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Finally after 60 years the truth can be told
A Film By Jean-Paul Salomé
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FEMALE AGENTS

Heroism is not just for men

Based on true events, true stories and real heroines, Female Agents is a powerful rendition of the challenges that faced female World War II Resistance fighters, who were constantly in the shadow of men and accorded little importance for the roles they played in a violent and horrific war.

The action is set in Spring 1944, on the eve of the Normandy Landings. The decision to invade was taken at the Teheran conference (November 28 -December 1, 1943) and technical planning began in January 1944, which didn't leave the Allies much time to prepare.

On the German side, there was no doubt that the Allies intended to land in north-western Europe. Hitler himself sensed that invasion was imminent in November 1943 and demanded that work on fortifying the coastline around Calais and Normandy be speeded up.

SYNOPSIS

A member of the French Resistance, Louise (Sophie Marceau) flees to London after her husband's summary execution. She is recruited by the Special Operations Executive (SOE), an intelligence and sabotage service overseen by Churchill himself.

She is immediately assigned to an urgent mission: the rescue of a British agent who has fallen into German hands while preparing for D-Day on the Normandy beaches. The man hasn't talked yet, but there is no time to lose. Louise must first put together an all-female commando unit. She will stop at nothing to get exactly the right women for the mission's special requirements, even if it means lying, blackmailing or securing pardons for serving prisoners.

Suze (Marie Gillain) is a showgirl who excels in the art of seduction.
Gaëlle (Déborah François) is a chemist and explosives expert.
And Jeanne (Julie Depardieu) is a prostitute who has already killed in cold blood.

Parachuted into Normandy, they are joined by Maria (Maya Sansa), a Jewish Italian radio operator and the final member of the team.

The mission begins well but there are soon complications. Their SOE bosses give the women a new, almost suicidal objective: they must move on to Paris to eliminate Colonel Heindrich (Moritz Bleibtreu), the head of Nazi counter-intelligence, who has gleaned too much information about the Landings.

They are five ordinary women, destined to become heroines.
THE CHARACTERS
Louise Desfontaine – Sophie Marceau

Leader of the all-woman commando unit
A trained sniper and widow of a Resistance leader cruelly executed before her very eyes, Louise escapes to London determined to make her contribution to the fight against Nazi Germany. Despite her brother’s protests, she is entrusted by the English Special Operations Executive (SOE) with a highly sensitive mission in occupied France to protect the D-Day Landings. Despite discovering she is pregnant, she puts her life on the line to ensure it is a success.

Jean-Paul Salomé on Louise Desfontaine:

“I got the inspiration for Louise Desfontaine from the true story of Lise Villameur, née de Baissac. In the film, she's lost her husband and withdraws into a certain coldness. She is scathing and demanding. She's a born leader, determined to complete whatever she undertakes to do. Sophie Marceau shaped the character in that mould. Sophie can also seem fairly cool at times and then full of fun. It's a defence mechanism and there's a lot of that in her character.”

Selected filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOME

2007 
LA DISPARUE DE DEAUVILLE (also writer-director)

2006 
HAPPY FEET by George MILLER (voice)

2005 
CE SOIR by Laure DUTHILLEUL

2003 
ALEX ET EMMA by Rob REINER

2002 
PARLEZ-MOI D'AMOUR (also writer-director)

2001 
BELPHEGOR, LE FANTÔME DU LOUVRE by Jean-Paul SALOME

1999 
THE WORLD IS NOT ENOUGH by Michael APTED

1997 
ANNA KARENINE by Bernard ROSE

1995 
BRAVEHEART by Mel GIBSON

L'AUBE À L'ENVERS (also writer-director)

1993 
FANFAN by Alexandre JARDIN

1988 
L'ÉTUDIANTE by Claude PINOTEAU

An emblematic figure among French actresses and an international star, Sophie Marceau started out her acting career in La Boum (aka The Party) in 1980. La Boum 2 earned her a Cesar award for Most Promising Actress. This award, coupled with enormous public acclaim, launched a career split between the stage (winning her a Moliere award for Most Promising Newcomer in 1991 for her role in Eurydice, directed by Jean Anouilh) and the movies (including My Nights Are More Beautiful Than Your Days, Police, Descent Into Hell, D’Artagnan's Daughter and Belphegor). It was her role in Braveheart by Mel Gibson that brought her international recognition. Marceau's career as a director began with a short film, L’Aube à l’envers (opening film in the Un Certain Regard program at Cannes in 1995). In 2002, she directed her debut feature, Speak to Me of Love, which won her the Best Direction award at the Montreal World Film Festival the same year.

THE CHARACTERS – continued
Jeanne – Julie Depardieu

A tough ex-prostitute who won’t hesitate to kill
Jeanne killed her pimp. She is saved from a death sentence by Louise and becomes the first recruit of the all-woman commando unit that will parachute into occupied territory. Cynical and streetwise, Jeanne begins by trying to find any way to turn the mission to her own personal advantage, but the inspiring example of Louise and the others drives her to make the ultimate sacrifice.
Jean-Paul Salomé on Jeanne Faussier:

“Jeanne Faussier lives a worryingly excessive life driven by a form of rage and rebelliousness that can lead her to commit murder. She refuses to bow to society's conception of proper behaviour, good morals or even simple respect. Julie gave her an unsettlingly comic strength. I like this character a lot because she is totally unpredictable.”

Selected filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ
2008
UN SECRET by Claude MILLER
2007 
RUSH HOUR 3 by Brett RATNER

2006 
ESSAYE-MOI by Pierre-François MARTIN LAVAL

TOI ET MOI by Julie LOPES-CURVAL

2005 
UN FIL À LA PATTE by Michel DEVILLE

2004 
UN LONG DIMANCHE DE FIANCAILLES by Jean-Pierre JEUNET

1999 
PEUT-ÊTRE by Cédric KLAPISCH

1998 
L'EXAMEN DE MINUIT by Danièle DUBROUX

1994 
LA MACHINE by François DUPEYRON

Born in a family of actors, Julie Depardieu studied philosophy then took many small jobs in the movie business. In 1994, she starred alongside her father in Colonel Chabert. She then appeared in many TV movies by Josée Dayan. Director Danièle Dubroux offered Julie Depardieu her first main role in Midnight Exam in 1998. The sincerity and imagination of the actress combined with the director’s extravagant universe. They worked again together on Eros Therapy in 2004.

Like her brother Guillaume, Julie Depardieu has become, thanks to her appearance in films by Olivier Assayas (Les Destinées), Cédric Klapisch or Laetita Masson one of the familiar and attractive figures of young French cinema. In 2004, two features revealed her true talents. As Benoît Poelvoorde’s wife in Podium by Yann Moix and spellbound lover in Little Lili by Claude Miller, Julie Depardieu won both the Best Promising and Best Supporting Cesar Award in the same year.

Becoming one of the most eminent actress of her generation, Julie Depardieu was soon asked to work with André Téchiné (Les Témoins). She has mainly worked with young directors and in 2006 she went from romantic comedies ( Try Me, You and Me) to family drama (Le Passager) as well as social chronicle (Burn Out).

THE CHARACTERS – continued
Gaëlle Lemenech - Déborah François

The commando explosives expert
Gaelle is working for De Gaulle in London and desperate to see some action. Young, religious and naïve, she sees the mission to France as her duty and destiny. After helping the commando unit to accomplish the first part of its mission, she is confronted with the harsh reality of life as an undercover agent when she is captured and tortured. Will Gaëlle crack and endanger the lives of the whole unit?
Jean-Paul Salomé on Gaëlle Lemenech

“The war jolts Gaëlle Lemenech from innocence into adulthood. This character enables us to deal with notions such as heroism, fear, cowardice and suffering. She makes audiences wonder what they would have done in the same situation. She does abominable things that are impossible to condemn. That's the ambiguity of the character. Déborah has a kind of softness, the freshness of youth, which characterized these young women who experienced the horrors of war at the age of

20, and it's terrifying.”
Filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ

LE PREMIER JOUR DU RESTE DE TA VIE by Rémi BEZANÇON

L'ÉTÉ INDIEN by Alain RAOUST

2007 
LES FOURMIS ROUGES by Stephan CARPIAUX

2006 
LA TOURNEUSE DE PAGES by Denis DERCOURT

2004 
L'ENFANT by Luc and Jean-Pierre DARDENNE

Deborah Francois was born in Liege, Belgium, in 1987. As a 16-year-old schoolgirl, François attended an open casting for the Dardenne Brothers film The Child in her Belgian hometown. Ahead of 150 other hopefuls, she was given the role of Sonia, the beleaguered teenage mother whose new baby is sold by her boyfriend. Having attended the Cannes festival, where the film won the Palme D’Or, François returned to school to complete her Bacalaureat. She stars in Denis Dercourt’s revenge thriller The Page Turner, playing Melanie, a young woman who insinuates herself into the household of a married concert pianist (played by Catherine Frot). François has also completed shooting on two other films, Alan Raoust’s Indian Summer and Stephan Carpiaux’s The Red Ants.
THE CHARACTERS – continued
Suze – Marie Gillain

A Former Show-girl and the mission’s secret weapon
Suze fled Paris to escape marrying her lover, German counter-intelligence officer Colonel Heindrich. Louise finds her in London and practically blackmails her into joining the mission. Suze is scared, no good with guns and will do anything to avoid going back to France, but she is vital to the success of the operation. She alone can draw Colonel Heindrich out into

the open.

Jean-Paul Salomé on Suze Desprez

“Suze Desprez is a scatterbrain, a girl who only ever thinks of herself. In the course of the story, she dares to face up to her mistakes and cowardice, talk about it and eventually drag up some courage. Marie did a wonderful job with the character. Suze is never unlikable. She's simply frivolous, as if she never realized that a war was on and just kept having love affairs.”

Selected Filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ

2007 
MA VIE N'EST PAS UNE COMÉDIE ROMANTIQUE by Marc GIBAJA

2005 
L'ENFER by Danis TANOVIC

2003 
NI POUR NI CONTRE (BIEN AU CONTRAIRE) by Cédric KLAPISCH

1999 
LE DERNIER HAREM by Ferzan OZPETEK

1997 
LE BOSSU by Philippe de BROCA

1994 
L'APPAT by Bertrand TAVERNIER

1991 
MON PÈRE CE HÉROS by Gérard LAUZIER

1986 
DESCENTE AUX ENFERS by Francis GIROD

1982 
LA BOUM 2 by Claude PINOTEAU

1980 
LA BOUM by Claude PINOTEAU

Marie Gillain is a Belgian actress born18 June 1975 in Liège , Belgium. At the age of 14 she saw an advertisement in a Belgian weekly newspaper for the film L'Amant (The Lover) which was directed by Jean-Jacques Annaud. She decided to send in an audio tape on which she read an extract from a novel by Marguerite Duras, and as a result of this was asked to attend an audition. Unfortunately, she was not selected for the film, the role eventually going to the English actress Jane March. The experience was not wasted because the following year the same casting director contacted her for a major part in what was to become her first feature film Mon Père, Ce Héros. She played the role of Véronique, the teenage daughter of Gérard Depardieu. The film became an international success and was remade by Hollywood a few years later under the English title My Father The Hero. An inferior film to the original, Marie made a wise decision not to appear in the new version, although Gérard Depardieu reprised his role as the father. She went on to play the heroine of the John Malkovitch's play on scene Hysteria. She is also a model for cosmetics company Lancôme.
THE CHARACTERS – continued 
Maria – Maya Sansa

An Italian contessa undercover with the French Resistance
An Italian contessa undercover with the French Resistance. Maria lost her whole family at the hands of the Nazis. She works undercover with the Resistance in Normandy and her radio reports provide important information in the preparations for the invasion of France. Darkly beautiful and impressively efficient, she relays the units’ progress back to London and plays a key part in determining the missions final objective.

Jean-Paul Salomé on Maria

“Maria joins the action later than the others. She wasn't fully developed in the script and, through her intensity and physical presence, Maya gives her much more presence on screen than we ever thought. She turned a character who stays in the background into a character who's full of mystery. Not the femme fatale kind of mystery, but the sort drives someone who has a very good reason for everything they do. She transformed what was left unsaid into something that is very intense.”

Selected Filmography

2008 
ALBERT EINSTEIN by Liliana CAVANI

LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ

LA TROISIÈME PARTIE DU MONDE by Eric FORESTIER

2005 
UNE ROMANCE ITALIENNE(L'Amore Ritrovato) by Carlo MAZZACURATI

THE LISTENING (In Ascolto) by Giacomo MARTELLI

SARTRE, L'ÂGE DES PASSIONS by Claude GORETTA

2004 
BUONGIORNO, NOTTE by Marco BELLOCCHIO

CONTRENATURE(Contronatura) by Alessandro TOFANELLI

2004 
IL VESTITO DA SPOSA by Fiorella INFASCELLI

2003 
NOS MEILLEURES ANNÉES by Marco Tullio GIORDANA

2001 
GASOLINE (Benzina) by Monica STAMBRINI

NELLA TERRA DI NESSUNO by Gianfranco GIAGNI

FRATELLI DI SANGUE by Nicola de RINALDO

1998 
LA NOURRICE (La Balia) by Marco BELLOCCHIO

Maya Sansa is of Italian and Iranian descent. According to her interview (Io Donna magazine), Maya met her father for the first time when she was 15; until then, she had been living in Rome with her mother. She was named as one of European films 'Shooting Stars' by European Film Promotion after graduating from the Guildhall School of Music and Drama in London in 1999). She started her acting studies at the age of 14. She auditioned for L'Amant, (The Lover) (1991) (the role eventually

went to Jane March) and months later, the same casting director remembered her and asked her to try out for Mon père ce Héros (My Father, The Hero) (1991).
THE CHARACTERS – continued
Colonel Heindrich – Moritz Bleibtreu

The head of the German counter-intelligence in Paris
One of the most senior German counter-espionage officers in France. Colonel Heindrich suspects that the Allies have tricked military high command into thinking the D-Day landings will take place in Calais. When an all-woman commando unit spirits a British geologist away from under his nose in a daring raid on a hospital in Normandy, his suspicions are confirmed. He becomes entangled in a life-or-death game of cat-and-mouse with Louise’s unit. But little does Heindrich know that Louise hasan ace up her sleeve: Suzy, Heindrich’s former lover.

Jean-Paul Salomé on Colonel Heindrich

“With Heindrich, I wanted to subvert the movie cliché of the Nazi with the steely blue eyes. The Nazis were blue-eyed blonds only on propaganda posters. Neither Hitler nor any of his close collaborators was typically Aryan. Moritz's dark good looks were perfect to undermine the cliché. He created a very ambiguous character, who can be absolutely terrifying but also terribly human. He offers a very modern take on the German Nazi.”

Selected Filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ

THEWALKER by Paul SCHRADER

SPEED RACER by Larry and Andy Wachowski

2006 
MUNICH by Steven SPIELBERG

2003 
L'EXPÉRIENCE (Das Experiment) by Oliver HIRSCHBIEGEL

2001 
THE INVISIBLE CIRCUS by Adam BROOKS

1999 
COURS, LOLA COURS (Lola rennt) by Tom TYKWER

1997 
PARADIS EXPRESS (Knockin' on Heaven's Door) by Thomas JAHN

Born to Austrian actors Hans Brenner and Monika Bleibtreu, Moritz Bleibtreu started acting at the age of six. He travelled the U.S. and Paris as a teenager before becoming a prominent German actor in television and film. After a few roles in productions with his mother, he appeared in the drama Einfach nur Liebe (Simply Love) and the comedy Stadtgespräch (Talk of the Town). In 1997, he earned his first major acclaim as the comedic gangster Abdul in Knockin' On Heaven's Door. The next year he made his international breakthrough as Franka Potente's slightly dim boyfriend Manni in Run Lola Run. With his sweetly sensitive looks, Bleibtreau continued playing mostly nice guys in German comedies and dramas: the idiot brother in Luna Papa, a hustling DJ in Fandango, and a schoolteacher in Im Juli. He appeared in four films in 2001, including his first American production, The Invisible Circus, and the goofy comedy Lammbock. He took on some challenging parts that year as well, appearing with Harvey Keitel and Stellan Skarsgård for Taking Sides and as the lead prisoner in Das Experiment. Continuing with leading man status, Bleibtreau next portrayed an Italian immigrant in Solino and Kaiser Titus in Germanikus. Andrea LeVasseur. He also featured in Steven Spielberg’s MUNICH in 2005.

THE CHARACTERS – continued
Pierre Desfontaine - Julien Boisselier

A key member of the English SOE
Pierre is Louise’s brother. When the war started and their father sided with Vichy France, he joined De Gaulle in London. He is now a key member of the English Special Operations Executive, with several successful undercover missions in occupied France to his credit. And he has the scars to prove it. When he falls into Colonel Heindrich’s hands, the Nazi is delighted to inflict further punishment on him in his quest for information about the D-Day Landings.
Jean-Paul Salomé on Pierre Desfontaine

“Pierre is Louise's brother. I chose to give Louise a brother because Lise de Baissac, who was the inspiration behind this story, fled to London to join her brother in the SOE. The film is in no way a bio-pic, but I found it interesting to show the relationship between a brother and sister during war. That also allowed me to show that there could be divergent opinions within a single family during this troubled period when different groups supporting different ideals grew out of the Resistance movement. When I was sure that Sophie Marceau would play Louise, I offered the role of her brother to Julien Boisselier. He plays the character with the phlegmatic approach of the French upper classes, working for the Resistance, but at the same time viewing it all with a certain equanimity that could be annoying. Julien succeeds in making the character relatively unlikable at the beginning, then gaining in depth as the film progresses. As a result, this haughty character has all our sympathy at the end of the movie.”

Filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE by Jean-Paul SALOMÉ

CORTEX by Nicolas BOUKHRIEF

2007 
J'VEUX PAS QUE TU T'EN AILLES by Bernard JEANJEAN

2006 
JE VAIS BIEN, NE T'EN FAIS PAS by Philippe LIORET

ON VA S'AIMER by Ivan CALBERAC

2004 
TOUT LE PLAISIR EST POUR MOI by Isabelle BROUE

J'ME SENS PAS BELLE by Bernard JEANJEAN

CLARA ET MOI by Arnaud VIARD

2004 
LE CONVOYEUR by Nicolas BOUKHRIEF

2003 
NOS ENFANTS CHÉRIS by Benoît COHEN

2002 
AIME TON PÈRE by Jacob BERGER

2001 
LES ACTEURS ANONYMES by Benoît COHEN

UN JEU D'ENFANTS by Laurent TUEL

LES PORTES DE LA GLOIRE by Christian MERRET - PALMAIR

QUAND ON SERA GRAND by Renaud COHEN

DIRECTOR’S VISION

First, there was an article I read in The Times in London one morning when I was working on the post-production of Arsène Lupin. It was a full page devoted to Lise Villameur, a French Resistance agent who worked for the SOE, the Special Operations Executive created by Winston Churchill during the Second World War. She had just died at the age of 98. 

She had been a real heroine and Britain paid tribute to her. Intrigued by her story, I started doing some research with the help of historian Olivier Wieviorka. I discovered that other women had been SOE agents. They were among the fifty or so agents of the "French Section" and were trained in England before working for the Allies in occupied France.

These women gave the lie to the movie cliché of women in the Resistance carrying hand grenades in the basket of their bicycle. A far more impressive picture emerged of women carrying out the same kind of operations as men. That's why I wanted to make Female Agents a thriller in which female characters would reveal their true selves in the heat of action. I wrote the screenplay with Laurent Vachaud and my immersion in this period of history made me aware of two important

values: patriotism and heroism. We sometimes forget that the people who fought the occupiers during World War Two were the children or grandchildren of those who, twenty-five years earlier, had defended their country, the land of human rights, and their freedoms. It was a very strong ideal and memories were still so present that they refused to give in!

I also want to say that among those who joined the Resistance, there were a lot of young people, who didn't think twice about risking their lives even though they had so much left to live. That is an incredibly intense dramatic concept!

All these notions might seem surrealistic today to people of my generation or that of my children. For the majority of us, the ultimate patriotic act is to vote or pay taxes. It was only after I finished writing that I began to understand what my grandfather used to tell me.

And finally, I want this film to be about women, for their mystery is a true inspiration to me as a filmmaker. I want to pay tribute to the women who displayed exceptional courage and who, to my knowledge, received less honours after the war than their male companions.
Jean-Paul Salomé
An Interview with Jean-Paul Salomé

Your starting point was one woman's true story, but you chose to recount the adventures of a fictional group of women. Why?

Filming the portrait of a single woman with supporting roles gravitating around her didn't interest me because, beyond dealing with women's heroism, I wanted to show the mutual support between women that existed in this violent context. A group of characters enabled me to show different facets of the war, different reactions to a single situation. That's why Laurent Vachaud, my co-writer, and I created a group of women. But there was an inherent risk since this is an action movie in which the story has to keep moving along. I often wondered if the pace of the action would allow us to develop strong relationships between all the characters. I think we succeeded thanks to the actresses and their strong personalities. They were able to bring their characters to life within the group.
There have been a lot of films set in the Second World War. What were you aiming for?

My main idea was to structure it as a thriller, during the Occupation, with women as the main characters. I wanted their personalities to emerge in action. Moreover, the genre allowed me to develop more ambiguous characters, on the German side as well as on the Resistance side. Nothing is ever black and white in life. Nobody was a Resistance fighter every second of every day, nor a Nazi and torturer from morning till night. There were always moments when these characters

had different lives. Today, movies can show the depth of these characters because time has moved on, but this was a period when that ambiguity reached a highpoint. Also, I really wanted to pay tribute to the women of the Resistance because those who were lucky enough to survive didn't have easy lives after the Liberation. A lot of them found it hard to find their

place in society because, in men's eyes, they were strange women, who were clearly very independent and adventurous. People wondered just how far they had gone. Their heroism didn't help them in later life.

What was your approach to historical veracity?
During the writing of the script and preparation of the film, we worked under the keen eye of historian Olivier Wieviorka. That was important because I believe that we have a duty to the memory of those who took a stand during the war. Of course, this is a movie, entertainment, but we didn't want to play fast and loose with history. I tried to be very scrupulous about what really happened or what might have happened.
What's your view of films that have dealt with this period?

While writing and preparing, you feed off cinematic references. World War Two is a very fertile period for filmmakers. I saw a lot of movies from the period and realized that the ones that stood the test of time were those in which great attention was paid to the costumes, sets and, above all, hairstyles. It got to the point where hairstyles became a full-on obsession for me during the shoot.

Why did you choose to shoot on location rather than in a studio?

We didn't want to go and shoot the movie in Romania or Hungary. We had a duty to the truth and the audience's pleasure in trying to recreate the Paris of that period. When Spielberg reconstitutes 1970s Paris in Budapest for Munich, nobody really notices, but we French do. I think people forgive Spielberg, but they wouldn't forgive me. Eric Névé, my producer, and I chose to find the original locations. We needed to rearrange them, but the prisons or cellars that Resistance fighters used are imbued with an emotion that is difficult to recreate in studio. There were times, of course, when it wasn't possible because some people didn't want us filming in their houses or businesses, because the scars hadn't yet healed perhaps, or because they didn't want their establishment to be associated with what happened back then.

Has this film changed your outlook on the war?
Young people displayed an extraordinary sense of sacrifice, duty and bravery. While we were shooting certain scenes, such as the torture scenes, I was overwhelmed, thinking of the courage they must have had to keep on fighting in those circumstances. This was a moment in history when people truly had to come face to face with what they believed in. 

Did it seem more powerful to show these notions of sacrifice and courage using female characters? 

We step up a level when it is women who put themselves at physical risk, for the future. With the torture they were subjected to, their ability to bear children was seriously compromised. Their identity as women and their most intimate feelings were targeted. That, to me, was a very powerful part of this story. It changes the way we see each of their actions. The emotional dimension is greater.

Has making this movie changed you in some way?

I want to make another movie set in the same period. War is very cinematic because the emotions, feelings and stakes are so high. This film made me want to concentrate on periods of our history when major things happened, when human beings radically altered the course of history. I also think that I will never be able to make the same kind of movie as before, but that's probably a development linked to my age because one's preoccupations evolve.

Filmography

2008 
LES FEMMES DE L'OMBRE (FEMALE AGENTS)
2004 
ARSENE LUPIN

2001 
BELPHEGOR - LE FANTÔME DU LOUVRE

1998 
RESTONS GROUPÉS

1993 
LES BRAQUEUSES

A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

by Olivier Wieviorka

historian, expert on WWII

The Resistance in 1944

In 1944, there were two main Resistance structures: the BCRA and the SOE. The BCRA (Central Intelligence and Action Bureau) was a French structure run by Captain André Dewavrin, better known as Colonel Passy, who set up and ran a certain number of networks in France, working essentially for General De Gaulle. At that time, De Gaulle had nothing to contribute to the Allied war effort - no navy, no army, no airforce - so he decided to supply intelligence.

De Gaulle and Passy made great efforts to take control of the whole intelligence operation, which included rescue routes for escaped prisoners, espionage and sabotage. The British government, however, refused to give General de Gaulle exclusive control over French intelligence. They founded their own structure, the SOE (Special Operations Executive). This organization, which features greatly in the film, was created to " set Europe ablaze", in Churchill's words, particularly by sending saboteurs on very special missions. Operations in France were directed by two sections within the SOE, one which worked with the BCRA (and is featured in the film) and the other which didn't.
Women Resistance fighters undervalued compared to men

In 1944, public opinion, as well as the law, considered Resistance fighters to be soldiers by default. Anyone in combat was a soldier even if they didn't have a uniform or belong to a regular unit. The Resistance, therefore, could be compared to a military outfit in which women had no place, since it was a male-dominated universe. And yet, the SOE and BCRA relied on the involvement of women. They were in a minority in the special services and action sections, but some carried out sabotage and intelligence missions in the field.

Nonetheless, when the war was over, General de Gaulle accorded little importance to the role women played. Out of more than one thousand Liberation Crosses that were awarded, only six went to women (one of whom was Berty Albrecht). It is this slightly macho view of the Resistance that excluded women. With his film, Jean-Paul Salomé restores them to their rightful place.
Who were these female agents?

Most women in the Resistance came from wealthy backgrounds and were already emancipated before the war. They had a job of their own choosing. It wasn't considered obscene to be a social worker, primary school teacher or nurse. For example, Jane Savidon, a leading Resistance fighter, ran a nursing college and Lucie Aubrac was a teacher. The fact that these women had a college education frequently meant that they had defied their parents because colleges were often mixed and so were frowned upon.
Also, they had often been members of youth organisations, which was also considered dangerous because it implied that the home was no longer the sole source of a woman's education. It becomes clear, therefore that women who fought in the Resistance were determined and self-sufficient, and sufficiently independent to slip anchor and flee to Britain. But this spirit of rebellion also existed in poorer social circles, such as among Communists. Some of the women who fought with the French Resistance had been active in the Front Populaire or in the Union des Femme Françaises (Union of French Women), but they didn't take the step of going to Britain. From a cultural point of view, it was more complicated for these women from poorer families to imagine going to a country where they didn't know the language.

LOCATIONS AND SETS

by Françoise Dupertuis

Production Designer

I started by researching the history and designs of the period with the help of Olivier Wieviorka in order to define the limits of what was possible in terms of reconstitution. One of the difficulties with stories in a recent setting is the proximity – places and facts are still present in people's minds, particularly when it has to do with World War Two. It's difficult to show and recreate on screen certain scenes involving violence and pain because the reality was much worse than any representation ever could be. That's why, for those scenes, I worked on the basis that banality, daily life, tiny details – when strung together and multiplied – would take on a dimension that could make them unnerving, stressful and scary.

For the Parisian exteriors, we took the opposite approach and created a void so that the visual information we chose to show would have greater weight. There's a real difference in the conception and perception of the sets depending on whether they are intended for the occupier or the occupied. Likewise, the sequestered apartment where Eddy lives is supposed to represent a nostalgic touch of "what life was like before", offering a glimpse of normal lives surrounded by the

literature and artistic and aesthetic culture of their time. That's a sort of summary of several months' work that contributed, I believe, to the coherence and sensitivity of the film. The real difficulty on this film was to achieve a result that was as realistic as possible yet with a hint of glamour.
THE COSTUMES

by Pierre-Jean Larroque

Costume Designer

Jean-Paul Salomé wanted the five women to be very natural, but also very pretty. He didn't want them to be badly dressed simply because this was wartime. For each of the actresses, we chose the shapes, material and colors that suited them best in order to give them each a distinctive look. We had to imagine the characters in all sorts of different situations, especially in the central action sequences, in Britain and Normandy, when the action is intense and stretches over several days. To maintain the realism, I decided that they would hardly change their costumes in that period. They only change when required to do so by the script. Marie Gillain changes more frequently partly because she is more frivolous than the others and, above all, because she is used as bait for the Germans.
To develop a sense of authenticity, I used the extras to show that, in 1944, Paris was suffering. If you look at photos from that year, you see that people were dressed in whatever clothes they had left. There were shortages of everything and we show that through the extras. This vision of Paris is also useful in showing that our five female characters really are fighting for something. Finally, for the German uniforms, I wanted to be as faithful as possible to the real thing. I had the same fabric made as they used at the time – a thick woolen material – dyed using the original techniques in that very particular gray-green color. German officers during the war had their uniforms made to measure. I did the same with the actors. The uniforms were really stiff, which, I think, helped the actors in their performances and makes them credible for audiences.
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