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SYNOPSIS
When art student Ben Willis is dumped by his girlfriend Suzy, he develops insomnia. To pass the long hours of the night, he starts working the late night shift at the local supermarket. There he meets a colorful cast of characters, all of whom have their own 'art' in dealing with the boredom of an eight-hour-shift. Ben's art is that he imagines himself stopping time. This way, he can appreciate the artistic beauty of the frozen world and the people inside it - especially Sharon, the quiet checkout girl, who perhaps holds the answer to solving the problem of Ben's insomnia.

DIRECTOR’S NOTES

I have always been obsessed with the fleeting idea of beauty. A moment captured either on film or by memory. This makes it inseparable to the idea of time or the manipulation of time. 
It was this notion which inspired CASHBACK and its commentary on elements of time and beauty, of love lost and found.
CASHBACK originally started life as a short film. It was 18 minutes long and commented on dealing with the boredom of working an eight hour shift told from the point of view of a daydreaming teenager. 

I started to wonder about turning the short film into a full length feature and over the following months knocked the idea around in my head.  The main question was "if I had to do it all over again, would I do anything different?" The answer was no. So the idea then came about of lengthening what I already had.

CASHBACK has come a long way since April 2003, when we begged the manager of Sainsbury's Whitechapel to let us shoot a short film in his store over four nights.
INTERVIEW WITH SEAN ELLIS

You're an internationally renowned photographer, you've directed music videos and advertising films... Did all these activities naturally lead you to directing a feature film?

Nowadays, thanks to video, you can make films for nothing. But when I was young, the only way you could practice making films was with the costly 16 mm. process. So, to create the images I had in my head, I first turned to photography, although my aim has always been to become a filmmaker.

But did you have to learn a new craft when you directed CASHBACK?

You learn on the job every day, especially on a set. But the main way I learned was by watching films. I've always been obsessed by the question, "Why did I like such and such a film?" Ever since I was a child, I've always written down in a notebook what I liked, in terms of the photography, special effects, or even the credits.

So, you weren't under any particular pressure when you directed your first film?

You know, when you're a photographer, you have about a dozen people on the set, waiting for you to do something with your camera. But when you're a director, you're surrounded by a director of photography, a sound engineer, a wardrobe supervisor, a set designer, etc. And you can rely on them. So, in that sense, there's less pressure on a director than on a photographer. In fact, that's what I like about making a film: working with other people.

For your first film, you wrote the screenplay, too…

I'm not a screenwriter. My desire to write came from the fact that I wasn't reading anything interesting. Then someone said to me, "Why don't you write yourself?" So, that's what I did. But as I'm not a writer, I need to mentally visualize first the whole film before I put it down on paper. That's how I work. It's a bit laborious and strange.

This film came together incredible fast…

Having directed the short film (Note: which was included in the film), I wondered how I would develop this story to turn it into a feature film. Once I'd found the beginning and end, I said to myself, "From now on, I'll write ten pages a day." So, the actual writing took seven days. Then, we went into pre-production.

Do you realize that this kind of thing never happens in the movies?

I'd been contacted by the studios, but all their projects took forever to get off the ground. I couldn't understand it. I'd say, "We have a screenplay. Why can't we film it?" I was told that it wasn't as simple as that, that it needed more development or rewriting, etc. I was sick of it, so I wrote a screenplay and I said, "Here's the story. Let's cast it, budget it, and shoot it." And that's what we did. 

As simply as that…

But that's how it happened! My theory is that if things are supposed to happen, they will…

And if they're not supposed to, then there's a good reason.

To what extent is Ben's story yours?

It is in a way. I've never worked nights in a supermarket. But Ben's ability to stop time, to suspend it, and to capture emotions - that's like my work as a photographer. And Ben's childhood memories are more or less mine. The one about the Swedish au pair, for example, is genuine. (laughs) To think that some people think it's a stereotype!

So, is Ben's view of beauty yours?

Partly. It's true that there can be something depressing about beauty. When you come across it by surprise, it's so intense… Whether it's a work of art, or a man or woman you meet in the street…

I sometimes spend the next few hours stuck on moments like that… And there are so many of them! It can go to your head, it's so powerful.

With CASHBACK, one gets the feeling that you wanted to work on subjectivity…

The films I like play on emotions. That's what I look for, stories in which you're plunged, immersed emotionally. So, with CASHBACK, I too wanted to lead the audience into an uninterrupted flow of thoughts and actions – Ben's. Every scene had to flow on from the one before in a sort of current of perceptions which carries along the audience without their realizing it. Thus, the flashbacks, for example, had to remain almost imperceptible, without any breaks, so we could follow Ben's progress. That's also the reason behind the scenes in which we go from one set to another without cutting.

Would you say that making movies is "making time"?

Yes. And you have to have something to say. When you make a film, you work on the duration, or on a series of moments, whereas in photography, all the work is concentrated on capturing a fraction of a second…

The supermarket is a common setting in our lives, but little used in films. How did it go, shooting in a place like that?

It's a "self-lit" set. We added very little in the way of lighting. You can make a supermarket interesting, but at the start, I didn't want to – it's a sad place for Ben, and it had to be so for us, too. Then, as we get further and further inside the narrator's imagination and he starts to enjoy the supermarket, we made it imperceptibly more brightly coloured, more attractive. That's what you see in the second part of the film.

One of the important choices you made as director was to cast Sean Biggerstaff as Ben. He's not a typical young lead…

He gives off something non-aggressive, he has an aura of calm. He's also relatively malleable. For the screen test, I asked him to record the voiceover using different accents. I then spent a while dreaming of the film as I listened to this cassette on which he displayed a wide variety of voices. But the main reason I chose him was you don't really see him as a sexual deviant. (laughs) Because if you think about it, what Ben does is a little bit suspect. If you could stop time and you take advantage of that power to undress women, would you go telling everyone about it?!

Probably not… I was very aware of this pitfall. As early as the short film, I remember showing the film to girlfriends and asking them, "Do you think this guy is a pervert?" If they had said yes, I would have got it all wrong. I needed them to say that he was adorable, touching, and ideally even say something like: "You know, I wouldn't mind if he did the same thing to me"!

You had to direct the actors – that's one of the main differences with being a photographer…

Actors are very interesting. To me, a good director is someone who knows people, who understands how they work and who then uses that to get what he wants. It's an art and it's very tricky. To think that actors go along with it to earn their living is crazy. With Sean Biggerstaff, he worked better under pressure and that meant not showing him playbacks and not giving him too much praise. This uncertainty made him go with his instincts and he has great instinct! On the other hand, with Emilia Fox (Sharon), I had to spend a lot of time describing the character and her past before the shoot so she could feel what it was that Sharon was going through and then she played it so beautifully from there.

Emilia Fox said the film could be described as "a way of learning to love imperfection". Do you agree with that?

I think that the film tells us that what we spend our lives looking for is often right in front of us. And if we take the time to see things calmly, we find in us what we want or we find ways to obtain it. And what is supposedly imperfect can be seen differently. I think that the little girl with hairy arms is adorable, I don't know why.

The film is full of allusions like that, such as the scene with Sharon's wandering bit of sandwich.

We all fantasize about "Gone with the Wind" love stories. But the reality's very different. Sometimes insignificant or embarrassing things can trigger encounters. Some horribly embarrassing things have happened to me which, in retrospect, turned out to be hilarious as well as touching after all. In situations like that, you're far from posing, you're exposed. It's interesting.

With your keen eye for observation, you paid particular attention to the secondary roles…

To me, secondary roles must be lively. If they're not, they have no reason to be in the film. I wanted people to identify with them, for them to behave in ways people recognize or in which they recognize their friends. I drew inspiration from acquaintances or friends of friends. Others came about thanks to the actors who played them, such as Jenkins, the manager. The actor made us laugh so much on the short film that I wanted to write a big part for him. The atmosphere was very good on the set and we were also able to use several improvisations.

Like your photos, the film is sometimes very sexy. Do you have a theory about this?

No, there's nothing more subjective. I try to film things on instinct which I personally find very sexy. As for the lighting, my experience just allows me to know what will come out well, that's all. The rest is a matter of personal appreciation. For example, to go back to the Swedish au pair, it was one of the sexiest experiences in my life and yet my memory must have embellished it quite a lot. In fact, when I think back to it now, I see the reconstruction I did for CASHBACK, and the real memory of it has gone…

WRITER / DIRECTOR BIOGRAPHY

SEAN ELLIS
Sean Ellis started taking pictures when he was 11. Trained as a still life photographer, Sean moved to London from Brighton in 1994. Applying his knowledge of the still life and using it to light fashion models helped to make him one of the new generation of fashion photographers who were most sought-after in the late nineties.
His work with magazines such as iD, The Face, Visionaire, Dazed and Confused, Numero, French, British, Japanese, and American Vogue has often pushed the darker side of fashion photography with a style that has been described as ‘cinematic’. This led to a crossover with moving film and string of acclaimed music videos followed.
He has directed commercials for Jean Paul Gaultier, Land Rover, Rimmel, 02, EA Games and has collaborated with David Lynch on a series of fashion images that were published in Harper’s Bazaar.
‘A photograph everyday for a year’ was idea behind his first published book ‘365 – A Year in Fashion’ which includes commercial and personal work taken during 1999.
Sean has written and directed two short films: LEFT TURN (2001), a dark psychological horror film, and the highly acclaimed CASHBACK (2004), a visually rich black comedy which received the top award at 12 international film festivals.
ABOUT THE CAST

SEAN BIGGERSTAFF - Ben
Sean made his professional debut at the age of ten in Michael Boyd's acclaimed production of Macbeth at the Tron Theatre in Glasgow. After six years with the Scottish Youth Theatre he went on to play 'Tom' in the film THE WINTER GUEST, directed by Alan Rickman. Sean is probably best known for playing 'Oliver Wood', the dreamy Quidditch Captain, in the first two HARRY POTTER Films, which has earned him a legion of fans around the world. Other theatre and television work includes: The Crow Road and Charles II for the BBC and most recently on stage in Sharman Macdonald's Girl With Red Hair.
EMILIA FOX – Sharon

Oxford-educated, Emilia Fox is a regular lead actor in period television dramas like Gunpowder, Treason & Plot, David Copperfield, and Pride and Prejudice. However, her current starring role in the BBC's Silent Witness shows she is equally at home in contemporary dramas. On film, she played opposite Adrien Brody in Roman Polanski's Oscarwinning The Pianist, and current films include Keeping Mum with Rowan Atkinson and Roberto Benigni's La Tigre e la Neve.
MICHELLE RYAN – Suzy

Michelle Ryan is soon to be seen in NBC’s forthcoming re-imagining of ‘The Bionic Woman’, a remake of the popular 1970’s TV series. Michelle will play the part of ‘Jaime Sommers’, a tennis professional who suffers a terrible accident and is saved by receiving special surgery giving her bionic limbs.  Michelle is best known for her portrayal of Zoë Slater in ‘Eastenders’, which she concluded last year. Prior to this her television credits included ‘The Worst Witch’ (BBC) and ‘Burnside’ (Pearson TV). Theatre work includes roles at the London Palladium, Her Majesty’s Theatre and Millfield Theatre. 

SHAUN EVANS – Sean

Trained at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, Shaun Evans has appeared in such films as István Szabó’s adaptation of W. Somerset Maugham’s BEING JULIA and THE BOYS AND GIRLS FROM COUNTY CLARE. He is starring alongside Bob Hoskins and Stockard Channing in the upcoming SPARKLE.

STUART GOODWIN – Jenkins

Trained at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, Stuart Goodwin has appeared in many of the UK’s most popular television series, including ‘The Bill,’ ‘Coronation Street,’ and ‘Prime Suspect.’ 
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