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Introduction


The FilmCraft series is designed to explore each of the film crafts through interviews with some of their greatest practitioners, and the first books in the collection, Cinematography, Editing, and Costume Design, have done just that. The directing book, however, presented a variety of additional challenges because directing, perhaps the greatest of the crafts in this collaborative art form, encompasses direction of all the crafts as they relate to the thematic and stylistic essence of the entire enterprise. To encapsulate the craft of sixteen directors in this book is to illustrate the complete process of filmmaking.


The buck stops with the director, of course. If the film works, he or she will be the first to receive acclaim; if it fails, he or she will be blamed for that failure. The pressure on a director throughout the process is enormous. On set the director has not only to realize his or her vision as it was conceived, but to answer every question, put out every fire, respond to the performance as it happens, ensure that the dialogue rings true, and guarantee that there is enough coverage for the edit. In post-production, the director works with the editor to put it all together with the myriad possibilities the digital editing process allows, overseeing sound, music and dubbing, and appeasing financiers anxious that the finished product will please audiences. Filmmaking is as grueling and intensive as it is exhilarating. While actors and crew move on to their next projects, sometimes making two or three films a year, most directors take two years or more to finish one film, unless you are Woody Allen or Michael Winterbottom, whose prodigious outputs are anomalous.


Is it any wonder that the director has to have an ego? For at least a year or two, and sometimes a lot longer, a director has to believe his or her vision in a project and keep it alive and intact while the process itself and the hundreds of people involved often attempt to chip away at its integrity. Filmmaking therefore requires the stubbornness of a mule, but it also demands that the director listen to those around who can make valuable contributions or positive changes. And during production at least, the filmmaker dictates the mood of the set, has the final word on a multitude of day-to-day decisions, and is required to manage a company of people usually larger than most businesses.


Choosing sixteen filmmakers for this book was no easy feat. I wanted a range of styles and nationalities; I wanted some writer/directors—or classic “auteurs,” if you like—and some directors who take on existing screenplays and make the projects their own. I wanted some filmmakers who had been working for many decades and some with just a few outstanding films under their belt. I wanted some who are the darlings of the arthouse circuit and some whose films would happily sit on three screens of a multiplex.


The pleasure in the experience of talking with such a variety of filmmakers is that they are all vastly different personalities with different ways of making movies, while their goals remain pretty much the same. Authenticity, whether contextual or emotional, is clearly the ideal—and that is all within the construct of each film, so Guillermo del Toro is as determined that his monsters appear authentic in the troll market in Hellboy II: The Golden Army as much as Paul Greengrass wants to recreate the hijacking of Flight United 93 with as much literal detail as he can muster. Susanne Bier talks of her “bullshit detector,” which ensures that every nuance of the performance and dialogue in her intense dramas ring true, and Peter Weir describes the reduction of the crucial farewell scene in Witness from over-written Hollywood gushing to a simple, unspoken goodbye. Of course, a kind of authenticity is just one element in the patchwork of intent.


Every director has his or her own distinct approach. When you’re watching a clip from a Pedro Almodóvar film, you know within seconds that you are watching his work because of the characteristic mise-en-scène, design and colors, the familiar actors, delicious dialogue and score. On the other hand, France’s Olivier Assayas is no less an auteur than Almodóvar, but it is not easy to call an Assayas film: this, after all, is the man who made the visceral action epic Carlos, the meticulous costume drama Les destinées sentimentales, the cyber-sex thriller Demonlover, and the languorous French chamber piece Summer Hours. His personality is less an obvious factor in his work.


Some of the filmmakers like Peter Weir, Guillermo del Toro, Terry Gilliam and Paul Greengrass have flipped in and out of the Hollywood studio system, making films as broad as Dead Poets Society or the Bourne and Hellboy films. But they are all practiced at maintaining their visions while working within the mainstream studio system. Others in the book probably couldn’t survive within those parameters. When I spoke to him, Del Toro was in Canada in pre-production on his latest megapicture, an aliens-versus-robots movie called Pacific Rim, which has already been set for release as a tent-pole picture in summer 2013. You can hardly imagine the Dardennes or Nuri Bilge Ceylan even knowing what to do on a film of that type or scale. Does that make Del Toro less of an auteur? On the contrary. He is a different breed of director, who can move between smaller, more intimate films like The Devil’s Backbone and Pan’s Labyrinth, and large-scale epics for which he has the ambition and aptitude. Zhang Yimou is similar: the same voice behind the glorious simplicity of The Story Of Qiu Ju or Not One Less can also command a cast of thousands for Chinese blockbusters like Hero or his latest film The Flowers of War, which cost $90m to produce.


Many of the directors explained that their work is explicitly informed by their upbringing and nationality. István Szabó finds himself repeatedly returning to the turmoil in central Europe in the 20th century; Almodóvar found his voice as the pioneer of a new kind of bold cinema in the years after Franco’s death in Spain; Peter Weir describes himself influenced by a trip he took by sea from his native Australia to the UK in his twenties and how it informed his view of the world; the Dardenne brothers continue to make their unique brand of cinema in the familiar surroundings of their home town of Seraing in the region of Liege in Belgium and have no desire to leave; Amos Gitai continues to base his prolific output of work around themes and settings pertaining to Israel and the journey of the Jewish people; Zhang Yimou has spent his entire career in the often restrictive Chinese state film system, sometimes in favor, sometimes out of it.


Even in the process of putting this book together, I have been repeatedly asked how I chose who I chose. Ultimately, I went after filmmakers behind some of the most extraordinary, or at least my favorite, films in the recent past—Oldboy, Carlos and Summer Hours, Distant and Climates, L’enfant and The Kid with a Bike, Kippur and Kadosh, Open Hearts and After the Wedding. For others with longer careers, it is their entire oeuvres and the consistency of their output that attracted me: Clint Eastwood, Pedro Almodóvar, Michael Haneke, Zhang Yimou, Stephen Frears. Still others—Del Toro and Gilliam—are just visionaries, whose imaginations are inspiring.


Of course, the selection of the subjects of this book is not an attempt to name the greatest filmmakers at work today. The idea is not that the reader questions the selection and asks why Martin Scorsese isn’t included, or Steven Spielberg or David Cronenberg. To some extent, my choices were governed by my desire for diversity, and some of my targeted choices were unavailable in the time frame I had available. Wong Kar-wai, a personal favorite of mine, for example, was involved in another of his laborious post-production periods on The Grandmasters—and when Wong is working, there is no disturbing him.


Having said that, I do believe I captured some of the living greats like Eastwood, Almodóvar, Haneke and Zhang Yimou, while giving voice to masters who may not have as large a body of work as those names, but whose genius is apparent—Ceylan from Turkey and the Dardenne brothers from Belgium, for example.


In asking the directors to discuss their craft, it became clear to me early on in the process that their craft only evolved over some years from their first experiences with film. Their personal stories of starting out could perhaps be the most illuminating aspect in the development of their unique talents. Guillermo del Toro talks about how he worked for twelve years on film and TV sets as everything from camera grip to stunt driver before directing Cronos. Paul Greengrass talks with passion about the decade he spent making television documentaries for iconic UK series World In Action, which acted as the launch pad for his style of making narrative films; the Dardennes also come from a documentary background, which goes some way to inform their style of extreme naturalism. Susanne Bier remembers how she made five popular commercial films in Denmark before finding her filmmaking style in Open Hearts many years later.


It’s perhaps telling that all the subjects required practice making films before they found their groove, a fact that many young filmmakers in today’s tough marketplace might envy. They were all allowed to make mistakes, they did make mistakes and they learned from them. It’s refreshing to hear the Dardennes, Park Chanwook and Susanne Bier talking about what went wrong with some of their earliest films, or Stephen Frears discussing why Mary Reilly didn’t work.


And this being a series looking at all the film crafts, I found it reassuring that the directors interviewed spoke at length and with great sincerity about their closest collaborators, be they actors, writers, cinematographers, or producers. Frears, for example, can’t understand why other directors wouldn’t have the film’s writer on set, as he insists. Szabó’s admiration and respect for his actors is palpable, and he enthusiastically welcomes their contributions. Assayas talks at length about the cinematographers with whom he works repeatedly and how each brings different input to the films. Bier discusses the nuts and bolts of her collaboration with writer Anders Thomas Jensen, and how their complicated webs of emotional turmoil are spun together. And Clint Eastwood relies on a team of department heads with whom he has worked for many films, bringing a fluency and ease to his filmmaking that he relishes.


Nobody I interviewed displayed the hubris or arrogance that is often associated with a stereotype of a director. These expert filmmakers most of all exercise a determined passion to tell intriguing stories as well as they can. Compromise, caused by shortage of money, time or light, is inevitable, but as they regularly describe, can usually make for a far more interesting solution.


I asked all the directors to offer their advice to aspiring young filmmakers today and they each came up with different advice to follow. There are no blueprints. Most of the chapters explore how the directors themselves made their first strides into filmmaking and they all followed individual paths to become the artists they are today. This cannot be replicated. There is no manual that can tell you how to be Almodóvar or Haneke.


But by reading the words of the sixteen filmmakers, readers can glean some insight into what informs their creative choices and how these great storytellers have been formed and continue to evolve. Talking to them and listening to stories and illustrations of how they make films enthralled me, and they have graciously provided us with visual materials here to illustrate some of the processes behind the craft.


Some plan their films with calculated precision, like Michael Haneke, who goes so far as to plot his shot plans at screenplay stage or Park Chan-wook, who storyboards his movies in detail and rarely breaks from the original plan. But even those directors are happy to respond to the surprises of performance or location and Park’s most celebrated fight sequence—the corridor combat in Oldboy—was thought up on the fly when he abandoned the original elaborate sequence.


Other filmmakers wait until being on set to determine what to shoot. Not that they are any less prepared than Haneke or Park, but they want to respond more readily to the dynamics of the set without exact ideas. Assayas, for example, shot the five-and-a-half-hour Carlos in just 92 days, and prides himself on the speed and volume of footage that was shot every day, as well as the improvisation employed by both filmmaker and actors on set. “Chaos is the filmmaker’s best ally,” he told me.


If you think it was difficult to settle on sixteen of today’s most intriguing filmmakers, you can imagine how hard it was to determine the five filmmakers to be represented in our Legacy chapters, which profile innovators and pioneers in the filmmaking field. It’s an almost impossible task to single out five directors who have had more influence or broken more ground than others, but the exercise had to be done, and I chose Kurosawa, Bergman, Ford, Hitchcock, and Godard to represent the first 115 years of cinema. I appreciate how many geniuses didn’t make this arbitrary and personal shortlist, but among those I also wanted to include were Yasujirô Ozu, Carl Theodor Dreyer, Sergei Eisenstein, Michael Powell, Federico Fellini, Stanley Kubrick, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Luis Buñuel, Michelangelo Antonioni, Charlie Chaplin, Billy Wilder, Jean Renoir, François Truffaut, Douglas Sirk, Satyajit Ray, to name but a few… The list is a long one.


In addition I wanted to mention that, although Susanne Bier is the only woman in the sixteen filmmakers here, gender was not a consideration in the selection. Of course, there are many brilliant female filmmakers at work today, from Agnès Varda and Claire Denis in France to Jane Campion in Australia and Kathryn Bigelow in the US et al. Certain of these were approached to take part, but ultimately they were unavailable.


There are many people to thank in the assembly of this volume, starting with my talented and patient editors at Ilex Press, Natalia Price-Cabrera and Zara Larcombe.


Thanks also to Sen-lun Yu, who conducted the Zhang Yimou interview in person in Beijing and translated it from Mandarin to English, and Ian Sandwell for his tireless transcription; Barbara Peira Aso and Liliana Niespial at El Deseo; Sylvie Barthet; Sara Chloe Cantor; Zeynep Ozbatur and Azize Tan; Tania Antonioli and Delphine Tomson at Les Films du Fleuve; Magali Montet, Alya Belgaroui and Franck Garbarz, who acted as a translator when I spoke to the Dardennes; Gary Unger at Exile Entertainment; the wonderful Maureen O’Malley at Warner Bros International; Jenne Casarotto, Cate Kane and Linda Drew; Amy Lord; Martin Schweighofer who graciously translated for me in our meeting with Michael Haneke, Roland Fischer-Briand and Alexander Horwath at the Austrian Film Museum; Wonjo Jeong for his brilliant translation of Park Chanwook, and Se Young Kang and Jean Noh; Kerry Dibbs, Kirsty Langdale and Matthew Hampton. Finally, a very big thank you, as always, to Christopher Rowley.


Mike Goodridge





Pedro Almodóvar
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“When you are a director you have to have your own language, you have to be in possession of that language and the vision of the story you want to tell through the film you are making.”
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Born in 1949, Pedro Almodóvar started making films in the immediate aftermath of the fall of Franco, and his irreverent, sexually adventurous melodramas represented the new wave of bold, culturally relevant cinema in Spain and indeed the rest of the world. Since the 1980s, his raw, vital and colorful cinema has developed a global following, losing some of its edge, as Almodóvar grew older and gaining in its place a sophistication and maturity that has almost made him respectable.


He is the most celebrated Spanish filmmaker of a generation and one of the most beloved in the world, one of the few to spawn his own adjective “Almodóvarian.”


Influenced by classic Hollywood cinema, as well as Buñuel, Fassbinder and Fellini, he made his first film Pepi, Luci, Bom and Other Girls Like Mom (1980) on an ultra-low budget, but it teamed him for the first time with actress Carmen Maura, establishing a series of partnerships with actors that would include Antonio Banderas, Cecilia Roth, Marisa Paredes, Chus Lampreave, Rossy de Palma, Victoria Abril, and most recently Penélope Cruz. His earlier films, including Matador (1986) and Law of Desire (1987), built him a cult reputation throughout the world, but it was his delirious screwball comedy, Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown in 1988, which brought him mainstream fame and his first Oscar nomination. Through the 1990s he made hits such as Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! (1990), High Heels (1991), The Flower of My Secret (1995), and Live Flesh (1997), cementing his reputation as an iconic filmmaker.


With his gloriously emotional All About My Mother in 1999, he entered a new era of acceptance, winning the Oscar and the best director award at Cannes. His 2002 follow-up Talk to Her was even more acclaimed, winning him a second Oscar for best original screenplay and a nomination for best director—rare for a foreign-language filmmaker. His biggest ever commercial hit Volver came in 2006, winning Cruz an Oscar nomination and a prize for best actress at Cannes, shared with the other lead actresses in the film.


His most recent film, The Skin I Live In (2011), reunited him with Banderas for the first time in twenty-one years.





INTERVIEW
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Pedro Almodóvar


“It’s very difficult to explain the origins of everything in a film because it’s very mysterious and many things happen by chance. You have to be writing all the time and in my case I make notes all the time. I am always working on four or five ideas and there comes a time when I decide to just write one.


You never ever really feel that you are going to be able to pull off the project that you are working on. You never have complete confidence. But of course there comes a time when you feel that you have learnt the trade and the craft of making films, so I feel now that I know the language and how to use it to get a particular emotion. But even if you know all the elements of the technique, you need something else. You need vision, a lot of honesty, strong imagination, and control of that imagination. Language is something quite easy to learn, but the most important thing in a film is your point of view, your vision, and how you look at the world around you.


You never feel absolutely sure about the final outcome because all the different components that make up the film are alive as you make it. One of those elements, of course, is the people. In a film you’ve got forty, fifty or sixty people working with you and the most difficult thing is controlling them, not because they are trying to rebel against you or not obeying you, but because the material you are using to make the film is alive and they are interacting with it as well. So sometimes the end result is not the one you are looking for. The stamp or style you put on your films is extremely personal and there really aren’t that many rules governing it, because what might work for Orson Welles or for David Lynch doesn’t necessarily work for me at all. So you have to seek out your own preferences, the way you would like to use language, and it’s something you just get over time, little by little. I still haven’t discovered it fully yet. I am still working on it.


I remember that all through the 1980s, I was developing my own filmmaking style with a very specific aesthetic stamp on it. So in the late eighties, from Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, everything the people in the décor department brought me was over the top. It was almost too Almodóvar-y which is exactly what I didn’t want. It was almost as if the Almodóvar style had become a cliché.


I battle against cliché. If you give a dramatic role to an actor who is suffering in their personal life, it is very easy for that actor or actress to cry. But I don’t want those real tears. For me the movie is always a representation of reality in every sense, from the actors to the lighting. I want their tears to be artificial as well.


When you’re a director you have to have your own language, you have to be in possession of that language and the vision of the story you want to tell through the film you are making. On top of that you also have to have bags of common sense and be very strong because you are a boss in the best and worst sense, and you have to demonstrate this all the time. You have to make 100 decisions every moment.


When you’re shooting a film—and this is something François Truffaut said—it’s like a runaway train. The brakes have failed and the director’s job is to ensure that that train doesn’t go off the rails at all. Some directors, even though they’re extremely talented as filmmakers, just don’t have the resilience to be able to cope with that process. And I really think that there are too many directors around who have that authority to be able to cope with the filmmaking and too few really talented ones who haven’t been able to last. Because you have to deal with the human factor and that human factor can destroy you.


I remember when I was making Dark Habits (1983), there was one actress who was playing her first leading role, and as the days of shooting went on, I realized she wasn’t up to what the role demanded of her. So what I did was pass a lot of the dialogue on to actresses who were playing the roles of the nuns. I stripped her of the things she was supposed to be doing and during production that all went into the community of nuns in the film. Their roles got richer and richer. When you are shooting you discover things like this that you cannot discover during rehearsals; because in rehearsals you don’t have the props or the action.


How do I control all these elements? I repeat myself to the crew over and over again. If I want a specific blue color on the wall, I get them to paint the whole spectrum of blues from gray to blue and then I point out exactly which one I want. It’s almost like being a painter gathering materials, but this time in three dimensions.


If I want to set up the scene with a table and two chairs and an armchair, I already have an idea in my mind of the colors, the composition, and the form of it all, so what I do is give photos to the design team to go off and find it for me. They bring me examples of the different tables and I try them out. It’s all through trial and error, moving things around, changing their position and checking what works together.


This process makes my filmmaking more painstaking than it could otherwise be, but I must also work in this way with my actors. It takes an awful long time to get the hairstyles right or the way they will dress. I take a long time trying things out with the actors because they never feel they are in character until they know what the character looks like. Just simple decisions like the length of hair that an actress should have take ages to work out. I come along with lots of fashion and hair magazines, and photos of ideas that I have with exactly the length of the hair the actress should have, but everyone’s hair is different, so you still have to see if it works with their hair.


For instance, it took ages to get that very natural, unhairdo-like style that Penélope had in Volver. It was supposed to look like she had just put it up, but the amount of time it took you would think we had constructed some elaborate hairdo. But it worked and was incredible. What is important is not to give up on the small things.


Of course, Volver had a strong relation to Italian neorealism, and, unlike the women in Spanish neorealist films, the women are very attractive. So I saw in my mind that I wanted a very attractive look. Then you have to take into account the social class of the character and how women from that class would look and you have to add a touch of humor. I did lots of research going into the homes of that type of housewife from that social class and picking out the little, funny details that I could replicate in the film. There are all sorts of color schemes you see in these homes, but by that point I had already made up my mind of exactly the range of colors I would be working with. I always do that through intuition when I finish a script and just before I start shooting. I have already made up my mind about the spectrum of colors in the film that I will be making. Before all this I always have a very clear idea of the whole narrative process itself as the film goes on. For me writing and directing are symbiotic, complementary. While I am writing, I am working out the moments when you are giving information to the audiences, and the moments when you are withholding information. How that works is the narrative flow through the film, the way the characters are built up, and how they react or interact with each other. This is all very clear in my mind when I am writing the script. The script also includes the atmosphere I want to feature in each scene, and the songs that each have a dramatic function and are integral to the script.


The importance of arts in general in my films can’t be underestimated. When I am writing the script, I am always going out because everything you see, everything you hear, every movie you see, you watch it and it informs the sensibility of the story you are writing. So I was writing The Skin I Live In when I saw an exhibition of Louise Bourgeois at the Tate Modern, and Vera is looking at a book of her work in the film. It is a way for her to survive.


Songs are also very important. Cucurrucucú Paloma is a very famous Mexican song and there have been thousands of versions, but when I heard the Caetano Veloso version, I was amazed because the song became something completely different. It became a dark lullaby, very moving. Then in Talk to Her, I present the character of Marco as a man who cries at certain times, so I needed a song to play in the party scene that was moving enough to make him cry. This is very risky because there is no way for the production to declare that at 1am we will have deep emotion. But I needed that emotion because otherwise the audience wouldn’t understand that this was a man who cried with emotion. Then I tried to think of things that really move me a lot and one of those things was Caetano’s song, so I called him and asked him to perform it in the film. I was right because he was amazing and the situation is intriguing.


Likewise, a song gives Volver its title. Volver is all about this great Spanish tradition of the dead coming back to settle unsettled accounts. So Volver is coming back from beyond.


Sometimes I have things in my mind that aren’t visible in the final film, but they are important for me because they give me a basis from which I can jumpstart the story. I had a whole back story in my mind for Penélope’s character in Volver—she was a beautiful young girl who her mother adored, and she wanted her to be a singer and a performer and taught her this song “Volver” so she could go and perform it in auditions for little girls—which is exactly the same story you see in Bellissima [the Visconti classic featuring Anna Magnani in the mother role]. There’s a part in the film in the kitchen where Carmen Maura says to Penélope, “Did you always have big boobs like that?” and she says, “Yes, mummy, ever since I was a little girl.” So for the auditions, the mother puts makeup on her and puts her in amazing dresses. Her father sees all this and it must have been quite a vision for him, so much so that he couldn’t resist the temptation. There was always a lot of incest within the family in these households in La Mancha.


So when Penélope sings the song that her mother taught her in the film, she is remembering her mother very tenderly, even though she thought the mother didn’t do anything about the father raping her. And it is very moving for the mother, who is listening from the car on the street, because the song is talking about the passing of time. It is almost like the daughter is sending an unconscious message to her mother that she doesn’t really hate her, despite the passing of time.


None of that is actually explained in the film at all, but my movies are all about secrets and the secret intentions I have that give me the reason to work. Of course, they are not visible, but the audience can feel that strength.”
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01 María Barranco, Rossy de Palma, and Antonio Banderas in Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown
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02-04 Almodóvar’s biggest commercial hit thus far, Volver, starring Penélope Cruz and Carmen Maura
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01 Almodóvar filming Penélope Cruz in Broken Embraces (2009)
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02 Antonio Banderas in Law of Desire
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03 Dark Habits
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04 Almodóvar on set








ALL ABOUT MY MOTHER


Classic movies often play a central role in Almodóvar’s films. “The little snippets of films you see in my films are not just about paying tribute to another film or director,” says Almodóvar, “they are actually part of the narrative, and form a meaning as part of the plot.”
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In the opening moments of All About My Mother, Manuela (Cecilia Roth) is watching All About Eve with her son
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“The scene they are watching takes place in a dressing room and for me the dressing room is like the holy sanctuary of females,” he says. “It reminds me of the patios or courtyards of the houses where I used to live. So what I am saying in this sequence is that this is all about women, lots of different types of women. Margo Channing is an actress, Eve Harrington wants to be an actress and is a fanatic about the theater. The scene is like a summing up of all the important things that will come up in my film. I like to set out the main themes straight away in the first sequence of any film I am making.”
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“Then the mother and son go off to see A Streetcar Named Desire and the son ends up dying waiting to ask for an autograph from one of the actresses. It’s almost like he has been run down by the very streetcar of desire. He has just plucked up the courage to ask his mother who his father is and the only thing she will say is that when he was conceived, she and his father were actors playing Stanley and Stella in an amateur production of the play. So it’s a little like they are rehearsing something that’s going to happen in the future in real life. All About Eve and A Streetcar Named Desire are the two pillars underpinning the whole narrative structure of the film.”
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TALK TO HER


Almodóvar says that he is always sincere in his stories, however outrageous they might appear, and he never judges his characters. In his 2002 classic Talk to Her, for example, his lead character Benigno, a nurse, rapes a woman in his care who is in a coma.


“The origin of that was something I read that had happened in New York—that an orderly in a hospital had raped a girl in a coma and that she became pregnant. I was so shocked that someone in that state could create life. So I started writing Talk to Her, but I cannot—and this is something I discovered throughout my career—write about a character if I don’t feel a kind of empathy for them. So I tried to explain this nurse who could commit this crime, his human condition, his humanity, how he is living. This is the challenge for me and this is very appealing because sometimes you have to explain to the audience how a character can arrive at this situation. From the moment you understand Benigno, then you too can feel empathy for him and accept that he commits this crime. I was scared when I made the film because I didn’t know what people were going to think, especially in America, where political correctness is like a dictatorship. This film is the opposite and I was always very incorrect politically. Curiously, and fortunately, it was rather well received in America.”
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THE SKIN I LIVE IN


Almodóvar explains how he visualized the settings and design for the house and its interiors in The Skin I Live In. Most of the film’s action takes place in the discreet luxury house owned by the megalomaniacal surgeon Dr. Robert Ledgard (as played by Antonio Banderas) and which houses his housekeeper Marilia (Marisa Paredes) and his prisoner, the mysterious Vera (Elena Anaya).


“The story needed a house that it is not easy to see from the outside,” he explains. “So the house I was looking for in my mind was a country house close to a big town or city, but it had to be almost like a natural, closed prison. We found this big country house just 4km away from the city of Toledo that has three sets of locked gateways to get into, and which you can’t see into from the outside. If you are not invited in, nobody will open the gate for you. This is the house where the three characters live and the very first thing I had to do to make the film was find this location.”
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Almodóvar asked designer Juan Gatti to create pictures based on 100-year-old natural-science books that would reflect the film’s theme of transgenesis. “You see them in the doctor’s office on the wall behind his desk,” he says.
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The figure of the man was also used as the poster for the film.
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Using detail to add to the narrative


Almodóvar added visual ideas to the setting in The Skin I Live In, which illustrate how small details and decoration deepen what’s happening on screen.


[image: images]


A large rug in the entrance hall of the house was created for the film based on an abstract painting by Ben Nicholson.


“I wanted Vera’s character to be caught there, trapped in an abstract painting,” Almodóvar says. “It was quite risky, but I love the painting and I wanted it to become a big rug. It’s an intuition I have and I take those kinds of risks all the time. When Vera is threatening the doctor with a knife, she is standing on the rug and trapped in that abstraction.”
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Vera’s room was painted in a range of grays and light browns to illustrate Almodóvar’s idea that the room would be “as uniform as possible and those are the most neutral colors. There were as few accessories and pieces of furniture as possible to accentuate that sameness.”


However, at the center of the room, is the bed in a bold red that stands out from the neutral color scheme. “Her room is a prison cell so my real aim was to have it as antiseptic an environment as possible, but the red breaks that apart and red is the key color I use to have that impact.”
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Almodóvar also looked to great artworks from the past for inspiration, for example, Titian’s Venus of Urbino.
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And designer Juan Gatti created two original works especially for use in the film.





Advice to young filmmakers


“The hope lies with young filmmakers because they are the ones least bound to anyone in the industry. They are the least caught up in success and don’t have to think about the market and what’s going to be successful. When I started out back in the 1980s, it was a very special time in Spain, we had this flourishing blossom of freedom, and people in fashion and painting and filmmaking were doing it out of the sheer pleasure and joy of being able to do it. We never thought about the market or whether there was a market. That’s the problem today: the market is everything and there is far more competition. But if you are starting, that really is the moment. Your film might be seen by five people, but that doesn’t matter. You are not bound to anyone, the industry or the financier or the studio. Our young filmmakers are the ones who can make exciting, groundbreaking films because they only need low budgets and it’s much cheaper to get the team. A 25-year-old is definitely someone more likely to take risks than a veteran film director who’s got two homes and a family, and needs to make sure his film makes money. So, to young filmmakers I say, don’t have any preconceived ideas about what you’re doing. Don’t try to be old or modern. Just be true to yourself when you are making your films. You are not bound by anybody.”





Olivier Assayas
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“I design my shots very precisely. I use floor plans of the set and just design the evolutions of the camera and the respective positions of the actors. That’s the kind of security I need when I get on set in the morning.”


[image: images]


The son of French screenwriter and filmmaker Jacques Rémy, Olivier Assayas made shorts and wrote for French cinephile publication Cahiers du Cinéma before making his feature film debut in 1986 with psychological drama Désordre (Disorder). A string of well-received character pieces followed—Winter’s Child (1989), Paris s’éveille (Paris Awakens, 1991), A New Life (1993) and, in particular, L’eau froide (Cold Water, 1994) starring Virginie Ledoyen, which was selected for Un Certain Regard at the Cannes Film Festival. However, Assayas started to explore outside France with Irma Vep in 1996, a playful take on Louis Feuillade’s silent serial Les Vampires (Irma Vep is an anagram of “Vampire”).


This film, combined with his 1998 documentary HHH: A Portrait of Hou Hsiao Hsien, showed his passion for Asian cinema. He went back to France for his next two films—Late August, Early September (1998), and a lavish period piece Les destinées sentimentales (2000)—but returned to international territory in 2002 with his first English-language film Demonlover, a technological thriller starring Connie Nielsen and Chloë Sevigny. From then on, his career has stepped in and out of France. His 2004 drama Clean, set in Canada and Paris, won Maggie Cheung the best actress award at Cannes for her portrayal of a junkie trying to clean up her act. His 2007 gangster thriller Boarding Gate featured Asia Argento, and takes place in both Paris and Hong Kong.


He received the best reviews in his career to date for L’heure d’été (Summer Hours, 2008). Then, changing gear again in 2010, he delivered his mightiest accomplishment to date—Carlos—a riveting 330-minute epic about the rise and fall of Venezuelan terrorist Carlos The Jackal, who wreaked havoc across Europe throughout the 1970s. Featuring a star-making performance by Édgar Ramírez, and told in multiple languages, the film—which also screened as a TV mini-series across the world—was the sensation of the 2010 Cannes Film Festival, and won a Golden Globe for best mini-series of the year and multiple critical acclaim.
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