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mélo
Saturday, March 12, 4:30 p. m. 

Sunday, March 13, 3:30 p.m.

1986, 112 mins. 35mm print from MK2.
Directed and adapted by Alain Resnais. Based on the play by Henri Bernstein. Produced by Martin Karmitz. Photographed by Charles Van Damme. Edited by Albert Jurgenson. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Catherine Leterrier. Music by M. Philippe-Gérard. 

Principal cast: Sabine Azéma (as Romaine Belcroix), Fanny Ardant (as Christiane Levesque), Pierre Arditi (as Pierre Belcroix), André Dussolier (Marcel Blanc).

Excerpt from “The 25th New York Film Festival” by Elliot Stein, Film Comment, November 1987:
Henry Bernstein’s 1920s drawing-room kitsch tragedy about betrayal between friends and lovers is not merely the point of departure for Resnais’ movie: he treats it as reverently as Olivier did Henry V. Throughout the static flossiness of Act I, Scene 1, you’re liable to think Resnais has really gone daffy... But first you’re seduced by the movie’s spectacular gorgeousness; lit by crepuscular gels on the key lights atop the sound stage rafters, it all looks like the inside of a deco Fabergé egg. Then Resnais’ camera bears down hard on Bernstein’s streamlined marionettes, and the tension he creates between the highflown artifice of the situation and the actors’ tangible anguish goes from the exquisite to the unbearable.

Every boulevard vehicle needs an indelible star, and Resnais found his in Sabine Azéma. As the capricious adulteress with Louise Brooks’ coiffure, she moves like the star of a speeded-up silent movie, the eyes glistening with terror as the lens traps her in a comer of Jacques Saulnier’s moderne set for yet another claustrophobic close-up. Like the Magnani/Rossellini La Voce Umana, the 1987 festival’s other perfect film. Mélo proves that the stylized striptease of one actor revealing the most primal emotions can still be the greatest movie spectacle of all.
Review by Mary Allen, Film Journal International, February 1988:

Alain Resnais’ Mélo—awarded the French Cesars for best actress and best supporting actor and Chicago’s Gold Hugo for best director—is a ravishing film experience. But it’s one the audience should be girded for intellectually and physically. With all the talk, talk, talk (brilliant, teasing talk), squirming is common… Based on Henry Bernstein’s shrill play about a true French ménage à trios, the latest in a long line of Jules and Jim progeny, the plot has two violinist friends—Marcel, the worldly, dashing and wildly successful one, and Pierre, the milquetoasty, whiny, unambitious one—reunite over dinner after many years apart. At first, Marcel is enchanted with what he sees as the white-picket-fence existence of Pierre and his wife Romaine, and he elicits Romaine’s sympathy—and interest—as he tells her of the cruel, lying women who have done him dirt. Romaine, as far as anyone can tell right off, seems an adorable suburban birdbrain totally devoted to her husband. Ah, but how the worm turns! Even before their after-dinner liqueurs are quaffed, Romaine- coquettish, comely and cracked—begins a dangerous affair with Marcel.

Their initial tryst is ugly and humiliating and reveals her to be a thrill-hungry vixen, brazenly unfeeling about her husband, while it is Marcel who is found out to be [the] sadistic fabulist he accuses all his women of being. With exaggerated propriety, Marcel on violin and Romaine on piano literally make beautiful music together as an appetizer to their clawing-and-scratching, less-than-lovely lovemaking—after which Marcel’s three-piece suit, including the tulle rear of his torso hugging vest, remains perfectly pressed. Meanwhile, Pierre, wearing a houndstooth sweater vest and with a horsey blanket over his virusy head, waits in his sickbed vainly, masochistically, for his beloved “Maniche”.
To make a long story a bit shorter, Marcel makes Romaine swear to be there for him—no matter what—when he returns from a world tour. Unfortunately, he comes back as Pierre is dying of a mysterious disease, but the cad makes her leave him anyways. Later we learn that she’s been slowly poisoning her husband. Before the evil deed can see its end though, Romaine decides to eighty-six herself. Years later, the two fiddlers meet again—Marcel even more pathetic, more conceited, more misanthropic and Pierre a fool to the last.

Resnais films this psycho-opera in a lurid-plush, Grang Guignol tome and directs his actors to accompany a vibrating high E on a screaming mimi of a violin. The claustrophobia and pace evoke Hitchcock’s also stage-born Rope, and the manufactured mood reminds one as much of the currently trendy medical disorder—S.A.D—a melancholia from lack of sunlight—as it does of Woody Allen’s September, also filmed in an airless, lightless, four-wall-bonkers atmosphere akin to hell… Its helmer’s perfectionism, it’s actors’ consummate skill, and the writing’s sometime adult complexity and provocativeness add up to challenging fare for the art house connoisseur.
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