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In 1996 the French writer-director Cédric Klapisch made When the Cat's Away, about a young Parisienne searching for her lost pet and finding herself. Now Klapisch presents L'AUBERGE ESPAGNOLE, in which a young Parisian goes in quest of his profession and finds himself. Xavier, just out of university, is advised to prepare himself for a sound future by studying economics and Spanish. On an exchange program, he goes to Barcelona to pursue both subjects. The story ends back in Paris, and ends unexpectedly, but this doesn't matter. The picture does all that it has to do in Barcelona, in the apartment that Xavier shares with a small army of other students--most of them from other countries. (This is what the maladroit title means.)

Klapisch clearly is nervous about the opening and the close in Paris: he tries to spruce them up with editing and camera tricks, split screens and insets. But the bulk of the picture in Barcelona, which generally bustles, he does straightforwardly. The screenplay has no cogent story: it is a succession of incidents, most of them in Xavier's life, some in the lives of his flat-mates. These episodes are populated by such active characters--British, Italian, Danish, and Spanish--that the film feels like a six- or eight-ring circus. Almost everyone gets a crisis. The English girl is almost discovered in flagrante by her visiting boyfriend, the French lesbian has a spat with her lover, and Xavier has a passionate affair--not in the apartment--with a young French wife who has just moved to Barcelona with her doctor-husband.

The pace is fairly hectic, which it needs to be. (Mustn't linger on bubbles.) The performances are warm, especially the tender Judith Godreche as the doctor's wife. The one exception is Romain Duris, as Xavier, who sparkles insufficiently. Yet it's hard to complain about a film that combines Paris and the city in the world that is most like it.

