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{ FRANZ J. HORCH
\ ALITHORS' REPRESENTATIVE
125 EAST 57th <T KREW YORK 22, MW"

JEAN CUCTBAU AND ALLRICA

BY KLAUS KANN

Among the literery figures of our time, Jesn Coctesu occuples &
peculier, indeed, unique position. For sluost four decades haa'he
ueintained, indefetigsbly and ingeniously, the rdle of an implsh

enfant terrible =- and even while doing so, he gredually assumed the

dlgnity of a master. The French public which used to be scandalised

by his vegaries, now accepts him es a nationsl institution, A brilliant
juggler end at the ssme time a highly skilled, conselentious artizan,
he represents certalin espects snd features of the French genius =

es consistently and effectively &s do, in thelr differemt ways, pure
artists, like André Gide end Peul Veléry, or mere enterteiners, like
Sache Guitry and Meurice Chevelier,

It is tme, the intellectusl vengusrd seems Lo be rether tired, st
this point, of Coctesu's stunts end ceprices. Some of his former die=
ciples heéve become his most inexorsble foes we for instance, kuurice
Sachs who, in his over-publisized sutoblogrephy Ihe Sabbath, denounces
the idol of his youth with remerkeble bitterness, Another young critic,
Cleude Maurise == incompersbly more serious and more lantelligent then
the hystericsl, nesty Sachs == 1s equally herd on Coctesu, the "seducer,"”
the "nihilist," the irresponsible eorobet and oonjurer.

He mey be all thet; but he also is a real poet. His particuler idiom,
his very personel accents snd lmages heve enchented and influenced &
whole generation, We all are indebted to him., If it is eesy enough to

see his limitations end ridicule his weaknesses, it would be unfelr and

erroneocus to overlook or underrate the significance of his contributlon.
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Some of the bright young men who are now ineclined to shrug Cocteau off
as "obsolete" snd "“vieux jeu," seem to forget, or not to reslize, that
s truly poetic novel like Les Enfants terribles undoubtedly rsnks with

the most preclous and chepsctericstic literery documents of the period bet=

ween the two world wars; that Orphég and La kachine infernele are miracle-

plays with whose compelling charm no Giresudoux, no Sertre cean coupete;

thet intellectusl fentasies like Bgsel d'une critigue indirecte and QOpium

are ricn in insights end intuitions of lasting velidity; that the melody

of Pl;in Chant sounds today as sweet and as persuasive es 1t did when first

intoned, thirty years ago.
Undenisbly, some of Coctesu’s more recent work has fallen short of

those eerly exploits., Already Les Parents terribles == however unmistekably

"Goctesusn" in its pathos end imagery -- means a dublous convesaion to
the stendards end testes of the commereial thester., But if this curiously
ambiguous tregicomedy is, among other things, ®"just & thriller," 1t's
et leest & successful one: e thriller thet gomes off -- which is more than

cen be seid of such temuous products as La Machine & Scrire.

Were Coctesu's enemies to prove right, after all? Wes his talent petering
out? e _‘,”n_.‘,,)
o, he is resourceful end tensaclous.iy LYAigle 2 deux tetes, yuey be in

perts disturblingly, elwost sbsurdly, fustisn end verbose; but it's a
coue=backs Ww Di M Padk 4 PARAS U R, LLAL, UDiedCos bR,
o blend.of melodremstie snéd Yyric ¢lementswtyplerl
£, WHE TO NSV Lt IRy g SEE—

0Ot RO T COe=DECK: - Leaa spectaculer, but maybe even more eignificant

and mt.wingjif is the booklet La Difficulté d'etre,s slim collectlon of

sutoblographic fragments end reflections on such varied subjects as Besuty,
Death, Youth, Style, Lengusge, the mesning of dresams, the infinite attree=
tion of certain landscapes, poems, end humen faces. Whet Cocteau offers

in this unassuming, yet substentlial and generous resuné ie not jmek the
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brillisnt wit we sre wont to expect frow him, but slso something more
velusble end more endearing: & cendid simplicity, e mellow lumaneness
and understanding truly ekin to wilscom.
The ssme direct snd informsl epprosch, the seme cordlel frankness 1s

cherseteristic of Cocteau's m@a® letest publication, Lettre aux Américains

,_ﬂgret, lg'-‘tg‘ll

® %p B
Goctesu's feme in the United States has hitherto limlted to a small,

esoteric cligue of snobe end comnoisseurs, During the past two or three

years, however, his peme las become known to a somewhet wider public, &8
ol (et
Teast 1in New Icrk}r- rHetly thenks to the Hgek presentations of a pluy and

two motion plctures.

Ag for the play -- L'aAigle & deux thtes ~-, it wes a flop on Broadwsys

s X £ & % 1 -, & z
“La pilbceess svait ou un &chec g Hew-Yorik." ss the author puts it. This

feilure, he suggests, may heve been mainly due to a poor production -=

which does not sound quite convineing, True, Miss Tpllulsh Bankhesd, who
pleyed the leading role, is not the idesl embodiment of = romsntic, worbidly
sentimental empress; but she certainly geve a fesclneting, Indeed, stun=
ning performence and did her dynemlc best to make Coctesu's whimsical rheto=
rieces accepteble to H.l.l‘n-liib Menhatten sucdlences. It's not kiss Benkhead
who should be blamed for the flesce, but rather the sudiences end, ubove
all, the critics who proved lupervious to the purticuler charu of this

dramatic tour de foree, The peculiasr blend of Sardou end Surreallism, of

melodrame snd perody, of poetic vision snd sturdy craftsmsnship -- this
very personel snd st the same time typlecally French coubination of incon=
gruous eleﬁents mast be perplexing to & comparatively naive, unsophisti=
etted public like the American: e public, that 1s, not really famllier
with the tradition of the literary stsge in the Continental sense. Any

theetrical style trenscending pure reallsm -- anything more daring, more
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fenciful then Ibsen and Shaw, is llsable to be misunderstood or rejected by
Brosdwey hebitués,

1f The Double-Begle fesiled on the stege, the sereen version -- written
end directed by Coctesu himself -- wes not too well received, either. "lon

£ils n'e pas remporté le succds de LA BELLE ET L4 BETE," he radly stetes in

his "letter."™ It might be added thet La Belle et 18 B@te, in its tum,

was less of & sensation then, years before, Le Sang d'un podte =~ & cine=

metographic extravegsnze, often lebeled as "surreallstic"™ Dbut sctually
a style end class of its own, which enjoys & considerable, end Jjustified,
prestige emong all those interested in the film as a serious form of art.

It was for the opening of the "Esgle" film, end for & one-m&n exnibition
of his drewings at the lugo gellery, thet Coctesu cesme to New York, the
1sst week of 1948, He hed been in the U. 3. oOnce before, on & hasty trip
eround the world which he described in a series of delightful srticles

(subseguently published also as & book, under the title kon Premiex VOY&Le ).

On thet occesion, he hed spent only & couple of days in New York = just
enough time to fall in love with the Burlesque gshows, the "bals noirs" of
Harlem, and the merry=-go-rounds of Conmey Island, Now he stayed twenty dsays,
but "did so meny things, sew so msny people" @t -~ a&s he points out in
the opening parsasgrapnh of his “Letter" -~ thet he felt, when leaving, as
though he hed lived for twenty years in the Big Citye.

S “Letter to the Americens" is really & ferewell message written 1n
the eir-plene teking en entimsisstic, bewildered, worried treveller beck
to his country: “ﬁari:}:ﬂew Yori (air-Frenge), 18-15 Jenvier 1949," 48 &
journelistic plece of wo;k; the “Letter" 1s less striking, less "réussie®
then certein other travel reports and personsl memolirs Coctesu previously
wrote for the dally press -- for lnstance, the breezy, fsa.t-u.ovingm
sidER srticles sbout the trip around the world (Feris-Soir) and the
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exqulsit Portraits-Souvenir (Le Figaro). Nor does this improvised seslute

heve the iridescent profundity or the parsdoxicsl boldness aliiiisebonkebibe:

of Coctesu's eesthetic eriticism, But if Lettre aux Américeins l1s somewhet

lacking in structure asnd compsctness (it conteains indeed quite a few of

those "“repetitions snd contrasdictions®™ for which the suthor, somewhat
T
cogquettishly, spologizes), it fiemme=shé convinces ¥in virtue of a certain

emotionsl intensity, e sponteneous, genuine warmth, He weants his messsge to

be ™ "un cri d'engolsse et d'amour." And as such -- &s an outery of affee=
m.o-l.lsﬂ-l'

s
tion end snxiety -- M appeel has a strong, N impact.

He sddressed the Americens as a Buropean, es & poet, es a free men end

lover of freedom. "C'est un des derniers hommes libres qui vous perle,"

he exclaims, not without e certain melsncholy pride, end then mekes 1t
clear that the freedom he cherishes, the freedom he needs and requires,

caen survive only with the help of Americe, only if America remains felthful
to her libersl traditions and ldeals. “"Americens!" he says. "The dignity of
the human raece 1ls et stake, Be whaet you really are -- & people thet has
preserved its childhood! A youthful end honest peoplel" And, again:

"imériceins] Votre rBle est de sauver le vieux monde si dur, =i tendre,

guil vous sime snd gue vous aimez. Votre role est de sauver les dignité de

1' homme., "

< 2
will the Americans prove worthy of tme vast power, bestowet-upen.tiem by

Prouddenee? Will they live up to their greet historicsl mission?
An BEuropean poet end freedom=-lover, en old individuallst, en old rebel
(» ponders these question
and 2 hsrd worker, Jean Coefﬁﬁq&--'high up in tHe air, somewhere between
the Bew World end the 0ld -- , and he cannot help feellng worried. The
sctusl #1ight takes only a few hours; and still, how remote sre the two
continents from one another! How far is it from an impoverished, weary

Europe to that land of rempant prosperity and naivetd, thet country of

enormous promise and enormous danger -- Americal The “gold curtain"
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separsting the rich U.8. from the poor netlions on the other piée of the
oceesn == 18 1t less impenetrable, leas inflexible thin eny iron berrier?

Cocteesu consistently ignores the greast social end politicel problems
of our time -- & curlous aloofness which may be regarded as his mein de=
ficleney, but which is &lso one of his mein forcee. Insteed of discussing
the Mershsll Plen or the Cold Wer, he concentretes, in his Open Letier, on
subjects he is really femilier with, and sbout which he can spesk with
euthority. By doing so, he avoids the platitudes of would-be sociologists
end srmchelr strateglsts. In sccordance with his old technique of "ecri=

e

tique indirecte," he deals with the gresct timely issues in & circuitous,

roundebout fashion,

For i.instsnce, what Coctesu hes to sey sbout Hollywood and the tyranny
of box=office-consecioug producers, implies &n indireet but unequivocel
warning egeinst the inordinste power, the dictsatorship of Money in general.
The Americen publie, he meinteins, 1s responsive, warm-heerted, intelli=
gents "Le public de New-York est le meilleur public qui soit su monde.,"

<

But the § produwersl Not only ere they too lazy, too ecynicel end unimegi=

native to educete the messes; they teke it for grented thet the netion as
& whole shares their -- the producers' -« instinctive aversion to enything
experimental, new, ﬂ controversisl, According to the producers, only
the che&pest, most vulger stuff will appeal to "the msen in the street."”
Which is why only the chesp end vulgar flourish in Hollywood, while the

real ertists end resl personelities, "les t€tes trop mysterérieusement

couronnées" 1like Greta Gerbo and Charles Cheplin, heve no chence to
develop.

The European poet, m, somewhere over the Atlentic,
warns the Americans egeinst the cult of the doller, He warns them against
the cult of technicel gedgets and devices. ("Don't sbandon yourselves to

the deedly vertigo of radio end television!") He warns them ageinst the
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cult of comfort which, to him, is something sterile end materiaslistic,
in contreet to luxury which is “e noble virtue," not to be hed for

woney. ("Vous svez le confort," Cocteeu tells the Americens, "1l vous

menoue le luxe.")

But his mein concern is freedom. Americens, he feels, =eem inclined,
these dsys, to get tired of freedom, or afraid of it; they seem ready to
renounce their most velusble possession, iIf a certaln tendency towsrds
standerdizetion hes slways been one of the less pleasent cherscteristies

O D A g
of Americen 1life, there now is & new, and even more syumiiamisene, D ropen=

sity to regimentetion, "ihey ere golng to watch #nd control evem our

dreans," the flying poet compleins. "and it's not the psychoenelysts who

will ¢o the controlling: it'e the policel"
ta
Whet Coctesu terme "™les feusses morasles" -- the epirit of blgoity &nd

hypocrisy is= the blight withering intellectusl life, endengering free
thought in the United Stetes of 1949, "You will not be saved by erms or
money," the poet edmonishes us in his ferewell message. “You will be saved
by the minority of those who think." And this minority, he tells us, finds
itself today, everywhere in America, "the prisoner of & feetitious free=

“
dom," ("Pertout, en Amérigue, une minorité.,s. se trouve prisonniere diune

1iberté feootice.")

Keny Americen intelle¢tuals mey agree with him on this point -- in feet,
some Of them heve sEessy expressed very simller aldone views in even
#cbe poignent, more aggressive terms. What Cocteau hes to sey sbout the
ameriesn scene sounds moderate and mild in comparizson of the flerce bit=
terness with which writers llxe Henry killer -- to mention but one exsample
~- heve criticized their own country., Coctesu's diagnose of the Americen

conditlon is remarkeble, not account of its sherpness or originelity, but
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i1nesmuch as it comes from a men who has had a mere glimpse of l1ife in
the U.S. =-- which bespeaks both the persbicecity of the observer and
the obviousness of the condition =--; a man, moreover, whose attitude
towards Americs is not only free of eny maliece or hostile prejudice but
T anef eV 857
sctuslly full of Affeshlan sand admirstion.
e Saqd

There is a lot to mey egeinst this Upen Letter, 1t contsins sweepling

generslizstions, some of them guite disputsble. Stetements llke "New-

York déteste le secret" or "There are no trees in New York® 'ntrike

me es rather dublous. Why, I have known some New Yorkers who were ex=
tremely mystery-minded! and es for trees -- whest's wrong with those

in Centrel Parkl... Also, certain resders mey find Coctesu’s self-assu=
rence ot times embarrsssingly close to downright venity -- for instsnce,

when he remarks thet his film Le Sang d'un poéte, originally luughed at

by the public, hes now became "“&a gospel® ("est devenu bible" ).

But these are rinor objeetions. kore disturbing, to me, is en occasion=
al discrepency between tone end contente. Sowetimes Coctesu assuumes a
didectic accent, o prophetic gesture, as though he were sctually bringing
e program, & solution, & fornmla thet might help us in fecing and overs
couming the present ordesl, "Listen to mel" he demends. "Listen to those
feow sdPPgpiiie Europesns who reslly ere your friends, snd whose words
nave the weight, the impact, the dynamies of sctions. Listenl Listenl
diften!“ == And then? Then comes maybe some amusing crsck sbout Broadwey
it,nl&ht. But es for e progrem, as for constructive edvice, you'll have
£g'knock et enother door. (If there i1s esny such other door...)

Yet, somehow it is worthwhile listening to-this friendly anc urgent
appeel, 1f Cocteau hes no proéram to offer, he presents us generously
wlth shrewd observestions, clever Bid81i§§ts' meginl ficent flashes of

wisdom, wit eand anger. His outery of on snd anxiety deserves to

e \

be hesrd sageheedels <4 AF\20N




