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A FILM BY 
CÉDRIC JIMENEZ
SYNOPSIS
Marseille, 1975.  Pierre Michel, a young police magistrate, has just come from Metz with his wife and children, and has been assigned to deal with organized crime. He decides to attack the French Connection, the Mafia organization that exports heroin around the world. He refuses to listen to reason and embarks on a personal crusade against iconic mobster and untouchable godfather Gaëtan Zampa,. But he soon realizes that if he wants results, he is going to have to change his methods.

INTREVIEW WITH CEDRIC JIMENEZ
Director
How did your adventure with the French Connection begin?

Ilan Goldman saw and liked my first film “Aux yeux de tous”, and wanted to meet me. When he heard my accent, he asked me whether I didn’t have a story I wanted to tell about Marseille. I immediately told him about the Connection, about police magistrate Pierre Michel and Gaëtan Zampa. I had the story in mind for a long time. I knew that the project was very ambitious, that it wasn’t much more than a pipe dream.  Ilan answered: “Dreams are all I care about. Go for it !”. My co-screenwriter Audrey Diwan and I sat down to work that very day.

Why was this story so familiar to you?

My father owned a restaurant – a jazz club on the beach, at the Plage de la Pointe Rouge in Marseille. 

Some familiar Mob figures stopped in every now and then. Gaëtan Zampa’s brother actually ran a neighboring bar. That’s the universe I grew up in. And I remember very well the day we learned that Pierre Michel had been assassinated. The news shook up the entire city. I wanted to use all that to tell the story of Marseille.

Did you immediately decide to tell the story from the magistrate’s point of view?

Yes. He was a hero, an exceptional man who placed the good of his community above his own personal interest. Which is rare in the world we live in. From a psychological point of view, he was a man of passion, on a mission for a cause he considered just. Besides, back then the newspapers called him “the crusader”.  He sincerely hated drugs, because he had seen the horrors they wrought on youngsters when he worked at juvenile court. But the man had his own demons. I thought it would be interesting to tell the story from the point of view of a “foreigner”.  He came from Metz. And that narrative approach lets the viewer discover with him how the city works, observe its singular codes and penetrate its secrets.

And Gaëtan Zampa?

Everyone in Marseille knows his name, everyone considers him the last of the godfathers. His career was very much a matter of predestination. His own father was a well-known member of the Mob. Zampa was charismatic, intelligent and full of paradoxes. He was a loving husband and a good father. He would certainly have liked to lead a different life.  But he followed in his father’s footsteps. He created a mob with his family and friends, and no one dared touch his clan. He had the reputation of fearing nothing and no one.  Every bar owner or taxi driver could tell you an anecdote about the guy everyone referred to by his nickname, “Tani”.

He was a living legend on the streets of Marseille.

What were the principles behind your direction?

I wanted the viewer to live through this ‘dated’ story in the present. I wanted to immerse the viewer, I wanted to make the viewer an inside witness to the events. I wanted the viewer to feel the characters’ emotions at the same time they do, to see things constantly from their point of view. The few sequences that introduce a context, that present a new universe or temporal ellipses, may include fluid and very choreographed camera movements. But ultimately, very few scenes in this film are ‘composed’. I often wanted to walk right into the midst of an action or emotion. That is why I did a lot of filming with a shoulder-held camera, trying to maintain ‘organic’ relations with the protagonists. On location, the actors had a great freedom of movement. The camera was never to dominate the situation or emotions. Again, to prioritize the characters and actors’ comfort, I asked Jean-Philippe Moreaux, our set designer, to construct 360° sets, to spare the actors the impression of a fictional decor. The same was true of the lighting. The challenge for Laurent Tangy was to do without projectors on set.  Light had to come from outside, or from on-set sources (lamps, candles...) to avoid having anything compromise that desire for realism on the shoot. First and foremost, I wanted “The  Connection” to look true to life.
Did you immediately think of Jean Dujardin and Gilles Lellouche for the main roles?
Yes. Audrey Diwan and I wrote the screenplay with them in mind. At the very beginning, Ilan Goldman asked me:  “What is your dream cast?” I sent my answer as a text message with a photo montage. You could see four faces: the real-life main characters and their actors.  The resemblance between Jean Dujardin and Pierre Michel was undeniable. And between Gilles Lellouche and Gaétan Zampa as well. But that was not, of course, the main reason for my choice: it was mostly because they are both outstanding actors. 

When I met Jean, I immediately saw the police magistrate. Behind that ravishing smile and seductive charm, there is a man possessed, deeply involved in all that he does.  Jean is a fascinating, complex man. He is a perfectionist who is very rarely satisfied with himself. 

Gilles has a very Mediterranean temperament. He is explosive and extremely generous. It didn’t take long to recognize in him the soul of Zampa the gang leader.

The film is a thriller with tragic overtones. Or am I wrong?  

That was an immediate desire. The fate of Pierre Michel is absolutely tragic. But even more so, Audrey Diwan and I soon realized that these two opposing characters are dragging each other toward death, without one ever killing the other. We worked closely on that as the mechanics of fate.  We also wanted the film to be the story of men, and not of archetypes. Being so close to them reveals their respective complexities. We therefore fleshed out their family universes, in which women play such a decisive role. They are the mirror of their situations, and often the motor behind their evolution. They therefore play an essential and pivotal role in the story. Céline Sallette, in the role of Jacqueline Michel, incarnates a modern woman, strong and able to support her husband, but also to oppose his choices and make him face his own contradictions. 

Mélanie Doutey, as Christiane Zampa, is a woman in love, who accepts her complicated position with modesty and courage.

The film is sustained by a rich soundtrack. How did you work on it?

First of all, the pre-existing music – other than Lykke Li in the opening scene – I only chose authentic music of the times, rock and pop of the 70s, gradually yielding to the more electronic sonorities of the early 80s. We thought of a lot about those titles, from Mike Brant to Kim Wilde, while writing the screenplay, and they were already a part of the film by the time we began shooting. 

As for the original score, Guillaume Roussel immediately suggested working with an acoustic guitar dominant, because the guitar is a very Mediterranean instrument. I decided to add some synth, to add a more modern touch, while still respecting the atmosphere of the time.

You finally realize how much the city of Marseille is at the center of the story.
Was that important for you? 

I obviously love the city and know it inside and out. I wanted to remain faithful to it, to show its flaws as well as its qualities. It can be simultaneously hospitable, funny, hot-headed and hostile. It has its own peculiar rhythm. For me, it was essential to use as many Marseille actors as we could, guys like Moussa Maaskri, Cyril Lecomte or Eric Collado. And not only for the accent… but also because I recognize Marseille in every one of their gestures, in every one of their sentences. Shooting in Marseille conjured up particular emotions in me: a strong sense of pride in telling this story, prompted by a desire to share it with everyone else.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH JEAN DUJARDIN

Who plays PIERRE MICHEL
What was your reaction when reading the screenplay?

I couldn’t put it down. I admired the way everything was already in place, and I was fascinated by Pierre Michel. What a great character! I met with Cédric Jimenez and I could tell he was a director who was totally possessed by his story.  He knew his subject inside and out, and what was important for me, he wanted to leave the actors their freedom on set. 

How did you get into the character’s skin?  

I began by collecting as much information about him as I could. I read several books, and they gave me a lot of indications about the character. You see that Pierre Michel was one of the “righteous”, he was a “crusader”, but also a complex man with his own flaws. So you’ll avoid anything too Manichean, with the evil mobster on the one hand and the good magistrate on the other. I fed on anything I could, and then I tried to forget it, because in any event I’m the one who is incarnating him. He has my voice, my physique and my gait. It’s a movie, and you have to reinvent the person. Besides, it wasn’t so much the police magistrate I wanted to play, it was the man, the husband and friend.  

How did Cédric Jimenez direct you? This was a first encounter, so did you both have to stay on guard?

True. We began by sniffing each other out. During our first meeting, we were both at the stage of seduction, which is only natural. And then we did a lot of preparatory work. While I was shooting “Monuments Men” in Berlin, we talked by “Skype”. I’d call about a detail, I’d make a suggestion, it was sometimes very short, and that’s how we got going, little by little. We also talked a lot about movies, about direction and the actor’s freedom… I felt strongly, and he agreed, about being free to move around on set, without bumping into a projector or being restricted by a frame or the lighting. 

How did things go, in concrete terms, during the shoot? 

We each did our bit. When the director has actually written the film, he is so possessed by the character that he may at times tend to step a bit too much into your own two shoes.  Director and actor each have their own vision of the role and character, and each needs to make his way toward the other.   Besides, Cédric Jimenez is clever enough to sense the mood of his actors and to use those moods. If one day you’re feeling a little weak or afraid, he should be able to use that fragility and fear. Like any good director, Cédric stole some things from us, and we accepted his thievery whole-heartedly.

You mentioned the actor’s freedom, how did that transpire?   

That was a gift from Cédric, thanks to the sets and the space in which we could play. If I’m in a real police magistrate’s office, that changes everything. When you’ve got a simple cardboard set, and you close a door, everything shakes. It’s like playing in a cheesy provincial theater. On the other hand, when you play on a real location, with a well-placed camera and discreet lighting, you feel so much more comfortable. If at the same time you’re surrounded by excellent actors and remarkable second roles, and at times even by a real Marseillais who has never been in a movie before, and who in two takes plays the scene perfectly, that’s awesome! 

Which were the most difficult scenes? 

Everything is difficult on a shoot. There’s the fatigue, the mood of the character that gradually wears off on you. The perfectionism of the director, who tries to shake you up, can have its consequences.  For example, the scene in the phone booth, when the magistrate’s  veneer cracks, when it’s suddenly too much for him, when he realizes that he is up against a system that will crush him in the end, we did eight takes, and I gave it all I got.  It’s painful, but it’s good pain.  And then, there were some surprises. For example, at one moment, I said to myself: “Hey, this is funny, I’m playing my father”. He was the company director of a metal company, and I saw how he could talk loudly on construction sites, with unshakeable authority, to defend his men. I was a kid and I was practically ashamed of him. He did that to protect his company and his employees.  And all of a sudden, I no longer needed to act out Michel’s authority, it was there within me. Thanks, Dad!

Talk to us about the standoff between Pierre Michel and Gaétan Zampa…

I had a little problem with that sequence. I was afraid that Gilles and I would burst out laughing, but that’s not at all what happened. It’s a true cinematic scene, the kind of moment that’s necessary to establish the characters. It shows that in life there are two paths: either you decide to be a gangster, a con-man, a rogue, to do it that way and accept it, or you say to yourself: “I want to be someone; I’ve been brought up right, and when you get down to it, honesty isn’t all that bad”! It’s a short scene, it’s straightforward, and cut and dried, and it’s there to show you that each one of them is going to stick by his guns. Zampa plays cat and mouse with the police magistrate; and I won’t budge an inch, I stand my ground. What’s funny is that Gilles and I have done two films together, “The Players” and “The Connection”.  And in each film, we hardly ever play together. I hope that the next time, we get a great adventure movie all for us. 

The role of Pierre Michel is a heavy role, difficult and important, because this is the first time you play a character who has really existed. Is this a new stage in your career?

Each film marks a new stage. I come out diminished or stronger each time, nourished by the experience. I think that each time I was the right age for the role, with a little more experience and self-confidence. If they had offered me the role five years earlier, I may have refused, or in any case had my doubts.  The more I progress, the more slack I let go of, and the more I feel I should no longer ‘act’.  But for that you need an enormous amount of self-confidence. If you’re disappointed in a scene, you need to set your ego aside and say to yourself :  “Don’t worry, things will be better in a  few years”. When you see an actor like Jean-Pierre Marielle on stage, with his self-assurance and professionalism, you figure you’re only 40 and that everything is perfectible. You keep on progressing. For “The Connection”, I agreed to expose my shadow zones. In any case, I act them a lot less than before.  We tend to lose that kind of control. We’d like to come out of a take and not even hear:   “Cut!”.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH GILLES LELLOUCHE

In the role of GAETAN ZAMPA
When Cédric Jimenez offered you the role of Gaëtan Zampa, one of the most famous gangsters of Marseille, what did you think?

At first, I backed away. I had already done a lot of characters like that, and I opened the screenplay with very little conviction.  But I devoured it in an hour and I grew more enthusiastic with every page. It wasn’t just my role. I was impressed by everything : the kind of fresco it was, the quality of the dialogues, they way the characters were described and the way they evolve throughout the film.  We feel closer to the drama, to the tragedy, than in a mere detective film.

Approaching a character as fascinating and complex as Zampa must make an actor’s head spin? 

What reassured me is that the screenplay never stoops to cliché. After a scene in which you’ve got all the ingredients of a gangster film, you get, in counterpoint, a sequence in which you see Zampa with his family, him in adoration before his wife and kids. Besides, I did a lot of research. I tried to get as close to the man as I could, and not to him as a stereotype. Zampa was very middle class, he insisted on a good upbringing for his kids, he wanted to be accepted by society, and that’s where I went digging, rather than on the Mafia side.  

How did you find that blend of authority, coldness, and controlled violence that exists in him? 

I just went along with the fact that all that is taken for granted in the screenplay. Gaëtan Zampa is charismatic, Gaëtan Zampa is feared, Gaétan Zampa orders people around. It’s not a matter of delving into the character’s history, to know what he was like at the age of 20 and how his career progressed. We meet him when he is just about 40, when he has already become the man who lords it over others and who can silence someone up with a simple flick of the wrist . I trusted Cédric’s direction entirely, his screenplay and his dialogues. I didn’t want to add any doodads, just the opposite. I know from experience that those who are most feared are those who remain silent. And I had a tacit contract with my partners. Without them, I wouldn’t have had that authority. If when I arrive in a room, you see the fear in their eyes, I don’t need to act out my authority, or underscore it with a mean look.  If you will, they are the ones who act out the situation, not me. All I need is to play on that fear and react calmly. A quiet strength, actually!
Did Cédric Jiménez from time to time set you back on track, or reorient the way you were embodying Zampa?

I knew I could trust him entirely. We worked inch by inch. There were scenes that demanded total sobriety and then suddenly, the character’s underlying violence would explode. At the end of each take, I would look at Cédric, and I could immediately see in his eyes if it worked or not! 

What was the atmosphere like on the shoot?

I arrived clutching my stomach in panic. I felt like I was about to shoot my first film.  Jean had started two weeks earlier and they all knew each other already well. It was a big shoot, with a large crew, but we soon figured each other out and were aware of how incredibly lucky we were to be part in such an adventure. From the head-rigger to the prop guy, or the production intern, there was a perfect harmony on set, like I’ve rarely ever seen. It was a kind of good feeling, a state of grace, and all the actors could take advantage of it.    
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