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PROLOGUE


Every picture tells a story.


PROVERB


In my career as a cinematographer, spanning almost half a century, I’ve been lucky to play a part in telling a great many stories, whether in documentary filmmaking or Hollywood films. Since the first figurative art made on a cave wall more than fifty thousand years ago, humans have used images to visualize a story and reflect the world around them. It was a somewhat more contemporary version of this same need that drew me to sketch my early surroundings on a pad of paper, a need that evolved into photography, then finally led to producing flickering images on a movie screen.


Many people equate the craft of cinematography with creating beautiful images. In contrast, I believe the cinematographer’s role is to support the story, to immerse the viewer rather than create attractive but ultimately uninvolving “eye candy.” As with a cave wall drawing or an Edvard Munch painting, some images can tell a story without the need for dialogue. But, unlike a painting, other elements of a film—the writing, the acting, the production design, the editing, and so on—are of equal importance to the cinematography in combining to form a whole.


Believing in and wanting to highlight the collaborative nature of filmmaking, my wife, James, and I have hosted the Team Deakins [image: illustration] podcast since 2020, where she and I talk to other members of the film industry, from directors and stars to cinematographers and first assistant directors to costume designers and sound recordists. We almost always begin an episode the same way, asking, “How did you get to where you are today?” It’s a simple question, one that seldom produces a simple answer but always one that is interesting. As James and I have learned, there is no single path through life or into a career in film. Everyone has their own story.


[image: illustration]


Sometimes reality is too complex. Stories give it form.


JEAN-LUC GODARD


Working in the film business involves not only helping tell stories but also stumbling across them. Here’s one that, like many others, I wish I had filmed but remains only as a memory. I was driving back from shooting one of my first professional jobs, a documentary in a remote part of southern Ireland. I had followed my map down a narrow road to a slipway. I could see the same road continue up the bank on the other side, but between me and it lay a wide body of water with no sign of a ferry. Gazing at me from his seat on a low stone wall that bordered a fishing shack, blacked with tar in a vain attempt to protect it from the weather, was an equally weather-beaten man and his dog. I walked over and told him I was lost. He seemed deep in thought as he lit his pipe, so I sat down and patiently waited for him to speak. What followed was the story of his life and what a rich life it had been: his wayward youth, his adventures in the merchant navy, meeting the love of his life in a strip club in London’s Soho, and so much more. Finally, he emptied his pipe and gestured toward the fishing shack. “My parents lived here. I was born here, and I will die here. I can’t help you get where you are going but I wish you well. Drop by if you are this way again.” Ironically, the documentary I had been shooting was on storytellers.


As for my own story, it would be easy to say it was my dream to become a cinematographer from the very first time I went to the cinema, but the truth is rather different. It was a long and gradual process that led me to cinematography, one for which there was no obvious career path. And it was not until I was on a film set, looking through a camera, that I began to understand cinematography, a learning process that is still evolving today.


Art is not what you see, but what you make others see.


EDGAR DEGAS


As a schoolboy, I was drawn to the work of a wide variety of artists, from William Blake to Giorgio de Chirico, Edvard Munch and Francis Bacon to Toulouse-Lautrec, painters who sought something more than a beautiful image. I would spend hours studying photography in once-popular magazines such as Life or Picture Post, or books from the “art” section of my local library. I was mesmerized by the imagery of Julia Margaret Cameron, Walker Evans, BrassaÏ, Bill Brandt, Jacques Henri Lartigue, André Kertész, and Dorothea Lange. Instead of using a brush and a canvas, these great photographers interpreted the world through their lens. But my only experience behind a camera was when my brother, Bill, and I were capturing ourselves with the fish we had caught, using an ancient Kodak Box Brownie. The notion of a career with a camera did not ever enter my mind.


I loved my hometown of Torquay, in the beautiful southwest of England. In so many ways it was an idyllic paradise but, for all the happy hours I’d spent wandering the beach at low tide to gather shrimp and crabs, fishing with my dad in his small boat or simply catching mackerel off the rocks, it had not always been a happy place for me. I had watched those around me prepare for familiar lives in a familiar town, and I knew it wasn’t for me. Like my Irish acquaintance, I left Torquay with little idea what I was looking for. Only at the age of thirty-five did I realize I had found it.


Everything you can imagine is real.


PABLO PICASSO
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PARADISE


I found paradise in Devon. It was hiding behind a cloud.


UNKNOWN
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My parents met during World War II. My father, William Albert Deakins, was about to embark for Germany during the last months of the war, and they decided to get married if and when he returned. My mother, Josephine, was London born and had driven an ambulance during the Blitz before serving in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. My father joined up in 1939, at the age of twenty-one and with little experience of the world beyond rural Devon, and became an explosives expert with the Royal Engineers, serving in France before, during, and briefly after the evacuation of Dunkirk. The Engineers had been tasked with destroying or booby-trapping the bridges surrounding the perimeter of the Dunkirk evacuation, to slow down any attack that might come from Rommel and his panzer divisions. After the evacuation was completed, my father’s small band of engineers were told that the time had come for them to “fend for themselves.”


Deciding their best chance was to head south toward the Spanish border, my father and a mate fled on foot before the advance of the German army as it took command of the Channel coast. Dodging waves of German Stuka dive bombers, they were rescued from the beach at Saint-Valery-sur-Somme so long after the Dunkirk operation that my grandmother had given her son up for dead.


In 1941 Dad would join the newly formed Special Air Service, again as an explosives expert. His first assignment took him behind the German lines in North Africa, where the SAS made nighttime raids on supply depots, railway lines, and airdromes from their base inside the supposedly impassable Qattara Depression. Then, following the Allied victory at El Alamein, he served in Sicily as one of Major Paddy Mayne’s commandoes, tasked with disabling the clifftop guns that threatened the Allied invasion fleet, not unlike a real-life version of Alistair MacLean’s The Guns of Navarone.


My father had an eventful war. He would tell many stories, both of moments he wished to forget and others that were among the best experiences of his life.


Though my father returned to his hometown and to his father’s painting and decorating business, the war years changed many things for many people. It was no different for my mother. She had little time to settle into her new life in Devon, far away from her native city, as, sadly, she developed multiple sclerosis in 1949, the year I was born. The disease progressed so quickly I struggle to remember a time before she became paralyzed. I can readily recall my father carrying her from our car to the beach or across the moors for a picnic, but I find it impossible to conjure up a picture of her walking.


As her paralysis progressed, my mother was accepted for tests at Stoke Mandeville Hospital in Buckinghamshire, some two hundred miles and six hours away. My father would drive us there for visits, and one evening we watched a play put on by the hospital staff. It was a corny story about a wife waiting for a husband who was away at war. I remember the lead actress placing a lamp on the window at sunset so that her character’s husband could find his way home in the dark, but I have no idea what happened after that. We left, with my mother in tears. I was maybe five or six at the time. Only later did I realize it wasn’t the story that overwhelmed her but the picture of her life as it might have been. In her youth my mother had been a model with a burgeoning career as an actress on the London stage, but that was way before I was born. She never talked to me about her role as an understudy to Anna Neagle, or her brief appearance in the 1939 film Too Dangerous to Live. In fact, I knew little about her once-exotic city life until many years after her death.


When my mother became bedridden, I would sit by her side as she delicately painted the birds that came to a feeder outside the window, while I concentrated on drawing my dinosaurs, copying them from the latest National Geographic magazine. In the last few years of her life, when she could no longer hold a brush, I saw her less and less frequently. But I would often hear her. During the night, when my father tried to comfort her, she would scream, “I wish I were dead!” My final memory of her is looking down from the top of the stairs as she was wheeled away for the last time. She died in 1958, at the age of forty-one.
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Yet a picture of my mother that dates from before I was born has followed me throughout my life. It’s an image of her at a funfair in Southend-on-Sea, taken by the photographer Kurt Hutton in 1938. Rising from the seat of a ride called the Caterpillar, her dress open to the wind like Marilyn Monroe in The Seven Year Itch, she looks young and carefree, a side of my mother I never had a chance to experience.


When my father showed me the photo it seemed very familiar, but I would not have known it was her if he hadn’t told me. First published in the October 1938 issue of Picture Post, the image has since taken on a life of its own. My mother seems to keep an eye on me, as I often see the picture in the most unlikely places. At the National Film School, it appeared on a poster advertising a London photo exhibition. In 1994 it appeared in the Santa Monica shopping mall, her face blown up to cover a full two floors. In 2003 she appeared on the cover of a book entitled Woman: A Celebration, and on a day off from shooting 1917 in Glasgow, I spotted the same photograph in a pub on the east coast of Scotland. There was my mother, frozen forever in an expression of joy.


Photography can only represent the present. Once photographed, the subject becomes part of the past.


BERENICE ABBOTT


Both my older brother, William, and I were more than a little confused by our mother’s death, a confusion only made worse when my father almost instantly remarried. My stepmother was, I am told, my mother’s best friend but, as she lived in London, we had never met. My grandparents had died, and I am sure my dad was petrified at the thought of raising his two young sons by himself. I can’t blame him in the least for looking for a partner. I don’t remember my stepmother’s name or much else about her, other than she drank large amounts of whisky during the afternoons while sitting in front of the television. A lit cigarette rarely left her lips. One day I came home from school to find the house empty. She had recently replaced our furniture with her own, and now that too was gone. When my father came home from work, he appeared as surprised as I was but also, I sensed, relieved. It had been many years since we had been as close as we were that evening, sitting on some upturned wooden crates and watching a film, probably a gangster film with Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake, on a television that was about all we had left.


In the summer break from school, I would work on one of my father’s building sites, sometimes helping to fix a leaky roof—which I remember most clearly, as I have a fear of heights—other times as a bricklayer’s gofer or as a general odd-jobs apprentice. I loved working with such a diverse group of characters who took real pleasure in the jobs they did, but the work itself was not for me. As his business began to fail, my father worked longer and longer hours trying to outrun the inevitable. I am sure he felt I would eventually follow in his footsteps. So, partly for this reason and partly through loyalty to his employees, he continued to pay four or five specialist tradesmen year after year without making a profit for himself.


Yes, as everyone knows, meditation and water are wedded forever.


ISHMAEL,
IN MOBY DICK BY HERMAN MELVILLE


Otherwise, I spent much of my time fishing. In the spring I would be down on the seashore before school and back again in the evening. Being by myself, the simple pleasure of watching a sunrise over the sea informed my childhood: the shadows cast across the water by passing clouds, the fin of a basking shark idly slicing through the surface (there were a great many when I was a kid), the shrill call of an oystercatcher announcing the arrival of spring, or a ganett diving on its prey.


It was only in my teenage years that I grew to enjoy the company of a group of like-minded friends, all of whom were older than me and already working for a living. Peter was a hairdresser, Luke a signwriter, Phil a shoemaker, Martin a house painter, and Graham a onetime champion motorbike racer who worked at the local china clay quarry. In the autumn months I might ride passenger with Graham through the narrow lanes of Devon to find remote, untouched fishing spots, or a group of us might spend the night fishing for conger eels, lighting a fire to cook some mackerel while watching the skies for Yuri Gagarin and UFOs.


On winter evenings our group might be seen fishing off the harbor breakwater or holed up in the sea anglers’ clubhouse to keep warm while sharing a beer or two. Or more. In Devon, recreation revolved around drinking, and what was true for aimless youth was just as true for the adults around us. Late one night, while walking around the harbor on my way home, I came face-to-face with my math teacher, who was weaving toward me from the opposite direction. I worried about meeting him at such a late time of night and me having had an “underage” drink, but I had no need. It was well past closing time, and he was hardly in a state to recognize me. I was glad he was a no-show at school the following day, though I did feel sorry for him when I read the evening paper. Shortly after we crossed paths, my teacher had fallen in the harbor. It was only by chance that someone was there, sober enough, to fish him out.


After playing at the Town Hall in 1964, Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones described Torquay as “a great town. But I shouldn’t think there’s much to do in the winter.” He was being polite. The winters could be grim, but summers in Torquay were alive with tourists and music. Eric Clapton and the Yardbirds came that same summer, while The Who followed them to the Town Hall in 1966, only for Pete Townshend to smash his guitar onstage and start a fire.


At the height of the summer season, the town could also be rough. I was at a social gathering for visiting foreign students at a local church hall when the vicar was viciously stabbed, as was the manager of a club I occasionally drank in after the pubs had closed. On leaving a concert by the Kinks at Torquay Town Hall with my brother and a friend, we got into a fight with some sailors from a naval warship anchored in Torbay. It climaxed with my friend being thrown through the front window of a shop displaying TV sets. He ended up sitting among the televisions surrounded by broken glass but, amazingly, without a scratch on him.


My brother eventually settled down to work in my dad’s hardware store. Later in life, when I was living in London, I attempted to deal with my own lingering anger at our mother’s death through twice-weekly visits to a therapist—until he gave up his practice, informing me in parting that he just couldn’t take all the sad stories he was having to listen to every day, mine included. I believe he left London and joined a commune in the wilds of Scotland, which seemed like a good idea.
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There’s a funny little cat / With a tummy nice and fat. / He’s won picture fame… / Felix is his name.


“FELIX KEPT ON WALKING”
BY ED. E. BRYANT (LYRICS) AND HUBERT W. DAVID (MUSIC)


Images of Felix the Cat (the first animated film star), Mickey Mouse, and Popeye might well be my earliest memories. My brother and I would climb up a rickety wooden ladder to the dusty, low-ceilinged attic where my father readied the projector he had brought back from Germany at the end of the war. Afraid of heights, I dreaded the climb, but what I experienced there in the dark helped me overcome my fear. The machinery would whir, the light would flicker, and Felix or Popeye would come to life. Reels of cartoons could be rented from our local post office and came with a film splicer, which was just as well, as our projector would snap the film and leave it with more taped-over breaks than clean frames. My favorites, such as Felix the Cat at the North Pole or Mickey’s debut film, Steamboat Willie, were from the 1920s, but some things never get old.


Like many in the UK, my father had bought our first black-and-white TV set to watch the Queen’s coronation in 1953. Until he began to spend all his time at work, in the evenings and on weekends we would watch films together, American noir with such great titles as The Asphalt Jungle, Kiss of Death, On Dangerous Ground, They Live by Night, or, my favorite of them all, In a Lonely Place. But as time went on, my brother and I were left to our own devices.


There were then five cinemas within walking distance of Torquay town center, including the Empire, the Odeon, the Colony Cinema (the first in town to be equipped with CinemaScope, when it was still known as the Electric Theatre), and the Tudor (now a family-run museum filled with antiques). This meant I always had a wide range of films to choose from. Options on any given weekend could include the latest Carry On film (in which I had little interest), Anthony Mann’s The Fall of the Roman Empire, Peter Sellers in I’m All Right Jack, Zulu starring Michael Caine, Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (it’s hard to put into words the effect that film had on me at the time), and even an occasional import from Italy or France. On our first date, a girlfriend asked to see The Sound of Music and proceeded to cry through almost the entire film. The power of film?


Beyond its proper cinemas Torquay was also briefly home to a film club that showed films on a portable 16 mm projector in the beautiful Art Deco showrooms of the Gas Board on Torquay’s high street. The first films I remember seeing there? Jean-Luc Godard’s dystopian Alphaville, Chris Marker’s post-apocalypse La Jetée, and Peter Watkins’s The War Game, which staged the effects of a nuclear explosion over London in horrifying detail. Using grainy black-and-white images captured by handheld cameras, The War Game exposed the sheer pointlessness of the British government’s planning in case of nuclear attack. Two women who were sitting in the front row of the mock-up cinema fainted when the bomb exploded over the East End. Reactions such as theirs pressured the BBC to ban the film for the next twenty-five years.


Harrowing as The War Game was, I considered myself lucky to have seen it. I had watched Sergei Eisenstein’s agitprop masterpiece Battleship Potemkin by then, with its famous montage scene of the massacre of civilians on the Odessa Steps, but found The War Game even more remarkable in both its content and its filmmaking. Not every film had to be a fairy tale or beautiful to look at. It could also be angry; the camera could shake, and the image could be grainy. In 1967, Watkins’s film won the Academy Award for best documentary, which always struck me as curious. The whole film was made with nonactors and staged as if a report on events that were real, but was it a documentary? Either way, there’s no other film quite like it today. Perhaps we really have learned how to love the bomb?


My bleak view of life was not helped by the news that dominated the ’60s, but despite my occasionally excessive drinking and all the days and nights spent fishing rather than in study, I did well at school. I even topped the religious studies class without attending a single lesson. I asked that we study both Buddhism and Karl Marx alongside the Bible and was sent to stand in the corridor for my sins. When it came time to join the outside world, I didn’t have the slightest clue what I would do. My headmaster and a career guidance counselor suggested I seek employment in a bank.


Whether I was inspired by my father’s stories of foreign lands or a need to leave some bitter memories behind, I became desperate to leave home. I loved film, but film was not a career choice. It was simply something that other people did.


Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up.


ATTRIBUTED TO PABLO PICASSO


I spent many of my school hours painting pictures of things I had observed: a lonely woman waiting on a station platform with a child in her arms, an elderly couple in a park shelter, or simply the waves crashing on a beach. My art teacher, George Roper, was nicknamed “Stringer” for the way he would twist a noncompliant pupil’s hair. (The French teacher was called “Hitler” for similar reasons. French was the only exam I failed, and I had the bruises to prove it.) Mr. Roper was not only a brilliant watercolorist but the only person who impressed on me that life was short, and I should be sure to find what I wanted to do with it.


More to avoid a job at the bank or return to the building site than anything else, I decided to apply for a place at a university or an art college. But by the time I dragged myself away from fishing for long enough to decide where to apply, it was too late for a university place. Art college—which, as the name suggests, was entirely devoted to painting, sculpture, pottery, printmaking, and graphic design—was my only option. After a rejection from my first-choice school for, somehow, being “academically too well qualified,” my father helped me find one that was still open to applications: Bath Academy of Art. For the first year of study, a prediploma year, I would have to pay my own way, but I would be able to obtain a grant if I continued on to the three-year diploma course. The paintings I had done at school under the guidance of Mr. Roper secured me a place, and my father agreed to an advance on the wages he would pay me for future work I would do on one of his building sites. He still fantasized I would come to my senses, get this “art thing” out of my system, and straighten out for good.


Let me ask you something, what is not art?


ATTRIBUTED TO EDGAR DEGAS


Bath Academy, then based in Corsham, Wiltshire, was very much an “art” college. The first winter I experienced there in 1968 was very cold and it snowed heavily. But that didn’t deter one student in the fine arts department from arranging his bed on the lawn outside the administration building and lying down on it naked to become just another snowdrift. It might have been his form of expression, but maybe I was in the right department after all. It was in the graphic design department where I first discovered I had a skill for composing a photograph and, more important, that this gave me creative satisfaction. Both things are related. Why would you develop a skill if you found no satisfaction from exercising that skill? There were a number of inspirational tutors who found their way to the college, such as the painter Michael Craig-Martin, the concrete poet John Furnival, and printmaker Jack Shirreff, but it was through the photographer Roger Mayne that I discovered my pleasure in taking pictures.


If you can’t feel what you’re looking at, then you’re never going to get others to feel anything when they look at your pictures.


DON MCCULLIN


But photography was not a recognized discipline at Bath Academy of Art—and, of course, I was not Roger Mayne. Most people would have seen Roger’s historic documentary-style photography of London’s Southam Street, if nowhere else, on the cover of a Morrissey single or Colin MacInnes’s novel Absolute Beginners. But great photographer that he was, even he needed the income from a teaching position to survive (Roger would say he couldn’t teach anyone how to take a photograph). It was a fantasy that I could make a living with the kind of photography that interested me. I was drawn to photojournalism rather than the world of advertising and graphic design. I had no interest in helping to sell vacuum cleaners or dishwashers. Between classes, I stole off with the darkroom key to have a copy made at the local hardware store. I wanted to work on my own projects at night, without the distraction that comes from a room full of students. During the day, I would hitchhike to Bristol and spend hours photographing the city’s backstreets, or to Bournemouth, where I’d sleep on the beach to shoot yesterday’s abandoned deckchairs silhouetted against the sunrise. I photographed Corsham’s stately buildings and avenues of trees at night, using lengthy exposures and the multiple flashes of a borrowed battery-powered flash unit. On nights I was not taking photos or watching the moon landings on the common-room TV, I was often working in the darkroom.


The presence of an art college in Corsham inspired the opening of a small independent cinema, which would show both contemporary films and some of the major classics by directors such as Jean-Luc Godard, Ingmar Bergman, Akira Kurosawa, and Francois Truffaut. But it was the more angry and visceral films, such as Jean-Pierre Melville’s masterpiece Army of Shadows or Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, that left me in awe of what could be achieved by a master of the craft. Westerns had begun to change dramatically in the 1960s, and though I loved Sergio Leone’s The Good, the Bad and the Ugly and Once Upon a Time in the West, it was The Wild Bunch, set in a violent, rapidly changing American West before World War I, that felt especially relevant to the world of Vietnam and the Manson murders. As Peckinpah was to say of John Huston, he “tried not only to tell a story but to make some kind of statement.” My father loved Westerns, especially any that starred either Joel McCrea or Randolph Scott, so Ride the High Country (also called Guns in the Afternoon) was a favorite of his. I’d also seen the much-underrated Major Dundee in the cinema. But it wasn’t until I was at college that I connected these three films to the singular vision of one director.


As graduation approached, few options for my future presented themselves. I’d discovered a love for still photography and had begun to consider pursuing documentary filmmaking as a natural extension of that work. But that seemed like a daydream. There was the rumor of an old 16 mm film camera somewhere deep inside the college vaults, but I had failed in my attempts to even set my eyes on it. After all, I was at an art school, and neither film nor photography were art. Which is probably why, to this day, I have a problem with the word “art.”


My belief in myself was diminished even further when I went in search of a part-time summer job as an alternative to my father’s building site. I applied to be a beach photographer on the Torquay seafront, taking Polaroid pictures for tourists enjoying their summer holidays. Shortly after I was rejected for that job, an advertisement for Smirnoff vodka appeared on billboards across the country. It showed a young man, obviously a film director, beside a movie camera. He was smoking a cigar and accompanied by a beautiful girl holding a clipboard. A caption read, “I was a struggling beach photographer until I discovered Smirnoff.” The picture seemed to say it all. I was not even that struggling beach photographer.


Bath Academy’s rather imposing principal, Rosemary Ellis, offered little hope when we met to discuss my future. I confessed to her that I had no idea what I would be doing in the real world, but I knew it would in no way involve a bank or graphic design. She asked me why I had attended art college in the first place if not to pursue a career in art and design. I had no answer.


Whoever wants to know something about me… they should look attentively at my pictures and there seek to recognize what I am and what I want.


GUSTAV KLIMT


It was only by chance that a fellow student read of an exciting opportunity. The National Film School, a unique government-sponsored institution, now known as the National Film and Television School, was set to open in Beaconsfield, to the north of London. Its first class would consist of twenty-five students seeking training for the film industry. It seemed like a pretty good idea, but with only twenty-five places available I did not have high expectations. In truth, loving film was probably not the only reason for me to apply to the NFS, as my fear of a nine-to-five job still haunted me.


What had I to lose?
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A SECOND CHANCE


Filmic: Relating to or characteristic of motion pictures


DICTIONARY.COM DEFINITION
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After getting my rejection letter in the summer of 1971, I called for an appointment with the head of the film school, Colin Young, and took the train to London to ask him why. I was so nervous. I was shaking by the time I walked into our meeting. All I remember was having a strange discussion with Colin as to what makes an image “filmic.” He pointed to a framed photograph of a dray horse on the wall behind his desk: “That is filmic!” The image was taken with a long exposure so the horse and the cart it was pulling were blurred while the background was sharp. It’s out of focus! How is that filmic? I expected I had blown my chance but, as I left, I was met by Tony Gurrin, who would become head of the school’s sound department. He assured me if I applied again next year, I would be offered a place. I caught the train back to Corsham with a little more hope while trying, without success, to decipher what Colin had said. To this day I cannot define “filmic.”


But what to do for a year?


Again, I was called to the office of Rosemary Ellis, this time not to receive a reprimand for wasting my place at her college, but to suggest a job as a photographer. An arts center in North Devon, run by her friend John Lane, wanted to create a contemporary photographic record of the area and of a way of life that had changed little since the end of the war but was now rapidly catching up with the outside world. Or, more correctly, the outside world had begun rapidly taking over North Devon in the shape of tourism and holiday homes.


I remain immensely grateful to Rosemary for guiding me to the Beaford Arts Centre. I was not the ideal person to take on the project, which needed someone far more self-confident and outgoing than me. But I did my best, and in hindsight, my initial rejection by the National Film School was a blessing in disguise. The year I spent wandering the country lanes of North Devon offered me the perfect space in which to gather my thoughts and to find my eye, which is a pretentious way of saying to record images that reflected the world I was looking at in the way that I saw it. I discovered how pictures could tell a story and that it was the stories that drew me to create pictures.


As Tony Gurrin had assured me, my second application to the National Film School, which included a script I had written about a homeless woman in Torquay as well as photographs from North Devon, was accepted. But the school—a campus built around Beaconsfield Studios, a place whose glory days were well behind it by 1972—was hardly what I expected. The studio had been in operation since the silent era and once served as home to the Crown Film Unit, which began making government-sponsored documentaries during World War II. It continued in that role until the newly elected Conservative government shuttered the unit in 1952. But, despite the studio’s prestigious history and its newfound purpose, it was in a dilapidated state when I arrived. I felt lucky not to have been accepted as one of the National Film School’s first twenty-five students.
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If I knew how to take a good photograph, I’d do it every time.


ROBERT DOISNEAU


Though the school hadn’t really been ready to open, its founding director, Colin Young, had seized the moment, while there was a Labour government backing the project. Born in Glasgow, Colin had served as head of UCLA’s School of Theater, Film and Television beginning in the mid-’60s, when its students included Francis Ford Coppola, Paul Schrader, Haskell Wexler, and other future luminaries. Through the NFS he hoped to provide British filmmakers with similar educational opportunities.


I doubt even Colin’s most dedicated students at UCLA spent as much time in the studio as some of my film school classmates and I did, though this was at first more by necessity than by choice. My tuition fees were again paid by my local council, and I had a little spending money left from my year as a photographer. Even though I decided to live near the studio rather than in London, I still could not pay Beaconsfield rent. Some fellow students found themselves in a similar bind. Happily, there were some unused offices on the studio lot. Why not sleep on their floors?


It was the perfect solution, if an unsanitary one, at least at first. Within a short time, the school supplied us with beds and bedding and fixed up the bathroom facilities. The NFS also supplied lunch on weekdays, so I would need only to account for supper, which usually consisted of a pint and a pie at the local pub, or a fish-and-chip takeaway. On weekends, while most every other student left for London or home, I stuck around.


Despite Beaconsfield Studio’s ramshackle condition, the school had, by its second year, been supplied with most of the necessities of filmmaking. There was an array of camera and lighting equipment. The stages were basic and probably not up to today’s strict safety codes, but they worked. We were not instructed in how to use all the equipment, as the course—or what course there was—was not so technically oriented. We made our first short films using 16 mm cameras, taking turns at directing, shooting, recording sound, and other tasks, learning as we went. Colin very much believed in leaving students to their own devices. Once I became familiar with how the equipment operated, I grew to like the anarchic nature of the school.


Which isn’t to say we learned everything on our own. One of my most valuable lessons came from Charles Lagus, though I didn’t fully realize it at the time. A cameraman who’d worked on the ’60s police procedural Z Cars, Lagus charged us with lighting a set that represented a backstage dressing room with multiple makeup mirrors, each of which was outlined by the familiar pattern of bare light bulbs. He left after setting the exercise up, asking Charles Stewart, famous for his work with Ken Loach and on the documentary series World in Action, to take over during his absence. I had decided that the lighting was quite fine as it was, but Stewart suggested that we were not working on a documentary. On a feature I would have to light the scene.


So, light it I did. I wasn’t unhappy with what I had done, but it all felt a little unnecessary. Then Lagus returned. “That’s nice, but it looked pretty good to me with just the natural light coming from the practical bulbs,” he said, “Just because you can light the shot doesn’t mean you should, or you must.” It was amusing that the documentary veteran expected narrative films to have an obviously artificial look. But Lagus’s advice was probably the most important lesson I learned while at the National Film School.


Over the length of the course, we were each allowed a large sum of money—our training was said to cost the same as for a jet pilot—to invest in our own productions or contribute to the productions of our fellow students. Most students used the opportunity to make a film that would gain them employment in the outside world, a showreel if you like, and because of that they would look for the best craftspeople to work with them on their projects. As I had no experience, I could not expect to be one of the chosen few, so I decided I would make my own.


I shot my first effort, a short documentary about the homeless veterans who’d gather at the Salvation Army in London’s Waterloo neighborhood, on Super 8. For the soundtrack, I had my girlfriend at the time sing the World War I standard “When This Lousy War Is Over.” My second film was a 16 mm black-and-white short that I directed with the same girlfriend playing an actress who was readying herself to go onstage and having a nervous breakdown, an interesting exercise as she was an actress herself.


For a third project I returned to the Devon countryside to film a documentary about the Tiverton Stag Hunt, which I called A Farmer’s Hunt. Stag hunting, like all hunting with hounds, had become controversial by the early 1970s. It’s a topic about which I have mixed feelings. Intellectually, I’m against it. But I’ve also seen the important role such hunts have played in rural society, uniting the community in a big event. As with my photographs, I wanted to document a tradition before it disappeared.
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Film is a reflection of the world we live in, not an escape from it.


SAM PECKINPAH


Still waiting for other students to ask for my “expertise,” I decided to try my hand at directing my own fictional story. I had often imagined what all those old people who retire to the seaside would talk about all day, so I wrote some Pinteresque dialogue for two women as they sat together on a bench facing the beach. I hired two well-known London theater actresses to play the parts, and a friend agreed to record sound. Very early one morning my friend and I drove to the seaside in a van with the two actresses we had arranged to meet in the West End. It was soon obvious that my “cast” felt they were slumming it (as they most certainly were) and didn’t care too much for the notes from their director. But I persevered. After a couple of takes in which all I could hear was “acting,” I suggested they just read the lines. “Imagine you are reading from the telephone directory.” The result was so deadpan it was perfect, exactly what I had in mind. It’s also probably why this was my last directing gig!


With this short drama I had now photographed four very different films. My camerawork on these led directing students to hire me as their cinematographer and, by the time I finally left film school in 1976, I’d shot fifteen films. These varied considerably in content and tone and included everything from a 35 mm comedy short shot in Switzerland, to a poetic exploration of the work of the painter Paolo Uccello, to a documentary about the development of a park in the East End of London. I even shot a gangster film, inspired by Jean-Pierre Melville’s Le cercle rouge and Le deuxième souffle, though our film paled in comparison.


I left in 1975 well prepared for a job in the film business. But what job? And where? One bit of advice I received took me aback. A governor of the school suggested I seek work as a production assistant in Plymouth, at the local television station closest to Torquay. With luck and hard work, he suggested, I might make my way up to camera operator in seven or eight years. Whether this was a serious suggestion or a deliberate attempt to rile me up I have no idea, but within a decade I’d worked as a cinematographer on a film the governor in question produced. Whether it was intentionally motivational or not, to this day I am indebted to David Puttnam for giving me such uninspiring advice. Instead of Plymouth I decided to try my luck in London. I was and still am not someone comfortable among strangers, but having no money can be a tremendous source of motivation. During one of my attempts to scare up work, I stumbled on an opportunity that was far bigger than I expected. Having knocked on a door unannounced, I was ushered into the offices of one of the independent production companies that then peppered Soho, servicing industrial documentaries and what were once called “pop promos,” later referred to as “music videos.” Its director, Chris Boger, agreed to watch a tape of my work at that very moment. This was unusual. He turned to me after what felt like half an hour of silence. “I think your work’s great, but I’m not doing any pop promos at the moment.” I began to wonder if I’d wasted my time. But, at least, I could reflect on overcoming my nerves to get this far. As I rose to leave, Chris added, “I’m doing my first feature film.”
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“Well, let me shoot that,” I said, seizing the moment. Thanks to some recent work I’d done on a corporate documentary, I had a union ticket (much to the despair of the union hierarchy, whose president had made an agreement with the National Film School—if you get a job you get a ticket), a necessary requirement to join a professional production, even a low-budget one such as this. After taking a moment to consider what I had said, Chris offered me the job right there and then. I was twenty-seven, and it seemed too good to be true!


It was only after I’d accepted the job that I learned what the project was. Cruel Passion was what might be called soft porn, though its literary source material, Marquis de Sade’s 1791 novel Justine, set it apart from Confessions of a Window Cleaner or the Carry On series. I left the meeting elated at the opportunity and confident in my ability to pull it off but also wondering what I’d gotten myself into. Luckily for me, the start date was extremely close, giving me little time to worry, especially once Chris and I began scouting out locations, assembling a team, and planning what we would shoot and where. In seemingly no time, I found myself in my car and on my way to the first day of shooting.


Both then and now, I aim to arrive on set before the general crew call, to allow myself some quiet time to prepare myself mentally for the challenges ahead. I see it as disrespectful of the cast and crew to arrive late and to arrive unprepared. (Later in my career, I worked with a director who was habitually late to set and often unaware of the scenes we would be scheduled to shoot. After the film turned out well, which was a testament to the cast and crew that supported him, he called me to talk about his next project. Having arranged to meet for coffee, he arrived more than forty-five minutes late. The first thing he asked me: Could I work faster?)


For our first day on Cruel Passion, a one-room cottage had been constructed among the trees on the backlot at Bray Studios, where many Hammer Film productions had been shot in previous decades. I had not seen the set before that day, so I was using my early arrival to consider what I’d need to light it. Two other crew members, many years older than me, arrived a few moments later. They introduced themselves to each other as the first assistant director and the standby set carpenter. Neither took notice of me. Then they began to talk about the ex–film school student who had been hired by the director and would obviously be gone within a week. He was not only lighting the picture but also operating the camera. What was the industry coming to? If my body hadn’t been frozen in fear I would have surely gone home.


The first AD turned to me, and only then did he ask who I was. I blurted out that I was the ex–film school student. Then I turned to the carpenter to ask that he rig a spreader between the walls of the set and as close as possible to the ceiling. I required this beam to hold a maximum of two small open-face lamps, so there was no need for anything substantial. Turning back to the first AD, I requested he send a runner to the local pharmacy to get me some aspirin. When the carpenter and the first AD left, still well before the crew call time, I looked around for a secluded place in which to throw up.


The rest of the first day went fairly well, although I found I had good cause to be nervous—just not for the reasons I’d anticipated. Later in the schedule I almost burnt to a cinder while filming a graveyard dream sequence. An overzealous effects supervisor loaded a coffin with plastic bags filled with gasoline which, had they all ignited, would have blown away anyone standing within fifty feet of the grave. As it was, my camera crew and I were briefly engulfed in a dramatic fireball, which, luckily for production, we captured on film. It was after episodes like that the more hardened, longtime film workers began to accept me, if not respect me.


I could not have known it at the time, but my experience of working with few resources at the National Film School prepared me for some of the other challenges of Cruel Passion. Much of the film took place in candlelit spaces, so I needed to create the effect of flickering flames. While there are now many reflective materials made expressly for film use, they didn’t exist in the 1970s. Instead, I used thermal blankets, the kind that you use if you’re going on an expedition. Crinkling them as I bounced light off their reflective surfaces created a convincing firelight effect. With limited resources, I had to ask myself, “How can I do this cheaply and with something I could find at a hardware store or a haberdashery?” Even now, working with much bigger budgets, I find that’s often still the best solution.


Released in some parts of the world as The Marquis de Sade’s Justine or simply Justine, Cruel Passion starred Koo Stark, who would later become a tabloid fixture thanks to her relationship with Prince Andrew, and later still a respected photographer. On one memorable day, an October day and as cold as hell, Koo was required to fall seminude into a lake as her character attempted an escape from what were in reality the director’s Doberman pinschers. Getting the shot required me to film her while sitting alone in a rowboat. By the time we were done, Koo was all but a block of ice. I had to fish her out before she was. Like the rest of us, maybe even more than the rest of us, she experienced the discomforts of low-budget filmmaking firsthand.


When posters for Cruel Passion began to appear in London, I found myself hoping my name wasn’t on them. But in truth, I would have still taken the job. It’s not a film I would do now, but back then, I really needed a break. Within a few months of leaving the National Film School, I’d gotten a chance to work as a professional. I had no idea at the time, however, it would be the last narrative feature I’d work on for the next six years.
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AROUND THE WORLD


A tourist with a typewriter.


CHARLIE MEADOWS, IN BARTON FINK
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Moving into documentaries wasn’t part of any grand design for my career, but it undoubtedly helped that I had a passion for them. My passion and that the UK feature film industry in the 1970s (Cruel Passion notwithstanding) remained something of a closed shop to anyone who had not worked their way up through the grades. Documentary filmmaking, on the other hand, was another story. British documentaries came into their own in the 1960s and ’70s, thanks to groundbreaking shows such as the investigative news program World in Action, the globetrotting cultural anthropology series Disappearing World, and a boom in films about social issues. What’s more, their producers were more open to working with recent film school grads with relatively short résumés—and even smaller salaries.


While my focus had been on still photography, I aspired to become a photojournalist. Film school didn’t squelch that ambition so much as transfer it from a still frame to a moving image, thanks in large part to Colin Young’s emphasis on documentary filmmaking. I admired the work of filmmakers like Albert and David Maysles and D. A. Pennebaker, whose use of lighter cameras and synchronized sound popularized the cinema verité movement in the 1960s. I especially loved the long observational films of Frederick Wiseman and those of French director Jean Rouch. His 1961 documentary, Chronicle of a Summer, opens with a discussion between Rouch, codirector Edgar Morin (who coined the term “cinema verité”), and fellow filmmaker and Holocaust survivor Marceline Loridan-Ivens about whether it was possible for subjects to be themselves on camera if they knew they were being filmed. I’d think about that scene a lot during the next few years.


My first job on leaving the film school had been with another film school veteran, director Ben Lewin, and sound recordist Eddie Tise (both destined for long film careers) on Welcome to Britain. It was a look at the British immigration system shot verité style, centering around the work of Reuben “Mr. Fixit” Davis, who would arrange a sweatshop job in the garment district of London, as well as a visa through a fake marriage, for immigrants from Pakistan and elsewhere.


Seeing is different than being told.


AFRICAN PROVERB


My second assignment would involve covering a different sort of confrontation. A filmmaker and activist, Antonia Caccia, conceived Chimurenga—The War in Zimbabwe as a firsthand look at the Rhodesian Bush War, a years-long struggle for control of the country now known as Zimbabwe. As with her previous film, Last Grave at Dimbaza, the first to document apartheid in South Africa, Antonia received funding from the African National Congress, the chief opponent of South Africa’s government. That film made her persona non grata in both Rhodesia and South Africa, but she had a workaround: pair a two-person film crew with a journalist who would work under the cover of shooting a wildlife documentary.


It briefly looked like the film would fall apart. Sound recordist Diana Ruston and I set off to meet with a journalist in the Rhodesian capital of Salisbury (now Harare) and create a plan together. Nothing in film school prepared me to be a covert operative but, when our initial contact was thrown out of the country, Diana and I were left stranded in the unfamiliar capital city of a country in the grip of a civil war, with nothing but sketchy credentials as cover.


Enter Bruce Palling. Now a widely respected food writer, Bruce was familiar with dangerous locales, having spent time covering the Vietnam War. Somehow, the ANC connected us and we arranged to meet at a café in the city. We found Bruce, sitting at a table among a group of war correspondents discussing their work. The Bush War was winding down. There would be a settlement soon. The story was getting stale. Where would each of them go for their next front page? Lebanon seemed the favorite.


Why were we, two wildlife filmmakers, sitting in full view of the street with this group of cynical war correspondents? Wouldn’t it appear suspicious? It seemed a crazy way to start but, having met up with Bruce, we discussed our options. Our permits allowed us to film in game parks and animal reserves in the north and west of Rhodesia, but all Bruce’s acquaintances resided elsewhere. It would have to do.


First, we drove our bright yellow rental car (inconspicuous in its conspicuousness) to Fort Victoria (now called Masvingo) to film the Great Zimbabwe National Monument, the ruins of a Bantu city dating from the eleventh century. Despite its well-documented history, the ardent white supremacist prime minister Ian Smith had deemed Great Zimbabwe to have been built by the Arabs rather than by indigenous Africans. The government’s racism went so deep it wanted to rewrite history to suit its vision of the world. Next, we traveled toward the city of Bulawayo, stopping on the way at a small motel for the night.


We ordered a meal at the bar and got talking with the owner of the place, who was a longtime resident of the country. He left us as we sat down to eat and only reappeared as we were about to turn in for the night. Transformed from a chatty barman to a soldier in uniform, albeit a rather sloppy one, he placed his high-powered rifle behind the bar and asked if we wanted a drink, seemingly eager to tell anyone who might listen what he had been up to. As he described it, it had been a successful night’s work. He and some friends had been in the bush hunting Kaffirs, their name for the ZANU nationalists, as if it were just another day at the office. We quickly left the next morning for Bulawayo, where our interview subjects included a girl who could only watch as the security forces raided her family home; swinging her cat around their heads, they beat the poor animal to a pulp against the wall.


We headed east, in the opposite direction to the game parks we were supposed to be filming. The white European settlers typically traveled in armed convoys, but we felt this would draw attention toward us. And, besides, wouldn’t a convoy be a more substantial target for a band of armed guerrillas than a vehicle traveling alone, however boldly colored? As we drove, Bruce suggested the three of us had to make some tough choices. Should we drive as fast as possible in expectation of an armed attack? (Yes!) Should we slow down on dirt roads that might contain IEDs? (There was no consensus on this one!) And what about when a dirt road split into multiple choices? The Vietcong, Bruce told us, would place a stick at a fork in the road to tell any of their number which direction was safe. Were Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU or Robert Mugabe’s ZANU freedom fighters using the same tactics? If we found a stick, would we even be able to tell which direction it indicated? Or was it simply a stick?


Somehow, close to the border with Mozambique, we reached a mission station hospital run by a doctor whom Bruce had met in Vietnam. An elderly farmer was sitting on his sickbed, in the midst of telling us how he had been abused by government forces, when he suddenly stood up and gestured toward the window. “You should be filming them!” he cried. Outside, among the trees, we saw dozens of Rhodesian soldiers, many wearing ski masks and in camouflage, marching toward Mozambique both armed and ready for combat. We then heard planes passing overhead and flying east. We’d arrived on the day Rhodesian troops engaged in their first major raid on ZANU training camps on the other side of the border. We were miles from where we were supposed to be, so to avoid endangering the mission station staff or their patients had we been discovered, we left as quietly as we could. We had been lucky up to now, but it wouldn’t last.


While staying for a night on a farm owned by another of Bruce’s more liberal friends, but temporarily managed by an Afrikaner, we woke to the sound of soldiers surrounding the farmhouse. The manager had decided to inform the local authorities that he suspected the so-called wildlife photographers staying with him were not who they claimed to be. We were under arrest for being in a restricted area and told to follow the army convoy back to its base in Chipinga, where we faced the guardhouse.


Fortunately, none of the troops joined us in our now-well-traveled yellow rental car and, fearing the soldiers would impound our footage and target our interview subjects, we gathered our sound tapes and film reels, intending to bury them somewhere, anywhere, alongside the road. When our military escort disappeared behind a sharp bend, we seized the opportunity. I dumped our material inside a storm drain and quickly covered it with dried grass before scurrying back to the car. We hit the accelerator and rounded the bend to fall in line behind our captors. Thankfully, they seemed none the wiser.


To our surprise, we weren’t jailed but given comfortable accommodation and invited by the soldiers to join them for drinks at the bar. They were all young and friendly, and especially so to Diana. They described the opportunities that had brought each of them to Rhodesia, in their minds a country and a people that the world misunderstood and that they were now fighting to protect. It was as if they were trying to win us over to their side. One young man had been in Rhodesia for only a matter of months. In Liverpool he’d been an unemployed laborer on the dole, or “signwriting for the Queen,” as it was ironically known among those without work. Now he was a lieutenant in the Rhodesian army, speaking derisively of what he called “the old country.”


Like the others, he had only unkind words for all that he’d left behind. England was going down the drain thanks to James Callaghan, socialism, and too many immigrants. They spewed an all-too-familiar fantasy, but the beer was cold and welcome, and we did our best to keep our opinions to ourselves. Maintaining our cover story, Diana stressed that the nature film we were shooting was a lucky break—and maybe our only chance of employment in a brutal industry (a lie that at least had a kernel of truth to it, and Diana was very convincing). After some questioning the next day, we were given instructions to report to the home affairs department in Salisbury.


We didn’t head there directly, however, stopping first to retrieve our footage and recordings, which were miraculously still hidden in the storm drain. But we needed to find a way to get them safely out of the country. As we made our way to the capital, via the much longer but safer route through Bulawayo, I recalled seeing a business under Indian ownership on the main shopping street that specialized in beautiful carpets from Pakistan and Afghanistan. Suspecting its owners might have little sympathy for Ian Smith and Rhodesia’s white nationalist government, I delicately approached them, expressing interest in their wares and buying a small carpet to boot. Could they send the carpet to the UK, I asked, so I did not have to hand-carry it, and maybe I could add something more personal to the package? The two shopkeepers, cautiously friendly, agreed. Whether they knew the “more personal” item was film footage I couldn’t tell, but I suspect they did. It was just a simple cardboard box, but I had forgotten to remove a label on the outside that read “kodak.”
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