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That obscure object of desire (Cet obscur objet du desir)
Saturday, March 26, 7:00 P.M.

1977, 103 mins.
Restored 35mm print from Rialto Pictures.
Directed by Luis Buñuel. Written by Buñuel and Jean-Claude Carrière. Produced by Serge Silberman. Photographed by Edmond Richard. Edited by Helene Plemiannikov. Production Design by Pierre Guffroy. Costume Design by Sylvie de Segonzac. 
Principal cast: Fernando Rey (as Mathieu), Carole Bouquet (Conchita), Angela Molina (Conchita), Julien Bertheau (Judge), Andre Weber (Valet), Milena Vukotic (Woman in Train), Maria Asquerino (Conchita’s Mother), Ellen Bahl (Manolita).

Excerpt from When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative Decade by Dave Kehr (University of Chicago Press: 2011). 
Review first published on March 31, 1978:

Throughout Obscure Object, Buñuel cuts repeatedly to a shot of a train rushing through the countryside, an image that seems, at first, perfectly explainable in terms of the story. Mathieu, a rich old gentleman (Fernando Rey), is regaling his traveling companions in the first-class coach of the Seville-to-Madrid express with the story of his strange love affair with Conchita, his maid—what could be more natural, more conventional, than punctuating the flashbacks with a shot of the moving train? But we know, as Mathieu does not, that Conchita is on the train, too—the woman he‘s running away from in a desperate fury remains a few fixed yards behind him. The train is moving, but it‘s not taking Mathieu anywhere. The image takes on other associations—with the endless walk through the countryside of the dinner party guests in The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (1972); with the constantly interrupted journey of La Fantome de la liberte (1974); with the pilgrimage of The Milky Way (1968); and even further back, in time and evolution, with the incessantly buzzing insects of Buñuel‘s 1952 Robinson Crusoe. Notice how the image—of meaningless movement, misplaced energy—is constantly refined, simplified from the obtrusive “symbol” of the insects to the elegant understatement of the train. That‘s one of the marks of a great film artist, I think—the ability to compress, condense, to find resonance in the simplest of images, and to never waste an image, making it work on a number of levels.
The train, with its raging phallic overtones, also belongs to the stable of Freudian clichés. That Obscure Object of Desire is a film about an unconsummated affair—Conchita continually puts Mathieu off, with excuses that range from the vaguely reasonable to the thoroughly perverse. So the train evokes Mathieu‘s frustrated lust, too—it never does go into a tunnel. But at the same time he‘s using a cliché, Buñuel makes a joke of it, installing a professor of psychology (who gives, he says ominously, “private lessons”) among Mathieu‘s companions. Played by a four-foot dwarf sporting a beard in impeccable imitation of Herr Doktor, the professor supplies stunningly banal “insights” at appropriate moments in Mathieu‘s narrative—a less than subtle warning against facile psychological interpretations of the film.

Buñuel is the poet of paradox. An anti-Freudian, he uses Freudian images—but that‘s only the surface. Buñuel‘s basic narrative strategy is the contradiction: a character displays one attitude in one scene, its complete opposite in the next. 
Where most films are devoted to creating consistent, convincing characters, Buñuel delights in abrupt changes and unaccountable shifts. In Obscure Object, he goes so far as to have the central character of Conchita played by two different actresses, and dubbed by a third. Conchita, the guardian of the obscure object of Mathieu‘s desire, is both more and less than a conventional film character. With her dual nature—the cold, slightly calculating schoolgirl played by French actress Carole Bouquet and the warm, ripe woman played by the Spanish Angela Molina—Conchita has a more complex reality than we‘re used to seeing in filmed fiction. In the movies, we tend to read character mainly from faces. It‘s Eisenstein‘s concept of typage: people behave as they look. But Buñuel frustrates that convenient lie by granting Conchita two faces, two characters, and then shuffling them up as the film continues, so that Conchita I is capable of behaving like Conchita II, and vice versa. There is no simple virgin/whore dichotomy: Conchita is never laid out, never “explained,” and to that extent we perceive her more as an authentic human being than as a shadow on a screen—she‘s an enigma, retaining something unknowable, unreachable. 

But still, since Conchita is denied the flesh and blood reality of an actress of her own, she drifts into a generalization: more than a woman, she is a sort of eternal erotic principle. She is the love object, the perpetually sought-after but never attained prize of mad, romantic passion. At first, when Conchita denies Mathieu‘s advances, he‘s angry, frustrated. But as he keeps coming back, continues his supplications, it gradually becomes clear (to us, if not to him) that the frustration is the consummation, that desire is more satisfying than satisfaction. Rejected, rebuffed, humiliated, he constantly returns. Consummation would be an 
anti-climax—in the midst of his rage and agony, Mathieu is sublimely, supremely happy. He and Conchita are the perfect couple. 

The name Conchita, as we learn in the film, is the Spanish diminutive of “Concepcion”—and this Conchita is immaculate with a vengeance. That‘s about as close as Buñuel comes here to overtly stating the religious theme that always hovers behind his work. Mathieu is a kind of priest, worshipping at the shrine of his virgin, praying for the reward that never comes. For Buñuel, the great lie of the Catholic Church is hope, a lie he has answered by turning hope into a reward in itself. If our actions are always frustrated, if our desires are never fulfilled, what is left to get through the world but hope, in and of itself? Mathieu, as Buñuel draws him, is an immensely wealthy man—everything is within his grasp. But the one thing he wants, as Conchita tells him, is the one thing he can‘t have. And that‘s what keeps him going, makes him happy, at last.
That Obscure Object of Desire is the work of a man in complete control of his medium. After 50 years in the cinema, Buñuel has achieved a level of formal virtuosity that he shares, perhaps, with only two other directors working today—Alfred Hitchcock and Robert Bresson. From the subtle stylization of his settings—too evenly lit and too bright for “real life”—to the balletic sensibility he displays in choreographing his actors and his camera, Buñuel seems genuinely incapable of taking a false or inessential step. With his camera usually placed at a discreet distance from the action, Buñuel creates images that seem perfectly open and accessible, and yet they remain fraught with hidden dangers and uncertainties—a bed that cuts too closely through the angle of a room, a table that sits too stolidly between the characters.
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