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SYNOPSIS
Pierre and Manon make low-budget documentaries and live off odd jobs.  
When Pierre meets a young trainee, Elisabeth, she becomes his mistress. 
But Pierre doesn’t want to leave Manon - he wants to keep both women.

Elisabeth discovers that Manon has a lover, and tells Pierre. 
Pierre returns to Manon, the woman he truly loves. Feeling betrayed,  
he begs her, neglecting Elisabeth…



DIRECTOR’S NOTE

A woman has disappeared and we celebrate the love we felt for her. 
At first, we are satisfied with glorifying the world and the tenderness 
of the feelings we shared. And when all that falls short, we seek 
solace in art, and through it, we try to leave for others the proof  
that love exists, and that it abandoned us, since we felt it... This is  
the material from which my film is made.

Philippe Garrel



AN INTERVIEW WITH PHILIPPE GARREL
BY JEAN-MICHEL FRODON

Is In the Shadow of Women a more scripted film than your previous ones?

Yes. After a period - which is going back a bit now - making improvised films, I then 
found that it was good to have a script, mainly for organisational purposes and for getting 
financing. This is the first time that not only am I glad to have a script but I also feel that in 
terms of efficiency, it is as good as the improvisational period.  It was not just useful from 
an economic point of view, or as a second-best solution, but it was a real contribution to the 
film. This was already the case a little for Liberté, la Nuit, but this time, I achieved something 
new, for myself at least. The creation of psychological suspense was more effective thanks 
to the writing.

Is this writing different to that of your previous screenplays?

Yes, most probably due to the arrival of Jean-Claude Carrière. He brought the concept  
of the screenplay founded on narrative, which I didn’t have before. I met Carrière through 
his work on Every Man for Himself and I asked him what Godard had supplied him with at 
the time, and how he had worked. He told me that Godard had given him the place and 
the characters, this approach suited me perfectly, and we proceeded in the same way.  
With Arlette Langmann and Caroline Deruas, who were already the co-writers on Jealousy, we 
established a subject, and then we gave it to Carrière who suggested the first developments. 
Then we re-worked a lot of it together, all four of us bringing in different elements.

How would you define the subject?

The subject is: the female libido is as powerful as the male libido. For me In the Shadow of 
Women is a film about the equality of men and women in as far as cinema can achieve this. 
Which meant providing enormous support for the female character, and going against the 
male one: cinema was designed by men and it is always them who determine our portrayals, 
our ways of seeing things and telling things, even though, fortunately, there are more and 
more women making films. Most of the time, when women express themselves on screen 
they are speaking words written by a man, which I tried to resolve by working in a team of 
four, two women and two men. But I think that cinema functions in such a way that even 
when you put the male and female characters on an even footing, it tends to reinforce the 
man’s position. To counterbalance this I wanted the film to be in defence of the woman and 
weighted against the man. And in the end, Pierre doesn’t come off too badly, he and Manon 
in fact have an equal balance of power. All the same, the film is probably made from a man’s 
point of view, but a man who goes to see what is happening from a woman’s point of view.

Does the screenplay play a central role during the shoot? 

Not central: for me, cinema is always fundamentally about what happens during  
the shooting, that’s where everything really is decisive. But the screenplay plays an  
important role, especially due to the conditions in which these films are made, i.e. very 
quickly and for very little money. Extensive, precise work on the screenplay then allows us 
to work quickly, without losing time or money. Shooting in just 21 days, in Paris or nearby, 
in chronological order, like we did with Jealousy and In the Shadow of Women means  
the screenplay must be solid. In fact it also predicts the way the editing will go: in order 
to work in these conditions, you can’t afford to discard anything, everything we shoot  



is necessary, and appears in the film. Strictly speaking, the editing consists of adjustments 
based on what has been anticipated in the writing, and produced during the shooting,  
in a manner very close to the final result. But the screenplay cannot and must not predict 
everything: there are things which can only be written by the camera - maybe these are  
the most important things. The real risks are taken during the shooting.

Are these economic conditions imposed on you or do they suit you, or even stimulate 
you?

They suit me, they are the condition for having total freedom. As long as I work within  
this type of economic framework I am allowed to do whatever I want. If I can find a suitably 
adapted working method - which is the case - I can make the exact film I want to. Expensive 
films cannot be made without being monitored by the financiers. I think that we live in  
an age where these factors should be taken into consideration, in any case I have always 
been interested in the economy. In 2011 when the European debt crisis was taking on huge 
proportions, I understood that we had entered an era where we had to think differently, 
including at my level. Since then, my films have been shot in half the amount of time,  
with budgets half of what I had before, which were already inexpensive compared to most 
other films. New prototypes need to be invented. And I see that I have gained a lot in terms 
of freedom. But on my films, everyone is paid the union rate, I insist on it. Everyone knows 
that my films do not have a large audience - figures have stayed about the same level  
for decades - the economy of my films is in proportion to this, so it’s healthy.

Do you like austerity? Do you find energy in it?

I don’t see it as austerity, but as the definition of what is most important to me. I shoot 
with the actors I want, the technicians I want, we rehearse a lot, I film and edit in 35mm,  
in CinemaScope, in black and white. For me these are luxuries, but they are possible because 
they have their place within a framework which is very clearly defined with the producer, 
Saïd Ben Saïd, and which we both respect. Nothing in the world could make me swap  
my situation for that of other directors who make much more expensive films, but go through 
terrible crises. It is important to me to make a living from my art, there is no question of me 

sacrificing my life for cinema. When I used to teach at the Conservatoire of Dramatic Arts, 
I was frightened by pupils who said that they were willing to die for art, I much prefer those 
who are willing to live for art. 

You’re working with the producer Saïd Ben Saïd again ; does he share your vision  
of cinema even though his name is mainly associated with very different types of film?

I met him six years ago, at Jean Douchet’s birthday party. I didn’t know who he was but  
he was producing Barbet Schroeder, which was already a point in his favour. He totally blew 
me away when he spoke to me with great precision and accuracy about the soundtrack  
to Elle a passé tant d’heures sous les sunlights, and I said to myself: this is a very attentive 
producer. Shortly afterwards, when I was looking for a producer, I asked him if he would 
like to produce one of my films and he said yes straight away. I wrote Jealousy, very quickly, 
shot it on a very small budget, and straight afterwards, he suggested doing it all over again 
in exactly the same conditions. That suited me very well. In his production company, I am  
the smallest one, they work on big budget films, so everyone leaves me in peace. Furthermore, 
unlike most other producers, Saïd cares about what happens in foreign territories, not just 
the results in France, and as I have an audience pretty much everywhere in the world,  
he knows how to take care of this side of things, and I like the idea that my films get around.

When you write a screenplay, do the characters have a face?

No, they are just characters. When the screenplay is finished, I choose an actor, then I 
choose a second one, depending upon who the first one is, and so on. In this case, I chose 
Stanislas Merhar, who I had wanted to work with for a long time, I find him very charismatic. 
I have always admired him, especially in Chantal Akerman’s films. Then I thought of Clotilde 
Courau, I had spotted her a long time ago, after seeing her by chance in a TV movie where I 
immediately sensed her strength. She is a virtuoso, I knew it straight away. But it was during 
the screen test, when I saw them act together, that I knew it was the right choice for this film. 



And for the role of Elisabeth?

I did tests, readings, with Stanislas Merhar and several young actresses, including Lena 
Paugam, who is from the Conservatoire. I don’t teach there anymore but I still keep track 
of the new students each year, there are lots of discoveries to be made. I saw a potential 
relationship between these two actors, which I liked, afterwards you need to do a lot of work 
with both of them. I don’t believe it is possible to make actors into something they are not, 
you have to use their own connection to the character and to the situations, what they put in 
place themselves, and then build on that. You need to intervene without breaking everything, 
it is a very long, complex process, but very exciting too. 

You worked for the first time here with the director of photography Renato Berta.  
Did you ask anything in particular of him?

He was someone else who I had noticed on Every Man for Himself. Even though he is 
part of the same movement of great DPs linked to the Nouvelle Vague with whom I have 
already worked, his images are quite different to those of Raoul Coutard, Willy Kurant,  
or Lubtchansky. Berta is particularly remarkable for his lighting, and I wanted to work  
in that direction. I especially liked his quite dense, anthracite images, which reminded me  
of the films of Pabst and that era. I asked him to go further in this direction. And of course, 
he is a veteran technician, he doesn’t make any mistakes. When you only film a single take, 
like I do, it is very reassuring to have someone that experienced. 

How did the voice-over come about?

It was there right from the beginning, it was part of the project. I don’t believe it is possible 
to add a voice-over at the end, it needs to be an integral, necessary aspect of the film.  
I love films with voice-overs, this exists only in cinema, words slipping into the midst of things 

we can see, sometimes commentating, sometimes contradicting. This use of the voice-
over clearly comes from the Nouvelle Vague, Truffaut used it a lot, and Godard too. But  
there are lots of different possibilities for its use, it highlights subtle nuances, which would 
be impossible to convey by dialogue or acting.

The direction also enables lots of unspoken things to be suggested.

Of course. It seems to me that there are several types of directors, including those who 
could also have been painters, in fact often they have actually been painters as well.  
I feel as though I am from this family of directors. It means paying particular attention to 
substance, visual aspects, aesthetic elements which have a meaning, but not an explicit one. 
For example in In the Shadow of Women there is a scene where Manon goes home after 
being with her lover, while Pierre, who has also just been with his lover, is waiting for her  
in the apartment. I put a white sheet in the staircase, it is not a prop in the practical sense, 
and almost no-one will pay it any attention, but for me, it is a perfect example of a visual trace 
of the place each character has just come from, the bed. It is a sign which has a suggestive 
power in the corner of the picture.

Does the opening scene, which has no link to the rest of the story, perform a similar 
function?

Exactly, it participates in the setting up of a form of tension. I also use images from  
my dreams. I am looking for a form of oneirism which nevertheless remains attached  
to reality. In particular, of course, “ the worrying strangeness ” of female desire of which 
psychoanalysis speaks.

What did you ask Jean-Louis Aubert, who you are working with for the second time, to 
do in terms of music?

I asked him to write, for a few specific scenes of the film, songs without words, with very 
simple music, like popular songs. The lyrics come from the film itself, not just the spoken 
word, but the images as well. Jean-Louis and I get along very well, we belong to the same 
universe, most probably because we are from the same generation.

Your style of cinema is so coherent that one is tempted to compare your films with each 
other, in order to show up the things which have changed. For you, is there a continuity 
between Jealousy and In the Shadow of Women?

What interests me is what I can understand about the unconscious. Jealousy was linked to 
the death of my father, In the Shadow of Women is linked to the death of my mother. For me, 
both of these films are profoundly influenced by this personal event. 
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