CHARLOTTE FEVER

Charlotte Gainsbourg’s screen persona is out of Time, a pre-Raphaelite angel observing humanity with love and mercy. Always relaxed, her face is a mask of timeless interrogation, its sculpted features the noble stare of a beloved sphynx. She doesn’t need to scowl or frown, because she’s got a tiny micro-climate of mood floating around her, like a pop-up cartoon, framing her untrembling portrait. Eyes, nose, mouth. Height, sailing across the streets. Her gazelle silhouette trots high-heeled memories of Saint-Germain-des-Prés and swinging London. 

Charlotte was born in 1971 in London, to swinging icons Jane Birkin and Serge Gainsbourg. Yul Brynner was her godfather, and director Jacques Doillon is her stepfather. Aged thirteen, she recorded the song and video « Lemon Incest » with her father, causing a national furor. She went on to star in her first movie, « Paroles et Musique » by Elie Chouraqui, as Catherine Deneuve’s daughter. A year after she won the French César for best female newcomer in « L'Effrontée », by Claude Miller, who had been Francois Truffaut’s assistant. In 1986 she shot « Charlotte forever » by and with Serge Gainsbourg, another provocative film about father-daughter love. In 1989 she reunited with Claude Miller in « La Petite Voleuse », based on a never-made synopsis by Truffaut. Then she met actor Yvan Attal in Eric Rochant’s « Aux yeux du monde » (« Autobus »). They went on to star together in « Amoureuse » by Jacques Doillon, and in « Love etc » by Marion Vernoux, for which she was nominated for Best Actress at the Césars. She also starred in her uncle Andrew Birkin’s controversial « Cement Garden » about the sexual awakening of a brother and sister. In 2000 she won the Best Supporting Actress César for « La Bûche », by Danièle Thompson. She then starred in Yvan Attal’s first movie, the successful « My Wife is an Actress », followed by « Ils se Marièrent et eurent beaucoup d’Enfants » in 2004.

We meet in the bar of the Hotel Montalembert, nearby her late father’s house rue de Verneuil, a large shrine of graffiti and flowers in his loving memory. The real Charlotte Gainsbourg is sitting by the entrance, looking graciously more like a literature student than a pop icon. She flashes a bright, genuine smile, which splashes her face like parting clouds and angels sighing. Charlotte fidgets and smokes like a French man. But the second she stops her pose is a Man Ray cut-out, revealing hidden silhouettes in a suddenly surreal décor. Her beauty is striking and hypnotizing, her eyes precious stones of compassion. In them a whole generation of French teens like me found the mixed echoes of angst and innocence. Still today, Charlotte Gainsbourg, married and mother of two, has retained a childlike insouciance that is so refreshing in the movie industry.

DB: “You have been gracing magazine covers for a long time in Japan.”

CG: “I have? I didn’t know about it, we don’t get those here.”

DB: “Have you done any commercials there that might have been lost in translation?”

CG: “No, I’m constantly showered with proposals but I never get to it.”

DB: “We have grown up identifying with your movies about introvert, lonely teens. Now your screen persona has matured into a life-loving woman, such as in « La Bûche », or « My Wife is an Actress »”.
CG: ”Well, perhaps I’ve simply grown older. But it’s true I have less frustrations than before, I have learnt to accept my flaws.”

DB: “Don’t you think it’s a French staple to love flawed characters or actors? That these flaws allow actors to reach deeper into their characters?”

CG: “I understand what you mean, but on the other hand you can’t say that Hollywood is limited to bimbos. Someone like Meryl Streep for instance is not a typical American canon of beauty, but she’s an amazing success as an actress.”

DB: “Your pictures by Ali Mahdavi portray you as a Parisian femme fatale, a cross between Michelle Morgan in « Quai des Brumes » and Liza Minelli in « Cabaret ». Strong, independent, balanced, cool headed, indifferent to the star system, and yet humble… You’ve been in « 21 grams », and will star in Michel Gondry’s next movie. You’ve done your share of costume films, such as « Jane Eyre » and « Les Misérables » for television, but you’ve built a new, modern persona, and gotten rid of your doubts, your fragility, your shyness, making space for gaity, lightness, smiles… is that the future for a new French attitude?”
CG: “… what do you mean?”

DB: “Are you aware that you may be a new international French icon?”

CG: “You certainly don’t see me waving a French flag. There is no concerted agenda here, I am not even close with the French cinema scene. I have a bad tendency not to run my career according to any plan. I have no specific goals, I just meet people, and hopefully I click with their personalities, such as Emanuele Crialese, the director of « Respiro », with whom I would love to work. There must be complicity, love, admiration, stimulation, it’s a whole package. I’m driven by my love for the craft, but I won’t go as far as beg for a job. Which I know is silly. After all, if our egos were so shy we wouldn’t be doing this line of work.”

DB: “It is remarkable that you can balance your public persona with such a natural decision making process. Do you only believe in chance meetings?”

CG: “Absolutely, there must be a special relationship right there. I am not active at all in seeking work. If a director I want to work with has nothing right there for me, it can become embarrassing to press on. They know how to reach me anyway. I guess I prefer to be the one in demand, rather than the other way around.”

DB: “Is that shame on your part?”

CG: “Paradoxically yes, it’s my ego preventing me from going out for my work. I’m just too embarrassed to ask. I would have loved to work with Maurice Pialat [« Under the Sun of Satan », « Police », « Loulou », « To our Loves »…] when he was still alive, and I did wish for a part in his « Van Gogh » with Jacques Dutronc, but he didn’t choose me, and it would have put us in an uncomfortable relationship had I insisted...”

DB: “Is there maybe a lack of diversity in French roles, since the Nouvelle Vague?”

CG: “I disagree with this prevailing idea that French cinema is all boring, arty cinema. There are many good new directors around: Arnaud Desplechin, Yvan of course, Gapsard Noé...”

DB: “Are you open to any sorts of roles? Would you do a horror film, in the vein of Tony Scott’s « The Hunger » for example, with David Bowie and Catherine Deneuve?”
CG: “Oh I love horror films, I grew up with them: « Jaws », « The Shining », I remember Buñuel’s « Los Olvidados » really traumatized me... And there still is a lot to do in that genre.”

DB: “A thriller? A Bond film? An action flick, like « Charlie’s Angels »? A musical?”

CG: “I’m open to any interesting project, director and character. I’d love to play different roles, I’m just not certain I’d be up to it.” 

DB: “What’s the first film you remember watching?”

CG: “I did watch a lot of musicals: « My Fair Lady », « Olivier Twist », « West Side Story », « The Wizard of Oz », Billy Wilder’s « Some Like It Hot », and otherwise British and French films mostly: Truffaut, Pialat…”

DB: “Do you remember your first desire, or pleasure, to perform?”

CG: “I was always very reserved, I was not an outgoing child. Apparently I did show some early interest on the set of « La Pirate », which my mother was shooting… at least that’s what I was told.”

CG: “Did you grow up listening to more French or English songs?”

CG: “Both, the Beatles, my Dad’s songs…”

DB: “Did you have a band?”
CG: “No, that’s more an Anglo Saxon upbringing. I didn’t have that kind of childhood, I learnt classical piano.”

DB: “Are you looking to give your children a simple, normal life, unlike your own childhood?”

CG: “Contrary to what most people think, I really had a very relaxed, simple life, away from mundanities.” 

DB: “I read that you liked to draw.”
CG: “I did enroll in the Cours Charpentier, a prep course for les Beaux Arts in Paris, and I loved it. But then I got caught in movies, and I now I wish I could practice more.”

DB: “Would you ever design a bag or something?”
CG: “I wouldn’t do anything I’m not skilled at.”

DB: “Have you got any ritual to prepare for a shoot?”

CG: “I wish I had a method, because I’ve always been cursed with stage fright. I’ve learnt to turn it to my advantage, it keeps me on my toes, so I know not to take anything for granted. But it is also painful, it takes off a lot of pleasure in working. And yet, I enjoy the shooting process more than anything.”

DB: “What makes you stay in Paris? Now that your career is going international, wouldn’t you and your family want to live abroad?”

CG: “We’ve often dreamt of exploring other countries, new experiences, but Paris is our home. In spite of its many flaws, it is our culture. I don’t feel at ease living abroad, it must be an inferiority complex. Of course I love to discover a foreign country on a shoot, for example « 21 grams » was priceless, but if it were long term it’d be a different story.”

DB: “What would you miss from Paris that you couldn’t find anywhere else?”

CG: “The memories. Here I’m surrounded with reminiscences, stories…”

DB: “Would you say you are a nostalgic person?”

CG: “Yes, definitely. I enjoy the Present too, but I wish I could face the Future with less apprehension. For me the Future is fear.”

DB: “Which actor or director have you learnt the most from?”

CG: “I learn so much from every movie I work on. Every director has a different method. I’ve learnt a lot from Claude Miller, and now of course from Yvan. He knows how to direct me into new feelings, because he knows me so well.”

DB: “Your second movie together, « Ils se Marièrent et eurent beaucoup d’Enfants », seems like a more pessimistic, alternative sequel to « My Wife is an Actress ». Any special reason for that?”

CG: “It’s a bit more dramatic, but it’s also a comedy, it’s just what Yvan had in mind, he didn’t want to go the same route again. As for my part, it’s a totally different character. You know, I’m never so aware of my part until after the movie is shown. I had no idea « La Bûche » would make me a comedy actress. All in all, the most important lesson I’ve learnt early on is to take on everything naturally, and remember to have fun. To never let one’s ego blow up. On the other hand I tend to fall towards false modesty, which is a bit hypocritical. Because one must be ambitious to make it in the movies, you must listen to your dreams and fantasies. You see, I am my first critic.”

DB: “Have you got any other plans outside your many new films?”

CG: “I’m discovering photography, especially from the early century. And I’m also working on a new album, but I can’t tell you any more.”

Charlotte Gainsbourg is working on three new movies: « L’un reste, l’autre part » by Claude Berri and starring Daniel Auteuil, Pierre Arditi and Nathalie Baye, « Lemming », by Dominik Moll and with André Dussolier and Charlotte Rampling, and « The Science of Sleep », by Michel Gondry (« Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind ») and with Patricia Arquette and Gael Garcia Bernal.

