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“Do you know William Faulkner?”  “No, who’s he?  Have you slept with him?”: Faulkner,

Téchiné and Post-New Wave French Cinema


As many critics and academics have noted the films of André Téchiné typically defy plot summary and take twists and turns that often startle, and discomfort, filmgoers (particularly those more accustomed to Hollywood fare).  This shouldn’t be all that surprising, given that Téchiné, one of the most acclaimed of the second generation of French New Wave filmmakers, was first a film critic, writing twenty-five articles and reviews for the mother of the Nouvelle Vague, Cahiers du Cinéma, for four years in the mid-1960s under the editor Jacques Rivette.  And in those pages Téchiné expressed an interest and ongoing dedication to modernist principles, mentioning in particular “splintering the narrative” in writers such as Virginia Woolf and James Joyce (Comolli 205).


Given the challenge that Téchiné’s works offer to anyone attempting a neat and tidy summation, it makes sense that a shorthand of sorts seems to have been found: critics have often turned to literature to provide a framework or point of reference for Téchiné, and one name reappears time and time again—William Faulkner.  The reasons for this are easy to see, including Faulkner’s seeming hold on French cinema’s imagination as demonstrated in the writings and films of seminal French directors such as Jean Renoir, Jean-Luc Godard and Alain Resnais.  And Téchiné has himself helpfully provided a direct allusion to Faulkner and Absalom, Absalom! in his most famous and highly-acclaimed film, Wild Reeds (1994). 


From these origins, direct and indirect references to Faulkner have become a sort of critical commonplace, a handy means of evoking the films’ narrative complexity and “novelistic” qualities.  Consider that most mainstream of references,Wikipedia, discussing 1996’s Les Voleurs: “This, one of Téchiné’s best films, has a poetic beauty and a novelistic construction with shifting points of view and fractured time, suggesting the influence of William Faulkner.”  Another internet review folds in a more thematic approach to 1998’s Alice et Martin, which features a sustained prologue which represents Martin’s upbringing as a young boy and his interactions with his tyrannical father, only to abruptly cut to an adult Martin fleeing the house (for reasons unexplained for over an hour):

  

Alice et Martin unfolds in a structure that will surely leave most audiences 


aggravated.  It moves from past to present and fast to slow in such a 



sudden collectiveness that it often startles the audience.  Time periods flow like a 


single 
week when they signify months, and subjectivity turns from Alice to 


Martin on a regular basis.  Director André Téchiné works this story into a William 

Faulkner novel—where people are locked into their stereotypes and removal from 

long destined societal structures are near impossible.  (Perry)

The New York Times’s A.O. Scott picks up on this emphasis on narrative while indirectly alluding to Faulkner in his review of the same film: 



André Téchiné is the most novelistic of filmmakers . . . . one of this film’s most 


ingenious and unnerving effects is the way it confounds our sense of time: both 


chronology and duration . . . . It is suggested, but only suggested, that Martin’s 


native territory, the Cahors region of southern France, is defined, like the 



American literary South, by intricate social hierarchy and gothic domestic 



relations.

And finally, Armond White in the New York Press writes of the recent Changing Times (2006) that “Téchiné’s style recalls Altman but is resolutely unCassavetes—never pausing to outstare or contemplate—he keeps moving, furiously. (A daring, Faulkner-like interlude provides a visual abstraction of the film’s time-shifting structure.)”


Attempts to “place” Téchiné’s techniques and themes into a “novelistic” framework speak to both an uneasiness about how to describe/explain the films to filmgoers who are more used to conventional Hollywood narratives, as well as the implicit attempt to make these films seem more “artistic” and worthy of our attention.  All of these reviews tend to tip-toe around the concept of influence—it’s rarely clear if the reviewer is suggesting that Téchiné’s works have been influenced by Faulkner, or if they’re simply using Faulkner as some sort of “key” to the films.  The earliest sustained connection between Téchiné and Faulkner, seemingly inspired by an interview with Oliver Assayas (who was a screenwriter for Téchiné in the past), comes from Jonathan Rosenbaum’s Chicago Reader review of the crime thriller Les Voleurs (the film I want to concentrate on for the rest of this paper):  “Assayas . . . has compared Thieves to a William Faulkner novel, and it’s easy to see what he means.  The narrative—consisting of prologue, five sections, and an epilogue—is fluid and easy to follow, but it leaps around in time and switches between the viewpoints . . . The Faulkner novel is most closely resembles is The Sound and the Fury.”  Rosenbaum goes on to summarize in some detail the plot and structure of Faulkner’s novel.  



Setting aside the question of the value of comparing a contemporary French crime film to a 1929 American modernist novel that most filmgoers haven’t read, what’s most interesting about Rosenbaum’s use of Faulkner to explain Téchiné is that the real anxiety here is about the state of foreign cinema-going in the U.S.  Rosenbaum mentions several crime films that make use of non-chronological plots, including Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player, Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs and Kubrick’s The Killing.  But the sustained attention here is on Faulkner and very un-crime genre novel.  Using our (arguably) most venerated “difficult” writer, Rosenbaum is calling for more attention to foreign cinema, not only from filmgoers but from critics themselves:



Thieves may be a dark and disturbing film, but it certainly isn’t an inaccessible 


one.  Yet a good many mainstream critics would probably prefer not to deal with 


its emotional challenges and intricacies—which might force them to rethink their 


definition and estimation of European movies.  This masterpiece is a particularly 


telling example of the kind of richness that is factored out of their reckoning, 


because it grapples with life in a way that often seems to be the exclusive preserve 

of literature.


For a film critic to suggest that the critical apparatus of contemporary film criticism is somehow unable (or at least appears to be unable) to “grapple” with this kind of richness borders on cine-phile blasphemy, yet that is clearly the underlying anxiety found in so many of these references and allusions to Faulkner in critical work on Téchiné.  And another unspoken issue involved is the auteur theory that film theory supposedly jettisoned long ago but which clearly still holds sway in reviews and much film criticism.  The tacit acknowledgment that film is a collaborative medium, shaped by its means of production (budget, distribution, available actors, the state of the national cinema, censorship/ratings, etc.) is usually quickly abandoned for the romantic notion of a “guiding” vision, a creator whose techniques and themes run across all those films “directed” by one person.  In other words, we make sense of Téchiné by comparing his latest film to the ongoing critical responses to and the accepted readings of his body of works.  [Which is, of course, what we do in Faulkner studies.]


The most recent book-length study, Bill Marshall’s simply titled André Téchiné (2007), goes to great lengths to both acknowledge the potential problems with auteurist approaches, while at the same time relying on tried-and-true analysis based on those auteurist principles.  And Marshall also gives us the most sustained Téchiné/Faulkner connections.  Following Rosenbaum’s lead, Marshall provides an even longer and more detailed explanation of The Sound and the Fury in his chapter on Les Voleurs.

A plot summary of Les Voleurs can help us see the parallels he sets up:  

* Prologue—Justin, the son of crime boss Ivan, wakes as his dead father is carried into the house.  
This section ends with Juliette, who is Alex’s (Ivan’s estranged brother) lover, kissing 
Ivan’s corpse (which is lying in state).

* Alex (a cop) encounters Juliette (picked up for shoplifting) a year earlier; their relationship 
develops

* Marie (a philosophy professor) meets Juliette , and we see their relationship develop

* The car heist goes wrong, and we see Ivan getting killed by police—we’re back to the prologue

* Justin at Ivan’s cremation (and his ongoing relationship with uncle Alex)

* Alex and Marie commiserate on their shared obsession with Juliette; Marie commits suicide

Marshall cites Rosenbaum, writing that “this fragmented narrative structure owes much to William Faulkner, a writer with a high profile in France since the 1930s” (52).  Marshall also goes beyond Rosenbaum and explicitly connects Caddie Compson to Juliette:  “a central female character . . . is loved obsessively by two of the narrators.  Caddie has no narrative voice of her own except when it is embedded in that of another; Juliette has a chapter from her point of view but no voiceover.  She is also loved of course by Jimmy, in a reworking of the brother-sister relationship, in minor key, from My Favorite Season (1996)” (53).   


Marshall pushes the Faulkner connections throughout his book, also suggesting that there are hints of Sirk’s The Tarnished Angels (an adaptation of Pylon) in Les Voleurs’s “combination of modernism and melodrama,” even arguing that gliders and para-gliders found in the latter are “echoes” of the stunt plane scenes in Sirk’s film.  Marshall also argues that the patriarch of Alice et Martin was “inspired” by Thomas Sutpen in Absalom, Absalom!, and that one intertext of 1987’s Les Innocents is Faulkner’s Light in August (while acknowledging that the plots have almost no points of comparison, but rather that each uses “a young woman whose parents are dead as a catalyst for exposing the secrets, sexual and racial, of a community which is still dealing with the legacy of a past war” (108)).  

The impulse to connect Techine to Faulkner makes sense—it provides a ready, critically venerated means of both explaining and arguing for the merit of Techine’s films. But consider that there is, after all, only one direct reference to Faulkner in Téchiné’s works—and the nature of this allusion is arguably more about the New Wave itself, particularly Godard’s use of The Wild Palms in Breathless (1959) (which is itself likely a reference to Agnès Varda’s La Pointe-Courte (1956)), as the film takes place in southern France in the early 1960s, and a Cine-Club features prominently.  And in interviews and in his writings, Téchiné himself doesn’t even mention Faulkner.

On the surface, the connections are there to be made.  But what Téchiné and Faulkner are doing with their narrative experiments vastly differ and if value is to be gotten out of the comparison.  This impulse to refer to Faulkner as a key to Téchiné becomes a commonplace, and relies on surface parallels.  The result is that in using Faulkner to somehow validate or explain Téchiné, we often eliminate the question of how these very different media deal with these complexities in narrative, theme and point-of-view.   And of course, the underlying assumption here is that we have Faulkner figured out—that his are now closed texts. 

Marshall writes that “the chronological narrative is transformed by a plurality of time frames and narrative voices and viewpoints, announced by a cacophony of voices (from the film’s different voiceover narrations) over the opening credits” (51-52).  I’d like to show you the first couple of minutes from the film, and then jump to the beginning of Alex’s first narration to give you a sense of how the film is structured.  (clip)


This use of cacophony is very different from the mix of voices we hear in The Sound and the Fury.  One of the most compelling and important aspects of Faulkner’s novel is arguably narrative reliability (due to state of mind, memory, outright lying in Jason’s case, etc.), which is an aspect of narrative plurality that doesn’t interest Téchiné.  The voiceover narrations in Les Voleurs are largely expository, and do not contradict anything we are seeing on the screen.  Film can obviously deal with narrative unreliability (Rashomon comes to mind, while The Usual Suspects, Fight Club and Memento are more contemporary examples).  But these examples are telling, because in each the storytelling context is made explicit.  This context is never made clear in Les Voleurs, or in The Sound and the Fury, when these narratives are being delivered, or to whom.  So in that regard we might draw some interesting parallels.  But that nagging reliability question keeps coming up—these voices we hear at the beginning of the film are nothing like the sea of voices which engulf Quentin, or the mixing of times and places we find in Benjy’s section.  In fact, we hear snatches of dialogue that we will hear later in the film, but we never assume that any of these narrative sections might be unreliable. Téchiné circles around a central, traumatic event (in this case, Ivan’s death), but his narrative serves to slowly let us in on the secret so we can understand characters without any foreknowledge of what they’re reacting to.  


Further, I’d like to argue that these opening moments are Téchiné’s clever way of acknowledging the collaborative nature of the film itself.  As we hear this multitude of disembodied voices, we see the opening credits (with no images to distract us), which feature the screenwriters and words such as “collaboration” and “participation” throughout. Téchiné is reportedly very generous in spreading the acclaim and noting the contributions of the acting (which is often improvisational), cinematography, editing, music, screenwriters, the source texts, etc.  And for every technique or theme that we might feel is “Faulkneresque” in Téchiné, we also see the director described in very un-Faulkneresque ways—subtle, understated, cool, intimate, “a master of the quick, light stroke,” a woman’s director.  For a reviewer wouldn’t it seem to make more sense to compare these films to Rashomon, or Citizen Kane, or Pulp Fiction?  Or to more recent successful foreign films such as Amores Perros?

Yet there is admittedly much to be gained by paying attention to the possible intertexual moments in these films (and in Faulkner, of course), but only if we also acknowledge that these texts are not closed, but rather open structures (as Barthes might have it) that are endlessly reworked by a boundless context and seen through ever-shifting grids of interpretation.  If we are to take these comparisons seriously, then it makes just as much sense to try to interpret Faulkner’s works through the lens of Téchiné’s films.  It’s worth considering that what “Faulkner” meant in the 1930s, and to the New Wave directors and critics in the 1960s, and to Téchiné in the 1980s and 1990s, and what “Faulkner” means to us today has not remained a constant.  Rather than reinscribe the typical axiomatic superiority of literary art to film or to fall back on the “influence” of a respected literary figure, what such comparisons should do is consider Les Voleurs a “multileveled negotiation of intertexts”—Faulkner, Téchiné, Wild Reeds, Breathless, Humphrey Bogart, The Sound and the Fury, Pulp Fiction, etc.  But in making these comparisons, the value lies in thinking through the complexities.  


To give you an example I’ll go back to the one direct allusion that seems to have firmly established this tendency to connect Techine to Faulkner.  So what does the direct Faulkner reference in Wild Reeds “mean”?  Adulation of Absalom, Absalom!?  An indirect reference to Breathless?  Is there a thematic connection to be made regarding the homosexuality found in both texts?  After all, the context of the reference is telling—one male character has written an essay for another boy he has a crush on, and the latter has been caught out by the teacher (who asks which Faulkner text a quote came from).  But we don’t know what the quote is, or even if the boy is lying about where it came from.  We don’t even know if it really is a quote from Faulkner.  Is it ironic?  Earnest?  Naïve?  Making the all-too-easy associations between Faulkner and Téchiné based on such a complicated, ambiguous reference is precisely the kind of critical work both of these artists defy.  What is more valuable to contemplate is how such a reference raises questions about genre (film and literary), shifting reputations, the material realities of filmmaking versus novel-writing, and Faulkner’s “actual” engagement with the cinema. Such are the complexities, and possibilities, of intertextual moments such as these.
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