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To Sir Alec Guinness


David Lean regarded the making of films as a deadly serious business. He had caught the spirit of those pioneers who thought what they were doing was of great significance. He thought about film as a Jesuit thinks about his vocation.

—Anthony Havelock-Allan, producer
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FOREWORD

ALEC GUINNESS SPEAKING

The people whom Guinness plays best of all are iceberg characters, nine-tenths concealed, whose fascination lies not in how they look but in how their minds work; people with secrets to hide from their fellow men, people like poets and killers and saints. Guinness can convey, by his voice and bearing, the existence of little fixed ideas frisking about behind the deferential mask of normality. His territory is the man within.

—Kenneth Tynan

I left school at eighteen and took acting lessons from Martita Hunt, who dismissed me after two lessons with the advice that I would never be an actor, though later she continued the lessons. (We were subsequently to appear together in my first film, David Lean’s Great Expectations.) Undaunted, I managed to obtain a two-year scholarship to a dramatic academy in 1934. Later I joined the Old Vic, and in 1939 I played Michael Ransom in a revival of Auden and Isherwood’s The Ascent of F6. I was drawn to the latter role because Ransom reminded me of T. E. Lawrence and I admired explorers, leaders, heroes, and other men who aspire and achieve dangerously. I was later to play the title role in Ross, the play modeled on Lawrence’s life, as well as to appear as Lawrence’s Bedouin ally, Prince Feisal, in David Lean’s film Lawrence of Arabia (1962).

In 1941 I joined the navy; after the war I returned to the Old Vic to resume my stage career. Since I had portrayed Herbert Pocket, the hero’s friend, in my own stage adaptation of Dickens’s Great Expectations in 1940, it was natural that I should be asked to re-create the role in David Lean’s 1946 film of the novel. With this film began a professional association between Lean and myself that has proved mutually fruitful.

When David Lean formed his own independent film unit after the war, he firmly believed that British films should be made to appeal primarily to the home market, rather than to the elusive American market, which other producers, like J. Arthur Rank, were trying to conquer. Ironically, it was Lean films like Brief Encounter (1945) and Great Expectations (1946), which were wholly English in character and situation, that were the first British films to win wide popularity in America. And I still maintain that we should aim at making films that will be truly British in character. After all, we go to French and Italian films because they are French and Italian. A country’s films should reflect that country’s history and temperament.

Two years after Great Expectations, Lean gave me my second film assignment in another Dickens adaptation, Oliver Twist (1948). Because of the touchy temper of the times, my portrayal of Fagin was criticized as being anti-Semitic, and the release of the film was delayed for a time in the United States. If one views the film now, however, one can, perhaps, see that I attempted to invest the character of the old rogue with human qualities.

After all, it was ridiculous to denounce the film since we all fell over backward to ensure that even the word Jew wasn’t mentioned in the film. I really don’t think the film did any harm. Be that as it may, I owe my film career to David Lean, and I shall always be grateful for his letting me play Fagin.

Some years later David offered me the role of Colonel Nicholson in The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957). I rejected the first version of the script because it was rubbish—filled with elephant charges and that sort of thing. For a while they were thinking of getting Charles Laughton to do the part, but it was offered to me again after the script was revised. I turned it down a second time because I found Nicholson to be a blinkered character. I wondered how we could get the audience to take him seriously. Then Sam Spiegel, the producer of the film, took me to dinner. He is a very persuasive character. I started out maintaining that I wouldn’t play the role, and by the end of the evening we were discussing what kind of wig I would wear.

The film deals with a British battalion captured by the Japanese in 1943. Nicholson has his men contribute to the building of a bridge to accommodate the Thailand-Burma railway. Nicholson ultimately becomes obsessed with the idea of making the bridge a tribute to British know-how and resourcefulness.

I attempt to submerge my personality in every part that I play; so, with Nicholson, I aimed to make him understandable and even sympathetic. I try to get inside a character and project him—one of my own private rules is that I have not got a character until I have mastered exactly how he walks. In short, I endeavor to inhabit any role that I play.

After Kwai, David offered me the part of Prince Feisal, a Bedouin chief, in Lawrence of Arabia. I again sought to submerge myself in this character. In my years of apprenticeship before the war, the minor roles that fell to me had often required me to play a variety of older men. I was very happy to disguise myself. I was always rather embarrassed with myself personally, and I was glad to go into a disguise. In effect, the wide range of parts that I had played on the stage prepared me to play character parts like Prince Feisal.

Though I have created a gallery of film portrayals, I still have mixed emotions about film acting: you have no control over the final performance as it is seen by the public. That’s in the hands of the director and the editor. I have sometimes found that something has disappeared from a performance of mine, something that I was relying on, so that I would have played the whole thing differently had I known that that particular thing was going to go. I prefer rehearsing a film beforehand as long as possible since the scenes are not shot in sequence. I also prefer working in the controlled conditions of the studio to going on location. So often you have to rush things through on location because of weather conditions. When we made Dr. Zhivago for David Lean back in 1965, we were all in Madrid in a temperature of 116 degrees, muffled up to the ears in Russian furs. We just wanted to say our lines and get out of that heat!

Despite my reservations about film acting, I still find it challenging. Every day provides some little scene—even if it is only a minute or so—in which you have the opportunity for a little moment of genuinely creative work. That helps make it all worthwhile.
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CHRONOLOGY







	1908

	David Lean born in Croydon, England, March 25, the son of Francis William and Helena Tangye Lean.




	1920–1926

	Educated at Leighton Park School, a Quaker institution in Reading.




	1927

	Employed by Gaumont-British Studios in Lime Grove as an apprentice and all-around factotum.




	1928–1930

	Works as a cutting room assistant, camera assistant, and assistant director.




	1930

	Becomes chief editor for Gaumont-British News.




	1931–1932

	Becomes editor for British Movietone News and assists in editing feature films.




	1934

	Edits “quota quickies” at Elstree Studios.




	1935

	Edits his first important feature film, Paul Czinner’s Escape Me Never.




	1936

	Edits Czinner’s As You Like It.




	1938

	Edits and assists in the direction of Pygmalion for Anthony Asquith and Leslie Howard.




	1939

	Edits French without Tears for Asquith.




	1941

	Edits and assists in the direction of Major Barbara for Gabriel Pascal. Edits The 49th Parallel (U.S. title: The Invaders) for Michael Powell.




	1942

	Edits One of Our Aircraft Is Missing for Michael Powell.




	1943

	Forms, in association with J. Arthur Rank, an independent production company, Cineguild, with Ronald Neame and Anthony Havelock-Allan.




	1944

	Directs The Happy Breed, his first venture as a solo director.




	1945

	Directs Blithe Spirit and Brief Encounter; becomes first British director to be nominated for an American Academy Award for Brief Encounter.




	1946

	Directs Great Expectations, which wins three Academy Awards.




	1948

	Directs Oliver Twist; the release of this film in the United States is postponed because of charges of anti-Semitism.




	1949

	Directs The Passionate Friends (U.S. title: One Woman’s Story).




	1950

	Directs Madeleine; Cineguild dissolved; joins Alexander Korda’s London Films.




	1952

	Directs The Sound Barrier (U.S. title: Breaking the Sound Barrier).




	1953

	Named a commander of the British Empire (CBE) by Queen Elizabeth II for his contribution to British cinema.




	1954

	Directs Hobson’s Choice.




	1955

	Directs Summertime (British title: Summer Madness).




	1957

	Directs The Bridge on the River Kwai, which wins seven Academy Awards, including best director.




	1962

	Directs Lawrence of Arabia, which wins seven Oscars, including best director.




	1965

	Directs Dr. Zhivago; The Greatest Story Ever Told, for which Lean assisted George Stevens by filming the prologue, released.




	1970

	Directs Ryan’s Daughter; a retrospective of Lean’s films held at the Museum of Modern Art, October 29–November 3.




	1973

	Presented with the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Directors Guild of America.




	1981

	After considering a series of possible film projects, including Captain Bligh and Mr. Christian (a new version of Mutiny on the Bounty), finally opts to make A Passage to India, from the E. M. Forster novel.




	1983

	Receives British Film Institute Fellowship for Lifetime Achievement.




	1984

	Directs A Passage to India; knighted by Queen Elizabeth II.




	1988

	Honored with a special tribute at the Cannes International Film Festival.




	1989

	Restored version of Lawrence of Arabia given a successful theatrical rerelease.




	1990

	Receives the American Film Institute Life Achievement Award.




	1991

	David Lean dies on April 16; posthumously honored by the dedication of the David Lean Building at Shepperton Studios, outside London, to his memory as an enduring monument to his incalculable contribution to British cinema.




	1997

	The National Film Registry of the Library of Congress, which preserves films of enduring quality, includes Bridge on the River Kwai and Lawrence of Arabia in its collection.




	1998

	The American Film Institute chooses the hundred best films in the first century of cinema in a television special broadcast on July 16, including Bridge on the River Kwai, Lawrence of Arabia, and Dr. Zhivago.




	1999

	The British Film Institute honors the hundred outstanding British films of the first hundred years of cinema; Brief Encounter and Great Expectations are in the top ten.




	2002

	The Sight and Sound international poll of film directors and film critics chooses Lean as one of the top ten directors of all time and Lawrence of Arabia among the top ten films of all time. The American Film Institute chooses the hundred outstanding love stories in movie history in a television special on June 11, naming Dr. Zhivago among the first ten selections.




	2003

	In a nationwide poll conducted by Premiere magazine, Lawrence of Arabia is voted one of the hundred greatest films of all time. The American Film Institute names T. E. Lawrence of Lawrence of Arabia one of the top ten heroes of all time in a television special aired June 3.




	2004

	Release on DVD in the United States of the David Lean Collection: seven of Lean’s British films, including the original, uncensored British version of Oliver Twist, which had not been available on home video in the United States before.
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PROLOGUE

A WORLD ON FILM

Hollywood is the Roman Circus—and damned near the end of civilization.

—Raymond Chandler

The French filmmaker Jean Renoir once said that, if all the films of a good director are laid end to end, what results is not a group of separate films but a series of chapters of the same film. This is another way of saying that, more than anyone else involved in the production of a film, it is the director who leaves his personal stamp on a motion picture. Filmmaking, it is true, is a corporate effort to which a whole host of individuals, from actors to technicians, must make their contribution. But it is the director who must create a unified work of art from all these varied contributions.

Even though David Lean adapted for the screen several literary works by worthy authors ranging from Charles Dickens to E. M. Forster, there is little question that, despite the films’ distinguished literary antecedents, he is really the creative genius behind the films that bear his name. In discussing the degree of personal involvement in his motion pictures, Lean pointed out that his work on a film began at the script stage and continued throughout the filmmaking process.

“In the early stages I suppose the director is, as it were, a shaper of the film. And then, of course, as the shooting gets nearer, he takes more and more responsibility,” Lean said. “One tends to put one’s own point of view over through the actors. And so, a kind of personal taste or touch will come out. Above all, the director chooses what the audience sees, and when. He decides whether you shall see it in a close-up or long shot. . . . So that in itself has quite an effect, of course.”1 Once a film was finished shooting, Lean said, he was particularly interested in supervising the editing. Since he had been an editor, he found it hard to keep his hands off the celluloid. Furthermore, he always tried to shoot with a plan for editing the film in mind, in order to be sure to get the shots he knew would be needed.

Andrew Sarris, one of the most articulate champions of the film director’s vital role in the filmmaking process, has written: “Only the director can provide a unity of style out of all the diverse ingredients at his disposal. The script writer will find his words chopped up into shots. The actor who performs continuously on the stage is recorded intermittently on the set, where his part is slowly eroded out of sequence into little bits and pieces.”2 Consequently, it is the director and the director alone who can and must confer artistic unity on a motion picture. Accordingly, the key role that the director plays in the creation of a motion picture has been compared to that of a company commander, a quarterback, an orchestra conductor, a trail boss, even a lion tamer.

The auteur theory maintains that the director is at the center of the filmmaking process. When the role of the director is viewed in this fashion, it is clear that he is the true author of a film in much the same way that a writer is the author of a novel. A film director who merely puts together a motion picture as if he were a foreman on an assembly line would not, of course, be considered the author of a film that he has directed, and there are many such directors in the history of cinema. But a film director who uses cinematic techniques to express his personal vision of reality in film after film will build up a coherent body of work like that which the novelist produces.

This is not to say that a given film cannot be analyzed and enjoyed apart from the other films made by the same director, but one’s appreciation of a given film can be greatly enhanced when it is examined in the context of the director’s total body of work. “The fact that most directors do not write their own scripts,” says Sarris, “is enough to discredit the role of the director in the eyes of the literary establishment. Such discredit is often unjustified even on literary grounds simply because many directors decline to take credit for collaborating on the writing of their films.”3 Alfred Hitchcock implicitly supported Sarris’s view when he wrote, “Under ideal conditions the screenplay is prepared by the writer in collaboration with the director.”4

As Lean himself testified, he collaborated on the screenplay of every film he directed, whether he was credited as a screenwriter or not. It was his custom to hold script conferences with his writers prior to filming, in order to trade ideas about plot and dialogue with them—even when one of the screenwriters was an estimable author like Noël Coward, who was involved in coauthoring four films that Lean made early in his career. Lean was confident that he knew how to aid screenwriters in improving what they had written. “Working on a script is important and very necessary,” he said, “but I’m not a word man; I’m a picture man. I love getting behind a camera and getting images on a screen.”5

Furthermore, whether or not a director has taken a hand in script preparation, he can still be considered the author of his succession of films if he has consistently chosen material that is in keeping with his own personal vision and directorial style. Lean saw in his own style an attraction to characters who refuse to accept defeat, even when their most cherished hopes go unfulfilled. His protagonists seek to transform their lives, but often fail to do so. Pip in Great Expectations, Colonel Nicholson in The Bridge on the River Kwai, and T. E. Lawrence in Lawrence of Arabia, among others, struggle against the limitations of their own personalities to achieve a level of existence that they deem higher or nobler. And so a director like David Lean created in his films “a world of his own, a world no less unique for having been filtered through the varying verbalizations of scores of screenwriters.”6

“Hollywood’s like Egypt,” the producer David O. Selznick remarked late in his career, “full of crumbled pyramids. It will just keep crumbling until finally the wind blows the last studio prop across the sands. . . . There might have been good movies if there had been no movie industry. Hollywood might have become the center of the new human expression if it hadn’t been grabbed by a little group of bookkeepers and turned into a junk industry.”7 These are bitter words indeed to come from the man responsible for producing films like Gone with the Wind (Victor Fleming, 1939). Nonetheless, Selznick accurately expressed the problem that has vexed filmmakers since the movies developed from their humble beginnings into a full-scale industry: How does a creative artist make a film that is a personal, unified work of art when the production process is a huge financial undertaking involving the contributions of a large group of people ranging from the cast to the technical crew?

The auteur theory can be readily applied to European directors working in relatively small industries such as that in England, where David Lean got his start making movies. Indeed, Lean was one of the top directors of postwar British cinema. In the relatively small British film industry, he could control every aspect of the production of his films from beginning to end. But it seemed at first that the auteur theory could not be applied so easily to Lean when he became associated with Hollywood because directors working in a larger industry have found it so much more difficult to gain artistic control over their films.

On closer examination, however, it is clear that, just as he had done while working for British studios, Lean was able to impose his personal stamp on his films while working for American studios. Moreover, it was relatively easy for him to move from the British film industry to the American. This is because “the British film industry has maintained a symbiotic relationship with Hollywood since the end of World War I, a relationship intensified by the sharing of a common language after the conversion to sound.”8 This relationship has been further intensified because American financing largely controls the British movie industry. Almost three-quarters of the major films made in Britain are backed by American capital. Moreover, Lean had an affinity for Hollywood pictures from his youth because he grew up with them. “I had a tremendous love of American films,” he told a television interviewer; “they influenced me enormously.”9

Once Lean began working for American production companies in the mid-1950s, he officially became a Hollywood director, even though his films continued to be largely concerned with British subject matter, from The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) onward. Moreover, the far-flung locations in which his Hollywood films were made were an indication of the global nature of the film industry. Like Alfred Hitchcock, he was British born and worked in the British film industry for roughly the first half of his career, but he became part of the American film industry for the balance of his career, making movies for major Hollywood studios.

Still, whether Lean was making pictures for British or American film corporations, he insisted on maintaining his independence; as such, he was bent on making one film at a time, not on machine-tooling several at once, as the executives at the big studios had always done. As a result, his films were more personal in style and point of view than had been customary for Hollywood films of the past. “People tell me I’m not a personal filmmaker,” Lean observed. “I don’t know what they mean by this. Everything goes through me from script to final print, and nothing is done which I am not a part of.”10 In this way, he was implicitly endorsing the auteur theory by declaring himself the author of his films.

Significantly, Lean was able to make his films his own, notwithstanding the diversity of genres in which he worked—from war pictures to high comedy and domestic drama. Indeed, one suspects that the studio system presented him with a challenge to his artistic creativity, a challenge that sharpened his determination to turn out films that he could in some true sense call his own. Hence, he helped make possible the individualism and independence that are the hallmarks of today’s new breed of directors. We have come a long way from the days when motion picture companies sought to make films that were essentially anonymous studio products. The following pages pay tribute to a filmmaker who was able through his resourcefulness to place on his films not the stamp of the studio but the stamp of his own creative and personal vision. Consequently, it is evident that Lean’s work warrants and repays further critical examination along the lines of the auteur theory.

The present study is designed to provide a complete critical study of Lean’s career. Therefore, it does not focus only on his most celebrated achievements, like Lawrence of Arabia, a supreme cinematic epic, and The Bridge on the River Kwai, a great war film. Rather, it also gives equal time to his other pictures, some huge box office successes, movies that have not received sufficient critical attention in previous studies of his work: Blithe Spirit, a charming comedy-fantasy with Rex Harrison, and Summertime, a bittersweet May-December romance with Katharine Hepburn. In addition, I have made an effort to reassess those Lean films that have been neglected, like Madeleine, a murder mystery, and The Sound Barrier, a film about test pilots. Surely these underappreciated movies deserve reappraisal since they all reflect the genius of the director who made them.

That several important works on Lean have been published indicates the continued interest in his films over the years. Kevin Brownlow’s David Lean (1997) is the authorized biography, done with Lean’s cooperation; Stephen Silverman’s David Lean (1989) is a survey of the films; Sandra Lean’s David Lean: An Intimate Portrait (2001) is an anecdotal reminiscence by his widow; and Howard Maxford’s David Lean (2000) is a superficial pictorial history of the films with plot summaries.11 None of these works are really critical studies. The same can be said of Morris and Raskin’s Lawrence of Arabia (1992) and Adrian Turner’s The Making of Lawrence of Arabia (1994), which are production histories of one particular film.12 Among the true critical studies of the films, Gerald Pratley’s The Cinema of David Lean (1974) and Michael Anderegg’s David Lean (1984) are out-of-date and incomplete (they do not include Lean’s final masterpiece, A Passage to India), and Silver and Ursini’s David Lean and His Films is also out-of-date since it was originally published in 1974 and only one chapter has been added to the 1992 edition.13 Silver and Ursini, like Pratley and Anderegg, could not draw on recent scholarship on Lean and his movies.

My procedure has been to interview individuals connected with Lean’s films and to read the screenplays and other documentation in film archives and studio files. All this gives the book a firsthand dimension lacking in some other books on directors and increases its merit as a work of original scholarship. I have weighed the evaluations of other commentators on Lean’s work against my own, in order to arrive at a balanced consensus. Consequently, this is not “instant criticism” but an in-depth examination of all Lean’s motion pictures.

The present volume endeavors to prove that a director like David Lean could be not only a genuine artist but a popular entertainer as well. Lean made several enduring works that still appeal to filmgoers today, as attested to by their ready availability, whether through reruns on television or for purchase or rental in DVD and other formats. Even his early British films were released in the United States and are, therefore, known here. What’s more, Robert Murphy’s British Cinema Book demonstrates that scholarly and popular interest in British cinema has never been stronger than it is now.14 Lean’s mature works were made for Hollywood studios and are acknowledged as world-class motion pictures. Indeed, when it came to staging epic scenes in a historical spectacle, Lean was without a peer.

The successful films that Lean made more than justify the artistic independence that producers extended to him. “This question of freedom, it’s a question of one’s record, I suppose; and I suppose that I’ve had a fairly good record,” he noted. “The financing of movies is a big gamble, and, considering the high stakes involved, I feel that I have been treated well. On the whole my own final cut of a picture has been allowed to stand. This may be partly due to the fact that I was an editor for many years and am generally more ruthless than the producer.”15

As a matter of fact, the very popularity of his movies is reason enough for some critics to write Lean off as a mere crowd-pleaser, rather than recognize him as an authentic artist of the cinema. That a director can be both is suggested by the fact that his finest films, for example, Great Expectations and A Passage to India, are also among his most popular.

This book might be called an informal essay in cinema history since Lean’s work covers a wide time span, ranging from the silent period, when he served his apprenticeship in the film industry, to the advent of sound, and through the era of color and wide-screen motion pictures. The present study is intended not for cinema specialists but for those filmgoers who have enjoyed the movies made by David Lean, in order to provide them with a context in which they can appreciate his work more fully.


Part One

GETTING STARTED
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Chapter One

FROM SILENTS TO SOUND

THE EARLY YEARS AS A FILM EDITOR

The last draft of a screenplay is in the editing room.

—Ted Tally, screenwriter

In my opinion, film editors make great movie directors.

—Martin Scorsese

The American Film Institute bestowed on David Lean its Lifetime Achievement Award for his contribution to the art of the cinema in a television special that aired on March 8, 1990. Among those who paid tribute to Lean on that occasion was Billy Wilder, a former recipient of the AFI award. He concluded his remarks with the succinct “Who more than David Lean deserves this award?” After all, when one considers the positive critical and public response to many of Lean’s films, it is evident that few directors have commanded such a large portion of the mass audience.

In his acceptance speech, Lean noted that previous winners of the AFI award, like Billy Wilder and Orson Welles, were innovators and that “this business lives on creative pathfinders.” Press reports of the event referred to Lean as the prototype of the ideal Hollywood director, for he managed over the years to weather changes in public taste and the pressures of the studio system without compromising his style, his taste, or his ethical standards.

Lean also admitted in his acceptance speech that the scenes from his films that were screened during the course of the evening “were better than I thought they were.” They reminded him of what he had learned in his early days as an apprentice in the film industry.

The Early Years

David Lean was born in Croydon, a suburb south of London, on March 25, 1908, the son of Francis and Helena Tangye Lean. The Leans lived at 38 Blenheim Crescent. Frank Lean was a chartered accountant in the firm of Viney, Price, and Goodyear in the City of London (i.e., the financial district). Lean’s parents were Quakers, a religious influence most noticeable in his father’s side of the family. Lean confessed to being slightly intimidated by the Leans, a very austere set of relatives. By contrast, his mother’s people, the Tangyes, were more pleasant types with an artistic flair, and, consequently, they appealed to young David more than his father’s relatives did. By the same token, David never had the personal relationship with his father—a remote, cold type—that he experienced with his more affectionate mother.

David had little affinity to the Quaker sect to which his family belonged; the strain of Puritanism in the Quakers was the basis of their rejection of the arts, especially the movies, which were considered to be a corrupting influence on the young. Nevertheless, Lean always acknowledged the influence of his Quaker upbringing on his moral attitudes; he firmly believed, for example, that one should never lie or cheat, and he acknowledged the existence of God. “I don’t think that it’s a Godless universe,” he added, “but I wouldn’t know what God is.”1

When it came time for David to start school, the nearby elementary school would not accept him. “It was Church of England, and wouldn’t have me,” he explained.2 So he attended the local Quaker school. David did not make much of a mark as a student; more than one of his teachers wrote him off as an underachiever. The headmistress sent home a report to his parents, stating that she feared that he was incorrigibly lazy and might never learn to read and write. She stated flatly, “David daydreams.”3 His younger brother, Edward (who was known by his middle name, Tangye), was a better student, and David felt, with some reason, that Tangye was his father’s favorite.

Because David believed that his father did not appreciate him, he grew sullen and silent. Indeed, throughout his life Lean would lapse into prolonged silence when pondering a problem, and his silences became legendary in the film colony. As one friend put it later on, he felt comfortable with silences others might feel compelled to fill.

Good Quakers that they were, Lean’s blinkered parents would not permit him to go to the pictures. Films, especially the lurid vehicles for vamps like Pola Negri and Theda Bara, were condemned as wicked. Moreover, movies were despised by many cultured, middle-class people like the Leans as pretty common, cheap entertainment for the uneducated.

Since David was barred from going to the movies, the Leans’ housekeeper, Mrs. Egerton, who was a fan of Charlie Chaplin, acted out Chaplin’s raucous antics for the boy. She would twirl a cane and even run around the kitchen table, skidding around corners just like the Tramp, keeping David in stitches. Lean later felt that it was at this time that he got bitten by the bug that made him a confirmed movie fan. In fact, he later hung a photo of Chaplin in The Gold Rush (1925) on his bedroom wall.

In 1920, when he was thirteen, David was enrolled in the Leighton Park School, a Quaker boarding school in Reading; Tangye joined him three years later and continued to outshine him academically. Sandra Lean, Lean’s widow, would later remark: “David was not good at school, but his brother was; and he felt his father worshipped his brother and neglected him. He channeled his frustration into the one thing that fascinated him—photography.”4

David showed genuine enthusiasm for his hobby, still photography. His uncle Clement Tangye had given him a Kodak Brownie camera when he was fourteen, and from then on David harbored a passion for photography. He became an avid shutterbug around school and spent his spare time in the darkroom, developing his own pictures. Lean admitted that he was “mad keen” for taking snapshots while he was on vacation, as when he attended the Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924, with its colorful sideshows and elaborate exhibits, celebrating a time when the sun never set on the British Empire. David’s attention was particularly drawn to the exhibition’s Palace of Engineering, where Phonofilms were shown; these short talking pictures, developed by the American inventor Lee de Forest, presaged the advent of sound feature films, only three years away.

By this time the Leans had moved to 97 Park Lane in East Croydon. David was painfully aware that his parents were growing apart, as he could sense a palpable chill in the house. Hilary Tangye, one of Helena’s nieces, confirms that the Tangyes had quick tempers, and Helena Lean was no exception. So Frank Lean finally decided to leave her. Frank and Helena then officially resigned from the Quaker sect because they did not want their Quaker friends to witness the disintegration of their marriage, the Quakers taking a dim view of divorce.

Frank moved out of the house in 1923 and subsequently moved in with a war widow named Margaret Merton. Still a Quaker at heart, Helena would not hear of a divorce, so Frank and Margaret lived together at Margaret’s place in Hove. David, who was fifteen when his parents parted, never quite got over what he considered his father’s abandonment of the family. Still, he could muster some sympathy for Frank Lean: “My father, poor man, plagued by guilt.” The failure of a marriage is a difficult thing in the best of times, “but,” as Lean later remarked, “in those days, and being a Quaker, you can imagine.” Later on, David came to know Margaret and found her a nice woman.5 Helena suffered from melancholy after the break with her husband and cried a lot—with the result that David became even more isolated and took refuge in daydreaming more than ever.

Since Leighton Park was a boarding school, David could sneak out to a cinema in Reading in a way that he could never do while at home with his mother in Croydon. At age thirteen, he saw his very first silent film, The Hound of the Baskervilles (1920), directed by Maurice Elvey and featuring Eille Norwood as Sherlock Holmes. Norwood was one of the first movie actors to play the celebrated detective and one of the best Holmeses in the silent period. According to the film historians Chris Steinbrunner and Norman Michaels: “Norwood was able to bring color and dash even to the medium without a voice.” He was a “towering Sherlock Holmes, and his rendering of Holmes is very much on target.”6 David was fascinated by the horrific tale of Holmes tracking down the spectral hound threatening the life of an English baron. Little did he realize that he would one day work as a camera assistant for the prolific Maurice Elvey. “That beam of light, travelling through the dark [from the movie projector to the screen],” Lean later recalled, “it had an immediate magic for me. I never thought that I would have the luck to go into films.”7

In 1926, David graduated from Leighton Park at age eighteen. That meant returning home to live with Helena. According to Lean, his mother never recovered from the failure of her marriage, and it left a heavy cloud over her household for the rest of her days. To make matters worse, in the wake of the loss of her husband, she doted on her older son in a manner that made David uncomfortable. He later referred dourly to the tyranny of her tears, implying that she was too emotionally dependent on him.

Not surprisingly, David sought escape from the home situation by means of his hobby of photography and by making home movies. He acquired a Pathescope silent motion picture camera and set up a photo lab in his bedroom, in order to continue his practice of processing his own work, as he had done when he was taking still photographs. He would show his amateur films to his mother on the living room wall, using the Pathescope projector that he had also acquired. Since Helena thought little of movies, she wondered whether her son was going slightly mad. Nevertheless, the knowledge of camerawork that David gained by taking still pictures and by making home movies helped account for the perfection of the cinematography in the features that he later directed.

Once he had graduated from school, David was a young adult, and his mother could no longer prohibit him from going to the pictures. Consequently, he regularly took the commuter train from Croydon to London in order to see the latest releases in the West End cinemas. He particularly loved the sweeping, swashbuckling adventure movies from America, with their larger-than-life heroes. “They hit me right in the eyeball,” he said. “If you knew what the London suburbs were like, you would understand—they were dreary, very grey; and the movies were a journey into another world.”8

After the movies were over, David dreaded the thought of returning home to his melancholy mother, so he sat in the refreshment room in Victoria Station, sipping coffee and chain-smoking. Then he took the last train to Croydon, “hoping when I reached home my mother would be asleep.” When he tiptoed into “the wretched little house,” however, Helena would inevitably call out, “Is that you, Dave?” He invariably answered, “Who else would it be?”9 Lean would make use of those late evenings spent in the buffet bar at Victoria Station when he made Brief Encounter in a similar setting two decades later.

On one of his excursions to the West End he saw The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), directed by Rex Ingram and starring Rudolph Valentino. The story ranged from the pampas of South America to Paris during World War I. In short, the movie had all the ingredients for a successful cinematic epic—impressive battle scenes, a handsome gigolo (Valentino), and a tale of illicit love. Furthermore, David Lean, the fledgling filmmaker, would have been struck by the manner in which Ingram “infused the film with great visual beauty, a sensitivity to light and shade, and an unusual feeling for composition.”10

There is little doubt that Lean’s taste for directing cinematic epics like Great Expectations and Dr. Zhivago began with Ingram’s Four Horsemen, his favorite silent movie. Rex Ingram—a very imaginative director with a particularly rapturous visual style—expanded Lean’s horizons by exhibiting the breathtaking scope that a motion picture could encompass. Indeed, he made the young David Lean realize for the first time that there was a director behind the camera, “guiding everything and choosing the camera angles.” Lean later pointed out that, like Ingram, he too was often described as a “great pictorialist,” and he appreciated the comparison very much.11

David occasionally ventured into a screening of the London Film Society, which showed foreign films like Potemkin, Sergei Eisenstein’s 1925 spectacle of revolutionary Russia. Years later, Lean paid homage to Eisenstein by staging the massacre of peaceful demonstrators by Russian Cossacks in Dr. Zhivago in a manner that recalled a similar scene, the massacre on the Odessa Steps, in Potemkin.

David had another hobby besides the movies, and that was radio. He had a crystal set that he tinkered with, in order to get shortwave broadcasts from as far away as the Continent. Yet another way of escaping the dull atmosphere of his home life was to visit the Croydon Aerodrome, which in those days served as the airport of London. It was there that David witnessed Charles Lindbergh’s landing on the grass runway in the Spirit of St. Louis after his triumphant flight across the Atlantic in 1927. He never forgot the thrill of that event, and it was one motivating factor in his making an aviation picture, Breaking the Sound Barrier, a quarter of a century later.

But becoming a filmmaker was still far in the nineteen-year-old Lean’s future; in the present it was time for him to consider finding gainful employment. Because of his poor scholastic record, his father had no intention of sending him to Oxford, which is where his brother, Tangye, was headed. Accordingly, Frank Lean decided that David should take an entry-level job with the accounting firm in which he was a senior partner. Even as a junior accountant in a firm in the financial district of London, David had to don formal attire, complete with a black coat, pin-striped trousers, a bowler hat, and a rolled-up umbrella that served as a walking stick. Thirty years later, Lean had an officer in The Bridge on the River Kwai voice his own experience as an accountant: “I checked columns of figures that three people had checked before me, and which would be checked again by two more people after I had checked them.” For someone like David Lean, who all his life counted on his fingers, such a job was unbearable.

David gained some relief from “the damned office that I hated so much” by reading film magazines on the trip home on the suburban train to Croydon. One afternoon, Helena Lean was having tea with her sister-in-law Edith Tangye, whose husband Clement had presented David with a Brownie camera when he was a boy. Edith sagely observed that David seemed to be totally uninterested in accounting. At least there were no accounting books around his room. But she did notice movie magazines. “Why doesn’t he go in for films?” she inquired. When Helena put the question to David, he responded that the thought of entering the film industry had never occurred to him. He was overawed by motion pictures. “I never thought that I would personally go into that box of magic,” he later recalled, because he considered himself to lack the aptitude for making feature films.12

When David subsequently approached his father about pursuing a career in the film industry, Frank initially reacted as if his son were planning to run away with the circus. Nonetheless, realizing that David was committed to a film career, he relented and acknowledged that he knew one of the accountants at Gaumont-British Studios at Lime Grove in Shepherd’s Bush on the outskirts of London. Frank got in touch with a Gaumont executive, Harold Boxall, who offered David a temporary job without pay for a two-week probationary period; David jumped at the chance to see how a movie studio operated. In due course, Gareth Gundrey, the studio chief, put David to work at menial tasks, such as serving tea to the cast and crew during breaks in shooting. After two weeks, Lean remembered, Gundrey hired him as an apprentice for a meager ten shillings a week.

David was eternally grateful to his father for this opportunity, and he deeply regretted that Frank, who drifted further and further away from his son as the years went by, never grasped how successful David eventually became as a filmmaker. Lean wistfully remembered sending his father a ticket years later to the premiere of Lawrence of Arabia, only to have him decline to attend.

The Apprentice in the Film Studio

The nineteen-year-old Lean was anxious to learn all about filmmaking, so one day, during his lunch break, he stole into the storeroom where the cameras were kept. When he gingerly examined a Bell and Howell camera, one of the technicians told him that it was the very camera that was used for Maurice Elvey’s pictures. Lean was entranced to be touching the camera that might well have photographed The Hound of the Baskervilles. “I couldn’t believe that this was the source of all the magic,” he mused.13

In those preunion days, a single individual could fulfill a variety of functions around the studio. At various times, Lean worked as an assistant director, rounding up the actors and extras for a scene, and as a camera assistant, loading film in the camera and at the beginning of each shot holding up in front of it the slate board with the shot number. By the time Lean went to work for Gaumont in 1927, a film studio had become a factory, and the motion pictures turned out there were simply referred to as the product to be merchandised. He was surprised to see that, while shooting a scene for a silent film, some directors bellowed at everyone through a megaphone like a foreman on an assembly line; that was not his idea of how a director should behave.

The first film production that Lean worked on as a camera assistant was The Quinneys (1927), directed by none other than Maurice Elvey. The story dealt with Joe Quinney (John Longden), who buys some Chippendale chairs from an American furniture salesman and retails them for £200 apiece—only to find that he has been hoodwinked by the sly Yank because the chairs are fakes.

Since Elvey was the first director that Lean ever worked for, he was very impressed by him. Around the studio, however, Elvey was thought of as a perfunctory filmmaker who directed any script that was handed to him. He was little more than an average hack; indeed, the actress Rosamund John, working on an Elvey picture as late as 1943, found him to be a pedestrian director. She described him as a pompous little man with a pince-nez whose manner belied the fact that he was basically indecisive. Sometimes he could not decide which take to print after filming a scene: “The technicians would shout, ‘Print number three, Maurice!’ It was appalling.”14 Withal, Lean countered: “He was very effective and did some excellent pictures.”15 One such was The Hound of the Baskervilles. Elvey also made The Passionate Friends (1922) two years after The Hound of the Baskervilles; it was based on a novel by H. G. Wells and would be remade by Lean himself in 1949.

In any case, Lean was always the first to admit how much he learned about the picture business under the tutelage of the professional craftsmen and technicians at Gaumont. He worked with a more experienced camera assistant, Henry Hasslacher, who wrote film criticism for the highbrow film journal Close-Up in his spare time under the pseudonym Oswell Blakeston. Hasslacher was homosexual, and Lean dreaded accompanying him to the darkroom to turn in the footage that had been shot each day. But in between their darkroom skirmishes, Lean said, he learned a lot from Hasslacher about the film medium. Twenty years down the road, Hasslacher, as Oswell Blakeston, would edit a book, Working for the Films, to which Lean would contribute the essay “The Film Director.”16

Lean became friendly with a studio projectionist named Matthews who allowed him to watch the day’s rushes (the footage shot on the previous day) when they were run for the director. In those early days of picturemaking, a director would often edit a film himself, aided by an editorial assistant. One day, Matthews was screening the preliminary edit of a scene that Elvey had shot for The Quinneys. Lean was fascinated to see how Elvey and his assistant had assembled a group of shots into a seamless whole; to him this seemed like a magician’s trick. From that day forward, David Lean wanted to be a film editor. He asked Elvey if he could help him out in the editing room. Since there were no unions, Elvey had no problem with a camera assistant working with him in cutting his film. Lean was assigned the task of keeping track of the footage that was shot, putting it in film cans, and marking it for future reference.

Most of the films that Lean was assigned to at this juncture were not remarkable, but then few British films before World War II were. In the silent period, British film distributors depended so heavily on films from abroad, especially the United States, that in 1927 the British government established a quota system whereby British studios regularly had to produce a specified number of domestic motion pictures if they were to be permitted to continue importing movies for distribution from America and elsewhere.

The Cinematographic Act (or Quota Act) of 1927 led to the production each year of several “quota quickies,” films that were, with rare exceptions, bargain-basement imitations of Hollywood movies, slipshod affairs turned out just to meet this need. As a result, movies of artistic quality became something of a rarity among British productions and were, of course, the work of directors like Hitchcock in his pre-Hollywood days.

In short, the Quota Act regulated the quantity—but not the quality—of British movies, as the British film historian Rachael Low points out;17 and most American films were far superior to the low-budget programmers that came off the assembly line at Gaumont and other British studios. One Hollywood wag tagged the quickies cuff operas (as in off-the-cuff) to describe how some of the dialogue was improvised by the actors.

The cinematographer Ronald Neame, who worked on several films with David Lean later on, remembers that most London cinemas slotted quota quickies as second features on double bills. But some cinemas in London’s West End merely honored the letter of the law by screening quickies in the mornings, when only the janitors were in the auditorium! “That would leave the rest of the day free for the more popular product from Hollywood.”18

Be that as it may, the quota system provided employment in the British film industry since quickies were being churned out by the studios with great regularity. One of the studios that took advantage of the Quota Act in this way was Gaumont, which took on additional employees because of increased production: “The rapid expansion of the film companies that supplied quota films gave many prominent movie figures their start in the industry.”19 David Lean was one of the aspiring British filmmakers for whom quota quickies provided a training ground, not unlike the education that students receive in film schools today.

In point of fact, some British films of the period were above average and achieved some degree of popularity. For one thing, “Some of the quota quickies were perceived to be reasonably well-made at the time of their release.” And these films could be described as slick, fast-moving melodramas. “To suggest that all of the quota films were worthless denigrates an entire decade of British cinema.”20 Thus, Maurice Elvey managed to make a few films of quality, such as Balaclava (1928), on which Lean served as a production assistant. It was a costume drama with the British fighting the Russians during the Crimean War, highlighted by the gallant Charge of the Light Brigade, inspired by Tennyson’s immortal poem.

Meanwhile, sound pictures had taken Hollywood by storm. For the record, the sound era was officially inaugurated in Hollywood on October 6, 1927, with the premiere of Alan Crosland’s The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson. The film had a musical score and four musical numbers but only one dialogue sequence. It was followed in July 1928 by Bryan Foy’s The Lights of New York, a gangster movie that was the first all-talking picture. And by 1929 the sound era was in full swing in America.

The coming of sound pictures in Hollywood, of course, cued a frantic rush to convert studios to sound in Britain. Alfred Hitchcock made Blackmail, the first major British talking picture, starring John Longden (The Quinneys), at Elstree, one of the first British studios to be wired for sound. When the movie was premiered in June 1929, its huge success made it clear that talking pictures were there to stay in Britain. Admittedly, spoken dialogue made for more character development, individual characters now being able to reveal themselves more effectively through the nuances of speech.

By 1930, nearly every film was a talkie, and “movies haven’t shut up since.” The Jazz Singer uttered “a shout that was heard round the world.”21 For his part, Lean was not enthusiastic about the advent of sound. He observed that directors were being hired by the studios from the London stage; they were familiar with spoken dialogue but not with cinematic techniques. It was not surprising, he explained, that, combined with the tyranny of the new sound equipment, the influence of these theater-oriented directors produced movies that differed little from stage plays. Alfred Hitchcock, who was working at Elstree Studios at the time, complained, “With the appearance of sound, directors forgot that talking pictures should still be moving pictures.” Too many films were, he felt, just “photographs of people talking.”22 It was at this point that Lean got his first lesson in the craft of editing sound films.

Lean’s first opportunity to edit a talkie came when Sewell Collins, an American director at Gaumont, frankly admitted that he was at a loss when it came to editing his first sound picture, The Night Porter (1930). It was a twenty-minute music hall sketch about a hotel employee who mistakes one of the guests for a burglar. Collins, who came from the stage, had no idea how to synchronize the sound track with the picture. John Seabourne, who edited the Gaumont sound newsreels, was the only technician on the lot who knew how to combine sound and image effectively. When Lean, who had been assisting Collins in the cutting room, got to hear that Seabourne was going to attempt to teach Collins to edit sound movies, he was on hand to observe. Lean watched as Seabourne demonstrated how to run the sound track and the optical track simultaneously on the editing machine, called a Moviola, in order to synchronize sound and picture; Lean caught on immediately, while Collins confessed that he still did not have a clue about how to edit sound footage. Collins was very relieved, then, when his assistant cutter volunteered to edit The Night Porter for him, while Collins looked on.

Lean quickly mastered the craft of editing sound movies and continued to assist other directors in cutting talkies. He developed his own approach to assembling the footage for a sound picture, virtually ignoring the sound track, and cutting the film primarily by focusing on the images. Michael Powell, who would one day commission Lean to edit a couple of his films, approved of Lean’s method. The tendency of a film editor, Powell pointed out, is to “follow the bloody words”: “But cinema is all about images.” Lean cut the footage in terms of what he wanted to see on the screen—“and to hell with the sound,” which is, according to Powell, primarily just “actors yakking.” If the editor concentrates on the images, Powell concluded, “the words take care of themselves.”23

Lean remained fascinated by the art of film editing to the end of his days. He saw it as a kind of “conjuring trick” (he often described films in terms of magic), and he loved to watch the flow of images.24 John Seabourne, the chief editor of Gaumont-British News, left Gaumont for another studio, and, in 1930, his place was filled by David Lean, who had developed the reputation of a promising young editor in film circles.

On June 28, 1930, Lean married his cousin Isabel Lean, the first of his six wives, and his only child, Peter, was born a few months later. Lean was the first to admit that he was not a good husband or father since, for him, family life always took a backseat to work. The marriage lasted only until 1935. Lean rationalized the matter by saying that he had barely started his career when his son was born and that he simply could not cope with the worries of caring for a family at that point. He felt trapped, so he walked out. Commenting on the number of Lean’s marriages (not to mention the affairs), Ronald Neame, a close friend of Lean’s, opined that his Quaker roots created a conflict between his sense of morality and his more bohemian spirit. It was a conflict he never adequately resolved, though he did try. Looking back on his multiple marriages, Sandra Lean, his sixth wife and widow, remarked, “When he had lived with a woman for quite a long time, somehow guilt caught up with him and he decided to do the moral thing and marry her.”25 But he had difficulty staying married.

Editing Gaumont-British News was nerve-racking and backbreaking. Gaumont released newsreels twice weekly, and often Lean was editing the news footage around the clock to meet the release deadlines. He regularly used a Moviola to cut the film footage; it was a standard editing machine that reproduced in miniature the images of the film being edited. Sometimes, however, when he was running behind schedule, he would edit the footage by simply running it through his fingers and cutting it with a pair of ordinary scissors. Often, because of time constraints, he not only wrote the voice-over commentary but also spoke the narration himself on the sound track.

In 1931, Lean was lured away from Gaumont to become an editor of British Movietone News. Movietone could afford to offer him a bigger paycheck than Gaumont because it was backed by Twentieth Century–Fox in Hollywood. Keith Ayling, who supervised Movietone News, was also associated with Herbert Wilcox’s British and Dominions Productions (B&D) at Elstree Studios. Ayling was instrumental in arranging for Lean to gain further experience as a film editor by assisting an editor at Elstree in cutting feature pictures. Elstree Studios, which housed not just B&D but other production companies, was backed by Hollywood’s Paramount Pictures, and Lean believed it to be the best studio complex then in operation in England (Hitchcock made Blackmail there).

A number of American technicians were employed by British studios. This was because the Hollywood craftsmen who helped staff a studio like Elstree were acknowledged to be among the best in the industry. Lean appreciated how much he learned about film editing from Merrill White. Herbert Wilcox had imported White from Hollywood to run the editing department for B&D when sound came in. White had cut two landmark Hollywood musicals, Ernst Lubitsch’s The Love Parade (1929) and Rouben Mamoulian’s Love Me Tonight (1932), both starring Maurice Chevalier, before settling in at Elstree. Lean recalled that he and White would work together on editing a quality picture during the day; then, at 6:00 P.M., they would switch to a quota quickie. White would take the first three reels, Lean the second three.

Lean found the experience that he accrued by working with White invaluable; White encouraged Lean to concentrate primarily on the visuals, rather than on the sound track, when editing a motion picture. “I think dialogue is nearly always secondary in a movie,” Lean maintained. Whereas it was, in his opinion, “awfully hard” to remember a single line of dialogue from a film, “you will not forget the pictures.”26

Keith Ayling was associated with Paramount’s studio in France, on the outskirts of Paris. He arranged to have Lean edit a British film being shot there, Louis Mercanton’s These Charming People (1931), a frothy comedy about high society. It featured a teenage Ann Todd, who would one day become Lean’s wife and star. Lean was overenthusiastic about editing a feature film and overcut the first reel of the picture in a jerky fashion; the action seemed to jump all over the place. One of the executives at the studio was Alexander Korda, a Hungarian-born producer, who would soon inaugurate his own independent production company in England, London Films. Lean would direct some pictures for Korda two decades later. At this moment, however, Korda thought Lean’s work on the first reel of These Charming People less than adequate, and he demoted Lean to assistant editor. Korda ultimately decided that he was not ready to move up to editing feature films on his own, so it was back to Movietone News in London for Lean, where his work as a film editor continued to be admired.

At long last Lean got the chance to edit a feature film on his own, Insult (1932), which was directed by Harry Lachman, an American director and a protégé of Rex Ingram’s. Lachman had made Insult at Elstree for B&D; it was a turgid thriller set in North Africa, about intrigue in the French Foreign Legion. It starred John Gielgud in a role that hardly did him justice. Still, the film was momentous for Lean since it was the first feature film for which he received an official screen credit as a full-fledged film editor. Granted, the film was a routine programmer with shallow characterizations; nevertheless, Lean proved himself a promising young editor by cutting the picture so that the action moved along at a brisk pace.

Insult made a decent showing at the box office, and Lean was accordingly asked to edit two more quota movies in quick succession. Lachman and other directors were impressed with how speedily he could cut together a low-budget picture. After all, when a director was making a movie on a shoestring, an efficient editor was a definite plus. Lean would sometimes work all night in the editing room so that he could spend time on the set during the day and watch the director at work, with a view to eventually becoming a filmmaker himself.

Lean’s reputation as an accomplished editor spread throughout the film colony in Britain; he was often called on to act as a “film doctor,” to reedit or shorten a film that was in trouble during postproduction. Thorold Dickinson told me in conversation that, when he was editing J. Walter Ruben’s Java Head (1934)—a steamy melodrama about an ill-fated expedition to the Far East—Lean was called in to help him try to save the picture in the cutting room. Ralph Richardson (who would later star in Lean’s The Sound Barrier) was wasted in a thankless role; indeed, Dickinson said that Ruben’s stilted direction of the actors all but sank the movie. “Some of the actors,” he told me, “seemed to be behaving in front of the camera, rather than acting.”

Dickinson, who was later to become a director of films like The Queen of Spades (1949), was already a prominent director at Elstree when Lean collaborated with him. He contended that editing taught one the art of filmmaking, a dictum with which Lean heartily agreed. Martin Scorsese has said, “Dickinson had a great editor’s instinct for . . . cutting right at the moment when the emotion registers [with the viewer].”27 With Dickinson’s guidance, Lean skillfully padded out the narrative material by the inventive use of stock footage and by prolonging certain key close-ups. Dickinson remembers Lean as a taciturn individual, but he much admired him as a talented cutter.

Lean was invited to direct some quota quickies, but he declined, firmly believing that directing quickies could be a filmmaker’s graveyard. He feared that, if he made a film of this sort and it flopped, people would say that he had done a poor job, not that he had not had enough time to make it right. So he stuck to film editing for the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, back at Elstree, Merrill White was editing Nell Gwyn (1934), a B&D picture produced and directed by Herbert Wilcox. Lean agreed to assist his mentor in the cutting room without receiving a screen credit, in order to profit further by White’s experience.

Nell Gwyn (1934)

Nell Gwyn was the first important picture that Lean worked on, either as an editor or as an assistant editor; it told the story of one of history’s most famous courtesans. Set in seventeenth-century England, it was a historical epic—a genre with which Lean’s name would be inextricably linked later on. Nell Gwyn (Anna Neagle) is a two-bit entertainer and good-time girl in a smoky café who eventually catches the eye of King Charles II (Cedric Hardwicke). “It was quite racy for its day,” writes the English filmmaker Ken Russell in his book on British cinema. “I know what you want,” Nell says with a saucy wink to a customer in the seedy tavern where she works, pulling up her skirt and adding, “The price of a drink.” Whereupon she takes a coin from the purse attached to her garter. According to Russell, there was “for once” no pretense that a girl like Nell was anything but an earthy trollop, “in pursuit of the monarch she eventually seduces in the aptly named King’s Arms.”28 Nell then becomes the king’s favorite.

The movie was frank, even ribald, and Neagle’s costumes were revealing for the time. Nell Gwyn was a big hit in England, but Joseph Ignatius Breen, the film industry censor in America, was not amused. Breen required thirty-five cuts, including several shots of Neagle’s “cleavage.” Herbert Wilcox attested to the fact that this was the first time that the censor had employed that term to refer to the female anatomy. Lean recalled that the movie ended with the death of King Charles, and the final shot was of Nell walking out of the king’s castle. As Lean later remembered, however, before the film could be released in the United States, an epilogue “had to be shot and tacked on to the English version,” in order to round off the scandalous doings with an obvious moral lesson. Actually, the Hollywood censor demanded both a prologue and an epilogue to frame the bawdy story. The prologue shows Nell shivering in the gutter; this short scene dissolves to the opening of the original film—thereby making the entire British movie a flashback. In the epilogue, Nell is once more penniless and in the gutter, but this time a hag. “It showed Nell in abject poverty,” Lean concluded with no little irony, “as an object lesson to all American ladies not to be the mistress of a king.”29

Given the censor’s snipping away at the film, not to mention the addition of the moralistic framing story, the film historian Ivan Butler simply assumes that Nell Gwyn failed in America.30 In actual fact, the expurgated version did “reasonably well.”31 Indeed, Nell Gwyn and The Private Life of Henry VIII (1933), which was produced and directed by Alexander Korda, were among the first British pictures to successfully break into the American market. Such films helped infuse the British film industry with a new spirit of energy and optimism.

The cinematographer on Nell Gwyn, Freddie Young (who would later photograph some of Lean’s films), said of Wilcox that he didn’t think him a “great director,” in the sense of being a brilliant stylist. “What he had,” according to Young, “was the popular artist’s sure sense of his public . . . the flair for a good subject—seeing the appeal in stories like that of Nell Gwyn. . . . He got many of his films distributed in the U.S., when that was far from easy.”32 In an essay on British films in the United States that mentions British movies that achieved an unexpected American box office breakthrough, Philip Kemp includes “Herbert Wilcox’s silent Nell Gwyn.”33 This is the silent version of Nell Gwyn, which Wilcox made in 1926 with Dorothy Gish.

Besides producing the movies that he himself directed, Wilcox also produced films for other directors working for B&D. He wanted to ensure that B&D turned out some pictures that would earn critical respectability for his production company. “One spot of prestige in a spate of popular box-office successes was Escape Me Never, which helped to introduce the Austrian actress Elizabeth Bergner to British films”—and which was edited by David Lean.34

Escape Me Never (1935)

Elizabeth Bergner, a leading actress in Germany, fled to England in the wake of the rise of Hitler; she was accompanied by her husband-to-be, Dr. Paul Czinner, a filmmaker with a doctorate in literature. Czinner and Bergner had made some popular movies together in Germany, so Wilcox wooed them to Elstree to make a major movie for B&D.

Wilcox assembled a first-class production team for the film, led by Georges Périnal, a French cinematographer who had come to England to shoot Korda’s Private Life of Henry VIII and stayed on there to become an influential director of photography. Moreover, the film’s score was composed by William Walton, a distinguished British composer. Last, but certainly not least, David Lean was chosen to edit the picture, at the suggestion of Richard Norton, a studio executive who was familiar with Lean’s work (Norton would hire Lean again to edit Pygmalion). Lean was gratified to be a part of this venture, for Escape Me Never was no quota quickie. In fact, one sequence was scheduled to be shot on location in Venice, at a time when taking a British film unit on location to another country was not common. In sum, the picture was the first big-scale, prestige film that Lean would edit solo.

Since Czinner was still a newcomer to the British film industry, Lean was regularly present on the set to offer the director suggestions. Lean did not make the trip to the Continent with the film unit. When he looked through the lens of his Moviola at the sun-drenched scenes shot in Venice for an early sequence in the movie, he was thrilled to discover the fabulous city. Venice would figure in his own film Summertime two decades later.

The plot of Escape Me Never revolves around Gemma Jones (Elizabeth Bergner), the mother of an illegitimate baby. Gemma marries Sebastian Sanger (Hugh Sinclair), a struggling young composer who is willing to provide for her and her infant son. But Sebastian becomes more and more absorbed in the ballet score that he is composing, and he neglects Gemma and the child, even when the infant becomes seriously ill.

Lean learned much from watching Périnal, one of the world’s best lighting cameramen, photograph the film. The movie is lighthearted at the beginning—in the Venice sequence, before Gemma immigrates to England—and Périnal gave the early scenes a bright, sunny look. Lean noticed that, as the picture moved toward melodrama in the later scenes, Périnal used sharp, hard lights in the night exteriors, making the streets slick and misty, and bathed the interiors in deep shadows, as befits a serious drama.

On the night that Sebastian’s ballet is premiered, the infant dies in the hospital. When Gemma learns of her little boy’s death, she walks out of the hospital in a daze and collapses on the front steps. Lean deftly intercut the scenes in the hospital with those of the performance of the ballet, ironically juxtaposing Sebastian’s professional triumph with Gemma’s personal tragedy. Lean demonstrated a flair for synchronizing music and image in an imaginative manner throughout this sequence. The short but elegant ballet that Walton wrote for the movie became a standard concert piece and has often been recorded. Its centerpiece is a shimmering waltz that rises to a lyrical peak for a stunning finale. But even beyond the ballet, Walton’s sumptuous score unquestionably enhances the movie as a whole.

Escape Me Never was a favorite with critics, who applauded its well-knit, arresting story as well as the consistent craftsmanship of the production team. One review singled out Lean’s editing, mentioning that he instinctively knew how to cut before a grimace congealed or an action went over the top. The story provided potent fuel for the star, who earned an Academy Award nomination as best actress.35

Escape Me Never proved to be Bergner’s most memorable and likable performance in a British film. Lean, by now the highest-paid editor in the British film industry, found that he had priced himself out of the market. Producers considered him a luxury they could not afford, so he found himself out of work and flat broke—for the time being, at least. Since calls for his services were few and far between, he took whatever editing jobs came down the pike. As luck would have it, he would soon be invited to collaborate on a screen adaptation of George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, which would turn out to be a box office bonanza and put him on the road to financial recovery. Moreover, working on Pygmalion would be the first time that he took a hand in directing a film—albeit unofficially—and that would, in turn, bring him one step closer to becoming a full-fledged motion picture director.

Lean had learned his craft the hard way—few major directors had ever started on such a low rung of the ladder. By the late 1930s, however, he had gained a marked interest in making quality pictures, and, with films like Pygmalion, his craftsmanship would become finely honed.
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Chapter Two

A TOUCH OF CLASS

PYGMALION, MAJOR BARBARA,
AND OTHER FILMS

These films of my plays are a revolution in the presentation of drama on film. They should be advertised as “all-British films made by British methods, without interference by American screenwriters.” . . . Producers must understand that the art of telling a story is a knack very few people have. I am one of them.

—George Bernard Shaw

In 1938, the Quota Act was revised with a view to discouraging the production of quota quickies. The new version stipulated that British producers must allocate sufficient funds for the making of domestic films to allow an adequate amount of time for preproduction preparation, shooting, and the final shaping of each picture. At this point, Hitchcock was soon to depart for America, but directors like Anthony Asquith and Michael Powell took advantage of this increased support to produce films that, though still modestly made by Hollywood standards, demonstrated incontestably the artistry of which British filmmakers were capable.

“Naturally we were delighted,” says Ronald Neame, a cinematographer who later worked on Lean’s pictures. “Even if our films were on a smaller scale than those from Hollywood with an assured market, we would be able to spend more and improve quality.”1 British directors began making movies that frankly showed life in Britain, including social problems like unemployment and class barriers. An outstanding example of this new trend was Pygmalion, which consciously dealt with one of the underlying themes of the decade: class distinctions and class standards. Asked to edit Pygmalion, Lean was determined to prove once and for all that he was a highly skilled film editor—and so he did. Furthermore, Pygmalion was the first film on which David Lean acted unofficially as a codirector.

Pygmalion (1938)

Gabriel Pascal, a Hungarian-born film producer, arrived in Britain in the mid-1930s without a penny to his name. Yet he was determined to convince the playwright George Bernard Shaw to permit him to make films of his plays. Pascal had set himself a real challenge, since as early as 1924 Shaw had expressed his disdain for the silent cinema. Many motion pictures, he wrote, were “boresome blunders,” marred by actors photographed in hideous makeup, shown in close-ups “that an angel’s face could not bear. . . . Good sense is about non-existent among your filmmakers.”2

Not to be deterred, the irrepressible Pascal managed to wangle an interview with Shaw. Pascal could be beguiling and charming, and Shaw was entranced by the enthusiastic Hungarian. Pascal was able to get the elderly playwright to grant him the screen rights to his 1913 play Pygmalion—though Pascal did not leave their first meeting with the Pygmalion contract in his pocket, as legend has it. It was only after further conferences that Pascal managed to convince Shaw that he was a conscientious filmmaker and that the film version of Pygmalion would not mutilate the play. Finally, Shaw ceded the film rights to Pascal—and even agreed to write the screenplay himself.

After beating the bushes unsuccessfully in search of financial backers for the project, Pascal eventually went straight to the top and got Richard Norton, the production chief at Pinewood Studios in Buckinghamshire, to help him secure backers for the movie. Norton wisely pointed out to Pascal that financiers had not been willing to put money into a Shaw film before because Shaw’s plays were considered too highbrow; besides, they did not have enough sex to appeal to film audiences. Accordingly, Pascal cleverly coaxed Shaw into altering his “sacred text.” A film, Pascal emphasized to Shaw, cannot be merely a photographed stage play. Shaw’s secretary, Blanche Patch, commented, “It was the biggest concession Shaw ever made to anyone. Pascal now had [Shaw] well under control.”3

The charm that Pascal exerted on Shaw is evident in Shaw’s later description of the producer. “Gabriel Pascal is one of those extravagant men who turn up occasionally, say once in a century, and may be called godsends in the arts to which they are devoted,” wrote Shaw. “The man is a genius.”4 Though hardly a genius, Pascal had an uncanny way of ingratiating himself with influential and powerful people, like Shaw and Norton. A wag at Pinewood quipped that Gabriel’s last name should have been Rascal, not Pascal. With Shaw in their corner, Pascal and Norton then formed Pascal Film Productions, an independent film company, and Norton employed his considerable influence with the moneymen to raise the capital needed to produce the film.

Moreover, Norton arranged to have the movie distributed by J. Arthur Rank’s General Film Distributors. Rank had made a fortune with his flour mills before entering the film industry in 1933. By 1937, he had acquired Pinewood Studios. So Pygmalion was to be made at a studio where one of Rank’s own executives was in charge of production; consequently, Rank obviously thought Pygmalion a promising project. Rank’s ultimate goal as a film mogul was to get good British films into the American market, and he shrewdly guessed that Pygmalion would attract audiences in the United States as well as in Britain.

Pascal had an unerring eye for choosing the right personnel to collaborate on a project. He engaged David Lean to edit the film, with the warm approval of Norton, who remembered Lean from Escape Me Never. Lean willingly took a cut in pay in order to be part of this prestige production. In addition, Pascal secured the services of Anthony Asquith to codirect the film with Leslie Howard, who was also to play the male lead. Asquith was a prominent British director who came from an upper-class milieu and was noted for his screen adaptations of stage plays, particularly those about people of status and breeding. Therefore, Pygmalion was right up his alley, dealing as it does with the class distinctions in British society. The story is about an imperious speech teacher named Henry Higgins who on a bet transforms Eliza Doolittle, a cockney flower girl, into the belle of a society ball.

Pascal gave the production team an international flavor by importing the leading American cinematographer, Harry Stradling (who would photograph My Fair Lady, George Cukor’s 1964 musical remake of Pygmalion, a quarter of a century later). He also enlisted the gifted French composer Arthur Honegger to compose the score. Shaw, who took a hand in choosing the cast, balked at Pascal’s choice of Leslie Howard to play Higgins, an egotistical, stuffy pedagogue. Shaw cavalierly dismissed Howard, who had appeared in romantic films like Berkeley Square (Frank Lloyd, 1933), as a matinee idol who was too urbane and charming to fit the part. But, once again, Shaw gave in to Pascal, conceding that the public would like him.

Shaw consoled himself with having picked Wendy Hiller to play Eliza. He had remembered her playing Eliza at the Malvern Festival in 1936 and correctly guessed that she would be perfect in the role. According to the film critic Stanley Kauffmann, Shaw had been captivated by her Malvern performance and told her: “If a film gets made of this, you are Eliza.”5

Though Shaw was to be given a screen credit as the author of the screenplay, Cecil Lewis, W. P. Lipscomb, and Ian Dalrymple worked on his draft of the script at various stages, in order to make it more screenworthy. Pascal held story conferences with these screenwriters, conferences that Lean was also asked to attend since he was known to have a good sense of narrative structure. Shaw had condensed some of the play’s dialogue in his draft; nevertheless, his screenplay hewed very close to the stage version. In fact, in his exhaustive study of the films made from Shaw’s plays, Donald Costello affirms that the published version of Shaw’s draft “is closer to the text of the play than it is to what is presented in the actual movie.”6 Hence the need of Pascal’s team of writers to revise the draft.

Departures from Shaw’s version of the script had to be approved by the Maestro (as Pascal called Shaw) through Pascal’s intercession. In all, fourteen new scenes were either written by Shaw or approved by him. These scenes incorporated events that, for practical reasons, had to take place offstage in the play but could be effectively depicted in a film. The ones that Shaw wrote himself are, of course, included in the published version of his draft of the screenplay.7

The title of Shaw’s play is a reference to an ancient king of Cyprus who fell in love with the statue of a beautiful maiden that he had carved out of ivory and that Aphrodite then brought to life in answer to his prayer. Shaw viewed the play as centering on two headstrong characters who clash when Higgins tries to change Eliza into a proper lady; only later does the romance emerge. Eliza is very much the daughter of her father, Alfred P. Doolittle, a dustman (Wilfrid Lawson)—wild and untrammeled. Her intelligence manifests itself slowly under Higgins’s tutoring, and, as she realizes that in the professor she is up against an extremely complicated individual, one very much like herself, she gradually comes to respect him.

Shaw allowed the ending of his play, in which the estranged couple do not kiss and make up at the final curtain, to be altered so that in the film Eliza and Henry are clearly reconciled before the final fade-out. This happy resolution to the plot does not do violence to Shaw’s play, as some critics have charged, since the original ending of Pygmalion was really ambiguous and did not close off entirely the possibility of an eventual reunion between Henry and Eliza.

Even though, in the epilogue that he appended as an afterthought when the text of the play was published, Shaw suggested that there was a good chance that Eliza might opt for marrying Freddy Eynsford-Hill, a well-bred young gentleman who adores her, the dramatic thrust of the play itself indicates that she would be much more likely to select a mate who possessed a strength of character akin to her own, such as Henry Higgins, rather than a vapid, immature fop like Freddy. As for the corresponding likelihood of Higgins’s eventual willingness to wed Eliza, the very title Shaw chose for his play in the first place forecasts that Higgins, like his counterpart, Pygmalion, before him, will finally fall in love with his own creation. Consequently, it seems dramatically right that the film version should end with Higgins and Eliza getting back together again, and the film’s ending is well suited to the audience’s expectations.

In the final scene of the movie, Higgins finds himself alone, bemoaning the fact that, in spite of himself, he has undeniably become attached to Eliza. The guarded sentiments that he expresses are as close to a declaration of love as the reserved professor would ever permit himself to utter. Eliza steals into the room and finds that there is something deeply touching about a man who had fancied himself a confirmed bachelor having to admit his need and love for another human being. Not wishing to give Eliza the satisfaction of knowing that he is overjoyed to see her, Higgins shrugs cavalierly: “Eliza, where the devil are my slippers?” It was David Lean who came up with that closing line during a story conference.

Shaw accepted the revised ending of the film, which he did not actually see until he attended a preview of the finished film. Observing that he did not explicitly indicate in the play that Eliza and Higgins would marry, he added that the film’s ending “is too ambiguous to make a fuss about.”8 On the contrary, Pascal’s biographer confirms that the ending of the movie was clearly designed to anticipate the marriage of Higgins and Eliza: “The movie ended, leaving the public assured that Eliza would be running for those slippers to the end of her days.”9

Leslie Howard was given a codirector screen credit with Asquith on Pygmalion, but Lean declared that Howard was not especially interested in directing at the time. After principal photography commenced on March 11, 1938, Howard limited his role as codirector to occasionally offering Asquith a suggestion or two during the rehearsal of a scene—but he was usually on the set only for the scenes in which he appeared.

Wendy Hiller stated, “I can say with confidence that I wouldn’t have known Leslie was co-directing until the day we were shooting a tea party scene.” In this scene, which occurs early in the movie, Eliza makes some hilarious social blunders. Howard strongly disagreed with the way in which Hiller was playing it—employing, in his opinion, too much broad humor—and she rushed to her dressing room in a flood of tears. Afterward, she explained to Asquith that she was playing the scene the same way she had done it at Malvern, where it had brought down the house. “Poor Leslie must have been warned to leave me alone,” she recalled, as he gave her no more direction.10

During the shooting period, Lean spent his nights preparing a preliminary edit of each scene and his days, as usual, on the studio floor observing filming. Asquith frequently consulted with him about composing the shots and selecting the camera angles; in effect, Lean was often “directing the director.” In addition, Asquith asked him to shoot a couple of montage sequences for the movie. So it seems that Lean, more than Howard, was Asquith’s real codirector, though Lean was officially credited only as the picture’s editor. “It’s a damned shame,” Asquith told Lean. “You should be up there as co-director.” Lean characterized Asquith as a “bloody good director” who could have been great had he not taken so mild mannered and diffident an approach to the actors.11

Among the scenes added to the film at the script stage is one in which Eliza visits Higgins for the first time. He has his housekeeper and maid strong-arm the scruffy, unkempt girl upstairs for a long-overdue bath. As Lean adroitly edited the scene, the steam from the hot tub billows up and blots her from view, as if the old Eliza has vanished, to be replaced by the clean-cut young woman who shortly emerges from the bathroom in crisp new clothes, ready to be remodeled into the fair lady that Higgins plans to make of her.

Asquith firmly believed that the montage sequences, which he had given Lean to direct as well as edit, were absolutely crucial to the movie. This is because they show Higgins bringing about Eliza’s transformation into a refined lady.

The first montage is an extended sequence of Higgins coaching Eliza in her speech lessons. It begins with Higgins recording Eliza’s voice on a phonograph record. He then takes her through a phonetic exercise, whereby she recites, with marbles in her mouth, the vocal ritual: “The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain.” When Eliza swallows one of the marbles, Higgins says, “Don’t worry, I have plenty more!” Howard ad-libbed this line on the set, and Lean thought it worked well enough to leave it in. The montage ends with a shot of the stack of records that Higgins has made of Eliza’s exercises, indicating how arduously he and his pupil are applying themselves.

The second montage is occasioned by Higgins receiving an invitation to a ball at the Transylvanian embassy. He plans to escort Eliza and pass “the guttersnipe” off as a duchess. That precipitates an elaborate montage, with Higgins instructing Eliza how to curtsey and waltz. When he feels that she has mastered these lessons, Higgins bellows, “Send for the dressmakers, hairdressers, makeup artists, manicurists, and all of the rest of those parasites!” There follows a series of shots of Eliza, her face encased in a mud pack, being worked over by an army of beauticians.

In these two montages, Lean employs the editor’s shears to skillfully telescope time so that the two sequences take much less time on the screen than they would on the stage. “Everyone was stunned by the marvelous editing he did on Pygmalion,” Michael Powell noted. “Those scenes of Wendy Hiller learning phonetic were created by brilliant editing.”12 What Lean remembered most about shooting the montage sequences was that Howard consistently came late to the set. “I used to wait two hours for him at Pinewood; and I thought I would kill him,” Lean recalled. “But he had the charm of the devil”; it was impossible to stay angry at him.13

In his draft of the screenplay, Shaw had added a short scene in which Higgins shows off Eliza at a garden party. During a story conference, Lean and the other script doctors involved in revising the screenplay expanded Shaw’s brief scene into the splendid embassy ball sequence. Higgins squires the elegant, poised Eliza to the embassy, where the guests gaze at her admiringly. The scene reaches a crescendo with Eliza as Cinderella incarnate dancing with a handsome prince. The camera pulls back, “giving a spectacular panoramic view of the whole glittering ballroom, with Eliza in triumph at the center.”14 Honnegar’s lush, lyrical waltz surges to a peak as the scene ends.

Pascal was an enterprising producer, but he also fancied himself as knowing quite a bit about the filmmaker’s art, which was not the case. While Lean was editing the rough cut of Pygmalion, Pascal suggested to Asquith that Lean reedit one scene in a way that neither Lean nor Asquith thought an improvement. They told him that they would make the change he had asked for within half an hour. After taking a coffee break, said Asquith, “we showed him the same reel again,” and Pascal was delighted that the scene was much improved.15

Pygmalion was a tremendous success, both in England and in America, with Shaw winning an Academy Award for best screenplay. Reviewers noticed how large sections of the plot, like Eliza’s faltering progress with her speech exercises, were whipped through in Lean’s snappy montages. Pygmalion was characterized as a polished, captivating entertainment. Shaw, of course, ascribed the film’s favorable reviews and popularity largely to his screenplay, but he also gave a lion’s share of the credit to Pascal’s abilities as a producer. He clearly underestimated the contributions made to the film by others, including Asquith. The latter, after all, was an experienced director with a respectable track record stretching back to the silent days. Yet Shaw described him condescendingly as “a talented and inventive youth who doesn’t know the difference between the end of a play and the beginning”; he was not even impressed by Howard’s winning a best actor award at the Venice Film Festival for his performance as Higgins.16

On the other hand, Pascal does deserve credit for being a prime mover in turning Pygmalion into the Broadway musical My Fair Lady, which debuted in 1956 and was filmed in 1964 by George Cukor. The musical version, both on the stage and on the screen, retained the ending of the 1938 film, whereby Eliza and Higgins get back together again.

Cukor, who directed such classic films as The Philadelphia Story (1940), told me in conversation that he had always been intrigued by Shaw’s original play. As Shaw conceived the story, said Cukor, Higgins’s attempt to fashion Eliza into a refined lady starts out as a battle of wits and only later turns into a romance. “It’s the classic relationship of a bullying male and a girl who seems on the surface childlike and malleable but who possesses a fairly inflexible personality underneath.”

Even in the wake of My Fair Lady, the 1938 Pygmalion continues to have its champions. In reassessing the film, Ivan Butler contends that it is “consistently more entertaining, amusing, and satisfying than My Fair Lady,” despite the latter film’s singable tunes.17 What’s more, Rex Harrison’s Higgins has not eclipsed Leslie Howard’s, and Audrey Hepburn’s Eliza is by no means in the same league as Wendy Hiller’s.

In any event, after Pygmalion, Lean edited French without Tears (1939) for Anthony Asquith. It was derived from the Terence Rattigan stage farce about young Britons studying in France who pursue the same French girl and was very well received. Lean then accepted Pascal’s invitation to collaborate on another Shaw film, this time Major Barbara.

Major Barbara (1941)

Pascal had originally appointed Charles Frend, who had edited four pictures for Alfred Hitchcock, to edit Major Barbara. Remembering the montage sequences that Lean had shot and edited for Pygmalion, Pascal wanted him to handle the montage sequences in Major Barbara and to supervise Frend’s editing of the picture as well. Having apparently been spoiled by the triumph of Pygmalion, Pascal decided to personally direct as well as produce his next Shaw venture. Many industry insiders thought he was biting off more than he could chew. So he was fortunate to have Lean on hand once more, officially as the editor of the film, and unofficially as a codirector.

Shaw’s 1905 play tells the story of Barbara Undershaft, an officer in the Salvation Army who deplores capitalism—despite the fact that her father is a wealthy munitions manufacturer. The international success of Pygmalion made it relatively easy for Pascal to find financing for another Shaw film. J. Arthur Rank’s General Film Distributors once again agreed to distribute the film. Donald Costello mistakenly states that Pascal operated the distribution company,18 but Pascal Film Productions happened to be only one independent film unit functioning under the umbrella of the Rank organization’s distribution system.

Wendy Hiller was a shoo-in to play Barbara, after her incandescent performance as Eliza. Her costar was Rex Harrison as Adolphus Cusins, a Salvation Army recruit who falls in love with Barbara. (It is interesting to see Hiller, a former Eliza Doolittle, matched with Harrison, who would one day play Henry Higgins.) The character actor Robert Morley took the role of Barbara’s father, Andrew Undershaft; even though he was thirty-two and Hiller was twenty-eight, Morley managed to be credible as her father. Robert Newton played Bill Walker, a vagrant and a street tough; and Jenny, a devoted evangelist in the Salvation Army, was portrayed by Deborah Kerr in her maiden voyage as a film actress.

Pascal also brought in Harold French to help him direct the film; French had earned his spurs on the stage, directing Rex Harrison in the 1937–38 production of French without Tears. He was designated as dialogue director so that someone with theatrical experience could help Pascal coach the actors in speaking their lines. “Pascal knew nothing about directing,” said French. “Sometimes he would look through the wrong end of the viewfinder! But he had the money and he had the ear of [Shaw].”19 Pascal wanted both Lean and French to be on the studio floor during shooting; Lean would tell Pascal where to put the camera and what lens to use. “I was there for the camera set-ups and did a fair amount of the direction,” Lean said afterward, “but I never got a screen credit for it.” Neither did French.20 Instead, Pascal paid both Lean and French a bonus for their willingness to be credited not as codirectors of the film but as assistants to the director. Nevertheless, French testified that Pascal left most of the direction to Lean.

Withal, Pascal had not lost his knack for assembling top talent. Besides Lean and a stellar cast, he got William Walton (Escape Me Never) to compose the underscore. And Ronald Neame was made director of photography. Freddie Young was originally scheduled to photograph the film, but, after sizing up Pascal as a tyro film director, he arranged to be called away to another picture. With Lean’s support, Young recommended Neame to Pascal, and that was the beginning of Neame’s long professional association with Lean. Finally, John Bryan was named production designer. Neame maintained that, the moment Bryan began sketching the sets, a movie started to come to life. Like Neame, Bryan would collaborate with Lean on a number of Lean’s own films.

The first order of business in preparing to film Major Barbara, however, was the screenplay; Shaw once again opted to write the script himself. After Shaw turned in his draft, Pascal again held script conferences to rework Shaw’s version. In attendance were Anatole de Grunwald, Harold French, and David Lean, as well as German screenwriter Carl Mayer (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari [Robert Wiene, 1920]). They all discussed cuts and revisions in Shaw’s draft, but only Shaw and de Grunwald received a screen credit for the script.

Shaw’s version of the screenplay began with a printed prologue that was to appear on the screen in his own handwriting: “Friend, what you are about to see is not an idle tale of people who never existed or things which could never have happened. It is a parable. Do not be alarmed. You will not be bored by it. It is, I hope, both true and inspired. . . . Well, friend, have I ever disappointed you? I hope that I have not.”

Pascal suggested that Shaw also add an introductory scene to depict how Barbara and Cusins met. “I believe a prologue of this kind is needed badly,” he urged, “to introduce the relationship between Barbara and Cusins.”21 Shaw obliged with a ten-minute scene in which the two meet for the first time at a Salvation Army street gathering in London’s East End. It is love at first sight for Cusins, but not for Barbara; she will only gradually come to return Cusins’s affection. This touching scene in the film takes place before the rise of the curtain in the play.

In all, Shaw added nineteen new scenes to the screenplay, some of them quite brief. The reason for the additional material, he believed, was simple: “The greater resources of the film, both financial and artistic, make it possible to take the spectators through the great Undershaft factory.” They also make it possible to take them to a Salvation Army rally in Royal Albert Hall, “instead of putting them off with a spoken description” of events that must take place offstage in the original play.22

Shaw retained only six of the nineteen new scenes in the published version of his draft of the script—not surprisingly, they were the ones that were most heavily freighted with dialogue. As was the case with Shaw’s script for Pygmalion, the published screenplay of Major Barbara “was actually much closer to the text of the original play than what is seen and heard in the film.”23

Shaw had jettisoned some of the dialogue from the play while writing his draft of the script. But he stubbornly refused to make the additional cuts that Pascal asked for at the behest of the script doctors. As usual, Pascal pleaded abjectly with the Maestro and ultimately prevailed: “I promise to keep my faithfulness to you as an artist.” He beseeched Shaw to “have faith in my judgment where to cut. . . . I only do it in extreme necessity.”24

Principal photography began on May 26, 1940, at Denham Studios outside London. As it happened, Charles Frend found the pressure of editing the film too much for him, and he suffered a nervous breakdown one day in the editing room; Lean found him beating his head against the wall. Lean blamed Frend’s collapse to some extent on Pascal, who was known to bully both cast and crew while making a film. Frend became frazzled while trying to cope with Pascal, who badgered him to edit the footage more quickly than was humanly possible. So Lean took over as sole editor of the film midway through the shooting period; Lean insisted, however, that both he and Frend be listed as editors in the credits.

Since Pascal could be a real martinet while shooting a picture, he had many squabbles with the actors on the set. Though Lean was usually on the studio floor, he did not play referee when Pascal clashed with an actor. Shaw, who occasionally visited the set, did, however, sometimes intervene, by writing out rehearsal notes for Pascal as he watched from the sidelines.

Shaw observed Pascal wrangling with Wendy Hiller, who had little confidence in Pascal as a director. Pascal chided her for being ungrateful because she apparently did not appreciate that he had provided her with her first major film role. Shaw privately expressed to Hiller his concern that Pascal was “driving her mad”; then he dashed off a note to Pascal: “It would be the height of folly to quarrel with her after we have made her a star of the first magnitude.” After all, she was going to be a box office draw for the movie.

Pascal did not get along any better with Robert Morley. When Pascal was dissatisfied with the way Morley was playing a particular scene, Morley moaned, “Gabby, dear, I’m doing exactly what you asked me to do.” Shaw scribbled another note to Pascal: “Don’t waste time trying to coach him. You will only worry him and drive yourself mad.” Shaw added sardonically, “You might as well try to teach differential calculus to an umbrella stand.”25 From then on Pascal passed on his instructions to Morley through Lean.

Robert Newton’s drinking habits presented a special problem to Pascal; Newton was accustomed to drink his lunch and would, accordingly, have trouble remembering his lines in the afternoon. Pascal became so exasperated with Newton that he bellowed, “You are ruining my picture. You are crucifying me!”26 To be fair to Pascal, Lean would experience similar difficulties with Newton later on, when he directed him in two films and found him equally hard to handle.

Pascal was displeased with Deborah Kerr’s performance as Jenny in the scene in which Bill Walker (Newton) throws a tantrum at Jenny for encouraging his girlfriend to break off her liaison with him. Deborah Kerr told me in conversation that Pascal scolded her while rehearsing this scene, saying that she came across as a “constipated virgin.” Lean took her aside afterward and consoled her by assuring her: “You are going to be a star someday.”

Wendy Hiller sized up the direction of the film this way: Pascal was supposedly the director, “but he was just an old bumbler with a certain appreciation of good acting and of Shaw.” Harold French, she continued, was really a stage director, and David Lean, “who was very clever,” edited the film “and directed most of it.”27 Rex Harrison viewed things similarly, writing in his autobiography, “David Lean was known to us as the ‘whispering cutter.’ It was part of his job to give Pascal advice even on the set. So that it would not be too obvious, he insisted on whispering his advice into Gabby’s ear—which, of course, made it far more obvious than if he had shouted his head off.”28

When Pascal called for a complicated lighting setup that would require Neame to spend an exorbitant amount of time relighting the set, Lean had him photograph the shot without taking the time to relight the set—but with no film in the camera—just to mollify Pascal. This was referred to by the camera crew as a Gabby take.

Shaw, who was monitoring the progress of the production, became alarmed when Pascal fell behind schedule and started to go over budget. He wrote Pascal a letter expressing his concern, and Pascal replied that a major obstacle to finishing the film was that the war had gotten under way in earnest. Air raids regularly interrupted filming because Denham Studios was near the Royal Air Force’s Denham Airfield, which was a target for the Luftwaffe. “Every time we get the camera and players set up and ready to shoot,” Pascal explained, “we must race to the air raid shelters,” which were concrete bunkers under the floor of the sound studio.29

Lean grew impatient with “the bloody air raids” and delayed calling a halt to filming until the last possible moment. Then he would call “Cut,” and everyone would run for cover.30 Major Barbara finally fell so far behind schedule that J. Arthur Rank himself made a personal visit to Denham and asked Pascal and his staff for an explanation. At the ensuing meeting, Pascal predictably blamed the air raids; he added that Neame, the director of photography, was “a young man, very good but very slow.” Neame recalls, “Gabby needed a scapegoat; I knew I wasn’t slow.” Having filmed “God knows how many quota quickies,” Neame knew how to work at a brisk pace. Nevertheless, Pascal threatened to replace him; Lean rescued him by taking Pascal aside and indicating that, if Neame were fired, he would personally walk off the picture. Since Lean was playing a pivotal role in the making of the film, Pascal backed down.

Harold French then spoke up and volunteered that Pascal was “shooting far too many takes” and “generally interfering with everyone.”31 Lean privately warned French that his candor might just cost him his job. As a matter of fact, after Rank read the riot act to Pascal and departed, Pascal did fire French for openly criticizing him in front of Rank. So Lean more and more filled the role of codirector during the last weeks of shooting. It was becoming common knowledge in the British film colony that Pascal was an inept director. Michael Powell, never one to mince words, once described him as a showman of some magnitude, but not a director. He knew as much about directing as a cow does about playing the piano.

Principal photography was completed on November 16, 1940. The production, which was initially scheduled for a ten-week shoot, finally took twenty-four weeks—more than double the original schedule.

Two sequences that Lean masterminded especially stand out in the finished film. The first is the Salvation Army revival meeting at the Royal Albert Hall in London, in which the General (Sybil Thorndyke) announces a generous donation from Undershaft. Lean’s camera pulls back for a sweeping, panoramic view of the cheering congregation that fills the hall, while the rousing march that Walton composed for the Salvation Army band resounds through the mammoth auditorium.

But Barbara does not share in the euphoria; she is disillusioned to learn that the Army can be “bought” by a capitalist like her father—and an armaments manufacturer at that. As the cynical Bill Walker puts it, “What price salvation?”

In editing the scene that immediately follows the rally, Lean recalled a discussion he had had with the scenarist Carl Mayer. Mayer had told him that an editor can tell how good an actor is by how long he can allow a close-up of the actor to remain on the screen when the actor is not speaking. Lean tested the theory in this scene: Barbara is sitting alone on a wharf, and Lean holds a close-up of her gazing silently into the water with a disheartened expression on her face. She then throws her Salvation Army bonnet into the water, symbolizing her desire to resign. Needless to say, this searching close-up of Hiller proved her mettle as a screen actress.

Lean’s outstanding contribution to the film is the climactic scene in Undershaft’s munitions factory. Though Barbara disapproves of his manufacturing munitions, Undershaft manages to cajole her into permitting him to conduct a guided tour of his plant for her and Cusins. Lean shot and edited a marvelous montage sequence portraying the assembly line at Undershaft’s factory. He asked Neame to go with him to photograph the sequence on location at a steel factory in Sheffield. Neame notes that, from the first moment he and Lean worked together as director and lighting cameraman, they found a rapport.

The sequence amounts to a minidocumentary: the camera pans through the plant, focusing on white-hot molten steel in cauldrons and a workman in a leather apron using huge tongs to lift an enormous ingot of glowing metal out of a fiery furnace. This awesome montage, in which Lean unleashes all the power of the cinema, is accompanied by Walton’s fierce, hammering musical theme, all blaring brass and thundering percussion.

Then Lean cuts to Cusins, who shouts amid the flying sparks that Undershaft is churning out “the raw material for destruction.” The unflappable industrialist replies, “Or construction. How about railway lines?” Overhearing her father’s remark, Barbara’s expression gradually melts into a smile. This is another example of Lean holding a close-up even though the actor is not speaking because the close-up speaks for itself.

After visiting the model village where Undershaft’s employees and their families live in contentment, Barbara is reconciled with her father. She decides to continue her work as an evangelist among the worker inhabitants of the company village. What is more, she endorses Cusins’s plan to accept Undershaft’s offer to take over as plant manager so that, as Cusins asserts, he can “help the working classes help themselves.” Inspired by Jenny’s forbearance toward him, the shiftless Bill Walker turns over a new leaf and takes a job in Undershaft’s plant. At the fade-out, Bill joins Barbara and Cusins in a march through the village, to the tune of Walton’s spirited “March of Progress.”

Pascal did not take the same pains to transform Major Barbara into a truly cinematic version of the play that he had expended on the screen adaptation of Pygmalion, possibly because he was spoiled by the triumph of the earlier film. As a result, the stage version of Major Barbara was transferred to the screen with only moderate modifications; all too often the characters are conversing in front of a static camera. As Lean often said, an editor can do a great deal in the cutting room to improve a film, but he cannot provide what he does not have on film. The critical consensus was that neither Shaw nor Pascal had rethought the play in cinematic terms and that, at 131 minutes, the film was too long.

Nonetheless, the critics singled out Wendy Hiller’s accomplished performance, especially her capturing of Barbara’s idealism. They likewise praised Lean’s inventive handling of the montage sequence in the factory. But the film did not fare well at the box office when it opened in April 1941—even after the general release prints in both England and America were cut from 131 to 121 minutes, in an effort to make the film move along at a brisker pace. Some reviewers found Major Barbara a handsome and stylish picture, but the majority viewed it as a ponderous, lackluster production that nevertheless contained some admirable performances.

For the record, the home video version of the film has restored the movie to its original running time, and the picture has achieved a more positive reputation in recent years, even at its restored length. Critics reassessing Major Barbara when it was released to television and on videocassette in the early 1980s deemed it an intelligent comedy, with impeccable acting on the part of the entire cast. When Hiller died in 2003, several obituaries focused on her two Shaw films. The film historian Brian McFarlane called her performance in Major Barbara a worthy successor to that in the earlier Pygmalion: “Almost everything she did was choice. Think of her true-hearted, muddle-headed Major Barbara.”32

On November 23, 1940, one week after the completion of principal photography on Major Barbara, David Lean married the actress Kay Walsh, who had starred in a quota quickie entitled The Last Adventurers (Roy Kellino, 1937), a romantic drama set in the frozen North, which Lean edited. They had lived together for several months, but, ultimately, Lean’s Quaker upbringing asserted itself, and he decided to do the proper, moral thing and marry Walsh. She would later appear in some of the British films that Lean directed.

In the course of Lean’s career as an editor, he worked with only two major British directors; the first was Anthony Asquith (pace Bernard Shaw), and the second was Michael Powell. The two war films that Lean edited for Powell deserve some attention, particularly The 49th Parallel, one of the most popular British films to come out of the war. The filmmaker Michael Powell and the screenwriter Emeric Pressburger were a dynamic duo who produced their own films. It has been said that they were like two bookends, so closely did they work together. Powell and Pressburger were becoming a major force in British cinema with thrillers like The Spy in Black (1939). “As soon as war was declared, we dropped everything,” said Powell, and started to make war pictures.33 In good time, they presented the scenario for The 49th Parallel to the Ministry of Information and petitioned for support to make the film.

The 49th Parallel (1941)

The Film Division of the Ministry of Information agreed to back The 49th Parallel because the film met its standards as a propaganda picture designed to boost morale in wartime. But the propaganda was wrapped in an interesting adventure story; as such, it was to be filmed on location in Canada, where the story was set, with the full cooperation of the Canadian government. The plot concerns the Nazi U-boat (or submarine) known as U-37, sunk by patrol planes of the Royal Canadian Air Force in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. The shipwrecked sailors are stranded on the Canadian coast, and they endeavor to make a trek from Hudson Bay clear across Canada, until they reach the border between Canada and the United States—the only undefended frontier in the world (the Forty-ninth Parallel on the map). America was still neutral at the time and had not yet entered the war, so the Nazi sailors hoped for sanctuary there.

The 49th Parallel was to be distributed by Rank’s ubiquitous General Film Distributors. It was around this time that Powell and Pressburger formed their own independent production unit, the Archers, through which they initiated projects, arranging to finance, shoot, and release them in cooperation with various major studios. The logo of the Archers was an arrow hitting a bull’s-eye. The Rank organization had by this time bought Denham Studios, Gaumont-British, and Pinewood. It was becoming a canopy under which independent filmmakers like Powell and Pressburger, as well as Gabriel Pascal, operated. Indeed, Lean would join the Rank group of independents when he became a director.

The Ministry of Information envisioned The 49th Parallel as a large-scale production, so Powell was able to assemble some first-class talent, like the cinematographer Freddie Young (Nell Gwyn) and the editor David Lean, and the acclaimed British composer Ralph Vaughan Williams would provide the background music (his first film score). In addition, major stars like Leslie Howard, Laurence Olivier, and Raymond Massey agreed to do cameos in the picture for minimum wages.

Powell shot the exteriors in Canada’s great outdoors in the fall of 1940, and Pressburger was on hand to revise the script when needed. The interiors were shot at Denham Studios from February 6 through April 18, 1941.

Initially, Powell had chosen John Seabourne to edit the picture, and Seabourne undertook the task. But, apparently, once he started working on the miles of location footage that Powell had brought back from Canada, he pushed himself too hard and soon collapsed from nervous exhaustion. When Charles Frend suffered a similar fate while editing Major Barbara, Lean observed that, because editing is a highly complicated process, an editor can easily get stressed out while cutting a picture. Powell remembered Lean’s editing of the two Shaw films and requested that Harold Boxall, a studio executive, ask Lean to take over for Seabourne. Boxall, we remember, had given Lean his very first job in the film industry at Gaumont in 1927; he had followed his career and was gratified to obtain him for this movie. He even boosted Lean’s salary to £75 a week as a reward for substituting for Seabourne in an emergency. Lean had replaced Seabourne as chief editor of Gaumont-British News a decade earlier, when Seabourne had moved on to edit features; now history was repeating itself, and Lean was filling on for Seabourne again.

“Somehow it had never occurred to me that I could command the services of a craftsman like David Lean,” Powell reflected. “A load dropped from my shoulders. I realized what it would mean for the film to have an editor like Lean to review . . . those thousands of feet of film.” He was confident that the edit of The 49th Parallel was in good hands.34

When Lean took over as editor, he read Pressburger’s script. “I settled down with it after dinner,” he said, “and I couldn’t stop. I was still reading it at seven the next morning.”35 Then Powell showed him all the location footage, which amounted to five hours of film. When the lights went up in the screening room, Lean said laconically, “Well, you need an editor.”36 Lean spent six weeks trimming the location footage alone from five hours to a preliminary cut of two hours.

When Powell conferred with Lean from time to time about his edit, he discovered that Lean aimed to do more than just condense the rough cut to a manageable length. He would sometimes improve a scene while he was cutting it, for example, by adroitly inserting some stock footage: Lean thought that the opening sequence needed an introductory shot of the German submarine surfacing in Canadian waters before it was sunk by Canadian bombers. With Powell’s approval, he obtained some captured German newsreel of a U-boat surfacing from the depths of the Atlantic Ocean and interpolated it into the film, accompanied by Vaughan Williams’s bold, mighty music.

Lean was a miraculous storyteller, Powell explained; he had a knack for shooting additional footage in order to smooth out the narrative continuity of a scene. There is, for example, the scene that occurs shortly after the Nazi fugitives land their lifeboat on the Canadian shore. Lieutenant Ernst Hirth (Eric Portman) and his men ransack a Hudson Bay trading post to steal supplies for their cross-country hike. They shoot a French Canadian trapper named Johnnie (Laurence Olivier) when he attempts to stop them. Powell remembered Lean asking him while editing the scene, “Michael, do you mind if I take a camera and shoot some close shots of hands snatching guns and knives, that kind of thing?” Powell replied, “Go ahead.” So Lean filmed these shots and then inserted them into the scene in order to punch it up a bit. Powell reflected, “I gave Lean carte blanche. I had been saved by some good editors, but never on this scale. . . . I recognized that Lean is the best editor I ever worked with—or should I say worked for?”37

Hirth and his men escape from the trading post in a fighter plane that they have commandeered, but the fighter plane runs out of gas, forcing them to crash-land in a lake and swim to shore. Still they press on. In the course of the full-scale manhunt conducted by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the fugitives are either killed or arrested, until only Hirth and one of his men are left. During their journey through the wilderness, the two surviving Nazis encounter Philip Armstrong Scott (Leslie Howard), a professor who has set up a camp in a clearing in the woods. He lives there with some woodsmen while he is researching a book on the Indian tribes of the area. The Nazis masquerade as huntsmen, but Scott suspects that they are Nazi fugitives and valiantly confronts them. The two sailors beat a hasty retreat, in an effort to avoid capture by Scott and his men. But only Hirth gets away and remains at large.

Hirth stows away on a freight train heading for Niagara Falls, with a view to finding sanctuary in the United States. He hides in the baggage car, where he meets Andy Brock (Raymond Massey), a Canadian soldier who has gone AWOL. When the train crosses the border into the United States, a customs inspector checks the baggage car. Hirth demands that he be taken to the German consul, but Brock gets a fresh surge of patriotism and persuades the inspector to send the train back across the border so that Hirth can be arrested by the Canadian authorities. The 49th Parallel ends with the train steaming across the screen, returning to Canada with Hirth under arrest.

Looking back on the film, Lean said that he respected Powell but conceded that, because he was so uncommunicative, he was the most difficult director he ever worked with. According to Lean, anyone who disagreed with Powell was squelched by a stony stare. By the same token, Eric Portman told me in conversation that he crossed swords with Powell during filming because he thought Powell sometimes behaved like a dictator rather than a director.

For example, when the unit was filming the aftermath of the crash landing of the fighter plane in the lake, the actors were to extricate themselves from the wreckage and swim to shore. Portman feared that Powell had not taken sufficient precautions to see that none of the actors were hurt while they were flailing about, attempting to climb out of the wrecked plane. “Michael, are you completely mad?” Portman shouted in a fit of panic. “You’re going to drown us all for your damned movie!” Powell ignored Portman and simply ordered the cameraman, Freddie Young, to “keep rolling.”38

Moreover, said Portman, Powell was prone to fits of anger when a scene was not developing the way he wanted during rehearsals, and Portman found that disturbing. Yet, he added, he never lost sight of the fact that Powell was a first-class filmmaker, and he returned to work for Powell in his very next film, the 1942 One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, which Lean also edited.

Googie Withers, who also appeared in Powell’s next film, affirmed that she got along well with Powell. He could be very rude with members of the cast and crew, she conceded, in order to try and get the best out of them: “He was very meticulous about what he wanted, from actors as well as everyone else.” In this regard, near the end of his career Powell himself noted that, when he started out directing pictures, he was “slim, arrogant, intelligent, cocksure, and irritating,” and continued, “I’m no longer slim.”39

It might seem arrogant for Powell to maintain in interviews that The 49th Parallel was a “great film,” but he explained that what made it great were the electrifying performances of Laurence Olivier, Leslie Howard, and Raymond Massey, as well as Lean’s expert editing.40 Certainly, the reviewers hailed the movie as outstanding when it premiered on October 8, 1941, in London. The critical encomiums mentioned the awesome footage of the vast Canadian Rockies, Powell’s taut direction, the uniformly fine cast, Lean’s expert editing, and the deeply patriotic, stirring score by Vaughan Williams.

The 49th Parallel is really an extended chase sequence, with spectacular vistas and bravura action, all cut to the bone by Lean’s editing. The band of Nazi sailors gradually diminishes throughout the film as they are tracked down in the Mounties’ manhunt, until the final showdown between Portman and Massey. The villainy has bite, the acting has conviction, and the storytelling conveys the emotional power of Pressburger’s scenario. In short, The 49th Parallel is one of the better British propaganda films of World War II.

The film was retitled The Invaders in America, and 16 minutes were shorn from the original running time of 123 minutes. (Both the film’s British title and its original running time were restored when the movie was released on home video in America in 1984.) Nash and Ross surmise that the scenes that were trimmed were “mostly of a travelogue nature.”41 On the contrary, the excisions were made mainly for reasons of censorship.

Thus, Hirth’s ferverino to his men was mostly jettisoned; in it, he speaks of the racial superiority of the Aryan race to the Jews and the blacks. The Hollywood censor cut these lines in order not to offend minorities in America; only Hirth’s remarks about Germany bringing a new order to the world remained in The Invaders, ending with: “Today Europe, tomorrow the world!” Some of the more violent images were also excised; for example, the shot of Johnnie the trapper bleeding to death on the floor of the trading post, after he has been gunned down by a Nazi sailor, was deleted.

By the time The Invaders was premiered in New York City on March 5, 1942, the United States was at war with Germany; the movie thus went over very well indeed. In fact, The Invaders turned out to be the top-grossing British film in America up to that date. In addition, Pressburger won an Academy Award for best original screenplay, while the film itself was nominated for best picture.

Lean had served as uncredited codirector on two films that he also edited, Pygmalion and Major Barbara; he was much interested at the time in being recognized as a film director in his own right. He took another step in that direction when he was introduced to Noël Coward, the playwright and actor. Coward was about to embark on his first film as a movie director, the 1942 In Which We Serve, and was looking for someone who was technically skilled enough to codirect with him. He had a hunch that David Lean was the individual he was looking for.

Looking back on his career as a film editor in the 1930s, Lean had to admit: “I am really still an editor at heart. . . . It’s a wonderful feeling, handling film.” For one thing, when the film is cut, one begins to see how all the work done on the set is paying off. After “the great circus” that is shooting a film, “it’s wonderful to sit quietly in an editing room with the film.”42
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Chapter Three

HOPE AND GLORY

IN WHICH WE SERVE AND
THIS HAPPY BREED

You steer the ship the best way you know how. Sometimes it’s a smooth voyage; sometimes you hit the rocks. But you do the best you can in life.

—Corrado, an aging immigrant in The Sopranos

Carol Reed, David Lean’s fellow filmmaker, told me in conversation that British documentary filmmakers were put to good advantage in the production of propaganda films during the war. Under the banner of the Ministry of Information (MOI), Humphrey Jennings and Harry Watt filmed London Can Take It (1940); David Lean made Failure of a Strategy (1944), about preparations for the Allies’ D-day invasion of occupied Europe; and Reed himself jointly directed The True Glory (1945) with Garson Kanin, also about D-day. “The documentary impulse was noticeable in many of the wartime fiction films as well,” said Reed, many of which were explicitly propagandistic, like Reed’s own The Way Ahead (1944) and Coward and Lean’s In Which We Serve.

In Which We Serve was among the films made during the Second World War that, like The 49th Parallel, gave the British cinema a fresh impetus, as strong feelings of national pride and urgency percolated in topical fiction films about the war. Noël Coward was the writer and star of In Which We Serve, and from the get-go David Lean was gratified to be considered as a creative associate of Coward’s on this momentous film.

Just as Bernard Shaw held the cinema in disdain until he became involved with Gabriel Pascal, so too Noël Coward was wary of getting involved with the movies. For one thing, he had been generally disappointed with the early talkies made from his sophisticated plays; thus, Private Lives (Sidney Franklin, 1931), which starred Robert Montgomery and Norma Shearer, seemed little more than a photographed stage play (even the exteriors were painted backdrops).

Coward’s first brush with the cinema was a walk-on in D. W. Griffith’s World War I propaganda film Hearts of the World (1918), starring Lillian Gish and Erich von Stroheim. He decidedly did not have a supporting role, as some film historians, who apparently have not seen the movie, have reported. His only other appearance on the screen before In Which We Serve was in The Scoundrel (Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur, 1935), in which a famous writer is drowned at sea and comes back as a ghost to search for the meaning of life.

In Which We Serve originated with the independent producer Filippo Del Guidice, who was the moving spirit of Two Cities Films (a company named after London and New York). The career of the Italian-born Del Guidice paralleled that of Gabriel Pascal in many ways. Like Pascal, Del Guidice came to England in the 1930s as a destitute immigrant determined to produce motion pictures. He made his mark in the British film industry with the 1939 French without Tears (see chapter 2).

Del Guidice asked his partner, Anthony Havelock-Allan, who knew Noël Coward socially, to arrange a meeting in which they could persuade Coward to make a major film to serve the British war effort. Coward was intrigued with their proposal. “The actual proposition they put to me,” Coward records in his autobiography, was that he was to codirect and produce a film for them—as well as write the script, compose the score, and play the lead. If he agreed, he would have complete artistic control over the production. “The very next evening Fate intervened,” Coward continues. He was dining with Lord Louis Mountbatten, a commander in the Royal Navy, who had just come home after the sinking of his ship, HMS Kelly, in the Mediterranean off the island of Crete on May 21, 1941. “He told me the whole story; I was profoundly moved . . . by this odyssey of one destroyer. I knew this was a story to tell, if only I could tell it without sentimentality, but with simplicity and truth.”1

Once Coward had made a definite commitment, Del Guidice obtained British Lion to distribute the movie. When Coward informed Havelock-Allan that he intended to take the role of the captain of the destroyer in the film, Havelock-Allan reflected that, though the debonair Coward was nobody’s idea of a sea dog, he would do a credible job. Indeed, the press, particularly Lord Beaverbrook’s Daily Express, raised a hue and cry when the project was announced. Beaverbrook’s broadside, published on August 29, 1941, sneered at the very notion that Coward was to play a part modeled on the stalwart Mountbatten since Coward’s public image was that of a matinee idol belonging to the cigarette holder and smoking jacket set. The yellow press also implied that the effete Coward, whose homosexuality was an open secret in theater circles, was not an appropriate choice for the role of a naval commander. Coward replied that he was not playing the real Mountbatten; rather, he was to enact the role of Captain Edward Kinross, a fictional character who was conceived as “an average naval officer,” the skipper of the Torrin, not the Kelly. Admittedly, Coward writes, the film’s scenario was inspired by the story of the Kelly. He was able to get “first-hand information and accurate technical details” from Mountbatten and those of his shipmates who survived the disaster. “The story told in In Which We Serve, however, could have applied to any other destroyer sunk in action during the war.”2

In Which We Serve (1942)

Del Guidice and Havelock-Allan petitioned the Film Division of the MOI to cooperate with the making of the film, as it had given cooperation to Powell and Pressburger for the making of The 49th Parallel and One of Our Aircraft Is Missing (see chapter 2). Coward submitted a preliminary prose treatment to Jack Beddington, the director of the Film Division; it was a fictionalized account of the captain and crew of a destroyer from commissioning to sinking. Beddington responded in writing that the MOI could not endorse a film that portrayed an English ship being sunk by enemy action; that was bad for British morale, particularly in wartime. (Ironically, One of Our Aircraft Is Missing—a project that was heartily endorsed by the MOI—begins with the crash of a Royal Air Force bomber, shot down over enemy territory.) Beddington ended his report to Coward by questioning whether such a film should be made at all.

The contents of Beddington’s memo, Coward recalled, “left me speechless with rage.” He said to himself, “When else do ships sink so frequently,” if not in wartime? Coward immediately contacted Mountbatten, who happened to be in London at the time, and the latter personally sent a copy of the scenario not only to Sir Thomas Phillips at the Admiralty but to King George VI as well. Sir Thomas took the view that the story was a patriotic tribute to the Torrin, a British destroyer fighting gallantly in defense of the realm.

King George responded, “Although the ship is lost, the spirit which animates the Royal Navy is clearly brought out in the men.”3 The king also accepted Coward’s invitation for himself and Queen Elizabeth to visit the set during filming. Armed with an endorsement from the Admiralty—not to mention one from the king—Coward and Mountbatten paid a visit to the MOI. Mountbatten confronted Beddington, and the hapless official wilted before his tirade. As a result, the MOI did not again interfere with the production. Still, it extended to Coward for his war film none of the technical and logistic cooperation given Powell and Pressburger for theirs. Nevertheless, Coward obviously would have the support of the Royal Navy in the making of the movie because of Mountbatten’s involvement in the project.

When Coward visited the set of One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, looking for technicians to be part of the production crew of In Which We Serve, he made a beeline for Lean, whom the director Carol Reed had already recommended to him. That recommendation was, as Sir Carol put it to me in conversation many years later, “the biggest goddamned mistake I ever made”—since, once Lean became established as a major director with In Which We Serve, a long-lasting debate arose in British film circles as to whether Lean or Reed was the top British director. Guy Green, who at various times had served as director of photography for both Lean and Reed, commented that the two filmmakers remained best friends over the years, despite the implicit rivalry that resulted from their both being considered Britain’s two best directors.

At any rate, at the time Coward chose Lean, he was aware that Lean was not only a renowned film editor but also the putative codirector of Pygmalion and Major Barbara (see chapter 2). Hence, he realized that Lean’s technical acumen would serve him well. Lean would handle the camera setups and tell him which lens to use; meanwhile, Coward would be free to concentrate on directing the actors.

There was only one hitch in Lean’s negotiations with Coward, conducted in the sitting room of Coward’s lush apartment in Gerald Road just off Eaton Square: Lean’s screen credit. Sandra Lean recounts that Coward offered to list Lean in the film’s credits as assistant to the director, which was the title that Pascal imposed on him for codirecting Major Barbara. Kay Walsh, then Lean’s wife, had urged him to hold out for a full codirector screen credit. Consequently, Sandra Lean continues, Lean responded to Coward during their conference: “I want to be designated as codirector.” Also present at the meeting was Gladys Calthrop, who had designed the sets for Coward’s stage plays and was involved in the present film. A staunch member of the Coward camp, she interposed, “Everyone knows Noel Coward; who has ever heard of David Lean [outside the film industry]?” Lean replied, “One day I hope they will hear of me.” Coward paused for a moment, mulling over Lean’s demand, then snapped, “Agreed!”4

Coward chose Ronald Neame as director of photography; he had been introduced to both Neame and Lean on the set of One of Our Aircraft Is Missing. And he had heard good reports about Neame’s work on that film and on Major Barbara. Thelma Meyers was to serve as Lean’s assistant editor. Once it was settled that Lean was to be listed as the movie’s codirector, union rules precluded his receiving an additional screen credit as film editor. So Meyers was officially designated as film editor, with the understanding that Lean would oversee her work.

“The people who worked with me on the film were hand-picked,” Coward comments in his autobiography. “It would have been difficult to have gone astray with David Lean and Ronald Neame, from whom I had whole-hearted, intelligent, and affectionate cooperation.” Besides Lean and Neame, Coward was to work with two producers: as executive producer, “the over-exuberant and loveable Filippo Del Guidice, who never allowed his faith in me and the picture to be shaken for a moment”; and as associate producer, the dependable Anthony Havelock-Allan.5 Though Coward was the official producer of the picture, he himself admitted that, for all practical purposes, Havelock-Allan was in charge of production.

Lean very much wanted Havelock-Allan to engage Muir Mathieson to conduct Coward’s background music for the film. Mathieson often selected the composers of the film scores he conducted, securing distinguished composers like William Walton, who scored Major Barbara, and Ralph Vaughan Williams, who composed the underscore for The 49th Parallel. Later on, Lean had Mathieson supervise the background music for all the British films he directed right up to the mid-1950s. He stated in a television interview that he was in agreement with Mathieson that the music should be an integral part of a film’s creative process.6 Like Mathieson, Lean believed that it must be not mere decoration or a filler of gaps, but accepted as part of the architecture of a film.

Coward’s principal task during the weeks before production began was, of course, to fashion the first draft of the screenplay, which had the tentative working title White Ensign. After three months of work, Coward invited Lean, Neame, and Havelock-Allan to his flat in Gerald Road to hear him read the rough draft. Lean remembered that it took Coward two and a half hours to read all that he had written: “It was very rambling and contained a lot of dialogue.” At the end of the reading, Coward asked Lean, “What do you think of that, my dear?” “Well, it was wonderful,” Lean answered, “but what you’ve read would run for five hours on the screen.”7 To Coward’s consternation, Neame and Havelock-Allan backed Lean’s reaction.

The scenario started in 1922 in the Caribbean—long before the war—and then went on to Paris. In this manner, Coward gave detailed background material on the principal characters, only gradually moving on to World War II and the saga of the Torrin. What is more, he had borrowed lengthy passages from Mountbatten’s speeches to his sailors, passages that would slow the action down. Lean sought to mollify Coward by suggesting that he needed a method of choosing the best of the material he had already written. Perhaps he should structure the story around a series of flashbacks; this device would enable the telescoping of time by jumping from one flashback to another. Coward agreed to try this approach. A few days later, he advised Lean that the script would revolve around a group of survivors as they cling to a rubber raft floating in the sea. Each recalls in flashback how his life has been inseparably involved with the fortunes of the Torrin since joining her crew. Several incidents in the first draft constituted self-contained units, so Coward was able simply to pick the episodes that he judged suitable for the flashbacks and scuttle the rest. Coward told Lean that it would take him about two weeks to do the second draft of the script along these lines.

Though Coward’s preliminary draft clearly needed work, Lean was hooked on doing the picture. Michael Powell phoned him around this time with another offer. Silverman says it was to edit a picture scripted by Emeric Pressburger. But it was, in fact, an offer to direct the film, which was entitled Battle for Music, about the trials and tribulations of the London Philharmonic bravely attempting to give concerts during the Blitz.

Lean informed Powell that he was committed to the Coward film. The volatile Powell exploded, calling Lean a cheap tart, window-shopping on Bond Street: “You see an expensive, glittering jewel in a window and you just can’t resist it.”8 Lean correctly chose the more promising project; in the end, Battle for Music (1943) was directed by Donald Taylor and turned out to be a mediocre movie at best, while the Coward project went on to be a great success.

A couple of weeks after Coward began revising the script, he turned over to Lean his second draft, now definitely titled In Which We Serve. The title was derived from the morning prayer recited aboard all Royal Navy vessels: “Almighty God, receive under your protection this ship in which we serve. . . .” Coward then said to Lean, “Now, my dear, I don’t know a damned thing about how to shoot things.”9 It was up to Lean to prepare the final shooting script. But Coward’s second draft was still overly long, so Lean worked with Neame and Havelock-Allan on an abridged version, excising extraneous subplots and sticking to the story of the Torrin, from the time it was launched to the time it sank off Crete. Coward approved the suggested deletions.

Apart from the problem of length, the screenplay was a fine piece of work. Lean was impressed with the manner in which Coward delineated the personalities of the individual characters. Each one had been given a specific background, indicating where he grew up, whom he married, and who his friends were, thus suggesting what made him tick. Lean commented, “As Noel Coward said, ‘You ought to know what they would eat for breakfast, though you never have a scene in which they eat breakfast.’ ”

Before developing the shooting script from Coward’s second draft, Lean interviewed Mountbatten about the sinking of the Kelly. The two spent an evening in an office at Denham Studios, where In Which We Serve was to be shot, and where Lean had worked on Major Barbara and other films. Lean remembered Mountbatten describing how Messerschmitt fighter planes dive-bombed the Kelly. When the destroyer began to capsize, Mountbatten gave the order to abandon ship, but he stayed on the bridge, in accordance with the venerable navy principle that the captain should be the last to leave his vessel. “Before I knew it, I was underwater,” said Mountbatten. “I was actually under the ship as it was turning over. I came up to the surface on the other side and got my first breath of air; and that saved my life.” Lean added that this was the sort of invaluable background material that Mountbatten provided him with behind the scenes.10

Lean set about composing the final shooting script, aided by both Neame and Terry Lawlor, who had been Mountbatten’s cabin hand. Lawlor was assigned by Mountbatten to serve as a technical adviser to Lean; he was an ordinary seaman who had survived the sinking of the Kelly. Lean would work out an action sequence, and then Lawlor would provide him with additional data. For example, he explained how, after the Nazi dive-bombers sank the ship, he and some of the other survivors clung to an inflated rubber raft (technically termed a Carley float) that was not big enough to hold all twelve of them. Lean would then write this material into the final shooting script.

In general, Lean saw the shooting script as the blueprint for filming the picture. Starting with In Which We Serve, he formed the habit of mapping out the action of every scene in a shooting script in great detail, in terms of camera angles, sound effects, and so on. This method was especially important, he stated in correspondence, for the big action sequences. All the important imaginative thinking, he maintained, had to be done before shooting commenced; there was no time for lengthy improvisations on the set when a director was working with numerous actors and technicians. Lean would alter the shooting script only slightly as filming proceeded; it was, after all, the handbook guiding the making of the film. He noted laconically that neither he nor Neame or Havelock-Allan, who assisted him in revising Coward’s screenplay at various stages, received a screen credit for their efforts.

Neame recalls in his autobiography that, while he was helping Lean with the shooting script, Coward made a timely suggestion. Not forgetting the scathing campaign against the project waged by Beaverbrook, Coward thought they might get their own back by inserting a short scene into the shooting script as a jibe at the Daily Express. He said that Havelock-Allan had reminded him of a headline published in the Express in January 1939—“No War This Year”—when, in actual fact, war was declared just eight months later. He then said to Lean and Neame, “Get out your pencils, my little darlings!”11

Havelock-Allan states in his unpublished memoirs that Coward gave them the layout of a brief scene incorporating the headline and that he, following Coward’s instructions, interpolated it into the final screenplay: “Long shot: the London docks filled with warships. Cut to a shot of the Daily Express headline, ‘No War This Year.’ Bits of excrement cling to the newspaper’s edges as it floats slowly downstream in the filthy waters of the Thames.” Suffice it to say, Beaverbrook was apoplectic when this scene appeared in the finished film. He blamed Coward alone for it, “never knowing,” as Havelock-Allan says, “that it was me [who actually wrote it]; and Noel never disabused him of the idea.”12

With the start of production nearing, Del Guidice rented two soundstages at Denham, one of which was among the largest in any British studio. On this gargantuan stage, the production designer, David Rawnsley, built a replica of a destroyer, working from the original blueprints of the Kelly. Rawnsley also chose the location sites for the exteriors. He was assisted in his work on the film by the art director, Gladys Calthrop, who was responsible for the interior settings.

Still actively supporting the production behind the scenes, Mountbatten saw to it that the Torrin was manned not only by film extras but by some authentic sailors as well. In fact, the latter were convalescents from a nearby naval hospital. Moreover, Mountbatten arranged for Havelock-Allan and Neame to take a camera crew to the Newcastle shipyards to shoot footage for the documentary-like opening sequence of the building of the Torrin. Havelock-Allan says in his memoirs that he was the director of the second unit and that Neame was the cinematographer. There were, according to Havelock-Allen, several vessels being built simultaneously, so he and Neame were able to film shots of ships at various stages of construction. Later on, Lean employed his editing expertise to interweave this compilation of shots “so that it looks like the building of a single ship.”13

In the shipyard sequence, there are close-ups of hot rivets being driven into steel plates, girders being lowered into place, and the laying of the keel—all leading up to a champagne bottle being smashed across the ship’s hull at the launching ceremony. The Torrin then steams grandly into the sea as the Union Jack is hoisted above the stern. Just before the principal photography began, as a final gesture Mountbatten loaned Coward his braided officer’s cap to wear in the film.

Lean, Neame, and Havelock-Allan assembled a top-notch cast; indeed, they spent long hours interviewing candidates for each role. John Mills was recruited to play Ordinary Seaman Shorty Blake. “David Lean had the reputation for not getting on with actors,” Mills commented, “but I can’t join that club.” As Mills noted, he and Lean “started together in In Which We Serve” and then went on to make four pictures together, a record topped only by Alec Guinness, with six Lean films.14

Bernard Miles was to play Chief Petty Officer Walter Hardy and Joyce Carey his wife, Kath Hardy. The stage actress Celia Johnson was cast as Captain Kinross’s wife, Alix, after buttonholing Coward at a party and saying she would like to get into pictures. Coward gave her a screen test and found her right for the part, but Neame had doubts about her because he thought her unphotogenic. Coward overruled him, saying that the middle-aged wife of a sea captain did not have to be especially attractive, just a good actress. Johnson, Miles, and Carey would, like Mills, appear in subsequent Lean films.

Kay Walsh was up for the role of Freda Lewis, who marries Shorty Blake. Lean vetoed having his wife in the film because he feared the appearance of nepotism. But Coward tested her and wisely overrode Lean’s decision. She would appear not only in this film but in other Lean pictures as well. In addition, James Donald took the part of the ship’s doctor and would again play a medical officer for Lean in The Bridge on the River Kwai.

Care was taken even in casting the smallest roles; Lean rang an actor’s agent in search of a youngster to play a cowardly sailor. “He’s just a frightened rabbit,” said Lean, “and one’s heart should go out to him. . . . I think people will remember him afterwards.”15 The agent recommended seventeen-year-old Richard Attenborough. In retrospect, Attenborough is ambivalent about the role; it led, he says, to his being typecast for some time as a spiv or “the coward below decks.” On the contrary, what leaps out today is “a nervous quality that barely masks an underlying vulnerability.” Despite the fact that Attenborough was not listed in the cast credits, his part in In Which We Serve jump-started his film career.16

It is interesting to note how the cast of characters represents a cross section of British society. Captain Kinross is upper-class, Chief Petty Officer Hardy is middle-class, and Ordinary Seaman Blake (complete with a Cockney accent) is working-class. The implication for the audience is that “we are all in this together,” war binding people together in solidarity and loyalty to a common cause in a manner that transcends class barriers.

Principal photography commenced on February 5, 1942. Coward recalled that he, Lean, and Neame were quivering with nerves at the prospect of the monumental production that they were undertaking: “But as the day went on [those nerves] evaporated, as they usually do under the stress of intense work.”17

When Lean was assisting Gabriel Pascal in shooting Major Barbara, his responsibilities expanded to the point where his importance on the set grew to rival that of the director he was supposed to be assisting—until he virtually took over from Pascal. Something similar happened during the filming of In Which We Serve. “Noel very soon got terribly bored photographing the picture,” said Lean. It often took an hour or more to light the set for each camera setup, and Coward got restless waiting around between shots. He finally told Lean, “Look, my dear, you know what you are doing. I’ll leave it to you.” He added that he would come to the set only whenever he was to be photographed in a scene. Still, Lean observed that Coward had a natural instinct for directing actors and that he often made worthwhile suggestions to the actors when they were rehearsing a scene that he was in. But he always left it to Lean to film each scene. “So,” Lean concluded, “I virtually directed the film myself.”18

Lean was at first nervous about coaching the actors when Coward was not around since his primary expertise was on the technical side of moviemaking, especially film editing. But he gained self-confidence as time went on, as the actors listened to his advice and followed it. He found that, the better and more experienced the actors were, like Celia Johnson and Bernard Miles, the easier they were to work with.

Lean particularly remembered Johnson’s rendering of the toast that she proposes as the captain’s wife at the ship’s Christmas party while the Torrin is in port: “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you my rival—because to a sailor the ship always comes first. It is extraordinary that anyone should be so proud and so fond of an always permanent and undisputed rival. God bless this ship and all who sail on her.” Lean said her speech brought tears to his eyes as she delivered it on the set.

Lean really showed his mettle as a director in his handling of one of the movie’s big set pieces in its entirety. The scene dealt with the return of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, the beleaguered French beachhead where the Allied forces were defeated by the Nazis after suffering heavy German artillery fire. In June 1940, the Torrin and an armada of English vessels evacuated the survivors from Dunkirk and transported their human cargo to the safety of British piers. In the film, the wounded soldiers present a grim tableau as they stand on the Dover dock, tattered and tired. Lean’s camera pans laterally across their weary, forlorn faces as they stare blankly ahead. But the troops snap to attention at the word of command, ready to proceed to inland relocation camps. Then they march away to the tune of a jaunty march, prefiguring the British prisoners of war marching to “The Colonel Bogey March” in Lean’s Bridge over the River Kwai. The survivors of Dunkirk are played by the Fifth Battalion of the Coldstream Guards, and Lean executed the scene with the assured sense of a very promising young director.

Some commentators assume that this sequence was Lean’s first complete scene as a solo director. They are apparently overlooking the two Higgins-Eliza montage scenes in Pygmalion and the factory montage in Major Barbara (see chapter 2).

During shooting, Mountbatten supplied two technical advisers, and both Coward and Lean were grateful. As Coward put it, “I realized from the outset that it was essential to the accuracy of the picture [to have experienced seamen on hand as consultants].”19 One adviser was Commander L. T. Clarke, a former destroyer captain, and the other was Terry Lawlor, the ordinary seaman who had helped Lean at the script stage.

Filming proceeded slowly but steadily, Coward writes in his autobiography, but he found filming the scenes of the survivors of the Torrin floating in the sea very trying. The surface of the water was supposed to be covered with fuel oil that had escaped from the sinking ship, but a synthetic substance was, of course, utilized in place of real crude oil. Coward recalled “nine very uncomfortable days” when he, John Mills, Bernard Miles, and ten others spent from 8:30 A.M. to nearly 6:30 P.M. clinging to a rubber raft in the studio tank on the back lot at Denham Studios. The tank was filled with “warm but increasingly filthy water,” and the actors were “smeared with synthetic fuel oil,” which was hard to scrape off at the end of the day.20

But Coward’s greatest ordeal came in late June, when he had to film some inserts of the sinking of the Torrin. A replica of the bridge of the destroyer had been erected on the back lot, Coward writes; above it, “three enormous tanks filled with thousands of gallons of water . . . were perched on a scaffolding,” aimed at the set. “On a given signal, a lever would be pulled, whereupon the tanks would disgorge their load down a chute and overturn the bridge with me on it”—sweeping the captain overboard.21

Lean had assumed that a stunt double would stand in for Coward in this shot, but Coward would not hear of it. He wanted Lean and Neame to be able to get close shots of the captain. Still, when Coward got a look at the setup, he refused to shoot the take until the apparatus was tested, in order to ascertain what exactly the impact of that vast amount of water would be on the flimsy wooden bridge on which he was to stand. According to Coward’s autobiography, Lean and Neame grumbled about the waste of time involved in the test. But Neame respectfully disputes this in his own autobiography; he writes that he and Lean agreed with Coward that they should do a test run of the shot before filming it.22

Lean accordingly gave the signal for the water to be released while he, Coward, and Neame watched. The torrent came hurtling down the chute with such force that it totally demolished the set. Lean and Neame, “pale and trembling,” writes Coward, acknowledged that, had Coward been standing on the bridge, he could have been drowned.23

The set was rebuilt of stronger materials, and the shot was at last taken on June 27, 1942, the last day of filming. “The water struck me in the back,” Coward records; “the structure slowly capsized as planned.” Coward himself landed in the studio tank.24 Perhaps because Lean felt that Coward had suffered enough while shooting this take, he told Coward it would not be necessary to get a shot of him flailing about underwater. Instead, he borrowed a shot from The Scoundrel, showing Coward floundering underwater, attempting to save himself from drowning. Then, in the editing room, Lean adroitly inserted the borrowed shot, and no one seeing the film was the wiser.

Lean spent the summer of 1942 editing In Which We Serve with his assistant, Thelma Meyers. He skillfully intercut shots of Kinross on the captain’s bridge, binoculars hanging round his neck, with newsreel footage of aircraft overhead and a destroyer plowing through the waves. Indeed, Lean brought to bear the realistic techniques being used in wartime documentaries to give the film an urgent sense of authenticity, to which his experience as a newsreel editor contributed enormously.

The film’s preface, spoken by the narrator, Leslie Howard (uncredited), states, “This is the story of a ship.” But it is also the story of her crew, whose loyalty to one another is grounded in devotion to their ship.

The film proper begins with Lean’s documentary-like sequence of the building of the ship, described already. The film that follows does not have a conventional linear plot. It consists, instead, of “a mosaic of episodes,” developing in a series of vignettes encompassing the recollections of a handful of the Torrin’s men.25

There are, for example, Captain Kinross’s memories of his short holiday with his loyal wife, Alix, and their two children while he is on leave and of the time that the Torrin helped rescue the army at Dunkirk. Ordinary Seaman Shorty Blake remembers how he met and married Freda Lewis, who, coincidentally, is a niece of Chief Petty Officer Walter Hardy. In correlated flashbacks dealing with the memories of Blake and Hardy, the viewer learns of the attack by Nazi bombers on Plymouth, where Freda, who is pregnant, is living with Hardy’s wife, Kath. When an enemy shell hits the house, Freda survives, but Kath is killed. Then, in a genuinely poignant moment, Shorty must break the news to Walter that he has lost his home and his wife to the Blitz. The “newly widowed sea salt” stoically mutters that he is glad that at least his shipmate’s wife and her unborn child were miraculously saved. Then he walks out on deck and “mutely pitches overboard his last, unfinished letter to his wife.”26

Not all the crew of the Torrin are heroes. “A coward was featured in the Coward epic, In Which We Serve, and it wasn’t dear Noel,” writes Ken Russell. The craven coward let his side down by deserting his post at the height of a battle. “Even when he goes on shore leave—alone, of course—he is not allowed to forget his shame. The pianola in the pub where he goes to drown his sorrows is playing ‘Run, Rabbit, Run.’ The same tune is later played on a harmonica by one of the other survivors, as he hangs on to the Carley float with one hand and holds his harmonica in the other.”27 Moments later, the cowardly lad is machine-gunned by a low-flying enemy plane, but he dies with a smile on his lips as Captain Kinross’s consoling words ring in his ears: “I’ll write your parents and tell them they can be proud of you.”

At long last the survivors are rescued by another British vessel and taken to Alexandria to recuperate. In the closing scene, Kinross bids a dockside farewell to the remaining members of his crew in a dusty cargo shed, before their dispersal to new assignments. He gives a short speech, which Coward cribbed from a similar one given by Lord Mountbatten to the crew of the Kelly. He says in part: “The Torrin is gone; now she lies in fifteen hundred fathoms and with more than half our shipmates. They all lie together with the ship we loved, and they’re in very good company.” He concludes with a lump in his throat: “The next time you’re in action, remember the Torrin!”

James Agee commented that, while Coward is “exceedingly good” in the film, his delivery of Kinross’s farewell to his crew “is a really remarkable and moving tour de force.”28 So much for the press’s complaining early on that Coward was miscast in the leading part. Accompanied by the rousing martial strains of Coward’s underscore, the narrator declares, “Here ends the story of a ship. But there will be other ships and other men to sail them, for we are an island race. They give to us and to all their countrymen eternal pride.”

Coward was on hand for the film’s London premiere on September 27, 1942. The picture got an ecstatic reception, and, as Coward noted, in the notices in the press, “David Lean, Ronnie Neame, and I received most of the superlatives in the English language.” Coward described Lean, Neame, and Havelock-Allan as his exceedingly staunch native bearers, who had guided him through the perilous terrain of the film business.29 He went on to win a Special Academy Award for outstanding production achievement.

In Which We Serve was immensely popular on both sides of the Atlantic and proved to be the most successful British movie to come out of the war. Filippo Del Guidice, who was at first excoriated around Denham Studios for pouring £1 million into a motion picture production during wartime, won the day since the movie grossed twice its original investment in its initial release in England.

Prior to the movie’s release in America the following December, the Hollywood censor, Joseph Ignatius Breen, required that the hells and damns that peppered the salty dialogue of the sailors be removed from the sound track. His action prompted a spirited debate in the House of Commons, whereby the American censor was himself censured for tampering with the dialogue of an important English film. The uncensored British version of the movie was released on home video in the United States in 1995. The DVD release in the United States in 2005 is likewise the original version. (The DVD lists David Lean as the director, not the codirector with Coward.)

The tempest in a teacup over censorship did not obscure the merits of the picture in America or anywhere else. To begin with, this wartime movie was helped along by the best efforts of the ensemble cast. Clearly affected by the grittiness of their surroundings, Coward, Mills, Miles, and the other players came together as a band of brothers coping with disaster. The flashbacks formed a succession of more or less self-contained segments, flawlessly melded together by David Lean’s editing. What is more, Neame’s crisp, clever cinematography transformed the studio tank into a cruel sea. Seen today, In Which We Serve holds up with nary a sag; it remains a hard-edged, unsqueamish war picture that is British to its back teeth. It keeps the screen packed with action and excitement in the war sequences; it also tells a thumping good personal story of the seafarers’ families on the home front.

In Which We Serve was thought of by both the press and the public as largely a Noël Coward production since he wrote the script, codirected the film, and starred in it. But industry insiders were fully cognizant of the fact that Lean did most of the direction and was primarily responsible for editing the picture. For his part, Lean was gratified to have gained experience in directing actors. In an essay on film directing, he stressed the director’s need not only “for technical knowledge about cameras and editing” but also for the ability of “working with actors.”30 All in all, the artistic and popular success of the film was something of a feather in Lean’s cap. No one was more aware of Lean’s contributions to the movie than Noël Coward, who made Lean an offer he could not refuse: “Well, dear boy, you can take anything I’ve written and make a film of it.”31

Lean proceeded to form an independent production company with Ronald Neame and Anthony Havelock-Allan and set about arranging to film some of Coward’s stage plays. The name of the company was suggested to Havelock-Allan by the most prestigious theater company in New York at the time, the Theater Guild. He thought they should call their production unit Cineguild because they wanted to produce significant films for British cinema in much the same way that the Theater Guild produced significant plays for the Broadway stage.

The team would eventually produce seven of Lean’s films, but they decided to launch Cineguild with film adaptations of two Coward plays, This Happy Breed and Blithe Spirit. “Noel didn’t really enjoy film direction,” Lean explained. “He liked writing and acting best.” So, by the time In Which We Serve was completed, he did not want to be actively involved in the next venture of Lean and company.32 It was decided that Lean and Neame would compose the film script for This Happy Breed, while Coward was away entertaining British troops in South Africa and Asia, and that Coward would consult on the screenplay when he returned. “It was pleasant to be concerned with the picture, but not trapped by it,” Coward writes in his autobiography. “With David and Ronnie doing all the actual work, I could say what I had to say and get out.”33

Lean’s triumvirate joined the cluster of independent film units operating under the financial umbrella of the Rank organization. This coalition of independent production units, already mentioned, was now known collectively as Independent Producers. J. Arthur Rank, who was nicknamed “King Arthur,” offered unprecedented artistic freedom to Powell and Pressburger’s Archers, Del Guidice’s Two Cities Films, and Pascal Film Productions, as well as to Cineguild.

Rank firmly believed that the best way to deal with these independent moviemakers was to sign the checks and allow them to accomplish their creative work as they saw fit. He encouraged independent producers because he was now more convinced than ever that such enterprising individuals would help him penetrate the jealously guarded American market. He was “a man of vision who was committed to contesting the global stranglehold of the American film industry.” After all, he emphasized, the continued existence of British film production depended on “overseas trade”—meaning mostly American distribution for British pictures.34 Powell and Pressburger’s The 49th Parallel, Pascal’s Pygmalion, and Del Guidice’s In Which We Serve had done just that—and David Lean was involved in all these films.

In sum, under Rank’s leadership, some remarkable filmmaking talents “were allowed to flourish,” and their films helped develop the American art house circuit during the postwar years. Whenever Rank’s managing director and chief accountant, John Davis, complained that one of the independents was spending too much money on a film, Rank would reply, “Don’t discourage the boys, John. It’s their job to make the films and our job to sell them.”35

Though the first feature on the Cineguild docket was a film adaptation of Coward’s play This Happy Breed, Cineguild was also responsible for a short documentary, which Lean directed. Failure of a Strategy (1944) was made by Cineguild for the Film Division of the MOI, which had apparently forgotten about the controversy it had generated over the making of In Which We Serve, probably because Beddington was no longer in charge of the MOI.

Lean was asked to direct a twenty-minute documentary principally for distribution in countries liberated from Nazi occupation. Lean made the documentary in his spare time while working on This Happy Breed. He and the editor, Peter Tanner, screened miles of footage from British, American, and captured German newsreels in order to put together a survey of the war in Europe, from the fall of France to the Allies’ preparations for the invasion of occupied Europe on D-day.

Lean edited much of the documentary himself. “You couldn’t keep him away from the Moviola,” says Tanner.36 Once again, his training as a news-reel editor stood him in good stead. The documentary short was first shown in liberated French towns under the title L’echec d’une strategie, beginning on June 9, 1944, just three days after D-day. The film carried no screen credits except for “Written and Produced by Cineguild,” but the movie had the mark of Lean’s craftsmanship and was a flag-waver of some merit.

This Happy Breed (1944)

Most of Lean’s efforts during this period were expended on This Happy Breed, his debut as a solo director, starting with cowriting the screenplay with Neame. The play dramatizes the lives of Frank and Ethel Gibbons and their working-class family between the wars. Though Coward was given a screen credit as the author of the screenplay, he served mostly in a consultative capacity. He did, however, contribute additional dialogue when it was required for a new scene, and he composed the film’s score, as he had done for In Which We Serve.

In April 1943, Coward was appearing as the male lead in a limited engagement of the play in London. He would drive to Denham occasionally for story conferences with Lean and Neame, in which Havelock-Allan also participated. Coward was again billed as the producer of the film, as he was on In Which We Serve, and once again he left most of the producer’s chores to Havelock-Allan, who was listed as associate producer. During these script conferences, Lean would submit to Coward the excisions in the play’s dialogue that he, Neame, and Havelock-Allan thought necessary. Coward usually approved their decisions in these matters.

Lean did remember, however, that he and Havelock-Allan had a dreadful quarrel with Coward over an additional cut in the dialogue that they wanted to make at the eleventh hour, after the movie was already in production. At the end of the play, Frank addresses little Frankie, his first grandchild, in his baby carriage. This monologue ran more than an entire page in the play, a long, static speech with Frank mouthing patriotic platitudes to a small child. Lean, with Havelock-Allan’s support, asked Coward if he could condense this speech. Like Bernard Shaw in the case of the film of Major Barbara, Coward had reached the point where he was not prepared to make any further concessions to the moviemakers. But, after much debate, he reluctantly agreed.

The oration that all the fuss was about says in part: “Ordinary people like you and me know what we belong to, where we come from, and where we’re going. . . . We haven’t lived and died and struggled all these hundreds of years to get decency and justice and freedom for ourselves without being prepared to fight fifty wars if need be to keep them.”37 As a matter of fact, Lean ended up deleting the entire speech. But Coward was sufficiently pleased with the finished film that he thought it would be captious to quibble about the missing monologue.

When This Happy Breed opened in London, Coward remembered, some critics implied that he had set the play “in a milieu far removed from the cocktail and caviar stratum to which I so obviously belonged.” As a result, they detected “an attitude on my part of amused condescension” toward the common people. Orson Welles, reviewing the play for a New York daily, went so far as to pontificate that Coward was a “Mayfair playboy” and that his play was “perpetuating a British public school snobbery.”38 In point of fact, Coward was born in a lower-middle-class neighborhood in Teddington and grew up in similar neighborhoods in Battersea Park and Clapham Common. As he later wrote, “I can confidently assert that I know a great deal more about the hearts and minds of ordinary South Londoners than the critics gave me credit for.”39

The play, as does the film derived from it, portrays how an average English family endured what befell them during a twenty-year period, led on by their common sense and natural resilience. The title alludes to John of Gaunt’s speech in Shakespeare’s Richard II, wherein the English people are described as “this happy breed of men.” The emerging realism of British cinema in the early 1940s continued to grow during the war years because of morale-boosting movies like This Happy Breed, with its story about ordinary people coping with their daily lives as Europe moves ever closer to the brink of chaos.

In writing the screenplay for This Happy Breed, Lean realized that the play, which took place in the single setting of the Gibbonses’ dining room, had to be opened out for the screen. That is, the film could and should present more incidents, spread out over more settings, than was possible within the confines of the proscenium arch of a theater stage. Accordingly, Lean decided to portray in a series of montages various national events that in the play took place offstage and were only referred to in the dialogue. In this fashion, he extended the action of the film and kept it from becoming static. These incidents included the parades of veterans returning home at the end of World War I in 1919, the Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924, and the outbreak of World War II in 1939. By the early winter of 1943, Lean and Neame had scouted locations in and around London where these episodes would be filmed.

The story begins with Frank and Ethel Gibbons and their three children, Reg, Vi, and Queenie, moving into 17 Sycamore Road, Clapham Common. The youngsters in due course grow up, with Reg marrying his childhood sweetheart, Phyllis, Vi wedding Reg’s mate Sam, and Queenie being courted by Billy Mitchell, the sailor boy next door.

Lean and Neame believed that this tale of ordinary British folk maintaining a stiff upper lip in the face of domestic trials should be shot in Technicolor to make its somber story more attractive to the mass audience. Not many British films had been shot in Technicolor in those days; in fact, there were only four Technicolor cameras available in England. “Color was considered vulgar,” Lean explained. That is, the colors in Technicolor movies were all too often too bright and garish. Neame assured Lean that he could keep the colors subdued, in keeping with the austere nature of the plot. In order to help make the Technicolor less vibrant in the movie, Lean had the production designer primarily employ shades of gray and brown to “dirty down” the sets. In addition, Neame was able to light the interiors so that everything looked fairly drab. As Coward put it, “The Technicolor was reduced to a minimum . . . and for once did not sear the eyeballs with oleographic oranges, reds, and yellows.”40

When Lean was casting the picture, he invited back Celia Johnson, John Mills, and Kay Walsh from In Which We Serve. Noël Coward himself, who had played Frank Gibbons on the London stage, gave Lean a broad hint that he would like to repeat his performance in the film. Lean, however, believed that Coward’s screen image was too much identified with the cocktail-and-dressing-gown set. Kay Walsh quipped that she could not imagine Coward as a working-class type with his sleeves rolled up and wearing suspenders. Admittedly, Coward had played Captain Kinross convincingly in In Which We Serve, but Kinross was, after all, upper-class. Lean suggested Robert Newton for the role of Frank, and Coward graciously acquiesced.

Newton, as we have seen, had a drinking problem. Lean, who frowned on anyone having even a light ale at lunch during the shooting period, was still something of a Quaker at heart. So he had written into Newton’s contract that, if he was caught tippling during filming, he would be out of the picture. John Mills and his wife, Mary, were living in Denham Village near the studio; Mills writes in his autobiography that one night he and his wife encountered Newton weaving down the street roaring drunk. They steered him toward their bungalow before Lean, who was the Millses’ neighbor, could see him. They let Newton sleep off his binge in their guest room before returning to work in the morning.

Mills was again playing a sailor for Lean, as he had done in In Which We Serve; this time it was Billy Mitchell, who falls in love with Queenie Gibbons (Kay Walsh). Celia Johnson took the role of Ethel Gibbons. Maxford and other Lean commentators state that Celia Johnson played Ethel opposite Coward on the London stage; for the record, Ethel was, in fact, played by Judy Campbell in the London production.41

This Happy Breed was filmed at Denham Studios from February to April 1943. “Celia Johnson was the only actress I ever knew who thought acting was of secondary importance to a private life,” says Neame. “She was first and foremost a wife and mother.”42 Since the unit filmed six days a week, Johnson arranged with Lean to leave the studio every Saturday by 12:30 P.M., in order to catch the afternoon train to her home in Nettlebed; otherwise, she would have to take the evening train much later.

Throughout filming, Lean, with his eye for detail, made sure that both Johnson and Newton were made to age gradually as the years rolled by, with the help of wrinkles on the brow and streaks of gray in the hair. “The gradual stoop of Ethel’s shoulders under the weight of the passing years is as noticeable as the changing style of her dresses, which always retain the dowdiness befitting her station.”43

Because of his preoccupation with the technical side of filmmaking, Lean sometimes slighted the actors while rehearsing a scene, in favor of consulting with the camera crew. In planning one complicated shot, Lean polled the technicians about how it should be done. Though John Mills essentially admired Lean as a filmmaker, he was irritated by this procedure and blurted out, “Well, what about the fucking actors? Aren’t you going to ask us what we think about it?”44 Be that as it may, Celia Johnson testified that, in the last analysis, Lean did care about performance and tried his level best to guide the actors.

As for Robert Newton, he managed by and large to stay off the sauce for most of the ten-week shoot. But, near the end of principal photography, he did not show up for work one morning. He had to be bailed out of jail at the Bow Street police station, having gone on a spree the night before. It seems that he noticed Anthony Asquith, the codirector of Pygmalion, in a swanky restaurant. Like Coward, Asquith was known in film circles to be homosexual; Newton therefore addressed him with mock solemnity as “the First Lady of the English screen”—and was promptly hustled out of the eatery and onto the street.45 Things went from bad to worse; Newton subsequently had a drunken scuffle with some London bobbies and sustained a nasty cut on his face from a policeman’s nightstick.

But Lean did not make good his threat to fire Newton for excessive drinking; it was too late in the shoot to replace him in the picture. Lean did have to photograph Newton exclusively on one side of his face for a couple of days thereafter, as the other side had a small bandage on it, covering the still-healing cut.

Guy Green served as camera operator on both In Which We Serve and This Happy Breed. Carol Reed told me in conversation that one day he saw Lean and Neame lunching with Green in the Denham commissary during the Happy Breed shoot. Reed, who was himself preparing a war picture, said to Lean, “I can’t find a cameraman for The Way Ahead.” Lean answered, “Why not use Guy?” Reed commented, “So I made Green director of photography for my picture on David’s recommendation.” Green returned Lean’s favor by subsequently acting as lighting cameraman on no less than four of Lean’s pictures later on. By the same token, Jack Harris, the film editor who cut This Happy Breed, stayed on with Lean for five more films.

In opening out the play for the screen, Lean decided to begin the movie with a panoramic shot of the London skyline; then the camera pans across the rooftops, zeroes in on terraced houses on one particular street, and pauses at a window of the Gibbons house, the film’s principal setting. The camera then glides through the window and continues down a hallway to the front door. The Gibbons family is just entering the house for the first time in 1919.

After a twenty-year tenure in the house, Frank and Ethel, the only two members of the family left there at film’s end, take their leave in 1939 to move into a flat. The opening shot is reversed at the end of the picture, as the camera retreats through the hallway and out the window and returns to the general view of South London once more.

Andrew Higson, in his very close reading of the film, shows that the opening and closing shots, which center on the Gibbons domicile, “enable the film to symbolically establish the family” as the stable and secure cornerstone of the nation.46 This concept is reinforced in the opening narration by Laurence Olivier (uncredited). A printed title states, “This is the story of a London family from 1919–1939.” Then Olivier says, “After four long years of war the men are coming home; hundreds of houses are becoming homes once more.”

Since Frank is a veteran of World War I, he attends the Armistice Day parade, celebrating the return of the fighting men to hearth and home. Lean’s camera dollies alongside the marching men, who are buoyed up by the brass band and cheering crowds. This is the first of the montages, already mentioned, that Lean interpolated into the screenplay.

An experienced editor, Lean employed these historical events to reflect the passage of time in the course of the picture. Thus, we first see the window of the travel agency where Frank works in 1919, displaying a poster advertising tours of the World War I battlefields. The scene then dissolves to the same shop window in 1924, advertising the Empire Exhibition at Wembley. Lean thus utilizes this transition to smoothly bridge a gap in time. Lean—who had himself attended the exhibition as a lad—portrays it just as he remembered it, as a lavish pageant showcasing the wonders of British initiative and achievements.

Billy Mitchell, who is home on leave from the navy, attends the exhibition with Queenie, whom he has been dating. As they walk arm in arm past a gaudy carousel and some opulent exhibits, Coward’s musical score provides a jazzy Charleston on the sound track. Billy is deeply disappointed when, shortly afterward, Queenie declines his marriage proposal. She explains that she wants “too much,” more things than Billy can give her; put simply, she does not see herself leading the dull, domesticated existence of a common housewife in suburbia.

When Frank confronts his headstrong daughter about her rejection of Billy, Queenie insists that she is really rebelling against what she views as the stifling conformity of Clapham Common. “I hate living in a house like a hundred other houses,” she says to Frank, “because it’s all so common.” Frank, in turn, berates her for putting on airs: “We’re as we are, and that’s how we’re going to stay. One of these days you’ll find out that there are worse things than being just ordinary and respectable and living the way you’ve been brought up to live.” Queenie is one of the first of Lean’s characters to reflect the ongoing theme of his films: she is someone who yearns for a better life and finds it difficult to accept second best when that is all that can realistically be hoped for in life.

Queenie resents her father’s moralizing and eventually takes up with a married man. He is higher on the social ladder than Billy Mitchell, and she runs off to Marseilles with him. She leaves a note for her parents on the mantel; after reading it, Frank laments that he and Ethel spoiled Queenie, always letting her have her own way. Ethel’s reaction is harsher; she sternly disowns her wayward daughter. The scene concludes with a shot of Frank and Ethel seen through the dining room window; then the camera falls back from the house to reveal a dark and rainy night, which is an emblem of the gloom that Queenie’s departure has cast over the Gibbons household.

Frank and Ethel are consoled by the marriage of their daughter Vi to Sam in 1928 and of their son, Reg, to Phyllis in 1933. But tragedy strikes when Reg and Phyllis are both killed in a traffic accident. Vi comes to the house to break the news to her parents. Lean thought that, instead of having an interchange of dialogue between Vi and her parents at this point, it would be more effective to handle the scene visually.

Vi pauses in the dining room, preparing to go out to the garden where her parents are chatting and tell them what has happened. The camera follows her as she moves toward the French doors that lead to the garden, which can be glimpsed through the windows of the doors. But the camera does not follow her outside; instead, it glides around the empty dining room, taking in the entire set with its panoramic gaze, while Vi tells her parents offscreen of the deaths. After a prolonged, excruciating moment, the grief-stricken father and mother silently enter the dining room, holding hands. The camera pulls back from them as the screen fades to black. The only sound during the scene is the jazzy music issuing from the radio that Reg had given his mother; the music provides a poignant counterpoint to the sad scene.

Lean, in consultation with Neame, opted to shoot the scene in a single, unbroken take, in order to allow the camera to move around the set and, thus, keep the film from looking static or stagey. In the course of this extended take, Lean works the camera around the actors, taking in first Vi, then her parents, so that the pace never falters. Nash and Ross single out this sequence as “one of the most memorable scenes in British cinema.”47

The Gibbonses experience national events as well as personal crises, but they manage to carry on their daily routine, making tea, washing up, tending the garden. Queenie in particular has to learn life’s lessons the hard way. She is deserted by her inamorato in a boardinghouse in Brussels and finds herself alone in a foreign country. She decides to swallow her pride and return to the fold—and, hence, comes back to England, where she finally elopes with Billy. Billy then brings her back to Sycamore Road in Clapham Common. When Billy inquires whether Ethel is glad to have him for a son-in-law, she replies stoically, “Better late than never.” With that, she embraces her prodigal daughter.

Neame remembers the Saturday morning that Celia Johnson rehearsed this reconciliation scene on the set. She reminded Lean that she was permitted to leave at 12:30 P.M. in order to catch the train to her suburban home. Lean asked her to stay on a little longer and rehearse the scene again. Johnson bristled: “You promised I would be away on time, and promises are meant to be kept!” She finally agreed to go through the scene one last time. When the rehearsal was finished, she departed for the station posthaste. Lean said in correspondence that she was completely unaware that her playing of this moving scene, in which Ethel takes her daughter back, had left everyone, including the camera crew, electricians, and carpenters, in tears. He was amazed that she could so abruptly switch off the emotions of the scene and come back to reality. “She was not remotely aware,” Neame concludes, “that she had created a piece of magic!”48

At film’s end, Queenie has gone off to join Billy on active service in Singapore, leaving Frankie, her baby, in the care of his grandparents. With Frank’s long-winded ferverino to his grandson removed from the script, the film concludes with Frank and Ethel taking leave of the house on Sycamore Road on the eve of World War II. It is the same house that in the opening scene they had moved into at the end of World War I, thereby bringing the action full circle. An instrumental version of Coward’s morale-boosting song “London Pride” swells on the sound track at the final fade-out.

When it opened in London in June 1944, This Happy Breed was a smash hit, in the tradition of In Which We Serve, and it went on to become the top moneymaker in Britain for 1944. For a director who claimed to lack experience in coaching actors, Lean extracted some fine performances from the cast.

Kay Walsh was commendable for the compassion and understanding that she brought to the role of Queenie, the discontented young woman who kicks over the traces. Robert Newton gave a remarkably controlled performance as Frank, especially when one considers his penchant for scene-stealing in other movies, including Lean’s later Oliver Twist. Celia Johnson brought conviction to the part of Ethel as a tight-lipped, stoic wife and mother, endeavoring to cope with domestic upheavals. As a matter of fact, Johnson was only six years older than Walsh when she played Walsh’s character’s mother, but she brought off the role very convincingly.

This Happy Breed was not received with much enthusiasm in the United States, where it was not released until April 1947, in a version running 101 minutes, 9 minutes short of the original 110-minute British version. (The film as released on DVD in America in 2004 is still the 101-minute American-release version.) According to the British film historian Tony Williams, one American reviewer reacted: “It’s too English for me—too much niddy-nodding over a glass of port.” Some American reviewers complained that Lean hammered away at his patriotic theme with the dedication of a doctoral candidate laboring over a thesis. Others felt that the film was too plot heavy, without enough character delineation; as a result, it seemed to lack a sufficient complexity and wrenching human content. Still, This Happy Breed is not the “relic” of Britain’s wartime spirit that Williams calls it.49 A colossal amount of effort was poured into the production; the craftsmanship was neat, the performances nicely understated. In the last analysis, the movie is a warm, tearful picture of life on the home front between the wars.

Since This Happy Breed was the first film that Lean directed solo, it is ironic that the promotional material on the box containing the videocassette, which was released in the United States in the mid-1980s, inadvertently listed David Lean and Anthony Havelock-Allan as codirectors—despite the screen credit in the film itself, which patently identifies Lean alone as the director. Stating that the associate producer was also the codirector is a blunder of considerable proportions.

In any event, since Cineguild was committed to filming both Coward’s This Happy Breed and his Blithe Spirit, it was a foregone conclusion that Lean’s next picture would be the latter. This comedy-fantasy would provide a marked change of pace for Lean, in the wake of the sober war pictures that he had edited for Michael Powell and made from two Coward works.
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