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Don’t Look Now

Nicolas Roeg on ‘Don’t Look Now’

To what extent was Don’t Look Now your own choice? A publicity handout says it was
Peter Katz, the producer, who thought Daphne du Maurier’s story would make a good
film.

Yes, he sent me a script; | was reading scripts and it came out of the blue. | was looking
for a story that was a yarn, that would complete in some way, or continue in some way, a
line of thought. You remember the scene at the beginning of the film when Julie Christie
mentions the little girl’s question, ‘If the world’s round, why is frozen water flat?’ and
Donald Sutherland says, ‘Nothing’s what it seems’? That isn’t in the dialogue of Daphne
du Maurier’s story — we changed most of the dialogue anyway, because in the film they
are different characters — but it is the key to the whole premise, and is exactly the feeling |
have about life anyway. And without stressing that premise, | wanted to keep it within a
story form that Performance and Walkabout hadn’t taken. They were yarns too, of course,
but they were different movements. One was a film of emotion and ideas; and the other |
wanted to make — | hate to use the word because it always conjures up another
connotation — a documentary using a story form. Now | wanted to make another film
developing a similar idea and not to lose sight of the yarn. To stick to the yarn.

After | read that script, | read her story. I've never met her, but I'm a great admirer of
Daphne du Maurier, she’s an extraordinary writer. It’s not a fluke that such interesting
movies are made from her novels ... The Birds! She wasn’t involved in the film at all, but
I’'m told she did ask for photographs of Julie and Donald to see what John and Laura
looked like.

Had the change in the characters already been made in that first script? Was John Baxter
a church restorer, for instance?

That was after | came into it. | wanted them to have a background that attracted me
anyway. | liked the idea of an international marriage, people from two different cultures and
backgrounds. | imagined him as somebody who might have been a Rhodes scholar and
had perhaps met her brother at Oxford, so their families had been linked that way. |
wanted to have them be almost golden people, so that it became rather like the incident
at Chappaquiddick. Like the Kennedy family. They were unprepared in life. Most people
are, aren’t they?

Julie and Donald got it absolutely right from the beginning. In fact the whole cast was
beautiful to work with. Clelia Matania is amazing; she’s a Neapolitan, and yet she can
speak English like that. Renato Scarpa, who plays the police inspector, could speak hardly
a word of English, but we didn’t dub him either; | found the difficulty of communication he
had with Donald, the man he knew was going to be a victim, very exciting.

So the feeling one gets that the police inspector is not really taking in what John Baxter
says is real as well as plot-motivated?

Exactly. | wanted John Baxter to feel that he’s a detective, another kind of detective, and
that here he encounters one who isn’t interested in fingerprints or the forensic side of
police work. | had a line | took out because it seemed a little too pointed. When Julie and
Donald go past the scene of a murder, after they have left the hospital, they are in a motor
boat taxi and the detective on the bank has a fingerprint man with him. | wanted to lay a
line in there with Julie saying, ‘Oh, that fingerprint rubbish is really more to scare people
than anything else.’ (The fear of the thought that the police can say, ‘we’ve got your
fingerprints ...")

When were you filming in Venice?

January and February last year [1973], and December 1972 in England, on location at the
home of David Tree, who plays the schoolmaster. I’d been looking for a house this man
would live in, a restorer. And then we found David Tree’s house, and he was so perfect for
the schoolmaster that we begged him to play it. The house is half wood and half brick; it
was right in line with the idea that this couple hadn’t finally made up their minds about
how they wanted to live, hadn’t decided on Georgian, Tudor or modern. They were
halfway all the time.

Were you thinking of the home simply as the sort of place they would live in, rather than
from the ‘Nothing’s what it seems’ point of view? When you see it the second time, in the
funeral flashback, it's almost like a different house.
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It just fitted that way. Oddly, things like that happened with the movie. Omens. | didn’t
want to shoot those scenes on two locations — pond and house — and I'd been looking for
weeks for a house. Finally we had to settle it, and the guy I’d had out scouting said, well,
there’s this house, there’s this one, and that one’s no good. Wait a minute, | said, looking
at the Polaroid he’d put aside as no use, this is incredible; and we got in the car and drove
off.

In Venice, it’s all location. We filmed in the Europa Hotel, and the Baxters’ suite was in the
Bauer Grunwald ... just to be able to pull the camera back, because the Europa rooms
were very small. The little man who plays the hotel manager was a critic; he reviewed a
Fellini movie, and then Fellini used him in a film. And he wrote most of his own dialogue.
I’d said to him, ‘I'd really like you to be a hotel manager who doesn’t like the guests.’
Immediately he said, ‘I love it, | love it! Please let me work on this man.’

One of the fascinating things in the film is your use of detail and the way the detail builds
up — motifs like the breaking glass, the colour red. How does this generate in your mind?
Where does it start from?

| like working for a long, long time on a script. Consequently, the first draft is usually the
one that is set up as a movie. | like to work with the writers until I've actually got the
scenes so that | can work on them with the artists. So that kind of detail | have in the
script, because | want the prop men totally aware of what they’ve got to get; it’s written
down and that’s it. The whole film was shot in eight weeks, and you get into a state of
tremendous confusion if you suddenly have to send out for something. | prefer to do that
kind of thing in advance, and then one can really have a game with the film.

But is the broken glass followed through in the script, for instance? Is the build-up of the
motif conscious from the outset?

That particular thing was absolutely conscious. It stemmed from a story, a personal story.
A friend of mine might have been able to save ... to prevent a dreadful incident ... he said
... if he’d been able to break some glass at the time. Apart from any symbolic quality,
glass sets up a sensation of fear, of something dangerous and brittle. This is built into
everyone. Almost everyone has a fear of shattered glass. Mirrors and glass, glass
especially, so fragile ... so firm at one moment and so dangerous the next, it’s frightening.

The red, the flowers and so on, was also planned in the script. Obviously there are things
that link up as you work, and you think, ‘My God, that’s odd!’ It's curious too — I’'m sure
other flmmakers must have noticed this — how you think of an idea, you work on it for six
months, and suddenly there are eight other films all with the same idea. ‘Oh, God,’ you
think, ‘I thought | was keeping it a secret!” I'm sure it's because of the link between all of
us somewhere; we're being tipped off in the same way in making our films.

How about the actual cutting of the film, is that all planned at the script stage too? For
instance, the intercutting in the love scene ...

No, that was in the shooting — two-thirds in the shooting and then developed in the
cutting. After the bathroom scene in the script, | hadn’t anything: just ‘they made love ...
and went out to dinner.” But we got to a point in the film where | desperately wanted the
feeling that at that moment of making love she might have become pregnant again. | had
that in mind; and the way they behave afterwards in getting dressed ... | wanted to make
clear that it’s not just some billing and cooing. | really hope it works on this level, and
that’s why I’'m upset by an article in the Daily Mail this morning which tries to make a
sensation out of the love scene. It isn’t a sexual scene, a sensual scene; | wanted to get a
reality to it of two human beings.

In general, then, you like to have the script as detailed as possible, but it loses or gains
bits during shooting; and any changes are substitutions for something that is in the script
to start with?

Yes, | really think I'd feel cheated, or else I’d begin doubting my reason for making the film,
if | thought halfway through that I’d changed my mind about what this person was, or
what these characters were doing. If | said, ‘| tell you what, he’s not really like that at all,
he wouldn’t think that way,” then maybe | shouldn’t be making this film, | should be
making another film about this man. | like to keep the intention of the scene; | like to know
the people. That’s what interests me about a writer like Daphne du Maurier: one feels she
has thought about a story, maybe put it out of her mind and then come back to it and
developed it — before she starts writing, and not halfway through, waiting to see what
these people are going to do next.

Nicolas Roeg interviewed by Tom Milne and Penelope Houston, Sight and Sound, Winter 1973/74
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