TEN SHORT THOUGHTSABOUT ERIC ROHMER

Bid amaranthus all his beauty shed,
And daffadillies fill their cups with tears,
To strew the laureate hearse where Lycid lies.

John Milton, Lycidas

Eric Rohmer passed away on 11 January 2010, pgssihl better life, although it is hard to imagthat it
could be sweeter than the one he conceived on. edithmind was on one thing: cinema, first asiicgithen
as a maker of short films, then in television, amast superbly in feature films, 25 in all. He i&&ourite film-
maker of mine, and although there has been a grajl{y wide coverage of his death in the press, his
achievements | believe remain underrated. Thealataincharge against him is that the films merge amte
another, making them hard to distinguish. | canRehmer may not be to your taste, but let us lgiwemore

credit than that. Here’s how:

1 The total body of his film work makes a remarkabichive of what France in the second half of the
20th century looked like, what people wore, howyttedked. Because they are made, like impresdionis
paintings,en plein air there are subtle rewards to be had in ignoringtuiie characters say and in

concentrating on what you are seeing.

2 He is the master of the everydayQnatre Aventures de Reinette and MiraheReinette teaches
Mirabelle how to mend a bicycle puncture — or ihé other way round, Mirabelle teaching Reineétever,
the film subtly depicts how a friendship betweep strangers can be formed over such a trivial mattas

makes for a truly delicate and delicious scene.

3 His first featurele Signe de Léas usually written off as an aberration. Whatigjudgement. This
is a film about life on the Left Bank, life out-dbors, the role of chance, a worthy companion &sBon’s later
Quatre Nuits d’un réveuwaindLe Diable probablementAbove all it is a documentary of Paris. It tawith a
bateau mouchand the Tle de la Cité, traverses Paris from tleePde 'Opéra to the Pont de Neuilly, to a
Nanterre backstreet in tkenebefore the construction of La Défense obliteratetthen back by the Arc de
Triomphe, down the Champs Elysées, to the JardMedt:Galant, on thguaisunder Notre Dame. It ends on
the pavement outside the café ‘Aux Deux Magotsd tire final shot is a vertical pan up the Churclsbf

Germain des Prés at night. This is topograpluicedma far beyond what Balzac was able to achieve.

4 His films chronicle the creative polarity betweearis and the countryside which is such a key etem

in the French psyche. Again, only Bresson has doria a comparable fashion.

5 In an ideological world, his guiltless praisdatie bourgeoiseof how many French people actually
live or aspire to live, is especially seductiveis Eharacters are identified not by what jobs thaye or by what
they earn, but by what they wear, what places tjteto, by what they think about life, and by howtexpress

that thought. Rohmer does not just show all théstevels in it.



6 The films capture admirably the insularity of fiea, the country’s provinciality in a cosmopolitan
world. When inLe Rayon VerDelphine is seeking a satisfying holiday, she doesto the Cherbourg
peninsula, then to the French Alps, and finallftarritz, in other words the three corners of trarld. It does
not occur to her to go to Tuscany, to hop acros<thannel, to enjoy the Black Forest in Germanyhata

perfect example of French exceptionalism.

7 | was astonished HyAnglaise et le Dugcnot just the spectacle of an Englishwoman fohé&mine, but
by its notion that the Citizens’ Committees of #rench Revolution were villainous and terrifyingere at last

was a French film-maker speaking the truth abooient revolution.

8 | believe that Rohmer is the true inheritor osRalini — much more so than the other French New
Wave directors — in his devotion to the wonderadrgday life, to his humanism. If he was a belgyi
Catholic, it doesn't easily show (except to weaaecily around Pascal iMa Nuit chez Maugd but then the
films are remarkably free of any ideological pasiing. His art is the comedy of manners, the esitpii
delusions which afflict all human beings, and thenforting redemptions brought about by self-knowled
When watching a Rohmer film | often used to thifik/agil's ‘Eclogues’: Damia loves Lycidas who lose
Phyllis, the utter inconsequentiality being reschgdhe delicacy of art. His stories do not grawt of his own

experience but from his sweet imagining, his lofrelassicizing.

9 The link to Impressionism is reinforced by Rohim@reoccupation with colour. In an essay of 1987
‘Les Citations Picturales dans I€sntes Morawet lesComédies et Proverbdse writes of the latter series,
that each film needed three colours:

« Femme de l'aviateura green background with yellow and blue

« Le Beau Mariagea chestnutrharron) background with an orange-coloured strip andn& ptrip

e Pauline a la plagea blue background with a white strip and a reih st

« Les Nuits de la pleine luna black background with grey, yellow, green, iigdg, all in little touches.

And so on. [The full essay is in ‘Pauline a lagelaby Carole Desbarats (Editions Yellow Now 1990).

10 So we come to his last fillhes Amours d’Astrée et de Celadtime authenticating signature to the vast
canvas that his other films constitute. | calfwains in a swoon’ and indeed they address edwir ais ‘belle
bergere’ and ‘belle nymphe’. Besides Celadon astié®, there ar@us les copainsPhyllis, Léonide,
Galathée, even Lycidas. The Virgilian connectidnadl long been making was amply confirmed.

Their sentiments towards each other are exprassamurtly language. We may be in rude fifth-
century Gaul, but they dress like the shepherdsshegherdesses of Renaissance painting. Thistsrphin
its fairest face, where kisses are innocent, wttexreemotion of revenge never enters their headsrewoung
love is sanctified both by elders and the Druididalirch, where there are no sheep to hassle tiphatus,
where the nobles wear taffeta, and the garmenttseafustics are only a notch down. When we aic ttodt
Celadon'’s father Alcippe “smote the mighty Visigstta vision of Astérix, of Obélix swims into theimd.
Instead, Alcippe presides at the feast, an embatiofeMerrie France, a distillation of Gallic coesty, charm

and gentleness. To this mix add the potently etate of Celadon cross-dressing as the chiefd®waughter



Alexie, the pontiff himself being complicit in thigan, and you have something quintessentially ¢ireand
Rohmer’s sublimest poem in praise of his countis life may only have been 89 years long, butchi@ma

will rescue us from barbarity for centuries.
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