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Bridget Jones’s
Diary at 20

+ Q&A with director Sharon Maguire

A contemporary review

Bridget Jones’s Diary begins with its heroine (Renée Zellweger) casually
dropping coins in a homeless couple’s cup on her way to work. As she walks
off, glowing with charitable pride, we hear one of them say, ‘What a lovely,
caring person!” ‘Yes,’ says the other, ‘shame about the thighs.’

It’s a throwaway gag based on Bridget's belief that the whole world is as
conscious of her weight as she is, but one that swiftly establishes the film’s
playful disregard for realism. There’s a thin trickle of non-diegetic devices
throughout. Later a train announcer with a Caribbean accent also discusses
Bridget’s thighs, occasional fantasy sequences crop up — showing, for
instance, Bridget being eaten by Alsatians, the price she imagines she’ll pay
for remaining single — and subtitles monitor her weight and daily cigarette and
alcohol consumption. The objective seems to be to find a correlative for the
original book’s diary form and to get across a sense of Bridget’s low self-
image — sympathetic at first, yet shading almost imperceptibly into a whiny
narcissism.

It’s a narrow spectrum to work in, and both film and book pull it off by dint of
unforced charm and steely old-fashioned farce. It’s lucky neither Bridget nor
the film take themselves the least bit seriously. Sure, the movie could claim a
certain literary pedigree since the novel was a West London update of Jane
Austen’s FPride and Prejudice. Boozy, party-girl, size-12 publishing publicist
Bridget meets wealthy human-rights lawyer Mark Darcy (Colin Firth) who
snubs her at first but then comes to recognise her endearing charms. Bridget
snubs Darcy back, having been prejudiced against him by her slimy boss
Daniel Cleaver (Hugh Grant) who claims Darcy stole his girlfriend. True love
wins out in the end via culinary disaster and regular bouts of public
embarrassment.

Bridget Jones’s Diary has been lumped by cultural commentators with the
recent crop of chick-lit, chick-flicks and female-oriented sitcoms. Its most
obvious coevals, in terms of popularity at least, are the television series Ally
McBeal and Sex and the City, the latter based on a newspaper column
written by Candace Bushnell just as Bridget was based on a column author
Helen Fielding penned for the /ndependent. All concern successful career girls
angsting to varying degrees over the unattainable goal of ‘having it all’, the



surface farce merely the exposed tip of an iceberg of despair under threat
from global meltdown.

But it makes all the difference that Bridget is British and a single discrete story
while the two others are American and ongoing series. Given that the film was
partly backed by a US distributor (Miramax), it’s a welcome surprise that so
much of the novel’s cultural specificity has survived. Bridget still weighs
herself in stones and what little psycholbabble she espouses is treated with
audible irony. The characters in Ally McBeal and Sex and the City seem to
cruise effortlessly through their successful and glamorous careers, spending
most of their time shopping and moping about relationships (Ally’s courtroom
time is little more than a prompt for the next epiphany about love, sex or
whatever, while Carrie in Sex and the City cannibalises her own and her
friends’ misadventures to sustain her column). But Bridget’s career mishaps
are as foregrounded as her relationship fiascos. After the disastrous affair with
Daniel makes working with him intolerable, she unsuccessfully tries to bluff her
way through a series of interviews, only to get a job on a television show by
telling the truth about why she left her last post. (Her new boss reassures her:
‘At Sit Up Britain, no one ever gets fired for shagging the boss. It’s a
principle.’) Her struggle up the greasy career pole is literalised in one gag
when she slips down a fireman’s pole live on air, her arse descending
calamitously on top of a cameraman, shown as a POV shoit.

It would be all too easy for British commmentators, with inverted smug pride, to
point to Bridget Jones as an example of how the British accept, even
celebrate failure, as in Noftting Hill, another Brit romcom written by Bridget
Jones’ co-screenwriter Richard Curtis. But doesn’t the unambiguously happy
ending negate such a reading? In the end, Bridget gets her man — and to
echo Billy Joel, one who loves her just the way she is — in contrast with the US
programmes whose open-endedness ensures the girls never wind up with
what they really want. They may have scads of money and to-die-for
apartments, but they never hold on to a man for more than a few episodes, let
alone past the end of a season.

The film’s celebration of Bridget’s success in the face of hopeless ineptitude is
In contrast with the eminent pedigrees of some of the cast and fimmakers.

A mild puncturing of the fictional illusion is being essayed with the casting of
Colin Firth as Darcy. Firth played Austen’s haughty hero Mr Darcy in the BBC
adaptation of FPride and Prejudice, a show the book’s Bridget watches
compulsively and which was written by Andrew Davies, a co-author of the
Bridget Jones screenplay. In the book, she and a friend have ‘a long
discussion about the comparative merits of Mr Darcy and Mark Darcy, both
agreeing Mr Darcy was more attractive because he was ruder but that being
imaginary was a disadvantage that could not be overlooked.’

As in the book, many of whose characters Fielding allegedly based on friends
and acquaintances, the real and the imaginary are covertly blurred here.



In Fielding’s sequel 7he Edge of Reason Bridget interviews Firth himself for
the /naependent. Meanwhile, Hugh Grant, whose real-life dalliance with a
Hollywood hooker is snickered over in the book, plays the false-start love
interest Cleaver and is given the shockingly self-immolating line, ‘I'm a terrible
disaster with a posh voice and a bad character.” Salman Rushdie and Jeffrey
Archer appear as themselves. Richard Curtis is Helen Fielding’s ex-boyfriend.
The firm owned by Matthew Freud, the brother of Curtis’ wife Emma Freud, is
handling the film’s UK publicity. Sharon Maguire, the model for one of
Bridget’s best friends Sharon, is the flm’s debut director.

It would be easy to envy them as so many rich Notting Hill luvvies and to write
off Bridget Jones as an exercise in preening nepotistic narcissism. Except
that’s it’s really rather good — funny, engaging and winning in its self-
deprecating modesty, albeit in a big-budget sort of way. It’s hard not to like a
film where the characters pause during a hilariously clumsy fight in a
restaurant to join in singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to another customer, or mime
drunkenly to ‘All by Myself’ using a bread stick as a mike. Bridget Jones’s
Diary has a gift for bathetic deflation. When Bridget and Daniel go away for a
dirty weekend, what sounds like sex talk (‘Fuck me, that’s tight’) in the
bedroom is revealed through a slow track to be nothing more than Daniel’s
reactions to a game of snooker on television.

The only real concession to the American audience is the casting of Renée
Zellweger as Bridget, rather than a British actress such as Kate Winslet or
Helena Bonham Carter, but even this works to the film’s advantage. Zellweger
seems more of an outsider trying to fit in, with traces of American gaucheness
poking through the skin of the performance and the accent just a little too
studiedly posh. She has fine comic timing, as does Maguire, who shows a
knack for the ironic counterpointed edit, contrasting Bridget’'s voiceover
pledges to sobriety one minute with her falling drunkenly out of a cab the

next.

Leslie Felperin, Sight and Sound, April 2001



BRIDGET JONES’S DIARY

Directed by. Sharon Maguire

©: Universal Studios, StudioCanal

©/Presented by. Miramax Film Corp.

Production Company. Working Title Films

Presented by. Universal Pictures

Executive Producer. Helen Fielding

Producers: Tim Bevan, Eric Fellner, Jonathan Cavendish
Co-producers. Debra Hayward, Liza Chasin

Line Producer. Peter McAleese

Chief Operating Officers (Working Title).

Angela Morrison, Sarah-Jane Wright

Unit Manager. Claire Tovey

Production Supervisor. Brian Donovan

Company Co-ordinators (Working Film):

Emily Stewart, Hermione Ninnim

Head of Business Affairs (Working Title). Rachel Holroyd
Finance Director (Working Film): Julian Tomlin

Location Manager (Helicopter Unit). David Seaton
Location Managers. Adam Richards, Ben Greenacre
Post-production Supervisor. Jeanette Haley

2nd Unit Director. Cilla Ware

1st Assistant Director. Stuart Renfrew

2nd Assistant Director. Finn McGrath

3rd Assistant Director. Eddie Raymond

Co-3rd Assistant Director. Spencer Dodd

Script Supervisors. Pat Rambaut, Carol Thompson, Laura Gwynne
Casting. Michelle Guish

Screenplay. Helen Fielding, Andrew Davies, Richard Curtis
Based on the novel by. Helen Fielding

Director of Photography: Stuart Dryburgh

2nd Unit Director of Photography: Nigel Willoughby
Aerial Unit Director. Marc Wolff

Aerial Cameraman. Adam Dale

A Camera QOperator. Peter Robertson

2nd Camera Operator. Nic Milner

Steadicam Operator. Peter Robertson

Digital Visual Effects. Double Negative

Visual Effects Supervisor. Frazer Churchill

Visual Effects Producers. Fay McConkey, Matthew Holben, Alex Hope
Ad(dlitional Digital Effects.

The Computer Film Company

Special Effects Supervisor. David Harris

Graphic Designer. Carol Kupisz

Ediitor. Martin Walsh

Additional Editing. Paul Knight

Production Designer. Gemma Jackson

Supervising Art Director. David Warren

Art Director. Paul Cross

Set Decorator. Shirley Lixenberg

Costume Designer. Rachael Fleming

Wardrobe Supervisor. Natalie Ward

Chief Make-up/Hair Designers. Graham Johnston, Carmel Jackson
Make-up Artiste: Lorna McGowan

Main Titles Desigr. Michael Ellis

Titles/Opticals. General Screen Enterprises

Original Score by. Patrick Doyle

B

WIOIMAN
OV [[ ) gAY
MONIE

GRIM ERIA

Powered by %
=

JAGUAR

Woman with a Movie Camera is powered by Jaguar
and generously supported by Jane Stanton

Music Conductor. James Shearman

Music Supervisor. Nick Angel
Choreography. Alice Mahoney

Sound Mixers. David Crozier, David John
Re-recording Mixers. John Hayward,

Nic Lemessurier, Richard Pryke, Ray Merrin
Supervising Sound Editor. Glenn Freemantle
Stunt Co-ordinator. Peter Brayham

Studio: Shepperton Studios

Cast

Renée Zellweger (Bridget Jones)
Colin Firth (Mark Darcy)

Hugh Grant (Daniel Cleaver)

Jim Broadbent (Bridget’s dad)
Gemma Jones (Bridget’'s mum)
Sally Phillips (Shazza)

Shirley Henderson (Jude)

James Callis (7om)

Embeth Davidtz (Natasha)

Celia Imrie (Una Alconbury)
Honor Blackman (Penny Husbands-Bosworth)
James Faulkner (Uncle Geoffrey)
Charmian May (Mrs Darcy)

Paul Brooke (Mr Fitzherbert)
Felicity Montagu (Perpetua)
Charlie Caine (handsome stranger)
Gareth Marks (Simon in marketing)
John Clegg (elderly man)

Salman Rushdie (himself)
Matthew Bates (Kartka author)
Jeffrey Archer (himself)

Patrick Barlow (Julian)

Rebecca Charles (receptionist)
Dominic McHale (Bernard)

Joan Blackman (Shirley)

Lisa Barbuscia (Lara)

Joseph Alessi (interviewer 1)
Rhydian Jai-Persad (interviewer 2)
Neil Pearson (Richard Finch)

Paul Ross (Mr Sit Up Britain)
Stewart Wright (stage manager)
Claire Skinner (Magda)

Dolly Wells (Woney)

Mark Lingwood (Cosmo)

Toby Whithouse (Alastair)

David Cann (cameraman)

Lisa Kay (Eleanor Ross Heaney)
Sulayman al-Bassam (Kafir Aghani)
Millennia Strings (the musicians)
Donald Douglas (Mr Darcy)

Renu Setna (Mr Ramdas)

USA/France/UK 2001©
97 mins

BECOME A BFI MEMBER

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at
BFI Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

BFI PLAYER

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

Programme notes and credits compiled by the BFI Documentation Unit

Notes may be edited or abridged. Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk
The British Film Institute is a charity registered in England and Wales No. 287780



