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SYNOPSIS 
 
Supertanker captain Marco Silvestri is called back urgently to Paris. His sister Sandra is 
desperate - her husband has committed suicide, the family business has gone under, 
her daughter is spiralling downwards. Sandra holds powerful businessman Edouard 
Laporte responsible. Marco moves into the building where Laporte has installed his 
mistress and her son. But he hasn’t planned for Sandra’s secrets, which muddy the 
waters…



A CONVERSATION WITH CLAIRE DENIS 
 
What were the origins of “Bastards” (“Les Salauds”)? 
 

It’s always difficult for me to explain how old ideas and new events crystallize. In fact, 
in this case, it was me who crystallized entirely. I was at a point in my life, a rather 
hollow, empty moment during which I let time pass on certain projects, long-term 
projects as we say when they’re unclear, projects in which I alone believed. Vincent 
Maraval, who probably realized this, offered a hand to force me to move. Vincent 
Lindon calls him the shaman. In my case, it’s certainly true. So, one day in spring 
2012, I thought of the French title of a magnificent Kurosawa film, Les Salauds 
dorment en paix (“The Bad Sleep Well”). This title gave me new heart and the desire 
to fight. That was my starting point: a strong, dependable man like Toshiro Mifune 
who, in those noir movies of Kurosawa’s, is both hero and victim - in any case the 
plaything of forces he neither controls nor understands. Vincent Lindon agreed to be 
this character. 

 
How did you work from this unexpected starting point? 
 

I began with Jean-Pol Fargeau, the co-writer of most of my films, and after a week 
we’d found a starting point for something we liked a lot: the story of a man, as strong 
as they come, who can be relied on and who, because of his sense of duty, will be 
hurled, swept up by elements he couldn’t even have imagined. Between the lines came 
the idea of revenge, an ultimately impotent fury. From the start, this character, this 
Marco, had to be a sailor. The Navy is rather particular, for me; it’s a good way to be a 
man. He’s someone with ideals. It’s also a profession. He makes a living, can support a 
family, but from afar, without having to put up with the constraints of the everyday. 
He is far away.  

 
How did Vincent Maraval react? 
 
Vincent Maraval liked the synopsis, as did Vincent Lindon. We had to move quickly if 
we wanted to shoot in the summer. Everything went exactly contrary to my usual 
habits. For me, the writing of a script is a time of wandering, hesitation, undoing and 
redoing. So Jean-Pol and I looked for a new method, to abandon my slowness. I 
thought that if each scene was presented as a block, and if after each block we’d jump 
one step in the narrative, it could help me to move faster and also, in fact, to improve. 
No transitional scenes. The film would be a succession of leaps.  
 

What happened next? 

 

Maraval thought we ought to present our project to the CNC (French Cinema 
Government body granting advances on earnings before film production) right away, 



because it was one more way to hurry the film along, not forgetting that this could 
only work if screenplay and budget were of a piece. And we obtained the avance sur 
recettes, in late May 2012. All of a sudden, what had started almost as a game became 
very real. The two Vincents, Maraval and Lindon, had jump-started a motor that didn’t 
yet exist. Maraval also introduced me to Laurence Clerc and Olivier Théry Lapiney of 
Alcatraz Films who took the production in hand. Then he said: “You have to shoot 
without delay, starting in the summer.” That wasn’t the way I normally work either… 

 

Wasn’t “35 Shots of Rum” shot in similar conditions? 

 

No, because even if that film was shot quickly and on a small budget, and with a 
relationship of trust and a slight challenge from the producer Bruno Pesery, it was a 
film I had carried within me for a long time. It was the story of my grandfather and my 
mother, a story I knew intimately, and that I came across again in one of Ozu’s films. 
In a sense I was over-prepared for “35 Shots of Rum”, whereas “Bastards” was a leap 
into the unknown. 

 
Is the finished film very different from the screenplay? 
 

Not at all. The screenplay didn’t contain descriptions or comments; it stuck to the 
facts. And those are precisely the facts in the completed film, except for two scenes I 
abandoned for lack of time. The speed with which we moved from writing to shooting 
has a lot to do with it. When several months go by between the writing and the 
directing, it’s inevitable that you evolve more: I have doubts about everything. 

 
When the time to shoot arrives, what do you know about the film you’re 
about to make? 
 
I know that the solid will become fragile, that Marco will be manipulated and tossed 
about by the others. I also know the right place will have to be found for another 
character that could have stayed in the shadows or not appeared at all: the young 
woman, his niece. In the film, all seems normal, everyone has a family, children are 
collected from school, they are given afternoon snacks - even the divorced couple 
manages to handle their relationship pretty well. But there’s the young woman. She’s 
from another state of the world. 

 

Meaning? 

 

She comes from another character who has always been with me: Temple, the female 
character in William Faulkner’s Sanctuary. When I was myself an adolescent, that book 
transformed me. I wasn’t frightened at all, on the contrary, the last chapter between 
father and daughter in the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris gave me a rush, and a 



certainty that girls must deal with their sexual misfortunes by themselves. Temple 
takes out her compact and looks at herself. 

 
Is Faulkner an important reference for you? 
 

Usually, young people are told: “You have your whole life ahead of you.” In Faulkner, 
“your whole life” isn’t much, it’s not going to be happy and it probably won’t last long. 
Faced with this, there are crossroads and decisions that allow no turning back. 
Decisions carried by desire, by self-affirmation, that might well lead to suffering and 
death, but in the asserting of who you are. 

 

Is there something of you in this story? 

 

I don’t know. Probably, but not directly. That doesn’t interest me much. On the 
contrary, for me cinema allows empathy, sharing the pain of others, not talking about 
my own. That would be something else, a confession, a testimony. It’s because 
someone else suffers that it becomes a tragedy that might make you want to fight. 

 
Did the image of this young girl, completely naked but for a pair of high heel 
shoes, walking in a street at night come to you early on? 
 

Yes, immediately. I’d read two news items: some garbage collectors had found a 
young girl naked near some dustbins, not dead but drugged; in the other story, a 
young woman was running in the streets totally naked, a police patrol picked her up. 
But what’s important, as much as her nudity, as much as the blood, as much as a city 
at night, is the fact that she isn’t motionless. She isn’t running either. She is walking. 
She is standing and moving forward, to where, no one can say. I was afraid to suggest 
Lola Créton for the part. She showed me how strong she was, capable of facing this. 
With a sort of guilt-free presence, maintaining control of her body, which means Sara, 
her character, is not conceived as a victim. 

 
Even though she is very young Lola Créton already has a ‘cinema past’. 
 
Of course. I discovered her thanks to the films of Mia Hansen-Løve and Olivier 
Assayas. In the same way, Jeanne Disson and Elise Caron “come” from “Holy Motors”. 
These subterranean connections, the affective links between films, are important to 
me. Then there’s Laurent Grevill to whom I owe a great deal. He agreed to take on the 
role of Jacques, the father, showing such trust in me. I certainly didn’t want to expose 
Lola to a stranger. A brilliant actor was needed, one who was also aware of the 
magnitude of this tragedy - a Faulknerian man, in fact. 

 



You were reunited with a lot of people you’re used to working with, in front 
of the camera and behind: Agnès Godard (DP), Michel Subor, Alex Descas, 
Grégoire Colin… 
 

Yes, of course, I need that. I trust them, they’re family to me. It’s different again with 
Alex (Descas), who is not only a cinema comrade. He embodies the Good Man. The 
good man in this film is the one who knows, or guesses. Sometimes I feel I’m seeing 
the film through him, I need him to be in harmony with it. But it was also very good to 
meet Annette Dutertre the editor and Michel Barthélémy the set designer. 

 
Among the ‘newcomers’, there’s also Chiara Mastroianni… 
 

We were both on the jury at the Deauville Film Festival the previous year. Without 
really having had any deep conversations, we felt a strong complicity, an accord. One 
evening Chiara saw me flying off the handle, I mean with no holding back, I felt that 
she had seized hold of me and I let go. We wanted to go back together, so we shared 
a car to Paris, and on the way she decided to buy her son a bicycle, which we put in 
the trunk. We were lucky to spend this time together, with no calculation, no 
consequences for us. But even today she intimidates me, her beauty, her brutal 
humour, her melancholy. It’s not easy to reach the secret zones Chiara hides under her 
“I can take anything” mask. She doesn’t allow herself to be loved easily; I mean to say 
she doesn’t let herself be loved passively. 

 
Julie Bataille who plays Sandra, Marco’s sister, is another newcomer for you. 
 

I saw her in a crime series on television and her face, her voice, stuck in my mind. 
Long flash. This meeting took a long time to happen. She is beautiful, Latin, brunette, 
a Picasso model… She even looks like a little bull. She was afraid of this role, I told 
her: “So there are two of us.” Sandra is also me, it’s my place in the film. The blinded, 
the pretend-blind, the frightened. All the women in the film are brunettes, 
Mediterranean. 

 
How did you present her role to Chiara Mastroianni? 
 

As a young woman who lacks self-confidence, who finds certainty only in material 
comforts for her child. She accepts to be seen as a semi-courtesan, as if she had 
forgotten about her life, a kept woman, a whore, yes, maybe but who has a child and 
can’t renounce her life. The scene I didn’t shoot was a moment from her past. 
 

You were also reunited with Vincent Lindon, ten years after “Vendredi soir”. 
 

Vincent and I know each other, we share this slightly confused feeling of being friends, 
of trusting each other enough to work together, we don’t have to agree all the time 



but take into account that the opinion of one can sometimes change that of the other. 
Vincent is a generator, a kind of power plant for the film. When the current dips, he 
gives it a boost. It’s true we have remained connected since “Vendredi soir”: such an 
intimate film, subtle if I dare say it, connects you with each other or else there’s been 
no film at all. Vincent was Sir Lancelot: it was he who calmed down Valérie Lemercier, 
who was often worried about the sex scenes. It was he who, trapped in the car with us 
at night beneath the winter rain, would make us forget our fears, our doubts. This kind 
of complicity takes root. A film is a fleeting moment in terms of friendship but for 
highly-strung, sensitive types, it leaves its mark on the subconscious. 

 
Was he as enthusiastic about this new film? 
 

Vincent, enthusiastic? That’s an understatement. He goes into the film like a scout. He 
pierces the darkness. He throws himself into the scene, physically, mentally. Before we 
shoot he analyses everything, goes back to check again, then launches himself, like on 
a bobsleigh track. Ship’s captain suits him so well, it emanates from him, the only 
master on board after God. 

 
“Bastards” is the first film you have shot digitally. Is it a big change for you? 
 

The combos and the monitors on set make me nervous. They give me a feeling of 
something gaping wide, as if the scene was open to all. And mostly the feeling that it’s 
being judged too soon. You need to have these tools when you shoot digitally and that 
discouraged me. But then I said, it’s fantastic to learn everything all over again. What 
I’d like best is that it wouldn’t have to imitate celluloid in order to earn its stripes. 
“Leviathan” is exhilarating. 

 

Was the choice of digital due to budget constraints? 

 
Not only. I’m aware we’re all going to have to get into it anyway, so I thought, let’s 
just go. I saw on the shoot of “Holy Motors” the amount of room this camera, the Red 
Epic, takes up on set - not physical space but the psychological place it occupies, which 
is linked to the need for the technicians who handle it to intervene. At first I had a 
hard time finding my feet, as did Agnès Godard, our way of constructing the image 
little by little. But we managed. 

 
All the more so since you have chosen to film what is more or less the most 
dangerous in digital: skin, close-ups of faces, shadow and very low light. 
 

It is very hard to film in the shade digitally. The equipment always tends to add light. 
Faces are also a challenge when you’re shooting with a camera like the Epic, it’s very 
noisy when it is not filming, it breaks the actor’s concentration when you get near him; 
and it’s very strange when it goes silent at the moment of “Camera! Action!” The 



presence of the machine is a lot more intrusive. Digital cameras also change the effect 
of the lenses, as I knew them. But I learned. 

 
The shots of the end are strange: there are two different types of image 
material. 
 

Some are shot through a mirror, and others not. There also are two axes: vertical, 
seen from above, very brightly lit, and horizontal, seen from below. 

 
You collaborated again with Stuart Staples and other members of 
Tindersticks, who have written the music for all your films since “Nenette 
and Boni”, over fifteen years ago. 
 

Stuart had read the screenplay, which I believe upset him a little. It took him time to 
find his bearings and start composing. I told him the film began in the rain, and 
suggested echoing this with dissonant electronic music. I had in mind Tangerine 
Dream’s music for Michael Mann’s “Thief”. He composed one song, which led him to 
another, “Put your love in me”, by the 70s English group Hot Chocolate, which he re-
arranged. Then we worked together as we’re accustomed to: I go and see him in his 
studio in Creuse, he comes to Paris to make me listen, we talk. But there’s less music 
than usual, it’s good. 



CLAIRE DENIS BIOGRAPHY 

 
Claire Denis (b. April 21, 1948, Paris) is a Paris-based filmmaker and one of the 
major artistic voices of contemporary French cinema. After a disappointing experience 
of studying economics, Claire Denis enrolled in the Institut des Hautes Études 
Cinématographiques (now École Nationale Supérieure des Métiers de l'Image et du 
Son) where she graduated in 1971. At the beginning of her film career, she worked as 
an assistant director to Dušan Makavejev, Costa Gavras, Jacques Rivette, Jim Jarmusch 
and Wim Wenders. Claire Denis made her film debut in 1988 with Chocolat, a luminous 
depiction of malaise of the post-colonial world. 
 
Claire Denis has developed a highly individualistic style, favoring visual and sound 
elements over dialogue, and her editing technique has been compared to jazz 
improvisation for its rhythmic quality. At the same time, she refuses the conformity to 
narrative and structures of classical cinema, as well as psychological realism and scenic 
continuity, sometimes blurring the border between dreams and reality. Her films are 
made on the basis of nonsubjective memories and intertextual references to literature 
and other films. On the level of content, Claire Denis' films show deep affection and 
solidarity with marginalized characters usually absent from mainstream cinema 
(immigrants, exiles, alienated individuals, sexual transgressives), simultaneously 
questioning prejudices of the dominant white European culture and its myth of 
progress. One of the main characters in her films became the accompanying music, 
her particular use of pop songs and musical themes created in collaboration with, most 
often, Abdullah Ibrahim and British cult group Tindersticks. Claire Denis is also 
considered to be one of the representatives of the New French Extremity, a term 
coined by James Quandt to designate transgressive films made by French directors at 
the turn of the 21st century. 
 
Born in Paris, Claire Denis spent her childhood and formative years traveling across 
Africa, due to the wish of her father, a colonial administrator, to teach his children the 
importance of geography. This experience was a basis for her interest in national 
identity and the legacy of French colonialism, which was translated into her first 
film Chocolat, a non-biographical account of post-colonialism. The film starts with a 
white French woman in her late twenties, France, returning to Cameroon to visit her 
childhood home. During a car ride she is offered by two strangers, Mungo Park and his 
son, the film goes back to her childhood in the colonial outpost. Here, we are 
introduced to Protée, an African native patiently ministering to demands of her and her 
parents, as well as their ill-mannered guests from the continent. The film relies on the 
visual rather than the verbal to explain interracial tensions and conflicts, 
simultaneously showing the intermingled nature of power relations and relations of 
desire. The house depicted is charged with desire and sexual yearning, while the 
complicity of relations becomes clear through the exposure of the process of 
internalization of inferiority the inhabitants of former colonies were affected by. The 
film ends with Mungo's failed attempt to read the future from France's palm with burn 



scars, as well as his rejection to have a drink with her, following the pattern of 
interracial relations established in the flashback. According to this ending, Claire Denis 
seems to suggest that not much has changed in Cameroon. 
 
After her debut, Claire Denis made a documentary about a Cameroon band Les Têtes 
Brulées on their first tour in France, entitled Man No Run (1989). She continued to 
explore post-colonial attitudes in the modern metropolis in her next feature, S'en fout 
la mort / No Fear, No Die (1990). This claustrophobic and grainy film, tells a story 
about two men, one from Benin and one from Caribbean, living on the margins of 
French society. They become involved in an illegal cock-fighting ring, and the 
experience depicted is one of cultural displacement and racial conflict. The same 
themes Denis further explored in J'ai Pas Sommeil / I Can't Sleep (1994), introducing 
the cultural as well as familial tensions at work among various immigrants, in the 
moment when their fates become additionally effected by a serial killer. 
 
Claire Denis deepened her discussion on the topic of family relations in Nénette et Boni 
/ Nenette and Boni (1996), a film about a lovelorn brother and his pregnant teenage 
sister after the suicide of their mother. This coming-of-age drama received a vast 
international reception and become one of Claire Denis' most successful works. 
Nevertheless, it was her next film Beau Travail / Good Work (1998) that brought her 
international praise, based loosely on Herman Melville's novella Billy Budd, Sailor. The 
story focuses on French legionnaires stationed in Djibouti, following their male-bonding 
routines and codes of repression in a homosocial militarized environment. The height 
of eroticism is to be seen in the extremely antagonistic relationship between a sergeant 
Galoup and a new legionnaire recruit Gilles. The film's sensual focus is fixed upon the 
male body and its movements and gestures, and many critics underlined Claire Denis' 
talent in replacing Melville's verbosity with a silence that speaks more than words. 
 
In 2001, Claire Denis shocked Cannes audiences with her Trouble Every Day, her 
elaboration of violent poetics of desire, with Vincent Gallo and Beatrice Dalle as carriers 
of a blood-hungry virus released by erotic stimulation. We follow a routine of a young 
American couple spending their honeymoon in Paris, with the husband secretly on trial 
in a new experiment of an unorthodox doctor. Although considered to be a film in 
which Claire Denis came closest to making a horror film, it simultaneously blurred the 
border between high and low genres. The scenes of sexual cannibalism examine the 
contemporary violence of desire as well as the existing anxieties directed toward 
scientific inquiry and its ethics. 
 
With her Vendredi soir / Friday Night (2002), Claire Denis will tell a different story 
about intimate relation between two strangers who met during a public-transport 
strike. A man and a woman engage in a passionate one-night stand, where the 
communication between the two happens through a mere glance. The result is a 
sensual, ravishing visual experience told through a series of nonvoyeristic images of 
their bodies. 



 
L'Intrus / The Intruder (2004) was nominated for a Golden Lion at the 2004 Venice 
Film Festival and represents, according to many, the most mysterious and invigorating 
work Claire Denis had made. The film takes inspiration from R.L. Stevenson, Paul 
Gauguin's paintings, as well as a memoir by French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, from 
whom she borrowed the title and the motif of heart transplant. Namely, the story 
follows an enigmatic man in his late sixties traveling in the South Seas in an attempt to 
find a son he never met and a new heart. Claire Denis gives us a poetic, dreamlike 
experience shared with this 'heartless' man and his new equally mysterious Russian 
woman, during their search for signs of home in the borderlands inhabited by aliens 
and natives, intruders and guests. 
 
According to Claire Denis, the inspiration for the story of her film 35 rhums / 35 Shots 
of Rum (2008) came from the relationship her mother had with her own Brazilian 
father, while on its formal level represents an homage to the Japanese director 
Yasujiro Ozu. The film takes place during a period when a widowed father and his 
daughter are supposed to start a new life, during her coming of age and becoming 
able to start her own family. The film seems to be in flow, relying mostly on faces and 
bodies to depict feelings impossible to verbalize. Its focus is on the integrity of a small 
family of two, surrounded by the network of others whining to get in. In its crucial 
moment, the solution comes through the decision to act instead of being a passive 
participant in the flow, the agency taken by the daughter. 
 
Claire Denis' most recent film, Matériel Blanc / White Material (2009), scripted by the 
novelist Marie NDiaye, takes place in present-day Cameroon. It depicts the members of 
a white family surrounded by unrest and rebellion, trying to save their coffee 
plantation and seemingly blind to the new constellation of power established in the 
outside world. 
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