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Synopsis
Jim and his daughter Veronica, a young
high-school music teacher, attempt to
unravel their complicated histories and
intertwined secrets.
After a hoax goes very wrong, Jim’s
daughter is falsely convicted for abusing
her position of authority over 17-year-old
Clive. Veronica is nevertheless convinced
she deserves to be punished, but for much
earlier crimes. Confused and frustrated by
Veronica’s intransigence, Jim’s anguish
begins to impinge on his job as a food
inspector. He wields great power over
small family-owned restaurants; a power
he doesn’t hesitate to use.

Director’s Statement
Guest of Honour is an emotional investigation of
the bond between a father and a daughter. Their
history has been rocked by events that neither
fully understands. They’re both in a suspended
state for much of the film, trying to understand
the nature of their connection to one another.
There’s a very clear sense of time passing in this
film. While we understand from the beginning
that their physical relationship has ended with
the father’s death, the details of their past are
revealed in a form of psychological autopsy. The
film ends with an unexpected reconciliation.
As a food inspector, Jim – played by David Thewlis
– has the power to close a restaurant down,
and while he uses this authority to determine
other people’s destinies, he desperately tries to
understand his own place in the world.
His daughter, played by Laysla de Oliveira,
believes that she has found a way to a strange
sort of peace in her life, until that is challenged by
revelations of a past she never fully understood.
The character who holds the key to this past
seems to be a priest, played by Luke Wilson. The
biggest mystery in the film is whether the food
inspector, Jim Davis, in asking for his eulogy to be
performed by this particular priest, has somehow
planned an emotional reconciliation he could
never have achieved with his daughter in life.

As in most of my films, I’m trying to find a
cinematic way of allowing the viewer to inhabit
the particular world my characters are trying to
navigate. What I’m interested in exploring is what
might be called the ‘emotional chronology’ of Jim
and his daughter, Veronica, a way of measuring
their complex feelings. While the structure of the
film is non-linear, it is actually based on a simple
recounting of the scenes as they flow into the
characters’ minds.
While the situations specific to Jim and Veronica
are extreme, the parent/child bond will be very
familiar to audiences.
I think every child feels their parents made
mistakes – certain ways in which the parent did
not express love, or pay the right sort of attention.
Those moments reverberate through our lives in
sometimes painful ways.
There are at least five timelines woven through
Guest of Honour, yet I wanted to create a sense
that for Jim and Veronica the scenes all play in a
continuous and sometimes shocking sense of the
‘eternal present’. The film itself becomes a sort
of machine through which the characters come
to an understanding of what they mean to each
other.

The location
Hamilton (Ontario, Canada) has been an
incredible gift to this production because it’s
a very open community. The ethnic enclaves
you find in Toronto don’t exist here. There’s no
formal Chinatown, Koreatown or Little Italy. It’s
much more fluid. At the moment, the second
language of Hamilton is Arabic. Hamilton has
been incredibly open to Syrian refugees and
we’ve actually used that in the film. We’re trying
to be very specific about this being a tale that’s
set in the city.

The photography
Guest of Honour is a story told through glass. Apart from the actual glass of the camera lens, which displays the
way in which images of the past can be refracted and refigured, there is a literal use of a glass musical instrument
woven through the film.
The use of glass as a distorting lens, as well as a material which allows the process of creative expression, was an
important motif in Guest of Honour. It is woven into Mychael Danna’s beautiful soundtrack in unexpected ways,
as the characters come to terms with the complexity of their lives and the exoticism of their relationship to their
own pasts.

The cast
There are actors directors dream of working with. I’ll never forget
Mike Leigh’s Naked and David Thewlis’s searing performance.
When I was writing this role, I had the idea that Jim came from
‘somewhere else’ - like most of the characters in the film. Luke
Wilson is playing a Texan who is transplanted to Canada, and most
of the restaurateurs in the film are also from somewhere else. Laysla
is Canadian, but of Brazilian background.
David Thewlis is so attentive to the nuances of his character. He
is the guardian of everything Jim would be, could possibly be.
He really has invested himself quite completely and given it an
inflection, a humour and humanity.
Veronica is so unlike Laysla de Oliveira. For much of the film,
she’s playing a character who’s broken, who makes impulsive, selfdestructive decisions. We see her joy in music and we see her dark
pain as well. With incarceration, she’s found a way of medicating
herself, I suppose.
I knew Luke Wilson through his comedic roles. Then I saw Reed
Morano’s Meadowland. It’s beautifully made and Luke’s work is just
so sensitive - it was a revelation to me. I loved his earnestness and
intensity and his ability to listen. That’s what this role is about.
Father Greg is an unusual priest. He knows about Veronica who’s
come to see him to arrange a funeral for Jim. As he talks with
Veronica to learn details for the eulogy, Father Greg comes to
understand that he knows a great deal about her narrative. But
he’s bound by oath not to share his knowledge. He breaks his
word because, he decides, it is critical for Veronica to understand
her father. Rather than see her continue to suffer, living with false
assumptions, Father Greg renounces his pledge. This role demands
an exceptionally empathetic actor.
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David Thewlis

One of the great advantages of working with Atom, or any director that works
in this way, is his script. That’s the most important thing. One feels that it’s
evolving daily, hourly, it’s not a fixed thing that we must adhere to or seek outside
permission to make changes. Everything is evolving organically in the making of
it once you’re on the location, once you’re under the lights, once you’re with an
actor who’s saying it slightly differently, once you think of a different way of doing
it, once Atom gives you a note that makes you see a different way of doing it.
And he’s one of the great directors for giving notes. That’s often underestimated,
I think, in terms of what makes a great director. Some very prestigious directors
aren’t always the best at communicating what they want. They may be magnificent
in many, many ways but aren’t always that skilled in talking to an actor, helping
an actor create the character, which is conversational, which is something to be
discussed, days before, weeks before, in rehearsal or certainly during the process
of different takes. After the first take something else is discussed, after the second
take, something else again and so on giving the actor confidence and giving the
actor new ideas, a new way of looking at things. This makes you take chances that
you may not have thought about the night before.
The thing that attracted me to read the script quickly, almost the moment I got
it, was Atom’s name attached to it. I get all sorts of scripts and sometimes I
procrastinate, but because it was Atom’s script it got my attention straight away.
And then there was the script itself, of course. I read it and knew immediately that
I wanted to do it. It really captures my attention, my imagination. But it wasn’t an
offer, I had to go and meet Atom and see if it was possible that we could all get
this done together.
Jim’s relationship with his daughter is obviously highly complex, that’s what the
film is about. All the more curious, therefore, that I worked with Laysla, who plays

Veronica, for only two days. It was very, very helpful that my first day
on this film I had no scenes with Laysla. On the first day, Jim was in
the audience for 10-year-old Veronica’s piano recital. I am the father
of a 13-year-old girl so I know what it’s like to have a 10-year-old.
That scene brought home to me the depth of this relationship. I was
so grateful that it happened that way, because it made it so utterly
relatable. Realizing that the story really begins there, with the death
of the mother. Jim is left on his own from then onwards, and it wasn’t
something I’d really thought about that much - the fifteen intervening
years between Veronica as young girl and Veronica as a woman.
I understood what Jim so much loved about Veronica as a woman,
a woman who’s gone off the rails, a woman who now baffles him, a
woman who seems absolutely so incomprehensible in terms of her
motives. And seeing that little girl playing the piano, the whole story
became clear for me on the first day. I was so grateful for it, because
the story for me and for Jim Davis is all about his relationship with
his daughter. Of course, there are sub-plots and various metaphorical
issues and symbolism and storytelling, but it’s about a man trying to
communicate with his daughter, trying to
communicate the love he has for his daughter.
Of course one doesn’t always draw on one’s own experience and
indeed I couldn’t in terms of the older Veronica. But I certainly know
stories of other parents, or other young women back when I was of
that age, who have enormously complex stories. Now we don’t go into
great detail of Veronica’s back-story, but certainly Atom and Laysla

and I have discussed it, so we know what we’re talking about. I find
that utterly relatable in terms of how so many young people can get
lost somewhere between adolescence and early adulthood, in all kinds
of things that maybe one wouldn’t anticipate in their earlier years and
can be catastrophic. It’s a terrible thing that’s happened really.
One of Jim’s characteristics is this sense of power he wields as a food
inspector which may sound a rather banal job description. It doesn’t
evoke wonderful images of ‘this is a fascinating character I want to get
to know’ until you really go down that hole and see what the issues are
with food inspectors, and what a power-complex this man has. Simply,
he can wreak havoc on people’s lives, close down family businesses
with the flick of a pen - based on opinion or perfidy. He starts to
abuse his power and manipulate his occupation to his own ends. But
he’s rather delusional. He sees himself as some ‘saviour’, as some
campaigner for health and safety, health and cleanliness, the health
code is his bible and it takes him over. We have a backstory where
he started a restaurant and that seems to have been scuppered by
what happened to Veronica. He had to walk away from that business
because of the vicissitudes of Veronica’s life and whether he holds
some resentment there is another thing to be discussed. Maybe he’s
doing this job as some kind of revenge. Now he enters a restaurant
with the power to destroy the business, the lives of the owners. His
vocation was taken away from him, and now he can visit the same
fate on others. There are many levels to this film, you keep discovering
them all the time.
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Laysla de Oliveira
Veronica is a young music teacher who is passionate about
her craft. But, she also carries trauma that bleeds into her
relationship with her father. The film explores the complexities
of family life. How family can absolutely make you or absolutely
break you or both at the same time. The vast breadth of feelings
- the turmoil those feelings cause! People will be able to relate
to that. Guest of Honour covers such a wide range of time, you
get to see the evolution of specific characters, which is very
exciting.
Our family has been around us for our entire lives, they’re
everything we know. Sometimes we project our feelings onto
them, sometimes we feel their words are hurtful, but that’s what
having a family is all about, and I think Guest of Honour really
explores that.
I learned how to conduct from Shannon Graham who is the
composer of ‘Puppet Master’ (Veronica’s band composition),
which we use in Guest of Honour. She taught me the basic
motions, the beats, and then I did a lot of YouTube research
to figure out what Veronica’s style would be. I knew that by
reading the script, Atom wanted it to be something very
passionate. She’s very lively when she conducts. I say she’s a
condancer, conductor-dancer. I thought it was so important to
show her moments of joy and happiness. It’s a big contrast to
her darkness.
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Luke Wilson
I’m feeling very lucky to work with Atom. To
me it’s always the really special director who
changes things on the fly. That always comes
from a position of confidence and strength.
Whether it’s because of an actor’s idea, or Atom
hearing his words out loud, or the way it looks in
the location - each day, we’ve made adjustments.
You have to be nimble, fast on your feet.
Father Greg is one of those characters that’s
woven throughout the story. Not quite a
narrator, and not the protagonist, but a figure
that intersects with the different characters.
In that way, he knows all of the people that
the audience meets, at different times and in
different situations. And often times, as we find
out, he knows these very personal parts of some
of the characters’ histories.
Father Greg’s character is a way for the audience
to keep up with the storyline and these characters
whose lives interrelate. You have these imperfect,
interwoven characters and then there’s the
priest who’s something of a psychiatrist, or a
psychologist, or a doctor, somebody that people
go to and share their personal stories.
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