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Ridley Scott: Building Cinematic Worlds

Someone to Watch Over Me

Director Ridley Scott established himself as a filmmaker with an extraordinary
eye for beauty in his first film The Duellists. With each subsequent fim he has
enhanced his reputation as one of the industry’s premier visual stylists.

‘Ridley’s different,” says producer Harold Schneider. ‘No one can do what he
does. The Queen Mary has been photographed hundreds of times, but never
the way Ridley photographed it for this film. His vision is awe-inspiring.’

While Someone to Watch Over Me does indeed boast the rich visual style for
which Scott has become known it also marks something of a departure for the
director.

‘In the past, I've either done period films or science fiction,” says Scott. ‘| was
looking for a change of pace — for material which would take me into a
contemporary world of contemporary people dealing with contemporary
problems. My initial attraction to Someone was the simplicity of the plot — three
characters drawn together, yet two of them never meet. | love the tight
encapsulation of two worlds seen through the eyes of the central character,
who is played by Tom Berenger, and how he fares in a world he’s not used to.’

The project began in 1982 when Ridley Scott met writer Howard Franklin at a
social gathering and listened to the screenwriter describe an idea for a
screenplay called Someone to Watch Over Me. ‘He described it in length and
in great detail,” recalls the director. ‘It sounded like a great idea of exactly the
scale and focus that | was looking for. It was a very personal story, and | think |
gravitated to it because of that.’

At the time, Scott was working with a Frenchman named Thierry de Ganay.
The two had been collaborators on advertising projects for a number of years,
and the director invited de Ganay aboard as producer.

‘| liked the subject very much,’ says de Ganay, ‘and felt that it completely
corresponded with the tastes and special sensitivities of Ridley Scott. Howard
Franklin manages to illustrate the persistence of the class system in the United
States, but his interest and his intentions are timeless.’

‘Howard Franklin delivered the script in the winter of 1982,” continues Scott.
‘For various reasons, | was already into my next project — Legend — which took
me to England for two years. The film really stayed on the shelf without much
movement on it until | finished in England.’

In the summer of 1986, Scott began casting. ‘| go on instinct,” he explains,
‘and frankly, I'd been casting for months and couldn’t quite place the individual
to portray the central character of Mike Keegan.

‘| had seen Tom Berenger’s work in The Big Chill and was very impressed by it.
In a funny kind of way, the role he played was a tough one because the
character he was portraying was a cliché — an actor playing an actor. However,
he completely pulled it off and managed to make the character both
sympathetic and vulnerable.

‘At the same time, | had started to look for an editor,” he continues. ‘I had really
liked Claire Simpson’s work on Salvador and persuaded Oliver Stone to let me
see a rough cut of Platoon to see more of her work. As soon as | saw Tom, |
thought “Bingo!” Sergeant Barnes is the antithesis of Mike Keegan, but after
seeing him play Barnes and knowing what he did in The Big Chill, | just said,
“I've got to have this guy.”

Known for portraying varying and wide-ranging roles, Tom Berenger’s interest
in Someone to Watch Over Me was in keeping with his reputation of an ever-
changing screen persona. ‘I've never played a cop before,” says Berenger.
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‘| liked the character because even though he is the hero of the story, he has
negative gualities and makes some big mistakes. | always find that interesting —
a character with a dilemma to face, confronting his personal morality.’

For the part of Claire, director Scott made it a priority to cast a sympathetic,
contemporary woman. ‘I found Mimi Rogers in the best possible way — by
looking at a lot of people and then seeing her three times to be absolutely sure.
I didn’t want the character to be unreachable or so separated from reality
because she lives in a $3-million apartment in New York. That, in itself, can be
thought of as being pretty unsympathetic. It's a very delicate role to play. The
character has everything, yet she has to show vulnerability and, at the same
time, demonstrate sensibility and normalcy within her rarefied environment. |
found that in Mimi.’

The role of Ellie Keegan is portrayed by newcomer Lorraine Bracco. ‘Again, it
was a hunting process trying to cast Ellie,” explains Scott. ‘| wanted somebody
who was fiercely independent and an interesting, humorous character. It had to
be someone who was the antithesis of Claire and yet someone who was
equivalent to her. | think Lorraine fulfils those requirements very well.

‘There’s a very delicate balance of sympathy between the society woman and
the wife,” continues Scott. ‘If Berenger’s character is simply attracted to a
beautiful woman, sympathy starts to weigh against him. | wanted to create that
dilemma in the central character’s mind by giving him a very strong home life
and a very strong wife. | wanted his attraction to Claire to be more than sexual.
| wanted it to be cerebral — to be everything. Keegan is facing a very difficult
question that has nothing to do with bank balance or other external forces. It's
a choice between women. Proper casting was crucial to creating this balance
and making it work.’

The locations that Scott chose for the opening of Someone to Watch Over Me"
exemplify his strong sense of style and vision. In the opening scene, the
director used New York. Los Angeles and the Queen Mary in Long Beach for a
scene scripted at a Manhattan disco.

‘| had looked at the Queen Mary for Blade Runner,’ recalls Scott, ‘and |
remembered the architecture, the design, the detail, the veneer and the
panelling of the ship. It was magnificent.

‘| wanted something glossy, unique and interesting to represent this gallery
disco at the beginning of the film. As soon as | saw the swimming pool of the
Queen Mary, | thought “This could easily be the basement of one of New York’s
art deco buildings.” We covered the pool with a plexiglass floor and created an
art gallery bar,” explains the director.

‘So the film opens with a shot of Manhattan, then cuts to the art deco entrance
of Rex in downtown Los Angeles and follows our characters as they walk
through the doors and into the interior of the Queen Mary. Architecture and
style hold the whole thing together.’

‘Ridley Scott is the most visual director I've ever worked with,” observes Mimi
Rogers. ‘He doesn’t neglect the actors — in fact, we're very well taken care of.
But he is fascinating to watch. He actually paints with light and with lenses and
with angles, and it’s a very unique process.

‘It becomes an element of the story because Ridley creates such a strong
mood with his visuals.’
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