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A CONVERSATION
WITH LEA MYSIUS

What was your experience prior to Ava 2

| began writing at a very early age: | wanted to be a writer. | grew up in the countryside,
in the Médoc region where we shot Ava. When we were little, my parents showed me
and my twin sister Esther a lot of films. We loved Freaks and The Night of the Hunter.
We would also spend a lot of time in the woods and on deserted beaches like the ones
we see in the film. And then, at the age of thirteen, we moved fo the island of la Réu-
nion. My desire for literature turned info a desire for images and sounds and | decided
that | wanted to make films. After I left school, | returned to metropolitan France to study
literature and then | sat the entrance exam for the Fémis. | enrolled in the screenplay
department to learn to fell stories. | liked the Fémis course a lot. There's a great deal of
writing, with very few theoretical classes, and very interesting people to meet... And you
have the time fo try out all kinds of things on the side. That was how | shot my first short
film, Cadavre exquis, during the summer holidays with the students in my year to whom |
have remained very close. | have built up a family bit by bit. On Ava, | was surrounded
by a very young and very close crew. | love working with my friends and family - my
pariner, my sister and my two brothers all took part in the film. For most of us, it was our
first feature film experience. Everyone was highly motivated, competent and pleasant.
The film was shot in a joyous atmosphere.

How did the screenplay for Ava come about

Ava is my final year screenplay. | had to write it very quickly because | was late handing
it in. It was born from the image of a scrawny and strange black dog crossing a packed
beach full of flesh, cries and sun cream. The image of the black dog was already present
in one of my short films, Les Oiseaux-fonnerre. With this screenplay, | wanted to explore
further. The dog here is a sort of guide between people and places. He is the meeting
point of the artificial and the wild, of reality and fantasy. He accompanies Ava on this
journey towards sensuality and sexuality. He is the one who will lead her to Juan. The
young girl, first interested in the (guide] dog will end up taking an interest in the master.

She goes from childhood fo adulthood.

How did you come up with the idea of your heroine losing her sight 2

During the writing period, | suffered from fairly violent ophthalmic migraines that obliged
me fo write in the dark. How is it possible fo live in the dark? And, above all, how
do you manage when it's permanent? | took an interest in the degenerative condition
called retinitis pigmentosa. People who suffer from it see their sight confined to a circle.
Everything around it is black. First, they lose their nocturnal vision, and then the circle
slowly closes. This idea took me back to primitive childhood fears. And so | imagined
the character of Ava at thirteen, stubborn and solitary, who learns that she is going fo
lose her sight sooner than expected, within the next few months. Forced fo share this
news with her mother, Maud, with whom she has a very complex relationship, the young
girl will do everything she can fo find her own way of dealing with the problem. Little
by little, she begins to discover her other senses, realizing that she has a body and that
she can use it while putting it to the fest, excited by the feeling of danger. The film is the
initiatory tale of a young girl at the turning point of adolescence, but it is also the story
of the acceptation of a medical condition.

At the start of the story, Ava is disgusted by bodies - those stretched out on the beach,
sprawling and indecent, that of her mother who has sex with men, that of her litile sister
who she views as a disgusting digestive tube. Losing her sight obliges Ava fo come to
terms with her body. Going blind also forces her to accept the fact that she needs others
and fo frust them. The construction of her adult personality and her sexuality occurs more
rapidly because of it. It has to occur with and in opposition to her coming blindness, but
also, as for other young girls, with and in opposition to her mother's body, with and in
opposition fo the body image reflected by contemporary society.

The loss of her sight becomes metaphorical before the fear of the “black wave”. The
world is getting darker. In the last elections, the Médoc cape was black on the map, with
almost 30% of votes cast for the Front National. | have chosen not to name any specific
places in the screenplay so as not fo refer fo the rise of farright views in a confined area,
but to make this info something more extensive that could strike any French town. If we
wish to position Ava in today’s world, | felt that it was vital to refer to this. The character
of Mathias is the one who expresses these stakes the most clearly. He whispers fo Ava,
“It will soon be the end of our civilization, read the newspapers, look around you, you'll
see nothing but black...”

Were you inspired by your own adolescence in writing this film 2
There is necessarily a lot of me in the film but that does not make it autobiographical. The









CONVERSATION
BETWEEN NOEE ABITA
& LEA MYSIUS

Noée, can you tell us about yourselfé How did you come to work on the film 2

Noée: I'm eighteen, in my final year of high school. | often dreamt of being an actress when |
was litfle. Everyone dreams of that, well most litile girls do. But | never imagined that it would
be possible, it as an inaccessible world. My grandparents, with whom I'm living right now, are
quite info movies. I've always liked Romy Schneider a lof.

Just over a year ago, | went fo an agency fo ask about auditioning for the cinema and they
sent me fo see Léa. | was with a friend. They gave us a short scene fo learn. We both did the
audition. We read the scene and Léa spoke fo us about the film.

Léa: When she entered the room, we all knew, Judith Chalier the casting director; Lise Akoka
her assistant and |, that something special was happening. It was Ava. She did an argument
scene that was not in the screenplay - | have leamed that it is not good to audition a scene
from the film as no one can stand it afferwards. | was almost embarrassed to look at Noée,

she was so impressive.

Did you feel that you had had a successful audition 2

Noée: | was really happy to have done one as | knew nothing about the cinema and it was a
way of approaching that world. | was also happy about the way it had gone: it was a pleasant
experience. One week later, léa asked fo see me again. | read the screenplay as soon as
they called me back. | read it very quickly, | was totally caught up in it, | liked it a lot. | could
alreadly see myself in it.

Léa: Yes, in fact | knew right away that it was going to be her, but | had to make sure that she
could manage with dialogue, that she was sufficiently receptive fo allow me to direct and shape
her for the part.

How do you learn fo play someone else 2
Noée: We rehearsed a great deal fogether, but not necessarily scenes, more an attitude.
Léa: We worked on the natural side, it was necessary fo forget the camera. And make the

audience believe that Ava is only thirteen when Noée was seventeen. We worked a great deal
on her walk: hugging in her breasts, hunching her shoulders. Noée has a very feminine way of
walking, unlike Ava.

Noée: | have always looked younger than my age, people have offen fold me that! For once, it
proved fo be usefull After that, even if the screenplay had echoes with my own life, I really had
to get inside the character. That was a lot of work.

Léa: We saw each other a great deal. Noée helped us with the casting sessions for the other
parts which was a good way of gefting her fo practice acting. Our discussions concerned the
characters body rather than her psychology: the way of pitching her voice, of moving and of
finding a form of sincerity in her performance. Ve frained together. If we went for lunch, | would
say, «You'll be Ava while we're having lunch.» When she looked at me and she wasn't Ava, |
would fell her «No, that's no good!» We would do work sessions in which she simply had fo eat,
read a book or walk around as Ava, while letting herself be filmed without sensing the camera.

In acting, is it really difficult to become someone else 2

Noée: As our work concerned the body above all, we modelled the character through her ap-
pearance more than her feelings and that made it easier for me. | had the impression of becoming
someone else, with other thoughts, other ways of thinking, of seeing the world differently. | felt
Ava’s feelings. At the magic word «Action!», | became Ava, with everything that she is going fo
become, her questions, her fears. | thought about the fact that she didn't really like herself. Neither
her bodly, nor her personality.

Léa: | would tell her, <More Aval»

Noée: Or «You're not Aval> (laughter). | grew fond of Ava, she helped me in certain circums-
tances. For example, at the fime, | too was having nightmares. | don't know if Ava is right or
wrong in acting the way she does, but she does it and if that brings her a lot, then that's good!

What was the most complicated moment 2

Noée: | wasn't looking forward to the scene with the diary. | had to have tears in my eyes, dig
deep inside myself. But it went very well.

Léa: Yes, that's probably the scene we worked on the most. If's a difficult moment, Noée is alone
facing the camera, in a single take, with a very literary fext and nothing fo help her perform. She
did brilliantly.

Noée: Ava says some very harsh things. The complicated thing was maintaining the infensity.
Léa: And using the memories of your own nightmares to perform it. To give it sincerity.

Noée: Yes, it was difficult. And some scenes were more complicated than others. The one where |

kiss Baptiste, the boy who plays Mathias. If was a sequence shot, we both had fo be good at the
same fime, not like when you do angle/reverse-angle shots. We did a lot of takes for that scene.
Léa: You must have kissed him fourteen fimes in a row and eaten fourteen hotdogs at five in the
morning. You'd had enough by the end!

Noée: There were a lot of practical things that made it even more difficult: eafing a hotdog, spil-
ling the mustard, kissing him. And we had fo do it with the same intensify each time. Sometimes,
when you're tired, you get sick of it.

And the nudity 2

Noée: It wasn't a problem.

Léa: At the beginning, you fold me, «I'm not going fo strip naked...»

Noée: Yes, but | changed, accepting myself more easily. | realized the influence of family on our
lives. As you grow, you leam that you can act differently from the way that you have been taught.
And, in fact, | realized that it was no problem for me fo sirip naked.

How do you play being blind 2

Noée: Above all, | had to imagine that my field of vision was very limited. As a result, | had to
remember fo furn my head to change my axis of vision.

Léa: Ava moves her head like a bird. VWhen the light dims, she can no longer see anything. You
came up with something, the idea of keeping your eyes open while having a completely blank
gaze. And we also worked a great deal with a blindfold. | would blindfold her; she would take
a broom and have to walk around like that.

What's it like going back to normal life after such a shoot 2

Noée: If's tough. Returning fo high school affer such an experience... I'm going fo try to get info a
local acting school. I've found an agent and | have had another part in le Grand Bain by Gilles
lellouche. | really want fo carry on acting.
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