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A CONVERSATION WITH TODD PHILLIPS JUNE 2019



	
Q: What are your memories of The Joker and what did you know about him before you came on to this project?

	
TP: I grew up not as big a comic book fan as you probably would think, having gone on to make a Joker film. But I remember always responding to the bad guys, and him in particular. I just liked his sense of mayhem and chaos. It was something that was attractive to me as a character. But he’s been interpreted and done so many times over the years, and I think there hasn’t been a bad one yet, so it was a little daunting.
I guess my earliest experience with The Joker was The Killing Joke comic. the first time I really got into him as a character in the comic books.



	
Q: And for yourself as a director, did you always know that you wanted to come in with this character piece? Or how did you approach that?

	
TP: I had never really thought about doing a comic book movie and it’s not been a goal of mine. And I don’t particularly watch a ton of them, although, there’ve been some great ones. For me it was more about this idea of, what I really hadn’t done much of is a character study. And so, the idea came from, “Boy, it’d be fun to make really a singular character study.”
Some of the movies I grew up on, whether it’s Serpico, Taxi Driver, King of Comedy, Raging Bull, and even recently There Will Be Blood and Social Network, these are all great character study films. And I thought it would be fun to make a really good character study, but about somebody that people have no idea of who, what, where he came from. So kind of came at it that way. It wasn’t like “Oh, I want to make a Joker movie.” It was really came from, “How do you make a great character study and get people to want to see it?”



	
Q: And how did the studio react when you brought that up? Were they interested in it, or were they protective of their franchise?

	
TP: You know, Warner Bros. was pretty loose with it. They didn’t have anything to lose in saying, “Go write it.” We weren’t coming to them with a finished script. I came to them, I pitched it to them as an idea first, so they don’t really have anything to lose by going, “Sure, go write that. Have fun.” And Scott Silver and I went off and wrote for a year, and came back with the script. But there was no rules or mandates from them. It was kind of amazing actually.
We purposely set it in the past to remove it from anything else anybody knows. And it’s not really even set in the past. It’s sort of set in an alternate universe in a way. It’s a tough thing to explain. But they weren’t really that uptight about the property. They just said, “Okay, go explore.” And I met with some people at DC. Geoff Johns was running DC at the time, and he was really into the idea. And we loosely pitched him what we were thinking and then we went off and wrote it.



	
Q: Can you tell me a little bit about the process that you and Scott took when you came up with it and why it took you a year? What did you guys do in that year?

	
TP: Well, like most writing, 70 percent of writing is procrastination. So that’s seven months and then you really just write. Really, no, we talked a lot about what it could be. To me, that’s what writing is, you have these long conversations and long lunches where you just start talking about, “If we could do anything what would it be, and who would he be, and why is he like this, and why does he laugh?”
And what is his thing, and where does that laugh come from? And why does he wear make-up, or not? And we really just started reading a lot of, as I said, I didn’t grow up on comics, but I’ve certainly been schooled on it since. When we were writing we did a ton of research. We watched certain movies that were definitely inspiration, like The Man Who Laughed, which I had seen I think in film school, but I really watched it under a different lens this time.

We read a ton of stuff about narcissism and ego and things that we think that are baked into our version of The Joker. And it was a little bit what makes somebody this way, an exploration of that, our version of that.



	
Q: Can we talk a little bit about the narcissism and ego and that aspect of the psychological makeup of this guy? Because, as you said, you kind of bored in on one character.

	
TP: I’m not a psychoanalyst. I don’t know too much about it, but I know that this idea of, The Joker is a narcissist. But he’s an egoless narcissist in our mind. The ego is Arthur. The ego is the thing that’s trying to control this wild horse that is The Joker. But The Joker is pure id, not to overanalyze a comic book character.
So we just thought, what happens when you go through your life wearing a mask, which a lot of people do? You’re wearing a mask and you’re pretending to be a certain way. And Arthur is very controlled, but there are these glimpses of who he is underneath. And whether the laugh is something that gives us a hint of that, or just the simmering anger that we feel sometimes with Arthur in the early scenes.

So there’s this sort of, “What happens when you take the mask off?” Which is kind of a weird flip because actually The Joker wears a mask, or makeup. But the idea is, what happens when you stop living that life and live as the shadow? It’s a Nietzschean thing with the shadow, and it’s a whole thing we got into. When you ask, what did we do for that year? We did a lot of that. And then you just make the movie and you forget all that, and you just make the film and you hope it makes sense on some level.



	
Q: It definitely made sense.

	
TP: Yeah, and it’s like stuff that you talk to the actors about, and you talk to Joaquin certainly about, when we’re trying to find who Arthur is and who Arthur becomes, and about that transition from Arthur to The Joker. But what was really most liberating about it is that we had no rules from—you brought up from Warner Bros.—that we were able to do whatever we wanted. We really departed from a lot of the comic book things, we made up a new character, we gave him this name and we chose it out of the blue, so to speak.
And there was a real freedom in that, and I think Joaquin appreciated that, as well, of just doing our own thing.



	
Q: And you also got to build a new world with Scott, and you state it from the very first page that it’s not Gotham City that we know cinematically, or from any other iteration on the page. Tell me a little bit about the Gotham City that you saw, and how it relates to the New York that you grew up in.

	
TP: We just really saw it as, even though we don’t say when and where the movie takes place, in my mind it was always in New York City 1981. What did that look like and what did that feel like? And it was, from my memory of it—I mean I was only 11 or 12 years old—but my memory of it was kind of what you see in the movie. A very kind of rundown, broken-down city on every level.
And that was exciting to us, as a place to put this character, and a place to explore. It’s tough when you’re doing a movie, that there’s been four or five interpretations of that character, so you’re always inviting comparisons no matter what. Last year I produced A Star Is Born with Bradley Cooper. That movie had been remade four or five times. And you have to get rid of the fear of the comparisons and the expectations and all that feeling, and just go, “We’re gonna just make our own thing.” And yes, people in the long run are going to compare or not, or tell you this is better and this is worse, and why this isn’t good. But you just have to let all that go and create your own world, so to speak.
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Q: As you guys were writing, did you have Joaquin in your mind or anyone else in your mind?

	
TP: Yeah. We wrote it for Joaquin. To me it was a long shot, and to Scott. We didn’t know that we’d ever get Joaquin, but every time I’ve ever written a movie—and this is the 10th movie I’ve written, I think—I always have to write it with an actor in mind or a personality in mind. Oftentimes you don’t end up getting that person, but it really helps fuel the writing.
I don’t know how else to explain it. But we really specifically wrote for Joaquin. What does that mean? He’s not a particular thing, he’s done so many varied things, but it was the person we were seeing when we would talk about it, and then when we were done it just became “Ugh, how are going to get this guy? And what if we don’t?”



	
Q: What did you want out of your lead that made you think of Joaquin? You’ve mentioned that you thought of some of the Paul Thomas Anderson movies, his great character studies. I’m curious if that stuck with you.

	
TP: Yeah, certainly his previous works stuck with me. But really what I like about Joaquin is his style and his unpredictability, which it felt very much fits into this character. He’s playing jazz while other people are doing math. He’s just doing his own thing, and I feel like that’s very much what we saw the character of Arthur/The Joker as.
He’s just such a unique actor. Anybody who makes movies, whether they like or don’t like the movies he’s been in, everyone thinks he’s one of the greatest. And I just thought, boy, if we get him we could really do something special.



	
Q: How did you get him?

	
TP: That was a difficult process. That’s just like getting any actor, although probably he’s a little more difficult. The standard thing is, you send the thing to his agent, or a letter to him …and he was open, and I started going up to his house and then, going up to his house more and just talking. We would have these long conversations about it. He had the script, he liked the script, but he had certainly had a ton of questions.
And I think he also had the same thing I have, which is this fear of this is a big thing to take on, this isn’t going to be a small little anonymous film no matter how it ends up. So there’s a certain fear. I love that fear. I kind of had turned it into adrenaline, and you just go and make the movie. But I think a lot of it was just us talking through that stuff, and then I’m sure he had his own reservations about having never worked with me and all these other things. It just becomes a process of getting to know each other. And I think we spent a few months doing that before he said he would do it.



	
Q: And did you notice, as you guys started talking, that he fell further and further into the character?

	
TP: We never rehearsed the character. We never talked really specifically about what he would do. He is somebody that has to do it in the moment, and feel it, and get into it on his own a little bit. Certainly he would do things and we would talk, but all we really talked about was script and story and character. We never talked about “How are you going to do it?” I think his process is one of surprise for himself, not that he’s holding it back and he wants to surprise me. I think some of it is, just it coming in to him. I hate to talk about people’s process because I don’t even know that that’s it, and maybe he’ll kind of clarify that better. But standing away from it, looking back on it, that seems to be part of his thing.

	
Q: Well, let’s talk about Arthur’s character a little bit since that’s something you guys dwelled on a lot. Who is this guy, Arthur Fleck? Where is he in the world when we run into him, and what do we catch in terms of his transformation to this other character?

	
TP: I think he’s an outcast in some regards, and he’s a person who could use a little empathy in a world that didn’t have a lot of empathy for him, and there are parallels you can make with now, and those certainly aren’t necessarily coincidences. But what does it feel like to be somebody like that in a world that lacks empathy? And so, specifically, he’s damaged.
We’re not really sure why. How do you treat somebody like that? Well, you can ignore it, or you can actually treat them with kindness and empathy, and try to help when you can or where you can. But nobody seems to do that with him, and that’s kind of the story that we landed on.
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