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“Iforget your personal lrag-
edy. We are all bitches from
the start and yow especially
have to be hurt like hel’
before you can write seri-
ously. But when you get the

damned hurt use it — don’t
cheat with it.”
HEMINGWAY said a lot

other hard things when he
first wrote to his friens
Scott Fitzgerald about
Tender Is The Night. Fitz-
gerald had laboured over the
novel for nine years: the
story of Dick Diver, a hand-
some young psychiatrist prac-
tising in_ Switzerland who,
against all advice, marries a
beautiful rich young patient ;
slowly finds that under the
gilded, charmed surface of
their life, wealth and his
.weakness corrode what he
thought he most valued —
his work, his ambition, and
finally his marriage.

Fitzgerald poured into it
all the ‘damaged hurt” of
his marriage to Zelda and of
her years of breakdown. But
the reviews when the book
cmerged in 1934 were
grouchy and Hemingway's
private comments  stung,
though later he conceded
that in retrospect Tender
looked better and hetter.

Maybe part of the trouble
was that what Hemingway most
wanted to see was what was
good, and gusty and heroic
in the American soul; and
what_Fitzgerald had shown
was its sickness. Maybe that
is why the novel now looks
bigger and better than ever.
On Monday we start finding
out how much of that has
got into the BBC’s £6 million
scrial, adapted by Dennis
Potter.

Past attempts to tramnsfer
the book to the screen have
been tortuous and usually
abortive, though there was a
bad film in the Sixties. Jona-
than Powell, for the BBC,
had to compete with Granada
for the rights that 20th Cen-
tury Fox still held — later
Granada withdrew. And
though there were a lot
of good American actors
based in Britain (many of
them are in the cast) the
idea of making it, like Jewel
In The Crown — with a few
months on location and a
long period in British studios
foundered on Equity’s
refusal to accept lead players
imported from the US.

That meant shooting it all
on location -— Switzerland,
Paris, the Riviera, wherever
the Divers had roamed. The
cost of that meant a co-pro-
duction. The BBC went into
a deal with Showtime Enter-
tainment, the second biggest
cable company in the US,
and later the Australian
Seven Network. And
Showtime, inevitably, wanted
to call the shots: it was
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A lot of money -
and a lot of star
names have: gone
into the making
of the BEC’s -
major production,
Tender Is The
Night, which opens
on Monday. Hugh
Hebert reports

on the battle with
international
backers to
preserve a quality
worthy of Scott
Fitzgerald

putting up about half the
money for an American
classic. .

But the initiative had been
the BBC's, Potter's reputa-
tion is high, and the director
was to. be Robert Knights
whose credits include The
Glittering Prizes, The_ His-
tory Man, and The Ebony
Tower: a lot of prestige as
well as money was in the
kitty when the game began,

Initially the game was to
come up with a cast that
gave the BBC team the
quality it wants in its major
drama enterprises : the kind
of quality that will keep its
reputation up against this
autumn’s re-run of Granada’s
Jewel In The Crown; but a
cast that would also be hot
enough to satisfy the Show-
time board. .

There were some wildfliers
from the American side, like
the absurd suggestion that the
male leads should be Jeremy

Irons and Tom Conti who
happened to be very hot_in
America at the time. Or Eliza-
beth Taylor for a small but
important part with only a
handful of lines. “Can you
imagine,” asks Knights, * Eliz-
abeth Taylor sitting through
that dinner scene for ten
whole minutes, and not saying
a word?” .

According to  XKnights,
there was no disagreement
over casting Peter Strauss as
Dick Diver, and the British
team got its first choice for
Nicole Diver, Mary
Steenburgen,  an - actress
Knights had admired in
Woody Allen’s Midsummer
Night's Sex Comedy. The
casting of Abe North —
Dick’s alter ego, a successful
composer who has_given up
music for drink and cynicism
— was tougher, but Knights
eventually got the man he
wanted, John Heard.,

The casting of Rosemary,
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the movie star with whom
Dick falls in love, carried on
long after shooting because
the girl Showtime wanted,
Jennifer Beales, was in a
film that ran hopelessly over
schedule — Sean Young had
to be brought in at a very
late stage. .

. A lot of those late megotia-
tions and_hagglings fell on
Betty Willingale, the BBC
producer. But her most
crucial role was what, in fact,
was the BBC's other main
objective in its deal with
Showtime, the protection of
Potter’s script and the
essential concept of Tender
that it encompassed.

In the first episode, we
see Nicole’s father confessing
to the old psychiatrist in
charge of the Swiss clinic
that he committed incest
with his daughter. It's a
scene that has always been
problematic in screen ftreat-
ments — one that Fitzgerald

himself approved in the
Thirties _attributes Nicole's
mental illness not to this
relationship . with her father,
but to a fall from a horse,.
But this was .the 1980s. And
yet Showtime wanted the

psychiatrist to say “ You
bastard !

“They wanted to make a
moral judgment,” says

Knights. “They kept wanting
to put in moral signposts.”
Knights and Willingale in-
sisted that not only was it
not in Fitzgerald’s book, it
was inconceivable that the
unshockable neutral figure of
a distinguished psychiatrist
could say that to the father
of a patient.

In the book that scene
comes much, later : the novel
starts with _a long section
about the Divers’ leisured,
glittering life on the Riviera
in 1925. Only in the second
part do we go back to the
beginning and start to under-

stand the deep undertow of
unease we've noticed among
the Divers and their Riviera
clique. Potter has turned the
story into a straight chrono-

logicai

in Fitzgerald’s own attempts
to rewrite the book in his
last years, but in the impera-
tives of a six-part television
serial.

Knights says he would
have made the same deci-
sion. So what we begin with
now is the basic situation, in
the clinic in Switzerland \'in

1917 as Lucky Dick prepares.

to go off to war in his new
uniform. Only like Fitzger-
ald, he never got to the front.
Hemingway did. The fact lay
between the friends like a
sword.

“I think Dick Diver isn't a
man who wanted to fall in
love,” says Knights, “He
wanted to go {o war. He was
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line — for which
there’s justification, not only.

never put to the test, and
having missed that, he is
looking for something
equally testing, something
dangerous to do. And he
finds it ip taking om Nicole,
against all the advice of his
professional colleagues,
against his own first instincts.
There is an attraction in
doing this dangerous thing.
And by doing the story chro-
nologically, we put this right
up front. “Though what is
lost then is Fitzgerald’s met-
aphor for the process of psy-
choanalysis, the slow uncov-
ering of Nicole’s madness

The question every reader
asks is the one Steenburgen
asked herself: how much
does Nicole use her illness to
manipulate Digk ? “ Fitzgerald
alludes to it but he doesn’t
answer it” Steenburgen says.
‘“But the phrase that came
in, and that I kept on remem-
bering was ‘Sometimes you
are a victim of me, and some-

times I ani a victim of ‘me.

“I tried to understand
what she wanted — and that
chianged. In the beginning
she - wanted - him. Later' on
more and more she wanted
his security, wanted him to
take care - of . eyerything,
warnted him to he Daddy, in
a “way. And eventually, she
wanted him to be whole; and
then she wanted her own
{freedom.” Nicole had be-
become whole; Dick had gone
to pieces, through his own
weakness.

Steenburgen does a lot of
reading, a lot of research,
“and then I throw it all away
and work from somewhere
down here” ~— and she
thumps herself in the mid-
rif of her chunky white
sweater, worn over casual
beige trousers; no Diver’s
rig, this. .

Knights says: “What in-
trigued me about American
actors, though it was only
relevant at certain times,
was that they had a very
wide range of working prac-
tices, but they all understood
Moments, English  actors
work very hard at the text,
then the sub-text, their moti-
vation, their relationship
with other characters — very
much based on the text.
‘Americans, being “more film
orientated, are more inter-
ested in the mood, for them
it’s the Moment in a scene
you have to. search for.”

"Knights is good at thumb
nail sketches of his actors.
“Peter (Strauss) is obsessed
with camera angles, very in-
terested in the technical
side. If you've done 10 takes,
he will say straight after-
wards, ‘I'd just print three,
six, seven’,

. “Heard works at the text
like a worry bead. He's a
boom swinger’s mnightmare.
You don’t know whether to
give him thrce feet or what,
because you never know if

he’s going to shout or
whisper.

“Sean? Sean (Young)
doesn’t know what
rchearsals are for. She's

done her homework. She can
be in the middle of a dirty
story and then go straight
into her shot, She does her
rehearsing in the takes —
she just says ‘I can’t tell
you, let me show you,’ and
it’s not silly. Because Olivier
said that film acting is
rehearsing on camera.
Steenburgen’s way was to
sit facing the wall when she
was preparing herself for
onc of the big scenes, and
then say “I'm ready,” and
Knights would wave away
the clapper board’s disrup-
tive smack, and shoot, and
only mark the scene at the
end. “It's not Method mad-
ness,” he says, “it’s just her
way of working. She flies.”



