Marc Abraham, producer, The Children of Men.

Veteran Hollywood producer Marc Abraham believes that The Children of Men is quite unlike any other film he has worked on and that director Alfonso Cuaron has a ‘unique’ vision.

“I have made all kinds of movies but I have never made one quite like this.,” says Abraham. “This is very different – it’s been lit differently, shot differently, I’ve never made a movie set in the future, I’ve never made a movie that had quite the same kind of unique premise that this picture has.”

Abraham isn’t about to pretend that the three and a half month shoot – in the middle of an English winter – hasn’t been challenging. Cuaron’s decision to film mostly using natural light, meant that each day the production was forced to finish earlier than most because by late afternoon darkness had fallen.

“it’s tough because shooting in England in winter time and not using lights means there are certain limitations and pressure on days,” he explains. “And as you know, movies are about having time. So it’s about the studio giving us enough time to make a movie under these conditions at this time of year in London. And they have been great.”

Cuaron’s decision to use natural light, coupled with the fact that the film is shot on hand held cameras, will add to the atmosphere of a story set in the near future, 2027, where humanity is facing the bleakest possible future, extinction.

“It’s been almost twenty years since a baby was born,” says Abraham. “And mankind is literally doomed. And when you think about that and think about what kind of society it would be, you realise that without children there’s an absence of hope. And the impetus to build for the future, to invent and develop, is gone.”

Based on a novel by P. D. James, The Children of Men stars Clive Owen as Theo, a cynical down at heel civil servant who has abandoned his beliefs and given up on the world. When he is reluctantly press ganged into aiding a terrorist group, The Fishers, Theo finds himself helping a young woman, Kee (Claire-Hope Ashitey) who is pregnant and literally represents the future of mankind.

The Children of Men features a remarkable cast which includes Julianne Moore, Michael Caine, Danny Huston, Peter Mullen, Pam Ferris, Chiwetel Ejiofor and Charlie Hunnam.

Abraham is one of the most experienced producers working in Hollywood today and his impressive list of credits include The Commitments, Playing God, The Family Man, Spy Game, The Emperor’s Club and Dawn of the Dead.

Q: Why shoot the film using natural light?

A: Well, you can make a movie set in 2027 and try to visualise this extraordinary universe where robots will be feeding us and the cars are flying through the sky and everything is bright and shiny. But our film isn’t like that. With this, you start from the premise that the youngest kid on the whole planet has just died at the age of 18, so basically it’s been twenty years without any children. And if you imagine what would happen over twenty years of time where there’s no children well, there would be a loss of hope. And with that a lack of innovation. Why would there be invention and innovation with no generation coming up behind to use it and to develop it for? We create for the future and if there are no children then the future becomes a lot more confusing. And I think if you take that idea, which is what Alfonso did, and you imagine a future where the primary motivation has been pulled out from underneath you, from a technical stand point, from a scientific stand point, things have really slowed down. So Alfonso wanted certain things to indicate that we are in the near future but technology wise we are not going to be anywhere near as advanced as we would be if this was a burgeoning, robust society where we had eliminated disease. This is a doomed world. And it wouldn’t have made sense to have that sparkling universe.

Q: So the lighting matches the mood of the film?

A: Yes, the lighting is an element of the palette and he decided that he wanted it to be as naturalistic as possible. And Cheevo (Emmanuel Lubezki, director of photography) has done this before. And Alfonso and Cheevo decided that we would use the natural light as another colour in the palette and that certainly makes sense to me. If you throw light on things, there’s an artificiality. Any kind of light would have brightened this universe too much.

Q: It’s a bold move and you are shooting in London in the middle of January which must mean quite short days..

A: Yes, it’s been hard for the production. Because, for example, on a day like today (early January) there won’t be enough light to shoot the film beyond 4.30pm. So we had to schedule accordingly. It’s a bold move to do the film this way and it was a bold move for the studio to back it. But those decisions sort of organically happen because of the individuals involved. With a less experienced director and a less experienced DP an idea like that would terrify a studio too much. But to Universal’s credit, they embraced the artist. They said ‘well, we hired Alfonso Cuaron, we wanted Emmanuel, they said they wanted to do it this way, we know that they can do it and we support it..’ 

Q: So we are in a fairly near future, London in 2027, and the look is quite recognisable from today?

A: Yes and the whole film is consistent with that. It’s like things have been recycled, commerce is not robust and you see people wearing the same sort of outfits (as now). We do have more screens, instead of billboards; there are more public information screens.

Q: How does the early footage look?

A: Amazing. The rushes are fantastic and you know you are looking at something unique. It looks very real and that’s in keeping with the story. One of Alfonso’s templates was The Battle of Algiers and when you look at that movie it’s almost like a documentary style. The movie is not being shot in a conventional style, as well as the lighting, it’s all hand held camera with long, long single shots.

Q: What’s the thinking behind that?

A: Essentially Alfonso wanted to give an intimacy to the movie and make it feel that you are viewing what is taking place from a very personal standpoint. So you are very rarely outside the movie. It’s exciting to me as a producer, because I have made all kinds of movies but I have never made one quite like this. This is very different – it’s been lit differently, shot differently, I’ve never made a movie set in the future, I’ve never made a movie that had quite the same kind of unique premise that this picture has.

Q: Has it been tougher because of that?


A: Well, it’s tough because as you said, shooting in England in winter time and not using lights means there are certain limitations and pressure on days. And as you know, movies are about having time. So it’s about the studio giving us enough time to make a movie under these conditions at this time of year in London. And they have been great. But yes, it has been tough.

Q: And it must be a demanding role for Clive Owen. Isn’t he in every scene?

A: Thank god we have Clive Owen, who is a really hardy, committed, positive person who is in every scene in the movie. You can say that as much as you want, but until you experience it you don’t realise how hard that it is. On almost every movie there is a time when your lead is down for a certain time – you know there is a day or two when he is just not working. You are putting a tremendous strain on a guy when he has to be there every single day and he has handled it magnificently. 

Q: Let’s talk about the rest of a very impressive cast…

A: Well it’s basically populated by great actors. It’s about talent and there’s no compromise in the quality – actors, real actors, like Peter Mullen, Pam Ferris, alongside Michael Caine and Julianne Moore. And that’s a testament to Alfonso because they want to work with him. Every one of them are here and doing this because they have seen Alfonso’s movies and they want to work with him. That’s how you get these guys.

Q: You have filmed in some of London’s most famous locations – Trafalgar Square and Pall Mall amongst others. Was it hard to get permission to shoot there?

A: The thing about London is that people have made a bit of a fuss about it and said ‘why has it been so difficult? It’s good for business, it’s good for the city..’  And the key to it is that your location person starts early and it takes a lot of hours of negotiations to get permission to film in those places and it’s worth it. I can understand the problems.  They don’t want the local citizens up in arms because they can’t get to church so they set parameters and they give you tight boundaries. In Trafalgar Square it was stop and go because of traffic regulations and things and you have to work within it. And it turned out really well. And we had tanks and all kinds of stuff and we were very happy to have it. It’s going to look fantastic.

Q: How did a P.D James novel get to the screen?

A: Hilary Shor (producer) had optioned the novel very early on and brought it to me about eight or nine years ago. I thought it was a very interesting idea. I read the book and it’s not one of her more successful novels, it’s very dense and laden with symbolism. I was struck by it but I always knew it would be a difficult sell in terms of getting the right script. So we spent a lot of years and a lot of time going through lots of different drafts and getting the material right. 

Q: And when did Alfonso come on board?

A: About four years ago, and this was prior to Y tu mama and Harry Potter, his agents had talked to us about showing it to him and we did do that and he was interested. He didn’t have the cache that he has now, but he was obviously extremely talented and so I was interested in him for that reason, purely because of his talent.  I think they took a pass at the script at that time and then we went through several drafts of the script with his guidance. He had some very specific ideas about the story. There were certain limitations that the actual story had to take place in England – that was something that P.D James herself had asked for.

Q: Is that unusual?

A: Yeah, I mean historically Hollywood and novelists have often had a turbulent relationship. And I think probably the most pragmatic authors are the ones who say ‘I’ve sold it, take it..’ but I remember I passed on the Bourne Identity because there were so many stipulations that Robert Ludlum had and I just didn’t want to be in the situation where you do all this work and then maybe he was unhappy. But anyway, P.D James wanted this stipulation and that happened. That was part of the original deal that Hilary made, when she optioned the material. 

Q: What was it that you liked about the story?

A: I love the central premise, it’s twenty years since the last child was born on earth and we don’t even know why, it could be something to do with the environment, it could be something to do with food, genetics. We don’t know but something has happened and women can’t conceive. And the world has taken on a different slant – if you can’t procreate, if you can’t build a world for your children, if you aren’t saving money for your children, if you are not inventing things, pioneering in science and medicine, what are you doing? And put into that mix a disillusioned anti hero who is thrust into this situation where he is responsible for safe guarding what may be the first pregnant woman in twenty years and you have a great story. And add to that a government that has turned more fascistic because of the situation with more and more civil unrest. Chaos and thrills ensue and that I think, is a great idea for a film.

Q: So Alfonso has developed the idea from the book and given the story his own particular take?

A: Yes and with the action he has brought to it, and his interpretation of the book, you have an action thriller that inherently appeals to women as well. I describe it as an action thriller that takes place in the near future and it’s very much reality based.

Q: You’ve got Clive Owen as your lead. How did you decide on him?

A: I loved Clive in Croupier and more recently, he was so good in Closer and we all just sort of agreed that he was the guy. It was like ‘yeah, of course, Clive Owen..’ And then Alfonso really got into the idea and they met and he really liked Clive. And he is a guy who has done some excellent work, not just in movies but elsewhere. And Alfonso said ‘this is the man..’ and when your director says that and really believes it, that’s great. And with Alfonso you are investing in an auteur, this is a very singular vision and this isn’t being shot like a lot of other films. It’s an Alfonso's vision and he loved Clive and we were excited about the idea of him as Theo. I think of him as a Humphrey Bogart character, a little bit world weary, and you have to believe that he’s lived. And that underneath that rugged exterior there is a real heart and he slowly, brilliantly dials his heart into this movie. 

Q: What about Michael Caine?

A: What I love about it is that Michael Caine is so recognisable, you know, a multiple Oscar winner who plays these amazing characters from Alfie all the way up to Batman’s butler, and Alfonso has him looking like this wild ex hippy (laughs). I mean, for a moment – until you hear the voice – you won’t even know it’s Michael Caine and I think that’s kind of cool. And listen if Michael Caine is interested in your movie and wants to commit to a part like this, well, that’s kind of a no brainer. 

ends

