By Rebecca Haynes

Weekend Editor

What began as a brainstorming session among three local women on how to build bridges between the United States and France has evolved into a festival expected to draw thousands this weekend.

The fourth annual Focus on French Cinema opens tomorrow night at the Purchase (N.Y.) College Performing Arts Center with the 7:15 p.m. East Coast premier of “Ensemble c’est tout,” starring Audrey Tautou (“Amélie” and “The Da Vinci Code”), Guillaume Canet, Laurent Stocker and Françoise Bertin. The screening will be followed by a gala party and buffet dinner featuring French foods and wines.

“We just fell in love with it,” says Catherine Lamairesse of “Ensemble.” “It’s a comedy... it’s a very tender slice of life.”

The movie, she says, tells the story of four very different people living in the same building. The owner, an aristocrat, leases a room to a young chef who not only has a busy professional life, but finds he must take in his beloved grandmother, who has a medical issue and needs someone to care for her. Another room is rented to a young student (Tautou) who works as a cleaning woman to pay the bills. Together, the misfits rediscover their passion for life and learn to face the world.

“It’s a bunch of people who you would not imagine that they would live together,” Lamairesse says. “But they take care of each other, they want to help each other and we thought, this is something we have to show because everybody will love it.”

Lamairesse, president of Focus on French Cinema, was among the three who devised the festival several years ago.

“We had the feeling that it was necessary for us to show (what) France was like and not how it was seen,” says Lamairesse, a native of the French coastal city of La Rochelle who lived in Paris for 20 years before coming to Greenwich more than 17 years ago. “We wanted to get rid of the stereotype, the images that were not good … and we thought, what’s the best way to do it?”

France has a very strong cinema industry, she says, so the trio — Lamairesse, Renee Ketcham and Gail Convey — thought movies might be a good way to show the face of France to Americans.

But the women quickly realized that to put together something of this magnitude they needed help. So they partnered with Purchase College, known for its cinema studies and film programs, and French Feeling Films, a distributor of French films in the United States. Between 800 and 900 people came to the first festival in 2005; about 2,000 attended in 2006 and last year there were more than 3,000 who came over the course of the weekend, viewing one or more of the 12 movies shown. This year’s festival will show 13 movies (one was shown Tuesday to students before the official festival began) and an even bigger crowd is expected. And five of this year’s movies are either U.S., East Coast or New York premieres.

Not only can festival-goers see French movies (with English subtitles), they can meet some of the actors, directors and producers of the films. Aside from tomorrow’s opening night gala, where many of the people involved in making this year’s feature films will mix with guests, a “Meet the Directors” breakfast is free at 10:30 Saturday morning. This roundtable discussion will feature panelists Iris Cahn, professor of film at Purchase; Patrick Gimenez, producer of “Contre-Enquête,” a film in the weekend schedule; Dimitri Linder, unit production manager of “CowBoy,” another festival showing; Franck Mancuso, director of “Contre-Enquête”; Jocelyn Quivrin, actor in “99 Francs,” to be shown Saturday; Ronnie Scharfman, Purchase professor of French and literature; and Jean-Marie Téno, director of the African documentary, “Le Malentendu Colonial,” another festival showing.

While Lamairesse and some of the committee members search for films that will touch the heart and offer a glimpse into French life, committee members from Purchase strive to include films that are high art.

“My influence has to do with making sure that certain master directors make it into the program,” says Anne Kern, professor of cinema studies at Purchase and a member of the board of Focus on French Cinema. She is excited that a film by Alan Resnais, one of France’s most esteemed directors, is included this year. His latest, 2006’s “Coeurs” (Private Fears in Public Places), will be shown at noon on Sunday. “It premiered in the U.S. at the New York Film Festival but if you didn’t catch it there, viewers might not have gotten a chance to see it.”

“Coeurs” tells the story of six lonely people in a snowbound Paris who search for lasting connections. According to a review on theage.com, “It’s about proximity and coincidence, crossed paths and overlapping relationships, but it’s also about the distance between people, the gap between what they have and what they want.”

Kern says they try to bring a police thriller each year, a genre the French are well known for, she says. This year that film is “Contre-Enquête,” (Counter Investigation) about a homicide detective whose young daughter is murdered. The movie tells how his colleagues rally around him, arrest a suspect and work to get him prosecuted and convicted. But is he the real killer? 

“It reminds me of the HBO series ‘The Wire,’ where the creators and writers also came from a Baltimore police background and they really infuse the show with a kind of reality and authenticity that you might not otherwise have,” Kern says, adding that the director of “Contre-Enquête” was a police officer before beginning another career in film.

Another of the films, “L’Ivresse du Pouvoir” (Comedy of Power), is a slow-boiling thriller about corporate corruption, Kern says.

“It gives us a chance to, in certain ways, challenge the accepted ideas that American audiences might have about what kinds of subjects French filmmakers might choose,” she says. “We think of this as an American topic … We might think of a film like ‘Michael Clayton’ but here we get a chance to see how a French director has a slightly different take on the same topic.”

“99 Francs,” a U.S. premiere that will be shown at 5 p.m. on Saturday, is a satire of the advertising industry starring Jean Dujardin and Jocelyn Quivrin, one of the festival’s guests. “This is a very interesting movie,” Lamairesse says. “It’s sharp, satiric and very strong. It could be violent. There’s a lot to say about it.”

“Contre-Enquête” is another of Lamairesse’s favorites, as is “Nos Jours Heureux” (Those Happy Days), about a summer camp told through the eyes of its new director, who must deal with the unique situations that arise as the camp’s resident adolescents arrive. “It’s fun,” Lamairesse says. “It’s not for five-year-olds, more for teenagers really, but it is for everybody. Jean-Paul Rouve, who plays the camp director, is a very famous actor in France.”

A brief introduction is given before each film, usually by a member of the Purchase faculty. And post-film discussions are held. But attendees needn’t worry about being scholarly enough to attend.

“Everybody sees film with a different point of view,” Kern says. “I love these discussions because I learn so much from the insights of audience members. It doesn’t take a formal education in order to see films deeply.”

After “99 Francs,” “Contre-Enquête” and “CowBoy,” the discussion will include a guest who either helped to make the film or acted in it. In those cases, Kern says, someone will interview that person in front of the audience and then open it up for questions.

“The exciting thing about film festivals is that the actor literally walks off the screen and onto the stage and you can ask them, ‘What was it like to film that scene?’ or ‘What did you have to do to prepare?’ Or you can ask a director, ‘How did you get the idea to do this in the first place?’ ”

Although most of the films are French, some were made elsewhere but in French-speaking countries. “CowBoy” comes from Belgium and “Bluff” from Québec. And the documentary “Le Malentendu Colonial,” being shown tonight, deals with colonialism in Africa.

“It’s really a mélange of films from all over the world,” says Renée Ketcham, president of the Alliance Française of Greenwich and a board member of the festival. “It’s going to bring out the real mission statement (of the Alliance Française) — to share French language and culture.”

what:  Focus on French Cinema 
when:  Today through Sunday, various times

where:  Purchase Performing Arts Center at Purchase (N.Y.) College, 735 Anderson Hill Road

price:  $5-$150, varies from single movie tickets for children to weekend passes and gala tickets

contact:  629-1340, (914) 251-6200 or www.focusonfrenchcinema.com

