CHILDREN OF MEN

ALFONSO CUARON – DIRECTOR

GENERIC Q & A

Q: The day I visited your set it was a dark bleak winter’s day in London. Did those conditions affect filming or did you want that kind of bleak atmosphere?

A: That day was like the rest of the shoot on this film (laughs). I have to say, it was always written as a bleak English winter, the whole thing. And at some point in some incarnation of this, the possibility came up of shooting in the summer and I wasn’t in favour of that at all. So I was very happy that we had this bleak weather. And actually you have like five minutes of sunlight, but wow, those five minutes are amazing.

Q: Is it true that you have wanted to direct this film for some time?

A: Well, yes. I started writing the script right after Y tu mama tambien so that was long before Harry Potter. I wrote the first draft and when I went up to do Harry Potter I made a call to the studios and said ‘guys, please, I know you want to do this film, but I want you guys to wait for me..’

Q: What was it you liked about the story?

A: I thought it was an amazing opportunity to do a story that can be read on different levels. On one level, in filmic terms, it’s a chase movie. But in many other levels it’s a film that gives us an opportunity to talk about today – it’s set in the future but I think that it is speaking about today more than anything else. 

Q: It touches on subjects like immigration and the environment, what we are doing to our planet and ourselves. Are those the issues you see as contemporary?

A: Pretty much. The premise is that no human child has been born for 18 years and humanity is facing the certainty of its own extinction. I think that would symbolise a lot because everything would become more acute. And we are dealing with this, we are not inventing these issues, we’re just deciding to tackle subjects that are relevant nowadays.

Q: Immigration is a topic that we read about all the time and that’s the backdrop to the film. Presumably that was intentional?

A: Yes. The thing is I feel that immigration, migration in general, massive movements of human groups is something that is already shaping the 21st century and I think is going to be a big factor of what is going to happen in this century.  And migration happens because of many different factors but it is shaping the way societies are structured and how societies are willing to co-exist with new groups of people. In a way the way we are living is nothing but the rippled affect of the colonies. 

Q: I believe you used a lot of natural light on the film. What was the thinking behind that?

A: With Cheevo (Emmanuel) Lubezki, the DP (director of photography) from the get-go when we started talking about the script, we agreed on this. Because you could see many ways of going (with the script). One would be inspired by one of my favourite films, Blade Runner. And we decided not to take that route. We decided that we wanted to go the route where it would be more like a documentary shot in the future. And Cheevo was coming out of Terrence Malick’s film (The New World) in which he didn’t use one single electric light. And we decided that was the best approach, so pretty much it was film shot with existent light. Most of the film consists of one long takes.

Q: What were you trying to convey with that approach?

A:  We were trying to make sure that the camera didn’t interfere with the action. It’s as if the camera is a witness that happens to be there and witness what happens, rather than a whole stylisation around the camera.

Q: So presumably you used a lot of hand held cameras?

A: Everything. The whole film is hand held, from beginning to end.

Q: Do you enjoy shooting like that?

A: Well, I’ve done it before. I did it with Y tu mama tambien. In a way, it’s more similar to Y tu mama tambien than anything else, I mean, thematics apart. I’m talking about the visual approach, it’s like Y tu mama tambien goes to the future.

Q: You’ve assembled quite a cast to tell this story…
A: I’m blessed by that. I am the luckiest man on planet earth! I’m so thankful to these people. Clive Owen is just the most amazing human being and the most amazing actor. I have to say this movie is all about the actors. 

Q: And what about Michael Caine?

A: You will not recognise Michael Caine! And he is amazing. I have to say I just feel so blessed and lucky that I have this amazing group of actors and actually, these actors will shape the roles, every single one of them. I actually consider the actors to be like my co-writers.

Q: It’s a big opportunity for Clare-Hope Ashity. I believe she’s only 17, what convinced you that she was right for the film?

A: She was absolutely fantastic. She totally matched my expectations when we cast her. I felt very strongly about the direction that Claire’s role had to go in. I felt it had to be an ethnic part and I am very thankful that the studio went for it. This story can be approached in many different ways and my fear was that there was a certain cuteness about the possibility of her part and I wanted to keep it very grounded and very real. And that’s what Claire did for me and I am very thankful to her.

Q: You’ve now filmed in England several times – A Little Princess, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and now The Children of Men. What do you think of working in the UK?

A: I love it. I enjoy hanging with the British crews and obviously I enjoy the talent, I really love the actors here in the UK. When you see the film, because visually it is very simple in many ways – everything is very exposed and the actors are very exposed. I think that this group of people they did such a solid thing and I just love working here. I mean, one third of the films I’ve done I’ve done in England. 

Q: And with The Children of Men you were shooting in some very interesting locations – Pall Mall, Trafalgar Square. How was that?

A: It was great but it was also very difficult because bear in mind when we were prepping ready to start shooting the bombings happened here in London and so you know, there were a lot of limitations and security issues around. But in the end we managed to shoot in all these amazing locations and that was important. We didn’t want a postcard London, we wanted a real feel to it. And also I didn’t try to bring London into the 25th century, it’s more a London that is just slightly older than today.

Q: Yes, I noticed that on set. The cars weren’t the hi-tech visions of the future, they seemed kind of recognisable. Presumably your London of the near future, where human kind is doomed, means that there is a lack of innovation?

A: Yes. I didn’t want to turn it into science fiction in the sense of gadgets and the speculation about technology. Because at the end of the day this story takes place in the very near future. And for me what was important was for people to relate the stuff they see as today’s stuff, if you see what I mean. Not about speculation of the future. It isn’t trying to make a metaphor through a fantasy universe we were trying to ground the whole thing to a very realistic world.

Q: What genre would you say that the movie is?

A: Well, this is the thing, whenever you deal with the future, I think it’s already labelled science fiction but for me it’s more of a chase movie. A chase movie that can be read on different levels.

Q: And could it be described as a political thriller too?

A: Definitely. There you go, you can call it a political thriller and what we are dealing with is a scenario that is very similar to the political situation right now but what it is not about is a political event that happened in the past.

Q: Do you bring your family with you when you are filming here?

A: Oh yes of course. The family is here with me and that is fantastic. And London has become a home. I mean, I have a fairly new family, a three-year-old girl and a one-year-old boy, and ever since Harry Potter they have been growing up here in London, so London is becoming a second home now.

Q: Do you keep in touch with your Mexican contemporaries, actors and directors?

A: Totally. All the time. Obviously with my close friends, people that happen to be outside of Mexico, like Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu (21 Grams) and Guillermo del Toro (Hellboy), we are in constant communication. When I finish this cut of the film I will take it to Los Angeles and show it to Alejandro and Guillermo to get their notes. Alejandro is doing the same now with Guillermo in LA. I already saw Guillermo’s film. You know, we collaborate a lot with each. And in terms of the actors, like Diego (Luna) and Gael (Garcia Bernal) we are in constant communication. Gael is going to be in a film that Carlos, my brother, wrote and is going to direct. So we are always talking to each other and I always try to keep up to date with the new stuff that is coming out of Mexico. Gael is an amazing actor. I wish I could say “OK, I am going to write a script for this person’ and that would be Gael, but the thing is that the way my head works is that ideas come and then you have to go and find the cast. I have been so lucky in terms of cast all of my career. With The Children of Men I’ve been locked in the cutting room for I don’t know how many months looking at the same face over and over, because Clive Owen is in every single frame and the more I watch this guy, the more I love him.

Q: Literally every frame?

A: This movie occurs through Clive Owen’s character, it’s his experience, so yes he is in every single frame. 

Q: How different is your script to PD James’ book?

A: They are two completely different things. To be honest, I didn’t read the book. When I heard about the concept, I really related to it and then this story came to my head. And when I met with Tim (Sexton) my co writer, I started working on this story and then Tim started reading the book. And I said ‘OK, finish it and then give it to me..’ And then he finished reading it and said ‘well you can read it but this has nothing to do with the movie we’re doing..’ And then I decided not to read it. I’m a big fan of PD James it’s just that I had a very specific film in my mind. 

ENDS
