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In BIOPIC or Charles Geneviève Louis Auguste André Timothée, elements gleaned from accounts of a 
celebrated eighteenth-century transgender diplomat and spy for Louis XV form the stepping-off point for 
a lushly imaged meditation on the patriarchal prison house of language, and the possibility of slipping 
between the bars. Madison Bycroft’s first feature film refracts the historical figure of the Chevalière 
d’Éon across three characters: Charlie, Lu and Andrea. D’Éon – to whom the film’s epigraph attributes 
the aphorism ‘what is true is sometimes not plausible’ – was a notoriously unreliable narrator of memoirs 
and epistles, and sets the tone for Bycroft, who quickly leaves behind traditional notions of history in 
favour of storytelling, allegory and hallucination. Visual excess disturbs any grasping towards singular 
understandings, and a fabric of fable weaves itself across juxtaposed images and interludes that bleed 
into each other’s provisional realities.

A figure appears on the balcony of a château’s imposing façade, master of all surveyed with a knowing 
sweep of the eyeglass, signaling both authority in imposing the rules and pleasure in disciplining any 
vagrancy. This is Louis, the name of the father, identified with the Estate, the kingdom and also the 
universalizing scientific enterprise of Enlightenment Europe, as we have seen in the preceding opening 
sequence involving botanical specimens and taxonomy. The garden surveyed is an expression of order 
imposed, trees and bushes cut into military drills of topiaries snapped to attention. Below, Charlie, Lu and 
Andrea skitter across the pebbled skirting of the domain’s enclosed and disciplined nature into the house 
and, in so doing, enter through its architecture the symbolic order of culture and language, the framing 
mechanisms of home, nation, identity, history. 

In the father’s house, Charlie, Lu and Andrea ‘rehearse’ in step, the three coming together in a mirror’s 
reflection, figuring dimensions of apparent similarity and potential difference. They clean, guard the 
estate and are schooled in the Latin names of plants, in table manners and self-discipline, without 
which, as Louis reminds them, ‘convention will spit on you.’ He exhorts them to fully realise their 
‘rooted’ condition, serving for dinner root vegetables and sea urchins that ‘survive because they attach 
themselves with their teeth to something architectural.’ His instruction in how to eat urchin is like a high 
school anatomy class – ‘cut with vigour.’ Charlie, Lu and Andrea also play, dress up, blow bubbles. They 
make mistakes, push back a little in passive resistance to the disciplining of minds and bodies. Amongst 
themselves they merge and then differentiate, multiple and willfully unreliable; perhaps like spies their 
mission is to pass as the same and their destiny is to double-cross. 

Bycroft comments:

These structures can also be found framing the performances of self in everyday life, where 
staging has a relationship to surveillance, state-sanctioned visibility and what performances are 
‘acceptable’. Deadpan performance, for example, might be a form of resistance that refuses to 
comply with what is acceptable. Excessive theatricality, on the other hand, can not only be used 
for pleasure but also as a mirroring tool, reflecting performances that might have become so-called 
naturalised to the point of invisibility. Masculinity might be a good example of this. (1)
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The film presents itself as a biopic and then strikes this through while also maintaining the cancelled 
title. Six first names immediately follow, evoking multiple identities and possibilities for the film as for 
their original holder D’Éon. What if the Chevalière were a pretext for an exploration of how identity is 
constructed and constricted through language, and of the possibility of finding fugitive supplements to 
this symbolic regime, wormholes and wetlands? The impulse around the figure of D’Éon quickly broadens 
to a reflection on personhood beyond identity, slipping out from under language and labels:

I make murky the ‘true story of Chevalière d’Éon’, to touch on the edges of – but not ‘reveal’ – a 
character that is, in their own right, not stable or graspable within positivist identity categories. 
I want the ‘representation’ of d’Éon to reflect in itself the process and (im)possibility of 
representation. As such, abstraction, exscription and misrecognition (where the house, or Estate, 
offers the normative coordinates by which recognition might normally function) are all explored as 
poetic devices in biographic storytelling. 

Throughout the film, we see the protagonist(s) gradually develop an unbelonging to the home, and 
a becoming to a ‘something else’ – a loss and a gain happen simultaneously. Louis says, ‘An insipid 
toxicity is afoot, it leaks from the gaping holes of your crooked and unfit faces. Like the sour blood 
long purged of this isle.’ For most of the film, the protagonist(s) is held up, constrained, restricted by 
the structures of the ‘home’. These structures are represented in an unsettling, surreal way by the 
house itself, but also by the figure of the father. (1)

Le nom-du-père, or ‘the name of the father’, is an expression used by Jacques Lacan from the 1950s 
onwards, a religious allusion and play on words between ‘no’ and ‘name’ – homophones in French – to 
refer to a moral and legal structure associated with a symbolic father (who prohibits or says no) and to the 
foundation of how language works as a string of signifiers (or names) defined through their differences. 
Identity is conferred when human subjects are brought into language and culture through names and 
categories relating notably to gender, cultural origin, sexuality, wealth and employment. ‘There are no new 
names,’ says one of the members of the Royal Taxonomical Society (made up of botanists, naturalists, 
taxonomists, mycologists, ornithologists and originally called the Royal Society for Improving Natural 
Knowledge) who arrive for an inspection part-way through the film, clad from head to toe in opulent 
red. Louis – who we first saw making notes on Australian plants and inscribing knowledge for science, 
handmaiden of the colonial enterprise under the sign of progress – wishes to earn a ‘new name’. He 
believes he has chanced upon a new plant species of the xanthorrhoea family that is as yet unnamed and 
that he says seems to want to move of its own accord. But his visitors frown upon him, stating that ‘there 
is nothing new in the world’, that everything is named, located and fixed or ‘rooted’, adding that hybrids 
are mere individuals with no nomenclatural status.
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The eruption into Charlie’s dreams and then daytime hallucinations of three birds – a flamingo, a kestrel 
and a hoopoe – signals the possibility of other coordinates, lines of flight from rigid naming systems 
and disciplining architectures. Winged messengers of the unexpressed, they burst forth in a disorder of 
feathery finery and boisterous babbling. In the Director’s Statement for the production of the film, Bycroft 
speaks of the birds as auspicious signs or guides, and points to the etymology of the term ‘auspices’ 
from the Latin auspicium, meaning ‘divination by observing the flight of birds’. With costumes, makeup 
and editing like a New Romantic video clip, the birds whoop and strut, and eventually show the way to a 
passage leading to the basement of the house where a sequestered reading group will take place with 
Marguerite (Duras). Our triumvirate of figures reads a passage from Simone Weil on the need to unroot 
oneself and not be ‘myself’ or ‘ourselves’: 

We must take the feeling of being at home into exile. We must be rooted in the absence of a place. (2)

Another passage from Adrienne Rich describes a bumblebee caught inside:

It is looking for what it needs, just as I am, and, like me, it has gotten trapped in a place where it 
cannot fulfill its own life. I could open the jar of honey on the kitchen counter, and perhaps it would 
take honey from that jar; but its life process, its work, its mode of being cannot be fulfilled inside this 
house. (3)

Marguerite tells them of the possibility of an exit and the existence of books for departure down 
below. Charlie, Lu and Andrea do not look back – they slide out of the frame of the house and into wet 
landscapes of the psyche, surprised and quietly observant. They canoe and walk across rocks, their 
openness and unknowing giving them a sense of infinite possibility and multiplicity, of moving beyond 
categories that reduce towards readings and experiences that open up the undecidable. Charlie looks at 
the ocean and says, ‘Perhaps I will try this as a name – Blue.’ 

Notes

(1) Madison Bycroft, ‘Director’s Statement’, unpublished.

(2) Simone Weil, ‘Decreation’ in Gravity and Grace (1947).

(3) Adrienne Rich, ‘Notes towards a politics of location’ in Blood, Bread and Poetry (1984). Alongside texts by Léonora Miano and Vir-
ginia Woolf, Rich’s essay was selected in discussion with Bycroft by the actors playing Charlie, Lu and Andrea as literature that they 
felt would help them to leave the house.
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Madison BYCROFT 
BIOPIC or Charles Geneviève Louis Auguste André Timothée, 2021 
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