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Smoking
Sunday, March 20, 4:00 p. m. 

1993, 140 mins. 35mm print from French Foreign Ministry.
NO SMOKING

Sunday, March 20, 7:00 p.m.

1993, 145 mins. 35mm print from French Foreign Ministry.
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written by Jean-Pierre Bacri and Agnès Jaoui. Produced by Bruno Pésery and Michel Seydoux. Photographed by Renato Berta. Edited by Albert Jurgenson. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Jackie Budin. Music by John Pattison. Based on the play Intimate Exchanges by Alan Ayckbourn.
Cast: Sabine Azéma, Pierre Arditi, and Peter Hudson (as the Narrator). 

“Rules of the Game,” an interview with Alain Resnais and Alan Ayckbourn by Jonathan Romney, Sight and Sound, September 1994:
Alain Rensais’ diptych Smoking/No Smoking is theatrical cinema in the fullest sense of the term. The two films, designed to be seen side by side, in either order, are completely unlike ‘filmed theater’ in the usual sense of stage drama artificially opened up through exterior locations. Instead, they flaunt their use of stage convention and refuse outright all the tricks that film, as a ​​matter of course, uses to make filmed drama easier for the viewer attuned to the language of cinematic naturalism. Two actors–Resnais regulars Sabine Azéma and Pierre Arditi–play nine parts between them, donning various disguises for a series of dialogues staged on a number of traditionally illusionistic sets (garden, golf course, churchyard). But there are no split-screens, no ‘invisible’ cuts, no exteriors—it’s as if the phantom presence of the proscenium arch were hovering invisibly over the action.

There’s nothing surprising in Resnais making theatrical cinema: Smoking/No Smoking follows on from his 1986 film Mélo which explored dramatic conventions through an adaptation of Henry Bernstein’s  1929 stage play. What’s more surprising is Resnais’ source material: Intimate Exchanges, a 1982 play cycle by that most irreducibly English of playwrights, Alan Ayckbourn…. Ayckbourn has shown himself to be as adventurous a formal experimenter as any of his contemporaries, and Intimate Exchanges is extreme by any standards. A crazy-paving garden of narrative, it begins with a choice of alternative actions (headmaster’s wife Celia Teasdale wonders whether to smoke a cigarette), then forks out into a series of possibilities (Ayckbourn’s ‘map’ of the play represents it as an inverted candelabra shape)…. Each confrontation in turn precipitates another choice of paths, another permutation of characters in the two-hander scenes… And each time, the characters’ fates are irrevocably transformed in cavalier style—it’s like an illusion of chaos theory enacted with a flip of a coin.

The original plays–with their 16 possible endings—were staged over several days on Ayckbourn’s homeground, the Stephen Joseph Theatre in the Round in Scarbotough. Resnais–with adaptors Jean-Pierre Bacri and Agnès Jaoui–has squeezed them all (bar two narrative branches) into two two-hour chunks.

Jonathan Romney: Both Smoking and No Smoking start with the words, “We’re in England… in the heart of Yorkshire,” accompanied by Floc’h’s cartoon images of an idyllic landscape. As a piece of scene-setting, it’s reminiscent of the famous stage direction in Jarry’s Ubu Roi: “Poland. That is, nowhere.”
Alain Resnais: On the one hand, you have to help the viewer to find a way in, and in the other, to accept that the actors speak French, and that there’s nothing specifically English about it. Ayckbourn can be performed anywhere in the world because his characters share the feelings that all human beings do.

We worked above all on the characters. Pierre Arditi knew several of Ayckbourn’s plays, and Sabine Azéma had wanted to put on Sisterly Feelings ten years ago, so they were steeped in his work. We often felt that the shadow of the master was with us, and we kept wondering, “how would he like this?” But he’d given us carte blanche. I only promised him one thing–“Give us the rights, and I won’t call you and ask you to rewrite the opening to make it more cinematic, or to add new lines or new scenes. I don’t want to make it more cinematic, it’s precisely the theatrical aspect that interests me.”
You agreed to lose two branches of the story—a pageant and a village cricket march. It changes the symmetry—but then you’re not immediately aware of the symmetry while watching the film.
I didn’t intend the viewer to follow the structure that closely—I wanted people to get lost in a sort of labyrinth, and enjoy it. I thought, if it works, then when you see the second film, whichever order you see them in, it should create a very particular pleasure—there will be the memory of the first one, which will provide a special enjoyment….

This current return to theater goes even further than Mélo, which was already stretching the limits of how a ‘theatrical’ film could be.

When I was 14, I couldn’t understand how I could be at the same time so moved by the films of Renoir and John Ford, and by the films of Sacha Guitry, which flaunted their theatricality from the outset. So I wanted to do the theatre-cinema, which is not the same thing as filming plays. There’s a fine difference. When you’re feeling down, you might sometimes wonder, “What is this, are we just making television—where’s the invention in it?” But it involves much more in the way of lighting, for example. What I like about it is that you could easily get the impression that there are only static shots, though in fact the camera never stops moving. You have to ask, “What is cinema? What is theatre? Are they really opposites or are they deeply intertwined?” I don’t know the answers, but you can often see theatre in a film, in the acting for example. I love Preston Sturges’ films, which are acted like plays, and the same goes for Mankiewicz.

By starting with cartoon images of the characters, you are starting straight off with stereotypes. You’ve said that what you like about Ayckbourn is his way of “diverting” stereotypes.

Ayckbourn has a way of diverting stereotypical situation, of using slapstick. ‘Pure’ slapstick usually remains in the realm of the comic, but with him, you can have something tragic happen right in the middle of slapstick. In Absurd Person Singular, there’s a scene where a man is left hanging on the end of a light fitting; his wife tries to help him and gets electrocuted herself. But then you realize that she’s been taking barbiturates and trying to kill herself—and that changes everything. The important thing in Ayckbourn is that the actors should never act as if they’re saying something funny. They have to play it absolutely straight. What you’re saying might make people laugh, but you don’t know that in advance….
What is it that makes you want to do a particular project? One thread that seems to be common to your work is the game factor—the need to invent a particular structure or set of rules.

I like it when I can see that a film has a specific form—what it’s not just a documentary slice of life. Even if the form is hidden, I like it when I can see that by working on it, you can get at an underlying structure that will make the film hold together. I like composers such as Alban Berg, who in Lulu 
and Wozzeck is working with certain fixed form—they’re not always visible in the presentation, but they provide an internal tension. It makes for a hidden scaffolding and that’s what I need to work with….
You’ve famously been influenced by comics, and have used comic-strip artists to announce a certain comic-strip aspect to the audience- for example by having Enki Bilal design the posters for Mon Oncle d’Amérique and La Vie est un Roman.

My films are very influenced by comics, but not necessarily the ‘drawn’ aspect. There are certain effect of editing in them, the way things are put together, which are taken straight from artists such as Milton Caniff—they’re narrative process. Caniff, especially in Steve Canyon, had a way of carrying dialogue over images that the dialogue didn’t strictly relate to. It was fascinating to try that.

I knew Caniff’s Terry and the Pirates in 1936, but I had only the Sunday episodes—I could only get the weekday strips in Italian. Then Hitler and Moussolini came along, and for four years I couldn’t get them at all. When the Americans arrived in Paris, I could get the Sunday supplements. Suddenly I found Terry had become a lieutenant and I was four years older. It was a pleasure seeing the stories take shape—it was a real task of dramatic construction.

I can see how that might entail a certain disregard for linearity. In Smoking/No Smoking , all the denouements are equally disposable—any one seems as good as the rest. 
In France, many more came to see Smoking. I’m sure that means something, but I don’t know what. It was the ‘No’ in No Smoking that made people want to see the other one first. Originally, I thought of calling one, Ou bien…ou bien (Either… Or…) and the other one, C’est comme ça… ou autrement (Like that… Or otherwise). But then it seemed a bit patronizing, a bit Pirandello.

JR: How did the unlikely collaboration between you and Alain Resnais come about?

Alan Ayckbourn: I met Resnais five years ago when he came to Scarborough to see my play The Revenger’s Comedies. He didn’t tell anyone he was coming, but one of the actors told me he was there. I was completely skeptical, I thought, “oh yes, and Jean-Luc Godard’s coming tomorrow.” Then I went through and there he was. A year later, he came back and said he’s like to film one of my plays. I said, “Which one? Take your pick,” but I was rather taken aback when he said Intimate Exchanges. I said, “You know it has 16 endings? You can’t do all of them.” He said, “Maybe I’ll do 12.” I said, “A film with 12 endings?” “No no no no, three or four films.” It came down to two.

I think what attracted him was the shape of it. It came about like this—for convenience you tend to round off moments in your life by making it appear that you made decision, “I did this, I did that…” Then, even as you’re saying it, you realize it wasn’t like that. You happened to be sitting there one evening and the phone rang… I began to realize that often major things happen to people simply as a result of being caught in the rain. So I thought it would be interesting to start with a tiny decision and watch the tiny pebble gather ripples.

The experience of seeing the two films is very different from seeing the plays over the course of a week.

The difference between Smoking/No Smoking and the stage play is in terms of commitment. You are only asked to see two films and even if you watch only one you see a large chunk of it. With the stage play, you were asked for a commitment of several nights if you were going to see it in any sort of comprehensive way. The arrangement of the plays was going to be random, but the stage manager said, “There’s no way I’m going to keep eight sets waiting in the wings”, so we had to do them in strict rotation.

The film comes across as something of a refusal of the cinematic in favor of the theatrical—which in a sense makes it more cinematic, because we’re so aware of the particularity of what we’re seeing.

A lot of what I write is consciously lifted from film. My early life was spent nor in the theatre but in the cinema, so all of my theatre grammar is in fact film grammar. Translating it back to film could be disastrous, so Resnais’ way of approaching it seemed to be a solution. He has extraordinary ideas. At one point, he wanted the camera to move around and there would be a huge audience from my theatre.

You weren’t involved in the process of shooting. What was your reaction when you saw the final result?

I found it staggering. What I lived was that there is a feeling of leisure about it. Everything in the cinema seems so frenetic—what I loved was the feeling of theatricality. You know it’s two actors playing different characters, and you have those moments where they’re going off and changing. There is one moment where Toby comes in and Miles almost passes his in the doorway. They don’t quite appear onscreen together—it’s as if Resnais were saying, “Well I could have done that but I didn’t, nor did I have Toby and Miles sit down and have a chat together.” We decided that he makes plays for cinema and I make films for theater. 

You’ve famously been in the habit of turning down offers to write for films. How comfortable are you with cinema?

I think film has done theatre a service in encouraging people to take vast amounts of information on board very quickly—the audience tends to be attuned to a much greater degree of information, which has been good for us playwrights, as we’ve been able to move things on a bit more quickly. If you look at plays written in the 50s, sat-ups telling people where we are and who we are tend to go on forever.

The early films that interested me were René Clair’s films, which was the first time I’d seen  cinema where you could suddenly step outside naturalism—like that scene in Le Million where they start playing ball with his jacket. Lately I’ve discovered people like Preston Sturges. I’ve gone back to all that wonderful writing….
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