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Actors Behind the Camera: Introduction 
 

Nicole Cloarec  
University of Rennes 1 
Delphine Letort 
Le Mans University 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What in modern parlance is known as ‘multi-tasking’ was the norm in the early days of the 
movie industry. Seminal figures such as Charlie Chaplin, Mack Sennett, Buster Keaton and 
Harold Lloyd were at the same time actors, screenwriters, directors, and producers. The 
advent of Classical Hollywood put an end to this: actors were under contract, their careers 
determined by the studios and ruled by the star system. In this context, those actors who 
turned directors (for example Charles Laughton, Robert Montgomery, Ida Lupino) were all 
the more remarkable. Maverick actors-turned-directors such as Erich von Stroheim and 
Orson Welles soon encountered hindrances in completing their directing projects and relied 
on acting to earn a living. The break-up of the studio system, however, and the development 
of independent cinema, enabled a young generation of actors (Dennis Hopper, Paul 
Newman and Robert Redford among others) to try their luck behind the camera. Since the 
1970s, the list of actors-turned-directors has increased dramatically, ranging from old-timers 
like Warren Beatty, Robert de Niro, Al Pacino, Dustin Hoffman, Robert Duval, Diane Keaton, 
Angelica Huston, and Tommy Lee Jones to actors who are also known for their political 
commitment, like Tim Robbins, George Clooney, Jodie Foster, as well as stars such as Tom 
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Hanks, Sylvester Stallone, Mel Gibson, Kevin Costner, Sean Penn, Michael Keaton, Ed Harris, 
Kevin Spacey, Ben Affleck, Andy Garcia, Edward Norton, Ethan Hawke, Natalie Portman, 
Angelica Jolie, James Franco, Johnny Depp, Joseph Gordon-Lewitt, Stanley Tucci, and 
Bradley Cooper.  
 

        The trend is not confined to the American film industry, as testified by the films of 
British actors Peter Mullan, Gary Oldman, Tim Roth, Alan Rickman, Paddy Considine, and 
Vanessa Redgrave, Sarah Polley and Don McKellar in Canada, and Russell Crowe in Australia. 
What then makes an actor want to go behind the camera? Is it just another whim, or an 
unconscious desire to get even with directors? Do actors nurture the presumptuous belief 
that their experience will make them better equipped to direct other actors or do their 
films’ aesthetics offer more leeway for actorly performances? In the case of actors-turned-
directors who also appear in their own films, how can they film themselves? Does it testify 
to the fantasised ideal of immediacy, obliterating signs of acting itself so as to equate 
playing and being? Is it perhaps the case, as Jacqueline Nacache suggests, that “To become 
oneself, to play nothing but oneself – such was, rightly or wrongly, every actor’s goal from 
the early days of cinema”?1 Or, on the contrary, is it a way of foregrounding the thespian 
quality of the actors, relating their work in film to the perhaps more prestigious theatrical 
stage? 

        From Charles Laughton’s one-off masterpiece The Night of the Hunter (USA, 1955) to 
the steady output of former actors who have become as well-known for their work as 
director as for their acting career (John Cassavetes, Woody Allen, Clint Eastwood, Kenneth 
Branagh), what we might call ‘actors’ films’ certainly do not constitute a genre of their own. 
Nonetheless, for all their variety, what is most striking is the huge number of true ‘passion 
projects’ and how they foreground personal commitment. Their involvement may be 
directly linked to autobiographical elements. The coming-of-age story appears to be a 
classical trope of actors’ directorial debuts, whether they evoke their childhood or more 
generally their hometown or country (for example the New York American-Italian 
background of De Niro’s A Bronx Tale (USA, 1993), Israel in the case of Natalie Portman’s A 
Tale of Love and Darkness (Israel/USA, 2015) or, on a more controversial note, the alleged 
Native American heritage claimed by Johnny Depp for his poorly received debut feature, The 
Brave (USA, 1997). But the blurring of the frontier between cinema and personal life can be 
even more troubling when family members are closely involved in the process of film-
making. The case of John Cassavetes immediately comes to mind. Paul Newman offered 
another interesting case when he chose to direct both his wife and eldest daughter in 
Rachel, Rachel (USA, 1968) and The Effect of Gamma Rays on Man-in-the-Moon Marigolds 
(USA, 1972). 
  
        Political commitment is also a recurrent feature. The films of Tim Robbins, which tackle 
themes as various as the connections between folk music and Republican politics in his 
satirical mockumentary Bob Roberts (USA, 1992), the capital punishment issue in Dead Man 
Walking (USA, 1995), or theatre and politics in Depression-era America in Cradle Will Rock 

 
 
1 Jacqueline Nacache, L’Acteur de cinéma, Paris: Nathan, 2003, p. 118. Our translation. 
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(USA, 1999), are consistent in their dedication to an ideological cause. Other examples 
include Robert Redford’s The Milagro Beanfield War (USA, 1988), taking sides with the 
downtrodden against big business; George Clooney paying tribute to anti-McCarthy 
broadcast journalism in Good Night and Good Luck (USA, 2005); Sean Penn expressing a 
singularly gruelling version of the actor/director couplet when adapting Jon Krakauer’s novel 
Into the Wild (USA, 2007) or making a film about the risks of a humanitarian mission in 
Africa that may resonate with personal experiences in the case of The Last Face (USA, 2016); 
or Vanessa Redgrave creating Sea Sorrow (UK, 2017), a documentary investigating the 
historical context of the current migrant crisis. This social or political commitment is all the 
more acute in the case of actors from minority groups (Sidney Poitier, Richard Pryor, Spike 
Lee, among others), who, because of their celebrity status, inevitably carry the ‘burden of 
representation’. Their decision to step behind the camera often reveals a self-conscious 
endeavour to redress stereotyping, to make their own communities more visible, and to 
blaze a trail for greater diversity in the industrial workforce. 
  

Stepping behind the camera, of course, undeniably involves an element of risk-
taking. The move is often perceived as a vanity project, especially when the actors overtly 
play with their established screen persona. Some notorious examples of financial disasters 
such as Marlon Brando’s only film as a director, One-Eyed Jacks (USA, 1961), are now part of 
the legend, but critical and commercial failures do not seem to have affected actors’ careers 
greatly if we consider for example the cases of Johnny Depp or James Franco. Nonetheless, 
what is clearly at stake in all cases is the creative control of the film-maker and the symbolic 
power associated with it. In this respect, one may wonder if ‘actors’ films’ are not the 
perfect illustration of the auteur ‘theory’ that American film critic Andrew Sarris 
extrapolated from French film criticism, whereby a film is first and foremost the product of 
the director’s personal vision, a means of conveying his/her worldview in spite of 
overarching constraints imposed by the institution of cinema. 

 

A place behind the camera is thus perhaps the best position from which an actor can 
truly ‘author’ himself/herself, as Sébastien Lefait demonstrates in his article in this volume 
about Ralph Fiennes’s first film as a director, Coriolanus (UK, 2011). The concept borrowed 
from Shakespeare is equally true of the other actors-turned-directors studied here, who all 
clearly inscribe themselves in the lineage of ‘authors’ – be they writers, playwrights, singers 
and composers, or other actors-turned-directors. At the same time, exploring cinema 
through the category of actors-turned-directors also helps us reflect on the collective 
dimension of film-making, and in particular on how their own experience informs their 
decision-making as directors, as well as their other crucial involvement in the film-making 
process, such as Al Pacino’s passionate involvement in Brian De Palma’s Scarface (USA, 
1983), whose authorship critics attributed to the actor, Sean Penn’s involvement in the 
making of James Foley’s At Close Range (USA, 1986), Emma Thompson’s adaptation of Jane 
Austen for Ang Lee’s Sense and Sensibility (USA/UK, 1995), or Vicky McClure’s influence on 
the progression from Shane Meadows’s This is England (UK, 2006) to its subsequent 
television sequels (UK, 2010, 2011, 2015). 
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While there has been a renewed interest in actorial studies in the wake of star 
biographies and studies of the star system more broadly2, this phenomenon has yet not 
been much investigated. This issue of Film Journal aims to explore this largely uncharted 
territory, comprising case studies, by a team of French scholars, which focus on questions of 
identification, authorship, and adaptation. Identification with its subject is at the core of 
Kevin Spacey’s biopic of Bobby Darin, Beyond the Sea (USA, 2004), just as Al Pacino’s 
obsessive fascination with Oscar Wilde is the starting point for his Wilde Salome (USA, 
2011). Adaptation is also a common feature of the other three cases – for Ralph Fiennes, 
Shakespeare’s Coriolanus; Alexander Stuart’s novel The War Zone for Tim Roth’s film of the 
same name (UK, 2011); in the case of Sarah Polley’s first film, Away from Her (Can/UK/USA, 
2006), a short story by Alice Munro. However, what is striking is that they all use the generic 
conventions of either biopics or film adaptations to devise indirect self-portraits – whether 
to tackle sensitive personal issues (Spacey’s and Roth’s traumatic childhoods, or, in Polley’s 
third feature film Stories We Tell (Can, 2012), her quest for her biological father) or to assert 
their status as creators. In so doing, the films not only provide a reflection on the key notion 
of performance, they also create a fruitful dialogue with other artistic forms (literature, 
theatre, music) and most importantly with other film genres and traditions (the biopic, 
adaptation, social realism). 

        In his article ‘Imitations of Life: From the Biopic to Self-Portraiture in Kevin Spacey’s 
Beyond the Sea’ Christian Viviani argues that Kevin Spacey’s musical biopic indeed recounts 
the story of the singer and actor Bobby Darin but that it also fulfils a personal fantasy. It is 
probably no coincidence that Spacey chose such a versatile and controversial artist as the 
subject of his second foray as a film director. Impersonating the artist himself in a film he co-
scripted and co-produced, Spacey assumes artistic control over Darin’s biopic, 
foregrounding his own singing performances. How should one interpret such a filmic 
commitment on the part of the actor-turned-director? Speculating on the importance of 
ideas about ‘mimicry’ and ‘imitation’, Viviani contends that the presence of Spacey 
competes with that of his subject, and that his homage builds on the pleasure of 
appropriating (even by proxy) the popular success of a singer whose powerful vocals marked 
his childhood. 

        Christophe Damour, in ‘Adaptation, Experimentation, and Performance: Al Pacino’s 
Wilde Salome’, examines Pacino’s work as both actor and director by focusing on his third 
film, Wilde Salomé, an experiment in hybridity that interweaves footage of stage 
performances and backstage activities involved in Oscar Wilde’s play Salomé under the 
direction of Estelle Parsons, documentary footage about Wilde’s life, and self-reflexive shots 
of Pacino himself in the character of Herod. Significantly, Pacino intertwines several 
narrative lines to ponder over his own career in the light of other iconic figures but also 

 
 
2 See, amongst others, James Naremore, Acting in the Cinema, Berkeley & Los Angeles, CA: University of 
California Press, 1988; Jacqueline Nacache, L’Acteur de cinéma, Paris: Nathan, 2003; Vincent Amiel, Jacqueline 
Nacache, Geneviève Sellier, Christian Viviani, eds., L'acteur de cinéma: approches plurielles, Rennes: Presses 
Universitaires de Rennes, 2007; Christian Viviani, Le Magique et le vrai: l’acteur au cinéma, sujet et objet, Aix-
en-Provence: Rouge profond, 2015 ; Christophe Damour, eds, Jeu d’acteurs: corps et gestes au cinéma, 
Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, 2016.  
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expresses a form of body language that is the actor’s hallmark, and which Damour analyses 
closely. While in Wilde Salomé Pacino self-consciously plays with the mythical persona he 
has assumed, the film is very much in line with his entire work, both on visual and thematic 
levels, through its preoccupation with the act of looking and with the figure of the demiurge 
personified by Al Pacino. 
 

        Sébastien Lefait focuses on another significant case of stage adaptation in his article 
‘Authoring Oneself: The Refusal of Performance as Cinematic Authorship in Ralph Fiennes’ 
Coriolanus’. If adapting Shakespeare may not seem so surprising for a famous 
Shakespearean actor, Ralph Fiennes’ choice of Coriolanus for his first experience behind the 
camera is certainly worth exploring. Lefait argues that the play provides “the ideal repository 
for a study of the actor turned director, or, in Shakespeare’s terms, the actor who tries to be 
‘author of himself’, i.e. of his own character”. Indeed, the play itself addresses the question 
of authorship in relation to acting and performance. Its protagonist’s tragic flaw is his 
reluctance and persistent inability to play a part in the political arena. As a consequence, his 
downfall results as much from hubris as from his failure to master his own image, which is 
tantamount to controlling his destiny.  
 

        Fiennes updates the play to a modern world where the means of information and 
communication are foregrounded as mediating instruments. Political action is equated with 
mere performance, which Coriolanus resents as a role imposed on him, a grotesque 
distortion of his true self. To escape from this “to-be-looked-at-ness complex”, Coriolanus 
withdraws to “a world elsewhere” where he can remain invisible, but is obliged to defect to 
the enemy. For Lefait, Fiennes’s adaptation perfectly underscores the metaleptic dimension 
of the play itself, whereby Fiennes, “like Coriolanus in the play and as Coriolanus in the film, 
metaphorically erases his persona, claiming he can move to a location where he can be more 
than just an actor”. As such, Fiennes’s directorial debut is also a “reflection on the transition 
from being a mere actor to being able to direct oneself”. 
 

        Writing about an actor-turned-director leads the film scholar to explore the intimate 
links between acting and directing. David Roche’s article ‘The Conflicted Self-Construction of 
the Actor-Director: Tim Roth’s The War Zone’ is based on a biographical investigation into 
the covert and painful motives that prompted Tim Roth to direct The War Zone. While 
acknowledging the power of the actor to shape the discourse constructed on a persona that 
he self-consciously performs, Roche explores Roth’s most personal memories to better 
understand his undertaking a film about child abuse. While the process of adapting 
Alexander Stuart’s novel The War Zone allows the film-maker to share personal stories of his 
own, Roche detects visual and narrative details that convey Roth’s filmic strategies to deal 
with trauma, arguing that “the adaptation serves as a mask for the artist to tell a very 
personal story”. Mise-en-scène is highly significant for maintaining the sense of secrecy 
which binds the family together in The War Zone, and which Roche invites the viewer to 
identify through detecting the invisible signs of malaise. Film analysis in this case turns into 
an emotional exercise that echoes the genuine response of non-professional actors 
interpreting characters confronted with a situation that visibly affected them.  

        In ‘Questions of Intimacy and Distance in Three Films by Sarah Polley’, Nicole Cloarec 
offers a portrait of Sarah Polley through a close look at the films the actress has directed – 
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Away from Her, Take This Waltz, and Stories We Tell. Although the three films do not form a 
trilogy, they articulate common thematic and aesthetic features which Cloarec identifies as 
signifiers of her authorial style. Like the other actors turned directors featured in this issue, 
Polley uses the process of film-making to indirectly look back at her own life and career. Her 
focus on female characters allows her to fathom intimate questions about the female body 
– be they related to ageing or to sexuality. Adapting Alice Munro’s short story for her first 
film, Away from Her, allowed her to consider a woman’s life through the voice of another, 
endowing her female character with a more active role as an onlooker. Easy 
characterisation is eschewed, including in the autobiographical documentary Stories We 
Tell, which interweaves several narrative voices to convey a complex family story that makes 
it difficult to establish the genre’s claims to truth, but which offers a self-reflexive 
meditation on how acting and directing interact with life. 
 

The various films studied here provide further striking evidence that actors are 
definitely not just ‘cattle’, as Hitchcock so notoriously claimed to Truffaut in 1962, but 
intensely creative figures with complex and varying interests in the process of film 
representation. Through highlighting some significant case studies combining historical, 
genetic and aesthetic analysis, we hope to throw some light on this largely unexplored 
phenomenon and pave the way for further studies. The admittedly vast scope encompassed 
by the work of actors-turned-directors enables us to delve into some critical perspectives 
from a de-centred perspective, questioning the collaborative nature of film-making, the part 
played by the actors’ personae, as well as fundamental ideas to do with acting, performance 
and film authorship.  
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Introducing Bobby Darin 

 

Beyond the Sea (UK/Germ/USA, 2004), a biopic focusing on the American singer and film star Bobby 

Darin (1936-73), is the second film directed by the American actor Kevin Spacey, following his 

directorial debut with Albino Alligator (USA, 1996). The film’s title pays homage to the American 

adaptation by Jack Lawrence of Charles Trénet’s song ‘La Mer’ (1945/6), a song popularised in the US 

by Darin, which can be heard in the film on several occasions (including the Trénet version). Spacey’s 

film adopts the canonical genre of the musical biopic to relate the major events in the life of Darin, 

who died at the early age of 37. Nonetheless, as I will be suggesting in this article, beyond the 

apparent conventions of the genre the film may yet portray someone other than Darin. The singer 

was born Walden Robert Cassotto in East Harlem, New York. He was raised by Vivian, known as 

Polly, who had already a daughter, Nina. His father is thought to have been a small-time mobster 

who died in jail, leaving Polly on her own in charge of her two children. As a former vaudeville 

performer, it was she who instilled in young Walden Robert a love for singing and dancing.  



Christian Viviani 
‘Imitations of Life: From Biopic to Self-Portraiture In Kevin Spacey’s Beyond the Sea’ 

Film Journal 6: Actors Behind the Camera, 2020, pp. 13-22 
 

 
 

14 

 

        The boy was however in poor health and was soon diagnosed with a serious heart murmur that 

would limit his life span, it was predicted, to the age of 16. Thanks to Polly’s support, Walden Robert 

was nonetheless able to live a normal teenage life during which he nurtured his passion for the 

spectacle and developed his gifts for drama, singing and music writing, deciding to quit school and 

pursue a career in show business. In 1956, after unsuccessfully trying his luck as a cabaret singer, he 

was made to believe that his name was an impediment. Already nicknamed ‘Bobby’, he made up a 

surname after noticing the faulty neon sign of a Chinese restaurant: ‘MAN’ was turned off and only 

‘DARIN’ was illuminated, an episode dramatised in Spacey’s film. 

        This was the real starting point of the singer’s career. Signing for Decca before moving to 

Atlantic, he wrote material for himself and for Connie Francis (another American of Italian descent) 

and other artistes, and, as teen-oriented ‘pop’ took hold, scored a notable early hit with ‘Splish 

Splash’ (1958). But Darin’s own inclination led him towards swing, which his soft, crooner’s voice and 

sense of rhythm fitted perfectly, even if he had to make compromises. He thus recorded the 1930s 

standard written by Harry Warren, ‘I Found a Million Dollar Baby’, which he spiced up with some 

rock’n roll style à la Presley, in vogue at the time. In 1959, Darin broke all sales records with ‘Dream 

Lover’. A few months later, he released ‘Mack the Knife (aka ‘The Ballad of Mack the Knife’), a song 

he had recorded for his own pleasure; neither he nor his new record label Atlantic Records believed 

in its commercial prospects. 

        The song came from Brecht’s and Weill’s The Threepenny Opera (1928), translated by Marc 

Blitzstein for the long-running 1954 Off-Broadway production, and Darin interpreted it in a high-

spirited jazzy version. The song sold two million copies and won Darin a 1959 Grammy Award for 

‘Record of the Year’, with Darin himself awarded as ‘Best New Artist’ of the year. Darin would go on 

to excel in this repertoire which he revamped through his cool and high-beat interpretations of 

standards such as Shelton Brooks’ ‘Some of These Days’, first recorded by Sophie Tucker in 1911, 

and Harold Arlen’s and Johnny Mercer’s 1942 classic ‘That Old Black Magic’ - which Kevin Spacey, 

long before his Darin biopic,  would perform in Clint Eastwood’s Midnight in the Garden of Good and 

Evil (USA, 1997).  In the Sixties he ventured into country and folk (Tim Hardin’s ‘If I Were a 

Carpenter’, a Top Ten hit for Darin in 1966) and songs of social commentary and protest (in 1969 he 

wrote Hardin’s major hit, ‘Simple Song of Freedom). Altogether he recorded over 500 songs. 

        Darin also became a star of film and television. He made his film debut in a supporting role to 

Rock Hudson and Gina Lollobrigida in Robert Mulligan’s romantic comedy set in Italy, Come 

September (USA, 1961). In the course of production he met Sandra Dee, who became his first wife. 

Although he did not eschew blunt if profitable productions in which he co-starred with his young 

spouse (such as Henry Levin’s If a Man Answers, USA, 1962), Darin nurtured other ambitions that 

were better served in the John Cassavetes’ excellent Too Late Blues (USA, 1962), where, following an 

uncredited appearance in the same director’s Shadows (USA, 1959),  he plays a troubled jazz 

musician, Don Siegel’s WWII drama Hell Is for Heroes (USA, 1962), where he appears as a 

soldier/hustler, and Hubert Cornfield’s race drama Pressure Point (USA, 1964), where he plays a neo-

Nazi prisoner assigned to a psychiatrist interpreted by Sidney Poitier. He was Oscar-nominated as 

‘Best Supporting Actor’ for his role in David Miller’s Captain Newman, M.D. (USA, 1963), and among 

his one dozen credited roles we might also mention Gunfight at Abilene (William Hale, USA, 1967) 

and The Happy Ending (Richard Brooks, USA, 1968). 
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         His political commitment to pacifism, and his growing inclination for folk music, soon impacted 

negatively on his career. In his personal life, Darin suffered a number of hard blows: Robert 

Kennedy, for whom he had campaigned, was assassinated – Darin was at the Ambassador Hotel in 

L.A. on the night of the murder; his marriage with Sandra Dee ended in divorce; and he was 

devastated by a final revelation. At the time of Polly’s death, he discovered that she was not his 

mother but his grandmother; his real mother was Nina, whom he had thought to be his sister. 

Although suffering from poor health, he did his best in concerts and in television shows that gave his 

career a new lease of life but wore him out. In 1973, after failing to take his prescribed antibiotics, 

he collapsed. He underwent open heart surgery but did not recover. The content of Spacey’s film 

was closely supervised by Dodd, the son of Darin and Sandra Dee, and it was also endorsed by 

Sandra Dee and Steve Blauner, Darin’s former manager turned film producer (Easy Rider, Dennis 

Hopper, 1968).1 

 

The Biopic 

  

If historical figures, or characters just based on real life, appear in film as early as in the silent era, 

the idea of recounting someone’s life or part of their lives really takes shape with the talkies that 

create its major codes. The reason is simple: biopics generally require flights of oratory that allow 

the main characters to convey their ideas or display their talents, something for which silent films 

were ill-suited. The first biopic with clear-cut features is perhaps Alfred E. Green’s Disraeli (USA, 

1929), for which the British actor George Arliss won one of the first Academy Awards for Best actor 

after enjoying tremendous success in the same role in London’s West End in 1911, and then on 

Broadway, in the play written by Louis Napoleon Parker.  The play had already been poorly adapted 

in 1916, without George Arliss. This infuriated the actor, who considered the part belonged to him; 

he promptly bought the rights. He would play the part again in the 1921 Hollywood version by actor-

director Henry Kolker, created at a time when the biopic was not yet well-defined. 

        When 20th Century Pictures merged with Fox Studios in 1935, the fledgling 20th Century-Fox 

specialised in its turn in biopics – such as Henry King’s Lloyds of London (USA, 1936), Irving 

Cummings’ The Story of Alexander Graham Bell (USA, 1939), King’s Stanley and Livingstone (USA, 

1940) and Wilson (USA, 1945). The codes of the biopic, moreover, pervaded other genres produced 

by 20th Century-Fox, like the western (King’s Jesse James, USA, 1939) or the musical (Cummings’ The 

Dolly Sisters, USA, 1945). Arliss, who first worked for Warner Bros., then for the newly-born 20th 

Century Pictures that Darryl F. Zanuck had just created upon leaving Warner Bros., gained a 

reputation as a specialist in the genre. Within four years, he had acted in Adolfi’s Alexander 

Hamilton (USA, 1931) and Voltaire (USA, 1933), Victor Saville’s The Iron Duke (UK, 1934), Alfred 

Werker’s The House of Rothschild (USA, 1934) and Rowland V. Lee’s Cardinal Richelieu (USA, 1935). 

 

1 I am indebted to the biographical accounts offered by Dodd Darin and Maxine Paetro, Dream Lovers: The 
Magnificent Shattered Lives of Bobby Darin and Sandra Dee, New York: Warner Books, 1994, and David 
Evanier, Roman Candle: the Life of Bobby Darin, New York: SUNY Press, 2010. For detailed information on 
Darin’s music, see Shane Brown, Bobby Darin: Directions. A Listener's Guide, 2nd. ed., Norwich: privately 
published, 2019. 
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In the wake of Arliss’s success, which were soon followed by those of the duo of actor Paul Muni and 

director William Dieterle at Warner Bros. (The Story of Louis Pasteur, 1936; The Life of Emile Zola, 

1937; Juarez, 1939), the biopic became a profitable commercial formula and, for some critics, a 

source of prestige. 

        The basis for the musical biopic in particular was established in 1936 with Robert Z. Leonard’s 

lavish production of The Great Ziegfeld, which proved a huge commercial and artistic success and 

won several Awards. It was promptly followed, at the same MGM studios, by a biopic of Johann 

Strauss the Younger, Julien Duvivier’s The Great Waltz (USA, 1938). The choice of a personality from 

the recent past – and hence still alive in most people’s memory - and the then well-established 

formula of the historical biopic paved the way for the advent of the variant (to which adheres 

Beyond the Sea) whereby an individual ahead of his time does not hesitate to defy convention. The 

film does not, however, aim for a libertarian discourse since the main protagonist eventually settles 

down in society; he may challenge the established order in the name of progress, but remains one of 

its pillars. 

        Struggling artists remain an oddity in the Hollywood form of the genre. Thus the rather 

conservative Ziegfeld succeeds in imposing ‘his’ formula for musical shows that are inspired by the 

Parisian Follies and which eventually become the new norm. Another crucial point is upward 

mobility. Ziegfeld starts working as a carnival barker and ends up an American institution. Likewise in 

Spacey’s film, Darin is doomed in his teenage years but survives until the age of 37; he comes from 

an impoverished background and becomes a star. Last but not least, the progressive dimension of 

the artist also makes itself felt: Darin begins performing soppy teenage songs but eventually 

manages to impose both his style, that of a sophisticated jazzy swing, and his political views in 

support of the Democrats. 

        Like all cinema, the musical biopic often struggles with issues of realism and verisimilitude. One 

prime example can be found in the casting of Betty Grable and June Haver, two famous blondes 

under contract to 20th Century-Fox, to incarnate the renowned brunette Dolly Sisters in The Dolly 

Sisters (Irving Cummings, USA, 1945), but the period boasts other notable examples. When Warner 

Bros. produced Michael Curtiz’s Night and Day (USA, 1946) dedicated to the life of Broadway 

composer Cole Porter, who was still alive at the time, the first deceit lay in the actor chosen to 

embody him: Cary Grant, whose imposing presence and elegance are unmistakable but nowhere 

near the physique of Porter (following a riding accident, which is toned down in the film, he 

becomes disabled and has to have a leg amputated). The second misrepresentation concerns Cole 

Porter’s self-proclaimed homosexuality and his unconsummated marriage to a devoted wife, which 

the film completely ignores in order to recount a conventionally heterosexual love story. Only the 

happy few could appreciate the allusion in the casting of Cary Grant, whose bisexuality was then 

well-known in Hollywood. One might note that, while mentioning Porter’s sexual orientation, a 

second, more recent biopic hardly deals with this theme (De-Lovely, Irwin Winkler, USA, 2004). 

        Some more venal untruths involve disrespect for the chronology of works and of events. But 

Night and Day also claims some authenticity, for example by featuring some of Cole Porter’s 

acquaintances playing themselves (the actor and stage director Monty Woolley) and by faithfully 

recreating certain musical numbers: ‘My Heart Belongs to Daddy’, sung by Mary Martin, repeats the 



Christian Viviani 
‘Imitations of Life: From Biopic to Self-Portraiture In Kevin Spacey’s Beyond the Sea’ 

Film Journal 6: Actors Behind the Camera, 2020, pp. 13-22 
 

 
 

17 

 

original performance that the singer gave in the Broadway musical Leave It to Me (1938) and in Mark 

Sandrich’s film Love Thy Neighbor (USA, 1940). This procedure had been followed in Irving Rapper’s 

Gershwin biopic Rhapsody in Blue, produced by the same studio in 1945, where Oscar Levant, Paul 

Whiteman, George White, Hazel Scott and Al Jolson played themselves. Beyond the Sea follows suit 

by seeking the endorsement of Bobby Darin’s son Dodd. However, no matter how pleasant it is to 

listen to some of Cole Porter’s magnificent compositions, one must admit that the story that Night 

and Day tells is awfully dull. The same reproach can be levelled against Norman Taurog’s Words and 

Music (USA, 1948) which evokes the partnership between composer Richard Rodgers and lyricist 

Lorenz Hart.  

        In this case it is hardly surprising that the figure of the conservative Rodgers should be reduced 

to banality; his personal, uneventful life was of little dramatic interest. Hart, however, who died a 

few years before, had a complex and tragic personality that would readily fly in the face of 

conventions; as in Night and Day, homosexuality was still a taboo subject. As a marginal character, 

tormented by his unsightly physique (he was very short and almost hunchbacked), suffering from 

bouts of depression and alcoholism, Hart was the complete antithesis of his partner, Rodgers. Hart 

was the one responsible for the eruption of bitter, wistful or disconsolate lyrics within Rodgers’ 

flawless melodies: ‘Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered’, ‘I’m so Glad to be Unhappy’, ‘Like a Ship 

Without a Sail’. Even if Hart’s homosexuality could not possibly be broached, there was ample 

matter for a powerful drama – but the film ignores the opportunity. The only ‘true’ detail lies in the 

short stature of the actor Mickey Rooney in his role as Hart. 

        In his comprehensive study of Hollywood genres, Steve Neale recalls Darryl F. Zanuck’s decisive 

part in incorporating some compulsory tropes: “[…]  he was constantly aware of the need to tailor 

the events they [the biopics] depicted and the stories they told so as to conform to what he saw as 

Hollywood’s aesthetic values. Hence his constant appeals to ‘rooting interest’, to finding ways of 

aligning audiences with biographical protagonists and involving them in their struggles. […] Hence 

his oft-cited memo on ‘The Story of Alexander Graham Bell’; ‘The drama of the story does not lie in 

the invention of the telephone any more than the drama of Zola’s life was in his writing. Our main 

drama lies in Bell’s fight against the world to convince them he has something great’. It is within 

these contexts that the inaccuracies and anomalies for which biopics are well known need to be 

placed and understood.”2 

        Generic codes die hard. Zanuck’s principles, for example, still pervade Bryan Singer’s recent 

Bohemian Rhapsody (USA, 2018). Granted, the Asian origins of Freddie Mercury, and his choice to 

live in the margins of society, fits the traditional motifs of the lonely struggling artist who had a rocky 

start. But in spite of Rami Malek’s contrivance to resemble Freddie Mercury, and despite a 

contemporary permissiveness that allows for more openness about sexuality, the film, as specialists 

and fans have well noted, takes liberties with the facts, toning down the sexual dimension and 

 
 
2 Stephen Neale, Genre and Hollywood, London and New York: Routledge, 2000, pp. 61-62. 
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altering both the chronology and the impact of the final concert, which wrongly appears as an 

apotheosis. Beyond the Sea is governed by the same principles. Nonetheless, if the film sits squarely 

within the genre of the musical biopic, Spacey plays with its obligatory tropes, lays them bare in 

order to foreground them, bending them not so much to reveal Bobby Darin’s personality as what 

Bobby Darin’s character allows him to disclose of himself and his ambitions. All of this, 

surreptitiously, turns Beyond the Sea into a covert self-portrait. In other words, behind its 

conventional appearance, the film is more deeply personal where the actor/director himself is 

concerned. 
 

Spacey’s Darin 

 

A biopic based on the life of Bobby Darin was planned as early as 1987. A dozen producers 

succeeded one another, as did numerous screenwriters (James Toback among others) and actors. In 

1987 Bruce Willis was approached for the part and in 2000 Leonardo DiCaprio relinquished it to act 

in Danny Boyle’s The Beach. The most advanced project was that of Barry Levinson, with Johnny 

Depp in the title role. Having put himself forward to Levinson in 1994, Kevin Spacey, a great fan of 

Darin’s work, thought that the project could provide the perfect opportunity to direct his second 

film, the musical genre offering a striking contrast with his first feature, the hostage drama Albino 

Alligator, in which he did not play. In opposition to the rather plain cinematography of the first film, 

Beyond the Sea offers the vivid illumination and crystalline definition produced by cinematographer 

Eduardo Serra, expressive of a desire to distance itself from reality. 

        This is particularly prominent in the scenes in Beyond the Sea dealing with the shooting of Come 

September in Italy, in which Spacey and Serra humorously reconstitute the colour palette of the 

Universal productions of the 1960s. The true challenge, however, lay elsewhere: the director has 

taken over both the storyline and the central role, cashing in an acting career which was on the rise. 

At one point, Tom Cruise was reportedly under consideration to play Darin. When Cruise turned 

down the part, Kevin Spacey again suggested that he himself take on the title role -  on the face of it 

a preposterous idea, since Spacey was already 44 years old, faced with the challenge of 

impersonating Darin between the ages of 18 and 37.  The challenge facing the director was now 

coupled with the one also faced by the actor. 

        Spacey was so enthusiastic that he took ownership of the project even further. He became its 

co-producer, no small task since American funders began to show less and less interest in the 

enterprise. The actor-turned-director-producer-screenwriter eventually found the necessary funding 

in Great-Britain - his adoptive country, where he was Director of the prestigious Old Vic Theatre 

from 2004 until 2015 - and in Germany, with the film being almost entirely shot in Berlin. Along with 

Spacey, Kate Bosworth (Sandra Dee), Caroline Aaron (Nina) and John Goodman (Steve Blauer), 

British actors make up a prestigious casting: Brenda Blethyn (Polly), Greta Scacchi (Sandra Dee’s 

mother), and Bob Hoskins (Nina’s husband). Spacey himself undertook a complete re-writing of 

Lewis Colick’s original script. It seems that twenty screenwriters or so worked on different versions 

during the 17 years of the project’s gestation. In compliance with the union employment laws, only 

Lewis Colick, the author of the first version, is credited - along with Spacey, who wrote the final 

draft. 
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         Spacey then had the idea of using a Fellini-style approach that would partly solve the problem 

of his age by confronting the adult Darin with the sickly child Walden Robert Cassotto (William 

Ullrich) through the production of an imaginary biopic in which Darin would play himself. This mise-

en-abîme allows the film to start on an ironic note: in the very first minutes Darin/Spacey is criticised 

for being too old for the part he is supposed to play. Apart from a very discreet nasal prosthesis, 

Spacey remains perfectly recognisable as Kevin Spacey: the building of credibility focusses on the 

performing persona of Darin. All the songs are sung by Spacey himself, who recreates Darin’s 

distinctive timbre, tempo and phrasing so well that some film producers thought he was using 

Darin’s recordings in playback; for the promotion of the film, Spacey even performed in nightclubs 

where he sang numbers linked to Darin. The work on his body language is equally impressive, as 

testifies his showmanship on stage and his ability to imperceptibly move into choreography. 

        As both actor and director, Spacey tackles with great panache two major musical scenes that 

were not required for the sake of credibility but which firmly locate Beyond the Sea within the genre 

of the musical. The first scene dramatises Darin’s departure from East Harlem with Hoagy 

Carmichael’s and Sidney Arodin’s classic 1930 number ‘Lazy River’, the choreography for which starts 

inside Polly’s home, spreads out to the couples in the street and expands, thanks to ample camera 

movements, to the whole neighbourhood and Darin himself. This exhilarating crescendo is a staple 

of the genre, from ‘Born in a Trunk’ in Cukor’s A Star is Born (USA, 1954), to ‘Don’t Rain on My 

Parade’ in Wyler’s Funny Girl (USA, 1968).  

        The second significant number, which is even more daring and stylised, occurs near the end, 

more precisely after Bobby’s death on the operating table. Bobby is seen, with his youthful alter ego 

Walden Robert, in a film studio, just as at the beginning of the film, turning off the lights in farewell 

before he is reproved by his younger self: “That’s not the end. Let me tell you how it goes. [He gives a 

rapid, grown-up overview of Darin’s complex family background.] No, not you, I’m the one who goes. 

Don’t you get it? Bobby Darin doesn’t die. [He continues in spite of Darin’s puzzled interruption.] 

Don’t you remember? Memories are like moonbeams. We do with them what we want.” 

        The dialogue between the two characters, dominated by the child, evolves into the song ‘As 

Long I Am Singing’ (lyrics and music by Darin), which the child also leads before they embark upon a 

duet, with the “I” becoming “we”. The characters are spotlit and in the shadows we can see a 

darkened stage, set for Darin’s band, facing a nightclub set-up of empty tables. The ‘two’ Darins 

dance their way down a staircase into a street setting, with the studio artifice still apparent, and a 

sign indicating the Copacabana club. We switch to a dancefloor setting, with shades of black-and-

white against a steely-grey floor, peopled by a multiplicity of male dancers all dressed in tuxedos to 

replicate Walden and Bobby as the two figures dance amongst them. 

        This faith in show business becomes a metaphor for Darin’s death (which Spacey does not 

show) and is a traditional trope in musical biopics: at the end of the seminal The Great Ziegfeld, the 

protagonist dies while evoking ghostly memories of his shows, in the twilight of his bedroom. But 

the scene also recalls Liberace’s ascension in Behind the Candelabra (Steven Soderbergh, USA, 2013) 

and the finale in the operating theatre in All that Jazz (Bob Fosse, USA, 1979). The child relinquishes 

the scene to his adult self, and the scene moves to a nightclub performance in which Darin/Spacey 

continues and concludes the song in the first person. While foregoing the gory dimension that 
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imbues the musical number in All That Jazz, Spacey merely suggests a passage into the hereafter 

through the exuberant choreography and Darin’s participation in it, as if his iconic status has 

superceded the man once and for all. 

 

A Self-Portrait? 

 

My interest in Beyond the Sea was first triggered by an article by James Naremore (to whom, in turn, 

this article is dedicated). Although Naremore is willing to admit that the film has some qualities, he 

remains doubtful about the issue of mimicry: “The whole purpose of the film”, he writes, “is to 

celebrate Darin’s talent which was doomed from the start because of a childhood illness; 

unfortunately, though, it feels more like a vanity project in celebration of Spacey’s talent for 

mimicry.”3 If the actor’s performance is stunning in terms of voice and gesture, the film is caught in a 

grey zone where the suspension of disbelief cannot operate: because of his age, one is almost 

always aware of Kevin Spacey performing as Bobby Darin. 

        Because they consider the age discrepancy between the character and the actor playing him to 

be implausible, the diehard fans of Bobby Darin have been far from enthusiastic about the actor-

director’s work. As for me, because I do not know Bobby Darin’s work as well as my American 

friends I find that this grey zone is precisely what makes the film interesting. Certainly, no viewer can 

believe that Kevin Spacey is Bobby Darin; however, we can share the pleasure and enthusiasm of 

Kevin Spacey as he impersonates Bobby Darin. And this may very well be what singles the film out, 

this “vanity project”, as Naremore aptly calls it. 

        Beyond the age disparity on which naysayers have focussed, Beyond the Sea is full of 

divergences, of deliberate infidelities, even of errors with respect to the central character. Some can 

be explained in terms of the conventions of the genre, others on account of Bobby Darin’s son, who 

worked as technical consultant and no doubt wanted to make sure some intimate details were kept 

hidden. The most obvious example involves Sandra Dee who, after her divorce, spiralled into 

alcoholism while in the film she remains close to Darin and is even seen lying next to him at the 

hospital when he dies (in reality she was not there but was found at home, stupefied by alcohol).  

        The consequence of this departure from the truth is the complete omission of Darin’s re-

marriage and the presence, which is attested, of his second wife, Andrea Yeager, at the hospital. The 

management/elision of other concerns – in particular concerning Bobby’s relationships with his 

‘mother’ Polly and especially his ‘sister’ Nina, which most certainly were more strained than what is 

shown in the film; the personality of his absent father (or rather grandfather); and his direct 

involvement in the Democratic politics of Robert Kennedy – can all be ascribed to Spacey’s re-writing 

of the script, and are no doubt in line with the deliberate stylisation of the narrative and the anti-

realistic drive of the two major musical scenes already discussed. 
 

 
 

3 James Naremore, An Invention Without a Future, Essays on cinema, Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2014, p. 70. 
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        In short, Spacey glamourises Bobby Darin’s life, in utter contrast to the naturalistic approach 

that characterised Albino Alligator. One cannot help but draw a parallel between the modest veil 

that the film draws over some details of Darin’s life, and Spacey’s reluctance to expose his own 

private life before the 2016 scandals hit the headlines. In 1999, when Esquire Magazine came to the 

conclusion that he must be gay, Spacey refuted it in the Sunday Times and justified his answer as 

follows: “I chose for a long time not to answer these questions because of the manner in which they 

were asked, and because I was never talking to someone I trusted, so why should I? Recently I chose 

to participate because it's a little hard on the people I love.”4 Since then, information about Spacey’s 

tough childhood and troubled teenage years, involving a violent father and the fact that he severed 

all ties with his own brothers, has given rise to many speculative psychological theories to account 

for the serious charges of sexual abuse that have been laid against him. 

        For my part, I will retain the general notion of childhood trauma that may explain a predilection 

for playing secretive characters, the recurrent use of innuendoes that characterises Frank 

Underwood in the series House of Cards, and perhaps even the decision to take on the role played 

by Cary Grant, another actor leading a double life, in a production of Philip Barry’s famous 1939 

comedy The Philadelphia Story at London’s Old Vic Theatre in 2005. And with regard to Beyond the 

Sea, it not only reveals Spacey’s desire to impersonate a showman whose songs informed his 

childhood - Spacey was born in 1959, when Darin was beginning to be famous and successful, and 

dedicates the film to “Mother” - but also his desire to create an ideal alter ego leading an ideal life, 

who, while misrepresenting some major events in Darin’s life, shapes up the perfect simulacrum for 

the director. It is also an actor’s dream: the magnitude and flamboyant drive of the two musical 

numbers conjure up the assumption, with an almost childish candour, of a professional triumph that 

the actor will never achieve. 

        Imitation has always been a gift to Spacey, who may well have secretly yearned to be someone 

else. During a memorable performance on James Lipton’s television show Inside the Actor’s Studio 

on 2 July 2000, he enthralled the audience by mimicking, among others, James Stewart, Clint 

Eastwood, Al Pacino, John Gielgud, Katharine Hepburn and even his mentor, Jack Lemmon. No doubt 

Beyond the Sea was conceived as the ultimate vehicle for a supreme imitation, making up for the age 

discrepancy through the brio of his vocal and gestural performance, and, in the broader diegetic 

environment, sustaining the illusion by re-enacting Darin’s cabaret numbers while on tour promoting 

the film in several major American cities. Imitation, which could easily be considered as a facile 

actorial technique, deserves some further thought for several reasons. The first is the undeniable 

pleasure of viewers in identifying in one actor a specific trait that has struck them in others, or 

marveling at the perfect mimicry achieved in certain roles (to name but three examples: Cate 

Blanchett playing Katharine Hepburn in The Aviator (Scorsese, Germ/USA, 2004) and  Bob Dylan in 

I’m not There (Haynes, Germ/Can/USA, 2007), or Kenneth Branagh  as Laurence Olivier in My Week 

with Marilyn (Curtis, UK/USA, 2011).  
 

 
 
4 Spacey in Lesley White, ‘Spacey’s Odyssey’, Sunday Times Magazine, 19 December 1999, pp. 34-8.  
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        The second is the appropriation - conscious or unconscious, spontaneous or deliberate - of 

some significant details from the actor who created the part. For instance, the way Bette Davis 

settles in a sofa with her arms outstretched on the seatback in The Little Foxes (William Wyler, USA, 

1941) is an exact repetition of the same gesture, performed by Tallulah Bankhead, in the same role 

in 1938, at the premiere of Lillian Hellman’s play. Wyler wanted Davis to draw her inspiration from 

Bankhead, which Davis would categorically refuse - but unwittingly or otherwise she did it all the 

same. Another example involves Glenn Close in Trevor Nunn’s 1993 version of Andrew Lloyd 

Webber’s stage-musical version of Sunset Boulevard: in the role of the faded star of the silent era 

Norma Desmond, she takes on the same intonation that Gloria Swanson used in Billy Wilder’s film 

(USA, 1950) when she pronounces the famous line “We had faces!”, and even reproduces Swanson’s 

gesture when, after clenching her hand, she opens it like a poisonous flower precisely at the 

moment when she utters the final word of this assertion. 

        Concluding his essay, Naremore proposes an interesting line of study: “The various forms of 

imitation […] the copying of conventional gestures and accents, the rote repetition of predetermined 

gestures and movements, the development of model character types, the repeated performance of 

personal eccentricities and the impersonation of historical characters – may not be the most valued 

aspect of what actors do, but they are sources of pleasure for the audience. They contribute to the 

system of genres and styles […] and more generally to the rhetoric of characterization and the 

formation of personality on the screen. In a more subtle and general sense, they complicate our ideas 

of personal autonomy and individuality; they make us at least potentially aware of the imitative 

aspects of our lives in the real world, as both personalities and social beings.”5 In the context of 

Naremore’s subtle analysis, Beyond the Sea can be seen as a perfect case study for analysing the 

phenomenon of ‘imitation’ in the work of film actors. More profoundly, though, the film is a self-

portrait in disguise, where actor and director merge with each other. To cite the title of Sirk’s 

famous melodrama – the cast of which included Sandra Dee – it might be seen as a particular kind of 

‘imitation of life’.  

 
 
5 Naremore, An Invention Without a Future, p. 76. 
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Looking for Wilde Salome 
 

After Looking for Richard (USA, 1996) and Chinese Coffee (USA, 2000), Wilde Salome (2006-11) was 

the third film directed by Al Pacino, the star famous for his roles as Michael Corleone in Coppola’s 

Godfather trilogy (USA, 1972,1974, 1990) and Tony Montana in De Palma’s Scarface (USA, 1983). At 

around the time Pacino was embarking on this lengthy project, other stars were also becoming 

directors, like Emilio Estevez with Bobby (USA, 2006) and Anthony Hopkins with Slipstream (USA, 

2007). But unlike his peers, Pacino has never directed mainstream feature films. Instead, he has 

involved himself in low-budget experimental projects - often partly self-funded - and always related 

to the theatre work which has accompanied his career in film. Where acting is concerned, at this point 

Pacino had just finished working on Avnet’s 88 Minutes (USA/Germ/Can, 2007), his previous film being 

Caruso’s Two for the Money (USA, 2005). During the shooting of Wilde Salome, Pacino flew to Las 

Vegas for a few days to play in Soderbergh’s Ocean’s Thirteen (USA, 2007).  
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        While Chinese Coffee was adapted from a play by Ira Lewis, Looking for Richard, adapted from 

Shakespeare’s Richard III, combines fiction and documentary in a more original way. This blending of 

genres is what Pacino chose once more for Wilde Salome. Although centuries apart in time, in the 

imagination of Pacino the worlds of Shakespeare and of Wilde share certain similarities. Herod, 

interpreted by Pacino, somehow resembles Shylock, at the same time a seducer and a buffoon, brow-

beating and pathetic. And Wilde’s story can also be read through the fate of Shylock – whom Pacino 

had played in Michael Radford’s 2004 film version - with the dramatic legal turnaround he 

experienced: after suing his lover’s father for libel, he loses the case on appeal and is condemned. In 

addition to the oaths and contracts that bind an individual to his doom, Richard III and Salome have 

many motifs in common, such as a king coveting and then marrying his brother’s wife, and the promise 

to forsake one’s kingdom for a horse or for a dance. It is also the case that King Lear was mentioned 

several times as Pacino’s next possible project during the preparatory work for Salome. 

        The basis for the story is to be found in the New Testament (Mark 6:17–29 and Matthew 14:3–

11). Salome (played by Jessica Chastain), the step-daughter of King Herod (Pacino), falls in love with 

the prophet John the Baptist (played by Kevin Anderson), whom the King has imprisoned because of 

his ever more critical sermons (against Herod’s Kingdom, his politics and his decadent mores), and 

because of his growing popular renown. Herod’s wife Herodias, Salome’s mother (played by Roxanne 

Hart), would like to see the preacher executed because she considers him a dangerous activist, but 

the superstitious Herod refuses. Salome’s beauty is extraordinary and each and every man, from the 

ordinary soldier to the King himself, cannot stop staring at her; the captain of the guards even commits 

suicide out of jealousy. After a banquet, Herod begs his stepdaughter to dance, to which she 

eventually agrees once the King promises to give her in return everything she may ask for. After a 

highly sensuous ‘dance of the seven veils’, Salome requests the head of John the Baptist in order to 

wreak her revenge on the prophet who, totally dedicated to his spiritual and political mission, is the 

only man still impervious to her charms. Dismayed, Herod keeps his promise and orders the beheading 

of the prophet. When the head is delivered to her, Salome goes into a delirium of passion - before 

Herod, horrified, demands that she too be executed. 

        Prior to Wilde’s play, the story of Salome had been a source of inspiration for many artists, 

painters (like Gustave Moreau) and writers (Gustave Flaubert with Hérodias in 1877 and Stéphane 

Mallarmé with Hérodiade in 1887). Wilde’s play, however, was banned when it was first published, 

and was presented only in private performances in the first years of the 20th Century before being 

performed publicly from the 1930s onwards (culminating in Steven Berkoff’s famous production in 

1988, which Pacino mentions in the film). Wilde’s text also inspired Richard Strauss’s 1904 opera 

Salome, later performances of which range from Peter Hall’s memorable 1992 production at London’s 

Royal Opera House with Maria Ewing to Olivier Py’s 2017 production at Strasbourg’s Opéra National 

du Rhin - both of which involved full-frontal nudity. 

        Cinema was also quick to take up the subject and there are many more or less faithful adaptations 

entitled Salome, from the Hollywood versions directed by Charles Bryant, starring Alla Nazimova 

(1923) and by William Dieterle, with Rita Hayworth (1953), to Carmelo Bene’s baroque interpretation 

starring Donyale Luna (Italy, 1972); in Spain in 2002, Carlos Saura even offered a flamenco version 

starring Aida Gómez. Other films quote in passing the famous scene of Salome’s dance, as when it 
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constitutes a spectacle within the film that is watched by the characters at the beginning of Tod 

Browning’s The Show (USA, 1927). Salome even pervades a recent film like Stéphanie Di Giusto’s La 

Danseuse (Fr/Belg/Czech, 2016), in which Loïe Fuller (played by Soko) - a pioneer of modern dance 

(and also theatrical lighting) - appears as an admirer of Wilde’s Salome, a text that she has been 

repeatedly reading and enacting since her childhood; at one point in the film, the character is even 

framed in front of a painting of Salome holding the Baptist’s head. 

        “I’m doing a play. I’m doing a movie of the play. And I’m doing a documentary, all at the same 

time” Pacino explained to his producers at the beginning of the actor’s project around Oscar Wilde’s 

one-act play Salome (1891) - published just after his famous novel The Picture of Dorian Gray - initially 

published in French for Sarah Bernhardt before being translated into English.1 The film involves three 

different elements. The first is a stage reading of the play, directed by Estelle Parsons at the 

Wadsworth Theatre in Los Angeles in April and May 2006. In this case the spectacle, qualified as avant-

garde by Pacino, was minimal, without any sets or costumes, focusing instead only on the verbal 

performance - and was slammed by American critics, who were particularly scathing and unreceptive 

towards the originality of the approach. 

        The project also involved the filming of the play as it was performed behind closed doors over five 

days in May 2006. These modern dress performances, with Pacino wearing spectacles in lieu of a 

crown, ended up in a 80-minute film released in 2014. The third and final element is a 95-minute 

hybrid film, initially entitled Salomaybe?, then re-named Wilde Salome, that blends, as with Looking 

for Richard, documentary footage (of backstage activities during the development of the piece, or 

retracing Wilde’s life as Pacino visits the places where the author lived, as he had previously done for 

Shakespeare), fiction (the re-enactment of scenes in costume in the desert with other actors, and from 

the Victorian era, with Pacino playing Wilde), and extracts of the play being filmed. This article focusses 

on this third project - which, like the other two, was initiated in 2006 but was unveiled at the Venice 

Film Festival as late as 2011.2 

        For the stage reading and the filmed performance, Pacino called upon little-known actors. Kevin 

Anderson (as the prophet John the Baptist, called ‘Jokanaan’ in Wilde’s play) and Roxanne Hart 

(Herodias) had worked mainly for the stage and on television. Playing Herod, Pacino follows in the 

footsteps of great British actors who, from Charles Laughton to Steven Berkoff, have embodied the 

lustful and incestuous king, in love with a step-daughter who also happens to be his niece (Pacino 

playing Richard III already evoked a similar lineage including, amongst others, Laurence Olivier). 

Salome is played by the young Jessica Chastain, who was still unknown at the time and had appeared 

only on television. In spite of her lack of film experience, Chastain proves to be a true “actress as 

 
 
1 Oscar Wilde, Salomé, English and French dual-language edition with preface, notes, critical dossier, chronology 
and bibliography by Pascal Aquien, Paris: GF Flammarion, 2006. 
2 The unusually lengthy production of the film and its equally unconventional distribution led to some confusion. 
For example, the DVD edition that has been commercially available since 2014 is composed of two discs, the 
filmed play Salome on disc 1 (presented as ‘The Film’) et and Wilde Salome on disc 2 (presented as ‘The 
Documentary’), as though the documentary were a mere bonus to the play. The two films are in fact full works 
in their own right, however, even if the second uses excerpts from the first. 
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auteur”,3 making suggestions for the building up her character in a way similar to Margot (Bette Davis) 

in All About Eve (Mankiewicz, USA, 1950). 

        Chastain conveys the insanity of her character with an intensity that recalls Stanislavsky’s method 

acting and led Pacino to believe that she would be nominated for an Academy Award. In particular 

she supported the idea that her dance should end up in total nudity so as to both shock and arouse 

the viewer. Whereas the vapid Anderson may appear the weak point of the casting, lacking the 

necessary charisma to embody the man who leads Salome to damn herself, Chastain shines on screen. 

Through her inspired acting and her nude dancing, she brings an undeniable psychological and erotic 

intensity to the film; she endows her character with sensuality and animality, showing the young virgin 

as physically attracted to the Baptist, his voice, his body, the whiteness of his skin, the blackness of his 

hair, the redness of his mouth (which she will finally be able to kiss only after his beheading), and 

eventually losing her mind because of his disdain for her, as he rebuffs this “daughter of Babylon, 

daughter of Sodom”. 
 

The Actor as Auteur 

 
Pacino has always been intensely involved in his acting projects. He is known for bringing subjects to 

film-makers, entreating Brian De Palma to make Scarface after considering Sidney Lumet, who had 

already directed him twice (Serpico, It/USA, 1973, and Dog Day Afternoon, USA, 1975). He is known to 

work with directors on the elaboration of every detail of his characters (as testify the quibbles he had 

with Coppola about both the motivation and the hairstyle of Michael Corleone in The Godfather, Part 

III). He even took part in the revised editing of a film that was near to his heart some twenty years 

after its shooting: Hugh Hudson’s Revolution (UK/Norway, 1985) was re-cut with the addition of a 

voice-over for its Director’s Cut in 2009. Critics did not waver in attributing the authorship of Scarface 

to the actor turned auteur: “Pacino’s film rather than De Palma’s”, proclaimed one.4 

        As I have suggested elsewhere, Pacino has managed to invent something of a film genre around 

his idiosyncratic persona: tragic Shakespearean characters, God-like figures, malevolent father figures, 

and so on.5 Contrary to the conception of the actor as a puppet controlled by autocratic filmmakers, 

Pacino’s films indeed express a true ‘vision’, as he himself asserts when using the title An Actor’s Vision 

for the DVD box set that comprises Looking for Richard, Chinese Coffee and The Local Stigmatic (a 

medium-length film shot by stage director David Wheeler in 1990, adapted from a play by Heathcote 

Williams, produced by Pacino, and in which he plays). Pacino can thus be seen as the complete author 

 
 
3 In the sense given by Patrick McGilligan in James Cagney, the Actor as Auteur [1975], San Diego: A.S. Barnes & 
Company, Inc., 1982. 
4 Jean-Luc Douin, ‘Scarface – César Borgia à Miami’, Télérama, 7 March 1984.  
5 See Christophe Damour, Al Pacino, le dernier tragédien, Paris: Scope, 2009. On these points, see also Damour, 
‘De ‘l’acteur-instrument’ à la ‘politique des acteurs’. Quelques pistes de réflexion sur les conceptions de l’acteur 
comme auteur dans le cinéma américain des années 1950’, in Christophe Gauthier, Dimitri Vezyroglou (eds.), 
L’Auteur de cinéma. Histoire, généalogie, archéologie, Paris: AFRHC, 2013, pp. 281-290. 
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of Wilde Salome: the screenwriter, director, star and even in a sense the subject of the film, while also 

overseeing the editing and acting as co-producer.  

        During the rehearsals for the stage reading of Salome, Pacino can even be seen contradicting the 

instructions of the stage director Estelle Parsons, although he is supposed to intervene only as an 

actor. As a compulsive creator (he shot dozens of hours of rushes over several years, only to keep a 

few minutes of them), he jealously maintains control of the entire artistic process. This even extended 

to financial matters insofar as he blocked the distribution of the film for nearly five years – even longer 

than for Looking for Richard, started in 1993 and released in 1996 - before finalising a commercial 

version of 90 minutes’ duration. He did this because he did not feel ready, and then thought it was 

not a good time (Pacino playing in one third-rate movie after the other and collecting bad reviews 

which could be detrimental to the film) until financial pressures finally forced him to release a version 

that, for him, still remains incomplete. All in all, the film went through dozens of provisional versions, 

some of which ran longer than three hours. From 2006 to 2011, Pacino continuously modified the edit 

to find the right balance between the extracts from the filmed play and the documentary sequences. 

        Practising what could be termed a true form of ‘research cinema’, he was searching for the right 

tone and rhythm (more humour, as his producer suggested, or more depth?), and, above all, the right 

subject (is it more a documentary about Wilde, or about Pacino himself?). Pacino experienced what 

characterises the work of any researcher: on the one hand, a passion for his object of research and, 

on the other hand, the difficulty of concluding a work in progress. Pacino thus confessed to Lawrence 

(‘Larry’) Grobel, his close friend and official biographer, who conducts several interviews in the film 

and published the journal he kept during the shooting, that while he felt that he was a strong and 

accomplished actor, he felt very fragile as an artist - hence his nervousness (the different, provisional 

versions) and also his reluctance to finalise the work. According to Grobel, the subject of the film was 

the failure of its director to actually direct it; the film could not be completed since it deals with a 

quest, an obstinate quest, which accounts for the final scene in the desert where a bewildered Pacino 

is shown at the head of a crew standing together and ready to work, but finding himself at a complete 

loss:6 

        “We are just going to keep making this movie, expanding it. And that’s what it’s about. It’s about 

an obsession; it’s about striving to get somewhere. It’s never about the final product. It’s about the 

search. You can never quit.” As he also explains: “I made a mistake showing it to you. Someone said to 

me that I should never show a work in this state to anyone. And he’s right. I showed you something 

half complete. […] It’s very delicate stuff. Artists are very frightened people. They’re not robust. As an 

actor, I am, but not as an artist. It was too soon to show it. It’s not ready to be seen, not even by me. 

It’s like reading marginal notes to a poem.”7 

 

 
6 See Lawrence Grobel, Al Pacino: In conversation with Lawrence Grobel – The Authorized Biography, New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2006, and Grobel, “I Want you in My Movie!”: My Acting Debut and Other Misadventures 
Filming Al Pacino’s ‘Wilde Salome’, CreateSpace Publishing, 2014. 
7 Pacino in Grobel, I Want you in My Movie!, pp. 253, 76. 
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        If Pacino equates the film-maker with the poet or the painter, it should come as no surprise that 

painting is given prominence in Wilde Salome. Pacino visits art galleries (for instance the National 

Gallery of Ireland, since Pacino believes that Wilde drew inspiration from paintings such as Guercino’s 

Saint John the Baptist Visited in Prison by Salome (1625), in front of which Pacino poses), and his 

cinematographer, Benoît Delhomme, shows him pictures to help define the visual world and art 

direction of the film (in particular Gustave Moreau’s The Apparition/L’Apparition, that appears in the 

film and was painted in 1876, the same year as his Salome /Salome dansant devant Hérode). Pacino 

does not hesitate to compare himself to Picasso, to Dali (whom he was to embody in an Andrew Niccol 

film that he finally gave up since, in his opinion, his character in Wilde Salome was “already Dali”), and 

to Pollock: “I don’t know what my vision is yet. It reminds me of the way Jackson Pollock painted – 

trying to put different images together hoping that they connect in some way and give off a feeling. 

Film is the paint on my canvas.”8 

        Pacino claims that his film fully belongs to the domain of art cinema and is not intended for the 

mainstream. He laments the fact that, paradoxically, he became famous as an actor thanks to 

mainstream commercial productions while his interest and motivation were in avant-garde theatre, 

“Strindberg in the basement, the Living Theatre.”9 For Pacino, a film is a work of art, and this claim is 

played out in Wilde Salome when at one point while visiting a gallery he jokingly mimics a scene from 

Scarface with an admirer, the proximity between the film and the paintings seeming to place them on 

a par with each other. Pacino’s ambition as an artist (he never calls himself a ‘film-maker’) is to 

propose his own personal vision, his own interpretation of the myth of Salome among the many 

versions that preceded his.     
 

Self-Portrait: The Story of an Obsession 
 

“This is the story of an obsession”, reads the epigraph that opens Wilde Salome (with the word 

“obsession” highlighted in red lettering). Obsession is indeed the central subject of the film: the 

obsession of the male characters with Salome’s body, of Salome with John the Baptist, of John the 

Baptist with his divine calling. But also the obsession of Pacino with Oscar Wilde, the true prime mover 

of the project as Pacino seeks to understand through this film why he feels so close to the Irish writer, 

as if in a fused relationship, “like half of each other”. Pacino expresses great admiration for the author 

and his words. He also discovers and is fascinated by some of Wilde’s other works, like The Ballad of 

Reading Gaol, the long poem about a convict sentenced to death that Wilde composed following his 

own release from jail – after his homosexuality saw him sentenced to a term of two years’ hard labour 

(1895-7) during which he wrote De profundis, excerpts from which are read by Pacino in the film. His 

preoccupation with Wilde also involves visits to the places associated with the writer (Dublin, where 

he was born; New York and London, where he resided; Paris where he died). 
 

 
 
8 Pacino in Grobel, I Want you in My Movie!, pp. 121 and 111. 
9 Pacino in Grobel, I Want you in My Movie!, p.  229. 
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         Pacino interviews various Wilde experts and people who have been significantly influenced by 

the author – such as his descendants, gallery directors, scholars, and celebrities as disparate as Gore 

Vidal and Bono. For the film is also about the throes of creation: “It’s a movie about inspiration”, 

Pacino declares to his producer. Pacino seems to be possessed when he directs the actors (whispering 

the lines along with them whilst behind the monitor), when he places his camera, gives directions and 

sometimes orders to his crew - in turn elated, annoyed and dispirited. As an actors’ director, he is seen 

to direct with passion (notably for the scene of the young captain of the guard’s suicide). At once a 

documentary about Wilde, about the staging of a play and the shooting of a film, Wilde Salome is also 

a documentary about the actor and film-maker Pacino himself. Being in complete control of his 

project, Pacino is fully aware of this dimension, as when he films himself looking at rushes on a 

monitor; these shots foreground Pacino the film-maker observing the work of Pacino the actor, in a 

compelling narcissistic mise-en-abîme of his dual star persona. 

        Wilde Salome proves even more radical than Looking for Richard, which had already elaborated 

on Pacino’s status as a tragedian (and was also a reminder of how much Scarface owes to 

Shakespeare’s Richard III). With Wilde Salome, Pacino proposes a self-reflexive examination of his 

acting career, a critical assessment of his star persona, and a reflection on fame. If Wilde Salome pays 

tribute to Wilde’s genius, it also shows that, even in Britain, the Hollywood star is much more famous 

than the author of The Importance of Being Earnest: in front of Wilde’s house in London Pacino signs 

an autograph, the former inhabitant of the building remaining clearly unknown to the fan, whilst in 

Ireland a student mimics shooting a machine gun in clear reference to the final scene in Scarface. His 

aim is also to acknowledge economic considerations that were missing from Looking for Richard.  

        Filming behind the scenes of the singular creation such as a film – all the more so in that in this 

case it blends cinema and theatre – Wilde Salome also raises fundamental ontological questions to do 

with the similarities and differences between directing for the stage and for the screen, and 

concerning the broader relationships between art and industry. “Everything is money!” complains 

Pacino in one of his Brechtian asides - which are sometimes spiteful, sometimes mischievous. The 

actor exposes the conflictual relationships he has with his two producers - Robert Fox, the producer 

of the play, and Barry Navidi, the producer of the film - who oblige him to reduce the shooting schedule 

from five days to four: “The producers, fuck’em! How can they be so filmically ignorant?,” rants the 

star, who seems to liken the role of actors to that of prostitutes when he warns “You got me, my face, 

you didn’t get my soul”. He also believes that the ticket prices for the stage reading are too high and 

that the show’s promotion has cashed in on his name, trading on a claimed comeback by the star 

(“Pacino is back”), even though the actor has never stopped working either in cinema or on the stage. 

        The film also offers an intimate portrait of the actor: he is filmed in Los Angeles with his children 

(the twins Anton and Olivia, who arrive with their father at the theatre for the rehearsals) and during 

an awards reception at Trinity College Dublin. As with Truffaut in La Chambre verte (Fr, 1978), in which 

the director, playing the lead character, pays tribute to his late friends and mentors by setting up a 

shrine, Wilde Salome gives Pacino the opportunity to gather together personalities (in this case all 

alive and kicking) who have played a significant part in his personal and professional world: his friend 

and biographer Larry Grobel, who was to play a leading role in the documentary part of the film but 

footage of whom was largely cut; Estelle Parsons, a distinguished member of the Actors Studio, who 
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directed the stage reading and had already appeared in Looking for Richard; Barry Navidi, the producer 

of the film, who had already produced The Merchant of Venice (USA/It/Lux/UK, 2004), in which Pacino 

had been directed by Michael Radford; the French cinematographer Benoît Delhomme, who had also 

worked on The Merchant of Venice (and with whom Pacino was to work again on Dito Montiel’s The 

Son of No One (USA, 2011)). There is also a brief interview with the playwright Tony Kushner, whose 

play Angels in America was adapted into a TV mini-series by Mike Nichols in 2003, with Pacino in a 

leading role. 

        As for the links that he establishes between Wilde and the play, Pacino blurs the frontiers between 

what happens on the set and behind the scenes. His character’s (Herod’s) rage when he hears 

Salome’s outrageous request is cross-edited with the fury of his other ‘character’ (Pacino the film-

maker) while ranting at the producers. More generally, Pacino imposes his stamp through the 

idiosyncratic play-acting that can be seen in all his films, both major (Serpico) and minor (88 Minutes). 

The film thus displays a body language that is the actor’s hallmark: a propensity to ham it up, with his 

arms spread out; a tendency to hide his eyes with his right hand to punctuate the dramatic climaxes; 

to press his index on his brow and then on his lips to convey some intense reflection; and to raise his 

hands to his temples in moments of rage, with only half of his face lit so as to convey the dramatic 

quality of the sequence (or with his eyes shut, to signify introspection). 

        Once again Pacino personifies a demiurge when he is filmed checking the image on the monitor, 

just like the other characters he played in front of such devices: from the undercover cop in Michael 

Mann’s Heat (USA, 1995), to the TV producer in Mann’s The Insider (USA, 1999), the producer-creator 

in Andrew Niccol’s S1mOne (USA, 2002), and the spy in Roger Donaldson’s The Recruit (USA, 2003). 

Salome furnishes Pacino with another regal role, with the actor adopting a majestic pose sitting on a 

throne, as in Scarface or the Godfather saga. He is also shown slumped in an armchair when he 

embodies Wilde after he has just learned that he will be sentenced to jail (which in turn recalls the 

fallen and slouching Pacino in Scarface and Mike Newell’s Donnie Brasco (USA, 1997)). Just before 

feeling faint, Herod even teeters like Michael Corleone in The Godfather, Part III. Other characteristic 

motifs recur throughout the film, like the mobile phone to which Pacino is hooked up (as in 88 

Minutes), or the dialogues he has with his producer, filmed in over-the-shoulder shots while they are 

in the front seats of a parked car, which recalls the type of framing and editing of which the actor 

seems to be particularly fond (for example, the conversations with Russell Crowe in The Insider, and 

with Ryan O’Neal in Daniel Algrant’s People I Know (USA/Germ, 2003), systematically adopt this type 

of mise-en-scène). 

      The film also tackles somewhat transgressive themes, like the bold sexuality of Salome (conveyed 

through the metaphor of the moon, whose paleness and fickleness characterise Salome, and which, 

to Herod, appears nude and sensual), or homosexuality, illegal in Wilde’s day. For Pacino, Wilde put a 

part of himself into every character in Salome: either through the transformation of an individual, with 

Salome discovering her sexuality just as Wilde asserted a lifestyle (homosexuality, progressive political 

ideas) deemed too scandalous for the polite society of the day or, in the case of John the Baptist, 

through the grim anticipation of the experience of imprisonment. Likewise, Herod’s bisexuality evokes 

Wilde’s own sexual ambivalence - Wilde was married but had several male lovers - and so do some of 

the characters interpreted by Pacino, including Sonny in Dog Day Afternoon to the cop in Friedkin’s 
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Cruising (USA, 1980) and Roy Cohn in Angels in America who falls in love with a younger man (like 

Wilde with Bosie); not to mention the perhaps queer dimension of Scarface, namely the ambiguous 

emotional bond between Tony and Manny.  

        In this respect, Pacino’s eccentric interpretation of Herod did not go unnoticed by critics: “Herod 

as a character is a figure balanced on the knife edge of Camp. […] Mr. Pacino interprets the character 

in an entirely uncharacteristic fashion. […] he does give Herod a fey, pansexually flirtatious side that 

one doesn’t normally associate with Mr. Pacino, who, in most performances, whether quiet or manic, 

is almost always masculine in a conventionally unambiguous way.”10 As in Looking for Richard, in Wilde 

Salome Pacino draws a self-portrait as much as depicting the great Oscar Wilde; the amalgamation of 

the two culminates with Pacino playing the part of Wilde in a short scene in which the playwright 

learns about his indictment for sodomy and gross indecency and decides to confront a bigoted society 

rather than to live a life on the run. 

 

Pacino’s Look 

 
If Wilde Salome is so directly in line with Pacino’s work on both visual and thematic levels, it is also 

because Salome’s central motif is closely linked to his star persona. Talk of an ‘actor’s vision’ can have 

two meanings: in general terms, the artistic conception of a work of art, but also, in a more literal 

sense, in relation to human eyesight. And sight has always been a most central motif in the 

iconography associated with Pacino. “[ … ] I will look at three through the muslin veils, I will look at 

thee, Narraboth, it may be I will smile at thee. Look at me, Narraboth, look at me!”, commands the 

Princess of Judea so she that she can bewitch him into letting her meet John the Baptist; the prophet, 

for his part, will not have her stare at him (“Who is this woman who is looking at me? I will not have 

her look at me”)11; the young Syrian dies because he dares look at Salome, and is driven to suicide out 

of jealousy, whereas John the Baptist dies because he refuses to look at her (“I will not look at thee”)12; 

Herod is blamed for eyeing his step-daughter too much.13 

        Salome’s final speech of deranged passion, addressed to the severed head of John the Baptist, is 

itself preoccupied with the business of looking: “But wherefore dost thou not look at me, Iokanaan? 

Thine eyes that were so terrible, so full of rage and scorn, are shut now. Wherefore are they shut? Open 

tine eyes! Lift up thine eyelids, Iokanaan! Wherefore dost thou not look at me? Art thou afraid of me, 

Iokanaan, that thou wilt  not  look at me? […] Thou didst put upon thine eyes the covering of him who 

would see  his God. Well, thou hast seen thy God, Iokanaan, but me, me, thou didst never see. If thou 

hadst seen me thou hadst loved me. I saw thee, and I loved thee.”14 Salome thus contains all aspects 

of the desirous gaze, from the injunction to look to its interdiction. This motif was already part of the 

history of the play’s adaptation into cinema with the close-up vignette of Alla Nazimova’s enthralling 

 
 
10 Glenn Kenny, ‘Review: Al Pacino’s Journey With Wilde’s ‘Salome’, New York Times, 29 March 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/29/movies/wilde-salome-review-al-pacino.html. 
11 Wilde, Salomé, p. 70. 
12 Wilde, Salomé, p. 76. 
13 Wilde, Salomé, p. 88. 
14 Wilde, Salomé, pp. 160-2. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/29/movies/wilde-salome-review-al-pacino.html
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gaze in Bryant’s Salome. It thus seems only appropriate that Pacino’s eyes should be the focus of the 

poster outside the Wadsworth Theatre in Los Angeles, in turn recalling the famous hand-drawn poster 

of Dog Day Afternoon, which shows only the upper part of the actor’s face. 

        Wilde Salome is then a film about the scopic drive, about the obsession of looking and the desire 

it provokes. This theme relates not only to the actor’s career in cinema but also, and more broadly, to 

the history of the cinema itself, since the new medium built on the fascination with bodies in motion 

- and most specifically on dancing bodies (for example, the enthralling serpentine dances of Loïe Fuller, 

whom Edison filmed as early as 1894). Pacino stages a remarkable mirror effect when he films himself 

looking at Chastain through the monitor: the film-maker’s gaze, captivated by the actress’s 

performance, mirrors Herod’s fascination with Salome’s body. As Parsons recalls in voice- over early 

on, one must not forget that Pacino is quite familiar with the part of Herod. He had already played 

Salome twice on Broadway under the direction of Estelle Parsons (1992 and 2003). And it is no 

accident that the two Salome-like stories in Pacino’s film career (Pacino’s characters playing spectators 

who desire a woman’s nude body) are told just before (Garry Marshall’s Frankie and Johnny, USA, 

1991) and just after (De Palma’s Carlito’s Way, USA, 1993) he played Herod at the Circle in the Square 

Theatre in New York (March to July 1992). In Frankie and Johnny, Johnny (Pacino), like Herod, begs 

Frankie (Michelle Pfeiffer) to allow him to look at her naked body, which he describes with analytical, 

quasi-naturalistic, precision: “Her eyes, her breast, her stomach …”, and which is hardly concealed by 

a diaphanous, veil-like dressing gown. 

        In Carlito’s Way, Penelope Ann Miller plays a dancer falling prey to men’s lustful gazes, and 

recreates Salome’s famous scene when practising on the barre, wiggling on the dance floor of a 

nightclub, or in a strip club. When Carlito (Pacino) looks at the dancer he is thus reminiscent of the 

young Captain whose suicide Herod regrets thus: “I am sorry he has slain himself. I am very sorry. For 

he was fair to look upon. He was even very fair. He had very languorous eyes. I remember that I saw 

that he looked languorously at Salome. Truly, I thought he looked too much at her.”15 The page of 

Herodias had indeed repeatedly warned the young Syrian against the dangers of the look: “You are 

always looking at her. You look at her too much. It is dangerous to look at people in such fashion. 

Something terrible may happen.”; “You must not look at her. You look too much at her.”; “Do not look 

at her. I pray you not to look at her.”16  

        Even more strikingly, Carlito evokes Herod, also obsessed by Salome and who cannot stop 

watching her dancing. When Pacino ogles the dancer through the half-open door of his apartment as 

she stands in front of a mirror, her white skin looks as pale as that of Wilde’s Salome; the besotted 

young Syrian compares it to “the shadow of a white rose in a mirror of silver”.17 The nude performances 

of Michelle Pfeiffer (off-screen) and Penelope Ann Miller, along with that of Maria Ewing at the Royal 

Opera House the same year (1992), thus herald Jessica Chastain’s dance in Wilde Salome while 

corroborating the genealogy of Salome’s transgressive nudity, focussing on the princess’s bare bosom, 

that runs throughout art history, from the paintings of Léon Herbo and Pierre Bonnaud to the drawings 

 
 
15 Wilde, Salomé, p. 98. 
16 Wilde, Salomé, pp. 46, 50,  60. 
17 Wilde, Salomé, p. 50. 
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by Aubrey Beardsley which illustrated Wilde’s original work. This transgression marks the climactic 

finale of the dance of the seven veils, the figurative potency of which was well understood by Pacino 

and Chastain. 

        The metaphor of the mirror, and the tragic fate awaiting those who have looked too much, are 

themes expounded upon by Herod at the end of the play: “It’s true, I have looked at thee and ceased 

not this night. Thy beauty has troubled me. Thy beauty has grievously troubled me, and I have looked 

at thee overmuch. Nay, but I will look at thee no more. One should not look at anything. Neither at 

things, nor at people should one look. Only in mirrors is it well to look, for mirrors do but show us 

masks.”18 It seems that Pacino remained in a creative frenzy whatever his activity, and that the 

character of Herod was a persistent influence on his other roles in theatre and film. It is no accident 

either that the film for which the actor received an Academy Award (Martin Brest’s Scent of a Woman, 

USA, 1992) is a film almost entirely about the gaze. It may deal with the look of a blind man, but Pacino 

plays him with his eyes wide open. It is not only in Wilde Salome that Pacino will use the motif of a 

character staring from a distance at the object of his desire to epitomise that which remains 

inaccessible: in Chinese Coffee, for example, Pacino’s character, standing in the street, looks up 

dolefully at the window of the apartment of the woman who has left him. 
 

Method or Madness? 
 

Wilde Salome was certainly an uncommonly drawn-out production, taking more than five years to 

complete, and involving an approach by Pacino that wavers constantly between control and 

improvisation. The actor-turned-director worked without any screenplay or written dialogue, without 

any fixed schedule, but according to the flow of his inspiration and the vagaries of the shooting, 

including chance encounters or events. In so doing, Pacino seems to offer a radical endorsement of 

Jean Renoir’s famous suggestion that one should let oneself “be carried through life like a cork on 

water”.19 This approach, which characterises much cinematic modernism, has been described as “a 

capacity to let all events, whether major or minor, personal or historical, landscapes, encounters, the 

vagaries of life and personal feelings become the raw material of his films and turn the creative process 

into some impure operation.”20 

        The film’s documentary aspects, for example, intermingle footage of live performance but also 

scenes that look improvised but were actually rehearsed at the last minute, and the material was not 

necessarily shot in chronological order (the journey to Europe, which is supposed to be preparatory 

to the play in the storyline, was actually filmed afterwards, in November 2006). Scenes are re-enacted 

several times and Pacino tries something new each time, over-acting with impatience, as Larry Grobel 

testifies in his journal. Editing was also a very difficult process involving a succession of editors – 

amongst them Pat Buba - the editor on Heat, Looking for Richard and Chinese Coffee – who was the 

 
 
18 Wilde, Salomé, pp. 48-150. 
19 Jean Renoir, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, mon père, Paris: Gallimard, 1981, 44. My translation. 
20 Alain Bergala, Monika de Ingmar Bergman, Crisnée: Yellow Now, 2005, 8-9. My translation. 
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first to work out a consistent narrative from the many hours of rushes. “Nobody directs the way I do”21, 

a boastful Pacino told Grobel after filming the desert sequence in a single day with a dozen extras and 

a camel, without any script, proceeding from one scene to the next purely from memory. 

        In fact the star carried out this “insane” project on the basis of performance techniques inspired 

by the Method school of acting, based on improvisation and introspection. The film makes profuse 

reference to the famous studio in which Pacino was trained by Lee Strasberg at the end of the 1960s 

and to which he has remained faithful (he is one of the studio’s co-presidents). As though to remind 

us of the importance of this institution, Wilde Salome opened on the premises of the Actors Studio, in 

Manhattan, with a conversation between Pacino and Estelle Parsons, the director of the stage play; a 

former Artistic Director of the Studio, as well as a director and actress, she received an Academy Award 

for Best Supporting Actress for her role in Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde (USA, 1967). 

        Pacino is invariably open to suggestions: he hangs on to ideas proposed by members of his crew 

and even makes the audience participate when he regularly organises test screenings and collects 

their impressions to improve the final narrative structure. He allows room for collective creation in a 

way that recalls the collaborative attitude towards actors professed by Elia Kazan, one of the founders 

of the Actors Studio.22 As a filmmaker, Pacino is a director of actors who does not intervene much, at 

times congenial and curt, providing little guidance (and sometimes even counter-directions, to foster 

‘natural’ acting). To help actors identify with their parts, in the wake of Method Actors like Rod Steiger 

and Paul Newman, who worked on affective memory and searched for inner motives to justify the 

actions of their characters, Pacino organises a ceremonial dinner which he films so that the actors can 

have “the feeling of the banquet”. Pacino may also be recalling Coppola did for The Godfather in 1971 

when he set up a collective read-through with the entire cast (Marlon Brando, James Caan, Diane 

Keaton, Robert Duvall and of course Pacino) in order to foster family-like bonds and endow fiction, 

during the shooting, with spontaneity of action.  

        In Wilde Salome, Pacino perhaps exaggerates the need for authenticity when he tries to retrieve 

the flavour of the places involved in the plot, whether Wilde’s house in Ireland, or ancient Galilee (re-

created in the Mojave Desert). This commitment to naturalism, inherited from the Method, however, 

does not suit contemporary cultural tastes and trends. Pacino has often been disparaged for his New 

York accent when interpreting Shakespeare or playing an historical character (reviewing Hugh 

Hudson’s Revolution a French critic spoke of “a venial joke that telescopes his Italian-Bronx accent with 

18th-century Anglo-American”23). Likewise, his attempt to reconstitute the biblical world in the 

Californian desert (as George Stevens did in 1965 for The Greatest Story Ever Told), wearing a Bedouin 

costume, borders on the ridiculous. The legendary professional dedication of the Method actor is even 

derided when one of the actors in the play, although he has a very minor part, reveals his copy of the 

script to be entirely covered with notes - rather like Edward Norton’s character in Iñáarritu’s Birdman 

(USA, 2014), a fastidious, egocentric actor nicknamed “Mr. Method”. 
 

 
 
21 Pacino in Grobel, I Want you in My Movie!, p. 125. 
22 See Elia Kazan, A Life, Boston: Da Capo Press, 1997, p. 143. 
23 Gérard Lefort, ‘Revolution, contre-révolution’, Libération, 17/2/1986. My translation. 
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        Pacino pursued his self-analysis in a feature film that appeared to be a companion piece to Wilde 

Salome. Adam Sandler’s Jack and Jill (USA, 2011) may not have been directed by Pacino, but it is very 

much ‘a Pacino film’, as Michel Cieutat notes: “Pacino […] indulges in a rather surprising self-parody: 

in this film, he systematically debunks his reputation as a serious actor, specializing in Shakespearean 

drama and refusing to play in advertisements […] his world renown for his roles of Italian-American 

gangsters, from the ‘Godfather’ saga to ‘Scarface’, or his idiosyncratic ranting fits.”24 One could also 

mention his nostalgia for the Bronx, the unacknowledged affiliation with Brando, his unhappiness at 

being the recipient of only a single Academy Award, and the cameo by one of his favourite partners, 

Johnny Depp, with whom he played in Donnie Brasco. 

        In the meta-discursive Jack and Jill, Pacino seems to be recreating the eccentric and mystical 

character he plays in Wilde Salome: a superstar whose professional life is winding down, reflecting 

critically on a prestigious career; an egocentric character talking to himself or to the camera, or even 

to the statue of Oscar Wilde in Dublin. A recent monograph on Pacino is structured around ten notable 

characters from his career in film - among them ‘Michael Corleone’, ‘Frank Serpico’, and ‘Tony 

Montana’, but it ends up with ‘Al Pacino’ himself.25 After Looking for Richard, which offered a 

remarkable analysis of Al Pacino’s persona and performance style, Wilde Salome is a logical choice in 

Pacino’s self-reflexive study of his own career (as an actor and more generally as an artist). Wilde 

Salome is indeed a personal and experimental film directed by one of the major stars of American 

cinema in the last half-century. Through a study of the film’s figurative potency and iconographic 

continuity, this article has sought to offer an account of how the actor-turned-director pursues a self-

reflexive analysis of his acting career while being fully aware of the myth he has become. 

 
 
24 Michel Cieutat, ‘Jack and Jill’, Positif, no. 613, March 2012, p. 44. My translation. 
25 Karina Longworth, Al Pacino: Anatomy of an Actor, London: Phaidon Press, 2013. 
 



Sébastien Lefait 

 ‘Authoring Oneself: The Refusal of Performance as Cinematic Authorship  

in Ralph Fiennes’ Coriolanus’, Film Journal 6: Actors Behind the Camera, 2020, pp. 36-48 
 

 

36 
 

  
Authoring Oneself:  
The Refusal of Performance as Cinematic Authorship  
in Ralph Fiennes’ Coriolanus 
 
Sébastien Lefait  
Aix-Marseille Université, France  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction: the Split Personality of the Actor/Director 

It is not unusual for an actor to aim for a place behind the camera. It is probably even less surprising 

that Ralph Fiennes, a British actor of Royal Shakespeare Company fame, should want to direct an 

adaptation of a Shakespeare play. Adapting such a famously complex play as Coriolanus, however, is 

a choice that calls for exploration – especially as the work of a first-time director. Indeed, Fiennes’ 

adaptation of Coriolanus was followed by The Invisible Woman (UK, 2013), in which he directed 

himself as Charles Dickens, and more recently by The White Crow (UK/Fr/Serb, 2018), in which he 

played the part of Pushkin, ballet master and the teacher of Nureyev. For Fiennes, it seems that a 

stage career peppered with parts in mainstream productions (he is mostly famous nowadays as Lord 

Voldemort in the Harry Potter franchise) is a springboard to becoming the director of adaptations, but 

also the author figure in films directed by himself.  

        It would nonetheless be simplistic to consider this evolution as just a stage in a clever career plan. 

First, because there is probably less fame attached to playing Pushkin than Lord Voldemort – at 

least from the point of view of his fans. Second, because his trajectory is from actor to film-maker and 

author figure – a reading which, as I argue in this article, justifies the choice of Coriolanus as a midway 
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point, a transition from acting to ‘authoring oneself’. The point is less to become a film-maker than to 

reach auteur status by adapting famous works. This perspective, that is less rare than may at first 

seem, may open up new avenues for adaptation studies. Yet as with all analyses of Shakespeare 

adaptations, the first thing to research is the play itself – all the more so since Coriolanus provides a 

reflection on the transition from being a mere actor to being able to direct oneself as an actor. 

In Act 5 Scene 3 of Coriolanus, indeed, the titular character returns from exile to his mother 

city of Rome.1 Although fighting for Rome has earned him his new name as the defeater of the Volsces 

at Corioles, he has at this stage joined his former Volscian enemy, Aufidius. Coriolanus is now 

determined to destroy his homeland in retaliation for his banishment. In a last-ditch attempt to make 

him change his mind, a delegation comprising among others his mother Volumnia, his wife Virgilia, 

and his son (described in the list of characters as “young” Martius – Coriolanus’s original name, before 

the battle of Corioles, being Caius Martius) – visits him outside the walls of the besieged city. Volumnia 

Virgilia and her son bow in silence before him as he comments on the scene that unfolds, describing 

its intended function (“intercession” [5.3.32]), the resulting emotion that is supposed to grow in him 

(natural mercy for his relatives), and reiterating his inflexible decision not to flinch before his family 

as its members show him, to make him change his mind, what consequences his grudge against Rome 

would undoubtedly have. 

As if to ensure that he will not be overwhelmed by passion, he reasserts his intention to wreak 

revenge on those who banished him although he saved Rome. He does so in what is probably the most 

famous quotation derived from the play, before finally giving his wife and mother the chance to 

address him: “Let the Volsces/Plow Rome and harrow Italy, I’ll never/Be such a gosling to obey instinct, 

but stand/As if a man were author of himself,/And knew no other kin.“ (5.3.33-37). Fewer than five 

lines later, however, he already seems to waver in his resolution, and no more than a few formalities 

are uttered by his wife Virgilia to account for the reversal. Coriolanus, admitting that he is on the verge 

of caving in, soon describes his sudden change of heart by resorting to another artistic metaphor, 

which directly echoes his mention of self-authorship just a few lines earlier: “Like a dull actor now,/I 

have forgot my part, and I am out,/Even to a full disgrace” (5.3.40-42). 

It is not rare for Shakespeare’s characters to achieve such critical distance on themselves to 

make sense of their own motivations, in speeches that make it sound as if they have suddenly become 

ghostly presences watching their own performances from a place among the audience. Coriolanus, 

however, is one of the very few instances of Shakespeare addressing the question of authorship in so 

close a relationship with that of acting.2 Many Shakespeare scholars have commented on this aspect.3 

Some have even treated Coriolanus as a companion piece to Hamlet.4 This essential personality trait 

 

1 All quotations are taken from William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, ed. R. B Parker, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998. 
2 James D. Mardock, Our Scene Is London: Ben Jonson’s City and the Space of the Author, New York: Routledge, 
2008, p. 6. 
3 Richard Hillman, 'Tragedy as a Crying Shame in Coriolanus and Alexandre Hardy’s Coriolan: The ‘Boy of Tears’ 
and the Hardy Boys', in Coriolan de William Shakespeare: Langages, Interprétations, politique(s), Tours: Presses 
universitaires François-Rabelais, 2013, pp. 175–94, http://books.openedition.org/pufr/2848.    
4 Some brilliantly notice for instance, that Hamlet fails to take action until he considers stagecraft as a way out 
of his procrastination, where Coriolanus is an action man who proves unable to complete his bravery with the 
adequate theatrical skills. See Tetsuya Motohashi, 'Body Politic and Political Body in Coriolanus', Forum for 
Modern Language Studies, vol.  XXX, no. 2, 1994, pp. 97–112. Mentioned by Martha Kalnin Diede in her 
Shakespeare’s Knowledgeable Body, New York: Peter Lang, 2008, p. 155, note 35. 
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in Coriolanus makes the play the ideal repository for a study of the actor-turned-director, or, in 

Shakespeare’s terms, the actor who tries to be “author of himself”, i.e. of his own character. In the 

case of Coriolanus, the would-be author of himself fails to become such because he remains stuck in 

his status as a poor player who is barely able to “strut and fret his hour upon the stage” and perform 

the part dictated by his mother. 

Because of this famously metaleptic streak running through Coriolanus, it is tempting to adapt 

the exact wording of Shakespeare’s line, making it better suited to the study of the actor-director in 

the context of film adaptation as a result. This may be achieved through a textual amendment of 

Shakespeare’s wording to “as if a man were director of himself”. The altered line may not immediately 

make sense, but this will hopefully no longer be the case by the end of the present article. Indeed, the 

substitution of “director” for “author” has the lure of an automatic, superficially logical modification 

that preserves the structure of Shakespeare’s reasoning on acting and authorship as described by 

Coriolanus in his famous lines. Caius Martius’s downfall starts when he receives the name and title 

Coriolanus, both of which come with a (political) part for him to perform.5 His persistent inability to 

do so is his tragic flaw, ultimately leading to his demise. The closest he gets to overcoming this flaw is 

in the passage quoted above. Nevertheless, immediately after realising that, since he cannot play a 

role given him by someone else, he might just as well write a part for himself, he changes his mind 

again. Coriolanus soon observes that even if he were able to do so, he would remain unable to act the 

part. 

The tragedy of Coriolanus, however, is not just that of a character who fails to govern his 

destiny because he cannot act. His hubris is that he deems it below him to have to perform his new 

part in front of the common people. This is especially the case when he is asked to show off his battle 

scars in order to become consul of Rome.6 Coriolanus is stuck in parts he does not consider suited to 

his choices. The origin of the character’s tragic pride thus identified, the transposition from drama to 

film is mechanical. In the world of film, the reflection on acting seems to apply almost unchanged –

 the character refuses parts imposed on him in the hope of finding, and ultimately inventing, roles that 

are suited to what he thinks he is or just deserves. The authorship dimension of Shakespeare’s 

meditation, however, is less simplistically handled. One might think that the author of a film, at least 

in the literary sense of the term, is the scenarist as much as the director. And there are indeed cases 

in which the artistic intervention of actors consists in tampering with the script, even to the point of 

changing it completely.7  

Yet with Coriolanus, tragic infeasibility actually comes from the impossibility of refusing a part, 

which then motivates the decision to choose another part for oneself (when Coriolanus joins Aufidius 

against Rome), and leads ultimately to the character contemplating authoring a part for himself. In 

cinematic terms, Coriolanus considers that there are some roles he should be allowed to refuse to 

play. Upon observing the impossibility of doing so, he decides to play the one role he is not allowed 

to play  –  that of the enemy of his own people, and traitor to his own city of Rome. The capacity of 

 

5 Stuart Elden, 'Bellies, Wounds, Infections, Animals, Territories: The Political Bodies of Shakespeare’s 
Coriolanus', in Jenny Edkins and Adrian Kear, eds., International Politics and Performance: Critical Aesthetics and 
Creative Practice, New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2013, p. 195. 
6 Jeffrey R. Wilson, 'Coriolanus’s Wounds', https://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/stigma-in-shakespeare/ 
coriolanus%E2%80%99s-wounds, n.d; accessed 22 February 2019. 
7 Mario Eugenio Beguiristain, The Actors Studio and Hollywood in the 1950s: A History of Theatrical Realism 
Lewiston, N.Y: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006, p. 211. 
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being in control of one’s performance, therefore, translates in cinematic terms as the ability to choose 

parts for oneself, which technically becomes the transfictional equivalent of being “author of oneself”. 

And in the world of film, the most effective way of doing so may be for an actor to direct himself by 

casting himself in his own film. 

At the end of this lengthy preamble focused mainly on Shakespeare’s play, it should not be 

surprising to learn that famous Shakespearean stage actor turned Hollywood star Ralph Fiennes 

decided to adapt Coriolanus and to play the titular part for his debut as a film-maker. As I have sought 

to demonstrate, the play is about the very same type of switchover. What remains problematic at this 

stage, however, is the choice of a tragedy where that very same strategy fails for the main character 

as a way for Fiennes to successfully operate a similar transition from film actor to director. As a case 

study, Coriolanus thus suggests at the outset that a Shakespeare play was no random starting-point 

for Fiennes’ career as a film-maker. On the contrary, it may have proved instrumental in turning the 

general redeployment operation into a success – at least compared to the apparently easier decision 

to direct oneself in a film based on an original script. The purpose of the present article will be to 

determine the ways in which adapting Coriolanus, and more generally the choice of an adaptation as 

a first film, sets Ralph Fiennes on his way to a successful transition from actor to director.  
 

Fiennes’ (Tele)Visual Update 

 

This approach, at least superficially, comes with a major problem. In his adaptation of Act 5 Scene 3, 

Fiennes’ scriptwriter John Logan includes neither the reference to being “author” of oneself nor the 

mention of a “dull actor”. This excision is one of the many carried out by Logan in order to turn 

Shakespeare’s long lines into less complex film dialogue.8 The cut should not, however, seem to 

contradict the present article’s main argument, according to which Fiennes uses Coriolanus as a 

transitional adaptation. Firstly, seeing a contradiction here would rest on a conception of adaptation 

as providing fidelity to the source text, something that scholars long ago dismissed.9 Academics have 

demonstrated, for instance, not that fidelity is of little use in understanding adaptation processes, but 

that the concept only remains operative at the cost of considering that there are multiple ways for the 

adaptation to be “faithful” to the source work.10 Finding visual equivalences for some of the elements 

found in the source text is one of them. It constitutes a semiotic strategy that is often at the core of 

theatrical stagecraft itself – given that some plays are too long not to be cut in production, performing 

them completely makes it necessary to compensate for absent lines with non-verbal ways of 

reconstructing meaning.11  

Naturally, a compensation strategy such as this is even better suited to the cinematic 

adaptation of a play, as the cinema is very commonly considered an artistic practice that relies more 

 

8 Philippa Sheppard, Devouring Time: Nostalgia in Contemporary Shakespearean Screen Adaptations, Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017, p. 273. 
9 Kate Newell, ‘"We’re off to See the Wizard" (Again): Oz Adaptations and the Matter of Fidelity', in Christa 
Albrecht-Crane and Dennis R. Cutchins, eds, Adaptation Studies: New Approaches, Madison, NJ: Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 2010, p. 78. 
10 Paul Wells, 'Thou Art Translated: Analysing Animated Adaptation', in Deborah Cartmell and Imedla Whelehan, 
eds.,  Adaptations: From Text to Screen, Screen to Text, Hoboken, NJ: Taylor and Francis, 2013, p. 145. 
11 I refer the reader to Anthony Davies’s view that the camera brings “dramatic compensation” for whatever the 
source material may lack. See Anthony Davies, Filming Shakespeare’s Plays: The Adaptations of Laurence Olivier, 
Orson Welles, Peter Brook and Akira Kurosawa, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, pp. 12–13. 
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heavily on visuals than does the theatre.12 This is even more the case for adaptations that re-

contextualise historic texts (or narratives that are set in the distant past)13. Within that adaptation 

subgroup, the best instances are films that seek to update the source work in all possible ways, 

including re-contextualisation. Fiennes’ Coriolanus does both, drawing as it does from re-

contextualising and updating strategies to ease the actor’s transition to film directing. The film is set 

in contemporary Rome, although the city is barely recognisable. Many scenes involving everyday 

people take place in nondescript locations, the battle scenes take place in city streets that are more 

reminiscent of often seen images of modern warfare in the Balkans or in the Middle East than of 

Roman environments, and the political scenes take place in meeting halls or in TV studios. Accordingly, 

the ubiquitous presence of television in Fiennes’ adaptation is at the core of its updating strategy. Not 

only are the time and location modernised, but so too are the instruments of information and 

communication, with direct consequences for the play’s political dimension and, primarily, for its 

performance subtext. 

In the play, indeed, one of Coriolanus’s decisions both prevents him from climbing the greasy 

pole and triggers the mechanism that will result in his death at the end of the tragedy. In Act 2 Scene 2, 

Coriolanus is required by tradition to show his war wounds to the Roman people before he can be 

consul. He refuses to, however. This character trait, which is also Coriolanus’s tragic flaw, defies 

explanation. Coriolanus does not seem to be the humble type, which might have accounted for his 

refusal to show off his scars. Nor does he seem to lack ambition. But when urged to sport his wounds 

in the context of a rite of passage, he uses excuses such as “I had rather have my wounds to heal 

again/Than hear say how I got them” (2.2.67-68) or “I had rather have one scratch my head i’ th’ 

sun/When the alarum were struck than idly sit/To hear my nothings monstered” (2.2.73-74). In the 

play, in fact, he even leaves the stage after uttering the latter three lines, forcing Cominius to tell his 

story and praise his deeds in his absence.  

The passage is well known for the mythical proportions it confers upon Coriolanus, who is 

presented as a kind of invincible hero. After all, he won at Corioles all by himself: “Alone he 

entered/The mortal gate o’ th’ city, which he painted/With shunless destiny; aidless came off/And with 

a sudden reinforcement struck/Corioles like a planet” (2.2.108-112). The Roman people are supposed 

to believe Cominius’s tale of heroic feats, without being allowed to witness the relics of the fight – the 

scars – let alone, of course, the legendary battle itself. Whether Coriolanus refuses to strip out of 

modesty – because he resents having to prove his deeds where the people should trust him as an elite 

member – or indeed because he has something to hide from the people, something that may concern 

the circumstances of his victory at Corioles, the play suggests that verbally compensating for what 

cannot be shown simply does not work.  

In the play, the citizens of Rome will not tolerate it, ultimately leading Coriolanus to be 

banished. In the film, such behaviour on the part of Coriolanus is presented as even less acceptable 

owing to the additional importance of onscreen visibility in the modern era”. If Coriolanus is too 

modest to show his wounds to a few dozen persons in the play, it makes sense that he should refuse 

 

12 See the discussion of André Bazin’s seminal essays on the relationships between theatre and film in Christine 
Geraghty, Now a Major Motion Picture: Film Adaptations of Literature and Drama, Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2008, p. 75. 
13 As in the case of adapted medieval narratives described in Julie Grossman and R. Barton Palmer, Adaptation 
in Visual Culture: Images, Texts, and Their Multiple Worlds, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, p. 81. 
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to show them to the whole world through TV. If he has nothing to show, which is suggested in the play 

when he says that he would not have his “nothings monstered”, it is natural for him to refuse the extra 

(negative) publicity TV has to offer. If there is something that has happened within the walls of Corioles 

that he does not want anyone to know about, he might refuse having to answer that on television. 

This possibility remains in the film, which does not follow the character as he fights alone in the 

besieged city. If he refuses to become a character type in a heroic narrative in the play, it is consistent 

that he should refuse to become a kind of superhero on television. He had rather, as he says, play the 

man he is.  

In all cases, Coriolanus’s “inability to perform”14 inevitably seems more marked in the age of 

television than it could have been in ancient Rome or Jacobean England, and so too is the downfall 

that follows. But in the play, the only sensible alibi he expresses is that he wishes a man were able to 

be “author of himself”. Besides, television also impacts that central notion of self-authorship as 

featured in Shakespeare’s play. As a result, the consequences of Fiennes’ televisual update also need 

to be studied from that angle. And when it comes to preserving control over one’s destiny, mastering 

one’s image is also more important in the TV age than before. In the adaptation as in the play, 

however, this remains a dead end for Coriolanus. Playing “the man he is” will eventually earn him the 

contemptuous label “boy of tears” (5.6.103) before a Volscian mob kills him.  

The main character’s first appearance, at a time when he is still Caius Martius, and has not yet 

been granted the name Coriolanus, is on a TV screen. His arch-enemy, Aufidius, is watching a news 

report about the famine in Rome, where the Senate has declared a state of emergency. Beneath close-

ups of Martius’s face, the rolling newslines announce that he, a current Roman general, has suspended 

civil liberties. The embedded TV images are edited alternately with shots of people’s representatives 

walking towards a meeting venue, especially a woman who then appears to be a plebeian leader. At 

the meeting, a close-up draws attention to a notebook, the cover of which bears a black-and-white 

photocopy of a picture showing Martius’s face, crossed out in red, and beneath it is the caption “Chief 

Enemy of the People”. This new appearance of the character’s face, now embedded as a photograph 

shown on screen, announces his eventual refusal to appear on screen or to be a media-savvy political 

leader. In other words, the character’s presence in the film is initially presented as forcefully mediated. 

Such a construction of Coriolanus’s essence thus poses as a visual adaptation of his dominant 

character feature in the play – his reluctance to perform a part in the political arena. Or, to put it even 

more simply, the beginning of the film provides guidelines for the reading of Coriolanus as a 

Shakespearean adaptation by equating political/theatrical performance with on-screen/framed 

depiction of the self.  
 

Coriolanus: Identity and the Look 

 

Throughout the film, this notion that Coriolanus is always perceived as if shot/framed by a camera 

likely to distort who he is – instead of allowing him to, as he demands, “play the man [he is]” – takes 

several forms. Among them are handheld shots that translate subjective perception, while recalling 

that Coriolanus’s image is constantly captured for the sake of being broadcast, be it on the news or 

 

14 Delphine Lemonnier-Texier, '"Would You Have Me False to My Nature? Rather Say I Play the Man I Am": The 
Deconstruction of Masculinity in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus”, in Sophie Marret and Claude Le Fustec, eds.,  La 
Fabrique du genre: (Dé)Constructions du féminin et du masculin dans les arts et la littérature anglophones, 
Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2016, p. 83, http://books.openedition.org/pur/30701. 
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for the purposes of private screenings. Coriolanus is not the only character to receive such treatment 

in the film. His enemy and Volscian equivalent, Aufidius, is often treated similarly. For instance, he 

sends a video to the Roman government in which he can be seen interrogating and then executing a 

prisoner of war in order to signify the threat of his impending attack. Contrary to Coriolanus, he exerts 

control over his visual representation by choosing a perspective on his character – that of a fearless 

warrior who even indulges in methods of terrorist fearmongering – that ultimately enables him to 

defeat his enemy. What Fiennes resorts to as a director, then, is less a documentary style than a 

shooting style that emphasises directorial mediation. And it often appears that no control of this 

directorial mediation is permitted to Coriolanus, suggesting both that his projected image – or, one 

might say, his televisual reputation – eludes him and that, consequently, he cannot be the “author of 

himself”.  

This is particularly clear in Fiennes’ treatment of the inauguration scene, during which 

Coriolanus is supposed to show his wounds before he can be consul of Rome. In the film, the scene 

partly takes place on a TV set, with direct consequences for notions of performance, visibility, publicity 

and reputation. This TV appearance is prepared in advance by the insertion of a televised debate about 

the character of Coriolanus, which emphasises his so-called arrogance. In his absence, pundits suggest 

that he will not abide by the rules of political TV shows – Coriolanus despises television appearances 

as vulgar. A little later, moments before Coriolanus is supposed to walk into the Senate stateroom to 

show his wounds, he stands in front of a TV set in the corridor outside, watching as his friend Menenius 

praises him in a speech he gives next door. Close-ups of his face allow viewers to read there a kind of 

contempt mingled with stage fright. This clashes with shots of his mother, wife and boy on the sofa at 

home in front of their own TV set, drinking champagne, raising their glasses, and cheering in the 

expectation of Coriolanus’s ascent to the consulship. Another close-up of a TV set acts as a transition 

to a different location, a room where the people’s representatives are also following the event. They 

have doubtful and disappointed looks on their faces that contrast with the smiles on those of 

Coriolanus’s relatives.  

There seems to be no end, then, to Coriolanus’s to-be-looked-at-ness complex. All eyes turn 

to him, and TV makes him the target of centripetal gazes to a higher degree than the Elizabethan 

theatre could. The scene’s construction not only suggests that every character in the fictional room 

depicted in the film follows Coriolanus’s TV appearance. It also reminds the spectators of the film that 

they are watching the same events, albeit as extra-diegetic spectators rather than as fictional viewers 

in the narrative. A few moments later, Coriolanus eventually talks to the people, first gathering enough 

voices to be made consul, until plebeian politicians trigger a popular change of opinion by reminding 

the crowd that the hero has refused to show his wounds.  

Riots ensue, and it is even proposed that Coriolanus be executed should he fail to make 

amends publicly and finally show his wounds to the Roman plebs. This atonement ceremony is to be 

broadcast live on TV, and Volumnia coaches her son before the programme starts. Volumnia gives him 

the kind of advice a spin doctor might give a politician, or the kinds of instructions a stage producer 

might give one of his actors about to go on stage for an improvisation session. She gives him basic 

cues to stick to, and general performance advice to stay calm and not to launch into wordy diatribes 

against the common people, most of whom will be following the event through TV. Coriolanus 

reluctantly agrees to play the “harlot” (3.2.114) in front of the debasing TV apparatus, which he seems 

to despise for being the people’s medium above all.  
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In the next sequence, the people’s representatives are also preparing for the programme, 

establishing a cunning plan to harness the power of the crowds against Coriolanus. The 

representatives of both sides then enter the fray, followed by handheld cameras as if they are boxers 

walking towards the ring. Regularly throughout the sequence, high-angle shots or close-ups of the 

cameras’ viewfinders in which the various participants appear underline the extra importance given 

to the event by the overbearing presence of the TV apparatus. The debate then starts in an 

atmosphere of extreme tension, mainly conveyed by Fiennes’ facial expressions – he looks like an 

animal at bay, trapped by the TV cameras all around, and the event itself thus becomes a form of bear-

baiting for the media age.  

A few seconds into the debate, it is clear that Coriolanus will not be able to muster his acting 

skills and win the consulship. First, he starts talking before his microphone is on, triggering static that 

offends the ear. This contrasts sharply with the people’s representatives’ ease with the handheld 

microphone, which they use to turn the whole crowd, and virtually all TV viewers at the same time, 

against Coriolanus. The latter is declared an enemy of the people and promptly banished, without 

being able to respond except by staring in amazement at his accusers, in low-angle shots that 

emphasise his inability to look directly at the cameras. Soon after, he completely loses his composure 

and launches into an abusive speech addressed to the audience and to TV viewers, whom he 

indistinctly calls “curs” whose breath is foul and whom he despises to the utmost. He then utters two 

of his most famous lines, “I banish YOU”, and “There is a world elsewhere”, before leaving the premises 

as the camera following him shows only his back. In the next shot, a plebeian representative is seen 

on TV declaring that the enemy of the people has gone.  
 

The Meta-Theatrical Perspective of Coriolanus 
 

For Coriolanus, then, remaining oneself can only be achieved thanks to a shift from the passive to the 

active – he banishes Rome instead of being banished from it. In Fiennes’ adaptation, this reversal of 

perspective is the ultimate controlling gesture in more than diegetic terms. Indeed, one may consider 

that the various forms of screen mediation included in the film are threaded together into a network 

of visual lines, all of which lead to Fiennes, the film’s director. While banished as Coriolanus (the actor 

poorly suited to his political environment), Fiennes, as director of the adaptation, is also the one who 

banishes Coriolanus – to a place that looks very different from Rome, and where Coriolanus himself is 

unrecognisable. The actor’s directorial alter ego, Fiennes the director/adapter, thus exerts total 

control over his own representation of himself – control over the character remains at least partly with 

Shakespeare. Fiennes thus puts the difference between playwright and adapter to the best possible 

use, by showing what perspective he can add to Coriolanus –transporting him to a world elsewhere 

where he literally becomes someone else – while leaving the character intact. 

For the actor Ralph Fiennes, then, leaving the scene of the profilmic to go behind the camera 

may be a way of controlling his future as an artist – with his adaptation, he, both like Coriolanus in the 

play and as Coriolanus in the film, metaphorically erases his persona, claiming he can move to a 

location where he can be more than just an actor. Admittedly, inferring this from the character’s 

refusal to perform in the play may seem like a case of metaleptic fallacy. It is not, however, thanks to 

the play’s meta-theatrical perspective that, as it needs to be adapted for the screen along with all the 

rest of the tragedy, authorises the crossing of diegetic and meta-dramatic perspectives. Indeed, 

according to James Lee Calderwood, “If Coriolanus commits himself to a verbal style in which wheat 
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and chaff are thrown indiscriminately together to satisfy his rigid conception of truth, what happens 

in consequence may be as suggestive for the politics of art as it is for the art of politics.”15  

In other words, the meta-dramatic theme encapsulates a division that applies on numerous 

levels: wheat and chaff, but also good acting and bad acting, an audience-driven actor and an 

individualistic, contemptuous one, etc.16 Additionally, in the words of Bill Angus, “’Coriolanus’ gives 

Shakespeare an opportunity to deal with […] issues surrounding authority and authenticity through a 

character who is hostile to the theatre of political power”17 (and, I would suggest, to many aspects of 

theatrical performance as a whole). My argument here is that Shakespeare’s use of clear-cut 

oppositions generates another meta-artistic leap in the film adaptation, from mere (unwilling?) actor 

to (self-controlling, role-choosing, therefore happier) actor/director. Or, to put it very simply, Fiennes 

chooses Coriolanus as a metaphor for himself. Indeed, the character refuses to have a part imposed 

on him and suggests that he should be able to play himself, or to author himself by selecting and 

designing his own parts. Or, by adapting the character, Fiennes overcomes its (his?) main flaw: being 

“unable to adapt himself to the real situation [and] condemned to exist in perpetual inadaptation; a 

consequence of the social roles he is compelled to play.”18 

 This is very clear at the end of the banishment scene, set in a TV studio and broadcast live. 

Banishing the banishers, in order to perform control over his destiny, he addresses the people, 

viewers, and the whole mass media industry he deems responsible for his political failure, dismissing 

them from his personal universe. This results in his departure for “a world elsewhere” (3.3.136). Rather 

than just going to some other place, he denies existence to the one he is leaving, performatively 

declaring it a nonentity. And in the film, Coriolanus’s exit is meticulously matched by the concurrent 

withdrawal of his persona from the media world that the representatives of the people so easily 

exploited to expose him as the arrogant, contemptuous patrician he is. This exit is an escape from the 

camera’s gaze in an attempt to “play the man he is” in an alternative universe.  

To be himself, Coriolanus gets rid of having to play a political role and hopes for a place where 

(military) action does not demand (political) acting skills. This is the kind of place he seems to find in 

Antium, the Volscian capital. First, during his long walk there, he does not don a disguise as in the play. 

Covering his features does not seem necessary: the environment of this “world elsewhere” is very 

different from Rome, what with its apparent poverty and lack of technological equipment. Before 

Coriolanus reaches the headquarters of his enemy Aufidius, the Volscian leader is seen shaking hands 

with the local people who are outside drinking or just chatting. He then goes into a decrepit house 

 

15 Calderwood, Shakespearean Metadrama, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1971, p. 6. 
16 Coriolanus was designed to be performed at Blackfriars, so that the main character’s refusal to perform must 
have been an insult to audience members who had to pay a higher fee due to the indoor location. According to 
Harry Newman, accordingly, the play extends a “metatheatrical self-reflection on the commoditized human 
transactions involved in commercial theatre, and the formative pressures exerted on dramatic characters by 
market forces”. See Newman, “‘The Stamp of Martius’: Commoditized Character and the Technology of 
Theatrical Impression in Coriolanus”, Renaissance Drama, vol. 45 no. 1, March 2017, p. 53. 
17 Bill Angus, Metadrama and the Informer in Shakespeare and Jonson, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2016, p. 136. See also Andrew Gurr, Shakespeare’s Workplace: Essays on Shakespearean Theatre, ch. 9,  
'Metatheatre and the Fear of Playing', Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017, pp. 145-166. 
18 José Manuel González Fernández de Sevilla, 'Existential Needs and Political Needs in 'Coriolanus'', Spanish 
Society of Early Renaissance Studies, Yearbook no. 2, 1992, p. 148. 
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where he sits in a chair among his followers. The chair almost seems like the poor man’s version of a 

throne.  

Aufidius does not seem to need any technology, either to be protected or to ensure his own 

political stability. Compared to the Roman environment, this world elsewhere is devoid of cameras 

and screens. As many critics have noted, it is very reminiscent of places of conflict so often seen on TV 

screens in the decades before and after the film’s release. Fiennes’ adaptation evokes places such as 

Serbia or Syria, where, it seems, the only cameras are owned by TV news reporters. Consequently, it 

is no surprise that Coriolanus should not hide his face upon arriving into Antium on foot: while 

everyone in Rome knew him from his media appearances, there is neither camera nor TV set here to 

broadcast his entry. Nor does he risk being recognised, since the Volscians are unlikely to have seen 

his face on TV. At some point, he even hitches a ride with a truck driver, a plot element that indicates 

that although he is the Volscian nemesis, he remains invisible to Volscian eyes anyway.  

Similarly, when he ventures down into Aufidius’s den and meets him there, the latter asks his 

name, asserting he does not recognise Coriolanus who responds, in surprise, “Know’st thou me yet?”. 

The headquarters are in the dark. They look like a cave lit by firelight, and the atmosphere thus created 

for the location is in such contrast with that of Rome as to make it barely imaginable to find a TV set 

there. Certainly, there is none to be seen here, which marks the difference with scenes shot back in 

Rome, where TV reports are ripe with news of Coriolanus’s exile and potential defection to Rome’s 

enemies. The character seems to have travelled back in time, to an age before omnipresent 

technology. In Antium, the only picture of Coriolanus to be seen is an old crumpled up magazine cover 

into which Aufidius looks as he questions his former enemy’s recent allegiance. 

In Rome, the rulers decide to send envoys to Coriolanus in the hope of talking him out of 

attacking his homeland. The result of the first meeting is reported rather than shown, to preserve the 

suspense surrounding Coriolanus’s new attitude towards Rome and which consequently prevails at 

the end. As he will not budge, his old friend and counsellor Menenius decides to go and talk to him by 

himself. The meeting takes place at night around a campfire. Coriolanus’s head is now clean-shaven, 

and he wears a tank top. This new style makes Fiennes look somewhat like Brando as Kurtz in 

Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (USA, 1979); indeed, like Kurtz, he almost seems to have fled civilisation 

and joined life in the jungle. Again, Coriolanus will not listen, and Menenius commits suicide as a result 

of his failure to save Rome. The final advocates of peace, Volumnia, Virgilia, and Young Coriolanus, 

meet the protagonist in an Antium street. Soldiers in arms surround them, but no photographs or TV 

reporters are there.  

This last plea convinces Coriolanus to sign a peace treaty with Rome, for which Aufidius 

decides that he will have to be killed. The murder takes place on a road outside Rome, in the middle 

of nowhere with no journalists attending or other types of media presence to witness the 

protagonist’s death at the hands of Aufidius’s soldiers. The film’s last shot shows, from a high angle, 

Coriolanus’s dead body lying on a pickup truck, as if his corpse were briefly pinned down again against 

a flat surface and framed by a kind of screen within the screen – the rectangular shape of the open 

back of the truck. As the description above suggests, Coriolanus’s “world elsewhere” may not be better 

than Rome, it is still very different for its lack of media presence and pressure. On the way to personal 

reconstruction, and despite his tragic failure, the character has left a place where his image was 

constantly taken from him by cameras and has found the place he hoped for – a place without any 

cameras or screens.  
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The remarkable absence of images of Coriolanus from the second part of the narrative 

prompts a reading of the radical change from media presence to media absence in meta-fictional 

terms. As the theory of the actor’s paradox has it, an actor has two identities, one of which controls 

the character while the other is or at least embodies the character. In the first part of the film, people 

in Coriolanus’s surroundings seek to match the former with the latter: Coriolanus must be an actor 

who controls his appearances as if they were his characters. In the second part, the image has vanished 

to a world elsewhere, leaving only the character trying to act for himself. The image attached to the 

character’s body goes away from the stage, leaving him to try to control his destiny. In so doing, 

Coriolanus fails and meets his tragic end, but Fiennes succeeds.  

As the first step to becoming a successful film-maker, he leaves part of his acting persona 

behind. He then takes the other part, his image as an actor of villains19, to bring it to the only place 

from which it can be reconstructed from scratch. That place is behind the camera, where there will be 

no images of Ralph Fiennes the actor apart from those Fiennes the director decides on. Naturally, in 

the second part of the film, embedded images of Fiennes as Coriolanus disappear, as Fiennes 

emphasises that he will from now on exert control over his part from behind the camera. 

Conclusion: Processes of Adaptation 
 

In Authorship in Film Adaptation, Jack Boozer writes: “the closed fixation only on literary source and 

finished film both in journalistic reviews and scholarly study has often shown an indifference to the 

evolving intentions of producers, writers, and directors and their shifting levels of input and 

authority.”20 As the case study of Ralph Fiennes’ Coriolanus shows, at least one form of intentionality 

that generates “input and authority” is missing from Boozer’s list: the actor’s. First, because there is 

no gainsaying that one specific actor’s style necessarily leaves its stamp on the adaptation21, even 

more so if said actor plays the lead part in a canonical work.22 With each new adaptation of Hamlet, 

to use a glaringly obvious example, authorial intention resides, at least partly, in the main actor’s 

performance. Indeed, the actor playing Hamlet for the umpteenth time bears the pressure of 

rejuvenating, by way of sheer play-acting talent, the character’s perception by the audience.  

        It is no surprise, therefore, that Greg Doran’s adaptation for the BBC (UK, 2009) of his 2008 Royal 

Shakespeare Company production of Hamlet should be so often referred to as ‘David Tennant’s 

Hamlet’. In fact, part of the adaptation’s crowd-pulling appeal rests in the allure of what may, from 

the outside at least, seem to announce a crossover between Hamlet and Doctor Who. Such a reception 

pattern comes from Tennant’s fame as one of the actors to have impersonated the main character in 

the long-running BBC sci-fi series. In addition to Tennant, the production also features Patrick Stewart 

as the ghost and as Claudius, a star who is more famous as Captain Picard in the Star Trek TV series 

 

19 Dirk Libbey, 'Why Ralph Fiennes Doesn’t Want to Play Villains Anymore',  Cinemablend, 29 November 2016, 
https://www.cinemablend.com/news/1590850/why-ralph-fiennes-doesnt-want-to-play-villains-anymore. 
20 Jack Boozer, Authorship in Film Adaptation, Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2008, p. 3. 
21 A classic example is the stamp Brando’s ‘Method’ acting style left on Kazan’s adaptation of Tennessee 
Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire (USA, 1951). See Geraghty, Now a Major Motion Picture, p. 97. 
22 See Samuel Crowl, Screen Adaptations: Shakespeare’s Hamlet: The Relationship between Text and Film, 
London: Bloomsbury, 2014.  
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and feature films, and X-Men’s Professor Xavier. Consequently, it makes sense to assert that the 

adaptation is likely to seem to result from two of its actors’ authorial intentions at least as much as 

the product of its lesser-known director’s adaptive inventiveness. 

This is no isolated case. In retrospect, the 1979 Macbeth adaptation for ITV, although directed 

by Philip Casson, is famous as the Ian McKellen/Judi Dench Macbeth. Both actors have since been 

elevated to the peerage, and Hollywood fame as well, McKellen has mostly become known as The 

Lord of the Rings’ Gandalf and X-Men’s Magneto, while Dench is mostly renowned for being the first 

female ‘M’ in several James Bond films, and for various performances as Queen Elizabeth I (in John 

Madden’s Shakespeare in Love, 1998) and as Queen Victoria (in Madden’s Mrs. Brown, UK/Ire/USA, 

1997 and Stephen Frears’ Victoria & Abdul, UK/USA, 2017). Likewise, Stuart Burge’s 1965 adaptation 

of Othello, with Laurence Olivier’s blackface performance as the Moor, is often called the ‘Olivier’ 

version. Like Fiennes, Olivier had directed himself in Shakespeare film adaptations before playing in 

Othello, being the famous director and main performer of Hamlet, Henry V, and Richard III (all UK, 

1948, 1954, 1955).  

Following in Olivier’s footsteps is, of course, Kenneth Branagh. His personal identification with 

Olivier was so obtrusive and insistent as to have Olivier’s family replace Branagh with Richard 

Attenborough as the Prince of Wales’ appointed representative at Olivier’s funeral service in 1985, 

lest Branagh should upstage the event. Like Olivier, Branagh’s trademark consists of Shakespearean 

adaptations in which he steals the show by giving himself the lead part. The only two exceptions are 

his 1988 ITV adaptation of Twelfth Night and his film adaptation of As You Like It (UK/USA, 2006), 

which he directed but in which he did not perform. He did, however, direct and play in Henry V (UK, 

1989), Much Ado about Nothing (UK/USA, 1993), Hamlet (UK/USA, 1996), and Love’s Labour’s Lost 

(UK/Fr/USA, 2000). Recently, he crowned his ascension from (stage) actor to film director/auteur by 

playing Shakespeare in All Is True (UK, 2018). 

Fiennes has taken the same path, and his work has so far provided further evidence that the 

author-to-director adaptation centrally engages the notion of the scopic regime. In the case of film 

adaptations of plays, the first shift is not from text to film. It is, as I have suggested elsewhere, from 

the scopic regime of the theatrical experience to that of film. With this in mind, it is obvious that acting 

in one’s own adaptation comes with many assets.23 The scopic regime of drama operates by leading 

the audience to perceive the dramatic illusion instead of mere actors performing. Key to that 

metamorphosis are, of course, the actors, who are transformed into characters to the eyes of the 

audience. Knowledge of that process transfers easily to film adaptation. Behind the camera, the actor 

witnesses the metamorphosis of the real into an illusion, benefiting all the while from the extra 

knowledge of illusion-making. The scopic regime of film is different, in that it is characterised by the 

absence of what is seen – where the actors and props that are perceived are in the same room as the 

theatrical audience, film viewers only see a filmic trace of what was captured by the camera.24 But in 

 

23 Sébastien Lefait, 'Prospera’s Looks: Adapting Shakespearean Reflexivity in The Tempest (Julie Taymor, 2010)', 
Literature/Film Quarterly, vol. 43 no. 2, 2015, pp. 131–45. 
24 For Dallas G. Denery, Christian Metz “introduced the expression ‘scopic regime’ to name dominant and 
structuring relations between observer, image and object. The scopic regime of the cinema, for example, is 
defined by the absence of the seen object (which simply means when we see something on the silver screen, we 
really only see its projected image, not the thing itself).” Denery, Seeing and Being Seen in the Later Medieval 
World: Optics, Theology, and Religious Life, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 9; see Christian 
Metz, 'Le signifiant imaginaire', Communications, vol. 23 no. 1, 1975, p. 44. 
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the case of theatre adaptation, the presential dimension of the play and of the actors must remain. 

Acting in the film and being present behind the camera arguably combines two ways of doing so. 

Indeed, one might reasonably expect viewers of the film Coriolanus to have had access to the 

information that Fiennes directed the film himself, which was given pride of place in the film’s trailer 

– not too far from Shakespeare’s name.  

This ensured Fiennes’ spectral presence as director of the film in addition to his visibility as 

the film’s lead actor – and incidentally preserved Shakespeare’s aura. Such is exactly what Michel 

Serres describes in Le Parasite.25 A third-party element that is often absent from the source 

work/target work pattern unexpectedly proves crucial to understanding their connection. This does 

of course not apply to all works. With Coriolanus, however, a play in which the lead character dies as 

a result of being unable to master his own performance, the director behind the actor is that 

indispensable parasitic element, without which the play barely makes any sense. Similarly, one may 

consider that a Coriolanus adaptation that did not show the potential director figure looming behind 

Caius Martius would at least partly miss the point of the play. By standing both in front of and behind 

the camera, Ralph Fiennes provides the exact opposite: an adaptation strategy which allows him, by 

directing himself as Coriolanus, to reveal the crucial potential for the character to become 

author/director of himself. 

 

 

25 Michel Serres, Le Parasite, Paris: B. Grasset, 1985. One may find a similar approach to intertextual parasitic 
interference in Monique Carcaud-Macaire, 'Morphogénèse et Phénomènes de Transtextualité', Sociocriticism, 
vol. VIII no. 2, 1992, pp. 58-9. 
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In 1999, Tim Roth released The War Zone, adapted by Alexander Stuart from his 1989 novel of the 

same name.1 Set in a remote house in the county of Devon in southern England, this grim and yet 

delicate film deals centres on a family recently arrived from London. In the course of the film the 

alienated teenager Tom (played by Freddie Cunliffe) finds a way of coming to terms with the sexual 

abuse perpetrated by his father (Ray Winstone, credited simply as ‘Dad’) on his teenage sister Jessie 

(Lara Belmont), while their mother (Tilda Swinston, credited as ‘Mum’) cares for a new-born baby girl, 

Alice — who, it is eventually suggested, may also have been abused. The War Zone thus tackles a topic 

which has only occasionally been dealt with in child-centered films. Visconti’s The Damned (It/W. 

Germ, 1969), Polanski’s Chinatown (USA, 1974), and Almodovar’s Bad Education (Spain, 2004) are set 

in the adult world and examine the consequences of sexual abuse and incest, while contemporary 

independent films like Solondz’s Happiness (USA, 1998), Hadzihalilovic’s Innocence (Belg/Fr/UK/Jap, 

2004), and Araki’s Mysterious Skin (USA/Neth, 2004) have, as Vickey Lebeau has shown, explored the 

complicity with child abuse of the images circulated by consumer society.2  

 
 
1 Alexander Stuart, The War Zone [1989], Bloomington, IN: Authorhouse, 20th Anniversary edition, 2009. This 
edition contains an ‘Introduction’ by the author, both British and American versions of the book’s opening 
chapter, some updating of the main text, together with an ‘Afterword’ by Tim Roth and Alexander Stuart’s ‘The 
War Zone Diary’. 
2 Vicky Lebeau, Childhood and Cinema, London: Reaktion Books, 2008, pp. 119-34. 
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        Like his friend and colleague Gary Oldman, whose first venture into screenwriting and directing, 

Nil by Mouth, had appeared in 1997, Roth decided to make a film more in line with the films for British 

television that had launched his career, Clarke’s Made in Britain (UK, 1982) and Leigh’s Meantime (UK, 

1983), rather than the US indie movies in which he had performed in the 1990s; he even received 

funding from the same UK TV channel (Channel Four) that had produced Leigh’s first TV film, 

Meantime. Although Roth’s movie would be based, unlike Oldman’s, on the adaptation of a novel and 

not a semi-autobiographical script, Stuart’s novel echoed Roth’s own story of sexual abuse. Like Nil by 

Mouth, The War Zone was well received critically after premiering at Sundance in January 1999. Like 

Oldman, however, Roth has yet to direct a second film, though he regularly mentions in interviews his 

intention to do so. 

        It can of course be argued that all creative figures — actors, composers, directors, musicians, 

painters, singers — construct themselves as artists, that is to say they invent a persona that embodies 

their views on their art and art in general. The specificity of the actor-director lies in the fact that the 

star has already established him/herself in the industry and in the audience’s mind (and more 

importantly even, in her/his own), and must thus adjust to the pre-existing construct. In other words, 

the actor-director has ‘baggage’, and the fact that the new role features in the same industry and 

medium actually makes the venture more daring: in a sense, the actor should know more about 

movies than, say, poetry, painting or sculpture. This article offers an analysis of The War Zone and its 

paratexts in an attempt to determine how a highly successful actor like Roth managed, with just one 

film, to construct himself as a specific type of director with a particular view of cinema in mind. 

Attention will be paid to the adaptation process, to the film’s narration, and finally to what the actor 

perceived as his main challenge: directing other actors. 

 

The Adapter as Auteur 

 

It was sheer coincidence that Tim Roth’s agent drew his attention to Stuart’s The War Zone, a novel 

that had been considered for adaptation by several notable British directors including Danny Boyle 

and Nicolas Roeg.3 But chance had very little to do with Roth’s decision to commit to the project. The 

reasons Roth gave at the time were bound to his status both as a first-time film-maker and as an actor-

turned-director: "The commitment you have to make as a director is far greater than the commitment 

you have to make as an actor so the material you choose must be something that really matters, 

otherwise it's a waste of time. And that applies whether it matters in a dramatic piece or a comedy."4 

Roth was also very much aware that directing The War Zone could prove to be a risky career move in 

terms of acting, not so much because the industry would hold a bad movie against him - nobody had 

done so in the case of Johnny Depp’s The Brave (USA, 1997) - but simply because the time he spent 

 
 
3 Andrew L. Urban, ‘Roth, Tim: The War Zone – Be Careful What You Wish for’, http://www.urbancinefile.com.au 
/home/view.asp?a=3698&Section=Interviews, 15 June 2000. Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, in Stuart, The War 
Zone, pp. 223-24. 
4 Urban, ‘Roth, Tim Roth: The War Zone’. 
 
 
 

http://www.urbancinefile.com.au/
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making the film would be time not spent acting, and thus time during which the industry could forget 

about him.5 

        In the initial stages, Roth insisted primarily on how intent he was, in professional terms, on being 

a bold and serious director. He did not reveal that he himself had been a victim of child abuse until he 

started on an eighteen-month promotional tour for The War Zone, and it was another seventeen years 

before he disclosed his abuser’s identity — his paternal grandfather.6 Roth was invited to screen and 

debate the movie by numerous child abuse victims’ associations.7 The first-time director was very 

invested in how audiences would react to the film, whether victims who could identify with the 

children or potential abusers: “My hope in making the film is that I made a good piece of cinema. First 

of all, I’m not a counselor, I’m not a therapist. […] All I can do is offer up what hopefully is an accurrate 

portrayal . . . on [sic] what it feels like to be a victim . . . and also to be an abuser, probably.”8 It appears 

clear, in retrospect, that Roth’s motivations were highly personal. If he did not claim to be a therapist, 

he seems to have believed in the therapeutic potential of the material and even says of the “difficult” 

conversations he had with audiences: “[…] in the end it was cathartic. And I think a very good thing for 

me to do — as painful as it was.”9 

        The adaptation process reflects how deeply personal Roth’s endeavour to appropriate the 

material was. Three of the most significant changes made to the novel’s diegesis reinforced the 

biographical connection between Roth and the source text. They were made from the outset when 

Roth first met author Alexander Stuart to talk about adapting the script and which are noted in Stuart’s 

‘War Zone Diary’ between April and September 1996. The first concerns the setting. The film was shot 

in Bideford, North Devon — whereas the novel is set in the south of the county — a place where the 

Roth family had vacationed. Roth could have changed the setting merely for convenience’s sake 

because he knew the area well, but Stuart immediately was immediately alerted to the fact that that 

Roth’s memories of the place “are not fond, and I can sense in Bideford some of the bleakness he 

remembers from his childhood.”10 Roth’s later admissions indeed suggest that the family summer 

vacation spot was possibly also one of the prime locations for the abuse that he suffered. The change 

in time-setting — from summer to winter — reinforces the change in mood that Stuart’s first glimpse 

 
 
5 Roth, ‘Afterword’, in Stuart, The War Zone, p. 220. 
6 My earliest source is Philippe Azoury, ‘Dans The War Zone, Tim Roth, victime d’inceste, mue l’horreur en plaisir, 
puis culpabilise le spectateur. Dégoût et des douleurs. The War Zone de Tim Roth, avec Lara Belmont, Ray 
Winstone, Freddie Cunliffe, 1h39’, https://next.liberation.fr/culture/2000/01/26/dans-the-war-zone-tim-roth-
victime-d-inceste-mue-l-horreur-en-plaisir-puis-culpabilise-le-spectateur_313386, 26 January 2000. Catherine 
Shoard, ‘Tim Roth: my father and I were abused by my grandfather’, https:// www. 
theguardian.com/film/2016/dec/05/tim-roth-father-and-i-abused-by-grandfather-rillington-place, 5 December 
2016. 
7 ‘Tim Roth Interview: Tim Roth dares to make his directorial debut with the disturbing sexual abuse drama The 
War Zone', http://www.contactmusic.com/tim-roth/timroth, 7 January 2009. 
8 ‘The War Zone: Tim Roth Interview’, http://www.hollywood.com/general/the-war-zone-tim-roth-interview-
57162873/, 29 November 1999. 
9 Urban, ‘Roth, Tim: The War Zone’. 
10 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 233. 
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of the dailies was only to confirm: “I have never doubted what [Roth] wants to achieve with this film, 

but for the first time I start to worry that it is too dark, both literally and figuratively.”11 

        The second and most important modification affected the family’s social status: upper middle 

class in the novel, lower middle/working class in the film. Again, Stuart notes the biographical 

connection, but he also emphasises how problematic it is: “I have always wanted the family to be 

middle-class because the cliché of abuse is of a working-class family, whereas it happens in every class 

[…] But it’s important to Tim, and I feel that he, more than anyone, has to be comfortable with the 

milieu of the film.”12 From Stuart’s perspective, Roth’s determination to reinforce the biographical 

comes at the expense of the politics of the representation of child abuse. But the modification also 

serves to position Roth within a certain tradition of British film-making, namely working-class 

realism. 13  Roth repeatedly refers to Ken Loach, Mike Leigh and especially Alan Clarke as major 

influences, and Stuart admits he was thrilled that the rushes reminded him of the ‘kitchen sink realism’ 

of the late 1950s/early 1960s.14 

        A third notable change concerns the gender of the new baby: the boy in the novel becomes a girl 

in the film. In this case, it is Stuart who admits that the main justification for the choice of gender in 

the novel was biographical and that the change furthers the dramatic potential: “in this case, the risk 

of Dad continuing the abuse with a new daughter raises all kinds of new horrors, both for Jessie and 

the audience.”15 The glimpses of baby Alice’s bloody nappy — moments before the protagonist, Tom, 

who has discovered that his father is sexually abusing his sister Jessie, warns his mother not to trust 

Dad and to “keep him away from the baby” — have horrific implications which the film leaves 

unclarified [74:39-75:44].16 Yet this modification also ties in with Roth’s own experience, since he and 

his father were both abused by a grandfather.17 

        Along with the changing depiction of Tom’s encounter with Jessie’s London friend Carol, a fourth 

structural alteration to the novel radically affects its ending where the brother and sister duo is 

concerned. In the novel, Tom attacks his father but the latter survives, and Tom reconciles himself to 

their likely future negotiations; reinforcing her talent for carefree survival, and her dominance over 

Tom, Jessie takes herself off to the Caribbean, where she summons Tom. They end the novel together 

there, on the verge of sexual union and with Jessie’s aspiration to have a child. In the film, Tom takes 

refuge in the wartime lookout bunker on the cliffs where he witnessed his father’s abuse of his sister, 

 
 
11 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 248. 
12 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 229. 
13 For more on this tradition see, Jim Leach, British Film, ch. 3, ‘The Common Touch: The Art of Being Realistic’, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, pp. 48-65, or John Hill, Sex, Class and Realism: British Cinema, 
1956-1963, London, BFI, 1986. 
14 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, pp. 219, 226, 247. The novel harks back to the ‘angry young man’ tradition in 
British literature, theatre and film in the late Fifties and early Sixties; Jessie’s outburst — “they like angry little 
bastards who want to nail everything down. I’ll tell you something, brother — despite all your anger” (p. 144)—
recalls the opening of the voice-over in Saturday Night, Sunday Morning (Reisz, UK, 1960). 
15 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, pp. 236. 
16 Azoury, ‘Dans The War Zone, Tim Roth, victime d’inceste, mue l’horreur en plaisir’. 
17 Shoard, ‘Tim Roth: my father and I were abused by my grandfather’. 
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and where she also resorted with her boyfriend Nick. He is joined there by Jessie, who cannot confirm 

if their father is still alive.    

        In Film Adaptation and Its Discontents, Thomas Leitch has shown that directors have tackled the 

practice of adaptation in a variety of ways in order to establish themselves as artists in their own right, 

by adapting writers of pulp fiction, as Alfred Hitchcock did, or “by taking on authors directly in open 

warfare”, as did Stanley Kubrick.18 If Roth and Stuart worked closely together and eventually became 

friends, adaptation was nonetheless a process where authorship was negotiated, as evidenced by 

Stuart’s immediate reactions to Roth’s proposed modification of Dad’s profession from architect to 

architectural salvager: “To some extent, this feels like another loss of authorship for me”.19 In his 

‘Afterword’ to the novel, Roth defends a view of adaptation as fidelity not to the diegesis, not even to 

the novel’s spirit, but to the emotions he had felt as a reader: “I wanted to end up with a film that 

honored the book and honored the subject. The worst adaptation is a literal adaptation — somehow 

you must follow your instincts and be true to the sadness of it. I wanted the audience to receive the 

impact of the book in the same way I had.”20 

        What is being adapted, Roth suggests, is his experience and interpretation. The adaptation 

process reveals the web of insecurities, both professional and personal, faced by the actor turned 

director, but it also reveals how the actor constructs himself as the director of a serious and personal 

film, and thus as a serious and personal director, an endeavour Stuart suspected to be conscious 

enough: “I wonder if for Tim there’s an element of acting the director — and when the actuality takes 

hold.”21 For in a way Roth the director is proceeding very much like an actor: the adaptation serves as 

a mask for the artist to tell a very personal story (after all, the abused is a daughter and not a son). 

This explains Roth’s contradictory injunction to Stuart to “Go back to the novel”22  even as Roth 

reinforces the biographical connection and, as we shall now see, alters the overall tone. 
 

Directing a European Art Film 

 

Roth was also very deliberate in his intention to establish himself as a director of European art cinema 

in the British realist tradition. In addition to the work of Clarke, Leigh and Loach, he cites director David 

Lean and painter J.M.W. Turner as influences for the pictorial treatment of landscapes, as well as 

Rembrandt’s treatment of bodies. 23  On seeing the first day’s rushes, Stuart compared the 

cinematography by Seamus McGarvey, who had previously worked on Michael Winterbottom’s 

breakthrough feature Butterfly Kiss (UK, 1995), to the films of Tarkovsky.24 The soundtrack mainly 

comprises diegetic sounds, with very little ambient tones and a recurrent piano melody that recalls 

 
 
18 Thomas Leitch, Film Adaptation and Its Discontents: From ‘Gone with the Wind’ to ‘The Passion of Christ’ 
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007, p. 240. 
19 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 229. 
20 Roth, ‘Afterword’, p. 220. Here I nod to Colin MacCabe (ed.), True to the Spirit: Film Adaptation and the 
Question of Fidelity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.  
21 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 246. 
22 Roth, quoted in Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 229. 
23 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, pp. 229, 244.  
24 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 246, and ‘Tim Roth Interview’. 
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the soundtracks of some of the films by Loach and Leigh — the more jovial scores of Meantime and 

Riff-Raff (Loach, UK, 1991) come to mind. The narration abides by the main tenets of art cinema 

narration as outlined by Bordwell, including a slow pace and lengthy shots, and aims at a combination 

of ‘objective’ and, as we shall see, ‘subjective’ realism.25 

        No doubt the boldest resolution, coming from an actor known at the time for his eloquent roles 

in Leigh’s Made in Britain, Stoppard’s Rosencrantz & Guildenstern are Dead (UK/USA, 1990), as well 

as  in Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction (USA, 1991 and 1994), was the decision to make the 

film primarily non-verbal; in this respect at least, it is closer to Roth’s experiences with Leigh on 

Meantime and with James Gray on Little Odessa (USA, 1994). The director and screenwriter shared an 

early commitment to “play on looks and gestures as much as dialogue”, Roth advising Stuart to consult 

scripts from the era of silent cinema to help him write the screenplay.26 This decision constitutes the 

most radical departure from the fist-person narration of the novel, in which Tom is a anguished, 

bleakly comic, and garrulous narrator, and it impacts the overall tone of the film (the change was 

immediately noted, upon watching the first dailies, by Stuart, who regretted the lack of humour.)27 

The novel leaves very little room for suggestion; Tom regularly tells us and other characters how he 

feels and even admits that he is easy to read.28 The strength of the novel’s narrative strategy, largely 

indebted to Nabokov’s Lolita (1955), lies in the way Tom’s eloquence imposes a view of his sister Jessie 

as being just as criminal as Dad, and not as primary victim. Tom’s making himself so legible makes 

Jessie all the more difficult to read, just as Humbert Humbert’s seductive prose works to make the 

reader forget the horror of his acts.29 Like Humbert, though no doubt less deliberately, Tom ‘solipsises’ 

his sister and thereby functions as a screen through which the reader can only struggle for a glimpse 

of the real Jessie. 

        The film’s non-verbal approach, where the acoustic dimension is often supplied by Simon 

Boswell’s gentle and sensitive score, is based on a very sophisticated play on gazes and bodies in space. 

From the start, the film takes on the spatial metaphor in the title in a more subtle fashion than the 

novel.30 The tension is made pregnant in the staging. As early as the second scene [3:05-4:38, all 

timings taken from the DVD edition by Diaphana], Mum, Jessie, and Tom are in the living room in a 

long shot running for some thirty-eight seconds, Mom and Jessie lying down on a sofa to the left, Tom 

sitting in an armchair in the right mid-ground, separated from the two women by an empty floor. The 

silence is broken by Dad’s arrival in a dark doorway in the left background, and the stillness of the 

camera is also disrupted, with a slight right-to-left pan. The subsequent shot of Mom and Jessie on 

the sofa emphasises the symmetry of their positions and, symbolically, in their relationship to Dad, 

who is taking off his shirt in the background; the interchangeability between Mum and Jessie is 

 
 
25 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985, pp. 205-13. 
26 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, pp. 230-31. 
27 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, pp. 248-49. 
28 Stuart, The War Zone, p. 88. 
29 For more on perceiving the real Lolita beneath Humbert Humbert’s solipsised fantasy, see Leland De la 
Durantaye, ‘Lolita in Lolita, or the Garden, the Gate and the Critics’, Nabokov Studies vol. 10, 2006, pp. 175-97. 
30 The semantic fields of ‘war’, ‘fight’ and ‘game’ are conspicuous in the novel (Stuart, The War Zone, pp. 30, 59, 
81, 89); the family is a site of multiple conflicts between siblings on the one hand, and parents and children on 
the other. 
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immediately furthered when Jessie takes her mother’s place as soon as she gets up to join Dad. The 

staging of the family insists on the spaces between them and materialises the idea that something has 

come between them; they are alienated from each other, but the silence and their attitudes remain 

inscrutable. 

        The sense of alienation, uncertainty, and expectation is reinforced by the play on gazes. In the 

establishing shot of the living room, Mom stares into emptiness, suggesting she is oblivious to the 

tension (she is asleep in the next scene); a frontal medium close-up of Tom confirms that he is the 

main character, as established during the opening credits when we follow him riding his bike; only 

Jessie glances at her mother, father, and brother, hinting at her position as the character who is ‘in 

the know’. That gazes are problematic is reinforced by an uncertainty concerning the origin of the 

point-of-view. The rear shot of Mum and Dad at the kitchen sink is introduced by Jessie’s looking over 

her shoulder at them; the slow zoom-in reinforces the impression that the camera is aligned with her 

gaze. And yet this view of Mum washing Dad’s neck is followed by a reverse shot of Tom looking, 

coughing, and then looking up, thereby constructing him too as the source of the gaze. Tom’s position 

is reinforced in the next scene [4:39-5:28], thanks to a reverse frontal medium shot of him sitting at 

the kitchen table looking at the family, the long shot of the living room now aligned with his gaze.  

        The repetition of the establishing shot of the living room, this time with Jessie sitting in the 

armchair, Dad negotiating on the phone in the left background, and Tom off-screen, reproduces the 

sense that there is something going on here. The repetition of the frontal wide-angle establishing shot 

of the house with its symmetrical (and thus normal) façade [2:16, 20:38, 39:53, 44:41, 76:08] functions 

in the same manner: the house, as a metonymy of the family, becomes a mask that conceals the 

horror. It becomes, as the film progresses, the double of the clifftop bunker, a realist location gone 

Gothic (significantly, the last two shots of the house are set at night). The boxes on the floor suggest 

that they have just moved in, and we later learn that Tom is upset because he preferred life in London 

[19:40, 40:45]. (Again, this is much more explicit in the novel where the narrator complains about the 

move in the opening pages.) Mum and Dad seem close, the latter saying softly: “Leave it, darling, I’ll 

do that.” Mum’s waters breaking at the end of the scene may lead us to believe that the portentous 

atmosphere was merely a means to build up the suspense leading to this event and, more dramatically 

even, to the car accident as they hurry to hospital in the next scene [6:30]. 

        Yet even after the birth, the narration continues to play on the distance and proximity between 

the characters’ bodies, and the direction and objects of their gazes. When Dad lets Jessie and Tom in 

to meet their baby sister [8:44-9:51], the scene opens with a series of shot/reverse shots, with Dad 

singled out; the family is then briefly united in the same medium shot, but only briefly because Dad 

steps out of the hospital room with Jessie, who is again depicted as the one gazing at the other 

characters: her brother and mother, whose backs are turned and who thus ignore her as she exits with 

her father. In the beach scene that follows [9:52-10:45], Jessie, Dad and Tom are framed together in 

a very long shot, but Jessie steps away from the two men when they hug, leading the camera to pan 

to the right and upsetting the balance of the composition, an empty space now occupying its centre; 

the effect is reinforced by the use of a telephoto lens, which diminishes the sense of space afforded 

by the wide-angle establishing shot that opened the scene. 
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        The establishing shot of the living room returns with a vengeance immediately after Tom 

witnesses something through the window; Dad is on the phone, while Mum and baby Alice occupy 

the centre of the room and the shot [20:51-22:43]. As in the second living room scene, Tom is clearly 

positioned as the source of the gaze. This time, however, it is not the identity of the gaze that is 

problematic, as was the case in the first scene; here, we follow Tom as he walks up to a lit window 

and peers in, and the return of the long shot is preceded by a frontal medium shot of Tom in the 

kitchen. It is the object of the gaze that remains uncertain. Unlike the novel where Tom the narrator 

immediately informs the reader of what he witnessed,31 the film withholds the anatomical details 

provided by the novel — “In the instant I witness, as the first scrape of the front door takes effect, 

Jessie’s hands are scooping water to pour over the part of him that bobs above the surface of the bath 

— a string-operated thing, his tackle, a horse’s prick uglier and more fascinating and more threatening 

than I’ve ever seen it.” — thus building up the suspense, until the next scene in Jessie’s bedroom where 

Tom tells his sister that he saw her in the bath with Dad [22:44-24:42]. 

        There follows a conflict of gazes, the shot/reverse shots depicting Tom looking down at the floor, 

while Jessie looks boldly at him in spite of her nudity. (The scene where Tom confronts Jessie with the 

nude pictures of her he found represents an intensification of this scene, Tom now looming over his 

sister and raising his voice [37:35-39:06].) The fourth scene with the establishing shot of the living 

room inverts the positions of the third instance, with Dad rocking baby Alice in the middle of the room 

and Mum on the phone [46:22-48:30]. Tom is once again seated at the kitchen table watching, and 

the scene is edited in eyeline match. With our suspicions stronger than ever (at this stage neither Tom 

nor the audience have witnessed what goes on in the bunker), the apparent normalcy of the situation 

has become a mere smokescreen for the horrific secret hovering in the room, a curtain waiting to fall 

shortly after Dad exits. The same can be said of the fighting between the two siblings. It evolves from 

something gratuitous and playful in the early scenes [13:45-14:10] to more serious struggles caused 

by the revelation of the incest [30:45, 37:35]. 

        The play on bodies and gazes culminates in the scene of sexual abuse [51:18-56:02]. The ‘war 

zone’ is now made literal, as the family secret is enacted in a wartime building. The shelter, which was 

explicitly designed for the film, has two perfectly symmetrical slit-like windows; it is personified like 

Edgar Poe’s House of Usher, so that Tom’s peering in through a crack is akin to peering into someone’s 

mind. The bleak realism has made way for a quasi-Gothic space. The centrality of the gaze is reinforced 

by a mise-en-abyme, as Tom is determined to record the act on his camera. Significantly, the crime 

occurs in the dead centre of the room in a pool of white light, with two family members in close 

contact and surrounded by emptiness. The silence is broken only by Dad’s whispers and Jessie’s 

whimpers. The play on bodies and gazes is equally central to the staging of the act, directed by the 

abuser. Dad gazes down at his daughter as he undresses her, while she looks away twice. Sodomy is 

performed with Jessie on all fours, signifying both her submission and her father’s refusal to position 

her like Mum and see her face, and thus to acknowledge her pain, agony and subjectivity during the 

act. It befalls Tom to be the one who gazes at his sister’s plight, the shot/reverse shots depicting his 

face framed by the aperture and Jessie’s crying face — even when Dad’s face appears in the shot, it is 

turned away from Tom and is mostly in shadow.  

 
 
31 Stuart, The War Zone, p. 23. 
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        After the act, however, Dad leans against the window in the right background and turns his back 

on Jessie, while she remains sitting on the floor, looking down. The space between them signifies a 

complex of emotions, including pain, shame, and denial. The expression of unavowed emotions is, as 

the metaphor in the title suggests, transferred on to the environment in an instance of pathetic fallacy. 

The penultimate scene, where Tom stabs Dad, represents an attempt to abolish the secret and to 

bring it out into the open [84:12-86:39]. When Tom enters his parents’ bedroom, Dad is sitting alone 

on the bed in the darkness, looking down. The shot/reverse shots which follow dramatise the 

confrontation between the siblings and the father as a conflict in which each gaze signifies knowledge 

but where one character (Dad) clings to denial (unlike in the novel, where he confesses). 

Consequently, the chain of close-ups is broken only when Tom stabs his father, where the camera has 

pulled back for a wider shot involving all three characters,  in which Tom occupies the space between 

Jessie and Dad, in other words when he bridges the space of denial, significantly at the very moment 

when Dad protests: “You can’t keep saying these things, dar[ling]—”. 

        Roth’s determination to make a serious art film in the British realist tradition is more than just a 

bias; it is an adaptation strategy. Through the play on bodies and looks, the film’s viewer is invited to 

pick up the signs and interpret them. In this sense, the narration not only evokes the haunting 

presence of a secret; it mimics the cognitive processes at work in Tom’s mind as he endeavours to 

make sense of what he witnesses. But if in the interviews included as DVD extras the cast and 

screenwriter claim that the film is told from Tom’s point of view, the film also makes room for glimpses 

of the other characters (Dad and especially Jessie) alone, and thus of what Tom does not see or fails 

to pick up (Jessie’s looks in the early scenes, but also her moments alone when her brother leaves her 

bedroom). Unlike the novel, the narration of the film thus grants direct access to Jessie, so that there 

can be no mistaking the fact that she is the victim. The film’s play on bodies and gazes thus fulfills a 

heuristic function: it is meant to teach audiences to look beyond the normalcy and identify the signs 

that something is wrong, and thus to possibly be alert to such signs in real life and to the fact that they 

are so easy to miss for anyone but the victims and the abusers. Of course, the film’s bleak tone — 

Roth and McGarvey deliberately aimed for “a black and white film in colour”32 — alerts us to the 

tension, which is confirmed by the increasingly Gothic undertones.  

 

Directing Non-professional Actors 

 

Roth’s biggest fear in directing The War Zone may come as a surprise. While he felt relatively confident 

in the technical knowledge he had picked up on studio sets over the years, and in his talent for 

composition, he repeatedly expressed anxiety over his ability to direct actors.33 In this regard as well, 

he called on his mentor, Alan Clarke, for whom “Directing has to be about communication”.34 Roth’s 

concern about directing actors was at least threefold. It implies a commitment to acting-based cinema 

that is resolutely aesthetic (again, the debt to Clarke, Leigh and Loach looms in the background). It 

suggests that the actor-director was particularly insecure about what he should have known the most 

 
 
32 ‘Tim Roth Interview’. 
33 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 221. See also ‘Tim Roth Interview’. 
34 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 220. 
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about, and possibly that the professionals whose judgment he was most worried about were his peers, 

namely his stars, Tilda Swinton and Ray Winstone. All this was further complicated by the material 

and the casting of amateur teenage actors (Belmont was eighteen, Cunliffe seventeen, at the time of 

the shooting). Belmont, Cunliffe and their parents had read the script early on, and a psychologist and 

counselor were on the set as chaperones. Cast and crew were determined not to “scar” the teenagers; 

Stuart noted, “With Lara and Freddie in mind, Tim and Dixie [Dixie Linder, co-producer with Sarah 

Radclyffe] have deliberately assembled a crew who are as friendly and positive as possible — in Tim’s 

words, people the kids would want to hug, if necessary.”35 

        Casting non-professional actors is a clear aesthetic choice in keeping with the realist tradition. 

Roth wanted teenagers whose physiques and behaviour would be a natural fit for the characters. 

Stuart immediately approved Roth’s casting choices when he received the early screen tests: “Lara 

Belmont, as Jessie, has the perfect mix of really interesting beauty (as opposed to simply glamour), 

vulnerability and strength that her character needs, and Freddie Cunliffe has the nervous smile, the 

awkwardness, and what looks like a totally believable potential for trouble, that immediately brings 

Tom alive for me.”36  Above all, Roth wanted Jessie and Tom to be portrayed by actors without 

‘baggage’, in other words, by actors deprived of a “star image” — comprising “media texts that can 

be grouped together as promotion, publicity, films and criticism and commentaries”37 — something 

that the young Roth had brought to his role in Made in Britain: “If we were thinking ‘oh, they were 

terrific in this film, or in that episode of this’, then we would not be looking at the kids. It would take 

out the element that they could possibly be our children, and it would be a barrier between the 

audience and the film.”38  

        Roth had no such qualms, however, when it came to casting the parents, as the choice of two 

famous British actors goes against this principle. It could even be argued that Winstone was typecast—

he joked to Roth that “he wanted to play the part because he’s always playing abusers, and ‘it would 

be nice to play a good guy for a change!’”39 Yet Roth’s contradictory injunction can be explained in 

much the same way as his instructions to Stuart when adapting the novel: Swinton and Winstone 

provide the “barrier”, the distance, to remind viewers that what we are witnessing remains, in the 

end, fiction, albeit of the realist kind. Most pressingly, the presence of an actor famous for his roles in 

two versions of Alan Clarke’s Scum (UK, 1979 and 1991), Loach’s Ladybird, Ladybird (UK, 1994) and Nil 

by Mouth, draws attention to the fact that the sexual abuse scene is of course simulated; it may thus 

temper our distress at witnessing the agony endured by Jessie and Belmont, who may be confused in 

our minds.40  Casting Winstone does more than just inscribe The War Zone in the British realist 

 
 
35 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 241. 
36 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 240. 
37 Richard Dyer, Stars, London: BFI, 1998, p. 60. 
38 Larry Getlen, ‘Tim Roth’s War Zone [sic]’, https://www.moviemaker.com/tim-roth-war-zone-20080201/, 1 
February 2008. 
39 Stuart, ‘The War Zone Diary’, p. 243. 
40  Reviewer Gilbert Adair was profoundly shocked by the scene because of the actress’s ordeal: “What is 
shocking – to me – is the fact that an adolescent actress was obliged to strip, hunker down on all fours and let a 
middle-aged actor (who, of course, remains clothed throughout) rub his groin suggestively against her buttocks.”  
 

 

https://www.moviemaker.com/tim-roth-war-zone-20080201/
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tradition; it serves as a reminder that realism is also a mode or a genre and acts as a safeguard for the 

audience, as it probably did for the amateur actors as well. 

        The interviews all insist on the sensitivity of the subject-matter and not on the difficulty of 

directing non-professional actors per se. In the course of two weeks of rehearsal, Belmont and Cunliffe 

comment, in the interviews included in the DVD release, on how Roth talked them through the 

emotions of the scenes — something corroborated by Roth, notably when the latter describes 

shooting the sexual abuse scene41 — while, in a DVD extra, Winstone recalls a discussion in which he 

and Roth were envious of Belmont and Cunliffe’s “naturalness”: “That’s just a natural thing. I think 

the problem is once you start learning something, you know, then you start to lose that naturalness 

and then you need to learn how to get it back again, you know. But — they’re tremendous.” As an 

actor, Roth has always been fairly reluctant to talk about acting techniques and has expressed 

disregard for the Method and even training in general; he generally refuses to audition for roles and 

was famously tricked by Tarantino into a drunken one for his part in Reservoir Dogs.42 Roth does, 

however, research his roles, although he doesn’t believe it to be as essential as some think.43 

        Roth’s portrayal of Colin in Meantime, for instance, is largely naturalistic. His constant looking 

down suggests his insecurity, broken only by sidelong glances. His low voice, heavy breathing, open 

mouth, slouching posture — all indicate that he is the ‘slow’ brother compared to Phil Daniels’s 

energetic Mark (and even more so compared to Gary Oldman’s acrobatic Coxy). The film even 

associates the three characters with specific animals: the frog (Colin), the jumpy bird (Coxy), and the 

mad dog (Mark). Roth’s performance occasionally taps into the histrionics associated with silent 

cinema. He pants out of excitement because Colin is near Mavis, the girl he desires. Like Brando or 

Dean, Roth busies himself with his hands (sticking a cap in his mouth, toying with a stick, playing with 

his sweater, fondling an arm-rest), chews food while the family is watching TV, and invents facial tics 

for his character (a twitching mouth), yet in Meantime, such gestures are, above all, symptomatic of 

Colin’s psychological condition. Roth’s performance is peppered by seemingly random, almost 

inconsistent gestures — such as when he kicks the washing machine — yet they are ultimately 

integrated into the character arc. Indeed, Roth orchestrates a crescendo according to which Colin, by 

the end of the film, builds up enough confidence to speak up and order his parents out of the brothers’ 

 
 
Adair, ‘Film: It Should Never Have Been Made’, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/film-it-
should-never-have-been-made-1116498.html independent.co.uk, 5 September 1999. 
41 ‘Tim Roth Interview’. 
42 See Edward Guthmann, ‘Tim Roth -- An Oddly Happy Bloke / British actor starring in independent Little 
Odessa’,https://www.sfgate.com/entertainment/article/Tim-Roth-An-Oddly-Happy-Bloke-British-actor-
3031938.php, 28 May 1995; Dina Gachman, ‘Tim Roth to Share Life Lessons in Acting Today’, 
https://dailybruin.com/1996/02/01/tim-roth-to-share-life-lessons/, 6 January 1996, and Conner 
Schewerdtfeger, ‘How Quentin Tarantino Convinced Tim Roth to Audition for Reservoir Dogs’,  
https://www.cinemablend.com/news/1708880/how-quentin-tarantino-convinced-tim-roth-to-audition-for-
reservoir-dogs, 29 September 2017. 
43  Nick Roddick, ‘Why Tim Roth thinks we all have the right to die’, https://www.standard.co.uk/go/ 
london/film/why-tim-roth-thinks-we-all-should-have-the-right-to-die-a2947741,html, 15 September 2015. See 
also Roy Carroll, ‘Tim Roth: “If you neglect the working class for so long, they will rebel against you”’, 
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2016/dec/04/tim-roth-if-you-neglect-working-class-for-so-long-
they-will-rebel-against-you, 4 December 2016. 
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bedroom. Like many contemporary actors, as Christian Viviani has shown 44 , Roth tends to mix 

techniques and favour spontaneity. This, I now want to demonstrate, is what he seems to have passed 

on to Cunliffe and Belmont. 

        Cunliffe’s performance, like Roth’s in Meantime and Little Odessa, is predominantly monotonous. 

He walks slowly with a slight slouch, his unease with his body suggesting a lack of self-confidence; he 

is often looking down, and his gait and posture are highlighted by his clothing, most of the time an 

open hoodie with a loose T-shirt underneath. His face is by and large inexpressive regardless of the 

situation: when he steps out of the car after the accident [7:54], meets his baby sister Alice [9:28], 

talks to Lucy, to whom he is attracted [17:40], finds the nude polaroids of Jessie with Dad [38:38], 

confronts his sister after the bunker scene [59:50], tells Mom not to trust Dad at the hospital [74:04], 

and tells the latter he hates him [77:35].  

        Aesthetically speaking, Cunliffe’s low-key acting has two effects. First, his inexpressive face invites 

the viewer to speculate about his thoughts and emotions. In tandem with the play on gazes studied 

above, his blank look goes from expressing something like an average teenager’s annoyance (with his 

family, with the house-move), to bewilderment and disgust, and finally to accusatory anger; his look, 

like the situation as a whole, becomes increasingly readable as the narrative progresses, and is thus 

part and parcel of the film’s heuristic strategy. Second, his restrained acting endows the slightest 

variation with a heightened dramatic impact, rendering more salient the two instances where his 

expressionless demeanour breaks down and he cries [37:46, 87:08].  

        Cunliffe taps into a variety of techniques in order to create these slight disruptions. On three 

occasions, he busies himself with his hands — fiddling with a wine glass [5:08], holding a cigarette 

[37:12], and clasping them [59:04] — in typical ‘Method’ fashion. Cunliffe also resorts to muted 

histrionics in order to express the brutal emotions that overtake Tom. Two gestures in particular are 

utilised: Cunliffe turns away from the incestuous acts he witnesses in the bathroom (his mouth is even 

slightly parted) [20:55] and in the bunker [52:47] to express shock, and crosses his arms to evoke 

contained anger while observing his normal family [45:08], studying Jessie after she has been abused 

[58:09], and confronting his father with his crimes at the end [76:47, 84:15].  

        Finally, spontaneity is emphasised when Cunliffe coughs in the first medium close-up of Tom, then 

shakes his head once [4:22], shifts in his seat when criticising Devon [19:47], does an Indian war whoop 

[37:28], and when his mouth twitches when Jessie asks him if he likes Lucy [29 22] and when he burns 

his sister’s breast [60:34]. These gestures are not eminently readable (unlike histrionics) and do not 

become so through iteration (unlike Method acting techniques); they do contribute, however, to the 

construction of Tom as a specific individual (and in the case of the war whoop reinforce the metaphor 

in the title) and have a jarring effect that breaks the monotonous performance — which is sometimes 

reinforced by the editing, cuts occurring immediately after (the cough) or before (the war whoop). 

Cunliffe’s performance, like Roth’s in Meantime, builds up to a climax — in the form of a parent-sibling 

confrontation—that leaves Cunliffe slouching, head bowed, and crying in the bunker, expressing both 

Tom’s introverted personality and his torment [87:08]. 

 
 
44 Christian Viviani, Le Magique et le vrai: L’Acteur de cinéma, sujet et objet, Aix-en-Provence: Rouge Profond, 
2015, p. 157. 
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        As in Meantime and Little Odessa, the rift between two siblings is dramatised by contrasting a 

minimalist actor (Roth in Meantime and Little Odessa, Cunliffe in The War Zone) and a more energetic 

and/or effusive actor (Phil Daniels in Meantime, Edward Furlong in Little Odessa, Belmont in The War 

Zone). In the first confrontation scene between Tom and Jessie, the play on gazes (Cunliffe looking 

down, Belmont looking right at him) is reinforced by their postures (Cunliffe is hunched on himself, 

looking down) and costumes (though indoors, Cunliffe is still wearing his hoodie with the hood up, like 

Roth’s Colin in the final scenes of Meantime), opposing Jessie’s apparent confidence to Tom’s lack of 

it [22:44-24:42]. The second, as we have seen, is the one where Tom fights with Jessie on her bed, 

with both actors’ teary-eyed [37:35-39:16].  

        The power dynamic between the siblings evolves, however, as Tom’s knowledge increases. 

Subsequent scenes of confrontation depict Jessie in tears faced with her brother’s cold attitude. Such 

contrasts are dramatised through the shot/reverse shot technique [58:50-61:54] or analytical editing 

in the final confrontation with Dad [76:26-78:00; 84:12-86:39]; the frontal two-shot of Jessie and Tom 

in the car on the way back from the hospital in particular allows us to see the effect Tom’s harsh words 

have on his sister, which he can’t see since he’s sitting in the back seat [71:22-72:13]. With Jessie’s 

anguish increasingly visible, the contrast between Belmont’s and Cunliffe’s performances participates 

in both the adaptation and the heuristic strategy, the film leaving no doubt as to the identity of the 

abuser. 

        Roth’s endeavours to establish himself as a director with The War Zone is further proof, if need 

be, of the cultural capital attached to film at the turn of the century and to the people credited with 

making them. Clearly, the value attributed to the director testifies to the impact film awards, fandom, 

film criticism and film scholarship has had on the perception of film. A director is potentially an artist, 

an auteur, the conductor of a wonderful object called film, and thus a thing to be. But with enhanced 

value comes a host of responsibilities and fears, evidenced in some of the contradictory injunctions 

Roth made to Stuart. With The War Zone, the actor-director turned to his models and sought to 

inscribe himself in a tradition of European art cinema and British realism.  

        Like Johnny Depp with The Brave, Gary Oldman with Nil by Mouth, Steve Buscemi with Trees 

Lounge (USA, 1996), and Sarah Polley with Away from Her and Stories We Tell (Canada/UK/USA, 2006 

and Canada, 2012), he sought to assert himself as a serious director of independent acting-based art 

films revolving around important topics that he knew something about. Roth’s adaptation of Stuart’s 

novel is thus an exercise in fidelity not so much to the source text as to the source of the film, that is 

to the director’s experience as an actor, a reader, and an abused child. With his mentors in mind, Roth 

attempted to pass on a personal view of acting that taps into a mix of techniques and traditions, and 

to orchestrate the energies of his actors into emotional contrasts.  

        The film’s main achievement, I would argue, has to do with its heuristic strategy and the way it 

adapts Stuart’s Nabokovian narration: the naturalistic acting and play on gazes (as constructed 

through camerawork and editing), by instilling a sense of suspense, aim to incite the viewer to be alert 

to the dark secrets lurking underneath the veneer of normalcy. The film is thus an exercise in analysis 

and interpretation, one that calls on an active spectator, but its strategy has real-world implications: 

its realism is meant to encourage us to pay heed to the signs surrounding us, where gestures and 

events are not as coded and dramatised. For all its realism, the film nonetheless maintains distance 
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for both audiences (through the casting of Swinton and Winstone, and more generally its allegiance 

to the realist genre or mode) and even for Roth (by depicting female victims). Roth may not be a 

therapist or a counsellor, as he said in the interview cited above, but his fiction film does have a 

pedagogical and a moral intent: it warns us — nay, it implores us — to keep our eyes peeled, and to 

prick up our ears. 
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Introduction: An Unorthodox Journey 

 

A celebrated child actress in Canadian television, Sarah Polley had already made a number of short 

films - Don’t Think Twice (1999), The Best Day of My Life (1999), I Shout Love (2001), All I Want for 

Christmas (2002) and The Harp (2004), an episode from the television mini-series The Shields Stories 

– before she shot to fame as a director with her first feature, Away from Her (Canada/UK/USA, 

2006), starring Julie Christie, Gordon Pinsent, and Michael Murphy.1 While the film earned its 

director  considerable praise, it also provoked great wonder: how could an actress since childhood, 

now still only in her late twenties, manage to tackle the issue of old age and dementia, an unusually 

grave subject matter as it is, let alone for a first film, and prove herself so precociously accomplished 

and mature? Polley’s ‘star rebirth’ behind the camera is indeed remarkable.2   

 
 
1 For a biography of Polley, see https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sarah-polley/?sessionid=; 
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001631/bio; the chapter ‘Actors/Auteurs: Don McKellar and Sarah Polley’ 
in David Pike’s Canadian Cinema since the 1980s: At the heart of the World (Toronto, Buffalo, London: 
University of Toronto Press, 2012, pp. 134-138; Soraya Roberts, ‘The Evolution of Sarah Polley’,  
https://hazlitt.net/longreads/evolution-sarah-polley, 3 November 2017; and Jon C. Hopwood, ‘Sara Polley: 
Mini-bio’, https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001631/bio. For a filmography see http://femfilm.ca/director_ 
search.php?director=sarah-polley&lang=e. 
2 See Brian D. Johnson, ‘A Star is Reborn, Behind the Camera: Directing Her First Movie, the Ever-precocious 
Sarah Polley Finds Magic in Age-old love’, Maclean’s, 11 September 2006, p. 67. 

https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sarah-polley/?sessionid
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001631/bio
https://hazlitt.net/longreads/evolution-sarah-polley
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001631/bio
http://femfilm/
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Her second feature, Take This Waltz (Canada/Sp/Jap, 2011), starring Michele Williams, Seth Rogan 

and Luke Kirby, met with less success, but her third, Stories We Tell (Can, 2012), was again hailed by 

critics for both its poignancy and craftsmanship, and earned numerous awards at home and abroad. 

An IndieWire review typified the chorus of praise, saying that the film “marks the finest of Polley’s 

filmmaking skills by blending intimacy and intrigue to remarkable effect”.3 Beyond the eulogistic 

appraisal of her work, what is striking, however, is how different her three feature films seem at first 

sight, in terms of both subject-matter and genre. What could be the links between a staid drama 

about old age, a bitter-sweet romantic comedy about young hipsters, and an essay film documenting 

the director’s own family? This article offers some insights into what unites Polley’s feature films. As 

the director herself realised when completing her third film, there is a consistent thread running 

through the work. While the most obvious common features are thematic, the films also display an 

ongoing concern for experimenting with narrative structures and for conveying emotions and 

personal perspectives through the subjectification of filmic space. Last, I examine to what extent her 

status as an actress-turned-director may account for the originality of her work. 

        Born in 1979, the young Sarah Polley started her film career at an early age (in Phillip Borsos’s 

One Magic Christmas, Can/USA, 1985) before being given a major role in Terry Gilliam's The 

Adventures of Baron Munchausen (UK/W. Germ, 1988). Following her lead role in the CBC/PBC series 

Ramona (1988) she became “Canada’s sweetheart”4 as the star of the highly popular television 

series Road to Avonlea (CBC/Disney, 1990-1996), a period sitcom based on the stories by Lucy Maud 

Montgomery. Leaving home as a self-sufficient 14 year-old, and eventually turning her back on the 

apparent Disneyfication of Canadian children’s television, in her later teens Polley became a political 

activist, notably in support of the Ontario New Democratic Party in the mid-1990s. Her return to the 

screen in Egoyan’s The Sweet Hereafter (Can, 1997) was hailed as her successful coming-of-age as an 

actress. Polley had succeeded in making “the rare change from successful child actor to successful 

adult actor”.5  

        However, despite being dubbed the ‘It-Girl’ of 1999 by the entertainment media after her part 

in Audrey Wells’ Guinevere (USA, 1999)6, and in spite of forays into mainstream or genre cinema — 

Doug Liman’s Go (USA, 1999), Zack Snyder’s Dawn of the Dead (USA/Can/Jap/Fr, 2004), and 

Vincenzo Natali’s Splice (Can/Fr/USA, 2009) — Polley firmly refused to conform to the expectations 

of the industry and famously backed out of Cameron Crowe’s Almost Famous (USA, 2000), which 

had been set to make her a major star in the United States. The actress explained that she did not 

want to lead a life of fame, preferring to stay in Canada and take on roles in independent 

productions, working with directors including Don McKellar, David Cronenberg, Michael 

 
 
3 Eric Kohn, ‘How Sarah Polley’s Stories We Tell Explores Multiple Versions of the Truth’, IndieWIRE, 7  May 
2013, https://www.indiewire.com/2013/05/how-sarah-polleys-stories-we-tell-explores-multiple-versions-of-
the-truth-38676/. 
4 Roberts, ‘The Evolution of Sarah Polley’. 
5 Andrew McIntosh, ‘Sarah Polley’,  https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sarah-polley/?sessionid=, 
15 October 2012.  
6 Leah McLaren, ‘From TV Starlet to Director, Via a Road Less Travelled’, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/ 
life/from-tv-starlet-to-director-via-a-road-less-travelled/article731696/, 7 September 2006, updated 24 April 
2018.  

https://www.indiewire.com/2013/05/how-sarah-polleys-stories-we-tell-explores-multiple-versions-of-the-truth-38676/
https://www.indiewire.com/2013/05/how-sarah-polleys-stories-we-tell-explores-multiple-versions-of-the-truth-38676/
https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sarah-polley/?sessionid=
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/%20life/from-tv-starlet-to-director-via-a-road-less-travelled/article731696/
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Winterbottom, Hal Hartley, Wim Wenders, and Isabel Coixet. In the late 1980s, Polley thus became 

emblematic of a new generation of Anglo-Canadian actors “who, for the first time, managed to 

retain their local identity while also crossing over to establish a solid presence in Hollywood”.7 

        Although the actress graduated from the Canadian Film Centre’s directing programme in 2001, 

her film-making debut in 2006 came as a remarkable coup. Away From Her was acclaimed both in 

Canada and the United States, receiving an impressive number of awards and being hailed as the 

potential harbinger of a revival in English-Canadian cinema. After years of dismal returns at the box 

office and scant international attention, Canuck film finally had a success story at home and abroad, 

at least by the national industry's admittedly modest commercial standards. Away From Her is that 

rarest of creatures, an English-Canadian film that has impressed both public and critics. This quiet, 

moving drama grossed $4.5 million in Canada and the U.S., marking the first time an English-Canuck 

film had done any business in the U.S. in years.8 In a country where film distribution is largely 

controlled by US networks — Canada is considered to be part of the US studios’ domestic market —

and where Canadian films represent only around 2% of the gross box office, Polley’s success is no 

mean feat.9 

        Adapted from Alice Munro’s short story ‘The Bear Came over the Mountain’, Away from Her 

depicts how the relationship between an elderly couple married for 44 years is affected by the wife’s 

early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, and her decision to move to a care residence where she forms a 

new romantic attachment that utterly confounds and distresses her husband (although he cannot 

help wondering whether Fiona is not punishing him for his past infidelities as well as welcoming the 

bliss of forgetting painful memories.) Away from Her in this sense comes as a very unexpected first 

feature from a well-known 28-year-old actress – a first-time film without the autobiographical 

dimension which is often present when actors venture behind the camera, and hence without the 

actress herself at its centre (as is also the case in her second film). Polley’s intended first feature film 

was apparently based on an original script about a 12-year-old actress starring in a television series, 

a subject close to Polley’s own experience. One can only speculate about an aborted piece of work 

such as this, but it may have been fortunate that the project never came to fruition, leading Polley to 

explore more indirect narrative approaches. 

        Although dealing with characters closer to her in age, Polley’s second feature, Take This Waltz, 

also marked a surprising turning away from the sedate art film towards something verging on 

popular cinema. The film is not, however, a conventional romantic comedy either. Although 

seemingly toying with the conventions of the ‘chick flick’ — where the heroine is perhaps torn 

between a dependable but dull husband and a more exciting handsome stranger who turns out to 

be her neighbour — the film does not offer an easily likeable heroine, and adopts an unduly slow 

rhythm hardly suitable for comedy. Sarah Polley explained she wanted to create a film “about the 

 
 
7 Pike, Canadian Cinema since the 1980s: At the Heart of the World, p. 107. 
8 Brendan Kelly, ‘Featured Player: Canuck Film Finds Homegrown Hero’, Variety, vol. 407 no. 8, 16 July 2007, p. 
14. 
9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cinema_of_Canada#cite_note-adm_gross_uis-4 
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concept of emptiness and about life having a gap in it”10, hardly the typical pitch for a romcom. In 

this respect, Take This Waltz appears as the counterpart of Away from Her, probing the difficulties 

and disappointments in long-term intimate relationships. At the time of its release, Polley repeatedly 

denied that the story had any autobiographical bearing, the failure of her own marriage 

notwithstanding.11 

        It was not until her next film, Stories We Tell, which dealt directly with her own family history, 

that the underlying pattern connecting her work became apparent to her: “I didn’t know why I was 

writing it, and then I think it was halfway through making this film that I kind of got it and I went, ‘I 

think this is the film I’ve been making over and over again.’ [...] And not just Take This Waltz but 

every short film I’ve made and Away from Her – it’s always about a long-term relationship, an 

infidelity and in many ways how the man kind of absorbs that. [...] I think a lot of filmmakers make 

the same film over and over again without knowing it.”12 Although extremely different in genre and 

tone, Polley’s feature films consistently probe themes close to her heart - as a woman, a lover, a 

daughter, a Canadian, and an artist. In this respect, if her features were definitely not conceived as 

vehicles for herself as an actress, they fit what seems to be a characteristic of actors who turn 

directors in order to foster subjects to which they feel close.  

        Polley is also a powerful exegete of her work and she has readily commented on what triggered 

her choices. She wrote the preface to the 2007 edition of Alice Munro’s short story, explaining how, 

when she first read it, she had “a relationship with this story that was as powerful and as 

transformative as any [she had] had with another human being”13, revealing how it related to the 

context of her life at the time with her grandmother moving to a retirement home and with her 

romantic life “in tatters”. She wrote a blog on the National Film Board of Canada website detailing 

how she learned about her biological father, leading her to work for five years on Stories We Tell.14 

In particular, Polley then surmised that all her films were somehow reflections on the story of her 

parents. Themes of dissatisfaction within marriage and infidelity thus echo throughout her work 

from the short films onward, as in The Harp, where the heroine’s father, played by Polley’s own 

father Michael, is abandoned by his wife.  

        But just as the story of her parents is refracted in her work, so too there are many other 

meaningful processes at work, both thematically and aesthetically, that account for her achievement 

as a film-maker. In keeping with the actress’s concern for preserving her Anglo-Canadian identity, 

 
 
10 Peter Knegt, ‘Sarah Polley Talks Take This Waltz: ‘I wanted to make a film about the concept of emptiness’, 
IndieWIRE, 29 June  2012,  https://www.indiewire.com/2012/06/sarah-polley-talks-take-this-waltz-i-wanted-
to-make-a-film-about-the-concept-of-emptiness-46268/. 
11 Johanna Schneller, ‘Sarah Polley Swears This Film Is Not about Her,” Tiff, 10 September 2011, updated May 
3, 2018, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/config/config_section/config_section_life/config_section_ 
celebritynews/sarah-polley-swears-this-film-is-not-about-her/article593829/?page=all#dashboard/follows/. 
12 Polley in Cassandra Szklarski, ‘Polley Mines Family Secrets for Genre-blurring Doc Stories We Tell, Interview 
with Sarah Polley, Edmonton Journal, 8 October 2012. 
13 Alice Munro, Away From Her, New York: Vintage Contemporaries edition, 2007, viii. 
14 ‘Stories We Tell: A Post by Sarah Polley’, https://blog.nfb.ca/blog/2012/08/29/stories-we-tell-a-post-by-
sarah-poley/, 29 August 2012. 
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Polley evinces a sustained interest in showcasing Canadian culture. Although most Canadian film 

production, including Polley’s, is still partly funded by government agencies, she has been a vocal 

critic of the change in policy occurring in the early 2000s that was geared towards promoting more 

commercial films. While the Canadian film industry is struggling not to be utterly engulfed by U.S. 

mainstream films that benefit from larger marketing budgets and monopolise distribution networks, 

many English-Canadian films are indistinguishable from those made in America. Polley clearly objects 

to making “just cheap versions of American genre films” and instead prefers to anchor her films 

within a distinctive Canadian cultural context in order to deal with universal themes.15 

        Her 2004 short film The Harp is an adaptation of a story by Canadian author Carol Shields; as 

mentioned, Away from Her is based on a short story by Canadian writer and Nobel literature 

laureate Alice Munro, set in her native Ontario — whose snowy landscapes are captured in the film 

for their stark beauty and symbolic value. The film includes other references to iconic Canadian 

authors and artists: Grant reads from Michael Ondaatje’s 1982 poem ‘The Cinnamon Peeler’, which 

offers a number of structural echoes with the main narrative, as the poem is structured along two 

main time periods, a hypothetical future and an actual past. The nurse Kristy is heard reading to a 

resident a passage from Alistair MacLeod’s historical novel No Great Mischief (1999), set in Cape 

Breton Island (which Margot, the heroine of Take This Waltz, visits at the beginning of the film) and 

Northern Ontario. The film also makes use of songs by Canadian singer Neil Young; on the night 

before Fiona leaves home, the couple is filmed dancing to the tune of ‘Harvest Moon’ (1992), its 

celebration of long-lasting love offering a cruelly moving comment on the scene. In turn, Young’s 

‘Helpless’ (1993) accompanies the end credits, adding to the feeling of nostalgic longing and loss.  

        Take This Waltz indeed borrows its title from a Leonard Cohen song that plays over a montage 

sequence in which the camera keeps whirling around the new couple in their apartment, and their 

relationships evolve from passionate love-making to listless TV watching, in a sexed-up re-writing of 

Welles’ famous montage sequence in Citizen Kane (USA, 1941) depicting the stultifying succession of 

breakfasts between Kane and his wife. Another reference to a classic film can be found when Margot 

insists on playfully distracting Lou while he is on the phone and the conversation lingers with no 

evident narrative motivation other than perhaps a playful re-writing of Hitchcock’s Notorious (USA, 

1946). Polley, who has been an outspoken supporter of the national film industry, also refers to one 

of the most acclaimed films in Canadian film history when, to celebrate their wedding anniversary, 

Margot and Lou go to see Claude Jutra’s Mon Oncle Antoine (1971). 

        As for Stories We Tell, its title comes from a passage in Margaret Atwood’s Alias Grace which are 

the first words we hear in the film, even before we see Polley’s father reading them: “When you are 

in the middle of a story it isn’t a story at all, but only a confusion; a dark roaring, a blindness, a 

wreckage of shattered glass and splintered wood; like a house in a whirlwind, or else a boat crushed 

by the icebergs or swept over the rapids, and all aboard powerless to stop it. It’s only afterwards that 

it becomes anything like a story at all. When you are telling it, to yourself or to someone else.”16 This 

 
 
15 Katherine Monk, ‘Actor Concerned about National Film Scene’, https://newspaperarchive.com/winnipeg-
free-press-apr-29-2005-p-59/, 29 April 2005. 
 

 

https://newspaperarchive.com/winnipeg-free-press-apr-29-2005-p-59/
https://newspaperarchive.com/winnipeg-free-press-apr-29-2005-p-59/


Nicole Cloarec  
‘Questions of Intimacy and Distance in Three Films by Sara Polley’ 

Film Journal 6: Actors Behind the Camera, 2020, pp. 63-79 
 

 
 

68 

 

obviously led to Polley’s sustained involvement in the adaptation of Alias Grace for CBC/Netflix 

(2017) as writer, showrunner and executive producer. Alias Grace has in fact been a long-standing 

labour of love for Polley. She tried to acquire the rights to the novel when the book came out in 1996 

but had to wait more than 20 years to finally bring her project to fruition, although, contrary to what 

she had first considered when she eventually obtained the rights in 2012, she eventually chose not 

to direct it herself.17 In many ways, Alias Grace epitomises a major characteristic of Polley’s work, 

the portrayal of women through competing narratives. 

 

Portraits of Women: Elusive Truths and Competing Narratives 

 

Polley’s adaptation of Alias Grace opens on the heroine’s narration: “I think of all the things that 

have been written about me […] that I am of a sullen disposition with a quarrelsome temper, that I 

have the appearance of a person rather above my humble station, that I am a good girl with a pliable 

nature and no harm is told of me, that I am cunning and devious, that I am soft in the head and little 

better than an idiot. And I wonder, how can I be all of these different things at once?”18 Atwood’s 

novel has become a modern classic of post-modern fiction, depicting a heroine from multiple 

perspectives, from her own unreliable narration to the various contradictory accounts provided by 

other textual sources. Grace Marks may or may not be guilty of the murder of which she has been 

convicted, she may or may not be telling the truth; she remains an enigma and the object of 

competing narratives. The elusive, multi-faceted depiction of Alias Grace’s heroine epitomises the 

portrayals of women in Polley’s films. Her main female characters remain ambiguous and 

impenetrable, the subject of a series of often contradictory discourses, and of speculation and 

projection on the part of others.  

        In Away from Her, Grant goes on scrutinising Fiona to try and figure out if she still recognises 

him, or whether she is playing “a charade” to “punish” him for his past infidelities. When just before 

leaving Fiona asks Grant how she looks, he answers: “Direct and vague ... sweet and ironic”, echoing 

Grace’s enumeration of contradictory adjectives. Her response may even be more telling, as she asks 

candidly “Is that how I look?”, conveying her own sense of a dissolving identity. Fiona becomes a 

stranger not only to her husband but also to herself. During the dinner party with friends, she cannot 

remember the word for ‘wine’, stumbling over “ween” or “wain” before explaining: “The thing is ... 

half the time I wander around looking for something which I know is very pertinent. I can’t remember 

what it is. Once the idea is gone, everything is gone. I just wander around trying to figure out what it 

was that was so important earlier. I think I may be beginning to disappear.” The scene is intercut 

with Fiona skiing alone, then stopping and looking utterly lost, gazing around at the snow-covered 

landscape which symbolises so well the blank page that her mind has become.  

 
________________________________ 
 
16 Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace, London: Virago, new ed., 2001, pp. 345-6. 
17 Roberts, ‘The Evolution of Sarah Polley’. 
18 Atwood, Alias Grace, p. 25. 
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        In Take This Waltz Margot is unable to grasp why she feels so empty and fretful; she is 

constantly on the move, as suggested by the recurrent close-ups of her feet, and is frantically afraid 

of connections in airports, or rather of missing connecting flights. The whole film is about her 

indecisiveness, her fear of being “in between things”. And, just as Stories We Tell starts with Polley’s 

own quest to know more about her late mother Diane, who died when Sarah was 11, the film draws 

the moving portrait of a mother who was an actress, determined to live life to its fullest, but also 

trapped in the societal roles ascribed to her as a wife and mother. We soon learn, as her husband 

Michael himself admits, that she was dissatisfied with her marriage and had affairs, but would not 

leave her family again after a first divorce in which she lost the custody of her two eldest children, a 

case that hit the headlines since it was allegedly the first time in Canada that a father won full 

custody – Diane being deemed unfit to be a good mother.  

        The film quotes from newspaper coverage of the case: under the headline ‘Wife’s adultery costs 

her children’ the text runs “She has allowed her desire for a career to overstep her domestic duties. 

She is unrepentant. Her association with her lover is physical.” But testimonies about Polley’s mother 

are often contradictory; in the case of some “she really lacked guile”, in others “she was a woman of 

secrets”. Her portrayal fails to cohere but appears as diffracted through the various fragmented 

perspectives provided by the testimony of others, and moreover diverse audio-visual materials. 

Diane remains an unfinished puzzle, like Grace and the quilts she makes, or the patchwork tapestry 

that hangs on the wall near Fiona’s bedroom in Meadowlake, where its supervisor Madeleine 

Montpelier proudly comments on the residents’ activity during Grant’s first visit: “They always have 

a puzzle on the go”.  

        Just like a puzzle, what defines Polley’s films is their concern for precluding any closure for her 

characters. Like a patchwork, they do not conceal their seams, which can equally be construed as 

signs of rupture or of continuity. While each of her films provides an anatomy of close relationships, 

her approach to delving into the intimacies of her main characters is based on shifting perspectives, 

with their relationships conveyed through spatial relations and the subjectification of filmic space. 

Polley once explained that the turning point in her career was her role in The Sweet Hereafter, by 

her fellow Canadian director Atom Egoyan, when for the first time she realised that film-making 

could be a serious and interesting matter.19 Although she does not follow the “Freudian narrative 

dynamic” of the “’family romance’” associated with Egoyan’s films20 , nor his obsessive concern for 

the impact of media technology, what Polley shares with her mentor, who was executive producer 

on her first feature film, is a similar preoccupation with the tension between intimacy and distance: 

her films probe into her characters’ emotions while preserving restraint through narrative gaps, 

inconclusiveness, and the foregrounding of indirect representation. 

        In Away from Her, an example is provided by one of the scenes added to Munro’s original story. 

As Grant is led to reconsider his personal knowledge of his marriage, he explains to the young punk-

ish girl who first mistakes him for one of the residents of the facility that he has actually come to visit 

his wife but does not want to disturb her since she is busy looking after a man to whom she has 

 
 
19 Polley in McLaren, ‘From TV Starlet to Director’.  
20 Pike, Canadian Cinema since the 1980s, p. 206. 
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become attached. Grant’s choice of words — “Just learned to give her some space” — is revealing of 

the adjustments that their relationship has to undergo; negotiating space, finding the right distance, 

is precisely one of the most salient figurations explored by the film. As early as in the opening 

sequence, Grant’s temporary deviation from the parallel tracks as the couple are cross-country 

skiing has often been commended as a striking and effective metaphor summing up the couple’s 

history, his past unfaithfulness, and his constant return to Fiona.21 What critics have failed to note, 

however, is that the divergent route is shot from an altogether different angle, perpendicular to the 

tracks, whereas the parallel tracks are filmed directly in line with them. Within an overall realistic 

aesthetic, the axial disruption introduces a significant gap between the shots, heralding other gaps 

conveyed by visual tricks, all evoking Fiona’s failing memories as well as the time-shifts that the film 

operates. And most important, it underscores how crucial is the notion of perspective. 

        Indeed, shifting perspectives are what define Polley’s approach to adapting Munro’s story. The 

film retains the complex interweaving of different layers of time, although it starts by inserting the 

story’s ending at the very beginning, with short fragments of Grant’s visit to Marian that will recur 

throughout, in a way reminiscent of Losey’s The Go-Between (UK, 1971). The scenes, whose meaning 

can only be construed in retrospect, are clearly disorienting at a first viewing, also reflecting one of 

the main themes of the film: mental confusion and the emotional disarray which it entails. The film 

complexifies the question of point of view, however. Although written in the third person, Munro’s 

short story is told from Grant’s perspective in free indirect discourse that follows his thoughts and 

reminiscences. In the film, Grant remains the main focaliser of the narrative, but in contrast to the 

story, Fiona is not only given a voice of her own, she is also the focalising agent of certain scenes. 

        For example the film adds a scene of dialogue between Grant and Kristy, who resents his 

presumption in claiming to know what she must think. The scene, which is set outdoors, is then 

followed by a brief shot of the couple shot from one of the windows on the upper floor of the 

residence, where Fiona is looking out. The inclusion of her perspective, although it remains mute, 

suggests that a single perspective cannot prevail. Shifting perspectives are thus conveyed by shifts of 

viewpoint and of focus, as when Grant visits Fiona after Aubrey’s departure. She is lying on her bed, 

turning her back to the wall which frames the scene. When Grant enters and sits in the background, 

he is filmed in sharp focus, looking at Fiona who occupies the unfocused foreground; but the focus 

then shifts back to Fiona after she has been filmed caressing the portraits that Aubrey has drawn of 

her and that are hanging on the wall. While the whole scene is witnessed by Grant, the shift in 

perspective also includes the expression of Fiona’s mourning and yearning – for a new start; for her 

former self, as Audrey’s portraits depict a woman who looks forever young – or even amazement at 

who this beautiful woman can be; but her longing remains her own, unvoiced and precluding any 

simple deciphering. 

 
 
21 See for example Katrin Berndt and Jennifer Henke, ‘Love, Age, and Loyalty in Alice Munro’s ‘The Bear Came 
over the Mountain’ and Sarah Polley’s Away from Her’, in Sally Chivers and Ulla Kriebernegg, eds., Care Home 
Stories: Aging, Disability, and Long-Term Residential Care, Aging Studies, vol. XIV, Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 
2017, pp. 203-226. 
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In what is one of the most detailed and illuminating analyses of the film, Agnès Berthin-Scaillet 

concludes rather oddly, perhaps, by highlighting the shortcomings of the adaptation, deploring the 

fact that, for her, “there is no explicit exploration of the inner self of the characters, so that the 

diegesis remains on the surface of the short story in terms of characterization. […] Sarah Polley 

obliterates what belongs to the realm of dreams, and assumes the form of a revival of past images, 

as well as the way in which Fiona as a character in Alice Munro’s text is part and parcel of Grant’s 

memories, mostly seen through the filter (the screen) of his mind.”22 This assertion seems strangely 

reductive and inaccurate. Fiona, for instance, is the one who brings up Grant’s affairs with his 

students while they drive to Meadowlake. The dialogue is intercut with shots mimicking the grainy 

texture of older films, showing a number of bare toes in colourful sandals followed by a group of 

young female students heedfully attending a class. As with Fiona’s recollection of the anecdote told 

to her at a dinner party by Veronica (one of Grant’s students), however, the status of these inserts 

remains ambiguous, as they could equally refer to Grant’s memories triggered by his wife’s speech, 

or to her own representation of her husband’s past experience. 

        If the film eschews any explicit voicing of the characters’ thoughts, it adds meaning through the 

subjectification of space, with both the metaphoric use of images and the expressive quality of 

cinematographic techniques intent on rendering the complex emotional subtext that defines the 

characters. But the choice of editing and shifting perspectives also underscore ambiguity, deflecting 

any definitive and univocal interpretation. Many of the prominent stylistic devices that punctuate 

the film thus evoke Fiona’s slow disappearance as the consequence of the inexorable degeneration 

of her mind, but they equally render Grant’s grieving. Slow-motion and dissolves are used repeatedly 

to convey the slow process of fading away and the feeling of loss, as when Fiona walks away in the 

long bright corridor at Meadowlake or in the scene where Grant watches residents and their 

relatives as they leave the dining room one after another. Likewise, one of the prevailing stylistic 

devices involves the recourse to fades to white, recalling the surrounding snow as well as the blanks 

of Fiona’s mind, but also heralding Grant’s final letting go of his wife. 

        Although the storyline of Take This Waltz is far more straightforward, the film also offers an 

interesting variation on the tension between intimacy and distance. One of the scenes that attracted 

much media attention shows Margot and other women chatting in the communal shower after their 

water aerobics session. With its mixture of long-shots and facial close-ups the scene frankly exposes 

a wide variety of women’s bodies, from young to mature, from slender to pudgy and saggy. Polley 

found it important to tackle the question of nudity forthrightly, but she was wary of the pitfalls of a 

mainstream tendency to instrumentalise the female body: “Generally, when I’ve done nudity, it’s 

very controlled, it’s very specific about what you're going to see, and it’s usually looking really sexy.” 

Instead she was determined to display female nudity in a way that was both frank and as natural as 

possible, neither glamourising nor demeaning it.”23 Polley also declared that she made sure the 

 
 
22 Agnès Berthin-Scaillet, ‘A Reading of Away from Her, Sarah Polley’s adaptation of Alice Munro’s Short Story 
‘The Bear Came Over the Mountain’’, Journal of the Short Story in English, no. 55, Autumn 2010, https://  
journals.openedition.org/jsse/1120. 
23 Schneller, ‘Sarah Polley Swears This Film Is Not about Her’. 
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actresses agreed to the scene before they signed on to the film and told them the day before 

shooting that they could back out if they felt too uncomfortable with it — which none did.24 

The bold directness of the scene, however, is strangely counterbalanced later on by the 

deliberate artificiality of the love-making scene with Margot and Daniel, a montage sequence 

accompanied by the title song. Not only are the bodies filmed in the very controlled and glamourised 

way to which Polley objected, but the scene stands out like a video clip, in contrast with the slow 

pacing that characterises most of the film. Likewise, the ride on the spinning cars of the Scrambler at 

the Centreville Theme Park, accompanied by the Buggles song ‘Video Killed the Radio Star’, is 

emblematic of a curious tension between the use of stylistic devices to immerse the viewer in 

emotion and on the other hand to expose their artificiality. The intermittent flashes of colourful 

lights and the blurring effect of rapid camera movements create a heady feeling of being suspended 

in time and space but this is deflated when the song stops jarringly and a stark, crude light replaces 

the whirling chaos of light and colour. 

        The scene is representative of the whole film, aiming at expressing self-absorption, with the 

paradoxical distortions it entails. Take This Waltz is first and foremost conceived as a fantasy, 

although it refuses any happy ending and proves to be bitter-sweet. Like a fantasy, the plot is based 

on implausible chance encounters, and characters’ motivations remain elusive. Instead, they are 

depicted merging in the glowing light and vibrant hues of their environment so that Margot’s longing 

seems to originate from a surrounding space that is suffused with desire. The film was shot in the 

summer, and in a DVD extra cinematographer Luc Montpellier explains they wanted to convey the 

texture of sweltering heat by selecting images that included elements of wetness, and, in the case of 

interiors, by using a great deal of natural light from the external environment. 

        Polley wanted her home town Toronto to play a central part in her film and to convey the 

personal emotional bond she had with it, showing the city through “romantic goggles”25; in a bonus 

DVD feature, Polley confesses: “I know that I romanticise it. I find it a sexy place.” Just after the 

opening scene, Margot goes on a business trip to Nova Scotia to re-write the official tourist 

pamphlet for the Fortress of Louisbourg. As she takes part in a guided tour of the Fortress, 

employees in 18th-Century costume are re-enacting scenes from the past. These, portraying a 

wedding ceremony and the flogging of an adulterer, herald the very themes that the film will tackle 

in modern-day Toronto; they may even be read as a socio-historical comment on the evolution of 

attitudes towards matrimony and its breach, but more importantly, they aim at historical accuracy 

through very contrived reconstructions, just as the film intends to convey intimacy and emotional 

authenticity by flaunting its own artificiality.  
 

 
 
24 See Johanna Schneller: ‘Take This Waltz filmmaker Sarah Polley Says Acting Less a Priority Now’, 
https://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/take-this-waltz-filmmaker-sarah-polley-says-acting-less-a-priority-
now-1.857696, 28 June 2012, updated 29 June 2012. 
25 Knegt, ‘Sarah Polley Talks Take This Waltz’. 
 
 

https://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/take-this-waltz-filmmaker-sarah-polley-says-acting-less-a-priority-now-1.857696
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        Considering the indirect route Polley took in expressing her personal concerns through her 

feature films, and the tension they display between intimacy and distance, it may be no accident 

that her most personal film should combine the objectivity of documentary with an elaborately self-

reflexive practice. In Stories We Tell, what starts as a tribute to her mother turns out to be a journey 

of self-discovery, documenting how Polley came to learn that her father Michael was not in fact her 

biological father, but that her conception was due to her mother’s affair with Harry Gulkin — whom 

Sarah meets almost by accident. Not only does the search for her origins also mark her staging 

herself as director, but Polley turns her investigation into her family history into a quest for the 

appropriate form for the representation of such a story. As the portrayal of Polley’s mother remains 

fragmentary and inconclusive and it becomes clear the truth will remain elusive, the question that 

Polley’s film raises is not so much about knowing what the real story is or was, as about who is 

telling the story, or, in other words, how narratives are constructed through different individual 

perspectives.  
 

Polyphony and Self-Reflexive Cinema 

 

Polley’s film may at first appear like a traditional autobiographical documentary, using home movies 

alternating with numerous talking-head interviews of the people involved in the story as participants 

or witnesses. However, she also carefully interweaves re-enactments of key events which she films 

with the same jerky cranked-up rhythm as the other home footage, thus blurring the line between 

fact and fiction. Viewers may well have wondered how so many key scenes had been so 

conveniently recorded, and the film eventually makes it clear that they have in fact been staged, as 

their preparation and filming are being recorded, thus questioning the ‘authenticity’ traditionally 

ascribed to the documentary genre. From the start, Stories We Tell exhibits the cogs and wheels that 

are supposed to remain hidden: when Sarah’s siblings are first introduced, mikes and sound booms 

are visible in the frame; Sarah herself is filmed guiding her father to a sound studio where she sets 

him up and makes him repeat his lines. These self-reflexive devices are emphasised at the end of the 

film, when she is filmed while filming, pointing the camera at her cameraman — and ultimately at 

us, her viewers. 
 

        Turning a personal quest for identity into a documentation of the film’s own construction has 

become a fairly common trope in contemporary autobiographical documentaries — for example, to 

name but two examples, in the work of Ross McElwee and Alan Berliner. What is far more original in 

Polley’s case is that, unlike most other personal film accounts, these self-reflexive devices are not 

used to place the film-maker’s subjectivity centre stage. Far from using herself as focal point, she re-

directs self-expression about her own quest for identity, questioning how narratives are shaped, and 

more specifically filmic versions. As her father Michael Polley asks her in the film, “Is that why you 

describe it as a search for the vagaries of truth and the unreliability of memory, rather than a search 

for a father?” Early on, in a response to her father Michael’s remark “I hope you'll explain to me 

sometime what all this is that you're trying to do”, Polley jokingly tells him: “We’ve told you it’s a 

documentary, but it's actually ... It’s an interrogation process”. 
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        In like vein she deliberately includes the questions that informed the film’s project, which is 

made explicit in a number of emails that she writes to Harry and reads in voice-over: “I’m just 

extremely uncomfortable at being involved in the telling of this story unless it includes the whole 

picture, which is to say my experience of it, your experience of it, as well as my family’s. […] I’ve been 

thinking a lot about your desire to tell this story and my own desire to document this experience 

through film. As I begin this process, I don’t know what form my project will take. I don’t know if it’s a 

personal record for myself, or something to be made into a piece for others to see at some point. I 

don’t know how long it would take or if it would ever get finished, and I wouldn’t even pretend at this 

point to know how to tell it, beyond beginning to explore it through interviews with everyone 

involved, so that everyone's point of view, no matter how contradictory, is included.” 

        The film is thus based on a polyphonic structure which accommodates the different 

perspectives of all the various people involved. The first request she makes of participants when 

conducting the interviews is to “tell the whole story from beginning to end in [their] own words”. 

Even more significantly, most of the voice-over comes from the narrative written by her father 

Michael, and which we see him recording in studio sessions which punctuate the film. The film is 

thus conceived as a truly collaborative process, a “multi-narrator cinematic personal essay”.26 As a 

result “There is a joint parentage to what we see on the screen. The actor, as is so often said and as 

Sarah Polley herself has insisted, doesn’t create his or her separate work of art, the ‘performance’. 

The actor collaborates with the filmmaker to produce their joint work of art. Here Michael Polley and 

Harry Gulkin and Diane Polley all interact to produce Sarah Polley and Sarah Polley’s movie.”27  

        It would be wrong, however, to restrict the collaborative dimension of the film to Polley’s 

parents, since this masks some important differences. The only person who objects to her multi-

voiced, inconclusive project is Harry. He claims there is only one possible truth, and that he is the 

only person who can tell it. When Sarah asks him: “So what do you think of the concept of me 

making a documentary where we’re sort of giving it equal weight to everyone’s version of the 

story?”, Harry answers: “I don’t like it. […] In terms of the basic questions – can one ever get the 

truth? Only the direct witnesses, one or two […] The reality is essentially the story with Diane, I’m 

sorry to say, is only mine to tell; I think that’s a fact.” 

         He even wants to publish his own version of the story, causing Polley much distress. In this 

respect the reactions of Polley’s ‘two’ fathers offer an interesting contrast. Both are equally involved 

in writing their own version of family history, but whereas Harry is seeking to wrest control of the 

narrative, Michael — while wondering about his daughter’s project — accepts her use of his 

narrative as she thinks fit, and making it her own by having control of the final cut: “You may decide 

you want to keep this letter to yourself or to share it. It's yours, and yours the choice.” It may be no 

accident that Harry used to be a film producer while Michael is a former actor. As Harry’s sister 

explains in one of the interviews, “When he considers this documentary, being Harry, being a 

 

 
26 Nick McCarthy, ‘Review: Stories We Tell’, https://www.slantmagazine.com/film/review/stories-we-tell, 18 
March 2013. 
27 Norman N. Holland, ‘Sarah Polley, Stories We Tell’,  http://www.asharperfocus.com/Stories.html, n.d. 
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producer, I’m sure that’s a bit of trepidation about this film because he doesn’t have control of 

everything. … He doesn’t like it.” 

        In Stories We Tell, Polley films herself endorsing her role as director: she is heard conducting the 

interviews, she is filmed sitting behind the mixing board, asking her dad to repeat lines, and giving 

directions to the actress who plays her mother. She even includes Michael’s recrimination about one 

of her student projects, when she forced him to step down and submerge himself in a swimming 

pool while fully dressed and with an open umbrella over his head, calling her first forays behind the 

camera “a brutal piece of directing”. Michael also points out the responsibility she will have in the 

editing process, and the pitfalls of selecting scenes without imposing her own personal, univocal, 

version. Polley’s editorial strategy for accommodating the plurality of perspectives involved is made 

explicit when she explains to Harry: “What if the main focuses in the documentary are the 

discrepancies in the stories?” (my emphasis).  

        Discontinuity is thus foregrounded by the highlighting of the hybrid nature of the film, which 

uses a variety of audio-visual materials and filmic practices, intermingling found footage with re-

enacted scenes and ‘talking head’ interviews. In Away from Her the editing underscores the 

fragmentation of the timeline, with its abrupt discontinuities and recurring fades to white conveying 

the characters’ disarray as much as the viewers’ disorientation. Take This Waltz, although more 

straightforward, is punctuated by black screens whose length exceeds a simple punctuation mark 

associating two shots; instead they acquire a value of their own, the interstice between two images 

being as important as the images themselves, marking what Deleuze calls “a so-called irrational cut 

which belongs neither to one nor the other, and sets out to be valid for itself”.28  

Making the Seams Visible  
 

Polley’s films are thus characterised by what Marie Danniel-Grognier has dubbed ‘seamed editing’ 

(“montage couturé”)29 – whereby, in contrast with the seamless or invisible editing characteristic of 

classical cinema, we are witness to a type of montage where the joins between heterogeneous 

materials remain apparent, or when strong stylistic marks highlight discontinuities and abrupt cuts. 

But ‘seams’ may equally be the signs of connection or separation. In Stories We Tell the variegated 

elements eventually cohere as a polyphonic ensemble artfully structured by rhymes and echoes. 

Recurring images are thus probed over and over, adding new layers of meaning with fresh 

revelations and perspectives, as with the opening shot of the film which shows a snowy landscape 

from a train window and whose symbolic abstract meaning (the track of life?) acquires a disturbing 

significance when it recurs to illustrate Diane’s journey on her way to the abortion clinic before she 

changes her mind. Another recurring image shows Diane on the phone, filmed behind a half-closed 

door, first from the perspective of one of the sons, recalling his mother in constant bursts of activity, 

 
 
28 Gilles Deleuze Cinema 2: the Time Image (1985), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, p. 206. 
29 Marie Danniel-Grognier, Formes et manifestations de la subjectivité dans le cinéma documentaire personnel 
américain, University of Poitiers PhD thesis, 2008. 
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then to illustrate the possible secrets she may have before finally revealing she is calling Harry to 

announce her pregnancy.  

        Rather than imposing a chain of causal links, Polley’s films are then structured by a pattern of 

convergences and divergences that convey the nature of connections within intimate relationships. 

As early as Away from Her, Polley uses visual motifs and echoes that simultaneously highlight 

similarities and contrasts. One case in point is the shot of Fiona and Grant lying together in bed that 

concludes the opening credits after a number of scenes evoking their daily routine. The same 

framing (medium close-up) and the same angle (high vertical) are repeated throughout with striking 

variations: on the morning before Fiona leaves for Meadowlake, she is filmed moving out of the 

frame, while the camera still lingers on the bed, stressing the empty space she once occupied; when 

the couple say goodbye at Meadowlake, the shot is repeated but with the action inverted as Grant is 

the one who leaves the frame; and when Grant is filmed with Marian in a final and ironic mirror 

image of the first. 

        Images of dancing provides another compelling structural motif. The couple is filmed dancing on 

their last night together in their home to Young’s ‘Harvest Moon’, the lyrics of which thematise the 

union between dancing and enduring love. The theme is later echoed and contrasted when Grant 

reads to Fiona from Auden’s ‘Death's Echo’ (1936) just after Marian’s phone-call to invite him to a 

dance and before Grant and Marian are filmed dancing together. Fiona’s and Grant’s embrace is 

evoked one more time at the very end, but, this time, however, with an inversion of movement. 

Although the couple is filmed occupying the same space on screen, in contrast to the first dance 

scene where they were whirling in front of a static camera, here the dancing movement is taken 

over by a camera that circles around them. Here again, the echoes subtly convey both the 

continuities and the radical changes in the couple’s relationship. 

        Similarities and contrasts are also artfully interwoven in the numerous editing procedures that 

are one of the film’s most remarkable stylistic characteristics. The repeated dissolves are combined 

with match-cuts and transitions via sound bridges, underpinning the ambiguity of the links. These 

involve the numerous matches on dialogue, together with linked actions (the lighting of a cigarette 

by Marian followed by nurse Kristy smoking outdoors), and links between objects across time and 

space (the cut from Marian’s bunch of flowers to the flowers Fiona arranges in a vase, from the table 

at Marian’s to the one at the Andersons’; the cut which links a woman drinking a glass of wine - later 

revealed to be Grant’s student lover Veronica - and a bottle of wine being shared by Fiona and 

friends). They all underline continuity (on the level of narrative level) and discontinuity (in terms of 

diegesis); repetition with variation is thus one of the main strategies to prevent any fixed meaning 

from being ascribed to the narrative. 

        Instead, the films conclude with open endings that underscore the elusiveness of any definitive 

truth and interpretation, most specifically where the main characters are concerned. Both Away 

from Her and Take This Waltz may seem at first sight to come full circle, since the closing shots echo 

the opening sequences. But these apparent repetitions come with a difference. In Away from Her 

the final sequence indeed opens on the very same shot of parallel tracks in the snow that occurred 

at the beginning of the film, but instead of moving forwards the camera is now tracking out. In a 

form of chiasm, it is followed by the same pan across the lake that revealed young Fiona’s face 
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smiling at the camera. The shot — the grainy texture of which clearly suggests that it belongs to 

another narrative layer, evoking a home movie, an actual memory, or a reconstructed one (in all 

cases a mental figuration) – was first introduced before the parallel tracks but at the end, after 

smiling to the camera, Fiona turns her head away, as though to preserve her own inner self from any 

appropriation, offering instead elusiveness and a final farewell which is underscored by a final fade 

to white. 

        Likewise, Take This Waltz opens and closes on the scene where Margot is baking cakes in her 

kitchen. She is introduced out of focus, then framed in close shots detailing her painted toes, her 

hands and her face in a glowing light; as she sits down on the floor by the oven, the blurry silhouette 

of a man enters the frame with his back to the camera before the scene ends on a black screen. The 

scene offers a perfect blending of warm domesticity and of desultory emptiness, stressing the 

indeterminacy of Margot’s relationships with what surrounds her and with the man, who is later 

identified as her husband, Lou. At the end, the figure is replaced by Daniel, suggesting that Margot 

has returned to her initial state of dissatisfaction. However, the film adds a sort of coda - reprising 

the earlier scene on the Scrambler - but this time she is shown alone. Her face gradually shows the 

same radiant expression of fulfilment that in the first scene appeared to be derived from her shared 

experience, thus calling into question the validity of the past communion. 

        Stories We Tell equally eschews any totalising perspective. Polley’s mother remains evasive as 

her portrayal is diffracted through fractured perceptions, with no clear resolution. Befittingly, in the 

final series of interviews with Polley’s siblings, they all remain silent, simply mourning the loss of 

their mother without seeking to figure out who or what she was. What seem to be the final words, 

spoken by Polley’s father Michael, are equally open: “I will go on. I will go on.” But after a long fade 

to black, the film also adds a brief coda, in which Polley confronts family friend Geoff Bowes with the 

challenges of understanding her familial history, and in which she tells him that a couple of her 

friends thought that he was her real father. This brief ‘afterthought’ reveals a final twist which sheds 

a new light — and playfully casts some lingering doubt — on what we have just been watching: 

Geoff admits that he and Polley’s mother did in fact sleep together just the once. 

  

Conclusion: The Performance of Authorship  

 

Unlike many other actors turned directors, Polley has not directed herself in her feature films - and 

only indirectly even in Stories We Tell, where she took great care to accommodate a plurality of 

voices and perspectives. Unlike some famous actors, she does not indulge her star persona; 

ironically, the only reference she includes to her acting career is an extract from Mr. Nobody (Jaco 

Van Dormael, Belg. et al, 2009) where she plays a Neanderthal woman, a role which can hardly be 

seen as glamorous. Nonetheless, like many actors turned directors, she moved behind the camera to 

tell more personal stories, which, as she has explained, were all in some way related to the history of 

her parents. But her films are by no means self-indulgent. This deeply personal story is constantly 

deflected into an investigation into the nature of storytelling itself and into the capacity of any 

image-making processes to convey some kind of emotional truth.  
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       David Pike rightly views Polley’s career through the couplet ‘Actors/Auteurs’.30 Along with her 

commitment to acting in arthouse productions, her films are marked by an auteurist quality, with an 

ongoing concern for experimenting with narrative structure, a remarkable sense of imagery and 

stylistic effects, and an agenda committed to personal projects. Pike also points out, however, that 

she has successfully managed to combine “the quality of margins” with “the appeal of the 

mainstream”: Polley responded to her early experience of the Americanisation of Canadian 

television, and the power of Hollywood, “with a populist impulse of her own; her persona has always 

been earnest and approachable, and her films, if often challenging, are also down-to-earth and 

engaging.”31 What sets Polley’s films apart is their remarkable balance between probing into human 

emotions and their interest in distancing or reflexive effects. On the one hand, the films experiment 

with narrative structure through shifting perspectives and elaborate montage, even bending genres 

such as the romcom and the documentary. On the other hand, foregrounding stylistic effects or the 

medium itself is never an end in itself; rather, Polley relies on restraint, ambiguity and 

inconclusiveness to enhance an authentic emotional involvement with her narratives. 

        Polley is well aware how crucial are the performances by central characters. The fact that she 

was born into a show business family - her parents were former actors - may partly explain why, 

when talking about her work as director, among all the collaborative aspects a film involves she most 

often mentions her relationships with actors. As she said in an interview following her first feature, 

“In a lot of ways, being an actor is the worst training you could possibly have for being a director. 

You’ve been in this environment your whole life, so you think you know it. But 90 per cent of 

everyone’s job on a set, you soon find out, is to protect the actors from any pertinent information. It’s 

not like you’re being manipulative or secretive. But they have to go somewhere profound and do 

something quite emotional. You’re not going to mention the weather is screwed and you have to 

condense three-day scenes into half a day and they better get it right or we’re all going to hell.32  

        In the case of Away from Her, while reading Munro’s story she had in mind the British star Julie 

Christie, whom she had just met during the filming of No Such Thing (Hartley, USA/Ice, 2001). She 

spent more than a year trying to persuade Christie to accept the role, which she at first declined. 

Like Fiona wondering about Grant’s assiduous visits, she eventually convinced her. For Take This 

Waltz, the collaboration with an actor came after she had written the script: Polley did not fully 

understand the main character she had created, and working with Michelle Williams helped her 

define Margot more fully. Casting Seth Rogen, who is better known as a comedian, she also let the 

actors improvise much of the intimate dialogue. Tellingly, cinematographer Luc Montpellier 

compares his collaboration with Polley, who gave him the drafts of the screenplay as she was writing 

it, to “feeling like another actor”. 

        In Stories We Tell, participants often refer to themselves as ‘performing’, as when Sarah’s 

brother Johnny playfully enquires about “his frame”, whether it’s “a good angle” for him, or when 

he jokingly apologises for breaking the fourth wall. Polley’s father Michael, who likes mimicking 

 
 
30 Pike, Canadian Cinema, p. 134. 
31 Pike, Canadian Cinema, p. 135. 
32 Brian D. Johnson, ‘A star is Reborn’, p. 67. 
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famous actors and explains that he can ”go on about these thespian matters for some hours”, 

repeatedly uses stage and acting metaphors to make sense of his relationships with Diane or life in 

general, musing that “Diane fell in love not with [him], but with the character [he] was playing on 

stage”, that they “played out their final act together, though not knowing that it was just that”, that 

“when you're lying about something, you overplay it”, or that “you just can't keep the mask of 

Comedy at bay. It watches old Tragedy doing his bit, and the moment he lets his guard down, old 

Comedy turns up the corners of his mouth.” And Polley’s mother is introduced early on through 

black-and-white archive footage where she is performing a song as for a screen test, stressing how 

much acting was part of her life, how fiction and fact are equally integral to the very fabric of her life 

and to the texture of the film. In this respect, Stories We Tell, just as the director eventually turns the 

camera on herself, is also a meditation on acting.  
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