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WELCOME...
I

n his essential book ‘In The
Blink Of An Eye’, acclaimed
editor, sound designer, director
and writer Walter Murch looks to the
future and ponders on “the diabolical
invention [for future filmmakers] of a
black box that could directly convert
a single person’s thoughts into a
viewable cinematic reality. You would
attach electrodes to various points
on your skull and simply think the
film into existence.”
I don’t believe the collaborator in
Murch would like that. But what does
he think of those other black boxes
making their presence felt – the Oculus
Rift, Google Cardboard and other
Virtual Reality headsets that might –
or might not – be an evolution in film
and storytelling, and which could lead
us away from the communal experience
that has defined ‘cinema’ for a century?
After all, he says, “the paradox of cinema

is that it is most effective when it seems
to fuse two contradictory elements –
the general and the personal – into a
kind of mass intimacy. The work itself
is unchanging, aimed at an audience of
millions, and yet – when it works – a film
seems to speak to each member of the
audience in a powerfully personal way.”
When senior production and
development executive Mary Burke
and I visited Marshmallow Laser Feast
design studio in Hackney (featured in
this issue) late last year, I tried out their
In The Eyes of the Animal VR project
and had the experience of being – or at
least empathising with – another living
thing. It was exceptionally moving and
powerfully personal.
But was it film? Was it storytelling?
Sort of, but then I don’t know if it was
trying to be either.
Mike Woods (aka @cartelmike) is
the co-founder of White Rabbit VR. He
recently wrote a piece in Medium entitled

Participants at the NET.WORK Weekender, at HOME in Manchester, September 2015

Design still from In the Eyes of the Animal

‘Why VR Storytelling does not currently
work. And can it ever work?’ He argued
that “storytelling is a retrospective
thing… Hardware mimics real life and
real life timing, whilst current nongaming VR content relies on existing
forms of linear narrative. These things
do not co-exist. Yet.”
Perhaps they do. And they’re called
‘games’. Can ‘real life/real time’ co-exist
with a linear narrative in film? Doesn’t
this make documentary filmmakers the
obvious pioneers? How do you make the
kind of sudden, switch-in-perspective
‘cuts’ – which we take for granted in film
– in a 360° environment? How do you
marry VR’s first person/present tense
with our dependency on a narrator?
Is there a version of a communal
experience to be had or is it exclusively
personal – the end of cinema, even?
What’s the relevance to independent
filmmakers? Or is it just a theme park
ride – a Captain Eo for millennials?
Besides, what is ‘film’ anyway?

So many questions, but as we’ve
entered the new year and are eager to
ask questions about form and content
in film – and we believe in evolution –
we decided to explore the world of
VR in this issue.
Meanwhile, we’ll continue to
support the creative ambitions and
collaborations of our best emerging and
established independent filmmakers –
many of whom gathered in Manchester
last September for our inaugural NET.
WORK talent Weekender – that make
the UK one of the most exciting places
in the world to work in film.
Walter Murch closes ‘In The
Blink of An Eye’ by suggesting that
“cinema will be with us a hundred
years from now. Different of course,
but still cinema. Its persistence will
be fuelled by the unchanging need for
stories in the dark, and its evolution will
be sparked by the technical revolutions
now getting under way.”
The future of film is bright. Enjoy.

BEN ROBERTS Director of the BFI Film Fund
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IRENE’S GHOST

IAIN CUNNINGHAM AND
REBECCA MARK-LAWSON
TALK ABOUT BRINGING
IRENE’S GHOST TO
THE SCREEN

DIRECTOR Iain Cunningham
PRODUCER Rebecca Mark-Lawson
SHOOT DURATION 3 years
LOCATION Nuneaton and the UK
FORMAT Digital
PRODUCTION COMPANIES Forward

Slash Films / Irene’s Ghost Ltd, in
association with Tyke Films
PRODUCTION PARTNERS BFI,
Creative England, Wellcome Trust,
Maudsley Charity

WORDS BY JOE UTICHI

I

ain Cunningham never knew
his mother Irene. He was three
when she died, after suffering
severe postpartum psychosis since
his birth, and the devastating effect
of her loss on Iain’s father made her
an absent figure during his childhood
years. “She wasn’t spoken about
in our house when I was growing
up,” he says now. “Her life and what
happened to her was always a bit of
a mystery to me.” When he turned 18,
he received a box of her possessions,
including a baby book of his that
she’d filled out. “There were crazy
sentences in it, and things like that.
I wanted to connect with her; I’ve
always felt a deep need to find out
what happened to her.”
Over the last four years,
Cunningham has been recording the
process of unpicking that mystery for
a documentary feature, Irene’s Ghost.
“It’s really a film about a process I
was doing for myself,” he explains.
“Capturing that became the genesis
of it. But I didn’t want to make it as a
straight documentary. I wanted it always
to have a magic feel, and with animation
I thought I could bring that out, because
the baby book is illustrated in an
interesting way and tells its own story.”
The BFI came on board with
Irene’s Ghost following a moving pitch
by Mark-Lawson and Cunningham at
Sheffield Doc/Fest 2015. (The BFI is also
backing other documentaries that were
pitched that year, including The Lovers
and The Despot, which premieres at
Sundance, along with The Hard Stop,
which features on page 7.)
Cunningham has a background in
television documentaries and he tapped
producer Rebecca Mark-Lawson, with
whom he’d made short films in the
past, to help him realise the project.
“Iain’s need to make the film was
very interesting to me,” Mark-Lawson
says. “And personal stories are always
interesting because they have a universal
appeal. The film deals with issues like

FAMILY
HISTORY
Iain Cunningham and
Rebecca Mark-Lawson
(photo: Paul Marc Mitchell)

“We want this
film to be part
of a wider
campaign”

maternal mental health, families and
generational things, but it was the
personal story that drew me in.”
She jokes that it is like “expensive
family therapy”, but the film, which
has the support of charities such as
the Wellcome Trust, the Maudsley
Charity and Action on Postpartum
Psychosis, promises to lift the lid on
a common condition that regularly
goes unrecognised. “It has the same
incident rates as Down’s Syndrome, but
very few people know about it,” says

Cunningham. “All the way through the
film, what I was trying to do was put
myself in her footsteps, and so part of
that was understanding what the
illness is like. We want this film to
be part of a wider campaign to try
and raise awareness about
postpartum psychosis.”
Cunningham began his exploration
by talking to his dad. “It wasn’t
something he was keen on talking
about,” he explains. “Then I put an ad
in the local paper, and started to meet
up with her old friends, which opened
up networks of people. She worked in a
tights factory and used to go on holiday
to Margate, and I learned more of these
details about her life.”
Over the four years of research and
filming – the project is now in the edit –
his relationship with his father changed.
“I think he’s learned things about my
mum that he didn’t know. He’s come
to understand the illness in a way he

didn’t at the time, but that takes time to
process. He’s in the film and, in a way,
it’s built around our relationship because
we’re almost a mirror of each other in the
way that we’ve dealt with it.”
The plan is to complete the film
later this year, though piecing the story
together has been the biggest challenge.
“Documentaries are especially difficult in
the edit and always take a lot longer. And
with the animation element, we’ve got
a long post-production process,” notes
Mark-Lawson. She started her career
in documentaries, and says there has
never been a better time to bring them
to the screen. “You can now identify
an audience that would want to see
this film without the traditional route of
distributors and sales agents. With a film
like this, you won’t have sales agents
knocking down your door, but you can
certainly get a small theatrical window
and there are other ways of getting it
out to an audience.”

BFI.ORG.UK
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SWALLOWS
AND
AMAZONS

SCREENWRITER ANDREA GIBB TALKS
ABOUT THE DEVELOPMENT OF HER
SCRIPT FOR SWALLOWS AND AMAZONS

SWALLOWS AND AMAZONS
DIRECTOR Philippa Lowthorpe
PRODUCERS Nick Barton,

Nick O’Hagan, Joe Oppenheimer
WRITER Andrea Gibb
CAST Rafe Spall, Andrew Scott, Jessica Hynes,

Harry Enfield, Elizabeth Berrington, Fenella
Woolgar, Dan Skinner, Kelly McDonald
SHOOT DURATION 8 weeks
LOCATION The Lake District,

Cumbria and Yorkshire
FORMAT Digital, Alexa Raw
PRODUCTION COMPANY Harbour

Pictures Productions
PRODUCTION PARTNERS BFI, BBC Films,

Screen Yorkshire, The Electric Shadow
Company and Maiden Investments
SALES COMPANY HanWay Films
UK DISTRIBUTOR StudioCanal

A

s a working-class woman
from Scotland, I wasn’t the
obvious writer to adapt such a
classically English novel as ‘Swallows
and Amazons’. Nick Barton, of Harbour
Pictures, took a risk because of my
script for Dear Frankie, which had at
its centre a child and his ability to
create an imaginary world.
I hadn’t read the book as a child.
Coming to it as an adult, I was struck by
the simple truth of its message and its
power as an evocation of childhood. The
Walker children were created over 80 years
ago, but they’re no different to today’s
children who dream of having a great
adventure. Who wouldn’t want to sail to
an undiscovered island, set up camp and
have a pretend war with two mysterious
girls? So I embarked on my own
adventure, living with Arthur Ransome’s
characters for several years.
It’s inevitable in any lengthy
development process that a script takes
some detours. As the writer, you have to
be open to the flow of ideas and notes
(some of them conflicting) while staying
true to the creative heart of the original.
You have to stay motivated, draft after
draft, when the script feels tantalisingly
close yet frustratingly distant. I’d reached
a bit of a wall when Philippa [Lowthorpe]
came on and encouraged me to go back
to first principles – to revisit my instincts
and recapture what it was about the story
we wanted to tell. She’s a director who
has respect for writers and their process.
I’d write, she’d read and interrogate every
scene, we’d talk, she’d ask questions,
make suggestions, and I would

On the set of Swallows and Amazons
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Director Philippa Lowthorpe with Harry Enfield,
Kelly Macdonald and Jessica Hynes

write again. I felt empowered and trusted.
The script found its way back and I
rediscovered my voice.
The tone and point of view were
crucial. What Ransome captured so
beautifully is the child’s capacity to move
effortlessly between the real and the
imagined. Our film had to preserve the
magic of this interplay but the jeopardy
had to be real. So we moved the story
to 1935, in the shadow of the Second
World War, and created an adult world
that was fraught with real danger.
The children stumble upon it and
both worlds collide. We didn’t want to
impose anything inauthentic so we used
Ransome’s own life story as the basis for
this and Flint’s character. Flint’s secrets
are his creator’s secrets.
Many of the book’s iconic moments
are lovingly preserved. Like father’s
telegram that sets out the central theme
of managed freedom – “Better drowned

Andrea Gibb (photo: Joe Oppenheimer)

than duffers. If not duffers won’t drown”.
This is a story about taking responsibility,
about being given responsibility. It’s about
absent fathers and ever-present mothers,
and parenting and letting go. There’s a
nostalgia for many of us about a golden
age of childhood. A time long gone,
when helicopter parenting was not
so prevalent and children seemed to
have more freedom.
This is also a coming of age film.
John, the eldest boy, is accused of
something he didn’t do so has to clear
his name. His siblings have different, but
no less difficult challenges to overcome.
The joy of having well-drawn characters
like Ransome’s is they tell you how they’d
behave in the situations you are now
charged to create.
Unusually for a film writer, I’ve
been involved with every part of the
process, from start to finish. I was on set
throughout filming and Philippa has kept

me involved during post-production. It’s
been an invaluable experience which
reminded me how fluid the screenplay is
as a form. You have to be flexible and work
with the problems thrown up by weather
and locations. A writer’s involvement
throughout the process is not a threat but a
crucial resource. It’s telling that many of my
writer friends express surprise (and delight)
that this has been my experience. So often,
many writers are excluded once the script
has been delivered. They’re omitted from
publicity material, not invited to festivals
and are rarely given the opportunity to talk
about their own stories. This is described
as industry standard but it’s only standard
if we allow it to be. If you present as a team
you are received as a team. I’m working
with a director and producers who believe
we are all making the film. Together. That
we all bring our individual talents to the
party. And that we are stronger for it.
Ultimately, the film should be the winner.

George Amponsah
& Dionne Walker

THE HARD STOP

(photo: Paul Marc Mitchell)

DIRECTOR George Amponsah
PRODUCER Dionne Walker
WRITERS George Amponsah,
Dionne Walker
KEY CAST Marcus Knox-Hooke,
Kurtis Henville
LOCATION London
FORMAT Digital HD
PRODUCTION COMPANY Ga Films Ltd
PRODUCTION PARTNERS Sundance
Institute, BFI and Bertha Foundation
SALES COMPANY Cinephil
UK DISTRIBUTOR Metrodome Group Ltd

THE

AKUA GYAMFI TALKS TO THE FILMMAKERS BEHIND THE HARD STOP

HARD STOP

O

n 4 August 2011, Mark Duggan
was shot dead by armed police.
A few days later, riots erupted
in Duggan’s home town of Tottenham,
spreading out across London and into
the regions. Scenes replayed on the
news evoking memories of the Brixton
and Broadwater Farm race riots of the
1980s. A year later, director George
Amponsah and producer Dionne Walker
joined forces to make The Hard Stop.
Amponsah was in the early stages
of creating a music documentary,
shadowing two ‘sweet guys’ who had
intentions of taking over the Afrobeat
music scene: “I was shooting a teaser
with them and they took me around their
local area of South East London; it was
just post riots… I remember me being
my middle class, middle aged self saying
‘it’s a bit of a disgrace, these youngsters
causing mayhem ransacking JD Sports’.
They responded, ‘yeah that’s true, but
all of these buildings and businesses
can be replaced. Mark Duggan’s life can
never be replaced.’ They instinctively
recognised that something wrong had
happened. It made me think, ‘that’s the
film I wanna be making.’”
Amponsah and Walker originally
met at a filmmaking network event. As
Walker says, “George was still making

Kurtis Henville and Marcus Knox-Hooke

his first feature The Importance of Being
Elegant (2004) co-directed with Cosima
Spender. He pitched the story to me, and
I was equally fascinated by the journey
he was on with musicians Papa Wemba
and the Sapeurs as I was with the context
that they found themselves – though they
were residing in Paris, they were from
the Congo, this ‘other’ place.” For three
years, Amponsah and Walker immersed
themselves in Mark Duggan’s world. The
documentary that premiered at the Toronto
and then the BFI London Film Festival
sheds light on the environment Duggan
came from. Amponsah was convinced that
by focusing on Duggan’s two childhood
friends – Marcus Knox-Hooke and Kurtis
Henville – against the backdrop of their
home on the infamous Broadwater
Estate, the audience would get a sense
of Duggan’s true character. Although
Amponsah’s vision was a hard sell at
first, due to an initial lack of trust, “The
family were sensitive to how they’d been
portrayed in the media… It took a while for
them [Marcus & Kurtis] to really understand
what I was trying to do. We were about
honesty, integrity and authenticity.”
With such a sensitive subject matter,
the duo were keen not to let emotions
dictate the way the story was told. “Our
objective is to tell a story and engage an
audience. When Marcus is in the cab on

“Amponsah and

Walker immersed
themselves in
Duggan’s world”
his way to being sentenced and starts
crying because of the frustration of his
friend and what’s about to happen to
him, I don’t put down the camera, start
weeping and put my arm around him,
because I’d be doing a disservice to
us as filmmakers and to our subject.”
George continues, “The story that you
see on the screen, we’re talking about
over 130 hours of footage. It all came
down to the editing… The emotional
investment is in the edit.”
Walker said of accusations that the
documentary is biased, “We started with
Marcus but then he went to prison. There
was a whole inquest… [then] you see in the
film where it was a clear decision to follow
Kurtis and his home life, which helped set
the context of the film. It’s a microcosm,
but there were wider issues going on... It’s
not an investigative Panorama-esque TV
format documentary. It’s an independent,
observational, cinematic film.”

The importance of understanding
your audience – how you’re going to
get your story to your audience and
being prepared for the long slog of
securing funding is something a good
many filmmakers forget, Amponsah says:
“The hardest part in getting funding is the
investment. We were very fortunate that
the first bit came from Sundance. Bertha
and then the BFI got involved. The BFI
didn’t just dip their toe in, they decided
to fully support a film that’s British, made
by British people, about one of the most
seismic events that happened on British
soil in the last few decades.”
“Almost harder than the making
of the film, is to actually get your film out
there. Fortunately we’ve been picked up
by sales company Cinephil and UK
distributor Metrodome. The idea is for
the film to go out next July on cinema
screens across the UK and potentially a
television broadcast planned for August,
which marks the fifth anniversary of the
riots and Mark Duggan being shot.”
Reflecting on what they learned
with the film Amponsah said, “At least
a third of The Hard Stop is shot with a Z1
camcorder that still used tape. That was
the only camera I had access to. It taught
me that all you have to have is a bit of
heart and belief in what you’re doing
and to just get to it.”

BFI.ORG.UK
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MARY BURKE TALKS
VIRTUAL REALITY WITH
ROBIN MCNICHOLAS
ADDITIONAL WORDS BY LUCY SNEDDON

VIRTUAL
F

or years, experts in gaming,
technology and the visual
arts have been pursuing the
possibilities and potential of virtual
reality. People can now experience it
firsthand as the Oculus Rift goes on
sale for $599 (£410). This wondrous
and somewhat mysterious new
digital technology is about to make
an unprecedented appearance in our
homes, making virtual reality a reality.
As gamers break open their piggy
banks, advertising execs race to the
drawing board, and even the UN are
making steps towards using this socalled ‘empathy machine’ as a tool for
encouraging humanitarian aid, it begs
the question, what does this mean for
filmmakers? BFI Film Fund executive
Mary Burke spoke with visual arts
guru Robin McNicholas, director at
design studio Marshmallow Laser
Feast, whose recent mixed reality
project In The Eyes of the Animal
will feature in the New Frontiers
category at Sundance.
There’s a heightened curiosity
around VR at the moment, particularly
as a new platform for storytelling.
Do you think this kind of
immersiveness requires story and
is there an inherent conflict between
interactivity and narrative?
This is probably one of the most
important and interesting areas of
virtual reality. It’s the area that has
the potential to be something quite
incredible, that has always been hinted
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at. There have been various attempts at
it before – look at CD roms, the Internet,
early flash websites and experimental
processes etc. But they were always
flawed because the technology and
infrastructure was never there. That’s not
the case today. Technology has caught
up. The possibility is there and so I think
there is a really compelling case for
rich interactive media and 360 degree
storytelling to have a place within modern
life. Especially when you consider some
of the major players within virtual reality,
such as Facebook, Google, Microsoft,
and – most probably – Apple. Therefore,
I really think it’s going to be an amazing
environment and an amazing platform
for storytellers.
Can you talk about your
most recent projects and how
they came about?
We’re interested in blurring the line
between the virtual and the real.
Our latest project In the Eyes of the
Animal (pictured above) which was
commissioned by the Abandon Normal
Devices Festival, explores an interesting
area bringing new technologies to virtual
reality. It was set up in the Grizedale
forest, which is famous for having lots
of sculptures scattered amongst the
wood. We created what was essentially
a site-specific installation that visitors to
the festival – and any random hikers –
would happen upon. We used six virtual
reality headsets, which were in fact
six sculptural forms that we designed.
We made a conscious decision to get
over the ‘zeitgeist element’ of VR and

(image: Optical fibres)

to create a more artistic interpretation
of what we thought would be ‘a nice
experience in a wood’.
How would you compare the
cost of VR in the storytelling space
versus the cost of film?
The cost of VR production to any kind
of high standard is, unfortunately,
expensive. This is emerging technology
on the shifting landscape and so there
are no industry standards. As a result,
all the technology and equipment is
generally bespoke. It’s improving and
there are certain standards emerging.
But the current production of any
dynamic 360 content, whether that’s
mono or stereo 360, is expensive

because each tool is really quite fiddly.
How do you best engage
writers to think about a world in
a 360-degree space in terms of
the ‘cross-pollination’ between
these two seemingly polarised
landscapes of traditional linear
film and virtual reality?
My feeling is that for writers – especially
screenwriters who have trained
specifically for a rectangular filmic
experience – it’s an enormous challenge,
due to the composition of a spherical
environment. There are questions as to
whether existing filmic conventions will
work – the flow of action and implications
on how the film’s edited, for example.

REALITY
These conventions are all being
re-explored, but with the baggage of
pre-existing story-telling methods.
So in terms of cross-pollination, had
virtual reality come before film the
storytelling conventions would have
probably formed their own rules and
languages between the viewer and the
storyteller. With VR being introduced
after books, theatre, radio, film,
television, the Internet, smartphones,
apps and games, it can’t avoid
borrowing from those pre-existing media.
So I think that screenwriters will be
thrilled and challenged by this. It might
need to be shuffled around, or
re-distributed within a 360 environment.
But essentially, it’s still a tale, right?

Robin McNicholas (photo: Niall Webster)

Do you think there are any
moral questions regarding the kind
of stories you would be able to tell
within this space?
What’s curious is the way that VR
headsets and the creation of virtual
reality is developing. It’s becoming so
realistic and the sense of presence is so
profound. It has a much more immersive
and engaging impact on the person
watching it and therefore the emotional
response is heightened as a result. I think
it’s a fascinating medium, because you
can get a much more amplified emotional
response, as opposed to viewing a film
where there is generally a separation
between the viewer and the screen. But
when placed within a scene, it can have

“I think that

screenwriters
will be thrilled
and challenged
by this”
many implications from a storytelling
perspective, particularly the social impact
that those kinds of experiences will
have. Influential VR pioneer Chris Milk
famously referred to the virtual reality
headset as an empathy machine, in
that you have a more heightened sense
of empathy because you’re being
transported directly into that point of
view – a stereoscopic point of view,
and an interactive point of view.
In terms of sparking ideas
for your work, do you look beyond
traditional filmmaking personnel,
to scientists or philosophers?
The collaborative process of
Marshmallow Laser Feast’s projects
requires a lot of experts. Each set of
ideas demands a close-knit network of
friends and collaborators that we call
upon, along with experts in specific
fields. With The Eyes of the Animal we
collaborated with architectural experts.
Rather than a camera to create visual
content, we used a LiDAR scanner
[a remote sensing technology that
illuminates a target with a laser and

analyses the reflected light in order to
measure distance], which meant bringing
experts in to work it. So it’s very much
part of our work in process to have
core production team that supports the
creative intentions, and we ship in the
experts as and when they’re needed.
Samsung just released a $99 VR
headset. Google Cardboard has been
giving away millions of headsets with
the New York Times. What do you
think the next technological advances
in VR are?
There’s virtual reality, augmented reality
and what some people refer to as mixed
reality. Essentially, it’s all multimedia
and although they’re kind of separate
categories I think they’re all part of this
new emerging family which has one thing
in common – a potential for interactivity
and 360 degree spherical content. Even
people accessing 360 content through a
webpage is a new thing. It’s a beast of an
industry. The film industry has a piece of
the pie, the games industry has a piece,
social media have a piece and and no
one yet knows how people will use it,
what will be a success or what will fall
by the wayside. And that’s what’s ace.
No one knows.
The BFI has an archive full of
wonderful ideas – early experiments that
were carried out. And they’re beautiful.
What’s great is that in a media-saturated
world, we’re faced with this same thing.
There are lots of new challenges and new
storytelling techniques. There are new
languages and grammar that now need
to be employed, tested and evolved.

(photo: Paul Marc Mitchell)

A film about
“blindness
seems like
quite a
challenging
concept”

NOTES ON BLINDNESS
DIRECTORS Peter Middleton

and James Spinney
PRODUCERS Mike Brett, Jo-Jo Ellison, Steve

Jamison, Peter Middleton,
James Spinney and Alex Usborne
WRITERS Peter Middleton
& James Spinney
KEY CAST Dan Skinner, Simone Kirby
LOCATION London, Birmingham,
Wales, Oxfordshire
FORMAT RED Dragon
PRODUCTION COMPANIES

An Archer’s Mark production, produced in
association with Fee Fie Foe Films and 104
Films. In co-production with AGAT Films & Cie
PRODUCTION PARTNERS

BFI, Creative England, Impact Partners, ARTE
France, BBC Storyville, Cinereach
SALES COMPANY Cinephil
DISTRIBUTOR Curzon Artificial Eye
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NOTES
ON
BLINDNESS

James Spinney & Peter Middleton

WENDY IDE
CONTEMPLATES A
DOCUMENTARY ON
ONE MAN’S LOSS
OF VISION WITH ITS
DIRECTORS PETER
MIDDLETON AND
JAMES SPINNEY

H

ow do you visually represent a
non-visual world? How do you
bridge the gap between the
sighted realm and the parallel place
inhabited by the blind? And crucially,
how do you explain this concept to
risk-averse film financiers?
These are the questions that have
preoccupied the co-directors of Notes
On Blindness, Peter Middleton and James
Spinney, ever since they first encountered
the writings of blind theologian and
academic John Hull, and decided that
this was the project that they had been
looking for. Middleton says of his five-year
collaboration with Spinney, “We are part
of that fortunate generation whereby
a lot of the apparatus of filmmaking
became quite accessible. We were both
doing our own thing, making short films
and music videos.”
Middleton and Spinney first met
when they were both working behind the
scenes on a feature film. Off the back of
this meeting, they formed a collective
with several other friends and, Middleton
says, “produced a lot of bad content.”
He continues, “We had been looking for
a project that could take us to the next
level, something we could get our teeth
into. We came across this book, Touching
The Rock, which is essentially a transcript
of John Hull’s audio diaries that he kept
between 1983 and 1986. Right from
the off, we knew there was some quite
exciting potential if the original audio
tapes were still in existence.”
John Hull, a professor of religious
education at Birmingham University,
suddenly went blind around the time of
the birth of his son Thomas, in 1983. The
diaries, which became the acclaimed
book, were the result of his forensic and
philosophical attempts to make sense
his new sightless state, an understanding
that was crucial in order not to be
defeated by it.
Spinney says, “I think that after the
reception Touching The Rock has had
over the last 25 years, John started to feel
a sense of how his account can be helpful
to others – both for people who are going
through sight loss and sighted people.

Dan Skinner

He took on that role as a communicator.”
Hull passed away in July 2015 at the age
of 80, but up until that point he had been,
Middleton recalls, “incredibly engaged
with the film. He said that our interest had
given him a renewed vigour.”
Before tackling the feature film
version of the documentary, Spinney and
Middleton made several well-received
short films, also based on Hull’s diaries.
The shorts were, in part at least, a
response to the difficulties that they had
pitching the idea to people.
“I suppose the very nature of a
film about blindness seems like quite
a challenging concept,” says Spinney.
“There were questions about how
that would be represented on screen,
questions about how to embed this
archive material in a longer piece.
On paper it sounded like quite an
abstract proposal.”
While the shorts gave Middleton and
Spinney the opportunity to experiment
with ideas and to give a concrete
demonstration of their approach to
financiers, the feature that followed
permitted them to extend and broaden
their approach. As Spinney explains,
“We wanted to look at the wider journey
that John goes on over this three year
period: from the moment when his sight
dramatically collapsed, to the eventual
sense of rebirth and renewal and
acceptance of blindness, coming to view
it as a paradoxical gift.” Several elements
contributed to the final form of the feature
version of the project. They had always
been certain that they didn’t want to
include talking head interviews in the film,
feeling that a contemporary perspective
would take the viewer out of the present
tense of the diaries, in which Hull recounts
his observations of living with blindness,
day by day. They did, however conduct
research interviews with Hull and his wife,

which were never intended to be included
in the film. “But we realised, listening
back to them, that they didn’t feel like
conventional interviews. John and Marilyn
were reprocessing it.” Middleton adds,
“It gave us kind of a framework on which
to hang the narrative.”
The other major development
was the discovery of a cache of audio
letters that Hull had sent to his mother
in Australia. The family had recorded
Christmas celebrations and other events:
suddenly the hubbub of domestic life
and the voices of the children became
available, in something in the region
of 20 hours of additional material.
Middleton says, “So that material,
coupled with the contemporary
conversational narration between John
and Marilyn, suddenly blew the whole
thing open. Previously, we had been trying
to write a script just using the diaries,
and it was pretty leaden and hard work.”
Spinney adds, “ It was transformative.
It brought life and humanity to the film.
Dialogues like John reading with his
son, trying to work out what a comma
is through touch. What came out of this
was the idea that all of the voices in
the film would be the voices of John,
Marilyn and their family.”
Middleton and Spinney cast
actors to play John (Dan Skinner) and
Marilyn (Simone Kirby) and their family,
having them mime to the actual audio
recordings of voices, in a way that is
reminiscent of the techniques used in
Clio Barnard’s The Arbor (2010). “That
was a very important film in terms of
referencing,” Spinney says, “as much to
calm people’s nerves about it as anything.
We were very interested in the technique
of embedding the audio within the film.
What differentiates the way that we use
it from the way that [Clio] used it is that
in The Arbor it is a bit more theatrical –

characters speak to camera. We wanted
to naturalise it a bit more and construct
these scenes where the audio could
work as dialogue. And that was probably
the biggest challenge – excavating the
audio and constructing scenes that
made some sense.”
A visual reference for the dramatised
sequences is taken from one particularly
memorable observation from Hull’s
diary. Three years after the onset of his
blindness, he observed that the pictures
in his mind had dimmed. However he
found he could still recall old photographs
of his family with markedly more clarity
than he could visualise their faces.
The look of the film, its dusty colour
palette, is informed by this reference to
old snapshots. The film was shot using
vintage Super Baltar lenses in order
to soften the HD photography and
capture the period.
To evoke the aural architecture of
Hull’s world, the filmmakers collaborated
closely with Supervising Sound Editor
Joakim Sundström. Spinney says,
“Before we shot, we had an audio cut.
We had all the interviews laid out on a
timeline. We worked with Joakim before
we even shot, working on ideas on how
we might build it from the sound up.”
In terms of music, which is used subtly
so as not to dominate the idea of Hull’s
aural landscape, Middleton adds, “We
were trying to use very textured music
which sits between sound design and
composition. We tried to find a balance
between the sonic elements and also
the music naturally lending a hint of
how that fits to his wider reconnection
with the world through sound
and touch.”
The meticulous attention to detail
ties into an intriguing parallel project: a
multi platform virtual reality experience
that has been developed to complement
the film. Spinney explains that the project,
which has been produced in association
with French companies Ex Nihilo,
ARTE France and the French start-up
AudioGaming, “takes John’s diary entries
and allows you to move around within the
space. Certain scenes are so much about
the appreciation of space, that in a film
that has a dramatic drive you are perhaps
not able to give them the meditative space
that they should have. With this side of
the project we have been able to embed
John’s original diary recordings within
these three dimensional soundscapes
that the user can explore. Which allows
you to enter a very different mode of
experience. You are not being hurried
forward by the story, you are able
to explore.”
Notes On Blindness and its VR
sister project, Notes On Blindness: Into
Darkness, will both premiere as part of the
Sundance 2016 New Frontier programme.

INTO
DARKNESS
PRODUCER MIKE BRETT TALKS
ABOUT NOTES ON BLINDNESS AND
AN ACCOMPANYING VR JOURNEY
INTO A WORLD BEYOND SIGHT

H

ow do you begin to make a
film about blindness? That’s
the inherent dilemma of Peter
and James’ film, and one that caused
them to push so hard – and with such
success – against the conventions
and limitations of the cinematic form
as they found it. When ARTE France
became our French co-producers on
the project, they also reformulated
that question in a way that excited
us creatively: how could John’s
experience of blindness find its
fullest expression, and did it have
to be confined to the cinema?
Peter and James have always
acknowledged that the sheer richness
of John’s audio diaries was both a
blessing and a responsibility. With
dozens of hours of material available,
it was impossible for all of it to appear
in the film. And although many of
John’s meditations on blindness
were intrinsically cinematic, others
of enormous substance felt like they
should be interpreted and experienced
in a very different way.
Working closely with ARTE’s
suggested co-producers, Arnaud
Colinart and David Coujard at Parisbased production house AGAT Films &
Cie / Ex Nihilo, Peter and James
revelled in the opportunity to explore
that challenge further. The resulting
Virtual Reality project makes use of
binaural audio, VR and realtime 3D
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animations to explore John’s cognitive
and emotional experience of blindness
in a deeply immersive environment.
Thanks to the contribution of
Amaury La Burthe at AudioGaming,
users of the VR app are able to explore
360° interactive worlds in which the
presence of sound and light are tethered
to one another. As the audio story of
each chapter unfolds, sound gives
visual form to the users’ surroundings,
echoing John’s own practice of mapping
acoustic space in order to build a mental
picture of the world around him.
Such a disorientating – and yet
ultimately illuminating – first person
experience generates deep empathy
in the user whilst also tapping the depths
of John’s extraordinary source material.
Indeed, John – who was our subject,
mentor and inspiration throughout the
filmmaking process – often likened
himself to an ‘interpreter’ whose work
aimed to bridge the gap between the
blind and sighted communities. Our
hope is that in this era of multi-platform
storytelling Notes on Blindness:
Into Darkness, which premieres at
the Sundance Film Festival, can be
a fitting companion piece for the film,
as well as going some way towards
fulfilling John’s goal.
Made with Unity, the full VR
experience will be released for Samsung
Gear, Google Cardboard and Oculus.
A 360° version will be available on all
iOS and Android devices.

NOTES ON BLINDNESS:
INTO DARKNESS
VR EXPERIENCE
VOICE OF JOHN HULL Himself
CREATIVE DIRECTORS Arnaud Colinart,

Amaury La Burthe, Peter Middleton,
James Spinney
WRITERS Peter Middleton and James Spinney
ART DIRECTORS Béatrice Lartigue,
Fabien Togman, Arnaud Desjardins
LEAD CREATIVE CODERS Thomas Couchard,
Florent Dumas, Robin Picou
PRODUCERS Arnaud Colinart,
David Coujard, Mike Brett
EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS Amaury La Burthe

NOTES ON BLINDNESS: INTO DARKNESS
is a VR and interactive experience produced
by Ex Nihilo, ARTE France, and the French
start-up AudioGaming, in co-production
with Archer’s Mark. It has been supported
by the TFI New Media Fund and Ford
Foundation – JustFilms, Centre National
du Cinéma et de l’Image Animée (CNC)
and Région Midi-Pyrénées.
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A CLOSE COLLABORATION:
CINEMATOGRAPHER LAURIE ROSE
TALKS TO DAMON WISE
ABOUT HIS COLLABORATION
WITH BEN WHEATLEY

H

ow did you meet Ben
Wheatley?
We met through a friend. Ben
was doing viral comedy stuff with Down
Terrace actor Robin Hill for the BBC
comedy website at the time, and there
was something a friend of mine couldn’t
shoot, so he put me in touch with him.
We did several comedy shorts for the
Amazing Wizards series. And then we
just started talking on Facebook. I was
a TV cameraman and had never shot
any drama or narrative, apart from as
an assistant, so I was keen to do that.
I asked on Facebook if anyone had a
short that they wanted to shoot. And
Ben got in touch and said, “I’ve got a
feature.” I was like, “Dude, have you
not got a short? Something we can do
quickly?” And he said, “Yeah, but I want
to shoot it in seven days.” That was
Down Terrace (2009).
What was it like to shoot?
We set ourselves limits. You have
parameters, and if you accept them and
work to them, there’s a kind of liberation,
because you just accept them. It was
written for those five or six people who
are in it – absolutely written for them,
because Ben knew them inside out –
and for that house, those three or four
rooms that we ended up using. When
you know that those are the only things
you have to work with, you know that’s
what you have to stick to. I think Ben
was running a stopwatch on his phone.
We’d have 20 minutes to walk into a
room, light it, block it, and shoot three

or four takes. That would be it, then we’d
go to the next one.
How did you work out what the film
was going to look like?
The few references that Ben and I talked
about at the very beginning have carried
on, all the way through to Free Fire. Grey
Gardens (1975) was a massive influence,
on Down Terrace and on Kill List (2011).
It was about being experiential – things
could happen off camera, but they
would still be important to the story.
We’ve always talked about the actor, or
the character, labouring in front of the
lens – it’s an unflinching, documentary
kind of game. If you think of Jay in Kill
List, you don’t look away from him. He
suffers all this pain and anguish and
madness and anger, and you don’t look
away. You’re a witness to all of it. The
thing about Grey Gardens is that all this
stuff is happening to these two women
and you’re just looking. The ‘gazing eye’
is what Ben and I have often come back
to. I’ve grown to really love that. Being
the watcher.
So Ben encourages you to get
up close?
Yes, absolutely. In the case of the early
films – Down Terrace, Kill List and
Sightseers (2012), we didn’t have money
to afford lots of gripping and cranes and
dollies, so it was very handheld. We were
in small spaces, whether we were in
caravans or small rooms. That’s part of
the claustrophobia and you inhabit that
with the characters.

How did you approach Sightseers?
Being out in the countryside made
it relatively cheap. We shot it in four
weeks, which was the longest we’d had
at that point. And was a real road trip.
We started in Coventry and Birmingham
and ended up in Leicester, shooting as
we went along. I think we shot relatively
chronologically as well, which is often
very, very difficult to achieve. But it made
so much sense to everyone – the cast
and the crew all know where they were.
It was relatively easy to shoot in the
countryside. The challenge was with the
caravan. We thought we were going to
cut holes in it – have fly walls out, all
that stuff. But we ended up shooting
inside. It was like Down Terrace but
with wheels.
Did you see it as a continuation of the
films you had made together?
Yeah, it did feel like a trilogy for a while.
It felt like The Peculiar Murder Trilogy.
But I think that that changed slightly with
A Field in England.
What kind of conversations did you
have about A Field In England?
When we first talked about it, it was
quite a fantastical concept and had a
mystical, pagan feel to it. We discussed
shooting it in black and white because
the noirish element of it. I took Ben to
a living history medieval village near
Portsmouth, and we took lots of photos
and shot some video, all in black and
white. That was really inspiring. Then
Ben and Amy came up with the idea

of a field and then he transplanted this
mad story to it. There was talk about
trying to get colour into it, and we did
shoot it in colour, but we monitored it in
black and white. Ben tried to add colour
scenes and it didn’t really work. So it
stayed black and white.

“The ‘gazing

eye’ is what
Ben and I have
often come
back to”

High-Rise feels like a major departure.
Yes. I had my first experience of being
involved from the design stage. I would
be asked where I want light switches and
how many lights I’d want in a lift. Coming
from Down Terrace, that’s a million miles
away. It’s like being a proper grown-up
filmmaker. You get to decide how high
doorways are and where the windows
go – actually being involved in
constructing the world that you
want to see as opposed to having
to find somewhere that will do. There
were obviously limitations, because
we didn’t have the kind of money
Spectre has, but it was more than
we’d ever had before.
It has a very 1970s feel without ever
being retro. How did you achieve that?
My first thought was, “What are we
trying to do here? Are we trying to make
a film that’s being made in the 1970s or
one that looks like it’s from the 1970s?”
I watched lots of films from the era and
looked at the lighting and the camera
movement. In the last discussion we
had about it – which, again, was quite
liberating – we decided that we were
not doing either of those things; we
were making a film that we know how
to make, based on design, costume
and the characterisation. Then we
shot it the way we knew how to shoot
a film – because we don’t actually
know how to make a film from the
‘70s. We just don’t.

Laurie Rose on the set of Free Fire

Did the research help?
I think that once you’ve done all that
referencing and then you put it away,
it’s all kind of buried and feels more
instinctive. You’re not just ripping stuff
off, you’re absorbing, which is what
happened. I said to Ben the other day
that I’d been convinced there was a
no-polyester policy with the costumes.
He looked at me weirdly and said, “I’m
not sure that was an actual rule.” But
there’s no real 1970s costuming. Nothing
slaps you in the face by being really,
really 1970s. It’s a sci-fi film and the idea
of the building was that it was the height
of modernity at the time. So there’s
actually an 1980s feel about it.

Ben Wheatley with Laurie Rose

FREE FIRE
DIRECTOR Ben Wheatley
PRODUCER Andy Starke
WRITERS Ben Wheatley, Amy Jump
CAST Brie Larson, Cillian Murphy,
Sharlto Copley, Armie Hammer,
Michael Smiley, Jack Reynor,
Sam Riley, Noah Taylor, Luke Evans,
Enzo Cilenti, Babou Ceesay
SHOOT DURATION 7 weeks
LOCATION Brighton
FORMAT ARRI Alexa XT
PRODUCTION COMPANY Rook Films
PRODUCTION PARTNERS BFI and Film4
SALES COMPANY Protagonist
UK DISTRIBUTOR Studiocanal

What can you say about your most
recent collaboration, Free Fire?
There was just a year between High-Rise
and Free Fire. Ben likes to move quickly.
It’s a genre film – Ben wants to do lots of
different styles. We’ve even talked about
doing a musical. But Free Fire is an
action film. So we studied lots of 1970s
action films, like The French Connection
and Dirty Harry (both 1971), and Michael
Mann’s films, to see how you shoot
gunplay and gunfire. But, again, after
we referenced it all we put it away.
It’s very technical to shoot action. We
knew it was going be technical, but it’s
more complex that we ever thought it
would be. The amount of coverage
you need is phenomenal.
It’s set in Boston, but you shot it
here, didn’t you?
We looked everywhere for a warehouse
that we could dress and that we could
afford to populate with a mass of
Americana. We saw some interesting
places and then somebody told us about
an empty print works in Brighton. It was
actually a lot smaller than anything we’d
seen. But it had some fantastic shapes
to it. And there were lots of areas that
we could use for different things. So Ben
rewrote some of the script. Again, that’s
a budget thing: you adapt your story to
what you’ve got. It was small enough to
be able to dress because it was in fairly
pristine condition – the building had only
been empty for six years. We turned it
inside out, brought in tons and tons of
rubble and scrap metal, and made it
what it needed to be. We shot it fairly
quickly. It was amazing to work on.
I can’t wait to see it finished. I think
it’s going to be cracking.

KEN & ME
PAUL LAVERTY’S COLLABORATION WITH KEN LOACH HAS LASTED 20 YEARS. BENJI WILSON
CAUGHT UP WITH HIM ON THE SET OF THEIR LATEST FEATURE I, DANIEL BLAKE

I

t’s the quiet ones you have to
watch out for. Paul Laverty, who
has written all of Ken Loach’s
feature films since Carla’s Song
(1996), is softly spoken and twinklyeyed. But beneath it all there is a quiet
ferocity. You could scarcely meet a
less obviously ‘angry’ man. And yet, “I
don’t think I’ve ever written something
that hasn’t somehow made me angry,”
he says. “I think sometimes anger
is greatly underestimated. I don’t
mean hateful anger, because that’s
self-destructive. But St Augustine
talked about anger. It’s something that
grabs you by the guts and you want
to try and investigate it, to try and
understand it.”
Laverty and Loach get angry about
the same things. It is the bedrock of their
partnership. They have completed 11
features together, as well as a couple
shorts. Since they first worked together
on Carla’s Song, from a script Laverty
sent to Loach and based on his time in
Nicaragua in the 1980s, they have made
films as varied as The Angels’ Share
(2012), Route Irish (2010), It’s a Free
World (2007), Looking for Eric (2009) and
the Palme d’Or-winning The Wind That
Shakes The Barley (2006). Present in
all that work – period or contemporary,
comedy or tragedy – is that same
simmering anger.
I, Daniel Blake, Loach and Laverty’s
twelfth feature collaboration, tells the
story of a 59-year-old Daniel Blake
(Dave Johns) as he attempts to return
to work after a heart attack. However,
he finds himself trapped and ultimately
ravaged by the current welfare system.
It is knotty, topical subject matter, set in
the world of form filling – as common in
the film’s Newcastle setting as it is the
rest of the country. And yet, in classic
fashion, Laverty succeeds in extracting
dramatic human stories from the
convolutions of red tape bureaucracy.
“These are brutal times,” says
Laverty. “After Jimmy’s Hall, which was
set a long time back, it felt like this
one should just be raw. Key to it was
visiting food banks. If you go to them,
you hear hundreds of stories of how the
working poor can’t make ends meet.
Then there’s the vast number of people
who have been sanctioned. What is
absolutely remarkable about it is they’re
sanctioned by administrative decision
which means that all of their subsistence
is cut off unless they get their hardship
allowance. That’s a shocking thing to do
to someone. In what other area of life are
we so cruel with our punishment, that
has such massive consequences?”
For I, Daniel Blake Laverty spoke to
academics about the issues surrounding
the current state of Welfare, but as is so
often in his research personal encounters
brought those facts to life. “I remember
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“I write, he

directs and
we meet in
the middle as
filmmakers”

talking to a mother as I gave her a hand
carrying some bags from a food bank,”
he says. “On the way home she told me
how terrified she was signing on every
second Thursday. And that fear, just
walking back along that road, a woman
with a couple of kids – I mean that’s how
power impinges on an individual’s life.”
First and foremost Laverty is a
listener. He is also someone to whom
people like to talk – he’s open, gentle
and generous. Every script starts with
travelling the country – or countries – his
notebooks filled with ideas for a script:
“You can’t copy a screenplay from
the street. It would just end up being
a stream of consciousness and you
wouldn’t have a story. But you’ve got
to try and understand the lives of the
character from their point of view. Then,
what you do as a writer is you steal a bit
from here or there; you link two ideas
that seem to have no connection and
you know can still come up with a story.”
He talks a lot about instincts – for
characters, stories, when to dig deeper,
when to move on. Key to this is knowing
when to put down his notebooks and
begin a first draft. “I really test the main
characters,” he says, “from the premise,
to the narrative. I’ll write it all down. It
could end up being 20 pages. Then I’ll
send it off to Ken and we’ll sit down
and really chew at it, because within
that there could be about three or four
possibilities. And we try to think of the
ones that will give us the most juice.
Then I write the screenplay. I write it
freely in the sense that I don’t feel like
anybody’s looking over my shoulder. I
haven’t set out a thesis and Ken doesn’t
expect anything – that’s what’s lovely
about him. He always gives you space.
That’s really important – to feel like
you’re writing form the inside.”
Loach is happy to let Laverty

‘go roamin’, as he puts it, not simply
because Laverty is a proven performer,
but because Loach and Laverty are
kindred spirits. “I suppose in all our
screenplays and stories I’ve tried
to examine not just the lives of the
individuals but how power operates
in their lives. That’s not party political,
but it is deeply political. And I think
instinctively we’re both drawn to
these things.” Yet it’s one of the great
misconceptions about Loach’s films
that just because they are political and
powerful they must somehow be dour
or worthy. Yet think of Ricky Tomlinson
in Riff-Raff or the football match in Kes.
Laverty and Loach spend much of their
time together laughing, and their work
marries tragedy with comedy at every
turn. “What I love about working with
Ken is there’s great mischief in the man.
There’s a real hard political core. When
you talk to him he’s incredibly polite,
very, very funny and he’s a marvelously
gentle man in many ways. But there’s a
political part of him when he analyses
power that is radical and very, very hard.
And I think that comes through in the
filmmaking – there’s a toughness there.
But there’s also a great generosity.”
Political filmmaking, fuelled by
anger, is not – and might never have
been – fashionable. The studio system,
at least in the West, has knocked most
of the dissenters into line; market
economics has done the rest. Loach
and Laverty exist in a niche of their
own, largely separate from the broad
current of modern cinema. It’s one in
which their long-time producer Rebecca
O’Brien finances their films by bringing
in chunks of money from like-minded
individuals and long-time collaborators
across Europe, where Loach is revered.
The upshot is that Loach and Laverty are
beholden to no one but themselves.

“In a strange way writing a
screenplay is a leap of faith: It’s useless
if it’s not made. It’s just under the bed
like an architect’s plan. The very fact that
I know I’ve got a great team who will
make it work if it’s strong enough gives
you great energy.” If you let him Laverty
will happily take all day crediting people
other than himself. He also insists on
a mention for Loach’s long-time script
editor Roger Smith. “Roger comes in
after the first draft is written and he’s
just a fresh pair of eyes. Sometimes
you think you’re worried about X but
maybe the problem is at G or L further
back in the structure of the story.
So I often listen to Roger with great
respect as well.”
He underplays his hand so readily
that the importance of Laverty’s scripts
has often been overlooked, even to the
point where some people think Loach’s
films are improvised, the scripts merely
rough guides. They are not – Laverty’s
scripts are exquisitely wrought and the
films emerge largely as written. “It’s
very simple. The script is very carefully
worked on and that’s what we shoot.
Then, as a scene develops [the actors]
often throw stuff in that they live in the
moment, because we shoot in sequence.
It can come across as very true and
also fits the accent or personality of
that person. But if you talk to Jonathan
[Morris, the editor] and Ken, when it
comes to editing it usually turns out to
be about 90% of what the script was.”
In other words, what you see is a
close collaboration, yet one where each
partner knows their role. “We do very,
very different jobs. I suppose this is the
secret why we’ve worked together for so
long. I write, he directs and we meet in
the middle as filmmakers. They’re very
different jobs, but you’ve got to be
joined at the hip.”

Paul Laverty and Ken Loach

I, DANIEL BLAKE
DIRECTOR Ken Loach
PRODUCER Rebecca O’Brien
WRITER Paul Laverty
KEY CAST Dave Johns, Hayley Squires
SHOOT DURATION 6 weeks
LOCATION Newcastle
FORMAT 35mm
PRODUCTION COMPANIES Sixteen Films,
Why Not Productions, Wild Bunch
PRODUCTION PARTNERS BFI, BBC Films
SALES COMPANY Wild Bunch
SALES COMPANY eOne Films

THE
GIRL
WITH
ALL
THE
GIFTS
W

hat’s scarier than flesheating zombies? How about
convincing 20 kids to shave
their heads, sending a film crew to
Chernobyl, and creating 358 VFX shots
in a modestly budgeted film? Those
were just a few of the unique challenges
facing the team behind The Girl
With All The Gifts.
Director McCarthy and producer
Gatin had met over the years to discuss
projects, and found they were “both
hungry” for the right kind of ambitious film,
he says. The Girl With All The Gifts is set
in a dystopian near-future, when most of
humanity is wiped out by a fungal infection
that turns people into zombie-esque
‘hungries’. Melanie, played by impressive
newcomer Sennia Nanua, who was 12
when the film was shot, holds the key to
the survival of a scientist (Glenn Close),
a teacher (Gemma Arterton), and a
soldier (Paddy Considine).
Gatin had previously worked at
Intermedia, followed by Unanimous where
she served as a co-producer on James
Marsh’s Shadow Dancer (2012). McCarthy
had directed three shorts and the lowbudget horror film Outcast (2010), whilst
working in television on shows such as
Sherlock, Ripper Street, Doctor Who
and Peaky Blinders.
When Gatin read Mike Carey’s short
story ‘Iphigenia In Aulis’, she immediately
thought it could be the start of a film
project she could take to McCarthy.
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“The short story was really moving and
engaging,” McCarthy says. “It was
effectively a zombie story, but it was very
emotional. At first glance the problem was
that it was only the first 10 minutes of a
movie. We had a lot of discussions and we
struck upon an ending.” Gatin adds, “We
started talking about British sci-fi culture –
John Wyndham and HG Wells – and how
you recreate those types of worlds but
from a new point of view?”
Carey, who had written graphic
novels for both DC Comics and Marvel,
then quickly wrote a treatment that was
used to secure BFI Film Fund development
funding. In tandem with the script Carey
also wrote an accompanying novel,
with a similar storyline but shifting the
points of view. Overall, it was a quick
process. “Development is brilliant when
everybody wants to make the same
film,” McCarthy says.
While the film was being developed,
the novel caught the attention of a famous
fan. “I was just starting to put the finance
together and we got lucky – Joss Whedon
picked up a copy of the book and
Tweeted about how much he loved it.
Half a million copies of the book sold,”
Gatin recalls.
The BFI Film Fund followed up its
development backing with production
funding. “Lizzie [Francke, the film’s
production executive at the BFI] is a
big genre fan and she’s been nothing
but supportive,” says Gatin. The BFI
also suggested Angus Lamont, who
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produced ’71 (2014), to join the team as
a second producer. “There was so much
work involved, so much ground to cover,
for one person to handle that is pretty
tricky,” Lamont says. He quickly fell in
love with the script: “It’s more accessible,
commercial even, than a lot of projects
that I read. It’s a zombie movie but it’s
smarter than that. It’s got something
else going for it.” As Gatin says, “It’s not
an easy film to categorise, it’s an ecofeminist, road trip zombie thriller, and
a coming-of-age story too.”
Altitude Film Sales came on board
for international sales, with more support
coming from Creative England’s West
Midlands Production Fund. And reflecting
the ambitious scope of the film, Warner
Bros acquired UK rights even before

Glenn Close, Colm McCartrhy,
Camille Gatin

“Development

is brilliant when
everybody wants
to make the
same film”
shooting began. With the film now in
post-production, the theatrical launch is
planned for autumn 2016.
It’s not just Warner Bros that
saw the potential in the story and the
team – another clue that it’s not a typical
zombie film is that the cast features the
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Sennia Nanua

likes of six-time Oscar® nominee Glenn
Close, alongside Gemma Arterton and
Paddy Considine. Close read the script
and immediately signed on to play the
conflicted scientist. It was important to the
whole team that the film had meaty parts
for women. “From a very early stage we
were all keen to write a female-led story,”
McCarthy says. “There are four main
characters and three of them are women,
and that was a deliberate choice.”
Casting the role of Melanie was
trickier. “We met 500 little girls,” McCarthy
explains. Nanua was the last one they
met. She had only appeared in one short
film before so it was risky deciding she
could carry a big feature film. Gatin says,
“Casting her was the most important piece
of the puzzle. She needed to be able to
do so many things. You had to buy into
how cute and curious and aware she is at
the beginning.” Although later we have to
accept that she is capable of resorting to
violence. “She had to be in every scene
but two,” the producer adds, “and she had
to have that physical and emotional ability
to be in that adult work environment for
weeks.” They shot the film in sequence so
that Nanua could see the progression of
her character’s story.
Nanua and her stand-in Mia Garcha
were amongst the 20 kids that had to be
convinced to shave their heads for the
roles. It was an emotional day so Gatin
volunteered to shave her hair off too. “It
could have been quite traumatic, but we
tried to turn it into a fun day. We donated
our hair to cancer charities and we were

lucky that four of the girls were gung ho
and went first and made the boys feel a
little cowardly,” Gatin recalls.
Making sure all the actors, of all
ages, could gel was important – especially
to believe that Nanua, Close, Arterton and
Considine were all part of the same world.
As McCarthy explains, “The thing that’s
been the biggest influence on me is Peaky
Blinders, working with Cillian Murphy,
Helen McCrory, Paul Anderson and Tom
Hardy. They changed the way I work with
actors. That’s the most important aspect
of directing – how you work with the text
and the actors.”
Another key piece of the production
puzzle was working with 358 shots that
needed visual effects. Seb Barker of
Automatik was the VFX supervisor and
was on set for the entire shoot. “You can
easily slip into the mindset that you’re
making Star Wars, without the resources
to do that properly,” warns McCarthy of
working on a futuristic film. It wasn’t just
budget constraints that meant they wanted
to do as much as they could in-camera,
“we wanted something that felt really real,
that had a naturalistic quality to it. No
disrespect to I Am Legend but seeing that
film made me realize I didn’t want CGI
hungries, It wouldn’t work aesthetically with
what we were trying to do.”
Locations were chosen strategically,
with the bulk of the shooting in and
around Birmingham as well as in Dudley
and Stoke-on-Trent – anywhere from an
RAF base to a former hospital to disused
office blocks, and one area of natural

Glenn Close

beauty (Cannock Chase in Staffordshire).
Remarkably, a ‘microunit’ was sent to
Chernobyl to shoot scenes of brutalist-style
buildings that have long been deserted.
“We wanted to have a photographic
approach to every aspect of the movie,”
McCarthy says.
Working on challenging locations,
using heavy VFX on a budget, and
accommodating children on set – all that
and more was possible due to a lot of
strategic planning. “There’s no magic bullet
in it, it’s classic good planning, thinking
of the best ways to get what you wanted
with the resources,” Lamont says. “It was
absolutely key that we understood the
working time regulations and licensing
rules for working with such a young lead
actor. These rules would rigidly define
our shooting schedule. Sennia could only

work 5.5 hours a day, with schooling to
be done as well, which inevitably meant
occasional down time during our 10 hour
days and strategic use of her stand-in. We
allowed extra time for our First Assistant
Director to fully get to grips with that
before scheduling the shoot and that was
definitely money well spent.”
For McCarthy’s first major feature,
Lamont is impressed with what’s been
achieved. “It was great to see a director
so absolutely ready to embrace a
challenging project like this – a film with
this kind of ambition. You need to stick
to your guns and push everybody a little
bit more and just have the conviction
that it can be done.” As McCarthy says,
“The creative freedom to make the film
vastly outweighed any creative restrictions
from the budget.”

WAR ON
EVERYONE
JOHN MICHAEL MCDONAGH LEAVES IRELAND FOR NEW MEXICO AND HIS BLACKLY COMIC
COP DRAMA WAR ON EVERYONE. WENDY IDE SPOKE WITH HIM ABOUT HIS NEW FILM

H

e introduced us to a maverick
Irish policeman in The Guard,
then explored a priest’s crisis
of faith in Calvary. Now, with his third
film War On Everyone, London-based
writer-director John Michael McDonagh
returns to the grubby edges of law
enforcement. His first US-set feature
is a confrontational comedy about
a pair of morally reprehensible New
Mexico cops, played by Alexander

Skarsgard and Michael Pena. It is,
McDonagh speculates, possibly his
most commercial film to date.
“But I had a shit time doing it, from
beginning to end.”
WI: This screenplay is something
that has gone through several incarnations
before it finally evolved into War On
Everyone. Could you talk about the
journey to the screen?

Alexander Skarsgård
and Michael Peña
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JMM: It was originally two South
London cops. But it started to feel like
it was too much in the Guy Ritchie vein,
even though I quite like Guy Ritchie’s early
movies. I thought I would set it in Dublin,
with two Irish cops. But it never quite
got financed. And it was only after the
success of The Guard that I thought, I’ll
set it in America. That’s when it all started
to click into place. It was a long process.
The essential story stayed the same. But
when you get to America and their use of
guns, it’s much more a generic exercise.
Whereas in Britain, it always feels like you
are just including the guns for no reason.
WI: Once you had a location
decided, how else did you develop
the script?
JMM: I started to focus on the fact
that I didn’t want both of the policemen
to be white Americans. One of them I
wanted to be either black or Hispanic. I
wrote a couple of versions, one in which
the older cop is black. But then – and
this is a really crass reason for rewriting
a script – I started to read about how big
the Latino audience is in America. That’s
why I decided to change it to a Hispanic
character. I had always loved Michael
Pena. And he said yes straight away.
That kick-started the whole thing.

WI: Was Michael Pena the first
actor cast?
JMM: It probably was Garrett
Hedlund. I met them both in the same
week. Garrett was really into it. But three
weeks before shooting he got an offer on
an Ang Lee film. That led us to having to
shut down the production for a few days,
which is obviously really expensive. And
at that point – three weeks away from
shooting – there is obviously only a very
short list of actors who are both available
and will secure you the money for the film.
Fortunately, one of the actors on the list
was Alexander Skarsgard. There’s a clip
of him on YouTube where he is drunk at a
football match and he’s trying to get the
crowd pumped up and cheering. I thought,
that’s quite close to the character of Terry.
So I cast him on that, rather than on a
lot of the films I had seen him in. Then of
course, once I saw the finished product,
I can’t see Garrett in it any more. I only see
Alex. And I can’t think of a better person.
WI: What are the ramifications of
a cast change that late in the day?
JMM: What some actors don’t
realise is that it costs the production.
What that means is that I have the bond
company people coming in and telling
me I can’t go over. Everything has to

“When I write,

I never think
about going
too far”
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finish on time. So I have all that pressure
put on me while I am in pre-production.
It wasn’t a good way to start
the film.
WI: Were there any knock-on
effects from the budgetary pressures
during the film?
JMM: One of the good things it led
to, is that you question what you really
need. It does focus your mind. At one
point in the movie, a villain gets beaten
up on a roof. Originally, he was supposed
to be thrown off the roof and into the Rio
Grande. When I was location scouting I
saw that the Rio Grande isn’t very Grande.
It’s more of a trickle. And it’s not next to
any tall buildings. So I was already getting
worried that I was going to have to CGI
everything and it was going to look stupid.
So I cut that. And that was a good cut.

I think the sequence works fine as it is.
WI: You were shooting in America
for the first time; the film has car chases,
stunts, fight sequences. Would you say
that this is the most ambitious film that you
have done so far?
JMM: Yes, definitely. It was good
that this turned out to be my third
film, rather than my first. I storyboard
everything. So car chases are just a more
intricate form of storyboarding. The most
boring days on the shoot are the ones
when you are doing chase sequences
or stunts. It’s just like putting a jigsaw
together. And you are just trying to find
character bits that you can put in within
a chase or a punch-up that will humanise
the characters and be surprising. You’re
always trying to not do what you’ve
seen before.

WI: How did you find working in
the US?
JMM: I was quite surprised that,
having done two films in Ireland, the
standard in America wasn’t as great as I
was expecting it to be. Let’s put it that way.
New Mexico is great, in the sense that they
give you the financing and those tax breaks.
What that means though is that the state is
very popular for filming. So when we went,
the Independence Day sequel was also
being shot there. They got the best people
because they pay the most money. Then
you have the long running TV shows, like
Better Call Saul. So they pick up the next
best crews because people are going to
work on those series for the next five years.
Obviously, there are always people who are
good at their jobs in every walk of life. And
there are people who are bad. I expected,

when we went to America to film, that
everyone would be good at their jobs, but
maybe that was naïve on my part.
WI: Your previous films are peppered
with playful references to other movies. And
obviously the maverick, corrupt cop genre
is a rich vein from which to take inspiration.
Are there any particular ones that you
would cite as an influence?
JMM: The main one is The French
Connection, because I always found Roy
Schneider and Gene Hackman quite funny
in that, even though it’s a really dark film.
But apart from that, I kind of favoured the
more obscure ones. Like Freebie and the
Bean. There’s a film by Robert Culp called
Hickey & Boggs, which he starred in with
Bill Cosby which is a very, very dark 70s
cop/private detective movie. But apart
from that, I didn’t really look at a lot of
movies. I looked at William Eggleston’s
photography. I am starting to move away
from referencing movies. You end up
stealing shots from the films when you
should be coming up with your own shots.
WI: Do you anticipate that there
are some thematic elements that might
be controversial?
JMM: When I write, I never think
about going too far. Maybe that’s the
sociopathic element of my personality.
Plus, how do you know if you have gone
too far until you have gone too far and
people tell you? But in the couple of
screenings we have had for friends and
family, there are a couple of moments
when you hear people go ‘Whoa, that’s
too much’. And I don’t really care. A lot
of the stuff that is quite confrontational
in the movie has happened in real life.
It will be interesting to see how it will
be perceived in America.
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