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IN COMPETITION



SYNOPSIS
Bright, intelligent, passionate and free, Eleanor is Karl 
Marx’s youngest daughter. Among the first women 
to link the themes of feminism and socialism, she 
takes part in the workers’ battles and fights for 
women’s rights and the abolition of child labor. In 
1883 she meets Edward Aveling and her life is 
crushed by their passionate but tragic love story.



ELEANOR MARX 
Born in 1855 in London, Eleanor Marx was interested in politics since she was a child. She dedicated her life 
to the battles for workers and women’s rights while handling the publication of her father’s posthumous 
works.  She translated works of literature and theatre (she was the first to translate into English Flaubert’s 
Madame Bovary and Ibsen’s plays, which she also played in as an actress). Incredibly strong in her political 
convictions and extremely fragile in feelings and emotions, she was defeated by her harmful relationship 
with Edward Aveling, convinced socialist, playwright and actor.

Eleanor’s life outlines many contradictions of modern womanhood and the complexity of women’s 
emancipation process. Along with her comrades, Eleanor was among the first to underline the urgency of 
certain issues: from female subjugation within the family, both bourgeois and working class, to the cruelty 
of child labour. She died in 1898. 



CONTRADICTIONS

Eleanor Marx’s story, with its incongruity between public and 
private life, gives us an insight into the complexity of the human 
soul, revealing the fragility of our illusions and the deadliness of 
certain romantic relationships. Telling Eleanor’s life story is an 
opportunity to discuss topics that are so modern that they can 
still be called revolutionary today, a century and a half later. 

In a moment when the issue of emancipation is more central 
than ever, Eleanor’s life story outlines all its inevitable difficulties 
and contradictions. Contradictions that I believe are extremely 
relevant to try to “capture” many aspects of our times.

OVERVIEW BY 
SUSANNA NICCHIARELLI



OVERTURN THE CLICHES

Since I am deeply convinced of the modernity of this story, I tried to keep a distance from the traditional period film style. My idea 
was to confront the genre of the period film by working on its clichés to overturn them. I wanted to avoid the tone of the positive, 
uplifting emancipation tale, deconstructing instead the profound contradictions of this narrative. 

By doing so, with the help of the musical score, I systematically betrayed the representation of the nineteenth century we are 
used to. I tried to keep a distance, among other things, from the stereotypical image of the nineteenth century poor,  which in 
period films appear often quite fake and reassuring. That is why I kept the proletarian workers in the background, except for in a 
few selected scenes where Eleanor witnesses the tragedy of the poverty and exploitation going on around her. 

Most of these images of poverty showing the appalling life of people in factories at the time are archival photos, and 
therefore based firmly on reality. Sadly of course they represent a tragedy that many people experience today around the world.



A FACE IN THE CROWD

I wanted to make a film of characters, not crowds. Although the 
movie addresses the labour movement, I wanted to keep a 
distance from the mass scenes and the reassuring moralism of 
certain films on similar topics. 

My main film reference was «L’Histoire d’Adèle H.» by François 
Truffaut: a story of faces, obsessions, thoughts, that both in the 
exteriors and the interiors demonstrates the loneliness and 
desolation of the characters. 



THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The photographs of the nineteenth century often influence the choices in the cinematography and costumes of period films. 
However, photographs of the time are extremely misleading. Before having their portrait taken people dressed up as though for 
a rare occasion or ceremony and therefore nothing is more distant from their actual everyday life appearance. Also, the 
colours of the dresses are lost in the black and white or sepia of the photographs. 

To keep a distance from the usual desaturated and monochromatic images, too often used to represent this period, together 
with the cinematographer (Crystel Fournier), the costume designer (Massimo Cantini Parrini) and the production designer 
(Alessandro Vannucci), I decided mainly to use as a reference the impressionist paintings of the time. These paintings are an 
incredibly rich resource for everyday life, for the colours of costumes, accessories and furniture, and also for the hair.  In these 
paintings the women’s hair is worn much more freely than in photos, where it is always set rigidly up. 

Another very inspiring pictorial source of the time were the pre-Raphaelite paintings. Though the characters painted were often 
fictitious, the hair styles and colours tell us a lot about the imagery of the revolutionaries and rebels of the time, as Eleanor and 
her relatives and friends were. From the way Eleanor wore her hair and her clothes, to the lack of jewelry and frills, it is in fact 
evident that her appearance and that of the people she hangs around with were of an unconventional simplicity.



MUSIC

Music was fundamental in contributing to the tone of the film. As 
I always do, I made my musical choices while writing the script, 
choosing to use for certain situations the music of the 
Downtown Boys, a contemporary punk rock band that defines 
itself as Marxist (the name of one of their albums is «Full 
Communism»).  I thought that this transgressive band would 
render the images more powerful, bringing them somehow out 
or above time, and adding also an ironic detachment from the 
most dramatic events. The Downtown Boys have also 
reinterpreted the French L’Internationale. 

On the other hand, in order to comment romantically and 
ironically on the more sentimental parts, I used pieces of classical 
music, mainly by Chopin but also Liszt, reinterpreted with modern 
sounds and arrangements by Gatto Ciliegia contro il Grande 
Freddo, the band I’ve always worked with for the musical scores 
of my films and whose melancholic atmospheres I am 
particularly fond of.

THE INCOHERENCE OF REALITY

As it always happens with real people, characters that have not 
been invented by another human being, those who have really 
lived and died, are never as coherent as fictional characters. In 
my eyes Eleanor embodies the contradictions between reason 
and feeling, body and soul, emotions and control, romanticism 
and positivism, femininity and masculinity. Her contradictions are 
the same as those we find in real life and, as such, they can only 
remain unresolved and irresolvable.

I’ve tried to portray these contradictions in every aspect of this 
film.

- SUSANNA NICCHIARELLI



DIRECTOR’S BIOGRAPHY

Susanna Nicchiarelli was born in Rome in 1975. She has a PhD 
in Philosophy from the Scuola Normale Superiore of Pisa, and in 
2004 she graduated in Film Direction at the Centro Sperimentale 
di Cinematografia. 

After a few shorts and documentaries, she directed in 2009 her 
first film, «Cosmonauta», winner of Controcampo at the Venice 
Film Festival and nominated at the David di Donatello for Best 
First Feature. 

She later directed «Discovery of Dawn» (2012) and «Nico, 1988» 
(2017), Best Film in Orizzonti at the Venice Film Festival, winner of 
many international awards, including 4 David di Donatello. 

DIRECTOR’S FILMOGRAPHY

• Nico, 1988 (2017)

• Per tutta la vita (2014, documentary)

• La scoperta dell’alba (2012)

• Esca Viva (2012, animated short)

• Cosmonauta (2009)

• Sputnik 5 (2009, animated short) 

• L’Ultima Sentinella (2008, documentary) 

• Giovanna Z. una storia d’amore (2005, 
short) 

• Uomini e Zanzare (2004, short) 

• Il Terzo Occhio (2003, documentary) 

• Il linguaggio dell’amore (2002, short) 

• La Madonna nel frigorifero (2002, short) 

• Ca Cri Do Bo (I DIARI DELLA SACHER) (2001) 



ROMOLA GARAI 

Bafta and Golden Globe nominated performer Romola Garai’s extensive 
theatre credits include «The Writer», «Queen Anne», «Measure for Measure», 
«Indian Ink (New York)», «The Village Bike» and «King Lear/The Seagull». Her 
television work includes «The Miniaturist», «Born To Kill», «Mary Bryant», «The 
Hour», «Emma», «Crimson Petal and the Whiteand Daniel Deronda». For film, 
her credits include «Suffragette», «Dominion», «The Last Days on Mars», «One 
Day», «Atonement», «Amazing Grace», «Inside I’m Dancing», «Vanity Fair»,and 
«Nicholas Nickleby» and the forthcoming «Miss Marx». As well as her extensive 
performing credits, Romola is also known for her writing/directing work 
including Sundance Best Short Film nominated «Scrubber», and the soon to be 
released feature film «Amulet» which premiered at Sundance this year.

PATRICK KENNEDY

Patrick Kennedy’s film credits include «Peterloo», «Mr. Holmes», «War Horse», 
«The Last Station», «Me and Orson Welles»,«Atonement», and the upcoming 
«Miss Marx». His television work includes, «Boardwalk Empire», «Black Mirror», 

«Peep Show», «Bleak House» and the upcoming «The Queen’s Gambit». 

He has collaborated with the artist Nathaniel Mellors on several films including 
«The Sophisticated Neanderthal Interview». Patrick recently wrote and directed 

a film version of Jean Cocteau’s «The Human Voice’, starring Rosamund Pike.
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an Italian Belgian co-production VIVO FILM with RAI CINEMA and TARANTULA in co-production with VOO and BE TV with 
the support of EURIMAGES; MIBACT – DG CINEMA E AUDIOVISIVO; CENTRE DU CINÉMA ET DE L’AUDIOVISUEL DE LA 
FÉDÉRATION WALLONIE-BRUXELLES; REGIONE LAZIO – AVVISO PUBBLICO ATTRAZIONE PRODUZIONI CINEMATOGRAFICHE 
(POR FESR LAZIO 2014-2020) and FONDO REGIONALE PER IL CINEMA E L’AUDIOVISIVO; REGIONE PIEMONTE (co-financing 
POR FESR 2014-2020); with the participation of WALLIMAGE (LA WALLONIE) with the support of the TAX SHELTER DU 
GOUVERNEMENT FÉDÉRAL BELGE – CASA KAFKA PICTURES MOVIE TAX SHELTER EMPOWERED BY BELFIUS 
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