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Synopsis

Violette lives in the heart of the French countryside with her parents,
who are rich farm owners. Gabriel works at a supermarket checkout.
These two inconspicuous characters may appear to have little history,
but they are suffocating in their daily lives, and both hide dark secrets.
From hesitant meetings to chance encounters, in the course of the seasons
they will travel an unpredictable path as they seek to break free of their
chains... and resort to radical solutions.




“An unfolding story.

Interview with
Dominique Choisy

\I\ initial concern was to bri mga naturalist
approach. The fairy-tale dlmenbum only
emerged when we began to work with
the actors, Juliette Damiens and Julien
Lambert. 1 had the idea of working with
these two artists - who didn’t know each
other - and when I saw them together
something happened that I really Ilke(]
smnethino sort of playful and childlike. 1

realised it ras possible o move towards
something other than what I had imagined,
to add an element of fantasy, to try to be a
bit more like a tighlropc walker balancing
on a wire. Situations I'd thought of in the
abstract suddenly took concrete form,
and | wanted to go further than what I (l

written down in the script, to try to create
an environment removed from reality
where the focus would be much more on
both of their bodies and on the décor;
putting them in boxes where they would
either be constrained or free. U llunalol\
it was the décor which led me towards the
fairy tale.

If we think of classic fairy tales, like
Perrault’s  “Hop-o’-My-Thumb”  or
“Hansel and Gretel” by the Brothers
Grimm, they revolve around a difficult
economic  siluation which leads to
familial disruption. In “Les fraises
des bois”, these two things are not
connected. We have Violette, a character
Sfrom a rather affluent background, an
“heiress”, who shatters the family unit.
On the other hand, we have Gabriel, a
character living in relative poverly who
tries to ring back his little sister and
rebuild a family bond. Did you intend to
subvert the conventions of the fairy tale?

When “Hop-0’-My-Thumb”, Gabriel, gets

lost and takes refuge in a house, he is

confronted by the daughter of the ogre,

without wahsmﬂ it. lhe daughter of th
ogre would be \101(‘11(‘ who, we could say,

isalso entirely unaware of her status. Before
we moved towards the fairy-tale aspect,
for the character of the mother played
by Nathalie Richard we had thought of
costumes which were completely different
from those she finally wears in the film.
When she tried them on, in front of Julien
and Juliette, it didn’t work, the effect was
much too naturalist, and that was when
we thought of the character of the Queen
Mother in Snow White, and we wanted to
give her a hieratic feel, with turtle nec ks,

black and white checked plaid - also a nod
to the chess board in Alice in Wonderland.
Andin fairy talesit’s also possible to express
extremely brutal ideas while rendering
them acceptable. If | had presented the
film’s occurrences in the literal and realist
fashion, it wouldn’t have been much fun,
for one tImIO. and it would very quickly all
have been a blt overwhelming. Instead, we

allowed ourselves to explore the margins,
which 1 find much more interesting. | was
very keen for us to develop that side of
things, that imagery, while trying to avoid
making it too ostentatious.

These two themes were already present in
“Confort moderne”: economic difficulties
and family breakdown. In “Les fraises
des bois”, this is evacerbated, going as
far as parricide. Ten years separate the
Jilms, but there are many echoes between
them, they have many similarities.

The two films are very similar and yet
very dissimilar. I think the differences
are found more in terms of form. We had
tried to be rather clinical in “Confort
moderne”, favouring a very cold aesthetic,
one of surgical precision. I'm interested in
the real world, in everyday events, but [
don’t feel that realism is the best w ay to
portray reality, perhaps all the more so
in France. As a result, what the two films

have in common is a kind of aquaplaning.
We start from situations which are very
much anchored in reality, but with
characters who go off at a tangent. What
I hope is that we will all follow them, that
none of the film’s viewers will continue
straight ahead while the characters turn
off at a corner, because 1 think that’s what
interests me most of all. First giving the
impression of characters who are on Tfixed
tracks, for whom determinism and destiny
are more than just empty words, and then
suddenly making their routes branch off,
to show that hlP is full of surprises, and
that no path can ever be guaranteed to
run smoothly for ever. When we consider
our ev t‘]\ddV lives, sometimes if we take a
step back the\' can seem comical, bizarre,
funny. In this case, it’s true that the s ep
Violette takes is rather brutal — she kills
her mother and father — but it’s only by
entirely shifting her perspective that she
realises there is no other solution but to
eliminate them. In fact, that is above all
what the two films have in common: the
idea of going off the beaten track.

Is this reflected in the structure of the
film over three seasons? Drawing lwo
parallel lines in winter, which then run
along close to each other in spring, before
m(e(’tmg in the summer?

Yes, that’s the outline which enabled me
to stick to a kind of restrained realism in
winter, and then, in the spring, supported
by the two actors, I was able to force
openings, air holes in the atmosphere
established at the beginning. In summer,
when Violette and ()(lblld are together,
we are able to enter their world emnel‘:‘ a
world which ﬂ(')at% and drifts. They “take
to the water” we might say - so it’s fitting
that the film ends at lhe beach!

Could it be said that this structure over
three seasons responds to the recurring
theme of folding?



Yes. folding and camouflage, transforma-
tion. When Violette looks at her book with
the anatomical charts, she only has to turn
one page for the outside to become the
inside, for the living body to becoming a
skeleton, for everything to be utterly chan-
ged. Violette needs to transform her eve-
ryday life, otherwise it will be unliveable.
She does other things with it: from a nap-
kin, she creates tdblc decorations. Folding
hldt‘b and reveals at the same time. But
this happened almost despite ourselves.
There is a very important relanonshlp
with objects in the film. Objects, in their
own quiet way, have things to say, they are
there, disseminated in the image. If you
see them, all the better, if you don’t see
them, it’s no big deal. They are the pattern
in the wallpaper.

In folding, we find this idea of lines
again, even lines of escape.

The film folds up and unfolds again. At the
start, a tightly compressed situation is set
out, then rhe further the film progresses.
the more this proposition unfolds and
becomes more complex. Folds also play
around the edge of the frame. It is at the
edge, the periphery, that the unexpected,
the surprising can be found. A way of
refusing to accept that a story cannot be
“unfolded”, we might say.

Does this relate to the fact that Gabriel
is skilled as a tightrope walker, that
he plays with the ideas of falling and
tumbling, all the better to avoid them?

Julien, the actor, has a circus background.
and the acrobatic side of things evidently
came from him. While we were looking for
locations for the summer scenes, he took it
upon himself to jump up onto the railing
of a motorway service station in Baie de
Somme. The wind was quite strong and it
looked really beautiful, really spectacular.
So when it comes to being on a wire, or

the edge of a fold, the idea of losing one’s
balance is never far behind. The film plays
with that too. I really like the temptation
of the absurd, the temptation of bad
taste, taking the risk of walking on the
wire, and perhaps falling off. Otherwise
it’s no fun! After all, we're not there sim-
ply to film a seript, which is an object
that can sometimes be regarded as sa-
cred. It’s only a working documcnt the
basis for a story, a springboard. Qompa-
red to “Confort moderne” - where I tried
to stick to the script, to be very rigid, even
a little too rigid - with this ﬁhn ten years
later, I wanted to be much more open to
outside influences, to things not necessa-
rily written down. I like the idea of my ini-
tial screenplay being like an airer, aft car-
rier, that everyone can land on with their
own baggage and then take off again. It is
an open concept, and in this space there
was total freedom.

The prostitution which Gabriel is
involved in tends to avoid the sordid
aspect inherent in this kind of activity.
In the film, there is complicitv in it, even
humour, much more in any case than
there is in his gainful employment in the
supermarkel.

The first customer, in my opinion, is
genuinely in love, and the only way he
can have access to Gabriel is to pay him. T
wanted to create a protective relationship.
which Gabriel willingly accepts. Gabriel
has this desire to rebuild something which
might resemble a family. There is nothing
to obhgo him to stay and have dinner al
the table where he has had sex just a few

minutes earlier. He stays because there is
a kind of affection, a kind of recognition
of what he is in that space. Something
which the supermarket, where he is much
more of an object, does not give him at all.
That may be debatable, it may be a rather
idealistic vision, but | wanted to create
this bond between the two characters. The

film is obviously not a documentary about
prostitution, that’s not what interests me at
all. I prefer to say something about Gabriel
in relation to those kinds of situations,
where he really wants to be nice, to do
good, to try to win a kind of recognition
that is sadlv missing elsewhere.

The characters never lapse into any kind

of self-pity.

No, because for me, if they were com-
plaining they would not really be living.
But they have come to terms with their
existence: Gabriel has chosen to blur eve-
rything around him. He often emerges
from a blul into sharp focus, or, inver selv
drifts out of focus back to a blur. It’s im-
portant for him that things are not too well
defined, otherwise it would be unbearable.
He has decided to look at his own situa-
tion in soft focus, as if to soften the blows.
Violette, for her part, decides not to be in
the image, she decides to be at the very
border of the frame, always at the outer

limit, hanging on, “on the edge”, in shot
/ out of shot. It is her way of saying, “I'm
there but I'm not really there”, and in this
way, not fully being part of this dreadful
family portrait, she can manage to deal
with her situation.

What type of equipment did you film
with?

The film was shot with the Canon 5D, but
not for economic reasons. When the first
head cameraman - Alexis Kavyrchine,
who did Gabriel’s winter scenes - asked
me what image | had in mind, I kept
telling him about wallpaper. I wanted the
characters to appear as if they had come
unstuck from a background both 1 highly
decorative and unﬁomﬂy “patterned”.
The characters would slide around on this
background, continuously rejected by it,
not hcld by it. There should be bOIIlLﬂllIl‘T
which spoke of solitude directly in the
image, a décor so dense it would become
flat. That was when Alexis thought of




the 5D, of using its limitations as an
asset. So Gabriel found himsell blurred,
not being, like Violette, in a very well-
lit environment. This reinforced the idea
of wallpaper, Gabriel was able to spring
from it, find his place, and then return to
blend back into its patterns. Violette, on
the other hand, slips into the image and is
rejected by the house. It’s a bit like those
pop-ups in children’s books.

There is greal precision of framing,
particularly in wide shots. Despite its
sparse and economical approach, the
film offers undeniable visual richness.

Not having much money does not prevent
careful reflection on framing and lighting,
on how shots are set up. We talked a
lot about all that in advance. It’s really
a film which was put together before
shooting, although ndturdllv this didn’t
stop us dbandonmg some ideas as we
went along and going in other directions.
Objects - back to them again - played a
key role in shot construction. We had a
kind of treasure chest we could dip into

at leisure. Often, including a new object
would give rise to an image or a situation
not necessarily written down. Money or
no money, | feel that the staging work is
never affected by it. We often sought out
equwalents when things were not posmble
for economic reasons, we would try to find
an alternative which gave a similar feel.
The hardest thing is telling oneself that
there are certain things you have to rule
out in advance. But being rational doesn’t
mean having no imagination or no sense of
fantasy. Sometimes you find things which
can be more rewarding because they are
less obvious.

The film is almost entirely composed of
static shots.

I'm really fascinated by films which move
all over the place, but T don’t understand
how it’s possible, how they do that. I love
seeing things done that way, I often find it
very exciting, but it’s not at all what I want
to do. I need a frame in which to construct
an image. There was more movement in
“Confort moderne”, but overall it was also

quite fixed. Again, what I like, is when
the characters play with the edge of the
frame and with depth. I love to see people
coming in and out of shot. That’s my kind
of movement. The camera only moves on
four occasions, each of which mvolves
exceptional occurrences, and the rest of
the film was devised entirely with static
shots.

On the subject of imagery, you referred
to wallpaper. And yet, in terms of
soundtrack, you seem firmly opposed
to musical decoration. In your films,
music is never extra-diegetic - with one
exception, the final sequence of “Fraises
des bois”.

I love cinema music in other people’s
films, in Almodovar for example. | find
it wondcrful but in my own films | don’t
know how to use it, I don’t hear it. With
the sound editing, the aim was to lend
the film a musical atmosphere, but with
everyday sounds. Two pieces of music
were planned in the original script: an
extract from Ravel’s “Concerto for the
Left Hand”, in a scene that was not shot in
the end, and the “Humming Chorus” from
Puccini’s “Madama Butterfly”, which was
supposed to be used elsewhere in the film.
But I soon lost interest in hearing it at that
point, | found it absurd, because there
was no diegetic music anywhere else. But
Isabelle, the editor had a bit of an intuition
and tried to place it somewhere else, where
it didn’t work much better... and then, as
a last resort, she tried it at the end, the
end being a kind of final bend, something
unexpected in the kind of film this is. And
there, to our great surprise, it worked... So
even if it means changing things around,
sometimes it’s best to just go ahead and
try things out. What's more, it’s a piece
of music, with its ethereal voices, which
has a real fairy-tale feel to it. But other
than that, T have to admit I'm a bit
uptight about music, I'm always worried

it might seem as if I'm just trying to plug
something. In that respect at least, I prefer
to stick to the beaten track.

Shooting in Amiens and Picardy once
again, is that a way of sticking to the
beaten track too?

I'm a native of Savoie, and Savoie is so
beautiful that I don’t know if there are any
more stories left to tell about it. Whereas
in Picardy, I'm always surprised by the
horizon, [ never get used to it. To be able
to see so far, wnhout obstruction, to see the
sky meeting the land, is really somolhmg
which blows me away, | feel it physically.
That region, the Baie de Somme, its limits
and its borders, those moments where
the landscape stops and gives way to the
sea when you didn’t expect it to be there,
there are aspects of folding there too,
vet again. The landscape folds into two
parts: one part is the fields of sugarbeet,
the other a majestic sky with, suddenly, a
light like nothing ever seen before. Even
alter twenty years spent in that region., it
still feels brand new to me. And the whole
thing inspires fiction, it tells stories all the
time. And since, in the end, bodies are
what interest me most, Picardy has vast
spaces where one can lose oneself, but
which are also an extremely welcoming
place for bodies.

Interviewed in Paris, 16 January 2012
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Dominique Choisy is a former student of the French cinema school, 'IDHEC
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