
MALPERTUIS

Harry Kümel; Belgium/France/ West Germany 
1971; Radiance; region-free Blu-ray; Dutch with 
English subtitles; Certif icate 15; 125 minutes; 
1.85:1. Extras: commentary by Kümel and assistant 
director Françoise Levie; new interview with 
Kümel; interview with horror expert Jonathan 
Rigby; making-of doc; Kümel short The Warden of 

the Tomb (1965); Orson Welles featurette; interview 
with star Susan Hampshire; 1971 interview with 
Kümel and star Michel Bouquet; interview 
with source novelist Jean Ray; Malpertuis: 

The Cannes Cut (100 mins); trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY MATTHEW TAYLOR

Harry Kümel’s baroque follow-up 
to his stylish horror breakthrough 
Daughters of Darkness (1971) signs off 
with a deathless quote from Lewis 
Carroll – “Life, what is it but a dream?” 
It’s as good an encapsulation as any 
to describe the oneiric plunge down 
the rabbit hole of Malpertuis, a free 
adaptation of Jean Ray’s fantastical 
1943 novel, which Kümel himself had 
once thought unfilmable. 

Our ostensible dreamer is Jan 
(Mathieu Carrière), a callow young 
sailor with shades of Genet’s Querelle, 
who returns to Ghent to f ind its 
streets eerily depopulated, his family 
home demolished. Knocked cold in 
a scuffle, he wakes inside the vast 
gothic pile of the title, surrounded by 
faces both familiar and foreign. All 
are in thrall to Orson Welles’s ailing 
occultist Cassavius, who has attached 
disturbing conditions to his will.

Like a macabre spin on Last Year 

at Marienbad (1961), the mouldering 
estate’s occupants – some of whom 
may be displaced Olympian deities 
– appear trapped in stasis. This 
purgatorial space is vividly realised by 
Gerry Fisher’s lustrous photography 
and the remarkable set design by 
Pierre Cadiou, all labyrinthine 
corridors and disorienting 
Magritte-like backdrops. When the 
phantasmagoria threatens to drift into 
incoherence, Kümel salvages with 
arresting visual coups: an outsized 
coff in sliding down a flight of steps 
into oblivion; knitting needles 
morphing into a nest of vipers; grisly 
cabinets of curiosities galore.

Welles is a memorably static 
presence in his limited screen 
time. Bedbound, his face caked in 
self-applied greasepaint and putty, 
he’s dubbed in Flemish for Kümel’s 
restored director’s cut. His own voice 
is present in the re-edited ‘Cannes 
cut’ of the f ilm that Kümel disowned, 
included here as an extra.

Disc:  A magnif icent 4K restoration by 
the Royal Film Archive of Belgium. 
Highlights from an outstanding set 
of extras are Kümel’s early Kafka 
adaptation The Warden of the Tomb 
(1965) and a set of rare outtakes 
showing Welles driving cast and crew 
to distraction. 

ALTERED STATES

Ken Russell; US 1980; Criterion; 4K UHD + Region B Blu-
ray; 2 discs; English SDH; Certif icate 15; 103 minutes; 1.85:1. 
Extras: commentary by f ilm historian Samm Deighan; archive 
interviews with Russell and star William Hurt; interview with 
visual effects supervisor Bran Ferren; trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY NICK HASTED

This philosophical monster movie was Paddy Chayefsky’s 
follow-up to Network (1976), and his f inal work before 
his death in 1980. The screenwriter’s contractual auteur 
status didn’t survive contact with Ken Russell, causing 
him to remove his name from an ambitious script, even 
though it was left largely intact.

In a disorienting opening, parapsychologist Eddie 
Jessup (William Hurt, in his big-screen debut) bobs up in 
a brass flotation tank, head bulbously distorted in soupy 
water like a foetus in the womb. It’s 1967, and Eddie is 
pursuing altered states of consciousness. The Doors are 
on the stereo when he appears at a party divinely framed 
in white light, leaving anthropologist Emily (Blair 
Brown) smitten. Hurt is indeed startlingly beautiful, 
his haughty patrician face aglow with messianic fervour, 
and Brown plays his intellectual and sexual equal. 
By the solipsistic late 70s they are married Harvard 
professors, set to divorce. After recklessly participating in 
a Mexican mountain tribe’s mushroom sacrament, Eddie 
takes a supply home and redoubles his experiments, 
psychologically and at last physiologically regressing to 
become a pre-human primate.

It’s unclear how seriously writer and especially 
director take Eddie’s literal devolution. Russell 
focuses on escalating hallucinations, in typical fast-cut 
bombardments of religious and erotic imagery. These 
position this darkly psychedelic f ilm as an anti-2001: 

A Space Odyssey (1968), reversing the trajectory of its 
prologue’s hurled bone to the stars when images of 
dilating protozoa deliver Eddie to the terrifying, pre-
human void. Russell is otherwise relatively subdued, 
perhaps tethered by the inviolable script. It’s easy to 
imagine his peer Nic Roeg making Altered States and 
more devotedly integrating its visions and intellect, with 
its loose threads of Carlos Castaneda and maverick Drs 
Timothy Leary, John Lilly and Jekyll.

Disc:  Debuting on 4K UHD, the hallucination sequences 
are especially vivid. Samm Deighan’s commentary 
outlines the fraught production history, Russell’s career 
and body-horror’s development. Russell explores the 
f ilm’s themes in a contemporary interview, while William 
Hurt takes his “hero” Chayefsky’s side over Russell in 
2009. A new interview with visual effects designer Bran 
Farren makes a case for him and make-up effects master 
Dick Smith as the f ilm’s thoughtful aesthetic auteurs. 

MANTHAN

Shyam Benegal; India 1976; Second Run; 
region-free Blu-ray; Hindi with English 
subtitles; Certif icate PG; 135 minutes; 1.37:1. 
Extras: documentary on the f ilm’s history and 
restoration; interview with Film Heritage 
Foundation founder Shivendra Singh Dungarpur 
and actor Naseeruddin Shah; booklet.

REVIEWED BY NICK BRADSHAW

“500,000 dairy farmers of Gujarat 
present…” may be the most glorious 
opening credit in the movies, and 
Shyam Benegal’s 1976 agrarian 
relations drama, crowdfunded 
(before the term existed) to the tune 
of two rupees a farmer, must have 
delighted the labourer-investors 
whose organisation it dramatised in 
miniature. It starts, classic western-
style (or like John Sayles’s union 
drama Matewan, 1987), with strangers 
alighting from a train in a small town 
in Kheda district, then traces the 
upheavals brought by Girish Karnad’s 
high-principled Dr Rao and his team 
of veterinary scientists as they disrupt 
the settled injustices of the peasant 
milk economy with their modern 
gospel of a worker cooperative. 

First to see the potential – and 
try to forestall it – is Amrish Puri’s 
smiling crocodile of a dairy boss, 
Mishraji; slower to take alarm is 
Kulbhushan Kharbanda’s idle upper-
caste Sarpanch, or village headman. 
In contrast, two hardbitten characters 
among the dalit farmers, Naseeruddin 
Shah’s angry young radical Bhola 
and Smita Patil’s lovelorn Bindu, are 
moved by Rao’s idealistic efforts and 
apparent open-mindedness to start to 
dare to hope for change. 

Co-written by Verghese Kurien, 
India’s ‘father of the White 
Revolution’, whose cooperatives made 
India the biggest milk producer in the 
world, Manthan is a gorgeously rich 
fable of social development, far from 
propaganda or triumphalism. There’s 
a schematic underpinning but the f ilm 
is deeply rounded and ambivalent as 
drama, focused on the constraints 
and contradictions of its characters, 
especially across caste lines: it’s as 
clear-eyed about individual freedom 
as it is about group change. Preeti 
Sagar’s interstitial songs draw out 
the journey of Bindu’s heart. It’s 
also very beautiful; a few rare colour 
wobbles remain in this restoration by 
India’s Film Heritage Foundation, far 
outweighed by resplendence.

Disc:  Extras include a short featurette 
about the f ilm’s revival, and an 
extended conversation between 
Shah, FHF founder Shivendra Singh 
Dungarpur and the broadcaster 
Anupama Chopra at the restoration’s 
Cannes presentation in 2024. The 
booklet carries an illuminating essay 
on the f ilm by Omar Ahmed. 
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