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synopsis 

The Farnborough Air Show. A Mirage 2000 vanishes in the middle of a flight presentation…

Captains Antoine Marchelli and Sébastien Vallois are immediately sent to patrol the area over the North Sea where the fighter disappeared from the radar screens. They soon spot the Mirage: it is flying, hidden, beneath an Airbus A340. The Mirage adopts a combat position. At that very moment, Marchelli and Vallois receive the order to abandon pursuit without any further delay. Too late! The Mirage 2000 is about to open fire on Vallois. Marchelli has to shoot it down to protect his colleague. This incident is the prelude to a far-reaching plot. At stake, the hijacking of a French Air Force fighter plane for a terrorist attack.

A plot whose final act will be played out on Bastille Day in the skies of Paris, above the Champs-Elysées in the presence of the same two pilots, Marchelli et Vallois…

PRODUCTION NOTES

The movie SKY FIGHTERS is based on a unique challenge in the context of French and European cinema, a challenge suggested by Gerard Pirès before the writing of the screenplay even got under way and accepted by the producers right from the start: to attempt to create a resolutely modern film without resorting to digital special effects and 3-D mock-ups but by using live action footage of the most spectacular aerial scenes ever shown on a movie screen.

Specially designed for this, a kerosene tank was used to support four 35-mm cameras fitted to a Mirage 2000 and capable of filming simultaneously at an altitude of more than 50,000 feet and at the speed of sound! And in order to allow the actors to experience real flying conditions, a Mirage 2000 cockpit was entirely rebuilt on a telescopic cradle and fitted with integrated cameras.

This challenge couldn't have been taken up without the exceptional support of the Ministry of Defence and the French Air Force. This support can be observed in the 12 weeks of aerial shooting including, exceptionally, several flights above Paris. It can also be observed in the film crew's involvement in numerous Mirage 2000 missions with the best fighter pilots from the Orange and Djibouti bases.

In addition to all this technology, the film benefits from the enthusiasm and shared passion of pilots, technicians and officers, as well as the participation of top European industrial companies that made it possible to take up this fantastic challenge. 

INTERVIEW WITH GÉRARD PIRÈS

Director

Between the planes and the action scenes, there were plenty of elements to draw you to SKY FIGHTERS… 

There were two things that interested me: the fact of filming planes in flight, of course, but also the chance to work with first rate actors and to make a film in which their performances were crucial. Therefore, I involved them as much as possible, on a physical level for instance, by making them fly in fighter pilot conditions. I found the idea of challenging TOP GUN quite exciting.

Between the in-depth work with the actors and the film's spectacular dimension, can we say that SKY FIGHTERS is a sort of synthesis of your first films, which were primarily human adventures, and the more recent ones that are dominated by suspense and action?

Absolutely. My greatest pleasure on this film was the relationship with the actors. I had actors from different backgrounds: Benoît Magimel is a fairly "introverted" actor, with a reserved side to him, but he had a very analytic vision of what he was doing; Clovis Cornillac devours one shoot after another, he loves it!; Géraldine Pailhas whom we don't usually see in this kind of film and who said something that touched me a great deal when we first met: “But why did you think of me?” To which I replied: “Because you're an actress!” (laughter) The same is true of Philippe Torreton, who had wanted to make a "sheer entertainment" movie for ages but who had never been offered one… And, finally, Alice Taglioni, whom I met while she was performing on stage. In fact, by pure coincidence, she had a great deal of affinity with the aeronautical world: her brother is a helicopter pilot. You virtually have to force Alice out of a plane at gunpoint! 

Listening to you, the personalities of Benoît Magimel and Clovis Cornillac seem to be a perfect match for the characters they play since one is more introverted and the other more energetic… 

Yes, that's right, they do match. But that only became apparent after they were cast. Those aren't the kind of things that you can decide in advance and, even though an actor's task is to act, it's true that the characters they play here resemble them. That became more and more obvious as we went along.

You have often compared a pilot's work with that of a director, claiming that the two activities are marked by the need to make rapid decisions in difficult situations. With SKY FIGHTERS, did you feel that you have made the right decisions?

I'll say yes… But we'll really be able to judge on landing, in other words when the film is released… Above all, I had to make decisions of a technical nature, about the way of shooting the aeronautical scenes. They had to be original and effective. After all, at times, you can be original without being effective. The two don't necessarily go hand in hand.

Talking of this, did the initial footage that Eric Magnan brought back from the sky knock you out instantly or was it necessary to make a few modifications?

The first footage shot was very encouraging. In other words, it wasn't 100% what I wanted for the film. It was just a little sluggish and still a little too contemplative, a little distant while the pilots were a little timid! That was quickly corrected, to an incredible degree. I involved Eric so closely in the shoot because I couldn't do everything and also because he is amazingly competent with a very concise approach. We worked like a very close creative team and it all went very well.

It takes nerve to fire up a team of fighter pilots! 

I fly all kinds of planes and helicopters. I could "see" the shots that I needed and, to get them, we really had to get out there. I reminded them of something that the photographer Frank Capa once said: "If the photo isn't good, that means you're not close enough." And we based everything on that! I never needed to repeat it, nether to Eric nor to the pilots!

Didn't you occasionally envy Eric Magnan for all the hours he spent in such a mythical plane as the Mirage? 

In any case, I didn't envy the exhausting hours on end that he spent up there! It wasn't all fun for him, he was exhausted. But I have flown in fighters before. I even once flew in Russia on board a Sukhoi 27… That's a fairly violent fighter and so I didn't feel frustrated from that point of view.

Do you remember the sensations that you back then?

It was a blend of pleasure and concentration. In other words, exactly what you feel when you make a film. 

And, where the direction was concerned, how did you go about getting these powerful sensations across?

Simply by trying to be as realistic as possible. And that's not that simple! But it's something that I insisted on, for the aerial shots as for the scenes on the ground, with the actors in cockpits on pneumatic jacks. They were subjected to what the pilots were subjected to. These requirements should set SKY FIGHTERS apart from other films made on this subject. There is a level of realism that has rarely been taken this far. Some of the aerial shots filmed by Eric Magna were reworked during post-production to heighten the perception of these sensations. The trouble is that what you experience on a physical level isn't necessarily what the camera films. You can film two planes flying at 800 kmph but have the impression that they are standing still. After all, if the two of them are flying at the same speed, they are at 0 kmph in relation to each other…

Did you occasionally have to give a "jerky" aspect to the perfectly stable footage filmed with the pod?

That did indeed happen. We occasionally had to degrade the quality of the footage to make it more realistic!

How do you make such a film your own with so many contributors involved?

It's not hard. When you make a film, you're the leader of operations and you're not supposed to know how to do everything, such as the music, say.  The advantage in having a great number of contributors is that it tends to generate much more inventiveness, competition and challenge. Above all, you need to arouse the passion of all these contributors, so that they surpass themselves.

The idea of pushing the limits is present throughout the film. Which limits were you yourself led to push back? 

I don't ask myself a question! (laughter). Non-stop concentration perhaps… A lot of errors are made through a lack of concentration. If you simply lose the thread for a fraction of a second, you end up way off the mark. Yes, that' s the real limit: never letting go. In relation to everything and everyone!

The actors also tested their limits. For instance, Clovis Cornillac talks about a scene in which he himself had to handle the controls of a biplane while a helicopter filmed him in close-up. What memories do you have of that moment? 

I knew the risks. It is always difficult to bring two flying objects close together, especially when one is a chopper. They mustn't touch… And the pilot was fully aware of the problem! But when you work with extremely competent people such as him, there is no reason why things should go wrong.

Looking back, is there anything that you would have liked to have done differently? 

You can always do things better! Every shot could have been better. But one can compare this to sculpture or painting: you have to know when to stop. You're always a little frustrated but, for me, directing a film is a blend of euphoria and frustration. And that can be tiring at times.

What memories do you have of your work with the French Air Force?

It was an important partnership but I think that they stand to gain as much from this project as we do. It's the kind of partnership that has already proved its value with TOP GUN: at the time, the US Air Force lent a whole airbase for two months! I hope to return the favour with a spectacular movie appreciated by audiences. People on site, such as Major Stéphane Garnier, were passionate about the project. All the pilots gave it everything they had, with a great deal of enthusiasm. And that's what's so remarkable. We asked them for things that they are not used to providing and they gave us everything.

Your work with Major Garnier continued all the way up to post-production? 

Absolutely. I involved him in the process at all times. There were instrumentation problems to be solved: I wanted each piece of information to be irrefutable and Stéphane Garnier and Eve Ramboz, who handled all the special effects, did a fantastic job. All the information that appears on the flight displays is authentic and realistic. Even for shots that last half a second! The audience perhaps won't notice until later when they freeze the image on their DVD players.

How do you view up this experience now?

This is a film resulting from a unique passion. Everyone gave it all they had.

What place will this film hold in your filmography? 

For now, I'm above all satisfied because the accumulation of the technical challenges and the pleasure I had in working with the actors. I haven't yet had time to think about it!
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THE ACTORS 

The cast is one of the film's strong points. How did you all end up on the project?

Benoît Magimel

The producers spoke to me about the film before it was even written and then I met Gérard. I found the idea very appealing. The fact that Gérard is passionate about aviation, that he himself flies and that he has a huge amount of experience in this area gave me the feeling that this was going to be an important film for him and that he would give it a more personal dimension than the previous genre films that he had made. The choice of my acting partners was also a decisive element for me. Everything combined to make me want to do the film.

Clovis Cornillac

I thought to myself that there were very few films of this kind in France. Besides, this is the kind of film that made me go to the cinema when I was a kid and that then allowed me to move on to more serious films. I'm fairly keen on well-made action films whose basic goal is to entertain. I won't only make this kind of film and, in any case, there aren't that many parts like this that come along…

Géraldine Pailhas

To be honest, I was surprised that they thought of me… I was pleased too, especially as I already knew that Clovis and Benoît were in the film… As soon as I started reading the screenplay, the part delighted me. To be honest, I'm a big fan of action movies, mainly American ones because French action movies are more exceptional! And when this opportunity to take part in SKY FIGHTERS came along, I realized that I wouldn't be offered a part like this twice. Everything about the project aroused my enthusiasm and curiosity. Then, when I met Gérard Pirès, I immediately made my mind up!

Philippe Torreton

I had always dreamt of being in an action and adventure movie. Even though I kept telling people and mentioning it in interviews, my reputation as an intellectual stage actor stuck to me even though I love all kinds of other genres. And so I was very happy when the producers and Gérard Pirès thought of me, especially as it was for a part in a film like this one with all its action sequences and footage the like of which had never been seen before. The logistics provided for this film serve a story that concerns us all since it deals with a lot of things that are unfortunately present in the world around us: the terrorist threat, weapons contracts, the competition between countries to obtain certain deals, etc. All this has been brought together in a very intelligent manner since the action never gets the upper hand over the plot or vice versa. I feel that it is a very successful blend. And so I had every reason to accept.

Alice Taglioni

I was won over even before reading the screenplay! I should say that my older brother introduced me to this world. Indeed, ever since he was four, he has been crazy about fighter planes, in particular the Mirage 2000. It was his dream and all he ever talked about. It's true that seeing one at close range, getting on board and even flying in an Alpha Jet like I was able to do with Clovis and Benoît, was an inaccessible dream that suddenly came true. Quite frankly, it was fantastic… And, on top of that, this is a real action film and not just a film about guys in planes! There was room for female parts too and the plot seemed particularly thrilling.

Weren't you worried that the planes would become the true heroes of the film?

Benoît

No. For me, the weight and substance of the characters formed the main argument to make a successful action movie… If the human element isn't there, why bother using actors? Machines have no feelings. Without characters, the audience gets bored and everything becomes conceptual. The characters were our key concern throughout writing and everyone invested themselves emotionally. In any case, the story is always the key challenge and our emotions help us to make the journey.

Clovis

The planes do indeed play a crucial part but that didn't scare me. The planes are some of the main characters in the film but we know it all goes beyond a simple description of these planes. If you just want to see planes fly, you may as well watch a good documentary on aviation or the Air Force. However, if you make a film, you need to identify and represent the person in the plane. And that's what our job was.

Géraldine

I never even thought about that. It seemed obvious to me, and Gérard Pirès confirmed it, that the actors wouldn't be there just as pretty faces, even though we look good in the film!

Alice

I have the impression that the actors play a key role. The planes are just like a pilot's flight suit: they help you get into the part. In the film, I'm often in a flight suit and, as soon as I'm dressed like that, I almost feel as if I'm a pilot! When you have a Mirage 2000 alongside too… that's a huge help. It's much tougher when you really have to act without the support of the planes.

Philippe

In any case, we never see Bertrand in a fighter plane! Whenever he takes a plane, it's a Falcon, not a mirage. He isn't in the heart of the action like Benoît or Clovis. He is more involved in the theoretical side, close to the authorities. Therefore, in a way, I feel he has even more "substance" than the other parts because it isn't easy to play mystery. And my character is full of it…

Talking of the characters, why are their names Marchelli and Vallois, and no longer Tanguy and Laverdure?

Clovis

I don't think Gérard was too keen on using the characters from the time with their slightly outdated air from the Pompidou years… As for me, it was simple: I only knew the comic strip from its title. Therefore, I had no particular attachment to Tanguy… Since the days of "Tanguy and Laverdure", the pilot's work has evolved, the technical side has progressed and the stakes and threats have changed… It seemed logical that Tanguy and Laverdure would have changed too.

Benoît

We liked the idea of the two pilots forming a tandem. Marchelli at first seems inseparable from Vallois. In fact, we worked together to try to build up their identities so that we would end up with a story of friendship between two very different but complimentary characters.

Clovis

There are what you could call two heroes, or rather two images of the hero, who are Marchelli and Vallois. I'm Vallois and Marchelli is Benoît. He plays a more secretive character, the handsome and intense type, while I'm a little more ugly, with a bigger mouth! Quite honestly, I feel that Benoît and I make a great screen tandem! On screen, we're very different in our acting style, for instance, but we remain very complimentary. We have a friendly, open relationship and when we wanted to change things we did so without any trouble. And we get along off set so…

What were your impressions when you got to know the world of the pilots and the Air Force?

Benoît

We had a long period of preparation during which we were able to meet a lot of pilots and officers… Quite frankly, they were perfect! They believed entirely in the project, helped us a great deal and we never actually had the impression of being with the military!

Clovis

Exactly. I'm not the military type, far from it… But the striking thing about this world is the passion that unites them. Fighter pilot isn't just any old job. Or rather it's a job and a passion. From that angle, the job isn't that different from ours. If we aren't fired by something that we're passionate about, it's not even worth trying. The fact of flying made me understand the amazing state of freedom that a pilot could find himself fin. I even got to hold the joystick during the flight. It was fantastic.

Benoît

Most of the time, they have had this desire to fly, to go and touch the sky, ever since they were children. You don't become a pilot by chance. And so, it's easy to understand the heartbreak experienced by those who are dismissed from the Air Force because of an error that wasn't of their doing, as happens to our characters in the film. It feels like a betrayal and I thought it was important to get that across in the film.

Philippe

It's quite astounding to enter that world. It's not so much the planes themselves, but rather the members of the military who allowed us to be there, in the hangars, seeing things that we normally have no right to see. It's pretty amazing to let a whole movie crew into such a place. The wonderful thing about the cinema, notably with this kind of film, is that it can occasionally open doors onto worlds that you think you know but that you have never approached. It was daunting to speak with these men. We met men of every rank, from young novices who were just learning to fly to others who already had a large number of flight hours… They're very serious men but, at the same time, have a lot of humour, with the need to let off steam that we can also see in the film. It's touching to enter into that private world. This impressed me more than the planes, even though they are breathtaking machines.

Géraldine

We were given a wonderful welcome, with each of these two worlds eager to find out more about the other. But I was initially entranced by the picture postcard image: the uniform, the Ray Ban glasses, the sun striking the runway, the Mirage 2000s… It was all incredibly photogenic.

Alice

The thing that marked me most was the actual flight that I did with Benoît and Clovis… It was incredible. I wasn’t at all apprehensive about it even though I can be on so-called "normal" planes. In this case, I didn't feel any fear, I was just eager to get started, to get into the cockpit and to take off. Even though you feel a little queasy when you realize after 20 minutes that you still have another 40 minutes to go. Then there are the famous Gs and the "blackout". It's a really rough ride…

Clovis

I initially thought that doing a flight was a privilege and even a luxury. But I soon realized that there was nothing luxurious about it at all! During the flight, I had what they call the "greyout" that you get around 7 Gs. You see everything in black and white. There's the "blackout" too that manifests itself through a ten-second loss of consciousness. I missed that but not the "greyout". You end up crushed in your seat, you see everything in black and white and then… you feel a lot of pain! But there's worse! The negative Gs that correspond to a movement of the plane when the pilot pushes hard on the joystick. Everything surges forward and your whole body seems to want to emerge from itself vertically. Basically, the brain pushes against the eyes. In fact, that was a wonderful experience because when it came to shooting the close-ups, we were lucky enough to work in a cockpit mounted on jacks that could move in every direction, thus altering the physical sensations. And the fact of having done a real flight beforehand allowed the body to remember what it had gone through, such as the pressure of the Gs, something that you don't necessarily experience in everyday life. As soon as the cockpit swerved to one side, my body would recall the sensation that you have in flight when you're subject to 4, 5 or 6 Gs… In a less violent manner though!

Philippe

I envy Clovis, Benoît and Alice! I would have loved to have had that experience at least once in my life! The simple fact of seeing these planes take off fascinates me: they're fabulous aircraft after all and I didn't even get to use a flight simulator… That's one hell of a frustration.

How did the work go with Gérard Pirès?

Benoît

We were all very serious during preparation but the shoot unfolded in an easy-going and humorous atmosphere. Gérard is very precise.  He is also very forthright and simple in his relationships with others. In general, he is just next to the camera, focused on the actors. I feel a great deal of friendship for him.

Clovis

We got the Gs there too! No, I'm kidding! He's a guy I get on very well with. On this film, he seemed to be completely at home. Aviation is his passion. As soon as he gets the opportunity, he is up in the air with his helicopter, planes or whatever… He wastes no time. He's certainly passionate about it! And so it was a very pleasant shoot. It went very well indeed.

Géraldine

He has a very clear vision of what he wants. The takes were in general fairly short and the editing was already more or less complete in his mind. That gave us a faint impression of not controlling what we were doing but Gérard was always there to reassure us. He controls everything, he is very precise but he is always ready to work on last minute alterations.

Alice

Monsieur Pirès was brilliant! I got on very well with him. I think he's a very good director of actors, very open. He is impressive because he knows how to do everything that he wants and has his whole film in his mind. And that's reassuring for an actor, especially on a film like this.

What do you think of the fact that a film on this scale has been made in France?

Philippe

France isn't the most insignificant country in the world! After all we have advantages so we may as well finance projects like this one. However, it has to be done correctly. A film isn't a concept, it's a blend of a story, a cast and a crew. Those are the reasons why the cinema is a complex art. You have to think of everything. One of the characteristics of this film is the fact that everyone has to be able to find what they're looking for: teenagers have to adopt the film but, at the same time, adult audiences have to enjoy the story. When you look at the French films that are released in the course of the year, you see a lot of different styles. There aren't many countries in the world that can claim that. Such diversity offers, of course, the best and the worst but at least it's better than nothing.  I feel that we should make the most of that to bring together people who, in theory, weren't destined to meet… a bit like this film, which I find very encouraging.

Géraldine

When you're luck enough to have such technical and artistic means at your disposal, you simply can't do a mediocre job. We all felt concerned. Our ambitions were huge.

Clovis

Plus the film attains a sort of mythical dimension… Personally, I have never dreamt of being a pilot. But when I told people that I would be making SKY FIGHTERS, a number of friends – aged from 20 to 80 – all said, "That's brilliant!" I never imagined for a second that some of the people I knew would fantasize about a project like this! And, all of sudden, I realized that it could become part of a collective fantasy…
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BROCELIANDE by Doug Headline

2001
LE PHARMACIEN DE GARDE (The Pharmacist) by Jean Veber

DÉCALAGE HORAIRE (Jet Lag) by Danièle Thomson

LA BANDE DU DRUGSTORE (Dandy) by François Armanet

philippe torreton

2005
LES CHEVALIERS DU CIEL (Sky Fighters) by Gérard Pirès

2004
L'ÉQUIPIER (The Light) by Philippe Lioret

2002
CORPS À CORPS (Body to Body) by François Hanss

MONSIEUR N. by Antoine De Caunes

2001
VERTIGES DE L'AMOUR by Laurent Chouchan

2000
FÉLIX ET LOLA (Felix and Lola) by Patrice Leconte

1999
TÔT OU TARD (Sooner or Late) by Anne-Marie Étienne

1998
ÇA COMMENCE AUJOURD'HUI (It All Starts Today) by Bertrand Tavernier

1995
LE BEL ÉTÉ 1914 de Christian De Chalonge

CAPITAINE CONAN (Captain Conan) by Bertrand Tavernier

1994
L'APPÂT (Fresh Bait) by Bertrand Tavernier

LA SERVANTE AIMANTE by Jean Douchet

1993
L'ANGE NOIR (The Black Angel) by Jean-Claude Brisseau

OUBLIE-MOI (Forget Me) by Noémie Lvovsky

1992
L.627 by Bertrand Tavernier

UNE NOUVELLE VIE (A New Life) by Olivier Assayas

1991
LA NEIGE ET LE FEU (Snow and Fire) by Claude Pinoteau

THE production 

How did the whole adventure unfold, from the original idea to the actual shoot?

Laurent Brochand 

The project was born in the course of 2002. I kept thinking about the comic-strip that had marked my childhood, "Tanguy et Laverdure" by Charlier and Uderzo, that became a TV series called "Les chevaliers du ciel" in the 1960s, 70s and early 80s.  A fabulous title, a pair of emblematic heroes, a mythical world…  I then approached Mandarin Films with the idea of a film adaptation.

Eric Altmayer 

We wanted to make another film with Gérard after RIDERS, the shooting of which in Canada had left us feeling a little frustrated. We were looking for an idea… For someone as specialized in aviation as Gérard, Charlier and Uderzo's comic-strip offered a host of possibilities… We quickly realized that in evoking "Tanguy et Laverdure", we would be using characters that are almost part of the French cultural heritage. Above all, they represented an artistic property that obtained a favourable echo from the Air Force, the partner without whom we couldn't have made the film. However, while "Tanguy et Laverdure" brought us a number of valid elements, we quickly opted for a film with a contemporary story and updated heroes. Since the 1960s, the threats have changed as much as the pilots, along with the planes, both on a mechanical and technical level. And so, naturally, we came to feel that today's Tanguy and Laverdure would be Marchelli and Vallois, other pilots, other names, another story.

Laurent Brochand 

Gérard had already worked with Gilles Malençon on one of his screenplays. On reading it, we saw that it was extremely effective and structured in an American style, something that is quite rare in French screenplays. He clearly had a sound approach to narrative construction for action and adventure films. In addition, Gilles Malençon turned out to be a fan of pilots: he knows the aviation world very well, along with the narrative constraints linked to that world. And so one problem vanished immediately. After all, picking up a pen and describing an aerial combat scene when you know nothing about the subject is very difficult and exhausting. With Gilles, everything became easy and enjoyable.

Eric Altmayer 

And here we approach the major premise of the film: realism. Gérard is responsible for this fundamental decision: filming real planes in the most realistic situations, as close as possible to the action described in the screenplay. It's quite amusing to realize that we did our best to do without the 3-D images and virtual shots that have been state-of-the-art technology for five years now. However, we feel that they completely alter the nature of today's Hollywood actions movies…

Laurent Brochand 

This approach meant that we needed to work closely with the Air Force in general and with our expert consultant, Major Stéphane Garnier in particular… 

Major Stéphane Garnier 

My involvement in the project lasted two years. My first task was to help the screenwriter, Gilles Malençon, to discover the world of the fighter squadrons. I spent a lot of time telling him about my past experience and that of my colleagues, I took him to visit the squadrons, he accompanied me on certain flights… He would sit in a corner and we'd forget he was there. He was thus able to observe the relationships between people, the way things happened, etc. He then started putting his ideas in place and my role was then to answer an incredible amount of questions: I had to make sure that what was written in the screenplay was plausible. That went on for quite a while because there were almost twenty different drafts of the screenplay!

Then there was a second, very intense stage, this time with the director Gérard Pirès and, shortly after, with the person responsible for the aerial photography, Eric Magnan. The three of us studied how to film the aerial part of the story and broke the scenes down into an incredible number of shots that would then have to be fitted in with flight missions… For the goal was clearly established from the outset: the crew had to be able to film the pilots' training missions, and not pilots performing in a movie! And so I had to insert these shots, or fragments of them, in ordinary training missions. That was a long and painstaking task because there were six hundred aerial shots…

Eric Magnan 

When the screenplay said: "one plane spirals behind another", that meant both everything and nothing! We had to tackle this in terms of aerial shots, but also in terms of risk management. And so there was, on the one had, an artistic approach that consisted in deciding exactly what Gérard wanted and, on the other hand, a logistic approach that aimed to prepare each shot in its entirety. I would do three-dimensional drawings to figure out where the planes were, on the rights scale in relation to the sun, and then I would draw in the camera angles. All that had to be prepared ahead of time because it's impossible to improvise with planes that are moving at 1,000 kmph. We had scenes with fifteen planes at the same time… We therefore had huge briefing sessions and our philosophy was to say what we were going to do and then do what we had said. We didn't improvise. We worked closely with the pilots to visualize and perfect was what it was possible to do, which led us to carry out some pretty amazing flights.

Major Stéphane Garnier

Once this side of things was more or less settled, we had to answer the question: "We have a story and the director as drawn up a work schedule, so how do we do it?" A huge logistic undertaking was launched with the crew and the production manager. We had to tighten things up and bring as many elements as possible together on one site, without that disturbing the smooth running of the Air Force's bases. We visited each of these bases and then certain sites were selected for such and such a scene. At the same time, we had to liaise with the Air Force's information and public relations service to obtain the necessary authorisations for each element vital to the film's production.

Eric Altmayer 

You have to realize that if, three years ago, the Air Force and SIRPA AIR had reacted to our project saying, "Yes, fine… euh… we'll let you film, why not," we'd have come up against countless logistic and technical problems, as well as human ones. Instead, we dealt with people who immediately wanted to make something unique and exceptional.

Principal photography began in July 2004. In the sky above Paris… 

Laurent Brochand 

For the Bastille Day parade. With ten cameras set out around the city and the first in-flight use of the pod that we had made… 

Eric Magnan 

To make this film, we required material that didn't exist. We had to be able to film the Mirage 2000s in every situation, at all speeds and at all altitudes but there was no existing means of filming that. And so we used an additional 2,000-litre tank that we fitted beneath the wing of a Mirage 2000, modified by Dassault Aviation in collaboration with the Air Force, to house five cameras. These five cameras were set at specific angles. They were controlled from the rear seat of the two-man Mirage 2000, with a control panel hooked up by radio. This is how we managed to film totally unique shots.

How did things go in the air? 

Eric Magnan 

For each combat scene – and there are a lot in the film – we had to do acrobatic figures that involved a large number of elements. The planes had to be close and the scene had to say something. The aesthetic side of the whole undertaking was important too. We didn't shoot just anywhere. We had to work at specific times of day, with or without clouds… Then we had to keep framing the planes during their acrobatics and there was always a safety margin that it was of course impossible to ignore. You can't do just anything during this kind of operation. During the briefing sessions, we would define the limit of this safety margin in relation to what we wanted to do, for the best artistic result possible. During the flight, I would be sitting in the rear seat, my eyes glued to the video return. The pilots didn't see what the cameras were filming and so I had to guide them. During a series of acrobatics in which the planes were in tight formation, I could say to them, "The plane's out of the frame a bit." Of course, I didn't put it like that. In flight, I used very short words that had been the subject of a prior briefing. It was really intense…

Major Stéphane Garnier 

I showed the resulting footage to the pilots in the squadron that I fly with and many of them thought that they were trick shots. Subconsciously, we are used to seeing footage that is shot with a hand-held camera, a process that leads to a certain number of imperfections in the image. Here, the image is so stable and pure that it seems unreal. But no, there are certainly no trick shots…

Let's get back down to earth. How was the film cast? 

Eric Altmayer 

The cast is the result of a fundamental decision. With Gérard, we above all wanted it to reflect the idea that in spite of the planes, the beauty of the aerial footage and the spectacular nature of the film, our priority was to tell a story with real characters. In other words, that the whole challenge facing this production, from the writing of the screenplay all the way up to post-production, was the desire to go further than a simple adventure movie or action spectacular. We had to enrich the subject and the material through strong identification with the characters, the communication of emotions and the credibility of their personal arc. Gérard sensed that he had an opportunity to make not just an action movie but also a great movie.

Laurent Brochand 

We had to find a pair of actors who would conform to the image conjured up by the title that we wanted to retain, LES CHEVALIERS DU CIEL, a team that embodies a certain ideal of courage and panache. Benoît Magimel was an immediate obvious choice and he was quickly won over by the subject. Opposite Benoît, who represented the handsome and silent type, we had to find his counterpart, a much more "rock'n'roll" type gifted with a genuine sense of humour, along the lines of the opposition between Tony Curtis and Roger Moore in the series "The Persuaders". That's when Clovis came on board. Benoît was very keen on working with him…

Eric Altmayer 

Alice Taglioni was virtually the first actor to be cast for the film. We had discovered her in LA BANDE DU DRUGSTORE and she seemed the obvious choice for the part. We didn't know at the time that she was also passionate about planes…

Laurent Brochand 

Then, with Géraldine Pailhas as a young bureaucrat working for the Prime Minister and Philippe Torreton as the head of the secret service, we knew that we had the ideal cast for the intelligent action movie that we had in mind… All we had to do then was make sure that those playing the pilots - Benoît, Clovis and Alice – were given the preparation required to make them credible in their parts…

Major Stéphane Garnier 

As with the screenwriter, I took the main actors to discover the special world of a fighter squadron, mostly at the Orange base. We also spent a lot of time together so that I could share my passion with them. They then discovered military aviation through flight simulators. They were trained on the simulators, just like the fighter pilots in Orange. This allowed them to discover the Mirage 2000. And, above all, the Air Force, gave each one of them the chance to fly in an Alpha Jet! And so they got to know the daily life of a pilot, mission preparation, briefing, execution – the flight itself – and then everything that we do on returning from a mission. They were truly able to make the most of all the work that had been done prior to their arrival.

Everything that had been seen on the simulator was then seen in flight.  And all this work came in useful from the very start of shooting, which began with the scene in a cockpit on an articulated cradle… During the takes, we had a radio hook-up and I would remind them of things that we had seen together on the simulator. I would tell them, "Remember, what you're doing here is something I showed you at such and such a point, etc. You just have to play that out." Afterwards, when the ground scenes were shot in Orange and Djibouti, they had enough information at their disposal to create and perform plausible attitudes or reactions. They got to spend a lot of time with the pilots, notably on the Orange airbase, and this allowed them to seize elements that interested them in order to bring their characters to life…

Eric Altmayer

The exciting thing about this kind of project is that we have to make choices in an unknown field. We had a single reference in the area of action films set in the aviation world: TOP GUN. Since then, many other films have used aerial scenes, some of which are very well done, but they are isolated within the story. We made the decision at an early stage – where both the story and the aerial footage were concerned – to try to do as well, if not better, and in any case to be different. We couldn't simply copy an existing model just to compare ourselves with it.

CAST

CAPTAIN ANTOINE "WALK'N" MARCHELLI

BENOÎT MAGIMEL 

CAPTAIN SÉBASTIEN "FAHRENHEIT" VALLOIS 
CLOVIS CORNILLAC 

MAËLLE COSTE





GÉRALDINE PAILHAS 

CAPTAIN ESTELLE "PITBULL" KASS 


ALICE TAGLIONI 

BERTRAND 






PHILIPPE TORRETON 

"IPOD" 






JEAN-BAPTISTE PUECH 

"STAN" 






CHRISTOPHE REYMOND 

MRS. REDGRAVE 





FIONA CURZON 

COLONEL FARJE 





JEAN-MICHEL TINIVELLI 

GENERAL HARDOUIN 




FRÉDÉRIC VAN DEN DRIESSCHE 

CAPTAIN KLÉBER 





ÉRIC POULAIN 

DE SÈZE 






PIERRE POIROT 

GENERAL BUCHANAN 




PETER HUDSON 

CREDITS

A FILM BY 





GÉRARD PIRÈS 

PRODUCED BY



 
ÉRIC ALTMAYER, NICOLAS ALTMAYER,

LAURENT BROCHAND 

SCREENPLAY 




GILLES MALENÇON 

ADAPTATION AND DIALOGUE


GILLES MALENÇON & GÉRARD PIRÈS 

BASED ON CHARACTERS CREATED BY
 
JEAN-MICHEL CHARLIER 









& ALBERT UDERZO 

ORIGINAL SCORE




CHRIS CORNER 

DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY 


PASCAL LEBÈGUE A.F.C. 

AERIAL FOOTAGE




ÉRIC MAGNAN 

DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY


ÉRIC DUMAGE A.F.C 

FOR THE AERIAL FOOTAGE

TECHNICAL CONSULTANT


 
STÉPHANE GARNIER 

AERONAUTICAL COMMAND

SET DESIGN 





JEAN-PIERRE FOUILLET 

COSTUME DESIGN




CHATTOUNE
CASTING DIRECTOR



NATHALIE CHERON 

SOUND





LUCIEN BALIBAR 

KEN YASUMOTO - SÉLIM AZZAZI 

JEAN-PAUL HURIER - MARC DOISNE 

EDITING 





VÉRONIQUE LANGE 

VISUAL EFFECTS SUPERVISOR 


ÈVE RAMBOZ 

POST-PRODUCTION SUPERVISOR

CYRIL CONTEJEAN 

PRODUCTION MANAGER



PHILIPPE SCHWARTZ 

~END~
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