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Acting and writing duo Reece J Morant and Adrian Darko
tell Freda Cooper about making Two Knights

Room for a
Knight

Barely two years ago, 
Reece J Morant and 
Adrian Darko were 
acting graduates, 

knowing next to nothing about 
the process of filmmaking.

“We knew you needed a script 
and a camera and that was about 
it,” they tell me. Yet, despite 
that, a couple of months ago 
their short Two Knights had its 
first screening. The intervening 
time has been like a high-octane 
internship for the pair.

The two met on their acting 
course at the Royal College 
of Music, but took startlingly 
different roads to get there. As 
a teenager, British-Caribbean 
Morant was interested in 
gymnastics, aiming for a career 
as a physiotherapist, but that 
all changed when he was on a 
work experience placement. 

“I broke my leg really badly 
and ended up in hospital,” he 
recalls. “On the ward, I met an 
actor who was very dramatic 
and started telling me about the 
world of acting. It opened my 
eyes, so I read up on the subject 
and soon realised that life as a 
physiotherapist wasn’t for me. 
I wanted to act and be many 
roles in one.” 

The next stop was drama school.

Physical training
For Polish-born Darko, his 
fascination with performance 
started with dancing when he 
was just seven. 

“My grandmother realised I 
had a thing for it and sent me to 
classes,” he recalls. “I’ve danced 
just about every style there is and 
I took part in many national and 
international competitions.” 

He also took part in amateur 
theatre, but moving to the UK 
just before his A-levels meant 
a major rethink, starting with 
learning English. 

“When I started my education 
in Poland, we were only allowed 
to learn Russian and German. 
I didn’t have money to study 
English, so I had to learn from 
what I was hearing in the 
streets, in the shops. I worked 
in many different places until I 
got into marketing. I felt I was 
rather good at it and that my life 
was sorted. But it wasn’t.”

His love of dance and acting 
had never gone away and one 
day he went into the office, 
packed up, and said goodbye. 

“I was going to be an actor.” 
Their physical training and 

what they both describe as 
their “truthful approach” to 
performance made the two 
natural collaborators and 
their first experience of how 
they could affect an audience 
came at a rehearsed reading 
of Sarah Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis. 
It was an experience they’ve 
never forgotten. 

“We had about 60–70 people in 
the audience for about two hours 
and they were all crying,” says 
Darko. “This wasn’t performed by 
professional actors, just people 
who were just about to enter 
the industry, but they made a 
massive impact on the audience. 
That was the first time I realised 
there’s something about what we 
do that really moves people.”

“There’s something about 
what we do that really 
moves people”
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Influences
They acknowledge powerful influences, including 
their own backgrounds, on their intense style – 
Darko particularly admires Anthony Hopkins 
and Heath Ledger, while Morant cites The Pursuit 
Of Happyness as a film that’s never left him. His 
gymnastics training means that he develops 
characters from the outside in.

“It starts with a walk. I imagine how that person 
would walk, I analyse it, I start walking like that, 
and everything else just follows. You start feeling the 
character over time and that’s how I get it.”

The idea for Two Knights, which imagines an 
intense confrontation between Lucifer (Darko) and 
the Archangel Michael (Morant), came to Darko 
one lockdown night when he couldn’t sleep. 

“I just got my laptop and put down my thoughts,” 
he explains. “But I didn’t know what to do with it, so 
I showed it to Reece, we worked on it some more and 
eventually had a first draft. I can’t say specifically 
where it came from. I come from a very religious 
background and I’ve seen a lot of films. I’m the sort 
of person who, if something affects me, it will stay 
there. I can put it aside, but at some point it comes 
out again and hits me as something completely 
fresh. This time I reacted by writing a screenplay.”

Still learning
At which point that high-speed internship started 
– and from scratch. The duo started researching 
who they’d like to work with, and they still can’t 
believe their luck that BAFTA-nominated director 
Piotr Szkopiak came on board. He was their guide 

throughout, making sure they were clear about how 
much they were taking on. 

“He said our project was ambitious and asked if 
we were sure we were cut out for it,” says Darko. 
“But he loved our drive and passion and the dynamic 
between us both. That was the real selling point for 
him and the fact that he wanted to work with two 
people who knew next to nothing about the film 
industry was amazing. He’s still there for us to this 
very day, no matter when we call him.”

Now the film is in the public domain – it’s 
currently on YouTube – their initial learning curve 
of acting, writing, and producing has shifted to 
marketing and a strategy for film festivals. And that 
public screening a few months back – the first time 
the two had watched their short both on the big 
screen and with an audience – proved to be a real 
eye-opener. Darko recalls that many of the people 
he spoke to that night said the same thing. 

“They told us that where we went next in terms of 
festivals would determine whether the film would be 
a success or not. You only have one world premiere, 
one international premiere. Until then, we’d thought 
that if a film is good then it will sell itself.” 

He laughs at the thought. 
“So we had to completely change our marketing 

campaign and approach to film festivals. Right now 
we’re waiting for the one event where we’d like the 
film to have its world premiere.”

Two Knights, like its two creators, has come a long 
way. And there’s more to come. 

Two Knights is on YouTube.
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Indie filmmaker Sheikh Shahnawaz tells 
Freda Cooper about setting up on his own

Not waiting
Around

The phrase ‘guerrilla 
filmmaker’ seems 
tailor made for 
director/writer/

producer Sheikh Shahnawaz 
but, as he describes his 
approach to filmmaking, it 
never passes his lips. He used to 
see himself as a one-man band, 
but that’s a way of working 
he now sees as being in the 
past. With his first feature, 
Bluff, now on Prime Video, his 
sights are set very much on the 
future, one which he hopes 
will take him to the other side 
of the Pond. A long way from 
inner-city Birmingham.

At secondary school, his 
creative streak was encouraged. 
However, his first forays saw 
him take up the guitar at 
the age of 13, in the hopes of 
becoming a rock star.

“I was a bit of an emo. I had 
eyeliner, black nail polish, and 
I thought I was going to be like 
Slash, be in the next Guns and 
Roses and tour the world.” 

He also joined a drama club, 
but it was choosing Media as his 
BTEC subject that took him into 
making films. 

“That was when I first got my 
hands on a camera and I realised I 
really enjoyed making something 

and telling a story,” he recalls. “It 
came naturally to me and from 
there I made lots of short films 
for my school projects and with 
each one I hopefully got better.”

A short every month
He looks back with affection – 
and a twinge of embarrassment 
– at his first short, one of those 
school projects.

“It was a rip-off of Saw,” he 
laughs. “I’m tied to a chair, I 
wake up, and there’s a very deep, 
harsh voice – also me – saying 
‘Wake up! Let’s play a game!’ I 
was so proud of it, I put it on 
Facebook and YouTube and it 
was there for a very long time.” 

The decision to become a 
“serious filmmaker” came in his 
second year at university when, 
with help from fellow students, 
he made his first official short, 
Friend Request, and by the time 
he made the one-man Stalker, the 
decision had taken root. 

“I knew that I  wanted to 
make a micro-budget film one 
day and I wanted to make this 
my career.”

Another short, Sleepless, was 
made post-university. However, 
it only had a one-man crew and 
no budget.

“I got in touch with the only 
two actors I knew, told them I 
was going to write a script with 
them as the leads, and that it 
would be filmed in one day to 
be released that same week.” 

This concept shaped the first 
of what became a year’s worth 
of monthly short films from 
Shahnawaz – a huge workload, 
but a major leap forward. 

“I got better at my craft and 
writing, I was connecting with 
more filmmakers and actors 
and generally putting myself 
out there. It was all essentially 
to train myself up for my 
first feature, which I started 
producing in 2019.”

“I thought shorts were hard,      
but Bluff was like making a     
short film every day”
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A father’s influence
That was Bluff, which he wrote 
in eight months. 

“I didn’t want to make a 
feature film for the sake of it,” 
he remembers. “It needed to 
be impressive and it needed to 
impress me first. I wanted it to 
be something unique because 
making a film is hard, so hard 
that you want it to be one of 
the best films ever. I’m always 
quality over quantity.” 

But he started making it 
sooner than he’d planned. 

“Five days after I finished 
writing, my father passed away. I 
was going to put off making the 
film, but something came to me 
in the week of his passing. Maybe 
delaying it wasn’t the right thing 
to do. So I decided to start the 
next month and complete it in 
honour of his memory.” 

Bluff is dedicated to him, and 
his influence spread further 
when Shahnawaz found a 
photograph of the two of them 
and “immortalised it in my 
movie” as part of its strong fathers 
and sons theme.

Made for just £1,500, with just a one-man crew, 
Bluff is “all favours from friends and families and all 
shot in Birmingham with a Midlands cast.” 

His short films had only partly prepared him for 
the experience.

“I thought they were hard, but Bluff was like 
making a short film every day. I can wear multiple 
hats so I can think like a producer and, when I’m on 
set, put on my writer’s/director’s hat and get creative.” 

That extended to him making a cameo appearance, 
something which he thinks might turn into his very 
own Hitchcockian Easter egg.

“Nobody was going to help me”
Aside from the demands of actually making 
Bluff, his efforts to get industry backing for it 
proved something of a disappointment. “I needed 
support in terms of marketing the film, getting 
distribution and I had all those short films to my 
name. I wanted to get their attention, show them 
what I could do with nothing, but nobody wanted 
to take a chance on me. It was disheartening, but 

I just carried on. I wasn’t going to wait around for 
people. I could have waited five years for somebody 
to support the film.”

As much as he’s proud of his film and the way 
he made it, the experience is behind him. 

“I definitely don’t want to do this micro budget/
one-man stuff again. I did it out of necessity – 
nobody was going to help me,” he say, seeing his 
future very much in LA. 

“I don’t see myself doing anything else in the 
UK. I’ve tried my best, but the indie movies 
made here aren’t as strong as their American 
counterparts. Everything, Everywhere, All At Once 
wouldn’t get made in the UK.” 

When he was trying to find distributors and 
publicists for Bluff, he recalls the first people to 
respond were Americans. 

“I’m an indie filmmaker from the UK, 
from the inner city of Birmingham. I’m  
British/Bangladeshi. There’s going to be 
challenges and I’m up for them.” 

Bluff is available on Prime Video.

Three faces of 
Gurj Gill in Bluff
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Director Jay Bedwani speaks to Freda Cooper 
about the making of Donna

An accidental
Documentary

Director Jay 
Bedwani has 
found his niche. 
It’s taken a 

while but, as his full length 
documentary Donna arrives 
in cinemas this month, it not 
only marks a high spot in 
his decade-long friendship 
with trans activist, artist and 
performer Donna Personna, 
but spotlights a theme 
running through all his films. 

“I’ve always been drawn to older 
people,” he explains. They have 
fascinating stories to tell, but for 
him it’s about capturing things 
before they’re gone, Bedwani feels 
is “really important.”

He got into documentaries 
by accident and the formidable 
Donna played an important part. 
Based in Wales, he studied his first 
love, documentary photography. 

“I had loads of friends who were 
brilliant photographers and, if I’m 
honest, I never felt like I was quite 
‘there’. It always felt like it was 
really hard work, not organic,” 
he recalls. Around ten years ago 
during a stay in San Francisco, he 
met Donna at a pool party. 

“We started chatting – she was 
asking me about my family and 
my mother, and talking about 
poetry and Marilyn Monroe. She 

“I love independent documentaries: 
it’s at a different level, more intimate 
and smaller, and you help each other”
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confounded my expectations – you don’t expect deep 
conversations like that at a pool party in San Fran!”

Photographs to film
They became friends and his first taste of working 
with film came when he was photographing her.

 “I switched my camera over to film for the first 
time ever, recorded her, and got the bug!” he recalls. 
It became a ten-minute portrait – his first short film, 
My Mother – even though he had  no experience. 

“I hadn’t studied film and now I’m glad I didn’t. 
There was something so intuitive about it, it was fun 
and I could say a lot more. It just felt right.” 

Even more encouraging was that it played at 
festivals, won some prizes, and Bedwani “loved 
putting her out there into the world.” 

That interest in film had always been waiting 
in the wings. 

“I was interested in films – narrative, fiction, 
independents, French films, and my family were too. 
But I wasn’t particularly into documentaries.” 

That said, he cites Grey Gardens as a real influence. 
“It’s so complex. It’s observed but there’s such an 

interaction with the subject, sometimes obviously 
and sometimes not. It can be performative or not 
and it felt like there was so much that you could 
do with it. Learning about this subject through 
filming is a great way to spend your time. That was 
definitely the key for me.”

Cathartic experiences 
After My Mother came a cluster of shorts, which 
he sees as linked by “authenticity” and “having the 
freedom to be who you want to be” – but with his 
tales having “the small twist”, it’s something their 
subjects come to find in their later years. 

“We can sometimes see these stories about 
younger people, but there’s something about doing 
it when you’re older that takes a lot of courage. 
That’s something I find really interesting.” 

All of the films were focused on specific people, 
something that he describes as ‘cathartic’. 

“I love the process of filming one person, usually 
on my own or sometimes with a sound person, and 
just having that privilege of spending time with 
them and learning from them.” 

Initially, economic necessity meant multitasking 
filmmaking – director, editor, producer, 
cinematographer. But there was the added bonus of 
“the freedom to do things that you don’t necessarily 
do to make any money.” 

On Donna, in particular, he learned to collaborate 
more and finds it especially satisfying. 

“It’s so much fun to talk about the story and where 
it’s going, so I do like working with other people.”

A feature-length documentary had always been 
in the back of his mind, specifically about Donna 
herself. The resulting film, Donna, is deeply personal, 
following both her efforts to reconnect with her 
family and reflecting on her activism in the ’60s. 

“She embraced it,” but, as the shoot progressed, 
he was conscious she found it difficult at times. “I 
did explain to her that I would be with her a lot, but 
having somebody follow you all the time, sometimes 
asking you questions and also crucially following 
some of your family, makes it really personal.” 

Support and works in progress
Bedwani has found considerable support for his 
work in his native South Wales. My Mother was 
made on a zero budget – “you could tell!” – but it did 
well, so he applied to Ffilm Cymru for mentorship 
and short film schemes and it was the start of a 
fruitful relationship. He’s also part of the wider 
documentary-making community in the region, 
something that’s been equally invaluable. 

“You want to show each other your latest work 
and get feedback – often over a pint or two! – so it’s 
essentially geeks talking about how they’ve made 
their latest film and who doesn’t love that? That’s 
why I love independent documentaries: it’s at a 
different level, more intimate and smaller, and you 
help each other.”

His next projects are works in progress. For 
the past seven years, he’s been filming Barry, an 
85-year-old Shakespeare professor in Berkeley, 
California . The result will be Fridays With Barry, 
and Bedwani is currently getting ready for another 
shoot as we speak. At the same time, there’s a 
project for the BFI and University of London in 
the works; a technological diversion into creating 
an augmented reality documentary based on a 
location trail around Swansea. 

“It’s a really new concept, telling a story around a 
location where you have seven stops and you hear 
the story unfold. You actually go to the location 
and use your phone to hear and see things that tell 
you the story.”

But more immediately, he’s thinking about 
the premiere of Donna. He’s not seen it with an 
audience or with Donna herself. She’s inviting all 
her friends and family and Bedwani knows it’ll be 
a grand occasion, but also that he will “get a bit 
nervous if I think about it too much.” 

Donna is in cinemas now.
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A look at the sixth annual Midlands Movies Awards, a ceremony 
recognising an under-appreciated area in the British film industry

A Leicester

Fiesta

W ith cameras 
at the ready 
and the red 
carpet rolled 

out, the stage was set for the 
sixth annual Midlands Movies 
Awards live from the prestigious 
Y Theatre in Leicester. A regular 
golden night for the region’s 
film community saw 16 talented 
winners announced at the 
glamorous ceremony which was 
once again co-hosted by BBC’s 
Ed Stagg and Midlands Movies 
founder Michael Sales.

With a packed auditorium, it 
was director Ravi Ghelani who 
picked up the award for Best 
Short for Slave To The Page, which 
was chosen by special guest jury 
panel member Steve Oram. Oram 
is a TV and film actor, writer 
and filmmaker who had his 
breakthrough in Sightseers directed 
by Ben Wheatley – an award-
winning comedy following the 
exploits of a serial killer couple, 
which he also co-wrote.

“It has been a real pleasure to 
be part of the awards and be on 
the jury,” Oram said. “I grew up in 
the West Midlands and the area 
has constantly been a muse to 
me throughout my writing and 
performing career. I don’t think 
the [film] industry has caught up 

yet; I think we’re a bit overlooked 
as Midlanders in the stories that 
are told that we see on our screens. 
Which is a great shame for such 
a big area. But things appear to 
be changing and it’s really good 
to see Midlands Movies provide a 
brilliant showcase to new talent.”

Joining him on the panel 
were a range of industry experts 
including Denyce Blackman 
(of Film Birmingham), Mark 
Woodyatt (host of the Mark & 
Me podcast), Natasha Wilson (of 
Film Hub Midlands), Kelly Jeffs 
(CEO of Lighthouse Cinema), 
Tim Coleman (film writer), and 
Midlands Movies editor Mike Sales.

After a welcome drinks 
reception and red-carpet photo-
shoot on the night itself, the 
venue lights dimmed and a video 
of past winners talking about 
their filmmaking and awards 
experiences started the show, 

reminding audiences of the 
supportive nature of the local 
filmmaking community.

It’s clear Midlands Movies are 
immensely proud of their past 
successes, but there is a definite 
focus on ways forward. 

“We want to keep it exciting 
and fresh,” said editor Mike 
Sales. “I always want to look to 
the future  – be that the future 
of the event, the future of 
filmmaking or even those future 
filmmakers yet to start a project, 
but are inspired by these talented 
winners from the night. We don’t 
want to sideline that.”

Sales explained that there’s 
been a return to ‘business as usual’ 
after the past few years of Covid 
being in the back of everyone’s 
mind. Yet he was determined to 
move away from this and wasn’t 
surprised that some positives 
came from resilient filmmakers.
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Here’s the full list of this year’s winners…

> Best Feature
Lapwing by Philip Stevens

> Best Documentary
Layers by Lee Page and Micquel Wright

> Best Animated Film
Treasure by Samantha Moore

> Best Short Film
Slave To The Page by Ravi Ghelani

> Best Director
Shona Auerbach for Rudy

> Best Actress in a Leading Role
Carmella Corbett for Her Majesty

> Best Actor in a Leading Role
Nicholas Clarke for Fixed

> Best Actor in a Supporting Role
Francis Terry for Loneliness

> Best Actress in a Supporting Role
Alice Knights for Rudy

> Best Writing (Original/adapted)
Lizzie Clarke for Ned & Me

> Best Cinematography
Haridas Stewart for Her Majesty

> Best Editing
James Millar for Swine

> Best Sound (Editing or Mixing)
Stephen Theofanous for Repeat

> Best Music (Score or song)
Matthew Hickinbottom 
for Emily The Little Match Girl

> Best Visual Effects
Gary Pollard for Tales Of The Creeping Death

> Best Costume & Makeup & Hairstyling
Pauline Loven, Taryn Gladding, Sarah Tribe, 
Samantha Chapman and Jane Hyman for Lapwing  

“We’ve not missed an event yet, but [we’re] still 
dealing with the fallout of the pandemic. The 
thought of having to rearrange or compromise the 
event filled me with dread. Lucky for us, it seems one 
strange side-effect, pardon the pun, was the volume 
of feature films submitted for consideration.

“With a bit more time on people’s hands and 
perhaps cooped up with editing software, it seems 
filmmakers used the situation to their advantage to 
finish off long-gestating projects.”

The 2022 event also represents the next logical 
step for the awards. 

“I want to try innovative approaches and expand 
our coverage,” Sales added. “So even more people can 
see what a great location the Midlands is for films 
and filmmaking.

“The awards are a place which assembles a large 
audience together for face-to-face networking and 
celebrating. We want to generate a shared real-world 
experience at a time when so much relies upon 
virtual interaction and social media clout.

“A show like ours is exciting because it can be a bit 
unpredictable in all the right ways. From the surprise 
on faces when a winner is announced to our attendee 
interaction and red-carpet interviews. We want to be 
as creative as the filmmakers themselves.”

Like every year, the production was a big 
undertaking and although audiences may be used to 
the sight of Mike Sales on stage with Ed Stagg, new 
partners Chromosphere Media wanted to capture the 
night with winners’ speeches and interviews.

“The focus is always on the filmmakers and although 
we’re up on stage, the ultimate goal is to showcase the 
talented cast and crew. They’re the true stars. And we 
really want to make the rest of the UK sit up and take 
notice of the talent in our area and no longer think of it 
as second-place to London or Manchester.”

Lucky for them though, with Stagg providing 
another evening of wry quips and movie references, 
Sales explained how his spirits were lifted by how 
many great productions were viewed.

“Film speaks a universal language but also reflects 
the times and places in which they were made. The 
pieces chosen celebrate the originality of the region, 
but also showcase the unique aspects of what makes 
the Midlands so great.”

“Those that were honoured are doing hugely exciting 
work and the determination of all of the filmmakers is 
hopefully an inspiration for others,” Mike added. 

Midlands Movies can be found on Facebook, on 
Twitter @MidlandsMovies, and on Instagram 
(@midlandsmovies)
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Jason Ruddy tells Hamish Calvert about his new short film, Hunting Bears

If you go down
to the woods

“I think Anthony 
Hopkins was 
absolutely amazing 
in that,” comments 

short film director Jason 
Ruddy as he references The 
Father. Discussing depictions 
of dementia on screen that 
have particularly impressed 
him, he continues. 

“Everyone’s amazing in it, 
Olivia [Colman] as well.” Similarly 

to Florian Zeller’s award-winning 
drama, Ruddy’s new short film 
Hunting Bears also tells a story 
about the cruel illness. Following 
brothers Andy (Joel Beckett) 
and Kenny (Nathaniel Parker), 
Hunting Bears explores how their 
relationship has been affected by 
Kenny’s Alzheimer’s, which has 
seen Andy become his carer. 

The film sees Ruddy draw on 
personal experience of previously 

looking after a terminally ill 
family member of his own. 

“I was a carer for my mum; she 
was in my house and I’d just had 
my first child. It was a situation 
where my mum needed 24 hours 
a day care.”

The memory of this 
experience, triggered by the 
isolating effects of the pandemic, 
created a melting pot of ideas 
that served as inspiration and 
focus for his film. 

“It started to write itself. When 
I was caring for my mum, I 
would get these days where I felt 
trapped. I felt depressed. It was 
really hard and I thought, ‘wait a 
minute, I’ve never really thought 
about what other people, other 
carers go through.’ ” 

Into the woods 
As well as the personal 
challenges that came with 
making a film with themes 
so close to home, Ruddy had 
to shoot Hunting Bears under 
the first set of rules for filming 
during the pandemic. 

“Obviously we had to have a 
Covid officer on site, everyone 
that morning did a Covid test, 
everyone got the all clear, 
everyone apart from the actors 
had to wear a mask as well.”

It started to write itself. When I was 
caring for my mum, I would get 
these days where I felt trapped
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However, it wasn’t only Covid rules Ruddy had to 
contest with. 

“One of the problems we had, because we were 
shooting in the woods, was that there were a lot of 
dog walkers.” 

And if that wasn’t enough for the crew to deal 
with, Ruddy quickly realised a further issue that 
came with an external shoot. 

“We had aircraft going over every ten minutes and 
that was an absolute nightmare. I never knew that we 
were on a flight path. We had to do retakes; we’d watch 
something back and I’d go ‘no, no, I can hear a plane’.” 

Thankfully, Peter Gummerson, the film’s sound 
designer was a saving grace, managing to clean up 
any sounds of intrusive aircraft. So somehow after 
a one-day shoot, under strict Covid regulations 
and despite often being interrupted by dogs and 
airplanes, Hunting Bears was captured and the edit 
could begin. Next stop: the festival circuit. 

Festival frustration 
Hunting Bears has been on the festival circuit for a 
number of months now, playing at Cambridge and 
Kingston Film Festivals, amongst others.

“I’ve found, and a lot of filmmakers will say this, 
it’s so competitive and it’s expensive. I’ve spent 
nearly a thousand pounds… and you know I’ve 

got into maybe a handful,” Ruddy discloses as he 
discusses the pros and cons of festivals. “In terms 
of sustainability for festivals, I’m not sure what the 
future is there, because I think people are really 
starting to notice that online is probably the way to 
go, because it’s a free platform.” 

With many options for filmmakers, he’s not wrong. 
“If you look at things like TikTok, it’s been making 

people stars out of something that’s 15 seconds long, 
and I think with Vimeo, YouTube, or any kind of 
social platform where you can show your work, I 
think if you do manage to find that right audience for 
it, then that’s just as good as a film festival.”

With Hunting Bears being subject to Covid 
restrictions during its shoot and its festival run, 
Ruddy also sympathises with the film festivals and 
the struggles they’ve encountered. 

“I think they have definitely adapted over the 
last two years because of Covid, offering online 
viewing. I mean I think they’re really good for 
building a community for filmmakers and I think 
that’s really important, especially when it is such a 
hard industry to get into in the first place.” 

Looking forward 
These difficulties he speaks on have been evident 
in Ruddy’s search for a producer for his upcoming 
projects: three more short films.

“Unfortunately, I’m producing these ones myself, 
so it’s a lot more work and it’s a few things I haven’t 
done before, which I’m having to learn. So it’s a bit 
of a slower process,” he reveals when talking about 
his next short film.

 Set in a graveyard, this short follows a recently 
widowed woman who makes friends with a man 
she meets there. Despite its gloomy setting, Ruddy 
promises he’s keen to explore more uplifting 
stories next. 

“I’m trying to go for happier endings; this one’s got 
a happy ending.” 

One element that will certainly keep the 
resourceful filmmaker happy is the relatively 
affordable cost of the location. 

“It’s cheap enough to make it and that’s what I 
strive for. Now I try not to be as ambitious [regarding 
setting], I’m always thinking of location,” he admits. 
So whether it’s the local woods or the graveyard 
round the corner, you might just bump into Ruddy 
shooting his latest project. Although if you think 
you might be stumbling onto one of his shoots, 
please try and leave your dog (or plane) at home! 

Hunting Bears will be released online in October. 

25August 2022

            



















































Peter’s Basilica, but whereas the series has 
traditionally taken great pleasure in having 
Bond interact with his environment, there is 
little such engagement here. As Bond and Dave 
Bautista’s Mr Hinx race through the ancient 
streets, there’s nary a bystander to be seen, with 
only a lone Fiat intervening to add some thrill 
to proceedings.

Thus it is not the classical grandeur, but the 
decidedly more modern surroundings of Rome’s 
EUR district that lends most to the film. The 
production originally sought to film in the city’s 
iconic Verano cemetery, but, due to protests from 
an ancient Christian brotherhood, eventually shot 
in EUR’s Museum of Civilisation. The final site 
proves a blessing in disguise. 

Built in the 1930s under Mussolini as a tribute 
to fascism, EUR boasts no shortage of that 
movement’s typical architecture. Stark, sharp, 
and imposing, these vast constructions were 
designed to draw parallels between ancient Rome 
and modern fascism as they loomed over the 
people. On screen, Jean-Louis Trintignant was 
dwarfed by these oppressive structures in Bernardo 
Bertolucci’s The Conformist (1970), as is Bond in 
Spectre, the individual rendered insignificant by the 
colossal constructions.

With their authoritarian leanings, it is only 
natural that SPECTRE should be found in EUR, a 
monument to faceless evil. By so clearly evoking 

fascism when updating SPECTRE for the modern 
world, director Sam Mendes establishes that this is 
an organisation well versed in fear and oppression, 
and Italy’s history teaches us that such a movement 
is one to be fought at all costs. 

Matera
One of the oldest settlements in the world, 
Matera was known as the shame of Italy due 
to  its overwhelming poverty and the appalling 
living conditions in its Sassi – the characteristic 
cave dwellings. In the 1950s it was condemned, 
abandoned and left to ruin, making it a fitting 
location for the demise of a romance ruptured by 
two dark histories. 

The past hangs heavily as Bond and Madeline 
approach Matera and the score nods to Louis 
Armstrong’s We Have All The Time In The World. 
Given the song’s role in 1969’s On Her Majesty’s 
Secret Service – where  Bond marries Tracy (Diana 
Rigg) and is widowed –  its inclusion cannot help 
but foreshadow another tragedy.

And so it proves, but perhaps not in the way we 
expect. In Matera, Bond embarks on a pilgrimage 
to Vesper’s tomb, the city looming as Bond 
visits his first love, a monument to the apparent 
immutability of the past. When the tomb explodes, 
Bond’s violence and paranoia is unleashed, his 
memory of Venice and Vesper’s betrayal blinding 
him to Madeline’s pleas of innocence. We’re primed 
by the series’ history, by the parallels to Vesper and 
Tracy, to brace for her demise too. 

But history can be deceiving, and No Time To Die, 
like Matera, confounds expectations. Despite its 
condemnation, today Matera is a thriving city of 
staggering beauty. While Venice slides ever further 
into the lagoon, doomed by its very conception, 
Matera has embraced its past without being 
shackled to it, ensuring an ambitious future. 

The film too rejects the arc of history, as it’s 
ultimately not Madeline who perishes, but Bond, 
an unprecedentedly bold decision for a franchise 
that, like Matera, has frequently been written off. 
The city, then, signals not only death, but rebirth. 
While Bond’s death is tragic, in making such a 
bold decision the filmmakers have made clear that 
there’s no end to the series’ ambition, and ensuring 
that its future is wide open. 

It remains to be seen which direction things will 
go, but over 16 years Bond’s Italian journey has 
revealed more than ever before, delving deeply into 
his past, cementing his place in the modern world, 
and ensuring that James Bond will return. 
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There are few actors 
who remain that 
were riding high in 
the saddle when the 

Western film was the must-see 
event in cinema, but Michael 
McGreevey is one of them. 

The son of Emmy Award-
winning screenwriter John 
McGreevey, Michael was just 
11 years old when he got his 
first big break – appearing in 
17 episodes of television series 
Riverboat, alongside Burt Reynolds 
– before appearing in various 
Disney projects. By the time 
McGreevey had finished high 
school his future was uncertain. 
He hadn’t been seen on screen for 
three years – taking a break from 
it all – as he apprises “being a 
movie star is hard.” 

It was the mid-1960s, the height 
of the Vietnam War, and the now 
18-year-old faced the possibility he 
might get drafted. Until one day 
he got a phone call from an old 
agent who had read the script for 
an upcoming Western, called The 
Way West, starring Kirk Douglas, 
Robert Mitchum, and Richard 
Widmark. McGreevey landed 
the part of Widmark’s son in the 
film, Brownie Evans. The Way 
West  follows a former US Senator 
(played by Douglas) leading a 
wagon train of settlers to Oregon 
planning to build and live in their 
own settlement, capturing the 
zeitgeist of frontier life. 

“On my first day,” McGreevey 
remembers, “I went out in front 
of the hotel to get onto the 
transportation to the location and 
the whole cast was there. I mean 
including Kirk Douglas, Robert 
Mitchum, and Dick Widmark. We 
went out to the location which 
was the Independence, Missouri 
set that they had built and it was 
incredible. We had a crew of 200 
and 1,000 extras; it was just a huge 
production from day one. 
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Film star, producer, director, pioneer 
– Ida Lupino enjoyed a long career 
in Hollywood, and forged an 
unprecedented path for women in the 

industry. Yet for many she remains undiscovered, 
despite her achievements and in� uence still 
being felt today.  

When Lupino walked out of her lucrative seven-
year contract with Warner Bros in 1947 at the age of 
29, many thought it would be the end of her career, 
but it was just another twist in the fascinating tale of 
a woman who would go on to change Hollywood. A 
doyenne of � lm noir, and a favourite of movie fans 
and the gossip columns alike, her personal story is 
as dramatic as the roles she became famous for. She 

walked away from studio contracts, overcame serious 
illness and personal struggles, and then de� ed the 
odds to become one of Hollywood’s most in� uential 
� lmmakers. Yet few people have heard of her beyond 
� lm academics and ardent cinema enthusiasts.

A childhood less ordinary
Born in London’s Herne Hill in 1918 to actress 
Connie O’Shea and music hall star Stanley Lupino, 
Ida was part of a famous performing dynasty. She 
appeared on stage at a young age, and soon showed 
a precocious talent, even writing her � rst play at 
the age of seven.

Although she preferred writing to acting, Lupino 
enrolled at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. At 
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the age of 14, she took her � rst screen role in The 
Love Race (1931). Her career took o� , and in 1933 
she took lead roles in � ve di� erent � lms. But o� en 
she was typecast as the bad girl, which made her 
uncomfortable. Dubbed by some as ‘The English 
Jean Harlow’, she was discovered by Paramount, 
and set o�  for Hollywood on a � ve-year studio 
contract aged just 15.

Respect
Lupino was determined to make it as a respected 
actor. However, a� er her initial screen roles 
showed promise, in 1934 she developed polio. The 
disease a� ected her ability to work for some time, 
jeopardising her chances of ful� lling her contract 
with Paramount.

She returned to acting, but despite her protestations, 
she was usually cast in light-touch supporting roles, 
which she felt did not fully demonstrate her talent. 
She was o� en loaned out to di� erent studios, leaving 
her frustrated, and her career � oundered. In 1937 she 
took the decision to leave Paramount, determined to 
gain the recognition she desired elsewhere. 

Lupino reinvented herself, casting aside the heavy 
make-up and blonde hair the studio had styled 
her with. She worked on her acting cra� , and won 
acclaim for her roles in The Adventures Of Sherlock 
Holmes (1939) and The Light That Failed (1939). 

A roaring 40s
It was her performance in They Drive By Night (1940) 
which proved to be a turning point. Directed by Raoul 
Walsh, Lupino plays the femme-fatale in a tense noir 
set in the gritty world of American road haulage. She 
starred opposite George Ra� , Ann Sheridan, and an 
up-and-coming Humphrey Bogart. Her spellbinding 
� nal courtroom scene in which her character 
mentally unravels won critical acclaim and landed 
her a lucrative long-term contract with Warner Bros.

She worked with Walsh and Bogart again on High 
Sierra (1941). This was followed in quick succession 
by starring roles in The Sea Wolf (1941), Out Of The Fog
(1941), Ladies In Retirement (1941), and Moontide (1942) 
in a proli� c run of notable hits. Her performance in 
The Hard Way (1943) won her the New York Film 
Critics Circle Award for Best Actress.

But despite her success, she o� en found herself on 
suspension by the studio for turning down parts she 
did not fancy, or for falling ill and being unable to 
work. She gained a reputation for being di�  cult.

What Lupino craved was control of her career. 
She had been studying the technical aspects of 
� lmmaking on the job for years, observing directors 
and producers. When the tensions with Warner Bros 
� nally came to a head in 1947, she walked out of 
her contract and set about forming an independent 
production company. Working with her then 
� ancé, producer and writer Collier Young, and 
screenwriter Malvin Wald, she set up The Filmakers 
Inc (sic) in 1948.

Their ethos was to bring realism to the screen 
by telling intimate, human stories about ordinary 
people that audiences could relate to. Stories 
with a social signi� cance, but entertainingly told. 
Their � rst notable success was Not Wanted (1949), 
which explored the controversial topic of a young 
woman’s unwanted pregnancy. 

   They followed this success with Never Fear (1949) 
the story of a dancer with polio, a subject close to 

With Basil Rathbone in The Adventures Of Sherlock Holmes (1939)
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S
ome people save for a 
vacation, a new car, or the 
next iPhone, but not us. 
Since 2018, we’ve put all 

our spare cash into self-funding 
(and self-crewing) our own 
feature films, of which we’ve 
made three in the last four 
years. Our latest project just got 
picked up by Gravitas Ventures, 
the largest independent film 
distributor in North America. 
Our biggest achievement for our 
most personal project yet. This is 
our film story.

In December 2020, we had 
just completed post-production 
for our second film – which we 
shot during Covid and the New 
York City Black Lives Matter 
protests. J had just gone through 
family estrangement a couple of 
months prior and was dealing 
with a lot of emotional pain. 
Paul suggested she write it into a 
script in an attempt to process it, 
and hopefully find some peace.  

The idea
With our first two films being 
more plot and action driven, 
we next wanted to make a 
more character-driven film. 
Inspired by a number of talented 
actors we worked with in our 
previous film, J essentially let her 
subconscious take over during 
the writing process. She was able 
to so clearly see and hear the 

characters, that they essentially 
wrote themselves. Much of the 
film works as a metaphor for 
J’s familial experiences and 
innermost thoughts she was 
unable to express anywhere else. 
Three weeks later, the script for 
The Razing was complete and we 
were ready to begin casting.

Casting
The Razing is an ensemble film 
about a group of estranged 
friends haunted by a traumatic 
event from their teenhood, so 
not only was it vital to get a 
strong main cast with the right 
chemistry, but also to find their 
matching teenage counterparts. 
Early on in the casting process, 
we were lucky to come across 
a monologue video of Carson 
Marquette (who plays Teen 
Corey, the teenage version of the 
main character of the film). His 
performance in the monologue 
was so outstanding, sophisticated 
and layered, you would never 
have guessed he was still in high 
school. His talent and confidence 
went far beyond his years. After 
an equally impressive audition, 
there was no doubt that Carson 
was the perfect actor for the role.

Finding the perfect actor to 
play the main adult character 
Corey was more challenging. 
After having to let go of the 
original actor we had cast, we had 

to expand our search to outside 
of our shooting city to find an 
actor that looked and sounded 
like an adult version of Carson. 
It turned out to be a blessing in 
disguise, because we ended up 
finding Jack Wooton who was 
the embodiment of Corey. During 
the audition, J was amazed at 
how much Jack spoke and acted 
exactly like the character she 
imagined while writing the 
script. He was the definition of a 
character being brought to life.

Choosing gear
Filming a feature film with 
a crew of two is incredibly 
difficult, but it is possible. We 
had already done it on two 
previous features by taking on 
multiple roles each. We knew 
we needed to be able to capture 
footage quickly and effectively.

Lighting: We relied on practical 
lighting and augmented it by 
strategically positioning nine 
full-colour compact LED lights 
around the location. They were so 
compact that they blended into 
the set beautifully. That enabled 
us to shoot 360° without having to 
move any lighting gear.

Camera: J wanted to be able to 
shoot freely around the set. She 
loves to move with her actors, to 
flow through a scene with them. 

A Crew
of Two 
J Arcane and Paul Erskine tell us the story of their latest film, 
The Razing, and their approach to independent filmmaking…
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Static tripod shots were not what 
we wanted for this film so we 
went with a lightweight camera 
rig (Sony a7S III) on a gimbal. We 
actually set up two camera/gimbal 
rigs – one with a 14mm lens, the 
other with an 85mm lens – so J 
could quickly switch from one to 
the other without the need to swap 
lenses or rebalance the gimbals. 

Audio: Capturing audio was 
going to be difficult because of the 
wide lens we were shooting with. 
What worked for us was a mixture 
of booming, lavaliers, and as a 
backup we hid field mics around 
the set inside customised props.

The shoot
For budgetary reasons, we needed 
to wrap principal photography 
in six days, but we also wanted to 
keep to an eight and a half hour 
day to not overwork our talent. 

We stuck to a very strict shot 
list which enabled us to capture 
only the shots we needed. 
Ultimately, we had to shoot at a 
pace of 15 minutes maximum per 
script page on the first five days, 
which reduced to ten minutes per 
page on the last day of filming. We 
filmed 18 pages per day. 

Was it hard? Yes, but with the 
help of most of our actors being 
so well prepared and always 
in character, we did it. It made 
for incredibly long hours for 
J and Paul as we would spend 
hours before and after the shoot 
transferring and backing up files, 
resetting and recharging gear, 
and reviewing footage that we 
survived on around four hours 
of sleep per night, forgoing sleep 
altogether on the last night. But 
would we do it all over again? 
Absolutely. We’re planning our 
next film already… 

The Razing will be available on 
DVD and digital on 27th September.
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W
hat does it mean to 
compose music for 
the movies? How 
has the medium of 

soundtrack music evolved? 
And are people paying enough 
attention to this singularly 
complex art form?

These were just three of the 
questions rattling through my 
head as I sat down in January 
2021 to pen my � rst book. What 
subsequently became known as 
The Sound Of Cinema: Hollywood 
Film Music From The Silents To 
The Present began in the midst of 
Covid lockdown as a reaction to 
many di� erent things.

Articulating emotions
Primarily, it aimed to bottle my 
enthusiasm for the singularly 
mercurial medium of film 
music. Whether it was John 
Williams’s multifaceted 
Raiders Of The Lost Ark, Danny 
Elfman’s Batman, or something 
else entirely, I must have 
acknowledged the visceral 
register of film scores on some 
deep-seated level.

Of course, merely feeling 
these notions and being able to 
articulate them at length are 
two wildly different things. 
Having been encouraged, by 
many different people, to 
translate my passion into a 
book (goodness knows, I’ve 

Channelling a 
Passion 
Sean Wilson reflects on composing his first book,  
which looks at the history of film music
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bored enough people with the 
subject matter over the years), I 
decided to put pen to paper and 
exorcise these feelings.

What struck me about the 
academic marketplace for � lm 
music (which isn’t especially 
populous in the � rst place) is 
that relatively few texts have 
attempted a broad narrative 
sweep. More o� en than not, 
authors have tended to alight 
on singular, epochal periods in 
� lm soundtrack history, treating 
each generational shi�  as the 
equivalent of a David Lean epic.

The favoured eras
The era of silent cinema, and 
its transition into talking 
pictures, has a strong academic 
foundation. The sheer level 
of attention that is given to 
cinema’s nascent period, its 
torturous and fascinating birth, 
means that there is also a wealth 
of matter about the music of 
the time. A� er all, music and 
the moving image are forever 
tethered together, Jordan Peele-
style, a relationship that was 
initially forged in the � res of pipe 
organs and live pianists.

Likewise, the dazzling 
eclecticism of Hollywood’s 
‘Golden Age’, encompassing 
the likes of Max Steiner, Erich 
Wolfgang Korngold, and Bernard 
Herrmann, is well traversed. 
However, relatively few (and I 
stress the word relatively) have 
attempted to impose an overall 
narrative on � lm music. This is 
something I sought to address: 
where did � lm music start, how 
did it proceed, and where is it 
headed in future?

In particular, the modern 
era of � lm music, traversing 
giants like Hans Zimmer and 
blockbuster trends such as the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe, 
isn’t especially well covered in 

academic literature. Of course, 
there may be a logical reason for 
this – we’re living through this 
period now, and one is perhaps 
reluctant to apply the power of 
critical hindsight when events 
are continuing to unfold in front 
of our eyes.

The soundtrack bug
Being able to channel a deep-
seated passion into one’s � rst 
book is a cathartic and enriching 
experience. But I’m at a loss 
to say when the power of � lm 
music � rst imposed itself on me. 
It certainly wasn’t through any 
formal musical training – none 
of my family are musicians, 
although I dabbled in the violin at 
school. We did perform the likes 
of Star Wars and The Phantom 
Of The Opera for end-of-term 
concerts, but I think I caught the 
soundtrack bug long before then.

I could cite any number of 
movies with bold soundtracks 
that made an impression on 
me at a very young age. John 
Barry’s James Bond scores 
with their sweeping strings, 
contrapuntal horns, and tinkling 
xylophone communicated a 
sense of escapist � air laced with 
knowing absurdism. Then, 
as mentioned earlier, there’s 
John Williams’s Raiders Of 
The Lost Ark – anchored in the 
unforgettably brassy ‘Raiders 
March’, the score runs the gamut 
of emotions from the romantic to 
the militaristically thrilling and 
the utterly terrifying.

Of course, I wasn’t to know 
that any of these soundtracks 
were seeping into my 
consciousness via osmosis. 
Nor would I have been able 
to articulate their impact. It’s 
taken many years to build 
the editorial discipline and 
confidence to translate this 
enthusiasm and interest into 

something more rigorous 
and academically disciplined. 
Passion is one thing, but it 
needs to be bolted to experience 
and structure, particularly 
when dealing with such a wide-
ranging subject as film music.

The writing of the book was 
peculiarly serendipitous with 
the second UK lockdown. 
Having signed the book contract 
at the end of 2020, my writing 
process commenced at the start 
of January 2021 with the whole 
of the UK then plunged into 
a wintry incarceration. The 
subsequent monastic existence 
enforced by the lockdown, at 
least until April of that year, 
instilled greater discipline and 
focus when I was writing the 
book, a surprising example of 
how dire circumstances can 
sometimes work to one’s favour.

With the fantastic support of 
my publisher McFarland, I have 
gained greater respect for the 
power of collaboration and steady 
routine. Individual words become 
sentences, sentences become 
chapters and, before long, the 
foundations take on a remarkable 
structural life of their own. 

I’m now also instilled with a 
greater level of respect for authors 
who are capable of cra� ing entire 
� ctional worlds out of thin air – I, 
at the very least, had a historical 
record to draw on. It was just a 
question of wrestling said facts 
into shape, the book starting 
as a diminuendo and building 
to a crescendo of celebration, 
saluting the � nest musical artists 
in Hollywood. 

The Sound Of Cinema: 
Hollywood Film Music From 
The Silents To The Present       
is published by McFarland and 
Co and now available to buy 
from Amazon, Waterstones,    
and Blackwells.
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P
reviously in our Writing 
Clinic, we found an idea, 
brainstormed it, then put 
it all together to make a 

surprise, rough outline. Not too 
bad, right? Well, now it’s time 
to tidy that outline up, make 
it simpler and easier to follow, 
and figure out exactly who your 
characters are. Don’t worry, it’s 
much easier than it sounds! 

Yes, I tricked you last time. It 
was for your own good. You’d 
never have believed me if I said 
building an outline was painless. 
But it was! You did it! Told you it 
was the easy part!

Okay, sure, it’s very rough. 
That’s fine, it’s just for you, but it 
has the entire story from start to 
finish. You CAN write the script 
based on this (and I have a few 
times), but you’ll usually want 
to make it easier for yourself, so 

let’s take the time to tidy it up 
and make it more readable. Don’t 
worry, this is the easy part!

If the tidy outline is just going 
to be for you, then you can do 
a simple, bullet-point version. 
Keep it lean, functional, no 
need for flowery description. 
Taking our sea cadet action 
drama, here’s what a section 
might look like:

•	 Show the threat attacking 
another boat, but nobody    
else realises

•	 Old cadet leader goes to work, 
prepares for the new recruits

•	 New leader tries to stop him 
doing his job, wants to replace 
him, they argue

It’s simple but clear, just the 
bare story moments, so you can 
refer to it easily.

If you want anyone else to read 
the outline, then you’ll need 
more of a ‘trailer’ version. Keep 
it between three and six pages, 
otherwise it gets unwieldy. That 
version of the bullet points above 
would be like this:

Out on the sea, a small 
fishing boat is in trouble. 
They can’t pull up the 
anchor, it’s stuck. They 
check the radar, to see 
if they’re caught on a 
wreck or something. But 
the radar shows a large, 
dark shape approaching 
from underneath, fast. 
Panicking, they try to 
cut the anchor line and 
fire up the engines. But 
it’s too late. Something 
SLAMS into the boat, 
knocking it sideways and 
tipping everyone out into 
the sea. It slams into the 
boat again, breaking it in 
half and killing several 
of them. They scream for 
help, but there’s nobody 
within earshot.

Joe, the elderly cadet 
leader, gets into work, 
opening up the shutters 
on the seafront office. A 
new batch of recruits are 
due in today. Before that, 
Martin, the 30-year-old 
deputy leader comes in. 

WRITING  
WORKSHOP
TV and film writer James Moran is back, with more tips for those 
of you looking to write your own screenplays…
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He’s condescending, saying 
maybe it’s time for Joe to 
retire. He’s not saying Joe 
is past it, but… perhaps 
it’s time to let go. For the 
safety of the recruits, 
of course. Joe is angry, 
and tells him he’s not 
going anywhere.

It’s longer, but helps the reader 
understand it, and get a feel for 
the tone and atmosphere. Even 
when I do this type of outline, I 
still do the bullet-point version for 
myself, so I can see the flow more 
clearly while writing. 

Whether you’re doing the bullet-
point version or the pretty version, 
it’s time to work out the characters. 
You may already have them from 
your brainstorm, which is great. 
Even so, use a separate file or piece 
of paper to list them.

The outline will guide you. 
Look at your story, think about 
who it might be happening 
to. Custom-design characters 

specifically for it, so that the 
events of the story are the worst 
possible thing that could happen 
to them. The clumsy, lazy person 
ends up having to defuse a bomb, 
or the person who hates heights is 
trapped at the top of a skyscraper, 
or the one who fears change has 
to upend their entire life. Ideally, 
they are changed by the end of the 
story, otherwise they’ve learned 
nothing. Life changes us in lots 
of ways, so you want to put them 
through the wringer.

Also, when people are in a crisis, 
you find out who they really 
are. The brave character might 
secretly be the most cowardly. 
The meek character could have an 
inner strength that nobody would 
have realised, even them, if this 
story hadn’t happened. We’ve all 
seen news stories about people 
who became heroes, ordinary 
folk who just saw that something 
needed doing and stepped in to 
help. They probably had no idea 
they could do it.

Keep it lean, with short 
paragraphs for each character – 
two or three sentences, to give 
an idea who they are. Rough age, 
minimal physical description, a 
few adjectives to sum them up. 
They’ll probably change when 
you’re writing, so just give yourself 
a starting point. You don’t need 
to know their eye colour or what 
their favourite cereal is. 

If you’re stuck, you can even 
start with a stereotype – the 
funny one, the angry one, etc. – 
but then when you get into the 
script later, you can add layers 
and give them more depth. Or 
base them on someone you 
know. Or both. Then build on it. 
Why are they angry? What are 
they using humour to hide?

Another trick I use is to pick 
actors for each character, and 
write that into the description. 
When you start writing, this will 
help keep them separate in your 
head, and avoid their dialogue 
sounding the same. Liam Neeson 
sounds very different to Jennifer 
Lopez; they have different speech 
rhythms, accents, and localised 
expressions. Especially on the 
first draft, this helps keep their 
dialogue distinct and consistent.

When writing Tower Block, I had 
trouble finding Kurtis’s voice, so 
I imagined Michael Smiley in the 
role – he’s got a strong Northern 
Irish accent, and it instantly 
helped me keep his dialogue 
consistent and unique. When Jack 
O’Connell took the role, quite a lot 
of this dialogue stayed the same, 
but still sounded right.

Now you have an outline and 
your characters, you’re ready 
to start the script, right? Not 
quite! There’s one more step 
before that... 

You can find James on Twitter 
at @jamesmoran, and at his 
website: www.jamesmoran.com

If you want anyone else to read 
the outline, then you’ll need 

more of a ‘trailer’ version

77August 2022

W
riting w

orkshop

            



Martin Bourboulon’s 
historical romance 
builds a fantasy 

around the real-life figure of 
Gustave Eiffel, the civil engineer 
behind the famed Tower. 

Eiffel is presented as both a steamy 
romance and a straight-faced 
biopic – chronicling the landmark’s 
construction and Gustave’s success 
in the face of adversity when  asked 
to build a landmark to represent 
France, despite the distraction of an 
old flame coming back into his life.  

These two storylines are often at 
odds with each other – visually and 

thematically. The scenes dealing 
with Gustave’s forbidden romance 
with the married Adrienne 
(Mackey, who does a good job of 
being sultry and coy) show the Paris 
of the late 1800s at its most chic. 
For the wealthy, it’s full of stately 
homes, impossibly green gardens 
and an endless supply of fancy 
parties. As we switch to Eiffel’s 
office and the process of having his 
landmark made, we see a city in the 
grip of an industrial revolution – all 
murky, dusty, and bustling streets. 

It’s unfortunate we don’t get 
to see more of the latter. Romain 
Duris imbues his performance 
with resolve and determination 
to complete his project, and some 
of the film’s most compelling 
moments are when he has to fight 
for himself and his vision against 
bureaucrats who don’t believe in 

it. Initially, he doesn’t even believe 
in it himself, and wants to build 
something much more functional. 

The character is a determined 
but pragmatic figure, which suits 
the film’s depiction of his real-life 
endeavours, but fails to light the 
spark of romance. Duris is often 
lacking in the charisma needed to 
make his and Adrienne’s affair as 
steamy as the movie wants it to be. 
It’s hard to believe that Adrienne, 
played with a youthful exuberance 
by Emma Mackey, would be 
attracted to the serious Gustave. 

The romantic side of the plot 
may not be as interesting as 
Gustave’s career, and it drags on for 
longer than it maybe should, but it 
does allow for some truly gorgeous 
production design. It’s clear that the 
film’s budget was used to make sure 
everything within the frame looks 

Shining a spotlight 
on the struggles and 
careers of some of the 

best women in the world of 
pro surfing, Girls Can’t Surf 
is a spirited, emotional, and 
intelligent look into the 

long journey to get women 
to be taken seriously in a 
previously male-dominated 
sport. From the frenetically 
edited opening sequence, it’s 
clear these pros – including 
former world champions 
Frieda Zamba, Wendy Botha, 
and Jodie Cooper – are telling 
their stories to empower other 
women (and as a satisfying 
‘fuck you’ to the people who 
underestimated them). 

The documentary takes on the 
standard format, with a mixture 
of archive footage, talking heads, 
and snapshots of news articles. 
As the film progresses, it loses 
some of the exciting energy it 
brings in its opening scenes, but 
does a good job of allowing the 
personalities of those involved 

Eiffel

  Girls Can’t Surf

Certificate: 15

Certificate: TBC

Director: Martin Bourboulon

Cast: Romain Duris, Emma Mackey,

Pierre Deladonchamps, Armande Boulanger

Release date: 12th August

Reviewer: Lauren Miles

Director: Christopher Nelius

Cast: Jodie Cooper, Frieda Zamba, Pauline 

Menczer, Wendy Botha, Pam Burridge

Release date: 19th August

Reviewer: Lauren Miles
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perfect at all times. It takes on the 
glossy sheen of a big blockbuster, 
while still maintaining the 
necessary element of realism.

The tale of Gustave Eiffel’s 
work is an interesting one, 

and the film enlivens the 
narrative further by placing 
various political obstacles in 
the engineer’s way. This alone 
would make for a worthy biopic 
and a beautifully designed 

period drama. It’s a shame that 
the screenplay’s writers felt 
the need to inject a prominent 
romantic subplot that’s meant to 
be passionate, but turns out to be 
a bit tepid. 

to shine through. It’s easy to 
empathise with them and feel 
the outrage they no doubt felt at 
being sidelined and treated as a 
second class of sportsperson.  

Girls Can’t Surf exposes so many 
of the difficulties female pros 
experienced, it’s sometimes hard 
to believe they were fighting on 
so many fronts. The film covers 
a period from the early eighties, 
when the women’s competition 
was run alongside the more 
popular bikini contest, to today 
(acknowledging that it took 
until 2019 to close professional 
surfing’s gender pay gap). 

It’s a wild ride, with women 
in the sport going from 
being completely sidelined, 
to objectified, being held to 
unreasonable expectations, and 

not taken seriously. The women 
of this documentary tell of their 
experiences with a mixture 
of bemusement (especially 
when it comes to the high-cut 
swimsuits they were expected 
to compete in) and indignation. 
Most have similar experiences, 
but individual stories stand 
out, particularly Pam Burridge 
recalling her battle with 
anorexia, and Jodie Cooper and 
Pauline Menczer’s experience of 
homophobia (coming from both 
the men and women). 

Christopher Nelius’s film uses 
newspaper clippings and old 
photographs to show as well as 
tell of the sexist double standards 
at play. Women would only be 
featured in surfing magazines 
if they were conventionally 

attractive and wearing bikinis (it 
also goes into Wendy Botha’s nude 
photo shoot, with opinions coming 
from both sides of the fence) and 
pictures of championship winners 
reveal that the women’s cheque 
was a fraction of the men’s. 

Girls Can’t Surf is just really 
good at stirring up feelings of 
outrage at what these women 
had to go through to be perceived 
as equal. On top of that, it’s an 
intelligent, well-researched 
documentary that chronicles an 
important time in women’s pro 
surfing. The women involved are 
spirited, funny, and absolutely 
willing to call out the sexist 
behaviours they were subjected 
to and sometimes still observe 
in the industry. An enlightening, 
essential film. 
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Stag is a horror-comedy 
and Alexandra Spieth’s 
directorial debut. It 

follows six ‘friends’ in a remote 
cabin, surrounded by an assault 
course of inflatable penises, 
endless small talk, and everyone 
on the edge of a white wine 
cajoled meltdown. It’s hell on 
Earth, commonly known as... 
The hen do.

Jenny, an estranged childhood 
friend of the bride-to-be, is a last-
minute guest at (bar a hen do from 
my past, which involved a startled 
stripper, a pound-a-pint happy hour, 
and projectile vomiting) the worst 
hen do in the known universe. 
Never mind the horrific murders, 
this hen do has a maid of honour 
with a personality that’s like an 
angle grinder to the face, cringe-
inducing social interactions that 
make shitting your pants during 
a work meeting seem elegant, 
and the most sinister lasagne 
outside of a Wetherspoons. It’s my 
kind of film.  

The tension builds from the 
get-go, when Jenny learns that 

her oldest friend is getting 
married, and it doesn’t stop – as 
old friends and new are forced 
to spend the weekend together. 
Trapped both physically in the 
remote retreat and socially by 
the group’s power dynamics, the 
weekend doesn’t go well at all.

The tears cried over the 
contradictory nature of female 
friendships could fill a mid-sized 
saloon car, and Stag really comes 
into its own in its observation 
of how women strong-arm each 
other into group conformity. 
Spieth uses the highly charged 
hen weekend atmosphere to 
highlight these tensions, and she 
doesn’t let go. 

Set during the Second 
World War, The Railway 
Children Return tells the 

tale of three children – Lily 
(Beau Gadsdon), Pattie (Eden 
Hamilton), and Ted (Zac Cudby) 
–  sent away from Manchester 
to live in the Yorkshire 
countryside. There they go 
to live with Annie (Sheridan 
Smith), her mother Bobbie 
(Jenny Agutter, reprising her 
role from the original), and her 
son Thomas (Austin Haynes). 
They make new friends, and 
discover a wounded American 
soldier (KJ Aikens) who they 
attempt to nurse back to health. 

As it’s been over 50 years 
since the original The Railway 
Children was released, you might 
be pleased to know that this 
one stands completely on its 
own. The only thing tying the 
two together is Agutter, but 
there aren’t many references 
to the events of her character’s 
childhood. Instead we get three 
new children, and they are a 
joy to spend time with. They’re 
written exactly like real kids – 
they get mucky, mess around, 
get into mischief, but also are 
extremely loving and supportive 
towards each other.

In line with this, most of the 
film’s problems are resolved 
through childish antics and 
shenanigans, which alleviates 
some of the seriousness of 
the subject matter. Despite 
being focused on a set of fun-
loving children, The Railway 

Children Return doesn’t shy away 
from serious topics, be it war, 
racism, or death. Most of the 
performances are largely jovial, 
but each character has their 
moment of melancholy to keep 
them grounded.

Most impressive of all though 
are the child actors. Gadsdon 
and Haynes are excellent as 
Lily and Thomas, who are both 
given more depth and serious, 
emotional dialogue than the 
younger ones (understandably). 
They’re the eldest of the 
children, and beneath the 
childlike exterior and fun-
loving playfulness lies the 
worry and the emotional harm 
that living through the war has 
inflicted on them. It’s rare that 
the film calls for them to be 
angry – it’s light‑hearted family 
entertainment after all – but on 
the odd occasion they need to 

Stag

   The Railway Children Return

Certificate: TBC

Certificate: PG

Director: Alexandra Spieth 

Cast: Mary Glen Fredrick, Elizabeth Ramos,  

Stephanie Hogan, Lillian Herrick, Safiya 

Harris, Katie Wieland

Release date: TBC

Reviewer: Eli Allison

Director: Morgan Matthews

Cast: Jenny Agutter, Sheridan Smith, Tom 

Courtenay, Beau Gadsdon, KJ Aikens

Release date: Out now

Reviewer: Lauren Miles
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Dark humour and tone 
permeate the film, but the horror 
element feels almost hesitant. 
Now don’t get me wrong, people 
die in this film – in horrible and 
brutal ways – yet the murders 
lack the tension you get in 
buckets from the emotional 
interactions. 

I know that every horror film 
(and in fact all films) require 
a suspension of disbelief, but 
the logic in Stag is far less than 
realistic. One hen was wilfully 
unbothered by a gun-toting 
weirdo, and drunk girls were 
allowed to wander off alone. In 
a less emotionally tense film, 
those niggles might have been 

glaring, but the director, cast, 
and camerawork draws you 
in and keeps your attention. 
No mean feat – with a single 
location, limited cast, and a 
small budget.

Of course, some of the 
acting is slightly uneven and 
the indoor scenes reflect the 
budget, but filming a whole 
chunk of everything outside 
in the oppressive and majestic 
woodlands of upstate New York 
adds much-needed gravitas.

If you fancy a clever movie 
that’s heavy on dark humour, 
dark tone, and some ritual-based 
stabbing…  then this is the film 
for you. 

give a moving monologue, it’s 
done flawlessly.

However, on one occasion 
these monologues are used 
simply to force tension and 
conflict into the film. It’s almost 
as if, as it comes towards a 
resolution, the writer realised 
everyone’s a bit too chummy and 

there needs to be an argument to 
heat things up. There’s no good 
reason for it and it’s resolved 
shortly afterwards, making it feel 
all the more pointless. 

Thankfully, this is an isolated 
incident, and the film overall 
is fun, light-hearted, and 
moving. There’s a real sense of 

a caring community – which 
the entire cast, adults and 
children, pull together to create. 
The Railway Children Return 
perfectly illustrates what can 
be achieved through friendship 
and co‑operation, and carries a 
message that hits even harder in 
these present times. 
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Despite a surge in 
popularity, drag 
is by no means a 

new form of entertainment, 
as evidenced by Maisie 
Trollette, the UK’s oldest 
drag artist. Known as David 
Raven out of drag, this 
legendary performer, and 
the subject of Lee Cooper’s 
new documentary, was in 
heels and lippy long before 
a certain Miss RuPaul ever 

was. Cooper’s film follows 
David as he approaches his 
85th birthday, capturing his 
celebrations and looking 
back on his fabulous career 
in showbusiness – one that’s 
still going strong.

  If you’re here for death drops 
and splits, you may leave feeling 
short-changed, as Maisie is as old-
school as they come. Predating 
the outrageous beauty standards 
that have become expected in 
the industry today, older drag 
performers were less concerned 
about immaculate make-up and 
more so with entertaining a 
crowd. David himself admits that 
his drag isn’t particularly glam – 
think less RuPaul and more Lily 

Savage, with no snark intended. 
The generational difference is 
immediately apparent and whilst 
David’s drag might not be the 
flavour of the month, he’s living 
proof of its enduring quality.

Cooper’s film takes a largely 
fly-on-the-wall approach in 
telling David’s story. This 
technique conveys the often 
charmingly camp content of 
David’s life in drag. A boozy 
rehearsal with long-time friends 
and colleagues, Miss Dave Lynn 
and Miss Jason, is a particular 
highlight. Just wait until you 
see what antics they get up to 
in their dressing room! Not 
content with highlighting the 
local scene alone, this drag 

After witnessing 
the final moments 
of The Feast, the 

impression you’re left with is 
one of undeniable weirdness. 
Unfortunately, it’s not the 
good kind. Lee Haven Jones’s 

Welsh horror film spends long 
stretches doing nothing, then 
dives head-first into shocking 
and visceral imagery. Perhaps 
that’s to cover for the lack of 
clarity in the story, as it never 
gives satisfying answers to the 

Maisie

 The Feast

Certificate: TBC

Certificate: 18

Director: Lee Cooper

Cast: David Raven, Miss Jason, Dave Lynn, 

Allan Cardew, Walter Cole 

Release date: 5th August

Reviewer: Hamish Calvert

Director: Lee Haven Jones

Cast: Annes Elwy, Nia Roberts, Julian Lewis 

Jones, Sion Allun Davies, Steffan Cennydd

Release date: 19th August

Reviewer: Lauren Miles
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documentary even has international appeal. 
Observing the meeting of David and Darcelle 
XV, the world’s oldest drag performer all the way 
from the USA, Maisie offers a drag collision course 
like no other. 

Whilst Cooper does well to capture these riotous 
moments, he simultaneously leaves notable gaps 
while profiling David’s life. An interesting array 
of achievements and accolades are eventually 
mentioned in text alongside the end credits; 
however, these would have been of more benefit if 
explored in the main body of the film. Nonetheless, 
one profoundly moving segment that sees David 
reminisce about his late partner – sadly lost 
to AIDS – reminds audiences why it’s deeply 
important to care for the generations that came 
before their own. 

So, much like David’s drag, Maisie might seem 
dated to some, but it’s almost impossible not to 
become enamoured with it. 

questions it poses. There are 
many of them, but the one that 
comes to the fore is ‘what on 
Earth did I just watch?’

On the outskirts of a Welsh 
town, we’re given a peek inside 
the luxurious lives of a wealthy 
family. Gwyn (Lewis Jones) and 
Glenda (Roberts) are setting 
up to host a fancy dinner for a 
businessman and a neighbouring 
farmer, hoping to broker a deal. 
Their two sons – Guto (Cennydd), 
a rebellious type, and Gweirydd 
(Davies), a shameless pervert – 
are entirely self-centred. Their 
dynamic is disrupted when quiet 
waitress Cadi (Elwy) arrives to 
help with the preparations. 

To describe her as quiet is an 
understatement. In the film’s 
entire runtime, Cadi speaks only a 
handful of words, choosing instead 
to observe. Elwy’s performance is 
incredibly unsettling, her lack of 

dialogue meaning that she instead 
utilises her penetrating stare. 
It’s obvious from the very start 
that there’s something not quite 
right, and the movie takes its time 
allowing events to unfold. Slowly 
we come to realise she may not 
have the best of intentions when it 
comes to the family. 

Problem being that it’s far too 
slow. Much of the film is spent 
establishing characters and their 
bonds with each other, which 
would be interesting if not for the 
majority of the family still being 
woefully underdeveloped. Even 
Cadi remains a mystery, with 
only her job and one event from 
her past being revealed. Even her 
motivations, arguably the thing 
we want to know the most, are left 
questionable. It’s barely hinted at, 
and after watching you’re left still 
trying to piece things together. 
Not knowing her motivation also 

means that Cadi’s less easy to root 
for. It’s a film where all characters 
can be equally distasteful in their 
own ways. 

It’s apparent that Jones 
prioritises The Feast’s imagery over 
its writing. There is undeniably 
some gross stuff here that will 
affect squeamish viewers. With 
food being such a prominent 
theme, you can imagine what 
some of this might entail. 
However, as the climax hurtles 
into full-blown horror, things take 
a turn into the unexpected. Most 
of the horror imagery at this point 
seems to be just weird for the sake 
of it. For the shock factor rather 
than the storytelling. 

The Feast and its protagonist 
may be far from generic, but 
between its threadbare script, 
flat characters, and shocking-for-
the-sake-of-it imagery, the film 
simply disappoints. 
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Mud, mushrooms, 
and men’s genitalia 
abound in a 

documentary tracking 14 years 
of the Secret Garden Party.

That Was A Serious Party opens 
with a classic documentary trick. 
As the festival’s co-founder, 
Freddie Fellowes, attaches a 
comically large lapel mic to his 
shirt, the camera’s ‘record’ light 
flickers on.

This isn’t a slick, exactingly 
produced festival documentary 
like last year’s Summer Of Soul. 
Sound guys wander into shots 
holding boom mics. Interviewees 
knock drinks off tables. A subject 
finds a bag of what he insists isn’t 
MDMA. These moments capture 
some of the spontaneity of the 
Secret Garden Party’s early years. 
They lend the documentary 
a cheerfully homemade feel, 
and though it contains few 
insights into the realities of 
the independent festival scene, 
its tale is compelling enough 
to ensure its brisk 72-minute 
runtime passes by in a flash.       

Inspired in equal parts by late-
rave culture and Lewis Carroll, 
the Secret Garden Party originally 
ran from 2004–2017, bringing the 
long-standing British traditions 
of camping, nonsense poems, 
and nitrous oxide to a wet field 
in Cambridgeshire. While the 
party was always a music festival, 
that was never really the point. 
Each year stood as a monument 
to creativity, packed with secret 

attractions and mad activities 
which earned it a cult status.

The story of the Secret Garden 
Party takes us from its humble 
beginnings in a boggy field to 
its strobe-lit final form in 2017. 
These largely chronological 
sections are divided up by 
delightful Gilliam-esque 
animations courtesy of the 
festival’s resident illustrator, 
Pete Loveday.

Early footage of ‘The Suicide 
Olympics’ (think tobogganing, 
but without the snow and 
in a wheelchair) is topped 
immediately by its successor (the 
same, but in a tractor tyre and 
ending in a river). The health 
and safety nightmare of earlier 
years does seem to lessen as 
the documentary progresses, 
but there’s a simple pleasure to 
be had in watching inebriated 
partygoers do Jackass stunts in a 
mud puddle.

Though the party was founded, 
we’re told, with the intention 

that attendees should be willing 
to get their hands dirty, the 
doc’s after-the-fact presentation 
seems to actively work against 
its own ethos. It’s frustrating 
to repeatedly hear variations 
of “you had to be there, man,” 
when the people behind the 
camera quite evidently weren’t. 
A purely retrospective lens 
struggles to capture the sense of 
wonder so many attendees wax 
lyrical about.

But despite its rather surface-
level investigations, and a 
couple of extended musical 
performances which give 
the distinct impression the 
filmmakers ran out of footage, 
That Was A Serious Party is still 
a fascinating look behind the 
scenes of one of the UK’s most 
unique festival experiences. It 
even has a happy ending: on 
21st July, the Secret Garden 
Party made its comeback after 
five years in the wilderness. I’m 
gutted I didn’t get tickets. 

    That Was A Serious Party Certificate: TBC

Director: Dylan Harvey

Cast: Freddie Fellowes, 

Edmond Scott, Maff Scott

Release date: Out now (digital)

Reviewer: James Harvey
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While neither play  
the eponymous 
subject of the 

film, Russell Crowe and Ray 
Winstone are the undoubted 
stars of Daniel Graham’s third 
feature. Though they sadly 
never share a scene, both offer 
up rugged turns as father 
figures to a largely forgotten 
name from the  bloody annals 
of boxing history.

Prizefighter: The Life Of Jem 
Belcher expands on a 2017 short 
film written by the aptly named 
Matt Hookings – who played the 
titular character both then and 
now in this expanded take on his 
boxing legacy. Its tale runs from 
Belcher’s fatherless formative 
experiences in Bristol of the late-
1780s, through to his fight with 
Henry Pierce in the first decade 
of the 1800s, charting his run as 
the youngest ever English boxing 
champion, subsequent downfall, 

and search for redemption. It 
serves to place him as a key figure 
in the formative years of the 
sport when it was a still an illegal 
activity patronised by wealthy 
aristocrats in search of more blood 
sport, and styles him as an early 
archetype for the modern boxer.

Crowe’s grumbling 
turn as Belcher’s drunken 
grandfather and Winstone’s 
salt-of-the-fuckin’-earth trainer 
notwithstanding, Prizefighter is 
at its most engaging – certainly 
visually – when depicting the 
violence of the dimly lit rings 
its central character made his 
workplace during and beyond 
his prime, prior to his early 
death at just 30. Blood and spit 
flies for the gratification of 
baying men; with the brutality 
of the entertainment viscerally 
depicted in both sight and sound. 
However, the film is somewhat 
guilty of putting a distinctly 
modern sheen on the sometimes 
protracted, invariably brutal 
matches that took place at the 
cusp of transition between 
the  bare-knuckle matches of 
Belcher’s youth and the fights 
of the sport we know today. 

Nevertheless, the fights are 
oft-repulsive, but invariably 
engrossing fare  – like all contact 
sports are – and the updated pacing 
asks viewers to meditate on how 
little has really changed regarding 
the nature of pugilism from the 
primitive affairs of England’s past, 
to the bright spectacles of the 
modern sport. It is far from lost on 
the film’s script that, to this day, 
largely working-class men like 
Belcher – a young man living with 
a familial legacy, raised with the 
sport in their blood like so many 
still are today – put their lives 
on the line for a shot at fortune, 
fame, and immortality. Indeed, 
one interesting thread within the 
film explicitly outlines an ongoing 
debate about boxing’s status as an 
art and science versus its role as 
money-making entertainment.

Prizefighter, then, stylishly 
resurrects a ghost and celebrates 
his life-less-ordinary. Sadly, 
though, it falls into an historically 
tinged take on modern boxing 
movie tropes; serving to wallow 
in romanticism. Whether that 
makes you happy or not is largely 
down to how you feel about 
boxing and its ongoing appeal. 

     Prizefighter: The Life Of Jem Belcher Certificate: 15

Director: Daniel Graham

Cast: Matt Hookings, Russell Crowe, 

Ray Winstone, Jodhi May

Release date: Out now

Reviewer: John Moore

85August 2022

Review
s

            





caring for two unruly kids; she becomes haunted 
by thoughts of her now-dead predecessor, with her 
fears for the children reaching fever pitch. 

The ‘maybe I’m crazy’ theme may have its 
roots in yesteryear, but it remains popular, with 
Elisabeth Moss looking bonkers in The Invisible 
Man (2020) when a ghostly ex appears to visit. Fear 
Of Rain (2021) is an outlier of the genre, as the main 
character is well aware she has schizophrenia. 
But does that mean she’s mistaken in believing 
her neighbour kidnaps little girls and keeps them 
in the attic? 

TV movies have always loved the ‘unreliable 
narrator’; in Committed (2011), doctor Andrea Roth 
starts work at an isolated psychiatric hospital, only 
to discover she’s a patient, having killed her fiancé 
and blocked out the memory… or did she? Dangerous 
Company (2015) goes back to Gaslight-esque roots, 
with successful businesswoman Alicia Leigh Willis 
assuming she has premature dementia – supported 
by her helpful husband. 

The trend’s current renaissance really began 
with The Girl On The Train (2016): Emily Blunt 
may not be at her most convincing when playing 
an alcoholic who’s let herself go, but she gives it 
her best shot. Lamenting the loss of her marriage, 
Rachel (Blunt) is still linked with her past, with 
a daily commute that overlooks her ex’s new 
house. Drinking problems plus a daily glimpse 
into the lives of others is a bad combination and 
when a woman goes missing, Rachel finds herself 
entangled in a police investigation. 

The Woman In The Window (2021) neatly hits all 
the tropes: Anna (Amy Adams) is stuck at home 
because of agoraphobia and other mental ailments. 
Past trauma haunts her, she mixes alcohol and 
pills, yada yada. Life is enlivened by the arrival of 
new neighbours the Russells (Julianne Moore and 
Gary Oldman), but after Anna witnesses a shocking 
incident, she’s surprised to find Jennifer Jason Leigh 
has replaced her new friend – what happened to the 
Mrs Russell nobody else remembers?

Mini-series The Woman In The House Across The 
Street From The Girl In The Window (2022) is a fantastic 
parody of all of the above. Kristen Bell stars as the 
obligatory woman recovering from a painful past and 
drinking too much (with wine glasses approximately 
the size of her head). She’s curious about her hunky 
new neighbour and his adorable daughter…  to say 
any more would spoil the surprises. You could enjoy 
this as a 90% straight-up thriller, but the remaining 
10% has an almost Airplane-esque silliness which 
makes it – to my mind at least – an instant classic. 

Bunny Lake Is Missing (1965)
Laurence Olivier shows why he’s a star in this 
weird little film; he’s the police officer investigating 
when Carol Lynley claims her improbably named 
daughter has vanished. When it transpires that her 
belongings have also disappeared, the immediate 
(rather drastic) conclusion is that she never existed 
at all. Noel Coward is the creep next door, and Keir 
Dullea the apparently supportive brother/uncle. 

Irresistible (2006)
Sophie (Susan Sarandon) is already noticing odd 
events before she even meets Mara (Emily Blunt). 
Mara’s a young colleague of Sophie’s husband (Sam 
Neill), and she quickly insinuates herself into their 
lives. Hell hath no crazy like a woman who suspects 
her husband of having an affair… but how far will 
Sophie go to investigate her suspicions, and will it 
tear her family apart?

Changeling (2008)
A sobering true-life illustration of the harmful 
‘hysterical female’ stereotype, this stars Angelina 
Jolie as Christine Collins, whose nine-year-old son 
goes missing. It’s 1928 Los Angeles, and police are 
eager to solve their PR issues, so they ‘find’ him. 
But Collins knows it’s not her son, and despite all 
the evidence on her side, she’s sent to a hospital’s 
psychiatric ward until the truth emerges. 

Before I Go To Sleep (2014)
Every day, Christine (Nicole Kidman) wakes up 
next to a stranger and depends on notes stuck all 
over the house to explain her predicament: after 
an unknown traumatic event, her memory only 
lasts for one day. While she tries to piece together 
her past, it seems danger is closing in – can she 
recover from her amnesia in time to work out who 
her real enemy is?

Gone (2012)
This breathless thriller was panned by critics, but 
heck, I liked it. We learn that security-conscious 
Jill (Amanda Seyfried) once claimed to have been 
kidnapped, but ‘escaped’: obviously, the police 
decide she’s made it all up. Her time in psychiatric 
hospital now colours her communication with the 
cops, which isn’t improving as she takes more and 
more desperate measures to find her missing sister…

Five To Watch
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Available to Stream
Selections: Lauren Miles

Pacific Rim (Netflix/Prime Video)

If you missed Guillermo del Toro’s Pacific Rim when 
it was released in 2013, and you like your monster 
movies, this is definitely one to watch. As humans 
in humongous robot suits do battle with equally 
gigantic sea monsters called Kaiju, you can expect 
nothing less than fun action scenes on an epic 
scale. It’s also got an excellent cast, with The Suicide 
Squad ’s Idris Elba and The Gentlemen ’s Charlie 
Hunnam putting in memorable performances.

Tales From Earthsea (Netflix)

One of various Studio Ghibli films available on Netflix, 
Tales From Earthsea is directed by Goro Miyazaki, son of 
director and studio co-founder Hayao Miyazaki. It deals 
with a fantasy world where kingdoms are deteriorating, 
and dragons are being sighted in human lands. The 
strange occurrences lead wizard Ged to investigate. The 
villainous Lord Cob is also one of the creepiest of Studio 
Ghibli’s villains. This is arguably one of the studio’s less 
popular movies, but is nonetheless worth seeking out.

Funny Games (Mubi UK/Arrow)

Helmed by Austrian director Michael Haneke, 
Funny Games was a controversial film on its 
release in 1997, causing a fair few walkouts 
at its Cannes Film Festival premiere. A home 
invasion thriller, the entire aim of the movie is 
to subvert audience expectations and get under 
people’s skin. It gets your hopes up only to dash 
them again. It’s perhaps not a cosy night in film, 
but definitely worth watching if you like movies 
that challenge you. 

“It’s all in the reflexes,” 
claims Kurt Russell’s 
Jack Burton – the 

enthusiastic but not-so-
capable protagonist of Big 
Trouble In Little China. 

In John Carpenter’s classic 
action/fantasy film, truck driver 
Burton finds himself accidentally 
caught up in ancient sorcery 
when his friend’s green-eyed 
girlfriend is kidnapped by 
cursed sorcerer David Lo Pan 
(James Hong) in Chinatown, San 
Francisco. Kim Cattrall, Dennis 
Dun, and Victor Wong co-star 
in this wacky and infinitely-
quotable adventure that has 
action, magic and martial arts in 
equal measure. James Hong is at 

his absolute best, and you won’t 
forget Russell’s performance 
in a hurry, either. Big Trouble In 
Little China is a fun film about a 

reasonable guy who witnesses 
some very unreasonable things, 
and it’s absolutely earned its cult 
classic status. 

Bringing Up Baby (iPlayer)

Widely considered one of the definitive screwball 
comedies of the Classical Hollywood era, film 
premises don’t get much more random than that 
of Bringing Up Baby. It focuses on a palaeontologist 
and a free-spirited heiress who meet and soon get 
caught up in various improbable and amusing 
predicaments – some of which involve a tame 
leopard called Baby. The great Howard Hawks 
directs, and Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn star 
as the unlikely central couple. 

Big Trouble in Little China (Disney+)
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Podcasting
Words: Em  Twitter: @verbaldiorama

Em, the host of the Verbal Diorama podcast, balances the books…

There’s a lot of difficult things to manage 
when you have a podcast, and I’ve 
spoken about them at length in previous 

columns, but I’ve often mentioned in this 
column that I manage mine – Verbal Diorama – 
almost like a mini-business.

Most podcasts probably have a very flexible 
approach to all of the work that goes into 
podcasting, so certainly don’t tarnish all movie 
podcasts with the same control-freak brush, 
but there comes a time in every podcast’s life, 
where costs become such that they consider 
monetisation. Once a podcast feels like they’re 
ready for monetisation, there are several different 
avenues they can go down; ads, sponsorship, 
one-off payments, or subscription-based models. 
None of these are mutually exclusive and it’s up to 
individual podcasts what they choose. I personally 
chose the latter, but it happens to be one of the 
toughest things to manage, and here’s why…

It’s really hard to ask for help, but it’s even harder 
to ask for financial help from listeners.

I don’t do Verbal Diorama to make money. It was 
never something I set up as a way to subsidise 
my income – it was always just a fun hobby that 
ultimately became a bit more serious. The Patreon 
site itself actually came about by accident; I set 
it up, changed my mind, decided to come back to 
it later, and lo-and-behold someone found it and 
signed up. He became my first patron. He’s still 
a subscriber too, and despite patrons being free 
to leave as and when they please, he and several 
others have stuck around for the long term, as 
new people join. Gratitude seems like too small a 

word to describe my feelings for these wonderful 
people, who often believed in me despite me not 
believing in myself.

The thing is, I don’t want to be the sort of person 
always asking for money, and to be honest – apart 
from a cursory mention in episodes and a heartfelt 
public thank you if people do sign up – I try not to. 
Asking for money at any time, but especially right 
now, doesn’t sit well with me.

So why am I writing about money in this 
column? Well, the ugly truth is that most  
podcasts still have hosting, software, and 
equipment upgrades to pay for. As much as I   
want to be completely financially capable, it’s 
hard to find the money for everything alone. 
Without some incredibly generous people, this 
would all be so much more expensive. It’s worth 
adding, I still don’t make any money from this. 
Every penny I do earn from the Patreon gets 
ploughed back into the podcast. A non-profit 
mini-business, you might call it.

Ultimately, the free support you can give a 
podcast – a rating and review, a subscribe, a share 
on social media or even a quick message to say 
“I really enjoyed your episode” – means a lot to 
independent podcasts, and really is the easiest (and 
cheapest!) way to support anyone. There’s never 
any obligation, but if you can spare a few quid a 
month, your favourite indie podcast will appreciate 
it more than you will ever know.

Recommendation Of The Month:
On Second Watch

Six friends get together to watch and discuss some 
of the best and worst movies of the last century,  
but do they get better on second watch? Ever 
wondered how Sean Bean would have died in a 
movie? You’ll have to listen to On Second Watch 
(www.oswpodcast.com) and find out! 
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Movie Clinic
Duncan Paveling (@ClinicMovie) with his regular look at the films  
that get us through tricky times…

Welcome to Movie Clinic, the column 
that focuses on the movies that have 
changed or influenced us in some 

way, in some cases, even saved our life. This month, 
I‘ve chosen to write to you and revisit a couple 
of themes that have featured previously in the 
column: that of memory and perception, this time 
through the monochrome gaze of Mike Mills’s 
C’mon C’mon (2021) and how, as a parent, there may 
be times we misrepresent the experiences of our 
children through our own perception, something 
that I’ve often wrestled with.

Dear Readers,

Last year, I heard the buzz around C’mon C’mon, with 
praise of its performances, in particular that of the young 
Woody Norman (Jesse). 

C’mon C’mon is written and directed by Mike Mills 
(Beginners, 20th Century Women), it stars Joaquin  
Phoenix, Gaby Hoffmann, Scoot McNairy, and the 
aforementioned Norman. The story follows Phoenix’s 
Johnny, a radio journalist, as he moves around America 
to capture interviews with children about their hopes and 
dreams for the future. This is at a time when he and his 
sister (Viv) – played by the brilliantly naturalistic Hoffman 
(Field of Dreams) – are very much estranged, after the 
loss of their mother. In addition Viv is largely a single 
parent to Jesse, a young boy (9 years old) who – whilst 
never referenced directly – appears to have ADHD, with 
perhaps some autistic traits. Viv gives her all to Jesse, with 
impulsive, therapeutic play, and music (opera), allowing 
him to explore himself through a narrative that often 
dissociates himself from reality. But when Jesse’s dad Paul 
(McNairy) experiences a repeat period of depression, Viv 
asks Johnny to look after Jesse whilst she travels to support 
her estranged partner.

As the story develops, Johnny offers to look after Jesse 
for longer and take him on the road as he continues to 
record interviews for his documentary. What begins 

to unfold is that Johnny is as much a child as Jesse and 
perhaps his questions to children about the future are 
in fact his way of working out his own. Alongside, 
Johnny becomes frustrated by some of Jesse’s behaviours, 
routines and play, with a push/pull relationship that 
may even replicate that which he had with Viv as 
a child himself. Multiple times Johnny attempts to 
interview Jesse, though is always met with resistance. 
Interestingly, Jesse often attempts to turn the tables on 
Johnny, asking a string of questions, something Johnny is 
far from comfortable with. He’s avoidant and dismissive 
of personal questions about relationships, and in many 
ways emotionally immature.

The film – beautifully shot in monochrome by Robbie 
Ryan – meanders about the streets and schools of America, 
as Johnny and Jesse’s relationship develops to a point of 
understanding and acceptance, allowing Jesse to grow and 
Johnny to grow up.

Though what struck me most about C’mon C’mon 
were the themes of perception and memory. Jesse’s 
anxieties are no better displayed than in his deep rooted 
fear that he’ll forget past experiences. It’s a theme 
we’ve covered in the column before, in how perhaps we 
do not consciously recall our childhood memories and 
that we’re so reliant upon those around us at the time 
to recount those and reprint them upon our conscious 
mind as we grow. As an adult and now parent, this has 
always been a concept I’ve wrestled with, undoubtedly 
they will differ, but by how much?

C’mon C’mon draws to a gentle, melodic and poetic 
conclusion; Jesse takes to the mic – unbeknownst to 
Johnny – and records his own thoughts and in response, 
Johnny then does the same, attempting to answer the 
many questions he avoided, now with some remorse. 
Though it’s in its final words, the film perfectly answers 
a question that has caused so much anxiety for Jesse – in 
saying to Johnny “I want to remember” – as a viewer 
and parent, as Johnny responds to Jesse through a 
recording, I felt an undeniable weight lift from both my 
shoulders and heart, in just these few words:

Twitter: @clinicmovie   email: clinic@filmstories.co.uk
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“I hope you do. And you got so upset…and I said. I’ll 
remind you of everything.”

In this moment, that fear of one’s own lens creating a 
skewed perspective of a memory for another, in my case my 
daughter, was alleviated. I realised that my experiences, 
with her, my love for her, are part of her experience also. 
Her truth is supported by those around her and if it’s 
genuine, honest and congruent it will be truthful, real and 
something none of us will ever forget, be it conscious or not.

Duncan

C’mon C’mon is a beautiful and affecting film that 
integrates so many layers in a subtle, nuanced way. The 
film has stayed with me and is a cinematic experience I 
won’t forget, largely due to the emotional connection I 
had, one that will remain significant in recalling. This 
idea itself creates an even closer connection to the film 
and its themes, as I, like Jesse, don’t have to be fearful 
of forgetting and can rely upon others to draw out or 
trigger my memory if required.

“Much of what they remember cannot be immediately 
recalled, but given the right cue they can access it.” 
(Baddeley, 2013)

British Psychologist Alan Baddeley, alongside 
Graham Hitch, through their research, developed the 
Model of Working Memory which focused on three 
elements: the Phonological Loop (auditory/verbal 
information), the Visual-spatial Sketchpad (visual/
spatial movement, texture) and the Episodic Buffer 
(short-term store of information).

In many ways the idea that a cue, whether that be 
auditory, visual, or verbal etc., may trigger the access of 
a memory highlights the importance of others around 
you. If our recollection serves as a cue and comes from 
a place of truth, then we can to a degree relinquish the 
concern of tainting or influencing another’s experience 
or memory, as perhaps they will, ultimately, find their 
own way to the truth.

Be kind, be safe and take care... Duncan
If you want to contact this column, 

you can email me via clinic@filmstories.co.uk

NOTES: 
MIND: www.mind.org.uk 
National Autistic Society: www.autism.org.uk

C’mon C’mon
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PICTURE QUIZ Can you name these computer game movies?

Got 5 minutes spare? Well we’re got a couple of puzzles for you. 
That’s right... It’s Coffee Time! 
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KATH’S MOVIE MERCHANDISE
A collectable series of the best movie tie-ins you can’t buy. 

By Kath Anderson

6. The 39 Steps
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