——— e — - ——

PAINTERS

continued from page 12

is of course loaded in Gauguin’s favor,
as is reflected in the film’s title, which
refers 1o a parable about a starving wolf
who refuses a fat dog’s invitation to join
him in his comfortable houschold as
soon as he glimpses the dog’s collar.
But the dialogue, drawn in part from
letters and journals, has flashes of in-
sight that go beyond polemics. (Recall-
ing his relationship to van Gogh at one
point, Gauguin remarks, “He taught
me a chair could be tragic; I taught
him why.”)

On the other hand, Carlsen seems
to have axes to grind that relate to Gau-
guin only obliquely: he seems, for in-
stance, to be settling accounts with his

native Denmark when he vitriolically
portrays Gauguin's wife, Mette (Mer-
ete Voldstedlund), as a spiteful mons-
ter of repression. Admittedly, Gauguin
himself was outspoken in his disdain
for Danish society after he left for Ta-
hiti; but the fact that he remained with
his wife as long as he did, and corre-
sponded with her for the remainder of
his life, suggests a stronger bond be-
tween them than anything implied in
the film. Indeed, the principal draw-
back of Carlsen and Sutherland’s Gau-
guin is that, although he registers
more subtly and less coarsely than An-
thony Quinn’s Method Gauguin in
Lust for Life, he still appears so foot-
loose and out of control that it be-
comes almost impossible to fathom the
stockbroker and family man he once
was. (Significantly, the film has only

one minimal flashback to cover Gau-
guin’s first 40-odd years, more ellipti-
cally synecdochic than anything in
I'nida.)

More generally, the treatment of all
four women in Gauguin's life during
the period covered—-Judith, Mette, Ju-
liette, and Annah (Valerie Morea), his
Javanese mistress and model—is re-
lentlessly misogynistic. Carlsen dis-
guises this somewhat by juxtaposing
Gauguin's female worship with Strind-
berg's overt hatred of women, but
around the edges of this movie lurks a
condescension toward and lack of curi-
osity about its female characters that
restricts our sense of Gauguin as well.
So much is made of his status as great
phallic power—from the sculptured
penis in his studio lovingly fingered by
Judith to the orgasmic cries of Juliette
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and Annah during his bouts of love-
making with them (naturally not ac-
companied by any sounds from him)
—that his eventual refusal to add Ju-
dith to his sexual roster is made to
seem like the ultimate Christian sacri-
fice.

Most biopics about painters are ac-
counts of painful, heroic struggles, and
Kahlo and Gauguin both certainly led
lives that warrant such a treatment.
Perhaps the crucial difference be-
tween them is that Kahlo represented
these struggles directly in her work,
while Gauguin constructed a paradi-
siacal world designed to expel them. If
Irida works within its chosen restric-
tions as a version of what Kahlo
achieved, The Wolf at the Door succeeds
within its own limitations in showing
what Gauguin left behind.
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**FRIDA

Directed by Paed Lods

Wiwmen by Lodos and Jose Joagqun
o

With Ofelua Madion, Juan Jose
Gurrols, Sahados Sancher, and
Max Kerlow,

* A THEWOLFAT THEDOOR
Directed by Henmmog Calsen
Wreitsen by Carlsen, Chritopher
1ampton, and Joan-Clavde
Carricre
"ith Dooald Sutherland, Max von
Sydow, Valerie Morea, Sofee
Guraborl, Fansy Raten, and
Merete Velduodlund

By Joasthoa Rosenbaom

We hive i an increasingly visual cul
rure, bt there are vgns that we havens
quine pot the haeg of it yer. We will con-
fuse image with event and one maodi-
wm's capadihities and limitations with
another's, Dalling into the tap of »-
yoming that cwerything is secable,
hence tealizable on a 1V o movie
wreen. We sl et our (not all thw)
new 10%s Socide for us wh it s we'™
23y and bow it is we'll sy it Doalt be-
Beve the Sunday wpplements we
woo't truly have entered the age of vis-
wal liter a0y until we can turn on the tel-
cvrion in the evening and see Dot ooe
wngle image of 3 politKaan winang
from the Soogway of an sirliner.

When that day comes, we'll peoba-
By dcover that the film Boographies
of painters have vasished as well. And
| doube that well miss them very
oaxh,

‘The peodlem lics in the &fferences
between watching Sim and booking at
a painting. Locking M paintings, Kke
reading books, 1 an ogon activity offee-
ing 2 feeedom of appeoach—aa indefi-
nite period of time, 3 <hosce of vantage
poimts—that esovies dncournage (un-
Jeus we wanch themn on tape, which con-
verts them o onate pantings of
books). You can film 3 pointing, bet
when ywoure dooe, your audicnde
woa't be able 1o have the expericnce of
Jockang a1 it as one Jooks 31 3 paistng.

What that means in practce i that
films ahout painting invaziably be-
come films about painters, and that
even s blograpics they (381 in a peul-
a1 and endemic (xdica—even such
relanively distingunhed examplies
Lust for Lafe (Vincente Minnellds kife
of van Gogh), Meulin Resgy (Joha
Huston oa Towlouse Lastres) and
Momtparmarse 19 (Jacques Beckers
Modsgliani). These artists all ked inter-
cung, even exomplary Ines, but the
fact is that they all Iabored bong and
Bard 10 create woek that would tran-
scend the mossiness and dificultics of
their dailly eximences; and these te-
spectiul filns eeatments pay them the
dubious heooe of bringing their
mcscs 10 the foce, and muking their
woek the subtext of theis &fficulties -
theeedy imverting the periceities that

make them impoctant (of they aze \m.

Kabdo (1907-1954), and The WY ot the
Davr, 3 French-Danith copraduction
ahout Paul Gaoguin (1848, 1903), fare
2 Batle bettct than the ron <f the-mll
antist pictuse, prodably becaune the col-
ocful lives of these Bguees have an in-
perest that for marmy people excoods the
ionerest of their work—or ot beat en-
hances it by peroviding 3 mythec cone
text in which the work can be smaerpre-
1ed and appreciated, The same peocent
1 hos given Hemingway and Far.
gerald a moee imporiant place in the
public cye thun Faulkncr, and has
made Syiv's Plath bester known than
Laura Riding, has grassed these paint
ey a rtepuntion they  protubly
wouldnt huave achieved theough their
woek alooe. Kabko, the wife of Diego
Rinera, crigpled by polio and an exly
traflic socdens, was a child of the Mex-
#can Revolution, 3 passionate Marvint,
3 bover of Leon Teotsky and hamu
Neguchi, and a remarkable panter
with certsin hinks 10 Surrealinm she
has only become well known fairly re-
cently, with the poblication of Hayden
Mlerreta’s excellent bogeaphy and seve
cral retrenpectives of her work. Gau-
guin—whote fame began svoch ear-
lict, sround the time of his death—
grew up in France and Perw, joencd
the merchant marine at 17, and was 2
succenful sockbeoket i France foe 11
years, befoce leaving his job 1o pant
full-timse. After exhausting bis sxvings
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in Rouen, he spent periods in Patis,
Heamtasy, Mastinique, Fanams, Copen
Bogen (where his Dasith wife and chil-
deen were foeced o relocate), and
Ales (where he brietly suyed with van
Gogh), eventually leaving hin fassly
for pood 1o settde in Tabin,

1ath of the new films work consi-
entiounly M creating vioual enviton-
meott in which the paintings of thew
welvects cam be centrally locared and
integrated. Framed ke mosaics, they
dwell on the spoces in which their ant-
ists worked, and sirive 0 give these
spaces the same range of colors and
teatutes 3 the camases peodoced
within them. The naticas] sdentities
and nasrative suategics of these movs
ses play a significant gole in this pro-
cess, for betser and for worse. A Mexi-
can independent festure, Fida weans
18 nationality Bte 3 Banner——a reason-
able stance considering the degree 10
which Kahlo was steeped in Mexican
cultute and folidore, but one that nec.
cnarily minimires all the clements
that maade her into an issernational
figure. One could never guess from
this movie that she was a friend of
Andee Breton, of that the first majke
sale of her paintings was 1o Edward G,
and Rivers paid tothe US. im the caely
308 are virrually skipped over, and
while ber 1932 miscarriage is depicred
in graphic denail, the fact that it oc-

curred in Dertont is conmed,

The film neges frecly acrons the
comute span of Kahlo's life, vicued in
foagmentary  flanhboacks  from  ber
deathbed, But becaune direcion Lodux
chooses 13 appeoximate the a oo
iy of memory by showang Cerian por-
thoen of het hife et of onder—acttling
o0 & mote comecutive approxh caly
in the film’s second Balfwbe has 10
make an uncary allance betwoen ol
lipeical saggestions and bocid explina.
vons. Keeping dislogue 85 & soani
mum, he sims for 8 mediaie concon-
tration oa Kahlo's universe s a coatin-
vous whole, imviting the 1pectasoe 1
il in the misung peeces. Whim
emerges from this moethod is a sevies of
rather sclective smapahots, intcrmat-
tently accompanicd by Seriptive Cap-
toen. Kahlos biscaaliy, for instance,
is aoded 10 in coe passionaie kining
scene, whille her atfair with Trotky i
handied 30 prodently thy viewers sy
wondet whether i actually tock place.
On the other hand, the owenll
strength and dignity of Kalle's pervon-
ity regissers throughout, and the s
pects of her hife and work tha sake
et inacressing 10 femines me treated
with S0me 10T 0UNNE.

TAs WS a0 the Door Bty el v
Gauguin's aboctive teturm 2o Ewrope in
159394, Betmeen his two extem fod so-
joorns ie Tahith. Much of the acrson
magrated by and scem from the sante
posnt of Judish (Sobic Gradoel), a 4.
year-old nexghbor in Paris who i st
sers with hims. Uniite Foands, B0/ 1s 1o
sernational 1o 3 fault: it was set mostly
in France, thet in Denmark, and -
quired its stae, Donald Sutherland
Gavguin  (Srecror  Carlsen’s  funt
choice), only afier the eeiginal French
script, by Carlea and Jean Clande
Carricte, was tenvimen in Englah by
Chrinopier Hampeon. The resulting
350 im s appeal ha so be weighed
against the Joss in specifhoay, and the
English dublisg of at least one of ity
atonn—Fasay Bution as  Jubene,
Gavguin's former model and matress
it drassically oot of sync.

Many of Carlien’s other deciuons
are at ooce novel and sound. The fim
concentrates lagely on e<onoenics and
dwindhag fortunes, centeal concerm
of armises carcers that are unually neg:
lected (although Cheemscle of Anma
Mapdaloma Back and 1he afotemen-
toned Mamtparnsise 19 both spring 10
mind as precedenn). The decisicn 10
let Tabini appear oaly in Gaoguin's
wiopian teveries and camancs allows
wt 10 regard Mis ife 2 part of 3 philo-
sophical debase about civiliration; the
other side is maanly represemned by
Gauguin's friend the playwright Au-
gust Suindberg—potayed with owl-
ish wit by Max voa Sydow. The debate
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