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WATER LILIES



(Naissance des Pieuvres)

Dir Céline Sciamma FR 2007

Some thoughts on WATER LILIES and teenage girls in recent cinema
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Doctor: What are you doing here, honey? You're not even old enough to know how bad life gets.

Cecilia: Obviously, Doctor, you've never been a 13-year-old girl.

- The Virgin Suicides, Dir: Sofia Coppola, 1999

In a Parisian suburb, three fifteen year old girls will with all their might for the world - love, confidence and sex - to happen to them. 

Slowly the tangle of relationships twists and unfurls, with the local swimming pool as the eye of the storm.  Socially clumsy Anne is besotted with fitboy swimmer Francois, who in turn is captivated by the decidedly foxy Florian, who is also the figment of fascination for the boyish Marie, Anne’s best friend.  And Florian’s desires?  Well she’s the kind that keeps ‘em guessing.  Or maybe they are the secrets she keeps from herself. 

Yes, there are moments in WATER LILIES, the debut feature of writer director Céline Sciamma, that are near impossible to watch without flinching, so confidently is the pungent tang of awkward adolescence evoked.  Told with fidgety sincerity in cool flat tones, the film’s representation of the strange ways of teenage girls is entirely un-patronising. HIGH SCHOOL MUSICAL it ain’t.

The film’s tale of nascent awakenings shares many parallels with Lukas Moodysson’s first offering SHOW ME LOVE (2000).  In this, Agnes, recently arrived in smalltown Amal, has a crush on Elin, who is popular but bored. A brief kiss is a catalyst for their odyssey of hell-raising.

Much of SHOW ME LOVE is fuelled by the resentment of living in a town where pop culture borrowed from more cosmopolitan locales limps to as to its grave.  Both films share the sense of being shackled by suburbia, where boredom is brutal and escape is the only option.  But while SHOW ME LOVE’s bounteous charm is found in its irrepressibly feel-good ending (not to mention the best ever use of Foreigner’s “I Want To Know What Love Is”), in contrast WATER LILIES floats in much colder water.  

The theme of escape is also present in Pawel Pawlikowski’s MY SUMMER OF LOVE (2004), a British take on Sapphic awakenings during one sweltering Yorkshire summer.  The urge to leave mundanity in the dust draws landlord’s daughter Mona to Tamsin, a blue blooed bohemian with a good line in Edith Piaf quotes.  Enraptured by the exoticism of each other’s bodies, families and class origins, the girls are wrapped for a while in a cloak of fiction, before lies, hysteria and the religious doctrine of Mona’s born-again brother Paul ignite destruction.

What’s significant to note however is that none of these films are ‘coming out’ stories nor the empowerment of sexual identity. They’re more ambiguous, being told in microcosms, and worlds where adults are rarely seen (in WATER LILIES, the parents never appear).  Equally, there is little critique of external influence and societal pressure.  Any such finger-wagging would no doubt elicit a rolling of eyes from the girls themselves who are entirely preoccupied with the smaller picture.

Rather these films focus more on power relations.  The social stratospheres depicted may be less rigidly labelled than those of CLUELESS or MEAN GIRLS, but they are no less regimented in their pecking orders.  Characters are shaped by and with the casual cruelties and heart-shaped bruises of social conformity.  Teenage girls can be so mean.

Hurtling toward adulthood implies a leaving behind of childish things of youth and the girls are at their most damning when they lash out at former friends. Marie pours scorn on Anne for being hopelessly childish, just as Agnes lashes out at her disabled friend for being a hanger-on.  In both scenarios, the bullied becomes bully.

In MY SUMMER OF LOVE, the vitriol is vented by both Mona and Tamsin as they flippantly pour scorn on anyone who isn’t them. Although here something more pathological is at play, as perhaps Mona really is bonkers.

Back in our real world, there is a problem with these films however.  Young people of the age depicted in the film rarely get to see them.  Famously, Tracey Emin banned the release of her debut feature film TOP SPOT that dealt with her autobiographical experiences of teenage sexual shenanigans in Margate, in protest at the British Board of Film Classification decision it should be rated 18.

SHOW ME LOVE (15) broke box office records across Scandinavia, famously out-selling Titanic, and in the UK it has been widely used in film education programmes by institutions such as Cornerhouse and the British Film Institute.  With its 15 certificate, it should be possible for WATER LILIES to achieve wider exposure, but perhaps teenagers are not intended as a primary audience. The film certainly benefits from extended time distance to the rawness of adolescence.

But if there’s one aspect of the teenage mindset that WATER LILIES communicates well it is the TOTAL IMPORTANCE of EVERYTHING.  With little life experience the first glimpse of any passage into adulthood becomes a momentous do-or-die affair, and the acts of absolute romantic desperation, the gifts, gestures and revelations hold a deep authenticity.

Adult viewers cannot help but imagine the girls grown up, and Sciamma’s skill is to engender sympathy for Marie, Anne and Florian, and a hope that they come through OK to the other side (as much as anyone does).  But while the film is perceptive in its acute observations, one thing it steers well clear of is the pitfall of nostalgia. No retrospective wistfulness allowed, no warm glow and little mercy.  Instead, the lyrics of The Long Blondes’ 2006 single ring true; “I know how it feels to be your age.  Oh I’d love to be a girl your age - once and never again”. 
Film note written for Cornerhouse by Kate Taylor, who is Festival Director at FACT (Foundation of Art and Creative Technology), Liverpool.         







































