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Originally educated in theatre 
set design, Jonathan Glazer is today 
regarded as one of the most intelligent 
and inventive movie directors working in 
the UK. Like overseas contemporaries 
Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze, Glazer 
is able to tell emotionally engaging 
stories without following literal, linear 
narratives. This is evident in the body 
of advertising and music-video work 
he created in the 1990s, and abundantly 
so in his three features, starting with 
acclaimed 2000 debut Sexy Beast. 

His musical client list reads like a 
Who’s Who of 90s alternative Britannia: 
Blur, Radiohead, UNKLE, Jamiroquai, 
Massive Attack, Richard Ashcroft, Nick 
Cave and the Bad Seeds. His Guinness 
ad ‘Surfer’ (1999) was voted Best Ad of 
All Time in a Channel 4/Sunday Times 
poll in 2002; other corporate clients 
include Levi’s, Wrangler, Volkswagen 
and Nike, while his run of projects for 

Stella Artois/Diageo is legendary. What 
ties these disparate formats together is 
Glazer’s ability to engage his audiences 
cerebrally and visually to communicate a 
parable or story in a 90-second vignette. 

It was perhaps inevitable, then, that 
he’d graduate to directing feature fi lms. 
Sexy Beast was a success both critically 
and at the box offi ce; the New York 
Times’ AO Scott wrote: “Rarely has the 
romance of middle-aged married love 
been depicted with such quiet heat. 
Sexy Beast delivers not only sensation 
but also, more remarkably, feeling.” 
Viewers mostly remember the psychotic 
villain Don, played by a cast-against-
type Ben Kingsley (who was nominated 
for a Best Supporting Actor Oscar).

With his second fi lm Birth (2004) – 
starring Nicole Kidman and stylistically 
infl uenced by the likes of Douglas Sirk 
and Alfred Hitchcock – Glazer proved 
that his unique eye can see the surreal 

and the dramatically beautiful in the 
terribly ordinary. Since 2007, he has 
worked seriously on his comparatively 
experimental third feature, Under the 
Skin, and Jocks&Nerds caught up with 
him over dinner at the Groucho Club 
ahead of its April release.

Congratulations on a superb film. 
How’s it gone down so far?
Venice was interesting. It’s a frightening 
thing to show your fi lm because, when 
you make a fi lm, really, you make it for 
yourself. I fi nd it strange that, in reality, 
you have to then show it to other people. 
The thing about Venice is that you have 
to sit through it – in some festivals you 
can go to the bar and wait it out. I liked 
the reaction in Venice. It was mixed. 
There was booing and clapping in equal 
measure. I’d like to think it was equal, 
anyway. It was a vigorous response, quite 
divided. I thought that was a good sign.
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People have asked if I read the book the 
film is based on but I haven’t. I rarely 
read new books and am not a sci-fi fan.
Same. I serial-read certain authors like 
Hermann Hesse and I’m still catching 
up on stuff from the last century. I read 
Nabokov, Hesse, stuff like that. I’m not 
going to read modern fiction because 
I’ve got such a hole to fill.

Any favourites you could mention?
I love Nabokov’s Laughter in the Dark 
and also Hesse’s Narcissus and Goldmund. 

Do you keep up with films?
I used to be ravenous for films, books 
and music but you get to a point where 

you have to stop. When you make a  
film you don’t want any contemporary 
influence at all, so I haven’t seen many 
for six or seven years. I know there are 
great films out there but when I make 
one I like to be free of any influence. 
You have to do your own thing.

And your film isn’t like anyone else’s. 
It’s got its own thing.

How true is it to the book?
The book is really very different. There’s 
no one set piece of the book that’s in the 
film. What interested me was the story 
from the point of view of the central 
character. Walter Campbell, who wrote 
the script with me, never read the book. 

How did you work on the film?
We had a good storyboard and, in the 
end, the script wasn’t long, about 49 
pages. Because we’d turned it over so 
many times, we knew what we wanted 
from it. I went up to Scotland with  
the margins of the scenes we had but 
also with freedom to just play within 
those margins. I love to work like that. 
There’s no ‘This line has to be delivered 

I was surprised how mixed the reviews 
were. Half of them gave the end away.
This guy at the Independent hated it.

The moral is not to believe reviews. 
How did you get Scarlett Johansson 
to play such an unusual role, anyway?
I can’t remember where I first met her 
but we’ve chatted a bit over the years.  
It wasn’t until we were working out how 
to shoot the film that we fully embraced 
her. Shooting with someone well known 
was hard to get the head around. It was 
just the surveillance thing – I thought, 
this is going to be great, she’s got it all, 
and putting her in Glasgow is already 
‘alien’ anyway; that’s a lovely narrative.

If you put any girl from LA in Glasgow 
they’d be freaked out.
This is a film about an alien. If you’re 
going to make a film with any credibility, 
we have to see the story as she sees it. 
Immediately, you’re narrowing the 
language you can use. You can’t have 
her putting her feet up at the end of  
the day, saying, “Fuck me! You know 
what, me ones and twos are killing me!” 
You must stick with her point of view.

‘WHEN I MAKE 
A FILM I LIKE 
TO BE FREE  
OF ANY 
INFLUENCE’

Odyssey, 2002
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those tacky birds. That’s what it’s like.
That was all part of the whole 
surveillance thing. It was shot in a  
real club in Glasgow with real people. 

Did they know what you were doing?
No, we did it with hidden cameras.

Did anybody recognise Johansson?
Probably.

Tell me about the surveillance aspect? 
Was that used throughout the movie?
All her driving around is surveillance, 
all hidden cameras. The geezers she pulls 
over to talk to don’t know they’re being 
filmed. They just think they’re being 

asked directions. They’re all random. 
Nothing was rehearsed or staged. The 
reactions are their real reactions.

Well, that’s even better. It’s so real.
Well, that’s because it was.

I was thinking that the actors looked 
very authentic. Where’d you get them?
No, they are all real. The nightclub’s  
all real. There were only a few actors  
in the production. She had to interact 
with people.

This is probably the first time then 
that reality has been married so  
well with fiction in a movie.

in order to make sense of that’. It’s  
the ‘feeling’ of the scene.

How would you describe the film? 
I’ll describe it as… well, do you know 
those sorts of films you see when there’s 
three people snoring at the back of the 
Renoir cinema? It’s one of those.

Someone compared it to The Man  
Who Fell to Earth by Nicolas Roeg.
I like that film but I feel the only 
comparison is that they are both aliens 
on Earth. But its nothing like it, really.

The club scene was excellent. It’s rare 
you see good club scenes in films. All 
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It was a very hard movie to sell, yes. 
When she came on board, commercially, 
it was a meaningful bit of casting. To be 
honest with you, she knew exactly what 
she was getting involved with. She was 

fantastically committed; a real pleasure 
to work with. You know when you’re 
working with someone devoted to the 
work and what you’re doing. There’s a 
long tradition of movie stars coming  

to Europe and making very unusual 
films they’d never make in Hollywood. 

Is she really pleased with the movie?
She seems to be. She said normally she 
makes a film and sees herself on the 
screen and recognizes what she’s doing; 
but with this she didn’t. It must be such 
a strange thing. 

Well, the mixed reviews are better 
than people saying “I didn’t mind it”. 
As you said, it’s not everybody’s cup  
of tea; it’s not Love Actually.
I think what we were interested in doing 
was going from the reality of the street. 
Witnessed reality and not set up. Putting 
that cheek-by-jowl and flooding that in 
to that black space. It’s like coming to 
the edge of the world or something.

What did she do to these people?
We decided these aliens wanted us for 
something – but what is unclear. But 
Scarlett was great at all that, I liked her 

There’s a long tradition of shooting on 
the streets, from the 1950s and 1960s, 
and Murnau’s Sunrise [A Song of Two 
Humans] from way before – so I don’t 
think there’s anything new about it. 
What I think is interesting is that she’s 
a Hollywood star and she’s ‘interacting’. 
In some scenes, the script was written 
as we went along. 

She had that perfect west London 
posh-girl accent. Mum’s a producer, 
dad’s in PR. She was spot on.
All that was part of the lie. It was just 
putting her in that reality and just 
‘witnessing’ what Scarlett in disguise,  
in that character, in Glasgow, was like.

It’s a great idea. Did her involvement 
make it easier to fund?
Oh yes. It made it way easier to fund. 

It sounds to me like a hard movie to 
sell. How do you even begin to explain 
your film to anyone? It is so unique.

‘BANDS HAD 
MORE 
FREEDOM 
BACK THEN  
TO DO WHAT 
THEY LIKED’

Rabbit in Your Headlights, 1998
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When you made Sexy Beast, did you 
cast against type on purpose? Ray 
Winstone as, for once, supplicant. 
And Ian McShane as the mob boss was 
a great idea. A complete contrast to his 
pin-up past and his role in Lovejoy.
What I loved about Ian McShane in 
Lovejoy was he just looked like he didn’t 
want to be there. Sexy Beast was a great 
film to make but, again, I’ve got to put 
that down to the script. I was lucky.  
I pointed the camera at a great script.

How was Ben Kingsley to work with? 
He looked like he enjoyed himself.
He ate it up.

After that, perhaps people expected you 
to do the same thing. But you didn’t.

After Sexy Beast I was offered a lot of 
‘Hollywood’ stuff. I felt like I wanted to 
try my own thing, whether people would 
like it or not. It was more important  
for me to do that than pursue a career. 
So I did Birth.

Are you influenced by anyone from  
the past? Anyone you’d recommend?
Yeah, loads of people. Film is like music 
in that there is great music for all the 
different genres. Robert Bresson is 
remarkable and ever relevant. I love his 
work. He’s an absolute master. I like the 
poets of the cinema. I like Jean Vigo.  
Then there’s FW Murnau, Satyajit Ray, 
Ingmar Bergman, Yasujirō Ozu, Andrei 
Tarkovsky, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Rainer 
Werner Fassbinder, Stanley Kubrick.

very much. She’s a funny actress, she 
reminds me of Lauren Bacall a bit. 

Who you worked with on Birth, right?
She was amazing. She was everything 
you’d want her to be. Very funny woman.

When you were young did you watch a 
lot of her films?
I did, with my dad. I had a drink with 
Lauren Bacall once in some whisky bar. 
It was great. When I walked in, the 
pianist was playing the theme from 
Casablanca. She was sitting there with 
her drink, all eyes on her. Then the guy 
finished playing and the music stopped. 
Everyone clapped and she looked up 
and said,“Why are you clapping? Ingrid 
Bergman was in Casablanca, not me!”
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James Lavelle? Rabbit was Thom Yorke 
on vocals and James. James was fully 
fucking supportive of it. 

It was like an art film. Did you ever 
think of going that way, the art route?
I did a thing for an exhibition at the 
Haunch of Venison gallery, something  
I really enjoyed, with Jason Pierce from 
Spiritualized. He wrote this song ‘Ladies 
and Gentlemen We are Floating in 
Space’. I came up with an idea for 
music as light. It was kind of interesting.

What was the first ad you directed?
It was for Kodak disposable cameras. It 

was terrible. I remember editing it and 
the agency came in and cut it to pieces. 
I was like, ‘You can’t do that, I’ll take my 
name off.’ And they said, ‘What name?’ 

Was it the Guinness surfer ad (1999) 
that gave you a kickstart? Those ads  
by you, Tony Kaye and Frank Budgen 
are still really enjoyable to watch. 
I wouldn’t have anything going on in 
advertising had Tony Kaye not came 
along. He did remarkable work. The 
people who really gave him his wings 
were the same guys that gave me my 
first shot in advertising.

Who were they?
Walter Campbell and Tom Carty. They 
were the team. They were genuine. 
They were great risk-takers, mavericks. 
They protected the work from all the 
noise. It’s incredible how few of those 
people are really around.

You’ve got to have balls to do it. You’re 
only as good as your last advert, really?
These boys made it all possible for Tony 
Kaye before me and, of course, Walter 
is the guy I wrote Under the Skin with.

This ‘Directors Who Need to Make 
More Films’ list on IMDB has you at 
#1. People don’t realise they take such 
a long time. Would you make more  
if you could?
I want to spend as much time as I can 
with my kids. I don’t want to miss their 
growing up. Not a bit of it. But also, to 
this day I don’t really think of myself as 
a film-maker. I make films. I’m not that 
keen on putting a title on it, whatever it 

How did you see all these films?
On VHS, mostly. The films I got into 
with my dad were the ones he loved and 
I loved, films with classical storytelling. 
Directors like Sidney Lumet, John 
Schlesinger and David Lean. I love all 
those films. But I never went, ‘Oh, I’m 
going to go to some art cinema and 
watch the double bill by... you know?’  
I never had that. Federico Fellini was 
the one that really impressed Lindsay 
Anderson’s O Lucky Man!

What is it about Anderson?
He had a nice mental edge to him. 
When I started seeing that stuff, I was 
thinking, ‘Really? Can you do that?’  
I hadn’t really seen evidence of that from 
what I’d been exposed to. I guess it just 
got my curiosity. That and art college.

You studied theatre design, didn’t you?
Yes, at Trent Polytechnic. Most people 
on that course went on to do something 
completely different, actually. 

Why is that, do you think? 
We had a lecturer who, by sheer force  
of personality, was really inspiring. He 
was quite militant and political, and  
he demanded that you read and saw 
things that weren’t on the curriculum. 

You directed plays and then began 
directing music videos in the mid-
1990s. What was that like?
Bands had more freedom back then. 
They could go off and do whatever the 
fuck they liked. Also, the medium of 
the music video hadn’t really been fully 
formed yet. It was still in flux. They 
hadn’t landed as a format somehow. 
They were still finding out what it was. 

You came at the right time. Often the 
videos contain the band singing and 
some obscure visual narrative. Your 
video for Rabbit in Your Headlights 
knocked me sideways. You said pop 
promos could be like art videos.
Ha. Actually, that was banned too.

Nothing like being banned to give your 
career a hoist, eh? What did they think?

‘TO THIS DAY I 
DON’T REALLY 
THINK OF 
MYSELF AS A 
FILM-MAKER.  
I MAKE FILMS’
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You’re here to leave a legacy. 
I know my attention has to be taken by 
something that I love. It’s the only thing 
I’m going to be good at. I’ll only do well 
if I can’t put it down.

You have to put your neck on the line.
You do. I’ll put my neck on the line for 
something I believe in. We have to do 
what we believe in.

Do you go out to look for things or do 
you wait for them to jump out? Do you 
have a backlog of stuff in the wings?
It’s like waiting for something to come 
in the room and put its feet up and say, 
‘Go on, then.’ I’ve got to be taken over 

by something. It could be anything. It 
might not be a film. I’m sort of circling 
a few ideas but something will land and 
I’ll know that’s it. Then I’ll go off on 
that journey. I’m not going to rush it; 
it’ll come to me.

How do you feel now?
It’s funny doing this film, funny having 
a film out. Fuck me! It’s really odd. 

Under the Skin is out 14 March
undertheskinmovie.com
Sexy Beast is screening at BFI Southbank 
18–27 April
parkcircus.com
bfi.org.uk

is. I think that if you’re going to make a 
film, it’s going to take a lot out of you.

How long did this one take?
From start to finish, about 10 years.  
It was an 11-week shoot. A year 
editing. I love the editing. It kills you 
but I love it; it’s a wonderful place.

That’s a lot of time, to keep that level 
of concentration on one subject.
But if you keep that concentration… if 
you find a subject that is fertile enough 
to keep your attention. I don’t want to 
spend a minute on something I don’t 
want to do. I’d be happy to spend 10 
years on something I do.
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