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THEWEEK BEFORE
Colour~ 23 mins. - 1998

Dean Harris - God
Eamonn Collings ~ The Devil

Music composed by Dave McKean
Amanged by Dave McKean and A shiey Slater
Music produced by Ashley Slater
Filippo Dall'Asta - Guitar
Duncan Merzes - Violin
Dave McKean - Piano
Ashley Slater - Trombone and trumpet
Director of photography - Antony Sheam
CG animation and programming = Max McMullin
Produced by Simon Moorhead
Written, edited. designed, and directed by Dave McKean

By the time | started thinking about making a film, I'd spent ten years
making ilustrations, comics, photographs. and designs for avariety of
projects, and | really missed music

Art and musicwere the most important things in my ke and I'd really
neglected the latter. | was keen to try and make a film so | could areate
a sound world as well as a visual world, and | wanted to try and find a
film equivalent of my still images.

For some reason, | can't remember why, | started imagining little
comedic sequences while listening to the evocative recordings of
Django Reinhard,

Simon Moorhead was keen to produce. He'd had experience as a line
producer and location manager for TV, induding the seminal Threads
He brought in dnematographer Antony Shearn. | had done a little
work with Max McMullin, who had moved from being a painter to an
animator.

A filn with such a small crew and no budget needed a manageable
story idea, so | thought it should be about God areating every thing in
the universe, But mther than being the ACTUAL week in which he
was supposed to have achieved this feat, it's the week before that
one. The weekwhere he showed up on Monday moming with the best
intentions of creating the universe, but couldn't think of anything
It was, in essence, about the act of creativity. About staring at that
blank piece of paper, trying to find a starting point, and the various
prevarications that get in the way.
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Max created some simple but effective CG
candles and planets, | got used to After Effects,
which is essentially moving Photoshop, and the
film was completed with a sound mix at
the now defunct VideoLondon, the only part of
the process | really wanted to get finished pro-
fessionally.

The music was an issue [t was =0 embedded
into every part of the film, from its initial
inspiration to the final effect | coudn't imagine
losing it | contacted EMI via a friend at Vign
Records in London, and their opinion was, if it's
a portfolio piece, not for profit, that's fine. fyou
start seling it. come badck to us

The fim played at festivals all over the world,
and was included 2= part of a touring digital
film festival in America. Eventually | wanted to
try and release a set of my short films on DVD,
and hired someone to clear all the music | had
used. All the other films were fine, but for some
reason never given, the Diango Reinhardt estate
refused to kcense the recordings and the whole
project collapsed.

That was over ten years ago. Since then, l've
created several soundtracks with producer and
arranger Ashley Slater in all manner of styles.
it seemed that the only solution was to create

a whole rew sounckrack in the style of Django.
Crazy really, but the result is now in the film |
miss the originals of course, but I'm hugely
grateful to Filippo and Duncan for getting into
the Hot Club spint.
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N[EON]

Duotone[colour - 28 mins - 2002

Eamonn Collinge - The Man
Eileen Daly - The Ghost
John Cale - Narrator

Original music by Dave Md<{ean and lain Ballamy
Music by Rachel's
Director of photography - Antony Sheam
CG animation and programming = Max McMullin
Produced by Simon Moorhead
Wiitten, edited, designed, and directed by Dave McKean

This was my other first film. The Week Before and this one were
shot together. and edited and composited at about the same time,
although this fim proved to be more complex. The CG scenes
took ages to render. We would press Go, and get a grey bar with an
estimated completion time of six days. Any mistakes would have to
be tweaked and then six days laterwe'd see f it was better,

The ghost was played by Eleen Daly, who | had no ideawas actually a
bit of a Scream Queen, being the face of Redemption Films and star
of several UK horror films

The idea for the film came out of time spent in Venice, my favorite
oty. wandering around at night, the slap of the water reflecting off the
walls and bridges. Footsteps would echo and disappear. A population
of ghosts seemed to exst there after the concerts had finished, the
restaurants had served their last pizzas, and the shutters had come
down.

In 1997 | went spedfically to capture some footage that | thought
| could use, shoot photos of the buildings and the square where |
thought the story would take place, and record the atmosphere. At
wo in the moming trying to record the water lapping up the steps,
| slipped on the shmy seaweed. dropped the recorder into the wa-
ter, and only just managed to grab the car-phones connected to it
Too late to save the player, but | dried the tape and recovered all the
sounds |'d recorded so far.

For the soundtrack | had fallen in love with the CD Music far Egon
Schigle by Rachel's, an American indie band led by pianist Rachel
Grimes. | had bought it because | loved the cover and packaging, and
the title of course | managed to contact Rachel through her label
Quarterstick and she was happy for me to use a couple of pieces




The rest of the music was written by-me, and featured lain Balkmy on saoc
As | was finishing N[eon] | was also designing and Hlustrating John Cale's
autobiography, What's Welsh for Zen. When the book was published, we
did a signing together in London, and John read a chapter to the audience. |
really noticed his unusual Welsh by way of New York lilt. He phrased things
very musically. and he placed emphasis and accents on unusual beats. | eal-
Iy loved it and asked him ¥ he would be up for being the voice of the narrator
on my film

Nlecn] was finished late at night, in our small studio in Brixton. | remember
wondering what to do with it. | ended up driving over to Tory Sheamn's flat
and making him watch i | just wanted somecns to see it

N[ecn] was accepted into Clermont-Fermnd, possibly 8
festival in the world, and won first prze | was S8
retrospective exhibiton of my work in Belgium at the ¢
get to the festival in time to introduce the film and take p
events, but sadly the awards ceremony clashed exactly
the Belgian show, so | couldn’t make it.

After that. it was requested for several other festivals, and was
accepted for Telluride, the ultimate fikn buff's festival in
Colorado, and my first expenence of that wonderful event. It
was The Week Before and N[eon] that corwinced Lisa Henson
that | might be able to expand my bag of tricks to feature film
length, and =0 Neil Gaiman and | headed into MirorMask with
the same ‘hand-knitted fim' attitude that informed these
shorts.

As a final aside, our camera assistant on the studio-shot
elements of Nfeon] was the very young Laurie Rose, now a
highly regarded feature film DP in his own right on High-Rise,
London Spy. and A Field in England. amongst others.

IMustration created from
texture maps used for the
animated sets n Nfeon]




Some of the photo-
gaphs that | took in
Venice at the same time
as shocting the Super
8 mm foctage for the

fdm.

These images were
published in Opton

Click, & monograph of
digital photos published
in 1998, except the main
image to the left, which

was one of several [eft
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because they repeated
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they felt less successfiud

& the time.

This one indudes the

mannequin and a photo
of Eifeen Daly.




Dave McKean's latest fim, Nfeon], is somewhat of an enigma What
is easy to say about it is that it runs twenty-eight minutes, is visually
stunning and is the second film by MdKean, who wrote, designed and
directed .

McKean's work is ubiquitous. He was the artist responsible for
numerous graphic novels such as the acdaimed Batman title Arkham
Asylum, the award-winning Cages and the recent Piccures Thac Tck
He has ilustrated over 150 CD covers and produced campaigns for
Smymoff, Brtish Telecom, Nike and Euroswar, Md{ean has also
published three collections of photographs; A Small Book of Bladk &
Whice Lies, Opeion:Click and The Partide Tarot, with an introduction
by famed director and Tarot master Alejandro Jodorowsky. He created
the title sequence for the BBC2 series Neverwhere, and has directed
various promos, picking up an MTV award along theway. He has also
worked with writers lan Sindair, Neil Gaiman and Stephen King and
collaborated on two Channel 4 fins, The Falconer and Asylurn, with
filn-maker Chriz Petit and lain Sindair.

McKean's first was The Week Before a short comic examination of
how God found inspiration to create creation, McKean explains: "t was
made to be a light-hearted silly film about theweek before God made
everything so | wanted N [eon] to be more of a melancholy, introverted
piece. | also wanted to work with a narrated story so that | could play
with non-literal imagery and prove to myself that imaginative, surreal
films coudd be made using desktop solutions and tiny budgets. | think
with the shift from analogue to digital, we are seeing a shift from the
literal to the expressionistic”

“I'm influenced by amyone who grafts their dreams onto fikn” McKean
explaire. “I'mabsorbed by sdent movies st the moment; the density of

John Cranmer

the atmosphere, the layers that separate the viewer from the images,
film grain, luminosity, the pulsing light of hand-cranked cameras. nar-
row depth of field, the irised image. cracks, dust, scratches and stains
of time. All these textures add depth and humanity to the images, but
allow you o deal with fantastical or metaphoric stories You just don't
get this with video images Try and create that suspension of disbelief
onvideo; everybody locks le actors in fancy dress”

The images in N[ean] are both sumeal and expressionistic, echoing
silent films, blue-tinted black and white, layered with textures and
crackles and overdaid with a vignette mask They evoke a sense of
nostalgia memories of faded dreams and, as in dreams themsalves,
the fantastic becormes real and the real fantastic. The first scene opens
with Venice being approached by boat The river mouth becomes a real
mouth on a gigantic head but instead we enter through the ear, where
sound made visible, leads us in.

The protagonist, an anonymous man, stands before a shop window
gazing at a macabre dummy. Behind him in the square, surrounded by
buildings with flattened perspectives, is the distant but approaching
figure of 3 ghost, a naked woman, Perhaps all twenty-eight minutes
are inside his thoughts catching passing recollections. watching and
hearing his meditatons on Venice, Giorgione's painting La Tempesta,
his friendships and his marmiage. The imagery of surface textures,
water, X-rays of paintings and masks also hint at hidden meanings.
The only words are either the written anes that float through the film
orthose delivered in the voiceover monologue

N[eon] started in 1998 by the grand canal in Venice with McKaan
doodling the storyboard and writing the narration. Before shooting he
had a very clear idea of what he was after. "Everything had to serve




that idea in the end” MdKean explains. “l built the set, painted the
mannaequin, created the masks, shot all the Venice footage, wrote the
music. edted and designed it all The lve action shoot happened theee
years before we finished the whole thing but that was because life
got in the way. It actually ook about five months. The saript changed
slighely over the three years but the images changed a lot. | moved the
whale thing into the digital realm a year afterwe started as Iwanted to
be able to improvise with the imagery.

The live action sequences in Nfeon] were shot on super 16mm, the
Venice footage on Super 8. and odd pkk-ups on MiniDV. The
computer-generated footage was created in 3D Studio Max and
everything was then composited in After Effects, rendered on a
network of four PCs and edited with Speed Razor. McKean also worked
in Photoshop on his Mac, Despite all the digital techrology, traditional
film-making techniques were also used: the ghost, for example. was
simply shot against black and then supenmposed.

McKean worked with a small production team on the film "It was a
wonderful ltde team,” he enthuses "Simon Moorhead arranged the
shoots and did several jobs on set, assisting me, the camera team and
kghting, Tory Sheam lit the small set Smply and correctly and always
added ideas; the curtain reflected in the man's glasses, for example,
Max McMulin helped create the computer images, and kept track of
the hundreds of individual rendered layers. lain Ballamy played
briliantly on the music and Rachel Grimes was enthusiastic about
using her music for the ghost sequences. It was self-financed and |
didn't want a deadine, which was difficuk to explain to others. It cost

about £7,000 and everyone was paid except Simon and myself”
Eamonn Collinge played the man. and ‘scream queen’ Eileen Daly was

the ghost The only other part was the narrator, rock legend John Cale.
McKean got to know Cale while designing and illustrating his
autobiography, Whax's Welsh For Zen “| did a signing with him, and
he read a chapter to kick things off,” axplains Md{ean. *| remember
moticing his wonderful conversational and lyrical tone of voice: Welsh
by way of New York, accents in strange but interesting places - he
made you ksten to the words. | asked him if he'd be up for doing the
narration, and, when he was passing through London on tour, | grabbed
him for a couple of hours.”

N[eon] was self-financed, and without a distributor or broadcaster
rwolved there is no immediate distnbution channel. McKean is
currently in discussion with a German compary to a produce aDVD and
VHS, featuring N[ean] and the eaclier The Week Before as well as short
pieces Displacements, Sonnet No. 138 and the promo for Buckethead.
However, until then, Nfeon] is screening at varous festivals - it
recently had its premiere at the Rotterdam Fim Festival McKean's
rext venture is into the world of feature films and he's currently
working on a script with Neil Gairman for Henson's, developing another
script for FilmFour, and adapting one of his graphic novels, Sgnal o
Noise among other things.

With Nfeon] McKean set himse¥F the chalenge to prove that
imaginative films could be made with desktop equpment on a small
budget. He has more than succeaeded and the dhallenge now Is for other
filrrr makers to raise ther ambitions and wake up 1o the possibidities of
desktop filmr-making, “This Gty rewards attention,” explains Nfeon]'s
narrator. “The longer you lock, the more you see.” And the same is true
of the film. To paraphrase another famous film set in Venice, | can only
urge you, Do Look Now!




