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In rural North-Western Ireland, a strange and horrifying calf is born. 

So begins ‘Calving’, a short-ish short film concerning an English vet in Ireland, 
and the probing questions put to him by investigators as they try and work 
out what exactly is going on. 

I’m looking to make an intriguing and darkly comic film that entices the viewer 
in and draws them towards the strange and unsettling ending, hopefully 
parting the audience neatly into the mildly satisfied and the inquisitively 
perplexed. 

I hope that it stands on its own, but - should they be so inclined - also asks 
questions of the viewer.
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We open on a distressed cow in a barn. As our camera focuses on her wild eyes, we 
make out some farmhands attending to something in the background. It’s apparent she’s 
about to give birth, and with one final shake we hear something drop on the straw below. 

There’s a beat, before we hear one of the farmhands exclaim: what in the flying fuc-

Hard cutting to a small country road, we see a white van making its way across the 
dramatic Irish landscape. Inside, Gordon Cox tries to sip from a thermos as he drives. 
He receives a call - a Dublin accent, in need of his services as a vet, tells him it’s urgent. 
Gordon replies, a little gruff, a little distracted, in an English accent. Something of the 
home counties about it, but unplaceable.

As we cut to a super-wide shot of the road, we see the van make an awkward twelve-
point turn. Over this, our title:

CALVING

Gordon arrives in a small village. As he exits his van, we notice something unusual: a low 
scream drones below the everyday sounds - never stopping for breath, never raising or 
lowering pitch. street before being shown into the town hall. 
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Inside the hall, two investigators from the veterinary council sit behind a table. Barry and Niamh are 
eager to know the last time Gordon was in this particular village. As he can’t remember, and doubts 
the importance of it, they elaborate: there’s been an unusual calving. A mutant, deformed calf. The 
latest - and most egregious - in a string of similar events.

Gordon wonders aloud what this has to do with him; after all, it’s been five years since he was last 
in the village. Well, says the inspector, that’s exactly it. The cow that birthed the calf wasn’t right 
either. Off of Gordon’s sceptical look, Niamh decides to take him out to see the calf with his own 
eyes.

As they take him along the muddy path to the barn, the low scream gets louder. Out of nowhere, 
Gordon throws up violently. Surprised, and a little taken aback, he presses on, entering the dank 
and dimly lit barn. Inside, the scream impossibly loud now, Gordon catches sight of the creature. 
His horror is immediate, overpowering, and somehow familiar. Over the ear-splitting scream, Barry 
leans in: I know right - what the fuck is that?!

We cut to that evening. Alone in the pub, Gordon sits shell-shocked in front of a full pint. The low 
scream permeating the thick stone walls. A farmer, Kevin, enters and recognises him. It turns out 
Kevin remembers Gordon well. And knows exactly what Gordon’s done. Totally confused, but not 
denying anything, Gordon protests. But Kevin remembers. He’s never seen a calving done like it. 
And now that cow’s calf is even worse. Gordon lamely tries to suggest there’s only one, simple, 
obvious way of calving a cow. The farmer isn’t having any of it:  I don’t want you - or any other vets 
like you - coming near my cows again. I seen it. We all seen it. Some end up luckier than others.
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As Kevin leaves, the final straw has broken for Gordon. He knows, deep inside, he’s been hurting 
instead of helping. That everything he believes about this small but essential part of his life has 
been a lie. He orders another pint. The landlady raises an eyebrow at his still-untouched pint, but 
pours another anyway.

We cut outside. The path in front of the barn. The scream deafening.

Lit by a distant street lamp, Gordon stands with the two pints in front of the barn, tears in his 
eyes. Carefully, slowly, he starts removing his clothes. First his jacket, shirt, shoes; then the socks, 
trousers, underwear. He’s butt naked. Reaching down, he picks up the two pints of stout, and 
pours them over his nude body. Then, slowly, ceremoniously, he starts walking into the barn, the 
scream now overbearing.

We cut super-wide. We’re high up, looking down at the village. The low scream booming around 
the valley. Then - nothing. Quiet. We hear the sounds of the countryside at night - wind, crickets, a 
car in the distance. Until a high-pitched scream breaks the calm. A man’s voice. In great pain. 

We recognise the voice as Gordon’s, as he offers himself to the creature. 

We stay on the super-wide of the sleepy village, our credits appearing over the vet screaming, as 
his noises get increasingly desperate. Finally, after a particularly loud, wet shriek, we hear a snap 
that echoes around the valley. Then, nothing. 

Peace returns to the valley. Just the wind, and the trees, and the birds. We hold on this calm for a 
second, before we cut to black.
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Paul Schrader’s got a refreshingly simple way of writing. He concentrates on something that 
motivates him, finds a metaphor for it, and develops a plot. Then he writes it. It figures, right? But 
as someone knee-deep in screenwriting books, it feels good to hear. And after hearing it from the 
horse’s mouth in London last year, I gave it a go.

And it came quite naturally. I’ve long wanted to make a film about young, liberal English people 
and our relationship to the country’s imperial past. As someone with both the blood of colonists 
(French) and the colonised (Indian), when I started looking into the ‘some good, some bad’ line 
that we tend to get taught in school, I was surprised to find that there wasn’t much good at all.

I don’t think young, ‘woke’ liberals are fans of the British Empire - far from it. But by virtue of not 
being outraged by it - and still outraged by it - there’s very little conversation around it. Apologies 
for massacres noticeably absent, the topic of reparations rarely surfacing, the policy of letting it 
be a previous generation’s problem largely unquestioned. 

I wish we’d realise that by letting it be a quiet issue - not something that we’re agreed with but 
something that we’re happy to leave bubbling under - we’re still causing a great deal of harm. As 
young English people (and all younger generations of former empires) we have to keep these 
issues front and centre in order for anything to change. We might forget, but the former colonies 
never will.

From this came the story of an English vet in Ireland. It could work in any country that’s had strife 
with the British - India, Kenya, Jamaica - but Ireland works particularly well for our film because of 
the 95% white population: our metaphor is subtler, and not immediately rumbled. 

Our vet loves Ireland - and indeed, thinks he is helping the country with his work. But his 
techniques - which we hint as both sexual and supernatural - do not work the same in countries 
that aren’t England. Unknowingly and unintentionally, for the fifteen odd years he’s been in 
the country he’s been causing a great deal of harm. Our mutant calf, our horrifying creature 
crying out, is the embodiment of our pressing issues: of Empire, of reparations, of apologies, of 
discussion. 
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But! As much as the metaphor is important, the film needs to be able to stand 
on its own. To be its own piece of entertainment without necessarily having to 
reveal the metaphor. Much in the same way a viewer can enjoy The Shining 
without necessarily having to dig into any of the myriad metaphors, the stoned 
kids who stumble onto Calving at 2am on Vimeo should be able to enjoy it as a 
strange, darkly funny piece of entertainment. 

It’s a world of real people, but slightly elevated. They’re a bit more irreverent 
than everyday, the conversation a bit quicker and more offbeat than one you’d 
normally expect. The issue they’re talking about is serious, and when our cast 
are directly on the subject they’re earnest, but when talking more indirectly 
about it they’re drily funny. 

For the payoff of the vet sacrificing himself at the end to be satisfying, I think 
it has to feel a bit supernatural, a little absurdist. We start in the real world, 
but as the events around the calf and the vet unfold, we feel ourselves going 
somewhere a little stranger. 
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It’s essential we get our vet right. He has to be English, have a kind, warm face 
but also be able to turn that on its head. What I mean by that, is that we start 
the film liking Gordon - he seems likably gruff, the right mix of professional 
and absent-mindedness - before we start actually wondering if he has darker 
qualities than we initially imagined. His kind face - at first a boon - should then 
feel out of place with where the story goes. Kind faces like his don’t end up here 
normally.

The rest of the cast need to be Irish, with Barry and Niamh adopting Dublin 
accents that sound markedly different to the Donegal one spoken by the 
remainder of the cast. 
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I’m keen to shoot in Donegal - I’ve been going there for the past seven years 
regularly (my partner is from near Letterkenny) and find the rugged landscape 
to be completely unique. I think it fits in perfectly to the film - a rural part of the 
country with dramatic scenery and a big farming community. 

Plus, there’s a few locations I’m interested in exploring which I’ve already 
subconsciously been scouting for many years...
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In terms of how we shoot it, it’s played completely straight. There’s no comedy 
whip pans, or cute little match cuts - we should feel like the landscape is against 
our vet. It’s grey, it’s wet, it’s dim. Only at the end, after the sacrifice, does it look 
beautiful: a peaceful evening, with a cosy village nestled amongst the protective 
hills.

Ideally, I want to keep our camera smooth and moving for the first half of the 
film, moving to handheld after Gordon’s seen the creature in the barn - trying to 
avoid any feelings of traditional countryside tales or kitchen sink dramas, and 
moving closer to the high-concept horror settings of films like Us and The Witch.
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I’ve done a playlist to give you, precious reader, an idea of the vibe. Click HERE!

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2GXNUTIZMzR052iTpUX35I?si=U4ydoiIOT2u6Gv3TvousBA
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Kill List. The Witch.

The Guard. Us. Under the Skin.Upstream
Color.

Calvary.
End of the 

Fucking World.

https://tinyurl.com/cbze9cj
https://tinyurl.com/q6alrg7
https://tinyurl.com/pphxqru
https://tinyurl.com/y5cc5d6k
https://tinyurl.com/y3wz3p3h
https://tinyurl.com/y4sbk9q3
https://tinyurl.com/pk6lrvk
https://tinyurl.com/y3l3qx8c
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It’s a film that I hope can exist on two levels. On one, our viewer watches it and is 
entertained, mildly but enjoyably perplexed by the ending, and is left hoping to 
never bump into a deformed calf. On the other, I’d hope that the signposts put in 
- the sole Englishman, the supernatural element of the calf, the deliberate non-
specificity of it - talk just loud enough to direct our viewer to wonder if maybe 
the film isn’t just a literal reading of veterinary malpractice. 

Perhaps, under the cover of a constantly screaming baby cow, we’re trying to 
say something else. That there’s enough questions there that lead to the same 
answer. That if you consider an Englishman doing unintentional harm to a 
foreign population, just doing things the way he’s always done them, you maybe 
start to wonder if the film’s plot holds any parallels.
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http://www.louisbhose.com/calving

