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According to statistics French cinema 
does not appear to have had it this 
good since at least 1966. 2010 

registered over 206 millions spectators (up 2.9 
per cent) and French films took 35.7 per cent 
of the domestic market (73.7 million tickets 
sold). The final results of 2011, though not yet 
compiled, look set to be even better. 

The 263 French films released in 2010 would 
represent 39 per cent of gross income, among 
which 18 attracted audiences in excess of 
one million. The winner of the 2011 box office, 
Intouchables (attracting over 14.5 million 
spectators), is likely to come in third in the list 
of the most successful domestic releases of 
all time, after Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis (20.4 
million) and La Grande Vadrouille (17.3 million). 
And with 5,500 screens (the largest in Europe), 
40 per cent equipped with a digital projection 
thanks to the help of the National Centre of 
Cinema (CNC), which has also supported 3D, 
exhibition has never been so prosperous. 

From an artistic point of view, the investment 
in middle-sized budgets has increased, striking 
a healthy balance between big productions 
and small films, which is encouraging. The 

domination of American films is less prominent 
than in other countries, although Hollywood 
still leads the way – particularly among 
younger audiences – with an audience share 
of 98 million in 2010 (47.5 per cent of the 
market). Other European films have shown 
a spectacular increase with 31 million tickets 
sold – 15 per cnet of the market. However, 
this is likely due to the success of Harry Potter 
and the Deathly Hallows and Inception, which 
can hardly be characterized as non-Hollywood 
product. Conversely, the non-European, non-
American films have shown a strong decline, 
attracting only 3.49 million people, highlighting 
the meagre state of cultural diversity. The year’s 
top-ten box-office successes bears witness to 
the domination of Anglo-Saxon fare, with all but 
two titles coming out of Hollywood studios.

Among the 51 films that registered sales 
of more than a million tickets, eleven were 
made in 3D. However, this new technical 
phenomenon – accompanied by increased 
ticket prices – does not seem to be quite so 
enamoured by audiences. A poll showed that 
of the people tested two-thirds voiced a strong 
diffidence, while the two biggest successes 
of the year were shot in the normal format. 
They were also both comedies, the genre most 
favoured by the public. The 131 comedies 
released represented 22 per cent of the films 
screened and garnered 24.6 per cent of all 
tickets sold. 

The number of documentaries released, 76 in 
all, broke previous records, representing 13.2 
per cent of the films shown, but only 2.6 per 
cent of the box office. This contrasts strikingly 
with the small number of animation films (at 
24, just 4.2 per cent of the total number of 
releases), which garnered 16.5 per cent of the 
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box office – by far the best ratio of all the film 
categories. There was disappointment with the 
slight decline at the box office for art-house 
films, making up just 26.4 per cent of the 
box office. The year also confirmed an equal 
share between the monthly receipts, each one 
totalling at least ten million, while the summer 
– following the American example – dominated.

French film production also broke records 
with 261 features (up 31), 143 of which were 
entirely financed by French companies, 60 
with a majority of French funds and 58 with a 
minority co-production credit. There were not 
as many feature debuts (63 – 31 per cent of 
the total – against 42.3per cent in 2009) and 
less second films (33 – 16.3 per cent – against 
20 per cent). This is not a bad sign, considering 
the number of mediocre fledgling directors. 
As usual TV channels and especially the 
private sector (Canal+, TPS Star, Ciné-Cinéma) 
contributed massively to this production, as 
well as the Avance sur recettes, which helped 
the financing of 58 films (among which were 
19 feature debuts); 175 different companies 
produced 203 films, with Les Films d’ici 
leading with seven films, while big companies 
such as Pathé and Gaumont producing less 
than five. This may explain the extreme 
diversity of the production, as well as some 
daring experiments.

Distribution showed stability, with 575 films 
released (down 0.2 per cent). American 
cinema represented 25 per cent with a healthy 
increase of European films (up by 23), mostly 
from Spain, Italy and Germany. There were 
121 films screened in digital, another sharp 
increase (from 23 in 2009 and 57 in 2008). The 
exhibition sector also proved to be very stable, 
with 5,500 screens grouped in 2,050 venues. 
Four new multiplexes opened, taking the 
total to 178, representing 58.5 per cent of the 
audience share.

The most spectacular crisis was the 
bankruptcy of Quinta industries. The Tunisian 
producer Tarak Ben Ammar, who claimed 
ten years ago to have saved the French 

laboratories LTC and Duran, went broke at 
the very moment his latest film Black Gold, 
a poor man’s Lawrence of Arabia directed by 
Jean-Jacques Annaud, became a commercial 
and artistic failure. Not only did 115 people lose 
their jobs, but the completion of a number of 
films was at stake, along with a film library that 
numbered in the thousands. 

The Cannes Film Festival once again proved 
to be the best showcase for French films and 
foreign films with French backing. The most 
striking example was The Artist, selected at 
the last moment for the competition, which 
saw Jean Dujardin pick up the Best Actor 
prize and would go on to garner the most 
nominations for the 2012 Golden Globes. This 
pastiche of the age of silent movies, about the 
fall of a famous comedian and the rise of his 
potential sweetheart, was brilliantly executed 
by Michel Hazanivicius, already a master of 
parodies with OSS 117. 

Polisse, a docu-drama about a police squad 
confronted with various criminals in a popular 
Parisian district, won the Jury Prize for its 
director Maïwenn, who displayed her usual 
talent in directing her actors with energy. Both 
films proved immensely successful at the 
box office, bridging the gap between auteur 
cinema and the general audience. 

Another competition highlight, but less 
popular with audiences, was 80-year-old Alain 
Cavalier’s Pater. The director plays himself as 
the president of the Republic, in a dialogue 
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with his prime minister (Vincent Lindon). It 
is a delightful divertimento, where scenes of 
chatting and preparing a meal are interspersed 
with malicious political comments. A less 
successful entry was idiosyncratic director 
Bertrand Bonello’s House of Tolerance 
(L’Apollonide), a static pictorial evocation of a 
bordello at the end of the 19th century. 

The official sidebar section, ‘Un Certain 
Regard’, screened three films worthy of the 
competition and should be ranked as some of 
the best releases of the year. Outside Satan 
(Hors Satan), by Bruno Dumont, shows the 
director at his peak in exploiting the natural 
beauty of the northern French landscape, a 
major character in the story of a magus who 
both heals and kills people. Pierre Schoeller’s 
second film, L’Exercice de l’État, is one of 
the few truly excellent French political films, 
which analyses the doubts and shortcomings 
of a minister and his relationship with his 
cabinet head, played with conviction by Olivier 
Gourmet and Michel Blanc. The Snows of 

Kilimanjaro (Les Neiges du Kilimandjaro) 
is a new opus by Robert Guediguian, which 
deals with two groups of working-class and 
lower-middle-class people in Marseilles. 
These characters, played by the director’s 
wife Ariane Ascaride, Jean-Pierre Darroussin 
and Gérard Meillan, realise that their life-
long left-wing commitment has left them 
disillusioned, especially when they are robbed 
of their savings by burglars who belong to the 
same class. However, Guediguian’s moral tale 
ends with confidence in man’s capacity for 
generosity. 

An increasing number of directors dealt 
with social issues in France. Aki Kaurismaki 
was in competition at Cannes with Le 
Havre (FIPRESCI award and Delluc prize for 
best French film of the year), a melancholy 
fable about racism, unemployment and the 
economic crisis, with a touch of Carné’s Quai 
des Brumes, which was shot in the same 
city. In Early One Morning (De bon matin), 
Jean-Jacques Moutout, who has always 
shown an interest in corporate societies and 
their pressures on the individual, portrays an 
employee (played by Jean-Pierre Darroussin) 
who kills two of his colleagues before 
committing suicide. The film is an investigation 
into the reasons of his act. 

Cedric Kahn, one of the best directors of his 
generation, unveiled A Better Life (Une vie 
meilleure), about an attempt by a young man 
(Guillaume Canet) to start a new life by buying 
a restaurant in the country after he meets 
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and not trying to deal with the whole dossier 
of the famous ‘affaire d’Outreau’. 

Two other films failed in reconstructing 
historical events. Luc Besson’s lacklustre The 
Lady reduces the political struggle of Aung 
San Suu Kyi (a creditable Michelle Yeoh) to a 
melodramatic story between the Noble Peace 
prizewinner and her husband. Even more 
perfunctory was Xavier Durringer’s Conquest 
(La Conquête), a tepid reenactment of Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s campaign to become president.

A slew of documentaries also confirmed an 
interest in social issues. Among the best was 
Tous au Larzac by Christian Rouaud, recalling 
the action (1971–81) by a group of peasants 
in the centre of France who fought against a 
law that expelled them from their farms in order 
for a military camp to be built. Regis Sauder’s 
Children of the Princess of Cleves (Nous, 
Princesses de Clèves) is an indirect riposte to 
Sarkozy, who once declared that this classical 
French novel was not worthy of its place in the 
education syllabus. Fifteen teenagers from a 
modest background discuss the pertinence 
of the book and how it relates to their own 
experiences. Equally impressive was Mafrouza, 
a twelve-hour investigation by Emmanuelle 
Demaris into the slum district of Alexandria, 
which is built on a Greco-Roman necropolis.

A number of animation artists entered the 
fantasy realm with their latest features. Joann 
Sfar, after his biopic of Gainsbourg, adapted 
his comic strip The Rabbi’s Cat (Le Chat du 

the woman of his dreams, but who becomes 
the prey of his creditors. The theme of debt 
is also present in Welcome director Philippe 
Lioret’s Toutes nos envies, an adaptation 
by of Emmanuel Carrère’s D’autres vies que 
la mienne. In linking a character fighting the 
sub-prime mortgage meltdown and another 
struggling against a cancer, Lioret might weaken 
his narrative, but this suggestion nevertheless 
highlights the seriousness posed by both.

This concern for social issues was also 
featured in a number of films ‘inspired by 
real events’. This trend, which often lacks 
imagination, is normally a field reserved for 
American dramas and is probably due to the 
influence of TV and media headlines in general. 
Rebellion (L’Ordre et la Morale), about the 
murder of dozens of natives in New Caledonia 
by the French police, with the support of both 
the socialist president François Mitterrand 
and the conservative Prime Minister Jacques 
Chirac, allowed Mathieu Kassovitz to make 
his first good film in a decade. It offers a 
courageous political stance and is impressive 
for standing by its convictions. Two cases of 
judicial errors were featured in actor Roschdy 
Zem’s second feature Omar Killed Me (Omar 
m’a tuer), which deals with the wrongful 
imprisonment of a gardener, Omar Raddad, 
for the murder of his landlady; and Vincent 
Gareng’s Guilty (Présumé coupable), which 
traces the ordeal of a man (an extraordinary 
Philippe Torreton) unjustly accused of sexually 
abusing children. The latter film finds its 
strength in concentrating on its protagonist 
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rabbin), a tale that evokes the peregrinations 
of a cat as far as Africa, where he meets Tintin. 
Inspired by tales from the West Indies, Mexico 
and Tibet, Michel Ocelot, working in 3D for 
the first time, employs Chinese shadows in 
Les Contes de la nuit to prove once again his 
elegance and his wit in the field of animation. 
Marjane Satrapi’s and Vincent Paronnaud’s 
Chicken With Plums (Poulet aux prunes) also 
came from her comic strip, but featured live 
actors remembering family life during the 
Shah’s reign in Iran. A virtuoso exercise, the 
film baffled some with its elliptical narrative.

Pascal Rabaté’s Holidays in the Sun (Ni à 
vendre Ni à louer) is a series of vignettes shot in 
the spirit of Tati, where various characters spend 
their holidays at a seaside resort, rarely meeting 
each other but experiencing incongruous 
incidents. But one of the best films of the year 
was Le Tableau by Jean-François Laguionie, a 
master of French animation who, in the spirit 
of Paul Grimault, invents a poetic world where 
characters, in a painting left unfinished, start to 
search for the vanished artist and, through the 
canals of Venice and the deep recesses of a 
forest, experience a series of encounters. The 
beauty of the palette enhances the political and 
aesthetic narrative, which seduced both parents 
and children alike.

Comedies may be numerous in French cinema, 
but few achieve any artistic status. Olivier 
Nakache and Éric Tolédano’s Intouchables is 
one of the biggest money-makers of all time 
and proved to be better cinematographically 
than Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis. This Capra-
esque utopia of the friendship between 
a tetraplegic billionaire and a black man 
from the suburbs proved irresistible for an 
audience experiencing social and economic 
problems. The success was due mostly to the 
performances of François Cluzet and Omar 
Sy, as well as a number of comic scenarios 
created by the screenwriters. Another utopian 
comedy and likewise very popular, was Philippe 
le Guay’s The Women on the 6th Floor (Les 
Femmes du 6e), about a rich bourgeois man, 
played by Fabrice Luchini, who falls in love with 
his maid living on its sixth floor and whom he is 
willing to follow to her native Spain. 

Female directors, besides Maïwenn, also 
marked the year. Tomboy, the second feature 
of Céline Sciamma, is a delicate study of 
a young girl who, outside her family circle, 
pretends to be a boy. This study of gender 
ambiguities was admirably served by the 
sensitive performance of Zoe Heran. The 
sleeper hit of Cannes’ ‘Critics Week’ was 
another second feature, this time by Valérie 
Donzelli, entitled La guerre est déclarée. 
It is a Lellouchian drama about two parents 
dealing with a child who has a brain tumor. 
Reminiscent of the nouvelle vague (employing 
voice-over, popular music, handheld camera 
etc), the film has much gusto and energy. In 
her third feature, Goodbye First Love (Un 
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amour de jeunesse), Mia Hansen-Løve portrays 
the troubled heart of her heroine, torn between 
the youth of a lover and the maturity of a 
Norwegian architect. She undoubtedly has a 
delicacy of touch, but it occasionally verges on 
the conventional.

Finally, Philippe Garrel in Un été brûlant offered 
a pale imitation of his usual themes of romantic 
love and poetic spleen, while Claude Miller in 
Voyez comme ils dansent proved again that 
he is one of the major talents of French cinema. 
It looks at how James Thiérrée’s (Charlie 
Chaplin’s grandson and an exceptional acrobat 
and stand-up comedian) character is viewed 
by two women (played by Marina Hands and 
Maria Sansa), at different times in his life. 

The year’s best films
L’Exercice de l’État (Pierre Schoeller)
Outside Satan (Bruno Dumont)
Voyez comme ils dansent (Claude Miller)
Le Tableau (Jean-François Laguionie)
The Snows of Kilimanjaro  
(Robert Guediguian)
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