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Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hese pieces were all originally published on the Spank The Monkey 

website at http://www.spank-the-monkey.co.uk.  

Thanks to The Belated Birthday Girl and Lesley, who both 

contributed guest LFF reviews to the website. They’ve been removed for this 

print edition, so look for them online if you want to find out what they thought 

about stuff. 
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1. London Film Festival 2015 

 

 

  

 

 

 

id you ever have one of those days when you woke up and 

suddenly remembered that there was a book that you were 

supposed to have written by now, that you technically hadn't even 

started yet? 

I had one of those days last week.1 

So yeah, at some point I should gather my reviews from the last five 

festivals, and cobble together Spank's LFF Diaries Volume 4: 2010-2014 for my 

clamouring public. But that won't be happening at any time in the near future, 

because we have this year's festival to cope with first. (The more astute of you 

may have realised by now that this page will ultimately become the bewildering 

 

1 This sentence was originally written on October 7th, 2015. I finally started work on the book in 
April 2020. It’s now available from www.lulu.com/spotlight/spanktm, but you probably already 
knew that. 
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opening chapter of Spank's LFF Diaries Volume 5: 2015-2019.2 But let's put that 

to one side for the moment.)  

It's the fourth year of Clare Stewart's directorship of the LFF, and the 

third one in a row in which she's recycled the same basic graphic for the 

programme design. Sort it out, Stewart! To be fair, the static design is an 

indication of how much the festival has settled down after the initial upheaval 

of her arrival in 2012. The programme categories are still as woolly as ever: the 

short film collections are still trying to pretend animation isn't really a thing: the 

archive strand is still a major audience draw, even though the printed guide does 

its damnedest to pretend it doesn't exist at all. No real innovations to speak of, 

not this year anyway. 

And let's be honest, the same applies to my coverage of the festival on 

this site. It'll be the usual thing: I'll catch a few films each day between now and 

the festival's close on October 18th, and tell you about them here the day after 

they happen. Those astute people I mentioned earlier will have also noticed that 

the LFF's already started - hell, the Opening Gala even made the national news.3 

Unfortunately, as was the case in, for example, 2003 and 2008, pressure of work 

means I can't review any films for the first day or two of the festival, but I’ll be 

raring to go on day three.4 

Festival number 27! (For me, anyway.) Book number 5! (Note to self: 

put reminder to write book number 5 into 2020 diary.) Let's LFF and chill, as I 

believe the young people say nowadays. Watch this space. 

 

2 Five years between setup and payoff! Nice. 

3 At the Gala screening of Suffragette, there was a protest on the red carpet by anti-domestic 

violence group Sisters Uncut. 

4 On the web, The BBG gallantly filled in for me with four reviews from the first full day of the 
festival. 
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~~~~~ 

Friday 09/10/2015  

6.30pm: The Quays Meet Christopher Nolan 

Canterbury, I Am Out Of You, as I believe the young people also say 

nowadays. This was always going to be one of the hairier bits of scheduling of 

this festival: finishing up work in Canterbury late on a Friday afternoon, and 

rushing down to London on a train in time for a 6.30 screening. In the end, 

Southeastern did the job just fine: but I needed to have a backup plan in the 

bag, just in case they didn't. My plan was this: as I already had three of the four 

shorts in this opening programme on DVD, I'd bring them along with me, and 

watch them on my laptop if I got to BFI Southbank after the start of the 

screening. Perhaps I could grab a spot next to the green room, and have 

Christopher Nolan stumble over me as I watched, and I could say to him “hey, 

you should look at this, Chris, the picture quality's really good,” and watch his 

little Tim Nice-But-Dim face crumple up in sadness. 

Well, I didn't need to do that in the end. And it would have been rude 

to do it anyway, as Nolan's very public attempts to keep 35mm film as a viable 

image format should certainly be cheered on, at least to a degree. He's one of 

the few major Hollywood directors who still insists on shooting on film rather 

than digital: and when you consider how audiences been forced to accept over 

the last decade that low-light scenes are automatically going to look like shit, 

then I'm completely on his side. Plus, film as an archive medium is always going 

to win out over digital any day – during my recent house move, I threw out 

enough unreadable tapes and disks to appreciate the benefits of analog storage. 

But I don't hold with the fetishism for film exhibition that seems to be popular 

at the moment – if you've got a newly-struck film print, watching it is a glorious 

thing, but I'd rather have a good digital copy than a battered 35mm print any 
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day. (Still, I have to admit that this week's announcement by the Prince Charles 

cinema that they're arranging Christmas screenings of Die Hard in 70mm has got 

me ludicrously excited.) 

Anyway, this event exists because Nolan is a big fan of animation duo 

The Brothers Quay, and wanted to get a few of their shorts out in a touring 

programme in new 35mm prints. And to be fair, he makes a good case for film 

projection in this instance. His introduction is a lot funnier than his films would 

have you believe, and in it he points out that the hand-made nature of the 

Quays' films makes them a perfect match for analogue media. The Quays 

themselves – whose delightfully unco-ordinated awkwardness is exactly what 

their films would have you believe – agree with him, though it takes a lot of 

prodding on Nolan's part to get them to even start talking. The one new film in 

this collection – Nolan's own short documentary Quay, showing them creating 

in their studio – captures them in a much more relaxed and open mood, 

suggesting that work is everything for them. The documentary drops fascinating 

hints about their process without totally demystifying it, showing the lengths 

they go through to bring life to what's generally a big old pile of junk on a table 

top. 

We get three of the Quays own films here, presented in reverse 

chronological order, which makes for some fascinating contrasts. 2000's In 

Absentia is the most abstract of the trio, and the hardest to get a handle on - it 

pushes their obsessive attention to detail to the max, so that a close-up of pencil 

lead snapping becomes a huge shock moment. A Stockhausen score played at 

stadium rock levels helps cover up the lack of cohesion in the visuals. It's 

probably no coincidence that the better films in the set, 1990's The Comb and 

1986's The Street Of Crocodiles, both have literary texts as their starting point. It's 

only a starting point – Stephen and Timothy have no interest whatsoever in 

telling you a mere story – but in each case it gives a solid framework within 
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which they can concoct their rich sequences of dreamlike images and visual 

rhymes, enhanced by Leszek Jankowski's music. 

The Comb is my favourite of the three Quay shorts shown here, partly 

because it's the one that's most explicit about its use of dream logic, partly 

because it's the one I've seen the most times – these are films that definitely pay 

off on multiple re-viewings. In fact, I'm pretty sure the first time I saw The Comb 

was in an LFF animation programme, of the sort that they don't seem to want 

to put on any more. And it's interesting to see that like their acknowledged hero 

Jan Svankmajer, over time the Quays' focus has moved away from mere 

animation and into the pure creation of images. It's gratifying that a big name 

like Nolan is using his influence to get their work out to people who wouldn't 

normally know about it. In fact, he's such a big name that at the end of his 

intro, he gets to exit through the secret Door 2 at NFT1, leaving the building in 

a wholly unexpected direction, like a truck leaving a bridge in a Dark Knight 

chase scene.5 

8.45pm: Ghost Theater 

Japanese horror movies as we know them today effectively started with 

Ring. Sure, before that there were filmmakers like Kiyoshi Kurosawa who were 

finding new ways to unsettle audiences, but Hideo Nakata's 1999 hit gave the 

genre a huge global boost. His follow up movie, Dark Water, was more or less 

okay, but people gave it the benefit of the doubt because hey, this guy made 

Ring. Unfortunately, Nakata's post-1999 career has all been like this – a 

succession of okayish attempts at rebottling that lightning, including the sequel 

to the Hollywood remake of Ring. Maybe, as The BBG has suggested, it was just 

a fluke, or maybe Koji Suzuki's original story was more important than who told 

 

5 Search on Vimeo for ‘In the Cut, Part I: Shots in the Dark (Knight)’ for an explanation of this 
particularly tortured simile. 
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it. Ring's appeal came from a simple concept that translated into a heart-

stopping climactic image - all Nakata's subsequent films have put far too much 

effort into generating scares. 

Ghost Theater is another example of that, a remake of one of Nakata's 

pre-Ring horror flicks. Struggling actress Sara (Haruka Shimazaki) is getting fed 

up with playing corpses in TV dramas, and accepts a role in a new theatre play. 

Although it's never mentioned by name, it's obviously an adaptation of the story 

of Bathory, the Hungarian countess who murdered young girls and drank their 

blood to keep her own youth. It's a creepy enough scenario already, before you 

factor in the seething jealousy bubbling up between the female cast members, a 

dangerously tactile director, and – the real reason why we're here – the theatrical 

prop which turns out to have an oh-so-predictable life of its own. 

It's utter bollocks, sure. But unlike most recent bollocks horror movies, 

it's not offensive bollocks, so at least that's something. Nevertheless, these are 

very much 12 certificate scares, with very little gore, and not even that many of 

the sort of jumps we associate with J-horror. It doesn't help that the monster 

isn't a particularly scary one, and all too often we're left watching victims 

standing still in terror as they watch certain death slowly waddle towards them. 

There's far too much that's predictable about the whole enterprise, with hugely 

telegraphed setups placed way ahead of their payoffs. “I'm just going to sharpen 

the metal spikes on this bit of scenery that doesn't need to be particularly sharp. 

No reason.” There's nothing here to particularly surprise you, and that's 

something you definitely couldn't have said about Ring. 

~~~~~ 
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