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I’ll Sleep When I’'m Dead

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
Mike Hodges on ‘I’ll Sleep When I’'m Dead’

The press notes describe I'll Sleep When I'm Dead as ‘An exploration of ramily
revenge and the confiicts inherent in trying to escape one’s past,” Ihat could
be a description of Get Carter.

True, but /7 Sleep... has a completely different feel to any other of my films.
It’s shot differently. It’s paced differently. It sounds different. They do all have
one thing in common, though: I'm very big on atmosphere, on allowing the
territory in which the film takes place to percolate the audience’s psyche.
When Trevor [Preston] was writing he wasn’t thinking of Get Carter. His
manor is South London, not Newcastle.

Carter relishes revenge whereas Will in Ul Sleep... enters into revenge much
more reluctantly.

Although Will is drawn back to the city by his brother Davey’s suicide, that’s
where the comparison ends. The elements of Jacobean tragedy you
highlighted in your book on Get Carter are absent from this film. At a deeper
level, it’s more about the changing role of the male. | find the way we react to
the idea of a man being raped very interesting. Men are still regarded as gods
and for many this is a no-go area. Trevor deliberately set the story in the
braggadocios’ world of criminals to illustrate how fragile this macho shell is.
None of the men can grapple with the fact that Davey ejaculated during the
rape. Did he enjoy being buggered? Homoeroticism in male relationships, as
witnessed in buddy films, male contact sports, American football in particular,
is a tough one for men to comprehend.

So s this a film about masculinity ? Were you conscious that you wanted to
out male rape on the agenda?

If | were sitting down to write a script | doubt | would have chosen this
subject. But patently Trevor was driven to write it. | can’t answer why, but |
suspect it's because he comes from a tough background where the idea of a
man being raped — in other words, being turned into a woman — is so
horrifying and incomprehensible he felt compelled to confront it. There's a
scene where one of the hard men is found in a body bag, alive, but decked
out like a woman in underwear, rouge and earrings. It’s a small moment but it
speaks for the whole film. Of course, in prisons, particularly American ones,
vulnerable men are used as replacements for women.

It’s an issue usually dealt with only in prison films.

One element people find difficult to get into their heads is that male rape,
outside of prison, isn’t for sexual relief. It’s about demeaning the victim.

It’s an expression of power.

The motivation for the rape would never have surfaced if Davey hadn’t
committed suicide. And that motivation is as old as Greek tragedy: sexual
jealousy, the hatred of an older man for a younger man. Maybe that accounts
for my instinctual need to cast Will's former lover Helen and the rapist Boad



as older than written. Again, it goes back to aggressive masculinity; a
disastrous urge, a curse. And that, in turn, leads to Will’s final, disastrous and
sudden surge of anger, a revenge | deny the audience a view of. Instead |
offer an ending that suggests that revenge eternally replays revenge. |
recognise the film’s resolution may not satisfy some people.

The audience might be looking for a conspiracy and could feel let down if they
aon’t find one.

Why should people go expecting another Get Carter? | know, simply as a
punter, that there are audiences who go to the cinema just to let the film
reveal itself. Surely Croupier proved that”? As for expecting a more complex
plot, I’'d suggest /’/ Sleep... is actually the more complex film. It’s just that the
undercurrents are more hidden. | was 32 then; now I'm 70. Why make
conventional flms? What a fucking boring way to spend a privileged life.

But then a lot of young people probably find my fiims fucking boring

and conventional.

You break those conventions with the enaing here.

| trust the audience. They know the end is the beginning and the beginning is
already the end. Futility faces us all every single day — that’s the grandeur of
existence. As Will says, when the film starts and ends: ‘The dead are dead.
He’s gone. What’s left to say he was here at all?’

What does I'll Sleep... tell us about the state of the body politic?

The approach to poverty, both material and spiritual, is more subtle here than
in Get Carter. And two changes in society are particularly evident. First, we
use the car as a bubble to cocoon us from the community. The characters
are constantly on the move in cars and the world beyond them has the reality
of a theme park. The second is the near impossibility of escaping from the
state. When Will is fired by the logging company, the manager says, ‘“You've
got no cards. No numbers. It’s all numbers nowadays. Fucking computers.’
Will is living like an animal on the outer edges of our islands. He’s living like an
animal because he’s trying not to act like one. But when he returns to London
he stops living like an animal so he can act like one. As he passes through the
hellish Blackwall Tunnel, he throws up. It emphasises the fear and loathing
attached to his old life. Towards the end we witness a metamorphosis when
he sheds the rough apparel of a bum for the smooth clothes of a gangster, a
businessman. Business: that’s the jungle now.

As someone who lives in the country, can you relate to Will’s sentirments?

| relate to some. | can understand waking up one morning and wanting to
shed your persona like a snake sheds its skin. When | have to talk about
myself and my life, as | am now — this being my first interview about the new
film — | find | begin to dislike myself. And by the time it opens | know I’ll feel so
shallow, so empty. As with most humans, my ideals don’t bear much
examination. Maybe that’s why so few of us have any ideals left. But because
of my desire for the film to be seen | give interviews and talk partly about
myself and partly about the project and there’s an element of self-disgust
attached to that process. So | can understand Will.

The contrast between the country and the city is a common element in film
noit, and this is a film noir.

It is a film noir, but | don’t think that contrast is correct. There’s a scene right
at the beginning to remind us that violence is everywhere. That pure vision of
the countryside has always been a myth. And anyway | love coming to



London. | sit upstairs on a bus and I’'m as happy as a sand boy watching
what’s going on, sucking it all up. Exploring South London for the locations
was great. I'm lucky to have that contrast in my existence.

The most distinctive element of your fiims is the intensity reached through
attention to detail. Your last two fims take place mostly at night. Is the
elimination of natural light to do with your need to assert control?

| do like the simplicity you get shooting in areas where the lighting can be
controlled. Then you can concentrate on the actors, which is what it’s all
about. In Croupieryou don’t see any sky at all. And in // Sleep... Will never
leaves his Transit until it’s dark, as if he were a nocturnal animal.

In Get Carter Margaret tells Carter, ‘We are what we are, like it or not.” This
Idea of the fixity of identity is taken up again in'll Sleep... when one of the
Lonaon hooas tells Will, “You think you’ve changed. You haven’t changed.
People like us don’t change. Not adeep down.’

We do tend to remain the same. Even religious conversions simply take the
same characteristics, the same anger, and transform them into... well, in the
case of fundamentalism, something lethal. The process of maturing is the only
thing that’s fun about existing, and the accumulation of knowledge is the
most wonderful thing about that process. That changes you, but the core self
is still there.

One of the things that lets down the Stallone version of Get Carter /s the
moment or epiphany where he suddenly develops a sensitive side.

Carter, like most criminals, is sentimental. He may loathe his family, but family
is it. There’s a coldness at the heart of many middle-class families, which is
why we often want to escape them, but with working-class people the idea of
family is inculcated. Will is sentimental about his brother Davey, yet he fucked
off earlier without telling him. Intuiting something has happened, he comes
back and is again moved by his love for Davey. But he’s too late.

Interview by Stephen Chibnall, Sight & Sound, September 2003
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