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MURIEL (muriel ou le temps d’un retour)

Saturday, February 26, 7:30 p.m.

1963, 115 mins. Imported 35mm print from the French Foreign Ministry.
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written by Jean Cayrol. Photographed by Sacha Vierny. Edited by Claudine Merlin, Kenout Peltier and Eric Pluet. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Lucia Mussini. Music by Hans Werner Henze.   

Principal cast: Delphine Seyrig (as Hélène Aughain), Jean-Pierre Kérien (as Alphonse Noyard), Nire Klein (Françoise), Jean-Baptiste Thiérrée (Bernard Aughain), Claude Sainval (Roland de Smoke), Laurence Badie (Claudie), and Jean Champion (Ernest).

Review by Susan Sontag, Film Quarterly, Winter 1963:
Muriel is the most difficult, by far, of Resnais’s three feature films, but it is clearly drawn from the same repertoire of themes as the first two [Hiroshima mon amour and Last Year at Marienbad]. Despite the special mannerisms of the very independent scriptwriters he has employed…all three films share a common subject: the search for the inexpressible past. Resnais’ new film even has a co-title to this effect, like an old fashioned novel. It is called Muriel, ou le temps d’un retour [Muriel, or the Time of Return]….
The reason Muriel is difficult is because it attempts to do both what Hiroshima [mon amour] and what [Last Year at] Marienbad did. It attempts to deal with substantive issues–war guilt over Algeria, the OAS, the racism of the colons…. But it also attempts to project a purely abstract drama. The burden of this double intention—to be both concrete and abstract—doubles the technical virtuosity and complexity of the film.

Again, the story concerns a group of people haunted by their memories. Helene Aughain, a fortyish widow living in the provincial city of Boulogne, summons a former lover whom she has not seen for twenty years to visit her. Her motive is never named; in the film, it has the character of a gratuitous act. She is an impulsive, troubled woman, running a touch-and-go business of selling antique furniture from her apartment; she is a compulsive gambler and is badly in debt. Helene lives in a painful loving stalemate with her uncommunicative stepson, Bernard Aughain, the other memory addict. Bernard has recently returned from serving in the army in Algeria, and is unable to forget his share in a crime: the torturing of an Algerian political prisoner, a girl named Muriel. He is not merely too distraught to work; he is in an agony of restlessness. On the pretext of visiting a nonexistent fiancée in the town (whom he had named Muriel), he often flees her stepmother’s modern apartment, where every item of furniture is beautiful and for sale, to a room he maintains in the ruins of the old family apartment, which was bombed during World War II…
A beautiful film…Muriel certainly is. First, in its visual composition. This is a strong point in all Resnais’ films, but here he surpasses himself. Vierny’s color photography in Muriel stuns and delights, giving one the same sense, as did Gate of Hell a decade ago when it burst on the eyes of Western viewers, of having never appreciated the resources of color in the cinema.

Second, its cast. All of the principals–and notably Jean-Pierre Kerien as the white-haired Alphonse and Jean-Baptiste Thierrée as the stepson Bernard–are remarkable as actors and in the clarity of their physical presences. (The young Thierrée in particular has an unforgettable haunted face, like a Bresson hero.) But it must be noted that unlike the other two feature films of Resnais, Muriel is dominated by a single performance. The performance of the ravishing Delphine Seyrig as Helene is, in the peculiarly cinematic sense of the word, that of a star. Mlle. Seyrig has the nourishing irrelevant panopoly of mannerisms of a star; that is to say, she doesn’t simply play (or even perfectly fill) a role. She becomes an independent aesthetic object in herself. Each detail of her appearance–her graying hair, her tilted loping walk, her wide brimmed hats and smartly dowdy suits, her gauche manner in enthusiasm and regret–is indelible, unnecessary, delightful… Delphine Seyrig wasn’t a star in L’Année dernière à Marienbad… but she is in Muriel. In Muriel, she joins that small company of genuine star presences (Belmondo. Jeanne Moreau, Jean-Pierre Cassell, Annie Girardot) who have arisen in films the last five years.
The third great asset of Muriel is the music of Hans Werner Henze for voice and orchestra, one of those rare film scores that stands as a musical composition by itself, while it beautifully serves Resnais’ most specific dramatic intentions. The atonal vocal line sung by Rita Streich is sometimes used like the dialogue, to soar over the action, as in those moments when Helene is more beleaguered by the barely-named emotions which torment her…In Muriel, a beautiful wordless voice has the last word.  

Excerpt from A History of the French New Wave Cinema, by Richard John Neupert, 2007:

…Muriel became a perfect example of the nouveau cinema. Cahiers du cinema featured a bizarre diagram to show that Muriel and Contempt [Jean-Luc Godard, 1963] were the “two poles of modernity,” and [François] Truffaut celebrated it as a collection of references to Hitchcock–perhaps because it is permeated with a sense of foreboding within a banal setting. Cahiers also devoted a roundtable discussion to the film. With Muriel, Resnais offers more avenues to pursue than in his previous two features, so some see it as a detective film with no real object, others as a melodrama in process of deconstructing itself, still others view it as an allegory for modern Europe where no one fits in…. But Muriel also remains another example of the impossibility of telling a conventional story, or offering an authoritative, omniscient, or even coherent narrator. This film too is about the limitations of storytelling, and it refers to all the possible modes of production, from Bernard’s doomed attempt to understand the past through documentary, to montage traditions, to the New Novel’s experimentation with characters as artificial constructs. But, behind it all, is the devastating war in Algeria, which meets up with the continuing destruction caused by World War II to mark two generations still trying to represent, explain, and understand who they are and what sort of world they have built around themselves. Godard was very fond of Muriel and claims it was one of the inspirations behind Deux ou trios choses que je sais d’elle (Two or Three Things I Know About Her, 1967), which features a poster from Resnais’ film….
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