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Claude Chabral's 
VIOLETTE 
NOZIERE 
d. Claude Chabrol, asst. d. Philippe 
Delarbre and Brice Defer-Auboyneau, 
sc. Odile Barski and Claude Chabrol, ph. 
Jean Rabier, ed. Yves Langlois, sd. Pat­
rick Rousseau, p. designer J acq ues 
Brizzio, set dec. Robert Christides, cost. 
Pierre Nourry , J.p. Isabelle Huppert, 
Stephane Audran , Jean Carmet, J .-F. 
Garreaud, Lisa Langlois, Philippe Procot 
Guy Hoffman , Jean Dalmain, Berna­
dette Lafont, p. Eugene Lepicier, Denis 
Heroux, p. sup. Alain Fleury , p.c. 
Filmel -FR3-Cinevideo co-production. 
1977, col. 35mm, running time 107 
minutes, dist. Cinepix . 

From the start of his career back in 
the late '50s, Claude Chabrol has seem­
ed a far more conventional filmmaker 
than most of his colleagues who , collec­
tively then, were known as the French 
New Wave. In comparison with Godard, 
Truffaut, Rivette , and Resnais, 
Chabrol showed little interest in inno­
vative forms or unusual subjects. His 
early mms lacked both the audacity of 
Truffaut and the intelligence of Godard 
and, for the most part, they remained 
firmly planted within the conventions 
of middle-class life . In this way, it was 
easy not to take Chabrol too seriously. 
He seemed just another filmmaker , 
making films in a traditional way about 
the tired conventions of the middle­
class. 

By the late '60s, however - by the 
time Chabrol had made La Femme 
Infidele, Que la Bete Meure and Le 
Boucher - even his detractors had to 
admit that this most conventional of 
filmmakers was handling these conven­
tions with exceptional authority . True, 
he was still making movies about 
middle-class life and was still concerned, 
in his Hitchcockian way , with the de­
lineation of character and with the 
creation of suspense. There was a 
Langian dimension to his work as 
well - the sense that his characters 
were the helpless pawns of fa te . They 
were all victims of their own con­
ditioning, of the social repressions and 

genteel expectations of their class. 
As Chabrol's work increased in skill , 

it grew rich in .texture . All the tiny de­
tails of all his characters' lives were so 
minutely observed and so persuasively 
presented that he came to be known , 
not entirely playfully , as the Balzac of 
the cinema. Now if Karl Marx could ad­
mire Balzac because his novels demon­
strated the contradictions within bour­
geois ideology, we might admire 
Chabrol in much the same way. In the 
best of Chabrol's films (for he has cer­
tainly made some clinkers)--supremely 
in the three films mentioned above-­
he exposes with loving detail and 
extraordinary nuance th e represse d ten­
sions in middle-class life th at make all 
of our lives at least partially a lie. And 

since there is no bourgeois like a French 
bourgeois , Chabrol could turn out pic­
ture s of elegance and charm, bo th in 
their execution and in their subject­
matter , which revealed to us the repres­
sed emotions that all this elegance de­
nies - negative emotions of jealousy 
vengeance , sexual need, and hate . In 
all his films , these are the emotions 
which, bit by bit, break apart the ap­
parently tidy complacency o f his 
characters' lives. 

Dealing with family life as he had 
done, Chabrol has been unique in the 

prominence he has given to children-­
so often the justification of all the 
platitudes that hold family life together. 
But his children are rarely innocent. 
They often possess an insight, mute 
though it may be, into the falsities 
that their parents have long ago ceased 
to recognize. Yet there is an ambiguity 
in Chabrol about his children, some­
times wilfully indulged in . In Que Ia Bete 
Meure , was it really Charles, the man 
seeking vengeance , who killed Paul, the 
hateful father , o r was it Paul's own son? 
In Les Noces Rouges, when the daugh­
ter writes to th e police about her moth­
er, is it innocently to clear her name 
or actually to tum her in? We can spec­
ulate about these matters but Chabrol 
makes it difficult for us to come to any 
confident conclu~ons. 

In his latest film , Violette Noziere 
nominally , minimally , a Canadian 
French co-production--Chabrol has cho­
sen for his source material an actual 
event which is studded with ambiguities. 
As the fact s have been collected for us 
by the French journalist , lean-Marie 
Fitere and shaped for th e film by Odile 
Barski , Violette tells the story of a 
young woman in th e '30s who lived a 
double life. School-girl and prostitute, 
a potential libera tionist who was never­
theless ca pable of the most self-deceiv-

August 1978/43 



FILm RetlEUJf 
ing kind of romantic love, Violette 
tried to live her life as fully as she could. 
Obedient (if often su llen) when at home , 
she was out rageously audacious when 
out on her own. [n her dealings with 
men, was she playfully teasing or 
sexually serious') Did she wan t to make 
money by se lling her body or did she 
simply accept it when it was assu med to 
be required? Did she ac tually have syph­
illis (as the historical facts suggest 
that she did) or ( in the film) was this 
just the kind of thing that men would 
say about her when frightened by her 
sexuality') Finally--a crucial question 
both for the ac tual Violette and for the 
film--did her parents know abo ut her 
double life? Th ere are hints th at they 
did : but as in other Chabrol films in 
the best bourgeois tradition, nothing 
serious is ever talked about, nothing 
overt about life's passions can eve r be 
said. 

Violette gained no toriety by poi­
soning her parents. actuall y ki llin g her 
father and bringing her mother to the 
point of death. [n the France of 1933, 
there see med no doubt abo ut her guilt. 
Yet while sen tenced to death , she was 
never guillotined. She served twenty­
five years in prison : but at the end of 
the war , she was pard oned by Petain 
and later eventually rehabilit ated by the 
government of de Ga ulle. Wh y was 
this') It is hard to say (and we can ' t 
expect the film to tell us') : bu t partly 
it was because over th e yea rs she had 
'come to be see n as a heroine of her 
times. The surrea li sts adopted her as 
their archetypal heroine. a primordial 
existentialist. a characte r like th ey Cll uld 
only read a bou t in the pages of de Sade. 
Andre Breton wrote about her: Ma gritte 
painted her: and Paul Eluard wrote a 
poem about her. They ad mired her be­
cause she full y acknowledged the 
unresolvable conflicts between th e su­
per-ego and the id . between the restric­
tions of society and th e needs of pas­
sion. Sh e no t only acknowledged them , 
she acted th em out in full . 

Violette Noziere represen ts Chab ro l 
at his fin est. Working with mu ch th e 
same team as he has always worked 
with - Jean Rabier as lighting CJ mera­
man , Pierre Janse n as co mposer , and 
Stephane Audran as the mother-­
(habrol has deftly crafted a film which 
is Simultaneously e"act and my sterious. 
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What we see are " the facts ." We are 
denied explanations. The consoling 
comforts of motivation are nowhere 
in the film . We must find them for 
ourse lves. Why do people do the 
things they have to do even when 
they know, rationally , that they will 
hu rt other people? This is the ques­
tion that Chabrol puts to us but denies 
us an answer. 

As Violette Noziere , Isabelle 
Huppert has a far more act ive role to 
play than she had in La Dentelliere 
(The Lacemaker) : and an extraordin­
arily res trained performance as her cell­
mate, is given by Bernadette Lafont ­
one of France 's most underrated ac­
tresses. For those of us familiar with 
other films by Chab rol, many of the re­
cu rring elements are present in Vio­
lette - particularly the site of the din­
ner table as th e place around which 
th e formal hypoc risies of middle-class 
life are most consistentl y enacte d. 
Chabrol plays with this - almost to 
the point of se lf-mockery. The nigh t 
that Violette decides to po ison her 
paren ts , she has th em all dress up as 
if go ing to the opera and the table 
is laid with spec ial care and festive can­
dles--a n elegance indee d appropriate to 
the se ri ousness of the occasion , as if for 
a wedding, a Christmas feast. o r 3 fu­
neral' 

Violette Noziere is a film both to 
be enjoyed and reckoned with . In a re­
ce nt 'i nterv iew , Isabe lle Huppert sug­
gested that. nowadays, Violette would 
probably be a te rrorist. This gives us 
food for thought. She was a proteste r 
against th e established norms of ou r 
not-t ao-sa ti sfa cto ry socie ty. It is to 
th e credit of Chabrol and one of the 
lasting values of th e film th at Viole tte 
la stin g va lues of th e film th at Violette 
Noziere no t onl y presents us with the 
study of a wOlllan but also of a se t of 
soc ial l'odcs which prompted her to act 
as she did. Murderess o r revo lutionary ') 
The film Icaves th a t question fo r us to 
decide. For such a "conventional " film­
maker as Claude Chabro!. this is no t the 
most conventional way of handling a 
piece of cinematic entertainlllent. 

Peter Harcourt 

Claude Chabrol's 
BLOOD 
RELATIVES 
d. Claude Chabral, asst. d. Justine 
Heroux, Brice Defer, Louise Arbique, 
sc. Claude Chabral, adapt. Claude 
Chabrol's adaption of Ed McBain's 
novel Blood Relatives, ph. Jean Rabier, 
ed. Yves Langlois, sup. ed. Ian Webster, 
sd. Patrick Rousseau, a.d. Ann Prit­
chard, cost. Blanche Daniele Boileau , 
l.p. Donald Sutherland, Aude Landry , 
Lisa Langlois, Lauren t Mallet, Micheline 
Lancto t, Stephane Audran, Donald 
Pleasance, David Hemmings, Ian Ireland, 
Gregory Jianis, Tammy Tucker, Julie 
Anna, John King , Victor Knight , Tom 
Scu rfield , Marguerite Lemir, Guy Hoff­
man , Howard Rychpan , Penelope Bahr, 
Nini Balogh, John Boylan , Terence 
Ross, Tim Henry , Winston McQuade, 
Jean LaBelle , Robert King, Victor Desy, 
Kevin Fenlon , Jerome Thiberghien , Jan 
Cham berlain , Richard Niquette, Lynda 
MacKay, Sony Forbes , exec. p. Julian 
Melzack , p. Denis Heroux and Eugene 
Lepicier , p. manager Claude Leger, p.c. 
A Classic - Cinevideo - Filmel co­
production , 1977, col. 35mm, running 
time 90 minutes. 

French director Claude Chabral is 
slowly head in g for Holl ywood - via 
Canada . Neve r fully apprec iated in his 
homeland , Chabrol is finall y branching 
out in an attempt to ga in greater world 
recognit ion, Fortuitously , or not, de­
pe nding on you r viewpoint , he has 
crossed path s wi th Montreal produce r 
Juli an Melzac k who is also experi­
encin g growin g pa in s. The meeting 
of these talents is Blood Relatives. 

While infinitely better than To­
morrow Never Comes, another Mel zack 
production , Blood Relatives is a dis­
appointing Chabrol film. Had it been 
made by a Canadian director, it would 
be hai led as a masterpiece. or falling 
back on that hackneyed word , a "break­
th rough." Still . a lesse r Chabrol picture 
is mu ch better than most of the gunk 
that American distributors pollute the 
box offi ce with. 

Blood Relatives, a dandy double­
cd£ed title. is another ve nture into a 
gc ,"re Chabrol has made ve ry much his 
own : the 'why-dunn it. ' (habrol has al­
ways been keen on examining the per­
so~alities surrounding a murder. the 
am bience of the crime and all the pres-


