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The horror, the horror: The Butcher Boy is Jordan’s tenth film in 15 years, a prolific output partly explained by the speed with which he writes his scripts. Picture: Fergus Wilkie

In a psycho’s psyche

Filmmaker Neil Jordan speaks
to Trevor Johnston about his
tale of madness and murder

VEN Neil Jordan himself

is having trouble describ-

ing his new film. “It’s a

tale of childhood, but also

a tale of horror,” says the
Irish writer-director, hesitating over
his words. “I'm not sure quite what
to compare it with. My Life As A Dog
maybe? Straw Dogs or A Clockwork
Orange perhaps? | don’t know. In the
end, [ think it really invents its own
genre.”

You could do yourself a mental
injury trying to picture some mu
combination of those particular ti-
tles, but those who have read The
Butcher Boy, Patrick McCabe’s
Booker-nominated rites of passage
shocker, will have a head start, since
this is the novel Jordan has adapted
for the screen

Here is the story of Francie Brady.
a pubescent tearaway from Sixties
small-town Ireland, unloved and
progressively unhinged. He eats
chocolate bars by the dozen, con-
verses with aliens and the Virgin
Mary, then carves up his hated
neighbour Mrs Nugent like a pig for
the slaughter. A tale of childhood and

horror indeed. Jordan read it in
paperback in 1992 and immediately
bought the screen rights out of his
own pocket. He also paid McCabe to
have a crack at the screenplay adap-

tation, but ended up doing the final ,

draft himself, going back to the novel =,
after the author had rather strayed
from the original ;

Initially, Jordan thought of merely*,
producing the film, but the bug had
already bitten hard. “Francie’s voice
came into my head and I couldn’t get
him out. [ just had to do justice to the
boy's imaginative world and his de-
scent into madness.”

In person, Jordan has lost little of
his west coast Irish accent and he
answers questions with bone-dry
charm and the odd pithy turn of
phrase. The Butcher Boy is his tenth
film in 15 years, a prolific output
partly explained by the speed with
which he writes his own scripts, and
the respect he has gained for re-
taining a personal vision in the work
he’s done in Britain, Ireland and
Hollywood - though big-budget
transatlantic offerings, including the
Tom Cruise/Brad Pitt Interview With

The Government
Inspector ..

3 - 7 Feb — ONLY DATES OUTSIDE LONDON!
7.30pm eves Tues-Sat
& 2.30pm mats Wed & Sat
Tickets from £7

A Vampire, tend to show him below
his best.

Recent years have brought con-
troversy over Jordan's non-
judgmental portrait of Stephen Rea's
reluctant IRA assassin in The Crying
Game and his admitted licence with
historical facts in shaping the dra-
matic contours of his Irish Repub-
lican epic Michael Collins. But watch
for the underlying humanism and
the jaundiced, pragmatist’s view of
the Irish political scene in both those
films.

Always a filmmaker known for his
y ‘fostretch the bounds of

jies, it is fortundte for
v.g t an did take tp the di-
rectomial reins.on The Butcher Boy
himself, for the results are quite
revelatory: a brilliantly observed
chronicle of growing up in a rural
backwater, except that it pushes the
dark side of a disturbed adolescent
mind to the fore. Ushered along by a
droll and insightful first-person
voice-over (courtesy of Stephen
Rea), it bombards us with Francie
Brady's wild fantasies as a nuclear
attack unleashes the full brunt of the
Cold War on poor unsuspecting Ire-
land, and corrupt priests transmute
into marauding extraterrestrials.

By the same token, it makes us
understand the disillusionment be-
hind the boy's bravado, as his par-
ents slide into alcoholism (Rea also
plays the whisky-sodden Da) and
nervous collapse. Francie grows
apart from his best pal, and the
snooty Nugents from down the road
(Fiona Shaw is the hoity-toity Mrs N)
seem to have all the home comforts
always denied him. Finally, it shows
us the tragic cost of a damaged
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young person’s rage when life
promises much but fails to deliver.
To say itis Jordan's best film to date
means ranking it above The Crying
Game (for which his original screen-
play won an Oscar), Mona Lisa,
Michael Collins, and Angel, his 1982
debut feature set in trouble-torn
Northern Ireland. That is some mea-
sure of the film's achievement. Itis an
enviable, if inconsistent, track record
for the Dublin-based, 46-year-old Sli-
go native who first came to literary
prominence when Night In Tunisia,

his figst shon-_ collection, won the
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thing uniquely unsettling about fol-
lowing the progress of a juvenile
killer. Jordan himself has to acknow-
ledge that in a post-Bulger world, the
film might be met with some trep-
idation, not to say resistance
“They'll watch it like that in Britain.
They'll watch it everywhere like that,
but these horrific murders do go on.
That’s the stuff of rural life, in a way.
Adolescents do do these terrible
things and you always wonder why.
It interests me to make a film which
asks that question.”

Like the Bob Hoskins character in
Mona Lisa or Stephen Rea’s fugitive
IRA man in The Crying Game, Fran-
cie is also another typical Neil Jor-
dan figure, a flawed innocent, as he
says, “looking for meaning in a
world that won’t give it to him”. This
particular case is, of course, much
more extreme than before. “The
transition from innocence to experi-
ence is very graphic here, but it's
something  everybody's  been

through, even if they don't kill their
next door neighbour,” Jordan re-
flects, prior to heading off to Berlin
where The Butcher Boy will open
this year's film festival. “We all know
about the death of love, about the
best friend who somehow becomes
something else. Francie's just the kid
who fights amd fights and fights
against allowing that to happen.”

If casting Jaye Davidson for the
key transsexual role in The Crying
Game was crucial to getting the
whole film made, the key here was
finding a child actor equipped for the
challenges of what was “a terribly
transgressive journey”. Eamonn
“Owens, the freckled. ginger-haired
force-of-nature who dominates the
finished movie (Sinead O'Connor as
the Virgin Mary notwithstanding),
was the instant choice from the
2,000 or so kids auditioned

Fifteen earlier this month, he hails
from Killeshandra in County Cavan
(just south of the Northern Irish bor-
der), where the same school pro-
duced three of the principal children’s
performers. “He had that country
thing that's hard to describe,” ex-
plains Jordan, who well recalls the
pulpit-driven platitudes and cultural
deprivation of Irish provincial life
during the period the film captures
with pinpoint comic accuracy.

“The fatalism that people used to
have when they grew up with the
brutalities of rural life. The way they
could react to the most awful events
with humour. Eamonn’s like a kid
from the 19th century. No self-con-
sciousness but tremendous feeling,
despite the fact he'd never acted
before. And you know something,
he'd never even been in a cinema.”

About time for dance

CHRISTOPHER BOWEN

WHILE it may be true that good
things are worth waiting for, did
Scotland have to wait quite so long
for its first Regional Dance Centre?
After all, the dance community and
funding bodies have been discussing
such a proposal for years. But while
we've been talking, others have been
doing. With eight National Dance
Agencies and six Regional Centres
up and running, England is far better
served for community and profes-
sional dance provision.

But perhaps there is somelhinﬂlo
be said for jol the field a little late
in the game. Taking on board the
experience (and mistakes) of others
is useful when embarking on a bold
new venture. As Morag Deyes, artis-
tic director of Dance Bas€ acknowl-
edges, the fact her organisation’s Lot-
tery bid was unsuccessful until the
third attempt has had its positive
aspects. “First time round the figures
were unrealistic. At the second at-
tempt the goalposts had been moved
and it was clear we had to think it

Not that there has been any doubt
that the objective —to provide
the Capital ltord.mea

gramme of classes attracts around
1,100 people a week to the Assembly
Rooms. And what do they do there?
You name it; from ballroom to tap,
tango and belly dancing. There are
classes in hip-hop and the latest street
styles as well as those in Asian, Afro-
Caribbean and Scottish dance tra-
ditions. Most days of the week, the
joint is — quite literally - jumping. But
there is no room for expansion at the
Assembly Rooms, which is why a new
centre is needed. Built on the site of a

derelict warehouse at 14-16 Grass-
market, the Dance Base for the Mil-
lennium will house four studios, one
of which will have spectacular views
through a glass ceiling of Edinburgh
Castle. It is this dizzyingly vertiginous
aspect, wrote architect Malcolm Fras-
er in his outline, which “should en-
hance the feeling of lightness, of
yearning to leave the earth behind ...
Few would surely argue that Scot-
land's young dance professionals de-
serve all the help they can get.
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Blood Brothers

JIM GILCHRIST

A UNIQUE recording of early Scot-
tish music is currently beinimar-
keted by one of the world’s largest
independent classical and acoustic
music labels. Yet you'd be hard put to
find a oo;m of it in a Scottish music
shop - to the extent that some of the
musicians who play on it are now
wondering whether Dorian, the
prestigious New York-based label
involved, is more interested in ac-
quiring the music for its Celtophile
American market rather than pro-
moting and distributing it in its
native land.

The musicians are lutenist Rob
MacKillop, clarsair William Taylor,
classical tenor Paul Rendal and bal-
lad singer Andy Hunter. The CD is
Greysteil, a beautifully produced
collection of Renaissance and me-
dieval Scottish music, much of which
has not been heard for 500 years or
more. It includes such gems as the
first recorded instrumental setting of
aMass by Robert Carver, a composer
now acknowledged as one of the
Flories of the Renaissance in Scot-
and, and graceful 13th-century
liturgical songs such as the wedding
hymn for Princess Margaret of Scot-
land and Prince Eric Il of Norway.
eloquently sung by Rendal.

Perhaps most extraordinary,
however, is its title track - the first
commercially available recording of
the ancient ballad Greysteil, sung by
Hunter to hypnotic eg'ect over lute
and clarsach. A medieval romance
which, when it was performed for
James IV of Scotland, would have
taken up to two hours but is here
abridged to some 20 minutes,
Greysteil is an epic song-story which
climaxes in two knights battling it
out antid more gore than Polanski’s
Macbeth.

The CD was recorded last winter
amid the extravagant carvings of
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Rosslyn Chapel, which boasts a fine
acoustic. The resulting CD, with
extensive notes, is ostensibly avail-
able here, but acquiring a copy is far
from easy, much to the chagrin of the
performers. “It's been out for five
months, now, but there still hasn't
been an official launch and very few
people can find it.” complains
MacKillop. Neither the classical nor
folk music reviewers of The Scots-
man were sent review copies: by
Dorian, although an enthusiastic re-
view of “this important disc” ap-
peared in Early Music Today. Quite
apart from the musicians’ pique, a
£4,000 Scottish Arts Council grant
went into the project.

Most of the music shops I con-
tacted in Edinburgh either had never
heard of the CD or had received
inquiries but were having difficulty
getting it (with the exception of
McAlister Matheson). The feeling
has been that Dorian’s UK distrib-
utor, based in the south of England,
had little interest in catering for
Scotland, but in Edinburgh the
Hardie Press, a small but more sym-
pathetic music publishing company,
has taken on some distribution for
Dorian, so matters may improve.

Aneta Spisak-Gamble, Dorian’s
associate A&R director in Scotland,
insisted, yes, she knew the musi-
cians were grumbling and, yes, Do-
rian was fully committed to pro-
moting its records in Scotland, but
had encountered huge difficulties
getting its recordings distributed. As
we spoke, she added, the MIDEM
record trade show was in full swing
at Cannes, where Dorian’s reps were
trying to establish a more effective
UK distribution. Which may be some
small comfort for four musicians in
search of an audience.

Meanwhile, lutenist MacKillop is
busy making a solo album, but is
playing safe by making it with an
established Scottish label, Greentrax
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RSNO 97/98 WINTER SERSON

Sun 8 Feb at 7.30 pm
Tickets From £7

Children’s Classic Concerts

Sun 8 Feb at 3pm

Tara Arts

A Midsummer
Night's Dream

Wed 4 to Sat 7 Feb
Tickets From £5.50

‘It's the most street-smart

Shakespeare | have had the

pleasure to watch’

THE HERALD

BABE, .
The Sheep-Pig

Thurs 12 to Sat 14 Feb
Tickets from £6

This was a delight’

BIRMINGHAM EVENING MAIL

Tues 24, Thurs 26
& Sat 28 Feb

Cost fan futte
by Mozart
production supported

by Dunard Fund

Wed 25 Feb

Snafched by e

Gods/Broken Strings

by Param Vir

Fri 2] Feb

SﬂmS‘m by Handel

Scottish Opera in concert

~ The Chippendales

Mon 2 Mar at 8pm
Tickets From £10.50

Jazz Art (UK) presents
Cuftin‘a line
Tue 3 Mar at 7.30pm

Tickets from £7.00
‘Absolutely Ace... Versatile young dancers who certainly shouldn't remain a secret’
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