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1974, 120 mins. 35mm print from French Foreign Ministry.
Directed by Alain Resnais. Written Jorge Semprún. Produced by George Dancigers and Alexandre Mnouchkine. Photographed by Sacha Vierny. Edited by Albert Jurgenson. Production design by Jacques Saulnier. Costume design by Jacqueline Moreau. Music by Stephen Sondheim.   

Principal cast: Jean-Paul Belmondo (as Serge Alexandre Stavisky), François Périer (Albert Borelli), Anny Duperey (Arlette), Michael Lonsdale (Docteur Mézy), Roberto Bisacco (Juan Montalvo de Montabon), Claude Rich (Inspecteur Bonny), Charles Boyer (Le Baron Jean Raoul).
Review by Charles Champlin, The Los Angeles Times, February 7, 1975:
“The Stavisky scandal as for a fortnight kept France in an unpleasant uproar,” Janet Flanner reported to The New Yorker in 1934. The cabinet minister for the colonies has resigned in disgrace. Two members of the Chamber of Deputies–one of them the mayor of the provincial city of Bayonne–were in jail. There was rioting in the Boulevard St. Germain and the only reason the government had not collapsed was that it was too paralyzed with fear to do anything.
All because of the collapse of the financial empire of a swindler variously known as Serge Stavisky and Serge Alexandre. He has issued $15 million worth of phony bonds in the name of the municipal pawnshop of Bayonne, backed by assets in the form of what Genet (as Ms. Flanner continues to sign herself) called spinach-colored glass.

Georges Simenon, the great novelist who created Inspector Maigret, reported the scandal in a series of articles for Paris-Soir and turned out to be a terrific detective himself, unearthing a string of lurid facts about Stavisky, who before the scandal broke was unknown except to the officials he bribed. He has begun his career as a nightclub singer and had failed at that and almost everything else he touched. He failed upward by kiting a check and then embezzling several million francs worth of bonds, getting caught both times. He was actually on parole while he was building his empire and corrupting everyone from cabinet members to the pettiest of bureaucrats.

French director Alain Resnais and screenwriter Jorge Semprún, who collaborated on La guerre est finie. Have joined forces again on Stavisky, which was one of the ravishing treasures of last year’s Cannes Film Festival and which today at last opens here, at the Beverly Theater in Beverly Hills.

The story of a minor scuffler who became not only a major swindler but another personality, high-living and debonair, a theatrical impresario and owner of race horses, is engrossing in its own terms. But Resnais and Semprún were drawn by the parallels to another economically feverish time–our own–similarly inflationary, fragile, speculative, strung out on too-easy credit. Stavisky lived in the escalating hope that each new deal would rescue those that had gone before. Even as an obscure auditor blew the whistle on the Bayonne fraud, Stavisky was finalizing a multinational stock scheme that might have let him make good on the bad bonds.
But everything fell apart and he fled to Chamonix, where the official story was that he committed suicide. In fact he may have been silenced by either the police or an associate. (One account sarcastically said he had killed himself by standing at point blank range in front of a policeman’s revolver.)
Stavisky is a kind of Great Gatsby with meaning–a sumptuously textured re-creation of the once-upon-a-time good life, with Rollses and the suites at Deauville, the jewels and the flowers and the champagne as pure and white as diamonds.

But the surfaces are as frail as the soufflés. Stavisky’s good life a strainfully maintained pose to keep the bonds selling, because confidence is all and when people stop believing, everything falls down. Serge Alexandre is obviously a very up-to-date figure, and Jean-Paul Belmondo makes him wonderfully charismatic and charming—but he also lets us see the flashes of anxiety and anger, the desperate and accelerating race to keep it all moving—and the migraine visitations from a different and accusing past.

It is the gathering storm, the incipient eruption which intrigues Resnais and Semprún. Stavisky indeed begins, not with Stavisky, but a curious caravan bringing Leon Trotsky into exile and asylum in France. The two men’s lives touch only incidentally–a boy who idolizes Trotsky loves a young actress who auditions for Stavisky at his theater, and a right-wing private investigator bird-dogs first Trotsky and then Stavisky. 

Both were Jews, and when the Stavisky scandal broke the two men were linked as targets of the virulent right-wing anti-Semitism of those times.
Few recent foreign films have offered materials so unfamiliar to the American public: the name Stavisky evokes not even distant memories. Yet Stavisky is a rich and thrilling film experience, mysterious, stimulating and unexpectedly affecting. Belmondo as Stavisky is (as the real-life Stavisky apparently was) deeply and solely in love with his wife, played by beautiful Anny Duperey, and their scenes together constitute a strong and unusual love story.

Charles Boyer gives one of his finest performances in his long career as Baron Raoul, an aristocrat who has cheerfully and conscientiously dissipated the family fortune, who aids Stavisky and then feels betrayed as by a son. (Stavisky’s own father committed suicide over his son’s first arrest.)

François Périer plays Stavisky’s chief aide, Borelli, and Michael Lonsdale his doctor. Roberto Bisacca is another financier, planning to profit from the civil war in Spain.

One of the great strengths of this extraordinary movie is the score by Stephen Sondheim, whose Follies Resnais has heard and loved in New York. As I reported from the festival, “It is one of the best scores in a very long time—bright but mournful and uneasy—lonely oboes trying to get into the spirit of the party with its regular, ricky-tick society-beat rhythm…It has that double sense of pleasure and decay, an ominous joy. It has a period of feeling, like an old dance band remote on a very delayed rebroadcast to a later generation which knows all the hell that was going to break loose.”
The eye-caressing cinematography is by Sacha Vierny. Resnais had for six years been unable to find financing for a film. Not until mid-picture on Stavisky did Resnais discover that the principal financing for it had come, anonymously form Belmondo himself. “During the applause after screening at Cannes, we winker at each other,” Resnais said later. “It was the nearest we came to discussing what he had done. It was lovely and tactful of him.”
An actor’s finest hour, in fact. From it have come a fine performance and a truly superior film.
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