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Etre et avoir

Nicolas Philibert on ‘Etre et avoir’

In Spring 2000, | began thinking about a project about rural life, and | began
my research by having meetings with farmers on the edge of bankruptcy...
But, in the course of my research, the idea of a film about a little village school
took over, without my really knowing why. It's true that, for a long time, | have
wanted to make a film about learning to read, but that idea lay fallow, like all
those things you keep at the back of your mind until they give you a kind of
sign. ..

What criteria did you use in choosing the school?

A lot of people don’t know it, but there are still thousands of single-class
schools in France. So | began by choosing a region, the Massif Central,
because | wanted to set the film in a mountainous region where the climate is
harsh and the winter is difficult. Apart from that, it seemed essential to me to
find a class of a manageable size (ten to twelve pupils) so that each child could
be identifiable and so become a ‘character’ in the film. | wanted also that the
range of ages should be the largest possible — from nursery age to eleven
years old - for the charm that comes from these mixed little communities and
to illustrate the demands that are made on the teachers.

How did you go about finding the class?

My research lasted almost five months. At the start, | worked in an empirical
fashion. | had some contacts in Lozere and it was there that | began... It was
already mid-June, and so | had very little time before the summer holidays. |
threaded my way through the region, visiting a lot of schools and travelling
hundreds of kilometres along the roads of the Cevennes... Everywhere | was
welcomed, but none of the classes seemed entirely suitable: here, there were
too many children, there, too few... By 20 October | had located more than
400 single-class schools, made contact with 300 and visited a good hundred
of them. But none of them seemed an obvious choice, there was always
something not quite right... And then — on the eve of the November holiday, |
arrived at the school in the village of Puy-du-Dome, tucked into the heart of the
Livradois Forez — Saint-Etienne sur Usson — and, after a quarter of an hour, |
was at last convinced that | had found my class.

In what way was this class better suited than the others?

Beyond the fact that it responded to the criteria | had set (not too many
children, a large diversity of ages, etc), | was immediately seduced by the
personality of the schoolmaster in whom | detected, beneath his slightly
authoritarian air, a profound attentiveness, a delicate and modest being. | had
with me a little DV camera that | brought out of my pocket each time | thought |
was onto something. While making images of the class, | understood very
quickly that the teacher was not trying to show himself, at all costs, in a good
light nor was he putting anything on. No propaganda, no hot air... with his
slightly traditional style | felt that he established himself at once as a strong
character, without taking the film in a backward-looking direction. And then
there were the children, with their faces tense with the desire to go forward to
the future, faces that were sometimes uneasy, sometimes slack, often funny,
cheerful, sometimes serious, closed, indecipherable...
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Did the teacher accept easily?

Like many others before him he was at first astonished that one could make a
film on such a fragile subject: documentaries are invariably associated with TV,
magazines and journalistic reportage. | explained my approach, pointing out
that the film would turn its back on anything didactic, that it wasn't there to
illustrate in images a notion worked out in advance, that | didn't want an
approach founded on the picturesque or on nostalgia (‘ah, the depletion of the
countryside’ ‘ah, a school of a type that we now see on the road to extinction’)
but on the desire to follow as closely as possible the work and progress of the
children, in a way that the spectators can share their trials, their successes,
their moments of discouragement...

For his part, he talked to me about his class, of his attachment to this little
group which required him, even after 35 years’ experience, to adapt his
working methods, without hiding the fact that he himself found them a little
classical, suggesting several times that | should choose someone more
modern. | had to reassure him: | had no intention of examining under a
microscope his method of teaching fractions or past participles. Of course, he
would be the pivot, the centre of gravity of the film, constantly under the eye of
the camera, but what we would retain of him would be an impression of the
whole, the shape of a personality. Little by little, he began to give his trust... At
55, he had a year and a half before his retirement. This film might, perhaps,
give a chance for him to end his career well, before going on to other things. |
asked him to take a few days to think about it. 48 hours later, he gave me his
consent.

How long did you stay in the class, and what difficulties did you come across?

The shooting took ten weeks — over a period between December 2000 and
June 2001 - during which we accumulated almost 60 hours of footage. From a
technical point of view it was very difficult. Julien Cloquet worked alone on the
sound recording. He had to cover the whole class and, by definition, we never
knew in advance who was going to speak next. As far as getting the images
were concerned, the traps were innumerable, We had to watch out for our
reflections in the window and in the picture frames. The decision to not add our
own lights to the existing ones in the classroom meant that we had very little
depth of field and no margin of error on the focus. But that’s in the nature of
this sort of filming, and it pushes everyone to give the best of themselves.

The film gives an impression of great serenity. Do you feel that you’ve shown
the school in too idyllic a light?

Idyllic? For me, the film is very open, it gives everyone the possibility of
projecting into it what they wish, their own memories of childhood... For my
own part, | see in it a certain gravity, indeed a certain violence, even if it is
somewhat suppressed. Before making the film, | believe that | had forgotten to
what degree it is difficult to learn, but also to grow up. This dive back into
school made me recall it with a vengeance. It’s that, perhaps, that is the true
subject of the film.
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