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Introduced by Adam Green

Post-film discussion with Jules Feiffer 
1989, 100 mins. 35mm print from MK2. 
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written by Jules Feiffer. Produced by Marin Karmitz. Photographed by Charles van Damme. Edited by Albert Jurgenson. Production design by Claude Moesching and Jaucques Saulnier. Costume design Catherine Leterrier. Music by John Kander.   

Principal cast: Adolph Green (as Joey Wellman), Laura Benson (as Elsie Wellman), Linda Lavin (Lena Apthrop), Gérard Depardieu (Christian Gauthier), Micheline Presle (Isabelle Gauthier), John Ashton (Harry Dempsey), Geraldine Chaplin (Terry Amstrong), Caroline Sihol (Dora Dempsey).
“Resnais and an ‘Elderly Has-been Cartoonist’” by Pat McGilligan, Sight and Sound, Summer 1990:
Jules Feiffer and Alain Resnais are two names that do not normally go together.

Feiffer is the celebrated American cartoonist whose syndicated strip explores attitudes of love and sex, issues of headlines and politics, and the certainty of growing older and feeling depressed about the state of things. He has always written plays and novels; and the occasional film: Carnal Knowledge (Mike Nichols, 1970), Little Murders (Alan Arkin, 1971), Popeye (Robert Altman, 1980). “I think Resnais is one of the most brilliant film-makers of all time,” Feiffer says, “yet a lot of his movies are so forbdding that you can’t get at the core of them. The ones that work are remarkable, like Last Year at Marienbad. Others leave me out in the cold.”
So, how could they ever collaborate on a movie? Feiffer’s thoughts exactly, when Resnais telephones him out of the blue from the hotel where he was staying in New York. Resnais’ English is not very good; Feiffer speaks no French. Yet Feiffer found the formidable French film-maker “pure and sweet” and discovered that his liked him immensely.

In Chicago, where he has been nurturing a production of his new play Elliot Loves, directed by Mike Nichols, Feiffer talked about I Want to Go Home, their film about an elderly has-been cartoonist.

“Resnais said that he was a fan of my cartoons, but that’s not why he was coming to me. He liked my second novel, a book called Ackroyd (1979), about a kid who loves Sam Spade so he becomes a private detective. No one has read that book, including my wife. Just like the French!”
Resnais said that he wanted to make an English-language film about America, to be shot in France. Did Feiffer have any ideas? Feiffer did not, but he liked the idea of going to Paris to toil at the project. “I thought of this thing as ‘Operation Resnaiscam.’ I was going to get my family over to Paris, we’d have a good time, but this thing would fall through. I couldn’t think of Resnais as being funny, or how we would fit together.”
Months passed. More vague, pleasant meetings in New York. One day Resnais phoned and said that plane tickets to Paris would be approved by the producer Martin Karmitz once Feiffer had come up with an actual story kernel. ‘I came into Resnais’ room and said: “Jerry Lewis.” A comedian who is a has-been in the United States. He goes to Paris and the French intellectuals make a big thing of him and the story goes from there. That’s the only thing I knew about the French and Americans and how to bring them together–this odd business of the French loving what the Americans reject. Resnais liked the idea very much.’
Feiffer, wife and child flew off to Paris. Right away, Resnais informed Feiffer that he was having second thoughts about a Jerry Lewis type (“too close to somebody identifiable”). Feiffer had a back-up position: an elderly cartoonist who goes to Paris for an international exhibition where he is festooned with honors. The cartoonist is also attempting a reconciliation with his daughter, who has fled to Paris to study Flaubert. She thinks her father is a vulgarian. Her hero the professor (played in the film by Gérard Derpardieu) turns out to be a fanatical admirer of her father’s strip Hepp Cat.

Although Feiffer is a friend of Adolph Green, it was Resnais who suggested Green, writer (with Betty Comden) of such vintage musicals as Singin’ in the Rain and The Band Wagon, for the lead role. Green has recently done colorful small parts in films (Simon, My Favourite Year). “But Adolph had, until this movie, maybe ten minutes on screen in his entire life, if you add them all together,” says Feiffer. They didn’t bother to tell Green they were writing a film f or him. “I wanted to exploit him as a character before I presented it to him. I didn’t want to deal with Adolph, who might even say no. It helped enough that I could write a character who sounded like Adolph. It gave me a character instead of a type.”
Months later. Many trips back and forth to Paris. “Resnais taught me something about how he works. He said the way he believes a movie should be made is that there are only one or two characters from whose point of view you are shooting. Everything has to be seen through their eyes. If they are offscreen, nothing happens. So you have to find a way to tell the story through the eyes of these major characters–in this case Adolph and the daughter. I don’t think I agree with that, but I thought it was a wonderful way of working. It was good discipline, and I got a better script out of it.”
Filming began in France in autumn 1988. The director broke the hard news to Feiffer that for the first time he was not going to be welcome on a set. “Resnais said it would make the cast nervous–but he meant himself. I was offended, but I knew he wasn’t playing games with me. This was the way he worked.”
No matter. His script was fully realized, he says, with “some minor changes and emendations for budgetary reasons.” Feiffer saw the finished film in Paris: “To my amazement, it left me in tears. I was deeply moved by it. It was a very strange approach to my work because the pace is quite different. Americans would say it’s all wrong. As far as I’m concerned, it works. It is not Resnais, it is not Feiffer, it is itself. It comes together. You like the people and you care what happens to them. And it’s funny.”
At the 1989 Venice festival I Want to Go Home prompted a standing ovation, and Feiffer received the Best Script award… The film has not been widely distributed; in the United States it remains “unseen and unseeable,” in Feiffer’s disillusioned words. “The why of it is a mystery to me. I’m as proud of this film as anything I’ve done. It’s probably a better movie than Popeye. It’s more personable, more approachable.”
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