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            Foreword
 
            by Amy Raphael

            
               ‘Once I had it all. Now I just have everything.’ 
               

               Jack McCann in 
               

               Nicolas Roeg’s Eureka
               

            

         
  
         The first time I meet Danny Boyle, he has a punky haircut that looks suspiciously like a Mohican. It’s early 1996 and I am to interview him for the NME – after all, he is the director of the rock ’n’ roll film of the decade. Trainspotting is just his second movie, but already Boyle – thirty-nine, northern, ambitious – is über-cool, his work defined by irreverence, reckless energy, dark humour and an outright rejection of social realism.
         
 
         I interview him alongside producer Andrew Macdonald and writer John Hodge, the three doing press together as though part of an oddball pop band. While Boyle can barely sit still, Macdonald presents as laid-back and Hodge would clearly rather be elsewhere. Boyle’s unrestrained enthusiasm is infectious. He raves about Irvine Welsh’s novel, from which the film is adapted. He explains how they didn’t want the film to be a period piece, and so they created a loose time span with the soundtrack: Iggy Pop, Lou Reed, Blur, Pulp, Sleeper and Leftfield. At which point Macdonald sighs and says: ‘It was the biggest amount of work; more time-consuming and exhausting than the film itself.’
         
 
         The timing of Trainspotting’s release was extraordinary. New Labour were in the wings, Britpop was mainstream and the newly coined term ‘Cool Britannia’ encapsulated a prosperous, optimistic country offering the best music, art and fashion in the world. After eighteen years of Conservative rule, things, they said, could only get better. And along came Danny Boyle with an aggressively honest film about heroin addicts in Edinburgh. Just as the Britpop bands sought mainstream success after too many years of indie bands pretending to be content with cult status and minimal sales, so Boyle and co. took the American approach to film-making and marketing: put in the simplest of terms, they wanted bums on seats.
         
 
         It is no exaggeration to say that, with both Trainspotting and its predecessor, Shallow Grave, Boyle woke British film up from a kind of post-Thatcher stupor. Under Boyle’s aegis, British film suddenly had – and still has – the possibility of being not only populist, but also anarchic, violent, disturbing. It doesn’t have to be about gritty realism, although there are, of course, plenty of jobless underclass males in Trainspotting. It can – should – take risks, push boundaries, terrify or thrill. Above all, it should be a visceral pleasure, a physical experience.
         
 
         Boyle is an unashamed visual stylist who cares about the plot, the narrative arc, the characters. He effortlessly finds humanity in the least sympathetic characters, most memorably in Shallow Grave with the three yuppie flatmates. Most directors fantasise about bigger budgets; Boyle is at his best when working under pressure, with money stretched to the max. He is not afraid to admit his mistakes and then learn from them: much of what went wrong on The Beach, filmed on a Thai island paradise with a largely British crew and lots of Hollywood dollars, was put right in Slumdog Millionaire with the help of a local crew and a relatively tight budget. Although it is the subplot of A Life Less Ordinary that lets the film down and not its rural setting, months filming in the vast expanses of Utah taught Boyle that he prefers an urban setting.
         
 
         Perhaps unusually for a British director, Boyle is not scared of big ideas. After all, he made Sunshine, a sci-fi epic with Kubrick-sized ambition. He dips into genres, most notably with zombie flick 28 Days Later. He can, when he chooses, allow a glimpse of his more sentimental side: Millions is an old-fashioned children’s film about a young boy who believes in miracles; Slumdog Millionaire is a modern fairy tale, a Romeo and Juliet for our times.
         
 
         On 22 February 2009, after winning the Best Director and Best Picture Oscars for Slumdog Millionaire – and after the film had picked up a further six statuettes – Boyle gave a suitably breathless interview backstage. First of all he quoted Plato – ‘Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle’ – and then Einstein: ‘There are two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.’ His enthusiasm was such that nobody thought to ask which way he lives his life.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The second time I meet Danny Boyle, on 1 April 2009, I have fifteen minutes to persuade him to do this book. It is a wildly sunny day and, for some daft reason, I suggest we go outside. We sit – him with his chair tipped forward, elbows on the table – and squint and talk. He is fizzing with energy, intense, articulate. He doesn’t know why anyone might be interested in a book about him. He is not, it seems, being disingenuous. I take a risk and tell him he’s being ridiculous. There is no British film-maker alive so versatile, restless and resolutely populist. It would, I boldly suggest, be wrong not to document his experiences for present and future generations of film-makers.
         
 
         When our time is up, Boyle doesn’t say yes. But he doesn’t say no either. So I wait. On 12 May, he sends a text message suggesting we start the book two days later. To help with research, he lends me the original photo albums he used as visual inspiration for his eight feature films to date: although the early ones are disintegrating, they illustrate perfectly why he has such visual flair. He searches out a DVD of Alien Love Triangle, a short film written by Hodge, produced by Macdonald and starring Kenneth Branagh, Courteney Cox and Heather Graham. Made in 1999 and running at just 26 minutes, it is unusually whimsical for Boyle. ‘It was one third of a portfolio film – terrible idea, portfolio films – and never released, of course.’
         
 
         He also entrusts me with his original, battered copy of Welsh’s Trainspotting: in the back I find a postcard of Corrour Station (where Renton gives his impassioned ‘It’s shite being Scottish’ speech) and an invite to the world charity premiere of the film at the Odeon on Renfield Street in Glasgow. On the inside back page are two columns of tiny writing in purple pen: Boyle’s key moments from the book (‘Sick Boy’s black hole’; ‘Begbie wants out briefly’; ‘paranoia and fury’).
         
 
         Over the next seven months, Boyle and I meet eleven times, mostly in the Covent Garden office of Christian Colson, the producer of Slumdog Millionaire and 127 Hours, which at the time is in pre-production. The office is spacious and simple: expensive scented candles, two huge Slumdog Millionaire posters, an Orla Kiely sofa and a vast producer’s desk dwarfing the silver Mac. As the seasons drift by – intense rain, stale heat, soft snow – a window nearly always remains ajar, revealing a cheap tin ashtray hidden on the window ledge.
         
 
         We change location twice. Once, early on, we meet for lunch in Soho, where, as Boyle eats wild salmon and chips, I suffer a catastrophic technical failure and record nothing of our four hours together (informed of the recording blackout that evening, he sends a return text: ‘Arrrrrrrgh. Understood.’). Another day, at the end of August, I find him at his modest Mile End home, sitting in the kitchen beneath a poster of Sunshine, writing a treatment for 127 Hours. Inspired by the true story of Aron Ralston, a mountaineer who trapped his arm beneath a boulder in the Utah desert and, five days later, hacked it off with a blunt knife, it will be the first script for which he takes a co-writing credit – alongside Simon Beaufoy, who won an Oscar for his Slumdog Millionaire script.
         
 
         Boyle pushes a hand through his hair until it stands on end, regrets his lack of typing skills, asks how to spell ‘triptych’. He emails the treatment to Colson, shuts his laptop and offers fresh coffee with hot milk. I ask, a little embarrassed, to see his Oscar. He brings it down from his study, wrapped in a plain blue shoe bag, and hands it over. It’s ludicrously shiny and incredibly heavy. As I stare at it, he busies himself in the kitchen; he is now embarrassed.
         
 
         During all these sessions – which last three, four or even five hours – Boyle gives his undivided attention. But he rarely sits still. He straightens paper clips, peels labels off pens, spins paperweights. In Colson’s office, he disappears regularly to make tea barely touched by milk. Sometimes, when he is explaining a particular scene in a film, he leaps off the sofa and acts it out in front of me; on one occasion, he mimes stuntmen pulling on the tightest of latex pants for the waterfall scene in The Beach, before collapsing with laughter at his apparent madness.
         
 
         Although we start the book only a few months after Slumdog Millionaire’s Oscar haul, Boyle’s life continues in fast forward – perhaps because he has so many stories to tell that there is barely time to pause, to reflect; perhaps because, devoted though he is to his kids, his life is his work. Between May and December, he travels to China to head the jury of the Shanghai Film Festival; twice visits the child actors of Slumdog Millionaire in Mumbai (to address the much-publicised, ongoing housing issues); flies to America half a dozen times in preparation for 127 Hours; personally picks up the last award of the year for Slumdog Millionaire at the European Film Awards in Germany – reporting back with some excitement that he shook Ken Loach’s hand for the first time.
         
 
         One of those who appear to enjoy forty-eight-hour days, Boyle uses every minute to absorb popular culture: music, books, art, television documentaries, films. He talks about trips to the cinema, alone or with his son Gabriel (his two daughters, Caitlin and Grace, are living abroad; he separated amicably from the mother of his three children, Gail Stevens, in 2002. She lives just down the road and remains his casting director; Boyle describes himself as not lonely but ‘solitary’.) Charlie Kaufman’s directorial debut, Synecdoche, New York, troubles him: Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, which Kaufman wrote, is one of his favourite films of all time, but Synecdoche is ‘not good’. J. J. Abrams’s Star Trek impresses: ‘I thought there was no way Chris Pine and Zachary Quinto would ever be able to step out of William Shatner and Leonard Nimoy’s shadow, but they did it instantly. It reminds you that you have to believe in youth, always.’
         
 
         He loves Mesrine and Inglourious Basterds, raves about A Prophet. We speak on the phone the morning after he has taken Gabriel to the premiere of James Cameron’s Avatar. Boyle talks non-stop for ten minutes straight about its stunning visual effects, its incomparable gigantism, Cameron changing the way films are made. It may not be the kind of film he wants to make himself – the budget too colossal, the CG too central – and he doesn’t say if he actually likes the film. But, for Boyle, Avatar succeeds where so many British films fail: it is all about the experience of watching it, the sheer physical thrill of being transported to Pandora.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For a director who has developed a personal style of directing that, at its best, is characterised by visual pyrotechnics, a beautiful chaos, the eclecticism of the Coen brothers and the intelligent energy of his favourite band, The Clash, Danny Boyle generated a surprisingly arty body of work prior to Shallow Grave. I watch a series of old VHS tapes lent to me by his twin sister Maria and am, perhaps naively, taken aback by how theatrical his early work is; after all, he went straight into theatre after graduating from Bangor University, working for Joint Stock, the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs and the RSC.
         
 
         The VHS tapes, over twenty years old, feel like relics. First up are two of the six television films Boyle directed and produced in Northern Ireland for the BBC, both of which were broadcast in 1987: Scout, written by Frank McGuinness and starring Ray McAnally and Stephen Rea; and The Venus de Milo Instead, written by Anne Devlin. Apart from one scene in which Rea violently pours vodka out of the car window as he’s driving and playing The Undertones at full volume – which reminds me, very broadly, of what’s to come in Trainspotting – Scout is a dialogue-heavy, slow-paced and gently entertaining story about a Manchester United talent scout looking for the next George Best.
         
 
         The Venus de Milo Instead, which follows a school trip to Paris, is charming, lively and funny, but, even in retrospect, not a film that you could easily identify with Boyle. By 1993 – the year after directing the second of two episodes of Inspector Morse and just a year before Shallow Grave – Boyle is hinting at his ambition with Mr Wroe’s Virgins. A three-part television drama starring Jonathan Pryce, Kathy Burke, Minnie Driver and Kerry Fox, and set in Lancashire in the early nineteenth century, it’s the complex tale of a prophet of the apocalyptic Christian Israelite Church. Pryce – the prophet – is told by God to comfort himself with seven virgins, whom he systematically rapes and abuses.
         
 
         Kerry Fox, who went on to work with Boyle again on Shallow Grave, remembers his ‘incredible patience’ on Mr Wroe’s Virgins. ‘He managed to get around twenty babies to sleep simultaneously. He wanted a shot of many, many babies asleep, and we just sat and waited as he set it up. He already knew by that stage where to spend his time.’ She trusted him, without hesitation, from the outset. ‘I never had any doubts about working with Danny. He’s obviously incredibly manipulative, but I say that as a good thing; it’s necessary for directors to understand what an actor has to offer and to encourage them to weave it into their character. He is completely engaged with what’s going on with his actors. He’s incredibly enthusiastic. All the time. I’ve never known him to be negative.’
         
 
         While they were making Mr Wroe’s Virgins, Fox and Boyle talked constantly about making a feature film together. Fox had already starred as Janet Frame in the Jane Campion film, An Angel at My Table; Boyle was, by now, bursting to get his work on the big screen. When Shallow Grave came along, Fox was the perfect foil to Ewan McGregor and Christopher Eccleston. They lived in a flat together for a week before filming, rehearsing, drinking whisky, watching films. When the three flatmates try to kill each other and run off with the money in one of the final scenes, the film stock had almost run out. ‘We had no film and no time,’ remembers Fox. ‘After each take, Danny would ask how much stock he’d used. We did the conflict scene in a day; as far as I can see, it’s a miraculous piece of film-making.’
         
 
         Andrew Macdonald, who produced Shallow Grave, kept the film stock in his office, which was in a small Portakabin adjacent to the specially constructed set of the yuppies’ vast flat. ‘Danny had to come and ask me for more film as and when he needed it,’ he recalls. ‘It was the only way we could conserve it. There wasn’t much leeway for mistakes and there’s not much fat on the film. But when you’re doing your first film, it’s all about getting it made. It was incredibly exciting. I wanted to make a film like the Coen brothers; I believed, whether it’s true or not, that they raised the money for Blood Simple through a group of dentists in Minneapolis. The reality was that we ran out of money to build or buy props and ended up borrowing furniture from my dad’s house.’
         
 
         Over time, I talk to various other cast and crew members who have worked with Boyle. I realise just how much Boyle thrives on having his back against the wall on set – as though he is endlessly trying to recreate the thrill of making Shallow Grave. Simon Beaufoy recalls feeling amused the first time he talked through the Slumdog Millionaire script with Boyle. ‘Danny said, “This film is probably impossible to make.” And that seemed to cheer him up no end. Then he added, “This film is impossible to cast.” The more impossible he felt it was going to be, the more I could see him thinking, “Yeah, I’m going to do it!”’
         
 
         Anthony Dod Mantle, the British cinematographer who has lived in Denmark most of his adult life, knows about Boyle’s love of the impossible only too well. He first met Boyle in 2001. The director was bruised after his experience of shooting The Beach, on which he felt he’d lost control, and was about to make two back-to-basics films on digital video for the BBC. Dod Mantle got a message on his answer machine: Boyle talking about ‘something he’d seen in the camera movement on Festen, which I’d shot a few years earlier’. The cinematographer’s first instinct was to panic. ‘What the fuck is Danny Boyle doing calling me? I didn’t know him, but I had immense respect for his films. And he’d worked with amazing cinematographers: Brian Tufano on the first three films and Darius Khondji on The Beach. But we met and clicked immediately.’
         
 
         Dod Mantle, who had been making ‘mad hatter Dogme films’ with Lars von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg, flew to Manchester and was thrown in at the deep end. Both Strumpet and Vacuuming Completely Nude in Paradise – written by Jim Cartwright and starring Christopher Eccleston and Timothy Spall respectively – had to be shot at breakneck speed. ‘I worried about being good enough, but Danny made it very easy. He was bouncing around with the energy he still has today. He pushes you hard, but you know he respects you and it makes you keep going with him. We shot the BBC dramas back-to-back and then flew into 28 Days Later. We got to know each other pretty damn quickly. His energy can be invigorating and exciting. I enjoy my sixteen-hour days with him as much as I enjoy my home life with my family and my dog. As long as Danny gets his tea and biscuits, he’s got a sense of humour.’
         
 
         After Millions – during which Dod Mantle looked on as Boyle ‘became deeply engrossed on an emotional level: watching the boys in the film grieve for their mother, he regularly shed a tear for his own late ma’ – they next worked together on Slumdog Millionaire. Dod Mantle says Boyle ‘patiently held my hand’ as he modified the SI-2K digital camera for use in the slums of Mumbai. ‘I was taking Danny down the road of unexplored technology. We effectively found a visual language together and it’s one of the reasons why the film communicated to so many people. It’s also one of the things I love about him: he trusts me to take huge artistic risks.’
         
 
         Yet, unsurprisingly given its location, Dod Mantle also hints that their experience together on Slumdog Millionaire wasn’t without its problems. ‘It was a big and ambitious film and we didn’t have as much money as we needed. I certainly didn’t sail through it. Danny had never seen me in such a state before; I was used to a calm set, and in Mumbai you had to almost execute half the people to get them out of the way. You’d look at the call sheet every day and think, “My God, there are two scenes too many.” But you had to go for it. He sets his films up so they’re tough. He’s almost masochistic …’
         
 
         If Dod Mantle was ‘in a state’ at times, Boyle – or ‘Danny uncle’, as the local Mumbai kids called him – found a way of keeping his cool. ‘I’ve seen Danny with his back against the wall, which is when one assumes the less charming side of the ego might reveal itself,’ says the cinematographer. ‘But he just locks in, like Spiny Norman, the imaginary hedgehog from Monty Python. He won’t retreat into a corner, he’ll stay in the middle of the room, but his spines are out. He’ll tuck his folder and notebook under his arm and you won’t be able to read his face. His hair will be sticking up like Samuel Beckett’s. You think he’s going to say something to thin the air, but instead he says in that Mancunican accent, “Let’s have a cup of tea, then.”’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Danny Boyle’s masochistic madness – if I may call it such a thing – is idiosyncratic, but not unique. It’s what quite clearly propels certain directors to push themselves, their crew and their cast to the limit in the hope they will then do their very best work. Boyle is no Werner Herzog, no Francis Ford Coppola, but he readily admits film-making is a kind of madness. Yet he doesn’t use this brief loss of sanity as an excuse for bad behaviour. He is dedicated to treating his crew and cast as equals. He properly respects his writers – Frank Cottrell Boyce, who wrote Millions, was astonished that Boyle would ‘ring me up to change a line; he’s got a knack of making everyone around him raise their game because he’s the kind of person you want to please’ – and refuses to assume the position of the autocratic, bullying, power-obsessed director.
         
 
         He is not, of course, perfect. He has fucked up. Sometimes he will come clean; at other times he is less keen. When I discuss the shaky subplot of A Life Less Ordinary, he slightly petulantly says it’s his favourite film. As we continue to talk about his other films, he insists on joking about my reservations with A Life Less Ordinary – even though I am hardly alone in my criticism of the subplot. He is being playful, but I am surprised at how defensive he is. When we move to The Beach, however, he has to stop himself from being too self-critical.
         
 
         It’s a particularly vulnerable film coming, as it does, after the commercial and critical disappointment of A Life Less Ordinary. Boyle, Macdonald and Hodge had been the golden boys of British cinema thanks to Shallow Grave and Trainspotting; suddenly here they were, making two films in a row – A Life Less Ordinary, in 1997, and The Beach, in 2000 – that failed to live up to their promise and heralded the end of their three-way working relationship (although Macdonald, of course, went on to produce 28 Days Later and Sunshine).
         
 
         The Beach may have been a considerable commercial success – a fact often forgotten – but, in the end, its on-screen story was less interesting than its off-screen one.
         
 
         Macdonald says he feels as though he ‘forced John to write The Beach, and he probably should never have written it; he never really wanted to’. Hodge, in turn, says it’s ‘the least my script’. He doesn’t think the film’s failings – the lack of a three-dimensional central character in Leonardo DiCaprio’s Richard; the film’s strongest scene, between Richard and Robert Carlyle’s Daffy, taking place inside twenty minutes – are anyone’s fault. He puts it down to the experience of working in Hollywood: a big budget, a script that everyone tugs over and a Hollywood star fresh off Titanic, at that point the highest-grossing film ever made.
         
 
         ‘DiCaprio wanted Danny to make him as cool as Renton in Trainspotting,’ says Hodge. ‘It’s no criticism of DiCaprio, but he couldn’t understand that it’s not as easy as that. It put a great deal of pressure on Danny. The studio wanted Titanic II and DiCaprio wanted Trainspotting II. The film that Danny, Andrew and I wanted to make somehow never got discussed, not even among ourselves. We were so busy reacting to the pressures from outside. I didn’t feel any ownership of the script in the end.’
         
 
         And then there was Ewan McGregor. To use an emotive word, he was usurped by DiCaprio – or, rather, by the studio. Let’s go back to the start of what might, from McGregor’s perspective at least, be called a love story. Back in 1993, when he was just twenty-two, he had already appeared in two television mini-series, Lipstick on Your Collar and The Scarlet and the Black. He auditioned for Shallow Grave – Boyle, Macdonald and Hodge were, he remembers, ‘self-assured and confident; it really was like meeting a rock band’ – and was delighted to be given his first proper film role, as self-absorbed journalist Alex. ‘There was a youthful arrogance in me, Kerry and Chris. The accepted rule is that you have to sympathise with the leading characters, but we wanted to break the rules. I think we proved that we could do it. It was great fun playing Alex as a bit of a wanker.’
         
 
         McGregor – like other cast and crew I talk to – had an ‘immediate connection’ with Boyle. ‘Being directed with such diligence and care was something new to me. When I was lying beneath the floorboards near the end of Shallow Grave – with a fake body lying above, attached by latex to my real neck – I had a claustrophobia attack. Danny very calmly talked about the size of the studio, the ceiling being far away. He talked me out of the attack. I’ve subsequently learned that it’s rare for a director to be so dedicated to his actors.’
         
 
         When McGregor was at Sundance with Shallow Grave, Boyle gave him the Trainspotting script. ‘I have never felt more certain that I wanted to play a part. Danny, Andrew and John were worried because Renton had to be very skinny. I knew I had to lose weight to be in with a chance. By the time I met them about a month later, I’d lost a stone. We talked about Renton having a skinhead, so I went off during the meeting and had all my hair cut off. I would have done anything for Danny; it’s why he managed to get the best work out of me. He really watches you on set, which is not as common as you might think. His direction leads you further down the path which you had already started travelling. He encourages you to explore the character and story based on what he sees you doing. He pushes actors to be brave, to take risks.’
         
 
         McGregor dazzled as Renton. His on-screen chemistry with Cameron Diaz was then the best thing about A Life Less Ordinary – ‘I’m not sure it works as completely as the first two films,’ he says, ‘but I’m very fond of it and I’ll always watch it if I come across it on TV’ – before his working relationship with Boyle came to an abrupt end. Put simply, McGregor thought he was to be Richard in The Beach, and it turned out that DiCaprio had got the part instead. ‘I was very much under the impression that the part was mine. There had even been discussions about dates. I was doing a play and was told the dates of the film had moved to accommodate me. Then I started getting calls from my agents in both Britain and America saying that DiCaprio had the part. I kept dismissing it as a rumour, defending Danny, insisting he would have told me.’
         
 
         In the end, Boyle asked McGregor to lunch. ‘I thought we were going to discuss The Beach in more detail. We blathered for half an hour and then he told me … I understood that he was under pressure from the studio over casting and financing. But not being told earlier was very upsetting for me. I was going to turn down Star Wars to be in The Beach – being part of that film-making team with Danny, Andrew and John was part of my identity as an actor. Of course it couldn’t go on for ever and I would never have wanted to have been cast for the sake of it … Anyway, it was a really sad time for me. The situation was handled badly and I felt betrayed. I don’t think I’ve ever had such a great experience with a director. I loved being on set with Danny. It was very much like a love affair: I’d look across, see him and be very happy he was there.’
         
 
         McGregor finally bumped into Boyle at the end of the Shanghai Film Festival in June 2009. ‘I’d been waiting to see him for years. I’d have nightmares about bumping into him and wake up in a panic. When we were flying back from Shanghai, there were three of us in first class. My wife was asleep. My light was on, Danny’s light was on. Here was an opportunity to talk about it, to sort it out, but for some reason we couldn’t. So we sat in our respective seats for 12 hours and said nothing. When I saw him again in LA a few months later, to present him with an award, I was really, really happy. I’ve missed him so much.’
         
 
         It is hardly unusual for actors to gush about directors. But there’s something different about Boyle’s relationship with his cast: not just the trust and respect, but a sense of utter control amidst the chaos. Timothy Spall, who turned up in Manchester to shoot Vacuuming Completely Nude in Paradise straight after filming Vanilla Sky with Tom Cruise, was ‘nuts’ with jet lag and flu. ‘I instinctively knew that turning up half crazed would be required,’ he remembers. ‘I could see a glint in Danny’s eye when he clocked I was in that state. He was enjoying the lunacy. Given that he’s so urbane and equable, he loves a bit of torture. But the great thing about Danny is that he instils immense confidence: whatever happens, it’s going to be all right. Given that his work is so visual and wild, he has a real calm sense of command over his domain.’
         
 
         Robert Carlyle is not, of course, like the tough characters he often portrays on screen, but neither is he given to superlatives. Yet the ten days he spent rehearsing for Trainspotting remain ‘the best time I’ve ever spent with a group of actors and a director’. Which is not to say that transforming himself into Begbie was easy. He had turned down the role of Alex in Shallow Grave because he saw him as a working-and not middle-class character (‘How stupid was that?’) and, already familiar with every paragraph of Welsh’s novel, his initial response to playing Begbie was ‘no way’. ‘I saw Begbie as a monster, a huge guy who frightened everyone in sight. But Danny was his dogged self and insisted I’d be terrific as Begbie. We finally agreed that small psychos are the best!’
         
 
         Carlyle wanted Begbie to look like a Hibs football casual from the 1980s, with Pringle jumpers, Lacoste T-shirts, Sta-Prest trousers, white socks and Bass Weejun shoes. ‘Rachael [Fleming, costume designer] was brilliant; she understood exactly how I wanted Begbie to look. We had one fitting where she brought every colour combination of Pringle jumper imaginable. At that point I was struggling to accept how intimidating I was going to have to make myself. It was the first time I’d really played such a terrifying character. I decided everything about Begbie had to be a provocation. The way he sounded, acted, looked – everything. So I deliberately chose the pastel-coloured Pringle jumpers. They would make people turn around, and that would be enough for Begbie: “What are you fucking looking at?”’
         
 
         Carlyle turned up on the first day of the shoot not only in a lemon Pringle jumper, but also showing off a moustache and an emerging mullet. ‘No one had seen me until that point. Everyone’s jaws just dropped. Danny was laughing so much that he had to cut several times. I know it’s unusual for him to corpse; he usually is too possessed by his desire to tell a story to be distracted by how a character looks. But he gives you a platform to express yourself. You’d need to be an idiot to fuck it up with Danny Boyle.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I remember watching Trainspotting for the first time at a press screening in Leicester Square towards the end of 1995 and being pinned back in my seat for the full ninety minutes. The story, the soundtrack, the cast, the set, the costume – they were all as irresistible as heroin was to Renton. If life can be measured by pop-cultural experiences, here was one of mine for the mid-1990s. Since then Danny Boyle – for all those Slumdog Millionaire Oscars – has remained a Hollywood outsider who is more excited by New York than Los Angeles, more interested in ideas than a career trajectory. He doesn’t want to live anywhere but London and isn’t sufficiently interested in money to make films for the sake of it.
         
 
         Christian Colson – who punched his fist in the air upon hearing that Boyle was interested in the Slumdog Millionaire script – says that Boyle couldn’t currently be in a more perfect position. ‘It doesn’t get better than Slumdog and he hasn’t fucked the next movie up! Right now – as we’re just about to leave for Utah to start pre-production on 127 Hours – is probably about as good as it gets.’
         
 
         Boyle has, as might be expected, been made some absurd offers in the wake of Slumdog Millionaire. He was offered a $2-million fee to direct an indie film. And some £800,000 to direct an advert. But, even though he is in a position to write his own cheques, Boyle is no director for hire. His biggest ambition may be to direct a musical but, in the meantime, he will continue to make films that are all but impossible, building them from the outside in, using what he calls the ‘architecture’ of the script. Steven Spielberg once said that Stanley Kubrick ‘reinvented himself with every motion picture’, and it’s similar shape-shifting that keeps Boyle’s films appealing, engaging and impossible to ignore.
         
 
         Andrew Macdonald says that, on some level, Boyle wants to be James Cameron, but I’m not so sure. Why would he direct 127 Hours on a relatively small budget if he was chasing world domination? Having dismissed the notion, however, I remember that when Boyle was talking about Avatar, he mentioned in passing that he’d seen Titanic four times. He was surprised when I asked why. ‘Because it was so good! Seriously! I went to see it twice with Gabriel, once with Caitlin, once with Grace. It’s such a great movie. And it will live on way beyond us.’
         
 
         By the end of our sessions, I have a sense of Danny Boyle as a director with an incredible life force, as an emotional person who can cry on the set of Millions, but who is ultimately contained. Who is, to use Anthony Dod Mantle’s words, ‘socially gracious’, but who is happy to be on his own. It’s not hard to pinpoint Boyle’s strict Catholic upbringing as a – if not the – source of what Spall calls ‘loving a bit of torture’. Dod Mantle says that if Boyle had, as his mother hoped, become a priest, ‘it would have been a nightmare. He’d have led the second crusades! He’d have changed world history. Thank God Danny was allowed to make films instead.’
         
 
          
         When I say, partly as a joke, that all he does is make films, Boyle’s response is serious: ‘That’s fair comment, I’m afraid. I can’t see that I contribute very much to society in other ways. So yes, as you have seen, my life is making films. What else would I be doing anyway?’ I ask where his drive comes from, and he says it’s about excitement, curiosity, being a child playing at make-believe. He finds it difficult to relax; every time he reads a book, for example, he can’t help wondering if it might make a good film. He has a basic work ethic which he attributes to his background: his father was a physical labourer all his working life, and his own physical energy is channelled into film-making.
         
 
         As cinematographer on 127 Hours, Dod Mantle is embarking on his sixth project with Boyle and preparing to ‘feel the fear’ again – this time in the canyons of Utah. ‘The first I heard from Danny on 127 Hours was this: “It’s a little thing shot from the hip – just a loose, simple thing to get away from Slumdog and move on.” But that guy can’t do anything loose and simple. He just can’t! He’s going to be on set every day, he’ll never have a day off, he’ll be a dead man walking by the end. He’ll be like Rommel with his head sticking out of a tank, keeping morale up in yet another dust storm.’
         
 
         Dod Mantle has met Boyle’s father, Frank, and agrees that the source of Boyle’s tremendous work ethic is probably hereditary. ‘Danny is the brickie of the British film industry. He puts his script and all his notes in a bag, chucks it over his shoulder and goes out on set first thing, whistling away. He is always first to arrive, last to leave. He works damn hard. A great, creative, gifted director, but also a proper worker.’
         
 
         Amy Raphael
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            Introduction

         
 
         AMY RAPHAEL: You were born in Radcliffe, Lancashire, in 1956 to a strict Catholic family. What do you remember about your childhood?
         
 
         
 
         DANNY BOYLE: I was very aware of my Catholic, Anglo-Irish roots. My mum came over from Ireland in the 1950s when there was a huge influx of post-war labour to the north-west of England. She was a hairdresser. We had one of those stand-up driers in the house; she’d sit underneath it to curl her hair. She met my dad at a dance in Bury in 1952 and they married in 1954. He was brought up beside a tiny farm where his dad worked, all this in Radcliffe, six miles north-west of Manchester. He left school at fourteen to be a labourer but he educated himself, which he’s very proud of.
         
 
         When he had kids, he was determined to pass on that gene. In fact, both my mum and dad were desperate for me, my twin sister Maria and my younger sister Bernadette to get into good schools. They got us through the eleven-plus and into single-sex grammar schools that were also really good Catholic schools. They were quite tough schools in certain senses, but they were good schools. Having a decent education changed our lives.
         
 
         When I was eleven, we moved house. Until that point we had lived in a tiny house with two bedrooms, and I had shared a room with my sisters. But once I was eleven, we were no longer allowed to share. So we were allocated a three-bedroom house on a decent council estate in another part of Radcliffe, and I had my own bedroom for the first time. Moving house was another life-changing moment: we were just far enough from the original house to lose touch with the friends we’d been at junior school with. The new friends I eventually made were what I’d now call middle-class kids, but back then, of course, we didn’t give them that label – they were just mates.
         
 
         My sisters went to a convent in Bury, while I used to travel five or six miles every day to my grammar school in Bolton. I have a very clear memory of simultaneously moving house and starting secondary school. For a while I didn’t have any mates in my neighbourhood because my old friends lived down in the town and my schoolfriends lived in different towns and villages around Bolton.
         
 
         Was it a difficult time?
         
 
         It wasn’t difficult but I do remember it. Then I got absorbed in school. I didn’t rebel against school because we had been brought up to value education.
         
 
         You didn’t at any point rebel against your parents’ educational directive?
         
 
         No, no. I never thought about it like that. Part of me hated school, but I worked hard to get O-levels and A-levels. I pushed myself really hard. Because Maria and I were twins, my dad was very comparative. When we were at the same primary school, he used to do this terrible thing of putting our school reports down side-by-side on the table. The competitive relationship forged by my dad benefited me most, despite the fact I always felt my sisters were much brighter than me.
         
 
         Maybe your father thought you and Maria would thrive on the competition?
         
 
         I’m sure he did. It’s also important to remember that punishment is the key to Catholicism. When I was growing up, there was certainly very little of the modern ethos we embrace about encouragement. If we fell below a certain level of achievement or behaviour, we had to be punished! We had to feel guilty! I had to try and jettison that with my own three kids.
         
 
          
         Lose the guilt or the strictness? 
         
 
         Both. But it’s too easy for me to go round the whole time feeling guilty about everything. I can’t shake it off.
         
 
         Are you and Maria non-identical twins?
         
 
         Yes. And I was born a few minutes earlier. We get on really well now, but we didn’t for a long time. You can’t really when your dad is constantly comparing you. There was also that male working-class notion that the son is allowed to do whatever he wants – it’s even okay if he wants to go off and do drama – whereas my sisters became teachers. They’ve both given it up now: Bernadette stopped to have a family, while Maria, being too conscientious, just got burned out. She’s now an administrator for special-needs provision in Rochdale. Going back to the guilt: I have always felt guilty about my sisters doing more important jobs than me and getting paid fuck-all comparatively.
         
 
         How relevant was – or is – it that you were the older twin?
         
 
         We used to refer to it a lot when we were younger. I was the slightly heavier one.
         
 
         Were you close to your parents? How strict were they?
         
 
         It was quite a strict household. My dad has always been a hardcore socialist, a big Tony Benn supporter, and I was brought up to think like that. My mum’s Catholicism defined everything for her, but she loyally voted Labour as my dad did. When I was growing up, I hated my dad, like you do; my son Gabriel, who is twenty, is going through exactly the same thing with me now. I was very, very close to my mum until she died in 1988. I learned things from my mum that I really value and I inherited things from my dad that you can’t really do anything about: aggression, stubbornness, doggedness. All of which are of great value to me as a director – it means I just keep going and going.
         
 
         How does aggression help as a director?
         
 
         I mean in the sense of pushing. Having to be on the front foot. If you want something, you’ll push for it. You’ve also got to be willing to push people around sometimes to get things done.
         
 
         What did you learn from your mother?
         
 
         Tolerance and respect. She instinctively had both. She came from the same background as Noel and Liam Gallagher’s mum. Both our mums were uneducated Irish women who came over to the northwest of England. Both were dinner ladies. My mum started working at the primary school I went to, St Mary’s, in 1963 or ’64. There’s a generation of people who came from Ireland to Manchester and got similar jobs. Our family stayed together because they had this ambition for us to be really educated.
         
 
         Where did that ambition come from?
         
 
         It was common sense. My dad looked at me and thought, ‘He’s not going to be working where I’m working. He’s going to get a better job.’
         
 
         What were you like as a kid, before you sat the eleven-plus and moved house?
         
 
         (laughs) Just a normal kid! My uncle Tom, who sadly died in spring 2009, was mad about football. He used to run the football teams at St Mary’s. When I went home after the Oscars, he brought a framed photo along of me and my mates as ten-year-olds about to win a tournament. Oh my God, this photo!
         
 
         Is it like a scene out of Kes?
         
 
         It’s totally like Kes! None of us look as though we’d ever been fed – what were we eating? And of course you realise how conscious we’ve since become of nutrition and diet. But then, for fuck’s sake, we all looked like Billy Casper. Grey, sallow, but beautiful as well. It’s a really beautiful picture. Anyway, I was mad about football. Really mad about both playing and watching. My dad used to take me to see Bury, the team I’ve supported all my life. He was a big Manchester United supporter as well. In the back of our family album there’s a beautiful grey and red photo of the Busby Babes lined up just before eight young players were killed in the 1958 Munich air crash.
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               St Mary’s primary school football team, 1967: (back row, left to right)  John Bailey, Tony Dallas, John Fletcher,  Kevin Holt, Terry Dolan; (front row, left to  right) Danny Boyle, Malcolm Lee, Leonard Toye, Mick Collins, Steven Worthington, Paul Greenhalgh
               

            

         
 
         I saw Georgie Best play a number of times at Old Trafford; he was such a fantastic player. When I was working as a director for the BBC in Northern Ireland in the late 1980s, I made a film called Scout which was written by Frank McGuinness and inspired by Best. The guy who discovered Best in Northern Ireland was called Bob Bishop; he was Matt Busby’s scout. Bishop used to find these young lads, take them away to a cottage in the countryside and test their character to see if they could cope with a big club. Although I’m not sure the test of character really worked; look at what happened to Bestie.
         
 
         So you’d go to games on a Saturday afternoon and in between play reasonably well at school?
         
 
         I wasn’t very good. My dad was naturally ambidextrous but, as was customary at the time, he was brutalised out of writing with his left hand at school. I’m right-handed but I could play with both feet. I wasn’t good enough to be on the right side, so I was on the left, where there was less competition for places.
         
 
          
         Were you more academic than sporty? Were you bright and focused even at primary school?
         
 
         Bright enough to pass the eleven-plus. I didn’t have any training other than what I got at school. I knew the paper was important. It wasn’t particularly hard. I remember some of it very clearly: there was a word with letters missing; you had to work out that ‘ach’ was ‘yacht’.
         
 
         And, after passing the eleven-plus, you got into the Salesian College in Bolton, which is run by priests.
         
 
         Yes, it was a very Christian, heavily Catholic education. It wasn’t quite Angela’s Ashes, but it was hard. The teachers were tough. Still, it was a good education. I was lucky; I had an English teacher who changed my life. Mr Unsworth, whose nickname was Ticker, refused to compromise just because we were teenage lads. So we did Northanger Abbey! How the fuck did he sit there and think, ‘I’m now going to teach you fifteen-year-old boys Northanger Abbey. All thirty of you are going to read it out loud, and I’m going to tell you why I think it’s a work of genius and why Jane Austen is one of the greatest writers’? He persuaded me! He was a brilliant, secular teacher. He was clearly unattached, except to his mother, and he told us that he took a Jane Austen novel on holiday with him each year to re-read. You can imagine what a bunch of young lads thought of that. He also taught us Shakespeare – Richard II, Antony and Cleopatra – and directed us in stage plays. He was a pivotal figure in teasing out what you had an inclination for.
         
 
         Had you always been a big reader as a kid?
         
 
         Always. I read every single one of Franklin W. Dixon’s Hardy Boys mysteries. I made a natural progression to the Bond books, which I read multiple times. They were so cool. Ian Fleming was an amazing writer. Bond lived in a godless world and the books dissolved everything I was meant to respect – it was just sex, pleasure and guns. Then came Graham Greene; my favourite was always Heart of the Matter. Although he converted eventually, Greene was the great doubter; I was drawn to his doubt as much as anything.
         
 
          
         You say ‘Ticker’, the English teacher, directed you and your class mates in stage plays. What other drama projects were you involved with at this point?
         
 
         I had a really loud voice, which basically makes you a good actor at school, so I got all the lead parts in the plays because they could hear me at the back. Later, I put on plays in school assemblies which were entertaining and a bit outrageous.
         
 
         The first directing I ever did was in the sixth form. One play was about a Polish cardinal who had been appointed to a very high office. He was called Cardinal Vincenti, but I renamed him as Cardinal Sinplenty. Everybody who came on stage had to kiss his ring, which was a deliberate double entendre. There were, of course, whispers about the abuse of some of the pupils. It didn’t happen to me, but other boys said they had their trousers taken down.
         
 
         Didn’t that make it a terrifying environment?
         
 
         I don’t know … the majority of boys just dealt with it, which is why so many priests got away with it. We traumatise it so much in our minds now, but back then we did just get on with it. It used to happen to the pretty boys, but I wasn’t a pretty boy – I had National Health specs.
         
 
         Being a skinny lad with glasses, were you bullied?
         
 
         No, never. There was a bully in our class, but he never took me on. One of my best friends, Dilip, took a bit of racist stick on occasion. There was an effeminate guy who was bullied in an invisible way. He was constantly finding pictures of penises in his desk.
         
 
         What happened when you put on the Cardinal Sinplenty play?
         
 
         I was told by the priests not to do it again. I remember getting thrashed a few times. On my backside and hand. It really hurt. This was the 1970s, and thrashing really belonged to the 1950s, but they still used it for major offences.
         
 
         What did you do to get thrashed, other than subvert and challenge Catholicism with a play?
         
 
          
         Bunked off. Lied. Covered various things up. Went into the country with this guy who had an air rifle and shot birds: terrible cruelty. We were young men obviously testing boundaries. And I very quickly rebelled against the school’s heavy Christianity. That was how my rebellion manifested itself; it wasn’t against education as such, it was against Christianity. So I’d try to skip Mass constantly.
         
 
         You rebelled against the school’s religious indoctrination, but you were then coerced into attending church with your parents on Sundays.
         
 
         I went to church until I was thirteen, fourteen, and then stopped. I put my foot down and said I wasn’t going. I was an altar boy for many years, so I used to go to church every day before school. On Saturday you’d serve and on Sunday you’d go to church with the family in the morning and then back in the afternoon for Benediction. It’s such an Irish tradition; your whole day off is devoted to worship. So, until I hit my teens, I’d go to church eight times a week. I still know the Mass in Latin backwards because I served for so many years!
         
 
         The pressure to go to church came from my mum. My dad would thrash me if I was out of order about something major but, basically, he didn’t really believe in God either. Not in the same way as my mum, anyway; she was devout.
         
 
         What happened when you stopped going?
         
 
         It was a big act of rebellion. A key moment. But it was also a gradual process. I started by not going to Benediction on a Sunday afternoon. At a certain point I said, ‘No, I’m not doing that. I’m not going on a Sunday afternoon.’ I used the excuse of having too much homework. So they’d traipse off to church and, when they came back, my mum always put her hand on the back of the telly to see if it was warm. To check if I’d been watching telly. She did it every week. Surely she’d worked out that I’d worked out to turn it off fifteen minutes before they got back (laughs)? Then I dropped out of being an altar boy; again I said I was at big school and had no time. I gradually established my own independence and, eventually, I stopped going to church altogether.
         
 
          
         If you turned your back on the church at thirteen, fourteen, at what point were you considering becoming a priest?
         
 
         I was around twelve. I was designated a place at the seminary in Upholland in Wigan. I was due to go when Father Conway, whom I didn’t get on with particularly well, stopped me. I remember him saying, ‘I don’t think you should do this, you’re not cut out for it. I think you should continue your education here.’ He must have passed his thoughts on to my mum because the whole notion just vanished.
         
 
         Until Father Conway had other ideas, did you really think you were going to go off and be a priest?
         
 
         I didn’t think about it that much. I wasn’t even into pop music at that stage; I was thinking about football all the time. I went every week to watch Bury and in between played for the school team. Everything else passed me by. I was only interested in getting to school so I could play football before the day began. Every break I was out playing football. Or cricket. It’s only in retrospect that I look back and think, ‘Bloody hell, that could have been it!’
         
 
         If Father Conway hadn’t advised against it, would you have entered the priesthood?
         
 
         Yes, because it was my mum’s dream. It’s not like wanting your child to be a journalist or a bank manager; it was a calling, a vocation.
         
 
         You would actually have given your life up for the church?
         
 
         I can’t tell you that. I just don’t know. I didn’t wonder if I’d made the right decision, I just played more football. And then I started to be interested in music and girls and smoking. Everything else just drifts away. I suppose my mother just watched it happen. It must have been heartbreaking for her. Now that I have three kids of my own, I see it in a completely different way – now in their late teens and early twenties, they want to establish their absolute independence. It’s as it should be, but there’s always at least a small element of heartbreak involved.
         
 
          
         When you stopped going to church was it more than teen rebellion? Did you also question the existence of God?
         
 
         I didn’t want to be told what to do any more. My mates at school couldn’t believe I was still going to church. I certainly didn’t want to turn up to church with my sisters and stand next to them. To begin with, I started standing in a different row from them. Then I stood at the back. I wish I could remember the day I said I’m not going. I do remember my mum being very upset and anxious.
         
 
         What did your mother feel when, in your late teens, you decided to become a director?
         
 
         She didn’t really understand the world I was going into. Religion and devotion have connections with showmanship, but she wasn’t bothered about any kind of performance. I know she would have liked Millions. It’s about her really. It’s weird because it’s Frank Cottrell Boyce’s story, but as soon as I read it I felt so close to it. She’d have found the saints very funny. She died on 15 February 1988, so never got a chance to see Millions or any other film I made. It’s tough when your mum goes. I was working in the BBC office in Northern Ireland when she died. I got a phone call from my sister. It was the saddest day of my life so far. I flew from Belfast to Manchester. The flight was unbearable. I got there and saw her dead body. They close dead people’s mouths and seal them up, which is the weirdest thing. It makes you realise how people’s mouths are so rarely properly closed. She was so cold. Her skin was like icy marble. For lads, losing your mum is such a major thing …
         
 
         Let’s go back to your gradual rejection of the church. When did you begin to question the existence of God?
         
 
         The more I started to read, the more I became aware of secular writing, of music and popular culture. The New Musical Express was one of the big things in my life; I defied religion by getting into it. It was about desecrating everything to do with Him. There was outrageous writing by journalists such as Charles Shaar Murray, Nick Kent and, later, Julie Burchill – what they were writing was unbelievable! I’d look over my shoulder as I was reading in case my mum caught me. It was profane; it was wonderful. The NME was so important for lonely suburban kids. It was a lifeline.
         
 
         What sort of music were you into?
         
 
         Music has always been a huge part of my life. I’ve been lucky in that I’ve been the right age to experience pivotal movements: at grammar school it was glam rock, at university it was punk and, when I was about to hit thirty, house music started. In the mid-1990s, when I directed Trainspotting, it was Britpop. So, as a teenager, I was a big fan of Led Zeppelin, David Bowie, Roxy Music. We used to dress up in what would now be regarded as incredibly effeminate glam-rock gear. We used to buy clothes from women’s shops because they were the only place to find the right T-shirts. And we’d somehow get into these glam-rock clubs in Manchester.
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         Bowie remains everything for me. He’s the ultimate superstar in my mind. So much so that I don’t ever want to meet him, just in case he proves to be a disappointment. I always found it hard to make my dad interested in the music or films I loved, but when Bowie sang with Bing Crosby it was extraordinary. Both my parents were huge Bing Crosby fans, and there was Bowie singing with him! It was great for me.
         
 
         Alice Cooper was a big part of my life too. We used to write out the lyrics to songs like ‘Dead Babies’. The more profane, the better. The more we tempted God to damn our souls, the better!
         
 
         Were you ever in a band?
         
 
         No, I was hopeless! I was in the school brass band, but I was even kicked out of that for being flat.
         
 
         You were never even in a crap punk band?
         
 
         Not even that, despite the fact that punk started when I went to university! I have this theory that, sadly, I think is true: in America lower-middle-class parents would give their kids Super-8 cameras and, years later, a Spielberg would turn up; in Britain we just don’t have that tradition of talented or expressive people going into film. You join a band instead. I guess my circle of friends just weren’t interested in forming bands; we loved music and we went to concerts.
         
 
         What was the first gig you went to?
         
 
         Led Zeppelin at Belle Vue in Manchester when I was fourteen or fifteen. I remember seeing Jimmy Page with his double-neck guitar; I was mesmerised. I didn’t have the look, I never had long hair. It wasn’t allowed at school. To my horror I never saw Bowie in concert. But then punk happened and took over everything.
         
 
         At which point you fell head over heels in love with The Clash.
         
 
         They were the business. I never met them. Joe Strummer was clearly accessible to everybody, which I always respected, but I never sought to meet him. I wish I had. When he died, I couldn’t believe it. It was like one of my immediate family had died. Really bizarre.
         
 
         What exactly were you responding to in The Clash?
         
 
         In retrospect, it’s their eclecticism that is so extraordinary. There were dozens of other interesting punk bands around – X-Ray Spex, Siouxsie and the Banshees, Joy Division, The Jam, The Specials – all of whom we went to see. But The Clash were the ones willing to dip into different genres, from reggae to Americana. Listen to London Calling or Sandinista! now and it’s clear they were experimenting constantly. I loved that about them. They were bold. And, politically, they were my cup of tea. They were very clear about their left-wing allegiances, whereas a band like The Jam weren’t – not initially at least. The Clash are the perfect pop heroes.
         
 
         Music was a central part of your teenage years. Had you also been to the cinema regularly as a boy?
         
 
         The first film I went to see was Battle of the Bulge with my dad; it was a big WWII tank movie, directed by Ken Annakin. Years later, George Lucas got the name for Star Wars’s Annakin Skywalker from him. It must have been my ninth birthday and therefore Maria’s too; I think my mum took her to see The Sound of Music. The gender stereotyping started early! But we didn’t often go to the cinema as a family – it was a special treat.
         
 
         You often talk of your admiration for Nic Roeg. Do you remember the first film of his you saw and where?
         
 
         I think it was Walkabout. I can’t remember how old I was or where I saw it, but I got hooked on his films. I probably saw it on my own. Between the age of fifteen and eighteen, I used to go to the Aaben, an art cinema in Hulme, Manchester. Back then, Hulme was a wasteland, a really tough area. The Aaben, which has since been knocked down, wasn’t famous, but I’ll bet Morrissey used to go too because it showed everything that wasn’t mainstream Hollywood. It was hard for me to get there – I had to take two or three buses – which shows how interested I was. I’d wander off there alone and watch two or three films in a row.
         
 
         There were also two cinemas in Bolton: one which showed mainstream films and a boutique cinema next to it which showed non-stop porn. My mate Declan and I used to go for the sex scenes – being at a boys’ school was frustrating. I was fifteen and, looking quite old for my age, could just about get away with buying us tickets for an 18. The sex was blinding: Decameron; Nada, the 1974 Claude Chabrol film; Blow-Up; La Grande Bouffe; Alejandro
         
 
         Jodorowsky’s El topo. I remember those specifically. There was so much sex on screen it was fantastic. Some of those films I’ve seen subsequently and they’re terrible. Awful.
         
 
         You say attending a Catholic boys’ school was ‘frustrating’: did you date any girls?
         
 
         Not enough! On the other side of Bolton was a girls’ convent, Mount St Joseph. We used to do that embarrassing thing of meeting for dances. That was about it. There was a lot of talk, most of which was hot air.
         
 
         Were you allowed to take girls home?
         
 
         I had a couple of girlfriends while I was at school, but I didn’t introduce them to my parents. In fact, I had a girlfriend named Elaine, whom I met in the Turf in Radcliffe, the pub I worked evenings in, and my dad made me finish with her as I was coming up to my A-levels. My parents were fanatical about me and my sisters getting into university and learning to drive. They obviously made a lot of sacrifices to make those things happen. Actually, I went down to Asda in Radcliffe recently and saw Janice, my first-ever girlfriend, who works there. She said, ‘Ah, they mentioned you were in!’
         
 
         How old were you when you started dating Janice?
         
 
         I was about sixteen. I used to work every summer, and that year I was working in a paper-bag factory in Radcliffe. We made trillions of brown paper bags for Woolworths! Janice worked in the office and she was gorgeous. Then I worked at Warburtons cake factory making cakes for two or three summers. Bad hours but really good money for a student. While everyone went on holiday, they covered their staff with students and gave them the full rate. It was serious money. Fantastic.
         
 
         What did you spend the money on?
         
 
         Records, clothes, the cinema. Declan and I saw Clockwork Orange in the boutique porn cinema in Bolton just before Stanley Kubrick himself banned it in 1973. We wanted to go because of the controversy around it. I didn’t really know anything about Kubrick and I don’t think I’d seen 2001: A Space Odyssey at that point. Clockwork Orange blew me away; the risk-taking was phenomenal. It was really refreshing. Trainspotting was certainly inspired, in part, by Clockwork Orange. With Clockwork Orange and, to a lesser degree, Trainspotting, people objected to the notoriety that comes with taking risks. But I would argue that it’s partly why people go to the cinema.
         
 
         Clockwork Orange must have been the most violent film you’d seen at that stage?
         
 
         I remember the violence very clearly and, of course, the speeded-up sex when Alex takes the girls back from the record shop. I remember the record shop itself and the weird way they played records, which was Kubrick’s vision of the future, of what would eventually become CDs. Now I know about him, you think of all the research Kubrick must have done trying to find out how we were going to listen to music in twenty years’ time. I also remember the extraordinary scene at the end in the fake snow as Alex had sex with a girl wearing long black gloves … These things get burned in your mind. More than the rape at beginning with Adrienne Corri, which is partly why the film became notorious.
         
 
         Watching Clockwork Orange was – and is – an overwhelming experience. It stimulates your senses so much. I think it’s one of the points of cinema – to be visceral rather than intellectual or reflective. The reflection can come later. It should be the sensation of experiencing ninety or a hundred minutes of live imagery. It should be unstoppable. You shouldn’t be able to walk away. You should feel trapped in a dark room. That’s what really turns me on about cinema.
         
 
         Did seeing Clockwork Orange make you want to direct films?
         
 
         Anybody who sees Clockwork Orange wants to make a film because it’s so exciting to watch. But, coming from my background, I never thought being a director was a possibility. Pop stars often came from backgrounds that weren’t particularly privileged, but not film-makers. Around that time I got a job as an usher at Bolton Octagon. It was amazing; I was seventeen and I’d never seen a play before. It was a theatre in the round, so it was astonishing just to stand in the aisle as an usher and watch these actors.
         
 
          
         Did you get the job to see plays or was it just a way of earning money?
         
 
         Both. I was really interested in drama; I’d been inspired by my excellent English teacher at school. But I needed the money too.
         
 
         When you went to study English and Drama at Bangor University, how did your interest in the theatre develop?
         
 
         First of all, I’d never lived away from home before but, by 1975, I was desperate to leave. It was very lonely to begin with because I was in my David Bowie/Roxy Music period and I turned up at Bangor University in all this glam-rock gear … I was defiant for a while but finally realised that what I needed more than anything was a duffel coat. And then I started doing drama and it was fantastic. I picked the right combination of subjects: the English course was hard work, while the drama course was more practical.
         
 
         I directed my first play at Bangor and decided I enjoyed it much more than acting, which I then gave up. I directed a Howard Brenton play called Christie in Love, the weird one about the life of the 1950s serial killer John Christie. It’s a fantastic student-union play. There’s a plastic doll in it, so I had to go home to Manchester to buy a blow-up sex doll in this sex shop – there weren’t any in Bangor. Before I even asked for the doll, I started clumsily explaining that it was for a play. They must get that kind of excuse all the time. Years later, when I was working at the Royal Court Theatre in London, I ended up directing two of Brenton’s original plays – The Genius and Berlin Bertie – and, of course, met him. He was one of my heroes. And, as it turned out, a lovely, lovely man.
         
 
         Did directing simply make sense to you as soon as you started working on Christie in Love?
         
 
         I just knew. Straight away. Why be an actor when you can do this? I can control it all! Directing is really just about control. All directors are control freaks.
         
 
         However, I don’t remember working out how I could actually be a proper director one day. I just loved the experience. Everything changed when I heard on the grapevine about Joint Stock visiting a new theatre in Mold, Gwynedd. Joint Stock was a fairly radical theatre company founded in London in 1974 by David Hare, Max Stafford-Clark, David Aukin and William Gaskill, and cooperatively owned by its members. A few of us from Bangor went to Mold to see Fanshen, Hare’s play about the Chinese revolution, and A Mad World, My Masters, Barrie Keeffe’s modern version of Thomas Middleton’s Jacobean play. It was total theatre. I felt completely liberated watching the plays.
         
 
         I wrote to Joint Stock straight away to ask for a job and got an interview. I made one of my first-ever trips to London, met Alison Ritchie, the stage and company manager, and was offered a job as assistant stage manager. It basically meant I had to drive the truck and make the tea but, because it was a collective, I was paid the same as everyone else. It was a fortune: everyone was on £80, £85 a week. My mates at home were on £35, £40. And also you had a voice in the company because, theoretically at least, everyone was equal.
         
 
         There were all these meetings that went on for ever about what the company should put on. But the work itself was fantastic. The first professional work I was involved in was The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, an extraordinary production of the Robert Tressell novel directed by William Gaskill. Bill was one of the great directors of the time – he did all the early Edward Bond plays. It was just dazzling to watch. I was hanging around hoping some of it would rub off on me.
         
 
         When you got the job at Joint Stock, were you pushy or ambitious?
         
 
         Well, I remember having incredible enthusiasm, and the people in the company responded to that. I think they were surprised at just how much enthusiasm I had. It was inexhaustible because I loved what I was doing. I don’t ever think of myself as being pushy. Now I always tell people to show enthusiasm when they feel it. If I interview someone for a job and they enthuse about my work and their own work, I’ll always be inclined to give them a chance. It’s not a guarantee they will be better at their job, but there’s a good chance they will be.
         
 
         Other than the sheer, inexhaustible enthusiasm which still defines your approach to work now, what were your strengths around this time?
         
 
          
         Total immersion. No distance on anything. No peripheral vision. Complete focus. As you say, I always had all this energy. I can’t do it any differently. Which is why I’m not a very good producer. I can’t stop myself taking over, trying to take control.
         
 
         What were your specific responsibilities when you were ASM with Joint Stock?
         
 
         When they were touring the UK, I got the gear in and out, got the set in and out, got three nights sleep a week touring from Scotland to Plymouth. I loved it. And of course when people now ask for advice on how to get on, that’s exactly how you get on: young people have this phenomenal energy. That’s your initial calling card, not talent. You find out later if you’ve got talent or not. Don’t be afraid to flatter because it works amazingly well. Alison Ritchie at Joint Stock was this nice, rather proper woman from Highgate, and I was all over her, telling her what I thought of the company’s work. It was disarming. I got the job. You can only hope people give you a chance. Although I remember a few bollockings when my enthusiasm went too far.
         
 
         I was talking to Ken Loach recently about the advice he would give to young film-makers and, without hesitation, he suggested starting in the theatre.
         
 
         I think he’s right. I remember writing to film people when I was at Bangor and getting no replies. I loved cinema more than anything, but theatre seemed more accessible. So I very loosely decided that directing theatre and then television might lead, one day, to directing feature films. If you are insanely devoted to theatre, then you’re almost automatically promoted. It’s not a meritocracy as such because it’s as much to do with devotion as ability – you have to be mad enough to work long, long hours and, most of the time, be poorly paid for doing so.
         
 
         It’s weird how many British film directors come from a theatrical background. It’s one of the things that really differentiates us from the Americans. It’s rare to find an American film director who has worked in theatre. Apart from David Mamet, obviously. You’d never imagine the Coen brothers started off by working in the theatre. Whereas here you’ve got Anthony Minghella, Stephen Daldry, Sam Mendes, Roger Michell, Antonia Bird, Mike Leigh …
         
 
         Which isn’t to say that the transition from theatre to film is necessarily an easy one. When I was a theatre director, I was endlessly told that I couldn’t then become a film director. I was told my films would look really flat, like a tableau. Like a Peter Greenaway film. In fact, theatre teaches you a wonderful visual sense – especially more modern theatre, which is a bit more stripped back and isn’t so much about lavish recreations of realism as imagistic impressions. I think it freed up directors like me.
         
 
         The most important experience theatre gives you is working with actors. Because it is an actors’ medium. Theatre has been with us for thousands of years and yet the director has only been with us for a hundred years; he was a stage manager before that. As a theatre director, you get all this time with actors. You learn to empathise with them, to get the best out of them within the given time frame. And to glimpse what they can give a story.
         
 
         It’s very different in America, and not just because they don’t have the same tradition of directors and actors learning their craft in the theatre and then moving into film. Over there it’s much more about the actors just getting on with it. I remember Jonathan Pryce talking about working with Martin Scorsese on The Age of Innocence. I was very excited to know what Scorsese was like as a director. But Pryce revealed that Scorsese never said anything other than, ‘Can we do it again?’ An American director such as Scorsese will cast the right actor and let them get on with it. You rarely watch a Scorsese film and think an actor has been miscast.
         
 
         And Woody Allen directs even less than Scorsese.
         
 
         I remember Ken Branagh talking about working with Woody Allen on Celebrity: all he said was, ‘It wasn’t very funny.’ Or, ‘It needs to be funnier.’ It’s weird, the way it works. There’s no one way.
         
 
         Let’s go back to your time at Joint Stock and the Royal Court. Who were the most influential people you met around this time?
         
 
         There were three guys. Bill Gaskill, who was a genius and whose work was very much to my taste, and Max Stafford-Clark, who was brilliant but very precise in a way that I’m not. The third was Richard Wilson, whom I worked with at the Royal Court. Richard was delightful. His work as a director is completely different to his work as an actor – he’s obviously most famous for his larger-than-life role in One Foot in the Grave. But, as a director, he’d strip people down and tell them to stop acting. He used to bellow, ‘Stop acting!’ Richard was the first guy to let me be an assistant director; Max then developed me over a number of years.
         
 
         What were the specific skills you picked up from these three?
         
 
         On a broad level, I learned that theatre is an actors’ medium. For three or four weeks you are important as director and then the actors push you away. It’s really shocking when it first happens, but then you learn. When I started directing at the Royal Court, I was still giving the actors notes once the play was in production, and they would say, ‘With respect, Danny …’ I might as well just shut up. They’ve got the live performance, which is all that matters. They know how to direct it themselves then. It’s weird. Of course, in film you don’t get that, which is one of the attractions. If anything, you push the actor away; they do their job, you tell them when to go and then you manipulate what you’ve got.
         
 
         On a more detailed level, I watched them work. Learned tricks. Max did one of the best tricks I ever saw in the theatre. The actors would each pick a card from a pack. The card would indicate their status; ace was high, two was low. They then had to improvise a scene and somehow play the comparative status of whatever card they’d got. It was really interesting. A two and an ace were easy but how do you play a seven? When the exercise was over, everybody had to work out which number everyone else was playing.
         
 
         Richard had this exercise in which eight actors lined up at an imaginary bus stop. It’s real time, so they’d wait. Everyone who was looking at their watch in an exaggerated manner would be told to stop. They’d stand there and Richard would jump time forward – twenty, forty, sixty minutes. He was trying to ferret out overacting. When you’re a theatre director you need all these exercises because you have so much time with the actors. Obviously you have no such luxury on a film.
         
 
         Although I watched Max and Richard carefully, I was inspired more directly by Bill. He didn’t adopt the exercise or improvisational approach. He was right on the script straight away; he sought out the truth in the text. I felt more at home with Bill’s style, which was less about precision and more to do with sweep.
         
 
         I was never very good at improvising, either in the theatre or on film. It amazes me how a director like Mike Leigh works. It can produce extraordinary work; look at David Thewlis in Naked. Something emerged in that film which could never have been written. It’s so out there. But I’ve never been into that. I like to bounce off the writing.
         
 
         You worked with Joint Stock and, after graduating from Bangor at twenty-one, moved to London. How did you end up at the Royal Court, where you became director of the Theatre Upstairs and stayed until 1987?
         
 
         Max took over the Royal Court, and I went with him in 1982. He took me as a young assistant to learn the ropes. I started going to as many plays as I could. I saw Jonathan Pryce’s Hamlet at the Court and it was extraordinary; I later got to work with him on Mr Wroe’s Virgins. There are certain actors with whom you work – Pryce, Gary Oldman, Kerry Fox – who are really different. They have this frightening energy. It’s like they are doing everything in second gear until they can find a way to release themselves. Thoroughbreds, I call them.
         
 
         Was your life at that point dominated by the theatre?
         
 
         I didn’t do anything else. Apart from music and concerts. One of the joys of my life is that all my relaxation is a form of research in one way or another.
         
 
         Did you go to the cinema too?
         
 
         Of course! One of my first memories of London was seeing a poster of Apocalypse Now in 1979. A black poster as big as a building on the Fulham Road. It just said, ‘Apocalypse Now’. That is mass marketing! It’s a film that deserved the ultimate mass marketing. I went to see it and was blown away. I had no idea why I was going to see it, I don’t even think I connected it with The Godfather. I still think Apocalypse Now is the ultimate action movie. That term has come to define anything with Bruce Willis in it, but Apocalypse Now is a true action movie: it’s all movement. And whenever the movement stops, you get this extraordinary crisis.
         
 
         Does it elicit a similar response of awe when you watch it now?
         
 
         I agreed to write a piece about Alien for the twenty-fifth-anniversary DVD and made the point that it’s a timeless film. It’s the same with Apocalypse Now; even now it doesn’t look dated. It’s my complete, absolute favourite film of all time. Ever (laughs). It’s mad. It’s flawed. It’s total film-making on a gargantuan scale. It never even crosses your mind to say that it has stood up well to the passage of time. Nobody would be allowed to make a film like that any more. The last guy who was allowed to do it was Michael Cimino with Heaven’s Gate, and it went wrong. It wasn’t remotely mesmerising. Whereas you can’t rip your eyes away from Apocalypse Now.
         
 
         Which other films did you see around that time?
         
 
         This is God’s honest truth: I never ever saw Star Wars when it came out in 1977. I find the industry’s obsession with the franchise baffling. Not because I don’t admire them – I have since seen them – but I find people’s breathlessness in their presence odd. I didn’t want to be watching kids’ films at that time; I was into Siouxsie and the Banshees. However, as we now know, Apocalypse Now is the end of that era of film-making, and, in the end, George Lucas won.
         
 
         I would have loved to have seen Apocalypse when it was shown at the Cannes Film Festival. Can you imagine just turning up to watch it? Didn’t it share the prize?
         
 
         It did. The audience were shown a three-hour work-in-progress, and it went on to share the prize with Volker Schlöndorff’s The Tin Drum.
         
 
         That’s right because, at that point, Francis Ford Coppola still didn’t know quite how to cut Apocalypse. It was really fresh and wet. It must have been extraordinary. I remember taking my dad to see it at the Prince Charles in Leicester Square, back when it sometimes showed feature films and sometimes showed porno. And – can you imagine? – it was preceded by trailers for porno films (laughs). I wanted my dad to see Apocalypse so much. But he wasn’t very impressed. I don’t know why. A few years earlier I took him to see The Man Who Fell to Earth. And even, at one point, tried to get him to listen to Led Zeppelin. But it’s pointless trying to convert people – you’ve got to let them discover things for themselves …
         
 
         Despite your father not sharing your good taste, you had a great time in London, moving up from assistant director to artistic direc tor at the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs. Then, in 1987, you moved to the BBC.
         
 
         I stayed at the Court for what seemed like quite a long time. The first play I directed there was an allegorical Polish drama called Cinders, written by Janusz Glowacki. It was literally translated by a friend of Janusz’s and then adapted by Hanif Kureishi. To get a feel for the country, Hanif and I flew to Warsaw – it was the first time I’d ever been in a plane – and stayed in the translator’s flat. It was winter and so cold that Hanif barely left the flat, choosing instead to stay in bed. He was already establishing himself as a bit of a writer and I was slightly intimidated by him.
         
 
         While Hanif was in bed, I took a bus out to a workers’ estate, which was impressively vast. I don’t know if I was followed; I suppose I might have been. Hanif and I then went to midnight Mass at a church in Gdansk, where they sang the Polish national anthem. It was a memorable experience; we were crammed into this big church like commuters on the Tube at rush hour. Two weeks after we left, General Jaruzelski clamped down on Solidarność, Lech Walȩsa’s trade-union movement. Janusz wasn’t in Poland at the time, but his wife was trapped inside the country and he couldn’t get back in.
         
 
         The other key plays I directed at the Theatre Upstairs were Salonika by Louise Page, Victory by Howard Barker, The Grace of Mary Traverse by Timberlake Wertenbaker and Saved by Edward Bond.
         
 
         By the time I left the Royal Court, I was institutionalised. I had no idea what freelancing was: I’d gone straight from university to Joint Stock and then on to the Court. In 1987, I saw an advert for a two-year contract as a BBC Northern Ireland TV producer. I knew a couple of people at the BBC through the Court, so I asked them what the job entailed. I basically found out that the BBC didn’t appoint directors – they were signed up for one-off films – but that if I got this producing job I might be able to direct as well.
         
 
         At that point I’d already been to Northern Ireland a number of times: I’d done a play about Derry and one of my close friends from university was from Ballymoney. I applied for the job and got it. David Hare wrote me a reference because he’d seen some of the work I’d done at the Court. The guy in Northern Ireland who was making the appointments was really impressed by his letter. I said to them that I’d direct the films as well, but wouldn’t charge for doing so. For one fee I’d do both jobs.
         
 
         Between 1987 and 1989, I directed and produced seven one-hour drama films in Northern Ireland. I loved being there. From the outside it looked tough politically, but once you lived there it was just wonderful. You’d hear a bomb going off every now and again, but the compensation was the friendliness of the people. I’d recommend Northern Ireland to anyone.
         
 
         On two of the drama films I worked with writers I’d met at the Royal Court: Frank McGuinness wrote Scout and The Hen House, while Anne Devlin wrote The Venus de Milo Instead. The latter’s a beautiful little drama about a Protestant girl going on a school trip to Paris. I had Anne on the set the whole time, and the Northern Ireland drama crew were clearly affronted: what was the writer doing on set? Was she going to come with us everywhere? I could never get over how little writers were paid. Anne was on about £3,500 for a drama. And all these other people I was in charge of were comparatively paid staggering amounts of money.
         
 
         This was your first time working with a camera. Did you learn on the hoof?
         
 
         You learn from the cameraman; he tells you everything you need to know. Orson Welles said you can learn everything you need to know about a camera in an afternoon, and it’s true. The one thing you have to get your head round is left to right, right to left. I wanted the camera to be in a certain place, but it would look like the two actors were looking the same way rather than at each other. Phil Dawson, the BBC cameraman, patiently explained the process and finally, over time, it clicked.
         
 
         I was lucky that on the first television film I directed, Scout, I worked with a wonderful Irish actor, Ray McAnally. He’d been in The Mission the previous year. He was an old, experienced actor who was happy to help me work my way around making a film. He knew I didn’t know what I was doing. Well, on the one hand, I thought I knew what I was doing; on the other, I had so much to learn. He’d deliver his lines on one side of the camera and then offer to deliver them on the other side too. He knew that I’d have a cutting problem, that I didn’t fully understand left to right and right to left yet, and that I’d need him to be looking in a different direction for some of the scenes. He was really lovely. A really sweet guy.
         
 
         He was working alongside all these young lads who were playing aspiring footballers, and I remember him opening his shirt to show them the scar from his heart bypass surgery. He was this great big barrel-chested Irish actor and he had train tracks all over his chest. It was like Frankenstein. He loved showing it to the boys. Sadly, he died in 1989.
         
 
         Despite various teething problems, did the transition from stage to television drama feel relatively natural?
         
 
         Yes, because both are writer-based. I was commissioning TV plays in the same way I had done at the Royal Court. I liked working with the writers and I treated them with respect, which was unusual – most TV writers, apart from the Potters and the Bleasdales, are treated appallingly. But I kept the writers involved at all stages. Until recently, I haven’t been in a position where I’ve had to push the writer away. Certainly, with all the early stuff, I would never have done so. Although I might have disagreed with them and, at times, had to overrule them. The rule at the Court was that if there was a disagreement, the writer wins. If Caryl Churchill said to Max Stafford-Clark, ‘No, I want it that way,’ it would be that way. Whereas in film it’s the opposite. So my experience at the Court helped me to build proper relationships with writers, and they were happy to trust me too.
         
 
         It took time to adjust to working with the actors in a different way. I’d run the scenes all the time and I could see them looking at me, thinking I didn’t need to do the whole scene, I just needed to pick up that one line saying, ‘I’m going!’ But I’d run the whole five-minute scene that led up to that character saying, ‘I’m going!’ because that was what you did in the theatre.
         
 
         Did you enjoy learning on your feet?
         
 
         God, yes. While I was in Northern Ireland, I directed three or four films and produced twice. I produced The Rockingham Shoot for a very nice director called Kieran Hickey, who’s dead now. It was a lovely script by this wonderful writer John McGahern, but I wouldn’t leave them alone. I just knew how it should be done; I couldn’t stand back and watch from a distance. I learned that producing wasn’t really my thing (laughs). Kieran was so patient with me, even though I wasn’t supporting him properly.
         
 
         The second film you produced, in 1989, was the late Alan Clarke’s Elephant.
         
 
         We have only ever had a few genuine mavericks like Alan Clarke. I meet directors all the time who still talk about him; I get invitations from all over the world to go and talk about working with him on Elephant. His work has that resonance. As a teenager, I used to watch the Play for Today at home; there was always a good chance there’d be sex in it, but I could pretend I was watching a serious piece of drama. So, in 1974, I watched a play called Penda’s Fen, which was written by David Rudkin. I only found out years later that Alan had directed it. It had a big effect on me: it was visually different – surreal. In 1977 and 1982, I was blown away by Scum and Made in Britain respectively.
         
 
         When I first thought about leaving the Court, I wrote to Alan Clarke and asked if I could watch him film. He agreed; he was incredibly generous because he didn’t know who I was, although we had worked in the same office at the Royal Court earlier, when Lindsay Anderson was around. Alan was pretty dismissive of the Court and, with his macho northern sarcasm, talked of ‘a lot of gay people mincing around in the corridors’. Anyway, I went to see him make a not-very-good film called Christine, which he shot with a Steadicam around the streets of Ealing. It was incredible to watch him work. It was total film-making: he works in a much lighter way than I do, but he had everybody marching everywhere. He used his Scouse charm to get everyone going the way he wanted them going (laughs).
         
 
         When you say he had a lighter touch, what exactly do you mean?
         
 
         He was less serious than me. Although he was very serious about what he was doing. His commitment to violence was certainly serious! He worked in a slightly more playful way than I do. There would be slightly more humour around on set. I keep things affable but focused. Even though we have a different approach to directing, Clarkey’s manner to the crew and the actors was genuinely inspiring. He wasn’t autocratic; he was a leader but he was also genuinely a team player. He didn’t indulge in any of the status stuff, didn’t shout at people. He said the director should have control but not abuse it. As director you are probably being paid more than anybody, so why would you be shouting at people? If it’s not going well, it’s your fault, you’re to blame. It’s brilliant advice.
         
 
         He was affable and also supremely talented. He was innovative, dangerous, experimental. Sometimes it didn’t work and sometimes it was breathtaking. He was always provocative; he used to say, ‘Don’t read the Guardian, lad, everything you need to know is in the Sun.’ He told me to read Hitchcock by François Truffaut, citing it as the only decent book written about film-making.
         
 
         Did you go straight out and buy it?
         
 
         Yes. It’s outdated now because times have changed so much. Hitchcock said, for example, that you could never put a camera inside a fridge because the camera could actually never be there and it would look too artificial. And, of course, now cameras are everywhere. Hitchcock was talking about those huge old cameras that he somehow managed to move around.
         
 
         Clarke was, as you say, experimental, which also meant that he was regarded as left-field. He used Steadicam for the first time in 1983 on Made in Britain, and then, on Elephant, he uses it to startling effect.
         
 
          
         Traditionalists distrusted Steadicam because anyone can use it. It means that, on one level, it takes away all the skill. But if you used it as effectively as Alan used it, it actually required more skill than a classicist approach to film-making. He was such an experimentalist in the way he made films, but his mantra nonetheless was, ‘Get lots of coverage. Get as many shots as you can. It’s the only thing you need to remember.’ Which is, of course, what classicists do: they over-cover everything. But Clarkey said at some point you will need that cover. He knew you could do all these big, spectacular tracking shots, but actually if they don’t work, what you need is coverage.
         
 
         He taught me that films are made in the editing room. And it’s true. Cameramen might think they make films, but more than 50 per cent of a film is made in the edit. Sometimes it’s as much as 75 per cent. And yet cameramen are often disdainful of editors; they think they ruin their work.
         
 
         It must have been a real coup when Clarke agreed to direct Elephant.
         
 
         It certainly felt like it. He came over to Northern Ireland, and, because I was producing, I always wanted to take him out. But he wasn’t interested. All he wanted to do was sit and watch the rushes the whole time. Back then, you’d get the rushes two or three days after you’d shot them. I understand that now; I just want to see what I’m getting and see if I can improve it. If I can somehow not make the film fail (laughs).
         
 
         Sadly, he died the year after making Elephant.
         
 
         He eventually got a big movie in America – a political movie about Central America – and he was setting it up when he collapsed. He had cancer. They flew him home. He was in the Cromwell Hospital in London and then in a hospice. I went to see him there in July 1990. There was football on the telly – and he was a mad Everton fan – but all he was interested in was the birds on the balcony. It just shows you that it all gets stripped away; the swallows and swifts were more important even than football. He had so many visitors. Women who were devoted to him, who slept on the floor to keep him company. It was incredibly sad. He was a Joe Strummer-type guy for me. Another one of those … He was very special.
         
 
          
         After an incredibly productive time in Northern Ireland, you moved back to London.
         
 
         I came back and did a couple of one-off dramas for the BBC that were effectively Play for Todays, including For the Greater Good and Not Even God Is Wise Enough. In 1990 and 1992, I directed two Inspector Morses. It was an important job in the development of a young director because you work with a proper film crew. The crew would do something like a Spielberg film – Raiders, or whatever he was filming in the UK – and the other six months they’d do Inspector Morse. It was high-end television with lots of equipment and a proper budget. John Thaw pulled in an audience of 18 million every week back then.
         
 
         Did you get along with him?
         
 
         He was a proper lead actor. It was the equivalent of working with Tom Cruise. You have an actor who is the kingpin, who is paid more than everyone else and around whom everything revolves. John was really interesting because, as soon as I walked on set, he put me in my place. I remember talking about continuity in the first or second set-up, and he insisted he didn’t pick up the cup on line five but on line ten. We disagreed. I was just about to ask the continuity woman to check, but I could tell it was the point at which I had to say he was right.
         
 
         And was he right?
         
 
         No! I think I was right. Directors always do. But you have to give in and allow it. Actually, we got on well and I grew to really like him. Despite it being within the usual confines of television, you worked with considerable scale on Morse. They were also prepared to listen to ambition. The openings were famous because it was where you set out your stall, and you were encouraged to be ambitious in setting up the murder.
         
 
         Did you work with interesting writers?
         
 
         The first one had a very good, classic Morse script by this guy Julian Mitchell, who had written Another Country. And then I met a friend of his, Amy Jenkins, the daughter of the late Peter Jenkins and who, of course, went on to write This Life. We became good friends and she introduced me to rave culture. She invited me to an early rave; it was extraordinary. Once you got into the music, it was fantastic. We used to make each other tapes and then drive around playing them, and the odd car would be playing the same music. You’d look at each other at traffic lights and just know. The spirit of it was incredible. It was clearly an antidote to Thatcherism. It was blindingly obvious: people were determined to share their experiences, find an alternative to right-wing individualism and competitiveness.
         
 
         Amy and I wanted to make a film about Ecstasy and we tried to sell it, but nobody would touch it. The timing wasn’t great; it was when tabloid headlines were screaming ‘Save our children!’ Endless images of children in fields, off their heads. Amy wrote these really good scripts with superb dialogue; a young, middle-class playground of London and Brighton. You could see she harnessed that skill to great effect in This Life. Anyway, we ended up putting the rave-culture storyline in Morse. Amy reworked the dialogue of the young characters in Julian’s script. Meanwhile, Julian dealt with Morse’s bafflement at this new world perfectly. It was the first appearance on British mainstream television of rave culture.
         
 
         ITV must have been thrilled.
         
 
         They were horrified! Nobody really understood. I remember setting up this rave in a country house and getting a party crowd in who were all off their faces. These ITV producers came along and were totally bemused. John Thaw himself was very amused.
         
 
         Still, you were offered a three-part BBC series called Mr Wroe’s Virgins, which was critically acclaimed upon its broadcast in spring 1993.
         
 
         Mr Wroe’s Virgins was very special to me. I worked with terrific actors – Jonathan Pryce, Kathy Burke and Kerry Fox, among others. I met John Chapman, an excellent producer, who set it all up. He introduced me to properly creative producers who think about a script. They are not stealing your ground, but they think about the shape of the drama in a way that’s complementary to your vision. John wasn’t telling me how to do it, which I used to do when I produced; he just made gentle formative suggestions.
         
 
         John introduced me to Brian Tufano, who had been one of the great BBC cameramen and had worked with Ken Loach and Stephen Frears. Then he went off to America and came back with his tail between his legs. However, he was brilliant for me: my first proper movie cameraman. I’d express an idea, and he just got it. He introduced me to these lenses I’d never come across before. He introduced me to one in particular, the Zeiss 10mm wide lens, which makes everything bigger. Television people are terrified about everything looking too big; it’s got to look like it’s set in a living room. But the Zeiss made everything look as though it was in the Wild West. It made it difficult because there was nowhere for the crew to hide, given that you could see everything in the room.
         
 
         Which I presume is why, just the following year, you wanted the flat in Shallow Grave to look so vast?
         
 
         Absolutely. People kept saying the rooms were too big, but it’s a film! They have to be as big as you can make them! So, back on Mr Wroe’s Virgins, John introduced me to Brian Tufano and then to Masahiro Hirakubo, an editor who had a growing reputation within the BBC. They were wonderful collaborators. I’m very proud of the work I did on Mr Wroe’s Virgins. It was a big stepping stone for me. In fact, it got me Shallow Grave: I was recommended to producer Andrew Macdonald on the back of it.
         
 
         As you detail in the chapter on Shallow Grave, your relationship with Andrew Macdonald and scriptwriter John Hodge was based on your own idealism, namely your wish to share the profits from the films you worked on. After Shallow Grave, Trainspotting and A Life Less Ordinary, however, your relationship floundered. You may have been disabused of your anarchistic idealism by the time you had finished shooting The Beach, but did your approach to film-making remain essentially the same?
         
 
         It’s got to be total film-making. Absolutely total film-making. I encourage the crew to get on with it themselves, to be mini-directors. I started to work with production designer Mark Tildesley on 28 Days Later, and he was perfect for me. He’s the designer, he works closely with a small team and that’s that. There’s no chain of command. I like to feel as though I’m working with a gang of thieves as opposed to an anonymous group of experts who are handing out a series of delegations to other experts.
         
 
         Once the gang is up and running I expect commitment. As director I’m always first on set and last away. I’m on a mad mission. I live and breathe the film. Your insanity has to persuade other people to give everything too, to share the madness. Every single person who works on the film has to be completely dedicated to it. They are not allowed to outsource to anyone else during that period, which involves pre-production, the shoot, post-production. It may sound autocratic, but it’s the only way to make it work as a team, to ensure that everybody is on the field at the same time.
         
 
         When did you learn to work this way?
         
 
         I’ve always been like that. But I only became self-conscious about it when I was making feature films. I’ve never understood why people I work with aren’t 100 per cent committed. It doesn’t make any sense to me. There can, of course, be an unreasonable side to it: if I see a cameraman on the phone about another job and I get pissed off with him … (laughs) In one sense it is unreasonable because we’re all freelancers, but I want his mind to be on the job in hand.
         
 
         And converting your cast and crew is down to sheer enthusiasm?
         
 
         Yes.
 
         And absolutely knowing what you want, even though you have the right to change your mind?
         
 
         Yes. You have to know what you want – almost instinctively – because you spend all day answering questions. Somebody said it’s like being a primary-school teacher. Films basically get made; as director you’re just there to answer the 600 questions that get asked along the way. Which are as meaningful as, ‘Can I go to the toilet?’ (laughs). Simon Beaufoy tried directing and hated it because he couldn’t answer questions that quickly. He really likes to stop and think about questions, but you just can’t on set.
         
 
          
         Questions are designed to slow everything down. That’s the other thing: pace. For some reason, film-making has inertia built into it. It’s all designed to not quite happen. You have to defy it. That’s one of the jobs you do as director.
         
 
         Are you good at being patient?
         
 
         I’m very patient with people – I don’t want or need to be rude – and very impatient with the process. If you can combine those two things, you can defy the inertia. And yet still let people think they like you. Think you’re all right.
         
 
         Do you want and need to be liked?
         
 
         I just know how much it helps on set. You feel like you’ve succeeded in converting the cast and crew if they like you. You could say it’s being cunning, because you are obviously after extra effort for free. You’re after the overrun (laughs). Because if you’re a nice guy and you go to them at the end of a hard day, they’ll give you more. If you’re a fucker and you behave like a fucker all the time, at some point they’re going to say what they think of you. And not hang around for that extra shot you desperately need.
         
 
         Do you ever lose your temper on set?
         
 
         No, you can’t. I very rarely do. People expect you to – you can see it written across their faces. They’re expecting you to yell, ‘You fucking idiot! Don’t you know which hemisphere we’re in?’ It sounds a bit heroic, but you’ve got to remember how privileged you are. My sisters were teachers – think of what they had to deal with in an average day – so what have I got to complain about? If you are shouting at anyone, it should be the producer, because you’re equal. Otherwise, it’s just bullying. You’ve got to keep thinking about teachers, nurses: we get paid huge amounts of money to do what many consider a dream job. There is no excuse to behave badly.
         
 
         You said earlier that you learned tolerance and respect from your mother. Do you consciously apply these values to film-making?
         
 
         Yes. I’ve always had a strong belief in those values. I think a lot of northerners have a chip on their shoulders about southerners, about people who’ve been to Oxford and Cambridge or the perceived bias in the media towards southerners. However, once you get over that chip, the field is then clear to apply more important and positive values. The tolerance and respect I try to maintain on a daily basis definitely come from my mum. She wasn’t interested in drama – although, of course, religion is drama in a way. She was very devout and not at all oppositional. And yet her values keep me in a really good place. I fail her sometimes, but it’s what I aim for. I remember her really clearly. When I’m tempted to lose my temper, which is rare, I think of her.
         
 
         As you say, your mother was devout. What effect has the legacy of a Catholic upbringing had on your films, either directly or indirectly?
         
 
         It’s hard to judge it myself. One of the key aspects of Catholicism is the extreme guilt one carries in relation to enjoyment, pleasure and success. It’s easier to discuss in direct relation to my mum: she was incredibly optimistic, and I’ve always believed in trying to find an optimism in the work, even in the most difficult circumstances.
         
 
         Have you found a way of dealing with the guilt by now?
         
 
         (laughs) I’ve tried to. I can’t completely, of course, because it follows me around.
         
 
         I suppose what I’m asking is: can you enjoy your success?
         
 
         No. Only in a very private way. I always doubt my success, which is a good thing. I see other people enjoying success in a more emphatic way, and I think, ‘Fair enough,’ but I could never naturally do it. I can pretend to do it.
         
 
         How do you pretend to do it?
         
 
         You watch how it’s done and think: I can do that! But I never genuinely feel it. Definitely not. Part of me always thinks I’m a charlatan, which is as important as doubting one’s success. Alongside every other creative person, I’m always waiting to be found out. It’s a cliché, but film-making isn’t about any single person. Directors shouldn’t consider themselves special. Films are dependent on so many different people; so much of the work is not creative; it’s not about having ‘a gift’ but how well you carry out man management. I always find it really odd when film-makers are referred to as artists. I think artists are people like Picasso.
         
 
         Would you ever refer to yourself as an auteur?
         
 
         No, I don’t think so.
 
         But it just means that your films reflect your creative vision and have a distinct quality.
         
 
         I’d be happy to accept that word if it didn’t have such indulgent associations! That one word shuffles everybody else’s contribution sideways, and it’s obviously unfair.
         
 
         Other than total film-making, extreme guilt and being a nice guy, what else defines you as a film-maker?
         
 
         Outrageousness! In the sense that, in cinema, you have to be bold and push things beyond the limit. I remember feeling it the first time I saw Shallow Grave in the cinema. Films are there to make the audience go, ‘Fuck!’ Or, quite literally, to be on the floor laughing. I remember going to see Dumb & Dumber in Glasgow when we were making Shallow Grave. At one point Jim Carrey gets his tongue stuck, and I was on my hands and knees in the cinema aisle laughing. I was in pain from laughing.
         
 
         Have you always set out to achieve cinematic outrageousness?
         
 
         Not at all. My early television films are very Tarkovskyesque (laughs) – more about the dangers of ‘-esque’ later. Back then, I was going through a high-art stage. It’s embarrassing. Actually, the early films are not that bad because most of the scripts were by very good Irish writers. They have a kind of earthiness…I was wearing my influences on my sleeve at that point. I’ve always enjoyed bold films. Nic Roeg is my favourite film-maker, and his films are like that. In one sense they are high art, but in another they are deeply provocative. Roeg is provocative by nature. He’s pushing to see how he can cut you. I always loved his films instinctively without really understanding everything about them.
         
 
          
         Do you believe in living dangerously when making films?
         
 
         If you can make it up on the day, it’s always much better. Films are set up to discourage you from making it on the day, but, instead of relying on a large crew who know exactly what is going to happen in advance, I’d rather use a small, intimate crew who are up for inventing something on the day. And if that means botching together pieces of equipment over lunchtime, then that’s part of the spirit of it. You can quickly identify who is up for working like that, and it’s very exciting. You achieve little things that feel like big triumphs. That spirit is partially passed across to the audience and infects the film in the end. You get the idea that the film was made live.
         
 
         Do you think rigid storyboarding – apart from on a sci-fi film like Sunshine where it’s unavoidable – encourages the possibility of making a dead, mechanical film?
         
 
         I would be instinctively inclined to think that, but there are plenty of films that are storyboarded and are very exciting to watch. Spielberg’s early work was storyboarded frame by frame. John Ford worked like that in his mind: he shot exactly what he needed so no one else could recut it in a different way. Of course, there are certain sequences that have to be storyboarded for technical reasons. I always try to contradict them if I can and find another way.
         
 
         Not all directors are storytellers. But, given that you work so closely with writers, do you feel as though you serve the script or do you bring it to life?
         
 
         I’m absolutely script-dependent. I’m not a great improviser; I don’t like improvising as a technique. I don’t really know how to manipulate it. I can’t see the point of it. I’m not a big fan of improvised films. I see writers as architects and I like that sense of being manipulated. So I think I serve the script, but some writers, such as John Hodge, hardly describe anything. They use the bare minimum. It’s just dialogue and the hidden structure, which I call the architecture. In which case I get plenty of room to inhabit the script. I’d like to think I serve the script, but I’ve no idea if I do; in a way, it’s an impossible question to answer. You’d have to get inside the writer’s head and see the film they thought would be made, and then you’d have to get inside my head and think … oh my God! Most writers think their vision and mine do coincide, but Simon Beaufoy didn’t. Slumdog wasn’t what he was imagining at all. Luckily, it was much better! Or maybe it wasn’t. Luckily for me, you’ll never find out.
         
 
         Are you concerned with plausibility or just good storytelling?
         
 
         Plausibility is always there, but then you overcome it. You judge everything in terms of moment-to-moment plausibility: could this happen? Is this real? Even within a fantasy sequence you want things to be authentic enough to be reasonably realistic. So I have an eye on plausibility but, at the same time, good storytelling lets you get away with anything. The British are not naturally outlandish storytellers. We don’t embrace sweeps away from realism and plausibility. We have a less flamboyant, more down-to-earth manner of doing things.
         
 
         How far you can push the plausibility threshold is a big part of the job of being a director. Especially if you are going to do anything more than realism: if you can push a film into a joy or an outrage or a horror, you automatically go beyond the plausibility threshold. If it works, you make a pact with the audience; they know it wouldn’t happen but they watch and think, ‘Wow! That’s great that it did.’
         
 
         What comes first, storytelling or entertaining?
         
 
         Hmmm … You’ve got to be committed to storytelling. I don’t know exactly what you mean but I take it as: entertainment is Dumb & Dumber, where the story doesn’t really matter as much as the exhilaration of just watching people larking around. Some good gags. For me, storytelling is more important. Partly because my focus is on the script.
         
 
         Do you generally like the characters you bring to life on the screen?
         
 
         I do actually, yes. A lot. They are writers’ characters really, and then the ownership is shared with the actor and director. Having said that, Alex Garland tends to make his central character separate from the others: he did it with Richard in The Beach and Capa in Sunshine. I’m not so sure I like those guys as much as, say, Jamal in Slumdog or Robert in A Life Less Ordinary. Richard and Capa are much colder, somehow removed from the other characters. I love the characters John creates, but he thinks he’s a cold writer.
         
 
         That’s interesting. He’s not at all.
         
 
         Not at all! It’s that weird fucked-up thing he has as a former doctor: ‘I’ve seen everything, nothing moves me.’ In fact, of course, it does. He writes in this amazing way where the actors go ‘Wow!’ and chew the lines up. Alex’s writing is much more about refusing to join in, to engage. Characters who try to remain at the periphery until they are dragged to the centre – that’s really what the drama is.
         
 
         Of all the scripts you’ve worked with, which was the most complete?
         
 
         God. I don’t know. I’ve got no idea. The problem with Trainspotting is that we didn’t really have a story. There was no compelling forward narrative. It’s just ‘and then Tommy died and we went to the funeral’. Shallow Grave is a much more complete, controlled, architectural script. The same with Slumdog. I can’t answer that question. I wouldn’t feel qualified to choose.
         
 
         Is directing ever satisfying?
         
 
         If it is, it’s very temporary. Alan Clarke used to say get plenty of coverage: he knew that directors would sometimes show off and say they’re going to cover everything in one shot. It may be four pages of dialogue from the script but, hey, let’s do it in one shot! So you rehearse it and the actors are happy and you feel exhilarated at having done it so quickly. Fuck! I can fucking show those people how to direct! I can direct four pages in fifteen minutes! And – this has happened to me a few times – you get back to the cutting room months later and the film is turgid. That feeling of elation you have on the day doesn’t necessarily translate in the rushes.
         
 
         So if it is satisfying on the day, then it’s often an illusion. Make sure you get the coverage! Oliver Stone was right when he said film-making is done ‘inch by motherfucking inch’. And there’s not much satisfaction involved in that. 
         
 
         Do you get frustrated?
         
 
         No. It’s part of the process. I think actors do. If they are honest, they admit it’s laborious.
         
 
         You once said, ‘Filming itself is a bit of a madness, a tunnel: the less detours you make, the better.’
         
 
         That’s definitely true. You get in there and think some detour is fascinating. You get back in the cutting room and wonder what you could have been thinking. I think it’s especially true in narrative films, where you’ve got to be very careful. You get a script ready and shoot it. If you want to change it, do it afterwards in reshoots or pick-ups. But stick to the script when you’re shooting. There have been so many times when I’ve thought we should drop a scene, but I’ve made myself shoot it.
         
 
         Various crew members such as assistant directors and line producers are always asking if scenes can be dropped to help with the schedule or budget. I insist on shooting all the scenes, even if one or two are below standard. You can get lost in a film trying to work out what is important. In a weird kind of way, you’re the worst judge there is of what is and isn’t important. It’s a bizarre thing to say but it’s true. Then you get a coolness in editing and the scales fall away from your eyes about what you’ve done or not done.
         
 
         What happens when you don’t want to hang around on a film – I’m thinking, of course, of The Beach?
         
 
         I couldn’t wait to leave Thailand, which is a very bad sign. I had quite the opposite feeling on Trainspotting: I was really angry with the crew because they didn’t want to keep going. And on Slumdog I wanted to keep going; producer Christian Colson literally closed the bank accounts and left. You have to be on a journey where nobody can keep up with you. They all tire and you just keep going. It doesn’t necessarily mean you’re making a good film … but I just wanted to get away from The Beach.
         
 
         What happens when you get back from somewhere like India? What do you do with yourself to prevent post-production comedown?
         
 
         (laughs) I have a couple of weeks off. I usually walk around London. I have weird dreams where I wake up and everybody is looking at me, waiting. It’s a variation on the dream actors have in which they wake up live on stage in front of 400 people. They’ve no idea where they are, which play they’re doing; all they know is that it’s their cue.
         
 
         I let the editor assemble. Some directors dominate the editor throughout the assembling, but I never do that. When they ask, I try not to answer. Editors are extraordinary; instinctively, they never come to the set because they’d rather not fret about what the director might have left out. The editing process is amazing. Extraordinary. Because you go from 100 to 250 people asking what they should do to just you, an editor and one or two assistants just sitting there for months.
         
 
         One thing you have to learn is to show the film to people and not be frightened. You do get precious, but one of the great things you learn is how much value there is in watching it with other people. Partly because of what they then say to you about the film, but also how you feel as they are watching it. It’s weird. You suddenly see things and think, ‘Oh God, I shouldn’t have done that.’ They haven’t twitched in their seat or anything, but you sense so many things just because people are in the room with you.
         
 
         You’ve had to learn to love focus groups.
         
 
         They are torture but they are also wonderful. It’s a big job for producers to get directors, especially those starting out, over the hurdle of not resenting or fearing those kinds of screenings. In fact, you’re going to learn about your film more than you ever thought possible. You think you’re coming to the end because you’ve done your eight weeks of editing, but it’s just the beginning!
         
 
         It must be good for you as a director, because you can’t be touchy or sensitive about your work.
         
 
         You’ve got to learn not to be touchy or sensitive very quickly. It can be painful. You learn to understand the testing process as well. The biggest score there has ever been for a film in a test – almost 100 per cent and therefore judged as being perfect by the test audience – was City Slickers II. The problem is that everyone then hides behind it, saying that City Slickers II tested so well, yet did nothing at the box office. It allows everyone to dismiss test screenings, if they so choose. It becomes every director’s refuge. It’s also true that, in the end, you can’t be swayed by test screenings. You’ve got to stay focused on what you want to do. You can only learn from them.
         
 
         Which weaknesses would you admit to as a director?
         
 
         I learned quite a lot in India about using the persona of a star like Anil Kapoor. I hadn’t done that before. It wasn’t so much because I was fearing it, but I certainly tried to avoid it. I think it’s a weakness in a director not to use big, iconic actors such as Brad Pitt, Angelina Jolie, Leo DiCaprio. They are a crucial part of film-making. Really great directors like Hitchcock and Roeg are not frightened to take on big stars. I always worry that big stars distort a film because you’re watching the star rather than the character. Of course you are, but if you do it well enough, audiences are capable of adjusting the algebra in their head. Although I worked with Leo on The Beach, avoiding stars is a genuine shortcoming in my films.
         
 
         I will also admit to relief that part of the reason Slumdog worked is because it’s a love story. And I always used to think I couldn’t do a love story. I thought my cynical side wouldn’t let it work. If you’re going to do a love story, you must not apologise. No one’s interested in half-hearted love.
         
 
         A Life Less Ordinary is a love story.
         
 
         It is, but it flopped. It made me insecure. I thought I was better at the more cynical side of it, where deals are made, as they are in Shallow Grave and Trainspotting. Both those films are cool rather than exposing; nobody’s heart is exposed or trampled on.
         
 
         That’s typically male storytelling.
         
 
         It is, and I’ve always felt better at it. Finally – I’m still on my weaknesses – I’ve never made a film with a woman at its heart, properly leading it. It’s a terrible shortcoming. Women make up more than half the world, and there’s a long list of extraordinary women who helped make these films happen for me.
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