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Call Me by Your Name (2017)
R | 2h 12min Italy
Director; Luca Guadagnino.
Stars: Armie Hammer, Timothee
Chalamet, Michael Stuhlberg
It's the summer of 1983 in the north of
Italy, and Elio Perlman (Timothée
Chalamet), a precocious 17-year-old
young man, spends his days in his
family's 17th century villa transcribing
and playing classical music, reading, and
flirting with his friend Marzia (Esther
Garrel). While Elio's sophistication and
intellectual gifts suggest he is already a
fully-fledged adult, there is much that
yet remains innocent and unformed
about him, particularly about matters of
the heart. One day, Oliver (Armie
Hammer), a 24-year-old American
college graduate student appears.

When James Ivory recently bagged an Oscar for the gay coming-of-age hit Call
Me By Your Name, the victory made him, at 89, the oldest Academy winner ever.
Although the win, for best adapted screenplay, is still fresh, the film has been
seducing audiences ever since its rapturous premiere at the Sundance film festival
more than a year ago.
Ivory’s script has scooped most of the big prizes, including a Bafta and a Writers
Guild of America award, but he sounds dazed when asked to reflect on its success.
“Its wide appeal is still something of a mystery to me. And it really is adored,
especially by young women and older people. Married couples come up to me on the
street in New York – often in their 70s or 80s – and they rave about the movie. I
guess it’s an unabashed first-love idea everyone can identify with. The sexual
orientation of the characters doesn’t mean as much as the emotion of the story.”
The carefree mood of the picture, directed by Luca Guadagnino, also plays a part.
The lovers encounter no external obstacles to their romance: all traces of tension or
conflict come entirely from within, the words “gay” and “homosexual” are nowhere
to be heard, and, though the spectre of Aids hovers over the characters from our
historical vantage point, that, too, goes unmentioned. “I did write a scene where
Elio’s parents talked about it,” Ivory says. “There was some timidity on the part of
the mother regarding this new and terrible disease everyone was hearing about. I
wrote two scenes where the parents discuss that. It didn’t matter to me that they were
dropped. They didn’t do anything terribly important.”
One aspect that does still rankle with him is the absence of full-frontal male nudity.
Ivory’s screenplay specified that Elio and Oliver would be shown naked, a detail
overruled by clauses in the actors’ contracts. “When Luca says he never thought of
putting nudity in, that is totally untrue,” says Ivory. “He sat in this very room where I
am sitting now, talking about how he would do it, so when he says that it was a
conscious aesthetic decision not to – well, that’s just bullshit. “When people are
wandering around before or after making love, and they’re decorously covered with
sheets, it’s always seemed phoney to me. I never liked doing that. And I don’t do it,
as you know.” In Maurice, his 1987 film of EM Forster’s posthumously published
gay love story, “the two guys have had sex and they get up and you certainly see
everything there is to be seen. To me, that’s a more natural way of doing things than
to hide them, or to do what Luca did, which is to pan the camera out of the window
toward some trees. Well …” He gives a derisive snort. Ivory himself is gay. His
relationship with his producing partner Ismail Merchant, which began when they met
in the early 60s, lasted until Merchant died during surgery in 2005 at the age of 68.
Though the pair had been making films for more than four decades – often with their
friend and favourite screenwriter, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, who died in 2013 – any
references to their personal life together were only ever made discreetly and
euphemistically by the press, if at all. Even with the release in 1987 of Maurice, they
batted away any prying questions about their private lives. When I ask Ivory why
this was, he comes as close to calling me a blasted fool as someone so urbane can.
“Well, you just wouldn’t,” he splutters. “That is not something that an Indian Muslim
would ever say publicly or in print. Ever! You have to remember that Ismail was an
Indian citizen living in Bombay, with a deeply conservative Muslim family there. It’s
not the sort of thing he was going to broadcast. Since we were so close and lived
most of our lives together, I wasn’t about to undermine him.”

