Sheffield
Hallam
University

Margaret Rutherford, Alastair Sim, eccentricity and the British character actor

WILSON, Chris

Available from the Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:

http://shura.shu.ac.uk/17393/

A Sheffield Hallam University thesis

This thesis is protected by copyright which belongs to the author.

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any format or medium
without the formal permission of the author.

When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the author, title, awarding
institution and date of the thesis must be given.

Please visit http://shura.shu.ac.uk/17393/ and http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html for
further details about copyright and re-use permissions.


http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University
Learning and IT Services
Adsetts Centre City Campus
Sheffield S1 1WB

101 826 201 6

Return to Learning Centre of issue
Fines are charged at 50p per hour

REFERENCE



Margaret Rutherford, Alastair Sim, Eccentricity and the Briish Character Actor

by Chris Wilson

A thesis submitted in partial fulfiiment of the requirements of Sheffield

Hallam University for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

September 2005



| should like to dedicate this thesis to my mother who died peacefully on
July 1st, 2005. She loved the work of both actors, and | like to think she

would have approved.



Abstract

The thesis is in the form of four sections, with an introduction and conclusion. The text
should be used in conjunction with the annotated filmography.

The introduction includes my initial impressions of Margaret Rutherford and Alastair Sim's
work, and its significance for British cinema as a whole.

In order to determine their enduring appeal, the first section, 'Biographical Perspectives',
uses the actors' respective biographies to combine their very distinct identities, anchor them
in the time in which they lived, and indicate their value and importance to the industry.

The second chapter explores the complex relationship between the British cinema and the
theatre, especially as it is revealed in the work of both actors.

There follows a survey which addresses notions around Britishness and eccentricity, and
their interconnections, their representation in Sim and Rutherford's films, and recent debates
about what these attributes constitute now.

The fourth part engages in a broader discussion of the art of character acting and the
specific contribution made by the screen appearances of the two stars.

If the introduction and subsequent chapters attempt to bring Sim and Rutherford together,
the conclusion presents the contrasts between them. However, their continuing fascination is
very much revealed through the interaction of their life and work and especially the influence
of their respective spouses. The relationship between their stage and cinematic output informs
some of their best work in both media, although their Britishness and eccentricity can, at
different times, be both an asset and a limitation. Ultimately, Sim and Rutherford are defined
as flexible and diverse character actors, although a synthesis of their various aspects -
cinematic, theatrical, eccentric, British, character actors - offers a more complete designation
of their individuality. Above all, they exemplify the primacy of performance in British cinema.
Future research might concentrate on their theatre work or reactions to them by their fellow
actors, and could also usefully incorporate the largely unrecognised legacy of so many other

character players.
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Introduction

The immediate genesis for this project was my M.A. Film Studies Dissertation, 'Margaret
Rutherford, Eccentricity and the Character Actorl (1999), although my fascination with
Rutherford and Alastair Sim goes back much further. | remember being impressed by
Rutherford's Miss Marple at the age of eight when Murder at the Gallop (1963) was screened
at my school as a new fim. | had no foreknowledge of her career nor the current debates
around the British film industry. Any theoretical concerns about the medium of cinema, in
which | was a willing participant, were not yet formed in my mind. If my judgment at the time
was necessarily ill-informed, it was at least undistracted by the intellectual baggage of
adulthood which tends to favour objective analysis over raw emotion. [1] My enthusiasm for
the film was based less on its aesthetic qualities - the black and white stock, its camera
angles, its Britishness - than Rutherford's central performance underpinned by Ron
Goodwin's memorable bouncy score. With hindsight, MGM's Miss Marple series of the early
1960s seem slight concoctions in the context of world cinema, and there is an odd disjunction
between Rutherford's status as one of the American company's highest paid British stars of
the period and the rather haphazard production values which the films display. [2] However,
the charm and eccentricity of the actress's amateur detective remains to delight subsequent
generations of a more cynical age.

| was conscious of Alastair Sim's work somewhat later on, but his name was familiar to
me long before | watched any of his films due to the slenderest of personal connections to the
actor. In the 1960s and 1970s my mother and | would often visit a great aunt who lived in a
country cottage near Henley-on-Thames, and she would occasionally mention her
neighbours, one of whom was a famous actor (Sim). | have a faint recollection of hearing the
Sims and their friends playing tennis in the summer and thought nothing of it as a child and
young adult. Only later did the memory become more vivid once | had researched the
biographical particulars of Sim’s life and could appreciate this happenstance from another
point of view. Of course, | never met him, neither did my great aunt, and despite the laughter

and bonhomie that echoed through the trees, such was Sim's need for privacy that he might



not have appreciated the presence of any strangers at his house, which became a retreat
from the stresses and strains of working in the theatre and on the film set.

Personal considerations apart, my selection of Sim and Rutherford as representatives of
the most eccentric character actors of their generation is due not only to their invigorating
presence in fims from the 1930s to the 1970s, but also because their significance is often
barely acknowledged even in some recent accounts of British cinema For instance, Geoffrey
Macnab is content to reduce their appeal to 'mild dottiness', while Bruce Babington, who
considers that 'elderly comic eccentrics have an interestingly prominent role in the national
cinema’, relegates them to ‘'minor stardom'. [3] Babington justifies this categorization 'in a pre
1960s societal context of greater authority and less mobility' and believes the issue of
stardom to be ‘less theoretically resolvable...especially within the British context, in which the
various criteria of stardom are often underplayed. [4] The author tackles British stars in
Hollywood, major figures in the national cinema, cult stars and even those who have an
unsteady claim to stardom, but not Rutherford or Sim, who won popularity polls and achieved
iconic status in the 1950s and 1960s when heartwarming appreciations of them often
appeared in newspapers and magazines. It is also instructive to realise, for instance, that the
exhibitors who contributed to Kine Weekly's yearly box office survey nhame Sim as the second
most popular star of 1954, for The Belles of St Trinian’s (1954) and An Inspector Calls (1954),
sandwiched between James Stewart and Gregory Peck (!), or that the Variety Club of Great
Britain award Rutherford the accolade of best British film actress for 1963, for Murder at the
Gallop and The V.I.P.s (1963), over any number of their more conventionally glamorous
contemporaries. [5] What interests me is not that their contributions to British cinema tend to
be undervalued, but why they achieved such enormous popular acclaim and star status at the
time, an esteem which has been maintained over the years since their deaths in the 1970s.
Was it that they represented a comic relief in British cinema which gave them licence to
lampoon those in authority, when it might have been less acceptable in high drama during an
era of a societal repression? [6] Or was it the fact of their recurring presences which
reassured audiences in post-war Britain that, despite the age of austerity and the dismantling

of empire, here were two stalwart survivors, an eccentric though universal aunt and uncle, on



whom the nation could depend? [7]

The Happiest Days of Your Life (1950) is their only real collaboration in the cinema, and yet
its effect was to bind together their very separate identities in the public mind, and perhaps a
more enlightened business might have capitalised on the film's success. [8] Despite this
relative lack of support from an industry without a star system to rival Hollywood, they still
emerged as international figures while remaining quintessential® British at the same time.

To uncover the reasons for Sim and Rutherford's enduring appeal and their uniqueness in
British cinema, | shall first use their respective biographies as a starting point to anchor them
in the time in which they lived and indicate their value and importance to the industry. Then |
will explore the relationship of British cinema and theatre, with special reference to the careers
of the two stars. The next section will compare notions of Britishness and eccentricity in Sim
and Rutherford's films with more recent debates about what these constitute now. And finally,
| shall examine the role of the British character actor in all its richness and complexity within
the acting hierarchy, from bit-part to star vehicle, as exemplified in the films of Sim and
Rutherford. Inevitably certain points of discussion have had to be jettisoned in favour of
others. For example, | was initially engaged by the idea of British cinema as one of
performance rather than the customary concentration on auteur directors like Hitchcock, Lean
and Michael Powell. In additon, | was keen to examine the notion of 'charm' in the
performances of Sim and Rutherford. Could it be measured/quantified? Was it an innate
quality or mere retrospective/retrogressive nostalgia? However, pressures of space and time
dictated that they be dropped. What remains are four distinct sections which cover different
aspects of Sim and Rutherford's life and art. The first chapter, '‘Biographical Perspectives',
clearly binds the two together as they seem, particularly in these actors' lives, to inform one
another so iliuminatingly. It is of more than passing interest, for instance, to make a direct
connection between Sim's unhappy relationship with his father, and those he encountered in
his army training, and his sharp and satirical portrayals of authority figures, or to link
Rutherford's eccentric and quirky screen characterisations with her own fears about inheriting
the strains of insanity, murder and suicide in her family background. | also present an account

of the actors' continuing legacy through the publishing of books and articles, the holding of



retrospectives of their work, and, most of all, by the continual re-screening of their films on
television (and occasionally in the cinema), to say nothing of the importance of video and DVD
reissues. The chapter emphasizes the dominance and significance of theatre in both actors'
lives, and it is the complex relationship between their stage and screen work which informs
the substance of the next section. | examine this relationship from an historical perspective,
discuss the adaptations of stage plays versus the creation of original scenarios, and question
the varying degrees of success with which Sim and Rutherford use their theatrical training in
their screen work. Their very theatricality on the screen leads inevitably to an examination of
their Britishness and eccentricity in the next chapter. Are the two qualities connected? How
are they manifest in the films? Can eccentricity be an excuse for overacting? And so on. This
leads to a broader discussion around the nature of character acting in general and the specific
attributes of Sim and Rutherford in particular. All these sections should be used in conjunction
with the annotated filmography, which has its own introduction, and whose function is to
provide plot summaries and a critical commentary on each film and television programme; in
addition, the square-bracketted numbers in the text refer to notes and references which can
be found at the end of each chapter. | have also included, for the sake of the convenience of
an historical overview, a joint chronological listing of the actors' work, as well as separate
more detailed lists for each actor which incorporate other items of more documentary interest,
before a final bibliography.

The principal sources for material on Sim and Rutherford come in the form of the usual
biographies, which are supplemented by articles and television documentaries. Eric Keown's
book provides a useful introduction to Rutherford's art and is particularly valuable for his
comments on her stage work; unfortunately the story finishes in the mid 1950s, before
Rutherford's return to high-profile stardom in the following decade. [9] However, this lack of
information is more than compensated for by Rutherford's autobiography (with Gwen Robyns)
and a later biography by the actress's adopted daughter, Dawn Langley Simmons, which
draws heavily upon the other accounts. [10] But it is disappointing to find gaps in the former -
for example, a whole chapter is devoted to the circumstances surrounding Rutherford's

cameo in Chaplin's A Countess From Hong Kong (1967), while there is minimal discussion of



Orson Welles, with whom the actress worked equally amicably; and Simmons' book too often
reads like a piatform for its author to teli the story of her own life rather than Rutherford's. This
is also a criticism which can be levelled at Naomi Sim's biography of her husband. [11] After
detailing their first meeting on the opening page, the reader does not discover any more about
the actor until page 69 in the context of a relatively brief account of his life and work which
runs to only 151 pages! Fortunately two excellent television documentaries, in which Naomi
Sim also participates, and another shorter appreciative programme, fill out the picture and
remind us of his special qualities. [12] In view of Sim's later refusal to grant interviews, those
that do exist (especially the last from 1953) are precious in that they are virtually the only
sources for his own thoughts and opinions. [13] There are (surprisingly) no television
documentaries on Rutherford, but at least a couple of surviving television interviews and a
record of her acceptance speech at the Variety Club awards in 1964. [14] Articles and
interviews with both stars are enriched by the existence of a huge quantity of studio publicity
material held, for the most part, at the British Film Institute in London. The BFl also
accommodates rarer films and television programmes by both stars. Again, the introduction to
the annotated filmography should be consulted for details of my sources for these films and
television programmes, and their current availability. 1 should also mention the existence of a
radio archive held by the BBC, even though this falls outside the parameters of the present
study. Unfortunately there are no tapes of Sim's early poetry readings from the late 1930s,
however Rutherford is represented by two short interviews, readings and two plays - Miss
Duveen (1944), specially written for her by her friend Walter de la Mare, and her performance
as Lady Wishfort in Congreve's The Way of the World (1960), whose cast also includes John
Gielgud and Edith Evans. [15]

There is a wealth of material on the relationship between the British cinema and theatre,
and it has been rewarding to set more general observations against a growing body of
literature by actors keen to examine the process of acting itself. Similarly, older notions about
Britishness/Englishness/Scottishness can be contrasted with newer ideas about nationhood.
The quantity of this material shows no sign of declining, although the most useful surveys to

have become consolidated into book form are probably those by Jeffrey Richards, Jeremy



Paxman and Andrew Marr. [16] The literature on eccentricity is smaller, but while articles are
still plentiful, a substantial modem monograph on the subject has yet to appear. Aside from
the number of volumes being published by individualactors on their craft, there are also
numerous acting manuals, some written from the point of view of the director. In addition, film
studies has moved on from the specific examination of stars to a broader conception of
performance in all its aspects. [173 The collections by Butler, Zucker, Cardulio (et ai.) and
Lovell/Kramer are especially welcome, as are the more recent accounts by Macnab and

Babington (noted above) which at last place film stardom in a British context. [18]

First and foremost, | should like to thank my tutors, Angela Martin and Tom Ryall, for their
guidance, encouragement and constructive remarks. Regular meetings have included viewing
and discussing relevant films/television programmes and providing feedback from my written
work, and both supervisors have kept me supplied with titles of books and journal articles not
already traced by my research.

I should also like to acknowledge the assistance of the library staff, especially at Psalter
Lane, where the greater part of my research was conducted; and also those at Collegiate
Crescent and the Adsetts Centre. In addition, | should like to salute the friendly and
indefatigable staff of the British Film Institute who always made my visits there more of a
pleasure than a chore. | must also thank the helpful telephone operators at the BBC's
information and archives unit without whom | would not have been able to sample some of the
rarer television work of the two stars.

| am especially grateful to Sheldon Hall for enabling me to gain access to copies of Chimes
at Midnight (1966) and Royal Flash (1975). He was also responsible for coordinating a visit to
Sheffield by Ken Annakin, and it was a pleasure to meet the director at a screening of his film
Miranda (1948) at the Showroom Cinema in 2001, and quiz him first-hand about Margaret
Rutherford whom he recalled with great affection.

Finally, | am indebted to my fellow former students Paul Binnion and Geff Green for always

finding time to discuss points of detail and offering their valuable comments and criticisms.



Notes

1 Despite my acquisition of greater knowledge about cinema in recent years, Robin Wood's
remarks, made during the course of a discussion about Hitchcock's Psycho (1960), remain
persuasive. He states that 'no analysis, however detailed, can ever become a substitute for
the film itself, since the direct emotional experience survives any amount of explanatory
justification’. See Wood, R. (1989) Hitchcock's Films Revisited, Faber and Faber, p. 148.

2. This perception of the Miss Marple fims (as slight concoctions) is not universally shared.
Remembering her participation in Murder She Said (1961), Muriel Paviow (as Emma
Ackenthorpe), has considered them 'big, i.e. important. See her interview in McFariane, B.
(ed.) (1992) Sixty Voices, BFI, p. 186.

3. Macnab, G. (2000) Searching for Stars: Stardom and Screen Acting in British Cinema,
Cassell, p. 140; Babington, B. (ed.) (2001) British Stars and Stardom From Alma Taylor to
Sean Connery, Manchester University Press, p. 7.

4. lbid, p. 8.

5. See Billings, J. 'British Fiims Set the Pace During 1954, Kine Weekly, 453/2477, 16/12/54,
p. 8; and Colley, R. (prod.) Variety Club Awards for 1963, BBCTV, 20/3/64.

6. One thinks of Sim's Miss Fritton in the St. Trinian's films, or his assassin, Hawkins, in The
Green Man (1956).

7. Rutherford's Miss Whitchurch tackles every challenge she is faced with in The Happiest
Days of Your Life to the extent of possible emigration by the end of the film, and her Miss
Marple proves formidably consistent when dealing with the police and the courts, or solving
the odd murder!

8. Sim and Rutherford both appear in an earlier film, Troubled Waters (1936), although the
extent of their participation is unknown to this researcher as prints are scarce, while the
subsequent Innocents in Paris (1953) features them in separate scenes. Theatregoers were
fortunate to see them reunited for the final time in a production of The Clandestine Marriage
(1966). Rutherford remarks to Gwen Robyns that ‘playing with Alastair Sim again gave me

great pleasure’. Robyns, G. and Rutherford, M. (1972) Margaret Rutherford: an autobiography



as told to Gwen Robyns, W.H. Allen, p. 200.

9. Keown, E. (1955) Margaret Rutherford, Rockliff.

10. Robyns, G. and Rutherford, M. (1972) Margaret Rutherford: an autobiography as told to
Gwen Robyns, W.H. Allen; Simmons, D.L. (1983) Margaret Rutherford - A Blithe Spirit, Arthur
Barker Ltd.

11. Sim, N. (1987) Dance and Skylark: Fifty Years with Alastair Sim, Bloomsbury.

12. Baines, G. (dir.) Alastair Sim: a qualified fool: 1900-1976, BBCTV, 11/1/83; Fisher, J.
(prod.) Heroes of Comedy: Alastair Sim, Channel 4, 30/4/97; Ellis, J. (prod.) Those British
Faces: Alastair Sim, Channel 4,20/6/93.

13. Heppner, S. 'Alastair SIM is the Name', Film Weekly, 15/388, 21/3/36, p. 29; Newnham,
J.K. 'Highbrow Turned Lowbrow', Film Weekly, 20/483, 15/1/38, p. 29; Hamblett, C. 'Mr Sim
Has a Secret, Picturegoer, 20/813, 2/12/50, p. 13; Quilter Vincent, R. 'Mr Sim Lowers His
Guard', ABC Film Review, 3/12, Dec. 1953, pp. 4-5.

14. [producer/director uncredited] Wednesday Magazine (interview with David Jacobs),
BBCTV, 31/1/62; [producer/director uncredited] Late Night Line-Up (interview with Michael
Dean), BBCTV, 12/2/66; Colley, R. (prod.) Variety Club Awards for 1963, BBCTV, 20/3/64.

15. | have not listened to any items from the BBC radio archive due to the prohibitive lending
expenses. A three-minute interview costs in excess of thirty pounds to hire!

16. Richards, J. (1997) Films and British National Identity, Manchester University Press;
Paxman, J. (1999) The English: a portrait of a people, Penguin; Marr, A. (2000) The Day
Britain Died, Profile Books.

17. Star studies' first large-scale monograph is Dyer, R. (1979) Stars, BFI.

18. Butler, J. (ed.) (1991) Star Texts: Image and Performance in Film and Television, Wayne
State University Press; Zucker, C. (ed.) (1990) Making Visible the Invisible: an anthology of
original essays on film acting, Scarecrow Press, Inc.; Zucker, C. (ed.) (1995) Figures of Light:
Actors and Directors llluminate the Art of Film Acting, Plenum Press; Cardullo, B. et ai. (eds.)
(1998) Playing To the Camera: Film Actors Discuss Their Craft, Yale University; Lovell, A.
and Kramer, P. (eds.) (1999) Screen Acting, Routledge. For the books by Macnab and

Babington see note 3.



Biographical Perspectives

in today's celebrity-saturated culture it is sometimes hard to remember a time when even
British stars were not the object of such intense media scrutiny. Indeed, when Alastair Sim
and Margaret Rutherford enjoyed their first cinematic success in the forties and fifties, not only
was the media much smaller but stars were far more remote from their public and worlds
away from the admittedly illusory accessibility they enjoy today. Interviews were conducted
largely by newspapers and film magazines, sometimes on radio, rarely on television. All this
changed in the 1960s when the trendy heartland of London's metropolis was invaded by fresh
media types like David Frost and Simon Dee whose dynamic and influential television
personas set the tone for a vibrant new era. By this time, although attitudes to new stars were
more casual, those of Sim and Rutherford's generation were still accorded due respect and
deference. Rutherford's second wave of success co-incided with the beginnings of this new
revolution, and although her surviving television interviews from the 1960s are slightly
awkward, even staid, encounters, those in the press tend towards greater familiarity. Sim
avoided all media contact after 1953 and would almost certainly have been horrified by the
emergent cult of celebrity, believing that the performance itself was all the public needed to
know about him. When he returned to the big screen after more than a decade, in Peter
Medak's The Ruling Class (1972), all he would tell a doubtless exasperated studio publicity
department was: 'l am an actor, | act and there is nothing more to say’. [1] Rutherford was
always more expansive and media friendly, although few could have been prepared for the
stories of murder and suicide in her family which were revealed after her death. Sim's early
life may have been less overtly sensational, but the status of both as eccentric British
character actors was more than influenced by the circumstances of their upbringing which in
turn affected the roles they were offered in the theatre and the cinema.

Margaret Rutherford was born on May 11th 1892 to Florence Nicolson and William
Rutherford Benn in Balham, South London. It was not a happy childhood. In her autobiography
she describes herself as a 'grave’ and ‘lonely’ child, and such was the traumatic effect of this

early period that she chose to fabricate much of it. [2] In a well meant, but ultimately



misguided, attempt to protect her she was told that her father was dead, only to discover later
in life that he had been committed to Broadmoor and had served time for murdering his own
father. In addition, she learned that her mentally unstable mother had hanged herself. The
indirect result of this double tragedy caused her to suffer from fits of depression throughout
her life, overcome by the fear that she might inherit the family insanity. Her salvation was a
kindly Aunt Bessie in Wimbledon who took her in and encouraged her leanings towards the
stage. Rutherford considered her aunt ‘conventional but unusually emancipated for that age'
and was grateful for her encouragement to develop an internal fantasy world whilst ‘all the time
firmly and gently moulding my character'. [3] In 1954 she told Doug Anderson: 'From the age
of eight | knew | mustact. My parents were nonprofessional and not very prosperous. As they
couldn't help me very much, my most obvious route to the theatre seemed to be teaching
music and elocution’. [4] Thus she studied the piano for six years, along with elocution,
obtaining both an A.R.C.M. (Associate of the Royal College of Music) and an L.R.AM.
(Licentiate of the Royal Academy of Music), and, having completed her own education, taught
in girls’ schools for the next ten years. During the First World War she recited poetry for
soidiers, aii the time ieaming the craft of acting with the local amateur dramatic society. When
Aunt Bessie died in 1925 leaving her niece a small legacy, the thirty-three-year-oid Rutherford
decided to put her aunt's house up for sale and rent a room next to Holloway Prison! Thanks
to a letter of introduction from the poet, dramatist and critic John Drinkwater she gained an
audition with Lilian Bayliss and a place as a trainee actress at the Old Vic. Her first speaking
part was in the pantomime Little Jack Homer as the Fairy with the Long Nose. She also
appeared in a production of Romeo and Juliet as Juliet's mother opposite Edith Evans as the
Nurse. Her good fortune did not last and she returned to piano teaching, joining the local
repertory company in Wimbledon for the next two years and discovering a talent for comedy
in Noel Coward's Hay Fever. After a period of unemployment she played in rep. at Fulham,
Epsom and Oxford where she first met her future husband, Stringer Davis, during a run of
Ben Travers' farce Thark. She returned to Epsom and back to Oxford where she played her
first Lady Bracknell in Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest At Croydon she

featured in productions of Ibsen, Maugham and Coward and returned to Oxford and Reading,
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all the time honing her talents. Finally, in 1933, at the age of 41, she reached the West End,
appearing as Mrs Read in James Daie s Wild Justice. Her next notable performance was as
Aline Solness in Ibsen's The Master Builder opposite Donald Wolfit who also starred.
However, it was for her Miss Flower in Robert Morley's first play Short Story (directed by
Tyrone Guthrie) that she won critical admiration. James Agate wrote that she ‘entrances and
convulses the house every moment she is on the stage'. [5] More importantly the production
was seen by film director Bernard Vorhaus who was delighted by her eccentric character, and
during the Edinburgh run of the play she was tested and accepted for her role as Miss
Butterby in Dusty Ermine (1936). Despite her longing to play serious parts, Short Story
convinced her it was in comedy character roles that she would earn her living; it also
persuaded her that she had ‘arrived' as a personality. Eric Keown comments: The universal
aunt was emerging shining from her chrysalis, a rare and most lovable specimen. And the
public was beginning to recognise her.Jor the first time excitingly she felt a wave of sympathy
from the audience that seemed so soiid...she felt she could almost touch it'. [6]

Alastair Sim's formative years could not have been more different, and yet there are some
fascinating parallels and coincidences. He was bom to Isabella Mcintyre and Alexander Sim,
the youngest of four children, on the 9th of October 1900 in Edinburgh. His father was a J.P.
and a tailor, and the family lived above the shop in the Lothian Road. When he was six the
family fortunes improved and they moved to the more prosperous Bruntisfield, a couple of
miles from the centre of the city, where he went to school. He left at fourteen and was
apprenticed to his father's business as a messenger boy 'much to my boredom and disgust'
as he told an early interviewer. [7] His father found him a job at Gieves, another gentleman's
outfitters, but he soon parted from his new employers without regret. He then obtained a place
at Edinburgh University studying analytical chemistry and when he was eighteen went into the
Officers Training Corps, although the Armistice was declared before he was sent out to the
front. Naomi Sim comments that: 'The experience left him with a life-long detestation of the
military mind". [8] His greatest hope was to become an actor but his father opposed the idea
so vehemently that Sim left home and (in his own words) ‘until 1921, led a wanderer's life in

the Highlands, chopping wood, poaching here and there when necessary, and taking odd jobs
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as [a] gillie’. [9] He returned to Edinburgh to take up a succession of jobs including one at the
Borough Assessor's office. More significantly, he developed an interest in speech training and
enrolled as a student of the Edinburgh Provincial Training Centre at Moray House. He
travelled to London, to qualify as a teacher and study elocution, and tried to find work on the
stage at the Old Vic, but was dismissed by Lilian Bayliss who told her secretary in his
presence: 'Well, don't take him unless he thinks he's a bloody genius. God knows he doesn't
look it'. [10] A decade later she would be offering him major roles with the company. In 1925
he was appointed Fulton Lecturer in Elocution at New College, Edinburgh where he taught
budding parsons how to preach effectively. At the same time he produced his own amateur
dramatic shows with the hope that he might become a London professional some day. At one
of these productions, The Land of Heart's Desire by W.B. Yeats, he met twelve-year-old
Noami Plaskitt who attended his own school of drama and speech training, became his
secretary and, having completed her course at RADA, his wife in 1932. These amateur
productions continued throughout the twenties as Sim began to win various medals at public
verse-speaking competitions. The self-same John Drinkwater, as had written Margaret
Rutherford a recommendation, saw Sim play Joseph in Gordon Bottomley's verse-drama
The Widow, dissuaded him from becoming a producer and suggested he take up acting full
time. Drinkwater's introduction of Sim to Maurice Browne (head of RADA) led to a first
professional role as The Messenger opposite Paul Robeson in Othello (1930) at the Savoy
Theatre in London. Other members of the cast included Peggy Ashcroft (as Desdemona) and
Ralph Richardson. Sim now moved to the capital and joined the Old Vic for two seasons,
making his New York debut in 1931 as Cardinal Fernando di Medici in Clifford Bax’s The
Venetian. He loathed America and resolved never to go there again, a promise he kept
despite later financial inducements. His next notable success was a new play by Frederick
Whitney called The Man Who Was Fed Up in which Sim played Donald Geddes. Naomi Sim
describes it as 'a very funny play [which] did a great deal for Alastair's reputation’. [11] More
decisive for his future film career was his role as Ponsonby, a pompous bank manager, in
Youth at the Helm in 1934 at the Westminster Theatre, for when it transferred to the Globe the

following year he received his first offers from the studios. This in turn led to his casting as
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Sergeant Mackay in Riverside Murder (1935).

Rutherford completed seven fiims during 1936-7, and in quick succession was called upon
to play the agent to a gang of forgers, two housekeepers, a nanny, a crook and an aristocrat,
a less impressive range than this list might suggest. At ieast three are bit parts and none
extend her overmuch; only her Maggie Carberry in Catch as Catch Can (1937) gives a hint of
her true potential as an actress. It is unfortunate that her performance in Troubled Waters
(1936) - probably as a villager - currently remains unavailable, especially because of the
presence of Alastair Sim (as a publican) in the cast. To Gwen Robyns she admitted that they
were "all minor parts but slowly | was beginning to absorb the finer points of acting in front of
the camera’. [12] She also had the opportunity of working with James Mason (twice), Jack
Hawkins and Carol Reed amongst others. But the fact remained that she was being offered
more satisfying roles on the stage. Aunt Bijou Furze in M.J. Farrell and John Perry's Spring
Meeting confirmed her as a theatre star in 'a tremendously funny performance...with...a deep
streak of disturbing pathos' while a subsequent Miss Prism in The Importance of Being
Earnest was critically acclaimed. [13] The success of both productions was reinforced by the
resourceful precision of John Gieigud's direction, and Rutherford would repeat her
characterisations for the cinema, a recurring feature of her professional life.

Alastair Sim continued with regular theatre work, read poetry for BBC radio broadcasts,
appeared on the new medium of television and completed an astonishing 24 films between his
1935 debut and the outbreak of war. In 1936 he told Film Weeklys Sam Heppner: 'At first, |
was not sure if | liked films. The sequences are so disconnected and mechanical | thought |
should have difficulty in 'getting into the skin' of the characters. But | soon found that the care,
precision and concentrated energy that attends the photographing of each scene conspires to
pitch one into the right frame of mind'. [14] Certainly the range of characters he is asked to
portray is almost bewildering in its scope, from detectives, journalists and criminals to an
insane banker, a medium and a genie! In his hands the potentially more ordinary parts attain
their own special quality of outsized eccentricity while the more offbeat roles are often
deliberately downplayed to make them more believable. His most successful inventions - like

Angus Graham, the priest in Wedding Group (1936), journalist Lochlan MacGregor (‘Mac') in
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the This Man' fims, and the incompetant Sergeant Bingham in the Inspector Hornleigh series
- rely on a winning blend of the slightly sinister leavened with liberal doses of humour. Many of
his films are more characteristic than Rutherford's seven of Depression-era trademarks. In
some, like A Fire Has Been Arranged (1935) and Keep Your Seats Please (1936) he plays
characters - Cutte, a devious store manager, in the first; Drayton, a wily lawyer, in the second
- who function as obstacles to the progress of bumbling heroes, Flanagan and Allen, and
George Formby, in their search for the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow; in others, like Alf's
Button Afloat (1938), his genie (Eustace) is the facilitator for the wishes of the Crazy Gang. In
his three Jessie Matthews films, Gangway (1937), Sailing Along (1938), and Climbing High
(1939), his secret detective Taggett, abstract painter Sylvester and communist Max Tolliver
are welcome comic diversions from the romantic and other complications of the heroine in
these British attempts at Hollywood-style escapism. Whatever their achievement today as
performances - Naomi Sim finds many of them unmemorable caricatures rather than credibly
real people - Sim benefitted from a long apprenticeship which gave him valuable experience in
the medium as well as the chance to work with stars like Edward Everett Horton, James
Mason, Jessie Matthews, George Formby and The Crazy Gang, and directors of the calibre
of David MacDonald and Carol Reed. However, Sim's meeting with the playwright James
Bridie at the Malvern Festival in 1939 arguably had a greater impact on his later career both in
the theatre and the cinema. Bridie wrote a part for Sim in most of his subsequent plays, many
of which Sim also directed and took out on tour. In addition, the young George Cole came to
stay with the family (including baby Merlith bom in August 1940) as their evacuee, having met
Sim during the run of Cottage To Let, later filmed, at the Wyndham's Theatre. He was the first
of several unofficially adopted children whom the Sims looked after at what became a kind of
country retreat near Henley-on-Thames. [15] He appeared in many films and plays with Sim
over the next twenty years and became a life-long friend. Sim was ambitious for him and
anxious that he should speak so that he might be clearly understood, concerned that he would
be typecast as a Cockney comic, but always denied that Cole was his theatrical protege” [16]
Sim surely had Cole's best interests at heart as he was himself only too aware of being cast

as the comic Scotsman. It is ironic, therefore, that the role with which Cole became most
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closely associated in his adulthood was as Arthur Daley in Minder (1979-94)!

in a sense the Second Worid War was a temporary saviour for the industry, and served to
engender the higher esteem with which the British product was received abroad. Many British
directors, like Anthony Asquith, Sidney Gilliat and Herbert Wilcox, entered artistic maturity and
gave Sim and Rutherford opportunities to shine on the world stage (or screen!). Both actors
contributed to the war effort by touring with ENSA - wittily renamed by one wag: Every Night
Something Awful - and participated in a re-examination of the British character in such films
as Let the People Sing (1942), The Demi-Paradise (1943) and English Without Tears (1944).
Sim also gave of his services in a couple of Ministry of Information short films, Nero (1940),
about fuel conservation, and Her Father's Daughter (1941), about the training of women as
engineers. But, with the exception of Sim's rather awkward professor in Let the People Sing,
none of these wartime films yet billed them above the title, confirming the impression of both
as major film stars in waiting despite their high-profile theatrical pedigree, with Rutherford
outstanding in a long run of Coward's Blithe Spirit, from 1941, and Sim successful in no fewer
than three Bridie plays - Holy Isle (1941), Mr Bolfry (1943) and It Depends What You Mean
(1944) - and a duai roie as Captain Hook and Mr Darling in J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan
(1941/1942). It was as though the eccentrics for which they were both already renowned on
the screen were not yet ready to emerge fully formed at a time of national and international
crisis. By contrast there was an undeniable sense of post-war release in Rutherford's
exuberant Madame Arcati in Blithe Spirit (1945) and Sim’s unconventional detective Inspector
Cockrill in Green For Danger (1946), which caught the mood of the time.

However, post-war optimism was short-lived and the state of the British film industry
became more confused. And yet, by the later forties/early fifties, roles for eccentric character
actors like Sim, Rutherford, Alec Guinness and others had never been more plentiful in the
cinema or in the theatre. Sim maintained his star status after the success of Green For
Danger with his appearances as the reclusive children's author in Hue and Cry (1947) and his
ingratiating fake medium Mr Squales in London Belongs To Me (1948), although some
consider his Irish priest in Captain Boycott (1947) less than ideal casting. Apart from the dire

Meet Me at Dawn (1946) in which Rutherford portrays a spirited Madame Vermorel, her next
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roles attracted critical and public recognition, whether playing a cameo for Asquith as a
psychiatrist in While the Sun Shines (1947), the Mazurka-dancing Nurse Cary in Miranda
(1948) or a delightfully eccentric professor of medieval history in Passport to Pimlico (1949).
Both actors sustained their high profile in the theatre. Sim appeared in and directed three more
Bridie plays, The Forrigan Reel (1945), Dr Angelus (1947) and a revival of The Anatomist
(1948), while Rutherford worked with Ivor Novello in his Perchance To Dream (1945) and
toured America and Canada in a successful production of The Importance of Being Earnest
(1947), this time as Lady Bracknell. More significantly, she appeared in John Dighton's farce
The Happiest Days of Your Life (1948) prior to the memorable film version with Alastair Sim
which was released in 1950. In their personal lives Rutherford finally married Stringer Davis in
1945 after a fifteen-year courtship, while Sim was honoured by being appointed Rector of
Edinburgh University in 1948. At his installation in April 1949 he gave the rectoral address on
"The Philosophy of Folly' to a tremendous reception from the students who attended.

The early 1950s represent a peak of stardom for Sim and Rutherford. Sim appeared in one
successful film after another, including Laughter in Paradise (1951), Scrooge (1951), Folly To
Be Wise (1952) and An inspector Calls (1954), won the British Cinema Exhibitors popularity
poll in 1950, was awarded a CBE (1953) and again honoured by Edinburgh University with a
doctorate (1954). And yet this paled into insignificance for him with the death of James Bridie
in 1951. Clearly depressed, he told R. Quilter Vincent: ‘It was my association with James
Bridie that kept me interested in the theatre, after Jimmy's death | had no desire to
continue...all the fun was gone; it was then that | realised it was not acting | cared about, or
plays for that matter, but acting in and producing his plays'. [17] Accordingly, after his last
Bridie play, Mr Gillie (1950), also televised, he abandoned the stage for five years. Margaret
Rutherford was similarly inundated with work at this period, completing no less than four films
alone in 1952, including a memorable Miss Prism in Asquith's The Importance of Being
Earnest (1952), to say nothing of her theatrical successes as Lady Wishfort in Congreve’s
Way of the World (1953) (again directed by Gielgud) and the White Queen in Alice Through
the Looking Glass (1953/4) as well as a poetry-reading tour of Norway and Denmark.

However the starring roles created for her in the cinema - Miss Robin Hood (1952) and Aunt
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Clara (1954) - were disappointing, sabotaged by poor scripts and lacklustre direction; and
Frank Baker's play Miss Hargreaves (1952), also televised, in 1950, opened to a lukewarm
critical response. Rutherford and her husband were also deeply affected by the premature
death of Ivor Novello, in 1951, who had become a great personal friend.

The net result of the uncertain direction of the industry in the early fifties was a sense of
stasis and stagnation by the middle of the decade. For Sim and Rutherford this meant
appearing in lesser sequels - Mad About Men (1954) and Blue Murder at St Trinian's (1957) -
and films like An Alligator Named Daisy (1955) with its unconvincing mix of genres. Even
when Rutherford was cast in a satisfying role like that of Mrs Fazackerlee in The Smallest
Show on Earth (1957), about a young couple's inheritance of a fleapit cinema, the tendency of
the narrative was to look over its shoulder.

The turning point for the industry is reckoned to be the emergence of new wave films like
Room at the Top (1958) and Look Back in Anger (1959), and although they make an
important contribution to British cinema they do not represent it as a whole. Sim and
Rutherford, for instance, played no part in the new wave, but instead found work in
international films like The Millionairess (1960) (Sim) and The V.I.P.s (1963) (Rutherford) and
on television, although the seismic cultural and social upheavals of the time cannot fail to have
had an impact on their professional lives.

By the beginning of the 1960s both were moving in new directions. On one hand Sim
contined to promote Bridie's work, which was rapidly going out of fashion, reviving Mr Bolfry
at the Aldwych in 1956 and appearing in television productions of Mr Gillie (1960) and The
Anatomist (1961); on the other, he began to cultivate new friendships with writers like William
Golding and Michael Gilbert who reinvigorated his interest in the theatre. Unfortunately this
had the effect of diminishing his reliance on the cinema, as starring roles like Hawkins the
assassin in The Green Man (1956) gave way to guest appearances in films such as Left
Right and Centre (1959), his final performance for Frank Launder and Sidney Gilliat. The
Millionairess (1960) proved to be his last feature film until 1972.

Margaret Rutherford too began to rely on guest appearances in films, like the animal-loving

Mrs Dooley in Norman Wisdom's Just My Luck (1957), the aristocratic Aunt Dolly in the
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Boulting brothers' satire I'm All Right Jack (1959) and a hilarious turn as Lady Vivian opposite
Danny Kaye in On the Double (1961). Perhaps this lower profile mattered less to her as she
still managed to sustain a varied theatre career which embraced tours to Australia (1957/8),
Malta (1960) and a run in New York (1960). However she was starting to repeat herself,
appearing in productions of The Way of the World (1956, as Lady Wishfort), The Importance
of Being Earnest (1957, as Lady Bracknell) and The Happiest Days of Your Life (1957/8, as
Miss Whitchurch). A new play at the Globe in May 1961, Dazzling Prospect, resuscitated the
even older characterisation of Bijou Furze (Spring Meeting) from the 1930s! Clearly her career
needed a fresh impetus. Talking to David Jacobs in January 1962 she remarked: ‘| seem to
see a vista of work that | very much like the look of and in which | can make my own way'.
[18] Further questioning revealed that she was thinking of a new production of The School for
Scandal, as Mrs Candour, again directed by Gielgud. At this point in her life she could hardly
have imagined that her most recently completed film, Murder She Said (1961), which she
mentions, would lead to a second wave of stardom and collaborations with Orson Welles and
Charles Chaplin. This new-found popularity was cemented by the second Miss Marple film,
Murder at the Gallop (1963), and her scene-stealing Duchess of Brighton in The VJ.P.s (1963)
for which she won a deserved Best Supporting Actress Oscar. Citing both films in her award
for Film Actress of 1963, Variety Club Chief Barker David Jones described her as ‘a very
hot...delightful and wonderful property’, to which she could only reply that 'I've never felt so
excited since my wedding day. [laughter] And believe me it's almost too much for an old lady'.
[19] MGM, who financed both films, had a most unlikely new asset, who, at the height of her
fame (1963/4), was their highest earning British star. She was rewarded by appearances on
American television as a guest on Johnny Carson's Tonight Show {1963) and as co-presenter
of a documentary The Stately Ghosts of England (1964), and honoured at home with an OBE
(1961) and DBE (1967). She had met Orson Welles during the filming of The VJ.P.s and shot
her scenes as Mistress Quickly in the winter of 1964 for his celebrated version of Falstaffs
rise and fall in Chimes at Midnight (1966). By all accounts the relationship was a happy one
despite a somewhat chaotic shooting schedule in Spain. She much admired Chaplin too, and

was thrilled to work with him on his final film A Countess From Hong Kong (1967), her cameo
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as bedridden passenger Miss Gaulswallow one of the few highlights of that depressingly
unfunny romantic comedy. Her voice and likeness were also used to effect in a children's
animation feature as the eponymous heroine of The Wacky World Of Mother Goose (1967).
But time was running out for her as poor health and old age took their toll. At theatre
performances a doctor was frequently in attendance, and while completing her final film
Arabella (1967) she slipped and broke a hip, gamely returning to the studio from her hospital
bed to finish the dubbing. On the stage she was happy to play Mrs Heidelberg opposite
Alastair Sim's Lord Ogleby in a Chichester Festival production of The Clandestine Marriage
(1966), but was less sure about her final performance as Mrs MaJaprop in The Rivals (1966)
with Ralph Richardson. To Gwen Robyns she confided: ‘Right through the production | was
haunted with the thought that | would dry up. My memory was not as good as it had been and
if I couldn't remember what Mrs Malaprop had to say then | just made up the words’. [20] She
was apprehensive of the reviews but need not have worried as her contribution was well
received by audiences and critics alike. Keith Baxter, who worked with her on Chimes at
Midnight, remembered: 'She gave an unforgettable performance, not shirking the pantomime-
dame aspects of the character, but mining the role for all its romance'. [21] If she had
regretfully given up the stage she was still hopeful of future film roles. As late as 1969 there
were plans for character cameos in Song of Norway (1970) and The Virgin and the Gypsy
(1970), but illness intervened once again. In her latter years she found time and inclination to
dictate an autobiography, to Gwen Robyns, and lived to celebrate her 80th birthday in 1972,
the year of her death. Having set aside his career to devote himself to supporting his wife,
Stringer Davis was inconsolable without her and died a few months later.

In the early sixties Alastair Sim's theatre career enjoyed mixed success. New
collaborations with Michael Gilbert - The Bargain (1961), and Windfall (1963) - and William
Trevor - The Elephant's Foot (1965) - were liked, as was his revival of Captain Hook in
Peter Pan at the Scala Theatre (1963, 1964, 1968). However, neither his Prospero in The
Tempest (1962) nor Shylock in The Merchant of Venice (1964) was much admired. David
Shipman calls them 'misfires’, and yet it was in older classics that Sim re-established his

reputation. [22] His Colonel Tallboys in Shaw's Too True To Be Good (1965) at the Edinburgh

-19-



Festival was well received enough to transfer to the Strand Theatre. Critics and audiences
were even more enthusiastic about his performance as Lord Ogleby opposite Rutherford's
Mrs Heidelberg in The Clandestine Marriage (1966) and especially his Mr Posket in Pinero's
The Magistrate (1969) (both Chichester Festival productions) which enjoyed rapturous
reviews. Indeed the stagey adaptation of Peter Barnes’ play The Ruling Class into the film of
the same name is perhaps some indication of where Sim's heart lay when he was finally
persuaded to return to the big screen in 1972.

The British industry had blossomed into a kind of renaissance during his absence, but by
the early seventies the injection of American money, which had sustained production during
the sixties, was less forthcoming during a worsening economic climate. In truth, neither of
Sim's other film performances of the 1970s, in Royal Flash (1975) and Escape From the Dark
(1976), represent his best work, and his own screen renaissance was more fuelled by
television. He had no particular fondness for the medium, but returned to it repeatedly in his
later years because of the quality of the material he was offered. He became most familiar to
the viewing public as Mr Justice Swallow in three series of A.P. Herbert's Misleading Cases
(1967, 1968, 1971) with its sophisticated verbal banter, although his wonderfully rich
characterisations of General Suffolk in William Trevor's The General's Day (1972) and Father
Perfect in The Prodigal Daughter (1975) were even more impressive. Throat cancer was
diagnosed in 1975, but Sim remained determined to work if he could. His final performance as
The Earl in Clive Donner's excellent BBCTV film Rogue Male (1976) (shown posthumously)
marked an appropriately eccentric farewell.

Both actors have retained a certain profile since their deaths which has ensured that
their cinematic and televisual legacy has continued to be discussed and savoured. Television
documentaries about Sim appeared in 1983, 1993 and 1997, and the NFT has held
retrospectives of his work in 1997, 2000 (a tribute) and 2002. In addition, Naomi Sim released
an account of her life with Sim, Dance and Skylark: Fifty Years with Alastair Sim, which was
published by Bloomsbury in 1987.

A 1980 newspaper article revealed the family link between Rutherford, Tony Benn and the

family tragedy. [See note 2] This information, which was unearthed by Debretts, was exploited
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in a biography of the politician, and in Dawn Langley Simmons' rather self-serving biography -
Margaret Rutherford - A Blithe Spirit, published by Arthur Barker Ltd. in 1983. On the occasion
of Rutherford's centenary (1992) Gwen Robyns expanded on the circumstances surrounding
her contribution to the actress's ghost-written autobiography in an article for the Independent
on Sunday, while Jeffrey Richards, Patrick Newley, Anwar Brett and Geoffrey Macnab have
written appreciations of her work. [23] The NFT mounted a retrospective of her films in
October 2000. But perhaps the oddest tribute to the actress was a dreamlike dramatised
portrait, broadcast by Channel 4, For One Night Only (5/10/93), in which she was portrayed
by Timothy Spall! Thankfully terrestrial and other television channels regularly screen the real
thing, and the best films of both actors are continually issued and reissued on video and DVD.

A measure of their successful integration into the public psyche can be gauged by two
instances when their respective images were missed to the extent that it was imagined that
they were still alive. In 1982 elderly actress Fabia Drake was mistaken for Rutherford (ten
years after her death!) at a memorial gathering for Kenneth More; and recently Sir John
Mortimer recalled to Nicky Campbell (Radio 5 Live, 15/11/02) that he had originally wanted to
cast Alastair Sim as Rumpole (!) but ‘couldn’t because he was, unfortunately, dead'!

Aside from the sheer quantity of work undertaken by both actors, it seems to me that one
of the most significant aspects of this biographical survey is the predominance of the theatre
in their professional lives; and it is this facet | should now like to examine in the wider context

of the complex interrelationship between the theatre and the cinema peculiar to the British

scene.
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Alastair Sim, Margaret Rutherford: cinema and theatre inthe British context

No study of Margaret Rutherford and Alastair Sim's film appearances should
underestimate the significance of their work in the theatre. Indeed their performances in both
serve to highlight the interdependence of one medium upon the other, a characteristic
specially true of the British scene. Similar tendencies are marked in other cinematic cultures,
but the peculiarities of the British system reveal an almost uniquely intense relationship whose
reverberations are still evident today.

| shall discuss the general interaction of British cinema and theatre from an historical
perspective, examine the different acting requirements of each, and survey particular fims
which best illustrate the contest, if indeed there is one, between adaptations of theatre and the
creation of original screenplays. Has the British theatre establishment actually restricted the
writing of original material for cinema, and does it matter, especially if the results are equally
satisfying? In other words, can either be effective in the British context? Are Rutherford and
Sim allowed to be as ‘theatrical' in an adaptation as they can be ‘filmic' in a script designed
specifically for the cinema - or does it actually restrain them; and does the acting challenge of
cinema inform its older 'sister' or impede it? [1] To answer these and other questions | shall
evaluate a selection of the extensive literature on the subject, incorporate the views of actors
(including Sim and Rutherford) and others who have observed the ways in which the industry
operates, and use the films themselves as exemplars of the ebb and flow between two
institutions which could hardly fail to take notice of one another.

Before examining the particular contributions of Sim and Rutherford, it is perhaps useful to
determine the most evident differences between the two art forms which give them their
individuality. Writing in 1946, Frank Shelley believes that the experience of going to the cinema
is more superficial than the rituals of the theatre with its sense of audience
anticipation/participation, the dressing for the occasion, and the use of an interval which
breaks up the action and gives both actors and spectators a rest. He also draws attention to
the minutiae of theatrical courtesies and conventions whereby actors establish a kind of

psychic reciprocity with their audience which in turn emphasizes the communion and sheer
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fun, not to say uniqueness, of theatre as a live event. He concludes that ‘there is not enough
challenge or attack about the film as we know it, and that, compared with a theatre audience,
a film audience remains, even at the best performances, detached'. [2] What his comments
illustrate above all (apart from the fact that virtually every point he makes can be disputed) is
the author's almost instinctive bias against cinema. [3] This is more surprising in the context
of a newly confident post-war British film industry but does confirm the on-going centrality of
the theatrical experience in the cultural life of the nation. However, Shelley is more than
curious about the future possibilities of cinema which he rather naively describes as a
distillation of painting, music, ballet and stage-acting unified by a blending of the visual, aural,
kinetic and psychological under the watchful eye of a poetic camera. Roger Manvell, in his
1979 study, provides a sharper definition of film as ‘the projection of a recorded performance
that has been...perfected apart from the audience [which] offers a minutely observed,
technically perfected, and detailed rendering of the drama...]Jand] only flaws in technical
projection can lower the standard of performance’. [4] This is closer to the truth, although it
ignores the probability that constraints of time and finance might often result in the knowing
inclusion of less than ideal performances and technical shortcomings in the finished film. He
acknowledges the stage play as a branch of literature which is only realised when it is
performed in the theatre, while a film script is likened to 'a description of a painting instead of a
painting itself. [5] Again, like Shelley, Manvell's remarks could be interpreted as foregrounding
the importance of theatre over cinema by virtue of its lengthier performance traditions alone,
although his concept of the 'acting area’ concedes that films enjoy a greater flexibility when it
comes to selecting environment or location, its photographic essence liberating the
screenplay from the confines of the stage.

Both authors are also led to discuss the role of the newer medium of television. Manvell
considers the hybrid of early television drama which retains the immediacy of performance
whilst exhibiting many of the features of film if not its scale. Once the live television play is
substituted by pre-recorded drama the balance shifts more towards the standards of film
production. In 1946 Frank Shelley's experience of television is necessarily more primitive: he

views the upstart medium as a compromise between stage and screen which tries to embody

-25-



the best features of both. While he admires its ‘dramatic continuity’, he regrets the loss of
‘photographic vivacity', finding television performances at the same time ’lifeless and
dreamlike', the unvarying lighting contributing towards a 'peculiar monotony'. [6]

From the vantage point of the late 1970s Roger Manvell also considers the differing roles of
the director in cinema and theatre in a retrospective glance back to the auteur debates of the
fities and sixties. But his talk of the film director as master stylist and coordinator of the
production reveals a basic deficiency of the auteurist specification of the director, who,
however distinctive, does not work alone but in conjunction/collaboration with others. The
original theory could be said to have over-promoted the director's role, at the same time
undervaluing the contributions of the writer, technicians and actors - hence the present study.
Manvell does at least admit the modification of the film director's auteur status, especially
when he or she is involved in adapting a well-known novel or stage play, foregrounding the
importance of the writer.

He is also alive to the economic considerations imperative for the survival of each
medium. He notes, for example, the greater financial commitment required for a film than a
play, and it is for this reason alone that so many top box office films are adaptations of already
well-known literary classics - one immediately thinks today of the ‘Lord of the Rings'
phenomenon. Financial success in the theatre, he believes, is dependent on the length of the
run, the gradual wiping out of the initial capital costs, like set building, rehearsal overheads,
publicity etc. and regular running costs, while a film is dependent on international distribution,
rental to TV, and nowadays video/DVD rental and sales, which particularly aids less
commercial ventures.

Of course, what the British director has always lacked is the budget granted his Hollywood
counterpart, and while Frank Shelley acknowledges the contributions of the likes of Carol
Reed, Anthony Asquith, David Lean and others, his critique that they are deficient in the
intense imaginative sweep, the unity, the total authority’ of the Americans seems harsh,
especially in this context. [7] His conclusion that ultimately film must seek its own way and not
borrow from the theatre is more discerning, but appears to have fallen on largely deaf ears, at

least as far as the British industry is concerned.

-26-



While Sim and Rutherford were still fledgling theatre actors in the 1920s, this film industry,
of which they would soon become a part, was in a far from healthy condition. It was not just
that it simply required government intervention to protect and encourage British cinema
against the hegemony of Hollywood - hence the welcome 'Quota Act' of 1927 - but, more

pertinently, it needed a fresh attitude of mind. Michael Balcon commented:

In the twenties we were to a great extent mentally 'stagebound'. We looked
to the theatre for much of our screen material and our early films would
certainly now be called 'stagey'. It was no doubt wrong of us to seek to
bask in the reflected glory of people like Noel Coward; we followed trends
and did not try to make them. It was doubly a mistake to lean on stage
plays because we were making silent films, so the plays were deprived of

their very essence, the words! [g]

He goes on to point out that the use of successful stage plays did not always pay off - both
Coward's Easy Virtue (1927) (directed by Hitchcock) and The Vortex (1928) (directed by
Adrian Brunei) failed at the box office. However, in the era of sound, from another perspective
- and excepting the wealth of new stars, like George Formby, who emerged from the music
hall - it was the theatre which provided most of the rest, including Sim and Rutherford. They
were both fortunate to begin their working lives in the mid-1980s, entering a film industry that,
despite periodic slumps, was rapidly gaining in self-confidence and expertise, and which, by
the mid-1940s, was clearly an international player. Well might Dilys Powell remark, in 1947,
that British cinema 'has long supplanted the theatre' as the ‘chief urban entertainment'. [9] And
yet that hard-won self-confidence receded by the early 1950s when some older, lazier habits
of the thirties returned, like the automatic adaptation of stage successes, and it seemed that
the close bond between theatre and cinema was reaffirmed for good. It was only a certain
renaissance in the following decade which produced films like A Hard Day's Night (1964), if....
(1968), Blowup (1966) and Performance (1970) that Alexander Walker praised for ‘an

authentic aesthetic freshness that hasn't been drained off from the theatrical production or the
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printed word', before the industry collapsed again in the early 1970s when American finance
was no longer forthcoming. [10] By the time of British cinema'’s next rebirth in the early 1980s,
and the return of theatrical adaptations, both Sim and Rutherford were long dead.

But the links between the two art forms have always amounted to much more than the
adaptation of theatre-derived material for the cinema. In Britain, in the early silent days, as
Geoff Brown observes: 'Films offered stage talent tempting possibilities for wider audiences
and greater income...The stage, in turn, offered the cinema pre-sold publicity, cultural prestige,
and a magic gateway to ecstatic patriotic reviews'. [11] Brown also notes that unlike the
U.S.A., where the centres of film (Hollywood) and theatre production (Broadway) are far apart
geographically, most British film studios like Elstree, Ealing, Denham and Shepperton are
within easy reach of the West End, which meant that a measure of interplay between them
was more likely. Indeed cinema looked to the theatre for acting expertise and also found that it
could provide already created characters and plots. There was thus little inducement for
writers to contribute new cinematic material, especially as they were often poorly paid and had
little say in how their work was used. Could it also be that they were somewhat overawed by
the weight of theatrical tradition - hence the dutiful reliance on Shakespeare, statically filmed,
and albeit in abbreviated form, before the coming of sound? Even then screenwriters were
subject to the whims of directors and the scepticism of actors. However, the theatre was not
always allowed to have things all its own way and by the 1930s was under considerable
pressure: not only had the talkies arrived, creaming off some of its best players and buildings
(to construct the new ‘dream palaces’), but the BBC was fast developing the novelty of radio
drama, while the general economic climate meant that the notion of bold and challenging new
scripts was rejected in favour of something far cosier and middle-brow, plays which would at
least attract audiences back to the stage. Esther McCracken's comedy Quiet Wedding (in
which Margaret Rutherford plays a small role in the film version) is a good example of this
type of late thirties undemanding entertainment.

In the forties, at last, an established classic of the theatre like Shakespeare's Henry V is
given new life by Laurence Olivier and did not have to be publicised as an emblem of cultural

prestige (as in the previous decade) but stands up convincingly on its own merits as a British
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war film. The opening out of the second half of the screenplay in particular demonstrates that it
is possible to marry cinematic verve with the best in theatrical performance traditions. It is
also due to the circumstances of war that a writer, actor and director like Noe! Coward was
able to produce an original work of cinema like In Which We Serve (1942) whilst retaining
many aspects of his own theatrical personality in his portrayal of the captain of the Torrin.
However, David Lean deserves much of the credit for the film's more cinematic qualities.
Geoff Brown regrets that Coward’'s subsequent films (directed by Lean) draw on already
existing material from theatre plays and do not deal directly with the war, and yet Brief
Encounter (1945) addresses the once forbidden topic of adultery, a theme with which many
women especially could identify at a time of lengthy separations from their husbands, while
Blithe Spirit (1945) (which was such an important vehicle on stage and screen for Rutherford),
despite its surface wit, is actually more redolent of a darker meditation on death and the
afterlife. [12] But where Lean brilliantly disguises the stage origin of Brief Encounter, Noel
Coward’'s dogmatic insistence on his director's faithfulness to the stage play is surely
instrumental in reducing the cinematic appeal of Blithe Spirit, despite the efforts of the director
and his crew. It is hardly surprising therefore that the irreconciliable tensions between its
theatrical and filmic elements, to say nothing of its endless production problems, was a
contributory factor in causing the finely balanced collaborative team of Coward and Lean to fall
apart. By the time of Asquith's The Importance of Being Earnest (1952) there is no pretence at
disguising the origins of the script, and cinematic conventions are always subservient to the
structure and verbal felicites of Wilde's play. It is thus unsurprising that the film is now
remembered as a classic on the strength of its performances, and it seems likely that
Asquith's unapologetic theatricality, evident in his adaptaton and the resulting
characterisations, made stage stars like Rutherford and Edith Evans fee! particularly at ease.
The director's treatments were admired at the time, although, as Denis Forman observes:
‘one cannot help hoping that he will make more films from original scripts, for in his own style
he surely still has some delicious things to give us’. [13] Forman's hopes went unrealised for
the most part as many of Asquith's later films concentrate on increasingly stodgy adaptations,

like his versions of Shaw in The Doctor's Dilemma (1958) and The Millionairess (1960), both
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featuring Alastair Sim. This last film saw Sim abandon the cinema for over a decade, and on
his return in the 1970s he chose to appear in Peter Medak’s bloated screen version of Peter
Barnes' play The Ruling Class (1972), almost as if nothing in British cinema had changed in
twelve years.

After their forties and fifties heyday, Sim and Rutherford were probably too associated with
the establishment to take an active role in the so-called new wave of British cinema, initiated
by Room at the Top (1958) and Look Back in Anger (1959), and consequently took no part in
it. Despite the welcome these films received for their new breed of working class anti-heroes
and their relative outspokenness about attitudes to sex, many have questioned their more
supposedly 'revolutionary' qualities. Peter Graham hails their photography and the general
standard of the performances but is rather more doubtful if a renaissance has actually taken
place. [14] Geoff Brown concurs, comparing director Tony Richardson to a reborn Basil Dean,
for his fondness for turning plays into films, and his ‘childlike faith in location shooting as a
means of obscuring the material's theatrical origins'. [15] Brown also reminds us that another
of the stars of the new wave, Lindsay Anderson, director of This Sporting Life (1963), had
worked more in the theatre than the cinema, and that by the end of the decade much British
cinema deriving from the theatre was content for the camera to record rather than interpret.
While Sim decided to retreat back to the stage during the sixties, Rutherford enjoyed her
greatest success in the cinema largely due to a character (Miss Marple) who originates not
from the theatre, nor is she a new cinematic creation, but is sourced directly from literature.

In a 1954 interview with Picturegoer, Angela Best notes that Margaret Rutherford had no
particular preference for film over theatre acting. Indeed Rutherford remarks: 'l like to change
from one to another. But | don't approve of long runs in the theatre. | like a nice change of
routine’. [16] Best goes on to suggest that Rutherford's screen characterisations are so
individual that the actress must have often written her own dialogue. Rutherford agrees: 'Again
and again | have played about with dialogue...! have put things in my own language, the
language that | feel is right when I'm playing the part. And action, too, for both are dependent
on the other'. [17] To her biographer, Gwen Robyns, Rutherford confides that had she not

been so consumed by acting she might well have become a writer because of her enduring
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fascination with words and their appropriation in literature. She also confirms her need to
alternate between piays and films, declaring: ‘I have always thought of the stage as my true
career and would never have wanted to play in films full time. The stage, | feel, is the mother

of it all. [18] And yet, as if tom between them, she continues:

There is something exhilarating about film-making because although the
technique differs so much from the stage it has an intimate magic of its
own. Unlike a play, in which you can grow into a part during rehearsals, in a
flm your reactions and emotions must be instantaneous. You must be
precise and economical in your expressions remembering that fleeting
changes of light and shade on your features are visible to everyone and not

merely to the first row of the stalls. [19]

She also acknowledges the importance of the director and others in creating the uniqueness
of a cinematic performance, although she believes that its lustrous effect on the screen is
often elusive. She remains grateful for her training in elocution which taught her, amongst
other things, to modulate the dynamics of her voice. She enjoys the different ‘rhythm' of film
work even if she misses the contact with a live audience. Her compensation is a new
connection with the camera crew and extras with whom she finds a level of communication
almost more important than with her co-stars.

Unlike Sim, Rutherford was the better qualified to offer her observations on
flm and theatre in Britain and America having divided her working life between the two.
Although she became an international star in the 1960s, she only made one film in Hollywood
- On the Double (1961), starring Danny Kaye. During its production she was impressed by
‘the extreme professionalism' of a crew who seemed ‘to communicate by telepathy’, the effect
of which made her scene ‘flow into order'. [20] One can only guess at the more ad hoc nature
of film-making she was used to at home! However, during a 1963 visit to the U.S.A. to
promote The Mouse on the Moon (1963), she was less enthusiastic about the 'Hollywood

hokum publicity’. [21] She was also a regular visitor to the American stage where she became
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all too aware of the power and influence of first night critics especially in New York, whose
comments could close a production before the public had had a chance to make up its own
mind. But despite the mutual affection between Rutherford and her American audiences, from
the 1940s onwards, she was always more comfortable at home, both personally and
professionally. After a bout of depression in 1966, she returned to work in the British theatre
for the penultimate time, as Mrs Heidelberg (opposite Alastair Sim's Lord Ogleby) at the
Chichester Festival production of The Clandestine Marriage. For her it was ‘just the kind of
therapy that | needed...The very air of a theatre seems to revitalise me'. [22]

Sim might well have endorsed such sentiments although it is improbable that he viewed
the business of acting in the theatre as quite so mystical and inexplicable an experience. Like
Rutherford, he found it difficult to state a preference for stage or screen. Naomi Sim believes
that although he always enjoyed filming, the theatre was more important to him, particularly
after discovering James Bridie's work in which he acted and directed with almost missionary
fervour. [23]

In the 1930s Sim was only just beginning to make his mark as a fim actor and any idea of
stardom was less pressing to him than just earning his living. [24] in the wake of his elevation
from the ranks of character actors to a featured star, commentators were only too ready to
attribute his success in the cinema to his theatrical training. [25] However, Sim's love of
theatre was severely dented by Bridie's death in 1951. Naomi Sim considers that their friend
was ‘the source of all the most interesting work that Alastair had ever done and he was
irreplacable’. [26] And it is evident that Sim, when interviewed for the final time during the
flming of An Inspector Calls (1954) in December 1953, was still deeply depressed both
personally and professionally. [27] He affirms that he will continue to make films but only
'parts in pictures that are not likely to do harm...[and] films that are not misleading, or will not
create false values', suggesting, at the summit of his achievement in the cinema, a certain
disenchantment with the industry. [28] Maybe this stemmed in part from the relative lack of
opportunity he had as a major British star to bring Bridie's work before a wider (cinema-going)
audience. True, Bridie co-scripted Hitchcock's Stage Fright (1950) in which Sim gives such a

naturally relaxed performance as Commodore Gill; and Sim was surely instrumental in urging
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the screen adaptation of Bridie's wartime stage play It Depends What You Mean as Folly To
Be Wise (1952), in which he perfectly captures the essence of the good-natured, bumbling
army chaplain, Captain Paris. But neither fim displays the coherence and consistency of
great cinema, and Sim was forced to turn his attention to other media to promote Bridie's
work, reviving Mr Bolfry on the stage in 1956 and Mr Gillie on television in 1950 and 1960.
After a television production of The Anatomist (1961), Sim gave up, perhaps because Bridie's
work was rapidly going out of fashion, but also because his own ‘therapy' was to cultivate the
friendship of new writers like Wiliam Golding, Michael Gilbert and William Trevor who all
provided him with roles that reawakened his theatrical sensibility.

Unlike Rutherford, Sim had a less than happy relationship with the U.S.A.. He made no
flms there and his experience was confined to a performance as The Cardinal in Clifford
Bax's play The Venetian at the Masque Theatre, New York (October-December 1931). Naomi

Sim, in her biography, records that:

He hated America - the rush and bustle, the loudness, the need of so many
of the men to appear tough in case they were thought to be weaklings - af
these things made him ill at ease and his letters were filled with longing to
be home...He never went back, no matter what the financial inducement,
and it was sad in a way because in time Americans became particularly

appreciative of his work. [29]

If both actors found it difficult to say whether they preferred the cinema to the theatre, they
held rather different views about the newest medium - television. When Sim returned for the
third series of Misleading Cases (1971) he told producer John Howard Davies that he was
attracted by the material itself rather than the medium. [30] By contrast Rutherford could tell
an interviewer as late as 1966 that television represented a 'new phase of work' for her,
adding that it was 'always rather terrifying you know'. [31] This is more surprising when one
realises that she had already appeared in five small screen plays, guest-starred for Frankie

Howerd and been interviewed by Johnny Carson in America. Her last television contribution is
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a week of reading Beatrix Potter stories for children on Jackanory (1966), although this does
not survive in the BBC archives. The programmes that are still available reveal the actress,
when interviewed, to be nervous and uneasy despite the respect and obvious affection of the
interviewers. The exception is her contribution to the Variety Club Awards For 1963 (1964).
Accepting her award she is genuine, sincere and humorous, but it soon becomes clear that
she is unaware of the cameras and turns her vote of thanks to the Variety Club into a
performance - not for nothing is it sometimes referred to as her '‘Grande Dame' speech. By
comparison, it is television which provided Sim with an Indian summer of opportunities, from
his Justice Swallow in Misleading Cases (1967, 1968, 1971) and Amos Starkadder in Cold
Comfort Farm (1968) to two well-received plays, The General's Day (1972) and The Prodigal
Daughter (1975), as well as afine valedictory performance as The Earl in Clive Donner's BBC
flm Rogue Male (1976).

It seems appropriate at this point to discuss Sim's role as a theatre director, a status not
experienced or sought by Rutherford. Unlike her, Sim started directing early in his career,
appearing in and producing amateur theatre and later the more sophisticated verse-dramas
which were to bring him to the attention of the professionals in the business. He hoped that
this recognition would convince the London impresarios that he was ready to become a
professional theatre director, but he had to wait until the Bridie years (the 1940s) before he
realised this ambition. In her final television interview Naomi Sim states that: 'he had always
wanted to be a director more than anything else', which is worth bearing in mind when we tend
to think of him solely as an actor, and in her biography she expands on her husband’s method
for directing stage plays, their working together and his preparation for a film role. [32] For
example, she records that as an actor Sim 'could never settle to the serious learning of lines
until he saw exactly how the director was going to set up the scene and what his own moves
were going to be', and how she would only be admitted to view the rushes of the previous day,
with the director's permission, if Sim was pleased with his performance. [33] Of course, he
never actually directed a film, althought he came close on a couple of occasions. In Scrooge
(1951) Sim worked harmoniously with director Brian Desmond Hurst, apart from one

instance, when his suggestion that a scene with Kathleen Harrison be relocated, was firmly
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rejected. Hurst seems to have reasserted his authority, although Rona Anderson, who plays
Alice, has said that she was only directed by Sim. [34] Perhaps this accounts for the
shortcomings of a fim whose direction and performances seem curiously at odds, and why it
attracted decidedly mixed reviews at the time. It is possible to argue - see below, page 155 -
for instance, that Hurst's abrupt transitions between scenes interrupt the flow of certain
performances (including Sim's) and the tendency of the director to open out the narrative
away from Scrooge himself has the effect of undermining the impact of Sim's central
characterisation. For example, by repositioning Kathleen Harrison's main scene with Sim on
the stairs, rather than up in his bedroom, Hurst draws the viewer's attention to her point-of-
view instead of Sim's. Potentially it is possible that the final cut might have been improved by
Sim's co-direction, and certainly his most convincing and memorable performances register
on the screen when he seems to have been allowed more leeway by producers and directors.
Many of these performances are in films produced by the Launder and Gilliat team, indeed,
their initial plan for The Green Man (1956) was for Sim to co-direct the film with Robert Day.
However, Sim withdrew over casting disagreements, and the inexperienced Day was
partnered with Basil Dearden to direct the film in collaboration with Launder and Gilliat. Again,
both Naomi Sim and George Cole recall incidents where Sim 'directed’ certain scenes,
although whether this amounted to merely rehearsing the actors or something more technical
they do not say. [35] Unsurprisingly, with four (nearly five!) directors at the helm, the finished
flm is uneven stylistically, although Sim's assassin, Hawkins, remains one of his most
compelling screen creations. When Sim temporarily abandoned the cinema in 1960, it was the
theatre that offered him the chance to direct plays by Michael Gilbert and William Trevor, and
it was only the relative failure of the latter's The Elephant's Foot (1965) which saw him
abandon this aspect of his art to concentrate on acting alone, a decision which soon bore fruit
with the revival of his career first on stage, then on television and finally, as a much loved and

respected senior character star, in the cinema.

Perhaps the reason Sim and Rutherford say relatively little about the craft of acting, never

mind the differences between cinema and theatre, is that it was taken less seriously amongst
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actors of their generation. Sim in particular was confronted by a continuing dilemma whereby
his natural inclination as a teacher and encourager of his younger colleagues in the profession
was set against a stubborn refusal to court any kind of publicity, so that the very idea of
pontificating to the press about the business of acting was anathema to him. Charles
Hamblett's innocent inquiry in a 1950 Picturegoer interview about the reasons for his screen
success is met with: "Laddie, Il no give away trade secrets. I'm a Scotsman with a living to
make'. [36] Indeed, Sim seems keen not only to avoid any measure of self-analysis but to
demystify the whole process of performing, whatever the medium. His studio biography for
Laughterin Paradise (1951) includes the thought that: ‘we are all actors...and we are acting all
the time', a throwaway line to be sure, but hardly a denial that he took his own work anything
but seriously. [37] Thankfully others of his and Rutherford's contemporaries and successors
in the business have been more expansive, and their comments and observations, based
upon practical experience, form a useful counterbalance to the weight of critical theorising.
Bert Cardullo et al. in their 1998 survey consider that British actors do not always view the
stage and screen as opposites, sense the realities of the cinema's commercial imperative,
and, along with the Americans, remain less theoretical and idealistic than most Europeans.
[38] Writing in 1937, when Sim and Rutherford were new to the industry, Robert Donat
accurately identifies 'a certain snobbery among stage actors where filming is concerned; they
look upon it as a rather boring, well-paid joke'. [39] Laurence Olivier concurs, recalling his first
visit to Hollywood in 1930, when he was ‘very snooty about moving pictures. | went for the
money...and the chance of fame'; and despite the opportunities granted to him in British films

of the thirties by Alexander Korda and others:

| still despised the medium; | felt unhappy in it, and was using most of my
energy trying to build strong performances on the stage in the evenings,
after shooting all day in the studios. Korda's English crews and electricians,
too, thought films were inconsiderable because they were to do with an
ephemeral and untrustworthy thing called entertainment. They had not

leamt respect for the medium. [40]
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By contrast Donat feels he had to work harder to master the intricacies of the film acting. Of
these, the most important was the camera's uncompromising and unflattering presence
versus the live response of a theatre audience. He also found that watching the rushes was
useful, affording the actor the opportunity to strive continually to perfect a performance. The
ulimate, for him, was to deliver the best work possible by a combination of honesty, integrity
and truth. Ten years on, Eric Portman recognises the value of concentration for the film actor,
admits that even a poor performance can be rescued' by a skilful editor, and decides it is
neither looks nor the voice that make a film star, but personality. However, he concludes by
emphasizing the benefits of stage training which he believes is of greater value than work as a
film extra. [41]

The notion of being a film star, of course, did not appeal to many British actors, including
Alastair Sim. Michael Redgrave, in a summer school lecture to the BFI at the Edinburgh
Festival in 1954, actually refers to it as an ‘aversion' which amounted to 'nausea’. [42] In his
address he asserts the primacy of his stage credentials and concludes that a lapse of
judgment led him into films, and one senses the complete absence of a film star culture in
British cinema, along with the lingering shame associated with working in the industry. His
advice to younger actors is to select from a range of resources, value spontaneity and learn
from other actors and directors. And yet he seems unconvinced, frustrated at having to play
scenes with actors new to him and uncertain of the impression he is actually making on the
screen. Itis precisely this asset which American actor Michael Pate believes every performer
should develop, ‘the ability to "see” himself on the screen as others see him...a difficult task
but one very necessary for proper self-criticism'. [43] The art of acting in films, he believes, is
based largely upon observation and a kind of mystical appreciation of the skill and magic of
the great performers of the past - he names Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn. He also
makes the connection between the need for an actor to practise his or her craft in the context
of the economics of the film business. For instance, he rightly points out that, unlike the
theatre's ‘continuous stream of thought, speech and action’, film is composed of many short

scenes, shot out of sequence, and thus demanding a high level of concentration and sheer
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professionalism. [44]

Claire Bloom's 1982 autobiography demonstrates that little about British attitudes seems to
have changed. She describes performances in films as ‘instamatic acting', is dismissive of
the 'Method', despite, or perhaps, because of the fact that her first husband (Rod Steiger) was
trained under that system, and affirms, as did Rutherford: ‘the stage, where, to my mind, it still
counts most. That's where | started, that's where the work | wanted to do was being done
[and]...there's no actress in England of any importance who hasn't made her name on the
stage, whose career doesn't continue on the stage, even if she does film or television'. [45] On
this last point she disagrees with Donat's assessment in 1937, that few were successful in
both media, indicating that maybe there has been a change in this instance. Bloom does
concede though the importance of a director in films who can guide you through a
performance, moment by moment, in collaboration with an editor, something impossible on
the stage.

Laurence Olivier expresses similar reservations about 'Method' acting, but admits that the
razor sharp focus of film work taught him a greater sincerity when he returned to the stage.
But, despite the range and breadth of media in which modem actors work, his true allegiance

is still to the theatre. He concludes:

much as | love these media...they cannot truly show what it is like to have
been there. Once printed they will never change...There will never be the
smell or the adrenalin on celluloid. The real moment will have gone. Film is
the director's medium, television the writer's, but the theatre is the actor's.
When the actor is on stage, it is he and he alone who drives the moment.

[46]

Even if one accepts, as Olivier appears to, the auteurist function of a film director, one can
surely argue that despite the passing of what he calls 'the real moment, the significance of
film is that it preserves performances which in the theatre linger on only in reviews and the

increasingly unreliable memories of audiences who were present at a particular production.
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Michael Caine's 1990 manual adopts a more even-handed and internationalist approach,
indeed, despite his theatre training and early television experience, his loyalty might seem to
rest with the cinema where he has achieved his greatest success, when in fact he just
regards it as different, even complementary, to the stage. His stance as a performer is
refreshingly 'unactorish’, a description which can also be applied to his commentary. [47] He
stresses the need for concentration and truthfulness in performance, and rather than the more
intrusive camera presence described by Robert Donat (see above), he believes that the best
strategy for the actor is to imagine that it ‘just happens to be there'. [48] He notes that the
continuing demands of technological change have a significant effect on audience
expectations; also, that the modem actor should be aware of the importance of assimilating
the struggles of real people who try hard not to show their feelings. Above all, acting on the
screen is less a business of performing, rather of just being, with the close-up as the most
crucial cinematic device for revealing subtleties of thought and emotion. He compares both
types of acting to a medical operation, and where the theatre would use a scalpel, the cinema
a laser, emphasizing that although, in certain instances, the scale of film performance is
smaller, its intensity may be as powerful. He also underlines the importance of the actor's
reaction and his/her need to listen to fellow performers, especially in close-up. And yet, in
spite of this, he remains sympathetic to the theatre actor for whom it can be difficult to accept
that because of the way movies are made (with their scenes filmed out of order and
sometimes necessitating the physical absence of some of the cast, etc.), other actors
performances are no longer his/her concern. Because of this discipline is all important,
especially when an actor has the terror of delivering only one line. And Caine sums up film
acting in one word - relaxation.

lan Richardson provides an interesting contrast to Caine, but whether he is typical of
modern British actors is difficult to assess, compounded by the fact that his interviewer -
Carole Zucker, an American - is not without her own prejudices, value judgments and
stereotypes when it comes to comparing the attributes of each country's cinema and stage
performers. For example, in her preamble she characterises the British (for Americans) as

‘the great stage actors' and Americans (for the British) as ‘the ones who act truly from the
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guts’, adding that British performers present 'vigour, authority, complexity and emotional
depth'. [49] Surely it can be argued that there is a no less distinguished roster of great
American stage performers who possess some, if not all, the qualities she identifies as
intrinsically British. She also accuses American actors of '‘behaviourism’, and yet there must
be many who give credible performances without resource to this trait, not to say British
actors who adopt it. In addition, she believes that British actors are more adaptable when it
comes to performing in different media, and yet there are as many instances of Americans
who successfully cross over from one to the other as there are British actors who doggedly
rely on one medium to earn their living; and as we know already, while Sim expressed little
preference as to particular media, Rutherford disliked television to the extent that one cannot
imagine her settling down to a lengthy stint in a situation comedy, for instance.

However, lan Richardson's subsequent comments provide a useful summary of the
debate so far. He defends the restraint, control and technical polish of Stanislavsky, the need
for truthfulness, and particularly his own exacting voice training, against the 'Method'. He
describes the latter as probably what most talented actors might do anyway but believes:
'What is wrong with it is that it ignores the technical tools such as projection and clarity of
diction, and however truthfully you may be feeling something, if nobody can hear or
understand what you're saying, it's a total waste of time'. [50] (One is reminded of early
objections to Marlon Brando's screen performances.) Richardson's ‘truth' stems primarily
from his observation of the essence of character, body language and so on, and he thinks this
should be revealed most expressively on the screen through the eyes. He dislikes dictatorial
directors, preferring instead those who collaborate with the actors. A salient difference from
the Americans is the notion of British performers as ‘jobbing actors' who will take on any role,
however small. The problem for Americans, he believes, is that they are less likely to accept
more interesting work when it is inevitably poorer paid. Interestingly, he notes that although
British stars are not paid the equal of their American counterparts, supporting actors actually
receive better financial rewards. However, he disapproves of the quantity of the Hollywood
movie's budget currently reserved for the stars as it means less for everyone else involved in

the production. He concludes by remarking that there are many ever-changing styles of
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acting, and characterises the English as ‘understated and dependent] heavily on nuance and
irony', something of which there is a corresponding lack in the American tradition. [51]

As a classical actor it is interesting that Richardson can simultaneously enthuse about a
founder of the modernist school like Stanislavsky which perhaps suggests that a fusion of the
best elements of both might be beneficial for some actors, where traditional performance skills
and the observation of others can function in tandem with the ability to live the character one is
portraying to the fullest extent. Others disagree, viewing the classical (represented by the
Diderot/Coquelin theory) and modem (elaborated by Stanislavsky, Pudovkin and Brecht) as a
direct opposition, which Richard Dyer has described as 'acting from the outside in: acting from
the inside out'. [52] However, the repertory system on which both Sim and Rutherford cut their
teeth is dominated almost entirely by the precepts of the former, characterised by a precision
and attention to detail, a motivation based on a relevance to the plot, an emphasis upon
articulate vocal skills, and often a knowing separation of the actor from their role - something

especially true of character acting. Lawrence Shaffer has commented:

In the finest character acting...the audience is still vaguely aware that
strings are being pulled, that the actor has concocted special traits for his
role. Effort also shows when an actor tends to impose certain facial and
vocal mannerisms...[which] are evidence of strain and stress on the acting
apparatus. The actor is not ‘with it' but straining to ‘do it'. Identification and

involvement are at an ebb. [53]

This seems largely true of Sim and Rutherford's acting style although one may question the
idea that their sense of identication and involvement are at an ebb when they demonstrate
such a commitment to the projection of roles in which they are indisputably playing versions of
themselves. Shaffer's remarks are also made with the benefit of hindsight and the

development of the 'Method.'.
In 1946, Frank Shelley lists the virtues of stage acting in order of importance. They are:

characterisation, audibility, timing, tidiness (of movement, gesture and position), ‘lift' (or spirit),
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attack, paceftempo, response (to other performances) and invention (varying tone, gesture,
position and 'business’). Some are self-explanatory; others, like 'lift' or attack, so elusive that
only a demonstration could possibly reveal their true nature. He believes though that only
characterisation, tidiness, response and invention are important for the screen actor. Other
attributes are now the province of the director and his crew. For him the essential difference
between the two is marked by a subtler fluidity on the screen as opposed to the suddeness of
movement on the stage; the stage 'attack’ seeking to dominate the attention, the screen
appearance to hypnotise and seduce its audience. For this reason he considers screen acting
the more 'intellectual’, which from a British point of view highlights a likely difficulty for a critic
of his generation with his anti-intellectual bias, and perhaps explains a certain predisposition
against cinema inherent in his book. [54] By the time of Michael Billington's The Modem Actor,
Hamish Hamilton, (1973), there is a far greater awareness of theoretical concerns, including
the growth of various myths surrounding the process of screen acting. One of these, he
suggests, is that it remains a mystery to all but those already participating in the industry,
especially actors arriving from the stage. This is disproved by the number of theatre-trained
actors on the screen. One is also conscious of the author's scepticism of the then current
trend for auteurs and director's cinema, mainly because it appears to relegate the business of
acting to just 'a small part of the total aesthetic design’, but also, more crucially, that it
interferes with the delicate balance between actor, writer and director, which Billington regards
as sacrosanct if the final result is to emerge at all satisfactorily. [55] And it is this relationship
that is so important in the cinematic experience of both Sim and Rutherford. Where would Sim
be without the writing-directing-producing partnership of Launder and Gilliat, or Rutherford
without directors like Asquith, Lean and George Pollock, and writers like Coward and Terence
Rattigan? In turn, where would they be without the variety and individuality represented by
character actors of Sim and Rutherford's calibre?

When one actually examines the films of both actors, it soon becomes evident that certain
preconceptions are proved false. For example, one's general impression is that most of their
work is based upon original theatre plays. In fact, only 17 of Sim's 55 films derive from the

theatre, and only 13 of Rutherford's 45. There is also a sense that both performers were
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continually appearing in fim versions of their own stage work; this is also untrue, with
Rutherford and Sim reprising only four each of their theatre roles. Their other flms may be
usefully divided into those which derive from literature or some other source (Sim, 2S;
Rutherford, 16) and original screenplays (Rutherford, 16; Sim, a mere 9).

This last statistic depressingly confirms the scarcity of original material accepted for British
films during much of the period when both actors were active in the industry. But the handful
of new scripts not emanating from plays or literature from their thirties films does not always
guarantee a satisfactory outcome. Ingram D'Abbes and Fenn Sherie's screenplay for Big
Fella (1937) is primarily a vehicle for Paul Robeson, but some of the minor roles are
considerably underwritten, including Rutherford's nanny; apparently her five previous screen
roles, to say nothing of her theatre work, counted for little here, a miscalculation by the writers,
the editor (who clearly cuts one of her two scenes) and the director. However, AR.
Rawlinson's farcical comedy Missing Believed Married (1937) gives Rutherford more of a
chance which she grasps with gusto as hectoring aristocrat Lady Parke, even though the
overall effect of the film is an unevenness of tone and style. Clearly the intention of the writer
was to feature the new comedy partnership of Julien Vedey and Wally Patch as street traders
who look after a beautiful heiress (Hazel Terry) after a street brawl. Their characters are
realistic and convincing in themselves, but, as a critical notice of the time observes: ‘they
receive little help from the story and less from the director. There is far too much verbal
haggling and reliance on painfully obvious theatrical tricks'. [56]

Alastair Sim is luckier with the collaborative team on This Man is News (1938). Not only
does the film exhibit some visual style (like the glittering titles and numerous wipes), but it is
less inhibited when it comes to depicting a suspenseful scene cinematically. Particularly
gratifying for Sim is the fact that his character role carries equal dramatic weight with the leads
(Barry Bames and Valerie Hobson), and the liberal use of humour is never allowed to derail
the narrative's final solution of the mystery. Roger MacDougall, Allan MacKinnon and Basil
Dearden wrote the script in close consultation with director David MacDonald and the
successful result, a sort of English Thin Man', led to a sequel with the same team (including

the three principal actors, but minus Dearden), This Man in Paris (1939), and a follow-up, Law
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and Disorder (1940). MacDougall also penned Sim's effective if hammy wartime short, Nero
(1940), and his stage play was the basis for Escapade (1955). And the only other original
work for the cinema in which Sim participated at the time was a second wartime short, Her
Father's Daughter (1941), whose credits tell us that Donald Bull was responsible for the story,
script and commentary. Bull skilfully furnishes an amusing vehicle for Sim in this 8-minute
drama which mixes a fictional scenario with an instructional voice-over to encourage women
to train as engineers - a small scale example of genre coalescence characteristic of the
period.

The two films which precede Rutherford's stardom in Blithe Spirit (1945), are roles newly
created for the cinema, pageant organiser and local do-gooder Rowena Ventnor in The Demi-
Paradise (1943) and eccentric aristocrat Lady Beauclerk in English Without Tears (1944).
Both show her to advantage and despite reviews of the day that single out her performances,
she evidently responds well as part of an ensemble cast. This is revealed in scenes of public
declamation and those of a more everyday nature. Indeed, her first appearance in The Demi-
Paradise, when she meets Ann (Penelope Dudley-Ward) and a bemused Ivan (Laurence
Olivier) and insists they accept a flower for 'Daisy Day' - remarking 'Give a mite to save a
mite' - is a perfect illustration of her effectiveness in the briefest timespan - about fifteen
seconds. By contrast, the two pageants allow her a certain prominence in busy crowd
scenes, dressed in appropriately regal costumes, exhorting her fellow performers and waving
her arms around like a slightly deranged traffic policeman. Similarly, Rutherford's Lady
Beauclerk in English Without Tears is presented with the challenge of an address to the
League of Nations where she speaks out robustly against the eating of birds - "This practice
must cease forthwith!" - to incomprehension and murmurings of discontent around the hall
which she mistakes for interest. Taking a moment for her audience to absorb her words, she
sips a glass of water, muttering with disdain to no-one in particular: 'yesterdays!, a telling
example of the actress’s ability to convey moments of private intimacy in the most public
space. A more homely, but equally memorable, sequence occurs later in the same film when
an innocuous little man (lvor Barnard) brings gas masks to her house. At first she is resistant

to them, not understanding their purpose, but when he insists they will be useful especially if
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war comes, she sits down expectantly - ‘well, this is all very theatrical’ - and asks his name.
When he tells her it is 'Quill she is amused by the avian connotation and consents to having
her gas mask strapped on, but, as she wrestles with it soon complains that she cannot
breathe. It is a shame that director Harold French did not make more of this comic moment as
the fade at the end of the scene seems premature. Anatole de Grunwaid wrote the
screenplays for both films, the second with Terence Rattigan. However neither their
adaptation of Rattigan’s already dated play When the Sun Shines (1947) nor De Grunwald's
later attempt at a multi-faceted narrative, innocents in Paris (1953), matches the quality of
their previous work. In the second, the richness and warmth of the earlier films is replaced by
a more facile descent into easy stereotypes and feeble attempts at humour. Despite this
Rutherford's artist and Sim's government official still shine - in separate scenes - whether the
former is found bantering with customs men or sketching her subjects against the backdrop of
the French capital, or the latter is discovered displaying all manner of facial contortions as he
mixes his drinks with a Russian counterpart. Both actors' performances seem to rise above
the mediocre material they are offered. Rutherford, in particular, was evidently memorable
enough for Rattigan to resuscitate and reuse situations and dialogue from the film when he
came to write the screenplay for The V.I.P.s (1963). [57]

After Blithe Spiritand Green for Danger (1946), Rutherford and Sim's key films, before their
1950s heyday, are surely Hue and Cry (1947) and Passport to Pimlico (1949). The most
extraordinary feature of these consensually agreeable Ealing comedies is the unforgettable
impact both stars make in the minimum of scenes. Indeed Sim's slightly sinister writer in the
former and Rutherford's unconventional history professor in the latter might be described as
cameos were it not for their striking dramatic power and their crucial importance to each plot.
Both actors are rewarded with a billing which belies the amount of time they actually appear
on the screen. Credit is due not only to their peformances but to the craftsmanship of
screenwriter T.E.B. Clarke, as meticulous in his treatment of the smaller roles as he is in
tackling the starrier parts. Sim is sometimes criticised for overacting in Hue and Cry, although
quite how one underplays an eccentric and reclusive author is difficult to resolve, especially

for an actor who participates in three scenes. However, Clarke warmed to Sim's
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'magnificent...overplaying’ and others have drawn attention to the effectiveness of the lighting
and composition which give the actor's scenes their own peculiar resonance. [58] Denis
Forman believes that both films work due to a combination of story, setting - the bomb-
damaged post-war London locations in particular - and their ‘robust yet high fantasy'. [59] Sim
apart, Charles Barr is less impressed by Hue and Cry, finding it unchallenging for audiences
and lacking the spontaneity which a great director might have realised using the same
material He thinks it pleasantly lightweight where Passport to Pimlico is more interesting and
complex, 'a more considered adult sequel to Hue and Cry. [60] He also notes that the entry
to both fantasies is a document (a comic in the first film, a parchment in the second) and each
adventure is set in motion by the eccentric characters of Sim and Rutherford. An additional
fascination, at least as far as the present study is concerned, is that Rutherford was offered
the part of Professor Hatton-Jones only after Sim had turned it down. One can only speculate
on what Sim might have brought to the role, although the happy substitution of Rutherford
apparently caused T.E.B. Clarke few problems. He commented later that the ‘change of sex
necessitated the changing of just one single word!" [61]

It is odd to realise that at the peak of his stardom in the early fifties Alastair Sim only
appeared in three original screenplays. Had James Bridie lived longer no doubt Sim might
have urged him to write more for the cinema. Aside from Innocents in Paris (see above), Sim
makes the most of another multi-narrative film, Laughter in Paradise (1951), its uneven script
allowing him opportunities to steal the film away from the other storylines. But it could be
argued that his most effective performance of the three occurs in Frank Launder's gentle
satire, Lady Godiva Rides Again (1951), a cameo so casually effective and probably inserted
into the film at a late stage, hence the absence of an on-screen credit, that it seems to
emphasize the enormous faith of the director in the actor. And yet it remains puzzling
that, despite Sim's long association with Launder and Gilliat, from the 1930s to the 1950s, they
never wrote any other original material with him in mind. In his book on the pair, Geoff Brown
gives an impression of their freely alternating between original scripts and adaptations with no
loss in quality. But however much certain roles were inevitably earmarked for Sim, the bulk of

their work with him consists of adaptations. They first met him in 1938 when Launder was
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script editor on Alf's Button Afloat (1938), its screenplay already the shared labour of three
writers who had opened out W.A. Darlington's successful stage farce. They then collaborated
on the second and third of the 'Inspector Homleigh' series in 1939 before the intervention of
the war temporarily halted the connection with Sim. This was successfully resumed in
Waterloo Road (1944) with Sim's avuncular if patriarchal Doctor Montgomery, a kind of
chorus figure benignly observing the younger protagonists of the drama, written and directed
by Gilliat from a story by Va! Valentine. However, it was their next film, Green for Danger
(1946) which cemented the creative partnership between actor and the
directorsiwriters/producers. Of course, it nearly did not happen, as Robert Morley was the
studio's first choice for the unusual Inspector Cockrill, but it is surely Sim's interpretation of the
flawed detective which brings the character, and consequently the film, to life. The script was
written by Gilliat and Claud Guemey and marked a significant improvement on the original
novel by Christianna Brand which had been obtained at a large sum by Rank's story
department. The team experimented with the next film roles for Sim by casting him as a
slightly unconvincing Irish priest in Captain Boycott (1947) and a rather repugnant fake
medium in London Belongs To Me (1948), both adaptations of novels. With their version of
John Dighton's theatre farce The Happiest Days of Your Life (1950), they struck the right note,
not only obtaining the services of Rutherford from the stage production but a brilliant cast
including actors like Joyce Grenfell and Richard Waittis in the smaller roles. Terry Staples has

noted that when Launder and Dighton adapted the play they

had two main aims. One was to work out a version that was well-suited to
the medium of film and took advantage of the film's differences from a
stage performance. The other main aim was to enlarge the role of
Wetherby Pond, so that the part became big enough for Alastair Sim to
accept. In the stage version, the Pond character had had far less to do, and
was completely overshadowed by Miss Whitchurch [Rutherford]. As a
result, the film script became so different from the stage script that only two

lines are the same in both. [62]
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The film has much in common with the later St. Trinian's series, not least the title sequence
drawings of Ronald Searie whose work was the inspiration for Launder, Gilliat and Valentine's
script for The Belles of St. Trinian's (1954) in which Sim effortlessly contributes the dual
characterisations of headmistress Millicent Fritton and her bookmaker brother Clarence.
However, Launder and Dighton's attempt to repeat the success of The Happiest Days of Your
Life in Folly To be Wise (1952) is only intermittently achieved. While Sim's befuddled army
chaplain is almost universally admired, the transference of Bridie's play to the screen is found
disappointing for its lack of action and slack construction. The Motion Picture Herald observes
that 'somewhere along the way someone forgot that this was an adaptation of a play, not the
play itself, and the Manchester Guardian comments that Launder and Gilliat's 'success has
depended less on their own mastery of filmcraft than on Mr. Bridie's original comedy and on
the cast'. [63] This is all the more surprising in view of Gilliat's comments to Geoff Brown
about the stifling effect of old notions of theatre which continued to impose themselves on
British cinema in the 1930s and afterwards. [64] The opportunity to make something more
cinematic out of the play is simply not taken and yet the film is still valuable for Sim's
enunciation of Bridie's witticisms, even if the original is not generally regarded as one of the
author's finest pieces of work; and by 1952 satires about the wartime 'Brainstrust’ were
considered rather out of date anyway.

The collaboration reaches its apex in two very different films. Sim's Scottish laird in
Geordie (1955) may not be the principal role, but he is utterly at home in the part and his
experience tells opposite Bill Travers' portrayal of the eponymous character. Launder and
Gilliat's script is an adaptation of David Walker's novel and does not lack charm, although
most critics would willingly exchange its whimsy for a more cynical edge. The result is that
the depiction of Highland life emerges as self-conscious and unreal, and it is left to Sim to
provide humour and authenticity. In The Green Man (1956) Sim's professional assassin,
Hawkins, is placed at the centre of the action and the actor's performance does not
disappoint. The character derives from a stage play (Meet a Body) by Launder and Gilliat,

upon which they based their screenplay, and the part was clearly expanded with Sim in mind.
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However, despite his success in the role, it is ironically its extension from the original play
that lessens its impact overall, and one is left with a feeling of an uneasy compromise
between farce and drama, the popular and the sophisticated, which does not wholly convince.
But with two directors, Robert Day and Basil Dearden, along with suggestions and
contributions from the writers/producers and the star, it is perhaps unfair to blame the film's
shortcomings entirely on its screenplay. Sim's appearance in Blue Murder at St. Trinian's
(1957) is disappointingly brief, while his impoverished aristocrat, Lord Wilcot, in Left Rightand
Centre (1959), although delightful, is undermined by the cosiness of Gilliat's script which
seems too pleased with itself for a satire on politics and the media, both of which would soon
be more effortlessly and savagely lampooned by Beyond the Fringe and TW3.

Geoff Brown has summed up the achievement of Launder and Gilliat as the provision of
intelligent entertainment films - films which would neither insult the audience nor prove so
forbidding that no one would venture inside the cinema’. [65] Unfortunately this description
also hints at the reasons for their downfall. By the late 1950s their rather cosy style seemed
too eager to please and had evidently failed to keep up with a rapidly changing world,
especially in view of the emergence of the British new wave. [66] In retrospect, Sim's decision
to abandon the cinema for over a decade seems a wise move especially in the light of his
former colleagues' disastrous projects of the 1960s, like Joey Boy (1965).

In spite of notable collaborations with directors like Asquith and Pollock, Margaret
Rutherford never really found a regular team of scriptwriters until the Miss Marple scripts of
the 1960s, largely penned by David Pursall and Jack Seddon, who would write specifically for
her even though their source was always the character created by Agatha Christie. Unlike
Sim, who appeared in no original cinematic scripts after 1953, Rutherford starred in ten, and
although few are worthy of her talents, her class tells when pitted against those written as
vehicles for new comics of the day like Norman Wisdom in Trouble in Store (1953) and Just
My Luck (1957) and Frankie Howerd in The Runaway Bus (1954). Her most memorable
performances are in specially written cameos like petshop owner Prudence Croquet in An
Alligator Named Daisy (1955) or bedridden passenger Miss Gaulswallow in Chaplin’s A

Countess From Hong Kong (1967), but these are regrettably sabotaged by unconvincing
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genre mixes and lame direction. All too rarely is there a part for her which is matched by an
aesthetic excellence which permeates the fim as a whole, and the reason a multi-scene
cameo like The Duchess of Brighton in The V..P.s (1963) works so brilliantly is that it
provides much-needed comic relief from the tedious histrionics of Richard Burton, Elizabeth
Taylor and Louis Jourdan.

Of the adaptations, by far the largest proportion derive from novels and stories. Alastair
Sim's early fims demonstrate both how effectively a novelist's work can be represented on
the screen, especially his roles in Edgar Wallace's The Squeaker, itself a version of a stage
play in which Sim had starred, and The Terror, and how poorly, in John Baxter's script and
direction of J.B. Priestley's Let the People Sing. Many of Sim's mature performances are
based on literature, including parts in flms as different as Green for Danger, Stage Fright
(1950), Scrooge (1951), Geordie and School for Scoundrels (1960), although his outstanding
double characterisation in The Belles of St. Trinian's originates from the drawings of Ronald
Searie.

None of Rutherford's films which derive from literature are notable before Wiliam Rose and
John Eldridge’s script for The Smallest Show on Earth (1957), based on a story by Rose, and
Frank Harvey and John Boulting's version of Alan Hackney's novel for their splendidly
satirical I'm All Right Jack (1959). Her role in the latter, as the aristocratic Aunt Dolly, is small
but perfectly pitched, particularly in the scenes with Irene Handl where the two women find
common ground despite their coming from opposite ends of the social scale, while her no-
nonsense cashier, Mrs Fazackerlee, in the former allows her to express a more complex
range of emotions from belligerence to nostalgia - a combination of an effective
screenplay and Rutherford's own characterful performance. Once she is granted the starring
role in the Miss Marple films there is little doubt that it is her particular interpretation of the part
which determines the flavour of the scripts.

Rutherford's Miss Marple injects some emotion and humour into the part, something
notably lacking in Agatha Christie's literary original. David Pursall and Jack Seddon position
the character at the centre of the action, toughening up her personality in the process and

sharpening her wit. This is admirably demonstrated when, arriving at Ackenthorpe Hall in
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Murder She Said (1961) to take up her position as a maid, she first confronts her brusque,
bedridden employer, Mr Ackenthorpe (James Robertson Justice). He comments: A plainer
Jane I've never set eyes on in me life’. She replies: "Well we can't all be young and handsome,
can we Mr Ackenthorpe?' Irritated, he returns: There is one thing | cannot tolerate and that is
impertinence!" She responds: "Well, we should get on admirably, [pause] Neither can I Leslie
Halliwell considers Rutherford miscast in the role, although this is a minority view, while others
like Jerry Vermilye believe that Christie herself had Rutherford in mind for the part, which is
quite untrue. [67] In fact Rutherford was far from Christie's ideal Miss Marple, although the
author warmed to the actress when they met on the set, and later not only dedicated a novel
{The Mirror Crack'd) to her but also authorised her heirs to use Rutherford's iikeness on the
covers of future editions of the novels right into the 1980s. [68] However, Christie had less
time for the writers, teling a Sunday Times interviewer in 1966: 'l kept off films for years
because | thought they'd give me too many heartaches. Then I sold the rights to MGM, hoping
they'd use them for television. But they chose films. It was too awful! They did things like
taking a Poirot book and putting Miss Marple in it! And all the climaxes were so poor, you
could see them coming!" [69] Her biographer, Charles Osborne, is also critical of the
scriptwriters' tamperings with Christie's novels; he and others are convinced that without
Rutherford's ‘resourceful, eccentric and engaging' performance the fims would not have
achieved such a popular success. [70] This criticism may well have caused MGM to ask
James Cavanagh to write the script for the second in the series, Murder at the Gallop (1963),
which although better received, was still found wanting. [71] When the final film, Murder Ahoy!
(1964), failed at the box office Christie could barely contain her vitriol, calling it ‘one of the
silliest things you ever saw! It got very bad reviews, I'm delighted to say'. [72] (Interestingly
some contemporary criticism of the films is content to lay the blame for unconvincing
characters, dialogue and plot firmly at Christie’s door. See Note 70.) But if Pursall, Seddon
and Cavanagh's rather tame adaptations and George Pollock's disappointing direction
increasingly undermine the films, it is a tribute to Rutherford's steadfast professionalism that
her own performance remains consistently delightful, carrying the narrative each time,

whatever the burden. [73]

-51-



Of the adaptations of stage plays, most yieid good performances by Rutherford and Sim,
although the standard of transformation into cinematic language is variable. For example, Sim
makes considerably more of W.A. Darlington's farce Alf's Button Afloat than it probably
deserves although he is much more impressive in the Inspector Homleigh series of fims
which originate from a radio play by Hans Priwin. Sim's acting range moves from little more
than theatrical mugging in the earlier film to a script which allows him to develop a believable
character (Sergeant Bingham) over the course of three stories. The Happiest Days of Your
Life is an outstanding transference from the stage play, with Sim's role enlarged and the
dialogue changed almost entirely. [74] There is little here that suggests theatre actors playing
to the gallery, and although most of the action takes place at Nutboume College, its
occasional opening out beyond the grounds of the school and cutting between scenes allows
a more filmic sensibility to dominate the narrative. This, in turn, appears to inspire the actors to
produce moments of light and shade particular to the cinema which the theatre version,
lacking the ability to highlight facial expressions via the close-up (for instance), might easily
miss. This is exemplified by Sim and Rutherford's first on-screen encounter. Wetherby Pond
(Sim) races into his office and approaches the camera which swoops into his face to reveal
his consternation at finding Miss Whitchurch (Rutherford) using his phone and running down
his school to the Ministry of Education. He angrily wrestles the telephone receiver from her
grasp and temporarily regains control of the situation by informing her that she was actually
speaking to the junior assistant caretaker (a cut to a tiny cameo by George Cole), and that the
Ministry is closed, this last statement spoken right into her face as she recoils from him.
However, she retaliates and refuses to remove her school from his premises. He attempts to
leave the room only to be met by other staff from St. Swithins who block his path. In a
selflessly effective acting gesture Sim then cowers in a comer of his study, his character
seemingly powerless to halt the onward rush of events, as we cut to the outside of the building
where hordes of girl pupils arrive, and his own carefully chosen kitchen staff depart in protest.
At once a potentially straightforward theatrical confrontation is rendered cinematic by the
varied use of zooms, close-up and medium shots, cutaways from the main action of the

scene, and music on the soundtrack.

-52-



Others of Sim's films, like Cottage To Let (1941), Folly To Be Wise, An Inspector Calls
(1954) and The Green Man offer more mixed results, despite the actor's best efforts as a
performer. One is conscious, for example, in Cottage To Let of the artificiality of the studio
sets whose external scenes seem especially suffocating for a story set in Scotland; Folly To
Be Wise's most memorable scene of Sim losing control of his '‘Brains Trust' panel is
wonderfully and wittily performed but its hilarity is weakened by a determinedly theatrical set
which lacks any real cinematic vivacity; similarly, Sim's bogus policeman in An Inspector
Calls provides a much needed foil to the theatrical stereotypes offered by the other actors
portraying an aristocratic family - common to the generic murder mystery - complacent and
self-righteous mother and father, loyal daughter, rebellious son - whom he tries to link to the
death of a young girl, their individual cinematic flashbacks notwithstanding.

Other films featuring Sim elicit memorable characterisations, like those in The Doctor's
Dilemma (1958), The Millionairess (1960) and The Ruling Class (1972), which are contained
within otherwise frustratingly flawed screenplays, all granting him potentially satisfying roles
which are then swamped less by the other performances than the sheer lack of cinematic
invention.

Rutherford tends to shine best in films adapted from her own stage performances - Spring
Meeting (1941), Blithe Spirit, The Happiest Days of Your Life and The Importance of Being
Earnest (1952) - although it is hard to ignore the effectiveness of roles as different as Nurse
Cary in Miranda (1948), scripted by Peter Blackmore with additional dialogue by Denis
Waldock, from the former's play, and Mistress Quickly in Chimes at Midnight (1966), in Orson
Welles' ingenious distillation of Shakespeare and Holinshed. This last characterisation
presents Rutherford with the challenge of a relatively insubstantial role which was quickly
committed to celluloid. In spite of the disparity of acting styles on display, from the very
classically-inclined John Gielgud to the Nouvefle Vague sensibilities of Jeanne Moreau, and
brief screen time (totaling under twenty minutes), she manages to convey a rounded
character (in every sensel), whether chasing Faistaff (Welles) around the inn ("You owe me
money, Sir John’), laughing at his impressions of the king (He doth it as like one of these

harletry players as ever | have seen’) or reminiscing touchingly about his last hours (his body

-53-



‘cold as any stone’). This is all the more remarkable in the context of Welles' intensely
cinematic deep focus visuals which complement rather than distract from the actors’
performances, the immediacy of the results achieved by often rehearsing the company on
camera. Keith Baxter, who plays Prince Hal, has observed that: 'Welles took great pains to
smash any idea that there was some mystiqgue about acting for the camera. He never
postured as The Great Director’. [79]

Some of the most interesting adaptations are films which take the theatre as their subject
matter/setting. Films as diverse as Sim's Stage Frightand Folly To Be Wise, and Rutherford's
Curtain Up (1952) and Murder Most Foul (1964) often reveal a fascinating interplay between
the two media, in which both stars seem completely at home, even if the totality of the
cinematic experience is not always what it might have been. It is perhaps no accident that the
most satisfactory of these (Stage Fright and Murder Most Foul) are unhampered by the
writers' attempts to wrest them away from the theatrical moorings of the stage plays from
which the others clearly derive, but stil hardly represent great cinema, and 'live’ as
repositories for particular performances. Stage Fright sets up a number of oppositions which
allow Hitchcock the opportunity to fully explore his theatrical metaphor. Thus there are
distinctions between the perceived 'honesty' of the countryside, where we first encounter Sim
as the Commodore, and the deviousness of city life, character actors (ke Sim and
Thorndike) and stars (like Dietrich), American, European and British acting styles, British and
Hollywood aesthetics - Michael Walker has called the fim 'a Hollywood British movie’,
characters playing parts (like Jane Wyman's maid, Doris) versus 'real life', and, above all,
theatrical motifs and setting vying with the sensibility of the film medium. [76] Although Eve
(Jane Wyman) is often considered to be the nemesis of Charlotte (Marlene Dietrich), this
opposition could equally apply to Eve's father as portrayed by Sim. The contrast between
them is singled out in more than one review at the time of the film's release. Of Dietrich's first
scene The Times' critic comments: ‘it is apparent that Miss Dietrich does not believe in her
lines and...that Mr Alfred Hitchcock does not believe in his technique’, whereas ‘when Eve's
father, the eccentric Commodore, makes his appearance the film changes its course

and...ceases to be a Hitchcock exercise in dramatic suspense and becomes instead a
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diverting comedy brilliantly served by its supporting cast. [77] This might explain Francois
Truffaut's objection to Sim's performance whose character seems to have altered the original
tenor of a film over which Hitchcock had evidently lost some control. [78] In an unusual move,
the director had invited Dietrich to write some of her own dialogue, but the actress's breathy
theatrical emoting is no match for the relaxed naturalism and wit of Sim's character whose
lines were most likely provided by James Bridie. Dietrich is not always aided by Hitchcock’s
technique either. For example, when she is shown in close-up whilst changing her dress in
Jonathan's (Richard Todd) flat, her face is artificially superimposed on to the rest of the shot,
and such moments do little to inspire belief in her character, unlike Sim's Commodore who,
from the first, is vivid and authentic. Truffaut is so concerned by aspects of narrative and style
that he misses the excellence of the character performances and their humour. He
disparages the film as 'one of those little British crime movies in the Agatha Christie tradition'
and there is little chance that he would have appreciated Rutherford's Miss Marple or the very
British notion of murder as a joke which is so characteristic of the series in which the actress
appears (and in much of Hitchcock's work too). [79]

This jokiness is evident from the start of Murder Most Foul when the policeman (Terry
Scott) discovers the first body. Like Stage Fright, the film also pokes fun at the theatrical
profession whilst retaining an affection for it, as withessed in the final disastrous performance
of the amateur dramatic company which Miss Marple joins to further her murder
investigations. Murder Most Foul also abounds in representations of different leveis of
theatricality. Thus we move from the ‘theatre' of the courtroom to the haphazard production of
a murder mystery at the church hall presided over by Mr Stringer (Stringer Davis), to the
semi-professional company where much of the action takes place. Several of the murders are
appropriately theatrical - one dies (literally) on the stage, while another perishes to the
accompaniment of a melodramatic thunderstorm. In addition, the names of some of the
characters are knowingly absurd - the impresario, Driffold Cosgood (Ron Moody), looks and
sounds almost Victorian. Miss Marple, whose name he mispronounces as 'marble’, also
poses (acts) as a collector of jumble and an actress. The latter allows Rutherford to display

her rhetorical skills in an extraordinarily bloodthirsty audition piece {The Shooting of Dan
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McGrew) and to play 'lady detective’, the Honourable Penelope Brown, in the production of
Out of the Stewpot, thereby presenting an actress (Rutherford) playing a detective (Miss
Marple), posing as an actress portraying a detective! But George Pollock (the director) and
his technicians do not always persuade us that their film technique is superior to that of the
theatre which they are so determined to mock. A particularly glaring example occurs following
the scene when Miss Marple decides to ‘'act' by joining the troupe, when, standing chatting to
Mr Stringer outside the theatre, there is a sudden, albeit brief, change of shot, interspersing a
clumsy and needless back projection. [80] By contrast, the simple use of music, sound
effects (the thunderstorm) and Rutherford’'s unique facial expressions (largely without
dialogue) as she creeps around a darkened boarding house prior to the murder of Dorothy
(Annette Kerr), are purely and effectively cinematic. The last laugh, as it were, and an
acknowledgement that the real contest is perhaps not between theatre and cinema at all,
happens in the film's final scene when Miss Marple and Mr Stringer come to visit the
temporarily invalided inspector (Charles Tingwell) and Cosgood in hospital to the strains of the

theme from the then-popular television series Doctor Kildare.

Examining the films of Sim and Rutherford there is little doubt about the huge impact of
cinema (and, to a lesser extent, television) on their professional lives as stage actors. Not
only did they have to leam new acting techniques and ways of working mid-way through their
careers, but the results up on the screen quickly increased their prestige and popularity at
home and abroad. And whatever their personal responses to each medium, they both came
to realise that adaptability and flexibility were not only desirable but pragmatic when it came to
extending their craft into later life. Maybe it is for this reason that they can appear as
effectively in cinematic adaptations of stage plays like The Happiest Days of Your Life or play
characters from literature like Scrooge or Miss Marple as they can be totally convincing in
works of original invention for the screen, like Hue and Cry or Passport to Pimlico. Compared
to their American counterparts, working in the British industry was not always as rewarding as
it might have been, had budgets resembled those of Hollywood, or screenwriters like Launder

and Gilliat been accorded the same importance as those in the U.S.A.. However, these

-56-



handicaps rarely affect Sim and Rutherford's performances - except when excised by an
injudicious editor; indeed, the relative austerity of the industry may well have had the effect of
toughening up their professionalism. Whether they are required to be as explosively theatrical
as is Rutherford in Asquith's adaptation of Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest
or as deftly ironic as is Sim in his specially written cameo for Launder and Gilliat's Lady
Godiva Rides Again, their appearances, however brief, attain a consistently high standard.
What soon becomes clear is that Laurence Olivier (and others) notion of (British) cinema as a
director's medium (see above, page 38) can be challenged by the contributions of both actors,
on and off-screen. Sim's near-forays into direction, in Scrooge and The Green Man,
guestion how much can actually be credited to the director and the perceived status of the
actor as subservient to the director's will, while Rutherford's insistence on Terence Rattigan's
rewriting her part in The VJ.P.s or that small roles be found for her husband in many of her
films, are not isolated instances and perhaps illustrate the measures for self-protection actors
needed to take in order to preserve their personal and professional integrity. One may argue
that the British film industry is more suggestive of an actors' cinema whose quirky originality
has sustained it despite the variable quality of the final product; or perhaps the corresponding
lack of authority and control demonstrated by many British directors is specifically related to
their disappointingly uneven output. However, there are so many other contributory factors to
the production process of a film that it would be unfair to lay the burden of blame on directors
alone. Naturally producers, writers, cameramen, composers, actors and a host of others are
all responsible for the success or failure of a particular film, but it does seem that in the British
cinema it is so often the actor on whom the whole project seems to rest. It is probably for this
reason that when Sim and Rutherford became rather unlikely stars of the cinema they still
very much identified with the theatre as their first love. After all, it was a medium where the
growth of their reputations was gradual and largely undamaged by temporary failure. On the
screen, by contrast, they were suddenly only as good as their most recent film, and this,
perhaps, made both of them rather more cautious, even reluctant, stars, especially having
observed praise and blame heaped upon other principal actors in whose films they had

appeared for years as character actors.
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The significance of the theatre is encapsulated in Rutherford's designation of it as ‘the
mother of it all', as if it might have actually given birth to the cinema, rather than Geoff Brown's
'sister' of the stage, although her thoughts on both media continued to be remarkably even-
handed. [81] She tells Gwen Robyns:'l like to alternate a play and a film - just like having a
delicious pudding after a substantial meat course’, and: 'one reason | enjoy filming [is that] it
puts you on your mettle. It is also a different rhythm from the theatre'. [82] For Rutherford, and,
one suspects, for Sim too, the practicalities of working as an actor came to override individual

prejudices and preferences.
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Britishness and Eccentricity in the work of Aiastair Sim and Margaret Rutherford

If the interconnections between Sim and Rutherford's cinematic and theatrical
experiences are significant to a proper understanding of their work as a whole then their
Britishness and eccentricity define their very essence as two of the most prominent character
actors of their generation. Of course conceptions of Britishness and eccentricity are not easy
to define, nor can they always be considered in isolation as there are so many links that seem
to bond them together.

Before attempting to discuss them separately, as far as is possible, and then to tackle their
appropriation in Sim and Rutherford's films, a number of questions need to be addressed: Are
the two inextricably linked, and how are these qualities manifest in the films? Is it as important
to draw attention to the nuances of Britishness (Englishness/Scottishness) in the films as it is
to represent Sim and Rutherford's characters, or the circumstances of production, for
instance? Is eccentricity an essential component of British cinema or a mere adjunct of it;
indeed is eccentricity an entirely English phenomenon as some believe or does it prosper
elsewhere, in Scotland, for instance; is eccentricity necessary to Sim and Rutherford's
professionalism or can it be an excuse for overacting? Perhaps it can be viewed, therefore, as
both asset and limitation, or even a contradictory state of being whereby some eccentric
actors are said to function better in groups while others are more effective alone. Ultimately, if
we accept the importance of eccentricity in the work of Sim and Rutherford, there is surely a
contradiction between the formal straitjacket of British cinema restricted by financial,
commercial and cultural pressures, and a natural impulse in both actors which was given little
opportunity or encouragement to flourish in anything as remotely interesting or even
experimental cinematically as the ebullient eccentricity of their personalities might suggest it
could. Or was the British cinema of their day only too keen to showcase their exuberance and
that of others to the extent that the overriding ethos was eventually governed almost
exclusively by eccentric character actors alone?

The key to understanding Britishness in particular can be found in the work of many writers

and critics who have attempted to define it over time. Interestingly, it is often those from
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abroad who have isolated its most characteristic aspects. In the section headed ‘Character’ in
his essay on 'English Traits' Emerson (in 1856) expounds on his impressions of Englishness,
often using it as a synonym for Britishness. He notes the perception of the English as 'reputed
morose’ who ‘believe that where there is no enjoyment of life there can be no vigor and art in
speech or thought', but considers this gloom has been foisted on to them by the French;
however he thinks The Englishman finds no relief from reflection, except in reflection’ and his
(or her) ‘well-known courage is entirely attributable to their disgust of life’; despite this he finds
them 'cheerful and contented’ (especially as compared to Americans) but that ‘they hide
virtues under vices, or the semblance of them'; he concludes that they can be described as
both 'sour, splenetic and stubborn - and as mild, sweet and sensible’ and have ‘great range
and variety of character'. [1j His remarks are representative of the inherent contradictions in
and perceptions of the English character and perhaps indicate a likely backdrop for the
cultivation of eccentricity. E.M. Forster considers that a problem arises from the fact that it is
difficult to understand the English nature which although ‘apparently imperturbable and even' is
also 'incomplete in a way that is particularly annoying to the foreign observer’; he continues: ‘It
has a bad surface - self-complacent, unsympathetic, and reserved. There is plenty of emotion
further down, but it never gets used'. [2] Another ‘foreign observer' George Santayana, a
Spaniard teaching at Oxford in the period from before the First World War until the mid-1920s,
is much more of an anglophiie. He is impressed by Britain not for its system of government,
commerce or aristocracy, but for its countryside and poets, and finds sobriety, justness,
greenness and richness within ‘a distinctive society’; his statement that ‘at first all gates
seemed shut and bristling with incommunication’ curiously anticipates Ivan’s (Laurence
Olivier) reaction in The Demi-Paradise (1943) as another foreigner (a Soviet engineer) on his
first visit to Britain; however Santayana is soon won over by England as ‘the home of decent
happiness and a quiet pleasure in being oneself and qualities of self-reliance, self-confidence
and modesty; most famously he remarks that ‘what governs the Englishman is his inner
atmosphere, the weather in his soul' which he goes on to define, somewhat ambiguously, as
‘a mass of dumb instincts and allegiances, the love of a certain quality of life...pregnant with

many a stubborn assertion and rejection'’. [3] The very contradictions he describes seem to be
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a significant factor of his anglophilia.

Liberal humanist Sir Ernest Barker, who wrote extensively on Britishness and nationhood,
has wider concerns. He discusses how Britain functions as both a single entity and multi-
nation state, and the unifying factors of common religious belief, language and will. He rejects
the idea of a nation's character deriving from differences of geography or climate but
interestingly contrasts country and city life. He warns against both the idealisation of the
countryside as well as the perceived artifice of the city. Seemingly both have their place. He
believes 'a nation loses vitality when it loses contact with the soil’, while personality ‘can only
be formed in society' and ‘character can only be built in the stream of the world'. [4] National
character is also influenced by density and distribution of population, sex, age and class, as
well as by the individual nations within the whole. He also notes the position of women in
society as another major influence. Written in the aftermath of the terrible devastation of World
War One, he is well aware of a nation with a higher proportion of women to men in the
population, and that, thanks to female suffrage, it is now very much a nation of men and
women. Discussing the sense of the development of a national spirit he wonders if a country
can actually have a personality. Unsurprisingly ‘John Bull' is invoked but Barker admits that
this may not be at all representational and he settles for the idea of British society as 'an
interplay of individual minds'. [5] The key word here is ‘individual' as Barker strongly
associates the connection between individual growth and that of a national character, citing
the importance of the interaction between temperament, disposition and character.
Temperament he defines as the nation's 'racial blend, acting under the influence of its physical
environment', disposition as 'the sum of instincts which may be varied from time to time by
the density of its population and the nature of its occupations', and character as ‘the sum of
acquired tendencies built up by [a nation's] leaders in every sphere of its activity, with the
consent and co-operation...of the general community'. [6] Barker continues by establishing the
close connection between religion and the life of the nation, especially in Scotland. When he
states that it was the kirk which made Scotland one...and it was by the kirk that Scotland was
stamped with a permanent national character' one is irresistably reminded of Sim's stern

minister in Wedding Group (1936). [7] Barker notes the differing English and Scottish views of
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the state, with Scotland strongly influenced by Calvinism and England by two reformations
which produced Anglicanism and Nonconformity, the first the province of the aristocracy, the
second a more middle-class preserve, reflected politically in the Tory and Whig parties
respectively. Even in 1927, and despite its lesser influence over education and discipline, the
author believes that the Church of England is still a force that shapes the nation in conjunction
with two strains of Nonconformism, Puritanism and Wesleyanism. Puritanism was the basis
for 'religious individualism' which presented a different representation of England to the
Continent; instead of Church, King, Land and Loyalty, this was ‘the England of chapel and
counting-house, the factory and self-help’; it was also the source of the self-control and self-
discipline so admired by foreigners like George Santayana (see above); Barker notes that, in
addition, Puritanism presented the notion of 'spiritual solitude' (a state of being much prized by
some eccentrics) whose virtues aided colonisation and but whose defects he describes as ‘a
lonely selfishness' at the expense of 'the just claims of society’. [8] He also discusses, at
length, the Puritan work ethic. By contrast, he acknowledges the social influence of
Wesleyanism and its ability to draw the classes together. However he regrets its intolerance
of the older Puritanism. Finally, he doubts the future influence of the church as a whole and
believes it will be transferred to the teacher. In this, of course, he is only partially correct and
can have had little idea of the extent and scope that the media would attain in the second half
of the century.

Barker is also particularly exercised by English language, literature, thought and education.
The language is a mixture of the Teutonic and Latin - we might add others now like Sanskrit,
computer language etc. - which affects our literature and, in turn, our way of life. He
characterises this as 'an individualism of style, which corroborates a passion for individuality
fostered in the national character by many other causes, [and] flows naturally from the rich
supply of our vocabulary', its subtlety quite distinct from the ‘nationalist regimentation’ of
Germany or the ‘academic control' of France; he indicates too a tendency for 'the study and
description of human character...in our literature' and that for other nations we are 'a people of
"characters” [who]...readily cherish...those who are characters'. [9] He applies this to an

education system which encourages teachers to develop their pupils' talents, teachers best
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represented by those of 'distinctive personality and definite character, sometimes
“characters” in themselves, and perhaps how we might imagine Sim and Rutherford - both
teachers - in the classroom, who 'have sought to encourage...the growth of individuality', at its
most extreme as manifest in eccentricity. [10]

Barker concludes his survey by noting the growth of the influence of internationalism on
our character and he takes a generally benevolent view of empire which he believes needs to
observe its responsibilities. With hindsight, and in the light of subsequent events, his rather
idealistic faith in the League of Nations as a positive force in the development of national
character now seems a little misplaced. Understandably, a 1941 collection of essays issued
under the aegis of the British Council, is more overtly patriotic in tone. [11] The Earl of Derby's
foreword stresses the British contribution to parliamentary government and the judiciary as
well as education as a moulding force of the British character. He also notes the place of
social services and sport in national life - topics not covered by Barker.

Barker does mention and represent the position of women in British society in passing, but
the British Council book actually includes a chapter on The Englishwoman' (written by a
woman, Cicely Hamilton). In her introduction she notes the propensity of the British nation as
a whole to exude 'a power possessed by no other race to kindle both affection and
annoyance' and she discusses women's lives in terms of politics, the family, employment,
schools, professions, clubs and war work. [12] However her most interesting remarks are
reserved for a section devoted to the unmarried woman, a status mainly due, she believes, to
the uneven gender balance in the population. But her statement that old ideas about the unwed
spinster (or archetypal ‘old maid’) as a figure of fun are a thing of the past is surely disproved
by the fact that actresses like Margaret Rutherford were still portraying them so authentically
on the screen in films like Beauty and the Barge (1937) (Mrs Baldwin) and Spring Meeting
(1941) (Aunt Bijou). Of course one could concede that it is a moot point whether we laugh at
or with these characters (or both at once).

Stanley Baldwin's corresponding chapter on The Englishman' records a mix of
impressions which include a powerful individualism. Perhaps due to the pressures of wartime

he is keen to resolve a somewhat contradictory portrait of a nation into something more
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unified. He notes the importance (to him) of being an islander, of geography/environment, of
what he calls ‘the spiritual environment', the qualities of compromise, tolerance, conduct, duty,
considerateness, freedom of speech, and a sense of humour. [13] He also talks of the need
for co-operation (difficult for the individualistic Englishman) and friendliness (despite the
Englishman's innate stubbornness). Jeffrey Richards places Baldwin politically at the opposite
pole to George Orwell, and evident in much of Orwell's writing of the time is a greater sense of
social injustice and unresolvable contradictions. [14] For instance, in his 1941 essay The Lion
and the Unicom', he draws attention to the ambivalent British attitude towards the Empire,
which might well be at the root of national contradictions and even partially account for the
growth of eccentricity in the 19th century; he also raises the question of ‘two nations, the rich
and the poor. [15] Like other commentators of the day he freely interchanges the terms
'England’ and 'Britain’ while omitting to mention Wales or Scotland (let alone Northern Ireland).

He also notes 'the privateness of English life' and seems glad that ‘the liberty of the individual
is still believed in...to have a home of your own...to choose your own amusements instead of
having them chosen for you from above'. [16] Three years on, and Orwell, in his essay The
English People', remains as outspoken but perhaps more conciliatory in the light of his
experiences of the war. For example, he considers that by 1940 it became clear that in Britain
national solidarity is stronger than class antagonism' and yet 'nearly all the generalisations that
are made about England base themselves on the property-owning class and ignore the other
forty-five million’; and in a pre-multiculturist society he notes that ‘the chances of war brought
to England...hundreds of thousands of foreigners...and forced them into intimate contact with
ordinary people’. [17] Most significantly he continues to question whether it is possible to
determine English character, or nations as individuals, and whether there is a continuity
between the England of the past and the present.

J.B. Priestley offers a more utopian vision of England and the English delivered originally
as a radio talk to boost morale at the darkest moments of the war. In This Land of Ours he
rhapsodises about the wonder of the English spring and links it to the ongoing conflict as a
symbol of what the country is fighting for. For him the countryside represents the nation's

lifeblood, and he continues the rural analogy by depicting political, social and intellectual life in
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Britain as a metaphorical tree. The English are "an instinctive and intuitive people’ but ‘we often
behave irrationally and so bewilder our friends just as we baffle our enemies'. [18] Priestley
believes that our greatest gift to civilisation is liberalism, as evidenced in political and social
life, literature and everyday living, and is ‘produced by an odd mix of peoples living their own
kind of life on a misty island...a people who have been allowed by circumstances - and also
by their own passion for liberty - to develop in their own way'; his conclusion that ‘ordinary
English folk have an instinctive trust in the moral order of the universe, have a deep respect
for all that is fundamentally personal to other people, and are moved by goodwill [which]...runs
like a golden thread, glinting with humour and poetry, through the fabric of our history' seems
excessively patriotic and sentimental in retrospect although it also emphasizes a certain
consensuality which was to linger on for some time in the post-war era. [19]

To illustrate this lingering consensus a certain view of the 1950s is encapsulated in the
revue At the Drop of a Hat by Michael Flanders and Donald Swann, captured live for
Pariophone in 1957. [20] The two men emerge as very English and comfortable with it, their
politeness and wit overiding a cosy, middle-class, pre-satirical view of the world. Thus they
parody the consumer society (in A Song of Reproduction - about the delights of high-fidelity
sound, and Design for Living, or "keeping up with the Joneses"), sing about the weather (Song
of the Weather), food and war (The Reluctant Cannibal), the perils of drink (Madeira, MVear?)
and songs about animals (the gnu and hippopotamus). When Flanders asks the audience to
join in the final chorus of the latter there are still echoes of the community singing
characteristic of wartime. As an encore the duo playfully mock the Lord Chamberlain's
censorship regulations little imagining how these would be flouted and then disappear in the
following decade. The show was hugely successful internationally, especially in Switzerland,
Canada and the U.S.A., and led to a sequel, At the Drop of Another Hat, issued on record in
1964. [21] As Flanders is the first to acknowledge, it is evident that his own country has
changed considerably. He notes the emergence of satire (a nod to Beyond the Fringe and
TWR3) whose purpose is 'to strip off the veneer of comforting illusion and cosy half-truth. And
our job...is to put it back again!". [22] Flanders and Swann obviously have no need or intention

to compete with the celebrated satirists of their day and so we are offered the customary
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parodies which at least seem to have a more international flavour than before. Thus there are
musings on the consumer society (Sounding Brass), the rituals of bull fighting (Los
Olividados), scientists (First and Second Law) and foreigners {In the Desert - sung in
Russian, and All Gall- 'France and England, they don't mix’). Flanders also offers his thoughts
on the wonders of air travel in the modem world {By Air). By contrast the most poignant
moment of all is the genuinely touching Slow Train about the vanishing world of branch lines
and small stations (‘they've all passed out of our lives'); Flanders rightly calls it a serious song
which is undoubtedly underpinned by the unnamed Doctor Beeching's controversial axing of
much of British Rail. [23] There follows the defiant Song of Patriotic Prejudice about the need
for England to have a national song. After all, reasons Flanders, the Scots, Welsh and Irish all
have one, as do the Americans and Germans. The recurring refrain is The English, the
English, the English are best/!! wouldn't give tuppence for all of the rest, as other nations are
gently mocked. [24] The English, naturally, are just ‘'misunderstood’. Flanders talks of ‘playing
the game' which is meant affectionately but would probably be regarded as non-politically
correct now. They conclude with the Hippo song, updated and still humorous, but perhaps
rather old-fashioned in a 1964 of the Beatles and mods and rockers. Of course, in the context
of this survey, it should be remembered that 1964 was also the period of Margaret
Rutherford's greatest international success.

It is possible that at least some of the Flanders and Swann songs were inspired,
subconciousiy perhaps, by an anxiety at the crumbling of imperial power. They also seem to
look forward to the post-Thatcherite, post-Empire insecurities of many commentators of the
late 1990s who attempt to redefine Britishness. [25] Oddly, at least two studies of Britishness
in the 1980s appear to be curiously unaware of multiculturalism. [26] However,
the new Britain, often defined in terms that question Englishness, is one Sim and Rutherford
would hardly recognise. For instance, Jeremy Paxman in 1999 talks of the end of Empire, the
disintegration of the United Kingdom due to devolution, the possibility of European integration
and the unstoppable momentum of international business aided by new technology (like the
internet) and unrestricted by land borders. [27] He opens his preface: '‘Being English used to

be so easy. They were one of the most easily identified peoples on earth, recognized by their
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language, their manners, their clothes and the fact that they drank tea by the bucketload’; he
also mentions, in passing, 'stiff upper lips, sensible shoes or tweedy manner’ (the very image
of Rutherford's Miss Marple) as something amusing nowadays, and concludes that having
finished his research he still finds the English ‘elusive to the last'. [28]

At the height of her fame in the 1960s, Rutherford is anything but elusive. A reviewer for
Time magazine thinks her 'so British that by comparison...even John Bull himself seems the
son of a miscegenetic marriage. She is the fresh-air fiend in sensible shoes who parries with
her nose and charges with her chin', a description which also incorporates her eccentricity.
[29] The Rev. Malcolm Boyd enthuses about ‘that indomitable face of British granite' and,
clearly taken with her portrayal of Miss Marple, continues: 'l can see her in her English village
kitchen. She is baking hot cookies for tea while ruminating about a murder'. [30] Elsewhere
she is described as 'essentially English' and a 'British institution’, the interchangeability of
‘English’ and 'British’ apparently unproblematic to most writers attempting to seek her
essence. Alastair Sim is similarly categorised as 'British’ and 'Scottish’, although his
ambivalent relationship to Scotland and his own Scottishness changes over time. On the one
hand he detests his father and the harshness of some of his early experiences and those in
the business prepared to accept stereotypical Scottish roles; on the other he has a lifelong
affection for Edinburgh, cemented by his appointment as Rector of the university in 1948, and
is ultimately a proud Scot, finally accepting a Scottish role again - as The Laird in Geordie
(1955) - after so many stereotyped representations in the 1930s and a complete avoidance of
them in the 1940s, experimenting with a Czech professor, an Irish priest and an English
doctor. Commenting on his performance in a now-forgotten play, The Gusher (1937), Naomi
Sim remarks wearily: 'Alastair played yet another comic Scotsman...it seems that if you
wanted a comic Scotsman you got Alastair Sim, but then why would you want a comic
Scotsman?'. [31] When he was originally offered the role of Joseph Macroon in Whisky
Galore! (1948) he ‘turned it down with the tart comment that he "could never bear professional
Scotsmen™. [32] Jeffrey Richards has considered this dilemma for Scots depicted in British
flms. He accepts that character stereotypes and so-called ‘tartanry’ can have a limiting effect

on Scottish actors who wish to tackle the realities of Scottish life but concludes that ‘this view
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takes no account of the popularity of the films. People evidently preferred myth to
reality...They went because they loved the films, because a repertory of Scottish character
actors...symbolised the nation for them and stars like...Alastair Sim represented the nation in

British films'. [33]

| have already noted Sir Ernest Barker's discussion of Puritans who believe in 'spiritual
solitude’ as a virtue and its application to eccentrics who are often prone to solitude/isolation;
and | have recorded his belief in an education system which encourages the growth of
individuality, with eccentricity as its most extreme consequence. [34] However eccentricity is
still much referenced in present-day discussions of Britishness/Englishness. Jeremy Paxman
suggests religious differences between Catholicism and the Church of England as another
origin of eccentricity in England in particular. [35] Andrew Marr believes that the BBC has
done much to promote the image of an eccentric Britain in its comedy programmes (he
mentions The Goons and The League of Gentlemen); one might add that many BBC (and ITV
et al.) presenters (including Marr himself who has been the subject of impersonation on more
than one occasion) have contributed to the impression of ‘an island of eccentrics'. [36] As part
of the Think of England series, broadcast in 2000, Damien Johnson wonders if Great British
eccentrics still exist - and, upon investigation, he decides they do. [37] While John Baxendale,
discussing J.B. Priestley in 2001, presents a rather negative image of 'marginal eccentrics' as
representative of the decay of Old England. [38] Contributing to the Straw Poll Debate,
Englishness Has Had Its Day, historian Christopher Lee believes there is now a sense that
even to declare one's Englishness marks one out as eccentric; this view is rather
corroborated by an e-mail contributor to the ‘talkback' section of the same programme - Peter
Mercer's definition of Englishness as 'humour, tolerance, resilience, adaptability, love of
language and often an expertise that they like to keep to themselves' is both a neat
encapsulation of several key aspects of Englishness and a suggestion of inherent
eccentricity. [39] Among recent studies of Britishness only Andrew Marr's is alive to the
importance of the British film industry, and despite his observations (above) about the

influence of radio and television, he considers that 'because we tend to share films, talk about
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them more afterwards and find their catchphrases, stars and issues recurring in our papers
and broadcast material afterwards, it could be argued that film still matters as much. Films
ripple, as television doesn't. [40] Jeffrey Richards has noted how differently eccentricity is
represented in British films, from the 'hidden strengths' of the British traveller abroad in The
Lady Vanishes (1938) to its blossoming acceptance by a foreigner as ‘benign and lovable' in
The Demi-Paradise. [41]

A standard dictionary definition portrays the eccentric as 'out of the usual course: not
conforming to common rules: odd', and eccentricity itself as 'singularity of conduct: oddness',
also describing character parts as those ‘portraying an unusual or eccentric personality type';
in addition, Roget's Thesaurus links eccentricity and character under the umbrella term of
‘unconformity’, and, of special significance for Margaret Rutherford in view of her buried family
history, it also lists the adjective under ‘insanity’, ‘'madman’, ‘caprice’ and imbecility, folly'. [42]
John Stuart Mill strongly believes in eccentricity as a counterbalance to the tyranny of
conformity and it is thus to be encouraged. In his essay On Liberty (sub-section, Of
Individuality) of 1859 he declares that 'eccentricity has always abounded when and where
strength of character has abounded; and the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally
been proportional to the amount of genius, mental vigour and moral courage it contained. That
so few now dare to be eccentric marks the chief danger of the time'. [43] In his preface to a
19th century book about English eccentrics, the author, Timbs, considers that although
eccentrics may seem odd the characteristic is often to be found in persons of good character.
He does acknowledge a darker side but thinks that in general terms it is better not to judge on
first impressions. [44] George Santayana also suggests an English duality. He detects ‘a
mystical oddity' tainted by a Puritanism which ‘rendered them acrid and fussy and eccentric
and sad’; and yet he also paints the nation as a 'paradise of individuality, eccentricity, heresy,
anomalies, hobbies and humours'. [45] Edith Sitwell, a renowned eccentric herself, often
addressed the subject. Her 1933 work on English eccentrics is written in an appropriately
eccentric style and language and makes a number of compeling and controversial
observations. On one hand Sitwell views eccentricity as an ’antidote against melancholy’

while asserting that it is especially prevalent in the English 'because of that peculiar and
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satisfactory knowledge of infallibility that is the hallmark and birthright of the British nation’, an
indication perhaps of an imperial arrogance characteristic of a complacent upper class; she
also characterises it as 'the Ordinary carried to a high degree of pictorial perfection’, but is at
the same time critical of those who might interpret the least contorted gesture as eccentricity.
[46] In her posthumously published autobiography she aligns eccentricity to genius (as had
Mill before her), now referring to it as ‘aristocracy of the mind and of behaviour, utterly
repudiating its common associations with madness and full of admiration for those ‘entirely
unafraid of and uninfluenced by the opinions and vagaries of the crowd’; she discusses the
authors H.G. Wells and John Galsworthy as examples of 'super-ordinary eccentrics' and
remains determined to defend herself as an indissoluble union of aristocrat and artist. [47] She
does at least question whether eccentricity can be reduced simply to recurringly ordinary
obsessions or a certain obstinacy in her temperament.

More than one commentator has noted a degree of eccentricity in the portrayal of
detectives, something common to the work of both Sim and Rutherford. Cicely Hamilton
believes that Edgar Allan Poe was the originator of a particular sort of detective who she
typifies as 'men with unusual personalities and sometimes with queer habits or tastes’, and is
a character who continues to have a wide appeal amongst the reading public; her examples
include Edgar Wallace's Mr Reeder, Margery AHingham's Albert Campion, Agatha Christie's
Pairot, Anthony Weymouth's Inspector Treadgold and Dorothy L. Sayers' Lord Peter Wimsey,
a list which includes a significant proportion of female authors even if she omits to mention
probably the most familiar female sleuth in the form of Miss Marple. [48] Slavoj Zizek, in his
introduction to Jacques Lacan as applied to popular culture, is keen to distinguish between the
rise of the modem novel (of Christie and Sayers) in the 1920s and the older detective story (of
Conan Doyle and G.K. Chesterton), and yet makes the point that both suffer from the same
formal problem of ‘the impossibility of telling a story in a linear, consistent way, of rendering
the "realistic" continuity of events'; in other words, it is up to the detective to reconstruct a
linear narrative version of events, even after the story is supposedly over once the audience
is aware of the identity of the murderer. [49] Of course filmed detective novels and stories do

not always conform to this pattern. For instance, Rutherford's Miss Marple frequently steals
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the detective's thunder by usurping his explanation with one of her own, while Alastair Sim's
Inspector Cockrill in Green for Danger (1946) subverts convention by rendering his solution
suspect and fallible. Zizek also draws a distinction between the 'classical' and ‘hard-boiled'
detective whereby the former always maintains a certain distance from the events of the story
while the latter becomes actively involved. He argues that it is not merely a question of
associating the classical detective with intellect and the hard-boiled with physical involvement
but rather their degree of engagement in the story. For him the classical detective 'maintains
an eccentric position throughout;...excluded from the exchanges that take place among the
group of suspects constituted by the corpse. It is precisely on the basis of this exteriority...that
the homology between the detective and the analyst is founded'. [50] Zizek contrasts the
classical detective who happily accepts payment for services rendered and the ethical
cynicism of the hard-boiled type who will often disdain monetary reward. Interestingly
Rutherford's Miss Marple is a kind of eccentric hybrid. She is rarely remunerated, nor is she
sufficiently disengaged from the group of suspects as her nominally classical status might
suggest, and although involved with them she is never tainted by events and remains above
reproach. Her Miss Marple can be seen as an eccentric outsider (and is certainly often
viewed in this way by some suspects), but is as often embraced by the group, if differently by
its various members, be they a family, a drama group or a ship's company. Similarly, Alastair
Sim's characterisations, especially in Green for Danger and An Inspector Calls (1954),
continually challenge our perception of the classical detective by his flirting' with the group
while never quite joining it, his eccentricity used as a device to fascinate and foil the suspects
and the audience.

When Pierre Maillaud wrote his 1945 book The English Way he had lived in the country a
mere fourteen years; he knew little English upon his arrival but this in no way impairs the
perceptive analysis of another foreign observer. He views eccentricity as a transgressive
social activity characterised by 'individuals who do not challenge the social order but choose
to break away from conformity by singular pursuits and harmless oddities'. [51] He believes
that eccentrics are on the decline due to the pressure to succumb to uniformity, but in 1945

could it perhaps be argued that they were not as plentiful because the effect of wartime
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restraints had tamed their behaviour and their pursuits in the cause of greater social
homogeneity? Possibly. However, what remains undeniable is the profusion of eccentrics,
headed by Sim and Rutherford, filling British cinema screens at the time of writing. For
Maillaud, eccentrics are 'the last knights of that moderate, innocuous anarchy without which
civilized life soon becomes overpowering’; significantly, he feels English eccentrics (as
opposed to others) are not dependent on financial advantage, and are therefore classless,
and, lacking exhibitionism, can flourish without the need for an audience; echoing Sitwell, he
places their 'sheer harmless individualism' at the opposite end to the communal bridge’; he

goes on:

There is usually a distinct touch of the quixotic about him and his
enterprises. The genuine eccentric does not attempt to defy society and its
laws. He pays the unavoidable tribute to social order and then finds refuge
and consolation in doing what the law and even the world permits, but in a
way and according to rites of his own. There is nothing calculated in this. It
springs from inspiration. The eccentrics were a great English asset...who

ever heard of an eccentric Prussian? [52]

Earlier Maillaud acknowledges the possibility of foreign eccentrics (before denying it) and is
also prone to refer to them as masculine only - he can surely not have been unaware of social
and literary figures like Edith Sitwell or actors like Rutherford. Perhaps he is merely guilty of
paternalist omission.

The consensual post-war atmosphere in The Character of England, edited by Sir Ernest
Barker in 1947, is far more disposed towards celebrating eccentricity as something still very
much alive. Richard Law stresses its importance as part of the country’s prominent
individualism, with eccentricity as 'natural to the Englishman' within the context of an
Englishness that is as much about ‘variety, as well as freedom'. [53] He references Maillaud
and compares France, which thinks in terms of nation and family, and England, which

believes in the interplay of society and the individual. He views English Literature (and by
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extension films?) as a reflection of English individuality, variety and eccentricity, its
individualism a preference against working as a team. Like Maillaud he also allows for a more
classless eccentricity than the stereotype, of mainly upper class noblemen, might sometimes
suggest, but also believes that it is necessarily qualified or mediated by the bounds of law and
social acceptability. James Sutherland is also concerned with literature and notes that it is
coloured by the 'strange intellectual and emotional isolation of the Englishman'. [54] One is
reminded of the duality of Sim and Rutherford's representations of authors and academics of
the post-war period in Hue and Cry (1947) (Felix H. Wilkinson) and Passport to Pimlico (1949)
(Professor Hatton-Jones), as characters both interacting with the community and set apart
from it. Sutherland presents a diverse list of authors as examples whose only point of contact
is a heightened individuality, and for whom the dictum of the ancient Greeks, 'know thyself,
might be rewritten as 'be thyself. [55] Vita Sackville-West is alive to the contradictions
inherent in eccentricity when she remarks that ‘the English, in spite of being perhaps the most
eccentric race on earth, entertain the greatest horror of eccentricity’, while Rebecca West
believes that it can amount to a degeneration of individuality especially when ‘elevated into
heroism' abroad. [56] Summing up, Sir Ernest Barker considers that eccentricity is a constant
thread through the English character, but it is full of unexplained and inexplicable
contradictions. He believes that these are usually noticed most by foreigners (like Santayana),
although he advises against the profusion of too many eccentrics who might
render the trait too commonplace. However their presence in literature as 'characters' or
‘cranks' convinces him of the reality of eccentricity behind the rumour. He believes too that a
self-sufficient individualism produces an assertive eccentricity which can emerge as
egocentricity and concludes: ‘it remains a puzzle to most of us that the country of 'good form'
and plodding habit should also be counted a country of rebellion against conventions and
canons'. [57]

By the 1950s Nancy Mitford senses it is time to bemoan the death of the eccentric
aristocrat, while her friend Evelyn Waugh is resigned to accepting that eccentricity is now the
province of psychology and is therefore, by implication, classless. [58] Their comments are

responses to a study of linguistic class distinction by Professor Alan Ross of Birmingham
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University whose 1954 article initiated a lively debate which became condensed and simplified
into U (as in upper class, denoting correct, proper, legitimate) versus non-U (as in incorrect,
not proper, not legitimate). Professor Ross's intention was not meant to be reproving or
judgmental but merely a factual analysis. However many did not interpret his study in this
way, hence the combative nature of the subsequent debate. But what remains interesting now
is the book's subtext, which reveals the anxiety of an establishment in the face of an uncertain
future, with decline of the aristocracy and the corresponding demise of the Empire, signalled
particularly in 1956, the year of the book, by the Suez crisis. At the same time the working
class were becoming more culturally visible (in films and Rock 'n Roll especially), articulate
and socially aware. Several of the films in which Sim and Rutherford appear seem to reflect
the impressions of Mitford and Waugh, like Castle in the Air (1952), with its impoverished
aristocrat, and The Green Man (1956), whose principal character, Hawkins (Sim), is an
assassin who wants to eliminate members of the establishment. However the use of comedy
and the deployment of Sim and Rutherford’s empathetic eccentrics serve to mediate the
harsher aspects of each narrative.

After the seismic social shifts of the sixties where natural eccentricity had to compete with
a fashionable, youthful hedonism, views of eccentricity in the 1970s tend to revert to more
conventional stereotypes. For instance, J.B. Priestley, writing in 1973, reduces the
characteristic to a male preserve which finds expression in the pursuit of hobbies and 'hobby-
horses’. [59] At least he does not confine himself to the upper classes, although this is the
impression given by the selection of personalities in Bridgeman and Drury's book of 1975,
despite their assertion that the assembled characters derive ‘from different ages and
backgrounds'. [60] Of the fifteen eccentrics discussed over half are of aristocratic origin.
There are no actors, and more surprisingly, in a book co-authored by two women, only four
female eccentrics are included.

If the current anxiety and uncertainty about the nature of British identity seems likely to
continue for some time, our much-discussed eccentricity is still celebrated less
problematically. The traditional image of the British eccentric may be on the decline, as some

argue, but the character trait is surely very much part of our national life in the 2L st century,
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even if some of its standard bearers are unexpected. A salient example is the boxer Chris
Eubank, who as a black man brilliantly and bizarrely subverts the traditional white upper class
eccentric by his appropriation of their speech, mannerisms, habits and dress. [61]

Returning to the connections between eccentricity and performance (see above, pp. 77-
78), Elizabeth Bums records that the flouting of performance conventions can denote both
'deviance’, and, at the other end of the scale, a more acceptable eccentricity. [62] Her
remarks are made in the context of a study which demonstrates the subtle interweaving of
theatrical convention and their echo in the reality of social life. She believes that in the
'modem’' drama of Pinter and Orton the customary 'hero has made way for the ordinary or
eccentric man'’; her coupling not only recalls Sitwell's 'Ordinary in excelsis' (see above, p. 77)
but also serves to remind one of a whole era of peculiarly British cinema which does not rely
solely on the stereotypes of leading Hollywood players nor those from the Rank Charm
School! I mean, of course, those peopled by eccentric leading actors like Sim and Rutherford.
Co-incidentally, the recent NFT centenary tribute to Sim (in 2000) billed him as ‘an ordinary
man', a designation apparently at variance with his performances in both cinema and theatre.
Bums also notes the importance and influence of Sigmund Freud, especially as reflected in
writers like Henry James, Joseph Conrad and Thomas Hardy, who became 'more concerned
with people in social groups and the ways in which they react to and against the conventions
of the group, than with the ‘great’ or eccentric individual'. [63] However, despite the upheavals
in English novels and poetry, Bums thinks the conventions of English drama were slower to
change due to a strong theatrical tradition whose middle-class audiences were resistant to
social and intellectual innovation, and therefore it was only after World War Two that new
kinds of drama emerged. The result, for actors like Sim and Rutherford, was a prolonging and
preservation of their eccentric status within the acting profession.

The difficulty for leftist critics is that not only are the depersonalisation techniques of
someone like Bertolt Brecht litle suited to the ebullient repertory-trained British actor, but the
very presence of such eccentrics in a cast potentially undermines the collective experience of
theatre and cinema. For commentators like John Hess (in his response to Truffaut's politique

des auteurs) individuality - read eccentricity as a heightened form of individuality - is invalid as

-82-



it seeks to deny social and political concerns and reestablish older ideas of art outside/in
opposition to society. [64] As heightened individuals, eccentrics are therefore particularly
problematic. If they underplay their part or have a small role an audience feels cheated; if they
overplay an audience is left unconvinced. In addition eccentrics tend to be represented as
people outside so-called 'normal’ life and are thus conceived by writers and directors as more
fantastical figures, and are therefore potentially less believable.

Raymond Durgnat couples the British love of eccentrics with their sense of humour, and
considers that they are typified in the cinema by Sim and Rutherford, whose characters are
‘usually upper class in origin..and either of independent means or firmly ensconced in
authority...[and] usually variations on old-fashioned father and aunt figures and the eccentricity
isn't eccentricity at all, but the old upper-class way of speaking out boldly and rudely'. [65] For
Rutherford, this is undeniably true of Lady Parke in Missing Believed Married (1937) or even
Miss Whitchurch in The Happiest Days of Your Ufe (1950), but less so of Madame Arcati in
Blithe Spirit (1945) or Nurse Cary in Miranda (1948). Alastair Sim may often caricature figures
in authority like Mr McForrest in Her Father's Daughter (1941) and Wetherby Pond in The
Happiest Days of Your Life (1950), but more often his portrayals like the assassin, Hawkins,
in The Green Man (1956) or Hawtrey Murington, the film producer, in Lady Godiva Rides
Again (1951), if still eccentric, are refreshingly ordinary at the same time.

Maurice Sellar also highlights the work of Sim and Rutherford as prominent British
eccentrics. He draws attention to their elusiveness and (like others) links their eccentricities to
genius. [66] He considers too that ‘the creation of classic eccentrics owes more to the skill of
observation than to any other attribute' and that as played by character actors like Sim and
Rutherford they 'extend their performances way beyond the scope of their roles, adding an
extra indefinable dimension to all that they do and say'; for British cinema they are 'a breed
apart' who have 'an intangible unique quality that marks them out as 'different'...transcending
the script, the camerawork or even the most inspired director'. [67]

The joy of Rutherford's particular brand of eccentricity is her seeming unawareness of it
and the duality of her appearing to exist in her own world at the same time as she interacts

with other actors, her best performances enlivened by the presence of other eccentrics, like
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Sim and Joyce Grenfell in The Happiest Days of Your Life or Robert Moriey in Murder at the
Gallop (1963). More than one critic regrets her insignificance to the plot in many of her fims
despite the richness she brings to the narrative; and because of the imperative for her to be
eccentric producers and casting agents often miss a pathos that lies behind her comic
portraits. Her first biographer Eric Keown, discussing her stage Madame Arcati, thinks that
‘'most of her comic effects spring not from calculated distortion but from the eager warmth with
which she embraces eccentricity’; and of her malicious aristocrat in Anouilh's Ring Around the
Moon he considers her "ability to sting may seem a surprising weapon but as she employs it
it is never ugly. It governs much of her best comedy, lending it astringency and holding the
balance of eccentricity'. [68] In other words, she knew how to control a natural trait in order to
enhance a performance, keeping it in check whenever necessary. Indeed, Rutherford herself
talks of ‘the eccentricity that | later developed into my own special technique'. [69] She also
had the sense to realise that she was not an instinctive comedian, always playing her comedy
seriously. However, at different times, she accepted and rejected the linking of her public
eccentricity as the logical outcome of her private life. When questioned on the subject she
was always remarkably candid. To Michael Dean, who asks about the 'myth' of her
eccentricity, she replies: 'l don't mind being thought eccentric, because | like to be a person by
myself, you know, with my own kind of ways - 1mustn't say distinctive, but, a little bit odd, |
don't mind being'. [70] And to her biographer Gwen Robyns, who asks her if she is eccentric,
she responds: 'l hope | am an individual. | suppose an eccentric is a super individual. Perhaps
an eccentric is just off-centre - ex centric. But that contradicts a belief of mine that we have
got to be centrifugal - diversified', the final thought a clear indication that she is well aware of
the dualities within her own nature. [71] She goes on to regret her typecasting, but concludes
that 'there is more latitude in eccentrics. They are always honest [true to themselves?] and
have their own quality of madness. In the final assessment | think they will be the Saints'. [72]
With characteristic singularity she ends her autobiography not, as one might expect, with
some lines by a friend like Walter de la Mare, but with lyrics by Paul Simon which conclude
that ‘flowers never bend with the rainfall', a sentiment underlined by a remark (apparently by

the director John Boulting) that she represents the original flower child! [73]
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To an early interviewer Alastair Sim considers he has had ‘an odd sort of life’, and a
Picturegoer profile of 1950 talks of his 'mad-hatter' parts, both euphemisms, it might be safe to
assume, for eccentricity. [74] Maurice Sellar is keen to stress the importance of Sim as a
Scottish eccentric who proves ‘conclusively that eccentricity in entertainers is not an English
prerogative’, while Caughie and Rockett note that he 'seldom disguises his Scottish acent: it is
simply another feature which he draws on to colour, and perhaps explain, his eccentricity'.
[75] In this he is well matched, especially in his stage work, by the strong element of fantasy
to be found in the writing of friend and fellow Scot, James Bridie. Like Margaret Rutherford,
Sim's mannerisms and behaviour are often compared to animals (Terence Pettigrew refers to
him as ‘at times like a turkey startled by bright sunlight), and although less disposed to
discussing himself and his art, particularly in his later years, his friends and those who worked
with him have left some penetrating appraisals of the man and his essence. [76] lan McKellen,
who acted with Sim in the theatre, describes him as ‘a tall man, [with a] shambling, strange

face - not beautifuL.He was eccentric. He was funny and at odds with the world’; he goes on

to characterise him as

a solo star performer. The mark of his talent wasn't to work in a group. It
was rather to work on his own, and although he was a star, he was
extremely modest...if you wanted to categorise him - if he were
categorising himself, perhaps he would recognise himself as being one of
those great eccentrics who straddle time and just says "l am what | am,

and, like it or not, here 1 am™. [77]

McKellen believes Sim was 'utterly baffled by the world' and suspicious of those in authority,
which is a reason why he often played figures of the establishment 'and showed them to be
fools', suggesting perhaps that Sim's eccentricity was a necessary counterbalance to his
intolerance of those in positions of power; McKellen concludes that ‘the banner that he was
waving was for freedom and for individuality and for greatness of human spirit and refusal to

be constrained or bound down by greater forces'. [78]
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Like his other great eccentric colleague, Margaret Rutherford, there is a sense of
inevitability that Sim's performances are accommodated most successfully in the company of
other eccentric actors and situations. In a roughly chronological overview of their work | hope
to illustrate the different levels of eccentricity which are displayed by both actors within the

context of the Britishness of the films (and some television programmes) in which they

appear.

Margaret Rutherford's early films of 1936-7 are hardly representative of her acting style,
and although she is asked to portray a range of characters one senses a certain
awkwardness before the cameras which barely reveals the quirkiness and heightened
individuality of what we know of her stage performances. Some characters are too
insubstantial to make much of an impression, like her nanny in Big Fella (1937), or the
housekeeper in Talk of the Devil (1936); in others her natural exuberance is inhibited by the
claustrophobic studio sets, and there are roles, like Maggie Carberry in Catch as Catch Can
(1937), which, although interesting, find her, if not miscast, then slightly ill at ease. If her
Mrs Baldwin in Beauty in the Barge (1937) is more familiar territory, it is blemished by an
unconvincing Cockney accent. However the film's Britishness makes it of more than
incidental interest. The film's publicity uses the terms 'English’ and 'British' interchangably,
as do some commentators (see above, p. 67), calling the humour ‘essentially English" whilst
enthusing about ‘the delightful British landscapes and riverside backgrounds', proof, perhaps,
in the era of the 'quota quickie' that location shooting was not the norm; one headline actually
declares that the film is ‘co-starring England’ and there is a noticeable emphasis on
Englishness for those abroad (in the dominions) who are perhaps nostalgic for home; thus ‘the
picture has had the advantage of being able to secure pictures of England as those exiles,
away in far flung outposts of Empire like to imagine it, hence the profusion of 'quaint little
fishing villages' and ‘lovely little country inns and cottages'’; more knowingly, and as if aware of
the creation of artifice on the screen, the description continues: 'We, living in England, know it
better as a damp, drizzly land of arterial roads and ugly bungalows', although the director has

chosen to depict 'the summery England we all like to dream about'. [79] Beside the scenery
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the performances are almost of secondary importance, although it is interesting that the film is
sold on Gordon Harker's major character part rather than the inexperienced romantic leads,
something less likely in the general run of Hollywood movies of the time. (Wallace Beery is
probably Harker's closest American counterpart.) Rutherford at least sneaks into the publicity
pictures and makes enough of her part to be noticed by reviewers. However, the farcical
dialogue and magnificently outsized characterisation of her Lady Parke in Missing Believed
Married (1937) probably suits her better, even if the script is marred by racist overtones. For
instance, she calls the Italian Emilio (Emilio Cargher) with whom her granddaughter,
Hermione (Hazel Terry), is planning to elope, ‘that foreigner'. She also opines to Mavis (Sheila
Young), a concerned friend of Hermione's, who tries to speak lItalian: 'No decent English
woman should ever attempt a foreign accent!. And to her apologetic solicitor Mr Horton
(Charles Paton) she commands: ‘Don't shrug...it's very unEnglish’. Or is this merely a parody
of aristocratic superiority bom of a culture of British colonialism which is very sure of itself?

By contrast, Alastair Sim's films of the 1930s, by their sheer number alone (24), allow him
to explore a wider range of characterisations. His Sergeant Mackay in Riverside Murder
(1935) (his first film) mixes a wicked sense of humour with a certain underlying menace. The
edge in his voice and pugnacious expression present his eccentricities credibly in the context
of the witty dialogue he is allowed. He is undeniably the eccentric outsider, especially as he is
so often shown as a commentator on the action rather than a participator in it, and however
much he attempts to integrate with his fellow actors he remains distinctive, towering
physically over his boss, the inspector (Basil Sydney), his unlikely detective setting him apart.
Significant too is the fact of his persuading the studio to change the original Cockney
character into a Scot with a broad accent. At this stage in his career he was happy to play the
part for laughs even when his defining Scottishness is mocked, when, at one point, an
inquisitive female reporter (Judy Gunn) is handcuffed to the bannisters. He laughs at her
predicament and she responds with the most wounding remark she can conjure: 'You
haggis!. In the next two films Sim's eccentricities of speech and behaviour already see him
pitted against others of similar ilk, thus in A Fire Has Been Arranged (1935) he shares many

scenes with the clowning of Flanagan and Allen, and in The Private Secretary (1935) he has a
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delightful if brief moment in the company of his first eccentric woman, Miss Ashford (Sydney
Fairbrother), a representation of the archetypally dotty maiden aunt. Of the latter production
Film Weekly describes Sim as 'the only "odd man™ of the cast who is ‘engagingly ghoulish as
a sanctimonious and shady medium’. [80] Both films also show him as unproblematically
English for the first time, although the two that follow, Late Extra (1935) and Troubled Waters
(1936), begin to typecast him as Scottish even down to his name, which is, rather predictably,
‘Mac'. Much better is Sim's stern minister Angus Graham in Wedding Group (1936), a film
partly set in a Scottish village and directed with period realism by fellow Scots, Campbell
Gullan and Alex Bryce, although the reviewer for The Monthly Film Bulletin takes exception to
‘an element of caricature in the portrayal of a service in the kirk'. [81] Alex Bryce also directs
Sim in The Big Noise (1936) which prematurely promotes him to star status and marks a
temporary reversion to English roles and a sequence of curiously unfocussed films. Without
adequate scripting or direction, Sim's response, although invariably entertaining, is often to
mug for the camera, overexaggerating the characterisation, his familar mannerisms almost
taking on a life of their own. In The Big Noise and The Mysterious Mr Davis (1936) the
boundaries between mere eccentricity and overacting are continually breached. In the latter
he is cast as The Lunatic' (nominally Theodore G. Wilcox), an insane ex-city banker, a role
which was casually inserted into the film at the last minute. It marks his most eccentric
portrayal so far and appears to offer him an almost free hand resulting in the use of a whole
battery of devices to create an utterly singular and unsettling character. With his hair standing
up on either side of his bald pate he laughs his crazy laugh and when asked who he is
declares, with an exaggerated grin and staring eyes: 'Don't look now, but | am Davis!". The
most bizarre moment of all occurs when he disrupts a business meeting by bursting through a
frieze depicting a Greek god, a large plaster on his forehead and smiling manically; he also
carries a small bomb and demands a million pounds. Unsurprisingly the meeting dissolves
into uproar! His overemphasis may also arise from a lack of confidence in the material, but he
would soon realise that his best course as an actor was to steer between a role like the
devious Drayton in Keep Your Seats Please (1936) who is easily integrated into the fabric of

the narrative and parts like The Lunatic' which are so outlandish that they claim all the film's
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interest without any real justification. Accordingly his next role as the Interpreter in The Man in
the Mirror (1936) complements Edward Everett Horton's star performance, providing a
diversion from the main focus of attention - Horton's divided and competing selves - by
exhibiting two characterisations of his own. The more absurd of the two is his fraudulent
interpreter with his fake gobbledygook, darkened skin, moustache and turban. However when
he is allowed to drop the pretence and return to his more familiar screen persona his natural
eccentricity is revealed more tellingly.

Gangway (1937) is the first of three films in which Sim appears with Jessie Matthews; the
others are Sailing Along (1938) and Climbing High (1939). Sim's roles as an undercover
detective, a painter of abstracts and a Communist (respectively) function in relation to the star
in much the same fashion as do Edward Everett Horton and Eric Blore's parts in the
Astaire/Rogers musicals, that is as welcome comic relief. Sim has scope for eccentric flights
of fancy which are entirely believable within the framework of each breathless narrative.
However, even if the characters are well-conceived, they do not always emerge as relevant
or necessary to the scenario. Additionally, Sim's performances are not enhanced by the films'
aping of Hollywood models and other American stereotypes. For instance, in Gangway,
Variety is critical of the 'gangster stuff as interpreted by British minds [which] will get some
offbeat laughs in the U.S.. Effort to imitate the American idiom of handling such matter shoots
far too wide'; similarly, the wisecracking dialogue of Sailing Along feels unidiomatic in a British
film, while, as Robert Moss observes, Climbing High is 'a screwball comedy that was
obviously prepared from American recipes' and has a script which 'scoops up a number of
devices from the screwball genre and inserts them into English settings'. [82]

In The Squeaker (1937) Sim plays a Scottish reporter, and has the chance to refine an
already successful stage performance. He is a distinct bonus, particularly in a more serious-
minded narrative. And yet here he is portraying another ‘comic Scotsman' (see above, p. 74)
with more to come in the This Man' and Inspector Homleigh series. The Monthly Film
Bulletin's critic refers to him as a 'Scotch’ (!) reporter while another commentary talks of the
inclusion of 'some gormless English humour' within a 'standard thirties British' production.

[83] To add to the cross-cultural confusion, co-star Tamara Desni is critiqued by Variety for
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alternating between 'good English and some sort of a broken continental accent, to say
nothing of Wiliam Howard, a Hollywood director ‘imported to polish up the British screen,
[who] seems to have had a bad time without his old technical crew'. [84] One could argue that
perhaps Sim might have been more discriminating in the choice of parts he accepted,
especially as he was now in such demand, although it seems that his hectic work rate was
dictated more by the pressures of earning a living.

By contrast, The Terror (1938) is noticeably directed, by  Richard Bird,a stageand screen
actor, with a flair and sophistication unusual for the period, and certain touches raise the film to
a new level in British cinema, reflecting a growing technical and intellectual confidence in the
medium. In passing, there is an impressive use of montage centreing the film in its own time,
a freedom of camera movement and an intelligent varying of shot selection. Like The Man in
the Mirror, Sim portrays two roles, Soapy Marks, a member of a criminal gang, and the
Reverend Ernest Partridge (in disguise). Again, purely in terms of performance, his moody
criminal is the more convincing in his natural and eccentric changes of pace than the fake
gentility of his fawning priest.

Alfs Button Afloat (1938) is yet another Depression-era wish-fulfilment fantasy, a very
British farce, frantic and surreal, although interestingly The Motion Picture Herald comments
that ‘when it comes to crazy comedy Britain can go one crazier than its American
contemporaries. Better team work and more hilarious clowning have not beenseen in a
British comedy'. [85] And despite the fact of Sim ‘playing with the most eccentric bunch of
comedians ever brought together in Britain' his own inherent eccentricities outshine the
overplayed music-hall routines of the six-strong Crazy Gang. [86] The very fact that Sim's
scenes as the Genie often had to be shot apart from the other actors, for technical reasons,
additionally creates a certain artificial distance from them which only emphasizes Sim's
subtler display of quirky speech and behaviour.

The This Man' films, which include This Man is News (1938), This Man in Paris (1939)
and the related Law and Disorder (1940), unlike the Jessie Matthews films (above), prove
that aping the Hollywood model - here the "Thin Man' films of William Powell and Myma Loy -

can sometimes work to advantage. Rachael Low calls the first entry in the series 'a byword
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for what a British film should be’, and others have described it as, variously, ‘an English Thin
Man", ‘typically British', and possessing 'a snap and sparkle regrettably rare in British films'.
[87] Aubrey Flanagan, for The Motion Picture Herald, considers that it 'exchanges the
crispness of American wisecrack for the more facetious and less subtle English wit' and that
'its extra British appeal may be limited by the derivative nature of the materia”. [88] He seems
most impressed that the production is made for $75,000 rather than the $200,000 he
expected. However most critics are fulsome in their praise of Sim's Scottish journalist Lochlan
McGregor (once again, 'Mac’). Film Weekly talks of ‘another of his unctuous Scots
characterisations' and notes also that 'Scots played a big part in the production of this picture’,
referring to two of the three writers (MacDougal! and Mackinnon) and the director David
MacDonald. [89] The second film in the series relocates the main characters to Paris, and
again Sim's Scottish editor is a highlight, although the caricature of the Scot in Paris is a little
overdone, exemplified by the plague adorning Mac's lodgings that reads: 'Pension Ecossais
(The Wee Scots Hoose), Specialites de la maison - Le Porridge, L'Haggis. Prop. Mdme.
Collette MacKiniosh', a shot which is underlined on the soundtrack by bagpipe music. The
third film adopts the same comedy-thriller formula and transfers the action to the legal world
where Sim's 'Scottish' humour is found both ‘lugubrious’ and ‘canny'. [90] For Sim the major
gain in all three films is that for once his eccentric behaviour is not side-lined but allowed to be
centre-stage and share equal importance with the romantic leads. By the second film there is
a distinct sense that his eccentricity is almost carrying the film and yet he remains very much
part of the team at the same time.

In the Inspector Homleigh films, which comprise inspector Homleigh (1939), Inspector
Hornleigh on Holiday (1939) and Inspector Homleigh Goes To It (1941), it is debatable
whether Sim's blundering Scottish Sergeant Bingham, who is prone to turn up in all kinds of
unlikely situations, reveals his eccentricity as naturally in plots which seem imposed upon him
rather than evolving as the logical outcome of his character. One is also struck by the much
more British/English feel of these films compared to the This Man' series, a quality which on
occasion works against them, reducing their international appeal, not least because of the free

use of accents and dialects, including the Cockney of Gordon Harker's inspector and the
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Scottish repartee of Sim's sergeant. In an appraisal, Graham Greene applauds 'good English
cinema’ whose films 'have lost their tasteless Semitic opulence and are becoming English'.
[91] For all his praise he fails to identify the less than flattering image of Scottishness
continually imposed on Sim by what the film's pressbook describes as 'Gordon Harker's
superior scornful wit. [92] Marker refers to Sim's character as descending from a 'savage
race', his chief superintendent warns him of putting his trust in ‘a simple Scot', and while Sim
and Harker are in the company of the Greek Kavanos (Steve Geray) Harker deliberately
undermines his colleague with: 'He’s a foreigner, sir, iikke you!. The third in the series is
notably more topical as the pair join the army in their search for a fifth columnist, and it is
significant that Homleigh's jibes about Bingham's Scottish identity have all but disappeared,
the fact of war producing a certain consensualising effect on their relationship.

Quiet Wedding (1940) and Spring Meeting (1941), in which Margaret Rutherford appears,
are perhaps rather unlikely fims to emerge at a time of war and at the height of the worst of
the bombing, and yet both were welcomed by audiences and critics as inescapably British
distractions. Reactions on both sides of the Atlantic reflect this impression. Aubrey Fianagan
of The Motion Picture Herald calls Quiet Wedding first class escapism from the sombre
mood of the times' and 'a witty infectious example of the English laughing at themselves'’; he
concludes that ‘the film will be an immense success in war-time Britain. Elsewhere it will be
relished as are few of its local contemporaries'. [93] The Times finds the film ‘blessedly and
triumphantly English’, while Louis MacNeice writing in The Spectator thinks it ‘a very English
and very refreshing phenomenon...it has a lightness, a deftness and celerity which most
British peacetime films have notoriously lacked; it also has nothing whatsoever to do with
war', and 'this blend of nostalgia and burlesque is just what people want for their escape-
entertainment. And why shouldnt we have some escape-entertainment?' [94] William
Whitebait in The New Statesman considers the film 'delightedly and authentically English’ and
that it has ‘what nearly all English films lack, a style as well as a material of its own’; Kine
Weekly praises the film's opening 'typically and refreshingly English cricket scene' and the
later 'local court scene which brilliantly describes the ingratiating and truly native stupidity of

the bench'. [95] Rutherford may appear 21st on the rolling credits but she contributes
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memorably to the court scenes whether conferring with the befuddled oider magistrate or
delivering her judgment. Spring Meeting may be set in Ireland, but this does not prevent it
being categorised at the time as ‘typically British light entertainment and 'an agreeable
antidote to the current grimness of living'. [96] Rutherford's eccentric Aunt Bijou, dressed in a
black hat with a white flower, a feather boa over dowdy apparel and carrying a bottle, who
likes to bet on the horses, is singled out for special commendation. This most English of
actresses copes well with the brogue, having already played the part on the stage, and
contributes to what Kine Weekly describes as 'the happy, ingratiating eccentricities of the Irish
temperament'. [97]

By the time of Yellow Canary (1943) one is more aware of a film specifically geared to the
war effort. The opening scenes could hardly be more patriotic, as symbols of Britishness are
invoked, including the chimes of Big Ben, A.R.P. wardens quoting Shakespeare and a
comedian delivering humourous verse during an air raid, an example of the so-called bull-dog
spirit. Rutherford, pictured first at the Liverpool docks and then on board ship, is not portrayed
against the more archetypally British backdrops with which she wouia iater be associated, but
from the outset complains and jokes in equal British measure, her natural effervescence
under control in a relatively small role. However, in the subsequent The Demi-Paradise (1943)
she is first depicted as an English eccentric in the context of a dissection of Englishness
which the narrative invites. Her invigorating eccentricity, here unusually prominent, seems to
emanate naturally from her as an essential aspect of her Britishness. Indeed this is
emphasized by a publicity still of the time which shows Rutherford in the company of a bull-
dog, a literal and figurative encapsulation of the bull-dog spirit - at once very British and very
eccentric. Ivan's (Laurence Olivier) final speech, as a Soviet engineer visiting Britain during
wartime, attempts to define British national identity, which emerges with a favourable view of
eccentricity as one of its most salient aspects. How indeed could he fail to respond to
Rutherford's pageant, Joyce Grenfell and the real life appearance of cellist Beatrice Harrison
playing outside to the birds during a raid? Gavin Lambert is less convinced by 'some rather
obvious contrivance and exaggeration' in a film which hovers ‘between satire and caricature’,

although Rutherford's inherent singularity is surely more believable than the rather studied
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humour of Leslie Henson (a sort of British Victor Borge). [98] On his second visit to the
country Ivan affects enjoyment of Henson's burlesquing of Rachmaninov but the appeal of the
act remains baffing to him. Other critics are less enamoured of Asquith's view of
Englishness. Lambert notes that the script was written by a Russian (Anatole de Grunwald)
and wonders if 'this accounts for a certain ‘over-English’ quality in its view of England and the
English, like an outsider trying too hard to domicile himself; Aldgate and Richards see the film
as projecting 'the traditional image of the nation as a class-bound, hierarchically structured
society'. [99]

English Without Tears (1944), directed by Harold French, in which Rutherford portrays
aristocrat Lady Christobel Beauclerk, is another examination of the English by comparison
with those from the continent of Europe, and is described by one critic as ‘caricaturing with
tolerant incisiveness the classes of English people who used to impress or exasperate most
foreigners and amuse or exasperate their fellow countrymen'. [100] The war may contrast the
English as ‘diffident, friendly, calm [and] conceited' but at least Rutherford's eccentric
character shifts her pre-war concern for migratory birds io the needs of aiiied refugees by
opening up her home to them. Her key scene is a hilariously misunderstood speech at the
League of Nations which allows the director to use Rutherford's forceful interpretation of the
character as a way of parodying an institution in which the world has lost faith. [101]

Sim's first two films of the war are Ministry of Information shorts to encourage the
conservation of fuel, and to persuade women to train as engineers. Nero (1940) features the
odd juxtaposition of a fictional encounter between Nero (Sim) and a schoolboy (George Cole),
and the factual reference to the emperor's wasteful burning of Rome - a metaphor for the
wartime need to save resources. In Her Father's Daughter (1941) fictional and documentary
elements are successfully blended to meet the needs of Britain at war, and especially those
factories short of labour. Sim plays a blinkered Scottish managing director who opposes the
employment of women in his factory. Apart from the final Inspector Homleigh film, it marks the
last Scot he would play in the cinema until the mid-1950s, even if in his mostly English roles
he never quite loses the vocal inflection of his native Edinburgh. In the previous film, as Philip

Kemp has written, Sim ‘hams outrageously' and probably for the last time on celluloid. [102]
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The brevity of his performance makes it hard to determine if his overpl