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Heavenly creatures

Polish director Lech Majewski

Lses modest means and big
ideas to create a camcorder
masterpiece, writes Tim Lucas

The Garden of Earthly Delights
Lech Majewski; Poland/UK 2004; '
Kino on Video/Region 0 NTSC; 104
minutes; Aspect Ratio 1.85:1; Features:
director's commentary, stills gallery,
Majewski biography

The Handycam has produced its first
masterpiece. Shot entirely on a single
Sony PD1co camera, held at different
times by thedirector or one of its twe
principals, The Garden of Earthly Delights
is 2 kind of triptych, much like the

1503 Hieronymous Bosch painting
(subtitled ‘The Millennium’) from
which it takes its name.

Set in the year 2000, at the beginning
of our own millennium, it is firstly the
camcorder diary of an intense love affair
that blossoms between art historian
Claudine Cossan (Claudine Spiteri)
and naval engineer Chris Martin (Chris
Nightingale) after Claudine delivers a
mesmerising National Gallery lecture
on Bosch’s masterwork. Secondly, itis
the film about Bosch’s painting that the
lovers decide to make in collaboration
after taking an apartment in Venice,

a project that becomes Claudine’s last
hope for a legacy when she is diagnosed
with terminal throat cancer. Finally,

it is their video recreation of the
masterpiece, as Chris— who has

been studying asymmetrical gondola
ign as part of his own PhD project
entitled ‘The Principle of Coordinated
Proportions of Hull Displacement in
New Generation Container Vessels' -
begins to devote all his attentions to
ashioning their apartment space

o likenesses of details from the
inting’s central panel in which
umanity, poised between heaven

znd hell, finds the freedom to create
paradise on earth, a freedom that

kes them, in Claudine’s words,

ual to God. These onion layers

reel out of sequence as a grieving

ris loads tape after tape into his VCR,
hisrandom searchings of their shared
past becoming the film they intended to
make. [tisleft to the attentive viewer to
sort out the order in which the various
scenes were shot by noting the presence
of cars (thus London, not Venice), when
Claudine is and isn't wearing the white
neck bandage from her biopsy, the
tenderness in Chris' voice, and the
degraded quality of various shots as
Chris documents his own later study

he original recordings.

s another ‘Death in Venice’

torv, ves, but here the location roots
rital interests of the couple in

-ard reality, the worlds of water and
sance art, rather than the morbid
gofall concerned. Thus the {ilm
s a powerful sense that life really

des
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Gates of Eden: Claudine Spiteri

is what we make it, just as the
exploratory and creative nature
of this romance shows that every
new relationship is a gift of open
possibilities. By the same token, it
reminds us that, as long as death.exists,
our exile from Eden is ever ongoing, ,
Ican think of no film since the
death of Kieslowski that so masterfully
encompasses so much of the faceted
concreteness of life, as well asits
dimensions of spiritual mystery.
Despite its modest cinematographic
means, the photography is often lovely
and it permits extraordinary depths of
intimacy to be tapped between the
actors, both of whom give rich and
utterly believable performances.
The film’s greatest accomplishment
is the warmth and humanity projected
by this academic couple’s restless
exchange of ideas, questions and
answers pertaining to art, science,
history and, finally, life and death.
Their dialogue about symmetry,
gondola construction, population
arowth, the chemical components of
the human body and the significance
of buried details in Renaissance art is
teeming with epiphanies. Claudine’s
ceaseless intellectual curiosity in
particular gradually turns to a
despairing, open-eyed desire to better
comprehend the factors behind the
accident of life and the inevitability
of death as it approaches. When Chris

I can think of no
film since the death
of Kieslowski that
so masterfully
encompasses so
much of the faceted
concreteness of life

calms Claudine’s anguish by assembling
an exhibit of the chemical components
to which all human matter breaks
down, in their exact measurements,
i’s a highly unusual but, in context,
magnanimously loving gesture; it's
hard to imagine another actor selling
the scene so well as Nightingale does.
But it is Spiteri (in a role originally
offered to Katrin Cartlidge, who
reportedly accepted with great
enthusiasm, worked with Majewski for
a few months, then abruptly withdrew a
short time before her own unexpected
death at 41) who steals the film as the
focus of Chris’ camera; her performance
packs a tremendous human range —
formal and businesslike, intellectual
and inspired, coquettish and sexual,
frightened and childlike - that should
leave no one unmoved.
This remarkable film was based
on Majewski’s own novel Metaphysics
(a 33-page sample is available at
www.lechmajewski.com) which,
as he explains in the commentary, tells
the story in epistolary form, with Chris
writing to Claudine after she has died to
perpetuate her memory. In the novel,
she’s dead from the beginning and the
storytelling is more linear, whereas here
itistorn up, much as Chris tears aparta
photograph of Claudine in the film’s
first hint of the tragedy to follow (the
revelation of herillness is postponed
until nearly the halfway point), its
ultimate structure found through the
healing process of forging a work of art.
The Garden of Earthy Delights is one
of four Lech Majewski films being
issued by Kino, the others being Gospel
According to Harry (1994, with Viggo
Mortensen), The Roe’s Roomn (1994)
and Glass Lips (2007). [ have them
all in hand but was so aslonished
by this one, I'm still absorhing it
and not quile ready to move on.

World releases covers DVDs recently
released by non-UK based distributors

Bahy It's You

John Sayles; USA 1983; Paramount/
Legend Films; Region 1 NTSC; 105
minutes; Aspect Ratio 1.78:1 anamorphic

Film: Sayles’ third feature was based

on an autobiographical story by Amy
Robinson, who produced with Griffin
Dunne in a deal with Paramount. When
the studio threatened to alter his cut
(they disliked the lack of an obvious
conclusion), Sayles vowed never to
work with a major again. But if his
subsequent indie films have often felt
too prolix, it's not true of this sweet and
sadlook at the American high-school
experience, New Jersey circa 1966. Jill
Rosen (an extracrdinarily touching
Rosanna Arquelte) is a Jewish girl with
dreams of becoming an actress. The
‘Sheik’ (a charming Vincent Spano) is a
slickly dressed Italian-American froma
working-class background who woos Jill
in spite of all her prejudices. Following
their lives as she attempts to act cool in
college and he ends up in a Florida club
miming to Sinatra, Sayles never
condescends to his characters, with
social barriers and career aspirations
battling against sexual tensions and
raw emotions. Although there is a fair
spattering of 1960s golden oldies on
the soundtrack, the anachronistic use
of Bruce Springsteen songs to represent
the Sheik has stifled the film's exposure
outside cinemas; this DVD transfer, as
on home video and television, replaces
the Boss with cover versions (to me they
sound quite convincing, but...). Michael
Ballhaus’ luminous photography is

a definite plus, though ultimately

it’s the performances — especially
Arquette’s — that are the film’s strongest
suit. Matthew Modine and Robert
Downey Jr make brief appearances.
Disc: A serviceable anamorphic transfer,
but note the music issue mentioned
above. No extras. (DT)

Ballad of Narayama

Imamura Shohei; Japan 1983; Animeigo/
Region 1 NTSC; 130 minutes; Aspect Ratio
1.85:1; Features: onscreen notes, gallery

Film: Imamura’s Palme d'Or winner is
amore carnal and earthy adaptation of
the Fukazawa Shichiro novel that also
inspired Kinoshita Keisuke’s 1957 film
(arecent Tartan DVD). Set in a remote
village in an unspecified era of poverty
and superstition, it tells the story of Orin
(Sakamoto Sumiko), an elderly peasant
woman who isembarrassed by her own
robust vitality - signified by the state of
her teeth, which show no signs of falling
out. Nevertheless, Orin is intent on
making her pilgrimage to Narayama
mountain in accordance with tradition
—ajourney from which there isno
return, Before she does so, she gently —
and ruthlessly — safeguards the
continued wellbeing of her three

grown sons. Imamura sometimes seems
to relish rubbing our noses in filth -
idiot son ‘Stinky' is eating a maggot
when he spots a dead baby rotting in his
vegetable plot —but this unflinchin




