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SYNOPSIS

Tight-lipped Englishman Alex Hughes (Alan Rickman) is traveling through Ontario on his way to meet the mother of his son, with whom he has had a distant relationship.  He begrudgingly decides to pick up Vivienne (Emily Hampshire), a young and feisty hitchhiker.  When the car is suddenly hit by a truck, Vivienne dies instantly and Alex finds himself grieving for someone he never knew.  Now, shocked and stranded on the outskirts of Wawa, Vivienne’s hometown, Alex decides to track down her mother, Linda Freeman (Sigourney Weaver), to talk to her in person about the fate of her daughter.  
When Alex comes face to face with Linda, he discovers that she is autistic.  While she understands what has happened, she shows little emotion.  He slowly becomes increasingly involved in Linda’s life and the community to which she feels complete indifference, in part because of her condition.  Linda in turn becomes attached – to the degree that she is emotionally capable – to Alex, and to what he can do for her.  In the meantime, Alex also forms a relationship with Linda’s sexy, independent neighbor, Maggie (Carrie-Anne Moss), and becomes the object of scrutiny by the ineffectual local law enforcement officer Clyde (James Allodi), who, besides being jealous of Alex’s new relationship with Maggie, believes he’s discovered a dark secret in Alex’s past.  As Vivienne’s funeral approaches, and with the help of Maggie's understanding and Linda's unique window into the world, Alex confronts his past and both the sadness and anger that have built up within him.
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PRODUCTION NOTES

It’s April 2005 and the snow is melting fast in Wawa.  There is perceptible panic throughout the cast and crew of SNOW CAKE when they find out that this location chosen specifically for its customary frigid climate and overabundance of snow – has very little snow to speak of.

“The reason we went to Wawa in the first place was to get the snow,” says director Marc Evans with a smile.  “I was very worried about not getting enough snow.  And then Alan Rickman, who plays Alex, said, ‘Look, at the end of the day this film is not about snow.  It’s got snow in the title, but it’s about the people who live in this place.’  And I thought, “Yes, that’s so true.  It’s the interaction between the two main characters that forms the thrust of the film.  The joy of this film is seeing how the characters interact.”

In fact, the lack of snow may have been a blessing in disguise for the film.  “It appears that this film is being guided by some unseen force in a way,” Rickman says.  “We went to Wawa a week later than we were due to.  Had we gone there the week before, we would have encountered temperatures that would have been so horrific to work in, so cold, below freezing.  Instead, we had a freak period of 13 days of unbroken sunshine, which on the face of it, with a film called SNOW CAKE, you might think would be a problem!”  But Rickman had always said that the film would find itself, and it did in the most beautiful way as the snow thawed around them.

The providential aspect of this tale parallels SNOW CAKE’s early days. 

The story begins with the screenwriter herself.  SNOW CAKE is Angela Pell’s first script.  The fact that it attracted no less an actor than Alan Rickman – who had an “instant and instinctive response” to the story – speaks more to Pell’s talent than to the script’s karma, but fortune has an energy all its own.

After toiling away in comedy and realizing after almost a decade of rejections that “I’m just not that funny,” Pell decided to write about what she knew. Extrapolating from her experience with her seven-year-old son’s autism, Pell wrote about a woman with autism (Linda Freeman played by Sigourney Weaver). Alex Hughes (Rickman) – urbane, cosmopolitan and British, spiritually lost and grieving two deaths – makes his way to Wawa, befriends Linda, beds her neighbor (Maggie played by Carrie-Anne Moss) and begins the process of healing at the hands of someone who, at first glance, is in need of healing herself.
Pell says, “I did take on my own experience, because I live with autism and it is such a wonderful, surreal experience day to day.  I thought that to put somebody in that situation would be such a great fish-out-of-water story.”  She wrote the script in two days.

Andrew Eaton from Revolution Films (24 HOUR PARTY PEOPLE, IN THIS WORLD, TRISTRAM SHANDY: A COCK AND BULL STORY) received Pell’s script in Christmas 2004.  She was a friend of his and for that reason, Eaton decided to set the script aside for a couple of weeks.  “I think that when you get something from a friend, you’re always nervous about reading it, in case it’s really terrible and you have to tell them,” Eaton says wryly.  But it wasn’t terrible.  “I read it in one go and I thought it was fantastic, rang her immediately and said, ‘This is really, really good.  I think we can do something with this.’”

Eaton turned to Gina Carter (HEARTLANDS, BRIGHT YOUNG THINGS) to produce the film.  Carter had worked extensively with Revolution in the past and also loved the script on first reading.  Eaton and Carter thought Rhombus Media (Academy Award Winning THE RED VIOLIN, CHILDSTAR, SLINGS AND ARROWS) was in perfect creative sync with Revolution and asked Niv Fichman and Jessica Daniel from Rhombus to come in as co-producers.  Canadian producer Daniel says, “I think we all share a real love of films and a real love for filmmaking. There is a complete meeting of the minds in terms of the type of films we like to make, and both companies have an independent spirit which spills over into the filmmaking process.”

The question of who would direct SNOW CAKE was an absolute given – Marc Evans, the brilliant Welsh director behind MY LITTLE EYE, TRAUMA and RESURECTION MAN, was the first and unanimous choice.  Carter had worked with Evans before and says, “I just immediately fell in love with the script and wanted to do it.  And my very first thought was Marc.  I went back the next day and had a meeting with Andrew.  We talked about the script…Andrew asked me who did I think could direct it, and I said Marc.  And Andrew said totally, Marc.”

The ‘vision thing’ is a subject with particular resonance for all involved in the film.  Evans says, “I felt like the script was really a gift, that I had to look after it and not mess it up.  It’s got a real humanity to it.”  As a producer, Carter says, “You read a script and you have a vision.  As a writer, you write a script with a vision.  Then you give it to a director and to a degree you have to cut loose slightly what your vision is, because the whole reason for choosing a director for a project is because you believe that somewhere along the line they’re on the same wavelength as you are…Marc and I know each other so well, and we talked so much about it (the script) that we were really only ever going to come up with something we both felt was right.”
“Whatever my original vision for the film was, what I’ve got is way beyond any vision I could have wished for,” Carter concludes.

The uniqueness of the script clearly seeped into the day-to-day making of the film, engendering in the cast and crew a sense that they were involved in something extraordinary.  “The story was so distinctive and the script and the cast attracted such an amazing crew,” Daniel says.  “Canadians don’t often get the opportunity to make films like this, and I think most people felt they were working on something pretty special.  And Marc Evans is a passionate filmmaker with sharp instincts as both a storyteller and a visualist.  He had a very strong connection to the material and knew what the priorities were.”

It was Fichman’s idea to shoot in Wawa.  “As Fargo is to Fargo…” Fichman says about the symbiosis of town and story.  “The name Wawa is a big part of its mythology.  It kind of symbolized to me the isolation of the character of Alex and there was also the town’s iconic symbol of the goose.  On the one hand, let’s face it, it’s a 30 foot goose, so it’s kind of funny.  I just thought that it would be a great opening image to arrive in for this character who is lost, trying to find some grounding.”  Shooting it around Toronto might have been “too pretty and too kind of Victorian” Fichman insists, and would not have conveyed the remoteness, the beauty and the sheer isolation of the place.  Lake Ontario could never be mistaken for Lake Superior.

On the subject of casting, Eaton says the screenwriter had her own ideas about who would be suitable.  “When Ang wrote the script, she did a thing that usually annoys me,”  Eaton says.  “On the front page she wrote down her ideal cast and her ideal cast for Alex was Alan Rickman.  But we thought we had nothing to lose, we thought we might as well send it to him and we did.”

Carter adds, “Marc and I put an hour aside to persuade (Rickman) to do it.  We walked in and five minutes later, that was it.  He said, ‘if this was a house, I’d ask you to take it off the market’ and he was on board, and we spent the rest of the hour chatting!”

It was Rickman who suggested Sigourney Weaver for the role of Linda Freeman. They’d worked together on GALAXY QUEST and Rickman says had “an absolutely hilarious time” filming in Green River, Utah.  Weaver says, “He (Rickman) told me the story and I said, ‘Wow, they’ll never think of me for that.’  And he said ‘Get your agent to call,’ so I did.  They sent me the script which I thought had such a wonderful balance of, first of all, comedy and romance, and I think some real truth about a rather rare subject.”
“Alan, to me, is one of the greatest actors in the world, and there’s nothing he can’t do,” Weaver continues.  “He has such subtlety and such intelligence and he’s quite dry in that sort of withering way that Alan has.  I feel really spoiled to be working with him again.”

 “The dynamic between Alex and Linda is such an interesting one because he’s roamed the world and she’s always been in this house and this backyard and this little town,” Weaver observes.  “But I think in an odd way, they kind of surprise and give each other so much.  She learns a lot from Alex and he learns a lot from her.  It becomes a very interesting kind of ‘odd couple’ situation for them.”

The last piece of the casting puzzle was the role of Maggie.  And that came together, again, through a happy coincidence.  The producers had sent the script to Callum Keith Rennie – who plays John Neil in the film – through his agent Elizabeth Hodgson.  Hodgson loved the script and thought there was a role for another one of her clients – Carrie-Anne Moss.  Fichman says: “Those are the magical times, when you get a call from someone like Carrie-Anne Moss’ agent who says, ‘She read your script and was wondering if you’d consider her.’  You kind of go whooooaaa!  This particular project was blessed with not one, not two, but three of them.  Three amazing actors who are all great and generous, beautiful people and great artists.”

Sigourney Weaver devoted nearly a year to reading about and researching autism, spending days at an institute that specialized in working with autistic people.  She even lived with one woman with autism for a number of days to observe her behavior.
Weaver says the temptation to generalize about autism, a condition that has so many gradations and nuances that it’s referred to as a ‘spectrum,’ is something she consciously resisted, in part due to the extraordinary people she met during her research.  She discovered that people with autism have a huge range of feelings, that someone with Aspergers may want to socialize with people while others on the other end of the spectrum prefer to be alone.  It was crucial to her to get it right, but it wasn’t that easy.

“I just think often when you’re with someone on the spectrum, what they present to you is quite different from the way they are in private.  This woman (she lived with) was generous enough to let me see both sides, or all the sides,” foibles and all.  In Linda’s case, these quirks manifest in various ways, including pathological control over the state of cleanliness in her kitchen, a fear of taking out the garbage and a general disdain of, and indifference to, the people in her midst.  Weaver describes Linda as “refreshingly frank.  She is straightforward, up front about her feelings and looks down on neuro-typical people as people who waste a lot of time with all this social rubbish.”

Weaver continues: “Linda’s house was completely inspired by Temple Grandin, who’s a very well known woman with autism in the States…she sat down with me and was the first person who told me about Wilson Bentley who’s obsessed with snowflakes and she said, ‘You have to have a lot of snow flakes and sparkly things hanging around.’  And I gave all that information to our director Marc Evans and our wonderful set designer, Matthew Davies.  It’s a totally sparkly set, I mean it’s heaven for Linda to be in that world.”

Weaver hastens to add that the characteristics associated with autism are also very common to non-autistic human behavior.  “We all rock, we all bite our fingers.  I’m quite shy, so when I read about Linda not wanting 300 people at her house, I can really relate! The thing I understood quite quickly is that we’re all on a spectrum.”

Weaver came away from her research with more than just sympathy for a condition she knew little about; she also developed a deep respect for people with autism, inspired in part by the sensitivity of Pell’s script.  “It did not in any way try to oversimplify the situation and what that person is up against, although some of it is funny and there is a lot of joy in the script for Linda in the snow, and in the snow flakes.  I don’t think it in any way underestimates the pain of what it must be like to have autism.” 
Pell sums it up thusly: “From what I see of my son and from talking to other people, they actually experience life on a very heightened plane.”  Ultimately, Pell says, autism can be “quite hellish, but a lot of the time it is like a little piece of heaven.”

By sheer osmosis, both Moss and Rickman absorbed a lot about autism, its idiosyncrasies and ‘conventions.’  For his part, Rickman came into the film purposefully having done no research on autism although he did know a little about it.  Rickman explains: “I’ve tried to keep myself as ignorant as possible because Alex, he knocks on the door and it’s opened by a woman who’s autistic. He doesn’t know that until somebody puts a name to it.  It’s just this rather unpredictable behavior which Sigourney is doing brilliantly.  I recognize things in the rules of autism which are things that I do.  Any kind of little obsessive behavior, of repetitious things.”

Moss goes so far as to say that autism may be an apt metaphor for the human condition, circa the 21st century.  “There’s something uniquely awesome about a human being who sees life as a child and is so present in the moment, I think. We all go to yoga, and study hard-core spiritual principles…and here is a condition that is that…sort of enlightened.”

Carrie-Anne Moss took on SNOW CAKE a year and a half after the birth of her baby, her first project since giving birth.  “It was definitely the script,” Moss says about why she went back to work.  “I think before I had a family, I really lived to work and I worked a lot and I was on location all the time.  I couldn’t wait to leave my life in order to go have this movie life, which is really quite wonderful and fun.  Since I’ve had my family, I have a whole different experience…I have no desire to leave my life anymore.  So it really takes something special to inspire me to go to work.”

All three principles agree that the script is a gem.  Pell has hit some very authentic notes, Rickman says.  The actors were asked to deliver some finely calibrated performances – no agenda, no overwrought emotion, just real.  And real doesn’t necessarily come with great gusts of feeling. 

“It’s those small releases of emotion that happen in real life that you notice in a really well-written script,” Rickman says, adding to that, “It’s going to be an education to people on one level, but it’s hugely entertaining and very funny and touching as well.” 
Moss comments, “I can only imagine that this story will give some people a lot of peace, people that are living with autism.  There is something very conscious in this story about the experience of autism that takes it from the observer thinking ‘oh what a drag’ to ‘maybe there’s something more to the experience than it being all bad or tragic.”

Director Evans own understanding of autism grew over the course of filming, but he says Weaver’s in-depth research into the interior world of autism freed him up to focus on the character’s interactions with each other.  He was intent on letting the story unfold through Alex’s eyes.  “Not only is he an outsider,” says Evans of Alex, “but he’s English, and English people have this reputation for being internal and a little diffident.  And he has a past, so it’s a kind of slow thawing.” There’s the snow – or thaw – motif again.  “As the town thaws with the ice, it’s a slow thawing of his character, and we get to know about him in little bits…Wawa’s amazing, an almost mythological town.  To me, it was like a snow globe.  There’s a whole little world inside this glass globe…Alex arrives at this place, he’s only there for a week, but he leaves a different person.”
Evans does sum up one of the film’s central ideas and perhaps the reason behind the affecting pull of the script.  “People talk about characters arcs and characters changing.  And actually the central character, because she’s autistic, doesn’t fundamentally change, because autistic people live in the moment, they live for now.  So it’s about a man with a past meeting somebody who lives in the moment and that’s a kind of interesting dilemma.”

“I feel the film is more about the thaw than about the snow,” Fichman says.  “It’s not that I want to call it Thaw Cake, but it is about a character who’s cool inside, and is thawed out by his experience in this place.”

On the subject of the ‘unseen force’, Weaver says “You always pray that your film will have some kind of serendipitous support.  I think the people who were on this film really love it and really love the script and want to get it out into the world, so it wouldn’t surprise me if there was some sort of power in that.”
“I always imagined Linda’s world to be like a snow globe where the snow was plentiful and pure and went for miles.  And of course we had just little pathetic piles of snow sometimes and it wasn’t always clean! I felt like hanging onto the little remnants of snow that were left as much more real.  I don’t think Linda differentiates between good snow and bad snow.  It’s all snow and she loves it all.  In an odd way, something we tried to avoid – lack of snow – ended up working for us.”    

BIOGRAPHY

MARC EVANS, DIRECTOR

Marc Evans' first feature, House Of America, won international acclaim at Sundance and the Stockholm Film Festival.  His second feature, the controversial thriller, Resurrection Man, quickly followed. 

Born and raised in Cardiff, Wales, Marc was educated at Cambridge and Bristol University.  He wrote and directed his first short film in 1984, Johnny Be Good, a bilingual drama (Welsh and English) about the arrival of the first jukebox in rural Wales.  He's worked in British television making dramas and documentaries, ranging from children's fairy tales, such as Terry Jones's East Of The Moon, to the first ever Welsh language science-fiction comedy in black and white, Arthur's Departure.  Marc has also worked in France and Italy.  His documentary on the work of Giuseppe Tornatore, A Dream Dreamt In Sicily (Un Sogno Fatto In Sicilia), was screened at the 2000 Venice Film Festival.  Evans recently directed IN PRISON MY WHOLE LIFE which is in post-production this year.

Director's Filmography:

2006 SNOW CAKE 

2004 STILL HERE/NOW

2004 TRAUMA 

2002 MY LITTLE EYE

2000 BEAUTIFUL MISTAKE 

1998 RESURRECTION MAN 

1997 HOUSE OF AMERICA 

1994 ARTHUR'S DEPARTURE 

CAST BIOGRAPHIES

SIGOURNEY WEAVER
Sigourney Weaver made her motion picture debut in 1979 in Ridley Scott’s blockbuster ALIEN. She reprised the role of Warrant Officer Ripley in James Cameron’s ALIENS in 1986, for which she earned a Best Actress Academy Award nomination, and in David Fincher’s ALIENS 3 in 1992, which she also co-produced.  In 1997, Weaver brought Ripley back to life in ALIEN RESURRECTION for director Jean-Pierre Jeunet. 
Weaver has starred in a number of strikingly different and successful films.  She gave a galvanizing performance in A MAP OF THE WORLD which earned her universal critical praise and a Golden Globe nomination for best actress.  She delighted audiences with her flair for comedy, along with crewmates Tim Allen and Alan Rickman, in the science fiction comedy GALAXY QUEST which proved to be a hit of the 1999 Holiday season.  She followed this with the popular comedy HEARTBREAKERS, playing opposite Gene Hackman and Jennifer Love-Hewitt.

In 1997 Weaver joined the ensemble of Ang Lee’s critically acclaimed film THE ICE STORM playing alongside Kevin Kline, Joan Allen, Elijah Wood and Christina Ricci.  Her performance garnered her a BAFTA Award, a Guild nomination for Best Actress, a Golden Globe nomination and a Screen Actors Supporting Actress.

In 1988 Weaver had starring roles in three back to back hit movies: GORILLAS IN THE MIST, WORKING GIRL and GHOSTBUSTERS II.  Weaver received her second and third Academy Award nominations and was awarded Golden Globes for her performances in GORILLAS IN THE MIST and WORKING GIRL.  Other films include the thriller COPYCAT, Paul Rudnick’s comedy JEFFREY, Roman Polanski’s gripping film adaptation of DEATH AND THE MAIDEN, HALF MOON STREET with Michael Caine, Ridley Scott’s 1492, ONE WOMAN OR TWO with Gerard Depardieu, EYEWITNESS with William Hurt and Showtime’s live-action film SNOW WHITE, based on the original Grimm’s fairytale, which earned her an Emmy nomination and a Screen Actors Guild nomination.

Weaver was recently seen in M. Night Shamalyan’s THE VILLAGE and received rave reviews for her performance in IMAGINARY HEROES written and directed by Dan Harris.  She is the voice of Freida in animated HAPPILY N’EVER AFTER and will appear in several films currently in production, including THE GIRL IN THE PARK starring opposite Kate Bosworth and Keri Russell, VANTAGE POINT starring opposite Forest Whitaker and James Cameron’s AVATAR.
ALAN RICKMAN

Alan Rickman’s film appearances include DIE HARD, THE JANUARY MAN, CLOSETLAND, TRULY MADLY DEEPLY (BAFTA nomination), CLOSE MY EYES (Evening Standard Film Actor of the Year), PRINCE OF THIEVES (BAFTA Award), BOB ROBERTS, MESMER ( Best Actor, Montreal Film Festival), AN AWFULLY BIG ADVENTURE, SENSE AND SENSIBILITY (BAFTA nomination), MICHAEL COLLINS (BAFTA nomination), DOGMA, JUDAS KISS, DARK HARBOR, GALAXY QUEST, BLOW DRY, THE SEARCH FOR JOHN GISSING, PLAY, THE HARRY POTTER movies, and LOVE ACTUALLY. 
Theatre includes appearances for the Royal Court Theatre in The Seagull, The Grass Widow, The Lucky Chance; For the Royal Shakespeare Company in Les Liaisons Dangereuses which transferred to London’s West End and Broadway (Olivier and Tony nominations for Best Actor); Antony and Cleopatra at the National Theatre, Hamlet at Riverside Studios and Tango at the End of Winter at the Edinburgh Festival and West End (Time Out Award for Best Actor).  Most recently Private Lives in the West End and on Broadway (Variety Club Award for Best Actor, Olivier, Evening Standard and Tony nominations for Best Actor).

For HBO, Rickman appeared in Rasputin (Emmy, Golden Globe and SAG Awards for Best Actor).

He also directed The Winter Guest for the West Yorkshire Playhouse and the Almeida Theatre London and then directed the film version which won Best First Feature at the Venice Film Festival and Best Film at the Chicago Film Festival.


CARRIE-ANNE MOSS

After starring opposite Keanu Reeves in the Wachowski brothers 1999 smash hit film, THE MATRIX for Warner Bros., Carrie-Anne Moss has become one of the most sought-after actresses in Hollywood.
Following THE MATRIX, Carrie-Anne appeared opposite Burt Reynolds and Richard Dreyfuss in the Disney mobster comedy THE CREW.  Moss was then featured with Val Kilmer in RED PLANET for producer Mark Canton, and soon after co-starred with Juliette Binoche, Johnny Depp and Dame Judy Dench in Miramax’s Oscar-nominated film CHOCOLAT for director Lasse Hallstrom. Next she starred with Guy Pearce in the critically acclaimed independent thriller MEMENTO which earned Moss an Independent Spirit Award for her performance.

Moss reprised her role as ‘Trinity’ in THE MATRIX: RELOADED and THE MATRIX: REVOLUTIONS, once again teaming with Keanu Reeves and Lawrence Fishburne.  She then joined Aaron Eckhart and Sir Ben Kingsley in the Cruise/Wagner produced SUSPECT ZERO, helmed by Eliase Merhige. 

Moss appeared alongside Ralph Fiennes, Rita Wilson and Glenn Close in the ensemble independent feature film THE CHUMSCRUBBER releasing in the summer of 2005 and opposite Alec Baldwin, Luke Wilson and Nikki Reed in Nick Guthe’s MINI’S FIRST TIME.
ABOUT IFC FIRST TAKE AND IFC ENTERTAINMENT
IFC First Take is the day and date distribution arm of IFC Entertainment.  First Take releases twenty-four films a year, theatrically across the country and simultaneously on VOD through IFC IN THEATRES. Reaching over 40 million homes, IFC In Theaters is available on demand nationally with Comcast, Cablevision, Time Warner, Cox, insight and on PPV through Directv. 

IFC Entertainment also consists of IFC Films, a traditional distribution company, and the new IFC Center in Greenwich Village.  IFCE is a Rainbow Media company.  Recent and upcoming IFC in Theatres films include:  Ken Loach’s The Wind that Shakes the Barley, Alain Resnais’ Private Fears in Public Places, Lars Von Trier's The Boss of it All, Jonathan King’s Black Sheep and Christophe Honoré's Dans Paris.
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