JOHN CUSACK IS EDGAR ALLAN POE IN THE RAVEN 

The Raven is a brilliantly entertaining, fictional gothic thriller inspired by Edgar Allan Poe’s own work. A serial killer is stalking the streets of Baltimore committing horrific murders that are gruesome copycats lifted from the pages of Poe’s books.

Poe (Cusack) teams up with a young detective to try and track down the deranged monster as the clock ticks away mercilessly and the killer taunts them with clues to where he will strike again.

“The conceit of the film was so good and it felt like one of Poe’s own stories in a way,” says Cusack.

Honouring one of America’s literary giants was paramount for Cusack. The script, and in particular the often devastatingly funny, caustically critical and always sublimely articulate words uttered by the great man himself, had to be perfect, he says, to pay homage to such a towering man of words. 

Writers Hannah Shakespeare and Ben Livingston delivered a brilliant screenplay and then Cusack and director James McTeigue spent a lot of time honing it, adding their own touches. 

“We just had to make sure we had the language on a heightened level because Poe was a master of the English language, a total genius, and that’s a very high bar that is set,” says Cusack. 

“But luckily, James McTeigue and I kept the train rolling, we kept looking for spots to reveal character, to reveal language and to reveal insight into behaviour and stuff and I think we found a bunch of places to put that in. 

“Once we started working I became obsessed with the lines and I was doing it with McTeigue. The script was very good, it was a perfect structural script, but Poe sort of demanded that you just keep channelling it.

“You keep going back to the drawing board and go ‘well, see he said this about Wordsworth, we could put that in here..’ And you know, there’s a wealth of stuff, a goldmine of treasure and an embarrassment of riches when you go to the source, which is his writing, and doing a movie about him and his writing was just great.”

The challenge of playing Poe, a troubled, hard drinking womaniser who wrote both hugely popular horror fiction and beautifully evocative poetry, was too good to resist for Cusack, an actor who has specialised in portraying diverse characters in a host of different genres from comedy (High Fidelity, Grosse Point Blank, Bullets Over Broadway) to drama (Midnight In The Garden of Good and Evil, The Thin Red Line) and blockbusters (Con Air, 2012). 

In short, Cusack is an actor who refuses to be pigeon holed and playing Poe was, he says, both daunting and a delight. The production filmed in Budapest, Hungary where period architecture provided the perfect backdrop for mid 19th century Baltimore, the writer’s home town, with the rest of the production based in the studio in Serbia.

“I think he was a kind of literary rock star of his day,” Cusack says of the writer. “He was always performing too - he would do these readings every week for rich patrons and he would give these women remarkable readings of his poems and he saw himself that way, too. He said once that he did believe that God had given him a sparkle of genius but it was drenched in misery.

“I had a field day on this. To get that role was just wonderful and I had a great partner in McTeigue. It was one of those movies that was such fun to do – a great, creative producer, great director, both good guys, with me and the rest of the cast, and it was ours to win or lose.

“We went to Serbia with a certain amount of money that wasn’t going to bankrupt anybody but it was enough money to do it right and do it justice. So it was ours to figure out and in this environment that’s a great way to work.”

The Raven is a fictionalised story based on the last few days of Poe’s life. Mystery surrounds the exact cause of his death. On October 3, 1849, Poe was found wearing clothes that were not his own, in great distress, incoherent, mumbling the name ‘Reynolds..’ to Joseph W. Walker, the man who helped him to hospital, where he passed away a few hours later. 

All medical records have been lost and newspapers at the time reported the writers’ death as due to “congestion of the brain” or “cerebral inflammation.” In The Raven, the story begins when Poe, suffering from writer’s block, is at first suspected of a grisly murder by a Baltimore detective, Inspector Emmett Fields (played by Luke Evans) that mimics the killing in one of his own books, Murders in the Rue Morgue.

When a second victim is discovered, Fields and Poe realise that they are dealing with a serial killer who is committing horrific murders inspired by Poe’s own, darkest works. 

The madman leaves Poe clues and warns that he will strike again and he does, kidnapping the writer’s sweetheart, Emily Hamilton (Alive Eve) and threatening to kill her unless Poe, and Fields, can solve the puzzle and rescue her in time.

Cusack researched Poe’s life extensively before filming started and his subject was fascinating, he says. Wherever possible, the writers, and Cusack, would use Poe’s own words for his dialogue.

“It’s interesting because it’s a fictional film but a lot of the things that come out of Poe’s mouth are things that he actually said or came from his writing, attributed to him or his characters. We used a lot research from many different biographies and we pretty much attributed things to something that Poe said.”

The film works on several levels – as a thrilling gothic horror story, much like one of Poe’s own works, and also as a tribute to a literary master with a multitude of references to Poe’s own fiction and life.

“I think that’s very true to the source. Poe wrote specifically for Saturday afternoons, he wrote cliffhangers, popcorn for mass audiences; he wanted to thrill, tantalise, titillate and scare the hell out his readers.

“And on another level he was writing completely esoteric multi layered prose full of imagery and symbolism of the highest order and he was mixing the two, oscillating back and forth and manipulating all of that stuff. 

“He really was a force to be reckoned with,” he laughs. “So I think, obviously with the film people can like it for the ride, but if people want more and want to look deeper into it, this is an adult movie that is packed with all those other things.”

Cusack himself favours the theory that alcohol led to the writer’s downfall. “I think the most likely is the voter fraud theory,” Cusack says of Poe’s death. 

“They used to get a bunch of people from the docks and they would have them vote and give them different clothes and have them go back and vote again and in order to do that they would keep them drunk. 

“There is a theory that that’s why Poe was in someone else’s clothes saying he was Reynolds and that he was maybe in the middle of Delirium tremens. That seems to be the most plausible theory. I think maybe his body had just had enough and he was probably suffering alcohol poisoning.”

Would he have liked Poe? “No, I think he would have been a disagreeable man,” he laughs. “And I think it would have depended when you met him and whether he was drinking or not or what cycle he was on with the drink. 

“I’ve heard he could be a gentleman but he could also be very difficult. I don’t think he liked men much, I think he felt more comfortable around women. He liked being around women and that’s where he found a sort of spiritual sense and that’s where he found his greatest tragedy, in the arms of a woman – beauty and death.

“But I think with men he seemed to be basically at war all the time. He was very competitive or he was always trying to trash other writers. He was funny about it but he was itching for a fight all of the time. 

“He said ‘I don’t intend to put up with anything that I can put down.’ And ‘he is notable for nothing except the remarkable nothingness that he is notable for..’ and ‘an apple or a pear has sharper angles than this man’s writing…’ 

“He would trash other writers  – and they would be great writers, too. But I think if you met him I imagine he would be a magnetic character. There would be an intensity to him that I can understand but he might not be the friendliest guy.”

Cusack was born in Illinois and first attracted rave reviews for his performance in Cameron Crowe’s Say Anything in 1989. His career took off and he went on to star in a procession of critically acclaimed films including The Grifters, High Fidelity, True Colors, Bob Roberts and Bullets Over Broadway. 

His remarkable film CV also includes The Cradle Will Rock, Being John Malkovich, Max, Adaptation, Identity, Runaway Jury, Hot Tub Time Machine, 2012 and Shanghai.

Q and A follows:  

Q: When you are dealing with a literary genius the script has to sparkle…

A: Yes, it does. 

Q: So was that one of your concerns?

A: Totally. And I felt like we were in a really good position because the conceit of the film was so good and it felt like one of Poe’s own stories in a way. And it’s about the author deconstructing his own stuff in order to understand the mind of the Poe he has to deconstruct himself and it becomes circular, like ‘who is dreaming who?’ So that seemed like the perfect metaphysical mind bender and then it was also a descent into the underworld and that’s very Poe. And then we just had to make sure we had the language on a heightened level because Poe was a master of the English language, a total genius, and that’s a very high bar that is set. But luckily, James McTeigue and I kept the train rolling, we kept looking for spots to reveal character, to reveal language and to reveal insight into behaviour and stuff and I think we found a bunch of places to put that in. 

Q: You have to establish that wit, his use of language very quickly, don’t you?

A: Yes, you do and so the beginning scene in the bar was very important for me to show the different facets of the guy before the action and the narrative takes place, before the train starts rolling, because you have to get a sense of him and then you reveal more later. We had a writer come in and work with us to get that dialogue right.

Q: Would you do that on the day? Change things if you felt that it needed it?

A: No, I just did it. Once we started working I became obsessed with the lines and I was working on it with McTeigue. But the script was very good, it was a perfect structural script, but Poe sort of demanded that you just keep channelling it.

Q: And I guess you know when you are speaking those lines if they are right?

A: Yes, you do and you keep going back to the drawing board and go ‘well, see he said this about Wordsworth, we could put that in here..’ And you know, there’s a wealth of stuff, a goldmine of treasure and an embarrassment of riches when you go to the source, which is his writing, and doing a movie about him and his writing was just great.

Q: Had you read Poe as a kid?

A: Yes. I think I read him in junior High School. He’s in the English curriculum but it’s quick, he’s known as a poet and you get into a little bit of his work, but then he becomes like a two dimensional icon after a while. 

Q: So was it a pleasure reacquainting yourself with Poe’s work?

A: Oh absolutely, just reading him again and researching his life. It’s biography in a sense that it’s taking true characteristics of him and many things that he actually said and putting it into this fiction but we are trying to paint a picture of him. But I think that’s as true as biography in some ways.

Q: Did you read the Peter Ackroyd biography of Poe?

A: Yes and he’s great. He gets to the essence of things with an economy that in a way serves filmmakers. He always thinks cinematically. I read a bunch of biographies but I liked his the most because some of the others could be quite long winded.

Q: Did you see Poe as quite rock ‘n roll? 

A: Yes, I think he was a kind of literary rock star of his day. He was always performing too, he would do these readings every week for rich patrons and he would give these women remarkable readings of his poems and he saw himself that way, too. He said once that he did believe that God had given him a sparkle of genius but it was drenched in misery.

Q: Would you have liked him do you think?

A: No, I think he would have been a disagreeable man (laughs). I think it would have depended when you met him and whether he was drinking or not or what cycle he was on with the drink. I’ve heard he could be a gentleman but he could also be very difficult. I don’t think he liked men much, I think he felt more comfortable around women. He liked being around women and that’s where he found a sort of spiritual sense and that’s where he found his greatest tragedy in the arms of a woman – beauty and death, ‘I feel like could not love except where death was mingling his with beauty’s breath…’ But I think with men he seemed to be basically at war all the time. He was very competitive or he was always trying to trash other writers. He was funny about it but he was itching for a fight all of the time. He said ‘I don’t intend to put up with anything that I can put down. He is notable for nothing except the remarkable nothingness that he is notable for..’ and ‘an apple or a pear has sharper angles than this man’s writing…’ He would trash other writers (laughs) – and they would be great writers, too. But I think if you met him I imagine he would be a magnetic character. There would be an intensity to him that I can understand but he might not be the friendliest guy.

Q: But great stuff to play?

A: Oh yeah. I had a field day on this. To get that role was just wonderful and I had a great partner in McTeigue. It was one of those movies that was such fun to do – a great, creative producer, great director, good guys, me and the rest of the cast and it was ours to win or lose and we went to Serbia with a certain amount of money that wasn’t going to bankrupt anybody but it was enough money to do it right and do it justice. So it was ours to figure out and in this environment that’s a great way to work. 

Q: So he was obviously an intense character to play. What was that like?

A: Well, Poe’s headspace you want to stay in too long. It’s very dark and the guy is very intense.

Q: In the notes it says you stayed in character a lot of the time. Why was that?

A: I wasn’t really aware of that but I’m sure that might be a little bit true.

Q: So is it difficult to shake off a role like that? Do you need a decompression period when filming is over?

A: It’s like when you’ve been on a long run, you sort of stay in it until it’s out. A movie goes through phases – you’re over valued, you’re used and then you’re discarded (laughs). And it’s always that order, there’s a very specific sequence. At the beginning you think ‘oh this is going to be brilliant..’ and you bust your ass – and it’s not anyone’s fault – and there’s a schedule and there’s money and then they drop you off somewhere when it’s over and it’s like you get on with your life.

Q: Have you got a favourite theory about how Poe died?

A: I think the most likely is the voter fraud theory. They used to get a bunch of people from the docks and they would have them vote and give them different clothes and have them go back and vote again and in order to do that they would keep them drunk. They would keep them in the bar and so it was a voter fraud scheme and there is a theory that that’s why Poe was in someone else’s clothes saying he was Reynolds and that he was maybe in the middle of Delirium tremens. That seems to be the most plausible theory.

Q: But what would have killed him?

A: I think maybe his body had just had enough and he was probably suffering alcohol poisoning. 

Q: So like you have in film when he utters the name “Reynolds…’

A: Yes, it’s interesting because it’s a fictional film but a lot of the things that come out of Poe’s mouth are things that he actually said or came from his writing, attributed to him or his characters. We used a lot research from many different biographies and we pretty much attributed things to something that Poe said. 

Q: Did you like Poe’s horror stories or were you more drawn to the poetry and other writing?

A: I like his sort of luminous awe he had for the twilight between life and death. And I can appreciate the literary imagery in something like The Fall of the House of Usher, the genealogy of empire collapsing and the house representing those things. Or The Mask of the Red Death where the plague literally comes into the palace - it’s classic writing. And then there are the other elements to him, like Hop Frog, that has this absurdist thing and you can see his wit and an incredible mind at work there. I don’t have those phobias about being buried alive and those kind of things (laughs), I was more into the metaphysical – the sci-fi, the nether world between life and death, juxtaposing beauty and horror. The thing that most interested me about Poe was that he would go into all of these different things.

Q: The film works as a Gothic horror but there are these literary references in there if you want them. Was that what you hoped it would be?

A: Yes, totally. I think that’s very true to the source. Poe wrote specifically for Saturday afternoons, he wrote cliff-hangers, popcorn for mass audiences, he wanted to thrill, tantalise, titillate and scare the hell out his readers and on another level he was writing completely esoteric multi layered prose full of imagery and symbolism of the highest order and he was mixing the two, oscillating back and forth and manipulating all of that stuff. He really was a mother-fucking force to be reckoned with (laughs). So I think, obviously with the film people can like it for the ride, but if people want more and want to look deeper into it, this is an adult movie that is packed with all those other things. 

ends

