The cinema of jerzy skolimowski
June 10 – July 3, 2011

Presented with support from the Polish Cultural Institute in New York, 
and additional support from the Polish National Film Archive in Poland. 
King, queen, knave
Saturday, July 2, 2:00 p.m.
Sunday, July 3, 2:00 p.m.

1972, 94 mins. 35mm print courtesy of UNC School of the Arts.
Directed by Jerzy Skolimowski. Written by David Seltzer, David Shaw. Based on the novella by Vladimir Nabokov. Produced by Lutz Hengst, David L. Wolper. Photographed by Charly Steinberger. Edited by Melvin Shapiro. Music by Stanley Myers.

Principal cast: David Niven (as Charles Dreyer), Gina Lollobrigida (as Martha Dreyer), John Moulder-Brown (as Frank).
Excerpt from “Surprises at Cannes: Huston Redeemed, Tashlin Reincarnated” by Jonathan Rosenbaum in the Village Voice, June 29, 1972:
Skolimowski’s King, Queen, Knave, which probably elicited more boos and jeers than anything else I saw at Cannes, was another pleasant surprise.  For those who were expecting a respectable adaptation of Nabokov’s early novel, or an art-house classic to hang next to Le départ and Deep End, the disappointment may have been warranted.  The film is a reductio ad absurdum of Skolimowski’s favorite theme, manic adolescent horniness—carried to delirious and deadly extremes it has previously only suggested.

Stylistically, King, Queen, Knave frequently looks like an uncanny reincarnation of Frank Tashlin—a director who died in Hollywood less than a week before the film was screened.  Not only are the loud colors, bitter comic book caricatures, and spirited vulgarity Tashlinesque; one also feels that Gina Lollobrigida takes over the Jayne Mansfield part in The Girl Can’t Help It and Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter?, while John Moulder-Brown is made into an even more spastic Jerry Lewis.  To defend this overkill is not to deny the charge of bad taste, but to argue that “bad taste”—much like “good taste,” and unlike absence of taste—can be a useful instrument of discovery: sometimes, given the subject, the only possible one.

Skolimowki’s theme has always had certain unstated affinities with teenage and pre-teen pornography (Little Annie Fanny, Wonder Woman, Esther Williams, et al.), but it is only in King, Queen, Knave that he carries this tendency to its logical-hysterical apotheosis: the Sex Goddess as Object, or, literally, a life-size Gina Lollobrigida doll.  Since this sort of tackiness is largely a matter of ungainliness, it usually embarrasses anyone who identifies with it, and in order to approach this style profitably, one has to welcome the challenge of being embarrassed.  For those unwilling to accept this challenge, the film may seem like a violation or a bloody nuisance.  I liked it.
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