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’Round Midnight

+ discussion with writers Gary Younge and Caryl Phillips. The screening will be
introduced by Caryl Phillips.

Bertrand Tavernier on ’Round Midnight

’Round Midnight is a film about Black American jazz musicians who went to Paris
in the late fifties. Can you tell us a little bit about the story?

First of all, it should be clear that it’s not strictly a jazz film per se but also a film
about two people who just happen to be musicians. They could be painters or
anything else. Although the dialogue wouldn’t be the same as with jazz musicians,
the essential relationship, the emotional core between the two main characters,
would be the same. David Rayfiel and | tried for a long time to find the right
relationship between two musicians but it was impossible because musicians can
be very enigmatic. Their interaction and communication happens when they’re
playing music. | watched them closely during the shooting, the way they were
together, the way they talked. Believe me, they made Harold Pinter sound like the
most verbose person in the world.

What is their relationship like when they’re playing?

Herbie Hancock told me that when he was playing with Miles Davis, they had to be
the best before each other, to find something different every night, to journey even
farther than the night before. He said it was devastating because it was like putting
a rope around your neck every night in expectation of being hanged. What
pressure! It’s not like classical music, where everything is written down. In jazz, you
have to find new developments, to be constantly exploring. Bobby Hutcherson
improvised some great lines in the film, explaining how jazz musicians live on the
edge in order to be able to leap into the musical unknown every night.

Why did you choose a French graphic artist and an American jazz musician for the
two main characters?

| found the key when Francis Paudras told me: “You cannot have a story between
two musicians, because their relationships are not dramatic enough. Music is the
only thing that happens among them.” So we looked for a story that would be
about a musician and a non-musician. Originally, we had thought of a story by
James Jones about a blacklisted musician in the Paris scene who had cultivated
many relationships with other jazz musicians, including Django Reinhardt. But when
David and | began to write, we realised that the blacklist issue was too heavy. After
| talked with Francis Paudras and he told me about the relationship he’d had with
Bud Powell, how sometimes he had no money and stood in the rain to listen to
Bud, it came to me: ‘My God, this is the story!’

As the project came together, how much research did you do with the musicians
themselves?

Originally, David was thinking of the musicians he had known, the musicians of the
thirties, while | was thinking of the be-bop musicians of the fifties, which is a
completely different type of people, with different attitudes. When we had divergent
views, Dexter was very helpful in giving us insight and so were other musicians,
such as sax soprano Wayne Shorter. | always discussed the meaning of their lines
with them, checking to see if they rang true or not. The line, ‘Do you like
basketball?” is Dexter’s. David had written a good line but Dexter felt that we
needed something that wouldn’t be about the main subject of the film. He said,
‘Okay, what is the most foreign thing for a tiny French girl? Basketball!’ It's one of
the best lines in the movie and | decided to use it a few times. Sometimes when
you hear a line somewhere and then you discover it again, it starts gathering a
special meaning. | wanted the same freedom in the lines as there is in jazz. A line
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like, ‘Happiness is a nice, wet reed...” is Dexter’s, too. Wayne Shorter contributed a
lot and then | discovered that he is a film fan and knew a lot of film dialogue by
heart. | had him imitate Walter Brennan in Swamp Water and tell the story about
The Red Shoes.

How much inspiration did you draw from the lives of Bud Powell and Lester Young?

We borrowed a few scenes from Lester’s life, though not any of his language per
se. The references to the army were a combination of Dexter Gordon and Lester
Young, but their experiences were similar to most jazz musicians of that time. The
army was a traumatic experience, the worst in their lives, especially for the ones
who used to play in the cities. In the service, they were suddenly in a segregated
world. Dexter told me of the shock he had when he went into the army. He was
saved by a Jewish doctor and if it wasn’t for this man he would have died.

How much of the relationship between Francis (Frangois Cluzet) and Dale Turner
(Dexter Gordon) was based on the Bud Powell-Francis Paudras story?

The idea behind the relationship of Dale and Francis originated with Bud Powell and
Francis Paudras but there is also a lot of embellishment and deviation in the movie.
We invented the story of Francis’ wife, for instance. We had to add a lot of fiction
because we were not telling the story of a pianist. It was hard at times to make
Francis Paudras understand the changes we made. But people who play horn are
completely different than pianists, both physically and in their attitudes. Bud was
much further gone than the character Dexter plays. Bud could go for a whole week
and speak only five or six words; usually he wouldn’t speak at all during the day.
Dexter’s way of expressing himself was much closer to people like Lester Young,
even down to the funny language he made up.

Like calling his friends ‘lady’?

Lester Young did things like that, too. He was a great inventor, coining famous
phrases like ‘The Big Apple’, for New York. Dexter Gordon is the link between
Lester Young and John Coltrane; he has a sense of humour, he can have
relationships with people whereas Bud could not.
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