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" INTERVIEW WITH SAFY NEBBOU

How did you get involved in this project?

Safy Nebbou: [I've been reading Alexandre Dumas since I was a
teenager and I love how powerful his writing is. And I knew that he
had a ghostwriter, Auguste Maquet. I was working on another subject
when this project came to me from producers Frank Le Wita and Marc
de Bayser, through Jean-Frangois Gabard, my agent, and screenwriter
Gilles Taurand, who Film Oblige had hired to adapt "SIGNE DUMAS”,
the stage play by Cyril Gély and Eric Rouquette, which had been very
popular back in 2003. Even though I was a little hesitant at the idea of
doing a period piece with costumes, I was instantly taken by the script
and its perspective: that of the man behind the scenes.

The identity swap, the ghostwriter who think he’s the author, seemed
like a great idea, with great comic and tragic potential as well. Like any
director, I think, I wanted to put my stamp on the story. I'd wanted to
work with Gilles Taurand for a long time and that took care of the rest.
I actually didn’t want to read the stage play, we worked with his
adaptation. Things were very natural between us. We worked on the
film’s structure with great joy and freedom. Gilles” dialogue breathed
life into the script, gave it a modern feel and a sense of truth that blew
me away.

Are any of your own interests reflected in the script?
Yes, especially in the identity crisis - a theme which permeates THE

GIRAFFE’S NECK and MARK OF AN ANGEL, my first two feature films.
But also the “too late” obsession, not having the time do or say things,

How do you see the two characters?

You play with an obvious paradox: Maquet, who is a little uneasy with
fiction when writing, turns out to be excellent with it in life, since he
takes on the identity of Dumas as if it were second nature.

In that respect, DUMAS seems to draw comparisons with the times
we live in today.

It seems, looking back, like you’re constantly fighting to avoid the
clichés of period films.




You shot on location?

Did you have any influences?

The inauguration of Monte-Cristo plays with the unlikely. We hear
Arab music. And Dominique Blanc dresses up as Catherine de Medici,
a choice that seems a little like a reference to QUEEN MARGOT.

Yes, and Benoit Poelvoorde as Mazarin is a reference to VINGT ANS
APRES. The ball is full of false appearances; Maquet is the only one
who wears the mask of a false identity.

We decided fairly quickly, with Karen Miiller Serreau, our Costume
Designer, and Cyril Gomez-Mathieu, that we had to find an overall theme
for the party. That period overflowed with orientalism and Dumas had
always been fascinated by the Arab world; he’d also travelled quite a
bit in Asia. His Tsar costume was inspired by a photo of Nadar after a
tour of Russia.

I asked Fawzy Al-Aiedy, who is a great Iraqi singer and musician, to
come participate in the film and I'm delighted he accepted.

Choosing Gérard Depardieu to play Dumas, a man completely run by
his desires, didn’t that run the risk of being redundant?

I have to admit that Gérard Depardieu as Dumas quickly became the obvious
choice to everyone, but I wondered if he still wanted to take on that kind of
character. And where he was at with his own desire to make films.

Also, in the last few years, the Depardieu/Dumas association had become
synonymous with television - I think I couldn’t quite handle that. I
talked a lot with Claire Blondel, who represents Gérard at Artmedia, and
I expressed my desire to work with him as well as my fears, and she
reassured me quite a bit. Together with Bertrand de Labbey, we decided
to send him the script. He accepted right away, and told me what a
pleasure it was for him to read, what he thought he could sink his teeth
into as an actor, and about the strength of the dialogue and scenes and
his desire to work with Benoit and Dominique.

Before shooting, I almost always hold reading sessions with the actors.
I had done it with Benoit, Dominique and Mélanie. When I mentioned
that off-handedly to Gérard, he said, “What about me?”

The next day at 9 A.M. he was reading Dumas and having fun like a kid.
[ think I was happy but hadn’t quite grasped the idea that I was going to

do a film with a legend of French film.

[ warned him that I would be keeping extremely close to the actors,
breathing down their necks, moving with them. That the dialogue
shouldn’t hold them back. But Gérard learned his lines every day.

So he was Dumas.

Within minutes. I like to begin by shooting the first scene of the film.
Also, I knew that on a boat, we would all be in the same boat! Gérard
was already overdoing it a bit with his first two lines. [ went up to him
and timidly whispered, “I think maybe you don’t need to act out Dumas’
colorful, extravagant side so much. If you start out on too high of a note,
in ten minutes everyone’s ears are going to be hurting, especially yours.
Don’t forget how tremendously fond you are of Maquet...” There was a
dead silence, and then he looked me deep in the eye: “You’re right, I have
to stop doing Depardieu - when I see myself, I can’t take it anymore.”
So he found a way to be Dumas with simplicity, without forcing it, with
subtlety, sincerity and humility.



What about Benoit Poelvoorde?

I’d wanted to work with Benoit for a long time, preferably on a dramatic
role. I love clowns, especially sad clowns. He’s a remarkable actor who
is becoming less and less afraid of showing his vulnerability. We looked
for a clear line, a sort of calm and purity.

Sometimes he couldn’t stand the minimalism I was imposing upon him
any more. He looked like an alka-seltzer in a glass of water. He was
holding back and at the same time he was boiling on the inside.

The encounter between the two men added a lot to the film. They
immediately bonded with each other, were extremely fond of one
another, but I never felt left out. On the contrary, I felt inspired by their
confidence and kindness.

There was a really good feeling on the set thanks to those two, and
thanks to our incredible, tight-knit team as well.

How did you cast the female actors?

Without hesitating an instant. I’'d always wanted to do a film with
Dominique Blanc. I’ve liked her impeccability and her work for a long
time. I offered her the role of an exuberant character. I loved the idea
of leading Dominique down that path. And she did too.

[ wanted her to be funny, disarming, unpredictable and radiant...
Dominique gave Céleste depth and vulnerability.

Was Mélanie Thierry an obvious choice?

[ didn’t know much about her. It was her agent, Frangois Samuelson,
who suggested I meet her. I had already seen a lot of young actresses
and we’d done screen tests. I had to admit she was obviously the one.
Mélanie is a fantastic actress who fills Charlotte with the spirit of a

young, committed heroine. She has character and energy, and a lot of
imagination too.

As for Catherine Mouchet, what a dream! Ever since she did THERESE
by Alain Cavalier, I've wanted to work with her. She gives Caroline
Magquet strength, depth and distinction and a musicality all her own.
She’s an exceptional actress.

The women in the film are the ones who uphold the ideals of
the revolution.

Yes, the women are the free birds. Caroline Maquet (Catherine
Mouchet) has fever in her veins, not just for politics but a fever to
live - she wants to have fun and feel innocent again...

Charlotte Desrives (Mélanie Thierry) comes to Paris to set the world
on fire and fight “her own” revolution.

Céleste Scriwaneck (Dominique Blanc) is tired of keeping her
mouth shut and is fed up with the cowardice of men.

The women embody irreverence and freedom.

Now and then, something tragic pierces through the comedy.







BIOGRAPHY SAFY NEBBOU

Safy Nebbou was born in Bayonne, France in 1968.

Starting out as an actor, he performed at the Théatre des Chimeres for eight years, in plays by authors as diverse as Grumberg, Topor, Chekhov,
Moliere, Valle-Inclan, Chédid, Feydeau...

After leading workshops and teaching theater arts, he became a director and put on thirty plays between 1989 and 1998.

Safy Nebbou has written and directed many award-winning short films shown worldwide. In 2003, he made his first feature-length film:
THE GIRAFFE’S NECK. He has also directed advertisements for both French and international companies since 2004.

DUMAS is his third feature-length film.

He is currently working on the script for his next film, an adaptation of CAGE BETE, by Boileau-Narcejac, with co-writer Gilles Taurand.
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A CURIOUS TALE BY GILLES TAURAND

The collaboration between Auguste Maquet and Alexandre Dumas
spanned from 1844 to 1851 and gave rise to the publication of seventeen
novels, including THE THREE MUSKETEERS, THE COUNT OF MONTE
CRISTO, QUEEN MARGOT, LE VICOMTE DE BRAGELONNE, JOSEPH
BALSAMO, ANGE PITOU and others. Masterful works, all signed by the
hand of Alexandre Dumas, yet Maquet would claim he wrote them in a
lawsuit that took place in 1858. The court awarded him 25% authorship
rights but denied him credit as co-author. One man would be enshrined
in the Pantheon; the other would end up in an anonymous grave in Pere-
Lachaise cemetery, 54th division, Chemin Montlouis.

During the ten years of their wildly productive collaboration, Dumas
constantly repeated that he couldn’t do without Maquet! He spoke of
him as “the man who works perhaps more than anyone in the world,
rarely goes out, is rarely seen, rarely heard and excessively loyal in spirit.”
The exact opposite of Dumas, and since opposites attract, they became
inseparable.  An infernal, co-dependant duo continually vacillating
between love and hate. If Maquet was behind schedule, Dumas would
panic: “I've run completely dry,” he wrote, “quick, give me a boost!”
Or again: “What will happen to Maurevel? [ need to know, so I won’t
be walking like a blind man.” When Maquet took time off to handle
family business, Dumas suddenly felt powerless. The ghostwriter became
the indispensable associate, breaking new ground, outlining the novels’
structures, researching, archiving, proposing plots and dialogue. The
master eagerly seized these pages, which he called “drafts”, added a
thousand details, rewrote the dialogue... and signed Alexandre Dumas.

At what point does an associate who can imitate to perfection become a
true co-author? This is the question that would slowly eat away at their

friendship. In the beginning of the idyllic period, Maquet rejected the very
idea of a contract, deeming it unworthy of such a productive partnership.
Word of honor sufficed for co-writing “half a million lines”! Ten years
later, the ghostwriter tallied up the bill, realized he’d been cheated, and
the divorce began.

When Frank Le Wita and Marc de Bayser, Producers at Film Oblige, offered
me the chance to adapt SIGNE DUMAS, the cruel and funny stage play
by Cyril Gély and Eric Rouquette, I didn’t take long to answer. Having
read a biographer’s comment that “the two men identified so completely
with each other, so indistinguishable were their style and approach, that
they could take each other’s place,” I thought it would be amusing if one
day Maquet pretended to be the great Alexandre Dumas. That was the
starting point for this tragicomedy. Of course, wanting to be someone
else is a way of letting go of yourself, but for a man behind the scenes it’s
also a possibility, for the short time he is mistaken for another, to believe
he’s not just a “hack” but a master of words, an irresistible Don Juan, a
revolutionary who will be stopped by nothing... at least in appearance.

Safy Nebbou immediately sized up the stakes of the imposture, both
cinematographically and in the script: transforming the Chateau de
Monte Cristo into an exotic baroque menagerie and imagining that when
the masks fell away, the party would become an oriental costume ball,
are not just decorative ideas, but real directorial choices. Since cinema
is above all an art of illusion, in that game of hide and seek with truth,
creating fiction was a challenge, as opposed to historical reenactment or
what we call today a “biopic”. I always find it fascinating to see how a
director who starts out with a “commission” can create an inspired and
personal work of art.
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