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The war is over (la guerre est finie)
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1966, 121 mins. 35mm print from Academy Film Archive.
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written by Jorge Semprún. Photographed by Sacha Vierny. Edited by Eric Pluet and Ziva Postec. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Madeleine Lafon and Marie Martine. Music by Giiovanni Fusco.   

Principal cast: Yves Montand (as Diego Mora), Ingrid Thulin (as Marianne), Genviève Bujold (as Nadine Sallanches), Jean Dasté (Chief), Dominique Rozan (Jude).
Review by Richard Porton, Cineaste, Fall, 2001:
At a pivotal moment in Alain Resnais’s La Guerre est finie, the grizzled hero, Diego (played with more than a dollop of world-weariness by Yves Montand) muses on the disparity between the “dreams of 1936 and the realities of 1965.” 1936 is, of course, etched in the collective consciousness of the left as the opening year of the Spanish Civil War-a crucial reference point for Diego, a middle-aged, frequently embittered Communist. While the film explores affinities, as well as differences,  between the lost idealism of the Thirties and the revivified idealism of the Sixties, Resnais’s political convictions are seamlessly merged with his near-Proustian preoccupation with memory and stream-of-consciousness style.
Unlike Godard, who dilettantishly discovered leftist politics in the late Sixties and now dismisses such concerns as products of youthful indiscretion, Resnais’s interest in the left can be traced back to his earliest documentaries. The more topical orientation of La Guerre est Finie, however, (the only Resnais film that almost seems torn, to paraphrase the advertising cliché, from what were once today’s headlines) is unquestionably attributable to the contributions of screenwriter Jorge Semprún. A partisan in the French Resistance who was eventually captured by the Nazis and incarcerated in Buchenwald, Semprún was also a key member of the post-War World II Spanish Communist Party. His novelistic memoir, The Autobiography of Federico Sanchez, details his journey from Party militant to his expulsion in 1964 and an increasing disillusionment with Leninist imperatives.
Far from straightforward autobiography, Semprún’s multilayered script certainly echoes his animosity towards both fascism and bureaucratic socialism. Despite the temptation to view Diego as Semprún’s alter ego, this somewhat idealized character is not merely the screenwriter’s mouthpiece. Finding himself stymied by a world in which his form of political commitment appears outmoded, Diego is forced to find an uneasy equilibrium between soured idealism and a personal life that is inextricable from his public agenda.
The film opens with a superficially banal event. Diego, who lives as an exile in France with his Swedish mistress, Marianne (Ingrid Thulin), reenters the country after spending time in Spain. Frustrated by his comrades’ ineffectual attempts to foment a general strike and subvert Franco’s government, he is ill prepared for a confrontation with the police bureaucracy. Unfortunately, a functionary at the French border eyes his phony passport with suspicion. A routine grilling leads, in an archetypal Resnais maneuver, to a series of erotic reveries. Diego is compelled to seek out Nadine Sallanches (Genevieve Bujold), the young daughter of the sympathetic French liberal whose passport Diego borrows. Seduced by her lissome charms, their affair ultimately undermines many of his ideological assumptions.

The film’s famous erotic interlude between Diego and Nadine is muted and oblique, far removed from the penchant for explicit sex acts cherished by the younger generation of French directors. Resnais is not being prudish and coy by choosing an editing strategy that converts their instantaneous passion into a montage of tender gestures. His decision to fragment their amorous bliss into its constituent parts—glimpses of arms and legs in ecstatic frisson—succeeds in emphasizing both Diego’s detachment and his desire to realign his political and personal priorities.
Semprún’s intimacy with the vicissitudes of the left makes La Guerre est finie one of the most insightful fiction films ever devoted to the concerns of radical protagonists. It is difficult not to wonder whether the self righteous Communist militant who chides Diego for hewing to an incorrect interpretation of Leninist doctrine bears a resemblance to Semprún’s onetime Party colleague, Santiago Carrillo. Nadine is clearly an agent of change, an ‘ultraleftist’ who embraces terrorist tactics and heaps ironic contempt on Diego’s political gradualism. The portrait of her terrorist associates, completely unlike the one-dimensional zealots who often pop up in mainstream films, reveals a hard-bitten familiarity with a new set of internal divisions that began to plague the radical movement in the mid-Sixties.

If we view the Diego-Nadine schism in the light of Semprún’s subsequent political evolution (an excoriation of ‘totalitarianism’ that at times flirts with conservative platitudes), it seems unassailable that he eventually rejected both positions. He took to heart the lessons of his former comrade Fernando Claudin’s magisterial book, The Communist Movement: From Comintern to Cominform: Stalin and the Communist Party sabotaged the Spanish Republic and murdered, among others, the independent Marxist Andrés Nin. But Nadine’s rejection of wishy-washy meliorism is implicitly denounced as similarly deluded. The dreams of 1936 lay in tatters.
…The current generation of cinephiles, who may already be familiar with Last Year at Marienbad and Muriel, [should] now acquaint themselves with an equally important, but far more accessible, French classic. 
Review by Dan Sallitt, L.A. Reader, January 7, 1983:
Writer Jorge Semprún gave Alain Resnais his most accessible project to date (1966) with this story of a veteran of the Spanish Civil War, played by Yves Montand, still working against Franco thirty years later  from his exile in France and coming to terms with the contempt of a new generation and with his awareness of the futility of his struggle. Resnais’s reputation as a cold intellectual director has always mystified and irritated his admirers, but La Guerre est finie… usually hits home even with viewers who reject Hiroshima mon amour and Last Year at Marienbad. (Of what other Resnais film could Judith Crist have written that it contains “thrills and chills and beautiful women”?) Resnais rigorously strips away all sense of immediacy from the memory images in his films, and as a result Montand’s final attempt to reclaim his past has an unexpected romantic resonance–he is  a character defying his director’s aesthetic imperatives.
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