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JC (François Damiens) is a prison guard. He 
is an ordinary man with an uneventful life. 
His only extravagance is tango dancing, 
once a week.
In class one evening, he dances with a 
newcomer, Alice (Anne Paulicevich), who 
is in her 30’s, radiant and the mother of a 
15-year-old teenager. 
The next day, he sees Alice again in the pri-
son visiting room. She has come to visit two 
inmates, Fernand (Sergi Lopez) and Domi-
nic (Jan Hamenecker), age–old friends and 
«partners-in-crime”: One is her husband, 
the other her lover. 
JC, the ordinary man, finds himself as a 
spectator to the all too eventful life of this 

uncommon woman. A woman who lives 
according to her desires and according to 
her own rules, divided between her men and 
her son.
Prison regulations prohibit socializing with 
inmates’ families… 
JC is about to break all the rules that have 
defined his life.
Tango Libre is the last part of a trilogy by 
Fréderic Fonteyne about how women and 
love work. After “An Affair of Love” and 
“Gille’s Wife” he offers us – through the eyes 
of a prison guard in love – the portrait of a 
free woman who accepts (in the image of 
tango dancing) life’s constraints in order to 
better overcome them.

Synopsis
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After the release of La Femme de Gilles 
(Gilles’ Wife), I took some time off. I asked 
myself all sorts of questions… about life, 
about the world around me, my friends, even 
whether to keep making films. It took me a 
long time to digest these things, to live, love, 
and relinquish my certainties even more.
If I actually knew what compelled me to 
make a film, I probably wouldn’t be a film-
maker. The only thing I know is, for me to 
commit to making a film there needs to be 
something in the script that looks like a knot. 
In these notes I will carefully pull on the 
thread to try and untie it. I already know I 
won’t succeed entirely, but I hope it will 
enable you to get a sense of the fragile ambi-
guity and paradoxes inherent in the film I am 
about to make.

We live only once. We’ve got the friends and 
lovers we’ve got. We do what we can. Gene-
rally, things fall apart. Yet it is through failures 
that our lives become more beautiful. We are 
human, foolish, untrustworthy, but we can’t 
help loving.
When we fall in love, we think it’s for unde-
finable reasons. Actually, if we fall in love, 

it’s also because the other one has a past. 
The person you love carries around some 
baggage of her own. She’s already weaved 
other love bonds, she comes from a compli-
cated family. Once you’re in love, though, all 
that comes with it. All the baggage.
That’s how it happened for me, anyway.

Before I wrote this script, Anne Paulicevich 
and I tried to write another script entitled An 
Ordinary Family, for which we researched 
the histories of our respective families. We 
circled around certain secrets, without ever 
being able to get to them, and shed light 
on some shaded areas. We fell upon a few 
misshapen goblins frightened by the light. 
We confronted the ghosts and dysfunctional 
structure of our families. It was a fascinating 
process, but we ended up realizing that we 
didn’t have the necessary distance, we lac-
ked a fictional thread to make the project 
take off.
That is when the story presented here was 
born.
You should know that this story was written 
for specific bodies, specific actors who ins-
pire me. It was imagined with them in mind:

Director’s Note

I have long wanted to bring Jan Hammenec-
ker and Sergi Lopez together in a film -- the 
Flemish guy with a complexion so pale it is 
almost fluorescent, and the hairy Catalan.

I met François Damiens when Anne and I 
supervised the casting of Jacques Doillon’s 
Le Premier Venu. The fact that François got 
a part in that film was partly due to Anne and 
me, and owed mainly to the utterly insane 
scene he improvised with Anne.
Anne also worked with François on JCVD, 
Mabrouk El Mechri’s 2008 film. Something 
happened between the two of them that I 
want to film.
I have a hunch that Alice’s role, her stran-
geness, her awkward and beautiful charac-
ter, require an ‘unknown’ actress, someone 
the audience would get to know whilst dis-
covering the character she portrays.
The paradox being that this stranger is pe-
rhaps the person I know best of all. The one 
with all that baggage. To the extent that you 
can actually know the person you share your 
life with.
That is one of the answers I found about 
filmmaking. I wanted to go back to actor-dri-
ven filmmaking, as I know it, to be able to go 
further with them.
You live only once.

For me prison is a metaphor for the impos-
sible nature of relationships between men 
and women. More than a prison film, this is 
a ‘visiting-room film’, a film about the place 
where families meet.

I tried to learn to dance the Tango some years 
ago, but I never quite made it. I chose to conti-
nue making films rather than dropping the 
whole thing and moving to Buenos Aires. And 
yet, to me, Tango and filmmaking have so-
mething in common. They both reveal things 
about bodies that you wouldn’t have seen if it 
weren’t for them. Tango reveals the tragicomic 
awkwardness of the characters, the beauty of 
that awkwardness. Tango also carries themes 
such as passion, treason, latent homosexua-

lity, and fighting for a woman.
This film has the rhythm and light touch of the 
Milonga, with the melancholy sadness of the 
Tango.
With this film I want to rekindle the particular 
tone of tragicomedy. Something a bit trivial, 
rather ordinary. To me, tragicomedy -- and, 
even more so, comedy -- is about bodies 
and sex. The story always revolves around 
that… and the absurdity, awkwardness and 
beauty that goes with it. Also, the stupidity, 
which fascinates and inspires me… and to 
which I feel a certain kinship. Not the stu-
pidity that turns into violence, but the other 
kind, the one that’s filled with love, the stupi-
dity we are guilty of because we try to make 
things work out. And, finally, there is also the 
eternal tragedy of fathers and sons.
This film is based on real life, things I see 
around me, things about others, my kin, that 
fascinate me. I draw inspiration from what I 
see and feel, what puzzles or worries me.
I am sure that making a family film is any-
thing but simple. Just think of your own 
family if you don’t believe that. Yet that’s a 
chance I’m definitely willing to take. Twice 
even, if need be. Since we live only once.

We live only once. We’ve got the friends 
we’ve got, and we do what we can -- even 
if, most of the time, it all falls apart.

I think that if I manage to make this film 
fall apart in just the right way, something 
important may come out of it. Something 
that reminds us that we’re human, stupid, 
untrustworthy, and that we often go down 
a path because we don’t know how to do 
anything else. Later, it’s too late to turn 
back. Between now and later, that’s when 
we really live.
Once you commit to something, you can’t 
go back.
That’s what I’m about to do with this film.
For better.
For worse.
It’s all a matter of balance.
A delicate balance.
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Comments on style, structure, 
visual aspects of the film...

QUESTION THE ACT OF SEEING
FACE TO FACE

Tango Libre, just like all my previous films, 
questions the act of seeing.
It is no coincidence that the main character 
is a prison guard. His job’s main occupation 
is seeing, watching.
When we were working on the script, sear-
ching for inspiration, we met a lot of people. 
Among them was a little guy named Domi-
nique, whom everyone called Dom. He had 
been a gangster and served some hard 
time. He was scared of the violence inside 
him. And there was Samuel, a prison war-
den, who told us about his job. 
We often hear about prisons, and their in-
describable problems. We hear about the 
guards going on strike when the situation 
becomes untenable. But we don’t, or rarely, 
hear about the guards themselves.
I like the idea of making a film about 
someone whom we don’t usually see, but 
who does see.
A prison guard’s main purpose is preventing 
inmates from escaping. That is the essence 
of his job. To that end, he must see, ob-
serve, detect whatever inmates are hiding 
from him. My protagonist is an unseen man, 
who keeps seeing.
I think prisons are a place where the act 
of seeing can be addressed in a powerful, 
even extreme, way.

What triggered my last film, Gilles’ Wife, was 
a dance scene: Elisa watches Gilles dan-
cing with Victorine, and then Elisa watches 
Gilles, who is watching Victorine dancing 
with another man. A lot of things in that 
scene revolved around seeing and dancing.
I want to go further in that process, refine it.
Naturally, Tango Libre’s nervous system, the 
only place where the outside world meets 
the inside, is the visitation room. Face to 
face. And it all happens under the eyes of 
the guards.

There are two types of visiting rooms. Those 
with glass partitions, where the inmate and 
the visitor are separated by a thick pane of 
glass and can only communicate via small 
holes in the glass or a telephone system, but 
they can never touch. And then, those with 
tables and chairs, usually large, noisy halls 
where inmates meet their families around a 
table -- again under the watchful eyes of the 
guards.

Our research confirmed the special aura im-
parted on these visiting rooms… the emo-
tional charge they give off. An inmate waits 
all week for the next visit, he rehashes what 
was said in the previous one, or what he will 
say in the next. Prison is a haven of rumi-
nation. The people who come from the out-
side, on the other hand, have to go through 
a certain amount of red tape to get a visita-

tion permit. Their visit is often too short, and 
sometimes too long, and then they go back 
to dealing with real life outside.

A CHANGING MAN’S EYES

Tango Libre is a film about the eyes of a 
changing man.
Once JC sees Alice in his neat and tidy Tan-
go class, his life -- and his way of seeing 
-- changes utterly.
Desire has slipped in. Like a hook that pulls 
on his eye. From that point on, JC no longer 
looks at the world or his life as before.
What’s more, the woman who just entered 
his life like an apparition, steps into that 
other important place in his daily life, the 
prison visitation room. And she’s not visiting 
one inmate, but two! 

He also discovers that those two inmates 
not only know each other, but share the 
same cell.
A man seeing a woman being wanted by 
another man. A father looking at his son; the 
glances between one and another father; a 
man seeing a woman whom he shares with 
another man.
In other words, how many ways can you see 
when seeing is impelled by desire.

QUESTION THE BODY 
THE TANGO

A man and a woman face each other when 
they tango. They touch, but not as closely 
as when they slow-dance. The man leads 
the woman’s steps and body movements, 
improvising to the music along codified fi-
gures.
Just as it is impossible to film what goes on 
inside two people who are making love, I feel 
it is also impossible to film what happens in 
two people who are dancing together.
However, it is possible to film the effect of 
the dance on their bodies.
Perfectly executed dancing doesn’t interest 
me. And ‘demonstration Tango’ interests 
me even less.

What I am interested in happens on another 
level. It is about what a body reveals / belies 
when it is dancing.
Strangely, when I film bodies in motion, so-
mething similar happens. I strive to uncover 
something about the bodies I am filming, 
which could not have been seen without the 
use of the camera.
My protagonist dances Tango, but he is not 
a pro. Rather, he is a bit awkward, or overly 
technical. And yet, when he dances with 
Alice, something else happens.
A friend filmmaker who is also a Tango dan-
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cer once told me that Tango was perhaps 
the last place in the Western world where 
the man leads and the woman follows.
Let’s say that Tango may help ease the 
struggle between men and women, it is a 
moment when the woman can concentrate 
on letting herself go and following a man’s 
steps. She is still free to add her own flou-
rishes.

In Tango, there is also the notion of struggle. 
Resisting and surrendering.
This conflict is at the heart of the film’s lead 
female character.
Resistance and surrender.
All the characters in the film are in some way 
or another involved with Tango.
JC is a Tango dancer, overly technical, and 
somewhat ‘in hiding’. The dance acts as a 
counterpoint to his job as a prison guard. It 
is his secret garden.
In the midst of a life devoted to holding it all 
together, Alice finds a surrendering place in 
Tango.
Fernand tries to get Alice back by learning 
to dance.
And Dominique finds in his body what binds 
him to love and friendship.

SYNCOPATED RHYTHM

Tango Libre was written like a Milonga. It 
glides, it strikes chords and unravels cha-
racters, just like a piece of music in which 
different energies meet.
A film in which characters dance is a rhyth-
mic film, starting with the heart beat, with 
is many variations, its sudden acceleration, 
which turns a face red, or its sudden stop, 
which makes it pale as a Flemish bedsheet.

SEE RED MASKS FALL AWAY

Most of the characters in this film blow 
fuses. That is to say, their reactions often, 
almost always, occur before thinking. Afte-
rwards, it’s too late and they have to live 

with the consequences of their acts.
In Genesis, this is exactly what happens to 
Cain before he kills his brother Abel. Even 
though he knows that he must control him-
self, he blows a fuse, his mask falls. We all 
wear a mask as long as we can manage to. 
What interests me is what happens when 
that mask falls away.

TRUTH AND ITS EFFECTS

A truth that’s been buried or repressed for 
too long has a way of always resurfacing. 
Sometimes the truth comes out as a result 
of a third person’s involvement who has no-
thing to do with the story, but comes up quite 
incongruously.

He unmasks the truth, almost in spite of him-
self, because the truth itself prods him on. 
One tiny hole in its cover and it starts sprea-
ding.
The original lie about who is Antonio’s real 
father is the main thread of the film. 
All the characters think they’re acting ‘as 
best they can’, but they are always one step 
behind. Basically, they are all taken to their 
own boiling point, where they are forced to 
change their nature in order to stay loyal, 
at least, to a truth they have encountered 
along the way.
It is from that boiling point -- as dangerous 
for them as it is for others -- that our charac-
ters grow, because they cannot escape it if 
they are to remain loyal to at least one thing. 
All lives reach that kind of revelation.

TRAGICOMIC

The tragicomic element stems from love, 
working like an incentive that hails from 
somewhere else.
Love pushes us to betray many things. Eve-
rything that stands in its way, actually. This 
is how, ultimately, it can turn out to be ethi-
cal. But only after taking a few detours…
For, if we must betray the law out of love, it’s 

just that love is often stronger than the law.
It is always linked to magic, dreams, irratio-
nality… It derails us.
Every character here gets derailed out of 
love.
Just as the world of prisons seems unap-
proachable in a direct way, what binds love 
to violence is just as inaccessible.
Yet Fernand manages to bring love into a 
prison.
This is how the tone and style of this film 
waver, swinging continually between two 
opposites: unbearable prison and miracu-
lous love.
The life force embodied by Alice and Fer-
nand seems on the verge of being broken 
down by Dominic’s suicide attempt and 
Antonio’s disproportionate reaction when 
he finds out who his father is.
Paradoxically, this incommensurate reac-
tion alone will ultimately set all the protago-
nists free.
This pendulum movement is at the very core 
of tragicomedy, as far as I am concerned. 
This, in the end, is the real challenge of this 
project, the one I’ve been struggling with 
since its inception: tragicomedy relies on 
controlled skids, precisely because it conti-
nually glides on paradox.
Every time we touch on tragedy, I will at-
tempt to transform into ‘comic relief’.

NOISE AND SPEECH

Prisons are noisy places. The noise is more 
like a thunderous din. Televisions wailing, in-
mates or guards shouting, doors and gates 
slamming shut, electrical systems activating 
locks… It all echoes in the visiting rooms, 
like the school yard during breaks or the 
cafeteria at lunch time. It is mind-numbing.
Amid this constant brouhaha, words are 
exchanged. Even though these characters 
don’t really know how to communicate. 
They bark or they shut up. They hurt where 
they’d like to do good. They lie out of love 
and cowardice.

VISUAL ASPECTS

The film’s final look will depend closely on 
all the aspects described above. The editing 
will be built rhythmically around what bodies 
betray and exchanged glances.
There will be no cheating in the dance 
scenes, no doubles. Actors will do their own 
stunts and step on each other’s toes for the 
duration of the long dance takes, whereas 
the visiting room scenes will done with a lot 
of cuts.
Scenes will be carefully choreographed: JC 
walks to or from a table, he watches from 
a distance but cannot hear, he hears bits 
when he is close by, but doesn’t dare look. 
The choreography in this film will go beyond 
the dance scenes. It affects the scene 
breakdown, editing and overall direction.

VARIOUS REFERENCES -
FILM, PAINTING, MUSIC

West Side Story, for the way emotion is 
choreographed like a fight. Donald Westlake 
and his hero Dortmunder, for his bad luck. 
Edward Hopper, for the mystery emanating 
from his female subjects. Canned Heat, for 
its boogie rhythm. Taxi Driver, for the job 
that makes the man and Travis Bickle, its 
hero’s clumsiness in love. Some Bollywood 
films, for their dancing interludes. Santana, 
for the heavy, mustachioed rhythm of the 
prisons. Jack Nicholson’s cunning and 
irrepressible seductive streak in One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, for Fernand. The 
red-orange tint of the summer sun, green 
trees and the grey neon-lit walls of prison 
halls, the physical pride of Kaurismaki’s 
characters, Joe Dalton when he sees red, 
Jim Jarmusch for rock’n’roll and his hairdo, 
Bourvil’s loneliness in The Red Circle… Min-
nie and Moskowitz, for the impossible love 
story between Alice and JC.

Frédéric Fonteyne
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2004 LA FEMME DE GILLES
With emmanuelle Devos, 
Clovis Cornillac, Laura Smet
Venice Orizzonti – Art and Essai Prize

1999 UNE LIAISON PORNOGRAPHIQUE 
With nathalie Baye and Sergi Lopez 
Best actress in a leading role award 
for Nathalie Baye, Venice 1999 
European Union Media Prize, 
Cannes Film Festival, May 2001 

1997 MAX ET BOBO
With Alfredo Pea & Jan Hammenecker
Grand Prize at the Mannheim-Heidelberg 
Festival, Germany 1998 
Grand Prize at the Festival for Cinema 
from Latin and Francophone Europe, 
Dijon, France, November 1998

1993 BOB LE DEPLORABLE short
With Jean Vercheval

1991 LA MODESTIE short
Critics’ Week 
at the 49th VENICE MOSTRA

1989 LES VLOEMS short

1988 BON ANNIVERSAIRE SERGENT BOB   
 short

Filmography
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JC FRANÇOIS DAMIENS

ALICE ANNE PAULICEVICH

FERNAND SERGI LOPEZ

DOMINIC JAN HAMMENECKER

ANTONIO ZACHARIE CHASSERIAUD
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