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STOP MOTION: CELEBRATING HANDMADE ANIMATION ON THE BIG SCREEN

My Life as a Courgette

A stop-motion family animation, indebted to Ken Loach, with the curious title My Life as a
Courgette: that's already quite a billing to live up to, but Swiss director Claude Barras’s first
feature completely nails it. Its story of an artistically inclined young boy Icare — nicknamed
‘Courgette’ — who accidentally kills his alcoholic mother and is placed in a home for abandoned
and/or abused kids, is adapted from an untranslated French novel by Gilles Paris, but its
origins, in fact, lie much deeper in Barras’s past. ‘When | was a kid, there was one child | was
quite close to who had severe family difficulties. | promised myself, because | wasn't able to
help or defend him at the time, that | would do something in that direction one day. It was 40
years later while making this film that | suddenly remembered my promise; so it turned out |
was finally following that path after all.’

Honouring his friend’s tribulations clearly meant standing firm against sentimentality, and My
Life as a Courgette doesn’t sidestep the brutalities and losses the children in the home have
suffered. One girl, Alice, sexually abused by her father, has nightmares every night and starts
banging cutlery repeatedly at the first sign of stress. Another girl, Camille, to whom Courgette
takes a shine, saw her father kill her mother, then kill himself. A boy Jujube was force-fed
toothpaste and told it would be good for his health, a habit he can’t now break. And so on and
so on. This terrible litany is related to Courgette by the equally traumatised Simon, self-
appointed leader of the pack and a bully (at least at first), who encapsulates their plight thus:
‘We're all the same — there’s no one left to love us.’

The mix of naturalistic voices, mise en scene and strong ‘social’ subject matter, with the vivid
anti-naturalist character design - large eyes, red noses, long arms — somehow works, coheres
magically. Barras had been making animated shorts for some time, working through similar
themes, before managing to get Courgette made. It took ten years in all; six working with a
colleague who finally departed for other projects, then four more on his own once a script had
been written by French writer-director Céline Sciamma, best known to UK audiences for Water
Lilies (2007), Tomboy (2011) and Girlhood (2014).

Barras and Sciamma'’s fortuitous alliance was brought about by smart producers who
recognised that two like-minded talents operating in similar terrain, around youth and
marginality, might just strike sparks off each other. And so it proved. Sciamma, shown the
figures Barras had created, was utterly seduced. ‘We felt like we knew each other,’” she says.
‘Both of us take children characters very seriously, and we connect on wanting to talk to
children about political subjects, about harsh matters which are true to life.’

There were three firsts on this project for Sciamma, although you wouldn’t guess it. She’'d
never adapted a book, written a kids’ film or scripted an animation. How does writing for
animation differ from live action? ‘I was probably naive when | wrote the flm — and, in fact, | was
asked not to write it as an animation film — but now I've done it | know it’s different for one big
reason. When you write for live action, then along come the actors and maybe they do some
improvisation, and ultimately the film can be found in the editing room. But with animation
there’s effectively no editing. That means there is a very big responsibility on the script. So you
have to be very accurate, because it will be so true to what you've written.’

The script she turned in is delicate yet incisive, skilfully pitched at a young child’s level of
articulacy. ‘l wanted to make it a tender film about dark matters,” Sciamma says. ‘I didn’t want
to make it kid-compatible by making it sweet, but by making it true to what we wanted to tell.
We wanted the story to be a big mix of emotions, a big grey zone which is more true to what it
feels to be a child; because children are able to feel very strong emotions, and at the same
time.’

Like Barras, she cites Loach as an influence, but also credits the Dardennes, with whom she
shares an ability to write dialogue that feels both honest and direct. ‘It freed me in a way writing
for kids, because you make it more simple, more primal,” she says. ‘It’s about looking the
emotion in the eye.’ It should also be said that the film has a lot of humour, and moments of
joy; they're kids after all, irrepressible. But even those moments are complicated, undercut,
inevitably given their histories. ‘Some of the lines we laugh at, but they’re also heartbreaking in
their frankness. And the film relies a lot on that truth-telling for the humour, and also the political
parts.’

That'’s the main link, of course, with Loach and the Dardennes: concern for the fates of the
damaged and vulnerable. The film exudes an understated radicalism, which manifests itself
partly in a series of inverted expectations. When Courgette arrives at the home early on, | was
braced for some horrific authority figure, a painful institutional critique. Not so. Touchingly, the
home is a sanctuary, staffed by dedicated, caring people. ‘We were concerned to pay a tribute
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to social workers — that's Claude's Ken Loach side,” Sciamma tells me. ‘He even stayed in a
home for several weeks. We showed the film to people who do this job, and they were like,

“Yeah, that’s how we dream it goes if it goes well”.” Even the policeman character is a beacon,
his compassion quietly exerting itself as a force for good in the children’s lives.

Unusually too for a family animation, the film invites us to linger. Ideas and emotions are given
time to register and settle, subtly imprint themselves. ‘The rhythm is slow and that’s not the
fashion regarding kids’ films,” Sciamma suggests. ‘A kid today has to go fast — well they say
she has to — and we are doing the opposite, with a lot of long takes, which is pretty rare. And
that is also what gives it this strong visual signature. You're staying in the spaces, enjoying the
colours — it's all about the rhythm of these characters. The action might be: are they going to
hold hands?’

Another inversion is the film's mode of address. Barras and Sciamma were adamant the fim
should appeal to children and adults, but acknowledged it would be hard to achieve. What it
meant in practice was a disavowal of irony, of the ‘different levels of comprehension’ model,
which supplies a cute story for kids alongside concealed stuff and winks for the adults. That
knowingness would have grated with the material and their political sensibilities. ‘There are
things your kid might not get regarding child abuse, but you're watching the same film, it's not
hidden,” says Sciamma. ‘The Q&As we did were amazing, parents saying that for the first time
after a film they could actually speak with their kids about the story and their emotions,
because they’d been experiencing them together.’

This principle of mutuality is embedded in the narrative too; it's the classic individual’s journey
but very much rooted in the formation of a collective. If anything, Simon the bully’s emotional
journey is more pronounced and precisely delineated than Courgette’s; the scene near the end
where he recognises and accepts his own destiny is beautifully inscribed. The film conveys an
amalgam of political idealism and clear-eyed fatalism, but the latter mitigated, as Sciamma
explains. ‘These kids have very tragic destinies, but | wanted to give perspective, not just stick
to the little-orphan loneliness template. Instead | wanted to convey a collective feeling of
loneliness, and thus not make the movie too fairytale-like.” A perfect example is the scene in
which all the kids avidly watch a mother pick up her son and dust him down after he takes a
tumble. It holds on all their expressions, before a perfectly judged cut takes us to a snowy
night-time landscape. It’s just great.

In the end it feels as if the film could only have been done as animation; it's impossible to
imagine that scene, and various others, done “for real’. The figures’ big eyes, for example: how
do they manage to convey curiosity, openness, ineffable sadness, pain, innocence, longing and
more, all at the same time? That’s the mystery. The years spent making the film, the love that’s
gone into it, shows in the sensitivity to even the tiniest gesture. Barras reveals the processes
that went into achieving such emotional exactitude: ‘What we were after was that even if you
shoot from a wide angle, you still see the big eyes and therefore the emotions. So the work was
finding how to make a head as big as possible so that it would still be balanced, so that the
hands could hide the eyes at some moments, but wouldn’t touch the floor when hanging
down. We had to find this extremity — but it had to still be graceful.” Graceful is absolutely right,
and applies to every aspect here; the canon of animated films for children and about children
must surely admit a newcomer.

Kieron Corless, Sight and Sound, June 2017
Manipulation

Right from animation’s earliest days, cartoon characters have resented the arbitrary power
wielded by their creators. In the silent era, Felix the Cat would often shake his fist indignantly
into camera. Chuck Jones’ Duck Amuck took the convention to surrealist heights, with a
protesting Daffy Duck subjected to mounting ignominy by the artist (finally revealed as Jones’
surrogate, Bugs Bunny). In Manipulation, Daniel Greaves sets out the sadism of the relationship
at its starkest: when it was shown at Cinanima, animators watching it were wincing in self-
recognition.

True, it also celebrates the resilience of cartoon characters in surviving any amount of violence
unscathed, but even the upbeat ending is subverted as, over the final credits, we hear the
returning footsteps of the ogre-animator. The cmnipotent white-gloved hands suggest a nod to
Jirf Trnka’s bitter parable of Stalinism, The Hand, and it’s not hard to read the film in terms of
political (or existential) allegory. But thanks to Greaves’ fluid technique and inventive use of
basic resources, Manipulation makes compulsive viewing on any level. Its impact is enhanced
by a heightened, raw-nerve soundtrack that makes the mere tearing of paper sound like an act
of calculated cruelty.

Philip Kemp, Sight and Sound, May 1992
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