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The Conformist; Last Tango in Paris; Novecento; The Last Emperor; The 

Dreamers; (Bernardo Bertolucci, 1970, 1972, 1976, 1987, 2003) 

 

 
 

As a Marxist, Bertolucci has always been interested in three things: Fascism, Maoism, 

and sex. Given how passé the first two had become by 2003, it’s understandable that 

he’d be more interested by then in the last: but in truth he’d always been quite keen on 

it, though you’d think with Bush, Blair and Berlusconi around he might have found an 

alternative focus for his politics. When Eva Green takes her clothes off for the first 

time in Dreamers, he does an obligatory cut to the bust of Mao which is watching her 

– with as much interest as the two real guys in the room, we may guess, knowing 

what we now know about the Chairman’s private life. 

 We’ve been there before. Like The Dreamers, Last Tango involves kinky games 

in an upstairs Paris apartment; and The Conformist has a strange relationship between 

Dominique Sanda and Stefania Sandrelli, which is beginning, by the end, to 

approximate the one between the two young men in The Dreamers. And as for de 

Niro and Depardieu in 1900 … 

 The Dreamers is Last Tango, inverted. Its young American hero confronts (in an 

upstairs apartment, best reached by lift), two crazy, regressive French types, who 

corrupt him sexually. He eventually pulls back when they threaten to shave off his 

pubic hair. In Last Tango the young French heroine confronts (in an upstairs 

apartment, best reached by lift), a crazy, regressive American type, who corrupts her 

sexually. She eventually pulls back, after (not when) he orders her to cut her nails and 

shove her fingers up his arse. The American hero of Dreamers is sorry to lose the 

connection; the American villain of Last Tango wants to consolidate the connection 

by breaking his own rule – that the connection should be anonymous – and marry the 

French heroine. Her reaction is to shoot him. Neither relationship is fully 

acknowledged in public, but is confined largely to the apartment. 

 At the start of The Dreamers, the two Frenchies thrust the American into the lift, 

and, going by the stairs, beat him to the top floor. At the end of Last Tango, the 

French heroine gets into the lift alone and forces her American pursuer to take the 

stairs. 

 For Bertolucci, politics, whether anti-fascist, anti-Gaullist, or anti-capitalist, are 

always down the next street. In The Dreamers, as the scene of the heroine’s disrobing 

develops, we begin to get truly awed at how close-in Ms. Green is prepared to allow 

Bertolucci’s camera to get – even closer than it gets to Maria Schneider in Last 
Tango. But suddenly there’s a noise from outside, and some students run past, waving 

red flags, les flics in hot pursuit. They all disappear at the end of the street, and we 

never know what happens to them.  
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 Near the end of The Conformist, Mussolini’s dead, and Jean-Louis Trintignant has 

decided it’s best to turn anti-fascist after all. A crowd of people march towards him, 

waving red flags and singing the Internationale. He tries to turn his blind fascist 

friend over to them, presumably to be lynched: but they just push past him, disappear 

at the end of the street, and we never know what happens to them. 

 At the end of 1900, the huge teeth of Donald Sutherland’s fascist bastard have 

clashed for the last time, and his fascist bitch of a wife has had her head shaved. 

Gerard Depardieu’s pretty communist daughter has stood on top of a haycart and 

proclaimed that the tedeschi have gone, and all the fascisti are being rounded up. 

Ennio Morricone’s imitation of The Banks of Green Willow has swelled around her 

words, and we’re all in tears. But then a truckload of guys from the Committee of 

National Security roll up, and confiscate everyone’s rifles. Gerard Depardieu gives a 

Marxist speech straight to camera, saying that they no longer need the weapons 

anyway, because, though his old mate Robert di Niro may still be alive, de Niro’s 

class isn’t: “Il padrone e morto”. As he and de Niro argue this point, his pretty 

daughter and the contadine disappear across the fields, waving an enormous red flag. 

They disappear over the horizon, and we never know what happens to them. 

 Near the end of The Last Emperor, a column of Red Guards march past the 

camera, accordion band blaring, waving real, Chinese red flags, little red books, and 

portraits of Chairman Mao. The by-now aged and politically reconstructed Emperor 

sees, a huge dunce’s cap on his head, his old prison camp commandant, who’d 

instructed him in the errors of his political ways and lifestyle, and got him to confess 

to them sincerely. The man is being humiliated as part of the Cultural Revolution. The 

ex-Emperor tries to protest at such injustice, but is told to fuck off. The Red Guards 

march away – and from our twenty-first-century vantage point we do know what 

happened to them: they, or their children, became capitalists, working, managing, or 

investing, perhaps, in that city in China which makes one-fifth of all the world’s toys 

(or is it one-third of all the world’s socks?) 

 This being the kind of outcome which all his aspirant revolutionaries have to look 

forward to, one can see why, by 2003, Eva Green’s private parts absorbed so much 

more of Bertolucci’s camera’s attention than les événements de mai 1968, around 

which The Dreamers is in theory set. 

 The Dreamers is full of references to, and clips from, some extremely bad films: 

Bande à Part, Shock Corridor, À Bout de Souffle, Queen Christina, Mouchette, and, 

worst of all, City Lights. The teenage threesome whose goings-on take up most of the 

action are all film-buffs, you see, and measure life by cinematic standards. At one 

point they almost have an almost interesting Chaplin v. Keaton debate. It seems to be 

an admission on the director’s part that his politics have always been a matter of 

cinematic opportunism and jerk-off fantasy first, and activism, agitation, and 

encouragement to revolution a long way second. The Jean-Pierre Léaud character in 

Last Tango – the manic, would-be movie director – is his alter ego, scuffling with his 

girlfriend on the Metro station platform, unaware all the time that she’s being 

buggered and fucked in an upstairs apartment by Brando, the crazed U.S. sexual 

imperialist. Léaud also measures life by cinematic standards – American ones: “Tu es 

plus belle …” (he shouts at Maria Schneider, in the pouring rain), “… que Rita 

Hayworth – plus belle que Joan Crawford – mieux que Kim Novak … que Lauren 

Bacall … mieux qu’Ava Gardner quand elle épousa Mickey Rooney!”). 

 Léaud is there briefly at the start of The Dreamers, playing, as I take it, the other 

director for whom he was an alter ego, François Truffaut (or is he Godard? He is, by 
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now, ugly enough) – though bearing a startling resemblance, in his gnarled middle 

age, to that truly mad revolutionary, Antonin Artaud. 

 Bertolucci’s films often show giveaway, masochistic miscalculation. The long 

sequences of improvised duologue and monologue in Last Tango, which pull an 

already shapeless scenario apart still further. Vittorio Storaro’s exquisite, varied 

photography for The Conformist, which conveys mesmeric beauty on a squalid tale of 

compromise and insignificance (think what it would be like in grainy black-and-

white). In the same way, casting charismatic actors like Trintignant and Brando as his 

petty, disgusting protagonists throws a glamour over the drama which it doesn’t merit, 

and which, indeed, turns it into something else. 

 But he is very good at editing and orchestrating death: see the Caesar-like murder 

of the philosopher in The Conformist, or, indeed, the killing of Brando at the end of 

Tango, which redeems the rest of the movie (you expect Brando to fall over the 

balcony with the chewing gum still in his mouth, but he manages to take the gum out, 

and collapse on the balcony). One of the most sinister moments in The Last Emperor 

is the murder of the Emperor’s chauffeur, who’s fathered the Empress’s child. All we 

see is his head, concentrating on polishing the Rolls-Royce, the gun looming up 

behind him, apparently ownerless, and then the bullet coming out of his forehead. 

This in turn compares with Donald Sutherland’s execution in 1900, with an 

anonymous pistol coming into frame, and a cut away as we hear the shot. 

 

 
 

The Last Emperor, for all its coincidental echoes of the European films, exists in a 

different dimension from theirs – or so it seems at first. It’s not just O’Toole’s 

presence which reminds one of the better things in David Lean’s CinemaScope epics. 

The film’s enormous scale, in terms both temporal and spatial, the narrative toing-

and-froing between the colourful Forbidden City and the colourless prison camp, and 

the great care with which the four actors playing the Emperor are matched, all 

bespeak a fastidiousness and confidence equal to Lean’s in Lawrence of Arabia. 
Bertolucci doesn’t forget his sex: the eight-year-old boy who’s still at his wet-nurse’s 

breast is memorable,
1
 and there’s a threesome in bed at one point (as with de Niro, 

Depardieu and the epileptic girl in 1900), even though they’re covered totally by the 

sheet. But the Freudian interest isn’t primarily sexual – it lies in watching the 

                                                 
1: In his Oscar-acceptance speech Bertolucci, nothing if not self-aware, referred to Hollywood as “the big nipple”. 



 4 

Emperor’s transition from a state of infantile omnipotence (which existed not in the 

child’s imagination, but in his real life), to one of middle-aged incarceration and 

misery – all done against, but also central to, the drama of innumerable revolutions 

and two world wars. Whether in his happy infancy or his humbled middle-age, his 

palace is a prison and his prison is a palace. In the Forbidden City, the gates are shut 

in his face – in Manchuria, the palace gates are shut in his face – in his communist 

prison camp … 

 The prison camp is depicted as a stern place, cruel but fair. In interludes between 

their political re-education, the former class enemies, mass-killers and collaborators 

play ping-pong, and practise Tai Chi. You wouldn’t know that between 1949 and 

1956, between thirty and a hundred million non-communist Chinese people were 

liquidated. 

 The Emperor Pu Yi being a Manchu (like being a Scotsman in England, a 

Canadian in the U.S., or, worst of all, a Belgian in France), and having, from early in 

his life, little or no political clout, makes it, at first, easier to sympathise with him than 

it is, for example, with Tsar Nicholas II, whose imbecile decision-making really did 

kill millions. Perhaps (we think), it was this – Pu Yi’s peripheralised impotence
2
 – 

which made the Communist authorities so generous in the access and support they 

gave Bertolucci and his crew. 

 But then (this is easier to see in the DVD director’s cut than it was in the original), 

firstly, Pu Yi becomes the Japanese puppet emperor of Manchuria – a fascist 

collaborator; secondly, fifteen years later, he tries to lie about it in the prison camp. 

We suddenly understand what’s going on, and why one of his interrogators is so nasty 

to him, when the man says that, in Manchuria when Pu Yi was in power, his mother 

was buried alive – “I watched her dig her own grave!” Thirdly, Pu Yi’s wife starts a 

strange relationship with a female aviator, who wears leather, spies for Hirohito, and 

whose ambition is to bomb Shanghai. Just as The Dreamers plays with ideas from 

Last Tango, so The Last Emperor is recycling ideas from The Conformist. It’s a 

perennial fascination Bertolucci has, not just with troilism, but with right-wing, 

parasitical decadence: heavily-made-up women in leather, kissing – ostentatious 

dances with sinister men taking photos of everyone – everyone drugged to the 

eyeballs, and freaking-out at the thrill of selling themselves to Satan, or to Mussolini, 

or to Tojo. 

 

—————————— 

 

1900 was presumably the film which persuaded the Chinese communists to allow 

Bertolucci to film The Last Emperor. It shows great historical sweep, although it gets 

WWI out of the way quite quickly: and is, in terms of the class struggle, immaculately 

correct: the fascists all come from bullying patriarchies, and the Marxists from warm 

extended families. But I wonder if, having recognised these points, the Chinese 

discussed the way Bertolucci parallels sex with politics. “Il communismo e la 

giovinezza del mondo!” intones the aged, oppressed peasant from the blackboard 

from which (it’s the 1920s), he’s learning at last to read: but, “Latte e merda nel 

cervello!” mutters the old, oppressive landowner (Burt Lancaster), in despair, prior to 

smothering his face with cow dung, prior to getting the milkmaid to touch his prick 

without effect, and prior to hanging himself. Before that Bertolucci has done a shot of 

the milk squirting out of the cow’s udder, so angled that it appears to be coming from 

                                                 
2: Apparently Pu Yi really was impotent. 
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between the milkmaid’s legs. In a later shot, Lancaster’s daughter-in-law caresses his 

son’s crutch with her foot as he reads out anti-socialist propaganda from a right-wing 

paper. The weirdest bit is where de Niro tries to jerk off the future fascist female 

using the butt of his shotgun. Unsurprisingly, he can’t manage it. Whether aristocratic, 

capitalist or fascist, if you’re a bad guy politically, you are, in a Bertolucci film, 

sexually perverted. It’s a well-known fact that socialism means straight sex and 

nothing else: GOODSEX, not SEXCRIME. 

 Elsewhere there is more subtle analysis, more finely-tuned dialectic. “I told you 

she was a whore,” says de Niro to Depardieu; “She wouldn’t be a whore if you didn’t 

have so much money,” returns Depardieu; “Well, I’m cleaned out anyway,” says de 

Niro, showing his empty pockets and grinning as only de Niro can grin. There are also 

great scenes: the one where the mounted troopers are unable to trample the women 

they’ve been sent to evict is very moving; as is the scene where the earless peasant (he 

cut it off himself as a gesture of class defiance), tries to take his starving children’s 

minds off their empty stomachs by playing his mouth-organ to them. 

 But Donald Sutherland head-butting the dangling cat goes too far. We know from 

Captain Corelli that Mussolini hated cats, but I don’t think even he did this. 

 

No-one would want to sell themselves to fascism, having seen a film by Bertolucci … 

however, but no-one would want to be Marxist either, if all Marxism leads to is 

disappearing round the corner waving your red flags, or manufacturing socks in 

China. 

 But they sure as hell would want to spend an afternoon discussing movies with 

Eva Green. 


