SYNOPSIS

andsome young general Armand de Montriveau has searched across the
seas for the woman he fell madly in love with five years ago. He finally finds
Antoinette, the Duchess of Langeais, living chastely in a Majorcan convent...

It was love at first sight for Montriveau upon meeting Antoinette, a married coquette
who frequents the most extravagant balls of 1820s Restoration Paris, where hypo-
crisy and vanity reign. Flattered by his attentions, the alluring Antoinette orchestra-
tes a calculating game of seduction, but she repeatedly refuses Montriveau. Despite
his sincere romantic declarations, Montriveau's passion remains unfulfilled. When
the humiliated Montriveau eventually seeks his revenge, Antoinette's love awakens.
But it may well be too late for the star-crossed lovers.
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“She wasn't in love,
she had a passion.”

Balzac, referring to the Duchess.

MARTINE MARIGNAC © IN CONVERSATION
WITH JACQUES RIVETTE AND PASCAL BONITZER

Martine Marignac: How did you approach adapting
Balzac's short story La Duchesse de Langeais?
Jacques Rivette: Our first decision was to be faithful not
only to the spirit but also the letter of Balzac's text. What
happens between the Duchess and General Armand de
Montriveau illustrates the errors in the ways of a tiny clan
from the Saint-Germain neighborhood in Paris at a particu-
lar time, the Restoration.Very early on, we decided to stick
as close as possible to the context of the story.

Pascal Bonitzer: Yes, staying faithful to Balzac, unlike
Giraudoux's script for the film by Jacques de Baroncelli
(made in 1941, starring Edwige Feuillere and Pierre-Richard
Willm) which, in the end, told a totally different story than
the one Balzac had written.

M.M.: It has to be said that none of the Duchess's argu-
ments for rejecting Armand can be stripped of their
political context and adapted to modern times.

J-R.: Quite so. From the very beginning, our aim, even if it
may seem fanciful, was to transpose Balzac's writing into the
grammar of film. His writing plays on contradictory forces
that generate a kind of system of contained explosions. Long
sentences interspersed with parentheses, surprising changes
of speed, a way of recounting events almost by missing out
the most important things. That's why Balzac has to be read
word by word. It's three-dimensional writing.

M.M.: Although the adaptation is faithful to Balzac's
text, dialogue was needed for scenes that weren't in his
short story.

P.B.: Actually, there aren't that many. The only thing we
added - and the idea comes from Christine Laurent - is the
small scene in the servants' quarters. In the book, the ser-
vants probably have a lot to say but they keep their own
counsel. Everything else - the dinner conversations between
Montriveau and his friends, for example - is taken from
other texts Balzac wrote around the same period. He called
them “physiologies” because they dealt with the mores and
clichés of the period.

M.M.: A few words about Jeanne Balibar and
Guillaume Depardieu...

J-R.: We broke with usual practice by not looking for
actors to play the leads, but by writing a project for Jeanne
and Guillaume, for which we didn't yet have funding. There
was a desire to make a film around them facing off. After
considering the whole of Western literature, we once more
came down to Balzac, with the only condition for this
choice, as we said earlier; being
respect for his story.

M.M.: And the title, Don't
Touch The Axe?

J-R.: Actually, that was the
short story's original title. It
was only ten years later that
Balzac changed it with a view to
including it in his Human
Comedy collection, in which this
story is the centerpiece of the
Treize (Thirteen) trilogy, between Ferragus and La Fille Aux
Yeux d'Or.

P.B.: The trilogy deals with a secret society called the
Treize, but in an elliptical way. They are never in the fore-
ground, which is very fitting for a secret society. From time
to time, they come out of hiding to perform some glorious
deed of derring-do. And sometimes, they arrive too late, as
in La Fille Aux Yeux d'Or. The notion of being “too late”
underpins Don't Touch The Axe.The role of time is an essential
element in the story.

M.M.: You mentioned staying faithful to Balzac's
writing. His sentences are similar to long takes, one
of your trademarks as a filmmaker.

J.R.: It's amazing to think that Balzac is a writer | had great
difficulty reading. | tried for over thirty years without getting
anywhere! In the early 50s, Rohmer had said to me, “If you
want to make movies, there are two writers you need to read -
Balzac and Dostoyevsky.” | came to Dostoyevsky very late.As
for Balzac, | “discovered” him one
sleepless night when | came across
Une Ténébreuse Affaire. That novel
converted me and opened the lock
to the rest of his work.
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M.M.:The serial element is one
of the fascinating things about
Balzac's work.

J-R.: It was a very gradual develop-
ment. He first used characters from
previous stories when he was writing
Le Pére Goriot. According to legend, at the time, he wrote his
sister a letter, exclaiming, “My dear friend, I'm am becoming a
genius!” Whether the anecdote is true or not, what it says
is true! During the shoot, | was particularly aware of the
very elliptical, brutal nature of our work.VWhat we were trying
to do with this text was not an adaptation, and even less an
illustration. It was, if | can put it like this, a “compression”, like
one of those sculptures by César (French sculptor, 192 1-98).

(*) Producer of the film



