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Synopsis

Nicole (Julianne Côté) is adrift after college graduation, working a dead-end summer job in her small Quebec hometown and spending evenings with her best pal, Véronique. When her older brother Remi unexpectedly returns with his bandmates in tow, disrupting the girls' half-baked summer, it becomes clear to Nicole that something must — and will — change. Shot in luminous black and white and infused with a sultry melancholy, Tu dors Nicole brilliantly captures that liminal stage where the fading yet familiar attachments of childhood still seem far more appealing, precious, and real than the sterility of the grown-up world. 
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Original music……………………………………………………………………Rémy NADEAU-AUBIN, ORGAN MOOD
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Director's Biography

Stéphane Lafleur is a filmmaker, musician and film editor. His first feature film, Continental, un film sans fusil (2007), had its world premiere at the Venice International Film Festival in the Venice Days section and was selected by major international film festivals in Thessaloniki, Gothenburg, Rotterdam, Oslo and the AFI FEST in Los Angeles. The film won the Citytv Award for Best Canadian First Feature Film at the Toronto International Film Festival as well as a Bayard d’Or for Best Film at the Namur International Film Festival.

En terrains connus (2011), his second feature, won the Ecumenical Jury Prize at the Berlin International Film Festival. As well as travelling to some fifteen international festivals including those at Jeonju, Shanghai, Durban and Melbourne, the film won Best Narrative Feature at the Los Angeles Film Festival as well as the Jury’s Grand Prize at the Taipei Film Festival.

Stéphane Lafleur also sings and writes for the alternative folk/country band Avec pas d’casque, whose albums Trois chaudières de sang (2006), Dans la nature jusqu’au cou (2008) and Astronomie (2012) were warmly received by the critics upon their release. In 2012, Stéphane received the award for composer/songwriter of the year and the critics’ choice award for Astronomie during the ADISQ awards ceremony, which recognizes the best in Quebec music. Astronomie also ranked #46 in Les Inrockuptibles’ top 100 albums of 2012. In addition, Stéphane Lafleur is a film and television editor, editing Philippe Falardeau's Monsieur Lazhar (2011) and Sébastien Pilote’s Le Démantèlement (2013) among others.

Tu dors Nicole, his third feature film, was selected for The Directors’ Fortnight at the Cannes Film Festival 2014.
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In conversation with the director, Stéphane Lafleur
The initial inspiration for your previous film En terrains connus was a man who came from a near future. What was the first idea you had for Tu dors Nicole?

The title came to me first. I started with that and built a story around it. I also wanted to take a look at younger characters, in their early twenties. In recent years, we have seen a lot of stories involving adolescents or thirty-somethings asking themselves if they want children. I felt like dedicating myself to this rather blurry, in-between period of life, but without pretending to definitively portray 22-year-olds in 2014.

What interested me was a sort of nostalgia for that age, but also a certain nostalgia for summer. There is a connection with the season that we lose with age. As children, we are closer to the elements, grasshoppers, the smell of fresh-cut grass. As we grow up, our senses are farther and farther away from that. I wanted to rediscover the relationship with heat, with the feeling of walking in your neighbourhood at night during the summer.

As a scriptwriter, is dealing with the beginning of adulthood a way to revisit your own memories?

The nostalgia that I’m talking about is broader. I tried to immerse myself in the mindset that characterizes the early twenties, when the “firsts” are behind us, but we don’t really know what awaits us. It is an age when we want to be free, without becoming “trapped” into being adults. For some, it is also a time marked by the arrival of new financial responsibilities (rent, credit cards, cars, etc.).

That being said, I also realize that my first three films are stylistically inspired by my childhood in the 80s. I like that they have a timeless quality—when it comes to the costumes, sets, and even the language – that it is impossible to date them in a certain way. As much as possible, I try to remove references to modernity and time markers such as laptops and smart phones. They are set in a present that isn’t definable.

On top of directing, you are the writer, composer and singer of the group “Avec pas d’casque.” When did you decide to include a trio of musicians as characters in your script?

Obviously being part of a group for the last 10 years and hanging out with lots of musicians contributed to this aspect of the film, without being autobiographical. Very early on in the writing, I wanted a group that wouldn’t be the focus of the film, but whose presence would be disruptive to Nicole.

I also wanted to contrast Nicole’s and her friend Véronique’s nonchalance with slightly older characters who are driven by the youthful dream of making music. I wanted their lucidity about the music to be felt, and even a certain “breathlessness,” as if adulthood had finally caught up to them.

There are some familiar faces among your actors, including Francis La Haye and Fanny Mallette, but there are also newcomers in starring roles. Why did you choose Julianne Côté, Catherine St-Laurent, Simon Larouche and Marc-André Grondin?

The casting process was long. Knowing that we would be shooting with a band and young protagonists, I didn’t want to write off the possibility of working with non- professional actors. I auditioned many musicians who didn’t necessarily have experience in front of the camera, but in the end I opted for actors who had musical aptitudes. We made a casting call on the web and met some hundred actresses for the two major roles. Some didn’t have any experience, while some, like Julianne Côté, had been working for a long time despite their young age. I wanted to find two girls whose friendship would be believable on screen and who embodied this blurry period of life that I mentioned earlier.

Nicole is the strong one, but who hasn’t yet had the courage to leave home. The challenge was to have a character who was somewhat abrasive but who would still be liked by the audience. Julianne has the spontaneity and repartee that I was looking for. Despite her experience, she still acts very instinctively. I think she succeeded in giving Nicole a certain fragility that was perhaps less apparent in the script.

Catherine St-Laurent was one of the less experienced actresses. She has a modern dance background and had just finished her auditions for the Conservatoire d’art dramatique. She arrived very early in the audition process and we immediately knew that she would be Véronique (without even having found Nicole yet). She has something very natural in front of the camera; her energy, and her way of occupying space.

For the band, I auditioned lots of guys with no acting experience but who were good musicians. It was very important for me that the actors be able to play their instruments. I didn’t want to use doubles as is often done. I wanted realistic performances, a very raw sound, unmixed, as if we were in the room with them.

We also went through a list of actors who could play bass, drums, guitar, or a combination of these instruments. The first name that came to me when looking for an actor who would be comfortable playing drums was Marc-André Grondin. But there was something too obvious about putting him in the role of the guy for who the girls fall. The idea of him being Nicole’s brother seemed a more interesting against-type casting. Marc- André is a solid, very intelligent actor with incredible accuracy. We needed few words to understand each other. He has great comic potential, which is used very little in the roles he usually plays.

I met Francis La Haye on my first film, (Continental, un film sans fusil) where he worked on sound effects. I later learned that he was actually an actor and he landed one of the main roles in my second film (En terrains connus). Since I didn’t know that he played drums, I didn’t even think of him for Tu dors Nicole. I heard about his talent as a drummer the evening before the auditions were to end. He auditioned and was incredible. He got along well with Julianne as well. I am really happy to be working with him for the third time.

I discovered Simon Larouche during the auditions. I needed someone who could make the character really likeable in very little time. Simon can do that. He played the bass a bit when we were auditioning, but he started taking lessons to improve even before he knew he got the role. He is very creative and contributed a lot during the shoot, adding humour and substance to his character.

You are working for a third time with cinematographer Sara Mishara. This time you decided to shoot in black and white, why?

The film wasn’t written thinking about this technical detail. During the writing stage, Sara Mishara showed me a book of photographs by Robert Adams (I keep my main collaborators up to date about what I’m doing early in the process). It had images of the suburbs at night, in the summer, in black and white. The photographs expressed the feeling I was looking for perfectly. This was when idea was born, but the final decision was made much later.

There was also something interesting about filming the summer in black and white and getting away from using saturated colours to express heat. It was also consistent with the timeless aspect that I was looking for, as well as the dreamlike quality of the film.

Since the main character is an insomniac, and the play of shadows and light gives the impression of experiencing a waking dream with Nicole, were you tempted to include some fantasy elements in your story?

For me the fantasy element in Tu dors Nicole is Martin, the 10-year-old character whose voice is much older than his age. It is inspired by a real moment when I heard a small boy with a baritone voice. He is a bit like the “man from the future” of this film.

I like to include a bit of magical realism in my films. When you include this type of element, the film goes off the rails a bit. It’s as if reality becomes fantastic. There is also a “fairy tale” dimension in the film as harps can be heard when the question of Nicole’s trip and new credit card comes up.

Like your two previous feature films, Tu dors Nicole takes place in a nameless suburb in an undefined time and space. Are you mapping out a universe in which all of the characters in your films live together without knowing it?

I am wondering if I haven’t come to the end of a cycle with this film. I come from the suburbs, so it is a natural environment for me. I spent nineteen years of my life there and it has taken the same amount of time for me to get it out of my system. I have been in Montreal for almost nineteen years, so maybe I’ll be able to shoot in the city soon. We thought about including references to my other films, but it would have become too self involved and I didn’t like that aspect. But there is still the idea of seeing Fanny Mallette in a cameo. And there are shots that I did in Tu dors Nicole that are reminiscent of some in my other two films. I couldn’t totally avoid it.

With the almost inconspicuous technology and an obvious concern for the smallest detail in the composition of your shots, did you and your production designer André-Line Beauparlant want to create beauty with the ordinary?

We tried to make the film as luminous as possible. The idea of the summer and the heat was the most important to me. The action could have taken place in the city, but I wouldn’t have been able to use elements such as the pool and all the space. But we did not try to make anything more beautiful, or more ugly. We wanted to create a world for the characters that seemed believable to us, without passing judgement on the suburbs.

The choice of black and white obviously directly influenced the design. We had to think differently. We didn’t see things in terms of colours; rather, it was about textures, patterns, shades and contrasts. This was true for both the sets and the costumes. 

En terrains connus was filled with the music of the Swedish duo Sagor & Swing; here Nicole buys two tickets for Iceland. And your cinema appears to be not too distant of a cousin to that of the Finn Aki Kaurismäki. Do you have a fascination for the Scandinavian countries?

I have this impression that we are related due to the climate and also our type of humour. Maybe the winter and the cold force us to stay inside to compose music, write plays or screenplays. It influences our mood and creativity.

Iceland came from the fact that I visited the country when I edited a film about the group Sigur Rós. I discovered the landscapes and thought that it was a good place for Nicole because it is an island, it is cooler and calmer.

This time, Rémy Nadeau-Aubin (member of the group Jacquemort and formerly a member of the groups Malajube and The Hot Springs) and the Montreal group Organ Mood composed the original music. What type of sound did you want for Tu dors Nicole?

It was the band’s music that imposed itself because I needed it before I started to film. I knew Rémy enough to know that he could give me the sound I was looking for. I wanted an instrumental group (to avoid having to write words) with a strong rock sound that was melodic at the same time. Rémy composed a dozen pieces from which I chose seven.

As for Organ Mood, I often listened to them when I was writing the script. We included two existing pieces from the group when we were editing and I asked Christophe Lamarche-Ledoux, a member of the band, to write more material. There is something very modern yet timeless in his music that was perfect for the film.

It was important to me to separate the band’s music from the film’s soundtrack so that they were two different worlds: one representing the takeover of the house and the other the more dreamlike side of Nicole’s nocturnal escapades and of her insomnia.

-Interview by Daniel Racine.

