
In the Dark 
by George McCartney 

Waugh on Film 
In 1929, Evelyn Waugh wrote that film 
was "the one vital art of the century," an 
accolade he would later qualify. While 
he came to believe that cinema had "taught 
[novelists] a new habit of narradve," he 
concluded that this was "perhaps . . . the 
only contribution [it was] destined to 
make to the arts." 

Although Waugh provocatively over
states his case, I can see the partial justice 
of his observation. Just consider the screen 
adaptations of his novels. In almost every 
instance, his books are more genuinely 
cinematic than the films they have in
spired. Adaptations of The Loved One 
(1965), Brideshead Revisited (1981), Scoop 
(1987), A Handful of Dust (1988), and 
Sword of Honour (2001) all have their 
merits, but, with the partial exception of 
Handful, none of them has the filmic 
verve of the original texts. Waugh's nov
els, especially the earlier ones, have the 
snap and flash of well-made films. They 
astonish us with the literary equivalents 
of breezy montages, splicing together the 
most unlikely images. In Vile Bodies, a 
young woman looks down on a weirdly 
miniaturized English landscape from a 
single-engine airplane and vomits into a 
paper bag; the next moment, we are at the 
bedside of another young woman dying 
from injuries sustained in a reckless car 
race through this same landscape. In 
Handful of Dust, we watch as a spoiled 
English aristocrat moistens her mascara 
by spitting into it; we are then plopped 
down into the Amazonian wilderness where 
Indian women prepare a fermented drink 
by chewing cassava roots and spitting the 
juices into a hollow tree trunk. Waugh 
delighted in abruptiy linking the civilized 
with violence and savagery, suggesting 
that, beneath the daily surface of modern 
life, they were never far apart. 

Waugh was also a master of the telling 
close-up. In Decline and Fall, he mocks 
the upperclass's tolerance of adultery 
with two "significant details," as he liked 
to call them. A middle-aged gentleman 
returns home one evening to discover the 
tall hat of his wife's young lover on the 
hall table. Lest he encounter the lothario 
on the staircase, he retreats to his library 
to smoke a cigar. When he finally hears 
the lover descend the stairs and let him

self out the front door, the cuckold goes 
up to his wife, leaving behind his cigar 
smoldering in an ashtray. Without a word 
of explanation, Waugh tells us all we 
need to know with the contrast between 
the younger man's potendy tall hat and 
the husband's discarded cigar. 

Of all the films made of Evelvn Waugh's 
fiction, perhaps the one that least keeps 
pace with his cinematic imagination is 
"The High Green Wall," a teleplay based 
on Waugh's "The Man Who Liked Dick
ens." This is the 1933 short stor)' that he 
would transform into the unsettling con
clusion of his 1934 novel, A Handful of 
Dust, his most trenchant portrayal of West-
em man succumbing to the 20th centu
ry's barbarous assault on civilized values. 
In 1954, scriptwriter Charles Jackson and 
director Nicholas Ray adapted the narra
tive for The General Electric Theater, the 
weekly dramatic series hosted by Ronald 
Reagan, who was then learning from GE 
that "progress is our most important prod
uct," a lesson of inestimable value for the 
future politician. 

This almost-forgotten 26-minute film 
has come to light once more as an exhib
it in a retrospective of Ray's films that has 
been making the museum rounds in Cana
da and the United States. Ray directed the 
project the same year he made Johnny 
Guitar and a year before he made Rebel 
Without a Cause, the two films for which 
he is best known today. 

Despite the odd decision to change the 
stor)''s title, the adaptation follows Waugh's 
narrative quite closely, only omitting its 
opening few pages, which are concerned 
with protagonist Paul Henty's relations 
with his unfaithful wife—characters who 
would become Tony and Brenda Last in 
Handful. The teleplay begins abruptly 
with Paul stumbling sick and delirious 
upon an Indian tribe in the Amazon wilder
ness. Under the tribesmen's care, he is 
nursed back to health only to discover 
that their village's half-caste chief, Mr. 
McMaster (Mr. Todd in Handful), in
tends to hold him captive for the rest of 
his life. 

I saw "High Green Wall" when it first 
aired. I was 12 at the time and had never 
heard of Waugh or Ray (not that I was in
quisitive about matters of authorship then). 

The High Green Wall (19S4) 

Adapted for 
The General Electric Theater 

Columbia Broadcasting System 
Directed by Nicholas Ray 

Teleplay by Charles Jackson 

When I came to read Handful 18 years 
later, I was surprised to rediscover in its 
ending the same story I had seen drama
tized as a boy. I had never forgotten Paul 
Henty's fate at the hands of Mr. McMas
ter. The story's simple but bizarre con
ceit—a civilized man held captive in the 
Amazon and forced to read the complete 
works of Charles Dickens over and over 
to a sentimental savage —had made an 
ineradicable impression on me. Com-ing 
upon its literary source at 30, I experi
enced a slightiy uncanny case of deja vu 
that made the novel's ending all the more 
intense for me. So I was delighted to 
learn the film was going to be shown as 
part of a month-long Ray retrospective at 
the Museum of Modern Art in Manhat
tan. 

Seeing the film again, however, was 
not at all the experience I had expected. 
My earlier enthusiasm seems to have 
misled me, for I found the production as
tonishingly dull. Ray, a self-important 
and decidedly limited filmmaker, must 
have been marking time between studio 
projects. His direction is perfunctory at 
best. There cannot be more than three 
camera setups, and the players seem to 
have been instructed to stand as close to
gether as possible lest they break the bound
aries of the drama's cramped, low-budget 
set, wanly festooned with plastic fronds to 
suggest, however skimpily, the Amazon 
forest. Joseph Gotten plays Paul Henty 
blandly, his expression alternating almost 
indistinguishably between weary bewil
derment and wounded nobility. To be 
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fair, the role as written does not afford 
many opportunities to do much else. 

The film comes to life fitfully when 
Thomas Gomez appears as Mr. McMas-
ter. Gomez plays his character quite 
broadly, creating a very credible obses
sive v\'ith his unctuous smile and predato-
T) eves. He has an unnerving way of sidling 
up to Gotten at odd moments, his voice 
at once smarmy and wheedling like a 
particularlv manipulative child who, dis-
comfitingly, has the intimidating resources 
of a madly cunning adult—not to men
tion the loaded shotgun under his arm. 
When he first speaks of his passion for 
Dickens, his eyes fairly bulge with antici
pation. It is clear that he will have his 
readings regardless of Paul's wishes. Un
fortunately, the dramatization is so un
derwritten and the direction so indiffer
ent that Gomez does not get to make 
good on these intimations of crazed vil
lainy. 

So what held my attention in 1954? As 
best I can piece together my initial im
pressions, there seem to have been four 
reasons I found the film so fascinating. 
First, the drama was radically different 
from just about anything else being aired 
at the time. There could not have been 
many television productions that would 
have allowed their protagonists' predica
ment to go so bleakly unresolved before 
the closing commercial. Second, a sig
nificant portion of this brief drama is tak
en up by Gotten reading Bleak House 
and A Tale of Two Cities to an enraptured 
Gomez. Gotten's deeply resonant voice 
and measured deli\ery gave the texts a 
stately heft I enjoyed. Charles Laughton 
had already trained me for such unadomed 
theatrics in the programs he started airing 
on American television in 1953 entitied, 
simply. This Is Charles Laughton. They 
consisted of nothing more than Laughton 
standing at a podium and reading stories 
into the camera. This disposed me to be 
patient with a drama that had no fights, 
gunfire, or chases to hold my boyish at
tention. (Perhaps I had a little of Mr. Mc-
Master's mania myself.) A third factor 
ma\- have been our family's 15-inch tele
vision screen, which made the drama's 
meager forest settings seem creepily claus
trophobic to my susceptible imagination. 
Of course, on a full-size movie screen at 
the museum's theater, the film lost this 
accidental effect altogether. Fourth, there 
was the power of Waugh's original con
ception. After seeing the film, I was trou
bled intermittently for days, if not weeks. 
It seemed to me desperately unfair that a 

man as civilized and decent as Paul should 
be held captive for the rest of his life by a 
primitive madman. I found Paul's resig
nation to his fate very nearly a torment. Of 
course, this is just the effect Waugh want
ed to achieve, especially with Paul's trans
formation into Tony Last in A Handful of 
Dust. Quite early on in Handful, Waugh 
makes the reader want to grab and shake 
Tony, to rouse his anger so that he will re
sist all the characters —most especially 
his wife —who take such scurrilous ad
vantage of his decency. The Amazon 
episode is just the final and logical con
clusion to which his frustrating passivit}' 
leads. My emotional response at 12 was 
not so ver\- different from mv feelings on 
first reading the novel as an adult. If this 
is not literarily sophisticated, so much the 
better. Waugh wanted his readers to feel 
Tony's fate viscerall)' before analyzing its 
significance. 

I have no way of knowing whether Ray 
understood Waugh's intentions or even if 
he knew tliat "The Man W'Tio Liked Dick
ens" e\'olved into A Handful of Dust. Ne\-
ertheless, Waugh's conception is so com
pelling that, despite the film's lackluster 
production, it is difficult not to react to it 
strongly, The museum audience includ
ed a large number of young people, un
doubtedly college and graduate students. 
The film's early scenes provoked them to 
quiet snickering. I could not blame them. 
Blown up to theater-screen proportions, 
the gimcrack scenen' and central-casting 
Indians looked quite ridiculous. As the 
narrative neared its conclusion, however, 
their tittering died out. I suspect they felt 
the horrible poignancy of Paul's fate, which 
is aptiy enforced with the one truly imag
inative shot in the otherwise pedestrian 
filming, a shot that suggests either that 

Ray may have understood what Waugh 
meant after all or that his cameraman 
had a happy accident. It appears just af
ter Paul discovers McMaster has tricked 
the search party that has come to rescue 
him. Keeping Paul dmgged and out of sight, 
the shrewd madman sends the searchers 
away believing that Paul is dead. With 
this revelation, the screen door to Mc-
Master's house shuts in Paul's face, and 
we look at him in close-up standing behind 
its pale, nearly invisible mesh. Gotten 
stares out at us, devastated. W/Tiether in
tended or not, the image is richly elo
quent. It speaks not only of Paul's predica
ment but of his character. Even more 
pointedly, it speaks to the character he 
would become in Handful, for Tony, 
more clearlv than Paul, is a man long 
trapped bv nothing so much as his com
mitment to the restraints imposed on him 
by a flimsy code of manners, the gauzy 
remnants of the once-substantial tradition 
bequeathed him by his Ghristian ances
tors. The image of Tony trapped behind 
a transparent screen perfectly expresses 
his failure to take this tradition seriously. 
When Mr. Todd asks him if he believes 
in God, he can onh' answer, "I suppose 
so. I never gave it much thought." Such a 
casually unreflective agnosticism, Waugh 
suggests, leads Ton\' ineluctably into a 
mapless moral wilderness. Long before 
his Amazon misadventure, Tony's lack of 
faith had prevented him from tearing 
away the veil of secular manners and com
bating the modern savagery that had in
vaded his life in England. 

This single evocative moment hardly 
redeems the film. It does testify to Waugh's 
artistic strength, however. Even in care
less hands, his caustic \ ision manages to 
unsettle us. c 
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This Time, Be Prepared 
The Serb land of Montenegro is once again at the crossroads of history. The blood-soaked moun
tains and dramatic coastline of this small land have been fought over by lUyrians, Macedonians, 
Romans, Byzantines, Turks, and Venetians, and, in the 20th century, by the armies of Austria-
Hungary, Italy, and Germany. In World War II, Montenegro lost more men, per capita, than any 
nation of Europe, and now it is the latest target of the so-called international community, which has 
tried to create a phony separatist movement (complete with a bogus national church) to continue 
the disastrous policies that have involved the United States in wars over Bosnia and Kosovo. 

Thomas Fleming has written the first well-researched history of Montenegro in the English lan
guage, taking the story from ancient times all the way up to the current crisis over separation from 
Serbia. This is no dry academic tome but a lively account of a brave people whose brave history 
rivals the tales of Leonidas and his Spartans at Thermopylae. 

'. Montef^gro:,^:::^, 
Tite Divided tatid 

'fh'mnm Fleming 

"Dr. Fleming has given us an unbiased history of 
our people that is compact yet thorough, with all 
the characteristics of a serious, well-documented, 
scientific study." 

— Slavenko Terzic 
Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences 

"Dr. Fleming's book is a fascinating account of 
the heroic struggle of the Montenegrin people to 
defend their freedom and liberty against all odds. 
It tells their magnificent story in a stirring narra
tive that combines scholarly research with astute 
observation of how this tiny nation today may yet 
face its greatest challenge." 

— James Bisset 
Former ambassador to Yugoslavia 

from Canada 

Montenegro: The Divided Land Order Form (please allow 4-6 weeks for delivery) 

Paperback Price $19.95 
($1 6.95 + $3.00 shipping and handling each) 

X Quantity 

Total 

K40NT 

Name 

Address_ 

City/State/Zip_ 

Please mail form (with payment) to: 
Chronicles/Products 

P.O. Box 800 
Mount Morris, IL 61054 

or , t o o r d e r t o l l - f r e e , 
c a l l 1 - 8 0 0 - 3 9 7 - 8 1 6 0 

AMON08 

Check or money order enclosed 

I I Please bill my: 1 [MasterCard | |visa | lAmex | ]Discover 

Card # 

Expiration Date 

Signature 
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Black Sea Sketches 
BLACK SEA SKETCHES is a travel book wri t ten for serious travelers, including arm
chair travelers. Al though the author m a y take an occasional swim or walk the beach
es, the book is much more about the history and prehistory, the culture and the con
temporary scene than about recreational opportunit ies . It is the kind of book you 
wou ld wan t to read before or dur ing your o w n travel in these fascinating countries. 

The five countries—Ukraine, Rumania, Bulgaria, Turkey, and Georgia—often share 
military and economic history, bu t cultural contrasts abound: different alphabets and 
languages, different religions. While most of Ukraine, Rumania, Bulgaria, and Georgia 
embrace the Orthodox faith, Turkey is largely Muslim, as is par t of the Crimean pop
ulation. All five of the countries reflect, especially architecturally, the common past of 
ancient Greece and, most of them, of the later Genoan commercial empire. 

Rising above the glittering m o n u m e n t s of the 
past, however, are the people Mills met and the 
stories of their lives, often of great courage 
unde r pressure and of generosity to a stranger 
and a traveler. 

Comments about other works of William Mills 

"William Mills' stories draw the reader deeply into 
the hearts and minds of men and women to reveal 
the essential nature of Man in a world governed 
by forces so primal there is no resisting their call, 
no mitigation of their judgment." 

—Gordon Weaver 

"Seldom have I found a contemporary poet so 
intensely and humanly convincing. Mills' 
voice is very near the fraternal and memorable 
sounds we all want to make, and say." 

—^James Dickey 

Black Sea Sketches Order Form (please allow 4-6 weeks for delivery) 

Paperback Price $19.95 
($16.95 + $3.00 shipping and handling each) 

X Quantity 

Total 

Name_ 

Address 

City/State/Zip_ 

BIAC 

Please mail form (with payment) to: 
Chronicles/Products 

P.O. Box 800 
Mount Morris, IL 61054 

or , t o o r d e r t o l l - f r e e , 
c a l l 1 - 8 0 0 - 3 9 7 - 8 1 6 0 

ABL'^08 

Check or money order enclosed 

Please bill my: | | MasterCard |__| Visa | | Amex 

Card # 

Expiration Date 

Signature 
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[I]t is because the Serbians have been warlike that we have found it possible to be peaceful. 
If they are fierce it is because no courage short of sheer fanaticism could have kept the frontiers of 

Christendom against such locust-clouds of foes, while we were electing our first parliaments and building our 
first cathedrals. While all that we call the world was being made they were the wall of the world . . . 

— G.K. Chesterton 

The Rockford Institute presents 
ISLAM AND CHRISTENDOM 

Join 
Thomas Fleming, Srdja Trifkovic, and 

Hugh Barbour, O.Praem. 
for 

A Balkan Adventure 
September 848, 2003 

London and Paris may be old hat for the American traveler, but the Balkans, situated on the wild frontier between 
Christendom and Islam, remains a place of mystery and adventure: rugged mountains, an exquisite Adriatic coast, 
medieval monasteries that even the Turks could not destroy, and an equally enduring and ancient people whose 

rich cultural traditions are more than a match for the landscape. 

There is no better place in the world to provide the backdrop to our theme than Serbia and Montenegro, whose 
history over six centuries was inseparable from the struggle to preserve their identity and Christian faith against the 

onslaught of Muhammad's Ottoman followers. 

Visit Belgrade to see firsthand the effects of communism and "benevolent global hegemony" on this great city at the conflu
ence of the Danube and Sava Rivers. Marvel at the massive fort of Smederevo, on the Danube. Ride a luxury coach 
through the mountains, stopping at historic monasteries like Mileseva (site of the famous "White Angel" fresco). Visit 

Cetinje, the old royal capital of Montenegro, where we will be welcomed by the metropolitan archbishop. 

Visit the historic Adriatic town of Budva and learn the history and culture of a region that has known Creek, Roman, 
Venetian, Turkish, Austrian, and Serbian masters. Sail up to magnificent Kotor Bay (the only fjord in the Mediterranean) 

and visit ancient Orthodox and Catholic churches. Mix with the locals —peasants, poets, priests, and monks. Hear the 
epic poems recited by the guslars, swim in the Adriatic, eat fresh grilled fish and mountain lamb roasted on the spit, 

raise a glass (or two or three) oi slivovic, drink deeply of the excellent Montenegrin red wines, and experience 
a vibrant culture that hasn't yet been reduced to "heritage." 

The price for the convivium includes ten nights' lodging in internationally rated hotels, sumptuous meals, transporta
tion by luxury coach from Belgrade to Montenegro, all lectures and excursions, and air transportation back to Belgrade. 

Registration is limited. Visas are no longer required of Americans visiting Serbia-Montenegro. 
To arrange air travel to Belgrade, call Unlimited Travel at (773) 250-3771. 

Mention The Rockford Institute. 
For more details, call Christopher Check, Executive Vice President, at (815) 964-5811. 

Early-Bird Rates: 
N.B. After August 15, 

Name(s) 

Address 

Phone, Fax, E-mail 

• Single 
200^, all prices 

$2,595.00 • Couple: $3,895.00 
increase $200.00. 

Citv, State, Zip 

Send registration form w 
The Rockford Institute, 928 North Main 

'ith payment to: 
Street, Rockford, Illinois 61103 
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