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1
            PREFACE

         

         In old age, words escape me. If I wait patiently, they float up, and I recapture them. If that fails, I am obliged to go down to the cellar, where they languish, and drag them back up. I note that water is starting to seep into the cellar. I fear some words will drown and be lost for ever. The quest for harmony of word and image has been my life. Sight loss is making the world look like late Turners. While I still can, I hasten to testify.2

      

   


   
      
         
3
            TYPEWRITER

         

         When I left school at sixteen, my teacher and mentor, Fr John Maguire, encouraged me to believe I could be a writer. He told my mother. Coming from modest beginnings, such overweening ambition did not sit well with my painful shyness. It was 1949.

         My mother paid two shillings a week into an endowment policy, handing the money to a man who called every week to collect it. She cashed the policy in and bought me a second-hand portable typewriter, my entire inheritance. I got a job collecting and delivering dry cleaning house to house and rented a bedsit on Richmond Hill, where I sat every night tapping away with two fingers, a bottle of Tipp-Ex at hand.

         My landlady was a gangling, distraught woman who had inherited several rundown houses that she let out to people like me. My gas meter took penny pieces. These large, antiquated coins (some still with Queen Victoria’s head embossed on them) would quickly fill the meter up, until it would take no more. My gas fire would expire, and I would have to ask my landlady, who lived next door, to come and empty the meter. Often she had taken to her bed; if not, she would invite me in for a drink and then complain that she was too wobbly to come and do it. One evening her phone rang. It was the fire brigade to tell her that one of her houses was burning down. ‘Thank God for that,’ she cried.

         I acquired a pair of gloves, cut off the two typing fingers and tapped out my stories in an overcoat. Eventually, my landlady tired of emptying my choked meter and removed the coin reservoir. Thereafter, I used the same penny over and over, making a tick on the wall each time it went through. 4

         A further distraction was a beautiful older woman who lived upstairs. I listened for the front door opening and would dash out into the hallway to catch a glimpse of her. Once I contrived to brush past her and a hint of her lily of the valley clung to me. I went back inside, took off my jacket, buried my face in it and inhaled her perfume. I was so in love it was impossible to banish her from my thoughts, and my writing suffered. I never found the courage to speak to her, but one day she knocked on my door. She had come to seduce me. No, she wanted to borrow pennies for her meter. I gave her my only penny. She smiled at my lovesick face and asked me how old I was. ‘Nearly seventeen,’ I said. ‘And you, how old are you?’

         ‘Nineteen.’ Bedsit dreamers awaiting the call.

         
            *

         

         My friend David was a year older than I and was called up for two years of National Service, as I would be a year or so later. To my great envy he had just landed a job as a clapper-loader at Shepperton Film Studios, which he would lose if he had to go into the army for two years, so he registered as a conscientious objector. He was called before a tribunal to test his sincerity. He failed to convince his examiners and was ordered to enlist. He refused and was jailed for three months. The way it worked was that if you were prepared to go to prison, it proved you were sincere, and therefore should not have gone to prison.

         I went to visit David in Wormwood Scrubs. I took my place opposite him in a line of sobbing wives and broken-hearted mothers. David regaled me with stories of his incarceration. There was a tame sparrow they fed crumbs to. Three old lags had brutal fights to decide whose it was. Some of the women visitors 5complained to the guard about our hilarity and I was thrown out, ejected from prison for laughing.

         I wrote the story up, but no magazine would take it. However, several of my pieces did get published. One was about the limbo of waiting for the call-up to the military.

         At the time, BBC radio was putting out some youth programmes. The producer read my piece and invited me to take part. It was helpful. I was paid five guineas for each broadcast, and there was my name in the Radio Times. I was supporting myself with my typewriter. I could give up the day job.

         I put forward ideas. I proposed that I should visit all the film studios and interview the technicians about their jobs. I was besotted with the movies and wanted to find out how they were done. I did the lighting gaffer and his best boy, the focus-puller, the continuity girl, the clapper-loader, the standby props man. Oh, the romance of those names. This was 1950. We would drive down to the film studios in the big BBC Humber Super Snipe, with the recording equipment replacing the back seat. This was before magnetic tape, so we would cut discs. I was mesmerised by the lacquer spiralling off the disc as it recorded our voices.

         One of the youth programmes was called Under-Twenty Review, in which four young people and an adult critic reviewed the week’s art offerings. I became the chairman and did it every week for a year. This helped to compensate for my lack of education. Each week I would see a play – no longer up in the gods but down there in the stalls. There would be a book to read, the latest film to watch, an opera to see. My fee went up to seven guineas a week. I was rolling in it.

         I had several of my short essays published in the Manchester Guardian, as it was then. I felt like a proper writer, but I was winging it, hoping not to be found out. 6

         
            *

         

         My school friend Barrie Vince was the cleverest boy ever, so consequently was despised as a swot. Actually, he didn’t swot; it all came so easily to him. He wanted to be an orchestral conductor, but music was just about the only thing he was no good at. We imagined making films. We would write them together, I would direct, and he would score them.

         We borrowed an 8mm camera, but we could never decide on the story. It was about a girl running away from something, but we never decided what. We made some images of her in jeopardy, and Barrie chose some dramatic music, which we played against the images on a gramophone. This was our fantasy. Film-making was a distant dream and occupied people who went to Oxford.

         Barrie won a scholarship to study law. He got a grant to buy the books he would need but spent that money on music lessons instead. There he met a piano student, Pat, and we both fell in love with her. The three of us were inseparable, Jules et Jim. We went to the final rehearsals of the Proms and studiously followed the scores, aping the opening sequence of The Red Shoes. We were electrified by Furtwängler and amused by Beecham. I got tickets from the BBC to everything. Barrie and I dazzled Pat with our clever conversation. We were probably insufferable. She was a sexual rubber ball bouncing between us.

         After the war and the drab years that followed, this was a glorious flowering. We witnessed the stirrings of the new socialist theatre and the nascent ‘Free Cinema’ movement. Only the shadow of conscription hung over us. I was now eighteen, and the call-up could come any day.

         The National Film Theatre opened on the South Bank. Waiting for the call to arms, I spent my days there, hidden in the dark, hoping to be overlooked. They showed the great silent classics in 7magical silver-nitrate black and white to a piano accompaniment – Griffith’s Birth of a Nation and Intolerance, Abel Gance’s Napoleon, von Stroheim’s Greed, Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin. Barrie and I sat in the front row, with Pat between us, as the glorious images drenched us.

         Here was a new way of telling stories with images, and I yearned to learn it. Because there was no language barrier, the silent movie had swept all before it and conquered the world. D. W. Griffith believed it was the universal language promised in the Bible that would bring about the millennium.

         
            *

         

         I described my army experience in the film Queen and Country. The brutal training (derived from the First World War) was designed to break us down into automata who would follow orders so obediently that we would climb out of the trench and walk towards the machine guns shooting at us, just as our fathers had done. We conscripts were going to help our American allies fight the Chinese in the Korean War. Most of the boys I trained with were posted out there, and some lost their lives. Because I was able to type, thanks to my mother’s gift of a typewriter, I was ignobly assigned to teach others how to tap for the army.

         I was also given the task of lecturing Korea-bound troops on the history of the war. The son of the socialist MP Ian Mikardo refused to go on the grounds that I had shown it to be an immoral war. I was arrested and charged with ‘seducing a soldier from the course of his duty’. I surrendered my lecture notes, which were all drawn from reports in The Times, the solemn organ of the Establishment, and my court martial was quietly dropped.

         After my two years’ conscription, I got a job as a trainee assistant 8film editor at the newly established television production company ITN. I was fortunate to serve under an inspired editor, Brian Lewis. He was an instinctive manipulator of images. Just then, Karel Reisz published a book, The Technique of Film Editing. I read it and gave it to Brian, who was surprised to discover there was a theory of editing. He was so inhibited by it that he couldn’t cut for a week. Much later, I got to know Karel and discovered that he had written it before he had gained any actual experience of film-making. It was pure theory.

         Television was expanding fast, and within eighteen months I was made an editor myself. A year later, I was directing and editing short documentaries. I took on Barrie Vince as my assistant and taught him the craft I had so recently learnt myself. He had abandoned his musical ambitions but wanted to be involved in the film-making process. He went on to cut several movies and was soon teaching film editing at the National Film School. So it goes.

         Film arrived with the twentieth century and swept the world. Four years after arriving in Hollywood, Charlie Chaplin was the most famous and highest-paid man on the planet. The movies are only a little more than a hundred years old. I have been making them for fifty years, so the actors and directors I met early on, the ones coming to the end of their careers at that time, had known the ones who started it all. What a revolution it was, conjuring our stories and dreams onto celluloid and projecting them onto a screen.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            THE FILM-MAKING PROCESS

         

         Why are so many people, like Barrie and me, drawn to filmmaking, when the conditions are often harsh and the hours long? Most of us in the West live comfortable lives, and we are seldom tested. Unconsciously, we yearn to be pressed to our limits, to learn how far we can go, who we are, how we will behave under duress. On the set we lean on each other, support one another. Deep bonds of affection grow up and we become part of a tribe. When, as part of the preparation for the making of The Emerald Forest, I lived with a Stone Age tribe in the Xingu region of the Amazon, I came to understand how the tribespeople saw themselves as part of a whole rather than as separate beings, and how our fixation on individuality is so alienating.

         However clear your vision, you cannot make a movie on your own. You need a tribe. As a director you struggle to communicate to the cast and crew the essential nature of the film you are making. If things go well, there comes a magical moment when they all ‘get’ what you are trying to achieve. From that moment, the film makes itself. Your struggle is over and the burden is shared. The pleasure of being part of a group of people bonded by a single purpose, all working at their limits, is exhilarating.

         How can we learn the techniques involved in this process? When I was growing up, there was only one film school I knew about. It was in Poland, and it nurtured some fine directors, Roman Polanski among them. Roman is exactly my age, but our paths were very different. I was an apprentice. My first job was joining film on a Bell and Howell editing machine, scraping off the emulsion, applying the heady, volatile cement, then pressing the 10two strips of film together. I wheedled my way into Brian Lewis’s favour, making myself indispensable. Brian had an instinctive way of cutting, so quick and elegant. It was like dance. He knew the language that I had to learn.

         Within a year I got a job in television as a film editor myself, cutting short films for current affairs programmes. I proposed ideas and was sent out to direct them, as well as editing them. On one occasion the cameraman failed to arrive, so I took over. I became fascinated by lenses. I had read Isaac Newton’s book, Opticks, and was fascinated by the behaviour of light, particularly how it passed through the glass elements of the lens and then reacted with the film emulsion.

         Movies are made of light.

         These short factual films for television gradually got longer. I moved to the BBC, where I made many full-length documentaries. Eventually, frustrated by the limitations of actuality, I began to dramatise, introducing actors and writing dialogue. The BBC allowed me to experiment, encouraged it. By the time I made my first feature film, I was versed in technique and could paint with light. I could speak the language, not fluently, but well enough to function.

         Apprenticeship was the traditional way of progressing. Alfred Hitchcock was an art director, David Lean an editor, Nic Roeg a cameraman. Cameramen can trace their lineage back to Griffith’s man, Billy Bitzer, for they all rise through the ranks. They start as a clapper-loader, move up to focus-puller, watch and learn from the camera operator, and finally aspire to the lighting skills of a director of photography.

         John Wayne was a props man. John Ford made him a star. Elia Kazan asked Ford for advice when he moved from theatre to film. ‘Never hire a New York actor,’ was Ford’s cryptic way of saying film 11acting is different from theatre acting. However, Kazan did hire NY actors – Marlon Brando, Rod Steiger, Eva Marie Saint – and transformed film acting. Robert De Niro and Al Pacino are heirs of that tradition.

         Today, film schools proliferate. There are hundreds of them. In addition, every university has a course on the moving image. Some are better than others. When I first met Martin Scorsese, he was a student at New York University, a school that has high standards. My granddaughter Daphne was at a lesser one. She phoned me in tears. She had to put in a script for a ten-minute film and was in despair. She explained the limitations and the parameters. I wrote it and emailed it to her, in time for the deadline the next morning. Her teachers rejected it as unimaginative and technically naive. My grandson Kit, at a recent summer film course at the University of Southern California, called me to say his script for his short film had been ridiculed. He sent it to me. I thought it wildly original. Despite my failure in helping Daphne, I urged him to stick with it. Entitled Kick Can, it showed his hero kicking a Coke can down the street. A boy watches and follows him, kicking his own can. Soon hundreds of boys follow him, kicking their own cans. It was about crowd mentality. No dialogue, just the sound of cans being kicked. It made me think about the grammar of the movies.

         Griffith and his cameraman, Billy Bitzer, devised a grammar for film story-telling which we all – makers and watchers – understand. For instance, in an intercutting dialogue scene between two people, if one looks camera left and the other camera right, they appear to be looking at each other. This is merely a convention that we have come to accept. Similarly, if two armies are about to engage in battle, one must be charging left to right, the other right to left. If this rule is obeyed, we know they are about to 12clash. In Birth of a Nation, Griffith invented the full-length epic film, with great battle scenes interspersed with intimate human stories, and characters that developed over the course of the film. He opened it in a legitimate theatre with a full orchestra and had men behind the screen doing sound effects. The emotional effect was so powerful that audience members ran into the street telling strangers that they had seen the face of God.

         Despite the help offered by the masters of the past, film remains a language that is easy to understand but hard to speak.

         I put the techniques of silent-film story-telling that I absorbed from those early masterpieces to work in Hell in the Pacific, the tale of two men – Lee Marvin, an American pilot, and Toshiro Mifune, a Japanese naval officer – enemies, marooned on a tiny island in the Pacific. Since they lacked a common language, dialogue could not be used to advance the plot. The story had to be told in images.

         Hitchcock, starting in the silent era and later moving to sound, said that when he and his writer finished the script, they would, at that point, go back and put in the dialogue.

         The starting point of a movie is not the script but the idea. Since the people at the Hollywood studios who make the decisions are mostly executives working for corporations, they are not expected to have original ideas, so they draw their subjects from best-selling novels or plays, or by remaking hit movies. The executive’s fear of failure is much greater than their desire for success. They need people to blame, because most films fail to make money or, at best, break even. The industry is kept afloat by the hit movies that make so much money they keep the whole precarious system afloat. The great morose French producer, Paul Rassam, expressed this dilemma thus: ‘In human births, 94 per cent are healthy, 5 per cent have some minor defect, 1 per cent die. With movies, it is the other way round.’ 13

         The auteur is one who is able to make films that come from their own imagination or experience and whose films are successful enough to encourage financiers to put up the money they need. These are few indeed. The rest must play a dangerous game with the studios, accepting the projects they are offered but gradually and subtly developing them into their own themes and styles. The studio executives will bombard the director with script notes as a means of retaining the studio’s aims and will not give the green light until the director has incorporated their intentions into the script. Once shooting starts, the director, with the help of the actors, can to some extent steer it back to his or her early hopeful intentions, but the executives are watching the daily rushes and will demand reshoots if he or she deviates too far from the agreed script. It is a war of attrition.

         The decision to commit a great deal of money towards making a movie is not made lightly. More and more, the advertising and distribution arms are influencing those decisions. Mainstream American films are sold via thirty-second TV ads, so the key question is: how do you express each movie in thirty seconds? They will argue that if it is not possible to get the idea across in that time, then it should not be made. A well-known star toting a gun or kissing another movie star will tell audiences what they need to know. They have seen it all before. Sequels are easy to sell for the same reason, hence their proliferation. The enemy is originality. How to sell something unfamiliar to audiences in thirty seconds? Consequently, Hollywood movies have a tendency to look alike, to be predictable.

         Every studio buys the film rights of books, plays, magazine articles. They finance scripts written from this source material, often getting them rewritten by other writers. The studios make 14one out of twenty of these projects. They will also consider scripts written by successful screenwriters and submitted by important agents. Unsolicited scripts are mostly not read. There are just too many of them.

         If the odds are so stacked against you, why bother to write a script? It’s because we can’t help it; it’s because the movies are us and our subconscious and our dreams, and we can’t help it. We have to do it, or try to. Committing yourself to the life of a film-maker is to embrace a form of joyous slavery.

         Occasionally, a film student will make a ten-minute graduation film that is so dazzling a studio will give them a picture. They will then hem them in with a dominating producer, a cameraman who has been trying for years to direct and a barrage of notes, all aimed at weeding out the originality that first attracted them. So most young writers or directors must take the independent route when starting out. Many countries have a film board or office, supported by the government, that will give loans or grants to movies. There are also tax shelters that will invest in films. The major American studios have subsidiaries, like Sony Classics or Fox Searchlight, which will pick up independent films for distribution and sometimes invest in them. Most independent films have to be made for less than $5 million. The limited distribution they can achieve will not support a greater budget.

         The heartening fact is that, somehow or other, and against all the odds, a few really good films get made every year, and once in a decade a film arrives that seems to reinvent cinema. Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey was such a movie, and now, in 2019, we have another, Roma. Its director, Alfonso Cuarón, has had big hits in conventional cinema and earned the support to make a more personal film. He elected to make a movie about his 15own middle-class family in Mexico City, in black and white, in the Spanish language, with no stars, and with the maid, Cleo, as the central character – a set of ingredients that would guarantee its rejection by any studio anywhere.

         It gets worse. Cuarón tears up D. W. Griffith’s film grammar, which we all live by, and reinvents the cinema. The camera sits at a discreet distance, and except for some subtle pans, scarcely moves. There are no close-ups. His blocking and choreography are impeccable. He brings everything to life. It envelops us. We become that family, our faith in cinema restored.

         The Script – Writing 

         Alfonso Cuarón clearly didn’t listen to the script gurus who will tell you how to write scripts in the form that studios respond to. They will instruct you to divide your script into three acts and weed out the originality that will frighten the executives. David Lean split his scripts into ten ten-minute reels (and more reels than that for his epic movies). He trained as an editor, and editors break down a picture into reels. They work and polish every one. Each of them, said Lean, should have one great scene, develop character, advance the narrative and give the audience time to take a breath, dropping back to a landscape or showing a flowing river, which always suggests progress. With digital editing there are no reels, so infinite changes can be made speedily and muddled shooting rescued.

         Seduce your viewers, let your images lure them into the movie, making them lose their hold on life and disappear into your story. Reward them and serve them, as Cuarón does.

         However original your script may be, lay it out using a 16computer program called Final Draft. It will make your screenplay look serious and professional, and will conceal your covert intentions. Final Draft, for all its merits, is poorly named. There is no final draft. The writing process continues throughout the making and editing of the movie. Film is fluid; it evolves. Every time you cast an actor, it alters. Some actors fall below your expectations, others soar above them. The balance changes, and you follow the inspired actor wherever they will take you. You hang on to your vision, but sometimes you must change too. A movie gathers power as it progresses. It develops its own momentum, and you are advised to serve its needs rather than drag it back to what you thought it was. When the film is cut together, let the actors review and modify their performances using Automatic Dialogue Replacement (ADR). This process allows you to add and alter lines, cut superfluous ones and improve performances. The writing goes on to the end.

         Tom Stoppard wrote the screenplay of Empire of the Sun for Steven Spielberg. He discovered that they had brought in another writer. When he viewed the film, he could not detect any new or changed scenes. He asked the producer, Kathleen Kennedy, what the other writer had contributed. She said, ‘The crew cut and the leather jacket.’ This was the image that told us the boy had grown up and adapted. He was no longer a British schoolboy, he had become an American. Tom said he had no idea such things were the province of the writer. ‘My scripts are just compromised plays,’ he said. This was long before Shakespeare in Love, where his sparkling dialogue was woven skilfully into the movie fabric.

         Tom and I wrote a script together once. Like so many others, it was never made. This was before the computer, before Final Draft, which, among other wonders, allows you to shift scenes around at 17will. We were ‘scissors-and-pasting’. The pages were spread out on the floor as we cut and pasted them into new positions. ‘I guess this is screenwriting,’ said Tom, wielding the paste brush.

         The best option is to write the script yourself. Second best is to co-write it. Third is to at least shape its rhythm and architecture. Not to write the script at all is to interpret someone else’s vision, but why would you suffer all the sacrifices, humiliations and contumely merely to do that?

         A writer I have worked with a great deal over the last forty years is Rospo Pallenberg. He is half Italian and studied architecture in Rome. We collaborated on Excalibur, The Emerald Forest, The Heretic and several more projects that did not get made. We spent a year together writing The Lord of the Rings for United Artists, but the cost frightened them away.

         I wrote the first draft of Excalibur. It was long and sprawling. I was determined to tell the legend in its entirety, from the birth of King Arthur to the quest for the Holy Grail, whereas most writers have wisely opted for one part of it – Camelot or Arthur’s youth. When I began to despair of condensing the story into the span of a single movie, I sent my draft to Rospo, who applied his massive mind to the problem and made it work, compressing the elements of the myth together. I then polished his draft, but he had built the architecture and established the through-line of the story.

         This was untypical of our collaborations. We usually locked ourselves in a room and invented and argued. He always defended his ideas doggedly and would fight to keep them in the script. We are close friends and love spending time together, but our sensibilities are very different. The scripts I write alone are sparse, just notes to myself, whereas Rospo’s are almost stiflingly detailed. He writes as though he were making them director-proof. That directors find 18it difficult to engage with his screenplays is probably the reason why so many of them have not been made. Rospo did not go to school until he was eleven. He played on his own and never had to share his toys. Avoiding school meant that his imagination was not beaten out of him and is responsible for his original way of thinking. I have just read his script about Buddy Bolden and the birth of jazz. It is a great, sprawling masterwork, an anthem for the birth of a nation.

         Writing collaborations take many forms. Robert Bolt and David Lean worked very closely together, but David always typed up the scenes. Billy Wilder, when asked how he worked with his writer, I. A. L. Diamond, said, ‘He writes down the words, and I go into the cage.’

         I was staying in the Hôtel Raphael, in Paris. Jean-Pierre Melville called on me. He admired Deliverance and arrived in his opentopped Rolls-Royce to take me on a tour of the Paris locations where famous movies had been shot. He came up to my room wearing his signature Stetson.

         ‘I write my script in your room,’ he said.

         I thought he must be mangling the English language. ‘You write your scripts in your room?’

         ‘No, I write my script in your room.’

         It turned out that he had indeed written what was to be his final film, Un flic, in that very hotel room. His method was to lock himself in, have his meals sent up, and each evening his secretary would knock and he would slide his pages under the door for her to type up. He would not emerge until the script was finished. When writing alone you need to find a way of avoiding distractions. 19

         Walter Donohue 

         If you write alone, there comes a point when you have to expose your script to the world. While mine were still tender, I would show them only to Walter Donohue, a painfully honest but sympathetic critic.

         Walter came to England to avoid the Vietnam draft. He became the dramaturge at the Royal Shakespeare Company. When Channel 4 opened, he worked at Film 4 and guided a number of films onto the screen. One of the first was Neil Jordan’s Angel, which I produced. Walter came over to Ireland and followed that film through its production. We became firm friends.

         He moved to Faber & Faber, where he became an editor, specialising in film books. We founded Projections together, an annual journal about the film-making process. We invited directors, designers and actors to write about their methods, publishing thirteen editions. Walter did most of the hard work. It remains a unique record of contemporary film-making. Each year we posed a question to directors around the world. One time we asked: what film would you make if you had an unlimited budget and time? Most were appalled by the prospect. Limitations force you to invent solutions. Pressure often reveals truth. Up to a point. If the strictures are too severe, the film falls apart.

         Walter lives alone in a kind of zen state. His living room is quite bare but for a pyramid of stones in its centre. He traverses London on his scooter, covering long distances. Somehow he manages to see every important movie and read every book that counts, and he knows everybody of worth. He is modest and unassuming, yet at ease with talent and unimpressed by celebrity.

         I am lucky to be one of his coterie of authors and film-makers whom he guides and nurtures. He appears in the end credits of many movies. It usually says, ‘With thanks to Walter Donohue.’ 20

         I put my tentative scripts into his safe hands. He points out weak points and makes considered suggestions. He never enthuses or condemns. He simply enters the story as a sympathetic friend and stays with it right through to its release. He will make a casting suggestion that you never thought of. He somehow puts himself in a position where it is very difficult to praise him. He is a kind of secular priest, a father confessor. Recently, his many admirers gave him a surprise party to celebrate his contributions. He was astonished that we would do such a thing.

         So my advice to screenwriters is: find a Walter Donohue.

         The Script – Preparing to Shoot 

         I am often asked by first-time directors, ‘How do you know where to put the camera?’ If you have written the scene properly, the camera position will choose itself.

         For instance, we’re in a working-class apartment. A stressed woman is washing dishes. A baby is crying. A man enters the front door and calls out to his wife. Depending on how you write this scene, you are automatically selecting the camera position.

         
            (a) A woman is washing dishes. She is stressed. She cringes when a baby cries. A man calls her name. He appears over her shoulder. He takes her in his arms.

            Camera on woman’s back – all one shot.

            (b) A baby cries; track in on its roaring open mouth. A woman washing dishes turns towards the sound of the baby. She cringes. 21A man enters from the front door. We pan him to the woman, and he wraps her in his arms.

            (1) Camera close on baby. (2) Side angle on woman as she turns towards baby. (3) Close on man as he enters door. Pan and track him to woman.

            (c) A man enters the apartment. He frowns at the sound of a crying baby. He sees his wife’s back as she washes dishes in the kitchen. He shakes his head, goes into the bedroom and picks up the baby.

            (1) Man enters door. (2) His POV of woman. (3) Pan man to baby.

         

         Of course, there are many choices within those plans – the lens, the height of the camera, the light source – depending on the mood and atmosphere you are seeking, but in each case the camera position is obvious and inevitable.

         ‘How do you know where to point the camera?’ Sam Mendes once asked Conrad Hall, the late, great director of photography (DP).

         ‘I point it at the story,’ he replied.

         If you have to ask the DP where to point the camera, you are not a director. Your job, among many other tasks, is to choose the lens, design the composition and define the camera movement. The DP’s job is to offer suggestions and execute your choices.

         Don’t make the script too good. The more cinematic a script, the harder it is to read. A script has to be written for producers and financiers, many of whom are visually illiterate, but don’t let them see the shooting script. It would frighten them to death. Ingmar Bergman’s scripts were sparsely written, and on his copy he would 22put a number against each scene – 2 or 4 or 3 – to remind himself how many set-ups he would need.

         Time your script. If it comes out too long, rewrite it. It is easier and cheaper to cut a script than an over-long film. If the first cut of your film comes out at four hours, it means that 50 per cent of what you have shot will be junked. If you had timed it properly, you could have shot it in half the time or spent twice the time on the scenes you have ended up with. Put the timings against each scene and stick to them when shooting.

         Why do people so often say, ‘I loved it, but it was too long’? It is because the director had a good story and cast, which he could not quite liberate from the dross clinging to the movie. Strip out everything from the script that’s not intended.

         You’d be well advised to choose a ‘genre’ movie for your first film. A thriller is a safe bet. Tension and suspense will always grip an audience. Within its familiar framework, you can explore your characters and take them into bizarre or beautiful settings. Hitchcock said, ‘A man gets out of bed, takes a shower, dresses. It is boring. Put at the beginning of the scene a shot of a rifle aimed at him, and all those banal actions become fascinating.’

         ‘All you need to make a movie is a girl and a gun,’ said Jean-Luc Godard; in other words, sex and violence, the primary colours of the medium.

         The eye generalises; the camera is specific. A London street on a dull November day: the eye will see total greyness. If you photograph it, a red bus will jump out at you. The camera has the innocent eye of a child, seeing everything fresh, which is why ‘coming-of-age’ movies work well.

         You have to be brave to try comedy as a first film. It is probably the most difficult form. The writing, the casting, the pacing are 23fiendishly hard to pull off. A story drawn from your own life can be appealing and its honesty touching, but you must take care of the narrative drive to keep your audience connected. As a first film this kind of movie is a ‘calling card’ – not expected to find a big audience, but a way to demonstrate your skills and encourage financiers to offer you further pictures.

         Nobody sets out to make a bad film, but most turn out that way. So many things can go wrong – lack of chemistry in the cast, bad weather, money running out, sluggish pace, getting the zeitgeist wrong – but the one thing that all successful movies have in common is … luck. So cross your fingers. We always know when we are watching a great movie, because there comes a point when we don’t want it to end.

         Beauty is beguiling but can betray a director by slowing down the movie. ‘Kill your darlings.’ As a DP once said to me, ‘You have to be careful as a cameraman. One good shot can ruin a bad film.’ Consistency is vital.

         Whenever I mentor a first-time director, I oblige them to storyboard the entire film. This makes them see it in images. Breaking the scenes down into shots will tell them how many set-ups they need. Inevitably, there will be more than they will have time to shoot, so they will need to do a second draft, bringing the number of shots down to earth. A feature film will average eight to twelve set-ups a day. If a director boasts of doing twenty to thirty a day, they are stealing time from the actors and the lighting. Light is paramount. It is what films are made of, so nurse it, revere it. Film is the art of the possible. A forty-day shoot will get you around four hundred and fifty set-ups. No one has ever had enough time or money to shoot an ambitious film.

         With your first assistant director and production manager you 24will lay out a shooting schedule. Your budget will determine how many shooting days you can afford. You must shoehorn your scenes into that. The schedule offers you another way of examining your script. Is that scene worth the two shooting days that it seems to require? Maybe you should rewrite it in a simpler form. Faced with necessity, you can sometimes find a single image that will replace a whole scene.

         So you have your script. The clearer you have the film in your head, the harder it is to cast, because no actor can quite match your invented characters. Sometimes they can improve on your ideal; more often they will fall short. Change the part to suit the actor. It never works the other way round.

         Rehearsal

         If possible, you should assemble your cast and do a reading of the script. You, the director, must read the directions and have each actor read their part. I always ask the actors to read their lines flat, rather than act them. If you record this process, by listening back to it you can learn a great deal about your dialogue. You can then tailor the lines to the actors.

         The next step is to make a rehearsal schedule, so that you can work with actors who have scenes together. It is a mistake to act the scenes out because, when you’re shooting, the actors will try to reproduce the effect they achieved in rehearsal. It will feel secondhand. All you need to do is discuss the intentions of the scene, its place in the story, how it should develop the characters, and its emotional temperature. In this way you avoid the problem of actors arriving on the set with an erroneous notion of what the scene is about. 25

         Shooting 

         Miraculously, you have somehow got backing for your script and a green light.

         Preparation is vital. Do as much of it as you can. Prep is cheaper than shooting. In choosing locations, work out how much time you will lose travelling from one to another. Find locations that are closer together. Make a shot list for each day and give it to the DP and first assistant director, then everyone will know what to do and can prepare in advance. Look at the scenes you have to shoot that day and work out how they can be covered by the twelve setups you can expect to make. At the end of each day give the DP the first set-up for the next morning. Phil Lathrop, the DP of Point Blank, said, ‘All directors think a lot about how to shoot a scene, but very few think it through.’

         You will be confronted with a daily avalanche of choices that need instant decisions. When you first start out, you need to convince the cast and crew that you know what you are doing by being decisive. It is better to make the wrong decision than not make one at all. Impetus is everything. Only when you have had a few successes can you afford the luxury of changing your mind. If the scene is clear in your head, you can eliminate set-ups you won’t need. When directors shoot a lot of angles and takes, the actors start thinking, ‘Well, this one probably won’t be in the picture.’ They lose focus. Get the actors used to giving everything in the first take, not using the first five takes as rehearsal. If they believe that everything you shoot will be in the picture, they will concentrate and husband their energy.

         When you have a good printed take, do one more at a quicker pace. It often turns out to be the one you use. 26

         Just before you say ‘action’, it is good to adjust an out-of-place hair on an actor’s head, whether it is or isn’t. The actor will think, ‘My God, he is watching everything. I am safe in his hands.’

         ‘Presence’ in an actor means just that – they are wholly present and not partially elsewhere. Few can achieve this; most children and all great movie stars can.

         An experienced actor, uncertain of an untried director’s skill, will opt for ‘survival acting’ – ‘I know how to get through this scene without making a fool of myself.’ You need to earn an actor’s trust before they will jump off the cliff or open their heart.

         The space between actors in a two-shot should coincide with their emotional closeness or distance.

         Strip out everything that is inessential or unintended in each setup. As the audience subconsciously come to realise that everything in every frame is relevant, they will fall into your grip and sense your power (vide any late Kubrick picture).

         Make up your mind: the camera can represent the hero’s or a God’s-eye point of view, seeing everything from all angles. Choose one and stay with it. Audiences will follow you if you set out the rules from the beginning and stick to them. Inconsistency is fatal.

         You can shoot a scene in a single complex shot or break it down into several shots that will cut together. Ask yourself this question: which method will express the emotions and tell the story more effectively?

         Film reels last only ten or, at most, twenty minutes. Digital allows a shot to last much longer than that. With Rope, Hitchcock attempted to make a film that felt like a single shot (the joins were concealed). This creates tension because the audience believes it is happening in real time. Alejandro González Iñárritu tried the same trick in Birdman, which took place in a theatre, with long, carefully 27choreographed takes and concealed cuts. He explored the technique further in The Revenant. More recently, the German director Sebastian Schipper made Victoria (a night out that ends in a bank heist) in real time and a single shot. If there are concealed cuts, no one has spotted them. Multiple takes and coverage from many angles are for directors who haven’t worked out what a scene is about and hope they can solve it in the cutting room, leaving a mess for the editor.

         A second camera can be useful for an action scene, but in other circumstances it merely compromises the lighting.

         Use close-ups sparingly for emotional emphasis. You get diminishing returns from their overuse. Never do a close-up of eyes. We read emotion in the way eyes relate to the whole face.

         A cut should either make a point of emphasis or succeed in concealing itself. If it does neither, it is a failure.

         If all this advice sounds dogmatic, let me point out that many good movies have been made employing methods that are different from the one I favour. There are many ways of skinning a cat, but you must have a cat.

         When I teach, I pin up a copy of Magritte’s painting of a pipe, under which he writes, ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’ – ‘This is not a pipe.’ It is futile to strive for reality. Film is not life; film is metaphor. Ingmar Bergman expressed it well: ‘I am not trying to make it real,’ he said. ‘I am trying to make it alive.’

         Film at its highest level is close to the condition of dreaming. It connects to the unconscious, as dreams do. It takes the physical (actors, sets, landscapes, equipment, money) and turns it into light. Material into spirit. Alchemy. You spend all those millions, and at the end of the day all you have is light flickering on a wall.

         
            *

         

         28What is the future of film? Terrence Malick made The Tree of Life as a succession of beautiful images linking a family to the natural world around them. There is only one conventional sequence in the entire film: a cross-cutting dialogue scene. If God made a home movie, it would look something like this. The images and acting are beguiling, but the absence of narrative drive means that if the spell falters, Malick loses his hold on us. As with Andrei Tarkovsky, I watch his films in a heightened state of excitement and drowsiness. A great revelation is about to manifest itself, yet I fear I will fall asleep and miss it. Malick and Tarkovsky dare to engage with the metaphysical. They have taken film to the very edge of what is possible.
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