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Shekhar Kapur
After graduating from the University of Delhi, Shekhar Kapur worked in business for a decade before launching himself as an actor and then director. As a filmmaker, he has shot a number of successful Indian films, including Mr. India, widely regarded as one of his country’s most popular children’s film; the highly acclaimed Masooum; and Bandit Queen, a controversial film that brought international attention. His first English-language film, Working Title’s 1998 hit Elizabeth, scooped seven Oscar nominations. He then went on to direct Four Feathers. Kapur has a number of projects in development, including Paani, the tale of a future city faced with a shortage of water, and Rasputin, a film and stage musical written by Michael Hirst, with whom Kapur worked on Elizabeth and Elizabeth: The Golden Age…

Q. This film felt very much like a stage play, or even an opera…

Shekhar Kapur: I thought of it as an opera. And in some way part of it has to feel like a stage play. There’s a fine balance between theatre and cinema and it is a balance rarely achieved. Often when I get a script I say to the writer that they shouldn’t write what’s happening exterior and interior, they should write me a play, because then I know that the base conflict between the characters will be right. Then I can take that and make it as cinematic as I can, because so much of what you will see interior and exterior is based on budget considerations. I naturally have an eye towards theatre and my proclivity towards the epic comes out as an inclination to make everything slightly mythic. I like to use mythology, because this is about all our destinies. Elizabeth is a great woman but if that storm hadn’t come… And so to me I think we should constantly remind ourselves that we’re not governed by just our destinies, but the destinies of other people. We are not as in control of our lives as we think we are. So this gives a film like The Golden Age a sense of the epic and the mythic.

Q. Do you think Elizabeth can work as an archetypal character for a contemporary audience?

SK: Yes, but also when you make a film about Elizabeth you can play with the archetypes. Someone asked me to make a contemporary film, and unless it’s a contemporary film like, say, E.T., where people are contemporary and an alien comes into our midst, we don’t see our selves as archetypes. So that’s why I seek a non-contemporary setting; that’s why I want to make films about the future and the past, because I know that I can use archetypes and that I can use mythology. For me, I have to make it magical, or I don’t make it at all. 

Q. This film has echoes of contemporary relevance — looking at religious intolerance and extremist reaction, was that your intention?

SK: Yes, and it’s interesting that when I went to the Astoria [Philip II’s palace in Valencia] it’s huge. And yet when I looked at the area in which Philip lived it was a tiny little room, almost like a cave. He isolated himself, living in smaller and smaller spaces; that’s where the idea came from for him having troubled knees, which you see in the film. But the point is: who does this remind you of? Here’s a man igniting religious wars all over the world and he lives in a cave! 

Q. What other contemporary themes did you seek?

SK: What was also very deliberately contemporary was the forests being cut down — ecological problems. I was driving through Spain and I looked alongside the road and there were miles and miles of trees, all in a thin a line. That would maybe make sense in Japan, but in Spain it seemed unnatural. And then my Spanish driver, who hated Philip, said, ‘That jerk cut down all of Spain’s forests to build that idiotic armada.’ So that’s how that scene came about with Philip cutting down all the trees.

Q. History shows that Raleigh became Elizabeth’s great favourite, but did you find evidence to suggest that their relationship went beyond the platonic?

SK: In reality, the moment she discovered that he married Bess, her lady in waiting, she sent him to prison. I was working on that, and it made me wonder why she did that. There could have been a slight at court or something, but it was directly related to the marriage. And there were a lot of people talking about her and Raleigh, and while they all accepted that it was probably not a sexual affair, there was an attraction. She made him Sir Walter Raleigh as a member of her personal guard; and with Dudley [Robert, First Earl of Leicester, another royal favourite] she did the same thing. There are these resonances of her keeping these men close to her, so I deduced that there was an attraction, although it was not so big that they indulged in any sexuality. 

Q. So she lives that part of her life vicariously, through Bess?

SK: Yes, which is why I went with the myth that her and Bess were the same person. Bess was a projection of what she could have been. So the sexuality that Raleigh went for, she pushed away from her and on to Bess, thinking that she could still stay in control of him. But obviously, she was mistaken. She was out of date, when people sleep together, things happen! Kids and love, marriage it all happens. And she can’t control a man like that.

Q. Clive Owen is terrific as Raleigh. He seems at his best when playing the dashing rogue; would you agree?

SK: That’s what I was looking for, and it’s what Clive and I talked about. He’s not afraid to confront her, or to provoke her, and the provocation in public and the provocation in private were different. 

Q. Apparently Cate Blanchett was not desperate to revisit the character of Elizabeth. How did you persuade her?

SK: She was reluctant, and it just so happened that destiny played a part: a number of us were all in LA, Geoffrey Rush and I were staying at the Four Seasons and Cate was at the Bel Air, and we met up. The script was fresh off the press, and we all went out to dinner.

Q. So what did Geoffrey say?

SK: He said, ‘C’mon, how many scripts come this way with parts like this for women? So why are you saying no?’

Q. It’s an even better role than that of Elizabeth in the first movie…

SK: Oh yes. I had no doubts that she would fold. The first film was far more plot-driven and full of intrigue, with Elizabeth being far more reactive. Here she’s the driver, she propels the plot as the active character, and that’s far more challenging. 

Q. And of course looking way back to the first film, the studio wanted a different actress back then…

SK: Yes, Cate really wasn’t at all known back then and the studio were constantly challenging me on that, so much so that it got to the point where my agent called me and said, ‘If you insist on casting someone unknown they may well find another director.’ I thought about it and said, ‘Okay.’ And it wasn’t about principles; we’d been looking for Elizabeth for a month and I’d found her. Why should I look again?

Q. How stunning did your Elizabeth have to be; because looking at the historical records, she’s not regarded as a great beauty?

SK: You know, she disregarded every painting that she didn’t like, so what’s shown in the historical paintings must to her have been a resemblance of consummate beauty. She wouldn’t let any paintings exist that she didn’t like. She would have ‘Photoshopped’ it! I also heard that she destroyed all the paintings and had them all re-done. Vanity was something that was quite strong with her. And the interesting thing about Cate is that she has a very ethereal look, it’s a different beauty. It’s not like the perfect face, but it’s beautiful and very otherworldly. One of the reasons I chose her before was that she can look distraught and taut and yet sometimes she seems beautiful. She’s ethereal. I had only seen five shots of her, in the trailer for [her 1997’s movie] Oscar and Lucinda, and even from that I knew that this woman had the quality to be ‘of the spirit’, somebody who could be both contemporary and ancient, and also very spiritual. I didn’t even need to see Oscar and Lucinda.

Q. Were you always keen to tell Elizabeth’s story?

SK: No, it’s just that I was offered it! In fact, initially, all that time ago, I was quite reluctant. I had just done Bandit Queen and had discovered this notion of development hell. But when Tim Bevan [from Working Title] came and asked me if I’d like to do it I thought it was such an audacious proposal. I knew almost nothing about her; I just knew that she was called the Virgin Queen. That was it. So I said, ‘Okay’, and with a lot of trepidation I stepped into a genre that I always had considered very boring, the English costume drama! When I spoke to Tim, the last film that I’d really liked was Trainspotting and we jokingly called this the Trainspotting version of an English costume drama. 

Q. How did you feel about the sea-battle at the end? It’s very big and epic while the rest of the film is very close and intimate…

SK: I couldn’t end the film without her becoming divine. We thought about ending the film before the Armada but the film was about divinity, and if I’d ended the film without the victory over the Armada, which was kind of mythic, with the storm, then that could not have allowed her divinity to be fully formed. A film works on many levels, including the psychological and the mythic, and with Philip you have a man who perceives himself as divine. He had done all his penance and in his mind he had become a demigod, like so many powerful people come to believe. But he was creating impurities and imbalance in the world. He started the Inquisition and planned a Holy War; the gods couldn’t do anything because he was divine. And yet with Elizabeth you have a character that thought she was divine, but she wasn’t, because she was co-joined with Bess and human desires. They were part of the same person, and then Raleigh comes along to extricate her, and mirrored for her the absolute treacherousness of being mortal, with jealousy and hate. But when she starts to extricate herself from that she becomes divine.

Q. She also gets her sense of her impending destiny when the plotters fail to shoot her…

SK: She sees moments of that divinity when they fire a bullet at her and she doesn’t die. She starts to sense her own destiny, and then she finally goes to meet that destiny, as a divine being, and then the gods come to help her in this mythic battle between good and evil. She wins because of the storm. And then there’s the last iconic idea of her being divine when she comes towards Raleigh to bless his child and it’s as a divine being. So to get to that point I had to get to the victory, which meant shooting the Armada. In fact it was pretty audacious when I first told people. They said ‘How would you show the victory?’ And I chose to have the candle blow out — so when that candle goes out you know Philip has lost. To go towards the divine I had to cross the Armada and see the gods at play.

Q. What sparked your own interest in film?

SK:  I was always fascinated by film, from watching things like Tarzan as a kid. And at the time, in the ’70s, everybody was dropping structure. It was a time of fearlessness and I decided I no longer wanted to work a nine-to-five job. Your being has to be involved in what you do, and at that time I chose film.

Q. Could you have chosen a different path?

SK: The first thing I did was choose photography, which also led to filmmaking, and of course I started in film as an actor. Acting was to be the stepping-stone.

Q. What is your next film, Paani, about?

SK: It’s a story about a city in 2025, which like New York, has run out of space. So they build lots of fly-overs, but so many have been built that they build a city over the top of the fly-overs, with the poor left down beneath. It’s like a strange version of Metropolis. But 85 per cent of the people, the poor, live in the lower city, and they run out of water. So the upper city feeds water to the lower city and controls its economic and social life. In that context there are no police for the lower city and it’s like a war-zone, with gang members. It’s run by gangs and slumlords, who have these paradise clubs, where any sexual fantasy can be fulfilled. It’s the story of a year in the life of this city, and it’s a romance, like Romeo & Juliet, where the girl is from the upper class. 

Q. Have you analysed the reasons for the poor performance of Four Feathers at the box office?

SK: It was plot points, I think. It became a film at war with its own intentions. The producers and studio saw it as a boys’ adventure, while I kept thinking it was a film about the consequences of colonialism, and the first jihad, while for the main character, Harry, it was about growing up. So it was not saying that courage was the ability to face death, but that it took courage to face life. So it was a battle. And then 9/11 happened, and people thought I was looking at suicide bombers for that reason. Also I think that Harry should have gone back to the desert, which is something I kept fighting for. The studio and I totally disagreed.

Q. What is happening with Virgin Comics, your project with Deepak Chopra?

SK: These comics draw ideas and characters from Eastern Mythologies, to offer something different from Superman and Batman. The first two I wrote, then someone else wrote some and Richard Branson came and sponsored us. I gave away most of my shares, although I still write occasionally. We have about 200 artists painting in Bangalore, and often when a director has an idea for a movie, he comes to us and we help sketch it out, put it in comic book form and he can share that with the industry. Deepak and I started it to help promote Eastern culture. And hopefully these will also feed my films. 
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