Intro to L’Auberge Espagnole
The French film, L’Auberge Espagnole [Low-BAIRGE Es-pan-YOLE], French for “the Spanish Apartment,” opens at the Uptown Friday. KFAI’s Paul Bachleitner has this review.

Review of L’Auberge Espagnole (((½
The premise of L’Auberge Espagnole–seven roommates crammed into one apartment—sounds like a Euro-trash version of the reality-TV hit “Survivor.” But, thankfully, L’Auberge’s reality is more like a story a friend might’ve told you rather than one that would air on “Jerry Springer.”
The film avoids cliché because of the endearing first-person narrative of the protagonist, Xavier, who travels to Barcelona for a year to learn Spanish so he can land a high-finance job. He cries on the flight from Paris, languishing over the picture books he read as a little boy, his “hippie” single mother, and the lovely girlfriend he leaves behind, played with jealous sweetness by Audrey Tautou, the star of Amélie.

The camera jumps, speeds up, and flies overhead, circling a red “I am here” around Xavier, as if he’s tumbling through a map instead of the palm-lined Barcelona streets. The technical flourishes don’t feel like gimmicks but the frantic dash of a young boy scared and excited by his discovery of a chic city by the sea where the locals don’t dine until 10 pm. and spend half the night dancing at cafés.

Xavier falls in love with the international, “Euro-pudding” flavor of Barcelona when he finds an apartment with German, Italian, Spanish, English, Danish, and Belgian roommates. Flags of each country appear on a phone list that helps roommates stumble through salutations in the appropriate language. “Viva la fiesta” is written in magic marker next to a cut-out of Che Guevara taped to the wall.

Xavier plasters his bed space with snapshots of his girlfriend, whom his roommates dub “je t’aime, mon amour” for his constant professions of love during their many phone conversations. There’s no privacy. The British roommate’s obnoxious brother takes residence during a visit and mercilessly badgers the German roommate about his anal study habits, widening his eyes and shouting in a German accent, “I have not revised once for a whole day!”

Despite its humor L’Auberge is earnest about the complications of being young in a multicultural new millennium. One of Xavier’s professors lectures only in Catalan and not Castilian Spanish in an effort to keep the local dialect from dying out. But how can Xavier or the other students, who haven’t even learned Castilian, follow along?

It’s only a short scene, but one of many that touch on the deeper cultural issues faced by Xavier and the cleverly drawn host of international characters who support him. It’s a feel-good movie with teeth.

I give it three-and-a-half out of four stars. For KFAI, I’m Paul Bachleitner.

