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POWELL, THE PASTORAL AND THE PIPER.
1. Introduction.

Powell’s films of the 1940s, where this paper has its centre, exhibit little of the nature of childhood per se, but much more of the interventionist nature of children in adult lives. Unlike Carol Reed and David Lean in their forays into the child world, but instead more in the style of Anthony Asquith, Lance Comfort, Cavalcanti and Charles Crichton, Powell’s work has a tendency to put children in the role of respondents. The adult seeks assistance, the child – having knowledge, often beyond his/her years - offers it. The child is then either eased out of the narrative, or incorporated as a second string to the main plot. The exception is The Thief of Baghdad, where the boy Abu takes a large area centre stage; but this film – the product of many directors - cannot be counted as wholly Powell’s.  In his own films, on the other hand, whatever weight the children carry within the narrative, Powell’s youngsters have little character development. This, in a sense, is their strength; while plots and relationships whirl around them it is the children’s immutability which gives them their reliable touchstone qualities, ‘innocent of all but the present moment,’ as Susan Kismaric says, ‘and often with a striking purity of motive.’
 Powell’s child characters are shown to be constants, a young person or persons rooted in common sense, honesty and directness. 

In the 40s, the youngsters depicted in Powell’s films are the exclusively adult projection of what a child is and how a child appears, rather than the representation of any deeper study. Essentially they are the objective image current in the war years enhanced by films about child evacuation. The child protagonists of these films form part of the propaganda drive to lift the nation’s spirits. While Powell himself made no films about evacuees as such, his child characters did absorb elements of the evacuation-based films that were on British screens in wartime. (One can include here the cocky, risk-taking Niko in the Archers’ Ill Met by Moonlight of 1957.)

 Where Powell diverges from the generalization of childhood created by his peers is in the added touches of the idiosyncratic Archers style. Their depiction of childhood invites investigation both as an aesthetic within individual narratives and, I believe, as their wider perspective on children during and immediately after the war. 

2. 

To begin with a case study, which I should `like to demystify a little, and expand into other areas: one of the most startling visual pieces of Powell and Pressburger cinema, it seems to me, is the initial shot of the naked boy on the beach in A Matter of Life and Death. It is one of Powell’s ‘optical shocks,’ as Raymond Durgnat terms them,
 and, in John Ellis’s view, one of Powell and Pressburger’s ‘demonstrations of different forms of cinematic vision and representation…providing an excess of visual pleasure and an unsettling awareness of the film as signification rather than the presentation of the real.’
 Its impact and relevance are supported by its sequential placing within the opening scenes. 

After the film’s bird’s-eye outer-space prologue we have tight camera work on Peter Carter in the fuselage of the bomber and on June at her station, the snappy editing from one to the other sustained by a commonality of colours in both mise-en-scènes -browns and shadows and flashes of red. This opening dark-toned sequence is followed by the bleached-Technicolor of Peter’s vision of heaven – grey, clinical, monumental, and contained within a vast interior. The incorporation and the denial of colour are important for the audience’s reading of the film. Finally there is a return to Technicolor, but this time giving us bright daylight in the natural world, with the wide open spaces of sky and beach, and the sight of Peter’s inert body. Powell begins the interplay here between two related facts, one exterior, the other interior, to the film’s diegesis. Firstly, that colour on screen is to be read as life and Earth, ‘reality’ as it were, while monochrome is to be read as Heaven; and secondly, that there is polarization argued in the narrative structure relative to whether Peter should be in Heaven or on Earth. Accordingly we have an expectation that events at this point should determine whether he is alive or dead. 

The spectator perceives Peter to be alive, since, on a glorious expanse of Technicolor beach, he regains consciousness and stands up. But – so strong is his memory of the vision of Heaven and the airmen arriving – Peter’s own perception is the opposite: ‘I wonder where I report,’ he says. There is a strong sense here as he looks around him that Powell is reminding us of the Walter Raleigh poem about a pilgrimage that Peter quoted before baling out, and also the Andrew Marvell – ‘deserts of vast eternity’, which is how the beach appears. The isolated line about where to report, addressed to no one but himself, reveals Peter’s perception of his present state, i.e., that he is dead and in Heaven, a perception at variance with the spectator’s. Not only have we seen him revive on the beach, but we as an audience are now reading the film’s chromatic language. Consequently our identification with the poetic, coherent Peter in the burning fuselage of his plane is now diminished by the presence of a Peter who is apparently deluded and irrational.  

Peter’s spoken line reflects the film’s exploration of mental, spatial and temporal problematics. His deeper involvement with these underlying elements is about to be triggered by his encounter with the boy on the beach. This encounter is a key moment both for his character and for the narrative as a whole, and is preceded here by a brief prologue: Peter’s removal of his outer gear, as if casting off his earthly trappings – if one is dead one need not be uncomfortable; his smart serviceman’s walk across the sand; his quick dance with his shadow (if one is dead, does one have a shadow?); his disconcerted look at the ‘Keep Out’ sign (is he barred from Heaven?); and finally the warm greeting he receives from the dog. Peter remains convinced that he is in Heaven, as witness his next line ‘Oh – I always hoped there would be dogs,’ which maintains the disjunction between his understanding and ours. 

In this frame of mind he sets off across the dunes towards the sound source of the reed pipe, which is introduced as the orchestral soundtrack is dropped out. The simple and rather plaintive quality of this instrument recalls the harmonica played recently by an airman as he arrived in Heaven. Both have similar melodies, echoing in themselves the gentle piano melody played in the first Heaven scene. These ‘dying fall’ motifs also prefigure yet another piano variation on the theme, which will be heard during the A Midsummer Night’s Dream rehearsal, this last piece of music – played by we are not shown whom - momentarily disconcerting Peter. These musical sections culminate in the ‘rising’ theme used for the staircase sequences, and may collectively be read as aural continuations of each other, intermittently working on and disturbing Peter’s memory. (Only the musical announcement of the arrival in Heaven of the American airmen breaks the musical mold, the busy film-comedy arrangement intruding brashly on the celestial serenity, and ironising Powell and Pressburger’s brief to create a film firming up Anglo-American relations.
) Here the melody on the goatherd’s pipe functions as an attraction to Peter, solitary notes from a solitary being in an undefined wilderness, but contributing to the meticulously crafted musical soundscape, the ‘full assimilation [of dialogue and music] into the web of the entirety’, as Powell expresses it.
 

Peter is following the dog to its owner. The screen is then filled with Jack Cardiff’s immaculately organized photography - the seated naked boy in the centre, the goats around, the sky and clouds filling the top of the frame and the sand dunes and grass in the lower part. In contrast with the inferno and darkness of the previous colour sequence, here Cardiff’s ability with Technicolor cleanses the screen.
 The length and depth of the shot enhance its enigmatic qualities – qualities at once mystical, mythological and biblical. The sight can be read as an attempt on Powell’s part to wrong-foot the spectator, for we might reasonably expect to see the dog’s owner as someone who can indicate to Peter that he, Peter, is in fact alive. So we might expect to see a respectably clothed adult – perhaps an Archersesque character along the lines of Colonel Barnstaple the falconer from I Know Where I’m Going!, or at the very least the village idiot from A Canterbury Tale. What we receive instead is a boy and his setting which combine to identify him variously as a heavenly messenger-boy, the Greek god Pan, and an Old Testament plainsman.

The decision to feature a naked boy at this point and in such surroundings is open to several layers of interpretation, and makes connections with the previous sequence and those about to succeed. And the boy himself also makes connections with children in other Powell films.

3.
(SHOW CLIP FROM FILM – 3mins 50secs.)

4.
The initial moment when we see the boy is, as Ian Christie says, a tease
; and in his present mindset Peter takes what he sees to be a vision, perhaps, of a heavenly messenger in humble herdsman guise.  

But then the scene is made all the more extraordinary by characteristic Powellian iconoclastic elements. The first is the bathos of the boy’s voice
, which is half-broken and not the fluting treble of a boy who is a heavenly messenger, in addition to which he has a London, if not Cockney, accent. Voice as communicator has a specific relevance in the opening sequences of the narrative. The opening voice-over has invited us alluringly to ‘Listen, listen…’ before the fog clears and June is seen in the conning tower. It is Peter’s voice with which June falls enamoured before she even meets him in person. Peter has responded in a similar manner: 

‘June, are you pretty?…You’ve got a good voice…It’s funny…An American girl whom I’ve never seen and never shall see will hear my last words…I love you, June – you’re life, and I’m leaving you.’

The second element is the (for Peter at least) surprising fact that the boy does not know anything about Peter nor about the world which Peter believes himself to be inhabiting. Therefore the boy is ignorant too of his own expected rôle as a heavenly employee. Like Young Pip in the graveyard in David Lean’s Great Expectations (which appeared the same year), the goatherd is unaware of the main scenario developing about him
. Granted that their situations and emotions are entirely different, both boys nevertheless carry weight as narrative catalysts: neither one has any conception of the long-term effects that their help will bring to the adults who confront them. 

The third element which subverts the visual implications of the scene is the violence of the sudden sight and sound of the low-flying fighter plane. It is this moment which finally wrenches Peter out of his death fixation. Michael Powell himself has mentioned Theocritus in connection with this scene,
 implying a potential reading both pastoral and classical. If this is Powell’s intention visually, the intrusion of the plane only seven short speeches into the scene destroys any such illusion. More importantly, Powell sees to it that the pastoral concept is undermined intellectually, because the would-be pastoral character of the boy is uncomprehending and largely monosyllabic, playing directly against the literary pastoral type. Rather, the pastoral character tradition is one of clarity in understanding and debate. Reference to such related material as Theocritus’s Idyll 5 – Goatherd and Shepherd and Virgil’s Eclogue I through to Wordsworth’s Michael
 alone reveals sufficient evidence of this fact. Yet here the goatherd, despite his rustic music and his nakedness and his wandering flock, is not of this poetic mold when he speaks, and is not, therefore, a figment of Peter’s imagination. Powell, exercising what he called ‘the magic of the well told tale’ in which ‘artists and audience together share the knowledge of illusion’
, subverts Peter’s conviction of his own death-state by confirming what has been the spectator’s privileged knowledge from the beginning of the scene – that Peter Carter is in fact alive. The proof is provided by the boy, because, despite appearances suggestive of the contrary, he is in the ‘real’ world, referencing as he does through his speaking voice the stereotypical British working class lad. This popular filmic type usually appeared in the war years as an evacuee town boy, a symbol of perkiness and independence, and showing the appropriate wartime spirit. Although self-absorbed and reflective, the goatherd reveals something of these qualities. He recalls in miniature the performances of George Cole and Harry Fowler – Asquith’s Cottage to Let, Comfort’s Those Kids from Town and Cavalcanti’s Went the Day Well? It is as if one of these boys had fled his billet and gone native.

The importance of the man-and-boy encounter in this scene now comes into focus. In an exchange covering twenty short speeches between Peter and the boy, narrative and  - more significantly - thematic points are articulated. Beyond learning that he himself is alive, Peter also learns that subjective judgement cannot be based on exteriorities; his interpretation of the boy’s presence was flawed. This is a theme which has been announced at the beginning of the film, when reference is made to the other world ‘which,’ the titles declare, ‘exists only in the mind of a young airman whose life and imagination have been violently shaped by war.’ The boy is a first indication that Peter’s ‘violently shaped’ perceptions are, as a result of the damage to his head and mind, confused between his normal mental state and the rich imagery of his unconscious. 

It is between these two areas of Peter’s psyche that further slippage will occur with the arrival of Conductor 71, and with events on and around the operating table. In this respect Damian Sutton has recently produced a detailed article on Peter’s medical and psychological condition,
 verifying and extending the research carried out by Powell himself. In his conclusion, after laying before the reader the physiological and psychological complications of a case such as Peter’s, Sutton speaks of the narrative difficulty for Powell – ‘his keenness to ensure,’ he says, ‘that Carter’s episodes have a rational cause.’
 The naked-boy scene can be read, I think, as a demonstration of that rationality, both for Peter and for the spectator. Both he and the audience, in attempting to make sense of the boy, are forced to make adjustments in their separate expectations. Not until the boy speaks do Peter and audience together understand the boy’s true nature. As Peter’s and our perceptions coalesce, the scene’s two-tier system of Peter's reading of events versus our own converges. This meeting of minds is indispensable for the remainder of the story, as John Ellis says: 

‘The subject of the narration is a unified subject, that of a unified “I”, a position of knowledge and intelligibility for the narration.’

From this point we have to perceive as Peter perceives in order to make sense both of the variety of images and events set before us, and of the narrative as a unity. 

In this short but vital sequence the boy is responsible for the forward thrust of the narrative, initiated when he points and says ‘One of the Yank girls,’ and Peter runs off after her. The audience is now identifying with Peter in his hope that the distant cyclist is June – we do not know if it is her, since we are not privileged with a close-up of the cyclist, and we only see the long shot that represents Peter’s point-of-view.  Essentially, this scene initiates the notion of ‘seeing through another’s eyes’ in a physical and a metaphorical sense. This is not only for our benefit but also becomes the task of Frank Reeves and June, both of them attempting to penetrate and make sense of Peter’s inner visions, the one medically and psychiatrically, the other emotionally. The motif is also reinforced thematically when Powell literalizes it for the audience as Peter’s eyes close in the operating theatre. 

In spite of his narrative functions, the goatherd’s own identity remains enigmatic. His nakedness denies him historicity beyond a classical or prelapsarian vagueness, in contrast to the specific flamboyant costume of Conductor 71. But he does establish vital – literally - information for Peter. Furthermore, the playing with visual assumptions and misjudgments in this scene in no way negates or undermines the bond established between the lovers via the sound of their voices alone, a bond which Peter and June re-establish instantly when they finally meet. There is no mistaking their mutual attraction, and it is this that sustains Peter when he begins to receive disturbing visions of Conductor 71 from the Other World. Visual deception, the unreliability of how we receive and process optical information, is associated with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which is in rehearsal when Peter meets Reeves to discuss his case. In that play Puck is directed to sprinkle plant juice on sleepers’ eyelids in order to confuse visual reception and amorous response, and later he is told to undo these spells. A limited analogy can be drawn with the goatherd, who helps Peter ‘see’ the reality of his world, and June within it. The play is chosen by Powell and Pressburger because it fuses and confuses the worlds of spirit and flesh, and examines the nature of transcendent love, but, beyond the references to visual sense, the connection between Puck and the goatherd is tenuous. The latter has a boyish natural quality in his nakedness, but none of the energy and spriteliness of Puck, and fulfils a less interactive rôle. He has no Oberon to master him. If the Shakespearian metaphor were pursued, there is a reading of Frank Reeves – with his knowledge, books and camera obscura overview of local life – as Prospero, to whom the naked boy on the beach could be seen as part-Ariel, minor magician and music-maker; but, again, this analogy also bears little in-depth investigation. The boy has no status in relation to Reeves.
 Powell refers to himself being a magician,
 and indeed Marcia Landy says the film ‘centers round the occult’
; certainly it is the conjuror’s art – the visual elements - which fascinates Powell most, not a welter of minor thematic conceits hampering the narrative
. For Powell seeks ‘to ornament melodrama by visual style rather than by rethinking into drama,’ as Raymond Durgnat expresses it.
 And John Ellis says ‘”Content” and “message” become hopelessly imprecise:…the film is “about” representation,’ and the film produces ‘all these “interpretations” of its “content” and its ideological position.’
 So the Shakespeare analogy sees the goatherd as an accessory but not as a player.

Musical motifs of reed pipe and piano aside, the boy himself is now disengaged from the narrative, and is not re-introduced. Nor is he given any hint of an existence outside the scene. Yet in purely visual terms the contented nature of the boy’s physical being, along with the pleasant disposition of the mise-en-scène (what both Ian Christie and John Ellis term ‘Arcadian’
), suggest a permanence, a spirit-of-the-dunes quality, which recalls the colourful ethos of The Thief of Baghdad, but also looks forward to the deeper, more problematic mysticism of Black Narcissus. 

5.
Albeit he only appears in one sequence, the goatherd has a pivotal place in the Powellian child oeuvre, and it is only appropriate to compare him with child characters in other Powell films.  

 Embryonically, the portrayal of a boy uniting adult forces for the furtherance of the drama can be traced back to The Edge of the World of 1937. Here the only child to feature at all is the hard-pressed boy ringing the chapel bell calling the faithful to Sunday Service – an occasion which sets the personal stories in motion to their tragic conclusion. This apparently insignificant incident needs to be placed in context, since the story begins fatefully on a Sabbath, and the ringing of the bell unites a community which is soon to be fractured. The shot in which the bell-ringer appears is brief enough, but the long sequence during which his bell is heard tolling allows Powell to range across the island and isolate its characters for the spectator, rather in the fashion of Frank Reeves using his camera obscura. Hence the boy bell-ringer is an agency both for character interaction and for the audience. Powell endows him with delightful human touches: he tires towards the end of the peal, and the tolling slows to a stop. A few yards away the conversation between Peter Monson and James Gray continues after the boy finishes, and we understand how important (and self-important) these two elders are by the look of concern on the boy’s face in a quick cut-away shot. His facial expression perfectly betrays his quandary whether or not to restart the bell while the two men continue their conversation.

Moving forward to A Canterbury Tale of 1944, there is a recognizable element of the goatherd in the air of self-sufficiency evinced by the village boys, and both films foreground non-urban spaces as safe areas of child autonomy beyond the theatre of war. Added to which the unexpected sight of the naked boy sitting on the sand dune is, in its surreal impact, akin to the appearance of the schoolboy Leslie apparently walking on air as Sgt. Bob Johnson looks out of his first-floor hotel window. Here we share the same point-of-view shot, and only afterwards is the bizarreness explained by the fact that Leslie is standing on top of a hay wagon. It could be argued from this charming scene that Powell and Pressburger wished to explore the surprised-by-a-boy trope further in A Matter of Life and Death. 

There is also a trajectory of cross-film characterization to be pursued here. Leslie and the other lads in A Canterbury Tale are livelier and more outward-going boys than the goatherd, more in the style of the perky boys portrayed in the evacuation films mentioned earlier, and are potentially ripe casting for Crichton’s Hue and Cry of 1946. Nevertheless, both Powell films show adult-child interaction which significantly moves the plot forward: the goatherd illuminates Peter with proof of the latter’s existence and indicates June’s whereabouts, the Canterbury boys – on the hunt for the glue man - fulfil an equally important narrative function by stealing vital proof in the shape of the pharmacist’s logbook. In 1957 the trope is reworked in Ill Met by Moonlight, where Niko is invested with wartime boy attributes, and controls the narrative by single-handedly turning the tables both on the German Major General and on his troops. But there is a serious contrast when Powell and Pressburger make Black Narcissus in 1947, for here the character of little Joseph Anthony is portrayed as more complicated, more nuanced during the length of the whole narrative. Like the foregoing boys, he is local, and his job is to interpret and mediate; but he is also a sensitive and intelligent being who quietly observes the adult drama. He has the innate quality of servitude, a racially- and nationally-induced trait in the face of imperialism. But, although a long way down the line and far more serious in tone, he is also a development of the little bell-ringer in The Edge of the World, given their shared associations with edge-of-the-world locales and with the summoning power of bells via Christian worship to death. In contrast to the goatherd, who introduces the route to love and happiness, nothing Joseph Anthony says or does can avert inevitable tragedy. He is involved but helpless, and, unlike his forebears, has minimal narrative control. Whereas, in his capacity as a loner and as one disconnected from the central drama, the goatherd is reincarnated in Black Narcissus in the shape of the holy man, who is an older mystical presence now beyond human contact, but who has the ethos Peter Carter expected the goatherd to exhibit.


The goatherd’s presence itself is coupled with his unabashed attitude towards his own nakedness and his easy contact with the natural world, both of which characteristics prefigure the childish innocence and unselfconsciousness of Cora in Age of Consent, herself also depicted as a child of nature. This category too can be extended to Hazel Woodus in Gone to Earth, who, although not given to nakedness, is certainly careless of showing off her body (usually without provocative intent),
 and is linked to nature through an intense identification with the wild. These three share an affinity with their rural surroundings in which their physical beings, as much as their spiritual inclinations, find connection and expression. The incorporation of animals in their lives endorses their childlike receptiveness to, and contact with, their various country and seashore habitats. It is perhaps memories and influences of Powell’s own childhood in rural Kent that are brought to bear on these characters; but it is also, I think, part of an artistic identification with rural Britain that found expression via many painters in the late 30s and through the war years, as I shall discuss in a moment.

The appearance of children is frequently heralded by the animals with which their lifestyles are associated. The goatherd’s black labrador in A Matter of Life and Death is the correspondent of the three highland cattle which Bridie is herding down the village street in I Know Where I’m Going!. Bridie then indicates to Joan Webster where the house is, thereby throwing the latter back into the presence of Torquil. This uncalculated action on Bridie’s part (like the goatherd’s) will have repercussions as the narrative develops. Bridie, although in her late teens, is a gentle-natured ingénue, and is treated as a low-status person by Joan, someone to be manipulated and instructed as if she were a little girl. It is only after provocation in response to Joan’s willfulness that she finds her full womanhood, and her adult voice.

The Dutch children in ‘…one of our aircraft is missing’ are preceded by the unruly farm animals which the youngsters and their dog are trying to herd. (They are failed Bridies, if you like.) There is of course a parallel here with the subject matter of Life and Death, in that both films at this early point in the narrative are exploring potential alienation: the relationship between disoriented airmen, unfamiliar surroundings, and children whose help instigates the adult narrative. Made in 1942, the groundwork for much of the beach scene in A Matter of Life and Death is visible, including the children’s dog making the initial contact with the protagonists. There is also the slow ignition of communication, in ‘…one of our aircraft’ centred on language barriers, in Life and Death on misreading and misunderstanding.

Although the children in ‘…one of our aircraft’ present none of the goatherd’s enigmatic quality, their costume – at once defiantly nationalistic and fairy-tale-like – lends them a quaint historical incongruity when acting as animal herders and sharing space with the 1940s militarily-attired airmen. I suggest Powell wanted to re-explore the visual possibilities of this trope when he came to make A Matter of Life and Death, by showing Peter’s uniform and his manly presence in wearing it, and then giving us the disarmingly unclothed, indeed rather faerie-like, boy sitting on the sand. And the prettiness of the Dutch childrens’s clothes operates in much the same way as the goatherd’s naked body, in that it emphasizes children’s frailty in the midst of war. Yet, presaging  A Matter of Life and Death, Powell again plays with the idea of visual deception and of things not being as they seem, since the children are not ignorant of the hostilities around them, and wear pins hidden in their clothes, gestures of Dutch solidarity against traitors and collaborators. They are cousins to Niko. Their involvement in, and response to, contemporary world events is evident, despite their story-book appearance. The two films are part of different Powellian genres, the first being a straightforward narrative of wartime adventure, conventionally told, and the second a multi-layered transgression of ‘realist boundaries to flirt with melodrama and excess’, as Robert Murphy phrases it,
 and thereby forming part of what by 1945 was becoming an Archers trademark. But these distinctions in no way erase the genealogy of the one film to the other as exemplified in these scenes.

( SHOW CLIP HERE – 3’30”.)

6.
At this point I wish to explore the setting of the boy-on-the-beach scene in A Matter of Life and Death, and its relevance to other Powell and Pressburger films of the war and postwar. 

Non-urban locations are associated with children in ‘…one of our aircraft is missing’ and A Canterbury Tale. The choice of locale and the decision to use child characters are intimately linked, and the image of the one within the other suggests an affiliation between country landscape and youthful innocence. The fact that the Dutch children in ‘…one of our aircraft’ have the adult capacity to comprehend the seriousness of war, and the boys in A Canterbury Tale are happily complicit in skullduggery, does not negate their overwhelming on-screen images of uncorrupted wholesomeness. Nowhere is this more explicit, I feel, than in the goatherd in A Matter of Life and Death, who is only a few hundred yards from an R. A. F. base, yet whose look and air of sans-souci are perfectly allied with the sunshine and sand around him. Powell’s sense of place and atmosphere here – and equally in the other two films – reflects his enthusiasm for what he termed ‘the whole of the illusionary background to the maintenance of the story’s unfolding.’
 In his films this unfolding is crucially in the hands of children at key points, their openness to be read as trustworthy by the spectator, and their pleasant natural surroundings to be seen as an enhancement to their honesty. An adult in their place would weaken this schema. 

It was a commonplace that people spoke and wrote of the loss of childhood in the war years, the privations and the urban bombing – as well as the call-up for young people who were in their teens in 1939 – excising a period of natural and fruitful growth to adulthood.
 There was an expectation of the postwar bringing a return to the Age of Innocence and a quick-fix recovery leading to a bright future for the next generation.
 Hence there are sequences in the Archers’s wartime output – Aircraft, A Canterbury Tale, Life and Death - which exemplify the remembered idyll of childhood. 

However, moving forward from the war years in order to gain a retrospective view, it is symptomatic of the harsh realities of the postwar that Black Narcissus takes a darker, more negative view, the potential happiness of childhood compromised by adult inadequacy. As if to emphasize the point, the scenery is no longer gently rural and inviting, but, to use the Romantics’ term, ‘sublime’, dominating and oppressing the incomers, and warping emotions and judgement by its atmosphere both figurative and literal. The final irony in this film is that the native children, who are born in the shadow of this scenery and happily accommodate it, nevertheless live in a static, undeveloping world, and any hopes of an improved future for them are dashed by the ultimate failure of the very adults who could assist in that development. The libidinous axes of Kanchi round the young General, and Sister Ruth round Mr. Dean, plus Sister Ruth’s attempt at murder and her ultimate death, combine to suggest an adult degeneracy of which the guileless children are well rid.

The scenery presides over the drama in Black Narcissus, and assumes an interactive character. But, returning now to Powell’s war years, we see how non-sublime rural scenery and surroundings – especially in relation to children – are devoid of threat, the interaction with adults visiting such territory usually generating positive outcomes for both sides. In relation to the naked boy on the beach Powell mentions Theocritus; the genre therefore is the pastoral. But it is necessary to identify what this meant and how it was interpreted in mid-20th century.

Whereas the poetic word ‘sublime’ has been adequately defined – ‘[filling] the mind with that sort of delightful horror’, as Edmund Burke describes it
  - ‘pastoral’ has lost specificity over recent decades, and the dilution of the term has consequently invited redefinition from Paul Alpers,
 Terry Gifford,
 and John Barrell and John Bull.
 In essence, William Empson encapsulated the problem in 1935 – ‘[literature’s] casualness and inclusiveness,’ he wrote, ‘allow it to collect into it things that had been floating in tradition.’
 To this extent Andrew Higson, for example, can write quite legitimately of ‘urban pastoral’ in defining much postwar British cinema with town or city mise-en-scènes.
 

Powell’s pastoral, as we have seen, only functions at a visual level; the goatherd’s spoken words and delivery are in no way Theocritean, and he destroys the illusion as he speaks, but this in no way illegitimizes the visible presence of the genre, enhanced by the sound of the rustic flute. Scholarship definitions of the pastoral
 place it traditionally in inland countryside rather than by sea and coastline.
 This undoubtedly holds true in longer-established cultural forms, but Alain Corbin, in The Lure of the Sea, indicates seashore-centred generic developments of a picturesque nature in early nineteenth century European literature.
 There is no reason why the goatherd should not form part of this tradition, nor indeed of the British Victorian and Edwardian traditions of unclad or semi-clad boys by water and sea. The popular paintings of Henry Scott Tuke and the photography of Frank Meadow Sutcliffe are sufficient reference alone
. The difference in the film is the complete lack of Victorian sentimentality in the goatherd, since we know nothing about him except that he seems content with his lot. By way of further contextualization, Benjamin Britten’s disturbing Romantic sea-opera Peter Grimes appeared in 1945. Probably the strongest connection, however, comes from a foreign source – the French Neo-Classical painter Hippolyte Flandrin, 1809-64. His work Young Man by the Sea shows a naked boy, of about the goatherd’s age and colouring, sitting on a beach (seen from his right side as in the film), with his arms around his knees and his head tucked down in a sleepy fashion. This picture was certainly a popular reproduction for households back in the early 1950s, and may have been earlier
. What is certain is the lack of any homoeroticism in the scene, although this did not prevent the scene’s lamentable excision in America.
 The dialogue is played without sexual subtext, the boy reveals nothing indecent, and the whole preserves visually a pastoral unaffectedness. In short, whereas film scholars have spoken of the ‘Arcadian’ nature of the boy-amid-the-dunes aesthetic, it would be reasonable to defy traditional precedent altogether and refer to the scene as ‘seashore pastoral’. 

Without wishing to explode Powell’s remark out of all proportion, I think it fair to say that the Theocritus reference is indicative of the filmmaker’s attempt to synthesize content and form. Powell can be interpreted as drawing on pastoral artistic traditions of the late 30s, when notions of rural rediscovery and celebration, principally via reassessments of William Blake and Samuel Palmer and their school,
 were common to artists of the calibre of John Piper
 and Graham Sutherland. That Powell should be au fait with artists’ work is to be expected – the scenic material for his films is sufficient testament to that, and is endorsed by his own references to a wide range of painters
. But he must also have been aware of the public’s ability to absorb references. The artistic world of the 1940s was not so distanced from the Common Man as had previously been the case; their work was often available in popular forms. John Piper, for instance, was one of many contemporary artists commissioned to illustrate the Shell Guides to Britain. Henry Moore had a high public profile, especially after his Madonna and Child sculpture for St. Matthew’s Church, Northampton of 1943-4.
 During the war years the arts in general flourished far more than in the First World War,
 and much of it in a revival of the Romantic tradition. 

It is not surprising, then, that artist and critic Robin Ironside’s recognition of the movement in Neo-Romantic painting
consolidates underlying trends in much of Powell’s work, trends which Bryan Hawkins’s A Canterbury Tale exhibition at Canterbury and his accompanying article made clear in October 2004. The pastoral settings of much of A Canterbury Tale are contextualized by Hawkins within the broader brush-strokes of the Romantic whole. The difference is that, in visual terms, the pastoral element allows the foregrounding of children, while the areas synonymous with the Romantic tradition tend to be an adult domain, within which the child usually operates as a secondary focus. A parallel can be made with A Matter of Life and Death, in that neither the naked youth nor his peaceful, sun-drenched mise-en-scène qualifies entirely as a generically Romantic moment, unlike the narrative preceding and following the scene. In respect of Powell’s romanticism Durgnat says, ‘His cravings are audacious, constant, uncertain, he turns this way and that, restlessly seeking out different genres, styles, [and] symbols.’
 Within which the goatherd scene is a pastoral moment so chosen to underscore the nature of the boy’s contribution to the overall narrative.  

In conclusion, then, it is the careful placing and filming of a naked youth in his setting that heightens the pastoral potential. In his editor’s Introduction to Landscape and Power, W. J. T. Mitchell talks of our relationship with landscape and formulates such placement:

‘[L]andscape circulates as a medium of exchange, a site of visual appropriation, a focus for the  formation of identity.’

The physical attributes of comparable inland, field-and-hedgerow scenes in A Canterbury Tale and ‘…one of our aircraft is missing’ fulfil the pastoral brief more appropriately.  But the ambient combination here in Life and Death of boy and beach, his (and, by extension, our) identity with and within the space, and the easy assimilation of one into the other, are redolent with a stronger sense of poetic imagery than is present in these other films. It is the sound of the flute that instigates this; it is the boy’s Cockney voice that breaks the spell. For this scene to carry the weight for the remainder of the narrative, as I have argued it does, the reading here must be a juggling of ambivalence - ethereal for Peter and terrestrial for the spectator, until the boy resolves the situation for Peter.  Without it – and the scene is rarely referenced in scholarship - the ensuing relationships between Peter and June, and indeed between Peter and the two worlds of the film lose rationale. The film is reduced to whimsy bordering on the inchoate, which is not the Archers’s style. 

The key to the film’s heartland is in the character of the boy, via the visible pastoral and the audible demotic. The accumulated exploration of child and childlike characters in adult environments reflects the Archers’ gift for relating one human condition to another. This exploration also reflects sentiments of hope for the generation who, alive to the world’s corruption but untainted and realistic - will take ownership of the future in the postwar. As Marina Warner encapsulates it:

‘The child and the soul are somehow interchangeable, and…consequently children are the keepers and guarantors of humanity’s reputation.’

*******
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