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THE PORTABLE DOOR

TOM HOLT’S THE PORTABLE DOOR HAS FINALLY MADE THE MOVE TO THE BIG SCREEN.                                    DIRECTOR JEFFREY WALKER TALKS ABOUT BRINGING THIS CRAZY COMIC FANTASY TO LIFE

WORDS:
STEVE O’BRIEN

HEN TOM HOLT’S THE PORTABLE DOOR
fi rst landed on bookshelves in 2003, it seemed 
obvious this was a feature fi lm just waiting to 
happen. Reviewing the novel in The Guardian, 
Red Dwarf’s Rob Grant even wrote: “If you’re 
listening, Hollywood, here’s the pitch: The 
Devil’s Advocate meets Harry Potter.”

Twenty years on, here we are, fi nally. This 
adaptation of the fi rst of Holt’s JW Wells & Co 
series (since that fi rst book, he’s penned six 
more, the last being 2011’s Life, Liberty And The 

Pursuit Of Sausages) has been a long time 
coming. First optioned by the Jim Henson 
Company just under a decade ago, things really 
started moving in 2016 when Aussie director 
Jeffrey Walker came on board.

“Blanca Lista [Henson’s VP of feature fi lm 
production] is a complete cinephile and has 
seen every movie in the world twice,” Walker 
tells us from his home in Queensland. “She was 
very keen to make the fi lm in Australia, and had 
a great radar for trying to fi nd Australian 
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fi lmmakers who might fi t this world.” Walker 
was, and is, he says, “a big Jim Henson 
Company fan”, citing movies like The Dark 
Crystal and Labyrinth as the reason he became 
a fi lmmaker.

“As a kid, I was obsessed with the fi lm 
business,” he enthuses. “I was a child actor for 
10 years, and all of that came out of watching 
fi lms like The Goonies and The NeverEnding 
Story and those adventure movies that were 
about at the time.”

There’s defi nitely something of those ’80s 
fantasy faves in the DNA of The Portable Door. 
And if you’re a diehard fan of the original 
novel, rest assured its distinctly British fl avour 
hasn’t been diluted by the decision to produce 
it Down Under. The mysterious fi rm of JW 
Wells & Co is still London-based, and the 
characters of Paul Carpenter and Sophie 
Pettingel, the two interns who attempt to 
discover the truth about their new employers, 
are still resolutely, unapologetically British; 

despite Patrick Gibson being Irish and Sophie 
Wilde being Australian, both deliver tiptop 
English accents.

“Lisa Henson [daughter of Jim, and current 
CEO of the company her father set up in 1958] 
has spent so much time in the UK, she 
defi nitely called us out on a few things,”
Walker laughs. “Like we had a few too many 
cobblestoned Harry Potter lanes. She’d say, 
‘Hold on a minute, let’s make sure it’s 
grounded.’ One of the themes of the fi lm is 
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creature creation and big physical sets, there’s a 
magic that leaps off the screen. I thought that if 
we could create a more visceral reaction from 
the audience that might give our film a unique 
edge.”

Walker says that The Dark Crystal and 
Labyrinth were his tonal touchstones, not just 
for their Henson connections but because they 
were part of a cluster of fantasy flicks in the 
’80s which were aimed at a family audience but 
didn’t hold back on scares. 

“In my very first meeting,” Walker explains, 
“I told Blanca about how with those films, 
when I was a kid, I was so scared by them but
I couldn’t look away. She said that there was a 
philosophy that she’s encountered at Henson, 
which is that you can certainly show a young 
audience something that might be scary, but 
then you arm them with the tools to be able to 
deal with that. 

 It would be great to 
be able to continue to 
explore these characters 
in future films 

“I rewatched Labyrinth recently with my 
eight-year-old and there’s some extremely cute 
little creatures that he laughed at, but there’s 
also some really dark stuff that was scary and
I could see him shrinking back into his seat, 
which is exactly the experience I had. With our 
film I did want it to be a family movie, but I 
would chart the moments – like a younger 
audience should be really scared at this point in 
the film, and then you find ways to undercut 
that.”

Though Walker insists that The Portable 
Door is “an independent film in every way”, the 
Henson Co haven’t scrimped on star talent. 
Assuming top billing as JW Wells’s CEO 
Humphrey Wells is double Oscar winner 
Christoph Waltz, while his crotchety
underling Dennis Tanner is the always
brilliant Sam Neill.

“Christoph was the linchpin, in that he was
a trigger for us to make the film,” says Walker. 
“Not only his attachment to it, but his 
enthusiasm for the script and the character.
He even told Lisa [Henson] that he’d written to 
Jim Henson as a young performer in the ’80s. 
He really loves it.

“On an independent film, the cast 
attachment is huge and it’s usually that that 
triggers other people to come on board. As 
regards Sam Neill, he and I had worked 
together before and we know each other 
socially a bit, so he felt a trust that it would be

Patrick Gibson 
as Paul, with 
Christoph 
Waltz.

Sophie 
Pettingel 
(Sophie 
Wilde).

Miranda Otto 
(left) plays 
Countess Judy.

Sam Neill as 
Dennis Tanner: 
stern stuff.

finding the extraordinary in the ordinary, and 
the ordinary needed to feel like a real London 
street. So she certainly kept us honest. Because 
of Covid [the movie started filming in 
mid-2021] we couldn’t travel and go and scout 
or shoot second unit in Britain, which we’d 
planned to. But we used a lot of Google Street 
View, and we had a person on the ground [in 
the UK] who went and filmed corners and 
areas and buildings.

“So when that footage started to come back, 
we had a bit more of a grounding for the whole 
thing. We built an enormous amount of sets 
here in Australia, and we did shoot some of 
Brisbane for London. We found a handful of 
buildings that fitted beautifully with some 
other material that we were able to source 
from the UK.”

MONSTERS AND ANGELS
Of course, those London settings are only the 
foundation for a movie that, once inside the 
walls of JW Wells & Co, becomes increasingly 
fantastic. That titular “portable door” is a 
device that can take anyone anywhere. Utter 
the words “knock knock” and it magically 
appears, ready to take you wherever you want 
in the world, leading to some glorious lunch 
trips for Paul and Sophie.

Then there are the creatures that live
within JW Wells & Co. This being a Henson 
production, it was never on the cards that the 
various goblins, dragons and assorted critters 
that we meet along the way were going to be 
realised through CG. 

“The initial pitch that I had for the film
was to try to make it as much of an in-camera 
experience as possible,” says Walker. “Given 
that it’s about magic, the fact that the film 
would be a magic trick in itself would be a great 
coup if we could pull it off. With big films it’s a 
given you’re going to see spectacular CGI, but
I think with in-camera films, with that level of 
creativity, and prosthetics and puppetry and 
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Of course, The Portable Door is, in print 
form, the fi rst of a seven-novel run. Should 
audiences embrace this movie version, surely 
there are – whisper it – franchise plans?

“Yes, if we have a bit of luck and people like 
this fi lm…” Walker laughs. “The actors all had a 
great time fi lming it and Sam Neill in particular, 
he did say, ‘I really want to make more of these, 
so you make sure you do a great job in the edit!’ 
It would be a great thing to be able to continue 
to explore these characters in future fi lms, like 
Tom has in the books.”

There’s certainly scope for more big-screen 
JW Wells adventures. Holt’s series gets bigger, 
bolder and more bonkers with each novel. If 
Walker is blessed with luck, we’ll be seeing 
second book In Your Dreams before too long. 

The Portable Door is on Sky Cinema from
7 April.

a fun experience. I think the opportunity to be 
in a fi lm that was so strange and unusual and 
had so much wonderment to it was extremely 
appealing.”

Though Waltz and Neill are the marquee 
names, it’s relative newbies Patrick Gibson and 
Sophie Wilde who operate as the fi lm’s leads. 
“I feel so grateful that we had Patrick and 
Sophie Wilde join us,” smiles Walker, “because 
they had to fi nd the comedy and the voice and 
the heart of the fi lm.

“Everyone else can go and play almost in 
their own movies, but those two needed to 
really anchor the fi lm in a truth, and they just 
did such a beautiful job for us.”

Sophie Wilde is     
Sophie Pettingel

Is this the fi rst time you’ve played 
a Sophie, Sophie?

It is actually, which was very 
exciting. She reminds me a bit of 
myself when I was in high school 
– overly ambitious, and slightly 

intense at times.

This is the fi rst big special effects 
fi lm you’ve done. How was it?
I remember when we had our 

read-through and I was like, “Oh, 
I’m meant to be looking at this 
wonderful landscape and it’s a 

greenscreen!” But that’s an 
amazing part of the job. As an 
actor, you get to imagine these 

realities.

Did Sam Neill offer any advice on 
how to act alongside things that 
aren’t there? With the Jurassic 
Park fi lms, he’s been doing this 

for 30 years.
You know what, he didn’t! But 

working with him was great – he’s 
so down to earth. Christoph Waltz 

too. It was an amazing learning 
experience to observe and watch 

such amazing actors.

What about Jeffrey Walker? 
Obviously he used to be an actor. 

Presumably that makes a 
difference when you’re working 
with a director who has been in 

your shoes.
Yeah, he’s 100% an actor’s 

director, which is always amazing. 
Jeffrey is such a legend. Everyone 

loves him because he’s just the 
most down to earth guy and so 

incredibly talented and has such a 
strong and unique vision. I think 
that always makes an actor’s job 
easier when your director really 

knows what they want. 

Would you be up for more fi lms, 
should there be sequels?

Absolutely – 100%! I’ve got my 
fi ngers crossed. I hope that it 

happens. It would be an absolute 
dream to come back and 

work with this team. 
Everyone’s
so amazing.

“Did… did he 
just call me an 
orc? The very 
cheek of it.”

Paul gets 
roped in to a 
bad situation.

Paul practises 
his catalogue 
poses.

Yes, this 
seems quite 
appropriate.
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