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ONLY GOD FOGIVES

Director’s Notes Q&A

What is the movie about at its heart?
The original concept for the film was to make a movie about a man who wants to fight God.  That is, of course, a very vast obstacle but when I was writing the film, I was going through some very existential times in my life—we were having our second child and it was a difficult pregnancy—and the idea of having a character who wants to fight God without knowing why very much appealed to me.  With that as the concept, I elaborated by adding a character who believes he is God (Chang), obviously the antagonist, with the protagonist being a gangster who is looking for religion to believe in (Julian).  This is, of course, very existential itself because faith is based on the need for a higher answer but most of the time, we don’t know what the question is.  When the answer comes, then, we must backtrack our lives in order to find the question.  In this way, the film is conceived as an answer, with the question revealed at the end.

Why is the god character portrayed as the antagonist and not the protagonist?

Being God is not interesting enough.  Wanting to fight him is much more compelling because there is a sense of loss and weakness, which is what the audience identifies with.  We all admire strength, which is what Chang represents, but emotionally, we don’t connect to it.  The act of searching, on the other hand, is very human because there is weakness in not knowing and in not being able to fulfill everything in our lives.  It goes back to faith being based not on us having a question, but on receiving an answer and then trying to figure out what the question could actually be.
Describe the importance of Kristin Scott Thomas’s character.
We are so used to seeing crime and violence being handled by male characters but the idea of a woman being the ultimate evil, and on top of that making her a mother, was pretty fun to write.  It added to the dilemma that Julian is struggling with because the mother is a piece to the puzzle of why he wants to fight God.  It was interesting, taking a mother and son drama and setting it in the heightened reality of a fight film.  Adding in the world of Asia, more specifically, Bangkok, gave the film an aura of being very magical.  The city is very future oriented in terms of technology and containing a population 12 million people and at the same time, it has a very strong spiritual undercurrent.  The acceptance that people can live on different spiritual planes and still interact with each other made everything almost like an experiment.  Those two words go hand-in hand. No one ever questions that. 

Where does this film fall in the framework of your career as a director?
I always find it very hard to answer questions having to do with my career because I never really plan anything and the few times I tried, my plans ended up changing very radically.  Rather, I think I force myself into situations that I can’t run from, making my life as difficult as possible because it forces me to leave out common sense as it relates to the so called “right thing to do” or the “safe solution.”  Instead, I have to act on my instincts of what feels right and what feels wrong.  It is the act of making a film in blindness and the exciting part is not really knowing or being able to predict the outcome.  If I were to show you the script I wrote two years ago as well as every version of the film from pre-production through the final cut, you would see a hundred different films. That’s why creativity has such a sexual drive within it. 
Use three words to describe your film.  Why did you choose those words?
It’s not that I don’t want to answer this question, it’s that I don’t know how to answer it as I very rarely know why I do what I do.  I almost always know why I don’t do what I don’t do, however.
Is this film a reflection of part of your own life and in what way?

I think everything you do, in one way or another is a reflection of part of you.  Thus far, I have been very fortunate to make the films that I want to make and it is certainly something I can’t deny.  However, aside from Bronson, which is very much a biography of my life, I cannot pinpoint certain elements.  I leave that up to the experts.

There seems to be a significant parallel between the characters One EYE, Driver, and Chang more than any of your other characters. Why is that?
That’s a good question.  All the characters are rooted in fairytale mythology and have difficulties living in the everyday world.  I can see that technically, there is a resemblance in their stoic behavior, silence, and fetishistic portraits even though they are different in time and are portrayed by different actors.  I’m not sure why but there is an undeniable link between them and it is a character I will revisit in a film I plan to make in the near future.

Why is Chang’s name never mentioned in the movie?

Early on there were scenes that referred to Chang in two different ways, by his mortal name (Chang) and his immortal name (Angle of Vengeance).  But every time he was given a name he lost some of the mythology for me and his enigmatic behavior began to be defined.  As a result, I decided to remove any reference to either his mortal or immortal name and he then just became the “It.”  
Now, going back to your question about the similarities between One Eye, Driver and this “It” character, I can say that in Valhalla Rising, One Eye is enigmatic—we don’t know his past but he is defined by his name.  In Drive, Driver is defined by his function.  And in Only God Forgives, the “It” character has no definition by name, only by image.  
In the past, you have been specific about your intentions to explore different film genres.  The Pusher Trilogy is a crime movie, Bronson is biopic, Valhalla Rising is a science fiction movie, and Drive is a fairytale.  What is Only God Forgives?
In a way, Only God Forgives is like an accumulation of all the films I’ve done so far.  I think I was heading toward a creative collision, full speed ahead, in order to change everything around me and see what will come after.  I have always said that I set out to make films about women but I end up making films about violent men.  Now that everything is colliding, it may end up turning things upside-down for me.  This collision is arousing because everything around me becomes so uncertain and we must not forget that the second enemy of creativity, after having “good-taste,” is being safe.  
Your choice of casting in this particular film is quite radical in that you have unknown actors acting with famous actors and famous actors playing against type.  What was your casting process like?
Originally, there was another actor who was to play Julian but he dropped out of the film fairly close to the production date.  I now considered that a blessing because it opened up an opportunity for me and Ryan to continue our collaboration.  Oddly enough, I had written the script before directing Drive, and Julian had always been conceived as a very silent character.  When Ryan and I began to work on the script together after Drive, the language of silence came naturally, which was helpful in that the Julian character is very much about an internal struggle that the camera projects—his character journey was always about moving inwards and not outwards.  Looking at it now, I couldn’t imagine anyone else playing that character other than Ryan.  But then again, he and I are very much the same person.

In regard to Kristin Scott Thomas, she was cast early on and I remember when I first met her she asked me why I was considering her for the part of Crystal and my first reply was, “Because my mother really likes you.”  I had seen her in various films over the years and I always found her to be extremely brilliant and she also has the aura of what I would call, “classic Hollywood movie mythology.”  

When it came to casting the Thai actors, it was a bit of a jungle.  I always imagined there would be numerous theatre schools and acting traditions in Thailand because they have quite an extensive film community but I was wrong and it was like casting a needle in a haystack trying to find two actors to play Chang and Mia, who could both speak English.  It became easier when I eliminated the English talk from Chang.  I met Vithaya Pansringarm, who played Chang, a year and half before we were going to start shooting the movie and I just knew he was the one.  I can’t tell you why exactly because it’s not like his auditions were outstanding but there was something about him—his kindness and the calmness—and yet I felt I could never predict him and that always interested me. 

Rhatha Phongam, who played Mai, was a natural fit.  I concentrated the casting of Mai on her silence since she was going to be more of an artificial creation in Julian’s world.  She too, I found very early on but because I directed Drive, Only God Forgives was delayed for a year.  Happily, both actors stayed around and agreed to do the film when I finally wanted to do it.
When it came to Julian’s brother Billy, I cast a British actor, Tom Burke, who I had wanted to work with for some time as he originally auditioned for Julian at a very early stage.  Tom Burke and Gordon Brown (who played a member of Julian’s gang, whom I’m also very fond of and have used almost as many times as Mads Mikkelsen) are two actors I wanted to bring with me to Thailand.  
