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Series editors’ foreword

To an anglophone audience, the combination of the words ‘French’ and ‘cinema’ evokes a particular kind of film: elegant and wordy, sexy but serious – an image as dependent on national stereotypes as is that of the crudely commercial Hollywood blockbuster, which is not to say that either image is without foundation. Over the past two decades, this generalised sense of a significant relationship between French identity and film has been explored in scholarly books and articles, and has entered the curriculum at university level and, in Britain, at A-level. The study of film as an art-form and (to a lesser extent) as industry, has become a popular and widespread element of French Studies, and French cinema has acquired an important place within Film Studies. Meanwhile, the growth in multiscreen and ‘art-house’ cinemas, together with the development of the video industry, has led to the greater availability of foreign-language films to an English-speaking audience. Responding to these developments, this series is designed for students and teachers seeking information and accessible but rigorous critical study of French cinema, and for the enthusiastic filmgoer who wants to know more.

The adoption of a director-based approach raises questions about auteurism. A series that categorises films not according to period or to genre (for example), but to the person who directed them, runs the risk of espousing a romantic view of film as the product of solitary inspiration. On this model, the critic’s role might seem to be that of discovering continuities, revealing a necessarily coherent set of themes and motifs which correspond to the particular genius of the individual. This is not our aim: the auteur perspective on film, itself most clearly articulated in France in the early 1950s, will be interrogated in certain volumes of the series, and, throughout, the director will be treated as one highly significant element in a complex process of film production and reception which includes socio-economic and political determinants, the work of a large and highly skilled team of artists and technicians, the mechanisms of production and distribution, and the complex and multiply determined responses of spectators.

The work of some of the directors in the series is already known outside France, that of others is less so – the aim is both to provide informative and original English-language studies of established figures, and to extend the range of French directors known to anglophone students of cinema. We intend the series to contribute to the promotion of the informal and formal study of French films, and to the pleasure of those who watch them.

DIANA HOLMES
ROBERT INGRAM
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1
Emergence

André Téchiné’s sixteen feature films to date include a range of low- and high-budget productions, some involving major stars of the French cinema, some a cast of (at least at the time) unknowns, some highly successful in terms of the box office (1.1 million domestic entries for Ma Saison préférée/My Favourite Season in 1993 remains the highest), some far less so. The biggest critical success was arguably Les Roseaux sauvages/Wild Reeds (1994), which won the César (the equivalent of the Oscar in the French film industry) for best film of its year. Arguably, these two films, and also Les Voleurs/Thieves (1996), count among the greatest French films of that or any other decade. Most but not all of Téchiné’s films have acquired international distribution, especially since the international breakthrough film J’embrasse pas/I Don’t Kiss of 1991. The films of the 1980s and 1990s are characterised by a novelistic, even Balzacian sense of social inclusion, the interpenetration of social discourses with characters shifting from foreground to background and vice versa within the narrative, a strong sense of time and place, and a representation of same-sex relations and ethnic minority cultures which permits a sometimes radical purchase on contemporary French cultural identities in their shifting, minor modes.

Téchiné is a particularly interesting case for auteur study, in that there is what seems to be a major break in 1981, when his films become less experimental and more mainstream, Hôtel des Amériques inaugurating a realist, novelistic cinema which continues to this day. Téchiné himself as well as critics contribute to this narrative of the developing auteur, and this of course raises questions about the nature of auteur criticism, the ways in which (necessary) fictions involved in constructing coherence around a name or self are constructed, to what needs they are a response, and indeed their convenience, as demonstrated by this volume and series. In addition, in the Téchiné corpus certain names involved in the production process – those of actors, scriptwriters, camera operators, composers – recur, so that the collaborative aspect of his filmmaking is one that is essential to take into account.

These issues, and the films themselves, can be understood only in context. Téchiné was born in 1943 in Valence d’Agen in the south-west of France (the Midi-Pyrénées region, department of Lot-et-Garonne) to a family who owned a small business making agricultural equipment: this autobiographical fact – including the family’s Spanish ancestry – manifests itself in various ways in Souvenirs d’en France/French Provincial (1975), Ma Saison préférée and Alice et Martin (1998). Valence, a small town or large village of 5,000 inhabitants, is primarily a market town for the surrounding agricultural region, but as well as belonging to la France profonde it is very much linked to the outside world, situated on the Canal des Deux Mers that links the Atlantic and Mediterranean, and on the Bordeaux–Toulouse railway line. In many ways Téchiné’s itinerary is a classic one of upward mobility in republican France. From 1952 to 1959 he was a boarder at a Catholic school in Montauban, allowed out only on Sunday afternoons when he would go to the cinema, although he often had to return before the screening ended. From 1959 he attended a secular state lycée, which exposed him to a different culture, with Marxist teachers, a cine-club and a film magazine, La Plume et l’écran, to which he contributed. His ascension of the educational system continued when in 1963–64 he attended preparatory classes at the Lycée Voltaire in Paris for IDHEC (the prestigious film school, the Institut des hautes études cinématographiques), but he failed the entrance exam.1 By the mid-1960s, Téchiné’s professional life in Paris was moving on three terrains: those of cinema and film criticism; theatre and general intellectual life; and the wider context of Gaullist France between the end of the Algerian war in 1962 and the events of May 1968.

Téchiné sent his first piece of film criticism to Cahiers du cinéma in 1964 (on François Truffaut’s La Peau douce, published in July), and became a regular contributor, writing twenty-five reviews and articles over the next three years. In this period (from 1962–65 its director was Jacques Rivette), Cahiers was both continuing the ‘politique des auteurs’ of director-centred criticism it inaugurated a decade earlier, and dealing with the fallout from the nouvelle vague. In the late 1950s, critics from its pages such as Truffaut had themselves become directors and contributed to a reconfiguring of the French film industry and its critical discourses in favour of an approach centred on the director as creative force, the segmentation within the general, declining film audience of a public of cinéphiles, and an emphasis on the specifically cinematic in filmmaking (as opposed to non-cinematic elements such as the script or an extraneous emphasis on ‘content’ in the form of social comment). What emerges most fully from Téchiné’s writings in this period is an overall commitment to a modernist aesthetic – he cites Joyce, Woolf and also Nathalie Sarraute’s notion of tropismes (Téchiné 1965a) – evinced in his affection for those directors who problematised the relationship between language – cinematic or otherwise – and the real; he remains attentive to specifically cinematic concerns such as rhythm, space and decor.

While Téchiné did the jobbing rounds of general film reviewing, he also wrote certain longer pieces in which his own preferences are evident. The two great Scandinavian directors, Carl Theodor Dreyer and Ingmar Bergman, loom large. In Dreyer, Téchiné appreciates the ambiguity and openness afforded by the austere and rudimentary mise-en-scène, in which a dynamic of meaning, freed from mere realist ‘denotation’, is created. For example, elements such as the slightest frémissement of the face in Gertrud (1964) ‘ouvrent des horizons, engendrent des possibles’ (‘open up horizons, create possibilities’) including those of reverie and dream, bringing with them ‘une pluralité de “fonctions imageantes” diffuse, latente’ (‘a diffuse, latent plurality of “imaging functions”’, Téchiné 1965f).2 (This distinction between concepts in the domains of knowledge and of art – whereby in the latter they function only to allow the imagination to emerge – is standard in Kant, and is restated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in a 1945 lecture entitled ‘Le cinéma et la nouvelle psychologie’: Merleau-Ponty 1996.) In Bergman, Téchiné admires an aesthetics of abandonment in which the relationship between language and silence speaks to a fundamental metaphysical anxiety (Téchiné 1965e and 1967).3 In the same article in which he discusses the use of spoken language in Bergman and also Marguerite Duras, Téchiné also examines Godard’s recently released Deux ou trois choses que je sais d’elle (1966), one of the great cinematic portraits of the Gaullist heyday, the mid-decade and the ‘modernisation’ of the Paris region. However, he sticks to a formal and aesthetic rather than social or political appreciation. This is not to say that Téchiné neglects the real, but that he likes a cinema which, rather than being circumscribed by the real, takes off from it, as in Elia Kazan (Téchiné 1966b) or the Frank Tashlin/Jerry Lewis comedy The Disorderly Orderly (1964) (Téchiné 1965d). Thus among French directors Alain Resnais comes in for particular praise, in a long review of La Guerre est finie (1966), because his careful historical and geographical referencing and detailed mise-en-scène go hand in hand with, and indeed are contradicted by, inner psychological times and spaces. This means that the journeys in his films are always to be begun again (Téchiné 1966a). Intriguingly, one of Téchiné’s most positive pieces on an American film is on George Cukor’s My Fair Lady (1964), which he places in relation to Cukor’s positive portrayal of women in general as caught in a world of appearances and capable of remarkable but fragile metamorphoses, as when Judy Garland in A Star is Born (1954) is pushed ‘à mieux être elle-même en devenant une autre‘ (‘into better being herself by becoming another’) (Téchiné 1965c).

Téchiné’s first filmmaking experience emerged from a theatrical milieu. The American Center on the Boulevard Raspail in Paris had a theatre school founded by Marc’O which was devoted to experimental work, in particular with regard to the relationship between theatre and music. Close to the situationist movement, Marc’O directed a film version of his 1966 play Les Idoles, a devastating critique of the pop-music industry and particularly the current French obsession with yéyé (as mainstream French 1960s pop was known). Released in 1968,4 it starred actors from his troupe who went on to have successful careers (Bulle Ogier, Pierre Clémenti, Jean-Pierre Kalfon, as well as Michèle Moretti, with whom Téchiné was to have a long professional relationship). André Téchiné was assistant director on this film, which was edited by Jean Eustache. (Téchiné made an uncredited walk-on appearance in Eustache’s magnum opus of 1972, La Maman et la putain.) In 1969 Téchiné was assistant director on Jacques Rivette’s L’Amour fou, also starring Ogier, Kalfon and Moretti in a theatrical setting (a production of Racine’s Andromaque).

Paulina s’en va (1969)

It was around this time that Téchiné conceived and began to shoot his first feature film, Paulina s’en va. In fact, the artisanal nature of its production, and the fact that it was initially conceived as a short, meant it was shot in two periods, over one week in 1967 and two weeks in 1969, before being presented at the Venice Film Festival in 1969 and briefly released in one cinema in Paris in 1975. This little-seen, obscure work is far and away the most hermetic of Téchiné’s films. The title refers to Paulina (Bulle Ogier) literally leaving the household where she has been living with her two brothers, Nicolas (Yves Beneyton) and Olivier (Dennis Berry). Her leave-taking, conducted via chaotic and sometimes violent confrontations, takes up nearly the first twenty minutes of the film. But the title also refers to Paulina leaving behind her sanity to enter a dream-like, Alice in Wonderland world. In a café she meets a mysterious stranger who works in a nearby psychiatric clinic, into which she is inducted by a nurse (Michèle Moretti) and made to answer a questionnaire which she views on a cinema screen, the words printed on a purple background. Meanwhile, a civil conflict seems to be raging, with checkpoints, sounds of shooting and the reappearance of Nicolas in chains. He is allowed to visit Paulina at the clinic but is carted off the next day as a ‘deserter’, having told Paulina that Olivier has left for the forest to join a rebel group. Paulina is then ‘sold’ by the clinic to a brothel – said to be the only functioning institution and extant building in the town – and which is presided over by Hortense (Laura Betti, who worked extensively with Pasolini), a former opera singer, and ‘le vieil oncle’ (‘the old uncle’) (André Julien). Here Paulina is subjected to endless philosophising by the ‘uncle’ in a room containing a massive globe of the world, and is encouraged by Hortense to participate in a bourgeois cocktail party, which she refuses. Paulina meets up again with Nicolas in a ruined town, but is then seen looking for Hortense again, only to be driven off through the forest by a mysterious man.

A plot summary is not only difficult but also possibly misleading, as the film is not only full of irrational cuts and image–sound disjunctures which disrupt any linearity, it also establishes different levels of reality and films within the film. The whole film is framed by two brief sequences in black and white involving Paulina and Nicolas. In the first, they are walking along a country road towards the camera. At the end, they are beside a lake, with only Nicolas’s legs in shot, conversing cryptically about throwing their clothes in the water, ‘getting nowhere’ and ‘starting again’. But from the outset there is another film, a silent one save for the noise on the soundtrack of the projection apparatus. First glimpsed after the opening credits, this shows a female figure (perhaps the nurse from the clinic, as she is also played by Michèle Moretti) dressed in blue, crossing a field in which a number of bodies are covered in white shawls. Later, after a few minutes showing the Paulina–Nicolas–Olivier household, the same film returns to show this same figure kissing another woman, dressed in red. The same mode (a silent film, the sound of the projector) returns in later sequences portraying the rebels in the forest.

In many ways Paulina s’en va is rather derivative. The chaotic, quasi-incestuous household of the opening sequence recalls Jean-Pierre Melville’s 1950 adaptation of Jean Cocteau’s Les Enfants terribles. The relationship between female nurse and patient, along with the blurring of the boundaries of those roles, recalls Ingmar Bergman’s Persona (1966), on which Téchiné had written for Cahiers du cinéma, concentrating on its use of the spoken word: ‘Elle est fantasmagorique, écrasée par la profusion des sollicitations obsessionnelles’ (‘It is fantasmagorical, crushed by the profusion of obsessional solicitations’) (Téchiné 1967). Both Paulina s’en va and Persona juxtapose inner distress with references to historical and collective crisis: Paulina is confronted with a still photo of a possibly German soldier and an old woman; from the outset Bergman inserts newsreel footage of Buddhist monks immolating themselves in Vietnam, and the famous photograph of a frightened Jewish boy in Nazi-occupied Poland. In his 1967 review, however, Téchiné emphasises, rather ahistorically, ‘la préhistoire inchangée de la détresse’ (‘the unchanged prehistory of distress’).5 Other influences discernible in Paulina s’en va are those of Jean Genet’s play Le Balcon (1956) for its juxtaposition of a brothel, social authority and civil strife (André Julien had worked in theatre with both Genet and Beckett), as well of course as Luis Buñuel’s Belle de jour (1967), which not only uses prostitution to satirise bourgeois society, but also features significant dream sequences of journeys in a horse and carriage into a forest. And although the experimentalism of Paulina s’en va distinguishes it from the emphases on immediacy of the New Wave, it does not seem so unusual when juxtaposed with the work of the ‘Left Bank’ director Alain Resnais, most notably L’Année dernière à Marienbad (1961). Whereas Resnais had already developed by the late 1960s possibly the most subtle, complex and sustained body of work in all cinema exploring the relations between time, memory and history (Hiroshima mon amour, 1959; Muriel, 1963, on the Algerian war; La Guerre est finie, 1966, on the Spanish Civil War), there are some elements in Paulina s’en va which actually anticipate some later memorable Resnais touches: the fantasmatic civil strife in the town imagined by the dying writer in Providence (1977); and the fairytale scenes in the forest in La Vie est un roman (1983). And yet, there also seem to be references to Jean-Luc Godard in the portrayal of the rebel group, reminiscent of the pastiche ‘Liberation Front’ seen in Weekend (1967).

In an interview with Alain Philippon in the late 1980s, Téchiné, while admitting he had not seen the film again (as is his wont), suggested that there existed in Paulina s’en va certain inchoate aspects of his subsequent filmmaking which were then further developed: the close-ups on Bulle Ogier’s face and her physical but especially mental wanderings are for him the basis of his use of Catherine Deneuve in Hôtel des Amériques and Le Lieu du crime/Scene of the Crime (1986), and he sees in crude form in his first film his visual practice of creating new spaces with each shot (Philippon 1998: 118). This notion of the inchoate is useful for discussing Paulina s’en va outside a teleological framework, and for seeing the film as a jumble of possibilities and tendencies, some but by no means all of which are developed and transformed later in his work. The first tendency is the construction of mental landscapes in cinema, and with it the potential of establishing relationships between social and mental worlds, even if Paulina s’en va tips the balance massively in favour of the latter. The world between sleep and wake that is here depicted is, even obliquely, a recognisable one. Often, in fact, the action takes place in liminal spaces, between inside and outside, and where the real and the virtual become interchangeable: in the apartment, a conversation between Paulina and Olivier begins on the balcony, the cacophony of the outside world (the street, traffic) at first drowning them out, until the camera tracks outwards as they re-enter the room; in the café, Paulina is filmed beside her reflection in a surface of polished wood, and in a double mirror shot with Hortense; at the clinic, Paulina’s ground-floor room is bounded by large windows which look out onto the grounds, and the door serves as a direct conduit to the troubled world outside, into which Nicolas is carried off by soldiers. The mental world is seen to be constructed of fears, dreams, aspirations that are rooted in childhood (Alice in Wonderland, the Cinderella myth evoked at the brothel, the forest’s connotations of a host of fairytales, not least those involving a brother and sister, the nurse’s promise to tell her fairy stories and legends, Paulina’s frequent singing of childhood songs, the little girl flying a kite), the cinema (Olivier criticises Paulina’s obsession with stories from films, and she recognises the silent film projected to her at the clinic) and history. Although the latter remains an abstraction, the film’s constant evocation of violent conflict, and in particular Paulina’s memory of passing ‘des armées en déroute’ (‘armies fleeing in disarray’) cannot fail for a French audience to invoke the Second World War and the colonial conflicts which followed. (The year 1962 marked the first time France had been at peace for twenty-three years.) Violence in the body politic is seen in the film to have entered the dreaming and unconscious mind. And although the piles of books through which Paulina wades at the beginning may be randomly placed, two that are glimpsed are Lucien Romier’s Explication de notre temps (1925), a key French text of the interwar period analysing capitalist modernity, and Méchin-Benoist’s Soixante Jours qui ébranlèrent l’Occident (1956), on the fall of France in 1940.

The crisis evoked by Paulina s’en va, however, is not only that the desiring fantasies of childhood and cinema are failing to deliver, but that, as Hortense points out, there is no Prince Charming, no transcendence and no narrative of which to make sense. The only hint of the source of the insurgents’ actions is when Nicolas complains of a general evacuation of meaning (‘il y avait une parole, un sens pour tout, ils n’ont rien laissé’/‘There was a word, a meaning for everything, they have left nothing’), and Paulina’s drama is that of forgetting, so that she cannot piece together her story or identity. She constantly aspires to ‘leave’ – the apartment, clinic, brothel – but she cannot exist in a perpetual present, because most of the film seems to be about time and the mental interpenetration of past, present and future, with the past as unknowable (a cryptic reference to the massacring of a whole family and its replacement by a series of others). What is left are bodies, the bodies of actors, first of all as ordinary, daily bodies in the opening sequence in the apartment – spilling milk, packing suitcases, eating baguettes, refusing to get out of bed – and then as ceremonial, theatralised bodies that constantly undergo and initiate rituals (in which the film abounds, as when Hortense mourns the dead uncle in striking staged space bathed in red light).

It is tempting to see Paulina s’en va as a classic first film, in the sense of being too abstract and too personal, in which the 24-year-old Téchiné, while influenced by artists and filmmakers he worships, is working through his own stories: childhood, departures, the persistence – nonetheless – of the past, displaced mother and father figures, authority and revolt, alternative sexual arrangements. (First works can invite allegorical readings: perhaps when Paulina at the end ‘enters’ the film within the film, this can be interpreted as Téchiné passing to the other side of the screen, from cinéphile to cinéaste.) Much of this constitutes the raw material of his later films. One remarkable aspect of Paulina s’en va, however, is the fact that its creation took place on either side of what is considered to be one of the major caesuras of modern French history, namely May 1968. The crisis challenged the Gaullist regime from two directions, those of students protesting against the centralised and hierarchical university system and beyond that the state and the capitalist system, and, in the biggest general strike in European history, the working class, large portions of which felt left behind by economic expansion and modernisation. Although the regime recovered, the political and cultural reverberations of the events lasted for decades. Cinema was directly implicated. Already in February 1968 the sacking by Culture Minister André Malraux of Henri Langlois as head of the Cinémathèque – an institution beloved and frequented, of course, by cinéphiles such as Téchiné – had led to massive protests in the industry against this direct state interference. In May, radical restructuring of the French film industry was discussed at an Estates General of Cinema, and the Cannes Film Festival was cancelled.

Téchiné, like many of his generation, was on the barricades in May, along with his flatmate, the lesbian feminist Monique Wittig, who in this period wrote her first, experimental works, L’Opoponax (1964) and Les Guérillères (1969), and co-founded the Mouvement de libération des femmes (MLF, 1970) and Les Gouines rouges (‘The Red Dykes’, 1971). (Paulina s’en va shares with Les Guérillères at least some notion of a symbolic ‘war’ against oppressive regimes of signification; Téchiné dedicated his film Les Egarés/Strayed to Wittig on the occasion of her death, at the age of 67, in 2003.) Téchiné in 1968 was a militant in Daniel Cohn-Bendit’s Mouvement du 22 mars, which had begun at Nanterre University earlier that year, and he spent a night in a police cell in Issy-les-Moulineaux for fly-posting. However, he had distanced himself from Cahiers du cinéma, which under the direction of Jean-Louis Comolli and Paul Narboni was for a few years after 1968 to take a radical Marxist and even Maoist line whose application to cinema and the creative process Téchiné did not share. In an interview twenty years later with Alain Philippon, he spoke of the ‘short circuit’ produced between the creative élan of the New Wave and the political urgencies and necessities of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Philippon 1988: 120).

Souvenirs d’en France (1975)

Téchiné’s second feature was an attempt to overcome this dichotomy. In the meantime, he had been working in television production, including directing episodes of the ORTF (state television) historical drama Michel l’enfant roi in 1972, and writing the screenplay for Aloïse, directed by Liliane de Kermadec and released in 1975. The film is a biography of the Swiss artist Aloïse Corbaz, 1886–1964, who descends into madness; she is played in the film by the young Isabelle Huppert and by Delphine Seyrig. By the early to mid-1970s, however, the cinematic, political and intellectual context of his work had shifted. Much discussion of the formal experimentation of Téchiné’s 1970s films has been concerned with setting up a confrontation (akin to that between the nouvelle vague and the ‘cinéma de papa’, but in minor mode) with the ‘naturalisme à la française’ supposedly dominant in the early 1970s. Souvenirs d’en France would thus be an antidote to Claude Sautet’s Vincent, François, Paul et les autres (1974), which also portrays, but in so different a fashion, the world of petites et moyennes entreprises (Philippon 1988: 52–3). More importantly, there is the question of audiences and visual/narrative pleasure, with which Téchiné was consciously seeking to engage following the obscure destiny of his first feature. This question of pleasure also posed itself urgently to the relations between cinema, politics and history in the early 1970s, and the engagement in Souvenirs d’en France with the popular genre of the family saga was an attempt to reconcile the two.

In the short term, political agendas for most of the 1970s in France took for granted the fact that what was at stake was a changement de société, to be brought about either by revolution (les gauchistes), or by the programme commun elaborated by socialists and communists that reworked unfinished business from the Popular Front and Liberation periods (evoked in Souvenirs d’en France). However, the presidential victory of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 1974 largely postponed the momentum for change and contributed to a depressed and polarised political climate. One of the specificities of the 1970s context, then, was that the links between history and desire, and how they might be represented cinematically, were being explored anew in the light provided by the 1960s.

Téchiné’s itinerary and intellectual profile can be usefully charted in relation to that of Roland Barthes. Téchiné and Barthes had met in 1972 on the Côte d’Azur when Paulina s’en va was shown on the margins of the Cannes festival. Téchiné attended Barthes’s seminars, and their collaboration included discussing a film biography of Proust, and of course Barthes’s presence in the role of Thackeray in Les Sœurs Brontë (1979). They shared personal links with the south-west (where Téchiné was born and Barthes was brought up, and buried) as well as their sexual preferences. In 1968, Barthes, in association with the avant-garde literary journal Tel Quel, endorsed the critique of capitalism and an interest in the Communist Party, and wrote on the relation between the movement’s graffiti, writing, and the need to rupture the symbolic order. Certain intellectual affinities between Barthes and Téchiné are important for the context of the 1970s and beyond. The hostility to petty-bourgeois ideology so present in Barthes’s Mythologies (1957) lies in its claims to ‘the natural’ and its denial of the social and historical construction of discourses. Rhetorically, the lair of myth is often that of the binary opposition. In the context of the 1970s, the urgency of ‘making strange’ bourgeois ideology, while at the same time avoiding the puritanical militancy of Maoists and others (the beginnings of what we might now call a cultural politics of pleasure and desire), came together for Téchiné via Barthes. Both men were also of course indebted to Bertolt Brecht, whose role is best explained by analysing Souvenirs d’en France, which was co-scripted with the American Marilyn Goldin (also known for her contribution to the writing of Luc Besson’s The Big Blue of 1988).

In the manner of Roger Martin du Gard’s Les Thibault, or romans-fleuve by Georges Duhamel or Jules Romains, or John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga (the BBC television series had been shown in France in the early 1970s), Souvenirs d’en France is a family saga, spanning the years 1936–73, with a digression to before the First World War when Pedret, a Spanish immigrant to the south-west of France, married the baker’s daughter and founded the dynasty that owned the agricultural machinery factory around which the film revolves. The film, however, largely focuses on the destinies of two women who marry into the family. Berthe (Jeanne Moreau), the local laundress, marries Hector (Michel Auclair), gets involved in the Resistance almost by inadvertence, becomes an influential Gaullist, and as manager of the factory negotiates with the unions in May 1968. Régina (Marie-France Pisier), married to Prosper (Claude Mann), is flighty and frustrated, runs off with an American soldier at the end of the war, only to return in the 1970s to bring US capital and know-how to the running of the factory.

The choice of a bourgeoisie more petite than grande is deliberate, for the target is an ideology of individualism that would legitimate the social order through the observation, for example, of upward mobility and of a ‘good’ patron. The mode of this family saga and simultaneously radical film is decidedly minor. While la grande histoire is recounted in the film in textbook fashion, with the litany of Popular Front, Resistance, Liberation and May 1968, it is not simply for budgetary reasons that they are figured so obliquely (for example, lateral tracking shots of Pedret and son walking past a demonstration, or the noise of the Internationale outside the mansion windows in 1936–37). What Téchiné is interested in are moments that express contradictions, rather than the spectacle of official history. As for la petite histoire, the film mainly consists of a series of often domestic tableaux, in which the gestures of everyday life are made to signify historically. (Berthe, notably, sees the two histoires as rigorously separate, and congratulates herself at the Liberation for having joined la grande.) Like cross-sections of historical moments, a scene in the film often portrays the aftermath or antecedent of a moment of personal crisis or transition.

This is the reason why the film centres on two women, for the private sphere to which women have been confined is suddenly reinvested with collective significance. An example is to be found when Berthe is deciding whether to marry Hector, against the wishes of Augustine (Orane Demazis, who played Fanny in Marcel Pagnol’s Marseilles trilogy of 1931–36 and thus represents a direct link to the popular culture of that decade), her prospective mother-in-law. Here a static camera films her preparing a simple meal of plain omelette and salad while she talks encouragingly to herself. The materiality of the scene, the details of the labour and ingredients, serve not so much the narrative but the project of making visible the historical construction of events, practices, desires. Making the omelette is about power and society, a whole collective tale of production and relationships is seen to have gone into the construction of the scene, and indeed its possible outcomes (in fact she leaves without eating in order to see Hector). In some ways this is reminiscent of a scene in Dreyer’s Gertrud when, in flashback, the heroine recounts her life with a former lover. The camera follows her in an apartment, as, alone, she ‘tidies up’, and several minutes are spent watching her careful domestic labour, particularly at the kitchen sink. As we have seen, Téchiné admired the way in which Dreyer could draw myriad possibilities out of a rudimentary mise-en-scène, and with an imperceptible flicker of expression on Gertrud’s face how he here suggests a combination of boredom, routine, aspiration, choice, different destinies for Gertrud, all very much within the carefully delineated context of the life of a late nineteenth-century middle-class woman.

Téchiné adds a greater political and social dimension to this spiritual kind of filmmaking, an approach signalled by the disjunction at the end of the scene, when Berthe abandons the carefully prepared meal. It is useful to invoke here Roland Barthes’s notion of the instant prégnant (via Diderot) or gestus social (via Brecht), as outlined in the 1973 essay he dedicated to Téchiné, ‘Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein’ (Barthes 1982/1977). In these moments, the historicity (‘le présent, le passé et l’avenir’/‘the past, present and future’) of the gesture can be read, a whole social situation can be deciphered, but not in the name of a final meaning or of the idea or topic the tableau is meant to be ‘about’. The scene summarises the road travelled since Paulina s’en va, a film full of gestures but which remained empty. All objects in Souvenirs d’en France acquire this historicising aura, from the family piano through the bottle of Cinzano in the 1960s living room of the working-class family whose life parallels that of Berthe (her former fellow laundress Pierrette is played by Michèle Moretti), to the red typewriter used by the American business team.

Téchiné here thus engages with a ‘novelising’ view of the world as befits a portrait of the bourgeoisie, but at the same time he resists the pull of temporalities based on progress, development, teleology, an abstract ‘human’ psychology, and even to an extent on ageing (Barthes 1995). Indeed, time in the film is treated ironically, in the dead time of the ticking grandfather clock in the mansion, in the repetitions of scenes and shots across different events such as the sons’ weddings and the celebration to mark Berthe’s award of a Resistance medal, and in the scenes underlining the way in which Berthe has ‘become’ the patron. Brechtian distanciation is also achieved through the pervading irony of the film, in incongruities of dialogue (for example, Berthe’s geometrical explanation of the way she sews letters on handkerchiefs in the midst of a mundane and condescending inspection of her work by Augustine), and of decor and costume (for example the late confrontation between Berthe and Régina, made up like characters from a Douglas Sirk melodrama – or from Dallas or Dynasty – takes place in a local café filled with rugby supporters watching a match on TV).
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