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 Clio Barnard on ‘The Arbor’ 

Let’s talk about Andrea Dunbar first, and why she was of interest to you, in 
terms of where you come from yourself. 

I grew up in Yorkshire, near Bradford, so it was a local place to go and see 
bands or films or go ice-skating, and I’m that same generation as Andrea 
Dunbar, so when I saw Rita, Sue and Bob Too, Rita and Sue seemed very 
familiar to me. They were like girls I was at school with. I really liked the 
friendship between the two girls and the fact that the film is very unmoralistic 
about them enjoying sex with this guy. They were the sort of girls at school that 
you looked up to because they were very experienced. I recognise that part of 
the world and the clothes they were wearing – it’s my era. And I really like the 
writing, the vitality of it. I really like Alan Clarke’s work too, though I don’t think 
Rita, Sue and Bob Too is his greatest film – it’s not his most innovative piece  
of work. 

I’m not really a theatre person – I’ve never seen Rita, Sue and Bob Too in the 
theatre. But I was curious to read it. It had been reprinted with A State Affair 
[Robin Soans’ 2000 follow-up to the play], which revisits Butterworth a decade 
after Andrea Dunbar’s death – and which I didn’t know anything about. I didn’t 
know about verbatim theatre either. But the techniques of verbatim theatre 
related to [my short film] Random Acts of Intimacy, where I’d used this 
technique of actors lip-synching to voices gathered in interviews, and the 
reason I did that was to create a deliberate gap between reality and 
representation, or at least make you aware of the gap. What’s interesting is 
that verbatim theatre aspires to be a kind of documentary theatre. I was 
interested that it would do the opposite in my bits of film. 

The opposite being? 

The opposite being deliberately making you aware of the illusion rather than 
trying to collapse it or make it smaller. It widens the gap – or draws attention to 
the gap. I was also interested in that idea of returning to the same place – the 
idea that a play or a film constructs an ending, but places don’t have endings, 
they continue. So the initial idea was to go back a third time, another decade 
on, to see what had changed, but also to reflect on the previous 
representations of the estate. In a way I didn’t really set out to make a film 
about Andrea Dunbar – that kind of emerged in the process of meeting people 
and doing interviews. 

And then the film sort of follows on with Andrea Dunbar’s children. 

There’s lots of different layers in the film, so it becomes quite complicated  
to describe… 

Please take us through them, one at a time. 

There are three elements to the film. There are actors that are synched to the 
voices of people gathered in interview – who are Andrea Dunbar’s family, and 
in particular her children. And there’s also a performance of her play The Arbor 
on Brafferton Arbor, the street where she grew up. It was her first play, which 
she wrote when she was 15. And the third element is archive footage of 
Andrea and her family. Some of it is Andrea when she’s 18 years old with her 
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baby daughter Lorraine, who becomes the focus of my film as it develops. And 
also Andrea when she was 28, talking about her work almost retrospectively 
although she was still so young, her career was almost over because she died 
when she was 29.  

What about the tension between you as an artist and her as a writer? On one 
hand, you’re representing her work, but you’re framing it in a particular way so 
that it’s also your work – you have to take possession of it yourself. Did you 
think about that, or did you just go with it? 

I suppose I just went with it. There’s something she does in her play The Arbor 
where the girl, who is essentially Andrea, introduces us to a scene by looking 
straight at the audience – or in this case, looking straight down the lens. To 
me, that was the equivalent of what I was doing with the lip-synching: it’s a 
direct address – the interviewees look straight down the lens, something you 
wouldn’t get in a conventional talking-head documentary, where the eye-line 
would be slightly off. 

Andrea’s daughters have a very different account of her. I was very interested 
in that. If there’s a common thread through my work, it’s about the relationship 
between memory and imagination. They both had very different memories of 
Andrea. Lisa, her younger daughter, remembers her as a writer who would lock 
herself away in the bedroom to write. Whereas Lorraine’s memory is 
completely different – it’s that her mum was going out drinking and it was all 
abusive parenting and neglect. And I suppose the tensions in Andrea’s life 
were partly about having represented that community and her family through 
these plays – and the difficulties of then continuing to live in this community, 
having exposed them, as well as herself, to the world. I definitely related to 
those tensions. 

What I found really brilliant about her letters to Max Stafford-Clark, the director 
of her plays, was that they were all about childcare. You know, ‘I need 
someone to look after Lorraine, and maybe I can bring her down to rehearsals 
with me.’ I admire her for being upfront about it and for producing the amount 
of work that she produced, being a single parent with very young children and 
in that environment. 

I was wondering whether making this film has in any way altered your view of 
the type of work you might do in the future. 

Yeah, I’m not going back to my bottom drawer to take out scripts I’ve written 
in the past. It’s made a massive change. To some extent, I think it’s changed 
my politics, in that it’s strengthened some kind of resolve somewhere. I haven’t 
really fully processed it yet. There’s a lot of things that I didn’t know about in a 
first-hand way that I know about now – that’s made a massive difference. 

Interview by Nick James, Sight and Sound, November 2010 

 

 

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 
 
 
 

SIGHT AND SOUND 
Never miss an issue with Sight and Sound,  
the BFI’s internationally renowned film magazine. 
Subscribe from just £25*  
* Price based on a 6-month print subscription (UK 
only). More info: sightandsoundsubs.bfi.org.uk 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Programme notes and credits compiled by Sight and Sound and the BFI Documentation Unit 
Notes may be edited or abridged | Browse online at theb.fi/programme-notes 

Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk 


