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Bertolucci and the Dance of Danger

MARSHA KINDER and BEVERLE HOUSTON

Last Tango in Paris is a disturbing film that causes a lot of arguments. Fury
at the disgruntled vulgarians who came to see a Deep Throat and want
everyone around them to know ‘they didn’t get their money’s worth’.
Disagreement with companions who see Brando only as a sexist pig or
romantic ideal. Our own confusion when we see the film again and
respond to everything differently. These encounters release the powerful
emotions evoked by the film, but they also grow out of its richness.
Bertolucci’s confrontation of the issues is profound; the performances
(particularly Brando’s) are amazingly authentic; and our own needs and
fantasies concerning sex, love and death pull us very strongly into private
visions of the film. One way of understanding the film itself is to see it in
the context of Bertolucci’s earlier works. The central conflicts in Last Tango
bear close similarities with those in The Conformist (1970), The Spider’s
Stratagem (1969), and Before the Revolution (1964). In all these films, one of
the central characters is a young person trying to escape from his social
class and family background, but who inevitably lives out the values from
his past. Unconventionality is always associated with left-wing politics.
In Before the Revolution, Fabrizio joins the Communist Party but ultimately
rejects it for its imperfections and returns to his bourgeois family. The
young hero of The Spider’s Stratagem is unwillingly drawn into the mystery
surrounding the death of his father, who was supposedly assassinated by
the Fascists. In trying to avenge the murder, the son’s identity almost
merges with that of his father. In The Conformist, Marcello Clerici tries to
escape his father’s insanity and his mother’s eccentric decadence. In
order to appear ‘normal’, he joins the Fascist Party; but when Mussolini
falls, he renounces the Fascists and retreats into madness like his father.
In Last Tango, Jeanne, daughter of a French army colonel, delights in
shocking her conventional mother with her liberated life style. But later
she destroys her outrageous lover and chooses a conventional marriage.
In all these cases, the gap between conventionality and rebellion,
between outward appearance and inner emotional reality, makes the
person frightened and dangerous, particularly to those who love him.

In Revolution, Conformist and Last Tango, each of these characters
chooses between a conventional marriage and a dangerous love affair
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associated with childhood. In rejecting the romantic lover (who is
neurotic or deviant by society’s norms), and entering the marriage, each
destroys the potential for growth and, as if to ensure that the decision is
final, each destroys the loved one. In Revolution, Clelia was destined from
childhood to be Fabrizio’s bride. He temporarily abandons her for a
stormy, incestuous relationship with his aunt Gina, who is neurotic and
promiscuous, dislikes adults and tries to remain a child. She is the one
who leaves first, but Fabrizio makes the break permanent when he
marries. The film ends with the wedding; as the bride and groom drive
off, Gina is sobbing and smothering Fabrizio’s younger brother with
kisses. In The Conformist, Marcello marries Julia, a sensuous but shallow
member of the middle class, who offers him a superficial respectability.
But he really loves Anna, the wife of the liberal professor whom he is
trying to assassinate. Marcello visits Anna at her dancing school where
she is instructing little girls in ballet, associating her with children. In their
final scene, he, like Fabrizio, sits inside a car with the windows rolled up
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as Anna sobs hysterically outside; Marcello not only rejects heras a lover,
but also abandons her to the assassins.

In Last Tango, Jeanne must choose between her fiancé Tom, whose
passion is focused on directing a film about her and her family, and Paul, a
stranger, who insists on knowing nothing about her background or
outside life. She meets Paul in an empty room where they play like
children and explore the extremes of sexual fantasy. With Tom she can
have a ‘pop marriage’ where the smiling youths, dressed in overalls, work
on their relationship as if it were an automobile. But Jeanne acknowledges
that love is not pop. For love, ‘The workmen go to a secret place, take off
their overalls, and become men and women again.” This is what she has
experienced with Paul, but when he tries to bring their love outside their
secret room, she flees in terror.

Each of the characters has a parallel conflict about a male authority
figure—an idealistic father surrogate who arouses ambivalent feelings
and is ultimately rejected. This theme is central in Spider’s Stratagem,
where the son tries to discover whether his father was really a traitor or a
hero. In Revolution, Fabrizio ignores his bourgeois father and idolises
Cesare, his childhood teacher. Unlike Fabrizio, Cesare combines his
communist ideology with humanity and realism. When Fabrizio
abandons the Party and his youthful idealism to marry Clelia, the
wedding scene is intercut with shots of Cesare reading from Moby Dick to
a class of small children. It is the passage describing Ahab’s obsessive
pursuit of the white whale—the kind of mad but courageous journey on
which the Brando character is embarked. But Cesare is an Ishmael, not an
Ahab.

In The Conformist, Cesare is transformed into Quadri, the idealistic
left-wing philosophy professor who has fled Fascist Italy and settled in
Paris. Marcello had been one of his best students, doing his thesis on
Plato’s allegory of the cave. But he has rejected Quadri and adopted as his
new guide Montanari, a Fascist whose physical blindness reinforces
Quadri’s interpretation that the Italians now see only shadows instead of
the truth. On his way to the assassination, Marcello describes a dream in
which, after having his eyesight restored by the professor, Marcello runs
off with Quadri’s wife (a reversal of the plot of Oedipus). Relating to
Quadri as a father implies that Marcello’s relationship with Anna is
incestuous (as was the relationship between Fabrizio and Gina in
Revolution and the potential sex between the son and his father’s mistress
in Spider’s Stratagem). Instead of enacting this dream, Marcello watches
Quadri and his wife being murdered, explicitly linking the rejections of
the true love and idealistic father (only implicit in Revolution).

In Last Tango, the lover and surrogate father become the same person.
Paul is old enough to be Jeanne’s father; in the secret room she returns to
her childhood where she can live out her incestuous desires. When she










































