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Amour

Michael Haneke on ‘Amour’

When we spoke about The White Ribbon in 2009, you were writing a film about
old age, but you later put it aside because of another film on the subject. So is
Amour different from what you had in mind then?

Not really. To be honest, | had writer’s block, and when [producer] Margaret
Ménégoz told me one of her colleagues had seen a film on the same topic at a
festival, | took that as an excuse to start work on something else. But as soon
as | did that, the solution to my problem with the first script came to me! Also, it
turned out that the film Margaret had told me about was very different from
mine. There are many fims about iliness and dying, especially on TV, but most
deal with the social aspects — the family, the hospital — and the physical
suffering. Whereas to me what was interesting was how we cope with the
suffering of someone we love very deeply. | could’ve made a film about a
couple in their forties with a child who dies of cancer. It would be the same
theme, but that would be more of a special case; fortunately, it doesn’t happen
to everyone. Whereas old age and the ilinesses that accompany it touch nearly
everybody in one way or another. At some point even people who've always
been fit and well get worn out and die; sadly, that’s inevitable.

Did you do much research into the medical aspects of the story?

Not a lot. | did some research before writing the script to make sure | wouldn’t
make mistakes, and | came across things | didn't know. | spoke with doctors,
visited hospitals and attended therapy sessions, The scene where Georges
sings to Anne, for instance, comes from a speech therapy session | witnessed;
| found that very touching.

You always wanted Jean Louis Trintignant to play Georges. He doesn’t act
much now, what if he’d said no?

| probably wouldn’t have made the film. | don’t know any other actor who
radiates that warmth he has, and the fim needed that.

You originally had Annie Girardot in mind to play Anne.

Had Annie still been alive and able to play the part, | might have cast her, but
with hindsight I'm far from sure she’d have been better. In fact, | think
Emmanuelle [Riva] was perhaps better for the role. It’s not that she’s a better
actress; she and Jean-Louis are just so believable as a couple. It really feels like
they’ve spent so much time together and shared a lot.

Did you give the actors much direction?

No. | don’t really like discussing the film too much with actors, nor do | do a lot
of rehearsals. Before shooting starts, we’ll go out for a meal and discuss all
sorts of things, but | don't like talking very specifically about the film or the
roles. Generally I've found that most good actors don’t much like that either. |
just give very simple instructions — sit down, pick up a glass, look at your
watch, or whatever — and it’s rare that an actor asks about the character’s
motivation for looking at their watch. You just need to make sure you get the
casting right. That’s not only about finding good actors, but about finding the
right actor for the part; put a good actor in the wrong part and the result can
be disastrous.

Why did you make Georges and Anne former music teachers?
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It’s a world | know; my stepfather was a composer. And it allowed me to use
music in an interesting way. Music represents the possibility, at least, of
consolation. Before we finalised the film'’s title, one we were considering was
La Musique s’arréte (The Music Stops). Whenever there’s music in the film, it's
interrupted.

You often use music very expressively as content or commentary. But do you
also use it to shape your films?

| always say that film is closest to music, not literature or theatre. For me, if a
film hasn't the feeling of music, it's not successful. A film lives by its rhythms;
like music, it’s a bit like an arrow passing through time. It begins its journey at a
particular moment and ends at ancther, and between those two points is a
route which has to be carefully directed. That structure is rhythmic; if we don’t
find the right rhythm to tell a story, it could be the best story in the world, but it
won'’t work.

The difficulty is that this is something difficult to teach or learn. In music, if
someone hasn’t a musical ear, when they hear an ‘off’ note they won’t notice.
You can’t reproach anyone for that; either one has an ‘ear’ or one doesn't. It's
the same in film. You need to have an ‘ear’ in relation to the actors. My
stepfather had an absolutely pitch-perfect ear, and if he heard a false note he’d
wince in pain. It’s the same for me if an actor’s ‘off’; | notice at once. So while
we can learn how to correct an ‘off’ note, we first need to be able to hear it.

In many ways this film feels like your most personal yet.

It is, and it’s also the most directly emotional. There are scenes in my earlier
films which were very personal, of course; but a film about how the media
portray violence obviously involves a more intellectual approach, so there’s
more distance for the viewer. That said, even here, to arouse pity in the viewer
would be deadly for the film, so | knew from the outset that sentimentality
should be avoided. But yes, there’s a ot of me in it; many things come from my
own life.

When we spoke about The White Ribbon you said you find shooting stressful.
Was Amour any easier? You had just a few superb actors, and it was shot in
the studio.

It's always difficult to do something well, and easier to do something mediocre.
Naturally, to do a film like this is easier than making one with 30 people on 100
locations, where you're dependent on time, weather etc. But this time there
were other considerations, like the health of the actors. Also, with a film like this
you have to be more meticulous with the details; it's like looking at a mirror with
a magnifying glass, you can see the tiniest distortion. With lots of characters in
different locations, you can juggle different stories, whereas with two people in
one setting, it’s hard to stop it becoming boring. So to write a film limited to the
three unities is more difficult than writing a multi-strand film. But it’s not as if |
ask myself beforehand whether it's going to be harder; | simply want to tell a
story and find a way to tell it. But it's much nicer shooting in a studio rather
than having to wait for the sun in natural settings and so on. If it were up to me,
I’d only ever shoot in the studio, as you've far more control. In that, | entirely
agree with Hitchcock. | work in a similar way to him: | like everything
meticulously planned. I'm not at all a fan of improvisation. But that has nothing
to do with the quality of a finished film. After all, people have different ways of
working, and others feel too enclosed in a studio. | personally try to rule out
chance as much as possible when | make a film, but of course one can only go
so far — especially if there are, as here, a couple of scenes involving a pigeon!

Michael Haneke interviewed by Geoff Andrew, Sight and Sound, December 2012
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