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TIFF TALKS AGORA SERIES MASTERCLASS – Tom Rob Smith: Writing beyond the page

The adaptation of literature and true events for the screen, the creative differences between writing a novel and a script, as well as the importance of a powerful emotional core in every story were the main subjects brought to the fore during the masterclass delivered by scriptwriter, showrunner, and producer, Tom Rob Smith, which was held on Sunday, November 8th, at the packed Pavlos Zannas theater in the Olympion complex, within the framework of the 67th Thessaloniki International Film Festival’s TIFF Talks Agora Series. Widely known for Child 44, The Secret Speech, Agent 6, London Spy, The Assassination of Gianni Versace: American Crime Story and Mother Father Son, Tom Rob Smith discussed characters, structure, and suspense, as well as the delicate art of turning real-life source material into page and screen. The talk was moderated by producer Lars Blomgren.

Kicking off the discussion, Lars Blomgren affirmed that none other than Tom Rob Smith would have been better suited as a speaker to discuss how a story transforms when it transitions from the page to the big screen. The starting point for the discussion’s first section was the screening of a snippet from Child 44, a film based on the Tom Rob Smith’s novel of the same name. Thanking the Festival for the invitation, Tom Rob Smith clarified he didn’t write the film’s script himself and then went on to elaborate on the changes it underwent during its adaptation. 

As he explained, the book begins with the famine in Ukraine, when people were so hungry they even ate their own pets. Making use of fiction, he opted to depict a woman who loves her cat so much, she’d rather die than eat it. So, she lets the cat go. The book’s power stems from its main character, a person who grew up in those parts and saw with their own eyes people consuming one another. The scene with the cat, however, didn’t make it into the film. “When I received the script, I saw that the woman with her cat had been omitted, while the events of the famine were only briefly mentioned,” he noted. 

Despite the changes, Tom Rob Smith recalled the enthusiasm he felt when the film was shot: he was only 26 years old and it was his first novel, while the screenplay was written by Richard Price, whom he described as a brilliant writer. Rewatching the film, he acknowledged that the beginning was very good; he wondered, however, whether it added anything beyond the essential information. “These changes, which essentially leave out the heart of the novel, are important and intriguing,” he observed. At this point, Lars Blomgren interjected, pointing out that the filmmakers “had to condense 14 hours into two,” which forced them to make some difficult choices. 

Referring to his first foray into the world of cinema, Tom Rob Smith described it as a “wonderful experience,” reminiscing about visits on set and his introduction to the cast and crew. As he humorously revealed, although his contract made provision for his consent, in effect, he was never asked for his input on the script. The film’s completion proved to be a challenging journey: the first cut was five hours long, but it had to be limited to two. As he mentioned, he could feel the studio’s panic. All the same, he commended the work of the Swedish director, Daniel Espinosa, who was especially kind to him during filming, which took place in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, within Soviet-style buildings 

Of particular interest in the discussion was the difference between writing a novel and writing a script, which, according to Tom Rob Smith, is a process rooted in feeling. “Novel writing is a marathon of loneliness,” he remarked, explaining that however much one tries to fool oneself, for example by sending a draft to their agent, in the end, they remain solitary. On the contrary, a script for television or cinema, even 60 pages long, which may take two months for it to be written, involve a lot of people. “You reach a point where you don’t want to see another soul for the foreseeable future, which is actually the perfect moment to begin writing a novel,” he added with a dose of humor. As for the writing itself, he divulged that a television series requires a stronger emotional tether, as the audience transitions from a straightforward account of events to witnessing the horror and trauma. 

Addressing the moderator’s question regarding a possible remake, Tom Rob Smith spoke on the international reception of his stories. As he mentioned, Child 44 was very well-received in China, a country where citizens are under surveillance, as well as in Iran. Connecting the subject to his personal experience, he explained that although he has never lived under such a regime, the sense of being under scrutiny is familiar to anyone who is gay. “You’re constantly wondering whether you said something you shouldn’t, striving to control your reactions and mannerisms,” he noted, revealing that this is precisely the experience that helped him convey the pressure his characters feel. Under this lens, the story of Leo, embodied by Tom Hardy, seems a lot like the story of a gay man in the closet, scared he may outed. 

Sharing his own approach to writing, Tom Rob Smith reiterated a piece of advice he had recently given to a friend of his, who wished to write a novel: contemplating whether the subject would be of any interest to him two years later. An affirmative answer signals an excellent idea; otherwise, the risk of exhausting your creative inspiration is considerable. “An agent’s main problem is an unfinished project,” he stressed, underscoring that the completion of a novel is in and of itself an important achievement, which is appreciated by agents and producers alike. 

When asked whether it’s easier to start with a blank page or with some preliminary work already covered, Tom Rob Smith clarified that all his works are based on sources, onto which fictional elements are then added. A characteristic example is London Spy, inspired by the true story of a British intelligence agent, who was found dead inside a suitcase in his London apartment. As he went on to say, while everyone in the beginning thought it was a murder, public interest soon shifted towards his sexuality, and the case was essentially forgotten. It was precisely this shift that affected him above all, as he considered the way the victim’s life was portrayed quite unjust. “Research is a blessing for a multitude of reasons. So no, I never start with a blank page.”

As for whether the character or a story takes precedence, Tom Rob Smith disclosed that in Leo’s case from Child 44, the two were born simultaneously. In the beginning, the book’s working title was West in Crime, because the Soviet Union claimed that crimes only ever occurred in the West. The same applies for London Spy, where the victim’s lover is also the main protagonist.

The discussion then shifted towards the series The Assassination of Gianni Versace: American Crime Story, an excerpt from which was showcased to the audience. Upon watching it again, Tom Rob Smith pointed out that its introductory sequence encapsulates the heart of the book by Vanity Fair’s journalist, on which the series was based: the contrast between someone born from nothing and striving to become someone, and someone who has worked hard, finding their way to the top. He went on to say that the series is filled with beautiful imagery highlighting these opposing forces, from Versace’s villa to the killer on the beach. “One has constructed an artificial sky within his villa, while the other one lives beneath the open. One eats breakfast with delicious fruits, while the other just drinks an energy drink.” 

Referring to his approach to a true crime, Tom Rob Smith explained that the fact that the series was based on only one book proved to be an advantage. As he noted, Versace had been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer, but his health was getting better, as if he had triumphed over death. The series depicts him enjoying life, while the person who will lead him to his death makes an appearance. Even though the Versace family had filed a lawsuit against the journalist, she claimed she had all the evidence, while the series’ creators also relied on the autopsy results. He confessed that he felt particular anxious about a scene with a doctor in the second episode, in which the viewer seems to be listening in on a private conversation, peering “through a keyhole.”

With regard to dialogues, he stated that the two main characters, as well as Donatella Versace, had particular nuance in their self-expression, which facilitated their development. Of the few lines based on true facts, Donatella’s phrase “I’ll not allow anyone to kill my brother twice,” stands out, because, beyond the assassination itself, the designer’s name, whose legacy she wished to protect, also found itself under attack. The fact that the series was based on a book with detailed journalistic research mitigated the legal risks, which was paramiunt, since figures in the story, including Donatella and Versace’s partner, portrayed by Ricky Martin, are very much alive. 

Legal hurdles emerged, however, in the third episode, which revolves around the murder of a real-estate agent from Chicago, whose wife is still living. The man hadn’t come out as gay, whereas the script’s episode was the longest of the series, boasting 68 pages. As Tom Rob Smith said, Andrew had meticulously staged the murder scene, yet the details of that weren’t included in the last episode, even though, for him, it was the heart of the whole thing. In The Assassination of Versace, on the other hand, the murderer didn’t have time to ‘stage’ it, which is what makes Donatella’s phrase meaningful, according to Tom Rob Smith.

Replying to a question about the series’ intense cinematic character and the dialogue-free scenes, Tom Rob Smith explained that, even if Andrew is a character who enjoys talking, altering the events’ timeline seemingly strips him of his words and energy. As he stated, dialogue-free scenes rarely change, seeing as dialogue is precisely the segment of the script that gets rewritten over and over again. Notably, the series’ introduction, which has almost no dialogue, has remained unchanged since the very first version. He made special mention to his collaboration with Darren Criss, portraying Andrew, with whom he developed the character’s anger as he ventures into the sea in the introductory sequence. For the actor, he said, “he’s amazing because he conveys all of his emotion to the audience.”

Speaking on his working method, Tom Rob Smith stressed he enjoys rewriting, as the text is fine-tuned in this way, becoming more fleshed out. As he noted, he also seeks to continuously keep moving forward, so that whatever he begins won’t be left incomplete. When he feels he has moved on from an episode too quickly, he just slows his thought process. Asked about the greatest lesson he has had to learn throughout his career, he emphasized the importance of evaluating a project from the outset. “When you have utterly immersed yourself into a project, changing direction is difficult. At the beginning, though, you can see where it is worth investing your energy, whether you do so for the right reasons, and what truly drives you,” he expressed.

During the discussion with the audience that followed, Tom Rob Smith touched upon what one should be mindful of when writing a script. As he explained, numerous scripts are flawless in technical quality yet lack heart, while others are more chaotic, with a heart that beats loudly. He prefers the latter. “With AI, you can now craft a script of exceptional technical quality, but if heart and passion are nowhere to be found, it’s a very serious problem,” he noted. For the development of his characters, he explained that, when working with real people, he either speaks to family members, or reads diaries and letters, which he considers invaluable “because you have to do with voices, not a mere account of a story.”

The discussion came to close with a reference to his new project, which is based on the West Memphis Three, a 1993 murder case in the US. It didn’t draw attention initially, until an HBO documentary turned the public’s attention to it. As he disclosed, his new work will more closely resemble Child 44, rather than The Assassination of Gianni Versace: American Crime Story. “Essentially, I take a case and build the story around the ideas, not the people involved in it,” Tom Rob Smith concluded.
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