Love in the Time of Cholera: On location, out on a limb
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CARTAGENA , Colombia: He made Hugh Grant a floppy-haired trans-Atlantic star and teenage Harry Potter a screen hero. Now British director Mike Newell faces the greatest challenge of his career: bringing a masterwork of 20th-century Latin American fiction to Hollywood from a land better known for drugs and guerrillas. Newell just wrapped filming for "Love in the Time of Cholera," the first English-language screen adaptation of a work by Nobel Prize-winning writer Gabriel García Márquez. From the two-year struggle to acquire film rights from the notoriously protective author to the commercially risky casting of foreign lead actors to crises in filming on location, the making of the movie has been anything but easy.

Then again, neither were the 51 years, nine months, and four days that lead character Florentino Ariza famously waited in the novel for his true love. In the end, it was worth it for Ariza, and Newell and Hollywood producer Scott Steindorff are betting their travails will pay off in the authenticity of the adaptation -- and at the box office.

For the last three months, Newell, Steindorff, and a polyglot cast and crew have taken over the steamy Caribbean port of Cartagena, a little-known colonial gem of leafy, hidden patios and turreted city walls where a great part of the novel is set. They transformed cobbled squares into painstaking re - creations of the 1880s and the 1930s. They turned a commercial tugboat into a replica of a 19th - century paddle steamer. They designed makeup to span five decades and withstand 90-degree heat and humidity.

There were times -- when the city flooded from torrential rainstorms or less-hardy crew members dropped out -- when it looked as if it wasn't going to come together.

Now, with a year of post-production ahead before the film's planned Christmas 2007 release, there's plenty of time to reflect on the expectations that will precede a Hollywood interpretation of the 1985 novel by the master of magical realism. Oscar-winning scriptwriter Ronald Harwood ("The Pianist") wrote the adaptation.

Newell, 64, the versatile director of pictures ranging from the surprise crossover hit "Four Weddings and a Funeral" to big-budget adventure "Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire" to real-life mobster drama "Donnie Brasco " acknowledged that the expectations associated with this screen adaptation "will be very high, perhaps impossibly high . . . and we may not be forgiven for even trying."

Some Latin American literature fans will question if the story can be told authentically in English. Some film industry insiders will doubt it can be a hit without Hollywood stars. Art-house film fans may think it's just "Hollywood cinema with a funny accent," in Newell's words. Cynical modern moviegoers may need to be convinced by an old-fashioned epic love story. And there will be the big man himself -- 78-year-old Colombian literary giant García Márquez -- watching from the wings.

Nevertheless, Newell is staking his reputation and Steindorff is staking a personal fortune of $50 million on the production because they believe a universal love story will draw in all ages and cultures.

Newell acknowledged that a story of lovers who wait out half a century of marriage, war, and generations is "not an efficient Hollywood story. It's a great big ocean liner of a story that tells truths about people from youth to old age . . . I can see my parents in it, myself when I was young, myself now, and my friends."

The first skeptic to be persuaded, of course, was the author.

Steindorff, 47, a professional skier-turned-real-estate developer who founded Stone Village Productions in 2000, recounts the saga of becoming the first moviemaker to persuade a recalcitrant García Márquez to sell the rights for his 1985 novel. A number of García Márquez stories have been adapted by Latin American or Italian directors, but the only previous Hollywood pitch -- for Sean Penn to direct Marlon Brando in "Autumn of the Patriarch" -- never got made.

Steindorff fell in love with this novel four years ago and immediately called the author's agent, who said the writer had no desire to see an English-language movie made. It took one and a half years of phone calls and faxes before he got a hearing. "I told him I was [main character] Florentino and I wasn't going to give up till I got the prize, and he loved that," Steindorff recalled.

Steindorff paid the author about $3 million for the rights, and "I gave him my word that I would not 'Hollywood-ize' it. Like [screenwriter] Ron Harwood said, 'Why would I try to outsmart García Márquez?'"
García Márquez sent about half a dozen pages of "very tart notes on the first draft, which were really quite helpful," Newell said. The novelist also persuaded his friend, Colombian pop idol Shakira , to write a few songs for the film.

The next hurdle was finding the right cast. Newell tried to attract Hollywood stars from Antonio Banderas and Johnny Depp to Angelina Jolie and Natalie Portman, but they declined for various reasons. He didn't think Salma Hayak or Jennifer Lopez was right to play the acerbic female lead, and he rejected the idea of casting someone like Brad Pitt in colored contacts and dyed hair.

"When it couldn't be all these big Hollywood names, we were made to look at the rest of Latin America , and we turned up all these goodies who Hollywood may not have heard of, but they are fabulous," Newell enthused.

Critically acclaimed Spanish film actor Javier Bardem and Italian actress Giovanna Mezzogiorno lead the cast with American Benjamin Bratt, whose mother is Peruvian. The cast includes Emmy-award winning Latino actors John Leguizamo and Hector Elizondo , as well as Colombians and Brazilians. With the assistance of a coach who taught them the singsong cadence of Colombia's Caribbean coast, the actors speak in accented English.

To purists who would rather see the film in Spanish with subtitles -- which would unavoidably limit its US box office -- Steindorff replies candidly, "If I made this movie for $8 million, maybe I could do it in Spanish. But at $50 million, I need a big audience."

Both director and producer hope the recent box office success in the United States of Latin American films -- from "Motorcycle Diaries" to "City of God" -- will fuel interest in their own film set in Latin America. Newell acknowledges, however, that "cross-cultural projects can be very rich or they can fall off their bike -- it's high risk."

With Colombia's reputation for drug violence and armed insurgents, Steindorff hadn't considered filming here. But a persuasive phone call from Colombian Vice President Francisco Santos , with a promise to provide security, persuaded him and Newell to scout the setting of the novel. Once they discovered the tranquil enclave of Cartagena, they knew it would lend their film an authenticity that no soundstage or location in Brazil could replicate.

"There is a certain creative integrity that could not be overlooked to shooting this movie in the place where García Márquez set the book. The cathedral he wrote about for the wedding, funeral, and masses really existed," said Scott LaStaiti, 33, a New Bedford, Mass., native who is one of the executive producers.

But filming in a Colombian town where no Hollywood movie has been made since "The Mission" 20 years ago was immeasurably more difficult from a production point of view. Star trailers had to be made out of shipping containers. Landscaping had to be created to block out cars and modern buildings. Raw footage had to be couriered to Miami to be processed and viewed by editors in London.

"There are a thousand reasons we shouldn't have been able to make this film," LaStaiti said.

On a recent afternoon, Newell zipped from directing a golden-lit bedroom scene in an airy rented villa to a canal 15 miles away where the crew had re-created a turn-of-the-century logging station, covering telephone polls to make them look like palm trees.

Clad in a Panama hat, mint-green linen trousers, and black tennis shoes, Newell approvingly surveyed the modern tug that had been distressed to look like a primitive passenger steamer, and decided that the gringo members of his props crew would wear straw hats and makeup to pass for Colombian dock workers lowering a piano from the boat.

"This is like hacking civilization out of a forest. You work harder, there are no cushions, you do everything yourself," he said, wiping ever-present beads of sweat from his brow. "It's absolutely the most difficult film I've ever made . . . But the rewards are much greater than from making a normal movie."

