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Preface


Justin


Accompanying our feature film documentary Children of The Wicker Man, this book is best understood as the testimony of two of Robin Hardy’s eight children. As there are five acts, five chapters follow the chronology of preproduction of The Wicker Man (Chapter 1), the filming (Chapter 2), the edit and launch (Chapter 3), the resurrection (Chapter 4) and the twilight of our father’s career, in which he hoped to complete what he called ‘the Wicker Trilogy’ (Chapter 5). The book, like the documentary, is drawn from an extraordinary primary source: a cache of letters and scripts kept by my mother, Caroline Hardy, after our father abandoned her in 1974.


A lady, Linda Misconi, who had bought my mother’s house in the 1970s, found them in 2021, stuffed in a corner of the attic. During Covid, she had a clean-out and found my address. Initially, grateful though I was, I simply didn’t want to open the sacks of material. So I called my half-brother Dominic, whose mother had also been abandoned, to share the burden. He is executor of Dad’s estate (such as it is); an art historian used to trawling through sources, he has long taken a broadly opposing view on Dad. I have learned over many years as a television director that conflict is character and that the study of the past is best defined by a quarrel. Not all of our arguments made it into our documentary, but we hope to correct that in this book, which, as you’ll see in the coming pages, is based on a fundamental difference in approach and temperament.
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Opening the lost archive of Robin Hardy’s papers (1970–74) at Justin’s house, October 2022.
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The kindness of strangers: Justin receives the letter from Linda Misconi.




Let’s begin with Dad: Robin St Clair Rimington Hardy (1929–2016).


I have no photos of him in my house. I have a small poster of The Wicker Man because it is so famous, but I hadn’t watched his film since I was a boy. Both he and the film occupy the same space in my mind: they both fucked up my family. I have time for my mostly half siblings – there are eight of us – since we tend to gather despite Dad and usually end up wailing about having been abandoned one way or another. Maybe it’s therapy. There are other siblings, I’m sure. Rumours among us of another in Paris, perhaps one in Tokyo and, who knows, one in a community in Inuit territory because Dad got stuck there in the snow on a documentary shoot in the late 1950s – he mentioned in his unlearned, colonial anthropologist way that ‘the women don’t ovulate often and apparently are looking for fresh DNA’. If you asked me two years ago what film I would make about my errant father, it would be this: Justin flies out to the Inuit lands and knocks on doors looking for family resemblance.
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Robin Hardy directing The Wicker Man, November 1972.




Anyway, that’s not the film we made. As fellow historians, we made the film that was commanded by the sources: one that was going to take me back into lots of Dad material, lots of The Wicker Man folklore and, frankly, lots of pain. This book is not just full of quarrels with my brother, but seriously intense arguments with the past. This is why, even though it was Domi who was at Dad’s side when he died, I begin our film with the words: ‘When Dad died, I did what any Pagan would do: I sent him back to the earth …’ There’s the pedantic (Dad memorably qualified Domi as such) and there’s the storytelling. I’m telling the story.


You can’t write about Robin Hardy without focussing on The Wicker Man, mostly because it is his only film of note. He made a couple of other films that sank without trace and wrote some books that are better, usually depending on his personal knowledge of the subject. Whenever he strayed into unfamiliar territory, like the thriller genre, he was found out. But The Wicker Man was, for him, right in his zone. It was about a cobbled-together history – easy for the self-educated fellow that he was – and it was about sex. The film is absolutely full of it – the ejaculation of serpents, the maypole as the penis, naked girls dancing round a fire to enable impregnation. It is no surprise Dad had eight children – by six different women.


In this book, we aim to surface those very women who stood behind the artist film director. In looking for our father, we found our mothers. Representative of the others, they sacrificed their lives on the altar of The Wicker Man.


Dominic


To know Robin Hardy – up to the end – was to need to place a kiss on his forehead, to send the complex, conflicted man away to something like peace.


To know him in the years before The Wicker Man was to be treated to flamboyance, generosity and style that made his Montreal son think he was the ambassador of Carnaby Street, Beatlemania, the Queen and Winston Churchill. When I stayed with him for three weeks in the summer of 1969, I discovered 75 Eaton Terrace in grand Belgravia. I discovered Justin and Arabella, and their always-sunny mother Caroline.


This is where I also discovered Dad’s business – Hardy Shaffer Associates (HSA, 1964–70), the successful boutique ad company. One day, a long line of girls and mothers stretched from the street through the vestibule all the way down the stairs to the garden room, waiting to audition for a Rice Krispies commercial; and the next day, the elected girl stood astride a cameraman bouncing a balloon directly towards his lens frame. Later, she and another child spooned Rice Krispies towards their faces over and over, up in the nursery, where a row of Krispies-filled bowls waited, prepared to be whisked forth for retakes. It was not lost on my almost-9-year-old self that my dad was a man who filmed ads for a hugely famous cereal brand. In his home! At night, the record player in the garden room played Simon and Garfunkel and the Mamas and the Papas. He casually let it slip that one of the cameramen at HSA had filmed the opening Marylebone Station sequence of A Hard Day’s Night. I could not have been more enraptured by the light which, in retrospect, bathed Dad even while it belonged to someone else. In the same vein, the end of the financial year in 1968 had brought a summons to HSA from the firm’s accountants: there is a surplus that must be spent. So Hardy and Shaffer took all their staff to Amsterdam, where they hired a vessel for a party, with Pink Floyd – just post-Syd Barrett? Astronomy Domine? – hired to provide the vibe as said party drifted through the city’s canals. With stops in the red-light district, no doubt.
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Bella and Justin Hardy sitting in front of 75 Eaton Terrace, London, c.1970.
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Caroline and Robin Hardy with their children Justin and Bella in the rear garden at 75 Eaton Terrace.
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Music, advertising, lifestyle – Dad rode the cultural wave of the moment. There were evening excursions to see films – West Side Story, Oliver!, and also Kes. There were excursions out of London in a Bentley with a driver named Alan. One day, Dad took me with him to the airport for a flight to Paris. After supper at an Orly café, he lit up a long Slim Panatella and blew the smoke towards my nose. It was intoxicating. By the next afternoon we’d been met in Geneva by Alan and the Bentley to be shuttled to the Trois Sommets Hotel, where Dad had a room with a grand bay window giving onto a terrace overlooking the exquisitely blue Lac Annecy. Alan and I had separate quarters down the hall. In the morning, Alan drove us through nearby high summer farmlands which, all these years later, are remembered as belonging to the nineteenth century. Dad scouting for locations, speaking a very respectable French (which I did too, being a bilingual Montreal child) to farmers, their families and hired hands. Then suddenly a day alone with Alan, who chauffeured me to Nice and back, and who, in the early evening, sat nude on his bed and threw over a copy of the Daily Mail, the front page emblazoned with news of Brian Jones’s death (3 July 1969). Years later, Dad recounted that after we flew home, Alan and the Bentley never returned to London. The Bentley was found somewhere in Brittany; Alan never was. It now seems somehow apt for Dad: all the money flowing, all the spending, it was Belgravia, it was Boutique. It was a Nouveau Riche man (thanks to his wife’s inheritance) recklessly and gloriously moving through the world. A Rake’s Progress: in fact, the essence of post-war Britain.


Justin


Bro, I was too young to know what was going on when we all got together on that island in the Thames. Did Dad and Shaffer really concoct the whole crazy Wicker thing there? Were they high or what?


Dominic


Or what, I think …


On a sunny weekend in the midsummer of 1970, Robin Hardy and Tony Shaffer convened to imagine the narrative that would become The Wicker Man at the Hardy family’s holiday rental, a property on Boulter’s Lock in the River Thames, at Maidenhead, an hour’s drive out of Belgravia in Robin’s Rolls-Royce. Hardy and Shaffer could afford to be flush with financial optimism: Edward Heath had just brought the Conservatives back to power, exchange rates were relatively stable, and the pound sterling was strong. Tony had opened the year at Brighton with the production of his play Sleuth, which soon transferred to the West End, beginning a run of 2,359 performances. In the autumn he would see his play open on Broadway to the wide acclaim that culminated in both Tony and Drama Desk awards the following year.


In 1970, Shaffer and Hardy were both eyeing the film industry, which in Britain alone accounted for sales of some 190 million tickets. At an average of 6s per ticket, there was a market of just under £60 million at stake – about £900 million in 2023. Despite general agreement that the overall quality of film production in the UK was on a downward swing into safe, lowest-common-denominator territory, 1970 did see the release of Nic Roeg’s films Performance and Walkabout, of Ken Russell’s The Music Lovers and of the aforementioned Kes, by Ken Loach. Shaffer had already been hired by Alfred Hitchcock to write the script for his film Frenzy.


This was the realm into which Hardy, the successful director of commercials for television, hoped to attain both artistic recognition and the big-time revenue that would sustain his flamboyance. Married to Caroline Barford, daughter of Edward Barford of the celebrated Aveling-Barford road equipment company, since 1962, Robin Hardy could, in his successful years, participate in financing the couple’s life, which principally rested on Caroline’s inheritance. Robin had no such means: his father, Gordon Sidey Hardy, had been an official in the Indian Civil Service. Retired in 1932, he died in October 1936 at the age of 53.


Gordon left a widow’s pension with which his wife Veronica (née Rimington, of British–Austrian ancestry) bravely supported a genteel existence. By 1970, their son’s earnings nominally placed him in the top 70 per cent taxation bracket. Since most of his home life expenses could be written off for business purposes, he was shielded from the taxation impact that sent many recording artists and film stars of the era into tax exile. It’s always easier to live in a high tax regime if you don’t pay any.


As had so often happened throughout their relationship, as partners in their advertising business and as close friends fond of playing practical jokes on one another, Shaffer and Hardy had made of this weekend work session a time for their families to enjoy one another’s company. On hand were Shaffer’s French wife Carolyn and their daughters Claudia and Cressida, who joined Hardy’s British wife Caroline and their children Justin and Arabella. On this occasion, the children from Hardy’s two earlier marriages and from two brief affairs were also on hand: Jeremy, St Clair, Zoë and Alex, and Dominic.


Small Kodak Instamatic photographs survive, bearing witness to sunny afternoons on the tree-graced north lawn of the property, heading towards the tip of the island where, on a Saturday afternoon, Hardy and Shaffer repaired to the terrace that faced north-west, the sound of a nearby weir washing over the trundling of pleasure boats ferrying by.
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Gordon Sidey Hardy with his son Robin at about 4 years old (1933).
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Caroline and Robin Hardy flanked by Robin’s mother Veronica, his sister Celia and all Robin’s seven children: Jeremy, St Clair, Zoë, Alexander, Dominic, Justin, Arabella. July 1970, at Boulter’s Lock, near Maidenhead.




In the main house, two of the half-brothers (Alex, 13, and Dominic, 10), the ones usually engaged in playing pranks on their older sisters, were summoned to the dining room. They were given a silver platter bearing a bottle of whiskey and two tumblers filled with ice. Their mission: to bear the platter across the lawn that led from the house to island’s end, so that the two men, sitting at a round glass-topped table, might have the fuel necessary for the afternoon ahead.


When the sun began to draw down, around tea-time, they were sent out once again with bottle and ice, to replenish the supply. Some hours later, with the evening meal delayed until after dark for their arrival, a sleepy Robin Hardy and a raucous Anthony Shaffer finally arrived at the large circular dining table. Our father sat upright, silverware in hands at rest on his plate, fast asleep. Shaffer, however, was unbridled: reaching around Caroline’s waist, he sang and declaimed, loudly and in varying degrees of coherence, his wife Carolyn looking increasingly long-suffering.


Finally, Alex rose from his chair, coming around the table to Dominic, whispering in his younger brother’s ear, ‘Come on. We don’t need to see this.’ They left the house and ambled through the dark to the nearby guest cabin, where they had been sleeping since their holiday began two weeks earlier.


In 1978, Robin regaled New Orleans public television host Sterling Smith with the admission that The Wicker Man began ‘one rather wild weekend at a place I had on the Thames’; in his autobiography, Shaffer also recounted this midsummer episode (albeit without the above drunken details), affirming that it was the moment where The Wicker Man really took off as a project. We were there: 6-year-old Justin too little for carrying whiskey, or for staying up late for dinner; Dominic, old enough but still too young, an unwitting witness to a moment that foreshadowed how the lives of everyone present at this weekend would be changed, with catastrophic results. Fifty-three years later, we write this history of what became the cult film – initially screened as ‘Anthony Shaffer’s The Wicker Man’, but known since its 25th anniversary in 1998 as ‘Robin Hardy’s The Wicker Man’.
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Drawn from memory by Dominic, 2022: Tony Shaffer and Robin Hardy devising The Wicker Man, July 1970.
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Brothers Alex and Dominic bring out the tray with a bottle of whiskey to Tony and Robin.
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At dinner after a day’s writing and polishing off the whiskey: a raucous Tony pulls Caroline towards him.
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The initial marketing campaign rested on the fame of Anthony Shaffer, then a hot property with Sleuth (play and film) and the script for Alfred Hitchcock’s Frenzy under his belt.




Long before the film carried our father’s name to international recognition, it was something else for the two of us.




Memory is as much an act of creation as it is of testimony.


Richard Flanagan, Question 7





Robin Hardy wrote no autobiography: his children rely on their collective memory to keep his story alive. This book is the first entry into writing parts of that story; in the service of the wider history we chart through The Wicker Man. The seven children gathered in the summer of 1970 – born in Britain or the US, one among them growing up in Canada – all eventually shared the fate of having been abandoned by our father. By late 1974 or early 1975, Robin Hardy had left Caroline, Justin and Arabella, leaving England altogether, taking only two suitcases with him as he set out for New York in the hopes of rebuilding his career from scratch, with this single completed film as currency to use. Robin did not reach out to Justin and Arabella for five years.


Deserted by her husband, Caroline was forced to sell their Belgravia house at 75 Eaton Terrace, repairing first to a rental home in Banbury and then to a house of her own in Henley-on-Thames, both in Oxfordshire. Caroline took everything from Eaton Terrace to Banbury; on moving to Henley, three years later, she left behind the six sacks of documents that were, for all intents and purposes, the contents of Robin Hardy’s London office, 1970–74. When they came to light in 2021, Justin took possession of six sacks of our father’s business papers, leaving them unopened until the summer of 2022.


Justin speaks of The Wicker Man as searing presence in his life: the painful reminder of the destruction of his and his sister’s childhood home, of their lives, and of their mother’s. Nonetheless, looking back through the lens of his own distinguished thirty-year career as a history drama filmmaker committed to the use of original sources as the basis of his work, Justin recognised the importance of this trove as soon as he’d torn apart the flaps of each sack and had begun to rummage through innumerable credit card slips, occasional handwritten notes, a wealth of typed correspondence and copies of scripts that charted the entire process of creating The Wicker Man, from its inception in 1970 to the film’s production in Scotland in the autumn of 1972. The sacks yielded documents that pieced together Hardy and Shaffer’s shifting relationship through the subsequent ordeals of editing their film, of its suppression by production house British Lion, and finally through the haphazard, desultory and indifferent release of the film into the British market in 1974.


Justin saw what was assumed to be a well-known story changed by details of the grotesque reality that was the state of Robin Hardy’s financial affairs in this period. The apparent successes of Hardy Shaffer Associates (HSA) gave way in 1970 to Hardy’s disorganised and fanciful planning of an international expansion to Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Paris, Milan and New York – even as both founding partners were moving away from the advertising business as creatives.


Fatefully, despite his manoeuvring for an escape to film directing, Hardy could not see the need to cede HSA. To Shaffer’s singlemindedness Hardy opposed a ravenous appetite for an empire of projects, all of which, in the end, escaped his grasp; in May 1971, as financing for his would-be empire was nearing completion, Hardy succumbed to a severe heart attack, just days away from signing insurance papers that were the financiers’ guarantee. All through his single successful artistic initiative, the bringing to the screen of The Wicker Man, Hardy was forced to deal with the fallout of his bid for a lucrative international operation. A close reading of the documents reveals what was at best a house of cards, fragile if elegant, easily demolished. Writs, bankruptcy proceedings and negotiations with creditors easily outweigh the film-oriented documentation of these years. And yet, as we’ll see, this documentation sheds light on what can only, in summary, be described as self-inflicted chaos, the chaos through which a major creative endeavour broke through, against all odds.
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On the back of a travel itinerary, Robin Hardy sketches out the complete expansion plans for Hardy Shaffer Associates to a French colleague.
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As we’ve noted, Justin (like his younger sister Arabella) was just too young at the time to understand all this. He remembers being brought into the post-production, aged 8, to do a voice-over for the voice of a Scottish child in his dad’s film. His rhythm of life, home, school and holidays continued in the caring dominion of his mother Caroline, with Dad out working on the film, on other projects that proved to be pipe dreams … But one day, as a 10-year-old at school, his dad came to announce he was going away. ‘I won’t be seeing you for some time’: the departing father a sort of reverse Captain Titus Oates, about to vanish – for five years.


Robin’s parting gift was a St Christopher cross – ironically, or perversely, for St Christopher memorably carried the child Jesus across a river; he did not leave him on the riverside. Effectively, the cross was Robin’s projection of himself: by leaving, he was making himself Saint to the carried Child. As Justin grew into teenagerhood, The Wicker Man gained first recognition and then the cult status that has so often bewildered us. Friends would recognise Justin as ‘the son of‘ the film’s director, asking him how it felt, asking him what he thought of the film. To the future historian filmmaker, who in his years of schooling (Bradfield), university (Oxford) and film schools (Bournemouth and UCLA) formed a strong set of criteria for what made a film a success, The Wicker Man’s qualities escaped him; nor, given his father’s inexplicable silence for so long, could it appeal based on filial attachment.


The same is true for me. I grew up seeing Dad on one occasion, for a day in 1966, before beginning to spend two to three weeks annually with him in the home he made with Caroline, for three summers, starting in 1969 – summer of Woodstock and of the first Moon landing. The third summer, 1971, was the time of our father’s convalescence. My mother, Welsh-born Elizabeth, was obliged to comfort her only child, who feared losing his dad; throughout Dad’s life, I perceived every phone ringing in my home as having the potential to bring news of my father’s death. In summer 1972, Robin did not invite me for the now-habitual three weeks; our documentation shows why, for this summer was rife with preparations for the autumn’s filming. But I was invited for two weeks at Christmas: a 12-year-old included with a party of adults, family and friends, who travelled one afternoon to see the completed film at a private screening facility in Soho. I may be thus one of the few people alive to have seen the full footage before British Lion demanded drastic cuts to the film in the first months of 1973. I have no memory of those parts of the film that might have been sliced away; instead, my newly adolescent mind retained, above all, the erotic content, in the graveyard and in Howie’s lodging (‘Willow’s Song’), along with the horrific impact of the ending – the flames engulfing Howie, singing to God – and perhaps the force of this shock accounts for the distancing from the film I’ve experienced ever since. In 1978, Dad sent me the issue of Cinefantastique magazine that was devoted exclusively to The Wicker Man and that documented the entire history of the film, thereby writing it into the process of cultural myth.
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December 1977 Cinefantastique cover that launched the resurrection of The Wicker Man.




Like countless fans around the world, but without their devotion, I’ve become the keeper of the myth of the film, and therefore of my father, while remaining unsure about the film’s exact narrative, the tortuous strategy devised by Shaffer and Hardy at Boulter’s Lock all those summers ago.


In coming together as adults, Justin and I have shared more of our lives together than might ordinarily be expected of half-brothers. We see one another simply as ‘bros’. Our personalities are as different as can be. The historian Justin became the seasoned, critical, yet humanist filmmaker. I was influenced by Dad, who could draw with virtuosity and who gave me books on Daumier and Rowlandson.


I became an art historian, a graphics shop manager, a museum educator and an art historian again, specialising in the art history of the country where I was left to make my way, becoming a scholar of graphic satire. We brothers thus share the historian’s love of archive, of original sources: along with the rigorous testing of those sources is the hard work of understanding our father and his film. Just as the mythology of the film is composed of innumerable contradictions, blind spots, false turns, along with revelatory facts, so it is with the mythology of our father, who seems to have done his best to erase himself from the history of his family and friends. This film director, who resisted, as we’ll see, the advice of his crew and partners during the making of The Wicker Man, was also a worldly man who moved in literary, artistic, musical, political and diplomatic circles with ease. All we have of this other odyssey is made up of our respective witnessing, none of which is written anywhere. In this book we find our way back through the filmmaker to the man.


In one part of his entrepreneurial, attention-challenged heart, Robin Hardy was a creative, as was his friend and partner Anthony Shaffer. They took their advertising business very seriously. Justin tells the story of meeting Alan Parker (Midnight Express, Fame, The Commitments), who had been a runner for Hardy and Shaffer in the 1960s. ‘They were the place to be.’ Ridley and Tony Scott, just years away from their first successes (Ridley’s Duellists and Alien, Tony’s Top Gun), are said to have worked for HSA as well. Pioneers, Hardy and Shaffer broke away from advertising – without a net. Shaffer, highly educated, a former barrister, enjoyed material and artistic success. Hardy, expelled from school at 16 for a peccadillo with a female member of staff, voraciously self-educated, succeeded artistically in his advertising career and then on his first film. In this first and only film together, they preserved and advanced the creative collaboration they had matured for six years at HSA. Without this creativity – the energy that passed between them on that summer day in 1970, the decisions taken à deux right up to the casting and making of the film in summer–autumn 1972 – then there is, of course, no The Wicker Man, no cult to ever speak of. By the same token, it is legitimate to ask: what is it about their moment of creativity that leads to – that might explain – the mythic status that the film enjoys to this day?


As we travel through our father to the film and through the film to our father, we follow the development of a creative endeavour that took shape in circumstances that should often have spelled its doom. Indeed, even once it emerged into a kind of life – butchered and buried by British Lion, unswervingly defended and promoted by its star Christopher Lee, winning pioneer recognition from the British Film Institute and the Festival du Cinéma Fantastique – it did stumble into a doom of its owners’ indifference, hostility, and almost worse, into their utter lack of creativity.


Justin has invited me to join in understanding the story held within the refuse that has become archive, that has travelled through time, beyond our father’s death, to give us his clear voice after almost fifty years. Listening to that voice and to the others embedded in these documents – Anthony Shaffer’s, producer Peter Snell’s – we understand that we have the unparalleled chance to see a creative work take shape.


How that creativity works its way through the most adverse conditions, how it gains scale and dimension as it leaves the hands of the makers and is taken up by critics, distributors, and above all the generations of fans who debate and celebrate every detail of the film and history – this is the fundamental story that we tell, seeing the film in all its historical, social and personal dimensions. In this community and across time we reach to a personal understanding of our father as the once and future creative man, and of his role in a film saluted by the Fantastique jury for the ‘originality of its conception, and the renewal of a classic theme of the fantastic‘. Furthermore, we aim to acknowledge for the very first time the leading role of Caroline Hardy in the making of The Wicker Man, and the supporting roles played by all the women in his life.
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The jury of the 1974 Cinéma Fantastique festival, Paris, award their First Prize to The Wicker Man. Despite this early recognition, the film is rarely shown in France.
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October 1970: Robin Hardy writes to Christopher Lee to share his enthusiasm for the project still known as Ritual, later The Wicker Man.











Act 1


Preproduction


Justin


WHAT THE PAPERS SAY



Bloody hell – Domi doesn’t half go on. Although, having edited my memories into his telling of the story, I must confess it is better written than I could have conjured. But while our writing styles differ, as indeed does much of our outlook, there is something we have in common. We are both historians with an equally sincere appreciation of the power of the primary source. The letters, the receipts – what many historians call ‘the laundry list’ of the past that we historians turn into a narrative worth reading. Both of us are educated to doctoral level; mine was pretty recent if truth be told, after I found myself too male, pale and stale for the modern television industry. What I learned about deep research into how history is told on film and television is being utilised in every page of this memoir, and every minute of our feature documentary. Having Domi join me on that journey, clichéd though the term ‘journey’ sounds, was a privilege that many siblings never have the chance to share. We quite literally opened the sacks of papers together, in my attic room, placing useful items on a spare bed, and tossing the detritus back into what was termed a ‘crap sack’.
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Hardy Shaffer and Associates Limited

Christopher Lee Esq.,
21st October, 1970,

London,

Dear Mr. Lee,

I feel very quilty in not yet having returned "Ritual” to you.
The fact is, that unbeknownst to me, Tony has borne it off to
Washington with him. In the meantine I have ordered more copies
which however, for some bizarre reason take three weeks to deliver.
If they were printed in Paraguay one could understand it!

You must have read literaly hundreds of scripts and books
on similar themes and knowing this I was sure that “Ritual” must
be an exceptional book So to have excited your interest, Having
said this, I think it is even better than 1 had dared hope,
Whether or not I am involved in this project I most sincerely hope

it canes to pass.
& )

Youlls sinceyely,
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