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(From left) US actor Adam Driver, US actor Simon Helberg, Us music composer and member of the
Sparks Russell Mael, French actress Marion Cotillard and Us music composer and member of the
Sparks Ron Mael pose during a photocall for the film “Annette” at the 74th edition of the Cannes Film
Festival in Cannes, southern France. — AFP photos

(From left) French producer Charles Gillibert, French director Leos Carax, Us music composer and member of the Sparks Ron Mael,
French actress Marion Cotillard, Us music composer and member of the Sparks Russell Mael, US actor Adam Driver and US actor Simon
Helberg pose during a photocall for the film ‘Annette’ at the 74th edition of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes.

“A
nnette”, the musical brainchild
of enigmatic director Leos
Carax and geeky pop duo

Sparks, opened Cannes yesterday, with
lead Adam Driver telling AFP he will
sneak off during the screening to avoid
seeing himself act. Driver, best-known for
his roles in TV show “Girls” and the Star
Wars franchise, features alongside
France’s Marion Cotillard in a rollercoast-
er production tracing the rise and fall of a
celebrity couple. It’s a film that brings
together the supremely gifted and the
socially awkward as the stars sing their
way through a story that began as an idea
by Ron and Russell Mael, the eccentric
Los Angeles pop duo Sparks.

But as an eager crowd climbs the
Cannes steps on opening night for the
first major post-pandemic film festival, one
man will be heading for the exit. “My plan

is to go in and when the lights go down, I
run,” Driver, who has a history of avoiding
watching his own films, told AFP. He said
he would try to find an empty office and sit

out the screening while “playing with sta-
plers” and making phone calls. Describing
his usual technique, he said “then I go
back, and when the lights come up, I
stand up I pretend that I was there the
whole time.” If that stunt points to a touch
of eccentricity, Driver is in good company.

Strangeness is the stock in trade of
French director Carax, who was once
called a sadist by actor and ex-girlfriend
Juliette Binoche. Ever since bursting on
the international scene with his “The
Lovers on the Bridge”, he has had film
lovers debating whether he is the best
French filmmaker in generations, or just
an oddball. Adam Driver has picked his
side: “He’s one of the best directors of all
time,” he said. Meanwhile, the Mael broth-
ers have had dibs on eccentricity in pop
ever since topping the charts with “This
Town Ain’t Big Enough For The Both Of

Us” in 1974.
And some 25 albums later, they still

have an uncanny knack for coupling musi-
cal elegance with tonal weirdness and
unusual lyrics, resulting in a wealth of
catchy pieces. “Annette” was their idea,
which they brought to Carax after meeting
him at Cannes at 2013. They feared that
his intermittent engagement might mean
that film would never see the light of day
but “we kept the faith and Leos stayed
focused on the project”, Ron Mael told
AFP. The result is a rock opera with musi-
cal styles ranging from danceable electro
to classically inspired lyrical passages.
The stars do most of their own singing
which, Cotillard told AFP, required “a
major preparation effort in a very limited
time”, adding that “music is a strong vec-
tor of emotion”.

Neither is a trained singer, but that was

not an issue, said Driver: “The singing
was secondary to what our intentions
were.” Night-time Los Angeles is the
backdrop for the action, with a vintage-
style motorcycle as Carax’s prop of
choice, apart from a puppet that plays a
very central role in the story.

Cotillard said the film is about “the
need for recognition, about how we are
affected by the strong need to be looked
at, listened to and loved.” But Driver said
Carax stayed mum about its meaning:
“We never talked about any of the themes
of the movie.” “Annette” is the first of 24
films vying for the Palme d’Or, the festi-
val’s top prize. — AFP

T
he famed Cannes Film Festival
opened yesterday, and despite
social distancing subduing some of

its signature glamour, excitement is rife
for the first fully fledged film festival since
the start of the coronavirus pandemic.
Last year’s edition was cancelled over the
health crisis, and although stars will be
allowed to go maskless on the red carpet
this year, a health pass is required for
entrance and many of the glitzy after-par-
ties that are the festival’s calling card
have been postponed because of distanc-
ing measures. “COVID is still there, but
being here for the return of the festival, in
the opening film... it’s a huge sense of
relief and excitement,” US actor Adam
Driver told AFP.

Driver co-stars with French actor
Marion Cotillard in the opening night film,
“Annette”, a musical directed by cult
favorite Leos Carax. Members of the jury-
headed for the first time by a black man,
US director Spike Lee-arrived Monday
night and will gave their traditional press
conference yesterday afternoon after-
noon, before embarking on their 24-film
marathon. The festival palace-a squat,
concrete construction dubbed “the
bunker”-is draped in a poster featuring
Lee, in oversize spectacles, peering
between two palm trees.

His jury this year has a female majority,
including US actor Maggie Gyllenhaal,
Canadian-French singer Mylene Farmer
and French-Senegalese actor Mati Diop.
Other members include Tahar Rahim, star
of 2009 film “A Prophet”, and South
Korean actor Song Kang-ho, who dazzled
in the festival’s last winner two years ago,
“Parasite”.

‘Be transported’ 
As evening falls, stars will strut down

the recycled red carpet, which has been
chopped in size as part of a green
makeover. American actor and director
Jodie Foster is guest of honor at the
opening ceremony, and will be awarded
an honorary Palme d’Or before the
screening of “Annette” gets underway.

The film is Carax’s first since “Holy
Motors” nine years ago, which also com-
peted at Cannes.

It tells the story of a celebrity couple
and their mysterious child, the titular
Annette. Cotillard told AFP that after
months of pandemic-induced confine-
ment, the tragic love story “invites the
spectators to come and be transported, to
be present at a great spectacle”. Her co-
star Driver famously hates watching him-
self on screen, and said this film will be no
exception. When the lights go out, he said
he will flee to an office until it is finished. “I
sit there playing with a stapler or some
scotchtape and come back when the
lights are back on,” he smiled. “And I act
as if I’d been there the whole time!”

‘Packs a punch’ 
This year, 24 films will compete for the

festival’s top prize, the Palme d’Or.
Festival director Thierry Fremaux has
promised that the line-up “packs a
punch”. The directors vying for glory
include such perennial Cannes favorites
as Italy’s Nanni Moretti with his new film
“Tre Piani,” France’s Jacques Audiard
(“Les Olympiades”) and Thailand’s master
of the slow burn, Apichatpong
Weerasethakul, with his English-language
debut (“Memoria”).

Other contenders include Sean Penn,
whose Africa-based humanitarian love
story “The Last Face” bombed at Cannes
in 2016; Iran’s two-time Oscar winner
Asghar Farhadi; and Russian director
Kirill Serebrennikov, who is barred from
leaving the country due to an embezzle-
ment conviction widely seen as punish-
ment for his criticism of President Vladimir
Putin. With just four female directors in
the competition, the festival’s tendency to
pick the usual (male) suspects of the art-
house elite is once again under scrutiny.
Only one woman has won the Palme d’Or
in 73 editions of the festival: Jane
Campion for “The Piano” in 1993. — AFP

Leos Carax:
Tormented talent
opens Cannes
with latest oddity

L
eos Carax, whose rock opera
“Annette” opens the Cannes film fes-
tival on Tuesday, has never been

afraid of freaking people out. It’s a typical-
ly idiosyncratic Carax tale, with a singing
Adam Driver as the stand-up comic father
of a toddler with a weird gift. Marion
Cotillard plays her world-famous soprano
mother. Strangeness has been Carax’s
stock and trade since he burst onto the
international scene 30 years ago with
“The Lovers on the Bridge”, a financial
calamity that became a cult classic. His
leading man Denis Lavant was badly
injured on the set and did not speak to the
director again for 15 years.

Co-star Juliette Binoche-who had
once dated Carax-accused him of being
a sadist. The gaunt, dishevelled Carax
put the pair through hell, forcing them to
hang around and drink with homeless
people to get into character as tramps.

Bridge too far 
The baroque story of penniless lovers

living on some of Paris’ grandest streets
quickly ran into problems, not least
because it was to be shot on the famous
Pont Neuf bridge. When that proved a
nightmare, an expensively-built set recre-
ating the French capital’s historic heart
was all but washed away in a storm.
Then filming was halted entirely when
Lavant-who had learned to breathe fire to
play the beggar who performs circus
tricks for spare change-badly injured his
thumb. Tragedy and disaster would go on
to mark Carax’s career as much as his
great ambition.

Born Alexandre Christophe Dupont in
1960 — the son of a revered Paris-based
American film critic, Joan Dupont-Carax
has never lacked confidence. His screen
name is an anagram of his first name
Alex and “Oscar”. And indeed it looked
like his destiny might be to have a

mantlepiece full of Academy Awards.
Carax was just 30 when “Lovers” came
out but he had already been hailed as the
new Godard-displaying similar stylistic
brilliance and baffling storylines.

‘Films for dead people’ 
It also helped that like the French New

Wave master, Carax is never without his
dark shades. “In my films there is no fear
of ridicule,” he declared. “You make films
for dead people, but you show them to
the living,” he added, equally enigmatical-
ly. There was more than enough promise
in his first features “Boy Meets Girl” in
1984 and “The Night is Young” two years
later to justify the hype. Not that Carax
has ever gone for easy hits nor mass
appeal-which was just as well.

After the furore over “Lovers on the
Bridge”, he took nearly a decade to make
“Pola X”, a steamy tale about a young
novelist who dates his sister starring
Russian actress Yekaterina Golubeva,
Carax’s partner at the time. But “Pola X”
was a flop and it would be another 13
years before Carax managed to make
another film. During this hiatus, Carax left
France for New York, and faced a horrific
series of personal and professional set-
backs that would have sunk others. In
2011 Golubeva, who suffered from
depression, committed suicide at 44,
leaving Carax to raise their six-year-old
daughter.

He dedicated his next film “Holy
Motors” to the actress. Released in 2012
it was an unexpected hit with audiences,
and Lavant-finally reconciled with the
director-won the Cesar, a French Oscar,
for best actor. But what the film was actu-
ally about was anyone’s guess. It follows
actor-for-hire Mr Oscar-another wink to
Carax’s alter ego, as well as a jab at
Hollywood-who takes us into a weird
world of talking limousines. “The film is
simple if you accept to not know where
you are going,” Carax said. “A child that
sees the film has no problem (under-
standing it).”

Rock opera 
Kylie Minogue singing “Who Were

We?”-which Carax wrote for the sound-
track of “Holy Motors”-would foreshadow
his latest feature, a musical. “Annette” is
the story of a glamorous couple, a come-
dian and an opera singer, who have a
very gifted child. Nearly all the dialogue in
the film is sung, with Driver and Cotillard
using their real voices, and the music
written by the American indie band
Sparks.

Pop queen Rihanna and Hollywood
star Michelle Williams were originally in
the frame for the Amazon-backed movie,
Carax’s English-language debut. But like
so many Carax projects, it appeared
cursed. First Rihanna and then Williams
dropped out, with production delays and
Driver’s “Star Wars” schedule also getting
in the way of shooting in the US, Belgium
and Germany. Then when it did finally
wrap, the world’s cinemas shut because
of the coronavirus pandemic.— AFP

N
etflix and the other streaming giants
have yet to discover one great
director, the head of the Cannes

film festival said Monday. Thierry
Fremaux threw petrol on the simmering
feud between the French festival-the
world’s biggest-and the US platform when
he challenged reporters to “name me a
director who has been discovered by a
platform” on the eve of Cannes’ opening.
“Not yet, even after 10 years...” Fremaux
added archly as journalists struggled to
come up with a name. Netflix has effec-
tively boycotted Cannes since 2018 after
being told it had to show its films on the
big screen in France if it wanted them to
compete for its Palme d’Or top prize.

While Fremaux praised Netflix-which
began streaming in 2007 — for their
“extraordinary work”, he was quick to turn
the knife in his defense of the magic of
the big screen. “We just celebrated the
125th anniversary of the invention of cine-
ma. Let us see if in 100 years we will cel-
ebrate the birthday of the platforms. “I
don’t think Netflix or the others can skip
the Cannes film festival,” he warned. “You
will see the names of the future in our
line-up...,” he added. “That is why the dia-
logue must be opened.” Relations
between Cannes and the Californian tech
giant began to turn sour in 2017 after
French cinema owners protested over the
inclusion of two of the streamer’s movies
in the main competition.

The following year Cannes changed its
rules requiring a French release for films
competing for the Palme d’Or, but allow-
ing streaming-only movies out of competi-
tion. Netflix retaliated by withdrawing
three films from Cannes at the last minute
in a move that seemed to be timed to
cause maximum chaos. With the cinema
world aghast, and Cannes cast as the
defender of the big screen and traditional
cinema, Netflix’s CEO Reed Hastings lat-
er admitted that they had gone too far.
“Sometimes we make mistakes. —AFP

US actor Adam Driver (left) and French
actress Marion Cotillard pose during a pho-
tocall for the film “Annette” at the 74th edi-
tion of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes,
southern France.

French actress Marion Cotillard (left) and
French director Leos Carax pose during a
photocall for the film “Annette” at the 74th
edition of the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes,
southern France, yesterday. — AFP 

Festival staff roll the red carpet as the 74th edition of the Cannes Film Festival kicks off in
southern France, yesterday. — AFP  

French-Senegalese director and Jury member
of the Official Selection Mati Diop (left) and
Cannes Film Festival director Thierry Fremaux
stand on the balcony of the Martinez Hotel on
the eve of the opening of the 74th edition of
the Cannes Film Festival. — AFP 


