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T H E   K I L L I N G   O F   J O H N   L E N N O N
“I was nobody until I killed the biggest somebody on earth.”
In 35mm / HDCam / Widescreen / Colour / B&W / 112 min
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SYNOPSIS

SHORT SYNOPSIS

The Killing of John Lennon is a chilling insight into the mind of Mark David Chapman, the 25 year old narcissist who gunned down John Lennon outside his Dakota apartment in New York in 1980. Meticulously researched and filmed on actual locations where events occurred, it is a gritty and imagistic examination of a celebrity stalker’s mind leading up to the kill and a look into his descent into madness and exorcism.
Independently financed and filmed over three years in Hawaii, Decatur Georgia and New York,  The Killing of John Lennon is unflinching in its presentation of the truth. It does not set out to condone or exonerate the shooting of Lennon or his killer’s desire for fame. It’s theme of bombticking loneliness and, by extension, the notion that America is a nation of angry strangers who vent paranoid resentment toward public figures, couldn’t be more resonant today.
LONG SYNOPSIS
Filmed over three years in Hawaii, Decatur, Georgia and New York, ‘The Killing of John Lennon’ explores the dark forces that compelled Mark Chapman to shoot John Lennon five times in the back outside his New York apartment in December 1980.
Catcher in the Rye

The film begins in Hawaii with Chapman in a dead end security job, unable to sleep because of headaches and at odds with his wife and mother. He is deeply

flawed, consumed by narcissism and searching for a sense of some place to go. He retreats into a world of books and finds in his local library a copy of “Catcher in the Rye’, a classic novel of teenage discontent, which itself has fuelled more violent alienation among American youth than any other novel in American literature.
This book becomes Chapman’s mantra. He identifies completely with it’s 16 year old hero, Holden Caulfield, and his desire to live an “unphoney “way of life [phoney is Caulfield’s killer word for everything he dislikes in society]. Chapman tries to convert everyone to Caulfield’s nihilism, a world where you act out everything you feel without consequence. This obsession and identification with a loner on the edge of society softens him up for a much darker mission.
When he discovers a book about John Lennon, he becomes enraged at the hypocritical life the rock star leads. Lennon has enormous wealth, farms, yachts and country estates which his fans have provided, but his songs preach of living in a world with no possessions. This enrages Chapman and he becomes increasingly disturbed in seeking ways to punish Lennon. He fantasizes about killing Lennon and soon begins to feel that in doing so he will find his own identity and personal redemption. This becomes his new mission.
He walks out of his security job, signing his name ‘John Lennon’ on the worksheet, locks himself in his apartment playing Beatles records backwards, summoning the devil to give him the strength to kill John Lennon. He argues with his mother about travelling to New York as he needs time and space on his own, he says. His mother doesn’t believe him. Then comes a calculating shift; he smartens himself up, puts on a suit, buys a gun for protection at home and a one way ticket to NY.
This is an important switch in the way he presents himself to the world. It shows his psychosis is controlled and manipulative; he is not some twitching, eye-rolling psycho running amok, he is cold and calculating, able to plan and stalk. He knows exactly what he is doing.

New York

As soon as the plane touches down, Chapman feels threatened by NY. He takes in the sights, goes to Central Park [the place so beloved by Holden in Catcher in the Rye] and goes directly to the Dakota for the first time.

Thus begins his murderous vigil outside the Dakota building waiting for Lennon. And as he waits his deteriorating mental state succumbs to fantasies of ‘Catcher in the Rye’s’ Holden Caulfield trip to New York. He sees himself as the living embodiment of the character in the book – the Catcher in the Rye of his generation, a messiah. The world around him becomes increasingly subjective and unreal – his YMCA room next to gays having sex – his struggle not to kill them – the move to the Sheraton Hotel – the prostitute who visits him in a green dress – the laying out of his belongings for the police to find – the rehearsal of the shooting in front of a mirror – the waiting at the Dakota – the signing of the album – the tortured final 5 hours – the return of Lennon in his white limo – the killing.

The Aftermath of Murder

The world weeps shamelessly at the sudden and violent end of a man who represented love and peace. Within hours Mark Chapman is a celebrity, his name known the world over. Psychiatrists examine him for reasons why, the authorities don’t know what to do with him, jail wardens get him to autograph copies of ‘Catcher in the Rye’ to sell.
Then in a moment of intense clarity, Chapman has an epiphany; a white light descends upon him and for the first time he realizes the whole killing was predestined solely to bring about an awareness of the ‘Catcher in the Rye’. Relieved to know that he is now no longer personally responsible for the killing, he turns his back on lawyers and psychiatrists and refuses to say another word unless it’s to promote the reading of that book.

Chapman changes his plea to guilty, is never tried for his crime and is sentenced to 20 years in Attica, upstate NY, where Lennon once gave a concert for inmates. Terrified he will be killed, Chapman retreats into yet another world, starts talking in tongues, becomes possessed, trashes his cell and empty ward, goes berserk, is restrained in a straightjacket and exorcised [another iconic pop culture image from movies]. Drained and mistreated by the Lord, he finally retreats yet again into Catcher and gets incarcerated in a 10’x 6’ cell.

The final image of the film is Chapman standing naked to the waist, finger pointed to his head like a gun [ala Travis Bickle in ‘Taxi Driver’]. This image falls away and dissolves into a still of the real Mark Chapman adopting the exact same pose. This final image is the inspiration and model for the film and Jonas Ball’s performance: cold, without remorse, an awareness of publicity and iconic status of the pose. Just a hint of a smile around the eyes.

DIRECTOR’S NOTES
Overview

The Killing of John Lennon is a volatile subject that still generates a lot of emotion. In taking on such a subject through the eyes of his killer we are inviting adverse criticism and scorn.
For some reason, John Lennon’s death inflames people more than others. There is a sensitivity around his killing that forbids any post modern approach to his death, any examination of the phenomena of stalking, or hero worship which turns to hatred, or anything that involves America’s legion of disenfranchised. If Lennon is an icon, so is JFK, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Bobby Kennedy. All achieved greater things than Lennon and all died violent deaths from lone gunmen, yet it is Lennon one must be sacred about.
From the beginning I wanted the film to be controversial. I wanted it hard, realistic and unflinching in its presentation of the truth.
Genre Classification

In IMDB terms the film would be classified as Crime/Drama. In truth it is a psychological, subjective journey of a stalker who ends up killing his man. A reworking of Taxi Driver (a movie and character Chapman was obsessed with). The difference in our film of course, is the man who ends up face-down dead is real. And this is where the dilemma lies; how are we to classify the ideology of a film that makes a vicious nonentity its hero? Either the film celebrates Chapman’s murderous rage, or it condemns him as a pathological case. But in choosing one of these simple notions, we would fail to confront the film’s uneasy balance of sympathy and revulsion toward its central character.
From the very beginning we know the outcome of Chapman’s internal struggle: Lennon gets shot to death, the dum dum bullets he goes a thousand miles to get explode on impact and virtually destroy Lennon’s internal organs to the point where he loses 80% of his blood volume. This the audience knows, so the journey of the film is not about what is going to happen but why and how. And in these two concerns we are governed by truth.

In the last 6 years there has been a flood of film biographies, after Man on the Moon, Ali, Frida and others became widely acclaimed and awarded. Recently some have focused on more dubious figures, The People Verses Larry Flint, Blow, Monster, Wonderland etc. In each case there have been controversies over truthfulness, the most recent being Alexander for implying Alexander the Great was bi-sexual, the murderous portrayal of Max Baer in Cinderella Man and the ridiculous posturing of Keira Knightley in Domino. The first thing a filmmaker has to do when making a biographical film is take a position on truth – whether to reflect reality or use it to construct a parable.

I have made many biographical films and I’m a great believer in the view that you do not have to stick to the facts in order to reflect the truth, but I felt that in this case not to do so with The Killing of John Lennon would support and condone the killer’s desire for fame and notoriety. And this has never been the purpose of the film.
Treatment

The Killing of John Lennon is completely factual. There is not a single conceit in the entire film. Nothing has been made up or invented: no false girlfriend in the final weekend which might allow us to cast two name Hollywood stars. No invented characters he can talk with. From the moment Chapman leaves Hawaii the only people he talks with are doormen at the Dakota, a couple of girl fans he meets on the street, Goresh the photographer, the police and psychologists. And when these people do speak, their dialogue is conflated and written up from direct testimony.
The same is true of the voice over. Chapman’s words are taken from interviews, depositions and court transcripts in the public domain. These words form the internal narrative skeleton of the film.
Voice Over as Form

The voice over in the film is first person subjective. It is not used for exposition [except at one point during the backstory]. It is not a non character 3rd person narrator or an anonymous ‘voice of God’, it does not tell lies or mislead as in some noir films of the 50’s, or give a false documentary feel as in ‘Naked City’ or ‘The FBI Files’. It is used to express the protagonist’s internal subjectivity and its concern is with the effect of the past on the present and Chapman’s gradual attainment of knowledge.
The voice over in ‘The Killing of John Lennon’ is the voice over of Scorcese’s ‘Taxi Driver’, ‘Goodfellas’ and ‘Casino’ [29 minutes in before a real dialogue scene occurs]; of ‘Apocalypse Now’, ‘The Piano’, ‘Badlands’, ‘Thin Red Line’, ‘Clueless’, ‘American Beauty’, ‘Fight Club’, ‘Amelie’ and nearly all the Chandler, Dymitryk, Joeseph H Lewis, Anthony Mann and Kubrick films of the 50’s and 60’s.
This voice over – along with jump cuts and temporal fluidity - is an accepted narrative form. The distance it creates is one of irony. The common wisdom in movies is show don’t tell, that voice over shores up a shaky plot. This is not the case with Lennon. Chapman’s voice comes from a deeper psyche; nearly

everything he says is in counterpoint to the action on the screen, an interpretation of feelings which give depth to our understanding of events.

Because of these words, the everyday in Chapman’s life becomes disturbing. The audience knows Chapman’s private murderous intention; the people around him do not. This allows the audience to become a willing participant in the journey of the film, a knowing eye which sees with the benefit of hindsight, allowing them a greater sense of unease as Chapman nears his target and kill. This makes the underlying violence in the film chilling because it is completely in Chapman’s head waiting to explode. He is a master of deceit. He conceals and disguises his rage in a very calm and calculating manner right up until he pulls the trigger. On the screen this is disturbing and spooky.
Tone and Style

One of the key issues of tone from the outset was that realism should be an active force in the mis-en-scene of the film. The most important of which being the acting. The entire cast has been chosen from virtually unknown actors or non-actors. As a result they do not bring glamorous star associations to the film [this in a commercial sense makes it a more difficult sell, but the plus side is the launching of a strong new talent in Jonas Ball and a selection of good minor performances]. The actors speak with local accents, repeat or mumble many of their lines, and make no attempt to make likeable characters. They drop in and out of Chapman’s world, as they did in life, offering no consistency and little sympathy. His only comfort throughout are the voices in his head.
Equally realistic is the production design. Despite the sporadic financing of the film we have gone out of our way to secure and shoot all scenes on the actual locations where they occurred in Decatur Georgia, Hawaii and New York. We even managed to use the actual locker at the condo where Chapman worked in Hawaii and the Scientologist building opposite he harassed while he was there. Chapman’s apartment in Hawaii is the actual apartment he and Gloria lived in downtown Honolulu. The gunshop is the one he bought the gun in; the hospital, the Town Hall in Decatur, the Sheraton, the Dakota, Bellevue, the prison etc, etc. All of these are actual locations. 
In terms of style, Chapman’s internal rage and isolation are placed in context by a series of film techniques. On the streets, many of the shots are long lens SLO MO, emphasizing his remoteness from the world around him. In contrast to this slowing of time, rapid editing and dislocated images are used to indicate his fractured, narcissistic state of mind. Outside this subjective world, the treatment of scenes where Chapman interacts with people in the real world is different, favouring longer takes and less vivid sound effects. It is this counterpoint of realism and subjective internal interpretation which sets the tone and direction of the film.

Realistic social and historical context is also created by the use of a series of superimposed titles that identifies time and place, a countdown to the actual killing. This narrative ploy gives a quasi-documentary quality to the film; a sense of ticking clock finality. We know what’s going to happen; therefore the suspense is in the detail. It is this consistent sense of realism which makes the underlying violence visceral and disturbing. And when that violence does come, the attention to detail, the realism in the acting and locations and techniques makes it difficult to accept the graphic depiction of the killing of Lennon casually, as we might in a conventional horror or crime film.

The shooting is presented realistically and is not sensationalized. We see Lennon being shot in real time and in Chapman’s slowed time. We see blood exploding from his body. We see Lennon’s last gasping breath as he hits the tiled floor. We hear the crunch of bones as he’s lifted and carried to the cop car. All these moments are recorded history. In fact there should have been a lot more blood but I pulled back on the effects in order to avoid any criticism of exploitation. This has never been a film which sets out to condone, glamorize or fictionalize

Chapman or the shooting death of Lennon. If people flinch at the shooting and the blood, as I’m sure they shall, then as Yoko herself said after being criticized for using John’s blood splattered glasses on an album cover, ‘If you think that’s bad, you should have been there. Blood was everywhere.’
As Chapman says in the film, ’I thought he would just drop down in front of me like in the movies.’ He didn’t.
Character development

Chapman’s character and descent into psychosis is the reason for the film. The narrative concentrates on the perpetrator of violence rather than on its victim. In particular the two female characters in his life – his wife and mother – have little to do in the action except take abuse or react ineffectually against it. We never learn why Gloria is initially attracted to the man she marries, except to hear that she sees good qualities in his handwriting, or why she stays with him. She serves chiefly to provoke him to respond. The film thus deliberately offers no positive counterweight to Chapman’s excesses.
We never know the details of Chapman’s upbringing or why his relationship with his mother and father is the way he describes it. No back-story of drugs, religion and music, no details of his attempted suicide in Hawaii. Instead all these facts unfold as elements we discover throughout the film. What little information Chapman gives us on the voice track in the early part of the film serves to underwrite the motive for obsession. And that obsession comes in two parts – ‘Catcher in the Rye’, a book of adolescent rage which becomes Chapman’s bible, a way to live an unphoney way of life – and ‘One Day at a Time’, a book about John Lennon and his time after the Beatles with Yoko Ono; a book which reveals Lennon’s life in New York at the Dakota to be full of hypocrisy.

Discovery of the first is, in Chapman’s mind, his salvation (‘I was searching for a mission, and for my sins I found one’) the second his undoing. Chapman idolized the Beatles in his youth but soon turned to Todd Rundgren for inspiration. When Chapman was idling in the Honolulu library, discovering the book on Lennon was pure chance. He could just as easily have picked up a book on the Rolling Stones and Mick Jagger would’ve become the object of his rage. This is why Chapman’s offhand confession to the psych in Bellevue that he had a backup list of celebrities he would kill if he couldn’t get to Lennon is so chilling. It could have been

anyone.
This is also reflected in the song at the end of the film:

I asked Bobby Dylan

I asked the Beatles

I asked Timothy Leary

But he couldn’t help me either

They call me the seeker

I’ve been searching low and high

Won’t get what I’m after

Till the day I die

The third Act after the killing of Lennon is crucial to our understanding of Chapman’s character. Without it the film becomes a series of events leading up to the kill. The reaction of the world to Lennon’s murder and the analysis of why gives the film depth and substance. The payoff is unveiling the layers of psychosis. It is this examination of what happens after the killing that makes the film unique. It’s the third part of the story that has never really been told.
Of the five television archive and news documentaries that have been made since 1981, most get to the killing and stop. The wrap-up ends with the world reaction and Chapman’s incarceration. Very few reach into the eight month period between the killing and the judge sending Chapman down for 20 years – life. When I discovered a series of interviews with Chapman in the US People Magazine in 1987, I was fascinated to read psychologist reports and Chapman’s own self examination of his motives.
Here was a man who was not contrite, here was a man who knew the value and power of the media and how to manipulate it (in an age where being media savvy was in its infancy). His television interview with Barbara Walters in the 90’s is a classic example of a man trying to elicit sympathy by adopting the pose of a reformed sinner (“I should not be forgiven”) examining his former self as if he was someone else. He coldly admits everything on national television then bemoans afterwards he was misrepresented. Clearly there is self delusion on a grand scale at work here and for me as a filmmaker exploring that delusion in the face of murder is fascinating.
Moment by moment in this post assassination period Chapman reveals himself and his sick, self justifying character – his reaction to making a statement – his floating imagery of walking on a giant beam of light from the phalanx of photographers flashguns – the incarceration in Bellevue that reminds him of a Fellini film – his battle of wits within the crucial dialogue scene with the female psych where he tries to use his guile to win her over, then confronts her, tries to shock her before shutting down and blanking her – the incarceration in Rikers Prison in an entire ward isolated just for him because of so many death threats – his solicitous attitude towards the male psych – his retreat into Catcher again – his change of plea to guilty which means he is convicted without ever standing trial – his possession by demons in prison, exorcism, catatonic state. All these moments are new to an audience and force us to look inside ourselves for answers.
In all the years in prison, Chapman has never shown any remorse for his crime and this is reflected in the last image of the film: Chapman stands naked to the waist, t-shirt around his shoulders, cocking a finger to his head like a gun (ala Travis Bickle at the end of Taxi Driver). This image falls away and dissolves

into a still of the real Mark Chapman adopting the exact same pose. This final image is the inspiration for the film and the model for Jonas Ball’s performance – cold, without remorse, an awareness of publicity and iconic status of the pose, just a hint of a smile around the eyes.

The ending of The Killing of John Lennon places the film in a tradition of American films that avoid complete closure and opt for ambiguity, a denial of either/or answers. Such ambiguity can render the film’s ideology equivocal, generating contrasting and even conflicting implicit meanings.
Andrew Piddington
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