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En lille amerikansk by i Maine rammes af en tragedie. En iskold eftermiddag i januar distraheres skolebuschaufføren Lesley af en vildfaren trækfugl og overser en lille dreng, som er faldet i søvn på en af bussens bagerste rækker. Drengens mor er samtidig færdig på sit arbejde, men i stedet for at tage turen direkte hjem, slår hun vejen forbi den lokale bar. Marla er alenemor og forsøger at dulme sin ensomhed gennem alkohol og pillemisbrug. Først næste morgen går det op for begge kvinder, at noget er ravruskende galt. 
Familiemedlemmer kryber ind til hinanden i sorg, men byen er rystet i dens grundvold og langsomt betrædes den glasskår belagte vej hen mod hvem, man kan placere et ansvar.

I hovedrollerne ses Amy Morton (bl.a. "Up in the Air", "8mm" og "Falling Down") som Lesley og John Slattery, der især er kendt fra tv-serien "Mad Men", som hendes mand. Louisa Krause fra "Martha Marcy May Marlene" spiller Marla og desuden medvirker Adam Driver fra "Frances Ha", "J. Edgar" og John Currans kommende "Tracks".

"Bluebird" er skrevet og instrueret af den debuterende Lance Edmands, født 1981 i Maine. 

Filmen er fotograferet af den Independent Spirit Award-nominerede Jody Lee Lipes, som i 2011 var på Variety’s liste over ti fotografer, man skal holde øje med. Hans tidligere film inkluderer bl.a. sidste års Bodil-vinder for Bedste Amerikanske Film, Sean Durkins ”Martha Marcy May Marlene” og Lipes har også fungeret som second-unit fotograf på Stephen Daldrys ”Ekstremt højt og utrolig tæt på”. 

Filmens klipper, Dino Jonsäter, kendes især for sit arbejde på Tomas Alfredssons ”Lad den rette komme ind” og samme instruktørs ”Dame, konge, es, spion”.
About the film

Winter in Maine can be peaceful and serene – it can also be lonely and terrifying. Filmmaker LANCE EDMANDS, a native of the state, had always wanted to convey that feeling. Raised in coastal Kennebunk, he left the region to attend NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts Film and Television program in 2000, though the Maine experience never left him. “It’s an interesting contradictory feeling, one that’s kind of abstract, and something I was always wanting to explore on film,” he says.

The film came out of an inspiration from the landscape and mythology of a particular area in the

northwest part of the state, known as the Katahdin Region, for Mt. Katahdin, Maine’s tallest peak. “It overlooks a town called Millinocket, which is at the edge of a big wilderness territory, called the Great North Woods,” a colossal forest which has long been the source for the region’s many – but dwindling – paper mills.

The town, where the film was shot (along with East Millinocket and nearby Lincoln) is located

along the Penobscot River, and marks the beginning of “The Golden Road,” which runs through the

North Woods to Canada, and whose name dates back to the logging boom of the 1920s. “There was a sense then of this golden industry, thriving and expanding,” states the director. “But it has an ironic ring to it today, because this is now such an incredibly depressed area – it’s completely flipped around. A number of the mills have shut down, and left what were formerly boom towns as these crumbling rural outposts, withering at the end of the vine.”

The storied beauty of the area was portrayed by author and poet Henry David Thoreau in his book, “The Maine Woods,” written during his travels through Katahdin in the late 19th century. “He

writes about this world of chaos and old night, the terrifying darkness of nature. It’s a feeling of the spirit being physically bound to this world, but being in awe of this colossal, unknown mystery of nature. And that’s something I wanted inside all of the characters – a lonely and terrifying feeling one gets being alone out in the middle of nature, though still with an awareness of the tremendous amount of natural beauty around you. You’re just a little speck amongst these enormous trees and freezing cold, snow and wind.”

After finishing school at NYU, Edmands worked as an editor, developing the script for BLUEBIRD in his spare time. “I began first with the texture, shapes and colors of the tone and landscape,” he says, slowly adding elements of the story, characters and narrative to allow them to interconnect. “It was sort of like watching a Polaroid photo develop,” starting with the rough shapes and allowing the rest to appear. “From a traditional narrative screenwriting standpoint, I was working backwards.” The approach worked, the script being accepted into the Sundance Screenwriters Lab in 2010.

The film’s title, BLUEBIRD, was originally inspired by the Robert Frost poem, “The Last Word of a Blue Bird.” “The poem tells the story of a little girl named Lesley who finds a bluebird, which she

befriends. But when winter comes, the bird tells her that it must fly south,” Edmands explains. “There’s this idea of a migratory bird that could never exist in the middle of winter, being left behind in an environment that’s not made for it. The poem is very sad and simple and they used to have kids memorize it in school. Many people say the poem was used to teach children about loss.”

Lesley first sees the bird while inspecting her bus at the end of a day’s run, momentarily distracting her – resulting in her not noticing a young boy asleep in a back seat, who gets left, locked inside overnight in the freezing cold, setting off a potentially devastating chain of events. “That bird hasn’t flown south for winter, and it finds itself in this place that it’s not supposed to be. And that little

mistake of nature has enormous consequences that reverberate through all of these different people’s lives and affects them all in totally different ways.”

Playing Lesley is veteran stage actress AMY MORTON (“Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf,” “August: Osage County”). “I wanted actors who the audience wouldn’t have preconceived notions about, but also people who could authentically fit into the world of the film,” Edmands says. For Lesley, the director needed a woman who could believably drive a bus and live in a little town like Millinocket.

“She needed to be able to face the physical difficulties of being in the freezing cold, driving a big metal bus, but at the same time have a warmth and innocence that would allow her to interact with these kids in a genuine, motherly way. That’s a tough, contradictory bunch of different personality traits, and hard to find all in one person. And I felt like she had it all.”

Appealing to Morton was the complexity of a character whose emotion is mostly portrayed in her

face. “I could tell it was going to be both really moving and difficult, which I thought would be a great challenge,” says the actress, a Chicago native used to icy winters. “I mostly do stage work, and being able to portray a character like that, with a great deal of facial expression, is a thing that only movies can do – on stage, the back row won’t see it.”

Lesley, notes Edmands, has been driving a school bus in the town for twelve years, a respected

part of the blue collar tapestry of the community. But, she, like many there, faces a great deal of stress, both from the economics of the town, as well as from the incident involving the child left overnight aboard her bus.

“This woman is tough,” the director explains. “I didn’t want her to be this wilty flower that would crumple away when bad things start to happen. She needed to be more of a solid tree. And tough in the way of, ‘Don’t touch me. I’ll be fine,’” a quality which, like for most of the characters, leads to a downward spiral. “She doesn’t complain. If she gets snow in her boot, she’s not gonna flip out about it.”

Her plain look fits the bill. “She had to look like the way a female could function in this town in

the way a lot of them do, which is to dress for warmth, not fashion. There’s no room in Millinocket to wear high heels. It’s winter, and you’d rather put on ten of your husband’s old flannels than freeze to death in a fancy jacket.” Her hair is simply parted in the middle – enough to get out the door – and she wears heavy shoes, wire rimmed glasses and a knit cap. Says Morton, “There is certainly nothing feminine about her. Her clothes are very utilitarian – I wear a dress once. We were all on the same page – nobody curls their hair there.”

Lesley’s husband, Richard, is played by JOHN SLATTERY (“Mad Men,” RETURN). “I spent a lot of time in Maine when I was a kid,” the actor says. “Lance really captured the way people go through life

there. The sounds, the visuals – the cold, all really came to life when I read the script the first time. I

heard it, and I got it.”

Richard, Slattery says, has logging in his blood. “His dad did it when he was a kid – and the old

fashioned way, with hand saws where they’d saw down these trees and drag them to the river. It was cold and wet.” But today’s lumberman, using a log feller (the machine Slattery is seen operating in the film, which grasps a tree and saws it from beneath). . . . well, it’s not the same. “It might sound romantic, being a lumberjack. But it turns out that it’s sitting in the cab of a truck chopping down trees with a big, giant machine all day. Like any job, it gets old. It’s a tough way to make a living. And it’s cold – you can’t believe how cold it is out there, for days on end. 15 years of those days is a long time.”

Edmands sees Richard, personally, as a wounded little boy, dressing up like a cowboy – or a lumberjack. “He’s a little petulant, a little bit aloof. He’s not John Wayne, but maybe he thinks he’s John Wayne. He’s got this hyper-masculine job, but he’s a little boyishly selfish.”

Working alongside Richard is his old friend, Dale (STEPHEN PAYNE), his boss, who informs him that times are a-changing, and he soon will be forced to close his business. “It couldn’t come at a worse time,” Slattery says. “Richard has always been struggling to make ends meet, but now he’s not sure he’ll be able to support the family anymore. It wears you out over time.”

Lesley and Richard have been married for around 20 years, have lived in the same small town most of their lives, where they met, and have a teenage daughter, Paula. Says Morton, “The relationship

has been status quo for a number of years,” in a comfortable routine. But, it’s revealed, Richard has been carrying on with another woman, whom we meet briefly when he and Lesley attend a music recital at Paula’s school. “Being married isn’t easy in the first place,” Slattery says. “Being married for a long time is harder. Keeping your relationship alive is tough even in the best of circumstances. It’s hard when you feel like you have nothing to look forward to, like he feels.”

“I think Lesley knows, but she doesn’t want to admit it,” informs Morton. “I don’t even know

that she’s admitted it to herself yet.” Adds Edmands, “I think she’s chosen to let it happen, as long he comes home at the end of the day, and as long as the family is still functioning as a family, she’ll just let these little slips happen now and then.” Not to say Richard doesn’t care about his wife. “When it counts, he’s there for her, even as bad as it gets,” Slattery notes. “I think they love each other – it’s just been a long time.”

Making a 20-some year marriage look lived-in takes two skilled actors. “I loved working with John,” Morton says. “He’s a really generous actor, always open to new ideas. And he never goes for

anything easy or for sentimentality.” Slattery found the same in his co-star. “Everything she does is just so natural, almost tossed away, in an incredibly realistic way. I felt very lucky. We just had to look at each other on set, nod and start.”

Paula, Lesley and Richard’s 17-year-old daughter, is played by EMILY MEADE – 23 at the time the film was made. “I was getting to the point where I was done playing angsty, rebellious teenagers,”

she says. “I really wanted to start growing up.” Paula gave her that opportunity, even playing someone in that age group. “There was something about Paula that was eerily calm, sort of detached and isolated, in a strange way. She was kind of personifying a feeling of isolation within your own home, and not really having a sense of home within your home.”
To play the teen, Edmands sought out an actress with an interesting combination of traits. “It

was a tough role to cast, because I didn’t want her to be too plain nor to be too pretty. She’s a kind of a kid who’s firmly in the middle – not super savvy or super cool, but she’s not a huge loser either. She’s smart, she’s together, and she’s insightful, but not super hip or super experienced. She’s probably one of the wiser people in the movie, actually. Certainly, in some ways, she has the brightest future of anybody in the film.” Meade herself fit all those qualities, Slattery says. “She has a really distinctive personality – both her and her character.”

Meade notes that Paula’s relationship with her mother isn’t that of a typical teen of her age. “She

doesn’t hate her mother, like most 17 year olds do,” the actress states. “Most teenagers do that because they’re beginning to detach – Paula detached from her mother years ago. She gave up on her at a young age,” likely at the time, as Lesley reveals in the film, that she had mistakenly allowed Paula to slip through some lake ice when she was a young girl. “I think that’s when she started to detach, because she knew she couldn’t count on her to protect her. She gave up on needing her mother and on needing that kind of love from her mother.” The family are like strangers living together. “They’re “They’re not experiencing anything together.”

She does have feelings about her father, who Edmands describes as an “old school father – a man

from another time,” and is, at one point in the movie, the target of angry blast from Paula. “I think,

earlier in her life, they actually had a real relationship,” Meade says. “But at some point, she could just sort of feel him give up and escape – emotionally. And she feels abandoned by him, and she feels left behind. It’s like interacting with a ghost; it’s heartbreaking for her.”

The family members each personify a way of living which keeps them from being able to deal with the kinds of issues that arise out of the incident involving the child left on the bus, which begins by

affecting them individually, and then as a family. In a sense, they simply don’t know how, but for a

variety of reasons that all add up to a downward spiral, says Edmands and his cast.

“I don’t think either Lesley or Richard have the emotional tools to really work through something

like this,” says the director. “They’re so used to putting up a tough front, which is very much the

northern New England disposition – not to complain, not to talk about anything too much. To be willful and strong and silent, and don’t acknowledge there’s a problem, just fight it.” That modality runs the family. “There’s a lot of secrets and a lot of denial. And I think it all ends up isolating each of them.” Slattery agrees. “When I grew up as a kid in New England, you figured stuff out on your own, and you got on with it. I remember someone saying once, ‘Keep your eyes closed, or you’ll bleed to death.’” Adds Meade, “They just hope whatever issue is there will just go away.”

It’s a value that Morton even encountered growing up in the Midwest in Chicago. “It’s something that’s instilled quite young. There are many people in the world who still believe that asking for help is weakness. I find them to be willful about willpower – until that doesn’t work anymore. You don’t ask for help, and then there comes a day that you have to.” The result, in combination with an unmoving life, adds up to a dull, emotional deadness which simply keeps everyone stuck – and is at the root of their problems, Meade believes. “These people have been raised to not want more, to stifle their desire and suffocate it, to a point which just deadens them completely. They’re almost falling asleep, in a coma, trying to live a life without desires.” Slattery agrees. “You get to a point where you say, ‘This is what my life is. This is what my life is going to be.’ There’s nothing to look forward to, so you don’t try.”

Meade’s scene at the store where she works [filmed at Marden’s Surplus & Supply in Lincoln], where she numbly winds up snow globes, allowing them to play over each other as she places them on the shelf, is a perfect example. “She’s like a zombie,” the actress says. “She wants to feel something. Some people get excited to create – Paula has nothing to explore. She doesn’t know what it is she wants to express.” The same goes for having sex with her boyfriend, Brent (played by Maine local BRANDON WARDWELL). “She’s not seeking a true connection – she doesn’t really know what that’s like, because no one has ever taught her how to be intimate with somebody, sexually or emotionally. She’s just trying to feel something.”

Her parents are equally numbed to life, her mother’s stifled soul being the cause of the young boy’s being left to nearly freeze aboard the bus, she notes. “She did the very same thing when Paula was

young and fell through the ice – it’s not a coincidence that it’s happened again. And somebody really got hurt because of it.”

The incident does not turn the family upside down, she says – it’s been that way for years. “We

discussed this with Lance during rehearsal. The incident on the bus, and what’s going on with Lesley, is not the beginning of the story. It’s actually the result of the story that’s been going on for a long time.” The family are not the only victims of this kind of stuckness. Marla, the young mother of the boy on the bus, is similarly afflicted, though in a different way. While seemingly simply an irresponsible “bad mom,” Edmands sees something else. “I actually really feel for her. She is lost and stuck in this small town without a lot of options for a young person to make herself feel fulfilled or happy.” Marla has run out of options – she’s stuck between a rock and a hard place, spending her time working at the local restaurant, spending time singing Karaoke in bars or getting drunk/high – anything but take care of her child. That duty is left to her mother, Crystal (played by MARGO MARTINDALE (“A Gifted Man”). “She’s tethered to this town through her child, so she can’t really take care of herself. So she always has to be around her mom and feel like a perpetual child. She’s dated everyone in town and either messed it up or decided they’re assholes – and they probably were.”

Marla does spend time with her co-worker, Walter (ADAM DRIVER), drinking and smoking pot.

“She really just goes to numb herself and stay in denial,” says actress LOUISA KRAUSE, who plays the young woman. “He’s really just a ‘good time friend,’” Edmands explains. “She’s still attempting to solve problems in the traditional Marla way – smoking weed, drinking beer and zoning out. It’s momentary relief.”

Krause had first come upon BLUEBIRD in 2010 at the Sundance Lab, where she was crafting a part for another upcoming film, Sean Durkin’s “Martha Marcy May Marlene.” “I would watch them work and see some of the footage they would shoot,” she recalls. “I remember thinking how lucky I would be to get to be in that movie.”

The actress had the specific combination of qualities Edmands was after for Marla. “Louisa knows how to play a certain self-centeredness, but still have a bit of vulnerability,” the director states.

“She needed to be both assholey and self-centered, but I wanted the cracks to be pretty visible, so that you wouldn’t be totally turned off by her selfishness. And she’s good at conveying that almost childish sense of entitlement,” seen in her desire to work with lawyer Fred Lyman (CHRISTOPHER McCANN) to file a suit against Lesley, a move she eventually abandons, Krause points out. “She realizes that’s not going to solve anything, that it will hurt more people than it will help. She has to figure her own shit out.”
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