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Wildfire

+ Q&A with director Cathy Brady

Born within a year of each other, Lauren (Nora-Jdane Noone) and Kelly (Nika
McGuigan) are ‘Irish twins’. You’d never see one without the other, but over the
years the mystery of their mother’s death has torn them apart. Kelly, keen to
escape their insular town, drifted away and disappeared a year ago. Lauren’s life
has lbeen on hold since reporting her sister missing.

Kelly’s unexpected return, sees a surge of every raw emotion between the sisters.
Lauren doesn’t know whether to kiss her or hit her. But as they begin to relive
memories of their mother, the sisters become inseparable. Their bond is stronger
than ever and Kelly’s desire for the truth is dangerously reignited. As Kelly digs
deeper, not everyone is ready. In this border town secrets are meant to stay
buried and Lauren has been keeping the biggest one of all.

As the truth about their mother begins to surface, Kelly’s mood darkens. But
Lauren is blinded; around Kelly she feels alive again, her marriage and job pale in
comparison. The town is starting to notice, rumours about the girls strange
behaviour spread like wildfire. Lauren must decide to confront their mother’s past
with Kelly or risk losing her for good. Time is running out and no one can be
trusted. The sisters must escape and face the truth or be consumed by the town
and its lies.

Director’s Statement

Wildfire is about two sisters, one of whom has been missing for the last two years
and returns home. She begins to unearth the family secrets, which starts to
unsettle her and her sister and threatens to unravel the wider family. It's set in
borderland Ireland, and deals with the aftermath of the Troubles and how that has
an impact on the family and the community at large. There is a relevancy to
Wildfire, it’s set in the present day, at a time where Brexit is happening and we’re
not quite sure what is happening with the border.

| set the film in an insular border town in Northern Ireland not too dissimilar to
Newry where | grew up. A landscape enclosed by mountains, constantly looking
in on itself, both staggeringly beautiful and strangely oppressive. A landscape
hiding unmarked bodies, rich in folklore, superstition and lies. This is a place
struggling with its own sense of identity post ‘Troubles’. Growing up here, I've
been acutely aware of how your relationship to a place and community can inform
and, in some cases, override your sense of identity.

The initial idea for Wildfire came from working with Nora-Jdane Noone and

Nika McGuigan separately. There was something about their energy that was
remarkably fierce and fearless; ultimately | had a gut instinct of wanting these two
actors to work together. Five years ago, we all met for a pint of Guinness, | was
blown away by their chemistry and they agreed to come on board before there
was even an idea of what this story could be.

Carlo Cresto-Dina and Charles Steel were the first producers to come on board
the project, and what was remarkable about working with them was that they
completely embraced the process of developing the story with the cast already
attached. The confidence they had in me and their willingness to get behind this
process is the reason this film has been made.

We shared ideas back and forth for a few weeks, which is when the real story of
the Erickson twin sisters came to mind. | first came across these sisters in the



BBC1 documentary Maadness in the Fastiane. The documentary opens with
footage of twin sisters Sabina and Ursula Erickson repeatedly and deliberately
rushing headlong into speeding traffic on the M6 motorway in England.
Miraculously, they survive. Then, with unbelievable strength and fury they turn
against the officers who are trying to help them. The Erickson twins’ behaviour
has never officially been explained by the medical or psychiatric community, apart
from speculation that they suffered from a rare self-induced delusional disorder or
shared psychosis, which caused them to experience temporary insanity.

This act of two sisters deliberately throwing themselves into oncoming traffic
became our springboard. Working with Nika, Nora Jane and a researcher we
explored our own fictional world and characters that might explain why two sisters
could behave in such an extreme and desperate way. It was a couple of years of
research, trying to understand what a shared psychosis was — which is what the
Swedish twins had. From that, we began to build our own story — watching
documentaries and speaking to people who had undergone psychosis started to
feed their way in our fiction.

| was interested in exploring the idea of transgenerational trauma; that is,
whatever is overwhelming and unnameable being passed on to the next
generation. | wanted to look at this within the family dynamic but also the wider
community. How might the effects of this second-hand trauma manifest itself,
specifically in Northern Ireland. Is the trauma of the Troubles still reverberating and
being passed on to younger generations even in peace times? It is particularly
relevant as Northern Ireland now has one of the highest rates of anti-depressant
prescription levels in the world and suicide rates are soaring amongst ‘Ceasefire
Babies’. How can those too young to remember the worst be so acutely affected
by the past?

My hope for Wildfire is that audiences can understand and identify with characters
who have been driven to extreme behaviour and realise how fragile our perception
of reality can be. These characters are bigger than their story and they have the
power to open the minds and hearts of the audience and deal with the
complexities around mental health issues. The sisters are not merely seen as
‘diagnoses’ of their ilinesses, but instead as complex individuals. | hope audiences
engage and question their own ideas about sanity and madness and can open up
a dialogue about our attitudes towards mental health and vulnerable individuals.

We cannot move on from the past until it is faced and accepted. With the sisters
learning to accept their mother’s past, thus breaking the cycle and silence, the
ending is a cathartic release, but it also has the power to leave the audience
questioning: do we know how to look after our most vulnerable? | want to
encourage the audience to realise that as the sisters walk towards help, their
future and wellbeing is also in our hands.

Production notes

During post-production of Wildfire, Nika McGuigan lost her brief but brave battle
with cancer.

Wildfire was developed and written for Nika and her co-star Nora-Jane Noone.
We collaborated over many years becoming close friends. This was Nika’s first
leading feature role and showcases her tremendous talent and undeniable screen
presence.

It has been incredibly difficult to finish this film without Nika, but it was such a
privilege to know her and be known by her. This film is dedicated to our beautiful
Nika.

Cathy Brady, Director
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We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

BECOME A BFI MEMBER

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at
BFI Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

BFI SOUTHBANK

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore.

Browse special-edition merchandise in the BFI Shop.

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront —

with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events.
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun

goes down.

B

WIOMAN
NV TH A
MONIE

GAM ERA

Powered by R
[ SR

e

AAGUIA R

Woman with a Movie Camera is powered
by Jaguar and generously supported by
Jane Stanton

Programme notes and credits compiled by the BFI Documentation Unit

Notes may be edited or abridged. Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk
The British Film Institute is a charity registered in England and Wales No. 287780



