduces us to key players 

in the revolutionary tale, a combination of actual historical figures 

and fictional characters drawn from Rizal’s 1891 political novel El 

filibusterismo. Particular emphasis is given to the young intellectu-

al Isagani (John Lloyd Cruz) and his wealthy, duplicitous associate 

Simoun (Piolo Pascual), two Rizal protagonists. We are also shown 

extended battlefield sequences, although in almost every case the 

fighting has already occurred and the Bonifacios’ Kataputan forc-

es have been comprehensively routed by the Spaniards, led by the 

smugly urbane Captain General (Bart Guingona).

From this point onward, Lullaby is essentially two interwoven 

road movies, with specific groups of revolutionary figures travers-

ing the island, not so much in order to prevent or subvert Spanish 

domination—the colonial victory is a fait accompli by this point—

but to salvage some form of human decency from the massive des-

olation. In one group, Isagani struggles to reach the coastal home 

of his uncle, Father Florentino (Menggie Cobarrubias), while trans-

porting the mortally wounded Simoun on a hammock. Two repre-

sentatives of the Filipino working class, a farmer and a ferryman, 

reluctantly assist Isagani for payment that is continually deferred. 

In the other group, Gregoria de Jesús trudges from campsite to 

clearing in search of her husband’s body. Accompanying her are 

Aling Hule (Susan Africa), a grieving but nonetheless levelheaded 

mother; Karyo (Joel Saracho), a handyman who isn’t fighting in bat-

tle due to his ever-worsening tuberculosis; and Caeseria Belarmino 

(Alessandra de Rosi), a young woman who, unbeknownst to the 

others, had an afair with the Spanish Captain General, provid-

ing him with critical data that led to bloody defeat for the Filipino  

defense forces.

As occasional refrains within this overall system of organiza-

tion, Diaz permits visits from two other groups of individuals, their 

presence almost schematic in its structural polarity. In one corner, 

a stop for water at an isolated hut in the woods allows Diaz to send in 

the encantos—supernatural forest creatures who belong to the land 

and defend it against human folly. These particular encantos are 

Tikbalang, or half-human horse spirits, although one would never 

know it by looking at them. As trickster figures, they tend to prom-

ise help but only add to the chaos around them. 

In the opposing corner, we observe the Colorum, a kind of dooms-

day cult of the Blessed Virgin, led by the charismatic Sebastian 

Caneo (Ronnie Lazaro). The white-robed devotees have designat-

ed a local beauty queen (Sheenly Gener), against her will, as their 

oicial Virgin Mary. Basilio preaches the importance of tuning out 

the revolution, since they need only await the return of their sav-

iour, the mythical folk hero Bernardo Carpio—a figure of Herculean 

strength and, according to Filipino legend, the bringer of earth-

quakes, an embodiment of the forces of creation and destruction. 

(The encantos, too, invoke Carpio, but much more ironically.)

In terms of Diaz’s modes of plotting and organization, Lullaby 

is quite diferent from From What Is Before, which in many ways 

represents the pinnacle of Diaz’s middle style—a socially situated 

yet modernist/psychological mode that begins with the so-called 

“trauma trilogy” of Death in the Land of Encantos, Melancholia 

(2008), and Florentina Hubaldo, CTE (2012). Like those films, From 

What Is Before examines Filipino social and political history from 

a worm’s-eye view, employing what we could think of as a cinemat-

ic version of anthropologist Cliford Geertz’s “thick description.” 

By focusing intently on the circumstances of a particular time and 

place within Philippines history (typically one within Diaz’s own 

experience, or at least his living memory), the films radiate their 

political intent outward, indirectly and in pulses, from the fictional 

situations and damaged psychologies depicted therein.

In more basic terms, these films use extended running times to 

slowly weave their all-enveloping atmospheres, their political di-

rectives (e.g., attacks on the Marcos regime) seeping in as part of 

the mist. From What Is Before is successful in large part because 

of its subtlety, since the terror it documents is a creeping one, the 

sort that cannot be averted because it strikes incrementally and 

obliquely, as is fascism’s wont. A far-flung rural barrio becomes 

gripped by unexplained anomalies: randomly butchered cattle, 

torched houses, and finally a man left bleeding in the street with no 

explanation. As the progressive priest Father Guido (Joel Saracho) 

gradually loses the confidence of the locals, superstition reigns; a 

poor, beleaguered spinster named Itang (Hazel Orencio) exploits 

her disabled sister Joselina (Karanina Haniel), who is believed to 

have the power to heal. Meanwhile, Uncle Sito (Perry Dizon), a re-

spected farmer and patriarch in the area, is trying to cope with his 

young nephew Hakob (Reynan Abcede), who is skipping school and 

becoming more and more despondent.

In his highly positive Variety review, Justin Chang compared 

From What Is Before to 2009’s Palme d’Or winner The White Ribbon. 

Although I’m no fan of the Haneke film, Chang’s comparison cer-

tainly holds, and tilts in favour of Diaz. In both cases, a communi-

ty is beset by unexplained, seemingly supernatural travails that in 

fact have very real, very human culprits behind them. Nevertheless, 

these isolated micro-crises serve as harbingers for the larger terror 

to come. But perhaps more significantly, in each case the subjects 

of said terror are fundamentally misled by ideology, to the extent 

that their tenuous, unconscious grasp of the situation—their pri-

mal fear—is dead wrong. Like Haneke’s authoritarian, proto-fascist 

Protestants, the villagers in From What Is Before think that God 

has abandoned them, or that social misfits like the local poet (Noel 

Sto. Domingo) or the winemaker (Roeder Camanag) are to blame. 

In reality, they are subject to a system of political authority that is 

as corrupt as it is invisible. As usual, the peasantry is scared of all 

the wrong things.

Much of the active undoing of the barrio was caused by one per-

son. Not without a certain audacity, Diaz litters the entire film 

with frequent, unwanted intrusions by Heding (Mailes Kanapi), a 

travelling merchant and busybody who peddles mosquito nets and 

spreads gossip about Itang, Joselina, Tony, and others. She takes de-

light in starting trouble, and before long she is breaking into homes, 

conducting searches, and even swiping “subversive” poems. Like 



mands for the payment owed them, the boatman and the farmer 

talk with Isagani about their qualms with revolutionary violence. 

And periodically, Isagani meets up with his old university friend 

Basilio (Sid Lucero), a doctor who is running guns and providing 

medicine for the insurgents.

There is a pleasing schematism to Lullaby, particularly after the 

first two hours. I think this is part of what some critics find irksome 

about the film, especially since it runs almost directly counter to 

the porous, organic structure of From What Is Before. Norte, by way 

of contrast, seems to operate somewhere in between. But since its 

narrative determinism and hard formal shell are recognizably bor-

rowed from Dostoyevsky, Diaz seems to have gotten a lot of slack 

even from viewers who generally run hot and cold on him. Granted, 

this A/B form is hardly absolute. The odd trinity of Tikbalang, or 

horse-spirit encantos (Bernardo Bernardo, Cherie Gil, and Angel 

Aquino), insert themselves at unexpected times, disrupting the 

film’s regular flow. 

Some reviewers who found Lullaby to be something of a chore, 

such as Variety’s Guy Lodge and Indiewire’s Nicola Grozdanovic, 

have called for more Tikbalang interludes. This is always an odd 

strategy in critiquing a film, treating the aesthetic experience as 

if it were a trip to Burger King. “More wild prancing, less national 

malaise!” Granted, the mythical beings’ appearance in the midst 

of such a doggedly materialist film is invigorating, especially 

Bernardo, who struts in his striped suit and straw hat like a carni-

val barker channelling Redd Foxx. What’s more, the jarring, cubist 

points of view employed in the encanto scenes, which allow Diaz to 

“transform” the three beings into one another without warning, 

are formally unlike the rest of Lullaby, and stand out all the more  

for this.

But isn’t this the point? Diaz, a master of framing, editing, and 

mise en scène, understands the power of disruption, particularly 

within an eight-hour tapestry. There is a blinding clarity to Diaz’s 

imagery, each and every black-and-white frame replete with tex-

ture, density, and information. Although he and cinematographer 

Larry Manda work digitally, Diaz’s landscapes, in particular, pos-

sess the muscular tonal ranges of Ansel Adams’ Zone System. The 

dominant visual code in Lullaby, the means by which Diaz embosses 

his historical exegesis onto the screen, is the still shot in Academy 

ratio, showing a thicket of trees and underbrush, usually on fire. 

Light through fog permeates many of these frames, as if the revo-

lution and its collapse produces its own dialectic of obscurity, the 

revealing flame and the concealing smoke: the illuminating gas, 

then the waterfall. Very frequently, a human figure emerges from 

the image field, coming into view as though they are both part of the 

land and struggling to free themselves from its grip.

A Lullaby to the Sorrowful Mystery is a transitional work. In some 

ways, it’s a march through a pivotal moment in the history of the 

Philippines, physically arduous and aggressively declamatory. 

Although the route is circuitous, it is a purposeful one; Diaz, like 

Isagani, is himself questioning the role of poetry in times of strife. 

Bookended by the deaths of two great Filipino statesmen, Rizal and 

Bonifacio, Diaz asks us to spend a literal working day considering 

the Spanish occupation, not as lingering miasma but as a patient 

calling to account. Diaz recognizes, even if some of his critics do 

not, that traumatic repetition has to end. In Lullaby, we are watch-

ing as grief slowly evolves into anger.

the pious women of Haneke’s prewar church, Heding foments the 

very social ills she purports to be concerned about. But unlike those 

desiccated harridans, she is actually undercover, a spy gathering in-

telligence for Marcos.

And so, when the military shows up, led by a seemingly reason-

able soldier with the droll, Pynchonian moniker of Lt. Perdito (Ian 

Lomongo), everyone knows it’s already too late. Most villagers 

pack it in, evacuating the barrio. Those with the temerity to stand 

their ground—most notably Father Guido and Uncle Sito—become 

either victims of pseudo-political thuggery or are left to bear wit-

ness to it, diligent mourners for the true Philippines that still ex-

ists among the island’s fallow fields, a dormant but deeply present  

physical memory. 

From What Is Before is a slow, hypnotic drift into dictatorship; in 

one scene during the last hour, we see Perdito and Heding listening 

to Marcos’ speech declaring martial law. The final, semi-detached 

scene jumps ahead a bit, with young military goons in complete con-

trol, their behaviour as savage as anything sanctioned by Suharto 

or Pol Pot. Two young men, presumably enemies of the state, are 

hanging from a tree, while a butch young female comrade tortures 

them with glee. “Say, ‘I love President Marcos!’” she taunts, as they 

swing, unconscious. 

The fact that it’s a woman cadet doing the torturing here is cer-

tainly worth noting, since it draws our attention to a recurring 

pattern in Diaz’s work. His Filipino leftism tends to be a male nar-

rative. Within this master plot, women tend to be cast either as sym-

bolic Mothers of the Nation, often subject to (equally symbolic) rape 

and violence (Gregoria de Jesús, Florentina Hubaldo, Melancholia’s 

Jenine, Norte’s Eliza) or as deceitful or traitorous (Caesaria 

Belarmino, Heding, Itang). Although some detractors (Neil Young 

and Michael Pattison chief among them) would argue that no char-

acters in Diaz’s films are fully fleshed out, I think he simply has a 

bit of a blind spot where women are concerned. Exalting them, 

even as bearers of revolutionary meaning, is not the same as tak-

ing them seriously as human beings. At any rate, this final scene in 

From What Is Before is a complicated one, in that Diaz again depicts 

a woman as devious and cunning, while at the same time placing her 

in a role that is unconventional enough to at least hint at a thorny 

psychological makeup.

This is an issue that troubles Lullaby as well, since its gender- 

divided sojourners follow diferent paths, and meet difering fates, 

that tend to reinforce these ideas. The distaf group consists of 

the traitorous Caesaria, the despondent Aline Hule, and the dis-

traught Gregoria, whose inability to locate the Bonifacio brothers 

eventually drives her mad. The tubercular Karyo accompanies 

the women, although ironically his presence actually reinforces 

the gendered hierarchy. (His illness, it is noted, prevents him from 

fighting, and is therefore a “feminizing” feature.) Karyo’s histri-

onic pleading at the moment of his death, begging the encantos for 

additional time, only solidifies his unmanliness within Lullaby’s 

 gender economy.

The men’s journey, meanwhile, is largely defined by overt discus-

sions about the fate of the nation, the revolution’s defeat, and the 

ongoing tragedy of colonial rule in the Philippines. Isagani agonizes 

over the role of a poet and intellectual in a time of armed struggle. 

He wavers in his commitment to helping the dying Simoun, whose 

vague Nietzschean nihilism Isagani detests. Between sharp de-
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Writing enthusiastically about Gérard Blain’s directorial debut Les 

amis (1971), François Trufaut closed his article (anthologized in 

his collection The Films in My Life) by declaring it one of those first 

films that joins the list of “revelations,” alongside Jacques Rozier’s 

Adieu Philippine (1962), Eric Rohmer’s Le signe du lion (1962), 

Claude Berri’s Le vieil homme et l’enfant (1967), Barbet Schroeder’s 

More (1969), and Maurice Pialat’s L’enfance nue (1968). But even 

as Blain’s subsequent films made good on this first promise, their 

widespread revelation never really came to pass. At least outside of 

France, Blain’s film is the least-known on Trufaut’s list, even as its 

auteur remains firmly anchored in cinephilic memory as acteur.

Once considered the “French James Dean,” and initially giving 

Jean-Pierre Léaud a run for his money as the prospective face of 

the budding nouvelle vague, Blain appeared in Trufaut’s acclaimed 

short Les mistons (1958) alongside his second wife Bernadette 

Lafont (their tumultuous, short-lived relationship ended in divorce 

the next year). Godard used him (opposite Jean-Paul Belmondo) as 

“the new boyfriend” in his little relationship-dramedy Charlotte 

et son Jules (1960), and although not appearing in Rivette’s Paris 

nous appartient (1961), Blain claimed he came up with the film’s 

title. Claude Chabrol’s first features Le beau Serge (1958) and Les 

Quiet  
Devastation  
 
Rediscovering Gérard Blain 
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cousins (1959) provided career-making turns, and soon thereafter 

Blain joined the international all-star cast of Howard Hawks’ mas-

terpiece Hatari! (1962). But he was never entirely comfortable as an 

actor: during the shooting of Les mistons, Trufaut noted “Gérard is, 

I think, very unhappy. He bellyaches because I prefer Bernadette in 

high heels; he has a Toulouse-Lautrec complex. And then he’s come 

to realize that Bernadette is completely at home in front of the cam-

era, and he makes a scene every day.” 

Blain longed to be a director himself. Gaining a reputation as a 

diicult non-conformist, he felt himself an outsider within the 

French industry and began branching out into Italian (co-)pro-

ductions, notably as the eponymous rebel hero of Carlo Lizzani’s 

WWII-and-aftermath masterpiece The Hunchback of Rome (1960). 

Blain’s best-known roles after Hatari! are his conscience-stricken 

resistance fighter in Costa-Gavras’ Un homme de trop (1967) and a 

key part in the cinephile cast of Wim Wenders’ The American Friend 

(1977), but also worth pointing out are two lesser-known appear-

ances for other French outsiders: as the eponymous crook in José 

Benazeraf’s controversial gangster drama Joë Caligula – Du suif 

chez les dabes (banned on its original 1966 release to re-emerge, 

cut, in 1969), and a smaller part in Paul Vecchiali’s remarkable 

death-penalty dissection Le machine (1977). Already well into his 

directorial career at that point, Blain cited the ultimate outsider 

artist of French cinema, Robert Bresson, as his model—although as 

we shall see, the aesthetic relationship is a case of elective ainity 

rather than epigonism.

Forgotten despite its remarkable strengths, Blain’s work was a 

huge success at festivals but never clicked with audiences, partly 

because of distribution problems; the disappointed filmmaker re-

turned to the director’s chair only intermittently after 1980. Still, 

five out of his nine features (counting La fortune de Gaspard, made 

for TV in 1993) placed in A-list slots: premiering out of Competition 

in Cannes, Les amis then shared a Golden Leopard for best first 

film in Locarno; Le pélican (1974) competed in Berlin; and the  

follow-up, Un enfant dans la foule (1976), was selected for the Cannes 

Competition, as was Pierre et Djemila (1987), Blain’s comeback after 

a seven-year hiatus. Returning to Locarno with his last film (and 

testament) Ainsi soit-il (1999) a year before his death at age 70, Blain 

was honoured with a career Golden Leopard. 

Before the Austrian Film Museum mounted a retrospective that 

featured Blain’s first five films this spring, my only recollection 

of Blain’s work as a director was a vague memory of an enthusias-

tic encounter with his next-to-last-film Jusqu’au bout de la nuit at 

the 1995 Viennale, a stripped-down story of a rebellious ex-con in 

his mid-60s, his hatred for society fuelled by jail time, planning a 

kidnapping and falling fou for a younger woman; I filed it closer to 

Jean-Pierre Melville than Bresson, with Kitano Takeshi thrown in 

as a natural, then-timely reference for tough-guy minimalism. But 

I’m not sure I realized that Blain was the very guy from my child-

hood fave Hatari!, despite the fact that in Jusqu’au bout de la nuit 

he played the lead in his own film for the first time since Le pélican. 

(Interviewed by Libération the year of his death, he said he felt un-

happy with both appearances.) 

Blain’s work has been of the radar ever since, so opportunities 

for re-evaluation have been scarce. Across the Atlantic, Le pélican 

screened at Tribeca in 2007, but without generating much trac-

tion. The same film was chosen by Mia Hansen-Løve when she was 

given two carte blanche slots to accompany a career tribute at the 

Austrian Film Festival Diagonale in 2015 (along with Bo Widerberg’s 

1969 marvel Ådalen). Hansen-Løve’s Blainophilia is no secret: 

she gave the lead in her feature debut Tout est pardonné (2007) to 

Gérard’s eldest son Paul Blain, whose first onscreen “acting” came 

in Le pélican, a family movie in more than one sense. Having played 

ever more substantial parts in his dad’s last three films, Paul is now 

the one taking loving care of his father’s filmic legacy.

Of Blain’s first five films, Les amis, Le pélican, and Un enfant dans 

la foule almost feel like a trilogy, their recognizable style and world-

view expanded upon in Un second soule (1978) and Le rebelle (1980). 

Blain’s neglect can partly be explained by a dominant strand of un-

imaginative film history: the French New Wave is still unthinking-

ly fêted as the major breakthrough of a younger, modern zeitgeist 

(which it was, but by now we should rather discuss its obvious short-

comings and blind spots), whereas post-nouvelle vague generation(s) 

remain underappreciated, being more diicult to deal with both aes-

thetically and historically, occupying a transitory phase until “pop-

ular” and “challenging” cinema completely parted ways in the ’80s. 

That was the point of the Film Museum series, paralleling Godard’s 

middle period (1968-86) with the concurrent work of three after-

the-wave outsiders: Blain, Eustache, and Pialat. 

Yet unlike the latter two (or, say, Philippe Garrel), Blain was never 

really recognized amongst international cinephiles—this was prob-

ably his first major retrospective outside of France—likely because 

he never scored an international breakthrough. But perhaps he also 

remained too unruly and paradoxical for easy export. In that sense 

he may be closer, despite a completely diferent aesthetic, to his con-

temporaries Vecchiali and Jean-Pierre Mocky (who is also featured 

in the Trufaut anthology, with the salient sentence “Mocky is not 

the only French filmmaker to have recently discovered the brutal 

truth: The more like me my film is, the less the public is going to like 

it”) than more visible post-nouvelle vague directors from Pialat and 

Jean-Claude Biette to Jacques Doillon and Benoît Jacquot.

Although respected as an exceptional figure, Blain also remained 

somewhat controversial at home, accredited with certain right-wing 

anarchist leanings despite his fervent support of communism; in 

that late Libération interview, he declared himself an “idiot” where 

politics are concerned. His conflicting tendencies are best exempli-

fied by his unlikely script collaborators on Pierre et Djemila, a seri-

ous, moving, minimalist transposition of Romeo and Juliet into con-

temporaneous conflicts between the French and Arab immigrants. 

Received as a divisive, politically incorrect provocation back then, in 

retrospect the film looks unobtrusively visionary, and all the more 

sad for its clear-sightedness. Blain wrote the scenario with former 

FLN member Mohamed Bouchibi, as well as his neighbour and close 

friend Michel Marmin, a former film critic from MacMahonist cir-

cles and by then a leading ideologue in the extreme right-wing,  

nationalist-conservative French think-tank GRECE (Groupement 

de recherche et d’études pour la civilisation européenne, “Research 

and Study Group for European Civilization”), who also co-wrote 

Blain’s swan song Ainsi soit-il. 

Repeatedly accused of insupportable political pronouncements 

and homophobic statements (even though his work abounds with 

consistently non-judgmental portrayals of homosexual relation-

ships, usually with huge age diferences to boot), Blain did not follow 

an ideological line but rather seized any potential for revolt regard-

less of its origin, true to his intransigent outsider perspective. At 

least that’s what his films persuasively suggest, not necessarily con-
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tradicting the beautiful document of the man shortly before his end, 

in December 1999, as seen in Gérard Courant’s Cinematon #1996. 

This entry in Courant’s series of silent four-minute close-up por-

traits shows the smoking, weathered “Cinéaste-Comédien” Blain 

in an amiable mood, talkative and laughing as he pulls out his pho-

to camera to shoot pictures of Courant and his camera. (Curiously, 

his son Paul had been Cinematoned ten years—and exactly 900 

Cinematons—earlier, happily bouncing his head to the music he is 

listening to on earphones.)

Les amis starts with an unlikely first image for an outsider ca-

reer: a close-up on a pair of brown shoes attended by a shoeshine to 

earworm, easy-listening music courtesy of François de Roubaix (of 

Melville’s 1967 Le samouraï). Teenager Paul (Yann Favre) is striv-

ing for elegance, but, as especially Un second soule elaborates, the 

stylishness of outer appearances may conceal another need within. 

Despite fine footwear and clothing, Paul lives with his poor moth-

er, mostly seen at her sewing machine trying to make ends meet, 

while Paul comes home to change jackets before a posh dinner with  

middle-aged, upper-class guy Philippe (Philippe March). Les amis 

elaborates on their relationship without unnecessary embellish-

ments. Trufaut noted: “When his ‘godfather’ asks him why he 

wants to become a film actor, the young man might have answered, 

‘Because I want to bring joy and beautiful dreams to those who suf-

fer.’ But none of that. He answers quite sweetly that he wants ‘to be 

famous and make a lot of money.’” 

Having quit school and dreaming of an acting career, Paul finds 

the companionship and support he craves with a man 30 years his 

senior, stuck in an unsatisfying marriage. Fulfilling each other’s 

needs, their discreet love blossoms during a shared summer vaca-

tion in Deauville, with Philippe serving as his companion’s men-

tor on his way in life, even as Paul’s attraction to a girl his own age 

provides a stepping-stone. A film of stunning clarity and bright-

ness, Les amis nevertheless proves a coming-of-age-story of dark 

insights, culminating in an (ofscreen) blow of fate via an automo-

bile accident Trufaut declared “the best one ever filmed.” But even 

when tragedy strikes seemingly arbitrarily, it cannot destroy what 

one man has given another. This resilient humanism remains cru-

cial to Blain, who keeps probing territories of unhappiness, of long-

ings only momentarily fulfilled.

Le pélican may be the most straightforward expression of this 

yearning for the impossible. With the sparest set-up in early Blain, 

it’s also the most striking expression of the strengths and weak-

nesses in his minimalist approach. Blain favours ellipsis and elim-

ination of the unnecessary, but like Melville—who is at the same 

time totally diferent, and yet strongly related—Blain does not ap-

ply it to the Bressonian point usually suggested by the word “tran-

scendence” (where overwhelming emotion seems to radiate from 

some mysterious, invisible realm between stripped-bare images). 

Blain even forfeits his formal ambitions on occasion, as if overcome 

by the desire, even necessity, to underline a certain feeling, a sen-

sation impressed on a character. In Le pélican, this character is a 

Blainian variation on the disenfranchised male, given to sentiment 

and (comparably) weak desperation instead of compensating via re-

venge. A stunning series of time-jump vignettes introduces father 

and son (beginning with the boy’s birth), condenses happy memo-

ries of a childhood (visiting the zoo, feeding deer, etc.), before bar pi-

anist dad Paul (Blain) embarks on an illegal get-rich-quick scheme, 

ending up in prison for a decade and divorced. 

Having remarried rich, Paul’s ex-wife has her new husband at-

tempt to buy Paul out to no avail, and then declares that he may 

never see their son again. (This insistence on material diferences 

and financial oppression is key in Blain.) The bulk of the film sees 

Paul moving into the empty lot opposite the nouveau riche villa and 

essentially stalking his son, who has ostensibly forgotten his real 

dad. The inherent creepiness is balanced by Paul’s honest heart-

break: he is both tragically forlorn and single-mindedly anti-social. 

A similar ambiguity is mined by repeated set-ups showing family 

dolce far niente in their garden as watched from afar by Paul, a bi-

zarrely designed yellow portable radio blaring Christine Lebail’s 

hyper-happy tune “Qu’elle est jolie la vie” on an infinite loop, which 

registers as hilarious and truly horrible at the same time. While its 

stringency doesn’t give Le pélican far to go, narrative-wise—at some 

point, Paul must snap (however inefectually), leading to muted 

tragedy—its uncompromising evocation of a frustrated life is on 

point and razor-sharp.

Returning to the child’s perspective, and an even more autobio-

graphical conceit than Les amis, is Un enfant dans la foule, a leap-in-

time almost-prequel. Un enfant dans la foule may be Blain’s richest 

early feature, its intense, unusual portrayal of wartime experience 

sketched in sparse, beautifully captured details and anchored by 

the young protagonist’s search, not least for himself. Again named 

Paul, this kid is first seen crying in the backseat of his parents’ car 

(and instantly reprimanded by mom) as he is driven to a religious 

boarding school and left there in the middle of the night on the eve 

of WWII. Returning to his mother after her divorce, the neglected 

Paul (now played by César Chauveau) hangs out with older men 

rather than attending school, getting attention (and cigarettes 

and other little presents) first from German soldiers, then from 

resistance fighters he helps manufacture ammo for and, after the 

Liberation, from American GIs, paying no heed to ideological alle-

giances, but human ones.

In one of the most impressive scenes of Blain’s oeuvre, a nude 

woman, shaved bald, a big swastika painted on her breasts, is herd-

ed through the streets and enthusiastically humiliated by the crowd 

during an anti-collaborationist purge. When she is left to kneel in 

shame in front of a wall, Paul is the only one to approach her, simply 

putting his hand on her shoulder. This helplessly sobbing bundle is 

finally someone he can identify with. Similarly ambiguous, Paul’s 

relationships with various men are equally tender and cruel, as the 

necessities of life (and war) keep intervening. For Blain, cruelty 

manifests itself less in the physical sense (until Le rebelle, scenes 

like the treatment of the nude woman happen on the margins of the 

narrative) than in the quiet devastation resulting from when life 

cannot be lived like it ought, or, more precisely, how one would want 

it to be lived. 

This will become the key subject of Un second soule after Blain 

has worked through his personal demons, leaving a kind of signature 

on Un enfant dans la foule by appearing in the last scene, asking for 

a light in the street, as a smoking Paul is about to embark on becom-

ing an extra in Marcel Carné’s Les enfants du paradis (1945)—which 

is exactly what Blain actually did after being abandoned by his fa-

ther as a kid, leaving school at age 13, and soon embarking on rela-

tionships with older men while harbouring acting aspirations. After 

some uncredited appearances, veteran director Julien Duvivier 

discovered the handsome 26-year-old in a Champs-Élysées bar, giv-

ing him a meaty part in his late-career highlight Voici le temps des  
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ing the same obsession with “being in good shape” as François in Un 

second soule, lets him of the hook as the police arrive. 

Blain and Machuel orchestrate Pierre and the businessman’s first 

meeting to culminate with an unbroken one-and-a-half minute 

static take from the middle of the backseat as they drive of; a pos-

sible exchange between two worlds seems, if not possible, then at 

least desirable, an urban night world opening up between the backs 

of their heads. Instead, the tumultuous social background of the 

film, ranging from the laid-of demonstrating for work in the street 

to the luxurious recreational spots of the rich, ultimately and liter-

ally reasserts itself with a vengeance, but to no resolution. Instead, 

Pierre is given a last scene with his sister for a beach afternoon that 

plays (this time consciously) like a doomed version of Le pélican’s 

father-son bonding opening, before he finally dispenses crucial ad-

vice: “You must not cry, Natalie. You have to fight.” This might serve 

as an epigraph for the work of Blain, who was a director who would 

not cease to fight for his idea of truthfulness, which may explain the 

secret of his art: it was natural for him to be equally and unequivo-

cally subversive and compassionate.

assassins (1956), with star Jean Gabin supporting the shrewd cast-

ing decision against the producers’ advice. Trufaut was so im-

pressed he got Blain for Les mistons and in turn, as critic Patrick 

Holzapfel pointed out, Blain’s films mirror some of Trufaut’s main 

concerns (memories and cinema; the horrible, wonderful depend-

ency in relationships) rather than Bresson’s. But Blain’s style reso-

lutely rejects Trufaut’s sometimes-sticky romanticism and crafty 

gadgetry: that’s why, rather than Hitchcock, he chose to defend 

Bresson (for a brief demonstration, search “Bresson press confer-

ence Cannes 1974” on YouTube). He clarified for Libération that 

he might just as well have chosen “Ozu or Ford, Dreyer or Buñuel. 

Those are, together, my idols—not my teachers.”

Un second soule reunited Blain with the great cinematographer 

Emmanuel Machuel, who had injected a nocturnal mournfulness 

into Un enfant dans la foule and remained aboard until Pierre et 

Djemila, bringing the most congenial sensibility for the right dis-

tance into a filmography strong (and strongly dependent) on it; not 

entirely unrelated, Machuel would go on to shoot Bresson’s L’argent 

(1983), Pialat’s Van Gogh (1991), Pedro Costa’s Casa de Lava (1994) 

and Ossos (1997), as well as Manoel de Oliveira’s La lettre (1999), 

Oporto of My Childhood (2001), and A Talking Picture (2003). In 

Un second soule, just looking at the mirroring opening and closing 

shots of François Davis (Robert Stack) running in his Adidas track-

suit shows how Machuel and Blain can imbue a simple sequence 

with the necessary weight and mood. Coming out of the woods 

through a park into town, François seems curious and life-hungry 

in the beginning, whereas in the end he literally takes the opposite 

path, similar images now exuding a sense of mortality—resigned, 

but not hopeless. In between, François has his self-image shattered 

the hard way, though it is rendered with Blain’s casual understate-

ment. A respectable dentist in his mid-50s, François rejects his age, 

appearing to himself as a Don Juan: demonstratively fashionable, 

fit and frank in sexual matters, bedding a woman 30 years younger, 

then trying to compete in vain with her coeval lover (and his cool 

motorbike). The process of disillusionment is painful to watch, 

yet Blain’s honesty even extends to the hypocrisy at the core of 

François’ foundation, lending his inevitable disenchantment a 

lightness of touch belied by the sober mise en scène and the heav-

iness of feelings associated with accepting life’s disappointments.

The anger curiously absent on the surface of Un second soule is 

vented spectacularly in Le rebelle, which closes Blain’s first career 

phase by foreshadowing the darker, more discontented second pe-

riod. It opens, in Bressonian fashion, with a close-up of money in a 

bank, which is then counted, given to a man who stashes it away with 

a gesture simultaneously so expeditious and routine that it seems to 

contain his entire personality and social status. In contrast, there’s 

twentyish Pierre (Patrick Norbert), who watches disdainfully from 

a seat in the foyer before stealing the man’s briefcase on the street 

and dashing of, his subsequent motorbike ride accompanied by the 

credits and quintessentially 1980s disco-pop synth sounds, which 

will return at crucial emotional moments. While trying to take care 

of his little sister—the father is dead, the mother dying in the hospi-

tal—Pierre associates with the extremist faction of the local com-

munists, joining in their cry for revolutionary violence. Refusing to 

work, he declares, “I’m not going to slave for 2,000 a month, while 

some drunk pig can get fatter. My dad did that all his life.” Instead 

he goes for petty robberies, a failed attempt introducing him to a 

businessman (Michel Subor) who, showing sexual interest and hav-

Top: Le rebelle 

Bottom: Un enfant dans la foule 
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the Furnaces (1968) and The Battle of Chile (1975-79) as a landmark 

of cinematic activism.

The experience of making Informe General I marked Portabella 

so much that it inspired him to retire from filmmaking to more 

directly participate in his nation’s politics, as outlined above. 

Returning in 1989 with the moody, not-quite art film Warsaw 

Bridge, Portabella has since moved fluidly and unselfconsciously 

between features and shorts, his resurgence capped in 2013 by the 

release of his collected cinematic works on DVD by the Barcelona 

label Intermedio (which I wrote about in Cinema Scope 55). That 

collection is no longer complete, however: towards the end of 2015, 

Portabella finished Informe General II, which, though rather short-

er than its predecessor (130 minutes), is no less ambitious in its at-

tempt to intervene in Spain’s highly unstable politics. 

The film spends a lot of time on the institution of the museum, 

moving in and out of Madrid’s Reina Sofia as various European in-

tellectuals discuss the role of art in history and its relation to eco-

nomics, power, citizenship, and subjectivity. But Portabella also 

tracks the seismic changes in his country’s political landscape. 

Catalan separatism is a large part of that: separatist coalitions have 

held power in Catalonia’s devolved parliament for most of the last 

decade, where they have staged one semi-legal referendum (where 

independence won by a huge margin) and promised to hold another 

one in the very near future. Another major theme here concerns 

the collapse of the post-Franco party system and the rise of small-

er, more grassroots groups, including the centre-right (liberal in 

the European sense) Ciudadanos and the left-wing Podemos (“we 

can”), led by the ponytailed, PhD-holding, political theory-de-

ploying Pablo Iglesias. (The super-progressive mayor of Barcelona, 

Ada Colau, is also a major player in this political realignment.) 

One of the reasons that these groups have captured so much 

attention, both nationally and internationally, is because of their 

connection to the movement known as los indignados. Essentially 

the Spanish arm of the global Occupy movement, los indignados 

had a huge impact in austerity-ravaged Spain, culminating in what 

is known in Catalonia as “15M”—a reference to May 15, 2011, when 

massive demonstrations throughout the country signalled that 

a powerful new political force had truly arrived on the scene. Of 

course, that’s what people said about Occupy as well, but until the 

rise of Bernie Sanders it was—Godard-Gorin-Miéville-style—not at 

all easy to identify anything concretely political about all that fuss 

at Zuccotti Park, at least in terms of how it constituted any kind of 

practical challenge to the traditional party system. 

In the case of los indignados, promise became practice. Spain 

went to the polls a few days after I attended an early screening of 

Informe General II at the Filmoteca de Catalunya, and for the first 

time since the death of Franco, neither the centre-right Partido 

Popular (PP) nor the centre-left Partido Socialista Obrero Español 

(PSOE) emerged with anywhere close to enough seats to govern. 

Coalition talks followed, with Podemos making demands and play-

ing hardball. After months of negotiations, it proved impossible to 

form a coalition; the country now goes back to the polls on June 26. 

Where Latin America was once the most obvious comparison 

to the Spanish situation in terms of the continent’s long history 

of military dictatorships, the Spain of today now finds its political 

brethren in the likes of Greece under Syriza (Podemos’ political 

cousin, which is currently tenuously holding on to power) and the 

Republic of Ireland, where Sinn Féin’s ongoing transformation 

I have always thought of Pere Portabella as the most French film-

maker outside of France—though “French” in the specific sense of 

the long-standing Gallic idealization of l’artiste engagé. The summit 

of this ideal, in cinematic terms, would most likely be the Godard 

of the late ’60s and early ’70s, i.e., the Godard of Godard-Gorin 

and Godard-Miéville, moving easily between short, medium-and  

feature-length films and wedding formal innovation to radical pol-

itics. Yet even the most sympathetic of observers (amongst whom 

I count myself) at some point faces the diiculty of explaining 

how this kind of politicized art relates to actual political change. 

Godard’s leftism is certainly key to the work, but it’s not as if the 

maker(s) of Struggles in Italy (1969), Vent d’est (1970), or Ici et ailleurs 

(1974) went on to serve in the government, or participate in the  

rewriting of a national constitution, or forge alliances with figures 

from both the left and right of the political spectrum in the name of 

a shared desire to find new forms of sovereignty.

The thing about Portabella’s experimental, counter-cinematic, 

semi-Godardian cinema is that it actually did lead to its creator 

proceeding to all of that. Portabella began as a producer, first of 

Carlos Saura’s breakthrough film Los Golfos (1960) and then of 

Luis Buñuel’s Viridiana (1961), still the only Spanish film to win the 

Palme d’Or. The scandal surrounding Viridiana made it impossible 

for Portabella to travel outside of Francoist Spain, and so he wound 

up turning his attentions to what was going on at home, especial-

ly in slowly and fitfully internationalizing Barcelona. Following 

shorts such as the Mirò-inflected No compteu amb els díts (Don’t 

Count on Your Fingers, 1967), Portabella carried his experimental 

sensibility over into his first features, Nocturne 29 (1968), Umbracle 

(1970), and Cuadecuc, vampir (1970), the last of which transforms 

behind-the-scenes footage of a cheap Jess Franco horror film into 

an eerie evocation of a fascist state that had already outlived its nat-

ural lifespan, with Christopher Lee’s Count Dracula a vampiric im-

age of Franco. Made just after the death of the dictator, Portabella’s 

1977 Informe general sobre algunas cuestiones de interés para una 

proyección publica (hereafter Informe General I) tries to visual-

ize, via both documentary-style detail and oddball, semi-fictional 

re-enactment, the new state (or states) that was (were?) struggling 

to emerge. Three-and-a-half hours long, sometimes rambling, and 

always absorbing, Informe General I stands alongside The Hour of 
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into a European urban socialist party has yielded Podemos-style 

gains in the last round of national elections. Just like its pre-

decessor, Informe General II places itself right in the centre of the 

action, capturing the full-scale political transformation of a multi- 

national state. While the once engagé Godard now seems more re-

tiré, Portabella has—in a career spanning seven decades and films 

running from two minutes to four hours—deepened our sense of 

what a truly political political cinema can be.

Cinema Scope: Is it easier to make short films now, rather than 

feature films?

Pere Portabella: I made feature films in way tougher times than 

these. Cuadecuc, vampir, Umbracle—these were low-cost films, 

made with three people.

Scope: And the shift to digital?

Portabella: You can tell a story in three seconds, depending 

on your capacity, upload it, and in a single day it’ll be seen by a 

multitude of people with whom, more and more, you can have  

an interaction.

Scope: So it’s not a question of economics, making short films?

Portabella: There’s no economic factor in a film that’s made low-

cost style. When I made Informe General I, I was a lot more involved 

in the political life of the period. But now, my vision is much more 

that of a filmmaker. I’ve gotten my profession back.

Scope: What was your role during the constitutional process?

Portabella: I was elected as a senator in 1977. At first we didn’t 

expect much, but we all insisted in our meetings that elections 

needed to be set up. Thanks to the president of the government—a 

mediocre figure, really old, but with the capacity to do things that 

a more tuned-in figure probably wouldn’t have—we engaged in a 

broad consultative process.

There were 40 senators. I was part of a coalition between two 

Catalan socialist parties, the PSOC (Partit Socialista i Obrades de 

Catalunya) and the Entesa dels Catalans. Then it was decided that it 

would be the senators and members of the lower house who formed 

the two commissions that had just been set up. Just think: there 

was not even a constitution! The commissions were formed with 25 

members, in a way that had no parallel because we had no ties when 

it came time to vote. I was nominated, together with the historian 

Josep Benet and Alexandre Cirici, a guy very closely connected to 

art and architecture, to form part of a senate commission. It was 

a great experience because just a few months earlier we had been 

clandestí. Nobody could have guessed that in less than a year we’d 

be in the senate. Everything had been illegal—everything. And we 

didn’t really know if they’d hold elections.

Scope: Were you politically active during the transition?

Portabella: I was definitely engaged in politics, as an independ-

ent, but folded into the left. The strongest part, the most articulated 

part, was the Communist Party (PCE). Here in Catalonia it was the 

Unified Socialist Party of Catalonia (PSUC). But I was never a par-

ty activist at all: I moved between the Communists, the Socialists, 

and the parties of the left. I chaired the Assemblea de Catalunya, a 

clandestine political body. That was all independent, and so I kept 

the confidence of everyone. 

Scope: Was that typical of the militants of the period?

Portabella: In the ’70s, independent intellectuals were well 

thought of by the political left. After that was the purge, and intel-

lectuals began to leave the parties. Those who had stayed outside 

were treated better, and kept everyone’s confidence. People knew I 

had presided over the Assemblea to the end of 1971, and that’s where 

the PSUC, the other Socialists, and the Christian Democrats had 

come from. Still, I wrote the script [of Informe General I] very care-

fully. Because I am, without a doubt, a filmmaker. 

Scope: So is Informe General I a fiction film?

Portabella: Yes, it’s a fiction film, because it’s choreographed. 

They’re actors, and I dealt with them as a filmmaker. It was me 

who was relating to them, never interviewing them. I interviewed 

Jose Maria Gil-Robles [former leader of the Catholic party Acción 

Popular] and Santiago Carrillo [former leader of the PCE] because 

they are the only characters who remained from the Civil War era. 

The word informe, it’s a partial, written, or visual explanation of 

something. Where I transgress the meaning of informe is in the way 

I’ve made a kind of true story. I’ve reported on a subjective point of 

view, a view of the changing of the age.

Scope: But do you consider Informe General I a fiction film like 

Umbracle or Nocturne 29?

Portabella: These genres are more interconnected than they 

may seem. The best documentaries are those in which the director 

involves himself and in which his subjectivity constructs a reality. 

Alain Resnais’ Nuit et brouillard (1955) is a magnificent film about 

the Holocaust in which we never see a gas chamber. It’s pure fiction. 

But you get much more of the barbarism than if you had shown the 

chambers, the taps, the gas, etc.

Scope: So in Informe General I, does Jordi Pujol—founder of the 

Convergència Democràtica de Catalunya, and arguably the father 

of modern Catalan nationalism—play the same role as Christopher 

Lee in Umbracle or Cuadecuc, vampir?

Portabella: Yes. It’s a matter of making an icon. For example, 

Cuadecuc, vampir is a reflection that moves through the genre of 

a vampire movie. With the figure of Christopher Lee, what we’re 

doing is vampirizing a commercial horror movie, using the same 

texture of materials, black-and-white film, etc. But by way of con-

structing a diferent story.

Scope: What were your important international influences of 

those years, the ’60s and ’70s?

Portabella: Carl Dreyer and F.W. Murnau were my main refer-

ence points.

Scope: And activist filmmakers?

Portabella: I worked with them, inasmuch as I was part of the 

clandestine networks. I knew about the demonstrations organized 

by the unions. I always knew where they had their meetings and was 

able to contribute to what they were doing. I went along, basically 

out of solidarity, but I was never carrying a camera.

Scope: In Umbracle, there is quite a bit of description and discus-

sion of clandestine or underground cinema.

Portabella: That’s the contribution I made. At that point I want-

ed to reflect on what was happening. The film has three people who 

ofer an analysis. What were the examples they used in these an-

alyses? They were films we called “underground,” but not a kind of 

commercial underground; that was one of the things we denounced.

Scope: During the ’60s and ’70s, Catalan filmmakers like 

Joaquim Jordà and Vicente Aranda were making connections with 

European and South American filmmakers. Glauber Rocha made a 

film in Catalonia in 1967, Cabezas Cortadas, during his Paris exile. 
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Jordà also had links to Italian and Portuguese political cinema. 

Were these kinds of connections important to you?

Portabella: These were friends. Jordà was a great talent as a 

newspaper and magazine writer. But I opted for an approach be-

tween what was being done in political cinema, while still looking 

for a bit of the underground that broke with Spain’s “oicial cin-

ema.” That included the potential of a revitalized Spanish-language 

cinema. So I took the line of the artistic avant-gardes. I was with 

Antoni Tàpies, Antonio Saura, and Eduardo Chillida. I made films 

from that place. My films have parallels with their work. It isn’t 

aligned with them, exactly, but it has a magnificent connection. 

What ended up happening is that my films went down another  

road again.

Scope: Why did you leave cinema for 17 years?

Portabella: I was part of three or four legislatures during the 

writing and finalizing of the constitution, and also developed or-

ganic, grassroots-led laws. So I was intensely involved in political 

activity. So yes, it wasn’t until 1989, with Warsaw Bridge, that I 

came back to the cinema.

Scope: How does Warsaw Bridge connect to those earlier films?

Portabella: It’s a consequence of them. My strategy was based in 

articulating them and making a film with the same freedom. I had 

proposed to make a commercial film, with tracking shots, soft light-

ing, the typical crane shots, etc. So it’s a kind of critical revision of 

that kind of culture, much like what you see, for example, in Informe 

General II, which I’ve just finished. Remember that Warsaw Bridge 

opens by leaving a museum. Thus the idea to make Informe General II.

That film stems from two years ago, when the director of the 

Reina Sofia, Manolo Borja, asked me to do something at the mu-

seum. We had already published a monograph together in 2001, 

Historias sin argumentos, when he was the director of the MACBA 

in Barcelona. This time they were proposing something very sim-

ple: capture the Reina Sofia, the icon, this museum that is, despite 

some diferences, the Louvre of the 19th century. Then I proposed 

to make it a reflection on what art is. Today that seems a question of 

both class and power.

Scope: How do the analyses of the two Informe Generals difer?

Portabella: The circumstances then were very diferent from 

now. The forces of Francoism realised that without Franco himself, 

things wouldn’t be the same. They adopted European democratic 

systems, but without losing control. That is to say, it was a controlled 

democracy. And that’s what I wanted to reflect in Informe General.

Now it’s been two years since we’ve noticed that things are 

changing. Here in Europe, people are organizing, mobilizing, being 

indignant, and now organizing politically, creating serious, active 

pressure. These are people who belong to assemblies, and who are now 

on the councils of a lot of the autonomous communities [Catalonia, 

the Basque Country, Galicia, etc.]. Citizens are self-organizing.

Scope: In the two Informe Generals, is the central theme the  

“national question”?

Portabella: No. There are two principal questions. In Informe 

General II, the first is the mobilization of the masses. This has 

two senses: the famous 15M is the key to the question. These mass 

movements indicate to everyone that during a democratic re-

generation, during the occupation of institutional spaces, there 

is a desire to bolt from the political parties. One of these cur-

rents is Podemos; that’s the one I analyze. The other current is 

one from here: that’s the matter of Catalan independence. These 

two currents flow into the 15M moment. The Catalan theme takes 

on a considerable force because it poses a territorial crisis for the 

state. However, the other theme, Podemos, poses an institution-

al crisis for the state: the matter of democratic regeneration. 

The most important political subject of the 2010s is the state of  

the citizens.
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The Brush of Time 
 
Drawing a Portrait of John Berger 
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That life is brief was continually lamented. Time was Death’s agent, 

and one of life’s constituents. But the timeless—that which Death could 

not destroy—was another. All cyclic views of time held these two con-

stituents together: the wheel turning and the ground on which it turned.

Against the destructive aspect of time, which will finally and 

inevitably erode all that one cherishes in the world, Berger posits 

the concept of “holding,” in which the act of love strikes a momen-

tary equilibrium between the opposing forces of wheel and ground, 

claiming a “totality,” an apprehension of past and present, that ex-

ists outside of unilinear time. Even as the body of the beloved with-

ers, there is something of him, of his being loved, that is preserved 

in the realm of the timeless.

***

As its title indicates, The Seasons in Quincy: Four Portraits of John 

Berger is composed of four segments—the first directed by Colin 

MacCabe, the second by Christopher Noth, the third by MacCabe 

and Bartek Dziadosz, and the fourth by Swinton—each correspond-

ing to a diferent season. While the portraits are ordered chrono-

logically by season (winter to autumn), the seasons we see are not 

strictly sequential: the segments were shot over a period of five 

years, such that the autumn of one year might follow the summer of 

an earlier year. In quietly subverting the continuity of the calendar 

year even as it enacts that year’s seasonal changes, The Seasons in 

Quincy echoes in its very structure the view of time propounded by 

Berger. This is not the only winter Berger has lived, the film implies: 

he has winters behind him and winters to come, he has looked and 

will look diferent across all of them. Yet here he is again in winter, 

an instrument playing to Quincy’s metre, from frost to germination 

to frost again. Time pushes forward by constantly looping back to 

new beginnings.

The cyclic underlies Berger’s conception of art and politics both. 

Those epiphanic moments during which one accesses the timeless, 

the realm of the dead and the undying—moments of “passion, cru-

cial ethical decision, prowess, near-death, sacrifice, mourning, mu-

sic, the visitation of duende”—are intrinsic to the acts of making and 

experiencing art. When confronting an expressive painting, draw-

ing, or photograph, Berger focuses on how the artist has arrested 

a particular moment and interrogated it for meaning in the face of 

time’s ruthless progression. Why is it that a painting, still and si-

lent, of a woman from the 17th century can move us and speak to 

us today? Between the vanished present depicted in a painting and 

the lived present of the viewer is a “corridor,” down which travels a 

vibration “at a speed greater than light, throwing into question our 

way of measuring time itself.” 

For Berger, to pay close attention to the present, to fully inhabit 

the present, is to look beyond it, to reach toward the timeless. It’s a 

presentism far diferent from the “endlessly extensive present” he 

sees as synonymous with modern time, where people are carried 

from one instant to the next by clicks and swipes, gratifications 

and transactions. “It’s not even that they live for the moment,” 

Berger tells Swinton in the film; “The moment can, if you’re really 

aware, be absolutely vast. They live for the next deal, and the next 

deal is a few seconds or a few minutes ahead.” Berger believes that 

corporate capitalism has contributed to the modern experience of 

time as an “inhuman and annihilating” force that can only end in  

“heat death.” 

In the first segment of The Seasons in Quincy: Four Portraits of 

John Berger, Tilda Swinton pays a visit to John Berger the week be-

fore Christmas. The actress reveals that she and Berger have been 

friends for over 20 years, the “bedrock to our complicity” formed 

by a shared birthday of November 5 (he in 1926, she in 1960, both of 

them born in London) and the “radical democratic humanism” that 

shapes their view of art and culture. “It’s as though in another life, 

we met or did something,” Berger says. “Maybe we made an appoint-

ment to see each other again in this life. Okay? Fifth of November. 

Okay. But it wasn’t the same year. That didn’t matter. We weren’t in 

that kind of time.” 

The time that interests Berger—where there can be a primordi-

al recognition between souls that have never met in the flesh—is 

something that the British novelist, essayist, and art critic encoun-

tered when he left city life behind in 1973 and settled among the 

farmers of Quincy, a tiny village in the French Alps. By this point, 

Berger had secured a central, if controversial, position among 

European intellectuals, as well as a wider public thanks to his 1972 

BBC series Ways of Seeing, where he employed an unorthodox and 

fiercely incisive Marxist analysis to demolish the bourgeois pieties 

and hypocrisies of traditional art history. In explaining his reloca-

tion to Quincy, Berger described it as an attempt to understand “the 

peasant’s values, his view of his own destiny.” 

What he found there as well was an alternative way of experienc-

ing time, one that is not beholden to “the time of clocks or calen-

dars,” as the now 89-year-old writer describes it. This is a metric 

of density rather than duration, what Berger calls “vertical conti-

nuity”: the present is charged with the energy of the dead and the 

unborn. It is a cyclic view of time, one familiar to the peasant, who, 

by coaxing the land out of dormancy and into growth in a year-

ly rhythm sustained by ritual, lives in constant awareness of the 

dead. “Death was qualified by that which it could not destroy, or by 

that which would return,” writes Berger in his essay “That Which  

Is Held.”
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This is where cycles, with their promise of renewal, can become 

a weapon against hopelessness. In Seasons’ third and most overt-

ly political segment, Berger participates in an organized discus-

sion with three younger left-wing thinkers. Financial speculators 

are singlehandedly deciding the exploitation and organization of 

the earth’s resources, he says, and political leadership has been 

rendered powerless to respond. And yet, Berger insists, “They are 

contestable. And not to contest them is deeply shameful. We have to 

contest them.” To claim powerlessness as an absolute is to have no 

imagination. It’s thus that Quincy, a refuge for a vanishing experi-

ence of the timeless, becomes a site of radical hope—that is, the abil-

ity to imagine change for the better. While some saw in Berger’s re-

location a condescending romanticization of peasant life, a retreat 

from the modern era, The Seasons in Quincy shows that though he 

may in one sense have moved back in time, he certainly did not end 

up where he began.

Whereas the Noth and MacCabe/Dziadosz segments of Seasons 

take a more direct approach to Berger’s ideas—the former by ex-

cerpting his writings, the latter by bringing him into a topical dis-

cussion—the bookending winter and autumn segments, both of 

which hinge upon Swinton and Berger’s friendship, attempt to put 

his ideas into practice through form and theme. (Swinton directs 

the final segment and is credited as writer for the first.) In the winter 

portrait, Berger and Swinton exchange stories about their fathers, 

both soldiers who rarely spoke about their wartime experiences. 

Swinton worries about doing the same by “cauterizing” her history 

and not passing it on to her children. She prepares an apple crumble 

at the kitchen table as they speak, and after Berger tells her about 

the precise way his father would quarter, core and peel an apple for 

him as a child, she does the same, extending a piece to her friend. 

In her autumn portrait, Swinton takes on the challenge she posed 

during that winter some years earlier: the transference of what is 

contained within one’s own life to another person, however inex-

pressible or lost to history the story may seem. Swinton and Berger 

themselves appear only briefly, their places in the film taken by 

their respective children: then 16-year-old twins Honor and Xavier, 

who live with Swinton in Scotland, are sent on a visit to Berger’s son 

Yves, who lives in Quincy with his wife and family. That this meet-

ing of progeny constitutes a portrait of Berger, who exists only on 

the margins of it, works on the premise of an extension beyond the 

present. Honor, Xavier, and Yves—themselves genetic extensions of 

their parents—have hopefully forged a connection that will make 

good on Swinton’s self-described “indissoluble” bond with Berger.

Berger has aged noticeably from the first portrait to the last; his 

wife, Beverly, has passed away in the intervening time. Here is a 

man shaped by time. But there is another man, one who resists. In 

a recurring shot across the winter and autumn segments, a person 

stands before the camera and holds up a portrait, or a picture from 

a book. During that week before Christmas, Swinton holds a picture 

that Berger has just drawn of her; years later, Berger holds a picture 

that Honor has just drawn of him, one which, in its very artlessness, 

becomes a literalization of what Berger calls the “tangle of times” 

in certain works of art. The left half of Berger’s face wears the deep 

lines and shadows of age, a pufy crescent cradling the eye; the right 

half is baby-soft, virtually unmarked. Perhaps Honor never quite 

finished what she set out to do, but in its very incompletion her 

drawing is a testament to the redemptive potential of portraiture. 

The long nose dividing the face has become a mountain range bar-

ring the passage of time.

Through the others who love and are loved by him, Berger in ab-

sence becomes as powerful a presence as Berger in the flesh. This 

is felt not only in Honor’s drawing, but also when we see Berger’s 

grown son walk the hay-covered beams of the barn in Quincy, and 

when we listen to Swinton read aloud Berger’s poem “Self-portrait 

1914–18” as he sits beside her, seemingly moved by his own words, as 

if they were not his. A portrait, according to Berger, should be expe-

rienced as a sacramental defamiliarization:

When you’re trying to make a portrait of somebody you know well, you 

have to forget and forget until what you see astonishes you. Indeed, at 

the heart of any portrait which is alive, there is registered an absolute 

surprise surrounded by close intimacy. I’ll certainly be misunderstood 

but I’ll take the risk and say: to make a portrait is like fucking. 

You might forget and forget until the person vanishes entirely. 

Before Swinton’s children leave for Quincy, Berger charges them 

with a task: find the raspberry canes planted by Beverly decades 

ago, pick a big bowl of berries, and eat them beside an image of 

her; “Because your pleasure would give her pleasure,” Berger says. 

Honor and Xavier faithfully carry out his instructions, spooning 

berries into their mouths as they sit on the grass by two chairs upon 

which a drawing and a photograph of Beverly are propped, in a silent 

communion that contests time and space. Though very little is said 

or seen of Beverly throughout Seasons, she comes alive in this scene, 

as does Berger—for the two images on the chair are also portraits 

of him. 
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Curiously, 2016 has wound up being the year of the Straubian 

International. Regarded by many as almost saint-like exemplars 

of uncompromisingly rigorous political filmmaking, Jean-Marie 

Straub and Danièle Huillet have spent decades amassing a sprawl-

ing oeuvre pitched stridently against the formal and material stric-

tures that have characterized the entire history of narrative cinema 

to date. The world premiere of Not Reconciled, or Only Violence Helps 

Where Violence Rules at the 1965 Berlinale marked their initial shot 

across the bow of the international film world, and in the time since 

they’ve built quite a reputation for themselves: as Marxists, mys-

tics, eco-activists, art critics, linguistic purists—in short, as peren-

nial flies in the ointment.

Much of the attention that they’ve received this year can be at-

tributed to a touring retrospective—their first complete North 

American retrospective, which began with a month-long stint at 

New York’s Museum of Modern Art in May—nearly a decade re-

moved from Huillet’s death in October 2006. They’re also receiving 

a complete retrospective at the Centre Pompidou, running from late 

May to early July, accompanied by the publication of a new book in 

French, L’internationale Straubienne, by the Pompidou in partner-

ship with Les éditions de l’œil, collecting essays by Straub-Huillet 

collaborators and notable admirers.

Coinciding with the beginning of the North American tour are 

two new publications that have themselves exponentially increased 

the size of the body of literature about Straub-Huillet (which is 

surprisingly small, given how large they loom in the minds of nu-

merous theorists, scholars, programmers, critics, and filmmakers): 

the Austrian Filmmuseum’s Jean-Marie Straub & Danièle Huillet, a 

volume of essays, interviews, letters, and working documents ed-

ited by the filmmaker/critic/translator/projectionist Ted Fendt, 

and Writings, the first English-language compendium of Straub-

Huillet’s writings, edited by the curator Sally Shafto and published 

by Sequence Press. (Sequence Press is an ofshoot of New York’s 

Miguel Abreu Gallery, which has just mounted Jean-Marie Straub 

and Danièle Huillet: Films and Their Sites, a wonderful exhibition 

A Victory Against Stupidity, 
Contempt, and the Pimps of 

the Filmmaking Sector 
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consisting of frame enlargements from Straub-Huillet films, and a 

smattering of projections, script notes, and shooting plans; the gal-

lery’s owner is a longstanding Straubian, having been introduced to 

their work by the filmmaker, and Class Relations [1984] actor, Thom 

Andersen while studying at CalArts.) 

As a catalogue for a retrospective of filmmakers of Straub-

Huillet’s stature, Fendt’s volume is an immensely useful tool for 

framing and enhancing the duo’s notoriously austere, “diicult” 

films. The book aims to be a resource for viewers trying to wrap 

their heads around the seductive rigour, political seriousness, and 

sensuous materialism of films like The Death of Empedocles (1986), 

a superficially sparse work that is nevertheless teeming with activ-

ity that is quite challenging for most to detect, let alone appreciate. 

Indeed, The Death of Empedocles has often been cited as Straub-

Huillet’s least user-friendly work, given its 130-minute runtime, 

especially languorous pacing, and sporadic English subtitles (in-

tentional on Huillet’s part, in order to direct the viewer’s attention 

toward the musicality of Friedrich Hölderlin’s text, upon which it is 

based); to that end, it is the ne plus ultra of Straub’s oft-quoted claim 

that he and Huillet make films “so that the audience can walk out 

of them.” 

Their career-spanning refusal to compromise on matters of aes-

thetics has engendered an uncommonly polarized response, with 

those totally seduced by the films’ mannerist performances, tac-

tile imagery, and intellectual heft on the one side and those with 

no patience for the alternative model of production and spectator-

ship that they propose on the other. This historical phenomenon is 

examined in Fendt’s essay, “Dividing Lines,” which situates their 

reception within a broader narrative about the maturation of the 

international film festival industrial complex and the advent of the 

art-cinema distribution system more or less as we know it today. 

This meticulously researched essay, though it’s the final one in the 

book, might be the best place to start reading around the Straubs. 

Fendt traces the economic circumstances surrounding the exhibi-

tion of each of Straub-Huillet’s films in the Anglophone world and, 

in the process, paints a rich portrait of the conditions within which 

these iconoclasts worked and tried to get their movies seen.

The small victories and near-constant hardships encountered 

by Straub-Huillet are corroborated by a wealth of reproductions 

of handwritten letters from the duo to various fellow travellers. 

Dan Talbot is the most frequent addressee, and his eforts to dis-

tribute each of their films from Machorka-Muf (1963) to The Death 

of Empedocles are rendered as the driving force behind Straub-

Huillet’s initial exposure to American audiences and one of the key 

points of access by which a generation of critics and scholars became 

familiar with their films. Straub-Huillet’s tandem persona is some-

thing of a contradictory beast: despite their positioning of them-

selves in interviews as modest artisanal labourers making do with 

neither much money nor the luxuries aforded to other filmmakers, 

there remains something intimidating about their rejection of near-

ly all contemporary cinema. Yet these letters find Straub-Huillet at 

their most overtly human, wishing their allies well and expressing 

myriad ground-level frustrations with their professional and ar-

tistic predicament. Unsurprisingly, Huillet was a more charming  

letter-writer than Straub, and her warmth jibes well with the de-

lirious attention to detail we find in their script notes and shooting 

plans, a psychedelic frenzy of revisions (always marked in coloured 

pencil) atop a base of typewritten text. These working documents 

are striking visual objects in their own right, mirroring the pleas-

ures of Straub-Huillet’s best shots in their delicate surface action—

objects as functional as they are beautiful.

The other essays collected in Jean-Marie Straub & Danièle Huillet 

are more personal in their engagement with the Straubian oeuvre. 

The first, Claudia Pummer’s lengthy overview “(Not Only) for 

Children and Cavemen” proceeds chronologically through their 

conjoined career, functioning as a kind of Straub-Huillet 101 in its 

clarity and concision. Plummer traces the trajectory of a hand-

ful of themes and formal strategies from Machorka-Muf and Not 

Reconciled on to Straub’s most recent solo video work; this will seem 

like rehash for those already well-versed, but even for those who 

have seen more than a few Straub-Huillet films there are a num-

ber of clarifying insights. (Especially intriguing is the connection 

Plummer identifies between Straub-Huillet’s practice and André 

Bazin’s theorization of cinema as a photographic medium, a point 

raised in her discussion of Cézanne–Conversation with Joachim 

Gasquet [1989].)

John Gianvito and Harun Farocki’s texts ofer even more sub-

jective reflections on the Straubian corpus, with Farocki’s being a 

reprint of a short piece from Vienna’s Der Standard on the occasion 

of Huillet’s death, evidencing how other filmmakers working in a 

more or less adjacent area of cinema have engaged with and been 

afected by their work. A compendium of interviews with various 

collaborators conducted and assembled by Fendt throws invalu-

able light on myriad facets of Straub-Huillet’s methodology, from 

location scouting to casting to rehearsals to the shoots themselves. 

Jean-Pierre Gorin chips in “Nine Notes on Where Does Your Hidden 

Smile Lie? ”, a piece on Pedro Costa’s masterful 2001 documentary 

on the editing of Sicilia! (1998) that was previously included in a 

2009 Portuguese volume on Costa, Cem mil cigarrros; as immense 

as Costa’s film is, one wishes there had instead been another new 

text about Straub-Huillet themselves rather than one on a film that 

is, in a sense, already an unimpeachable text on their theory and 

practice in its own right. A comprehensive and superbly detailed fil-

mography concludes the book, solidifying its status as a newly cru-

cial resource for devout Straubians and casual auditors alike.

Given Straub’s status as the duo’s hot-blooded, take-no-prisoners 

mouthpiece (memorably captured in Where Does Your Hidden Smile 

Lie?), it’s a bit surprising that there hadn’t yet been an English-

language collection of his (and Huillet’s) writings and interviews 

in the vein of Godard on Godard or Robert Bresson’s Notes on the 

Cinematographer. The Straub-Huillet oeuvre is perhaps above all 

the demonstration of a host of aesthetic, ethical, and political prin-

ciples; Writings presents their platform chronologically, by way of 

Straub’s early critical writings, interviews, and responses to ques-

tionnaires spanning from the ’60s to the present, another selection 

of working documents, and an assortment of relevant correspond-

ences with some of their closest collaborators.

One gets a kick out of reading Straub’s early forays into film crit-

icism from the ’50s prior to his exile from France for avoiding con-

scription to fight in Algeria, represented here by a few dispatches 

from the 1954 Venice Film Festival, where he waxes enthusiastic 

about Rear Window, Buñuel’s The River and Death, and Mizoguchi’s 

Sansho the Bailif. (This presages Straub’s later claim, made to 

Richard Roud, that his and Huillet’s films aspired to “a combina-

tion of John Ford and Kenji Mizoguchi.”) These dispatches don’t 

tell us much about the heritage of Straub-Huillet’s way of thinking 



their films as a kind of response to Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of 

Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”: “We are very proud to 

have made, with these three versions of [The Death of Empedocles], 

an attack against the reproducibility of a work of art in the age of 

technological reproducibility but—also—an attack against the 

uniqueness of a work of art.” Straub and Huillet on their on-again, 

of-again ally in 1987: “Godard is more interested in his own navel 

than what is happening around him” (This is not necessarily in-

tended as an insult; later in the same piece, Straub and Huillet say 

that Godard “makes wonderful films.” Go figure.) Of particular note 

is a roundtable discussion from 1997 on cinema and virtual reality 

with, among others, Paul Virilio and information science special-

ist Philippe Quéau; Straub gets along famously with the former and 

savages the latter.

Writings also features a lengthy work journal by Straub-Huillet 

collaborator Gregory Woods (with extensive annotations by 

Huillet) from the shoot of Moses and Aaron (1973), a robust trove 

of scripts, shooting plans, instructions for cutting and sound mix-

ing, their self-produced press kits (which, suice it to say, are quite 

a trip), roughly sketched budgets, and some wonderful photographs 

taken by their most frequent DP, Renato Berta. Most of this will per-

haps only be of interest to the hardest of hardcore Straubians, but, 

as with Straub-Huillet’s films themselves, if one combs these doc-

uments carefully and patiently, a moving portrait of two stubborn, 

slightly eccentric, perpetually agitated visionaries emerges.

Between Writings and Jean-Marie Straub & Danièle Huillet, our 

sense of who Straub-Huillet were as filmmakers isn’t challenged 

so much as it is intensified and fleshed out. Both books often direct 

our attention away from third-party accounts of the political and 

aesthetic significance of their films and toward the work that begat 

the work, the practical nitty-gritty from which the films emerged. 

Straub-Huillet repeatedly argue in interviews that what they 

themselves have to say isn’t nearly as persuasive or interesting as 

the experience of watching the films; yet the glimpses behind the 

camera that these two books aford us complicates this notion, in-

sofar as the films come to seem like expressions of a greater, career- 

spanning struggle to be those masters “of an honest and moral char-

acter.” We now have the two most substantial chronicles of precise-

ly how Straub-Huillet attempted to stick to their guns across five 

decades of artistic activity, and the body of literature surrounding 

their work is tremendously improved as a result. That’s not to say 

that people will cease walking out of The Death of Empedocles, but 

from now on, those who do stay just might have an even better shot 

at achieving, pace Straub, “a victory against stupidity, contempt, 

and the pimps of the filmmaking sector, who believe, based on their 

own contempt and stupidity, that films can never be stupid enough 

for an audience.”

and filming, but as curiosities go, they’re good fun. This section 

concludes with a short statement of principles, with Straub enun-

ciating a position to which Straub-Huillet’s practice would remain 

faithful every step of the way: “The art of the cinematograph is 

nothing other than the application of space in time. No one will be 

received as a master of cinematographic art who is not of honest and  

moral character.”

Straub’s writings and interviews from the ’60s find him having 

arrived at the intellectual orientation and temperament that would 

basically characterize himself and Huillet from then on. This sec-

tion abounds with polemics: against shot/reverse-shot (a “way of 

making cinema [that] lacks a sense of rebellion against previous, 

outdated photographic procedures”); against the film world at 

large (“The system must be eliminated [like the police, the prisons, 

and the armies]: its parasites and pimps…producers, distributors…

thieves of art house cinema, who despise the public and filmmak-

ing”); against the struggles that Carl Theodor Dreyer experienced 

throughout his own career (“The fact that Dreyer was never able 

to produce a film in color [he had thought about it for more than 

twenty years] nor his film on Christ [a profound revolt against the 

state and the origins of anti-Semitism] reminds us that we live in 

a society that is not worth a frog’s fart”); and against countless 

other things. He also mounts spirited defenses of Not Reconciled, 

Chronicle of Anna Magdalena Bach (1967), and Othon (1969), which 

all seem to have baled much of a public that was not yet familiar 

with their shtick.

As manifest in the Writings, the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s were discur-

sively rich decades for Straub-Huillet, and in reading through them 

one finds no shortage of striking formulations, acidic complaints, 

and underhanded disses. Straub on Martin Heidegger: “He nev-

er interested me. I tried to read him, but he bored me.” Straub on 

Kommunisten 
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When, after 16 shots and nearly 20 minutes, the camera first moves 

in Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet’s Antigone, it punctuates 

a guard’s nervous announcement to the Theban king Kreon of this 

mythic story’s inciting incident: Antigone’s burial of her brother 

Polyneikes, executed and left to rot in the open as a final reprimand 

for deserting the doomed assault on Argos. Though we, the viewers, 

are aware from the beginning of Antigone’s responsibility, neither 

the king nor the city elders (four men doubling as the film’s chorus) 

are, prompting one of the latter to ask, “O Kreon, son of Menokeus, 

can it be that something holy has happened here?” As he delivers 

his question, the camera marks a line break, or even a strophe, pan-

ning quickly from the speaker to settle on the king as he responds, 

contempt bubbling like champagne onto his bearded mug. Though 

Kreon’s rejoinder is pat political bluster—he will not be insulted 

by the intimation that the gods would smile on any individual who 

would so brazenly defy his edict—Straub and Huillet’s decision to 

turn away from a man who asks such a question orients this Antigone 

towards our unholy times, in which secularized progress—“the 

biggest lie in the history of humanity,” according to Straub, a lie as 

likely to hoodwink the Marxist as the capitalist—has replaced the 

divine as the engine of faith. Straub and Huillet are perhaps cine-

ma’s greatest skeptics: their 40-year career (and Straub’s decade of 

solo work following Huillet’s death in 2006) comprises a ruthless 

interrogation of the mechanics of belief. 

As is typical of the pair’s films, its full title is thoroughly de-

scriptive: Die Antigone des Sophokles nach der Hölderlinschen 

Übertragung für die Bühne bearbeitet von Brecht 1948 (Suhrkamp 

Verlag). (The final parenthetical identifies the publisher of the 

text of Bertolt Brecht’s adaptation.) Also typical is this historical 

arrangement, in which a story emanating from antiquity filters 

through the more recent past, in this case twice over, on its way to 

the moment of filming. Huillet compared this schema to geolog-

ical strata, suggesting not only their spatial conception of history 

(Straub: “The art of the cinematograph is nothing other than the 

Seeing Stones 
 
On Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet’s Antigone 
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entirely through the direction of her face, which is often pointed 

intensely towards the earth or the sky, only occasionally towards 

her interlocutor. This stands in stark contrast to Werner Rehm’s 

Kreon, who delivers the hammiest performance the pair ever 

filmed, a burlesque of wild gestures and intonations; his activity is 

of such shrill volume that it comes as little surprise he can hard-

ly see or hear the world beyond himself. Upon hearing the news of 

his son’s death, he falls to the ground and raises his arms high in 

a desperate performance of his grief: a pathetic man certain in his 

belief that neither the gods nor the audience could fail to feel pity 

for what he has brought on himself. In Huillet and Straub’s cinema, 

psychology—the desire to create “believable” characters playing for 

the audience’s identification—is a far more grave form of blindness 

than the absence of vision.

Fellow Cinema Scope contributor Max Nelson concludes his es-

say on Straub-Huillet for n+1 with a question that is both gently 

provocative in light of the reverence with which the recent MoMA 

retrospective was received, and fundamental to understanding the 

duo’s work: “How can it be that cutting a passage of birdsong short, 

overdubbing a soundtrack, or moving the camera through a periph-

eral sightline constitutes a serious ofense to a moviegoer’s freedom 

of imagination, whereas refusing to allow spontaneous human in-

teractions into one’s movies does not?” Across their career, the pair 

worked to create as little as possible; their conception of cinema is 

concerned first of all with what can be seen, or not seen. To show 

“spontaneous human interactions” is to show an event which points 

away from itself, towards psychology or emotion; the situation be-

comes one of belief in the performances. To show the change in 

Sicilian light as clouds push it between grey and blue, the russet or 

cream of rich fabric as it drapes, or the posture of a body as it stands 

its ground, these are situations which can be accepted or rejected, 

but which require no faith, which Straub has called a false moral 

value. Theirs is a polemical cinema arguing in favour of its own me-

chanical ability to frame the world with absolute continuity: there 

is only one being, and cinema is one of its modes. 

application of space in time”), but also pointing to the pressures and 

tensions which accrue around any given story’s historical trajecto-

ry, as gravity pulls all that has, and will, come towards an original 

plane—a movement which, if followed with the attentiveness of 

Huillet and Straub’s films, has the efect not of burying one in the 

past, but of opening up new space for thought in the present. The 

intricacies of the Sophocles-Hölderlin-Brecht vector have been 

dealt with at length by film scholar Barton Byg in the chapter on the 

film in his exemplary 1995 study of the filmmakers, Landscapes of 

Resistance, so I will wander instead into the aforementioned open 

space for thought, which provides firm, fertile ground for consider-

ing the question of belief as it is figured in Antigone.

The film opens with Antigone and her sister Ismene arrayed side 

by side in a medium long shot, the camera set at a 45-degree angle 

from the pair, the perspective leading away to a nettle tree on the 

right of the frame that figures prominently in many compositions. 

Across the roughly 120 shots that follow, the camera will not leave 

this position. Variations in framing depend on character placement, 

lens length, and camera height—in the case of the last, three are 

used, one of which only once to produce the dramatic late revela-

tion of the modern world which surrounds the film’s attic theatrical 

setting, Sicily’s Teatro del Segesta, nearly as old as the story itself. 

The fixed camera cleaves out a cinema-space within the theatre, 

neither spectator nor participant. Byg finds in this a confirmation 

of “thereness,” of the theatre being presented simply as it is; I would 

also suggest that this creates a slightly stranger sensation: it is as 

though the space is considering itself. We are seeing from within the 

gaze of blind stones. 

Indeed, blindness abounds: the spectre of Antigone’s father, 

Oedipus, hangs over all, and it is the blind Tiresias who arrives to 

excoriate Kreon for both the folly of his war on Argos and his hasty 

celebration of victory, a moment that all but confirms the fall of 

Thebes. As played by Astrid Ofner, whose eyes are the darkest ha-

zel, there is a certain blindness to Antigone as well. She speaks her 

lines with conviction and stillness, drawing out their force almost 
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“Better Call Saul is the shit and looks like—

waitfor it—digital Pedro Costa.” 

—@bmrow, April 17, 2016
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future Saul Goodman (once again, check Wikipedia)—and the 21st- 

century expedience he represents encroach on his professional ter-

ritory. The way Chuck’s sickness has been visualized, however, is 

extraordinary: his living room is a murky vortex punctured in the 

afternoon by large shafts of sunshine, and at night by pinpricks of 

lantern light, a suitable habitat for a man whose black-and-white 

morality is beginning to go greyscale. Hunched on the couch be-

neath the foil blanket he believes protects him from harmful, un-

seen forces, the elder McGill is piteous and amusing, but also some-

how otherworldly. By the time he’s desperately encased every square 

inch of the place in Mylar in the second-season finale, it’s clear that 

the line between external representation and interior reality is be-

ing crossed with purpose and gusto both. (To continue and then 

mercifully conclude our Costa analogy, the extended passages of 

Chuck in Nixonian repose are the closest Better Call Saul gets to In  

Vanda’s Room.)

A figure seen mostly in dimness, Chuck nevertheless views him-

self as the keeper of the flame, and his eforts to keep his brother 

from extinguishing that light are the spine of Better Call Saul’s 

unsubtle—and no less enjoyable for it—Cain-and-Abel narrative, 

which trumps Breaking Bad by ofering up a devilishly complex 

(and downright dialectical) duet of character studies instead of the 

more familiar post-Sopranos conceit of a single protagonist with 

a dualistic nature (i.e., Breaking Bad’s nerd turned neo-Scarface 

Walter White). It’s one thing to take a supporting character from 

a long-running and mostly beloved show and build a series around 

him, as Gilligan and co-creator Peter Gould did for intermingled 

mercenary and artistic reasons. It’s another to so quickly and pre-

cisely recognize what made said character (and the actor playing 

him) so resonant in limited screen time, and then cast a co-star 

who can reflect and refract those qualities like a slightly tinted  

mirror image. 

Like Odenkirk, McKean is a skilled comedian whose genial fea-

tures twist easily into craven calculation, and he has the smugness 

of the dutiful son down pat: the long-sufering glare of the good kid 

who has to apologize for his sibling. (A late-in-the-game flashback 

to both McGills keeping a vigil over their dying mother fills in cer-

tain blanks with ruthless eiciency). Because we already know, via 

Breaking Bad, that Jimmy/Saul is destined to be a scumbag, Chuck’s 

attempts to undermine a legal career that keeps threatening to 

crash and burn on its own are understandable. The monstrous 

self-righteousness with which Chuck undertakes this task gives 

one pause, though, and suggests an equally warped pathology. If the  

inveterately fraudulent “Slipping Jimmy” represents some hard-

wired human instinct to take the low road at every opportunity, 

Chuck’s inability to accept his own potential fallibility (a major 

plot point in Season Two) is the sort of flaming hubris that burns 

the soul down to the wick. The horrible, retrospectively inevitable 

revelation in the second-season finale—that Chuck has secretly re-

corded Jimmy’s damning admission of tampering with court docu-

ments—suggests that darkness has fallen for the foreseeable future.

The always-perspicacious Matt Zoller Seitz has called Better Call 

Saul the “anti-Breaking Bad,” and I’d agree, except that I’d alter the 

angle of the designation slightly. Where Seitz (rightly) suggests that 

Gilligan’s second show is more relaxed and less potboiler-ish than 

its predecessor, the true reversal has to do with its protagonist’s 

underlying conundrum. What makes Jimmy compelling is that it 

Twitter isn’t always right, but when it is, the results can be illumi-

nating. It might seem odd to begin an appreciation of AMC’s Better 

Caul Saul by talking about lighting; in the great mainstream mov-

ing-images culture war between film and TV (now entering its sev-

enth smash decade!), aesthetics are supposed to be the cinephile’s 

secret weapon to repel the barbarians at the gate advocating for the 

cultural primacy of premium-cable series. The small (and, more re-

cently, almost exclusively flat and wide) screen is a writer’s medium, 

the received wisdom decrees, and film is for directors. And so the 

gospel of auteurism becomes the cult of the showrunner, and one 

with diferent criterions of value, less a question of mise en scène 

than “world-building”: not so much the placement of elements 

within the frame, but the creation and maintenance of a fertile 

diegetic environment to be visited (by the viewer) and inhabited (by 

the characters) on an ongoing basis.

The world of Better Call Saul is of course an extension of the one 

built by Vince Gilligan for his previous AMC series Breaking Bad, 

which by now ranks high for many in the second “Golden Age of 

Television” pantheon. In some ways, it looks similar, unfolding 

across swaths of commercial real estate in Albuquerque, a bleak 

landscape of mini-malls and corporate low-rises at the edge of the 

desert. Rather than rehash the narrative relationship between 

these two New Mexico-set neo(n)-noirs, or even recapping the lat-

ter’s overall plot (that’s what Wikipedia is for), it’s worth pointing 

out a crucial aesthetic diference between them. While Breaking 

Bad was one of the last shows to be shot on film, Better Call Saul is 

shot entirely on the 6K EPIC DRAGON camera—a decision made by 

cinematographer Arthur Albert, whose not-so-distinguished track 

record in features (though all due respect to Norm McDonald’s 

Dirty Work [1998]) belies his accomplishments here. 

The aforementioned Tweet invoking Pedro Costa to praise Saul 

is factually wobbly: Costa has been shooting on digital video since 

In Vanda’s Room (2000). (Perhaps the Tweeter was thinking of 

Ossos.)  But it’s also apt, because Albert, working with the 11 dif-

ferent directors who’ve signed episodes so far, has (even if totally 

unconsciously) infused Better Call Saul with some of the same 

magisterial master-shot atmosphere. Albert’s array of outrageous-

ly canted, locked-of angles (in contrast to Breaking Bad’s bobbing 

handheld takes), shifting focal depth, and—especially—recurring 

motif of isolating characters at a distance against and within neg-

ative space establish what Kent Jones has often called “the greater 

drama of light and shadow.” 

The style exists over top of (but hardly apart from) the excellent 

writing and acting on ofer; it would seem that after two seasons 

this television program is, unexpectedly but first and foremost, a 

formal triumph. Take, for example, the home of Better Call Saul’s 

nominal antagonist (though surely for some he is the series’ tragic 

hero), Michael McKean’s Chuck McGill. A brilliant and profession-

ally admired lawyer, McGill has been turned into a veritable hermit 

by a debilitating, and completely psychosomatic, case of “electro-

magnetic hypersensitivity,” which requires anybody visiting him to 

ditch watches, cell phones, and anything else metal in his mailbox. 

In writerly terms, this aliction is as broadly metaphorical as, say, 

the rabbi’s blindness in Woody Allen’s Crimes and Misdemeanors 

(1989). Chuck’s paralyzing terror in the presence of anything new-

fangled underlines the old-school legal-eagle ethos he feels slip-

ping away, as his younger brother Jimmy (Bob Odenkirk)—the 
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is almost always his attempts at doing the “right” thing (usually 

as instructed or specified by some other party) that get him in the 

most trouble. He gets along, albeit by the skin of his teeth, when 

he’s cutting corners, which leads us to contemplate whether or not 

consistent and egregious dishonesty is a crime in and of itself when 

it’s (mostly) harmless, or if our anti-hero’s greatest transgression 

is trying to deny his basic nature—with the joyless shut-in Chuck 

serving as a witness for the prosecution and a cautionary tale about 

virtue as its own reward.

That the stakes for this ethical wrestling match have been kept 

relatively low so far arguably heightens the enjoyment, holding 

back on the quasi-apocalyptic violence that took Breaking Bad into 

the realm of live-action cartoonery. However well-acted by Bryan 

Cranston, Walter White followed an all too familiar downward arc 

as he descended into crime-boss brutality. Watching Odenkirk’s 

crooked arrow try to go straight is recognizable in a diferent way: 

instead of a genre archetype inflated to mythological proportions, 

we get a guy who struggles to attain even the level of a cliché. The 

reference point here isn’t Tony Montana, it’s Willy Loman, or maybe 

one of Glengarry Glen Ross’ shirt-sleeved strivers. (No coincidence 

that the best sketch in the recent Mr. Show redux cast Odenkirk as 

a desperately sweaty veteran salesman, so insecure that he can’t 

hawk copies of the Koran to a Muslim study group.)

There’s been enough enthusiastic writing about the other mem-

bers of Gilligan and Gould’s ensemble that it’s redundant to go 

on too long about them here; suice it to say that both Jonathan 

Banks (like Odenkirk, reprising the part that made him famous 

on Breaking Bad) and Rhea Seehorn (whose voraciously ambitious 

attorney Kim Wexler has gained strength and dimension after a 

wobbly start as Jimmy’s platonic confidant) do the kind of good, 

detailed character work that the serial format supports. (This is 

probably why so many journeyman movie actors end up looking 

good after the shift to TV: they actually get enough scenes to leave a  

real impression.) 

It’s not a slight to the cast, however, to point out that some of the 

very best moments for these supporting players have as much—if 

not more—to do with the staging (directing, shooting, and design) 

as with the delivery of dialogue. The long, wordless sequence where 

Banks’ ex-cop/freelance bodyguard stalks (but doesn’t get to shoot) 

the drug dealer threatening his live-and-let-live semi-retirement 

borrows its telescoped perspectives and deathly stillness from No 

Country for Old Men (2007). And the best summation of rule-stick-

ler Kim’s simultaneous attraction and wariness for Jimmy comes 

when he hands her a business card proposing a joint law-firm, 

“Wexler & McGill,” the first letters of their surnames pointedly 

inverted—suggesting either polar opposites or a perfect match, if 

one of them would rotate their worldview 90 degrees or so. (And 

speaking of rotation, that snaky, proudly Touch of Evil-inspired 

three-minute shot kicking of Season Two’s eighth episode—outlin-

ing the process by which contraband gets smuggled across the Tex-

Mex border—is an example of stylistic muscle-flexing that stands as 

one of the series’ low points; if I want ostentatious displays of virtu-

osity, I’ll watch True Detective, thanks.)

A final word about Odenkirk, whose mercurial sketch-to-sketch 

brilliance all those years ago on Mr. Show—often playing the kind of 

desperate not-so-smoothie that led Gilligan to cast him in Breaking 

Bad—has deepened with age into what can only be called great act-

ing: the complete inhabitation of a character whose behaviour is 

sometimes mysterious to himself, yet still perfectly legible to the 

audience. This was not the case for Breaking Bad’s Saul, who was, 

after all, just so much comic relief: a grotesque from the criminal 

subculture that Walter White reluctantly joined up with and dou-

bled-down on when he had no other choice. Here, the comic relief 

is the drama, and Odenkirk’s ability to switch between diferent 

levels of shtick—the character’s unctuous, dead-eyed glad-handing 

(which only really works on impressionable dumbass teens and the 

very elderly), as well as the actor’s own well-practiced verbal and 

physical trickery—and completely open, transparent, emotional ex-

pressiveness is formidable indeed. 

When Jimmy, camped out in the shadows across the street from 

a photocopy place—transformed here into a genuine crucible for 

drama by plot machinations too byzantine to spoil—watches his 

increasingly apoplectic brother, who is out to expose his treachery, 

sufer a terrible accident (framed through glass, beneath interior 

fluorescent lights in a composition perfectly calibrated for dream-

like distance), the excruciating play of impulses across the actor’s 

eyes transcends the immediate narrative consequences of the scen-

ario. In these shots, Odenkirk combines concern, shame, and, some-

where in the mix, a little glint of excitement that it might be possible 

to get away with something very bad, maybe once and for all. That 

Gilligan and Gould send him hurtling to the rescue—en route to his 

doom—is as much a function of form as storytelling: the show must 

go on, after all. But as a portrait of moral paralysis, Jimmy’s indeci-

sion—and Odenkirk’s wolfish face, bristling with anguish—isn’t  

easily forgotten.  
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Midway through Ryan Murphy s miniseries American Crime 

Story: The People v. O.J. Simpson, a gossip columnist not so sub-

tly glosses the series unstated goal of courting both thoughtful 

news consumers and impressionable rubes. Rather than leave 

the 20-year retrospectives of one of the highest-profile murder 

trials in American history to the likes of the professional vul-

tures at CNN and HLN�who have thoroughly picked over the 

bodies of victims Nicole Brown and Ronald Goldman since their 

deaths in 1994�Murphy turns the trial of the accused and ulti-

mately acquitted running back, broadcaster, Hertz pitchman, 

and sometimes comic actor into think-piece fodder for armchair 

critical theorists and gossip connoisseurs alike. When the murder 

victim s cocaine-dusted confidante (and future Real Housewife) 

Faye Resnick (Connie Britton) considers churning out a tell-all in 

time for opening statements, Murphy gestures to the thoughtless 

horror show this series might have been when he has Resnick s 

American-Made Murder 
 

Ryan Murphy’s The People v. O.J. Simpson and Ezra Edelman’s  

O.J.: Made in America  
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ghostwriter, a National Enquirer editor, coo, �We are gonna sell a 

lot of books. In a non-exploitative way, I hope.�

As meta jokes about the garishness of making good television 

out of bad deaths go, this is cringe-worthy stuf, but it does go 

some way toward articulating the problem with marking ugly 

anniversaries such as this, or justifying an academic interest in 

a cultural event that began with a woman s brutal murder at the 

likely hands of her estranged husband. The series is riddled with 

such footnotes about its own questionable taste, which draw a 

tentative line between the gossip rags that tracked the case at 

the time and the ten-hour prestige miniseries that now elevates 

the trial to the level of a quintessentially �American story. To be 

sure, these lofty moments of self-awareness about the dangers of 

turning celebrity news into national tragedy sit awkwardly beside 

Murphy s compulsion to revel in every salacious rumour, e.g., how 

Simpson nearly killed himself in a pre-teen Kim Kardashian s 

bedroom. That tension inevitably yields a certain degree of cog-

nitive disconnect, with the series chiding media dumpster-div-

ing in one moment and then plunging right into the moral muck 

in the next. But this sheepish acknowledgment of how base cu-

riosity plays at least as integral a part as sociological relevance 

in keeping stories like this alive also makes Murphy s series an 

essential counterpart to its classier competitor in the Simpson 

sweepstakes, Ezra Edelman s sprawling five-part documentary 

O.J.: Made in America. 

Clocking in just shy of eight hours, Edelman s ESPN-backed 

film forgoes Murphy s emphasis on the trial s crises of careers 

and hairstyles to take a longer view of Simpson s cultural mean-

ing as, among other things, the most palatable black athlete for 

white football fans in the 70s. For Edelman, Simpson registers as 

a calculating, charismatic man whose self-written Horatio Alger 

myth leading up to the murders happened to coincide with critical 

moments in race relations in late 20th-century America, despite 

his near total lack of interest in politics. Sociologically astute, me-

thodical, and committed to being non-exploitative in its parallel-

ing of Simpson s trial with a history of police brutality and civil 

rights violations dating back at least as far as the Watts riots of 

1965, Edelman s film is the definitive retrospective for people who 

wouldn t dare dirty their hands rifling through Resnick s book. 

But viewed in light of The People v. O.J. Simpson s insight about 

how vulgarity tends to fuel the memorialization of such events, 

its tasteful approach carries with it as many limitations as the 

gaucheness of its more debased cousin. 

Even as they parse the Simpson trial s wider significance�

whether as a milestone for African Americans who viewed it as a 

long-belated referendum on the systemic racism of the LAPD, or 

a landmark of pre-TMZ celebrity culture�both the Murphy and 

Edelman series place the curious figure of Simpson himself up 

front, openly grappling with the problem of psychologizing a cen-

tral character who, for legal reasons, cannot give a compelling ac-

count of himself. Before diving into his absent star s sterling col-

lege football career, which takes up the bulk of the first episode, 

Edelman opens with video of a recent bail hearing for Simpson s 

robbery conviction: looking bloated and sallow, Simpson sighs 

The People v. O.J. Simpson
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to The People v. O.J. Simpson without acknowledging that despite 

its prestige trappings—from its Oscar- and Emmy-rich cast to its 

hot-button interest in race, gender, and the media—it largely hails 

from the same trash bin as Resnick’s book. Though Murphy’s sta-

ble of directors includes steady hands like John Singleton and 

Anthony Hemingway (The Wire, Treme), the house style could 

charitably be described as busy: no whip pan, quick cut, or over-

wrought song cue goes unused. 

Edelman’s work is cool where Murphy’s is overheated, its rev-

erent approach underscored by the plaintive strings that imme-

diately ground the first episode in Thomas Newman country. 

Each episode grapples with a structural contradiction between 

Simpson’s professional and personal life and the toxic racial 

context around him. Though it verges on being too on the nose, 

Edelman’s cross-cutting between Simpson as an honoured guest 

at a University of Southern California dinner hosted by Bob Hope 

and a Robert F. Kennedy rally on civil rights is seamless and evoc-

ative, while Murphy’s sped-up opening montage of footage from 

the 1992 L.A. riots is frenzied and insulting to the rioters, who 

are reduced to almost pure animality. At another point Edelman 

smartly juxtaposes a considerably more historically grounded 

portrait of the L.A. riots with Simpson’s settlement in the rich 

white enclave of Brentwood, his glistening compound standing 

like a walled garden separated from the world around it—until the 

infamous Bronco chase brought the police to the door.

But for all its aesthetic deficits in comparison, The People v. 

O.J. Simpson gets at underlying truths not necessarily supported 

by the documentary record�impressions that feel real but only 

have a basis in hearsay or common sense. Demonized in gendered 

terms at the time for her supposedly �shrill presentation and 

her unfortunate perm, prosecutor Marcia Clark (Sarah Paulson) 

re-emerges here as an Athena figure, wounded by the mounting 

evidence that she isn t connecting with the jury but vigilant in her 

mission. Murphy also draws nuanced performances from both 

Courtney B. Vance and Sterling K. Brown as Johnnie Cochran 

and Chris Darden, respectively; though overly simplifying their 

roles at opposite ends of the table in pursuit of justice for black 

men in America, through the characters  recurring conversations 

Murphy captures the circumscribed ways in which black profes-

sionals have to navigate a system that isn t built to serve them. 

If The People v. O.J. Simpson excels at drawing out a kind of gut 

truthfulness, it is as much because of its maker s poor taste as in 

spite of it. In the end, it doesn t much matter whether Cochran 

actually visited Simpson in his cell (as Murphy shows him doing) 

to pitch him on his own mythology in a moment of doubt, posi-

tioning himself as a humble black subject bending the knee to the 

sports god who inspired him in his own hour of need. Moments 

like this feel emotionally real, despite the persistent feeling that 

what we are witnessing here is essentially Johnnie Cochran fan 

fiction. While Edelman goes as far as he can with his scrupu-

lously respectful take on this material, there is a slickness be-

neath this sheen of propriety and a somewhat hollow rhetorical 

appeal to exhaustiveness that isn t entirely borne out by the re-

sult. In comparison to Edelman s sober monument, Murphy s 

all-star masquerade demonstrates that when it comes to fully 

evoking the cultural resonance of an event like the Simpson trial, 

hucksterish fabrication can be even more telling than dutifully  

assembled fact.  

when asked to recall the first time he was arrested. Beyond this 

rare moment of self-expression, Edelman s Simpson is a spectre 

in both personal and collective memories: a big smile in posed 

photos with mostly white captains of industry, and a booming 

voice in a nice suit in archival clips from Monday Night Football, 

but otherwise just a topic of hushed conversation for those who 

knew him. Murphy similarly opens on a note of remoteness, first 

capturing Cuba Gooding Jr. s Simpson on the night of the murders 

as he darts through the garden on his way to an awaiting limo, 

his clipped conversation with the driver about celebrity clients 

revealing nothing of himself or what he s just done. Manic and 

childlike for most of the series, Gooding s �Juice remains a ci-

pher, little more than an animated version of the statue in his own 

image that guards his lawn.  

The point seems to be that for all the images of him that have 

been reproduced and disseminated over the years, Simpson is a 

blank slate�either meaningless until invested with meaning by 

others (model minority status, black pride or its absence, guilt, 

or innocence), or too full of competing meanings to yield a defin-

itive reading. This argument is more subtly made by Edelman, 

who treats the revelation of Simpson s domestic abuse of Brown 

prior to her murder as something like a mystery of character: 

a defining private trait that doesn t match the public record he 

carefully parses in the first few episodes, but which runs through 

those same salad years when Simpson came to stand as the em-

bodiment of absolute speed and power for football fans. Gooding s 

Simpson is at once more obviously guilty�flashing a tight smile, 

for instance, when detectives push him to explain how he cut his 

finger�and more inscrutable, complaining at one point that he 

doesn t understand what columnists are saying about him when 

they claim he s �come to represent the cross-section of racial poli-

tics, due process, and celebrity culture.

In moments like these, The People v. O.J. Simpson stakes a claim 

to being the best bad show on television: ham-fisted but percep-

tive about the way Simpson has come to serve as a personification 

for whatever subject the culture industry wants to write about. 

That s an interesting, albeit cynical, proposal, which Edelman s 

film refutes in its attention to how even a supposedly transcend-

ent black star like Simpson can t help but be a product of his world. 

While O.J.: Made in America also notes that the Simpson trial was 

less significant as a specific criminal proceeding than as a release 

valve for mounting frustration within the black community, a re-

buke to the hostile policing and toxic bigotry that lead detective 

Mark Fuhrman came to embody in court, it does not do so glib-

ly. When a jury member speaks of Simpson s not-guilty verdict as 

a form of retribution for the acquittal of the policemen who as-

saulted Rodney King on videotape and still came out unscathed, 

it doesn t feel like an arbitrary substitution of one verdict for an-

other. That s because Edelman, in both his meticulously traced 

timeline and his candid interviews with activists and journalists 

in Los Angeles, has already worked to establish the brokenness of 

the American justice system in case after case of white defend-

ants facing no punitive action for the violence they ve done to 

black bodies.

The diference isn’t just one of opinion—the one holding that 

Simpson is an empty signifier, the other contending that for many 

watching the trial Simpson’s blackness transcended his own es-

sential hollowness—but of sensibility. It’s di�cult to do justice 
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W
hen you become obsessed with creating realism you 

create something fake. When you become obsessed 

with recreating reality you can create something hi-

larious. 

This idea hit me hard while watching the “Smokers 

Allowed” episode of Nathan Fielder’s Comedy Central 

series Nathan for You. For the uninitiated, Nathan for You plays 

like a bizzaro Home and Garden TV reality show. It uses all of the 

language: the cheesy stock music, the camera wipes, Dutch angles, 

and, my personal favourite, the host walking towards the camera to 

make you feel like you’re watching a legitimate business remodel-

ling show. It doesn’t feel like a parody—BUT IT IS.

Fielder plays the host, who is sincere in his desire to help his “cli-

ents” (struggling small business proprietors), but who seems equal-

ly concerned with his desire to find friendship and meaning in his 

work. This creates the ongoing narrative throughout the past three 

seasons. Nathan for You is so funny that it has repeatedly made me 

pause the television so that I could cry. It actually hurts, and that’s 

because of what it is doing to my expectations. The only diference 

between Nathan for You and Beyond the Tank is Nathan Fielder. He 

is incapable of performing his duty as a straight-up host. The char-

acter of “Nathan Fielder” is oblivious to the idea of the separation 

between “acting it up” and real life. He can’t tell the diference and 

neither can we, so we buy into the whole show. The key to all of this 

is Fielder’s unbending commitment to the idea that he is making a 

reality TV show. 

The Gag of Realism 
 
Nathan for You 

B Y  B E N N Y  S A F D I E
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a plan to permit her patrons to light up inside. It turns out that the 

only way you can smoke inside in the state of California is if one is 

participating in a theatrical production. So Fielder puts two thea-

tre chairs and a red curtain in the corner of the bar and gives two 

tickets away to the new play Smokers Allowed. Suddenly all of the 

bar’s patrons become actors. The night is completely normal. After 

all, these “actors” are just people in a bar doing what they would 

normally do. Eventually Fielder closes the curtains and ends the 

“show.” The owner is relieved because she made extra money and 

Fielder is happy because she’s happy. But to his surprise the audi-

ence loved it as theatre. They felt it captured a sense of realism (IT 

WAS REAL!) and loved its avant-garde nature. Fielder shows it to 

some academic types who agree on camera. 

This is where Fielder reaches new heights. By realizing he has po-

tentially stumbled onto a hit play, he becomes obsessed. Instead of 

embracing the idea of allowing people to just sit and be a fly on the 

wall, with new “actors” every night, and smoke to their hearts con-

tent, Fielder, the character, is convinced it is not the concept that is 

successful but the content. People don’t want to watch realism—they 

want to watch realism to PERFECTION!

He spends weeks transcribing the conversations and choreo-

graphing the movements of every person in the bar from that one 

night. He casts the entire play with actors and has them rehearse 

the scenes and movements like clockwork, again going to lengths 

never before seen to recreate the real. The whole process is incred-

ible to watch, but the highlight goes to getting “the couple” to really 

feel like they are in love. Fielder momentarily takes the place of the 

“boyfriend” character to direct the scene from within. He stares his 

“girlfriend” in the eyes and has her repeat “I love you” over and over. 

It starts out like a teacher mercifully forcing a line reading and be-

comes Nathan wanting to be loved, until the actress notices a tear 

roll down Fielder’s face. On the night of the performance Fielder 

brings a larger audience to witness his creation. When the curtains 

open, they see a bar. It is exactly what the first audience members 

saw only this time it’s fake. 

Here is where it gets confusing. All this new audience sees in this 

“play” is a normal night at a bar, and they react accordingly. What 

the audience at home is watching is something far greater, but not 

that much diferent. We are watching a painstakingly exact repli-

ca of normalcy. Fielder shows us this in split screen: from the man 

showing of a skateboard to a selfie in the corner (the climax of the 

“action”), it’s all exactly as it happened that first, extremely une-

ventful night. The level of detail and control is exactly like the Royal 

Garden restaurant scene in Tati’s PlayTime (1967). In Tati’s film, the 

hot new restaurant is so eager to open that they do so while liter-

ally still building the place. The humour lies in the management’s 

attempts to hide every mishap from the patrons. It’s opening night 

and the last thing they want is people to see the real restaurant. 

Tati derives his humour from the meticulous nature and beauty of 

the gag; it isn’t until everyone sees the inner workings of the res-

taurant—it literally falls apart—that they have a good time. Fielder 

is working in the same way. In “Smokers Allowed,” Fielder derives 

humour from a meticulous re-creation of reality. This in turn be-

comes the gag. The precision and exactitude make it even funnier. 

In the end, all Fielder did was recreate something real perfectly. It’s 

only because we know, just like the people in Tati’s restaurant, how 

much work went into that recreation that it’s hilarious. The age-old 

question “Is it real or fake?” just got more complicated.

The graduate of one of “Canada’s top business schools with really 

good grades,” Fielder is truly a national treasure. He has somehow 

melded Jacques Tati and Mark Cuban. It’s no surprise that the first 

two seasons of Nathan for You produced massive viral hits. The 

first global phenomenon showed a home video of a heroic pig sav-

ing a goat from a pond at a petting zoo. It was flawless and looked 

completely real. Newscasters all over the world played the clip and 

cried, “We should all be like this hero pig!” But for months Fielder 

was silent. This could have been the best advertising for the show 

ever, but instead of coming clean, he let it ride out all the way until 

the episode, “Santa/Petting Zoo,” aired. Only then did he expose 

the video as one of the most elaborate productions imaginable, in-

volving scuba divers, stunt pigs, and even ADR of the “cameraman.” 

The episode is incredible because it not only shows how hard it is 

to make something fake look real, but it also shows the discipline 

on Fielder’s part. He won’t let the show’s “contestant” advertise the 

video (even though that was the purpose of the video) because he 

doesn’t want people to think it’s fake. Fielder’s cherishing of real-

ism is in itself the source of the humour. 

The next viral hit was Season Two’s episode “Dumb Starbucks.” 

Fielder created a cofee shop in Los Angeles identical to Starbucks 

down to its logo and avoided copyright infringements because he 

put the word “Dumb” in front, legally making it a parody. (The bulk 

of the episode shows him hilariously trying to establish legitimacy 

as a parody artist; indeed, it can be argued that at his best Fielder is 

creating conceptual art.) People went nuts. Lines stretched around 

the block and cups were sold on eBay for hundreds of dollars. 

Though Fielder was reluctant to take credit—people thought it was 

Banksy—eventually it came out he was behind the whole thing, but 

instead of priding himself on his intellectual humour, he released a 

video claiming its sincerity. The video plays like a local TV ad for a 

cofee shop. The style is directly ripped from local TV commercial 

language, but again Fielder is not playing it for parody. He even says, 

“This is no bit or joke, this is a real business I plan to get rich from.” 

By playing it for realism and not flinching, it’s so much funnier. He 

created something genuinely fake.

All of this brings me to Fielder’s masterpiece, Season Three’s 

“Smokers Allowed.” As the owner of a dive bar claims anti-smoking 

laws have led to a drop in business, this episode focuses on devising 



Gentlemen,  
We’ll Do Better Next Time 
“Messieurs, nous ferons mieux  

la prochaine fois.” 

—Fagon, Le mort de Louis XIV
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Mungiu, Brillante Mendoza, Andrea Arnold (polishing of her Jury 

Prize hat trick), and, in a surprising twist just to enrage the boo-

birds a bit more, Olivier Assayas. (Pick the outlier. And, yes, I had 

no problem with the supernaturally tinged Personal Shopper, a 

film that, whatever you want to say about it, is never boring. Maybe 

the boos at the press screening were by ghosts.) Someday an en-

terprising critic will write a book devoted to the auteurs anointed 

by the Cannes festival in its current incarnation; Cannes used to 

present auteurs, now it essentially creates them. Exemplars in this 

year’s Competition included Arnold, Nicolas Winding Refn, Dolan, 

Mungiu, Park Chan-wook, Mendoza, and even the Dardennes to 

some extent: though La fille inconnue is better than the last one, 

it still finds the brothers spinning their wheels, or, it might even 

be said, making films more for Cannes than for themselves. (The 

multiple Les Films des Fleuve co-productions at Cannes included 

I, Daniel Blake, Graduation, and something in Un Certain Regard 

called La danseuse…another regrettable sign that the brothers have 

eyes mainly for the Croisette.) Other members of this illustrious 

club certainly include Paolo Sorrentino (I’ll say it each time it ap-

plies: at least he didn’t win a prize this year), the great Maiwenn, 

Michel Franco, this year’s Shorts and Cinefondation jury president 

Naomi Kawase, Nuri Bilge Ceylan, Jacques Audiard, Gaspar Noé, 

and, of course, Frémaux’s dynamic duo of Michael Haneke and, ban 

notwithstanding, Lars von Trier. Who wouldn’t buy that book…and 

then burn it with pleasure. 

A shockingly high number of members in this rogues’ gallery 

have served on Cannes juries after being welcomed into “le club,” 

and that goes a long way towards explaining what went on this year, 

combined with the fact that few actors and directors have the ca-

T
he already established conventional wisdom is that 2016 

saw a strong Cannes Competition ruined by a set of awful 

awards from a dunderheaded jury of circus clowns led by 

third-time’s-a-charm George Miller—and while I certainly 

agree with the latter contention, the former may be taking 

things a bit too far. This year’s marathon of a Competition 

indeed started and ended strong, but plummeted to a predictable 

depth in the middle. Let’s say I saw around ten films worth taking 

home and re-seeing, which is about the same as last year—and for 

my admittedly high standards, that’s good enough. It’s tempting to 

co-opt the already classic final words of Albert Serra’s barnstorm-

ing “Special Honorary Jean-Pierre Léaud Screening” to the jury 

with regards to the awards, and next time they certainly will do bet-

ter, as it’s impossible to do worse. (Far from being underground, it 

turns out that the real terrorists were in plain sight all along.) More 

apropos words in this situation come in the form of another quote 

from Louis XIV: “Je m’en vais, mais l’État demeurera toujours” (“I 

am going away, but the State will always remain”). For in Cannes, 

Thierry “L’État, c’est moi” Frémaux rules supreme, an all-powerful 

monarch who sets the rules, chooses the films, handpicks the nine 

members of the jury, and then contentedly sits back to watch the 

critical community flail their arms about at the rank miscarriage 

of justice, with little power to do anything to change the situation. 

For, to paraphrase the Brothers Coen, Cannes is by no means a film 

festival for the critics. Which begs the question—which for the life 

of me I can’t answer definitively—“Who is it for, then?”

This year’s specific answer might consist of a list of names, plus 

whomever is selling their films: Ken Loach (with his lucky 13th 

film in the Competition), Xavier Dolan, Asghar Farhadi, Cristian 

Left: Elle 

Below: Juste la fin du monde 
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pacity to judge anything when it comes to cinema. I wonder how 

many members of this jury has seen any films from the Romanian 

New Wave, as that’s the only explanation for giving Best Director 

to former juror Mungiu, whose Graduation is, simply put, a boring 

procession of unglamorously framed two-shots touching on this 

most well-trod of plot lines and unresolvable moral conundrums. 

Compared to the great Sieranevada by a master filmmaker, Cristi 

Puiu, Mungiu’s literal-minded slog looks even worse—which of 

course, in the Opposite Land of Cannes juries, makes it look better. 

(Though it’s his first film in Competition, Puiu is the exception that 

proves the rule.) Stories have always circulated about whispering 

in ears from on high, or a boss asking the jury to “try again.” But 

to repeat, gentlemen, don’t think it’ll be diferent the next time: an 

educated guess based on past incarnations will see either Mendoza, 

Farhadi, or Jef “Oscar Bait” Nichols on next year’s jury, unless 

Frémaux throws a curveball and seats Best Actress winner Jaclyn 

Jose (and her co-star, her daughter), and history will repeat itself. 

Stranger things have happened. Actually, I’ll put my money on  

Shia LaBeouf.

Last year’s Dheepan-awarding jury saw the illustrious participa-

tion of one Xavier Dolan, and in his chair this year was relative new-

comer László Nemes (at least we got that guy out of the way fast). 

Nemes won the Grand Prix last year for Son of Saul (a film that failed 

at the North American box oice—so much for the theory that the 

festival is for buyers), and was asked to comment on awarding Dolan 

the same prize this year. Like many answers at the uncomfortable 

jury press conference, Nemes stammered something about Dolan 

shooting on 35mm and avoided the question entirely, as if a devil was 

watching over his shoulder—and he probably was. As far as Dolan’s 

film goes...well, after the initial press reactions wavered from scath-

ing to personally insulting, you almost—almost—had to feel sorry 

for the guy; well, sorry mixed with a healthy dose of schadenfreude. 

Having missed being served up that juicy slice of humble pie due 

to a prior acting commitment (and also missing out on that surely 

immaculate 35mm print), I had to wait a day to have my eardrums 

blown apart by French star-driven hysteria. (Of special note for 

scorn, if I have to pick two, are Vincent Cassel and a meek Marion 

Cotillard, who serves as a counterpoint to all the screaming, neither 

of whom are up for what Dolan demands of them.) 

Rather than being ofensive, Juste la fin du monde is just what the 

unrepentant French (still Dolan’s biggest fans, and maybe the film 

does work better in its native tongue) would call nul: it’s a one-note 

film that sets a shrill tone early, never wavers over the course of its 

mercifully short running time, and is an experience completely 

bereft of any pleasure or fun, right down to André Turpin’s claus-

trophobic cinematography. Say what you will about Mommy (2014), 

but at least it had, as one says in the fashion world, “flair”; Juste la 

fin du monde takes the fun out of dysfunction. Dolan’s reaction, of 

course, was to attack his critics and laughably claim that all of a sud-

den “Cannes is sinking into a culture of hatred.” Then he had to go 

of and win the Grand Prix from the O.J.-like jury of his peers (e.g., 

fellow Montréaler Donald Sutherland), tearing up as he delivered a 

belated dedication to his costume designer, once again proving the 

adage that some things in life are just too good to be true and that, at 

the end of the world, the critics are the ones with the pie splattered 

all over their faces. 

trailblazers
Newly restored Blu-ray and DVD special editions 

from The Criterion Collection

The New World • Carnival of Souls • The Immortal Story • Woman in the Dunes •  

Ingrid Bergman: In Her Own Words • McCabe & Mrs. Miller • A Touch of Zen • 

Muriel, or The Time of Return • The In-Laws • Night and Fog •  

A Taste of Honey • Chimes at Midnight 

         www.criterion.com
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Maybe it’s not the best segue from The Neon Demon (though 

I suppose an argument can be made), but perhaps the most no-

table common ground amongst the Competition titles was the 

representation of strong female protagonists. Though Frémaux 

brushed of the criticism that he only included three female direc-

tors in Competition, his eye seemed to be drawn towards powerful 

and/or multidimensional portraits of women, and for that he de-

serves some credit. Not all, however, succeeded. Directed (rather, 

“screamed”) by Andrea Arnold, the 162-minute crapfest American 

Honey has both, but the (again) former Cannes juror’s gross foray 

into the milieu of young, white-trash door-to-door magazine sales-

man stands alongside the worst examples of foreign directors try-

ing to tell us about “America.” (Like many who can’t take Arnold in 

typical “girl with the most cake” mode, I fled halfway through after 

getting the point.) Jaclyn Jose’s performance in Ma Rosa—a real 

shock considering the other actresses in the Competition—is bur-

ied in a smudge film with a true aesthetics of ugliness, as Brilliante 

Mendoza again descends into the slums of Manila for one night of 

hell, albeit this time taking a breath in a corrupt police station and 

making a minor heroine out of a minor drug dealer in what is barely 

a minor film. 

The strongest titles in this regard came from Competition new-

comers, both less established filmmakers and one old whipper-

snapper. A sensational Sonia Braga commands the screen in Kleber 

Mendonça Filho’s sophomore ofering Aquarius, a film that takes its 

time to get where it’s going but ends up as a rich, stubborn attack 

on daily corruption in Brazil. Last in Cannes in 1992 with Basic 

Instinct (now that was an opener!), Paul Verhoeven surely benefit-

ted from casting former jury president Isabelle Huppert, as I think 

the Cannes by-laws mandate at least one Huppert title per year. 

Huppert is as good as she’s ever been in Elle as, yes, a woman who 

comes to enjoy being raped. But as it’s a Verhoeven movie, things are 

much more complicated than that: Huppert’s Michèle is a complex 

character indeed. Elle is a full-blown feminist film, fully immers-

ing itself in the ambiguous actions of a grounded, divorced, strong 

businesswoman—the male characters are incredibly stupid (her 

son), violent (well, the rapist, but also her father, a jailed serial kill-

er), or sex objects (her lover, who is also the husband of her business 

partner). It’s also a film that grants Verhoeven the space to engage 

in a number of his own personal fetishes (there’s a Starship Troopers 

allusion that stands as my highpoint of the festival). Verhoeven’s 

long-gestating project—his first French film—had to wait until the 

last day of the festival to reveal itself, and despite rumours of a guar-

anteed negative reaction from the crowd, Elle was met with much 

applause and ended the Competition on a well-deserved high note. 

But, as we’ve already been through, there was not to be a happy 

ending. Of all the notable omissions in the awards, according to the 

critics (Adam Driver is pretty spot-on in Paterson, but I wasn’t as 

keen as many were on Jim Jarmusch going Ozu, with cutaways to a 

nefarious bulldog rather than pillow shots in a naked attempt to win 

the Palme Dog), Maren’s Ade’s third feature Toni Erdmann stands 

out as the most egregious in the 15 years I have been attending 

Cannes. To nobody’s surprise, it racked up a 3.7 in the Screen Daily 

chart, the highest in recorded Cannes history (albeit edging out Mr. 

Turner from two years back), and everyone’s new hero Ade won the 

FIPRESCI award from the international critics. Aside from a few 

French holdouts, Toni Erdmann was far and away the consensus 

pick as the film of the festival, a true success of script, acting, and di-

But the world didn’t end, as at least Dolan didn’t win. Debatably, 

Juste la fin du monde was actually the jury’s third favourite, as for 

some reason they opted to give two prizes to The Salesman, for 

Best Actor (should have stopped right there) and Screenplay— 

because of course nothing says Best Screenplay like a typically over-

written, dramatically implausible, and often infuriating Asghar 

Farhadi film. Not that anyone cares at this point, but the Palme in-

stead went to probably the best film of the sorry lot of award win-

ners—and when we’re talking about Ken Loach, you know that lot 

is pretty sorry. The first questioner at the jury press conference hit 

the nail on the head with a question re: I, Daniel Blake: namely, if 

somehow the lavish surroundings of the Riviera had made an im-

pact on how they viewed a film made by an unrepentant Trotskyite 

that attacks British austerity practices and an impenetrable, night-

marish Orwellian bureaucracy with a meritorious emotion. (Sure 

as hell did for me.) This point, too, was brushed away by a peeved 

Sutherland, because after all films are rarely seen by sheltered ac-

tors in their social or political context. 

But it’s hard to consider Loach’s film—probably one of his best 

in the baker’s dozen for what it’s worth, thanks to a vital topic and 

an above-average script from Paul Laverty—in a vacuum, nor does 

he want it to be seen that way. Laverty has crafted an irresistible 

lead character in Daniel Blake, a 59-year-old widowed tradesman 

who, after sufering a heart attack, is, despite his doctor’s diagno-

sis, dumbfoundingly typed by a health-care professional as “fit to 

work,” and needs to attempt to find a job to continue to receive gov-

ernment benefits. (This involves learning to use a computer, leading 

to assorted old-man shenanigans that threaten to derail the good 

will Loach and Laverty earn.) An ideal Loachian working-class 

hero, Daniel possesses a good nature and generosity that extends 

to all around him, including Katie (Hayley Squires), a struggling 

single mother of two uprooted to Newcastle from London, whom he 

befriends after witnessing her screaming altercation with a govern-

ment worker in a job centre who won’t seat her for an appointment 

as she’s arrived ten minutes late. The most excruciating, borderline 

horrific scene in I, Daniel Blake (and the best thing 2017 jury presi-

dent Loach has staged in quite some time) finds Katie, distraught by 

hunger, breaking down in a food bank, opening a tin of sauce, and 

shovelling it into her mouth with her hands, with a plangent mix-

ture of desperation and embarrassment. 

Chalk it up to Cannes class coincidence, but later that day 

brought former Cannes juror Nicolas Winding Refn’s latest sur-

face-work The Neon Demon, a kind of horror film about a coven of 

lesbian cannibal supermodels that, kid you not, Refn dedicated to 

his wife. Par for the course, as many have pointed out, this was a 

fortnight heavy in cannibalism (Cannes-abalism?), with no less 

than five films on the subject, and capped of by Mads Mikkelsen 

on the jury. Perhaps this is not the right point to bring up in the 

context of a Suspiria-inflected hoot that is really, truly about abso-

lutely nothing except for maybe the colour red, but aren’t models 

supposed to avoid eating meat? Is human flesh less fatty than ani-

mal flesh? Or am I overthinking this? That’s a rhetorical question, 

because Refn’s is clearly a film not be reflected upon, nor did he 

exercise any brain waves while making it. But having said that, for 

this two-hour vacation into an ideology-free zone I had a blast, as 

Refn has his vomit and eats it too. (Lesbian necrophilia! Chromatic 

ejacluation! To quote an anonymous Spanish-speaking heckler,  

“Puta mierda!”)
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recting that manages to be fully German and universal at the same 

time, a film that received as close to universal acclaim as it gets in 

Cannes. Despite the now-popular 162-minute running time, which 

I’m sure some will hold against it, it’s easy to explain why. For start-

ers, Sean Penn’s The Last Face notwithstanding, there are generally 

few laugh-out-loud films in the Cannes Competition (let alone fun-

ny German films), and Toni Erdmann, even if it’s not a comedy per se, 

is at times laugh-out-loud funny; as opposed to almost everything 

(except for maybe The Neon Demon), it’s genuinely unpredictable, 

especially in its climactic act (an uproarious set-piece party that, 

however tempted I may be, I shall not spoil); it features two cracker-

jack lead performances from Peter Simonischek and Sandra Hüller; 

and finally, there’s the fact that pretty much every critic, wherever 

they are from, is a child, a parent, or both, and on this count the film 

tugs at the heartstrings pretty hard. You would think there would 

be a similar emotional impact on the jury members, being as they 

are clowns (especially the dude who made Happy Feet [2006]), but 

they certainly, to paraphrase Toni Erdmann, “lost the humour.” 

The triumph of Toni Erdmann also comes as little surprise to 

anyone who saw Ade’s last film Everyone Else, which won the Silver 

Bear in Berlin way back in 2009. (Or her 2003 debut The Forest for 

the Trees, whose graiti-strewn original poster, featuring blacked-

out teeth on Eva Löbau’s protagonist, brings to mind one of Toni 

Erdmann’s prominent gags.) Toni Erdmann has a lot in common 

with Ade’s earlier film, initially posing as a game of shifting per-

spectives and encouraging the audience to identify and sympa-

thize with the points of view of both of the film’s main characters 

as they reveal—and are made conscious of—the roles they are play-

ing. In the first act, this is mainly Winfried (Simonischek), an aging 

schoolteacher with a crippled dog, whose identity is so associated 

with his predilection for pranks that even at the most uncalled-for 

times it’s hard for him to avoid provocation. (He’s characterized 

by the false teeth he inserts and removes from his mouth as if by 

habit, as if he is totally unaware; it becomes an unconscious act.) At 

a family gathering he meets his daughter, the seemingly unflappa-

ble Ines (Hüller, always good but never better than here), who we 

quickly understand harbours an estrangement, and a long-standing 

sense of embarrassment, for her father’s lowbrow antics. (Winfried 

sees Ines so rarely that he jokes to strangers that he has had to hire 

someone as a “substitute daughter.”) The second and third acts, 

which unfold in Bucharest, where Ines is temporarily employed 

as a consultant to an oil company looking to streamline, becomes 

more her story. After a bumpy reunion, what she calls “the worst 

weekend of my life” to her friends, “Winfried” is replaced by a be-

wigged lookalike who calls himself “Toni Erdmann.” A more overt 

game is played with the same characters under a diferent set of 

rules, initially one-sided until Ines, who herself has unconscious-

ly assumed, or internalized, the role of the prototypical German 

businessperson, spontaneously decides to take things to the  

next level.

Most of the action in Bucharest is in some way related to the 

sexist business milieu and set in lifeless, neo-European locations 

(hotel rooms, oice buildings, bland apartments, horribly tacky 

bars and restaurants; it’s almost unbelievable to think that in a 

communist-era apartment block a few kilometres away a wake is 

being staged by Cristi Puiu, with another aging clown named Toni); 

but this is the new Europe. (One of the exceptions comes in anoth-

er stunning set piece set at an Easter family celebration involving 
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comes to be embarrassed by her friends’ behaviour as well, until 

she has the confidence—which, as the sex scene proves, was inside 

her all along—to willingly sacrifice herself on the altar of humilia-

tion. Ines’ party is a wonderfully mounted mix of embarrassment, 

humiliation, a power exercise, and a climactic resolution, and is 

such an inventive moment because of the way Ade first mixes the 

public and the private and then builds on it by adding an element of  

the surreal. 

Ade’s triumph is to locate the obfuscated humanity in both of 

these characters: under Toni’s wig and Ines’ full-body force field are 

a father and daughter, and Ade reveals what they look like naked. 

In the film’s necessary coda, back in Germany for another family 

gathering (this time a funeral), Winfried and Ines have one of those 

conversations that seemingly summarize the dramatic action and 

point the way to a life-altering resolution. (“Life is so often about 

getting things done…how are we supposed to hold on to moments?”) 

Ines shows she hasn’t “lost her humour” by taking Winfried’s false 

teeth and placing them in her mouth, letting her guard down, but 

as Winfried runs to get a camera to capture this special moment, 

Ines shules around, removes the teeth, and, again, tightens up her 

face, assuming her familiar, dejected pose. There are no such easy 

resolutions in life, Ade is telling us, and despite all that they’ve gone 

through there’s just as likely a chance that the next time father and 

daughter meet, whether it’s in Germany or Ines’ new work home 

of Singapore, it might very well be like nothing ever happened in 

Bucharest. It will exist as a memory that elicits a smile, but will re-

cede quickly into the grey matter. Because in the game of life, the 

banal and the consistent trump the extraordinary, and there are no 

easy resolutions.

one real-time warbling Whitney Schnuck; again, I won’t say more, 

only that this apartment contains the semblance of authentic life, as 

opposed to the transient business existence mostly presented else-

where.) In other words, in a daring move by Ade, almost everything 

generally considered as beautiful is drained from the mise en scène 

so as not to distract us from what matters, which are the actors/

characters and their complicated relationship. Winfried is com-

pletely out of place in this environment, so much so that when he 

first arrives (unexpectedly) to greet Ines, she struts past him in the 

lobby of her building as if he wasn’t even there. She later explains 

she was with colleagues, so she had to ignore him, which sets up 

the further adventures of Toni Erdmann: life coach, high-powered 

businessman, German ambassador, Kukeri.

Though her father’s arrival throws her of her game—she makes 

a few faux pas in conversation with her client, sleeps through an 

important phone call, and blames Winfried for her errors—more 

than him causing her embarrassment Ines does a pretty good job of 

embarrassing herself. (Though during an extremely uncomfortable 

sex scene, par for the course for Ade, she gets of on embarrassing 

her partner.) Winfried’s antics are partly a result of his concern, as 

he senses that Ines isn’t happy in her life (and Huller does a fine job 

of appearing consistently agitated and downright miserable); be-

fore leaving her apartment to head to the airport, Winfried asks her, 

half-jokingly yet razor-sharp, “Are you really a human?” (This line 

is echoed later, after a successful business presentation, when her 

boss beams at her, “You’re an animal, Ines.”) But Winfried/Toni’s 

presence also makes Ines realize that he has a point, readily ap-

parent in scene in a nightclub where her kind-of boyfriend behaves 

like a moron, pouring champagne from a bottle at crotch-level. Ines 

Far left: The Neon Demon 

Left: Juste la fin du monde 

Right: I, Daniel Blake 
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ably didn’t see Cristi Puiu’s Sieranevada, which is also about family 

relations, and it’s set maybe a few kilometres away from where your 

film is shot, but the films are a universe apart, not just geographic 

space but also time. You have these sterile or cheesy spaces, in-be-

tween spaces that suit these characters who are dislocated. What 

kind of feeling were you after from these locations?

Ade: It’s a bit cruel there in Romania, as on one side there is 

what you and I think is Romania, and then you have these other 

places, which are not only for ex-pats, but they are places for the 

Romanian upper class. There is a small number of very rich people 

in Bucharest—we have rich people in Berlin but they don’t show it, 

you know. I’ve never been in a city where I saw so many really ex-

pensive cars and so on…you have this very cruel gap. On one side, 

I do like that they like this over-the-top thing, but on the other 

side you could be anywhere. The sad thing about Bucharest is that 

when you drive around, you see all these things that are borrowed 

from other countries, all these franchises, Austrian and German 

companies; you feel like they sold themselves to the richer part of 

Europe as well as America. And the hierarchy that you have be-

tween the Germans and the Romanians inside of the companies 

in terms of nationality still exists—even though the Germans may 

have the better know-how, this attitude should be changed. So there 

were several things that were interesting about Romania. Corneliu 

Porumboiu helped me with the research, as did Ada Solomon, so I 

had some contacts there. Corneliu had some friends who worked as 

consultants. Through him actually I found a German woman work-

ing as a consultant, who coincidentally lives around the corner from 

me in Berlin, but I found her in Bucharest. She was very open and 

helped me. Afterwards Sandra was able to learn from her; she did a 

job that’s very close to what is in the script. 

Scope: Did you have Sandra Hüller and Peter Simonischek in 

mind when you were writing?

Ade: No, there was a long casting process with several actors, and 

several combinations, but they were the best. I really like to have a 

long casting process. There was not a single role where I didn’t au-

dition at least ten actors. And I flew to Bucharest to cast the other 

roles—like Ines’ assistant Anca is the perfect Anca for Sandra, and 

we have the perfect Flavia for Peter and so on. I like casting because 

it’s a good chance to find out something about the characters and 

the relationships. I feel it’s almost a part of the rehearsal process.

Scope: Would you say the characters changed, or were they as 

they were written on the page?

Ade: During the casting I really work with the actors, so in the 

end I have something very close to what I want. But it’s sometimes 

very diicult in the shooting to get back to what we had in the cast-

ing, even if it was something very simple. You’re on the set and you 

think, “Huh, we had it before. It was very easy but all of a sudden it 

doesn’t work any more,” because you repeat something that simply 

doesn’t feel fresh and then you have to take another way to come 

back in the end to what you want.

Scope: Are there elements in Winfried that are based on your 

own father?

Ade: Yeah. My father is really a very humorous guy; he likes to 

joke a lot. I was doing my volunteer service in Munich when I was 

20 and I had a ticket for the premiere of the first Austin Powers film, 

and as a giveaway they handed out these false teeth, and I gave them 

as a present to my father. And since then he makes jokes with these 

Cinema Scope: Everyone Else premiered in Berlin in 2009, and 

now seven years later your third film is finally receiving its debut in 

Cannes. What took so long? 

Maren Ade: Directly after Everyone Else, I started working as 

a producer. I have a company called Komplitzen Film with Janine 

Jackowski and Jonas Dornbach, so this took up some time, but it 

also really took so long to write the script for Toni Erdmann. It took 

me one and a half or almost two years. Then we had to do the financ-

ing, and I was in Romania for five months preparing. It was almost 

one year dealing with the shooting, and after that I had more than 

100 hours of footage and I had to edit it, and again that took one and 

a half years. And I became a mother twice during all of that. But for 

me time went by very fast.

Scope: Most filmmakers tend to work once every year or two 

years, and often one feels that there wasn’t a lot of work put into the 

final product. This film feels like there was a great deal of efort in-

volved every step of the way, as you said, in the writing, the shooting, 

and the editing. First could you talk about writing the script—did it 

begin with the idea of a father and a daughter? Did you do research?

Ade: For sure, the father-daughter thing was there in the begin-

ning, but I didn’t have the real conflict between the two of them. 

I had this idea that he was kind of a practical joker, and I wanted 

to have a female character who would have a completely diferent 

occupation than me, namely working in the business world. In the 

beginning I wasn’t sure what job she would have. I wanted her to 

work abroad, so I started to do a lot of research on women working 

in management positions. I had to find the right company, and the 

right job she was doing…I was a bit lucky that I came across this idea 

of a consultant. A consultant is interesting to me because a signif-

icant part of that job is that you have to perform—you really have 

to play a role. I found it much stronger than a normal management 

position. It meshed very well with the father character, as he starts 

a performance as well in the film. Then I did longer research on hu-

mour, or on comedy and comedians. I spent a lot of time with Andy 

Kaufman on the internet, because it took four weeks to Google 

everything about Andy Kaufman. 

Scope: So Toni Erdmann somehow alludes to Tony Clifton? 

Ade: Yeah, and I especially liked this very funny wrestling thing 

he did, and the great book [Dear Andy Kaufman, I Hate Your Guts] 

with all the angry letters that women wrote him about that…I also 

looked at some German comedians. So I had to write, then research, 

and then write again. For example, this business presentation that 

Ines gives in the film was the hardest work for me, because I had 

to understand everything about the business issues, about her op-

tions, in order to write it. I wanted her to do a project that is com-

plicated but not too complicated, and also it took a while to find that 

oil business, because I visited several companies in Romania. But 

luckily I decided on Bucharest very fast. I think almost every scene 

is written for a location, so it’s not that I wrote a scene, and then 

found everything later. I first had to go to these nightclubs before 

writing the scene set there; I couldn’t imagine a scene like that.

Scope: You were scouting the locations while you were writing 

the script?

Ade: I was in Romania visiting places, going out to bars, going to 

dinner, visiting hotels, and locations, and then I went back to writ-

ing. I did that two or three times.

Scope: The spaces in the film are very striking. I know you prob-
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teeth. So the teeth thing is really something I borrowed from him, 

and the rest…well, it’s not him. But he has a good humour and that 

really accompanied me.

Scope: It’s a very strange habit, this thing with the teeth. I don’t 

think I’ve seen that in a film before, and it signifies that this idea of 

being a prankster is part of himself, and not something he can turn 

on or turn of. But when he changes in the second part of the film, he 

makes an intentional, conscious decision to play a diferent person, 

an entirely diferent character, fully…

Ade: We worked a lot on this idea, so that when he appears as 

“Toni” it’s a surprise, and it’s a big step that he’s doing this, but it 

happens in a way that it’s believable. I spent three shooting days on 

the scene working with Peter, which is a really, really long time, be-

cause I knew that if the audience wouldn’t believe that, if the scene 

didn’t work, then you could throw away the film. It wasn’t so easy for 

Peter because he had to play Winfried and not Toni—it’s not a dou-

ble role, you know, it’s not like he’s playing two guys, he’s Winfried 

playing Toni. Sometimes while shooting he was a bit sad that he 

wasn’t allowed to play the role more over the top…Peter had to walk 

a very thin line.

Scope: You said you had more than 100 hours of footage, and 

I know you like to shoot many takes. When you do multiple takes 

are they diferent takes with actors trying out new things, diferent 

camera placement or movement?

Ade: It’s more like finding how everything comes perfectly to-

gether. Sometimes it’s more the acting, sometimes the flow of the 

camera. Maybe you don’t feel it too much because of the focus on 

two characters, but there are almost 2,000 extras in the film, as well 

as little side characters, so there’s that, too. I tried to arrange the 

action of every scene almost the whole way through, even if it was 

long. For example, in the party at the end, the last shot was ten min-

utes long. I would need one week of preparation to get it perfect, but 

I took longer parts and broke them down. What’s happening with 

the energy of the actors is interesting, and I wanted to give them the 

chance to lead a scene, or experience a reality. If you stop too often, 

the film reality doesn’t happen, because you always feel like you’re 

shooting a film. 

I tried to get both very free acting and this thing that the actors 

should be in the moment as well at the same time be aware of the 

subtext—because for my films the subtext generates the main con-

flict. It has to be very precise or things fall apart. In other words, 

they need to be aware what their characters actually think, feel, 

or mean compared to what they say or what they pretend they are. 

Let’s say I don’t find the one perfect thing during the shooting, but I 

have a feeling of what could be right, and then I want to have at least 

two good other options because maybe I’ll need them in the editing. 

A lot of times when I’m sitting in the editing room, I’m thinking, 

“Oh shit, this was wrong,” so I can’t rely completely on myself dur-

ing the shooting.

Scope: So it’s not a question of perfection, say in the Kubrickian 

sense, in that you know what you want and shoot it over and over 

until you get what you want, until you get it right…

Ade: No, no, I don’t work like that at all. For me it’s more like find-

ing something out. If I would know what the perfect or right thing 

was, it would take me half of the time to shoot the film. I think it 

makes the film better when you try to be open to what happens, 

or try to see what happens, and integrate things but not lose the 

focus. Also in terms of rhythm and so on, it’s very risky that you 

lose the rhythm of the scene. Usually we would do a scene ten or 

12 times from one perspective. Sandra said in an interview that 

she did each scene 30 or 40 times, so that’s basically true…but it’s 

not that much diferent from working in theatre. I could do even  

more takes!

Scope: To what degree in this film is your goal reaching a point 

where the audience can identify with your characters? This is 

where Everyone Else and Toni Erdmann are similar, though Toni 

Erdmann goes one step further. In Everyone Else, who the viewer 

identifies with goes and back and forth, but it’s diferent because 

there it’s a romantic relationship and here it’s a father and daughter, 

with a diferent set of baggage. Watching as a viewer and a critic, I’m 

reluctant to be caught up that way in a film, because sometimes that 

can be too easy, but I have no problem with that in your films, and 

it’s interesting to consider why that is. Maybe it’s because you don’t 

privilege either character’s perspective.
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Ade: I always want that when there are two characters, there are 

two sides. I don’t like identification when you don’t feel free any- 

more. But you feel free because you can decide which one of the 

characters you identify with, and it’s even freer because these char-

acters have not decided on things themselves—this is really impor-

tant for me. On the other side, I come as close as possible to their 

conflict. It’s not like I say I want identification—some films do this, 

that’s not my main intention—it’s more that I want to try to create 

the situation where I can look behind the characters, or that there 

is always something more going on than the things they say. People 

ask me how I create this awkward feeling and so on, and I think that 

more than the film itself being awkward, this sense of awkwardness 

more comes out of the fact that you maybe find yourself in the char-

acters. For me a film has to be something where you walk around 

a little bit, so identification without freedom doesn’t work for me.

Scope: Is the freedom something that you get not only because 

of the length of the film, but also the length of the scenes? You al-

low the interactions to play out longer than you would find in a  

typical film.

Ade: That’s what I found out when I tried to shorten the film; it 

gets very banal and less complex. The film needed a certain length…

it just takes time. The more that you want to say, the more time you 

need. And when I tried to cut the film down, it was really astonish-

ing to me, and very frightening, how fast you can ruin the whole 

film. The moment you take out 20 minutes, then you have the father 

coming, he’s an idiot, she’s a businesswoman…it gets very simple, 

very fast. It takes film time to be able to look at certain things.

Scope: Was there pressure to make it shorter?

Ade: Not really. You know, sometimes there is this rush in the 

editing to finish for a festival, but I don’t like when I have a feeling 

the film is not edited until the end. I wanted to be 100 percent sure 

because I had to defend the length. I have to say, “I’m sorry it has to 

be 150 minutes,” and I needed to find that out to be sure. I finished 

so close to Cannes because I took a lot of time deciding on the edit-

ing. If I were maybe a little faster on that, it wouldn’t have been so 
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Scope: So it’s not a question of power for you, more her just react-

ing in the moment?

Ade: It’s always a question of power, but for me it was more that 

she is refusing something. We worked for a very long time on the 

scene, and I think the best version was always when she was aston-

ished that he does what he does in the end with the petit four. And 

people are laughing, which I think is the correct reaction. And the 

Tim character is not someone we need to sympathize with, so it’s 

okay. He’s not Anca, you know!

Scope: Do you see the film as feminist?

Ade: It’s okay for me when people say that, but it wasn’t my in-

tention. Maybe the film can be read that way because I’m a woman, 

but it’s not that I said, “Well, I want to start a revolution…” But the 

thing is, what the father wants from her, and she denies, is also a 

woman-man thing. The father would never have gone to his son and 

asked, “Are you happy?” So the father is not on the right side with 

his values—he’s being conservative. Yeah, on the one side there is 

this issue about being human or not, which can apply to a man or a 

woman, but on the other side that’s why she gets so angry, because 

he’s asking her that thing. This is why it’s important for me that in 

the end she continues her job. It was never the idea that she gets 

through this event even higher than where she wanted to be before. 

Sometimes I was a bit afraid that I was trying to say that she should 

be more open, but in the end I think she chose the right job. It’s just 

that she should maybe try to integrate some other things in her life.

Scope: Some critics had doubts about the film’s coda, which I’m 

curious to hear you address. Did you ever consider ending the film 

with the two of them hugging in the park, which would have made 

the film, well, uplifting?

Ade: Yeah, we should just have put the titles there? That would 

ruin the whole film. All you critics would have been in shock! I hated 

that, but the question was asked, and we discussed it, but it was so 

simple and stupid, them hugging each other, you need to let it con-

tinue. Even him falling to the ground…it still would have been, “Oh, 

that’s the message: hug each other sometimes and things will be 

better.” It would have been very, very wrong. I think the two had to 

meet in real life. I know by that point people are thinking, “Maybe it 

could be a bit shorter,” but I felt that I had to stay with that rhythm 

for the final scenes.

Scope: I felt their encounter at the funeral is pretty essential, 

as it really brings home the fact—and I suppose you could read the 

scene in a number of ways—that it’s an ambiguous ending. And also 

you have moments in dealing with relationships, whether its with 

friends or specifically relatives, where you think you have a break-

through, but the next time you revert to familiar, ingrained behav-

iour. The film needs drama to exist, but what I take away from the 

film, and this also relates to what we were discussing about the loca-

tions and the mise en scène, is that in the end things will essentially 

go back to being the same. I mean, maybe it’ll be a bit diferent, but 

not drastically diferent.

Ade: Yes, that’s what I wanted to have. That’s also what touches 

me, that they put so much efort, both of them, in order to change a 

very, very little thing…I think that’s funny in a way. But I wanted the 

ending to be open, and I don’t want to think about it any further. My 

thoughts end when the film ends, and the rest is up for the viewer to 

decide. I think everything could be possible, but it’s nice that they 

will share this little secret that happened in Bucharest.

close. The thing I stretched was the editing and not the rest of the 

post-production.

Scope: You mentioned researching comedy and Andy Kaufman. 

If you think the film is a comedy, which maybe isn’t an easy an-

swer, maybe you can address the idea of German comedies, why  

they aren’t so successful or exported. Do you watch a lot of German 

comedies?

Ade: This is the question I’ve been asked a lot of times…

Scope: I’m surprised people care.

Ade: I don’t know much about German comedies…we have great 

comedians in Germany; it’s not that we don’t have a tradition of be-

ing funny. I think most of the comedies that are made try to copy 

American comedies, maybe, and then you get a strange mixture that 

doesn’t work anymore. For me it’s my personal humour in the film, 

and I’m German, okay, but actually for a long time I haven’t watched 

a German comedy. And, you know, I don’t think the film is a comedy. 

It’s a drama where you laugh sometimes. It’s so funny that people 

are calling it a comedy.

Scope: I’m also interested in what you think is German about 

the film in terms of behaviour, especially regarding Ines. It’s not 

just the role that she’s in, but also the fact that she’s a German. If 

she were another nationality, maybe she would behave diferently 

throughout the film.

Ade: Especially in the business world, a German woman has to 

deny a bit that she is a woman. It’s common that you have to behave 

a bit masculine, and not show any feelings. In Romania there’s a 

greater percentage of women working in high positions in business 

than in Germany, and they wear make-up, high heels…that was 

something very surprising to me, this image of a powerful wom-

an who also wears pink. But the father for me is very German, as 

a member of the postwar generation who had this strong conflict 

with the generation that came before; it was very clear for them 

who the enemy was and what should never ever happen again. The 

father for me is not a “hippie guy,” as his code of values is very mid-

dle-class, he’s bürgerlich. This older guy joking is someone you can 

find in every country though—it’s almost a genre in itself, the funny 

65-year-old.

Scope: There seem to be some other specific German elements, 

like life coaches; I’m not sure if it happens in other cultures. People 

getting professional advice as to how to behave in professional situ-

ations seems to be very German to me.

Ade: In other countries there are more women working in the 

business world; it doesn’t suit the picture of Germany. Though we 

have a female chancellor…but she has to be masculine to succeed.

Scope: Does this relate at all to the rather uncomfortable sex 

scene between Ines and her co-worker Tim in the hotel room?

Ade: For me this scene is a battle of humour, actually. He’s saying 

“Ha, ha, we spoke about that, that’s why I fuck you,” and she says, 

“No, I don’t want to lose my bite,” then he says, “Come on, don’t be so 

humourless.” It’s a misunderstanding between them, but it’s also a 

kind of duel. He asks, “Ha ha, do you find this funny,” and that’s what 

interests me about this scene. And she tries a bit to be a “Toni,” or 

something like that. She’s not in the mood any more, and it’s not her 

problem that he’s in the mood. So she’s just doing nothing. I don’t 

think she’s refusing. Okay, there is this thing with the petit four, 

but he could just say no when she asks him to do that…Some people 

think it’s her being dominant, but no, she’s trying to be funny.
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A
t the dawn of the decade, a brief break appeared in the first 

wave of New Romanian Cinema. Though of similar histor-

ic and cinematic concern, a number of the films produced 

during this period—including Corneliu Porumboiu’s The 

Second Game (2013), Cristi Puiu’s Three Interpretation 

Exercises (2012), and The Autobiography of Nicolae 

Ceausescu (2010), by elder statesman Andrei Ujica—adopted for-

mal strategies unique in relation to the work that had set the move-

ment’s stylistic coordinates in the mid-’00s. Considering the recog-

nizably austere, culturally interrogative output of these and other 

filmmakers in the years since (see, most impressively, Porumboiu’s 

The Treasure and Radu Muntean’s One Floor Below, both from 

2015), these otherwise fleeting few years have arguably proven as 

crucial as they were initially deemed cursory—less a wake than an 

interlude portending an inevitable re-entrenchment. 

Cristi Puiu hosts a wake of a diferent kind in Sieranevada, one of 

the strongest and certainly most daunting selections in this year’s 

Cannes Competition (which, instructively enough, also featured 

Cristian Mungiu’s comparatively pro-forma Graduation). Running 

173 minutes, Puiu’s first narrative feature since the polarizing Un 

Certain Regard standout Aurora (2010) pushes forward as furiously 

as the earlier film held firm with distinct and disquieting reserve. 

In an equally provocative manner, Puiu wields dialogue as he once 

did silence, staging a family gathering (one based loosely on his own 

experiences) in extended flights of near-real time drama with few of 

the temporal elisions that efectively posited his serial-killer chron-

icle as a work of metaphysical recrimination. If this description 

seems to position the film closer to the headlong narrative momen-

tum of The Death of Mr. Lazarescu (2005), then it’s only tangential-

ly; Puiu’s shape-shifting cinema is as prone to the measured as it is 

the visceral, as taken with the dire as it is the comedic. Few contem-

porary filmmakers so fluidly negotiate such disparate extremes.  

Anticipating the domestic congestion to come, the film opens 

with a confrontation over an errantly parked car, followed by a 

petty argument between a middle-aged man named Lary (Mimi 

Branescu) and his wife Laura (Catalina Moga) as they drive to what 

we soon gather to be a commemoration for Lary’s recently deceased 

father, Emil. These are just two of the dozen-plus individuals who 

eventually descend upon the small Bucharest apartment of Nusa 

Sieranevada  
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Mirica (Dana Dogaru), a woman of Eastern Orthodoxy who has 

summoned a host of family and friends for a ritual dinner that will 

allow her husband’s soul to pass on to heaven undisturbed. Only 

slowly over the course of the day will the relationships between the 

many guests be established. Amongst others, there’s Lary’s brother, 

his sisters, cousins, aunts and uncles, in-laws, children of various 

ages, and an unwelcome, inebriated Croatian friend of the family’s 

twentysomething niece—all ostensibly waiting for a priest (Valer 

Dellakeza) and his deacons to arrive to bless the proceedings and fa-

cilitate the father’s forgiveness, something only to be granted once 

the dead man’s nephew, Sebi (Marin Grigore), dons one of his uncle’s 

ill-fitting suits. 

If this all sounds, as many critics have pointed out, like a send-

up of a certain Samuel Beckett play (though Thomas Bernhard’s 

Woodcutters also comes to mind, as does Buñuel’s The Discreet 

Charm of the Bourgeoisie [1972]), then Puiu is shrewd enough to 

exploit the associations to situational and sociopolitically humor-

ous ends. Save for the opening sequence and a key moment late in 

the film when Lary, again with his wife in the front seat of their 

car, reminisces fondly and emotionally about the particulars of 

his father’s past, the entirety of the film transpires in the mother’s 

cramped apartment. Moving freely from room to room and conver-

sation to conversation, Puiu and cinematographer Barbu Balasoiu 

capture the ensuing chaos with an observational yet inquisitive 

mobility, mapping the interior and intergenerational coordinates 

of the celebration with comprehensive skill. So impartial and mild- 

mannered as to appear almost apathetic, Lary is the Switzerland in 

the family’s fraught foundation. Surrounding him is the conspira-

cy-spewing Sebi, whose theories on 9/11 and the Charlie Hebdo at-

tack (Sieranevada is set in its immediate aftermath) are a source of 

constant debate; the garishly dressed and opinionated Aunt Evelina 

(Tatiana Iekel), who speaks positively of the communist ideal, much 

to the chagrin of Lary’s sister, Sandra (Judith State); Emil’s young-

est son Relu (Bogdan Dumitrache), a disillusioned soldier; and the 

emotionally distraught Aunt Ofelia (Ana Ciontea), who spends 

much of the film’s second half in hysterics over her philandering 

husband Toni (Sorin Medeleni), who not only refuses to own up to 

his indiscretions, but won’t leave the apartment despite resounding 

encouragement to do so. 

As the most formally rigorous of the New Romanian guard, 

Puiu appears to take particular pleasure in navigating such a con-

fined space. Arranging multiple bodies within typically unadorned 

compositions, Puiu approaches the film’s mise en scène like an 

equation to be solved, adding and subtracting characters from the 

frame with subtle camera movements and an expert sense of ten-

sion and release. By this point the Romanian style of long takes, 

exacting setups, and severe minimalism is ripe for parody, some-

thing Porumboiu recognized and wryly satirized in When Evening 

Falls on Bucharest or Metabolism (2013), and which Puiu lampoons 

here with a less pronounced, but similarly perverse, determination. 

(This satirical touch is something lacking in Mungiu’s often self- 

serious cinema, prompting questions as to the extent of its creator’s 

self-awareness.) As doors repeatedly slam shut and discussions 

trail of, the camera often calmly pans—as if possessed, per Puiu, 

by Emil’s spirit—to an adjacent room or down a nearby hallway, 

picking up a new conversation and reorienting the drama in accord-

ance with each break in exposition. As viewers we’re very much 

at the mercy of the director’s impulses; unlike the characters, we 

can’t remove ourselves from the action. The narrative’s seemingly  

ever-elusive feast, along with the deliberately misspelled title—it-

self an admittedly arbitrary but nonetheless clever choice in the 

tradition of self-important films flaunting metaphorically loaded 

titles—further serve the film’s self-reflexive sensibility. Whether 

this all registers as humorous or taxing (or both) will likely be well 

determined by the viewer by the time the priest casually extols 

Polonius’ immortal maxim regarding brevity and the soul of wit, a 

notion steamrolled by each successive, barbed pronouncement.

Despite the film’s mordant humour, the ghost of communism and 

the reverberations of the Ceausescu regime continue to be the great 

themes of contemporary Romanian cinema. Other recent atroci-

ties receive equal airing throughout the film, but as a microcosm of 

communist influence and the communal ideology it fostered only 

to eventually betray, the film is a potent portrait of lingering disen-

chantment and nationalist anxiety. With little hierarchal order to 

the proceedings—but with distinct delineations between national, 

political, and theological dispositions—the film manages to hold 

everyone accountable, including Puiu (whose resemblance to his 

lead actor further posits Lary as the director’s surrogate), without 

implicating any one sensibility or ideology. In Puiu’s estimation, 

family is not simply the most recognizable and applicable corollary 

for Eastern Europe’s thorny and paradoxical political identity, but 

a source of personal integrity even as human nature and outside in-

fluences threaten to compromise the very ideals upon which such 

lineages are built. As if to reinforce the futile nature of the bour-

geois plight, a majority of the film’s guests have dispersed by the 

time dinner is finally served. Sitting down to eat as, naturally, an-

other argument commences in the next room, Lary and his broth-

er Relu begin to chuckle contagiously, the incessant chatter once 

and for all devolving into an involuntary display of amusement. 

Sometimes all you can do is laugh.  
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C
annes 2016, if nothing else, presented viewers with ob-

ject lessons in the rudiments of political cinema, from the 

hoariest agitprop to films that might not even have been 

perceived as overtly political. I, Daniel Blake, Ken Loach’s 

Palme d’Or winner, personifies a certain brand of over- 

determined, melodramatic social realism, and a wily view-

er could predict the conclusion from the clues dropped promiscu-

ously in the first scene. Jim Jarmusch’s Paterson, on the other hand, 

despite some subtler clues, probably struck many viewers as more 

or less apolitical, a mood piece far removed from Loach’s sermon-

izing. Yet what’s compelling about Paterson is the tension—call it 

dialectical—between Jarmusch’s highly stylized elegy for a once- 

vibrant industrial city in New Jersey and his self-conscious homage 

to a poetic sensibility.

A savvy “literariness,” to invoke Viktor Shklovsky’s term, is in 

fact at the fore of Jarmusch’s film, a project adept at avoiding arch-

ness by adhering to the illustrious New Jersey poet William Carlos 

Williams’ injunction, “No ideas but in things,” quoted in the film by 

Method Man, and by mimicking some of the attributes of Williams’ 

modernist epic, also named Paterson. Like Williams’ Paterson, 

which refers to the city itself, a personage, and the doctor-cum- 

poet, Jarmusch’s vest-pocket epic alludes both to the contradictory 

status of modern-day Paterson (a depressed city with a fabled in-

dustrial and labour history) and the name of the poet-protagonist 

played by Adam Driver. Jarmusch’s Paterson is admittedly not quite 

as plotless as his poetic forebear’s.

Still, even by arthouse standards, the plot is minimal. Paterson, 

a bus driver happily married to Laura (Golshifteh Farahani), writes 

poetry in a “secret notebook” during his spare time. Much of the 

film coincides with the composition of his poetry, although some of 

the more plot-driven sequences take place at a neighbourhood bar, 

where alcohol consumption sometimes leads supporting characters 

to act rashly until they soberly realize the consequences of their 

actions. As is true with Williams’ Paterson, the Paterson played by 

Driver becomes acquainted with his city through extensive walks, 

or, if you like, flânerie. While it’s likely that only graduate students 

read Williams’ daunting post-Waste Land epic from cover to cover, 

there’s definitely a symmetry between Jarmusch’s project and his 

famous precursor’s. Williams muses: 

Paterson lies in the valley under the Passaic Falls

its spent waters forming the outline of his back. He

lies on his right side, head near the thunder

of the waters filling his dreams! Eternally asleep,

his dreams walk about the city where he persists

incognito. 

Similarly, Jarmusch’s schema indulges the daydreams of a pro-

tagonist constantly drifting in and out of consciousness; oscil-

lating between the protagonist’s point of view and a more neutral 

vantage point, the approach is in keeping with the contours of free  

indirect discourse. 

There’s a brief scene in Paterson that crystallizes the salutary 

contradictions of Jarmusch’s modus operandi. On Paterson’s bus 

route, two teenagers, played by Kara Hayward and Jared Gilman, 

the young stars of Wes Anderson’s Moonrise Kingdom (2012), dis-

cuss the career of Gaetano Bresci, an Italian-American anar-

chist who once resided in Paterson and went on to assassinate 

King Umberto I of Italy. Both allusive and playful, the scene self- 

referentially reminds us of Jarmusch’s fondness for Anderson’s 

films (not to mention the fact that he and Anderson share a pro-

duction designer, Mark Friedberg) and the city of Paterson’s 

rich, if largely forgotten, radical past. Life in the United States of 

Amnesia being what it is, few schoolchildren, outside of perhaps a 

Jarmuschian dreamscape, are aware of, say, the Industrial Workers 

of the World’s participation in the Paterson Silk Strike of 1913—an 

event that resulted in the arrest of approximately 1,850 strikers. If 

the kids played by Hayward and Gilman seem incongruously pre-

cocious, the fact that they continually mispronounce Bresci’s sur-

name slightly tarnishes their veneer of sophistication. 

Intersecting, rhyming tributaries are something of a motif in 

Paterson. Just as William Carlos Williams was both a doctor and 

a poet, Jarmusch mentioned at his Cannes press conference that 

he was intrigued that Driver had military experience as a marine 

Paterson 
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(1932). This classic horror film provides Laura with an opportu-

nity to encounter, almost mystically, a sort of doppelganger—the 

“Panther Woman” played by Kathleen Burke. A bar with a multi- 

racial clientele is also one of the hero’s refuges, a beacon of harmo-

ny that’s a far cry from the racial tensions reported in Paterson’s  

local press. 

Despite a few minor skirmishes in the bar among soused patrons, 

Paterson and Laura’s soulful English bulldog named Marvin is re-

sponsible for the film’s only bona fide act of violence. Marvin’s al-

most unforgivable act of aggression sufuses the film with a genuine 

melancholy, especially if we recall Freud’s coupling of mourning 

and melancholia. The fact that Paterson and his wife mourn an ob-

ject, not a person (any more details might constitute an unforgiv-

able “spoiler”), does not lessen the sense that an open wound needs 

to be cauterized. 

In interviews, Jarmusch has cited Frank O’Hara’s poetic credo 

in “Personism,” a somewhat tongue-in cheek manifesto: “Write 

a poem to one other person. Don’t write it to the world. Write it 

as if you’re writing a letter or a note.” O’Hara’s advice can be eas-

ily aligned with Jarmusch’s film practice. Unlike Loach, with his 

penchant for didactic political fables, Jarmusch favours a more 

intimate critique of everyday life, as well as savouring the utopian 

possibilities that might emerge if we reject the inanities of our con-

sumer society and, say, combine bus driving with poetry. The goal 

seems to be what Herbert Marcuse in Eros and Civilization termed, 

with reference to the work of the 19th-century utopian socialist 

Charles Fourier, the “transformation of labor into pleasure.”

before becoming an actor, a piece of biographical minutiae he 

subtly incorporates into his protagonist’s background through a 

photograph that probably eludes most viewers. Coincidences of 

an ilk that would have pleased the Surrealists become part of the 

film’s fabric. Poet/bus driver Paterson fortuitously chances upon a 

schoolgirl with a yen for Emily Dickinson and a talent for writing 

Ron Padgett-like poems (all of the poems attributed to Driver’s 

character were either written by Padgett for the film or are pre- 

existing Padgett verses), with elegant similes comparing waterfalls 

and falling hair. 

Paterson’s marriage to Laura presents the stickiest challenge 

for Jarmusch, since the adoring wife comes close to being a passive 

muse. Her oddball black-and-white decorating schemes, as well as 

her foray into hawking designer cupcakes, come perilously close to 

cutesiness. Somehow, Farahani’s restraint and charm fend of any 

suggestion of condescension and redeem a character that might 

have come of, in other hands, as merely ditzy. For what it’s worth, 

Paterson and Laura’s marriage is also one of the few unproblemati-

cally blissful unions in recent cinema. 

Paterson is now known to New Jerseyans, if they know anything 

about it at all, as a poor city, avoided by tourists and locals alike 

and plagued by gang warfare. Jarmusch’s non-naturalistic concep-

tion of Paterson and its residents allows for a utopian rethinking 

of a city that, at least in recent years, has been associated with lit-

tle more than urban blight. Jarmusch’s Paterson is instead a cine-

philic haven with a cozy repertory cinema that enables the happy 

couple to attend a screening of Erle C. Kenton’s Island of Lost Souls 
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T
he Year of Trump now has its movie. In Kleber Mendonça 

Filho’s second feature Aquarius a property developer tries 

to force the last resident to move out of an old but hardly 

decrepit apartment building on a prime beachside lot. The 

tenant is Clara (Sonia Braga), a respected 65-year-old mu-

sic critic and breast cancer survivor, and though her ’60s 

roots would seem to make her as dated as her building, she won’t be 

pushed around by Geraldo the developer (Fernando Teixeira). It’s 

easy enough to conclude that plenty of developers can be assholes to 

victimized tenants, but the conflict in Mendonça’s drama is hardly 

so tidy. All of his narrative films, short or long, entail examinations 

of life in various urban spaces in his beloved coastal city of Recife, 

in the northern Brazilian state of Pernambuco. These spaces, some-

times simply street corners, sometimes—as in his extraordinary 

2012 feature debut, Neighboring Sounds—city blocks, develop into 

zones of competing sources of power through the course of patient-

ly crafted narratives. There are, on one hand, the people who live in 

homes, condos, or apartments, and then there are the owners, who 

may or may not live anywhere nearby. If they don’t manage to get 

their way, the owners apply bully tactics—and worse—to impose it. 

Brazilian politics, as the current attempts to impeach President 

Dilma Roussef are proving, can be a lot like this. In the moments 

when he wasn’t working on the finishing touches of his film prior to 

its Cannes premiere, Mendonça was Facebooking up a storm about 

the blitzkrieg against Roussef, clearly finding an echo in his own 

story about how men can use any tactics they deem useful to dic-

tate their will over those (women, in this case) who won’t submit. 

Aquarius will be seen by many in 2016 as a movie of the moment, 

capturing in a condensed and metaphorical way the practices of 

fascism and power in the form of property ownership as a political 

weapon, a weapon being vividly brandished right now in Brazil, the 

US, Russia, and other countries where right-wing kleptocracy is on 

the rise or fully entrenched.

But Mendonça’s cinema extends far beyond the week’s news clip-

pings. Even more than Neighboring Sounds, Aquarius contains a 

keen sense of history, and how the fundamental questions of identi-

ty and personal physical space can tie together memory and objects, 

music and the body, and how family itself is a living embodiment 

of history. It begins with a charming montage of vintage black-and-

white photos of Recife’s beautiful Boa Viagem beach, a splendid 

memory of things that once were, when Clara’s building, known as 

Termite Art 
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the Aquarius, was the latest thing and bossa nova was truly nova. 

(The soundtrack is full of specific period references across the 

decades, from Reginaldo Rodrigues’ “Recife, Minha Cidade” to 

several pieces by Clara’s favourite composer, Heitor Villa-Lobos, 

to Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust.”) This leads into a pro-

logue to the central story, set in 1980, a year after Clara’s cancer 

year that she shared with her loyal husband Adaberto, when their 

extended family is celebrating her Aunt Lucia’s birthday. Through 

ingenious cutting and time-shifts, Mendonça ties together female 

sexual liberation in the ’60s with an otherwise unremarkable piece 

of living-room furniture—a connection he pulls into the present 

in the same apartment, where Clara has been living alone since 

Adaberto’s unexplained death 17 years before. Objects—a chest of 

drawers, vinyl LPs—have their own special power, as Clara explains 

to an interviewer when she shows her a clipping of a December 1980 

Los Angeles Times feature interview with John Lennon just weeks 

before his assassination. The clipping happened to be tucked in-

side an LP that she found in a used record store in Porto Alegre. 

Through objects and music, past and present inescapably recon-

nect. The dominant visual image on a wall in Clara’s apartment is a 

three-sheet poster of Barry Lyndon (1975), that masterpiece about 

the futility of the gaining of money and property for their own sake.

Mendonça thus lays the moral ground for everything that fol-

lows. The double meaning of the name of Clara’s building (we can 

never think of it as “Geraldo’s building”) may seem at first to be 

too on the nose, especially when she’s seen in the ocean outside 

her front door, eager to venture far from shore to the vexation of 

her lifeguard buddy Roberval (Irandhir Santos, so memorable as 

a thug in Neighboring Sounds). Clara, though, emerges as a living 

member of the Aquarian Age: not an aging hippie, but a woman who 
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the weapons of the powerful against them is something only a 

thinking person could do. Not only could, Mendonça indicates, 

 but should.

Cinema Scope: Although the film’s title refers to Clara’s apart-

ment building, Aquarius also recalls the ’60s and Clara’s generation, 

which you show at the beginning. Did you view the film in some 

ways as an illustration of a loss of values?

Kleber Mendonça Filho: Not really as loss of values as some-

thing fundamentally negative, but as a skeptical observation on 

how things change, which is probably just another way of putting it. 

“Loss of values” reminds me of an idea of nostalgia sickness, which 

I do not think is a positive element of trying to live life. I read this 

book during the writing of the script, The Future of Nostalgia, by 

Svetlana Boym, which is about an idea of loss through those who 

left or were left without the Soviet Union, a beautiful essay-like 

work on values lost through time, politics, and the market, and the 

power of memory and cultural identity; it seemed to talk to me in 

a very good way. Things change, time has its efects on people, so-

ciety and values, yes. It is something I observe through living life, 

through reading books and, of course, watching films, especially old 

films. I really did see the opening segment as a brief visit to Clara’s 

past, and how that past leads us to the past of other people that were 

part of her life deep in the 20th century, like a timeline extension 

for a film that takes place in the present (the second decade of the 

21st century). Fellipe Barbosa, filmmaker and friend, saw that se-

quence before watching the whole film and told me it felt like “the 

last night of Clara’s youth,” something that made complete sense. 

And even if values change through time, some people remain true 

to themselves, and that is always a challenge, even more so for 

 a woman. 

Scope: It’s tempting to draw a connection between Clara as a mu-

sic critic and your own life in the past as a film critic. It does seem 

in some ways like a way of honouring the craft and profession—that 

Clara has a historical and cultural perspective, precisely lacking in 

the counterforce of the property developers.

Mendonça: Clara’s music journalist and critic is a thinly dis-

guised version of myself as a former film journalist and critic, yes, I 

can’t hide that anymore. I tried to, but after Cannes, I realize it was 

a feeble disguise. But I do not believe that critics have necessarily a 

better understanding of the world. Well, the truly bad ones do not. 

It is true that there is something about a character that has worked 

with the arts all her life that strikes me as political, this being a 

Brazilian film set in modern-day Brazil. Culture has again become 

something of a dirty word, and it’s interesting that she might be 

seen as an extraterrestrial being for the fact that she actually enjoys 

weird things like books and records. It’s that bad right now. So I’m 

happy Clara is who she is in the film. 

Scope: You’ve said that the origin of the movie was a series of 

annoying solicitation calls on your home phone, a kind of domestic 

invasion. Did you conceive of this as an invasion movie?

Mendonça: Neighboring Sounds was an invasion movie from the 

moment I was actually sitting down writing the script. There are 

eight or nine invasion sequences in that film, from very subtle to 

all-out attacks. When I thought about Aquarius, I realized from the 

get-go that the premise for the film was that of a full-on siege. By 

that, I mean, one character in her clearly defined environment (her 

believes in the full potential of personal creativity and art and the 

balance of mind and body (she keeps strict appointments with her-

self for exercise, restful daytime naps in her living-room hammock, 

piano playing, and music listening). She does so without lecturing 

anyone about it, including her grown children, most of whom come 

to think she’s crazy for not taking Geraldo’s cash ofer and vacating  

the building. 

Harold Pinter, an anti-capitalist artist like Mendonça, would 

frame such dramas as invasions of personal space; the nemesis in 

a Pinter play insinuates himself in a domestic situation and even-

tually takes over by any means necessary. Mendonça ultimately 

suggests hope in this battle between forces in the ongoing war of 

capital, although it’s doubly disturbing that her worst opponent 

isn’t Geraldo but his sneakier and more oily, well-educated grand-

son Diego (Humberto Carrao). His good looks conceal pure evil, 

and he facilitates a messy, obnoxious orgy that deliberately hap-

pens next door to Clara’s place—a poisonously ironic flipping of 

Aunt Lucia’s original sexual lib politics that plays out (from Clara’s 

point of view) like the sleazy porn movie it is. Through Diego, the 

original Aquarian values of “our bodies, ourselves” has been appar-

ently overthrown in a social-political coup infecting all of Brazilian 

society. Clara isn’t surprised to learn that Geraldo and Diego are 

well connected in local politics. “This is so Pernambuco, this is so 

Brazil,” she says to a former newspaper colleague.

Without giving much away about the film’s satisfying final 

moments, viewers may never look at termites the same away 

again. This might be read as a sneaky joke from this film critic- 

turned-filmmaker on Manny Farber’s notion of termite art vs. 

white elephant art, particularly since Aquarius is regularly re-

minding the viewer of Clara’s history and position as a critic. Using 
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home, in a building), limited by walls, windows, and doors. Both are 

supposed to be safe, the actual home safer than the actual building, 

because other people actually have access to the building, so her 

apartment is supposedly the little nest we all have. But is it safe? 

And of course, people are trying to get in in diferent attack forma-

tions, though the attacks are rarely (if ever) physical. The interest-

ing thing about “invasion” in cinema is that it really seems to belong 

to the medium. Just look at An Unseen Enemy (1912) by Griith, so 

short a film and so amazing and simple. It is very cinematic, this 

feeling of “security has been compromised.” But beyond a language 

of cinema, it is something very much present in society, certainly in 

Brazilian society. Interior/exterior, “this is my space, stay the fuck 

out,” “we had visitors last night” (meaning, thieves broke in), and all 

that of course has some disturbing sexual implications, of course, 

even if the film were not about a woman. A house being violated is a 

very disturbing notion. 

Scope: Certain filmmakers—Marker, Antonioni, Kieślowski, 

Tsai—use cities as a character and force, and you clearly embrace 

that path, which you can see not only in your features but your short 

films. What’s your relationship with Recife?

Mendonça: I love Recife, that’s where I live: I know the place, its 

rich history, its strong personality. I even know the way it smells. 

But sometimes I ask myself if the Recife I love truly exists. Maybe 

it exists inside a cloud of nostalgia and wishful thinking. Maybe 

I’m being pessimistic. What I hate about Recife is how it is being 

defaced, how the dividing urban and social lines are strength-

ened to suit the demands of the market, of giant shopping malls 

and empty streets in a lively, tropical city, which it is, or should 

be. Last year, just to give you a beautiful example, the amazing 

São Luiz cinema, a 1952 movie palace which survived intact, and 

which welcomes all local film festivals, including my own, Janela, 

staged the last screening of Tatuagem (2013), the local film direct-

ed by Hilton Lacerda, which ran for a full year at the São Luiz. The 

closing screening was a full house of 1,000 people, and after the 

screening, the audience took to the streets for a party. What’s so 

remarkable about this? The São Luiz is in downtown Recife, an 

area long ago deemed “unsafe” and “unfashionable,” because mul-

tiplexes, the mayor’s oice, and the middle class believe the area is 

outdated and that the restored movie palace is “old.” Such an event 

is unusual and weird, not only in Recife, but in most big Brazilian 

cities. What should happen naturally every weekend was seen as a 

beautiful and rare moment of resistance, of actually enjoying the 

city for what it is. A city like Recife presents artists (and there are 

wonderful people making all sorts of things, music, film, etc.) with 

a rich canvas to work on, because there is so much conflict happen-

ing, and much of what is going on is absurd and even surreal. The 

ideas just keep on coming.  Also, when you know a place you show 

it in detail, like the sewage line on the beach pointed out by Clara 

in that sequence with her nephew and girlfriend. Ultimately, I 

truly believe that all cities are alike, Vilnius, Recife, Sacramento, 

Sydney. What probably sets them apart is their history and their  

tiny details.

Scope: Unlike the immediate block of residents in Neighboring 

Sounds, you chose to focus on a single character and her point of 

view in Aquarius. Was this out of an intent to shift your artistic and 

storytelling perspective, to keep it fresh?

Mendonça: Aquarius became what it needed to be. I admit that 

moving on to another project does bring a few thoughts about not 

only how interesting the new film might be for myself as a challenge, 

but, yes, also as “How will that compare to the last one?” But it real-

ly came about very naturally, and it felt good to write it and make it. 

Hopefully, they are very diferent films, but made by the same writ-

er-director and collaborators responsible for the short films and 

Neighboring Sounds. 
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Mendonça: It was truly great. One thing I experienced (it’s more 

a feeling than actual knowledge, in fact) from my years as a film crit-

ic was meeting in person somebody who’s been part of your life for 

so long through the wonderful films they have made and that you 

happen to love. Now as a filmmaker, I felt this once again, but in a 

much more intense way through working with Sonia. Should I re-

hearse or interview her? She is part of Brazilian culture through tel-

evision and film, and she is not only a wonderful artist, but also an 

amazing person. Her reaction to the script last year was priceless. 

She talked about it as if she had already seen a finished film. Beyond 

that, she seemed to agree 100 percent with the point of view shared 

by the script on society and people, from Clara having a gay son to 

her ability to make a stand for whatever it was that she felt was rel-

evant. The narrative’s political aspect and her vision of Brazil also 

matched. And yes, having her on the film also brought us a whole lot 

of her own personal touches and life experiences, which is one of the 

most arresting aspects of working with wonderful people on films. 

Scope: I’m wondering about your afection for anamorphic 

CinemaScope (even extending to your company name, which close-

ly matches the name of this magazine) and physical urban space. 

I can’t think of another director right now—except perhaps Paul 

Thomas Anderson—who uses the wide frame so generously and 

intensively, filling information from the far left end to the far right 

end, and the all-important central space.  

Mendonça: I thought for a long time if this one should be shot 

1.85, for all the usual reasons (one character, intimate story, etc.). 

I photographed the locations with my still camera and edited pic-

tures for 1.85 and 2.39:1 for us to see, with my cinematographers 

Pedro Sotero and Fabricio Tadeu. But who was I kidding? I love 

widescreen. I realized it should be shot like a widescreen film from 

the ’70s. I love De Palma, Altman, Cimino, Lumet, Siegel, Eastwood, 

Spielberg, Carpenter, Szigmond, Fraker, Alonzo, Semler—I grew 

up with their films, these filmmakers are in there somewhere, 

maybe not visible, but they are there, for myself to see. The other 

thing about widescreen—and this is something I remember from 

my teenage years—was the pleasure of realizing the film I was 

about to watch would have a widescreen presentation, as the cur-

tain kept opening beyond the point they were set for the trailers 

before the lights went down. It was always a great feeling. I should 

also point out that the use of widescreen today has been clearly lost 

on many films, because technology has made it so easy to choose 

an aspect ratio. I’ve even seen filmmakers deciding, “Let’s have it 

widescreen!” after they shot the film. You can export video from an  

iPhone on widescreen and DCP projectors just show a film any way 

you want. In the old days, shooting widescreen was a very technical 

and aesthetic decision, involving labs, lights, and lenses. The oth-

er bad development is the use of those video screens on multiplex-

es, where the widescreen image actually looks smaller, with black 

bars at the top and bottom of the screen. That’s unfortunately how 

I saw Tarantino’s The Hateful Eight (2015), on DCP. All those things 

made me wonder if 2.39:1 would be the right choice, but ultimate-

ly I decided to concentrate on that as a filmmaking tool and on the 

pleasure I thought I might have watching Aquarius screened the 

right way. I have to say, seeing that curtain open slowly at the Palais 

in Cannes, at its premiere, put a smile on my face, and I looked at 

Pedro and Fabricio sitting behind me, and they were also grinning 

like silly children.

Scope: While exteriors dominate our sense of people, spaces, and 

things in Neighboring Sounds—the crucial relationships and drama 

derive from people’s relation to the street they live on—Aquarius is 

more interior cinema, Clara’s protected home space, her zone for 

family, for rest, for music. This is a critical perspective, but I’m won-

dering if this is your filmmaker’s perspective as well, or do you view 

them in some other way?

Mendonça: I actually tried to get out of the apartment as much as 

I could in Aquarius…I didn’t think claustrophobia would help this 

character, since she’s actually interested in people and the world 

outside. Even her windows are normally wide open. Neighboring 

Sounds was both interior and exterior, that was in fact part of the 

whole idea, and a sense of still being trapped when people were out-

side. In Aquarius, because we stick to Clara all the time, it really 

feels more intimate. Maybe the whole idea for treating space is con-

densed in the opening segment, a very wide open, as far as the eye 

can see beach scene and, one minute later, a cramped apartment full 

of people at a family gathering. 

Scope: Do you think that the new film is in some way prophet-

ic of the coup-like atmosphere surrounding the overthrow of the 

Dilma Roussef administration that you’ve been very vocal about  

on Facebook?

Mendonça: When you think about whatever it is that you want to 

do, and you look at how society operates, and if you happen to suc-

ceed at your observation, you pick up on things that are going on. 

And it might just happen that reality comes very close to a film that 

was written, prepared, shot, and edited over a period of two or three 

years. And it is a beautiful thing. Lindsay Anderson’s If....(1968) is 

one of the most spectacular examples of this, considering what hap-

pened in 1968, after the film was ready for release. Glauber Rocha’s 

Terra em Transe (1967) is another film that comes to mind. At this 

point, of course, the film has not been released in Brazil, and I’m cu-

rious to know how it will be seen and discussed. Early reactions in 

Cannes, from Brazilian critics and observers, have been very strong 

in that sense. 

Scope: Do you view your cinema as a weapon against neoliber-

alism, or do you pull away from certain uses of political art? One 

could see either tendency in your work, depending on the observer’s 

own politics.

Mendonça: I do not. These are films that tell stories. My main 

concern is to make them interesting in some way, and there’s no de-

sire to turn them into blunt weapons of any kind. What happens, I 

think, is that whatever it is that I’m able to bring to these films of 

mine has to do with observations on how people operate in socie-

ty—nothing new about that. But when you show secrets and these 

secrets turn out to be tense and ironic and full of conflicting direc-

tions, from a social point of view, the film becomes a framing device 

and people react, sometimes passionately. These days there’s such 

a huge divide in a society where television is king and queen, and 

where narratives are mostly devoid of any reality-based tension, 

that one possible way of looking at Neighboring Sounds or Aquarius 

is to call them “communist films,” when in fact I am not and have 

never been a communist, not even as a teenager! These films are 

merely observations on life, and the films I have made have all been 

shot in Recife.   

Scope: How was it directing a genuine screen legend? Did Braga 

as Clara change your conception of her character, or reinforce it?
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La mort de Louis XIV  
 
Albert Serra, France/Spain/Portugal 
 
B Y  B L A K E  W I L L I A M S

W
ith birds singing above, a 71-year-old Jean-Pierre 

Léaud sits dressed as the 76-year-old Sun King, pale 

and powdered under his big wig, nobly stationed amid 

a twilit rose garden in his wheelchair, finally bidding 

to his two eager valets: “Onward.” Thus begins Albert 

Serra’s fifth and most classically beautiful feature, La 

mort de Louis XIV, with a word—the film’s opening line—that’s sug-

gestive of the sort of linear motions through history’s monumental 

events so often favoured in biopics and period pieces. Go, onward, in 

this direction, away from here and towards here, where we are now. 

Serra has manoeuvred around this problem of predetermina-

tion over and again in his filmmaking by counterintuitively opting 

to dramatize characters from only the most iconic Western narra-

tives, fact or fiction—Don Quixote and Sancho Panza in Honor of the 

Knights (2006), the Magi’s trek to baby Jesus in Birdsong (2008), 

Casanova and Dracula in Story of My Death (2013)—and bleaching 

these narratives of event. Instead, he suspends his patient fabled 

figures in atemporal between-spaces, in slow-motion intermezzos 

far removed from where we know they’ve been and where they’re 

headed. Minimalist and materialist, Serra’s treatments of the 
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performance and contrived behaviour, there are facts of simply be-

ing and doing something in front of the camera that communicate 

magnitudes beyond whatever Serra might have instructed Léaud 

to do or say: the quiver in his cheeks as he caresses his snow-white 

borzois; the unnerving stillness that overcomes his face as he pro-

cesses a question; and the minute slack that overtakes his chin as 

a spoonful of egg yolk escapes his mouth, dribbling out and onto 

his face. Such are the traces that could’ve only been imprinted by 

a light that’s bounced of the flesh that rests atop this man’s aged 

nervous system—a kind of cinematic fingerprint that retains the 

ties to its source no matter how masked he may be under so many 

layers of makeup and withering skin. If Serra was uninterest-

ed in Léaud’s past as an actor when choosing him for this part (as 

he’s claimed), he at least ofers something of a hat tip to François 

Trufaut—the final freeze frame of Antoine Doinel’s mug in Les  

quatre cents coups (1959) called forth here in an impromptu entr’acte 

wherein a haggard Léaud stares frozen into the camera, at us for 

several minutes, while Mozart’s Great Mass in C Minor blares from 

the future.

Closer to Serra’s original intent (though maybe not, since the 

film was first conceived as a 15-day performance piece to have been 

held at the Centre Pompidou), Louis XIV is also a film that is dia-

lectically concerned with delusions of progress and the necessity of 

breaking away from history’s cyclicality. Louis’ death occurred on 

the limbs of the Scientific Renaissance and at the end of a string of 

major wars, and Serra stages this epochal shift to emphasize both 

the conflict between medicine and superstition and this moment of 

precarious tranquility, coasting on the promise of a looming era of 

peace. (One of the film’s highlights involves Louis saying goodbye 

to the grandson who will replace him on the throne, urging the boy 

not to imitate his love of architecture and war, but to please be nice 

to his neighbours.) History was and is an erratically evolving thing, 

and it developed blindly; Serra’s is that rare film that realizes this, 

placing more concern on the moment’s uncertainties and possible 

directions and less on the outcome that we know played out. 

The epitome of this understanding is in his portrayal of the ef-

fort to save Louis XIV’s life. Serra shows Louis’ ever-blackening 

leg being treated by a variety of doctors, from the world-renowned 

practitioners travelling from the Sorbonne to a “charlatan” (played 

by Vicenç Altaió, whose face will never not be funny) brought up 

from Marseilles. The former, certified medics are greeted with un-

certainty and skepticism (“Medicine is not an exact science”), while 

the latter quack serves an elixir concocted from bull sperm, frog fat, 

and “brain juice.” The efects of their treatments are depicted with 

ambivalence, Louis’ reaction hardly biased toward the “correct” 

form of remedy, and Serra—being Serra—emphasizing the foolish-

ness of both. A lone clock’s ticks punctuate each awkward silence 

as gems like “Syphilis is like roses” and “Don’t you think the bird’s 

presence is disrupting the king’s convalescence?” hang in the air for 

as long as it takes for the full extent of their stupidities to emerge. 

Louis finally croaks, and an autopsy ensues, with his heart passed 

along to the Jesuits, as per his wishes. And in a spontaneous mo-

ment prompted by defeat and optimism, Louis’ personal physician, 

Fagon, vows to do better next time. Somewhere, ofscreen, a fanatic 

raises her glass and dutifully weeps. Onward. 

mythological efectively aim to demystify their supreme subjects, 

and present them as wholly hominal beings that are essentially 

equal to anyone else—chewing and slurping and swallowing, piss-

ing and shitting and dying as we all invariably do, regardless of how 

immaculate our conceptions, or how opulent or humble our abodes. 

If Serra’s previous films have drafted scenarios for a kind of 

narratological, conceptual, or at the very least physical near- 

stasis, Louis XIV seems to operate under the terms of a reversal, 

a Godardian return to zero which was, perhaps not coincidental-

ly, an idea Godard first explicitly explored in Le gai savoir (1969), 

starring none other than a 25-year-old Léaud. This isn’t to say the 

film is ignorant of its very specific timeline; indeed, the film’s press 

kit even supplies a detailed chronology of the final 24 days of Louis’ 

life, from the first complaints of pain in his soon-to-be gangrene- 

infested left leg to his passing on the first day of September in 1715. 

But after the opening image of Louis taking in the outdoor nursery, 

we never again see him outside his chamber. He’s done for, fixed in 

space, his power buried and sinking.

The film likewise stops moving, and becomes a stare into the im-

age of the king’s incremental undoing. The naturally produced sep-

ias, plush velvets, and lavishly claustrophobic mise en scène (from 

his portraits to the down-tilted mirrors, Louis is always surrounded 

by himself) all evoke Hou Hsiao-hsien’s drifty, drunk, and timeless 

Flowers of Shanghai (1998), except that Serra’s camera refuses to 

move, opting instead for protracted, immobile long takes, usual-

ly in close-up, which are only relieved by momentary cutaways to 

medium shots of onlookers and helpers. In Story of My Death, Serra 

demonstrated an understanding of cinema’s capacities for produ-

cing dream states, with that world’s faraway hybridity—matching a 

real figure (Casanova) with a fictitious one (Dracula) in a discern-

ibly alternative time space—going some way toward establishing a 

lucid, liminal elsewhere. His gaze in Louis XIV, though, while warm 

and sympathetic, is frank, uninterested in cinema’s means for liber-

ating the viewer from the cruel presentness of reality. We are here, 

what we see is what’s happening, and time does not exist—unless it 

only exists in order to erase us.

This association and play with reality and time, then, represents 

something of a return to the Bazinian logic that Serra cheekily ap-

plied in Birdsong. Whereas that film exuded a mischievous desire 

to provoke, asking its audience to endure ridiculously drawn-out 

takes of wise men coursing deep into deep-space deserts, Louis XIV, 

without concealing its maker’s droll sensibility, keeps a relatively 

straight face. Serra is still experimenting with duration here, and 

his preference for digital, like Lynch and Benning, stems from the 

technology’s ability to capture unbroken, hours-long takes. But 

more than his chosen format’s temporal allowances, Serra takes 

advantage of photography’s fundamental documentary potential, 

which, in spite of the high artifice inherent in the film’s period die-

gesis (even Versailles is faked, constructed from scratch in a generic 

stone chateau), serves to preserve, however illusorily, the bodies 

occupying the frame. 

Quite movingly, Louis XIV urgently records and archives the 

presence of a man—an actor—whose entire life has been filmed and 

projected as extensively as was probably possible for someone of 

Léaud’s generation. As much as we know about the phenomenon of 



Of all the fleet-footed scenes in The Happiest Day in the Life of 

Olli Mäki, the one that best demonstrates the virtues of Juho 

Kuosmanen’s debut feature may be the first press conference se-

quence. Though the event’s ostensible purpose is to hype the fight 

that takes place at the tail end of Kuosmanen’s Un Certain Regard 

prizewinner, it shows that the most crucial conflicts and concerns 

here have little to do with the match: a featherweight bout between 

Finnish upstart Olli Mäki and American champion Davey Moore 

that took place in Helsinki in 1962. Perfectly attuned to the low-

key nature of Kuosmanen’s pugilist protagonist (played by Jarkko 

Lahti), the scene also provides ample proof of the deftness of the 

film’s humour, the sharpness of its characters, and the sweetness of 

its disposition, as well as the director’s consistent ability to subvert 

the hoariest tropes of the boxing flick while still exploiting them to  

his advantage.

The most obvious of these tropes is the fraught dynamic between 

a fighter and his manager—ideally, he’s a crusty Burgess Meredith 

type, but a more maniacal James Woods-in-Diggstown pitchman 

will do. For Olli, that man is Elis Ask (Eero Milonof ), a former 

boxer who talks a big game as he tries to transform his charge into 

a sports hero worthy of a nation’s adoration. (That process in-

cludes downplaying the fact that Olli’s a communist to the fight’s 

high-roller financial backers.) Though Olli can be receptive to his 

manager’s blustery tactics—especially when the fighter is goaded 

into a rare display of genuine aggression against his sparring part-

ner—it’s clear that things will not go according to plan well before 

the American champ arrives. Olli is part of his greeting party at the 

airport, where Moore is bestowed with the customary bouquet of 

flowers and a kiss for the cameras from a statuesque blonde. (That 

so many women tower over the featherweight fighters may be the 

film’s best running gag.) 

During the meeting with the press, Olli looks across the room and 

exchanges a bashful smile with Raija (Oona Airola), the girlfriend 

who’s accompanied him on the trip to Helsinki and who’s had a sim-

ilarly wide-eyed reaction to the pre-fight rigmarole and big-city 

excitement. The brief moment of connection throws Olli, such that 

he’s unable to muster up the show of confidence that Elis believes 

the occasion demands. 

Elis hustles him out of the room shortly thereafter. “Olli, you 

have to get a grip,” he tells him. 

“I think I’m in love,” says the boxer, still reeling from the realiza-

tion. His expression betrays a depth and fullness of emotion that is 

most definitely a professional liability. Whatever the eye of the tiger 

is supposed to look like, this isn’t it. 

Elis is understandably afronted. “You know it’s a shitty time to 

fall in love,” he grumbles. “Pull yourself together!”

Of course, Olli has as much chance of developing any kind of 

ruthless self-discipline as he does of exhibiting the all-consuming 

drive and killer instinct for #winning that distinguish true hall of 

famers. Though the real Olli Mäki did indeed consider the day of the 

match the happiest of his life, that’s because it was also the day he 

exchanged engagement rings with Raija. It’s unsurprising to learn 

that in his later sporting career, he developed a reputation for never 

wanting to knock out his opponents if he felt like he’d already won. 

(Scandinavia’s most famous boxing champion, Ingmar Johansson, 

was famed for having the same gentlemanly demeanour.) No won-

der this softie’s story was so fascinating to Kuosmanen—here 

was a lover who happened to be a fighter, a paradox that the world  

rarely tolerates.

Nor do sports dramas usually have much use for athletes who 

express little interest in worldly victories since they know that 

achieving the hopes and expectations of others won’t generate true 
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handheld cameras and the world’s dwindling supply of Kodak Tri-X 

black-and-white film stock—the company actually agreed to man-

ufacture more when Kuosmanen’s stash ran out—Kuosmanen also 

sought to evoke the look and feel of cinéma vérité films from the era, 

including Jerzy Skolimowski’s early documentary Boxing (1961). 

(An amateur boxer, Skolimowski showed of his prowess in Andrzej 

Wajda’s Innocent Sorcerers [1960].) 

Like many of those doc makers, Kuosmanen displays a sharp 

eye when it comes to the sport’s more in-between or backstage mo-

ments, like the ritual of the weigh-in and the tending to busted-up 

hands and blistered feet. The presentation of the climactic fight 

has a welcome absence of ostentation, and the training sessions—

which are really the meat and potatoes of the modern boxing flick, 

as Ryan Coogler demonstrated so ably in Creed (2015)—go largely 

ignored except for one virtuosic shot that follows Olli as he leaves 

a lakeside cottage, strips down to show his muscled physique, and 

dives into the frigid waters. Even then, the display of machismo is 

cleverly undermined, Kuosmanen abruptly cutting to Olli hunched 

over a toilet with his fingers down his throat. (The vomiting is 

part of his eforts to reach the too-low weight class that Elis put  

him in.)

Viewers who come under the apprehension that this is any kind 

of sports film are bound to be thrown by the wryly funny, mild- 

mannered yet deeply felt movie they find here. Much like the mov-

ie’s closest antecedents—Ermanno Olmi’s Il Posto (1961) and Otar 

Iosseliani’s Falling Leaves (1966)—The Happiest Day in the Life of 

Olli Mäki succeeds first and foremost as a bittersweet comedy about 

a gentle-hearted small-town lad who seems equally bewildered by 

the ways of the world and by the tumults of first love. No one who’s 

ever felt just as baled can blame him for not being able to keep his 

head in the game.

happiness. One of the great delights about Kuosmanen’s film lies in 

watching it work against that grain and tweak the genre trappings 

to suit not just the man at its centre but everyone else caught up in 

this inevitably clumsy efort to mount an American-sized sports 

spectacular in sleepy early-’60s Finland.

The film’s satirical edge is most evident in Olli and Elis’ hi-

lariously awkward attempts to act natural and/or convincingly 

formidable before the cameras of a documentary film crew that 

the manager has enlisted. Elsewhere, Kuosmanen uses subtler 

means to highlight his story’s core dilemma, which is contending 

with the gap that can open up between our public roles and pres-

sures and the more personal dreams and desires that may lead 

us in a very diferent direction. And for all of the comedic mile-

age that Kuosmanen gets out of the premise of a lovestruck boxer 

who loses interest in the biggest fight of his career, the director 

does not treat the character’s crisis lightly, a decision that lends 

some force to a film that may have otherwise been stuck in the  

featherweight category. 

Kuosmanen has admitted that he connected with his subject’s 

worries about blowing a huge opportunity, having been guaranteed 

a spot for his debut feature in Cannes’ Oicial Selection after win-

ning the top prize with his Cinefondation entry The Painting Sellers 

in 2010. Since he had no prior interest in period films or boxing, the 

idea of making a film about Maki was understandably implausible 

to him. Yet the subject—which the filmmaker explored with the par-

ticipation of Mäki and his wife Raija, who make a lovely cameo in 

the film’s final sequence—proved to be a rich one. 

The film harmonizes those historical elements with a savvy take 

on the boxing world that’s rooted in such reference points as Joyce 

Carol Oates’ essays on the sport and Hollywood boxing dramas like 

Body and Soul (1947) and The Set-Up (1949). Making efective use of 
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A Sufi western? In the parole of Cannes’ critical taxonomy, the 

designation bestowed upon Oliver Laxe’s desert-fevered, Semaine 

de la Critique-winning allegory would seem reductive if it didn’t 

allude, paradoxically, to the film’s radically expansive nature. This 

leads one to wonder just what “a Sufi western” might look like, or 

how it could be fulfilled, in cinematic terms. A clue to Laxe’s strat-

egy can be inferred, as with most films, from the very first frame: 

Mimosas opens with a shot of a wall mural depicting an ancient vil-

lage set against the background of a vast mountain range, absent 

any defining context. The mural’s paint is leached of colour, peeling 

away in patches. Within the wall is a door, and upon the wall a shad-

ow, cast by a nearby tree. Ofscreen, voices of villagers can be heard, 

but are only registered as ambient noise. 

This initial tromp l’oeil serves as a convenient canvas on which 

to roll out the title credits, but it discreetly yet determinedly acts 

as a site for Mimosas’ abiding sense of concomitance, expressed in 

dualities of time, place, and perception all of which are, Laxe will 

endeavour to show, related to faith. Are we as spectators posited 

as both “here” (where the mural suggests) and “now” (as the cam-

era suggests)? Does the door interrupt the mural, or does the mu-

ral hide the door? What is inside? Is the unseen tree of particular 

consequence, its spectral registration somehow more “real” than 

the thing itself? Subsequent shots of the mural reveal an ancient 

waterfall leaking onto a modern sidewalk, as if history itself pours 

into the present by way of the imaginary. The montage cedes to an 

image of the painted mountains, a quaintly pastoral representation 

of the intractably natural; this will, for Laxe’s wandering carava-

neers, become a crucible for body and soul. “We’re in the mouth of a 

sleeping giant,” shouts one weary sojourner, descending with mule 

in tow down an impossibly terraced slope, invoking the distinction 

of whether the sleeping giant in question is the mountain, or God, or 

God’s will manifest in the mountain. 

Such conceptual conflation would seem to presage Mimosas as a 

continuation of Laxe’s 2010 debut You Are All Captains’ navigation 

of the fiction/documentary Möbius circuit, which Laxe appears to 

have metabolized in the service of something more ambitiously 

scaled, in both form and content. Not even Ben Rivers’ making-of 

fantasia (The Sky Trembles and the Earth Is Afraid and the Two 

Eyes Are Not Brothers, 2015)—scarcely an enticement to Laxe’s 

enterprise in spite of its enticing theoretical underpinnings—pre-

Mimosas  
 
Oliver Laxe, Spain/Morocco/Qatar/France 
 
B Y  J A Y  K U E H N E R
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So, genre then: Mimosas does have a plot. A rag-tag caravan is 

enlisted to escort a dying Sheikh through Morocco’s Atlas moun-

tain range, so that he may eventually be buried among loved ones. 

Sensing mutiny from the arduous journey, the Sheikh wanders of 

alone on his horse, anticipating if not expediting his own death. 

Two suspiciously renegade members of the caravan, Saïd nd 

Ahmed, vow to fulfill the vain wish of the Sheikh’s widow, that he 

be given a proper burial in Sijilmassa, over the mountains. With 

the Sheikh’s body wrapped and strapped to a mule, and presuma-

bly motivated by something other than good will, the duo feign to 

know their way and set of into the rugged landscape, joined by an 

elder and his mute daughter. With a slight but uncanny trick that 

defies the spatial/temporal axis, Laxe momentarily transports 

the tale to an unnamed city, perhaps present-day Skoura, where 

taxi drivers queue for the daily lottery of fares. Here an interlocu-

tor—the idiot Shakib, conjured from a dusty lot while entertaining 

laymen with his pacing sermon—is commissioned to intervene on 

the erstwhile pilgrimage for seemingly spiritual purposes, divined 

and dispatched by ecru taxis anachronously traversing the desert 

floor. Shakib arrives to shepherd the wanderers and is received with 

skeptical bemusement (especially by Ahmed, who’s “never been to 

a mosque”), though gradually his willful optimism becomes infec-

tious, convincing in the faith that their “mules will fly” through the 

insuperable mountains.

Laxe proceeds to put this incongruous alliance through their 

paces: trudging through snow or vast stretches of parched earth, 

ascending treacherous formations, treading rapids during an am-

bush. All the while the travellers subsist on a diet of hashish and 

campfires, with food and sleep deemed superfluous to requirements 

in Laxe’s rather archetypal vision (the narrative is not beholden to 

notions of extended duration so much as space). What transpires, 

however, is a curious case of competing faiths as the journey exacts 

the cost of besiegement, both physical and spiritual. Laxe refrains 

from playing the pilgrimage for heroics or for irony, though it is 

weighted with a certain moral gravity as well as leavened with a 

touch of absurdist humour. “Now what?” reproaches Saïd, as they 

reach a summit from which Sijilmassa should be visible. “I thought 

it was going to be there,” retorts Ahmed, who in reverse shot is belit-

tled by endless peaks on the horizon, a landscape bruised in shades 

of purple and brown as far as the eye can see; a monument of gor-

geous futility awaiting them, abstract as a mural.

Mimosas’ real gambit resides less in its plausibility as a displaced 

western (the narrative, at times, reflects the strains of a four-year 

shoot and edit) than in its candid embodiment of a certain moral/

spiritual concern. The Sheikh’s corpse is no more weighted than 

Rivers’ reveal in The Sky Trembles of a stunt dummy floating down-

stream, but the enigma of delivering it to a proper “home” evokes 

the seemingly universal sentiment of empathic conduct: Do we not 

all somehow wish for such tender disposal? Given the potentially 

fatal nature of the journey for Ahmed, Saïd, and Shakib, the ques-

tion of doing the right thing evolves from that of a plot conceit to 

something endowed with immanence. “Blessed” co-pilot Shakib, 

on his first spiritual mission to guide the wandering souls, stumbles 

toward grace, appearing risible in his ritual invocation of Allah—as 

if channelling a Marvel Comics version of Islam, all fists clenched 

and eyes shut. But seen against the increasingly bedraggled Ahmed, 

shocked from taciturn complacency by the inevitable crisis that is 

pares one for an accounting of Mimosas’ sheer otherness: its per-

egrinating narrative, its intimation of something elemental, and 

its deceptively sincere petition for faith as an active, embodied 

(rather than didactic) engagement with the world, filmmaking not 

excluded. Deceptive, indeed, because the film is composed, at least 

superficially, of putatively arthouse tropes: longueurs in which non- 

professional actors (in lugubrious fashion) are employed to traverse 

cruel (and therefore all the more “stunningly visual”) landscapes 

with an overwhelming sense of futility, all while the seemingly 

“true” film lay in pursuit of an unseen ontological consideration of 

cinema-as-medium. But Laxe brings to bear on such conceits a less 

fashionable conception of the film as a means of encounter, consti-

tutive of faith itself: the director yields to nature and his subjects 

as a ritual act of supplication in recognition of a certain plenitude. 

Perhaps the machinations of genre, combined with the undisclosed 

behaviour of the director on-set (for which his tongue, pace Rivers, 

might deservedly be cut of ), betray such a pious translation of 

Mimosas’ assets, but it’s an angle that afords traction when faced 

with the film’s inscrutable register of narrative opacity and peculiar 

transparency of execution. 
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more or less nature itself, Shakib’s gestures reflect a humility of 

faith, and as such appeal more as a survival tool than the protesta-

tions of the disbeliever. The mules never take flight, but mountains, 

ever so subtly, may depart. 

Much will be made of Laxe’s explicit rhyming of the tale with the 

stations of prayer in Islamic worship, in which the symbolic poses of 

performing salat—standing, bowing, and prostration—are enlisted 

as a comment on the metaphysical nature of the tale, and particu-

larly the stages of enlightenment as they relate to adversity (witness 

the evolution of Ahmed’s increasingly awakened face). Implicitly, 

however, it is in the depiction of nature, and man in nature, that 

Laxe evokes the intermediate position of existing between anni-

hilation and freedom, chaos and salvation. Abetted by the pellucid 

but not too sumptuous Super 16 cinematography of Mauro Herce, 

Laxe presents nature as intractable but nevertheless divine, part of 

a holistic conception of being. We may experience nature as inhos-

pitable, vicariously through Mimosas’ non-professional models em-

ulating plight, but there is nothing intrinsically inhospitable about 

nature, as it is part of divinity itself, the theory goes. Such theolog-

ical context accounts for much of Mimosas’ lack of inflection, of its 

interstitial location between the sacred and mundane. Iconic imag-

es of humbled human figures dotting the landscape, of vintage taxis 

traversing Saharan horizons at dusk, speak to a more hermeneutic, 

rather than Herzogian, vision. 

Still, in keeping with the film’s design as a canvas (or layered 

mural), and an acknowledged cinematic construct (as with You Are 

All Captains), Mimosas becomes a repository for Laxe’s exegesis of 

spirituality in cinema. It’s as if Laxe were trying to refract some of 

the burnt light in Pasolini’s Medea (1969), channel the brotherly 

love of Rossellini’s Flowers of Saint Francis (1950), slouch toward 

Zanzibar in the manner of Garrel’s Le lit de la vierge (1969), and at-

tempt to find life in the chivalrous inertia of men astride horses à la 

Bresson’s Lancelot du Lac (1974). The rescue of a slain caravaneer’s 

daughter from the clutch of a barbarous tribe recalls no less than 

Ford’s The Searchers (1956), albeit scarcely by way of cowboy bra-

vado but rather Sufist purity of heart. “How will we do it?” doubts 

a faithless Ahmed and, in a turn that plays at once like Hollywood 

parody and purely devotional deed, Shakib charges forth with per-

emptory abandon: “With love!” he declares, sounding the film’s 

hitherto dormant hymn to battle. 

Mimosas’ denouement attests to the film’s provisional narra-

tive arc, and somewhat simplistically strikes a morally equivalent 

variation on karmic retribution. Still, the film has left an indelible 

impression for the sheer magnitude of its scope, within which lies 

a rudimentary reminder to those who are murderously zealous or 

utterly efete: Don’t be afraid. Strengthen your faith. Mimosas takes 

a rather circuitous route to a concisely unassuming but radical 

proposition, posed by the practicing prophet Shakib to a deplorably 

enervated Ahmed: “Tired of what?” he pleads emphatically, making 

the case for Mimosas as an incitement against indolence. To repur-

pose Deleuze’s appraisal of Garrel, one could say that Laxe’s cinema 

is not pious, although it is a cinema of revelation. The notion that 

“we are all blessed,” proclaimed by the taxi drivers competing for 

fares in the film’s contemporaneous realm, is manifest in Laxe’s de-

ployment of non-professional actors. Captains all, who’ve carried 

Mimosas’ story through mountains. A story you can tell to others 

if you want to. 
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It’s a hit! Released in a whopping 300 French cinemas the day of 

its Cannes Competition premiere, Bruno Dumont’s latest comedy 

is his most successful film yet at the French box oice. (As of early 

June, it has, unbelievably, more than 500,000 admissions.) Long 

considered brooding and Bressonian, a staunch proponent of nat-

uralism with a predilection for non-actors, spartan dialogue, and 

primal gestures, Dumont has nevertheless sprung a few surprises 

over the years in a body of work that has consistently been ripe for 

auteurist reading. First came the English-language Twentynine 

Palms (2003), which, despite the underlying cruelty and simmering 

violence lacing the film’s surface, still registered as a shock, both 

within and outside of the film’s diegesis, as critics and audiences de-

bated its supposedly outlandish conclusion. The mythic American 

desert landscape and tangled naked bodies as land art in full nod 

to Zabriskie Point (1970) were new to Dumont’s cinema, though 

the materialist and metaphysical binaries and general coarseness 

of tone were very much in keeping with his two previous films, his 

enormously influential debut  La vie de Jésus (1997), and L’humanité 

(1999). Later came a star, as Juliette Binoche took on the title role 

in Camille Claudel 1915 (2013), adding uncanny celebrity wattage to 

a film which also notably included real-life patients from a mental 

facility who not only play alongside her, but with her—her body and 

face the loci of hugs, kisses, gropes, pokes, and the occasional de-

posit of spittle. 

“I don’t really care so much what people say about 

me because it usually is a ref lection of who they 

are. For example, if people wish I would sound like 

I used to sound, then it says more about them than 

it does me.”—Prince

F I L M/A RT  |    BY A N DR É A PICA R D

UN-CANNY  
 

Bruno Dumont’s Ma Loute and the Creatures of Cannes 
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But the greatest surprise occurred two years ago at the 

Quinzaine’s premiere of P’tit Quinquin, the oddball four-part 

made-for-Arte television policier, when the packed audience re-

peatedly burst into laughter, stayed the course for nearly five hours, 

and stuck around to ask Dumont about his intentions. “To make 

people laugh,” he replied rather dryly. When an older woman very 

touchingly commended him for a wonderful film “worthy of high 

art,” but confessed to finding it dark, despairing, and not funny at 

all, the filmmaker shrugged and told her that such an assertion re-

vealed more about her than it did his film. It sounded unduly harsh 

on the spot and she seemed crushed, but it was simply a candid and 

confident response that rang true—and typical of Dumont, who is 

ever the embodiment of steely intelligence and discomfiting calm. 

P’tit Quinquin was subsequently seen by over 1.5 million viewers on 

French TV and proved without a doubt that France’s most austere 

auteur could not only make terrific television, but also television 

for the masses (unlike, say, Alexander Kluge). P’tit Quinquin is fun-

ny, strange, moving, and deceptively sadistic all at once. The Arte 

commission was a worthwhile risk for the broadcaster as much as 

for the filmmaker, and Dumont’s cinema would likely never be the 

same again. 

Case in point, Ma Loute. That his latest film, his eighth feature, 

returns to the environs of la Côte d’Opal in northern France where 

P’tit Quinquin takes place, and redeploys comedic narrative lines 

that are similar, such as a detective plot with two bumbling oicers 

(locals who are most definitely nordistes with heavy accents) and a 

story of young love at its centre, suggests a desire to expand his TV 

experiment into full cinematic form, which he achieves with great 

aplomb. Those similarities, however, have been used to criticize—

hastily, lazily, and laconically—the film as an unoriginal replay, 

as reductive variations on a theme ratcheted up a notch or two, if 

not three. But not only is Ma Loute in another register altogether, 

it is, most significantly, a work for another medium: cinema. P’tit 

Quinquin revealed new talents in Dumont (especially as a director 

of physical comedy and a capacious writer of serials) and is a raw, 

shape-shifting work whose strengths in part stem from its con-

straints and the filmmaker’s will, desire, and adeptness to experi-

ment within them. 

But with Magritte-like compositions and eye-popping colours, 

Ma Loute is extremely beautiful to look at. By its very grand design, 

it declares its interest in the cinematic image, and rides an out-

ré and uncomfortable line between bloat and bite. It’s definitely a 

Dumont film, deceptively literary like all of his other works—one 

senses the locations and mise en scène are deeply imbued by the 

author’s writerly descriptions. But with an added emphasis on mis-

chievous wordplay like homonyms and double entendres, the pro-

vocative Ma Loute is in parts subversive, perverse, and politically 

incorrect, while it fashions a bifurcated study of good and evil, love 

and hate, and, ultimately, social injustice and the sheer vulgarity of 

vanity itself. 

Precariousness is a state that unites many of Dumont’s charac-

ters both onscreen and of. He often casts non-actors from poor or 

working-class regions in the north of France, their rugged physi-

cality serving as photogenic markers of experience and sometimes 

exhaustion. His allegiances are eminently clear in Ma Loute’s en-

tangled class clash, which strikes an urgent resonance in contem-

porary society (especially in France, where cycles of oppression/

privilege have come home to roost). Hyperbolic accusations of ex-

ploitation have periodically shadowed Dumont, who has repeatedly 

said that he returns to the north because it is where he’s from (the 

town of Bailleul) and that he feels more comfortable among the lo-

cals. The social schisms existing between his ‘”actors” and the film-

maker (a former philosophy professor, no less) are ones that sepa-

rate so many artists and their subjects, and are systemic and deeply 

engrained in the modes of production. Just look at the history of 

Flemish iconography (and patronage), which has left a solid imprint 

upon Dumont’s work.

When Dumont shows how non-actors harbour an intensity and 

presence unmatched by professionals, he is  holding up a mirror and 

not being disingenuous about it. He’s being frank. The broad-stroke 

caricature, which forms the portrayal of the gargantuan Inspecteur 

Machin (machin means “thing” but also of course conjures “ma-

chine”) and his sidekick Malfoy (phonetically, “bad faith”) stems 

partially from traditions of northern representation and the folk-

loric carnival, where exaggerations are used to induce laughter 

through parade and parody. As the Laurel-and-Hardyesque duo 

investigates “mysterious” disappearances in the region (revealed 

to us early on, they are hardly mysterious!), the characters them-

selves become comedic set pieces, Machin’s rotund silhouette a 

helium-filled replica of Magritte’s top-hatted man. With squeaks 

and creaks, Machin is like a rubbery balloon, whose physical move-

ments are limited by his corpulence; he rolls down a hill, falls over, 

and eventually, in one of the film’s most jubilatory gags, floats like a 

balloon cut loose, careening across the sky. 

The story itself is rather bare-boned for a period-piece/cannibal-

ism comedy. It is the summer of 1910 and the Belle Époque is in full 

swing—a mere five years before Camille Claudel. Several tourists 

have vanished near la baie de la Slack, a stunning, big-sky landscape 

comprised of sand dunes and oyster parks. Inspectors Machin 

and Malfoy are on the case as the Van Peteghem family, an upper- 

bourgeois clan from inland Tourcoing, descends upon the Bay with 

froufrou cacophony. They settle into their vacation home, the im-

posing, high-upon-the hill Typhonium, a real location iconic to the 

region for its faux Egyptian architecture. Fabrice Luchini plays the 

pater familias, practically deformed by his costumed prosthetics, 

with a perpetual hunched back and a vocal range that never quite 

settles on a chosen accent. Draped in chifon and lace and corseted 

to the nines, Valeria Bruni Tedeschi embodies a role not so distant 

from her patrician pedigree, and is convincing as a perpetual lady-in- 

sufering or mater dolorosa. Reined in by her corset, she gives a su-

perb performance (much to her own consternation, her lost look 

often pierces the film’s fiction) and is the foil to Juliette Binoche’s 

tante Aude, haughty to the latter’s jaunty. With histrionic flair, 

impressive, wide-mouthed over-articulation, voluminous hats 

containing both flora and fauna, and prone to swanning gestures 

worthy of a silent Sarah Bernhardt, Binoche is pushed to the edge 

of decency and drollery. It is as if the three big stars are perpetual-

ly hanging from the Bay’s clifs, jagged and eroded, trying to steady 

their footing in order to transcend the grotesqueries of their char-

acters. Together, the Van Peteghems—the children aside—are a real 

pack of nerves, especially in the presence of the locals whom they 

exoticize yet from whom they wish to keep a healthy distance, as art 

once again imitates life.

And, yet, the women and girls depend on the Brufort men, 

L’Éternel and his adolescent son Ma Loute (a term of endearment, 

though a northern dictionary also makes reference to sexual innu-
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and Godard’s Pierrot le fou (1965), Ma Loute is an astonishing colour 

film, except the hand-painting occurred on the digital images rath-

er than on the objects and faces. Widescreen, with foreshortened, 

cropped, and deeply silhouetted people and objects, Ma Loute mix-

es the compositional rigour and surreal, fatal beauty (and fading 

glamour) of Visconti’s Death in Venice (1971) with Tati’s physical, 

sonic, and repetitive gags and Buñuel’s black humour. (There are 

also passages of breathtaking, pop-infused lyricism reminiscent 

of Sirk.) The violence, transcendence, and transgression that have 

been the hallmarks of Dumont’s cinema remain, but the filmmak-

er has refused stasis and exploded his formula—unlike, say, the 

Dardennes, whose paint-by-numbers, station-of-the-cross schema 

has come to ironically mimic the dehumanized factory lines they  

are critiquing.

Ultimately, Ma Loute is a work of ludic imagination, harbouring 

the awesome sense of discovery that attended the age of mechanical 

reproduction, and thus the birth of photographic and cinematic im-

ages. As the Bruforts could be ripped from one of August Sander’s 

typological series and the Van Peteghem women from a Lartigue 

photograph or a Eugène Boudin tableau, Dumont stays true to his 

vision, elevating the profane and denigrating the sacred, while tak-

ing artistic risks and re-investing in the power of the cinema. The 

underlying implications of the film, beyond the gags, the hijinks, 

and the genre-bending, are undoubtedly relevant to today and sca-

rily prescient. Though Dumont would deny any social reading or 

relevance to the film, taking two steps outside the Palais confirms 

the presence of the gaudy and carnivalesque, i.e., the creatures of 

Cannes. (Les Malouciens are everywhere!) At a time when frivoli-

ty and vanity have reached new heights, the gaps between rich and 

poor are forever widening, and society at large can seem so damn 

vulgar and ridiculous (certainly on the Croisette, but also else-

where, everywhere; there must be selfies in hell), deranged humour, 

abstraction, aesthetic beauty and the destabilization of the real 

can be temporarily restorative in this mad, mad world. Next up for 

Dumont is a Jeanne d’Arc musical with music by Igorrr. Three Rs, 

and I cannot wait.

endo), both oyster farmers, and passeurs who literally ferry wom-

en in their arms across the river. Often squealing with delight, the 

parasol-wielding belles relish the experience, and Billie, the rav-

ishing Peteghem niece, quickly falls for Ma Loute, he of the dewy 

brown eyes and Dumbo ears. Played by newcomer and one-namer 

Raph, Billie is gender-amorphous—more than the disappearanc-

es, her sex is the film’s central mystery, sustained by Raph’s inter-

views and attire in Cannes—but is ultimately revealed in the film 

to be a boy who dresses as a girl, making impossible the reversal of 

social codes and transcendence that their burgeoning cross-class 

love implies. Despite his hurt and rage, Ma Loute cannot bring 

himself to kill and eat her (though his beating of her is beyond bru-

tal), as the Bruforts are of course responsible for the “mysterious 

disappearances” and are seen, in full gore, gorging on well-bred  

human limbs. 

Ma Loute is completely of the wall, an anarchic mix of gore, 

grotesquerie, and burlesque that reaches melodramatic heights 

with burnished close-ups and soaring music—a haunting aria by 

unknown Belgian composer Guillaume Lekeu, who died in 1894 

at the age of 24. The film is rampant with forced comedic pratfalls 

and enough hysteria to get under one’s skin, but it also features 

scenes of supernal cinematic beauty and heartbreak. Irreverence 

aside, the film was inspired by a series of turn-of-the-century 

postcards, which depict the region, evidencing class divisions as 

proletarian passeurs carry corseted, floppy-hatted women across 

the river. One was inscribed with the name “Ma Loute.” Using the 

archival images as a point of departure, along with hand-tinted 

photographs by Jacques-Henri Lartigue guiding choices by cin-

ematographer Guillaume Defontaines, Dumont recreated the 

era, not only through meticulous costuming and props, but also 

via elaborate post-production efects. Before P’tit Quinquin, all of 

Dumont’s films were shot on 35mm, but Ma Loute’s mise en scène 

was perfected in digital post, as were all of the comedic sounds. All 

post-1910 construction at the shooting locations was erased (espe-

cially the houses which dot the Bay) and the colours were bumped 

up and outlines crisped. Not unlike Antonioni’s Red Desert (1964) 
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A friend recently pigeonholed me after he witnessed an onstage 

film critics panel and demanded I make amends for wasting his 

time—not because I had in any way obliged him to attend, but sim-

ply because I was guilty by association. “What’s the point of critics 

talking about criticism?” he demanded, which organically led him 

toward his next rhetorical query: “What the hell’s the point of writ-

ing criticism anyway?” Steering clear of that latter question (if only 

for reasons of self-preservation), I’ll cop to the first charge. Myself, I 

find it di�cult to not talk about criticism when writing criticism—if 

only because these days there’s so damn much of it, and so much of 

it is so goddamn poor. “If you judge by sheer bulk, film criticism is 

flourishing as never before,” David Bordwell opens The Rhapsodes, 

keeping his tone cool even as he slyly evokes an insectoid image of 

“Critics swarm[ing] across our screens[:] writing for online maga-

zines, chatting in podcasts and YouTube clips, tweeting their in-

stant reactions.” Granted the fact that our digitized world has ex-

panded the mediums and modes through which criticism can be 

practised, criticism is still an essentially literary medium in that 

it demands that one organize and present one’s thoughts—and as 

ever, thought remains in plenty short supply. In so much so-called 

criticism the operative belief seems to be that the saying of a thing is 

more important than how it is said; but having moved primarily to 

the other side of the editor’s desk (if such a thing even existed in the 

purely virtual Cinema Scope press room), I’ve discovered that inele-

gance of prose is often coterminous with incoherence, imprecision 

or, simply, absence of thought.

This is one of the critical undercurrents running through 

Bordwell’s study of the four ’40s critics whom, the subtitle con-

tends, “changed American film culture”—though the avuncular 

scholar, with typical politeness, poses it as a postulate rather than a 

pronouncement. (“If a worthy critic must be an exceptional writer, 

my four critics meet the standard,” writes Bordwell; he does how-

ever show his hand when he declares that his quartet “remain far 

more provocative and penetrating than nearly anyone writing film 

Before the Swarm 
 
David Bordwell’s The Rhapsodes: How 1940s Critics  
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What interests Bordwell in these critics, however, is not only the 

cultural-ideological shift they represented, and helped efect, in at-

titudes toward and commentary on American mass culture. As part 

and parcel of that, he is interested in these writers as writers—in the 

techniques, tone, and textures of their writing, which are insepar-

able from their thinking about their chosen subject. If “all four 

function as performers” in language, “spread[ing] out American 

idioms like a magician fanning a fistful of cards,” Bordwell shows 

that, like all illusionists, they planned their tricks carefully in ad-

vance. While his book’s very title brands his foursome as proselyt-

izers whose transporting enthusiasm carries them away, Bordwell 

demonstrates, through patient parsing of their prose, how each of 

these writers, in considering an innately and efortlessly hetero-

geneous medium, cultivated a prismatic perspective to convey its 

unique beauties in words.

Unsurprisingly for an unabashed shot-timer and frame-grabber, 

Bordwell posits the descriptive aspect of these critics’ work as one 

of their essential traits. Though contrarian posturing surely played 

some role in their enthusiasms and condemnations, in Bordwell’s 

telling these writers were attempting to bring to film criticism the 

kind of serious, attentive, and analytical readings then current in 

literary studies and musicology. Considering Ferguson’s on-set re-

ports on the shooting of two scenes for Out of the Fog and The Little 

Foxes (both 1941), Bordwell remarks that “for possibly the first time 

in American film criticism, a reviewer describes a scene shot by 

shot in relation to production practices”; later, he links Agee’s epic 

three-part review of Chaplin’s Monsieur Verdoux (1947) to the per-

vasiveness of close-reading literary criticism in the late ’40s, and 

Agee’s own early studies under New Criticism dean I.A. Richards. 

Exercising his astute pictorial sensibility, Farber—whom dur-

ing this period, as Bordwell demonstrates, was far less inclined to 

introduce art-world references in his film criticism—locates and de-

fines the “expressive naturalism” of Hollywood staging strategies. 

Even Tyler’s Hollywood hallucinations, his wildly sensuous flights 

into the mythopoetic firmament and psychoanalytic substrata 

of seemingly routine weekly releases, work to identify the innate 

catholicity of Hollywood storytelling—a seamless impurity of form 

that Bordwell (in, obviously, a very diferent mode and manner) has 

posited in his own work as the “utterly opportunistic and promis-

cuous” nature of film narrative, “seiz[ing] anything that can serve 

its purpose [and] slap[ping] together all manner of disparate cues.”

However, Bordwell—no mean prose stylist himself—does 

not simply recruit his rhapsodes for the knowledge-producing, 

craft-centric model of academic film study to which he subscribes. 

Painting Agee as a modern-day Romantic, Bordwell finds in the 

fretful, incessant doubling-back of his documentary sharecropper 

opus Let Us Now Praise Famous Men the search for “a galaxy of facts 

beyond comprehension”; “The creative task,” Bordwell paraphrases 

Agee “is to transcend realism, to retain respect for the way things 

are while showing the fire at the core of the world.” Even as they fer-

reted out evidence of artistic intention from within that famously 

“invisible” Hollywood style, each of these critics was using the film 

before them as fodder for their own striving imaginations. 

It’s thus that all four rhapsodes variously reject Citizen Kane 

(1941), the undeclared secret sharer of Bordwell’s book (though his 

publishers signal it some by plastering it on the cover). In Welles’ 

wunderkindery these critics discerned an almost tyrannical en-

criticism today.”) An expanded version of a series of entries that 

Bordwell originally wrote for his website (which themselves origin-

ated as part of a larger, forthcoming project on ’40s Hollywood cin-

ema), The Rhapsodes ofers swiftly sketched yet unfailingly incisive 

portraits of Otis Ferguson, James Agee, Manny Farber, and Parker 

Tyler, whom Bordwell contends created the “cult of personality” 

that led to the emergence of such celebrity critics as Pauline Kael, 

Andrew Sarris, and Roger Ebert in the ’60s and ’70s.

None of these writers has lacked for recognition previously—

though only wacky word wrangler Farber, who passed away in 2008, 

lived long enough to enjoy anything other than the posthumous 

variety—but Bordwell’s comparative treatment of them here allows 

for a level of historical contextualization that tends to be scanted 

in other celebrations of their work; an exception is Greg Taylor’s 

excellent Artists in the Audience, a parallel study of Farber and 

Tyler approvingly cited by Bordwell in his endnotes. (Hastily, and 

with far less evidentiary basis, the present writer attempted to do 

something of the same in a long review of the Library of America’s 

Farber on Film collection in the Spring 2010 Cineaste.) Just as in his 

analyses of cinematic staging, editing, and storytelling techniques, 

in The Rhapsodes Bordwell traces both the direct and osmotic in-

fluences, the micro and macro frameworks that helped these four 

writers define their singular styles. 

On the former point, there is a of course a clear bond between 

the first three of Bordwell’s subjects. Farber succeeded Ferguson as 

film critic at The New Republic after the latter went of to war and 

died at sea, and combined Ferguson’s slangy, jazzy, wiseacre style 

with a formalist sensitivity derived from his work as a painter and 

art critic; Agee and Farber were friends, with Agee occasionally 

making approving mention of Farber in his reviews, something not 

reciprocated by Farber until a (not entirely laudatory) obit after 

Agee’s death in 1955. Tyler is the odd man out of the four, a dwell-

er on the homosexual dandy wing of their shared bohemian NYC 

milieu, his style cheekily heightened and consciously (pre-)camp 

as opposed to the all-American idiomatic mix-and-matching of the 

Otis-Jim-Manny troika. 

As does Taylor in Artists in the Audience, Bordwell situates his 

writers against the background of the mid-century high/middle/

lowbrow mass-culture debate, where their wholehearted engage-

ment with movies stood in stark contrast to the prevailing cultur-

al gatekeepers’ dismissive or dilettantish treatment of the world’s 

then most pervasive and popular art. But whereas Taylor depicts 

Farber and Tyler’s respective careers as a constant jockeying for 

cultural position—seeking to establish and maintain the critic’s 

supremacy over film, audience, and their fellow commentators 

alike—Bordwell takes a more ingenuous view of his rhapsodes. 

Although writing in a cultural atmosphere then influenced by the 

puritanical high modernism preached by Clement Greenberg and 

the kind of left-elitist disdain for mass art later embodied in the 

Horkheimer-Adorno Culture Industry thesis, Ferguson, Farber, 

Agee and Tyler, claims Bordwell, “outflanked the mass culture 

debates by simply diving, quite self-consciously, into popular 

material…making distinctions and discriminations of fine de-

gree [and finding] God, or the devil, in the details.” “Practical 

aesthetes” Bordwell brands them, seeking out stray moments of 

beauty, expressiveness, or startling insight in supposedly machine- 

tooled product.
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closure of the film image, a shutting out of any reality beyond the 

overly designed frame—and, with it, the imaginative work of the 

critic. Tyler’s flights of fancy, or aspiring screenwriter Agee’s pen-

chant for rewriting/redirecting in his reviews those films he found 

frustratingly wanting, are only the most obvious manifestations of 

a shared impulse among these men. Each, in his own particular way, 

was inspired, enthralled, or haunted by the vision of something be-

yond what he was seeing with his eyes. Implicitly (and then explicit-

ly) rejecting the restrictively materialist modernism of Greenberg, 

Farber “anticipat[ed] Bazin’s conception of the porous frame” by 

celebrating filmmakers’ subtle evocation of a boundless world ex-

tending beyond the limits of the film image. Even the hard-boiled 

pragmatist Ferguson, who celebrated the many-handed, artisanal 

nature of Hollywood production (akin to his favouring of the big-

band model of jazz), saw the ultimate ideal, in a film’s precise or-

chestration of its various parts, as being the creation of the inefable 

aura of real life as it is lived—a goal as mystical in its way as any of 

Agee’s fervent striving after transcendence.

Wellesian without portfolio though he be, Bordwell remains 

even-handed in his discussion of his subjects’ assorted Kane con-

demnations—though his abiding interest in Welles’ debut as an 

historical nexus of stylistic and narrative strategies may feed in 

somewhat to his concluding comments about the restrictions of 

the rhapsodes’ field of view. “These writers activate so many as-

pects of the classics [that] I’m surprised they didn’t flag other 

things that [now] pop out for us,” he writes. “They mostly missed 

the stylistic revolution of deep focus, the long take, and exten-

sive camera movement…Tyler is sublimely indiferent to direc-

tors altogether (except Welles and avant-gardists), while Agee and 

Farber largely neglect Preminger, Mann, Siodmak, Sirk, Fuller,  

and Ophüls.” 

Farber, of course, made up for some of those oversights in his 

“classic” period in the ’50s and ’60s, when he inaugurated his now 

famous championing of tough crime pictures and hard-hitting 

melodramas—a then-countercanon that, in its attitude and philoso-

phy if not always its specific films, bears a striking resemblance to 

the classical Hollywood pantheon of contemporary cinephilia. But 

the decade of work that Bordwell focuses on is not simply a vanished 

prehistory, an early and imperfect evolutionary stage. Rather, the 

considerable distance of these writers from today’s tastes makes 

their work an alternative (or corrective) to some of the engrained 

habits and prejudices of current criticism.

For his part, Bordwell sees his rhapsodes as presenting a more 

“balanced picture of Hollywood then and now,” their openness to 

the softer virtues of “poignancy and romantic passion” a welcome 

tonic to today’s fondness for toughness, cynicism, and “swaggering 

aggression” in one’s filmmakers. While I don’t think that an appre-

ciation of the lyrical is totally absent from contemporary cinephilic 

culture—look at all the mooning over Malick in certain corners, par 

exemple—it’s undoubtedly true that more (primarily digital) ink 

is spilled sussing out the so-called intricacies of blunt-force films 

than speaking to the gentler angels of our cinematic nature. (Lord 

knows that, his own chorus of rhapsodes aside, Malick is more often 

mocked, and with a viciousness and contempt that would never be 

applied to a Nicolas Winding Refn, say.) 

Beyond matters of taste, however, is the fact that what these writ-

ers strove mightily to do—provide nuanced interpretation of the 

films before them based on the visual evidence on screen—is now 

technically (and technologically) feasible for contemporary critics 

as it never could have been in the rhapsodes’ time. All too often, 

however, writers today are content to forego analysis for unfounded 

assertion, vapid description, zeitgeist surfing, or contrarian postur-

ing—the latter the bratty ofspring of the actual cultural challenge 

once posed by Agee, Farber et al., a re-enactment of old battles that 

refuses to acknowledge that the cultural ground has shifted more 

than a little in the past, oh, two-thirds of a century. 

That shifting ground has certainly resulted in some benefits to 

criticism, in terms of the range of people and perspectives whose 

entry to the field have widened and richened our frames of refer-

ence. But as ever, widening has as its corollary a thinning out, and a 

plurality of voices the potential to become a cacophony. Not to men-

tion the fact that, in their often tenuous grasp on how to use the lan-

guage they are ostensibly writing in, many of those purporting to 

practise criticism remain blithely unaware of the fact that words can 

not only be containers for ideas, but creators of them. The unique 

prose styles of Bordwell’s quartet, in their doublings-back, their 

layers of paradox, their freewheeling associations and sudden con-

ceptual leaps, personify film criticism as the drama of thought—a 

wrestling with both the visible and invisible evidence of the film 

before them, set against the implicit vision of the Total Film they 

dream of. If much criticism these days does indeed give evidence of 

struggle, it’s most often only against the laws of language and the 

limits of ignorance—and it’s a struggle bereft of drama, dreams, and 

most definitely thought.
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J.P. Sniadecki’s feature-length The Iron 

Ministry (2014), available on DVD from 

Icarus Films, is by far the best non-Chinese 

documentary I’ve seen about contemporary 

mainland China. (Just for the record, the best 

Chinese documentary on the same general 

subject that I’ve seen is Yu-Shen Su’s far more 

unorthodox—and woefully still unavailable—

Man Made Place (2012); a couple of snippets 

are available on YouTube and Vimeo.) Filmed 

over three years on Chinese trains, it’s full 

of revelatory moments, and not only in its 

surprisingly outspoken interviews: the non- 

narrative stretches, which compare quite fa-

vourably with the more abstract portions of 

Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna Paravel’s 

Leviathan (2012), are pretty stunning as well. 

Skip this one at your peril.

***

Second Run’s very first Blu-ray—Pedro 

Costa’s Horse Money (2015)—is gorgeously 

transferred, and has splendid extras: Costa’s 

2010 short film O nosso homem, essays by 

Jonathan Romney and Chris Fujiwara, 

an introduction to Horse Money by Thom 

Andersen, and Laura Mulvey’s conversa-

tion with Costa at London’s ICA. The extras 

on Criterion’s Blu-ray of Jean-Luc Godard’s 

Band of Outsiders (1964) are too numerous 

to mention here, but suice it to say that just 

about every intertextual reference in this 

cherished object are teased out in one way  

or another. 

Three separate three-disc Blu-ray sets 

from the BFI also deserve special mention: 

Emir Kusturica’s 1995 Underground (includ-

ing the six-part, 310-minute TV version) 

and two packages of Ken Russell’s best ’60s 

TV work, The Great Composers (including 

Elgar, The Debussy Film, and Delius: Song 

of Summer) and The Great Passions (Always 

on Sunday, about Henri Rousseau; Isadora, 

about Isadora Duncan; and Dante’s Inferno, 

about Dante Gabriel Rossetti). And as long as 

we’re on the subject of delirious mannerism, 

Lobster Films and Flicker Alley’s fine sin-

gle-disc Blu-ray edition of Marcel L’Herbier’s 

L’inhumaine (1924) is almost perfect. (My 

only lingering complaint is that not enough 

clarity is ofered about how much and in what 

way Aidje Tafial’s score—which gets a sepa-

rate documentary of its own—is or isn’t relat-

ed to the original Darius Milhaud score.

***

It’s a lucky coincidence that Věra 

Chytilová’s contrapuntal 1963 feature 

Something Diferent—Chytilová’s own version 

of William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms that 

intercuts between a documentary about a fe-

male gymnast in training and a fictional sto-

ry about a discontented housewife—should 

become available from Second Run on DVD 

around the same time that both versions of 

Jacques Rivette’s Out 1 (1971) finally hit the 

Anglo-American market in separate edi-

tions, from Carlotta (US) and Arrow (UK). 

(I contributed to both of the latter editions, 

which is why I’m not saying more about them 

here.) The relevance of this coincidence is 

that Chytilová’s editing scheme, based on dif-

ferent kinds of formal rhymes, had as much 

of a visible influence on Out 1: Spectre as the 

colourful and crazy antics of Chytilová’s 

Daisies (1966) had on Céline et Julie vont en  

bateau (1974).

***

Either by coincidence or by design, the 

films that I regard as the two greatest para-

noid fantasies of the ’60s arrived in a single 

package from Criterion: Blu-ray editions of 

Rivette’s Paris nous appartient (1961) and 

John Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian 

Candidate (1962). As diferent as these two 

features are—rambling and amateurish (al-

beit in the very best sense of both terms) in 

the case of Rivette’s debut feature, tight and 

streamlined in the case of Frankenheimer’s 

best work—I saw them both, in that order, as 

a freshman and sophomore at Washington 

Square College (the former at Cinema 16 and 

the latter at a commercial theatre), and I think 

it’s fair to describe both of them as essential 

New Wave productions, though for quite dis-

parate reasons: the Rivette for its ragtag or-

igins and its cinephilic underpinnings, the 

Frankenheimer for its unsettling mix of gen-

res, oscillating between comedy and horrific 

tragedy as ruthlessly as Trufaut’s Tirez sur le 

pianiste (1960). 

Both movies are milestones in their dis-

tillations of apocalyptic late ’50s zeitgeist, 

though this aspect of their importance, which 

is beautifully and cogently discussed in the 

Manchurian extras—above all, in discussions 

by historian Susan Carruthers (brilliantly 

illustrated) and, to a lesser extent, by film-

maker Errol Morris—is all but ignored on the 

Paris nous appartient Blu-ray, whose extras 

WAYS OF SEEING
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are skimpy. An interview about Paris nous ap-

partient with film historian Richard Neupert 

(which is a bit academic for my taste) shows 

virtually no interest at all in the film’s mean-

ing, and Luc Sante’s essay, adequate enough 

in its treatments of Rivette and the film’s pro-

duction (as is Neupert), is only slightly better 

in grappling with the film’s metaphysics, or 

even acknowledging that it has a metaphysics. 

Both commentaries seem almost apologetic 

about the film, as if its haunting ambiguities 

and uncertainties were somehow tied only 

to the diicult production circumstances, 

and their joint implication that the film was 

ignored when it first appeared overlooks the 

rich and sensitive appreciations it received 

at the time in Sight & Sound and Moviegoer 

(to cite only two of the reviews that I still  

recall vividly).

***

Watching Elaine May’s excellent American 

Masters profile of her former improv partner 

Mike Nichols in late January—a canny and 

subtle mixture of afectionate tribute and 

sly sibling-rivalry putdowns—I realized that, 

even though I’d long ago given up on Nichols 

as an interesting filmmaker (despite all his 

mainstream smarts), his six-hour Angels in 

America (2004) was obviously something I 

needed to see, so I ordered the two-DVD set 

from HBO Video and was more than amply re-

warded. Thanks to the material he had to work 

with—Tony Kushner’s polyphonic script and 

many virtuoso actors, especially Al Pacino, 

Meryl Streep, and Jefrey Wright—this is far 

and away his best film. When it comes to or-

chestrating special efects to attach expres-

sive directorial arias to the performances, it 

even accomplishes the impossible task of syn-

thesizing Ken Russell and Andrei Tarkovsky 

in order to illustrate spiritual issues involved 

in brassy showbiz terms that never cheat on 

the metaphysical stakes involved. (Mutatis 

mutandis, Justin Kirk’s journey back across 

a pond in Heaven to return to his hospital 

sickbed inevitably recalls the spiritual climax 

of Tarkovsky’s Nostalghia.) 

P.S.: If, like me, you missed the hour-long 

Nichols and May: Take Two when it was shown 

long ago on American Masters, you can order 

a copy for only $2.99 (plus shipping and han-

dling, which for me was $5.25) from Premiere 

Opera at premopera@gmail.com; while I 

found it a bit too sound-bitey, it’s clearly a lot 

better than nothing. 

***

The following is taken from my “Cannes 

Journal” in the September-October 1973 is-

sue of Film Comment and corrected in a few 

particulars in April 2016, after seeing the 

restored 128-minute director’s cut of Dead 

Pigeon on Beethoven Street on a Blu-ray from 

Olive Films:

“In theory, the Marché du Film is merely 

one division of the festival out of many (oi-

cial selections, Directors’ Fortnight, Critics’ 

Week, etc.); in practice, every film and every 

person attending is on the marketplace, to 

purchase or to be purchased, and all the rest 

is journalistic euphemism. It was there, at 

any rate, that I came across Samuel Fuller’s  

latest film.

“Not all of Dead Pigeon on Beethoven Street 

is peaches and cream, but the beginning is ex-

traordinary—a brilliant burst of action that 

illustrates the title in lightning flashes—and 

the mad finale in a weapons room is not far 

behind. Fuller’s habitual obeisance to the ti-

tle composer reaches an apogee of sorts in a 

scene set in the Beethoven Museum, where 

the head of one of the leads (Glenn Corbett) is 

cut of by the top of the frame in order to give 

one of the Master’s pianos a privileged place 

in the composition. Some of the personal/

filmic references get pretty Baroque, too: a 

clip of Rio Bravo dubbed into German; a snip-

pet from Alphaville to reveal an earlier act-

ing part of Christa Lang, Fuller’s wife (seen 

as a prostitute servicing Akim Tamirof ); 

Stéphane Audran doing a guest bit as a lesbi-

an named Dr. Bogdanovich. If this all sounds 

like a movie freak’s nightmare, I can only 

confess that Sam seemed to have a whale of 

a time making this two-bit classic, and I for 

one had a whale of a time watching it. It may 

not have production values like Electra Glide 

in Blue, a conformist crowd pleaser shown 

in the Grande Salle—a film  that aims to out-

gross the highest grossers by synthesizing at 

least six other ‘hits,’ heartily recommended 

to all viewers with like temperaments—but by 

God, it has style. As is customary with Fuller, 

the acting veers from woodblock-hard to aw-

ful-ugly (automatically turning every face 

into a mug shot), the violence is corrosive, the 
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Me!—a less elegant, appropriate, or meaning-

ful moniker, which this powerful feature has 

been stuck with ever since. One of the lam-

entable ofshoots of this mislabelling is that 

the film’s daring opening sequence—which is 

connected to the remainder of the film only 

thematically, but not in relation to the narra-

tive—no longer makes as much sense without 

the original title as a guide. But no matter: the 

transfer is great, and, thanks to the optional 

English subtitles that Olive has thoughtfully 

provided, I was able to notice for the first time 

that a neighbour and creditor of the film’s 

protagonist (played by Frank Lovejoy, in his 

greatest performance) who appears in an ear-

ly sequence is named Mr. Lenin. It might be 

stretching things a bit to see the soon-to-be 

blacklisted Endfield alluding here to his com-

munist past, but it’s still tempting to enter-

tain such a fantasy—and even if one doesn’t, 

it’s hard to think of a more scorching critique 

of American society that emerged from early 

’50s Hollywood. (Check out Brian Neve’s re-

cent and excellent biography of Endfield for 

many more details.)

***

Mike Hodges’ A Prayer for Dying (1987) 

was one of the first films I reviewed for the 

Chicago Reader after I moved to Chicago, 

and, as I discovered from the Twilight Time 

Blu-ray (which includes an informative and 

level-headed recent interview with Hodges, 

as well as an interview with cinematogra-

pher Mike Garfath), I was flummoxed at the 

time by a press release about the distribu-

double crosses mutual, the implications per-

fectly bananas, the imagination fertile. As a 

modest entry in the Louis Feuillade tradition, 

this is a minor joy.”

Now that we can see it in its full-length 

version (24 minutes longer than its original 

release), Dead Pigeon on Beethoven Street is 

all the more fascinating and flavoursome in 

terms of its sheer weirdness, and (as Christa 

Fuller points out) its conscious kinship with 

the French New Wave becomes much clearer. 

Another reason for getting this wonderful re-

lease is Robert Fisher’s superlative, eye-open-

ing, 110-minute Return to Beethoven Street: 

Sam Fuller in Germany, which does a fine job 

of unpacking Fuller’s best and in some ways 

most neglected European film. (A minor ca-

veat: while I agree with almost everything 

Bill Krohn says about the film in Fisher’s 

documentary, including the fact that it be-

longs with Fuller’s “late” period, it’s worth 

adding that the touristic treatment of Bonn, 

Cologne, and Essen still calls to mind many 

sequences in Fuller’s 1955 House of Bamboo, 

as does the ever-present Fulleresque dou-

ble-agent theme, even if the narrative style is  

radically diferent.)

***

Long before a marketing term like “noir” 

came along to aestheticize such an experi-

ence, the sheer negativity of Cyril Endfield’s 

The Sound of Fury (another Blu-ray from Olive 

Films) was so shocking and disturbing in 1950 

that audiences stayed away, which led the 

desperate distributor to retitle it Try and Get 

tor’s rejection of Hodges’ cut and the release 

of a re-edited and remixed cut, which led me 

to call the released version of Hodges’ IRA/

gangster thriller “disjointed.” But as Hodges 

reasonably points out, reviewers such as my-

self who made judgment calls about this mat-

ter without having seen his own version were 

taking too much for granted. In fact, what-

ever one thinks of the film (which flopped 

commercially in the US) as it now stands, it’s 

beautifully acted, expertly paced, and not at 

all disjointed. Hodges had the superb and un-

orthodox idea of switching the roles of Alan 

Bates and Bob Hoskins so that the former 

plays the gangster villain and the latter plays 

the sympathetic priest, and Mickey Rourke 

in the lead role as a guilt-stricken and angelic 

IRA terrorist does a remarkable job of making 

such an improbable character compelling. 

This is well worth a look.

***

The same goes for two other Twilight Time 

Blu-ray releases, Robert Parrish and Irwin 

Shaw’s In the French Style (1963) and Fred 

Zinnemann’s Julia (1977), albeit with heavy 

caveats in both cases: the former is a failed 

independent efort starring Jean Seberg (at 

her most luminous), while the latter is slickly 

engineered Oscar bait with Jane Fonda at her 

near-best. An important part of what made 

these watchable for me are the extras: Julie 

Kirgo’s essay about In the French Style, which 

gives a convincing account of how and why the 

film fails, and Nick Redman and Jane Fonda’s 

audio commentary for Julia (with Redman re-
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membering the film much better than Fonda 

does, but both having much of interest to say). 

My demurrals mainly have to do with (a) what 

I take to be some of the pro-Hollywood and  

anti-independent biases of Kirgo, Redman, 

and Lem Dobbs on their audio commentary 

for In the French Style (all of whom seem re-

luctant to grant any ambiguity to Shaw’s 

conflicted portrait of Seberg’s character and 

the casting of Stanley Baker as one of her 

lovers), which seem to demand Hollywood 

simplicity from a project conceived to elude 

such satisfactions; and (b) the intermittent 

glibness and phoniness of Julia itself—espe-

cially its first half, which mainly serves as 

preparation for its far more purposeful and 

compelling second half as a resistance thrill-

er. (Furthermore, the supposed “true-life” as-

pects of the plot have by now been definitively 

disproven, and Kirgo in her essay on this re-

lease helpfully guided me towards an online 

essay spelling out all the evidence.)

***

The Mark (available on DVD for nine quid 

at moviemail.com the last time I looked, but 

costing $125 on Amazon) moved me quite a 

lot for its compassion and sensitivity when I 

was in my late teens, and it holds up remark-

ably well 55 years later. In her mixed review 

(included in I Lost it at the Movies, but not in 

For Keeps), Pauline Kael did a pretty good job 

of discussing its thematic limitations in han-

dling a convict on parole (Stuart Whitman) 

in provincial England trying to start a new 

life after having turned himself in for almost 

raping a ten-year-old girl. But she didn’t give 

nearly enough credit to the performances 

(especially by Whitman, Maria Schell, and 

an unusually restrained Rod Steiger) or the 

script (largely by Sidney Buchman, who 

also produced), and at least one of her other 

complaints struck me then—and strikes me 

now—as boorish philistinism: “I wish Stuart 

Whitman’s head, particularly from the side 

and back, weren’t so remarkably thick and 

ugly.” I wouldn’t describe Guy Green, the di-

rector, as any sort of unsung auteur, and he 

does a very clumsy job in handling dream 

sequences, but otherwise he excels in al-

lowing the characters and story to carry the 

movie without getting in their way. It isn’t M, 

as Kael points out, but it’s a fine movie just  

the same.

***

Mervyn LeRoy was one of Sam Fuller’s 

favourite directors, and the non-stop (if 

semi-brainless) gusto of Big City Blues 

(1932)—the first of five features in Volume 9 of 

Forbidden Hollywood in the Warners Archive 

Collection—helps to explain why. In a mere 

63 minutes, a routine low-budget time-filler 

breezes past with the manic urgency of a fever 

dream, complete with speedy, mechanically  

delivered line readings, clunky but hal-

lucinatory collage and montage stretch-

es, and an uncredited early appearance 

by Humphrey Bogart halfway through in 

which he almost single-handedly turns a 

hick comedy about New York parties and 

hucksters into a sinister crime story where 

big-city brutality and indiference seem no  

less operative.  

I still haven’t read Joseph Conrad’s first 

novel, but Chantal Akerman’s nervy and 

passionate free adaptation La Folie Almayer 

(2011), which I acquired on French Amazon 

for 19.99 Euros (a Shellac Sud DVD with op-

tional English and Dutch subtitles), turned 

out to be far more substantial and absorb-

ing than its largely negative reviews led me 

to expect. Even if the film finally becomes 

unhinged by what appears to be a dispro-

portionate interest in its white colonialist 

father figure (Stanislas Merhar), it is still 

a rather exciting attempt by Akerman to 

stretch the boundaries of her art—most no-

tably in the film’s opening and closing se-

quences, but also in the beautiful handling  

of landscapes.

***

Despite Orson Welles’ efective turn as 

Clarence Darrow (under a fictional dis-

guise), Compulsion (1959) is far from the 

best of Richard Fleischer’s crime pictures; 

just for starters, I much prefer The Narrow 

Margin (1952), which I have under the title 

L’Enigme de Chicago Express from an Editions 

Montparnasse DVD, The Boston Strangler 

(1968), and 10 Rillington Place (1971), and 

others might wish to add The Girl in the Red 

Velvet Swing and Violent Saturday (both 

1955). But if you plunk down 13 quid and 

order the Compulsion Blu-ray from British 

Amazon, you’ll get a wealth of material about 

Fleischer’s career in two extended interviews 

given at the National Film Theatre (from 

1981, in audio only, and from 1994, with sound 

and image), which helps to compensate for 
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Without being a fraction as good as either 

The Window (1949) or Rear Window (1954), 

Roy Rowland’s 1954 Witness to Murder (in-

cluded in Kino Lorber’s five-disc Blu-ray col-

lection Film Noir: The Dark Side of Cinema) 

is, as its title suggests, a thriller with a simi-

lar premise, although in this case the mur-

derer (George Sanders) is followed from the 

beginning as well as the witness/neighbour 

(Barbara Stanwyck). Before the movie slides 

into formulaic and predictable drivel (which 

starts around the time that Sanders’ char-

acter, an ex-Nazi, starts spouting German), 

it’s pretty edgy and scary stuf, helped along 

by superb cinematography from John Alton 

and a capacity for telling most of the story 

in terms of details, observations, and deduc-

tions without any dialogue. I suspect the prin-

cipal auteur here is producer-writer Chester 

Erskine, though it’s worth adding that both 

Ted Geisel (i.e., Dr. Seuss) and Janet Leigh 

expressed some afection and admiration for 

Rowland, a mainly unsung director, in sepa-

rate conversations with me. 

***

I’ve been slow to catch up with such war-

horses as Jezebel (1938), Dark Victory (1939), 

Now, Voyager (1942), and Old Acquaintance 

(1943) because I’ve never quite understood 

the logic of Bette Davis. But now that a bril-

liant essay about her by Murielle Joudet in the 

online journal Lola has explained it all to me 

in fulsome detail, the Turner Classic Movies 

two-disc Greatest Classic Legends set con-

taining these features and many extras has 

come in very handy. 

applauded for demonstrating that James Agee 

identified Howard Hawks as an important 

personal filmmaker before either Jacques 

Rivette or Manny Farber (in his 1948 Time 

review of Red River that was excluded from 

Agee on Film, but included in Sragow’s own 

Agee collection for the Library of America). 

And on the same release, I’m grateful to Craig 

Barron and Ben Burtt for their scholarly extra 

Howard Hawks and His Aviation Movies, even 

if I remain uneasy about the title: we get de-

tailed comments from them about The Dawn 

Patrol (1930) and Only Angels Have Wings and 

passing remarks about a few others, such as 

Ceiling Zero (1936), but not even the barest 

mention of Air Force (1943). Both Air Force 

and The Dawn Patrol, incidentally, are now 

available on Warner Archive DVDs. 

Thanks to the Kino Lorber Blu-ray, I’ve 

now seen the UCLA restoration of Arthur 

Ripley’s 1946 cult noir item The Chase twice, 

having missed it in all its speckled and dupey 

public-domain versions. To be perfectly hon-

est, I can’t say I was won over by it, although 

its status as a murky, quasi-camp curiosi-

ty encouraged me to watch it a second time  

with Guy Maddin’s charming if somewhat 

discombobulated audio-commentary—truth-

fully, the major reason why I requested a re-

view copy of this release—which enhanced 

my appreciation of it without quite turn-

ing me into an acolyte. Two radio adapta-

tions of the movie’s source novel, Cornell 

Woolrich’s The Black Path of Fear, star-

ring Brian Donlevy and Cary Grant, are  

also included. 

Compulsion’s awkward sidestepping of the 

gay context of the Leopold and Loeb mur-

der case, which Hitchcock had dealt with far 

more forthrightly over a decade earlier in 

Rope (1948). And without quite claiming that 

Fleischer necessarily deserves to be celebrat-

ed as an auteur, it’s still worth noting how 

masterfully he deals with confined spaces in 

The Narrow Margin, 20,000 Leagues Under 

the Sea (1952), and 10 Rillington Place.

My other favourite Fleischers—20,000 

Leagues, The Vikings (1958), and Mandingo 

(1975)—are also available on Blu-rays, but nei-

ther of the two editions of Mandingo available 

from Legend and Olive includes any extras; 

to supplement this shocking (and shockingly 

underrated and misread) Gothic masterpiece, 

inexcusably ground underfoot by the much 

sillier Django Unchained (2012), you should 

hunt down the interview with Fleischer in 

Movie no. 22 (Spring 1976) as well as the de-

tailed defenses of the film by Robin Wood and 

Andrew Britton. It’s worth adding that (a) the 

new Kino Lorber Blu-ray of The Vikings in-

cludes Fleischer’s promotional “featurette” A 

Tale of Norway, which understandably omits 

the director’s lingering irritation with the 

prima donna attitude of the film’s producer 

and star Kirk Douglas (which Fleischer freely 

aired at the NFT); and (b) the two-disc “spe-

cial edition” Blu-ray edition of 20,000 Leagues 

from Disney, with a shitload of extras, can be 

purchased on Amazon for only $9.99. 

***

On the Criterion Blu-ray of Only Angels 

Have Wings (1939), Michael Sragow should be 



Time flies: has it really been a year since 

Dheepan won the Palme d’Or? Having not 

attended Cannes in 2015 (or ever), I’m not 

really in a position to recount, or seriously 

discuss, the well-reported on-the-ground 

scuttlebutt about how the anointing of 

Jacques Audiard’s social-realist thriller sup-

posedly divided a jury (headed by the very 

essence of fraternal solidarity in Joel and 

Ethan Coen) or disappointed journalists. 

From my vantage point, l’afaire Dheepan 

seemed no more or less fraught (or import-

ant) than any number of other recent gos-

sipy Competition contretemps. Not to men-

tion that the selection of Audiard, a Grand 

Prix winner in 2009 for Un prophète, made 

sense from an all-in-the-family perspective: 

as our august editor has pointed out, those 

filmmakers once anointed at Cannes can ex-

pect to see the size of their prizes increased 

at regular intervals. (Jury president George 

Miller’s awarding of the Grand Prix to Xavier 

Dolan this year, following the Jury Prize 

for Mommy in 2014, thus continues paving the 

Fury Road to the dystopian hellscape where 

the pampered princeling reigns proudly with  

his Palme.)

It might seem gauche to start discussing 

Dheepan in terms of prizes, but the fact is 

that that gilded leaf logo, emblazoned on the 

black title cards that precede Palmaires in 

festival and theatrical release, often means a 

lot for a film’s fortunes. For one thing, any film 

that’s been awarded the Palme has to at least 

be taken seriously from there on in: in 2010, 

when Apichatpong Weerasethakul came to 

Toronto with Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall 

His Past Lives, his local press day was over-

flowing with interview requests, the major-

ity of which were almost certainly not from 

Tropical Malady (2004) superfans. Awards 

carry currency on the margins of film culture 

as much as in the dreaded “mainstream.” The 

Palme becomes a distributor’s ace in the hole, 

an irresistible enticement to cinephiles and 

a lure that might attract a few more normal 

viewers than usual into the cinema.

None of which is to suggest that a subtitled 

French production, spoken mostly in Tamil 

and featuring lead actors from Sri Lanka and 

India, is likely to be a box-oice behemoth. 

Last year, the film took in a healthy $4,000,000 

in France and just over $1 million in the rest 

of the world, and the North American num-

bers are only now starting to trickle in. That 

Dheepan has done so well on Audiard’s home 

turf speaks to the director’s gleaming reputa-

tion there as an auteur made good. Beginning 

with The Beat that My Heart Skipped (2005), 

his cannily calculated remake of James 

Toback’s Fingers (1978), Audiard successfully 

transitioned from a screenwriter of routine 

commercial fare to an orchestrator of tony 

genre pieces that drape their pulpy frissons 

in a filigree of seriousness. To hear Audiard 

tell it, his audience-pleasing entertainments 

are tantamount to egalitarian interventions: 

in interviews around Un prophète—a capably 

constructed prison flick about an incarcer-

ated Algerian teenager working his way up 

through a brutal, ethnically subdivided penal 

hierarchy—the director declared that the film 

arose from his desire to “create icons, images 

for people who don’t have images in movies, 

like the Arabs in France.” 

Audiard’s social conscience sat it out for 

Rust and Bone (2012)—a melodrama in which 

Marion Cotillard is divested of her legs by 

a killer whale to the strains of Katy Perry—

but Dheepan finds him at it again. Here, the 

director’s designated “icon” is Sivadhasan 

(Antonythasan Jesuthasan), a Tamil Tiger 

soldier seeking political asylum in Paris—

along with two other refugees posing as his 

wife and daughter—by assuming a dead man’s 

identity. Now going by the handle Dheepan, 

the former fighter and his faux family have 

made their way to France and on to the out-

skirts of Paris, where Sivadhasan/Dheepan 

secures menial employment as a caretaker at 

a suburban housing project. 

To give credit where it’s due, Dheepan’s 

basic scenario is both dramatically and alle-

gorically fertile, the protagonist’s masquer-

ade a compelling symbol of the identity crisis 

facing immigrants trying to adapt to a new 
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fade to black when Yalini finally invites her 

not-husband into her bedroom after weeks 

of sexual tension registers as an attempt to 

cloak a predictably on-time narrative devel-

opment in the vestments of mystery. (“It’s 

nice just talking like this,” says Yalini at one 

point, marking the first and last time that 

we hear a conversation between the two that 

doesn’t pertain to the plot.) There’s scarcely 

more invention in the film’s lyrically surreal 

coda, which strategically sounds a note of that 

good old “is it real or not?” ambiguity (a touch 

that may have suckered the Coens, who nev-

er met a fable they couldn’t punctuate with a  

question mark). 

And then there is the film’s signature im-

age of a massive elephant half-hidden by foli-

age—shades of Rust and Bone’s mystical Orca, 

and of the director’s lurking pretensions to 

Significance. Returned to no less than three 

times throughout the course of the film’s 

running time, this shot gets more pachyder-

mously heavy with every repetition. If only 

Audiard had had the good humour to make his 

elephant white. 

and black) gangbangers is provocative, but 

that very provocation undermines both the 

realistic and allegorical fabric of the film. To 

read this Taxi Driver-style rampage as a so-

bering symbol of the protagonist’s inability 

to leave behind his violent past is as facile as 

equating the banlieues to a battlefield (which 

the script does on numerous occasions). The 

concluding carnage says a lot more about 

Audiard’s cinematic fantasies than it does 

about the inner life of his main character—

or rather, about those fantasies that he be-

lieves his emerging transnational audience  

will accept.

That Dheepan is perfectly well-shot (by 

Eponine Momenceau, a young French cine-

matographer making her feature debut) and 

acted, or that it features its share of nicely 

turned moments (as when Yalini openly ex-

poses her deception to a character who she 

knows can’t understand what she’s saying), 

doesn’t matter much when what it builds to is 

so unconvincing (not to mention pandering). 

Nor does it benefit any when Audiard’s aspi-

rations to poetry are so prosaic: a slow, inky 

society while still feeling tied to the home-

lands from which they’ve fled. Audiard flesh-

es out his schema with carefully cultivated 

subplots in which Sivadhasan/Dheepan, as 

well as his ostensible wife Yalini (Kalieaswari 

Srinivasan) and daughter Illayal (Claudine 

Vinasithamby), struggle to keep their cover 

stories straight even as they realize that the 

people around them are utterly incurious and 

uninformed. But ultimately, the director isn’t 

content to simply thematize cultural schizo-

phrenia: he has to literalize it, in a third-act 

twist that finds Sivadhasan/Dheepan suc-

cumbing to a narratively convenient bout of 

PTSD just in time to turn the proceedings 

into an action movie, complete with an ex-

ploding car, bullet-ridden bodies, and a dam-

sel in distress.

It’s very much worth asking what the im-

plications of turning Sivadhasan/Dheepan 

into an implacable, machete-wielding aveng-

er are for a film that purports to illustrate the 

plight of newcomers in a Western country. No 

doubt the image of a dark-skinned paramili-

tary operative laying waste to a band of (white 



wishes, to the befuddled Sir James Martin 

(Tom Bennett)—aptly described as “a bit of a 

rattle”—while Lady Susan reserves the con-

siderably younger and rather naïve Reginald 

De Courcy (Xavier Samuel) for herself. 

Meanwhile, the cunning widow’s machi-

nations unwittingly wreak havoc in the life 

of her sole female ally and obliging enabler 

Alicia Johnson (Chloë Sevigny), an American 

expat whose “respectable” husband (a sadly 

underutilized Stephen Fry) banishes her to 

Connecticut due to her association with such 

a non-conforming social deviant.

While Sevigny unfortunately flounders 

in her role, appearing visibly uncomfort-

able in period dress and elevated diction, 

her fellow Disco diva is resplendent in the 

lead. Beckinsale, returning to her Austenian 

roots after a lengthy sojourn in action fran-

chises (she had previously starred in a 

1996 British TV version of Emma, opposite 

Samantha Morton and Mark Strong), shines 

as the scheming Lady Susan. Whether mat-

ter-of-factly referring to Frederica as “the 

greatest simpleton on earth” or regretting 

that Alicia’s cantankerous husband is “too 

old to be governable, too young to die,” the ac-

tress’ deft delivery of a series of wittily with-

ering insults makes her heroine’s merciless 

unkindness and mercenary manipulations 

utterly charming.

Witty repartee with a vintage flavour is, of 

course, a Stillman trademark. The magic and 

charm of Stillman’s first three films derived 

from their maker’s ability to seem both com-

pletely modern and strangely archaic at the 

exact same; looking back on the ’80s from 

commercial capitulation for a director who 

has long faced challenges financing his films: 

over a decade passed between The Last Days 

of Disco and Stillman’s next film Damsels in 

Distress (2011), which was released to mixed 

reviews and paltry box oice. But by redub-

bing his version of an already obscure Austen 

item with the title of an even less familiar 

work—“Love & Friendship,” a fairy tale-like 

story contained within one of the author’s 

childhood notebooks—Stillman signals that 

his take on Austen will be less slavishly faith-

ful than intriguingly hybridic. In eschewing 

canonical Austen and infusing his film with 

subtle textual entanglements, Stillman has 

finally achieved what he now seems to have 

always been working towards: the merging 

of his contemporary bourgeois comedies 

of errors with the literary precedents that  

inspired them.

Set at the tail end of the 18th century, Love 

& Friendship chronicles the assorted mis-

deeds of the calculating, newly widowed Lady 

Susan Vernon (Kate Beckinsale, reuniting 

with Stillman after her star turn in Disco 

nearly two decades ago), who has achieved 

renown as “the most accomplished flirt in all 

of England.” Penniless and tainted by scan-

dal after her afair with the married Lord 

Manwaring (Lochlann O’Mearáin), Lady 

Susan retreats to Churchill, the country es-

tate of her late husband’s family, where she 

sets about acquiring husbands for both her-

self and her daughter Frederica (Morfydd 

Clark). Possessed of little of her mother’s ra-

diant beauty and none of her feminine wiles, 

Frederica is soon promised, against her 

“Mansfield Park? You’ve got to be kidding! 

That’s a notoriously bad book,” asserts Tom 

Townsend (Edward Clements) in Whit 

Stillman’s Metropolitan (1990), moments be-

fore memorably declaring that he never reads 

novels, favouring “good literary criticism” 

instead (though he later relents by confess-

ing to a mild enjoyment of Persuasion). That 

onscreen disparagement aside, Stillman’s de-

votion to Jane Austen was all too evident in 

his debut feature. As preoccupied with such 

issues as courtship, morality, and social de-

corum as they are with tafeta sleeves, bridge 

games, and conga lines, Stillman’s debutantes 

and their debonair escorts are Austenian 

figures set down in modern Manhattan. 

Documenting the exploits of yuppies abroad 

in Barcelona (1994) and the genteel debauch-

ery of aspiring upper-class clubgoers in The 

Last Days of Disco (1998), Stillman further 

developed a contemporary corollary for 

Austen’s tales of genteel society from his 

memories of his own “haute urban bourgeois” 

upbringing, as he calls it in Metropolitan. 

Twenty-five years and a mere four features 

later, Stillman eschews allusion and goes 

full Austen with Love & Friendship, an adap-

tation and expansion of one of the author’s 

least-known and most underappreciated 

works: Lady Susan, an epistolary novella be-

lieved to have been composed by a teenage 

Austen in 1794, and which remained unpub-

lished until 1871. Given the resurgent wave 

of big- and small-screen Austen adaptations 

(as well as the nostalgia-tripping interna-

tional success of Downton Abbey), one could 

see in this choice of project something of a 
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despite the fact that they have been married 

for a mere matter of days. This mischievous 

detour is both Stillman’s most pronounced 

act of textual embellishment and an organic 

outgrowth of the narrative and moral logic 

of Austen’s original. It casts Austen’s charac-

ters into the modern world by extrapolating 

the story’s spirit (if not its letter) beyond the 

boundaries of both the text, and the mor-

al strictures of the era and society in which 

Austen wrote; and, to cap his act of textual 

transformation, Stillman has published a 

novelization of his own adaptation (with the 

cheeky subtitle “In Which Jane Austen’s Lady 

Susan Vernon is Entirely Vindicated”). In 

thus aligning Austen’s Lady Susan with our 

contemporary sensibilities absent any cheap 

pandering—there’s no (onscreen) coupling, 

blue language, or zombies to “sex up” the 

material for the modern cinematic market-

place—Stillman not only honours one of his 

greatest inspirations (in a recent interview, 

he declared that he “agrees with Austen on 

almost everything”), but crystallizes his own 

artistic sensibility. Love & Friendship ofers 

fun with both Whit and Jane—an uncannily 

fitting fusion of two artists both mediums and 

centuries apart.

modern because it sees Stillman imagina-

tively filling out a framework left unfinished 

by the story’s original author. According to 

Stillman, Austen’s story and Lady Susan’s 

character in particular felt unfulfilled by 

the novel’s concluding act, especially in its 

representation of the consequences of the 

heroine’s misdemeanours. The charmingly 

narcissistic schemer Lady Susan is something 

of an anomaly in Austen’s oeuvre, and the au-

thor afords her considerably more respect 

and admiration than any other of the less-

than-kind characters that populate her ca-

nonical works. While her adultery (for which 

she is utterly unrepentant) and her brazen 

manipulativeness should be unconscionable 

according to the moral laws of the Austen uni-

verse, Lady Susan is spared any punishment 

or acrimony (unlike the unfaithful Maria 

Bertram in the “notoriously bad” Mansfield 

Park, who is banished to the country for  

her misdeeds). 

Picking up on the author’s exoneration 

of her unscrupulous heroine, in Love & 

Friendship Stillman has Austen’s adven-

turess double down on her treacherous im-

pulses by duping a man into believing that 

he has fathered her unborn child—and this 

the vantage of the ’90s, Stillman made his 

formative decade seem as distant as Austen’s 

long-vanished Georgian era. Though Love & 

Friendship marks the filmmaker’s first foray 

into adaptation after four original screen-

plays, he does not simply lean on the elegant 

language provided by his source—nor indeed 

could he, as Lady Susan is the rare Austen 

work devoid of dialogue, the story’s entire 

proceedings recounted through exchanges of 

letters. Accordingly, Stillman masterfully ex-

tracts, condenses, and manipulates the novel-

la’s epistolary narration to craft quips that re-

tain their Austenian origins while evincing a 

signature Stillman flair (as when Lady Susan 

dismisses the sufering of her lover’s wife with 

the blithe comment that “if she were going to 

be jealous, she shouldn’t have married such a 

charming man”). 

Such is the stuf of all good adaptations, of 

course, but Stillman takes his authorial in-

tervention a considerable step further. Where 

Damsels in Distress saw Stillman rather mis-

guidedly attempting to adapt his sensibilities 

to the mode of the contemporary American in-

die—a mode that he had helped to create with 

Metropolitan but which has evolved without 

him—Love & Friendship feels more genuinely 



When people pontificate about the synon-

ymy of baseball and life, it’s typical to talk 

about failure: about how even a good team 

can lose almost as often as it wins, or how 

every season is bound to end. “It breaks your 

heart,” declared Angelo Bartlett Giamatti 

in one of the finest essays on the game; “It is 

designed to break your heart.” True enough, 

but such sentiments now circulate so freely 

and frequently that novelist Richard Ford 

has diagnosed them as “the tendency among 

spoilsport sportswriters to make it all so 

elegiac and bittersweet”—to inflate the 

game’s triumphs and failures until they’re 

tragically life-sized. It’s a tendency that can 

carry over to baseball films as well, from 

the more obviously elegiac (Gary Cooper in 

pinstripes, bidding tearful farewell as Lou 

Gehrig in The Pride of the Yankees [1942]) 

to the bittersweet heartbreaks, as when the 

ragtag slobs in Richard Linklater’s 2005 Bad 

News Bears revamp claim a “moral victo-

ry” over their snob opponents, but still lose  

the championship. 

Linklater’s latest, Everybody Wants Some!!, 

counteracts this kind of melancholy with its 

rowdy, valedictory spirit—though to be sure, 

the film is as much (or more) about sex, mas-

culinity, music, and identity as it is about 

baseball. And yet the way in which baseball 

permeates the film, despite the dearth of on-

field action, earns Everybody a special place 

in the genre. It’s a film that gives precedence 

not to the prosaic play of the game, but to 

what Giamatti called “the green fields of the 

mind” and Roger Angell termed “the interior 

stadium”: those parts of the sport that reso-

nate within its devotees, even or especially 

when there’s no season on. Linklater’s film 

went into wide release in the final days of 

spring training, and to my mind it hovers in 

that same limbo where baseball is present but 

hasn’t yet truly begun. 

Everybody chronicles an ’80s college ball 

team’s bacchanalian weekend leading up to 

the start of  fall term, and with it the begin-

ning of their studies, their season, and their 

adult lives. Though the film counts down to 

this end point with onscreen titles (“Class 

starts in 17 hours”), Linklater—who attend-

ed college on a baseball scholarship during 

the same era depicted in the film— avoids the 

earnestness of building up to a big game or the 

mawkishness of losing one. Indeed, there’s 

no actual baseball in the film: the team takes 

the field only for a leisurely afternoon prac-

tice. It’s like a backstage musical with no big 

performance at the end; at one point, Zoey 

Deutch’s theatre-arts major asks, “When do 

rehearsals stop and the actual thing begins?” 

But for Linklater’s jocks, baseball is some-

thing that never “begins” because it never 

stops. Its rhythms, its language, its no-non-

sense philosophy continually shape their 

lives and their thinking. On field or of, base-

ball is there: “Practice like you play, man,” as 

one character puts it.

Everybody’s practicing, or playing, or both, 

as soon as freshman pitcher Jake Bradford 

(Blake Jenner, nice smile) pulls up to the 

of-campus houses that host the roster of the 

Southeast Texas University ball team. Self-

proclaimed raw dog Jay Niles (Juston Street, 

nice build) flexes his finger muscles on the 

porch next door; inside, golden boy Mac (Tyler 

Hoechlin, nice thighs) claims alpha status by 

blocking the kitchen doorway; and upstairs, 

gregarious bullshitter Finn (Glen Powell, nice 

hair) calmly perfects his putt. Then every-

one’s racing out the door for beers—slowest 

one buys the first round. Soon, any given ac-

tivity, from Space Invaders to smoking weed 

to prowling discos and “getting ass,” becomes 

an opportunity to demonstrate mastery. We 

come to understand that baseball serves as a 

culmination of these competitive impulses, 

something that grants these trivial activi-

ties much higher purpose. They only seem 

like wastes of masculine energy “until we get 

out on the field,” when all that preening and 

chirping coalesces into something harmoni-

ous. Should we have failed to infer as much 

by this point, Jake helpfully asks, “Notice 

everything around here’s a competition?” af-

ter an enjoyable hour’s worth of such friendly 

scrimmages.
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ing words are similar: “We’re here for a good 

time, not a long time, right?” It’s ambiguous 

as to whether he’s as wise as he seems—per-

haps because he’s quoting Trooper, or because 

he’s revealed to be 30 years old and still trying 

to con his way into playing college ball. (“Not 

a long time” indeed.) Still, as with many of 

Linklater’s homegrown sages, there’s some-

thing of a larger truth in his pronouncements, 

especially the way he encourages his team-

mates to navigate life just like David Gilmour 

parries the conventions of the pentatonic 

scale in Pink Floyd’s “Fearless.” (I know.) 

What’s important, he says, is “Finding out 

who you are—in the space between the notes 

they’re ofering you.”

Dick Young advises Roger Kahn that mean-

ing resides within baseball in exactly those 

same spaces. “Now you’re gonna write the 

games most of the time,” Young warns Kahn. 

“But anytime, you hear me, anytime you can 

get your story of the game, you got to do it.” 

With its dalliances, pissing matches, gr-

ab-assing, and stoned profundity, Everybody 

Wants Some!! is a lesson in getting the sto-

ry of of the game and out into life; it’s about 

everything that happens in baseball when 

baseball’s not happening.

play baseball. But who are all these other 

people?” The sport serves as a fixed point in 

their lives, an anchor that keeps them rooted 

in place even as they explore how far they can 

drift from it. As Giamatti writes of summers 

spent aging with baseball in the background, 

“I was counting on the game’s deep patterns…

to set the order of the day and to organize the 

daylight.” So many of Linklater’s characters 

depend on the game’s rhythms and cadence 

to shape who they are; Niles, for one, is ob-

sessed with his pitch speed and profession-

al prospects, to the exclusion of all else. But 

some few raise concerns about the ease with 

which they conform to those patterns. Jake, 

in particular—surely Linklater’s avatar here, 

a spiritual cousin to Jason London’s reluctant 

quarterback in Dazed and Confused (1993)—is 

not so fucking sure of himself as some of his 

teammates. “I’m starting to have an identity 

crisis,” he says, as he starts getting into DIY 

punk. “It’s adaptive,” Finn assures him of 

the way of they’ve been trying on identities. 

After all, baseball is fleeting, but life is long: 

“I’m not going to play this game forever,”  

Finn declares.

When hippie guru Willoughby (Wyatt 

Russell) gets kicked of the team, his part-

Never one to shy away from blatantly stat-

ing his theses, Linklater gets away with blunt 

lines like this one in part because he adheres 

to a tradition of telling it like it is—a no- 

nonsense kind of straight-shooting that fur-

ther aligns him with American sportswriting. 

This is not so much the no-guf of novelists 

(Don DeLillo’s conspiratorial, “He speaks in 

your voice, American”) as it is the interwar 

brand of hard-bitten journalism that someone 

like Roger Kahn came up in. Writing in The 

Summer Game, Kahn sums up Dick Young’s 

terse “two rules of sportswriting” from when 

Young worked the Dodgers beat for the Daily 

News: “Tell ’em fucking why or make them 

laugh.” Young adds a third rule, to check 

Kahn’s cockiness: “Don’t be so fucking sure.”

These are edicts that could just as well de-

scribe Linklater’s method: searching, funny, 

and above all humble (not to mention col-

ourfully vulgar). Never content to just stage 

his action and leave it alone, Linklater also 

allows his jocks to speculate about why it’s 

all happening as they swagger from disco-

theque to country bar to hardcore show to 

art-kid revel. “I know who we are,” says the 

slow-witted catcher (Temple Baker) as the 

guys saunter past anonymous townies. “We 



The police procedural—movie or TV se-

ries—could certainly do with some shaking 

up. It’s been a long time since Zodiac (2007), 

and nothing since The Wire (2002-2008) has 

matched that expansive urban saga’s sheer 

attention to street detail, institutional ma-

chinery, and political realities; things are bet-

ter for the novel (fine evidence can be found, 

for example, in George Pelecanos’ D.C. books 

and Michael Connelly’s Los Angeles police 

and courtroom tales) since the novel remains 

the fountainhead for most of the best ideas 

and characters. Na Hong-jin, who gave a nod 

to the subgenre with his debut serial-killer 

thriller The Chaser (2008), clearly thinks the 

status quo needs a jolt, and his prescription is 

The Wailing. Every element of his third fea-

ture is designed to undermine and eat away at 

the foundations of the police procedural until 

there’s nothing left for the rational mind to 

process. The Wailing is Na’s view of the power 

of paranoia to overcome all thought, capped 

with the subversive suggestion that Evil will 

truly and finally win over Good, in one of cine-

ma’s bleakest endings since Sergio Corbucci’s 

The Great Silence (1968).

That this conclusion rounds out a story 

that begins with a New Testament passage 

(Luke 24:37) in which Luke issues his report 

on Jesus’ resurrection may seem downright 

sacrilegious, especially coming from South 

Korea, a country in which Christianity is se-

riously embraced. But the passage contains 

its own clue to the movie’s ghastly revela-

tions, and why it can be shown commercially 

in mainland China, where movies involving 

spirits or ghosts are commercially banned. A 

lot of Na’s characters worry that their moun-

tain town is being stalked by a murderous, 

spectral presence, but this and a ton of su-

pernatural mumbo-jumbo are nothing next 

to the movie’s genuine baddie. Not a ghost at 

all, but something much worse: this evil, just 

as Jesus insisted when he appeared before his 

disciples, is all flesh and bone.

The town is Gokseong, the movie’s Korean 

title (although the title’s Chinese characters 

also translate as “the sound of weeping”; for 

whatever reason, the French elected to call it 

The Strangers), and an indicator of this tale’s 

social focus. What better character prism 

for that focus than a local cop, especially one 

who’s as vulnerable and human as Jong-gu 

(Kwak Do Won, a popular supporting actor in 

many genres and a Na veteran from 2010’s The 

Yellow Sea)? That’s putting it too gently: Jong-

gu is a bufoon, a roly-poly cousin to Inspector 

Clouseau. The tonal trick in the early sec-

tions of The Wailing is how much comedy 

dominates what should be plainly horrify-

ing settings, such as the sight of a torched 

and charred home containing the remains of 

family members and one crazed, blackened, 

bug-eyed murderer-survivor, who proceeds 

to attack the unprepared Jong-gu like Mean 

Joe Greene. Jong-gu wails all right, but it’s 

nothing to keep one up at night: after this epi-

sode, his police station colleagues label him “a  

girly wimp.”

How much of The Wailing can be seen as be-

ing about how a girly wimp regains his man-

hood is up for debate, though this notion is a 

virtual credo in Korean action and cop movies 

and their unabashed celebrations of machis-

mo, a national cinema fixation worth a book 

or two. The story’s central beating heart is 

that Jong-gu, and all of Gokseong, are faced 

with the demands of combating a malevolent 

force that seems to be taking over select citi-

zens and turning them into homicidal mani-

acs. An early speculation that it’s all due to a 

bad batch of mushrooms is obvious and lame 

as plot distractions go, just as identifying an 

elderly gent and recent arrival in town from 
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dience the worst kind of historic memory and 

emotions toward the Japanese—and there’s 

scant evidence here to the contrary—it sug-

gests a counterbalancing force in the cop’s 

overwhelming sense of guilt as he watch-

es Hyo-jin turns into this year’s edition of  

Linda Blair.

Is this a case of constructing a balance be-

tween the forces of xenophobic prejudice and 

Christian guilt as levers of dramatic tension, 

or is it merely a filmmaker screwing with 

his viewers? It seems to be the former, until, 

in the final stretch, it becomes the latter. Na 

attempts suspense in the last 15 minutes by 

cross-cutting duelling dialogue scenes, less 

for maximizing tension than for toying with 

the viewer’s ability to trust what’s being said. 

The master plotter invites a certain pleasure 

in the immersion in a narrative construct, and 

provides enjoyment in the experience of being 

sucked into the game of manipulation, with-

out feeling like you’re the plotter’s chump. 

Na isn’t that good. His gamesmanship makes 

chumps of us all while he tosses around reli-

gious notions like so many beanbags. When 

ideas are reduced to plot points straining for 

efect, you’ve got more problems to handle 

than just the Devil.

after he’s witnessed so much devastation to 

his surrounding neighbours, the comic Jong-

gu dissolves, and a new man begins to emerge.

Na is obedient to one of horror’s core cre-

dos: that which threatens the family must be 

wiped out. (It’s why Tobe Hooper’s The Texas 

Chain Saw Massacre [1974] remains the most 

subversive horror movie, as for Hooper, the 

family is the horror.) Layered on this arche-

typal conflict is the political-historical. The 

import of a Korean cop and dad going after 

“The Jap” for fucking up his family isn’t lost 

on any Korean moviegoer, and is no doubt a 

significant reason why The Wailing is already 

a local box-oice smash, even as it made its 

international premiere Out of Competition 

in Cannes. Parallel to this, and what appears 

to add substance to the movie’s allegorical in-

tentions, is the rising ache in Jong-gu that he 

has committed some terrible sin to be the re-

cipient of such punishment from—the Devil? 

The Anti-Christ? God?—even as he appears to 

be the least culpable man in all of Gokseong. 

Given the way he puts poor Jong-gu through 

the ringer for over two and a half hours, Na 

may as well have added a suitable quote from 

the Book of Job to his Biblical references. If 

the movie intends to stir up for its Korean au-

Japan (the venerable Kunimura Jun) as “The 

Jap” seems at first to be as much of a joke as 

Jong-gu himself. There is that crucial point 

in The Wailing—approximately 20-to-25 min-

utes into its remarkably long 156 minutes—

where it’s fair to wonder if the movie is just 

fooling around.

Yet it’s just around this point that Na begins 

to reveal his true hand, which is tattooed with 

a deeply conservative stamp: when the family 

is threatened, it’s time to get serious. His sto-

rytelling, as The Chaser and The Yellow Sea 

demonstrate, is obsessed with crafting the 

set-up, followed by a whole lotta crazy shit. 

The movie provides plenty of breathing space 

for establishing Jong-gu as not just a fami-

ly man and a dad who enjoys nothing more 

than simply hanging out with young daughter 

Hyo-jin (the astounding Kim Hwan-hee, in a 

radically intense pre-pubescent performance 

that really does make one wonder what her 

parents think of it all). It also establishes that 

Jong-gu is actually ruled by the family’s wom-

en, reinforcing the notion of a wussy bumpkin 

gendarme. Thus, the women make Jong-gu 

eat his breakfast before he goes to work, even 

if it means he’s late to a major crime scene. But 

when the malevolence invades his household, 



filmmaking in his 30s, starting with Plastic 

Haircut (1963), made (as a number of his 

films would be) in collaboration with the art-

ist William T. Wiley and the composer Steve 

Reich. Mirth, metaphysics, and a well-lubri-

cated good time seem to have been the prime 

production orders of the day. The widely 

seen minstrel show “provocation” Oh Dem 

Watermelons (1965) soon followed. Nelson 

was prolific, his films sometimes loose and 

whimsical, even as the contours of a carefully 

guiding hand slowly emerged. Bleu Shut is the 

grand, goofy summa of Nelson’s early work, a 

crypto-structuralist invocation of the multi-

ple “planes” (as Nelson calls them) of duration 

at play within every movie/viewer interface, 

staged here in the terms of “a boat-game and 

entertainments.” Every minute, a buzzer will 

sound, a numeral will flash onscreen to count 

away the time elapsed, and a new question, 

always multiple choice, will be posed. Most of 

the questions will have to do with the names 

of boats. In a sense, the viewer is encouraged 

to play along with the voices of the Nelsons 

and Wiley heard within the film, guessing at 

the boat names and freely associating among 

the possibilities…until it becomes increasing-

ly apparent that nothing makes sense at all, or 

that everything does. 

That everything soon comes to include 

found snippets of Hollywood musicals lei-ed 

with Hawaiian dancers, glimpses of Garbo 

and Gary Cooper, the whispering inquisitors 

from Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc 

(1928), some fisheye lens tomfoolery scored 

to a strumbly hippie drone, a couple of min-

utes of heavy thrusting from a stag film which 

almost certainly isn’t titled “The Pink Silk 

Abysm Befooled, by Robert Nelson,” and oth-

er delights. Franks and beans will be served 

shortly after the 11-minute mark. Finally, 

Robert Nelson himself appears, sort of. 

“What I want to do at this moment is tell you 

what this movie has been about,” he explains, 

as if in mid-lecture on the subject. Then he 

senses that there’s something wrong with his 

camera, an unwanted buzzing sound within. 

The 30th minute of Bleu Shut (30 Minutes) 

expires. The film continues. Fingers creep in 

and skew the hands of the clock. “Goddamn 

it, what the fuck’s the matter with the god-

damned thing?” Nelson approaches the cam-

era, blocks the image entirely. A found image 

of a fish in deep water appears. Is the movie 

over? In the upper-right-hand corner, some-

one’s flipping you the bird.

ies are bound to time. Time is, you know…time. 

It binds all things, the stultifying metronome 

that regulates each mortal coil and sputtering 

star…at least until some experimental film-

maker sticks his hand in, starts messing with 

the hands of the clock, manhandling destiny, 

telling time to go fuck itself. The wind blows 

forward and, as Captain Bee�eart reminded 

us in 1969, the wind blows back. The following 

year, Robert Nelson’s Bleu Shut, in exactly 30 

minutes. Running time: 33 minutes. Someone 

is fucking with you.

Robert Nelson (d. 2012) was a comedian and 

formalist who made some of the most fondly 

remembered and often downright confound-

ing movies of his generation. He was born in 

1930 in San Francisco and studied painting 

there, at the California School of Fine Arts, 

and eventually at Mills College. He came to 

“Could be that all those venal mother-fuck-

ers are us...if so let’s go easy on them.”

A funk-art, found-footage, intellectual 

brain-bait stoner comedy, epistemological 

jape, and audience-pleasing masterpiece of 

the American experimental cinema made in 

1970, Robert Nelson’s Bleu Shut (30 Minutes) 

is exactly 30 minutes long. Hence the film’s 

full title, and the voice of the woman (our 

hostess, Diane Nelson) who, during the film, 

reassures the viewer that this will in fact be 

the case. Viewers of the film may note that 

the movie actually runs for about 33 minutes. 

There is a clock seen keeping time throughout 

the duration of the film, superimposed in the 

upper-right-hand corner over whatever else is 

going on onscreen, which may or may not aid 

the viewer in this observation. Life and mov-
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