to a plastie model. Albert Dupontel
portrays a middle-aged professional
photographer whose marriage has
lost its zest. After accidentally com-
ing into possession of a life-size,
malded plastic sex doll with the body
of a Z-year-nld woman, he develops
an ertic obsession with the toy. Al-
though the movie doesn’t know
where to take its premise, it is
snotih of a jolt just to observe this
men-tdumimy affair being avidly con-
gurnated,

The fatal physical temptation ex-
piored in “Life Kills Me" is the pro-
raiscuous taking of anabolic sieroids.
In the sad, realistic portrait of two
brothers, Morth African immigrants
trying to establish viable careers in a
shrinking employment market, the
younger brather, a fanatical body-
builder who works in strip clubs and
peep shows, ravages his body with
bulk-enhancing drugs that destroy
his liver,

“Demonlover” and “My Idal"
imagine a weorld in which the people
who manufacture and create junky
pup leonography are spiritually con-
waminated by their soulless inven-
tions.

“Demonlover,” a complicated
atery of corporate espionage and
cdcublecrossing Involving the fight
for conirol of a Japanese pormio-
grephic Wab site, tnms inte a video
gene as It goes along. Connie Miel-
uen I8 4 corporate spy dispatched to
szbotage a deal between a multi-
2 enal conglomerate and an Amer-
i2zn Internet company, and Chlog
Sevigny, In one of her rangiest per-
fermances, is her treacherous assisi-
ant. The movie's sinister, final desti-
nation is an interactive torture Web
site called “The Hellfire Club.”

“My Idal,' a savage social satire
whose melodramatic ending comes
2z a slight letdown, opens with a
bracingly nasty paredy of a “Jerry
Springer*-like show called “Take
Out the Tissues," whose object is to
hurniliate its contestants and reduce
them to tears. An eager-beaver as-
sistant on the hit show is [lattered to
find himself taken up by its sadistic
middle-aged producer, who promises
nim omair stardom if he will play
along with his mind gaimnes.

Spivited away to the producer’s

coaptry hovse fwhere he raises car-
: ivorous birds), the yaung man awdi-
t1zag for the mogul and his depraved,
ranch younger wife to be their per-
sonal live-in entertainer and eceurt
jzster (and her part-time lover). The
grueling trial culminates in & drunk-
2, coke-snorting party ai which the

“New ‘fmh Twres

Frangois Berléand, Guillaume Canet and Diane Kruger in “My Idel.”

aspirant is forced to dress up in a
rabbit suit. The moral of the story,
which culminates in violence, is
forcefully stated: vicious junk-cul-
ture phenomena produce vicious peo-
ple.

For those leery of these cutting-
edge films in which so much blood is
gpilled, the series Is also well stocked
with satisfying fare that is more con-
ventional, In “Adolphe,” Benoit Jac-
guot's handsomely photographed
costume drama adapted from a 19th-
century novel by Benjamin Constant,
Staniclas Merhar and Isabelle Ad-
jani play passionate lovers whose
clandestine affair turns bitter when
he falls out of love, As she did so
indelibly in the 1975 film **The Story
of Adele H,” Ms Adjani, now 47,
immerses herseli with an almost
scary abandon in the role of a Wom-
an Who Loves Too Much.

Nicole Gareia's drama “'The Ad-
versary” is a variation on the same
tragic true story that inspired Lau-
rent Cantet's ““Time Out,”" a critical
favorite last year. In a performance
quaking with contained dgony, the
great French actor Daniel Auteuil
plays an unemployed man and the
married father of two who poses as a
cardiologist for the World Health Or-
ganization while living off money his
naive friends and in-laws hand over
to him to invest. The ruse explodes in
& horrifying blocdbath.

In a lighter vein. Michsl Blanc's
“See How Thay Bun,” basad on Jo-
gaph Connolly's novel “Iummier
Things," s a contemporary bedroom
farce about two families, ona well-to-
da, the ather in dire financial straits
but too ashamed to admit it, who
vacation in the samne seaside town.
There is endless duplicity and plenty
of clandestine gex that crosses gen-

erations, along with the elegant, sia-
bilizing presence of Charlotte Ram-

pling.

— Julie Lopes-Curval's “‘Seaside,
which was chosen best first film Jast
year at the Cannes International
Film Festival, is a more realistic
portrait of an unfashicnable coastal
town on the Bay of Somme and itz
restless inhabitants that at moments
suggests an Eric Rohmer film set an
shabbier real estate. Claude Berri's
‘"Housekeeper' is a cool-headed por-
trait of a Movember-May relation-
ship between a middle-aged sonnd
engineer and his much youngor
housekeeper, who throws herself s¢
him, then loses interest.

“There are usually a eouple of i

fires in the Rendez-Vous series, and
this year is no exception. Laurent
Bouhnik's 24 Hours in the Life of
Woman,” a handsome, elaborately
constructed screen adaptation of a
stary by the Austrian novelist Stefan
Zweig, wanders back and forth in
time without defining a theme aor
finding an emotional center. Jeanne
Labrune’'s “C'est le Bouquet iz a
fussy comedy of tedious verbal hair-
splitting and misperception wound
around a floral dalivery.

For arresting visual beauiy, nuile
ing in the series matches Raymead
Depardon's black-and-white filn
“Untouched by the West." Fresly
adapted from a novel by Diggo Bros-
set, the movie tells the story of an
African boy who is adopted by hui:
ers and grows up io be a guide, [z
vision of desert tribal people strig-
gling to survive in one of the mos!
hostile clicaates on earth is, in =
word, timeless.
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