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AN ACT OF TRUST







An interview about The Mother with Hanif Kureishi


by Walter Donohue


WALTER DONOHUE What was it about this story that made you think that it should be a film rather than a novel?


HANIF KUREISHI I don’t truly know why, but maybe it’s because sometimes you’re looking for a film. It comes to you: you see certain images, which are transformed later on by the director. In this case, you see a woman doing her shopping, her gardening, looking after her husband – an old couple’s life. Then, later on in the story, you see how she has been transformed by the death of her husband, and by her relationship with the builder, Darren. I saw all of that – I saw the builder coming into the house, and so on. And I saw it all in images rather than in words – which sometimes happens.


Is it also partly because you felt that the sex that is at the centre of the story would be better depicted on screen rather than on the page?


Not necessarily. In a sense, sex is much harder to do in a film than it is on the page, because it’s easier to move inside the minds of the characters with prose. Whereas with a film, you’re a voyeur: you’re looking from the outside, watching these bodies, and your relationship to them is as a spectator. So it wasn’t necessarily that.


There was also the desire to work with a director again. I’d worked with Udayan Prasad on My Son the Fanatic and Patrice Chéreau on Intimacy. Then I wrote The Body and the stories that went with it. So I guess it was time.


At what point in a film project does the director get involved with your work as the writer?


Once I’ve got a rough idea of the whole thing and I can see the whole story. But it’s still quite rough, in the sense that there’s a lot of material there, and what you know is that the director is going to have a version of the material that is going to interest him. When you give a draft to a director, he’s got to find something in it that sparks his imagination, or is already working in his mind – that this is a subject that turns him on, in some way. Then you work on the script with the director, and after a few weeks you begin to see what he’s interested in. You see he’s thinking about where he wants to shoot and what he’s going to do on the set and what he wants from the actors, and this will be an expression of his personality. But he also sees something about your ideas that is important, and he works out how to use that. And you as the writer are going to have to persuade him to the interest of your own ideas, or you have to engage in his ideas, or it becomes a synthesis of both.


So it really is a collaboration, as you begin to figure out together what sort of film you can make, but also what sort of film you can’t make, and the areas you can’t go into. It’s also an act of trust, in a sense – that the two of you are going to do this thing together, and believe that it is going to work out.


In the case of this script, Roger [Michell] was very involved with his own mother, and he could find a way into the film through that. So then it became his film, as it were: a film about his mother, as well as, let’s say, my mother. Or about all mothers.


Was Roger’s mother the same age as the mother in the film?


I think his mother had died just before I gave him the script. So he was in a ‘mother mood’, as it were. I think he had been thinking about her a lot. She had been bereaved and left alone for quite a while – a bit like my mother. There has to be something about the material that will appeal to the director’s unconscious, or his taste or style. You might write a perfectly good thing and give it to a particular director and sometimes it just won’t do anything for them at all.


But you wouldn’t give your work to just any director. This is the second time you’ve worked with Roger, just as you’ve worked with Stephen Frears twice. So are there certain directors who you feel have a particular affinity for your work?


Yes, though I’m always looking for new people to work with, because what’s interesting about being a writer in films – as opposed to being a director – is that all the films are different. My Beautiful Laundrette isn’t like My Son the Fanatic. You can offer your work to somebody and it comes out in all these different versions, which is the result of collaboration. Patrice Chéreau wasn’t someone I had worked with before, and he took my work and transformed it into something I rather admired.


I worked with Roger on The Buddha of Suburbia, which was one of the first things he did; and it’s interesting how different The Mother is compared to The Buddha of Suburbia. Buddha is directed in a number of styles, you might say. You never know from cut to cut what’s going to turn up next. The characters are different, too. But with The Mother he seems to have invented a new style. You can see that he’s developing as a director, looking for new ways to visualise things. So, when we were making the film, I had no idea what it was going to look like or how he was going to use the frame.


Once Roger said he wanted to direct it, did you re-write the script in line with suggestions he made?


Roger wasn’t available for ages – he went off to America to make Changing Lanes. But we worked on the script a lot: there was a lot of stuff concerning the past, but otherwise the story remained more or less what it was when I first wrote it.


Once it was cast, was there a rehearsal period during which you worked some more on the script?


We read it through with the actors, and then Roger and I continued to meet and tinker around with it. Once shooting began, Roger didn’t want me around on the set – some directors don’t like you being there, it puts them off. Whereas someone like Stephen [Frears] likes the writer to be there all the time – fiddling around, cutting and changing things all the way through – and you get used to working like that. Did anything change in particular because of the way the film was cast?


Did the actors show you aspects of the characters that you hadn’t thought of before as you saw them working their way through rehearsals?


No, not really. When they rehearsed, Roger mostly stuck by the script. But what he tried to do was to make it more natural. My dialogue is quite taut and stylised, and there isn’t a great deal of it. Some scenes were just a couple of lines. I think that as Roger shot the film, he wanted it to seem more natural, as if people were talking a lot as they do in life. And because they were such experienced actors, he encouraged them to improvise and to speak around the script, just chatter away to make it seem more natural, rather than having two or three lines which would stand in for the rest of it. So there’s a lot of dialogue in the film that I actually didn’t write, because of the style that we wanted.


Was there one aspect of the film more than others – a core theme, let’s say – that drove you on in the writing?


The basis of the film, where I began from, was really the discussions between the mother and the daughter. And what I’d become interested in – mostly through therapy and psychoanalysis – was versions of the past, the way they both spoke about the past. How, when the daughter comes home from her therapy session and confronts the mother, the mother is completely bewildered by the daughter’s version of the past. The daughter has got these new words that the mother has never heard before, and she doesn’t understand what’s going on. And they have this dispute because neither of them recognises the other’s different version of the past. So I became very interested in children and their parents. These are stories that don’t necessarily cross over at all – as if the two characters had inhabited a different world. But I’m also interested in therapy, and how that encourages you to tell alternative stories of your past that then might not be recognisable to your parents at all. So that’s where it began – from the disputes between the mother and the daughter, which were at the centre of the film, and which I spent a lot of time trying to get right, in order to get the tone of the rest of the film right.


There are also disputes between the son and the daughter. At one point he says to her, ‘You’ve always been jealous of me.’


What I was trying to get at was the way in which the past works in the present. You wouldn’t have flashbacks of the past, you’d have them talking about the past, and the past would be alive now as it would have been then, except the words they use are dangerous and the characters clash over those words.


It’s interesting that other writers and directors are contemplating this now. I’m thinking of [Thomas Vinterberg’s] Festen, which was shot in a particularly casual way in order to capture the everydayness of people’s lives. But then Festen was rather like Bergman’s films, which tend to be almost entirely about the past or about people using the past in the present in order to say certain things, to take positions, to attack one another, to establish certain ideas about themselves. You might use the word ‘abuse’ in the widest possible sense, as in a parent dominating a child. In The Mother, you have the daughter coming out from under the child, as it were, and asserting herself against the mother. And that is very painful for the mother, which is why she steals her daughter’s boyfriend.


Is there a danger, do you think, that the love affair comes to dominate the film and so the relationship between the mother and daughter gets lost?


I guess I was thinking of the family as a complete structure: so that when something happens at one end, it has a knock-on effect at the other. Rather like in Pasolini’s Theorem, where someone walks into a family – in that case he has an affair with everyone in that family – and it affects the whole structure of that family. However, in The Mother, Darren is already in the family, with the daughter and the brother. And he then takes the mother as well – as if he’s another son, trying to reclaim a place in the family.


And is it subconscious on the part of the mother to take Darren away from her daughter? Because of the challenge the daughter has thrown in her face?


Yes. In a sense, nobody knows quite what is going on, just as no one knows what’s really going on in their unconscious. But they’re living it out in some way, and that’s what makes it tragic. There’s no sense in which the mother does it deliberately – it wouldn’t work so well if she did. She does what we call ‘falling in love’, which makes it more tragic, because it’s their fate or their destiny rather than their choices that seem to determine their lives.


I think the film probably speaks to women of a certain generation whose lives were bound up with their husbands. If the husband was taken away, what they were left with was an empty house and a pair of slippers, and the feeling of, ‘Is this what my life is?’, ‘Is my life now over?’


That’s right. I guess feminism was the biggest revolution in my lifetime – I was brought up right in the middle of it. My mother – and the housewives in the suburbs we grew up in – their place was to look after the man. It seems to us now like a very strange idea, but that’s what they did. When my dad asked my mum for a cup of tea, she went and got him a cup of tea – not necessarily because she loved him, but because that’s what her place was in the system. And those women thought that they kept their place in the system by bringing up children and looking after the husband so that he could work. So the idea of a woman who would make her life, her destiny, outside of what was expected of her, as an individual, was quite unusual then.


The daughter says that she has to work and bring up her child on her own, while, in her mind, the mother has had a comparatively easy life.


Well, the daughter’s life is harder because she decided to go it alone. She’s a teacher, and a single motherm, so she envies the mother, who was a housewife, and presumably had a certain amount of money, and a house – which seems to the daughter to be luxurious. And of course, the mother also had a husband who was always there, while the daughter doesn’t. On the other hand, the mother would envy her daughter and her life in London. So each of them envies the other, and I wanted to take these two generations of women, who were both privileged and not privileged, and bring them together.


Where does the son fit into all that?


Well, the central characters were the mother, the daughter and the lover. And then there were subordinate characters around that – and further out, there are other small characters. The son is a modern man who’s trying to do well and be successful. He’s also trapped; you realise how trapped you are when your money starts to fail you. He believes in the whole dream of making money, supporting his family, accumulating things. But it’s beginning to fall apart and he’s in some distress about it. He clearly doesn’t have much time for his mother.


But he’s also not traumatised by his relationship with his mother in the way his sister is.


On the surface, he’s much more together than the daughter is. She is clearly falling apart psychologically, but then you might say she’s better off than him, in that she can at least express it. Her stress is much more on the surface – she’s trying to write – whereas he’s much more of a ‘man’, and his distress doesn’t really manifest itself. He’s really keeping it together. So I wanted to compare these two lives as well. Which do you prefer? Do you want this smooth, cool, outwardly together guy? Or do you prefer someone who seems more hysterical?


The fact that she is hysterical is admitting that a problem does exist, rather than burying it under a smooth surface.


One of the things that happens with your parents is that you fall out of love with them. You have this very intense love affair with your parents as a child – it probably goes on for thirteen or fourteen years – and after that it begins to fall apart. And it falls apart for ever, you might say. The daughter is trying to come to terms with that in some way, mostly because she’s had therapy and she sees that it’s important.


It may also by that the son was indulged by the mother, whereas the daughter wasn’t.


That may be so. But also the son is trying to subsume his conflict, his desire, into materialism. There was a long speech in the film that Roger cut out, in which the son talked about how owning things was how he expressed himself. So he wanted to buy more carpets, more houses, more things. And the daughter would say, ‘Well, that’s just materialism’, whereas his argument is that throughout history people always expressed themselves through their possessions – through their houses, their children, their wives, their land, their horses; this was not a new idea, people had always done it. But, of course, the sister would have found that contemptible.


The danger is that if that speech were in the film, it would be too on-the-nose. I think you can tell from the film as it is now that the son has committed himself to a materialistic way of life and that he takes it for granted.


And he’s not a fool. I don’t think that he believes it in the most fatuous way; it’s just one way of living in the world for him. This is something to believe in, which people have believed in for a long time and which therefore might be worth believing in because of that. You extend yourself through ownership, and that’s your power. Just as a woman might believe that she extends herself through her children. So these may be versions of being male and being female.


In Theorem, the way that Terrance Stamp makes his way through the family is somewhat schematic. How did you avoid making Darren seem like that?


I guess because he was already embedded in the family. In Theorem Terrance Stamp turns up at the beginning of the film, walks through the door, and disturbs everyone. I wanted to start further in on the story, so that you could see that Darren was already there, and then he disturbs everybody. So you have this family that is complete – a mother, father and two children – plus this other character, who’s a friend of all of theirs, in there as well.


Look at the father – he only meets Darren very briefly at the beginning, but he starts talking to him about something, immediately drawing him into the family. Whereas the mother walks away from them across the garden, the father engages with Darren as if he is some long-lost son.


I was interested in Darren’s place in the family: what he was going to do, how he was going to break things up – partly through his sexuality, but also through his friendship with the son. In a sense, he stood in for the wilder parts of the others that were repressed, the sexual parts of them. So you have this uptight, ordinary bourgeois family – lower-middle class, I guess – with this guy in it who’s clearly disturbed and addicted and wild, and he represents or stands for the bits that they really can’t bear.


Darren was beginning to destroy them, but at the same time he’s aware that he’s being used by the family; they’ve always represented it as being him that’s getting a lot from them rather than the fact that it’s really the family getting a lot from him.


I was also interested in the way families as complete systems tend to draw other people in, and give them a function, as a way of avoiding being completely incestuous. But then no one necessarily knows exactly what’s going on in this saga.


It’s almost as if the father wanted to have two sons – one who was aggressive and successful but not particularly physical, and another who was physical and athletic, to whom he could talk about cricket.


It’s interesting how often parents want their children to do better than they do, in the way that my father wanted me to do better than him. Clearly, that would be a good thing for a parent to want in a child. On the other hand, after a bit, parents no longer recognise their children as being part of them. The children are so different, it’s so startling, and there is no longer a relationship. In a way, the parents have wished the children out of the family circle, and that’s quite disturbing because you’ve pushed them out of your class, as it were. And then you no longer recognise them. A lot of drama in the 1960s was about that – about working-class people trying to succeed in Britain, and how you succeeded to the extent that you lost your children.


What happened to the film once shooting was finished and you entered the editing stage?


Well, there’s a point where finishing the film becomes rather functional: you’re just looking for the good bits that you’ve shot, because, however important one bit may be in the story, if it doesn’t work very well, if it’s not shot very well, or if the actors are not doing it right – you have to take it out. So you put all the good bits in a line: that’s what finishing the film is all about. And then the film starts changing. It’s interesting how it happens, how the emphasis in the film changes, how the characters change.


Can you give me an example of where the finished film was different to what you had expected?


Roger may not like me saying this, but it returned to what it was originally – although there was much more dialogue in the original script. More explanation, I guess. But that kind of material is really there for the writer to inform the director about what the film is really about.


It’s pretty much as I imagined the film would be, I guess – rather still and slow. I didn’t want it to be a quick, fast, bright, modern film with a lot of cutting and loud music and pace. I wanted it to be rather slow and dreamy. I wanted it to gradually draw you into the lives of these characters, so you’d sit with them and get involved with them. I wanted a film that would test your patience, so you would wonder: where is this going to take me?


There’s always talk of film being a ‘director’s medium’ – do you agree with that, and with the corollary that this film is not ‘yours’?


Well, all the films I have done have been collaborations. There are some directors who can write their own films, such as Bergman, but most directors are not writers. And no matter how beautifully a film has been shot, in the end it’s the story that compels people. Most people don’t watch a film just because of the images. On the whole, it’s the story that pulls you in: what’s going to happen next to the character? And that is decided by the writer who designed the character originally.


In Britain, there is a tradition of the writer and director working together. Film and television are very much writers’ media here. Particularly when I was growing up, you’d see something because it was written by Dennis Potter, or Alan Bennett, or Alan Bleasdale or Alan Plater or Harold Pinter. Pinter’s films with Joseph Losey are a perfect example of collaboration – it’s impossible to say who’s doing what in those films. That is the tradition I came out of, which I rejoined after working at the Royal Court with Stephen Frears, who placed an enormous importance on the place writers have in this process.


I guess the difference between the UK and the US is that in the US writers know there is a formula that you have to write within, which means that any director can direct it; whereas in Europe, the writer has a particular vision, so that it’s a question of finding a director who can respond to this vision.


To find a director to do my scripts, there are certain interests you’d look for, a certain background – which, in Roger’s case, was his having worked at the Royal Court. There’d be things that you would have in common, certain ideals – for one, that you’d try to make a film that is as good as it can be, without necessarily thinking about how much money it would make at the box office. Our ultimate aim is to make a film that we’re both pleased with, no matter how well or badly it does commercially.


Going back to the idea of collaboration – the culmination of all those who collaborated with you is now up there on the screen, and seems to have produced something that is much like what you imagined when you first wrote the script.


And that’s particularly because of Ann Reid being so wonderful in the title role. I try to write good parts for actors – these are big parts, there is a lot they can do and they’re going to be on screen for a lot of the time – like the father in My Son the Fanatic or Anne in this film. You know when you’re writing it that these are really big parts and you need tip-top actors. You don’t necessarily know who they will be, but you have to believe that someone will turn up, and without that it won’t work. If Ann Reid hadn’t been good in this film, it would have been hopeless. So you have a certain amount of trust that you’re going to find good British actors who are going to be able to play these parts and who will be bringing a lot of other things to the part which you hadn’t anticipated. You take the risk. But that’s absolutely the pleasure of it: that someone’s going to turn up and be so amazing in your film that it’s going to make the whole thing gel. And that’s an act of trust.
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