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La Grande Illusion (Jean Renoir, 1937), and others 
 

 
 

Renoir’s values vary so from film to film that, as Falstaff says of Mistress Quickly, 

one does not know where to have him. In his greatest film, La Grande Illusion, one 

knows exactly where to have him: his heart is in the friendship between the civilised 

French aristocrat de Boeldieu and the civilised German aristocrat von Rauffenstein, 

one of whom is doomed to shoot the other: “Français ou allemande, le devoir c’est le 

devoir”. It’s with working-class Jean Gabin and working-class Dita Parlo and Lotte in 

the last reel, as they find happiness away from all other human contact. It’s in the 

friendship between Gabin and Dalio (“Au revoir, sale juïf!”) who sleep in ditches with 

their hands in one another’s pockets like Didi and Gogo, and who have, finally, 

nothing left but acres of deep snow to wade through. It’s with the German guard who 

offers to cut up the injured Gabin’s meat, or the other guard who comes into Gabin’s 

solitary confinement cell and gives him two fags and a harmonica. 

 

    
 

 Renoir adapted wonderfully to different cultures. Zachary Scott and Betty Field, 

the struggling farming couple in The Southerner (made in the USA in 1945), inspire 

your affection and admiration as much as Gabin and Parlo. This is in part because 

their neighbour (J.Carroll Naish) is so irrationally vindictive – his malice is really 

what stops the film from becoming sentimental – but largely because Renoir, like 

Ford in The Grapes of Wrath, makes us endure with Field and Scott the unstoppability 

of the seasons, the cruelty of the climate, their children’s illness, and their bad luck, 

just as he makes us suffer with the PoWs in La Grande Illusion. Not even Beulah 

Bondi’s caricature granny spoils the effect. 
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   Beulah. 
 

 Paulette Goddard in Diary of a Chambermaid (1946), gives the most self-

regarding, starry performance in any of Renoir’s films: you feel she feels she’s doing 

him and us a favour being there. But Renoir still creates an ensemble around her, and 

a packed, rapid narrative, to which she does belong by the end. And because so many 

of the rest of the characters are weird in comparison with her, you still want her to 

pull through, which she does. 

 Elsewhere, however, Renoir seems to admire the dullest and most questionable 

people. 

 

 
 

Boudu. 

 For example, Boudu the tramp – one of his 

most famous characters, in Boudu Sauvé des Eaux 

(1932) – is if anything even more gross and anti-

social than Charlie Chaplin the tramp. We wish, by 

the middle of the film, that he’d been left dans les 
eaux. 

  “Je n’ai jamais dit merci à personne,” he says 

to the maid, about a third of the way through; 

already he’s spilled wine on the tablecloth 

deliberately, spat the wine out, and swung from the 

doorframe and caught the maid between his legs. 

The maid concedes that if he removes his beard 

she may kiss him: he removes part of it, and 

attacks her. Told to polish his shoes, he does so 

with his hands, and with Mme Lestingois’ silk 

handkerchiefs. He spits in a first edition of Balzac. 

Asked for a first edition of Les Fleurs du Mal, he 

says this isn’t a flower-shop. 

 

 Boudu is in fact a palpable moron, with an accent so thick it sounds like a speech 

impediment; but it seems that Renoir wants us to see him as a liberating force of 

nature, free from bourgeois conventions – such as gratitude, table manners, or 

hygiene. M. Lestingois’ generosity in allowing him to stay is even more mysterious 

than that of Orgon in harbouring Tartuffe, for M. Lestingois acknowledges that he’s 

disgusting. Exercising minimum charm and persuasiveness, he seduces Mme. 

Lestingois; on winning the lottery (he curses the passer-by who checks the numbers 
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for him, for he’s disnumerate), he almost marries the maid – previously the 

affectionate mistress of M. Lestingois, his saviour in the first reel. 

 Were he a French prison camp guard, you’re pretty certain that Boudu would not 

share his cigarettes with a German prisoner in solitary, still less give him a harmonica. 

 M. Lange in Le Crime de M. Lange (1936), is presented to us as a popular writer, 

whose books are the salvation of the print-worker’s co-operative. People – children 

especially – queue up for his latest number. Yet the books are all about a cowboy 

called Arizona Jim, whose unconvincing adventures would make Holly Martins turn 

red with disbelief and embarrassment. When M. Lange shoots the corrupt bourgeois 

printing-house owner, who was always bonking his female employees and whose 

supposed death liberated the print works to go anarcho-syndicalist, we’re expected to 

applaud. That the co-operative thrives on dispensing trash is neither here nor there. 

 Renoir’s anarcho-synicalism is summed-up by his own performance as the 

unshaven railway worker in La Bête Humaine (1938), who reacts with a joyful “Ooh 

la vache!” when he hears of the death of the head of the railway company. Renoir is 

always against the bosses, and always contre les bourgeois – his eye for the rich 

man’s weakest details is what makes La Règle du Jeu (1939) and … Chambermaid, 

such watchable films – but when we ask, “What’s your alternative, M. Renoir?” the 

answer seems worrying. 

 Worrying too is the fondness Renoir expects us to feel for Jean-Joseph Bomier, 

the chirrupy hero of La Marseillaise (1938), who joins the army of citoyens to march 

north to Paris in 1792, despite his mother’s commonsense conviction that there will 

always be rich people and poor people, whoever rules France. Bomier is played by 

Edmond Ardisson, who possesses such a relentlessly upbeat personality that you long 

for something to go wrong for him to wipe the brightness off his face – he’s a gallic 

mixture of Graham Stark and Marty Feldman; a kind of Giulietta Masina in drag. 

 

 
 
         Ardisson. 
 

 Renoir and his Front Populaire collaborators depict the early days of the French 

Revolution in bright colours. All the aristocrats are interested in is sending poor 

poachers to the galleys and practising minuets. All the citoyens are clear and clean in 

motive and intention, and there’s more political talk than in a Ken Loach film. Louis 

XVI is played by the director’s evil-faced elder brother Pierre (Jérico in Les Enfants 
du Paradis); as the revolutionaries approach, all he’s interested in is getting his wig 

straight, and trying out tomatoes for lunch, the nouvel légume these southern 



 4 

barbarians have brought with them. No-one is killed until three-quarters of the way 

through, when, in an attack on the Tuileries, “Pan!” le pauvre Bomier lui-même is 

shot before our eyes. On the first viewing I felt relief that he would chirrup no more – 

which can’t have been Renoir’s intention; on the second, I was more affected. 

 La Marseillaise must have provided Renoir with the largest budget he ever had, 

and his direction of the street, crowd and battle scenes is superb. There’s a hint in the 

last-but-one scene that all did not go precisely as expected in the aftermath of the 

French Revolution, but Renoir draws a discreet veil over all that. 

 

 
 

Magnani. 

 

 Also worrying is the heroine of Le Carrosse 
d’Or (1953), played by Anna Magnani, who’s 

presented as another force of nature, able to 

charm actors, soldiers, bullfighters, Spanish 

viceroys, and even, in the last reel, archbishops; 

but who is in fact a coarse, overweight harridan 

with bags under her eyes (the makeup 

department only fix them in certain shots) – a 

female Boudu, whose charmlessness we feel 

throughout, but whose personality the narrative 

asserts, in the teeth of its own evidence, to be 

irresistible. 

 Perhaps, if Renoir had had Sophia Loren available, or Claudia Cardinale … 

 In Partie de Campagne (1936), he had Sylvie Bataille, who, despite her tied-down 

hairstyle, artificial eyebrows and severe nose, has the capacity to make you feel her 

yearning for love, simultaneously with her intuition that it’s barely to be found. 

 

 
 

She married Lacan. 
 

 As she and her temporary boyfriend – whose hairstyle is as flat and unsexy as hers 

– wander off along the riverbank, we and she know that it won’t last longer than that 

afternoon; and sure enough, no sooner have they made love (if indeed they do), but 

the clouds black out the sun, and, in one of Renoir’s finest sequences, it rains into the 
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river on which they’ve been boating. This one hour of doubtful pleasure becomes the 

formative experience of their lives. 

 

 
 

 Renoir loves rivers, whether it’s the Seine with its crowded banks, into which the 

boorish Boudu jumps and from which M. Lestingois rescues him, or the vast, over-

populated Ganges, by the sides of which the two adolescent English girls grow up, in 

The River itself. In The Southerner, the river overflows and almost ruins the 

characters. Odd that in Renoir’s two greatest movies, Illusion and Règle, there is no 

river. The river loves you as the same time as it shows its indifference to you – quite 

unlike the railway in La Bête Humaine, which possesses you, and drives you without 

let-up, just like your unconscious urges to kill. 

 The recurrent image of one or two people wandering off into a wilderness (you 

see it in the final shots of M. Lange, La Grande Illusion, and Boudu, and it’s present 

in a more gentle form in Partie de Campagne), seems a metaphor for a despair on 

Renoir’s part about any possibility of civilised living. De Boeldieu and von 

Rauffenstein would be civilised, but the entire march of history is against them. As 

with Huck Finn, you’ve been told there’s a frontier, and you’re determined to light out 

for it ahead of the rest: but we fear that when you arrive there, it’ll either not exist, or 

turn out to be much the same fucked-up sort of environment as back home. 

 Perhaps this is what makes Renoir regarded as the greatest of film-directors. 

We’ve all given up, and we look to artists like him to articulate our despair. 

 

————————— 

 

As the 1950s unwound Renoir stopped despairing and tried to re-invent or recycle 

himself. But he’d lost his finest touch, and the effect is of one willing himself on even 

though his best times are over. Elena et les Hommes (1956) is a reworking of La 
Règle du Jeu without the transatlantic flight and without the tragedy – Renoir 

recreates the set of the servants’ kitchen belowstairs, and has them chasing about it: 

he even has Gaston Modot (now grey-haired) on hand, though as a gypsy 

paterfamilias, not as an elderly Schumacher. Ingrid Bergman is the deracinated 

foreign lady – Polish, not Austrian, like Nora Gregor – and, like Gregor, she’s married 

to one rich man and pursued by two others (Jean Marais and Mel Ferrer). But the tone 

is light-comedy / farce, and it’s impossible to care, and not easy to laugh. The plot 

skirts politics – Marais is a general attempting a coup d’état in 1880s Paris; but it’s the 

merest sketch, and we don’t see what principles if any are at stake, apart from his 

vanity. 
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 Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (1959) is even less funny, strung out as it is on a phoney 

dichotomy between nature and science, intellect and instinct, and hanging as it does 

on a supposed sexual attraction between plain, stuck-up middle-aged scientist Paul 

Meurisse (he who rises from the bath in Les Diaboliques) and earthy young peasant 

girl Catherine Rouvel, in which it’s not possible to believe, and about which the 

conventions of the fifties won’t allow Renoir to be frank anyway – he cuts away to his 

favourite image, lots of shots of running water, at the moment of consummation. 

 Le Testament du Docteur Cordelier (TV, also 1959), updates Jekyll and Hyde to 

1950s Paris, and manages to be fractionally less silly than all the other Jekyll and 

Hyde films by implying, via flashback and audio-tapes (shades of Krapp!), that Hyde 

is not so much the complementary opposite of Jekyll as his logical extension. This 

Jekyll used to drug his own female students and then have sex with them. The film 

sports in its dual lead no less a person than Jean-Louis Barrault, who has, as you’d 

expect, a lot of fun with the physical side of Hyde: his baggy clothes, shoulder-

twitches and weird walks are well-calculated, just this side of inane. But his wig as 

Jekyll looks fake, and his cheek-padding as Hyde sometimes impedes his diction. It’s 

fun, but for a really painful study of compulsive brutality, see La Bête Humaine. 

 With his last major film, Le Caporal Épinglé (1962), Renoir exited in style. It’s 

reprise of La Grande Illusion in terms of WWII, minus the class-structure: for the 

Boeldieus and Rauffensteins are all gone, just as they predicted they would be. One 

moment sums it all up: a fade-out long shot of the prison-camp for repeat escapers to 

which the eponymous corporal is sent, in which a German officer spends all day 

bawling out “Un! Deux! Un! Deux!” while the miserable Frenchmen go round and 

round him in a circle, now marching, now crouching, now kneeling, now crawling. 

It’s a perfect metaphor for the Beckettian idiocy of what Europe was doing to itself. 

 

 
 

 

 Here, instead of Stroheim and Fresnay reminiscing about women they’ve had, a 

French warrant officer (called Hippolyte), discusses with his German opposite 

number (called Otto), the skill needed to convert a sentence of five days’ solitary into 

one of fourteen days’ hard labour. They find – as did the aristos in La Grande Illusion 

– that what unites them is greater than what divides them; but how times have 

changed. These are the styleless functionaries who now run the world. 

 Georges Leclerc’s black-and-white photography is a model for succeeding ages. 
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La Grande Illusion 
 

 
 

Le Caporal Épinglé 
 

 Instead of the farmer’s wife, mother of Lotte with blaue augen, the corporal (Jean-

Pierre Cassel), finds love with the daughter of a German dentist. With his friend 

(Claude Brasseur), he does escape at last, but unlike Gabin and Dalio, who escape 

into the Alpine desert, he escapes into the empty streets of wartime Paris, and we 

don’t know what happens to him. Perhaps he ends up in a Jean-Pierre Melville film. 


