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JAM, a young Greek woman, is sent to
Istanbul by her uncle Kakourgos, a former
sailor and passionate fan of Rebetiko,
on a mission to find a rare engine part for their
boat. There she meets Avril, 18, who came from
France to volunteer with refugees, ran out of
money, and knows no one in Turkey. Generous,
sassy, unpredictable and free, Djam takes Avril
under her wing on the way to Mytilene—a journey
made of music, encounters, sharing and hope.
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Where did the idea for this film come from?
From Rebetiko music, which I discovered in 1983 on
a trip to Turkey to introduce a screening of my film Les
Princes. Rebetiko started in the rough neighborhoods of
Athens and Thessaloniki, and spread to the islands when
the Atatürk expelled the Greeks from Turkey. There is
never anger in the music, rather revolt and melancholy,
as is true of all the music I like. It’s music of the unloved,
of people who are proud of who they are. Subversive
music. In Rebetiko, the lyrics are words that heal.

Why make a film about this style of music,
and why now?
Because its songs are songs of exile: the Greeks’
departure from Izmir, crossing the seas in rowboats... In
my work, everything stems from music and exile. As a
child in the early sixties, I saw European settlers leaving
Algeria. I can still see them in tears, sitting on their
suitcases through the bars of the port in Algiers, waiting
for a boat back to mainland France. I was there with
them. I can still see the Vietnamese boat people twenty
years later, with their overturned boats, so similar to
the fate of today’s migrants and their ramshackle boats
washing up on the coast of Lesbos. I have seen so
many peoples condemned to exile that with this film
I wanted to talk about all migrants, of yesterday and
today. Rebetiko and the urge to film a free-spirited young
woman gave me the energy to undertake this project.

To what do you attribute this power?
The cultural melting-pot. I deeply believe in it. Leaving
one’s country can also be positive—new horizons,
new lifestyles. What I like about Rebetiko is the blend
between Orient and Occident. That’s where I come
from. East and West have been in me since childhood.
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There are two young women on the road...
Djam, the first, is headed home and takes the second
under her wing on the way. Avril is a 19-year-old
Frenchwoman, who came to Turkey to do voluntary aid
work, and is completely lost. Together, they travel from
Istanbul to the island of Mytilene, which is the route that
the migrants take. When Djam takes hold of a Rebetiko
song, she is at one with the music and expresses its full
meaning in a mixture of insolence, revolt and serenity.
As Djam, Daphne Patakia is without violence. Everything
she says or expresses with her body is at full tilt, as raw
as the finest matter—she is hewn of beautiful rock—but
in no way brutal.

to learn to play it. Everything she does in the film comes
from her own hard work.
Djam is Daphne’s first leading role and her
first French film. How did you find her?
I spent a long time looking for an actress to play
Djam. Six months before the shoot, I still hadn’t found
her. She did not have to be beautiful, but she had to be
able to speak Greek and French. My assistant in Greece
mentioned Daphne to me—both parents Greek, born in
Belgium, speaks perfect French. As soon as we met, the
film’s action began to take shape through her. I sensed
she would give it all she had, absolutely everything.
Growing up in Belgium, Daphne never lost track of her
Greek culture. She knows the meaning of exile.

Daphne is omnipresent. She sings, she
dances. How did she prepare? Did you give
her particular directions?
I asked Daphne to learn to sing, play music and
dance the belly dance. She does all her own singing
in the film, she never mimes. Like most Greeks, Daphne
has a great musical culture. She already knew most of
the Rebetiko songs by heart, but I was struck by how
quickly she learned and how hard she worked. The
first time we met, I asked her if she could sing and if
she agreed to learn the belly dance. I also gave her a
baglama, the instrument used in Rebetiko, and asked her
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There are always strong women in your films—
loners who hit the road and have adventures.
Those are the women I love. Céline Sallette in
Geronimo. Asia Argento in Transylvania. I have no
urge to film victims.
Tell us about the cemetery scene where Djam
pees on her grandfather’s grave.
She announces it clearly and simply: I piss on the graves
of those who ban music and freedom. She must do it,
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simple as that. But she says it without anger or hatred.
Djam is violent only once in the film, when she confronts
the repo men with a shotgun. Conversely, it is anger
that drives Avril to undress on the road. She has a pride
akin to that of gypsies.
While observing Avril, the singer that she and
Djam meet at the station notes her resemblance
to the women of the 16th century.
Her physique is not modern. You read «Enlightenment»
and «French Revolution» on her skin and her face. It’s
a vast culture, which is totally foreign to her. She does
not use it, she has never known it, and describes her
roots as being in a housing estate. Where are you
from? Djam asks. A housing estate, she answers, as
if it were a country or a region. She does not have
the passport of song or music, but one word is all it
takes to bring her into the dance. She is not like the
Greeks, who still get together to sing songs going back
hundreds of years, recounting their family tree. The
recognition, in the beauty of her face, of the beauty of
women from bygone times when France was the cradle
of the Enlightenment, brings to the surface a legacy she
never knew she had in her.

By meeting these people, she has found faith—the
faith to stand together and reach out to others. Rebetiko
fosters sharing.
You never worked with Simon Abkarian
before.
For the role of Kakourgos, Djam’s uncle, I wanted an
actor whose face is a journey. Even though we know
Simon is Armenian, we don’t know exactly where from.
He personifies exile. We go back a long way, and I
knew that Simon was a true aficionado of Rebetiko
music. When I asked him to act out the scene where he
talks about Djam’s mother, who died in exile in Paris,

She seems drawn to discover Greek culture.
– 10 –

– 11 –

– 12 –

Simon gave me the gift of his sincerity and emotion.
He must have gone looking for that on his travels in
Armenia, Lebanon or elsewhere.

Those are the traces that I wanted to film to evoke the
exodus of the Syrians, as testimony to their passing
through. That’s the image of exile that I want to keep.

You contrast the extraordinarily carnal
presence of Djam and Avril with the migrants’
incorporeal presence—inscriptions on the
walls in a station, an extinguished bonfire...
I was very aware of setting these young women off
on a journey in the footsteps of migrants who walk
from Istanbul to Edirne to cross the Ardas River—a very
deep river, 20-30 meters wide that marks the border—
before they reach Kastanies in Greece. The migrants
are pushed across at night by the people smugglers
in small inflatable boats. When they reach the other
side, they head for the train station at Didimoticho. All
the migrants go through that station and I was sure I
would find signs of their presence when we got there.
When we arrived with my actors, the day of the shoot,
I found half-burned logs and realized that the migrants
had made tea—left behind charred tin cans and tea
bags were there as proof. They had used old railroad
sleepers to build a shelter, and they wrote on the walls
in charcoal. Somebody had written: Come free from
Sham. Blood is shed in Aleppo and Idlib. The mention
of Sham proves a deliberate intention to emigrate.

Like the mountains of life vests abandoned on
an empty plot of land?
Seeing those piles of life vests, hidden out of sight a
hundred meters or so from the beach was like seeing
thousands of stories heaped on top of each other.
Migrants bought those life vests, some of which were
fakes, at a high price from the people smugglers before
they made the crossing. Way too many did not have
the good fortune to reach the Greek coast at Skala
Sikaminas, which is on Lesbos ten kilometers from
Turkey. Some of the wearers of those vests are dead.
Djam ends on an almost optimistic note.
That’s the crux of the movie—life is more important
than anything else. All the rest—walls, countries—is
only money. If I have to choose between money and
life, I choose life. Even though very serious things loom
ahead all over the world. The aim of the people taking
us back in time, by building borders, concrete walls or
razor wire fences, is to protect money. So, yes, I am like
my heroes on their boat singing a Rebetiko song. We’re
free, we exist. And I vote for life.
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We are far removed from the despair of Pano,
the Greek who threatens to bury himself
standing up in the grave that he digs with his
own hands after he is evicted from his home.
Let there be no mistake, there is pride in his gesture.
For that scene, I was inspired by a gypsy poem, Bury
me standing up, which is emblematic of modern-day
Greece: a population that the power of money drives to
self-inhumation, but a proud people that will not kneel,
that keeps its head high. And behind that depressed
man, there is a whole people that sings.
Pano finds work in Norway, while Kakourgos
and his family will most likely wander from
port to port. There is a lot of violence in their
trajectories. Could they be said to capture the
state of contemporary Europe, which forces
its citizens to move to make a living, while
closing its borders to others?
Of course! It’s not by chance that at the beginning of
the film, I show a fence against which Djam is singing.
Many countries are forgetting what fascism is. By
unburying the hatchet of protectionism, they renege on
everything that has happened since the fall of the Berlin
Wall. Even in France, traditionally reputed to be a land
of welcome, a certain number of people seem ready to
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forget it. It’s scary. Djam also talks about this Europe in
which I no longer feel at home. The only true Europe is
the Europe of culture and exchange. ■

Interview by Marie-Elisabeth Rouchy
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