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5 Title
Ready to Wear

In Moscow, Sergei purchases two

identical Dior neck ties. In Paris,
the week of the prét a porter fashion
shows, Olivier de la Fontaine, head of
the French Fashion Council, receives
one tie with a letter. After a bitter
exchange with his wife Isabella, he
puts on the tie, and leaves. He visits his
lover, fashion designer Simone Lowen-
thal, also being visited by pregnant
supermodel Albertine. At the airport,
Kitty Potter, reporter for American
fashion channel FRD, is interviewing
celebrities, including Regina Krumm of
Elle, Sissy Wanamker of Harper's Bazaar,
and Nina Scant of British Vogue. Fash-
ion buyer Major Hamilton angles for an
Interview but is rejected. Louise Hamil-
ton encounters a Houston Chronicle fash-
ion reporter, Abbe Eisenhower, who
has left her bags back in the US. De
la Fontaine notes Sergei, just arrived,
wearing the same tie. In the ride
back to Paris, Olivier dies choking on a
ham sandwich. Sergei panics and runs,
Jjumping off the Pont Alexandre. Police
Inspector Tantpis and newly widowed
Isabella, participating in a dog show,
are informed of the death {assumed
to be murder) at the same time.

At the Grand Hotel, Eisenhower has
to share a room with Washington Post
sportswriter Joe Flynn, forced to stay in
town and cover the ‘murder’. Neither
has any clothes but what they're wear-
ing — Sergel having stolen Joe's suitcase
= and their animosity turns into a hot
sexual affair. English designer Cort
Romney with his wife Violetta and
'street’ designer Cy Bianco with his
assistant/lover Reggie prepare for their
shows, the House of Dior, Sonia Rykiel,
Christian LaCroix, Issey Miyake, and
Jean-Paul Gaultier have theirs; all and
sundry are interviewed by Kitty Potter.
The three fashion editors pursue the
services of sardonic, calculating fash-
ion photographer Milo O'Brannigan,

-

A passion for fashion: Julia Roberts, Tim Robhbins

O’'Brannigan - who tricks the women
Into posing for pictures in humiliating
positions - is also working for Jack,
Simone Lowenthal’s son. Married to
model Dane, Jack is having an affair
with her sister Kiki. Isabella faints
when she encounters Sergei at a fash-
ion show, then keeps her cool when he
turns up again at a Bulgari jewellery
show: they had been married 42 years
earlier in Italy. The Romney and Bianco
shows are big successes, but each
designer is cheating with the other’s
partner. The three editors have their
revenge on O'Brannigan when Wana-
maker steals his negatives. Tantpis
learns from an autopsy that Olivier's
death was an accident and the case is
closed. Simone upsets the whole hypo-
critical applecart, staging her climactic
show entirely with nude models,
including Albertine.
For all the fuss it makes about
going backstage at Parisian fash-
ion shows, Robert Altman'’s Pret-a-Porter
has remarkably little to show. Nowhere
do we see anyone design anything, or
figure out how to drape the models to
best effect. A show is deemed a success
solely on the buzz it sparks among the
audience and the media; at no point do
we see anyone buy or sell the fanciful
rogs on display, which would seem to
be the point of the whole thing.
Despite Altman piling his trademark
contempt onto television fashion
reporter Kitty Potter (played with real
comic charm by Kim Basinger), his
whole approach merely mimics the
shooting style of fashion shows on MTV
and CNN: lots of handheld stuff, first
closing up on the media lovelies in the
audience, then watching the models
strut their stuff with low-angle, idola-
trous pans that self-consciously include
the popping flashes of the photogra-
phers. From there it is backstage for »

e

L

T —

WARNING: This material may be protected by copyright law (Title 17 U.S. Code)

SIGHT ANDSOUND 47 |3




#

# 4 the shoulder-toshoulder post-show
jam, a silkier version of the locker
room interview. Altman had his cast
mingle with the real life personages
but all they do is duplicate the postur-
ing of the media-savvy fashion crowd.

There are half-hearted attempts to
comment on the whole idea of fashion
or fads, but they don't amount to
much. Julia Roberts and Tim Robbins
play a pair of US journalists, forced to
share a hotel room they cannot leave
because each has lost baggage. Their |
forced intimacy soon contributes to
some hot and heavy couplings, yvet they
cannot make any nstant judgements
on each other’s amorous suitability
because they're not wearing their usual
sartorial signals. Amusing enough,
except that even this simple encounter
is blighted by Roberts’ character
becoming some sort of dipso/nympho,
unable to resist sex after drinking. It is
as if the director can’t resist reducing
the most innocent characterisation
into a mechanism for contempt.

This sourness reaches its nadir with
the three fashion editors pursuing fash-
ion photographer Milo O'Brannigan.
Although Linda Hunt tries to run a cool
and collected variation on the career
woman persona, Tracey Ullman and
Sally Kellerman dive into stereotypical
waters. O'Brannigan, played with con-
descension by Stephen Rea, tricks the
women into humiliating intimacies
and photographs them, thus cruelly
turning the tables on these merchants
of female imagery. Yet the point is
utterly subsumed by the gusto with
which Altman films their self-abase-
ments; he even has Kellerman repeat
her breast-flashing embarrassment
from MASH. Whatever connivance the
women may have in their own plight is
swamped by the ferocity of the film's
delight in 1t.

Sophia Loren and Marcello Mas-
troilanni enact a travesty of some of
their lesser vehicles, cooing and shout-
ing at one another as they recall a past
romance of comically impossible
twists. As she is Olivier's widow and he
a lowly communist tailor, one supposes
there is a point being scored, but what-
ever it 1§ dies aborning. Forest
Whitaker and Richard E. Grant play
over-the-top gay designers; the latter in
particular confuses swish with charac
ter. Neither comes close to the kind of
“whatofit?" campness Kenneth Williams
could toss off. Which 1s another way of
saving the movie doesn't even live up
to being Carry On Couturier,

What makes the movie reprehensible
rather than merely miserable 1s how it
marks the degeneration of the film
technique associated with  Jean
Renoir's great middle period. In his
hands, the unanchored camera could
pick up and follow any character or
story passing by. It joined peasant and
noble, sinner and saint, in a narrative
democracy that was ultimately one of
the century’s most sublime expressions
of secular faith and hope. But in Alt-
man’'s hands, the camera becomes an
instrument for turning away, creating

instead a democracy of contempt.
Henry Sheehan
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