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Movies

LUC MOULLET: AGENT PROVOCATEUR OF THE NEW WAVE

The Modest Master

The least-known Cahiers critic who became a filmmalker is also the funniest.

By Jonathan Rosenbaum

Imost 30 years have
A passed since I wrote a

heated article about
French filmmaker Luc Moullet
for Film Comment—the first
extended defense of his movies
and his film criticism in English.
But the first American retrospec-
tive devoted to him is only now
opening, at the Gene Siskel Film
Center. Only 8 of his 32 films will
be included, and some of my
favorites are missing. Still, it’s
been worth the wait.

Moullet, who grew up in the
sticks, the son of a mail sorter
and a typist, started writing for
Cahiers du Cinema in the 50s,
when he was in his teens, and
he’s still a critic today. Brigitte
Bardot is seen reading Moullet’s
book on Fritz Lang in Godard’s
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ing has been
collected. He
was the first
to write at length about Samuel
Fuller and Edgar G. Ulmer and
the first at Cahiers to champion
Luis Bufiuel. Neither a formalist
nor an ideologue, he has a partic-
ular feeling for film style that in
1958 led him to compare the gra-
tuitous camera movements in
Douglas Sirk’s The Tarnished
Angels to the run-on sentences in
its source novel, William
Faulkner’s Pylon. Anticipating
his own virtues as a filmmaker,
Moullet wrote the following year,
“The young American filmmak-
ers have nothing to say, Sam
Fuller even less than the others.
He has something to do, and he
does it, naturally, without forcing
it. This isn’t a small compliment.”

And the range of his interests
is still impressive: a recent list of
favorites includes two silent
films by Cecil B. De Mille, a
short by Jean-Luc Godard, Rose
Troche’s Go Fish, Raul Ruiz’s
The Blind Owl, Catherine
Breillat’s Tapage Nocturne, and
King Vidor’s Ruby Gentry.

He began making films in the
60s—{flaunting his lack of tech-
nique and low budgets like a
neoprimitive in Brigitte and
Brigitte (1966), The Smugglers
(1967), A Girl Is a Gun (1971),
and Anatomy of a Relationship
(1975) and implicitly mocking
the glitz of the Hollywood films
he wrote about. The title hero-
ines of Brigitte and Brigitte, who
hail from separate mountain vil-
lages, become roommates in
Paris (one of them drops out of
English studies at the Sorbonne,

just as Moullet did). Their kind
of country smarts are important
in his films, and mountains are
even more so, outclassing Paris
as places to roam and pontifi-
cate. The plots, insofar as they
exist, barely matter. In 4 Girl Is a
Gun—the English-dubbed ver-
sion of his crazed, erotic Une
Aventure de Billy le Kid, with
references to Sergio Leone,
Anthony Mann, Duel in the Sun,
and Bufiuel’'s LAge d’'Or—the vis-
tas are so breathtaking and the
colors so gorgeous they make his
meager budget irrelevant. (As an
indication of how he’s survived
commercially, he sold the rights to
this deconstructive bit of dadaism
to 40 small countries—presum-
ably on the basis that it was a
western starring Jean-Pierre
Léaud—though he couldn’t find a
French distributor.)

These films reflect some of the
tenderness of Francois Truffaut
as well as some of the boorish
satirical humor of Godard.
Moullet may have thought Fuller
had nothing to say, but he him-
self had plenty, most of it about
economy—about the aesthetic
advantages of poverty and about
a spareness of style and gesture
in filmmaking. In his case that
poverty and spareness—and his
own tenderness and scorn—
yielded a cinema of sweet and
lovable assholes. Most of the
actors in his films are unknowns,
but their characters linger warm-
ly in the memory.

Anatomy of a Relationship—
one of the peaks of Moullet’s first
period—was made with his part-
ner Antonietta Pizzorno. In it he
fearlessly plays himself as he
chronicles his and Pizzorno’s
awkward sexual problems. (He:
“I feel like I'm taking an exam.”
She: “T'll whisper the answers.”)
But to complicate matters,
Pizzorno doesn’t play herself and
appears only at the end of the
movie; her part is taken by the
lead actress in A Girl Is a Gun.

Not quite a minimalist,
Moullet has a way of deflating
and mocking pomposity with an
earthy, deadpan simplicity. After
one of the title heroines in The
Smugglers pours a thimble’s
worth of rum on a few weeds and
lights a match, the narrator
solemnly intones, as if in an old-
time serial, “The customs offi-
cials were met with a wall of fire.

By the mid-80s Moullet had
become a modest master, as a
director and as an athletic comic
performer with a sense of small
moments worthy of Jacques Tati.
Opening Tries (1988), the funni-
est 15 minutes he’s ever filmed,
consists of nothing but him try-
ing to open a large bottle of Coke.

The retrospective includes
fewer of these later films, and I
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especially regret the absence of
Les Sieges de [’Alcazar, his hilari-
ous 1989 account of a 1956 flirta-
tion between Parisian film critics
from rival magazines during a
Vittorio Cottafavi retrospective,
as well as two shorts from the
90s, one a passionate defense of
slag heaps, the other a documen-
tary about Des Moines. I also
wouldn’t have minded another
chance to see his powerful non-
comic documentary Origins of a
Meal (1978), which marks the
end of his first period, or his
exhaustive 1981 documentary

about teaching himself to swim.
Still, the six features and two
shorts being shown here offer a
lot. And the polemical force of
these strange comedies is espe-
cially relevant now, when the low
cost of digital cinema is challeng-
ing the studios’ oppressive block-
buster mentality.

Significantly, Moullet has pro-
duced most of his own films, as
well as films by Marguerite Duras
and Jean Eustache, and he’s
argued that more people should
be making more movies for less
money: “Each person can realize

a good film at least once in his
life” He’s also claimed that if The
Smugglers had cost 20 percent
less it would have been better
“because there would have been
something in the film that
emphasized this austerity. . .. One
of the great advantages of poverty
is to develop a sense of responsi-
bility on the part of the director.”
Moullet’s politics can be
described roughly as leftist anar-
chist—Jacques Rivette has called
him “our [Alfred] Jarry” And
back in 1958 they were larded
with incorrectness. He infuriated





