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DANMARKSPREMIERE TORSDAG DEN 4. AUGUST 2016
Dagmar og Grand i København, Øst for Paradis og Trøjborg i Aarhus, 
Cafebiografen Odense, Biffen Aalborg, Albertslund Biograferne, Brørup Bio, 
Gentofte Kino, Haslev Bio, Cafe Slotsbio Hillerød, Kulturbiografen Frysehuset Holbæk, Humle Bio, Ishøj Bio, Klovborg Kino, Nicolai Bio Kolding, Malling Bio, 
Ringkøbing Biograf, Victoria Teatret Sorø, Kino 1-2-3 Thisted og Værløse Bio

En film af Christian Vincent ("Bon Appétit Hr. Præsident" og "Adskillelsen") med Fabrice Luchini ("Kvinderne på sjette sal" og "Cykeltur med Moliere") samt Sidse Babett Knudsen i de to store roller. Filmen vandt to fornemme priser på Venedig Film Festival, for henholdsvis bedste manuskript og bedste mandlige hovedrolle. Ved den årlige pendant til de amerikanske Oscars, modtog Sidse Babett Knudsen sidst i februar en fransk César for sin præstation i kategorien bedste kvindelige birolle. En udmærkelse der sammen med Luchinis pris for bedste mandlige hovedrolle på Venedig-festivalen taler deres eget sprog om hvilke fantastiske skuespilpræstationer, denne film byder på!

Xavier Racine er en berygtet dommer ved kriminalretten. Han er kendt som 'to-cifre-dommeren', idet han aldrig udstikker domme på under ti år. En mand, der er i fuldstændig kontrol med sit liv og sit virke. En dag øjner han en kvinde på jury-bænken, Ditte Lorensen-Coteret, som han har en fortid med og hans liv tager pludselig en uventet drejning.

AN INTERVIEW WITH
CHRISTIAN VINCENT
Screenwriter and director 

What was the genesis of the L’hermine project?  

Christian Vincent : A shared desire with my producer Matthieu Tarot to once again work with Fabrice Luchini, 25 years after LA DISCRETE (The Discreet). All that was left to be done was to find a character and a story. While talking it over with Matthieu – who is a legal junkie – we imagined Fabrice as the President of an Assize Court. I thought he would look very nice in a red robe and ermine collar. Since I knew nothing at all about the world of justice, I began by attending a trial by jury. And I discovered that a courtroom is a bit like a theater, with its audience, actors, dramaturgy and wings. It is a pre-established order, begging to be upset. But most of all, it is the realm of language, founded essentially on the oral nature of the debates: a place where some master language, and where others at times do not even understand the questions that they are being asked. You find everything in a trial by jury. Human distress, lyrical flights of fancy, long stretches of boredom, fleeting moments of intimacy, two rival camps at loggerheads, liars, truths that contradict each other, and a lot of questions that remain unanswered. When a trial is over, truth sometimes triumphs. But not always. Most often, who knows? 

How did you approach writing the screenplay ?  

C. V. : I began at the Bobigny courthouse. Four young men were accused of a gang rape in an apartment block’s garbage can room. Despite the fact that the trial was taking place behind closed doors, with all the parties’ agreement I was able to attend the trial ‘backstage’ like any other apprentice judge. At each recess, I accompanied the president and his two associate judges, the clerk and the nine jurors into what you may call the wings.  I saw the jurors ask the prosecution questions, get to know each other, talk about what they had just heard. I saw how attentive the magistrates were to their requests, answering all their questions, five days long… And then I immediately repeated the experience, this time at the Paris court of assize. A young man was accused of having murdered his male lover. That was when I began to be able to write. I now had the elements I needed to do that. If we wanted the film to look right, all that documentation was necessary.

All that remained was the story…

C. V. : The story came very simply. It flowed naturally from the personality of the magistrate. 

I imagined the president of a court of assize close to retirement. A man respected and feared in his courtroom, but despised and ignored at home. At home, other than for his dog, he was given very little consideration, whereas in court he was addressed as ‘Your Honor’. So I imagined a bitter man, without much joy in his live. A man who fell in love with a woman once in his life, five or six years earlier. He had been in a coma following an accident. When he came to, there was a woman’s face leaning over him. It was an illumination. And now this woman had reappeared in his life.  She is a juror in a trial he is presiding. For a few days, he will have to live with her at his side… I had found our story.

How did you create the character of Ditte? 

C. V. : As the complete opposite of the character of Racine. Racine is the night, the dark side of each of us, whereas Ditte is the light. Racine punishes, whereas Birgit brings people back to life. While writing this character, I had a character from another movie in mind, Christine – played by Nora Gregor – in La règle du jeu (The Rules of the Game) by Jean Renoir. An aviator falls desperately in love with her, simply because she had been nice to him. “Because in France, you don’t have the right simply to be nice to a man?” she asks Octave, played by Jean Renoir.  “No, you don’t have the right,” he answers. “So it’s all my fault”, she concludes.

Why did you choose  Sidse Babett Knudsen to play the role of Ditte ? 

C. V. : While I was writing the screenplay, I  had no idea which actress I could cast in the role. Names went through my mind, but none of them were very convincing. Who could Michel Racine – Fabrice Luchini – have fallen in love with a few years earlier? No idea. I couldn’t think of anyone. Back then, ARTE was broadcasting the third season of Borgen and I never missed an episode. I loved the actress. I thought she was both sexy and virile. She reminded me of John Ford’s heroines. And then one idle day, I typed her name on Google. There was a link to an interview she had given to ARTE. And so I discovered that she spoke fluent French. That very minute I called my producer to tell him that I had found my actress.

25 years after La discrète, what was it like, getting back together with Fabrice Luchini…  

C. V. : Fabrice knew that I was writing with him in mind. Once Matthieu Tarot and I thought that we could have him read something, I made an appointment with him. I went to his apartment in the 18th arrondissement in Paris. I met Shiba, his little 2 year old puppy. We had a coffee in his kitchen, I remember that the discussion revolved around the price of property in his neighborhood, where he had always lived and never left. Before leaving, I gave him a copy of the screenplay of L’HERMINE. He next day he called and said he would do the film.

He plays the role of the judge very soberly. Did you direct him that way? 

C. V. : That wasn’t necessary. As an actor, Fabrice is light years away from the “Actor’s Studio” method and any techniques that advocate introspection, psychological research or identification. Nevertheless, before beginning to shoot, he wanted to meet with the president of the assize court who had welcomed me twice. So one day he came down to the Paris Courthouse to spend a half day at a trial.  He saw the sobriety with which the President directed his trial. Not one word louder than the next. At the end of one hour, he had understood.

How did shooting go between Fabrice and Sidse… 

C. V. : Atrociously normal, which is to say terribly professionally. Each comes from a totally different universe. And that helped them to get along, to feel complicit. Sidse had never shot in France before. She was amazed at our way of working, our work rhythm, our lunch breaks, our relaxed attitude, our apparent improvisation… All that disoriented and amused her at the same time.

What do you expect from your actors? 

C. V. : I am like everyone else. I expect them to show up on time, to know their lines. (laughter) I always write my dialogues with lots of dot, sot, dots… Sometimes I don’t even finish my sentences. Truth is, I expect them to surprise me and I try to provide them with the wherewithal to fulfill those expectations. Directing an actor is a subtle mix of two contradictory things. You have to reassure and destabilize at the same time.

They are surrounded by some actors in secondary roles who act very realistically. How did you choose them? 

C. V. : I have a trick… In everyday life, I am not at all a physiognomist - practically agnosiac - so I choose actors based on their physique. What I mean by that is that I systematically choose actors and actresses who do not look like each other My greatest fear is that the audience will confuse one character with another. After that, I choose normal people, or if you like, actors who do not look like actors.  So much so, that when I walk down the street, whether I’m preparing a film or not, I always walk by tons of people who make me want to film them…

How do you prepare scenes that confront a professional actor with an amateur? 

C. V. : I work with non-professionals like I do with kids. Ten minutes before shooting, I give them some pointers about their character, the contents of the scene, what they’re supposed to say.  But without giving them any text to memorize. There is nothing worse than recitation by rote.

The acting may sometimes be clumsy. But you generally get a pleasant surprise. 

Why did you shoot your exteriors in the North of France?

C. V. : I can’t help it. I keep coming back to the North. I feel good there. I don’t know why exactly. A certain taste for melancholy, perhaps… At the same time, in the North, people are really funny, it’s a real cheerfulness that has nothing to with that horrible touchy-feely stuff you get in the South.

What does this film represent for you ?  

C. V. : Not that long ago, when I was asked why I made films, I would answer that it was the job that offered me the best use of my time… Alternating between solitary periods of writing and the excitation of shooting, when you drag along an army of collaborators, the perpetual self-doubt during the editing… Moments of doubt, moments of euphoria. Today, when I’m asked why I make films, I answer that it’s to film my country, the diversity of its territories, its languages and cultures. And if I decided to film in a courtroom, that’s the reason why. A trial by jury is one of the rare places in our society where everyone hears everything that is said, where all cultures coexist, where all the social classes rub shoulders.

The opposite of staying with one’s own kind.


AN INTERVIEW WITH
FABRICE LUCHINI
How did you react when you learned that the Venice Film Festival had selected you for the best actor?

I couldn’t believe it. The jury was made up of sophisticated, international filmmakers. I realize what a privilege it was to have been chosen by my peers. And besides, my father was Italian, which gave the award particular resonance. On the other hand, even if I do not want to deny myself the pleasure, for me the true award is that audiences still come to see your films.

What did you like about Michel Racine, the character you play ?

His unpleasantness! They call him the two-figure judge, because he never sentences anyone to less than ten years. I like characters who are not immediately, who don’t automatically arouse compassion. We live in an age of global compassion. Everyone is supposed to be marvelous, and supposed to be nice… But that being said, my character is a good president of the assize court. Nasty, but good at what he does. He is the epitome of authority, but he never tries to influence a jury. And then there’s the love story, an atypical love story! Racine had once fallen in love with an ianesthesiologist, and now he accidentally runs into her again when she is chosen to sit on one of his juries. This woman will light up his life, she will elevate him. 

What do you have in common with his judge?

My character is a great romantic. I myself might say just what he says.  But in general, I do not see myself in the characters I play, even if I do put in a little bit of myself. I rely on what the director wants without always understanding it. And I try to satisfy him as best I can.  

How did you prepare?

I didn’t go to a lot of trials. I only went to see one, presided by Olivier Leurent. He told me: Our job is to listen, understand, and decide. 

Watching that great President of the Assize Court, I noticed that he addressed the defendant and the witnesses very simply, very politely, and tried to encourage confidence and trust.  

Based on what criteria did you accept this project?

 It’s a bit arrogant to say that you have criteria… With COURTED, it was the screenplay that convinced me. I am sensitive to writing, to structure, and to words. It was very well written, and I found the basic premise interesting. Because a courtroom drama can easily become boring! But Christian Vincent made sure that the human angle took precedence over the tragic elements. The film is both a comic and a fascinating look at human nature. The jurors are an embodiment of participatory democracy and could be any one of us. And then there is the defendant, or defendants, and what is interesting about them is that we can recognize ourselves in them too. Obviously, none of us has ever put a child in a closet, but one day, when exasperated, we might have. It’s not a matter of forgiving or excusing, but you shouldn’t feel too far removed from the criminals, because we all belong to a human race capable of the worst. And finally, the choice of my partner, Sidse, counted. I had found her remarkable in Borgen. I like the idea of working with people from another culture.

What kind of actress is Sidse Babett Knudsen?

A fabulous actress! In her Nordic culture, people are much more straightforward than we Latins are. At our first reading, she wondered about things, she looked for points of reference, or a certain logic. Even though she speaks French wonderfully, it is not her native language, and so from time to time I played the interpreter to verbalize her doubts, because I like to be a ‘translator,’ ‘a courier’. I hope that I was helpful. 

You haven’t worked with Christian Vincent for 25. What was it like meeting again on a movie set? 

I found the same atmosphere as at the Café de la Mairie in La Discrète, Christian’s way of capturing love stories. He has an acute awareness of the possibly erotic nature of a date in a café, in pure Marivaux tradition, something that you also get with Rohmer. And I feel in my element! But since La Discrète, Christian has broadened his palette. He wants to film his contemporaries, much like Ken Loach. And he does .it very well.

Tell us about shooting your first scene with Sidse…

Christian threw a wrench in the works, one minute before he was to say “Action”. He thought we were being too faithful to the text.  I said to myself: Shit, I had such a hard time memorizing it! But there’s nothing theoretical or intellectual about the job of an actor. When you hear “Action” that’s concrete. There’s a woman, a man, and you need to act. It’s beyond language. You understand each other like animals. 

Most of the witnesses at the trial are non-professional actors. Is there anything specific about their acting?

Their innocence.  We actors consciously try to reach what they obtain unawares. Being an actor, you try to underplay, to efface effects, not to let anything look manufactured. Cinema is not there to see your technique, it’s there to see your soul. It’s an MRI scan of your interior self. You can try and cheat, but the camera will always catch you as you really are. As Louis Jouvet said: Tell me what you’re playing, and I’ll tell you who you are. You can be deeply moving in one movie, and lousy in the next, because you got the wrong role.  Good casting equals good acting.  There are actors who are proud of their character studies’ and others who dare ask themselves Aren’t I always playing the same role? 

To what category of actors do you belong?

I do very few things. But I like my limits. I learned that from Eric Rohmer. I could never play a truck driver. A murderer maybe … But in any case not a gorgeous dude who drives women mad every time he walks into café! My position is simple: don’t ask me to compose a character. On the other hand, you can ask me to move around. In the theater, I can go from Molière to Labiche. If I wanted to show off with a quotable quip I’d say that an actor always plays in the same film. 

I need to alternate with the stage, but when I’m making a movie, I become humble, I don’t intervene. I used to have that fault I want to do it again. Not any more. When I was starting out, a director wrote in Les Cahiers du Cinéma that I led to a deficit of narration, because I had too much personality. That may have been true thirty years ago, but not today. I don’t try to stick out anymore. 

And in the role of a President of an Assize Court, one might have expected …

A real act … Yes, but it’s always much more profitable to suggest than to show.  And then, that’s the way I was directed. I am at times finicky, petty, but on set, I do what I’m told. I become obedient. I couldn’t care less about being badly dressed, or looking like an idiot, even though I am rather stylish in real life.

What are your moments of pleasure on a shoot?

The waiting, experiencing those moments, as Isabelle Huppert calls them, moments during which your real problems disappear. And this shoot was the chance for me to spend almost two months discovering a splendid city, a historical site: Saint-Omer and the unsung, but very real warmth of the people of the North. 

What kinds of emotion do you think that the film may arouse?

The audience will tell us. But I can tell when a movie has appeal, and this one won’t leave people indifferent. Because even with all the difficulties, the sordid homicide, a couple pathetically falling apart, there is the love story … A project.  

Today your reunion with Christian Vincent has garnered two awards in Venice (best screenplay, best actor).  Yesterday, La Discrète was your first popular success …  

Christian Vincent and I experienced something miraculous 25 years ago. Teenagers in schoolyards repeated lines from the film See that girl? She’s vile. Rohmer had already helped me. But La Discrète, was like Rohmer for mass consumption. For, 15 years, nothing had worked for me. I was too grandiloquent for some, too hysterical for others. Some thought I was too effeminate. With La Discrète, the flaws people reproached me with were suddenly virtues. That film changed my life. 

AN INTERVIEW WITH
SIDSE BABETT KNUDSEN
Who is Ditte, the character you play?

A woman who feels good about herself. She lives alone with her teen-aged daughter. They get along fine, she has a full life. She runs into an old acquaintance of hers at a trial: the President of the Assize Court, played by Fabrice Luchini. The witnesses and the jury on which Ditte is sitting revolve around him. She is somewhat reserved, but open-minded and curious about what goes on in a courtroom. In the middle of this story that could have been rather glum, I embody a ray of sunlight in flesh and blood!

Arte audiences know you thanks to Borgen, the Danish series in which you play the main role. But this is the first time you’ve filmed in France. What convinced you to accept the role?

Christian Vincent came to see me in Copenhagen with his producer Matthieu Tarot, a real bundle of energy. I hadn’t yet given them an answer, but they said: Ah… We’re so happy that you’ve accepted (laughter). Their energy seduced me. And the screenplay too. I thought it was a very original love story. There is a kind of misapprehension between Ditte and the magistrate. Their first encounter was a love affair for him, but not for her.  And I liked the role. It’s positive. It’s nice to play a well-rounded, fulfilled character, someone who is not in need or in search of something. This was the first time someone offered me a role like that.  
Tell us about your first encounter with Fabrice Luchini ?
I saw his one-man show. Céline’s language is too complicated for me. I didn’t quite understand everything, but I was impressed by Fabrice’s energy. He reminded me of a car whose gears were constantly shifting! When we met the next day, he said: But you’re a huge star! (laughter) 

How did you prepare?

I saw The Rules of the Game, the Renoir film which inspired Christian for my role. I usually work on my characters a lot. Here, I had a hard time situating her. Ditte is a projection of the magistrate’s desire. I was afraid of becoming nothing more than some kind of phantasm.  I talked to Christian about it, and he assured me that he wanted me to play a very real woman.   

What was it like working with Fabrice Luchini?

We got along very well. I respect him very much. As an actor he takes responsibility for his character, for the story, but also for the mood. On set, he never stops having fun. The minute the energy level is down, he does something provocative and reinvigorates the crew. He’s really funny. What was also nice is that I felt that he understood me. Which cannot always be taken for granted. I understand French very well, but I don’t always express myself very well. I have a poor vocabulary, but Fabrice understood everything, even my sense of humor!

What kind of director is Christian Vincent?  

He’s not a control freak. He trusts his professional actors and lets us have our own way. But I was particularly impressed by his work with the non-professional actors. His calmness gave them self-confidence. He primed them in such a way, that you feel that the text just flows from them.  One of them was a woman who played the adopted mother of one of the witnesses. She was so moving that we all applauded at the end of her scene. 
You are Danish. Where did you learn to speak French?

In Paris. At the age of 18, I came to work as an au pair girl for a year. And I stayed five and a half years. I already knew I wanted to be an actress, so I took some acting courses. I learned the language thanks to those courses. Those were very formative years.  In Denmark, actors’ training is based on psychology. In France, it’s more physical and rigorous.  Before a rehearsal, I always arrive early to warm up my body and voice. You don’t do that in Denmark.  In France, you are also educated to be aware of the audience. They pay, and they want something in return.  This is also where I learned that being an actor is not a profession, it’s a luxury. You need to take initiative, not just sit around and wait for a role to come looking for you. When I returned to Denmark, I was a foreigner because I had a little bit of a French accent, but also because of the way I worked.

What is different about shooting in France?

Lunch. You eat well and you may even have some wine. In Denmark, that’s forbidden. In France you have lunch sitting down. In the States, you have a flying lunch. You gulp down a sandwich standing up. Otherwise, it’s the same job, there are the same relations between actors and the technical crew. The directors of photography are just as charming, and the sound engineers are just as discreet and interesting. 

What does this film represent for you?
I long dreamed of working in France. And this is the first time I’ve been back in 25 years. So it was very emotional.  L’Hermine allowed me to start off with a role that doesn’t have much dialogue. That was practical. Now I feel ready to shoot other films in France. 
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