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Since he came to controversial fame in the
late 90s with his bitter critiques of capitalism
and advanced consumerism in the guise

of essays and novels, Michel Houellebecq

has been doing much more than simply
writing. Besides feeding the international
media industry with statements of doubtful
ideology and prophecies of uncanny
accuracy, he has shot soft-porn short
movies, enjoyed a short-lived career as a pop
singer, and, in 2005, negotiated his transfer
from publishing house Flammarion to Fayard
for one million euros and the promise of
bringing his latest novel The Possibility of an
Island to the silver screen.

With a budget of 6.8 million euros ($9.1 million),
the film adaptation of The Possibility of an Island
stands as a relatively well-funded project,
according to European standards. Based mostly
on the second part of the novel, this futuristic
maovie features Daniel25 (Benoit Magimel), the
24" clone of Daniell, a present-day celebrity-
shock comic and improvised guru of a sect with
scientific ambitions, The film focuses on the
moment after Daniel25 discovers that he is not

the only survivor in a catastrophe that has wiped
out humanity.,

Six months have passed since Houellebecq stood
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on the Spanish sets of his much longed-for first
feature as a writer and director, but he still has
to spend some more time in Brussels for post-
production. It’s been more than two years since
he has not stayed for more than a few days at his
legal residence in Ireland.

Houellebecq welcomes us into what he calls “his
home,” a rented room of the dullest kind. On
the barren table lies an empty cigarette pack.

He removes another one from one of the many
pockets of his sleeveless jacket. As soon as he
finishes preparing coffee with his one-cup press
machine, his most precious possession together
with his laptop, he lights up a cigarette, comes
back to his chair and sinks into his thoughts,

a cigarette clutched between his middle and
ring fingers. Puffing smoke and ruminating,
Houellebecq remains silent until a thought has
fully crystallized in his mind. His voice is Jow but
he speaks in a clear and steady manner—with the
cold precision of a razor-blade incision.

Catherine Somzé: What is cinema for you?

Michel Houellebecq: 1t's not something bound to
my youth. As a kid, I rather watched television,
though not even much. 1 think I displayed a
characteristic rather rare for a child—I never
liked cartoons. On the other hand, T loved series

like Zorro, The Twilight Zone and The Untouchables.
Cartoons didn't display a high enough degree

of realism. These TV series, like for instance the
detective fiction Maigret, were quite close to films
with their dramatic side of prestige. But still, it
interested me less than reading. I never found
such a powerful illusion elsewhere than in a
book. Yet, in both cases, what accounts for this
drive is the longing for living parallel lives.

CS: Is cinema less captivating than literature
then?

MH: Well, yes, though I'd like it to be otherwise.
On the other hand, cinema bears the possibility
of sensorial immersion in places. Few people
have achieved to give a sensorial and global
experience in literature, Rousseau is very good
at it and also Tolstoy. But myself, I can't do

that. And in fact, these authors who achieve to
do that aren't my favorite. But it is remarkable
nonetheless. For instance, in some fragments
of The Confessions by Rousseau, one can feel

the temperature of the air, the exact heat level.
When it is in the countryside, one can literally
smell things. In short, he does that very well.
But this is seldom. Just as most writers, [ am
much better at describing human passions. Yet,
T'am very sensitive to places and [ have chosen
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each and every location featured in the film. But
as a writer, [ wouldn't be able to make a good
description of a place or an atmosphere. [ would
say that [ do in films what 1 am not capable of
doing in literature.

“I do in films what I am
not capable of doing in
literature.”

CS: You wrote The Possibility of an Island with
the idea to adapt it to the silver screen. Is the
novel conceived as a kind of script?

MH: Oh no. I knew I would make a film, but in a
novel, maybe 50 pages at most are useful in order
to write a script. To write a script is nothing
compared to writing a novel. Anyhow, a novel is
something that auto-generates itself. At a certain
point, you don't have a choice anymore. The
novel commands its own becoming. You can'’t
introduce a character like that, because it covers
importance by itself. You become obliged to
follow and to describe the character as long as

it enables it. So, it brings lots of things that just

can't have a place in a film. So, when you write a
novel, you have to obey its own logic till the end.
Of course, you might get rid of a character if it
gets out of proportions, if it gets too multi-faceted
or too contradictory, or if it takes too much space.
But still, at a certain point you don't have a choice
anymore. So, it wouldn't be possible to project a
script while writing a novel.

CS: Why would you advise people to see your
film if they have already read the book?

MH: You have to see the film if you are
interested in its themes: eternal life, the artificial
reproduction of humanity, behaviors which
induce to live in prolonged isolation, the
destruction of civilizations, nature deserted

by men... [f you are attracted by this kind of
universe. Also you should see the film if you think
that the last part of the book is visionary, and if
you are curious about how its author sees it—if
you make pictures in your head and if you'd like
to confront these with Daniel’s wandering at the
end. How Daniel looks like in his cell, all alone.
Anyway, in this way, you won't be disappointed.
A typical case of disappointment occurs when
one has a very precise idea about a character.

In my eyes, this is one of the major reasons for
the impossibility of adapting novels to the silver
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screen. When a character is too unforgettable in
its written existence, it becomes difficult to think
about making a cinematographic adaptation.
Weirdly enough, and to refer to a famous debate,
contrary to a widespread belief, | have never
thought that Céline’s novel, Journey to the End

of the Night, was impossible to adapt. None of
Céline’s characters are unforgettable. [t is his
world vision that is strange and fascinating, but
not the characters themselves. Take on the other
hand Rastignac, the famous Balzac character. [
can see Rastignac, literally. Any actor cast in the
role would disappoint me. And as far as [ know,
nobody has tried. This is the most difficult part
of the job, to find the actors, the characters. For
instance, in Whatever, the character of Tisserand
is strong but at the same time still undeveloped. It
is a character, which doesn't last for too long. So,
it has been possible to think about adapting the
novel to the silver screen. Regarding the narrator
of the same novel, he is quite flat, recessed and
therefore also possible to embody.

CS: Could you name some of your
cinematographic influences?

MH: [ have no idea. [ don't believe so much in
the idea of *having influences.” Maybe for people
who think deeper than I do, yes. But for me, it

Z0OO MAGAZINE-2008 NO.18




interview—Michel Houellebecq

doesn’t work this way. [ might be influenced, but
in an unconscious way. Because 1 don’t think
about what I do [laughs]. What I mean is that

for instance, The Twilight Zone must have had

an influence on me though [ was barely eight
years old when I saw it. I think this is what I can
conceive as being an influence, a thing [ have
forgotten about. So, when people say that this

or that has influenced me, they are probably
right. But it is unconscious. And I don't know if
it's different with literature. Even if one has as

a project to prolong this or that earlier oeuvre,
the project becomes lost along the way. Sooner
or later, one ends up making purely intuitive
choices. And the more I think about this, the
more I believe the sooner is the better. I think that
the adaptation of The Possibility of an Island comes
close to Jules Verne. And I am quite happy about
it because I didn't intend it to be this way. Itisa
good sign when things come out unintentionally.
I really have come to appreciate the first sentence
of Proust in his book Contre Saint Beuve. “Chaque
jour jaccorde moins de prix a l'intelligence.”

And me too. I feel particularly happy when I
achieve to do something without being burdened
with thinking.
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CS: Out of your many novels, The Possibility of
an Island might be the most optimistic one...

MH: One can say that the first story between
Daniel and Isabelle ends up pretty bad although it
indeed happens in a general atmosphere of good
will, which is even worse in a way. But anyhow,

1 am still struck by the fact that I have achieved
something that ends up tragically without Daniel
becoming an antipathic character. There are
frankly sad shots in the movie but there is indeed
a more happy, light-hearted side to it too.

CS: You are quiet and reserved. How is it to
be on a set as a film director who has to set
things in motion and deal with many people?

MH: You shouldn’t overstate the chaos on

a set. A film crew is a very structured entity.
And in fact, I do not have to speak to so many
people. There are only a few persons with
whom [ am entitled to communicate.

And these people need answers to their
questions, as quickly and unambiguously as
possible. 1 am able to do that, to be clear in
what I want and to answer exactly the same
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thing to each one of those who ask me the
same question. | would say that energy is less
important than mental organization;

you have to remember what you said.

To be precise and ordered is enough.

CS: But still, to be on a set must be less
solitary than writing.

MH: I quite agree with Nietzsche when he says
that men should have habits but not for too
long. Men need habits but also need to modify
them after a while. 1t is important to have a
structure of daily habits with this condition that
the structure has to change each six months or
a year.

CS: Why did you cast an African actress in
the role of Marie23 (Ramata Koite)?

MH: It becomes obvious when watching the film.
It is not clearly stated in the book that Marie23
and Daniel25 are the only two surviving neo-
humans on the planet. To explicit this fact would
be tiresome and boring. On the other hand, to
bring a white man and a black girl together




makes it unavoidable to think that they might be
the only two humans still alive. It is immediate;
the idea of two last humans appears with
unavoidable clarity. There had to be two people
very different physically to get the idea that
humanity as a whole was concentrated in these
two.

CS: It also constitutes a good strategy against
those who accuse you of racism...

MH: Yes, it might be. But it is secondary. My
choice rather lies in the realm of narrative
symbolism. And then, there is a by-advantage.
Since the background against which Marie23
evolves is composed of black rocks, it makes a
lovely contrast. [t is not at all the same black; it
is a much warmer black on a colder one. And by
the way, she also wears a black dress. I am very
monochromatic, aesthetically speaking; [ never
favor strong color oppositions.

CS: Is your world very geometric and
architectural?

MH: Many shots are. But to be honest, with

more money [ would probably have made more
camera movements. The fact that there are many
static shots in the film accentuates even more my
own tendency to compose them in a geometric
way, carefully. If I had had the financial means to
use more traveling shots, I would probably have
favored a more fluid aesthetic.

CS: The Possibility of an Island is a science
fiction film. Do Europeans have the means
to achieve great results in this genre?

MH: When you don't have the financial means,
the only solution is to outbid in accuracy. There
is for instance some of the production of literary
science fiction that is not highly spectacular but
which is more, let say, intelligent. It rather relies
on proven scientific data, the hard sciences type
of thing. Actors are here of primary importance.
The scientist I have cast in the film for instance
is very trustworthy. It is impossible to think
that he is not knowledgeable about what he
speaks about. In this case, I have compensated

a lack of special effects by high standards of
elocution in the dialogues. So, I think that this

is the trick; when you can't impress with the
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means, you have to catch up with meticulousness
and accuracy. Chris Marker has achieved this
brilliantly in La Jetée. So, you have to address the
audience interested in the questions asked, not in
the spectacle. For instance, some of the episodes
of The Twilight Zone, but of course it is American,
have not been expensive to make. Still they were
endowed with the spirit of science fiction; that

is to turn a different state of humanity and its
development into probable hypotheses. This
doesn’t require per se enormous costs. But [

think that the difficulty lies elsewhere. When
you present something difficult to believe in, it is
more of an American reaction to believe in it. A
typical French reaction would be not to believe in
it. There is a great difficulty to accept a surprising
hypothesis such as that physical immortality is
just a technical problem.

CS: But it is foremost a metaphor, right?
MH: No, not only. It is a real question. You might

be too young to be aware of that yet. [Laughs]
And for this ilm, I do need your credulity.
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