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La Nuit du carrefour was very much a "family affair." Apart from his brother, Jean Renoir also hired 

his nephew Claude as assistant cameraman, Marguerite Houllē-Renoir as editor, and other friends in 

various positions: Jacques Becker was the production manager, Mimi Champagne the script girl. In filling 

out the cast, he could not resist bringing in his own people, even if it meant using amateurs in supporting 

roles. Among those putting in appearances were the painter Dignimont, the playwright Michel Duran, and 

the film critic Jean Mitry. 

The interiors were shot in a studio in Billancourt, outside Paris, the exteriors at the intersection of 

Routes 1 and 309, in La Croix-Verte. Simenon was careful to show personal interest in the proceedings, 

visiting the set many times between January and March 1932.
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 Marcel Lueien, the director of 

photography, submerged the images in a thick fog. The atmosphere was truly sinister, and the overall 

effect had a rare poetry. 

A month before the commercial release, Simenon was invited to a small private screening. When the 

lights came on, he could not contain his emotion. Eyes wet, he put his arms around Pierre Renoir, not sure 

whether he was embracing the actor or the inspector.
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 The producers, however, seemed unmoved by the 

work's poetic qualities and its atmosphere. In fact, they were downright upset, for they found the film 

incomprehensible. Pierre Braunberger, a colleague of Renoir's who had been invited to the screening to 

give an expert opinion, expressed stupefaction. He had read and liked the screenplay, but the film seemed 

incoherent. 

"Maybe there was a reel missing," he said to Renoir. 

"There was nothing missing, Pierre. That's my film!" 

"I don't understand, Jean. Why did you make all those cuts?" 

"I swear I made no cuts. The entire script was shot and mounted." 

Renoir took out a copy of the screenplay and began to go through it with Braunberger. He was stunned 

to find that page 73 was followed by page 90. Sixteen pages were missing, and no one had noticed during 

the shooting. The financial backers took it as confirmation of what they had suspected all along: for 

Renoir and Simenon, plot was secondary to setting and atmosphere.
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The director later advanced a different explanation for the perplexity that inevitably assailed viewers: 

"As far as mystery goes, the results exceeded our expectations, especially since the two lost reels made 

the film more or less incomprehensible even to its author."
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Two lost reels? Much later the critic Jean Mitry, who had a supporting role in the film, claimed that he 

had misplaced them on his way to the lab.
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Simenon's version, however, differs from both Renoir's and Mitry's. According to him, the director 

was in the process of breaking up with his wife, Catherine Hessing. He was depressed during the shooting 

and drank more than he should have. One day, dead drunk, he forgot to shoot some of the scenes.
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 But 

this may not be accurate either, since Simenon also said that they had been unable to shoot these scenes 

because they ran out of money.
48 

The producer was nonetheless determined to salvage the film. He made 

a proposal to the novelist: 

"Look, why don't you introduce the film—for a fee of 50,000 old francs. We'll shoot you close-up, and 

you say something like, here is the story you are about to see." 

"And then what?" 

"Then you explain what happens in the missing parts." 

"What kind of an asshole do you think I am?"
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Despite the hefty fee, Simenon categorically refused. But the episode fueled his resentment of 

producers, whom he considered ignorant, arrogant fools. 

When the film opened on April 21, 1932, at the Pigalle Theater, its poetic dimension eluded the 

audience. Critics were not pleased either. The future film historian Maurice Bardēche, for instance, wrote 

that Renoir had "completely failed" to surmount the difficulties associated with the adaptation of such an 

"atmospheric" novel.
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 But Simenon always believed that Pierre Renoir was the best Maigret ever filmed. 

As for Jean Renoir, forty years later he admitted: 

“La Nuit du carrefour remains a completely insane experience that I cannot recall without nostalgia. 

Nowadays, with everything so well organized, no one could ever work like that."
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Le Chien jaune and La Nuit du carrefour were commercial failures. For that Simenon blamed the 

producers, but he was also unhappy with the entire profession, including adapters, screenwriters, and 

directors (except his friends, of course). He was especially irate about the critics' claim to define the 

canons of the detective film. He had written his Maigrets by violating imperatives of exactly this kind, 

and he now railed against the conventions: 

"There are rules, it seems, rules of the genre, which some seek to transgress and others obstinately 

defend.... To begin with, there is no such thing as a detective novel, nor a detective film. And there is no 

rule of the genre, and no formula either.... There are good and bad films.... The audience... doesn't give a 

f— about rules. And they're right! All the audience wants is a film that holds their interest all the way 

through, and they don't care how their interest is held.... If Le Chien jaune and La Nuit du carrefour are 

failures, the fault lies not with the people who made them but with the people who paid for them. Or 

rather, it lies with the rules and with the idiots who issued them."
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