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The Shout
Friday, June 24, 7:00 p.m.
1978, 86 mins. 35mm print courtesy of Park Circus/London.
Directed by Jerzy Skolimowski. Written by Jerzy Skolimowski, Michael Austin. Based on a story by Robert Graves. Produced by Jeremy Thomas. Photographed by Mike Molloy. Edited by Barrie Vince. 
Principal cast: Alan Bates (as Crossley), Susannah York (as Rachel Fielding), John Hurt (as Anthony Fielding), Tim Curry (as Robert Graves).
Excerpt from “Eyes Wide Open” by Bruce Hodsdon in Senses of Cinema, July-August 2003:
After King, Queen, Knave there was a lapse of several years before Skolimowski returned with The Shout, an adaptation of Robert Graves’ short story—a British production that is Skolimowski’s most openly surrealist work. He says that he was attracted to Graves’ story for its “ambiguities and sense of the absurd”.  The quasi-realistic adherence to traits of national character and regional authenticity is imaginatively undermined by absurdities, dislocations and non-sequiturs. Devon landscapes and local life assume unsettling proportions. Ambiguity pervades the bizarre central triangle formed by the husband and wife (John Hurt and Susannah York) and Crossley (Alan Bates), the mad stranger cunningly insinuating himself into their relationship while claiming to possess supernatural powers learned from the Aboriginals. The sense of absurdity memorably undermines the cricket match which provides the enclosing framework for Crossley’s telling of his story of the encounter with Fielding and his wife.

In response to a comment that The Shout gives the impression of being precisely shaped, Skolimowski replied that the pattern of working was actually “quite chaotic” although very much to his liking, with an atmosphere that wasn’t coolly calculating but more like “a kind of volcano”.  His experiments with sound came to full fruition here—The Shout was one of the first films to make full use of Dolby—notably in the expressionistic achievement, spread over forty tracks, of the lethal shout without the aid of special effects.

Article by Jeff Stafford for Turner Classic Movies (www.tcm.com):

Based on a short story by Robert Graves, the author of I, Claudius, The Shout …is a visually elegant and often oblique psychodrama with a dash of surrealism and the supernatural. The film, which takes place at a cricket match on the lush grounds of an insane asylum where some of the players are inmates, relates in flashback the story of a married couple, Anthony (John Hurt) and Rachel Fielding (Susannah York), whose quiet, sedate life in the Devon countryside is interrupted by the arrival of a strange man named Crossley (Alan Bates). He invites himself to lunch one day and then stays on to dominate the couple through occult powers he has acquired while living with an aboriginal tribe in Australia. The narrator of the bizarre tale is none other than Crossley himself, who is now an inmate at the asylum and intent on recounting the recent turn of events to fellow cricket scorer Robert Graves (Tim Curry). Whether Crossley’s story is a clear reflection of his madness or the revelations of a man with truly mystical powers remains an enigma up to the end, despite some indications that he is exactly what he claims to be. Yet Skolimowski’s approach is deliberately ambiguous and one which plays mind games with the viewer while conjuring up a place and time that merges the real with the metaphysical. 

Much ado was made about the complex and striking Dolby sound mix of The Shout prior to its release and, for those lucky enough to see it in a movie theater, it was a marvel of aural distortion and separation, particularly in those sequences where Anthony, a composer of electronic music, was experimenting in his studio. The real showstopper though was Crossley’s deafening shout which has the power to kill and does so, striking down a farmer and his entire flock of sheep in one disturbing sequence. 

After more than a decade of middling success and commercial failures, the director surprised everyone with The Shout; it won the Grand Prize of the Jury at Cannes and was his biggest critical success since Le départ eleven years earlier. An independent film, distributed by The Rank Organization, The Shout was distinguished by an intelligent, literate script by Skolimowski and Michael Austin, which at times exudes the sinister atmosphere of a Harold Pinter play (The Birthday Party, The Servant). It also sports an avant-garde music score composed by Tony Banks and Mike Rutherford (two members of the rock group Genesis), stunning cinematography by Mike Molloy (Scandal, The Hit) and an impeccable cast headed by Alan Bates, who is appropriately intense and menacing as Crossley. Cast in the role of the bewitched Rachel, Susannah York was already an internationally acclaimed actress for her work in such films as They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? and Images but John Hurt as her baffled, rational-minded husband was just beginning to emerge as a major film actor which would be confirmed by the end of the decade in such films as Midnight Express, Alien  and The Elephant Man. Tim Curry, trying to broaden his range after being stereotyped by fans as Dr. Frank-N-Furter from The Rocky Horror Picture Show, and Robert Stephens make the most of their small roles and, if you watch closely, you’ll notice Jim Broadbent in the cricket match scenes as an inmate who goes bonkers during the lightning storm at the climax; it was his first film appearance.

When The Shout was released in the U.S., it was admired by many critics and dismissed by others as pretentious. Vincent Canby of The New York Times called the film “a vivid, piercingly loud movie as well as an almost totally incoherent one...it becomes so full of loose ends, contradictions, cryptic symbols and close-ups of objects that, at the moment, have no meaning, that one eventually tunes out of the narrative...” He did, however, find things to praise: “Charles, played by Mr. Bates with the great looney relish he brings to such roles, is brilliant.” He also noted that it “is an elegant looking movie, nicely performed.” More positive notices were posted by Variety which called it “gripping” and Roger Ebert of The Chicago Sun-Times who wrote “What makes the movie terrifying is the way in which the outback magic is introduced so naturally into the placid fabric of village life.”
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