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Introduction


My first screenplay commission was an adaptation. By the time I had sketched out a screen story with the producer and was sitting down to start the script, the location had shifted from Devon to New England, the leads had aged from early teenagers to young adults, and the last third of the novel had been jettisoned. The novel didn’t inspire me, so that wasn’t a problem. But cut adrift from it, without the compass of the source material or a compelling alternative course, I wrote rubbish – and that was a problem. We had barely begun the second pass before I, too, was jettisoned. I learned some good lessons, though. Never adapt a book you don’t love. Never accept a job just for the work. And never, ever, tell yourself, ‘I’ll fix it in the next draft,’ because you might not get a chance to write one.


I subsequently turned out other, better adaptations – and my first rewrite; adaptation of a different kind. Even so, when Creative Essentials suggested I write a ‘How To’ book on the subject, I still had one key question: can I really tell other people how to adapt when I can’t back it up with a produced adaptation of my own? The answer was no, I couldn’t. What I could do, however, was assemble some of the best screenwriters in the business and ask them how it was done. So I did, and here they are: 12 writers, 22 case studies and one career retrospective, exploring adaptations of modern and classic novels, nonfiction books and stage plays, on film and television, in the UK and Hollywood. None of the interviewees has fewer than five produced adaptations on their CVs – and some of them have scripted a lot more – offering a unique and varied insight into the art and craft of adapting for the screen.


Each interview explores the writer’s general approach to adaptation before focusing on two specific case studies – with the exception of the conversation with Andrew Davies, perhaps screen adaptation’s most prolific practitioner, where I took the opportunity to couple the set questions with a broader tour of his extensive career. Otherwise, the set questions asked depend on the case studies discussed: fiction, or nonfiction, or both. The case studies were my choice in every instance, and were chosen to provide as wide and as recent a range of feature films and television series as possible – although I have deliberately not included plot synopses, in the hope that readers will be inspired to go on the same journey I made through the source material and resulting adaptations. I have, on the other hand, included interviews with two writers I have talked to previously – Hossein Amini (in Story and Character: Interviews with British Screenwriters, Bloomsbury, 2002) and Christopher Hampton (in Hampton on Hampton, Faber, 2005) – as both can claim significant adaptation credits since those books appeared, and both have had a considerable influence on my own writing over the years.


At this point, my thanks must go to all the interviewees for so generously giving up their time, and to their various agents and publishers (particularly Mary Mount at Penguin and Dinah Wood at Faber) for putting me in touch with them. Extra thanks to my first interviewee (chronologically if not alphabetically), Jeremy Brock, who helped me road-test the Q&A format and has remained an unfailing source of encouragement throughout. A big thank you, too, to the entire team at Creative Essentials: Ion, Lisa, Ellie, Elsa, Jennifer, Clare and Claire – and my editor, Hannah Patterson, who enthusiastically embraced my adaptation of her original pitch. Thanks also to Bethany Davies for her invaluable transcription skills; to Rob Benton and Daniel Rosenthal for their insightful comments on the manuscript (twice over to Daniel for thoughtfully pointing Hannah in my direction in the first place); and to my book and screen agents at Sheil Land Associates, Gaia Banks and Lucy Fawcett, for all their efforts on my behalf while this project was under way. And a huge thank you, finally, to my friends and my parents – and especially to Louise Halfpenny, the best cheerleader any writer could hope for.
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Hossein Amini


Hossein Amini was born in 1966 in Tehran, Iran.


His screen adaptation credits include: Jude (1996, novel Jude the Obscure by Thomas Hardy); The Wings of the Dove (1997, novel by Henry James); Drive (2011, novel by James Sallis); Our Kind of Traitor (2016, novel by John le Carré); and The Alienist (2017, novel by Caleb Carr). He also wrote and directed The Two Faces of January (2014), based on the novel by Patricia Highsmith, and co-created and co-wrote the BBC series McMafia (2018), based on the book by Misha Glenny.


The Wings of the Dove was Oscar- and BAFTA-nominated for Best Adapted Screenplay.


Approaches to Adaptation


Do you prefer to adapt material which chimes with your own work, or material which is completely different and gives you a chance to try out new things?


I like to do both. I think they’re almost different challenges, especially doing them consecutively. After working on something personal, something I wanted to explore more deeply, the idea of going on an intellectual holiday by reading up on stuff that I don’t know anything about is actually really attractive. Research has always been the bit I love most, learning about a completely new subject, and usually I’ll choose assignments based on how interested I am in those subjects. Often they tend to be history, because that was something I studied and have always been quite passionate about. But if a sci-fi thing comes along and I like the idea of researching space and stars and the creation of planets, then I’ll go, ‘Yeah, that’ll be fun.’ I don’t necessarily only think about the source material; sometimes the work around it is just as interesting.


Do you think adaptations involve a completely different set of creative gears to original screenplays?


Yes and no. For me, the research is equally important in both. With an adaptation, I’ll always read 20 other books to inform what I’m writing. Likewise with an original, I’ll probably read around it. In that way it’s the same. There are a couple of adaptations I’ve done where the dialogue was there, scenes were there. That’s almost a different gig, because that becomes about selecting and filleting and filling in the gaps. I generally tend to do adaptations where there’s not a lot of scenes you can transcribe literally. Those interest me less, because I’m more interested in the combination of what the source material has and what I can bring to it as an individual, with my own experiences.


Do you always agree a mission statement or direction of travel with whoever has commissioned the adaptation?


Probably not enough, and as I’ve got more experienced I’ve tried to do that more, just to be sure of what they want. Certainly in the past I used to love the element of mystery and discovery in the writing process, but I’ve come unstuck a few times, so I tend to study whoever is commissioning me a lot more carefully now and to have useful discussions with them before starting.


Do you usually produce an outline or treatment before you start writing the script?


That actually relates to the last question. It’s something I used to try to avoid doing, because it felt like writing something you already knew – and again I didn’t want to lose that element of discovery, the excitement of a character surprising you or a scene coming out of nowhere. But more and more I’ve done the treatments, and I also prepare more before writing scenes. And you still get surprised. My scripts very rarely end up being that similar to the treatments, but at least I’ve got a road map – and someone else has had a chance to comment on that, so you can begin to learn what they want and what they don’t want.


So the treatment becomes, if you like, the mission statement.


It becomes the mission statement, and it becomes a way of ironing out any differences between you before you start writing.


If the author of the source material is living, do you find it useful to have their input on the script?


It depends. The one great experience I had at the script stage was the le Carré, Our Kind of Traitor, where I worked with him well before the eventual director came on board. He was one of my literary heroes, so it was fantastic sitting with him for three days and going through the script. James Sallis on Drive was incredibly gracious. I didn’t sit with him, but he was incredibly nice about the whole thing. Generally it’s something I’d avoid in the writing process. It’s not even the pressure from them, it’s that you can start to feel a responsibility to them and, not necessarily for the best, be too faithful to their work because you like them too much. Caleb Carr, for example, on The Alienist. We had dinner after I’d written the pilot, and he has such a huge, inspiring presence that then, writing a couple of the other episodes, I felt him over my shoulder the whole time. He’s pretty formidable.


Is it easier to navigate notes from directors, producers and script editors when you have a piece of source material to measure the screenplay against?


I’m not sure it is, actually, because after the first or second draft everyone who’s involved in the adaptation tends to leave the book behind and it really becomes a critique of the script. Sometimes you’ll go back to the book and say, ‘Wasn’t this a great piece that we missed?’ or they’ll go back and read it and say, ’We think this bit is useful,’ but on the whole I find, certainly as an arbiter between director, producer and writer, it doesn’t usually happen.


Have you ever started work on an adaptation and found it harder to adapt than you anticipated?


Every single time. I’ll have an emotional reaction to a book, a moment where I feel, ‘I can capture the essence of that,’ but that’s a much shorter reading experience. When you’re actually writing it, day by day, it’s hard to retain whatever that sensation, that feeling, that emotion was. Some days you feel it strongly and other days you don’t. So the excitement of finishing a book and going, ‘I know exactly how to do that,’ often very quickly turns into a much harder slog.


Have you ever been offered material to adapt which you felt couldn’t, or shouldn’t, be adapted?


If I turn books down it’s usually not because I think they’re so great that they shouldn’t be adapted. Almost never, because there’s a challenge in taking on the great books. I mostly turn down books because they don’t resonate with me personally, or I don’t feel I can bring my own experiences to them – both emotional and life experiences, but particularly emotional. If I don’t feel there’s enough space for me in them, then it becomes more of a technical exercise, cutting some bits and keeping others, and that’s not very interesting.


Are there any screen adaptations which you think are especially good or you particularly admire?


Anthony Minghella’s adaptations of The English Patient and The Talented Mr. Ripley. He brought his own sensitivity and personality to both books, and transformed them from page to screen. They’re adaptations but they’re also originals, and could only have been reimagined in that way by an artist like Minghella. For me, they’re classic examples of how adapted screenplays are no less an art form than original screenplays.


Adapting Fiction


Some writers try to include as much of the novel as possible by boiling scenes down to their essence. Others are more ruthless in editing it down to a sort of greatest hits, but being true to the spirit of it. Do you favour either of those approaches?


I got a bit burnt on my first adaptation, which was an adaptation of Jude the Obscure. On the whole the reviews were pretty good, but there were a few negative ones which said that it was a reduction of Thomas Hardy’s great work – and in a way it was, because it was one of those books where the scenes were pretty much complete and it was a case of choosing the best ones, what you describe as the ‘greatest hits’. After that, I tended to avoid books which were obvious adaptations. The Wings of the Dove, for example, had virtually no scenes that were written; it was all trains of thought and explained retrospectively, so I had to invent those scenes. Drive, similarly, had an incredible tone and a fantastic character, but the incidents in the script were often quite different to what was in the book, so again it allowed room for invention. So I try not to fall into the trap of the greatest hits, because I think that’s the worst kind of adaptation, because it’s never going to live up to the book. Whereas if you can turn an adaptation into its own story, which is inspired by the original book but not enslaved to it, then I think that’s the best and certainly for me the most exciting way of writing.


If a novel has an unusual structure, would you try to reproduce that in adapting it?


Yes, because that’s part of what draws you to the book – though it can also be one of the traps. I’m working on an adaptation of a nonfiction book about Hiroshima, Shockwave, which has a very holistic view, with lots of different stories. I thought the only way you could tell that story was to take every single aspect of it, from the pilots on Tinian to the politicians in Potsdam to the people on the ground in Hiroshima, and turn it into one of those multi-narrative stories. Similarly, there’s a book I’m adapting called A Terrible Splendor, about a German tennis player in the 1930s, which is structured around a five-set tennis match, and after each set there are flashbacks to the lives of both players. I loved the idea of that structure, but I’ve had to make compromises because it was becoming too rigid and almost too neat, so in the end I’ve just kept the essence of it. But structure is one of the interesting things about telling a story, so I’d absolutely bear it in mind – particularly now, post-Dunkirk, when I think traditional, three-act, linear structure is more and more under siege anyway.


Do you try to avoid voiceover in adapting a first-person narrative, or do you see it as another tool in the toolbox?


I generally don’t like voiceover. I feel that unless it’s absolutely organic to the storytelling, it’s best avoided. But then The Thin Red Line, which is one of my favourite films, uses it absolutely beautifully. So I’m not completely against it, but I’m certainly against it when it’s used as a band-aid or a lazy way of getting inside people’s heads: ‘I don’t understand this character. Can we have some voiceover?’ I think there are more interesting ways of telling that in cinema.


Do you use the language of the novel in writing the screenplay, or do you put the whole thing in your own words?


I put it in my own words, but that’s often affected by the way the book is written. Drive, for example, had a very terse, film noir style, and I followed that to a certain extent. And it’s quite fun to write in different styles. Obviously with period – Thomas Hardy, say – you wouldn’t write the stage directions that way, but even then I’d probably use a word which I wouldn’t have used in a modern adaptation. But I don’t think it really affects the writing that much.


And dialogue? If you like a line, do you tend to keep it?


Yes.


And what would you do if dialogue felt very literary?


Going back to Jude and The Wings of the Dove, one of the issues I had with literary, particularly nineteenth–century, dialogue was that it’s often so wordy and elaborate that it’s hard for an audience to follow. Sometimes that language becomes a pleasure in its own right, but what I’ve tried to do is to simplify it without being anachronistic. I haven’t always succeeded, but that was the aim. I’ve worked on two adaptations set in nineteenth-century America, The Alienist and Gangs of New York, and there’s an actual recording of an Irish guy talking in the Bowery; it was fascinating to listen to, but the slang was so extreme that you couldn’t understand a word. So you have to make allowances for audiences.


Do you keep the novel beside you throughout the adaptation process, or do you try to internalise it and set it aside somewhere along the way?


Physically, I keep copies of the novel everywhere: one in my office, one by the bed, probably one in the bathroom. But what I tend to do is read it pretty thoroughly and with each draft go back to it less and less. Then towards the end I’ll have another read just to see if there’s any great nugget I’ve missed or forgotten about, or left out by mistake. Generally it’s a love affair that cools off, I guess.


How much pressure do you feel when adapting a well-known and much-loved novel, knowing that you won’t be able to please everyone with the finished product?


I don’t really think about it while I’m writing. Maybe when the thing comes out. But I’ve noticed a change recently: critics and audiences will still be really brutal about a film, but it won’t necessarily be because it didn’t live up to the expectations generated by the book. Even on The Alienist, which had a very hard-core fan base, that fan base was relatively small compared to the other stuff which gets thrown at a film or TV series. That one got a few criticisms because 20 years had passed, and what Caleb Carr had done was so original that in that time other people had imitated it, so the series itself felt like an imitation of series which came before. So there were some comparisons to the book there, but on the whole I haven’t had too many outraged people saying I’ve destroyed the book.


Adapting Nonfiction


You’ve said that research is the part of the process you love most. With a nonfiction adaptation how much use do you make of the author’s research?


I’ll look at the author’s bibliography and find the books that are most interesting to me – but I’ll also go through bookshops and look at lists on Amazon and so on. Because I’m so passionate about the reading, it’s really exciting for me to do that. I wouldn’t get a researcher to do it for me. A couple of times production companies have offered me researchers, and I’ve said no. I don’t want to read the condensed version, I want to read the whole thing.


Do you approach a nonfiction adaptation in the same way as fiction, or does the strangeness of real events give you licence to experiment with, say, structure?


With the nonfiction books I’ve done, there has been so little to draw on in terms of specific events and scenes that they’re almost like originals: you’re inventing the story rather than reinventing it. So what I do much more with nonfiction is to plot it out and write treatments and do step outlines, because that inventing of the story is so critical.


Have you ever encountered events in a nonfiction book so strange that you couldn’t use them in the adaptation because audiences wouldn’t believe they were real?


On McMafia, Misha Glenny told us a story which wasn’t in the book, about a mob boss whose hobby was dog shows, and we included that in the series, because even though it felt weirdly unbelievable, it had a surrealism which made it oddly credible. So you have to strike a balance between something being so big that it’ll throw audiences and truth being more interesting than fiction.


How much responsibility do you feel towards historical accuracy when dramatising the lives of real characters?


A fair amount. With Hiroshima, I certainly feel a responsibility to try not to make the characters fit an argument. It would be very easy to paint certain people as war criminals because of that massive decision, but it was made in the context of a hatred of what the Japanese had done and a genuine desire to try to stop the war. That doesn’t mean that I condone what happened, but I’ve tried to create three-dimensional characters with arguments back and forth. The tennis story is different, because it’s an individual’s life. I’ll certainly stop myself being historically inaccurate if I feel it crosses the line too much, but at the same time you have to turn that person into a dramatic character. So again, it’s a balance.


And would you continue to hold that line in the face of notes which told you that it was historically accurate but not dramatic enough?


I’d have to address that note. I’ll still feel I can’t go beyond the line, but it will make me question how I can make it more dramatic without being somehow untruthful to the reality. I quite like that challenge, though. What it tells me is that I’ve probably been too accurate, or I haven’t been clever enough within that accuracy.


How do you set about finding the voices of real characters, especially if there is little or no written or audio-visual research material in their own words?


I’ll read any stuff they’ve written or quotes they’ve given, but with all adaptations I need to find my own voice in their voices. I’ll imagine what emotions they’re going through, or try to draw on similar experiences I’ve had or put myself in their shoes in that situation, but their voices probably end up being closer to mine than they do to theirs.


Do you think that being based on a true story in some way gives a project more weight?


I personally don’t, but the Academy tends to: you can judge by the number of actors who win Best Actor awards for portraying real people. I love history so I love writing it, but it’s hard to argue that a true story has more weight than Crime and Punishment or War and Peace. I think fiction can be just as weighty philosophically, thematically and emotionally as true stories.


Are there any benefits which you think true stories definitely do bring to the table?


One of the great pleasures of adapting McMafia was that there was an authenticity to the tone, and that notion of authenticity is important to me. But something Peter Morgan does really well is taking those true stories and heightening them to the point where they become myth or comedy or great tragedy, so there are definitely two ways of looking at it. What draws me to true stories is the idea that this is the reality behind the news and the question of how to capture that, and one of the ways to capture it is to be as realistic as you can tonally.


CASE STUDY: Drive


US, 2011 • Directed by Nicolas Winding Refn • Produced by Marc Platt, Adam Siegel, Gigi Pritzker, Michel Litvak, John Palermo • Screenplay by Hossein Amini, based on the novel by James Sallis • Cast: Ryan Gosling (Driver), Carey Mulligan (Irene), Bryan Cranston (Shannon), Christina Hendricks (Blanche), Ron Perlman (Nino), Oscar Isaac (Standard Gabriel), Albert Brooks (Bernie Rose)


You’ve dabbled in film noir before: Killshot, from Elmore Leonard’s novel; an unproduced adaptation of Dorothy Hughes’ In a Lonely Place; and the noir elements which you brought to, or brought out of, The Wings of the Dove. But Drive feels like your most decisive step into that territory.


It’s probably the one that’s closest to the traditional film noirs that I liked, and also to the neo-noirs of Melville and the American films of the seventies. Killshot, with Elmore Leonard’s humour, is a different kind of noir to Drive, which is very much that spare, samurai-type character in the middle of L.A. – which is such a noir city anyway.


The book is very aware of other books: it’s dedicated to Ed McBain, Donald Westlake and Lawrence Block, and its narrator mentions, among others, George Pelecanos and Westlake’s alter ego Richard Stark. The film, on the other hand, is very aware of others’ films: Walter Hill’s The Driver and Michael Mann’s Thief in particular, along with John Boorman’s Richard Stark adaptation, Point Blank. Were you aware of all those reference points, both literary and cinematic, and how did you navigate between them?


I was very aware of those films. Le Samourai was another one and some of those Clint Eastwood westerns – the idea of The Man With No Name. But probably the film that influenced me most was Shane: the stranger who comes in and takes care of the family and leaves at the end. It’s interesting, because I was probably more influenced by the references you just mentioned, from the late sixties and seventies, and Nicolas Refn, the director, was more influenced by the eighties. He brought a David Lynch stroke… who was the director who used to do those very colourful teen romance movies…?


John Hughes?


Yeah. Almost a John Hughes element to it. And also his influences in terms of exploitation cinema. So the combination of those two sensibilities means that the references are a bit crazy. And obviously it’s set in Hollywood and the character is a stunt driver, so it’s kind of a film about film.


Driver’s job as a stunt driver was retained, but his screenwriter friend Manny was dropped. He’s quite a prominent character in the book, not least as someone Driver can talk to. Did you feel the character was redundant, or simply too self-referential?


That was the first thing: it was a bit self-referential. And the idea of him having friends: I was more interested in the loner aspect. I also felt I could get some of those Manny elements into Shannon and combine the two characters: Shannon is a much smaller part in the book. But you’re right, it was mainly my slight discomfort with the notion of a writer in this film noir world.


It’s a short novel with a sparse style, very cinematic at first glance, yet it’s probably the novel you’ve adapted most freely. What were you keen to keep in terms of tone and story, and what did you know you would have to change or lose?


I loved the central character. He’s brilliantly described in the book. The slow pace at which he lives and his whole ambling nature, and then this sudden turn into violence. So the tone and the rhythm I totally kept. What it didn’t have was a story that goes from A to B to C, and builds. It was more internal. So I knew I had to invent a story, which is why I spent quite a long time outlining it. But it was always informed by the brilliance of Sallis’s characterisation of Driver, and also the fantastic tone. McMafia was the same: again, I followed tone most closely, I’d say.


Tone is so important in adaptations. How do you set about translating tone from the pages of a book to the pages of a screenplay, and guard that tone in the transition from the page to the screen?


I’ve always believed that stage directions are really important in a screenplay, because you’re basically transcribing what you see, whether or not the director chooses to follow that. I’ve noticed more and more that screenwriting books say you shouldn’t describe things because that’s the director’s job, but I find the only way you can capture tone is by describing atmosphere and describing characters’ inner emotions. I’m interested in dialogue which isn’t explicit, so I’ll tend to write stage directions between lines of dialogue to capture pauses and unspoken reactions. The same with the description of a room, or the light. Those things are really important and the only way I can capture them is to describe them, which is probably why I tend to overwrite for some people’s taste. I almost describe things the way you would in a novel, and that’s going to be informed by the tone of the book.


The novel may have a sparse style, but it also has a discursive structure: flashbacks, not just to recent events, but to Driver’s arrival in L.A. and his life before that – right back to his troubled childhood. Did you feel that a film called Drive required a more propulsive, straight-line narrative?


Yes, I did, and also it evolved over the various drafts. So in the early drafts, based largely on studio notes, there was a lot more exposition about Driver’s past, even though there were no flashbacks. There was a constant note to make Driver more accessible, and it was something I resisted because I loved the idea of The Man With No Name, the avenging angel who comes out of nowhere and you don’t know anything about him. Then when Nic and Ryan Gosling came on, that was certainly what they were drawn to, so a lot of that exposition got cut out and the thing became sparse again. The final draft was almost closer to the first draft than it was to the second or third draft.


Driver talks slightly more in the novel, and we also have access to his interior life via the third-person narration. In the absence of flashbacks or voiceover, do you think that does affect his accessibility?


I think you write two drafts of a screenplay: one for the reader and one for when it gets made. When you’re writing something to be read, dialogue is often helping tell the story. Then, when you get into it, the actors – someone like Ryan, who’s brilliant about wanting fewer lines – will look at it and go, ‘I don’t need to say that,’ or ‘I can say that more simply,’ and so it re-evolves. They also bring their face: it’s as literal as that. The likeability and the persona of that actor, his face and his features with the camera up close, start to do a lot of the storytelling for you. There’s a scene that was really telling, actually, the first time Driver faces off with his love interest’s husband, Standard. In the script, I wrote an unspoken competition and tension between them, but Ryan played it almost as if he was unaware of why this guy should be jealous. There was an innocence about the way he played it, and that’s a dimension an actor comes in and brings. However well-rounded the characters are, they’re still on the page, so when all of those nuances come into it – in a face, in a gesture, in an expression – you need far less dialogue. That’s why I think writers working with actors is an incredibly important part of the process. Nic was great at allowing me to do that, whereas other directors have been far more protective of their actors, and as a result I’ve felt I wasn’t able to do my best work. He’d go off and do location scouts and be totally relaxed leaving the actors to give me notes. But some directors want to be there with you every second. And other directors just don’t want you there at all.


It’s Chapter 6 of the novel before there’s any actual driving, and even then it’s barely a two-page scene. You put Driver’s first getaway right up front, nearly six pages in the script. Presumably you wanted to establish who he is and what he does as quickly and dramatically as possible?


We wanted to establish who he is and what he does, but there was also a rhythm element to it. The story takes a little while to unravel, and there’s no real action after that until the violence kicks in halfway, so I felt I needed a very propulsive scene at the beginning: to give the audience a taste of what to expect, to tell them it was a thriller about a getaway driver, and to buy myself time to do 20 or 30 pages of character development.


And to establish Driver’s world, the L.A. landscape he inhabits.


That’s a classic case of where research was really important. There were three stages. The first one, before any actors or a director came on, was that producer Adam Siegel and I went to meet the security guy at Universal, who were at that point the financiers of it, and the first thing he said was, ‘You can’t get away from police helicopters.’ So the notion of him being underneath a structure, both the tunnel he hides in and his destination at the Staples Center, came from that conversation. Then, when I arrived in L.A. to start work, Adam got me a driver – because I don’t drive – to drive me around the areas near the Staples Center, so again that helped fire my imagination. And then, when I was actually writing the scene, I had a map of that area of L.A., so I was plotting it out street by street. I had so much material that it was a challenge not to make it six pages.


He’s also listening to a basketball game on the radio during the scene, which helps guide you through it and adds another narrative element.


One of the dangers with action sequences, particularly car chases, is: what’s the story? If the story is simply, he’s getting away, there’s only so much interest you can sustain in that. So the game helped create a sense of mystery, making the audience think: why’s he listening to this, what’s he up to?


The film was originally slated to be directed by Neil Marshall with Hugh Jackman as Driver – a very different team to Refn and Gosling. Did your approach to the material change accordingly?


That’s when it was with Universal. I actually had some really good sessions with Neil Marshall. There was probably more horror in the script I wrote for him. For example, he wanted Driver to chop off someone’s head at one stage. So elements like that, which I wasn’t super-comfortable with, went fairly quickly. But the idea of Driver getting his revenge on Nino without using a weapon was Neil’s. In the first draft he did it with a gun, and Neil said, ‘He’s a driver, he should do it with a car,’ and Nic took that on board. Hugh Jackman was also a great collaborator and very gracious, but the idea of someone as good looking as him, in his late thirties, not having had any past relationships of significance was a bit of a stretch, so we needed more backstory in that version of the script. Ryan was young enough to have drifted off the street and be working as a mechanic. There was something more abstract about him, which meant he needed less backstory.


In the novel, Driver lives – though it’s stated at the end that he’s killed further down the line – and Irena, Standard’s wife, dies. In the film, where she’s called Irene, she lives and he’s badly, possibly fatally, wounded. What was the thinking behind reversing the end points of those characters’ journeys?


The Irene story evolved through a whole series of drafts. We had one with her son being taken away. We had one with the man ending up with the boy because the mother is dead. But in the end we went back to a fairy-tale structure: the man ends up on his own, the cowboy rides into the sunset.


Shane again.


Exactly. That was where the Shane influence came in. The script ended with him in the car and you think he’s dead, then he opens his eyes and starts the engine. I think that’s how Nic originally had it in the cut, and then they felt they had to add that extension where you see him driving. But for me it was keeping it a bit more mysterious: does he live or does he die? And that was in keeping with my notion of him as the angel who comes in: is he a man, or is he a ghost?


Shannon is drawn from three characters in the novel: Manny, Driver’s agent and a fellow stuntman, who’s killed quite quickly in the book. You’ve also given him a different occupation – garage owner – and a brand new ambition – racing stock-cars. Again, what prompted those changes and additions?


The stock-car idea came from the fact that the book didn’t give us a plot, so we had to invent one – and when I say ‘we’, it was mainly with Adam Siegel, who was the producer on the first iteration. The idea of the friend who sees what a genius he is behind the wheel and wants to make something of that was probably influenced by the character of the coach in the first Rocky movie. He has these big dreams and is someone things have never worked out for, and is also like the stock character you get in a lot of film noirs, the slightly run-down buddy who was often played by those great character actors. He was very much a type, but he did help bring Bernie Rose into Driver’s world. Bernie was one of the characters I loved in the book, and I wanted them to have a moment of peace before they went to war, so I needed to engineer a meeting between them. So from Shannon’s stock-car dream came the idea of Bernie putting money into it and the fact that they had a past, and that started to draw these characters together. There aren’t a lot of links between the characters in the book, and that’s quite hard for a screenplay. You need to identify the secondary characters from the beginning in order for them to pay off at the end, whereas Bernie comes in really quite late in the book.


Do you think you managed to be true to the tone of the novel?


I certainly felt I’d captured it in the script, and I think Nic brought a whole other level to it in the way he directed it.


A lyricism.


Absolutely. The book and the script are probably closer to those seventies thrillers, with the very hard-core tough guy, but Ryan brought an innocence to the character and Nic brought a surreal, sort of magical quality to the film, and those three things meshed really well.


And do you know what James Sallis thought of the finished film?


One of the most gratifying things I’ve had in my career was how full of praise James Sallis was for the film. Adam was very good about keeping him included every step of the way. He didn’t want to read anything, but he was very supportive. He’s a poet as much as a novelist, and I hope the film brought more recognition to his work. I’m a huge fan, so it was a really happy experience in that sense.


CASE STUDY: McMafia


UK, 2018 • Directed by James Watkins • Produced by Paul Ritchie • Created by Hossein Amini & James Watkins, based on the book by Misha Glenny • Written by Hossein Amini, James Watkins, David Farr, Laurence Coriat, Peter Harness • Cast: James Norton (Alex Godman), David Strathairn (Semiyon Kleiman), Juliet Rylance (Rebecca Harper), Merab Ninidze (Vadim Kalyagin), David Dencik (Boris Godman), Aleksey Serebryakov (Dmitri Godman), Sofya Lebedeva (Lyudmilla Nikolayeva)


Nonfiction adaptations are very popular at the moment, both in film and TV, with their factual basis usually one of the selling points. It’s more unusual for a nonfiction book to be turned into a fictional story, which is what you and James Watkins did with Misha Glenny’s McMafia. Was that always your pitch, or did you consider sticking more closely to fact?


I actually pitched it as a film to Working Title seven years earlier, where I took four of the stories and wanted to tell a Traffic-type version of it. But by the time it came around again as a TV series, that approach didn’t feel right. It felt like it had been done. Traffik, the original TV series, did it. Babel did it. So we had to find a new way to do it that would incorporate the scale and tone of it, and we came up with a completely new story which was like a spine for other stories to be attached to.


Not only did you turn nonfiction into fiction, you also introduced some film genre elements: the final confrontation between Alex and Vadim reminded me strongly of the ending of Michael Mann’s Heat, and the series as a whole has clear echoes of The Godfather. Were those reference points in your mind from the start as you created the new storyline?


Heat has always been a massive inspiration for me: the notion of two enemies who meet at one stage as friends – the same as Bernie Rose and Driver – and who, in a different world, could have been friends. And The Godfather was also a huge inspiration – inevitably, when you tell a story of an ordinary person sucked into a world he’s trying not to get into. So, structurally The Godfather was the biggest influence: the anti-hero that the audience initially sympathises with, then his descent. But spiritually I’d say it was Heat: the love/hate relationship between these two antagonists.


You mentioned the TV series, Traffik – and the film version, Traffic. Did you look to those for inspiration?


Certainly the original TV series: the idea that you could jump from country to country and that all these things link. But that was several different stories, whereas ours is more linear and has a central character running through it.


The book traces a network of gun runners, drug smugglers, people traffickers, money launderers and cyber criminals in Bulgaria, the former Yugoslavia, Russia, Israel, the United Arab Emirates, India, Nigeria, South Africa, Canada, Colombia, Japan and China. How did you decide which perpetrators, victims and locations of organised crime you wanted your fictional story to focus on?


If you want to compare it to Game of Thrones, it felt like the two big kingdoms in the modern crime world were the Russian mafia and the cartels, so that informed some of it. The Lyudmilla story, about human trafficking, was really interesting, so that meant finding stories for Israel which would tie in. Prague is the gateway from Russia into Eastern Europe, so that became inevitable. And we always loved the India storyline. So it was almost like choosing our favourites and building a story around that, though obviously there had to be credible links between them.


Were there any stories or characters in the book which you wanted to include in the series, but didn’t have room for?


Not really. That’s what’s odd about the adaptation: there are probably only four pages from the 400-page book that have been used directly. But what is used enormously is Misha’s tone, which is there throughout.


At least one story idea used in the series wasn’t in the book when it was first published in 2008, but is described in the updated edition: remotely hacking into a port computer system to manipulate the records of shipping containers. Were there other new elements which you needed to research and introduce to reflect the growing sophistication of organised crime in the ten years since publication?


Absolutely. It’s probably the adaptation I’ve done the most research for because it’s so sprawling, and Misha was a very important part of that. I read half a dozen books on the internal politics of the various factions in Russia, and talked extensively to Misha about that. And we also talked to a lot of experts whom Misha introduced us to, so that informed the story as much as the book did.


With any story set in the world of crime, you have to address the question of relatability: why should the audience care about these characters when all they do is lie, cheat, steal and kill? What was your answer to that, or did you not consider it a problem?


It was hard for me to consider it a problem, because I’ve always loved those kind of characters. But I’m very aware that a large proportion of the audience don’t necessarily, and relatability is a massive factor in not just commercial, but also critical success. One of the reasons we cast James Norton was because his persona as an actor is fairly likeable, and the idea was that you keep the audience on board with him for as long as possible before he starts doing the dark and dirty stuff. But it’s a story about criminals. And personally I find Vadim really likeable because he’s human. The challenge was always, how do you take the hero and make him the villain by the end, and how do you take the villain and make him the one everyone sympathises with, and that may be an experiment that turns off a large part of your audience. The other disadvantage we had was that it was about ‘the one per cent’: rich people. Some of the reviews suggested that it was self-important and wasn’t about the real London. But what was really interesting to me was the idea that gangsters are gangsters maybe 5 per cent of the time and the other 95 per cent they’re exactly like us: they’re having family issues, they’re taking their kids to school, they’re doing all those everyday things. And that means a slower pace, because you’re dealing with the mundane as well as with action. There probably wasn’t enough incident in it for some people, but I think that’s closer to the real world of these criminals than a lot of crime series that do focus on the action.


Glenny talks to a lot of people on the other side of the fence, those tracking and trying to stop the gangsters. But the forces of law and order play almost no part in your story, except where they are colluding with the criminals. What was the thinking behind that decision?


The idea was to save the law and order element for a second series: to focus on the rise of someone in the mafia world in the first series, then change perspective and come at the same characters from a different point of view, building that world gradually over the two series.


How did you arrive at an eight-episode structure for the series, and does each episode have its own three-act structure?


We arrived at eight because if you’re telling the story of someone who goes from relative innocence to a pretty dark place – and you’re taking in all these other storylines as well – six just felt too short. Six is more like a mini-series, it almost enforces a single propulsive story, and we wanted this to feel larger, closer to those ten-part series the Americans do. What I didn’t realise – because I came to TV from film, where the most important thing is what you leave the audience with – is that reviewers only really review the first couple of episodes; they very rarely review the series as a whole. In our case, maybe one or two reviewed the whole series, and they were more positive than the ones who just reviewed episodes one and two. So I probably didn’t pay enough attention to how each episode has to be totally satisfying in its own right. I almost wrote the first two as you would the start of a feature screenplay, which is the set-up, forgetting that the critics are going, ‘It’s too slow,’ and the audience is going, ‘I’m going to watch something else.’ On The Alienist, one of the things the studio hammered away at was the importance of the pilot. I rewrote that episode half a dozen times, then they got other people to rewrite it, then they did reshoots of it, because they understood how much weight it had to take. Having done two shows, I’m now much more aware of that – and of what you talked about, a clearer structure within each episode. If in film the last act is the most important, I’d say in TV, pragmatically, the first act is the most important.


In his foreword to the new edition of the book, Glenny talks about participating in the writers’ room with you, James Watkins and the other writers you brought in: Laurence Coriat, David Farr and Peter Harness. What was his, and their, contribution to the overall story and structure?


His contribution was the research, the detail. He was like an authenticity filter: when the rest of us were sitting around chatting, he’d come in and we’d say, ‘What would happen in this situation?’, or ‘Do you think this scene is credible?’ James and I had already outlined the story, not in huge detail, but enough to know where we were headed, so a lot of that work had been done. Then we refined that in the writers’ room in terms of each writer’s episodes. The interesting thing about the other writers was that each one brought their own particular skill set to it: David is brilliant at structure and storytelling; Laurence is more character-based; Peter’s skill is in the quirky and surreal. The problem is that you end up with a real Frankenstein of a beast, because everyone’s styles are so different – which is why I had to go through and rewrite all eight episodes. That’s in no way devaluing the other writers’ contribution, it’s just that they’re very in demand and you only have access to them for a limited amount of time, so when you end up with something which doesn’t quite gel because they weren’t really working together, you need to overwrite with a single voice.


David Farr was the writer of another globe-trotting BBC TV series featuring a large cast of morally compromised characters: John le Carré’s The Night Manager. Was that also in your mind in terms of its scope and approach?


Anything which strays into the contemporary spy genre is inevitably going to be compared to that, and I think we suffered from the comparison. What David and Susanne Bier did brilliantly with The Night Manager was the glamour and excitement, and people were expecting something like that in McMafia and didn’t get it. Having done a John le Carré adaptation, I consciously wanted to avoid that propulsive, heightened form of storytelling. It’s very much the le Carré world, and I love that world, but we were trying to do something different: slower, more grounded – and more difficult.


Did you learn anything from writing series one, apart from the importance of the first act, which you plan to carry through into series two?


I’d say our female characters were weak, though in our defence I’d argue that’s always been true of the gangster genre. It’s easier, and more organic, to have people on the law and order side be women. I know that violent mafia women exist, but if you read up on it there are very few of them. It’s the same problem with a war story: it’s hard to find interesting, active female characters without somehow forcing them into the narrative. If you’re going to do that, you need to choose stories that are actually about them. But we can do better than women as girlfriends in series two, I think.


Even though the book is ten years old, the series seemed to catch the zeitgeist in terms of Britain’s relationship with Russia. The title itself is now used by the British press as a term for wealthy Russians, particularly in London.


It’s also used to describe a certain kind of post-globalisation corruption. The traditional mafias have reinvented themselves as part of the global economy, and now include facilitators, governments, intelligence agencies. We took that idea and ran with it, which hurt us in one sense, in that it had traditional mafia story undercurrents, but wasn’t what people were expecting in terms of gunfights and so on. However, it did capture the zeitgeist-y idea that this is how crime now works, that it’s much closer to banks and corporations. You could argue that the thesis of Misha’s book was in some ways the most powerful thing about it, and some of that found its way into the series, which is what led to people writing about it.









Jeremy Brock


Jeremy Brock was born in 1959 in Malvern, Worcestershire.


He co-created the BBC series Casualty, and his original screenplays include: Mrs Brown (1997); I Am Slave (2010); and Diana & I (2017).


His screen adaptation credits include: Charlotte Gray (2001, novel by Sebastian Faulks); The Last King of Scotland (2006, novel by Giles Foden); Brideshead Revisited (2008, novel by Evelyn Waugh); The Eagle (2011, novel The Eagle of the Ninth by Rosemary Sutcliff); and Dark Crimes (2016, article True Crime: A Postmodern Murder Mystery by David Grann).


The Last King of Scotland won the 2007 BAFTA award for Best Adapted Screenplay.


Approaches to Adaptation


Do you prefer to adapt material which chimes with your own work, or material which is completely different and gives you a chance to try out new things?


I tend not to examine what motivates me to choose work, and only post-rationalise the choices I’ve made. Every choice is governed by whether I’m moved by the ideas inherent in the work, whether it’s public domain or an adaptation. If you look back it’s usually something to do with identity, often to do with faith – my father was a vicar and I’m an atheist, so those conflicts are internalised. The intricacies of familial and human relationships, and the detail of how we love and fail to love, would be, I think, what drives me. But like I said, I tend not to know.


Do you think adaptations involve a completely different set of creative gears to original screenplays?


Yes and no. With a novel you’re adapting something that’s already been imagined: another writer has done the work of creating narrative structure, character dynamics, internal and external tension, and plot. But once you internalise its narrative and its dynamics, your relationship with the material is the same as if you were writing an original. You read and re-read the book, then at some point in the process you put it to one side and treat the material as if it’s your own, until you re-emerge as the person who adapted that book. So the initial approach is different, but for a period of time I think it’s the same.


Have you ever been offered material to adapt which you felt couldn’t, or shouldn’t, be adapted?


Yes, but recalling specific projects is tricky. I’ve just been offered something, and of course I can’t really talk about it. It’s a short story that was in the New Yorker, by an extremely famous British author, and I just don’t believe the short story can stretch to a full movie. So that’s a straightforward choice to do with dramaturgy and whether the piece has the legs. Sometimes I’ve said no because I feel the subject has been worked to death. World War II: lots of potential adaptations of biographies and historical fiction still come my way, and I turn those down on the grounds that I don’t have anything fresh to say about that period. I’ll always look at the material in case there’s an interesting detail, because God and the Devil are in the detail, and if it’s really extraordinary then I’ll think carefully about it. But sometimes film gets a bit stuck, because film tends to follow the zeitgeist. Commercial cinema particularly tends to be reactive rather than proactive. Indie cinema is where you’re going to find the new approaches to adaptation. So sometimes it’s subject, sometimes it’s, ‘How the hell are you going to adapt something which is ten pages long into a full movie?’


Do you always agree a mission statement or direction of travel with whoever has commissioned the adaptation?


Well, they’ve usually hired me because they’ve got an idea of what I’m going to deliver, and that’s what they bring to the room when they sit down with me for the first time to discuss it. I don’t think there’s a mission statement per se, but often in those early conversations you agree an approach and then if they’re good producers they leave you alone with it. I’m sure you’ll hear this from others, but for the first draft you’re God, and for every other draft your power diminishes according to how close you get to production.


Do you usually produce an outline or treatment before you start writing the script?


Always. The challenge in adaptation is 80 per cent structural. When you compress a novel into a three-act film, you have to think carefully about what you leave out and what you hold on to, and I don’t think you can free-form on that, you have to have a structure. So it’s about acknowledging the difference between the two media, and in the treatment being really disciplined and bringing intellectual rigour to the process of reduction and recalibration.


Do you try to get your outline or treatment to a certain length?


If I’m hitting more than ten pages, I’m nervous and I probably edit the treatment. I can guarantee that every page of prose you write is going to expand into ten or more pages in the script, so if you’re hitting ten pages in a treatment you’re already at 100 there. So ten would be the maximum. If it’s an original I might go up to 15, but that’s because I’m explaining the nature of the characters and their relationships to one another, so there’s a whole load of guff I write which is an attempt to protect the piece of work from producers going, ‘What the hell?’, because they don’t have the comfort of a novel. The reason adaptations are still so popular is because they’re a security blanket, because there’s the knowledge that somewhere out there are a million people who read the book.


If the author of the source material is living, do you find it useful to have their input on the script?


No, and I’ll give you an example of where that was honoured. I adapted Sebastian Faulks’s novel Charlotte Gray, and Sebastian was quite brilliant at offering encouragement, while stepping back and acknowledging that the media are bespoke and singular. He understood that whatever gifts he has, and they’re massive, belong in a different medium. We had to pitch for it with six others, and for whatever reason he chose us. He then wrote me an email when he’d read my screenplay and an extremely touching letter after he’d seen the film, but other than that he left me alone, which I appreciated because you can’t micromanage the transition between novel and film. The novelist has to trust the screenwriter’s instincts.


Charlotte Gray was a World War II project. Why did you make an exception for that one?


Well, it was a World War II project at a time when I hadn’t made the decision that World War II had been done to death. So that’s my short answer. But it’s a very good question. There was something about Charlotte morphing into another person that I found really interesting. Identity, and shifting identities, fascinate me, as they do many people, but I’m particularly driven by a desire to explore how you work out who the hell you are in any given situation. Where do you end and where do other people begin? Where, in Charlotte’s case, does her mission end and her emotional relationship with this guy in France begin, and how does she deal with the necessary compromise that’s going to smack up and hit her? I love those sorts of tensions, and I think audiences are always drawn first and foremost to the emotional conflict and interaction between characters. That remains true even of massive-budget movies. In the end, when you listen to audiences leaving the cinema, they’re talking about people. And it’s true of adaptations, too, however large the canvas.


Is it easier to navigate notes from directors, producers and script editors when you have a piece of source material to measure the screenplay against?


No. I would say having a piece of source material to measure the screenplay against is more complex than working with either public domain or original material. It offers too many opportunities for avoidance disguised as ‘loyalty to the original’, and unless you’re careful it can cast a shadow over the production once directors and actors get hold of the novel and – with just days before shooting – say, ‘I was reading the novel again last night and I loved the way that….’ If adaptation is often about choosing what to leave out, conflate or render in cinematic equivalence, then having an extant document on which the work is based makes you a hostage to fortune.
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