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MARK FURSE, former Head of Law at Glasgow University, has embraced his passion for cinema post-retirement, delving into Scotland’s film legacy with the meticulous detail of a scholar. Raised in diverse countries and educated across continents, Mark’s journey in academia led him to an international career, eventually settling in Glasgow. This book reflects his deep love for film and dedication to cultural preservation.


Praise for Scottish Films


‘Furse writes well and passionately, and there are constant reminders of films past … [with] awesome attention to detail.’—SCOTTISH FIELD, review of first edition


‘Scottish Films is an essential guide to the story of cinema in Scotland from the silent era to contemporary indie cinema. Mark Furse has done a heroic job researching films with Scotland at their heart. This will become an essential reference book for anyone interested in our cultural history.’—STUART COSGROVE, writer and broadcaster


‘This is a marvellous book. Makes me proud to be Scottish and proud to love Scottish films. If you’re either of these two it’s well worth a bawbee. Well done Mark you deserve a Scottish BAFTA.’—DON COUTTS, director of American Cousins and others


‘Exemplary in its encyclopaedic thoroughness and enjoyable to read, Mark Furse’s labour of love provides an indispensable map of Scottish film from the silent era to the present day. Scottish Films is an invaluable resource for serious researchers and casual viewers alike.’—PROFESSOR DUNCAN PETRIE, author of Screening Scotland


‘This is a brilliant new book referencing every film set substantially in Scotland – the result is stunning.’—NICK VARLEY, film producer


‘This is a terrific compendium of Scotland’s huge and rich film history. It’s written with passion, an eye for detail, and a huge weight of knowledge by someone unafraid to throw in a deal of criticism too.’—KIRSTY WARK, journalist and broadcaster
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Key to abbreviations and symbols


EIFF – Edinburgh International Film Festival


GFF – Glasgow Film Festival


GFT – Glasgow Film Theatre


MFB – Monthly Film Bulletin


NYT – New York Times


S&S – Sight and Sound


Film Title – Any film title in bold italic is the subject of an entry in this book and is Scottish within the definition I adopt throughout.


Film Title† – Any film title displayed like this is a film which is ‘Scottish-adjacent’. On some lists these may appear as Scottish; their inclusion here will normally explain why I have not included them as Scottish.


Film Title – Film titles in italic only are neither Scottish nor Scottish-adjacent (although in a Scottish film’s entry that film title is shown in italic throughout the entry).


→ – Entry out of date order, linked by theme, subject or person to the preceding main entry.


DOC – Documentary


How Scottish is it?


Films with entries in this book are assessed, fairly loosely, for how Scottish they are. All films are set substantially or entirely in Scotland. Beyond that the following criteria are used:


(1) substantially or wholly shot in Scotland


(2) Scottish creatives in key roles behind camera (e.g., director, screenwriter)


(3) Scottish actors in front of camera in significant roles.


S+ – Set in Scotland and one further criterion met – most often, but not always, this will be shot in Scotland.


S++ – Two further criteria met.


S+++ – Very Scottish: set and shot in Scotland, with significant Scottish creative input in front of and behind the camera.


How good is it? (see Appendix 1)


1 to 50 – For films ranked 1–50 an individual ranking is given.


T100 Films ranked 51–100.


W10 The worst ten films (1 being the worst).







Foreword


IT’S DIFFICULT TO explain a project as quixotic as the one which has led to this book: an examination of a genre which, officially, does not exist, through the prism of 427 films (all of which I have had to identify, track down and watch). I blame a mix of friends who enjoy arguments too much, alcohol (the two can make for interesting evenings), and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest – the film (Milos Forman, 1975), not the book: watching this on rerelease in the late 1970s fundamentally changed my attitude towards cinema. I had been going to my local fleapit, where the carpets were so rank that your shoes were in danger of sticking to them and where you reeked of cigarette smoke after the film whether you smoked or not, as often as I could since moving back to England at the age of 11 (often sitting through the same film three times on a Saturday – because no one cared and you could). But until I saw One Flew I had pretty much treated cinema as a necessary diversion from life in an otherwise largely miserable suburban town in the Southeast of England. One Flew made me realise there was a difference between cinema, and good cinema (and I recognise that parts of the film may have aged badly). Good cinema admits us into the lives of others, raises questions, can challenge and change attitudes and is worth going to whether or not one lives in miserable suburbia.


Since the late 1970s I have seen a lot of films at the cinema – thousands of them. I ran a film society at my first university, took a course at the BFI when I lived in London, and self-educated at any available cinema, chief among them London’s BFI Southbank and the Prince Charles Cinema, and Scotland’s Glasgow Film Theatre and the Edinburgh Filmhouse (the welcome rebirth of which is underway as I write this). I have read far too much about cinema (as much, if not more, than I have about the subject which elevated me to a Professorship at the University of Glasgow). Predictions of its demise notwithstanding, I continue to believe cinema remains, at its best, a potent cultural force with the power to entertain and to matter – as a fair few films in this book do. There are, of course, also films covered here which neither entertain nor matter, but someone had to watch them to work that out and warn others.


Because this book is about films related to a place, rather than to a genre, person, year or era, the range covered is hugely diverse. There will be films discussed here you have not heard of which are worth digging out and I would be beyond astonished if any reader has seen every film I treat as Scottish.


This revised and expanded edition of Scottish Films consists of all entries contained in the first book (minus Shadowland, Simon David Kay, 2021, which was not shown in cinemas), as well as 52 additions: 17 are new releases, 17 are films I had not previously identified as Scottish, and 18 I was previously unable to find have been tracked down. I have also reorganised some of the material and corrected a small number of mistakes. Notwithstanding the application of a research skillset developed at universities over decades and my determination to eliminate – at least here – many of the errors littering online reports and discussions about some of the films discussed, it is inevitable that some mistakes will remain. These are my responsibility alone. If you alert me to any I will be grateful and correct them should a future edition be forthcoming. While I am reasonably confident that I have now identified all films falling within my definition of ‘Scottish’, there’s the possibility that some have slipped past me – particularly films made in a foreign language. If you think I have missed a film from this edition please let me know, although do bear in mind the inclusion criteria set out in the introduction.


Putting together a book about films with the distinction of being substantially set in Scotland has turned out to be a far heftier exercise than I had first imagined. In my naivety I had thought at the outset of this project – which has now consumed nearly four years – there might perhaps be at most 100–125 entries; this book covers 427 films falling within my definition of ‘Scottish’, and roughly 12–15 are being released each year.


Mark Furse,


Glasgow, June 2025




INTRODUCTION


‘Scottish’ film


FORMALLY, FOR ALMOST all purposes, almost all the time, there is no such thing as a ‘Scottish’ film. I know this sounds absurd; after all, the book you are now reading is called ‘Scottish films’, and I think we’d all agree that Local Hero is Scottish. Film nationality raises questions which are answered in multiple ways depending on what question is being asked and who is asking it. It is rare for those questions to require answers below the level of the nation state – in our case of the UK. For the Oscars, film nationality is determined by the place where artistic control rests – typically, although not exclusively, with the country in which the lead production company has its seat. The Internet Movie Database (IMDb), as close to an industry standard as we get, attributes film nationality based on funding sources, and may confer multiple nationalities on the same film. Breaking the Waves has, according to IMDb, 13 countries of origin. Throughout this book every film in bold italic is the subject of an entry: I define Breaking the Waves as Scottish for the purposes of this book (which does not mean that it is not simultaneously Danish, Swedish, Dutch or any of the other ten nationalities given on IMDb), but never on IMDb is a film ‘Scottish’ – even if the funding flows significantly from Screen Scotland, this is classed as UK funding.


The only body which defines a Scottish film (and Scottish filmmakers) is the British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) in Scotland. A key question driving its definition is in essence that of ‘to whom, and for what, should we give awards’? The Scottish arm of the BAFTA has existed since 1986 and has been presenting the BAFTA Scotland awards since 2008. The eligibility criteria for consideration are that two of the following apply: (1) the production company has a substantive business and production base in Scotland; (2) at least 50 per cent of the production budget must be spent in Scotland, or on Scottish talent; and (3) Scots must have significant creative involvement (if you make a low-budget film in the US, manage to persuade Tilda Swinton to be in it, permit her to ad-lib, and blow 51 per cent of the budget on her, you’ve made a Scottish film!). Individuals are considered Scottish based on place of birth, or residency, or self-identification combined with spending a considerable time in Scotland. These criteria, which are eminently reasonable in the context of BAFTA Scotland’s aims, have resulted in the inclusion of films which audiences are unlikely to recognise as ‘Scottish’, notwithstanding the funding and production history and those involved with the film. This was the case for example when the excellent Starred Up (David MacKenzie, 2013) was awarded Best Film.


If you’re having a rambling conversation in the pub after several pints with friends and someone asks, ‘What’s the best Scottish film?’, your approach is unlikely to be that taken by BAFTA Scotland. You might argue in favour of F9: The Fast Saga† (Justin Lin, 2021) (any film title followed by † relates to a ‘Scottish-adjacent’ film, but not one which is Scottish for the purposes of this book) which a piece in The Scotsman remarkably suggested was the best film set in Edinburgh, while your friend might go for Under the Skin, but most likely no one is going to ask the question, ‘What do you mean by Scottish?’. Here, I have had to define ‘Scottishness’ (other definitions are available and are equally valid), and have done so in response to the questions which interest me and which have driven this book over the three-plus years of its creation: ‘How are Scots, and Scotland, depicted on film – what does cinema have to say about us and our country?’, and ‘Is there such a thing as a Scottish national cinema?’ In wondering to what extent films reflect Scotland as it is, or perpetuate myths and stereotypes ranging from the mildly amusing to the obnoxious, I was almost certainly influenced by Raymond Durgnat’s A Mirror for England: British Movies from Austerity to Aﬄuence (think about how Scotland is treated in that title for a second…), a once-significant work of film criticism published in 1970, which I read as a teenager: are Scottish movies a mirror for Scotland?


The approach I take is audience-centric, rather than finance- (IMDb), or creative control- (the Oscars) centric: we get to say whether a film is Scottish or not, and who’s to say that we’re wrong? More specifically, in this book, using my definition, I get to say whether a film is Scottish or not. You are quite free to say that I am wrong, but at least my criteria will be moderately clear. In Appendix 2, I set out films which I believe hit my criteria, but which I have not been able to watch, which is to say that I have watched every film which is the subject of an entry in this book. I have therefore been able to avoid many errors which crop up repeatedly online in comments about some of the more obscure films (it is somewhat frustrating to read a critique of a film and then to realise that the writer has clearly never seen it). I have also ruled out some films which feature in the many lists of Scottish films; these lists can be good, but some are junk. Just because a film features Scotland Yard does not mean that it is set in Scotland (unless that film happens to be Das indische Tuch); and just because a film is set on a British island does not necessarily mean we are in Scotland – there are other islands, both real and imaginary, in the UK. Retreat† (Carl Tibbetts, 2011) for example, is an interesting film with an exceptional cast and appears on many lists of Scottish films. This is set on an island which, based on the establishing shot alone, may lie to the west of Scotland (as of March 2025 it’s available on Netflix, and the short description there states that ‘Blackthorne’ island is in Scotland). But, that one shot aside, there is nothing in the film which locates it as being set in Scotland – no accents, no dialogue reference to Scotland; it was not shot in Scotland.


What is a Scottish film?


All the films covered in this book turn their gaze, or purport to do so, significantly on Scotland. For the purposes of this book, a film is classed as Scottish if it fulfils the following criteria.


(1) It is set in whole or in substantial part in Scotland, whether or not filmed in Scotland. Dog Soldiers is an effective horror film which is set in a convincingly portrayed Scottish Highlands, although for reasons of finance the film was largely shot in Luxembourg. Brigadoon recreates Scotland (or more accurately something purporting to be Scotland) entirely in a Hollywood studio. Both films are covered in this book. Documentaries are included, and their numbers are rapidly rising as digital filming and distribution democratises filmmaking.


In early January 2025 the BBC news website featured an article, ‘How did Scotland become a Hollywood hotspot?’, leading with a photograph of Glen Powell, in Scotland for the filming of Edgar Wright’s remake of The Running Man which will be released late in 2025. One thing we can be sure of is that The Running Man will not be set in Scotland (the 1987 Schwarzenegger vehicle, directed by Paul Michael Glaser, was set in a TV studio in the US). With increasing frequency Scotland is being employed as a set for films the content of which has no, or only minimal, connection to Scotland (see, eg: World War Z†, Marc Foster, 2013; The Batman†, Matt Reeves, 2022; Indiana Jones and the Dial of Destiny†, James Mangold, 2023). Screen Scotland has stated that film and TV production in Scotland added over £600m to the Scottish economy in 2021 (the last year for which a figure is available at the time of writing). A separate study released in 2024 showed that 35 per cent of European visitors to Scotland are influenced in their choice of destination by having seen a film or TV show set in Scotland. But even if they are shot here, films set somewhere else don’t reflect Scotland and are not covered in this book. Films focusing on Scots outside Scotland are also not covered here.


I exclude the Harry Potter franchise†. Clearly, the train that Harry and his wizarding and witching chums take from Platform 9¾ in London to Hogwarts follows a route through Scotland, passing over the Glenfinnan Viaduct (itself a motif overused to denote ‘Scottishness’ – see for example Stone of Destiny), arriving somewhere on the northwest coast. Beyond identifiable geographic features shown on screen there is no claim that the films represent Scotland, and they do not tell a Scottish story; at the very best they represent an alternative universe in which a different Scotland exists. Many films in this book feature an alternative reality (arguably every work of fiction creates an alternate reality), but one in which we are in a version of Scotland like the one we live in. Women from Mars do not land in Scotland seeking men to assist with a population shortfall (Devil Girl from Mars), and aliens do not (I hope) cruise the streets of Glasgow looking for humans to harvest (Under the Skin), but in both films, allowing for the twist on our reality, there are attempts – wonky in Devil Girl, authentic in Under the Skin – to portray Scotland as it is or might be. Applying this principle to The Open† (Marc Lahore, 2015), a fascinatingly distinctive sci-fi film, leads to its exclusion. It was shot in a recognisable Scotland, on Lewis and Harris, and then deliberately lifted out of political geography; the only place names given are fictionalised (and based on celebrated tennis players).


A similar fate befalls Where the Skin Lies† (Michael Boucherie, 2017), a horror film with a strong premise, which was shot in Scotland. However, unless you recognised a particular small rural road and a ruined building, you would be able to make only a stab at the location. Apart from a short shot of the drive to a house, the film is set inside the house. There are no other signifiers of Scotland (influenced perhaps by the lack of funding from Scotland, which might have come with conditions – the money came from Belgian tax breaks and crowdfunding). This really could be anywhere in the UK. I also had to think carefully about whether to include Tornado† (John Maclean, 2025). Some reviewers have identified the location as England. Peter Bradshaw’s Guardian review was headed ‘windswept samurai western set in apocalyptic Scotland’; Nikki Baughan’s Screen Daily review is more nuanced: ‘In the unforgiving landscape of 1790s Britain…’ which gels better with the film’s text. Certainly, the film was shot in Scotland, but never is Scotland otherwise identified as being the location. The film opens with the words: ‘The British Isles – 1790’. Maclean (who directed the exceptional 2015 film Slow West†, which at its start is expressly set in Scotland – the lead character, played by Kodi Smit-McPhee, is the son of a Scottish laird who follows his lost love to the US) was kind enough to speak to me after a GFF screening. I asked him whether he was wedded to a view of the film as being ‘Scottish’. His response was that while the film was shot in Scotland, he was determined to show that by the 18th century Britain was home to people from all over the world. With apologies to Maclean, I take this as licence to exclude his entertaining western-samurai British mash-up from this book.


Films set only in part in Scotland, but which fail to clear my ‘substantial’ hurdle are excluded – a great many more films than those covered here contain scenes set in Scotland, whether these be a fleeting visit, or a more extended stay. My approach is a matter of judgement, not science, although the following examples may explain my approach, which is largely, but not exclusively, driven by the proportion of the film spent in Scotland. In The Da Vinci Code† (Ron Howard, 2006), our two heroes, played by Tom Hanks and Audrey Tatou, visit Rosslyn Chapel. However, the time spent in Scotland is but a small fraction of a much longer film. Salmon Fishing in the Yemen† (Lasse Halström, 2011), which crops up on several lists of ‘Scottish’ films online, required that significant scenes be shot in Scotland, making use of the Ardverikie Estate, near Laggan, but again the Scottish scenes are not, in the context of the whole, substantial. The same fate befalls both Skyfall† (Sam Mendes, 2012) and Casino Royale† (Val Guest et al, 1967). In Skyfall some 30 minutes of the total running time are spent in Scotland (and these were in part shot in England); in Casino Royale the ‘Scottish’ scenes run for 21 of the film’s 131 minutes, and those were shot largely in Ireland. The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes just scrapes in, with 50 minutes of its 125-minute running time set in Scotland.


(2) The film is feature-length, being at least 70 minutes long, or, in the case of a silent film, over 4,000 feet in length. A line must be drawn somewhere, and I’ve drawn it here (for the purposes of the Oscars a ‘feature’ film must be 40 minutes plus, but that is clearly absurd). I recognise that this perhaps unfairly excludes short films. I have made a single exception, in respect of the Bill Douglas Childhood Trilogy, which I have treated as a single entry (it would have been a travesty to omit it).


(3) The film must have had a cinema screening, even if only at film festivals. This is a low bar to clear, but films made wholly for TV and not shown at any cinema are thus excluded (a clutch of victims of this policy are the made-for-TV Christmas films set in Scottish castles and country houses).


(4) The film must have been released or been screened by the end of july 2025 and must have been available to watch. The oldest film covered is Kidnapped (1917); the most recently released in the UK is Harvest, from July 2025. In total, 427 films are covered.


Approach and structure


This book is the first to approach Scottish cinema through an atomistic approach, looking at the films which might make up Scottish cinema. Earlier books are more discursive, and I have relied in part on the following general texts.




Colin McArthur (ed), Scotch Reels (1982)


Forsyth Hardy, Scotland In Film (1990)


Eddie Dick (ed), From Limelight to Satellite: A Scottish Film Book (1990)


Duncan Petrie, Screening Scotland (2000)


Colin McArthur, Brigadoon, Braveheart and the Scots (2003)


David Martin-Jones, Scotland: Global Cinema (2009)


Jonathan Murray et al (eds), Scottish Cinema Now (2009)


Jonathan Murray, The New Scottish Cinema (2014)


Christopher Meir, Scottish Cinema Texts and Contexts (2015)


John Caughie et al (eds), Early Cinema in Scotland (2018)





I have brought together material from a wide range of other sources, including books about specific films, people and studios, more general books about British and international cinema, or genres, as well as reference works. Numerous journal and magazine articles have been read, as have many of the original reviews, as well as press reports from both specialist and general sources. I have sometimes given the ‘rating’ a film attracts on the review aggregator site Rotten Tomatoes, which provides a rough proxy for a film’s critical reception, although this is far from perfect (I’ve often drawn from reviews not listed on Rotten Tomatoes). The Internet has of course been a rich route to information (although not always entirely reliable). I cannot possibly list all websites visited, or all contributors to them, but I am grateful to all. To the best of my ability all facts and quotes are correct, and all quotes not directly from the film discussed are attributed, although full references are not given – this is intended to be a readable book (albeit an accurate one).


As the only factor linking the films covered in this book is their ‘Scottishness’, there is, in all other respects, a wide variety. They range over more than a century, covering intimate Scottish-made dramas (The Party’s Just Beginning) to British wartime propaganda (I Know Where I’m Going!), to Franco/German science fiction (La Mort en Direct), to Hollywood epics (Braveheart), to British soft-core pornography (Come Play with Me), and from animation (L’Illusionniste) to documentary (Scheme Birds) and mockumentary (Death of a Vlogger). Even Italian giallo makes an appearance (Seven Deaths in the Cat’s Eyes).


I have not been able to include every film which meets my definition of Scottish. First, while I have spent considerable time identifying relevant films and have received emails suggesting others, there remains the thin possibility that I missed some, even when these are in English. It is more likely that I have missed some which are not in English, although this edition of the book adds films from Poland, Russia and Indonesia. Second, I have only included as entries films I have been able to see. Sadly, in some cases, you are unlikely to be able to get hold of these (I make it clear where there are serious problems with accessibility), but you should be able to access nearly all the films covered here, although you might need to expand your streaming subscriptions, or resort to second-hand DVDs. In Appendix 2 I set out a list of films I am confident meet my definition, but which I have not yet been able to track down. In some cases this might simply be because I missed a one-off screening, and the film has not, at the time of writing, been made more widely available. Accessibility is a variable. For this edition of the book 18 films which were featured in the first version of Appendix 2 back in 2024 are included, sometimes simply because a copy has been randomly uploaded to YouTube.


Films are covered in date order unless it appeared appropriate to group entries together (typically when they hold a director or subject in common – the first such grouping goes with the first entry in this book, Kidnapped, 1917). Where entries are grouped the text appears at the place of the date of release of the first film covered in that group. An entry appearing out of date order, linked to a previous entry or entries, is indicated with an arrow: →. For the basic data I have consulted IMDb but have occasionally modified this considering the film’s credits in the version that I have watched. Occasionally I note, and explain, inconsistencies in the data. Although I have spent a considerable amount of time clearing up mistakes others before me have made, I recognise, sadly, that I will have made some of my own, my best efforts notwithstanding. Feel free to bring these to my attention.


Unless otherwise stated the primary language of all the films covered is English. I have given alternative titles only where these are widely used in English-language reference sources (as is the case, for example, in respect of Whisky Galore! (1949) which was released in the US as Tight Little Island).


All the opinions I offer in this book (unless clearly attributed) are mine and mine alone. You’re free to disagree, and almost certainly will, and your opinion is equally valid. I have given a top 100 but have only ranked films 1–50; in essence there is then a shared second group of 51–100. Film rankings are highly subjective, and I struggle with the concept of reducing a work of art to a score. I have made it clear whether I think a film is great, good, indifferent, or downright bad; I have also highlighted what I believe to be the worst 10 films in the book.


How Scottish is it?


Every film covered in this book, apart from documentaries, has been subject to a playful measure of a film’s ‘Scottishness’, based on four criteria: (1) the story and its location (every film passes this criteria or it would not be included); (2) the actual filming location; (3) the creative team, with particular emphasis given to the director and screenwriter; and (4) the cast. I make no claims to scientific rigour, consistency, or fairness. The HSII? rating appears as S+ to S+++, and has nothing to do with quality: there are, sadly, S+++ films which are rubbish, and films only set in Scotland (but which are neither filmed here nor involve Scottish creatives and actors) which are very good. While Scottishness and quality are not correlated, there is at least some correlation between Scottishness and content – very broadly, the more Scottish a film is, the more likely it is that the reel Scotland will approximate the real Scotland.


Spoilers ahead!


Each entry, unless the film is a documentary, starts with a short description of the plot. Spoilers may also appear in the remaining paragraphs. If you wish to watch a film without spoilers, do so before reading the relevant entry – you can then have the pleasure of disagreeing with me. It’s easy to do.




Kidnapped (1917)


T47




Directed by Alan Crosland


Screenplay by Charles Sumner Williams


Leading cast: Raymond McKee (David Balfour); Joseph Burke (Ebenezer Balfour); Robert Cain (Alan Breck); William Wadsworth (Rankeillor)


B&W (tinted), 4 reels, US





The young David Balfour inherits the House of Shaws estate following the death of his father, but must overcome the attempts of his avaricious uncle, Ebenezer, to remove him. With the assistance of outlaw Alan Breck, he succeeds.


Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Kidnapped, published first in serial form (with a much longer title) in the magazine Young Folks in 1886, was first filmed in 1917 for Thomas Edison’s Conquest Pictures. Publicity material asked: ‘Lives there a man or boy who has not thrilled to the famous story…?’ Kidnapped then became a cinematic staple. At the time of writing, this feature-length adaptation of Stevenson’s novel is available in a version restored by the US Library of Congress. It’s an engaging film and stays close to the novel’s story. Although set entirely in Scotland, the film was most likely shot, according to the American Film Institute, in the Bronx, at Edison’s Decatur Avenue studio. The production values are strong, with well-crafted interiors. Exteriors convince as snow-covered rural scenery, but not as the Highlands. McKee, from Iowa, was 26 when the film was made but looks younger on screen (although not the 17 that Stevenson’s David is). He was only four years younger than Cain, although the age difference appears greater: while Breck tells David that he loves him like a brother, the relationship is closer to that of father and son. There is verve in the scenes in the old tower as Ebenezer tries to engineer David’s death. The film moves along quickly and is worth a watch.


→ Kidnapped (1938)




Directed by Alfred L Werker


Screenplay by Sonya Levien and Eleanor Harris


Leading cast: Warner Baxter (Alan Breck); Freddie Bartholomew (David Balfour); Arleen Whelan (Jean MacDonald)


B&W, 90 minutes, US





The key elements above are retained, but the story’s focus is on Breck, and his romance with Jean. At the film’s end Breck exhorts his Scottish followers to peace and unity before embarking on exile with Jean. David has played a key role in securing this outcome.


‘Scotland for Ever!’ is the last line of this freewheeling adaptation, the first made in the sound era. It is, however, wrote Frank Nugent in The NYT, ‘about as Scottish as a hot-dog stand’. This version of Kidnapped has an oblique relationship with Stevenson, and is more the film of Alan Breck, his derring-do and romance. David’s story is reduced, and there is less tension and threat in his interactions with Ebenezer than is the case in the source novel. The tower scene is perfunctory and has little of the atmosphere of the 1917 film. This too was shot in the US, at the 20th Century Fox Studios and in the hills of Laurel Canyon. The set-designer’s knowledge of what is authentically Scottish was clearly challenged: ten minutes in, as David sets out on his walk to Edinburgh, he passes a road marker indicating that ‘Edinboro’ is 43 miles away.




[image: image]


Freddie Bartholemew as David





Freddie Bartholemew was 13 when the film was shot. His poise is such that this does not show to any significant extent. This was his ninth feature, but – at least in the judgement of David Thomson – his career was already in decline. So too was Warner Baxter’s; few of his films have lasted (but see 42nd Street, Lloyd Bacon, 1933). His unathletic Breck is subdued, for all the bravado he shows. The role of Jean came at the start of Whelan’s career – less than a year after she was first put under contract at Fox. Director Alfred Werker was brought in to replace Otto Preminger, sacked after his explosive temper got the better of him following a confrontation with Darryl Zanuck. The most significant person to be credited on Kidnapped is the legendary Gregg Toland, the cinematographer who shot Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941), although there is little evidence here of his later genius.


The extensive changes to the story made by Levien and Harris were not to everyone’s taste. Nugent wrote: ‘There is just enough Stevenson left in the piece to give the producer technical immunity from prosecution for fraud’.


→ Kidnapped (1948)




Directed by William Beaudine


Screenplay by Scott Darling


Leading cast: Roddy McDowall (David Balfour); Houseley Stevenson (Ebenezer); Roland Winters (Capt. Hoseason); Dan O’Herlihy (Alan Breck); Sue England (Aileen Fairlie)


B&W, 81 minutes, US





Retains the story of the novel, subject to the addition of a romance between David and Aileen, the daughter of a duplicitous inn-owner, who helps Breck and David escape.


Roddy McDowall was 19 when Kidnapped was filmed but had been appearing in films since the age of ten. In the same year that Kidnapped was made, he appeared as Duncan in Macbeth (1948), which also features O’Herlihy. Twenty years later McDowall directed The Ballad of Tam Lin. This version of Kidnapped has little to distinguish it, save perhaps the remarkably un-Scottish Californian scenery substituting for the Highlands and a set of extremely dodgy accents – although McDowall, who was also credited as co-producer, is the most convincing as a Scot. Even at a relatively short 81 minutes Variety’s reviewer thought the film lagged: ‘Beaudine’s direction has kept the action slow and missed on injecting sufficient swash and buckle’. The MFB’s reviewer thought it would at least ‘appeal to children’. Clearly filmmakers were uncertain as to what Kidnapped needed in addition to the story provided by Stevenson. In the 1938 version romantic interest was added for Breck; in this version it is David who falls for Aileen, while Breck remains unencumbered (in Schüsse unterm Galgen the filmmakers clearly thought they’d nailed it with romance for both David and Breck, and a lion).


→ Kidnapped (1959)


S+




Directed by Robert Stevenson


Screenplay by Robert Stevenson


Leading cast: Peter Finch (Alan Breck Stewart); James MacArthur (David Balfour); Bernard Lee (Captain Hoseason); John Laurie (Ebenezer Balfour); Miles Malleson (Mr Rankeillor)


Colour, 97 minutes, UK/US





Retains the story of the 1917 version and is close therefore to the novel.


Disney’s 1959 adaptation has the virtue of being moderately faithful to the original novel. It also marks the first big-screen appearance of Peter O’Toole, in the role of Rob Roy’s son, Robin MacGregor – which leads to a gloriously ridiculous scene in which, to settle an argument, O’Toole and Finch hold a bagpipe playing contest. O’Toole comfortably wins. If anyone was born to write and direct a version of a Robert Louis Stevenson novel, it was surely Robert Stevenson, who had directed his first film, A Blonde Dream in 1932, but who is best known as the director of Mary Poppins (1964). He made several films for Disney in the second part of his career.


Maclean’s review of Kidnapped was more positive than not: ‘a robust and sometimes highly diverting comedy-drama, weakened by an excess of flamboyant overacting on the part of John Laurie as the wicked uncle who betrays young David… Peter Finch zestfully depicts a Scottish soldier of fortune who teams up with the boy.’ In the MFB there was praise for the fidelity to the novel, and for the use of Scottish actors (Currie, for example had previously appeared in The Brothers and The Edge of the World; Laurie had a raft of credits to his name, including The 39 Steps, The Edge of the World, I Know Where I’m Going! and The Ghost of St Michael’s). But there was also criticism: the ‘action itself seems tempered in its excitement, and occasionally verges on dullness. The screenplay is verbose and confused’.


The use of Scottish actors was not, of course, to everyone’s taste. Variety’s reviewer liked the locations which ‘pay off richly, with an authentic flavour’, but not the ‘accents as thick as Scotch oatmeal.’ While several of the cast are Scottish, the two leads, Finch and MacArthur (who played Dan Williams in over 250 episodes of Hawaii Five-O, 1968–1979), are not; neither was Lee, who after a very long career became better known as the first ‘M’ in the James Bond films.


→ Schüsse unterm Galgen (Shots Under the Gallows) (1968)




Directed by Horst Seeman


Screenplay by Wolfgang Held, Horst Seeman


Leading cast: Werner Kanitz (David Balfour); Thomas Weisgerber (Alan Breck); Alena Procházková (Catriona)


B&W, 107 minutes, East Germany, German





Retains the basic story of the 1917 version and novel, save for the fact that David falls in love, rescues the girl from his uncle, and rides away to fight for freedom alongside Breck. There’s also a lion.


This version of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped was made in East Germany by the prolific DEFA (Deutsche Film AG), in widescreen ‘Totalvision’ format, and distributed only behind the Iron Curtain. The film was a commercial success: with its mix of adventure, evil Englishmen, plucky Scots, secret doors and passageways, shipwreck, romance, a lion and an ending that sees David and Catriona passionately embracing in the foam on a beach, this is not surprising. It is the most entertaining of the versions of Kidnapped covered here – even if it would have RLS turning in his grave. In 2022 the film was digitally restored in a version available at the Deutsche Kinemathek, in Berlin, but a good version (German-language only) is available online.
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Hungarian poster for the East German production of a Scottish classic





→ Kidnapped (1971)


S+




Directed by Delbert Mann


Screenplay by Jack Pulman


Leading cast: Lawrence Douglas (David Balfour); Michael Caine (Alan Breck); Donald Pleasence (Ebenezer Balfour); Jack Hawkins (Capt. Hoseason); Vivien Heilbron (Catriona Stewart); Trevor Howard (Lord Advocate Grant)


Colour, 100 minutes, UK





Expands on the basic story of Kidnapped with the inclusion of material from Catriona. After securing his inheritance David seeks to fight injustice, while establishing his relationship with Catriona Stewart, daughter of a man wrongly accused of murder. Breck is the real killer and surrenders himself after a confrontation with Catriona.


This version of Kidnapped is, from the outset when the film opens on the bloody battlefield of Culloden, the most obviously lavish production. It has in Michael Caine an actor who makes for a robust Breck (in fact here the problem is that, as Richard Combs pointed out in the MFB, ‘the contrast between David and the cavalier Breck has swung decisively in Breck’s favour’), and an excellent supporting cast, including the Scottish stalwart, Gordon Jackson. As Catriona, Vivien Heilbron, born in Glasgow in 1944, was in her first film; later she was to play Chris Guthrie in the three TV series based on The Scots Quair trilogy. The film also has the great advantage of having been largely shot in Scotland (with some interiors in Pinewood). Much use is made of Mull, and Stirling Castle stands in for Edinburgh.


The film is distinctive in making clear in the opening credits that it is not simply a version of Stevenson’s Kidnapped – it is based both on Stevenson’s titular novel, and on Catriona (aka David Balfour, published in 1893 after appearing in serial form in Atalanta). This picks up the story immediately after the ending of Kidnapped, and introduces the character of Catriona MacGregor Drummond, the granddaughter of Rob Roy, providing a love interest for David. It deals with David’s attempt to secure justice in relation to James Stewart, wrongly charged with murder. Here the capitulation of Ebenezer occurs only 60 minutes into the film and is but one part of a larger story, which includes a more considered treatment of Scotland and the Union. There is particular emphasis on Highland/Lowland tensions, encapsulated in the relationship between Lowlander David and Highlander Breck. As noted in the Independent Film Journal’s review: ‘Jack Pulman has turned out a very literate screenplay that is always two-dimensional in its approach to the problems the main character, David… faces. Since some of these problems are thoughtful questions of justice and politics, a nice counterbalance is struck between these scenes and the film’s adventure action sequences’. Notwithstanding a murder plot and a duel, the last 40 minutes lack the urgency and drive of the first hour but offer a richer framing of the film in its Scottish context than is the case where the story focuses on David’s attempt to secure his rightful inheritance.
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Lawrence Douglas and Donald Pleasence





The Pride of the Clan (1917)




Directed by Maurice Tourneur


Screenplay by Elaine S Carrington and Charles E Whittaker


Leading cast: Mary Pickford (Marget MacTavish); Matt Moore (Jamie Campbell)


B&W, 7 reels, US





In the west of Scotland Marget MacTavish assumes leadership of her clan after the death of her father. After romantic complications, and peril, she marries the son of a noble family.
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Hollywood’s idea of ‘Scottish’ in 1917





Shot largely in Massachusetts in 1916, The Pride of the Clan, which remains extant, was made by Mary Pickford’s production company when she was one of the most famous women on the planet. A contemporary review in The Billboard tells us most of what we now need to know, with Pickford’s Marget being ‘a character that will move her devotees to tears and smiles in alternate waves of emotion as they watch the little Scotch lassie’. The story is ridiculously sentimental, although Variety’s reviewer thought it ‘thoroughly satisfactory’.


The Man Beneath (1919)




Directed by William Worthington


Screenplay by LV Jefferson


Leading cast: Sessue Hayakawa (Dr Ashuter); Helen Jerome Eddy (Kate Erskine); Pauline Curley (Mary Erskine); Jack Gilbert (James Bassett)


B&W, 5 reels, US





A celebrated Indian doctor and man-ofscience visits a friend in Scotland and falls in love with his sister. He plays a key role in saving his friend from the clutches of a Black Hand secret society, but racial barriers prevent his marriage to the sister.


Made over 100 years ago, The Man Beneath is underpinned by racism, which both it, and the novel on which it was based, challenge, although that challenge only went so far. A product of its time, it remains riddled with racist tropes and stereotypes – particularly of ‘The mystery of the Far East’ (one of the intertitles). The novel, Only a N----r, was published in 1901 by the Glaswegian-born author Edmund Mitchell (1861–1917). A journalist (including for the Glasgow Herald, and the Times of India) and extremely widely travelled, he later settled in the US and died in New York. Much of the film is set in Scotland, but it’s not a Scotland anyone familiar with the country would recognise (everything was shot in California). However, there was local interest, and the film was certainly exhibited in Scotland – at the least it was shown at Helensburgh’s La Scala cinema in 1920.


The Man Beneath stars one of the most remarkable figures of the silent era, Sessue Hayakawa, credited in Variety with giving ‘a really clever performance… holding to the character at all times and winning the sympathy of the audience’. While Hayakawa is now best known for playing Colonel Saito in The Bridge on the River Kwai (David Lean, 1957), his career extended from 1914 through to 1967. In the silent era he was a bona fide sex symbol – something utterly exceptional for an actor of Japanese origin, and his parties were legendary. He even formed his own production company, Haworth Pictures, which made The Man Beneath (see Carla Valderama, This Was Hollywood, 2020).


In The Man Beneath Hayakawa plays ‘a Hindoo’ – racially appropriate casting was not a major issue in 1919 – and his role is circumscribed by racist convention. He could not be shown kissing a white woman, and, laudable though the intentions of Mitchell, and later Jefferson and Worthington were, he was required both to be a better man than his Scottish counterpart, and to accept gracefully as his reward an unrequited love. As Variety notes, the film’s ending is ‘rather unsatisfactory… and in balance with the picture’. Hayakawa’s co-star, John Gilbert (credited as Jack Gilbert), was building his career in 1919, on his way to being a superstar by the mid-1920s before being destroyed by alcohol.


The Man Beneath’s intertitles were criticised even at the time of release as being something of a mess, and if you now seek out this curious museum piece, things are going to get even more problematic. The only copy which appears to be readily available is held by an archive in the Netherlands. It’s freely accessible online, but the titling is (a) erratic, and (b) in Dutch.
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Mitchell’s anti-racist novel adapted by a Japanese born American star





The Little Minister (1921)


S+




Directed by Penrhyn Stanlaws


Screenplay by Edfrid A Bingham


Leading cast: Betty Compson (Lady Babbie); George Hackathorne (Gavin); Edwin Stevens (Lord Rintoul)


B&W, 6025 feet, US





Thrums, Scotland. Weavers have been impoverished by a reduction in wages. Babbie (daughter of the local laird, appearing in disguise) helps them, and offers support to the local ‘little’ Minister, Gavin. They fall in love.


The Little Minister was based on a cloyingly sentimental novel by JM Barrie (one of the authors now derided as a member of ‘the Kailyard’) first published in 1891. Although Barrie himself was unhappy with the book, it was a rampant commercial success and adapted for stage six years later. Filmed on multiple occasions, with silent versions released in 1913, 1915, 1921 and 1922, it is not to modern taste.


In June 1922, Kinematograph Weekly, working on the basis that ‘most people know the story’, encouraged exhibitors to: ‘Exploit the author’s name and dwell on the popularity of The Little Minister both as story and stage play. Advertise as a typical Barrie romance of whimsical humour, pathos and dramatic force’. On release, the same magazine described the film as ‘refreshing, charming, interesting, and… has got the Scotch atmosphere of Thrums wonderfully well’. The film was expensive to shoot, with the Scottish scenes (filmed in the US) requiring ‘the construction of numerous expensive street scenes’ (Kinematograph Weekly, 1921).




[image: image]


The first full length adaptation of Barrie’s kailyard bestseller





There is an infectious humour to the film, and inventive touches – notably when the little Minister turns to his Bible to find the face of Babbie staring up at him. The film is also not quite as mawkish as the 1934 version (see below), and the action moves swiftly to an improbable, albeit wholly predictable conclusion. For Lord Rintoul it would be a disgrace for his daughter, the Lady Barbara, to marry a lowly village Minister; for the deacons, previously plotting to remove Gavin, this is a matter of delight, such that the penultimate scene plays out as high comedy. There is, however, a sour undertone to the film, a central premise of which is that gypsies are ‘thieves and spies’. Gavin stands condemned because he consorts with one, and all ends well only because Babbie is in fact not a gypsy, but a Lady of high standing  (and therefore, axiomatically, of good moral character). The plot turns on the principle of marriage per verba de praesenti (marriage by words alone), which remained valid in Scotland until 1940. Director Stanlaws was born in Dundee in 1877.


→ The Little Minister (1934)




Directed by Richard Wallace


Screenplay by Jane Murfin, Sarah Y Mason and Victor Heerman


Leading cast: Katherine Hepburn (Babbie); John Beal (Gavin); Frank Conroy (Lord Rintoul)


B&W, 110 minutes, US35





Plot as above, although there is significant variation in detail.


This version, made by RKO studios, was shot on the RKO lot and at locations in California. In The Saturday Review Mark Forrest tempered a generally positive review with strong critique of the scenery: ‘so plainly a product of the studio that the cardboard effect obtrudes itself to the detriment of the whole picture’. The Scotsman’s critic was more forgiving: ‘Hollywood’s efforts to re-create a Scottish atmosphere are commendable’.


This was the sixth film to feature four-time Oscar winner Katherine Hepburn (27 years old when The Little Minister was released in December 1934), who had had a huge hit two years earlier with Little Women (George Cukor, 1932). Although The Little Minister was not a success, it was significant in establishing the public image of Hepburn as a woman with a strong independent spirit. As William J Mann puts it in his biography of Hepburn (Kate: The Woman Who Was Hepburn, 2006) ‘what [The Little Minister] told us about Kate was… that she was a lurking insurrectionist… Her gypsy woman even dares to sing on Sunday… she stands accused of desecrating the Sabbath – an extremely tenuous position in this cautious, conservative era’.
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John Beal as the Little Minister and Katherine Hepburn as the laird’s wayward daughter





Reviewing the film on its release in Maclean’s, Ann Ross was moved by the sentimentality: ‘Hardened movie-goers sniffed and blew their noses, and weak sentimentalists just broke down and had a good cry’. Sentimentality of the sort on evidence here is not however the current fashion.


The Little Minister is not all bad. The score, by legendary film composer Max Steiner, is strong, as is the cast, and although thin on Scots, the accents adopted are passable. One Scottish actor of note is featured: the local policeman is played (for laughs) by Andy Clyde, who was born in Blairgowrie in 1892. He started his career in the music halls in Scotland, before moving to Hollywood and accumulating nearly 400 credits in film and television, most notably as the genial sidekick California Carlson in many of the Hopalong Cassidy westerns.


Rob Roy (1922)


S+




Directed by WP Kellino


Screenplay by Alice Ramsey


Leading cast: David Hawthorne (Rob Roy MacGregor); Sir Simeon Stuart (Duke of Montrose); Gladys Jennings (Helen Campbell)


B&W, 6,000 ft, UK





Inversnaid, home of the MacGregors. Rob Roy is proclaimed Clan Chieftain. He pledges allegiance to the Marquis of Montrose (the Duke), who is angered when Rob and Helen, whom Montrose covets, elope. Montrose and his factor, Killearn, plot the downfall of Rob, and he is declared a rebel. He fights back, taking inspiration from the story of Robert the Bruce. Rob and Helen launch an elaborate plot and defeat the Duke; Rob kills Killearn and retakes possession of Inversnaid.


Rob Roy (attr. Arthur Vivian, 1911) was the first three-reel (ie, feature) film made in the UK. It was produced by a Glasgowbased company, The United Films Ltd, but, sadly, is believed lost (see Caroline Merz, ‘Rob Roy: Britain’s First Feature Film’, in John Caughie et al, Early Cinema in Scotland, 2019). Rob Roy’s story was also the subject of several shorter films. The 1922 feature-length version covered here, made by prolific English director Kellino, for Gaumont, remains extant, and accessible. In The hunt for Rob Roy: the man and the myths (2004) David Stevenson argues there are two Rob Roys: an historical figure who was a cattleman, lost his property, feuded with Montrose, was imprisoned and eventually pardoned, dying peacefully at the age of 63; and the man of myth, which began with the publication of The Highland Rogue in 1723 (authorship is sometimes attributed to Daniel Defoe, but this is disputed), and was fostered by Walter Scott in his 1817 Waverley novel, Rob Roy.


The opening intertitle for the ‘romance’ Rob Roy makes clear the romanticised/fetishised approach the film is going to take: ‘To Scotland, not to Scott, did we go… There amid the mountain lochs and glens, Nature made Peace, and Man made War. It was a primitive existence, almost barbaric in its roughness; a life of perilous adventure – feuds, fighting, marauding, hunting (and hunted) – that was joy to the sturdy men of the Clan MacGregor’. It is also made clear that liberties are taken with history. The film is the first in this book to make use of the oft-repeated shots of Highland cattle, although at least here they are not superfluous – cattle trading being central to the story. It is also the first in this book to be shot in Scotland, around Aberfoyle. Kinematograph Weekly reported that a contract, the first of its kind in Scotland, was placed with Cowieson & Co of Glagsow to build sets including the baronial castle erected by the Duke at Inversnaid, the church around which the final conflict is fought, and other buildings. Kellino originally planned to shoot market scenes in Oban: with dismay, the Oban Times reported that attempts to film there were defeated by poor weather.


The result is that the film is convincing in its settings. Some scenes are strong: the burning of Inversnaid is particularly effective (Kellino liked this scene so much that it is repeated as Helen relays the tale of woe to Rob). There are other effective set pieces, particularly when the effete Killearn, who takes snuff, is mocked by Rob who mimics his habits while relieving him of the rent he has collected from downtrodden tenants (this scene too is replayed). Overall, however, as Kinematograph Weekly’s reviewer noted in October 1922, ‘it is a tale of missed opportunities, for a great deal more could have been made of such an exceptionally strong and romantic theme. The general effect is one of efficient workmanship, but throughout any real inspiration is lacking’. Kellino was accused of under-directing his cast, but a strong box office was anticipated given that Rob Roy ‘is a romantic figure [who] appeals to the imagination of everybody’.


→ Rob Roy: The Highland Rogue (1953)


S+




Directed by Harold French


Screenplay by Lawrence Edward Watkin


Leading cast: Richard Todd (Rob Roy MacGregor); Glynis Johns (Helen Mary MacPherson MacGregor); James Robertson Justice (John Campbell, Duke of Argyll); Michael Gough (Duke of Montrose); Finlay Currie (Hamis MacPherson)


Colour, 81 minutes, UK





In this version Rob is positioned as first and foremost a Jacobite rebel, continuing the fight. Argyll is sympathetic to his cause, and there is a long wooing of Helen. Rob is ultimately pardoned by the King in London, who has read Daniel Defoe’s The Highland Rogue.


The Disney production Rob Roy: The Highland Rogue plays loose, if not always fast, with its source material. It is a good-looking adaptation of the story, but its focus is wayward. Much time is spent on a comic wooing of Helen (while her garrulous father plays the bagpipes) and the subsequent wedding. Time is also spent in the rooms of power in London. The film relies heavily on the charm of Richard Todd (see also Flesh and Blood, Why Bother to Knock), and on James Robertson Justice’s Argyll, but lacks the bite of the later 1995 version. There was some location shooting in Scotland.


→ Rob Roy (1995)


S+ T100




Directed by Michael Caton-Jones


Screenplay by Alan Sharpe


Leading cast: Liam Neeson (Robert Roy MacGregor); Jessica Lange (Mary); John Hurt (Montrose); Tim Roth (Cunningham); Eric Stoltz (McDonald); Brian Cox (Killearn)


Colour, 139 minutes, UK/US





Plot substantially as for the 1922 version, except that Rob’s wife is raped by Cunningham, and bears a child, which Rob eventually accepts as his own.


This film cleaves more closely to myth than to history, although the setting is broadly accurate. The result is largely satisfying, if perhaps in need of a little pruning.


Rob Roy was released in the US on April 14, 1995; Braveheart was released 40 days later, whereupon Rob Roy became lost in its shadow. Time however has been kinder to Rob Roy than to Braveheart (Rob Roy was at least shot in Scotland and is not drenched in quite as much ‘blood-andsoil’ nonsense). Reviewing the film on release, Janet Maslin in The NYT (who seemed peculiarly fixated on men in kilts) emphasised the strength of Neeson’s performance: ‘the film doesn’t convey much sense of why [Rob Roy] should matter to modern viewers, who may know less about Rob Roy the folk hero than Rob Roy the drink. Which is why it’s handy that Mr Neeson strides so impressively, acts so forcefully and towers over every other man in sight’. However, the real star turn – and this in a cast which has exceptional strength in depth – is Roth, who is terrific as Cunningham, by turns a smirking fop, lethal cold killer, and flamboyant debaucher. He was nominated for the Oscar and Golden Globe as Best Supporting Actor, won the BAFTA and makes a perfect foil for Neeson’s Rob. Double Oscar winner Lange (one of them from 1995, for Blue Sky, Tony Richardson, 1994) as Mary has one of the strongest scenes in the film after her character has been raped.
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BAFTA-award winner Tim Roth is terrific as Cunningham





Caton-Jones was born in Scotland, and had previously directed three films, starting with Scandal (1989). His most recent completed film at the time of writing was Our Ladies. David Manderson’s book Directed by Michael Caton-Jones: Rob Roy 1995 (2009) discusses the film.


Annie Laurie (1927)




Directed by John S Robertson


Screenplay by Josephine Lovett


Leading cast: Lillian Gish (Annie Laurie); Norman Kerry (Ian MacDonald); Creighton Hale (Donald)


B&W and tinted, 97 minutes (9 reels), US





In the Highlands, the Campbells and the MacDonalds feud. Ian MacDonald woos Annie, the daughter of the King’s Governor, who at first prefers his effete brother, Donald. By subterfuge the MacDonalds are persuaded to house Campbell troops; Annie’s intervention saves the MacDonalds, confirming her new allegiance.


Receiving its premiere in New York in May 1927, Annie Laurie was a major MGM production, featuring one of the leading stars of the silent era in Gish (born in 1893, she made her first film in 1912, and her last in 1987). It was neither the first time nor the last the Scottish song (the original authorship of which is disputed) was the inspiration for a film: the first attempt in 1913 was set in the American civil war, the song serving to melt the heart of an obstinate father standing in the way of a marriage; in a British 1939 film of the same name directed by Walter Tennyson, only the song’s title was appropriated. Robertson’s 1937 film does not follow closely either of the main versions of the song but is at least authentic in placing the story in Scotland in the 17th century.


Annie Laurie was not, at least in the US, a success. Variety reported that one San Francisco cinema pulled it before it had got to its first weekend. There was even talk of relaunching the film under a different name, ‘Ladies from Hell’, as the studio believed that audiences stayed away in the mistaken belief that Annie Laurie was a ‘costume’ rather than historical action picture. Reviewing the film after its New York premiere – for which the final section was heavily (and from the sounds of it, garishly) tinted – Mordaunt Hall wrote in The NYT: ‘It lacks the atmosphere of Bobby Burns’s land. It is a story seen through the glens and dales of Culver City, [California], as something that ought to belong to Scotland. But you cannot make a Scotsman by merely putting a man in a kilt’.
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Lillian Gish as the titular Annie Laurie





The film’s reception in Scotland may perhaps have been a little more positive, and Scots a little more forgiving of the artifice than Hall. This was certainly the case at Kirkcaldy’s Rialto (which eventually became the Odeon, before burning down in 1974). Here, the manager went to great pains to promote the film, decorating the cinema with heather, dressing the staff in tartan, and adding a live performance before screenings. Kinematograph Weekly reported: ‘With the tartan, the heather, the dancing and singing, and the fact of being Scotch… [the] picture, needless to say, was a great success’. Watched now, Annie Laurie holds scant appeal. The ‘Scotland’ shown is, obviously, not Scotland – and while artificiality may not always be fatal, it is when the ‘action’ is either dull, or ludicrous. Annie Laurie’s action is, at different times, both.


Gold (1934) [and L’or (1934)]




Directed by Karl Hartl


Screenplay by Rolph E Vanloo


Leading cast: Hans Albers (Werner Holk); Friedrich Kayβler (Prof Achenbach); Michael Bohnen (John Wills); Brigitte Helm (Florence Wills)


B&W, 120 minutes, Germany, German





Prof Achenbach is killed when sabotage destroys his German laboratory while he attempts alchemy. With the support of Wills, an avaricious English businessman, the work is continued by Achenbach’s protégé Holk at ‘Dunby Castle, Scotland’. Knowing Wills to be responsible for the sabotage, Holk seeks revenge, while Wills’ daughter, Florence, falls in love with him.


Gold, and its near-identical twin L’or (Serge de Poligny and ‘Charles Hartl’), were beaten to the punch only by The Cohens and the Kellys in Scotland (Albert DeMond and John McDermott, 1930) for the prize of being the first feature film made in the sound era to be substantially set in Scotland. I have not been able to track down The Cohens… and there is a possibility that it is not extant. This makes Gold the oldest readily available sound film to feature in this book (its shoot began well before that of The Secret of the Loch). Gold and L’or are both German productions, with the French version being shot alongside the German (an approach used to deal with the sound era’s new language barriers to distribution). While the language and names change in L’or – including even the name of the German co-director – the two are in essence the same film, albeit with some cast changes, and it is Gold which forms the basis for this entry. Gold is one of four German-language films featured in this book and is certainly the best of a very mixed bunch.


There are good reasons to be sceptical about a prestige film made at UFA (Universum-Film Aktiengesellschaft – where Hitchcock made The Blackguard in 1924) after the Nazi Party had assumed power in Germany and asserted ownership of the studio. At the time Gold was made however, the Party had not established the domination over film production that was to come later, and the film is short on nationalistic ideology. Part thriller, part science fiction (although not at the level of Fritz Lang’s 1927 Metropolis, in which Gold’s Brigitte Helm played Maria), Gold’s villain is a perfidious Englishman, but the real battles here are not nation versus nation, but scientific research versus exploitative acquisition, virtue versus vice.


Gold was shot entirely in Germany and was, even by UFA standards, a lavish production. Unable to resist the pun, The NYT reported that UFA ‘spent a huge amount of marks for the purpose of making cinema gold’. Its review of the New York run of the German-language version at the 86th St Casino Theatre was laudatory, with no hint of political concern: ‘a remarkable display of thrilling scenes involving excellent views of some fearful and wonderful machinery’. So lavish and long was the production that lead actor Albers sued UFA, demanding an increase in salary, although he lost the case. His career ran from silent cinema through to the 1950s (and included a role in the first German sound production). In the immediate post-war period he was permitted to continue working as he had consistently distanced himself from the Nazi regime, but his career nevertheless suffered. In Gold he is a strong and effective leading man.


There is, unsurprisingly, nothing authentically Scottish in the film, but Gold is at the minimum an interesting piece of film history; as a thriller/sci-fi film it’s more than halfway decent.


The Secret of the Loch (1934)




Directed by Milton Rosmer


Screenplay by Billie Bristow, Charles Bennett


Leading cast: Seymour Hicks (Professor Heggie); Nancy O’Neil (Angela Heggie); Gibson Gowland (Angus); Frederick Peisley (Jimmy Anderson); Eric Hales (Jack Campbell)


B&W, 78 minutes, UK





Jimmy Anderson, a reporter for the Daily Sun, stays at the Glendonald Hotel, near Loch Ness, investigating reports of a monster in which Professor Heggie, who lives nearby, has an interest. Jimmy falls in love with Heggie’s daughter Angela, proves the existence of the monster, and wins Angela’s hand.


There are 11 films in this book which play with the theme of Nessie, a subject which sometimes brings out the worst in filmmakers, and she (I’ll play along with the nonsense) is also referenced in Lassie. You’d be forgiven for thinking the film Nessie & Me (Jim Wynorski, 2016) might be Scottish; fortunately (it’s very bad) it is set in North America. In The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes Nessie is a machine designed to keep the inquisitive away; in Nessie, das verrückteste Monster der Welt she is both a robot TV prop and a ‘real’ Nessie looking like a bizarre cuddly toy; in Loch Ness ‘she’ is a family of dinosaur hybrids; in Beneath Loch Ness she is evil personified; and in Incident at Loch Ness she is a metaphor.


TSOTL sits at the beginning of the modernisation of the global myth of the Loch Ness monster and is the first film to feature Nessie – here, an iguana, very clearly not the diplodocus the Professor claimed the monster to be. The film producers had moved quickly. It was only in 1933 that Loch Ness became firmly embedded as home to the monster, following the publication of an article in the Inverness Courier. In December 1934, Kinematograph Weekly reported that the ‘famous scientist’ J Williamson, a noted underwater photographer, had attended a screening of the film because he hoped to ‘go up to Loch Ness with his photographic diving bell apparatus in an attempt to secure pictures of the Monster underwater’. The legend of the Loch Ness Monster, surviving somewhere in the nearly 7.5 billion cubic metres of water in the loch, has its roots in the dim past, but cannot be taken seriously – save by those promoting the local tourist economy.


The Scotsman reported in February 1934 that work had begun on filming The Secret of the Loch with the arrival of a production crew, staying at the hotel in Foyers (on the southern shore of the loch). Only establishing shots were taken and no actors were present. TSOTL is most readily available as part of a DVD set of Ealing Films, which is misleading – it is not an Ealing film. The production company, Wyndham Productions, was but one of many independent British outfits which rented space at Ealing’s large production studios. TSOTL was edited by one of the greatest British film directors, David Lean (born in 1908). Note that IMDb incorrectly names Jimmy Anderson as Jimmy Andrews.


TSOTL is fundamentally an English film (the four lead actors were born in Jersey, Durham, Sydney, and London), which projects onto Scotland a metropolitan perspective in which there is cliché, but where Scotland is not that different from England. As David Martin-Jones puts it in Scotland: Global Cinema (2009), the film ‘confirmed pre-existing views of Scotland as England’s wild pre-modern other and simultaneously disavowed Scotland’s supposedly premodern status’. As was to happen later in I Know Where I’m Going!, a key plot line results in the union by marriage of Scotland and England.


Contemporaneous reviews of TSOTL are not abundant. Kinematograph Weekly’s anonymous reviewer wrote: ‘that there are dramatic and directorial shortcomings is not denied, but these in no way mitigate against the film’s merits as a novelty item’.


→ What a Whopper (1961)


S+




Directed by Gilbert Gunn


Screenplay by Terry Nation


Leading cast: Adam Faith (Tony); Sidney James (Harry); Carole Lesley (Charlie); Terence Longdon (Vernon); Charles Hawtrey (Arnold); Marie France (Marie)


B&W, 90 minutes, UK





Tony Blake, a frustrated author whose book on the Loch Ness Monster has been rejected, concocts a scheme to fake a sighting of the monster, assisted by his friends, to boost interest in the subject. At Loch Ness the group becomes entangled with a salmon poaching operation, inept local policemen, a father pursuing his daughter whom he believes to be eloping, and a French hitchhiker. Chaos ensues. At the end, the ‘real’ Nessie appears, winks, and says ‘What a Whopper’.
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Adam Faith, Marie-France and Nessie





What a Whopper is a now badly dated film which was, on release, an attempt to cash in on the star power of singer Adam Faith (described in his Variety obituary as ‘dashingly handsome’), who provides the title song. In this, it follows the grand British tradition of basing films around the appeal of popular entertainers (eg, Dame Vera Lynn, George Formby and Sir Cliff Richard), and by 1960 producers were reaching for the teenage market (Cliff Richard had appeared in his first film in 1959). Faith, born in 1940, had a string of chart hits from 1960 onwards before moving into acting, most notably taking the lead in the later TV series Budgie (1971–1972). He had the recognition to secure What a Whopper’s release in some European territories, and the film also played in the US. There’s a plethora of British acting talent on show here, including in minor roles Clive Dunn and Spike Milligan.


This is as much an extended bedroom farce (or, as the MFB put it, ‘an unsubtle British comedy routine’) as it is a film about faking a sighting of the Loch Ness Monster. Lazy sexist ‘jokes’ abound, and no opportunity is passed up to show a girl in her underwear. The film is also littered with England/Scotland jokes and unimaginative caricature (although the owner of local inn, ‘The Claymore’, is the very English Sidney James who is also in The 39 Steps, 1959, and Crest of the Wave). Even the great Terry Nation had to start somewhere – this was his first dramatic script to be filmed. The best thing that the MFB could find to say about What a Whopper was that ‘the Scottish locations are pleasing’. One to pass by.


→ The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes (1970)


T100




Directed by Billy Wilder


Screenplay by Billy Wilder, IAL Diamond


Leading cast: Robert Stephens (Sherlock Holmes); Colin Blakely (Dr Watson); Christopher Lee (Mycroft Holmes); Geneviève Page (Gabrielle Valladon); Irene Handl (Mrs Hudson)


Colour, 125 minutes, UK/US





An episodic complex plot interweaves different threads, which tie up at Loch Ness as Sherlock Holmes uncovers a secret project to develop a submersible craft and plays a part in thwarting a German plot to seize this.


While many suggest that The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes is one of Billy Wilder’s lesser films (the winner of six Oscars, Wilder directed, among others, Double Indemnity, 1944, Sunset Blvd, 1950, and Some Like it Hot, 1959), some critics have fiercely argued that it deserves much greater appreciation. Kim Newman has suggested that it ‘is the best Holmes movie ever made and sorely underrated in the Wilder canon’. Butchered by the studio from an intended cut of over three hours to its present length, time has been good to it – viewed now, the film is at the very worst interesting, and at its best a bold (perhaps even radical), well-written and elaborately constructed reinterpretation of the Sherlock Holmes myth.


An extended opening section clews, as Vincent Canby suggested in The NYT, to one of Wilder’s common themes: ‘That is, sex. To put it bluntly, and profanely, were Holmes and Dr Watson… lovers?’ The sexual comedy of manners remains in the background through the film. It is easy to make the longer section of the film sound ridiculous. Its plot encompasses missing midgets, Trappist monks, the Loch Ness Monster, and Queen Victoria; but little is as it seems, and the mystery is a coherent one. It also becomes clear that the two sections are adroitly tied together. Stephens makes a great Sherlock, possibly better even than Basil Rathbone. Nearly half the film is set and shot in Scotland, most of this around Inverness and Loch Ness (Nairn train station plays its part, being passed-off as Inverness).
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Colin Blakely and Robert Stephen explore





→ The Loch Ness Horror (1982)




Directed by Larry Buchanan


Screenplay by Larry Buchanan and Lynn Shubert


Leading cast: Sandy Kenyon (Professor George Sanderson); Miki McKenzie (Kathleen Stuart); Barry Buchanan (Spencer Dean); Eric Scott (Brad)


Colour, 89 minutes, US





Professor Spencer Dean comes to Loch Ness to investigate Nessie. He works with local professor George Sanderson. In addition to containing Nessie, the loch also conceals the wreck of Luftwaffe B97, which the military blow up, killing Nessie in the process. Local lass Kathleen, with whom Spencer flirts, has a Nessie egg, and she and Spencer put this back into the loch. A voice-over says that there is ‘new evidence on the existence of a population of large animals in Loch Ness’, and that the stigma of ‘crackpot’ has been removed.


Director and co-writer Larry Buchanan (it took two people to write this nonsense?) published his autobiography, It Came from Hunger: Tales of a Cinema Schlockmeister, in 1996. His is one of the truly maverick careers in filmmaking. Sadly, even within the genre and limits in which he worked, The Loch Ness Horror is something of a low point. Made for virtually no cost (Buchanan cast his son as Dean, and his daughter in a smaller role to save money), and with absolutely no attempt to make California look like Scotland, this is nearly the worst of all the Nessie films covered here (and there is stiff competition for that title). There are some laughs to be had at this tosh, but certainly there is no horror. Scenes in which Nessie – who is of course ‘real’ in this film – interacts with people (exclusively by munching them) are out of the bottom drawer of the special effects department.


The approach to all things Scottish is hilarious. Get the bagpipes in early is the approach taken here – as they play over the opening credits. Aye, we must be in Scotland. The accents are risible, as, before there was the ability to Google, are some of the salient facts offered during the film. Inhabitants of Drumnadrochit would be delighted to know that the train from London stops there; they might be less delighted to know that the nearest airport is Prestwick (although that’s not far down the road – at least according to Professor Sanderson); and perhaps they would be tempted by the renowned fleshpots of Inverness. So bad it’s bad.


→ Nessie, das verrückteste Monster der Welt (Nessie, the Craziest Monster in the World) (1985)


W9




Directed by Rudolf Zehetgruber


Screenplay by Rudolf Zehetgruber


Leading cast: Britta Pohland (Deborah ‘Debbie’ Campbell); Oliver Rohrbeck (Dan McKenzie); Denise Gorzelanny (Gina Campbell); Christian Rode (Sir Charles Desmond); Delia Behpour/Miriam Behpour (Vanessa ‘Nessie’ Campbell)


Colour, 83 minutes, German, West Germany





A bizarre (and only barely comprehensible) story with a mix of familial intrigue involving fake kidnappings and murder attempts, a TV prop fake Nessie, and the ‘real’ Nessie.


This German production, which appears to have had a release only in Germany and which can only be seen in German (a version on YouTube can be played with auto-translate subtitles, but these are garbage), is one of the most bizarrely bad films in this book. As German reviewer, Oliver Noeding, put it: did the filmmakers ‘realise, with dismay, that they had created a… film that was so broken, botched and deranged that, to protect humanity, it had to be burned, or, better still, encapsulated and shot into space?’ The various story-threads barely come together in anything approaching coherence. The opening scene, in which Debbie’s car is shunted off the road, appears to have come straight out of Duel (Steven Spielberg, 1971); while Nessie – the ‘real’ one, not the TV prop – appears to have been bought in a cuddly toy store. To be watched only if you speak German and have a taste for the ludicrous.
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This lobby card from a truly terrible film shows the ‘real’ Nessie





→ Loch Ness (1996)


S+




Directed by John Henderson


Screenplay by John Fusco


Leading cast: Ted Danson (Johnathan Dempsey); Joely Richardson (Laura); Kirsty Graham (Isabel); Ian Holm (water bailiff); James Frain (Adrian Foote)


Colour, 101 minutes, UK/US





American academic, Dempsey, tries to save his career by proving the non-existence of Nessie. He stays in the Moffat Arms, run by Laura, a single mother with a cute daughter.


Loch Ness was shot in Scotland, which allows us, while on Loch Ness, to spend time admiring the beautiful scenery of Loch Torridon, and the splendid view of Eilean Donan. It trots out tired tropes of quaint Scotland: the obligatory ceilidh occurs after ten minutes; it takes only 19 minutes until whisky is drunk before lunchtime; both Laura and daughter Isabel are redheads; Isabel is gifted with something approaching second sight; and in the wee shop the local hicks will believe any nonsense they are told. In Empire Rob McCabe described it as ‘at its best a pleasant enough movie that more subdued, narcoleptic children might well enjoy. At its worst, it’s really rather dull’. He’s being a little generous. Loch Ness is pedestrian nonsense. Henderson also directed The Adventures of Greyfriars Bobby.


→ Beneath Loch Ness (aka The Evil Beneath Loch Ness) (2001)


S+




Directed by Chuck Chomisky


Screenplay by Shane Bitterling, Justin Stanley


Leading cast: Patrick Bergin (Blay); Lysette Anthony (Elizabeth); Brian Wimmer (Case Howell); Vernon Wells (constable)


Colour, 96 minutes, UK





Following a death in Loch Ness, adventurer and TV presenter Case Howell is sent to uncover the truth. Local ne’er-do-well Blay lost his son on the loch 17 years ago and seeks revenge. Case and Blay dive to take on Nessie, while local coastguards depth-bomb the loch (yes, they do have bombs).


‘Sixty feet of prehistoric terror’ is the tagline used on the DVD, bearing the title The Evil Beneath Loch Ness. Anthropomorphism is not the only thing wrong with this. There is little terror on display in this silly, predictable, but not entirely un-charming B-movie. What is on display are copious shots of the area around Loch Ness, but this is second unit footage; as was the case with The Loch Ness Horror, the primary production did not leave California. The underwater footage and scenes on the loch – from which identifying features are absent – were shot at Castaic Lake. This might explain the ability to pay in dollars in the local bar, inappropriate flora, and the sketchy approach taken to matters such as police uniforms, accents, and Scottish vernacular.


There’s quite a bit of pseudo-science bandied around, with talk of saline levels and sea fissures, but while our lead team consists of university researchers, including a marine biologist, there’s actually very little science. Neither is there a huge amount of action, but, in part because no one involved really appears to take this all too seriously, there is just enough to move things along. Beneath Loch Ness is deeply derivative. While the progenitor of Beneath may be Lake Placid (Steve Miner, 1999), there are more obvious rip-offs. The local constable, played by Australian actor Wells, will not ‘quarantine the loch’ because ‘this is our tourist season. This is the busiest time of the year for us. It doubles our business’. If this sounds like a familiar line to take, that’s because it is the approach taken by Larry Vaughan, as the mayor of Amity, in Jaws (Stephen Spielberg, 1975). Jaws is not the only film to inspire Chomisky and co. For the climactic crucial fight-to-the-death scene we have shifted firmly into Aliens territory (James Cameron, 1986). Blay squishes giant eggs as Nessie rouses herself for one final stand (Ripley standing off against the Alien queen, flamethrower in hand, it ain’t). Silly, but fun.


→ Incident at Loch Ness (2004)


S+




Directed by Zak Penn


Screenplay by Zak Penn


Leading cast: [All as ‘self’] Zak Penn; Werner Herzog; Kitana Baker; Gabriel Beristain; Russell Williams II


Colour, 94 minutes, UK





Film director Wener Herzog travels to Loch Ness to shoot a documentary, dealing with ‘a figment of our fantasy’. All is not as it seems.


This is not, heavens be praised, another film about Nessie as such. Incident at Loch Ness is in part about documentary film-making. Somewhat like a nested Russian doll, it is a work of fiction in the form of a mockumentary containing within it a further documentary. Mostly it is about the maverick, erratic, and sometime brilliant, independent director Werner Herzog, who came to prominence as part of the New German Cinema (Neuer Deutscher Film) movement in the 1970s. Incident is peppered with in-jokes and references, which are unlikely to be picked up by, or be of interest to, someone without good knowledge of Herzog’s career. As Walter V Addiego put it in the San Francisco Chronicle: ‘This is mandatory viewing for Herzog fans. It’s an inside joke, but for those who get it, it’s loose, funny and, in its own way, Herzogian.’ At the end of the film Penn says ‘it was epic, it was, honestly, like something out of a Werner Herzog film’.


Herzog made his first short film in 1962. With the feature Even Dwarves Started Small (Auch Zwerge haben klein angefangen) (1970), he began to attract an international arthouse audience. Far more successful was 1972’s Aguirre, the Wrath of God (Aguirre, der Zorn Gottes). This began an artistically rich, and personally tempestuous, working relationship with lead actor Klaus Kinski (it is alleged that during filming Herzog pulled a gun on Kinski during an argument), with whom he also made his masterpiece Fitzcarraldo (1982), in which a steamboat is pulled over an isthmus between two Amazonian rivers. While Herzog’s feature films established his international reputation, he has made documentaries for film and TV throughout his career – significantly outnumbering his fictional output – and has himself been the subject of documentary (most notably in Les Blank’s Burden of Dreams, 1982, chronicling the making of Fitzcarraldo). His only Oscar nomination came in 2009 for the documentary Encounters at the End of the World (2007). For a whistle-stop introduction to Herzog, read his ‘Minnesota Declaration’ (which is very short and readily available online), ideally the version including the 2017 addendum. This is not Herzog’s only film in this book – he also appears in Mister Lonely.
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Zach Penn goes Herzog on Herzog





It is easy to forget while watching it that Incident is a scripted work of fiction. Writer-director Penn became a celebrated figure when, at the age of 23, he sold the story for Last Action Hero (John McTiernan, 1993). He has accumulated writing and story credits on superhero films and provided the screenplay for Steven Spielberg’s Ready Player One (2018). Incident was his first film as director.


In Incident, Herzog, playing Herzog, says, ‘I’ve always been interested in the difference between fact and truth, and I’ve always sensed that there is a deeper truth that exists in cinema, and I would call it the ecstatic truth’. There are, in Incident, layers upon layers of fictions and truths. These are extended on the DVD commentary, where the fiction is continued through the commentary. This makes the film an enjoyable, playful, tease. It’s also the only film in this book to feature the world’s coolest man, Jeff Goldblum, who makes an appearance at a dinner party thrown by Herzog.


→ The Water Horse (2007)


S+




Directed by Jay Russell


Screenplay by Robert Nelson Jacobs


Leading cast: Alex Etel (Angus MacMorrow); Emily Watson (Anne MacMorrow); David Morrissey (Capt. Hamilton); Brian Cox (Old Angus); Ben Chaplin (Lewis Mowbray)


Colour, 112 minutes, New Zealand/UK/Australia





Two tourists in a bar in the Scottish Highlands are told ‘the true story’ of the Loch Ness Monster by Old Angus. As a child during WWII he found an egg which hatched into the water horse of Celtic legend. With the help of his sister and a handyman he raised, released, and then saved ‘Crusoe’ when she was threatened by the military. He never saw Crusoe again, but as he finishes his story a young boy finds an egg on the local shore.


The legend of Nessie gets a thorough reworking in The Water Horse, which is very loosely based on Dick King-Smith’s 1990 novel of the same name (he also wrote the much more successful Babe).


There’s some depth (no pun intended) to this, with Angus’ father presumed dead (he accepts at the end that his father will not come back), and the family struggling to rebuild itself. As Anne says, just before she too sees Crusoe, ‘There’s no monster, and there’s no magic… There’s just this war, and death’. The Water Horse is satisfyingly predictable – we know that when Anne says ‘there’s no magic’, she will come face to face with Crusoe. There’s enough in the film to entertain (it carries a score of 74 per cent on Rotten Tomatoes), although at 112 minutes some of the pacing is a little slow. The Guardian’s Peter Bradshaw is not cited on Rotten Tomatoes for this film, but would lie in the 26 per cent, dismissing it in two short paragraphs, starting with: ‘A sentimental retelling of the Nessie legend with a monster that’s a lot more convincing than the RADA accents’. More typical is Jennie Kermode in Eye For Film: ‘The Water Horse ticks all [the usual] boxes but also has a more complex backstory, interesting characters, and a refreshing absence of mawkishness’.


There is some pitting of England v Scotland here, although everything appears resolved at the end: Morrissey’s English Captain has not seen front line service and is uptight; Chaplin’s Lewis is ‘a hero of sorts’, who has seen service, believes in magic, and helps bring Angus out of his shell. Captain Hamilton’s approach to Angus is to treat him as a squaddie, forcing him to parade, and to work. Yet they work together to save Crusoe at the end. The Water Horse was shot primarily in New Zealand (Lake Wakatipu stands in for the Scottish loch), although there was some location work in Scotland, and the effect is moderately convincing if one ignores specifics of geography. Establishing shots at the start give us the ever-trusty Eilean Donan, mountains, glens, and red deer.


→ Loch Ness: They Created a Monster (2023)


DOC




Directed by John MacLaverty


Colour, 91 minutes, UK





MacLaverty’s engaging ‘lochumentary’ (sadly this is his joke, not mine) focuses on the media attention courted by a ragtag mix of characters, ranging from the nefarious to the engagingly bonkers, who devoted time, money, and mental health, in the search for Nessie in the 1970s through to the early 1980s.


→ Nessie (2023)


S+++




Directed by Robbie Moffat


Screenplay by Tim Churchill, Robbie Moffat and Catherine O’Reilly


Leading cast: John Michie (Jimmy); Jason Harvey (Geordie); Edith Glad (Alice); Tanya Fear (Heather); Patrick Kilpatrick (Taylor Bradley Campbell)


Colour, 96 minutes, US/UK





‘Loch Ness village’: as locals go about their gentle lives, and the local hotel struggles, Jimmy, chair of the village council, receives a letter stating that the village has been left $50m by an American millionaire, who had as a child spent time in the village and seen Nessie. His son, estranged from his father, contests the will. Heather, a trainee solicitor, devises a scheme to secure the money and the son’s investment in the future of the village.


To understand better the place of the indefatigable Robbie Moffat in modern British and Scottish filmmaking see the larger set of entries starting with Love the One You’re With. On the basis of those entries you’d be forgiven for thinking his films, while made with undoubted enthusiasm, are, to be charitable, rudimentary. Nessie however is a significant step up both in budget and quality. The film benefits from actors with substantial experience, including leads Tanya Fear (Kick-Ass 2, Jeff Wadlow, 2013), John Michie (73 episodes of Taggart) and Patrick Kilpatrick, an American who has an extremely long CV. Best known of all is Stephanie Beacham (see also The Ballad of Tam Lin) who plays a London lawyer (albeit her three scenes could have been shot in a single day).


Nessie has a charm which is lacking in Loch Ness, with which tonally it shares quite a bit in common. It also has more bite: like The Maggie, The Ghost Goes West, and Local Hero, Nessie sees down-to-earth Scots seeking to pull the wool over the eyes of sophisticated, rich, Americans. That the locals in Nessie don’t complete their dastardly mission lies only in the most disappointing of plot twists in the film (although one you will certainly see coming). Nessie is far from perfect: the set-up to the battle of wits takes more than half the film; the soundtrack is intrusive; and there is – presumably to satisfy a potential American audience – a little too much of the cliché (whisky at four minutes, Highland cattle at 13, bagpipes at 32), but it is competently made, warm-hearted, and at times fun.


Bonnie Scotland (aka Heroes of the Regiment) (1935)




Directed by James W Horne


Screenplay by Frank Butler, Jefferson Moffitt


Leading cast: Stan Laurel (Stanley McLaurel); Oliver Hardy (Oliver Hardy); June Lang (Lorna McLaurel); Vernon Steele (Col. Gregor McGregor); William Janney (Allan Douglas); James Finlayson (Sgt. Maj. Finlayson)


B&W, 80 minutes, US





Stanley travels to Scotland believing he is going to benefit from a relative’s will. He is left only a set of bagpipes, and a snuff box. Events become complicated, and he and Ollie end up on the Indian frontier, involved in a local war.


Although Bonnie Scotland was made when Laurel and Hardy were at the height of their career, watching it is not a satisfying experience. After the opening section in Scotland, the film descends into incoherence. Even die-hard Laurel and Hardy enthusiasts struggle with the film. Laurel and Hardy Central (laurelandhardycentral.com), run by ardent fans, has little good to say about Bonnie Scotland: ‘overburdened with half a dozen impossible-to-follow subplots… it is the first 30 minutes that are about the only worthwhile minutes in this film’. Fortunately, it is those 30 minutes (35 in the version I watched) that are set in Scotland.


Beyond the bagpipes and kilts, there’s little attempt at authenticity – which after all was not really the point when it came to Laurel and Hardy capers. The film was shot entirely in California. Accents are all over the place (the Variety critic called them ‘pretty sour’): Australian-born Daphne Pollard plays a maid with an ‘orrible cockney accent; American June Lang makes a stab at Scottish in the early scenes but gives up the ghost in India; New York native William Janney makes no discernible attempt. James Finlayson, born in Larbert, does provide a genuine Scottish voice. He first appeared on film in 1918, after abandoning a degree at Edinburgh University, and by the time of his death in 1953 had appeared in over 250 films.
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This poster makes very dubious claims





The two best jokes appear in the Scottish segment. In the most technically inventive scene, Ollie falls (predictably) into a river after Stan blows the contents of the snuff box into his face. Underwater he continues to sneeze, sending jets of water into the air, until the river is dry. Best of all though is the fish-cooking scene. This is a classic Laurel and Hardy set piece, as Ollie maintains his pretence at dignity and sophistication, creating a table out of an upturned drawer balanced across chairs, while the fish ‘cooks’ using the bedsprings as a grill, with a candle underneath. Of course, it all goes horribly, and entertainingly, wrong.


Many of the original posters, and the pressbook, advertised Bonnie Scotland as providing ‘60 minutes of joy’. Even in its opening week in the US different versions ran for 90 minutes and 70 minutes. One is left wondering whether the tag line constituted a recognition that at least some of the film is not joyous, or was an attempt to sucker audiences into thinking that they only had to endure this for an hour. The original British poster used the even more misleading line, ‘Their masterpiece of laughter’.


The Ghost Goes West (1935)


T17




Directed by René Clair


Screenplay by René Clair, Eric Keown, Geoffrey Kerr, Robert E Sherwood


Leading cast: Robert Donat (Murdoch Glourie/Donald Glourie); Jean Parker (Peggy Martin); Eugene Pallette (Mr Martin)


B&W, 95 minutes, UK





In the 1700s Murdoch Glourie, a charming womaniser, is killed on the battlefield while hiding from the fight. He haunts the family castle, moving with it when it is dismantled and taken to the US, having been bought by a millionaire. His modern-day descendant falls in love with the millionaire’s daughter.


Equal parts comedy, farce, and ghost story, it would be easy, watching this piece of delightful nonsense, to forget that its French director, René Clair, had already made the extremely well-regarded Sous Les Toits de Paris (Under the Roofs of Paris, 1930), and À Nous La Liberté (Freedom for Us, 1931) before he was contracted to an English two-picture deal by Alexander Korda. The film is, for all its silliness, engaging, in places hilarious, and notwithstanding the obvious artifice involved in set construction, design and cinematography, looks great (David Thomson is less impressed by Clair’s approach, referencing a ‘prettiness that now seems a crucial handicap’). The British public embraced the film, voting it film of the year in the Film Weekly poll for 1936. Like them, Ingmar Bergman may have held it in some regard. My friend James, who was lucky enough to spend time at the Bergman estate on Fårö, found a copy of the VHS recording in Bergman’s library. At the time of writing the film boasts a 100 per cent fresh score on Rotten Tomatoes (although based on only eight reviews).


The plot requires Robert Donat to play both Murdoch and Donald Glowrie – as romantic complications are required, and these arise from a feisty Peggy mistaking the ghost for live flesh-and-blood. The role was originally intended to go to Charles Laughton. At that point the film was going to be called Sir Tristram Goes West, and the ghost was to have no live counterpart. But Clair had seen Donat in The 39 Steps which had been released earlier that year, and was happy with the change in approach. Donat is delightfully light in the dual roles, convincing both as a congenital coward playing his part, presumably – although the film is decidedly non-specific in historical detail (‘Scotland in the 18th century’ is all that appears on a title card just after the credits) – in the events following the ’45 Jacobite Rebellion, and as a singularly inept estate owner.
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Robert Donat and Hay Petrie star in a sparkling film





Reviewing the film at the time of its release, Graham Greene wrote that its satire is ‘at the expense of rich and tasteless Americans’, and it is this aspect that continues to delight today. The absolute highlight occurs when a grand party is held at the reassembled castle with Peggy’s somewhat gauche millionaire father Eugene Pallette pulling out all the stops to create a ‘Scottish’ extravaganza. The ‘Scottishness’ on display must be seen to be believed. I howled with laughter when watching this for the first time. As Duncan Petrie puts it in Screening Scotland (2000) ‘the central opposition between Scotland and America, old and new, tradition and vulgar materialism is handled with considerable subtlety’.


The film is only tangentially Scottish. A contemporary reviewer writing in the MFB noted, somewhat generously, that ‘the Scottish accents vary’; there is an online claim that the film ‘apparently featured’ Eilean Donan Castle. I doubt this, and IMDb lists only the Denham Studios in England as the location, although there are genuine exterior shots. In The Observer CA Lejeune wrote about the shoot after visiting the Denham set: ‘Built on a clear bit of meadow by the river was the lower half of a medieval Scottish castle. The upper half of the castle was suspended in miniature from a platform in front of the cameras, and looking through the lens… you saw a complete castle, perfect and whole’. Most of the action is, however, set in Scotland.


The 39 Steps (1935)


T15




Directed by Alfred Hitchcock


Screenplay by Charles Bennett, Ian Hay


Leading cast: Robert Donat (Richard Hannay); Madeleine Carroll (Pamela); Godfrey Tearle (Professor Jordan); Lucie Mannheim (Annabella Smith)


B&W, 86 minutes, UK





Richard Hannay, an engaging and resourceful ‘colonial’, is dragged into a plot involving a secret organisation determined to sell key British military secrets to an unspecified enemy power. Initially suspected of murder, he is chased across the UK by the police and the gang before triumphing.


More has probably been written about Hitchcock than any British director. The French nouvelle vague director François Truffaut led the charge with his series of interviews conducted in 1962 (Hitchcock, rev’d edn 1983). This contains a section on The 39 Steps, as does Donald Spoto’s The Art of Alfred Hitchcock (rev’d edn 1992). Mark Glancy has written The 39 Steps in the British Film Guide series (2003).
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Hitchcock’s film remains a classic





The 39 Steps treads a skilful balance between Boys’ Own adventure, with Donat able to manoeuvre his way out of seemingly any situation, and a screwball romance in the spirit of It Happened One Night (Frank Capra, 1934). It was important in the development of Hitchcock’s work, and his public recognition, particularly with American critics. Spoto called it his ‘first indisputable masterpiece [marking] a major shift in his style’. It was also an attempt by studio Gaumont-British to increase production values in the hope of making an impact with American audiences, who saw British cinema as second rate.


John Buchan’s novel was heavily modified in the screenplay. There is no romantic interest in the original, and Hannay is given a Scottish background, although presented more as ‘a colonial’. The novel was written in the early days of World War I. The film was shot in 1935 when Hitler had assumed power in Germany, and war seemed a strong possibility. No specific enemy is named – this would not have been tolerated by the British censors – but for the audience there would have been an understanding that this might well be Germany. Hitchcock was a great admirer of Buchan and his ‘understatement of highly dramatic ideas’ (Truffaut). The film moves at breakneck speed, with Hitchcock using ‘one idea after another and eliminating anything that interferes with the swift pace’ (Truffaut). It is this remarkable pace of action, with Hannay rising to every challenge, which carries The 39 Steps. But it is the panache and lightness of touch with which this is done, and the charm Donat and Carroll bring to their roles, which have ensured its longevity. It ‘stands alone in the genre as a survivor of time and fashion’ (Spoto).


There are elements in The 39 Steps which are echoed in Hitchcock’s later films: the cool blonde, and the double hunt in which the hero must evade both the police and the villains (meaning he has no easy out; this element is present too in Buchan’s novel). A pursuit by helicopter transmutes into one of the most recognisable of Hitchcock’s scenes as Cary Grant is threatened by the crop-spraying plane in North by Northwest (1959).


The 39 Steps has been filmed on a further two occasions, by Ralph Thomas in 1959, and by Don Sharp in 1978 (as The Thirty Nine Steps) – see below. A BBC TV film was made in 2008 (James Hawes), although this takes great liberties with the source material. Although it finds its way onto many ‘Best Scottish Films’ lists, The 39 Steps did not require its cast at any point to be in Scotland. A second unit shot exteriors in the country, which were matched to first unit material shot in England.


→ The 39 Steps (1959)


S+




Directed by Ralph Thomas


Screenplay by Frank Harvey


Leading cast: Kenneth More (Richard Hannay); Taina Elg (Fisher); Barry Jones (Professor Logan)


Colour, 93 minutes, UK





The story is as above, although updated for the nuclear age.


This, the second film version of John Buchan’s novel, is a remake of Hitchcock’s 1935 film, rather than a reinterpretation of the novel. It is however updated for the period, with the plot focusing on ballistic missiles. The chase in Scotland sees Hannay hitching a lift (Sidney James is the driver), then falling in with a cycling party. A different, and perhaps more believable, explanation is given for Hannay’s competence. He works ‘for the Government, in a sort of way. Political warfare I’d suppose you’d call it’. More was 44 when The 39 Steps was shot (making him 15 years older than Elg), and his Hannay is less vigorous and more cerebral than either Donat, or Powell (who was 35 when the 1978 version was filmed). Some scenes are taken directly from Hitchcock, although the frisson of the hotel room scene, which remains very faithful to the original, is not as potent as it would have been in 1935, and there is less chemistry between Elg and More than between Carroll and Donat.
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