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Notes on the film by
SOPHIE FILLIERES

hen | was contacted about a project
Wrevolving around Victor Hugo, | was

wary of the idea: a new biopic in period
costumes about a literary national treasure
with mandatory famous passages, corseted
reenactments and imitative performances by
the actors. Moreover, the idea of not being the
absolute starting-point of a film, of the writing
as much as the directing process, left me both
skeptical and very curious (toward myself and
the project). However, there was something
else in the idea put forward by Thierry
Consigny and the producer accompanying
him: a sidelong look at Victor Hugo, a more
experimental approach, an evocation more than
a reenactment. Thierry Consigny had written a
beautiful text (Léopoldine), which | was given
the opportunity to make mine, with complete
freedom and without concern for staying faithful
to the original story. In it, he told the story of the
author of Les Misérables and the three years that

followed his daughter’s death: years of grieving,
introspection and transformation, at the end of
which the writer was not only a different man,
but also a different artist. There was, in that story,
a motif that caught my attention, which | had
never dealt with in my films. It was the theme
of paternity that is suspended, hindered or
truncated by a man being deprived of his child,
and of the “void” that this absence engenders
in a life. | saw the potency of a man (genius
writer perhaps, but a man above all else) and
his supreme vulnerability. | saw the tragic and
implacable twist of fate. And | felt the urge to
reverse fate and bring face-to-face the man-and-
writer who loses his daughter and the man-and-
actor who belatedly discovers he is the father of
a young woman who reaches out to him.
Clearly, Fabrice Luchini's attachment to the
project strengthened my conviction that here
we had a one-of-a-kind movie to write and
direct. A sensitive authority in the work of Victor
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MA VIE MA GUEULE LA BELLE ET

LA BELLE ARRETE OU JE CONTINUE
UN CHAT UN CHAT GENTILLE
AlE GRANDE PETITE



Interview with

PASCAL BONITZER

When Sophie Fillieres was writing the
screenplay, did she mention or discuss the
project with you?

| don’t have any specific memory, but yes, of
course, she mentioned it. And when | read the
screenplay after it had been given to me to shoot
it, | was struck by how inspired she had been.

Before you agreed to film it, the names of
other directors had been thrown into the mix.

| never thought that it would fall into my
hands but, one evening, | invited my children to
dinner, and they put the script down on the table,
saying, "We'd like you to make it." | had to take
a moment to think it over, but when | read the
script, | thought it was superb. It encapsulated
Sophie's outlook, sense of humor and lyricism.
| wondered if | could capture all of that, but |
barely hesitated. And | knew Fabrice, even if it
had been a quarter-century since we last worked
together. From the moment | sensed the planets

aligning, and with the producer Charles Gillibert
and Fabrice on board, | agreed to direct.

Do you approach a film like this in a different
state of mind than whenit’s a personal project?

Totally. Especially as it's the first time | have
shot a film that | did not write. At the same time,
| did not feel foreign to its mindset since | had
such an intimate connection to Sophie, after so
long together, and her films, which | adored. |
was seduced by the story, as well as the humor
and poetry of the characters, not only Fabrice's
protagonist but also the young women he
meets—the actresses, his daughter Lisbeth, and
the girl who works in the bakery. And | have to
say that casting director Stéphane Batut was a
great help, doing the screen tests with me and
putting together a fantastic female cast.

he idea of a not-quite fictional alter ego of
Fabrice Luchini came from Sophie Fillieres?
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Yes, of course. To be precise, it was my idea
to call him Zucchini. In the screenplay, his name
was Luchini, but Fabrice was not sure about
this fictional Luchini, whose backstory and
career bore no relation to his own. So Robert
Zucchini stepped in. He is not Fabrice. He is a
character from a parallel world, completely him
and nothing like him. By the way, | should say
a word about the show that Zucchini performs
because people might think that the script was
based on Fabrice's one-man show about Hugo,
when quite the opposite happened. During the
writing of the script, that wonderful show had
not yet come into existence. We jumped at the
chance to film Fabrice's performances at the
Théatre de la Porte Saint-Martin, shooting there
three times and matching specific moments in
the show, which corresponded more or less to
the script, with scenes written for the film, where
Zucchini seems to be about to lose control of his

performance because of incidents such as the
theft of the car or Lisbeth's arrival in the audience.
The character is, therefore, part-Fabrice and not
him at all since the story is totally fictitious.

It's practically a triangular perspective—
the gaze of the fictional character from the
perspective of his model with yourself as
observer of their exchange.

Fabrice is frighteningly clever but that
intelligence does not diminish his sensitivity. He
brought to this slightly melancholy character
a lot of empathy that gave rise to fascinating
subtlety.

Did his performance engender a specific
directorial approach to the framing and
camera angles?

I'm a big fan of long takes but | won't make
them a point of principle. I'm very flexible about
how we use and position the camera. And | got
along excellently with DP Yves Angelo for our
first film together. | chose him partly because he
knows Fabrice very well, having often worked
with him both as DP and director. He knew the
right approach to take, and did a magnificent
job. Directorially, | was very keen to see where
the script and the actors' performances would
take me.

How did you develop the character with
Fabrice? He does not like the notion of “giving
direction.’




We barely rehearsed beyond a table-read in
the presence of Charles Gillibertand Emmanuelle
Garassino, who is Fabrice's partner and director
of his one-man shows. She was very present
and very useful in preparation for the film.

The theme of the alter ego intersects with the
way the film approaches two different aspects
of Victor Hugo: the literary legend venerated
by Zucchini; and the more “questionable”
reality of Victor Hugo the man.

One of the movie's central themes is the
feminist reevaluation of who Hugo was, which
is embodied by the three actresses played by
Suzanne de Baecque, Louise Orry-Diquéro and
Iris Bry, not forgetting Sarah Touffic Othman-
Schmitt, the wonderful actress who plays
the bakery intern. That reevaluation was very
important to Sophie. | must point out that | did
not rewrite the script. | had to make a few cuts,
and there is some improvisation, which is new
for me, such as the scene where the actresses
call Hugo a horndog. The word was not in
Sophie's script. | slipped it into the dialogue. A

teacher friend of mine told me about one of her
high-school colleagues who wanted to teach
a class about Hugo. A young female student
stood up and said, “You're not going to talk to
us about that horndog." And the class could not
take place. | understand that the word is quite
brutal, but it provokes a discussion in the film
that was mostly improvised. It was a scene we
shot on the third day of shooting, | think. It was
crucial for Fabrice and myself to see if it would
work with the actresses. After that scene, | said
to Fabrice, “"We're good,’ and he agreed. If that
scene had not worked, there would not have
been a movie. Simple as that.

The young actresses are not anti-Hugo, they
are simply putting things straight.

Absolutely. Let's just say that the script
engendered this conversation, which is not
bad-tempered, as is sometimes the case, but
written in a lighthearted tone from a comedic
angle. The actresses’ show puts the spotlight on
the women in Hugo's life, his companions and
lovers, especially the three women who meant
most to him, Adele his wife, Juliette Drouet his
official mistress, who was with him to the end
of her own life, and Léonie Biard, néé d'Aunet,
the least well-known, who was a great love and
mistress of Hugo's, and was very important to
him.

With regard to Zucchini, your protagonist, you
spoke about melancholy, which infuses the

whole film. You strike a comedic tone at the start
but the film ends on a slightly strangled note.

Melancholy is present throughout, simply
because the film begins with the announcement
of the death of Zucchini's former partner.
Obviously, that death hangs over the rest of
the film and overlaps with the biggest tragedy
in Victor Hugo's life, the loss of his daughter
Léopoldine. With the return of Lisbeth, Robert's
daughter, marvelously played by Marie
Narbonne, the aspect of grief, which lends a
darker tint to the comedy, also returns.

Cinemai is, in some respect, the art of ghosts.
Did the ghost of Sophie Fillieres in any way
hang over the movie?

Hugo believed in ghosts. Or in spirits, at least.
There is a magnificent poem, A quoi songeaient
les deux cavaliers dans la forét, which | often
recite to myself before | go to sleep, and that
ends something like this:

The dead lie under our feet in the earth

(:.r)

As if in a dream, they hear our voices

So, yes, Sophie's ghost was present. And clearly
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The film ends with a scene that might have
seemed quite risky in the script, with Zucchini
saving his daughter from drowning, which
resonates with the tragedy of Léopoldine’s
death, as if the actor were correcting part of
Hugo's past.

You filmed and edited in passages from
Fabrice Luchini’s actual one-man show.

How do you usually work with your cast?

— December 2025
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had not seen it coming and, unfortunately, she
died shortly after. My first thought was that the
project would end there, but Sophie’s children,
along with the producer, were insistent that the
film should be made in memory of their mother.
The issue was, who would direct in her place?
Quite naturally, there was the suggestion that
Pascal Bonitzer, the father of Sophie’s children,
should make the movie, which made sense to
me. As no TV channels besides Canal+ and
TV5 Monde agreed to fund the picture, | ended
up supporting the film financially through my
production company.

The film is your reunion with Pascal Bonitzer,
many years after Rien sur Robert.

| was very happy on Rien sur Robert, which
Pascal shot in 1999. There are lines in Hugo that
could have been written by either of them. A
kind of mirror effect, even though they are very

different as filmmakers. Sophie Fillieres was very
whimsical. Pascal Bonitzer is too, but in a whole
different way. Driving all of this, there was also a
friend, Thierry Consigny, who wrote a fine book
about Victor Hugo, Léopoldine.

Coming back to the premise of the movie, a
famous actor who plays Victor Hugo on stage
is reunited with his estranged daughter. How
did Sophie de Fillieres pitch this to you?

The daughter was entirely her idea. | think
that she built it around the melancholy of her
actor protagonist, who is drifting along after,
fundamentally, abandoning life on every level,
neglecting everything else to focus solely on his
art. And the idea of making a connection with
Hugo's experience with his own daughter is very
powerful.

How do you react when you are asked to
play, not yourself, but someone adjacent to
yourself but with the necessary distance?

Every role has something of yourself in it. In
this case, though, the protagonist’s backstory is
nothing like mine.

In that scene, Robert seems to rediscover a
different part of the pleasure of acting. He is
overwrought, worried and late, yet he brings
unexpected splendor to the text.

Because, at that exact moment, theatrical
convention is abandoned. He is asked to recite
Tomorrow at Dawn and, as an actor performing




for the camera, | do not have to project for a
thousand people. | can recite the poem within
myself. It's the camera that comes looking for it.
Jouvet used to say that the unbeatable thing about
film is that it delves into a person’s soul. And that
scene enables us to break free from theatricality.

Cinemaiis also the art of perpetuating ghosts,
giving life to the departed. In this instance, the
ghost of Sophie Fillieres hangs over the film.

Undoubtedly. Since Sophie left us, | have
performed the show a couple of hundred
times. It makes sense. Each time an actor says
something, it's alive. My job is to come back to
that, very precisely, to give life to what seems to
be dead. Niels Arestrup used to say that acting
was putting living words in the mouths of those
who are gone.

In contrast to the actor, there are three
actresses who, to a certain extent, have
decided to bring Hugo to account.

Dramatically, that is very interesting. There are
two distinct approaches to Hugo: the classical
one that my character advocates for, in the
name of literary tradition; and the other, more
biographical one. He was a great romantic. It
was a real thrill to act that out with wonderful
scene partners: Suzanne de Baecque, Iris Bry
and Louise Orry-Diquéro.

As well as the three actresses, there is his
daughter, whom he has not seen for a very

long time.

It's beautiful to act out that scene, where my
character says to his 20-year-old daughter,
whom he is meeting for the first time, “You're my
event, Lisbeth.!” That sentence encapsulates the
mentality of Sophie Fillieres. And Victor Hugo.

What do you think Pascal Bonitzer brings to
Sophie Fillieres's script?

A powerful bloodline. They have in common
the significance of dialogue and no directorial
flashiness.

How does he direct his actors?

Direct? Big question. There will never be an
exact definition of what it means to direct an
actor. Maybe it means loving them, or in other
instances, hating them. At certain junctures,
it means talking to them a lot. At others, it's
remaining silent. It's a funny thing that cannot
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Coming back to Pascal Bonitzer, the film
opens with your voice over a black screen,
which somehow sets the scene for the rest
of the film, the “contradiction” between a
theatrical performance and a painful intimacy.
Is that where he took you?
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PASCAL BONITZER

ascal Bonitzer Pascal Bonitzer was born in
PParis in 1946. He published his first article in

Cahiers du Cinéma in 1969. A number of his
film reviews and critical essays were later collected
in volumes such as The Gaze and the Voice (10/18,
1976), The Blind Field (Cahiers du Cinéma / Gallimard,
1981), and Partial Vision (Capricci, 2016). In 1976, he
co-wrote I, Pierre Riviére, Having Slaughtered My
Mother, My Sister and My Brother... directed by
René Allio, together with Serge Toubiana and Jean
Jourdeuilh. In 1977, he went on to write The Bronté
Sisters for André Téchiné. In 1982, he contributed to
the screenwriting of three films: Cheaters by Barbet
Schroeder, Liberty Belle by Pascal Kané, and Love
on the Ground by Jacques Rivette. This marked
the beginning of a long collaboration with Rivette.
Bonitzer went on to co-write ten films for him, most
often with Christine Laurent, including Gang of Four
(1987), La Belle Noiseuse (1991), Joan the Maid (1994),
Up, Down, Fragile (1996), Va Savoir (2000), and Don’t
Touch the Axe (2004). During the same period, he
also collaborated on several films by André Téchinég,
including Scene of the Crime, The Innocents, My
Favorite Season, Thieves, and Changing Times. For
Raoul Ruiz, who had cast him as an actor in The
Suspended Vocation (1977), Bonitzer wrote Three
Lives and Only One Death (1995) and Genealogies
of a Crime (1996). In 1998, he met Raoul Peck, with
whom he wrote Lumumba. Their collaboration
continued with The Villemin Affair, a six-episode

television series released in 2006, followed by Murder
in Pacot (2014) and The Young Karl Marx (2016). For
Anne Fontaine, he wrote the screenplays for Gemma
Bovery (2014), The Innocents (2016), and White
as Snow (2018). Pascal Bonitzer directed his first
feature film in 1995, Encore, starring Jackie Berroyer
and Valeria Bruni-Tedeschi. The film was awarded
the Jean Vigo Prize in 1996. He then directed seven
further films, including Nothing About Robert (1998),
starring Fabrice Luchini, Sandrine Kiberlain, Michel
Piccoli, and Valentina Cervi; Small Cuts (2003),
with Daniel Auteuil and Kristin Scott Thomas; I'm
Thinking of You (2005), with Edouard Baer, Charles
Berling, Géraldine Pailhas, and Marina de Van;
Looking for Hortense (2012), with Isabelle Carré,
Jean-Pierre Bacri, and Claude Rich; Right Now (2016),
with Agathe Bonitzer, Vincent Lacoste, Isabelle
Huppert, Lambert Wilson, Pascal Greggory, and
Julia Faure; Spellbound (2019), with Sara Giraudeau,
Nicolas Duvauchelle, Anabel Lopez, lliana Lolic, and
Josiane Balasko; and The Stolen Painting (2023),
with Léa Drucker, Alex Lutz, Nora Hamzawi, Louise
Chevillotte, and Arcadi Radeff. He is the father of
Agathe Bonitzer, born in 1989, and Ad-am Bonitzer,
born in 1998. Their mother was the filmmaker
Sophie Fillieres, who passed away on 31 July 2023. 4
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