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2010, 100 mins. 35mm print courtesy of Zeitgeist Films.

Directed by Julie Bertuccelli. Written by Julie Bertucceli and Elizabeth J. Mars. Based on a novel by Judy Pascoe. Produced by Yael Fogiel and Sue Taylor. Photographed by Nigel Bluck. Edited by François Gédigier. Music by Grégoire Hetzel. 

Principal cast: Charlotte Gainsbourg (as Dawn O’Neil), Morgana Davies (as Simone O’Neil), Marton Csokas (as George Elrick), Tom Russell (as Lou O’Neil).

“A Finale True to Festival’s Theme: Loss” by Joan Dupont, New York Times, May 24, 2010:
Julie Bertuccelli’s The Tree, the [2010 Cannes Film Festival’s] closing night film, shown out of competition, is far from Cannes’ traditional splashy studio finale. This story of family loss, set in Australia, echoes a recurrent theme of this year’s cinema landscape.

The Tree is also a story of exile that belongs to Ms. Bertuccelli, a French director who has made her films outside France. “I wanted my heroine to be, like me, a woman in exile,” she said.

In the film, adapted from Judy Pascoe’s book Our Father Who Art in the Tree, Charlotte Gainsbourg plays Dawn, a young Frenchwoman confronted with her husband’s sudden death. Ms. Gainsbourg, the daughter of Serge Gainsbourg and Jane Birkin, won best actress at Cannes last year for her portrayal of a mourning mother in Lars von Trier’s Antichrist.
The Tree is also about how children live with the absent father, the discovery that you don’t love somebody less because he is no longer by your side. Morgana Davies plays the 8-year-old Simone, who imagines that her father is with her still, buried not in a graveyard but murmuring to her in the branches of the immense Moreton Bay Fig tree outside the family house. There she nests, unreachable, in communion, until the time when she is finally ready to come down.

“Charlotte also lost her father when she was young,” the director said. “And she is a young mother—I was afraid, at first, that she would be too young for the part—but she is magnificent as the uprooted woman.”

Ms. Bertuccelli, daughter of the filmmaker Jean-Louis Bertuccelli, (Remparts d’argile, or Ramparts of Clay, 1968) has always been drawn to foreign themes and literature. “Perhaps because my father is Italian, and on my mother’s side, we have a Russian background,” she said. She originally wanted to adapt Italo Calvino’s The Baron in the Trees, but his estate had blocked the rights.

“I adored that story, about how a child goes up in a tree and stays there,” she said. “Ever since I read it, so many years ago, I had been looking for a story about a tree.”

Beginning as a documentary filmmaker, Ms. Bertuccelli then worked as an assistant director to Otar Iosseliani of Georgia and Krzysztof Kieslowski of Poland. In her first feature, Depuis qu’Otar est parti (Since Otar Left —recipient of the Grand Jury Prize of the critics’ week at Cannes in 2003), set in Tbilisi, a family invents a lie to conceal—and deny—the death of a son who has emigrated.

The Tree tells how the family clashes and comes together: “My film is about returning to life, how we live with those we love and who have left,” she said.

When you suggest that her film has resonances of Kieslowski’s Blue, (1993) in which a woman suffers the loss of her husband and child, she smiles. “Yes. In my film, there is no accident—this is not about guilt. It’s just an accident that happens in life.”

She has always filmed outside France, she says, because she perceives mourning and exile as linked. “It was vital to shoot in Australia, a young country of immigrants with an aborigine culture. You don’t have to believe in reincarnation to feel the presence of the dead.”

In the film, the family home becomes haunted. The mother retreats and the children fend for themselves. “Dawn has lots of faults,” Ms. Bertuccelli said. “She thought that when she married, life would be beautiful forever after, but she found out otherwise. In the end, she is able to become a mother again.”

Finding the cast for The Tree meant creating a family that functioned together. “I’m very family-oriented, and I had to make it credible; the kids had to be believable. We found Morgana, the little girl who had never acted before. She’s amazing, strong, and I wanted to show how it can make a child strong to lose her father young.”

She said she felt that filming on the other side of the world gave her the distance she needed from herself and her home to help her create. “I can find the universal when I am further from home. I unstick.”

She said she loved discovering Australia, traveling back and forth over three years, writing, casting, scouting locations.

“I spent a holiday with my kids to get to know the country from the inside. I didn’t want the tourist’s-eye view with details that knock you out.”

The filmmaker had to recruit a team in Australia. “When I went to Georgia to make Otar, I took some of my film family; here I had to create a new family. So it was tough at first, dangerous yet dynamic to start again without the heaviness of the past.”

Along with Ms. Bertuccelli’s own children, ages 6 and 9, Ms. Gainsbourg took hers, ages 7 and 12, and as well. “Having all the children together was moving,” the director said.

When Ms. Bertuccelli was little, she climbed trees and made treehouses. She has been dreaming of a story since, about a child who lives in a tree, a story of how loss intrudes and changes a child’s perception of the world. “When you live a drama, you transform, and that’s what this little girl does, she transforms her life.”
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