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Synopsis

All over France, there are still examples of what are
known as “single-class schools” that bring together all
the children of a village around one teacher, from kinder-
garten to the last year of primary school.

Between isolation and opening up to the world, these
eclectic little groups share everyday life, for better and
for worse.

This film was shot in one of them, somewhere in the
heart of the Auvergne.
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Director’s notes

“TO BE AND TO HAVE" isn't a documentary in the tradi-
tional sense, with a demonstrative and didactic approach.
| wanted to tell a story, provoke emotion and stay close to the
characters in this adventure in order to share their trials, joys
and minor dramas, the whole range of feelings that we expe-
rience along the rocky path of learning to read, write,
count... and, in the end, grow up.

| wanted the film to be set in a reasonably mountainous area,
with a tough climate and harsh winters. Before choosing this
particular school, | contacted more than 300 establish-
ments and visited a good hundred of them. | wanted a
school with limited numbers (10 to 12 pupils), so that each
child would be easily identifiable. | also wanted the fullest
age range possible — from kindergarten to the final year of
primary school — to show the atmosphere and charm of
these small, eclectic communities and the very specific
work required from the teachers.

| realized, of course, that a great deal would depend on the
choice (and the shoulders) of the teacher, but | remained
very open on this vital point. It could be a man or a woman,
young or nearing retirement, with experience or not... | was
aware that the final film would not be the same but, on that
level, | didn't have any preconceptions.

During scouting, that lasted around five months, most of the
teachers that | met seemed extremely involved in their work.
Their methods and educational ideas varied greatly but,
since | was ungualified to judge such aspects, | left them in
the background. The teacher that | chose, Mr Georges
Lopez, had been recommended by the local educational
inspector. Despite his slightly traditional approach, he appea-
red as the right man as soon as | stepped through his class-
room door. | never had cause to regret my decision. Beneath
his slightly authoritarian airs, |1 soon discovered a subtle
and modest man, closely focused on his pupils. The film
owes a great deal to him and | think that is obvious.

When | met him, he was surprised that someone would want
to make a feature film on such a fragile, unspectacular sub-
ject. I talked to him about my approach and my convinction
that filming a child struggling with a subtraction could beco-
me a real epic... &

In turn, he told me about his class, about his attachment to
this small group that obliged him, even after 35 years of
experience, to adapt his work methods incessantly, without
concealing that he himself found them a little too classical,
suggesting several times that | pick someone with a more
modern approach...

| tried to reassure him: 1 didn't intend to carry out an in-
depth examination of the way he taught fractions or the
past participle. Of course, the whole film would revolve
around him but, despite being in the camera’s eye at all
times, he would be part of the whole. Little by little, he star-
ted to feel comfortable with the idea... At 55, he had a year
and a half left before retirement. A chance perhaps,
through this experience, to round off his career before
moving on to something else.

The parents, in turn, quickly gave their agreement, proba-
bly because of the trust and respect that they feel for this
teacher who has been among them for the last 20 years.
Even so, | felt it was necessary to tell them from the out-
set that their children wouldn’t be filmed equally nor
shown in the most flattering situations. Otherwise, there
would be no film and certainly no story. | also anticipated
the issue of editing, telling them that it would be necessary
to do away with hours and hours of footage, possibly sacri-
ficing some magnificent scenes, since the final cut isn't a
“best of” but a construction that obeys its own rules as
much as the director's wishes... In short, to rule out any
ambiguity, | wanted to assert the subjectivity of my vision
and of my future choices from the word go.

As for the children, since we also asked their opinion, they
were proud to have been chosen but, to be honest, | don't
think the younger ones really understood what was going on
at first.

Shooting took place over ten weeks, between December
2000 and June 2001. On the first day, we took time to
explain to them how we were going to work, what all our
equipment was for... Each of the children had a look
through the camera, played with the zoom, tried on the
headphones... Then the teacher took things in hand. They
got back to work and so did we. After three days, we were
almost a part of the classroom.

There were four of us on the crew: a cameraman, a sound
engineer, a camera assistant and myself. On a technical
level, it was fairly complicated. The sound engineer had to
cover the whole class and, by definition, we never knew in
advance who was going to speak. For the image was
concerned, there were countless pitfalls to avoid: we had to
watch our reflections in the windows and the blackboard at
all times. The decision not to add any additional lighting to
the classroom’s neon lights left very little depth of field and
as a result, no margin of error for the focus. But that is part
and parcel of this kind of shoot and forces everyone to do
their best.

Throughout filming, we tried to remain as discreet as possi-
ble, so as not to perturb the daily life of the class. Moreover,
| made sure that we adopted a sort of “benevolent neutrali-
ty”, without which the whole thing would have fallen apart...
One of the goals was to see how the teacher would manage
to get 13 pupils of different ages and levels to work together
at the same time. There was no question of helping a child
who might have asked us for assistance. No question of
laughing if one of them clowned around... It was tough at
times but we each had our roles to play. Each new film
means finding the necessary distance. The footage is the
direct reflection of this.

In the end, | had almost 60 hours of rushes. The film came
together in the cutting room. For me, it's a very open film,
giving all viewers the chance to read into it what they like,
notably their own childhood memories... Personally, | see a
certain gravity and even a certain violence, even if this
remains contained. Before making the film, | think | had for-
gotten how hard it is to learn and grow up. This immersion in
the school world was a powerful reminder of that. And per-
haps that's the film’s true subject.
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