P  E  N  W  I  T  H    F  I  L  M    S O  C  I  E  T  Y     |     p  r  o  g  r  a  m  m  e     n  o  t  e  s
[image: image1.jpg]


ARMY OF CRIME

Robert Guediguian | France 2009 | 15 | 139m | subtitles

Simon Abkarian | Virginie Ledoyen | Robinson Stevenin

[image: image2.jpg]



Robert Geudiguian was born in Marseille in 1953, to a German mother and an Armenian father who worked the docks as a stevedore. The port has been the mainstay locale for his films, largely left-leaning intimiste portrayals of working-class life. English audiences tend to regard him as a Gallic cross between Ken Loach and Mike Leigh, particularly in light of his breakthrough production Marius et Jeannette (97) and the subsequent La Ville est Tranquille (00). The Last Mitterand (05 - all three were previous PFS screenings) was atypical in that it was set in Paris and told an innuendo-laden tale of the last days of the former French president, Francois Mitterand. Tonight’s screening is a refinement of Guediguian’s cinematic process and sympotmatic of a trend current in European cinema impelling that continent to come to terms with its post-war history.

Cinema based on historical events is inevitably a combination of nostalgia and revisionism. For French filmmakers, the German Occupation has always raised uncomfortable and ambiguous questions about loyalty and honour, particularly in respect of the issue of collaboration. One of the key post-war films to tackle these themes was Jean-Pierre Melville’s debut, Le Silence de la Mer (47), which essayed a convalescing German officer billeting with an elderly rural paysan and his daughter. The metaphor of unexpressed feelings, the daughter falling for the invalid, spoke volumes about the inarticulacy of acknowledging guilt. Melville was more historically specific in Army of the Shadows (69), an uncompromisingly bleak drama about a small group of Resistance fighters carrying out missions and trying, mostly unsuccessfully, to evade arrest, imprisonment and worse. The film, (the title of which Guediguian references in artistic tribute in tonight’s presentation), was enormously popular abroad and recently enjoyed a revival, but was received, despite its portrayals of heroism, with indifference and contempt in France on its release. The post-May ’68 world was antipathetic to anything that smacked of Gaullism, either politically or socially. The Gaullist party line in relation to resistance and collaboration was that of “a great majority of men undermined by a few traitors”. 

The shame of Occupation and the sins of collaboration were usually rendered metaphorically in simplistic terms of good v. evil, until Marcel Ophul’s documentary The Sorrow and the Pity (71) took the pragmatic view that collaboration was a widespread phenomenon, exercised by the largely disenfranchised majority and justified on the grounds of pure survival rather than ideological laxity. Louis Malle’s Lacombe, Lucien (74) posed a thornier moral question – who (and how, and why does one) becomes a Fascist? Malle’s film was critical in that it was the perhaps the first post-war French film that placed the onus for responsibility for collaboration on the individual rather than society at large. Not that it was a matter of ideological fortitude – Malle described his anti-hero as “a young peasant who might just have well become a resister and who enters the service of the Gestapo by accident”. Political naivety was a luxury few could afford; the reality was a little more complex. Cinematically, this sometimes meant an easily achieved glorification of Resistance heroes. Jacques Audiard’s A Self-Made Hero (95, and a previous FS screening), depicted another character with the facility of (self) deception, a shorthand metaphor for the French conscience wherein a collective memory of universal resistance was generally indulged at the expense of historical accuracy.
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Re-establishing accuracy, particularly in identifying the unsung minority, has become a preoccupation in recent French productions about the war. Rachid Bouchareb’s Days of Glory (06, a previous PFS presentation) surveyed the contribution made to the French war effort by ‘indigenous’ (i.e. black colonial) regiments. Similarly, Guediguian has turned his gaze, in this film, on anti-fascist refugees from Spain, Poland, Hungary and Armenia, all Jews and Communists to boot. This group was very much outside the regular, (if such a term can be applied to so many disparate social elements), Resistance, and it was their misfortune that collaborationist elements within France tarnished them as criminally, rather than politically, motivated. It is to France’s eternal shame that Himmler was able to proudly boast that these particular members of the Resistance were rounded up and dispatched to Auschwitz without the need of a single German soldier.
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