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Andrea Arnold was born in Dartford in 1961 and debuted as a presenter on children’s TV programme No. 73  (a forerunner of The Kumars at No. 42) alongside Sandy Toksvig, Nick Staverson and Neil Buchanan, later graduating to writing and presenting the teen infotainment show A Beetle Called Derek, with Benjamin Zepheniah. She produced the award winning short Wasp (05, and a previous PFS / Acorn screening). Red Road (06, and a previous PFS presentation), was the first film in a projected trilogy; it won a BAFTA for Best Newcomer. Tonight’s presentation took the Jury Prize at Cannes last year.
"I remember seeing Mary Poppins when I was about five. It was the first film I ever saw in a cinema and I was devastated by it. I just couldn't believe there was such a world, and I wanted to be in it. The local cinema must have closed down sometime after that because I didn't see a film in a cinema until much later. I left home at 18 and moved to London. It was much easier to see films there. I remember Apocalypse Now, Alien, The Elephant Man, My Life as a Dog, Blood Simple, Betty Blue, Blue Velvet. The directors I admire range from David Lynch and the Dardenne brothers to Tarkovsky, Alan Clarke and Michael Haneke. But my films aren't autobiographical. I did grow up on a housing estate. And I was a teenager, obviously! But I was never like Mia. I see a lot of those kids around and I know what it's like to be a teenager. I guess I'm projecting some other things on to her. Those things have never directly happened to me. To make her slightly different to what I know, it's partly imagination, partly things I know. My mind goes places; I have an imagination. I also like fly-on-the wall documentaries in which real people have real feelings at a real moment in time. I always say that writing is the really hard bit, and directing is for pussies. Once I've finished writing I think, yahooooo! Here comes the fun bit! I love directing because I'm actually quite a sociable person. The more chaotic a film set, the calmer I feel. I think it has to do with my childhood – because I'm the eldest of four, life was fairly chaotic and wild. When I write, I draw inspiration from an initial image, which, in the case of Fish Tank, I’m not going to reveal here. What’s interesting about the writing process is the unconscious side, what rises to the surface without us understanding why. I then try to bring the characters to life, without thinking about other films or references. I’ve made a few documentaries and I have a passion for the real and the method for filming it.”
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“As For Katie Jarvis, I was looking for a young girl halfway between childhood and adulthood. It was difficult: many 17-18-year-old girls are already adults. When you watch the film, Katie Jarvis looks younger and more fragile than she seems in real life. I became aware of this youthfulness on screen during the first editing phase and it’s even more striking than I imagined. I discovered her in a train station, after spending a long time looking for someone through castings. And there, we saw Katie who was having a row with her boyfriend. He was on one platform and she was on the other. She was yelling at him. I wasn't there, it was actually the casting assistant called Lucy, who was really fantastic. She approached Katie and Katie didn't believe it was for a film. She could hardly believe that we wanted her to do an audition. Then, during the audition, she wouldn’t dance, unless she was alone in a corner. This was totally unlike the character I had in mind. But when she started dancing, even if it wasn’t really hip-hop, interestingly she was herself. She also radiates a kind of dynamism. Like her character, she loves dancing, and dancing is a very effective way to relieve tension. In the film, the actresses are always trying to protect themselves and they do this by immersing themselves in dance. That’s when they are themselves. In the screenplay, dance was very important and we auditioned lots of young girls who danced to R&B in a rather lustful and seductive way. But for hip-hop, we realised that the important aspect was dancing for someone else and we understood that we had to position the film in this way. Essex is an area rarely seen on screen. I adore the wildness of the landscape. I went to Essex when I was a child, on the A13 road between London and the North Sea. All those housing estates look like small islands in the middle of a natural wilderness. There are factories, deserted car parks, a very melancholy atmosphere. FishTank? People want a title very quickly for the press packs but I need to get a feel for the film first. There’s lots of life in this little fish tank, in the small area shown in the film and Fish Tank is a good metaphor for it.”
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