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I n t e r v I e w

Jim Loach about MeASUre OF A MAn
“we had to drag ourselves out of bed to catch the light”

The Zlin Festival has a special nose for 
youth cinema. Every year some seem-
ingly obscure titles are picked up from 
the darker corners of the independ-
ent Anglo-Saxon market, emerging 
as true festival revelations. This year 
there were several, like JELLYFISH 
(UK), INDIAN HORSE and GIANT LIT-
TLE ONES (Canada) and METAL HEART 
(Ireland). One title from the US that 
caught attention was MEASURE OF A 
MAN by Jim Loach.

Bobby (Blake Cooper), an under-confi-
dent, overweight 14 year old city boy 
spends a summer by the lake, where a 
local gang of youngsters finds him an 
easy victim for their bullying. Until he 
meets Mr. Kahn (Donald Sutherland), 
a Wall Street veteran who mentors 
him through difficult times. The warm 
sunlight, dimmed by the trees around 
the lake, can be misleading. The idyllic 
atmosphere contrasts brutally with 
commonplace small town cruelty. 

Loach: I’m drawn to stories of outsid-
ers. We can all relate to that feeling 
of seeming to be on the outside, look-

ing in through a window at a party 
to which we aren’t invited. Especially 
as a teenager you want to fit in, and 
that’s what Bobby wants. 

the sunlight adds a particular tone 
to the film that makes summer al-
most physically tangible.
Loach: We wanted to evoke the idea 
of summer in an atmospheric way, al-
most like fragments of a memory. We 
used a lot of very low light straight 
into the camera, flares and strong 
back light. When we shot the film, it 
was actually quite rainy most of the 
time, so we had to drag ourselves out 
of bed very early to catch the light! 
 
How did you measure the degree of 

bullying so that it is still bearable to 
watch?
Loach: My approach is just to be as 
truthful as you can - truthful to those 
characters, in that situation, in the 
context of that story. 

For parents, who are inevitably out-
siders in such situations, it is diffi-
cult to lend a helping hand.
Loach: Maybe there is some stuff 
you have to find out for yourself as 
you grow up. It is tempting to try 
and interfere, but it doesn’t always 
work. Bobby has to figure out what 
he needs to do, but he isn’t totally 
alone - Dr Kahn has a profound effect 
on him that maybe he wouldn’t even 
recognise until much later in life.

In one remarkable scene Bobby is 
imitating the cool dance moves he 
sees on tv – which is funny and trag-
ic at the same time. 
Loach: Blake came with a video he re-
corded on his phone of him doing a 
dance in his hotel room. It was so fun-
ny and sweet and endearing. When we 
shot it, I was talking to Blake through-
out - telling him what to do and where 
to go – but what made it work was 
that Blake committed to it. Emotion-
ally and physically, he was prepared 
to expose himself. That’s why people 
respond to that scene so much.
 
Donald Sutherland was more or 
less born for this role. Did he real-
ise that himself or did you have to 
convince him? 
Loach: We sent him the script, be-
cause we always knew we wanted 
him. He called me while I was on holi-
day in France, on the beach – I thought 
it was one of my friends trying to trick 
me. He felt a very strong, immediate 
connection with the character. He was 
just like “count me in”. It was a good 
day in the life of this movie.
–
Gert Hermans

Director Jim Loach
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