
Review by Jenny Kermode, Eye For Film:
    Cambodia in the late 1940s. The land is divided up by French officials and given to colonial families to supervise. 
Villagers may continue to work there yet have no right of ownership. A climate of unrest is gradually developing, 
paralleled by the awkward restlessness of the colonial families, many of which cannot afford to live anywhere else. 
Our story follows a widow who is struggling to keep her farm going after salt water floods her rice crops. She's no 
pushover, working hard to organise the building of a new sea wall, but in the meantime her personal life is crumbling, 
her children getting ready to leave the nest, and her health is failing. How long can she or any of those like her hold 
back the tide of history?
    With its bullying officials and vicious enforcers, this may seem a familiar critique of colonialism, but it's given added 
bite by the fact it's semi-autobiographical, drawing on author Marguerite Duras's childhood experiences. The 
interesting thing about Duras's autobiography is that she revisited it several times in different novels, each time 
viewing it from a different angle and making it look very different. Here the tone isn't sympathetic to anybody (except 
perhaps the villagers), and Panh's distanced handling of the story enables many of those complex, contested 
interpretations to be visible within just this one film.
    As the widow, Isabelle Huppert takes the delicacy and grace that made her a star and reinvents it as wastedness, 
as brutalisation, her skinny frame bearing bruised and mottled skin, her eyes permanently in shadow. She's cruel, 
exploitative, prone to fits of anger, yet we see something of the despair that has occasioned this, and also of the 
positive relationship she has with the locals who clearly prefer her 
to other would-be masters. Contributing foreign knowledge of 
matters like medicine and engineering, she actually has something 
to trade for their labour. Not so her main rival, the duplicitous Mr 
Jo (Randal Douc), a wealthy Chinese man who aspires to be just 
like the white people even if they will never truly accept him. He's 
happy to exploit the locals, yet he too has a vulnerable side, which 
we see through his desperate wooing of the widow's daughter 
Suzanne (Astrid Berges-Frisbey). Rounding out the group is son 
Joseph (Gaspard Ulliel), frustrated and struggling to assert his 
masculine identity, gradually discovering that he, like his sister, 
can benefit from being an object of desire. 
    The Sea Wall is rambling as stories like this tend to be. It has 
some vivid moments but there are long stretches when nothing 
much seems to happen (perhaps a necessary means of conjuring up the colonial malaise). Throughout there is a 
powerful sense of place and of the alien relationship our heroine still has with a land where she has lived for many 
years. It's impossible to view this community without thinking of what would come after: the Khmer Rouge, the killing 
fields. It's rather like spending two hours looking at a bomb, wondering when it will go off, though we never see the 
explosion (and Duras's book was written before it came).

From a review in Little White Lies: 
    Widely praised after its world premiere at the Toronto International Film Festival, The Sea Wall marks Cambodian 

filmmaker Rithy Panh’s latest historical contextualisation of the Khmer Rouge: the genocidal 
regime that so profoundly impacted his native Cambodia in the 1970s. This time around the 
French-schooled director explores the origins of his people’s ordeals from a more formal, 
perhaps even restrained perspective. Working from the 1950 novel by the French writer-
cum-filmmaker Marguerite Duras, Panh’s richly layered drama is a pseudo-biographical 
account of young love and illicit sexual desire set against the stark political upheaval that 
would come to define 1930s French Indochina and go on to impact Panh’s childhood and, 
subsequently, career.
    Isabelle Huppert stars as the intriguingly complex La Mère (a thinly veiled portrait of 
Duras’ own mother); a frail woman whose livelihood is threatened when the sea wall 
surrounding her Cambodian farmland collapses. Impassioned by a sense of desperation, she 
sets about begging and bartering with local banks for salvation, before turning her own 
daughter, Suzanne (Astrid Berges-Frisbey), into something of a prostituted pawn. Untoward 
relationships place a millstone over the family, and while tensions mount, the mother’s 

conscience begins to take its toll on her physical condition…               

Further reading:
There is a good article by Florence Jacobowitz in The Free Library (which we cannot reproduce for copyright reasons) 
on http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Un+barrage+contre+le+Pacifique/The+Sea+Wall-a0194486562
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