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Director Laura Wandel on ‘Playground’ 

Playground, the debut feature by Belgian writer-director Laura Wandel, was 
one of the discoveries of 2021, winning the Fipresci Award for the Un Certain 
Regard section in Cannes and the Sutherland Trophy at the BFI London Film 
Festival. One of the most insightful and incisive films made about childhood, it 
is set entirely at a school. As suggested by the original French title, Un monde 
(‘A World’), its playground is a self-enclosed universe, where children learn 
how to integrate into the sometimes brutal rituals of society. The story focuses 
on seven-year-old Nora (extraordinary discovery Maya Vanderbeque), an 
anxious newcomer plunged into the playground’s hierarchies and rituals. 
Initially dependent on the protection of her older brother Abel (Günter Duret), 
she finds herself trying to protect him when he becomes a victim of bullying. 

There’s a very strong development in Nora’s story. Was the film shot 
chronologically?  

As chronologically as possible. We never gave the children a script, but they 
knew exactly what the film was about. We worked for three months before 
the shoot. We arranged them into different groups – brothers and sisters, 
friends, then all the children together. It was important that they should bring 
their own creativity to the film. I worked with a special education teacher who 
used a fantastic method, including all sorts of games, to get them used to the 
camera. We’d explain how a particular situation would begin and ask them 
what they thought the characters would do or say. Then we’d get them to 
improvise and, whenever they came up with something interesting, I’d rework 
the script. Finally, we got them to draw everything we’d done, so each child 
ended up with their own complete storyboard, created by themselves.  

How did you get the children to convey particular emotions? For example, at 
the start, when Nora is really upset, scared to leave her father.  

We talked a lot about what made them happy, sad, angry. We wanted them 
to try and identify emotions in relation to their own experiences, but in a way 
that wouldn’t consume them entirely. For example, we got them to create 
puppets of their characters, to get them used to the distinction between 
themselves and the characters. 

How did you find your leads?  

We saw about 200 children. We found Maya very quickly. She was seven and 
the first thing she said to me was, ‘I’m going to give this film all my strength.’ 
That really impressed me – it was exactly what I needed for Nora. As soon as 
she was in front of the camera, she just set the screen alight. 

Your film presents a very closed world – just the school, specifically the 
playground. Why did you decide not to show the children’s home lives?  

I wanted off-screen space to be really important – I wanted viewers to imagine 
what they needed, in regards to the children’s families. I wanted to stay within 
that microcosm: it actually opens things up more than closes them in. 

You shoot in a very consistent style with regard to camera position, keeping it 
at the children’s height; that way the adults do or don’t enter the frame.  



 
 

That was all there right from the beginning in the writing. I felt it was the best 
way to have the viewer immersed so that they’d remember what it was like for 
them at school. I wanted to remind people how it feels to be small in a big 
space that you don’t know. 

You capture key rites of passage – like the first time Nora walks on a bar in 
gym class or learns to tie her shoelaces. Did you draw a lot on your own 
memories of childhood?  

Oh yes. The shoelaces – I remember what a victory that was, and the shame 
of not being able to tie them. I wanted the film to remind people how 
incredibly important these small moments are. We often tend to forget that 
period of our lives, even try and hide it, but we’re at school for 12 years of our 
lives, eight hours a day. 

Did you have certain models in mind, in terms of films about childhood?  

Jafar Panahi’s The White Balloon [1995], which is wonderful. Jacques 
Doillon’s Ponette [1996], of course, and Abbas Kiarostami’s Where is the 
Friend’s House? [1987]. 

What else has influenced your filmmaking?  

When I went to film school at 18, I didn’t know much about cinema, but 
certain films really affected me. Like Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman 
[1975]. I came out of the cinema shaking. I thought: that’s what I want to do. 
For me, cinema is all about the power of empathy – being in someone else’s 
place for two hours. And it’s about the collective experience – a lot of people 
feeling that same empathy all at once. 
Interview by Jonathan Romney, Sight and Sound, May 2022 
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A New Wave release 
 
The screening on Thu 21 Apr 18:10 will feature  
a Q&A with director Laura Wandel 
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