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BFI Film Classics

The BFI Film Classics series introduces, interprets and celebrates landmarks of world cinema. Each volume offers an argument for the film’s ‘classic’ status, together with discussion of its production and reception history, its place within a genre or national cinema, an account of its technical and aesthetic importance, and in many cases, the author’s personal response to the film.

For a full list of titles in the series, please visit

https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/series/bfi-film-classics/


For my grandma, who, as a girl, did know about ponchos, zarapes and cloaks in South America; and my ma, who knew about landscaping, batteries de cuisine, the merits of Elizabeth David, Hebe skirts, DAKS, Antartex, mohair coats and 1963 trends in mandarin red and fuchsia.
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Joe Losey relaxing on location: The Servant
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Foreword to the 2020 Edition

Writing this new introduction in the midst of criticism of the over-indulgent length of some recent releases, I am struck again by The Servant’s exemplary precision and economy. Whatever may be understood by ‘Losey baroque’ in terms of mise en scène, the dialogue is spartan. The action cracks on at one heck of a pace. This is due in part to Pinter’s original screenplay (all the more remarkable for being his first), to Losey’s judicious pruning thereof and to Reginald Mills’s slick editing, during and post-production. Losey acknowledged that various collaborators, in front of and behind the camera, were responsible for the film’s success. John Coldstream’s 2011 BFI Film Classic on Victim (Basil Dearden, 1961) served as a reminder of the shift accomplished by Dirk Bogarde in the 1950s and 1960s from his previous reputation as an ‘idol of the Odeons’. His collaboration with Losey on Sleeping Tiger (1954) was reinforced by The Servant (1963) and Accident (1967) (from another Pinter screenplay).

The fiftieth anniversary rerelease of The Servant on DVD prompted a minor flurry of appreciative commentary. The journal The Soundtrack republished Frank Griffith’s 2005 interview with John Dankworth, the composer, declaring The Servant score his favourite, ‘the one that hangs together best. … I’m also quite proud of it in isolation, so to speak.’ His contribution garnered further film commissions, including Gangster No. 1 (Paul McGuigan, 2000). There is discussion of the merits of traditional versus modern jazz in Losey’s Blind Date (1959). Losey had worked with Dankworth and Cleo Laine’s vocals on The Criminal (1960), with lyrics provided by the screenwriter Alun Owen (a task similarly undertaken by Pinter for The Servant).

In 2018, BFI Southbank ran the season ‘Pinter on Screen: Power, Sex and Politics’. Viewing The Servant alongside Accident and Losey’s The Go-Between (1970), certain parallel episodes gain prominence: the house ball game in the first collaboration, tennis in the second, cricket in the third. For Pinter, a cricket aficionado, games are never merely a leisure pursuit. Every match is a test. Other members of The Servant’s cast and crew have received similar well-deserved recognition. Bristol’s ‘Cinema Rediscovered’ has celebrated the long and illustrious career of the cinematographer Douglas Slocombe, from Ealing to Rollerball (Norman Jewison, 1975). The cameraman Chic Waterston, whose career began with GPO in films in the 1930s, has said that he valued most his work with Losey.

The V&A’s recent Mary Quant show – sponsored by King’s Road – reminds us that the neighbourhood in which Tony establishes himself in The Servant was then up and coming, with Quant’s Bazaar and Terence Conran restaurants pioneering its 1960s reputation for trendiness. Other locations used for the film have since been gentrified, most notably St Pancras station (at which Barrett meets Vera), for decades languishing in semi-decrepitude, prior to the arrival of Eurostar and the transformation of the adjacent hotel into luxury apartments. Fulham’s Queen’s Elm pub, where Tony and Barrett meet at either side of a glass partition between public and saloon bars, is now a bespoke wedding dress shop. The reported price of town houses in 2019 at the Chelsea Barracks development would make even cosily privileged Tony belch.

Events in the summer of 1963 swayed reception of The Servant at home and abroad. At the time of writing, there has been some oblique coverage in The Crown (Netflix, ongoing) and a new BBC six-hour television drama revisiting the Profumo affair. Whereas Michael Caton-Jones’s 1988 Scandal and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s 2013 musical, directed by Richard Eyre, cast the society osteopath Stephen Ward as scapegoat, this new series promises to present its narrative from the perspective of another supposed casualty, Christine Keeler. In 1963 she found herself vilified in certain quarters, lionised in others: she definitely provided good copy for a salacious press. She was also expediently viewed as something of a match for working-class Vera in The Servant. Tony, says Vera, ‘can’t have it on a plate forever’.

In 2011, I commented in passing on the popularity of ITV’s Downton Abbey. Its writer, Julian Fellowes, was returning to territory claimed by his award-winning screenplay for Robert Altman’s 2001 Gosford Park. Attics and basement corridors enlarge on the spatial articulation of Tony’s comparatively modest pattern-book house. But ‘insider’ Fellowes was also drawing from and contributing to a long history of stately home drama. The BBC responded with a remake of ITV’s Upstairs Downstairs. In Gosford Park, a guest masquerading as a servant is informed that he cannot play for both sides at once; in Downton Abbey the movie (Michael Engler, 2019) the rigid hierarchy of servants is augmented by a royal visit. A brass band playing ‘Ilkley Moor’ is deployed to distract the viewer’s attention from evidently Wiltshire locations, standing in for Downton’s purported Yorkshire. Or, perhaps, in this kitsch confection, location is presumed to matter little. The King and Queen travel wherever with their own retinue of staff, prompting resentment and jealousy. Eavesdropping and potentially compromising ‘intimate capital’ are deployed as means of coercion, much as Pinter and Losey used them in The Servant. But, here again, this is a common feature of many master–servant narratives. Whereas Tony’s house in The Servant (where location presciently mattered) falls into disarray, the honour and legacy of the house remains paramount in Downton for master and servants alike.

At the time of release, The Servant seemed contemporary. Meanwhile, Richard Bean has transposed Carlo Goldoni’s The Servant of Two Masters to 1960s Brighton. These master–servant narratives, I argue, deserve their classic status in their enduring and continuing resonance.
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Plot Synopsis

A young man who has recently acquired a house in London interviews and hires a manservant: the master is gulled, failing the first of a series of tests. The servant proceeds to take control, not only of the house but also of its master, by way of infringements of authority and invasions of territory. The young man’s fiancée (a provisional attachment) sees what is happening and says that she does not trust the servant. Her advice goes unheeded. The servant then introduces a maid into the house, as his sister, instructing her to seduce the master. He is tested and proves easy prey. Returning from a weekend in the country, the young man and his fiancée discover the servant and the maid together in their master’s bed. The fiancée tests the master’s metal: servant and maid are both duly dismissed. The master fails to manage the house without them and mourns his losses.

Some time later, the servant pleads with the master to be reinstated (another ploy – another test). His plea is successful but the house continues to fall into disarray. The servant, once invited back, forcibly reasserts his dominance over the master. The maid returns, pleading for compensation. The master meanwhile continues to ignore his fiancée, who eventually returns to the house and makes a plea on the maid’s behalf. She pleads on her own behalf; she pleads on the master’s behalf. But, for the master, it is already too late and he fails this final test: he is ruined, the house is ruined, it’s all gone.
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