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Maurice

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
A contemporary review

After the near-perfection of A Room with a View, which transformed an only
intermittently entertaining piece of writing into a totally successful film, it must
have seemed a natural move for Merchant Ivory Productions to adapt another
Forster novel. Howards End may have been the obvious choice, but instead
they chose Maurice, the book Forster started in 1913, finished a year later and
rewrote at intervals throughout his life, but never dared to publish because of its
homosexual theme. Writing the book was a releasing experience for Forster, not
least because he saw it as an act of defiance against society’s disapproval: this
IS why he insisted on the happy ending, which made the book still less
publishable, still more ‘corrupting’. It might be just permissible to show those
who suffered from the vice of Oscar Wilde coming to a bad end, but never to
suggest they could find fulfilment, and come to regard themselves as

natural beings.

The film would, | think, give Forster great pleasure. Everything about it is well
done: script, casting, settings, music. It is entirely faithful to the spirit of the
book, which is both joyous and painful. It is a shade more humorous, which he
would have appreciated, and it diverges from his finely plotted story only where
it’s necessary to clarify: for instance, we are shown a young aristocrat set up by
a soldier, arrested and sentenced to prison — a risk faced by practising
homosexuals at the date of the story (1912), which some modern cinemagoers
may need to be reminded of.

Maurice is in effect an eaqucation sentimentale. It combines a deeply romantic
element — the notion that true love can cut across all conventional social
divisions and rules, and form a basis for a permanent way of life — with a much
tougher, more documentary account of the loneliness, misery, incomprehension
and lack of self-knowledge of Maurice himself, a young suburban stockbroker
brought up (as Forster was) by a widowed mother.

But Maurice’s character is nothing like his creator’s. He is robust, jolly, with a
liking for motorbikes and sport; not an intellectual in the least. James Wilby is
perfectly cast, with his healthy shock of hair and his boyish, bumpy cheeks and
nose; sometimes his eyes glow with pleasure and confidence, sometimes they
reqgister a childlike bewilderment and terror. He is always believable. So is Hugh
Grant as his clever friend, Clive Durham, a young man of finely cut features and
equally finely cut passions.

Maurice and Clive become friends at Cambridge; from being absorbed in the
friendship they fall in love, innocently and devastatingly. Maurice is the more
innocent of the two (his public school had been going through a period of
savage policing). When Clive declares himself, his immediate reaction is to
express horror, because the idea is outside his mental range. Then, almost
immediately, he understands that he is also in love. Clive, always dominant,
insists that their love must be platonic, however passionate and exclusive.
There are hugs, kisses, long looks, intensities, but all within the limit imposed by
Clive and accepted by Maurice.



It’s not difficult to bring out the idyllic quality of Cambridge on film (getting rid of
the tourists must be the hardest part), and James Ivory and Pierre Lhomme
(director of photography) make the most of the opportunity, alternating lovely
cunning shots of pinnacles, windows and gateways with wide views of courts,
chapel and the gorgeously candlelit hall, where Clive speaks a long Latin grace.
There is even a punting scene, which may seem to pile it on; but this is
undeniably the way in which undergraduate life does remain in the memory, the
beauty of the setting forever associated with the short years of intense
friendship, endless talk, intellectual and emotional discovery.

In another film it could be an indulgence; here, it is an essential part of the
subject, because Cambridge both brings Maurice self-knowledge for the first
time, and punishes him for the first time. He is sent down for failing to apologise
to the Dean, who has caught him flagrantly cutting lectures for an outing with
Clive. Maurice won’t apologise, despite his mother’s tears; he is prepared to
suffer, to become an outlaw.

The rest of the film is devoted to Maurice’s increasing awareness of himself as
outlaw, while Clive moves gracefully into orthodoxy. He is heir to a country
estate; he is expected to go into parliament; his family are eager for him to
marry, etc. But deeper than any of these is his own wish to conform. In
Forster’s book he experiences a genuine change, and begins to desire women
rather than men; the film makes Clive’s change more willed, but the effect on
Maurice is the same. He is out in the wilderness alone now, suffering torments
of loneliness as well as unsatisfied lust.

Can one believe in the resolution, with Clive’s good-looking young gamekeeper
Alec (Rupert Graves) climbing a ladder to seduce Maurice, then overcoming
other problems, including his fears of blackmail, and the two lovers agreeing to
give up their respective lives and settle somewhere where they can be together
forever? Just about, | think, because by then full-blooded romanticism has
successfully taken over, allowing a shift towards fantasy. It is not a total shift;
Alec is quite substantially established as a character about Clive’s house and
estate (Penge in Forster, aggrandised in the script to Fendersleigh), and there
are sly observations of the servants’ conversations which keep up some realism
(a particularly admirable performance as the butler, Simcox, from Patrick
Godfrey). Besides, romantic love is a reality too, although it’s easy to forget or
deny it.

The film works as a double love story, in which the supposedly superior man is
the betrayer, while the man who is expected to betray becomes the redeemer.
But Forster’s (and James Ivory’s) imagination is of course much richer than this
neat summary implies. A good deal of the pleasure lies in the contingent
touches: Maurice’s sisters practising the bandaging they have learnt at a
nursing class on Clive; the two undergraduates grappling with pianola records;
a bully of a doctor (Denholm Elliott, superb as ever) giving Maurice a wigging; a
joyous innings at a country cricket match; a conversation beneath a pair of five-
legged Assyrian bulls at the British Museum.

Forster enjoyed writing Maurice, and his pleasure makes itself felt in the book,
which has a confident pace and tone. The film moves swiftly too; its weakest
passage, curiously, is the opening section, which has a fruitiness alien to the
rest. After this it is subtle, intelligent, moving, and absorbing; also extraordinary,
in the way it mixes fear and pleasure, horror and love. It’s a stunning success
for a team who seem to have mastered all the problems of making literary films.

Claire Tomalin, Sight & Sound, Autumn 1987
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