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Ma Mère 
Synopsis 
 
Ma mère takes place in the Canary Islands, where the film’s family shares 

a home. The mother Hélène (Isabelle Huppert), cool and in charge, and her 

teenaged son Pierre (Louis Garrel), a pious Catholic back from boarding 

school, discuss his father’s infidelity; the next they hear, he is dead in a car 

crash. Hélène launches into a wild series of parties, gradually involving her 

son in her drugging, drinking and sex-fuelled nights out.  

 

When she mysteriously goes away, her son is left in the care of her 

mistress Réa  (Joana Preiss) and Hansi (Emma de Caunes), an icy blonde 

sadist with whom he falls in love. As the film evolves, we realize that this is 

a period of initiation for the young man until his mother can return and fully 

bring him to sexual maturity and adulthood.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Ma Mère 
Characters 
 

 
 
 

Hélène  
 
“ What we did, it would be insane to do it again. But when 
you’re next to me, I can’t help dreaming of doing it 
again…” 
 
“I know you don’t judge me now. You must remain faithful 
to me. Even if we’re thousands of kilometers apart, we 
must together refuse the world of those who patiently 
await death to enlighten them. We must be proud enough 
to turn our backs on all of them.”  

Pierre 
 
 “Sometimes I’m strong enough to tell myself if I like 
Hansi’s ass that much it’s because I want God to 
curse them. You see, I know associate pleasure with 
that faraway joy I knew in God…” 
 
“I even admit that her ass and joy in God are both 
holy. In fact, her ass makes me understand that I 
never really loved God. It was the idea of abandoning 
God that I liked. I was just reciting catechism, that’s 
all.” 

 
 

              

 
 

Réa  
 
“…let’s throw a rather flamboyant funeral to the 
momentary agony of your desire…the last lap is always 
the greatest…” 

Hansi  
 
“What were you thinking? There’s no guilty pleasure. 
Give it up…” 
 
“I’m ready to do everything…But get real…” 
 
“What are you really after? Do you even know what 
you are really after?” 

 
        

 



Ma Mère 
About George Bataille 
 

• Born September 10, 1897 in Billon in the Puy de Dôme region of central France.  
 

• His father became blind and suffered from syphilis. 
 

• It was in 1914 when he converted to Catholicism and decided to write and above all develop a 
“paradoxical philosophy.” Because of the war, he fled Reims with his mother, abandoning his 
father who died the following year, alone and destitute. Bataille was wrought with guilt. 

 
• In 1916, after having served in the army, he was discharged because of respiratory problems. 

 
• Leading a pious life, he dreamed of becoming a monk and joined the seminary at Saint-Fleur in 

1917. The following year, he began studying at the Ecole des Chartes in Paris. But in 1920, he 
renounced his monastic vocation. 

 
• In 1922 he received a fellowship at the School of Advanced Hispanic Studies in Madrid. Later, his 

apprentice position in Paris’ National Library is where he discovered Nietzsche, then Freud. 
 

• In 1924 he became an official librarian and deputy keeper at the National Library. He met Michel 
Leiris and Andres Masson, then, in 1926, André Breton. During this period, he collaborated with 
Arethuse, a magazine of art and archeology. He wrote a first book, but destroyed it. 

 
• It was in 1928 that he published his first book: The Story of the Eye under the pen name of Lord 

Auch. Bataille went on to edit journals that revealed his interests in sociology, religion and 
literature.  

 
• In 1935 , with Breton, he co-founded the anti-Facist group Contre-Attaque.  

 
• In 1936, he created  the secret society which published the review Acephale. The following year, 

with Roger Caillois and Michel Leiris, he co-founded the College of Sociology for the study of the 
manifestation of the sacred in society. 

 
• In 1941 he published Madame Edwarda under the pen name Pierre Angelique. 

 
• In 1942, because of tuberculosis he had to leave the National Library and move to Vezelay. 

 
• In 1943, he published The Inner Experience. 

 
• In 1946, he founded the review magazine, Critique. 

 
• Beginning in 1947, he was published more regularly: The Accursed Share in 1949 and The Abbot 

in 1950… 
 

• In 1951, he was named head librarian at the Library of Orleans. The following year, he was 
awarded the French Legion of Honor. Then he published Blue of Noon in 1957; The Trial of Gilles 
de Rais in 1959 and The Tears of Eros in 1961.  

 
• He died July 8, 1962 in Vezelay. 

 
Driven by a desire to transcend the realms of thought and go beyond oneself, the works of George 
Bataille, novelist, essayist and poet, remains “one of the most important of the century.” (Michel Foucault) 
Whether spiritual, political or literary, his work always sought to reveal a supreme life, free of the 
mundane restraints. 
 
 



Ma Mère 
Interview with Christophe Honoré 
 
MA MÈRE is an adaptation of a book by Georges Bataille. Why Bataille? 
 
Because he was an important figure in my path to becoming a writer. I grew up with the writings of 
Bataille, with his conviction that literature exists to give something to the world that it wouldn't have 
otherwise. That literature is essential to the world, that writing is along the lines of meditation. And also 
the expression of Evil. Bataille wrote that a sharp form of Evil of which literature is an expression “has for 
us sovereign value. But this conception doesn't require the absence of morality, but demands a hyper 
morality.”  This radicalism of Bataille I see in contemporary writers like Bret Easton Ellis, Dennis Cooper 
or Sarah Kane. Those three writers have influenced me just as much as Bataille in the writing of this 
screenplay. 
 
And why make a film based on his work? 
 
When preparing my first feature film, 17 Times Cecile Cassard, I didn't want to be considered as a writer 
making a film. That's where my determined refusal to (over) write a screenplay for that film originated 
from. I wanted to avoid words as much as possible, whether in terms of structure or dialogues. I wanted 
to make a film owing merely to lighting, actors and music. My determination was naive and childish. I 
ended up understanding that what might be interesting in my filmmaking was that I actually did have a 
foot in literature and a foot in cinema. Adapting Bataille was about trying out his radicalness in cinema. 
 
And why MA MÈRE more than his other texts? 
 
The initial idea of 17 Times Cecile Cassard was a portrait of a mother, but I didn't go all the way with that 
mother-child relationship. I quickly thought again about Bataille's book and decided I was going to use it. 
But not with the idea of doing a literal adaptation. I just wanted to take the story's structure, exactly as 
someone could read again Sophocles’s telling of Antigone. Bataille's text has a mythic side. He exposes 
the incestuous situation in a very dry manner and very few scenes. Very quickly, it seemed evident to me 
that I didn't want at all to film early 20th Century folklore about brothels and red rouge. I transported the 
novel to today and tried to see what of the story's transgressive side persisted. MA MÈRE is an 
unfinished book which came out in the 1960s after Bataille's death. Since then, we have passed through 
the sexual revolution, all those things which changed the relationship between morality and the body. 
 
What about the idea of transposing the story to the Canary Islands, to a spot of industrial 
tourism? 
 
It seemed to me like a location where it's easy to recognize the emblematic changes regarding the 
relationship between the body and sexuality in Western society. The Canary Islands are an industrial 
tourism spot that gets kind of scary with all those English and German chartered groups. They go there 
for a week to consume sun, alcohol and sex. They go wild for a short period then go back to "normal" life. 
I wanted to see how Bataille's characters would hold up against this background of industrial tourism. 
They could have resembled those tourists, in their addiction to alcohol and sex. But in fact, they're the 
opposite of that consummation of pleasure and libertinage which is finally very reasonable and gauged. In 
the works of Bataille, reason is usually something to escape.  
 
Tourists have bodies afraid of getting old. But in Bataille's works, the characters try to transcend 
their mortal condition through sex... 
 
Yes, appearance isn't a question for them. They're not simply waiting to die. In Bataille's works, death is 
often a sign of deliverance and almost achievement. Not in any case are his characters docile vis-à-vis 
death, the wait or the fear. That's what the mother tells the son at one moment : “Swear to me to continue 
to turn your back on the world of those who are patiently waiting for death to enlighten them." In Ma Mère 
and others texts by Bataille, the description of bodies is in terms of beauty and ugliness, desire, 
obstination in life. They fight with death, they decide the hour of combat. So there was a desire for  
 
 
 



the characters' bodies to resist much more than the tourists, that they not be caught up in the fear of 
growing older nor the claim of a triumphant youth. They are how they are, they have a certain freedom. 
But I didn't want to stigmatize those tourists either, come down hard on them for their pot-bellied, out of 
shape bodies lying on the sand. But I did want to present them as people asleep as opposed to the main 
characters who are awake and energetic. 
 
In Bataille's text, everything which makes up the characters is linked to their sexual life. How do 
you bring such figures to life on the screen? 
 
It was necessary to bring the story to life and, at the same time, not lose the metaphors of Bataille, where 
the story follows paths that aren't exactly of a psychological or naturalistic logic. The film has some 
realistic hooks, notably during the exposition scene where Pierre (Louis Garrel) meets his parents again. 
But little by little, it becomes more and more mental in its length. I really wanted the scenes to slip away 
from the reality of the characters. When Helene is found in the dunes, then immediately after, dressed 
and made-up, this is no longer about real time. This form of disembodiment was the forfeit for the success 
of the film. From which certain principles of direction: making somehow the composition chaotic, 
unpredictable, above all not slick, orderly, but instead spread out, syncopated... no traveling shots, but 
lots of pans and zooms, things very quick and very cut up, establishing shot, close up... I wanted a 
primitive grammar, to film this story like a children's drawing. Above all not make any beautiful 
movements for beautiful cinema. It would have been very dangerous to make a beautiful jewelry box out 
of this story. I just wanted to be closer to people, without ornamenting. Always with reflection. I wanted to 
hang a mirror broken by fiction.  
 
How did you negotiate the necessity to root the characters in a concrete reality? 
 
I really didn't want the film to have an “erotic-chic” side or zoom in on a privileged class with only sexual 
problems. The idea to expatriate the characters was a way of not needing to say a lot about them so that 
they would stand out enough. It's essentially their surroundings which make them exist. Also there was all 
the work with the actors so that their characters wouldn't be merely figures. That was very different 
depending on the character. Helene, the mother (Isabelle Huppert), is the only one whose dialogue rings 
of Bataille's language. That creates a sort of other-timeness, a distance that I found interesting since 
she's a character who has a sort of foresight about what's going to happen. The others are of a much 
more natural register. In Bataille's book, Hansi (Emma de Caunes) is a very rich heiress who lives in a 
manor with a maid. This literary device couldn't work in cinema or we'd fall into caricature. That's where 
the idea came from to have her run a hotel residence with Loulou, without defining too much what they do 
exactly. 
 
In Bataille's book, Loulou is a woman. Why transform her into a man for the film? 
 
Again, that was about a caricature inherited from erotic literature. Loulou is a false maid who is whipped 
by her mistress. I thought it would be exciting to transform her into a boy, to break the slightly systematic 
side of the masculine character in Bataille's work, surrounded only by women. Loulou is a backup for 
Pierre, who's no longer the only man who lives out a sexuality both put into danger and awakened by life. 
For the character of Loulou, I was inspired by the writing of Bret Easton Ellis or Dennis Cooper. He's an 
adolescent whose absolute passivity is a virtue, a threat to him and the people around him. Contrary to 
Pierre, who is so much at the mercy of the urges of his mother and Rea. Pierre resists, he doesn't give 
himself up right away. There's a progression. 
 
And Marthe (Dominique Remond) and Robert (Olivier Rabourdin)? Did you create them? 
 
They're mentioned once in the book. It was interesting to face them against Helene. Those domestics 
represent a strong moral position. They're on the side of reason and order. They're an obstacle to the 
sexual fiction. Pierre has to deliver himself to live out fully his abandonment. 
 
“Perversion doesn't exist,” says Hansi at one moment. That phrase could summarize your 
direction in one line. The spectator is never put into a voyeuristic position. He or she lives out the 
scenes inside.  
 
The real danger would have been to think that all of these people were doing very wicked and very 
perverse things and to look at that in a slightly excited or scared way. Personally, I don't demarcate well  
 
 



perversion from goodness. I refuse to judge characters. But I hope it's drawn through the direction and 
the way I present the fiction, the “hyper-morality” which Bataille spoke of. Meaning a morality which isn't  
subservient to the one which governs our society. At the end of the film, I would like people to say these 
characters are neither monstrous, nor more perverse than ourselves, but that they're simply more free, 
more fully alive. That they've succeeded, but we're still prisoners of our reason. The novel is told by the 
son and I really wanted to be in the innocence of his regard. I say innocence in the sense where his 
regard is one of love, thus not open to attack. It's in the acuity of this regard that Bataille is transgressive, 
beyond all the sexual episodes which were reduced and would not have been at all interesting to show. I 
wasn't looking to show off. I didn't tell myself that I was going to film nude bodies like they have never 
been filmed in cinema. The screenplay had been misinterpreted. It described sex scenes in a very explicit 
manner. That wasn't because I thought of concentrating on obscene details. No. I just wanted the reader 
to understand very precisely what the characters do in terms of gestures. The real problem of Bataille's 
book is that he says a lot that they do “the worst things that can be done.” Except he doesn't say what 
they do! We get the feeling he's always playing with metaphors. But in cinema, what does this mean, “the 
worst things that can be done?” That depends on one's sexuality, on what a person esteems to be 
acceptable or not. Very quickly I realized that this was slippery ground and not very interesting. This 
called for a will to have sex scenes tell precise things. Not just limited to the fact of coupling up. I think 
each sex scene is very scripted and tells a lot of things about the characters and their relationships with 
one another. The worst things are along the fictional path of what the audience can imagine.  
 
The liberty of bodies according to Bataille comes in part from the fact that they're not about 
seduction or  representation... 
 
Yes, these characters aren't asking to be looked at by others. That's freedom for an actor. Because 
despite everything, one of the definitions of an actor is to ask others to look at him or her. But here, they 
couldn't act that way. There's no seduction at stake here in the film. Only take what there is to take in the 
immediacy of relationships. The mother announces the character of Rea and the character of Rea 
arrives. And immediately they're in a taxi and they kiss. The same with Hansi. Not at any moment is there 
direction about meeting or seducing, that  “I want you, I don't want you.”  
 
The song "Happy Together" accompanies the death of the mother… This musical counterpoint 
musical rings of a Bataille joke, a pure and blasphemous laugh. 
 
Yes, that's equivalent to the “infinite joyous laugh, the one that's dying out.”  For me, the energy let out at 
the end is very Bataille. The death of the mother isn't an end, it's a surge. And this energy, this crazy 
laughter, carries the morgue scene, which is a sort of primitive scene in all Bataille's texts, “eroticism as 
an approbation of life until death.” It's the disarray of the living facing this force which the person who dies 
gives to the one who remains. It's a force passed through sex and desire. 
 
The film stops abruptly, interrupted like Bataille's unfinished book... 
 
Generally, Bataille worked a lot on not finishing, to stop his ideas from being etched in stone. I wanted to 
rediscover this feeling. If the shot lingered on Pierre, we would go back and forth in judgment: “Look at 
how guilty he feels!”  But if we catch people off guard like that with a white screen, there's no moral point 
of view, just an “inner experience” to share. 
 



Ma Mère 
Cast 
 
Hélène Isabelle Huppert 

Pierre Louis Garrel 

Hansi Emma de Caunes 

Rea Joana Preiss 

Loulou Jean-Baptiste Montagut 

Marthe Dominique Reymond 

Robert Olivier Rabourdin 

The Father Philippe Duclos 

  

  



 
Ma Mère 
Crew 
 
Written and directed by Christophe Honoré 

Based on the novel by George Bataille 

Director of Photography Hélène Louvart 

Sound Design Jean-Claude Brisson 

Editor Chantal Hymans 

First Assistant Director Sylvie Peyre 

Casting Director (France) Richard Rousseau 

Set Decorator Laurent Allaire 

Costumes Pierre Canitrot 

Make-up Delphine Jaffar 

Produced by Paulo Branco/Gemini Films 

Co-producer Madragoa Filmes 

Line Producer Sylvain Monod 

With the participation of Centre National de la 
Cinématographie 
 

  

           
 
Music 

 “Agnus Dei, Op. 11” 
Performed by Oxford New College Choir 

Written by Samuel Barber 
1996 Warner Music Entertainment 

 

“Hymn to Love” 
Performed by Cyndi Lauper 

Written by M. Monnot, Constantine
2003 Sony Music Entertainment Inc.  

 
“Happy Together” 

Performed by The Turtles 
Written by G. Bonner, A. Gordon 

1967 Sundazed Music, Inc. 
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Ma Mère 
Cast Biography 
 
ISABELLE HUPPERT  
Cinema – “Theater” 
 

2005     Trois Soirees / Patrice Chereau 
             Les Fachees Soeurs / Alexandra Leclere 
 
2004 Ma Mère / Christophe Honorè 
 I Heart Huckabees / David O’Russell 
 
2002 Time of the Wolf / Michael Haneke 
 Deux / Werner Schroeter 
            “4.48 Psychose”  (S. Kane) 
 
2001 Ghost River – Olivier Dahan 
 8 Women / Francois Ozon 
 
2000 The Piano Teacher / Michael Haneke 
 Merci Pour le Chocolat / Claude Chabrol 
            “Medea” (Euripides)  
 
1999 Saint Cyr / Patricia Mazuy 
 Modern Life / Lawrence Feirrera Barbosa 
 Pas de Scandale / Benoît Jacquot 
 Les Destinees / Olivier Assayas 
 Comedy of Innocence / Raoul Ruiz 
 
1998 School of Flesh / Benoît Jacquot 
 La Fausse Suivante / Benoît Jacquot 
 
1996 Les palmes de Monsieur Schutz / Claude Pinoteau 
 The Swindle / Claude Chabrol 
             “Mary Stuart” (Séller) 
 
1995 La Ceremonie / Claude Chabrol 
 Elective Affinities / Paolo & Vittorio Taviani 
 
1994 La Seperation / Christian Vincent 
 
1993 Amateur / Hal Hartley 
             “Orlando” (Virginia Wolff) 
 
1992 L’Inondation / Igor Minaev 
            “Jeanne Au Bucher” (Claudel) 
 
1991 Love After Love / Diane Kurys 
            “Measure for Measure” (Shakespeare) 
 
1990 Malina / Werner Schroeter 
 Madame Bovary / Claude Chabrol 
 
1989 La Vengeance D’une Femme / Jacques Doillon 
             “Un mois a la campagne” Tourgueniev 
 
1988 Story of Women / Claude Chabrol 
 

1987 Les Possedes / Andrzej Wajda 
 Milan Noir / Ronald Chammah 
 Migrations / Alexandar Petrovic 
 
1986 The Bedroom Window / Curtis Hanson 
 
1985 Cactus / Paul Cox  
 
1984 Sincerely Charlotte / Caroline Huppert 
 Sac de Noeuds / Josiane Balasko 
 
1983     La Femme de Mon Pote / Josiane Balasko 
 La Garce / Christine Pascal 
 
1982 La Truitte / Joseph Losey 
 Entre Nous / Diane Kurys 
 La Storia de Piera / Marco Ferreri 
 
1981 Godard’s Passion / Jean-Luc Godard 
 Clean Slate / Bertrand Tavernier 
 Deep Waters / Michel Deville 
 
1980 Les Heritieres / Marta Meszaros 
 Lady of the Camelias / Mauro Bolognini 
 Les Ailes de la Colombe / Benoît Jacquot 
 
1979  Loulou / Maurice Pialat 
 Heaven’s Gate / Michael Cimino 
 Sauve Qui Peut La Vide / Jean-Luc Godard 
             “On Ne Badine Pas Avec L’Amour” (Musset) 
 
1978 Violette Noziere / Claude Chabrol 
 Retour a La Beien Aimee / Jean-Francois Adam 
 The Bronte Sisters / André Techine 
 
1977 Les Indiens Sont Encore Loin / Patricia Moraz 
 
1976 La Dentelliere / Claude Goretta 
 
1974  Rosebud / Otto Preminger 
 Aloise / Liliana de Kermadec 
 
1973 L’Ampelopede / Rachel Weinberg 
 Les Valseuses / Bertrand Blier 
 
1972 Cesar et Rosalie / Claude Sautet 
 Le Bal De La Fourche / Alain Levent 
 
1971 Faustine Ou Le Bel Ete / Nina Companeez 
 

 
 



Ma Mère 
Cast Filmographies 
 
LOUIS GARREL                EMMA DE CAUNES  
Cinema                                                                    Cinema 
  
 

2005    Une vieille maitresse / Catherine Breillat 
 
2004 Ma Mère / Christophe Honorè 
 
2003    The Dreamers / Benardo Bertolucci 
 
2001    Ceci Est Mon Corps / Rodolphe Marconi 
 
1989    Les Baisers de Secours / Philippe Garrel 
 
 
 
 
     JOANA PREISS 
     Cinema  
 
2004 Ma Mère / Christophe Honorè 
 
2003    Clean / Olivier Assayas 
 
2001   La Guerre a Paris / Yolande Zauberman 
 
2000   La Ballade de L’Amour / Nan Goldin &  
           Aurele 
 
1998   Late August, Early September/ Olivier Asayas 
 
1997   Un Peu de Temps Reel / Olivier Torres 

2001     Les Amants Du Nil / Eric Heumann 
 
2000 Asterix and Obelix: Mission Cleopatra / Alain        
            Chabat 
 
1999 Faites Comme Si Je N’Etais Pas La / Olivier  
             Jahan 
 Princesses / Sylvie Verheyde 
 Sans Plomb / Muriel Teodori 
 
1998 Mille Bornes / Alain Beigel 
 Mondialito / Nicolas Wadimoff 
 
1997 Un Frere / Sylvie Verheyde 
 Restons Groupes / Jean-Paul Salome 
 La Voie Est Libre / Stephanie Clavier 
 Beaucoup Trop Loin / Olivier Jahan 
 
1996 L’Echapeee Belle / Etienne Dhaene 
 Au Bord De L’Autoroute / Olivier Jahan 
 L’Ile Du Docteur Moreau / Aïda Julian  
 

     
 

 

 
 
 
 



 
  

 Ma Mère 
Christophe Honoré Biography 
 
Writer – Director 
 
2004 Ma Mère 
 
2002 17 Fois Cécile Cassard 
 
Screenwriter 
 
2004 Three Dancing Slaves / Gaël Morel 
 
2002  Novo / Pierre Limosin 
 
1999 Girls Can’t Swim / Anne-Sophie Birot 
 
Television 
 
2001 Tout Contre Leo 
 
Theater 
 
2004 Beautiful Guys 
 
2001 Le Pire Du Troupeau 
 
1998 Les Debutantes 
 
Novels 
 
2002  Scarborough 
 
1999 La Douceur 
 
1997 L’Infamille 
 
Children’s Books 
 
Tout Contre Leo 
Une Toute Petite Histoire D’Amour 
C’Est Plus Fort Que Moi 
Mon Coeur Bouleverse 
Je Joue Tres Bien Tout Seul 
L’Affaire Petit Marcel 
Les Nuits Ou Personne Ne Dort 
Zero De Lecture 
Je Ne Suis Pas Une Fille A Papa 
Bretonneries 
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