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Happy Birthday



SYNOPSIS

« Today is my birthday and I would only like to talk about happy things. »

Andrea doesn’t know it yet but the «surprise» arrival of her eldest daughter, Claire, who has 
disappeared for the past 3 years and is determined to take back what is due to her, will upset the 

program and trigger a family storm.



Your eleventh feature film is part of what 
is almost a genre in itself: the family film. 
What was the origin of this project?

The origin, I don’t know exactly, but what 
I can say is that I had this story inside 
me for a long time, maybe even forever, 
and it took me all this time and all these 
films to allow me to tell it. But from the 
moment it became obvious, everything 
went very fast. In the fall of 2017, when I 
had just finished The Prayer, I wrote a first 
treatment of about twenty pages which I 
had Sylvie Pialat, the producer, read. She 
immediately had the intuition that this 
project should come into being quickly, as 
if she had felt both an urgency and a risk 
of setback. And from then on, everything 
went very quickly: writing the script, 
looking for actors and funding, until the 
shooting which started shortly afterwards. 
For me, who am of a slow nature, it was a 
little vertiginous but I took it as a challenge. 

Like most of the heroes of your previous 
films, Claire is a character «at the limit». 
But for the first time, this character is 
female. 

Yes, that’s true and, more generally, I 
would say it’s a film in which women are 
at the centre. Powerful, comic, tragic 
women. And as far as I’m concerned, I’d 
say: finally! It was about time.... And I loved 
this work with all these actresses. 

Did the film’s directorial approach, which 
borrows from the theatre, quickly appear 
in the writing process?

There was no intention to do «theatre», 
but let’s say that it was naturally imposed 
by the subject, since there is a unity of 

place (the house), time (the film takes 
place in less than 24 hours) and action 
(everything is organized around the 
mother’s birthday). The film is built in 
three acts and the dialogues are abundant. 
The theatricality also comes from the 
characters themselves since we have the 
feeling that they stage themselves, that 
they sometimes play a role that is imposed 
on them, with an almost vaudeville side 
at times. And as for the two productions 
that take place during the story (Romain’s 
film and Emma’s play), they function like 
Russian dolls, which give perspective 
to the story. They also offer a form of 
outlet, a little as if fiction became the 
last line of defence against madness.  

These shows also bring good humour and 
lightness. More generally, tragedy and 
comedy coexist throughout the film.

I wanted to tell about a family that was 
a little crazy but also very happy, where 
everyone could express their fantasy 
and creativity. They have very hard 
relationships between them, very cash, 
sometimes throw terrible things at each 
other, but it’s their way of loving each 
other. I wanted it to be very lively, very 
«gutsy», with children who don’t stand up, 
drink wine, climb on the tables, adults who 
behave like children, a real freedom of 
tone. Everything about them is instinctive, 
spontaneous, the opposite of an educated 
or «psychoanalyzed» family. 

The film has a «Familial Cluedo» 
dimension. Claire’s arrival seems to 
energize the group, but as the story 
unfolds, revelations, manipulations and 
reversals of alliances constantly shake up 
the viewer’s certainties.
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The arrival of Claire, the older sister, 
immediately raises many questions. 
She has been missing for several 
years, arrives with all her things, was 
not invited to her mother’s birthday, 
her daughter lives here with her 
grandparents... Nothing is really normal 
and yet everyone acts as if everything 
was normal, and that is perhaps the 
strangest thing. The questions pile 
up and the film becomes a kind of 
investigation into this character. And 
as the answers come, the mystery 
thickens, we no longer really know who 
is telling the truth and who is lying, who 
is the executioner, who is the victim. 
There is a constant play of mirrors, so in 
the end everyone seems contaminated 
by Claire’s sickness. 

With its old wallpapers and its quirky 
feel, the house is also a real character.

We were looking for a large house, a 
relic of a bygone era, surrounded by a 
beautiful garden, but above all a house 
that was a little «crazy». With the head 
decorator, Guillaume Deviercy, we even 
accentuated this feeling of «fading». We 
had to be able to tell ourselves that this 
family was living beyond its means, in 
the fantasy of a glorious past, the idea of 
a world adrift. I also cared a lot about the 
«cloister» side, an impregnable citadel, 
as if this family lived in the anguish of 
the outside world, of the invasion. In the 
end, it has an almost unreal side, as if 
these characters were evolving in an 
illusion.

With its colourful characters and 
chiselled dialogues, Fête de famille 
is a great film of actors. How did you 
compose this family?

Very methodically. Starting with the 
mother, the cornerstone of the family 
building, Catherine Deneuve was an 
obvious choice. Her status, her aura, 

her fantasy, her humanity: everything 
resonated with the character. And since 
she quickly gave us her consent, we 
built the family around her. In a kind of 
semi-pleasure, I told Sylvie Pialat that 
the role of the older brother as a pain in 
the ass, a righter of wrongs, would suit 
me like a glove and she was immediately 
convinced by the idea. I decided to trust 
her, even if my reluctance to act and 
direct at the same time was very great. 
Then we started with Antoine Carrard 
(my long time casting partner) long 
script reading sessions with different 
actors. I needed to see this family, to 
«smell» it, I couldn’t be satisfied with 
a theoretical construction. It was an 
assembly exercise until the painting 
was as perfect as possible, with a set 
of similarities and dissimilarities by 
duos (Andréa and Claire, Vincent and 
Romain, Claire and her daughter, the 
wife of the older brother and the fiancée 
of the younger brother, and so on...). The 
day we gathered all the actors around a 
table to read the script, I had the feeling 
that each instrument was in its place 
and this feeling never left me during the 
shooting.  

It was your first time directing Catherine 
Deneuve.

Yes, before I started, I was quite 
impressed, but from the moment I 
started working, everything seemed 
very simple, simpler than with a lot of 
actors. She has an ability to live the 
present moment, the shooting, her 
character and the situations of the film 
that makes things a lot lighter. She also 
has a great interet in the direction, so I 
could open myself up to everything with 
her.

And it was also the first time you acted 
in one of your films. 

It’s a little bit the same. I was making 
a big deal out of it and in the heat of 



the moment, everything seemed easier. I 
felt like I could bring the tone and energy 
from the inside.  I was also served by 
high-level actors, very virtuosic, very 
autonomous. With the chief operator, 
assistant and production manager, we 
had rehearsed the whole scenario in the 
set before the shooting, since we knew 
each camera position before we started. 
With Yves Cape, we had decided on very 
clear staging options and we have hardly 
deviated from them. The film is composed 
mainly of sequence shots, with few axes. 
The camera doesn’t move, the movement 
comes from the characters. And when the 
film is set up, for meal scenes for example, 
it’s the opposite: the cutting   up takes over, 
creates the movement. There are also two 
or three shots that I would call «mental», 
especially during dinner, when everything 
gets blurry: it’s as if we were inside 
Claire’s brain, which at the time seems 
totally isolated from the rest of the family.

Emmanuelle Bercot and Vincent Macaigne 
have in common a sense of excess. And 
like you, they are two directors... 

I didn’t deliberately choose two actors 
who are also directors, but maybe that’s 
what makes our siblings credible... More 
seriously, it’s true that I also called on 
them for their baroque side, I wanted 
powerful, comic, free actors, at the service 
of unreasonable characters. Their duo is 
the framework of the film, they are the 
animators of the story, bringing in turn 
fantasy, manipulation and tragedy.

How did you work with Emmanuelle Bercot 
on the character of Claire who, because of 
her extreme character, can be difficult to 
grasp?

When you see Emmanuelle on the screen, 
you get an impression of spontaneity, of 
ease, whereas she prepares a lot, she is 
very hard working. What I was telling her 
was that she should not act madness, but 
on the contrary defend the convictions and 

logic of her character. I didn’t talk to her 
about references to films with borderline 
characters, but during the preparation, 
with the team, we saw a lot of them 
again: Melancholia, A woman under the 
influence, A streetcar named desire....

When you say «Happy Birthday», you 
mean group scenes, it’s quite new in your 
cinema. How did you approach this aspect 
of filming?

I had already experienced them on Trop 
de bonheur and La Prière. I love it, the 
energy is multiplies itself! I like to create 
in disorder and, conversely, order makes 
me anxious. When there are people in the 
shot, something unexpected happens all 
the time, the writing is affected, the lines 
are bursting, we cut each other off... In the 
meal scenes, it is as if the camera became 
one of the guests. But in the end, the film 
is quite faithful to the script.

The film marks your reunion with editor 
Yann Dedet, ten years after Les Regrets. 

I have an almost filial link with Yann Dedet. 
I’ve known him all my life, I was his intern, 
he trained me in editing, edited several 
of my films. I felt protected, especially 
about this story, in which I delivered many 
personal things. I needed that confidence, 
especially since I was also an actor. But 
beyond this relationship, Yann has an 
editing style that is totally adapted to this 
kind of film. He has a particular talent for 
integrating the shooting material into the 
script and making things terribly lively. 
The lunch scene has hardly been altered, it 
corresponds, with a few details, to its very 
first edit. I could say, about Sylvie Pialat 
and Yann Dedet, that I made a film about 
family, «with family».

The story is punctuated by two songs, 
Mon amie la rose by Françoise Hardy and 
L’Amour, l’amour, l’amour, l’amour by 
Mouloudji, and also a rap piece 



Each generation has its own song. We can 
imagine that Mouloudji’s has the status of 
a family mascot, it is a song that parents 
listened to and that now connects brothers 
and sisters. «Mon amie la rose» is Claire’s 
song. I chose it mainly for the lyrics that 
resonate with the character, a kind of sweet 
melancholy. For rap, I wanted something 
sentimental, the song was found by 
Joshua, the young actor. The link between 
all these songs is that they all talk about 
love. I really like French songs in movies, 
they allow us to be sentimental, nostalgic. 
I dream of a movie where everything would 
be said in songs.
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