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Hunger

Steve McQueen on ‘Hunger’

Why did you want to tell the story of Bobby Sands and the republican hunger
strike?

It happened in 1981 when | was 11 years old, and it had a big effect on me. It
was a turning point in my life. From then on, when | looked out of the window,
things were not as they seemed. | started to see the cracks. The hunger strike
was about ideas and ideals, what one will live and die for. | was interested in
that level of passion and commitment.

What did your research involve?

It started five years ago. The first thing was reading. | had this idea in my head,
a memory, and the more | researched it the more fascinating it got. Going to
Belfast for the first time we met lots of people and also Sands’ relatives. Both
loyalists and republicans were extraordinarily generous, but at the same time
there was this undercurrent of idealism. Ultimately that’s what stuck with me -
the people. They could have been my mum, my dad, my sister — they weren'’t
aliens, they weren’t exotic.

How did your co-screenwriter, the playwright Enda Walsh, get involved?

Sometimes it’s good to vibe with someone else, to hit the ball against the wall.
| knew | wanted to work with an Irish writer so we interviewed quite a few. A lot
of them were afraid of the subject matter. Enda was much more out there, a bit
odd. Prior to making this film I'd never even read a screenplay. Before Enda
came on board | wanted it to be totally silent, no words at all.

What kind of brief did you give him?

All' I said to Enda was, | want the beginning of the fim to be like a stream. So
you're floating along the stream, very much aware of your environment. And all
of a sudden there’s a rapid, your reality is being disturbed, disrupted. Then in
the third part there’s a waterfall, a loss of gravity, a fall. That’s how | saw the
film.

How did it develop from there?

Enda wrote the first draft after we’d spent an intense and heavy week in Ireland
talking to prison officers. Then it became like hacking through marble: you
know what you don’t want, but you need something, even if it’s a piece of crap
on the table, something to dril through. Then | thought of the funny walk in
Monty Python, which in turn made me think of the idea of ritual — | realised this
whole thing is about ritual. When the prison officer leaves his house at the
beginning, it's so normal. The ritual in Hunger is more severe, absurd than
those in, say, Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s fims because it’s tailored around violence,
which itself is ritualistic.

How did visiting H-Block in the Maze prison where the hunger strike took place
affect your thinking?

It was briliant — even though they wouldn’t allow us to fim there — because the
form of the prison formalises your camera; the form gives you the form. In fact
narrative fimmaking sometimes felt easy because you've got a template. The
form is already there, it's already set and it’s how you change and subvert it,
disrupt it that makes it interesting. What I'm trying to do in the art context is
different, it’s to make new language, new form.
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And you hadn’t ever worked with actors before?

| did one class working with actors at the film school in Amsterdam, and that
was helpful — | discovered | love actors. What you’ve got to do is risk as much
as they’re risking. In my naivety | said, ‘Look, I'm risking everything here.” Once
they know that, they’ll match you, they’ll even try to go beyond you. |just tried
to get them lost, like whirling dervishes —in order to get closer to God,
sometimes you've got to get out of control, and that’'s what | wanted them to
do, to get closer to a reality.

There is a nearly 20-minute scene between Sands and a priest, most of which
is shot side-on with a static camera — was that risky?

| don’t go along with that. All these people around me were scared, the
producer was scared. You know what, that's why they make so many crap
flms here, when they should just go away and do it. Once we’d got it in the
can, they said we need some reverse shots. In the middle of shooting one |
said, ‘You know what, I'm bored. We’ve got it, let’'s go.” Big row, big
confrontation with Channel 4, all that business. We broke up at 4.30 that day
and went home. Fucking briliant. We had it, | knew we had it.

That was one take?

In total we did four takes using doubled-up 20-minute rolls. For me this scene
is better than Steiger and Brando, because it’s life and death at stake — reason
to live, reason to die. It wasn't improvised, it was all scripted, but they just spat
it out and it felt ke jazz, inspired. The atmosphere was tense but as an actor
when are you ever going to get a situation like that, to talk about the ultimate?

Why did you want to shoot the fim in Belfast?

What is happening behind the camera is just as important as what's going in
front of it, because all of those people behind it were involved somehow in
those events. There's a force of memory, a physicality of working on those
events, a sense of the past in the present. There was an actress whose mother
was taking stuff into the Maze, an actor whose father was in there, an actor
whose uncle was a prison officer — everyone had something invested in that
story. It was wonderful what was going on on the set.

It’s striking how many different points of view there are in the fim.

| see myself as a prison officer, | see myself as a blanket man. When you put
yourself into that person’s shoes, it's obvious that they're all human beings. It's
the situation that's fucked up, not the people. You have to do what you have to
do. We're human beings, every day we do shit. We’re not innocent. You totally
understand because you do it, you're part of that game.

You give the viewer plenty of space to enter the fim.

The images only go so far, they never go all the way, it’s impossible. What has
to happen is you trigger something in people’s imaginations or in their psyche
that completes the picture, and | don’t know what that is.

The film’s picked up further political resonances since you first had the idea five
years ago.

The weird thing is that this story keeps on happening. It has a life in the present
as wel as the past. Most people seeing the film will think this sort of thing
happens in far-off countries, not realising it happened in their own backyard.
It's a story which has been brushed under the carpet in the last 27 years, and
therefore one should take the lid off it: there it is.

Steve McQueen interviewed by Kieron Corless, Sight and Sound, November 2008
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