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JAMES BLUNT: RETURN TO KOSOVO

SYNOPSIS

 

In September 2006, Grammy-nominated singer/songwriter James Blunt flew to the UN protectorate of Kosovo, where, seven years earlier, he led a tank squadron as part of NATO's liberation forces.  As his jet touched down on the Pristina airstrip, the two worlds of James Blunt (that of international pop star and that of a former British Army Captain came together for a unique, emotional experience that neither he, nor his fans, will soon forget. 

 

In JAMES BLUNT: RETURN TO KOSOVO, the artist reunites with several of the young Albanian interpreters who had worked with his troop during the liberation of Kosovo.  Together they retrace their steps, visiting several outlying towns James the solider was charged with protecting, including the site of a mass grave his unit happened upon during his time there.   We also see James' own home video footage of the war-torn Kosovo of 1999.  The sharp contrast between Kosovo past and present reveals a country much changed and improved through the efforts of NATO troops, yet remains possessed by a distinct haunting rawness from the still-recent atrocities committed there.  During his visit, James also plays for a large crowd of NATO troops still stationed in Pristina, during which we experience a tangible, intimate connection between James and the audience.  Expertly captured by Academy Award-nominated director Steven Cantor, James' signature voice shines and his thoughtful, sensitive lyrics take on new meaning during this truly special show.    

 

PRODUCTION NOTES

 

Stick Figure Productions sent a crew of six (two camera, one sound, production manager, producer and director) to document James Blunt's return to Kosovo. Working closely with the British Forces Foundation, we arrived in the capital, Pristina, then headed north to the Kriljevo region, where Blunt had worked to disarm local villagers. Blunt's concert took place on a KFOR base, and was shot with six cameras.
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ABOUT JAMES BLUNT

“I write songs about my personal experiences because I need to.  I want to say, ‘This is how I understand my life and my position here.’  If I was the only person to enjoy that, it would be fine.  But when people hear a song and tell me, ‘That’s exactly how I feel,’ it’s heart-warming and rewarding.  The mind can be a very lonely place.”









     -- James Blunt




By now, the remarkable success story of James Blunt has been oft told:  How the former British Army officer grew from musical obscurity into the biggest-selling artist of ’05 in his native UK, with over 2.4 million albums sold… how his debut, “BACK TO BEDLAM” held the #1 spot in England for 9 weeks and went on to #1 success in numerous countries around the world… how the single “You’re Beautiful” spent five weeks at #1 in the UK, marking the first time a male solo artist had ruled both the album and singles charts for a month running since Rod Stewart did it 30 years ago…

Released in the U.S. in October 2005, exactly one year after its UK debut, “BACK TO BEDLAM” was certified RIAA platinum in late-February ’06 and broke into top five on the Billboard 200 in early March.  “You’re Beautiful” hit #1 on the Billboard Hot 100, making James the first British artist to top the U.S. singles charts since Elton John with “Candle In The Wind” in 1997.  It also became an RIAA double platinum digital single.  
Far from being the newest pop product, Blunt is the anti-hero of mass marketing.  In England, in America, and around the world, Blunt’s compelling songs, captivating voice, and charismatic presence have made him his own best salesman, as his audience has discovered him, embraced him, and spread the news.  He has become an unlikely chart-topper… an artist who has built his following the old-fashioned way, by constant gigging and contagious word-of-mouth – fan by fan, week by week, month by month.

In some ways, everything you need to know about James Blunt is there in “BACK TO BEDLAM.”  Ranging from acoustic, stripped-down tracks to charged-up, band-driven numbers, the album charts a journey through life’s experiences, relationships, hardships, and aspirations.  Produced by Tom Rothrock (Beck, Elliott Smith, Badly Drawn Boy), “BACK TO BEDLAM” is full of stories, vignettes, and snatched moments, all told in James’s passionate and unique voice. 

While James has always been musical, playing both piano and violin from a young age, growing up he had little exposure to the rock/pop world.  There was no CD or record player in the house, and it wasn’t until he went away to boarding school that he heard the likes of the Beatles, Pink Floyd, the Doors, Jimi Hendrix, and Led Zeppelin.  At the age of 14, he picked up a guitar for the first time and started writing songs.  It wasn’t long before he knew what he wanted to do with his life.

However, he was slightly sidetracked on the path to a musical career.  It turns out that for a thousand years or so, the Blunts have been a family of soldiers, including James’s father – a recently retired colonel in the Army Air Corps.  So it was naturally assumed that James would follow in the family tradition.  Not to mention the fact that the armed forces had funded his education.  As James wryly explains, “I either had to pay back the money, or the payback was that I owed the army four years.”

So it was that upon graduating from Bristol University at the age of 21, Blunt joined the army, where he served in the elite Household Calvary.  After a brief stint in Canada, he was sent to Kosovo in 1999 as a reconnaissance officer with the Nato peacekeeping force.  The one song on “BACK TO BEDLAM” that speaks specifically about James’s experiences in the military – the album’s powerful closing track, “No Bravery” – was written in the barracks in Kosovo, a haunting response to the genocide he had witnessed. 

Returning to the UK, Blunt served in the Life Guard, where his responsibilities included being the Queen’s sovereign escort on ceremonial occasions and standing sentry while the Queen Mother lay in state.  The bulk of the songs that would become “BACK TO BEDLAM” were written in London during James’s final year of service.  He did his duty during the day, while making “some dodgy demos” and gigging at night. 

Although clearly a huge influence on Blunt’s life, his army experience forms only one aspect of his work.  “The core element running through my songs is the lonely path one walks through life, the connections you make, and the thoughts that you don’t generally share with people,” he says. 

Leaving the army in 2002, James became a full-time musician.  “My dad was nervous,” he recalls, “because I was leaving a steady job to do something risky.”  It wasn’t long before the risk paid off.  In short order he was picked up by Elton John’s management company and inked a publishing deal with EMI.  In early 2003, he travelled to the SXSW festival in Austin, Texas, where he was spotted by songwriter/producer Linda Perry.  She signed him on the spot to her own label, Custard Records – which in turn led to his worldwide pact with Atlantic.

“BACK TO BEDLAM” was recorded in Los Angeles, which helped reinforce James’s admiration of such American singer/songwriters as Jeff Buckley and father Tim, Neil Young, Leonard Cohen, and Paul Simon.  James chose Tom Rothrock to produce the album, a decision made in part because of Rothrock’s work with another influence, Elliott Smith.   

Blunt describes the process of writing and producing the album as a mixture of “my naiveté and Tom’s experience”.  Since James had little formal experience with recording, Rothrock had to find a way of reining in and focusing his ideas, while developing a common working vocabulary.  “Tom is an enabler rather than a dictator,” says James.  “I was banging sofas and recording in bathrooms – anything to articulate what was in my head.  Tom is very experienced and very subtle.  I had lots of ideas and he helped me edit and focus my thoughts in whatever way and with whatever came to hand.”

The album’s ‘70s West Coast feel was doubly informed by the decision to compose and record on original ‘70s instruments.  For his part, James played as many instruments on the album as possible, partly to feel fully connected to the tracks and partly to create a truly individual sound. 

“BACK TO BEDLAM” was nominated for a remarkable five Grammy Awards in 2007. “You’re Beautiful” scored nods in the top two categories, “Song of the Year” and “Record of the Year,” as well as for “Best Pop Vocal Performance.”  Blunt also was nominated for “Best Pop Vocal Album” (for “BACK TO BEDLAM”), and in the prestigious “Best New Artist” category.  With a string of global sold-out headlining tours already under his belt, and an album which is well on its way to becoming a modern classic, James nevertheless maintains a humble, down-to-earth perspective.  “My songs are about life experiences that anyone can identify with,” he says.  “It’s just about being a human being.  And people seem to be connecting with that.”

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS
STEVEN CANTOR (Director/Producer) is the founder of Stick Figure Productions.

Steven received a 1994 Academy Award nomination for producing and directing the short documentary, “Blood Ties: The Life and Work of Sally Mann,” about the controversial photographer; and a 2003 Emmy Award nomination for producing the feature “Devil’s Playground,” about the rebellious tendencies of Amish youth. He also received an Emmy award for his film “Willie Nelson: Still Is Still Moving,” part of the 2003 PBS American Masters series.

Steven is currently producing “I Am An Animal,” an HBO documentary about Ingrid Newkirk and her PETA organization.  He recently directed the feature length documentary “What Remains,” for HBO, revisiting Sally Mann to follow the creation of her latest body of work, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2006 and recently aired on HBO to critical acclaim. 

RETURN TO KOSOVO marks Steven’s return to SXSW. Last year, he produced and directed loudQUIETloud about the reunion of the rock band, Pixies, which premiered at the 2006 SXSW Film Festival. 

Steven executive produced and directed the HBO series “Family Bonds,” about a family of bail bondsmen and bounty hunters in Queens.  The series made its mark as the first documentary series ever to air as part of HBO’s acclaimed Sunday night line-up of original programming. 

Additionally, he executive produced such reality series as “Amish in the City,” a UPN reality series which drew some the network’s highest ratings ever, “# 1 Single” for E! starring Lisa Loeb; and “The Biz,” a hit on-line show for AOL and Warner Music to find the next music mogul.  In addition, he has directed commercials for Porsche, Dasani, and David Barton Gym.

Steven is a graduate of Colgate University and the USC School of Cinema/Television.  He is married to the French-Canadian born jewelry designer Sonya Gauthier and they live in New York with their daughter, Clara Blue. 

MIKAELA BEARDSLEY (Producer) has been working in film and television for over 12 years. She is currently producing a documentary for HBO, “I Am An Animal,” about Ingrid Newkirk and People For The Ethical Treatment of Animals. She is also producing a new documentary by Martin Scorsese on filmmaker Val Lewton, which will air on TCM. 

Prior to joining Stick Figure Productions, Beardsley was the supervising producer on the seven-part series “Martin Scorsese Presents: The Blues,” which aired on PBS in 2003.  Her credits include two HBO films (“Gladiator Days: Anatomy of a Prison Murder” and “Soldiers in the Army of God”) as well as numerous PBS shows (“Speak Truth to Power,” a PBS special on human rights activists; “Twilight: Los Angeles,” the film adaptation of Anna Deavere Smith's play; and the four-part series “The Irish in America” (for which she won an Emmy-nomination for outstanding research). 

Beardsley began her television career at WGBH-TV in Boston, where she wrote and produced video segments for WGBH's Interactive Projects division.  She graduated magna cum laude from Princeton University with a degree in comparative literature.
JOHN KRASNO (Executive Producer) has 25 years of management experience, including over a decade as a Senior Executive at Panavision, where he created and led their Hollywood division, which specialized in independent film, commercials, and music videos.  He helped found Sequoia Illumination and Kino Flo, both motion picture- related lighting companies, leading Sequoia through expansive and highly profitable growth.   He has served as President of an Internet start-up in Artificial Intelligence and Natural Language Processing, which created virtual versions of famous experts, from whom people could receive highly personalized advice, in real time, on-line. 

In addition, Krasno has been an executive in art publishing, a business manager specializing in entertainment, turned around the award-winning, but struggling off-Broadway theater company, Drama Dept, worked as a Literary Critic for the Los Angeles Times and has written several books and screenplays.
DANIEL LAIKIND (Executive Producer) founded Stick Figure Productions in 1998 at the age of 23. Since its inception he has served as its president of development and production, overseeing all of their projects.

In its nine years, Stick Figure has become one of the leading producers of nonfiction entertainment in New York.

Under Laikind’s guidance, Stick Figure’s projects have garnered 4 Emmy nominations including one win, had two films play at Sundance and its reality television slate includes some of the most highly regarded series in the genre.

Laikind has Produced or Executive Produced projects for HBO, Showtime, Cinemax, UPN, VH1, E!, IFC, Bravo, Court TV, Sci-Fi Channel, ABC Family, The Sundance Channel and TV Land.

Additionally, Stick Figure produced the most successful web series of its kind, “The Biz,” for AOL which was viewed by over 10 million people, a record for an internet show.

His project highlights include creating the documentary film “Devil’s Playground,” an award-winning film about Amish teenagers and the process of rumspringa.  He followed up on this topic in the series “Amish in the City for UPN,” which was one of the highest rated series in the network’s history.

For HBO, he created and executive produced “Family Bonds,” which is the first ever reality series to premiere on HBO’s famed Sunday night lineup.

He executive produced “#1 Single” for E!, a show about the singer Lisa Loeb’s quest to find romance in the public eye.  Currently, his show “Really Rich Real Estate” is airing on VH1.

Laikind has also produced numerous documentaries for HBO and other outlets including the award winning films BOUNCE:  BEHIND THE VELVET ROPES; “What Remains” and loudQUIETloud.  He is currently producing a film for HBO about PETA.

He also wrote and produced the award winning fiction feature film ENDSVILLE.

Additionally, Laikind has been featured by Diane Sawyer on “Good Morning America,” “All Things Considered” on NPR, and many other television and news outlets.  His expertise and understanding of the entertainment landscape and its evolution to new media has made him a go to source for print and television reporters, as well as a featured speaker on numerous panels and lectures.

He was born and raised in New York City, and attended Northwestern University’s school of speech.  He currently resides in Manhattan.

PAX WASSERMAN (Executive Producer) has been working in film and television for over a dozen years, following his graduation from UC Santa Barbara film school in 1993.

Having begun his career as an editor on films including “Devil's Playground,” “Willie Nelson: Still Is Still Moving,” “What Remains” (also producer) and the HBO series “Family Bonds.”  Pax has more recently moved into the role of producer on the documentaries loudQUIETloud and “I Am An Animal.” 
TREVOR RISTOW (Editor) is a narrative and documentary film editor. His narrative feature credits include BOOK OF LOVE with Simon Baker and Frances O'Connor and POSTER BOY with Karen Allen and Michael Lerner. He first began working with Steven Cantor when he edited his HBO series, "Family Bonds."  Trevor's other feature-length documentary credits include loudQUIETloud, an intensely personal look at the 2004 reunion tour of alt-rock heroes the Pixies, which premiered at SXSW in 2006.  Trevor studied editing at Columbia University's graduate film school under acclaimed editor Ralph Rosenblum (ANNIE HALL, SLEEPER) and lives in New York City.

PAUL DOKUCHITZ (Co-Director of Photography) was co-producer on the Academy Award-nominated and winner of CINE’s Golden Eagle short subject documentary “Bloodties: The Life and Work of Sally Mann.”  Mr. Dokuchitz produces, directs, shoots and edits projects ranging from independent feature films, documentaries, commercials, and corporate promotional films.  

Recent projects as director of photography include four projects for HBO.  “What Remains” (official selection 2006 Sundance Film Festival) is a feature length follow up to the 1994 documentary on photographer Sally Mann, the HBO Original Series “Family Bonds,” a documentary series about a family of bail bondsmen from Long Island, “Wounded Warriors,” produced by James Gandolfini explores the emotional recovery of wounded soldiers returning from Iraq and “I Am An Animal.”  In addition to these projects is the feature documentary, loudQUIETloud on the 2004 reunion tour of the alternative rock band the Pixies (official selection 2006 SXSW Film Festival/theatrical release), an unscripted show starring Lisa Loeb for E! Entertainment called “#1 Single,” “The Agency” for VH1, a behind the scenes look at the Wilhelmina modeling agency and “Phenomena Police,” for Court TV, which investigates the paranormal with off duty Houston police officers.  Paul is currently shooting episodes of “Wife Swap” for ABC, “Shalome in the Home” and “Xtreme Weddings” for TLC and “I Pity the Fool” for TVLand.
Mr. Dokuchitz was director of photography for John Landis’ first documentary SLASHER, a portrait of a used car salesman for IFC.  He was the director of photography for two Emmy Award winning PBS documentaries, “Still is Still Moving,” an American Masters episode on Willie Nelson, and “Life on Jupiter,” which was awarded the Emmy for Arts Programming.  Mr. Dokuchitz shot a Bravo Profiles on Roger Ebert, was director of photography for the second season of the Oxygen Network's original program “The Isaac Mizrahi Show” and toured with Eminem as director/cameraman for a backstage documentary and for footage used in the music video “Sing for the Moment

He was director of photography for the independent feature/mocumentary ENDSVILLE, starring Jim Gaffigan, which won the "Golden Apple" at the Manhattan Global Film Festival.  He was also the cinematographer for the feature length documentary BOUNCE: BEHIND THE VELVET ROPE, a film about the life of bouncers.  It received the "Grand Prize" at the Los Angeles Independent Film Festival, was released theatrically and is currently airing on Showtime.  Also, he shot a ten part series for the BBC’s Channel 4 about summer life in the Hamptons.  This series aired on the Travel Channel and the WE Network here in the States as “Manhattan on the Beach” and “Single in the Hamptons.”  Mr. Dokuchitz was director of photography for Bravo Network’s “The Green Room,” a behind the scenes look at producing an Arthur Miller Broadway play starring Patrick Stewart, as well as a documentary for the Independent Film Channel, “Crossover,” which examines the current trend of musicians migrating to acting.  Another of his programs was recently aired on the Lifetime Network, “Healthy Start,” a program on prenatal care, which was produced and directed by Rory Kennedy.

He has won numerous awards at international film festivals for his documentary “Memories Do Not Burn” (producer/director), narrated by Sarah Jessica Parker.  This film chronicles the life of Bosnian refugee children.  It was nominated for "Distinguished Documentary Achievement" by the International Documentary Association and was awarded “Best Nonfiction Film” by The American Film Institute.

Other assignments include shooting and directing B-roll for Broadway musicals and plays, studio cameraman for the “Phil Donahue Show” as well as for the live cable network NewsTalk Television.  Paul was on tour shooting for Mary J. Blige in South Africa and was director of photography for the digital feature FISHING, which was awarded “Best New Director” at the Rhode Island Intl. Film Festival and “Best Film” at the Great Lakes Film Festival.

Mr. Dokuchitz was a Monitor Award finalist for best regional commercial director and has been honored with four Telly Awards and three Vision Awards for his commercial directing efforts. Directorial credits include commercials for Foot Locker, Steve Madden Shoes, Ethan Allen Furniture, Innovation Luggage, Meadowlands Race Track, David Barton Gym, PSA’s for The Educational Fund to End Handgun Violence, MTV’s Free Your Mind antiracism campaign, as well as “The New York Theatre Minute” for NY1 News. 

His corporate clients include Whole Foods Market, Olympus, Sunglass Hut, The Conde´ Nast Publications, Hearst Publications, BMW of North America, National Geographic, The Wexner Heritage Foundation, Sara Lee, Forbes Magazine, Esquire, People, Modern Bride, Fitness Magazine, Bon Appetit, Mademoiselle, Allure, American Baby Group, Popular Science, Marie Claire, Gourmet, Vanity Fair, Maxim, Premiere, The Organic Trade Association and The Broadway Channel.
Paul Dokuchitz is a graduate of NYU's Tisch School of the Arts: Undergraduate Film & TV, where he produced and directed the award winning short film “Dead Serious.”
ERIC DANIEL METZGAR (Co-Director of Photography) was recently nominated for an Independent Spirit Award for the direction of his debut documentary, “The Chances of the World Changing,” which he directed, produced, shot and edited.  It was selected as part of PBS’s POV series for 2007. 

Eric is also an award-winning cinematographer and has shot for Oscar-nominated directors Dana Adam Shapiro (MURDERBALL) and Edet Belzberg (CHILDREN UNDERGROUND).  Eric owns and operates Merigold Moving Pictures, which has two new documentaries in production. 

BOB BRYAN (Sound Recordist) is a film, TV and documentary sound recordist who has worked on such notable projects as HBO’s series “Family Bonds”, ESPN’s “Timeless”, Sundance Channel’s “Iconoclasts”, the Pixies reunion documentary loudQUIETloud, the acclaimed mockumentary BLACKBALLED:  THE BOBBY DUKES STORY, PBS’s American Masters episodes “Clint Eastwood: Out of the Shadows” and “The World of Nat King Cole,” as well as “Piano Blues” directed by Clint Eastwood which was part of the Martin Scorsese produced “The Blues” series. 

Other television credits include episodes for “Nova ScienceNow", numerous “Tonight Show with Jay Leno,” “Daily Show” and “Late Night with Conan O’Brien” episodes.   Bob recently recorded sound for an upcoming documentary on the closing of CBGB’s, the HBO series “24-7”, and the Colombian film PARAISO TRAVEL with John Leguizamo.
