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INTERVIEW
WITH AN LE DUC

That’s a good way of looking at it, and it happens via this seventeen
year ellipse - an entire swath of this family life that is barely shown.
In the movie, we only see a few shots of their life together. The se-
guence which starts the film is practically eight minutes long, | be-
lieve, with very little dialogue. An operatic gesture that serves as an
introduction. This sequence works so well largely due to the music
composed by Julie Roué. Before adding the music, the editor Julie
Dupré and | had been looking for other ways of entering the film;
we explored a number of possibilities. But | had dreamt about this
introduction, the version we see today, and it’s the music that made
it possible. It is also conveyed by a short voice over, and the audience
will perhaps realize during the course of the film that the character
who gives the voice over is Youssef, reading what could be a fragment
of his poem: “At the beginning, Etienne was 20, and he suspected
nothing...” These few words launch the film.

It actually comes from the first intentions | had about a character in
the film Perdrix named Juju, played by Nicolas Maury, who was Pierre
Perdrix’ brother. A single father who was bringing up his twelve-year-
old daughter, surrounded by his family. We followed part of their
story, and this question of separation came up as the daughter said
she wanted to leave her father, but without abandoning him.




Next, my writing process starts from an idea, from a broader theme; after, |
flesh out the text with fragments. | typically take many notes. It can happen
that | write just one scene, sometimes a few lines of dialogue, sometimes just
an image. | try to craft a story from this scattered material. | started writing
the screenplay during the first Covid lockdown in March 2020. It was also at
that moment that | stopped working as a journalist in order to fully embrace
filmmaking. The lockdown enabled me to spend a great deal of time with my
family, my daughter in particular. So the starting point is the father-daughter
relationship, a story of unconditional love between a parent and their child.
And also the influence and the hold that one can have over the other, and vice
versa.

Without judging this absence (that of a mother who at a very early stage de-
serted both her child and the father of her child) as being something dramatic.
| don’t explain the mother’s gesture, her departure. It’s her free choice, and in
fact this wasn’t what interested me. | wanted to recount this unfortunate story
without making it into something tragic. | said to myself that for Etienne, this
traumatic event would not be the foundation of their life together, of their fa-
mily which would now be made up of two instead of three individuals. When
we meet Etienne and Rosa, they are doing well. They have constructed their
identities growing together, side by side. It only becomes an issue when the
character named Youssef, who is Rosa’s boyfriend, points their situation out
- because it intrigues him: the drama, the poetry, the sorrow. The desertion in
of itself was of course upsetting, but it didn’t destroy them. | was interested
in having a kid who was 17 years old and capable of saying: “l never knew my
mother, but it doesn’t matter, and | don’t miss her.” And | want to believe her.
Afterwards, it is up to everyone (or maybe for psychoanalysis) to interpret
these words for themselves!

Because, naturally, there is all the same still something that hasn’t been re-
solved. Maybe in five years, or ten years, if this thing that has always bonded
them still hasn’t been addressed, they will not be doing as well as they are.
We are seeing them at the threshold of a pivotal moment, and the image of

Valérie that suddenly appears shakes up their existence. This image acts as
a spark, shining a light on what has been inevitably happening implicitly: the
father and daughter’s separation. | wanted to simply tell the story of how a
father and daughter who’ve grown up together manage to separate without
losing one another.

They grow together, but not attached at the hip. They each have their own lives
and a passion. A passion that gives each one of them a framework. Literally
for Rosa, for her thing is painting. | wanted to film painting, and in particular
the very act of painting. Early on in the process | looked for a young painter
who would be Rosa’s age. | went to the Paris Beaux-Arts art school to see
the work of first year students who were approximately the same age as the
character, and | contacted one, a young woman named Violette Malinvaud.
We used her paintings, we even commissioned some. | was attracted to her
painting because there was a raw and extremely colorful side to it. Her work
has an energy that shows she is both confident about what she is doing, while
also having great fragility. As well as humor. | thought this was important in
relation to Rosa and all the more so because it allows for a different reading
of the character, who appears to be a rather dutiful young girl.

Etienne reminds me of coaches | had when | played as a kid and a teenager
In certain small soccer clubs; these educators and coaches who are always
extremely engaged in their club; so much so, that they spend all their time
there. An excessive passion.

What | like about soccer is the club, as a social bond, as the last place of di-
versity, blending all walks of life, which is also what Etienne explains when he
passes his coaching certification. These encounters, this otherness is surprising
and precious when you are a teenager. As Etienne is a coach in a small club,
he’s a municipal employee. He has a tiny income, a house inherited from his
parents, that he has never left. He doesn’t have a lot of needs and he knows
pretty much everyone in town.






He tries to convey a unigueness in the way of playing, thinking and seeing
this sport. When he coaches the kids, he uses high-flown language. Some of
what he says is actually from professional soccer players. For example: “...
behind every kick of the ball, there has to be a thought,” which (I believe) was
said by Dennis Bergkamp. | think Etienne is someone who has collected these
qguotes sitting in his room, writing them down in his notebooks. He also quotes
Churchill, and there’s a Yiddish proverb that he writes on the blackboard.
Football gives Etienne a framework. For him, what he “paints,” and what gi-
ves him a connection with his daughter are the limits of the field, those white
lines that he traces and retraces even when they don’t need to be retraced.
It’s a gesture that reassures him.

Yes, Aurélie Guichard, who cast the adults, and | had considered him at a very
early stage. Beyond his talent, Nahuel interested me because he is not at all
the archetype of a soccer coach, let alone that of a father. He’s a very poetic
actor who brings a world of his own to his roles. We met, we did a reading
and what impressed me in particular was when | asked him to try something
different, he went there completely. | remember a scene that he played sin-
ging all the words, for example. This type of freedom was so interesting to
see, this ability to always propose something different - and it was during the
screentests on top of it all.

Physicality comes easily to him. He has something reminiscent of a circus per-
former in his way of being. That was the intuition | had, which was confirmed
and emphasized in my work with him. I’'m fond of burlesque comedy and |
liked that the character had a Buster Keaton side to him. We very quickly re-
moved some of the dialogue to be replaced with gestures, which worked so
well for this character. So, as soon as he could run instead of walk, or jump
over something, we had him do it.

Yes, it’s a sort of magical filter applied to reality that I’'m looking for; the idea
that something surreal can pop up at any time, in any way. There are also gags,
purely visual scenes, like the one where the teens he coaches all get out of
Etienne’s car. We did it without special effects. We tested it: how many big
strapping teens could we fit inside? There were fifteen or sixteen. We did it just
for the fun of it, wondering if it would work, and then when it did work, and
on top of it, it worked well with the story, we kept it during the editing stage.

| want to be capable of surprising the audience and using several different
registers. It’s a way of looking at the world. But it’s also a way of shaking up
the audience. | try to make sure that it is not pointless, and at the same time,
I’'m fine with the awareness that it can be seen that way, like a comma or a
misstep. It’s a way of making the viewer sit up in their seat, bringing a different
emotion into the mix. And even if as the story goes it serves no purpose, the
overall feeling that it arouses serves the film enormously, in that it helps with
the attention the film is given and the way the viewer is engaging with it.

Yes, and this doesn’t just occur through the narrative, but also through the sta-
ging, through the desire to invent other ways of filming. To surprise the viewer,
but also to surprise myself, surprise the crew, with the way something is shot
and made. For example, there’s a shot of Rosa who is drawing in the garden.
We start with a very simple, steady wide shot. It’s good, just like we planned.
But while we were shooting, | wanted something different, and without having
discussed it with anyone beforehand, | went to see Alexis Kavyrchine, the di-
rector of photography, and | discreetly asked him to pick up the camera and
walk towards the actress for a close up without cutting. Without a moment’s
hesitation, and that was wonderful on his part, Alexis grabbed the base of
the camera, and then with the help of his key grip they picked it up and put it
back down in an arbitrary spot in front of Céleste Brunnquell, who seamlessly
went along with the new set up as well.



It became a sort of a random shot, a rather beautiful close up. But what inte-
rested me also, were the images between the two shots, the images taken while
the camera was being moved. So when we were editing, | kept those images
before the camera was placed back down and stabilized. As the camera stand
IS heavy, in just a fraction of a second we go from a sort of anarchic movement
to a steady shot. It turns out that it depicts Etienne watching his daughter,
and we can interpret this brief moment as his subjective point of view. But I'm
also interested in the fact that this image awakens the eye. It happens very
quickly, more on the level of a sensation, a pure, physical sensation, that for
me would be a sensation purely associated with cinema.

| had seen her in the French series In Therapy, and | had already found her to
be a singular presence. We met during the casting process, along with Elsa
Pharaon, who worked with me for the two young characters. Rosa has a lot
of dialogue, sometimes real monologues, and during the screen tests, Céleste
was very impressive. She gave Rosa a gentleness that | hadn’t actually ima-
gined, but without losing the character’s edginess. Céleste gave the character
an inner life, all the while staying light. With a look, a movement of her head,
she is able to change the atmosphere of a scene, to bring about an entirely
unexpected emotion.

Yes, | wanted the two young actors to speak beautifully, and especially for
Youssef, with his poetic, romantic side. While searching for an actor for this role,
| saw nearly one hundred videos of young men reading poetry, and standing
out in the middle, there was Mohammed Louridi. | immediately told myself he
was the one. | invited him for screen tests, and | was right. He’s someone who
came to acting late, who is in fact a theater student in Lille at the Ecole de
Nord acting school. He had never played in front of a camera, and the crew
and | had the moving impression of being witness to the first steps of a wholly
unique actor. The very literary, or written side of the dialogue touches me a
great deal; it is a reflection of the cinema that | love, I'm thinking in particular

of Kaurismaki, whose actors often recount in interviews that their characters
speak a very refined theatrical Finnish, which doesn’t necessarily correspond
with their characters.

That they are more serious, is something | readily believe. As for knowing
whether this is a realistic portrait of youth today, you’ll have to ask the young
actors. There are traces of the time period, the fight against climate change,
the students striking at the high school, burning things to get exposure and
raise awareness. But the character of Rosa is rather ambivalent in this respect,
she is dedicated to her painting, she isn’t so much involved in the larger com-
munity. Indeed, | wanted characters who didn’t engage much with the outside
world - one who is passionate about poetry, the other about painting.

It’s @ moment when Rosa lets out everything she’s been keeping inside; she
says things that are at once very cruel, and very sincere. | don’t think she had
been purposely hiding these things from her father, but it’s a way of very can-
didly taking stock of things. She is also responding to what could be conside-
red a provocation. He’s the one who showed up with the photo of this woman
saying: “It’s your mother and we have to go see her.” This questions everything
he had been saying during the course of her childhood and adolescence: that
they didn’t need anyone else, that they were happy just the two of them, that
Valerie’s absence isn’t something that is missing or lacking. Seeing her father
thrown off by this image deeply irritates Rosa; seeing that for him, unlike for
her, there’s something still unresolved. She tells him: “You’re pathetic.” Which
from my point of view is very violent for a child to say to a parent.

| think the emotion first comes from the acting. Céleste was really very im-
pressive. She brought a mix of harshness and fragility, her way of staying just
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on the brink of tears without ever crying. This monologue is a wave of words
and emotions thrown right in her father’s face, which finishes with this kiss
out of nowhere and marks a breaking point between them. There had to be
something irreparable in this scene, that will get between them forever. Yes,
it’s a tragedy, this kiss isn’t a kiss of death, but it denotes a separation, and
before our very eyes an actress becomes a tragedienne.

She continues signifying the separation, in a gentler way. And with a sense of
melancholy. They are each going to live their own lives. She tells him not to
worry about her, that he can go to sleep without fear. She has this gesture of
closing his eyes, which is practically a magician’s gesture.

She’s pretty magical. At the beginning, | thought of her as a cousin of the
Lilac Fairy in Jacques Demy’s Donkey Skin. She is practically at the margins
of society. She drives a cab, but doesn’t dress like you’d expect a taxi driver
to. She’s a kindly character who always carries the weight of other people’s
problems on her shoulders, who understands everything, and always has the
right words. There is nothing tragic about her in fact, although she could be
because she is in love with this man who, in passing, has someone else on his
mind. I’'m very fond of this scene where she reminds him of the letters they
exchanged, she reminds him of that love, of what he might have felt, of what
he might have written. She makes him face himself, and leads him away from
constantly rehashing the past.

This magic can also be found in the scene between Etienne and Héléne in their
bedroom, when they kiss. On paper, it was rather simply written, but Maud
Wyler reinvented and transformed the scene with her little dance, inspired by
a geisha dance that she had shown me two days before. Everything naturally
fell into place bit by bit; a musical instrument, a kalimba that belongs to my
daughter, was added to the scenery; an offbeat lighting of colored shadows
was added, for example. Everyone brought a little something to the table to
achieve this rather singular result.

This character had to be played by someone who had a very strong presence:
she doesn’t have a lot of screen time, but her presence haunts the film from
beginning to end. In the same way that | knew | had to find a real painter ear-
ly on (for Rosa), | knew | wanted to give a dancer the role of Valérie because
there was this dance scene, this hallucination that had to be made very impac-
tful so that it could find its place in the story. Mercedes Dassy is a dancer and
choreographer. She had never made a film. We met thanks to Aurélie Guichard.
| had her read a scene, and it was obvious that she was the person for the role.
We worked prior to the shoot to create this dance that she choreographed to
music by Julie Roué.

| wanted it to be lyrical, a little dramatic, that there would be striking flights
of fancy. | didn’t want it to merely accompany the images, but rather bring an
extra dimension to the film. For example, the music that dramatizes the scene
where Etienne leaves for Metz to visit the Beaux-Arts school, a moment fil-
med rather simply, over which we put very lyrical violins. Later, in the Nazaré
scenes, we played with the sensations and the sound texture, through slowing
down one of the themes heard earlier in the film.

There’s a scene in the film, when Rosa is 6 or 7 years old, where she asks her
father if it’s true that she was half made from him, and half made from her
mother. He answers: “In the beginning, yes, and after you make yourself all
by yourself.” There it is, this “all by yourself” can be scary, but it can also be
exciting. It’s a double edged sword.
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