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LIFE DURING WARTIME

Synopsis

In writer and director Todd Solondz’s part sequel/part variation on his acclaimed film Happiness, three sisters and the people they love struggle to find their places in an unpredictable and volatile world where the past haunts the present and imperils the future.

The question of forgiveness and its limits threads throughout a series of intersecting love stories, offering clarity and, perhaps, alternatives to the comforts of forgetting. Ten years have passed since a series of shocking and catastrophic revelations shattered the world of the Jordan family. Now, ghosts circle and loom, trouble and console as Joy (Shirley Henderson) discovers her husband Allen (Michael Kenneth Williams) is not quite cured of his peculiar “affliction” and runs away to seek solace and guidance from her mother and sisters. She is pursued by visions of her former suitor Andy (Paul Reubens), now deceased, who nonetheless continues his efforts to win her heart. 

Joy’s family members are each embroiled in their own unique dilemmas. Her sister Trish (Allison Janney) is rebuilding a life with her children after learning her psychiatrist husband was abusing young boys. She meets Harvey (Michael Lerner), a lonely divorced man on the cusp of retirement, and hopes that a new male presence in the house will bring stability to her fragile family. Helen (Ally Sheedy), the third sister, feels victimized by both her family and her Hollywood success, while their mother Mona (Renée Taylor) can’t let go of her bitterness about men.

Meanwhile, Harvey’s son Mark (Rich Pecci) struggles with social isolation and profound pessimism. Bill (Ciáran Hinds), Trish’s former husband, has just been released from prison and is on a quest to reconnect with his older son Billy (Chris Marquette), but not before finding a moment of comfort with Jacqueline (Charlotte Rampling), a needy woman who forgoes caution in her desperate search for love. And Trish and Bill’s younger son Timmy (Dylan Riley Snyder) faces the transition to manhood by attempting to make sense of newfound revelations about his childhood.

As these characters and storylines dovetail, expand and collide, they create an emotionally resonant portrait of prisoners of love and life. Alternately hilarious and tragic, outrageous and poignant, Life During Wartime is an audacious comedy with unexpected resonance. 

A Werc Werk Works production, Life During Wartime stars Shirley Henderson, Ciáran Hinds, Emma Hinz, Allison Janney, Michael Lerner, Chris Marquette, Rich Pecci, Charlotte Rampling, Paul Reubens, Ally Sheedy, Dylan Riley Snyder, Renée Taylor and Michael Kenneth Williams. Director of photography is Edward Lachman, A.S.C. and editor is Kevin Messman. Costume designer is Catherine George. Production designer is Roshelle Berliner. The film is produced by Christine Kunewa Walker and Derrick Tseng. Executive producers are Elizabeth Redleaf and Mike S. Ryan

Shirley Henderson’s previous film credits include Mike Leigh’s Topsy Turvey. Ciáran Hinds was featured opposite Daniel Day Lewis in There Will Be Blood. Allison Janney recently appeared in Juno and Away We Go. Ally Sheedy starred in the acclaimed independent film, High Art. Michael Lerner was nominated for a 1991 Academy Award® for Best Supporting Actor for his work in Barton Fink. Chris Marquette was recently seen in Race to Witch Mountain. Rich Pecci was last seen in Fighting. Dylan Riley Snyder is making his feature film debut in Life During Wartime. Renée Taylor appeared in the long-running television series “The Nanny.” Michael Kenneth Williams starred as Omar Little in the critically acclaimed HBO drama “The Wire.” Charlotte Rampling is the star of the classic film, The Night Porter. Paul Reubens appeared opposite Johnny Depp in Blow.

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

In 1995, Welcome to the Dollhouse, a brutally funny portrait of junior high school angst, established writer and director Todd Solondz as a provocative and original force in cinema. Since then, Solondz has created a series of carefully crafted and relentlessly personal films that have reinforced his reputation as one of the most compelling and unique filmmakers working today. In his latest movie, Life During Wartime, Solondz revisits the extended Jordan family, whom he first introduced to audiences in his 1998 film Happiness. 

“Ten years have passed between the events of Happiness and Life During Wartime,” says Solondz. “But I prefer not to be beholden to the literalness of time or circumstance. I like to tweak things, get at stuff from a fresh angle. For example, some characters have aged five years, some twenty years. Some histories have been altered. I have allowed race not to be something set in stone. Of course, it’s a completely different cast. It’s more fun and interesting that way.”

Producer Elizabeth Redleaf first learned of the project on a plane bound for the Cannes Film Festival from her seatmate, Mike S. Ryan, producer of Solondz’s 2004 film Palindromes. “He asked me if I wanted to see a new script by Todd,” remembers Redleaf. “I was very familiar with his work, so I was extremely curious. It was two days before I had a chance to read the script, but as soon as I got four pages into it, I knew I wanted to make this movie.” 

When Redleaf and her partner Christine Kunewa Walker started their production company, Werc Werk Works, in early 2008, they discussed the kind of filmmakers with whom they wanted to collaborate. “One of the people we talked about was Todd Solondz,” recalls Walker. “The combination of Todd’s talent, the script and our desire to set the standard for quality filmmaking made us want to get involved immediately.”

Redleaf vividly remembers the experience of seeing Happiness for the first time. “I couldn’t stop laughing throughout the whole movie. I think it was one of the best examples of black comedy I’ve ever encountered.” 

Walker was equally impressed by Solondz’s singular vision on first viewing. “The first time I saw Happiness, I was totally blown away and shocked,” she says. “I knew it was an important film and that we were watching the work of an important filmmaker. I’ve seen it several times since then and each time it gets funnier.” 

Despite their admiration for the earlier film, neither Redleaf nor Walker came into the project to make a sequel in any conventional sense. “It is not so much a sequel to Happiness as a progression,” says Walker. “This script is quintessential Todd. People never say what they really mean and language sometimes gets in the way of communication.”

Solondz says he wrote the film to stand on its own. “I don’t expect anyone to remember anything from the first film—or any of my films. When I wrote this movie a few years ago, I didn’t plan to write what I wrote; it just happened. The characters just came back into my mind and I went from there.” 

That said, the new film contains plenty of subtle and often hilarious references to Happiness, says Redleaf. “You don’t have to have seen Happiness to enjoy this film, but part of the fun of the movie is all the tiny details you keep thinking about and going back to look at. There’s a scene in which Charlotte Rampling’s character is going through her extraordinary explanation of who she is, and at one point she asks Bill, sarcastically, ‘What are you, a shrink?’ Of course, in Happiness, the Bill character was a shrink.” 

Though it may be less shocking in terms of graphic depictions of sexuality, Life During Wartime doesn’t shy away from the provocative nature of its predecessor. “For this to be our first movie is incredibly exciting,” says Walker, “because we know there are people who are already eager to see it. We are also assuming a great responsibility, because people will be coming to this movie with extremely high expectations. 

“There is something very touching and real about the story to me,” she adds. “It speaks to the most essential elements of Todd, the elements I respond to, like the struggle that people have finding their way in life, the challenges that come with making mistakes and how difficult finding forgiveness and redemption can be.” 

Solondz’s unflinching honesty enables him to find universal meaning in ordinary social interactions, according to Redleaf. “It’s not always reality, but it’s always the truth,” she says.

She points to a scene in which sisters Joy and Trish are having lunch together. “Anyone who has sisters would probably recognize the kind of sly digs that make you squirm,” she says. “Todd is a master of that kind of slippery humor. He understands how to make an audience laugh, while also making them a little uncomfortable. At the same time, this film is very respectful of what happens to a family that has been through something terrible.”

Being on set with Solondz was a revelatory experience for the producers. “It was amazing watching him,” says Walker. “Not many people will ever get the privilege, because he’s very private about the way he works. He views the frames as a blank canvas. With each take, he puts more texture on the canvas as he talks to the actors and adjusts their performances. For instance, he might ask them to say the same line, this time holding a cup. In the scene where Trish is having lunch with Joy, Todd was actually sitting under the table directing as they filmed. When you look at the takes one after another, you realize he was building a scene. It became better and better in each take. The actors had time to develop their performance in that moment.” 

Actress Shirley Henderson, who plays Joy in the film, describes Solondz’s directing style as “magical.” “He works though repetition. There was no rehearsal. There was very little discussion, just a few snatched conversations. It all happened on set. I had the feeling if he had told me something and I worked on it, it wouldn’t have been what he wanted anyway.”

For his part, Solondz says he simply enjoys the process of collaborating with talented actors. “I can’t take credit for the performances. It’s really the actors who do that and I don’t want to analyze it too much. I try to tell a story and keep it simple. It’s just a pleasure to watch the actors work.” 

ABOUT THE CASTING

Although most of the characters in Life During Wartime appeared in earlier films, Solondz made the bold choice to completely recast for this film. “It wouldn’t have been as interesting to bring back the same cast,” he says. “I had already worked with those actors in those roles. I always want to make it interesting for myself. The logistics would have been problematic as well, so we never really considered it.” 

Solondz recast each role with an actor he believed would bring something unexpected to the character. “I tried to think of each character from a new angle during casting,” he says. “In the end, I just picked whoever I thought was the best actor.”

Despite the challenge of putting together a cast to play characters already established by other actors, the filmmakers were able to assemble an extraordinary roster of talent for the film. “We pretty much started casting from scratch,” says Walker. “We needed to fill 13 major roles and Todd had very specific ideas about what he wanted.”  

Life During Wartime’s eclectic cast includes industry stalwarts such as Allison Janney and Charlotte Rampling, one of the cinema’s grand dames, as well as Shirley Henderson and Ciáran Hinds, who are better known abroad than in the U.S.

“It all started with casting Joy, played by Shirley Henderson,” says Walker. “Todd met with Henderson in London and he really liked the new elements she brought to the character. And she had worked with Mike Leigh, which is a great training ground for anyone. He’s very precise, as Todd is. All the actors had to be up for that—and they were.” 

Henderson, whose otherworldly demeanor and voice are familiar to many from her role as ghostly Moaning Myrtle in the second and fourth Harry Potter movies, learned what she was signing up for at the first audition. “It was very long and grueling,” says the actress. “It was at least an hour and a half of really acting the scenes and taking direction from Todd. Then I didn’t hear anything for such a long time I just assumed that was it. I never believed I would get such an unexpected and fantastic chance.”

Joy has arrived at a point of crisis as the film begins. “Her husband Allen is, to put it bluntly, a pervert,” says Henderson. ”She thought she had helped him to change and put all of that in the past. In the first scene, she realizes that he still has thoughts and feelings that frighten her. Everything she thought was normal and happy and stable has been thrown up into the air, so she runs to her family.” 

Joy’s naïveté touched Henderson and became a point of entry into the character’s world for the actress. “She can’t hide her vulnerability, and as an actress that’s very interesting to try to tap into,” Henderson says. “By this point in life, she should realize there are a lot of bad things in the world, but she still finds that difficult to accept and deal with. She helps people in prison, but when the actual people in her life need help, she runs away. Personally, I try to see the good in people, but I am not shocked that most people have a dark side to them.”

To prepare for the film, Henderson worked on her American accent and, in preparation for performing a song her character writes, practiced the guitar until she developed calluses on her fingers. “Mostly I had to access the emotion so I could be a vehicle for what Todd wanted,” she says. “I did look at Happiness, but I did not take specific things. I am sure I soaked up the style of what Todd was doing from what I saw on the screen. But I had to find Joy within me.”

Allison Janney, who plays Trish, was already very familiar with her character when she joined the cast. “I loved Cynthia Stevenson as Trish in Happiness,” she says. “She is wound so tight. It was clear how important it was to her to be perceived as a woman who has it all, until everything blows up in her face. To realize nothing she had was real is shattering. Trish is a little more…medicated in this movie.” 

Janney was intrigued by Solondz’s plan to completely recast the film. “It is kind of an interesting concept to think of the characters as being completely different people after a traumatic event,” notes the actress. ”People do metamorphose as they go through life, and by changing actors Todd demonstrates that in a very physical way.

 “I was also interested in how someone deals with something as huge as discovering your husband is a pedophile,” she continues. “How do you carry on after something like that? I don’t know if I would be able to forgive and I am not sure that Trish has. She is struggling hard. The move to Florida is her way of trying to forget.”  

The actress admires Solondz’s straightforward interpretation of difficult material. “Todd has a great way of dealing with subject matter like this. He doesn’t make jokes or comments. No matter how funny the scene reads on paper, he wants you to play it absolutely serious. Nobody is trying to be funny in his movies, so then the comedy can come from the bizarre things that his characters say and do. The situations can make you feel guilty about laughing, but you just do. I love humor that makes me laugh in spite of the situation and nobody does that better than Todd.”

Trish has begun to date again at the film’s outset and finds herself falling in love. “For whatever reason, she opens herself up to Harvey and what could be the most real thing in her life starts to happen,” says Janney. “That makes what comes later so devastatingly tragic. It makes sense, coming from where she has, that she misreads the situation. It’s a profound way of showing you can’t let some things go. They will color your life forever.” 

Helen, the third Jordan sister, has exiled herself to Los Angeles and a successful career as a screenwriter. Ally Sheedy, who plays Helen, was working on another film right up to the day she walked on set, according to Redleaf. “She finished her last shot, got on a plane for Puerto Rico where we were shooting, and called to ask if it was okay if she took a shower before she came to set. An hour later she sat down in the synagogue to shoot the Bar Mitzvah scene.” 

Helen exists in a world of her own, like an island separated from the rest of the family, according to Sheedy. “She is going through a big change in her life. Her work takes over her emotions, and her emotions are crazy for regular life, but really good for what she does. And she just feels like the world and her family don’t get her.”  

Solondz supplied Sheedy’s character with a signature flourish. “The tattoo on Helen’s arm was Todd’s idea,” the actress says. “It means ‘Jihad.’ Helen is rebellious, and it’s about the worst thing she could do in terms of alienating her family, with their concern for Israel.” 

Sheedy had not seen Happiness when she arrived on the set and in fact did not realize that Life During Wartime involved the same characters. “I’m glad because I went in without a prior concept for Helen. I just knew the context of this character—she’s very creative and she’s been hurt by life in ways that make absolutely no sense to anybody else in the family. 

“After that, Todd trusted me to do my thing,” she says. ”He made a lot of sense to me as a director. His ideas about the character worked, and not just because he wrote it. He was able to go into this particular zone and take me with him.” 

Trish’s ex-husband Bill, who has just been released from prison, is a dark presence lurking in the background throughout the film. Ciáran Hinds took on the difficult task of playing a man even he sees as irredeemable. “In a way, Bill is a man without a future,” says Hinds. “He is estranged from the family completely. In fact, his ex-wife tells people he is dead. He knows that he is not going to be a part of their lives anymore. After 10 years in prison, he just wants to see if his family is okay and he tries to reconnect without interfering with their lives.” 

Hinds calls Solondz’s work “touching and disturbing at the same time. In the midst of all this terrible stuff, there is humor, as there is in life. I found it very compassionate in a way. We all have different things cooking inside us.”

Working with the director was an adventure, he says. “Todd’s contact with the material was so profound. He would keep the camera running and suddenly his voice would come from behind the curtain or light stand, ‘Do that again, only this time …’ 

“It was like music being conducted. We had a maestro in the corner to color the performance as we did it. He put together quite an extraordinary mixture of people to fit into this very complex jigsaw puzzle that he created.” 

One of the first actors Solondz considered for the cast was Michael Kenneth Williams, who plays Allen, Joy’s husband. Allen was played by Philip Seymour Hoffman in Happiness. Solondz changed the character into a black ex-con for Williams, who is best known as Omar Little on “The Wire.” 

“Todd told me that when I walked into the room, he was sure I was not right for the role,” the actor says. “Then we started doing the scene and the mood got really dark really quick.”

Williams has one word for the experience of shooting the film: “brutal.”  “Todd is very unassuming; he’s a vegetarian; he is a mild mannered guy—until he gets you on the set, and then he just pounces on you. He pushed my envelope to places I did not think I could go, and I am very grateful. I trusted Todd to bend me any which way he wanted. He is very precise in what he wants down to the littlest thing and the actor has to become a canvas for him.”  

“Todd has found a way to tap into a grey area that people don’t generally speak about,” says Williams. “It contains a lot of humor and a lot of sadness, which is like life. Sometimes you have to laugh to keep from crying.” 

Solondz also incorporated characters from his earlier film, Welcome to the Dollhouse, including Harvey Weiner, played this time by Academy Award® nominee Michael Lerner. “What is interesting about Harvey is that he is kind of normal,” says Lerner. “Most of the characters in Todd’s movies are skewed in some way. Harvey’s a mensch.” 

Harvey is a somewhat peripheral presence in Welcome to the Dollhouse, which allowed Lerner to build his character from the ground up in this film. “Todd and I made sure we were on the same page before we started,” he says. “His writing is very simple and quite deceptive. It takes a scalpel to human behavior, which is Todd’s unique niche. 

“His dialogue is so easy,” Lerner continues. “The comedy comes out of the believability and the sincerity and the real emotional investment of the actor. When something is funny, it’s usually funny because of that.” 

The work on set was intense for the actors, according to Lerner. “Todd does take after take to get precisely what he wants. His vision is so clear that it encompasses everything about the movie, from the photography to the way furniture is set up and the clothes people are wearing. I think really good, important directors have a hand in everything—costume, set design, performances—and he is on top of it.”

 Lerner has worked with some of the most influential directors in film today, including David Mamet and the Coen brothers. “What I have noticed is that the best directors have their own distinct world and vision. For example, I am a book nut, so the first time I went into Trish’s house, I looked at the bookcases. I noticed all of the books were self-help guides: Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, things like that. Of course, Todd picked the books himself. He dots every ‘i’.”

Solondz’s casting choices also impressed Lerner. “He is impeccable. In our film, we have Paul Reubens, Renée Taylor, Charlotte Rampling—now, that’s a strange brew. He can get pretty much any actor he wants because he loves actors and because his movies are about performances and interaction between people that is very much based on character.” 

Paul Reubens plays Joy’s unrequited suitor Andy, a part originally played by Jon Lovitz. Reubens knows it is unavoidable that people will compare the characters in Life During Wartime to their counterparts in Happiness. “I was so moved by what Jon did,” he says. “He was so incredible that I was really apprehensive about doing this. I didn’t think I could get close to what he did. I watched his scene again just a few days before shooting, not so I could ape what he did, but to remember the flavor of it. His performance informed and inspired my performance.” 

Reubens, best known for creating and portraying the character of Pee-wee Herman on television and in movies, is a long time Solondz fan. “I was so excited to work with him. He is a fantastic director for actors and he is enormously successful in getting what he wants from them. I had to be careful not to lock into anything in advance and allow him to open it up.” 

As much as he looked forward to the experience, Reubens says the reality of the shoot was far beyond anything he anticipated. “It was very emotional,” the actor says. “I had faith he would not let me leave without getting exactly what he wanted, I feel like everyone was very trustful of him.” 

One of the characters that is new to Life During Wartime is Jacqueline, an enigmatic, bitter seductress played by Charlotte Rampling. 

“Todd has a special way of seeing the world that is, to me, extremely moving and extremely troubling because it is so true,” she continues. “Most people don’t speak the kind of truth he dares to, and he does it brilliantly and cinematically. He has a very audacious vision and he is not afraid to let people be as awful as they quite often are. The scenes between Jacqueline and Bill in the film are very surprising and alive and very daring, which is the sort of the work I like.”

Working with a filmmaker as certain of his vision as Solondz was gratifying for Rampling, who has appeared in nearly 100 movies and television shows and worked for such acclaimed directors as Woody Allen, Sidney Lumet, Alan Parker and Norman Jewison. “As an actor, I am quite happy when I am directed in that way,” she says. “It’s reassuring that Todd knows what he wants and is able to describe it. An actor who is a well-trained beast should be able to follow that.” 

Solondz also brought back the character of Mark Wiener, Harvey’s son, who originally appeared in Welcome to the Dollhouse and then returned in Palindromes. Rich Pecci, who plays Mark, says the casting process was the longest he’s ever been through. “My wife was pregnant when I got the call from my agent.” He remembers. “My son was 3 months old and I was still auditioning.”

Still, he says Life During Wartime was one of the best experiences of his professional life. “I really fell for Todd. He is so passionate about what he does. He talks about things that are usually swept under the rug and I really admire him for it.” 

Pecci knew the character from seeing him as a teenager in Solondz’s earlier work. “But I wanted to find Mark in myself as he is today. I was a totally different person when I was in high school than I am today. I wanted to do the best I could to bring what he has become. He’s experienced a rocky road.” 

Solondz gave Pecci the key to some of Mark’s idiosyncrasies by revealing that the character has Asperger’s Syndrome, a form of autism. “I was unaware of Asperger’s, so I did some research,” the actor says. “It helped make Mark come alive for me.”  

Another returning character is Billy Maplewood, the older son of Trish and Bill, this time played by Chris Marquette. Despite what his father did in the past, Billy still feels a strong connection to him. “When someone disappears from your life, you spend so much time wanting to know certain things,” Marquette observes. “The more you think about it, the more questions arise. Billy has had years of not understanding what happened and his mother refuses to talk about it. I kept that thought in my head.”  

Solondz’s strong point of view about the characters he created was very comforting for Marquette. “Working for Todd is probably different for every actor,” he says. “He has the best perspective on what he writes and lays down an amazing foundation for actors. I am so unbelievably grateful to him for letting me do this.” 

In fact, Marquette, who has been a working actor since the age of 11, has actually been waiting for this opportunity for ten years. “I was asked to read for Happiness,” he says. “My mom read the script and decided it wasn’t appropriate for me at that age. Years later, I saw Happiness and I was so upset with my mother—it’s one of my favorite films. I had the poster for it on my wall for a very long time.”  

Marquette brings up a point that the parents of the youngest actors in Life During Wartime likely considered themselves. Twelve-year-old Dylan Riley Snyder, who plays Timmy Maplewood, Trish and Bill’s younger son, says his mother only let him watch selected scenes from Happiness to prepare for his audition. “I saw enough to get an idea of the acting style that Todd wanted,” he says. “Todd has a certain vision in his head, so before each shot, I would ask him what he wanted so I could do it and if he wanted it changed, he would tell me.”

Redleaf says that Solondz is extremely aware of the delicate business of including children in a film with such sophisticated themes. “It was especially wonderful to watch him with the kids,” she says. “He was so patient and sweet and kind with them, in a very quiet way, and he was able to get them to do what they needed to do.”

SEEING “RED”

Life During Wartime is set primarily in Florida, New Jersey, Los Angeles and Oregon, but most of the shooting took place in Puerto Rico. Production was handled by a largely Puerto Rican crew, although the filmmakers brought a few key crew members—including production designer Roshelle Berliner and director of photography Ed Lachman.

Redleaf notes that Solondz’s films have “a certain visual flatness that puts them on the border between reality and a graphic novel, where emotions can be more intense. The production design is really striking. It’s full of geometric shapes and flat solid colors. Timmy’s room is lined with huge jet photos. Graphic novels are like that—you get one little square of information that’s not realistic, but never untrue either.” 

The producer is extremely happy with the look Lachman achieved. “It’s tough, but sophisticated. I call it the ‘Ed’ factor.” 

“I like working with directors who have a personal vision; directors who create their own worlds,” says Lachman, who has worked with directors including Robert Altman, Werner Herzog, Jonathan Demme and Steven Soderbergh, and earned an Academy Award nomination for Todd Haynes’ Far from Heaven. “Todd has a certain thematic world that he places his characters in. My job as the cinematographer is to try to find the visual language that best advances the story he is telling. It is up to me to enter his world and recreate the themes of his stories in images. The images aren’t just aesthetically pleasing, they also represent who the characters are, where they are and the emotional experience they are going through.”  

Life During Wartime marks the first collaboration for Lachman and Solondz. “Every movie, I work with different people,” says Solondz. ”I had a fun time working with Ed Lachman. He has a different way of thinking and working, and the movie benefited from his experience.” 

Working alongside Lachman to provide technical advice was Sam Kretchmar, a digital imaging technician who specializes in the RED camera system. Currently the gold standard in high definition moviemaking, RED camera technology offers the filmmaker a more film-like quality with higher resolution images and better control over depth of field than other HD technology. 

 “Ed is the quintessential film cinematographer,” says Kretchmar. “It was a dream job to teach a guy like him the new technology. I learned more about it just by listening to his questions and trying to come up with the best answers. In figuring out how to translate his film skills to the RED digital technology cinema philosophy, he pushed the technology to its limits.” 

RED gives Life During Wartime a completely different visual style than Solondz’s earlier films, which is what the director and the cinematographer were looking for. “These characters live in a world of fantasy and the imagery lends itself to a certain kind of stylization,” says Lachman. “The surface of things is important in this world. We created a texture for the film that feels almost plastic, which fits, and allows Todd to play the inner emotion against the exterior world. 

“This film has a great empathy for the characters,” the cinematographer notes. “They aren’t cartoons or cliché representations of people, but I think it’s interesting to have some tension between their humanity and the visual world that they are caught up in. I would call it a kind of poetic, expressionistic realism. 

“Todd is a very collaborative director. We went through the script together line by line. As the writer, he has a profound understanding of what’s taking place. He knows what images are right but he allows me to participate with him to find the imagery to tell the story. That’s the most a cinematographer could want.”  

ABOUT THE CAST


SHIRLEY HENDERSON (Joy), a household name in her native England, makes her U.S. feature film debut in Life During Wartime. However, she—and her distinctive voice—will certainly be familiar to American audiences from her performances in Bridget Jones’ Diary and as Moaning Myrtle in the Harry Potter film series. She has also appeared in Sophia Coppola’s Marie Antoinette, Sally Potter’s Yes and Danny Boyle’s Trainspotting. 


CIARÁN HINDS (Bill) has amassed an impressive resume, often working with the film industry’s leading directors and actors. His credits include There Will Be Blood, Margot at the Wedding, Road to Perdition, Munich, Amazing Grace and Stop-Loss. His memorable television performances include “Jane Eyre,” “Persuasion” and “Prime Suspect” as well as the starring role of Gaius Julius Caesar in the HBO series “Rome.”


GABY HOFFMAN (Wanda) made her feature film debut at the age of 7 in Field of Dreams opposite Kevin Costner. She has since acted in a variety of film, television and theater roles. Her numerous credits include the films Now and Then, Everyone Says I Love You, Sleepless in Seattle, You Can Count on Me, 200 Cigarettes, This Is My Life, Uncle Buck; and in the stage productions “Third,” “Suburbia,” “The 24 Hour Plays.” She shot the CBS pilot “The Eastmans” last year.


ALLISON JANNEY (Trish) knows good material. Award-winning films Juno, Hairspray, The Hours, Finding Nemo, The Ice Storm and American Beauty (for which she shared the SAG Award for Best Ensemble Cast) have all featured attention-getting performances by Ms. Janney. Among her other awards and nominations are four Emmys® and four SAG Awards for her memorable role as press secretary C.J. Cregg on “The West Wing.” Janney recently starred in the Broadway musical “9 to 5,” for which she won a Drama Desk Award and was nominated for a Tony.


MICHAEL LERNER (Harvey) defines the A-list character actor and has been tapped by many of the industry’s most respected directors to bring his singular talents to their films. His credits include John Sayles’ Eight Men Out, Woody Allen’s Celebrity, Alan Parker’s The Road to Wellville, Terry Zwigoff’s Art School Confidential, and Jon Favreau’s holiday classic Elf. He received an Academy Award nomination for his performance in the Coen Brothers’ Barton Fink. 


CHRIS MARQUETTE (Billy) has appeared in the feature films Just Friends, The Girl Next Door, Alpha Dog, 13 Going on 30, American Gun and Freddy vs. Jason. He played Adam Rove, the title character’s love interest in the Emmy-nominated series “Joan of Arcadia.”  He has also guest starred on “ER,” “7th Heaven,” “Judging Amy” and “Boston Public.”


CHARLOTTE RAMPLING (Jacqueline) is an established international film star, who first came to audiences’ attention in Georgy Girl, Luchino Visconti’s The Damned, and Liliana Cavani’s controversial The Night Porter. Arguably, her best roles were with writer-director François Ozon, first in Under the Sand, then in Swimming Pool. She has most recently been seen as Lady Spencer in The Duchess, opposite Keira Knightley and Ralph Fiennes.


RICH PECCI (Mark) has appeared in the feature films Beer League, with Artie Lange and Ralph Macchio, and Lbs. His television credits include “The Sopranos” and “Law and Order.” In 2009, he produced his first feature film, When Evening Comes, in which he also appears.


PAUL REUBENS (Andy) is perhaps best known for creating the well-loved character Pee-wee Herman, playing him on screen in Tim Burton’s Pee-wee’s Big Adventure as well as on the Emmy-winning series “Pee-wee’s Playhouse.”  Since then, Reubens has distinguished himself as a versatile character actor in films such as Batman Returns, The Nightmare Before Christmas, Matilda, and Blow and on a variety of television shows including “Pushing Daisies,” “Dirt,” “30 Rock” and “Murphy Brown.” 


ALLY SHEEDY (Helen) rose to prominence in the 1980s with lead roles in such iconic films as War Games, The Breakfast Club and St. Elmo’s Fire. Her performance in Lisa Cholodenko’s award-winning High Art netted Sheedy awards from the National Society of Film Critics and the Los Angeles Film Critics Association as well as an Independent Spirit Best Actress award. It also led to more work in independent films including Allison Anders’ Sugar Town and Adrienne Shelly’s I’ll Take You There. She is featured in the upcoming film Welcome to the Rileys directed by Jake Scott.


DYLAN RILEY SNYDER (Timmy) is making his feature film debut in Life During Wartime. He began his acting career at the age of four, playing Tiny Tim in “A Christmas Carol.” Dylan also appeared on Broadway as Young Tarzan in the musical “Tarzan.” 


RENÉE TAYLOR (Mona) is perhaps best known for playing Sylvia Fine, the voracious and outspoken mother on the TV series “The Nanny.” Taylor is also an Oscar®-nominated writer (for 1970’s Lovers and Other Strangers) and a respected actress of both stage and screen, appearing in the films The Producers, Last of the Red Hot Lovers, Alfie and The Boynton Beach Club. 


MICHAEL KENNETH WILLIAMS (Allen) was named by USA Today as one of the “10 Best Reasons to Watch Television.” His groundbreaking portrayal of Omar on HBO’s critically acclaimed series The Wire “The Wire” earned him two NAACP Image Award nominations as well as kudos from President Obama, who named Omar as his favorite TV character. His career began when Tupac Shakur cast him as his brother in Bullet. Since then, his extensive film and television credits have included working with Martin Scorsese (Bringing Out the Dead, Boardwalk Empire), Antoine Fuqua (Brooklyn's Finest), Viggo Mortensen (Cormac McCarthy's The Road), Spike Lee (Miracle at St. Anna), Matthew Broderick (Wonderful World), Ben Affleck (Gone Baby Gone) and Chris Rock (I Think I Love My Wife). He is currently starring in the NBC series “The Philanthropist,” with James Purefoy.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS


TODD SOLONDZ (Writer, Director) was born in Newark, New Jersey, and grew up in the suburbs. In 1996 Welcome to the Dollhouse, a feature he produced, wrote, and directed, won the Grand Jury Prize at the Sundance Film Festival, as well as the CICAE Award at the Berlin Film Festival, an Independent Spirit Award and a special citation from the National Board of Review.

In 1998 Happiness, which he wrote and directed, won the International Critics Prize at the Cannes Film Festival, and was nominated for a Golden Globe Award for Best Screenplay. It was also honored by the National Board of Review with an award for Best Acting Ensemble.

His next film, Storytelling, premiered at the 2001 Cannes Film Festival, and was named one of the “10 best films of the year” by The New York Times. The Los Angeles Times called it “a virtuoso work in every aspect.”

Palindromes premiered in competition at the 2004 Venice Film Festival, as well as at that year’s Telluride, New York and Toronto Film Festivals. Entertainment Weekly described it as “a mood altering meditation on the meaning, and snuffing, of identity in America today… [that] dares to go places no independent film has.”


ELIZABETH REDLEAF’S (Executive Producer) love of film and process has led her to co-found and become CEO of Werc Werk Works, a film production company built on a vision of supporting artists and rewarding its profit partners. She is executive producer on the new Béla Tarr film The Turin Horse (in production) and a comedy, Nobody, directed by Rob Perez (40 Days and 40 Nights). In addition, she is the producer of Howl, directed by Rob Epstein and Jeff Friedman, a film about the trial of Allen Ginsberg on obscenity charges following the publication of his landmark poem. Elizabeth has also been a sponsor of the Telluride Film Festival, the Walker Art Center’s Women in Vision International Film Festival and First Look Premiere Program (which is where she met Todd Solondz) and the Provincetown Film Festival. She founded and co-chairs the Walker Art Center Film Society with Bill Pohlad of River Road Productions and serves on the IFP Minnesota Advisory Board. 

MIKE S. RYAN (Executive Producer) has executive produced Clark Gregg’s Choke and Kelly Reichardt's Old Joy. Ryan has produced various films, Hunter Hill’s Lake City, Ilya Chaiken’s Liberty Kidd, Todd Solondz's Palindromes, and Phil Morrison’s Junebug.

Ryan was also line producer on Ira Sachs' 40 Shades of Blue, Hal Hartley's Fay Grim, and has also worked as a location manager for productions such as Todd Haynes’ Far from Heaven, Todd Solondz’s Storytelling, Ang Lee’s Ride with the Devil, Moises Kaufmann’s The Laramie Project, and as assistant location manager of Martin Brest’s  Meet Joe Black and Ang Lee’s The Ice Storm. 

CHRISTINE KUNEWA WALKER (Producer) is an award-winning producer and co-founder and president of Werc Werk Works. She is executive producer on the new Béla Tarr film The Turin Horse (in production) and producer of the recently completed comedy Nobody directed by Rob Perez (40 Days and 40 Nights). She is also the producer of the upcoming film Howl, starring James Franco as poet Allen Ginsberg. Walker also co-wrote and produced Older Than America starring Adam Beach and Bradley Cooper, which premiered at the SXSW Film Festival; produced Factotum starring Matt Dillon, Lily Taylor and Marisa Tomei, which premiered at the 2006 Cannes Film Festival and the 2006 Sundance Film Festival; and line produced American Splendor, which won the Grand Jury Prize at the 2003 Sundance film Festival and the International Critics Award at the Cannes Film Festival. Christine’s awards and recognitions include the Producer’s Guild of America Diversity Award, an Independent Spirit Award nomination, Sundance Institute’s Producer’s Fellowship and the Minnesota Blockbuster Film Fund Award.

DERRICK TSENG (Producer) has produced Todd Solondz’s Palindromes, Clark Gregg’s Choke, Randy Sharp’s Henry May Long, Annette Apitz’s Fighting Fish, the first season of the Comedy Central series “Stella” and “The Difference,” a pilot for Nickelodeon. 

Tseng has co-produced or line produced numerous feature films, including Adrienne Shelly’s Sudden Manhattan, Kevin Smith's Chasing Amy, Katherine Dieckmann's A Good Baby, Brad Anderson's Happy Accidents, Peter Lauer's Cry Baby Lane, Patrick Stettner’s The Business of Strangers, Bertha Pan’s Face, David Gordon Green’s All the Real Girls and Snow Angels, Fenton Bailey and Randy Barbato’s Party Monster, Steve Buscemi’s Lonesome Jim, Robert Altman’s Tanner on Tanner and David Wain’s The Ten.

ED LACHMAN (Director of Photography) is one of the most celebrated cinematographers in the United States, and has been honored with an Academy Award for Todd Haynes’ Far From Heaven, as well as more than three dozen awards and nominations from the American Society of Cinematographers, the Independent Spirit Awards, the LA Film Critics Society, the NY Film Critics Society, and the Venice Film Festival, among others. His history of over 70 feature films includes Robert Altman’s Prairie Home Companion, Todd Haynes’ I’m Not There, Steven Soderberg’s Erin Brockovich , Sofia Coppola’s  The Virgin Suicides, Mira Nair’s Mississippi Masala, Susan Seidelman’s  Desperately Seeking Susan and many more. 

KEVIN MESSMAN (Editor) counts among his credits Laurie Anderson’s Hidden Inside Mountains, Eve Sussman’s The Rape of the Sabine Women, the PBS children’s series “Maya & Miguel,” Rebecca Richman Cohen’s Nuremberg Remembered and Todd Solondz’s Palindromes.

CATHERINE GEORGE’S (Costume Designer) credits include The Messenger, an upcoming film directed by I’m Not There co-writer Oren Moverman, starring Woody Harrelson and Jena Malone; Reservation Road, starring Joaquin Phoenix; Choke, starring Sam Rockwell and Anjelica Huston; the series “The Return of Jezebel James,” starring Parker Posey; Diggers starring Paul Rudd & Lauren Ambrose and “Keane,” starring Abigail  Breslin and Amy Ryan. She also served as Cate Blanchett’s personal costume designer on Jim Jarmusch’s Coffee and Cigarettes, and worked as first costume assistant on The Nanny Diaries, Birth, Imaginary Heroes, Elf, Garden State and In America.


GAYLE KELLER’S (Casting Director) credits include Martin Scorsese’s Bringing Out the Dead, Jim Jarmusch’s Ghost Dog: Way of the Samurai, John Turturro’s Illuminata, Taylor Hackford’s The Devil’s Advocate, Noah Baumbach’s The Squid and the Whale and Mr. Jealousy, James Mangold’s Cop Land, starring Sylvester Stallone, and four seasons of “Law and Order: Criminal Intent.” 


ROSHELLE BERLINER’S (Production Designer) credits include Lee Daniels’ Precious: Based on the Novel Push By Sapphire, Clark Gregg’s Choke, Austin Chick’s August, George Ratliff’s  Joshua, Katherine Deickman’s Diggers,  Keith Snyder’s Emmett’s Mark and Todd Field’s In the Bedroom, which was nominated for a Best Picture Oscar and a Golden Globe for Best Motion Picture – Drama, and won three Independent Spirit awards and the Sundance Film Festival Special Jury Prize.
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