The Figgis Version

One evening as Mike Figgis was dressing to go
to a dinner party in the Hollywood Hills, he had
the television set on and was channel surfing. He
came across an old black-and-white British film
that he had not seen:

There was something about it which im-
mediately caught my attention, which was to
do with the style of acting and this kind of
very underplayed drama that obviously had a
lot of tension. And looking back I think it was
quite early on in the film. I'd missed the open-
ing scenes where, but it was still at an early
enough stage for me to have a certain specific
kind of interest in. The film wasn’t over. And
so I was dressing, and more and more I be-
came fascinated by the film, and I ended up
having to just sit down and watch it. And I
kept looking at my watch and thinking I'm go-
ing to be extremely late.!

The film was The Browning Version directed
by Anthony Asquith. When he finally arrived at
the dinner party, he confessed why he was late
and was amazed to discover that his hostess was
involved in an attempt to remake the movie. She
worked with Ridley Scott, who had acquired the
remake rights with the intention of directing it
himself but had decided to turn it over to another
director. Figgis had at this point directed four
features and had attracted considerable attention
with his first two: Stormy Monday and Internal

1 Criterion DVD interview
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Affairs. His hostess asked if he would be interest-
ed in directing a remake of The Browning Version.

Figgis was born in England in 1948, but spent
the first eight years of his childhood in Nairobi
before his family returned to England to live in
Newcastle. He studied music at Trent Park Col-
lege of Education and began his career as a musi-
cian, playing guitar and keyboards. He was a
member of an R & B/ Soul band called Gas Board
with Bryan Ferry playing clubs in Newcastle in
1965. He then joined an experimental theater
group called The People Show first as a musician
and then as an actor. Experimental theater led to
multi-media experiments, which sparked an inter-
est in film. Slow Fade, one of his theatrical pro-
ductions, led to an opportunity in 1984 to make a
television film, The House, and that opened doors
for him eventually to make Stormy Monday in
1988.

Figgis professes to have been hesitant to take
on a remake of The Browning Version because he
thought it was such a perfect movie. The produc-
ers encouraged him to view it more as a revival
of a play, and obviously he decided to do it. The
result is a classic case study in what can happen
when a movie is updated or remade.

The Script

Ridley Scott had originally intended to make
the film with Anthony Hopkins in the lead role
and had engaged Ronald Harwood to write the
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script. A native of South Africa Harwood studied
at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts but aban-
doned acting in the Fifties to become the back-
stage dresser for a Shakespearean actor. He even-
tually wrote a play based on his experiences. He
had been writing plays and screenplays since the
early Sixties, but in 1980 The Dresser was a huge
hit in London. Harwood adapted it for the 1983
film, and was nominated for an Academy Award
along with the film’s director Peter Yates and the
actors, Tom Courtenay and Albert Finney. (More
recently Harwood won an Oscar for his screenplay
for The Pianist (2002), was nominated for The Div-
ing Bell and the Butterfly (2007). He also wrote
the screenplays for Love in the Time of Cholera
(2007), Being Julia (2004)and Cry the Beloved
Country (1995).

Harwood has sole screenwriting credit for the
1994 production of The Browning Version, and
there is no way to know exactly how much influ-
ence Figgis had on the script. There is a copy of
Harwood’s script in the collection at the Academy
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences which is a
“Final Draft” dated May 28, 1993, and the differ-
ences between that script and the finished movie
are typical examples of the kind of tinkering that
goes on when a film is actually shot and edited.
Most of the alterations are minor but in some
instances they have a significant impact on the
meaning of the film, particularly the changes in
the ending.

The screen credit says the film is based on
Rattigan’s play, but the script itself acknowledges
that it 1s based as well on Rattigan’s screenplay.
Much of Harwood’s screenplay is obviously mod-
eled on Rattigan’s and even in some scenes taken
verbatim.

Figgis says he only saw the Asquith film one
more time after his initial discovery of it on televi-
sion. He wanted to see it from the beginning to
get the whole experience, but he did not want to be
overly influenced by it in making his own version.
The key to his interest in the film seems to be his
response to Redgrave’s performance. In an inter-
view about the Asquith film he describes Andrew
Crocker-Harris as

...an incredibly passionate man who was
a stoic. This man is the epitome of the stoic,
which means that he’s a person who’s not go-
ing to show his feelings and who has immense
pride and inner strength. And through a
bad marriage and through a combination of
these personality characteristics has somehow
fallen out of time with himself. He’s no longer
someone whom people can relate to. He’s at a
certain age.

He views the British public school system as
designed to cultivate this kind of stoicism, and he
describes the “devastating” impact of the film in
terms of a desire to see the character open up emo-
tionally and overcome this repression. The pivotal
moment in the story for him is the moment when



Taplow in giving Andrew the book breaks through
his armor.

Figgis views the brilliance of the Rattigan’s
writing in terms of the way in which the audience
is enabled to see beneath the surface of Andrew’s
repression.

These repressed characteristics or these
hidden characteristics are something which of
course the audience can see and the genius of
the writing here is that we are let in, we the
audience are let in on this secret early on. We
like this man.

We like him because he is so well written
and we like him because he is so beautifully
played in the original by Redgrave. And so we
know that he’s misunderstood and that’s a re-
ally interesting ability in a great writer and a
great director and a great actor to immediate-
ly - and remember this was a one-act play - So
within five or ten minutes we've got to know
that this is the good person, this is a person
whom we sympathize with and everybody else
is coming and misunderstanding.

And I mean you can do that in a crude
way in which case the drama’s not going to
work on anything like the same level. But if
you do it in this brilliant piece of writing in
such a subtle way then all of our aspirations
for the drama are that please somebody come
along to understand him. So finally when the
great breakthrough scene occurs, it’s the most
brilliant heartbreaking scene where the boy

MIke Figgis ca 1993

actually gives him a gift. And at first he even
misunderstands that it is a gift. He’s almost
prepared to sort of sabotage it and one can see
Rattigan going right the to edge here, going
“Please, open up and let this appreciation in,
but no, it’s carried right to the precipice of sto-
icism. It’s painful to watch.

And I remember so clearly the first time I
saw the film going “For God’s sake! you know,
break through” and then finally when he does
it’s devastating, But it has to be devastating
by that point because we’ve gone so far with
the withholding of this piece of information.

So when it does come through it really is a rev-

elation and the film turns on that incident and
goes from one kind of film to another kind of
film without ever - and again this is why we're
talking about quality British cinema here

- without ever lapsing into a sort of crass sen-
timentality that often cinema lurches towards
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in a moment like this; you know, let’s milk this
for all it’s worth.

It remains stoic and in fact he continues
to put the knife in after the event and it’s even
more painful now because all the nerve end-
ings are exposed so it’s...It is actually an im-
mensely cruel piece of drama. Cruel in order
to be kind, in order to get finally to a point of
revelation or of understanding about human
nature. By the end of this film one has had to
go on a very tough journey with the character.
It’s quite devastating to watch.

Even allowing for the off-the-cuff nature of
these remarks, it seems clear to me that the foun-
dation has shifted between Asquith’s or Redgrave’s
interpretation of Andrew Crocker-Harris and Fig-
gis’s. The clearest indication of this may be Fig-
gis’s “We like this man.” Not everyone shares his
immediate sympathy for Andrew as portrayed by
Redgrave. Take for example the following excerpt
from a review on the internet by Steve Evans:

Asquith directs at a mannerly pace, build-
ing his themes methodically. Younger audi-
ences weaned on flash-cutting and cursory
character development may grow impatient
with these wholly unlikable characters. But
we ought to approach these stuffed shirts
with compassion—or at least appalled fasci-
nation—in order to appreciate their plight.
Redgrave’s repressed professor, while an
inspired creation, is still an arrogant and ob-
noxious man. Only in the final act does his es-

sential humanity force its way to the surface.
But it is Redgrave’s ability to transform this
unsympathetic man into a pitiable figure that
ultimately makes the film such a rewarding
experience. That, and the jaw-dropping dia-
logue. There are lines in this picture that slice
clean to the bone.?

Needless to say I do not share the view that
Redgrave’s Crocker-Harris is “an arrogant and
obnoxious man,” and I have trouble imagining how
anyone can respond to him in that way. Nonethe-
less even Redgrave himself apparently referred to
Andrew as the “villain-hero of the play”® and his
summary of the character as “an elderly, embit-
tered schoolmaster whose defences break down
because someone is kind to him™ seems to imply
a degree of analytical distance lacking in Figgis’s
response. Redgrave was careful to emphasize
that he felt he himself was nothing like Andrew
Crocker-Harris and in fact liked the role because
of the challenge it presented in playing someone so
totally different.

This might seem like a slight difference in
emphasis in describing a character were it not for
the evidence presented by Figgis’s film. Albert
Finney’s Crocker-Harris is a very different man

2 www.dvdverdict.com/reviews/browningver-
sion.php
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from Michael Redgrave’s, and the difference is
found in the script as well as in Finney’s perfor-
mance. Figgis clearly wanted to make sure the
audience found Andrew sympathetic.

Harwood’s script “opens up” the play even
more than Rattigan’s screenplay. The action now
takes place over three days rather than one, and
there are scenes in the surrounding countryside

and nearby village as well as at the school and An-

drew’s house. Scenes have been added to expand
the depiction of student life and more attention is
given to the cricket match. In spite of the addition-
al material the Harwood/Figgis film is 18 minutes
shorter than the Rattigan/Asquith version.

Many scenes have been altered in fairly basic
ways but the overall thread of the story remains
the same. It begins with Gilbert’s arrival in time
for the morning chapel service and ends with An-
drew’s farewell remarks and a final exchange with
Taplow. Most of the basic story points remain
unchanged: Andrew’s wife is having an affair a
science teacher; Andrew learns he is not receiving
a pension and is asked to speak before Fletcher;
Andrew learns what the students call him; Taplow
gives Andrew a book after Mrs. Crocker-Harris
has overheard his imitation of Andrew; she de-
bunks the gift; Andrew insists on speaking last;
he apologizes for his failure as a teacher; and he
tells Taplow he has received his promotion.

There are however, several, alterations in the
story which are not simply accommodations to the
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more contemporary setting or efforts to elaborate
on existing motifs. First of all there is a change in
Andrew’s situation conveyed by a seemingly minor
alteration of some dialogue.

FROBISHER: You know, it’s extremely unlucky ill
health should have forced your retire-
ment...

ANDREW: Well, I felt that I could have contin-
ued, Headmaster. If you remember it
was yourself and the governors who
thought that my health was...

FROBISHER: Well, quite so, quite so... I was go-
ing on to say that it’s unlucky about
your having to retire before becoming
eligible for a pension.

The real reason Andrew is leaving is not that
his doctor says he must, but that the headmaster
and the governors of the school want to get rid of
him. Andrew does still have a heart condition.
Taplow tells the other students and Gilbert that
he knows the medical problem forcing Andrew to
retire 1s his heart. We see Andrew take some pills
twice during the film, once before his private les-
son with Taplow and once right before he goes into
the prize giving ceremony. There is, however, no
dialogue about the medicine in the finished film.
Taplow is not sent to get a refill nor does Andrew
ask him for water to use in taking a pill. There
is no discussion of the possibility of his taking too
many of the pills. Other than his emotional vul-
nerability Andrew shows no signs of an illness.



106

This de-emphasizing of Andrew’s illness is
taken even further by one of the changes that took
place between Harwood’s final draft and the edited
film. Harwood’s script has Andrew explain why he
is late for his lesson with Taplow:

ANDREW: I'm not as spry as I once was. I get
very breathless. I had to rest. Excuse
me for a moment, I need to take my

has been hired to establish a new language de-
partment focusing more on modern languages and
may even phase out the teaching of Greek and
Latin. Andrew has become obsolete.

Laura (nee Millie) does say that the doctor
says Andrew’s new job will be less of a strain
on him, but his new job is teaching English as
a second language rather than prepping slower

pills.

The reason for this change is not just to make
Andrew less a victim of ill health and more a vic-
tim of his own failure as a teacher. It is related to

students for their exams. There is perhaps the im-
plication that although Andrew is still fit to teach
classics at a public school, he cannot find such a
position because other public schools are as intent
on modernizing their curriculum as this one.

a new theme which has been introduced into the

story: the death of Western civilization or at least
the replacement of traditional culture by modern

The theme of Western culture culminates in
Andrew’s farewell remarks:

culture. The school wants to modernize. Gilbert

Rattigan/Asquith Version

Harwood Final Draft Figgis Film

A valedictory address, as those of
you who have read your Plato’s Apol-
ogy will remember, can be of inordinate
length, but as I, unhappily, am not
Socrates, and as I have often believed
that Vita longa, ars brevis,' is a more
suitable apothegm than the one in more
general use, and in connection with the
word brevitas, it is, I think, of some
small interest -- it is, I think, of some
small interest --

The study of the Classics 1s, 1n my view,
the foundation of our culture, and culture is
simply an expression of what is best in soci-
ety — philosophy, decent government, justice,
art, language. Our classical heritage is no
longer valued and how can we help mold
civilized human beings, if we no...if we no
longer believe in civilization.
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Rattigan/Asquith Version

Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

You must excuse me. | have pre-
pared a speech, but I find now that I
have nothing to say, or rather I have
three very small words, but they are
most deeply felt. They are these:

I am sorry.

I am sorry because I have failed
to give you what you have the right to
demand of me as your teacher: sym-
pathy, encouragement, and humanity.
I'm sorry because I have deserved the
nickname of “Himmler” and because
by so doing I have degraded the noblest
calling that a man can follow -- the care
and molding of the young.

I am sorry.

I am sorry because I have failed
to give you what you had the right to
demand of me — sympathy, encourage-
ment, and humanity. I apologize too for
not having fought harder for those stan-
dards of excellence in which I so much
believe. I allowed those standards to at-
rophy and I allowed myself to atrophy. I
have deserved the nickname of Hitler of
the lower Fifth because I have degraded
the noblest calling a man can follow
— the care and molding of the young.

I am sorry.

I'm sorry because I have deserved the
epithet Hitler of the Lower Fifth. I'm sorry
because I have failed to give you what it is
your right to demand of me as your teacher:
sympathy, encouragement, humanity. I have
degraded the noblest calling a man can fol-
low: the care and molding of the young.

I claim no excuses. When I came
here I knew what I had to do, and I
have not done it. I have failed, and mis-
erably failed. I can only hope that you
and the countless others who have gone
before will find it in your hearts to for-
give me for having let you down. I shall
not find it so easy to forgive myself.

That is all. Good bye.

When | came here I believed I had
a vocation for teaching — I knew what I
should have done, but I did not do it. I
knew that our classical heritage was no
longer valued, and I did nothing. How,
I asked myself, can we help to mould
civilised human being if we no longer
believe in civilization? Study of the
classics, in my humble view, is the foun-
dation for our culture, and culture is
simply the expression of what is best in
society: philosophy, decent government,
justice, art, language.

Yes, I knew these things and I did
nothing when I should have shouted my
beliefs from the rooftops.

I have failed, and miserably failed,
and I can only hope that you and the
countless others who have gone before
you will find it in our hearts to forgive
me for having let you down. I shan’t
find it easy to forgive myself.

That is all. Good-bye.

When I came to this school, I still be-
lieved...I... that I... I had a... a vocation for
teaching. I knew what I wanted to do and
yet I...I did not do it. I cannot allow excuses.
I have failed and miserably failed. And I can
only hope that you can find it in your hearts,
you and the countless others who have gone
before you, to forgive me for having let you
down. I shan’t find it easy to forgive myself.

That is all.
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The change in the remarks that Andrew had
prepared reflect a change in the conception of
Andrew from a pedantic academic to someone
wishing as he told Frobisher “to touch on a mat-
ter of some gravity.” More importantly perhaps,
Andrew’s personal failure is presented as a part
of a larger failure of the establishment, which no
longer believes in civilization.

The differences between Harwood’s final draft
and the finished movie seem designed to enhance
this theme. Harwood’s script has a moment
where Andrew starts rehearsing his speech in his
study earlier in the morning, and the opening is
taken from the Asquith film with its reference to
Plato’s Apology. The implication seems to be that
Andrew’s comments on our classical heritage are,
for Harwood, part of Andrew’s apology. The de-
valuation of the classics was already well advanced
when Andrew began teaching, and his failure to
fight against it is part of his personal failure. The
filmed version implies that the comments on the
study of classics were part of Andrew’s prepared
remarks and not part of his spontaneous apol-
ogy. The decline in commitment to the classical
tradition is made to seem more of a contemporary
issue than a fait accompli, and there is an obvious
connection with the establishment of a modern
language department and the governors’ decision
to terminate Andrew.

The theme of modern versus traditional cul-
ture is reflected in three other motifs in the script:
science versus humanities, sportsman versus

scholar. American versus English. The first two
are motifs which can be found in the Asquith film,
but receive additional emphasis in Harwood’s
script.

Frank Hunter has been turned into an Ameri-
can. Even though Laura says he is “more English
than the English” because of his coldness with
her, everything else about him — his dress, his fa-
miliarity with the students, his manners, his dic-
tion, his flippant humor — is clearly intended to be
American and, I think, to appear only superficially
appealing.

Even though Frank professes to appreciate the
history and tradition of the school, his apprecia-
tion seems a bit like that of a tourist and his joke
about the uncomfortable beds conveys something
of the way in which he takes the tradition with
a grain of salt. In the Harwood script Frank is
infatuated with the history and tradition of the
school. He goes out of his way to show Gilbert a
statue of King Charles and a bench where Byron
and Shelley are supposed to have sat together dis-
cussing their dreams of going to Greece. His an-
glophilia is indicated in the description which says
“He affects an old fashioned, untidy English look
with half-moon classes. [...] Under his academic
gown he wears an alpaca jacket.”

His exchange with Frobisher about science has
also been expanded a bit:
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Rattigan/Asquith Version

Harwood/Figgis Version

FROBISHER : And this, unless my ears deceive me, is
the science upper Fifth where Hunter manufactures his
nauseous odors of his perverted branch of learning.

FROBISHER : Up here is the upper Fifth science where
Mzr. Hunter manufactures foul smelling concoctions for
his own perverted branch of learning.

HUNTER : How much more perverted, sir, than say cer-
tain passages of the Greek anthology?

HUNTER : Not as perverted as the Classics. Won’t Mr.
Gilbert be teaching the boys about rape and murder and
incest?

FROBISHER : Unworthy, Hunter. A good dose of the
Classics might still save you scientists from destroying
this pleasant little planet of ours.

FROBISHER : Unworthy, Mr. Hunter. If you knew more
about the Classics, you scientists, you might be less keen
to destroy this little planet of ours. Wasn’t it Einstein
who said, “We don’t understand science properly”?

HUNTER : I'm sorry, sir. I'll see you later, Gilbert.

HUNTER : No, I believe he said we don’t know how to
use it sensibly. Have a nice day, Mr. Gilbert.

FROBISHER : Bad that...

GILBERT : What was that?

FROBISHER : The noise in his classroom.

GILBERT : Oh.

FROBISHER : A good chap, Hunter, in many ways but
no sense of discipline and, of course, like all scientists a
trifle narrow-minded.

FROBISHER (reacting to noise in classroom): If only he
had a little more discipline...but of course he’s an Ameri-
can, you see.

The prejudice against science in the earlier
film seems like a minor instance of stodgy conser-
vatism and is not taken up anywhere else in the
film. Harwood has connected it to an underlying
theme about modern culture. The chairman of the
board of governors, Lord Baxter, is head of Euro-
Space Industries instead of a general as he was in
the earlier film. Harwood’s screenplay also had
Frobisher commenting on the bank of telephones
installed for the students by a parent, Sir Gerald
Hamley of Hamley Communications. Dr. Rafferty,
the head of the science department, is the one
who explains to Hunter in a deliberately crass bit
of dialogue that the current expression for “Cut
along” is “Fuck off!”

This expression is used much more naturally
and sincerely by Buller in his response to Taplow’s
effort to offer sympathy and moral support. In
contrast Andrew expresses a similar sentiment to
Hunter by saying, “I'd rather like to be left alone
at the moment, thank you.” When Hunter per-
sists, even Andrew’s coldest rejection is bathed in
an aura of civility:

HUNTER: Is there anything I can do to help you?
... I'd Iike to help...you.

ANDREW: Yes, don’t take sides; it’s so very unbe-
coming.
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Civility is a correlate of civilization, and there
are moments in the film when Andrew seems to
embody civility. After he suffers the humiliation
of being asked to relinquish his status in defer-
ence to Fletcher’s popularity, he is able to gather
himself and complement Fletcher on his cricket
playing. He is able to generously “bequeath” his
classroom to Gilbert with sincere wishes for suc-
cess right after Gilbert has clumsily informed
him that he is known as “the Hitler of the Lower
Fifth.” At a moment when he has been thrown
completely off balance by Taplow’s gift, he is able
not only to make gracious and witty conversa-
tion with two alumni, but to recall their names.
Frobisher whose job demands more social skills
than Andrew’s is constantly forgetting names,
even of Gilbert, whom he had just introduced and
addressed by name a few seconds earlier. Lord
Baxter is also unable to remember the name of an
employee whom he has mentioned in a clumsy ef-
fort to relate to Adakendi.’

None of this should be taken to imply that the
meaning of the film is a comment on the death of
Western civilization. The film is not “about” West-
ern civilization at all. It is “about” Andrew Crock-
er-Harris, and it uses views about modernity as

5 Figgis has apparently altered the joke on Baxter. In
Harwood’s script Baxter says right off that he has a Nigerian
chap working for him whose name he can’t remember, but
follows with “You probably know him.” Adakendi responds,
“Probably not.” This can be read as a way in which Adakendi
puts Baxter in his place and presumably it was felt that allow-
ing Baxter just to shoot himself in his own foot played better.

a way of delineating his character and enhancing
his stature. Casting Andrew as a representative

of classical culture and tradition gives him more

substance than his more “modern” colleagues.

There is, of course, also a downside to An-
drew’s conservatism. Two students complain to
Gilbert that Andrew always opposes anything
new, and Andrew’s civility seems to cloak an
unwillingness to stand up for himself. In fact
Andrew’s acquiescence seems to have moved to
the foreground in Harwood’s screenplay. Laura’s
response to the news that Andrew will not receive
a pension is one of the elements that has survived
more or less intact from the play

LAURA: And what did you say? ... You just stood
there and made some joke in Latin, I
suppose.

ANDREW: There was very little I could say, in
Latin or any other language.

LAURA: Well, I would have said something. Don’t
you worry; I would have said some-
thing.

ANDREW: I'm sure you would.

Harwood has her elaborate on this, though, in
a bit of dialogue that perhaps replaces “marriage
of mind and body” as a summary of the conflict:

LAURA: You know what you are? You're a wimp.
You always were and you always will



be, a double first class wimp. ... You
know, I think I could have forgiven you
anything if you had just once said “No.
Enough.” — not just to me but to every
setback you've ever had.b

The issue is not just an incompatibility be-
tween the sensual and the cerebral, but a question
of integrity and self-assertion. Andrew does, of
course, eventually say “No. Enough.” to her when
she makes a conciliatory gesture after her cruelty
about Taplow’s gift. He also says “No” to Frobish-
er regarding the order of speakers at the prize-giv-
ing ceremony. In this sense Harwood has reverted
to something closer to the theme of the play than
the main theme in the Asquith film. As with the
play the relationship between Andrew and Laura
1s not definitively ended. Their separation may
be temporary. Andrew’s farewell remarks seem to
have enabled Laura to recover some of her respect
for him, and her last words are “I'll write.”

The issue is not Andrew’s failure as a teacher.
In fact despite his own harsh judgment, there is
evidence he has in fact succeeded in at least the
one in a thousand times which “can atone for all
the failures in the world.” In the play and earlier
film these successes only happened in his early
years at the school, but Harwood has clearly de-
cided to present Taplow as an instance of Andrew’s
success even in his last year.

6 As we shall see, part of this dialogue was originally
used much later as part of the resolution of the relationship
between Andrew and Laura
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He also introduces two alumni who go out
of their way to pay their respects to Andrew
and who, despite their own considerable success
in their careers, still regard Andrew with awe.
When Trimmer says, “God help me, I'm still ter-
rified of the old bugger” he is revealing not that
Andrew traumatized him for life but that An-
drew represents the voice of conscience demand-
ing perhaps unattainable levels of discipline and
excellence. The scene takes place in front of a
scoreboard, and the alumni have just been asked
to account for what they have “been up to” in their
lives. Andrew playfully assumes the position of
a superior officer telling the brigadier general to
“stand easy,” and they instinctively address him
as “sir.” Trimmer expresses regret that Andrew is
leaving the school and later goes out of his way in
the middle of the concert to give Andrew his card
and offer financial assistance.

TRIMMER: This isn’t the best moment, sir, but
we're not staying the night, so uhmm
... If ever you need any financial ad-
vice or assistance — indeed, anything
of that sort, please telephone. I'd like
to help. Think of it as umm... as re-
payment.

ANDREW: Why thank you very much. This is
extremely civil of you.

When Foster tells Andrew, “The old place
won’t be the same without you sir;” he is sincerely
expressing a sense of loss that contradicts the
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opinion of the board of governors. It is almost as
though even he can see that Andrew represents
the backbone of a tradition that has infused the
school for centuries.

These additions to the script help make the
applause following Andrew’s farewell remark more
believable. The implication is that Andrew’s judg-
ment of his own failure is simply the application of
his own impossible standards to himself and over-
looks the inspiration he has provided students and
colleagues over the years. Modernization of the
school may be inevitable, but there is still a deeply
felt nostalgia for the values and tradition Andrew
embodies.

The use of the cricket match to delineate
Andrew 1s more subtle or oblique. The contrast
between the popular cricket player and the feared
scholar is obvious enough, and in the play it is
used simply to underscore the failure of Andrew

as a schoolmaster and set up the issue of his place
in the speaking order. Asquith uses the cricket
match simply as a means of punctuating the scene
in which Frobisher informs Andrew about the
pension and asks him to speak first. Fletcher’s
farewell remarks in the Asquith film function as

a double edged sword puncturing the pomposity of
the school traditions and classical scholarship and
at the same time making Fletcher seem awkward
and trivial in comparison to the depth of feeling in
Andrew’s apology.

Harwood’s script sets up Fletcher more promi-
nently in the beginning as everyone exits the
chapel and the students crowd around him seek-
ing his autograph. Andrew has to make his way
through the crowd against the tide. Fletcher’s
farewell remarks no longer contain anything that
punctures pomposity and seem mainly designed to
make him seem shallow in comparison to Andrew.

Rattigan/Asquith Film

Harwood/Figgis Film

Well, chaps, I never was much good on my hind legs ex-
cept perhaps at running with them. In fact I shall feel
much less nervous today facing the Australians than I
am on this platform. So just let me say what I have to
say 1n a single sentence and then let me relax and enjoy
myself with you all listening to Mr. Crocker-Harris’s
gilded and classical epigrams. Good-bye, good luck, and
let’s win the public school sports again next year.

Well, chaps, I'm not much good...you know...you know,
on my feet except when I running between the wickets.
So I'll just say I'm really... sad, you know... to be leav-
ing this wonderful old place. I've loved it here. So... you
know... good luck and good-bye.




Harwood and Figgis use the cricket game as
punctuation for the conversation between Andrew
and Frobisher just as the earlier film did, but they
also make a very different use of it as well. There
is an almost lyrical treatment of the game, which
culminates in the slow motion shots of Fletcher’s
final pitch after the scene in the library between
Andrew and Frank. This is as much a result of
direction as screenwriting, but from the very first
shot of the cricket players taking the field there is
a celebratory aspect to the depiction of the game
that seems completely sincere and not at all satiri-
cal. The immaculate green playing field, the white
uniforms and the soft light make for seductive im-
ages. There is also an attention to detail in close
ups of the wickets and of the pitchers hands which
seem to be an indication of a fondness or fascina-
tion with the game. As Andrew says of Fletcher to
Trimmer and Newton, “He’s a superb player and
quite beautiful to watch, isn’t he.” 7

The Classics scholar is able to appreciate the
performance of a sportsman, and we are reminded
that sports of this sort are as much a part of the
public school tradition as Latin and Greek. The

7 This line was not in the final draft of Harwood’s
script. The scene with Trimmer and Newton occurs because
Trimmer is looking for the ball which has been hit beyond
the bounds near the tree where Andrew is still absorbing
the impact of Taplow’s gift. The scene between Andrew and
the alumni is basically the same but there is more of an air
of awkwardness and Andrew responds to the comment on
Fletcher getting his hundred simply with “Well, it was only to
be expected.” as he walks away
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final sequence of the cricket game conveys an im-
age of the sportsman who is completely at one with
himself in moments of peak performance and is
celebrated by his teammates. In its own way this
1s an ideal comparable to one which motivated An-
drew as a teacher. Coming after the scene in the
library the image of Fletcher is particularly poi-
gnant as a contrast to the agony Andrew is expe-
riencing in his internal conflicts and his conflicts
with his wife and the school.

There are other touches in Harwood’s screen-
play designed to ensure that Andrew is sympa-
thetic. The opening shot of the film is of Andrew
alone and is clearly a signal that he is a character
who will be the focus of our attention. (This is ac-
tually an addition made in the filming and is not
in the final draft script.) Most of the initial scenes
with Andrew are comparable to his depiction in
the Asquith film until we come to the “end of term
treat” for his class. At first Andrew’s critique of
the student’s reading seems harsh and humiliat-
ing; but, as he begins to read and comment on the
text himself, his passion for the work becomes
obvious. He is swept up by it, and Taplow at least
is able to sense, and in some small way share, his
enthusiasm. Clearly in this film Andrew is not
someone who is already dead. His passion may
not be shared by his students, but it is real; and he
would clearly like to communicate it to them.

There is a moment after his class and after the
brief exchange with Gilbert about the importance
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of modern languages when Andrew is in the class-

room alone and hears the sounds of boys outside in

the quadrangle. He goes to the window and looks
down on them. They seem small in the distance
and their uniforms make them indistinguishable,
almost like a swarm of insects. There is no clear
indication of what Andrew is thinking and the
moment is obviously open to interpretation, but

it is hard in retrospect not to view it in terms of
a “god from afar” who looks “graciously upon” the
students. (This moment is not in Harwood’s final

draft. The script has Andrew going to look out the
window to collect himself after the bell has inter-

rupted his reading.)

The next additions Harwood makes for An-
drew are during the lesson with Taplow when Ta-
plow inserts his own free translation. Harwood’s
re-interpretation of this moment is worth compar-
ing to the play and the Asquith film because of
what it implies about Andrew and his relationship

with Taplow.

Play

Rattigan/Asquith Film

Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

ANDREW: Taplow — I presume
you are using a different text
from mine —

ANDREW: Taplow — I pre-
sume you are using a different
text from mine —

ANDREW: Taplow — I presume
you are using a different text
from mine.

ANDREW: Taplow — I presume
you are using a different text
from mine —

TAPLOW: No, sir.

TAPLOW: No, sir.

TAPLOW: No, sir.

TAPLOW: No, sir.

ANDREW: That is strange

for the line as I have it reads:
NS TOLoVY € 7T avdpL Kowst alelg
hoyov. However diligently

I search I can discover no
‘bloody’ — no ‘corpse’ — no ‘you
have slain’. Simply ‘husband’ —

ANDREW: That is strange for
the line, as I read it, reads:
NTIC TOLOV € T avdpL KOWTT aCeLS
Aoyov. . However diligently

I search I can discover no
‘bloody’ — no ‘corpse’ — no ‘you
have slain’. Simply ‘husband’ —

ANDREW: That’s strange, for

however diligently I search,

I can discover no ‘bloody’ no

‘corpse,’ no ‘you have just so

foully murdered’ simply ¢ x
avdpt , ‘husband’.

ANDREW: That’s strange I see
no ‘foully murdered’ no ‘bloody

corpse, simply e & avdpt , hus-
band.

TAPLOW: Yes, sir. That’s
right.

TAPLOW: Yes, sir. That’s
right.

TAPLOW: Yes, sir. That’s
right.

TAPLOW: Yes, sir.
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ANDREW: Then why do you
invent words that simply are
not there?

ANDREW: Then why do you
invent words that simply are
not there?

Andrew, for once seems rather
at a loss.

ANDREW: Then why do you
invent words that simply are
not there?

ANDREW: Then why do you
insist on inventing words that
simply are not there? ... Go on,
Taplow. Go on; I wish to under-
stand.

TAPLOW: I thought they

sounded better, sir. More excit-

ing. After all she did kill her
husband, sir. She’s just been
revealed with his dead body
and Cassandra’s weltering in
gore —

TAPLOW: Well, I thought
they sounded better, sir. More
exciting. After all she did kill
her husband. She’s just been
revealed with his dead body
and weltering in gore —

After a moment’s hesitation,
Taplow takes the plunge. He
leans towards Andrew.
TAPLOW: Today, in class sir,
when you read from the play —
He finds it impossible to con-
tinue.

TAPLOW: Well, I think of it
like this, sir. There she is, Cly-
temnestra. She really hates
her husband, Agamemnon. He
returns from winning the war,
and what does she do. She
welcomes him back and then
murders him. She stabs him
over and over and then makes a
speech...

ANDREW: Go on, Taplow. Go
on; I want to understand -

TAPLOW (again summon-
ing courage): Today — in class
— I thought you read — well

— passionately, sir. And for the
first time I got a sense of the
drama, the horror, the emotion
— 1t was — it was so — so vivid,
sir —

ANDREW: I'm flattered, Ta-
plow, but still puzzled as to
why that should encourage you
to rewrite Aeschylus.
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TAPLOW: Just think of it

this way, sir, there she is,
Clytemnestra, she hates her
husbanad, Agamemnon. He
returns form winning the war,
and what does she do? She
welcomes him back and then
she murders him! Stabs him
over and over -

ANDREW: I am delighted at
this evidence, Taplow, of your
interest in the rather more lu-
rid aspects of dramaturgy, but
I feel I must remind you that
you are supposed to be constru-
ing Greek, not collaborating
with Aeschylus.

ANDREW: I am delighted at
this evidence, Taplow, of your
interest in the rather more lu-
rid aspects of dramaturgy, but
I feel I must remind you that
you are supposed to be con-
struing Greek, not collaborat-
ing with Aeschylus.

ANDREW: I'm delighted in
your interest in the more lurid
aspects of dramaturgy, Taplow

ANDREW: I'm delighted in
your interest in the more lurid
aspects of dramaturgy, Taplow;
but I still fail to understand
why you should wish to improve
Aeschylus.

TAPLOW: Yes, but still,

sir, translator’s licence, sir

— I didn’t get anything wrong
—and after all it is a play and
not just a bit of Greek construe.

TAPLOW: Yes, but still,

sir, translator’s licence, sir

— I didn’t get anything wrong
—and after all it is a play and
not just a bit of Greek con-
strue.

Laura passes on her bicycle.
LAURA: Andrew, there’s cold
meat and salad on the kitchen
table —

She disappears.

ANDREW: I seem to detect a
not of end of term in your re-
marks. I am not denying that
the Agamemnon is a play. It is
perhaps the greatest play ever
written —

ANDREW: I seem to detect a
not of end of term in your re-
marks. I am not denying that
the Agamemnon is a play. It is
perhaps the greatest play ever
written —

ANDREW (barely acknowledg-
ing her): - but I'm still not clear
as to why you should think you
can improve Aeschylus.
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TAPLOW: I wonder how many
people in the form think that?
... Sorry, sir. Shall I go on? ...
Shall I go on, sir?

TAPLOW: I wonder how many
boys in the class think that? ...
Oh, I'm sorry, sir. Shall I go
on, sir? ... Shall I go on, sir?

TAPLOW: Well, sire, surely
there’s no crime in trying to
make him — well — alive. Why
can’t we get some — yes, some
life into our translations, sir.
Why can’t we translate like
you read today? Why can’t we
use words like ‘bloody’ and
‘corpse’ and ‘murder’?

He waits for Andrew’s reaction.

TAPLOW: Today in class, sir,
for the first time I got a sense
of the horror. It was so vivid. I
mean, why can’t we put more
life into the translation, sir,
like you did? Why can’t we use
words like ‘bloody’ and ‘corpse’
and ‘murder’?

ANDREW: When I was a very
young many, only two years
older than you are now, Taplow,
I wrote, for my own pleasure, a
translation of the Agamemnon
— a very free translation — I re-
member — in rhyming couplets.

ANDREW: I remember when
I was a very young many, only
a few years older than you are
now, Taplow, I wrote, for my
own pleasure, a translation of
the Agamemnon — a very free
translation — I remember — in
rhyming couplets.

Andrew glances at him then
smiles faintly.

ANDREW: When I was a very
young man — only two or three
years older than you are now, I
wrote, for my own pleasure, a
translation of the Agamemnon
— a very free translation — I re-
member — in rhyming couplets.

ANDREW: Unmm... When

I was a very young many, not
much older than you are now, I
wrote, for my own pleasure, a
translation of the Agamemnon
— a very free translation — I re-
member — in rhyming couplets.

TAPLOW: The whole Agamem-
non —in verse? That must
have been hard work, sir.

TAPLOW: The whole
Agamemnon — in verse? That
must have been jolly hard
work, sir.

TAPLOW: That must have
been hard work sir -

TAPLOW: That must have been
hard work.

ANDREW: It was hard work;
but I derived great joy from

it. The play had so excited

and moved me that I wished to
communicate, however imper-
fectly, some of that emotion to
others. When I had finished it,
I remember, I thought it very
beautiful — almost more beauti-
ful than the original.

ANDREW: It was hard work;
but I derived great joy from

it. The play had so excited
and moved me that I wished to
communicate, however imper-
fectly, some of that emotion to
others. I remember, I thought
it very beautiful — almost more
beautiful than the original.

ANDREW: Yes, it was. Very
hard work. But I derived great
joy from it. The play had also
excited and moved me - as it
did you. I wished to communi-
cate, however imperfectly, some
of that emotion to others. I felt
much the same thing today in
class. My translation, I remem-
ber thinking was very beauti-
ful. (a faint smile) Almost more
beautiful than the original.

ANDREW: Yes, it was; it was
— very hard work; but I derived
great pleasure from it, because
the play had excited and moved
me as it did you; and I wanted
to communicate, however im-
perfectly, some of that emotion.
A little like what happened in
class today. My translation, I
remember thinking was very
beautiful — almost more beauti-
ful than the original.
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TAPLOW: Was it ever pub-
lished, sir?

TAPLOW: Was it ever pub-
lished, sir?

TAPLOW: Was it ever pub-
lished, sir?

TAPLOW: Was it ever pub-
lished?

ANDREW: I'm sorry?

TAPLOW: Was it ever pub-
lished?

ANDREW: No. Yesterday I
looked for the manuscript while
I was packing my papers. |
was unable to find it. I fear

it is lost — like so many other
things. Lost for good.

ANDREW: No. I didn’t finish
it. Yesterday when I was pack-
ing my papers, I looked for

it, but ... I'm afraid it is lost

— like so many other things.
Lost for good.

ANDREW: No.
He falls silent.

ANDREW: Oh no. No it was
never published. ...

TAPLOW: Hard luck, sir. ...
Shall I go on, sir?

TAPLOW: Oh, hard luck, sir

Taplow stares at him, trying to
understand, feeling sympathy.
Then:

TAPLOW: Shall I go on, sir?

TAPLOW: Shall I go on, sir?

ANDREW: Now, go back and
get that last line right.

ANDREW: Now, go back and
get that last line right.

ANDREW: No. Our time has
run out.

ANDREW: Ahh, no, I fear

we’ve run out of time.

The stage directions for the play explicitly
describe Andrew as “Murmuring gently, not look-
ing at Taplow” when he says, “When I was a very
young man...” Redgrave turns to look at Taplow
as he comments on the “note of end of term” and

him on a completely new footing. He takes him-
self back to a time when he was almost a peer of
Taplow, and Taplow temporarily ceases to address

him as ‘sir’.

his tone is reproving. He looks away from Taplow
as he says the Agamemnon is perhaps the greatest
play ever written, and then he becomes sufficiently
absorbed in his own thoughts to ignore Taplow’s
question as to whether he should go on. Harwood’s
final draft has Andrew staring off into space as

he begins to recall his translation. In the Figgis’s
film Finney pauses and pours lemonade for both

of them after Taplow asks why he can’t use words
like ‘bloody’ or ‘corpse’. Then he looks directly at
Taplow and addresses his reminiscences to him.
He is sharing something with him and relating to

Much of what happens in the scene is a matter
of the acting and directing, but the basis for it is in
the script and Harwood drives the point home by
adding an exchange as Taplow is leaving:

ANDREW: Scientia est celare scientiam. ‘The art
of learning is to conceal learning.” And
I wouldn’t try it on any of your friends.
It isn’t particularly funny.®

8 Andrew’s joke is a riff on the epigram Ars est celare

artem “Art is to conceal art” or “The art 1s in concealing the
art.”



This is clearly a generous gesture and more
than compensates for whatever humiliation he
may have inflicted on Taplow in the classroom. It
even makes one want to reconsider what actually
did happen as Andrew called on Taplow to account
for his laughter. When Taplow explains that he
laughed out of politeness, the final film includes
an initial response from Andrew (“I beg your par-
don?”) which indicates that he may be genuinely
surprised by Taplow’s explanation or caught off
guard by the fact that a student could be motivat-
ed by such a feeling for him.

The scene in which Taplow gives Andrew the
book has been relocated to an exterior setting
overlooking the playing fields, but Harwood pre-
serves much of the dialogue from the play. Most
of the difference in the impact of the scene is due
to the directing and acting, but there can be little
doubt in this film that Taplow’s gift is completely
sincere and not at all the bribe that Laura claims
it is.

Harwood has altered the final scene between
Taplow and Andrew as well. Rather than have
Taplow approach Andrew to return his manuscript
and ask about his promotion, Harwood sets up a
moment in which Andrew shakes Andrew’s hand
and says goodbye on behalf of a group of students.
Andrew enjoys the diplomatic formality of the pro-
ceedings and characteristically informs Taplow
that he has obtained his promotion by telling him

first in Latin.’ There seems little doubt that the
scene 1s meant to be played as Finney does with
genuine affection.

There are also substantial alterations in the
script in the roles of Laura and Frank and their
relationships with Andrew and with each other.

Laura 1s introduced in the chapel when the
headmaster refers to her pointing out that Andrew
had already been at the school for three years
when he married her, but there are none of the
exchanges between Laura and Gilbert or Frank
during the service. She introduces herself to Gil-
bert after the service with a flattering joke about
his youth. She already knows who he is, and she
mentions the plan to form a new language depart-
ment.!

9 Greek in the final draft

10 Her comment that Andrew was “only head of the
classical languages” seems to introduce a complication in
terms of Andrew’s status at the school. In the play and earlier
film the fact that Andrew was still teaching classics to the
lower fifth seems to be an indication of how his career floun-
dered. Gilbert is pleased to be given the lower fifth straight-
away, but the implication is that he will advance to a higher
status rather than be stuck with the “soul-destroying lower
fifth.” At a school like this there are surely upperclassmen
studying the Classics in preparation for university. No men-
tion is made of who is teaching them, but if Andrew is head of
classical languages at the school surely he must be. If he has
an occasional success with a lower fifth student like Taplow,
then he would presumably have similar successes with older
students who are even better equipped to appreciate classical
literature
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In her initial exchange with Frank there is
only a hint of familiarity and a mildly suggestive
comment about keeping “our bodies in shape.”
There is no scene with Laura and Frank alone at
the house before Taplow’s lesson. In fact Frank
has come to the house at Andrew’s behest to turn
in his information for the class schedule, and
Andrew arrives almost immediately after Laura.
There is nothing in the dialogue that explicitly
reveals the nature of her relationship with Frank,
and it is not really until the following morning
when she invents an excuse to go into the village
that we learn of her affair.

Laura goes to Frank’s flat in the village with
the obvious intention of having sex with him.
She has also learned that her mother will be in
Canada for the summer, and she invites Frank to
stay at her mother’s cottage with her for month
before she joins Andrew at his new job. Her com-
ment “Don’t worry; I'm not pregnant.” as well as
his initial remark, "I thought we agreed never to
meet here.” make it clear that they have been hav-
ing an affair for some time. It is also clear from
her behavior and dialogue that the basis for the
affair is primarily sexual, but her suggestion that
they ought to tell Andrew about their relationship
indicates that she hopes that it can be more than
a brief affair. The fact that Andrew is leaving the
school presumably puts some pressure on her to
solidify the relationship with Frank in some way.

The scene is Frank’s flat is over five minutes
long and replaces all the scenes between Frank

and Millie in the play or Asquith film. Frank
balks at her invitation to spend a month with her
during the summer, offering the excuse that his
father is not well and he may have to return to the
US. She clearly interprets this as a rejection and
compares him to Andrew.

Instead of discussing why Andrew became
a schoolmaster, they discuss what happened to
Andrew’s marriage. It is Laura who gives the first
indication of how she and Andrew were incompati-
ble. Unlike Millie she expresses frustration rather
than contempt, and she accepts responsibility for
her part in the marriage. Her “déja vu” remark
seems to imply that this is not the first affair she
has had, but she does not seem to have deliberate-
ly tormented Andrew by letting him know about
her affairs. She never refers to Andrew as dead or
completely unfeeling, and she does not become an-
gry with Frank in the way Millie does.



121

Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

FRANK: Laura.

LAURA: Were you expecting someone else?

LAURA: Were you expecting someone else?

FRANK: I thought we'd agreed you wouldn’t come here, it’s
risky Laura -

FRANK: I thought we agreed that we wouldn’t meet here.

LAURA: Who were you expecting?

LAURA: Who were you expecting?

FRANK: I thought the new guy, Gilbert. Laura, you take such
crazy chances.

FRANK: Gilbert, the new guy.... Laura, come away from the
window please.... Would you please come away from the window.

LAURA: Yes, but it’s fun, isn’t it. Go on, admit, yesterday was
fun.

(exasperated, he starts to dry his hair with a towel)

Well, don’t take a vote on it -

LAURA: Aren’t you going to say hello?...
I love you guilty... the puritan in you. I love fucking you. You
talk when you make love.

The sound of a kettle whistling.
FRANK: Be with you in a moment. The kettle’s just boiling.

FRANK: The kettle’s boiling.

LAURA: Which is more, apparently, than we can say for you.

LAURA: Which is more, apparently than we can say for you.

He disappears.
She wanders over to the kitchen door and watches him.

FRANK: Laura, I haven’t got much time.

LAURA: No, I don’t think I have either.

FRANK: Tea?

LAURA: Tea. Youre more English than the English. I thought
at least you'd offer me three fingers of rye.

LAURA: Oh Frank, youre more English than the English.

He lifts the tea-tray, passes her awkwardly as he carries it into
the main room. She regards him beadily.

LAURA: (teasing him) No crumpet?

FRANK: What?

LAURA: Crumpet is slang for a bit of fluff. Me...I'm your bit of
crumpet, Frank.

FRANK: Oh.
(pouring her tea)
I haven’t got long, Laura -
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LAURA: (wry) No. I don’t think I have either.
(brief pause)
But I'm the bearer of good news -

No. I don’t think I have either.

FRANK: If Gilbert happens to walk in just say you're delivering
a message form Andrew -

FRANK: If Gilbert does come, let’s just say you're here deliver-
ing a message from Andrew.

LAURA: Oh, to hell with Gilbert. I said I'm the bearer of good
news.

LAURA: To hell with Gilbert.... I've got good news.

FRANK: What?

FRANK: Oh? What?

LAURA: I had a letter from my mother. She’s lending me her
cottage in Dorset for the summer. Andrew starts his new job in
September. But I won’t join him immediately. That means you
and I can be alone there together for a whole month.

LAURA: Don’t worry I'm not pregnant. ... I've had a letter from
my mother. She’s decided to visit my sister in Canada, so I can
have her cottage in Dorset for the whole summer.

(he tries to smile)

FRANK: That’s great.

LAURA: I didn’t mean to over-excite you.

(he laughs softly but unconvincingly)_

Think. Just the two of us. For a whole month. You will come,
won’t you. Frank, I need you. I need to be with you.

LAURA: Andrew starts his new job in September, but I don’t
have to go there immediately, so that means you and I can be
alone together, if you like. Just think, darling, a whole month.
... You will come, won’t you. I need you. I need to be with you.

FRANK: I may have to go back to the States, my dad’s not been
well —

He falls silent, removes his half-moon glasses, cleans them. She
watches him, her mood changing. She becomes more aggres-
sive.

FRANK: You know, my father’s not well. I may have to go back
to the states.

LAURA: God, you remind me of him.

LAURA: Go, you remind me of him.

FRANK: Of who?

FRANK: Of who?

LAURA: Of, whom, of whom? Of Andrew, of course. He wasn’t
always the Crock, you know. He was only just a bit older than
you are now when I first met him. But just as - ungiving. He
was so - pure, so idealistic —

She breaks off. He replaces his glasses, looks at her.

LAURA: Of whom. Of whom. Of Andrew, of course. He didn’t
always used to be the Old Crock, you know. He wasn’t much old-
er than you are now when I first met him. He was so pure, so...
so idealistic. But just as ungiving.

FRANK: What happened to him?

FRANK: What happened to him?

LAURA: I did.

LAURA: I did.

FRANK: Were you never happy together?

FRANK: Weren't you two ever happy together?
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LAURA: (truthfully and with some regret) I can’t remember -

LAURA: I can’t remember...can’t remember.

FRANK: Laura - I - (he loses courage)_I feel sorry for him.

FRANK: Laura, I... I feel sorry for him.

LAURA: No, you don’t, Frank. you feel guilty because you're
screwing his wife.

(a smile)

Or, to be more accurate, because his wife is screwing you. But
that’s all right. I like taking you by surprises. I love you guilty.
It’s the puritan in you. Suffering gives you pleasure.. You don’t
really like to talk when we make love. Just like Andrew. If I
remember correctly..

(he goes to the window, looks out)

I think we should tell him.

LAURA: No you don’t. You feel guilty because you're screwing
his wife; or, to be more accurate, because his wife is screwing
you. ... I think we should tell him.

He turns to look at her, alarmed.
FRANK: Tell him what?

FRANK: Tell him what?

LAURA: About us.

LAURA: About us.

FRANK: Jesus Christ, are you insane? I think you're totally
insane -

FRANK: What are you insane? That’s the stupidest thing I've
ever heard. And what the hell would you want to tell him for,
Laura? What are we talking about now — marriage, divorce?

LAURA: Don’t get you knickers in a twist, Frank. My biological
clock isn’t ticking, don’t worry, it’s just that -

FRANK: What the hell do you want to tell him for. What are
you talking about, divorce, marriage?

LAURA: (turns to him, back to the window) I'm talking about
us. I don’t want to become just good friends -

LAURA: We're talking about us. I don’t want us to become just
good friends.

(momentary silence; then he starts to say something; she holds
up a hand)

FRANK: Listen, Laura...

LAURA: Deja vu. This has happened before. I know what
you're going to say now. You're going to say, I'm not ready to
settle down.

(she waits)

Isn’t that what you were going to say?

LAURA: Don’t! Déja vu. I know exactly what you are going to
say now. You're going to say you're not ready to settle down. ...
Isn’t that what you were going to say?

And as he turns away from her CUT TO




124

One of the biggest differences between Har-
wood’s final draft and the film as shot is the de-
velopment of the relationship between Frank and
Laura. In Harwood’s script Laura is seen leaving
the house during Taplow’s private lesson. She
goes to she school where Frank is exercising in a
small gym near the library. The school choir is
rehearsing right outside on the library steps and
Laura waves to Dr. Lake (the choirmaster) as she
passes. Frank is lying on his back more or less
strapped into an exercise machine.

Laura has entered and watches him with a
faint smile. ...[H]er mood is dangerous, edgy.

Frank continues to exercise but he watches
Laura.

She gazes at him with a faint smile - mis-
chievous, sexy. Then, elegantly she takes off
her panties and tosses them aside. ... [She]
pulls at his shorts, sits astride him...

Laura jokes about the angelic choral music
outside accompanying them. Frank is nervous
about being seen, but obviously does not resist.
The script cuts back outside for more choir re-
hearsal and then rejoins Frank and Laura post
coitum.M

Frank is turned away from Laura. He
seems unable to look at her. But Laura is
looking at him and she’s sad, disappointed.

11 There in an indication in the final draft that three
intervening scenes have been deleted

There is already an indication that Laura’s
relationship with Frank is replicating her relation-
ship with Andrew in some way. She is eager and
playful; he is uptight. She elaborates on this in
the scene in his flat where dialogue in the script is
even more explanatory than it is in the film.

Harwood’s Laura seems more predatory than
Figgis’s, and the connection between her affair
with Frank and her initial attraction to Andrew is
given more emphasis in the script.

Laura’s interactions with Frobisher are more
or less the same as they are in the play and As-
quith film, although she does not indicate that she
knew Frobisher was going to ask Andrew to speak
first. In fact she is present when he does and is
silent when he seeks to enlist her moral support
for his request. In the scene at the house with
Frobisher she speaks in Andrew’s behalf remind-
ing Frobisher of Andrew’s academic honors at
Oxford. In the other versions it is Andrew himself
who reminds Frobisher that he was every bit the
scholar that Gilbert is. There is one bit of throw-
away dialogue from Laura to Frobisher about how
hot it is, but there i1s no indication that Frobisher
had discussed anything with her beforehand.

Laura’s cruel interpretation of Taplow’s gift
takes place at the lunch with not only Frank, but
Dr. Rafferty, Diane and Gilbert present. The
presence of all the other’s has amplified Andrew’s
pleasure at the gift, and Laura’s jab seems all the



more cruel. Harwood has also fleshed out her in-
terpretation of the gift a bit.
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Play

Rattigan/Asquith Film

Harwood Script

Figgis Film

My dear, because I came into
this room this afternoon to
find him giving an imitation of
you to Frank here. Obviously
he was scared stiff I was going
to tell you, and you'd ditch his
remove or something. I don’t
blame him for trying a few
bobs’ worth of appeasement.

Because, my dear, I came into
this room this morning to find
Taplow giving an imitation of
you to Frank here. Obviously
he was scared stiff I'd tell you,
and youd ditch his promotion
or something. I don’t blame
him for trying a few shillings’
worth of appeasement.

Because when I came into

the garden yesterday Taplow
was giving an imitation of
you to Frank. Obviously he
was scared I was going to tell
you and that you'd put him on
Cromwells or stop his switch
to Frank’s form or some other
Hitlerian torture. The book
was clearly an insurance policy
— a sweetener — a bribe.

Because... Yesterday I saw Ta-
plow doing an impersonation

of you for Frank. Obviously he
was afraid that I would tell you
and that you would put him on
Cromwells or stop his switch
to Frank’s form or some other
Hitlerian torture. The book
was clearly an insurance policy
— a sweetener — a bribe.

Taplow’s impersonation of Andrew in Fig-
gis’ film is limited to the single line “You have
obtained exactly what you deserve — no less and
certainly no more.” (Harwood’s final draft also
has him imitating Andrew’s response to Taplow’s
plan to play golf: “Then, Taplow, you must unfix it
mustn’t you.”) This bit is also recited by several
of his classmates and seems to be a mantra as-
sociated with Andrew. In the play and Rattigan
screenplay Taplow does a much more sustained
impersonation of Andrew involving the incident
of his laughter at the Latin epigram. In those
versions there is a question regarding how much
of the performance Millie may have witnessed or
overheard. Harwood makes up for this by giv-
ing Laura the line “Is that you, Andrew?” as she

enters the house, but Taplow’s concern still seems
a bit exaggerated. (Harwood’s final draft has
Taplow and Frank waiting in the garden rather
than inside the house, presumably because audi-
ences might wonder about leaving the front door
unlocked. They do not see Laura approaching
because an umbrella over the garden table blocks
their view.) Whether he is genuinely worried
about being disciplined because of the remark is

much less of an issue in Harwood’s script, however,
because it seems so clear that the gift is completely

sincere and not at all a bribe.

There is another alteration in Harwood’s script

which may affect how we view Laura’s behavior.
The end of her relationship with Frank has hap-
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pened during the morning before the luncheon
where Andrew mentions Taplow’s gift. To some
extent Laura’s behavior can be seen as a reaction
to the rejection she has just suffered from Frank.

There is no extended discussion with Frank
after Laura punctures Andrew’s pleasure. Laura
does not venomously question why Andrew should
be allowed to have his illusions when she is de-
nied all comfort. Frank simply tells her to go tell
Andrew it was a lie and leaves to go find Andrew
when she refuses. She offers only a brief explana-
tion of her refusal to the rest of the group:

FRANK: Laura, go and tell him it was a lie.
LAURA: Certainly not. It wasn’t a lie.
FRANK: Then I'll tell him.

LAURA: I wouldn’t do that if I were you. ... He’ll
only hate you for your sympathy. An-
drew doesn’t need sympathy. That’s
his strength.

This is probably as close as Laura comes to
expressing contempt for Andrew to anyone but
him, although her irony is a far cry from the vehe-
mence with which Millie justifies her cruelty and
turns on Frank in the play. There is, of course,
the question of why she would choose to puncture
Andrew’s pleasure. Laura is not the “unmitigated
bitch” or harpy that some saw in Millie in the play

or Asquith film. She is surely reeling from the dis-

covery that Andrew will not receive a pension and

from the realization that her affair with Frank

is a dead end. She is hurt and angry. She has
also just watched Andrew eat crow in agreeing to
speak first at the ceremony reinforcing her disap-
pointment in him. She justifies what she has done
simply as telling the truth, but there is none of the
importance placed on the idea that she never lies
to Andrew as there is in the play or Asquith film.
She clearly deceives Andrew in having the affair
with Frank, and does not hesitate to invent a fib to
explain her trip into town to see Frank.

In general I would say that in Figgis’s film,
Laura’s cruelty seems to be less of a bloody murder
than simply yet another skirmish in an ongoing
conflict. The impact is as much due to its timing
as it is due to its content. Andrew is exceptionally
vulnerable, and this may just be the final straw.

Her comment that Andrew does not need sym-
pathy is an indirect expression of how she feels cut
off or shut out by him. Rather than describe him
as dead, she views him as “ungiving”, as too self-
contained to need her or as too abstracted or re-
pressed to be able to satisfy her needs. She seems
to be implying that Andrew hates her, but we are
given no evidence of such hatred in what we see of
Andrew. In fact Harwood’s final draft has Andrew
asking his wife’s lover to be kind to her.

Laura is also not the snob that Millie is. All
mention of her Uncle has been dropped. There
1s also no indication that she has any degree of
financial independence. Harwood’s final draft re-



tained Frobisher’s reference to Andrew’s wife’s “al-
lowance” when discussing the decision regarding
the pension, but that has been dropped in the film.
All we know about Laura is that her mother has a
cottage in Dorset, and she has a sister in Canada.
She does not argue with Andrew about the amount
of income they will have to live on. The issue for
her is simply whether Andrew had been forceful
enough in attempting to get the pension.

At the end of the cricket match when Andrew
emerges from the library, he spots Laura, and she
walks over to him. This is followed immediately
by a scene in their bedroom where they are both
dressing to go to the concert. Laura offers to tie
Andrew’s bow tie for him and then makes a ges-
ture of apology for her cruelty:

LAURA: You left Taplow’s present behind. I put it
in your study.

ANDREW: Thank you.
LAURA: It wasn’t a very good impersonation.

Andrew, of course, lets her know that he feels
it is over between them, that he can or will not
take any more; and she agrees to leave first thing
in the morning.

Very little actually happens between them
during the concert. Andrew receives a gesture of
support from Trimmer, while Laura is neglected
by Frank — all against the background of the head-
master’s bumbling socializing. Laura leaves in

the morning with the porter after telling Andrew
that he looks “very impressive”, but then evidently
changes her mind and shows up at the ceremonies
in time to hear Andrew’s remarks. She is able to
give him a kiss on the cheek and say, “Well done.”
She goes ahead and leaves to catch her train say-
ing only that she will write.

Obviously in the last 20 minutes of the film
Andrew and Laura’s marriage is seesawing back
and forth in a delicate balance of hurt, love, power,
remorse, forgiveness, and rejection. In some
ways the film is as unresolved and open ended as
the play, but the tension in the marriage is over-
whelmed by the emotional release of the resolution
of Andrew’s relationship with the students and the
school.

The ending of Harwood’s final draft is very
different and reflects a different attitude towards
Laura. First of all the scene before the concert
takes place in the living room after they are both
completely dressed except for Laura’s earrings and
Andrew’s bow tie. Immediately there is less of a
sense of intimacy than Figgis achieves by hav-
ing Laura partially dressed. Figgis has them in
the bedroom and Laura is just in her slip. She
comes over to get perfume and a necklace from the
dresser where Andrew is trying to tie his bowtie.
She puts the perfume on standing next to him in
a way that bespeaks years of intimacy, and her of-
fer to help him with his tie is gentle and respectful
if not affectionate. Andrew is gentle with her as
well when he says “No,” but she is clearly hurt and
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pulls back. When she crosses the room to the other
mirror to finish putting on her dress, Andrew
straightens his tie and then comes over to button
up the back of her dress, again with an air of natu-
ral intimacy.

Harwood’s scene includes an initial gesture
from Laura, but it culminates in her being irri-

tated by his clumsiness. He also discards any im-
mediate reference for Andrew’s remark about ex-
pectations, and the ensuing exchange seems to be
more cerebral and even ironic than the exchange
in the final film. More than anything the Laura of
the script seems bitter, and it seems clear that the
relationship is completely over.

Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

LAURA: It wasn’t a very good impersonation.

LAURA: Let me do that.

He is apparently extremely calm; barely looks at her, but sum-
moning courage

LAURA: You left Taplow’s present behind. I put it in your
study.

ANDREW: (very gently) I don’t think either of us has any longer
the right to expect anything from the other

ANDREW :Thank you.

LAURA: (not yet understanding the full import, amused) My
fault, I suppose.

LAURA: It wasn’t a very good impersonation. ... 'm sorry.

ANDREW: No. Don’t take all the blame. That would be quite
wrong and unjust. We inhabit two different worlds, you and I.
We always did. We always will. It is, I believe, what is known
as incompatibility. I have not yet decided where I shall go but I
shall not be accompanying you to Dorset tomorrow after prize
giving.

ANDREW: Laura, we uhh... we inhabit different worlds you
and I. We always have; we always will.

She stares at him blankly He cannot manage to tie his tie. His
clumsiness irritate her.

LAURA: What are you saying?

LAURA: Oh, give it to me.

ANDREW: I'm saying, “No.” I'm saying, “Enough.”

She ties his tie

LAURA: We better not keep the headmaster waiting.

They look and don’t look at each other.

LAURA: Do you still expect me to come to your prize giving?
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Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

LAURA: I think I could have forgiven you anything if only once
you had said, No. Enough.” Not just to me. But to every set-back
you've ever had.

(He 1s still, just gazes at her)

Yes, I know. It’s as much my fault as yours.

And she adjusts his tie.

ANDREW: I don’t think either of us has the right any longer to
expect anything of the other.

LAURA: Right. Well, I'll leave first thing tomorrow morning

ANDREW: As you wish.

Moving Laura’s line about saying “No” to the
earlier scene enables Figgis to redefine the cli-
mactic moment of the film. Andrew’s reclaims his
integrity not just by insisting on his proper status
during the prize giving ceremony but by saying
“No” to Laura and perhaps ending their marriage.
This is hardly the kind of moment to which ones
heart “responds as to the sound of a trumpet” as
one critic described the moment in the play when
Andrew informs the headmaster of his intention of
speaking last. It is a double edged sword in which
Andrew does what in the play he said he did not
want to do: add “another grave wrong” to the one
which he had already done to her by marrying her.
The fact that Laura in this film is far more sympa-
thetic than Millie in either the play or the previous
film makes this moment even more distressing.

When Laura leaves with Foster in the morn-
ing, there is a moment in Harwood’s script when
she is ready to go, but Foster is clearly waiting for
her to say goodbye to Andrew. The script says she
is “forced to cross to Andrew,” and she gives him a
peck on the cheek. This is the point in the script
where she says, “I'll write,” perhaps for Foster’s
benefit as well. Needless to say the impact of this

seems very different from the kiss and the final
goodbye in the film.

The Harwood script does have Laura present
at the prize giving but there is no indication that
Andrew’s remarks have moved her in any way. Af-
terwards she says good bye to Diana in the court-
yard but does not speak to Andrew. He only tells
her that she’ll miss her train if she doesn’t leave.
Harwood ends the marriage, but Figgis decided
to leave room for hope or to at least pay tribute to
the depth of the emotional bond that has existed
between them for 15 years.

The role of Frank has been substantially al-
tered in Harwood’s script, both in his relationship
with Laura and in his relationship with Andrew.
Frank’s relationship with his students has been
“updated” and adjusted to reflect the fact that he
1s an American, but it remains essentially the
same as it is in the Asquith film. His ambivalence
towards the “little blighters” in the play has been
eliminated in the films. Harwood’s Frank is per-
haps even more comfortable and familiar with his
students than the Frank of Asquith’s film. His ex-
changes with Taplow have been cut down substan-
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tially, presumably because they seemed redundant
or unnecessary.

The essence of Frank’s role with Laura seems
fairly summed up by Laura’s own description:
she is screwing him, and he is not ready to settle
down. Frank seems to be simply a young man who
1s at the school for three years and has availed
himself of the local entertainment. We do not
see him attempt to placate Laura by promising to
come visit her in the summer when he has no in-
tention of doing so. Nor is he provoked enough to
turn moralistic on her. His concern with decorum
1s a concern to enjoy sex without creating any gos-
sip or scandal. Whether or not he is sniffing after
Diana is uncertain because he may also just be
playing up to her husband, who is his boss as head
of the science department.

More importantly in Harwood’s script Frank’s
rejection of Laura comes before Laura’s punctur-

ing of Andrew’s pleasure in Taplow’s gift. Laura’s
behavior does not precipitate a moment of truth for
Frank in which he tells her he is breaking off their
relationship. Frank’s rejection of her is more pas-
sive, but it can be viewed as part of the explana-
tion for her behavior later that day.

The changes in Frank’s relationship with An-
drew are a bit more telling. Again several scenes
have been collapsed into the exchange in the li-
brary after Laura’s cruelty. Frank tries to divert
conversation away from Laura at the luncheon by
offering Andrew champagne. He seems to have
genuinely shared Andrew’s pleasure in the book,
and he senses that Laura is about to puncture it.

When Frank catches up with Andrew in the
library, he makes a rather awkward attempt to re-
pair the damage:

Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

FRANK (gently): Andrew?

FRANK: Andrew? ... I want to make something clear about Ta-
plow. He has a genuine affection for you, Andrew, please believe
me. ... I think you should treasure that book.

ANDREW: Go away.

ANDREW: I'd rather like to be left alone at the moment, thank
you.

FRANK: No. I want to talk to you -

ANDREW (voice flat, almost toneless): Go away. Please.

FRANK: I want to make something clear. About Taplow. He
has a genuine affection for you, Andrew, believe me, please -
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Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

ANDREW: I'm not particularly concerned with Taplow. Nor
with you if it comes to that.

He rises, goes to the window, looks out.

FRANK: I think you should treasure that book.

ANDREW: I'd like to be left alone at the moment, thank you -

FRANK: You may find it’ll mean something to you -

FRANK: You may find that it’ll have a special meaning to you.

ANDREW: Oh, yes. It will mean something to me all right.

ANDREW: Oh, yes, it will mean something. It will remind me
of my own foolishness.

Silence.

FRANK: I'm going to be impertinent now. I'm going to give you
some advice —

ANDREW: I'd really rather you didn’t —

FRANK (summoning courage): Make a life for yourself.

ANDREW: I'm not sure I understand.

FRANK: I think you do. You don’t deserve — you — you’ve been
badly treated, Andrew -

FRANK: You...don’t deserve this. I mean... You've been treated
badly, sir.

ANDREW: By the school, do you mean?

ANDREW: By the school, you mean?

FRANK (avoiding Andrew’s gaze): Not only by the school.

FRANK: Not just by the school.

(ANDREW narrows his eyes, trying to decode what’s being
said)

ANDREW: Never, never presume to know the secrets of a mar-
riage.

FRANK: You're not too old to make the break, you could find
someone who really cares for you, who — who'll be — loyal and
— who won’t — who'll be faithful —

FRANK: Take my advice... sir. Make a new start for yourself.
You could still find someone who will care for you and who’ll be
loyal and who won’t... who'll be faithful.

ANDREW sucks in his breath and closes his eyes, a sudden re-
alization like a stab of pain.

ANDREW (quiet): Of course I should have guessed. How stupid
of me.

(he stares at FRANK)

Yes, yes, just her type. Clean cut. Innocent.

FRANK turns away -
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Harwood Final Draft

Figgis Film

FRANK: Take my advice. Make a new life for yourself.

ANDREW: Why? Do you want to marry her?

Still not looking round, Frank shakes his head.

Silence

ANDREW: I'll give you a word of advice now. Never, never
presume to know the secrets of a marriage.

(he finds a chair, sits)

You see, we are both interesting subjects, Laura and I, for

the kind of cheap easy analysis of which you Americans are

so fond. We were incompatible from the moment we met,
although neither of us knew it then. We both required love but
of different kinds. Worlds apart. So, it’s not very tragic and not
very unusual. Merely the problem of an unsatisfied wife and an
inadequate husband. Often, I believe, a subject for farce.

ANDREW: Ahhh... Hmmbh...We...we were incompatible from
the moment we met, although neither of us realized that at the
time. Of course Laura was uh... was only 22 years of age. We
both required love, but of a different kind...worlds apart...worlds
apart...So it’s not really very tragic...or abnormal — just the
problem of a dissatisfied wife and an inadequate husband, often
I believe a subject for farce.

FRANK: Is there anything I can do to help? I'd like to help -

HUNTER: Is there anything I can do to help you? ... I'd like to
help...you.

ANDREW: Yes, be kind to her. And don’t take sides; it’s always
very unbecoming.

ANDREW: Yes, don’t take sides; it’s so very unbecoming.

In the finished film there is no explicit indica-
tion in the dialogue that Andrew knows Laura and
Frank are having an affair. Certainly there is no
indication that Laura told him from the outset as
there is in the previous screenplay and the origi-
nal play. There is no opportunity for Frank to be
horrified by the discovery that Andrew has known
all along about the affair. It is reasonable to as-
sume that given the dialogue in the final draft of
the script the intention is to have Andrew real-
ize at this moment that Frank has been having
an affair with Laura, and Finney’s performance

seems to imply that he is dealing with this as new
information when he reacts to Frank’s comment on
Laura’s infidelity.

Frank’s expression of sympathy regarding the
way in which Andrew has been mistreated is cer-
tainly a veiled confession of his own affair. That
Frank would know Laura has been unfaithful to
Andrew may be enough to incriminate him, but,
unlike his predecessors, the Andrew of Figgis’s
film is not about to discuss his wife’s infidelity
explicitly with her lover. It is also possible that,
while Andrew may have suspected that Laura was




unfaithful or may have known she was unfaithful
in the past, Frank’s confession really is a revela-
tion which drives yet another nail into his cross
and even precipitates his decision finally to say
“Enough” to Laura. If so, his own account of their
marriage may be a way of “processing” the infor-
mation.

Frank seems in this scene to be motivated pri-
marily by sympathy for Andrew though of course
his own complicity with Laura’s cruelty is also a
factor. We have actually seen little evidence of

how Frank can know the sincerity of Taplow’s feel-

ings. He apparently did not know Taplow at all
before that morning, and the only thing Taplow
has told him about Andrew is that he will not tell
him about his promotion. Taplow’s remarks about
how he could like Andrew, but that Andrew does
not seem to want to be liked have been moved to
his conversation with his classmates before An-
drew arrives in the classroom. It is reasonable

to assume though that Frank dismisses Taplow’s
concerns about whether he will get in trouble for
imitating Andrew. We have seen Laura relating
to Taplow in a familiar manner and have no rea-
son to believe that she would want to hurt Taplow.
She 1s simply using him to hurt Andrew. Taplow’s
offense would also surely seem minor to both
Laura and Frank given what we have seen of the
behavior of students, and Andrew himself seems
too kindly disposed to Taplow to regard such an
imitation as a punishable offense.

When Andrew says that the book will remind
him of his own foolishness, it carries less force
than it did in the play when we were forced to
decide for ourselves whether Taplow’s gift was in
fact a bribe. It may well be that the gift has been
spoiled for Andrew more by the fact that Laura
has used it to be deliberately cruel than by any
real doubt about Taplow’s sincerity. Andrew obvi-
ously knows Taplow much better than Laura does.

In the play it seems to be the fact that Andrew
has allowed himself to display emotion in front of
a student that causes him to pull back into bitter
irony:

FRANK: (Hopelessly.) 1 think you should keep that
book all the same. You may find it’ll
mean something to you after all.

ANDREW: Exactly. It will mean a perpetual
reminder to myself of the story with
which Taplow is at this very moment
regaling his friends in the House. ‘I
gave the Crock a book, to buy him off,
and he blubbed. The Crock blubbed.
I tell you I was there. I saw it. The
Crock blubbed,” My mimicry is not as
good as his, I fear. Forgive me. And
now let us leave this idiotic subject and
talk of more pleasant things. Do you
like this sherry? I got it on my last
visit to London -

In the play Andrew feels he has lost all con-
nection with his students except the fear he in-
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spires. The realization of this has left him vulner-
able to the suspicion that he is being manipulated
in return, and the fact that he was moved to tears
by Taplow makes him feel that he has been further
reduced to an object of particular derision. There
is no basis for this in Figgis’s film. Andrew has

a very different relationship with Taplow. There
is no mention of how students fear him. The line
“Still, stupidly enough, I hadn’t realized I was also
feared” has been cut from the scene with Gilbert.
The discovery that he is called “the Hitler of the
Lower Fifth” also seems to carry less weight. An-
drew even seems to make light of it, and he says
as he leaves the classroom, “The boys do still call
me The Crock, don’t they?” In Harwood’s final
draft Andrew indicates to Gilbert that he knew he
had been called the Hitler of the Lower Fifth but
thought they had long stopped calling him that.
Calling him The Crock can be viewed as a sign if
not of affection at least of a kind of acceptance of
him as an institution at the school, a presence to
be reckoned with, just as Trimmer refers to him as
“the old bugger.”

Frank instinctively addresses Andrew as “sir”
during this scene, whereas he normally just calls
him Andrew. Frank may feel that he is submit-
ting to a judgment of his own behavior, and he
relates to Andrew almost as a student. He does
not possess the self-confidence that would enable
him to reach out to Andrew as the character did
in the previous versions with his proposal to visit
Andrew at his new school. His gesture is tentative
and awkward because it is also a confession. His

American manners seem here to be immature. He
almost turns and leaves twice during the scene:
first when his initial gesture is rebuffed and sec-
ondly when Andrew does not seem to be respond-
ing to his advice/confession.

The fact that Andrew does eventually respond
with his description of how he and Laura were
“incompatible” from the very beginning requires
some explanation. It does not necessarily follow
that someone opens up immediately to the person
who has just been revealed to be having an affair
with his wife. Laura may pretend that Andrew
does not need sympathy, but clearly the point is
that Andrew is human and requires sympathy and
understanding just like any other person. The
connection that he felt with Taplow seems to have
been destroyed at least temporarily, and, despite
the complications, he may see in Frank’s gesture
an opportunity for some kind of human contact.
Nonetheless the drift towards pathos in Andrew’s
monologue is abruptly ended when he rebuffs
Frank’s final offer to “help.”

Andrew’s description of the marriage to
Hunter has also been substantially cut from the
dialogue in the play and earlier film.

Most of the irony has been removed from
Andrew’s description and even the remark about
being a subject for farce need not be played with
ironic detachment. Finney in fact delivers it with
more pathos than irony and on the whole the dia-
logue in the Figgis film seems much more straight



from the heart. The reference to a bitter hatred
is gone as is the reference to his own ignorance of

the facts of life. The substitution of “abnormal” for

“unusual” may be designed to clear the air of any

hint that the problem between Andrew and Laura
1s simply sexual even though “inadequate” has a
much more sexual connotation than “henpecked”.

135

Play

Rattigan/Asquith Film

Harwood/Figgis Film

FRANK: Why won’t you leave her?

FRANK: But why won’t you leave her?

ANDREW: Because I wouldn’t wish to add
another grave wrong to the one I have already
done her.

ANDREW: Because I should not wish to
add another grave wrong to the one I have
already done her.

FRANK: What wrong have you done her?

FRANK: What wrong have you done her?

ANDREW: To marry her. ... You see, my dear
Hunter, she is really quite as much to be pitied
as I. We are both of us interesting subjects

for your microscope. Both of us needing from
the other something that would make life sup-
portable for us, and neither of us able to give
it. Two kinds of love. Hers and mine. Worlds
apart, as I know now, though when I married
her I didn’t think they were incompatible. In
those days I hadn’t thought that her kind of
love — the love she requires and which I was
unable to give her — was so important that its
absence would drive out the other kind of love
— the kind of love that I require and which I
thought, in my folly, was by far the greater part
of love. I may have been, you see, Hunter, a
brilliant classical scholar, but I was woefully
ignorant of the facts of life.

ANDREW: To marry her. ... You see, my
dear Hunter, she is really quite as much
to be pitied as I. We are both of us inter-
esting subjects for your microscope. Both
of us needing from the other something
that would make life supportable for us,
and neither of us able to give it. Two
kinds of love. Hers and mine. Worlds
apart, as I know now, though when I mar-
ried her I did not think that they were
incompatible. Nor I suppose did she. In
those days I had not thought that her kind
of love — the love she requires and which I
have been unable to give her — was so im-
portant that its absence would drive out
the other kind of love — the kind of love
that I require and which I had thought,
in my folly, was by far the greater part of
love. You see, Hunter, I may have been a
very brilliant scholar, but I was woefully
ignorant of the facts of life.

ANDREW: Hmmbh...We...we were
incompatible from the moment we
met, although neither of us realized
that at the time. Of course Laura
was uh... was only 22 years of age.
We both required love, but of dif-
ferent kinds...worlds apart...worlds
apart...So it’s not really very trag-
ic...or abnormal — just the problem of
a dissatisfied wife and an inadequate
husband, often I believe a subject for
farce.
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Play

Rattigan/Asquith Film

Harwood/Figgis Film

I know better now, of course. I know that in
both of us, the love that we should have borne
each other has turned to bitter hatred. That’s
all the problem is. Not a very unusual one, I
venture to think — not nearly as tragic as you
seem to imagine. Merely the problem of an
unsatisfied wife and a henpecked husband.
You'll find it all over the world. It is usually, I
believe, a subject for farce.

I know better now, of course. I know now
that the love that we should have borne

each other has turned into a bitter hatred.

And that’s all the problem is. Not a very
unusual one, I venture to imagine — nor
hardly so tragic as you seem to think.
Merely the problem of an unsatisfied wife
and a henpecked husband. You'll find it
all over the world. It is usually, I believe,
a subject for farce.

In the end it is Andrew who extends his hand
to Frank during the emotional outpouring after
his farewell remarks. Any sign of Frank is notice-
ably absent during Andrew’s speech so we have no
indication as in the previous film that he is moved
and inspired by Andrew’s apology. The change
that he has undergone during the film is mainly a
matter of a sense of guilt or shame for his part in
the mistreatment of Andrew. Andrew’s extended
hand is a gesture of acceptance or forgiveness from
someone standing on much firmer moral ground.

Tom Gilbert fulfills more or less the same
function in Harwood’s script as he does in the
earlier film, although he does not function as a
proxy for the audience in his attitude towards An-
drew, and there is the added element of the new
modern languages department. Gilbert is older
in this film. He has a wife and two children. In
the beginning he is even more strongly associ-
ated with Laura and Frank, perhaps as a means
of connecting him emotionally with the challenge
posed to Andrew both by the modernization of the
school and by his wife’s infidelity. The tension in
his exchange with Andrew after observing the

class is not based on a moralistic judgment about
Andrew’s teaching methods but on the policy
change which is rendering Andrew obsolete. An-
drew views a modern languages department as
comparable to a “trendy” interest in the Russian
language, which has faded with the cold war.

Gilbert is present at the lunch when Andrew
tells of Taplow’s gift, and he is the one who trans-
lates the inscription. Andrew has previously
opened up to him and bequeathed him the class-
room; so that, by the time the gift is being dis-
cussed, Gilbert’s alignment seems to be more with
Andrew than with Frank or Laura. He corrects
Frank’s version of the inscription, and Andrew
agrees that “gentler is the better translation.”

Gilbert is seen at the prize ceremony when
Andrew speaks of the importance of classical
learning, but there is no indication that he has un-
dergone any kind of change of heart or enhanced
sense of his own limitations.

Frobisher is treated more satirically or even
harshly by Harwood than by Rattigan. His memo-




ry lapses are much more pronounced, and he twice
attempts a witty remark about moving house and
divorce, which is painfully inappropriate although
he is too oblivious to know it. When he gets
Wilson’s name wrong, he also inquires about his
father, who has apparently been dead long enough
for Wilson to make a joke about his corpse. For-
bisher brushes off Mrs. Wilson’s complaint about
the food at the school, saying in justification that
he doesn’t believe in stuffing the boys. He com-
pares his own job to that of a headwaiter, and his
effort to hustle the Nigerian king is bald and only
slightly less blundering than Lord Baxter’s.

Taplow’s role has been expanded mostly by a
series of scenes dealing with student life at the
school. The main theme of these scenes is the haz-
ing of younger students by upperclassmen and a
plot by some of Taplow’s friends to take revenge
on one of the upperclassmen. The use of student
prefects or “scholars” for administration and disci-
pline of the student body is a long standing tradi-
tion in British schools, and the abuse of younger
students by older students seems to have been an
inevitable part of that tradition. The sadistic pre-
fect is represented in the script by Trubshaw, who
replaces Andrew as the person recording Wilson’s
late arrival at the chapel and whacks Taplow’s
classmates on the head as he tells them not to run.
Taplow is apparently a favorite target for Trub-
shaw!? and Taplow’s classmates persuade him to

»

12 In Harwood’s final draft, Taplow is Trubshaw’s “fag,
i.e. he has been chosen by Trubshaw to be his servant.
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participate in a practical joke played on Trubshaw
on the very last night of term. Harwood’s final
draft had some other scenes about the younger
students. Taplow and his friends have a coded
language similar to pig Latin which they use when
authorities are around. Rather than just talking
as they walk outside about their plans for revenge,
he has the group go into the lavatory to share a
secret cigarette and discuss the plan. When an
older student comes in, they hide the cigarette and
speak in code. There is also a scene with the boys
digging for worms in the school garden, with the
Headmaster commending them for their gardening
work.

The main scene with Trubshaw is one in the
shower where he harasses Taplow and tries to
extract gossip from him about Laura. Taplow re-
fuses to say anything about whom Laura might be
“shagging” even though he has just seen her com-
ing from Frank’s flat in the village.’® Trubshaw
needles Taplow first by talking about Laura in a
sexual way and then by making lewd comments
about Taplow’s mother.

Earlier that morning Dr. Rafferty had come to
speak to Buller while the boys were washing up

13 The only peculiar thing about this scene is why the
boys are taking a shower in the middle of the day rather than
first thing in the morning or at the end of the day. Harwood’s
final draft does have this scene take place in the morning
in Trubshaw’s room rather than the shower, but he also has
another scene later in the day in which the boys are changing
into their formal attire for Parent’s Day.
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and brushing their teeth. He informs Buller that
his parents have called to say they cannot come

to the school to pick him up and that he must ride
the train home alone. Taplow attempts to sympa-
thize by telling Buller he’ll get used to it, implying
that Taplow’s parents are distant or neglectful of
him as well. The somewhat idyllic image of the
school is tempered by the suggestion that the stu-
dents there are deprived of their parents and sub-
jected to sadistic abuse from the older boys. The
closest thing Taplow seems to have to parents are
Andrew and Laura. He seems comfortable in their
house when he comes for his extra lessons and
even Laura treats him with familiarity. (“Taplow,
why don’t you go and get the lemonade; you know
where everything i1s.”)

Harwood has added scenes when Taplow is in
the village and finds the book he gives Andrew. At
the same time he sees Laura leaving Frank’s flat,
and he seems to back away from the street so as
not to be seen by Frank. In a strange way each of
these scenes seems to be there to justify the pres-
ence of the other. There is no reason why we need
to see Taplow finding the book in the village. We
could certainly believe that he had a chance to buy
it without seeing him do so, just as we do in the
play and earlier film. Why Harwood wants him to
know that Laura and Frank are having an affair
is unclear to me unless it is to support his inter-
est in Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon and
his sympathy for Andrew. Perhaps Taplow’s own
family is torn by similar conflicts and perhaps
when Taplow says to Andrew, “I understand” we

are meant to feel that he understands Andrew’s
plight even more than Andrew could possibly
imagine. In Harwood’s final draft he made it clear
that Frank saw Taplow in the street after Laura
left, but that scene also comes after the hazing

by Trubshaw in which Trubshaw asks him who

is “shagging” Laura. In the finished film Taplow
seems to evade notice by Frank.

There is another scene in the film that seems
even more gratuitous: the mildly comic bit with
Foster attempting to take charge of girls disem-
barking from a bus. They disperse without paying
any attention whatsoever to his instructions. This
scene is not in Harwood’s final draft of the screen-
play and the key to it aside from a desire to begin
the afternoon’s festivities with a bit of comic relief
may be Figgis’s ideas about the way in which Brit-
ish schools cultivated stoicism by excluding any
taint of sexual romanticism from their education
even to the point of bowdlerizing the classics.’* To
supplement the images of heartlessness and sadis-
tic abuse prevalent at the school, he adds a comic
metaphor for the traditional attempt to control
or repress sexuality. Foster, the guardian of the
gate, is unable to contain the girls who arrive for
the festivities.!

14 Interview on Criterion DVD

15 One critic commenting on the ways in which the film
had updated the play and previous film seemed skeptical about
the fact that the school would still be for boys only. Sherborne
School where much of the film was shot is in fact still a boys
boarding school, although there is a nearby girls school with
which it is affiliated



The character of Betty Carstairs has been
replaced by Diana Rafferty. Diana may be more
of a friend of Laura’s than Betty was of Millie. In
the scene after the morning chapel service, Diana
comes up to ask Laura a question, but she may
also be using that as an excuse to meet Gilbert.
Laura whisks Gilbert away with a seemingly neu-
tral response, but there is obviously room for in-
terpretation, and the exchange would hardly seem
worth including without it.

DIANA: Laura.

LAURA: Diana.

DIANA: Are we still going into town.
LAURA: Uh...darling, I'll be right back.

Diana, who is several years younger than
Laura, is a harbinger of Laura’s own obsolescence

in a way that obliquely mirrors the replacement of
Andrew by Gilbert.

At the concert Frank sits with Diana and Dr.
Rafferty even though he had said he would be join-
ing Laura and Andrew. This bit has replaced the
earlier event (a cricket match or concert) where
Frank forgot to join them and they sold their extra
ticket to someone else. In the Harwood screen-
play, however, it comes at the end of the film after
Laura seems to have given up on her relationship
with Frank.
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Casting

The casting of Albert Finney and Greta Scac-
chi and their interpretations of Andrew and Laura
Crocker-Harris reflect the difference in emphasis
of the Harwood script. Finney is an interesting
replacement for Anthony Hopkins, who seems an
obvious choice for the role. Hopkins had just done
both Remains of the Day and Shadowlands, two
films to which The Browning Version was inevita-
bly compared, and not always favorably, by critics
when it was released. To some extent Finney was
cast against type. He is quoted in the publicity for
the release as saying, “I never before played a part
that is so isolated and stoic.”

Finney was 57 when he did the role. Har-
wood’s screenplay has changed Andrew’s age to
mid-50’s. There is no explicit mention of this in
the finished film, but making Andrew 10 to 15
years older than he is in the play does create re-
quire some other adjustments. Harwood’s script
has Laura say Andrew was “only just a bit older”
than Frank when she first met him. The script
describes Frank as “about 30”. Harwood’s script
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says Andrew has been at the school for 22 years
and Laura for 15 of those years. The finished film
has changed this to 18 years and 15 years and
adds the information that she was 22 when he met
her. The arithmetic works if Andrew and Laura
knew each other for one or two years before they
married and she joined him at the school; but it
does mean that Andrew was probably 35 when he
married. The line from the play in which Andrew
says he was “woefully ignorant of the facts of life”
when he married has been dropped, and it prob-
ably would be difficult to imagine Albert Finney as
a man in his mid-thirties in England in the 1970’s
who was naive in the way this line implies.

Finney’s inherent vitality and charisma makes
it seem reasonable that he would be married to
Scacchi who is 24 years his junior. (There is a
parallel in the marriage of Dr. Rafferty, who is
described as 45-ish, and Diane, who i1s 30.) Even
more than 30 years after he played Tom Jones,
Finney still has overtones of a roguish sexuality
which makes his presence on screen very differ-
ent from that of Michael Redgrave. Finney has
such a robust vitality that one might assume that
any health problems he is experiencing in late
middle-age must surely be from having lived a bit
too hard. Even though Laura says Andrew was
“pure”, “idealistic” and “ungiving” and Andrew
himself describes their relationship as that of “a
dissatisfied wife and an inadequate husband,”
there are moments at the end when they look at
each other with a tenderness and affection that
reveals another aspect of their relationship.

s

When Finney holds her hands and looks up
at Scacchi in her slip, it is hard not to sense a
passionate attraction he feels towards her even
though he is preparing to tell her their relation-
ship is over. First of all, even though the slip she
1s wearing is not particularly provocative, Scacchi
is simply a very appealing, sensual and sexy wom-
an. The look in Finney’s eye surely reveals that he
1s not oblivious to this no matter how incompatible
they may have been sexually or psychologically.

¥

The gentleness with which Finney finally says
“No” to Laura and the obvious hurt that Scacchi
reveals in response are testimony to the feeling
they have for each other despite their differences.
One may want to say that Laura is simply hurt
that any man would reject her, but this rejection
is very different from the coldness or indifference
she sensed in Frank. Andrew is clearly a man
she loved and not someone with whom she played.
Likewise Finney is not the dried up remains of
a man that Redgrave tended to play; he is fairly
bursting with emotion that he must contain. We
can sense that the reason he has accepted what
others might consider to be abuse from Laura is



that he adores her in some way, perhaps not unre-
lated to the way in which he is able to appreciate
the beauty of Fletcher on the cricket field. It may
not be an appreciation that satisfies Laura’s needs
in any way, but it is real and passionate nonethe-
less. The seed of this is contained, of course, in
the line in the play in which Andrew says in re-
sponse to Frobisher he “hardly need[s] to be told”
that he has an attractive wife. Redgrave delivers
this line in the Asquith film, but there it seems
more like the acknowledgment of an objective fact
than an expression of a life-defining passion.

The film ends with Andrew watching the
minivan carry Laura away and then removing his
academic robe. The loss of Laura is clearly asso-
ciated with the loss of his teaching vocation. He
accepts responsibility for his own role in both, but
the film presents him as someone who aspired to
the impossible, whose passion was at odds with the
facts of life.

Andrew may feel he has deserved the epithet
“Hitler of the Lower Fifth,” but it is not at all clear
that Figgis agrees with him. Andrew as played by

Finney certainly intimi-
dates the students and
even Gilbert, but what
we see of him has a de-
cidedly paternal or avun-
cular aspect. This is
emphasized in his rela-
tionship with Taplow and
visible in Finney’s face.
It can also be sensed in
the satisfaction Finney
reveals when he remembers the names of Trimmer
and Newton and jokes with Newton about commu-
nications in Greek.

Much of the time
the emotion visible in
Finney’s expression
seems more a sadness or |
weariness than affection
for his students. Even
this emotion evokes a
very different response
than the ironic detach- ) "
ment so often seen in o
Redgrave’s Andrew. Finney’s performance seems
shot through with a sense of loss. Even as he
watches his wife leave the breakfast table to go
into the village, there
1s a premonition of loss
without any hint of sus-
picion or jealousy.
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In Andrew’s dealings with Frobisher Finney
never gets anywhere near obsequiousness. He
seems genuinely taken aback when Frobisher tells
him he will re-
ceive no pension,
and there is at
least a hint of a
challenge in his
question about
past exceptions.
The script no
longer has him
laying respon-
sibility for this
question off on
his wife as he
did in the play.
He clearly sees
that no matter
how unreason-
able the decision
may be there is
nothing he can
say to change it,
and he accepts it
with characteristic resignation.

When Frobisher sidles up to the request to let
Fletcher speak last and Andrew cuts to the chase
with “So, do you wish me to speak first,” Finney
seems as though he is calling Frobisher’s hand
and not trying to make it easier for him. Frobish-
er fumbles and even tries to drag Laura into his
plea. Andrew agrees to speak first in a way that

does not seem to
be the least bit
acquiescent or
servile. We can,
of course, see
that more is go-

ing on beneath the surface as Frobisher and Bax-

ter rub it in with
their bumbling
attempts to say
there is nothing
“personal” about
the matter, and

Laura’s glance reveals that she does not like An-

drew’s response.
The fact that
Andrew needs

a moment alone
rather than go-
ing into tea with
everyone makes

it clear that he i1s disturbed by Frobisher’s request.

When Taplow ap-
proaches him he
obviously regards
1t as an intrusion
and expresses
impatience. All
this of course
helps set up the
moment when
Andrew realizes
that Taplow is
giving him a gift,



and Finney is able to make Andrew’s emotional
response to the inscription completely believable.

When he informs Frobisher of his decision to
exercise his privilege and speak last, he clearly
stands on equal footing with both Frobisher and
Baxter and
is forceful in
claiming his
right. Finney’s
face seems to
be carved from
stone while
Frobisher’s and
Baxter’s seem
flabby in com-
parison.

Perhaps the most striking moment in Finney’s
performance is the way in which he plays the
scene at lunch which sets up Laura’s cruel re-
mark. He has just been on an emotional roller
coaster ride dealing with Frobisher’s humiliating
request that he speak last, being moved to tears
by Taplow’s gift and encountering two very suc-
cessful alumni who have gone out of their way to
pay their respects to him. He is in an expansive
mood that Laura notices immediately, and he
beams with pride and satisfaction as he shares
the story of the gift with his colleagues. He seems
to enjoy a private joke when Diana stops Gilbert

from reading the inscrip-
tion in Greek and asks
what it means, clearly
enjoying his relatively
rarified status as a clas-
sical scholar. He basks in
the collective agreement
that Taplow’s gesture
was “a wonderful thing
to do.” He connects with
Gilbert as he agrees on
the aptness of his trans-
lation, and then glows
with pleasure as he says
“I would rather have this
present than anything
else I could think of.”
His initial reaction to
Laura’s “cunning little
brat” is glimpsed across
Frank’s arm as he pours
champagne for Andrew
in an attempt to distract
him from what he senses
is brewing in Laura, and
he persists in asking her
“Why cunning?” as a
vulnerability begins to
infect his joy.
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Greta Scacchi

Laura is supposed to be in her late-thirties.
Andrew tells Hunter she was 22 when they met,
and according to Frobisher she has been at the
school for 15 of the 18 years Andrew has been
there. Greta Scacchi was actually 33 when she
played the role. She had been born in Italy but
grew up mainly in England and Australia. She
studied acting at the Bristol Old Vic Theater
School and had her first film roles in 1982 in Das
Zweite Geicht, a German film, and in 1983 in Heat
and Dust, a Merchant Ivory production. She had
apparently turned down the role in Basic Instinct
(1992) that propelled Sharon Stone into the Holly-
wood stratosphere, but she had been in Presumed
Innocent (1990) and The Player (1992) as well as a
string of other films.

It is interesting to speculate to what extent
Greta Scacchi is an updated version of Jean
Kent. Obviously both are glamorous in a style of
their period. Attempting to compare their per-
formances in The Browning Version, however, is
complicated by the difference in the conception of

the character in the two
films. Certainly Scacchi
brings a softness and an
emotional warmth to the
role that is very different
from the venom which
seems to permeate Kent’s
performance. There is

a playfulness in Laura
which is totally absent in
Millie.

There is even a moment when she stands by
her man reminding Frobisher of the prizes An-
drew won at Oxford.

Most of these moments, of course, are just
background to the pivotal points in the story, but
they serve to put her behavior in a completely dif-
ferent context from that of the play or Asquith
film.



The first
glimpse of her
crueler side
comes when she
answers Frank’s
question about
Andrew’s new job.

Her reaction to
Frank’s hesitancy is
more hurt than anger,
but the frustration fuels
her attack on Andrew
after news of the pen-
sion. There is, however,
in her parting shot about
saying “No” a glimpse of
the disappointment and

frustration beneath the anger.
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Her expression when
Frobisher tries to drag
her into the request to
have Andrew speak last
seems to be a mixture of
distress and disappoint-
ment which slides towards contempt. When she
asks Andrew if he is coming into tea, she seems to
reveal an apprehension
which is compounded by
Andrew’s request that
Frank escort her to tea.

Her debunking of Ta-
plow’s gift takes place in
a much more public setting than it does in the play
or the previous film and builds quietly from the
first moment she notices Andrew’s mood. When
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she concludes her explanation “...a sweetener...a
bribe” she does it with a gently condescending tone
and smile as though she is explaining it to Andrew
for his own good. The surgical precision with
which she has punctured his mood is, of course,
not lost on the others at the table. It may seem
like just an unnecessary bit of petty cruelty which
has ruined the mood of the luncheon, and one may
assume that it is not terribly different from other
such moments which have punctuated their mar-
riage, but in the larger context it is for Andrew

a devaluation of everything he values most. She
glances at him one last time before he leaves the
table as though to sur-
vey the damage she has
done, but there is a way
in which her own frus-
tration shines through
her anger.

When she sees him after the cricket match
there is some suggestion of contrition in her ex-
pression, and it is she who walks over to join him.

As they dress that evening and she offers to tie
his tie, it is a gentle gesture of reconciliation ac-

companied by first an
oblique acknowledgment
of her cruelty and than
an explicit apology. She
is clearly hurt when Andrew says “No” and even
seems to have a moment of stunned disbelief be-
fore she pulls away from him. The implication
seems to be that she felt the incident would blow
over and they could continue as before.

Matthew Modine

Casting Matthew Modine as the Americanized
Frank Hunter was probably a matter of his ability
to project a certain kind of easygoing informality
and energy. He grew up in California and Utah
before going to New York to become an actor when
he was 20. His first film role came in 1983 when
John Sayles cast him in Baby It’s You. He is re-
puted to have turned down the role Tom Cruise
played in Top Gun (1986), but received a lot of
notice for his role in Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal
Jacket (1987).



Modine is able to make Frank Hunter’s joking
with the students and bantering with the head-
master seem completely natural. His Hunter is a
far cry from the urbanity of Nigel Patrick in the
Asquith film, and he is also devoid of the seeming-
ly affected anglophilia and even the earnestness
described in Harwood’s final draft. The greatest
payoff with Modine’s character for me comes dur-
ing the luncheon when he responds to Andrew’s
description of Taplow’s
gift first with genuine
enthusiasm (“Taplow!
That’s fantastic!”) and
then with sincere sympa-
thy. (“It’s a lovely gift.”)
Modine does this with
an unfettered spirit and
open generosity that
may seem American in
comparison to a typically
English irony or indirec-
tion, and it enables him to connect with Andrew
and share his pleasure. It also, of course, sets up
Laura’s spitefulness much more powerfully than
anything Frank does in the play or the Asquith
film. Modine has one brief moment in which he
seems concerned that Laura may be inclined to
take a jaundiced view of Taplow’s gift, but he does
not interpret these lines as an effort to divert
the conversation from an impending disaster as
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he does when he offers Andrew champagne once
Laura has begun her attack.

The real crux of Modine’s performance, of
course, 1s the scene in the library with Andrew
after Laura’s attack. This is a scene which might
be worth analyzing in detail, but perhaps it is
sufficient to recognize that Modine must convey
a complex mixture of guilt and sympathy border-
ing on compassion as he offers Andrew advice and
asks if he can help.

Michael Gambon

Michael Gambon had been a fixture of British
theater, television and film for 30 years, and it is
easy to understand why he was cast as the head-
master, Dr. Frobisher. The character has come
a long way from the deliberately underwritten
role in the play, and Harwood has taken him in a
much more satirical direction than Rattigan did
for the Asquith film. Gambon is fun to watch even
if at times he seems to belong in a different movie.
He’s not quite Alastair Sim, but he does a wonder-
ful job of sticking his foot in his mouth and sailing



through the days’ festivi-
ties without a clue. There
are, of course moments,
when he is something
other than an object of
ridicule. His observation
that Andrew “must be
one of the most brilliant
scholars ever to come to
this school” is delivered
with genuine sincerity,
although he fumbles in
attempting to explain
why he forgets the fact.
In the end he does rise
to the occasion and ac-

. knowledge Andrew’s
right to speak last, but he is conspicuously absent
from the host of well-wishers who shake Andrew’s
hand as he comes out into the courtyard.

Julian Sands

Julian Sands had been Anne Rice’s choice to
play the vampire Lestat before Tom Cruise was
cast, and he was the evil warlock intent on de-
stroying the universe in Warlock (1989) and its
sequel, Warlock: The Armageddon. He does seem
capable of projecting a kind of coldness that suits
him to these and the other horror films he had

done, but he also had originally attracted notice as
George Emerson in A Room With A View (1985).
Even though he was only two or three years older
than Ronald Howard had been when he played
Gilbert in the Asquith film, Sands has none of the
boyish earnestness of Howard. Harwood’s script
had made Gilbert an older character. He is 28-
ish and already married with two children. More
importantly he
is being brought
in as head of the
language depart-
ment.




Sands’ Gilbert at first seems all business. He
seems aware of his status in his dealings with
Frank even to the point of being a bit brusque as
he lets Frank know that he will be moving into the
Crocker-Harris’s house. His first real interaction
with Andrew seems a little aggressively defensive
as he justifies the need to modernize the language
department at the school. He has, however, not
been immune to the commanding presence with
which Andrew enters the
classroom and instinc-
tively snapped to atten-
tion along with all the
students. Sands gives
one indication that Gil-
bert is not comfortable
with the way in which
Andrew seems to be be-
rating a student when
he critiques his reading
of the Agamemnon, but
for the most part we are
barely aware of his pres-
ence during the class.
When he rises somewhat
self-consciously to leave
after all the students
have gone, the sense is not that Gilbert is judging
Andrew for his abusiveness but that he feels he
has been privy to something private or personal
in Andrew’s impassioned reading. It is almost
an awkwardness at a public display of emotion
which foreshadows the moment between Andrew
and Taplow. It is only when Andrew brings up the

subject of modern languages that Gilbert turns to
defend himself.

The idea that this Gilbert would come into the
empty classroom later because he has the jitters
about teaching the Lower Fifth seems at odds with
the way in which he has been presented. This is
not a recent graduate who has only taught eleven-
year-olds for a few months. He has presumably
done well enough teaching elsewhere for six years
to be offered the job of completely revamping the
language department. We may have seen that
he did not immediately intimidate students when
he was visiting for a single class, but his manner
seems to imply that given sufficient authority he
will be able to hold his own.

Sands does well enough revealing a vulner-
ability in Gilbert, and he is helped by the fact that
Harwood’s script has reversed the order of things
so that Andrew comes into the room to discover
Gilbert there already rather than having Gilbert
intrude on Andrew. Since he starts out the scene
being startled by Andrew’s entrance and feeling
embarrassed about be-
ing in the classroom, it is
easier to accept his “jit-
ters” about teaching at
the school. In any event
the focus rapidly shifts
when Andrew questions
why he thinks Andrew might laugh at his ner-
vousness. Once Gilbert lets slip the reference to
“Hitler of the Lower Fifth,” he is standing on com-
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pletely different ground,
and the reason for his
being in the classroom
are no longer of any con-
sequence.

As he attempts to
apologize, the balance in
his relationship to An-
drew changes. Andrew
literally rises above Gil-
bert, and Sands is able
to convey the embarrass-
ment and sympathy with
which Gilbert now views
Andrew. Gilbert is able
to respond with a little
self-deprecating humor
and, after Andrew leaves, Gilbert stands alone
faced not so much with the difficulty of teaching
15-year-olds as the complexity of his feelings about
Andrew.

In the broadest terms Gilbert’s development
follows the general direction established in the

Asquith film. He goes from being someone at
odds with Andrew to being a colleague, but Har-
wood completes this with the luncheon scene after
Taplow’s gift rather than with Andrew’s farewell
speech. Sands conveys a sense wanting to merit
Andrew’s respect as he
translates the inscrip- ‘
tion and corrects Frank’s
rendition of it, and he

is obviously gratified by
Andrew’s approval of his
translation.

Ben Silverstone

The Browning Version was Ben Silverstone’s
first film as it was for the other students in the
film. He was 14 at the time and a student at St

4

Paul’s School, a prestigious boys school similar
to the school in the film. Mike Figgis was friend
of his family. He subsequently had a bit part in
Adrian Lyne’s version of Lolita (1997) and played
the lead in Get Real (1998) before studying Eng-
lish at Trinity College, Cambridge.



I think it is safe to say that casting Silverstone
as Taplow clinched the deal in terms of making
Taplow a completely sympathetic character. Har-
wood’s script has dispensed with any ambiguity
about Taplow’s motivation in giving Andrew the
book and added elements to help insure the audi-
ence likes him. His visit to Frank’s science class-
room has been retained from the Asquith film but
without his attempt to offer advice to Frank about
how to do the experiment. Harwood makes the
point of Taplow’s interest in science with Frank’s
challenge to give
the chemical for-
mula for ethanol.
We also see Ta-
plow bearing up
under the taunt-
ing to which
Trubshaw subjects him and Taplow attempting to
offer sympathetic support to Buller.

Silverstone seems to combine the right
amounts of sensitivity and intellect with the req-
uisite balance of self-confidence and vulnerability.
Buller may have written a better translation of
the poem, but
Taplow seems
set apart by
his emotional
maturity. His

\ | enthusiasm for

the Agamemnon

seems genuine, as does his admiration for the pas-
sion with which Andrew reads; and he is very af-
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fecting in his response to Andrew’s display of emo-
tion. The way in which we share his happiness at
being able to switch to the science curriculum in

the next term is very much a part of the emotional

resolution of the film, and the sense that Andrew
has once again been able to communicate his love
of great literature to a student is crucial to the
story.

The Production

According to one trade publication the film
was shot in seven weeks with a budget of $10 mil-
lion starting in July of 1993.% The credits indi-
cate that it was shot entirely on location in and
around Sherborne School and Milton Abbey School
in Dorset. Sherborne was the school used for some
of the exteriors in the Asquith film, but most of the
exteriors in the Figgis film seem to be at Milton
Abbey school.

16 Screen International Jun 18, 1993
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The difference in the photographic styles of
the two films is mainly an indication of how much
the “idiom” of cinematography had changed over
the course of forty years. The Figgis film is shot
in color and in a 2.35:1 wide screen format with
Panavision anamorphic lenses.!” In general the
photography is naturalistic and focused primarily
on the faces of the characters involved, although
there is a much greater effort to evoke the physical
environment for the story than there is in the As-
quith film. I think the sense of intimacy achieved
by long lens close-ups reflects the way in which our
eyes have been conditioned by viewing documenta-
ries or other films that have relied increasingly on
telephoto lenses to capture their subjects.!®

17 All of Figgis’s earlier films had been shot in the more
conventional 1.85:1 widescreen format, and it seems a little
odd that he would choose to shoot a relatively intimate char-
acter drama in the 2.35:1 scope format which had originally
been associated with large scale epics. The proof is in the
pudding, however, as he and cinematographer Jean-Francgois
Robin make excellent use of the format in the compositions for
the film.

18 A telephoto lens can have overtones of spying, en-
abling the viewer feel both that he is examining the subject
very closely and at the same time sufficiently far away not to
be influencing it. It also can have enhance the illusion of real-
ity because of its association with film of news events where
the cameraman had to use a telephoto lens because he could
not get close enough to use a normal one. More to the point,
perhaps, a telephoto lens reduces the depth of field and con-
tributes a feeling of insubstantiality to everything except the
in-focus subject of the shot. Out of focus people or things mov-
ing through the foreground of a shot contribute a sense of flu-
idity and perhaps transience like a contemporary photographic
equivalent of the floating world of Japanese woodblock prints.

The color resulting from the predominantly
soft or back lighting feels natural and perhaps
idyllic in the way we have learned to hope that our
color snapshots may turn out. The camera is also
freer to move than it was in 1951 and in particular
an aerial and traveling shots of the taxicab in the
opening sequence seem relatively normal in a film
in 1994. This is not to say that they do not have
an emotional impact or serve to draw the viewer
into the film.

Physically the environment in which the story
unfolds is a combination of idyllic natural greenery
and romantically Gothic architecture. The open-
ing shot of the film places Andrew within an arch
of an obviously ancient building, and it is followed
by moving camera shots in the lush green coun-
tryside surrounding the school. The school court-
yards and exteriors convey the sense of tradition to
which Andrew has been linked. The Crocker-Har-
ris house and the village are so quintessentially
English that they would risk being clichés if they
were not so obviously real and photographed with
such affection. The trade publication article about
the film described it as a period piece, and Foster’s
van is about the only obviously contemporary
thing in the film aside from some of the dialogue,
the women’s fashions and the cars parked beside
the cricket field. The setting has been updated but
in a way that seems to put it into an almost time-
lessly traditional moment.

There is one detail that always puzzled me
before I began analyzing the film. The shot of
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Foster’s van driving away from the school includes
a loudspeaker on a pole in a way that seems de-
liberate and yet peculiar. It seems at first to be

a somewhat arbitrary intrusion into the scene.
There is, however, a line of dialogue in the opening
scenes of the film in which Dr. Rafferty assigns
Frank the responsibility for supervising the sound
system being installed for the festivities. He

says, “We’ll need about twenty Tannoys...” before
Laura’s arrival distracts him.'® The speaker then
is associated with the sciences and with the mod-
ernization of the school. The fact that it sticks out
like a sore thumb in the landscape is exactly the
point.

Some of the interiors of the school are used
to enhance the sense of tradition. The Old Hall
through which Foster escorts Gilbert seems like a
room in a museum, and there is a very deliberate
use of a stain glass window in the chapel which
emphasizes the medieval origins of the school.

The playing fields and Andrew’s garden are
the two places where the idyllic greenery and the
traditional world of the school converge.

In the Asquith film the camera moves mainly
as a means of accommodating the blocking of the

19 Tannoy is a brand of speaker made in England.
Harwood’s script had him refer only to “loudspeakers”, but
presumably Figgis decided it would be more appropriate to
have him refer to the speaker brand in the way someone who
worked with the equipment might — even if it meant that the
significance of the remark was lost on someone who was not an
audiophile.




scene. There are some scenes in Figgis’s film
where the camera moves just to stay with the ac-
tors as it does for Asquith. For example both films
have Andrew and Frobisher walking beside the
cricket field as Frobisher broaches the subject ei-
ther Andrew’s pension or his farewell speech and
the camera simply tracks with them to keep them
framed in a medium shot. In Asquith’s case, how-
ever, the walk is motivated by Frobisher’s desire
to speak to Andrew privately and they move away
from the crowd. In Figgis’s version Frobisher and
Baxter walk with Andrew along the edge of the
crowd not in an attempt to find privacy but simply
to walk as they talk. Laura accompanies them at-
tempting not to intrude on the conversation but in
the end being pulled into it. With Figgis it is al-
most as though the actors move in order to justify
moving the camera rather than vice versa. The
moving camera gives an additional bit of momen-
tum to the scene, carrying the audience along un-
til the group stops in order for Frobisher to finally
get his point across. After the scene everyone but
Andrew heads back in the direction from which
they have just come, and Andrew moves away to
find some privacy.

The use of a moving camera to provide mo-
mentum for the audience’s involvement is exempli-
fied by the opening sequence of the film. There
are two openings: a shot of Andrew which involves
a crane move and the sequence of sweeping aerial
and tracking shots as Gilbert and Frank converge
on the school. The shot of Andrew starts with a
relatively long shot of him sitting on bench in the
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courtyard with a few students running past and
then pulls back and up over an archway in a move
which culminates in a close up of Andrew as he
walks towards the camera. This is a prologue
establishing Andrew as the central theme of the
film. It discovers him in an environment and then
moves in to focus on his face. The following shots
of Gilbert and Frank approaching the school give
the widest perspective of the environment in which
the story is set and push the audience into the
school. Flying over or moving through the coun-
tryside seems to convey some sense that the drama
has import beyond the classrooms and campus of a
school.

Camera movement is used in similar con-
ventional manner in two shots when it moves in
from a medium close-up to a tight close up first
on Taplow as he listens to Andrew reading from
the Agamemnon in the classroom and then on
Andrew as he reflects on his marriage during the
scene with Frank in the library. Moving in on a
face in this way
is a rhetori-
cal device that
intensifies the
concentration
of the persons
feelings. It can
be quite effec-
tive when it is
used sparingly
as it is in this
film.




The flying camera at the beginning of the film
1s the most striking use of camera movement,
but the most effective may be a pair of tracking
shots in the marquee as Andrew goes to join the
luncheon party and then as he exits after Laura’s
cruelty. The first is a wider angle tracking shot in
which we see Andrew immersed in the celebration
and interacting with Fletcher. It is a perfect ex-
pression of his expansive mood after Taplow’s gift
and the encounter with Trimmer and Newton. As
he exits the camera tracks with him in a long-lens
close-up that separates him from everything go-
ing on around him. The camera is unable to keep
up with him and pans to follow him as withdraws
from the crowd.

For the most part the film relies more on cut-
ting than on camera movement to control the view-
er’s perspective on the story. There are almost
three times as many cuts in the Figgis film than
the Asquith film.2° In this sense the point of view
of the film is more fluid and conveys less of a sense
of events staged for a camera than of the camera

20 2.85, but the film is only 87% as long.




capturing events that are relatively independent
of it. This is probably an indication as much of the
way in which the conventions of cinematic natural-
ism have evolved as it is of a unique style for this
film. The compositions of the shots, however, are
tightly controlled, and there is nothing haphazard
about the photography even when it attempts to
convey the impression of tracking an individual in
a crowd.

A close look at the staging and shooting of
some key scenes may suffice to convey the way in
which the story is told visually. The easiest to
start with is Taplow’s extra lesson, which consists
almost entirely of two people seated facing each
other. Figgis has moved the scene to the garden,
and he appears to have “covered” the scene in an
absolutely conventional manner. There is a wide
establishing shot in which the camera tilts down
from the trees to reveal Andrew and Taplow sit-

ting at a table as we hear Andrew say, “Begin,
Taplow.” The same wide angle is used at the end
to show Taplow leaving. The bulk of the scene is
constructed from pairs of complementary over-the-
shoulder medium shots and close ups. There is
one additional set up, a medium shot of Taplow for
the moment when he stops to listen to Andrew’s
explanation of the Latin epigram from the morn-
ing’s class.

Asquith shot this entire three-and-a-half-min-
ute scene in a single set up with Andrew and Ta-
plow seated side by side, although the camera does
move to reframe them as Andrew leans forward
and then back again. Figgis’s 25-second longer
version of the scene is constructed of 50 cuts. This
obviously permits Figgis to exercise a much tighter
control over the viewer’s focus of attention. From
a practical point of view it also makes it possible to
shoot repeated takes of portions of the scene with-
out having to do the entire scene each time and to
use all the best bits rather than having to select
only one take. The choice of which character to see
and whether to use a close-up as opposed to a me-
dium-shot at any given point in the scene is ideally
dictated by the point of the scene and the way in
which each moment contributes to the meaning.

The assumption generally is that a close-up
1s more emphatic than a medium-shot, that it in-
tensifies the focus on the character. With a long
lens close-up such as Figgis and Robin use, the
shallower depth of field puts the background out
of focus and tends to abstract the face from its en-



vironment. In this case the greenery of the grass
and foliage becomes an abstract tone in the close-
ups and, I believe, heightens the impact of the
greenery motif in the film. Taplow is positioned
so that the lawn behind him fills the frame com-
pletely while the green behind Andrew is hemmed
in by large dark areas caused by tree trunks and
shade. Regardless of whether this is a conscious
stylistic choice or a happy accident, I do believe
that the green tone becomes associated with youth
and youthful enthusiasm or passion in a way that
affects the viewer’s response to the film.

The editing of this scene strikes me as a clas-
sic example of the kind of analytical thought
informing conventional editing. The setting is
established, and we see each of the characters in
relation to their environment and each other. We
see enough of Taplow as he translates to set up
the moment when he introduces his own version
of text, but the main point of the beginning of the
scene is that Andrew knows the text by heart and
could do this in his sleep. He in fact is leaning
back with his eyes closed in a way that would seem
to indicate he is asleep were it not for the fact that
he speaks to correct Taplow. The first close-up
comes when Andrew comments that “canst is more
poetic.” It emphasizes the fact that Andrew ap-
pears to be asleep even when he is speaking about
poetry, and, in fact, he is metaphorically asleep.
Taplow will arouse him from his slumber by tak-
ing liberties in his translation and reminding him
of his own youth. In the Figgis version Taplow
as the bearer of medicine has been replaced by

“Begin, Taplow.”

« .
...we are surprzsed
at »

“We marvel at ...”

“...we marvel at thy
toungue...”

“« 2

“...how bold thou art...”

“..that thou can’...

“Canst is more poetic ...
canst.”

“...canst utter such a
boastful speech...”




[ »

“...over the bloody
corpse of the husband
you just so foully
murdered...”

“Taplow, I presume
you're using a different
text to mine...”

“ZVO”
“That’s strange I see no
foully murdered...”

“...no bloody corpse,
simply ep’ andri,
husband.”

“Yes, sir.”

Taplow as the disturber of sleep or reverie. (cf “Do
I disturb you, sir” “Perhaps” and “I'm sorry to dis-
turb you, sir, but I did want to see you.” “Disturb
me indeed.”)

The next close-up, of course, is of Taplow as he
summons the courage to add spice to his transla-
tion. The focus has shifted from the sleeping gi-
ant to the young man in his charge who is about
to blossom. Then the focus shifts back to Andrew
as he responds to Taplow’s attempt to put life into
the translation. There are five close-ups of An-
drew intercut with medium shots of Taplow until
regains the courage of his convictions. There is
also one medium shot of Andrew as he says, “Why
do you insist on inventing words that are simply
not there?” This could be justified in any number
of ways. The dynamic of the scene has reached a
kind of standoff where Andrew has been aroused,
but Taplow has not yet started to justify his
translation. The scene hangs in the balance for
a moment, and it makes sense to pull back from
Andrew so that his close-up in next beat when
Taplow’s explanations begin to sink in will have
renewed emphasis.

Once Andrew begins to recall his own trans-
lation, both he and Taplow are seen in close-ups.
They are on a new kind of equal footing, and they
are both abstracted from the immediate present.
Taplow returns first in the medium shot where he
starts to drink his lemonade, and for a moment
the focus shifts to him and what he has been giv-
en. Andrew has again drifted off and is recalled



“Why do you insist on
inventing words that
are simply not there?”

“Go on, Taplow. Go on;
I wish to understand.”

“I think of it like
this, sir. There she is,
Clytemnestra...”

“..she really hates
her husband,
Agamemnon...”

“...He returns from
winning the war, and
what do she do?”

“She welcomes him
back...”

“...and then murders
him. She stabs him
over and over and then
makes...”

“o.

m delighted in
your interest in the
more lurid aspects of
dramaturgy...:

“..Taplow, but I still
fail to understand ...”

“...why you should wish
to improve Aeschylus.”

“Today in class, sir,
for the first time I got a
sense of the horror...”

“..it was so vivid...”

“...Why can’t we put
more life into the
translation like you
did? Why cant we use
words like bloody...”

“...and corpse and
murder?”
“mmmm...When I was
a very young man...”

“...not much older than
you are now, I wrote for
my own pleasure...”




“..a translation of
the Agamemnon, a
very free translation, I
remember, in rhyming
couplets...”

“That must have been
hard work.”
“Yes it was, it was...”

“..very hard work, but

I derived great pleasure
from it because the play
had excited and moved

me as it did you...”

“...and I wanted to
communicate...”

“... however imperfectly
some of that emotion...
a little like what
happened in class
today...”

“...My translation, I
remember...”

“...thinking was very
beautiful...almost more
beautiful than the
original...”

“Was it ever published?”
“I'm sorry?”

“Was it ever published?”

“Oh, no. No, it was
never published.”

“Shall I go on, sir?

“Ah, no, I fear we’ve run
out of time.”

“Uhm...may I go now,
sire”




“Yes . 2»

“And Taplow, Scientia
est celare scientiam.
“The art of learning...

“.. is to conceal
learning. And 1
wouldn’t try it...”

“...on any of your
friends. It isn’t
particularly funny.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir.”

only by Taplow’s question about continuing the
lesson. In the end, of course, the point of the scene
is the impact of the moment on Andrew, and the
scene fades out on the close-up of Andrew as he
absorbs it.2!

The other key scene between Andrew and
Taplow when Taplow gives him the book is also
mainly two static characters facing each other and
1s constructed almost entirely from a wide shot
and two pairs of complementary medium-shots
and close-ups. (There is one additional setup of
a medium close-up on Taplow when he comments
on the translation. It suggests that perhaps

21 There is one other aspect of this scene which is per-
haps worth noting as an indication of the way in which film
compresses time in a narrative. The cut from the interior of
Andrew’s house to the wide shot of the trees in the garden
with the tilt down to reveal Andrew and Taplow seated at the
table implies a jump ahead in time. At the very least Andrew
and Taplow have had time to walk to the table, sit down and
open their books to the passage which Taplow is to translate.
Figgis and Harwood, however, have retained the line in which
Andrew says, “Begin, Taplow” implying that we are seeing the
beginning of their lesson as we did in the play and the Asquith
film. The lesson proceeds in real time without any cutaways
or dissolves to a point where Andrew says they have run out
of time. At that point the lesson has lasted 3 minutes and 18
seconds. I doubt that any viewer would feel that there was
anything unrealistic about this because time compression of
this sort is a conventional type of poetic license in film. The
initial cut does help, but it is perhaps a little strange that
Andrew’s initial line was not dropped so that the viewer would
be encouraged to feel the lesson had already been going on for
some time. There is also the possibility that one might inter-
pret Andrew’s early dismissal of Taplow as a gesture of sympa-
thy occasioned by his reminiscence about his own youth.)
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Silverstone’s performance was covered with three
different setups and that the use of this piece was
dictated by his performance or something about
the framing. In terms of its impact on the viewer
it would seem to be essentially the same as the
slightly wider angle.) The wide shot bookends the
scene as before but with an additional use as Ta-
plow starts to give Andrew the book, presumably
to emphasize the relationship between the two and
to in effect restart the scene.

The logic at work in the editing of this scene
1s similar to that during the lesson, and there is
also a similar use of the greenery behind the char-
acters. The main distinguishing feature of this
scene is the wide shot beginning it, which tracks
with Taplow as he walks past the scoreboard to
where Andrew is standing on the hilltop. In the
background we are able to see the other activities
going on in addition to the cricket game, and we
can see the way in which Taplow stands at a re-
spectful distance from Andrew so that they have
to reach out to each other in order to hand the
book back and forth. The background activity is
not visible in any of the other shots for the scene so
that we are not distracted by it from the real ac-
tion going on in the faces of Taplow and Andrew.

Taplow again disturbs Andrew’s private reflec-
tions, and Andrew goes from impatience to being
moved to tears by Taplow’s gesture. This scene
seems to be a condensation of the point of the en-
tire movie as Andrew’s sense of his own worth is
in some way restored by the discovery that he is

“Sire”

“Sire”

“p.

'm sorry to disturb
you, sir, but I did want
to see you...”

“Disturb me, indeed. ...
Well2”




“Well, Taplow?”

“I thought this might
interest you, sir...”

“...a verse translation
of the Agamemnon.”

“Good heavens...”

“The Browning
version...”

“I've glanced through it;
I don’t think it’s much
good, but

“I agree the translation
has its faults, but I
think you’ll enjoy it
more...”

“...when you become
more familiar with
the meter that Robert
Browning ...”

...employs. ... Very
interesting...””

“..Taplow.”

“It’s for you, sir.”

“For me?”

“Yes, sir; T've written
init.”




“Did you buy this?”
“Yessir, it’s only
secondhand.”

“You shouldn’t spend
your pocket money in
that way.”

“That’s all right, it
wasn’t very much.”

The price isn’t still
inside, is 1t2”

“No, only what you
wrote; nothing else.”

“What’s the matter,
sire”

“Have I got the accent
wrong?”

“No, the perispomenon
is perfectly correct.

“Forgive me, Taplow;
1...I've been under
rather a strain.”

“Yes, sir. I understand,

“Well...goodbye, sir...
and the best of luck.”

2

sir.

appreciated despite all the ways in which he has
been rebuffed. This is, of course, a very differ-
ent interpretation of the material than that of the
original play.

A more interesting scene involving just two
characters is the rendezvous between Laura and
Frank at his flat. The blocking of this scene is or-
ganized around four things: the door, the window,
the kitchen and the bed. Each of these elements
represents a different perspective on their relation-
ship. The scene begins with Laura opening the
door and entering, just as the relationship obvious-
ly began with Laura’s initiative. She is coming into



his life for her own reasons and is not entirely wel-
come. She closes the door to shut out the rest of
the world as she says, “To hell with Gilbert,” and
she protects her pride by exiting through the door
leaving Frank alone. The window evokes Frank’s
concerns about scandal and Laura’s enjoyment of
the scandalous. She forces him to join her in front
of it, and he only responds to her after he has shut
the blinds. The kitchen is opposed to the window
and is the place where Frank is “more English
than the English.” It can be construed to repre-
sent a form of domesticity that the couple do not
enjoy. Laura does not go into the kitchen but stays
between the door and the bed while Frank fetches
tea they never drink. The bed is obviously the
keystone of their relationship, and Laura sits on it
uninvited and begins undressing. Frank only sits
with her for a moment and then withdraws when
she lies back on the bed. She spends over a quar-
ter of the scene lying alone on the bed.

The heart of the scene consists of the 1 minute
41 second cut during which Laura sits on the bed
and then embraces Frank as he stands in front of
her until he stops her from undressing and sits
beside her. He then stands and exits frame as she
flops back onto the bed as the camera continues to
move in on her. The action and camera movement
repeat the beginning of the scene by the window
where Laura drew Frank close to embrace and
kiss him as the camera moved in and then Frank
pulled away at the sound of the tea kettle. Both
shots convey the state of the relationship and the
focus on what it means to Laura. The most strik-

2

“Laura...’

“Were you expecting
someone else?”

“I thought we agreed we
wouldn’t meet here.”
“Who were you
expecting?”

“Gilbert, the new guy.”

“Laura, come away
from the window,
please.”

“Would you please
come away from the
window.”

“Aren’t you going to say
hello?”
“Hello.”




“I love you guilty... the
puitan in you... I love
fucking you...You talk
when you make love...’
“The kettle’s boiling.”

“More apparently than
we can say for you.”

“Laura, I haven’t got
much time.”

“No, I don’t think I
have either.”

;:Tea?»

“Oh, Frank, you're
more English than the
English.”

]

“If Gilbert does come
let’s just say you're here
delivering a message
from Andrew.”

“To hell with Gilbert.”

“I've got good news...”

“What?”
“Don’t worry, I'm not
pregnant.”

“I had a letter from my
mother. [...],

“Just think, darling,

a whole month... you
will come won’t you?...I
need you, I need to be
with you”

“You know, my father’s
not well...I may have to
go back to the states...”




“You remind me of him”
“Of who?”

“Of whom...of whom...
of Anderw of course.

He didn’t always used
to be the Old Crock [...]
so idealistic and just as
ungiving.”

“What happened to
him?”

“Tdid.”

“Weren’t you two ever
happy together?”

“Can’t remember ...
can’t remember.”

“Laura, I feel sorry for
him.”

“No you don,t; you feel
guilty because you're
screwing his wife...or to
be more accurate...

“...because his wife is
screwing you.”

“I think we should tell
him.”

“Tell him what?”

“About us.”

“What are you insane?
That’s the stupidist
thing I've ever heard
and what the hell
would you want to tell
him for, Laura!”

What are we talking
about now...
marriage...divorce?”

“7.

m talking about us. 1
don’t want us to become
Jjust good friends.”

“Listen, Laura...”




“Dont! ... Déja vu...”

“I know exactly what
you're going to say
now. You're going to

say you're not ready to drew’s pleasure at Talplow’s gift. The scene has

settle down.” been moved into a public setting, and Laura wields
her stiletto in front of four other people in addi-

“Isn’t that what you tion to Frank. We are led into the scene with a

were going to say?” 43 second tracking shot of Andrew making his

way through the tent, and we never lose sight of
the festivities surrounding them during the scene.
Even in the tightest close-ups, other guests are
visible in the background. The group is seated
three on one side of the
table and two on the oth-
er. Andrew takes a place
at the head of the table
rather than making his
way to the empty place
across from Laura. This
enables Andrew to be the center of the composition
when the whole group is seen and puts Laura in

a position of the odd one out. Laura 1s also seated
next to Frank so that the wider reverse angle on
her is a two shot of her and Frank.

In one sense the other characters at the table
function as the chorus witnessing Clytemnestra’s

ing shot in the scene is the extreme close up of murder of her husband, but each of them has a
Laura lying back on the bed and seen through the part to play in setting up the blow to Andrew.
vertical pieces of the foot of the bed frame. She Frank has what are to me Modine’s most natural
appears to be behind bars or boxed in by the bed. moments in the film when he responds to the news
It is clearly not Frank’s perspective on her and of Taplow’s gift with “Taplow! That’s fantastic!”
makes the viewer feel closer to her than Frank is. and “It’s a lovely gift.” He also attempts to func-

tion as a buffer between Laura and Frank and
obviously senses trouble brewing before the oth-
ers. The main use that is made of the others is to

The ease with which Figgis handles a scene
involving more than two characters is best exem-
plified by the luncheon when Laura punctures An-



“Andrew, have a seat.”
“Oh, thank you.”

“Taplow, that’s
fantastic.”

“Hello, Andrew”

“So what was the
present?”

“A translation of the
Agamemnon by Robert
Browning.”
“Let me see.”
“You're looking pleased
with yourself....”

“...What have you been
up to?”

“Oh, he’s inscribed it.”

“Best not to ask,

Laura.”

“Well, I'm looking

please with reason, I

think. I've just been “What does it mean?”

given a present.”

)h? By whom?”

“Darling, what does it
say?”

“Taplow.”

“It’s all Greek to me.”




“Mr. Gilbert...”

“..can you enlighten
us, please?”
“How marvelous. It’s
hexameter.”

“...malthecose theos...”

“Yes, but what does it
mean?”

“Well. I’m not familiar
with the Browning
version but...”

“..roughtly it
translates as ‘God from
afar looks grciously
upon a gentle master.”

“Oh, how sweet!”

amplify Andrew’s pleasure by passing the book
around and commenting on it. Laura is the only
one at the table who does not look at the book.
Andrew clearly gets an extra boost from the fact
that none of the guests except Gilbert can read the
Greek inscription, and his expansive mood enables
him to acknowledge Gilbert as a colleague. His
agreement with Gilbert about the proper transla-
tion is in fact the resolution of Gilbert’s role in the
film, and it is managed in a casual manner that
also contributes to the impact of Laura’s attack.

Diana’s role as both co-conspirator and com-
petition for Laura is underscored in this scene.
She is seated on the other side of Frank and im-
mediately injects a note of wicked humor into the
proceedings by responding that it is “Best not to
ask” when Laura asks Andrew what he has been
up to. As Andrew joined the party she was finish-
ing an anecdote which involved her being stranded
naked in a hotel corridor. She expresses genuine
interest in Taplow’s gift and reacts positively to
the translation of his inscription (“How sweet!”).
Her manner may seem superficial or playful as
befits a festive luncheon, but she does appreciate
the pleasure Andrew feels and provides a stark
contrast to Laura. This contrast is emphasized
by the close-ups of Diana as she looks at the book
and notices the inscription. There is a cut from
Diana to a corresponding close-up of Laura as the
significance of the gift begins to brew in her mind.
She starts the circulation of the book by taking it
from Andrew and then handing it over to her hus-
band rather than giving it back to Andrew. That
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“I can’t imagine a boy
| giving me a present.”
“Nor me.”
It’s a very wonderful
thing to do, don’t you
think?”
“Yes”, very much so.”

“He bought it with his
own pocket money.

'
.

<

“What was the
inscription again...
‘God from afar looks
graciously upon a kind
master’?”

9 s

j‘

\\,

L

“Perhaps not ‘kind
master’ but...”

“..'gentle master’.”

4

“I would rather have

“Yes, I agree with
Mr. Gilbert,; I think
‘gentle’...

“... 1s the better
translation.”

“All right.. ... It’s a
lovely gift.”

this present...”

she would immediately reach across to her hus-
band underscores the distance between Andrew
and Laura. Perhaps she knows full well that her
husband will not be able to translate it, and she
1s teasing him affectionately. She is first to say,
“Why cunning, Laura?” as though she expects a
little juicy gossip or an amusing anecdote, but she
is appalled by Laura’s cruelty and serves as the
focal point of the awkwardness that all the other
guests at the table feel.

Rafferty’s contribution to the scene is to wel-
come Andrew to the table, to admit that he cannot
read Greek, to pass the book along to Gilbert and
to confess that he cannot imagine a boy giving
him a present. Of all in the group Rafferty comes
closest to being Andrew’s peer, but there is a polite
distance between them that is never overcome by
any direct interaction. There is no single shot of
Rafferty in the scene. He is always seen in con-



“..than anything else I
can think of.”

“Cunning little brat.”

“Why cunning. Laura?”

“Andrew, you don’t
have any wine. Can
1 give you some
champagne?”

“Why cunning, Laura?”
“Because...”

“..yesterday I saw
Taplow doing an
impersonation...”

“..of you.”

“Obviously he was
afraid that I would
tell you and that you
would put him on
Cromuwells...”

“...or stop his switch to
Frank’s form or...”

“...some other Hitlerian
torture.”

“The book is clearly an
insurance policty...

«
...a Sweetner ... a

bribe.”

“I see.”
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junction with Gilbert or just in the wide shot of the
whole group. When Diana hands him the book,
his response is seen initially in the wide shot and
then partially off screen in a shot of Andrew’s re-
action. That Rafferty would pass the book along
to Gilbert rather than ask Andrew to translate the
transcription is an indication of his alliance with
the modernizing policies of the school as well as a
“Laura, go and tell him simple gesture to include everyone in the response

it was a lie.” to Andrew’s pleasure.
“Certainly not.”

Gilbert’s rather awkward reading of the Greek
passage 1s a pale shadow compared to Andrew’s
impassioned reading from the play in class. His
close up is reserved for the moment when he cor-
rects Frank’s recollection of the passage and earns
Andrew’s approval.

“It wasn't a lie.”

The real focus of the scene, of course, is the in-
“Then Il tell him.” teraction between Laura and Andrew, and about a
third of the scene at the table consists of close-ups
of them. The climax as she smiles and twists the
knife consists of just close ups of each culminating
on Laura before it drops back to the wide shot to

“I wouldn’t do that if remind us of the context in which this is taking

I were you. ... He'll place and to see the awkwardness of the others as
only hate you for your they witness it. As Andrew withdraws emotion-
sympathy” ally, he exits in a medium close-up in which he is

abstracted from the environment. The scene ends
“Andrew doesn’t on a (flo_se-up of Laura after she he}s justified to the
need sympathy. ... remaining group her attempt to dissuade Frank
That’s his strength.” for following Andrew.
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There is a 13 minute sequence in Andrew’s
classroom which is really five scenes occurring in
the same place. First Frobisher brings Gilbert
into the class room and interacts with the students
as he introduces Gilbert to them Then Gilbert 1s
left alone with the students and is unable to re-
strain them. With Gilbert alone in the room there
are two sub-scenes: one involving the desire of two
students to start a magazine during the next term
and another in which Taplow attempts to express
his feelings about Andrew to some of the other stu-
dents who basically attack him for feeling for being
a “little arse-crawler.”

Andrew’s entrance into the classroom is virtu-
ally a scene in itself as it is the first time we see
directly the way he inspires fear in his students. “Good . .

. : ood morning, sir.

Even Gilbert snaps to attention and somewhat I'm Gilbert.”
self-consciously introduces himself as a means of
justifying his presence. The close shot in which
Andrew walks up the aisle towards the camera
and his desk is the only moment in the film in
which he even remotely resembles “the Hitler of “Good morning.”
the Lower Fifth.” As he walks he silently surveys
the classroom with a stone face and an expression
once could imagine on the face of a prison warden
inspecting the inmates. His first communication
with the class is a reprimand of Wilson for being
late to Chapel, even though in this version of the
story Andrew is not the one responsible for report-
ing Wilson’s infraction. (Trubshaw has already
recorded it and given him Cromwells.) The second
order of business is to distribute the class’s last
assignment and to instruct them to do it over since




“Wilson...”

“Sire”

“Apparently you were
late for chapel.”

“Just a few seconds. I
was in the library...”

“...where you can’t hear
the bell...”

“No doubt you will
recount those excuses

to your housemaster. 1
fear I'm not interested
in them”

“Sir.”

“These are your Latin
verses. Only one boy’s
efforts, Buller’s...’

“...had any merit, and
that...”

“«

...somewhat doubtful.”

“The rest were...”

“«

...mainly abominable.”

“It seems to me that the
best way to employ the
first part of this period
would be for all of you
to atttempt the verse
again.”




“And if you should find
the disturbance from
the...”

“...upper Fifth science
too distracting...

“...you may console
yourselves as...”

“...good classicists with
the thought that, to
amend an aphorism,
scientia est celare
scientiam.

the initial results were so awful. While this may
seem sadistic to the students, it is actually an in-
dication of the expectation of excellence which is
part of the tradition of the institution, at least in
Andrew’s view.

The next scene is the interaction with Taplow
when Taplow laughs at Andrew’s epigram. Again
the meaning of this scene has evolved significantly
since the play in which Taplow reenacts it for
Frank. In the play it sounds like a needless bit of
humiliation that Andrew inflicts on a student. It
is played that way in the Asquith film, but there
1s something about the way in which Finney plays
the scene that gives it a slightly different edge.
The way he responds to the idea that Taplow
laughed out of politeness seems to indicate that he
1s caught off guard by Taplow’s sympathy and is in
fact genuinely “touched.” There is a seed planted
for the way Taplow will touch him more deeply
later.

The final scene in the classroom is the “end of
term treat” which culminates in Andrew’s read-
ing of the passage from the Agamemnon. This
has already been cited as an addition designed
to make Andrew more sympathetic. The main
point is of course the passion with which Andrew
reads, but the second point is seen in the faces
of his students. For the most part they are un-
comprehending. Initially Buller rolls his eyes at
the prospect of this “treat”. Laughton struggles
with his reading and meets with little patience
much less encouragement from Andrew. Gilbert



“I'm flattered at the
advance your Latin has
made that you should
so readily understand
what the rest of the
class...”

“..did not.

“Perhaps you would be

good enough to explain

“Taplow?” it to them so that they
can share your pleasure

... Oh, come along,

Taplow...”.

“..don’t be so selfish
that you keep a good
Jjoke to yourself. Tell
the others.”

“I didn’t hear it
properly, sir.”

You didn’t hear it?”

“Yessir?” “Indeed...and why may
I ask did you laugh.

Why did you laugh at

what you did not hear?”

“You laughed at my

little epigram.” ) )
“Politeness, sir.”

1 beg your pardon?”
“Politeness, sir.”

“Yessir.”

“Toujours la politesse.”




“po.

m touched, Taplow,
but if you really wish to
show me politeness you
will do so now...”

“..by translating verses
less appalling than the
ones I corrected this
morning.”

“Sit. 2

“Finish now.”

“As this is the last
time we shall meet as
a class, it may not be

amiss for me to say
goodbye and wish you
all the best...”

“...of good fortune And
now the end of term
treat.”.

“Still feel...”

“..sorry for him?¢”

“We will read a scene
from the Agamemnon
by Aeschylus.”




“Agamemnon is
perhaps...” “...hupsos kreisson...

“...the greatest play )
ever written. The scene ...élthe, sun chrondi... .
I have selected...”

M
“...starts with
Clytemnestra standing
over the bodies of

Agamemnon, her
husband, and...”

“..ge mén: hestéka...

“...the prophetess,
Cassandra, both “hestéka...” .
of whom she’s just
murdered.”
Wi

“Very well, Laughton
begin.”

Wy

“« A hiloi s
porsunon, phitois...

“..hestéka”

Ml

...dokousin einai,
pémonés...” “hestéka d’ enth’

epais’...”

“...arkustat’ an

phraxeien...” “..ep’ exeirgasmenois”
“Forgive me for
interrupting...”




“..but I have the
impression you “...who has destroyed

2

understand nothing... her husband;

nor perhaps had
Aeschylus...”

“..of what you're

reading.”
8 “...Nevertheless, he
knew, alas, that such
wives ...”
“No, sir, I...”

“..do exist. ... He used
his imagination.,...”

“Clytemnestra has just
committed murder.”

“...Laughton, ...
Imagination, a word I
think ...”
“She is describing
her foul deed, she is 3 .
...not in your

unrepentant.”
vocabulary. For

»
example...

“Do you not think

she would show some “...hestéka d’

emotion?” enth’ epais’ep’
exeirgasmenois...”

“Of course, sir; I was
just...” “...I stand upon mine
act, yea where I struck.
Do you not think in
saying those words...”

“I realize, Laughton,
that you may not have

met a wife...” “ .
f ...she might reveal a

flash of cruelty...”




“...and of pride?
Hhmn? Defiant
creature.”

“And then here...”

“.. houté d’epraxa,...”

“.. kai tad’ ouk
arnésomai.
hés méte...”

“... pheugein mét’
amunesthai moron.
And I confess it. Idid
use such craft he could
not fly nor fend him
against death.”

“apeiron
amphibléstron, hosper
ichthuén...”

“.. peristichizé. I
caught him in a net

as men catch fish...
plouton heimatos
kakon. ... No room, no
rathole...”

“...in his loopless robe
... paid de nin dis...”

“... paib de nin dis...

“I struck him twice...

“...and once and
twice he groaned. He
doubled up his limbs.

kai peptokoti

tritén ependidomi, tou
kata chthonos

Dios nekrén sétéros...”

“.. euktaian charin..
And with that stroke
committed him to Zeus
that keeps the dead

“... houto ton hautou
thumon...”

« .. A »
... hormainei peson....

“... kakphusion oxeian
haimatos sphagén
ballei m’ eremnéi
psakadi...”

“«

... phoinias drosou”




can be seen presumably judging the harshness of
Andrew’s methods. Another student makes a face
to Wilson as Andrew begins to comment on the
action of the play, and Andrew’s impassioned read-
ing is met with blank stares all around except for
Taplow. Perhaps the other students know they are
in the presence of something out of the ordinary,
but only Taplow seems to be getting it in any real
way. As Andrew becomes swept up by the poetry

“Very well, you may he loses all sense of the students, and we see him

leave. in a close-up profile which seems to dissociate him
from the class. In the end he stands before them
reciting Greek without bothering to translate it,
and the bell rings to bring everything crashing
back down to earth.

The difference between the Figgis interpreta-
tion of The Browning Version and that of Asquith
is probably best represented by the scene in Fig-

“Goodbye sir...Goodbye, gis’s film in which Andrew tells Laura that he has
Mr. Crocker-Harris... had enough. It replaces the scene in Asquith’s film
Thank you very much, during the fireworks at the Headmaster’s house
sir...” when Andrew tells Millie he will not be going to
Bradford with her. In
Asquith’s film Andrew

and Millie stand side by
side on the terrace al-
most like statues. Much
of the scene takes place
in the dark with only
the occasional burst of
light from the fireworks
illuminating their faces.
They hardly look at each

“Goodbye, sir...”




“Let me do that.”

other, and it is the last time in the film that they
speak to each other.

Figgis and Harwood relocate the scene to the
couple’s bedroom while they are getting dressed

. . J o, ; “You left Taplow’s
for the evening. It is the most intimate scene in

present behind. I put

the film, and there is a gentleness or tenderness it
as Andrew announces the end of their marriage,
which is completely different from the coldness
and bitter irony of Asquith’s film. It is filmed with
a warmth and with an eye to the remnants of in-
timacy and affection which still connect Andrew
and Laura.

“..in your study.”
“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a very good
impersonation.”

“I'm ... I'm sorry.”

“Laura...”




“..We...uh...”

“...we inhabit different
worlds, you and 1...”

“...We always have; we
always will...”
“What are you saying?”

“I'm saying, ‘No.” I'm
saying, ‘Enough.”

“We’d better not
keep the headmaster
waiting.”

“Do you still expect

me to come to your
prizegiving?”

“I ... I don’t think either
of us...”

“..has the right
any longer to expect
anything of the other.”

“Right. Well, I'll leave
first thing tomorrow
morning then.”

“As you wish.”




The Music

Figgis says he was fired as the composer for
The Browning Version, but that he salvaged some
of what he wrote for use in Leaving Las Vegas. It
is hard for me to imagine an emotional or physi-
cal world more alien from that of The Browning
Version than the world of Leaving Las Vegas, and
I am not sure what this says about the art of film
music. Aside from the songs by Sting, Don Henley
and Michael McDonald the music for Leaving Las
Vegas is mostly moody or bluesy jazz with what
I might call a vaguely surreal use of voice and
synthesizer. It is intriguing to try to imagine the
kind of intensity such a score might give to mo-
ments in The Browning Version, but it is also easy
to imagine why the producers thought a more con-
ventional score might be better.

The composer who replaced Figgis on The
Browning Version was Mark Isham, whose score
for A River Runs Through It (1992) had been
nominated for an Oscar. Isham’s parents were
both musician-teachers, and he is a classically
trained musician who studied piano and violin
before settling on the trumpet. He played in some
San Francisco orchestras before getting involved
first with rock and then with progressive jazz. He
played synthesizer and trumpet with Van Morri-
son’s band for four years, and in 1983 he recorded
his first solo album, which has been described as
“an experimental blend of modern jazz and elec-
tronic music.” Two of his subsequent albums had
been nominated for a Grammy and a third had
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won one. His first film score was for Carroll Bal-
lard’s 1982 film Never Cry Wolf, and he had scored
34 films by the time he worked on The Browning
Version.

Isham composed a little over 30 minutes of
orchestral music for the film, including the three
minutes of the final cue that play over the end
credits. It is performed by the London Metro-
politan Orchestra conducted by Ken Kugler, and
Isham plays the flugelhorn solos. In his newsletter
for 1994 Isham describes the score as more orches-
tral that the others he had done, and he calls the
music for the end credits “some of the best orches-
tral music” he had written. Perhaps more reveal-
ing is his description of the film as “about a man
finding the courage to transcend all the things in
his life that conspire against him.” This seems to
me to coincide with Figgis’s interpretation of the
material if one adds the idea that Taplow’s gift
helps Andrew regain his strength.

There are an additional 14 minutes of music in
the film which are part of the content of the scenes
such as the music the students are listening to in
the dorm or the music played by the band on the
cricket field. Surely the most striking of these is
the Elgar “Ave Verum” performed by the choir at
the evening concert. The film is almost bookended
with sacred music starting with the hymn “Praise,
My Soul, the King of Heaven” and culminating
with the “Ave Verum”. The hymn has associations
with Devonshire where the movie was shot and is
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typical of the sort of hymn that would be sung at a
school like this.??

The music obviously contributes significantly
to the emotional impact of the movie, and its use
1s a clear indication of the difference in style or
meaning separating the two films of The Browning
Version. Asquith was also a musician, an accom-
plished pianist who had youthful ambitions as a
composer. The Winslow Boy, The Woman In Ques-
tion, and The Importance of Being Earnest, mov-
ies he directed immediately before and after The
Browning Version, all had scores, but he used no
music in his film of The Browning Version except
stock music over the opening credits and ending.
This may, of course, have been a purely financial
decision, but it does make a difference in the im-
pact of the film.

I find it very difficult to verbalize the emotion-
al impact of music. I am not enough of a musician
to analyze Isham’s score in technical terms, and I
am not sure that doing so would really help clarify
the way in which the music works in the film.

22 Henry Francis Lyte wrote “Praise, My Soul, The King
of Heaven” for his congregation at Lower Brixham in Devon,
England. Queen Elizabeth II chose this hymn to be sung as
the processional at her wedding. In a posting on the internet
Bloomfield alumna Holly Bunch wrote: “If my school ever had
a school hymn it would have been Praise my soul the king of
heaven... I don’t think I've heard it since I left school but it
conjures up images of teachers walking really slowly wear-
ing robes (on prize day- not a regular occurrence...) and choir
practices trying to teach the descant to clueless 4th years...”

There is one music cue in the film that works in a
conventional manner, but which seems to me to be
out of character with the rest of the score. This is
the music used to highlight Trubshaw’s discovery
of the worms in his bed. The music sounds like
something from a horror/suspense movie with per-
haps a hint of a motif associated with students in
other musical cues. The scene itself, of course, it
similarly out of character with the rest of the mov-
ie and seems somewhat like a perfunctory obliga-
tory payoff to the scenes involving Trubshaw. My
initial reaction to the music for the scene when I
listened to it closely was to wonder if the someone
had felt the scene needed all the help it could get.
The music builds tension for suspense and punches
up the revelation of the worms in about as “literal”
a way as music can.

Needless to say the rest of the score does not
work in this manner. It serves to unlock emotion-
al reserves, perhaps even to the point of risking
sentimentality. Most of the cues ease in under the
dialogue or sound effects in a way that catches the
viewer unawares and sweeps him along with the
emotional current already generated by the visual
and dramatic elements of the scene. It becomes
most noticeable in climactic moments when it
comes into the foreground, but it never completely
replaces the natural sound associated with the im-
ages.

Isham commented on the function of a film
score in an interview with Christian DesdJardins:



I've found over the years that sometimes
characters can have themes, but I've not really
found them that helpful to me when telling
the story. I find that what the story is telling
you is more important to identify thematically.
Let’s say you've got a story of a man and a
woman, Sam and Grace, coming together and
loving each other, then breaking apart, then
coming back together again, and you have
Sam’s theme and Grace’s theme, and when
he’s on the screen you play him and when she’s
on the screen you play her, and when they’re
together, you mix them both together. That’s
very cute, but it doesn’t necessarily help you
at all emotionally. What I would probably find
more helpful is a theme for loneliness and a
theme for the satisfaction of a marriage or a
relationship and a theme that represents the
fear of commitment or whatever it is that’s
going to happen in your story. One of those
themes is going to supply the true emotions
and the true goals and purposes of the story
rather than just telling you she’s off-camera,
but he may be thinking about her, or that she
is about to come to the door. You know what
I mean? The pictures are already telling you
that information, so the themes can be more
about the bigger things — like honor or betray-
al or love or trust — the various sorts of things
that great storytelling wants to tell us about.??

23 DesdJardins p.133f
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While he may be using a bit of a straw man to
make his point, it does help reveal how his score
works. When I first started to think about the
impact of the music, I felt that it occupied a space
somewhere between a Puccini aria and contem-
porary show tunes primarily because of one motif
picked up by the flugelhorn. When I began to lis-
ten more closely, it occurred to me that Isham may
well have been taking his cues from the Elgar Ave
Verum, and the more I thought about it, the more
Elgar made sense as a frame of reference. Elgar,
of course, has strong associations with British
national pride and traditional “pomp and circum-
stance.” He also has a sentimental strain in some
of his work and made no distinction between his
serious and his popular music. Isham’s score uses
soprano voices comparable to the voices in the
boy’s choir performing the Ave Verum, and there
are tonalities and tempos comparable to those
of sacred choral music in much of the score. The
use of the Ave Verum is not without irony, but its
presence and allusions to it in the score seem to
me to add a note of seriousness to the whole af-
fair. While there is no overtly religious theme in
the story, there is an existential seriousness in
Andrew’s appraisal of his life and of the “noblest
calling a man can follow.” There are also themes
associated with the school and with Andrew that
have overtones of the kind of processionals or
marches at which Elgar excelled. Despite the
overuse of one of his Pomp and Circumstance
marches, they still retain their sense of historical
seriousness and inspiring social purpose.
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One other the way in which I hear Isham’s
score 1s that someone listening to the score with-
out knowing anything about the film might as-
sume the music dealt with the seasons of spring
and fall. This is probably because one of the mo-
tifs associated with Taplow reminds me vaguely
of the opening of Copland’s Appalachian Spring.
I think it is reasonable to describe the motif in
Isham’s score in terms of burgeoning of youth in
the same way I think Taplow is associated with
the greenery of surrounding the school. Some of
the motifs associated with Andrew have a melan-
cholic elegiac quality that I think might conjure a
sense of the coming of winter and death.

In the broadest, simplest terms I think Isham’s
score weaves together motifs which conjure youth,
old age, tradition, progress, yearning, hope, de-
spair, and loss in such a way as to provide a reso-
lution which feels triumphant or celebratory de-
spite overtones of sadness. This is also, of course,
what I think the movie as a whole is “about.”

The first music cue comes over the main title
sequence in which Gilbert arrives at the school
and Frank hurries to make it to the morning cha-
pel. It does not begin right away but is set up by
the first shot of Andrew sitting alone on the bench
and then getting up to walk towards the camera
(on his way to chapel). The first sounds in the film
are the chapel bells ringing and some birds chirp-
ing. Three choirboys run past the bench where
Andrew is sitting and then Andrew starts walk-
ing. We can hear his footsteps on the stone court-

yard as the bells and birds continue. This is all
perfectly naturalistic but it can also be described
metaphorically. A bell tolls for Andrew as youth
passes him by. He walks alone to meet his des-
tiny which is then seen descending on the campus
in the persons of Gilbert and Frank. The music
starts quietly under Andrew and then takes over
on the cut to the aerial shot of the cab bringing
Gilbert to the school. The music is in a minor key
and has foreboding or tragic overtones combined
with an insistent tempo. The tonalities seems
somewhat at odds with the verdant landscape sur-
rounding the school, but the tempo works with

the moving camera shots to pull us into the movie
and to provide a sense of an impending collision of
some sort. The cue modulates into a major key at
the end as Gilbert is shown the historic hall on the
way to chapel. A variation on the motifs of this
cue are used under the scene in which Laura rides
her bicycle into the village to see Frank.

The second music cue plays very quietly under
the dialogue when Taplow approaches Andrew af-
ter chapel to ask if he has received his promotion.
It introduces the motifs associated with the stu-
dents and which I find reminiscent of Appalachian
Spring in its combination of sustained tones with
plucked strings. It has a tentative feel appropriate
for Taplow’s hesitancy in approaching Andrew or
in attempting to get out of his extra work on the
last day of term. It probably has less immediate
impact on this scene than it does in setting up lat-
er scenes between Andrew and Taplow. The motif
is reprised in the class Andrew enters and when



Andrew summons Taplow to the front of the class
to explain why he laughed at the Latin epigram.
Underneath Andrew’s entrance the music has
overtones of suspense and threat, but in the course
of the scene with Taplow I believe it becomes as-
sociated more with the youth and vulnerability of
the students.

One of the biggest music cues in the film comes
as Andrew gets carried away in his reading of the
Agamemnon for the class. This is a classic ex-
ample of the use of music to bolster the emotional
impact of a scene by sweeping the audience up in
a way comparable to the way in which a character
in the scene is swept up. It is also a nice example
of the way in which music abstracts a naturalistic
scene and provides a sense of the inner emotional
or spiritual dimension of what can be seen or
heard directly. It functions in the way a moving
camera can function to provide the feeling that the
viewer is being freed from literal reality. When
the camera moves in on Taplow as he listens to
Andrew read we are not simply being encouraged
to imagine what is going on in Taplow’s mind or
heart. We are being transported with him. An-
drew’s reading takes on the force of an incantation
as the music builds to a climax. The music in this
cue has transformed the processional and choral
associations into a martial spirit through the ad-
dition of snare drums and an increasingly march
like tempo. There is a smell of victory in the air,
but, of course, the whole thing is brought crashing
back to earth by the ringing of the bell signaling
the end of the period.
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The cue that comes when Andrew is alone in
the classroom and goes to the window to watch
the students in the courtyard below is a reprise of
elements from the music from the opening credits.
It carries over into the shot of Frank walking to
Andrew’s house and helps convey the sense that
everything in the day is converging inexorably to-
wards Andrew’s fate.

The music that plays beneath the final half of
Taplow’s private lesson as Andrew tells him about
his own translation of the Agamemnon is a gentler
version of themes from the cue for his reading in
the classroom combined with the themes associ-
ated with Taplow. This is the moment in the film
where the relationship between Taplow and An-
drew seems to be transformed. Taplow has gained
a new respect and sympathy for Andrew, and
Andrew’s recollection of his own youth has allowed
his generosity and paternal affection for Taplow to
blossom. There are none of the stern overtones of
the earlier encounters.

The closest the score comes to sacred choral
music is the music for the scene in which Taplow
gives Andrew the book. This is clearly the pivotal
moment in the story for Figgis, a moment when
the repressed passion of Andrew’s youth is fully
retrieved, even if only temporarily, and a moment
when he is validated in his vocation as a teacher.
Once Andrew has understood that Taplow is giv-
ing him the book as a farewell gift and notices the
inscription, the music begins playing quietly under
the dialogue and the sound of Andrew’s weeping.
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The natural sounds never go away, but when Ta-
plow takes his leave the music swells to something
that is surely meant to have “heavenly” overtones
with the soprano voices and the flugelhorn. Per-
haps the nicest thing about this music cue is the
decision to let it spill over the footage of the cricket
match and the umpire’s call for the tea break. One
interpretation of this is that Andrew’s emotional
state is capable of infusing the entire world around
him. At the very least it permits the film to cut
away from Andrew and let the audience down
gently. Exactly how Andrew returns to the world
of the cricket match and tea is left to the viewer’s
imagination. We next see Andrew walking in
front of the scoreboard just before he is accosted by
Trimmer and Newton.

It is worth noting that the music for the scene
in which Laura punctures Andrew’s mood is the
source music of the quintet playing a Gilbert and
Sullivan medley for the luncheon. Andrew walks
past the quintet as he makes his way to the table.
The light festive music seems suited to his mood
as he congratulates Fletcher and joins the others
at the table with Laura. It is mostly buried in the
ambient sounds of the luncheon as they talk, but
there is just enough of a sense of it to let it become
an ironic counterpoint which emphasizes the in-
sidiousness of Laura’s explanation.

After Frank leaves in pursuit of Andrew there
is a seque to a musical cue beginning under Lau-
ra’s comment about Andrew’s “strength” and con-
tinuing under the shots of Frank looking for An-

drew. This music functions again to lift the viewer
out of the completely naturalistic scene into that
slightly abstracted level which seems to provide
more direct access to the characters inner lives.

The music cues during and after the scene
between Frank and Andrew in the library help
solidify the way in which this scene parallels the
scene in which Taplow gives Andrew the book. In
both cases Andrew has left the group because he
wants to be alone to deal with a blow he has just
received. Frank like Taplow pursues him and per-
sists in disturbing him. Frank also offers Andrew
something and Andrew responds, but of course
what Frank offers is the revelation that his wife
has been unfaithful and advice to make a new
start for himself. Andrew responds initially by
opening up to Frank but ultimately he rebuffs his
offer to help by suggesting he not takes sides. The
net effect of the scene is the complete antithesis of
the scene with Taplow and the music here is ele-
giac or even tragic rather than uplifting.

There are two separate music cues for the
scene in the library. The first, which plays under
the dialogue between Frank and Andrew regard-
ing his marriage, is unrelentingly somber and
tragic although very subdued and may be a culmi-
nation of the thread of the score that started under
the opening credits. The impending forces have
fully collided with Andrew. He has been dealt
every blow and even sees Taplow’s gift as a blow.
Rather than recalling his youthful literary ambi-
tions and his sense of his vocation as a teacher, he



1s moved to review the inherently doomed nature
of his marriage. The blindness with which he
entered into the relationship is now comparable
to the supposed naiveté with which he received
Taplow’s gift. Even though Andrew describes his
situation as “not very tragic” the music under-
scores the depth of his pain.

This first cue ends as Frank says “I'd like
to help you” signaling an end to the first part of
the scene. Andrew’s response constitutes a clean
break. Only after he has rebuffed Frank and is
left alone is he able to allow the full emotional
impact of the moment to engulf him. The second
begins after Andrew replies and Frank starts to

leave. It swells as we see Andrew alone and imme-

diately pours over slow motion footage of the con-
clusion of the cricket game. It is built largely from
a five note motif, which becomes associated with
this relationship with Laura and which seems to
express both a longing and a sense of loss. It will
be taken up again in the music at the very end of
the film where it is resolved in a bit more trium-
phant sounding way.

The slow motion footage of the end of the crick-
et game is the most abstracted visual sequence in
the film and the natural sounds have reverbera-
tion added to them to achieve a similar level of
abstraction. Perhaps more than any other time
in the film the music at this point takes over and
comes to the fore as the prism through which ev-
erything is viewed. What is conveyed is the extent
to which Andrew is removed from the celebration
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going on around him. When he sees Laura and
she starts to walk towards him in the beginning of
a gesture of reconciliation, the camera rises above
the crowd so that it can keep Andrew and Laura
in view. The rising camera as opposed to a cut to
a closer angle joins the music in transporting the
viewer into the emotional realm in which Andrew
now moves, and it does this without making the
post-game celebration seem ironic. Life goes on,
and the celebration is still valid even if we are
reminded of how oblivious Frobisher can be; but
there is also another reality at this moment which
takes precedence in the story.

The music continues into the scene in the
bedroom as Andrew and Laura are dressing for
the evening concert. It ends as Laura continues
her attempt to make up by saying, “It wasn’t a
very good impersonation.” The moment when she
actually says, "I'm sorry” as well as the follow-
ing moment when Andrew says, “I'm saying, ‘No
have no music under them as though everything is
now focused on the actual exchange expressed in
the dialogue. The music has in effect been lead-
ing up to this moment and steps aside so as not to
distract. Once Laura pulls away from Andrew to
return to her mirror and put on her blouse, there
1s a new music cue which reprises the motif from
the previous cue. It continues until Laura asks if
he expects her to come to the prize giving ceremo-
ny. Andrew’s response which defines the break in
their relationship again plays without music.

999
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There is evidence of some last minute changes
in the score for scenes in the morning of the prize
giving. Isham composed a cue entitled “Goodbye”
which is 2:27 long on the CD for the score. In the
cue sheets for the film as released only 0:08 of this
cue 1s used and the music which actually accom-
panies the moment when Laura and Andrew say
goodbye as Foster carries out her bags is a reprise
of the music for the scene in which Frank looks for
Andrew after the luncheon. (A cue called “Defi-
ant Creature” which is 0:51 long.) It is probably
pointless to speculate about what occasioned this
change of plan. The full cue called “Goodbye” has
a long slow build to a climax, which is fairly som-
ber — I would say almost funereal. The “Defiant
Creature” cue works well with the quiet awkward-
ness of the scene, and is also thematically more
closely related to the other cue associated with
Andrew and Laura. After Andrew leaves there is
a brief cue, which sounds like it may be just the
last chord of the “Goodbye” cue and which ends as
Frobisher says “Ah, Andrew, there you are.”

There are, of course, music cues for the prize
giving ceremony. The first helps sustain the mood
as we skim across the surface of the actual prize
ceremony and cutaway to Laura leaving the house.
The second begins as Andrew breaks away from
his prepared remarks to make his spontaneous
apology. The third swells with the applause at the
end of his remarks and carries over to the scene in
which he exits the hall and is greeted by his col-
leagues. It stops before Taplow comes up to say
goodbye. The emotional function of these cues is

fairly obvious, and they surely help distract from
any questions about the logic of the action (Why is
Andrew last to exit the hall when he seemed to be
leaving at the end of his speech?) or believability of
the reaction to the speech.

The final music cue starts just before Laura
gives Andrew a kiss on the cheek and carries all
the way through the end credits. It attempts to
resolve things in an upbeat way while maintain-
ing much of the elegiac tone. The soaring flugel-
horn and soprano voices provide the uplift, but
the theme and some of the harmonies recall the
sense of loss and yearning. The mixed effect is, of
course, much like the mixed effect of the movie as
a whole.

Conclusion

The Browning Version was selected for compe-
tition at Cannes in 1994 when Pulp Fiction won
the Palme D’Or. Its screenplay was nominated for
a British Academy award, and the Boston Society
of Film Critics gave Albert Finney their award for
best actor. It was also selected for competition at
Cameraimage, a Polish festival focusing exclusive-
ly on cinematography. It apparently only grossed
$464,423 in its US theatrical release?!, and Figgis
has described it as a film which he loves but which
“got dumped. It got only a two-theater release.”?

24 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0109340/business

25 LA Times, Friday, July 25, 2003, p. E18



Figgis’s The Browning Version is a movie that
can always bring tears to my eyes. The simple
fact that something can make me cry is hardly a
reason to value it, and there is obviously some-
thing else that makes a five-handkerchief movie
a memorable experience. I remember the second
movie my son saw when he was probably three was
a Lassie movie, and at one point, when Lassie was
separated from her family and maybe even pre-
sumed dead, I looked over and realized my son was
very upset. I immediately thought “Why am I sub-
jecting him to this?” He was, of course, elated by
the end when Lassie was reunited with her family
and all was right with the world; but I took away a
question, which I have never resolved to my com-
plete satisfaction.

The core issue of course is sentimentality and
its relationship to art or more importantly its func-
tion in the constitution of a healthy psyche. Need-
less to say as a kid I did not appreciate sappy, sen-
timental movies. I remember when I was probably
six having to leave The Wizard of Oz when the
Wicked Witch launched the flying monkeys, and
my mother taking me across the street to another
theater where we saw some romantic melodrama
while the rest of the family stayed the course on
the yellow brick road. I recall nothing about the
movie I saw except a vague sense of a soft gray im-
age of a car and a couple somewhere in the coun-
tryside. Eventually I learned to like being fright-
ened by movies (or not being frightened when I
was supposed to be), and I know in retrospect that
like any child I responded to Bambi or Pinocchio

because my emotions were played like a fiddle; but
I do not recall consciously liking a movie because
it tugged on my heartstrings until I was well into

my twenties. I have a wonderful memory of watch-

ing Random Harvest on TV with my then future
mother-in-law and how surprised she was that I
could like such a sentimental movie. I don’t know
that it had moved me to tears, but I had clearly
come to appreciate sentimentality.

The movies that made me want to make mov-
ies tended towards the cerebral or existential. I
was moved by them, but not in a way that pro-
voked tears. Bergman, Antonioni, Fellini, Go-
dard, Truffaut, Kurosawa, or Satyajit Ray did not

make tearjerkers. Their films may have been emo-

tionally devastating at times; they might have left
me drained and exhilarated at the same time; but
they did not make me cry.

I am probably moved to tears fairly often by
movies, but I have trouble recalling which ones
did. I had to think for a while before I recalled
how I wept both times I saw a Swedish film called
As It Is In Heaven, which was nominated for Best
Foreign Language Film in 2005. Normally I re-
call that I liked a film and perhaps that I found
it “very powerful” but I would be hard pressed to
say for sure whether it made me cry. I can guess
whether a film might have made me cry. For in-
stance I suspect there is a better chance that I
cried during Shadowlands than during The Re-
mains of the Day, to choose two films comparable
to The Browning Version. Nonetheless I regard
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The Remains of the Day as the best of the three
and probably the most moving. It just does not
happen to push the buttons that open my tear
ducts.

At some point in my young adult life I real-
ized I am a complete sucker for a reconciliation
scene. I associate this realization with seeing a
performance of The Merchant of Venice and being
amazed by how moved I was at one point. It is no
wonder to me, given the emotional realities of my
childhood, that I should have a deep involvement
with fantasies of reconciliation; but I do have some
difficulty reconciling my sentimentality with what
I feel are the “deeper” aspects of my sensibility.
Developing a love for films enabled me to appreci-
ate a wider range of films old and new, and I began
to see value in movies that I might have earlier
dismissed as manipulative and sentimental. I still
knew, though, that sentimentality was suspect,
and my attempts to draw the line separating art
from sentimental trash have generally floundered.

Sentimentality connotes an imbalance be-
tween the heart and the head, a tendency for ones
emotional responses to overwhelm more cerebral
responses and cloud perception or judgment. In
literature, drama or cinema sentimentality is as-
sociated with the use of narrative techniques or
rhetorical devices for the sole purpose of eliciting
an emotional response, which seems to be an end
in itself. With comedy laughter seems to justify
whatever means are used to elicit it. One view of
entertainment holds that the same is true for emo-

tion. Anything that provokes emotion is justified
in direct proportion to the strength of the emotion,
although some discretion must be exercised in the
choice of emotion. The theoretical basis for this
kind of aesthetic would seem to be the idea that
most people lead such boring, depressing lives that
they will buy a ticket in order to experience some
kind of emotion. This is why sentimentality is as-
sociated with cynically manipulative narratives at
least in the minds of those who feel the arts serve
a higher purpose than a roller coaster.

When I start to analyze my own sentimen-
tality I tend to recall three watershed moments
associated with my work. The first was a mo-
ment when I was working on a montage of clips
from Chaplin’s films to be used on the Academy
Awards. I was winding through a 16mm print of
City Lights in search of a clip from the ending that
was on the list of things I was supposed to use. I
had never seen City Lights, and I was viewing it
on a very small viewer at about two or three times
normal speed. When I found and viewed the scene
where the flower girl realizes who Charlie is tears
welled up in my eyes. I was amazed by the power
of Chaplin’s film, and it seemed to me that he took
sentimentality to the sublime in this scene.

I felt the same way about Limelight when I
saw it, and the second moment I recall was also in
an editing room when I was making a documen-
tary on Chaplin’s life. I cut to some home movies
of Charlie and Oona with their infant children on
a lawn after part of the scene from Limelight in



which the Claire Bloom character realizes she can
walk again. There is an overwhelming music cue
in the scene, which I let play over the home mov-
ies. The result to my mind was absolute magic,
and I laughed out loud because I was so exhila-
rated to have hit on this moment. I knew that

it would have a very powerful emotional impact
on some viewers as 1t did on me, but I was also
aware at the time of thrill of being able to make
something that was going to affect others. I later
bristled when I read one description of my docu-
mentary as “slick and manipulative” because I
also felt it was operating on a deeper level, but I
was gratified when someone who had been skepti-
cal that a documentary about Chaplin could make
them cry confessed that it had.

The third moment that comes to mind in con-
nection with my own sentimentality is of a com-
pletely different sort. In my forties I received what
I felt was a devastating blow in my career, and I
recall doing three things in the aftermath. The
first was to listen to one of the slow movements of
a Mahler symphony and let it flush all the tears
out of my system. The second was to look up and
read Macbeth’s soliloquy “Tomorrow and tomor-
row and tomorrow...” and the third was to find and
read T.S. Eliot’s “Ash Wednesday.” The point of
this is that I turned to certain bits of artistic cre-
ation for some kind of catharsis or consolation in a
moment of extreme emotion. This is the flip side
of wanting art to provide or provoke emotion, and
it seems to me to offer better access to what the
point of art may be. It also connects with the de-
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sire that I have felt to create some kind of tangible
expression of the amorphous feeling constituting
what I felt was most “real” in my consciousness or
experience.

This is not the place to develop or adopt a com-
prehensive theory of art, but I will say that I find
the i1deas developed by Susanne Langer in Philoso-
phy in a New Key, Feeling and Form, and Mind.:
An Essay on Human Feeling to be the most prom-
ising starting point for such a theory. I suspect
that if would be very difficult to formulate any-
thing but the most general kind of theory that did
justice to all the different ways in which movies
work on viewers and all the reasons the experience
of viewing movies is valued by viewers. Even more
difficult is the task of justifying judgments about
how or why one movie is better than another. I do
think, however, that my response to Figgis’s film
stems from the fact that the film is a well-con-
structed analog of a type of experience that has
profoundly colored or shaped my life. Identifying
with Andrew Crocker-Harris is, of course, the key
to a connection with the film, but it is developed
and enhanced by visual, musical and conceptual
themes woven together in the film.

Paradoxically the fact that I love Mike Figgis’s
The Browning Version does not mean that I can
unhesitatingly declare it to be a “great” movie. I
do not think it is on a par with Contempt, and I
know perfectly well that it works for me in ways
that it does not work for other people, many of
whom share most of my taste in movies. This is



only to say that there is a very large personal com-
ponent in my response to The Browning Version,
ranging all the way from a mild case of anglophil-
ia, especially with regard to English academic tra-
ditions, to a lifetime of frustration which expresses
itself as a sense of failure.

My favorite critical comment on the film is
Terrence Rafferty’s New Yorker review in which he
says:

It would be easy to make fun of “The
Browning Version,” to ridicule both the movie’s
old-fashioned well-made-play construction
— the hero’s humiliations click into place with
almost unseemly efficiency — and the nearly
self- parodic Englishness of the conception:
only a British playwright, one feels, would
try to bring down the house with a ringing
speech about failure. ... But, outdated as the
piece may seem, the new movie is strong and
affecting — perhaps because neither the direc-
tor nor the star has worked with this sort of
material before, so neither has the luxury of
treating “The Browning Version” as business
as usual.?®

Rafferty admires mainly Finney’s perfor-
mance, which he sees as uncharacteristically re-
strained and “all in his eyes.” He seems to credit
Figgis mainly with letting Finney perform and
with using the camera in such as way as to catch

26 New Yorker Oct 31, 1994

“every flickering change in his expression.” He
concludes:

The best thing about this performance is that
Finney, by venturing outside his normal range
as an artist, seems to transcend the rather
narrow, fragile pathos of Rattigan’s drama.
This “Browning Version” isn’t just an exer-
cise in wistful resignation, a midlife elegy for
dashed hopes. Finney’s heroic acting proves
that it’s never too late to reinvent yourself.

Two things strike me about the difference be-
tween Rafferty’s enthusiasm for the film and my
own. First, it is very rare that I find an actor’s
performance the main reason I like a movie. I
can appreciate a good performance, but if I re-
ally like a movie it is because a performance is
part of a whole in some way. The thrill is not just
the enjoyment of a virtuoso performance. One
of the reasons I can sometimes enjoy seeing even
mediocre movies repeatedly is often the pleasure
of watching a performance, and there are times
when I might say that the pleasure of seeing a
particular performance is the only reason to watch
a movie that I think is silly or otherwise unengag-
ing. Nonetheless enjoying an actor’s performance
for its own sake is for me very different from re-
sponding to the film as whole. To some extent this
may be because I am not all that attuned to the
art of acting. Rafferty seems to be able to appreci-
ate Finney’s performance in a way that goes well
beyond the kind of enjoyment I can get watching a
certain shtick or even a finely observed creation of



a character. It is as though for Rafferty the actor’s
performance is itself a work of art. The closest I
can come to understanding this is a musical com-
parison. Maurice Andre could do things with a
trumpet that completely transformed the pieces

he was playing. The line separating the beauty of
the performance from the beauty of the composi-
tion becomes blurred. Perhaps his artistry is fully
revealing the beauty of the composition, in which
case it is not the same as what Rafferty seems to
be celebrating. The material from which Finney
is creating his work is not the Rattigan drama or
Harwood screenplay, it is his own life and career
and persona. Rafferty may have just found a neat
metaphor with which to wrap up his review by
relating Finney’s performance to the theme of the
movie itself: Finney reinvented his acting persona
in the way that Andrew-Crocker Harris attempts
to reinvent himself in terms of his career and
marriage. It may also be that there is a cultural
dimension to movies that involves the iconographic
status of actors to which I am relatively indiffer-
ent.

The second, and to my mind more important,
difference in Rafferty’s response to the movie is
his assessment of the original material in terms
of its “rather narrow, fragile pathos” or as “an
exercise in wistful resignation, a midlife elegy for
dashed hopes.” I do not doubt for a minute that
this may be an assessment shared by many oth-
ers, but I personally do not think it does justice
at least to the original play. Even if the earlier
film took the material into this territory, I think
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perhaps Figgis deserves some credit for attempt-
ing to rescue it and take it somewhere else. Most
of all, however, I feel that the original play was
something much more substantial that this seems
to suggest. There is no wistful resignation in the
air as Andrew and Millie sit down to dinner at
the end of the play. I am also hesitant to describe
the play as elegiac, although I do not hesitate to
describe one thematic element in Figgis’s film or
Isham’s score as elegiac.

In Figgis’s film the elegiac theme is resolved
by or incorporated into a larger overriding theme
to which Isham alludes with his “finding the
courage to transcend.” It is, as Rafferty implies,
a theme of rebirth or reinvention. It is both a
gift and a heroic reclaiming of self. It requires
fortitude and inner strength, but it also requires
openness to others despite the vulnerability that
involves. Figgis seems to have moved the material
away from its origins in Greek tragedy towards a
Christian mythology in which it is possible to rise
from the dead.

FRANK: A corpse can be revived.
ANDREW: I don’t believe in miracles.

This theme is present in the play but Figgis
brings it more to the fore.

Perhaps he just makes it more facile or senti-
mentalizes it. I am not sure how to evaluate this
issue. I certainly respond to it emotionally rather
than cerebrally, and I know that it is appealing to
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deep-seated fantasies. It may be offering me en-

couragement, or it may just be allowing me to wal-
low in wish fulfillment. It may clarify my perspec-
tive on one aspect of my life by allowing me to feel
it in ways I normally avoid or am unable to access.



