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can-Luc Godard
and the corporate entity tormerly
known as “Walt Disnev™ have done
more than anvonc else to chart the para-
meters of the post-cinema unverse. It's
natural, then, that when contemplating
the ortgins of Western evihization,
they would peer inro the pre-Judeo-
Christan must of ancient Greece and see
the pagan rehgion of . . . movics.

C onLempl, Godard’s 1963 stab atra

“commercial” feature, self-reflexnvely

imagines The Odyssey as a
stmilarly faled attempt to
Lh&“ﬂilﬂ”t the gods and
make a fﬂm thm},j Dhs-
nev's fatest blockbuster, is
no less selt-reterental in
taking Greek mythology as
A mcmplu'}r tor marketing
a star. Contempt —which,
atter 30 vears withdrawn
from CirctHation, rerurns
to the Ithaca of art-house
distribution—1s a mourn-
ful ode to Holhwood hege-
monv. Hercudes, opening at
‘plexes throughout the tm%«
verse on the same day,
nearly as damning in dc,m-
c)mtmmw rhat hurunum

l*qmll ' &llurmual
both movies feature carica-
rured Hollvwood tvpes as
their villains. But while
Contempr recalls a2 time
when the now quamt term
sellont was some sort of cp-
ithet, Hercules cheertully
obliterates the memory that said time
ever existed.

As spectacles of antiquuty, Conternpr

and Hercatles are idi{v;mcmric versions of

the grandiose and tawdrv sword-and-
sandal genre the French call the peplun:
(a term denved from the Greek word for
the lowing dress worn so fetchingly by
Hercules’s animated inamorata). Enjov-
ing a golden age from the late "40s
through the earlv "60s, the peplum was,
i effect, Europe’s last indigenous torm
of mass-audience movie. Indeed, both
ot Contempt’s producers were peplum
meisters— Carlo Pont produced the
Kirk Douglas Ulysses and I()&Lph E.
Levine made his fortune by tmporting
the Steve Reeves Hercales to Amenica.

Many peplusns were mternational
co-productions, filmed i Rome with
French or Brinsh money and Amenican
actors. So, too, Contempt—an inter-
nattonal co-pro, adapted (with surprs-
g fdehiny) from Alberto Moravia's
bestseller, shot (at Cineatta) in Techn-
Color and CinemaScope, and starring
Jack Palance and Brigirte Bardot.
Godard had become briefly bankable
when the aging sex kitten let it be
known she wanted this movie-crazed
hipster to direct her next picture.

At once a movie of outrageous
tormalism (bold colors, abstract chunks
of sound) and documentary verisimih-
tude (cast speaking an undubbed mix-
rure of French, kEnglish, Iralian, and
German), Contempt 1s the story of a
French writer (Michel Piccolt) who
takes a job from an American producer
(Palance) and, as a result, loses his wafe

< Contempt

Written and directed by
Jean~-Luc Codard
From the novel Il Disprezzo by
Alberto Moravia
A Strand Releasing/Rialto Pictures
re-release
Opens June 27

Hervcules

Directed by John Musker and
Ron Clements
A Walt Disney Pictures release
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melancholy: “Only vesterday there
Were l\mgﬁ here” Beloved by Cabiers
for his portraval of a star i revolt in
The Brg Knife, Palance plays the pro-
ducer as if reprising his Artila the Hun
in the Hollvwood peplion, Sign of the
Pagan. (His big, brutally energenic and
self-important child 1s said to be mod-
cled atter Joeo Levine, although the
type may he immortal —1it’s no stretch
£o mmgsm him producing Con A or
running Miramax.)

A sbééed-aut Odyssey: Bardot and Palance in Contempt

(Bardot). The plot 1s distilled to anec-
dote 1in the sun-smacked Mediter-
rancan hght and turther fractured by
the aurung:, melancholy of (xe()rg{,s
Delerue’s musical theme, not to men-
tion the inserts of Bardot skinny-
dipping demanded by Godard’s pro-
ducers. At one point the movie 1s
interrupted by the message that *Joc
Levine 1s calling from New York.”
Contempt begins with a charged quote
from Godard’s mentor André Bazin—
“Cinema replaces the world with one
that conforms to our desires”—tol-
lowed by a close-up of Brnigitte Bardot’s
world-famous derriere.

Moravia’s novel was translated as
A Ghost at Noon, and Godard’s movie
has the quality of a davlight haunting;
an emptyv studio s populated by a
collection of movie apparitions. The

tawny nexus of desire (and token of

male exchange), Bardot 1s never other
than a platonic image of herself—
although she sometimes wears the wig
that Godard’s then muse Anna Karina
wore in Vivre sa vie. Piccolt, whose
stingy-brim fedora, rolled up shirt-
sleeves, and loosened tie suggest a
refugee from the set ot Some Came
Running {(Godard wanted Sinatra),
has been hired to rewrite the peplum
Odvssey being shot by a philosoph-
icathy world-weary Fritz Lang (who
“actually plays himselt)” The New York
T1mes noted with surpnse).

Given to big pronouncements
quoted from a tiny book of wisdom,
producer Palance enters the deserted
Cinecitta lot 1in a mood of fatuous

Thanks ro Lang’s ill-starred pro-
duction, the Olvmprans preside over
the modern storv. ¥[ like gods, T know
exactly how they feel)” Palance declares
in the midst of trashing the master’s
rushes. (A famous quotation from
Louis Lumiere 1s inscribed beneath the
projection-room screen: “The cinema
1s an mvention withour a furure.”)
Afterward, Palance coaxes an unwilhing
Bardot to ride 1n the red Alta Romeo
that serves as the storv’s deus ex mach-
ina. Later, back home and betoga'd in
towels, Bardot and Piccolr pace and
squabble through a half-furmished apart-

mcntmenacting the diSil”ltﬂgI‘ati(}I‘] of

thetr marriage in the stunning, halt-
hour tour de torce that provides the
movie with 1ts centerpiece.

Godard called Contempt the “storv
of castaways of the western world, sur-
vivors of the <;1*1ipwrcck of moderniny”
Thirty-odd vears later, 1t seems hike an
Llcg\ for E Lropean art Cinema, at once
tragic and serene. It Contempt 1s a myth
about the baletul ettect of the movie
god on the lives of two mortals, 1t 1s also
the storv of Godard’s victory over a sim-
ar seduction. Lashed to the mast of

irasctble gentus, he heard the song of

the sirens and hived to tell the rale.

Back in Lotusland,

Hercules consecrates the triumphant
merger of Broadway brass and ant-
mated pizzazz. The movic’s mtectious
vulgarity (not to mention its gold-
fuchsia-turquosse color scheme) rumps
anything Contempt’s producer might
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have tmagined. With Hermes envi-
stoned as Lare Show bandleader Paul
Shatter and the Muses an r&b gospel
chorus out of Bubblin® Brown Sugar,
Mount Olympus 1s a delighttully celeb-
stocked ‘\Lé‘d% lounge while, tie-1ns
be danmed, the Underworld is com-
pared to McDonald’s—five billion souls
served so far.

The favorite character of Trahian
peplums, Hercules here sports a Kurk
Douglas chin cleft and a credo cribbed
from a box of Wheaties:
“I'm on my wav—1 can go
the distance” Himl\uiu.. a8
the Muses dub him, s
coached to the superstardom
that will be celebrared i
Michael Bolron’s strident h-
nale by the bouncy, bulbous-
nosed satvr—volce supplied
by Dazzm De Vito —and

ampad hv a shinkv vixen
named Mw (short for Mecg-
ara), modcled on screvwball
wise-girls like Jean Arthur or
Barbara Stanwyek.

Executed from designs
by Gerald Scarte by the ream
responsible tor Aladdin. Her-
celes 1s a genmunely funny and
inventive animated cartoon.
[t’s also confident enough to
€NCOMPAss 1ts oW Criggue.
Atter kilhing a computer-
generated Hvdra, Hercules's
success mchudes the Hercules
Store, Hercul-Ade, Air-Here,
et al, “I'm the most famous
hero n all Greece—T'moan aconon figure”
he cres ar the clumax of a scene that
seems less satire than social realism. (The
morning of the pagan celebration con-
%{:{:mting midrown Manhattan to Dis-
nev's latest creation. I recenved a mail-
mdcz' catalogue SLl}_mg hmited-edition
Hercules comns, lithographs, watch-and-
figurine chotchkes, and musical snow
globes, as well as more plebelan swim-
suits, bike shorts, T-shirts, and tovs.)

“How cute—a couple of rodents
looking for a theme park.” Meg nitts on
seeing Hades's little helpers m cartoon-
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character disguise. Hades himselt
(modeled on and given voice by James
Woods) 1s a sarcastic showbhiz hustler
with a flame of blue hair and a2 motor-
mouthed shpritz filled with Yiddish-
isms. An unmistakable Hollywood

-y

agent, plotting a “*hostile takcover™ of

()l\’ﬂ}ptlﬂ this devil suggests Michael
Eisner’s paranoid famas*} of Michael
Ovitz’s pal_acc revolt, \'i

Hercules-—-the tnumphant merger af
Broadway brass and animated pizzazz
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