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SYNOPSIS



Barsam knows that he is seriously ill and has only one last wish: to return to his native country - to return to Armenia. He would also like to leave something behind for his daughter Anna, a headstrong doctor in France: that nothing is certain and it is good to have doubt. To ensure she will be able to find him, he leaves behind clues. Fearing losing her father, Anna follows him to Armenia, intent on bringing him back to France for his surgery. Slowly, the journey into this unknown country turns into an inner journey, a sentimental education, a second adolescence. After various encounters, Anna finds her father in a small village in the vast Caucasian mountains. Having learned to question her identity, and learned about love, Anna has finally grown up. The journey has become what Barsam had hoped for it to be.



CAST



Ariane ASCARIDE…………………… Anna Gérard MEYLAN……………………… Yervanth Chorik GRIGORIAN………………….. Schaké Roman AVINIAN……………………… Manouk Simon ABKARIAN……………………. Sarkis Arabian Serge AVEDIKIAN…………………… Vanig Kristina HOVAKIMIAN……………..... Gayané Madeleine GUEDIGUIAN……………. Jeannette Jean-Pierre DARROUSSIN………..... Pierre Jalil LESPERT………………………... Simon Marcel BLUWAL……………………… Barsam



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND



Armenia is located in the north-east corner of Anatolia. The country ranges ranges from the Black Sea to Lake Van, Lake Sevan and Lake Urmia. Mount Ararat (5 122 metres) is the mythical location where Noah's Ark is thought to have landed, and it is the country's geographic and symbolic focal point. Armenian history begins around 800 B.C. but the origins of its people are still not well known. In 301 AD the world’s first official Christian state was founded there. The geographic location of Armenia, surrounded by the great empires (Medean, Persian, Macedonian, Roman, Byzantian, Seldjoukidian, Ottoman and Russian), has given the country the sad privilege of being the main battle ground of the region. The country was occupied numerous times, interrupted by brief periods of peace and independance. Nevertheless, none of the invaders were able to destroy the national identity, as the Armenians continued to rise from its ashes. Despite being victim of the first genocide of the 20th century in 1915, the total Sovietisation of a part of its territory in 1920, and the terrible earthquake in 1988, Armenians, strongly attached to their culture, religion and language, continued to preserve their identity, whether within the Diaspora community or the Soviet Socialist Republic of Armenia. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, Armenia became an independent state.



INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT GUEDIGUIAN



What are your personal ties to Armenia? For a longtime these identity questions did not interest me. My mother is German, I was born in Marseille [in the south of France] and I always divided the world into poor and rich, not German, Italian, Armenian, Arab or Spanish. I continued to think -in a classical marxist's way- that this was the only struggle worth thinking about. And I've never changed my mind. I also never denied my origins or my name, but I was never preoccupied with them either. This question is strongly linked to cinema: During the screening of my first movie "Dernier été" [Last Summer, 1980] at Cannes, my uncle Theodore was reading the press reviews, which were very good, and he realized that I had not changed my name. He called me in tears saying "it's extraordinary. You are in all the newspapers and you are called Guerdiguian!" It never occurred to me to change my name. In every place that I have shown my movies, there has been at least one Armenian in the room. This is not only in Canada or the United States, but also in Sao Paolo, in Sidney, in Yokohama.... Now I intentionally ask the question and you always see a minimum of one hand rising, stating "yes, I'm Armenian". It is the Armenians who created my Armenian identity which in turn made me better known. They've been doing a good job of supporting their own to affirm their existence as a nation, which nearly disappeared a thousand times through history, caught in between the North and the South, the East and the West, not to mention the genocide in 1915. Nowadays they adopt people like me and make us into flag bearers along with Djorkaeff, Aznavour, Egoyan.... It's normal, it's a very small community. There are 7 million in the world and therefore the moment you do something for Armenia they show you their gratitude. They are the ones who have claimed my Armenian heritage. I accepted this when I realized that I could help support their cause, to help recognize Armenia as a Nation and to help stop the denial of the genocide, for which I went before the senate in 2001. There is an idealized Armenian Identity that was always undermined and which has nothing to do with citizenship. For the French Armenians, these are two very distinct things. We are always French and Armenian, French out of need and also because it was the only possible way to preserve an Armenian identity, which was always threatened with extinction.This distinction makes it possible to think about the questions of identity, which is a very contemporary issue. I like the idea of distinguishing between imaginary identity and real identity, citizenship. What is the recent history of the Guerdigian family? My grandfather arrived in France before the Genocide. He was from Sivas, which is basically in the middle of modern Turkey and he started studying theology to become a priest. In 1915 he took care of the many Armenians who arrived in Marseille. During that time my grandmother arrived, as did my great aunt who is still alive and who still remembers the deportation through the desert when she was 4 or 5 years old. What role has Armenia played in your movies? Until now, I only had a few small references: having an Armenian boy from Georgia in "La ville est tranquille" [The Town Is Quiet, 1999], listening to a few Armenian words in "A la place du coeur" [Where the Heart Is, 1998] or playing the music of Arto Tuncboyaciyan in "Mon pere est ingenieur" [My father Is an Engineer, 2004]; I reused his music for this movie. I asked him for an original score, and we will produce a soundtrack CD. He's a funny character, Armenian, born in Turkey where his mother tongue



was forbidden. He went into exile in New York when he was 18, and returned to form an Armenian band. His music is steeped in tradition, from Anatolia in general, but it is very modern at the same time. It's a type of world music, which he refers to as avantgarde folk. Why make this movie now? In 2000 Armenian activists living in the Diaspora organized a retrospective of my movies in the only cinema of Erevan, and Ariane [Ascaride] and myself went to that event. It was our first trip there and we received a very warm reception: flowers after screenings, and Ariane was viewed as a saint, because she defended in public the Armenian cause, even though she is not Armenian.... You could not remain unmoved. And then we were touched to see that the space, time, rhythm of life and setting we found ourselves in, was reminiscent of the 60s. Erevan is the Estaque [district of Marseille] of my childhood. Sometimes I had the impression that I was wandering around in my "Dernier été" [Last Summer, 1980] set, in a country where the urban and rural spaces melt into each other, fallow and highways, humans and animals, as they do in many other developing countries. And then we discovered a different way to view the world that we thought could help us. We immediately felt the desire to return to Armenia on a regular basis. This film exists because we love what we saw there. We adore the people that we encountered and the questions they ask, which are slightly different from what we ask ourselves here. Basically, I think that the Armenians ordered this film from us. There was not a single place that we went to where people didn't say: "Shoot a movie here. Because we need the attention, because we need to exist, because we're not doing well...". A movie is like a spring: it disappears, re-appears 5 years later, without us knowing why, but all of the sudden it is vital. I told the people: "Be careful, if one of these days I shoot a movie here, it won't be à la Paradjanov!" whom I admire by the way. In their mind, cinema is a monumental art, with links to the sacred, requiring big budgets, huge cameras, enormous sets, in the Soviet tradition.... I would tell a simple love story, between two people from here, a universal story. I told them for example to make Carmen in Armenia and I insisted that they use a digital camera and edit on a computer to speak about the Armenia of today. And while repeating that over and over again, the story found its way to Ariane. She was shooting "Brodeuses" [A Common Thread, 2004] by Eleonore Faucher, in which she played an Armenian woman which allowed her to encounter the different people in the community. She called me and said: "I thought of a story: a father and his daughter don't understand each other. And he goes back to his native country." Ariane is originally from Naples and had difficulties herself with her own father, which is the theme in the play "Inutile de tuer son père, le monde s'en charge" [It's useless to kill your father, the world will take care of it] written by her brother Pierre and which Ariane staged in 2004. I told her: "Why not? There are no bad topics, only bad treatments." She added: "We could film it in Armenia". That's how the story was born and Ariane left immediately, to incorporate all that she had seen and experienced into the movie. When did the writer Marie Desplechin, who is the co-screenwriter to you two, join in? Ariane was on the jury for a festival with Marie Desplechin, who had never written anything for the cinema. We liked both the woman and her writing and therefore we asked her to join us in this adventure. So writing with three hands started when I was still filming "Mon père est ingénieur" [My father is an Engineer, 2003] and "Champs de Mars" [The Last Mitterand, 2004]. She works a lot and very well with others, as her book "La vie sauve", written in 2005 with Lydie Violet proves, of which she says herself that she does not remember who contributed which part. She played an essential role in pulling the story together, to unite Ariane’s and my wishes and to make sure our personal way of storytelling worked together.



Was the initial idea to throw an individual into an unknown world and unveil little by little that he belongs there too? At certain times, we realize that we are like other people, that we have a bond with them. We all have doubts about our identity and it is both interesting and emotional to take a journey into ourselves. Being Armenian, Bretonian, Gascon or Parisian, it is the same intellectual adventure. In the end I believe that we all have a double-identity, including when you're from two different regions of France. You can claim a given identity during a certain moment, and not in another. An identity is always evolving, it is never stable and it is not only a trip to the past. Your identity is always there, even when you travel to find out what it was like there before. In every journey, including to the past, you move forwards. It is this dialectic which is interesting to me at a very pedagogical level, in the contemporary context of globalization. It’s one of the real political questions raised by the film... Yes, I think it is. But without certitude and by questioning it. Ariane's character experiences denial and violence. She tells them that she doesn't care about Armenia, that some people are thieves and crooks; that she doesn't belong there. As she's not part of the generation who lived through the Resistance in France, the notion of fatherland leaves her indifferent. But there is another storyline at the beginning, in the scenes with Ariane’s daugther, where the passing on of tradition can happen between grandfather and grandaughter even if it didn't occur between father and daughter. In other words, the question of identity is different from one generation to another. One can claim something that one’s father did not appreciate at all. At the beginning of the film we witness the rejection of assimilation (changing hairstyles, applying then removing false fingernails in the salon…); this makes the creation of a parallel Armenian Identity possible, with Ariane's discovery of her inner "daughter of Armenia" and substitute father and husband. Was this one of your main storylines? Yes, that was my intention, to show the father from a different perspective, to show that he had a relationship with a beautiful woman long ago to whom he has returned to spend his last days with. This is another way to show that identity is constructed. If I'm a bit more "Armenian" today than the day before, it's because I found a lot of Armenian friends. It is easy to choose an identity. I personally think that it is important to leave behind this outdated notion of identity, bound only to roots. Other things that build our identity is our relationship with friends, lovers, acquaintances, co-workers… During this search for identity, which is symbolized by the search for the father, there are three moments in the movie where the protagonists enter a church. Do you, an old communist like the main character, believe that the Armenian soul really lies within religion? Armenia defines itself primarily through its language, through the church (because it was the first country to have adopted Christianity as a state religion) and through the genocide. These are without doubt the three pillars of Armenian identity. But for myself, as a freethinker, what interests me in religion is its art and its cultural importance. The churches are extraordinarily beautiful. Their architecture is sublime, filled with amazing light, bearing fabulous texts, paintings, sculptures and music. The churches in Armenia are like movie palaces in this regard. I'm also deeply touched by the relationship that Armenians have with their beliefs, which is more personal than it is here; it's less institutionalized, with less hierarchy. It moves me to see them going to church by themselves, without the need for a service, or rituals, or official opening hours.



Why is the painting of mount Ararat omnipresent in the movie? First, it is the Armenian flag, with the two mountains, where Noah’s Ark is thought to have landed. It is also the highest peak of the Caucasian mountains. The idea was, of course, that little by little the flag becomes real. The goal was to morph from the representation of the landscape to reality in the last scene. But the mountain is in fact in Turkey. So even when it's real, it remains a sort of dream, literally inaccessible, because Armenians can't cross the border and walk around smoking a cigarette, as says the old man in the movie. Funnily enough, I believe it's good that we can't reach it and this is also the reason why I insist so much upon the mythical landscape. In the imaginary identity, it is important that something remain unreachable. Not being able to fulfill our dreams stimulates the imagination. It's like a vision, a horizon, never attainable but relentlessly pursued. Beyond the question of "Armenian-ness", the film touches a fundamental question in cinema: how to film a foreign country? How do you go from the tourist's furtive gaze (a role that the old driver tries to assign to Anna) to one who becomes sensitive to its customs while exploring the country. How did you handle this central question, in terms of the screenplay and direction? I don't think that I could have dealt with this question by changing the framing, lighting or editing. The basic idea -which has more to do with the screenplay than direction- was the gradual transformation of secondary characters into main characters. Personally I think that the film's conclusion focuses more on the young girl who decides to stay in Armenia, on the young couple and their oath and on the old driver telling the heroine that she is now a daughter of Armenia. These characters, who are absent in Marseille at the beginning of the film and who are of little importance when Anna arrives in Erevan, become more and more crucial. Actually, all the characters that Anna encounters during the first half hour of the movie become more important as the story unfolds and by the end, are her equals. I'm thinking of another method you use - the inclusion of documentary style scenes within the narrative, so that the film not only consists of storytelling but of the essence of Armenia: the old lady who hands over an envelope at the airport, the cut flowers, the women baking bread... We actually left out many of those scenes. That's one question that you keep asking yourself when making a movie outside your country and when making a more realist film. Even in Marseille, I was always asking myself why I was filming this and not the other. In Armenia, the question became even more crucial than ever. I kept telling myself that I needed to show certain traditions that make up Armenia. Without ignoring of course that you can never show everything, that filming is about choosing and therefore excluding. But I felt the urge to show present day Armenia. This was my responsibility, which relates to the issue that we discussed before. I feel that I'm allowed to say whatever I want about Marseille, about Etaque [district of Marseille], or the street on which I was born, because I grew up there, because they are mine. It belongs totally to me, it's not just mine, but also mine. In Armenia I was much more respectful. Therefore I tried to put more things I saw on the street. And the editing and its development paid off. There are some shots that serve no real purpose to the story, like the market scenes at the beginning. And I have some friends who aked me: "But why don't you take them out?" And I answered: "Because it's my film!" I've always done this a little. On my first film, "Dernier été" [Last Summer, 1980], I annoyed the editor, who kept asking, "But why are we keeping this shot?", and I answered, "I'm forced to, it is a childhood friend. I can't fire him". He was furious. And I understand him now. But those old women who are making the bread in a lost village in Armenia, it makes me happy that they are part of the movie



and that I might be able to show it to them. Why did you use numerous dissolves, during the arrival in Erevan, for example, and why did you use audio-flash-backs with the key phrases that go through Anna's mind? I'm very fond of these very simple film devices, tricks that highlight their importance. I like to play with it. I do it on purpose to provoke people. You can imagine the people around me saying "why are you doing that?". Only Bernard Sasia, my longtime editor, has given up on questionning me. To understand Armenia you have to understand its social and economical struggle and reveal the current illegal trafficking situation that plagues it. Why did you insist on showing a certain ambiguity towards this illegal trade; falling somewhere between development aid and savage capitalism? The character played by Gerard Meylan describes Armenia as a country in its infancy. And the first generation, even when it's full of good intentions, is forced to dirty its hands, to deal with realities that are far from being "gregorian". Anna, a Western purist, finds this appalling and inacceptable, she refers to it as an "international disaster". She, the foreigner, lectures him, even though he is the one living in the concrete world. These countries are all controlled by a bunch of criminals, and ex-KGBs. And others are there too, who try to perform humanitarian work, who belong in a different category. But they accept the black market, the petty trafficking and the illicit collaborations, as they help develop the country. The film is audacious in that it implies that the main character Anna could have been responsible for killing a man. Did you intend to show that Anna is no stranger to the land anymore, that the country changed her without her understanding much about the events around her? That's it. It is also a theatrical device to show the transition between her personal view of the country to a more universal vision. Through this involuntary act, she becomes the protagonist in the affair. She is now fully ensconced in the country and can do nothing but ask herself "But what am I doing here?". The answer is "I am here!" ! I always thought that there are two realities: one when discovering the exterior of something and the other, when a character penetrates reality and is himself observed. This scene was a delight to direct, a playful wish to see Ariane shoot a gun, without trembling, which is an atypical scene for me. Following this act of violence, the movie becomes a thriller. But only 10 minutes later we abandon the chase for a sort of fairy tale, evoking a type of lost paradise, where it is wonderful to live, to die and where it is possible to fall in love in a blink of an eye. Was it one of the goals to unite the darkness of "La ville est tranquille" [The Town is Quiet, 1999] and the fairy tale, like "L'argent fait le bonheur" [Money Makes Happiness, 1992]? From the beginning it seemed to me that for this journey, where the character deals with the unexpected, the audience needs to be confronted with different genres: the drama, the thriller, the melodrama, the fairy tale.... Moving from one genre to the other, it's the kind of thing that I love to do. I know that it either works or doesn't but I do my best to make it work. It is an old Brechtian trick, to shake up the spectator; not too much but just enough to make him think about his situation: being immersed in the film, being moved, then shortly afterwards standing on the outside, being rational, then re-entering the story... It amuses me to play cat and mouse. The exchanging glances of two young people, the love at first sight accompanied by piano music, I love it! Even



after editing 350 versions I still get a stupid smile when I watch the scene. Was it diffcult to film in Armenia? How did the casting of technicians and non French-speaking actors go? There is no film infrastructure in Armenia, which means I took my crew and shipped all my equipment from France. There were a dozen young bilingual translators on the set. We worked in a very tradtitional manner. For many actors, especially of Ex-USSR states, there is a grand theatrical tradition and many of them live on next to nothing. I toured the theatres and gave out roles to different professional actors, even the small roles, for ethical reasons. If you are working on site you can hire real actors and give them a little bit of money. Roman Avinian for example, the old driver, was in "Vodka Lemon" by d'Hineer Saalem. For the role of Schaké, played by Chorik Grigorian, we ran ads on TV and radio and had an audition with over 300 young girls, who had mostly seen some of my previous films. The one we chose had never acted before, and we wanted to help her as well as take advantage of her inexperience, to enhance the first encounter scene for example, so we filmed everything chronologically. And while we were filming, she passed the auditions for the Conservatory, so she is now studying to become a real professional. What I love about her is that she's still a child. She's not acting like a 17 years old, but rather a 5 year old, who is not afraid of her mimicing or grimacing. When she cries, tears roll down her cheeks. She plays with all her heart. Will you show the movie in Erevan? Yes, of course. I think the movie is very important to them and I'm curious to show it there to my "clients". I really want to make them happy. The greatest reward would be to have Armenians claim this film. Interview by Stéphane Goudet, April 5th 2006
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FILMOGRAPHY



Robert Guédiguian was born in December 1953 in Marseille, France. He is one of the founders of AGAT FILMS & CIE - EX NIHILO, a company that produced among others: Laurent Achard, René Allio, Solveig Anspach, Jean-Christophe Averty, Dominique Bagouet, Lucas Belvaux, Didier Bezace, Luc Bondy, Peter Brook, Dominique Cabrera, Carolyn Carlson, Christine Carrière, Claire Devers, Olivier Ducastel et Jacques Martineau, Pascale Ferran, Piotr Fomenko, Jean-Claude Gallotta, Amos Gitaï, Lucile Hadzihalilovic, Cédric Kahn, Lech Kowalski, Tonie Marshall, Ariane Mnouchkine, Agnès Obadia, Christophe Otzenberger, Nicolas Philibert, Jean-Henri Roger, Ghassan Salhab, Pierre Salvadori, Claire Simon, Michel Spinosa, Paul Vecchiali, Anne Villacèque, Bob Wilson, Jean-Jacques Zilbermann…



Robert Guédiguian is writer, director and producer of: 1980 DERNIER ETE [Last Summer] 1983 ROUGE MIDI 1985 KI LO SA ? 1989 DIEU VOMIT LES TIEDES 1992 L’ARGENT FAIT LE BONHEUR [Money Makes Happy] 1994 A LA VIE, A LA MORT! ['Till Death Do Us Part] 1996 MARIUS ET JEANNETTE [Marius and Jeanette] 1999 A L’ATTAQUE! [Charge!] 1999 LA VILLE EST TRANQUILLE [The town is quiet] 2001 MARIE-JO ET SES 2 AMOURS [Marie-Jo and her 2 lovers] 2003 MON PERE EST INGENIEUR [My Father is an Engineer] 2004 LE PROMENEUR DU CHAMP DE MARS [The Last Mitterand] 2005 LE VOYAGE EN ARMENIE [Armenia]



In 2000 Robert Guédiguian staged "Le grand theatre" by Evelyne Pieller with Ariane Ascaride at the Theatre National de Chaillot.
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