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2. SYNOPSIS

A very varied group of people are in a precarious situation inside a plane flying to Mexico City.
A technical failure (a kind of justifiable negligence, even though it sounds contradictory, but that’s what human actions are) has endangered the lives of the people on board Peninsula Flight 2549. The pilots, hardened, experienced professionals are striving, along with their colleagues in the Control Center, to find a solution. The flight attendants and the chief steward are atypical, baroque characters who, in the face of danger, try to forget their own personal problems and devote themselves body and soul to the task of making the flight as enjoyable as possible for the passengers, while they wait for a solution. Life in the clouds is as complicated as it is at ground level, and for the same reasons, which could be summarized in two: sex and death.

The travelers in Business Class consist of a pair of newlyweds, partygoers, worn out by their wedding celebration, a financier and embezzler, unscrupulous in business but also a father afflicted by his daughter’s estrangement, an inveterate Don Juan with an uneasy conscience who is trying to say goodbye to one of his women (girlfriends), a rural psychic, a queen of the gossip magazines and a Mexican with an important secret. Each of them has a project in Mexico City, either to work or to escape. They all have some kind of secret, not just the Mexican.

Their defenselessness in the face of danger provokes a general catharsis among the passengers and the crew, and this ends up becoming the best way to escape from the idea of death. This catharsis, developed in the tone of a riotous, moral comedy, fills the time with sensational confessions that help them forget the anguish of the moment.

2. WAKING IN LA MANCHA

A plane takes off from Barajas in mid-afternoon. Summarizing very much (and beating about the bush) there are two kinds of passengers in the plane, those who are asleep and those who represent the dreams and nightmares of the sleepers. At times there is an exchange between those who are dreaming and those who are awake (a woman enters the dream of a sleeping beauty (sleeping Adonis)  and, vice versa, a young, recently wed sleepwalker celebrates her wedding night, without waking, with her husband who is awake, in the plane seats). Both classes land unexpectedly in a ghostly airport built in the middle of the plain of La Mancha, to the amazement of the rabbits chasing around the runways.

All the passengers have taken some kind of elixir, mixed with alcohol in Business Class, or with water in Tourist Class.

3. THE RACE TRACK AND THE LABYRINTH (The sky over Toledo)

The film takes place in an abstract space, in continuous change, but identical to itself, the celestial space known in aviation as the Race Track, an ellipse that flies over the city of Toledo at a height of five thousand meters. This Race Track is the transit (route) and destination of planes with problems waiting to be assigned a runway where they can make an emergency landing, as is the case with PE 2549. You can spend hours in the Race Track travelling the ellipse time and again. The waiting time until a suitable runway is found isn’t usually longer than one or two hours, but the AMANTES PASAJEROS ¿¿our passengers?? are out of luck. Air space at Barajas is blocked because the UN is having a security summit in Madrid, in Valencia they’re celebrating the final of the Formula 1 championship, the world motorcycle championship is being held in Seville, etc. The country may be going through a serious economic crisis (a word that deliberately is never pronounced in the film) but all its airports are fully occupied by fun events, sporting fixtures or meetings involving extreme international security. There isn’t a single runway free.

But there’s another kind of airport, the product of the combination of political megalomania and the lack of scruples in the financial sector, buildings at times vast and totally useless, but the film doesn’t talk about that, even though one of its characters, the financier Mr. Mas, is fleeing from a scandal involving embezzlement in a bank of which he is president. The film doesn’t have, let’s say, a social conscience. It isn’t a realist comedy, or a surrealist or neorealist one. In terms of realism, it would have to be described as an unrealistic, metaphorical comedy. The story takes place mainly in a hypnotic, labyrinthine place: the sky over Toledo. 

The passengers in the fiction and the production team in reality were fortunate enough to find the longest runway ever built in Spain, totally empty. We had not just the runway but the whole, very complete airport, at our entire disposal. In reality the Ciudad Real Airport, in the fiction the La Mancha Airport. The immense areas inside the real airport, deserted, ghostly, become the best metaphor for the ghostly journey of Flight PE 2549, a journey without a destination that, after many difficulties, lands in the characters’ present, an unavoidable present.

The evacuation is carried out over a white cloud of foam which also has a vaporous, metaphoric halo, the intermediate place between sky and earth, between life and death, lies and truth, fear and strength of spirit.

4. COMEDY

An ensemble comedy immediately brings to mind the models of Berlanga or Billy Wilder, but I fear that I’m So Excited doesn’t fit either of those supreme models.

The natural time for references is during the writing of the script and it is defined during preparation and shooting. I don’t remember having had any specific comedy model in mind during those processes, but there is another kind of influences, the subconscious ones. I’m going to try to submerge myself in their shadows to see what I find.

A posteriori, now that the film is finished, I can find elements of American screwball comedy. For example, the telephone falling from the Viaduct and landing in the basket of a girl who is pedaling peacefully along Segovia Street. That the girl picks up the phone and finds on the other end of the line the ex-lover she’s never forgotten and with whom she is still in love, is a typical element of that kind of comedy. I remember that in Easy Living, by Mitchell Leisen, a husband who is fed up with his wife’s extravagances chases her out onto the terrace because she won’t give up her new fur coat. The husband corners her on the terrace, manages to take the coat off her and, to teach her a lesson, throws it over the balcony. The coat falls on the shoulders of a young Jean Arthur who is walking to her job in a very dingy office. The young woman isn’t very well dressed, as fits her social status, but she doesn’t hesitate for a moment to accept the fur coat that has fallen from the sky and, it must be said, looks divine on her. And in that guise she walks into her dingy office.

The scenes with the three flight attendants, Javier Cámara, Carlos Areces and Raúl Arévalo, in the galley could fit into that same style. When I finished the script, I discovered that I had written loads of sequences inside the attendants’ tiny area (called the galley). A very hectic rest area, all the services offered in the plane are prepared in a narrow passageway no more than three meters by one meter, and this is also the transit area for going to the washrooms or to the cockpit. Walls lined with drawers where the space is multiplied unbelievably. As well as being the pantry, the kitchen and the sideboard, this space is the attendants’ sanctum sanctorum, where they spend the slow periods between takeoff and landing, the equivalent to the kitchen and bathroom in any self-respecting party (or the beauty parlor in Cukor’s The Women), that is, the place where everything and everyone is talked about. That tiny space (and the cockpit, even tinier) is the setting for the funniest scenes in the film.  We filmed in there, piled on top of the actors, and they in turn had to pile on top of each other, and at times they got stuck due to excess weight, as happened with Carlos Areces. This is very screwball, in its Marx Brothers acceptance.

I’m So Excited is not a social comedy, although various levels of present day Spanish society are mentioned. Nor does it criticize any of them for style choice. I wanted to maintain a certain lightness. There is a moral aspect that has nothing to do with social issues, or with moral values as such, but with the drama, that is, with the characters and the inner journey that they make from take-off until landing. This moral aspect does not of course include a judgment about the characters, they are all very far from behaving in an exemplary way. I don’t think there is a kind of comedy that talks about exemplary human beings, at least no contemporary comedy does. The most exemplary of the characters would be the chief flight attendant, so brilliantly played by Javier Cámara. In a setting where everyone is hiding something or is asleep, his compulsive need to always tell the truth makes him into a real fundamentalist of honesty, a danger for the rest of the crew. This is also a good comic element (I’m thinking about Chus Lampreave, the concierge in Women on the verge…, who couldn’t lie, she would have loved to, but she couldn’t because she was a Jehovah’s Witness, and please forgive the self-quote.

Alcohol is the other great comic (and dramatic) incentive. Blake Edwards used alcohol as a dynamic concept in both dramas and model comedies. In Blind Date and The Party, alcohol was one of the bases of the characters played by Kim Basinger and Peter Sellers respectively. (The Party is one of the peaks in Edwards’ career). The same director made alcohol the subject of the drama Days of Wine and Roses. In I’m So Excited there are also liters of alcohol, but I was talking about I’m So Excited as a moral, metaphorical and mythological comedy, if you’ll allow me the presumption.
Just as Ariadne’s thread helped Theseus not get lost in the fierce Minotaur’s labyrinth, so fate weaves an unpredictable thread that links the passengers with other characters who remained on the ground, or with other passengers on the same flight. It is this thread, telephonic in the film, which links the triangle formed by Willy Toledo, Paz Vega and Blanca Suarez (two ex-lovers abandoned by the same Don Juan, played by Toledo). And the same one that transports Blanca Suarez’s character to the La Mancha airport to put an end to her relationship with the survivor Galán and to give him a suitcase full of broken memories. That same prodigious thread is the one that enables Mr. Mas, grieving over the absence of a prodigal daughter, to talk to her and to decide that if he survives the landing he’ll hand himself over to the law instead of escaping in another plane. And in the same way, the high class blackmailer, played by Cecilia Roth, will find herself in the plane with the hired killer who is planning to murder her when they get to Mexico. Something that won’t happen when they land in La Mancha after the moral journey they have just shared because their fates are united by that thread.

The Race Track is the mythological labyrinth traveled time and again by the plane that is transporting the Amantes Pasajeros??, and the ghostly La Mancha airport becomes the natural destination of their ghostly flight.

5. THE THEATER AND THE WORD

Ariadne’s thread to which I referred is the word, soothing and spectacular. The word against the Minotaur which represents emptiness, fear, uncertainty and death. The passengers are disconnected, they can’t talk on their cell phones or see films on the monitors or use all those machines that have become extensions of ourselves. I think that disconnection represents the greatest solitude imaginable today.

The script is almost always organized around various monologues or telephone conversations over the only viable public telephone. The fabric that is gradually woven by this oral catharsis envelops the passengers, entertains them and frees them. Very intentionally, the red pleated curtains which separate the galley from Business Class or Tourist Class suggest a theater curtain. The character closest to those curtains is generally the protagonist of the moment, and on both sides are the spectators, the rest of the passengers and crew.

Of all the screens corresponding to that series of little machines with which we coexist I couldn’t avoid the largest screens, the television screens on the walls of the plane. But given that there was no way to avoid them I tried to use them for my own ends. There is a whole declaration of principles in those black screens. The word is a reference to theater, but also to television, to TV garbage to be specific. Those kinds of programs are also based on the word.

In Javier Cámara’s second monologue, when he explains the reason why he can’t lie, going back to a traumatic incident that took place during a flight (an incident that really happened), he starts speaking right in the center of the black screen behind him. I want the image to remind us that television and cathartic monologue often go hand in hand. 

Television is like the eye of God, it is everywhere, but on this flight it’s a blind, empty eye, of unfathomable blackness.

6. COLOR, L IGHT AND ALCAINE

In the color of the interior and exterior of the planes, the crews’ uniforms and everything that distinguishes the corporative aesthetic of airlines, there is an abundance of greys, beiges and blues with red as emphasis (with the exception of some eastern airlines who are much more outrageous and surrealist). Comedy allows for all kinds of exaggerations and licenses but, no matter how crazy it may be, comedy also has strict rules. Not everything goes, on the contrary, comedy is the genre that demands greatest precision. It is precisely in the heart of exaggeration that one must demand the greatest rigor. From the outset, I wanted to avoid the temptation of orientalism and extreme popism that we found in the research process. The reality is that the majority of plane interiors are neutral, verging on very ugly. In the film80% of the action takes place inside a plane. It is the main set, so we had to invent a whole corporative line for the Peninsula Company, from the crew’s uniforms to the carpet and, of course, the design of the upholstery on the seats which, after all, feature as much as the actors. Therefore, it was important that it should look possible, not excessive, and that it should photograph well and not be boring.

To the range of greys and blues, painstakingly chosen, we have added brown on its way to orange (nothing to do with chocolate brown), this semitone is one of my favorite colors. We’ve left the red for bright trimmings, for the lips of the scorned lovers, for the detailed nomenclature of the airline company and for the icons on the walls. The use of red is a house trademark but, as I said, the action takes place in almost one single set and an excess of red masses could be suffocating, so we rationed it. (Antxon Gómez, Fede Cambero, Davidelfin and Mariscal participated in these processes which included decoration and wardrobe).

But color is light, we did tests to avoid harshness in faces and corners, and to give the overall pastel shades a treatment that wouldn’t be cloying. José Luis Alcaine, who knows me well, knows that in the end what I most like is a Hitchock-style chromatic atmosphere. The master of suspense was also a master of color.

This is the first film I’ve shot with digital cameras and I didn’t notice a great difference in the mechanics of shooting although I still consider myself an analog director. The digital technique offers enormous possibilities but it has to be used with an analog sense. Otherwise there’s a risk that the image will be too flat, smooth and unreal, that the range of greys will be reduced and that the half-lights will become black holes. To solve all these problems there’s nothing better than using a director of photography with a lot of analog experience. José Luis Alcaine is a master of light who belongs to a generation in the throes of extinction. His work was essential for me to dare shoot in digital. Alcaine shot with the equivalent of 1600 ASA so that the film would still have the porosity of the negative and the atmosphere would vibrate like something organic.

7. ACTORS

The actors are always the most important element, but even more so in a comedy. Comic timing can’t be learned or taught: there isn’t a special technique, you have it or you don’t. The members of the large cast of I’m So Excited have it.

As was shown a few months ago by another ensemble comedy, Unapistola en cadamano, by Cesc Gay, the standard of Spanish actors today is extraordinary. During the shooting I felt as I imagine Berlanga felt in the 50s and 60s, surrounded by wonderful actors of all genders and ages. I think we are living through a period of acting splendor similar to what there was then. The marvelous López Vázquez, Manuel Aleixandre, Luis Ciges, María Luisa Ponte, Rafaela Aparicio, Saza, Laly Soldevila, etc. have successors. I’ve had the good fortune to work with some of them in I’m So Excited.Many were new for me (Carlos Areces, Raúl Arévalo, Hugo Silva, Miguel Ángel Silvestre, Willy Toledo, José Mª Yazpik, Laya Martí, Pepa Charro…) and I was delighted to meet up again with others, Cecilia Roth, Lola Dueñas, Javier Cámara, Penélope Cruz, Susi Sánchez, Blanca Suárez, Paz Vega, Carmen Machi, Antonio Banderas, Antonio de la Torre, José Luis Torrijos…

They really enjoyed working together and were very generous with the film at all times. I hope they achieve the success they deserve.

8. MUSIC. SONGS.

While I was writing the script I discovered the psychedelic Peruvian cumbias, vaguely inspired by the Colombian cumbias, played by the typical formation of electric guitars in the 60s. Several records were released, including “The roots of Chicha” which is the one that introduced me to this music. The groups included in this compilation have the charm of the early modern groups of the 60s, with a deliciously exotic touch. I’m crazy about them. While I was writing the script I knew that I’d include the version of “Para Elise” (Für Elise)by Los Destellos.

For some time I’ve wanted to add to the discography of my films the name of Luiz Bonfá, an exquisite, pre-bossa Brazilian performer. For the opening of I’m So ExcitedI chose his version of the popular “Malagueñasalerosa”, which on Luiz Bonfá’s guitar sounds delicate, subtle, atmospheric, sophisticated lounge that introduces us elegantly into the genre of the film.

Half way through the film, just when the narrative usually goes into a dip and then takes off again, I had the idea of putting in a choreographed playback of “I’m so excited” by the Pointer Sisters. With the dance by the three flight attendants, all through Business Class, not only did the dip disappear but the narrative rose to one of its most hilarious peaks. “I’m about to lose control and I think I like it”, the Pointer Sisters say. That phrase fits in very well with what happens afterwards. Blanca Li thought up the fun choreography.

At the culminating moment of the erotic catharsis I decided, Tarantino-style, for the resounding rhythm of “Skies Over Cairo” by the revelation English group Django Django.

And to end with a flourish of pop comedy, “The Look”, from the album “The English Riviera” by Metronomy is absolutely ideal.

9. SOUND TRACK. ALBERTO IGLESIAS

Alberto Iglesias’ music has been a revelation or me, even though we’ve been working together for almost twenty years. Alberto Iglesias has used as references haute couture lounge, spongy jazz atmospheres and bossa nova rhythms, electronic music, Big Band orchestrations and in particular, for the final stretch, he has composed some themes typical of a psychological thriller. In a block that lasts six minutes (six minutes during which the dialogue reveals various of the characters’ secrets and the emotion changes color in a matter of seconds) Alberto has created a very versatile theme that dialogues with the characters’ dialogue and their moods, in continuous progression (I’m talking about the situation featuring Lola Dueñas, Cecilia Roth and Chema Yazpik). The usual thing is to synchronize the music with the cutaways, Iglesias has synchronized it with the urges driving the characters within the shot. It isn’t easy even to explain.

I adore the ease with which he has digested Bernard Hermann: that tremolo string that indicates slowing down and speed, provokes such unease, and with good reason recalls the magician of suspense. Another of his discoveries is a sax section (nothing to do with the lament of the clichéd, nighttime sax) perfect for the comedy, novel and very enveloping. There is reference to Mancini, but only a very slight one.

10. CREDITS

And, to end, the delicious animated credits were designed by Mariscal, along with the Peninsual Company’s corporative image. I met Mariscal in the70s when I was making Super 8 films and he was part of the group of underground comic artists “El Rollo Enmascarado”. In 1978 he illustrated a little novel of mine called “Fuego en las entrañas”. Despite his dizzying career as a designer of every possible kind of project, we never coincided again until now. Mariscal still has the good nature and candor of 35 years ago. If the Peninsula Company existed they would undoubtedly have commissioned him to design their corporative image.

PEDRO ALMODÓVAR – BIOGRAPHY

He was born in Calzada de Calatrava, province of Ciudad Real, in the heart of La Mancha, in the 50s. When he was eight, he emigrated with his family to Estremadura. There he studied for his elementary and high school diplomas respectively with the Salesian Fathers and the Franciscans.
At seventeen, he left home and moved to Madrid, with no money and no job, but with a very specific project in mind: to study cinema and direct films. It was impossible to enrol in the Official Film School because Franco had just closed it. Despite the dictatorship that was suffocating the country, for an adolescent from the provinces Madrid represented culture, independence and freedom. He worked at many, sporadic jobs but couldn’t buy his first Super-8mm camera until he got a “serious” job at the National Telephone Company of Spain in 1971. He worked there for twelve years as an administrative assistant, he shared this job in the mornings with other multiple activities which provided his real training as a filmmaker and as a person.
In the mornings, in the Telephone Company, he got an in-depth knowledge of the Spanish middle class at the start of the consumer era, the seventies, its dramas and its misfortunes, a real gold mine for a future story teller. In the evenings and nights, he wrote, loved, acted with the mythical independent theatre group Los Goliardos and made films in Super-8 (his only school as a filmmaker). He collaborated with various underground magazines and wrote stories, some of which were published. He was a member of a parodic punk-rock group, Almodóvar and McNamara, etc. And he had the good fortune that his personal explosion coincided with the explosion of the democratic Madrid of the last seventies, early eighties. That was the period the world knew as La Movida.

His films are the heirs and the witnesses of the brand new born Spanish democracy. After a year and a half of eventful shooting on 16mm, in 1980 he opened “Pepi, Luci, Bom”, a no-budget film made as a cooperative effort with the rest of the crew and the cast, all beginners, except for Carmen Maura.
In 1986, he founded the production company El Deseo S.A. with his brother Agustín. Their first project was “Law of Desire”. Since then, they have produced all the films that Pedro has written and directed, and have also produced other young directors.
In 1988, “Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown” brought him international recognition. Since then, his films have opened all around the world. With “All About my Mother” he won his first Academy Award for Best Foreign Film, and also the Golden Globe, the César, 3 European Film Awards, the David de Donatello, 2 BAFTAs, 7 Goyas and 45 other awards. Three years later, “Talk to Her” had the same or better fortune (Academy Award for Best Script, 5 European Film Awards, 2 BAFTAs, the Nastro de Argento, the César and many other awards throughout the world but not in Spain).

He produced four very special films, highly rated throughout the world for their 
valour and delicacy (“My Life Without Me”, “The Holy Girl”, “The Secret Life of Words” and “The Headless Woman”, by Isabel Coixet and Lucrecia Martel alternatively).
In 2004, “Bad Education” was chosen to open the Cannes Festival. It received extraordinary reviews throughout the world. It was nominated for numerous awards (Independent Spirit Awards, BAFTAs, César, European Film Awards) and won the prestigious Award for Best Foreign Film given by the New York Critics’ Circle and also the Nastro de Argento.
In 2006 he is awarded with the Prince of Asturias Award to the Arts. That very same year he presents “Volver” in competition in the Cannes Film Festival, where it got the Best Screenplay Award as well as the Best Actress Award for the six actresses of the film, leaded by Penélope Cruz. The film received 5 EFA awards, 5 Goya awards, the Fipresci award, the National Board of Review, and many others (up to 72). Penélope was nominated to the Best Actress Academy Award, being the first time a Spanish actress was nominated for a Spanish speaking film. Up to now, “Volver” has been his most popular film in terms of box office.

FILMOGRAPHY

1974-1979
Various films of differing lengths on Super-8mm, including some on 16mm (Salomé)

1980

Pepi, Luci, Bom

1982

Labyrinth of Passions

1983

Dark Habits

1984-5

What Have I Done to Deserve This?!

1985

Trayler para amantes de lo prohibido (medium length, on video, for TVE)

1985-86
Matador

1986

Law of Desire

1987

Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown

1989

Tie Me Up, Tie Me Down

1991

High Heels

1992

Acción mutante (Producer)

1993

Kika

1995

The Flower of my Secret

1997

Live Flesh

1999

All About my Mother

2000

The Devil’s Backbone (Producer)

2001

Talk to Her

2002

My Life Without Me (Producer)

2003

Chill Out! (Producer)

2003

Bad Education

2004

The Holy Girl (Producer)

2005

The Secret Life of Words (Producer)

2006

Volver

2008

The Headless Woman (Producer)

2009

Broken Embraces


