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Introduction





Why ‘Naked Cinema’?


Audiences enter the world of a film through its complex surfaces and structures, whether they are elaborate or minimal, realistic or fantastic. But invariably it is the human in the frame who guides us through the labyrinth of feeling and visual information; it is because of him or her that we want to know what happens next. The intimate, powerful relationship between audience and actor may feel natural, but it is a construction, the end result of many working processes. This book attempts to strip away the mystique and look at how we come to feel we know actors intimately and what it is that they and the director have to do to arrive at an apparently seamless and effortless result that feels ‘true’.


Believing that transparency – a willingness to reveal what you know – not only strengthens your own practice but also, curiously, evokes further mysteries beyond language, is what lies behind the title of this book. Just as actors themselves often feel emotionally naked in front of the camera – and know that this is necessary – this book aims for a similar state of openness. I will begin by revealing my own hand; some parts of the story that led me to become a director.


I grew up loving actors and acting. My grandmother had studied singing in the 1920s, then worked in variety in Charlot’s Revue in London’s West End before becoming a more ‘serious’ actress (she used the term proudly), playing ingénue parts in productions such as The Ghost Train. She stopped when she gave birth to my mother at the relatively late age – for that period – of thirty-three. As a child I was entranced by her stories of life in the theatre and often played with the black metal box of greasepaints which she had kept intact since her years on the boards. It was the gleam in her eye when she recounted the camaraderie, the thrill of stage fright, the feat of memory she had achieved when she was asked to step into a lead role only three days before opening night – and managed to be word-perfect – that entranced me. It wasn’t just the buzz and glitter she evoked, the late smoky nights in Soho after a show, the fans at the stage door (including her own beau, who became my grandfather). It was also the look in her eye that suggested she had touched something mysterious and essential: a sense of purpose, a wicked irreverence for what was considered proper in pursuit of what she felt to be true.
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Beatrice Fox – ‘Hunny’








She remained an entertainer throughout her life, but her stage was limited to the home, where she shone: laughing, telling stories, creating domestic beauty, but above all caring for others. She served, with a sense of duty and out of love, but for me she was a queen. I wished I had seen her on the stage. I would have led a standing ovation. Hunny, my Hunny! For that was the name I knew her by. Her stage name was Beatrice Fox, but the name Hunny evoked sweetness, bees, the good creatures who make all life possible.


My mother too dreamed of a life on stage, but her ambition was to be a singer. She gave birth to me when she was still a teenager, swiftly followed by my brother Nic, and was only able to study professionally when she reached her thirties. She aimed at opera, but a short-lived career touring the provinces singing in the chorus of an ice-skating show deflated her longings. She became a devoted music teacher and continued singing, passionately, in amateur opera troupes. Nic and I were often in the heartbreakingly sparse audience, witnessing the love and vigour, the energy and desire that amateurs demonstrate, doggedly, in pursuit of excellence.


Nic became a rock musician at sixteen, and was backing Chuck Berry on bass guitar at the Albert Hall by the time he was eighteen. And my father, though his métier was design and the properties of wood – some of my earliest memories are of playing in the sawdust in his workshop while he worked, humming happily, late into the night – loved music, especially Beethoven. He would conduct to recordings as if the phrasing of the orchestra was in his hands. Years later I watched as he came alive when he stood up to address a crowded hall of students, lecturing on modernism. It wasn’t just the excitement of the ideas that ignited his passion, it was the thrill of being watched, being heard, and being able to deliver. I saw the circuit of energy between performer and audience in which the speaker articulates, for himself and for those listening, ideas and experiences that had somehow previously remained vague, a dull outline. I was once again witnessing a form of theatrical presence, the occupying of an ancient space, an arena.


When we were tiny, I coerced my brother into participating in shows performed in our bedroom. Our bunk beds were the stage, a blanket used as a curtain. My mother and perhaps a lodger or two were the audience. At primary school I wrote plays and bossed around an often bewildered, but willing group of ten-year-old participants. And then at fourteen I was lent an 8mm camera and put the viewfinder to my eye. Framing the world – in black and white – made my heart beat faster and clarified my sense of purpose, without my consciously knowing for a moment what that was. But I announced to a largely cynical and uninterested world that I was going to be a film director.


The road to this intoxicatingly thrilling and powerful place would prove to be more arduous and full of obstacles and deviations than I could ever have imagined. I left school at sixteen to prove I could honour my ambition, joined the London Film-makers’ Co-operative (there was no film school at the time that accepted undergraduates), devoured hour upon hour of films from Warhol to Eisenstein, and, by and large, taught myself the rudiments of shooting and editing on out-of-date 16mm film stock in the ramshackle but extremely lively ‘Arts Laboratory’, a collectively run, idealistic endeavour. The results – the no-budget school of film-making – were abstract, anti-narrative and very short. But unlike many of the ‘structuralist’ film-makers in the co-op (whose passion, borrowing heavily from linguistic theory, was decoding the ‘language’ of cinema), my efforts always involved looking at people. I wanted to see the human face, the human body, illuminate the frame.


A foundation year at St Martin’s School of Art taught me how to look – really look – in hour upon hour of life drawing. I joined a ‘happenings’ group. We performed on the London Underground and called it ‘guerrilla theatre’. A few more years of washing up and chopping carrots in the steamy infernos of restaurant kitchens to earn money whilst painstakingly labouring at my ‘underground’ cinematic works (including several ‘expanded cinema’ events, which consisted of live action simultaneous with projected footage), led me circuitously to spend a year studying dance and choreography at The Place in London. Friends and family were puzzled. Dance? What did that have to do with cinema, with my stated ambitions? Nothing, on the surface, but a great deal underneath. It was attending class, day-in day-out, in whatever I ‘felt’ like doing, that taught me self-discipline. It was the collaborative endeavours of dancers working together in the rehearsal studio that taught me about the evolution of form in a process shared with others. And it was the crafting of my relationship as a choreographer with dancers that began to teach me how to direct performers. How to use their unique qualities. How to search for their genius. I stayed on at The Place for another couple of fruitful, physically demanding years.
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With Jacky Lansley in Limited Dance Company, 1974








The decade that followed began with forming a dance company (‘Limited Dance Company’, co-directed with Jacky Lansley and so-called because it featured a limited amount of dance) and then morphed rapidly into a series of collaborations and solo shows in the world of performance art. These were sometimes played out in small theatres and art galleries, but above all in public spaces. We explored ‘real-time’ in slowly unfolding events or performance marathons and ‘real-space’ by putting on shows in swimming pools, ice rinks, squatted houses, abandoned warehouses, all of which became our arena. In cinematic terms, we were working ‘on location’.





[image: ]

Berlin, 1976
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Death and the Maiden, 1975








The audiences were enthusiastic but the spaces and places were inherently limited to one self-selecting type of crowd. Watching Patti Smith play live in Central Park to a huge, mixed audience, one hot summer afternoon in New York, on a stop-over in the middle of a performing and teaching tour of US art colleges, sparked in me a burning desire to occupy a larger stage.


I joined a music group, drawing on my mixed bag of skills as a performer, and embarked on several years of touring in Europe playing the festival circuit. This was an all-female group of improvising musicians – known as FIG – playing in heavyweight jazz festivals in France and Germany and in Communist Party festas across Italy. We occasionally shared the bill with such luminaries as Miles Davis and Chet Baker, but were musical anarchists and political renegades in the context of such virtuosos. I was by far the least skilled, musically, in this group and, later, in mixed ensembles, but developed a nice line in improvised lyrics – a kind of wild, deconstructed rap. Looking out at a sea of faces, feeling the power and attention of an enormous crowd, taught me more about timing, projection and presence – let alone stage fright – than any academic course could ever have provided.
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FIG on tour, 1981








I called all these experiences cumulatively an immersion in ‘avant-garde show business’, because whilst the musical and theatrical forms we explored were far out on the edge, always pushing against convention, the audiences were sometimes huge and their expectations of being entertained were palpable. We simply had to deliver.


By the time I was back in London at the end of my twenties, having moved house multiple times, from squat to squat – a penniless and merciless way of keeping a roof over my head, for my line of work certainly did not pay – my performance collaborator Rose English and I had landed in a Georgian house in Bloomsbury that had previously been occupied by junkies for years. We barricaded ourselves in the house one freezing Christmas, cleaned the syringes out of the stinking lavatories, lit the fires, and assessed the situation. I decided to try again to do what I really wanted to do: make films. I would do it with what I had – nothing but raw experience – and where I was: an abandoned building that had once housed a sweatshop in the attic. This is where I filmed Thriller (1979) – a long (by my standards) short film that mashed up opera (La Bohème) film noir (Psycho) and linguistic philosophy (Marcuse, Lacan, etc.), initially for no budget at all. The four performers were Rose English and three ex-dancers from The Place. I edited the resulting material through the nights in borrowed cutting rooms and the film was finally shown at the Edinburgh Film Festival. Its surprising success led me to venture into my first feature film, The Gold Diggers (1983), co-written with Rose English and Lindsay Cooper, the composer. And since then, by and large, film-making, my first love, has been where I have continued to work.
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Colette Laffont in Thriller








Along the way, restlessly seeking a deeper understanding of the invisible worlds within, I studied meditation and peer counselling. These practices helped me understand the inner lives of others, the suffering and mental chaos, the longings, the inherent beauty in each individual and the hidden dramas in every human life. Essential information for a writer/director and useful tools for relating to actors and understanding their vulnerability.


This leapfrog through my autobiographical back-story – the rag-bag mixture of the autodidact – is by way of providing a context for all that follows in this book. My education as a film director has been an intensely practical one. I have had no formal training in any aspect of the craft of cinema. Any ideas I have developed about working practice – my own and with a variety of performers – have evolved out of hands-on experience. They are conclusions drawn – often painfully – from some very public mistakes. I have also learnt, however, that the word ‘mistake’ is not necessarily pejorative. It’s another word for risk-taking, which can lead to some very exciting discoveries.


So why write a book about working with actors?


It all started quite modestly as written responses to questions in a forum on my website. This was in the relatively early days of Internet traffic (before Facebook, Twitter, etc.) and it seemed at the time that I was the only film director who opened herself to direct dialogue on a website with the random self-selecting individuals who posted their questions. The traffic intensified, as did the debates. By and large the questions initially came from film students, screenwriters and a few directors (both aspiring and those with more experience), and from actors – all of whom expressed a need for a deeper understanding of each other’s work. As the net widened, the threads were joined – no less enthusiastically – by a broader group. I gradually developed the idea for the book during so-called ‘master-classes’ and repeated Q&A sessions following screenings of my films around the world, when I discovered that there are many people, working in a variety of professions, who are simply curious to know: just exactly what does a film director do with actors? What does the work consist of? How do you get them to do what you want? The confusion is a little wider than that: many people don’t know what film directors do at all, either on set or at any other point in the long and varied processes involved in making a film. Even the editor of a respected film magazine was quoted as saying that once there’s a shot list (literally, the list of shots you hope to achieve that day), the director doesn’t really have to do anything else; the film somehow ‘makes itself’. I wonder if he was ever on a film set?


Nevertheless, it is an understandable confusion. Making a film is a collaborative process, involving a great many people (look at the average end credits and start counting), each of whose work is crucial, yet the director is often seen as the ‘author’ of the film, even when he or she hasn’t written the script. This authorship takes the form of decisions. Many, many decisions. The director works through the work of others, making choices, guiding and shaping the result at every moment; details of design, costume, location, camera and performance: every aspect of cinematic language, and these multiple choices then add up to a whole, a directed vision. The degree to which these choices are conscious and consistent is the degree to which the director has a coherent ‘voice’.


For many people, however, this work remains confusingly invisible. They see the end result – the seamless consequence of the director’s choices – but above all they see the actors. Almost everything else – sound, camerawork, design and music – is absorbed subliminally. As a director you learn about this phenomenon by the questions people ask once the film is complete. In my case, the first question film fans – and many journalists – often ask is: ‘What was it like working with x?’ (Whoever the ‘star’ was in the film they’ve just seen). More detailed questions about other aspects of the craft will come from those closer to the medium, but the fascination remains similar: a need to penetrate this mysterious working relationship, to find out what really goes on behind the scenes. And above all a longing to know – really know – the actor, and how it is that he or she has come to feel like an intimate friend.


How is this apparent intimacy between actor and audience achieved? Much of the answer lies in the actor’s ability to be truly present at the moment of shooting; to arrive in the here and now at the word ‘action’. The best actors achieve a sort of emotional transparency that invites an audience into the unfolding experience. But other clues lie in how the actor’s work is supported and shaped by those behind the camera and in particular, the subtle alchemy of the relationship with the director. The influence of this relationship applies at every level of film-making, from the lowest budget to the enormous studio machine.


Not every part of this book will appear at first sight to apply to film-makers working – as I started out – on a shoestring. Some of the chapters in this book refer to members of a crew (hair and make-up artists, designers and so on) that a low-budget film-maker may not be able to afford. However, whether you are working with a crew of hundreds or doing it with a few friends, the same issues will apply. As soon as you point a camera at someone they become a performer. Even in a documentary, people tend to start performing ‘being themselves’. And how the director relates to the performance, mirrors it, shapes it, edits it or just watches it, will profoundly influence the result. The more that this director/performer relationship can be refined, clarified and strengthened, the more precisely the final film will be able to be shaped, in subtle and dramatic ways.


Strange as it may seem, I have learnt that many film directors are afraid of actors. Afraid of their power, afraid they might not be able to get what they want from them, afraid they won’t gain their respect, afraid the actor will ‘act up’. They may even, on occasion, refer to the actors as ‘cattle’ or ‘soft props’. This all stems from ignorance of the actor’s process and his or her deeper needs: needs that must be met in order to deliver a performance.


At the beginning of my full-time working life as a film director, following the decade in my twenties of choreography, music and performance art, I was obsessed by the visual, structural and conceptual aspects of cinema. I rejected conventional ideas of character and narrative. Despite having already experienced many fruitful and intense collaborations, I did not fully understand just how much time and energy – psychic, physical, mental and emotional – you have to invest in your relationship with an actor on film in order for it to work. You need to have respect for the actor’s process and precise knowledge about what it consists of in order for your writing or your directing to come alive.


So what are the significant differences between acting for the cinema and other modes of performance? Performance artists often think of themselves as an image, or living object: the catalyst of an event, rather than a ‘character’. Performance is seen as ‘doing’ – an activity that is being watched in real time rather than a part being played in imaginary time and space. In fact theatricality is sometimes sneered at and the idea of ‘acting’ can be seen as another word for pretence. Performance – when it is seen as art – is intensely visual and is often conceptual rather than representational.
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Performing in Berlin on ice, 1976








Dancers also work in the sphere of the abstract – shaping movement through time and space in relation to both sound and silence – though, paradoxically, through a form of total physicality. Dance is a mercurial, top-to-toe, bone-and-muscle art-form. Musicians occupy the most metaphysical performance zone of all, in which a skilful relationship with an instrument is developed in the service of pure sound. The body of the musician is, in some sense, intentionally invisible, however interesting he or she may be to watch. For all of these artists working in the medium of performance, narrative is secondary and ‘realism’ is irrelevant. For these art-forms occupy their own reality and work to illuminate the here and now, evoking mysterious, ephemeral and non-verbal levels of existence rather than telling stories or pretending to be somewhere, someone, or something else.


Many aspects of these related disciplines apply to cinema as well. However, whilst cinematic ‘truth’ is not necessarily wedded to naturalism, feature films – and therefore also film actors – almost invariably work with story, character and authenticity of performance; something that needs to look, sound and feel ‘real’ on its own terms. Suspension of disbelief, acceptance of the imaginary as actual, and the transposition of the actor into the body and ‘self’ of another in a film builds on the history of storytelling, a reflection of (and means of reflecting on) what seems to be real. Despite increasing globalisation, this ‘reality’ is of course culturally specific and is linked to the visual and dramatic codes audiences in different countries find familiar and comprehensible. Bollywood musicals and Nordic minimalism, whilst being different facets of a cinematic prism, nevertheless rest on different assumptions about what is entertaining and meaningful for their respective audiences. But all films seem to aim at the same feeling of connectedness with the experiences unfolding on screen, as portrayed by actors.


To understand what it takes for the actor to occupy this space of connection – and potentially, what can help make him or her become an extraordinarily powerful presence on screen – a director has to become more observant than a detective. You have to learn to be more flexible and adaptable than you thought possible. You have to accept that you will make mistakes, to feel sometimes like a servant and at others like a tyrant. Mystifying the process – or your own role – will not help. But putting your focused attention on this aspect of your work, which is part technical, part personal, and often invisible (even to the actor), will open doors in ways you never thought possible. It is an area of the director’s work that is difficult to learn except by doing it; and yet it is a complex bundle of skills that, once identified, can be endlessly refined.


This book does not attempt to examine other directors’ ways of working with actors. It has no scholarly pretensions, no footnotes or references. I have limited its scope to my own direct experience. I learnt how to work with actors – following my work with dancers, performance artists and musicians – by trial and error, eventually including experience of acting on film myself in The Tango Lesson (1997). My past experiences as a choreographer, directing opera and working with musicians on stage and in recording studios have all helped. But I have learned that working with actors on film is a unique discipline.


From my first experience of pointing an 8mm camera at a face when I was fourteen years old, through multiple experiences with ‘unknowns’ and well-known actors until the present day, I continue to be entranced by actors, by the working process we share, and by the metaphysics of representation in such a physical medium. Cinema exists in time. Though it is constructed with great care and precision, it is not an object. You can’t hold it or touch it. It must be projected through light. It eventually becomes a highly crafted and distilled experience, designed to capture and illuminate a moment, or series of moments. And these moments of heightened experience are mostly embodied by the actors.


What you record on film (or digitally), however, is not necessarily what you see with the naked eye while you are shooting. The lens is more precise, ruthlessly microscopic, unforgiving. It can also hide, camouflage, distort. It reads light but doesn’t always record experience. By the time the recorded image is embedded in the finished film it will have undergone an extraordinary number of changes. Changes in structure, cuts in scenes or sequences and also the choice of takes can tilt the whole film violently in one direction or another. Even by cutting in or out a microsecond earlier or later, a performance can be radically altered. In the later stages of the work on the image, skin tone can be changed in the grading suite; a glint in the eye exaggerated. The director is in control of all these changes, but can’t edit or refine material that is not there. He or she can only work with the performance the actor has delivered.


Learning how to ‘read’ what the camera is seeing and recording, rather than just what you ‘feel’ experientially at the moment of shooting, comes from experience. Watching something that seemed extraordinary at the time but looks flat on screen, or the converse, something that felt small or banal but looks fascinating, is a great teacher. Through a process of observation of what happens when you attempt to transfer theatrical excitement – the thrill of the ‘live’ event – onto the screen, I have learned about the crucial differences between live performance and acting for the camera. Theatre and cinema are closely related, but the demands on the actor and what the camera will ‘read’ are very different. Navigating these shifts and discovering how to recognise and solve the inevitable problems that arise during the speed and intensity of the working process has taught me about the necessity of a flexible, individual approach to actors. There are no rules that apply to everyone. I have become deeply suspicious of any ‘method’ that attempts to be universally applicable.


Working under the extreme pressure of a shoot, often exhausted, and knowing that what you do will be there for ever (or for as long as celluloid or digital information turns out to last), brings with it a heightened awareness (or panic); also a need for speedy reactions and quick results, both for actors and directors. As a film director you learn to look for what works, and may not even have time to figure out why.


This book will, I hope, bring some clarity to the process. What I describe – the lessons learnt from my experience on films with budgets both (fairly) big and non-existent or very small – may or may not work for every film-maker, and may not apply to every actor. Experienced actors and directors may well feel I am stating the obvious. This book is certainly not intended to prescribe a way of working. At best it may serve as a tool to sharpen awareness and improve what you do, however you want to do it, whether you are working in film, or in a parallel medium, and whether you agree with me or, on the contrary, clarify your own views by arguing with mine. For ultimately, this is a book that examines different facets of working practice, and – vitally – of working relationships, covering some of the practical tools of the trade as well as the finer points of working psychology in what is a profoundly social medium.


I have structured the chapters in chronological order, following the sequence in which a film is made. They cover the various processes involved in the period known as ‘pre-production’, then the shoot and finally post-production and beyond. However, the only process covered in any depth is performance; looked at mostly from the director’s point of view, but with an attempt to describe and understand the actor’s as well. The director’s work on the script, cinematography, design, music, sound mix and all the other vital, massively varied and detailed aspects that go to make up this mongrel medium (any of which can often easily preoccupy directors to the exclusion of any detailed work with the actors) are not described in this book, except inasmuch as they impact on the work with the actors.


As I wrote, I found I was often addressing some invisible individual: possibly an aspiring director, searching for clues about how to do better work – or how to work at all. I gradually realised that I might also be addressing my younger self, sharing information that I craved at the time but could only find out by having a go, blindly. I also discovered, while writing, that I was finding out what I really thought about what I was doing, more or less intuitively, in the hurly-burly of my film-making in more recent years. As film shoots get shorter one has to work faster and there is less and less time for reflection. The act of trying to write it all down, simply and clearly, began to clarify what was achieved largely by just getting on with it. I’m still trying to sort out whether I agree with myself, as many of these chapters do not really provide answers but rather ask ongoing questions. But this aspect of the writing process – who I am talking to – explains the tone of address throughout.


A word about audiences. A film needs to be watched. It still exists, in some platonic sense, if it languishes on a shelf or in a digital file without an audience. But it is only when it is seen that it fulfils its purpose. Making a film is like having one half of an imaginary conversation. The act of receiving, experiencing and digesting it is the other half. When you make a film, striving day after day for months or, more usually, years, you live with a hope that it will land, one day, in other people’s consciousness, in a way consistent with your intentions. Only when you watch it for the first time with an audience do you begin to sense if you have succeeded. And if you keep your ears open you will hear the audience talk about … the actors. They are your ambassadors, your messengers, your gatekeepers. You need them and you need to understand them. But they also need you. You create the arena in which they can work, you invite them in to it, and the end result is in your hands. It’s a profoundly interdependent relationship.


I have at times heard directors and actors express fear and dismay at the prospect of revealing their secret processes. The fear is that by breaking the mystique, something delicate, mysterious and instinctive will be destroyed. I have my superstitions too, but I would argue that clarity makes us more robust. In attempting to find accurate words to describe and honour the process, nothing will be lost. Mystification of working practice reduces it to private ownership, or perhaps an inherent gift, rather than something that can be learned. Sharing information makes us all stronger. If you believe, as I do, that learning is an infinite process – that you never ‘arrive’ – and that even instinct can be consciously refined, then the attempt to elucidate working practice can only help everyone get better at it.


Nevertheless, at every stage of writing this, I have had feelings of doubt and trepidation. In particular, I puzzled over how to give concrete examples of what I was talking about, by referring to experiences with particular actors. Whenever I tried to, it felt like a betrayal of trust. There is something extraordinarily private in the relationships I have forged with each of the actors I have worked with. It is a point of principle for me to never gossip about any of them. Whilst I am happy to praise them, I never offer salacious anecdotes or ‘revelations’. I have included some examples of working practice with individuals where I felt it was necessary to be more specific, but eventually I decided the best strategy to overcome this deliberate obstacle of confidentiality would be to interview some of the actors I have worked with, to draw them out and let them use their own words to talk about the process as they see it. In this way no confidentiality would be broken, and there would also be a variety of points of view that would bring to life some of the concepts I explore. I interviewed the actors after I had finished writing most of the following chapters. Some of what they have to say echoes my own conclusions. Sometimes their views contradict my own. So much of the working process is a question of perception. And our work is so grounded in relationship, the sheer magic of collaboration, that dialogue really is everything.


So in that spirit I offer up what I have learned so far, alone and together with my beloved actors, and hope it will be useful.



















Part One


Preparation
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1


Embodiment (the actor’s work)





Actors are what most people ‘see’ in a film. Audiences don’t look at the camera-work, the sets, the lighting, the design, the structure of the story – any of the multiple cinematic choices that the writer, the director and his or her team have laboured over – with anything resembling the same amount of attention they give to the actor. This is a testimony to the inherent power of the actor’s trade. When an actor seems fully to occupy the screen it becomes very close to the experience of having intimate access to someone you love. Many people even experience the actors as the authors of the film – as somehow having created their own characters, or written what they say. (Sometimes, of course, they have.) The better the script – more generally thought of as the real ‘authorship’ – and the clearer and more powerful the direction (directors too are seen as ‘auteurs’, at least in the European tradition), the more likely an audience is to have the experience of watching something ‘real’ unfold in present time. But it depends on the actors’ ability to be fully ‘there’ at the moment of shooting; fully occupying the cinematic space and inviting us in to join them.


On screen, whatever else is going on, the human being will always dominate the field of vision. The human face is invariably the focal point, the zone of emotional identification, an endless source of fascination. When projected on a big screen the sheer scale of the image may take us back to a primal, infantile relationship with the looming faces of those whose love and care we depended on as babies. We merge, seamlessly, with these adored beings; experientially we take them inside us and we become them. Or perhaps the fascination is just an appetite to know more about our own species; an intense form of curiosity. The magnetic appeal of the human face applies across the whole cinematic spectrum, from every independent low-budget work of fiction to the biggest blockbuster. Even the most elaborate special effects cannot compete, in the end, with something that directly touches the experience of the viewer. The emotional (and intellectual) connectedness that most of us long for in a film, as in life, usually comes via the face, body and voice of another human being, in this case the actor.


It is in this sense that the actor embodies the writer’s work and the director’s vision. He or she ‘carries’ the film with his or her physical presence. However adventurous the cinematography and whatever the director may do later in the cutting room and in post-production, with music, colour grading and sound effects – or any of the other subtle ways it is possible to help a performance – the material has to have been offered up by the actor in the first place. Without that, there is nothing. So for a director, understanding how to work with actors is, in many ways, the most important, delicate and powerful skill he or she must develop. And this skill must be developed amidst a maelstrom of activity. You have to do your most subtle work and be most eagerly attentive when you feel pulled in a thousand different directions by an army of people. As director you may well be exhausted before you even begin the shoot, as pre-production work is equally demanding and will have been going on for months, often after years of struggle in what is known as ‘development hell’ – the long, arduous battle to get a film financed. Once the shoot begins, the juggernaut of the film-making machine keeps relentlessly moving forward. There is little or no time for contemplation. You work fast, using your instinct. So the key to keeping on track is preparation. And this vitally necessary, meticulous preparatory process – the research and development of a clear vision of how the film will look and sound – becomes your armoury in the battle to do good work.


The preparation for your work with the actors really begins with the script, long before you meet the cast or even know who they will be. If you are a writer/director you will have laboured for months or years, refining images, characters, story and structure. You will have worked and reworked every scene, developing tension and contradiction, distilling the narrative to its essential elements, and writing the dialogue. A common misconception is that a script largely consists of what people say. Whilst this is true of most plays, cinema is a profoundly visual medium. Every image in a film script is described and evoked, as well as every action and the environments in which it will all take place. The screenwriter invents – or finds – a world. The screenwriter who understands actors also develops an architecture of the unsaid. What people may be feeling and thinking but not saying – the inner contradictions – needs to be mapped out. This is as important as the words that are spoken, if not more so, for the depth and complexity of the final film.


Once the script is ‘there’, and the search for financing and the wheels of the production machine start to turn, the director shifts his or her attention to the crucial question of casting. This is a thrilling and often terrifying moment, for the abstract vision is about to become real. Your film, which has only existed in your mind or on the page – whether paper or electronic – is about to have a body.
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Quentin Crisp as Queen Elizabeth I in Orlando
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Casting (crossing the magic line)





Here, and throughout this book, I am assuming that the choice of cast (and all other ‘creative’ decisions) ultimately rests with the director. This assumption is based on the largely European tradition of director-driven film-making, because that is the process I know at first hand. In the United States many films are producer-driven, at least in the first instance. This means, in practice, that the producers may initiate the original idea, option a book, commission the script, attach some lead actors, and then hire a director. This way of working sets up a drastically different dynamic between the director and the actors, and of course shifts the sense of authorship of the film as a whole from the director to a producer or production company. Both methods have validity and have historically produced great results. But the choice of cast – including surprising choices – sets a tone, a direction, from the outset, that has ramifications throughout the entire ensuing process. For many directors, therefore (as in my own case), control of casting is absolutely key.


There’s a good reason why the first question many people ask about a film is, ‘Who’s in it?’ If you accept that a film will often stand or fall on the quality of the actors’ performances, then casting can be seen as the single most important set of decisions you make as a director. Not only the actors’ skill, but also the relationship that you are able to build with them and the clarity with which you are able to communicate, are the factors that will determine the extent to which the script and your directing is going to come to life on the screen.


The actor becomes the carrier of all your hopes and has to replace the abstract ideal you will have carried in your mind for months or years. The actor’s face and body is always going to be different in practice from the one you imagined when you were writing (if you are a writer/director), or the fantasy you had as a director when you first read someone else’s script – unless of course you already knew who you wanted and ended up with them. Even then, at the definitive moment of casting you are crossing the magic line – from a platonic ideal, to complex human reality. I have heard some directors describe this as the beginning of a long series of inevitable compromises, or even disappointments, for nothing can ever live up to the perfect fantasy. My own experience, on the contrary, is that casting can be an ecstatic moment of transformation from the abstract to the concrete, from a thought or a hope to a real person. Your imagination finds its human form in a mysterious and thrilling moment of transition.


But if it is so crucial, how do you learn to choose the right actor? How do you know when you have met the one you need? Part of the answer – the conscious, methodical part of the process – lies in careful, extensive research into the actor’s previous work. The other part lies in knowing how to identify your instinct – and listen to it – even when you don’t consciously understand why, for example, you’re feeling trepidation at a safe, obvious choice or excitement about a risky one. Perhaps a role resonates perfectly with an actor’s physicality or with their own personal or professional history (the so-called ‘baggage’ they bring to a part), but nevertheless you feel something is missing. Or, when you meet, an actor may seem to offer him- or herself to the working process with a quality of generosity that is inspiring and invigorating, even if he or she doesn’t seem like a perfect ‘fit’ with the role.


The casting director


Turning the long imagining of your dream cast into a reality takes time and a lot of research, during which a director’s best ally is a good casting director (if you can afford one, of course). The work of a casting director is a source of mystification to most people outside the film industry. What he or she does, essentially, is recommend a variety of possible actors for each role, based on the script and on discussions with the director and producer. Some directors (and producers) already know who they want for certain roles – or think they do – but a casting director may come up with a surprisingly different suggestion that works better. He or she may initiate a hunt for unknown actors and will organise auditions, based on a wide, detailed knowledge of a huge number of actors. He or she will also be a sounding board for the director, a co-conspirator in the often lengthy process they will share; a source of solidarity in moments of disappointment, and inspiration in moments of uncertainty. The process begins in pre-production and may even continue into the shoot. Organising a shooting schedule that works for everyone in the cast – each of whom may have multiple other commitments – is a complex art-form in its own right, and sometimes actors are lost in the process. Last-minute juggling and emergency casting rethinks are familiar experiences for most directors.


The relationship with a casting director can be intensely creative. It is the place where both of you can be caustically honest, airing your doubts before you commit yourselves to an irrevocable decision. It is, by definition therefore, a private discussion. In my own experience (working mostly with London-based casting director Irene Lamb and with Heidi Levitt in Los Angeles), many long conversations are had, many DVDs are viewed, long days of auditions are sweated through. Lists are written and discarded, revised and revisited. We brainstorm again and again, we lay out images of actors in different combinations, to get a feeling of a possible ensemble, the effect of one presence on another. It is a collaborative process but the final choice must ultimately be the director’s. No decision is taken lightly, whether over the lead roles or the so-called minor parts. I am even a fanatic about extras and will study photos of faces for crowds.


Rather in the way that all football fans are highly opinionated about the formation of the ideal team, everyone (including audiences) seems to have an opinion about casting. And this process begins early in the development of a film. People will read a script and think they can ‘see’ someone in a role. Producers or financiers often want the faces that they think will ‘sell’, for obvious and understandable reasons. Even a low-budget film costs money and is a substantial investment with uncertain returns. The film does not yet exist except in the imagination of its makers. No one knows how it will turn out. Known faces appear to anchor this imaginary world in some kind of reality or to offer a guarantee of success. This may lead to an absurdly narrow ‘A’ list, with other actors insultingly labelled as ‘B’ or ‘C’ categories. This view of reliable ‘marquee’ names has taken a battering in recent years, as a big name does not necessarily guarantee big box office. But the myth of the equation – stars equal success – lingers on. It is possible to miscast for these kinds of strategic financial reasons, or over-cast (big names in small roles which can unbalance a film). The best casting decisions feel both surprising and inevitable, as if no other actor could play the role.


Once you have finally arrived at the ideal choice, the actor will be sent the script, or part of it. Then – if the actor is interested – there is an audition or face-to-face meeting. You talk, and feel each other out. And then you agonise, alone or with the casting director and maybe the producers. Eventually you take the plunge. Once you have offered an actor the part, then you are responsible for that choice and must move forward with certainty and commitment, so it is vital to dispel in advance any doubts you may have. But the decision-making process can be fraught with anxiety, for so much is riding on it. The bare bones of the procedures involved don’t begin to describe the intensity of making the choices.


Instinct


In the end the decision to offer a role to an actor is often intuitive. As a way of identifying my own instinct, I have learnt to trust my gut. When I meet the right actor, something starts to flutter in that part of my body. Indeed, often my body seems to know before I can rationalise why. Intuition or instinct is perhaps a very rapid form of thought, happening faster than you can hear yourself think in words. It can be confusing, because sometimes fear or excitement feels very similar to instinct. But genuine instinct doesn’t seem to be really an emotional state, though it may bring feelings with it. More often it is a sober but speedy state of non-analytical clarity.
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Tilda Swinton during preparation for Orlando








Sometimes a long decision-making process about casting is irrelevant. As a writer/director, you may think you know who you want to work with even before you write a word of a screenplay (I wrote Orlando (1992) with Tilda Swinton in my mind’s eye, for example). Or perhaps the script is nearly finished and you suddenly remember a person you have seen in a film or a play, or met at a party. Their image or presence has stayed with you for years before you get to work with them. In that sense, from the actor’s point of view, a warm or interesting encounter is never wasted, even if at the time it does not seem to lead anywhere. These initial casting ideas – the images of who you think you want whilst you are writing – are worth pursuing, vigorously. But they are also worth throwing away. Perhaps they served their purpose during the long, arduous development of an idea but are no longer relevant.


But what happens if you are sure, instinctively, about an actor, offer the role, and he or she then turns it down? I have found it best not to try to persuade an actor to take a part, though it’s very tempting to go after them in hot pursuit. How can they not see it’s perfect for them? The universe starts to feel out of balance when your passionate certainty is met with indifference or rejection. But the most useful philosophical approach is to assume that if they don’t want to do it, then it probably isn’t right, for them or for you. It is certainly more constructive to assume there will be somebody else who is better or more appropriate. If you take this attitude, not only do you avoid bitter disappointment, but the hunt for the right person becomes like a hunt for buried treasure.


Casting famous actors


Casting famous actors brings its own demands: on the budget, on everyone’s expectations, and on your working practice. Despite the pervasive and ever-growing influence of the Internet – now the biggest source of consumption of the moving image – and the rapid development of excellent writing and performance for television (once considered the poor cousin of movie-making), cinema remains an enduring and monumental form. It is still widely perceived as the biggest arena of the imagination in which to discover – and also to remember – who we are and why we’re here.


This power is partly due to the sheer size of the projected image. Experientially we sit in the dark, we enter the world of light and are enveloped by it. The actors who work in this arena are projected onto the screen, project themselves into a huge cultural space and are projected onto, emotionally, by a mass audience. These familiar, haunting and powerful two-way projections in this dense, distilled form often have real value, humanly and aesthetically. The dim, vague outline of experience becomes sharp. A film can feel like an awakening from the torpor of everyday life. But this is not the same as the false, glittering value to which cinema and famous actors are so often elevated. The cult of celebrity and worship of fame is a distortion of cinematic power and a measure of most people’s feelings of invisibility. It is also a consequence of the audience’s imaginary intimacy with ‘stars’.


As the ‘face’ of cinema, well-known actors have to deal with the stresses of celebrity as well as enjoying its privileges. They can be taken off-course by its excesses. With fame comes power, of a sort, but also certain kinds of human loss. People become inauthentic around those who are famous. Interactions become stilted or invasive. People project their hopes and fears, their desires and their resentments onto the famous face. They feel they know the person they have gazed at on the big screen, for hours at a time, in the darkness, safety and anonymity of the cinema. These projections (the pun is significant) can take extreme forms: worship or hatred; adulation or envy; or a mixture of both. Any form of projection is unstable and has little to do with the real person. Audiences will confuse the role with the actor, or the way they look with who they inherently are. Actors themselves can become confused about their true identity and their intrinsic value as human beings.


All this means that the actor develops both a need for ‘real’ relationships and an acute sense of inauthentic, exaggerated, or needy interactions. The director may be just as subject to fantasies and projections about the famous actor as anyone else. This will be an impediment in developing a relationship. So decoding fame, understanding its complexities, and being responsible for your own weird behaviour around someone famous is an essential part of your task.


It doesn’t help to start throwing your weight around as a director to prove how unimpressed you are. Nor does it help to be cringingly humble and reverential. I have fallen into both traps at times and they don’t go anywhere useful. It is important to reach past your own projections onto the individual actor, beware of being inappropriately intimate (feeling you know the person better than you do), and remember to concentrate on what you are there to do, which is to make something bigger than both of you: the film.


‘Oscar-winning’ actors may be useful and impressive to financiers but these forms of recognition are not necessarily important for the director. What really counts is that you respect your actors, have genuine admiration for their work and are not over-impressed by their celebrity or their awards. Without this attitude you won’t be able to do your best work – and neither will they.


If you approach a very well-known actor to play a part, it will most often be with a definite offer. It is rare to find a ‘star’ who is prepared to audition, either formally or in the disguised setting of a ‘meeting’. (On the other hand, some actors might well want to audition you.) American actors are sometimes more open, modest and matter-of-fact than British or European actors about the audition process. It is not seen as a humiliating test but rather an opportunity to try something out that might be interesting. (Elle Fanning, Christina Hendricks and Alessandro Nivola all generously auditioned for Ginger & Rosa (2012), for example, even though they are all distinguished, experienced actors.)


The quality of your initial encounters with actors will give you a preview of how the work might unfold. I have only once ignored the painful reality of a difficult first meeting, to my cost, hoping the dynamic might change ‘later’. Actors tend to show themselves to you right away – perhaps everyone does – and it is wise to take note. As a director, your ability to inspire confidence in any initial encounter, even if you are less experienced than the actor, is crucial. And however famous the actor is, it is you – and you alone – who will be responsible for the film as a whole, so you need to keep your head, trust your gut and honour your role, even if you don’t feel up to it. You and the actor may both secretly be feeling fraudulent, in any case, and undeserving. These are just feelings, though they have their place. A healthy distrust of fame and of your own authority means you are reaching towards authenticity in your relationship, right from the start.


Later, on set, you will need to remember that, in addition to all your other time-consuming and demanding directorial responsibilities, you must have something to give to the actor, even when he or she is very well known, older than you, or much more experienced than you are. Your gift to them may not come in the form of directorial ‘instructions’ but by creating a space in which they can work freely, or by daring to be an accurate mirror for them. Sometimes you just need to get out of the way, stand back and admire. But nevertheless you cannot ‘abandon’ experienced actors and expect them to do it all, just because they can already do it so well. With care and courage a director may, at any level of experience, be able to help a great actor discover something new and become even greater.
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Auditions (what really happens)





Auditions are the standard way of meeting a variety of actors for smaller parts, and are often the only way to discover new people for lead roles too. Auditions are a difficult process and a peculiarly artificial way to meet people. It takes care and artfulness to run them. The actor can feel humiliated by a process in which most of those turning up will be turned down. He or she may feel judged by unclear standards, unsure whether to push him- or herself forward; whether to try and resemble the part being cast, or, on the contrary, to hold back and ‘be himself’. (As every actor knows, though, what we mean by ‘self’ can be changeable and subject to multiple influences: ultimately, the idea of ‘self’ is an illusion. For this reason, incidentally, the instruction ‘just be yourself’ is worse than useless as a direction at any moment in the working process.)


The director and casting director, meanwhile, are themselves often feeling anxious in the audition room, well aware of the discomfort of the actor, trying to be compassionate human beings and yet also having to be ruthless in pursuit of the right choice for the part. And although auditions are inherently an unstable experience, they are often an eerily accurate guide to any future working relationship. There are always clues in the quality of interaction. So, from the director’s point of view, it is a process that demands alertness and focus. You don’t want to miss any quality in the actor. You are searching, passionately, with curiosity and optimism. Many factors can make an audition seem to ‘work’ and suddenly feel worthwhile, rather than an agonising slog. It is always a relief when an actor has a sense of humour, is willing to do anything you ask without false ‘pride’ and is aware of the job the director is trying to do. That way you feel, ‘There is no resistance here: I can work with this person.’ Anything seems possible.


But there has to be the right fit for the role as well – or the right look, or age and so on – and these factors may mean an actor is turned down for the part, despite he or she clearly being excellent in every way. One hopes that an actor will not take rejection personally. A meeting is never wasted. One remembers a face, a warm encounter, an intelligent exchange. I have often called people back for something else, another time, another film. From the actor’s point of view, therefore, it may be helpful to think of an audition as a useful way of saying hello. It can also be approached as a meditation: an exercise in being fully present and open to every suggestion. By being generous with his or her energies in this way the actor can use the audition to learn something new about his or her limits and how to move past them to discover hidden abilities. With this attitude, whatever the outcome, there will have been something of value in the experience.
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Elle Fanning auditioning for Ginger & Rosa








Many actors worry about how to behave at auditions and place a lot of emphasis on doing and speaking. It is often more effective to take attention away from ‘doingness’ … i.e. stop worrying about ‘performance’ and put your attention on relating to the other people in the room. In this way the actor will come into the present and ‘be’. This sense of ‘presence’ is, in any case, the apparently mysterious quality most directors are looking for on film. The director and casting director can help with this by trying to put the actor at ease, but sometimes everyone just has to accept the tension in the room and attempt to look past it.


The director may be so preoccupied with trying to visualise a series of actors, one after another, in a role they have imagined for so long, that a state of anxious torpor starts to pervade the room. This is partly because, in reality, the director often knows within seconds of an actor walking into the room whether or not he or she is right for a role. There is already enough information to make an intuitive decision. Out of politeness and human decency the director then attempts to have a conversation to draw the actor out. First impressions are not always right. But a kind of animal instinct takes over during the process. It’s not just the look, or tone of voice. It’s a kind of energetic emanation that you become aware of: multiple small signals that tell you whether this might work or not. And you have to trust this instinct, for later on, in the shoot, it will become your most important asset.
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Money (and other exchanges)





Once the casting choices have been made in principle, the producers start to work on the deals with the actors’ agents. At this point, the distorting demon of money starts to come into play, too. Money is a live issue at every stage of film-making. Films are expensive to make – often extremely expensive. They are high-risk enterprises and no one knows if they will succeed financially. If an actor is well-known the financiers hope that this will guarantee some box-office success, which puts enormous pressure on the actor and can also correspondingly greatly unbalance the fee structure of the cast and crew. In fact, the economic exchanges in a film, including wildly varying levels of payment to individuals, are often a deeply distorted reflection of their true value, just as the economic success or failure of the finished film is not necessarily a true measure of its inherent value, aesthetically, politically, cinematically or humanly.


Once the film is financed, the producers may control the budget and payments, but are usually constantly monitored by the financiers. Cinema is an art-form that has to be run like a business. But the end product is volatile and the structures of power and control are complex. Though the producers may employ the actors, technically, the director (at least in the European tradition), is also effectively the actor’s employer, by virtue of choosing him or her, even though he or she does not control their payment and may not even know what it is. (I deliberately keep myself uninformed about actors’ fees.) This contradictory balance of power remains even if, ironically, the actor is paid a great deal more for a few weeks’ work than the director is paid for a year: it can lead to some complicated underlying dynamics.


The correct, creative allocation of the money in the budget to ensure the vision of the film is realised in its entirety and to its fullest potential – or sometimes just to scrape by and make it at all – is a huge part of the producers’ work. A good producer is a vigorously creative and adaptable force in the evolution of a film. But in certain instances, at the low-budget end of the spectrum, directors may need to convince actors to work with them when they can’t pay them very much, or even anything at all. This can feel extremely awkward.


Within the film industry as a whole (as within most industries) there is an exchange of cash for labour. If you can give people money for their time, they will give their time to you. A wage or fee enables them to live their lives in the way that they need to do. On the surface it is a very simple equation (though who ultimately profits from this exchange in an industry that aims to make a profit is another question, a bigger one than can be addressed here). Nevertheless, if you can give actors reasonable money for their time then, at least in that basic sense, you don’t have to ask yourself how to convince them to surrender themselves to what may well be an extremely demanding experience. But sometimes, despite the best combined efforts of you and your producers, there is still little or no money available to pay anyone. You are then in the low- or no-budget zone of film-making, increasingly familiar to anyone starting out, or indeed anyone wanting to take what are perceived as risks in a self-confessedly ‘risk-averse’ industry.


As a consequence, the reality of many independent film-makers’ existence is that you often have to ask favours of people. (I have done it many times over.) In these instances you have to think of it as an exchange, asking yourself what you can give to a person that will make it worth them giving their time and energy to you. For example, if you are asking actors to work for free for a day, what can you give back to help them feel valued rather than exploited? Perhaps you can give them roles of a kind they’ve never had before, or at the very least an interesting working experience. You can make them feel involved in the development of a script, a respected collaborator. Or perhaps you can look at them in a way that they have never been looked at before, giving them a quality of attention as an actor they may always have wanted but never received. In these circumstances they won’t care (so much) that you can’t pay them, because they’ve been given experiences that are, ultimately, more valuable to them than money. I have found that most people would rather work for nothing on an interesting idea than get paid to work on rubbish. But actors have to eat and pay the rent. You can’t be greedy with their energy or make unrealistic demands. You have to earn the trust of actors (and of other collaborators) by respecting their time. It is rare to be able to ask somebody to work with you full-time for a year for no pay, for example. Part-time, maybe, if the desire and motivation is there. But as a rule you have to be sensitive to certain limits.


Whatever the nature of the exchange of work for money – historically always unstable for all artists: think of the great composers and their ‘patrons’, or starving painters whose work makes millions for others after their deaths, or black musicians whose riffs and melodies were appropriated by the white rock ’n’ roll industry – you always have the choice to focus on value of a different kind. For some actors the development process itself is what thrills them: a pleasurable adventure, with all its twists and turns.


I have been blessed again and again by an attitude of generosity on the part of actors during these long unpaid periods. Tilda Swinton, for example, frequently stood shoulder to shoulder with producer Christopher Sheppard and me during a five-year process of raising money to make the ‘un-makeable’ Orlando. It was an epic adventure which demanded a lot of stamina, as one financial catastrophe succeeded another. This hidden process, and the quality of friendship and solidarity in adversity that evolved in the relationship, became part of the feeling of the finished film.
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With Tilda Swinton trying to fund-raise for Orlando in New York City, 1989








Simon Abkarian, likewise, gave himself unstintingly to the development process of Yes (2004), long before any financing was in place, and his role became the richer for it. And the entire cast of Rage (2009) was paid pro rata – i.e. every actor, known or unknown, was paid the same minimum daily rate. This produced an atmosphere of collegiality, generosity and mutual respect.


Wrestling with film financing and attempting to create a just and fair allocation of funds is something that has preoccupied me from my very first feature. The Gold Diggers – made with an all-female crew, in part to open up a ‘closed-shop’ industry – had an entirely egalitarian fee structure. We were all – cast and crew alike, including Julie Christie – paid a flat rate of £25 per day. I discovered, eventually, that this so-called equality worked against those of us who put in many more hours, but that’s another matter. The principle was what counted at the time, and a desire for the politics of the process to reflect the ideas embedded in the end product, for the themes of the film included the relationship between high finance and film-stars – between banking and what is considered ‘bankable’.
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Julie Christie outside the Bank of England in The Gold Diggers








Whatever the budget and whatever pay scale you are working on, it is crucial as a director that you communicate to your crew and actors that the true value of their collaboration cannot be measured in money, or by its lack. This is not to justify an unjust distribution of wealth in what can be a ruthless and exploitative industry. But the real economy of a creative collaboration is a gift economy. Each gives to the other what they can, and willingly. When an actor’s time starts being measured only in cash you have a problem. It’s the default position people take when they feel undervalued, in an industry that takes economic distortion as the norm.


I once received a post about the budget of Rage on the forum of my website. The writer, hearing that Rage, widely advertised as a ‘low-budget’ film, had cost a million dollars, said, ‘I just don’t find it very interesting or justifiable that “only” a million dollars was spent on this film. That doesn’t impress me.’ The post ended with the question: ‘Must art steal from life in order to enrich it?’


As the budget figures for films are often quoted but rarely analysed or discussed, I was grateful for the opportunity to try to explain how it is that a minimalist film like Rage, (aesthetically naked, in the sense of a form being laid bare) and considered ultra-low budget by Hollywood standards, can nevertheless end up costing $1 million, which for most people sounds like a huge sum of money. I wrote a long, detailed response explaining how this figure broke down. An abbreviated version of my response is as follows:




Money is so often the root of all divisiveness and misunderstanding, and film budgets are no exception, so I am going to try and be as clear, detailed and transparent as possible. First, the million-dollar figure is the true cost of finishing the film, not the sum raised for shooting it. We struggled for some months to bring the budget down as low as possible, to follow a ‘no waste’ principle, to be as joyfully minimalist in the process of its making as the script intended the film to be as a viewing experience. We borrowed money to finance the development and eventually took out a second mortgage on my flat in London in order to get it off the ground. A private individual who had never been involved in movies before enjoyed the script and decided to invest $300,000. A second person invested $25,000. Between them this was just enough to cover the actual cost of shooting the film, covering the hard costs of renting a small amount of equipment, a studio (a small space in Harlem) and paying each of the fourteen actors the same Equity/SAG minimum for just two days’ work each, and the small crew at the union minimum rates.


The two producers and myself deferred our fees. This means that during the working process itself you don’t get paid, and then, in theory, when the film is sold, following payment of the sales agent’s commission and expenses, and whatever repayment has been negotiated with your investors, you get your fee, or part of it, somewhere down the line. But the reality of ‘independent’ film-making, outside of mainstream genres, is that this very rarely happens. I have accepted deferment of my fees as the cost of working on films which are for me a personal, poetic and political necessity. This is not the kind of thing one advertises, as for most people the idea of sympathy for the financial woes of film-makers is, understandably, a laughable concept.


Having decided to go for it and make the film for the cash available without exploiting anyone – except, arguably ourselves – we had, nevertheless, a film in the digital can and a theoretical budget for finishing it. This is where the million-dollar figure comes in. On paper, if everyone was paid, including the costly post-production laboratory expenses of taking a digitally filmed movie through to 35mm print and commercially projectable digital format, with the sound mixed in a large enough studio to survive in a big cinema, we arrived at the sum of a million dollars.


Arguably, one could make a film cheaper by doing it digitally from start to finish, involving almost no one else, and putting it out on the Internet. This may be the way forward for some types of film, and we discussed it as a strategy for Rage. However there is a counter-argument to the digital cottage-industry approach. Even a film like Rage, by having such a small crew (I operated the camera myself, for example) does in a sense steal work from others who would otherwise be employed in one capacity or another. A film is not a solitary process, like writing a book or painting. It is a collaborative medium, an interface of art and industry, and therefore money is involved for those people – from sound recordists to editors to lab technicians – who depend on being paid to eat and pay the rent.


As for your question ‘Must art steal from life in order to enrich it?’ Taken literally, I don’t think that the money that went into Rage was ‘taken’ from anywhere else. Global economies lurching in and out of recession seem to indicate that there is not a finite fund of money with a limit, but rather a mutable process of financing in crisis. Money seems to be a fiction that depends, in the capitalist system, on confidence. With Rage I hoped that one of the central themes of the film – the way in which the pursuit of profit impoverishes us all – might have its own subtle impact and do its work in the slow and strangely immeasurable way that art functions. And I believe that art is not theft but gift, even if the gift seems unwanted when it is first offered.





This response to the comment on my website applies primarily to low-budget film-making, but has wider implications. Once you start examining the ethics and morality of the economics of film-making, you are led inexorably into a wider argument about the value of labour involved in creating art of all kinds. Whilst many people in the film industry would rather think of the endeavour as a business – and there’s no business like show business – it can never be unproblematically described as utilitarian. A film is not food, medicine, or transport. Actors and film technicians are not cooks, doctors, or road-builders. But if you believe that music, dance, performance, literature and films feed, heal and transport us in another sense that is equally but differently necessary to our survival, then those who work towards excellence in those spheres also deserve to be paid.


The question of exactly how much it makes sense to pay people, on both sides of the camera, remains open. The larger the budget, the more these sums are driven by a quasi-objective notion of what an actor, for example, is ‘worth’. This is measured in terms of how many people a marquee ‘name’ seems to draw into the cinema, and therefore how many tickets are sold. But the recipe for commercial success is, in fact, uncertain and somewhat mysterious. A large advertising budget will attract a large audience by stimulating an appetite, and a familiar face may be a draw, but the equation is not precise. Nobody really seems to know why one film succeeds and another does not. This provides a sound reason for developing your own criteria for what works and has inherent value. Most actors would rather be valued for what they can give than for what they can earn.


The gift


There is another definition of ‘gift’ that does not relate directly to money, but is an additional aspect of the hidden ‘economy’, or underlying structure, of film-making and other art-forms. There are many myths about the nature of individual ability – particularly that some people are inherently gifted, or talented – and very little understanding about the circumstances that nurture giftedness. Interestingly, in the film industry, actors (and directors) are referred to as ‘the talent’. This terminology implies that all the others are ‘merely’ technicians or administrators, but without a special, magical ‘gift’. This split, between the art and the craft involved in making a film, probably has its roots in class division, but is also a mystification of the hard work and cultivation of good habit that goes into achieving excellence in any sphere.


‘It will take ten years of work, day in and day out, whatever you feel like, before you can call yourself a dancer,’ said the dour, authoritative teacher in her long black dress in my first day of class at The London School of Contemporary Dance. The ten-thousand-hours principle seems to hold good. When you dig around you find that everyone who seems ‘talented’ has worked for it, regularly, long and hard. The ‘gift’ will also have been helped by circumstance: a supportive individual, encouragement at the right moment, or a ‘lucky break’. It is also, in another sense, mysterious and sacred. We all – every one of us – have untapped potential, ‘given’ in some sense, but rarely honoured. It is the cultivation of the habit of working at it that makes the difference.


It may help an actor who is not pushing out to his or her potential, or who is abusing or neglecting the physical body in some way, to think of him- or herself as a ‘sacred vessel’. It is a phrase I have occasionally used. What right have you not to honour this gift? How can you consider depriving us all of what you have to offer? This way of thinking can lift someone out of the kind of self-doubt that leads to apparent laziness.
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