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“Victor Hugo says: ‘The grass must grow and children die.’ I say that the cruel
law of art is that beings die and that we ourselves must die after we have
exhausted suffering so that the grass, not of oblivion but of eternal life, should
grow, fertilized by works upon which generations to come will gaily picnic
without care of those who sleep beneath it…” Proust, Time Regained.

Synopsis

Sixteen-year-old Iris is living the last years of her adolescence in a small provincial town
when she accidentally meets Jean, a forty-year-old Parisian photographer. As they get to
know each other, their relationship evolves into a love friendship that profoundly
transforms their lives.

Interview with
Valérie Mréjen and Bertrand Schefer
A two-headed brain
First of all, how did you end up writing and directing a film together?
Valérie Mréjen: I had already made videos, shorts and documentaries and I had wanted
to write a feature film for a long time. As it was, I won a prize with my first short, La
Défaite du rouge-gorge, at the Pantin film festival, and this prize included financial
support to write. This corresponded with a moment when Bertrand and I wanted to write
together…
Bertrand Schefer: And early on, the desire to write a screenplay became the desire to
direct together as well. After working on the translation and editing of texts, I had started
my first novel, yet I knew I wanted to write and direct for the cinema. I worked as a reader
for Arte’s fiction department, and then I also developed screenplays for producers. I also
recently wrote a screenplay with Philippe Grandieux. I thus came around slowly, step by
step, towards directing.
You are both quite active in the field of literature, visual arts and films that
are more likely to be shown in galleries and museums than theaters. What
makes this a film for cinema?
B. S.: For us, it was very clear from the start that for this project we didn’t want to dismiss
our experience in visual arts and literature; we wanted, however, to re-shuffle the cards.
The idea, for us, was not to shift completely, but to think from the very beginning in terms
of filmmaking, to go towards cinema.
V. M.: It wasn’t all that easy for me at first to make the transition from shorts – a format I
extensively experimented with – to feature films. I had to learn to construct scenes that
didn’t contain their own resolution or ending, I had to learn to think of a different
narrative length, to present ideas without fully disclosing intentions, since they could be
developed later in the movie. It is a learning process that we shared and followed together,
by watching a lot of films as well.

Among the themes tackled in the film, there is teenage love, life in a provincial

town, the life path and career of an artist… Were these themes included from
the start?
V. M. and B. S.: We were interested in youth, as well as provincial life. That’s where we
started, but we went through many stages of which there are only remote traces left in the
film we are presenting today. The characters we had imagined at first are of different ages
and had different jobs. What remains are the names, and two or three scenes that were
always there, like stable islands on which we could anchor. The family lunch scene, for
instance, or the encounter in the car. Then there were many versions, we wandered away,
followed other paths… The subject became solid very late; the film became closer to us, to
our own personal stories.
During the actual writing process, how did you work together?
V. M. and B. S.: It would be difficult to say who wrote what, who came up with this or
that line, who thought of one situation or another. In the end, it was the screenplay’s unity
that truly mattered… What we were certain of from the start was that the narrative point of
view would follow two people. There was the girl and the man involved in artistic work; we
were going to go from one to the other and back, and they would meet. There would be a
mutual initiation. Yet the idea was not to impose alternating storylines with a systematic
coming and going from one character to the other. Our true interest was more focused on
the way we were going to tell the story than the story itself.
Do you think there is a part of you to be found in the main characters?
V. M. and B. S.: Probably, but not in a particularly distinct manner. There is a bit of both
of us in each character. Also, the characters changed a lot as we were writing. There was a
teenage girl, whose quest involves experimenting. Iris doesn’t speak much but she watches
and listens. She’s at that moment in her life when many choices are possible, many
different paths can be followed. She has to find her place in her family; she has to define
herself in relation to her choice of studies and, of course, in relation to love. As for Jean,
the photographer, he’s someone looking for deserted places, sort of non-places that allow
him to reflect upon his own interior journey. At first, Iris was younger and Jean older. The
age difference finally became smaller. Iris is closer to us and what we remember our
teenage loves to be like, while Jean is the age we are now.

Jean is an artist. His work is not entirely unlike yours…
V. M. and B. S.: We drew up Jean’s character and his artistic work with Nicolas Moulin
in mind. Nicolas is a French artist who lives in Berlin; he is particularly interested in
industrial and utopian architecture. Valérie and he studied at the Cergy Beaux Arts
together and he’s a friend. We used Nicolas’ photos in the film. Yet Jean is entirely
fictional. During the film he undergoes a complete transformation that will show in his
work. His encounter with Iris will lead him to the representation of human figures,
something he has never considered before. He makes a portrait of Iris, which he puts in
perspective by placing it in the heart of the port area where he first met the young woman
while scouting for places.
Did you take the project’s budgeting into account while writing?
V. M. and B. S.: It’s literally impossible to work otherwise. From the beginning, we had
the support of our producer, Charlotte Vincent, who had faith in the project even though
we were having a hard time finding financial backing. Meanwhile, there were other
projects, some involving writing and directing. There was a period as artist-in-residence at
the Villa Medici for Bertrand, then another for both of us in Japan. Obviously, writing Iris
in Bloom was less intense in those periods of time. Yet we never lost the thread, and never
considered not making this film. Quite the opposite, actually. Every time we came back to
the project, we noticed that it had found a new maturity, that some elements had become
more remote, sometimes to the point of disappearing, that we were heading for what
would eventually become the true essence of the screenplay’s final version. The film was
shot over a very short period of time. This forced us to simplify, trim, downsize our sets or
rethink a few scenes.
Did the places where you’d planned to film have an influence on the project?
V. M. and B. S.: The film is supposed to take place in a small port town, but in reality we
created a composite using three different towns: Nantes, St Nazaire and Limoges. The
latter mostly for inside filming, for the railroad and the gas station.
As far as the visual aspect of the film is concerned, there are truly powerful
technical and esthetic choices…
V. M. and B. S.: We chose to film in 16 mm. It’s not just an esthetic decision, it’s a
pragmatic one: paradoxically, we realized it would cost less to have a beautiful visual
aspect by using actual film rather than video, for which acceptable quality requires a higher

budget, especially as far as lighting is concerned. And then, there’s also a connection
between the way we shot and Jean’s work, since the character of the photographer prefers
working with analogue cameras. Like him, we wanted to remain within a certain budget,
and, rather than increase the number of takes indefinitely, to place our 16 mm camera on a
tripod and organize the crew’s work around this tool, which places the importance of the
frame in the forefront. The entire staging of a scene is thought in relation to its visual
aspect. The way we worked with our director of photography, Claire Mathon, was essential
in order to follow this intuition and find the way to bring it to life.
How did you choose the actors?
V. M. and B. S.: We had spotted Lola Créton in Blue Beard by Catherine Breillat. We had
a few reading session with her and it was immediately a perfect fit with the character of
Iris. She was Iris. She is a true actress and she instantly knew how to grasp the role to
transform it, making it hers. Stanislas Mehrar has played for Chantal Akerman, in The
Captive, as well as for Benoît Jacquot and Jean-Claude Brisseau. We had implicitly
thought about him very early on, in the first few versions of the screenplay, in particular.
He has this cinematographic charisma, a presence on screen that sweeps you away with its
strength but also with its melancholy restraint, its fragility. We’ve known him a long time…
He is Bertrand’s cousin. This is the reason why, by the way, Bertrand plays Jean’s brother,
as a little in-joke. Adèle Haenel played in Céline Sciamma’s Water Lilies, in which she
embodied to a tee the free and carefree nature of her character. There is also Antoine
Chappey, who is incredible and with whom it’s pure bliss to work. Finally, we also have
Valérie Donzelli, Marilyne Canto and Michèle Moretti, who had already played several
times in Valérie’s videos.
What about the young people in Iris’ world?
V. M. and B. S.: All along the casting process, which we conducted ourselves, we met a
lot of young people. Seeing them, having them read some of the dialogue, plunged us back
into the teenage characters that we had imagined. Each had a very well-defined
personality. Some of them have a lot of lines while others express themselves mostly
through their presence. For instance, Ferdinand Régent, who plays the character of
Alexandre, had never acted before, but we were immediately convinced when we saw him.
Barthélémy Guillemard fleshed out, with his own very particular tone, the character of the
confidant friend. Even though we slightly adjusted the texts after casting the actors, there
was no improvisation at all while filming.

In the film, there are also “non-professional” actors…
V. M. and B. S.: Yes, some people in our circle naturally became obvious in our minds.
These are the writers Thomas Clerc, Stéphane Bouquet and Gaëlle Obiégly… Gaëlle is quite
a revelation, don’t you think?
While filming, how did you share and organize the directing process?
V. M. and B. S.: When we starting shooting, we had thought, in order to be efficient and
for the crew to know whom to talk to for one question or another, that Valérie would be on
the actor’s side while Bertrand would focus more on the visual aspect. The truth is, as of
the first few days of shooting, we understood it wouldn’t work that way. Since we weren’t a
large group, everyone started following the same impetus. And we started doing the same
work together, both focusing on images and the actors. The recurring joke, on set, was to
nickname us the “two-headed brain”…
Directing actors… Did you spend time explaining to the actors the frame of
mind there were supposed to be in? Did you give them psychological pointers?
V. M. and B. S.: No, not really. We don’t think that a director knows better than an actor
how to play a specific role. The directing process, as we see it, consist in defining a
particular tone, a frame of mind, and the actors’ work is to understand this frame of mind.
The movie’s mind frame instilled itself when we started the reading sessions. From the
very first day, the actors knew where to stand.
To wrap up this interview, if you had to define your film’s genre, which would
it be? A comedy drama, a comedy of manners?
V. M. and B. S.: It’s difficult for us to classify our film in a category. It isn’t a social
drama, we’re sure of that. It isn’t a comedy either. It is more like a tale. We should always
be able to invent new categories…

Valérie Mréjen
Valérie Mréjen was born in Paris in 1969. A visual artist, she filmed several videos and
shorts (La Défaite du rouge-gorge, 2001; Chamonix, 2003; French Courvoisier, 2009). In
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Her first documentary, Pork and Milk, was released in theaters in 2004. Her second
documentary, Valvert, was shown in theaters in 2010.
Allia published three of her stories Mon Grand-père (1999), L’Agrume (2001) and Eau
sauvage (2004).
Iris in Bloom is her first fiction feature film.
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