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Peter Framed

How Kenneth Branagh’ new
farce reinforces the old ovder

VERY ONCE IN A WHILE, a
film comes along that dis-
plays textbook examples of
one cinema technigue or an-
other. Such a film is Kenneth
Branagh's popular Peter's Friends,
which takes place at a grand En-
glish estate where an ineffectual
young lord throws a Christmas-
week party for his old college
chums ten years after praduation.
The problem is that one is not sure
if Branagh is aware of what text
book examples he is demonstrat-
ing, and therein IHes a significant
conundrum for viewers.
| By “textbook examples,” I don't
mean those flamboyant technical
tricks used for dramatic titillation
alone, such az Alfred Hitcheock's
minutedong crane shot gliding
high ahove 4 crowded dance floor
in 1937°s Young and Innocent until
it comes to rest, in extreme close-
up, on the eves of the orchestra’s
or.

I'm talking about those cues,
clues and slgns that work on a
viewer's responses at deep psycho-
logical levels without the viewer
necessarily being aware of them as
they reinforce or unsettle the way
the world presanted on the screen is
comprehended. One could say these
signs make up subtexts that swim
like shadows in the darkness beside
the film's phantom lightship,

Several of these subtexts are ev-
ident in Peter’s Friends. One in-
volves the way Branagh uses the
camera. Even when it is moving,
the composition of each shaot s
classically centered. Peter's

baronial mansion, for example, is
placed directly in the middle of the
frame. So are the couples in bed,
where first the lamps on the side ta-
bles and then the bedposts provide
precise frames for the characters'
actions.

Even the scenes in hallways are
50 meticulously composed that the
walls flank a centered doorway
through which a piece of action is
shown. Such random examples il-
lustrate a pattern of composition
that ocours throughout the film.

OR YEARS, film theoreti-

clang have argued that such

centering proposes an or-

derly world, not only project-

ing in the viewer's mind the
stability of the status quo, but also
denying the existence of any ac-
tion beyond the frame.

In other words, centered compo-
sitions deny the valldity of lives be-
yond the scene and focus on the
characters before the camera as il
they are not just of paramount im-
portance but, indeed, the only lives
warthy of the viewer’s attention.
On the other hand, scones shot off-
center with shifting compositions
ovoke a sense of uncertainty and of
lives beyond those of the charac-
ters being photographed.

&Similarly, the shenanigans of
Peter's friends occupy the center
of the film's narrative, but he 15 the
character on whom the film fo-
cuses. Peter's significance is un-
derscored by the fact that he is
made the center of attention at the
beginning and end of the story.

When shown among his chums,
Peter is either leaning apainst a
fireplace, Inoking down at them or
standing -a stair or two above
them. Many times he is shot from
below, which gives his presence a
commanding aura. This accumu-
Iation of visual cues ensures that
Pater iz the film's main character,
no matter how wishy-washy his
character is depicted elsewhere.

In the end, these several subtex-
tual signs leave the viewer with
the sense that the neurotic,
chaotic behavior rendered on
screen is an anomaly, for the cens
tered compositions and Peter's
commanding visual presence pro-
ject a world in which the aristoc-
racy still rules and the Empire's
foundation is still solid.

The projection of such order is
hecessary to the world of comedy.
But it is not entively clear that
Branagh is aware that he is com-
bining two antithetical notions
here. Or i5 such mixing of subtex:
tual and surface materials a final
irony on his part?

Ope more word. Filmmakers
have many times associated action
beyond the frame with the work-
ing class, a group almost totally ab-
sent from British film, except to
provide comic relief, before the
1840, Peter’s tightlipped house-
keeper and her son, the only ser-
vants on'the estate, leave Peter and
his guests in the den at the end of
the film and stand on cither sida of
the doorway, framing the scene
within, as if their place were out-
side the concerns of the narrative.

Dpes Branagh mean by this vi-
sual strategy that he is upholding
the antiquated British class sys-
tem, or is he satirically comment-
ing on its continued existence? I
think that Branagh is a slippery
fish trying to wrigsle off the hook.
Peter's Frignds is a piece of fuff
that says all is right with the world
because at least the klieg Ights
never set on the British Empire.
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