Writer and director Emma‘y,

Lindley lis back to talk about the
production of Sky High, her latest
project shot in and around London .

P

The
Treetop
Walkway
towered
above us-18
metres high, two
hundred metres
long, 400 tonnes of
rusted steel. An aeroplane
flew above, seeming to graze its
very edge. It had been my dream
to shoot up on the Kew Gardens'
landmark since I'd first seen it a few
months before. Now we were here,
filming my new short drama, Thin
Air. As we climbed the 118 steps
with the kit = (the lift was broken) |
reminded myself the walkway was
built to flex slightly in the wind so it
doesn't break. Designed as a way

to view the treetop canopy, it was
a stunning setting for the climax fo
our film.

% Casting and rehearsals

In Thin Air, a mysteri woman,
Paula, appears at the‘Tarnin home
when eight-year-old Stephen is
home alone, and invites herself in.
Wha is she, what does she want
and is Stephen in danger? | wrote
the script for my good friend,
actress Wanda Opalinska and her
son Rafal. While Wanda is a very
experienced and successful actress

which

immensely during rehearsal and

filminghat was it like for Wanda
to play opposite her own son? *As
his mother, it was wonderful. As an
actress, it was awery interesting
experience. You become aware
of the small, quiet ways in which

it the space ﬁ'm\r;a
ther: the quick glances, the
ous leaning in towards

. That closeness. There's
nscious, unspoken level of
ication.

e read through
Iped me spot
lines that might
ed tweaking and -
st the storyline”

ul planning

a read-through and

sal on location at my family's
, with Wanda, Rafat and our
ird ‘actor, Gordon Peaston. The
read through helped me spot any.
lines that might need tweaking and
to test the storyline on three very
smart actors who helped create

the backstory for the characters
with me. What attracted Wanda
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to this family drama? “I liked

the ambiguity of the script, the
fact that little about the past is
axplicitly stated. Nothing is spelt
out about any of the characters
aither: you have to fill in the gaps,
which | find really satisfying.

It treats you as an intelligent
audience.” As adults we discussed
the characters and their backstory.
More importantly for Rafal, as a
young actor, was for him to get
famniliar with the set and for me

to block the main action with him
before shooting. How did Wanda
help Rafat prepare for his role at
home? “We talked about the fact
that we wouldn't be ourselves

on film: we'd be pretending to

“DOP Beatriz
Sastre created a
beautiful mood
board in response
to the script”

be other people. This is because
Rafat had been worried about
shouting at me and swearing in
front of me. We discussed that it
would be okay for him to behave
like that as Stephen. Wearing a
costume helped him with that,
too. We were careful to talk about
‘what Stephen would do' or
‘Stephen's clothes'.”

Finding the look
Director of photography, Beatriz
Sastre, created a beautiful mood
board in response to the script,
suggesting a soft, filmic look
influenced by films like Paris

IRt e S

Texas and Martha, Marcy, Mae,
Marlene. We were all inspired

by the ethereal photography of
Gregory Crewdson where the
natural world outside is clearly
seen through the windows of
subtly-lit domestic interiors. Inside
our house, | was keen to feature
the green of the garden through

- I

|

the windows of the kitchen, to

set up the journey the characters
later made into the woods, We
agreed on a muted colour palette
of pinks, brown, greens and blue.
Qur production designer, Natalie
Duval, co-ordinated all wardrobe
and set design within this colour
range. We were aware the clothes
had to pop against the leafy green
exteriors as well as the interiors so
added a flash of yellow in Rafal's
coat and a plum coat for Wanda.
We shot on the Alexa Mini, and,
thanks to the generous support

of Arri, their fantastic Master
Anamorphic lenses, which were
petfect for capturing the huge
length and breadth of the Treetop
Walkway. Beatriz used a polariser,
glimmer glass and ND filters along
with soft, bounced lighting in the
interiors to create the soft, filmic
look we were after. We hired an
Easyrig to let her go handheld to

A

create a subtle, floating sense of
unease.

Pre-production

The key issue for me when
setting up the film was to secure
permission from Kew Gardens
to shoot on the Walkway, which
involved liaising with their media
department about dates, times
and fees. We were allowed to
shoot on a weekday in the early
morning before the public arrived,
which gave us great control. As
we only had two hours at Kew
to shoot a whole sequence, we
did several photo recces there
before filming and | carefully
storyboarded and shot listed it all.
We also had to apply for a child
licence for Rafat from his local
council, who proved very helpful
once we'd sent them the details
of the shoot and satisfied their
requirement for a chaperone, as
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The shoot
Filr i

alth
ord for

main concerm

“One of the great

pleasures of this

film is seeing the
subtle layered

performance”

not sophisticated, or
just true and it rin




where we had to trek for quite a
while to find a spot not covered
with Sunday walkers, buggies and
joggers... Rafal and Wanda played
their argument scene to perfection
against a beautiful backdrop of
trees, What was lovely to see

was how Rafal's confidence was
growing through the shoot - by
now he was hitting his marks
perfectly and coaching his mum
on her lines! Rain almost stopped

LY

“What was lovely to
see was how Rafal’s
confidence was
growing throughout
the shoot”

play but we shot our final scenes
in light drizzle by the river and
wrapped in time for tea in the car
park. Most of our work was done,
B0% of the film was in the can (or
on the cards), but | knew we still
had a final morning left for the Kew
shoot.

In the edit
| was delighted to reunite with my
old friend and excellent editor,

my house and | couldn't help worrying about conditions up on the
Walkway. We gathered the crew outside the gate under overcast
skies. Amy from the Kew media team welcomed us in and drove us
across the park in a golf cart, something we all got oddly excited
about. Finally, we were below the walkway with the camera. 8am and
the clock ticking. As we set up for our first shots, a heavy burst of rain
came down, forcing us into a nearby tunnel. Would our shoot be a
wash out? As the actors arrived for their scene, and with Wanda's nail
polish still drying, the rain gradually eased. With one eye on the fast
moving clouds, | blocked the action with them. It was the emotional
turning point of the film and so we had to take time to get it right and
shoot enough angles to build the tension. Luckily the overcast look

- e

jlt suite. It prove:
to our final
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Directing children

only need a brief chat to get it.

2 - Show them the kit

Children are often interested in
the equipment, so let them look
through the lens or sit next to you
at the monitor, show them the
boom and explain what you're
doing. It helps u bond and they
then know what's Ived.

3 - Block key action

5 - Work with the parents
Your best allies on set; the par-
ents know what their child needs,

ild is upset, tired,
re, let their mum
or dad look after them. If lurk-
ing parents are a distraction for
young children, keep them avail-
out of their ey

to look at...

G- Shuol in story order

s. Older, more
experienced child actors can

regular br.=ah= y alternating
vith scenes they're not

| them late and finish with
nd-ins for

k off
heck the legal guidelin
imum hours your

n be on set and on

thrnuu:h the proc:
ov.uk/apply-for-

Don't let the stresses of filming
the atmosphere on set.
ight so children can
and do their b
praise 1hem after




finished on the dot of 10am - our
tima up = but we had the

sequence

“l am so grateful
to all the kind and
clever people who

have helped us

make this film”

And finally

| remember
rings true for me too:

coming to a reckoning
past and perhaps dis

Realising that th
relationshi

talented

film. I didn’t think there would be
that ma n set - there

@ing
2 and not my mum.

made me feel sad, because of
what has happened to the mum




