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2003, 115 mins. Video projection.
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written André Barde. Produced by Bruno Pésery. Photographed by Renato Berta. Edited by Hervé de Luze. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Jackie Budin.
Principal cast: Sabine Azéma (as Gilberte Valandray), Isabelle Nanty (as Arlette Poumallaic), Audrey Tatou (as Huguete Verberie), Pierre Arditi (Georges Valandray), Darryl Cowl (Madame Foin), Jalil Lespert (Charley), Daniel Prévost (Faradel), Lambert Wilson (Eric Thomson).

Review by Jonathan Rosenbaum, Chicago Reader, March 17, 2005:

Alain Resnais' latest feature, Not on the Lips (2003), apparently won't be shown in commercial theaters in this country. I can't think of another French movie that's given me as much pleasure in years—it's his best since Melo (1986) and surely his most accessible to American audiences… [This] movie's gorgeous visuals are… best seen first on a big screen.

In any case, this delightfully eccentric film of a 1925 French operetta, with its English subtitles laid out in rhyming couplets, can be enjoyed in any format. It has a harmonically rich score, which Resnais calls "brisk and hilariously jubilant," and it's brilliantly orchestrated by Bruno Fontaine, featuring counterpoint by Maurice Yvain that's as lively as the wordplay in Andre Barde's lyrics.

When Not on the Lips turned up in New York a year ago as part of a package of recent French films, the reviews showed no awareness that Resnais has been an experimental and formalist director throughout his career. Instead they described his film as an immaculately produced but less than satisfying soufflé. Eduardo de Gregorio, a Paris-based Argentinean filmmaker who adores the movie, came closer to catching its poetic essence when he told me it was a film about corpses–a description that applies better to Resnais' very different, though equally opulent, second feature, Last Year at Marienbad (1961). Resnais himself has remarked that the characters are marionettes even though their emotions are real.

The plot is true to classic French farce, with three Parisian romantic couples and lots of slamming doors–except that we hear only one door slam and only briefly. The characters' exits are marked by lap dissolves that make the actors appear to evaporate, accompanied by the sound of fluttering wings–something Resnais says he did for musical and rhythmic reasons.

In another eccentric move, Resnais has multiplied the asides delivered to the audience in the original operetta so that the characters address the camera in practically every scene. Ernst Lubitsch had Maurice Chevalier do this in the 1932 One Hour with You, but his hero was sharing a few of his private thoughts with the viewer. Here the effect is at times unsettling: nearly all of the characters have something to hide as well as something to brag about, and, as in a Wong Kar-wai film, each is briefly allowed to become a first-person narrator.

All the actors–among them some of the biggest names in French cinema–sing in their own voices, though only one of them, Lambert Wilson…, is a professional singer… Yet the personalities of the actors and their characters carry far more emotional weight than their musical training–the obvious advantage of using actors who sing rather than singers who act–and that counters the artificiality of the operetta and farce genres even as it complicates Resnais' formalism. As with Marlon Brando and Jean Simmons in the underrated Guys and Dolls (1955), the efforts of these people to hit all the right notes are intensely moving–not just because they're trying, but because they succeed. The sense of achievement is palpable. Resnais turned Arlette, the heroine's aunt in the play, into the heroine's unmarried sister, making her more sympathetic and less a figure for ridicule, and Isabelle Nanty's fragile voice when she sings "Quand on n'a pas ce que l'on aime" ("When You Cannot Have What You Love") is so poignant it brings tears to my eyes every time I hear it.

Wilson plays Eric Thomson, the somewhat boorish American businessman who delivers the title song. He's a comic figure whose grating accent and prudishness may gratify French audiences in the current political climate--perhaps one reason Wellspring decided not to release the film theatrically in the States. I relish this riotous glimpse of how we look to the French when we're at our most strident, but in fairness to Resnais, Eric is too multilayered to be seen as a simple national stereotype, much less a villain. He's the first husband of the heroine, Gilberte (Sabine Azema), whose marriage to him in Chicago was never reported to the French consulate and consequently was never legal under French law. She's now the devoted wife of Georges (Pierre Arditi), a wealthy industrialist who's convinced he married a virgin and is about to form a business partnership with Eric (who manages to avoid revealing Gilberte's guilty secret).

It's typical of Resnais' balanced handling of the characters that Georges is just as silly as Eric–he espouses crackpot theories about matrimonial fidelity (with metallurgical metaphors), and he's a racist and xenophobe who reads an ultra-right-wing newspaper. Gilberte is a shameless flirt who loves to be surrounded by suitors, including Charley (Jalil Lespert), a vain young artist who's invented his own school of painting to compete with the dadaists--the "Cubisto-Cuneiform" school, or "Coocoo" for short. He's relentlessly pursued by Huguette (Audrey Tautou), a family friend who uses Arlette as a go-between, and Arlette in turn is drawn to Eric. All these characters and a few others–including a wimpy rake named Faradel (Prevost) who's also pursuing Gilberte and a concierge played in drag by a comic actor associated with writer-director Sacha Guitry (Darry Cowl)–are stock genre figures made three-dimensional as well as historically grounded types who sometimes suggest contemporary counterparts. (If Eric occasionally evokes Bush or Rumsfeld, Georges makes one think of Jean-Marie Le Pen.) By the end of the second act all the characters have arranged secret assignations at Faradel's decadent art deco bachelor's flat–a process charted musically in a triumphant six-part invention worthy of "Fugue for Tinhorns" in Guys and Dolls–and the stage is set for the sorting out of three perfectly matched couples by the end of the third act.

Like Melo, which adapted a serious boulevard play of 1929, Not on the Lips offers a profound history lesson–one that becomes tricky once one realizes that despite the close attention to 1925 details, it has no visible relation to any French film made during that period. It's like an artifact from a parallel universe where film history took a different turn. In this respect, it's unlike Resnais' previous flirtations with musicals: Stavisky... (1974), with its lovely Stephen Sondheim score; Life Is a Bed of Roses (1983), with its operatic segments; and Same Old Song (1997), which appropriates Dennis Potter's use of lip-synched pop songs. Despite its playful allusions to theater–shadow-play silhouettes to introduce actors, an unrealistic lighting change in the midst of a monologue, a finale that musically thanks the audience for not leaving early–Not on the Lips is closer to a dream than a pastiche, a fantasy grounded in memory and imagination.

Resnais is the most gifted French filmmaker alive (Jean-Luc Godard being more properly regarded as Swiss) and the most misunderstood, especially on this side of the Atlantic.
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