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SYNOPSIS 
 
Parisian judge Jeanne Charmant Killman (Isabelle Huppert) has 
recently sanctioned the arrest of CEO Michel Humeau (François 
Berléand) in a high-profile case of corruption and embezzlement at a 
giant state-supported company. 
 
As her investigation and interrogations proceed, Killman uncovers an 
immense scandal reaching into the highest levels of government.  
The more dangerous the secrets she reveals, the more powerful she 
becomes. 
 
However, under the pressures of her sudden influence and renown, 
Killman’s private life begins to unravel, and she finds herself probing 
both the limits of her own power and its intoxicating grip. 
 
COMEDY OF POWER is inspired by the real-life story of examining 
magistrate Eva Joly, whose seven-year investigation into charges of 
fraud and bribery at the French oil company Elf Aquitaine led to the 
biggest and most scandalous fraud inquiry in Europe since the 
Second World War. 
 
COMEDY OF POWER marks the seventh time that director Claude 
Chabrol and actress Isabelle Huppert have worked together, a 
collaboration that began in 1978 with their hit film VIOLETTE 
NOZIÈRE.  A master of suspense, in COMEDY OF POWER Chabrol 
probes France’s unspoken laws of class and power as Isabelle 
Huppert’s character uncovers a web of corruption and treachery 
much deeper than she bargained for. 
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SOME BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE STORY BEHIND  
“COMEDY OF POWER” 

 
 

The Elf scandal 
 
The Elf scandal in France was, according to The Guardian:  
 

"the biggest fraud inquiry in Europe since the Second World War. The oil 
conglomerate Elf became a private bank for its executives who spent £200 
million on political favors, mistresses, jewelry, fine art, villas and 
apartments."   

 
The trials scandalized France and reached into the very upper echelons of the 
country's ruling elite, including the former French foreign minister Roland Dumas, 
who kept his mistress Christine Deviers-Joncourt on the Elf payroll.  To date, 
over 40 people have been charged in connection with the arms and corruption 
scandals that stretched from the halls of government power in Paris through bank 
accounts in Switzerland to France’s secret dealings with war-torn Third World 
countries, among them Congo Brazzaville and Angola.  Several high-ranking 
executives have been convicted, including Elf's former CEO Loïk le Floch-Prigent 
and his right-hand man Alfred Sirven.  Examining magistrate Eva Joly 
investigated the case. 
 
 

Eva Joly 
 
Born in Norway, Joly moved to Paris as an au pair at the age of 20.  There, 
against the will of the parents, she married the son of the family, Pascal Joly 
(now deceased). Working as a secretary, Joly studied law in evening classes.  
She specialized in financial affairs, and in 1990 she joined the High Court of 
Paris as an investigating judge. Here she quickly made a mark with her tireless 
crusade against corruption, in particular taking on, among others, former minister 
Bernard Tapie and the bank Crédit Lyonnais. Her most celebrated case, 
however, was that of France’s leading oil company – Elf Aquitaine .  In the face of 
death threats, she carried on the case to uncover several instances of fraud and 
corruption, revelations that sent shockwaves through France.  In the course of 
her investigations, Joly was subjected to intimidation and death threats and 
remains under constant police protection. 
Joly now works as Special Adviser to the Ministries of Justice and Foreign Affairs 
in Norway. In 2002, Reader's Digest named her European of the Year, and in 
2003, she initiated the Paris Declaration, which puts forward a series of 
measures to drastically prevent international financial corruption.  Joly is one of 
the most popular public figures in France today, widely regarded as the 
personification of a new breed of judges who are not intimidated by the elitist 
forces that permeate the country.  



CONVERSATION WITH CLAUDE CHABROL 
 
 
You open the film with this disclaimer: “any resemblance to persons living 
or dead is, as they say, coincidental.”  That’s a nice way to thumb your 
nose at the real-life events that inspired the film… 
 
I did it mainly to indicate to the viewer that he should allow himself to recognize 
possible resemblances, but not seek them out.  Moreover, we decided not to 
name any people who exist in reality.  Therefore it is an entirely fictional universe.  
At the same time, without there being characters in the story who are well-
defined by reality, the film suggests that among the powerful there exist certain 
individuals that one might describe as scum and that need to be cleaned out with 
a high-pressure hose∗  (reference to Nicolas Sarkozy – see below).  
 
When I decided to make this film, I began by creating a list of pitfalls to avoid, in 
particular those of immediate identification and of the absolutely imaginary.  
Because obviously if the film had no relationship to reality, it would be of no 
interest…  
 
There are very few films in France about political-financial scandals. 
 
Yes, in the ’70s there were several exposés, like for example the films of Yves 
Boisset.  But as for myself, I wasn’t seeking to denounce events known to 
everyone, but rather to show the repercussions of any sort of power on the 
human spirit and to what point it can lead and mislead people. 
 
What kind of research did you do? 
 
I read press clippings and books that were published at the time of the scandal.  
But since I often found myself confronted with articles presenting contradictory 
stories, I took the one that worked best for the requirements of the screenplay.  In 
my mind, it is in keeping with the work of any good historian –  Furthermore, that 
is why there is never any absolute certainty in history. 
 
You move from a collective scenario to an intimate scenario – and vice 
versa – with a disconcerting fluidity. 
 
That was crucial for me.  I admit that I desire fluidity more and more, and 
especially since I rarely find it in cinema anymore.  There is actually a 

                                                 
∗ This is a reference to the recent controversial statements of French Interior 
Minister and presidential candidate Nicolas Sarkozy suggesting that the “scum 
(‘racaille’) in the  Paris suburbs needed to be cleaned away with a powerhose 
(‘kärcher’)”. 
 



preconception of staccato that bothers me a lot because directors tend to 
confuse that with rhythm. 
 
I have to say that I was aided by the structure of the screenplay itself, that made 
us change locations frequently: one moves from the general – inside the offices 
of the courthouse – to the intimate – inside the apartments.  That opposition 
becomes quasi-schizophrenic: there is private life on the one hand, and on the 
other, the expression of power that is conveyed by the face-to-face meetings 
across the judge’s desk.  For that reason, in the private sphere, the characters 
are shown side by side, whereas I reserved the shot-reverse shot, which reflects 
antagonism, for the office scenes. 
 
One senses that you avoid any moral judgment over the scandal, but rather 
that you are most harsh in terms of the class relationships… 
 
What intrigued me in the position of the examining magistrate is that in theory 
she is all-powerful, whereas in reality she only has the power that she is given.  
And that reality is true at all levels: all of the characters are intoxicated by power, 
even if that’s not apparent from the start.  
 
The film’s structure is a bit reminiscent of the theater: the hearings are like 
the stage where the action is being played out, and the behind-the-scenes 
negotiations between the politicians and the power brokers are like the 
chorus commenting on the action… 
 
The idea of commentary on the action has been on my mind for a long time.  I 
had already made an attempt in Innocents with Dirty Hands (1975): you saw two 
cops who were following the events, but always found themselves one subway 
too late…  They came to conclusions based on what had happened, without ever 
predicting what was going to happen!  It’s a bit of the same thing in Comedy of 
Power: there is a constant lapse between what the politicians are fomenting and 
the action in which Jeanne is engaged.  I adore that! 
 
If at first our sympathies favor the judge, Jeanne seems to progressively 
become a sort of Robespierre in skirts, whereas one feels compassion 
towards Humeau… 
 
Of course, the title of the film applies to Jeanne as well.  She is pursuing an ideal 
of justice, but becomes intoxicated by the power that she embodies.  Doesn’t she 
say with jubilation that the examining magistrate is the most powerful person in 
France?  Conversely, I wanted Humeau to be relatively moving, especially when 
you see him pinned down to his wheelchair in the hospital…  For me, the ideal 
was that at the end of the film, the two characters should pity one another.  It’s at 
that moment that she recognizes the inanity of the entire affair, whereas he 
understood it from the sheer force of things, getting hit on the head with a 



baseball bat.  She realizes that power is a revolving door, and that there is 
always enough power above the most powerful person around… 
 
This is the seventh time that you have directed Isabelle Huppert. 
 
Frankly, it would have been difficult to make the film without her.  I don’t know 
who else would have been able to embody that sort of strong fragility that she is 
known for.  I like her quality of “feisty little woman,” which has the power to move 
me deeply.  Moreover, I knew that Isabelle would never try to plead her case with 
the viewer, but that she would perpetually be justifying her behavior to herself: 
she accepts herself by assuming her character without ever cheating with 
respect to the audience – and that’s what is so difficult to obtain with actors. 
 
And like our first film together, Violette Nozière, Isabelle is playing a character 
based on a real person… 
 
Her glasses are mauve, and both her gloves and her purse are red… 
 
Isabelle even wanted us to call the film Red Gloves.  This title had the merit of 
suggesting that from the very moment one exercises a power over human 
beings, one’s hands redden… 
 



CONVERSATION WITH ISABELLE HUPPERT  
(JEANNE CHARMANT KILLMAN) 

 
 
For Claude Chabrol you have played both purely fictional characters and 
characters who have existed in reality.  Do you approach the roles the 
same way? 
 
Yes, at least on a conscious level.  Whether it is a question of strong characters 
that exist in a collective imagination like Madame Bovary, or real characters like 
the one in Comedy of Power, I appropriate the roles very quickly, to the point 
where I forget their source.  That’s the only way to liberate oneself from an 
imposed representation in favor of an imagined representation that will bring a lot 
more reality to the “character”. 
 
You portray a multi-faceted character. 
 
And in fact that’s what makes it interesting.  The character of Jeanne is the one 
who ensures movement between the public and the private spheres.  She is at 
once magistrate, wife and friend to her young nephew.  And the film strives to 
show how this kind of scandal can affect people’s behavior not only in their public 
life but also in their private and emotional life.   
 
Jeanne discovers a bit late that she doesn’t have as much power as she 
had thought. 
 
She discovers that all the more painfully in that she is let down by her peers.  It’s 
not so much that the machine she is fighting against is resisting her; it’s that she 
is being let down from the inside and that is all the more painful – less for her 
personally than in terms of what it reveals about the extraordinarily perverse 
relationship between politics and justice.  Hence her line at the end of the film, 
“To hell with them.” 
 
Do you think that Jeanne feels compassion for Humeau when she 
discovers him at the hospital at the end of the film? 
 
At that moment, there is nothing more at stake, and she is touched to see him so 
diminished.  At the same time, she doesn’t feel guilty; she feels a sort of 
compassion that is removed from what had previously transpired between them.  
 
Your accessories are very studied: you wear a red handbag, red gloves and 
pink glasses… 
 
Her rather original glasses reveal a sign self-affirmation and a touch of femininity.  
She likes to perform, which reinforces the theatricality of the hearings.  Moreover, 
it’s easier to imagine a well-dressed judge than a cop; unlike a police officer, a 



judge doesn’t need anonymity and can allow himself to be easily identifiable.  He 
can display indications of his power and his beliefs.  And then, a certain elegance 
lends Jeanne confidence when confronting those men who are strutting their stuff 
in front of her. 
 
How did you work out your character’s relationship with Sibaud? 
 
Jeanne lets herself be seduced by him, but takes revenge on him ferociously 
when she discovers that she has been more “manipulatee” than manipulator.  
When she is slightly under the sway of his seduction that was really interesting to 
play, because one had to convey the sense that it’s a feeling she doesn’t 
completely master, but that she holds herself at a distance from nevertheless.  
Like a little gap in the edifice of her convictions. 
 
The relationship between Jeanne and Félix is quite unsettling. 
 
Félix embodies the exact opposite of what she represents.  He is about enjoying 
the moment, whereas she enjoys action.  Félix’s outlook lends him the capacity 
to listen and comprehend the situation in a way that makes Jeanne reflect.  
Because it’s not just listening passively… 
 
They say that Chabrol speaks very little with his actors… 
 
Strangely, he never spoke to me as much as he did on this film!  He had a 
particular acuity and gave me little indications that were different from the 
previous shoots.  He was incredibly attentive to the slightest detail.  And the film 
is extremely tense, like a bow ready to shoot its arrow. 
 
Claude Chabrol speaks of the “strong fragility” that you are known for and 
that he wouldn’t have found in any other actress. 
 
I try to eschew caricature.  There is nothing worse than an attitude where you 
overplay a supposed social or professional definition of a character…  No one is 
identifiable according to his function: there is inevitably a moving human being 
behind a cop or a judge that doesn’t at all resemble the idea one may have of 
him.  What interests me is to constantly blend strength and fragility.  Even when 
Jeanne is conducting the hearings, where she is supposed to embody power, I 
try not to play the character as a solid block.  I wanted people to sense what is 
happening beyond the interrogation.  There is a human and subconscious 
substance that is interwoven beyond each person’s discourse and position. 
 
Chabrol also says that you don’t try to justify yourself to the audience, that 
you take on your character without cheating vis-à-vis the audience… 
 
That’s something that I share deeply with him.  I don’t see why one should try to 
smooth over the rough edges.  There is always a little core of nastiness or 



severity in the chabrolian heroines that you should never be sparing with, 
because his films systematically rely on the same device: he plunges his 
heroines into a hostile universe – including in Comedy of Power – and the 
protagonist acts like a sound box of the world that surrounds her.  She fights, she 
survives with the same violence as that which she must triumph over.  Often 
unsuccessfully.  There is nothing cynical in the cinema of Claude Chabrol.  He’s 
a humanist. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CLAUDE CHABROL 
 
 
Selected Filmography 
 
2007 La Fille coupée en deux (in post-production) 

La Parure, (mini) TV Series (in post-production) 
2006 Comedy of Power (L’Ivresse du pouvoir) 
2004 The Bridesmaid (La Demoiselle d’honneur) 
2003 The Flower of Evil (La Fleur du mal) 
2000 Nightcap (Merci pour le chocolat) 
1997 The Swindle (Rien ne va plus) 
1995 La Cérémonie 
1994 Hell (L’Enfer) 
1993 L’Oeil de Vichy 
1992 Betty 
1991 Madame Bovary 
1988 Story of Women (Une affaire de femmes) 
1987 The Cry of the Owl (Le Cri du hibou) 
1986 Inspecteur Lavardin 
1984 The Blood of Others (Le Sang des autres) 
1980 The Horse of Pride (Le Cheval d’orgueil) 
1978 Violette Nozière 

Blood Relatives (Les Liens de sang) 
1975 Innocents with Dirty Hands (Les Innocents aux mains sales) 

Pleasure Party (Une partie de plaisir) 
1974 Nada 
1973 Wedding in Blood (Les Noces rouges) 
1971 Just Before Nightfall (Juste avant la nuit) 
1970 Le Boucher 
1969 This Man Must Die (Que la bête meure) 

La Femme infidèle 
1968 Les Biches 
1967 The Champagne Murders (Le Scandale) 
1965 Paris Seen By… (Paris vu par…),  (segment La Muette) 
1963 Ophélia 

Landru 
1962 The Third Love (L’Oeil du malin) 

The Seven Deadly Sins (Les Sept péchés capitaux) 
1960 Les Bonnes femmes 
1958 Les Cousins 

Le Beau Serge 
 



ISABELLE HUPPERT 
 
 
Selected Filmography 
 
2007 Clara, dir. Helma Sanders-Brahms (in production) 

America, dir. Jerzy Skolimowsky (in production) 
 Madre e ossa, dir. Alessandro Capone (in production) 
2006 Comedy of Power, (L’Ivresse du pouvoir), dir. Claude Chabrol  

Private Property, (Nue propriété), dir. Joachim Lafosse 
Le Beau monde, dir. Benoît Jacquot 

2005 Gabrielle, dir. Patrice Chéreau 
2004 I Heart Huckabees 

My Mother (Ma mère) 
2003 The Time of the Wolf (Le Temps du loup), dir. Michael Haneke 
2002 8 Women (8 femmes), dir. François Ozon 
2001 The Piano Teacher (La Pianiste), dir. Michael Haneke 
2000 Comedy of Innocence (Comédie de l’innocence), dir. Raul Ruiz 

Merci pour le chocolat, dir. Claude Chabrol 
Les Destinées (Les Destinées sentimentales), Olivier Assayas 

1998 The School of Flesh (L’École de la chair), dir. Benoît Jacquot 
1997 The Swindle (Rien ne va plus), dir. Claude Chabrol 
1995 La Cérémonie, dir. Claude Chabrol 
1994 La Séparation, dir. Christian Vincent 

Amateur, dir. Hal Hartley 
1992 Love After Love (Après l’amour), dir. Diane Kurys 
1991 Madame Bovary, dir. Claude Chabrol 

Malina, dir. Werner Schroeter 
1988 Story of Women (Une affaire de femmes), dir. Claude Chabrol 
1983 My Best Friend’s Girl (La Femme de mon pote), dir. Bertrand Blier 

Entre Nous (Coup de foudre), dir. Diane Kurys 
1982 The Trout (La Truite), dir. Joseph Losey 

Passion, dir. Jean-Luc Godard 
1981 Coup de torchon, dir. Bertrand Tavernier 
1980 Heaven’s Gate, dir. Michael Cimino 

Every Man for Himself (Sauve qui peut (la vie)), dir. Jean-Luc Godard 
Loulou, dir. Maurice Pialat 

1978 Violette Nozière, dir. Claude Chabrol 
1977 The Lacemaker (La Dentellière), dir. Claude Goretta 
1976 The Judge and the Assassin (Le Juge et l’assassin), dir. Bertrand 

Tavernier 
1975 Rosebud, dir. Otto Preminger 

The Rape of Innocence (Dupont Lajoie), dir. Yves Boisset 
1974 Going Places, (Les Valseuses), dir. Bertrand Blier 
1972 César et Rosalie, dir. Claude Sautet  
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