THE ABCS OF DEATH
Jean-Pierre Léaud as the Sun
King and Aksil Meznad as the
dauphin in Albert Serra’s

The Death of Louis XIV

30 | Sight&Sound | /




s the Sun
eath of Louis XTIV,
meniary

who have watched him growing up ¢
By Jonathan Romney

In 1997 the Cannes film festival was L.,lLbIdllm, ils 50L h
itement, th WU nrld :Lunul to

| Sight&Sound | 31




BI LRI RN THE DEATH OF LOUIS X1V

The interview is
very much like an
audience with an
ailing monarch:

a dishevelled
Leaud is lying

on his bed in suit
trousers, shirt and
socks, packs of
medicines piled on
the bedside table

COLOSSAL YOUTH
Jean-Pierre Léaud as the
young misfit Antoine Doinel
in Frangois Truffaut's The
400 Blows (1959), the role
to which, the actor says, he
owes everything
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atmospheric chiaroscuro by Juonathan Ricque-
bourg and largely confined to the royal hedcham-
aer, centres very much on T éaud’s imposing presence.
Presence’ rather than ‘performance’, youmight also
say,as Leaud's playing appears altogether minimalist. His
king sumnclimes allempls W gel up and walk, bul thinks
better of it; at one (very amusing) point, calls for his vast
feathered hat in order to give the ladies of his court a gra-
cious ‘salutation’; at another, lets out an extended cry of
pain. For the most part, however, Léaud gives the impres
sion nulso much ofacling assimply being. Decked outin
aseries of vast wigs, so that much of the ime he seems to
he peering out of a cloud, he slumps further and further
in his bed, and says increasingly little, with the occasion-
al close up allowing us to register a deficate quiver in his
cheek. Through Léaud’s own fragility at 73 —only three
years younger Lhan Louis when he died — we become
intensely aware af the discrepancy hetween the abstract
transcendental symhol that the king represents and his
all too concrete corporeal inertia as a mortal body.
Inevitably, the film also comes across as a quasi doc
wmncnlary porlrail of the aclor's own [Tailly. Scrra offers
a disturbing but deeply poctic close-up of mortality as
a process — which explains why, receiving his award
in Cannes last year, Léaud chose to quote Jean Cocteau
(who cast him in his 1959 film Le Tesiament d'Orphee):
“Cinerna is lhe only arl thal caplures death al worl.”
The slow creep of mortality is all the more poignantly
striking in Serra’s film since audiences aver the decades
have been able to watch T.éaud growing up on screen,
settling into adulthood, then going into an old age
whose effects are all the more striking because there’s
no eseaping the vouth that has haunled the actor like an
albatross. He spent 20 years playing '[ruffaut’s fictional
alter epo Antoine Doinel, in the series that hegan with
The 4oo Biowsand endec with Love on the Run (FAmcuren
fuite, 1979), also appearing in other films by his mentoxn
Anne and Muricl(Les Deux Anglaises ¢l le Conlingnl, 1971)
and Day jor Night (La Nuit Américaine, 1973). Léaud also
came toemhady a I'rench generation diseovering its radi-
cal political identity in films by Jean-Tuc Godard, notably
Masculin féminin (1966) and La Chingise (1967). With an
ulher Nouvelle Vague mainslay, Jacques Rivelle, he eo-
tered into the improvisatory adventure of Out r (1971),
playing one of the film’s detective figures, an obsessive,
harmonica-playing conspiracy hunter. And he reached
a peak of vulnerable sensitivity as the agonised young
lover in Jean Fustache’s La Maran et la Putain (197 3).
From the 8os on, Léaud scemed Lo age fast, The alers,

herun-ike beauly of his younger sell had faded, bul he
was still inimitably intense as a solitary hero attuned to
the dry minimalist register of Aki Kaurismaki's [ Tired
a Contract Killer(1990); he became a dapper elder states-
man figure in films by Olivier Assayas, Lucas Belvaux
and Catherine Breillal Increasingly haggard and ec-
centric in his gestures and emphatic intonations, Léaud
found himse!f the actor of choice to play unpredictable
auteur characters: Assayas’s lrma Vep (1996}, Bertrand
Bonello's The Pornagrapher (2001) and Serge Le Péron and
Said Smihi’s I Suw Ben Barka Gel Killed (2008), as Georges
Franju. Léaud has also figured as a lotemic represenla-
tion of his own history in'Isai Ming-liang's Truffaut trib-
ute What Time I's Tt There?(2007),a magical ly unexpected
apparition in Paris's Pere Lachaise cemetery:

Léaud’s appearance today, as seen in The Death of
Lowis XTV, suggesls a physical decline as radical yelas
magnificent as that of anather great French cultural
figure, Antonin Artaud —sameone you might dream
of Léaud playing. On the closing night of Cannes 2016,
Léaud was on good form and gave an imposing and elo
quenl aceeplance speechy, recalling his 1gsg debut al the
festival: "I was born in Cannes." However, whenl go to in-
terview him therea few daysearlier in his hotel room, he
isn'tin the best condition. The experience is very much
like an audience with an ailing monarch: a dishevelled
Léaud is lying on his bed in sull trousers, shirt and socks,
packs of medicines piled on the bedside table, He speaks
inalow, throaty voice, intermittently broken by fits of in-
tense coughing, which malkes his French hard o follow
—very different from the stentorian delivery he gives on
stage a few days later. He’s not used to doing interviews,
hie Lells my nevertheless, he's happy Lo be lalking lo a
journalist from London because it rerminds him of work-
ing there with Kaurismdki: "TTe managed ta capture a
London which wasn't the London of Margaret Thatcher.”

I'm curicus about a phrase Léaud had been using
about his work with Serre, calling The Death of Louis XTV
a“permancol improvisation”, Whal did he mean? The
film, he says, is "a series of permanent improvisations
on the theme of suffering and death. Tt's a film with-
out asubject - there’s no story. no historical references.
IUs guite sitaply a sort of permanent improvisation on
deathy, and zlso on sumething thal really gol me inside
a character | wasn't familiar with —that is, sovereignty. |
was ahle to pravide the deep intensity that would make
credible the sovereignty of a man faced with suffering”

Why, T ask, did Serra particularly want to cast him in
the role? “First ol all,” Léaud says, “because no otheraclor
wowld have taken the same kind of risk. There were three
cameras filming me non-stap, sa I had to permanently
improvise in front of them. That's where you get the
intensity that let me into this character, who's in such
a profound situalion as a man and a monarch — there’s
nothing morc lerrible than the end oflife, than death and
suffering. | don't think any other actor would have im-
pravised like that, walking a tightrope every day.”

When Serra first approached him with the pzoj
ecl, Léaud says he wasi'l quile convinced. “Then he
brought mu a more detailed seript with really interest-
ing dialogue, in the French of the period, and bit by bit,
I found my way into the part. Tt was complicated, but T
ftound the right note o playiton. But then, to my amaze-
ment, Albert cut all the dialogue in the edit. What's left



issiinply the intensily of aking facing death inabsoluwe
silence, withoutaword Of course [wasa bit frusrated—1
wanted to express myself, | wanted ta act”

When we think of Téaud's acting style, we think of a
certain extravagance, a flarnboyant body language. What
characterises his playing in Lowis XTVis ils minimalisin
—laken, as the flm progresses, o the poinl uf absolule
immaobility. “Waving your hands around is out of the
question —this is a monarch whase every gesture is very
precise, very celicate. It's a very ascetic body language.”

Léaud sees his new film as closing the circle of his
career. “Tn playing Luuis XIV, I'm saying my definilive
farewell to Antoine Doinel and saying hello to fean-
Pierre Léand in his 7os — 1 can now enter old age by
playing a dying king. It's ke entering deep into death,
descending in a diving bell. This film means a lot to me
and i1 follow me Lo my grave,”

The 14-year-old he once was, and the adolescent he
once played, might —according tn some accounts of Lé-
aud’scareer—have haunted his subsequent lite to damag-
ing effect. But during our conversation, Léaud refers to
“Antoine Doinel, Lo whom Towe everything”. Since we're
in Cannes, Task whetherhe had any idea, on his firstvisil,
just how important his debut film would be.

“Twas 74. T had no way of knowing that Twas work-
ing with the most ferocious £lm critic of his day. T knew
nothing about Francois before we mel. All T knew was
that I wanted Lo escape from those prisons, the boarding
schools I'd been in. You can see thatin my screen tests.1'd
heen kicked ont af every schaol - that's what made me
sowild, soalive—and that's what fuellec Francois's film.
Allthose teachers raldng me over the coals because Thad
splril—thal becarne the molor of Les gou Coups.”

Léaud later acquired another mentor in the shape of
Truffaut’s erstwhile comrade-in-arms Jean-Luc (sodard,
who fell out with his old friend in the late 6os as hisown
cinema became more political and intransigent. “Jean
Luc really introduced me Lo politics,” says Léaud. *T was

complelely involyed Inhis polilical clnewna, o Lhe point
uf complete intelicctual turmoil—and then, on the uther
side, there was rangnis. After a meeting of the Dziga
Vertov Group, I went to see Frangois and described it to
him, and he very gently explained to me, “Well, that’s
very interesting butlook, you’ve also gol Berlolt BrechL..”
Suhe direcled me lowards a different kind of politics un-
derlying cinema, the politics of storytelling.”

As ascreen presence, Téaud has always seemed essen-
tially a law unto himself, but did he have any actors he
modelled himselfon? “When Twas 14, my favourite was
Munlgomery CLIL A, chapeau—hals off Lo him! Elia Ka-
zam’s Wild River [1960], Hitchcock’s I Confess[1953] - he's
perfect in them. When Kaurismiki first apprnached me
towork with him, he said, ‘Absolutely no expression, OK

make it totally Bressonian.’ T said to a director friend,
Youknow what? T do it like CLIL

Despite his Palme d'Or d'Honneur, it's hard tosee Leand
asacnminriable part of any kind of mainstream traditinn
—as witness his fondness for working with idinsyneratic
figures such as Kaurismald, Breillat, Tsai, Philippe Garrel
and now Serra. “The choices Tmake,” he says, “are about
permanent renewal. Twas never inlerested in pursuing a
career—never. | only wanted to work with people 1 liked.
I'mecamea symhol of the New Wave, and therearea lotof
people around like Aki and Tsai Ming-liang whose lives
were really affected by those films, and who wanted to
work with mu years laler, Like Serra—he dido'l wanl Lo
film anyone else dying, he wanted it to be me.”

At one point, Leaud breaks out in a painfully Inng fit
ot coughing, and exclaims, “Je vais mourir, mei! Clest la
movt de Lovis Quatorze!” (*I'm going to die! It's the death
of Louis XIVI™). As T prepare Lo leave, hie makes a rueful
comment that's possibly as true for the viewer of Serra’s
filmas it is for Léauc himself. “You don’t emerge intact
trom a film that'sentirely abhout death anc f.uﬁf_'n'ﬂg_" @

The Death of Louis XIV is released in UK cinemas
on 14 July and is reviewed on page 66

URBAN LEGEND

Jean-Pierre Léaud in
(clockwise from top left)
Jean-Luc Godard's La
Chinoise (1967) and Masculin
féminin (1966), Francois
Truffaut's Love on the Run
(1979) and Jean Eustache's
La Maman et la Putain (1573)
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THE STORY
OF HIS DEATH

Catalan dircctor Albert Serva explains
why a little confusion on set can help
create just the right combination of
chaos and mystery to ensure he gets
the very best out of his actors

By Jonathan Romney

Jonathan Ramney: Jean-Pierre Léaud has
called his role in the film a “permanent
improvisation”. What does that mean?

Albert Serra: [l was nol so different from what
I did with my actors in the past. [ always
shoot with three cameras, Tnever rehearse
with any actor before shooting, so the first
day they come dressed for the part - in this
cas, Jean-Pierre was dressed as Louis XTV
forafortnight. I have a script| can use, but

I never prepare shots, Talways shoot the
whaole scene, and sometimes ] run scenes
together, with variations. T don't like the
word ‘improvisalion, bul it's like & low of
variations on the same idea that keep coming
round again. I always talk duringa shot, 1
make suggestions, throw in a few confusing
things just in order to create chaos, mystery,
whatever. So the actor is really pushing and
pushing —againsl nothing, vragainst the
unknown. | con't have ideas of what 'm
doing—orifTdo have ideas ot what T'm daoing,
or of meanings, or what Iwant to show, I don't
know. For me it's always a discovery. If the
aclur is there, he has Lo show me something
—if not, | don't know why I'm there.

JR: Haw do you use Léaud's physical presence
in the film? You have a character wha is at
once a‘sign’ — legend, myth, divine royal
presence — and at the same time, the real body
of aman who is dying. And you have a lead
actor wha hardly maves throughourt the film.
As: It's infinite power set against a finite
body; a finite life, a finite llness. You cannot
escape that. There's the idea of going from
moving a lot to gradually not moving, In
the film,it'sa really precise balance. At the
beginning, the king movesa bit; then he
moves off the bed, tries to walk but can’sy
then he stays in bed, seated at first, bul
gradually lying down, lower and lower..
When films deal with the suhject of death,
ifs usually a drama—rthere are no comic
films about death. And death in cinema is
always about the affirmation of life - there’s
always a lasl senlency, alast momenl, alasl
pgesture, a last impact. But that isn't real. In
this film, death is like it really is—there’'sno
drama here, just death progressively and
slowly eating life. There's no passibility

ol alast dramalic alfirmation of Life,
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Bedtime story: Albert Serra with Jean-Pierre Léaud on the set of The Death of Louis XIV

When the king is dying, you don't
understand exactly what's happening —in the
last 15 minutes, the editing is very beautiful.
We're in one shot, then we move, with
continuous sound, and suddenly there are
three people who weren't there before, then
hack to the king and maybe he's wearing
aditferentwig... You never know exactly
where you are  it's a sort of mental flow:

JR: When you first approached Léaud for

the role, how did you convince him? How

did you tell him why you wanted him?

AS: Thiswas originally going to be a
performance at the Porpidou Centre [in
Paris], for a commission five years ago. My
idea was lhal heshould be lying ona bed in
a crystal box suspended in the air, dressed
as Lonis XIV, every day far a formight, dying
in real time. The budget grew and grew for
security reasons, then it was cancelled. But
the first ime I wenl Lo see Jean-Pierre, iL
was Lo do this performance —Twent with
amutual friend, [eritic] [ean Douchet, and
itwas very smaoth, it wassimple. Tloved
Jean-Pierre as a person, as a human being,
and he loved me, immediately. Tlove his
integrily —he never made a commuerceial film.

Years passed, we met several times, and
then the possihility came up of doing
itcheaply asa feature. He considers

In this film, dealh is like il
really is — there’s no drama

here, just death progressively
and slowly eating life

himself the absolute monarch of French
cinema — he said, "1 already have the most
impaortant prize asa citizen: the Tégion
d'Honneur. Now, with this film, Thave won
atl imporlanl prize asanartist.” He was
really focused on it as an artistic challenge,
JR: Were there echoes of his past as an actor
that you wanted him to bring to the role?

As: No. I felt this would be speculative, T didn't
wanl to. But suddenly it appeared in the filin,
by chance - for example, when he luoks al
the camera, peaple said to me, "I7's heautiful
because it closes the cirele.” Tdidn't know
what they meant, but when we were doing
interviews, people were talking about the
closing shol of The 400 Blows... T'd [urgullen
that shot. For me, if it appears, it should

be very spontanenus. Cinema is not a hig
influence on my work —I'm more influenced
by literature, music, my cwn life  and French
cinema is especially nola big influence. 1
respect the masterpieces Jean-Pierre has
made 1n the past, hutit's not my aesthetic.
JR: You choose to depict a moment in the

life of a monarch when he's completely

outside history — when he’s shut away,

and history is going on without him.

AS: Everything is outside —1it's the beginning
of the decline of the Trench state. There's

one small palitical thing, when Louis talks
with the child [the dauphin, the future Louis
XV] and he says, “Don'l imilale my passion
for buildings or my passion for war, because
the state is close to hankruptey.” Ahsalute
power doesm't mean anything. Even it you are
the Sun King ifthe banks give you money
and you dor'l give it back, you're fucked. o



