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In memory of Alain Renoir


(October 31, 1921–December 12, 2008)

















I was born with the itch to tell stories. When I’d wail in my cradle, it was in hopes of attracting an audience.


 


—Jean Renoir, December 1972,


Unused epigraph for My Life and My Films















Foreword



By Martin Scorsese


There are very few artists in the history of movies who are undeniable. Jean Renoir is one of those few. If you’re dealing with cinema, you’re dealing with Renoir. You’re seeking out his films, watching them, rewatching them, understanding them. And, inevitably, marveling at them.


Renoir brought something to the art of moviemaking that is still so fresh and surprising that his pictures feel like they were just made, just invented. Near the end of his life, D. W. Griffith said, “What’s missing from the movies nowadays is the beauty of the moving wind in the trees.” He was talking about American cinema at the height of the studio system. But, of course, Renoir’s cinema was—and is—the moving wind in the trees, the flowing water of a stream, the faces of Jean Gabin and Simone Simon as lovers ashamed of their actions, the eccentric movements of Louis Jouvet as a nobleman reduced to a state of poverty, the red cheeks of a young girl at a social dance, a kite caught in a tree, childish pride on the face of Marcel Dalio as a rich aristocrat, clouds over the skies of Paris. I don’t mean to imply that Renoir just strung moments together—he was a storyteller, and a great one. But he was a storyteller of a particular kind. He found and told stories that allowed for life to flow through and over and under the events onscreen—the little surprises and harmonies and beauties of character and atmosphere and light that make up experience. The River, which I suppose is my favorite of Renoir’s films and one of the greatest pictures I’ve ever seen, could be described simply as the story of an English girl growing up in India. But the movie is everything that happens between the moments of the coming-of-age story. Like every Renoir picture, it’s about life, lived moment by moment, every moment coming together and then dissolving in the flow of time.


So much has been written about Renoir over the years. We have his own wonderful book My Life and My Films. We have the great André Bazin’s book, finished after his death by François Truffaut and his fellow writers and filmmakers-to-be. We have biographies and critical investigations and personal remembrances. And now we have this thorough, probing, exhaustively researched biography, which sets a new standard. Pascal Mérigeau gives us a portrait of Renoir’s life that is more recognizably human than any we’ve previously had. Of course Renoir sanded off the rough edges of his life, as Mérigeau puts it. All of us do the same, I think. And Renoir’s imperfections and vanities only bring him closer to us, and to the experience of his extraordinary and eternally wondrous films.















Introduction



The Chameleon on Plaid




Late on the morning of February 20, 1979, Jean Renoir was interred in the family vault in Essoyes cemetery, next to his older brother, Pierre, and their father, Auguste. His mother, Aline, and younger brother, Claude, lay nearby.


It was cold that Tuesday. The ground was frozen, the roads icy; the few faithful who’d come to pay their respects to the memory of the Master worried they’d never make it as far as Essoyes. Driven by Jean Carmet* who voiced his certainty that “the Boss” wouldn’t have had it otherwise, the little group swept into a café as soon as arriving and ordered ham and eggs, which were served at the exact moment the funeral procession crossed the square. That same evening in Neuilly, Dido and Alain Renoir, the widow and only son of the director, reminisced about the deceased over a leg of lamb with beans, a specialty of Sébillon, the restaurant Renoir had frequented in the old days.


Jean Renoir had died at lunchtime on February 12, the Monday of the week before, in his house on Leona Drive in Beverly Hills’ Benedict Canyon. He was eighty-four years old. On Friday the sixteenth, a mass had been celebrated at the oldest church in Beverly Hills, Church of the Good Shepherd, the same one that had hosted Rudolph Valentino’s funeral in 1926 and Gary Cooper’s in 1961 as well as the place where George Cukor had staged the funeral scene in the film A Star Is Born; and where, a little more than a year after Renoir’s service, respects would be paid to Alfred Hitchcock, who would die on April 29, 1980. On the evening of Sunday the twenty-fifth, two thousand people visited the enormous Royce Hall at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) for a ceremony in Renoir’s honor, which had been planned some time before but had been transformed into a posthumous tribute at which Cukor, among others, spoke.


On the day after Renoir’s death, deep within the part of the country where he’d spent his childhood vacations, he was honored on a scale worthy of his renown, just as would happen in California, where he’d lived the last thirty-eight years of his life. That renown was sizable, motivated as it was by admiration for his films, the aura of his personality as the son of a great painter, his reputation for openness to the world and to others, and his extraordinary lust for life and all the pleasures it afforded—among which those of the table ranked high. And so, another leg of lamb serves as a way to begin this story.


Alain Renoir had spent a long time preparing the dish, using a tiny knife to make the incisions into which he inserted slivers of garlic. Unearthing from a cupboard an electric rotisserie whose functioning only he knew, and cursing the appliance without really being annoyed, he finally plugged it in; soon after, it glowed red. He didn’t take his eyes from the meat while it cooked, unless to serve himself a glass of champagne. Alain Renoir loved champagne—French brands when he was in France, Californian when he was at home. That evening, or perhaps the day before, or the day before that, he’d discovered one of the two films of his father that he hadn’t known: On purge Bébé. He’d never see the second, which I’d also brought him, and that’s the reason why I’ve forgotten its title. Ten or so days after this final leg of lamb, he fell ill, spent time in a Sacramento hospital (where the nurses still remember how much this old gentleman made them laugh), and was eventually moved to his house in Esparto. In Paris on a Saturday evening, I heard the voice of his wife, Patricia Renoir, on the telephone, telling me, “Pascal, Alain died yesterday.” The date she called: December 13, 2008.


Alain had joined the United States Army and fought in the Pacific during World War II, and had then become a professor of medieval literature at the University of California, Berkeley. He’d laughingly claim that he now never read any text written after the Battle of Hastings, which took place on October 14, 1066. One morning in his arbor (this must have been during my first stay in Esparto), he said to me, “I’ve talked about my father with dozens of people, but you ask questions nobody ever asked.” 


The reason for this is simple. Of all the major directors, Jean Renoir was the one who shared the most about himself and his films—both in speech and in writing. He’s also one of those to whom the greatest number of works has been devoted worldwide. Works in which all the events related, all the conversations reported, all the characteristics of behavior described, and all the ways of making things known are generally held to be absolutely authentic. And yet, reading between the lines and questioning truths that seem established reveal glaring contradictions, blatant impossibilities, patent expropriations. To understand who Jean Renoir was, we need to restart from zero, drawing from sources that until now were difficult to access, some of which are still unpublished today. We need to take constant care to keep our perspective on his films as they can be read on the screen, and not on this or that rereading of them through a prism of admiration. I quickly understood that reassembling different elements from their sources and observing them with the necessary distance would yield a figure who does not conform to the one commonly described; and as I did this, the various pages of the Renoir legend—one after another—became blurred because they looked too well calibrated to be honest, too carefully drawn. Soon another Renoir began to appear, a more complicated, more original, and considerably more interesting Renoir. Therefore, the story of the fabrication of his legend has become one of the axes of this book that allows us to understand more clearly who this personality really was and how he was transformed at the end of his life into the wise old man he was not. This transformation was accomplished by an overzealous following who were determined he reveal no trait likely to free him from the framework in which they’d judged it convenient to imprison him.


As a matter of fact, how could our perceived image of Renoir, woven from a single cloth, jibe with his films, when this is the same director and same man who envisioned and directed La Grande Illusion (Grand Illusion) and La Règle du jeu (The Rules of the Game), films so dissimilar that all they have in common is that both have become classics? The aim of this book, then, was born from the enigma announced by Jacques Lourcelles when he said, “If it’s astonishing to have made Grand Illusion or The Rules of the Game, it’s so much more so to have directed both these films, thereby touching every stratum of an audience, as if there were a writer capable of creating not only Les Misérables but also The Charterhouse of Parma.”1


Before I even had time to share my insight with Alain regarding this fissure between the man as his father is commonly described and his films, Alain in some way corroborated it with his anecdotes and memories as well as his own way of being and considering the world. Alain was as direct as his father had been roundabout, and he called people idiots as easily as Jean had claimed to understand all of them. He hated stupidity as much as Renoir—when he chose to—didn’t notice it, or pretended not to. And yet, when the son spoke, it was also Jean you heard—his passions, contradictions, educated guesses, and deficiencies—all of that human complexity. It was something I remarked upon without ever having met Jean Renoir, whose films I discovered like a lot of people of my generation did, on television; and they stayed with me from the start, either because they seemed easily accessible to the child I was—Grand Illusion, of course, and Boudu sauvé des eaux (Boudu Saved from Drowning), obviously—or because I couldn’t understand that certain people more intelligent and more cultivated than I thought they were masterpieces. It obviously takes time to realize that claimed imperfections can be more appealing than flaunted virtues, and to understand that a real film is made from the gulf that inevitably opens between the work as imagined by its creator and what he or she manages to accomplish. 


I also remember the strange effect near the end of the seventies that La Chienne had on me, its uniqueness and beauty, and how I thought the sound seemed to have been recorded in an aquarium holding Michel Simon and the street singers, the pretty girl who is sacrificed, and the sound of automobiles on pavement. Very quickly, I wanted to know who Jean Renoir was, to try to read his identity in his films, to see him appear in his books and in those books about him. Years later, the project of this book came about as a way of fulfilling my wish to draw a portrait with more of a resemblance than those that already existed, whether they were appealing or boring, poorly done or inspiring. All of them offered convincing snapshots when considered in isolation, but mediocrity when combined. And with both admiration and a long-standing affection for this figure, combined with the necessary distance needed for such a subject, I set about trying to relink the fragments, to finally assemble various sequences into a part of the thread of a story that I suspected had never before been told. After five years of this, I had to admit that many of my certainties had fallen apart and that I was actually passing nonstop from surprise to astonishment. Today, my admiration for the director has grown, and my liking for the person has turned into empathy tinged with affection.


Was it the man or the director the articles were honoring the day after his death? The answer is two-sided: homage was paid to the pre-1940 director, but it was the man of his last thirty years who was being saluted. It was as if the young Jean Renoir had only existed through and for his films, as if the only person ever known afterward was an aged, portly gentleman with an incomparable gift for gab, an expert in carefully modulated thoughts. To put it plainly and with very little exaggeration, the Jean Renoir films of the twenties and thirties were the work of a man who wouldn’t begin to exist until his career was considered to be over. To the same extent, a gap had been opened between the maker of The Rules of the Game, that painter of a society in decline, and Renoir the “Good Papa,” sweeping the world with his paternal gaze and on demand uttering the ready-made theories and formulas he was expected to. Meanwhile, a handful of young people had massed under the banner of Cahiers du cinéma to spread the news that Renoir had achieved his most authentic masterpieces during and at the end of his Hollywood experience, thereby opening breaches into which he, himself, was delightedly diving, more than happy that someone was still interested in him at a time when his cinema was being labeled outdated in other respects.


On the other hand, as the year 1979 began, some people were actually asking this director for forgiveness.2 For what? For not having provided him the financial aid that would have allowed him to direct one last film. Those at the source of the decision weren’t beating their breasts—no—but ordinary media commentators were taking over the debate; and it was in the name of France that they were asking forgiveness. Forgiveness for having let Renoir leave for California, forgiveness for having “condemned” him to remain an American despite his assurances that he was bearing it admirably. Jean Renoir had left France in 1940 and had never wanted to return and live there. He had a host of reasons for it, and he was quite happy where he was. In February 1979, most of those deploring the fact that Renoir hadn’t been able to shoot in France ten years previously weren’t exactly fans of the films he’d made after he left that country. That is one of the great paradoxes of a life that has probably produced more of them than anyone else’s: Jean Renoir was never more famous than when his films, one by one, were becoming less appealing—all the more so when compared to those films he’d directed in the past, which were being reshown and rereleased. In this way, he found himself confronted by a reality usually experienced by young filmmakers, whose movies are sometimes compared to those of the better of their elders. Peculiarly disorienting as it was, Renoir simultaneously became a present-day director and that director’s respected ancestor.


Renoir’s films were admired at first because life seemed to proceed naturally in them, without any needless display of cinema. Then, in the second part of his career, they were admired because cinema was being flaunted in every shot. In other words, there was admiration for two diametrically opposed reasons. If he did last and, after Chaplin, became the auteur who incited the most studies, the most reflections, the most analyses, it is probably because his films seemed positioned to work out the answer to a question formulated by someone who wrote the most and best about Renoir, André Bazin—who asked, “What is cinema?” It seems to me that Renoir’s unusual personality, his life’s trajectory, the swerves in his career, and the analyses inspired by his films all needed to be integrated by reflection. And as the crushing bulk of writing that already existed made me ask what there was about Jean Renoir still to discover, I very quickly came to the conclusion that nearly everything needed to be brought to light.


What kind of man was Jean Renoir in reality? A spoiled brat catapulted into the sophistication of Paris life in the twenties? A well-off bourgeois won over by the Popular Front in the following decade? The director who, like all his colleagues, was fascinated by Hollywood and struggled to bring attention to his films but also had a lifestyle well suited to California? The sage of the mid-fifties, spreading the Good Word to the world, paying his father the most vibrant homage, celebrating the virtues of contemporary cinema and television, delighting all with thoughts about his art, life, humanity, without ever stopping to claim he was a man of the previous century? He was all these people, one after another and sometimes simultaneously. Then what causes that gleam of affection in everyone’s eyes—film enthusiast or not—at the mere mention of his name?


“Saint Renoir doesn’t exist, and never did,” wrote Claude Gauteur, one of the guests at the ham-and-eggs ceremony, the church, and the cemetery on February 20, 1979. And when Gauteur used that sentence to begin his book,3 he irritated François Truffaut, faithful among the faithful, grand priest of the cult, and most scrupulous guardian of the temple. You could claim that the son of Auguste Renoir was a saint. Of course you could; but he was a secular saint, as members of his Communist family would be quick to point out while remembering their fellow Party traveler in the second half of the thirties. Fine, the sticklers would specify, but take note: he was a secular saint who attended mass every single Sunday it pleased God to offer one in California. So saintly, so secular, in fact, that he even decided to entrust his son’s education both to a priest and to a Communist grade-school teacher, which points to someone who is fond of eclipsing antagonisms. Wasn’t he at least “the most director-like of all the French as well as the most French of the directors?”4 Absolutely, as long as we neglect to mention that he hadn’t turned fifty before he stopped thinking of himself as French and ceaselessly proclaimed that everything in Hollywood—including the producers, actors, and technicians—was preferable to what he’d known in France.


The genius of Jean Renoir was the way the most implacable adversaries collaborated to justify him without changing their own views. In every circumstance. Perhaps without knowing it, then, they were fine-tuning their behavior to his. Without having to intervene, Renoir comforted them, gave them assurance and confidence, and, in return, received testimonies of their admiration, their tacit accord, and their affection. Such unanimity hadn’t always existed. It had taken shape when his films began to count for less, when the man began to speak to all and everyone about nothing and everything, forging the image of himself he intended to project and that he knew was expected, through random interviews and conversations and with a succession of writings. Contrarily, during his period of cinematographic fame in the second half of the thirties, he was a controversial personality, considered difficult and not very trustworthy, as well as opportunistic and generous, but not too generous. Success leads to resentment, it is said; but that not-very-flattering image was already his before his films became a success with the triumph of Grand Illusion in 1937.


The year 1940 was his time of exile, a prelude to the wisdom of the fifties that came after a stay in India, which he unhesitatingly proclaimed had changed him completely and had even, well, helped him discover the truth: “Everyone has his reasons.” Yes, he insisted without laughing, India had revealed that sentence to him—the same sentence he’d put on paper twenty years earlier and pronounced in The Rules of the Game. On that day in 1959, sitting opposite the TV camera filming him, he must have really had great fun coming up with those words, an actor playing himself, pretending to discover a formula he’d invented years ago.


“Everyone has his reasons,” rightly says Octave in The Rules of the Game, having good reason to deplore that truth peculiar to the human species; and later, he would have been justified in adding that Jean Renoir’s reasons were always good ones in the eyes of everyone. This is completely natural for a director whose movies fully take the side of every character, one after another; it is a distinctive feature of his films that contributes to their greatness and probably renders them timelessly unique.


To put all your characters on the same moral level, you have to love them. To love all of them, you have to understand them. To understand all of them, you can’t bestow more value on the opinion expressed by one than on the opposite opinion held by another. You cannot choose. Cannot take sides or, at the very least, must pretend not to. Cannot choose between the timorous bank teller in La Chienne, the Sunday painter treated sadistically by a cantankerous wife, and the lost woman who is manipulating him and taking advantage of his naïveté and frustrations while all the strings are pulled by her pimp, that bastard who ends up on the gallows, although he’s completely innocent of the crime of which he’s accused. Cannot choose between Boudu, the tramp, and Lestinguois, the bourgeois. Cannot choose between Inspector Maigret and the beautiful Dane, who is a drug-addicted murderer. Cannot choose—or must, at least, do everything that seems not to—between the cynical huckster masquerading as a man of the cloth and the decent, love-struck boy who kills him in Le Crime de monsieur Lange (The Crime of Monsieur Lange). Between the king of France and those who will cut off his head. Between the railroad engineer whom women drive crazy and the flirt who uses him to flee justice and save a husband she mistrusts. Between the gamekeeper and the poacher, the marquis and the upstart, the grande dame and the soubrette, the husband and the lover.


To understand all of them that well, you definitely need to see all sides of each, without taking a side yourself; or else, take sides one after the other, which is the same thing. This is the ultimate guarantee of peace of mind, a mind offering to become entirely devoted to the most important cause—his own—whose contours were shaped by chance occurrences of birth and existence. Throughout his entire life, Jean Renoir strove to believe in himself. Convinced that self-confidence can only be acquired in the eyes of others, he made every effort to ensure that others believed in him, the son of a famous artist, born in the shadow of an elder brother who had been hailed as a noble actor and upon whom all qualities of uprightness, rigor, and honesty had been bestowed. Very early, and for a long time, it was up to Renoir alone to find an occupation and create an identity as Jean Renoir. This is how the actor he’d dreamed of becoming interpreted the role he knew best—himself. It was made to his measure, constantly retouched; and it created the most unusual of life paths, which better matched the nature of cinema.


The different incarnations of Jean Renoir’s life, like so many others, can be correlated to the women he loved. Three women shaped his three great periods. Catherine Hessling* was both Auguste Renoir’s last model and Jean’s first wife. She inspired him with her dreams about film and fame. He made an actress out of her at the same time that she made a director out of him. The second woman was Marguerite, a film editor who led him into the world of politics; and the films that they made together carried him to the top. After their separation, the secret of fashioning those films was permanently lost to him; she devoted her expertise, sensibility, and talent to Jacques Becker, Renoir’s longtime assistant. Renoir hadn’t married Marguerite, but she took his name. Dido, the third woman, was the daughter of a diplomat, and she became secretary to the Great Renoir as well as his spouse and housekeeper, keeping a jealous eye on him, his health, his approach to doing things, and his image. Thus, the gamut of Renoir’s women ran from an artist with a wild streak of hedonism, to an unparalleled technician and fervent militant Communist, to, finally, a deeply religious woman who believed in Jean Renoir and God and who devoted her existence to those two idols. Catherine Hessling left Renoir’s life just before film discovered sound, and she disappeared from this world seven months after he did.† Marguerite Houllé‡ was his traveling companion during the thirties. Dido Freire became the wife of Renoir the American citizen, world-renowned director, and dispenser of homilies.§ 


In response to the aspirations of the first woman, to the dreams she expressed to him night and day, Renoir became a producer—he had the money for that—and later, a director, because he possessed no shortage of ambition. For the second woman, in 1936, he married the cause to which artists were becoming engaged—something he was well advised to do, because the Communist Party was so powerful at the time it could help him capture an audience. But then, sharing the life of a militant Communist without putting at least one foot into the same boat as she would have to have been a source of conflicts, arguments, questions. The director without recognition he was at that time had to avoid such a predicament, not to mention the man, who wanted such people off his back. He got around more than was usual, played the man of the people and enjoyed it, made guarantees to comrades without ever stopping to associate with their opponents, and never even had to give up claiming he agreed with them. Sometimes he made it seem—first and foremost to himself, probably—that he’d chosen sides. It could be inferred from the words he spoke at meetings and with which he peppered his articles, or supplied to certain journalists; but in his films, no, never, really. His last partner, Dido, was a practicing Catholic, but what need was there to keep questioning the existence of God with her, something he himself wasn’t against believing in, or to argue about the importance of religion? It was infinitely more practical to play it smart every Sunday and accompany that woman, whom he addressed using the French formal form of you, to mass and confession and to mumble his prayers like a child who had no intention of getting rapped on the knuckles.


All this was how Jean Renoir found freedom. However, those who discovered his films long after hadn’t the same luxury to any great extent; and because they loved his films, they decided their choices were his. They believed that he was like them and preferred Boudu to Lestinguois, the revolutionaries to the king. He let them go on, was in complete agreement, when he wasn’t impishly scheming to say the same thing before they did. He vindicated them as he did all his characters. Whenever he noticed any resistance to such a routine in anyone to whom he was speaking, he changed his opinion and put as much energy, talent, and genius into it as he had supporting the previous position. He did it with just as much conviction—yes; because everyone seemed to deserve no less than the deepest part of him, he turned his attention to it. With so much sincerity, so much genius. That was how he became the ideal receptacle for all theories, those the most closely related to him as well as those furthest away. Everyone could find something satisfying in his filmmaking and in his personality that reinforced his or her convictions and generated something new about him. It was as if it were enough to invent a method for an admired director who really had none and become his equal—or even, more modestly, his disciple—by conforming to it. In this way, as well, Jean Renoir was a genius at what would eventually be called public relations. The directors of the Nouvelle Vague (the French New Wave) invented a method for him, and he enthusiastically accepted their principles.


Sometimes his attitude toward the world made him talk too much and even write rashly, in circumstances where he had better cause to keep his mouth shut and hold back his pen. But just as actors were flattered by the compliments he lavished on them, those who loved his films approved of him and preferred to throw the veil over his lapses, perhaps dreading that the wrong word might condemn them to the misery of falling out of rank and sect. Meanwhile, adversaries exaggerated, too, and expressed their own abhorrence recklessly by digging up and trotting out things that pinned far too many faults on him than could be believed.


I should point out that Renoir’s sincerity is not being cast in doubt. He believed the stories he told and believed even more in the style he’d invented to recount them. Recounting was all he thought of—in words, in films, in books—what did it matter? Recounting: in other words, making you believe. For the span of a conversation, a movie, a book. And the rest? In his eyes, that was less important; there again you might say he had a point.


Jean Renoir played the roles he chose so well—yes, roles, specifically, because he willingly changed parts so that the world, including his adversaries and those who adored him, would see only smoke and mirrors. In that respect, he put as much art into his life as he did into directing his films—reason enough for such a life to be recounted, but by someone other than him, because he did such a thing with acuity, guile, and talent. He was a character constructed, interpreted, and portrayed by himself as much as he was a person, a person whose existence, life trajectory, and work can be unfolded using the many traces he left behind—as if purposely. Before he died, he decided the essentials of his life would be collected in one place on the UCLA campus: 113 jam-packed cardboard boxes, some containing up to fifty or more folders; tens of thousands of letters, personal documents, school notebooks, soldier’s notebooks, and breakdowns of film footage; correspondence with producers, actors, technicians; scripts that were filmed or weren’t; projects barely sketched out or tracked over several years. And in the depths of other archives—which had been unavailable to some of my predecessors—as well as in some private collections to which I was given access are just as many documents that put to the test evidence that is human, precious, and indispensable—yet so fragile. 


In the century that was his, Jean Renoir knew everything and lived almost everything: World War I, the do-it-yourself “art” of the silent cinema, sound; then politics, Communism, Fascism; exodus, exile, Hollywood, India; the new cinema celebrated and in a sense invented by the Nouvelle Vague, television; writing, finally, and then paralysis. Until his arrival in the United States on December 31, 1940, he took part in history; after that, he became part of legend, part of a Hollywood that barely resembled the one about which he’d always fantasized, and which he then replaced with the legend of himself with the help of several servants whom he had enthralled. And those who reference John Ford by professing that the legend, rather than history, should be printed, will recall that the film from which they’re quoting proceeds from precisely the opposite intent: it extinguishes the legend of Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) as the man who killed Liberty Valance by showing that Tom Doniphon (John Wayne) hid in the shadows that night and shot the villain dead, without letting anyone but the filmmakers catch sight of him.


Along his entire path through the century, Renoir lived in the moment. Pleasure in the moment, as much as a refusal and incapacity to choose, guided him, just as in his films the span of time over which a scene takes place often outweighs the linking of sequences. For this reason, as well, the fragmented portrait drawn of him over the years suits him and corresponds very well to him yet is a poor resemblance. Pursuit of pleasure in the moment required that he quickly find a way to agree with those he was speaking with and keep it up as long as the scene lasted. That he would profess ideas other than those he advanced a few hours earlier was always only for the record. For the record, obviously, but whose? His was rarely held to be lacking; it played with these contradictions, which made him what he was. The part of it that his friends, the people close to him, journalists, and historians retained contained only elements that allowed them to paint a picture of someone essentially decided on in advance. When Renoir said “black” to one and answered “white” to the other, each kept only what he or she had heard, or wanted to hear. This is how he was in his writing as well. In the jungle of his writings, there is always the question of whom he’s addressing, what real or imaginary reader he’s thinking of, what effect he hopes to produce, what objective he wants to attain, at which precise moment of his life he’s writing—which day of the week, even, if not which hour. For the impenitent charmer he was, pleasing mattered, and so did never ceasing to attract attention. In that enterprise, as well, he succeeded.


Jean Renoir made sure that everybody, actors and crew, felt responsible for the film they were working on together. He made each of them believe that the role of director was severely limited. This wasn’t a method or even a technique but a way of being. He knew how to give the impression—the illusion—that those who approached him, in his eyes, mattered more than he did himself; as a result, certain accounts more than others ought to be considered from a distance, because their authors ingenuously claim certain merits they didn’t possess. Renoir’s capacity to “read” character, nature, strength, or weakness at first glance afforded him the ability to adapt instantly to anyone’s personality, a principle of attraction that no one could resist. In him, modesty and arrogance formed a partnership, feeding each other to the point of merging. He put all his energy into disguising arrogance, although humility couldn’t be counted as one of his cardinal virtues. 


His generosity was praised, though expressed little in regard to other directors. The only ones he could not resist praising were the pioneers whose examples had inspired him—Chaplin, Griffith, Stroheim. All three became his close friends. In relation to them, and only them, and especially their fame, he measured himself. The rest—nearly all the rest—seemed of no importance to him. Of the many reasons that made him renounce living in France after the war, the most significant (outside of his happiness in the States) was the fact that only American film would allow him to measure up to the renown of his masters and attain an international reputation on a level with that of his father. All he had to gain from working in France was money; before the war, he was “the” French director and remained so to many people. Only when he understood that American film decidedly had no use for him any longer did he agree to go back to France for the span of one film and then another. In the nation he’d been calling his “ex-country” since the summer of 1941, six months after his arrival in America, he dreamed primarily of the films he wanted to direct in Hollywood and made an Anglo-Saxon audience the priority in his work. Until the end of his days, he insisted—to Americans, especially—that he bore no resentment against Hollywood. He had experienced it as welcoming, he had only friends there, but the movie business was rejecting him in the same way and with the same energy that, he claimed, French producers and distributors had stood in his way earlier. No more, no less.


The story of Jean Renoir is also the story of a divorce—two divorces, actually: the first brutal, the second glissando. The first divorce was from the cinema that had made him king and that he thought about leaving as soon as he experienced success, given all its years of indifference toward him in the past. The day after the success of Grand Illusion, Renoir began dreaming of Hollywood, of those studios that had enlisted René Clair, Julien Duvivier, Jacques Feyder. Why them and not him? The second was a genteel divorce from his own history at the price of compromises. And so he went about sanding off the rough edges to turn himself, his father, his family into a panorama of pleasantly colored pictures, a gallery of sleek images, a story for good children to teach them that rivalries, jealousies, secret desires, money, ambition, lies, and fakery don’t play a part in the lives of exceptional beings. This choice belonged to him, and in that he was justified. The choice of a historian is nonetheless so, and today we must rely on what Renoir decided to leave behind.


Renoir’s films are the work of a man who found his identity in his metamorphoses; his cinema was invented as the result of ups and downs, accidents and compromises. Jean Renoir was a chameleon, even—to borrow the term Herbert Hoover inflicted on Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932—a “chameleon on plaid.” What he displayed didn’t at all modify his way of seeing, but it strongly affected his way of being seen. In a modest turtleneck or tailor-made sports jacket, Renoir remained Renoir. Did he get to a point of confusion about the nature of his true colors? Maybe, but nobody noticed; and he never imploded.


By nature, a filmmaker is an opportunist. He takes possession of someone else’s book, grabs some emotion from the features of an actress, steals a colleague’s idea, borrows his clouds from the sky, his reflections from the river, and from this chaos known as directing a film, from a blend of decisions and luck, intentions and accidental confusions, emerges as the organizer, or pretends to be the authorizer. Renoir was really no more dishonest than anyone else. It’s just that the occasions for fibbing and faking were more numerous for him than for most others, and he got immense pleasure from talking about himself and his art.


He’d seize the events of his life and pull out stories to recount just for the pleasure of conversation; and as soon as that door cracked open, an anecdote rushed in, became fable, and quickly became the pretext for a theory. When a man who is asked to talk about himself and his art takes considerable pleasure in it, some theories become necessary, and then it doesn’t really matter that in practicing his profession he actually followed none, because he was the polar opposite of a man of system or method.


The story of Jean Renoir teaches us, among other truths, that filmmakers make the films that they can and as they can. Later, when they explain how they made them, they say what makes listeners like them better. Anyone with a genuine desire to understand that film is the process of fabricating truth by starting with what is false and of creating what is false by starting with what is true will see that Renoir, in the events of his own life and with his personality, behaved like a director. He wrote the scenario for, directed, and acted out his persona and his life. Renoir’s life, at least as much as his films, provides the answer to the question, “What is cinema?” And what is cinema? It is this.















PART I



RENOIR IN HISTORY


SEPTEMBER 15, 1894–DECEMBER 31, 1940
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The Invention of Renoir


Jean Renoir was born on September 15, 1894—just after midnight, he’d write three-quarters of a century later, when he mentioned the event.* Staging this moment in which he plays both star and wailing extra, he’d reference François Rabelais’s Gargantua and depict his father Auguste Renoir reacting to the arrival that night of such a Grangousier† by exclaiming, “What a mouth! A furnace! He’ll have the appetite of a horse!”1


A week after Jean Renoir let out his first cry, the son of a Viennese hatter celebrated his ninth birthday. His name? Erich Oswald Stroheim. In the same year, on February 1, John Martin Feeney, who would later change his name to John Ford, had already been born; King Vidor, on the eighth of the same month; Sternberg, on May 29. Charles Chaplin had turned five that April, just as New Yorkers were discovering the first Kinetoscope parlor. At the end of summer, Louis Lumière had filmed the first version of La Sortie des usines Lumière (Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory), using photographic paper as the medium. In December, in Vienna, Anton and Paula Lang celebrated the fifth birthday of their little Friedrich Christian Anton, better known by the amiable name “Fritz.”


Jean Renoir writes that his mother found him horribly ugly on sight and made it known that she wanted him taken away from her as quickly as possible. It’s true that the infant’s care was entrusted to a teenager from the country: Gabrielle Renard, who was fifteen, and the only one, she herself has said, to find the child born that night attractive. Years later, she was the one who remembered the events he couldn’t, thereby becoming scenarist of some of the scenes in his skillfully written book about his father—which was also partly about himself.2


Barely more than one letter exists recounting the impression the birth of his second child produced on Auguste Renoir. The painter wrote to Berthe Morisot and presented the event as “something completely ridiculous… the arrival of a son named Jean.”3 Why ridiculous? Because by then Renoir was fifty-three? Because the mother—who, like her son, was in good health—was eighteen years younger than Auguste, a difference that would have obviously counted for more at the end of the nineteenth century than it does in our day? Auguste seems to have been indecisive about the position to take when it came time to announce the news to his friends, as if this birth made him uncomfortable and he felt burdened by this second son from Aline.


Jean came into the world nine years after his older brother, Pierre, who was born in March 1885. When this first birth occurred, Auguste Renoir and Aline Charigot were not married; they waited until 1890 to legitimize a union that, by then, was already around a decade old. Auguste had needed time to decide to found a family, and before that, he suffered months of irresolution before he moved in with Aline, the young woman from Essoyes, a village on the borders of Champagne and Bourgogne in the department of Aube. She was his favorite model, became his companion, and the mother of a first son and then a second; and then, gradually, under the weight of time, this peasant, who was a picture of health, began to thicken and her features collapse to the point that the last photos in which she appears are completely devoid of the fresh, dazzling beauty portrayed in Le Déjeuner des canotiers (Luncheon of the Boating Party) and dozens of other paintings. While Auguste—eighteen years older—grew so lean he came to resemble the trunk of an olive tree, Aline coarsened and fattened and was stricken with the diabetes that would spell her end.


The birth of Jean marked one of the stages in the life of Renoir the painter; but his union with Aline didn’t spell the end of his travels, which he often accomplished alone. His painting sent him to Provence, Normandy, Saintonge, and Brittany. He visited Spain with Paul Gallimard, spent the summer in Pont-Aven, and joined Berthe Morisot not far from Paris. “Renoir isn’t made for marriage. He marries every woman he paints… with his brush,” said Louis-Jacques Samary, a cellist for the orchestra of the Opéra and father of actress Jeanne Samary, whom Renoir painted several times. Renoir himself echoed this remark near the end of his life in answer to a journalist who asked him how he managed to paint with hands crippled by rheumatism: “With my prick!”4


He may very well not have been made for marriage, but by 1894 he was well on his way toward accepting the reality of a process, and its completion is illustrated by a highly symbolic picture he painted in spring 1896. To represent “the Artist’s Family,” in fact, Renoir chose to deck out his own in the trappings of the bourgeoisie, depicting Aline (the same woman he’d painted until then—and would again—as the peasant she had been when he met her) in a matron’s hat; Pierre in a sailor suit, which was the uniform of the bourgeois child; and little beribboned Jean in the arms of a crouching servant.


When the school year started in 1894, a few days before Jean was born, Pierre began his education in fourth grade at Notre-Dame de Sainte-Croix, the posh Catholic institution in Neuilly-sur-Seine, just a stone’s throw from the Porte des Ternes. Schoolchildren there wore a uniform with a cap, and all of them were the sons of leading families. A more commonplace event perhaps, but definitely part of the same trend, was Renoir’s consent to Jean’s baptism on July 1, 1895—an “informal” one, as he emphasized to the baby’s godfather, Georges Durand-Ruel. Durand-Ruel was the man Aline was dreaming of marrying to Jeanne Baudot, the reason for her choice of that woman as godmother of her son. Georges’s father, Paul Durand-Ruel, as well as his two sons, Joseph and Georges, were among those men who expanded the sale of art works to the dimensions of a market. Jeanne Baudot was a painter and daughter of the family doctor, a convinced advocate of Epsom salts. Wasn’t all this what Auguste, who understood the impact of such an official birth and found it a ticklish subject to announce to his artist friends, considered in advance “completely ridiculous,” an expression that Berthe Morisot, herself a grande bourgeoise, was probably one of the least likely even to understand?


Jean was the product of the union of a painter of modest origins and a country girl; but his father became a wealthy, recognized artist, and his mother, a bourgeoise. The setting of his childhood featured a well-off family, a legacy that kept him from ever lacking anything his entire life. He lived, or, more precisely, chose to exist, between two worlds in a way of life similar to Octave’s in The Rules of the Game, a role Jean would take for himself: a character witnessing the collapse of the class in which life had offered him membership.


In 1894, Auguste Renoir was finally celebrated by critics. Official recognition had come late, but his canvases were selling well and their prices continually climbing. In 1899, for example, Ambroise Vollard observed that a canvas the painter had sold for 150 francs fewer than twenty years before had found a buyer willing to pay 22,100 francs.* To help his wife take care of the new child, Renoir summoned Aline’s young cousin Gabrielle from Essoyes. On the morning of her first night in Paris, the girl dashed into the street to play with kids hardly younger than she. After moving in with the Renoirs at the end of August, a few weeks before the birth of Jean, Gabrielle also began serving as a model, just as some models, at times, were asked to play the role of servants. When Vollard visited the Renoirs for the first time, the year Jean was born, he noticed her in the garden and called her “a maid who looked like a gypsy.” The family also took on a cook and laundress, Madame Mathieu. So, the house was filled with women, not all of whom were fully clothed, all of them chatting and laughing under the aloof authority of Madame Renoir as well as the more amused, relaxed manner of “the Boss,” as everyone called Renoir. 


Because the Boss often seemed willing to let his pockets be plundered, part of the models’ job was getting rid of intruders and freeloaders. Jean considered all these women around when he was growing up as family, even though they didn’t take their meals with the Renoirs. He would have been surprised to learn that all of them, in fact, were on the payroll, that some people, whom it was tempting to see as willing to serve their masters just by choice, actually needed to make a living. In his book about his father,5 Jean does not say a word about the battles the painter waged to become recognized and speaks even less about the man’s unremitting efforts to be paid—often considerable amounts. Such efforts were only natural, but from Jean’s point of view they would have blemished the portrait. The fact that Auguste wasn’t against his pockets being rifled (just as Jean would not mind later) more than testifies to his generosity but also shows precisely that pocket money, for him, was always for the record available for the very reason he had no lack of it. If Auguste had been the deeply unselfish man portrayed by his son, would his correspondence so often have involved money issues? Would he have studied with as much doggedness and precision variations in his quoted value with dealers and discovered by working far from Paris the considerable advantage of models in the provinces not asking to be paid for that service?*


The house into which the Renoirs moved in 1889, and where Jean was born five years later, owes its right to be called a “chateau,” or castle, to its history, built as it was on the location of an “architectural folly” doomed by the French Revolution. Composed of a group of buildings surrounded by gardens and neglected land (part of which would later be intersected by avenue Junot), Le Château des Brouillards (“The Castle of Fog”) was located at 13 rue Girardon, near a small square the Parisian town council would in the following century name after the singer Dalida. At first, Jean Renoir’s world was a Montmartre not yet dominated by the shadow of Sacré-Coeur’s meringue. Although the building of that church began in 1875, it wasn’t finished until 1914. Montmartre was then a world that existed somewhere between country and city and where all kinds of adventures, from snail hunts to the discovery of the social domain, could take place. It was an enclave that had returned to its original state, with rosebushes gone wild, a few lots of nature that a handful of trailblazing yet nostalgic craftsmen were making every effort to domesticate. Pear trees yielded fruits with a never-before-tasted flavor because they’d been grafted, it was said, onto quince trees. In warm weather, the air was impregnated with the perfume of lilacs. “Renoir’s studio was there, and that’s where Léon Bloy lived, and word had it that Gérard de Nerval had enjoyed coming there to pick grapes,” wrote Roland Dorgelès in Le Château des Brouillards; and Jules Romains, in Les Hommes de bonne volonté (Men of Good Will), offered his own portrait of the Montmartre of that time: “The wall plaster is tremendously old and has taken on the color of the old houses on the Butte,* and the color of the eyes of a child from Montmartre can’t possibly take in all the poetic experiences that formed his heart. It’s a color with a dash of country sun, a bit of provincial humility, shadow thrown by a basilica, wind that has blown across the great Northern plains and mixed with the vapors of Paris, garden lights, the smells of lawns, lilacs, and roses.”


The painter’s studio was in the attic of the house at 13 rue Girardon. A spiral staircase reached it from the floor for bedrooms, and the ground floor opened on a stairway leading to a garden to which a few steps allowed access. Hallway, dining room, kitchen, and office were at the back, the walls painted white, doors in Trianon gray, as they were in all Renoir’s homes. On the floor above slept parents and children, and Gabrielle just above the kitchen.


Gabrielle is the young woman pictured crouching next to the children in La Famille du peintre (The Artist’s Family), painted by Renoir in the garden facing Le Château des Brouillards. This is the same woman Ambroise Vollard, having come unexpectedly one evening, without knowing that Mme. Renoir wasn’t home, found in Auguste’s bedroom, preparing to read to him while he was in bed. Unfortunately, the book, La Dame de Monsoreau, which the painter wanted to hear that evening, couldn’t be found.6


Gabrielle is also the one who told Jean about the events of his early childhood, and he vividly remembered the division of his affections: “For me, at that time, the world was divided in two. My mother, for the boring things: eat your soup, go to the toilet, ‘rub-a-dub-dub,’ climb out of that zinc bathtub used for the morning’s ablutions. And Bibon, for having fun: walks in the park, games in the sand, and, especially, being carried by her—something my mother absolutely refused to do, whereas Gabrielle was only content bent under the burden of my little body.”7 Jean uses the nickname “Bibon” because that’s what he called the young woman, whose first name was unpronounceable for him, becoming “Gabibon,” then “Bibon” in his mouth. Later on, everyone would call her “Ga.” Pierre Renoir, the eldest of the three sons, was the only Renoir child brought up by his mother.


If it’s true, as Jean wrote, that Auguste Renoir began drawing his portrait of Aline “thirty years before knowing her,” Gabrielle is still the one he represented the most often, sometimes with Jean—an unruly model whom the servants were assigned to keep in place long enough for Auguste to paint L’Alphabet (The Alphabet, 1898), Jean au cerceau (Jean with a Hoop, 1898), Jean lisant (Jean Reading, 1900), and Jean en chasseur (Jean as a Huntsman, 1901). The child hated his strawberry-blond curls, which made some think he was a girl; the painter liked them, which prevented them from being sacrificed on the grounds that they would protect his skull. Renoir’s fear of accidents at home led to his smashing the sharp edges of the fireplaces with a hammer and blunting the corners of tables by sanding. He likewise demanded that the parquet floors not be waxed, fearing that the polish could result in falls. It was something between paternal concern and the precautions of an artist who had no intention of being disturbed, not to mention the fact that his own walk was no steadier than a toddler’s. In fact, by the time Jean was born, Auguste Renoir got from place to place with the help of two canes, replaced by crutches when Jean was six.


By July 1896, the Renoirs had left the house on rue Girardon because its dampness was proving harmful to Auguste’s joints and moved to an apartment at the bottom of the Butte, on the fifth floor of 33 rue La Rochefoucauld, at the corner of rue La Bruyère. (Auguste’s studio was at 64 rue La Rochefoucauld.) When Renoir’s legs forced him to abandon stairs altogether in October 1901, the family had to select an apartment located on the second floor of 43 rue Caulaincourt, and the painter rented a studio, at number 73 on the same street, about a third of a mile away from his home and in the same building where writer Yves Mirande and the painter Théophile Steinlein lived.8 From the rue La Rochefoucauld balcony that Jean had claimed as his domain, the little boy would descend into the tangled bush of Montmartre, which extended right up to the door of the building. He’d become old enough to appreciate the talents of one of his father’s favorite models, a certain Marie Dupuy, whose maiden name was Maliverney. She earned the nickname “the Baker’s Wife” thanks to an affair with a baker’s assistant, and she also made excellent french fries.


The Renoirs held open house every Saturday, a day devoted to the tradition of the pot-au-feu. The rest of the week, Mme. Renoir had the women of the house follow recipes she herself had perfected or collected here and there, several examples of which Jean offers in the book about his father. Bouillabaisse, the art of which had been taught to Renoir and Cézanne by the mayor of L’Estaque in 1895, and sautéed chicken, the great triumph of Aline and her servants, were part of the feast—not to mention the charcoal-grilled meats. One of the many perks for Jean that would come from living in California was the discovery of barbecue, allowing him to reproduce the flavor of his childhood steaks.


The pleasure Auguste found in painting in the country, as well as a need to warm his old bones in the sun, resulted in the family’s spending more and more time far from Montmartre. In the past, they had rented a house on the coast of Normandy, where Jean had spent summer nights sleeping in a bed occupied by Oscar Wilde in winter. These days, there were frequent visits to the south, where Auguste had often gone alone over the years and where his family now accompanied him regularly. In January 1900, Auguste, Aline, Gabrielle, Jean, and the Baker’s Wife spent some months in a borrowed villa in Magagnosc. The change was accomplished easily, or rather, hastily, because of Mme. Renoir’s wish to live again far away from the city, an intention satisfied years before by the buying of a house in Essoyes. Auguste had discovered the village thanks to Aline, who’d been born there. They’d already spent fall 1888 there with Pierre, their eldest son, in a two-room house rented for a few weeks and then used as a pied-à-terre until September 1896. In that month, which was two years after Jean’s birth, the painter bought a vintner’s house that adjoined a vast barn with a vineyard behind that building. It cost Renoir 4,000 francs, which was exactly what the state had paid four years previously, in 1892, for the purchase of one of the versions of his Jeunes Filles au piano9 (Young Girls at the Piano). Aline would give birth on August 4, 1901, at Essoyes, to a boy named Claude, whose nickname became “Coco.” Auguste Renoir was old enough by several years to be a grandfather, and there he was—a father yet again. 


Fourteen days after Coco was born, the Journal officiel reported the appointment of the painter to the rank of Chevalier of the Légion d’honneur. It was a distinction he found anxiety provoking no less than he found it flattering: what were his friends going to think? He wrote to Claude Monet that he’d “allowed myself to be decorated” and hoped that “this bit of ribbon won’t stand in the way” of their old friendship; to make a long story short, he “wasn’t joking” about whether he’d “done something idiotic or not.”10 On October 20, 1911, he was promoted to the rank of Officer of the Légion d’honneur, then on February 19, 1919, to the higher rank of Commander. In December 1936, at the age of forty-two, Jean would seek the distinction11—and get it on January 30, 1937.12


During 1903, Renoir spent the summer in Essoyes, the end of autumn and winter in Cagnes-sur-Mer in a house shared with the local post office,* and the last days of spring in Paris. On June 28, 1907, completely won over by Cagnes-sur-Mer and its surroundings, the Renoirs bought a farm there called Les Collettes and moved into it in fall of the following year. The house in Essoyes had cost 4,000 francs; the Collettes property, which was a little less than four and a half acres and planted with 145 olive trees, orange trees, and rosebushes, cost 35,000 francs. It was an enormous house with outbuildings for the models and domestics. A studio for the painter was soon erected among the olive trees, which Jean would film more than a half century later in Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (Picnic) and whose luxuriant foliage and gnarled trunks he’d photograph often. The photos were with him all his life, and today they are attached to the walls of the house in the Northern California hills where Alain Renoir, his only child, lived out his last years and died on December 12, 2008.


Jean ended up rolling around on the ground and weeping and moaning that he wanted a Sainte-Croix cap like the one he admired on his brother Pierre’s noggin. In September 1902, a year after Coco was born, Jean’s wish was granted, and his dream of having his hair cut short achieved. But he hadn’t yet reached the age at which his father thought children should start getting an education. Auguste Renoir believed that all forms of education only overtaxed those younger than the age of ten, but it was time for Jean to leave his position in the family to his younger brother. So, he got his cap and a uniform; but as for ending up in boarding school, too, well, that was intolerable. Until then, his life had been spent charging through the woods of Essoyes, playing under olive trees at Les Collettes, staying in Paris among women with generously open bodices and impressive gentlemen of whose growing fame he was unaware, which kept him from imagining that they were destined to enjoy even more notoriety; such men were named Cézanne, Monet, Degas, Pissarro. When it was time for a breath of air, it had come in the form of a Montmartre outing with Gabrielle. Sometimes, as they walked down the Butte, she would stop for a moment to chat with a strange-looking character sitting at a table on the terrace of a café on rue Lepic. The child would tug on the young woman’s sleeve because he was impatient for them to go on and impervious to her conversation with this Monsieur de Toulouse-Lautrec. There were so many of these figures that no one knew how to mention all of them. The children of some became Jean’s friends; well into her ninetieth year, Aline Cézanne, the painter’s granddaughter, still remembered that for Jean and his pals of the time, all children’s houses or apartments were cluttered with canvases they never imagined would be declared the works of masters.13


Sometimes Jean felt his older brother Pierre’s hint of influence. Pierre, a serious boy whom the age difference made seem even more serious—and more haughty, especially—thought only of the theater and recited verse to please young girls. To the extent that Pierre was a serious student, Jean hated studying. The other little boys at school weren’t any fun; he was bored to death and missed Gabrielle. His dream of being one of the big kids was over. Missing his lead soldiers so much undermined the power of the cap and school outfit. Whereas Pierre was almost finished with school and was preparing for his baccalaureate, Jean was discovering a world that repelled him.


In 1902, Jean entered third grade at Sainte-Croix. He spent the following school year at the same establishment, then left to do fifth grade in another school, but came back again to Sainte-Croix in fall 1905. Until then, his academic accomplishments may have fed his ego, backed up as they were by being first in the class for compositional style, history, and Latin translation and by winning several second prizes and certificates of merit. Seventh grade (1906–1907) was less brilliant, if not downright difficult, as much for his teachers as for him, as if he had suddenly given up trying completely. His family’s move to the south was his hour of liberation. Beginning in autumn 1907, Sainte-Croix’s records no longer show any mention of the name Jean Renoir. All we know of the period, because he touched on it with his son, was that he wasted his time going from day schools to boarding schools.14


The trees, the river, the woods at Essoyes, sun and olive trees at Les Collettes—all dominated his time more than school. The dishes cooked by Marie Corot, la Grande Louise, Léontine Baude, and Gabrielle, who took turns at the stove when they weren’t working together, made the mundane cuisine of the boarding school detestable. This was how Jean grew up, and it’s not surprising that he mentions his studies only for the record in his memoirs under the terse yet telling designation “nebulous school years.” Nebulous without a doubt because they left less of an impression on Jean’s mind than the fishing trips in Essoyes but contributed to his formation nonetheless, if not scholastically, at least socially, spent as they were in the most highly rated establishments, where only children of polite society were admitted.


In October 1911, the Renoirs, currently living at Les Collettes, rented a pied-à-terre in Nice at 1 rue Palermo, also called place de l’Église-du-Voeu at the time, and today, rue Alfred-Mortier. A secondary school (which was not yet called Masséna) in that city accepted Jean and his younger brother. There Jean became friends with a child named Maurice Jaubert, who in the thirties would compose music for the films of Jean Vigo and Marcel Carné, and whose scores would later be used posthumously on four occasions by François Truffaut.* Jean needed a private tutor to prepare for the baccalaureate test and he passed the first part at the beginning of summer. Philosophy was not his forte, but he liked history and could get by in German, a language that a family vacation in Bavaria at the end of summer 1910 allowed him to practice.† Auguste Renoir stopped walking after the return from that trip. In fall 1911, the Renoirs moved to 57 bis boulevard Rochechouart, into a large apartment with a studio on the same floor.


Armed with his baccalaureate, Jean couldn’t decide what to do. He was most content running in the woods and coming home in the evenings covered with dust. His father saw no other future for him but in a manual occupation, such as being a smithy or, better still, a gamekeeper, an ideal occupation for someone who likes nothing better than being aimless—and whose role and costume Jean would assign twenty years later to Gaston Modot, who played Schumacher the gamekeeper in The Rules of the Game. Jean’s mother had him learn a little piano, but if he was to become a musician, it would be one who had no artistic ambition. 


No one asked what his brother Pierre would be. His vocation had been revealed when he was young: he’d become an actor, and he stuck to that course. After debuting at the Théâtre de l’Odéon in October 1908, Pierre left that theater in January 1910 and became part of a production of Chantecler by Edmond Rostand on February 6, with Lucien Guitry and Madame Simone, as well as a certain Abel Gance in the role of Poulet Sautillant. By the end of 1910, Gance had directed his first film, La Digue, and would claim seventy years later that Jean Renoir acted in it. Today, the film is lost and the claim unverifiable. There is no reason, however, that Jean would have participated in a project that in all respects would call for Pierre in the role. At the time, actors barely mentioned their film jobs, because they thought it wasn’t acting if it didn’t happen on the stage. Pierre was no exception, and for Jean the issue wasn’t relevant.


Jean’s first encounter with the moving image was in the setting of Dufayel, a department store. He and Gabrielle had gone to that store one day in 1897 with the intention of buying a deal wardrobe for her bedroom, a task Mme. Renoir had delegated to her. In 1865, a Monsieur Dufayel had taken over the Palais des Nouveautés, whose main entrance was located at 26 rue de Clignancourt, and created the first department store with shelves—a store that was the size of an entire block of houses. The dome, which was topped with a beacon, won the admiration of passersby. Customers were impressed by the stained-glass windows, the statues by Falguière, and the monumental clock. In obvious accord with the ambition announced by the cluster of sculptures decorating the facade and representing “Progress showing the way to Commerce and Industry,” the management featured film screenings, which pleasantly competed with the usual attractions: crocodiles from the Nile and songs for the children. Places like this were where Jean Renoir discovered what was not yet called cinema, and it threw him into a panic. Gabrielle hurried him outside, and that was it for Jean and moving images until he began going every Sunday to showings in the visiting room of the Sainte-Croix high school. He would remember these deliciously burlesque comedy shorts, clowning that the silence—disturbed only by the muffled drone of the machine, the whispers of kindhearted fathers, and the laughter of children—made that much more irresistible. The only title he could later recall, Les Aventures d’Automaboul, which perhaps never existed, he probably mistook for a 120-foot reel made by Méliès in 1899 entitled Automaboulisme et Autorité (The Clown and the Automobile). Two clowns were the diabolically destructive heroes. It’s doubtful that the picture inspired a taste for film in Jean Renoir; it’s more likely that it instilled an unrestrained passion for automobiles and the obtaining of a driver’s license at the age of seventeen.*


What he should have been asking himself—not too diligently, but asking all the same—was what he intended to do with his life. The idea soon came to him to walk in the steps of his father—not by having a go with a brush—certainly not—but by joining the cavalry. A lucky drawing of lots had at first exempted Auguste from military service; but in 1870, because a war was on, he had been drafted into the armored cavalry, and later into the regular cavalry, despite the fact that he’d never before “put his ass on a horse.” He spent the war in Bordeaux, then in Tarbes, “far from those explosions that made him jump.”15 


For Jean, the army, then. Enlisting in 1913 meant something besides an attraction to the uniform or, as in Jean’s case, a love of horses. No one was saying it yet, and the entire world was making every effort to hush it up, but everyone knew that war was threatening. What were Jean’s reasons for enlisting before he was drafted? He didn’t need the money, and being comfortably well off gave him all the time he needed to think about his future. No one in his family was pressuring him to make a decision, and he had no familiarity with any vocation. Nothing was keeping him from settling in Essoyes, at Les Collettes, or somewhere else, where he could extend his time running through the woods and then maybe make a decision about what studies to take up. But no, he enlisted instead, and in that decision patriotism didn’t count for nothing. In 1969, he described himself as a teenage “spoiled brat, a militarist and nationalist who distrusted the bourgeois and the worker.”16 He said this four years after describing in his intensely autobiographical novel, Les Cahiers du capitaine Georges (The Notebooks of Captain Georges), the emotions that motivated people like him to sign up in 1913: “The two groups, England, Russia, and ourselves on one side, and Germany and Austria-Hungary on the other, were just waiting for an excuse to begin the dance. I was close to feeling happy about it. It was truly the occasion to show those German Uhlans how much a French Hussar was worth.”17


His father had done his duty in 1870, when he was thirty. Jean would do his at an age when he was ten years younger and in the cavalry, like Auguste, because at that point it was the “noble” branch of the army to which only young men of means could aspire. He was not only a soldier but also a cavalier. To which character in Grand Illusion was the Jean Renoir of those years closest? To Maréchal (Jean Gabin) or to Boëldieu (Pierre Fresnay)? He liked the style of the first and tried to adopt it himself as well as he could. He liked the latter for his cultivation and sense of belonging to a caste, which took the place of conviction and was bolstered by an asset that Jean had but that Boëldieu lacked: notoriety. Boëldieu’s father, if he had existed, would have been unlikely to have received the letter addressed to Auguste Renoir on February 17, 1913, by the commanding officer of the First Regiment of Cavalrymen: “I am very proud that your son has chosen to join my regiment and that you’ve agreed to entrust him to me.”18


As Jean Renoir entered adulthood, he knew as much about life as any boy born with a silver spoon in his mouth could reasonably expect. But he was alone. Alone between a too haughty and too remote brother and another sibling who was too young. Alone in his class, because he was different by birth and age from the celebrities and the rich who gravitated toward his family, a group that was a mix of artists and merchants. Alone like any child whose family moves too often for him to keep a friend.


The one he made in Essoyes was called Godefer.* The son of a day laborer, he lived with a dozen brothers and sisters in an old mud-and-straw hut.† Godefer was poor, had no shoes, and when Jean gave a pair of his to him—a brand new pair—Mme. Renoir took them back immediately. Besides, Godefer wasn’t used to them, and they hurt his feet. Godefer knew the river, the waterholes where the pike hid, and the secrets of the art of fishing; he had a gift for poaching, and Jean became his apprentice. Until one day, Godefer whistles under his pal’s window a little earlier in the morning than usual, the two go off into the blue, and Gabrielle has to send for them. Jean didn’t ever see Godefer again. The latter’s father has no intention of having a falling-out with Mme. Renoir, a woman who has proved so generous to him. Like all of Jean’s captivating stories, this one is a bit embroidered. The Godeferts were well known in Essoyes and actually were poor, but they weren’t utterly destitute;* and if this boy actually did initiate Jean into the mysteries of the river and the fields, he was appreciably younger than Jean, despite the fact that the story in the filmmaker’s memoirs attempts to produce the opposite impression. As for the anecdote about the shoes, it finds a startling echo in one of Alain Renoir’s stories, which recounts how his father made him give his clogs to a child in Essoyes who had none, to show Alain how he might appreciate it if someone did the same for him one day. In Alain’s story, that child from Essoyes was named Beysson. He belonged to a family of beggars and had an older sister whose first name was Constance, a girl who was repulsively dirty and with whom Alain, who was about her age, was very much in love. It was to Beysson that Alain tearfully gave his shoes as the way of obeying Jean’s order.19 This means that father and son would have had the same experience, about twenty years apart, in the same village, at nearly the same age, and that the second character in both cases was a child—barefoot and black with dirt—who was a member of a downtrodden family. Perhaps.


In 1913, Jean was alone, still more so because Claude, his younger brother, was getting Gabrielle’s attention. She still considered Jean her favorite and the love of her life but had no other choice than to fulfill her function as an employee and care for Coco. Gabrielle soon left her position with the Renoirs, according to what Jean has written, and he gives the following reason for the break: “At the beginning of 1914, she had just married Conrad Slade.”20 It seems surprising that an employee of the Renoir household had the leisure time to get to know an American in a Montparnasse restaurant, Chez Rosalie, to which he’d been attracted by the likelihood of seeing celebrities such as Picasso and Modigliani. Conrad Slade, born March 4, 1871, in Boston, had come to Paris to study at the Beaux-Arts in 1893 and 1894, first as a sculptor and soon after as a painter. Then he had returned to the United States, where he spent two years before moving to Paris in 1896. He’d fallen in love with France and spoke the language without the slightest trace of an accent. He met Gabrielle not in the restaurant on rue Campagne-Première, as Jean suggests, but at the home of the Renoirs.21 Auguste fascinated Conrad to such an extent that, until the end of his life, he tried to emulate him, with a carefully trimmed beard and smocks and hats identical to the Master’s. But the most unsettling detail in Jean’s story isn’t connected to the occasion of the meeting, which took place in 1913 or 1914 (Conrad and Gabrielle spent a large part of 1915 in Greece). It is that Jean makes an error of more than seven years by placing Gabrielle’s marriage in 1914; she actually married Conrad Slade on May 18, 1921, in Cagnes-sur-Mer. Jean served as a witness on that occasion, and on the part of the marriage certificate that asks about his profession are the words “private income.” 


Even if no one can be expected to remember exact dates, it’s still doubtful that Gabrielle, whom Jean endows in his book with “the memory of an elephant,” would have been able to forget the day, month, or year of her marriage. And it’s just as doubtful that, as their son, Jean Slade, suggests,22 the revision was introduced to hide the fact that Gabrielle and Conrad’s child was born out of wedlock, in December 1920. Even a motive like that doesn’t require a falsification of more than seven years.


If Gabrielle really did leave her position with the Renoirs in 1914, her departure had nothing to do with her marriage to Conrad Slade. Recent research23 reveals that before meeting Aline Charigot, Auguste Renoir had had two children with Lise Tréhot, one of his most celebrated models, about whom Jean says little in his book: a boy, born in Ville-d’Avray on September 14, 1868, and a girl, born in the Tenth Arrondissement of Paris on July 21, 1870. All we know about the first is his birth date and his given name, Pierre, like Pierre Renoir, Auguste and Aline’s eldest son. The girl’s first name was Jeanne—the feminine form of the name Jean.


Jeanne was baptized on May 23, 1875, in the village of Sainte-Marguerite-de-Carrouges, in the region of Alençon, and was placed there at birth in the care of a nurse. It was the same place where the painter Alfred Sisley had left his last son. Although the baptism certificate mentions the name “Jeanne Marguerite Tréhot,” the parish records about the communion and confirmation of the little girl have her appearing as “Jeanne Marguerite Renoir.” And in the margin of one certificate the following has been added: “Recognized by Renoir.”24 


In 1893, the year that precedes Jean’s birth, when the young Jeanne was twenty-three and wanted to marry a baker named Louis Gabriel Robinet, it was Auguste Renoir who was asked for her hand. The painter responded affirmatively to the request and maintained that his daughter was “a very serious and deeply respectable woman.” He contributed to Jeanne’s dowry and financed the purchase of a house for the couple in Madré, near Sainte-Marguerite-de-Carrouges. When Jeanne’s husband died in 1908, Renoir was anxious to know in whose hands the property would fall if Jeanne were to die as well. So, a will was drawn up, stating that in such a case Gabrielle would inherit the property.25 As unaccustomed as a man like Renoir was to asking such questions (if we are to believe his son), this precaution is remarkable. And Gabrielle refused to be named sole legatee of the hidden daughter.26 


Auguste kept helping his daughter by sending her money orders via intermediaries: his art dealer Vollard, the Baker’s Wife, and Gabrielle. When Jeanne would go to Paris to see her father, she stayed with the Baker’s Wife, and he’d visit her, concealing it from Aline. Therefore, the Boss’s female circle knew what his own wife didn’t—and all his friends had been told about five years earlier. Gabrielle acted as Renoir’s secretary and made the deception possible. Is there, then, anything more to wonder about why Aline Renoir sent her young cousin packing one day at the beginning of 1914, probably after some indiscretion—the discovery of a letter or the rough draft of a will—clued the Master’s wife in to the conspiracy of silence around her, with Gabrielle on its front line?


It’s certainly a possibility that, before dying, Auguste Renoir revealed his secret to Jean, with whom he was having long conversations that allowed him—as his son put it—“to unbutton.” If not, it was at the opening of the will that Auguste’s children found out about their half-sister, to whom their father intended to endow an annual life annuity of 450 francs. Pierre wrote to Jeanne on December 17, 1919, two weeks after the death of their father, to inform her of this arrangement. In that letter he mentions mail from Jeanne, which had just been passed to him by Vollard.


Jeanne returned to Sainte-Marguerite after the death of her husband and lived until June 8, 1934. Both Pierre and Jean chose to keep quiet about her existence, and Jean never spoke of Jeanne to his own son, a measure he adopted, no doubt, both out of respect for Aline, his mother, and because he thought the filial love and limitless admiration he bore his father required him to plane down all rough edges in the likeness of him he sculpted. The extra character in the story seemed cumbersome to Jean, and with the cooperation of Gabrielle, his scriptwriter, he decided not to put her in any scene. There could be no blemish on the halo that Jean sketched around the paternal figure, or on his idyllic family portrait. At times, the filmmaker’s hagiographers followed the same model.
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“Other Dogs to Sniff”


The young man who, on February 13, 1913, discovered life in the military, cut quite a figure. The uniform of the First Regiment of Cavalrymen flattered him. His six feet are more noticeable than his extra pounds. His hair is parted right down the middle, his mustache clearly denotes swagger, and his eyes gaze upward. Photos show him posing next to his father, whom an old woman who had been close to Auguste in the past told him he hardly resembled. “We liked Auguste,” she added, “because he thought he didn’t deserve our affection.”1 Auguste Renoir, who had lived through his time in the military in 1870, undoubtedly saw war on the horizon. He also knew that war would take them by surprise and bring its horror to the young man who stood next to his chair. At that time, the world had just a few more months of peace to enjoy.


Jean had no more time left to grow out of adolescence. After a trip through the barracks in Vincennes, he went back to the First Regiment of Cavalrymen, the base of which was in Joigny, about sixty miles from Essoyes, and got to know the others: first, his comrades in arms, who saw him as a rich kid, a celebrity’s son; and then, their commanders, with their disturbing impositions of discipline to which he had to force himself to adapt. The team that they formed was like a new family to him, with coarser, freer ways, and a means of communicating that was more direct, using words that were more daring. Here, Jean Renoir acquired a taste for off-color jokes and developed an appetite for the uncouth. A good education doesn’t keep a person from appreciating being dirty; it merely offers a sense of which moments it’s appropriate. He was enchanted by the art of the spoonerism, which he had discovered in Rabelais’s “Beaumont-le-Vicomte.”* Later on, the laugh would be on some of his buddies, to their chagrin.


In fact, since childhood Jean had witnessed the everyday outer reality that surrounded an artist who had taken refuge in his own world and given himself to his art. He had observed the necessary circle of merchants flitting around his father, some of whom were his friends, but all of whose motives and tastes were nonetheless different from his. Sell, buy, appraise, count—the artist is the prisoner of all that. There was nothing like that in the army, which pleased Jean at first. In the barracks, differences of class, education, and economic level were no longer legal tender; or, at least, whoever wanted to ignore them could do so. He expresses this in his first novel,2 which he wrote about a fictional character—a very convenient ploy when you intend to talk about yourself.


In my world, I was always on the defensive. Polite society is nothing but an immense commercial enterprise where everybody has something to sell or buy. Here, around the stove in the barracks room, nobody expected anything from anybody other than being there. My few liters of cheap wine didn’t count for much. Without me, the evening would have been just the same. All the guys had chipped in, that’s all. I felt relaxed, sure of myself. I felt part of a whole, no longer a lost dog unleashed in a deserted street; a dog that was rich, well-fed, but in a despairing quest for other dogs to sniff.3


In The Notebooks of Captain Georges, Jean Renoir tells the story of the love that unites a hussar and a prostitute. Auguste saw the time before marriage as a period for a man to sow his wild oats. For a woman, too, he claimed, except that it was less commonly acknowledged. Many equated such fooling around with real love. In 1913, men discovered that love at the brothel. We can claim that this isn’t real love, that it is more of an individual opinion, that even more it is a sign of a specific historical period. But all that matters is that it was this way and not another; what matters even more is the fact that love for sale was the kind with which Jean Renoir started out. Just as Auguste had met the daughter of his captain in Bordeaux, a girl who wanted to become a painter and whom he encountered again in Tarbes,4 in the novel Georges is drawn to the daughter of his colonel, but it is in the arms of Agnès, a young peasant who has become a prostitute, that he discovers passionate love.


At the beginning of 1914, Jean wrote his mother to say his departure for Luçon was likely, even though he had just been accepted for the preparatory exam for the school in Saumur. With her he also shared his disappointment about realizing that elite officers weren’t being sent to Luçon but to the east of the country, or at least to somewhere near Paris, in expectation of the crisis about to come. “Only the incompetent will be staying,”5 he wrote, as if he doubted being left out of the confrontation despite the fact that he often presented himself as “having been born yellow-bellied.” Placing the First Regiment of Cavalrymen at Luçon was the result of a decision of Georges Clemenceau, who was originally from the region; it would make a fortune for the local brothel, which was called “La Mauresque.”* In April, Renoir wrote from the hospital where he’d been sent for an illness, revealing only that it was something contagious.


The fever destined to take over the whole of Europe in just a few weeks was spreading. Auguste Renoir was worried for his sons, and on May 22 he wrote to his biographer and friend Georges Rivière, “We have to take care of Jean’s situation before there’s a new minister.… I’d be very relieved if he weren’t so far away from Paris. Explain that to him. Do your best.”6 A few weeks later, Auguste joined Jean in Lagny, where the latter was stationed. The colonel there gave a luncheon in his honor, and, contrary to practice, the sergeant authorized Jean to take part in it. Auguste returned south feeling reassured about leaving his son—whom he saw as a “scatterbrain” who would “stupidly get himself killed”—under the protection of officers he judged to be responsible.


The assassination of an archduke on June 28, 1914, may have still seemed like only an isolated incident, but the epidemic was spreading: Austria-Hungary invaded Serbia on July 25, France mobilized for war on August 1, and, two days later, Germany declared war on France and invaded Belgium.


Jean’s regiment, the First Cavalry, left Luçon on August 2. For three centuries, from the time they had been called the “Royal Cavalrymen,” their motto had been “In Danger, Action.” Now it became “Royal at First—First Always!” And in fact, beginning August 10, with six other regiments combined under the name of the Ninth Division of Cavalry and led by General de L’Épée, Jean took part in the charge at Marville-Maugienne. Nearly fifty years later, he’d receive a letter from one of his long-lost comrades-at-arms reminding him that on that day, “the First Regiment of Cavalrymen charged twice, with our lances.”7 Meanwhile, mobilization continued in the country: the Ninth Division of Cavalry had another battle ten days later, at Neufchâteau in Luxembourg, and then fell into rearguard to cover the retreat to the Marne.


The Renoirs, who were at Les Collettes, came back to Paris in mid-June—Aline by train, Auguste taking a seat in the automobile driven by Baptistin, the Master’s chauffeur.† When Aline arrived in Paris, Pierre had already left for his posting, and she found only Véra Sergine, Pierre’s companion and partner, as well as their nine-month-old son, who was named Claude after his uncle. On September 3, after the French government had taken refuge in Bordeaux the day before and the Germans were only thirty-one miles from Paris, the Renoirs went back to Les Collettes, taking their future daughter-in-law and their grandson with them. They were unaware that their oldest son had already paid his tribute in the war.


As a matter of fact, on September 2, near Nancy, at the very beginning of the German offensive on the Grand-Courroné (actually, two days before it officially began), Pierre Renoir the infantryman was wounded and would have to undergo several operations. The surgeons were able to save his right arm, but he lost full usage of it. At Cagnes-sur-Mer, on December 23, he married Véra Sergine. On August 24, 1915, he was demobilized and reclassified as a disabled serviceman, receiving the Military Cross and, by order of the Armed Forces, a military and an Inter-Allied decoration. He would suffer throughout his life from the wounds to his leg and abdomen, the latter forcing him to wear a bandage permanently.


Auguste and Aline Renoir received the news on the same day that both Pierre and Jean had been wounded, although Jean’s injuries weren’t serious. In reality, Jean’s hospitalization at Amiens, then occupied by German troops, probably resulted from his having been “kicked by a horse”—a mare named Venus. “A kick from Venus” was the phrase the patient used to describe his indisposition, wording commonly used for the benefit of mothers of cavalrymen to mean gonorrhea, cheerfully dubbed “hot piss” by the men. This diagnosis can be confirmed in the medical records of soldier Jean Renoir in a paragraph worded “infirmities not resulting in the right to a pension”: “firm, indolent nucleate at the top of the left epididymis; residue of gonorrheal orchi-epididymitis.”8


After a brief stay in Paris, where he was able to meet Vollard, Jean left for Luçon, where he continued convalescing and where his mother, who had gone to Carcassonne to Pierre’s bedside, visited him in mid-November. On November 17, Auguste wrote to Paul Durand-Ruel: “My wife leaves Jean tomorrow, to her great regret. He enjoys it for a quarter of an hour and then always becomes impatient to get back to his comrades at the front. But while he waits, he’s at the infirmary, more as a patient than as a medic.”9 Meanwhile, throughout September and October, Jean’s regiment had been fighting in Picardie, and nearly three-quarters of his comrades had been placed out of combat.


Jean didn’t hide from his mother the fact that he’d decided to ask for another type of post. The cavalry’s day was over. The war had changed dramatically, dragging the world along with it, and horses would no longer be used. When Renoir rejoined the First Regiment of Cavalrymen, they’d descended into the trenches, and he spent Christmas in those built in the mining villages of Lens. Was this the reason he wanted to change regiments? Maybe. It was also true that the garrison of the unit he’d set his sights on was in Nice, very near Cagnes and family.


Jean’s memories of these initial months of war would be dominated by a painful sense of inactivity in contrast to the thrill he got out of maneuvers, revived years later in his first novel and attributed to Captain Georges: 


Our mass swept out with a thundering sound. We no longer belonged to each other. We were the drops of a great wave unfurling on the shore. I have never felt such intoxication dilating my lungs. I no longer existed. I was annihilated in a glorious whole. We weren’t on Earth anymore. We weren’t even on our horses. The two men at my side were jammed against me, pushed by those next to them. Their legs ground against my legs hard enough to shatter them. Then I felt myself lifted from my saddle. I didn’t even wonder if any day would come when I’d be falling back onto my mare. I wasn’t wondering anything at all. I no longer existed. I was experiencing the infinite sensual delight that comes from not thinking.10


Jean Renoir tried to recover that delight all his life: always eager for adventurous encounters and communal experiences, dreaming of losing all self-possession to the point of feeling like nothing more than one drop among those forming the wave. In 1914, he was a young man empty of desires, projects, ambition, as if his own body, which was already too massive and heavy, was also too much to bear; and for himself, he saw no other community but that of warriors, where personal characteristics, social classes, differences of culture, and disparities of fortune were abolished as a matter of principle. Later, in the twenties and thirties, he allowed himself to be carried along by other waves, which also tossed him back to shore. Still later, his discovery of India would enable him to add a cosmic dimension to his fantasy. That, much more than his past as a cavalryman, to which he would often refer, would be present in his films.


In a country at war, unity is sacred. In the trenches, bourgeois and worker can hardly be distinguished from each other any more than can those like Jean Renoir, who feel displaced because they aren’t of any class, or are convinced they aren’t. How could he have remained in the stable, when each day thousands of men were getting killed? In February 1915, French and British troops started an operation in the Dardanelles that would end by March in a bloody setback. Simultaneously, General Joffre, who had distinguished himself in the first Battle of the Marne in 1914, launched a series of offensives in Champagne that were equal failures. On the Meuse, thousands of men were massacred at the commune of Les Éparges and in the Bois-le-Prêtre. Everyone became aware that the war would be a long one, that it would seem endless; and as those struggling to survive in the mud of the trenches thought of those hiding far from the battle, resentment took hold.


On February 20, Jean was appointed temporary second lieutenant and sent to the front to the Sixth Mountain Battalion of the Infantry. It was a fate he wanted, and he was proud of his regiment: “Then think about it, Mother, I have the beret.”11 There he stood with a view of the blue line of the Vosges, a stake made sacred by propaganda, and its reality exploded in his face. What did he experience, endure? What war was his? The fact that he kept silent about it means nothing. The spectacle of such horror doesn’t lend itself very much to confiding, and even less to eyewitness accounts. In just the period March 6 to 21, 1915, the Sixth Mountain Battalion reported three officers killed, six others wounded, and seven hundred eighty-four noncommissioned officers, first-class privates, and infantrymen killed or wounded.


On April 22, the first poison-gas attack was launched on the Western Front. Five days later, on April 27, 1915, in the region of the Schlucht in Alsace, a bullet from the rifle of a “Bavarian good shot”12 shattered Jean’s left leg, fracturing the neck of the thighbone. Hit during a morning patrol at a place called “the Silver Hollow,” on a slope of the Hohneck, the wounded man was forced to wait for nightfall to be evacuated on the back of a mule.* On May 11, he earned a citation on order of the Forty-Seventh Division: “Extremely courageous officer, behaved excellently under fire. Put all his energies into the organization of a defensive position. Led a reconnaissance with goal the demolition of a chapel occupied by the enemy. Succeeded in part in that action and was wounded in thigh.”13


Transported to the hospital in Gérardmer, he wrote to his family, striving to reassure them, referring to a “slight stiffness in my leg” that he expected the wound would leave him as a memento and suggesting it would add a touch of “the snazzy officer” to his walk. His efforts at playing it down were in vain. Auguste said he was convinced the doctors “are going to cut off his leg”;14 Aline prepared to leave immediately. Once at her son’s bedside, she discovered that the wound was more serious than Jean had claimed it was. She was just about to reach the age of fifty-six, suffered from obesity, and had known for two years that she had diabetes. Only a few months before, she had paid a visit to her eldest son, hospitalized in Carcassonne, aware that her younger would have preferred the youthful woman she’d appointed to watch over him. But none of this would stop her astounding decisiveness and lifesaving obstinacy.


With gas gangrene eating away at the wounded man’s leg, the doctors were inclined to perform a surgical disarticulation. Then, fearing that the infection might reach the thigh, they began talking of an even higher amputation. Aline Renoir was against it, arguing that amputation would kill their wounded patient, whose leg had already begun to turn green. Apparently, back then surgeons weren’t authorized to proceed with an amputation without the agreement of the wounded individual—if he was conscious—or of his family—if present.15 Putting her motherly intuition in service of Jean’s cause, and compensating for her ignorance of medical matters with her peasant’s stubbornness, Aline Renoir obtained a stay, even though nothing yet indicated it would prove to be lifesaving.


A decree by Georges Clemenceau (who was himself a doctor) automatically made all professors of medicine head doctors of the hospitals in the districts in which they worked. As a result of this, a professor from Lyon named Laroyenne was able to replace the doctor who had been in favor of amputation. Laroyenne had practiced a treatment for gas gangrene involving drainage of the wound and vigorous circulation of distilled water over a period of several days. It was more than time to try the method on Jean.


On May 19, Aline wrote Georges Rivière that Jean had undergone surgery the day before and that he seemed well on the road to recovery. The leg of the wounded man had shortened by four centimeters. A week later, Aline left Gérardmer, and Jean would write to her on June 21, 22, and 26 to let her know about the improvement of his condition and express his worries about her health.


The truth was that Aline Renoir had felt exhausted, ill, and shattered when she got back to Les Collettes and had taken to her bed. A few days later, she was moved to the family apartment in Nice, a better environment for the care that her condition demanded. But Aline Renoir would not read the last letter from her son. She died on June 27, 1915.


Véra Sergine, Pierre’s wife, was chosen to bring the news of his mother’s death to Jean, who had been moved to Besançon. According to what Jean later depicted in Ma vie et mes films (My Life and My Films), the scene developed as follows. When the visit of the actress—a celebrity in her time—was announced, approximately fifty sick and wounded men who were in the hospital dormitory where Jean was bedded tried to spruce up the place with the help of the nurses. After having been welcomed by the hospital commander, Véra Sergine appeared, her hair shingled and her dress barely covering her knees. The uproar in the room was so extreme that Jean just managed to understand what his sister-in-law had come to tell him. He was surrounded by men who hadn’t seen a woman for months—except for those in uniforms or nurses or nuns—and who were discovering with alarm the new look dictated by the changes in fashion. Attempting to recover from the shock, they let it be known that what might be appropriate for an actress was not right for all women—and definitely not for their fiancées or wives. One of them, a peasant from the Vendée, came out with a line that Jean would remember to put in Grand Illusion: “If I find my wife like that when I get back, I’ll give her a swift kick in the ass!”16


Maleck, wife of the painter Albert André, who was an intimate friend of Auguste, would also come to Besançon, and Auguste would thank her for it in a letter dated July 3, followed five days later by a second missive, informing her that Jean was now at the Ritz, where a military hospital had been set up.


Somewhat later, Jean wrote to Auguste. Speaking of his leg, he advised learning “to consider it a piece of useless meat whose ability for movement and whose strength will only return little by little.”17 In 1962, he’d offer up the first sentence of the book dedicated to his father to “the Bavarian good shot [who] gave me a bullet in one leg.”18 His wound and the weeks of convalescence it imposed on him were in fact what allowed him to spend long hours with this father, whom he still didn’t know very well, and who had been reduced to immobility by his own paralysis. Although it may have been true, as Jean claimed, that the lame are guaranteed to think about life and see the world differently from the way able-bodied people do and that this was some consolation for his limp, it was also true that for the rest of his life he suffered from that leg, which was prone to recurrent infections because the femur, which had been badly put back together, penetrated his flesh. To heal completely, he would have had to have the bone broken again, an operation suggested by several doctors but one that he stubbornly refused. On December 21, 1935, the Medical Evaluation Board of the Seine had to award him a “permanent pension of 913 francs” following an examination the preceding September 6, which had verified a disability of 25 percent, described in the following words: “Result of a fracture opened by a bullet in area of the left trochanter; four-centimeter shortening of thigh; loss of muscle mass in quadriceps and left gluteus maximus; scars very deep and adherent; suppression of half the abduction of the thigh. Claudication.”19


During convalescence at Val-de-Grâce in Paris, Jean obtained authorization to spend his days in the apartment on boulevard de Rochechouart, into which his father had moved some time after the death of his wife and where he now lived surrounded by the Baker’s Wife and la Grande Louise, one of his former cooks. The son got around with crutches, and the father was confined to a wheelchair. Because family life had been moved to Les Collettes before the death of Aline, and Claude had remained there with the maids, the Parisian apartment had been empty of most of the canvases and drawings since the beginning of the war. Moreover, all social life was a thing of the past and the sound of cannon from afar sometimes disturbed the silence uniting the paralyzed widower and his crippled son.


Jean watched his father paint and listened to him speak as if he’d never before seen or heard him. The fact that one had lost his wife and the other his mother partly obliterated the years that separated father and son. Infirmity brought them closer, and the peaceful and incessant activity of the painter helped the convalescent elude idleness. In those days of intimacy spent with a man who, until then, had been first and foremost the Boss to him and the others, Jean would find material for a book forty years later as well as the elements of a philosophy of existence he would follow his entire life.


Pierre often brought his wife and son to lunch. He had been demobilized since August 24, and on September 25 he returned to the stage to play the Duke de Bligny in Le Maître de forges (The Ironmaster) at the Nouvel Ambigu theater and then moved on to several other plays, in spite of the restrictions on theaters. During those same weeks, Renoir tried to introduce Jean and Claude to ceramics. When Jean was sent to a hospital in Nice for the rest of his convalescence, the painter went back to Les Collettes.


On November 1, Renoir informed Georges Rivière that Jean had been deemed fit again and that a second army-exemption tribunal had refused to extend his convalescence. The medical inspector at Lorme attested, however, that the wounded man “would do better somewhere else than in the mountain infantry, which necessitates climbing walls and mountains,” and Renoir wanted Jean’s request “for armored cars to be followed up.”20 On the back of this letter, Jean had added a few lines making it clear that his father had also written to one of his friends, the critic and art historian Élie Faure.


In December 1915, using Faure’s name as a reference, Jean applied to a commander whose name has faded away from that letter and become illegible over the passing years. Jean informed him that the request he had made a month before “for the tanks” had received no response; and because his wound rendered him “unfit for any campaign on foot,” fifteen days before he had requested to be assigned to aviation. The cavalry, his first corps, had become the initial recruitment pool for aeronautics. He intended “not to sit around vegetating at the depot,” considered himself “still able to render some service to the country,” and was requesting the support of the commander.21


The country had been bled dry. In November, the state had launched the first war bond drive. By February 21, 1916, German troops were instigating their offensive on Verdun. It would last until June.


On January 10, 1916, Jean actually got what he had wanted—an assignment to aviation. He acted as observer and took aerial photos of the fighting from an airplane. By February 4, stationed at Ambérieu-en-Bugey, then at Plessis-Belleville, in Oise, he participated in the capacity of an observer in the preparation of bombings to be carried out by his squadron in Champagne. The aviators were a class apart—not only because they were positioned above the bloody melee but also because they were separated from the hell of the trenches. They took shelter in camps that were as comfortable as circumstances permitted. They took their meals seated at a table and slept in real beds, far from the mud, rats, lice, and corpses. As Jean reported years later, he made some friends, such as the adjutant-major Pinsard, who was also a former cavalryman. However, Jean considered his duties boring, made still more frustrating because of his passion for mechanical things. He adored the Caudron aircraft, which were made completely out of wood, their motors dripping castor oil, which was used as a lubricant. He wanted to fly them himself and not merely carry out topographical surveys. He asked for a training course on several occasions. The request he made on May 1, 1916—also asking to be stationed nearer Paris again so he could pay visits to his father—finally received a favorable response, and he was sent to Ambérieu again, then to Châteauroux, where he got his pilot’s license. This wasn’t easy because he was at least eleven pounds overweight, a defect that forced him to follow a weeklong low-calorie diet. He was rewarded for the sacrifice, and on August 20, 1916, he was given a license.


On October 28, he joined Squadron C64, based on the Marne. In December, he had his first accident, which he kept from interfering with the fulfillment of his duty in a dazzling enough way to win a second citation on May 13, 1917: “Requested admission to the air force and, despite a dangerous crash, maintained the same enthusiasm and same drive. During the battle of Aisne, accomplished all long-distance photographic missions he was assigned, as well as numerous missions at low altitude that were ordered. Attacked by a fighter plane and effectively confronted it, succeeding in bringing his fully out-of-service plane and its passenger back to the ground.”22 A second accident during a landing put an end to his career as a pilot. He was promoted to lieutenant on September 30, 1917, and left the air force in November of the same year. For him the war was over. From Squadron C64 he was assigned to the Twenty-Eighth Regiment of Cavalrymen and spent some time at the undersecretary’s office at the air force base in Versailles. Declared unfit for service, he entered Hôpital de la Pitié to convalesce. He would leave the army officially on November 3, 1919, after a few months of service for the department of press monitoring for the Fifteenth Army Corps in Versailles, then in Nice, from February 23, 1919, until his discharge.


For Jean Renoir, this war was something to be proud of, split as it was among three kinds of military service, two of which, the cavalry and aviation, were looked upon as noble. Jean’s body was permanently maimed, having been injured by fighting in the Vosges, but he had known such hell only for a relatively short period of time in comparison to the months of suffering millions of other soldiers experienced. The calm tone in which he relates his war, notably in his memoirs, doubtlessly comes from his education, from that distance at which well-born people are able to observe things, reporting, as if inadvertently, their own misfortunes. However, such flippancy, which almost seems like amusement at times, is also related to a detached position allowed him by circumstances, especially the most terrible of all of them, the wounding of his leg. Those who had fallen but who did not die were considered lucky by their comrades. For them, the war was over, whereas the others were still risking their necks moment to moment. So, yes, within the context of the horrible ordeal that was inflicted on them, Pierre and Jean Renoir had the luck to survive. 


In one of those notebooks in which he recorded both fleeting thoughts and projects for books or films appear several lines written in 1946 that are the only traces left of an idea for “a small work [that] has no other pretension than to suggest a few practical recipes for happiness, for the use of my generation and perhaps my [unreadable],” entitled Le Bonheur:* 


The war of 1914 brought my first doubts. Booted out of the cavalry like quite a few others, I got to know the slow torture of the trenches. I’ll never forget Christmas 1914 somewhere in the north of France, standing in water. But my belief was unshakeable, and I had no doubt that this was only an exception, a small error in the functioning of the machine. Other problems, including a wound, didn’t change the optimism of my position. I navigated civilian life with the same naïve confidence. The harder the blows, the more I enjoyed forgetting them at the wheel of my Bugatti. Nothing less than Hitler could have made me revise my vision of the world.23


Jean would not succeed in removing the weight of certain memories, especially those left by expeditions conceived independently by certain members of the staff and that involved machine-gunning the enemy with no other motive than to pass the time. He’d recall them years later and write, “We’d go off hunting down Germans, our hearts as light as if we were on a rabbit hunt. The war had altered our minds to such an extent that we found these disgusting expeditions acceptable. Today, the memory of these monstrous acts turns my stomach.”24


Jean used his weeks of convalescence and days on leave to discover the man who was his father. They also gave him an opportunity to learn to love films. After the comic reels shown by the good fathers of Sainte-Croix came the films of the war years. Many were American, and some were serials. In 1916, films by Cecil B. DeMille, D. W. Griffith, Allan Dwan, and Jacques de Baroncelli were shown in France; and the following year saw productions by Germaine Dulac, Abel Gance, Louis Feuillade, and Thomas Ince. But back then, no one knew who the director was, and even the function of such a figure remained a mystery to the audience. For Jean Renoir and for audiences of the war years, the stars were the movies. They included Douglas Fairbanks, Musidora, and Pearl White, heroine of the serials The Iron Claw (1916) and Pearl of the Army (1916). There was also the serial Les Vampires (1916) by Louis Feuillade, which was followed the next year by his Judex. During the final year of the war, French screens lit up with the face of Mary Pickford (The Poor Little Rich Girl) and Pearl White again, in The Fatal Ring. Each afternoon, at the Parisiana on the Grands Boulevards, at the Grand Royal, or in Pigalle, which was very near Jean, on the screen he watched these beautiful young women being pursued by the wicked, into whose clutches they ended up falling—at least until the next installment a week later in that same theater. Pearl White, whom the French audience called “Perle Vite,” was his favorite. She was five years older than he, and he’d discovered her in The Perils of Pauline, her greatest success, directed in 1914 by the Frenchman Louis Gasnier. She would die at forty-nine of cirrhosis on August 4, 1938, in Neuilly-sur-Seine, three blocks away from Sainte-Croix, when the shooting in Le Havre of La Bête humaine had just begun.


And finally, there was Charlie (“Charlot”) Chaplin. When one of Jean’s friends from the squadron, the son of the 1913 Nobel Prize winner for medicine Charles Richet, mentioned Charlot to Jean, Jean wasn’t even familiar with the name. When he got back to Paris on leave, he was just getting ready to check out this Charlot when his brother Pierre, who also hadn’t seen any of Chaplin’s films, informed him the character had become the idol of audiences and that—even more surprising—his fellow actors considered him equal to the greatest, including Lucien Guitry and Sarah Bernhardt. An actor? OK. What else? The two Renoir brothers discovered Charlot together and were enthralled. One new Charlot film followed another. Tillie’s Punctured Romance appeared on French screens in 1916, two years after it was made. In 1917, it was Police, and the following year was full of smash hits—The Vagabond, One A.M., The Count, and The Rink. It would take Jean Renoir some time to understand that Charlot didn’t exist without Charlie Chaplin and that the close-ups of Mary Pickford that fascinated him owed just as much to D. W. Griffith as they did to the actress.


Jean Renoir had to have known that film was not merely a machine to move and fascinate you, to make you laugh and dream, but also an extraordinary invention that enabled the showing of life and the stopping of time. Between Méliès and Lumière, he very quickly chose, carried away as he was by the memories of afternoons at the puppet shows in the Tuileries and in theaters on the boulevard du Crime,* where he’d tremble at the spectacle of melodramas rendered almost burlesque by their intent to terrify. He had been overwhelmed by the evening at the Théâtre du Chatelet in 1911, where he, his parents, and Gabrielle had witnessed the first production of Petrushka from the box of the owner of the newspaper Le Matin. In 1968, when Éric Rohmer, backed up by Henri Langlois, insisted on showing him films made by some Lumière cinematographers, they could only elicit a hardly amused indifference on the part of their prestigious guest,25 an attitude Renoir was barely able to conceal in the conversation they had at the time.26


Film had, however, been brought to the Renoirs by a man who intended to offer French audiences images of some of their glorious countrymen. The identity of this man, whom the Renoirs, led by Jean, insisted on looking down upon, may explain why Jean claimed never to have seen Ceux de chez nous (Those of Our Land), that montage of images that included, among others, Anatole France, Auguste Rodin, Edmond Rostand, Octave Mirbeau, Claude Monet, and Auguste Renoir.


Jean probably didn’t attend the premiere, which was given at the Théâtre des Variétés on November 22, 1915. That night, the maker of the film, Sacha Guitry, introduced these slices of life in person, one element of a presentation in which Charlotte Lysès, then his wife, also participated. This was the first public projection of these moving images that show Renoir painting with hands disfigured by rheumatism and that were believed for a long time to be the only ones of him that existed.† The encounter had been negotiated by Gaston Bernheim, and only his “incapacity to refuse anything” had influenced the painter to accept. In the film, a young man is standing next to the Boss, and for years, aficionados of Renoir have claimed it is Jean. And he’s even identified as such by Guitry himself in his commentary. But the boy seems much younger than twenty, which was Jean’s age in 1915; and he isn’t wearing a uniform. Above all, Jean’s wound, which he had received in April, would have kept him from standing on the day of the shoot, which happened sometime between June and October 1915. Finally—and perhaps this should have been mentioned first—Ambroise Vollard was there for the shooting of the scene, and he has stated that Claude, who was fourteen at the time, was also present that day, not Jean. Guitry simply mistook sons, or else, in the course of his reediting of Those of Our Land and the many changes he made to the presentation, he decided the presence of the great filmmaker near the Master would be more meaningful than that of a boy who was unknown to the public.


In capturing these moments, Guitry was determined to bear witness to the grandeur of the French mind. He was thinking of future generations, just as he often said, but also of the present. As the war became more horrific every day and the outcome of the conflict more uncertain, he actually thought that the superiority of the Arts and Letters of France had to be affirmed. Such a message was of interest to those who were fighting, suffering, and dying, but he was also speaking to the entire world. The same impulse led the government to organize in other countries—Spain, the Netherlands—French exhibitions that emphasized the works of the Impressionists. In January 1914, Renoir had become, along with Monet and Degas, the first painter to be shown at the Louvre while he was still alive, and his fame did not stop increasing.


Since fall 1916, Renoir had been back in Cagnes. The hawkers were elbowing one another for space, the offers flowing in. Each day he set up in the small wood-and-glass studio he’d had built in the garden of Les Collettes to protect himself from the cold. Unfortunately, no camera filmed him working shut up like that, his model posing outside, and only photographs of the scene have survived. For some time, Renoir had been exploring sculpture and had become enchanted by a new model who made him exclaim, “How beautiful she is! I wore out my old eyes on her youthful skin, and then I saw that I was no master—I was a child.”27


That youthful skin had come from Nice. Sometime before her death, Aline Renoir had posted an ad at the Academy of Painting: “painter seeks model.” It was answered by a certain Lucie Heuschling. When the Boss decreed that she was too thin, she informed him she had a sister who was pleasantly plump. Perhaps she’d do the trick? To check her out, Aline went to see her and then suggested she meet the Boss.28 This is how the family, following Jean’s lead, has told the story, placing Andrée’s arrival in spring 1915 at the latest. A photograph of the painter and his model—Renoir and the young girl posing in front of Nu assis (Seated Nude), dated 1915—could be presented as evidence of that version of events. However, taking as certain the date of the canvas, which is in fact only approximate, means also accepting the supposition that the model was only fourteen at the time, something her appearance in the photo renders quite doubtful. Historians agree that Andrée was seventeen when she made her first appearance at Les Collettes. This imprecision makes room for a wholly other version of the events, in which Matisse, who had spent the winter of 1917 in Nice and had met Renoir for the first time then, was the one who sent the Master this young girl because he thought she would appeal to him. The girl already “made a good living posing for the Academy of Painting in Nice.”29


Her first name was Andrée, and Dédée was her nickname. She had flaming red hair, magnificent blue eyes, was always at ease, and was Auguste Renoir’s last important model. She was born in 1900, in Moronvilliers—not far from Reims—on a road where her mother had seen Prussians go by in 1870 and would see Germans pass in 1914. In 1870, when her mother was younger than ten, the village was pillaged by French soldiers in a rout. She remembered eating nothing for several days until a Prussian soldier took her on his knees and gave her a little from his mess tin. In 1914, the village was plundered again by French troops, and Moronvilliers would soon disappear from the map. When those dubbed refugees received authorization to leave, Madame Heuschling headed south with her three daughters: Jeanne, who would always fail at everything that she attempted; Lucie, who always found a way to get something out of every situation; and Andrée, who was fifteen and found a job retouching photographs in Nice.


Therefore, Dédée Heuschling was probably seventeen when she began modeling at Les Collettes. Every morning—or nearly—she took the streetcar from Nice to Cagnes; and once there, she used the full extent of her beauty, her ability to feel at home regardless of the circumstance, her incessant chatter, and her way of leaping about under the olive trees to ravish the old painter. Jean wrote, “She’d go back to Nice every evening, and after she left the house would seem sad. When I was on leave I got into the habit of driving her back home to Nice. My father seemed happy about our mutual affection.”30


This is how a teenager abruptly found herself placed at the center of a world, a world whose existence she hadn’t been aware of even a day earlier, a world where all these fine gentlemen told her what a wonder she was and where reigned an old man who was famous and celebrated and had eyes only for her. The old man had a twenty-three-year-old son, who visited whenever he was on leave, and who came even more often when he was stationed in Nice. He wore a uniform, was forced to limp because of the stiffness in his leg, had been to the firing line, and had seen death close up. He was a hero and the son of one of the luminaries of his time. How can what is about to happen not come to pass?


Returning to life as a civilian, Jean could think only of Dédée. She didn’t intend to leave Renoir, so he moved in with his father to be very near her. For the benefit of Claude, whom everyone called Coco and who was now seventeen, the painter had had a kiln built and guided his young son in the creation of his first works. Probably more from idleness than from inclination, Jean started using the kiln, too, and got Dédée involved (unless it was the opposite that occurred). 


During summer 1919, the painter went to stay in Essoyes for the last time. That stay was interrupted in August by a trip to Paris for the partial reopening of the Louvre, whose collections had been held in trust during the war. When Renoir got back to Les Collettes, the November cold got the better of him. He recovered poorly from bronchial pneumonia, and, on December 1, the doctors diagnosed congestion of the lungs. During the night of the second to the third of December—at two in the morning—Auguste Renoir passed away. Jean and Claude were at the bedside of the dying man.* The funeral took place on the seventh in Cagnes. The three brothers led the procession. Following the wishes of the deceased, the military honors that gave him the right to the title of Commander of the Légion d’honneur were not mentioned. No speech was made; but the funeral oration of the Abbey Baume, the senior cleric of Cagnes, produced great effect.31


Two and a half years later, the remains of the painter and those of his spouse, which until then had rested in the vault of the Roumieux family (the owners of the Renoirs’ apartment in Nice), were moved to Essoyes; on June 7, 1922, they were interred in two distinct tombs.


On Saturday, January 24, 1920, at the Cagnes-sur-Mer city hall, Andrée Madeleine Heuschling, born June 22, 1900, became Madame Jean Renoir. The official family record book issued that day names Jean as “landowner.”32
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Before He Became Renoir


Catherine (Backbiters)
La Fille de l’eau (The Whirlpool of Fate)


On the morning of his last day alive, Auguste Renoir was painting. For several months, he’d been telling dealers who asked him for canvases that he didn’t want to sell any more, that he planned to keep working in order to ensure the future of his children.


In the painter’s studio, Pierre, Jean, and Claude found dozens of new canvases in addition to those already placed with Durand-Ruel, Vollard, and Bernheim. Hundreds of drawings, too, not to mention the pastels, bronzes, and terra-cottas. An article that appeared at the end of 1920 in the New York magazine The Touchstone described Jean surrounded by his father’s work as well as canvases by Pierre Bonnard, Frédéric Bazille, and Berthe Morisot. For her, Jean claimed on the occasion of that interview, Renoir had had a very high regard; and he also very much appreciated Mary Cassatt, who was from the same country as the interviewers though she lived not far from Les Collettes in Grasse.1 Entitled “Chez Renoir at Cagnes,” the article marks the first noteworthy appearance of Jean Renoir in the press of his time. It was written by Harold L. Van Doren. A year younger than Jean, originally coming to France for a series of conferences at the Louvre on the history of art, Harold Livingston Van Doren also penned drawings for the Chicago Tribune. He spent the summer of 1924 at Marlotte and appeared in Renoir’s film The Whirlpool of Fate in the role of Georges Raynal, the lover of the heroine. Back in the United States, he enjoyed a brilliant career as an industrial designer until his death in 1957.


The details of Auguste Renoir’s will won’t be revealed until 2019, one hundred years after his death. All that is currently known is that Claude inherited Les Collettes and Pierre got the house in Essoyes, but Jean was not forgotten. Because the deceased hadn’t revealed his wishes regarding his work, Henry Barbazanges asked several other dealers, notably Durand-Ruel, Georges Bernheim, and Paul Rosenberg, to partner with him in drawing up an offer of 10.5 million francs for the contents of the studio.* They rejected the offering plan, which they thought was too high, and insisted on not going over 7 million. There was no public sale, and the three brothers negotiated the prices in lots.2


None of the brothers had to worry about making a living. Although Pierre had long ago begun to carve out a path, at the age of twenty-five Jean’s situation was close to Claude’s, who was barely out of adolescence. As a result, the two younger brothers teamed up with the sketchy idea of becoming ceramicists. Jean was attracted by the craftsman-like tenor of the project—in theory, at least—especially since Dédée was tempted by the same idea, and Auguste had even considered her as having a talent for it. But, for the moment, Jean was the son of a famous painter and the brother of a great actor who had been treading the boards since leaving the Academy in 1908. Jean was also the husband of a very young woman who was enjoying having money she’d never dreamed possible and which enabled her to support her mother and two sisters. Dédée and Jean’s friends were no more in need than they were.


For Jean, his twenties would be a period for socializing. They’re marked by the blossoming of his friendship with Albert André, Claude’s godfather, and his wife, Maleck. André was an artist as well, had always painted, and was a friend of Renoir. His connection to Jean was deeply sincere; when life separated them, they’d write each other constantly. However, Albert André would not be to Jean what Paul Cézanne, the painter’s son, and the two Pierres, Champagne and Lestringuez, were. These three were to become Jean’s partners during his first adult ventures.


Pierre Lestringuez, that “friend before I was born,” as Jean Renoir describes him, was six years older than Jean. His father, an official at the Ministry of the Interior as well as a writer, was one of the models used by Renoir for Luncheon of the Boating Party. The son was massively built and in love with life and all the pleasures it offered those who knew how to take advantage of them. He, too, was a writer. He led a wild social life, primarily composed of compulsive skirt-chasing; and, according to gossip, he was repeatedly successful with the ladies. These involvements had offered him entry into the world of literature and film. He counted Jean Cocteau as well as Jean Giraudoux among his circle. He claimed to be the inventor of a cocktail that he alone appreciated: one part gin, one part whiskey, one part rum, and—“just to smooth it out”—an oyster.3 He and Pierre Champagne teamed up to drag their friend Jean along on their reckless course to pleasure. A garage mechanic from Nice, Champagne liked to think of himself as a film buff and also loved cars, speed. 


Jean drove a luxurious English model, the Napier, which during that period was the only rival to the Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. Over time, he’d own dozens of cars, including coupes, convertibles, a Renault, a Ford Spyder, and, of course, a few Bugattis. Starting in the fifties, he’d opt for Jaguars. He adored revamping them, having them outfitted with new features, adding horsepower or leather convertible tops, and couldn’t tolerate anyone slamming the doors. Whereas his habit was to climb behind the wheel of his big, blue 2.3-liter Bugatti, which was always breaking down, Dédée stuck to her small Bugatti, which raced like the wind.4


On October 31, 1921, at Les Collettes, Dédée gave birth to a son who was named Alain. Seven-year-old Aline Cézanne, Paul and Rénée’s daughter and the granddaughter of the painter, became godmother; and Alain was soon after endowed with a godfather considered an eccentric at the time: Philippe Gangnat, the son of Maurice Gangnat, who’d been introduced to Renoir by Gallimard in 1904, and who’d appeared in several of his portraits. Philippe kept a sign on his door that said, “The bell doesn’t work, so bang on the door, I’m a masochist.”5 Maurice Gangnat, who’d made a fortune in the steel business and had only begun to be interested in art shortly after meeting the painter, had been “the greatest collector of [Renoir’s] recent works over a period of fifteen years.”6 Two years after his death in 1924, his son auctioned off more than two-thirds of his collection, except for the fifty remaining, which he would loan indefinitely in 1938 to the Philadelphia Museum of Art.


Alain’s birth lighted no maternal spark in Dédée, who was devoid of such qualities, and the boy was entrusted to the care of Grandma Heuschling. Like Jean, Alain wasn’t brought up by his mother, and at the end of his life he’d regret not having understood her. Dédée had found herself catapulted into a fast-moving life of luxury and pleasure, but she was dreaming of becoming an even brighter shining light, on an order of the kind she discovered at the Renoirs’.


A few months after Alain’s birth, liberated by Coco’s departure to do his military service, the couple moved nearer to Paris. Jean bought some property in Marlotte, not far from Barbizon, on the edge of the Fontainebleau forest. Marlotte was a village of artists. Henry Murger would spend time there, and Honoré Daumier lived in Bourron, which is so close to Marlotte that today the two municipalities have merged. Alfred de Musset had a house there as well. Auguste had visited it quite often to paint; and in his youth he had walked there from Paris in two stints, spending the night in a barn or stable on the way. On May 31, 1922, Jean bought Saint-El, the villa named after its baron, Ludovic de Villée, who’d had that beautiful, white two-story house constructed in 1860. Located on a small hillock at 42 rue Murger, the home was surrounded by high walls and perched haughtily above the village.


Jean, Dédée, their son, and the grandmother hired several servants, including two caretakers as well as a gardener who took over for the caretaker when he was away. He spent his nights inside the house watching over Renoir’s paintings, which he had forbidden his own son even to look at, because all those naked women might have had a deleterious effect on him. Soon, Louis Baude, a potter from Cagnes, moved in to work on his ceramics, because Jean had had a kiln built as part of a vague plan to establish a factory. Alain was often put under the care of Marie Tourbe, a woman from Marlotte who would later become Marie Verrier, who lived in the house in front of which scenes from Partie de campagne (A Day in the Country) would be shot. He had a very difficult childhood, his sleep filled with nightmares punctuated by screams. Marie was the one to take him to the south for vacations, and by the beginning of the thirties he got to know Jean Slade, Gabrielle’s son, who was a year older than he was and who became his best friend. Brief visits from Jean, his father, occurred at the wheel of the blue Bugatti, and he was a man always in a hurry, always talking at the top of his lungs. Here comes Jean, boasting about having knocked the policeman down a peg or two for reproaching him about driving too fast. “You aren’t even capable of pulling up those dandelions growing in the yard at your station!”7


That same year, 1922, Paul and Rénée Cézanne bought their own house in Marlotte and called it La Nicotière, because the diplomat Jean Nicot (1530–1600), responsible for introducing the French to tobacco, was rumored to have lived there. The friendship between the Renoirs and the Cézannes was reinforced by dinners and parties at Saint-El, or at La Nicotière, where Paul and Rénée kept open house—that is, until Dédée decided she didn’t want to hear another word about Rénée. From that day on, probably around 1928 or 1929, Alain’s grandmother rather than his parents brought him to see his godmother.8


Dr. Roesch, the village of Marlotte’s physician, put in his own two cents about the kind of atmosphere dominating Saint-El: “You don’t dally at the Renoirs’—they’re always naked as jaybirds!”9 Maybe not always, but certainly more often than the other inhabitants of the village. It was a party atmosphere. Leprince, the most popular pastry chef in Fontainebleau, sent mountains of petit-fours and macarons, which were arranged into pyramids in the ground-floor rooms or, weather permitting, under the linden tree growing on the back grounds. On one of the branches of that tree hung the antenna of a radio. An electric wire strung across the entire length of the grounds enabled it to function in the house, also equipped with a telephone whose number was Bourron-Marlotte 38. 


Alice, Dédée’s friend from Nice, came often with her husband, Pierre Fighiera, to spend a few days. They were rowing on the Loing River when Dédée launched into an imitation of Lillian Gish, and Jean could not stop laughing, so he came out with, “That’s just too funny—it has to be filmed.” Lestringuez was one of the permanent guests at Saint-El, where there was a crush of Parisian friends and their acquaintances on evenings when there was a party. After all, Paris was just a hop, skip, and jump away, especially for people addicted to speed and equipped with comfortable, powerful automobiles. Jean and Dédée often went to the movies in Paris; she had been a film fanatic for a long time. In Nice, “she’d go to the movies after work—every day, and sometimes several times on the same day. She’d see her favorite film a few times in a row.”10


Back then, films were mostly American. The Renoirs favored them over French films because they had mass appeal, whereas their own country’s productions felt stilted, aestheticized, theatrical, cornily patriotic, depressing, colorless. Such an opinion was less about the reality of the films than it was a sign of the times. The war had had a damaging effect on European film, which had held sway before 1914. That year, American films began appearing on screens abandoned by French, German, Italian, and Scandinavian productions for the length of the entire war; but audiences weren’t aware of the origins of these films because intertitles were in French and bourgeois dramas were nearly identical whether they came from France, Sweden, or Germany. Those originating on the other side of the Alps were a little different from other European productions: they were stories that took place in the past, and only the Italians were making them. However, audiences rarely noticed the difference between a western filmed in California and a horse opera shot in Camargue, especially because the names of characters in foreign films were Gallicized. The war years contributed to reshuffling the deck, placing America at the top of the game. A poster that plastered the walls of Paris at the beginning of the twenties illustrates the situation. It shows American cannons with the titles of films (American, of course) written on each and includes a foolproof slogan for Mundus, a French corporation combining several companies, including First National, Metro, and Goldwyn: “Mundus is always on target.”


In the eyes of Jean and his wife, the only good films were American. Their judgmental attitude toward French cinema of the time seems rash because, although its output was of limited variety, French production was capable of responding to the most dissimilar tastes. Even when that wasn’t the case, European films still held up in comparison with American productions. Whereas 1923 saw the release in France of Allan Dwan’s Robin Hood with Douglas Fairbanks, Flaherty’s Nanook of the North, Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, Fred Niblo’s Blood and Sand, and Stroheim’s Foolish Wives, European cinema doesn’t look bad at all, with its opposing lineup of such historical superproductions as Ernst Lubitsch’s Anna Boleyn and Madame DuBarry, Augusto Genina’s Cyrano de Bergerac, and the films by the German Lupu-Pick and the Swede Mauritz Stiller. That same year would see the release of movies by, among others, Jacques Feyder, Abel Gance, Jacques de Baroncelli, Jean Epstein, and Léon Poirier, some of which certainly seem capable of sustaining the attention of audiences as discriminating as Jean and Andrée Renoir. 


But it’s also true that Dédée was thinking less about the quality of cinema and more about making it big, whereas Jean saw himself less as an artist and more as an entrepreneur. In fact, he was conscious of living in the shadow of Auguste; one of the reasons that prompted him to abandon ceramics, a medium for which he’d shown little aptitude, would come from the fact that he did not accept seeing his creations bought not for their own value but for the market value of the name with which they were signed. His ambition was to pull together the conditions that would allow his wife to make films. Considering that Dédée’s dream was less about “making films” than about becoming a star, it was natural enough that Jean would favor those films that pleased audiences the most, and such films were American.


On the other hand, with Jean Renoir, nothing is ever simple. All the more so because he had to reconcile that period with declarations he made years later and with writing he intended for publication. Having become a celebrity, he was naturally concerned about the image he projected. That is what makes it hard to believe that a revelation about the possibility of producing and making works of quality in France coincided with his discovery at the Colisée theater of the film Le Brasier ardent, which contains a host of special effects produced by editing, slow-motion sequences, and double exposures to recount the story of a detective who has fallen in love with the wife he’s been hired to tail. When Renoir claims that the pleasure he got from this film by Ivan Mozzhukhin (known professionally as Ivan Mosjoukine)—not at all one of those mundane melodramas glutting the domestic market—increased tenfold when he witnessed the indignation of members of the audience who were disgusted by the movie, it becomes difficult to understand how he could imagine being able to act upon his only ambition of the moment, which he himself described, by writing: “I insist on the fact that I gave film a try only in the hope of making my wife a star.”11 


How would Dédée be able to become a star by appearing in films that audiences loathed? Apparently, at the time, her husband was refusing to face his own artistic ambitions, and he even quite adeptly insisted upon silencing them later. At the very least, we can’t take every assertion as the gospel truth; we’ve got to listen to certain other divergent voices. Andrée’s, especially, when she declared in 1961, “I never wanted to be a film star—ever; Renoir’s the one who’d say that if he had to, he’d exercise his marital rights to make me act in a film.”12 The husband forcing his wife to make movies? Seems strange; but in any case, by 1961 relations between the two had deteriorated so much and for so long a time that the claims of either can’t be taken very seriously. There are so many contradictions. Rather than be surprised by them, it’s better to concede that Jean Renoir found himself placed from the very beginning in a context that favored filmmaking, the only art requiring a layout of funds as a prerequisite. But that is exactly what makes it an impure art, according to André Bazin’s formula.


Jean would experience more contradictions very soon. Once he and Dédée had found a professional name for her in films—Catherine Hessling—the next step was to decide upon a movie they wanted to produce. Produce, in fact, because, for the moment, Jean did not envision directing. Such wasn’t the case for Albert Dieudonné, who had just directed three films: Sous la griffe* with Harry Baur, Son crime, and Gloire rouge, all of which he’d also produced and wrote. The last production was an adaptation of his own play, Une lâche,† which he performed onstage opposite Véra Sergine, Jean’s sister-in-law. Author, producer, director, actor—Dieudonné exhibited the ambition Jean lacked at the time; on the other hand, Jean had no money problems and also had a wife who, contrary to what she later claimed, dreamed of becoming a star. Dieudonné’s meeting with the Renoirs, organized by Véra Sergine, allowed him to anticipate a partnership with nothing but advantages.


In those years, Véra Sergine, as a result of her fame, occupied an important place in the life of the Renoirs, and not only in Pierre’s. This can be gleaned from a letter Pierre wrote to the director of the Beaux-Arts, Paul Léon, on February 23, 1923, informing him that he was canceling the gift of one of his father’s canvases to the state. The letter’s author made it public following a conversation his wife the actress had had with a Monsieur d’Estournelles de Constant, the director of the National Museums, who had approached Véra Sergine during intermission at a performance. D’Estournelles de Constant, writes Pierre Renoir, “doesn’t like paintings from my father’s late period. It’s his right and makes no difference to me; and besides, he’s part of that crowd whose unfavorable opinion can only bring joy in my case.”13 In a letter dated April 10, Jean confides to Claude that this d’Estournelles de Constant, whom he designates in passing as “some kind of fairy,” had revealed to Véra Sergine his intention to banish the canvas to Luxembourg and had “made his innuendo very clear: they’d chuck it in the toilets and keep it there.” In the same message, Jean informs his brother on some progress made by his wife: “Dédé [sic] is beginning to ride horseback.”14


In fact, by saddling up, Catherine/Dédée wasn’t wasting time. Her pretext for it involved a scenario that Albert Dieudonné would soon claim full ownership of, which was developed from an idea furnished by Jean, who had recalled the content of Le Journal d’une femme de chambre (The Diary of a Chambermaid). Jean would try for years to bring that novel by Mirbeau—an author he’d briefly met at his father’s—to the screen, and he finally accomplished it in 1945, in Hollywood. But for the time being, it was natural for Jean to call on his friend Lestringuez as scenarist and actor, just as he’d taken on Albert Dieudonné as both director and actor.


Catherine* was filmed using exteriors in Cagnes, Nice, and Saint-Paul-de-Venice, and its interiors were filmed at studios in Boulogne. Catherine is the focus of the film, whose title is identical to the professional name she had taken. But if the film Catherine is actually Catherine Hessling’s first, it’s only partly Jean Renoir’s. Partly and—more importantly—accidentally his film. Jean couldn’t manage to keep his distance from the production intended to showcase the woman he loved. He couldn’t prevent himself from intervening and soon didn’t even try but instead began correcting motivations, suggesting modifications. His links with the principal actress but also his friendship with Lestringuez, who plays under the name of Pierre Philippe the role of Adolphe, a pimp, seemed to endow his voice with more weight than Dieudonné’s. And for the entire crew, he was the one who signed the checks at the end of each week. In such conditions, how much authority is available to a director?


The end of the shoot, which Renoir doesn’t yet call “the tournaison,”† didn’t put an end to the quarrels, which took a new turn when it came to the editing. Director and producer continued to confront each other ever more violently because, at the very least, Renoir had forced his way in as codirector of the film and because, in circumstances as turbulent as these, the notion of codirection had very little significance.


Renoir organized a screening of Catherine intended for his friends and relatives, probably in early 1924. It’s unlikely that Dieudonné was invited, but he knew enough about the event to feel shut out and to oppose the distribution of the film in that form. Years later, when asked if he really did direct Catherine, Renoir would answer, “Of course, but I’d made an agreement with Dieudonné that he’d be credited as the only director.”15 All of those who participated in the venture Catherine, except possibly Dieudonné, would say one by one that they had failed. For Jean Renoir, it was because “his” film was never shown to audiences, because the version finally presented in 1927 wasn’t his. For Catherine Hessling, the failure of the film was the fault of its official director: “But what an idea to film such a thing, especially using that Dieudonné, who wasn’t a very reliable guy.… It was all Renoir!”16


In fact, Catherine falls within the career of Jean Renoir as a false start, which nevertheless points out a direction. Hence the abundance of scenes filmed in natural locations, some of which are exceedingly beautiful and immediately distinguish the film from the standard production of the period, which in most cases was confined to the studio. The viewer first discovers the character Catherine Ferrand, a young maid, at the washtub; and a later title card presents her as “sweet, sensitive, and intelligent” but suffering “from the moral isolation in which her social condition forces her to live.” The alleys of the small subprefecture Varance, the streets of old Nice, a cemetery on the hillside, avenues drenched with rain, country roads bordered by trees, and olive orchards all give the film its tonality, a feature demonstrating the notion that the search for inner truths is accomplished by way of the depiction of exterior truths, made possible only by placing those characters in the framework of their lives, in their landscape. In order to film, Renoir cedes to “observations of the natural world,” thereby imposing on film the same sense of motion that the Impressionists introduced in painting. It is this dimension—throughout—that today remains the most striking thing about the entire film, which in other respects seems to vacillate between a certain French tradition connected to the theater and an American influence, noticeable especially in the last scenes, which take place precisely in the spirit of a serial, overflowing with plot reversals and episodes. Moreover, such duality seems to follow the twin paths of the work, which also suffers from the artificiality of its script, a melodrama with a happy ending.


Catherine Hessling’s inexperience doesn’t do justice to the character Catherine. However, the actress’s debut exhibits relative restraint in comparison with the roles to come and the performances of the other players, who give free rein to a sometimes-awkward expressivity because they can’t rely on words. The actress, on the other hand, embodies Renoir’s expressed preference for the “American acting style, more inspired by the observation of nature” than the “far from natural” performances of French actors.17 Catherine Hessling will be in a hurry to forget the lesson, but in this first film she valiantly maintains the course, especially in comparison to Albert Dieudonné, who is stiff and starchy in his role as a young man of means with a heart condition whom his mother has been trying in vain to marry off for several years. The character dies while dancing with Catherine as the carnival outside reaches its climax. This death provides the occasion for a rather startling montage that alternates in a series of close-ups of the dying man’s face and Catherine’s, which on this occasion as on several others recalls the face of Gloria Swanson, one of Dédée’s idols. Such effects seem less likely to be attributable to Dieudonné’s direction, the principles of which barely differed from the canons of theatrical cinema, than to Renoir’s, who may have been expressing his fascination for Le Brasier ardent, something he himself maintained a posteriori. The rarity, and especially the relative lack of exaggeration, of the special effects leaves us supposing that Renoir wasn’t able to give in to his penchant for experimentation, which the shoot may have helped him discover.


On the other hand, Renoir’s interest in acting, which would never fade, is obvious, seeing how much he enjoyed playing the character of the simpering subprefect with a monocle, a mediocre would-be poet and hypocritical seducer. This film also affords us a glimpse of elements of themes inherent in his future works, such as the relations between masters and servants, sustained by an indistinct and possibly even unconscious desire to act as a moralist. But what is definitely essential about this first experience—as unsatisfying and frustrating as it turned out—is the fact that it awoke in Jean an interest in film. It brought Renoir to the conclusion that he had found his way, and without delay he decided to explore the path more thoroughly.


When the editing of Catherine was barely completed, Renoir began shooting a new film, The Whirlpool of Fate, for which he served as both producer and director. The scenario was by Lestringuez, a fact that was of only secondary interest to Renoir, who exploited it primarily as a pretext for experimenting within a context in strong contrast to the atmosphere of the filming of Catherine. For this occasion, the town of Marlotte and principally Cézanne’s property, La Nicotière, provided the exteriors, shot during the summer of 1924, after which a small part of the company also went to studios in Boulogne. It was lovely summer weather, and Renoir had brought in all his friends, including his wife, who, it goes without saying, was part of the project and also shared responsibility for the costumes with Pierre Champagne’s wife, Mimi. The director took on managing the locations. Pierre Renoir stopped by, too; he was the only professional on the shoot aside from the two cinematographers—the veteran Alphonse Gibory, who’d later distinguish himself with lighting Madame Bovary, and the beginner Jean Bachelet, who’d already participated in Catherine and would shoot a total of eleven films for Renoir. The painter André Derain was to play a small role, and so would Charlotte Clasis, one of Auguste’s former models whom Jean would use again in La Bête humaine as the aunt of the character Jacques Lantier. A team was being put together, and with it one of the essential prerequisites of a Renoir film: Jean Renoir at the head of the gang, whose members constituted a kind of family, producing a self-organizing system. In this system, a certain hedonism, as well as the leader’s natural charm, was no less important than his talents as an artist and technician. The master of ceremonies would collect all opinions—even ask for them—and show respect for them all. Everyone put in his or her word, which counted as much as that of any other, and everyone was able to feel a part of the decision making. However, the film achieved collectively resembled the one the foreman wanted. Renoir at work liked to have a good time, feel part of the group, and detested being taken seriously. Film had begun to be what it always would, an adventure whose first goal was to give pleasure.


As for having fun, that is just what happened during the shooting of The Whirlpool of Fate. Lestringuez played a horrible uncle with an insatiable appetite for his role, Pierre Champagne got to pedal down a country road, Catherine rang at the entrance to her own home. She even had the occasion to smile at her son, who was spending the better part of his time far from her. With painted lips and eyes like coals, she endures the shocks and jolts of a laborious plot, which suddenly makes her tumble down into a quarry. This trauma experienced by poor Virginie (or Gudule, according to certain versions of the film) becomes a pretext for a bit of bravura in the nightmare scene. Renoir directed the scene in a studio where he had had a cylinder built and painted completely black so that a camera placed on a dolly permitted a 360-degree panoramic view and could follow a horse at a gallop. On the same roll of film, he next shot superimposed clouds. This special effect interested him on the grounds that such a craftsman-like approach—or, rather, such bricolage—could achieve an “artistic” dimension he felt was missing in a direct recording of reality. The goal of his life’s quest may have been film, yet Renoir still was trying to find his way because he hadn’t yet fixed on the type of film he wanted to do.


Despite the obvious pleasure brought by the filming of nature—the canal, the fields, the shoreline—and moments from life, such as the toothaches of the bar manager (André Derain), the bourgeoisie’s passion for automobiles, and an apprenticeship in poaching, The Whirlpool of Fate has trouble holding the viewer’s attention. Once past the opening sequence that focuses on the moving current, which has genuine beauty, the film as a whole seems static, and Catherine Hessling is never put in a position to portray the evolution of her character, which is made understandable only by the intertitles. The film would probably have been forgotten a long time ago if it hadn’t been made by Jean Renoir, a great filmmaker of the future.


At the end of autumn 1924, Renoir tried desperately to find a distributor for The Whirlpool of Fate. Thanks to Lestringuez, a few months earlier he’d gotten to know a plump little gentleman with lively, mischievous eyes and an appealing personality. Renoir had arrived at Café italien on the Rond-Point des Champs-Élysées—not far from the headquarters of the Société des Films Jean Renoir at 15 avenue Matignon—and discovered this “charming scatterbrain straight out of Courteline’s Les Linottes”*18 having a drink with Lestringuez. He joined them and their conversation lasted until dawn of the following day without even—according to a legend that sounds a bit exaggerated—any thought of dinner. In some ways, Renoir’s life was a series of loves “at first sight.” His charm and instant empathy as well as his sudden enthusiasms, conveyed by the unrestrained use of the word fantastic, made him endearing—convinced as he so was by his own infatuations.


The “charming scatterbrain,” Pierre Braunberger, was barely twenty years old and had just spent about a year in the United States. He had lived in Hollywood, where he claimed to have met Irving Thalberg, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s model for the main character in The Last Tycoon; and Thalberg had allowed Braunberger to watch Chaplin at work. The night of the premiere of The Gold Rush, Braunberger decided to leave California. At least, that’s what he claimed, despite the fact that the premiere of Chaplin’s masterpiece took place on June 26, 1925. It is a bit hard to see how Braunberger could have viewed it and how the event could have made him decide to return to France when, according to a certificate he asked Renoir to sign in 1976, Braunberger’s position at Les Films de Jean Renoir was as “acting commercial manager and director of production from 1923 to 1927.”19 Renoir signed the asked-for certificate, expressing surprise only at the monthly salary it mentioned, which came to “approximately 25,000 francs.” Braunberger’s claims had a tendency to contradict each other, but when the two men met, his “American” tales of his short-lived emigration were the kind that had fascinated the young director. Back in Europe, nonetheless, Braunberger would become bored by the London offices of Brockliss & Co., an English firm that sold projection equipment and that was involved in importing and exporting films; and he later felt the same way working on the Champs-Élysées in Paramount’s publicity department.


When Braunberger told Renoir about mercury-vapor lamps, not yet known in France but seen by him in use on Hollywood sets, where panchromatic film reserved only for exteriors in France was also being put to use, Renoir lost control. He told Braunberger about problems he’d had with Albert Dieudonné during the filming of Catherine, which still hadn’t been released, and about the standoff keeping back The Whirlpool of Fate. Braunberger promised to see what he could do.


After a private screening on December 12, 1924, The Whirlpool of Fate received a few flattering reviews, which essentially focused on the dream sequence, about which the December 20 issue of the newspaper Le Débat wrote that “five pages of literature couldn’t live up to this part of the film.”20


Harold Livingston Van Doren, who had become the filmmaker’s first American friend, mentioned the newspaper’s reaction in a letter he wrote to Renoir from New York on January 6, 1925. The letter discusses the money Van Doren had borrowed from his father to cover the costs incurred by paying US Customs for the importation rights for a copy of the film. It says, “According to letters I’m receiving from friends and newspaper clippings an office in Paris has been forwarding to me, The Whirlpool of Fate has been a hit.” Although the remark is a bit of an exaggeration, it’s coupled with a request that demanded attention: Harold Livingston Van Doren was actually asking that his name, which had been spelled wrong in the film’s credits and publicity material, be corrected. “Levinston, to put it bluntly, isn’t my name, and what’s more, in America it’s a Jewish name! (Beware, Mme. Cézanne. This will amuse her given the conversations we’ve had about the Jews.)”21


As the producer of two films—neither of which had been shown to audiences—Renoir was not questioning his involvement in film, despite what he might claim to the contrary, but was wondering which steps to take to avoid experiencing other similar mishaps. He had already developed some rather firm ideas about the issues he encountered with the first two films and confided them to his brother Claude on February 16, 1925: 


The setbacks at the beginning of my career as a film buff won’t turn out to be in vain. I now believe I’m capable of such an undertaking with some chances for success. A film’s success depends only upon the way it’s launched (although I’d be the first to admit that the film I’m talking about was far from a seamless undertaking). You can be sure of having good bookings out of town and good foreign sales if your film shows exclusively at major theaters on the boulevards immediately after being released, along with advertisements proclaiming its real or supposed success. I studied the fate of all the films that came out this winter. Only those that were released under those conditions had interesting results. That’s why I’ve decided to put them into place this summer, and as soon as The Whirlpool of Fate begins showing, which is on April 3,* I’ll start cooking up a scheme that will promise me a theater for the end of the year.


In that same letter, in response to Claude’s expressing a desire to try his own hand at cinema, Renoir reveals that he and his brother Pierre had been looking into “a project that could provide us with some great opportunities for easily producing and releasing films that any one of us would want to make.” That project, he informs Coco, requires getting the Folies dramatiques, a “wonderfully situated” theater near “other establishments experiencing very high takings,” and the place could also be enlarged to become “one of the hugest movie theaters in Paris.” From then on, as he would write, Renoir understood that “theater owners are the masters of the situation.”22


When he sent that letter to Claude, he had already done an interview with Ciné-miroir, which appeared that same month of February 1925 and in which he declared, “I was saved by my father. Rummaging through the many mementoes he left us, I discovered a fairly elaborate study of one of the great dance halls of Paris circa 1880. All I then needed was documentation written by Zola and some of his contemporaries to achieve a very exact picture of the scene I’ll soon be shooting. You’ll see it and also see how the jazz band was already gathering steam in that period in the form of pistols shot off after a certain signal from the orchestra leader!”23 February 1925 is an important milestone: although The Whirlpool of Fate hadn’t yet even been shown in public, Renoir was already thinking about Nana, proof that he’d chosen a direction that he attributed later to the failure of The Whirlpool of Fate.


Braunberger had in fact finally found a theater, Ciné Corso Opéra on boulevard des Italiens, that was willing to show the film, beginning March 20, 1925.† But audiences weren’t rushing to the place, and the hit evoked by the young man from Chicago metamorphosed into an irrevocable commercial failure. On April 11, a columnist for the newspaper Paris-Soir spoke of a “lovely film,” the details of which “certainly made it worthwhile,” and said that this Monsieur Jean Renoir, “the son of a very great painter,” had presented “a series of country tableaux and sketches of the life of sailors that had some nice touches”; straightaway he ranked Renoir as “one of the directors upon whom young French cinema can count.” From all evidence, however, The Whirlpool of Fate was “a crushing bore” for audiences. Renoir was already aware that the aesthetic innovations and techniques he found exciting risked leading him into a dead-end if they weren’t put at the service of a plot and some solid characterizations. He had available a considerable fortune, which, naturally, he had no desire to fritter away, but the fact is that he also believed in the popular aspect of film. And all the more so because he’d caught a whiff of success—even if it remained confined to a narrow circle.


September 1924 saw the release of René Clair and Francis Picabia’s Entr’acte, with music by Erik Satie. A month later, André Breton came out with his Manifesto of Surrealism, followed in December by his magazine La Révolution surréaliste. Since autumn of that year, Jean Tedesco, a friend of the Renoir family and the director of the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier (which had served from 1913 to 1922 as the lair of Louis Jouvet, Pierre Renoir’s best friend), had been showing films, concerts, and plays at the venue. He screened German Expressionist works as well as Buster Keaton’s Our Hospitality; but he was also offering programs of assorted works that combined documentaries with scenes from avant-garde cinema. Along with revivals of films that had come out several months or years earlier, including Le Brasier ardent, he projected excerpts, such as a scene from Abel Gance’s La Roue (The Wheel) in November 1924; and he exhibited film montages composed of excerpts, such as Festival d’expressions Mosjoukine in January 1925, Sélection d’expressions de Raquel Meller in February of that year, and, in March, Études de ralenti* along with Jeux de ski dans l’Engadine.


When Renoir learned from Tedesco that he had also inserted the dream sequence from The Whirlpool of Fate into one of his fall 1925 programs, Renoir didn’t take it well. But, as usual, his annoyance was short-lived, and Tedesco convinced him to come to a showing and decide based on actual evidence. There was applause when the sequence was projected; and after the lights went back on, the audience recognized Catherine, and their clapping intensified. The dream sequence in The Whirlpool of Fate rode the wave of several showings in Paris. However, Renoir had no reason to go back upstream to a cinema arrogantly free of all literary influence when the new direction he’d chosen was leading him toward an adaptation. Perhaps he was burning his idols, as he would later write; but consider that the object of his adoration had glittered for him only for the space of a few months and, even then, intermittently.


His change in point of view was probably brought about at least in part by the discovery of Foolish Wives. Released in the United States in January 1922, the film, by Erich von Stroheim, was shown in France the following year; but the date on which Renoir discovered it is unknown. Stroheim’s fame was such that French newspapers knew of his works-in-progress; and they exploited the rumors of his excesses, passed on to them by the publicity departments at Universal and then at Metro. But the interest wasn’t only about the hundreds of spider webs demanded on the set. It also had to do with a long article that appeared in Le Figaro on August 22, 1924, about Stroheim’s latest film that cited the title as Convoitise, literally translated as Greed. There was no hiding the fact that the film was an adaptation of the novel McTeague by Frank Norris. According to Le Figaro, this book was as celebrated in the United States as Salammbô or Le Crime de Sylvestre Bonnard was in France. The fact that the filmmaker whom Renoir admired the most was basing the content of his film on a literary work had to have affected Renoir, and he may have read Stroheim’s position on the subject, expressed in the July 10, 1925, issue of Le Figaro: “If a literary masterpiece is to become a cinematic masterpiece, the director’s sensibility has to be identical to his author’s. Certain screenplays make you ashamed of knowing how to read. A dreadful film based on a preposterous script is a routine occurrence. A mediocre film based on a literary masterpiece is a criminal insult to the human intellect.”


In a way, Stroheim’s example liberated Renoir from his scruples. Renoir’s opening of an art gallery in the summer of 1925 a couple steps away from La Madeleine, which was also close to the apartment in which he stayed when in Paris, bears mentioning. The building that housed the gallery, at 30 rue de Miromesnil, was also the place where the Cézannes and Pierre Renoir (now separated from Véra Sergine) lived. Jean and Catherine soon became aware that their ceramics weren’t any more marketable than the stage scenery, canvases, and scarves painted by Maleck André; but they had an endless supply of ideas for movies, and they recorded some of them in writing. 


An example is La Belote,* which was credited to Lestringuez and Renoir and registered at the Société des auteurs de films on March 22, 1925. Its direction, scheduled for the following year, and even its wrap date were announced in the press several times as well as assorted pieces of information precise enough so that “you’d think the filmmaker himself was an ace pinochle player.” A contract created on April 24, 1925, between Jean Renoir—who would be acting alone as producer—and Jean Angelo guaranteed that the actor (who would play Vandeuvres in Nana) would perform the role of Ramon in exchange for a fee of “18,000 francs per month, payable every fifteen days.” The film was never made, nor was another project—Alice—which amounted only to three handwritten pages dated “November 1925.”24 Renoir was also considering another adaptation based on Manon Lescaut, definite proof that he had overcome his reservations about “literary” films. The strategy he and Braunberger had designed was finally beginning to work; and over time, each partner equipped himself with the tools he would need.


In July 1925, the creation of a distribution company, Aux films Renoir, was announced. Louis Guillaume, the Renoir family’s right-hand man,* was named its authorized representative and Pierre Braunberger, its commercial manager. Another company called Films Renoir was incorporated on September 1, 1925. And on August 15, the beginning of a new project, Nana, had been announced in the press. It would star Catherine Hessling and “a great German actor.” The contract permitting this adaptation of Zola’s novel was finalized between Jules Salomon, the lawyer for the writer’s family, and Jean Renoir—only. It stipulated payment in full by Renoir of 75,000 francs, and it is dated October 21, 1925.25


Chronology establishes that Renoir never thought of abandoning the profession of film and never even thought of going in any other direction. If the idea of doing so did cross his mind—although no evidence allows us to entertain such a notion—he would have found someone to dissuade him.


Catherine was twenty-five. She was spending her nights in the most posh of nightclubs, sometimes with her husband. She dressed head to toe in silk and furs, and her dresses were designed by Paul Poiret especially for her. She loved being seen and made an effort to attract attention; she tried to “turn on” men she encountered in restaurants. She spoke too loud and laughed too much. When she couldn’t avoid going out with her son and noticed a man whom she wanted to find her attractive, she either walked faster or slowed down, leaving Alain with his nurse, because she feared being found out as a mother. On those rare occasions when Alain’s nurse wasn’t there, Alain might have found himself waiting some time by himself in front of the door of a bar his mother had entered on a whim.26


But Catherine was waiting, too. She was waiting for America to call, something she admitted to her friend Alice Fighiera when the latter expressed surprise that Catherine was making no effort to learn how to act. “Well,” Catherine told her, “if the Americans come calling, it will mean I’ve got talent. If they don’t, none of it’s worth the trouble.”27


Jean had made two films with Catherine and was still crazy about her. He spent money extravagantly on her. Catherine wanted everything and anything, as long as it was shiny; it was enough for some object to appeal to her taste for Jean to decide he thought it was beautiful. He gave in to her fancies, for example, claiming for some time that he had his guests served two lettuce leaves and a hard-boiled egg, after which he rushed away with them to the nearest restaurant.


For the Renoirs, a page was turning. All that was missing were two signatures at the bottom of a contract, and Renoir and Braunberger added them on December 10, 1926,28 while Jean and Catherine were already deep into the filming of Nana. The agreement brought to a close the project Catherine, which had endured for two and a half years. Renoir gave Albert Dieudonné complete credit for direction of the film,* the right to show it as he pleased, and, if he thought it necessary, the right to shoot additional scenes. The same document stated that Pierre Braunberger, “having interceded as a nonhostile arbitrator between the two parties,” was now the exclusive holder of the world rights for distribution, and it also authorized him to change the title of the film. This is how Renoir found himself completely divested of a film that had never really been his, although he made a commitment “to take full responsibility, on the one hand, for all running costs… and on the other, for the total of the various taxes and fees currently existing or accruing in the future.”29


Catherine, une vie sans joie, was released on November 9, 1927. It left no other noticeable trace of its existence beyond an interview in Ciné-miroir, in which Dieudonné stated, “I’m the sole director of a screenplay I wrote based on an idea that Monsieur Jean Renoir conceived with my collaboration. Moreover, Monsieur Jean Renoir was my sponsor and my apprentice. It remains to be seen if his future productions give me reason to be pleased about that.” In fact, by that time, six months after the release of Abel Gance’s Napoléon, Albert Dieudonné was beginning to lose control. The film had carried him away on a cloud from which he was never to descend; it stole his sanity and condemned him to play the emperor for the rest of his life, usually for an audience of one—himself. History does not reveal whether “the future productions” of “Monsieur Jean Renoir” did give him reason to be pleased.


















4



“A Kraut Movie”


Nana


It was mid-November 1925, and the German filming of Nana had begun at the studios in Grünewald. Fritz Lang had just put the finishing touches on Metropolis in Babelsberg, and during production its budget had climbed from 1.3 million to 5 million reichsmarks, equal to a little more than 30 million francs at the time. In comparison to what represented the highest budget ever put together for a European film, the 1 million francs available to Renoir reduced Nana to the dimensions of a modest production. Two years later, Marcel L’Herbier would spend 5 million francs to make L’Argent, another adaptation of a Zola novel, with Brigitte Helm, the star of Metropolis. But L’Herbier and Lang were successful, prestigious directors, whereas Jean Renoir was still an unknown in the world of film. Nana was the project of two independents—virtual beginners—without the support of any group. One of them was paying for the film out of his own pocket, and he wanted it to have an international future.


Pierre Braunberger, second schemer on this project, would claim to be the source of the idea to entrust the role of Count Muffat to Werner Krauss. That great figure of German cinema was forty-one years old at the time. A year before, he had played Orgon in F. W. Murnau’s Tartuffe, and six years before, he had been Doctor Caligari in the film by Robert Wiene, the manifesto of Expressionist cinema. He was so little known by French audiences that Renoir was asked in an interview for La Cinématographie française on September 25 why he had made such a choice. He justified it by pointing out that the actor enjoyed notoriety all over Europe, except in France, and that his work in G. W. Pabst’s film The Joyless Street—which wasn’t yet distributed in France but which Renoir had had the chance to see—had been exceptional. By August 25, a letter of agreement between the two parties had been signed, specifying that the film would be shot in Berlin, and then in Paris. The actor would receive a fee of $6,000 for the role.


Jean Angelo, chosen to play Vandeuvres, was well known by French audiences, especially because of his part in Jacques Feyder’s L’Atlantide, which four years earlier had set a new record for ticket sales in the history of French film. His contract, signed on September 21, also specified the condition that he was the “star” of the film. Five days later, the day following the publication of statements by Renoir as well as the appearance of four lines in Le Figaro mentioning only Catherine Hessling’s and Werner Krauss’s names, the actor informed the producer by certified mail that he considered the contract null and void. Renoir sent him a letter on September 29 by pneumatic tube that put an end to the misunderstanding by assuring the performer that the agreement would be honored. The contract that included the details of distribution, made on June 16, 1926, specified that “on all copies of the film and in its publicity… Mr. Angelo’s last name, always to be preceded by his first, will have top billing in the film, and no other star’s name can appear in larger characters than his.”1


The paragraph in Le Figaro that Angelo had found offensive also made it clear that Jean Renoir, who “was putting off the production of La Belote to a later date,” “had gone to Berlin himself to hire Werner Krauss.” Braunberger gave a more detailed and less stuffy version of the negotiations, none of which can be verified, seeing that any assertion from this producer should be viewed with some skepticism; but at least the account has the advantage of providing information on certain mores of the time and some of the aspects of Renoir and his friends’ lifestyle.


Werner Krauss wasn’t very enthusiastic about shooting in France, which he considers a country on the road to ruin, but in the end he accepted. I don’t know which of us had the idea of cooking up an outrageous practical joke. Someone who works with us had gone to the Gare de l’Est where Krauss was arriving and brought him to Chez Francis on place de l’Alma, where we were waiting for him. When he arrived, around noon, we had a drink together, and Jean Giraudoux, Louis Jouvet, Pierre Lestringuez, Pierre Renoir, Jean, Werner Krauss, and I were there. Suddenly Jouvet exclaimed, “Oh! Half past noon, time for the whorehouse!” We all went to a brothel on rue Laferrière that also features quality cuisine (there were two or three establishments like that in Paris), and we sat down around a big table. In these places it was customary to take down your pants, and then the girls would duck under the table during the meal. We initiated Werner Krauss into an additional tradition: the one who can’t hold back and put the brakes on before it’s too late is the one who has to pay the bill. Naturally, the girls were in on it with us and focused all their energies on him, and Werner Krauss had to pay for the meal. We’ve pulled that joke several times. When he got back to Germany and learned that we’d been having fun at his expense, he resented us deeply for it, and that only made his anti-French feelings worse.2


The actor’s anti-French feelings would find an outlet several years later, when his nature found fuller expression in joining the ranks of the Nazi Party. He was declared “actor of the State” by Goebbels and played both Rabbi Loew and Levy, Joseph Süss Oppenheimer’s secretary, in the film Jud Süss (Veit Harlan, 1940), insisting at the time that it be officially acknowledged that he himself was Aryan and had only created these roles for the purpose of service to the State.3 After the war, forbidden to work and divested of his German citizenship, he became a citizen of Austria for a while. His German citizenship was reestablished in 1951, and he died in 1959.


A Spanish actor was to be added to the cast to increase the project’s international dimension and make way for wider distribution on the European continent. For reasons unknown, the agreement signed in September and the contract established in October with a certain Juan Orduña had no outcome, and the role of Georges Hugon, Vandeuvres’s nephew, went to Raymond Guérin-Catelin.


The actress Valeska Gert, in the role of Zoé, Nana’s chambermaid, raised the German quota. At the time, she was known as a theater actress and cabaret singer and had just appeared in The Joyless Street with Krauss. She would write about Catherine Hessling that she was “an authentic Parisian, chic, capricious, [who] used an outrageous amount of makeup, which, at the time, only Gloria Swanson was doing.” In 1934, she made a film with Catherine about the British postal system, directed by Alberto Cavalcanti: “Catherine was Pett, and I was Pott. The film was supposed to be funny, but wasn’t, and both of us were vapid.”4


Using two German actors didn’t guarantee German distribution for Nana to the extent its promoters had imagined. Even so, they had pulled off the first Franco-German production in history. The film would run only belatedly in Berlin in spring 1929, and quite unobtrusively, something that surprised a few critics who were particularly enthusiastic about Catherine Hessling’s performance. A critic for Die Weltbühne at that time surmised that “Jean Renoir might be Manet’s son, or Velasquez’s grandson.”


Braunberger’s principal contribution to the production appears to have been taking advantage of his Berlin contacts to make it possible for Jean and Claude Renoir to sign an agreement on September 3, 1925, with the Delog Film Kommanditgesellschaft, Jacobi & Co. It was the Berlin firm that made the film possible because it absorbed most of the costs incurred in Germany.5 Braunberger and Renoir’s situation in 1925 required such a partnership, and Nana had to have been produced—or at least part of it had to have been—in Germany.





Shooting began October 16 in the Bois de Vincennes with the scene showing the return from the racetrack. Jean Bachelet was Renoir’s new chief cinematographer and shared responsibility for lighting with the experienced Paul Holzki when they were in Berlin, while a man named Edmund Corwin did the camerawork. Newspapers of the time introduced Corwin as regularly working in American movie studios, and particularly as Chaplin’s collaborator, a claim made again years later by Braunberger, who had probably originated the idea; but that name never existed or appeared again in any credits other than those for Nana. It’s a mystery that only adds to doubts hanging over Braunberger’s American experience, about which we’ll never know more than this self-serving person chose to say.


Five days later, Renoir finalized the contract for the rights to an adaptation of the novel, paying Denise Leblond-Zola, the author’s daughter, 75,000 francs in accordance with their agreement. She also accepted his offer to collaborate on writing the intertitles. This assured the filmmaker that the author’s family wouldn’t oppose the adaptation that he’d already begun filming and for which only Pierre Lestringuez’s name would appear in the credits.


Renoir had seen Zola at his father’s home long ago. “There was an odor of leather and fat coming from him.… He was especially nice and brought me some candy.”6 It’s unlikely, however, that Jean had a chance to meet the writer more than a few times, because Auguste had openly taken Cézanne’s side when Cézanne broke off all relations with Zola, whom he resented for having parodied him through the character of the painter in His Masterpiece (1886). Moreover, Auguste had come out with a few remarks about Zola, although they certainly are in no way conclusive. For example, he frowned on his habit of having his characters who were workers use the word merde. Auguste was also a member of the anti-Dreyfus camp, and had fleetingly justified his position with a reflection that seems very “Renoir”: “The same inevitable camps for centuries, with only the names changed—Protestants versus Catholics, Republicans versus Monarchists, Communards versus the Versaillais.… The old quarrel is surfacing again. You’re either for Dreyfus or against Dreyfus.” And he followed up the remark with a phrase that in itself was empty of sense: “Me, I’d quite simply like to try being French.”7 It was a remark that Jean would treat himself to over the years and finally present in completed form in La Marseillaise. Under the rubric of being apolitical, Auguste Renoir demonstrated that you could refuse to choose sides… and, at the same time, do so. 


“Quite simply French,” indeed, and like certain of his countrymen and a number of his colleagues, Auguste Renoir consistently expressed anti-Semitic opinions. Take, as an example, this “reflection,” from January 15, 1898, retrieved from the journal of Julie Manet, the daughter of Berthe Morisot and Eugène Manet, who was Edouard’s brother: “They come to France to earn money, and then when a fight breaks out they’ll hide behind a tree; a lot of them are in the army because Jews like strolling where you’ll find military braid. Seeing that they’re chasing them out of all countries, there must be a reason, and we mustn’t let them accumulate to the same extent in France.”8


Infinitely more propitious is another of Auguste’s utterances, this one about the painter J. M. W. Turner, and quoting Oscar Wilde. Auguste even claimed to have heard it directly from his mouth: “Before him, there was no fog in London.”9 It’s a sensibility the filmmaker would revive in writing about Foolish Wives: “I’ve seen it many times, but it took me several viewings before I understood that the Monte Carlo shown on the screen was supposed to represent the little city a few kilometers from Nice that I’m so familiar with: a small, ugly place with a ridiculous park that the inhabitants call ‘the camembert’ and a casino that looks like bad pastry. On the other hand, Stroheim’s Monte Carlo was fascinating. Leading me to conclude that it’s the real Monte Carlo that is wrong.”10


For Stroheim, and therefore for Renoir—who at the time saw the American filmmaker as “a kind of god”—it wasn’t about representing the world as it is but about capturing the reality of human relations. Nana would be a naturalist film because it was an adaptation of a novel by Zola, and Renoir and Lestringuez envisioned the main character as having a face that was quite primitive (“cut with a scythe,” in fact, the filmmaker would say, if a bit hastily) as their way of approaching the cinematographic ideal embodied by Stroheim’s films. In 1925, Renoir was new to filmmaking. Because of this, he would try to reproduce what he liked and what impressed him in that medium, which included the Expressionist influence, as can be seen in Nana, although that element was to fade from his work. Obviously, naturalism fascinated him, and he set himself the goal of transforming the way it was represented by adding an element of Expressionism—but without really having the means—just as Stroheim had tried to transform it by the use of the baroque.


Except for Nana’s mansion, which actually does evoke Stroheim’s baroque style, the decor of the film, created by the future director Claude Autant-Lara, is startling primarily because of its sparseness, which links it to the Expressionist trend, without revealing whether such simplicity is a result of a deliberate choice or the consequences of budgetary limits. For his first film directed under normal conditions of production, Renoir found himself confronted with the demands of an unwieldy set that included the re-creation of a period as well as a plethora of roles, with some actors playing several. In addition, he had to take on the responsibilities of a producer in a country that wasn’t his, even if he did speak the language perfectly. Last but not least, he wasn’t sure whether the deepest part of his nature found anything parallel in the films of Stroheim aside from his admiration for him. Between Zola’s theses, which he’d envisioned as separate from his from the very start, and Stroheim’s approach, which he tried to copy but that proved too unfamiliar, Renoir seemed ill at ease.


As the first important film he directed and the most ambitious of his silent films, Nana displayed a certain inflexibility, whose origin grows partly clearer when we consider what his future work would reveal about him. Its characters seem stilted, and the film prevents plot developments from affecting their lives; yet what infuses the masterpieces to come with richness and complexity are the actions, thoughts, and behavior of the people. The view of women, especially, turns out not to be very like Renoir, because they are shown almost exclusively as greedy and duplicitous manipulators, whereas Renoir’s great heroines would be distinguished by their spontaneity—even if it is feigned at times—as well as by their inability to plan anything, at least on the surface. In that way, Nana can be compared to La Chienne, a film in which the male lead finds himself caught between a cantankerous, greedy, suspicious wife and a gold-digging mistress, who uses her sex appeal to trap him. However, the central character in La Chienne is the prey, whereas the one in Nana is the predator.


Catherine Hessling’s acting choices contribute to the confusion. Her interpretation can seem overdone. And it is, which places the character Nana in a situation of permanent hyperactivity, surrounded by often immobile figures, dominated by Count Muffat, who always seems on the brink of a stroke; but the issue isn’t whether the actress is correctly interpreting her role. It’s knowing whether the character is playing hers well, whether she has chosen a way to play it that is appropriate. Catherine Hessling and Renoir’s Nana relentlessly plays at being the child-woman, capricious, full of affected expressions, rolling eyes, smirking just as much when she caresses as when she claws. That last behavioral characteristic might be enough to label her the first cat-woman in a body of work composed of several others, except that the character is always pulling the same string, and it’s hard to accept the fact that she makes every man who comes through her door quiver. As a result, her only motive for seduction seems to be the masochism of her partners, causing the film to make us think that it’s a common trait of all the film’s male characters, who are as fascinated by anticipating their own degradation as by the later spectacle of acting it out. Such a theme belongs more to Stroheim than it does to Zola, and Renoir’s very nature doesn’t lend itself to the cruelty that the maker of Foolish Wives and Greed turns to his advantage.


Renoir was thirty when he directed Nana. Apart from several months of war and the wound from which he continued to suffer, all he’d known up to then was the easygoing, pleasant life of young people from rich families. Stroheim was only seven years older when he directed Foolish Wives, but they were seven years that counted at that age and counted even more for an immigrant struggling first to survive and then to make a place in a world that had distrusted and rejected him from the start. Stroheim began his career in film with menial jobs, and then worked as an assistant director. He played Krauts and Huns, and studio publicity departments turned him into “the man you love to hate,” so he was familiar with humiliation, hatred, and cruelty. What could a man of thirty know about cruelty when his life had been a series of euphoric encounters experienced in enthusiastic bursts, when he was someone who felt appreciated by anybody he met?


Nana missed its mark when it came to Stroheim, and Renoir missed the bull’s-eye when it came to Zola as well. Let’s not forget Stroheim’s words: “If a literary masterpiece is to become a cinematic masterpiece, the director’s sensibility has to be identical to his author’s.”11 In portraying the fall of a class ruined by its belief that it can buy anything, the film offers a poetic vision that isn’t without charm but that is also apolitical. The “golden fly” created by the writer to describe Nana was contaminating an entire society; the one indicated by an intertitle in the film only poisons those who touch her, like Muffat, who seems to want that sickness more than life itself, or others, like Vandeuvres and his nephew, who want to take their own life. Beyond what it shows us about the reciprocal attraction that cements the social classes, the vision of the world expressed in Nana remains in inspiration and in nature “artistic,” which is the same term Renoir said in the early sixties that had made him bristle in 1925.


Just as directors often do end up out of sync with their own film, Renoir hides behind the technical aspect of his, about which he’s passionate. Most likely, he was completely taken by the tracking shots that Murnau had just made popular in The Last Laugh; and he performs various camera movements that are sometimes successful but often too obvious. In any case, this is a filmmaker not yet in touch with his identity. Cinema lacked a dimension that it would possess four years later, which would allow Renoir to find himself.


Despite all this, the film is not without its beauty. There is the opening scene, which shows Nana climbing a ladder into the flies of the theater, and then suspended over the stage like a puppet with cut strings, held only by a rope that keeps her feet from touching ground, which arouses the men in the audience. Then there is Nana clothed only in a boudoir screen when she first sees Muffat, who’s as fascinated by the dirty water in a basin and the grime on a comb as he is by the eyes she rolls and hair she tosses. Or Muffat sitting alone at a table whose other occupants are shown by a slow tracking shot, which gradually pulls back to reveal them as drunken, rowdy, and aggressive, while he sits there frozen and out of place. The Mabille Gardens, which Jean said inspired him to make Nana, with its bandleader firing a pistol into the air and its superbly filmed cancan. The shot of Sabine Muffat and Fauchery, her lover (Claude Autant-Lara, under the pseudonym Claude Moore), in the car taking them toward a future of disillusionment. Nana is a realistic, fantastic, and melodramatic film, as well as a comedy of manners, and all of this at the same time. It offers audiences chance flashes of self-recognition in the kinds of behavior it depicts, characters caught by the camera in their fundamental animality, and prevents the possibility of labeling any character victim or culprit, instead letting them all take turns at being one and then the other, or both at the same time.


At the start of December 1925, shooting moved to Paris, to the Gaumont studios on rue Carducci, where the great staircase, inspired by the one at the Opéra Garnier, had been built. It was the most impressive of the sets showing Nana’s mansion. Journalists were invited to the set and given an opportunity to admire her gigantic courtesan’s bed, which actually belonged to Baroness Vaughan, the morganatic spouse of Leopold II, king of Belgium. This was followed by the filming of the scenes at the Théâtre des Variétés, featuring Lestringuez—a.k.a. Pierre Philippe—in the role of Bordenave, the director of the theater. Next came a chance to watch the Mabille Gardens scene, for which the Moulin-Rouge ballet had been hired. At the end of January, the scenes showing horse racing at Longchamp were filmed at the Gaumont Grand Théâtre, and finally, in February, in the Film d’Art studios, the last scene, which occurs in Nana’s bedroom. For it, exclusively, Werner Krauss came back from Berlin.


Without waiting for shooting to end, Renoir had begun editing. Strongly convinced that a film has no chance of attracting an audience if it’s not actively promoted, he devoted a significant amount of time and money to publicity. Scads of articles appeared in the press; stills were distributed far and wide because the producer had the foresight to hire a set photographer, a practice that was as yet reserved for a few big-budget productions. 


On April 27, 1926, a Tuesday, at two o’clock, a first screening was organized for professionals from the press, not in a movie theater but at the Moulin-Rouge, whose orchestra performed some Offenbach tunes. Renoir would remember the evening as “tumultuous,”12 featuring the vociferations of a woman calling Nana “a Kraut movie.” The woman was, he’d make clear, the wife of the “most well-known director of the time,” whom Braunberger would “expose” as Léonce Perret. Braunberger adds that on the way out after the movie she hit him several times with her umbrella, causing his head, already unprotected from lack of hair, to bleed. The incident is confirmed in the April 30 issue of Paris-Midi.


During that first showing, there was also applause. Several reviews were favorable, and Renoir and Braunberger’s publicity machine delivered them to the trade journals in an attempt to spawn more. Skillfully orchestrated as such a maneuver was, it still did not produce the desired effect, and no distributor came forward with an offer to present Nana to audiences. Because of a heroine who was too one-note and a structure composed of two sections that were too similar—Vandeuvres’s decline following Muffat’s—the film lacked contrast and strongly risked not pleasing audiences. On June 15, an article appeared in which Renoir responded to critics’ attacks against his film, referring the matter to the authority of Madame Leblond-Zola who “has approved our work.” “That is our foremost recompense,”13 he concluded.


It took until June 16 to establish an agreement between Les Films Renoir and the Louis Aubert Corporation, which foresaw a run of a “shorter version” of the film at the Aubert-Palace on boulevard des Italiens, as well as the distribution of Nana—“either in a shorter version or in installments,” from October 1, 1926, to January 1, 1927.


Of the eight theaters that showed the film, beginning on December 10, 1926, only two were left by the third week. The good results trumpeted in the professional press, which can’t be confirmed by ticket sales actually recorded, wouldn’t permit an exclusive Parisian run to last beyond nine weeks. Chance saw Catherine Hessling immediately followed on-screen at the Aubert-Palace by her idol, Gloria Swanson, in The Coast of Folly, a film by Allan Dwan, one of the directors that Renoir admired.


In the meantime, Renoir went back to the editing room to perfect the shorter version required by the distributor, a version that seems also to have been offered abroad. Consequently, the length of the film was shortened from 3,200 meters to 2,800, a loss of about twenty minutes. In December, after showings that followed its “exclusive” run in Paris, Renoir restored certain scenes, again bringing the film closer to the version that had been presented at the Moulin-Rouge.


Nana was a commercial failure. Charging that he had been left out of the management of costs and receipts, the day-to-day responsibility of which fell to Louis Guillaume, acting directly on behalf of Renoir, Braunberger would contest the truth of this failure and let it be understood that his partner had cautiously kept good news from him, which is a commonplace practice among associates in this industry, meant to encourage and facilitate the implementation of this practice. If it’s true that Braunberger’s name appeared on no assignment of rights for the film, and that all of these contracts were signed by Jean and Claude Renoir,14 it must only mean that Braunberger played a far more minor part in the venture of Nana than he later claimed, and that his after-the-fact reaction can be quite simply explained: Braunberer did not lose any money he did not spend. There’s no doubt that Renoir paid for Nana out of his own pocket, from the first to the last franc. “The Whirlpool of Fate, Nana, Sur un air de Charleston [Charleston Parade] are the three films for which I think I had no partners,”15 he writes in 1965. With that bombast characteristic of the rich, Renoir thought of himself for a moment as having been ruined by the failure of Nana. It’s true that he had to sell a few of his father’s canvases, a painful measure that stayed in his memory:


Every step that Catherine or I took into the profession of filmmaking was marked by a sacrifice that tore me apart. I was living a new version of La Peau de chagrin* and spent my days brooding over my disgrace. Each sale of a canvas felt like a betrayal to me. At night I’d pace the floor of my house in Marlotte, whose walls were slowly but inexorably becoming bare. I kept the frames. They were like gaping holes into a hostile universe. Never had I felt more connected to the memory of my father. One night I asked Catherine to join me in the living room. I don’t remember exactly what happened. All I can say is that, in front of those empty frames we felt like homeless orphans. We decided to abandon film and at any price save the few works of my father that were left. But it was too late. I had to settle up the last bills from Nana.16


It’s an inspired scene, and one of a number that contributes to forging the legend. A brilliant raconteur, Renoir was also its only audience, but he wasn’t living alone then and was still entertaining a lot at home. Actually, no one besides him ever recalled the empty frames. Doubtlessly, a very impressive example of his instinct for cinema. The vaults in the Banque nationale de Paris, the branch located on boulevard Haussmann, held at least a hundred paintings, providing a reserve upon which he could have drawn to become free of the expenses of Nana or to replace the canvases that had to be removed from Marlotte. The truth is that he was under no obligation to take down those particular paintings he was keeping in his home† and that he seemed to regard as some of the dearest things to his heart. Perhaps a certain masochistic element in his behavior was beginning to surface; for it is true that those sales and, even more, the memory of them that Renoir chose to conserve, as well as the anecdotes they inspired him to tell, are hints of some grievous identification with his own film.


Just as Count Muffat ruins himself for Nana, Renoir declared himself ruined by his film. Just as Vandeuvres loses his honor, Renoir claimed to have been dishonored by that sale of paintings. He had produced and directed his film for an audience that didn’t want it; but above all, he had done it for himself and Catherine Hessling, who had immediately begun to “play” Zola’s character the first time that her husband and Lestringuez had spoken about Nana in her presence. For her, he would have been ready to lose his fortune and his honor. Or almost.
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Poaching


Sur un air de Charleston (Charleston Parade)
Marquitta
La Petite Marchande d’allumettes (The Little Match Girl)


While Renoir was busy in a Berlin studio re-creating the decline of high society in France’s Second Empire and chasing signs of German decadence in the cabarets and clubs of the city after nightfall, Parisians were becoming wild about “Negroes” and the music attributed to them.


Since October 2, 1925, the revelation of La Revue nègre had made the star of its first act, Josephine Baker, the darling of “tout Paris.” Inspired by her body’s lines, the fashion designer Paul Poiret was working for her, and by spring 1926, women of fashion were styling their hair with a heavy pomade to plaster it down; the “Bakerfix” had become the hairstyle of the moment. After La Revue nègre toured Europe, Josephine Baker returned to Paris and triumphed in La Folie du jour, in which she appeared on the stage of the Folies-Bergère surrounded by “savages,” accompanied by a cheetah, and wearing a skirt composed of velvet-plush bananas. Paris was packed with blacks whose shows were written, directed, and promoted by whites.


Lew Leslie was one of these white specialists, who would venture the claim that whites understood blacks better than blacks did themselves. The show he produced was called Blackbirds, a title that has been revived several times over the years. Presented in Paris at the end of May 1926 at a dinner theater, the Nouveaux Ambassadeurs, Blackbirds put Florence Mills, who had already been the star of the show on Broadway, front stage with a certain Johnny Hudgins, who inspired the admiration of a columnist for Le Figaro enough for him to write on May 31, “M. Johnny Hudgins achieves extraordinary comic effects by means that appear simple enough. With unusual skill he blends wit and buffoonery, and his poker-faced attitude is just as droll as his antics. The verses he performs in silence (in other words, he mimes them without speaking) while accompanied by the able cornet player M. Johnny Dunn, make even those who don’t understand a single word of English laugh until they cry. I should also mention that M. Johnny Hudgins is an excellent dancer.”


Nicknamed “the Wah-Wah Man” after this act, Hudgins had discovered when he arrived in Paris that Josephine Baker had become a big hit re-creating the stage business he’d invented when she was performing with him on Broadway in the revue Chocolate Dandies. Jean and Catherine, who didn’t miss a single Parisian event, were captivated by the quality of his dancing; and Catherine, who loved dance and pantomime, saw a potential ideal partner in him.


The Renoirs did not discover Blackbirds solely because they liked to go out and were up on all the trendy entertainment. Actually, for some time, Jean had had a new friend who was crazy about all forms of music loosely classified under the rubric of jazz. Jean described this friend near the end of his life by painting the following endearing portrait: 


He was the epitome of everything I don’t like, a French grand bourgeois who knew bars, practiced expensive sports. But scratching the surface of this, I found myself face to face with someone who was both fascinating and fascinated. His enthusiasm for the films I loved… and especially his attitude toward other beings rid me definitively of any impression that he was a snob. He loved humanity not only theoretically and as a general principle but directly and individually. He had no prejudice when it came to his friends and could get just as close with a plumber as with a famous writer.1


Renoir’s new friend was Jacques Becker, born on September 15 like Renoir. In 1926 Becker was twenty years old. Jean, who was twelve years older, had met Becker at the Cézannes’ in Marlotte in 1921. Becker was fifteen at the time and Jean twenty-seven. They found each other again in 1926 shortly after Becker came back from the United States, where he’d gone at eighteen to get away from his family and the future laid out for him by his father, as well as to get closer to jazz, which he adored, and to see and hear Duke Ellington, who was his idol. One night when Jean came home to rue de Miromesnil, he found Becker and Catherine listening to a record that Becker had just brought over. The experience had the power of a revelation for Jean. “[That music] made you think of animals in a virgin forest. Their cries evoked monster plants and flowers in violent colors. Then the exotic quality gave way to modern life. For me the record was becoming a portrayal of Chicago, the great city out of which it had come. Of course, I’m not talking about the real Chicago but about the Chicago of detective novels, short-skirted streetwalkers, the wooden facades of underground clubs awash in harsh lights; to put it simply, a Chicago that a young Frenchman could imagine after the Great War.”2


The kind of film Renoir loved was American, and the music Becker recommended to him was American, too. Catherine wanted to dance with that tall black man from America. Jean convinced Johnny Hudgins to work with him. On the basis of an idea by André Cerf—Renoir’s assistant, who had also played Nana’s butler—Lestringuez pieced together a scenario. Several boxes of blank film left over from the Nana shoots would be used for the production of this new film.


Renoir would later write that he directed Charleston Parade in fall 1926 “as a way of saying farewell to film.”3 A farewell to a certain kind of film, perhaps: film among friends and with total freedom of choice, with no worries about anything other than the pleasure of the moment. A silent farewell, not only because film at the time didn’t have sound but also because the music planned for this film was never recorded. A farewell cut short, finally, because the film was forever to remain incomplete. Incomplete is the word Renoir would use to describe it. But why wasn’t the film finished? Because, as has been claimed, Johnny Hudgins, its primary reason for being made, jumped ship after only three days, never to return? No proof exists of the probability of such a defection, and the film as it can be seen today seems to be full duration. If certain coverage appearing in the press at the time can be trusted, the shoot was interrupted when Catherine Hessling fell ill, but it began again a few days later. More likely, the incompleteness of Charleston Parade has to do with the fact that the music composed by the pianist at the Boeuf sur le toit, Clément Doucet, was never recorded. 


Such an absence of music makes it difficult to assess the film. Caught up in the Negro mania sweeping culture at the time, Lestringuez and Renoir had fun turning the cliché upside down by making the black man an explorer in tux and white gloves and the white woman a “savage” living in an advertising column,* a vestige of civilization in the Paris of 2028, “after the next war,” when buildings are in ruin and the Eiffel Tower has been smashed. There are a few special effects in the style of Méliès as well as some slow-motion scenes and some shots of the woman who has returned to nature, dancing with a monkey (probably André Cerf in the getup). Also, Catherine Hessling found her way back to the rope ladder from Nana’s opening scene and exhibits an impressive magnetism that keeps her on par with Johnny Hudgins, whom the credits cite as “Johnny Huggins.” As she wriggles in front of him, he recognizes the Charleston, “the dance of our ancestors,” and asks for more of it: “Show me that wonderful dance. Afterward you can kill and eat me.” To which the little savage answers, “Eat you? I can’t digest black meat!” Conclusion: “And this is how a new fashion went to Africa: the culture of the white aborigines.” Several times, angels appear in a cardboard heaven, with the faces of Pierre Braunberger, Pierre Lestringuez, André Cerf, and Renoir.


Charleston Parade was originally entitled Le Charleston; but because that title had already been reserved for a documentary by a certain company called Erka, Renoir agreed to abandon it. This is a madcap film that mirrors the way it was produced and directed, a quick sketch and an experiment among pals doing their takeoff on a fad, using up the leftovers of the preceding production, which hadn’t met their expectations. The film is proof that Renoir is still far from a real commitment and that film is still a pastime for him. The commercial failure of Nana had been a costly deviation from such fun and taught him the first rule of producing: never invest your own money. Even Charleston Parade’s brief length of barely twenty minutes corresponds to the musical revelation Renoir has just had and that led him once again to follow the dictates of the pleasure of creating.


It makes perfect sense that the film was barely distributed beyond a few showings for film societies, beginning in March 1927 and including the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier, where it was accompanied on piano by Clément Doucet. One of the few critics to give an account of it at the time observed that “this script could be the point of departure for a great film,” but that it was merely “a sketch in which Mme. Catherine Hessling and M. Johnny Hinnea [sic] (white and black) indulge in some graceful routines made even more so by the wonder of slow motion.”4 Under its English-language title, Charleston Parade, the film was also shown in April as part of a program compiled by Jean Tedesco for the theater Le Pavillon and was accompanied by the dream scene from The Whirlpool of Fate. Since the beginning of the year, Tedesco had in fact taken over management of that space, the former “folly” of Marshal de Richelieu located on rue Louis-le-Grand, where Tedesco offered “a permanent exhibition of the film repertoire of the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier.” In 1927, three years after he’d begun, without really wanting to, but without having done anything to avoid it, Renoir was still an avant-garde filmmaker.


A proposition he received before the release of Charleston Parade gave him the chance to move closer to a more mainstream type of film. Although his personality and his experience, which at the time was considered limited to his direction of Nana, most likely kept producers away, Renoir had already displayed abilities that convinced those who knew him to come calling. Moreover, the day after the commercial failure of Nana, he had made a decision that he voiced in one of the first versions of My Life and My Films: “As far as I was concerned, I had no intention of giving up directing films, even if it meant accepting work that was the polar opposite of my tastes and temperament. Because of my love of human truth as well as my ambition to achieve material success, I was determined not to hold back and to face the abuse head on.”5 He would delete the second sentence and replace the first with, “As far as I was concerned, I had every intention of getting out of a profession that had brought me nothing but disappointment.”6 Which says the exact opposite.


The proposition he received came from within his circle, from his sister-in-law, the actress Marie-Louise Iribe, who was now Pierre Renoir’s second wife. Their wedding had taken place on November 18, 1925, while the groom was acting in Le Cocu magnifique (The Magnificent Cuckold) by Fernand Crommelynck on the stage of the Théâtre des Mathurins, for which Pierre also served as director. It was a difficult role to endure, seeing that “tout Paris” was reveling in the scandalous affair that Véra Sergine, whom he’d just divorced, had started to have with the actor Henri Rollan. The fact that the newlyweds didn’t want to draw up a marriage contract to document the act would prove to be a disastrously flippant decision less than five years later, when Marie-Louise Iribe made off with a number of important paintings and drawings by Renoir from the home of her husband. The Sunday editions of the daily papers put the event on their front pages on October 5, 1930, and it would be revealed a few days later that the wife, her divorce proceedings pending, had acted with the help of two colleagues from the studio where she was working, one of whom was the son of the novelist and playwright Victor Margueritte. The actress would claim that she had done nothing that was not well within her rights, but the court would not rule in her favor, and on January 16, 1933, it dismissed her suit.


That winter of 1925–1926, Marie-Louise Iribe was dreaming of the great role she had not yet been given by the world of film, despite the fact that in 1921 she had appeared in Jacques Feyder’s L’Atlantide opposite Jean Angelo, who had played Vandeuvres in Nana. She was hoping to work with him again in a production she’d inaugurated through Les Artistes réunis, a company she had created and that was asking Lestringuez* to write a script for a film that Jean Renoir would direct in 1925. At the time, the Renoir family was still participating in financing films. In fact, Pierre was the chief silent partner, allowing his brother Jean to participate to a lesser extent, as Jean would confirm nearly forty years later: “I was also supposed to have a stake in Marquitta, which in principle was supposed to belong to [Pierre Renoir’s son] Claude Jr. since my brother Pierre had financed it.”7 But this time, Jean didn’t end up on the front line and was only hired to perform the work of a technician. The shooting took place in the studios of Gaumont in Buttes-Chaumont, and then continued in the vicinity of Nice.


Lestringuez had dreamed up the story of Prince Vlasco de Décarlie (Jean Angelo), a.k.a. Coco, in the Paris of the Roaring Twenties. He falls in love with Marquitta (Marie-Louise Iribe), a street singer whom he tries in vain to turn into a society lady but who becomes a famous chanteuse after he has given her up. The two lovers then meet again on the Côte d’Azur, but in the meantime the principality of Décarlie has become the scene of some terrible events. Vlasco is no longer a prince but a performer of Caucasian dances in a cabaret. He accuses Marquitta of theft, she flees, he regrets it, he wants to die, she dashes in pursuit of him on the Moyenne Corniche highway, she saves him, and they live happily ever after.*


A review by Charles de Saint-Cyr in La Semaine à Paris on August 19, 1927, categorizes the film as intended for the most mainstream of audiences: “It’s clear that the script writer, M. Pierre Lestringuez, and the director, M. Jean Renoir, wanted to make a work that would be a big, ubiquitous hit. And there is absolutely no doubt that they have. But both of them are people with too much taste whose cinematic skills are too perfected to accept stopping there.” The critic for the monthly Cinémagazine was of a mind to consider it a “nice film, half sad, half funny,” but he also deplored some “scenes that are a bit obvious,” a little too “slight,” giving as one example the part in which Vlasco comes out of his limousine in tails in order to take away the street singer. “Why show the crowd as so respectful,” he bluntly states, “whereas there’s a very good chance that in 1927, on an evening under the Métro at boulevard de la Villette, the gentleman in tails who makes a monkey out of the working-class big shot by snatching his lady singer would be told where to go, and how!”


The scene mentioned in Cinémagazine is one of those that was accomplished by a technique perfected by Renoir using miniature scenery: “The process consisted of filming the miniature scenery by way of a mirror, and the actors had to keep to positions carefully determined beforehand. We scraped off the silvering on the parts of the mirror that corresponded to these positions. Through these holes, the actors’ actual size would change to match the miniature scenery placed behind the camera and reflected in the mirror, which was located in front of the camera. In Marquitta, the miniature scenery represented the main intersection at Barbès-Rochechouart with its subway columns and trains moving along the overhead bridge. Of course, behind the actors we put up a piece of real normal-sized scenery, linking it to the corresponding piece of scenery in miniature.”8 Another innovation was a cart for tracking shots that cut down on the jolts caused by the system on rails. Renoir had more of a chance to devote himself to his technical enthusiasms because his functions were limited to directing. Therefore, his experience with Marquitta was useful in that it allowed him to exhaust his fixation and consider film once again with a fresh eye.


A little more than two months before the premiere of Marquitta, at the end of July 1927 at the Empire on avenue de Wagram, Renoir lost an inseparable friend. He had thought of him as a brother, so much so that he had wanted to make him an actor as far back as during the making of The Whirlpool of Fate, although the friend showed no disposition for such a profession. In Marquitta, Pierre Champagne plays a taxi driver who handles the Moyenne Corniche road at maximum speed. The day after the shoot, Champagne was given the Bugatti he’d been yearning for—a Brescia. On May 7, he invited Jean to try out the racecar with him.


They left Marlotte together on the route to Bourron. The road was bordered by tall trees, it rained, the sides of the road were dry and the middle soaked. After passing another vehicle, the car skidded—on a patch of oil, Jean would report; the driver and his passenger were thrown about sixty feet. According to Alain Renoir, the steering column went through Champagne’s chest; as Jean told it, Champagne’s head was smashed on a pile of pebbles, whereas Jean landed on a grassy embankment.


Jean would later recount that he came to in a pickup truck loaded with game that some poachers were going to sell at Les Halles. In rerouting to take Jean to the hospital, these good souls were taking the risk of being harassed by the police. Jean would remember them when he wrote his first play, Orvet, in 1955.


The newspapers that reported the accident in 1927 made no mention of the poachers but spoke instead of a certain teacher at the high school in Amiens. According to the May 8 edition of Le Petit Parisien, the accident had happened the day before “around 7:30 p.m., on the road to Fontainebleau at Nemours, at the foot of the hill with the Cross of Saint Herem. An automobile that had just passed a car belonging to M. Pierre Bellet, teacher at the private school in Amiens, lost control of the road and bumped against the curb where it rolled over several times, violently projecting its two occupants. The driver, M. Pierre Champagne, a resident of Paris at 34, rue Simard, who was vacationing in Marlotte, was killed instantly. His friend, M. Jean Renoir, the son of the well-known painter and living in Marlotte at Villa Saint-El, has been seriously injured and was taken to a private hospital.” The same day, which was also the day when Charles Nungesser and François Coli took off from Le Bourget airport aboard their Oiseau Blanc at 5:21 a.m.,* the front page of Le Matin reported the details of the accident and said that “M. Pierre Vellet [now no longer “Bellet”], a teacher at the high school in Amiens, had stopped to help the two victims.” Champagne, killed immediately, was taken to the Fontainebleau morgue; and Jean Renoir, who was “seriously injured,” was taken to a private hospital in that city. On page 4, the daily offers the following specifics: “Jean Renoir is indeed the son of the painter. He is involved in the direction of films. At the home of his brother M. Pierre Renoir, a dramatist living at 28, avenue du Président-Wilson, Mme. Pierre Renoir, whose stage name is Mme. Sergine, told us: ‘My brother-in-law left Friday for his villa in Marlotte. He was supposed to try out a sports car, which must have been involved in the accident.’” According to that same source, which turned out to be Marie-Louise Iribe and not Véra Sergine, Pierre Champagne “had left the same morning with his wife to ‘shoot’ a film with M. Jean Renoir in Marlotte.” Two days later, on May 10, La Croix gave the same account of the accident, also stating that “M. Pierre Vellet… came to help the two victims.” Jean Renoir wasn’t wild about teachers, and poachers amazed him. His legend about the accident was more appealing than the news item. In the same way as the story about his shoes as a boy and the tale of his empty frames hanging on the walls in Marlotte after Nana, his account is his creation.


The same morning as the tragedy, with the intention of promoting his films, Renoir had presented a point of view about cinema for the first time in the professional press. It was part of a survey in La Critique cinématographique concerning film professionals’ opinions of the triple screen invented by Abel Gance for his film Napoléon. Renoir’s contribution began with an expression of the fears that the film had inspired in him a priori: “I went to the Opéra with the mindset that I’d be bored, because I detest historical re-creations, military films, all those superproductions with so many extras gesticulating on-screen.” Then: “I have to admit that I then felt as if somebody had kicked me in the chest.… I was choked with emotion, literally dazzled, and my prejudices against films that are awash in great waves of humanity fell away all at once. I was dumbfounded, captivated!” Then came the moment for him to express his penchant for paradox—and not without a certain brio: “Therefore, I consider the triple screen to be a fantastic invention, but nevertheless I would have preferred it had never existed!” In other words, he feared seeing mediocre filmmakers make use of it “indiscriminately.” As a result, he hoped “for the good of Film, as well as for the good of us all, that the triple screen will remain an exceptional method discovered by an exceptional man, only for his use.”9 He’d see his wish granted.


Marquitta is Jean Renoir’s first film without Catherine Hessling and also his last collaboration with Pierre Lestringuez, who appears in it as well under his usual pseudonym, Pierre Philippe. When the press presented a list of the films Renoir directed, Lestringuez was always mentioned, proof that the importance of the writer remained essential, and also indicating that Renoir had not left his mark to the extent that, for example, Feyder, L’Herbier, or René Clair did. During that summer of 1927, Renoir and Lestringuez’s friendship endured, but their paths branched in different directions. While Renoir prepared to make a film with Jean Tedesco, Lestringuez kept working for Les Artistes réunis, for which he’d write the two and only productions that were to come, Chantage (1927) and Hara-Kiri (1928), both directed by Henri Debain, an actor from Marquitta. The first film starred Huguette Duflos, and the second was Marie-Louise Iribe’s last screen appearance. She would die five years later, on April 12, 1934, at the age of thirty-nine.


In his rundown of the year’s films in Le Figaro on December 30, 1927, Robert Spa mentioned Abel Gance’s Napoléon, Raymond Bernard’s Le Joueur d’échecs (The Chess Player), René Clair’s Un Chapeau de paille d’Italie (The Italian Straw Hat), Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, Murnau’s Faust, and E. A. Dupont’s Varieté. When it came to American productions, he singled out Fred Niblo’s Ben-Hur, with Ramon Novarro; Edwin Carewe’s Resurrection, with Dolores Del Rio; and Victor Fleming’s The Way of All Flesh, with Emil Jannings. He also labeled Jean Grémillon’s Maldone (Misdeal) and Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (The Passion of Joan of Arc)—“which those few in the know are saying is incredible”—the most anticipated films of the year to come. Last, in the category of promising talents to watch, the reporter cited the name Alberto Cavalcanti. An atypical filmmaker in terms of both talent and disposition, this man from Rio would play a role in Jean Renoir’s career and would indirectly influence Renoir’s life path.


Born in Rio de Janeiro in 1897, Alberto de Almeida Cavalcanti, the child of an eminent Brazilian family, became the youngest student to attend law school when he was fifteen and was subsequently expelled from it after a row with one of his professors. His father next agreed to send him to Geneva, providing that he stay out of law and politics. His architectural studies soon brought him to Paris where, at eighteen, he gave up interior design for the cinema. After collaborating with Marcel L’Herbier on Eldorado (1921), for which he designed the costumes, then on L’Inhumaine (1921, scenery) and Feu Mathias Pascal (The Late Mathias Pascal—also known as The Living Dead Man—1926, scenery and assistant direction), as well as on Louis Delluc’s L’Inondation (The Flood, 1924), he directed his first film in 1926, Rien que les heures (Nothing but Time), a forty-five-minute semidocumentary that followed a single day in the life of Paris, in a style resembling Walter Ruttmann’s when he would direct Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, a few months later. When Renoir met him, Cavalcanti was both a figure of the Parisian avant-garde and enough of a reputed professional—as a result of his experience with L’Herbier, especially—to be entrusted with substantial budgets. Accordingly, in 1928 he would direct Le Capitaine Fracasse (Captain Fracasse) with Pierre Blanchar and Charles Boyer.


Whether in England, where he settled in 1933 and directed both documentaries and fictional narratives that were equally impressive (and that included the 1945 masterpiece of horror, Dead of Night), in Brazil, or just about everywhere else to some extent (see, for example, his 1956 Austrian adaptation of Brecht’s play Mr. Puntila and His Man Matti), he forged a career that was one of the most unusual in film history, situated somewhere among the avant-garde, documentary, and the commercially produced film. Cavalcanti died in Paris in 1982 and in the last years of his life refused to discuss his history with Renoir, declaring in 1974, “I won’t talk to you about Renoir, because I broke with him somewhere along the way. He took his path and I mine, and they didn’t coincide.”10 Their rift may have been caused by Renoir and Catherine’s separation. Cavalcanti stayed very close to her, calling her “a very beautiful, very elegant woman, a phenomenal actress,… a very restless performer, haunted by Chaplin,… difficult to ‘grasp,’ with a tendency to play things ‘in the style of’; but in the end the result was fascinating.”11


His penchant for experimentation, the ease with which he maneuvered “artistic” milieus, as well as the confines of the profession, his flamboyant homosexual behavior that made no attempt to hide his amorous attachments—all contributed to attracting Renoir, who became an actor for him in the summer of 1927 in La P’tite Lili, a sketch of about ten minutes presented as a “modern tragedy on burlap,” which the critics suggested was lots of fun even though its “backer hadn’t had to spend a fortune on it.” In it, Renoir portrays a “figure of working-class Paris” opposite Catherine Hessling. Dido Freire, a young Brazilian of twenty* and a friend of Cavalcanti’s family, is also in the film; and Marguerite Houllé was involved in the editing. Catherine Hessling, Marguerite Houllé, and Dido Freire turned out to be the three women in Jean Renoir’s life.


La P’tite Lili, derived from a song with lyrics by Gravel and Benech and music by Darius Milhaud, was shown at the Studio des Ursulines, which had specialized in avant-garde film more radical than Tedesco’s Vieux-Colombier ever since its opening on January 21, 1926; and it was also involved in helping with the production of films.


However, it would not be for the Studio des Ursulines but for the Vieux-Colombier that Renoir directed what turned out to be his last film with Catherine Hessling. It was called La Petite Marchande d’allumettes (The Little Match Girl) and cocredited to Renoir and Jean Tedesco. The scenario for the film was registered at the Société des auteurs de films on February 22, 1927,12 but shooting took place at the end of summer and in fall of the same year in the makeshift studio that had been thrown together in the theater attic. It is the film that also marks the director’s farewell to the kind of film that—barring Nana—he had pursued until that moment: film produced in conditions close to dilettantism, made with the aim of amusing himself and to which he had summoned his ingenuity and desire to experiment with the most diverse variety of techniques.* Jean Tedesco drew an endearing portrait of the Renoir of that time: “Making films starts with spending for the shoot, then selling and renting. For the first part of the job, the producer Jean Renoir was in perfect harmony with the director Jean Renoir. But for the second part, things didn’t go as well. The rich man, the ‘grand seigneur,’ got the better of the film producer. Chewing on a toothpick distractedly, Renoir in conversation with possible buyers, or with those theater owners intending to ‘capitalize’ on his product, would let his blue eyes wander and think about the next film.”13


There’s no concern about realism in this adaptation of the fairy tale by Andersen, one of Renoir’s cherished authors; from the first scene, there is no attempt to hide the fact that the snowy village presented is a scale model. The medium Renoir uses—a panchromatic film stock—was employed only for exteriors. Braunberger was supposed to have taught him that technicians in Hollywood were also using it in the studio, particularly for obtaining a more high-contrast image. In order to use this stock, Renoir worked with several adventurous professionals to perfect a lighting system whose need for tinkering precluded any kind of future; but the effects of it remain visible more than eighty years later. In fact, the images in this film are magnificent and do justice to its inventiveness and the visual discernment that make up the entire design. The ride in the sky, especially, produces quite a beautiful moment in the fantasy film genre. Each of some thirty minutes of the film indicates that Renoir knows his craft perfectly; when he is really doing what he wants in this period of the late twenties, he delivers a set of often magnificent images, which also stem from a rebellion against being directed into any ready-made channels. The Little Match Girl is the work of an unfettered talent, an imagination that refuses to be mastered, at the risk of seeming to lack a certain maturity.


Premiered on March 31, 1928, in Geneva, where Tedesco had some business involvements, the film was then shown exclusively at the Vieux-Colombier the following June 1. Critics appeared enthusiastic. Paul Ramain wrote in Cinéa that “if this film stings our sensations, it’s in order to mine our emotions,” and, mentioning the use of the new film stock, he concludes, “It’s new and still unique in the annals of cinematography.” The May 26 article in Le Journal des débats politiques et littéraires, which came out a week before the film was released publicly, was no more sparing of compliments. “In the film, the little girl, who can’t sell her matches in the street while it is snowing and who tries to warm herself by lighting a few bits of her merchandise, clearly remains, but the dream that she has is altered and then embellished, while being attractively dramatized at the same time. Moreover, a slight intrigue is mixed with the main theme. Innocence and the world of the fairy tale are charmingly and movingly presented. Mme. Catherine Hessling, who resembles no other artist, offers a remarkable interpretation of the role of the little match girl whom we see carried off into the skies by a young man who wants to shield her from death. The ride, masterful from a cinematographic point of view, was created by M. Jean Renoir, all of whose direction deserves praise. By very simple means, and probably without having to spend a considerable sum, he has produced a genuine fairy-tale world. For the good reputation of the French cinema, we should want a work like this to succeed; it borrows nothing from anyone, and its sensitivity is a delight. The dramatic dream in the film is followed by a nice ending.”


The mention of a work that “borrows nothing from anyone” sounds strange in light of the events that followed the opening of the film. On June 23, 1928, the prints of The Little Match Girl were seized by court order as demanded by Mme. Rosemonde Gérard and M. Maurice Rostand. The widow and son of Edmond Rostand were claiming that Renoir and Tedesco’s film closely plagiarized the lyrical tale La Marchande d’allumettes performed in 1914 and written by them. Having implemented the legal measure of saisie-contrefaçon (immediate seizure of a pirated work), they demanded 100,000 francs for damages. In response, Renoir and Tesdesco put together a counterclaim for 100,000 francs for abuse suffered from the seizure of the allegedly pirated work and sought a judgment for the withdrawal of the seizure.


It wasn’t an especially serious affair, but it constituted a first in the history of film, at least in France, and would turn out to be catastrophic for the distribution of the film. And it was not especially serious on the grounds that Renoir and Tedesco’s only wrong, if you can call it that, was having drawn from the same source as Mme. Gérard and M. Rostand, a source that can be found in the public domain. Moreover, the newspapers championed the filmmakers’ cause; neither were they above poking fun at the strategy taken by the pretentious plaintiffs, whose attitudes and greed (such as their claim of having lent a hand to the writing of Chantecler) had already been a source of ridicule for several years. As early as May 18, La Semaine à Paris devoted not less than three pages to the affair, which included a piece by Charles de Saint-Cyr, who passionately declared himself in favor of the film, and a letter from Jean Renoir contesting the arguments of his adversaries. The introductory paragraph for all of it, in big fat letters, pointed out the danger implied by the proceedings: “An exceptionally serious act. Mme. Rosemonde Gérard and M. Maurice Rostand’s stunt was deliberately accomplished in a manner that would lead to the mandatory closing of the Vieux-Colombier. Theater, cinema, literature, and the arts—have they taken into account the unprecedented and appallingly dangerous implications of such an arbitrary act?”


The judges did not hold forth concerning that question. On October 21, 1928, chaired by a certain Monsieur Wattine, the court refused to pass judgment and went back to establishing the facts. The months passed, until the affair experienced a development so unheard of that Le Figaro chose to place an account of it on the front page of the May 16, 1929, edition.


The day before, at ten-thirty in the morning, Monsieur Munsch, who presided over the third division, the assistant district attorney Brachet, several judges, the court clerk, and a cohort of lawyers sat down in the theater of the Vieux-Colombier to watch a projection of the offending object. Georges Claretie, hurried to the location by Le Figaro, concluded his account of the projection as follows: “It’s likely that the court has come to a decision. Both about the value of the film (although it remains silent about that) and the charges of pirating, which will be the object of its ruling. That is the point to which the interpretation of the law will be applied. Hands are shaken, a few moments of friendly chatting; and then, with briefcases under arms, they return to the Palais de Justice in the falling rain for the purpose of argument and judgment—this time in the light, far from that screen and its funereal horsemen carrying corpses through the clouds.”


The decision was pronounced on June 21, 1929. The court “recognized that the film contains quite a few injudicious borrowings,” but that “there are no legal issues or pirating involved.” It considered the demand for saisie-contrefaçon to be “an archaic and savage method.” Renoir and Tedesco were awarded 15,000 francs for damages, and Tedesco received 5,000 francs more based on his position as director of the theater. Each was given 1 franc on the grounds of having been morally wronged.


The Little Match Girl had another exclusive run in February 1930, at the Colisée theater, in a sound version that included Wagner, Johann Strauss, and Mendelssohn and that didn’t refrain from relying upon many cumbersome explanatory intertitles. But by then the only kind of film had sound dialogue, and very few members of the audience had any interest in admiring the face of the young girl who had died of the cold in the last shot of the film—the face of Catherine Hessling.


In the period between Jean Renoir’s last film with his wife and the advent of talkies, Catherine appeared in three other films—En rade (Sea Fever), Yvette, and Le Chaperon rouge (Little Red Riding Hood)—all credited to Alberto Cavalcanti and all shown at the Studio des Ursulines.


Although Yvette, a modern adaptation of a story by Maupassant, didn’t exactly charm critics, the actress did bring it some flattering comments, especially from the columnist for La Semaine à Paris, who on January 25, 1929, wrote, “Mme. Catherine Hessling is unceasingly interesting in it, as well as being truly remarkable at certain moments (such as the suicide attempt). I’m looking forward to seeing her in The Little Match Girl, in which I think she will achieve a triumphant success. She deserves it because of the intelligence that she brings to her natural gifts.” In Little Red Riding Hood, Catherine Hessling is chased by a wolf in a striped jersey and bowler hat who is none other than her husband, who was also the cowriter and producer of this film shot in June 1929 and about which the press had also announced him as the future director. Perrault’s fairy tales were patently in line with the current tastes of the times. An adaptation of Le Chat botté (Puss in Boots) was being attributed to Renoir, and Lestringuez was working on a scenario inspired by Peau d’âne (Donkey Skin), to be produced under the aegis of Les Artistes réunis. Neither of these two projects would see the light of day.


Sea Fever, finally, was Claude Heymann’s first contribution to film, in the role of cowriter; and soon he would become a part of Renoir’s career. The film received a favorable review expressing great enthusiasm for its actress in the October 1, 1929, issue of L’Opinion. It was written by Henri Clouzot, the uncle of the future filmmaker. “Catherine Hessling is our French Lillian Gish. With her pale eyes and face so white it looks like a Japanese actor’s lacquered mask, she is an apparition of mystery and suffering. Impassive, yes, but how much more artificial! She makes her way through the film looking unreal and wraithlike and inflicts the most remarkable denial of realism on her scenes. With her, film no longer chooses nature as its basis. She is better than that, supernatural. Against the black walls of a lowly dive in Marseille, her blank expression, strange, profound, begins to look like a window open to the infinite.” This is how the critic put Catherine Hessling back at the center of a kind of acting that talking pictures and the fashion for “realism” imposed by them would banish. This opinion of Cavalcanti’s film could also describe the same kind of cinema that both Jean Renoir and Catherine Hessling had been dreaming of.
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Soup and Grub


Tire-au-flanc (The Sad Sack)
Le Tournoi (The Tournament)
Le Bled*


When the Renoir divorce was finalized in 1930, their son felt nothing but relief. In fact, for the last three years, when Catherine and Jean did speak, it was almost always to tear each other apart. Alain had witnessed these confrontations, which were so violent that they made him think his parents had never loved each other. He wouldn’t be able to correct this impression until a long time after, when he discovered in their former bedroom in Marlotte a collection of poems by Ronsard with notes in the margin of the book by both husband and wife.†


Remembering his unpleasant years at private school and faithful to Auguste’s principles, Jean decided to entrust Alain’s education not to a public or private school but to two tutors. The lessons were given in Marlotte and eventually included a Communist teacher and the village parish priest. It’s always better to get both sides of the story.


Alain didn’t see his mother very often, only enough time to listen to her predict that he’d never amount to anything, that he’d join the priesthood, and that she’d always be the only woman in his life. Especially enough time, as well, to suffer her “endless list of woes” concerning his father. “I was seven, eight,” Alain remembered, “and I couldn’t understand a thing she was saying.” Recalling a conversation in Marlotte between his father and someone unknown to Alain who was against the imminent arrival of talking pictures, whereas Jean claimed to believe in them, Alain had no doubt that his parents were in fact already separated. “I was spending winter in Paris with my father and summer in Marlotte with my grandmother, and I liked it quite a bit.”1


Although their relationship as a couple ended and each renounced the other, and although Renoir stopped centering his films around Catherine Hessling, the actress still depended on the director. In fact, she appears fleetingly, without being listed in the credits, in two scenes of Tire-au flanc: first as a schoolteacher leading her students through the woods where the soldiers are training, and then as a girl keeping watch in front of the barracks.


According to Pierre Braunberger,2 Jean Renoir’s adaptation of the play Tire-au-flanc by André Mouëzy-Éon and André Sylvane was the result of his nephew’s crush on a young woman with the attractive name Fridette Fatton. Braunberger’s assertions, of course, need to be taken with caution; but they do indicate the reigning atmosphere in the world of film of those times and the role it played in the origins of movies—both masterpieces and turkeys.


One day Braunberger’s nephew came to see him to confide that, although he was the real love of pretty Fridette, she depended for her living on the generosity of a very rich and important individual, who was ready to spend his money on getting his protégée into the movies. The young woman, whose portrait Édouard Vuillard had painted at least three times between 1923 and 1927,* had just appeared in The Chess Player, the film by Raymond Bernard, but hadn’t received any offers since. Braunberger met the young lady and to her “generous gentleman” submitted several ideas he thought could be of interest to such an investor aroused by Fridette’s appeal. The fact that, among the titles mentioned, Tire-au-flanc was the one that caught the backer’s attention isn’t at all surprising, because the play was performed without interruption at the Dejazet on boulevard du Temple from 1904, its date of creation, to 1908 and had also been revived regularly nearly everywhere in France with the same success. In 1928, two months before the release of the film, the Dejazet would announce that it had presented 3,044 performances of the play. Sure of being able to turn the 700,000 francs that had come out of the pocket of the generous donor to good account, Braunberger had already gotten himself a good bargain.


Also according to Braunberger, Renoir visited the next day and expressed the discouragement he’d been overwhelmed by for some time; and Braunberger talked about the project without thinking for an instant, he claims, that the director would be interested. Renoir, however, did ask for time to consider it. That interval came abruptly to an end the day he himself met Fridette.


Although the story is very probably contrived, it is no less an homage to Fridette Fatton, who has the female lead as the maid, Georgette, in Tire-au-flanc but who faded into anonymity, unfortunately, immediately after. Braunberger and Renoir have each recounted separately that she would appear at the Billancourt studios each morning wearing yet another set of jewels. To the curious enquiring about who was giving them to her, she invariably answered: “That? That’s Arthur!” And when she was asked, of course, who this so generous Arthur was, she would burst out laughing and exclaim, “Arthur? That’s my fanny!”


Fridette probably got along best with her male lead, Michel Simon, who plays her fiancé in the film and who had amply earned his reputation as a frenzied seducer, thought of as sex-obsessed by some people. From the first scene, which is quite successful, the two of them never stop kissing while setting the dinner table; and throughout the film the desire that brings them together and makes them surmount the barriers that are supposed to keep them apart is like an underground current irrigating the narrative.


Michel Simon was about seven months younger than Renoir, who could have met him through Cavalcanti. Jean had been in contact with the actor during the shooting of his second film, The Late Mathias Pascal, most probably through his brother Pierre. During the day, Simon acted in the film directed by Jean in Billancourt; evenings he acted with Pierre in Jean Giraudoux’s Siegfried, also with Valentine Tessier and Louis Jouvet, on the stage of the Comédie des Champs-Élysées. Tire-au-flanc was his sixth film, which he made after Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc.


Throughout Tire-au-flanc, Michel Simon attracts attention, whether spilling a gravy boat on the colonel’s sleeve, embracing his Georgette, fretting about the vaccination awaiting him at the infirmary, or going over the strange dance steps in the corridor of the brig for his drag routine onstage later, in a performance that seems a precursor to the costume ball in The Rules of the Game. This is not the only similarity to the 1939 masterpiece that occurs in Tire-au-flanc. It’s the first Renoir film in which the central character is not an isolated individual—a woman—as in his previous productions, but a social group. According to some, this very characteristic is a handicap. Éric Rohmer expressed such a notion in 1969 when he stated, “What’s disappointing, I think, and also what makes the film difficult… is not so much the fact that there is no central character; it’s that we really don’t know which character to focus on. There is no character who can be considered special.”3


Renoir decided to adapt the play himself, with the help of Claude Heymann. At twenty-one, Heymann was passionate about film, which—like Renoir—he had discovered thanks to those showings at the Dufayel department store. When asked at the age of six what he wanted to do when he grew up, he’d apparently responded, “I’d like to be God, so that I could go to the movies without paying.” Later, his wife would say about him that he had to have been the only man in the world to go on his honeymoon alone; he’d been called to a shoot in Egypt.4 He’d “hung around the set during Nana,”5 and now he had become the cowriter of Tire-au-flanc as well as Renoir’s assistant for the film. Two years later he’d be Buñuel’s for L’Âge d’or.


For the role of Jean Dubois d’Ombelles, called alternately “the Poet” and “the Nut,” which comes down to precisely the same thing in military logic, Renoir resorted not to an actor but to the dancer and mime Georges Pomiès. The columnist for Le Figaro wrote about him in regard to the show he gave in November of that same year 1928 at the Comédie des Champs-Élysées, for which Louis Jouvet served as a director at the time, that he “knew how to create a very personal art that enhanced with an intellectual quality what is purely acrobatic in American dance.” Pomiès also launched into impersonations onstage, and the one he did of Maurice Chevalier was considered among the most successful. Renoir’s choice of him turned out to be a wise one. Pomiès approached his character with an agility and ease of movement in space that contrasted in a positive way with the intended impassivity of his face.


According to a principle favored by critics and historians of the cinema—that any work brought to the screen by an admired filmmaker is by nature inferior to its adaptation, which is a radical transformation of the original text—writers pointed out6 that the character of Joseph, played by Michel Simon, didn’t appear in the play. This is false. Another daft idea: claiming that Tire-au-flanc or, later, On purge Bébé was a source unworthy of Renoir, who wouldn’t have consented to be involved with either if he hadn’t been forced to by circumstances and the situation of that moment. It makes sense to point out that Renoir had to put up with such a reproach when the film was released. Writing for Le Journal des débats politiques et littéraires on August 4, 1928, the critic expressed his disappointment: “This is the first time that M. Jean Renoir has created a film little worth analyzing. We won’t waste our time on it then. Is this the fault of the subject? The result isn’t worth mentioning, but it should be observed that at the showing several people did burst into laughter.” In 1928, the film was considered unworthy of the critics, whereas thirty years later it was material that would be judged unworthy of the director.


Opinions like this are indicative of unfamiliarity with an aspect of Renoir’s personality: he was a man who adored spoonerisms, lewd remarks, and every kind of scatological joke, a man who certainly didn’t shy away from most opportunities for a laugh. Neither the passing years nor the fame he acquired over time in any way wore down this penchant, which he never ceased to give full expression. Accordingly, merely the mention of Dupanloup, that private Catholic school in Boulogne-Billancourt attended by his second wife, Dido, inevitably caused him to mention that the students there had the habit of singing lewd songs “inspired” by the school’s founder, Monsignor Félix Antoine Philibert Dupanloup. And, usually, he would next break tirelessly into the refrain, “Ah! Ah! Ah! Yes indeed, th’ Father Dupanloup’s a dirty pig,” which would invariably draw the following response from Dido: “Jean, stop that idiocy!”7


The director and adapter, then, wasn’t contemptuous of the material he was working on; it was, on the contrary, a source of pleasure. Consequently, Tire-au-flanc is a very funny film, remarkably spirited and possessing a freedom of form that may represent the first instance in Renoir’s body of work that doesn’t revolve around the self-referential and is devoted to character and situation. The astonishing mobility of the camera allowed the director to capture spontaneous bursts of behavior without ever making the spectator lose the main thrust of a scene. This happens from the beginning with an unexpected shift from a racy tapestry in eighteenth-century style to the frisky behavior of two servants performing their duties and drawn simultaneously toward each other by desire, seemingly unconcerned by the swinging of a cord through that shot, which is attached to the service bell reserved for use by the masters. Here, once more, we’re reminded of The Rules of the Game by this scene. The presence of Pomiès isn’t enough to explain the impression produced by the film of veritable choreography, orchestrated by a director who seems to be rejoicing about the realization of his own mastery.


Aside from this, and contrary to what some commentators liked to claim, Tire-au-flanc conveys in no way an antimilitarist mission. Renoir doesn’t at all indicate that he possesses such feelings—indeed, the very opposite. He merely reveals his faith in the spirit of the comical private, which depends partly upon the foolishness and absurdities of military life, elements that become validated in the process. The adjutant-major is a big bully, the colonel, a hedonist, the recruits behave like morons; but all of it is the stuff of good soldiering, and everything always ends in a marriage. In three marriages, in fact, including that of Georgette (Fridette Fatton) and Joseph (Michel Simon), the most appealing couple in the film in large part as a result of the profound humanity, warmth, and passion exhibited by the actor. The first intertitle for the movie, which maintains, “In the army, it takes a lot to be thought of as an imbecile, but don’t go too far with it,” ends up holding true.


Tire-au-flanc paves the way for the kind of film considered commercial, or, rather, commercial in the opinion of the commercial world, which is something that Renoir would recall on numerous occasions. In this way, a new apprenticeship comes into play, hampered as it will be by certain difficulties. About this, Claude Heymann remembered two scenes he wrote inspired by his own army memories that Renoir had the most trouble directing. One of them is about a very funny encounter with a group of schoolboys in the woods when the soldiers are on maneuvers with faces covered by gas masks; the other is about a new recruit at the barracks. “The scene was shot in a real barracks,” he said, “at the entrance to the Saint Cloud railway tunnel.* The gag was as follows: Dubois d’Ombelles, carefully dressed, his little suitcase in hand, crosses the grounds and several times runs into officers who all salute him. He seems to find such deference perfectly natural, until the camera, pulling back, reveals the colonel walking in the recruit’s steps. Well, I don’t know how Renoir went about doing it, but it was totally indecipherable, incomprehensible, as if the gag had been filmed in reverse.”8


This new path had already been attempted by Renoir even before he filmed his vaudeville army scene because he’d previously signed on to direct two films, both produced and written by the historical novel specialist Henry Dupuy-Mazuel. The two films also had in common the fact that they were occasioned by a commemoration: Le Tournoi (The Tournament), for the two-thousandth-year anniversary of the city of Carcassonne, and Le Bled for the hundredth anniversary of the conquest of Algeria. This afforded them multiple advantages, both financial and promotional, which the sensible Dupuy-Mazuel could not reasonably ignore, especially because the Société des films historiques had already made the ramparts of Carcassonne one of the decors for Raymond Bernard’s Le Miracle des loups (Miracle of the Wolves), which was also an adaptation of one of Dupuy-Mazuel’s novels. Moreover, Raymond Bernard had been Dupuy-Mazuel’s first choice for both The Tournament and for Le Bled; on August 3, 1927, Raymond Bernard had signed on to direct the first but reneged on the contract after two months. The Société des films historiques had postponed the project and did the same for Le Bled on April 23, 1928, forcing Bernard to abandon the project in favor of his film Tarakanova, a project that in the meantime had been delayed.9


The fact that the bimillenary city had been brutally redesigned by Viollet-le-Duc in the style of Napoleon III hadn’t put the directors off; nor was Renoir unfavorably disposed by the fact that his father had detested its architecture (as had most of his contemporaries) to the point that he refused to live on the rue Viollet-le-Duc in Paris.


Organized as a benefit for the public retirement fund of the French press, the celebrations in the town of Carcassonne took place from July 15 to 29, 1928. Commencing in the cathedral by “a Te Deum with singers and grand organ,”10 they were promising, in particular, as stated in the program, what would look like “a tournament from the sixteenth century as it would have been staged for the inhabitants of the town by Queen Catherine de’ Medici, accompanied by young King Charles IX and the Prince of Navarre.” Marie Bell, from the Comédie-Française, was supposed to present a “cour d’amour” on Tuesday; the rehearsal of the tournament ensemble would take place on Friday the twentieth; and the blessing of lances and arms, as well as the tournament itself, was to be held on Saturday, which was the day before the visit of the president of the Republic, Gaston Doumergue.


This was a godsend for a producer, who had the use of hordes of costumed extras, a number of horses ridden by the elite of the French Cavalry and French National Riding School at Saumur—there by special permission from the minister of defense—as well as all the benefits of nature. For the script, which was coauthored with the playwright André Jaeger-Schmidt, Dupuy-Mazuel was inspired by one of his own short stories. Renoir was in charge of the filming, with the help, it should be noted, of the set designer Robert Mallet-Stevens and the camera operator Joseph-Louis Mundwiller, whose shots for Le Brasier ardent Renoir had admired and who would also collaborate with Renoir on the Bled project. The interiors were to be filmed at studios in Saint-Maurice, in the Val-de-Marne, and then at the Studios des Réservoirs in Joinville.


The lead who would play François de Baynes, Aldo Nadi, was a celebrity from the world of sports. In 1920, he had won three gold medals as part of the Italian team at the Olympic games in Anvers—for the foil, the sword, and the saber—as well as a silver medal in the solo event for saber, outdone only by his brother Nedo, who had more medals than him but was nevertheless considered a less outstanding swordsman. In January 1929, there was the brief possibility of Aldo Nadi’s getting the role of Christopher Columbus in a film that Renoir would direct.11 A cavalry officer during World War I, Nadi moved to the United States in the thirties, and then to Hollywood in the following decade, where his apparently delicate constitution didn’t dissuade Warners from casting him as a bodyguard in To Have and Have Not (Howard Hawks, 1944). In Hollywood, he was also employed as a fencing teacher, notably for Captain from Castille (Henry King, 1947), starring Tyrone Power. He eventually became one of the regular guests at Renoir’s dinner parties.*


Renoir turned his experience acting as the foreman and technician for a film into an occasion for trying out a few experiments, which included shooting with panchromatic film and the perfection of a platform on wheels that allowed the camera to move on two different heights, either eye level with the banquet table or looking down on the guests from above. He was compelled to find a way to use his imagination and inventiveness even if he wasn’t being asked in any way to make such an effort. For a long time, The Tournament was thought to have been lost, and Renoir felt the need on several occasions to say that the loss wasn’t a great one. The unearthing and restoration of a copy confirm this in part.


The film isn’t unpleasant to follow, a nicely executed entertainment, but there isn’t much to be gained in the way of thematics or much that labels the approach Renoirian. It is true that it is a product of the mixture of genres Renoir favored and that certain psychological details of character can be observed; but the presence of the director in it seems minimal, and the most attentive observer would probably not pause to consider who directed it if the film was projected without any credits. He or she would, on the other hand, react to the hero’s gesture of wiping the blade that he just used to stab his adversary on his lady’s hair. 


The two films shot on and under the same ramparts, provide a worthy comparison. The Tournament is situated far from those masterpieces of French silent film such as Raymond Bernard’s Miracle of the Wolves (1924) and Marco de Gastyne’s La Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d’Arc (Saint Joan the Maid, 1929). This is something that Renoir probably realized after screening the finished film. The July 1929 issue of the Swiss magazine Close-Up contained an article by Jean Lenauer that claimed that after the producers reedited The Tournament, Renoir wanted his name removed from the credits for the film.


The film was shown in preview at the Belgian court during the celebrations at the end of 1928, where that evening, according to the press, “King Albert himself was the one to signal applause,”12 and it was next shown on February 4, 1929, at the Marivaux theater. That evening was announced for several weeks as “one of the social and artistic events of that winter,”13 but if the film got the responses it was supposed to, they were characterized by a lack of enthusiasm. In that way, also, it seems like the twin of the next film that Renoir had already begun to direct.


One advantage Le Bled possesses over The Tournament is that it permitted Renoir to become familiar with Algeria, a discovery that his son counted as having played a part in his father’s awareness of the failings in the workings of the world. Alain Renoir recalled, 


My father expressed a lot of enthusiasm at the time about what the French had accomplished in Algeria. He’d express just as much about the Algerians kicking them out at the beginning of the sixties, and that is a fairly clear illustration of his tenor of thought. I think his turn of ideas could be traced to the following: he became disgusted by the way the French thought of and treated the Algerians. In the harbor in Algiers, people were throwing coins from the deck of the boat and little Algerian boys were diving for them. Everyone called them “les Bicots,”* but when I asked my father for “some pennies to throw to the Bicots,” I got an out-and-out dressing-down.14 


Alain, who was eight at the time, had in fact spent several days at the film shoot, as had his mother, who’d also come to visit. By this time, spring 1929, Renoir was entering into a professional collaboration as well as an intimate relationship with Marguerite Houllé, the film’s editor. His relationship with her would last nearly ten years and would exert a major influence on his career and his work. Le Bled is also the first film in which Jacques Becker appears, even if fleetingly, in a scene directed in a studio.


The assignment left no doubt that the film was to create a hymn in praise of colonization. In his book on Auguste, Jean describes the feelings that gave rise to the image of Marshal Bugeaud in 1848 as well as how they evolved: 


Everyone was perfectly willing to treat him like dirt. The inventor of the kepi and hero of the famous song “L’as-tu vu, la casquette, la casquette” was detested. My father later wondered how legend was able to take hold of this figure and endow him with an admired role. In fact, when we were discussing it, in the mind of the French people Bugeaud had become a kind of Bayard-like† sybarite. Somewhere in my library I must still have some images d’Épinal‡ in books that Gabrielle would read me to make me keep quiet when I was four or five years old. Bugeaud was depicted in them under the most glorious light, charging with his bayonet and foot soldiers, accepting the surrender of the Arab leaders, tasting the soldiers’ soup and always acclaimed, ringed by hats raised, carried in triumph, kissed by comely citizens. Renoir attributed this posthumous popularity to the awakening of the chauvinistic spirit that would later be forced to come about after our defeat in ’70. In 1848 we were still very near Napoleon’s victories, and most French people distrusted military glories.15 


In fact, Le Bled is entirely infused with the chauvinist spirit, whose “western colonial” qualities are, moreover, rendered pleasantly enough. The gazelles chased in the sands are not devoid of allure, the falconing scenes are quite spectacular, as is the falconers’ clever use of the birds when they set them against the camels of the fleeing evildoers. The rest is summed up well enough by the opinion expressed in Le Figaro on May 12, 1929: 


The filmmakers set their sights on Algeria and decided to extol it in our eyes. Le Bled offers a “walk” through the plowing fields, an onslaught of peaceful tractors, a certain gazelle hunt whose technological virtuosity achieves a minor sensation. Is that to say that the Algerians will be satisfied? Depending on how lenient they are, they’ll thank the filmmakers for their good will. Algeria could be the source of a magnificent documentary, and we would have liked some picturesque and poetic images like those we saw in Nanook of the North, La Croisière noire [Black Journey], and Moana. From shore to plateau, from the industrial activity to the antique ruins, all of it should be of a passionate nature. Let’s just say that such a thing is available to a person who knows how to be inspired by it. Jean Renoir has done his job when it comes to directing, and we have no intention of holding it against him. We merely regret that he has been marshaled by a banal and childish script with its timid and reserved young girl whose wicked relatives want to steal her inheritance, and who, at just the right moment, is saved by the young ruined Parisian, who has become a miniature Saint John after spending a few months in the middle of nowhere. We find it impossible to congratulate Messrs. Jaeger-Schmidt and Dupuy-Mazuel for having together worn out their brain cells for the purpose of delivering this noxious soap opera. 


In 1948, revisiting the film in Les Cent Visages du cinéma, Marcel Lapierre concluded, “It draws to a close with a ‘visual fantasy’ that simultaneously reminds us both of Father Bugeaud’s soldiers and of farm tractors.”16 It would be impossible to say it better than that.


Le Bled was presented in Parisian theaters in May 1929. In June, Renoir appeared in Cavalcanti’s Little Red Riding Hood, which was filmed at Marlotte and written and produced by him. During the following winter, Catherine and Jean participated as actors in the shooting in the South of France of Die Jagd nach dem Glück (Pursuit of Happiness), directed by a crew composed mostly of German technicians. Not a trace of its release exists except for the one in Berlin in June 1930, and no print has survived. It was the last film of Rochus Gliese, one of its three screenwriters and directors, who would next focus his career on set designing. The two others involved in the film had been closely involved with Renoir for the last three years.


The two of them—Carl Koch and Lotte Reiniger—had been married since 1921 and had worked for three years on the film The Adventures of Prince Achmed. Reiniger, born in June 1899, had written and directed the film. It is generally thought that Renoir met the couple in Berlin on September 3, 1926, at the German premiere of The Adventures of Prince Achmed, which was also attended by Bertolt Brecht. They had, however, actually met before in Paris.


When this masterpiece of animation was presented in France in July 1926 at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, Jean and Catherine had attended a breakfast organized in a restaurant in the Bois de Boulogne. When Lotte Reiniger asked from the podium that it not be held against her that she wasn’t speaking French, she heard an unidentified person sitting in the audience next to her husband exclaim: “What a charmer!”17 A moment later the introductions were made and Carl Koch and Jean Renoir became the best friends in the world, soon discovering that both had been stationed in the region of Reims in 1916, one commanding an antiaircraft battery and the other flying a plane, which didn’t rule out the possibility that they were firing at each other. Born in 1892 in Nümbrecht, Westphalia, Carl Koch had a remarkable mind and had completed some brilliant studies in art history, philosophy, and history. He would become Jean Renoir’s closest friend, the one whom a worried Renoir would ask to accompany him when the headmaster of Fontainebleau summoned him for a frank discussion about the torments that the student Alain—Renoir’s son—was inflicting on his professors.18


Pierre Lestringuez was still a part of the inner circle. It was with him that Renoir spent some time considering the project of directing pornographic films on behalf of the madam of some brothels in Nice. Or at least this is what the director recounted in his memoirs, explaining that the offer from this Madame Régina had come to him when he was preparing to film Marquitta in 1927 and that with Lestringuez he had considered bringing a work of Sade to the screen to be shown in Mediterranean brothels. According to Alain Renoir, the story of a certain “Baron sans Pantalon”—an aristocrat whose feats led these ladies to investigate and discover that the chap was using a cardboard member—inspired a vague regret on the part of his father at not having honored the proposition. On the other hand, Pierre Braunberger, never at a loss for a revelation, claimed that Renoir had indeed gone into action, not by adapting Justine, Juliette, or Philosophy in the Bedroom but by directing several short films destined for private projection. The producer specified that some of the characters in these special reels were played at times by known actors and actresses who were momentarily out of work and money or who were simply interested in the experience for their own reasons. It is to be feared that only Michel Simon, perhaps, would be able to tell of the exact nature of these incunabula by Renoir if they ever existed.


This anecdote offers us the opportunity to recall what film was like before 1930, open as it was to the most diverse adventures and to the least professional of do-it-yourselfers. Putting together a film up to that point could be accomplished in a minimum of time with only a modest investment. Sound recording and the editing of film with sound did not only entail a transformation of technical tools but also contributed to a significant increase in budgets by approximately 25 to 30 percent. Small-scale traditional businesses couldn’t withstand such costs, and average companies were often forced into mergers. Naturally, it followed that the very architecture of the studios where shooting took place had to be entirely reconceived, as did the movie theaters.


The advent of talkies put an end to the idea of “amateur film,” which had been essential to Renoir’s involvement in the profession. This change also spelled the end of the fashion for avant-garde films, despite the fact that in France films by Luis Buñuel—Un chien andalou—and Jean Cocteau—Le Sang d’un poète (The Blood of a Poet)*—were able to produce the impression of the opposite evolution.


In Hollywood, the power shifted from California to New York, from the studios to Wall Street, and from the filmmaker, who was the only one who kept this new art alive, to the producer, who held the writers and stage actors he hired under his power. In France, the very same revolution occurred a few months later. Forced to invest to redesign the theaters to match the requirements of the new form of film, theater owners had to borrow from the banks. Confronted with higher costs of production, the producers as well had no other choice. The time of the adventurer was over.


One of the consequences for Renoir of this upheaval was his having to wait nearly two years before he could make another film. His work failed to make a name for itself among professionals, who didn’t consider his reputation sufficient to inspire confidence, and his films had not received enough notice to make his having signed them a guarantee of their quality. Producers were unwilling to grant him a budget. Even so, talkies would turn out to be a blessing. There is hardly any doubt, in fact, that for a man who enjoyed speech—recounting, sharing, and the exchange of words—as much as Renoir did, the absence of words deprived the art of film of an essential dimension closely linked to human nature. What would have become of Jean Renoir if films had not begun to speak?
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