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Film note for L’Esquive 
(Abdellatif Kechiche, France, 2004) 

L’Esquive could be called ‘banlieue’ cinema with a difference. It is also a small budget auteur film by the French-Tunisian director Abdellatif Kechiche featuring some non-professionnal and new actors/actresses. It proved difficult to find a producer and a distributor, which partly explains why the project took five years to complete. The film was released in France in January 2004, and it was well received by the critics and the public. However, it is the four major Césars (Best film, Best Director, Best screenplay, and Best Promising Actress for Sara Forestier) that really transformed the destinies of the actors and the director. Kechiche had started in the 1980s as an actor – notably in Les Innocents directed by André Téchiné in 1986 for example. He then became involved in dramatic work for the theatre. His directorial debut film La Faute à Voltaire (2000) received favourable comment from the critics. His originality and talent were confirmed through L’Esquive in 2004, and more recently with the acclaimed La Graine et le mulet/Couscous which was part of the selection in the Venice Festival in 2007 and whose reception in France was rather exceptional. The film is currently released in many countries.
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Amongst its other subplots, L’Esquive is about Krimo, a youth of fifteen who lives with his mother in a Paris banlieue. His father is in prison. After his girlfriend Magalie breaks up with him, Krimo meets Lydia, a friend to whom he lends ten euros so that she can buy her costume for the performance of the Marivaux play Le Jeu de l'amour et du hasard in which she is playing as part of a school production. Lydia insists that he comes with her to the rehearsal that she has organised with Rachid and Frida. Because he is attracted to Lydia and looks for an excuse to spend more time with her, Krimo bribes Rachid to give him the part of Arlequin. However, the introverted Krimo is finding it difficult to adapt to his new acting career. While another friend Fathi tries to reconcile him with Magalie, Krimo asks Lydia to help him learn his lines. Being alone with her at last, he tries to kiss her, as Arlequin tries to seduce Sylvia in Marivaux’s play, but she ‘dodges’ his advances, promising to think about it. Meanwhile, because the ‘pressure increases’ - as her friends all seem to want to have their say on her love life, Lydia continues to ‘dodge’. 

In the real daily routine of the estate – just as Sylvia and Arlequin in the play – she keeps him waiting, hesitating to commit herself. 

« Esquive » (dodge) becomes the term that links the two languages of the film: the word is used in the text written by Marivaux which is rehearsed in the classroom, and again in its contemporary ‘banlieue’ meaning by the youths. It is even transformed into verlan ‘j’ai vesqui et voila, c’est tout ‘. (I dodged, that’s all) says Lydia to her friend Nanou.

The strength of the film L’Esquive rests in part on the originality of the script which embeds the Marivaux play and its characters into the main plot. The romance between the two banlieue youths echoes the story of the play that they are staging. Marivaux’s character Arlequin falls for Lisette just as Krimo falls for Lydia. In both cases, the romance is complicated by social considerations, including the ordinarary daily preoccupations of teenagers in the banlieue of 21st century (love life, social codes, arguments, education, fear of the police…)

Another originality of the film is to blend different forms of language and registers, on the one hand the modern, non-standard oral French of the banlieue, on the other, written classical French with its eloquent wordiness and grammatical complexity. It is worth noting that, despite its authentic feel, the film was precisely scripted and that the shooting was extensively rehearsed. Initially, the two styles of language tend to clash, yet they start to blend more as the film progresses… The explanations of the director also help to understand better the use of language in the film:

 I wanted to talk about drama in the context of a banlieue estate. I wanted my characters to experience a ‘marivaudage’. Marivaux fits in ! and why not. It was amusing to juxtapose the language of this young generation and that of Marivaux. (Kechiche in Mélinard ‘Cette jeunesse n’a pas de place dans le paysage audiovisuel’ Interview with Abdel Kechiche L’Humanité, 7 janvier 2004. My translation)

L’Esquive illustrates the blending and mixing of different registers, codes of language, and modes of expression used by the young multicultural generation of the 2000s. It proposes a commentary on language as a code of belonging to the group and/or of exclusion. It is also a lively mode of expression, constantly evolving, which is rehashed and appropriated to the point that a new language is gradually created. In L’Esquive, we can even say that the atypical use of language has a direct impact on the actors’ performances, on the development of the narrative, and on the mise-en-scène choices. This also has an effect on audience reception.

L’Esquive is not a depressing film: spectators may be taken aback at first by the verbal violence of the youths, but will soon get used to these conversations which sound like ‘verbal jousts’, as one critic suggested :

Everybody talks. It is going all directions. The film tries to capture that, the overflowing of sounds, the frenetic use of vocabulary which is part of the teenagers’ ordinary conversations […]. There is a sport metaphor in these verbal jousts when insults, heckling, and swear words are shot out like bullets. (Tessé ‘Cité dans le texte’ Cahiers du Cinéma Janvier 2004, p.52. My translation)

Cast 
Krimo / Osman Elkharraz 

Lydia / Sara Forestier 

Frida / Sabrina Ouazani 

Nanou / Nanou Benahmou 

Fathi / Hafet Ben-Ahmed 

Magalie / Aurélie Ganito 


Lydia plays the part of Lisette who is pretending to be her mistress Sylvia (played by Frida).

Krimo plays the part of Arlequin (pretending to be his master Dorante) who is in love with Lisette but thinks she is Sylvia. In brief the two masters and their servants finally find each other despite deceiving appearances.

Short glossary of phrases used in L’Esquive
Because of the pace of the dialogue and the use of slang / verlan spoken in the banlieues, even French spectators find it difficult to understand some of the phrases used in the film. This short multicultural glossary may help you. 

ahchouma (arabic shame)

baliser – to be scared

baltringue – idiot

bouffon – idiot

caillera – verlan for racaille (scum)

c’est d’la balle – it’s great

chanmé – verlan for méchant (great)

chelou – not clear

cheum – verlan for moche (ugly)

Fais pas ton crevard – don’t be mean

daron – father daronne (mother)

déchirer – to be great or to hit

défoncer ta race - attack

dégommer – hit

embrouille – tricky situation

esquiver – to avoid commitment / not give an answer
flipper – to be scared

j’m’en bats les couilles – I don’t care

keuf- verlan for ‘flic’ (police)

keum – verlan for ‘mec’ (man)

kiffer – to like /love something

la vérité - seriously

mabrouk – arabic congratulations

mettre la pression- to stress

mortel – great

niquer ta race – to attack someone

on en a rien à branler – We don’t care

ça part en couilles – things are getting out of control

péter un câble – to lose control

prendre la tête – to do one’s head in

reum – verlan for mother 

saouler- to talk too much/ harrass

se la jouer – to take oneself seriously

serrer – to catch/ get a boyfriend

t’niqué ma robe – you’ve messed up my dress

t’as pas carotte – you’ve nothing left

t’es ouf – verlan for ‘fou’ (mad)

vener – upset, angry or worked up
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