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35 Shots of Rum
(35 Rhums)

Claire Denis on ‘35 Shots of Rum’

What was the first thing that came to your mind when you conceived
35 Shots of Rum?

It was a story about my grandfather, who raised my mother from two months
old. His wife died giving birth to her, and so he became a family legend.

My mother told us many stories about him that differentiated him from the
image we had of a father. He was a wonderful grandfather, but also an
adventurer: during the war he ran away from Paris with my mother. He was a
serious father; he never joked about my mother’s food, her school or her
education, but he was also a charming and attractive man. We thought, How
great it would be to have a widower father, a guy who does everything from
cooking to being a little foolish — not like a mother taking care of everything.

When, as a student, | discovered Ozu’s films, | was flabbergasted by the
father figure in so many of them, usually played by Chishu Ryu. He was
familial, yet secretive, hiding all his suffering. I’'d never seen films where what
happens inside a family is offered so delicately. It’s not exotic at all — even if
the food and the way they sit are all Japanese. There is something so strong
that everyone can recognise in this kind of family, this kind of love or sadness.

| was intimidated for years by this project, partly because of Ozu, but
especially because | worried what my mother would think. Yet now my mother
is older, as is Alex Descas [who plays Lionel]. He is now the perfect father. |
knew the time was right because my mother is still with me and she could see
the film.

The composition of some of the shots is also very reminiscent of Ozu. Did you
consciously aim for this?

No, the shape of the apartment dictated that. On location you can’t design
the space between people. | was lucky enough to find an apartment that
seemed right — a long corridor with rooms on the side. The meaning of this
corridor is not remotely Japanese: when Lionel’s daughter was a child, he had
his bedroom next to hers; when she became a young woman, it was time for
them to be more separate. In Ozu’s compositions, the place where you eat is
the centre of the house — for him bedrooms exist only at night, wherever you
roll out your bed. Ozu framed from a low eye-level. | did as much as | could to
indicate Ozu as an inspiration while not using that framing, because that’s not
me. | wanted it from my point of view, in a French apartment.

The daughter in 35 Shots of Rum, Josephine (Mati Diop), is very like the
characters played by Setsuko Hara in the later Ozu films.

In Late Spring, when they go to the seaside together and when the father
peels an apple in one movement, it’s very moving — Ozu at his best. It’s a
secret thing, the effect Ozu has on people. You could be from Africa,
wherever, it has nothing to do with culture. His films make you feel you know
so much about being Japanese, yet those feelings are universal.



You don’t let the audience know initially what the exact relationship is
between Lionel and Josephine.

They could be lovers, until she says ‘papa’.

There is ambiguity in all the relationships in the film — between Josephine and
Gregoire Colin’s character Noe, for instance.

They knew each other when they were kids, and he’s come to really like her,
but it’s very difficult when you grow up together to be able to say, ‘I love you,’
not as a neighbour or a friend, but as a man.

Why did you make your central character Lionel a train driver?

| didn’t want the film to be labelled ‘a film from the suburbs, with black
people’. It’s about working-class people. Lionel has a solid job where you
have companions and you belong to something. | wanted none of that
compassion for a ‘black man looking for a job’. | wanted them to be looked
on as people, not ‘black people’. A long time ago | heard a radio programme
In which a train driver was talking about his life, what he was reading, how he
filled his time. | remember the deepness of what he said: ‘When I'm alone
driving the RER train I’'m concentrating because I'm responsible for all those
people, and | have to respect the signals. But it’s so lonely in there — in planes
or trucks there are two or three of you, but in a train you’re alone. The train’s
movement leads to introspection.’

Trains and cinema have a parallel. As Jean Renoir once said, there’s
something about the way a train sits on the rails and the way film moves
through a camera which gives a hypnotic effect. | asked permission to ride
with a driver in the front of a train, and | felt exactly what the radio guy had
said. It was just what | wanted for the character: a solid job that made him
responsible. You’re one of many, but every time you drive the train you’re the
only one responsible; you have to be hyper-concentrated, yet there’s a
daydreaming hypnosis thing.

I’'ve also wondered about suicides on the rails. | think of the driver. He has to
stop the train and walk to the body. By the time they retire, drivers have had
anything from six to 12 of these experiences. | gave drivers the script to read
and one said, ‘I've had six and now | won’t go down to the track. | wait for the
firemnen to come. | cannot go down, because if | do | have too many
nightmares.’

One of the drivers in the film commits suicide. Did this detail come from what
the drivers told you they had experienced?

No, we wrote that in. He couldn’t stand being deprived of a working life.
Unless you are rich or really dislike your job, to be retired when you are still
young is to feel suddenly condemned. People say how great it will be, but not
everyone feels like that. Some people suffer and die from it.

The evening where they all head to a concert, but end up in a bar in the rain,
IS a turning point for Lionel and Josephine’s relationship.

Suddenly the father shows his daughter and everyone else that this moment
IS one they must experience for themselves; he’s saying, ‘Don’t expect me to
be the leader of the pack.’ It’s a message to his neighbour Gabrielle, to his
daughter and to Noé: ‘This is your life, don’t wait for me.” He decides to have
his own private night.

From then on, in the film’s last third, everything is related to the split between
the father and the daughter. So the apartment’s old cat dies, and Noeg is sort



of blackmailing Josephine, warning her that he won’t wait. It was time then to
see the other half of Josephine’s life — her blonde mother from a different
culture. It was very important to me that this should exist in the film, that
Josephine is mixed-race and has something else. That’s why Lionel says he’s
so happy that she can speak German: she has something more than he has,
she has her mother’s culture. The trip to Germany is how Lionel says to
Josephine, ‘This is our last trip where you are “my child”, though we are still

father and daughter.’

Claire Denis interviewed by James Bell, Sight & Sound, August 2009
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The screening on Wed 28 Jul will feature a pre-recorded intro by Be
Manzini, poet and director of Caramel Film Club
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