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“With no money and another author’s work, Whedon finds his strength in the superb cast, clever staging, and an expert understanding of dialogue” — Collider


“There’s joy bubbling under everything, and the film is at its best when it lets that joy out” — Hitflx.com


“Whedon fans? They’ll gush over this like Claudio writing a gooey love sonnet to Hero” — Film.com


“The result is an utter joy” — Indiewire


“A wholly unexpected, what-the-hell passion project... it’s pretty inspiring” — Variety


“This is the funniest Shakespeare film I can recall seeing” — NewYorkPost.com


“A faithful yet modern adaptation” — Splashpage


“Seeing [Joss Whedon] interpret and adapt the Bard is sure to be a treat” — Yahoo Movies Canada


“The film radiates such love and passion, light and meaty in equal measure, it’s a joy to watch” — DailyBlam


“I believe the comedy and I believe the romance” — CraveOnline.com


“It is vibrant and bubbly and just clever enough to engage people who wouldn’t normally watch a black-and-white micro-budget Shakespeare adaptation” — Film.com


“The best part of Joss Whedon’s adaptation of Much Ado About Nothing is probably when Fred and Wesley finally get to be happy together despite the villainous machinations of Simon Tam” — AVClub.com


“A labour of love devoted to the Bard” — Reuters


“An engaging and very funny adaptation of the William Shakespeare classic” — CinemaBlend.com


“The affection with which it’s been produced is contagious” — NowToronto.com
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MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING


AN INTRODUCTION BY
JOSS WHEDON


Some things I just don’t get. I don’t understand how they work. Gun lobbyists. Gluten. Human decency. All confusing on many levels.


Things I do understand: Art. Food (gluten notwithstanding). Whining.


Above all, the thing I’ve never cracked, after decades of being, embarrassingly, obsessed with the subject, is me. The most obvious things about me pass me right by. When I find them out, long after everyone else has, I usually find I’ve been writing about them. For years. Thinking I wasn’t writing about me -- thinking any artist is ever expressing anything other than themselves.


I don’t remember deciding to film Much Ado About Nothing. I remember Kai telling me I should - telling me, wisely, that I needed to. A month later I was, and my world, usually black and white, resounded with joyous color. It was so bright, so right, so extraordinary an experience that it seemed disconnected from everything before and everything after. But what made it so great was only connection, was only the past, the past that had been pushing me to make this movie, just this one, since before I was born. By about 400 years.


Let’s start there. (I’m supposed to say something nice about the writer. It’s a thing.) Every artist expresses themselves, but a few find themselves speaking for everyone, and they tend to be remembered. Shakespeare’s plays have been a passion of mine since I was old enough to have passions. Not terribly original, but blame the Bard for that. These stories, verses, words... they’re indelible. There’s a distance from the norm - 400 years will do that, plus the conventions of the form - that makes the plays work as pure poetry, as a lost language, as music. But there’s an intimacy and insight that makes that music stick, and stick, through centuries. He’s writing about us, duh. Even when it appears that he’s writing about nothing.


(That’s what stopped me. For years. Those two words. I had never studied the text, just enjoyed it. Watched Amy and Alexis dominate that text during a reading at the house, dreamed of shooting them doing it, but always falling back. Not for me. I like stories with a message, an intent. I have nothing to say about nothing.)


The readings. They started with my mother (maybe my father was involved, but by the time my memory works it’s my stepfather beside her). Thanksgiving, every year: Shakespeare, Shaw, Wilde, Kaufman... light fare, before the heavier stuff was carved and served.


They started again when James Marsters remarked that doing a particular ep of Buffy the Vampire Slayer was like being in rep. That made me realize that I was surrounded by actors and theater geeks, many of whom understood Shakespeare on levels I never would, and that we ought to celebrate that somehow. We met on Sundays. We read, we drank (less when we got over our initial fear, and way less than the people in this movie) we sang, we talked - we got a good ways through the canon before babies came into the picture and the group went fallow. I was made aware, again and again, what a remarkable bunch of thesps I had at my beck. Kai and I discussed taping the readings - something to put on the internet, perhaps, for schools - but the ephemeral intimacy of the readings was half their charm, and plus it sounded like work. We decided, if we were going to film one, we’d film it.


Then Kai built a house.


The most inviting, involving home I’ve ever been in, let alone lived in. An architect is just like a filmmaker: we create moments for people to move through, strung together to make that movement feel like more than just passage. It’s not the wall, it’s how you see the wall, what’s on it, what it does with the light, what it feels like when you walk by it. I knew I wanted to film the house the moment it was finished. It was, among so many other things, the perfect set.


So I had the actors, the location, the tiny budget, the wonderful text... Kai even had a crew in place. My whole career - a large part of my life - had been laying the groundwork for this. What kept me from making a movie?


Nothing. Still with the “nothing”.


I don’t remember figuring it out. I walked across the street from the rubbled Manhattan Avengers location and bought a copy of the play (actually, Danny bought it. My wallet was in my trailer. I still haven’t paid him back. I never will! Suck it, Kaminsky!) and then it was in my pocket, and then it was in my head, and then I had the movie and the rest is a footnote in history. Thinking that the play was actually about nothing is like complaining that the titular character never shows up in Waiting For Godot. (Spoiler alert: he doesn’t show.) There was so much something in the text, not just between Beatrice and Benedick but with everyone (except Antonio. Sorry, bro - couldn’t crack ya), so much life and pain and duplicity and pain and such high-pain-jinks, there was no way I couldn’t film it. This was the most cynically romantic piece I’d read. It completely obliterated the tropes of romantic love, while ultimately championing love itself. This was me talking about me. This was meat. I was in.


It only took 400 years for me to figure it out.


JOSS WHEDON






WITHOUT FURTHER ADO...



AN INTERVIEW WITH
JOSS WIEEDON


What, if anything, was your experience of theatre before you saw Shakespeare?


My mother directed summer stock in Dennis on Cape Cod [Massachusetts]. Literally, my first memories are of being around that theatre. My dad wrote off-off-Broadway stuff and both my godmother and godfather were actors, and all we listened to [Steven] Sondheim shows my entire childhood. Theatre has just always been in my life.


What was your first experience of Shakespeare?


I don’t remember my first experience with Shakespeare. The first really great times I had were at [Shakespeare] readings, when we’d read a play. I’d say my favorite memory, when we’d read a play with my mother and stepfather, and honestly, my favorite memory of young adolescence, was getting to play Hal to my stepfather’s Falstaff in Henry IV: Part I and thereby getting to call him fat for three pages, which was something I liked to do anyway. That was just a joy.


What was your first reaction to Shakespearean language?


I made my way through it. I remember reading the Henrys probably too early and just kind of trudging my way through and looking up everything [laughs], reading an extended footnote, because all the words were so new to me. And gradually becoming more conversant and gradually seeing a lot there that I enjoyed and a lot there that I wouldn’t until I saw it performed. It was definitely a bit of an effort at first. Then when I got to England and really got to see, not just great performances, but sort of offhand great performances, like, ‘Oh, we just do this. We just toss one of these off.’ And working with amazing teachers. That’s when it really unfolded.


Do you remember when you first saw a production of Much Ado About Nothing?


Yeah. It was at the open-air theatre in Regent’s Park in London, and it completely floored me, because it was so funny. I mean, that really was the thing - it was just hilarious. I saw it three times. They were doing Midsummer in rep[ertory], I saw that three times. I was astonished how accessible it was and how over the top it was. Some of that was in the staging, but the moment they finished the hilarious gulling scene, when the first words out of Benedick’s mouth are, ‘This can be no trick!’ I lost it. I was like, ‘I can’t believe he went there, that is just absurd.’ The sort of deeper meanings of the thing? Lost on me. The feminist aspect of it? Lost on me. What I remember from that production was just laughing my ass off.


What to you is the big difference, if any, between filmed Shakespeare and staged Shakespeare?


I’ve never directed theatre really, so I would just say, filmed Shakespeare [calls for] a different set of tools. Theatre is something that is alive - you’re watching living people. A bad production of Shakespeare might make you think that they are dead, and they’re creaking around like zombies, but very articulate zombies. But film has to capture the electricity that is created between these characters, without having that actual proximity [to live actors] and that makes it tough, but it has cinema. It has an enormous amount of visual language the ability to back the words up in a way that the theatre doesn’t, so part of it is about translation, it’s about making sure that you’re using the camera, you’re using every cinematic trick you have to augment the emotionality of the thing, because you have lost the frisson of personal [live] involvement.


What is your favorite Shakespeare play?


It’s Hamlet.


Is that your favorite scripted text?


Yeah. It’s Hamlet, for the love of God. It’s hard to argue with. Especially if you’re an alienated teen, and then years after you’re an alienated teen, nobody tells you that you’re not any more [laughs].


When and why did you start doing readings of Shakespeare plays at your home with your actor friends?


I started doing them because we were shooting Episode Seven of Season Five of Buffy. It was James Marsters, who’d been [as Spike] playing a punk on a subway and then playing a bad nineteenth-century poet, and he said, ‘This reminds me of being in rep.’ And that just made something click, and I thought back to the readings we’d had when I was a kid, which we’d do once a year. And I just thought, ‘You know what? What if a bunch of us got together and read some of the plays of a Sunday?’ And it just kind of didn’t stop.


Did you direct the readings at your house?


Not in the sense of ever saying, ‘Do it this way.’ The thing about the readings was, people just showed up and had their fun. The only directing I did was, if we ever did Midsummer [Night’s Dream], I would make them stand up in front of everyone to do ‘Pyramus and Thisbe.’


Fran Kranz, who plays Claudio in Much Ado, has talked about working with Alan Tudyk in ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’ at one of the Midsummer readings at your house. Alexis Denisofwas Wall...


I think [Tudyk] was Bottom in that production. Fran was Thisbe [laughs]. I know that Sarah Vowell was the Lion, because honestly, who better to play a lion?


You’re in a different house now than you were when you started doing those readings?


Yes, but that reading of “Midsummer” was at the new house.


Your wife Kai Cole is the architect who designed your current home. Was the house designed to be filmed in?


You know, it wasn’t designed to be filmed in, in the sense of, ‘Let’s make a fake house’ [laughs]. It was designed in the sense to be spacious and to have flow and to be lovely. It wasn’t designed so that there’d be enough room to get a camera back in the corner, but by God, there is. We wanted particularly to make a creative space. And all her creative use of space in, ‘Let’s connect these rooms - oh, let’s take this, let’s make a little secret attic-y space out of this where these walls connect, where these rooms connect, that the kids can crawl through.’ She wanted the experience of the space to be varied. And there’s a little dance studio downstairs that is in fact where Verges [Tom Lenk] and Dogberry [Nathan Fillion] have their scenes, and there’s a potting wheel and there’s a tiny recording space. We wanted to encourage people to come and just do artistic [endeavors] - we wanted our kids to be around as much art and life, and this was something that both of us were very committed to, and this was another big part of my childhood. My mom had what we referred to as ‘the community,’ which was a pseudo-commune that we did several summers in a row at the farm upstate when she wasn’t teaching. We’d all live up there and get a bunch of families and there’d be a bunch of her friends, students, artists... Poetry reading to harp accompaniment - did we rock that? Yes, we rocked that. So the idea of this eclectic, artistic space was important. One of the first times we got to pay that off was when our friend wanted to put on a play. They couldn’t do it [at a traditional theatre], and so we invited the cast to do it at our house and opened up the family room, which they used as the set at one end and basically just opened up the French doors, lined up a bunch of chairs and they got to do their play. But more importantly, for three weeks, the kids got to come home from school and watch them rehearse their play, and them being around that was just so exciting, and I think that was another sort of door being unlocked for us, going, ‘You know what? We can film here.’


When Kai came to you and said, ‘Let’s do this instead of taking a vacation in Italy,’ was ‘this’ specifically Much Ado?


It was Much Ado. Because we had talked about it for so long and because Much Ado worked for us in every practical way. We had our stars, it’s all on one location and we knew that the house was perfect for that location, so those problems are solved. We knew we had everything. The only resistance I had was [clenched whisper], ‘I don’t have a take on the text. I don’t have a movie. I can film a play, but I don’t have a movie.’ And a production, let alone a movie, without a point of view is inevitably soggy. You can always tell when someone is just throwing a bunch of tricks up on the stage because it’s time to do that play and they don’t really have an idea beyond that. But it probably took thirty minutes of reading, of [Kai] saying, ‘Well, look at the text and just see, because everything’s in place - see if there’s something you missed.’ And thirty minutes later, ‘Oh, I got it.’


Can you articulate what ‘it’ is?


The ‘it’ is the understanding that everything in the play is an important part of the play, that all of the relationships and all of the schemes and all of the plot devices have equal weight. Inevitably, Much Ado is played as a two-hander. It’s ‘Beatrice and Benedick, and if you can make it through the wedding scene, they’ll be right back.’ And to me, who Claudio is and who Hero is and what Leonato’s going through and Don Pedro and Margaret and Ursula - everybody, particularly Borachio, has a part of what this movie is about, and when you give yourself up to them and invest equal weight in all of these characters, you really have something that’s more than the sum of its parts, something that’s dark, something that’s not necessarily as charming as it appears to be, but is ultimately very romantic, and that’s what hit me, that’s what made me go, ‘Oh! He says it’s ‘about nothing’ because he’s tricking me.’ And I know it’s a dirty Elizabethan pun, but also, he’s saying something very specific with the word ‘nothing,’ which I had overlooked.


What is the dirty Elizabethan pun?


Much Ado About an O-Thing, which is a womanly place. And it’s also ‘noting.’ ‘Nothing’ was supposed to be a homonym for ‘noting,’ and it’s all about people sort of observing each other, so there’s a lot going on with the title. [I was] completely unaware of any of this. And at the end of the day, there may have been opportunities missed; dirty puns was one of them. Although - movie dirty, so clearly I got the intent.
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