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SYNOPSIS 
When Melanie (Rachael Blake) goes home from the pub with the best looking man in the room (Sam Neill), she is captivated by his charm and attentiveness.  
He sails her away to his “castle” – a rundown shack on a deserted island.  But as passion becomes obsession and romance turns to rage, Melanie realises that she has been kidnapped.  
Torn between fear and desire, Melanie must escape - but her ardent admirer has other plans.
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GAYLENE PRESTON – DIRECTOR/WRITER/PRODUCER

GAYLENE PRESTON is writer, director and producer of Perfect Strangers.  Her award winning features include Mr Wrong (1984), Ruby and Rata, Bread & Roses and WAR STORIES Our Mothers Never Told Us, which had its European premiere in official selection at the 1995 Venice Film Festival.  She has produced several documentaries including the award-winning feature, Punitive Damage and Coffee, Tea and Me?   With Perfect Strangers she returns to her roots as a genre filmmaker, delivering a perversely chilling romance. 

PRESTON’S work has won eleven New Zealand film awards (including best film) as well as many international awards including a Silver Clio (Cannes) and Mobius Award (Chicago) for outstanding direction of a commercial.  Her films have been regularly selected for major film festivals including Venice, Sundance, Toronto, London, Melbourne and Sydney - where in 1999 she was a member of the International Jury.  

In 2001 GAYLENE PRESTON was honoured by the NZ Arts Foundation, becoming New Zealand's first film maker Laureate.  She was appointed an Officer of the NZ Order of Merit in 2002 for services to film making.


Perfect Strangers is GAYLENE PRESTON’S first feature from a self-authored screenplay.

SAM NEILL – THE MAN
A recipient of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) for Services to Acting, Sam Neill is internationally recognised for his ongoing contribution to film and television.  

Sam appears in the soon to be released titles YES, for ORLANO director Sally Potter, and the New Zealand thriller PERFECT STRANGERS.  Other recent feature credits include DIRTY DEEDS, from Australian writer/director David Caesar; the Czech production THE ZOOKEEPER; JURASSIC PARK III; the animated kids’ film THE MAGIC PUDDING; and THE DISH.

Sam has received many accolades for his work in film, including an Australian Film Institute (AFI) Award nomination for Best Actor in a Supporting Role in 1993 for his performance as the detached husband of Holly Hunter’s character in Jane Campion’s classic THE PIANO.  Also in 1993, Sam was named New Zealand Entertainer of the Year.  In 1991 he received an AFI nomination for Best Performance by an Actor in a Lead Role for the feature DEATH IN BRUNSWICK, opposite Zoe Carides.  He received the award in 1989 for his performance in Fred Schepisi’s dramatisation of the Lindy Chamberlain story, EVIL ANGELS (aka A CRY IN THE DARK).

Sam’s other stand-out films include Robert Redford’s THE HORSE WHISPERER, Peter Duncan’s CHILDREN OF THE REVOLUTION, John McTiernan’s THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER (in which he stars opposite Sean Connery), and Gillian Armstrong’s breakthrough feature MY BRILLIANT CAREER.

Sam’s television roles have also received high praise, earning him a total of three Golden Globe nominations.  In 1998 he received Emmy and Golden Globe nominations for the title role in the NBC miniseries ‘Merlin’.  He also received a Golden Globe nomination in 1992 for his performance opposite Judy Davis in the war drama ‘One Against the Wind’ and in 1985 for his performance as British spy Sidney Reilly in ‘Reilly: the Ace of Spies’, which also starred Leo McKern.  The British Academy of Film and Television honoured Sam’s work in the miniseries by naming him the Best Actor on British Television in 1984.  

More recently, Sam played Victor Komarovsky in Granada’s epic miniseries ‘Doctor Zhivago’.  He will soon appear on Australian television in the miniseries ‘Jessica’, an adaptation of the Bryce Courtenay novel for Network 10.
Sam produces an excellent New Zealand pinot noir called Two Paddocks.  He is also active in a number of issues re the environment.
RACHAEL BLAKE – MELANIE (Short Biography)
RACHAEL BLAKE is well known in Australia for her leading role in the popular television series Wildside, for which she won an Australian Film Institute (AFI) award for Best Actress. Her stunning performance in the psychological thriller Lantana introduced her to international cinema audiences and gained her a 2001 AFI award for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. 

RACHAEL BLAKE – MELANIE (Long Biography) 

RACHAEL BLAKE grew up in England and Western Australia.  Rachael appeared in her first short film while at secondary school in Western Australia.  She studied Fashion Design before training as an actor at NIDA in Sydney.

After graduating from drama school, BLAKE first worked in cabaret and then went on to perform in several Australian television shows.  She is well known for her leading role in the popular television series Wildside, for which she won an Australian Film Institute (AFI) award for Best Actress. 

Her stunning performance in the psychological thriller Lantana introduced her to international cinema audiences and gained her a 2001 AFI award for Best Actress in a Supporting Role and an IF Magazine Best Actress award.  Lantana was released in North America by Lions Gate.

Rachael’s most recent film role is in Missing Tom with Colin Friels.
DIRECTORS NOTES

Where do stories come from?  This one unfolded almost complete from the very beginning.  I watched it form as if it had arrived as a visitor and all I had to do was not get in the way too much as I wrote it down.  The story of Perfect Strangers explores the fine line between love and pursuit, romance and danger, fear and obsession. How far do you fall when you fall in love? 

The enduring mystery of the perfect stranger, that unknown and perfect person who will ‘arrive and take us away from all this,’ remains central to the mythology of romance.  We are warned to steer clear of strangers, yet it is as strangers that we fall in love. 

Perfect Strangers is a macabre fairy tale. I suppose you could say it is the quintessential ‘man alone’ story turned around on itself.   It is most scary when drippingly romantic, and it has it’s tongue firmly in it’s cheek.  It sets out to debunk romantic myths, but only by bending well accepted story conventions to become something new and confrontational. 

Being ‘in love’ is scary.  Freud first talked about transference as a psychological state in the early years of the last century.  Since then we have grown into a nation of transference junkies.  ‘In-loveness’ is what drives the culture.  You don’t believe me?  Listen to the words of the songs on the radio.  Film culture is full of it.   Since the first production of Dracula a whole industry has formed based on the idea of a murderous man who loves women but is compelled to kill them.   In Perfect Strangers I am flipping that fear.   What happens if the innocent victim isn’t that innocent and catches on fast, eventually becoming the predator.  On the way, we can explore the danger of desire, and the strong transference experienced through being ‘in love.’  

The plot is unquestionably bizarre and aimed at exploiting the audience’s overwhelming need for a ‘happy ending.’  Melanie’s emotional transition is the story’s central journey, and it is the small shifts in her psychological reality which to a large extent, drive the plot.  The man is not a ‘baddie.’   Melanie is not a ‘goodie’.  Complex characters in life and in stories behave mysteriously until we get to understand them properly. 

Melanie is all the more alluring the more edgy she becomes, but it is the Man, the perfect stranger, who carries the heart of the movie.  SAM NEILL is the perfect choice to play this damaged man.  Old enough to have a past, but with a screen presence of considerable warmth and depth, Sam saw the potential of this story from very early days and remained committed through the heady ride which film development is always.  ‘The man’ was difficult to write, but Sam’s performance makes it look easy.  He brings to the character an interesting mixture of mystery and romantic longing and, as is always the case with Sam’s work, he supports his leading lady so their characterisation is mutually strong and true.  This will be Sam’s first involvement in a New Zealand production since Sleeping Dogs, (1978) and I am gratified he chose Perfect Strangers for his returning.  

The casting for Melanie was a long journey.  She is ‘ordinary Ms everywoman’ but the actress to play her had to be extraordinary.  Perfect Strangers is a film where the lead actor’s range needs to know no bounds. I had many moments during shooting when I thanked my lucky stars to have found RACHAEL BLAKE to discover with me this complex alluring, crazy, practical scheming innocent.  She is hardly off screen for the whole film which required a very rare and particular kind of physical and emotional stamina. Fortunately Rachael is a person who possesses straight forward honesty in abundance which makes the work, though hard won, always pleasurable, clear and truthful.

Bill arrived last.  I had cast Melanie and the Man then we found JOEL TOBECK to play Bill.  We shot in order as much as possible, so we were well and truly already on the island by the time he turned up to find his character.  
It would have been easy to be overwhelmed by the demanding mystery of it all, but Joel came in, staked his own ground, and triumphed.  There’s a lot going on under that slightly dumb, slightly gruff, slightly annoyed exterior.  Bill’s never the guy who gets the girl, but he’s not just a clumsy oaf either.  Joel played this man of few words with an ironic internal twist which elevates this good keen man to someone surprising, kind but calculating.  Bill gets what he wants, but there’s a price.  In fact everyone gets what they want in Perfect Strangers.  The man gets Melanie to love him forever, Melanie gets to live happily ever after, and Bill gets the girl – in a manner of speaking. 

Originally conceived as an improvisational piece, we developed the characterisations in rehearsal. This film is essentially a performance piece after all, but there is a fourth character in this movie – the location.  

A moody companion, it cries, it moans, it shines, exuding a strong presence which amplifies the action.  The treacherous beauty of the wilderness, the way the rain falls, the sea pounds, the clouds move, all reflect the protagonists ‘ moods, their exultation and their deepest fears.  We shot in the South Island on the West Coast (a return to my roots) where the bush is serious, the sea, treacherous and the winter light beautiful.  We shot in all weathers including one of the worst storms to hit the place for ten years.  By the end of the day only two small lights were operational  and our hero boat ‘Dauntless’ was off-shore unable to take shelter, swamped  and very nearly sunk by six meter high seas.  As our battle-worn, storm-swept crew squelched and shivered their way home, we discovered slips on the road, trees torn out of the ground by their roots and a community further up the Coast evacuated from their homes.  And all this on day one.  If we could cope with that, we could cope with anything we decided and after that no natural force ever got in the way.  But it was eerie how every day for almost nine weeks, the Gods delivered us the scripted weather! 

Which brings me to the cinematographer.  The raw energy of this film demands a special eye behind the camera and I certainly had that with ALUN BOLLINGER, who is an undisputed master of light and action.  The world the characters inhabit is heightened and subjective.  Alun created a disturbing reality which reflects the psychology of the piece.  But there is also a lyricism and romanticism captured by his eye behind the lens.  The camera is hardly ever still, but you don’t notice because you are always going with the story, with the performances and with the mood.  Bollinger amplifies and anchors the action in a world from which there is no escape until the lights come up at the end of the credits.

Perfect Strangers has a mythic quality.  I wanted the scored music track to inhabit the underbelly of the story as well as to enhance the emotional journeys. Experienced in both jazz, rock and classical music, PLAN 9 are composers comfortable in counter-pointing the romantic against the deeply unnerving, working alongside sound designer TIM PREBBLE to move realities -  sometimes, the birdsong is real, sometimes musically enhanced in a soundtrack I wanted to be dynamic yet delicate. The score and the effects cut across traditional boundaries creating a unique sound track that conjures up old-fashioned romanticism but with a cutting edge contemporary sound.

DON McGLASHAN has contributed a new and haunting version of ‘Anchor Me,’ HAMMOND GAMBLE has beefed up ‘Leaving the Country,’ and Crowded House contribute ‘You’re not the Girl You Think You Are’ which was first recommended to me by Sam during our rehearsal time.  The theme song ‘Recognise a Stranger’s Face,’ was written by PLAN 9 with JAY CASSELLS our associate producer contributing to the lyrics. NEIL FINN brought ‘All Shall Be Well,’ with lyrics by MICHAEL LEUNIG – a small prayer for Melanie as she loses sight of reality and drifts into madness.  

One of the best things about filmmaking is the fantastic opportunities offered for collaboration with seriously talented artists over many disciplines, and I feel I have had more than usual my fair share of fun on this one.

Making a film out of my head has been pure pleasure.  There’s something direct about it.  Maybe film is the closest medium to thinking.

PERFECT STRANGERS – THE LOCATIONS

The West Coast is the wildest part of New Zealand’s long coastline, and the most turbulent is the isolated Southern West Coast which runs in a thin narrow strip the length of the South Island.  The people are a breed apart, having arrived in Maori migrations to collect precious jade (pounamu) and in later rushes of European and Chinese to find gold, then coal.  But there could be another new rush on the Coast – the film industry has arrived. 

Meybille Bay, just north of Punakaiki on the isolated West Coast of New Zealand’s South Island is the main location for Perfect Strangers.   It’s here that GAYLENE PRESTON sets her story, in the landscape of her youth.  PRESTON scoured New Zealand’s Southern coastline as far as Stewart Island looking for the world of her film only to find that it was all on the doorstep of her childhood home on the wet West Coast.  Greymouth provided the exterior pub location, and the fishing docks, while interiors were found in Westport.  The wild and treacherous coast off Constant Bay near Charleston provides an astonishing seascape underpinning the raging psychological ebb and flow of this story of obsessive love, and it was at Meybille Bay just North of the well known Punakaiki Pancake rocks and over the road from the home of cinematographer ALUN BOLLINGER and its costume designer HELEN BOLLINGER, that the shack, the principal location for Perfect Strangers was found.

Part of the Paparoa National Park, Meybille Bay offers an exotic, dramatic, powerful and idiosyncratic land and seascape.  Covered in luscious native forest, home to Nikau palms, cabbage trees, many varieties of tree ferns, ancient beech trees, podocarps and other native species, the coastline is stunning and treacherous, romantic and dangerous.  Spectacular sunsets are often seen as the sun sinks over the wild Tasman Sea.

PRESTON says, “The location in Perfect Strangers is a moody companion, it cries, it moans, it shines, exuding a strong presence which amplifies the action.  The treacherous beauty of the wilderness, the way the rain falls, the sea pounds, the clouds move, reflect the protagonists’ moods, their exultation and their deepest fears.” 

The production office, cast and crew were based near the main location in the small village of Punakaiki, famed for its bizarre pancake rock formations and impressive blowholes.   Finding their homes in little baches along the beach in the middle of winter the Perfect Strangers film crew often awoke to earth shaking booms as king tides battered the pancakes sending geysers of water meters into the sky.

Southern West Coasters (often just referred to as ‘coasters’) are a breed apart in New Zealand national mythology.  Economically undeveloped apart from logging and a very diminished coal industry, the West Coast of the South island is geographically isolated from the rest of the country by the high mountain range of the Southern Alps.  It still isn’t easy to get there, and they are used to making their own rules.  This isolation has bred in the community a fierce independence and distrust of outsiders.  The saying goes “You can’t fool a Coaster,” but in fact for over a hundred years the trains have been leaving full and coming back empty.  But it was these isolated communities who embraced the production.  A wealth of local skills and creativity were harnessed in the meeting of what was a demanding schedule.  Many locals enjoyed being extras in the small town scenes, the operatic society loaned costumes and council staff cleared the way for unusual requests.  

“We were shooting a night scene outside Revingtons, - incidentally the hotel where the Queen stayed in Greymouth in 1953 when I was just little - anyway, there we were, with our backs to the railway line busy laying camera tracks and fiddling with artificial rain – a sensitive point to some residents who are a bit defensive about the perceived wetness of the weather down there.  The production received a call from the Station Master.  He didn’t want to bother us because he knew we were busy, but he was holding a Christchurch bound freight train which was ready to depart.  He wouldn’t let it leave until we gave him the nod because he didn’t like to think it’s lights might ruin our shot.  It wouldn’t have, but that kind of community support is most unusual and very certainly appreciated.”

Constant Bay near Charleston on the coast between Punakaiki and Westport, provides that dramatic sea entrance to the imaginary island featured in the story.   In the local pub at Charleston there is a wall of old photos, most taken over a hundred years ago when sizable schooners entered Constant Bay bringing people and supplies to the gold fields.  Among these old images there are plenty of wrecks and the shoreline has more than one memorial to those lost at sea.  All coastal activity on the West Coast remains challenging to this day so an experienced marine team was required to take on often risky maneuvers.  Considerable planning and expertise went into the Constant Bay sequences taking ‘Dauntless’ (the man’s boat) and ‘Marauder’ (Bill’s boat) to and from the island.  Fortunately Seaworks personnel were well prepared having recently worked on remote Fiji island locations for the Tom Hanks film Castaway.

It’s too dangerous to have actors on boats on the West Coast so for these sequences the production moved to the calmer waters of Puketea Bay, in Kenepuru Sound, part of the South Island’s superb Marlborough Sounds.  Some filming also took place near D’Urville Island offering expansive seascapes.

Filming wrapped in the small town of Blenheim the heart of Marlborough’s wine growing region.  The town provided facilities necessary for some special effects water sequences, including an ancient traction engine called Lucy which was used to heat the diving pool used for the storm at sea.  Although vineyards weren’t required for the shoot they proved to be handy and timely for the wrap party.

Perfect Strangers post-production took place in Wellington, New Zealand’s film friendly capital city. Oscar nominated editor JOHN GILBERT worked with PRESTON at Oktober, a state of the art post production house linked by fibre optic cable to Auckland and Sydney.  The storm at sea was accomplished by senior compositors on The Lord of the Rings trilogy and was the first film Oscar winner Weta Digital has contributed to apart from Jackson work.  The team who made Gollum contributed physical special effects providing the model man – a facsimilie of SAM NEILL - which now resides at Weta Workshop where it was made, startling visiting dignitaries by it’s realism.

JOEL TOBECK – BILL (Short Biography)
JOEL TOBECK is a well known New Zealand actor.  His feature film credits include Niki Caro's Memory and Desire and Harry Sinclair's Topless Women Talk About Their Lives, which won him a New Zealand Film Award for Best Actor.  JOEL TOBECK’S television credits include the cult series Xena: Warrior Princess, Hercules and Young Hercules, Lawless, Cleopatra 2525 and the popular New Zealand series Shortland Street.

JOEL TOBECK – BILL (Long Biography) 

JOEL TOBECK gave his first professional performance at the age of five in Auckland’s Mercury Theatre production of The Duchess of Malfi. He gained acting experience with the Auckland Youth Theatre and the Auckland Performing Arts School where he trained as a dancer. 

Joel is now a well known New Zealand actor, whose feature film credits include Niki Caro's Memory and Desire and Harry Sinclair's Topless Women Talk About Their Lives which won him a New Zealand Film Award for Best Actor.  Prior to Perfect Strangers he completed filming on the UK family feature The Water Giant directed by John Henderson.  He also features as a hero Orc in the forthcoming The Return of the King, the third film in Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy.

JOEL TOBECK’S television credits include the cult series Xena: Warrior Princess, Hercules and Young Hercules, as well as Lawless, Cleopatra 2525 and the popular New Zealand series Shortland Street.

Joel also has a strong interest in music and is plays with the New Zealand band Splitter who, in 2002, released a new CD, Devil in the Detail.

ROBIN LAING - PRODUCER 

ROBIN LAING and GAYLENE PRESTON’S working partnership started with Mr Wrong in 1984, and they’ve since combined to produce Ruby & Rata and Bread and Roses.
ROBIN LAING has produced an additional four features, three short films (selected for Cannes, Sundance and Venice), four television dramas and seven television documentaries - including Flip and Two Twisters selected for the Paris Biennale and Victory Over Death, a Gold Award winner at Chicago.  She executive-produced PRESTON’S War Stories and more recently executive-produced Hamish Rothwell’s Stickmen.

ROBIN LAING is currently Chair of the Trust Board for the NZ Film and Television School, a trustee for the New Zealand Film Festivals Trust, and is founding president of Women in Film and Television (Wellington).  She has represented the Screen Producers and Directors Association on both the Copyright Council and Screenrights boards, and has served two terms on the board of the New Zealand Film Commission.

In 1993 LAING was awarded a Member of the British Empire (MBE) for services to the New Zealand film industry.


JAY CASSELLS – ASSOCIATE PRODUCER 
JAY CASSELLS recently returned to Queenstown, New Zealand after 20 years based in Australia as an entertainment and intellectual property lawyer. 

He has been involved in a number of New Zealand and Australian film and television projects including Roger Donaldson’s Sleeping Dogs, Sam Pillsbury's The Scarecrow, the 20th Century Fox's animated feature Fern Gully, and John Clarke's satirical series The Games. 

In 1999 with John Clarke and SAM NEILL he formed Huntaway Films as a vehicle to develop and produce film and television projects in New Zealand and Australia. Huntaway Productions was established in 2002 to associate produce Perfect Strangers.

ALUN BOLLINGER – DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY
ALUN BOLLINGER is one of New Zealand's leading cinematographers with credits including Peter Jackson's Heavenly Creatures, Vincent Ward's Vigil and Geoff Murphy's Goodbye Pork Pie. He was camera operator for Jane Campion's The Piano and most recently was scenic cinematographer for The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Rings.
ALUN BOLLINGER has previously collaborated with GAYLENE PRESTON on three feature films - Mr Wrong, Bread and Roses and War Stories.

JOHN GILBERT – EDITOR ace

JOHN GILBERT was nominated in 2002 for both an Academy and a BAFTA award for Best Editor for The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship Of The Ring.

He has edited a range of feature films including Alison Maclean’s Crush, Anna Campion’s Loaded, Anthony McCarten’s Via Satellite, and was associate editor for Peter Jackson’s The Frighteners. He has also edited many documentaries, short films and television dramas. 

JOHN GILBERT has twice won a New Zealand Film Award for Best Editor.

JOE BLEAKLEY - PRODUCTION DESIGNER

JOE BLEAKLEY’S work as a production designer includes the feature films Wild Horses, Leave All Fair, and the New Zealand sequences for the Swedish feature Christmas Oratorio with Perfect Strangers’ producer, ROBIN LAING.  He was off set Art Director for The Lord of the Rings trilogy.

Joe is also a well known theatre designer and has staged many large live events, most notably he was concept designer for the Opening and Closing Ceremonies of the 1990 Commonwealth Games.
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