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Music Extracts

*Song” by Claude 8,612 feat

Debussy, Paul Bourget, 96 minutes

performed by K

Mierzejewska; “Bolero”

by Maurice Ravel;
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“Sonata for 4 Hands”,
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- = In Cracow a young music stu-

dent, Stefan Bugajski, hears in
his sleep a haunting sequence of notes
which he recognises as being by Henry
Kesdi, a composer who has been silent
for the last 40 years. Determined to
help Kesdi complete the refrain, he
embarks for Denmark, where Kesdi is
now living with his wife Helena. He
takes with him a letter from his
teacher, Professor Kern, an old acquain-
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tance of Kesdi, who remains uncon-
vinced that the silence that descended
on Kesdi after the death of his first wife
in the Holocaust can ever be broken. In
their house set in its own woods,
Helena Kesdi tries to interest the sick
and reclusive Henry in an offer from
his nephew Joseph to finance a re-
launch of his career. Joseph and his
associates are thrown out. Simultane-
ously Stefan arrives and is seen lurking
in the woods. Henry grabs his gun, but
Stefan manages to slip his letter to
the sceptical Helena. Next day Stefan
darts into the house, tells Henry that
his bad back is caused by sleeping over
a stream that runs beneath the house
and counsels a change of bedroom. The
furious Henry knifes him in the wrist
and Stefan retreats to the woods.

The next night Henry moves his
bedding to the other side of the house
and his back pain eases. He invites Ste-
fan for breakfast. Stefan plays him the
refrain, which Henry recognises as a

Jewish melody he once tried to use. He

orders that Stefan be given the spare
room. That night Stefan cures him of
asthma by applying pressure to his
temples. Henry insists that he is an
angel. Henry throws himself into work
and asks for a musical secretary. That
night he goes to Helena's bed for the
first time in years. Next morning, Ste-
fan finds Henry a secretary in the
young conservatoire student Annette
Berg. Henry's doctor insists that the
return to work may Kkill him. Annette
arrives for work and Henry discusses
music and flirts with her. Stefan
arranges a date with Annette, which
sends Henry into a rage. The date goes
badly, Annette rejecting Stefan’s
advances. As Henry's music progresses,
so does his feeling for Annette, and
they begin an affair. As the music and
the love affair become more intense,
Stefan suffers excruciating pain in his
wounded arm.

In a television interview on comple-
tion of the new work, Henry ascribes
his new creativity to his guardian
angel. Stefan’s wound now bleeds regu-
larly and at Henry's birthday party he
collapses and is rushed to hospital.
Rehearsals proceed, while the doctor
warns Stefan that Henry's symptoms
are unmistakable. Annette tells Helena
that she is pregnant. Helena visits Ste-
fan in hospital and orders him to leave
as soon as he recovers. Henry conducts
the gala premiere of his opus while Ste-
fan and the doctor watch on TV relay.
At the thunderous climax, Henry col-
lapses and is taken to hospital, where
Stefan is found to have recovered. A
year later, Stefan, now teaching music
in Cracow, gets a telephone call from
Helena summoning him to visit the
dying Henry. She and Annette are tak-
ing care of him and Annette’s asth-
matic baby son. Stefan tells Henry that
he can no longer help him, and Henry,
now reconciled to death, comforts
him. Stefan picks up the asthmatic
child and the boy’s wheezing stops.

. The Silent Touch is about art and
7 inspiration, art and goodness,
art and life. It combines lengthy dis- »
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Get some sleep: Sofie Grabol, Max von Sydow

4 cussion of these subjects with the
creation of a new work by the com-
poser Henry Kesdi. But films about
music are notoriously difficult to bring
off, as another central European direc-
tor, Istvan Szabd, demonstrated recent-
ly with Meeting Venus. And The Silent
Touch, as a film about art, is neither
original nor inspired. It is not just that
the sub-Orffian oratorio perormed at
the climax (in fact, “Exodus™ by Woj-
ciech Kilar, whose music can be heard
in Francis Ford Coppola’s Dracula) is, for
all its thunder, unconvincing as the
release of imprisoned genius. It is also
that all the talk of the victory of art
and goodness over silence and evil
lacks substance - the perfunctory
treatment of the theme of genocide 1s
typical in this respect - just as the
extravagant complaints Henry makes
about modern music as a “pollution of
silence”, though occasionally amusing
(it all reminds him of toenail clip-
pings), are predictable and evasive.

This predictability extends to the
characters - selfish, irascible artist
Henry, long-suffering but loyal wife
Helena, vital young muse Annette -
and to the doggedly articulated plot, in
which the intrusions into the house-
hold of both Stefan and Annette follow
heavily signposted paths. The dialogue
too, despite its regular returning to the
subject of passion, seems etiolated and
highmindedly old-fashioned. The Silent
Touch is the first project to have
benefited from the European Co-Pro-
duction Fund and the script, originally
a story by Zanussi and a Polish collabo-
rator, then worked into a screenplay
by Peter Morgan and Mark Wadlow,
shows signs of the statelessness such
projects risk.

In another respect, though, interna-
tional co-operation has worked well.
The initial scenes in Cracow with Ste-
fan waking from nightmare like a pale,
haunted Dostoevskian youth, and talk-
ing feverishly to his professor (Alek-
sander Bardini, the doctor in Kies-
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lowski's Decalogue 2) and his later
sojourn in the Danish woods are the
most confident in the film, with an
assured sense of place and behaviour.
Central to the meaning of The Silent
Touch is the enigma of the ‘angel’ Ste-
fan and his mysterious effect on Henry.
In the Acts of the Apostles S5t Stephen, the
first Christian martyr, is described as
“full of grace and power,” as doing
“ereat wonders and signs among the
people,” for whom “his face was like
the face of an angel.” This Stefan bursts
into Henrys household as astonish-
ingly as Terence Stamp in Pasolini’s Teo-
rema, and Henry himself is initially
bemused and resistant (both to art and
to goodness), once even calling him
Mephistopheles. What is the nature of
their symbiosis? Stefan himself seems
to have no life - no talent as a com-
poser, no success with Annette — and
vet he alone can restore Henry both
physically and artistically. His wound,
caused by Henry, bleeds like stigmata
at the moments of Henry's greatest pas-
sion. And at the end, Henry, reconciled
to art, life and death, is able to console
him in return. Though this allegory of
the power of goodness remains opaque
and not entirely persuasive, neverthe-
less it is precisely its lack of explicit-
ness that makes it the resonating core
of the film.

As Henry, the petulant, tyrannical
genius, Max von Sydow has little to do
that he has not done many times beore
- except perhaps to smash so much
crockery. But Sarah Miles, rarely seen
these days, brings a taut convintion to
the fading Helena. And Lothaire
Bluteau displays the same startling
intensity he showed in Jesus of Montreal
and Black Robe in the central role
of Stefan, by turns exuberant and
anguished, confident and bewildered.
Asked by the doctor why he was so
determined that Henry should com-
plete his opus, he says, “I just wanted
to get some sleep.”

Julian Graffy
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