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Synopsts

1789. On the eve of the French Revolution,
those living at the Court of Versailles continue
to lead carefree, uninhibited lives, far from
the growing unrest in Paris. When news of
the assault on the Bastille reaches the court’s
ears, the nobles flee along with their servants,
deserting the palace... But Sidonie Laborde,
a young reader of the Court who 1s devoted
to the Queen, refuses to believe the rumours.
She 1s certain that under Marie-Antoinette’s
protection she will come to no harm. Little
does she know that these will be the last three
days she will spend at her queen’s side.
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Interview with
Benoit Jacquot

How and when did you discover this book by
Chantal Thomas?

It was back mn 2002, during a round-table dis-
cussion that we were having for “Adolphe”. At
the ime, Antoine de Baecque was heading up
the culture section at Liberation. He brought
Isabelle Adjani, Chantal Thomas and myself
together to discuss the problems of literary
adaptations. Prior to the meeting, he gave us
all a copy of Chantal Thomas’s book “Farewell,
My Queen” which had just won the Femina
Book Award. As soon as I read it, I knew that I
wanted to make it into a film.

Why did you wait so long?

At the time, I realised that it was almost 1m-
possible to try and put together a project of
this scale. “Farewell My Queen” 1s a histori-
cal drama set at Versailles and therefore very
expensive to make. I didn’t know any produ-
cers willing to put together the necessary funds
for such a project. So, I dismissed it from my
mind. Then, when Jean-Pierre Guerin bought
the rights, he asked me to do an adaptation. I
was still as keen on the project.

Of the twenty films you have made, 10 of them
are adaptations.

I am a big reader but I chose to be a filmmaker
and not a writer - a conscious decision on my

part. Naturally books will always play an impor-
tant role in my film projects.

The film tells of the fall of the monarchy, in
the period between the 14th July, the day of
the storming of the Bastille, and the 16th, when
Louis XVI, under public pressure, was forced
to sack Breteuil. The entire story is told through
the eyes of a young girl, Sidonie Laborde, one
of the Queen’s readers at Versailles.

She sits at the center of the story. She is the
constant presence in the film. I wanted the
viewer to feel exactly what she experiences as
the events unfold. I also wanted the spectator
to be totally immersed in life at Versailles on
her level. To have the same doubts and intima-
cies. Sidonie 1s so close to events that she 1s not
able to understand everything that 1s happening
around her. By definition, when you are hiving
m the present moment, you do not have a pers-
pective on what you are experiencing. Sharing
her understanding of events with the spectator
was a way to make the film as vibrant as pos-
sible, and avoid the need for any retrospection.

Sidonie, the reader, played by Léa Seydoux, 1s
much younger than the original character in the

book.

From the outset, Gilles Taurand and I wanted
the reader’s point of view to be one of a very
young woman, unlike the book where she 1s
much older. We thought it was interesting as
she still has a close link to childhood, and the-
refore the narrative of the film does not have
to use flashbacks, as in the book. Chantal Tho-
mas’s narrative was robust enough for us to be
able to make certain changes without altering
the tone. From the moment we took that deci-
sion, adapting the book became very straight-
forward: all that was left to do was to leave aside
certain scenes, disregard some of the characters
and either shorten or condense certain passages
to heighten the drama. That really is the key to
this kind of project: to put aside aspects of the
book n order to discover its essence.

In this film you have respected “unity of time”.
The notion of time 1s something you often like
to play around with i your films.

I like the idea of films playing with the notion
of time. For example, I find it interesting to
compress time and recount a whole lifetime
m an hour and a half. Or, work in real time
and recount an hour and a half in an hour and
a half; this 1s something I have already experi-
mented with.

In the four-day period that the story covers, we
witness the total collapse of the nobility living
at Versailles: protocol, conventions, everything
collapses and everyone 1s looking to escape.

"This story 1s a bit like the Titanic! Where a ship
that 1s considered the most beautiful construc-
tion in the world starts taking on water and then
sinking, setting off a huge wave of panic. The si-

tuation obviously creates mixed reactions: people
come closer together, relationships form or, the
opposite, they fall apart. Over the four days, the
main characters are in a continual state of disarray.
Over this short period of time, and in the same
confined space (we do not leave Versailles until
right at the end of the film), the characters expe-
rience different states of mind, swinging between
one emotion to the next.

They are cut off from the outside world and are
therefore unable to get a clear picture of exactly
what 1s going on 1n Paris.

They live shut away. But in such a vast place that
we get the impression that it 1s a world of its own -
like a country, with its own borders. In fact, those
who lived at Versailles called it “that country”.
They are confined, which is of course ironic. In
this closed world, I tried to show how informa-
tion both succeeded and failed to circulate. And
1t’s very strange: the information from the outside
comes 1n the form of a rumour, like a foreign
body invading. It starts to show in little ways, or 1s
mentioned 1n passing, in people’s behaviour and
thoughts over these four days.

Ironically, when a group of them finally leave Ver-
sailles, their world gets even smaller agaimn.

Yes. They escape 1n a stagecoach that the camera
never exits. Once outside the castle gates, it 1s as 1f
they are confined yet again.

Versailles 1s shown 1n a state of real filth.

In his “memoirs”, Saint Simon brilliantly des-
cribed the stench of the latrines at Versalles. A
stench that came from behind the most beautiful
wood panelling, gilding and chandeliers in the

if the state of the building at Versailles was a meta-
phor for the collapse of the regime.

Sidonie, the reader, 1s besotted with Marie-Antoi-
nette, who in turn is infatuated with the Duchess
of Polignac. All the events that unfold are set
against this troubled relationship...

Sidonie 1s literally madly in love with the queen!
I was really interested in the child-like infatuation
she had for Marie-Antoinette, as well as the more
“perverse” relationship between the Queen and
the Duchess of Polignac. This love triangle elec-
trifies the film.

Sidonie’s love 1s very discreet.

It 1s less obwviously sexual than the relationship
between the Queen and Polignac. Except the
Queen herself, maintains a sexual ambiguity with
Sidonie. She enthuses over her chubby arms, and
rubs her to soothe a mosquito bite. Like a wild
creature, Marie-Antoinette loves everything car-
nal. At the end of the film, when she asks Sidonie
to undress so as to take Polignac’s place, it 1s as if
the love triangle 1s now complete. I felt it was very
mmportant, that at a certain point in the film, two of
the three women should appear naked, stripped

of the heavily corseted dresses they wore and that
played such an mmportant part in their everyday
lives. Two out of three, but not the Queen. The
Queen never shows herself, she gives the order
for one of the others to instead.

[éa Seydoux is exceptional i this part. She is
both very physical and very modern.

Lea lives in jeans. I wanted her to wear the dresses
of the period that were very complex to put on,
i the same casual way she would wear a pair
of jeans. Yet I did want her to be aware of the
constraints of these dresses. I wanted her to un-
derstand XVIII Century costumery, and to live
with it. Yes, she 1s amazing.

Diane Kruger 1s also very remarkable as Marie-
Antoinette

She has the same background as Marie-Antoinette
and 1s exactly the right age for the part. The role
of Marie-Antoinette was made for her, she was the
obvious choice. As an actress, she 1s the complete
opposite of Léa. Diane 1s meticulous, focused,
deep down she 1s very Anglo-Saxon, whereas Léa
1s more animal-like, instinctive, blowing




hot and cold. Bringing the two of them together
was very exciting.

It 1s as if, in the center of the picture, the
queen bee starts, for whatever reason, to up-
set the equilibrium and her agitation spreads
throughout the hive. The accelerated events
over these four days show all the different
phases Marie-Antoinette went through in her
life - the period of innocence, then of frivolity,
then near debauchery ending with a period of
great decorum. They are all mixed together.
Without warning, she moves from extreme fri-
volity to a state of mcredible lucidity, to great
despondency. Like the weather. I love that. On
set, when I’'m giving instructions to the actors
almost all my references are weather-related
“Like the sun breaking through the clouds, the
sun goes 1, day, night.” Different weather for
different moods....

The fact that I film quickly means that I have
to leave them free. The imitations of speed are
such that there 1s only time to frame the shot,
enabling us to achieve certain realism. I don’t
really believe i rehearsals. For “Farewell My
Queen” we just booked a few days with Lea,
Diane and Noemie Lvovsky who plays Ma-
dame Campan, to read the script and basically
agree on what they could and could not say.
This was particularly important for Diane as
French 1s not her first language so we wanted

to be sure about certain pronunciation and em-
phasis. I did not have to say anything to Virgi-
nie Ledoyen, I know her so well, there was no
point.

I’d say 1t was about fifty-fifty. I have done five
films with Isabelle Huppert. She was 25 when I
first met her and we have worked together ever
since. I love women when they just start beco-
ming women, when they have just past the stage
of being young girls. I believe this moment 1s
special and important.

A film’s cast 1s essential. I do agree that, in this
case, the cast 1s particularly distinguished. But it
was vital that L.éa, who 1s in the film right from
the very first scene through to the last, be well
supported. She needed to be surrounded by ac-
tors and actresses whom she admired and also
who would set high standards.

I wanted the lighting to be both very sophistica-
ted and very dramatic. I had already worked on
another 1dea similar to this with Romain Win-
ding.

Each set was conceived by considering one
piece of furniture at a time, after meticulous
planning and plenty of discussion. Previously,
on other period dramas, I arrived on location

and barely changed a thing. But for this film,
everything was worked out beforehand. Take
the golden cabinet, for example. It 1s might. A
fire 1s it and Marie-Antoinette 1s burning some
letters. The fire hghts up everything. What
could we use so that the light from the fire
would contribute a nocturnal ambiance to the
scene? Since this place was called the golden
cabinet, Katia Wyszkop came up with the 1dea
of making large gold screens. They add a warm,
golden glow but they also add a disturbing de-
cadence too.

We filmed there as much as we could 1.e. eve-
ry Monday and every night. The people run-
ning Versailles were very welcoming and made
things as simple as they possibly could for us.
Few films are made at Versailles because fil-
ming there costs a great deal, which puts a lot
of people off. You have to be sure, which 1s
the case n this film, that Versailles really is one
of the main characters. Saying this, we did also
film in other chateaux. It’s actually quite funny
trying to work out where each scene was shot,
whether it was at the real Versailles or at one of
the pretend Versailles.

Three mainly. The Queen’s bedroom in The
Petit Trianon was recreated in Maison Lafitte.
It would have been impossible to film in the
original room, which was too small to fit a ca-
mera. So we had to rethink it. However, the
hallway and the staircase leading to her room as
well as the entrance to The Petit Trianon and

its immediate surroundings were all filmed at The
Petit Trianon. We also filmed at the Chateau de
Chantlly. This 1s where we shot the long galleries
that the nobles can be seen walking through once
they leave their own grotty apartments.

S—

That’s something very important for me. When I
make a period drama, I always try very hard not to
make it look false, like an exhibition of beautiful an-
tiques. Of course, that staged approach can be very
beautiful, there are some wonderful films - take
Visconti’s films for example or Kubrick’s “Barry
Lindon” - these are fabulous “antiques”! But that’s

not my thing. I want people to think this 1s it, this 1s
how it 1s, and that’s all there 1s to it.
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Carole Bethuel

Interview with
Chantal Thomas

How did you react when you first saw Benoit

Jacquot’s film?

I could no longer remember my book. I wat-
ched 1t as 1if it were being told to me. The story
unfolded in a new and very different style but of
course it had an extraordinarily familiar feeling
to it. It was both: my book and his film.

Did you know his films?
Benoit and I occupy a similar intellectual uni-
verse. When 1 saw “Deep In The Woods” for

example, I immediately thought, and I was right,
that he must be an avid reader of Bataille. I also
enjoyed how we met m 2002: during a debate
about literary adaptations. He had just read my
book. It’s quite a surprising sequence of events,
1sn’t 1t?

You have written several books about Sade (1)
and Benoit Jacquot made a film about him.
There are quite a few connections between you
two.

I don’t think that this is a coincidence. Very few
people, whether in France or elsewhere, have
made a film about Sade. Benoit is inspired by
the beauty of the French language and by the art
of cruelty when enacted with certain elegance.
This 1s exactly what I love about Sade.

Did you follow the different stages of the adap-
tation?

I was not in any way mvolved in the adaptation
process but Gilles Taurand and Benoit did send
me the different versions of the screenplay.

Several comical characters from the book have
been sacrificed notably Captain de Laroche,
who 1s in charge of the menagerie. The animals
in his care are all sick. He himself stinks. La-
roche 1s really a premonition of what 1s going to
happen?

I was so happy when I came across this cha-
racter as I was searching through the archives.
Louis XVI was very fond of Captain de Laroche
and I felt that he said a lot about that period -
not only about the smells at the court, but also
about the king’s personality, who appeared to
enjoy his company. Yet, when I saw the film,
I did not get the impression that Laroche was
somehow missing. Whatever Benoit took out
of the book, appears differently elsewhere. He
has moved things about. Take, for example, the
wonderful walk that Léa / Sidonie takes along
the Grand Canal. When I wrote that scene, Si-
donie, my reader, was simply lonely. They was
no sign of the decline to follow. Benoit made
this scene mcredibly strong: the moment she
puts her hand in the water and the rat appears,
it 1s a premonition of the “shipwreck” to come.
From the book to the film, the symbolism has
changed.

Tell us more about Petite Venise (Little Venice)
the place where this scene takes place.
It was an area that Louis XIV created and was

looked after by a group of Italian families. The
big canal was full of boats - gondolas - 1t’s hard
to mmagine, 1sn’t it? People would go there in
the evening to ride on the boats. At the time,
Versailles was a very lively place to be. There
were Guinguettes (open-air taverns) all the way
along the railings - that was something I loved
seeing 1n the film - and lots of traders. Eve-
rywhere in Versailles, in the entrance, in the
corridors, people were selling things. Did you
know that you could hire a jacket at the entrance
to the Chateau so that you could participate in
the King’s lunch? Isn’t that wonderful? We no
longer have access to seats of power like that
anymore.

Another passage that was left out 1s the mcre-
dible choreography that took place between
those leaving and those arriving on the night of
the 16th July. There were some fabulous scenes.
The story of the revolution always talks about
Paris but never Versailles. But Versailles was
the starting point for my book. I love the 1dea
that the conviction of certain royalists was such
that it seemed natural for them to take refuge at
Versailles whilst others fled. It’s a two-way mo-
vement which is very theatrical. Benoit Jacquot’s
angle was to never abandon the character of the
reader. She plays the role of guide, everything
1s seen with her in mind. It was impossible for
him to keep these comings and goings because
Sidonie did not take part in any of that.

The religious dimension 1s also rarely addressed
mn the film. Yet religion is one of the main rea-
sons that explains why Louis XVI could not un-
derstand the revolution: he was haunted by the




1dea of blood shed and wanted to avoid
a civil war at all costs. And his court 1s in
mourning. The court as portrayed in the
film is younger, and more uncertain of its
wishes. That 1s what makes the film so vi-
brant.

Like the book, the film recounts the un-
believable living conditions of the nobles
of the court who were all piled mto grotty
little apartments that opened out onto
dingy corridors.

And it really was like that. We always hear
about Versailles and its grand apartments
but we forget that they were essentially
the apartments of the king and queen.
Where did the others live - around three
thousand people, the equivalent to a small
village? The answer is they were piled up
under the eaves, in cramped living quar-
ters that were anything but comfortable.
Their only consolations were the rituals
of the court. During those few days n
July, when they saw their world crum-
bling around them, their anguish was all
the more as there were no ceremonies
to cling on to. All they had left were the
rat holes they lived . Plus, the army of
servants who worked at Versailles knew
exactly what was going on in Paris. This
only added to the nobles’ angst....it really
was a whole way of being that fell apart.

In spite of the very strict hierarchy i place
at the Court, we get the feeling that there
was plenty of social interactions between
the masters and their servants.

Exactly ke in Latin America today. And

we see the same thing in Chekhov’s plays.
It was the bourgeois society that broke up
these links. That 1s what 1s so fascinating
about historical novels (and films), that
they can bring huge unknown areas of
social history to light that profoundly go
against the 1deas of our present day.

Ironically, “Farewell My Queen” has
plenty of links to the present...

I wrote this novel during and after Sep-
tember 11th which 1s very significant n
that even in this day and age when there
1s so much mformation available, in
some ways nothing has changed. When
a terrible event happens, like the World
Trade Centre, we are all thrown mto a
state of shock. We are no more prepared
than people were m 1789. When I saw
Benoit Jacquot’s film, I was amazed by
how Sidonie / Léa Seydoux, evokes the
theme of innocence lost. Sidonie sees the
world from below, far below. She is a per-
son who looks up to others, whether by
admiration or desire. We are just like her,
we are not in control of anything. To help
emphasise this comparison with the pre-
sent, I never use XVIII Century language
m my novels. I also want to keep the nar-
rative as real as possible to avoid trapping
the reader inside a waxwork museum.
The film did an amazing job at this. The
characters, sets, dialogue are all very fluid.

And very sensual.

Yes, sensuality runs through the film.
I am a huge fan of the scene that takes
place 1n the golden cabinet. When I saw

it, it looked exactly how I had imagined,
that scene has mcredible grace. The gold
1s there. Marie-Antoinette appears to be
set in gold. She 1s i the centre, covered
in jewels, she sparkles. The way in which
Benoit Jacquot portrays her beauty 1is in
some ways archaic. She 1s a figure that
shines; we do not ask ourselves the ques-
tion who she really 1s inside.

Both the book and the film portray her as
a character full of contrast.

Benoit Jacquot has managed to convey
the tension in her frivolous nature - an
almost nervous tension, whilst everything
collapses around her. He also shows her
mature side. Marie-Antoinette 1s very
aware of events. She 1s a childlike woman,
not at all prepared for politics, her mo-
ther did everything in her power for her to
know nothing about it - but faced with ad-
versity, she does not waiver and remains
resolute. I find the women of her period
and in the XIX Century very moving; due
to their intelligence and their ability to de-
cipher the real world that went unnoticed.

Her love for the Duchess of Polignac
makes her character even more engaging.
Marie-Antoinette has a heightened sen-
suality and a surprising aesthetic sense.
She was passionate about clothes, so-
mething that Benoit Jacquot’s film puts
across very well. Caresses pass from one
woman to another - not only from skin
to skin - but also mn the tactile nature of
fabrics, the shine in their hair, certain ges-
tures. Take for example the scene when

her hairdresser takes off Marie-Antoinette’s wig just
as she has learned that Polignac 1s about to leave:
m one shot, he summarises a whole chapter of my
book and beautifully conveys the distress that she
feels at that moment.

In your writing, you insist on the fact that Marie-
Antoinette’s lavish expenditure was nothing in com-
parison to the sums spent during the War of Inde-
pendence. In other words, the country’s debt was
not due to her.

Any war costs far more than any amount of clothes
or gardens. There is something quite ridiculous
about the accusations made against her. In the bio-
graphies written about Louis XIV, nobody makes a
fuss about his having left his country i such a ter-
rible financial state. Let alone all the endless wars
that he fought. Yet Louis XIV was the one who star-
ted the extravagant building of the Petit Trianon all
I mosaic - in ceramic tiles. But in the end he didn’t
like it so he had it taken down and entirely rebuilt.
The debt that ruined his country came into being at
the end of his reign. Louis XVI and Marie-Antoi-
nette were really just scapegoats. But their guilt still
persists in our collective 1magination.

Let us return to the modernity of “Farewell My
Queen”

I love the curiosity that defined the XVIII Century.
People wanted to try everything new; they travelled,
constantly discovering new horizons. At the same
time the i1dea of a new world was born. We are dri-
ven by these same ideas today. Consider the scene
when the nobles are preparing to leave Versailles:
they hurriedly load their belongings into a stage-
coach, trying to take as many objects as possible
with them. Like the members of any overthrown

government, they run away.

Let’s talk about Jacob-Nicolas Moreau, Versailles’s
official historian during this period.

Faced with the gravity of events, the king asked him
to write an epistle threatening the insurgents with
divine punishment that was to be read out in all
churches. But the writing of the epistle progressed
very slowly because of his own doubts. He was
someone very critical of the nobility. Jacob-Nicolas
Moreau thought that the privileges that the nobility
were entitled to should also be accompanied by res-
ponsibilities. He had his own theory of the revolu-
tion and considered that it was the price the nobility
had to pay for being cold-hearted. Michel Robin is
wonderful m this role.

Jacob-Nicolas Moreau works, reads, eats and sleep

i revolting lodgings. That’s a strange place to work.
That 1s what I like so much about the film, and in
the book too: everyone lives slightly “below deck”.
Meanwhile, “above deck”, everything i1s crumbling
and 1s on the brink of collapse.

Where does you fascination for the XVIII Century
come from?

It was whilst writing a thesis on Sade that I began
reading a lot about this period in history. Later,
when I was at the CNRS (National Centre for Scien-
tific Research), I worked on historical documents.
I loved reading the newspapers from that period. I
realised that people were driven by the same 1irra-
tional concerns that we have now about our future.
When I wrote “Farewell, My Queen”, I wanted
to raise awareness about this period of particular
uncertainty.

(1) “Sade, 'oell de la lettre” (1978), “Sade” (1994).
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