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SYNOPSIS 
 

  
Paulette Van Der Beck (Juliette Binoche) and her husband have been running a 
homemakers institute in Bœrsch, Alsace, for many years. Their mission is to train teenage girls 
to become perfect housewives at a time when women were expected to submit to their 
husbands. 
 

When her husband suddenly dies, Paulette takes over and discovers that the school is on 
the verge of bankruptcy. But while preparations are underway for the best homemaking 
competition sponsored by a popular TV show, she and her lively students start questioning 
their beliefs as the nationwide protests of May 1968 transform society around them. 
Reunited with her first love, André, and with the help of her eccentric sister-in-law Gilberte 
(Yolande Moreau) and a stern nun Marie-Therese (Noémie Lvovsky), Paulette joins forces 
with her pupils to overcome their subservient status and become liberated women.  
 

How to Be a Good Wife is a humorous and satirical take on a universal story about solidarity 
and gender equality.  
  
 

  

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 

 
  

I still remember the young couples’ guide that lived in a drawer in the kitchen where, in the 

late 60s, my mother presided, whereas my father would read the paper in the living room 

while waiting to come to the dinner table. 

 

That’s how it was before ’68. Women didn’t yet have their say about certain centuries-old 

rules that dictated that a man should take a wife “keep his household in order”, which said it 

all.  

 

In addition to doing the grocery shopping, coming up with the menus, and dressing us, my 

mother also oversaw our homework and, while making dinner in the kitchen, would have us 

recite our lessons to her. Afterwards, we would help her set the table. But most importantly, I 

remember that my father – because he earned money – never lifted a finger, and would 

instead wait for us to call out “dinner!” to come sit at the table and serve himself first – and 

copiously – which infuriated my mother.  

 

After dinner, my father would go back to the living room while we cleared the table and 

loaded the dishwasher that my mother had made him buy, after great insistence, because 

we still thought that it was an extravagance that would exhaust all of the planet’s water 

resources. When she finally joined us in front of the television, which we got very late, the film 

had, of course, already begun.  

 



I also remember that mother would occasionally recruit what she referred to as “young little 

girls” to look after us during vacations.  

One could find those young girls in what were called housekeeping schools. They were always 

young girls from humble backgrounds, and usually from peasant stock. 

 

In the 60s, France was still quite rural, and for these young girls, home economics schools were 

a means of escaping the harsh destiny of a farmer’s wife through better marriage or a 

housemaid position in a large city. Most of the young girls that my mother hired had never 

seen the ocean. That has stayed in my memory because that was how it was in the 60s. Many 

men and women never ventured outside their counties.  

 

The film is set in Alsace-Moselle during the 1967-68 school year, with most of the story unfolding 

at the Bitche home economics school on the German border. 

 

At the end of the 60s, home economics schools - which, for over one hundred years, had 

trained armies of homemakers, housekeepers and nannies all over France - were living out 

their final years. It was the end of an era; one wherein there still existed a type of education 

reserved strictly for girls with the sole objective of confining them to the domestic arena with 

no prospects other than that of serving men and families. There, young students from humble 

backgrounds learned to manage a home and a budget, and to mend their husband’s 

underwear and socks – but also how to butcher a rabbit, stuff a bird, scour a wooden floor, 

recover the bottom of a sauce pan, as well as the art of accommodating leftovers… 

 

It is in this declining, antiquated system still clinging, with grace and sincerity, to its arcane 

vision of society that our heroine, Paulette Van Der Beck, presides with the utmost seriousness. 

 

By overseeing the family housekeeping institution, Paulette is perpetuating a model that 

suffocates her, because her awakening won’t come until after the death of her husband, 

Robert, when she reconnects with André, her first love that she thought had died in the war.  

 

Is it the rekindling of a first love or the winds of freedom blowing in from Paris (the film ends in 

May of ’68) that will enable Paulette, at the age of fifty, to experience her first orgasm and to 

begin questioning everything? 

 

When the film begins, women have just won the right to open bank accounts in their own 

names, to work without prior permission from their husbands (the “loi 1965”), and to take the 

pill (the “loi Neuwirth 1967”) - not to mention everything that was still up for discussion: 

abortion, the notion of equal pay… 

 

Of course, seen from the home economics school in the nether regions of Alsace-Moselle, 

the contrast with growing modernity is all the more striking.  

 

The art of mending underwear suddenly seems pathetic and antiquated to Paulette and her 

young apprentice housekeepers. It is in coming to this surreal, absurd and comical realization 



that our heroines will begin to struggle – and not without challenges - to obtain their desires 

and exist freely.  

 

There were so many of these home economics schools that it seems incredible to think not a 

single one survived May of ’68. Some were transformed into agricultural high schools; but 

others were erased from the French landscape altogether in less than two years.  

Little by little, the patriarch has become an endangered species. Men have become used 

to sharing household chores with their wives - who also work – and taking care of the children. 

This unconscious dressage, which for centuries targeted their wives with a view to making 

them their slaves, now seems like part of another world.  

A world that, for me, was just yesterday, since I knew it very well. 

 

And yet... 

 

For several years, the upswing in communitarianism and the influence of the far right have 

enjoined women to once again leave the public domain and return to their households. This 

of course means that they can no longer work or control their fertility, and can no longer be 

free. This leap backwards has slipped insidiously into numerous debates. Who would have 

thought that the right to an abortion would once again be up for discussion at the national 

assembly just months after the 2017 presidential election? 

 

A funny, fast-paced and often jubilant film, How To Be A Good Wife is a musical score tailor-

made for the three actresses I wrote it for: Juliette Binoche, Yolande Moreau, and Noémie 

Lvovsky. A deep and delicious comedy, it is a manifesto in defense of the evolution of a 

society from which it is impossible to imagine turning back. 

 

But for me, it’s also a means of furthering my research and tackling a register that is, if not 

new, at least different. And this with women, of course – women that are capable of radical 

transformation and evolution; women that, this time, I would like to take to a register where 

they can be carried away by laughter; but a laughter borne out of tragedy – the tragedy we 

all share. Because we must laugh at ourselves and at the human condition in order to better 

accept it; because our mothers and grandmothers all went through this, and if yesterday’s 

world seems far away now - make no mistake, it is still quite near, and laughter is there to help 

us distance ourselves from it. 

 

Rich in dialogue, the screenplay opens on the rigor of Paulette Van Der Beck as a form of 

instruction; obsessive, repetitive gestures – the gestures of the model housewife that every 

woman knows by heart, because they are still there, written in our collective sub-conscience. 

These gestures gradually become a dance at the heart of a choreography that I want to be 

very discreet at first - just a few steps when our young girls, along with Sister Marie-Thérèse, 

scrub with steel wool, wash clothes, peel vegetables, etc. Then, little by little, this takes off into 

a brisk choreography, like a hot air balloon filling up with air and flying away, so that the 

energy and joy of renewal supersedes constraint and the past; so that we bury the slavery 

and the negation of feminine intelligence once and for all – and all of this through dancing 

and singing in this final ballet that celebrates the liberating march toward the barricades of 



May of ’68; where Paulette and the “new” man, represented by André, in the lead, with all 

of the other protagonists in the film, find their place in freedom, equality, fraternity, with joie-

de-vivre in their hearts, but also the desire to change the world.  
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