NEW RELEASES

Living

Living began rather serendipitously. One night, when author Kazuo Ishiguro
and producer Stephen Woolley were having dinner, Bill Nighy dropped by for
a drink. ‘[They] are film nerds,’ laughs Nighy of that evening. ‘They sit and
exchange names of significant figures who made films, mostly in black and
white, between the years of 1930 and 1957. They challenge one another to
name the designer, the director and who played the policeman at the end. At
the end of dinner, Ishiguro and his wife were talking amongst themselves.
Then they came out of a huddle and said, “We know what your next film
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should be”. | said, “Well, when you feel comfortable, let me know”.

As Woolley remembers it, Ishiguro called him soon after that dinner and said
that Nighy should star in a reimagining of Ikiru, the Akira Kurosawa film of
1952, transposed to London at around the same era. Woolley had fond
memories of the film but hadn’t watched it recently, so he screened it again,
‘and cried and loved it’, he says. He quickly saw the parallels.

‘I've been wanting somebody to make a British version of this Japanese
classic Ikiru, which | had loved for most of my life,” says Ishiguro. ‘| think [ first
saw it when | was a boy on British TV, and it had a huge impact on me. Partly
because of my Japanese background, but quite regardless of that, | think |
always lived my life informed by the message in that film.” Ishiguro had long
had the sense that the story could work in the UK. While Ikiru had dealt with
the losing side of World War I, the job of reconstruction and rebirth was
similar even for the winners — and there were parallels between the countries’
sense of imperial entitlement, their stoicism and their emotional reserve. On
that night at dinner, it suddenly seemed to come together.

‘Ishiguro was inspired to think of Bill for this part,” says Woolley, ‘because Bill
brings such empathy. A common emotion between people in Japan and
Britain, which | think Ishiguro has found, is that they both have the same stoic
restraint. Japanese society and British society are based on a lack of
effusiveness. Ishiguro quite rightly thought Bill was perfect to play that kind of
character. | suggested to Ishiguro that he write the script. He said he was not
very good at screenwriting.’
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‘| said, “You should get a proper screenwriter. Anyway, I'm writing a nove
remembers Ishiguro.

Woolley managed to persuade the Nobel and Booker Prize winner that he had
the necessary skills, happily. That proved invaluable in securing the rights to
the film from the Kurosawa estate, who were wary but intrigued at the
promise of Ishiguro’s involvement. ‘The idea of teaming up Kurosawa with
Ishiguro was something they couldn’t resist, really,” says Woolley — at least
once they were convinced it was really him, after a number of handwritten
notes and a video call.

In writing his adaptation, rather than being intimidated by the towering
reputation of the original, Ishiguro drew a strange comfort from it. ‘All the
heavy lifting had been done. It’s kind of a translation job,” he jokes. His writing
approach was daring. He screened the Kurosawa film just once, after many
previous viewings earlier in his life, and then decided not to watch it again, or
look at its script, as he wrote his own English take. He drew elements from
memories of sharing a commuter train to London as a schoolboy in the



1960s, watching older men head into London in their identical suits and hats,
to create the film’s opening scenes, and leaned on his longstanding
fascination with Britain’s pre- and post-war culture. Once he had his draft in
place, it was time to assemble the creative team, and bring a director aboard.

Woolley had always been keen to recruit a director from outside the UK. ‘We
decided — and | felt very passionate about this — that we should look at
somebody that didn’t have a preconceived idea of England. You're always
going to get a more interesting perspective. | also felt very strongly that we
needed a director who had a very, very cine-literate background. The thing
about Akira Kurosawa and Ishiguro is the shared love of cinema.’

The producer had seen Moffie, Oliver Hermanus’ 2019 war drama about gay
recruits in the homophobic South African military of the 1980s, and was
impressed by its sensitivity and use of resources to create a recent era. ‘A
vital key with Moffie is that you don’t feel you’re watching a stale period piece;
you feel like you’re watching something just as relevant today. Ishiguro was
also impressed, and very open to the idea of having somebody on the project
who would make a movie that was cinematic and, at the same time, fresh
and new.’

After meeting the director, Woolley learned they also shared a deep
appreciation of cinema greats — including Kurosawa and contemporaries like
Ozu. He brought Hermanus to London to meet Fiim4 and Ishiguro. By the end
of that meeting Hermanus knew he wanted to make the film, and he began
working on the script with Ishiguro and Woolley. But he still had to reckon
with the towering reputation of Akira Kurosawa’s original. ‘There was a
photographic brilliance to what they were doing at that period in Japanese
cinema, and every frame of Ikiru is like a photograph. So that was my panic
attack [moment]. | had to go, OK, | need to not imitate any of these images. |
need to think of my own. It’s a fool’s errand, but it didn’t sound crazy in the
end because Ishiguro was so confident albout making this our own, without
being in any way disrespectful to the original.’

Hermanus and Ishiguro honed and perfected the script to ready it for
production over Zoom, in different countries, as the coronavirus pandemic
swept the world. They’'d talk for hours at a time about scenes to cut and what
to add; then Ishiguro would write variations, and they’d meet and talk again. It
was months before they locked their shooting script. ‘There’s a thoroughness,
an intensity to Ishiguro’s genius, where nothing is left unturned,’” says
Hermanus. ‘So when you get to a finished script, he’s pretty much mapped
out every possible interpretation. He's a perfectionist that way.’

Ishiguro independently describes Hermanus as a perfectionist too, so perhaps
they are simply built alike. ‘I found it really enjoyable, discussing the script with
Oliver and Stephen,’ says the novelist. ‘[That process] is not always enjoyable;
you have to be on the same wavelength. But every time, new ideas would be
generated somewhere between us. In the end, we’'d have some idea that we
were all excited about.’

All three are huge cinephiles, and they swapped recommendations of films
from and about Britain in the 1950s, ‘so that this became a love letter to the
films of that period,” says Hermanus. He embraced the challenge of telling an
English story, ‘asking every question, wondering about everything, leaving no
stone unturned’ to learn everything he could about the period. ‘That’s the fun
part of making films,’ he says. “You grow as a person through the making of
it.’
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