The Empire
Strikes Back

by James Hynes

hy is it that PBS's idea |

great television consists |

almost entirely of (mostly
British) adaptations of (mostly British) |
literary classics?

On this side of the Atlantic, these
lumbering productions are sold to the
audience as the cream of British
television. In Britain, though, the cream
of television is the original plays for
television written by interesting
playwrights like Trevor Griffiths,
Dennis Potter, and Alan Bennett.
Adaptations of old warhorses like
Hardy's The Mayor of Casterbridge are
seen for what they are: safe bets; an
economical and surefire way of |
drawing and keeping an audience
without having to come up with
anything new or pay royalties to a
living author. Viewers can sit back and
enjoy what amounts to an extremely
well-mounted and beautifully-acted
soap opera, one which has the added
cachet of being based on an honest-to-
God work of lit-trit-ture. They are, in
other words, stylish mass
entertainment and nothing more.

way Roots was here, and for much the
same reason. In this country, it has
elicited automatic raves from
newspapers and magazines, garnering a
two-page spread in Time magazine and
a People story about one of its stars,
Susan Wooldridge.

The story itself is simple: in 1942, in
the'fictional Indian town of Mayapore,
an English girl, Daphne Manners, falls
in love with an English-educated
Indian, Hari Kumar; during the riots
following the wartime imprisonment
of Gandhi and leaders of the Indian
Congress Party, Daphne is raped, and
her Indian lover is unjustly accused and
imprisoned for the crime by the
bigoted District Superintendent of
Police, Ronald Merrick. With a
Victorian generosity of incident and
characterization, but with Conrad's
fractured chronology, Scott looks at
the rape from nearly every possible
point of view, looping backward and
forward in time as he lets characters tell
their version of events for forty pages
at a time, until Daphne Manners tells
what happened in her own words in
the final chapter. It can be slow going,
what with its long, old-fashioned
sentences and its often exasperating
wealth of detail, but in the end Scott
triumphs even over his own stolid
liberal politics to come up with a
masterpiece.

The result, despite the handsome
location photography, is that a novel in
which the physical setting and the

Over here, though they're troweled
over with snob appeal and served up as
art. Not necessarily by virtue of any
genuine artistic merit,
because of their geneology: if Anna
Karenina is a great book, then the BBC
version of Anna Karenima must be great
television. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc.
Or. in other words, if you buy that
one, I've got some beachfront property
in Florida maybe | could interest you
in. Think of all those poor Anglophiles
who propped their eyelids open during
the entire broadcast of Barchester Towers
by repeating over and over like a
mantra, “This is culture. It must be
good.”

Which is not to say that all literary
adaptations aren't good. If you're going
to adapt novels for TV, better
Anthony Trollope novel than, say, Lace
(“Which one of you bitches is my
mother?”) or Lace Il (“Which one of you
bitches 1s my grandmother

[ have to admit that The [ in the
Crown, PBS's latest British literary
miniseries, is unusually ambitious for
its genre. It is a fifteen-hour, fourteen-
part adaptation of the Raj Quartet, the
late Paul Scott's series of four novels set
in India 1e final years of British
rule. Fol the lives of
British families through World War 11
and through. Indian independence and
partition 1947, the series
sprawling undertaking, with dozens of
major and minor characters working
their way through a long and
complicated story. Not only was much
of it shot on location in India, but the
entire production was shot on film, like
an American miniseries, rather than on
the cheaper medium of videotape, as
are most British literary adaptations (or
for that matter, nearly all soap operas).
The series was enormously popular
when it was shown in Britain, much the
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mind, but |

cultural and political milieu are as im-
portant as the characters is reduced to
the straightforward, talking-heads sort
of production that never quite catches
fire, the sort of <how that British televi-
sion could do in its sleep, focusing on
the characters to the detriment of
Scott’s larger portrait of India in tur-
moil. The fewel in the Crown has become
what's known as an actor's picture, one
that stands or falls on its performances,
the sort of visually unimaginative pro-
duction that is shot mostly in close-up.
As film, it's about on a par with a
“serious”  American made-for-TV
production, Rools, say, or a TV
| “problem” film like The Burning Bed or
Something About Amelia. The only thing
that sets it apart from its American
counterparts the quality of its
| writing, and that, in turn, is due not so
much to the producers or the series’
screenwriter, Ken Taylor, as it is to
Paul Scott’s skill as a storyteller. As
untair as it is to judge any film, TV or
teature, against its |Ll€rar)‘ source, in
the case of The Jewel in the Crown, what's

is

best about the series is what survives
»>m the novels; where the show fails is
Scott's careful
of colonial culture. By
simplifying the telling of the story, the
filmmakers have also pushed the
weaknesses of Scott's novels to the

where it skimps on

observatic

foreground

Take, for example, the first meeting |

| between Kumar and the policeman,
Merrick. Somebody (I don't know

who) once said that all British fiction is |

ultimately about class; if that is so, then
Scott must have had a field day dealing
with England and India, two of the
most class-ridden societies in the world.
And Scott, who was maybe even a

little shrewder about class than he is |

about race, depicts the simple meeting
of an Indian and a British policeman as
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“The Jewel and the Crown:” A lingering nostalgia for empire.

a little ritual of insane complexity: not
only does each man treat the other
differently than he would a member of
his own race (especially Merrick), but
each must first place the other in his
respective hierarchy of class or caste
before they can communicate. The
situation is complicated even further
by the fact that the Indian was raised in
England with an expensive education
and speaks only English with a public
school accent, while the Englishman is
an ambitious policeman with a lower
class background, who would be the
Indian’s inferior if they were both of
the same race. As it is, Merrick is the
representative of an imperial power,
and he ends up destroying Kumar.

It's an ingeniously clever problem,
but there is a trap in this approach
which Scott doesn't always avoid, and
which the series walks straight into:
class edges out race as the main subject.
What's missing in this account of India
is Indians. Part of the problems is that
Scott is as bit of a snob himself: nearly
all of the English characters are upper
class, pukka sahibs, with the exception
of Merrick and, in a later book, Barbie

Batchelor, a spinsterish retired
missionary. All of the main Indian
characters, without exception are

upper class or westernized bourgeois:

Kumar, Lady Chatterjee, Kasim, the |
The wvast mass of |

Nawab of Mirat

lower class Indians show up only as |

servants or as angry crowds, while the |
g |
Indian

sort of unwesternized

intellectual who led the fight to drive |

the British from India is depicted with
thinly veiled contempt in the person of
Pandit Basba, who in the book is
described as smelling of garlic and in
the film speaks with a singsong, Peter
Sellers Indian accent.

The problem here is that it's easy to
sneer at thirty-five year old racism:
would the British producers of the
series have been so smug about, say,
the British presence in Northern
Ireland?

And finally, whatever pleasure
liberal Britain might take in flagellating

itself on television for the sin of
imperalism, the fact remains that, as
Indian novelist Salman Rushdie has
pointed out in his scathing article in the
January issue of American Film, one of
the main draws of a production like The
Jewel in the Crown is a kind of lingering
nostalgia for empire. No matter how
well-intentioned, there is nothing here
to make a white audience
uncomfortable. What's missing is the
pain and rage of India. Another Indian
writer, Ved Mehta, has pointed out
that, whatever the literary merit of
Scott's novel (or E.M. Forster's A
Passage to India, which also centers
around a rape), an Indian writer would
never choose the rape of a white girl by
Indians as the central metaphor for a
novel about the British in India; that's
ass-backwards from an Indian point of
view. Certainly it wasn't intended that
way, but you almost get the impression
from The Jewel in the Crown that the
worst thing about the British presence
in India was the guilt and discomfort it
caused liberal memsahibs like Daphne
Manners or, in the later episodes, Sarah
Layton. It's a kind of cultural
imperialism: having set out to make the
definitive television show about India,
the British have gone about it by
making themselves the most important
thing in it.

So, a humble suggestion for PBS:
how about a series of Indian films to
balance out The Jewel in the Crown? It
shouldn't be too hard to put together:
the Indian film industry is the most
prolific in the world; more films are
made there annually than any other
place in the world, including
Hollywood. Not to mention that the
rights to the films of Satyajit Ray, one
of the world’s great film artists, are
probably available at a fraction of what
it cost to make, say, Gandhi or the new
film of A Passage to India. How about it,
Musterpece Theater? Or are masterpieces
the exclusive preserve of the BBC? W

James Humes reviews television and film for
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