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Memory of The Late Erich Von Stroheim

Erich von Stroheim, as von Raullenstein in

Jean Rencirs LA GRANDE ILLUSION.

An older. bul still monocled, von Siroheim
{flew {rom Paris to Heollywood, scene ol his
splendors and deleals as a direclor, 10 appear
in SUNSET BOULEVARD., and was greeled by
Billy Wilder: “"We are honored 1o have you
with us ... ] have always admired your
great films. You were len years ahead ol your

lime."” “"You are wrong—Iiwenly years
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Another recent revival with
an impressive place in film his-
tory is Jean Renoir's @r{m_,llluf
sionn (1937). This is a straight-
“torward but finely realized W’{}rld
War I piece set off by the acting
talents of Erich von Strohcim
and Jean Gabin. Shot down on
4 reconnaissance mission, {wo
French airmen, de Boeldieu
(Pierre Fresnav) and Maréchal
(Gabin), are entertained under
the old code ot honor-among-
enemies by the German squadron
leader, von Rauflenstein (Stro-
heim). The point is carly made

that between de Boeldieu and
von Rauffenstein, both of them
aristocrats and professional sol-
diers of the traditional kind,
there exists an understanding,
even a rapport, that does not
cxist for people like Maréchal,
who is a mere conscript from
- middle-class Paris. The longest
section of the hlm shows us
prison-camp life, with an excit-
ing  e¢scape-tunnel  theme that
nevertheless suftters from the
multiplicity of such themes in
films about World War 1I; how-
ever, there is an unreproduce-
able ironv wherebyv the prisoners
are transterred to another camp
on the very eve of the tunnel's
LUmPIL‘tlimmit is rubbed in by
a moment at which Maréchal
vainly tries to convev the tun-

nel's existence to a non-French-
Speaking British captive,
So we move to the central epi-

sode, in which Rauftenstein re-

appears as the commandant of a
camp located in a castle deep
inside Germany. He is physically

‘in poor shape after a crash, un-

usable anv more as an active
soldier, but he continues to treat
Boeldieu with inflexible cour-
tesv, breaking with him into
Engliqh as they discuss happier
davs in I{md{m, confinuing to

- maintain that Maréchal and his

buddy Rosenthal, a Jewish
Frenchman, are in no position
to understand the reality of war
or ot what is happening to Eu-
ropc. Boeldieu says he can't

- really agree with anv of that, and
procceds to lay a plot tor the

escape of Marcchal and Rosen-
thal. This comes oft all right,
but in the course of it Boeldicu
is shot—by Rauffenstein, nat-
urallv—and soon dies without
fuss, forgiving the remorsetul
German.

Although evervthing is beau-
titullv done, it is not casv to say
unhesitatingly just what is the

orand illusion that we arc being

told about. It is not war as such,

for its horror and futility are no

more than implied: thev are not
the main subject.
notion that escape is possible;
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Nor is it the

Maréchal and Rosenthal actu-
ally do escape, clear over the
frontier to neutral Switzerland,

‘with no hint of rigors ahead or

an eventual return to the front
line. The most substantial moral
one can find is that it is an iliu-
sion to suppose that the enemy
is not also 4 human being, and
certainly both Boeldieu and
Rauffenstein are human under
their impressive but readily pene-
trable disguises. Yet here the
concept {}t militarv aristocracy
intrudes, interesting in itselt and -
as playved, but sceming an inter-
lude from the stern business of
imprisonment and cscape. Fur-

ther, the hlm ends with a long

interlude recounting the adven-
turcs of the ftugitive pair; more
intrinsic interest, but little ap- -
plication to the main threads.

Does this lack of unitv mat-
ter? Not much if the thing has
energy in its constituent parts,
as here. The novel can stand
such diversity too, and it is the
novel—not ballet or poetry or
still photography in motion or
animated painting—which is the -
film’s closest relative. How about
a little brooding on that?



