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a true story

Jacques mesrine,  last of the great French gangsters, was declared public enemy number one during his lifetime.  he 

regularly finished atop the list of newsmakers in opinion polls.  his spectacular death, shot full of holes by police at 

close range in the middle of paris, put the crowning  touch on his legend.  nearly thirty years after his demise in 1979, 

the myth of Jacques mesrine is very much alive. now, for the first time, an ambitious project is bringing his life to the 

big screen.

at once a thriller and a biopic, the project is shot through with action and emotion, yet remains as faithful as possible to 

factual reality. Far from making a model or a superhero out of mesrine, the film will portray the character in all its com-

plexity, including the darkest aspects.  What will emerge is the story of the man behind the icon.

the magnitude oF the Film: one Film turns into tWo

Jacques mesrine’s autobiography, L’Instinct de Mort [death instinct], was the first book i chose for myself. i must have 

been 10 or 11 years old. it was a real shock and the book has stayed with me ever since. Very early on, i fantasized 

about making it into a film. When i met with Jean-François richet and abdel raouf dafri, the density of the project 

forced us to make it two films.

Jacques mesrine’s life is so rich that it’s impossible to do it justice in two hours.  one of the strong points of this project 

is that it will be divided into two parts, two distinctly different films corresponding to each act of his life. the first film is 

about a man inventing himself, his first experience of violence and the underworld, his relationships with women, es-

pecially his passionate love affair with his alter ego, Jeanne schneider, who accompanies him on his extravagant and 

incredible flight to Canada.  the second film shows the now famous personality cultivating his own legend, his battle 

with the penal system, his never-ending provocations when confronted with power and with the police, and the pursuit 

of his “ideals” which will lead to his death.

an epiC shoot

parts one and two were shot concurrently. the 33-week shoot began may 7th  2007 and was completed in January, 

2008.  the action is set in France, Canada, the united states, spain, uK and algeria, all the countries along mesrine’s 

long ride.

VinCent Cassel is the man oF a thousand FaCes 

the autobiography, which Jacques mesrine wrote in prison shortly before his final spectacular escape,  tells the incre-

dible story of a daydreaming  kid from a well-to-do family who, little by little, builds an image of a rebellious and provo-

cative gangster. the most fascinating part is the romanesque quality of the character.  during his metamorphosis, reality 

outdoes fiction over and over again, to such a degree that, even now, the question remains: Who was the real Jacques 

mesrine? an upper class kid? a draftee during the algerian War? a ladies’ man? a bank robber? a doting father? an 

escape artist? an extremely violent man? a mediatic manipulator? mesrine wears all these masks at once. in fact, adept 

at changing his appearance to evade the police, he was known as “the man of a thousand faces.” 

to bring it off,  an actor equal to the character had to be cast.  the choice of Vincent Cassel was an immediate slam 

dunk. the intensity he brings to a character, his ability to handle complex, even contradictory emotion and his physical 

dexterity give access to all the dimensions of Jacques mesrine. and Vincent Cassel’s commitment to this role – he had 

no qualms about gaining forty pounds for it – makes it tempting to predict this will be one of the major performances 

of his career.



director Jean-François richet

proJeCt origins   

- A perception of Jacques Mesrine, shared by Thomas Langmann and Vincent Cassel? 
a lot of people have a fantasy vision of mesrine. they see him as a sort of robin hood, which he is not, or as a murderer, 

which he isn’t either. We shared a common point-of-view, which was about showing the shadowy areas as well as the 

lighted areas - to hide nothing from his life.

- And what set it in motion? 
an immediate desire. i usually start out with a refusal but not in this case. the idea of telling one portion of France’s 

history through «micro-history,» not through a Bonaparte or a louis XiV but through a man you might have passed on 

the street... in ‘59 mesrine got back from the algerian war and in ‘79 he was a friend of left-wing militant Charlie Bauer. 

What happened in those twenty years?

- A film about Mesrine is an ambitious project, isn’t it?
a diptych is pretty rare and the casting is prestigious. Vincent Cassel, mathieu amalric, gérard lanvin, Cécile de 

France, ludivine sagnier, gérard depardieu, gilles lellouche, samuel le Bihan... and above it all a constroversial 

subject - an individual executed right in paris, for everyone to see.

- Your meeting with Abdel?
i wanted to work with abdel because i found his work structurally exemplary. We have the same focus, the same point 

of view. We agreed right away. We had read all the books, the newspaper articles, met the witnesses, etc. then we 

put together the screenplay with all this information and we chose the key moments that helped to understand the 

character. 

the CharaCter oF JaCques mesrine

- On a gut level, who is Mesrine for you?
 a man of honor, that’s the first thing that comes to mind. he gives his word, then no matter what the circumstances, 

he tries to keep it. a man who lived in his dreams. a complex character who was nicknamed «the man of a thousand 

faces,» and each one is a facet of his personality.  it’s much more fun to work on a character like that but it’s also much 

more difficult. you’re possessed; even now, i’m still discovering things and learning things about him. he lives out his 

dreams and doesn’t dream away his life. a member of the middle class, he made himself out of negation, at odds with 

his own milieu.  it isn’t social determinism that pushes him to a life of crime. he doesn’t want to work in a factory - he 

goes to get money where you find money - in banks. he dreamed himself the life of a gangster, with honor, as he forged 

his own path. he had a fantasy about the business of being a gangster that came out of gary Cooper movies. he was 

probably traumatized by the alergerian war, like many young men who fought there.

- A ladies’ man?
a romantic, a true romantic who wrote very burning love letters to Jeanne schneider (Cécile de France).

- Is there a Mesrine style?
robbing several banks in a row - waiting for the police sirens and then getting into the car to take down a bank on the 

next street over. 

- A manipulator?
no, a man possessed of great charisma. so he doesn’t have to manipulate. everyone describes him as extremely 

intelligent and extremely nice.

- Fond of provocation?
provocation out of taste, as resistance, for the ego. Being public ennemy number one and giving paris match an inter-

view when every policeman in France is looking for you, yeah, that’s a provocation. 



- His rebellious streak?
a true rebel. he’s someone who says no, who says, «i don’t like the laws, they’re made for the rich,» and «i don’t like 

the government,» and «i don’t like maximum security areas.» 

- He’s practically a character conceived for film.
he dreamed his life that way - and movies were a big part of that. he would have loved a film about his life. i hope we 

live up to his expectations.  he had an ability to make friends. he loved to cook - when he kidnapped a millionaire he 

cooked him a lapin chasseur.  he ended like a dog. With or without warning, can a lawful state truly afford to do that?

- Has Mesrine become a myth?
Because he was able to create his own legend. he’s an extraordinary personage. he had talent and charisma. Because 

he knew how to use the media, and made some incredible scores.  

- Does his death have anything to do with it? 
of course. he’s also a legend because of his death. But there is some dimension and complexity to the character 

behind it. What interests me is the emotion of this guy who died only a few miles from where he was born, gunned 

down like a dog in his car. 

the direCtion

- A controversial subject? 
in its essence, yes. Was it a murder or not? Were there warnings or not? as mesrine said in his tape-recorded will, that’s 

not the point. this is the story of a little guy from Clichy who was proclaimed «public ennemy number one.» it’s the story 

of a man who opens himself up to the world around him, who is hunted and caught in his own trap. 

-  The film is something between a genre film and an art film?
is a genre film the antithesis of an art film? i don’t think so. is it a genre film because it’s about gangsters? We didn’t 

structure it to respect the codes of a certain genre, we made it about how best to serve the character. yes, there’s 

action, humor and romance. i don’t think about the rest of it, which benefits my point of view. 

- The connection between the two films?
the end of the first film is the end of mesrine’s innocence.  there is nothing romantic about gangsterism, and that’s what 

he strongly believed. as the second film opens, he is mesrine, public enemy number one, a man who self-fuels his own 

legend for his own survival, by making himself mediatic and attracting people to his cause. in France, we like characters 

who say no. France was built out of protest - the revolution, the paris Commune, may ‘68. mesrine is a sort of anarchist, 

a dissident. We like those characters. Jacques mesrine is the guy who doesn’t want to get labeled and boxed. 

part two is more frantic, with more plot lines, filmed more like a war movie. part one is more a film about strategy where 

that war is being planned. there is no public man and private man. he’s the same. We tried to show all that. 

- The balance between action and emotion?
i don’t like action for action’s sake. it has to reveal something about the character and his rough edges, it has to change 

him somehow. mesrine is a man of action packed with emotion. 

- How do you make it coherent? Is there a distinctive mark for each film? 

there’s one distinctive mark for the first film, and another for the second. the period from 1959 and 1973, during which 

mesrine is finding himself, he has the support of a «mentor.» in part two, he is surrounded by colleagues and friends. 

he’s more egocentric and paranoid. he’s a showman. i like both characters, for different reasons. the two films tell the 

story of the same man’s life but the photography and staging sets them quite apart. Both can be watched from begin-

ning to end without regard for the chronological order. 

- Does the film describe a sort of inevitable movement toward death?
in his will, he said, «i’m in a prison from which there is no escape.» as a director, i asked myself what was the hub of 

that prison? it’s porte de Clignancourt. if he winds up a legend, it’s because of porte de Clignancourt and that comes 

back, from various points of view, throughout the two films. Jacques mesrine is very lucid. he has a good feeling for 



things. how could he not know that the machine of the state was going to chew him up? By playing craps with his own 

life for so long, that «death instinct» naturally caught up with him. 

-  How does this film fit with your path as an artist?
i feel like it corresponds to everything i’ve directed before. of course it’s a more mature work. i have a less manichean 

vision than before. this is the first time i’ve made a film about one man’s life, his strengths and weaknesses, his loved-

ones, his fears. i also wanted to show that he was a man who didn’t pick on innocent bystanders, and that characte-

rized his whole life. 

-  Were many liberties taken with the facts?
the facts are so novelistic there was practically no need to invent. he is a movie character.

- And the preparation?
a year and a half of writing, location scouting and then nine months shooting. hundreds of locations. i wanted to film 

as much as possible in the actual places where things happened. 

- Your DP made the texture of each film different? 
the dominating colors are not the same. Black, blue and red for part one. Black, brown and orange for part two. 

VinCent Cassel a slam dunK  

- Was casting Vincent Cassel an easy choice?
it was him, or i wasn’t going to do the movie. he made that role his own, first and foremost physically. he was totally 

invested in it. he was completely possessed, he was Jacques mesrine. From the beginning of the first film to the end 

of the second, he is not the same person. he’s an extraordinary actor. i’ve known Vincent for about fifteen years and 

during this shoot i forgot the Vincent i know. 

- Did he try to correspond as well as he could physically? Did knowing how Mesrine talked inspire him or did 
he give it his own interpretation? 
We rejected the copy-and-paste method. What we were after was the emotion. Vincent made the character himself, 

working as an actor and not as an impersonator. 

- Were decisions made together as to the construction of the character?
it was truly a collaboration. i decided to film Vincent differently from the others. mesrine was a man who needed space - 

the technical side has to follow him and not the other way around. in part one when he is still finding himself, the frame 

is much narrower. in part two, it’s mesrine who fills the whole space. 

the Cast

i love working with actors. here i was lucky to have the cream of French cinema with me - gérard depardieu, gérard 

lanvin, mathieu amalric, ludivine sagnier, Cécile de France, gilles lellouche, samuel le Bihan, olivier gourmet, Flo-

rence thomassin… there are others, but i was really dealt a full hand. We were like a small theater company. 

For the role of Janou, a strong and severe woman, in total symbiosis with mesrine... Cécile gave me something that no 

one had ever asked of her before. When i met her, i knew it was her. 

ludivine is sylvia, the last of the women in his life. he loved her. he wrote her love letters like teenagers do, with lots 

of poetry, awkward but sincere. she paid for it with her flesh. ludivine gets across all of sylvia’s fright and her crossing 

into lunacy at the crucial moment of execution. i want a hundred percent, she gives me two hundred percent.

 

sofia, played by elena anaya, is the mother of mesrine’s children. there are lots of scenes where she attempts to set 

him back on the straight and narrow. elena is surely one of the film’s revelations. 

sarah, portrayed by Florence thomassin, is the woman who supposedly took his virginity, a prostitute. Florence has a 



bewitching voice. We’ve crossed paths for years and i knew she would be able to give me that hard yet fragile dimen-

sion. 

mathieu amalric plays the supremely intelligent François Besse. no blood on his hands, low-profile, athletic... he is the 

exact opposite of mesrine, who lives fast and loose, eats lapin chasseur and drinks Cristal roederer champagne. they 

form a very unlikely duo. in this very physical role, unusual for him, amalric is unbelievably believable. he rappelled 35 

feet down the wall of la santé prison in only a few seconds. he leaps off the screen. 

depardieu portrays guido, who took on mesrine as his protégé and moved him up the ladder in a sort of a parallel 

world, staying out of the way of the mob. he’s almost a substitute father for mesrine. gérard started right in talking about 

the historical and political context. gérard is a gold mine of information. 

Working with gérard is a unique experience and i think all the actors who played scenes with him felt that as well. he 

brings the whole world of film into the room with him. he’s awesome. 

roy dupuis is a Canadian star who plays Jean-paul mercier, a gangster affiliated with the Flq (quebec liberation Front) 

who is much more violent than mesrine, with whom he teams up for a good stretch in part one. 

gilles lellouche plays paul, Jacques’ childhood friend. he teaches him a little about life in paris by night - the women, 

the gambling joints. he is a subtle, hard-working and sober actor.

samuel le Bihan plays michel ardouin. he’s mobbed up, a real gangster who must have been a little different from the 

others because he stayed with mesrine for so long. For this role, we needed someone who could stand up to mesrine. 

Just like Vincent, samuel gained 35 pounds for the role. it’s impressive.

Charlie Bauer suggested gérard lanvin to portray him. Charlie is a political person. he’s not a gangster. he is someone 

who has influenced me for life. it was an unforgettable meeting between two human beings. he’s gone through some 

very difficult stuff. he loved Jacques.  gérard lanvin absorbed Charlie. he doesn’t play Charlie - he is Charlie. 

We needed a great actor to play Commissaire Broussard, the man who nails mesrine. i remember that very difficult shot 

at Clignancourt. We were losing light and we did a track shot following Broussard, who’s running across the intersec-

tion. the camera operator gets off the quad and the quad continues on. We go from a track shot to a steadycam, at a 

dead run, all in one shot. gourmet keeps running, there are cars headed for him in every direction, brakes screeching 

all over the place. We were running behind him with the camera. it was Broussard, forgetting everything, the camera, 

his security... it was Broussard! gourmet is extraordinary. 

i like all the characters. i don’t claim they’re right. We didn’t glorify them, but you can have admiration for certain ac-

tions.

Filmography

2005  ASSAULT ON PRECINCT 13
2001  DE L’AMOUR ALL ABOUT LOVE
1997  MA 6-T VA CRACK-ER
1995  ETAT DES LIEUX



screenwriter abdel raouF daFri

For mesrine, any excuse will suffice for turning the street into theater. it’s no accident that, at the end of the film, the 

place de Clignancourt is crawling with cops, setting the stage for his final scene. the final scene of his life, the death of 

a gangster. he is his own fantasy.  the way out must be ever more splendid from his point of view. there must always 

be flair, even if it costs him his life.

in the first film, the scenes of violence strike a very human, very passionate chord.  it’s his apprenticeship.  in the second 

film, he is playing with it, having fun.

i really like Jean-François, his humanity and his professionalism. We’re from the same background. We both grew up 

in the projects. We’re not from money. it’s funny, we both got interested in a guy who started out with every advantage 

and nevertheless decided on the crime business. through mesrine, who was the crystallization of French society, i was 

also trying to comprehend that society as it was when he lived. 

in the sixties and seventies, things were much more political. Whereas people today want a credit card, back then they 

wanted a party membership card. 

it was a right-wing era, all stiff and upright and proper, a very closed, very partisan and conservative society. mesrine 

ran wild in that society and excited the imaginations of rich and poor alike. 

one police detective from the period said, “mesrine was a a gangster with marketing savvy.”



vincent cassel is Jacques mesrine

he loVes Women, Weapons, BanKs, and glory. named 
puBliC enemy numBer one in Both FranCe and Canada, 
he is the most notorious gangster oF his time. he 
loVes Cinema, models his liFe aFter Film, and maKes 
up his oWn epiC that lies BetWeen romantiCism and 
Cruelty, BetWeen FlamBoyanCe and tragedy.

A NINE-MONTH SHOOT 
the first time thomas langmann spoke to me about the project was seven years ago. this was the longest shoot i’ve 

ever been on – nine months straight. it was a marathon. my first fear was running out of steam, not being able to keep 

up that intensity all the way through. But mesrine’s life was so rich, so many things happened to him in what amounted 

to only a few years that i forgot all about time. after the last end clap, all the fatigue fell on me at once. it was hard for 

me to realize that it was really over.

LEGEND AND REALITY
many of our locations were places mesrine had been. each time, people would come over with lots of things to tell us. 

When we were shooting in the building which was his last hideout, on rue Belliard, the neighbors and shopkeepers – 

even some former crooks – would come around to talk about him. Between his former accomplices, his ex-wives and 

the cops who chased him, some fifteen books have been written about mesrine. We quickly realized that each one 

rewrote the story a little, including mesrine himself. so where is the truth? Where is the fantasy? it’s very hard to know.  

that goes along with popular characters and that’s how their legends are born.

TWO VERY DIFFERENT FILMS
although the two works respect the continuity of mesrine’s story, we pretty much knew right away that each would be 

distinct and different. Jean-François richet didn’t use the same techniques in shooting them and it’s not the same time 

period. the fifties and sixties are not at all like the seventies. the cars are different, so are the hairstyles and the music. 

and attitudes, especially, are different. each of the two films develops a theme which completes the other. puBliC 

enemy numBer one – part one is about a young man who’s searching for his identity. puBliC enemy numBer 

one – part tWo is about a man who knows where his life choices lead and decides to there anyway. the first film is 

almost a genre picture, a good detective story. the second film, however, is more of a psychological thriller, about the 

paranoia of a guy who knows instinctively how this is all going to end.

 
MAN OF A THOUSAND FACES
When mesrine was on the run, he constantly had to use disguises so as not to be recognized, which is how he got that 

nickname, “the man of a thousand faces.”  For an actor like myself, who enjoys changing his appearance, this seems 

absolutely ideal. But it’s also a trap. you don’t want to lose the character by disguising him all the time. the hair and 

make-up department worked with us very hard on this in order to maintain the subtlety and the coherence between the 

changing times and these on-the-fly makeovers. 

GAINING FORTY-FIVE POUNDS
to play this part, it was always clear that i owed it to myself to gain forty-five pounds.  i didn’t realize just how much this 

changes things. you don’t act the same way when you’re 45 pounds heavier. the way you move, the way you walk, the 

way you breathe and even the way you speak changes. everything is different. not only are those 45 pounds visible on 

the screen, you can hear them in the sound! i put the weight on in four months prior to the shoot and i lost it in nine over 

the length of the shoot. We shot backwards because i knew i couldn’t gain a single pound when i was working. the 

stress on the set always makes me lose weight. even with the medical supervision, and the endocrinologic support, 

this is the last time i submit my body to that kind of swing in poundage. 



GOOD GUY OR BAD GUY?
a man who puts himself out so far is often a source of inspiration for «normal» people, those who wouldn’t dare. mesrine 

surely committed some unpardonable acts at times and he also pulled off some exceptionally daring deeds. it is pre-

cisely those contradictions that make for such an exciting character. some will think he’s despicable and reactionary, 

some will like the fact that he followed his own path right to the end, shouldered the responsibility, and will identify with 

him. even now, after nine months shooting, i find it hard to judge him. 

CO-STARS
out of 150 shooting days, there were only one or two when i was not on the schedule. it was non-stop.  it was a good 

thing i had new acting partners constantly showing up on the set. Cécile de France, gérard depardieu, gérard lanvin, 

elena ayana, ludivine sagnier, olivier Barthélémy, mathieu amalric,  michel duchaussoy, gilles lellouche, samuel le 

Bihan, olivier gourmet… that was a great help because with each new person came a radically different energy. they 

say an actor changes according to who he’s playing with, and that fits for mesrine, who changed according to he was 

with. 

JEAN-FRANçOIS RICHET
like most of the good ones, his strength is that he knows what he wants or doesn’t want, yet remains open to what’s 

going on around him. if someone gives him a suggestion, he always takes the time to consider what he can do with it. 

in nine months’ shooting, it never once got tense between us. he’s got experience, style, real knowledge of cinematic 

history. he is curious about everything, sure of himself technically and, because he used to be an editor, he always 

maintains the necessary perspective to see where it’s all headed. this is a director who is now in his prime and it is a 

pure joy to work with him. 

THOMAS LANGMANN
thomas is, in my opinion, a rare director - he’s stubborn, even pugnacious, with a real madness and sense of sweep. 

an «old-school» producer. i believe that mesrine was his first “vision” as a producer. he got the idea when he was 

very young, still in school. so for him this project goes back along way and he has a very deep, practically emotional 

connection with it. this project is, first and foremost, his project.

VinCent Cassel seleCted Filmography

2008 A Deriva - heitor dahlia 

2007 Sa Majesté Minor His Majesty Minor - Jean-Jacques annaud

2007  Eastern Promises - david CronenBerg

2006  Sheitan - Kim Chapiron

2005  Derailed - mikael haFstrÖm

2004  Ocean’s Twelve - steven soderBergh

2004  Blueberry Renegade - Jan Kounen

2002  Irreversible - gaspard noe

2001  Sur mes Lèvres Read My Lips - Jacques audiard

2001  Birthday Girl - Jez ButterWorth

2001  Le Pacte des Loups Brotherhood of the Wolf - Christophe gans

2000  Les Rivières Pourpres The Crimson Rivers - mathieu KassoVitZ

1997  Dobermann - Jan Kounen

1995  La Haine Hate - mathieu KassoVitZ



timeline  
 
1936  Birth of Jacques mesrine in Clichy. his parents are blue-collar workers. his father works in the lace industry.

1956  departure for the algerian War, from which he will return three years later with a certificate of good conduct.

1961  marriage to maria de la soledad in paris (who inspired sofia’s character in the film). they have three children but 

separate in 1965.

1962  First prison sentence for robbery.

1966 First encounter with Jeanne schneider, his female alter-ego, with whom he fled to Canada.

1969  abduction of quebec billionaire, deslauriers. mesrine and Jeanne schneider are accused of murdering a hotel 

employee. they are later declared innocent.

1969  mesrine’s and Jeanne scheider’s arrest in texas, extradition to Canada and condemnation to 15 and 10 years 

of detention respectively.

1972  mesrine’s escape from the saint-Vincent-de-paul penitentiary, which he attacks 15 days later to free his compa-

nions. he is declared public enemy number one in Canada. he attacks several banks before fleeing to Venezuela.

1972  return to France.

1973  First arrest before his phenomenal escape from the Compiègne tribunal, where he takes his own judge hostage. 

he gets arrested again by commissioner Broussard, whom he welcomes with champagne. From this moment on, he 

is also considered France’s public enemy number one.

1977  publication of Death Instinct, the autobiography he wrote and distribute clandestinely in prison. Famous trial in 

paris: through his pranks, mesrine attracts the media before being condemned to 20 years of prison.

1978  escape from the santé prison with his accomplice François Besse. attack on the deauville Casino. First encoun-

ter with sylvia Jeanjacquot, with whom he travels to italy and london. attempted abduction of Judge petit.

1979  abduction of billionaire lelièvre. abduction of the journalist tillier, whom he leaves for dead. mesrine explodes in 

the media, granting interviews and permission to be photographed. a police unit called “anti-mesrine” is created.

02.11.1979  mesrine is shot to death in the center of paris at place de Clignancourt by the men in Broussard’s unit. 

his girlfriend, sylvia Jeanjacquot, is badly injured.



mesrine and the media
 

neither the magnitude of his crimes, nor the multitude of his exploits, nor even his sensational death would have made 

such a legend out of Jacques mesrine without the phenomenal sounding board provided by the media. his constant 

desire to entertain and his ability to transform himself attracted journalists, but also made it possible for him to use them. 

notorious as a master gangster in Canada since the sixties, mesrine only became known in France in 1975 when, 

after reading an article in the French weekly l’express which was not to his liking, he sent a threatening letter to the 

journalist. the result was immediate: his picture appeared on the front page of the widely read publication! two years 

later, after having published death instinct, the autobiography he wrote in prison, a paris courtroom was the scene for 

quite a show. mesrine’s audacity and razor-sharp quips were fodder for the press corps, which eagerly reported choice 

nuggets:

the Judge: and what did you do with the money you took in the hold-up?

mesrine: i put it in the bank, your honor. that’s still the safest place to keep it. 

throughout march 1978, after his escape from la santé prison, mesrine never tired of writing to national newspapers 

in order to contradict or rectify an article concerning him. in fact, he provided paris match and libération long interviews 

revealing the details of his escape, his life underground and his hopes for the future. he exploited the media at every 

turn, showing his good will by emphasizing his revolt against injustice and his battle to abolish maximum security areas 

where detainees were held in isolation. naturally, this was a provocation for authorities and the police. he never missed 

an opportunity to pose, face uncovered and weapon in hand, for the photographs accompanying the interviews. 

through the media, Jacques mesrine’s escape from prison was experienced by all of France as a live saga. and when 

his exploits would not suffice, mesrine had no hesitation about selling pictures of himself and his girlfriend, the beauti-

ful sylvia Jeanjacquot, to a weekly publication whose readership had no problem electing him man of the year 1978, 

finishing ahead of the princess of monaco. 

the media allowed mesrine to build his popularity. But the media also helped him to lose it through his own deeds. the 

1979 abduction and torture of journalist Jacques tillier ended when mesrine left him for dead, all because he believed 

tillier was an informer. his attempts to justify this act took the form of a wordy explanation sent as letters to the editors 

of  le monde and liberation. three polaroids taken by mesrine himself were enclosed, showing the victim completely 

naked, curled up on the floor, his hands tied behind his back and his face bloodied. this time around, readers were 

overcome with disgust. mesrine’s taunts were no longer amusing. his contact with the media ceased. two months later, 

public enemy number one was shot to death by police.



public enemy
number one 

part 1
tHe origins

aCross Canada, the united states and spain, through 
FranCe and algeria, the inCrediBle rise oF one oF 
history’s greatest gangsters. alWays on the run, a 
renegade eXistenCe only a Bullet Can stop.



cécile de France Jeanne schneider
“you’re Jeanne? i’m tarZan!”  those are the First Words 
spoKen By mesrine to this young, eVen-tempered 
prostitute From pigalle. it is loVe at First sight For 
Both oF them. BetWeen paris and montreal, she 
BeComes muCh more than his mistress and his 
aCCompliCe. she is his alter-ego.

“I discovered an incredible woman with a rather uncommon life and destiny in Jeanne Schneider. Playing this role was 

a real treat. I tried to really become the role and draw inspiration from the real world.” 

“Jacques is the love of her life. Her religion is love, and he is her love. She will follow him everywhere. She will not only 

be his wife, but also his soul mate and accomplice.” 

“Obviously, my perception of Jacques Mesrine is not at all objective, as I see him through Jeanne’s eyes… He was very 

educated, he took her to the theater, the opera, and was very tender with her. Very elegant and classy, in fact.”

“I feel very lucky to have been able to play this role, a slightly darker role than usual. It is truly exciting for an actress to 

play a character like Jeanne.”

“Vincent masters his role with ease, with a delicate hand, with joy and with incredible calm. We improvised a lot on the 

set. It’s quite intimidating, actually. You show up and you haven’t quite gotten your character right and it’s all new and 

you start working with someone who is totally into the character. It’s sort of odd and beautiful.”

seleCted Filmography

2007  Un Secret A Secret - Claude miller

2006  Quand J’étais Chanteur The Singer - Xavier giannoli

2006  Fauteuils d’Orchestre Avenue Montaigne - danièle thompson

2005  les Poupées Russes Russian Dolls - Cédric KlapisCh

2004  Around the World in 80 Days - Frank CoraCi

2003  Haute Tension Switchblade Romance aka High Tension - alexandre aJa

2002  L’Auberge Espagnole Euro Pudding - Cédric KlapisCh



gérard depardieu guido
a pitiless gang leader, the Former supporter oF 
FrenCh algeria is immediately intrigued By mesrine; 
he’s Calm, Cool, and ColleCted. he deCides to taKe 
him under his Wing. at guido’s side, the Future puBliC 
enemy numBer one Will learn the tools oF his trade 
and disCoVer his oWn amBitions. guido is the mentor 
mesrine has Been Waiting For.

“It’s rare to make a film about a really bad guy, a true gangster story with a twist. The high security prison, the Algerian 

war, the Secret Armed Organization [a French nationalist militant and underground organization during the Algerian War], 

the young men who came back from war, who had no jobs, who played around with their guns… it was one hell of an 

era! There are no more real mobsters today.” 

“Guido is a guy from the Secret Armed Organization who finds Mesrine and trains him. He finds his feisty temperament 

useful until it becomes uncontrollable. “Vincent is great! He’s an excellent Mesrine. He’s a happy and brave actor, dis-

creet on set, who has a great outlook. He’s an amazing guy.” 

“I think Mesrine had his own code of ethics. He was not a brute. He’s a much more complex figure than he might seem 

today.”

seleCted Filmography

2008  Babylon A.D. - mathieu KassoVitZ

2007  Astérix aux Jeux Olympiques Asterix at the Olympic Games Frédéric Forestier - thomas langmann

2007  La Môme La Vie en Rose - olivier dahan

2006  Quand J’étais Chanteur The Singer - Xavier giannoli

2004  36 Quai des Orfèvres Department 36 - olivier marChal 

2003  Bon Voyage - Jean-paul rappeneau

2001  Asterix et Obélix : Mission Cléopâtre Asterix and Obelix Meet Cleopatra - alain ChaBat

2001  Le Placard The Closet - Francis VeBer

1995  Le Hussard sur le toit The Horseman on the Roof - Jean-paul rappeneau

1994  My Father the Hero - steve miner

1993  Germinal - Claude Berri

1994  1494 : Conquest of Paradise - ridley sCott

1990  Green Card - peter Weir

1990  Cyrano de Bergerac - Jean-paul rappeneau

1988  Camille Claudel - Bruno nuytten

1986  Jean de Florette - Claude Berri



roy dupuis Jean-paul mercier
mesrine’s main aCCompliCe during his long esCape 
From prison in Canada, his “quéBeCois Brother.”  
together, they esCape From the terriFying 
saint-VinCent-de-paul penitentiary and are soon 
aCCused oF murdering tWo Forest rangers. they part  
Company under the VeneZuelan sun, on “VaCation” With 
their respeCtiVe FianCées.

seleCted Filmography

2007 Shake Hands With the Devil - roger spottisWoode 

2005 Maurice Richard The Rocket - Charles Biname

2004 Mémoires Affectives Looking for Alexander - Francis leClerC 

2003 Les invasions Barbares The Barbarian Invasions - denys arCand

1998 Free Money - yves simoneau

1995 Screamers - Christian duguay

1992 Being at Home with Claude - Jean Baudin

1989 Jésus de Montréal Jesus of Montreal - denys arCand



gilles lellouche paul
mesrine’s Childhood Friend, he Was also his First 
aCCompliCe. a loVer oF the good liFe and a sports 
Car aFFiCianado, paul Comes to piCK mesrine up at his 
parents’ home. they maKe Frequent Visits to the 
rough-and-tumBle neighBorhoods oF BlanChe 
and pigalle, Committing their First Burglaries and 
liVing out the Final moments oF their innoCenCe, 
together.

seleCted Filmography

2008  Paris - Cédric KlapisCh

2007  Le Gang des postiches Masked Mobsters - ariel Zeitoun

2006  Ne le Dis à Personne Tell No One - guillaume Canet

2005  Anthony Zimmer - Jérôme salle

2004  Narco - tristan aurouet, gilles lellouChe

2003  Jeux d’enfants Love Me If You Dare - yann samuel



elena anaya soFia 
mesrine meets this young Woman on a night out  
partying in spain. she Falls madly in loVe With him and 
soon FolloWs him BaCK to FranCe, Where they marry. 
they haVe three Children together. soFia Will do  
anything to liVe a happy and simple Family liFe With 
him, But her eFForts are in Vain. neither she nor 
anyone else Can stop mesrine From liVing out his 
destiny.

seleCted Filmography
2007  Savage Grace - tom Kalin

2007  In the Land of Women - Jon Kasdan

2006  Alatriste - agustin diaZ yanes

2005  Fragile - Jaume Balaguero

2004  Van Helsing - stephen sommers

2004  Dead Fish - Charley stadler

2002  Hable con Ella Talk to Her -  pedro almodoVar

2001  Lucia y el Sexo Sex and Lucia - Julio medem

1999  Las Huellas Borradas Whiped-Out Footprints - enrique gaBriel-lipsChutZ

1998  Finisterre Where the World Ends - Xavier VillaVerde
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Cast
JaCques mesrine  VinCent Cassel  

Jeanne sChneider  CeCile de FranCe  

guido    gerard depardieu  

Jean-paul merCier  roy dupuis    

paul    gilles lellouChe  

soFia    elena anaya    

mesrine’s Father  miChel duChaussoy

mesrine’s mother  myriam Boyer 

sarah    FlorenCe thomassin

CreW
director    Jean-FranCois riChet

screenplay   aBdel raouF daFri, based on Jacques mesrine’s novel « l’instinct de mort »

adaptation/dialogues  aBdel raouF daFri and Jean-FranCois riChet

Visual design   roBert gantZ

production designer  emile ghigo 

Costume designer  Virginie montel

editor    herVé sChneid

image    eriC Catelan

sound     Jean minondo 

hair/make up   dominique Colladant / thi thanh tu nguyen / patriCK Villain

Casting director         antoinette Boulat

assistant director   ludoViC Bernard

location manager   FranCois pulliat

production manager  laurent siVot

executive producer  daniel delume

Co-producers   maXime remillard / andré rouleau 

associate producers  Jean Cottin / emmanuel montamat

producer    thomas langmann

a French/Canadian/italian

Co-production    la petite reine / remstar / noVo rpi 

Co-produced with   m6 Films

With the participation of  Canal+ / tps star / m6 / 120 Films / la region haute normandie /  

    CnC / teleFilm Canada / sodeC

in association with  uni etoile 4 / uni etoile 5 / Banque populaire image 8 / Cinemage 2

35 mm - scope - dolby srd running time : 110 mins



the man oF a thousand FaCes Continues his inCrediBle 
liFe oF Crime While manipulating the media, the 
goVernment and the poliCe. he plans his last and 
greatest esCape, hoping to leaVe FranCe – and 
the CharaCter he has made himselF into – Behind 
ForeVer.

public enemy
number one 

part 2
tHe legend



ludivine sagnier sylvia JeanJacquot 
she is mesrine’s last Woman, duBBed “the BeautiFul 
italian” By the media. her presenCe glamoriZes his 
Final esCape From prison and she is the realiZation 
oF all his Fantasies. mesrine’s Famous reCorded 
statement is addressed to her. she miraCulously 
surViVes the porte de ClignanCourt shooting.

“Jean- François was still a child when Mesrine was killed and so his view of the event is not tainted by nostalgia. He is 

a man of action that I find very interesting. He also has a very dynamic approach to shooting a film.”

“I’m not completely faithful to the historical Sylvie Jeanjacquot. I’m more into the element of fantasy, playing the role of 

a woman who falls in love with a man like him.”

“Vincent fascinates me. I see him as an acting prodigy. He invested so much of himself in this role. His energy, his ability 

to give and take, and his willfulness are remarkable. It’s amazing to see how much he resembles his character, and how 

he has found all of Mesrine’s personality - the humor, the violence, the spirituality and the dark side. He is there, he is 

present, he has the aura of the character and he has incredible charisma. I am very, very proud. It’s been a real pleasure 

to work with him. We’ve laughed a lot; he’s a very fun-loving person.”

“Playing the gangster’s hot chick has been great fun.”

seleCted Filmography

2007  Un Secret A secret - Claude miller

2007  La Fille coupée en deux The Girl Cut in Two - Claude ChaBrol

2007  Les Chansons d’amour Love Songs - Christophe honore

2007  Molière - laurent tirard

2003  Peter Pan - p.J. hogan

2003  Swimming Pool - François oZon

2002  Huit Femmes 8 Women – François oZon



mathieu amalric François besse
KnoWn as “the King oF esCape,” he is as disCreet and 
introVerted as mesrine is BoastFul and proVoCatiVe. 
together, they Form a ruthless duo and manage to 
esCape From la santé prison. their Contrasting 
personalities, hoWeVer, ultimately lead them to 
separate.

“For me, Jacques Mesrine represented my parent’s era. And it was quite an era!”

“Certain people must break all the rules. They need to, in order to go on living in society.”

“François Besse and Mesrine only met and worked together a few times. They had little in common, but I think they had 

a lot of affection and respect for one another.”

“Besse always tried to remain discreet, to keep a low profile. It was a different tactic from Mesrine’s, who had no tactic 

at all.”

“Later on, we had the pleasure of doing very physical things. When I have the chance, I go for it. Escaping from prison, 

training with weapons.”

“It gave Jean-François Richet great pleasure to watch Vincent and me make the scene and the dialog our own, change 

things around, invent gestures. He loves actors and enjoys filming them. He loves to see what we come up with.”

“Vincent is quite a chameleon. He must take great pleasure in transforming himself. He must have also enjoyed exploring 

his character’s relationships with the men and with the women. It’s also quite a joyous affirmation of virility, oddly both 

delicate and heart-warming.”

“Is he a hero or not? The good, the bad, the grey zones… Did he have any morals? Can we really judge a man? I think 

these are ideas that Vincent understands well.”

“I felt the incredible excitement and pleasure one must feel when breaking the law.”

“Mesrine had a lot of fun. I don’t know, Kazan’s A Face in the Crowd or John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance 

come to mind. It’s the desire to leave behind some kind of trace…”

“We threw ourselves into the water without knowing how to swim. We tried to stay afloat, and something came out of it. 

All of my scenes were with Vincent. We were “ a couple.”

“The relationship between Mesrine and Besse was one of respect.  Respect of two opposites. Admiration.”

seleCted Filmography

2008  Un conte de noël - arnaud despleChin

2008  De la guerre - Bertrand Bonello 

2008  James Bond 22: Quantum of Solace - marc Forster

2007  Le Scaphandre et le Papillon The Diving Bell and the Butterfly - Julian sChnaBel

2006  Quand J’étais Chanteur The Singer - Xavier giannoli

2006  Marie Antoinette - sofia Coppola

2005  Munich - steven spielBerg

2004  Rois et Reine Kings & Queen - arnaud despleChin



gérard lanvin charlie bauer
Bauer is mesrine’s last aCCompliCe and diFFerentiates 
himselF From the others By his radiCal politiCal 
VieWs. Bauer, among others, Will push mesrine to 
use his notoriety to strengthen the Fight against 
the Conditions at the maXimum seCurity prison. he 
also enCourages mesrine to get in ContaCt With 
european reVolutionary netWorKs. 

seleCted Filmography

2008  Secret Défense  - philippe haim

2002  Le Boulet Dead Weight - alain BerBerian, Frédéric Forestier 

2000  Le Goût Des Autres The Taste of Others - agnès Jaoui 

1998  En Plein Cœur In All Innocence - pierre JoliVet

1996  Anna Oz - eric roChant

1994  Le Fils Préféré The Favorite Son - nicole garCia



samuel le bihan michel ardouin
niCKnamed “the airCraFt Carrier” By mesrine, in 
reFerenCe to his Build, the 6 Ft. 1, 220 lB. ardouin 
Carried a Variety oF guns around With him at all times. 
he Was one oF mesrine’s most FaithFul lieutenants. 
they roBBed many BanKs together and ardouin 
partiCipated in the speCtaCular esCape From a 
Compiègne Courthouse.

seleCted Filmography

2007  Frontières Frontier(s) - Xavier gens

2004  The Bridge of San Luis Reyes - mary mcguCKian

2002  Une Affaire Privée A Private Affair - guillaume niClouX

2001  Le Pacte des Loups Brotherhood of the Wolf - Christophe gans

1999  Vénus Beauté Venus Beauty Institute - tonie marshall

1996  Capitaine Conan - Bertrand taVernier

1995  Une Femme Française A French Woman - régis Wargnier 

1994  Trois couleurs : Rouge Three Colours: Red - Krzysztof KiesloWsKi



olivier gourmet 
commissaire broussard
the First time Broussard naBBed mesrine, he Was 
WelComed With a glass oF Champagne. on the seCond 
oCCasion, the gangster had no time to prepare – he 
Was instantly Caught in a hail storm oF Bullets at the 
Wheel oF his Car. only a FeW months BeFore, mesrine 
had issued a Challenge:  “neXt time, Broussard, there 
Will Be no Champagne. it Will Be aBout WhiCh oF us 
shoots First.”

seleCted Filmography

2008  Le Silence de Lorna - Jean-pierre dardenne et luc dardenne

2008  Go Fast - olivier Van hooFstadt

2007  Pars vite et reviens tard Have Mercy on Us All - régis Wargnier

2006  Les Brigades du Tigre The Tiger Brigades - Jérôme Cornuau &  François Cornuau 

2005  Le Parfum de La Dame en Noir The Perfume of the Lady in Black - Bruno podalydes 

2005  L’Enfant The Child - Jean-pierre dardenne & luc dardenne 

         Palme d’Or Festival de Cannes 2005

2005  Le Couperet The Ax - Costa-gaVras

2003  Le Temps du Loup The Time of the Wolf - michael haneKe

2001  Sur mes Lèvres Read My Lips - Jacques audiard

1999  Rosetta - Jean-pierre dardenne & luc dardenne  Palme d’Or Festival de Cannes 1999

1996  La Promesse The Promise - Jean-pierre dardenne & luc dardenne

1996  Le Huitième Jour The Eighth Day Jaco Van dormael
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mesrine’s laWyer  anne Consigny
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Composer   marCo Beltrami
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the marseillaise was playing when they put a gun in my 

hand - my hand developed a taste for guns.

death is a faithful mistress who does not leave her lovers.

if you live in the shade, you will never get close to the sun.

there are no heroes in crime.

in hell, you can really have fun. only people who wouldn’t 

get bored out of their minds on earth get to go there.

too many people back off.

the mind does not die. the proof is you’re thinking of me.

               mesrine

“

”
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