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SCOTT HICKS (Director) Q&A
QUESTION:  Nicholas Sparks' readers have certain expectations based on his successful books, and I wonder how that affects your approach to the film, when you know that they’re looking for those kinds of romantic moments?
SCOTT HICKS:  Right.  Definitely, there’s a very particular audience, and it’s huge, that obviously adores Nicholas Sparks, his writing, and loves the films that are made from his books.  And it’s definitely in your mind.

I mean, the interesting thing with this story is that it doesn’t follow necessarily quite the same pattern because in it we have a woman who has a young child, and now there’s already a huge complicating factor in this romance, if you like.  And you also have this ex-husband sort of antagonist, if you like.  And those elements really complicate the unfolding of the romance, in some respects, in a good way.

But the interesting thing is, I think at one point I was going through the script with Denise Di Novi, and she was saying, 'Normally by page 40, they’re kissing and hugging.'  With us, it wasn’t until like page 65 or halfway through the film.  It's a full hour before they really start to connect.  And this was some concern.

But I kept saying to her, 'Well, it’s because we have a different dynamic here, you know?  There are other issues at stake than simply, will they/won’t they, when will they, how will they?'  The formula of romance.  And I like that about the film.  I think it added a a different depth and a different texture to the characters.  Certainly, I’m mindful of it, but in some ways, this tampers with that formula, I hope, in a good way.  And the audience will tell us.

QUESTION:  Romance is one of the hardest genres to do, in any form, whether it’s poetry or music.  I mean, how many great love songs are there?  How many great romantic movies are there?  Were you intimidated at all?  
SCOTT HICKS:  It was occasionally not that far from my thoughts.  Well, I think comedy’s really hard.  Comedy’s hard.  But the thing that I love here, in this film, for example, it gets a lot of laughs in the audiences that I’ve seen it with at previews and so on.

I mean, it’s a challenge.  This film was full of things that I’ve never done before: war scenes, really quite overt love scenes, all sorts of things, this climactic action sequence in the creek.  It was full of things that I’d never tackled before, but I kind of relished the opportunity to explore that and see if I could find an authentic way of portraying it.

QUESTION:  Getting that tone right also seems like a hard line to tread, where it’s authentic emotionally.

SCOTT HICKS:  Look, it’s always a challenge.  I think it’s a matter of fine judgment.  You just hope that you’ve got the balance right because obviously you want people to connect and you want people to feel the emotional journey of these characters, but you don’t want them to feel that you’re pushing their buttons in a formulaic way because audiences are very smart and they’ll pick that up right away.  And that doesn’t work.

So, I don’t know the answer to your question.  You do your best, you know?  And you also listen to audiences responding to the film in the early preview stages to see.

With comedy, you know because people don’t laugh.  I mean, if they don’t laugh, it’s not funny. It’s something more complicated in a movie that’s about emotion.  But you can certainly feel if an audience is either in the thrall of the movie or not.  We all know that feeling.  Either the crowd’s connected or the people are distracted.  

QUESTION:  They always say don’t work with kids and animals.  Did that add to the complications of this one?

SCOTT HICKS:  Look, I’ve always worked with kids.  It’s funny.  I mean, a lot of the films I’ve made have had children quite at the core of the story.  So it has never daunted me.  And in some ways I like it a lot because if you cast right, they are, in a sense, purer actors.  They have no technique.  It’s a game of let’s pretend, which is basically what acting is, isn’t it?  It’s to go, let’s pretend this is happening to me.

Now when you can actually talk with a child about the circumstance their character is in, you can see whether their imagination is clicked into that and is in that world, and away you go.  So, it’s never bothered me.  

It takes a lot of energy.  Someone like Riley Thomas Stewart is a bundle of energy that is just firing all day, and your job is to channel it.  Say, 'That’s great what you’re doing.  Let’s do it over here.'  And you can learn a lot from watching kids.  I’m thinking of the chess scene where he’s taking on the kid and he’s being a bit lackadaisical about it, and suddenly the kid’s kind of got him on a hook and is going, 'Whoosh.'  I took that just from Riley’s behavior, the things that I saw Riley doing.  I thought, 'Why don’t you do that thing that you do with your cars?'  'Oh yeah, okay, great.'
And animals, well, animals are another thing.  But this animal, the particular one, Rowdy – Zeus in the film – was so well-trained.  I mean, gosh.  When you can say to a dog, 'Go back to your mark' and he does, you can’t quite say that to an actor.  [Laughs]
QUESTION:  Did you have a long time selecting Riley for this role?  I thought he was brilliant.

SCOTT HICKS:  He was wonderful, wasn’t he?  And I spent a lot of energy working with him.  But he has this natural exuberance.  Physically, he's really quite a tough kid.  It totally belies his appearance.  He looks like this little angel.  But, boy, he loved doing the stunt stuff.  He’s actually in some of that stuff when the bridge is collapsing.  All the safety measures are on, of course, but he wanted to do it.  And he loved doing it.  He just wanted to do it again and again.  I said, 'No, no, we’ve got it now!'  So, yeah, he was terrific.

QUESTION:  Can you talk a little about casting Zac Efron and Taylor Schilling in the main roles?  Did you have a chemistry read?

SCOTT HICKS:  Absolutely.  I mean, first of all, Zac really put himself forward for this.  He was very, very eager to play this part.  So we met, and--because he’s naturally slender and he’s known as a dancer--I said, 'We have to turn you into a Marine.'  And he said something right from the outset, which was, 'Look, you tell me what I need to do, and I will do it.'  And I thought, those are words you really want to hear from an actor because I said to him, 'I’m going to need a lot.'  

It began with really getting a physical transformation, and that was a massive effort by him for months–three months or so before we started shooting--working with ex-Navy SEALs, eating 6,000 calories a day, and working out for three hours so it didn’t turn to fat but became muscle.  I mean, that was a huge thing.  Buzz-cutting his hair.

Everybody has a level of vanity, but he never let vanity get in the way of what he was doing as an actor.  And that’s the whole mark of someone with serious intent.  So I really enjoyed that process with him.

Taylor is quite unknown, really, to movie audiences.  But I was so struck with her emotional complexity and sense of spontaneity, which hides that technique.

And, yes, we did a chemistry read, as you say, where it was really clear there was a terrific connection between these two, and that was like gold dust to me.  I thought, I can use that.  We can really work with that.

QUESTION:  Did you ever discuss with Zac why this role was so important to him?

SCOTT HICKS:  Well, it was clear that he sees the long-term as an actor.  He’s not just caught up in the world of his immediate fame and success that he’s enjoyed for some years.  And that’s what I mean about having a seriousness of intent--he wants to move into weightier roles, more substantial roles, as he grows up, and he wants to take that audience with him.

So, I admired that because he doesn’t just want to pander to that until it peters out.  He wants to be recognized as a serious actor, and I think he has the work ethic.  He has the talent.  He has all the ingredients that you need.  If you do the work, it will happen. It’s kind of as simple as that.  I say simple as that, but it’s a tough gig.  It’s a tough world.

QUESTION:  Can you talk more about the tricky line you walk making a love story and how you went about bringing all these emotions in the film down to earth, so to speak?  
SCOTT HICKS:  Well, look at the one-sheet.  You know before you go into the theater what this film is about.  The question is how do you tell that story?  And how do you play with the elements of the genre enough to intrigue the audience so they don’t feel that they’re being pandered to, but they’re being taken on a journey that they haven’t quite been on before?  

But when you have two very good-looking young people staring into each other’s eyes on the one-sheet, you kind of know where this is going, don’t you? (Laughs.)  The question is, how do you get there?

I think you have to be open to varying the way you work with certain elements.  The other thing is, while trying to capture some sort of erotic tension between these two, the thing I really wanted to do was sort of undercut that with a little humor from time to time so you don’t take it all so seriously that it becomes this great big sort of bubble. 

For example, when she watches him hefting those sacks of dog food and she’s washing her pot, it was a matter of trying to find a balance in that, between the fact that she’s falling into this sort of erotic revelry, and then undercutting it with the grandmother’s joke at the end.  Because I think humor intensifies emotion.  It doesn’t dispel it.  And I think whether you’re making a powerful drama or a love story or whatever it is, a war film, humor will actually help to focus the intensity in an odd way and not dispel it.  I can’t explain it better than that.

For example, after the shower, and then they’re pulling each other’s clothes off afterwards, I said to Taylor and Zac, 'Look, taking clothes off is a ridiculous and clumsy business.  We all know that.  If it feels funny, go with it.  Laugh.  Don’t feel that you’ve got to be serious through all of this.'  And indeed they did.  So when she’s pulling off his jeans, they get caught up and they laugh.  And it warms it.  You know what I mean?  It makes it feel human because we all know that ridiculousness.  So I think humor is a way of intensifying emotion.

QUESTION:  Working with Blythe Danner, did she come fully prepared at all?  

SCOTT HICKS:  Blythe is obviously an actress of enormous stature.  And it was interesting to come to a sort of rapport with her.  Here’s the thing:  I love working with actors.  I enjoy it.  And every actor is different.  They come to the job with a different set of tools and a different idea of how they want to be.  And sometimes you have to work to earn that mutual respect with each other.

I think Blythe and I found a really good connection.  It didn’t happen immediately.  We both came to things with a slightly different point of view.  But I think, when I look at what she’s done in the film, she’s wonderful.  She’s everything you want and expect from an actor.  And audiences just love her character.  So she was terrific to work with.

QUESTION:  How does keeping one foot in the documentary world and one foot in the narrative film world serve one another?  Or are they totally different?

SCOTT HICKS:  No, many or most of the movies I’ve made are either based in reality or have powerful, if you like, reality elements to them.  If you think about the war scenes at the beginning of this, or whatever it might be, to me, they’ve always informed each other.

I’ve practiced that in a way, the way that I work with actors, in the sense that I don’t like to rehearse a lot, and on the set, I keep it to a minimum because I would rather start shooting before everybody’s ready and pretend that, like a documentary, it’s never going to happen again, so that you’ve got a sense of a little bit of a risk involved.

Of course, you can always go on and shoot, but I found that the more you shoot something, it doesn’t necessarily get better.  In documentary, you only get one go, and I try to apply that principle, loosely, in the filmmaking process.

QUESTION:  How is working with actors different from working with musicians in a documentary?

SCOTT HICKS:  Yeah, I don’t know.  The thing is, every actor comes with a different set of tools to the job.  And my job, my task, in a way, is to try to get on their wavelength and then guide them into mine.  So that I can’t just demand of someone, 'This is how you do it and that’s that.'  You have to negotiate a way.

I do that just really with dialogue.  I mean, I talk to actors.  I’m not afraid of them.  And I try to understand their dilemmas as best I can because I admire what they do.  I mean, I can’t do it.  I tried when I was younger.  I can’t. [Laughs]  
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