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reta Schiiler re-
members the numerous rejections she
and partner Andrea Weiss received in
resporisc to their funding requests for a
documentarv about the ferale artists of
early-20th-cenrury Paris: “You gurls arc
umqg off more than vou can chew .
(JfOUD biograpny docs not Work in
cinema’; “You can 't take bits and pieces
and teil a storv about peopic’s lives.”
Her normally calm, purring voice bare-
ly masking her contempt for the monev
pcoplc Schiller savs, “Thar ; ]ust made
me more determined to do it
The result is Paris Was a Woman, a
delectably shimmering, finely cratted
film, based on Weiss’s like-titled book,
which tells the stories of nearly a dozen
women who congregated in the Left

Bank at the outset of this centurys-in-
cluding Americans like Gertrude Stein,

New Yorker columnist Janet Flanner, and
novelist Djuna Barnes, and Parisians
like Colette, publisher Adrienne Mon-
mier, and photographcr Giscle Freund.

“This film 15 really about a commu-
nity and a unique period of time?” says
Schiller. “Since then, there hasi’t been a
ame or place where so much culture is
concentrated in a two-mile—square part
of a city” Schiller and Weiss focused on

oft-frequented locales and created visual
chapters to introduce the woman or

NOVEMBER
6"1 2’ I 996

Locating the Left
Bank’s Legendary

Women
BY MARK HUISMAN

COUDIE MOST aSsOCIAred W1 ose SDOLS.
Stein and Toklass ity mz—room SalO1.
Naraiie Barnev's garden, and lanet Flan-
ner’'s hotel suite are bur a ew ot the
places teaturcd 1 the hlm's dense
melange of photographs, radio record-
ngs, TV clips, and first-person accounts.
The film goes a jong way roward ex-
plodmg the myth that the creative action
in Paris centered around men like Picas-
so and Matisse, Hentingwav and Joyce.
Paris Was & Woman doesn’t shun
the scandal and innuendo of the time,

either. “Gertrude and Alice sort of

brought ‘street’ to the salon,” says
Schiller. “They loved to have GIs and
street pcrformcrs around. These were
boisterous gatherings. . . . The neigh-
bors were probably shocked.” Clad in a
toga, Natalie Barney threw Sapphic
garden partes, Flanner wrote slyly of
Toklas’s flirtatious nature, Barnes bat-
tled promiscuity and alcoholism.
Schiller and Weiss met in the late
>70s, while the two worked at Women
Make Mowvies in its feminist film-collecave
heyday. Their first collaboranon was

Paris was a woman

(ircta Schatler’s jam-packed doc-
umentary about the women
writers, artists, and crrics who
Hocked to Pans in the "2Us and
tormed a wildly creatxvc, mostly
lesbian, community is graced

with wonderful photographs and
rare home movies, /5 { laubin)
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Gertrude and Friends

Before Stonewnil, a historical account of
the gay and lesbian cvil ngits move-

ment, which won two Emmys. Weiss
went o to ger her Ph.D. in hustory, and

then returncd to filmmaking, codirect-
ng  and aopmauung AvO  award-

Winmng short SUbiecrs abOUL remae 1azz
ArUsts:  (urermarional  SWeetiiearts  af
Rimtinn and Tiny & Ruoy: Feil-Divin
IWomen. The duo tormed a production
company, named fezebet. and have been
partners inside and outside the cutung
room for 17 vears, often collaboranng,
SOIMICTIMES ﬂvmg solo, not unlike thur
Paris Was a Woman counterparts.
Schiller savs she and Weiss may be
part of a similar community, but 1t’s
one so spread out as to be almost
unidentifiable. “Today there’s fax ma-

chines and e-mail . . . you're not there,
hearing and hstcmng ro cach other. You

realize how much history 1s letters and
Correspondcnu I e-mail half my
friends! What's }nstorv soing to look

like with all this?” Weiss remarks on an-
other social change: “In terms of the
way these women were paired—Stein
and Toklas, Flanner and [arust Solita]
Solano—vou can really see that one
woman made tremendous personal,
creative sacrifices tor the other. One
grives up her career. We're just not will-
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mg to do that.” %




