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PART 1


A Troublesome


Daughter
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The magnificent vista of Barrow Strand that frames the first on-screen meeting of Rosy Ryan and Charles Shaughnessy.
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ROSY’S STORY
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Sarah Miles and her on-screen father, Leo McKern.








The film is set in the fictional location of Kirrary, an impoverished village on the barren west coast of Ireland.1


 


The year is 1916; the First World War is at its height and Ireland is still part of the United Kingdom. The action takes place after the Easter Rising in Dublin has been put down by the British army with considerable damage and much loss of life; the rebellion’s leaders are executed. Feelings are running high.2


The story revolves around six principal characters: one woman and five men, each of whom, in his own way, loves her.
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ROSY RYAN (Sarah Miles): A dreamer, an only child (seemingly) deserted by her mother and spoilt rotten by her father with the likes of expensive parasols and ponies. Her head is filled with romantic notions, fuelled by the penny-dreadful romances she reads; her immediate plan of advancement is to set her cap at the village schoolmaster and, despite the obvious differences in their ages, they marry. She expects more from life than Kirrary can offer and more from love than her new husband can offer. She is, truly, an adolescent in an adult’s body.
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CHARLES SHAUGHNESSY (Robert Mitchum): The middle-aged village schoolmaster. A meek widower of three years who is first flattered and then snared by his former star pupil but he prefers Beethoven and flower-pressing to the passions of the flesh. A man easily dismissed by most of the villagers but one with more backbone than all of them put together.
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MAJOR RANDOLPH DORYAN (Christopher Jones): A shell-shocked veteran of the trenches decorated with the Victoria Cross, he is given command of Kirrary’s small garrison (keeping a close watch for any signs of pro-German or Irish Nationalist activity) while he recuperates. Married and from a well-to-do family (he carries snapshots of both), he is virtually monosyllabic as he waits a return to certain death at the Front; he appears to be on the verge of madness. (NB: Doryan’s Christian name is never mentioned during the film.)
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FATHER HUGH COLLINS (Trevor Howard): A big man with wire-brush white hair and habitual stubble. A formidable father to his flock, a wise but unbending disciplinarian, he is essentially benevolent in spirit and more feared than either the army or the Royal Irish Constabulary: ‘That priest down there has eyes in the back of his head!’
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MICHAEL (John Mills): The mute, misshapen village ‘idiot’, marked by wooden features and a wooden body (‘not the answer to a maiden’s prayer’), to whom Father Hugh acts the good shepherd. Constantly the bemused target of village ridicule, he holds a torch for Rosy, whom he once used to carry to school on his back. His animal-like eyes and ears miss nothing that goes on in and around Kirrary and he becomes the engine of Rosy’s destruction.
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TOM RYAN (Leo McKern): The village publican, a vainglorious braggart who espouses a fierce Irish Nationalism but is, in fact, also a paid informer for the British (‘big mouth, open hand and deep pockets … the police slip him a fiver now and again’). There is no sign of his wife (whether deceased or departed, we are not told) but he dotes on his only daughter, his ‘princess’, whom he showers with presents but, it seems, gives little in the way of genuine paternal love.


There is one more powerful element in the mix, namely THE VILLAGERS: the entire community seems to act as one. Their terminally bored and sour-faced demeanour is epitomised by the McCardles (Marie Kean and Archie O’Sullivan), who run the village store, and Rosy’s contemporary, Moureen (Evin Crowley), the kind of no-airs-and-graces village girl Rosy ought to be, in their estimation. They only burst into life (bordering on manic frenzy) when tormenting Michael, lampooning the Shaughnessys or aiding and abetting the rebels. They are revealed in all their glory during the climactic sequence that sees Rosy mistakenly identified as an informer and the Shaughnessys whistled out of Kirrary.


There are basically three acts to the story.


The first act centres upon the courting and eventual marriage of the Shaughnessys.


Kirrary is a village fossilised in tedium. Rosy Ryan does little with her time other than ‘mooning about the beach’ and immersing herself in works of romantic escapism such as The King’s Mistress (by Raoul de Barry). Father Hugh warns her that ‘Doing nothing’s a dangerous occupation!’ The same sentiment applies to the villagers, whom Collins berates with ‘Devil take me if the lot of you’s not possessed and damned!’ when he rescues Michael from their cruel mobbing and puts an end to their impromptu game of football with his lobstersupper.


Rosy goes to meet her old schoolteacher, Charles Shaughnessy, upon his return from a conference of village schoolteachers in Dublin. As they walk along the beach it is clear from the conversation that she has had a teenage girl’s crush on him since her own schooldays (which he obviously, if unwittingly, fanned) and is now determined to follow in his footsteps – both metaphorically and quite literally; she retraces his footprints in the sand after he leaves her to make a detour to the grave of his recently deceased wife.
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The fictional Kirrary and the Blaskets beyond.





While Shaughnessy calls in at Tom Ryan’s pub to be quizzed about what evidence he had seen of the recent Easter Rising in Dublin, Rosy waits for him in the schoolhouse. She tells him of her love. A faltering conversation ensues in which he suggests she is ‘mistaking a penny mirror for the sun … Byron, Beethoven and Captain Blood – I’m not one of those fellas myself’; it ends with Rosy saying ‘You don’t want me then?’ Shaughnessy takes her in his arms.


The essential sub-plot involving the landing of German arms bound for Irish ‘rebels’ that leads to Rosy’s ultimate downfall is introduced with the appearance of Commandant Tim O’Leary (Barry Foster) and a comrade who, posing as tinkers, are in the course of conducting a reconnaissance for an arms-landing.3


O’Leary is forced to kill a constable who recognises him. Nor does he fool Father Hugh; ‘If those two are tinkers I’m the bishop of Cork!’ he mutters when they meet on the beach O’Leary has selected. But Tom Ryan, despite characteristic braggadocio in showing O’Leary a photograph of the two of them at a parade of Volunteers in Phoenix Park, still fails to recognise ‘Red Tim himself’, one of Ireland’s most-wanted men. Realising Ryan’s blabbermouth tendencies at once, O’Leary declares prophetically: ‘Talk! This whole cursed country will capsize with talk!’
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Mitchum and Miles: a marriage made in heaven?
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Miles and Jones: a working relationship made in hell?





The marriage of Rosy and Charles concludes the first act. The villagers treat the wedding as a kind of pagan celebration, drinking and dancing themselves into mindless oblivion. Yet even at their happiest moment in the story, Rosy and Charles are outcasts: they can’t even clap in time with the music.


Rosy’s longed-for sexual awakening proves a grave disappointment to her. Although Charles sweeps her up into his arms and carries her upstairs to the wedding bed, his performance thereafter scores high on duty but low on passion. Later on, the sight of his naked chest glistening with sweat after an afternoon’s physical toil in the garden is enough to enflame her but he only feels uncomfortable. Their married domesticity centres on her embroidering and him pressing wild flowers. She is soon confiding to Father Hugh that she wants more from married life than this.


‘What more are you wanting now?’ he asks. ‘How can I know? I don’t even know what more there is!’ The seeds of her tragic undoing have been set. ‘Don’t nurse your wishes,’ says the priest, after he has slapped Rosy for harbouring them. ‘You can’t help having them but don’t nurse them or sure to God you’ll get what you’re wishing for.’


The second act – and acceleration – of the story is triggered by the arrival of Major Randolph Doryan to assume command of the small British garrison. ‘Duties more like police work, really. The publican’s a source of information,’ the departing commander, Captain Smith (Gerald Sim), informs him. ‘Why not bring the wife over,’ he adds, helpfully. ‘There’s no crumpet! It’s married or virgin here!’


At their first meeting in Tom Ryan’s pub, Doryan and Rosy end up in a passionate embrace after she comforts him following a bad attack of the shakes. No words are exchanged. Animal passion – and, possibly, a smidgeon of sympathy on Rosy’s part – is their sole motivation. This is the form of love Rosy craves and the two soon consummate their lust amid a carpet of bluebells in a woodland glade at the conclusion of an afternoon ride (she dressed in the scarlet blouse of a scarlet woman and he in his heroic dress uniform). Although she clearly feels for Doryan’s distress, it is the sexual frisson he provides that underscores the attraction; rarely are the lovers heard uttering more than a few words to each other.


Michael, however, is never far away. In addition to his harmless love for Rosy, he takes a shine to Doryan on account of the officer having a gammy leg like his own. It is Michael who discovers evidence of the lovers’ trysts and pretty soon the whole village realises what is going on under their very noses. ‘The way I see it,’ says Mrs McCardle to Mrs Kenyon, loud enough for Rosy to hear, ‘there’s loose women, there’s whores – and then there’s British soldiers’ whores!’
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Father Hugh calls the bored villagers to order after they have been tormenting Michael by playing football with his lobster supper.


Two ‘greats’ of the British cinema, Trevor Howard and, beneath the gargoyle make-up, John Mills.
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Doryan enters the pub and a date with destiny.
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Domestic boredom strikes chez Shaughnessy.
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The lovers pick a path through the bluebells.





The villagers seize every opportunity to goad the Shaughnessys so that Charles begins to suspect Rosy’s infidelity. While on a nature outing to the beach with the schoolchildren, he imagines he sees the lovers walking arm-in-arm toward him, radiantly happy. He chooses to blame himself, however, and hopes the affair will ‘burn itself out’; Rosy is so swept-up in this amour fou that she dismisses all Father Hugh’s best entreaties to call a halt to the affair before it inevitably results in irrevocable damage.


The concluding act of the story begins the night Tom Ryan is visited by O’Leary and his men: the arms shipment is expected that night. Ryan shelters them, and arranges some help to bring the shipment ashore. However, when his personal moment of truth arrives, he reverts to type and betrays the rebels by disobeying his orders to cut the telephone wire and he alerts the garrison instead.
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O’Leary (in the chair) and his men wait upstairs in Ryan’s pub for the arms shipment to arrive; the mysterious ‘activist’ O’Keeffe, whose part was virtually eliminated from the finished cut, is the moustachioed figure in glasses seated to O’Leary’s right.
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Loading the arms in the artificial storm created at Coumeenole.
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O’Leary is apprehended by Doryan’s men, thanks to the informer.





A huge storm hurls itself at the coastline around Kirrary, causing the rafts carrying the arms and ammunition to be swept onto dangerous rocks, known as ‘The Slabs’. The entire village – minus the despised cuckold Charles and his equally loathed ‘collaborator’ wife (who only arrive when everything is done and dusted) – is roused by Father Hugh to salvage as much of the shipment as possible. Before O’Leary and his henchmen can escape, they are waylaid and apprehended by a detachment of Doryan’s troops.4


At the head of his troops Doryan is in his element and gives some idea of how he became the decorated war hero. When the villagers collude in O’Leary’s escape, Doryan brings him down with the rifle shot of an expert marksman – before succumbing to another very public bout of the shakes. Rosy’s attempt to console Doryan in front of both her husband and the village seals her fate and concludes the story’s second act.


The story now moves rapidly toward its inevitable denouement. That night, Rosy leaves the marital bed and Charles watches her rush up the hill at the back of the schoolhouse to meet the waiting Doryan. Finally forced to accept his wife’s adultery, he also leaves the house and wanders down to the shore in his nightshirt. He is eventually found and brought home by Father Hugh, but he accepts his marriage is over, and tells Rosy so.


Rosy’s liaison with Doryan convinces the village that Rosy must be the informer in their midst who betrayed O’Leary. As she and Charles discuss the future of their marriage, the villagers arrive at the schoolhouse to exact vigilante justice. ‘You’ve been tried and found guilty,’ declares McCardle. ‘You’re the informer!’


Rosy is mobbed, stripped and ritually shorn of her long tresses by Mrs McCardle and Moureen, while her husband is pinned to the ground, powerless to intervene. Only the arrival of Father Hugh disperses the mob. The real Judas, Tom Ryan, hangs his cowardly head in shame and runs away, unable to stomach his daughter’s humiliation or his inability to intercede and face a worse fate. He would have been shot.


With the affair obviously over and with only a return to the trenches in prospect, Doryan puts an end to his unhappy existence by blowing himself up with dynamite from the shipment that was recovered and hoarded by Michael. ‘I think he was a man who suffered,’ the ever-decent and charitable Shaughnessy tells Father Hugh.


The story ends with the Shaughnessys agreeing to part and to leave Kirrary, but together, in a display of unity against the bigotry shown by the villagers. ‘They wanted it to be you,’ Charles tells his wife. ‘Truth was, they envy you, always have. They’ve always had a rare contempt for me, too. I tell you, I’m not for letting any of that lot know we’ve busted up!’
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Mob justice at the schoolhouse.





Rosy pauses briefly to take leave of her father. ‘When you married him, I thought you could have done a lot better,’ he says of his daughter’s husband. ‘Now I’m not so sure they come much better.’


The Shaughnessys’ final walk down the village street is marked by yet another communal ritual: they are whistled out of Kirrary by the villagers. Father Hugh and Michael see them off on the bus for Dublin; after avoiding any physical contact with Michael throughout the film, Rosy now kisses him on the cheek, having finally come to terms with the meaning of humility. Neither Father Hugh nor the Shaughnessys know for certain – like the rest of us – whether or not their marriage will survive.


‘I think you have it in your mind that you and Rosy ought to part,’ Father Hugh says to Charles as he shuts the door of the bus. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe you ought. But I doubt it. That’s my parting gift to you – that doubt!’5





NOTES:


1. No reference is ever made to the name of the village. There is no close-up of the plaque on the southern gable of the schoolhouse which proclaims ‘Kirrary National School, 1893’, though we do catch a glimpse of ‘Kirrary’ written on the cover of Charles Shaughnessy’s album of pressed flowers. Nor is anything said to locate Kirrary on the Dingle Peninsula other than a casual mention of ‘lunching at Barrow’ and ‘it’s nice at Brandon’.


2. Although a matter of supreme indifference to the story per se, its chronology is somewhat wobbly and yields a splendid example of how reality is often suspended in the world of film. The Easter Rising took place between 24–29 April 1916 and the damage inflicted upon Dublin is referred to when Shaughnessy is quizzed in the pub by Father Hugh and Tom Ryan on his return from the city: ‘It did look terrible smashed about.’ Shaughnessy’s conference for ‘village schoolteachers’ could only have convened during a school holiday, presumably the selfsame Easter break, but he is unable to confirm the precise fate of the rebel leaders: ‘I think they’ll hang them, Father.’ The fact that fourteen leaders were executed (by firing squad, not hanging) between 3–12 May in Dublin’s Kilmainham Gaol is unknown to him would appear to date the commencement of the story as the beginning of May. Yet, in a subsequent scene, it is a frosty morning when O’Leary kills the policeman, a fact Lean’s props men took great pains to replicate. The Irish weather is a tricky beast – as Lean would discover to his cost! – but frosts are not one of its May phenomena. Then, there is the small matter of the bluebells. The mass of bluebells signalling the onset of Rosy’s and Doryan’s affair also suggests the month of May, but since their initial tryst occurs much further along in the story we must now be in the May of another year. However, this cannot even claim to be the following year of 1917. The corporal reveals that Doryan received his wounds at the second Battle of the Marne, which was fought in July 1918 – so, just to complicate the issue, by the time of his arrival in Kirrary all that season’s bluebells would be dead. So, that would push the bluebell wood scene into the summer of 1919. This cannot be the intention though because the war would be over. Finally, the climactic storm is redolent of autumn or winter, so the action – literally – might stretch through 3½ years, from April 1916 until well into the autumn of 1919.
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The Shaughnessys are seen on their way.





3. There was no IRA – Irish Republican Army – in 1916, only the secret society called the Irish Republican Brotherhood. The closest equivalent were the Irish Volunteers; the term IRA did not begin to be used until 1918. The script refers to O’Leary and his men as ‘activists’.


4. The arms landing mirrors that of Good Friday 21 April 1916, when a German trawler, the Aud, and its consignment of arms bound for the Irish Volunteers was intercepted by the British off Banna Strand in west Kerry before it could be unloaded; the Irish leader who had arranged the shipment, Sir Roger Casement, was quickly captured once he came ashore from a German submarine. Casement was later hanged for treason on 3 August 1916 in Pentonville Prison in London.


5. Screenplay writer Robert Bolt had wanted a bleaker ending, with both Doryan and Shaughnessy dead but, knowing Lean would be in disagreement, he kept his views to himself. Privately, he thought the audience might be disappointed by the film ‘failing to deliver in the last quarter what we had promised in the first three’. MGM’s executive story editor, Russell Thatcher, suggested an alternative end for Doryan: he happens upon O’Leary (presumably having escaped his captors) and is content to die thwarting his further escape: ‘In short, still commit suicide, but with more of a purpose.’
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A pair of Oscar winners: Lean (right) and Freddie Young.












2


ROSY’S


CONCEPTION
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Robert Bolt, in later years.








Rosy Ryan was a love child conceived by Robert Bolt. She was a gift to his actress wife Sarah Miles who, rather disenchanted with the movie world, had not made a film since 1966. During this period she had given birth to a child of her own. ‘You’re a great actress,’ he told her, as he handed over his latest screenplay, ‘you deserve a great part.’


‘Rosy’s story is about the universal attempt of youth to get something for nothing,’ Bolt said of his creation, ‘and the realisation that something has to be paid for anything. Which makes an adult of an adolescent.’


Bolt’s initial screenplay was an adaptation of Gustave Flaubert’s scandalous mid-nineteenth century novel Madame Bovary.1 Originally published in serial form (1856–57) in the Revue de Paris, it is the saga of an unfulfilled young bride (Emma Rouault), her dull country doctor husband (Charles Bovary) and her two lovers (the spineless Leon Dupuis and the caddish Rodolphe Boulanger, ‘hard of heart and shrewd of head, with much experience and understanding of women’) who are thrown together in the suffocating confines of a small market town in Normandy called Yonville.


Emma is consumed by sensual-romantic longings. Love, she believes, must come suddenly with, as one critic wrote: ‘thunder and lightning, a hurricane from on high that swoops down into your life and turns it topsy-turvy, snatches away your will-power like a leaf, hurls you heart and soul into the abyss’. Yet she proves unlucky in love. She and Charles have a baby daughter, Berthe, but, disappointed by her husband, she takes a lover and is deserted by him; she takes a second lover and is deserted by him also; she falls hopelessly into debt, her cry for help spurned by both lovers; finally, emotionally and financially destroyed, she kills herself by swallowing arsenic.


In both its use of landscape and its cast of characters, the story that was to become known as Ryan’s Daughter2 resembles the world of Thomas Hardy as much as Flaubert’s. Rosy Ryan’s abandonment of the trusty Charles Shaughnessy for the exotic soldier Randolph Doryan immediately calls to mind the Bathsheba Everdene/Gabriel Oak/Sergeant Troy romantic triangle of Far From the Madding Crowd; for Weatherbury and ‘Wessex’ merely substitute Kirrary and the west coast of Ireland. Love blossoms amid the blooms of spring, only to wither and die beneath the storms of autumn.


Robert Oxton Bolt was born near Manchester in August 1924 of Methodist stock. After working for a short time in the office of Sun Life Assurance, he got a degree and became a teacher. His first foray into scriptwriting was a nativity play for his pupils of Topsham village school in Devon. He moved on to teach at Millfield public school and radio plays gave way to stage plays courtesy of the 1957 production, Flowering Cherry. With his eighth stage play Bolt hit the jackpot: it was the acclaimed A Man For All Seasons, later (1966) made into an Oscar-winning movie, Bolt claiming one for Best Screenplay.


Thanks to the success of the original stage version, Bolt was recruited to re-write the script of Lawrence of Arabia, then in production under the direction of Oscar-winner David Lean; the director was sufficiently unaware of his new writer to spell his name ‘Boult’! He was quickly won over. ‘I was instantly seduced. All fears were eclipsed by Robert’s enthusiasm – it was catching.’ Lean won an Oscar (one of seven won by the film) and Bolt deservedly earned a nomination.


Consequently, there was only one man Bolt wanted to bring his new story to the screen: David Lean. More than any other contemporary film director, Lean was a grand-master at realising on celluloid epic stories that combined intriguing issues and intriguing characters. ‘The unique quality Lean possesses is total – not to say – ruthless dedication,’ said Bolt. ‘He is remorseless in the standards he expects himself, and everyone else, to meet. He eats, sleeps and lives the film 24 hours a day.’


That much was undeniable. ‘I love the camera,’ Lean was fond of saying, ‘I even like the feel of film.’ That said, however, Lean was a man who took his time. He would wait years before deciding to embark on a project. If the planning and contemplation of a film did not see Lean at his most content, cutting the final print after shooting had ‘wrapped’ most definitely did. Now in his sixty-first year, yet still tall, imposing and with facial features, in the view of one observer, ‘so large they looked sculpted as a test for a statue of a hero’, there was little chance of the director changing his spots.


Lean was the leading British director of his generation and arguably one of the world’s finest. He made his directorial debut in 1942 with In Which We Serve, a joint credit with the film’s writer and star, Noel Coward, which belied the truth of the matter. Apparently Coward became bored with directing as well as acting in the film and one day said to Lean, ‘My dear, I’ll leave it all to you.’




A page from Bolt’s early script: O’Leary is still referred to as ‘Mate’.
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Thereafter it was success after success: notably Brief Encounter (1945); Great Expectations (1946); Oliver Twist (1948); Hobson’s Choice (1954); The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957); Lawrence of Arabia (1962); and Doctor Zhivago (1965).


No fewer than nine of Lean’s fourteen films prior to Ryan’s Daughter had attracted Oscar nominations, forty-three of them yielding twenty-three Awards,3 including two for himself in the category of Best Direction for The Bridge on the River Kwai and Lawrence of Arabia (after nominations for Great Expectations, Brief Encounter and Summertime); in conjunction with Doctor Zhivago this trio of epics amassed nineteen Oscars (plus nine further nominations) and took $200 million at the box office. Lean failed to achieve a hat-trick of personal Oscars via Doctor Zhivago but Bolt collected his second in the category of Best Screenplay From Another Medium. Lean’s initial response to Bolt’s Madame Bovary script was decidedly lukewarm. ‘Film-making is damn hard work, and being a lazy person, I like to get very excited about a story before I will work so hard. The director is an interpreter. His task is to translate the written word into pictures on a screen. I only want to make films that I want to see, about characters I’d like to have dinner with,’ he said, by way of explanation.


In point of fact, when it reached him in the Hotel Excelsior in Naples he was sufficiently indifferent to immediately sit down and pen a ten-page case for rejecting Bolt’s proposal. Then he tore it up and wrote seventy pages of close typescript to the contrary. Given major changes there might be something there, he told Bolt. An original story inspired by Flaubert’s was Lean’s vision. Suddenly, Lean had got ‘very excited’.


Lean was a sucker for a love story. ‘I like love stories. I think love, if we’re lucky, touches us all and it’s perhaps one of the most interesting things to make a film about. This is a love story and I still find love pretty exciting. It is also about temptation, about the animal just beneath the skin of us all, which can be very exciting but very dangerous.’ Lean’s word in this regard came with immense recommendation. He did, after all, match Henry VIII by marrying six wives.


Although it was to be Bolt’s name on the screenplay, the two men worked on it together for the best part of ten months during 1968, holed-up in the Hotel Parco dei Principi in Rome (where Lean was dodging the taxman and living with his new inamorata, Sandy Hotz). It took Bolt a month to draft an outline plot. There were some fundamental deviations from Madame Bovary; Rosy would be childless; have just the one lover; and he would commit suicide not she. But Rosy and Emma remain recognisably one and the same; also retained is the plot device of a horse-ride through the woods as a prelude to Rosy’s infidelity. Then the two collaborators proceeded, in Bolt’s words, ‘to argue over every line of dialogue’. Lean preferred to describe the lengthy process as akin to ‘trying to write with a very, very fine pencil and one had a huge great engine to do it with’.


The pair complemented each other perfectly: one a words man, the other a pictures man. They did not want to collaborate on another ‘epic’ but a story with emotional scope; more an intimate love story about ordinary people – another Brief Encounter perhaps. ‘It fell into the little gems class,’ said Lean, ‘but you can’t spend a lot of money on little gems so we had to think bigger.’


Bolt expanded on their intentions: ‘Although we wanted the action to happen in a remote village, we also wanted, somewhere over the horizon, an event of enormous importance which could reach out even to this little beehive.’ He and Lean needed a grand stage which would serve to point up their, essentially, simple ‘story of love’. Zhivago had the Russian Revolution of 1917; India’s difficult transition from colony to nation-state was first mooted for Ryan’s Daughter (Lean ultimately did explore this theme in his next film A Passage to India) before Ireland’s Easter Rising of 1916 was eventually settled upon. The danger lay in the possibility of the film falling calamitously between two stools: too glossy for a simple love story, too superficial for authoritative history.


‘We try to do it as fast as we can,’ Lean explained in defence of this lengthy script preparation, ‘because I hate it really! I’m not a word man, I like pictures.’ The moments you remember in movies are not often dialogue, Lean maintained, but the images; it was the combination of pictures with music and sound that move the audience; it is emotions not spectacles that make a picture big. ‘The most important thing of all is to find a story that you can fall in love with. But if you don’t spend the time on the script I feel I don’t know it well enough. And I’ve got to know the script, the intention of it and the characters in it, better than anybody else. It’s my homework, as it were. But I’m thankful to God when we’ve finished it!’


Despite being sixteen years Bolt’s senior, Lean (born in 1908) frequently deferred to the younger man’s knowledge (‘You’re the intellectual, you should know more than me. That’s why I’ve employed you – to think!’). But in every cinematic respect it was Lean who wore the trousers. He lived only for his work and cared for little else: ‘I have four shirts; two suitcases and the Rolls … I need no other possessions or a home.’ Alec Guinness, whom he brought to films like Great Expectations and directed to Oscar-winning effect in The Bridge on the River Kwai, described him as ‘an English nomad with a Rolls-Royce and his Oscars in the boot’.


The priceless combination of meticulous attention to detail and powers of concentration and endurance bordering on the fanatical that underpinned all Lean’s work may have owed something to his background: like Bolt he came from a puritanical background, in his case Quaker rather than Methodist. Defying his father’s wishes for him to become an accountant, he made up his mind to work in films. He began work (unpaid) at Gaumont in 1927 at the age of nineteen on a film called Quinneys, fulfilling a variety of duties ranging from running messages to fetching the tea. He quickly found a niche for himself at the very heartbeat of the film-making process: the cutting room: ‘After a while I became a sort of film doctor. If they had a film that was much too long, or a film they were in trouble with, I used to come in and re-cut it.’ Within three years he rose to become chief editor of Gaumont-British News and then British Movietone News and Paramount-British News. In 1935 he graduated to features on Escape Me Never.


Lean absorbed the techniques of cutting and splicing and how to make the best of what was ‘in the can’; he developed an eye for effective shots and fluent continuity, so that he looked at everything as if through a viewfinder. All these lessons would stand him in such good stead that his work on Great Expectations is still deferred to in American film schools as a master class in the art of editing. As Steven Spielberg has said of Lean’s work: ‘There is nothing ever wasted. Every shot is a tool that unlocks the plot and every image an echo of the heart. He’s the last of a generation of classical artists as picture makers.’


Lean’s fifteenth film would be made by Faraway Productions AG for MGM. The producer was Anthony Havelock-Allan, with whom he had collaborated on his first five films as director. Havelock-Allan just happened to be in Rome co-producing Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet while Lean and Bolt were working on their new baby. It was, indeed, Havelock-Allan who suggested the title Ryan’s Daughter.
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Anthony Havelock-Allan (right) and Lieutenant-Colonel William O’Kelly, production liaison officer for the film, escort Taoiseach Jack Lynch (centre) on a tour of the army camp set on 3 May 1969.





‘David is Michaelangelo, total absorption, 100 per cent film man. He thinks about film as a Jesuit thinks about his vocation,’ insisted the producer. ‘His two best qualities as a director are his ability to accurately visualise a particular environment and his talent for extracting the best performances of which his actors are capable. He does both these things with equal facility and in proper relation to one another. Technically, no one knows better how a film should be shot to make it cuttable – and cuttable well – than David. He is also a marvellous storyteller, not only of the main scene but of each scene in the story. In another age he would have sat around a fire and told stories. He wouldn’t have been a writer but a teller of tales.’ Havelock-Allan had been a stockbroker and nightclub manager before slipping into films in 1933 as a casting director with British and Dominion Films, and had subsequently been involved in forty films as producer, executive producer in charge of production or co-producer. His role as associate producer on In Which We Serve marked the start of his long working relationship with David Lean and cameraman Ronald Neame. In 1943 they formed their own production company, Cineguild, among whose unqualified successes was the tender love story, Brief Encounter, that gained Lean, Havelock-Allan and Neame their first Oscar nomination. They were to gain a second for Great Expectations on the last occasion before the three men went their separate ways. Havelock-Allan went on to found Constellation Films, producing Brendan Behan’s The Quare Fellow; Sir Laurence Olivier’s version of Othello and Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet.


‘It’s marvellous to be working with David again after twenty-odd years,’ Havelock-Allan informed the press. ‘We are fortunate enough to have a larger budget than we ever had during the Cineguild days and therefore can realise more ambitious production plans. But we’re also fortunate that David’s self-discipline is, if anything, stricter than it was then. So, even though we are certainly working on a larger scale, David’s control is also proportionately greater. He is as dedicated an artist as there is.’


Just how ‘dedicated’, the people of the Dingle Peninsula were about to find out.





NOTES:


1. Certain passages in Madame Bovary so shocked some readers that a case was brought against both Flaubert and the Revue de Paris on the grounds of ‘outrage to public morals and religion’. The case could not be established. Flaubert was acquitted – and his reputation made.


2. Bolt’s screenplay was not officially christened Ryan’s Daughter until 24 March 1970. Originally referred to as Michael’s Day and then, from 24 February 1970, Coming of Age, a call sheet for 6 March insisted: ‘Until our film title is finalised, the picture should be referred to as The David Lean Project.’


3. Lean’s sixteenth, and final, film A Passage to India (1984) would claim two further Oscars, in the Best Supporting Actress category for Dame Peggy Ashcroft and Best Music Score for Maurice Jarre (his third) from its eleven nominations, that included two for Lean himself in the categories of Best Screenplay and Best Director. These two successes, plus two wins from four nominations for Ryan’s Daughter, raised the grand total of Oscars won in David Lean films to twenty-seven from fifty-eight nominations.
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The grassed section at Boolteens, which was used for filming the scene where O’Leary shoots the constable.
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O’Donnell’s hayshed in Emlagh West was converted into the bedroom above Ryan’s Pub and used for the Shaughnessy’s nuptials scene.
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FINDING ROSY A HOME
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Lean (left) and cinematographer Freddie Young consult: who is talking and who is listening?








Lean scoured the world in search of a suitable home for Bolt’s universal tale of love and betrayal – Sicily, Sardinia and the Shetland Isles were considered, besides India. He envisaged shooting his ‘little gem’ in ten weeks. He was determined to show the critics that making a succession of big-budget epics had not caused the man who made Brief Encounter to lose his touch. Finally, he and Bolt settled on the majestic west coast of Ireland and, in particular, upon Dunquin at the tip of the Dingle Peninsula, generally referred to as the most westerly parish in Europe. Beyond the cliffs and beaches of Dunquin, the waters of the Atlantic stretched uninterrupted until they washed up on the shores of America some 3,000 miles away. Enter two of Lean’s right-hand men, construction manager Peter Dukelow and location manager Eddie Fowlie: Dukelow had built the bridge on the River Kwai and Fowlie drove the train toward it. Fowlie was very excited to get the call: ‘The film depended very much on the geography. If the geography wasn’t right, the bloody film wouldn’t work.’


Fowlie and Dukelow proceeded to comb the west of Ireland by helicopter, Land Rover and car alongside Lieutenant-Colonel William O’Kelly, who had been hired as Production Liaison Officer. As Havelock-Allan confirmed: ‘Every beach, every promontory, every likely area for the film was covered.’


Dingle’s Steve Kelliher acted as Dukelow’s guide around the Peninsula.




‘I drove “The Duke”, as we called him, from start to finish. John Moore asked me to drive him. We had a Zodiac to begin with, but “The Duke” thought it was too big and we switched to a Cortina – she was a grand car!


He knew I was local and asked me what I thought. I gave him an honest opinion about the worth of this place or that. He got on with everybody. “Show them the money and they’ll understand,” he used to say to me.


Then we’d take David Lean to have a look. He was a nice, quiet, very exact man.


Things had to be just so.’





Once Dunquin and the Dingle Peninsula was chosen as the location for the film, the small town of Dingle, with a population of around 1,300 souls, became the film company’s home. Havelock-Allan’s men on the spot quickly set about acquiring a base in the town and seized upon a property belonging to Benny Moore.




‘I had bought the place in 1964. It was a hardware store in Holy Ground, opposite the end of Green Street, right in the middle of town. I was converting it into a guest house. O’Kelly came to me and we made a deal for twelve months. They called it the “Faraway Haven”.’





Even after the quest had been narrowed down to west Kerry there was some discussion before the bare mountain side Dunquin’s Carhoo won the day: Ballyard near Tralee, with its better accessibility and proximity to accommodation, was seriously considered as the location for Kirrary. But Dunquin’s ‘wild’ personality won Lean over. Time, it seemed, had stood still here since 1916.


Getting exactly the right landscape to frame the story was of paramount importance. As with the literary world inhabited by Hardy’s characters, the landscape mirrored developments in the story. Echoes of Hardy’s use of the four disparate seasons to chronicle the personal fortunes of Tess, for example, may be seen in the way that bright sunlit beaches and broad horizons give best to sudden squalls of rain, sombre storm-clouds and wave-lashed rocks as Rosy Ryan’s own fortunes founder.


‘I suppose I’m a kind of a nut in a way. I like making films in wild places,’ Lean told reporters by way of explanation for his choice of location. ‘I find wild places exciting. I like showing things on the screen that people in the normal way don’t see. It’s like a tiger tasting blood. Once you’ve gone to these places, the studio seems mighty tame. It’s a bore. So if you want to go to beautiful restaurants every evening, it’s no good coming and working in places like this.’


He continued: ‘I think one of the most difficult things about a director’s job is that he’s got to be a bit of a dreamer and dreamers don’t generally go hand in hand with practical people and if you’re going to be a director you’ve certainly got to be practical. It’s not an airy-fairy business at all, it’s a hard job of work. It’s a monster and you have to have people who can work the “monster”. Good films can be made only by a crew of dedicated maniacs. And as most people do like their home comforts very much, I suppose I call them maniacs for liking the wilds. I also happen to have a marvellous unit and that’s why I always try to get them for every picture I work on. If a rehearsal’s no damn good, I can say to the crew “Now go off for twenty minutes and leave me with the stand-ins”. In the old days when something didn’t work I’d have complete paralysis. But when I work with the same people I can do as I like. They don’t think I’m loony.’
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Kirrary takes shape in the depths of winter.





Chief among Lean’s crew of ‘dedicated maniacs’ capable of working the ‘monster’ was veteran cinematographer Freddie Young, a man whose work had spanned five decades. He entered the film business as a stripling of fifteen in 1917, rose to cinematographer by the late 1920s and shot such pre-war favourites as Goodbye, Mr Chips. After the war, his luminous colour photography on Ivanhoe (1952) won him his first Oscar nomination before he finally picked up a pair of statuettes for Lawrence of Arabia and Doctor Zhivago. ‘Young’s camerawork is much more than the lavish photography I expected,’ wrote one reviewer of Lawrence. ‘It acts on the viewer to re-enforce the temper and tenor of the story, creating a mystique of its own through its vastness, variety, frightening grandeur.’ High praise indeed.


Although Young and Lean’s relationship hardly got off to a flying start when they first met on the set of the 1941 film Major Barbara (‘Don’t teach your grandmother to suck eggs,’ the cameraman had told an interfering Lean), the director recognised class when he saw it. ‘There is one more strenuous job than the director,’ he declared, ‘and that is the cameraman. Freddie Young has the stamina of an ox and a knowledge of the movies which has been more than useful to one or two so-called directors.’


Unlike Doctor Zhivago which was shot in 35mm and blown up to 70mm, both Lean and Bolt were united in their belief that 70mm was essential for Ryan’s Daughter. Lean was well aware that both he and Young were ‘roaring romantics’ with a tendency to beautify everything they touched, even the downright ugly. He hoped they could demonstrate their ability to put both down-to-earth squalor and glamorous romance on the screen. ‘Some of it,’ he wrote to Young, ‘should have the voluptuous quality of erotic thought.’


Lean’s instructions to Young prior to Ryan’s Daughter were straight to the point: he reckoned he knew a bit about lenses and lighting and considered himself rather bright at composition and, thus, would for the most part give him a set-up before fiddling around with the props and talking to the actors. Then he might go off and have a cup of tea – and leave Young to his own devices. ‘The beauty of working with you is that you have such great technical skill that you can do any style that is called for. I want you to make this absolutely marvellous. I don’t know how to explain but I think it’s just got to wring the emotions of people. Just make it marvellous.’


Young was equally effusive about his director: ‘I loved working with David because he was 100 per cent behind me whatever I would try pictorially. Where another director would say “Oh, to hell with that, let’s get on with it”, that was something I never heard from David. He was a perfectionist film-maker and he would encourage everyone to feel they were working on something very special. He was also economical in his film coverage, shooting only what he expected to use. He tried to shoot so that nobody could change his ideas of the finished film editing.’ (Robert Bolt noted the same qualities: ‘David sees everything, small or large, through the eyepiece of a camera and blown vigorously up into the point of view of the audience. He sees things that aren’t visible to my eyes, yet they stand out in the cinema.’)


Lean and Young were observed on location during Ryan’s Daughter by Herb Lightman, the editor of the magazine American Cinematographer. ‘The rapport between director and cinematographer is a lovely thing to behold,’ he wrote. ‘Two highly individualised cinema craftsmen functioning as a single creative entity. They appear to jog everywhere. Up and down vast stretches of beach, selecting camera angles. Their vitality is absolutely incredible, very much like that which teenagers are supposed to have.’


To any film technician in the British film industry, working on a David Lean film was the equivalent of being chosen to represent your country in the Olympic Games. And once you were selected for the team you wanted to stay on the team. Consequently, the same names cropped up in the credits for Ryan’s Daughter as for Lean’s three previous Oscar-winning successes: construction manager Peter Dukelow worked on Kwai, building the eponymous bridge, and Lawrence; A.G. Scott and Charles Parker had overseen hairdressing and make-up respectively on Lawrence; Young and Bolt, of course, contributed to Lawrence and Zhivago, as had camera operator Ernest Day, editor Norman Savage, associate producer Roy Stevens, assistant director Pedro Vidal, art director Roy Walker, production manager Doug Twiddy and property/location manager Eddie Fowlie; Roy Walker handled art direction on Zhivago.


‘His crew was his family,’ explained assistant director Michael Stevenson, yet another member of Lean’s stock company. ‘He involved you all. He wasn’t interested in what background you came from or what status you had on the picture. You were his crew and you were with him. He wanted everyone to be involved and he listened to what you had to say. He appreciated whatever you did for him. If you brought him a glass of water he appreciated it.’


One of the less exalted crew members was an employee of Lee Electrics, a firm that specialised in film lighting. Bertie Hughes, who had worked on both Kwai and Zhivago, was one of the three men who handled the generators. He liked the Dingle Peninsula so much that he stayed on afterwards.




‘We were like one big family, even the guy who sweeps up was part of the family. There was never any animosity, no tantrums or rows on set. David Lean was an utter perfectionist. Every shot had to be absolutely spot-on or he ripped it up and started again. He would notice if even so much as a glass was not in the right place on a table. If he didn’t like what he was seeing in the rushes each evening, he’d shoot the scene all over again. He was firm – and yet he was a gentleman. He would never lose his temper or get mad with an actor on set.’





Another crucial member of the extended Lean ‘family’ was composer Maurice Jarre who, after making his name writing the music for French documentaries, had scored both Lawrence and Zhivago and won Oscars for both. His score for Ryan’s Daughter was notable for its rejection of any remotely Irish undertones or influence. Lean, it has been suggested, wished to eschew anything drawing on sentimentality (qv The Quiet Man, for example). ‘I take a lot of trouble over music,’ Lean insisted, ‘and I like to write where we’re going to have music into the script.’ Often he would use music instead of dialogue to explain a scene.
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