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The legendary French director talks about directing Tommy Lee 

Jones, invoking the spectre of American guilt and why the truth is 

always stranger than fiction 

The legendary French auteur Bertrand Tavernier has spent a lifetime 

making films shot through with humanity, compassion and social 

conscience, and last night in London he hosted a screening of the 

director’s cut of his 2009 masterpiece In The Electric Mist. Starring 

Tommy Lee Jones as a southern lawman haunted by the past, the murder 

mystery evokes the spectre of the American Civil War to explore 

collective guilt and the psychological legacy of slavery. The packed-out 

event was organised by the French film channel Cinemoi and attended by the directors Ken Loach and Stephen Frears, 

among others. Before everyone took their seats Dazed Digital took some time out with Bertrand to talk ghosts, guilt and why 

the truth is always stranger than fiction. 

 

Dazed Digital: Something that seems to come through In The Electric Mist is a sense of collective American guilt. Is 

that something that interests you? Do you think America still has a hard time facing up to its history? 

Bertrand Tavernier: You are putting your finger on one of the points of making the film, and one of the points that is most 

important for (author) James Lee Burke. For Burke that was the art of the story; the key of the story, and in what we call 'The 

French Cut' there are three more scenes with the ghosts of the confederate generals. The guilt in America comes back to 

slavery, and to the fact that people have not looked at the past properly. It is expressed in the scene between Dave 

Robicheaux (Tommy Lee Jones) and Twinkie LaMoyne (Ned Beatty) when LaMoyne says, ‘We are not the same people 

now,’ and Robicheaux replies, ‘I think we are...’  I’m very proud of that scene because with Tommy Lee we condensed five 

pages of the book into 15 lines, and they are the key lines of the movie. Tommy lee has an incredible sense of dialogue and 

is obsessed by the music of language. He also shares with Burke that sense of the importance of the past. 

 

DD: You invoke a powerful spectre of the American Civil War... Bertrand Tavernier: After the film was released in 

France, a friend working at the BBC sent me an interview with Bob Dylan in which he says what makes the south so special 

is the fact that it is haunted by the ghosts of The Civil War – all the people who are wandering between heaven and hell, 

trying to look for forgiveness or somebody to whom they can tell their grief. When Burke discovered where I was staying in 

Louisiana, he directed me to an oak tree where he grew up, and there are still pieces of iron in the tree because it’s where 

slaves were tied up to be sold in New Orleans. Burke says that when the past is full of blood and crime, you can touch it. He 

said to me, ‘Bertrand, go and touch that oak. If you do not understand that you can touch the past in Louisiana, you will not 

understand Louisiana.' 

 

DD: Is human cruelty a key investigation for you? Bertrand Tavernier: Absolutement. And I keep trying to understand, 

and trying to learn. I want to learn when I make a film. It’s like exploring an unknown land. I have no maps and I am trying 

to discover and find out my opinions. And it is the excitement of that learning I want to communicate. I want to 

communicate the pleasure and the surprise, because I think if it can surprise me, it can surprise a few people. 

 

DD: Tommy Lee Jones seems to share that impulse for investigating what it is to be human. He has an incredible 

humanity etched into his face... Bertrand Tavernier: I’ve never seen anybody who can create such feeling by doing so 

little. Just in the way that he says his lines or moves his head, you feel there is a sorrow. For me, Tommy Lee is one of, if not 

the greatest American actor alive. Peter Sarsgaard, whom I love as an actor, said that just by the way Tommy Lee looked at 

the other actors, and his attitude, he forced everyone to give their best. Tommy Lee can be tough with people in the crew and 

he can be tough with journalists, but with the actors he makes everything great. He says, ‘I am not there to win the award for 

the nicest guy on the set, I am here to give the best performance!’ What pleased me a lot was that when I sent Tommy Lee 

the DVD of my cut he said, ‘Bertrand, you have found the essence of southern Louisiana, and paid a real and beautiful 

tribute to the writing of Burke. I compliment you for this very fine film.’ For a man as economical as Tommy Lee to give 

such a compliment, it feels like you have written Paradise Lost. 

 

DD: In the past, you have cast non-actors in roles, such as the jazz musician Dexter Gordon in Round Midnight. Is 

that a search for authenticity? Bertrand Tavernier: Yes, but it’s not only to be naturalistic. There is an authenticity that 

http://www.cinemoi.tv/


 
 

gives a great life to the drama; gives a new colour. There is something unique in Dexter Gordon. After all, Dexter received a 

letter from Marlon Brando saying it was the first time in the last 15 years that Brando felt he learned something about acting. 

When I met Jon Goodman he told me that because of Round Midnight he almost quit acting. He felt he would never be able 

to get that incredible feeling of truth, but of course, he is a superb actor. 

 

DD: Do you believe truth is sometimes stranger then fiction? Bertrand Tavernier: Sometimes truth can be much more 

exciting dramatically than an invention of the screenwriter. When I was talking with an expert on the history of America, I 

learned a lot about The Alamo. Santa Anna was actually a dictator like Hitler – raping girls and killing civilians – but at the 

same time, he was so afraid to cross a river that he was taking something like cocaine every time he had to do it. When I 

heard that, I thought, ‘Oh my god! This is brilliant. What a fantastic idea!’ In such a case, the truth is much better than what 

the screenwriter can produce. I mean, do you know about Doc Holliday? He died very young, and before dying he converted 

himself to both Catholic and Protestant in the same week. What a scene! What a gamble! Nobody in 75 years has explored 

that. It’s the truth that is most exciting. 
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JULIEN PLANTÉ: BEYOND THE NEW WAVE 

 

The man who has programmed over a thousand European film festivals tells us why he's now on a 

one-man mission to bring arthouse cinema to the masses 

 

 

 

 

 

French cinema is undoubtedly the greatest in the world, from the early experimentalism of masters such as 

Varda, Godard and Truffaut to the fairytale-like vision of Jeunet and the stark brilliance of Jacques 

Audiard, there is arguably no other culture that has consistently produced such rich and varied cinematic 

fare. Unfortunately, many of these films are still only ever seen by a minority outside of film festivals and 

their native France, which is is why the renowned cinephile Julien Planté has been devoting his time to 

curating the first television channel to be devoted solely to French film. Headed up by Left Bank royalty 

Jane Birkin and premiering myriad rare shorts and films unavailable before in this country, the result is a 

refreshing proposition in a vast sea of tele-visual dross, curated by a genuine expert. We took some time 

out with Planté to find out why he is on a mission to bring Cinemoi to the masses. 

 

Dazed Digital:What do you think makes French Cinema so unique? 

Julien Planté: In France, we really respect the point of view of the director as the auteur and we are the 



 
 

only country in the world where the director has the final cut. Also, many French directors try to provoke 

and challenge the audience rather than entertain them, and I think that is very important. For me, a 

filmmaker has done their job if the film makes you cry, laugh or vomit. I mean, you can refuse to see a 

film like Irreversible, but the director has a duty to provoke something in you. 

 

DD: Who do you consider to be the greatest French director? 

JP: Agnes Varda. In my mind, Varda was a precursor of the New Wave. One of her very early shorts is 

just made up of photos – pictures of the homeless people in Paris at the end of The 50s – all of which are 

as good as any of Bresson's. Fifty  

 

 

years later she made The Gleaner’s Eye, which looks at these people who throw away potatoes. It’s 

amazing, but she can really make a story out of nothing. 

 

DD: Do you think there is an experimental aesthetic missing from modern cinema? 

JP: I think there are certainly some things that have disappeared in the way we make film. Haneke’s White 

Ribbon is probably the closest modern film that has come close to some of the black-and-white films of the 

60s in its purity. I think perhaps some directors now are more drawn to employing technology to tell their 

story, but often the technology does not serve the story. If you have a tracking shot that starts at the top of 

a mountain and slowly swoops down to a man drinking a coffee who has nothing more interesting to say 

than ‘Can you pass the sugar?” What is the point of it really? The script is the most important element and 

perhaps that has been lost. Jean Renoir said, ‘Banality filmed with elegance can reach the universal.’ I 

think that’s quite true. The great French directors make films about the small things in life and reveal 

incredible universal truths. 

 

DD: Do you think there are any directors today taking the risks directors like Godard and Truffaut 

were? 

JP: A few, but it’s at the boundaries of art and we tend to call it experimental cinema, which instantly 

creates walls. Every film should be seen by the widest possible audience. 

 

DD: Is that what you are trying to do? 

JP: I am very interested in us showing a lot of of films that would not be seen otherwise. Since I started to 

curate this channel, we have shown at least 75 films that have never been seen before in this country and I 

have done the subtitles for over 40 films. I mean, I did a season on Belmondo, and made subtitles for three 

of his titles that have never been seen here before. 

 

Click here to find out more about Cinemoi 
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