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Introduction: Figgis on Figgis





WALTER DONOHUE: You once said that The People Show was the best apprenticeship for film-making that you could think of. MIKE FIGGIS: I joined The People Show in 1970, having spent the year after I left college playing in France in a rock ‘n’ roll band, and deciding that I wasn’t going to be a teacher, which is what I qualified to do. When I was a student I had moved to the Abbey Art Centre in London, which was where The People Show had been started in 1965 by Jeff Nuttall as a sort of 1960s version of a Happening. He called it The People Show because he collected seven people who happened to be there – drama students mainly – and put together a show, which he called The People Show. And afterwards, they just kept the name. They carried on for a few years doing his work, but eventually he drifted away, so they started doing their own scripts and working out their own structures.


And you just sort of drifted in.


Yeah. I was working with a free jazz group called The People Band, so named because they often worked with The People Show. I did a couple of shows at the old Arts Lab in Drury Lane as a musician and liked the work a lot. But, at a certain point, I got politically involved in the middle of a huge dispute between the musicians and the actors. The musicians felt that they weren’t being given enough room to be truly improvisatory and were being held back by what they felt were the too rigid structures of the performance element of the show. I felt that if you elected to be in that situation, there were certain rules you should obey, otherwise the anarchic element would ultimately destroy what was good about the combination. There was a huge fight one night, a split occurred, and The People Band walked out. I felt very strongly that they were wrong, so I stayed. I then joined The People Show as its musician.


But you weren’t content simply to be a musician. You wanted to be involved in a much broader way, didn’t you?


Because The People Show was the kind of group that never had a director – never had a production designer – everybody did everything. You were expected to cross over into every area. So, although I was mainly there to do the sound, I also very quickly became a performer. I remember my first performance was at the Come Together Festival at the Royal Court Theatre in 1970 in front of a very hip, very aware audience. It was terrifying. I had to wear a dress. Both Mark Long and I wore the same dress. The show was about Bix Beiderbecke and Mark Long’s mother. Within ten minutes of the show starting, it went very well. It was very funny, and short enough so we didn’t get into trouble. I didn’t look back after that. Because it worked, no one really then questioned the idea of whether you were a performer or not, whether you could act or not. You just carried on.


Did being a performer also mean writing your own material?


Each performer in The People Show was responsible for his own lines, so I became very actively involved in the writing of the scripts.


Writing meant what? Writing speeches?


No speeches were ever written. Our method was, basically, locking the door and the three or four performers sitting together and not coming out of the room – other than to sleep – until you had unanimously decided that the structure was correct. It meant hours and hours of talking about structure. Someone would suggest an image at the beginning of the process. Someone would say: I have this image. And it would usually be a painterly image. It would be: broken glass or a rose. In fact, they sound rather bland. Usually, it would be a strange image. There would be a surreal quality to the image. But it would be an image in isolation. This image would trigger off other images, and then one would find a connecting image, and so on. Then, through a natural process of selection, certain images would be put on the shelf, perhaps for another show. Everyone kept notebooks. So, the whole notion of a notebook became crucial as a reference for this process of work. Then, having assembled a certain number of images, the hard work of actually connecting those images and coming up with a dramatic structure – which was a sort of storyline, which would also involve characters – would begin. Maybe, one of the images suggested in the first place would literally be a character. Mark Long would say: I want to do this in a red face, and I’m going to wear these clothes. That’s my character. And my obsession is cleaning windows. Now, that might change as we talked, but the red face would probably remain, and he’d have this very strong sense of character. With Mark, it was always a very strong sense of character. 


And with you?


With me, it was more an overall sense of how ‘red face’ and ‘broken glass’ could connect. I became the main notebook writer; in a sense, the person who co-ordinated the images. Not exclusively. Everyone did it. But by the time I left The People Show, a situation had naturally evolved whereby on the last day of the meeting I would come in and say: OK, here’s the order. Because I was the person who made the sound tapes, the timings of which would be used as triggers for certain light cues, and the appearances or disappearances of characters – these sound timings providing the skeleton of the show – it seemed natural to be the one who came in and said: OK, here’s the order. Mark and I would then work closely together to get the lights cued up. And of course Mark, as a performer, was very much in the front. So his sense of character was very important. My sense of character always evolved much more slowly, as a result of the performances. I would tend to, in the more successful shows, write myself as a kind of watching character who would just stand at a bar and drink, and then do small things, and have an overall view. In a sense, like a director.


This idea of having images be the starting point – in terms of the films which you have written yourself, has this been the process?


No. The starting point tends to be ideas, not visual images.


So, the image of the couple sprawled on the floor at the end of Liebestraum was not the starting point of the film.


No. But when I look at the stills from Liebestraum, I suddenly realize exactly what they are: they’re images from People Shows. The image of the couple on the floor at the end is an image from a performance I did in a basement. I was still with The People Show, but it was one of the first things I did on my own. There’s a striking similarity. And there are other images in Liebestraum. There’s one from Redheugh. It was an image to do with earth, with being buried in earth.


Where does that occur in Liebestraum?


It’s the image of the store covered in dirt. Also, the image at the end: the couple lying in dirt, lying in soil, ambiguously dead or alive. These images tend to recur.


Like in The House: the soldier lying, covered in snow. You’re not sure whether he’s dead or alive. 


Also, the lovers in The House, lying in the room covered in cobwebs.


So, for a number of years you worked with The People Show.


I was with The People Show for ten years, but then the group started to change. The advent of what was called The Cabaret Show took The People Show in a whole new direction. It was a bit more commercial, very funny, very entertaining, but much less surreal, much less confrontational. The situation on the fringe was changing. It was hard to get grants, venues were closing, and, in a sense, one had to adapt. I have to say, with complete admiration, that The People Show still exists, and that is probably because of their ability to adapt. I had ambitions that we could adapt in a different way. So, I decided that probably the best thing for me to do was to stand back and do something else for a while, and by then I’d become very interested in film.


The National Film School had opened a few years before, it sounded like a really good place, so I applied to go there. I read the prospectus and it seemed that, in a sense, I was their most perfect student. I’d done everything they wanted one of their students to have done, i.e. I was between the age of twenty-five and thirty-five, and I’d had a wide experience of a number of film-related things: lighting, acting, directing, writing, music, etc. So, I assumed I’d get in. I probably even told people that’s what I was going to be doing for the next couple of years. But when I went for the interview it went very badly.


Why?


I think because I assumed I’d get in, and they probably picked this up as a form of arrogance. Coupled with this, I think, was their natural suspicion of theatre, particularly experimental theatre. You know, the idea that you can’t cross over, that there is not a strong connection between the two, and that it’s an arrogant assumption to think that there is. David Putnam was on the panel, as well as Colin Young. Romaine Hart was very sympathetic. There were also a couple of well-established television and film people. I found them very hostile, and I then in turn became aggressive. In all honesty, I was surprised at their attitude, which was: You’ve had no experience in film, so what makes you think you’d be any good at it? I said: Well, I think it’s self-explanatory. The work that I’ve done is so closely related to film that I don’t see that it’s going to be a huge leap. The only thing I don’t know is camera technique. I made the mistake of saying ‘and it can’t be that difficult’.


The National Film School tends to be seen as an avenue to get people into the industry, so probably what they’re looking for is people who can fit into the industry.


I think so. They kept using the expression ‘teamwork’, that film-making is essentially a team process and that I didn’t seem to be expressing a team attitude. Yes, of course, you can’t make a film without a team, but I don’t actually think it is a team process. I think it’s a singular vision. And I think that probably worried them a little bit.


In a way, the perfect product of the Film School is Michael Caton Jones. There isn’t a single vision in any of his films.


I was very surprised. It was literally my first experience with film people, and in a sense it was a very accurate taste of, certainly, the British attitude to film-making.


Which is?


The old boy network. You have to pay your dues. It’s not a thing you can jump into and be clever with very quickly. It’s something you have to swim through mud to get to the point where they’ll give you the toys.


I mean, everyone said: Keep your mouth shut. You can do it if you keep your mouth shut. Your credits are sound credits, so say you want to be a sound recordist, and then you can change once you’ve got it. But it seemed to incense the panel that I wanted to do directing, and also camera. They said: Why do you want to do both? And I said: If you don’t understand camera, how can you direct a film? So, to cut a long story short, the application was rejected. Putnum said: If you don’t get in, what are you going to do? And I said: I’ll make a film anyway. He said: But you’ve already said that you can’t use a camera. And I said: Yes, and I’ve already said that it can’t be that difficult. I’ll work it out. So, I decided that that would be my goal. I’d make a film. Which I then did.


Which was?


Redheugh.


I thought that was a theatre piece?


I’d written a film script which was basically a forty-minute film about the war. My father had died a couple of years before. He’d been a pilot in World War Two, and it had been my observation that he – and most of his generation – had never recovered from the war, emotionally recovered. Anyone who was seventeen or eighteen when the war started and was therefore twenty-four or twenty-five when it finished – those crucial years when you’re gently meant to be growing up – if you grow up in three weeks in a war situation and then spend the next couple of years – as my father did – drinking heavily to get over your fear of flying, when the war finishes, what are you fit for? You’ve missed out on a whole psychological period, and he spent the rest of his life trying to deal with it. So, I wanted to make a little film about a pilot who gets shot down in the north of England. But then, to make it ambiguous, it could have been in Germany or England, he could have been dead or alive. There was very much a kind of ‘is this really happening’ feel to the piece.


I obviously wasn’t going to get the money to make it as a pure film, so I formed a theatre company, with myself as the director. I got a writer’s grant from the Arts Council, and then wrote to the Mickery Theatre in Amsterdam to Ritsaert Ten Cate, who’d been a firm supporter of The People Show, told him I was writing my own first piece, and would he be interested in it. He said he would. Ultimately, they came in as the main producers with the ICA, and he put up £6000 to make the film – which was very brave of him. I then went ahead and made the film up in Northumberland at the house where my father had died. I brought the material back to London, edited it, and ended up with a forty-minute film which then became the central part of a live performance involving four classical musicians, an opera singer, three other actors, and a fairly complicated technical set. But the film was the starting point for the performance; in other words, the live performance elements all came from elements within the film. The film also functioned by itself as a film.


This also coincided with the beginning of Channel Four. I was aware of the fact that Channel Four was opening. Very quickly word got round that Channel Four was commissioning films, and that they were interested in people who had not been in the industry before, and that they were going to help new people. I had my Redheugh film, as well as added pages of script that had originally been taken care of in the live performance. So, my proposition was: Here is half a film. With very little money we could complete the film, add a score, and so on, and you’d have a complete film. That was really the extent of my ambition.


I remember coming to the meeting at Channel Four and there was David Rose, and yourself, and probably Karin Bamborough, and pitching this very complicated, rather experimental idea, and leaving a video cassette of the film, as well as a sound cassette of the songs that had been written for the film. I came back for the second meeting and you, I think, said: Look, I don’t think this is going to be so interesting for us. It’s something you’ve already done. We’d be much more interested in commissioning something completely original, written especially for the Channel, not something that’s half-done and then adapted. So, I was suddenly in one of those situations in which you occasionally find yourself, where someone says: Do you have anything else? In fact, this is where the notebook pays off. If you do keep a notebook, then of course, you always have things half-cooking. And I did have one idea which had been commissioned, but hadn’t, in fact, materialized. It was for a festival in Paris. The idea was that six different performance artists were each going to be given a house in which to make a performance. The piece had to be about a house. I had come up with the idea of a house which was an English house, but it wasn’t in England, it was in the middle of Europe. So, the whole philosophy and approach would be different; the idea of the English being an island race would be challenged by putting them in a different environment. I already had a map with England in the middle of Europe, which was a striking visual image. I then handed this over, saying: Yeah, I have an idea. David Rose immediately picked up on it and said: That’s an interesting idea. Yes. I think we can talk about this. So, between you and David, it got kicked off. The next stage was the crucial one: who was going to write it? I remember being very nervous about that and suggesting to you that Jeff Nuttall be brought in since he was a writer I knew. What’s interesting is that I was intimidated, in the sense that because it was a film, it had to have a more conventional approach to it. There should be lots of words on a page. And you said: Well, why don’t you write it? I said: No, I can’t write it. And you said: Well, why don’t you just do the first draft. If it’s terrible, we can then talk about what writers we could bring in. In fact, when I brought in the first draft, from then on in, the conversations were solely about the script, not about bringing in a writer. I’m sure everyone goes through that paranoia about whether they can write or not. Film writing is such a different thing from theatre writing.


Different in what way?


It’s a much more minimal thing. You have far more tools to play with in a film, such as the visual elements, and all the other things that come in post-production which make a film work and which aren’t actually the script or the dialogue as a dominant thing above everything else. I mean, you need dialogue. But if you choose your actors well, they’re usually pretty good at dialogue. If you give them an indication of what you want, give them dialogue as a guide, and work with them in an interesting way, they’ll come up with their own speech patterns which are more authentic anyway than anything you could try to write for them. There are areas where things have to be said briefly and they’re usually to do with plot and you don’t really want to spend more time on that than you need to. You should write those in as precise a way as possible and stick to that. But writing is not nearly as intimidating a thing as I thought it would be. And the transition from thinking of oneself as not being capable of doing that to suddenly accepting that you are a writer of films was, in this particular instance, totally painless.


In a sense the film was more like your theatre pieces. It didn’t have a conventional narrative in any way. It was much more poetic.


Yes. As a transition from theatre to film, it was perfect because I was allowed to work in a theatrical way. There was a lot of voice-over. The main dialogue in the film is Stephen Rea’s voice-over as he is dying in the snow.


And what is the film about?


It’s about trying to return to one’s home. In this particular case, it’s an England which is set in the middle of Europe, with Stephen Rea as an English soldier who is returning from a failed campaign in which the English army have tried to invade the neighbouring state of Latvia.


For what reason?


For reasons of late nineteenth-century imperialism. In fact, in the story, Russia has stepped in and signed an alliance with Latvia, using it as an excuse to counter-invade England. So, it’s New Year’s Eve and a party is taking place in a country house. There’s a bishop there, and a general, and a rather degenerate aristocrat whose house it is, and his very young wife who is grieving over the death of their child in an accident when the child fell down the stairs. They’re all talking about the rumours of whether the Russians are coming.


At the beginning of the film you see a soldier, the Stephen Rea character, who is the main character of the film, and who is in the house as a ghost, but we also see him walking through the snow in a blizzard. He collapses and is so tired that he decides just to die in the snow. So, the voice-over that goes through the entire film is his thoughts, his recollections of the campaign in Latvia – where he has just been – of this house, and of the affair that he had with the woman in the house. He struggles for a while in the snow, and then just lies there. And the camera then tilts up over the next hill and you see that he’s only about a quarter of a mile from the house, but he can’t see it. The camera then zooms in on the house, and then the interior stuff of the film begins and we go into the party. In the course of the one hour that the film takes, the house ages and begins to fall apart and get tattier. Similarly, as the party progresses, they get more and more drunk, and they end up in the opium room completely out of it as the Russian soldiers come in – along with the Communist elements of the English army who have revolted – and start burning and looting the house.
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The soldier is a ghost in the house, but he also has recollections of the house he was billeted in in Latvia when he was part of the conquering army. Isn’t there a danger that having these different levels of reality could lead to confusion in the audience?


Well, it goes back to The People Show, and a mentality where the ability to juggle a lot of ideas at the same time is highly developed and seems like a natural thing. It’s certainly characteristic of the French films that came out in the 1960s and 70s, like Hiroshima Mon Amour, Last Year at Marienbad, Providence, and, in a different way, the work of Jean-Luc Godard. So, with something like The House, which in the space of an hour certainly presents a lot of very complicated ideas in conflict and in parallel with one another, I spent very little time worrying about whether the audience would understand it or not. I just spent all my time trying to make it as seamless as possible as a piece of work so that even if they didn’t consciously understand it, at least their sub-conscious would click in and people would start to understand it at that level. So, what is dictated to by their ego – which is the need to apparently understand something, which often confuses and gets in the way of the way people look at art – can be overridden by a kind of sophisticated style. I believe that if someone is enjoying something, and is taken on a journey by something, then they will let go.


One of the strongest moments in The House was when the soldier and the young wife make love in the abandoned nursery. From her point of view, the sexual element is very much a grieving; for him, it coincides with this story he is telling as a dying soldier about an affair he had with a woman in the occupied town he was in, which then becomes part of a story about walking down a hill behind an old man and having the urge to kill him – just experiencing the sense of power of being a conquering soldier and how that destroyed him, having to confront the fact that it existed in himself as a human being. All this coincides with him walking down the stairs behind the young wife who is going down to rejoin her husband, and the camera does this incredible move right round in a circle and comes back up on to the soldier who is watching. Meanwhile, his voice-over is telling a different story, which builds up to a point where he suddenly sees the ghost of the child. He’s talking about death, and the child suddenly appears and throws himself down the stairs and kills himself, in a flashback, at the soldier’s feet. Now, if you had asked someone who had watched this to explain it, he probably couldn’t have. But because all those different elements coincided at that time, there was a very strong emotional impact.


When you make your first film – and I think I have this in common with every film-maker – you think you might never make another film. So, you cram so much into it. In The House, in the space of one hour, I had so many ideas and images going through it. It’s only when you get a little bit more secure, as you carry on working, that you realize that you don’t need to put every single idea in your head into the film you’re making at the time. You can have fewer ideas and expand them more.


So, what happened next?


I got into a commission situation with Enigma. Putnam had seen a preview of The House, and I got a call from his producer, Susan Richards, who said: David and I have seen The House and we’re terribly excited. We’re looking for new film-makers, so come and have a drink with us. It was all very nice and exactly the way one would always like it to be.


Did you remind David Putnam about your previous encounter with him?


No. He claimed never to have met me before, and I didn’t argue with him. I’d learned something. They were ecstatic about my idea. I had written a short film called Mindless Violence, about a gangland execution which took place in Newcastle right underneath the bridges I used in Stormy Monday. I had sent it to the BFI, trying to get it made as a short film, but it was rejected. They found it visually stimulating, but politically vacuous – I think that’s what the letter said. It was a long tracking shot down a hill as a man was taken to be executed. So, I had this idea of a gangland thriller in Newcastle. I pitched that, and they loved it and said: Do that for us. Don’t talk to anyone else about it. We’ll definitely make this film. So, that was great. I went away with the idea that I was going to make this feature film. And then nothing happened. I ended up teaching again at Middlesex Poly in their film course, and also keeping my theatre work going. I started another piece called Animals of the City, elements of which ended up in Liebestraum: a lot to do with architecture, cast-iron buildings, and things like that. So, I waited, and nothing happened. I never heard back from David Putnam. I don’t think he even read the treatment. Susan Richards would say: I think you need to do more work on the treatment, and I kept saying: You can do treatments forever. It’s not until you actually try and write a script that you start to understand what your problems are. Just commission a script. But they didn’t.


So, how did Stormy Monday get made?


I was in Soho one day in my car in a little connecting street between Wardour Street and Dean Street, and I saw a skip full of sound tapes. I was working at the Polytechnic, and they were running out of money, and I looked in the skip and there were maybe a thousand five-inch reels of tape being thrown out. They’d been used maybe once. I thought this was criminal. So, I opened the boot of the car and was unloading all this stuff out of the skip when Nigel Stafford-Clark, who had produced The House, walked past. He asked me how it was going. And I said: Not very well, as you can see. I think Nigel was a bit embarrassed to be having a conversation with a person who was obviously unloading a skip, so I stepped out of the skip, we walked to the other side of the street, and I told him what had happened. He said: Well, let me see the treatment. So, I got him the treatment the next day. And within a day – all credit to Nigel – he rang me back and said: Look, I have three or four points about your treatment. I think it’s too complicated, but basically I think it’s a good idea and if you’re prepared to take on board my suggestions, I’ll commission a script. He then went to Channel Four and got it as a Film on Four, for part of the finance. On the strength of that, he took it to British Screen and got well over half the finance for the film, which was budgeted at 1.3 million pounds. So, we still needed to raise just under half of the money. But on the strength of that, he got the script commissioned. It went through its first and second drafts, and then it was really just a question of getting the finance from the Americans. Simon Relph was consistently supportive from the very beginning, even at a time when the finance fell through in America.


Was the presence of American characters in Stormy Monday done primarily to raise the American finance?


No, I wanted that. I think the best parallel would be a musical one. If I’d been writing a piece of music and someone said you can have whoever you like to play on this, I would have brought in some American musicians. I think American actors are better film actors by and large, and certainly having the spice of some American actors in a British film, particularly a film set outside London, in a place like Newcastle which I knew was gritty and had a kind of American quality anyway, was something I found very attractive.
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The whole point of the film was the Americanization of our culture. The willing take-over. We certainly haven’t fought the Americans, or tried keeping them out. I think it’s because we always wanted that in our culture. It was an exciting infusion into British music, and certainly into film. I’ve never felt that I was an English artist, anyway. So, purely from the point of view of: you can have whoever you’d like to work with in the film – Melanie Griffith would have come pretty near the top of my list.


What’s interesting about your films is the level of acting in them. Stingy Richard Gere, Kim Novak have never given better performances. In Stormy Monday you had Hollywood stars, rock stars, fringe-theatre actors, as well as a wide range of actors with different degrees of film experience. Yet all of them appear to be seamlessly a part of the same world. How do you achieve performances which are so natural?


When you start to direct a film – I mean literally directing it – I think you have to let your unconscious instincts dictate a lot of what you are doing. One of the first things is that you have to be so aware of people’s nervousness and their ability – and the combination of these things – that you can decide how to apportion your time, in terms of who you are going to help. Obviously, the more people there are in a scene, the more difficult that becomes. Like with Sting. He’s a nice man; he’s not at all a confrontational, aggressive man. There’s a scene in the film where Sean Bean turns up at his house to warn him about a plot against him. This was the first scene Sting shot. He’s sitting at the breakfast table. I let him do the scene, but basically what he did was, he decided he needed cigarettes as a prop. So, he took a cigarette out, put it in his mouth, offered them to Sean Bean, who declined, then he lit the cigarette, and tapped it on the table. There was a lot of this kind of little finger acting going on. So, after we rehearsed it for a while, I had a cup of coffee with him and said: Look, there’s a couple of things I want to say, and I hope you won’t be offended, but you’re being very busy with your hands, and I think that if you just kept very, very still it would be much stronger. Do you mind me saying this? And he said: No, no. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for someone telling me how to act. I’m comfortable acting, but I have no sense of what I’m doing with my body. And if you could tell me that, I would be very grateful.


Other actors, however, when you start to pick on mannerisms and things like that, would be fearfully offended and feel that somehow you were attacking their performance. More trained actors, of course, study themselves in the mirror, and those little mannerisms are crucial.


How do you find a way of maximizing an actor’s good points and minimizing the weaknesses they have?


Well, you watch, of course. It really goes back to The People Show and the whole idea that most of the creative work comes from notes, rather than literally from rehearsals: you do the rehearsal and then just use that as a basis for talking. My big thing when I’m shooting is that I don’t allow anyone to make any noise for the two minutes immediately following a shot. The only time I would ever be angry or lose my temper was if people abused that. You forget very, very quickly the details. So, I like to come in immediately after a rehearsal or a take and say: OK, that hand movement didn’t work, hold the hand down, don’t look up, say the line, just keep looking down – moving very quickly. It then may take half an hour before we can do the shot again because things have to be adapted, but I want to get my notes in straightaway.
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So, that’s one thing. The second thing, I think, is creating an atmosphere on the set, participating to such an extent with enthusiasm and with your spirit that you never dissociate yourself. The minute you dissociate yourself from what’s going on, the actors become insecure. If you’re in there making a fool of yourself as much as you’re asking them to, then they’ll go along with you. If it’s working well, you’ll end up with such an atmosphere on the set that even the less able actors will give something and be natural.
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