STARDUST PRESS CONFERENCE, PINEWOOD STUDIOS, JULY 2006

Key members of the creative team backing director Matthew Vaughn as he brings the Stardust to the big screen held a mini press conference at Pinewood Studios during the production.

The panel featured Stardust author Neil Gaiman (NG), illustrator Charles Vess (CV), producer Lorenzo di Bonaventura (LdB) and screenwriter Jane Goldman (JG).

Q: This film is obviously very different from Layer Cake. How did Matthew (Vaughn) become involved?

NG: Matthew read the book and loved it. Matthew and I met in Los Angeles, we had lunch, we got on and he had produced a short film that I made a couple of years ago called A Short Film About John Bolton. And I think actually it was Matthew’s wife Claudia (Schiiffer) had read Stardust and basically told Matthew how much she loved it. I had basically given them a copy as something to read and Claudia had read it and loved it and she told Matthew to read it and he did and just went ‘this is a movie, I would love to do this..’ I’m pleased that the world is going to see that there are many sides to Matthew and not just gangster movies – he directed Layer Cake and produced Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels. When it was announced that Matthew was directing this more than a few people came up to me and said that they were worried that it was going to be Lock Stock and Two Smoking Fairies. And I think that what’s obvious is that it really isn’t, it’s Matthew making a fairytale.

Q: Did you ever think about directing it yourself?

NG: No. What’s lovely is that I didn’t want to direct it and I didn’t want to write it. I felt like I had done the thing that I wanted to do in the book and I was very happy with whatI had done in the book. And I was also very happy for somebody to make a movie that I could be proud of having inspired but I really didn’t want to make it. There are two ways, as a writer, to sell something to Hollywood and I’ve done both. It’s either you give them the book and you take the money and you go away and you keep your fingers crossed. Or you can get involved. And with this one because Matthew was very willing to work with me I was thrilled to get involved and I’ve known and loved Jane’s (Goldman) work for many years and when Matthew started looking for a screenwriter I thought she would be great so I put the two of them in touch.

Q: How faithful is the script to the book?

NG: That’s a really good question. If you are a fan of the novel you are not going to come away from the film feeling like you have watched one of those films where you have been lured into the cinema under false pretences. It’s certainly possible that your favourite scene or favourite character has not made it in because if we did a completely faithful adaptation it would be a seven and a half hour movie. But I think it hits all the high points and what it does brilliantly is translate the book into a filmic language. There are places where it manages to fold things in, places where Jane takes something that I didn’t. In the book you are a whole chapter in before the hero is born. Jane manages to do that in four minutes at the beginning.

LdB:  You know the trick with books is – and I worked on the Harry Potter books, A Perfect Storm, (John) Gresham books – the trick is if you are a fan of the original material, I’ve always believed that there are certain scenes you have to have in the movie to be true to the spirit of the book. I read the book and I’ve been involved in adaptations and I think Jane and Matthew together have walked that line in a really effective way.

Q: Is this a fairytale for adults?

LdB: Well, I think we need to get across that this is for everybody. The sense of humour of the movie is sophisticated and the storytelling is sophisticated but the idea is something that any age can understand. So like a lot the of great animated movies that have been done in the last five six years, everybody can enjoy it. And our task is to get over that this is something visually stunning as an experience. And it speaks on two levels – on an adult level it’s about romance and choice in life and on a simplistic level for a child, a yearning to do something extraordinary and be shaped by it.

Q: Neil what were you most concerned about with any adaptation of your book?

NG: I have been sent adaptations of things I’ve written over the years. You know, the screenplay would come in and you would get to page five and I would be feeling physically sick. So I’m no stranger to horrible adaptations. I’ve also been involved enough in films over the years to know that even a good script and a good cast doesn’t guarantee that you are going to get a good movie. Nobody sets out to make a bad movie but sometimes it just doesn’t work. So I was fairly worried. There hasn’t been a film like Stardust before and I really didn’t know if they were going to pull it off.  So it wasn’t until I saw some of the footage that I thought ‘this is great..’ The scary bits are scary, the funny bits are funny, the magical bits are magical and the performances are great.  

Q: But did you have specific concerns about what would be in and what would be out from the book?

NG: I was worried about the texture of the whole thing because making fantasy is a really delicate balancing act. It’s interesting if you look at films that made it or didn’t get it right over the years. If you look at something like Pirates of the Caribbean, well, of course it is a great movie except that everybody thought it was going to be a flop and it’s very easy to screw up on pirate movies.  They got the tone and the balance and everything that was needed, right. And suddenly it’s a swashbuckling funny, thrilling pirate movie and it works. And with this, the history of movies over the last thirty years is littered with the corpses of well-meaning fantasy films. So it wasn’t an easy thing and the way they have done it is really cool and I’m thrilled about it.  It’s not the easiest thing in the world to do something like this well and make it work and I really think that Matthew has and Jane has. 

JG: Thanks Neil. I think that what is interesting is that Matthew very much wasn’t setting out to write a fantasy film which might be the key to why it’s a very interesting and original piece of filmmaking. We focused very much on the story and although the setting is fantastical and amazing, magical things happen and adventures happen, the characters are very, very real and we focused on that. Which hopefully stopped us falling into a lot of the pitfalls which a lot of fantasy films do.

LdB: It’s interesting because when you read the script, the hardest thing to imagine is the tone and then when you see the piece Matthew chose to shoot it in a way that is like real life. And that is a tone that is entirely different than any movie that has tried to do this epic adventure and that’s a very difficult balance for a director to pull off on this kind of scale. I think that’s the thing that will differentiate us from the Harry Potters or the Lord of the Rings and those grand adventures. There’s humour and I think the more real we played it the more adults think ‘hey, this is a movie for me…’ and the fantasy elements and the adventure elements are going to get every kid.

Q: How did you get Michelle Pfeiffer and Robert De Niro on board?

LdB: Well I’m lucky in that I’ve done five movies with Bob over the years and I know him very well. And we were fortunate because he is really busy and hard to get but his schedule matched up exactly with our movie. And Matthew met with him and Bob saw the validity of the script immediately and the attractiveness of the role and Matthew and he talked about what his character, Captain Shakespeare, was going to be like and Bob saw it as a fun opportunity for him. And Michelle? Well, Lamia is one of the really deliciously evil roles out there. And she hasn’t been doing a lot lately, she’s been spending a lot of time with her kids. But I hope this is the beginning of us seeing a lot more of Michelle Pfeiffer. Hopefully this is the first of a few more movies of hers. I’ve missed her from the screen and I think a lot of other people have too. 

Q: The movie looks very expensive and you have a star cast. How much has it cost?

LdB: Well the irony is a lot of the movies I’ve just been talking about are about $120 million, $150 million and if people told the truth, substantially more than that. This movie is around $70 million and the trick has been – and I think again it’s a tribute to the movie – that Neil has a very independent nature, Matthew comes from independent films, Jane has a very independent nature. And the reality of that, coupled with a big canvass, has allowed us to do it frugally in certain places. But where we can we have been able to expand. And you know, this film is going to look spectacular and that’s down to the crew – Ben Davis (cinematographer) is going to be a superstar. He is a superstar, people just don’t know it. When this film is graded and you see the final product it’s going to look marvellous but those kind of filmmakers don’t cost as much money, frankly. And secondly they are used to working in a way that’s different to some of the big films where there are 300 people on set. We managed some days to have 50, 60.  So we are able to do things on a budget that a lot of the big productions can’t do. 

Q: How important was it to find the right actor to play your hero, Tristran?

JG: Enormously. There are so many different shades to Tristran but I think I’m not speaking out of turn to say that as soon as we met Charlie (Cox) we knew that was our Tristran. There is something very special about Charlie and I think he has a very interesting naturalistic acting style – he is so completely truthful and believable. And he was able to bring a real likeability to the character. Tristran is such a human character and he makes mistakes and he doesn’t always do the right thing but, he is just doing his best. So I think what was absolutely vital was to have someone very real to play him. 

NG: And also somebody who can take the arc that is part of the story. You know, go from the nerdy irritating guy in the bowler hat at the start of the movie, to the swashbuckling hero and still be likable.

JG: I think that’s something when people make that transition in films, often one or the other isn’t believable. And I think the moment we saw Charlie we knew that he was capable of pulling off that transition, as Neil says, from boy to man, really.

LdB: And you know in the equation of making a film, having Robert De Niro and Michelle Pfeiffer and Claire Danes and Sienna Miller and Ricky Gervais allows you to persuade the people who are putting up a lot of money that a young, largely untested actor can stand as the lead in the movie.

Q: Did you see a lot of people before you choose Charlie Cox?

NG: It would be completely fair to say that for the roles of Tristran and Yvaine we pretty much saw everybody who was of the right age and gender, and some who weren’t. For Claire Danes’ part there were probably 200, 300 people auditioned, many of whom have names that you would know. For Tristran we saw fewer just because of the point when we hit Charlie and went ‘oh that’s him…’ But again pretty much every eligible young man tried out for that role.

Q: Claire Danes has to play a star – as in one that falls from the sky. Why her?

NG: She was the best.  It was that simple. There were 250 of them and she was the best.

LdB: It’s a tough role. She has a very caustic personality when you first meet her in the film and she has to be slightly un-likeable whilst still being likable and that’s hard to do. And as the movie goes along you like her more and more and you understand her sense of humour. But that’s a difficult balance to find for any actress so it can come across either too soft or too bitchy. Claire has the ability to be tough on somebody in a sympathetic way.

Q: How did you arrive at the look of the film?

LdB: Well, that’s really something that Matthew (Vaughn) and Ben (Davis, cinematographer) have to talk about.

NG: What impressed me most and what each of us has individually observed and commented on, is that it doesn’t look like a fantasy movie. In the sense that if you were sat there flipping channels you wouldn’t go ‘oh it’s a fantasy movie..’ you would have to figure out what kind of thing you were watching. And that is very much Matthew and it’s a look that went through the costume department, the make up department, the camera, the lighting. 

JG: In the same way that we hope that the film has captured the spirit of the book, I know Matthew very much hopes that the look of the film has very much captured the spirit of Charlie’s art. That was very much an element when the look of the film was being discussed.

CV: I spent six years, I guess, living with the story. Neil told it to me in 91 and I guess it was published in 97. About a year and a half producing the hundred and seventy-five paintings that are in the original book. The look of the movie is line for line fairly different from my drawings, but they have the feeling for it. When you have a really good story and it has the resonance of actual myth and there’s many ways to interpret that story and they have done a beautiful job on it, it’s really exciting. I genuinely breathed a sigh of relief when they showed me some footage and said to myself ‘this will be really fun to watch..’

Q: Would this film have been made if Lord of the Rings hadn’t gone before it?

NG:  Yes, I think so. The film got made because of Matthew. Matthew is an independent lunatic, driven person who made Layer Cake and wanted to do something bigger and cooler. He loved Stardust and he went out to raise half the money independently himself, developed the whole thing, put it in place and took it to Paramount and said ‘this is the film I’d like to make..’ They signed off on it and I think it could have been anything, if he had brought it with that level of confidence and Matthew manic-ness it wouldn’t have mattered. So whilst it’s great that you can point to Lord of the Rings and Narnia and Pirates of the Caribbean as fantasy movies that work, and Harry Potter, I think this would have been made anyway.

LdB: What those movies show is that there is a strong audience for these movies now. So any single movie doesn’t affect whether we were able to find the money for this, but that collection of movies proves there’s a large audience looking for this kind of experience.

Q: Why is there such an appetite for movies like this do you think?

LdB: It’s a wild world we’re living in and it’s very liberating to step outside your own world and be re assured that good is going to triumph over evil, I think that’s one of the important things on a basic level. 

NG: It’s like going on holiday and when you get home it all looks a bit different.

Q: Where have you been filming?

LdB: We’re based here at Pinewood Studios and we travelled to Scotland and we’ve been to Wales and Iceland. 

NG: That huge black sand beach where the soothsayer is killed that looks computer generated but isn’t, that’s what it looks like there.

JG: It was beautiful. That was our very first day of shooting and it was quite a wake up call, it was very, very cold.

Q: Do you use a lot of CGI?

LdB: Not compared to the movies we are referencing. We will have some visual effects, obviously. We had to find creative ways (to get the shot), like fly to Iceland and drive for seven hours where it’s so cold that the actors’ teeth are chattering between takes. But that shot in the CGI world would cost half a million, a million dollars and we did it in a much more frugal fashion.

Q: Is seeing your work adapted for the screen in some ways like crossing The Wall?

NG: In some ways it is, yes. It’s definitely a process of translation. You take something you dreamed and imagined and then you are watching it almost compressed to its essence and reduced to its magic and that’s astonishing. You’ve not seen her yet, but Michelle Pfeiffer is so scary in this, it’s absolutely astonishing how creepy she is. I think her character may turn out to be one of the great movie villainesses. 

Q: Neil, what’s it like when you see your work up on the screen like that?

NG: I think it’s astonishingly liberating to be able to sit in an audience or in the editing suite and watching something and go ‘oh that’s so cool..’ My reaction when they showed me the first piece of footage was ‘what happens next?’  And then I thought ‘hang on, I know what happens next..’ (laughs) and that’s lovely, it’s the equivalent of laughing at your own jokes, normally you don’t do that. You are sitting there with a sense of wonder as you watch poor Rupert Everett get pushed out of a window and it’s great, I love that. It’s magic.

LdB: Jane had one of the hardest jobs here because she is friends with Neil, she is working with Matthew and she has not only got to create a great movie but be true to Neil’s spirit. And as somebody who was not involved in that part of the process what struck me is how these two writers figure out that balance.

JG: I think what was very helpful was knowing that Neil and I had a similar point of view on the difference between books and movies. In that the fact that the book will always be there and is something special and is something that if people want the book, the book will be there forever and ever. And I knew that Neil was happy for the movie to be the offspring of the book.

NG: The movie is the movie. One of the worst experiences of my life was watching a really literal translation of an early book of mine on to the stage. And sitting there and going ‘they put everything in there but it doesn’t work..’ because that was a book and this is theatre and why didn’t they find the theatrical equivalent. And what is lovely about what Jane has done is that she will very often go off and go ‘OK this is what I’m doing here, this will be the film equivalent of that….’

JG: Neil and I spoke at the outset but I think he was quite keen for us to sort of take it away and do it and bring it back, in a terrifying way, for comments later when it was done. I certainly worked very close with Matthew and what was very fortunate was that Matthew and I found ourselves very much on the same page. It was quite an instinctive process in that we kind of knew immediately the tone we were going for. 

NG: I let them take the script away and kick it off. I had given Matthew a completely free option on Stardust which you never do and I’d never done with anything else, I said to Matthew ‘yeah you can have it..’ But there was also the knowledge at the back of my head that if the draft of the script that Jane and Matthew handed in was bad enough that by page five I was going ‘oh God this was a mistake..’ I could simply pull the plug at that point.

LdB; Neil’s an optimist (laughs)…

NG: And the draft came in and it was lovely and I wound up last November spending about three days at Matthew’s place with Matthew forcing Jane and me to act the entire thing out. 

JG: Rather cruelly…(laughs). He forced us to do pirate accents and changing genders during scenes.

NG: We really went through it and that was where I was able to have my big lumps of input. ‘No that won’t work. That’s weird, yes can we do more of that..’ That was my input session and then Jane took those notes away and worked on those.

Q: Neil would you return to this world of The Wall and beyond in any future books?

NG: If I do it will be very different. There are definitely other stories for these characters but when faced with something I’ve done before and something I haven’t done before I always try and go off and do the one I haven’t done before. So sequels, even though people are always begging for them, tend to come in second to the thing I haven’t done yet. I have at least two Wall stories in my head and Charlie (Vess) is certainly hoping that at one point I’ll go and write one or both of them. And I imagine that at some level Jane and Lorenzo are to.

ends

