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FOREWORD


by Michael Palin


MANY YEARS AGO I was a castaway on Desert Island Discs, then presented by Roy Plomley. Like all guests, I was invited to choose eight recordings, a book and a luxury item to take with me. My chosen recordings ranged from part of a comedy sketch by the Goons to music by Elvis, Duke Ellington and Edward Elgar, and my luxury item was a feather pillow, preferably with a bed. And for my chosen book? Well, it had to be Vanity Fair.


The reasons I gave then still hold today: Vanity Fair is full of humour, insight and jollity, and I could envisage being endlessly entertained by it on my lonely desert island. When I first read Vanity Fair, it really stood out from other classic English novels, mainly because of the mischievousness of the heroine, Becky Sharp. I was also drawn to the satirist that is William Thackeray; the way he takes people apart, debunks pomposity and pretentiousness wherever he finds it, while at the same time creating a heroine who is completely unscrupulous. I really like that contrast and it’s such a bracing story to read – and was very different from anything else I had read at that time.


I read Vanity Fair at about the same time as I was working on Monty Python and I enjoyed the spirit of anarchy in the book, the feeling that Thackeray is trying to stir things up but also control everything at the same time. Much of the novel’s brilliance comes down to the liveliness of his creation Becky Sharp, and the way she cuts through the dreadful world of Vanity Fair, not as a saint by any means, but as somebody who knows how to operate.


As a result, when Gwyneth Hughes asked me to play Thackeray, I was so pleased to take on the role. Gwyneth felt that Thackeray should appear at the beginning and end of the story, because Vanity Fair is very much his book, it’s his property and he’s at the helm – although at times it feels that Becky is the one in control! His appearances at the beginning and end of each episode convey the idea that he has ownership over the characters, which bits of the story he wants to emphasise and the mischief he (and they) get up to in the process.


For me, Vanity Fair is about people behaving in a very self-satisfied way; it’s about money and all that it can buy you; it’s about the way you look and the way you are, and your name rather than what you’re actually saying or what’s going on in your mind. It’s about human vanity, the eternal idea that if we look like this or do that then we’ll be better people. Thackeray says no, that’s all a charade – and that’s what is so appealing about Becky, because, despite being manipulative and scheming, she is a real character; in fact, the strongest character in a world of fools.


So I’m very happy to have come full circle, to return to Vanity Fair and to stand in for William Thackeray: it’s a real honour. And if I were to be asked back to Desert Island Discs, I’ve no doubt my chosen book would remain the same. There are so many insightful and entertaining passages in the book, but the following rings as true now as it did for me many years ago, and is testament to the enduring appeal of Vanity Fair and to the genius of its creator:




The world is a looking-glass, and gives back to every man the reflection of his own face. Frown at it, and it will in turn look sourly upon you; laugh at it and with it, and it is a jolly kind companion …
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As the Manager of the Performance sits before the curtain on the boards, and looks into the Fair, a feeling of profound melancholy comes over him in his survey of the bustling place. There is a great quantity of eating and drinking, making love and jilting, laughing and the contrary, smoking, cheating, fighting, dancing and fiddling: there are bullies pushing about, bucks ogling the women, knaves picking pockets, policemen on the look-out …







Please remember that my story has Vanity Fair for a title and that Vanity Fair is a very vain, wicked, foolish place, full of all sorts of humbug and falseness and pretension. Not a moral place, certainly, nor a merry one, though VERY NOISY
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A world where everyone is striving for what is not worth having
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THE WORLD OF Vanity Fair teems with life. Everyone is on the make, trying to survive, to get on, or to cling to what they have. Envy, ambition, self-regard and pretension lurk in every drawing room, servants’ kitchen or gentlemen’s club. Those who have little have further to climb, but everyone is striving for something: social standing, riches, pleasures, or what they think will make them happy.


This ‘wicked, foolish place’ is England in 1813. It’s a seething, turbulent society that has been embroiled in war for twenty years; old money mixes with new in an expanding and changing economy; people become rich and some starve; a growing empire brings new opportunities; foolish men gamble away their fortunes; and women are expected to behave in a manner thought proper to their station.


At the helm of Vanity Fair is our author and narrator, William Makepeace Thackeray. He surveys the scene, piercing the elegant sheen of Regency life to reveal the sordid reality and beating heart beneath. It’s a thrilling ride, a wild carousel that gets faster and faster, much to the delight of his young tenacious heroine, Becky Sharp. Dangerous as it is, she is a free spirit and clearly determined to enjoy life, by whatever means. Step on to the carousel, hold on for all you are worth and prepare yourself for the captivating world of Vanity Fair.
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WE BEGIN OUR story at Miss Pinkerton’s Academy for Young Ladies. Here, Miss Rebecca Sharp, a lowly teacher’s apprentice, issues the headmistress, Miss Pinkerton, with an ultimatum: pay her properly or find her a station elsewhere. Miss Pinkerton calls her bluff and Becky is forced to pack up her meagre possessions. Kindly stockbroker’s daughter Amelia Sedley takes pity on the poor orphan and offers to take her home for the week. Becky quickly makes herself at home at the Sedley house, where she targets Amelia’s wealthy but oafish brother, Jos, and makes it her mission to charm him into proposing marriage. Amelia persuades her snobbish fiancé, Lieutenant George Osborne, to take a party to the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. George brings his best friend, Captain William Dobbin, who is secretly in love with Amelia. At Vauxhall, Becky hangs on Jos’s every word, but Jos drinks too much rack punch and makes a fool of himself. George ridicules his choice of an impoverished bride and scares Jos off. Becky must now leave the Sedley house and take up her position as governess at a run-down old mansion in Hampshire. Alone in the world again, Becky catches sight of Captain Rawdon Crawley, her new master’s dashing younger son …
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In search of happiness


IT IS REBECCA Sharp who takes centre stage in Vanity Fair. Her wit, cleverness and irreverence immediately set her apart from the pampered girls at Miss Pinkerton’s Academy for Young Ladies. We soon learn that, unlike many of her fellow pupils, she is an orphan of ‘low birth’: her father was a drunkard artist and her mother an opera-girl. In lieu of school fees, Becky teaches music and French, the language of her mother, in which she is fluent.


We also meet Amelia Sedley. The daughter of a prosperous London stockbroker, Amelia is in sharp relief to Becky: sweet, delicate and often close to tears, and many at the school are sorry to see her go. These two young women, one well-born, gentle and submissive and the other from humble beginnings, spirited and fiercely independent, couldn’t be more different. Vanity Fair is the tale of their parallel fortunes, the story of two girls as they journey through life, one in search of happiness and the other wanting ‘tomorrow to be better than today’.


As the carriage takes Amelia and Becky away from Miss Pinkerton’s, Becky hurls out of the window the dictionaries that were given to them by the school as leaving gifts. The gesture is significant and tells us a good deal about Becky.
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While the moneyed pupils at Miss Pinkerton’s are groomed to become ladies of leisure and to marry well, Becky, who lacks any sort of private income, has to make her own way in the world. For a poor girl like Becky, who had received a lady’s education, there would have been few respectable employment options other than to become a teacher, either in a school like Pinkerton’s or in a private house as a governess. The prospect of becoming a governess, however, is clearly not what Becky had imagined for herself: she is appalled at the very thought of it.





The dictionary in question is that of Samuel Johnson, first published in 1755 and revered as the pre-eminent English dictionary of the time. By ejecting it, Becky is spurning everything that such an esteemed volume represents: social order, male authority and a respect for precedent. We admire her audacity and see it as just revenge for Miss Pinkerton’s condescending treatment of her low-born pupil. But it’s also a callous gesture, a rejection of the well-meaning gift of Miss Pinkerton’s sister, Jemima. In an instant we witness the complex nature of Becky, her bold, rebellious spirit and her propensity for wickedness, much to the consternation of her travelling companion.


Becky’s knowledge of French adds to her worldliness and again marks her out as different from Amelia and the cosseted, more parochial girls around her. In celebration of her leaving the stifling world of Miss Pinkerton’s, Becky exclaims ‘Vive la France!’ and ‘Vive Napoleon!’ as she enters the new and exciting world of London. As Britain has been mired in war against Napoleon and la France for the last twenty-three years, Becky is clearly out to shock. She, like Napoleon, is an upstart challenging the old order. The world is hers for the taking and she is going to use every weapon at her disposal – her natural cunning, intelligence and sexuality – to take it.




MISS PINKERTON


Then I fear the real world will come as a dreadful shock to you.


BECKY


I’m the only girl under your roof who has the first idea what the real world is like.
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A magical carousel


VANITY FAIR OPENS with the captivating image of a carousel at night, which begins to spin at the finger-click of the fair-master standing before it. The overseer of the carousel is our narrator, William Makepeace Thackeray, and it is he who introduces us to the magical world of Vanity Fair.


Thackeray has a strong presence in the original novel: he introduces us to his world and his characters, and adds comments and asides throughout. The series creators similarly wanted Thackeray to feature in their adaptation, as director James Strong explains: ‘The voice of Thackeray is very important to the story because it’s his narration that holds the whole thing together. Thackeray described his role as a kind of puppet-master who controls the whole story.’


Gwyneth Hughes, the series writer and one of the executive producers, had the idea that Thackeray should appear at the beginning of each episode: ‘I had the image in my mind of the young people on a carousel, but I knew that this would only work if we had Thackeray present, telling us what to think, that this is his story. But we had to think carefully about who this could be – who would the audience trust and love?’
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The opening sequence is accompanied by the Bob Dylan track ‘All Along the Watchtower’. ‘The music at the beginning immediately announces this is a different retelling of Vanity Fair,’ explains producer Julia Stannard. ‘The song is all about discontent, disassociation and a world where values are inside out – it felt sympathetic to the story and an appropriate voice. Our version, which sits outside the drama, uses a modern, beautiful female voice and felt right for Vanity Fair.’





‘Of course, there was only one person we wanted for Thackeray,’ continues Gwyneth, ‘and that was Michael Palin. He was thrilled to be asked and he was exactly right for the part. He has that twinkle in his eye, the sense that he’s in control, he’s telling the story, and you better listen because it’s going to be fun – it’s going to be a ride.’


To convey the dazzling lights and hypnotic feel of the carousel, the opening sequence was shot at night: ‘The carousel is such an amazing prop – and to see it lit up in the mist at night really does create a magical feeling,’ says Michael. ‘I like the idea of the carousel as well. The characters go round and round, as that’s what life is: it’s a continuum, a continuous ride in which all the characters rise and fall towards their destinies.’
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Carousels had been a part of English fairs since the eighteenth century. ‘Gallopers’ first appeared in the mid-1880s and quickly evolved into grand machines. They were originally steam-powered and would have had oil-based lamps, which were prone to catching fire – one of the reasons why many didn’t survive. The carousel used in the opening sequence was built in 1893, and has been working ever since.


LEFT TO RIGHT: Director James Strong, Michael Palin, producer Julia Stannard.
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MICHAEL PALIN: I quite enjoy night shoots because they concentrate the mind wonderfully. People get more work done in the last two hours of a night shoot because they realise time’s running out and they want to get to bed.
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Casting the actress to play Becky was a huge decision for the series creators, as producer Julia Stannard explains: ‘Becky is one of the great characters of English literature. She’s a working-class girl from humble beginnings, and we wanted someone very real and vibrant, who had spirit and feistiness. Olivia was just perfect; she has her own thoughts on the character, she’s very real, and we could see she had a lot of raw talent.’








 


REBECCA SHARP


OLIVIA COOKE PLAYS the unforgettable role of Rebecca Sharp. In her words: ‘Becky Sharp is the ultimate manipulator, social climber, lover of fun and wealth, and she doesn’t take life too seriously. She’s an orphan, a survivor and she’s out for number one.


‘On top of that, she’s incredibly intelligent and multi-faceted. She can play instruments, speak other languages, and she’s constantly analysing people. Becky knows how men work and how to manipulate them and use her body. She’s an attractive woman so she knows the effect she has on men. She has had to learn all of those things because she doesn’t have a mother or father and she’s trying to propel herself through society.’


Series writer Gwyneth Hughes agrees that once you’ve met Becky Sharp, it’s difficult to forget her. ‘She’s the central character and driving force of Vanity Fair, but you couldn’t describe her as a true heroine, as she behaves so badly! She’s a vibrant, amoral, exciting character, and she doesn’t always get it right.’
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Olivia relished playing the role of Becky and immersing herself in the world of Vanity Fair, a series that couldn’t be more different from her previous roles, which include the television drama-thriller Bates Motel and, more recently, the lead female character, Art3mis, in Steven Spielberg’s Ready Player One.


‘There’s always going to be elements of me in every character I play,’ explains Olivia. ‘Becky has taught me to be a lot more mischievous and naughty, which I think was always there, but has been pushed to the max in this job! However, when it comes to Becky’s tenacity and blinkered view of the world I think I’d feel too much shame and guilt in living my life quite so selfishly as she does.’


Becky meets Amelia at Miss Pinkerton’s and, much to the annoyance of the headmistress, arranges to spend a week with Amelia in London before taking up her position as governess in Hampshire. Becky is instinctively drawn to London and her head is turned by the Sedleys’ fine Bloomsbury house – and Amelia’s unattached (and rich) brother. As Olivia says, ‘When Becky first sees Jos, she can’t believe her luck, although all she cares about is his bank account. Here’s this person who has been handed to her on a plate, who she can manipulate for her own gain. Others, however, quickly see through her and put the kibosh on that.’
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Jos leaves, shattering Becky’s dreams of marriage, but she simply moves on; she’s not the type to brood on the past. And she realises that Amelia isn’t really useful to her any more. ‘Becky used to see Amelia as something to aspire to,’ explains Olivia, ‘until she realises that that way of life would ultimately be quite boring, and not enough for Becky, as she craves more and more.


‘Becky’s driving force is to ascend through society. She is mischievous, if she’s down she’s never down for long, she always has a plan, although her emotions don’t really go too deep. She does have a heart, it’s buried quite deep and it has lots of scars, due to her childhood, and having no one to look out for her. She has a defence mechanism, but it’s excavated as her story goes on.’




When attacked sometimes, Becky had a knack of adopting a demure ingénue air, under which she was most dangerous. She said the wickedest things with the most simple unaffected air when in this mood, and would take care artlessly to apologize for her blunders, so that all the world should know that she had made them.
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