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Introduction


         

         Christopher Hampton is telling me about the time he met Richard Nixon. The occasion is the opening of the Eisenhower Theatre in Washington D.C., the first production being Hampton’s translation of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and the first order of business a line-up to shake the presidential hand.

         ‘I hadn’t realized that the event was black tie,’ Hampton says, ‘or that it was in the presence of President Nixon, and I was wearing a brown velvet suit, a patterned Indian shirt and white shoes. My hair was also quite a bit longer than it is now, so I cut a pretty bizarre figure. Anyway, Nixon, who had more make-up on than the actors, went down the line shaking hands, paused in front of me and – I’m very proud of this – wouldn’t shake my hand, so disreputable was my appearance. I then found myself uninvited from the post-show party at the White House and wound up at another party, smoking pot with a bunch of Native Americans in town lobbying for land rights.’ He pauses. ‘It was at the Watergate Hotel, three weeks before the break-in.’

         It’s a beguiling anecdote: Christopher Hampton as Forrest Gump. It’s also a telling one: Christopher Hampton as perennial outsider. Of course, attending such an event in the first place renders him something of an insider – theatrically, if not politically – but then, all success is relative. I might see him as a dauntingly confident person who has been everywhere and met everyone, but he apparently sees himself as a rather reserved man still struggling to make his mark.

         ‘I have absolutely no sense of anyone in this country taking me seriously as a film-maker,’ he tells me, in response to criticism of his second and third films as writer–director, The Secret Agent and Imagining Argentina, and in spite of praise for his first, Carrington. ‘In the same way, although by dint of long service I think I’ve become an established figure, I felt pretty marginalized in the theatre to begin with. But when you reflect on it, you realize that you marginalize yourself by choosing to dwell on the margins, so you can’t really moan about it. If you want to play with fire, you have to accept that it’s going to burn you from time to time.’

         If he does dwell on the margins, it could be because he refuses to confine himself to his core profession: that of playwright. Stage adaptations and translations, film and television scripts, even musicals, he’s tackled them all – eighty-odd projects in a forty-year career – and when I try to enlist his help in identifying thematic links between them, I find myself talking to the readily recognizable narrator of his autobiographical play White Chameleon, a character who claims to be ‘wary of every known brand of confident certainty’.

         ‘Quite early on, I decided that there were four areas which interested me,’ he begins, promisingly, ‘and if you take my first four plays as the four templates, broadly speaking you can slot most of the stuff I’ve done since into one of those categories.’

         ‘What are the categories?’ I ask.

         ‘Personal melodrama,’ he says, listing them, ‘like When Did You Last See My Mother? and Treats. Historical subjects, which I guess would be Total Eclipse, Tales from Hollywood and The Talking Cure. Character studies, and I make a vague connection there between The Philanthropist and Les Liaisons Dangereuses …’

         ‘Because they both deal with extreme examples of certain characteristics?’ I interrupt, wondering if we have to speak quite so broadly.

         ‘Sort of,’ he says. ‘I don’t exactly know what I mean by that. I think I know what I mean by it, but it’s hard to define. Then there are political subjects, like Savages.’

         ‘And White Chameleon?’ I offer.

         ‘White Chameleon is really in another category altogether,’ he says. ‘No, I’d link Savages with a different strand of my work, screenplays like The Price of Tea and A Bright Shining Lie, but I’m not very well known for that strand because on the whole the scripts haven’t been made.’ He hesitates, then concludes, ‘It’s useful for me to have the four categories, so I can say to myself, “It’s one of these,” or “It’s one of those,” but I don’t think they have any significance beyond that.’

         It should come as no surprise, then, that this book is structured not thematically but – largely – chronologically. In other words, rather than deal with some of his work in great detail, I have decided to deal with all of it in some detail, on the basis that the more of it we talk about, the more the thematic links will – hopefully – emerge.

         With that in mind, my thanks must go to Christopher for a dozen lengthy interviews and as many gourmet lunches; to Maria and Alice for arranging those interviews and lunches; to Peggy Paterson, who helped conceive the book, and Dinah Wood, who sent it out into the world; to Justin, my old friend and occasional agent; to Rosie, for always being there; and finally to my parents, whose generosity I hope one day to repay.
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When Did You Last See My Mother? – Total Eclipse


         

         When did you first start writing?

         I started writing plays when I was at school in Egypt, adaptations of The Tell-Tale Heart and The Fall of the House of Usher with all the boring philosophical bits cut out and concentrating on the blood and guts. Then, when I was sent to prep school in England at the age of ten, I used to put on plays in the dormitory at the end of term. So at that stage I already knew that this was what I wanted to do.

         Most boys of that age still want to be astronauts or train drivers.

         I know. I don’t know where it came from, really, because my parents were very sporty. There weren’t any books in the house. My father took books out of the library, but the adventurous kind – P. C. Wren and Rider Haggard. The thing is, I was very small as a pre-teen, with big thick glasses and everything – the standard swot. I didn’t grow until my mid-teens, when I suddenly shot up five or six inches one year.

         It’s interesting that the first plays you wrote were adaptations, which have played a major part in your career ever since.

         That’s right. I fell in love with the work of Edgar Allan Poe, which I read far too early – I was only eight or nine. At the end of the road where we lived in Alexandria there was a clubhouse of sorts for people who worked at Cable & Wireless, and it had this library. I was confined to the children’s bit, and I said to my father, ‘I’m not interested in these books,’ so he agreed to take out books for me, and one of the books he took out was Tales of Mystery and Imagination – which became the book of my early childhood. After Egypt my father went to Hong Kong, which had no film certification, so I could go and see X-rated films like The Revenge of Frankenstein at the age of eleven, and I’ve still got an unredeemed taste for Gothic melodrama dating back to those days.

         After prep school you went to Lancing College, where you wrote a novel, Peter Stone.

         Yes. Lancing was in the process of a liberal unbuttoning under the new headmaster, John Dancy, and one of the things he did was to bring in a lot of young teachers. Among them was a guy called Harry Guest, who taught French, and he became very influential in my life at that point. He introduced me to a number of writers who have remained very important to me, like Flaubert and Baudelaire, Verlaine and Rimbaud, and he ran a film club that showed films like The Seventh Seal and Los Olvidados, which I remember being very impressed by. He also encouraged me to write. I’d been writing poetry and stuff for the school magazine, and he said, ‘What else do you want to do?’ and I said, ‘I’d quite like to write a novel.’ He gave me all the usual advice, like, ‘Write what you know,’ so I wrote fifty pages of this novel about a boy at a public school, showed it to him, and he said, ‘This is terrific. Get on and finish it.’ And when it was finished, I didn’t have the slightest idea what to do with it. Harry said, ‘Send it to some publishers,’ so the mother of a friend laboriously typed up my handwritten draft, and we made copies and sent it to everyone we could think of. The only positive response was from Faber, who said, ‘We don’t want to publish this but keep us posted,’ which was quite right, because it was enormously long and very gloomy. Towards the end of the eighties, my agent, the late Peggy Ramsay, had a terrible fire in her office, and when I called her to commiserate, she said, ‘But the news isn’t all bad.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ and she said, ‘Your novel went up!’

         And after the novel you went back to plays, presumably at university.

         No, before. First of all, Harry persuaded me to read French and German at university rather than English, because everyone was doing English. He said, ‘You’ll read those books sooner or later anyway, so what’s the point of studying them now? Do French and German, and you’ll have two more literatures available to you.’ To which I said, ‘Yes, but it’ll be much more difficult.’ And he said, ‘Tough!’ So I decided to do that.

         Which has stood you in good stead.

         In wonderful stead, yes. David Hare says I’m the only person he knows who’s made use of his education. Anyway, I got a scholarship to New College, Oxford, and I was due to go the following October. Then, I was summoned by my housemaster, and we started this very agreeable conversation, and I realized in the middle of it that I was being expelled.

         Why was that?

         I’d always been quietly bolshy: refusing to kneel in chapel and that kind of thing. I said I didn’t mind going and I didn’t mind sitting there, but I didn’t see why I had to kneel since I didn’t believe in any of it. That didn’t go down very well. I also spent a lot of time smoking cigarettes behind the bike sheds and going to the movies when I was supposed to be doing cross-country runs. I just didn’t have the correct attitude, even for such a liberal school, and since I’d passed the exam for New College, they knew I really wanted to stay just to put on plays – which I’d done a lot of. So there I was: end of December, end of school and no clear idea of what I was going to do next. My father was very startled by this; he was in Zanzibar and thought I was safely off his hands. But, as it happened, at the beginning of the following year – 1964 – there was a violent revolution in Zanzibar and the island was incommunicado for a few weeks. So, since I hadn’t quite finished my novel, I thought in a student kind of way, ‘I’ll finish it in Paris.’

         It just seemed like a good place to finish a novel?

         Yes. I’d been working in a factory, which was awful. My job involved stacking metal tubes, and I was always stacking them in the wrong order so they fell over. Eventually, I was fired for incompetence, but I’d saved £30, so I set off to France with a friend from school. We got the cross-Channel ferry to Boulogne and started hitch-hiking to Paris, but, a few weeks before, the French had passed a law against hitch-hiking, so there was a lot of sleeping in fields – which, in February, is not something I’d recommend. Finally, after travelling thirty miles in two days, we found a small station and caught a train – which obliged us to change at Boulogne. So back we went, and then to Paris. I managed to exist there for a month on this £30, but my friend only stayed a week or two before going back to the safety of Surrey. We’d been paying eight francs a night to share a room in this hotel on the Left Bank, and the patron said I could stay for four francs but I’d have to share the bed if the hotel was full – which happened once or twice. My aim was not only to finish the novel but to earn enough money to get back home, which I did in various ways: I scrubbed the floor of the British Embassy church for the impending visit of Prince Philip, and I worked all night in Les Halles loading and unloading vegetables. By this time, my brother had got out of Zanzibar and was sharing a flat in Earl’s Court with four or five Australians, so I went to live there and got a job tying up exam papers and sending them out to schools. And it was then that I wrote When Did You Last See My Mother? – quite a lot of it in the pub because it was quieter than the flat.

         It’s easier to see where your subsequent plays came from: Total Eclipse is about two writers you admired, Rimbaud and Verlaine; The Philanthropist is an inversion of a play by a third, Molière; and so on. Where did you get the inspiration for this one?

         I knew I wanted to write something about Rimbaud and Verlaine, so in a sense this was a trial run. In those days, I did what I don’t do any more: sit around thinking about what to write. Since then, I’ve tended to write either what I was commissioned to write or what announced itself as a good idea. In this case, the plot and the title just fell into my head, and in a casual way I thought, ‘Well, the novel’s been turned down, so I’ll try writing a play.’ I’d hardly ever been to the theatre. I’d certainly never seen a play at the Royal Court. I’d read plays by Pinter and Osborne – the new stuff, as it were – but I’d seen very little.

         Were they your main influences in writing the play?

         I think a careful reading of When Did You Last See My Mother? will show that this is someone who has read, marked, learned and inwardly digested Look Back in Anger – and, indeed, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, which I think I’d just seen when I wrote the play. Those were the plays which were uppermost in my mind, particularly the Osborne. Osborne really gave many of us the idea that it was possible to have a serious career in the theatre without being part of some preposterous elite; that you could actually turn up and write a play about contemporary people in contemporary situations. Also, one of the main motivations for When Did You Last See My Mother? was to act in it.

         Playing which part?

         Ian, the leading role. I very much wanted to be an actor when I was at school, and that persisted into my university days. I kept auditioning for roles and never got anywhere, and then a lot of things happened in my second year. Firstly, I wrote a piece called Mr Faustus, an up-to-date version of the Faust story set in a university, for a one-act play competition, and that was the first thing of mine which was performed, in November 1965. Then, just as that went into rehearsal, my father fell ill, and, a week or two before it was put on, he died, so the whole experience was very strange – although I do remember standing at the back of wherever it was that they performed these things, hearing the audience laugh and thinking, ‘My God, what a satisfying feeling!’ Finally, at the end of term, OUDS, the Oxford University Dramatic Society, announced that they were going to put on two plays by undergraduates in a New Plays Season in the Spring Term of 1966, so that was an opportunity to do something with When Did You Last See My Mother?, which had been sitting in a drawer for a year.

         I had a tutor called Merlin Thomas, who had replaced Harry Guest as the mentor figure in my life, and he was on the board of the Oxford Playhouse and had always been involved in university drama, and he told me that what I had to do was type up this play and hand it in. So I did, and went to the meeting at the start of the following term when the winning plays were announced and found that neither of them was When Did You Last See My Mother? Instead, the winners were a rather serious piece by an Algerian writer and a musical by a guy called Mike Saddler; but a couple of weeks into the term, the secretary of OUDS knocked on my door and said, ‘Mike Saddler’s play is too complicated and too expensive, and your play is very simple and very cheap. Can you put it together in three weeks?’ So a chap called Charles O’Hagan was appointed to direct it, because he happened to be sleeping on my floor at the time; I was appointed to play the lead, because I was probably the only person who could learn the part that quickly; we held some auditions to get the rest of the cast; and three weeks later it opened at Josca’s Little Theatre in Headington. Then, as the second play was about to open, the leading man got the measles, which meant that the New Plays Season of the Oxford University Dramatic Society consisted entirely of the third-place entry, When Did You Last See My Mother?, which wound up being reviewed in the Guardian.

         That was a stroke of luck.

         Actually, I think it was a stroke of Merlin Thomas, but it should be said that provincial plays were reviewed much more regularly in those days. The papers had stringers all around the country, and the Guardian theatre stringer for Oxford wrote a very good review of it, as did the Oxford Mail. And before I knew where I was, I was getting letters from agents saying, ‘Do you need representation?’ I didn’t know what to do with these, so Merlin Thomas arranged for me to go and see the manager of the Oxford Playhouse, Elizabeth Sweeting, and she said, ‘There’s only one person you should contemplate having as an agent at the moment, and that’s Margaret Ramsay. Send it to her.’ So, again, I did. I also had a letter from Frank Pike at Faber, which said, ‘We’ve been following your work in the small magazines with some interest. Perhaps you’d like to send us your play.’ It turned out that there was another bloke called Christopher Hampton, who wrote poetry, and they thought that he was me – or I was he. He’s still around, as a matter of fact.

         He’s rather radical, isn’t he?

         He’s very radical. There was a book called Writers Take Sides on the Falklands, which contained – under my name and beneath my biography – an impassioned rant of several pages, basically saying, ‘British soldiers deserve to be killed.’ When I rang up to protest, the publishers said, ‘We can’t change it now. We’ll put some erratum slips in,’ but they never did. He also wrote a letter to the Guardian in praise of Edward Bond but attacking all other, less radical, writers – in particular Harold Pinter, who then rang me up. I lived in Oxfordshire at the time, and he said, ‘I haven’t seen you for a while,’ and I said, ‘No,’ and he said, ‘Well …’ and I said, ‘Yes?’ and he said, ‘Perhaps when you’re next in London we might have a drink.’ Then there was a long pause, and I said, ‘Is this about the letter in the Guardian?’ and he said, ‘Yes, it is actually,’ and I said, ‘It’s not me.’ He said, ‘What do you mean, it’s not you?’ and I said, ‘There’s another chap called Christopher Hampton,’ and he said, ‘You’re pulling my leg. Are you sure it’s not you?’ and I said, ‘If you look in the paper, you’ll see it’s a Cambridge address and I live near Oxford.’ So he said, ‘What are you going to do about it?’ and I said, ‘What can I do about it? He seems to be called Christopher Hampton,’ and he said, ‘I don’t think this can be allowed to go on!’ But it has gone on. Someone sent me something from the internet not long ago, an interview with him in which he explained that he wasn’t me. I’ve always wondered whether, if I actually met him, he might turn out, like William Wilson in the Edgar Allan Poe story, to look exactly like me.

         So what was Peggy Ramsay’s reaction to When Did You Last See My Mother?

         I sent her the play, then a couple of weeks later I’m sitting in my room at Oxford and there’s a knock at the window. It’s the porter in his formal suit and bowler hat. I open the window, and he says, ‘Phone call for you.’ I thought that someone else had died, but it was Peggy, who had bullied him into going to fetch me. She said, ‘Your play, dear.’ I said, ‘Yes.’ She said, ‘You’d better come up tomorrow and talk to me about it.’ So the next day I went to her office, this tiny room in a former brothel off St. Martin’s Lane, and that was my first meeting with Peggy, who became one of the central figures in my life. She was really quite startling. At one point, she plunged her arm up to the elbow into this vast handbag and came out with a handful of £5 notes, which she then thrust at me. I said, ‘It’s fine. I’ve got a day return,’ and that was apparently the right thing to do. I passed some test by not immediately trousering the fivers.

         Anyway, during this extraordinary meeting, she rang up the Royal Court and spoke to William Gaskill and told him he had to do this play – and, within six weeks, he agreed. Then there was a strange period where I was still studying at Oxford but I was always going up to London. I didn’t do any academic work for months on end, and Merlin Thomas was absolutely wonderful and covered for me, saying, ‘This is more important.’ And it was at the Royal Court that I met two more people who became central figures in my life: the actor Victor Henry and the director Robert Kidd. Bob was a stage manager who had never directed a production before, so he wasn’t keen for me to attend rehearsals because he didn’t want anyone looking over his shoulder. Indeed, right at the beginning, he took me aside and told me that I wasn’t to speak to any of the actors, which I obeyed so conscientiously that many years later, when I met one of them, they said, ‘We thought you were very stand-offish.’

         Had you given up thoughts of acting by this time?

         I hadn’t, really. What stopped me from pursuing it was Victor’s performance in When Did You Last See My Mother? At first I thought, ‘He’s an ugly little Yorkshireman and he’s supposed to be playing a public schoolboy. It’s going to be ridiculous,’ but in fact he was marvellous. The reviews for the play were good – probably better than I’ve had for any other play – but the reviews for Victor himself were amazing: ‘The best début since Albert Finney,’ and ‘The most exciting new actor since Nicol Williamson.’ Every paper printed some variation on that. He really wanted to, and subsequently did – pretty definitively, I think – play Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger, and all that malign, crackling energy was there in this performance.

         It was a Sunday night at the Royal Court, one of their ‘plays without decor’, something they don’t do any more. You didn’t have a set; you rehearsed for two or three weeks; the actors were paid two guineas; the writer was paid five guineas; and they had one performance on a Sunday night to a subscription audience. And after this performance, there were actually cries of ‘Author!’, which has never happened to me since. Frank Pike and Charles Moncrieff from Faber, who I was sitting next to, said, ‘You’d better go up,’ so I did, much to the horror of everyone at the Royal Court. I didn’t know how these things worked, and I noticed that when it was repeated on a second Sunday night, I was placed at the back of the Circle to make sure there would be no more outrages of that kind. Then Michael Codron decided to move it to the West End – still without decor – and it opened at the Comedy Theatre in July 1966. Michael Codron’s publicist deduced that, at twenty, I was the youngest writer ever to have a play in the West End, which I think I still am, and set up a whole round of interviews for me; but I was very naive and said things I shouldn’t have said, so eventually she was sent to accompany me.

         Were you aware of how amazing this was?

         Absolutely not. I see now how amazing it was, but I didn’t have a clue then. I thought it was great to have a play on at the Royal Court, but it didn’t seem outlandish. At one point, as we went from one interview to another, I said to the publicist, ‘Christ, this is boring, saying the same thing over and over again,’ and she really tore a strip off me, and said, ‘You have no idea how lucky you are!’ And she was right. But it just seemed tedious on a summer’s day to be trundling from one tabloid to another. None of them were really interested in the work; they were more interested in the ‘dog walks down Piccadilly on hind legs’ aspect of the thing. I read an article in some magazine which said, ‘Can you imagine a more enviable position? An Oxford undergraduate with a play on in the West End,’ but I found it very bewildering. It was the summer vacation, I’d done nothing in my second year at Oxford, and all my friends were gearing up to take their Finals. My German teacher, a man called John Cowan, who was married to a wealthy woman from Hamburg, said, ‘Your German isn’t very good. You should take a year off to improve it,’ and he arranged a student placement for me at the municipal theatre in Hamburg, the Schauspielhaus. So, at the beginning of the following year, I set off for Hamburg, and it was just about the most miserable period of my life. I was confused, because early success is very confusing; I was lonely, because I’d split up with my girlfriend; and I was broke, because the play hadn’t earned any money.

         Hadn’t you sold the film rights?

         I sold them for £1,500, which was an enormous amount of money in those days; but on my twenty-first birthday, I took all my friends in Oxford out to dinner and bought a new suit and really went to town.

         Did you write the screenplay?

         Yes, I did. But I didn’t have a clue how to write a screenplay, so I just tried my best to open it up a bit. Bryan Forbes was going to direct it, and he wasn’t displeased with it. He recently, very kindly, returned it to me. These brown pieces of paper came through the post, together with a charming note from Bryan saying that he felt they weren’t likely to make it now so would I like it back? He wanted to make two films with Victor Henry and the whole scheme fell through, which was a shame, but one of the people who bought the rights was Ronnie Shedlo, who has been a friend of mine ever since – and was subsequently one of the producers of Carrington.

         Had you considered writing screenplays before that?

         Oh, yes. As soon as the play was put on, I thought that whenever the chance came to work in film I would like to. But England wasn’t a film culture at that time; theatre was what people were gravitating towards. If I’d been French, I could have gone straight into films – and I probably would have done, because I always responded more to the cinema than I did to the theatre.

         Is that still the case?

         It’s more complicated than that. I think when a play works, which is very rare, there’s nothing like it, because what makes a play work, both in the performance and in the writing, is energy. A great writer like Chekhov can transform a bunch of middle-aged Russians standing around moaning into something which tells you about the essence of life – and that’s because a stupendous amount of energy has gone into the creation of those scenes. On the other hand, films are a much more reliable source of pleasure and stimulation, I would say, because you have more resources at your disposal. Just as in a novel you have passages of description or poetic meditation, in a film you can do all that with the camera, so the energy doesn’t have to be quite so concentrated in the screenplay.

         When you wrote the screenplay for When Did You Last See My Mother?, did you read other screenplays first to see how it was done?

         I went out and bought Five Screenplays by Harold Pinter and the books they were based on. I admired the way he’d made a judgement about the books he’d adapted. The good ones, like The Go-Between, he’d stayed faithful to, and the less good ones, like The Pumpkin Eater, he’d reorganized and refined. So that was my education as far as writing screenplays was concerned.

         Is that maxim – the better the book, the more faithful the adaptation – true of your own adapted screenplays?

         I would say so, yes. The more usual maxim is, ‘Don’t adapt great books, only adapt second-rate books, they make much better movies,’ but that seems unduly defeatist. It’s simply that great books make greater demands, which a lot of people are too lazy to deal with. I don’t see why a good book shouldn’t make a good film, providing that you understand what’s good about the book and translate it correctly into film terms. I think the main problem with those early screenplays was that I thought writing films was easier than writing plays. The theatre puts great constraints on a writer anyway, and you can constrain yourself even further – in other words, invent rules for yourself – and I thought you didn’t have to do that with movies, whereas of course you have to do it even more to exert the required narrative grip on the audience. But in adapting When Did You Last See My Mother?, I just rambled on until I got to the end.

         You said that you tried to ‘open it up a bit’. Do you think that’s the key to adapting stage plays for the screen?

         I think adapting a play is a much more difficult prospect than adapting a novel. A play is such an artificial construct that it couldn’t be more different from a film; the only thing they have in common is that they’re dramatic forms involving actors. A film is much closer to a novel: it has those freedoms which you don’t have on the stage and you’re well advised to use. And, in the end, it winds up as a video or a DVD, a finished object which stands on your shelf just like a book, whereas a play happens every night and is different every time. I did open up the play as much as possible – Ian worked at this boring place tying up parcels of exam papers, and he went to the pub and he walked down the street, and so on – but I’d taken away the concentrated essence which the play exerted without replacing it with whatever it is we’re talking about which I hadn’t understood. It may relate to something David Lean once said to me, which is that a film consists of a series of chunks, and those chunks should be bound together with a rope, so that each scene leads into the next in a seamless and logical way; because, if you arbitrarily leap from one scene to another, or one sequence to another, the audience is not gripped or swept up or whatever it is you need to do to an audience.

         Now, all this is very far away from what was in the air at the time I started writing. If you went to see a Godard film or a Brecht play, you were confronted with artists who said, ‘Out the window with narrative and all that shit. I want you to think about things in a different way, and I’m going to tell you what the best way to think about them is, and we’re going to look at them sideways and stand them on their head and subject every cliché to examination and replace it with a counter-cliché.’ I felt that my formalist concerns, which derived from a love of nineteenth-century French literature, were all being held up to question, so I decided to keep my head down, do the work and hope it didn’t get attacked on the grounds of its extreme unfashionability. At the end of the sixties, there was thought to be something slightly decadent about aesthetics, as if it wasn’t acceding to the anarchic spirit of the age – although, funnily enough, in terms of politics, my sympathies are probably more anarchist than anything else.

         The films you were watching at school were quite avant-garde, though.

         Yes, but if you look at The Seventh Seal or Los Olvidados – or Vertigo, which was another film I was absolutely blown away by at school – they’re naturalistic in narrative, just bizarre in execution. I’d been seeing two or three films a week with my parents from the age of about six onwards, and, combined with all the Victorian adventure literature which was ingrained in me, that meant I was always interested in narrative. I’ve always found it the hardest thing to do, though. Any fool can philosophize, but the invention of narrative is incredibly difficult. The abstract skill of picking this incident rather than that incident, this turn of events rather than that turn of events, is probably the hardest thing that any dramatic writer has to deal with.

         Harder than creating characters and writing dialogue?

         Well, one of the jobs of creating characters is to put them through the correct narrative developments to reveal their characters. Writing dialogue is the easiest thing. When I looked back at my novel, I realized that the bits which worked best were the bits with dialogue in. I seemed to have an ear for it, a way of phrasing lines which sat well in actors’ mouths.

         What are the strengths of the stage as opposed to the screen?

         The thing that gives theatre its strength is that there are so many things you can’t do, and whatever you do do – and there have been all sorts of fascinating experiments in the last twenty years about making theatre more visual and more visceral and more performance-orientated and so on – basically a play involves some actors and some dialogue. Pretty it up as much as you like, those are the means by which you have to exert an effect on the people who happen to be sitting there that evening – and if the play works, it will weld that group of disparate strangers into one wodge of feeling. There is no way, for example, of reconstructing the success of When Did You Last See My Mother?, which had to do with those particular actors at that particular time in dialogue with that particular audience. In other words, it is everything which is meant by the word ‘dated’.

         Is that why you didn’t include it in your collection, Plays 1?

         Yes. I just thought, ‘This is all very well, but it wouldn’t work now,’ which I don’t really feel about any of my other plays.

         Total Eclipse, for example, which you started writing when you were in Hamburg.

         It was then that the play really started to take shape in my mind. I didn’t like Hamburg at all, and my job at the Schauspielhaus was awful. I had to read lots of stuff from their archive – mostly nineteenth-century plays you’ve never heard of by people you have heard of, like Tennyson and Byron and Swinburne – and write reports on all of them in case they wanted to première any of them. I was living in a ghastly hostel on nothing but boiled eggs, and working in a ghastly office where no one talked to you, and then I discovered that I wasn’t being paid because it was a student placement. I remember going round to this colossal mansion belonging to John Cowan’s wife’s family, ringing the doorbell and saying, ‘I don’t know what to do, John. They’re not paying me.’ And he said, ‘What do you want to do?’ And I said, ‘I really want to write another play. How about if I go to Paris?’ And he said, ‘OK.’ And in the middle of the night – since I didn’t have enough money to pay the hostel fees – I did a runner with this Belgian boy who drove a 2CV. Plan A was to go to the Italian Riviera, where he was planning to get a job as a gigolo, but when we got into the car he said, ‘I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going to the Italian Riviera. I’m going back to my parents’ house in Brussels.’

         So we went to Brussels, and he also turned out to be extremely rich; it was the first private house I’d seen which had an elevator. His father was one of the chiefs of Peugeot, and this boy was obviously the black sheep of the family. They weren’t tremendously pleased to see him – or, what with one thing and another, me. Firstly, I got drunk, because they gave me a generous amount of alcohol before dinner. Then, during dinner, I took a ladle full of pea soup from the butler and poured it into my plate from too great a height, so that, when I replaced the ladle and looked down, the plate was empty and there was a ring of pea soup all the way around it. Finally, I was told which my bedroom would be, so I rode the elevator to the second floor, took the first left and the second right, entered this rather feminine room and fell asleep in this vast bed, and was woken an hour later by his horrified mother, whose bedroom it was.

         The next morning, I was thrown out. I was told to leave the house by ten, so I spent a day in his brother’s apartment in Brussels, then I had just enough money to get the train to Paris. Luckily, a friend of mine from Oxford, Ian Huish, was teaching at the Lycée Rodin, so I lived on his floor for a while, and he got me a job translating lectures on James Joyce. And I spent the next six months in Paris, not perfecting my German, not doing any of the things I was supposed to be doing, but instead writing Total Eclipse. I earned enough money from translating these lectures to move into a hotel on the Left Bank, a slightly more expensive one than before, and I wrote most of the play there, then finished it in England just before I went back to Oxford.

         You said that When Did You Last See My Mother? was a trial run for Total Eclipse. Why were you so keen to write a play about Rimbaud and Verlaine?

         It’s endlessly fascinating, just as the Oscar Wilde story is endlessly fascinating. This is the French equivalent, except that they were both writers of genius. When I read Rimbaud as an adolescent, I was absolutely knocked out by it. Until then, I shared the popular philistinism about modern art – ‘If you can’t understand it, what’s the use of it?’ – but I couldn’t understand these poems by Rimbaud, and they were still fascinating. Then I discovered that he was my age when he wrote them, which made them even more fascinating. And, of course, his wildness and his antisocialness appealed to me a great deal at that age. The radicalism of what he was trying to do, and the purity of his eventual renunciation of it, seemed to me profoundly impressive. But by the time I wrote the play, I was exactly halfway between the ages of Rimbaud and Verlaine when they first met – twenty-one, whereas Rimbaud was sixteen and Verlaine was twenty-six – and what happened as I was working on it was that I became more and more sympathetic to Verlaine and less and less sympathetic to Rimbaud.

         They both seem equally unsympathetic to me.

         I’m talking about them as writers, not as people. As a person Verlaine was a terrible weakling, but as a writer he was a minor artist – and I’ve always been attracted to minor artists. Writers like Laclos or Horváth are, in many ways, more interesting than their larger contemporaries, Voltaire or Brecht. Verlaine had a small but unique talent. He was the writer who most understood and paralleled Impressionism, for example. And, more than any other French poet before or since, he understood the musicality of French. He had a tremendous ability to organize the language, which means that he’s the writer most French schoolchildren are taught. At the same time, like most artists, he peaked at a certain point then gradually drifted downwards. He knew that he wasn’t getting any better, but he carried on working until he died. I was very moved by that. Rimbaud expected his writing to achieve something more than it could, was disappointed when it didn’t and chucked the whole thing in, whereas, at the end of his life, Verlaine was still writing one poem every day, taking it to the publisher and living on the proceeds. In other words, he was a professional, as opposed to the amateur genius of Rimbaud, and in the course of writing the play, I taught myself the virtues of professionalism, rather than waiting for the gush of inspiration. And I came out at the other end with a much more modest idea of what it meant to be a writer.

         In fact, Verlaine’s professionalism depends on his rejection of radicalism, so there’s a compromise with conformity at the heart of Total Eclipse.

         Looking back on it, it was my first treatment of a subject which I’ve dealt with over and over again: the clash between a radical and a liberal. In Savages, I come down on the side of the radical, Carlos. In Tales from Hollywood, I come down on the side of the liberal, Horváth. In The Talking Cure, I suppose Freud is the radical – although there’s another character in it who’s even more radical – and Jung is the liberal, and I come down on the side of Freud. So sometimes it’s one and sometimes it’s the other. It’s an unresolved question in my mind. And it’s because it’s the kind of subject which only raises questions and never provides answers that it’s so inexhaustible. It seems to me that it’s the political and intellectual debate of our era.

         In Total Eclipse, then, you come down on the side of the liberal. But that doesn’t stop Verlaine looking back with yearning at his radical flirtation.

         That’s right. And the other thing which he does is to protect and perpetuate the radical literature in the face of a threat to it. The only invented scene in Total Eclipse is the final meeting between Verlaine and Rimbaud’s sister, which actually took the form of a correspondence. All the scenes are dated, and that scene is dated 29 February in a year which wasn’t a leap year, to tip the wink that it was made up. When dealing with historical events, I’ve always done the opposite of what you’re recommended to do as a creative writer: stuck to the facts, because the facts are always more interesting than what you can invent. I flinch when people say, ‘What the hell does it matter? Make it up,’ because the point of using real events as the basis for a piece of writing is that those events are illuminating in some way, and if you start manipulating them you’re betraying the language in which they’re speaking to you. That’s one reason why The Talking Cure took five years to write, because the facts are extremely inconveniently organized, and I had to be faithful to them while at the same time imposing some kind of shape on them.

         Did you do a lot of research for Total Eclipse?

         I relied a good deal on Enid Starkie’s biography of Rimbaud. I met her towards the end of her life, and she was a very colourful figure. She always wore straw hats, and when, over lunch, I commented on her blue straw hat, she heaved up her skirt and showed me her matching bloomers. She also said to me, ‘I hear you’ve written a play about Rimbaud,’ and I said, ‘Yes,’ and she said, ‘I hope you’ve pirated my book!’ and I admitted that I had. In fact, there’s also a book on Verlaine by François Porché, written in the thirties, and Rimbaud’s teacher, Georges Izambard, wrote a memoir about him, and those wonderful Pléiade editions of Rimbaud and Verlaine have enormous amounts of biographical and textual detail; so, in the course of the three or four years I was thinking about the play, I read just about everything there was.

         You said that you were talking about Rimbaud and Verlaine as writers, not as people, but in the play you do that by looking almost exclusively at their lives and barely discussing their work at all. How do you square that particular circle?

         I don’t know. Well spotted. I can’t really explain it, except by saying that, at the time, I always found it irritating that plays or films about artists invariably showed them sitting around discussing their work, since it seemed to me, with my very limited experience, that whenever I was in the company of writers their work was the very last thing they wanted to talk about. All they wanted to talk about was their royalties. So I assumed, particularly in view of the nature of their relationship, that the last thing Rimbaud and Verlaine would be doing was sitting around discussing the ideal, or whatever. But as the years went by, I started to sneak in a bit of conversation about the work, because experience proved it to be something which is occasionally discussed – if reluctantly.

         You’ve revised the play several times for the stage, as well as adapting it twice for the screen – once for television and once for the cinema. Why do you keep coming back to it?

         I never thought I got it quite right. Also, because the play sits at the centre of the way I think about writing and is the source of a lot of my work, I’m always open to the idea of doing some more work on it. The Royal Court originally came within an inch of turning it down. I was still an undergraduate, I was coming up to my Finals, and one day Bill Gaskill and Robert Kidd turned up in my rooms and said, ‘We want you to read it to us.’ So I lay on the bed, the other two sat in chairs and I read them Total Eclipse. At the end there was a long silence, then Bill said, ‘All right, we’ll do it.’ It ran for three weeks and got appalling reviews – which confused me, because I knew that it was an infinitely better play than When Did You Last See My Mother?, which got wonderful reviews. Once I’d got over the confusion, that was a good lesson: there’s no reason why something should be understood the first time around. But the small number of people who did see it in those three weeks were very taken with it.

         The version of the play included in Plays 1 was the text of the 1981 revival, directed by David Hare. What prompted you to choose that one?

         In 1980, Peggy Ramsay had just begun a friendship with Simon Callow, and she said that he’d been talking to her about Total Eclipse: about how, as a student, he’d gone to see it three times in the course of its short run, and how he’d love to be in a revival of it, playing Verlaine. I said, ‘I think he’d be wonderful in the part,’ and then she said, ‘Shall we get David Hare to direct it?’ and I said, ‘You’ll never get David to direct it. He hates it.’ The next day he called me, and I said, ‘But you don’t like the play,’ and he said, ‘It’s always been one of my favourite plays.’ Like Peggy, who told me not to write about Rimbaud and Verlaine on the grounds that I was too young and the subject was too difficult, David had forgotten what he originally said, so I found myself embarking on this revival of the play at the Lyric, Hammersmith.

         I seem to remember going to the early rehearsals, then I was out in America for a while – I was writing Tales from Hollywood at the time, so I was living and working in Los Angeles – then I came back, and it was due to open in about ten days. David, Simon and Hilton McRae, who was playing Rimbaud, said that the only scene which wasn’t working was the last scene between Rimbaud and Verlaine, which ends with Rimbaud beating up Verlaine and leaving him. We all agreed that the actual last scene was a kind of epilogue and this scene was basically the end of the play, and David said, ‘It doesn’t work. It doesn’t finish the play.’ I said, ‘No, it’s never really worked,’ and he said, ‘Well, rewrite it then.’ I said, ‘You know I’m not very good at that,’ and he said, ‘Please just go and rewrite it.’ I said, ‘When do you need it?’ and he said, ‘Tomorrow.’ So I rewrote the scene, took it back the next day and they rehearsed it – and it seemed much better. Encouraged by that, I did some more work on the play, and the version done at the Lyric – in an absolutely beautiful production by David – wound up being significantly different to the 1968 version.

         How did the performances of Hilton McRae and Simon Callow compare to those of Victor Henry and John Grillo in the first production?

         I think it’s fair to say that the first production was angled towards Rimbaud. John Grillo was very touching as Verlaine, but he wasn’t terribly experienced – in fact, he was as young if not younger than Victor – and Victor wasn’t terribly nice to him, none of which helped him in the performance of the play. If Victor was feeling particularly irascible he would actually punch John in the scene where Rimbaud beats up Verlaine, and John was terrified of going on, so I kept having to talk to Victor, who wasn’t very amenable to correction. There was one matinee where, because he was drunk, he did a long speech from Look Back in Anger, and when I went to his dressing room afterwards, quite annoyed, he said, ‘Oh, you noticed!’ All I can say is that he was radiant in the part. The revival, on the other hand, was more angled towards Verlaine, and was one of Simon’s finest hours. Hilton was very powerful, but somehow the production moved towards the final scene of Simon sitting alone in the café, remembering nostalgically, sentimentally, and falsely – but also knowingly. It was a rather complex effect that Simon produced. Again, though, I don’t think Simon was much older than Hilton at the time, so I’ve rarely seen the play performed with that ten-year age difference between Rimbaud and Verlaine.

         What was the main difference between the first production and the revival?

         I suppose it was the clear enunciation of Rimbaud’s feeling that he wanted his poetry to do an un-doable job, and that when he realized it was un-doable he decided there was no point in even trying. But since his writing achieved far more than that of any of his contemporaries, the question is: what more did the bugger want? And the answer is: like all Romantics, he wanted everything – including the right to complain about it if he didn’t get it.

         In that scene in the film, Verlaine says to Rimbaud, ‘You have a gift. It’s no good throwing it away because your expectations were unrealistic. It’s the expectations you should change.’

         That’s a line which was written that day for that scene. And that kind of clarification had come in the intervening years, once I’d realized what the play itself was getting at. Writing is a complicated process. If something is to work it can’t reveal what it’s about until you’re halfway through it, and then it can lead you in unexpected directions. It’s only later, when you’ve finished it – sometimes long after you’ve finished it – that you can see what it’s actually about, what was going through your head at the time.

         You’ve directed your own screenplays, but never your own plays. Why do you prefer to let someone else, like David Hare, direct them rather than doing it yourself?

         Tom Wilkinson once said to me that there should be an Act of Parliament banning writers from directing their own plays, and by and large it’s rare for writers to be the best interpreters of their own work. I think it makes better sense to direct your own screenplay, because by committing it to film you’re making something permanent, whereas a play is endlessly provisional, because each new production is a different experience. I know that at play rehearsals I’m always wanting to say, ‘No, this is how it should be done,’ which is a fatal thing to do if you’re a theatre director. Directing a play, you can’t arrive with the play all mapped out in your head, or if you do you have to conceal the fact; you have to let the actors bring whatever they have to bring, then shape it all. Directing a film, you rehearse each scene, then you do it until you’ve got it right and then it’s done, which is a process I feel much more comfortable with. A film is like a novel, it’s a one-time-only thing, so there is an argument for the writer being clearer on what he or she wants than anyone else could possibly be.

         Soon after its première at the Royal Court, there was a television version of the play. Did you need to open it out at all?

         No. The last scene between them was shot in Burnham Beeches in the middle of the night, but most of it was done in the studio. It was directed by Peter Cregeen, with Ian Hogg and Joe Blatchley, and was very good, I think. The BBC in the early seventies was completely unlike it is now – run by constipated accountants with no sense of duty to anything higher than the balance sheet – and there was a convention of giving successful or interesting plays a television workout. They did versions of all my plays from that period except Treats, which was done by Yorkshire Television, and it brought the work to quite a wide audience.

         When was it first mooted as a film?

         There was film interest right from the start. Firstly, I sold the rights to the impresario Bill Kenwright, but for some reason I got panicky about the idea of doing the film and bought the rights back again. Then they were bought by a French producer called Jean-Pierre Ramsay, but it was a long time before the film was made. The first set of drafts were for Volker Schlöndorff, whom I’d met as a potential director of Dangerous Liaisons. Nothing had come of that, because he was intimidated by the Milos Forman version looming in the background, but I liked him very much. I remember a lot of sessions in this room [the drawing room of the top-floor flat in Notting Hill which he used to call home and now uses as an office]. Volker smokes vile little cigars and Jean-Pierre is a pipe man, so by the middle of the afternoon, large as the room is, you could hardly breathe. And we had a reading of it here, with John Malkovich, which everyone was very encouraged by. I thought the part of Verlaine was tailor-made for John, and that he would be able to produce exactly the right mix of charm and weakness and brutality and sentimentality.

         The next breakthrough was casting River Phoenix as Rimbaud. I went to the Coronet in Notting Hill Gate to see My Own Private Idaho, walked in five minutes into the film, took one look at him and thought, ‘That’s the boy.’ I never met him, but he looked uncannily like the famous photograph of Rimbaud, and he was preparing to play the part when he died. That obviously threw everyone for a loop. John felt that he couldn’t really go forward without him and he withdrew, then Volker decided that he couldn’t really go forward without John and he withdrew, so we were back to square one. We then had a series of conversations with various directors. Karel Reisz was quite interested in it and wrote me an enormously long letter about the things that he thought needed changing, but I didn’t feel we were really on the same wavelength.

         What did he think needed changing?

         I’m not sure I can remember. Often what causes a problem is when they ask you to clarify things, character things, which are essentially part of that person’s mystery and are therefore either unclarifiable or shouldn’t be clarified. I don’t know why Verlaine set fire to his wife’s hair when she was pregnant. Why would anyone do that? All I know is that you have to confront that as part of his character and say, ‘Even though he did do that he was not an irredeemable person; he was just a person prone to appalling lapses.’ That pattern, of doing those sorts of things followed by all the snivelling and the abject apologies, is a central part of his character which you cannot fight. So when they say, ‘Can you explain why he would have beaten up his wife?’ the only answer you can give is, ‘If he hadn’t been the kind of person who beat up his wife and then apologized to her, he wouldn’t have been the kind of person who shot Rimbaud and wound up in jail.’ That was Verlaine. There isn’t any way to solve that. And I suppose that’s what I feel my job is: to pose these questions, knowing that you’re not going to be able to answer them.

         That’s one of the great fallacies of Hollywood: that everything can be explained. All this appalling nonsense about ‘character arcs’ just reduces the mysteries of life to a series of innacurate formulae. Of course you can explain everything. Of course you can say that Verlaine was spoiled by his mother or Rimbaud wasn’t given enough candy as a child. You can do all that stuff, but who needs it? I’m all in favour of things being lucid, but I’m certainly not in favour of things being explained to death. I’m not saying that what Karel was asking for was like that, but I do recall a lot of anxious questions which I felt didn’t require answers. And, in fact, the next director it went to, Werner Herzog – who also wrote me an enormously long letter, in impeccable English – wanted to push it in a much wilder direction. He wanted to have more stuff in Africa, and he had a meeting with Jean-Pierre where he said, ‘I want to take the actors and a skeleton crew and go to the Congo, and if you just leave us alone for a few months we’ll come up with something.’ Jean-Pierre began to get a bit nervous about that, and finally he said to me, ‘We can’t go forward with this. It’s all too mad.’

         It’s interesting that the directors involved in the project – Schlöndorff, Reisz, Herzog and, of course, Agnieszka Holland, who eventually made it – were all European.

         Well, it seemed like a quintessentially European subject. I’d love to remake it one day as a French-language film, and direct it myself.

         Was the possibility of making it as a French-language film never discussed?

         What Jean-Pierre and his partners wanted was an English-language film. That said, there was no particular reason for using American actors, except that John Malkovich seemed to be perfect casting, likewise River Phoenix, and we proceeded from there. When Agnieszka came in – whom I also liked very much and who had a very no-nonsense approach – she contacted Leonardo DiCaprio – another very good choice who looks slightly like Rimbaud – and he turned out to be wonderful. Watching him on the set, I was as impressed as I’ve ever been with an actor.

         Did you base the screenplay on the revised version of the play?

         Yes, but the screenplay is very different from the play, because I had the notion of organizing it in the same number of sections as Rimbaud’s Une Saison en Enfer and giving each section the same title as that section in the poem. If you read the poem, you’ll see that some sections are a paragraph long and other sections are pages long, and that helped me organize the African sequences, for example, as a series of short snapshots at the end. It was a very elaborate plan, and that was the version of the screenplay which I eventually published, but it didn’t bear much resemblance to the finished product, because Agnieszka had simplified it in a fairly draconian way.

         Whereas Herzog wanted more stuff in Africa, she seems to have wanted less.

         I think that was a separate problem. As I understand it, they arrived in Djibouti and it instantly began to rain for the first time in several years, so they came back without the stuff they were hoping to come back with – although, during the editing, they did cut out a lot of material which they had actually shot there. The main problem with the film is that David Thewlis, who’s also a wonderful actor, was pointed in the wrong direction. Going back to Verlaine, I think that while you have to confront the terrible corners of his personality, you can’t use them as the benchmark for his character. If he’d been as cold and brutal as David was encouraged to make him, it’s very hard to see how anyone would have tolerated him. Clearly he was a man of immense charm who traded on his attractiveness to be hopeless, hated himself for it and, at the far end of hating himself, was pushed to acts of violence. But that range wasn’t really there in the film because Agnieszka didn’t really want him to be liked, I don’t think, and therefore you couldn’t quite understand why any of it took place at all. The curious thing is that Rimbaud, who really was like that – pretty cold and pretty brutal – nevertheless found something in Verlaine which he responded to and which brought out good things in him, but that side of their relationship doesn’t come across.

         It’s easier to picture John Malkovich and River Phoenix together than David Thewlis and Leonardo DiCaprio. Apart from anything else they’d both have been American, whereas DiCaprio’s American accent clashes oddly with Thewlis’s English one.

         That worried me; it never worried Agnieszka. It worried me because I think one of the reasons Dangerous Liaisons works is that we were careful to cast Americans across the board – except for the working-class characters, who were Scottish, which was amusing in itself. Here, it all seems pretty random: there’s an American actor, and there’s an English actor, and there’s a French actress – a remarkable actress, I think, Romane Bohringer – and somehow the mixture doesn’t coalesce. I didn’t sense that at the start, even though I was included in script readings and round-table discussions with the cast. I wasn’t around much during the shooting, but I was there for a week or so, and I could tell that everyone was working very well – in other words, the actors were delivering the goods. What I couldn’t tell was that they were delivering the goods in different trucks.

         I notice that you were one of the actors.

         That was Leonardo’s idea; I don’t know how good it was. During the read-throughs, I generally read in the small parts, and Leonardo put it to Agnieszka that she should cast me in one of these parts. Funnily enough, I’d played the part of the judge in the television version, where it was just a voice-over, and been replaced by the producer, Mark Shivas, who was deemed to have a more judicial voice. So that was the part Agnieszka asked me to play, and it took a day, and it was absolutely terrifying. It was technically very complicated because of the shot she had devised, which required the extras who were playing the judicial commission to seize their books and candles and dive under the table as the camera passed down one side of it, and required me to bend at the knees in order to allow the camera to pass over my shoulder – in the middle of a rather complicated speech. There were eleven takes of that, the last of which was printed, because it was the one where the camera movement worked. But I can’t say it was the best performance.

         Another difference between the published screenplay and the finished film is that the flashback structure of the older Verlaine going about his daily business as a jobbing writer has simply become a framing device at the beginning and the end.

         That tends to happen in the editing room when films aren’t working: they pitch whole strands of the story. It happened in The Quiet American, where the device of the lead character being pursued by the policeman throughout the story, and the question of whether he will be captured and indicted, all went out the window, leaving a similar framing device at the beginning and the end. In Total Eclipse, they pitched a scene which was very important to me, a scene which actually happened. When Rimbaud had his leg amputated, his mother went to the hospital in Versailles, and as he woke up and reached out to her, she supposedly turned away. We actually shot the scene, and the French actress who played his mother had a powerfully expressive face, but unfortunately it got lost.

         Were you present during the editing?

         No, not really. I remember two or three sessions in Paris when the film was at various stages, and I know that the Americans involved, Fine Line, were very distressed by the film. Modifications were being made to it right up to its release. I think it was first shown at Toronto – or Telluride, which is about the same time – and it was even more brutal then than it is now. The sequences where Verlaine beats up his wife were prolonged, and the amputation of Rimbaud’s leg was very bloodthirsty. People were walking out in droves, and this was a festival audience. The thing about Telluride, which is a lovely festival – and I had two films in it, because Carrington was showing as well – is that they show each film three or four times, and you turn up and answer questions at each venue. So I turned up to answer questions about Carrington and walked into the end of Total Eclipse. The credits were rolling and most people were making a hasty exit, but there was someone in the centre of the stalls applauding like crazy, and by the time the lights came up there was literally this one man sitting there – and it was John Schlesinger. I was very touched by that. He loved it.

         You said that Agnieszka Holland had a no-nonsense approach. Do you think, in the end, it was too no-nonsense – to the point of being perfunctory?

         She certainly didn’t go for a lyrical feel, and I think the subject requires that to some extent, although it does look very beautiful: the sets and the cinematography and so on. I certainly don’t dislike the film, and there are many things in it which work very well and are very powerful, but I don’t think it works as a whole – which is a shame given the number of years that went into it.
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