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Preface





Each and every year in the UK, around the time of a major film festival such as Berlin, Cannes, Venice or Toronto, British arts correspondents feel compelled to take the pulse of our national cinema. The number of British films selected for these cultural Nurembergs, as J. G. Ballard described Cannes, is monitored and assessed. If there is a crop of home-grown titles, it is because British cinema is in rude health; if there are only a few, it is ailing.


An article by Tom Lamont in the Observer (‘British Film on the Crest of a New Wave’, 15 September 2013) highlighted the apparent sense of woe when only two films out of seventy-plus features were selected for Cannes 2013. However, Lamont noted that the tone changed when Clio Barnard’s The Selfish Giant and Paul Wright’s debut feature For Those in Peril were among the most celebrated films presented. Barnard’s follow-up to The Arbor proved to be one of the best reviewed films of the year and also garnered significant UK audiences, achieving the feat of marrying critical acclaim with commercial success. Jonathan Glazer’s Under the Skin, an arresting look at Britain through alien eyes, was booed in Venice but received a kinder reception in Toronto. A genuinely significant artistic vision, it is a bold and striking work. Toronto also welcomed Richard Ayoade’s The Double, a Dostoevsky adaptation which couples Terry Gilliam with Aki Kaurismäki via Franz Kafka to impressive effect.


It is important for the press to write about the success of UK-produced films at these festivals, since it is not only an opportunity for British cinema to enjoy the international spotlight but also helps export sales. Articles like Lamont’s tacitly enforce the unpalatable truth that while film is an art it is also a business that needs to compete commercially. Andrew Pulver’s Guardian article ‘British Cinema’s Golden Age Is Now’ (13 October 2011) suggested that British cinema’s strength lies in the depth and variety of its offering (something this book is keen to support), but also made the point that box-office success is what enables the British film industry to profit in economic and aesthetic terms. All the films mentioned above achieved a degree of commercial success on release in UK cinemas (The Selfish Giant grossing £318,875, Under the Skin £1.2 million, The Double £785,985), with only For Those in Peril failing to match critical acclaim with a paying audience (a disappointing gross profit of £22,804). Does the fact that fewer people saw Paul Wright’s film on a cinema screen diminish its achievement? Of course not. What it demonstrates is that no matter how targeted the release some titles have limited appeal, perhaps owing to subject matter, a formal approach or that they were made and released on limited means.


Analysing British cinema can be like comparing apples with pears. Standing tall among the titles mentioned so far in terms of critical and commercial achievements is Steve McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave. This multi-award-winning adaptation of Solomon Northup’s memoir grossed over £20 million in the UK alone and became the British cinema success story of the year. What is perhaps most interesting about McQueen’s journey from Hunger to Shame and then 12 Years a Slave is that the director is a Turner Prize-winning artist whose early forays into cinema were cine-literate as well as experimental. Although his accomplishment is unparalleled, McQueen is emblematic of the current crop of British film-makers working across multimedia platforms whose films could be classified under the umbrella term Artists’ Cinema. This category also includes Andrew Kötting, Ben Rivers, Iain Forsyth and Jane Pollard.


Like other national film industries, British cinema is one of peaks and troughs, with both established and emerging voices susceptible to economic and cultural factors. However, the vibrancy and diversity of current British film-making, along with a vital support network, enables it to reach the screen and, on occasion, be enthusiastically received by audiences. In an industry that is fast changing – with on demand and digital downloading – there is a genuine collective desire to empower British film-makers. The radically overhauled BFI Film Fund has played its part in this, as have schemes such as Microwave and organisations including the consistently innovative Film4 and the BBC. Independent producers, distributors, festivals and cinema programmers are also ‘on message’ in regard to giving British cinema the chance to flourish.


New British Cinema analyses the current state of our contemporary national cinema, filtering many contributing factors through the voices of the directors who are actively involved in making it. An intensive editorial process has resulted in extended interviews with film-makers both on the margins and at the heart of what is happening in British cinema today. There are established figures here whose work and methodology will be familiar and others who have only recently emerged, such as Hong Khaou. Each of them has an interesting story to tell and an important role to play in the continuing evolution of cinema in Britain. Although we made every effort to include all the key directors, some politely declined, preferring to let their work speak for itself.


Jason Wood and Ian Haydn Smith

















About Curzon





Ask people why they come to Curzon venues and you’ll get a varied response: atmosphere, comfort, location and, for those who like a drink, the bar. But there’s one constant above all others: the film programme. We’re incredibly lucky to have a loyal audience who trust us implicitly and come week in, week out to watch films. Curzon is known as a place to discover other worlds and cultures, or see a different perspective. It’s also a place where the drinks and conversation flow in equal measure, where cinema is a truly memorable experience for a broad range of people. Those curious about the world and hungry for everything life offers might not be film aficionados – they might not even know exactly what’s on at Curzon, but they do know what they’ll get. We believe there’s always something to take away with you, always a surprise, always a conversation point, and always a reason to come back.


Why are we fortunate enough to be trusted? One reason is that we’ve been doing what we do for a very long time. We’ve championed the new and been a home for film-makers from foreign lands with something to say. Unexpected sensations, sure-fire hits and the odd spectacular flop have all featured along the way. But perhaps it’s the same restless, questioning spirit that inspired Harold Wingate, our founder, to import unknown films during the post-war period that still drives the business today. As a company that buys, distributes and shows films, we’re different from other cinema chains.


However, cinema is changing, and so are audiences. We launched our ‘at home’ service in 2007 and all sorts of people were up in arms about it. Films at home on the same day as they’re released in the cinema? But that’s against everything cinema stands for, surely? Nonetheless, Curzon Home Cinema now reaches over three million homes and is growing fast.


The Curzon (as it was then known, long before other venues came along) opened in Mayfair in 1934. It was taken over by the Wingate family in 1940. In contrast to the picture palaces typical of that era, the Curzon had an almost austere interior, in keeping perhaps with the seriousness with which it approached film. During the war it was exceptionally busy – somewhere warm at a time of unheated homes and, like other entertainment venues, a place for London’s itinerant population of young men and women in uniform to meet for dates. The running of the cinema was very much a family affair, with Mrs Wingate – fluent in French and taking courses to improve her kitchen Italian – translating and subtitling the films imported by her husband.


Happily, film buying and distribution at Curzon is now a well-oiled machine, and we’ve picked up more than one or two awards for it. Most recently, The Great Beauty, which ran for eighteen weeks, received a BAFTA and an Oscar. At the same time we released Blue Is the Warmest Colour, which won the top prize at the Cannes Film Festival. (In the last seven years, we’ve distributed five Palme d’Or winners.) When Artificial Eye became part of the Curzon stable in 2006 it felt like a perfect fit. Our film buying remains respectful to Artificial Eye’s incredible heritage – keeping powerful human stories and quality film-making at its heart – as we look to widen the company’s vision in distribution and exhibition.


As for exhibition, we’re welcoming new audiences – and bringing Curzon to communities currently underserved by high-quality cinema – as we open beautifully designed venues across the country. Live broadcasts of the world’s finest opera, ballet and theatre have changed what cinema means to many, reaching new audiences and opening up the arts to more people. Curzon Home Cinema also allows us to share our love for independent film with millions via its online platform and partnerships with the likes of Freesat, BT, Samsung Smart TVs and Amazon Fire TV.


Curzon has had its fair share of notoriety over the years. In 1950, Max Ophüls’s La Ronde helped usher in the X certificate, but it didn’t stop people turning up to see it at the Curzon during its initial seventy-six-week run. Over half a million people eventually came to the cinema to see it. Luis Buñuel’s Belle de jour (1967) also sailed close to the wind. But it was Marco Ferreri’s La Grande Bouffe (1973), with its combination of gluttony and sex, that brought a private prosecution against the Curzon under the nineteenth-century Vagrancy Act (we were acquitted).


Curzon is a brand that has stood the test of time, albeit with the constant changes required to survive in an ever-evolving industry. However, what gets us out of bed in the morning remains the same. As filmgoers are presented with more and more choices, we do what we’ve always done: offer films that we believe are worth sharing, that spark conversation and stay with you long after the lights come up.
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Lenny Abrahamson





A graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, Lenny Abrahamson’s work initially explored Irish life, from both working and middle-class perspectives. Adam & Paul (2004) charts the exploits of two drug addicts over the course of one day in Dublin, as they attempt to steal, score and get high. It showcased Abrahamson’s innate skill in balancing comedy with high drama, which would be mined further in Garage (2007). Starring Pat Shortt, better known to local audiences as a comedian, Abrahamson’s second feature is a beautifully realised character study of a good-natured man with learning difficulties. Josie lives and works in a garage in a small rural town. Popular with everyone around him, he sparks up a friendship with a young lad who works alongside him part-time. However, what Josie believes is an innocent act leads to him being ostracised by the town and left alone in the world. A prizewinner at the Cannes Film Festival, Garage cemented Abrahamson’s position as Ireland’s most accomplished film-maker.


After directing the TV series Prosperity (2007), Abrahamson returned to cinema with What Richard Did (2012), adapted from Kevin Power’s novel Bad Day in Blackrock. The film focuses on Ireland’s middle class and a handsome, popular schoolboy whose affections for his best mate’s girlfriend have tragic consequences. Filmed on a broad canvas and portraying an Ireland rarely seen on screen, Abrahamson perfectly captures the excitement and ennui of teenage life. As with the director’s previous work, What Richard Did presents a subtle examination of the impact of mental illness, both on the afflicted and those around them.


Frank (2014) also touches on mental illness, within the framework of a fictionalised biopic of Chris Sievey, aka Frank Sidebottom. Loosely inspired by Jon Ronson’s experiences as the keyboard player with the Oh Blimey Big Band, the film charts the progress of an offbeat group as they journey from obscurity on the fringes of the British music scene to infamy at the South by Southwest music festival. Abrahamson skilfully shifts from the earlier comedic scenes to much darker territory during the film’s closing moments, aided in no small part by Michael Fassbender’s and Domhnall Gleeson’s excellent performances.


Abrahamson’s next project is an adaptation of Emma Donoghue’s Room.


This interview was conducted over a period of two years, between the completion of What Richard Did and the release of Frank.


Looking at the number of people you’ve continued to work with over the years, collaboration is quite an important aspect of your work.


I really like the collaborative process of film-making. Sometimes I have to trick myself into starting work. One of the ways of doing that is to start on something that I can’t extract myself from, usually with me relying on other people who have expectations of me. In that way, if my outlook on a project gets pretty bleak I have to keep going. My sense of responsibility always trumps my innate nihilism about the films I’m making. I always value what I’ve done at the end, and I certainly value the work of everyone involved with me, but when I’m working on a project I can go through periods of self-doubt. One of the reasons I’ve avoided writing fiction, or writing screenplays on my own, is that it’s too easy to walk away from them. However, that’s just the negative side of things. On the positive side, I relish the collaborative environment and the spirit of sharing ideas – the particular stimulus of bouncing different ideas around.


I think that’s why accidents and mistakes can be so stimulating. Your films are never quite as you imagine them to be. They’re always going to be a bit different because of something happening on that day, or the moods of the people, or the way that the light works, or you might arrive at a location and it’s changed in a particular way. In those moments, when material is thrown at me, it unlocks an immediate creative response. Those accidents, that kind of unpredictability in a collaborative situation, really suits me. Even if someone has a bad idea, I find the process of addressing it a more reliable and robust process than the part when I’m sat on my own.


You worked with the writer Mark O’Halloran on three projects.


I would love to work on another film with Mark. To be honest, I’m not sure why we haven’t. We’ve never had an argument or fallen out. There have been projects that haven’t worked out. One of the reasons there was such a long gap between Adam & Paul and Garage was because we had a go at something and it didn’t work out. Various things have happened that affected him, but now he’s writing like crazy, so I can see us working again at some point. In the best scenario, we’ve both gone off and done our own things and they have been successful, so we can come back together and, kind of …


… reaffirm your vows.


[Laughs] Yes. Exactly. And perhaps forgive each other our infidelities!


What was the process like between you two on Adam & Paul? The film has a more freewheeling feel than Garage and yet there’s still a precision to the narrative structure.


I am fascinated by how those two seemingly opposite elements can exist. It’s connected to that idea of chance and mistake. Even though I hope each of the films I make is well balanced and has that sense of precision, I hope that the things being thrown at me – the freewheeling element – gives the film a sense of energy. Whatever happens, the structure has to shift to accommodate it, but it must still exist and make sense within the context of the narrative. I think all of my films are a mix of the found and the made. Whether it’s lengthy discussions with Mark over what we’re going to include or, like many of the scenes in What Richard Did, it comes out of watching the kids and how they respond to each other, it all has to fit together to make a coherent whole, which fits in with the film’s ideas.


Adam & Paul was great because we hadn’t worked on a film before. It came about with no pressure. It’s scary on one level, but there’s also a sense of abandon. And when you’re working on your third or fourth film you realise that, by comparison, it wasn’t scary at all.


The tonal range of the film was agreed on at the very start of the writing process. Mark had given me sample scenes for a possible idea, with an overall outline, which eventually changed. But the musicality of those scenes, between those two characters, was there right from the beginning. It was a joyful thing. Even though the film is dark in places, the real heart of it is a celebration of a style – an old-fashioned comedic tradition, mixed with a more modern Beckettian twist. What I think I brought to the project is something that’s fascinated me since I watched Laurel and Hardy as a kid, and that’s the absolute beauty of two lost individuals sitting together and letting the world occur – a certain existential situation. To turn the camera on two addicts and have them be just that – that was there from the beginning.


There is this seamlessness in the way that your narratives shift between comedy and high drama.


It’s a comedy of tenderness. I don’t do black comedy. When you look at people on their own in an environment, if you filter out the noise, what lies at the heart is a sense of uncertainty and need. That behaviour exists on the thin line between the humanely funny and the desperately sad.


I think that part of what allows me to move between different tones in a film, particularly with Adam & Paul and Frank, are the various digressions that unfold throughout those narratives. They allow me to explore those facets of character. Novels do it to an extreme degree. Proust managed to combine the highest philosophical meditations with the comedy of the party scenes.


Another constant in your work is the strong focus on complex characterisation – the nuances in each personality, which surface the more time we spend with them. It’s there no matter how much your style of film-making changes, which it has significantly across the four features.


I’m a fan of story but not plot. Tell me what happens to this person, but don’t give me a mechanism that creates this false, imposed tension. The tone of Adam & Paul is in the frame before anything happens. It’s almost a way of allowing the time that passes to set the tone. I’ve heard conductors talk about the way they respond to the orchestra in front of them – a response to the musicians they see in that moment. It can change the music with each performance. I understand that.


These things have to be thrashed out with the actors – in rehearsals and in the casting – whether it’s a hint that makes them attack the opening phrase of a line that can change everything. When it really works it should appear as one vision. Like conducting, directing is a series of mechanical decisions and instructions, but it should appear as one single flowing action. Look at Kaurismäki’s films. Tonally, he is one of the most recognisable directors at work today. You can never mistake his work. I had seen his films before I made Adam & Paul and they were a powerful influence on me.


There’s also something beyond character. It’s the presence of the person in that space at that moment that I find so interesting. When you’re talking generally about character, that’s something you could transpose from a film to a book. It’s character as presence that really fascinates me – what that person feels like in a room. I haven’t really talked about this before, so it’s quite interesting to think it through.


You know when you’re in a car, looking out at the landscape? I would get that same feeling – of watching the world at one remove – when I was young and in a room surrounded by adults. They tend to sit still a lot. So as I watched them I saw one person tapping their finger. Another was watching television in a particular way. Someone would say something that wasn’t heard by the third person. Then things would all settle back down again. It was like a sculpture, or a machine or a …


… composition.


Yes. Those energies in a room fascinated me before I was sophisticated enough to say, ‘He’s a depressive and she hates her, which is why she isn’t listening.’ Before I was able to decode that into the language of desire and tension – the psychological stuff – I felt there was something beautiful in how people operate in those spaces and how time flows through them.


I feel I’ve still only scratched the surface of this. The films I make are really just the receptacle, the container, which holds these precious things. And so narrative comes later. You certainly need to know why you’re there. So in a film like Garage, you have Josie pottering along, but he is pottering along with some direction – a destination within the construct of the narrative. However, it’s in the journey that all the interesting things happen.


With your interest in exploring this space, was there a decision – as you progressed from Adam & Paul through Garage to What Richard Did – to explore different facets of Irish society and in particular class?


That was actually a happy accident. By the time of What Richard Did, I was aware that I had covered the urban poor, the rural and the prosperous. I heard someone refer to the films as the ‘Celtic Tiger trilogy’. That’s not something that ever occurred to me. I think the change of location was bloody-mindedness on my part. In France, people started to talk about the ‘Loachian’ aspects of my work. I have a huge respect for Ken Loach’s films but I’m a million miles away from what he’s doing. I consciously made Richard because I didn’t want to be slotted into a specific role as a film-maker.


What distinguishes What Richard Did from most other films made in Ireland over the last few years is that it takes place among the middle class. It’s a leafy, attractive world of nice houses and good-looking people whose lives are not so dominated by the usual concerns that might affect many of us – of just getting by. Irish cinema has, like a lot of cinema in our part of the world, concentrated on people who are on the margins and living harsher, more challenged lives. We’re used to seeing the gritty streets of inner-city Dublin – I’ve filmed them myself – or, in the case of Garage, an isolated and fairly dysfunctional rural community. So it does make a change to see Dublin looking pretty, with people going to summer houses and walking on lovely beaches. Ireland’s a beautiful place and, outside of the more saccharine Hollywood representations, we haven’t tended to show this aspect of it.


Alongside the comedy of tenderness is the subtlety of the palette you employ. What Richard Did accentuates the beauty of Ireland that you feel is rarely captured on film.


I worked with the cinematographer David Grennan, who is young and relatively new. This is his second feature as cinematographer, but he’s worked a great deal as a camera operator. We watched a lot of films together and talked about approaches to lighting in scenes. These discussions are partially aesthetic, so you’re talking about how black the blacks should be and whether the image in a particular scene should feel crisp or whether you want it to be softer. They’re also practical – how I want to shoot and how much freedom there is to move the camera. This impacts on his work. If I want to be able to shoot in all directions, that’s something Dave is going to have to facilitate, whereas if I was shooting in a controlled, pre-planned way, then he could light a location more specifically. We had these discussions all the way through, so by the time we shot the film it was a very easy working relationship and we were able to find an approach to a scene very quickly.


Jack Reynor is remarkable as Richard. How easy was the casting process?


It was a long process. Louise Kiely, the casting director, went to so many schools, sports clubs and drama groups – anywhere she could find kids who would understand the drama of the film. That took several months. At the same time, we were also looking for experienced actors. It wasn’t really until we found Jack that I knew we were going to make something interesting. It’s an obvious thing to say, but if you don’t find the right Richard for a film called What Richard Did, then you’re in trouble. He’s such a great actor and he knows that world intimately. He went to the same school that the school in the film is modelled on. He has the same charisma that Richard has, which is crucial. Likewise, Róisín Murphy is amazing as Lara.


What makes the characters so credible are the stories they tell. Their conversational style feels natural.


The script was mostly written, with about 20 per cent improvised. The stories the actors tell are almost all real. So Jack’s story about drowning his pet gerbil when he tried to give it a bath actually took place, when he was five years old. That scene wasn’t planned. He told it as we were setting up and we just recorded it there and then.


I spent almost a year working with the cast and these stories cropped up all the time. My co-writer Malcolm Campbell and I would note them down and then remind an actor of things they had talked about, so that they could incorporate them into a scene. That kind of fluidity was really exciting. Even during the shoot, while travelling from one location to another, you would overhear something the guys were saying. Once or twice we took those and put them into a scene we shot later that day. So they were really fresh and there was a lovely immediacy to it, and the textures of their delivery were the same as when they first told it.


These conversations also shift audiences’ expectations about what they’re watching.


I enjoy the challenge of thinking about structures within a film that aren’t just off-the-shelf creations. In Adam & Paul, you allow the audience to become comfortable, thinking they’re watching a certain kind of comedy. Then you turn that on its head and make it a much less comfortable film. I think there are things to learn from structure, which is an expressive element. So those choices are made not just to keep an audience interested and to surprise them. They also inform the film at a deeper level. They allow you to explore some interesting ideas. In Garage, you think you know who Josie is at the beginning of the film; you’re invited to participate in the town’s image of him – that’s he’s a village idiot – but he defies that categorisation by the end of the film. It makes you think how easily you consign people to stereotypes and how dangerous it is to do that. So the structure of the film can challenge you on those assumptions.


In What Richard Did, while there’s always a tension in the film because of the title – you know something’s going to happen – it’s not possible when you watch the first twenty minutes to work out where you’re going to find yourself emotionally at the end of the film. As a film-maker, I do like to allow myself to discover things about a character and the story as I make the film. If you know everything in advance yourself, what is there to explore? It’s important for me to have that. That then makes the editing process exciting, because there you can refine the film.


The editing shifts with the change in tone, from a looser style in the early stages then becoming tighter as the film progresses.


That’s true. The film has an observational style at the beginning, watching this group of youngsters, as you would if you were at the same bar they were in. Then, halfway through the first beach section, when Richard’s character gets up to walk through the garden to the dunes, the film creates more of a sense of an interior. It’s also the point where the music comes in for the first time. It’s not as observational and the subjective elements become more apparent as the film continues, until, by the end of the film – or at least close to the end of the film – it is a strong evocation of the state of being of the central character, before leaving the audience with an image that is external and asks lots of questions. These shifts in perspective and tonal changes are what I’m most interested in with regard to film, both as a director and audience member.


The film, like your previous work, refuses to assign blame or point fingers. Yet there is a morality at work here.


I don’t believe it’s the director’s job to tell an audience what to think. It’s not my job to judge. My job is to present things as truthfully as I can and to create that intimate encounter between the audience and the characters. If you can do that, what is amazing is that the audience has a natural tendency towards empathy. It’s almost impossible to stop that feeling. If an audience spends enough time with a character, provided they’re not a monster or a psychopath, they can become very connected to them. It allows me to have characters doing awful things, yet still manage not to alienate the audience; that character can still be cared for.


I think of myself as a humanistic film-maker. I try to present people – to the extent that my skill allows – to the completeness of their humanity. That humanity can’t be switched off because people do terrible things.


The music in What Richard Did is beautifully restrained.


Stephen Rennicks has composed the music for all my films, including Frank. We’ve been friends for over three decades. What Richard Did allows for a more expressive score than Garage, which featured very little. We agreed that the film wouldn’t be the music of the characters. It’s not a teen movie – it’s a film about teenage people told from an adult perspective, and as such should appeal to all ages. In a way, the film is imbued with a nostalgia that comes from an older person thinking about younger people. So there’s a longing in the music.


Frank is the perfect example of a film where knowing nothing about it is a great way to see it.


Yes, it’s the best way to see it. It is such a strange film that you just have to go with it from the beginning – just let it do its work. If you have too many expectations when you go in, you’ll probably be off the mark. So that’s a good way to see it.


Did you ever see Frank Sidebottom play live?


I never saw him. The closest I got was seeing him on Top of the Pops as a kid and then on some kids’ TV programme. If you were living in Dublin then, back in the 1980s, you only got BBC1 and BBC2 – we were a little outpost of British TV – and so I saw him there. He definitely made an impression on me as a kid. I never became a big fan. I think he was just that bit too ‘other’. But the image of him stayed with me.


How did you become involved with the project?


I was sent a script by my agent. She said, ‘You’ve got to read this. It’s by two brilliant writers and this is a really strange project, but bear with it because I think there’s something in it.’ It’s the first thing that I’ve worked on that’s come from outside – where something landed on my desk. I read the script, which was very different from the one we shot. I was immediately taken with the central section, where they get lost in the wilderness to make their album, which was loosely inspired by the stories surrounding the recording of Captain Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica, and any other number of stories about people going completely mental and getting cabin fever in the wilds. There was something very freewheeling, anarchic and playful in the writing of that section, which was the right side of quirky – it was strange and lovely, and tender and childlike. It was also moving. These scenes were where Jon Ronson and Peter Straughan really let themselves go and just enjoyed the world and the characters – the least narratively driven part of the film. There was something about those scenes that I responded to, so I met with them and we got on well, and started working together on the script. We worked on the overall structure, particularly the sections that bookend the scenes in the wilderness.


How much had Jon Ronson’s own story, of being a member of the Frank Sidebottom Oh Blimey Big Band, been excised before your involvement?


It had already been established that it was completely fictional. Once Jon and Peter began talking about the project, they moved quite quickly away from the real story and towards an ‘inspired by’ character, one that captured [the real Frank Sidebottom] Chris Sievey’s punk anarchic spirit. Only the physical shape of Frank Sidebottom remained. I think Chris himself was keen that they did that. It also made sense to me. I never wanted to make a biopic. It could have been interesting but it wouldn’t have appealed to me in the same way. So I entered the fray with the story fully fictionalised and we just went from there.


The film touches on mental illness in a way that is not too dissimilar to your previous films, What Richard Did and Garage.


That’s true. It’s so often the case that you see these patterns after you’ve done the work. Frank deals with this material in its own particular way. It remains true to its comedic heart, even though it goes somewhere that is emotionally quite affecting. I would hope that the brush with this topic doesn’t in any way overbalance the film for anyone watching it. I don’t think it does.


It doesn’t.


If anything, I think it adds a certain depth to it. It must be a preoccupation of mine, or something that I’m very moved by – by people who struggle with their own internal difficulties. Also, anything that is broken or flawed helps us understand the way we work. You look at things that aren’t working in order to understand how things really work.


The film is also a study of the creative impulse.


We have an instrumental idea of creativity. It’s valued because what it produces is success. At least in the mainstream that’s how we rate it. We talk about someone ‘never really making it’ as a waste or a pity but never engage with the work itself. If that work loses its value then the whole thing becomes an empty pursuit of approval.


It’s so interesting to see how social media works now. Some people are championed and others are vilified. If someone puts a foot wrong then they are eviscerated on Twitter, which emanates a great sense of its own moral authority. I think that we’re so conditioned to measure value in terms of success. The way we present ourselves in that space is so false. It lacks any sense of humility or the basic human recognition of fallibility. And you look at a character like Frank, who is so fallible and messy and could never function as his own marketer in the way that Jon [Domhnall Gleeson] does and in the way that so many people in the creative world are encouraged to work, as their own PRs, as if that’s empowering. It’s like, ‘Okay, you don’t need a record contract any more, you don’t need a big film company behind you. You can make your work and you can promote it.’ While in one sense that is freeing, in another it turns you into your own cheerleader, which I think is a really unpleasant split in a person. That’s what Jon is. Actually, he’s just the cheerleader – he doesn’t have the talent. And Frank is just the talent without any of the other. They’re two parts of what is expected of one person in many cases today. Frank is the authentic, flawed, creative part and Jon is the egotistical, self-promoting, put-your-best-foot-forward, be-positive, social-media-avatar part.


So this is a film that celebrates the process and not the end result?


Yes. As my editor says, you can’t cheat the process. When you start editing a film, which is a big, unwieldy task, you initially feel that you’re getting quite close and this isn’t going to be one of those long edits. At least, you think that. And then you realise you have always got to go through it, living this process and questioning it. Things are always better for that. And that has value. The film really affirms that. They may never play to hundreds of thousands of people. But what they’re doing is great.


The music here is so starkly different to its role in previous films you’ve made. Not just because it’s about a band, but for the way it works so integrally with every element of the film.


I loved it, although it was very daunting. For one thing, when you’re putting music in your film as opposed to on your film, you’ve got to know what a lot of it is before you start shooting. That said, we didn’t record in advance. Everyone played live and was filmed live, which was a challenge but adds to the authenticity of the film. But you need to know what the tracks will be, and they’re big colours to nail to the mast from the outset.


I’ve played in a few bands, and although I’m not a great musician I do have a strong musical impulse and this was the first time I was really able to actively and constructively use it. So while Stephen was writing the music, I was working with him, listening to it and responding, and I ended up writing quite a lot of the lyrics. I also worked with some great musicians, testing out ideas in the studio of how this band might operate. We tested out really interesting principles. Not just discussing what style they were going to play. That felt like the wrong question. It was more like, ‘What if they’re astronauts and are exploring the furthest reaches of musical possibilities?’ So we began looking at the tiniest objects they could use to make a piece of music. Or, let’s have them write something and see what can be extracted so that you still know it’s the same piece. This experiment, or process, which is as much about the philosophy of how you might make a song as it is about the music, is then distilled to create some songs, like the last one that Frank sings. But it also creates more playful music – half music, half spoken.


We went for a total looseness. The really tricky thing was maintaining that while going through the very mechanical process of making a film. We had to create pieces of music that we knew the band could actually play. They didn’t have the luxury of being in a studio rehearsing for three months. The pieces aren’t technically difficult, but they are loose enough to still be changed on the day. That’s also why we didn’t pre-record. If we did that, everything would have had to be simpler. Instead we allowed the performers to respond to what was happening there and then. It was a hard process to anticipate. Having a real drummer and a gifted actor who could play the bass really well was also important. Domhnall even wrote the really bad stuff he performs, which was great.


I have to pay tribute to Stephen. We thought he would write the score and then we would get a band in for the songs. We got demos from some pretty amazing people, but everything Stephen did was always closer to what it should be. And we just work together well. I really enjoyed it.


With your film and Terrence Malick shooting at least one of his upcoming projects there, the South by Southwest festival seems like the place to go for making a film. What was it like filming there?


We didn’t. It’s so great that people think we shot there, and even when we attended the festival proper – to screen the film – the audience still thought we shot there. We actually shot the US scenes in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Texas lost their tax break, and not quite having the budget of a Terrence Malick film, we had to shoot somewhere that suited us financially. It also helped that the desert landscape around Albuquerque is gorgeous. We just studied South by Southwest and reconstructed parts of it. Going there then, with the film, was really funny because I found myself registering it in exactly the same way that the band does in the film. And the whole place was just jammed with hipsters. I think we all thought we did a pretty good job replicating it for the film.


The bright desert scenes offer a contrast to the narrative. By the time the band arrives in the US the story has become significantly darker.


The counterpointing visual shift was just luck. And I guess there was a little luck involved in the ending too. If you have actors like Michael, Maggie and Domhnall, and things work out, you can create something special. The tension we had in the film, which was building up, really found a release at the very end. The script only hints at what we achieved in the end thanks to the actors and the music. It floored me and, I think it’s because of Michael that it turned out that strong.


Michael Fassbender is brilliant as Frank. But Domhnall is the person who really holds the whole thing together. Both in his relationship with Frank and with Maggie Gyllenhaal’s character.


He’s pretty despicable in the film. That appealed to Domhnall because he’s played a lot of lovely guys. And he is a lovely guy. Michael rightly gets amazing plaudits for this film, and I think it is a great performance. But I think it overshadows how great Domhnall is. It is so hard to play that part. On the one hand, he has to be the straight man, because that’s how the comedy works in the film – he’s the butt of the jokes. But that character also has a big journey to go on. So he has to balance the fact that we have to be rooting for him, because at some point he seems right, but at the same time we then have to realise how selfish and destructive he actually is. If you get Frank’s character right, the rightness is massively visible. But if you get Jon right, he sort of disappears.


Domhnall’s work with Maggie is great too – the way they spark off each other. Maggie is terrifying. She brought a much more serious darkness to Clara than I would have gone for initially, and it took me a while to realise just how right she was. Rather than have a comic foil, she transformed Clara into a very rich character. And the sex scene is hilarious. I’m really proud that I’ve made a film that could include a jacuzzi scene alongside that incredible powerful ending.
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Hossein Amini (centre) on the set of The Two Faces of January with Viggo Mortensen (photo: StudioCanal)























Hossein Amini





An acclaimed screenwriter, Hossein Amini has worked with Peter Kosminsky (The Dying of the Light, 1994), Michael Winterbottom (Jude, 1996), Iain Softley (The Wings of the Dove, 1997), Shekhar Kapur (The Four Feathers, 2002), John Madden (Killshot, 2008), Mikael Håfström (Shanghai, 2010) and, most recently, Susanna White (Our Kind of Traitor, 2015). His screenplay for Drive (2011), directed by Nicolas Winding Refn, stripped James Sallis’s novel to its bare bones, creating one of the finest American crime dramas of the last decade.


The Two Faces of January (2014) is a boldly imagined adaptation of Patricia Highsmith’s novel. As richly rewarding as Amini’s screenplay for The Wings of the Dove, the film is also notable for its strong visual style, particularly in the use of location as a metaphor for the characters’ desperation and despair.


What is it about Patricia Highsmith’s work that attracts you?


She creates a two-way mirror between the characters and their psychology and the reader. She has this ability to put you in the criminal’s shoes. Her writing can reflect a lot of the weaknesses or a darker side in me as a reader. For example, there are times in The Two Faces of January when Chester is tender with his wife, Colette, then in the very next moment he says something mean and biting. It struck me that I’ve done that, and it’s a characteristic I don’t like about myself.


She’s certainly more interested in character than she is in plot. I’ve never read her books because of the plots, and all the really good adaptations have been fairly free with them but have mined the characters she has created for all they’re worth. Unlike the Ripley novels, which have at their centre a psychopath, Two Faces takes a very weak, conflicted, jealous and drunk older man and makes him both the hero and anti-hero. You feel compelled by him throughout the whole journey. It’s Highsmith’s ability to be so non-black-and-white with her characters that makes them so alluring.


Like the main characters in your adaptations of The Wings of the Dove and Drive, Chester falls between the cracks of a criminal and someone who has taken a few wrong turns in life.


Characters like Chester bring those criminals closer to us. It’s that very thin line between leading our everyday lives and suddenly, through fate or circumstance, we can be dropped into a dark and dangerous situation. In the way that you could step out into a street and be hit by a car, everyday life is actually out of our control. We reassure ourselves that we’re okay, but we don’t know what lies in wait. It’s that element of those stories – they embody the lack of control we have over our lives. I also love mythology and the roles played by fate and destiny. You have that in a lot of Highsmith novels, but particularly in this story.


I gather you researched Highsmith’s life and read her own collection of writings on the art of the novel before embarking on this screenplay.


Yes. I wanted to see how she approached suspense. The other book I read, which was more influential in terms of writing the screenplay, was the Hitchcock–Truffaut interview. Highsmith’s novels are thrillers without thrills. It can be quite tricky getting the suspense right. It tends to be much more about the psychology and putting the audience in the criminal’s shoes. Hitchcock does that so well, whereby the criminal is terrified of being caught and, by extension, the audience is terrified of their being caught.


At what point does an adaptation cease to be another author’s story and become yours?


In terms of adapting, I’m attracted to the books that feel difficult to adapt, because that leaves me enough space as a screenwriter to find a way into the story, incorporating my own personal reactions to it but also my life experiences, so that they almost become half original and half adaptation. The Wings of the Dove, Drive and Two Faces definitely have that element. The Wings of the Dove was written so that it’s reporting what happened, Drive features a fantastic protagonist but I created more of a story around him, and Two Faces allowed me to impose certain plot elements. All my favourite books give you these amazing characters who allow you to invent scenes that aren’t in the original story. The authors have created such a strong base with them it’s easy to know how they would react in the situations you create for them. A book that feels structured like a screenplay is less interesting to me because there’s less space for me to bring myself to it. I’m looking for that space between the book and an adaptation.


Did you write differently knowing that you were directing the script?


Absolutely. For instance, there was a scene that didn’t make the final cut, in which the main characters are driving through Athens at night. If I had written that just as a screenwriter, I would have had exterior shots of the car. But knowing how impossible it was going to be to get that kind of budget, I wrote the entire scene from inside the car. I think there is a degree of self-censorship involved. I don’t know if that’s a good thing. It forces you to think much more clearly about the practicalities of shooting a scene, whereas in the past, when I’ve been writing for other people, it’s possible to cheat. I could write a line like, ‘We feel all the pain inside him,’ and the director has to interpret what I mean by that. I think the writing is a little less lazy, because as a director you’re the one who has to solve those problems.


It’s funny how things changed as I progressed with the project. There’s one scene where Chester and Rydal are on a boat together. It was the longest dialogue scene in the script. My brother reads all my scripts, and he said, ‘You really don’t need all this dialogue.’ Gradually, I kept cutting away until, after the rehearsals with the actors, I realised that what they said was repeating things from an earlier scene, so I finally decided to cut all the dialogue. It’s now one of the scenes I am most proud of, because it’s just about the two actors staring at each other and saying nothing.


We write dialogue to tell the story and help tell ourselves the story. But then, once you become familiar with the story, you realise you don’t need all that dialogue. With every film I’ve worked on, dialogue is slashed in an editing suite. If a scene can survive without lines, then the fewer lines it has the better.


Did your approach to screenwriting change in terms of the rhythm and pacing – the musicality of what you were writing – knowing that you would be directing?


I’ve never been a fan of the basic three-act structure, because screenwriting is much more ‘musical’ – it’s about fast, slow … slow, slow, fast. What I really learned during the editing of this film is that you could start off with a drama, have it turn into a thriller, but then it’s really hard to go back to it being a drama. With writing it’s easy to shift tempo, but with a film there’s a tyranny of rhythm. In the editing room you realise how important momentum is in a film. It influenced my writing of the Le Carré script [Our Kind of Traitor]. I cut fifteen pages out of it, because I learned so much editing this film. I’ve been in a cutting room before, but I think there’s something different when you’re directing too and your head’s on the block. It’s very different to when you’re giving suggestions. So that musicality is the most important thing for a film.
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