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LOGLINE

Professor James Murray begins work compiling words for the first edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary in the mid 19th century and receives over 10,000 entries from a patient at

Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, Dr. William Minor.

SYNOPSIS

Based on the worldwide best-selling novel by Simon Winchester, THE PROFESSOR AND THE
MADMAN is an extraordinary true tale of madness, genius, and obsession about two

remarkable men who created history with the writing of the Oxford English Dictionary.

The compilation of the Oxford English Dictionary began in 1857 and was one of the most
ambitious, and revolutionary projects ever undertaken. Professor James Murray (Mel Gibson)
took on the challenge of creating the most comprehensive dictionary ever compiled, but knew
that it would take him and his team over a century to compile all known definitions. However,
by “crowd sourcing” the work, that is, by enlisting definitions from people all over the world,

the dictionary could be compiled in mere decades.

As definitions were collected, the overseeing committee, led by Professor Murray, discovered
that one man, Dr. W.C. Minor (Sean Penn), had submitted more than ten thousand words.
When the committee insisted on honoring him, a shocking truth came to light: Dr. Minor, an
American Civil War veteran, was a convicted murderer and being held at an asylum for the

criminally insane.



DIRECTOR STATEMENT

“When | read, no one’s after me. When | read, it’s me that is chasing... Join the chase.”

— Dr. William Chester Minor

Drama, murder, betrayal, love story, The Professor and the Madman interweaves multiple
genres into a compelling and unforgettable true tale about two extraordinary men who through
an unlikely friendship and against unbelievable odds together scaled one of the highest peaks

of academic pursuit and in so doing propelled us into the modern world.

STORY & THEMES

When Mel Gibson asked me to take a stab at adapting Winchester’s book, | found myself elated
and daunted. It's the most complex, thrilling and emotionally wrenching story | have ever
encountered. And as | was writing the script something became very clear to me. In the news,
Google was talking about its “moon shot” project of scanning every book ever written onto the
Internet. Apple was releasing its latest iPhone, a device in your pocket that contains all the
information in the world. Facebook was connecting you to every person you’ve ever known and
beyond. And Wikipedia was asking us, ordinary users, to help create (i.e. “crowdsource”) the

most comprehensive encyclopedia ever conceived.

What | had in front of me was a story as vibrant and relevant to our time as “The Social
Network” and “The Imitation Game” have been. The hopes, ambitions and struggles of the
Professor and his collaborator Madman do not just bear a striking resemblance to those of
Zuckerberg, Jobs and Gates but they presage them. Not a period movie, it is a thoroughly
current movie that just happens to be set in a period back then, and it needs to be told that
way. It will strike the audience as something pertinent to our moment now in how it looks, how
we shoot it, how we design it and how the performances will be delivered. No stiltedness or

languid gazes at the ornamental. This story will be loose, and it will move.



TONE

In keeping with the modern themes of the story, the tone of the film will be contemporary,
telling a present-day relevant story that happens to be set in the past. This was a time of high
ambition for the British Empire, just as it is today for western civilization as a whole, and the
camera framing will capture this. It will be ambitiously epic and wide. Huge building works.
Grand projects. Architecture and infrastructure taking leaps into the future. None of these
wides will be framed like picture-postcards but rather will be angled and designed to
unapologetically show the grind, danger and sometimes ugliness that went into making the

modern world.

PACE

There was an intense restlessness and constant sense of urgency in the making of the Oxford
English Dictionary and the lives of all the people associated with it. The primary directive is to

move.

There are numerous inherently thrilling sequences, from the opening set piece with its visceral
first-person night chase across the slums of Victorian London, in a bone chilling freeze that
plunges us into a helter-skelter moment of confusion and chaos that ends in a savagely violent
murder, to sequences taking us directly into the raw and squirm- inducing visuals of late 19t"
century emergency surgery, to the unfiltered horrors of clinical psychiatric cures administered

up close, in detail and without cutting away.

But the pace will also manifest itself in the Oxford English Dictionary scenes. The team of
editors led by Mel Gibson’s character will be overwhelmed to the point of exasperation by the
enormous mystery before them of how exactly to crack the un-crackable. Here too the camera
will capture that energy with a deliberately urgent style, placing us right in the middle of the

action.



CINEMATOGRAPHY

Keeping to the same approach as the rest of the elements in the film, the lighting and camera

movement will also have a very contemporary feel.

The theme of progress plays out in a recurring image throughout the film of a transition from
darkness to light. Where insanity is darkness and sanity is light. Ignorance and chaos are
darkness and knowledge and order are light. Murder and punishment are darkness and
forgiveness and redemption are light. The film will play on this metaphor in its lighting, both
organic and manufactured, so that when characters seem to be at the darkest moments, hints
of the light to come are played out visually. The transitional qualities of the story from the up-
close macros of writing and book pages up to the super-wides of the grand Oxford facades will
occur in single cuts, sometimes even in single shots. The end result will be a film that will look

simultaneously deeply intimate and epically expansive.

The film will be beautiful. There are many breathtaking locations in the film, primarily Oxford,
with its dusk-lit lawns, quads and stain-glassed interiors. But there is also a difference between
the beautiful and the pretty. Many of the things depicted are ugly — murder, blood, war,
poverty, anger, rage, insanity —and even though our lens will not shy away from showing these

things in the truest possible way, we will still find the beauty in them in the lighting.

PRODUCTION DESIGN & COSTUME

The audience has to be transported. As much as the themes and events of this story will
resonate with a modern audience for all the contemporariness of the characters and their

pursuits, the film is set over a hundred years ago.

We have inherited a lot of photographs from the time and many films before us set in the same
period have used this source material as a means to recreate the look of the time. Our
approach will be different. We are going to create a look that supposes how those people
looked in the non-photographed moments of their lives. The real day-to-day clothes they wore,

the natural day to day hair styles, the feel and mayhem of life in a living room or office or



kitchen that had not been cleaned and ordered for a camera’s eye. These messes and

casualnesses are our means of transporting the audience right into our characters’ lives.

MUSIC & SOUND

Musically we are in the heart of the late romantic period when some of the most beautiful
things ever written were being created and played to audiences. We will be taking some of the
most iconic pieces of the time and building a score around them to give the audience
something not only moving and unforgettable, but something that just like the themes of the
film, bridged the old world to the modern. Music that captured the turmoil and hopes of

progress and transition and left an indelible mark in its own right.
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