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Abstract

This article examines the career of Jean-Pierre Melyille, and agues that his impact upon French
cinema has heen neglected. First, it cutlings the fnstitntipnal and {non-) professional contexts of
Melyille’s work in film, as an independent producer-ditector. Next, it considers the difficulties thar
Melville has presented 1o scholars and critics alike, in terms of his idiosyneratic historical placesent
within accounts of French dnema. Finally, the essay addresses Melville as a stylist, analysing siot
only the key aesthetic gualities of his films, but also how they relate 10 cerain of his filin-making
costesmporaries, fn partioular Robert Bresson. Working primarily from Melyille’s last completed
film, Un Flic/Dirty Money (1972}, tiis section traces ont the direcior’s aseetic approach fo film
style, focusing on Melville’s use of colour, sound and perormance,

Just as the 19705 rensain an under-represented period in French filin studies, so too have
many of that decade’ most significant film-makers been overlooked. The paucity of
scholarship on the mulafaceted career of Jean-Pierre Melville, in the 1970s and
eltewhere, s 3 testament to this crisical neglect, Yer in his public persona, induserial
practice and fim directng alike, Melville cultivated 2 bold, unusual and often
exceptional style. Occasionally hailed as the ‘Father’ of the New Wave, that most
decisive of French cultural moments, bat famous also for his symbolic appropriation of
Herman Meijville’s surname as & nom-de-guerre, Melville drew equally upon both French
and American sources. Acclaimed by some critics as a pioneer, even a director who
embodied 2 Resistance mentality, Melville was nonetheless recognized by others
being significantdly, perhaps integrally, indebted to American cdassicisrn and the
Holivwood sradition. Yet crucially, outside of cult cinephile circles, Mekvilies position
it both French and American fim histories has typically been on the finges, or che
marginalized completely.

Sporting dark glasses, a lage Stetson and thick cigars for most of his public
appearances, Melville was an unabashed Americanophile, retzining his taste for things
Hollywood long after the vogue had passed among his more celebrated New Wave
contemporaries. In equally individualistic fashion, when Melville first turned his hand
o film-making at the end of World War 11, he refused to let any institutional or
production protocols hamper his ambitdons. So in August 1947, with a minimal crew,
black-market filsn stock and a shoestring budget, he began the principal photography of
Le Sience de la mer, his first ‘professional’ feature production, with neither the righes
from its author, Vercors, nor the required film indusiry membership card from the
Cengre National de ia Cinématographie. lndeed, a5 Melville jater recounted in
interview, but for the timely intervention of GLC Laboratories, whose post-production
costs were waived as a loan on the director’s projected profits, the film’s negative could
never have been developed at all.}

Undaanced by this fraughe but ultimately successful initial venture, Melville went
on o forge links with one of France’s most famous artists, Jean Coctean, with whom he
coliaborated in the making of his second fbm, Les Enfinss terribles/ The Strange Ones
{1949), More unconventionally still, in the early 19505 Melvilie bought an abandoned
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warchouse i the [3éme arrondissement of Paris, then used the proceeds from his
subsequent filas to turn it inte his own production base. Work on what became his
Stadic Jenner was eventually completed in 1956 ~ a facility that Melville would also
occasionally hire out te other companies. Operating himself as an independent
producer/film-maker, or infequently as a director for hire, Melville typically assembled
his own cast, crew and Slme-making seff, and allowed himself considerable ficedom in
his choice of projects. Over the course of his career, Melvilie frequently switched
genres, was often forced to trim his budgets drastically, vet all the while worked with
pre-eminent figures in the French film industry: from influenssl cinemarographer
Henri Decaé to stars such as Jean-Paul Belmondo, Alain Delon and Catherine
Deneuve. His body of work encompassed wartime dramas (L Amée des ombres/Anny In
the Shadows, 1969, melodramnas (Quand tu liras cette lettre/ When You Read This Letter,
1953; one of the many films Melville subsequentdy disowned) and a series of
increasingly stark, wrban police thrillers (Bob Le Flambeur/Fever Heat, 1958 Le
Donlos/The Finger Man, 1962; Le Samowrai/The Godson, 1967; Un Flic/Dirty Money,
1572} in the later years of his career. But even when he made recognizable genre pieces,
Metvilles films remained stylized and distinctive. As Philippe de Comes and Michel
Marmin have emphatically pur is, ‘Melville’s oceuvre defies all mraditional classification’
(Comes and Marmin 1985: 64},

In the course of this unpredictable career, Melville carried out substantal location
shooting in both France and Asmerica, sometimes blurring the actual geography of the
settings, particularly in Do Hommes dans Manhattan/ Fivo Men in Manhantan (1958}, As
well as directing, Melville served variousty, when circumstances demanded, as his own
producer, screenwriter, editor and producton designer. Beyond his own projecs,
Meivilles work in cinema abo included a number of notable acting appearances. Most
famously, he was cast by Jean-Luc Godard as the writer Parvudesco in 4 Bout de
souffle/Breathless (1959), in a role best described as an extended homage. He plaved the
lead character in his own Deny Hommes dans Manhatan, and had cameos in other
directors’ films: an uncredited bit part for Cocteau in Orphée/Ormhens (1949), and 2
watk-on spot in Clande Chabrol’s Landn:/Bluebeard {1962).

Ever the iconoclast, Melvilley posigon within film studies can abso be termed
probiematic. In Colin Crisps monumental study of production practice in French
cinema, for example, Melville’s work is used largely as the exception that proves the
rufe. For within the typical 1950s production patterns of France, Crisp argues, Melville
evades classification, and simply does not conform to the overarching tendency, As
such, Crisp labels him, ‘the most dramatic instance of [the] drive for economic
agtonomy’ {Crisp 1993: 281), but does not dweli either on the ramifications of this
independence or on the possibility of Melvilles actual influence within the industry,
Equaily, the stylistic effeces or textual resules of Mebvilie’s various modes of film pracgee
do not receive any sustained astention. n an identical tactic, Volume 2 of Roy Armess
French Cinema Since 1946 attempts to provide an historical or contextual description of
Melville’s career only by cailing him an ‘individualist (...} whose status 25 a film-maker
is still very much in dispute’ {(Armes 1966 37). As presented within such crisical
approaches, then, Melville 55 rather ousside of the sweep of French film history. He isa
director who cannot just be ignored, but is alse a figure who does not dwell peaceably
within a broader historiographical famework.

In Anglo-American filen histories as well, Melvilie slips through the cracks, What
Htle work that exists in the English language on Melville tends (Joosely} to outline his
work as straddiing two cinematic traditions, French and American, but chiefly discusses
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it only by way of its affiliations with film roir. Foster Hirsch is a case in point: his Detorrs
arid Lost Fighways: A Map of Neo-Nofr delimits Melville’s career, declaring it to be
‘bound to the terms set by the “other”, the conventions of classic noir” (Hirsch 1999:
167). A major consequence of such a broad critical approach is that the generic
complexites of Mebville's films ~ and, moreover, any sense of their stylistic propensities
- are abruptly lost. Robin Buss, too, classes Denx Hommes dans Mashattan, and
Melville’s thriflers more generally, as being what he calls extended ‘tributes o American
Sfibm noif (Buss 1994: 54). He goes on, however, to define both the American noir
tradition and the counter-examples of Melville’s films only In terms of their movral
ambiguities and overall narrative “tone’, rather than any concrete factors of wise-en-scine,
seyle or sructure,

Stated generally, my premise in engaging with Melville as & case study 1s that his
overalt career — as an idiosyncratic stylist on-sereen, and an industrial renegade of sorts
off-screen — provides us with 2 neglected yet vital source of material for charting both
institutional and aesthetic developments in French cinema. Melville warrants closer
attention on his own merits, but his Jegacy can also be used to cast new light on the
evolutdon and broader tendencies of French film style more generally. Never a director
meimately associated with large-scale movements within French cinema — as Carné is
with Poetic Realism, say, or Godard is with the New Wave - Melville has for too long
been marginalized in histories of French film. A cenmal issue in his cenuous scholasly
position arises from the nature of his projects, and their classificaion, For although he
worked in popular genres and often enjoyed commercial success, Melville does not fig
comfortably with the image of the commercial/mainstrearn metfenr-en-sede ~ recali that
his work was often praised, rather than condemned, by prickly Cabiers di cinéma critics
such as Truffaut and Chabrol. Equally though, Melville’s films have never received the
critical attention (and canonical recognition) afforded to more high-profile art cinema
directors such as Bresson and Godard, filtn-makers whose widely-noted artistic severiey
gave rise to films that evaded generic classification, just as they eschewed a mass-market
(or lowbrow} appeal. In critical discourses, then, Melville is neither an outright
pragimatist, concerned only with box-office, nor an auteurist icon, swriving to reinvent
the mediun,

Yer Melvilies career needs 1o be more centmally addressed in order to refine our
conception of France’s cinematic heritage. My approach here, while offering a number
of key stylistic contexts to Melville’s film.making, will primarily treat his films a5 2
unified, developing body of work — texts with a very discernible directorial presence.
TFo reiterate Ginette Vincendean’s extremely welcome recent work on Melville,
Jjustification for sach a director-centred project can be provided by the sheer degree of
control that Melville, in his various creative capacities, was able to exert over his filns
{see Vincendeau 2001}, Thar Melville created some of the most compelling thriflers and
dramas to emerge from France is perhaps no longer in guesson. The case for his
cinematic crafismanship, however, and stylistic significance, still very much needs to be
established.

Despite the fact that Melville died in August 1973, mid-way through his unrealized
final project, Contre-cnquéte, his contribution to the development of 1970s French film
style was stiil very much of consequence. In order to explore Melville’s work, both on
its own seylistie terms and in the light of his key contemnporaries, the remainder of this
paper will focus largely on the director’s last completed film, Un Flfe, which was
released in 1972, At least ostensibly a police thrilier, Un Flic marked the director’s third
coliaboration with his favoured star Ahin Delon, Very much following the anstere,
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pared-down z2esthetic trajectory established by two of its immediate predecessors, Le
Samourati and Le Cercle rouge, Un Flir can be seen retrospectively as being both 2
summation and culminatdon of Melville’s directorial strategies. By outiining a set of
terms to analyse and also contextuatize Un Fiie, | hope to address how Melville relied on
the prerogatives of both art and popular cinema. Beyond thar, | will argue, we can see
how Melville developed a bold new set of aesthetic parameters, a style ali of his own.

As 2 point of departure, Jill Forbes has provided an insightful reflection on the
cinematic context of Meivilie’s late-phase police thrillers. Qutlining a category that she
calis the ‘fetishist polar, she defines an important cycle — incorporating fitms by Henri
Verneuil and Jacques Deray, among others — that drew on the American thriller
tradition of the 1940s and 1950s, only o develop a range of new and specifically French
texouzal elements (see Forbes 1992: 33-86). Such films, she argues, use the fconic
presence of police thrilier stars such as Delon, Belmondo, Lino Ventura and the later
appearances of Jean Gabin, while also refecting cynically on the cultural relationship
berween Europe and America. (Lucy Mazdon, wo, has noted the Franco-American
dialogue that informed the polar genre’s evolugon in France after the 1950s; see Mazdon
2000: 114-15.)

Above all, Forbess emphasis in detailing the fetishist police thriller is on the
rescriceed, abmost repressive gualities of characterization in the films, which tend 10
reduce cheir nominal heroes to an opaque or outright unreadable collection of tics and
mannerisms. As we will see, the notion of a pared-down aesthetic form will be an
importane motif within Melvilies stylistic rechniques overall, More centrally, though, |
want to explore Melvilie’s films as what | call a ‘perceptual cinema’ - a system in which
more obvicus, familiar or conventional film devices {of colour, sound, acting, etc.} are
either downplayed or withheld entirely. Instead, Melville pursues a startlingly spare,
ascetic mise-en-sofne, one with crucial consequences for the viewer of his films, working
to grasp their subteties, While Melville may have favoured thriller narratives, he also
depended on a radically muted and mininualist approach to film stvie.

Colour in black and white

Melvilies relationship with the Prench critical press was oecastonally rocky, but he
received a particularly bemused set of reactions o Un Flic. Dominant in the £lmSs
reviews were adjectves such as “sterile’, ‘dehumanized’ and ‘deep-frozen. Réné Prédal,
writing for feune cnéma, went so far as o call it an empty and usterly banal piece of
wotk * Leaving aside the pejorative slant of these comments, however, we can already
begin to trace out a coliective response to the subdued aesthede of Un Flic. Within this
visusl design, of course, a principal, even dominaring factor is the director’s strikingly
de-emphasized use of colour — and here, Un Flic really can be considered the extension
of Melville’s stylistic preocccupations.

Another helpful starting point is a telling comment thas Melville himself made o
Rui Nogueira in an extended interview. When challenged on the sublect of his pecudiar
mise-en-setnie, the director declared that, "My dream s to make a colour film in black and
white, in which there is only one tiny detail to remind us that we are watching & films in
colour” (Nogueira 1971; 130). Melville’s exarnple to demonstrate this principle is the
depiction of Jeff Costelio’s {Alain Delon) apartiment in Le Samonrait 4 decrepit, currained
room, shot 56 as to foreground a range of deep, autwnnal browns and blacks in both
colouration, Auniture and décor. Low lghting levels, and a dismal wrban exserior
accentuate the overall dinginess and gloom. Such was Melviile’s obsessive atzention to
set design, in fact, that he replaced banknowes, Costello’s cigarette packet, and the label
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on a bottle of mineral water with black-and-white photocopies, so as to preserve the
dark, sepia colour scheme. CosteHlo’s per, 2 fermale builfinch in 2 cage, was chosen
because of its dull phumage.

The opening sequence of Un Flie would seemn to confirm: Melville's interest i a
severely restrained colour paleste. However, whereas the Le Samourai scene was shot on
a sradio ser, with dim interior lighting and urban decay at least partially motivating the
wned-down visual scheme, Un Flic opens with location shot of a long vista along the
Saine-Tean de Monts seafiont. So how o motivate 3 suppression of colowr from this
image? Most obvicusly, the sequence is filmed during climatic conditions that are
conducive to 2 dull, hazy visual uniformity. As we graduslly surmise that a bank robbery
is about to take place, so too do we notice a storm brewing: shrouds of heavy mist hang
aver the shoreline, sheets of rain sweep over the criminals’ car, and 2 dense, wet fog is
glimpsed moving in from the sea - all factors which lend a dreary hue to the image, Just
before the bank-raid starts, there is even one extzaordinary shot that is taken from inside
the getaway car, through its windshield, resulting in the screen Beerally disnming fom a
Hght o dirty grey as rain sccumudates on the glass,

{ offer this scene in detail a5 a guintessential moaf, because here and elsewhere,
Melville is & director who is particularly sensitive to the weather, Thematically, perhaps,
the constans recurrence of drab or overcast setings couid be worked into a reading of
Melvilies doomed protagonists, all of whom seem compelied to tragic or futle
endeavours. But analysing Melville’s style more closely, as an achievement in and of
itself, we can trace out more fully the minutiae of his aesthetic decisions. Throughout
many of the city scenes in Le Samowrai, for example, Melville depicts Delon’s
movements either at night, or under a dense cloud cover which often renders the same
effect as in Un Flic, of sireets darkened, @illed with 3 greyish light, Barly in Le Cenle
rotge, similacdy, the roadside confrontation between Vogel (Gian Maria Volonté), Corey
{Delen} and two hoodlums is set during yetr more typical Melvillian weather conditions:
a damp, wintry late-afternoon, samirated with a mist that merges with low-level clouds
and 2 drizzle that is surning o rain. In terms of timing his locatiop shoots for daylight,
throughout Un Flic, Le Samonrgi, L'Armée des ombres, Le Cerde rouge and other films
besides, Melville preferred staging his scenes either in the weaker light of dawn or the
gathering twitight of dusk,®

In Un Hics opening heist scene, when the crooks move inte the foyer of the bank,
its dimmed interior amplifies this aesthetic wrajectory. The level of greyish lighe
ernanating from the sea-facing facade is lowered substantially by the tinted glass in the
bank’s doors and windows. {As with Jeff's shuttered apartment room, a sombre and less
colourful textual range is therefore at least pardaliy diegetically motivated.) Al of the
banks inhabitants wear enther black or grey suits and overcoats. The desks and walls are
a mottled grey, and the carper 2 shade of grubby brown. In this foyer and the
surrounding office vestibules, in fact, Melviile limits his on-screen palette to steely
greys, shades of matte brown, musty whites and black,

Renarning to Melville’s remark about the ‘one tny detail’ that reminds us of the
presence/absence of colour, however, it is crucial to note alse that the sequence relies
on stall vissal accents or highlights that juxtapose with these muted tones. During one
medium cose-up of Simon {Richard Crenna), for example, in which his body admost
fills the frame, Melville includes an our-of-focus bue seill bright red clock in the
background, visible over his left shouider. Similarly, in the first long shot that establishes
Simon’s entrance into the bank, we glimpse a smali poster in the mid-ground at
extrerne frame left: a purple instruction sign with pink typeface. As the scene unfoids,
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then, Melville carefully and systematically disrapts his desaturated scheme with these
contrasted colour details. By consequence, certain key props (the crooks’ cyan-blue
money bags, the crimson pedal that wigpers the bank's alarm system) or zones of space
{the purple poster at frame left, towards which Simon will walk) come then to acquire
an jconic and ocular intendty. Melvilles visual seyle grabs our attention, while slexting
us 1o important details in the Fame.

I dwell on this conflation of set atd colour design here because it seems o me that
Melvilles narratives are meticnlously (uniquely?} attuned o overarching systemns of
visual texture. When Coleman drives thwough the night-time city sweets later in Un
Flic, the same ‘cold’ scheme predominates, with sallow greens, dark greys, dull whites
and biack shown throughoat the images of the inner city. Again, however, Melville
underscores key narrative moments by working in vivid colour contrasts, mainly
focusing on warmer hues of red. At one point, Coleman interviews an informant who
wears bright, chetry-coloured lipstick, Moments later, more bizarrely, another low.life
colleague leans in towards his car fom under a streetlight, and we see that he is dressed
i a scarlet Santa Chaus costume,

Silence and the sea

Film viewers also Hsten, and another vital aspect of Melvilles austere style emerges from
his use of sound — or, once again, its pared-down nature or absence, Melville provided
another provocative commentary in this regard. For as he recalls quite gleefully in the
Noguetra interview, Alain Delon was apparettly convineed to take the central role in Le
Samomrai only after an aborted read-through, during which the actor imterrupted
Melville with, "You've been reading the script for seven and & half minutes now and
there hant been a word of dialogue, Thats good enough for me. Tl do the film’
(Nogueira 1971: 129). Even taking this anecdote somewhat lightly, it is nonetheless 3
fact that Melville’s films are at times breathzkingly devoid of spoken lines,

There are no words said in the fiest sine mdnutes of Le Samonrdd and the first sight-
and-a-half of Uk Flie. Instead of conversation, then, the favoured device in Melvilies
opesings is 10 show a portentous guotation to foreshadow, or dramadcally heigheen,
what is az stake in che ensuing non-verbal action. Fade-up in Le Deonlos is accompanied
by a rubric from Céline, stating thet: "One must choose ... to die or 1o live’. The
caption of Le Samourai’ reads, “There is no greater solitude than that of the Samura:,
undess perhaps that of the tiger in the jungle’. (A quotation apparentdy lifted from the
Book of Bushido that Melville later zdmitted to fabricating ~ 2 whimsical decision
indicative of the playfulness underiving these opening stylistic exercises.) In Un Flic, the
caption asserts that: “The only feelings that men have ever been able to inspire in 2
policeran are ambiguity and derision” — 2 line that Delon eventually matters to himseif
later in the film.

But overall, though, in the absence of Melvillian dialogue, background sound and
pure ‘noise’ come to proliferate. And alongside his use of colour, staging and set design,
Melville is meticulously concerned with the texture and timbre of the interwovesn
strands on the soundiack. Let us retmn briefly to the opening of Un Fic here, 1
outlined eatlier how Melvilles use of landscape and westher configures the toning-
down of the film’s colour scheme, but it is revealing how these glements also structure
the soundtrack within this sequence. So while the dominant wope of the image-track
becomes the damp greys of the rain, sky and road, the corresponding aural counterpart
comes from the dull crash of the breaking waves on the beach, as well as the swirling
noise of the windswept rain. A mid-range greyish visual hue is thereby counserpoised
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with the ambient asral textures of the rainstorm. For 2 final strategy, just as with the
bank sequence, an extra serand or highlight i then added in order to hone our
perceptual interest: the strident shriek of a hovering seagmll, which Melville edits into
the seafront sequence as a contrasting, higher-pitched soundrack counterpoint.

At times, Melvilles control of these disparate soundrrack aspects is so acute that a
kind of aural narrative resuliss. A good example of this occurs during the murder of
Mare {Jean Desailly) in the hospizal by Cathy {Catherine Deneuve). Having been
erigically wounded during the bank sobbery skirmish, Marcs Jocadon has now been
deduced by the police. They close in to arrest him, and the remaining three crooks,
along with Cathy, Simon’s duplicizous girifriend, attempt to dispose of him before he
can talk. The men’s attempt to reach Marc fails, but Cathy, disguised as a nurse, is able
to penetrate his hospital room. Once inside, she injects his drip with a lethal poison.
Again, there 15 no dislogue in this scene, so instead the unfolding plot is largely
represented through sound: a low, metallic hum from the machine ac his bedside, the
rasping gasps of Marc’s laboured breathing, and the shrili, tinny beeps of his heart
monitor. As in the opening sequence, the three aural elements — two mid-range/bass
and 2 counterpointed high treble — are interwoven on the soundttack. And as Cathy
carries out the murder, Melville represenss the moment of death not by cutting to
Marc’s stricken face, but instead showing us the monitor screen, then abruptly removing
the high pisched beeps from the soundirack — so we hear that Marc’s heart has now
stopped beating.

Essentiaily, then, the unfolding drama of the plot is underpinned by sound. And
here, a faitful consectdon could be made with Jacques Tati — another director whose
critical reputation is often uneasily poised between poputar and art-house traditions.
Compare Ln Flics use of ambient aural soundscapes with that of the beach scenes in Les
Vicanees de MonsienyFHidot/ Monsienr Hulots Holiday (1952}, or, more tellingly, within the
urban context of “Fativille’ in the notoriously stylized Play Time {1967}, During both of
“Fatl’s films, an amazingly skilful use of foley work and/or sound effecs underscozes the
rhythms and rituals of the characters” actions, Melvilles style, too, relies on 2 viewer
closely atending to the soundtrack. Consider, for example, the ending of Un Flie. 1 will
retizrn to this scene Jater, but for now we shoudd note the fact that Coleman/Delon’
climactic emotional trauma is conveved to us solely through sound. Just before the end
credits, as he drives off in medium close-up, Delon’s face remains complesely impassive,
and instead it is the insistent beeping of his (ignored) car phone that hints at his inability
now to function normally. Shortly afterwards, Melvilie resorts to a more conventional
soundirack (a brooding burst of music), bur at many crucial moments in his flms,
desails of diegetic sound alone convey the narrative,

Acting tough

A perennial debate aroumnd Melville's work is a {generally unfavourable} comparison
with the Sim-making of Robert Bresson, In the interview with Nogueira, indeed,
Melville occasionally becomes quite hostile towards his colleague — or at least 1o the
prevailing notion that Melvilies techniques were inspired by Bressonian art, When
discussing Le Silenice de la mer, for example, Melville opines that:

f'm sorry, but its Bresson who has always been Melvillian, Take s look at Les Anges

dir Péché LAngels of the Swreers, 1943] and Les Dames du Bois du Boulogne [The Ladies of
the Bois de Boulogne, 1945] and you will see that they aren’t vet Bressonian. Take a
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fook at Le Journal d'un Curé de Campagne. on the other hand, and you'll see that it’s
Melville. Le Journal 4'wit curé de campagne [Diary of @ Conntry Priest, 1951} is Le Silence
de ta MeP Some of the shots are identical, (Nogueira 1971: 27)

The styhistic dialogue between Melvilie and Bresson, T would argue, conginued into the
1970s, especiaily through the two directors” adoption and development of a third aspect
of cinematic laconicisie — performance.

Notoriously, Bresson rejected the word ‘actor’ when conceiving of performance in
cinema. Instead he favoured the term modéle (model) and disavowed the creative role
that such contributors brought to his flm-making practice. As Keith Reader reports,
the modéles were usually obliged by Bresson to speak their lines over and over again -
often up to fifty times in rehearsal — thereby to eschew any latent emotionality in their
eventual delivery before the camera.? In his film-making after Le Jourmal dun curé de
campagne, moreover, Bresson refused to use any professional actors again, preferring
instead to cast unknowns, and often people without any film experience, as his jeads. k
was only by taking such radical steps, Bresson believed, that a truly authentic rendering
of scripted lines and actions could become possible. (Tati, incidentally, also held with a
strategic use of non-professionals; he actually gave the pivotal role of Barbara, Hulots
ostensible love interest in Play Time, to his neighbowr’s au pair.)

‘We can rapidly trace out some simsarities between Bressonian and Melvillian
performance modes. Most obvious inidally is the fact that even at times of acute
emotional malaise — and physical or mental suffering is common in the narratives of
both these directors — the actory’ enunciation of their lines remains at all gmes cabn,
deadpan, even flat. Gestures are minimal and resitained, and are almost never wsed to
inflect or inflate the dramatic context of the scene-at-hand. By the later stages of their
careers — a comparison of Ut Flic and Le Diable, probablement/ The Devil Probably {1977}
ts quite instructive — both Melville and Bresson had taken this form of actng to an
almost-nentral extreme. Overaddl though, seen retrospectively, the effect remains
starthing, and i, | would claim, a major reason as to why, when compared with more
forcefil or stylized contemporaneous actors {Marlon Brando, for example, along with
many other Method performers) these films have tended to date so weli.®

While Bresson rejected the professional actor as being anathema to  his
methodology, however, Melville wholeheartedly endorsed the use of French ‘stars’.
‘Stars are important’, he asserted in the 1966 documentary Jean-Pierre Melville: Portrait en
uneif poses (Labarthe, 1966}, and confirmed with some vehemence that they ‘make my
£ilms more effective’. Bresson approach, then, was to take a non-actor and to craft the
raw material embodied therein into rigorowsly controlied, nsarratvely contained
moments of moedéle-projection. Melville, on the other hand, used feely the most
flamboyant or well-known of stars, but carefully imposed Hmits on the expressive range
of their performances. Cormmonly, his tactics were to minimize their lines, remove or
dilute their idiosyncradic taits, and restrice their customary expressive techniques and
style, or personal actordy ideclects, overall ®

Take the case of Jean-Paul Belmondo. Throughout the delirium of Godard’s A4 Bout
de souffle and even more overtdy in the foliow-up Pierrot le fou s Pierrot Goes Wild (1963),
we see Belmondo (whose charismatc face seems made for cinemaj ar his broadest and
most unrestrained acting extremes; he mugs, does imitations of Humphrey Bogars, sings
and dances, broods, capers, and generally lets rip. Equally, in the Gabin star vehicle Un
Singe en fiver/Its Hot in Hell (1962}, the narrative is buile arcund two set-pieces that
present Belmondos roguish character through exagperated acting; he performs 2
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drunken flamenco on a tavern table-top, then stages a mock builfight with affic on a
busy road. All of which provides great entersainment, but not of the sore yielded by his
central role in Léon Morin, Prétre/The Forgiven Sinner (1961}, As directed by Melville, it
is a sober, quirk-free and relatively inexpressive, even neutral, Belmondo that emerges,
So restrained is the acting, In fact, that when Beimondo is allowed to deviate even
minutely fom the de-emphasized mode, the resalting scene can acquire a surprisingly
strong emotional charge. Thus, at the filmS conclusion, afier the priest’s final meeting
with Barny {Emnanuelle Riva), instead of the normal, ritualized pattern of her
departure ~ Morin/Belmondo walks her to the door, she descends, he goes back inside
- Belmondo pauses for three seconds at the enmance before returning to his aparsment.
Biocked and staged so precisely, this shight pausing of movement comes to resonate with
the character’s sepressed feelings of sadness and regret,

In Léon Merin, Prége, and throughout Melville’s films more generally we can
discern an emphasis on the actor’s input as 2 sertes of actions rather than as an expressive
means to represent character interiority. Morsover, by casting Belmeondo, or other such
screen icous, all of whom already had striking star personze, Melville essentially avoided
the need to establish muich character motivagon or personal traits. Movement itself,
mstead, and the concomitant depiction of physical actvities, are what became more
important, In this Hghe, Colin McArthur has argued for Melville as a practitioner of
what he calls a ‘cinema of process” in which the ‘real-ime’ on-screen pormrayal of
actions is paramount (McArthar 2600: 191}, McArthar points to the impact of Jacques
Beckers Le Tiou/The Hole {(1960) and Jules Dassin’s Dy Rififl cher les honunes /RIIf
{1954} on Melvillek style here - a group to which I would also add Verneuils Aélodie
en sons-sol/Any Number Can Win (1963) as 2 third parallel example. Across this set of
films — crime thrillers all — a dramatic highlight or generic motif emerges from the use
of an extended action sequence as 2 formal cenmepiece: in Le Tion, a prison inmate
tunnelling through a rock cel foor; in Rififi, 2 jewelery-shop burglary carried out in
sifence; in Mélodie en sons-sof, the protracted robbery of 2 Cannes casino. Melville’s
particuiarity in the context of this shared tendency, I would argue, derives from his
brillians use of extended takes, Melville’s crime set-pieces are long, but his takes are
even longer — and the emphasis, for him, is less on outright spectacle than on the
recording of isolated actions, uninterrupted. Most bravura of all is the helicopter-to-
train heist in Un Flic, a film which once again shows Melville pushing himself to a new
level of stylistic fair, Thus, in a parrative segnent that already runs for just over swenty
minutes,” Melville featares an unedited three-mimue-long tzke of Richard Crenna
meticulousty changing clothes and grooming himself so as to pass unnoticed on the
train.

Returning to Un Flic also presenss us with the case of Alsin Delon, another of
Melwviile’s favoured star-coliaborators. Delon’s presence is cleardy crucial to the film
overall - it could even be argued that the film is as much a study of its star as of Delon’s
actual {gudte desultory) character of police commissioner. Of course, Melvilie had
considerably less work to do in ‘containing’ Delon’s typical acung style than with
Belmondo, Indeed, Vincendeau'’s central observation in comparing the two stars is that
‘one strdies, the other doesnt’ (Vincendeaw 2000: 158), Fven in dhis frame of reference,
though, we can see that Uk Flic wakes exeraordinary care to highlight texmally the
almost catatonic nature of Delon-as-Coleman’s behaviour and interactions with others,

The first time we see Pelon, he is riding in 2 police ‘cruiser’ through Paris at dusk,
In a three-line voice-over, we hear him musing that, ‘But not until Paris slept could {
achieve anything ... I'm Coleman’. Ar least initially, then, this voice-over grants ug
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character interiority and privileged access 1o Coletran’s thoughts and mood. We are
aiso led to expect a narrative trajectory that will retain Coleman as Un Flics cencmai
subjective viewpoint. However, not only does the film never again afford him another
voice-over, bat it actually goes on o foreground, even flaunt the extent o which
Delon/Coleman remains closed, distant, mysteriously opaque to us. At the film'’s point
of resclution, after Colemsan has gusned down his unarmed friend Simon, Melville
rermrns Us to an image of Delon in his car at night. He is now shown in cose-up, but
rather than this vielding us clues to his mental condition, we instead see the end credits
begin to roll up alongside s impassive features. Although some generic crumpet music
serves to create 2 generally lugubrious mood, the specific or intdmate details of an easily
Iegible pedformance are denied us. The final shot, of Delon blinking and scanning the
road as he drives down the Charnps-Eivsées, is 2 study in inexpressivity.

More overtly sgll, Un Flic foregrounds the extent to which Pelon’s acting style s
minimized, even pegated. Just after his opening voice-over, we see Coleman arriving at
2 run-dowsn apartment buiiding. A woman has been murdered inside, and he has been
calied in for a preliminary walk-through of the crime scene. Upstairs, Coleman
scrutinizes the face of the victim, Her face is frozen in 2 death mask of staring, wide-
open eyes and an anguished, gaping expression. Here, Melvilie firsy rracks into a
medium close-up of the dead woman’ profile, then echoes the shot with 2 side-on
view of Delon’s face in meditun-shot. Next, we see her 2 second time but now in a
frontal closewup; and then again there is a paralieled straight-on shot of Delon filmed
from an identical set-up. A nice irony: the film explicitly links the death-like repose of
Delon’s performance with the features of 2 corpse,

Fven during scenes that pair Delon with Catherine Deneuve in potentially
romandc momenss, any sense of emotionality i again pared down or stripped away
entirely. The first ime the two appear on screen rogether, Delon is playing the piano in
Simon’s almost-deserted nightclub, Me smokes a cigaretze, and for once the actors
features convey a measure of feeling: his head is lens back siightly, and his brow is
furrowed in deep concentration, almost a wince, Cathy emerges from a door to his left,
and coolly regards him. The actors only exchange glances, however, after Coleman has
been called away abrupty by his colieague. Throughow Un Flie, moreover, as both a
performer and romantic partner, Deneuve’s acting style is also reduced to the point of
becoming unreadable — Vincendean calls her turn in Melvilles film an ‘act{s} of
symbolic presence rather than {a) lead(s)’ (Vincendeau 2006: 196). And although the
relationship berween this couple is vital co Un Flids narradve — she continmes o play
Simon and Coleman against each other, inducing an eventual confrontation — we are
kept distanced from their interactions, unciear as to the extent of their involvemens. In
the piano scene, for example, they do not speak to one another at all; and when they
finally do kiss, later, Melville films the embrace in a strange, off-kilter low-angie shot
that frames them in a distorted ceiling mdrror. After they exchange a few desultory lines
of conversation, we then immediately cut away 10 2 noisy shot of a speeding wain.
Melville abrupdy dispels the istimate mood, undermining any sense of 2 romance.

To conciude this essay, I returs to my concepton of Melvilles cinema and
perceptual style, As we have seen, his films, through an especiaily rigorous, virtuoso use
of cinematic form, drew upon, yet ultimately evaded, the conventsions of mainstream
film-making in both France and America. Working within the formats of popular
genres, Melville was nonetheless able to craft a series of heavily stylized, powerful yet
substantially pared-down narratives of austerity, These are texs which simply force us as
film viewers to work much hazder; and ar this intense level of spectatorial commitmnent,
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cerwzinly, we are not s¢ far removed from the high art of Bresson or Godard, directors
whose acclaim has so far been much in excess of Melville’s. A texmual iconoclast in
many ways, we can begin to see how Melvilie remains an under-appreciated part of the
stylistic heritage of French cinema, both in the 19705 and elsewhere,
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