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I et lille hengemt samfund afskåret fra resten af verden, kaldet ”The Bathtub”, bor den 6-årige Hushpuppy alene med sin far, Wink. Hendes mor er der ikke længere for hende, mens faren er af en rodløs natur og han overlader ofte Hushpuppy til sig selv. Når han er hjemme, bor han i en rusten hytte, mens hun bor i en trailervogn stablet op på to tønder. Når Hushpuppy er alene, spekulerer hun over den mystificerende natur. Hun opfatter verden som et skrøbeligt net af levende og åndende mekanismer, hvor hele universet er afhængigt af, at det hele passer sammen som fod i hose.

Livet i The Bathtub ligger i et sumpet område og er præget af løssluppenhed, fest og ballade. På den lokale skole(båd) underviser den regelrette Miss Bathsheba sine elever om naturlig udvælgelse, global opvarmning og de store økologiske forandringer, der har rykket deres lille bysamfund helt op i forreste række i risikoen for at blive udryddet. ”Lær at lev sammen og tilpas jer!”, instruerer hun. ”I må hellere tage at lære at overleve…”

Virkeligheden ramler ned over Hushpuppys lille verden, da hendes far bliver ramt af en mystisk sygdom og naturen begynder at gå amok: En kæmpestorm er under opsejling og iskapperne ved polerne begynder at smelte. Hushpuppy er overbevist om, at alle begivenhederne er forbundet med hinanden.

På den anden side af kloden er der sket noget besynderligt i forbindelse med de store vejrskift: Bidske forhistoriske væsener er tøet op under isen og er nu på fødderne efter århundreders nedfrysning…

Mens vandet stiger omkring det skrumpende samfund, søger mange mennesker til mere sikre, højere beliggende områder, men Wink og enkelte andre insisterer på at blive.  Orkanen nærmer sig og Hushpuppy og Wink barrikaderer sig. Da morgenen gryr, er det et ødelagt Bathtub, der venter dem udenfor. De samles med de få øvrige, men i stedet for at sørge over begivenhederne, gør de som traditionen foreskriver: De holder en fest med alle de rejer, krabber og øl, som er tilbage. Miss Bathsheba ødelægger stemningen ved at minde om, at al saltvandet sandsynligvis har ødelagt hele deres eksistensgrundlag.

De frygtindgydende væsener er nu truende skygger i horisonten… snerrende, knurrende og med knivskarpe horn har de taget kursen mod syd…

I mellemtiden er myndighederne blevet opmærksomme på det lille samfunds eksistens og The Bathtub tvinges til at blive evakueret. Mænd i mærkeligt tøj og med underlig accent forlanger, at Hushpuppy, Wink og de øvrige beboere tager med dem til det, de kalder ”i sikkerhed”. De bliver taget til en sterilt og dystert hospital i en flygtningelejr, hvor alle ifølge Hushpuppy er blege ”som fisk i et akvarium uden vand”. Da lægerne forklarer Wink om konsekvensen af hans sygdom, forsøger han at give Hushpuppy væk, men hun nægter. Først da Wink fortæller, at han er døende, går det op for hende, at hendes far ikke er den uovervindelige klippesten, hun havde forestillet sig. 

Hushpuppy flygter og ude på vandet, i det fjerne, ser hun et lys, som hun forestiller sig, er sin mor. En mystisk fisker trækker hende op af vandet og tager hende med til sit yndlingssted, en besynderlig natklub, som for Hushpuppy kommer til at stå som det genfundne paradis. Ud af køkkenet træder en kvinde, som kigger på hende med øjne præcis som hendes egne. ”Lad mig vise dig en tryllekunst”, siger hun, mens Hushpuppy lytter med æresfrygt. I et kort øjeblik oplever Hushpuppy den kærlighed, hun har søgt efter i hele sit liv, men alligevel går det op for hende, at hun må tilbage til sin far og The Bathtub, før det er for sent for dem begge.

Væsenerne viser sig pludselig i den udtørrede sump. De har fået øje på en lille pige og standser op bag hende. Hun vender sig pludselig om for at se dem i øjnene. Hendes øjne er lige så frygtløse som deres. De deler et øjebliks samhørighed af forståelse formet af et urgammelt instinkt og væsenerne knæler foran hende.    


ARTISTIC STATEMENT


Someone's ability to bake doughnuts or laugh loud is just as good a reason to make them a dolly grip as their ability to push a dolly.  I want to fill my life and my films with wild, brave, good-hearted people.  Whatever amount of chaos and disaster that leads to doesn't matter, because you're going through it with the people you love, and in the end, no matter what, the movies come out wild, brave, and good-hearted; and that's more important to me than smooth dolly moves.   

This concept extended to every part of the process making Beasts of the Southern Wild.  My approach to making movies about is crafting an energy, a feeling, and a way of life that the people that make movies with me can live.  It's about inventing a reality and populating it with the best people I know.

Most gloriously, in our casting process – where we chose Dwight Henry, from the bakery across the street, and Quvenzhané Wallis, from Honduras Elementary School to take charge of our heroes, Wink and Hushpuppy.  Neither of them had any previous experience acting, but when you look in their eyes, you see fearless warriors, and you know they can do anything.  Even though you then have to re-write the script from scratch and change everything about your approach, it doesn't matter, because those elements were superficial in the face of accurately capturing the fierce spirit that the film needed to articulate.  That principle was applied to every decision.  Are we going to create an interior water set?  Or are we going to sea?  Do we dress an accessible location to look like an island at the edge of the world, or do we go to the edge of the world?  Do we dress an 11 year-old to look like she's six?  Or do we cast a six year-old? We tested the strength of the story and family that made it against every element that would try to break it.

I got hooked on South Louisiana because this mentality is everywhere.  I showed up for a two month visit six years ago and I'm not going anywhere.  It's the home of the most tenacious people in America – an endangered species. And that fierceness was how I came to this story.  With the hurricanes, the oil spills, the land decaying out from under our feet, there's a sense or inevitability that one day it’s all going to get wiped off the map.  I wanted to make a movie exploring how we should respond to such a death sentence. Not critiquing the politicians who have caused it, or calling to arms for environmental responsibility, or raising awareness of suffering, or any of that.  The real question to me, is how do you find the strength to stand by and watch the place that made you die, while maintaining the hope and the joy and the celebratory spirit that defined it?  I found the answers in the ferocious people I cast in the film, and I found an incredible articulation of that story in my dear little friend Lucy Alibar's play Juicy and Delicious -- an apocalyptic comedy about a little boy losing his father at the end of the world.  From the two of us, and with the spirit of Quvenzhané Wallis, came Hushpuppy.  She's a little beast who, in order to survive, has to find the strength of South Louisiana at the age of six.  I put all the wisdom and courage I've got into her.  She's the person I want to be.

ORIGINS

Friends since they were teenagers, Benh Zeitlin had always contemplated adapting one of Lucy Alibar’s plays into a short film. Alibar wrote pieces that played like delicious concoctions of food, magic, and love, Southern style. Upon seeing a performance of “Juicy and Delicious” in 2008, Zeitlin decided that the scope and spirit of the world Alibar had created, not to mention the particular story, merited transformation into a full-length feature film—what would be his first. Alibar created characters endowed with a specific kind of sweetness, and subjected to a kind of love so tough it might be called cruelty, if you weren’t laughing so hard. This dissonance in the relationships between characters is something Alibar and Zeitlin would hold on to as they made the transition to a screenplay. However, while to behold the performance of Alibar’s play was to witness something surreal and magical where rules did not apply, Zeitlin approached the story and it’s telling with realism as a starting point. It was the same realism that informed the style of his 2008 short “Glory at Sea”—but just as what those very true-to-life characters eventually encountered aboard their barely seaworthy junk raft was undeniably fantastical, so too would be what Hushpuppy experienced as her world crumbled around her. At its heart, both play and film would be built on the foundation of a central, all-important quality for their tiny hero: emotional bravery, and the specific kind of courage it takes to say goodbye to someone you love.  

Alibar and Zeitlin transplanted this theme to the subsiding landscape of southern Louisiana—a place that prioritizes unadulterated joy and debaucherous appetites even as its towns fill with water and its bayou shores sink away in front of them. The film’s scope widened to portray the loss of place as well as person, the demise of Wink now finding a parallel in the demise of his home. A made-up bayou village on the southern edge of the country, the Bathtub wasn’t quite based on any specific town, but rather a concentration of all the cultural elements of southern Louisiana in one place. In other words, the Bathtub contained everything good that stood to be taken away by the epic natural shifts going on around it. The question for the character of Hushpuppy became: what responsibility and duty do you have to your home and yourself to be there for someone or something as it slips away in front of you?

Eighty miles southwest of New Orleans and a world away, holed up in a marina literally where the road ends and the Gulf begins, Zeitlin and Alibar hammered out the script. The five bayous that extend south of Houma like fingers into the ocean, the communities of people there (shrimpers, crabbers, oilmen), and the way of life were certainly fertile ground for their imagination, but from the outset the world of the Bathtub was going to be a step away from reality. This isn’t to say the writing process didn’t occasionally overlap with some premature location scouting: after Benh found an abandoned school bus and rusty oil drum in the back of Claude Bourg’s property, lo and behold, Hushpuppy had a home. But Zeitlin was always conscious that tying the film’s setting to any particular place or issue would diminish the impact of the story, and that removing any literal frame of reference would open it up to a wider, richer viewing experience. He and Alibar had spun a huge tale in an alternate universe – a universe that probably merited the resources of a $100 million blockbuster to build. How this giant world, and its destruction, could be tailored to a small budget posed one of many seemingly impossible challenges. 

THE CASTING PROCESS

Grand as the scope of the film had become, the audience would be firmly planted in this world through the perspective of a singular, curious beast of a creature named Hushpuppy. The film’s success depended entirely on finding someone to fill this character’s tiny, but simultaneously massive shoes. And that was the first impossibility encountered—what child could conceivably carry this huge film on her diminutive shoulders?

The search began in early 2009 in New Orleans, in an abandoned classroom set up as an office and audition space, where so many talented kids were found that the producer began an after school program to teach them acting and filmmaking. Sessions with girls ages six to nine played out more like interviews and game-playing than it did a traditional movie audition. After four months without a Hushpuppy, the operation expanded beyond the city and into the bayou communities where Zeitlin and Alibar were writing the script, and also where the film would eventually be shot. Ultimately stretching into eight parishes, Court 13’s volunteer casting army made it common practice to canvas around a given town, work with local superintendents to pass out flyers in public schools, and hold auditions in area churches and libraries. Four months turned into a year as they combed through every bowling alley, after school program, congregation, and classroom they could find; in some areas they even went door to door.   

Four thousand kids later, the hard work paid off and they would have themselves a Hushpuppy—and she was right in the film’s backyard of Houma, Louisiana, amongst the bayous and the barges that form the backdrop of the movie. And she wasn’t between the ages of six to nine; she was five when she first auditioned. Clearly endowed with a striking imagination, Quvenzhané Wallis was a micro force of nature with unparalleled focus and emotional intelligence. The full flair of her personality could not be confined by the words “action” and “cut” either; she was a hurricane of humor and natural charisma that charmed you no matter who you were. 

The next mission was to find the character of Hushpuppy’s father, Wink. The audition process for adults was similar to that for kids: mostly an interview about their personal story, then given a scene with circumstances around which to improvise as a character no different than themselves. Only in the last stages of the process, when they were nearly cast, did potential actors carry a script. Again, the concentration was on folks local to New Orleans or the bayou areas, who had never acted before but were intrigued by a flyer in a barbershop or an announcement on local radio. 

Mr. Dwight Henry was a familiar figure, running the delicious bakery across the street from the abandoned school building where the team held auditions. He barely acted at all on his original audition tape, instead spinning incredible stories from post-Katrina New Orleans, and his resilience in pursuing baking. Six months later, desperate to secure him for a callback, the team found him nearly impossible to lock in. They realized they were calling in the afternoon; he worked from midnight to noon—baker hours—and slept afterwards. Once he did come in, he demonstrated a potent emotional vulnerability and commanding screen presence. Zeitlin and the team had always thought that the role might merit a trained professional – but never ones to take the easy way out, they went with Mr. Henry. Rehearsals and sessions with Zeitlin would take place in the bakery, from 2 to 5 in the morning, as he baked. The choice would ultimately weave Mr. Henry’s spirit into the fabric of the film in such a way that it’s hard to imagine Wink in any other way. He made the role his own. 

THE AUROCHS

With the cast falling into place and nearly all of them learning how to act on film for the first time, another set of performers had to be wrangled and another challenge surmounted. One of the main elements of Alibar and Zeitlin’s script that defined it as a larger-than-your-usual-independent film were the mythical, fierce, doomsday creatures known as Aurochs. The conceit of the mythology of the film was that these pre-historic animals had frozen in glaciers long ago, only to thaw and be resurrected by the massive climate shifts we see taking place in the Bathtub. How do you create a parade of monsters that herald the impending apocalypse, on a less than monstrous budget? As Zeitlin’s crew gathered in the bayou, a second unit based in New Orleans had this question to answer. 

The scene played out in an abandoned firehouse in the Marigny that was provided by a fellow Sundance Institute alum and renowned regional filmmaker—the godfather of the independent film scene in New Orleans. It was like a laboratory, with giant water tanks, laser-cut miniature towns, and animal pens in the backyard. This was because the first step was to gather the Aurochs’ living, breathing surrogates, a handful of wild animals, to be trained to perform for the camera. The second step was to deck these creatures in tailor made head-dresses, specially designed to endow the wide-eyed creatures with fearsome horns and shaggy hair. The story of the Aurochs would play out against the backdrops of miniature ice age sets that had to be meticulously constructed. Certain greenscreen shots even called for a conveyor belt surface for the mangy mammals to trot along, an apparatus operated by a crew member on an exercise bike. Problem solved. 

PRODUCTION

In January 2010, the production planted its flag in Montegut, Louisiana at Claude Bourg's Cajun Country Stop & pumping station. A diamond in the mud, this property suited the film’s needs perfectly: the former convenience shop became the office, the 18 wheeler garage housed the art department, the shrimp cleaning facilities was be the prop area, and as it turns out, one third of the movie would end up being shot in Claude's backyard. 

Principal photography began on April 20th, a date better known in Louisiana for what also happened that day: the disastrous BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill, just a hundred miles southeast of the film’s bayou home. The production forged ahead, shooting 40 days in and near the waterways of Montegut, Houma, Bourg, and Pointe-Aux-Chenes, as well as Mandeville and Slidell taking it up to the North Shore; then it was seven days back in New Orleans for second unit and special effects photography with the Aurochs. In the bayou, every day posed a new titanic struggle against the elements: days were long, the air was thick, the boats would break, the eight year-olds were cranky, Wink threw out his voice, the food was dehabilitatingly delicious; you name a problem, they had it and then some. There were explosions, an encounter with the FBI, various vehicles that went up in flames when they weren’t supposed to, various vehicles that didn’t go up in flames when they were supposed to, truculent neighbors armed with shotguns, a giant oil corporation that kicked the production out of a key location to clean up the mess they had made offshore… And the thing keeping the whole ship afloat was the perseverance and spirit of a tiny six year-old. She passed the trying test of the film shoot with flying colors, and then asked for more. 

POST PRODUCTION

Zeitlin and his editor had a mountain of footage to get through. An enormous assembly cut put out every single scene and storyline that Zeitlin had intended to follow, and for months upon months the task was whittling the footage down into a film that told the story most effectively. When the deadline for Sundance loomed in September of 2010, the decision was made that in order to allow Benh to carefully take his film through each process, post-production would need another year. 

The lions’ share of that year was in fact spent on just getting to picture lock, and a definitive discovery: the movie was at its heart about Hushpuppy and her father. Fortunately another miracle had occurred in the securing of the San Francisco Film Society’s Kenneth Rainin Foundation post-production grant, which had led to the film enlisting top talent Bay Area visual effects artists to finally bring the Aurochs footage into coexistence with the rest of the film. Later, with some serious believers at the Film Society, the film won the grant again in the second year of its post-production, through which it was able to partner with Bay Area behemoth Skywalker Labs for sound work. For a small film from Louisiana attempting to portray something cinematically much larger than its tiny parts, this was a gift from heaven. 

QUVENZHANÉ WALLIS (Hushpuppy) was born on August 28, 2003, in Houma, Louisiana.  She attends Honduras Elementary School and is in the 3rd grade. Her favorite pastimes are reading, singing, dancing, acting, and playing her iPod and Nintendo DS. Her favorite TV stars/singers are China McClain, Selena Gomez, and Miley Cyrus, and her favorite food is stir fry Alfredo Chicken. Her favorite sports are basketball, volleyball, dance and cheerleading.
DWIGHT HENRY (Wink) has lived in New Orleans most of his life. He has five children: He’s a self-made businessman; for the past 15 years, he’s been the owner of Henry's Bakery & Deli, and he is the current owner of the Buttermilk Drop Bakery & Cafe, located at 1781 N. Dorgenois Street, in New Orleans, Louisiana. His passions are cooking, baking, and sports. And now, acting.
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