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SYNOPSIS

Pierre Bonnard wouldn’t be the famous painter everybody knows without the enigmatic

Marthe appearing on more than a third of his work...



DIRECTOR’S NOTE

When I was a child, my mother brought me from an exhibition in Paris a poster
representing Marthe painted by Bonnard, sitting at the Roulotte’s table in front of a
luxuriant landscape, vibrant of light and colour. I had pinned it on the wall of my bedroom
so that I could look at it while falling asleep at night. I was too young to understand it but
something in this image fascinated me, its sensuality and the strangeness that came out of

it. As if it was a window opening onto another world.

I found out later on that the Roulotte was the small house on the banks of the Seine in
Normandy where the couple lived in symbiosis but also in reclusion for many years. That
place where Bonnard reached his self-fulfillment as an artist. Over the years I naturally
forgot this poster and the fascination I had for it, but this memory came back to haunt me
a long time after. By the merest chance I settled here in Vexin very close to the Roulotte, a

place where I still live today in the same landscapes magnified by Bonnard's eye.

One day, Pierrette Vernon, the great niece of Marthe, contacted me. She wanted me to
make a film about her great-aunt, as she felt her fundamental role in her husband's work
was not sufficiently appreciated. We could say Marthe became the emblem and fetish of it,
appearing in more than a third of his work. But she remained a troubled and manipulative
woman in the public opinion, while Pierrette saw Marthe as a woman who sacrificed

herself for the sake of Pierre’s work.

There is a mystery around Bonnard. A mystery illustrated throughout his life in the
obsessional representation of Marthe’s body, his companion and muse. From the beginning,
Marthe is omnipresent, offered, enigmatic and impudent. And then slowly, while becoming
sick, she starts shutting herself, often in her bathtub, eternally young and eternally
elusive. Bonnard’s work is totally bound to her presence, it wouldn’t be the same without
her. It’s in this indissoluble link that I immediately felt a need to get a deeper
understanding. I saw this as a sign. Since my childhood, Marthe, pinned on the wall of my

room, was also part of my life.

While starting to work on the script I realized it was a heartbreaking love story, hiding
behind the legend of their intimate and falsely secluded relationship. With Pierre and
Marthe, nothing was simple. Neither the sweetness and egoism of Pierre, nor the
mythomania of Marthe, nor the decisive role that she seemed to have played at his side,
and not even Pierre's paintings, where behind an apparent representation of happiness,

every detail is used to disorient the spectator even more.



They were united by a Faustian pact, a strange alchemy, making everybody wonder who

was vampirizing the other.

Under the splendor of the landscapes one can guess the underlying tragedy. Among his
close relatives, Bonnard was considered as Marthe’s prisoner until the end, creating a void
around him, knowingly cutting him off from the world. But many claimed the opposite
after the artist’s death: that Marthe was actually Pierre’s willing “victim”, his prisoner,

broken down because of their relationship...

In any case, it seemed obvious to me that reducing Marthe to the strict role of a muse
would be a mistake. As it would be misleading and just as downgrading to reduce her to a
powerless victim, devoured by a genius predator and joining the long list of famous artists'

companions, objectified by a male gaze in societies still fundamentally patriarchal.

Marthe had a strong personality, she hid from Pierre significant parts of her past life, and
made a name and a character for herself. She lived in a lie but at the same time was fleeing
the false pretenses: it was a disturbing combination of sincerity and mythomania. By
withdrawing herself from the social game she took Pierre with her, revealing him to himself
by sharing her love of loneliness and nature. Marthe could have been a painter. At Pierre’s
side, her desire to paint grew and one day she went for it, under a third identity, Marthe
Solange.

But it was too late. After her first exhibition Marthe stopped painting and fell gradually
into madness. Only about fifty paintings remain of her. A work worthy of a student
coming out of the Beaux-Arts. Born poor, Marthe didn’t get the time to fully reveal the

painter living inside her.

Despite her madness, Pierre never abandoned her. To the very end, he showed his absolute
dedication to her. Initially strong and hard as a diamond, time eventually made her fragile
like glass. Pierre participated fully in the artistic bubbling of his time at the beginning of
their relationship, full of freedom and love experiments. But when he gradually isolated
himself with her to be entirely dedicated to his work, he seemed to be plagued by a creative
fever fueled by guilt and violent impulses. It’s in this non-anecdotal space that I chose to
position the film, far from the ordinary biopic or historical reconstitution, in that secret

transformation of a couple.

Martin Provost
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