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protecting me and keeping me sane."
The 40 year old filmmaker draws on this aspect o{

his upbringing in Precious, which tackles parental

abuse head on. Based on the best-selling novel

Push by Sapphire, the film focuses on a bright but
shy, overweight girl with learning difficulties (the

eponymous Precious, played by newcomer Gabby
Sidibe), who is raped by her father before he

Ieaves, marooning her with an abusive mother (an

Oscar worthy turn from Daniels' old friend,
comedienne Monique), and child that has Down's
Syndrome. When the pain in her life becomes too
much, Precious, like Daniels, slips off into a dreamy
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am so proud of her. I knew she would do okay, but I

didn't think she would go to where she went. She
was totally amazing."

The film is set in Harlem, an area Daniels knows
well. "These are real life people to me. Everybody
in that movie is like someone that I have known.
And I find it surprising that people don't know more
people like this. I know that if you live in New York
City there is no way you don't see Precious or her
mother. I am down in the grocery store and I am
watching mothers yank on their kids and just really
fuming at their kids with a cigarette dangling from
their mouth. lt doesn't matter if they're black,

0plah, Marialt, an abused obese black girl who fantasizes she's a popstar - what's not to love about new film Praclous? We speak to its director Ltt 0At{ltts
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As a black gay filmmaker, Lee Daniels has endured
a bumpy ride to stardom. "For black men it can be
tough, and as a black, gay man, it's even tougher,"
he tells me during the London Film Festival, where
his heart-wrenching, Oscar-baiting drama Precious
is lapping up serious critical acclaim. "Sometimes,
when you're out it can make things much harder,

because some people just don't want to listen to
what you have to say. That can make it a tough
struggle, but that probably drives me on in my work,
and makes the work more honest."

Daniels' work includes a clutch of memorable
films, many of which dance around sensitive subject
matter. As a producer, he's overseen the likes of
Monster's Ball (2OO1), persuading Halle Berry to
lose her clothes and ushering her towards that tear
stained Oscar win, and lhe Woodsman (2005), in

which Kevin Bacon plays a child-molester recently
released from prison. As a director, Daniels has
brought us the stylish drama Shadowboxer (2006\,
and now he's back with his second directorial
offering Precious.

"You know, Shadowboxerwas an important film
for me, because it has a black gay voice," says
Daniels. The film centres on a man, played by Cuba
Gooding Jr, and his stepmother, Helen Mirren, who
are contract killers and lovers. lt is not, however, a
story about a black gay man. "True, but that film had
a black gay director. And it has many elements that I

think gay black men understood and connected
with." He laughs. "Plus you get to see Stephen
Dorff's penis swinging aroundl"

ln Shadowboxer, Daniels sought to blend his past
with his present, combining the machismo of his
upbringing with a more recently discovered gay
sensibility. His own tough upbringing came courtesy
of his father, a cop in the Philadelphia Police
Depadment. "l was never sexually abused, but I was
physically abused at home," says Daniels. "And
when bad things happened to me or I saw bad
things happen, I would {antasize. When I was 12, I

saw someone killed. I remember very clearly that I

went into a bubble and I became a prince in a silver
crown, knighting someone with my sceptre. ljust
dropped into a place right there, so I wouldn't feel
the pain. My imagination was God's way of
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realm of glitz and fantasy. When she comes back,
it's a cold, cruel world that awaits her,

"With the emotionally difficult subject-matter I

choose to produce and direct, I'm so used to
being told, 'No'," the director explains. "And in
some ways this was probably the easiest to get off
the ground, because I already knew [from previous
experiencesl that people would not embrace it."
Yet with American media powerhouses Oprah,
and TV guru Tyler Payne, on-board as producers,
the film has got serious backing.

It is also bursting with memorable performances,
including a career best turn from Daniels' old
friend Mariah Carey. lndeed, shorn of her glamour
and taking on an understated role, some might not
even realise that the diva is even in the movie. "l
said, 'Mariah, I want you in this film, but you've got
to come solo," laughs Daniels. "You can't come
with your posse, and you can't come with a
scrubbed face, and make up. We've got to make
you more ugly, and I think that she embraced it
with gusto. She was so excited to be on an

independent film set and, oh, God I love her! I

can't even begin to tell you how much I love her. I

Puefto Rican, white or Chinese. Each of these
women in the film exists. You see that in any big
American city."

Even though he was born in Philadelphia, Daniels
kick-starled his career in LA, working as a nursing
manager! before finding his feet in the enterlainment
industry, first as a talent managet then as a
photographer, producer and director. He moved to
New York in 1995 with his then partner, casting
director Billy Hopkins, who also worked on
Precious, and their two kids. Daniels' children were
born to one of his brothers, who abandoned them
on his mother's doorstep. His mother was set to call
social services, but Daniels and Hopkins stepped in

and have raised the kids ever since.
This year, Daniels and Hopkins split and now

share custody, the children spending three days a
week with Daniels and his new boflriend, Andy
Sforzini. And do the kids ever see their birth father?
"No. My brother hates it that it is me who's raising
his kids," sighs Daniels. "He's mortified by the fact
that I'm gay. But, like I said, when you're open
about your life, things aren't always easy."

Precious is in cinemas nationwide from 29 January
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