
[image: cover]


Alphaville


CINÉ-FILES: The French Film Guides

Series Editor: Ginette Vincendeau

From the pioneering days of the Lumière brothers’ Cinématographe in 1895, France has been home to perhaps the most consistently vibrant film culture in the world, producing world-class directors and stars, and a stream of remarkable movies, from popular genre films to cult avant-garde works. Many of these have found a devoted audience outside France, and the arrival of DVD is now enabling a whole new generation to have access to contemporary titles as well as the great classics of the past.

The Ciné-Files French Film Guides build on this welcome new access, offering authoritative and entertaining guides to some of the most significant titles, from the silent era to the early 21st century. Written by experts in French cinema, the books combine extensive research with the author’s distinctive, sometimes provocative perspective on each film. The series will thus build up an essential collection on great French classics, enabling students, teachers and lovers of French cinema both to learn more about their favourite films and make new discoveries in one of the world’s richest bodies of cinematic work.

Ginette Vincendeau

The first Ciné-Files, publishing 2005, are:

Alphaville (Jean-Luc Godard, 1965) – Chris Darke

Les Diaboliques (Henri-Georges Clouzot, 1955) – Susan Hayward

La Haine (Mathieu Kassovitz, 1995) – Ginette Vincendeau

La Reine Margot (Patrice Chéreau, 1994) – Julianne Pidduck

Forthcoming Ciné-Files include:

Amélie (Jean-Pierre Jeunet, 2001) – Isabelle Vanderschelden

La Règle du jeu (Jean Renoir, 1939) – Keith Reader

Le Corbeau (Henri-Georges Clouzot, 1943) – Judith Mayne

Casque d’or (Jacques Becker, 1952) – Sarah Leahy

Cléo de 5 à 7 (Agnès Varda, 1961) – Valerie Orpen

Rififi (Jules Dassin, 1955) – Alastair Phillips

La Grande illusion (Jean Renoir, 1937) – Martin O’Shaughnessy

Un chien andalou (Luis Buñuel, 1929) – Elza Adamowicz

À bout de souffle (Jean-Luc Godard, 1960) – Ramona Fotiade
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‘A strong imagination brings on the event’ say the scholars. I am one of those who are very much affected by the imagination. Everyone feels its impact, but some are knocked over by it.

Michel de Montaigne

For LS


Acknowledgements

Thanks to:

Charles Bitsch, Raoul Coutard, John Mackenzie, Chris Marker, Chris Petit and Peter Whitehead for answering my questions.

Joe Lawlor and Christine Molloy (aka ‘Desperate Optimists’) for photographic evidence that Alphaville exists.

Robin (‘Scanner’) Rimbaud for invasive sound-surgery.

Belinda Guidi for the images of her tribute to Alphaville sculpted in light.

Michael Temple and Michael Witt for making material available.

Ginette Vincendeau for asking me to write this book, and her patience throughout.

Kieron Corless, Gareth Evans, Min Lee, Yann Perreau, Libby Saxton, Owen Saxton and Ben Slater for their advice, encouragement and support.

The staff at the Bibliothèque du film in Paris, the British Film Institute (BFI) Library and The British Library.


Synopsis

Having travelled through space in his Ford Galaxy, secret agent Lemmy Caution arrives from the Outerlands in Alphaville, the capital city of a distant planet. His mission is to find Professor von Braun (aka Leonard Nosferatu), a renegade scientist from the Outerlands who presides tyrannically over the city, which he controls through a supercomputer, Alpha 60. Disguised as Ivan Johnson, a reporter from the Figaro-Pravda newspaper, Lemmy checks in at his hotel, where he is met by the professor’s daughter, Natasha von Braun, who is to be his guide. Natasha is an attractive ‘Second Class Programmer’ but Lemmy finds her odd; she doesn’t know the meaning of the word ‘love’.

Lemmy’s first objective is to find Henry Dickson, a former Outerlands agent who had been sent on a similar mission to Lemmy’s but never returned. In failing health, Dickson is living in the squalid Red Star hotel. On his deathbed, he explains to Lemmy that Alphaville is a highly advanced technocracy that no longer has any use for poets and artists. Giving Lemmy a book of poetry, Dickson instructs him to destroy Alpha 60, and then dies. Lemmy joins Natasha at a lecture given by Alpha 60, and together they go to a gala reception which the professor is attending and which includes the execution of dissidents as entertainment. Lemmy tries to talk to the professor but is beaten up by his bodyguards.

When Lemmy comes to, he is being dragged down corridors on his way to be interrogated by Alpha 60. The computer asks him a series of questions, and while it works out the answers Lemmy is free to go. He is shown around the computer’s inner sanctum by the Chief Engineer, and during his guided tour, war is declared on the Outerlands. Returning to his hotel, Lemmy finds Natasha waiting for him. As they share breakfast he asks her if she recognises any of the words in the book of poems that Dickson gave him. She is troubled by the memories that certain words stir in her, and Lemmy discovers that she was born not in Alphaville but in Neuva York.He tells her that he has fallen in love with her and that they must leave together for the Outerlands. They share a rhapsodic moment of love before the police arrive to haul Lemmy off for further interrogation.

Shooting his way out of the interrogation room, Lemmy goes looking for Professor von Braun. As he leaves he sees Natasha being dragged, struggling, into the building. Lemmy tells the professor to leave with him for the Outerlands but von Braun refuses, instead offering Lemmy the chance to stay and work with him in Alphaville. Lemmy kills him, firing bullets into the control panels of Alpha 60 for good measure. As the city starts to self-destruct Lemmy searches for Natasha, who he finds in the nerve centre of Alpha 60. The inhabitants of Alphaville stagger around them as the couple escape to Lemmy’s car, which he pilots away from the city and towards the Outerlands. Lemmy tells Natasha not to look back and slowly, hesitantly, as if fighting to recover long-repressed words, she says – ‘I love you.’
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