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What follows is not a lecture. It is how I feel about some of the aspects of the great love of my life, who was born only a few years before me, and how we grew up together from my early adolescence, growing from a young love at first sight to a great, deep, abiding and admired enchantment for me: the cinema. Movies.


The motion picture is still such a magical and mysterious combination of reality, art, science and the supernatural – as well as a gateway to the nature of Time, and perhaps even the first clue in solving the puzzle of what we’re doing here on this world.


Its importance is very underrated.


Coupled to this is the fact that the speed of development is accelerating at a rate, in terms of mental and physical abilities, our life expectancy can hardly cope with.


Economically, we are trapped manufacturing things that are already out of date; which hints at the thought that practicality, reality and physicality lead us astray and away from truths we aren’t ready for. My belief is that we are a lot closer to some giant changes in understanding the ‘Blake-like’ meaning of life and the time conundrum than we can recognise. The capturing of the shadows of everything and everyone makes time a moveable feast with no beginning, middle and end, as we now know it.  


My thoughts are the ‘bio’ of my life. They are in no form of time or continuity. There is no better lure to help us than the entrapment of the moving image that we can see again and again and even repeat in a different way that can please us more when seen as another aspect of the truth. ‘The Truth? What is that?’ said jesting Pilate . . . and didn’t wait for an answer.


Pilate would have understood the story the actor Richard Johnson once told me.  He and Sir Laurence Olivier were having a drink together between a matinee and an evening performance in Stratford-on-Avon of a Shakespeare play in which they were both performing. They were moaning to each other about a similar crisis they were both experiencing in their private lives when Olivier suddenly said – ‘Oh, enough of this, Richard, it’s getting late. We should really forget this now and get back to the theatre and the “Real World”.’ I know exactly what he means and I hope you and I will meet again in a couple of pages’ time.


If and before we do, I would like to add one more thought for you to take with you. This is not an excuse, but more of a confession. Obviously more than half the chapters are about my feelings and memories of the past and my understanding of the memory of things. Memory has no continuity of time so don’t worry about reading it in any progressive order. 
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I hope the unfolding of my life, hopes and dreams in this way doesn’t have too much of a sense of order (or too little). Perhaps the last chapter ‘The Future’ will help the scattered fragments of connected thoughts. Together with the photographs of the notes I’ve made over the years that are in no particular order on the desk, it may say something of the magic of the captured moving image, that is for me the most magical ability I can think of. It has already, and still does, open doors of revelation which will finally show us the future. The future that in the ‘time conundrum’ has already happened.


The movies have embraced every art form and every way of telling a story, both in fiction and reality – whatever that is. We are now about to enter another era of existence.


Who knows? Maybe future space travellers will simply find the earth inhabited by shadows from what we call our past.
















Beginnings 
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Where was I born? I was born at home. It was in 1928 – 15 August, quite a good day, Napoleon’s birthday, but I like to think Napoleon was born on my birthday. And at quite an apposite name for a place – Circus Road. 31 Circus Road, St John’s Wood, London.


Then everything suddenly went downhill for the family and we moved to Brighton and Hove when I was . . . I must have been about three or four maybe. I went to school there in Hove and then moved up to London at a curious time – 1940, just before the Blitz started! All through the war I went to school in London, until I was seventeen, when I volunteered to go into the forces.


All through my boyhood I’d wanted to go into the Air Force. I wanted to fly. But then the war ended and they weren’t taking any more trainee pilots. They had enough, so I went into the army and joined the Airborne, served my time with the 16th Independent Parachute Brigade.
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Dressed as a hussar for a wedding








When I left the army, it was too late to go to university. At first I got a job in Marylebone Studios. They were opposite the flat I was living in and I kind of knew the son of the owner. It was fascinating. I knew nothing about movies. I knew I liked them, but I had no idea about them at all. I was completely innocent. Today, it’s very difficult for anybody to be completely innocent about the idea of the retained image. But, then, there weren’t any film schools and, of course, there weren’t any sort of ‘media studies’ courses at all as far as film was concerned. It was more like apprenticeships. They drew directors mainly from the theatre. And, certainly in England, theatre was the dramatic medium at the time, not cinema – film was thought rather less of. There was a snobbish attitude in England. The actors were, ‘Yes, I’m doing a film, but I’m expecting to do a play in a month’s time – I just thought it would be amusing to do a film.’ There was a sense that film actors were looked down on. Gradually, England, as well as France, became more film-conscious, though not as much as in America. Curiously enough, Britain has still kept the great tradition of the theatre.


Technically, things are changing so swiftly now that thanks to the computer, young people can make films much more easily; their dealings in the exchange of images with each other is much greater than it ever was before. But when I was young I had no idea how film was put together nor what it did. The very first film I remember – or the very first shot – was in a Laurel and Hardy film. I think it was Babes in Toyland. They were both lying in bed – in the same bed, a double bed. No comment was ever made about that . . . two men in nightshirts lying next to each other in bed – it was great, it was totally accepted then, before ‘political correctness’ happened. Anyway, a feather came down on Ollie’s nose, and he blew it. It was a rather marvellous little effect shot, this feather going up and coming down and landing on the other’s nose. Then it went to one of them – I think it was Stan – who swallowed it and started laughing.


I really liked going to the cinema. I went with my sister. She liked going to the movies, or going to ‘the pictures’ – in England, it wasn’t called ‘the movies’ then. There was a continuous performance, and she used to make me sit through it: ‘Let’s sit through the next showing till it comes round again.’ And we’d sit through it and she’d say, ‘Oh, I loved that scene.’ That must have been about the time I first became seduced by the cinema. My fate was sealed.


My first job was at Marylebone Studios where I made the tea and did general errands – and watched films. They did a lot of films for the Ministry of Information, but they were never shown in the cinemas. Then I moved on to a cutting room run by a friend of the owner of Marylebone Studios, a man called Major De Lane Lea. He’d been in British intelligence in France and he ran a French dubbing studio in Wardour Street called Lingua Synchrome, which became De Lane Lea, which then became quite a famous place for post-production. He’s dead now – tragically committed suicide, for unknown reasons. They worked on films that were already made – mainly dubbing French films into English. I saw a lot of French films, obviously, and was very impressed by a film directed by Marcel Carné – Les Enfants du Paradis. I think it was made in 1945, just at the end of the war. I’d never seen anything like it.


People always ask what film has influenced me – well, everything in life influences you. Somehow we’re all feasting off each other in some way and twisting it to our own devices and intentions, but Les Enfants du Paradis was full of things that constantly enchanted me. The film has many stories – all the characters have different stories and they’re all joined together. All things are connected in life, but we all have our different stories – our friends, our relations, our husbands and wives – and connected with this is the sense of time passing. It’s a form I’ve always been drawn to – the individual and their part in society. You have your own personal story, as well as being connected to someone else’s.


And how close does one get to someone else? It comes down to the question I’ve asked many times: ‘What are you thinking, darling?’ The answer given is nearly always different from what they are really thinking. I think the performances in Puffball are extraordinary for that reason. There are four women, at four different ages – and with four very different attitudes towards sex. The characters all have different reasons for their behaviour, attitudes, hopes and dreams, different reasons for what they want to do. They seem to be part of a family, but the joy of Miranda Richardson’s character at the end of the film is completely unconnected to the other characters’ endings in the story. She’s happy, whereas the husband of Kelly Reilly is not. But each of them have been truthful to their inner souls.


When we were shooting it, people would say to me, ‘I don’t know where we are in the story, Nic. That doesn’t connect with what’s happening to the other characters.’ But it does connect – they’re all the same character, but in a different position. It’s a joint story – a joint story within a shell inhabited by all these different people. They all come to this one location for different reasons. Similarly with Les Enfants du Paradis – three very different individuals who are connected to each other and the society around them.


The odd thing about that – I only realised it much later – is that Marcel Carné entered the film business in 1928, the year I was born. He was born in 1909, on 18 August, and curiously enough, he began as a camera assistant as well. I mean, coincidence is coincidence, but I find these coincidences of film-making rather marvellous.
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The Editola (Courtesy of North West Film Archive


at Manchester Metropolitan University)








Initially, when I went to De Lane Lea, I was just getting the tea and writing down the translations. De Lane Lea had a special system for dubbing, using a machine called an Editola. It looked rather like a big television set. There were two reels of film going through the machine. One went over the picture head and the other went over the sound head. And there was a handle in the middle so that as you turned it, the film could go forwards or backwards – you could shift the speed around, you could slow it down or speed it up. Just seeing a character going forwards and backwards, up and down, expanded my thoughts about what you could do with images. I couldn’t wait to get on the Editola.


I was in a very lowly position, just marking up places on the tape where labials came up – the m’s and b’s and p’s – so that they could then try to fit ‘my’ with ‘moi’ and ‘bag’ with ‘package’. But during lunch hour and after work I’d stay on and ask the chief editor to lace up something on the Editola so I could have a look at it, and she’d always say yes. She was a very nice woman – Gladys Bremson. Running it backwards and forwards fascinated me – life passing and then returning, passing and returning; someone gets shot and then gets back up again. I realised that there was another way of telling stories, of passing on information – not on the page, but through the retention of the image, the moving image. This is such an extraordinary thing. We’re used to it now, but it still excites me because this whole idea of connecting film with our minds is still unexplored. In the novel you can write ‘he thought’, as in ‘“My God, what a beautiful pair of legs she has,” he thought.’ In a film it’s called a flashback – but it comes from the book form. The only difference being in a movie it is ‘said’ with an image and in a book it is ‘said’ with a word. But in film we can play with images and the retention of the image in an extraordinary way. In life we have a clash of realities that is quite magnificent: as I’m dictating to the camera now, I’m also looking out of the window and thinking, and then remembering when that tree outside was a little tree, when it was planted, which in turn prompts other thoughts. One can do that with film (I must stop calling it ‘film’. My grandchildren won’t even know what the word means and it will take too long to explain it.) in a way that you can’t really do with anything else. You can’t put it as effectively on the page; you can’t capture it in any other way. Film has nothing to do with the theatre because the theatre is driven by language – but film is not driven by language, it’s driven by image.


I remember my father coming back from the cinema after seeing Citizen Kane, saying, ‘What was all that business about the sledge?’ It was another form of telling a story, one that is different from the literary form. A boy looks at a sledge, he sees ‘Rosebud’ – what the hell is ‘Rosebud’? It was completely baffling to people, but nowadays it’s so clear that you probably wouldn’t even have that shot. I’m happy that movies have such a long life because people can be confounded at first by what they see, especially if it goes against the conventions of the time – and the studio.


So I’d get on the Editola and run the tape back and forth, changing things, making movies for myself, like with this game Heavy Rain, where you can remake the movie for yourself. So the Editola was like a PlayStation 3 for me. And, most crucially, I was beginning to think of film as another form of storytelling. In Walkabout there’s a scene where the boy sees two Australian hunters come by and he doesn’t want to be seen by them, so he hides behind a bush. He watches as they take their rifles and shoot a wild creature. The boy sees it collapse. And when we were editing that scene, I remember thinking back to the time I was playing around with the Editola, when I was able to make the action go forwards and backwards. I also remembered that there was a scene in Cocteau’s Beauty and the Beast where the image suddenly spools backwards and the beast suddenly comes back to life. So in Walkabout I had the animal that had just been shot come back to life again. But when I made the film, this sort of thing was considered ‘tricksy’. People didn’t think you could, or should, use film in that way – as a way of reflecting what was in a character’s mind. The boy didn’t want the animal to die, so in his head he made him come alive again – and I could show what was going on in his mind by having it stand up again.


At the time people thought I was crazy, but as time has passed people have recognised it as a way of showing what’s going on in the imagination. There’s not a right way of doing something and a wrong way. There’s a right way – and another way. So let’s take a chance on the other way.


So, I was working at De Lane Lea, going up and down Wardour Street, getting sandwiches for the editor, having discussions in the pub with this new kind of society – people who were involved with films who became friends, mates. Then I went to France with De Lane Lea because he wanted to shoot a documentary. It was in the south, by the Pyrenees, near the border with Spain. It was semi-holiday, semi-work. He wanted to get some shots of border guards. What was fascinating was that I’d never seen a movie camera before. Of course I’d seen them, but never this close, working on location. I basically just carried the camera around. When we got back, he was going through all sorts of troubles, which led to his suicide. Gladys Bremson’s husband had just started the ACT – the film technician’s union – and they had a little two-page journal which came out monthly. It told you what was happening in the industry, and there was an advertisement for a job at the MGM studios in Borehamwood for clapper loaders. So I went over to the studio and was interviewed by Freddie Young, the brilliant head cameraman under contract to MGM, and he said, ‘Can you start on Monday?’ So on Monday morning I found myself in the loading room right next to the sound stage learning how to load a film magazine in the dark. I didn’t think I wanted to be a cameraman. It was more a case of, ‘So that’s how they make films.’ I just drifted into it. I never really transferred from one department to another; I just knew I wanted to make films. I had a line in Eureka: ‘You fell into life, Claude,’ the girl says in the film. I think that is so true . . . I think I fell into life too.
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As a focus puller (first assistant cameraman) to the right of the camera, shooting Joan Collins and James Kenney in Cosh Boy with Lewis Gilbert to my left








 In those days, getting a job at a studio was like getting a job in a factory – they’d advertise the jobs. If people went into movies to get work on the camera, they’d go up to the studio and see the chief cameraman or the chief loader and get a job in the loading room. So a whole new chapter in learning the trade began. It’s from the trade that the art grew. Take the Raphael paintings, which were often done by his apprentices, some of whom went on to become great artists themselves, while others remained great tradesmen – you know, ‘He’s wonderful with cloaks.’ I really valued my apprenticeship: in order to change things, to go against the conventions imposed by the studio, you have to know how to do it in the first place, you have to know what the conventions of the time are.
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Greer Garson in The Miniver Story








The studio where I got the job was the London branch of the big MGM outfit in Los Angeles, so it was a major film studio – another existence altogether different from anything I had experienced before. It was the first time I saw huge sets being built, a whole different world being created for the camera. It was magical. Studio work is very exciting because it’s a matched reality – it isn’t as straightforward as going out to shoot in the actual place.


It was also the first time I saw actors at work. I worked on The Miniver Story – a sequel to Mrs Miniver – and watched Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon. I thought, ‘There’s something strange going on here.’ They were completely different from the British actors. Gradually, I did other movies and realised the difference was because the American actors were working from a tradition of film. They hadn’t been to drama school. I think Clark Gable had worked on oil wells. I did a little bit with Gable on a Delmer Daves film called Never Let Me Go, and he was very nervous, especially if he had to say lines – He would say, ‘I’m not going to talk.’ I noticed American actors would always give lines away to the British actors. In a scene a girl would come into the room, and in the script the character played by the American star would say, ‘Oh hello, how are you? Glad to meet you.’ And if there was an English actor – let’s say Charles Kingsland or someone like that – then the American actor would say, ‘Don’t you think it would be better if Charles said “Hello” to her, and “Come in,” and then “Sit down,” and I just watch her and she looks at me and I look back at her? I think Charles would say the line so much better than me.’ Of course, the English actor would be flattered: ‘You think so? OK, I’ll say it: Oh, do come in and sit down.’ Of course, Charles didn’t realise that when it comes to the cutting room, his line – ‘Come in and sit down’ – will be off-screen, and on-screen Clark Gable will be looking at the girl as she comes in, and she’ll be looking at him, while Charles’s voice is being heard off-screen. It’ll be about the reactions. That’s completely different from the theatre, where you can’t help looking at the person who’s speaking. Great screen acting is more often reacting than performing.


What they call ‘Pinteresque’ pauses are really from film-making. They used to play excerpts from films on the radio, and there’d be long gaps between the words: a character would say ‘Hello’, then get up and go to the other room to make some tea – gap, gap – while the other person occupies himself by looking through books on a shelf – gap, gap. In the film, they’d cut to the title of the book as the other character is making the tea. ‘Do you want anything?’ says the character making the tea. The other character continues looking through the book: ‘What? No.’ So there are big gaps that couldn’t exist on the stage because you wouldn’t be able to cut away to what the man’s reading.


The theatre has a completely different structure from cinema – even today. The tradition of the theatre, which is a splendid tradition, has nothing to do with movies. Just by watching and serving my apprenticeship I realised how huge this difference was. In film the audience is picked up and taken outside to look at something in the street, as I see it through my window, and then they’re brought back in – the images drive the plot, the images drive the action. Words cover up a lot of embarrassment, truths, inner thoughts, all kinds of things – but the cinema works in a completely different way. Our stories move forward much more on a lateral than a linear fashion. Time goes by, while the story is broadening or shrinking.


 An extraordinary thing happened to me at that time – it was in a restaurant called ‘La Caprice’ – I was there with my sister and brother-in-law and I went down to the gents at some point during the dinner – I was an assistant or maybe a camera operator by then; it was the early fifties. I had a quick pee and then was washing my hands – and standing next to me was Jacob Epstein! I couldn’t believe it, I loved his work – the strength and power of it, the fury of life in it. He was well thought of, but I don’t think he’s ever been really recognised as the genius he was. 


I was in a state of shock. I didn’t know what to do; I looked at him and he was sort of mumbling to himself, and I said, ‘I just love your work.’ And he said, ‘Oh, good’ – or something like that. I found a piece of paper and said, ‘Would you sign this for me?’ and he said, ‘What! Have I no privacy anywhere!’ He went into a tirade – the toilet was downstairs and I went back upstairs – and I hadn’t realised he was dining at a table a little further along. Epstein was cutting between the tables, saying, ‘Why do I have to have this young man asking me in the lavatory to sign something? Can I have no peace or privacy?’ 


My sister, Nicolette, said, ‘What on earth did you do down there?’ I said, ‘I asked him for his signature.’ She said, ‘Oh, Christ!’ He was sitting with two young women – I think one of them was his daughter – and he pointed at me: ‘He’s the one.’ And the waiter came over and said, ‘I think you ought to go now,’ and I said, ‘I haven’t had my dinner.’ Then the waiter came back and said, ‘I think he’s too crazed to calm down,’ and we went home. 


A couple of days later I was telling the story to a friend of mine called Kevin Kavanagh and we were laughing about it and I said perhaps there is a right way and a wrong way of behaving – manners maketh the man. I knew, in some way, that I’d been stupid. I think Epstein had just been knighted, so I wrote a little fable about a squire at a jousting tournament – he’s the squire to a knight and he asks the knight for one of the favours worn by one of the ladies sitting in the royal box , and the knight says, ‘I can’t do that for you now, but after the match I could. Come and talk to me about it then, because it would be very bad of me to ask for it now.’ It was just a little story illustrating that there’s a right way and a wrong way of doing everything, in terms of behaviour and manners. You can’t be blunt or rude – you affect people’s hopes and dreams. We wrote out the story . . . put it in an envelope . . . found out where Epstein lived and Kevin and I drove down there and popped it through his door. I signed it: From the Page Boy in the Tent Flap of the Caprice. We just laughed about it and went and had a drink. I still adored his work – his Jacob and the Angel is just fantastic. 


The strangest thing of all was that a couple of years later he died, and I was in Marylebone, taking some clothes to the cleaners, and there was a big buzz outside the shop – police cars and motorcycles went by – and I went to the door of the cleaners and said, ‘What’s happening?’ and they said, ‘Oh, it’s Epstein’s funeral’ and, just at that moment, his coffin went by me in the hearse – I was stunned – and as it passed I waved goodbye to him. I thought, ‘How strange that I should be right here at this moment.’ 


Then, some years later, I was telling the story as a sort of joke at a cocktail party and I was talking to this man, who turned out to be a psychiatrist and he said, ‘Well, I’ll be damned, that story tells me a lot of things.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ It turned out that Epstein was a patient or a friend of his and he said, ‘He had a complete change of attitude a few years ago, he was less gruff. I can see now that you must have prompted that change.’


I thought: ‘That’s an extraordinary thing’ – my fandom had turned into something quite useful. I had helped Jacob Epstein to be a nicer man! 


 I think all fan letters to anyone who has a public image – however well known or important – are really quite affecting. They usually come from complete strangers or people one has bumped into by chance at a reception or even stood next to in an elevator. I have had them – good and bad – of course, not in the numbers that actors or more publicly known figures get. However, they nearly always prompt a feeling in me of being obliged to answer them – although I’m not sure that those who send them really expect a reply. 


Obviously, there is something of the critic about them and one should never respond to critics. But my brush with the great Jacob Epstein only serves to show that I’ve been a fan myself and perhaps it’s not always wise to respond to strangers – but I still think he was brilliant. 


I was a camera operator on a movie called Tarzan’s Greatest Adventure. The producer was quite an amusing guy, and I said to him, ‘The title’s a superlative! You won’t be able to make any more afterwards!’ Tarzan’s Disappointing Adventure would have to be the next one. But it was a lot of fun. Tarzan was played by Gordon Scott. He was a terrifically nice man and really very, very bright – an awfully nice guy. One thing was quite funny: we were shooting in Kenya, and Tarzan had to run through the jungle. As he couldn’t wear plimsoles or little shoes, they made ‘feet’ for him – they were like tight stockings made of rubber. They looked like his feet from the bottom just up to his ankles, and they blended in and had artificial hair on them so he could run in the jungle, jumping on trees and swinging and landing on the ground – they were padded underneath. We were shooting out in the bush somewhere outside Nairobi. Some of the local people had never seen films – certainly not films being made with actors – and they were fascinated. Of course, they could run through the jungle without shoes just like anyone who was used to it – I know I could run without shoes over the stones on the beach when I was a young boy in Brighton – so the locals, watching the filming, not realising or knowing anything about shoes that looked like bare feet, had accepted that someone was running in the jungle without shoes. Anyway, we did a couple of shots, and they were watching and laughing and trying to chat to Gordon, and he said, ‘Oh God, I’ve got to have a break.’ He sat down in his chair, lifted his leg and started taking his feet off! And they looked at him as he tore these feet off – and they ran away! ‘Aaah!’ They thought he’d been terribly hurt – it was fantastic and understandable. That’s the magic of the movies. Now, of course, he wouldn’t be running in reality at all; he’d be doing it on the stage against a blue screen, and they’d put it on with CGI and goodness knows what. He wouldn’t have to have artificial feet with the wardrobe department boasting, ‘We’ve got a good idea: we can make these rubber shoes that’ll look like feet.’ (Actually, thinking about it, it probably is still a good idea – maybe.)


Time went by. Movies were marching on and commercials were coming in and television and goodness knows what, but right at the beginning of that I’d started to light film as director of photography – though it was called ‘cameraman’ then.
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