
Audi’s A4L is a comfortable and well-engineered stretch saloon
for chauffeur-driven mainland executives, writes Mark Andrews

had a longer version for China in
mind from the outset of the new A4’s
development.

Mainland A4L versions are
offered with a choice of a two-litre
TFSI unit, front-wheel drive, or a 3.2-
litre FSI powered quattro. We drove
the top-of-the range luxury trim 2.0
turbo, which has an aggressive
presence in red and LED daytime
running lights. Its look is
evolutionary rather than a complete
departure from its predecessor. 

Inside, our car was decked out
with tasteful black leather seats and
a black dashboard. At the top of the
central console is the LCD display
that can show menu options such as
GPS, track information for the
entertainment system and gives
distance read-outs when reversing.
Underneath are the stereo system
and controls for the air conditioning.

There is a small central electronic
display that gives a digital speed
readout and information about
gears, temperature, and an
odometer reading in motion, but
when stationary shows which doors
are open. Flanking it are traditional
dials, with the rev counter to the left
and the speedometer to the right.

The driver’s door has a blind-

A
udi has long been
involved in the mainland
car industry. In 1988 it
signed an agreement with
First Automobile Works to

make the 100 model under licence.
Since then, Audis have become a
common sight over the border.
On the official government buy list,
the A4, A6 and imported A8s have
become Party officials’ cars of
choice, usually in black.

Last year Audi introduced the B8
(fourth-generation) A4, and for the
mainland, a unique stretched A4L
model. The wheelbase is 61mm
longer than European versions, and
60mm overall.

Longer versions of cars are
nothing new on the mainland,
where both Audi and BMW offer
stretch versions, and taxi companies
often employ Citroen Elysees
(largely a modernised saloon version
of the ZX) complete with an ugly
sheet-metal extension between their
front and rear doors. Even the
mainland version of the Ford
Mondeo is 10mm longer than the
European model.

Mainland surveys have shown a
demand for a medium-sized luxury
car with ample rear leg space, Audi
says. This makes sense when you
consider that cars on the mainland
are often used for transporting
elderly parents and are
also sometimes driven
by a chauffeur.
Therefore,
Audi

spot warning indicator plus selector
buttons for the electric controllable
seats’ memory function. In the
glovebox there is a link for an MP3
player using a proprietary cable.
SD memory cards can be directly
inserted into the stereo system and
there is also provision for Bluetooth-
enabled phones. 

Rear-seat passengers get their
own air vents, a 12-volt power
supply and a fold-down armrest that
incorporates pop-out drink holders.
There are also pull-out blinds for the

windows. While legroom is as
good as can be expected in a

stretch, taller passengers
may have problems
with the car’s sloping
roofline. The rear
bench has mounts for
child seats.

Boot space is
cavernous, with a

small side net and
securing hooks 

for luggage.
Entry to the car is with a keyless

fob which is then inserted to the
right of the steering wheel before

pushing the engine-start stop button
next to the buttons for the
electronically-controlled handbrake.

There is little interior noise
on the road and the the sound
from the Bang & Olufsen speakers 
is excellent. 

There is no manual version of
the 2.0TFSI for all mainland models
use Audi’s multitronic automatic
gearbox. On the highway to Pudong
Airport the Sport mode reveals a
tightening in responses. Mounted
behind the steering wheel are
paddle controls that provide a
sense of control when the gearbox is
switched to a semi-automatic mode.
All gear changes appear seamless
and the unit is smooth. 

The steering wheel has a 
solid feel and while the steering is
quite light, confidence is always
maintained. Roadholding is good,
with a smooth ride, even on more
bumpy surfaces. 

Drivers have fine all round
visibility, but distances can be hard
to judge in reverse. Audi has perhaps
done too good a job in producing a
refined car. On paper this A4L is

quite powerful but with a
performance you never really feel.
You can’t hear the turbo kick in.
There is no discernable turbo lag
and while there is the feel of some
power under your right foot it never
really strikes you as much of a
performance car. Indeed the British
A4 has a 15km/h higher top speed,
possibly due to being 140kg lighter.

Nonetheless the A4 is a
convincing and far more spacious
alternative to the locally produced
BMW 3 Series. However, the less
badge-conscious might also want to
check out the 2.0T Buick Regal or the
1.8T Roewe 550. 

Extended family
MOTORS

The Audi A4L is a smart drive with luxurious interior fittings
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Reflections on a year
of living frantically
FILM
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He didn’t want to sightsee, shop or
visit our local cinemas. Instead, the
one thing that French filmmaker
Benoit Jacquot wanted to do while
visiting Hong Kong recently was to
swim in the sea. 

Maybe it’s his way of winding
down after a hectic year, in which 
he released two films – the
psychological drama Villa Amalia
and television-film adaptation of
Andre Gide’s The Counterfeiters –
and finished the shooting of a third,
a period romance set in a mental
asylum called Hypnose.

Jacquot only wrapped the
principal cinematography for the
latter two weeks ago, after which he
flew to Taiwan to appear at Taipei’s
Golden Horses Film Festival and
then to Hong Kong’s French
Cinepanorama showcase.

His desire to take a dip in the
ocean takes on more of a meaning,
however, when seen through the
context of Villa Amalia, which he
was slated to promote during his
whirlwind Asian tour. 

In the film, swimming is made a
symbol of the changes in the life 
of the film’s leading protagonist,
Ann Hidden (played by Isabelle
Huppert). Seeking a personal rebirth
far away from Paris, the musician
gives up everything and relocates 
to Italy, where she can take to the
waters of the Mediterranean – a
much more liberating environment
than the small lidos she frequented
back home in the French capital.

Jacquot’s film was inspired by
Pascal Quignard’s novel of the 
same name. According to the
62-year-old director, the writer, 
a friend of many years, sent him a
copy of the book with an inscription
saying, “A film – when?” 

At the time he was in discussions
with Huppert, with whom he had
already collaborated with on five
films, about making another film
together, and they then promptly
decided to adapt Villa Amalia into a
film. It’s not the first time the actress
has played a virtuoso musician.
Huppert’s last stab at a music-
related role was as a pianist in
Michael Haneke’s The Piano
Teacher, which brought her awards
galore, including the best actress
prize at Cannes. But Jacquot says
Ann’s character provided a very
different challenge for the thespian. 

“Of course she’s not Ann, but
there are many, many things I know
in Isabelle which are very near to the
character,” he says. “The way she
never complains or explains, for
example. Or when she decides [to
do] something, even when it’s very
important in her life, she goes very
radical about it.”

Villa Amalia is an intense
character study of someone
renouncing her past in order to find
genuine personal emancipation. 

After seeing her husband kissing
another woman, Huppert’s
character decides to relinquish all –
her thriving musical career, her
comfortable bourgeois lifestyle – to
start anew in a seaside village in
Italy, where she eventually

rediscovers her zest for life in the
cottage that gives the film its name.

With Huppert’s character
revelling in her new, anonymous
life, Jacquot’s adaptation is very
different in tone than Quignard’s
story, in which Ann’s journey is
plagued with ill-fated new
relationships and death, ending with
the character mired in sad solitude. 

“In the book she’s closing door
after door to finish in a dark room; in
the film, it’s exactly the contrary,
when she’s opening one door after
another to head out in a new world,”
he says.

Villa Amalia is the latest in a long
line of films in which Jacquot follows
“a woman at the moment of her life
when everything is completely
changed”. His previous film, 2006’s
The Untouchable, sees a young stage
actor (played by another long-time
collaborator, Isild De Besco)
forfeiting her acting aspirations to
look for her father in India; while not
involving international travel, 1990’s
The Disenchanted – the film which
established Jacquot’s standing in
French cinema after more than a
decade of mixed-quality films – sees
a teenager (Judith Godreche)
rebelling against her chauvinistic
boyfriend and needy mother by
living with a middle-aged, middle-
class writer.

Jacquot’s interest in female
characters might stem from his
fascination with the work of French
New Wave directors such as Jean-
Luc Godard and Eric Rohmer. 

Having had no formal
filmmaking training, Jacquot recalls
learning his trade through visits to
the Cinematheque Francaise,
starting at just 12. And it was with a
New Wave icon that he made his
film directorial debut, with Anna
Karina in the lead in The Musician
Killer in 1975, after a few years
working as assistant director on
Marguerite Duras’ films. Since then,
Jacquot has made over 30 movies,
television films and documentaries –
in fact, Jacquot first made his name
in France with a two-part series on
Jacques Lacan in 1974.

It’s not hard to detect Lacan’s
influence on Jacquot as embodied in
films such as The Untouchable and
Villa Amalia, when characters go to
extremes in order to look for what’s
missing in their existence.

Not that Jacquot would admit to
this, however, as he insists he makes
film based on his intuition rather
than intellectual deliberation. 

“You work by working, and not
by thinking,” he says, laughing. And
also by enjoying some swimming on
the side, probably.
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Villa Amalia screens mon, Dec 7,
7.50pm, Broadway Cinematheque,
Yau Ma Tei

Benoit Jacquot had no formal filmmaking training and his love of cinema
grew by watching the French New Wave directors. Photo: Jonathan Wong

In the book Ann’s
closing door after
door; in the film, it’s
exactly the contrary 
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Director Benoit Jacquot discussing his
protagonist in Villa Amalia

What drives it? A turbocharged two-
litre delivering 132kW to the front
wheels. The eight-speed multitronic
automatic gearbox is imported
from Germany.

How fast is it? It can reach 225km/h
and do the 0-100 dash in 8.4 seconds.

How safe is it? The European version
has attained a five-star Euro NCAP
and mainland versions have between
eight and 10 airbags.

How thirsty is it? Audi claims
5.7l/100km at 90km/h.

How clean is it? No carbon dioxide
figures are quoted for the mainland
version, but the British model emits
167 grams per kilometre.

How much is it? Prices for the 
two-litre range from 298,800 yuan
(HK$338,700) to 388,600 yuan 
and the quattro 3.2 litre V6 is 
538,800 yuan. 

AT A GLANCE: Audi A4L
2.0 TFSI
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Most stars of long-running series go
screaming out of the door when
their show wraps. No more contract,
no more money, no more need to
talk to pesky reporters.

“I’m off the clock, so it does feel a
little funny,” says Tony Shalhoub on
the phone, “but we’re proud of the
finale, so we want people to tune in.”

Adrian Monk, the character
Shalhoub plays on the series Monk,
sailed off into the sunset last night
(US time), having helped turn cable
TV around.

Shalhoub, about as relaxed 
as Mr Monk is obsessed and prickly,
doesn’t take a lot of credit. 

“Cable was in the process of
changing, and more people were
drawn to cable – writers, producers,
actors, directors. In eight years, that
entire landscape has sort of done a
180 [-degree turn].”

Monk premiered on USA on
July 12, 2002, four months after 
The Shield showed up on FX. The

two proved not only that there was a
place for quality scripted fare on
basic cable, but that basic cable,
with its shorter seasons and greater
freedom than the traditional
networks, might actually be the
place for quality scripted fare.

“The networks really have their
work cut out for them,” Shalhoub
says. “Cable always was regarded as

sort of a bastard child, and
when nobody was looking, it
just exploded.”

Monk was lighter than most of
the cable hours that followed, but it
set the stage for Kyra Sedgwick’s 
The Closer on TNT, which led on
that network to a genre of tough
female cops. On USA, the characters
were quirkier: Burn Notice features a

fired spy who won’t take no for an
answer. Psych has a fake psychic.

And it helped revive the off-beat
detective character that was once a
TV staple, from James Rockford to
Thomas Magnum to Rick and A.J.
Simon. The Mentalist is one of the
biggest new hits on CBS. Tim Roth’s
Dr Cal Lightman sees through
criminal fog on Fox’s Lie to Me.
Geekball mathematicians work
cases on Numb3r on CBS.

In the winter of 2003, after the
show’s first season, Shalhoub won
the Golden Globe for best comedy
performance by an actor. 

“That happened before I realised
we were really on anyone’s radar,”
he says. “That first year, a lot of
people were scratching their heads.”

He won the Emmy for the
category later in the year, and went
on to be nominated like clockwork
at the Emmys as best comic actor
throughout the life of the show,
winning again in 2005 and 2006.

In the finale, viewers will discover
who murdered Mr Monk’s wife,
Trudy, sending him so deep into
obsessive-compulsive disorder thatMonk fans “became like Monk a little”, says actor Tony Shalhoub 

he needed to hire a companion to
help him get through the dust of life
that most of us ignore. 

When Traylor Howard replaced
Bitty Schram in the position in 2004,
the fans went nuts, but Howard
proved to be a reasonable change.

“The people who were drawn to
the show became like Monk a little,”
Shalhoub says, “and fixated on it.”

Shalhoub is leaving with a smile.
“Creatively, it was the right time,”

he says. “You just don’t want to get
to a place of complacency. It’s the
actor’s dilemma. You want some
kind of stability and security, but not
too much.”

Next up – “not 100 per cent
signed and sealed” – is the Broadway
revival this winter of the farce Lend
Me a Tenor, directed by his old
friend Stanley Tucci, who won a
2007 guest acting Emmy on Monk.

And for exasperating fussbudget
Mr Monk himself? “I’m a believer
that there’s change, that there’s
feeling,” Shalhoub says. “I would say
there is some hope.” 
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