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FILM FESTIVAL
PREVIEW:

Louis Malle on

LACOMBE LUCIEN

Louis Malle was interviewed in June by Jan Daw-
son at the National Film Theatre in London.

LACOMBE LUCIEN actually grew out
of three abandoned projects. One was
taking place in Algeria, at the end of
the Algerian War; the next in America,
at the time of the Vietnam War; and the
last one in Mexico, recently. I was in-
terested in describing a character like
Lucien Lacombe, but I wasn’t to sure in
which historical context to place it.
After the clash between the students
and the Army in Mexico in ‘68, before
the Olympic Games, it was very violent
and bloody. The Mexican President, a
very tough man called Diaz Ordaz, and
the Mexico City police organized a
group of young boys—eighteen, nine-
teen, twenty years old—from the
slums, the lumpen of Mexico City, and
manipulated these boys into a sort of
civilian police force, with guns, very
highly trained, and mixing it up with
the students in the demonstrations. For
two or three years they were very ef-
ficient.

Then in 1970 there was a new Presi-
dent, Echeverria Alvarez, who was
more liberal; so the press started to
speak about the scandal of these boys.
Echeverria said that all the light, the
truth would be exposed—and finally it
was entirely covered. I was in Mexico
at this time, in 1971, and came out very
naively with my idea for a film. They
had gotten these boys to practically
disappear, to keep them from meeting
with journalists. But through friends I
managed to meet with two of them,
and talked with them, and started writ-
ing a story about one of these boys.

Luis Bunuel was in Mexico at the
time, and I remember telling him I was
going to try to make that film. And he
laughed: “You'll never make this film
in Mexico. Even for a Mexican it would
be difficult—but for a foreigner it
would practically be impossible.” And
he was right. So I tried to make it in
Chile, in the days when it was possible;
but Chile was really so different from
Mexico that it was not, in fact, possible.
Then I tried to make it in Venezuela,
but that was not easy either. So I drop-
ped the project and came back to
France.

But I still wanted to go further with
this theme. And then I had the idea of
putting it in the Occupation period. I
started researching, studying about the
period, which I found really incredible.
It's a period that’s so confused, so
complicated, with so many contradic-
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tions, that I really got interested, and
decided to start with this idea of a
peasant boy from Southwest France
who ends up working for the Ges-
tapo. And then the film was enriched
by the relationship of this boy with the
Jewish family—the essential of the film:
the opposition between different social
classes, between this boy from a farm-
ing family and these Parisian
bourgeoises hiding in a town in the
Southwest of France.

I had expected the film to be a
commercial flop; it's a long, difficult
film with unknown actors. I felt that,
after thirty years, it was possible to
look at the French past without rais-
ing such a big turmoil. There have,
after all, been films like LACOMBE LU-
CIEN before, which didn’t raise any
controversey. It's probably the impact
of this film—which is very strong
—that got people quite worried.

I don’t want to dispense with writ-
ers, because I find it very difficult to
write. I hate writing. What I like about
making films is working with a lot of
people. Working alone, just writing, I
find very frustrating. But it's difficult
for me to explain to a writ-
er what I have in mind, so I have to
write a first draft: that’s what I did with
LACOMBE LUCIEN. I wrote a sort of
synopsis, and then I asked Patrick
Modiano to come and rescue me.
MURMUR OF THE HEART was different: it
was written in a few days, it just came
suddenly. When it was finished I read
it to a few friends, and they liked it,
and I shot it. For LE FEu FOLLET I did
the adaptation of the La Rochelle novel,
but it wasn’t difficult: it was practically
recopying the book.

I prefer to work with nonprofessional
writers; I mean, I don’t like too much to
work with screennwriters—except for
one, Jean-Claude Carriere, whom I
worked with twice, and whom I en-
joyed working with. But, for example,
Modiano is a novelist, very young,
twenty-six years old; he’s written three
novels, and he’d had nothing to do
with film before Lacomse. It was in-
teresting: he kept telling me, “I don't
know how to put it,” and I told him,
“Don’t bother, just write what you
think, and then I'll manage, because
I'm supposed to be the director of the
picture!” It's much more interesting to
ignore the rules. In fact, rules don't
exist; the language of cinema is still
being invented. But some famous
screenwriters I've tried to work with
have very set patterns. They would say
“You can’t do that for such-and-such
reason.” Very mechanical. And most of
the time they were better writers than
I, so I felt insecure.

For me, the most interesting part of
being a director is directing the actors.

Top: Pierre Blaise (Lucien) and Louis Malle. Bottom: LACOMBE LUCIEN.
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