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by Andrew, Sarris
Francois Truffaut's “THE|
(BORXTEHIN®fat the Paris) has

en widely criticized for its
wildly melodramatic  denoue-
ment. The spectacle of a wronged
wife mowing down her errant
husband with a shotgun may be
rationalized as the truth of the
tabloids, but, as Max Beerbohm
observed in ‘‘Savanarola Brown,”
truth is much too lurid for the]
logic of fiction. Besides, Truffaut,
unlike Godard, is not now and has
never been a spinner of paradoxes
about realism. If one asks Godard
why, he is likely to answer why
not. Truffaut is more directly and
dramatically involved in the
meaning of his material. In fact,
Monsieur Francois has served up
little shreds of himself in the little
mischief-makers of ‘'Les Mis-
tons” (1857), in the delinquently
i juvenile Jean-Pierre Leaud of
“The 400 Blows" (1959), later the
coyly masochistic adolescent of
“Love at Twenty” (1963), in the
" destructively timid Charles Azna-
vour of “Shoot the Piano Player”
{lﬂrﬁﬂ}, in the sweetly passive Os-
ca.r Werner of “Jules and Jim"
(1961), and now in the clumsily
adulterous Jean Dessailly of ““The
goft Skin.”” One has only to glance
at the shyly flickering smile on
the director's face to recognize
the pattern of all his protagonists.
No conguering Casanovas they. A
succession of nice girls must lead
these paragons of humility and
gensitivity by the hand to thel
promised land of tender caresses.
By lacking force, Truffaut's
heroes—especially Dessailly—
evade responsibility. The director
is then free to pass off the unbear-
able nastiness of *‘The Soft Skin”
as the consequence of objective
observation.

Priggish Ethos

Unfortunately, Truffaut's treat-
ment of adultery is so priggish it
makes Doris Day's ethos seem as
libidinous as Mae West's. Jean
Dessailly, an industrialized intel-
lectual allegedly on the make for
airline stewardess Francoise Dor- |
leac, arranges assignations in
Paris hotels and countryside mo-
tels with all the insouciance of a
debauchee in Dubugue—not 10-
day's depraved wife-swapping
Dubuque, of course, but the
wholesome Dubugue the New

Yorker imagined 30 years ago.
Perhaps in seeing too many
American movies, Truffaut has
soaked up Production Code' Put

tanism with all its retributive
mechanisms as a universal fact
of life. Certainly one does not
have to be a libertine to recognize
the director's intolerance toward

compulsive sexualily. Renoir's
dictum that everyone has his rea- |
| sons, a dictum that Truffaut has |
always professed to follow, is

abandoned here on more than one |
. occasion. The director’'s attitude
toward two-legged wolves who |
' accost women on the street is so |
one-sidedly staged as a cynically
predatory act that I can’'t help
detecting a touch of masculine

| envy in Truffaut’s magisterial |
choler, |
The plot of ““The Soft Skin™ is |

a maze of coincidences and con-
trivances from the first fateful
plane trip to the last fatal phone
call. Three lives swing wildly on
split-second hinges of fate. If Des-
sailly had not caught his plane to
I.isbon, he would never have meét
Francoise Dorleaec, and if he had
- not found himself in the same ele-
| vator with the stewardess, hel
would never have had the courage |
to pick her up, and if he had not |
picked her up, and if he had not
been delayed in calling his wife
by someone in the phone booth,
he would still be alive today. This
kind of third-rate-life-is-fate dra-
matic construction can be fun in |
an unpretentious movie, but Truf- '
faut is nothing if not deliberate
in his use of cliches. Life, he ar-
gues quite solemnly, is just one |
long bad movie, and life’s pleas-

ures are merely fleeting moments

in an unpleasantly complicated |
scenario. This vision of the world
is both too limited and too per-

verted for any serious film, much

less for any possibility of humor

and charm. Aside from the joy-

lessness of Truffaut’'s outline of

existence, the very texture of ex-
perience in “The Soft Skin" is
coarse and ugly. The director

‘even demystifies Francoise Dor- |

leac's lovely legs through a a feel-

' thy fetishism with stockings, pos

gsibly intended to convey the idea |

' that urban love is not a realm of |
classical nudity, but of furtive |

peek-a-boo. |

Another Period

Truffaut’s technique has nmreri

| been so precise in its camera
' placements and so fragmented 1n
its editing. He seems to have mov- |
ed within this one film from his
Renoir-Vigo period to his Res-
nais-Hitchcock period. A vaguely
defined lyrical humanism has
' been replaced by a chillingly me-
' chanical analysia of human Dbe-
havior. It Truffaut fails dismally
in bringing off the switch, it is
' because his style merely disguis-
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. &5 the banality of his ideas witnh-
oul transforming them into emo-
tional attitudes. Truffaut, the
most lovable and least intellectu-
al of the major nouvelle vague
directors, can coast no longer on
sheer charm. |

=

Francois Truffaut’s * La peau douce (The
Soft Skin) is a matter-of-fact study of
adultery, with Nelly Benedetti

and Jean Desailly
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