
[image: cover]


BFI Film Classics

The BFI Film Classics is a series of books that 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 available in the series, please visit our website: www.palgrave.com/bfi

‘Magnificently concentrated examples of flowing freeform critical poetry.’ Uncut

‘A formidable body of work collectively generating some fascinating insights into the evolution of cinema.’

Times Higher Education Supplement

‘The series is a landmark in film criticism.’

Quarterly Review of Film and Video

‘Possibly the most bountiful book series in the history of film criticism.’

Jonathan Rosenbaum, Film Comment

Editorial Advisory Board

Geoff Andrew, British Film Institute

Edward Buscombe

William Germano, The Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art

Lalitha Gopalan, University of Texas at Austin

Lee Grieveson, University College London

Nick James, Editor, Sight & Sound

Laura Mulvey, Birkbeck College, University of London

Alastair Phillips, University of Warwick

Dana Polan, New York University

B. Ruby Rich, University of California, Santa Cruz

Amy Villarejo, Cornell University


[image: ]



[image: ]


To Kay Dyer


Contents

Foreword

Acknowledgments (1993)

1 A Lovely Film

2 Seven Thursdays

3 That Feminine Angle

4 So English

Notes

Credits

Bibliography


Foreword

I was giving a talk on a general topic and mentioned in passing that Brief Encounter was one of my favourite films. Ed Buscombe, the first editor of the Film Classics series, happened to be in the audience and contacted me afterwards to ask if I’d like to write the Classic on Brief Encounter. It had never been in my plans but it is one of the most enjoyable tasks I’ve ever undertaken.

At the time, the Classics were selected from a predetermined list of canonical films. Brief Encounter’s belonging in the list was unstable. On the one hand, it was one of the most famous of all British films, a widely familiar title and much beloved. On the other hand, it had not yet altogether benefitted from the rehabilitation of women-oriented media that the Hollywood woman’s film and soap opera had enjoyed, and it was still mired in the perception of British cinema itself as impossibly staid, not only in its class-bound, sexually repressive subject matter but in its dully realist and/or too carefully crafted style. My study sought to explore what the implications of both these factors were for Brief Encounter, accepting that the film, written and directed by men, was centred on a woman, addressed a female audience and drew on aspects of women’s culture, and did come out of a view of cinema that valued both realism and craft. These elements shaped the film and, like any other cultural form, limited it but also made possible the feelings and fascinations that continued to make it loved and, in some quarters, admired.

In the twenty-odd years since then, the film’s reputation seems to me to have become much more secure. It is more beloved, sometimes with smart, po-mo condescension, but more often whole-heartedly. In April 2013 Time Out announced it as the most romantic film of all time. Carnforth Station, where the film’s exteriors were shot and which is still a commuter station for the Southern Lancashire area, has been spruced up and become a Heritage Centre with a ‘Brief Encounter’ Refreshment Room. Still Life, the short play on which Brief Encounter is based, is now quite often revived, sometimes better than others, but always respectfully, with no camping about, and always using the film in its publicity. In 2009 an opera, with music by André Previn, was commissioned and premiered by Houston Grand Opera, perhaps a quixotic choice of subject, since the form of opera externalises and heightens emotions, whereas Brief Encounter conveys them through interiority and understatement. Most successfully, beginning in Birmingham in 2007 and then moving on to Wakefield, London and thence to the USA and Australia, Kneehigh Theatre’s production combined straight enactment on the part of the lovers, Rachmaninov, actual and pastiche footage of 1940s cinema, and break-out revue and music-hall numbers (drawing on Noël Coward’s repertoire) for Myrtle and Albert and Beryl and Stanley. The form itself embodied a sense of period combined with the contemporary perspective offered both by multi media performance and giving expression to a sense of fun and even raunchiness in the station staff that the film only hints at. Alongside these various homages to and reimaginings of the film, there is also a renewed academic interest, notably in a long discussion in Alison McKee’s The Woman’s Film of the 1940s: Gender, Narrative, and History (Routledge Advances in Film Studies 2014) and in Melanie Williams’s David Lean (Manchester University Press 2014), part of another, auteurist rehabilitation.

There is a common move made in discussing Brief Encounter, whereby the supposedly widespread perception of the film’s limitations are set up and then counterpoised either to the speaker’s judgment of its achievement or else to the fact that it continues to be so well loved. The following extracts are characteristic of this move – the first in the context of a Criterion DVD edition of the film (itself an accolade of reputation), the other from publicity for a screening at a cool film festival.

To many, Brief Encounter may seem like a relic of more proper times – or, specifically, more properly British times – when the pressures of marital decorum and fidelity were perhaps more keenly felt. In truth, David Lean’s fourth film remains a timeless study of true love (or, rather, the promise of it), and the aching desire for intimate connection that is often subdued by the obligations of marriage.

amazon.com <http://www.amazon.com/Brief-Encounter-The-Criterion-

Collection/dp/0780023420> accessed 11:10, 22 February 2015

The staying power of Brief Encounter is a strange and marvellous thing. How is it that a film which did middling box-office on its release after the war, and which at first glance now might look impossibly dated and class-bound, can still be capturing imaginations so consistently?

Flatpack Film Festival (Birmingham) online programme 2011

<http://flatpackfestival.org.uk/event/brief-encounter-0/>

accessed 11:13, 22 February 2015

As good an instance as any of this move is Victoria Wood’s sketch version in her 2000 Christmas television special, All the Trimmings. Filmed in black and white and focusing only on the scene in the station buffet, Wood ups the starchy gnomic banalities of the buffet manager, raises a laugh from casting veteran chat show host Michael Parkinson as the station manager and introduces elements of absurdity (Laura puts a mince pie in her eye, Dolly loses a skirt as an express train hurtles through) and a twist (at the end, Laura’s voiceover tells us that she runs off not with the doctor but with Dolly). Yet the treatment of the central drama remains virtually untouched by any of these elements. Wood and Celia Imrie (as Laura and Dolly respectively), brilliant comic actresses, enjoy the archaic middle-class accents but still play it straight, as does Bill Patterson, one of the nicest actors on television, as the doctor. The touching moments – the doctor’s kindness, Laura’s registering of his attractiveness, the lesbian twist – allow Rachmaninov to seep in. A four-minute sketch in a variety show is not going to go all out for the emotions as a feature film will, but it is striking how held back from parody the whole thing is, as if the seriousness of the central feelings cannot be resisted.

While writing this introduction, I have been watching the series Looking on HBO, a series about the lives of a group of (mainly) gay friends in San Francisco, and about as sexually explicit a series as one could imagine, or want, on television. Yet despite the ready acceptance of casual and variant sex, the core narrative threads of Looking are those of love, commitment and jealousy. Strikingly present is the anxiety attendant on feeling that having sex with someone other than one’s, as it were, official partner is a betrayal with considerable emotional consequences. Brief Encounter and Looking are utterly of their time and place, the one so English and provincial, the other so San Francisco and now, Brief Encounter’s characters so indirect and its feelings so wholehearted, Looking so upfront and in your face and yet so self-conscious about emotional expression. The fact that they nonetheless play to the same affective concerns does not mean that nothing has changed in seventy years, but it does mean that emotional dedication and sexual jealousy are very deeply embedded in the societies we live in and so, when done right, continue to engage, fascinate and move us.
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David Lean (centre) directing Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard




1 A Lovely Film

My mother has two kinds of favourite film, the good and the lovely. The good – pronounced with a drawn-out relish speaking of strong, meaty emotions – are dramas of passion, turbulence and ferocity, Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Barbara Stanwyck, Gone With the Wind (1939), Gaslight (1940) and The Flesh is Weak (1957). Lovely films, on the other hand, present a world of nice people, good manners and comfortable refinement, Mrs Miniver (1942), Random Harvest (1942) and The Glass Mountain (1949), anything with Anna Neagle. The two films I most recently saw with her were the good The Silence of the Lambs (1990) and the lovely Howards End (1992) (though to be honest, she didn’t think much to either of them). Brief Encounter is undoubtedly a lovely film, but with such a pull of yearning emotionality that it is also pretty much a good one too.

The first time I remember seeing it was at the National Film Theatre in London in the mid-1960s with my mother and her friend Andy, a woman of strong opinions. I knew of it as one of my mother’s lovely films, which at the time I rather despised – too genteel, too English. Yet I was surprised to find that I enjoyed Brief Encounter. I recall going not long after with Jeremy, my best friend at school, on a day trip to nearby Croydon, a real towny town with a large store that, like the Kardomah cafe in the film, had a tea room with a musical trio, and
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