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Introduction

Image, story, desire: the writer on film

Judith Buchanan

A writer might seem unpromising subject matter for a film. A life of
reflection, observation, composition and self-abstracting literariness does
not self-evidently offer the sort of cinematic dynamism and narrative pulse
usually considered the staple fare of the movies. ‘If Mr Keats and I are stroll-
ing in the meadow, lounging on the sofa or staring into the wall, do not
presume we are not working’, announces Keats’ friend, Charles Brown, in
the literary biopic Bright Star (dir. Jane Campion, 2009). ‘Doing nothing,’
he continues loftily, ‘is the musing of the poet’. The trailed, even celebrated
‘nothing’ being ‘done’ by Keats and Brown in the outer world is directly on
offer here as a badge of poetic legitimacy. And it is clearly implied that these
vaunted nothings mask a depth of enticing, but unseen, ‘somethings’ of a
richly reflective and creative character.

For all their self-aggrandizing pomposity, Brown’s words speak acutely to
his off-screen as well as his on-screen audience. Through them, Bright Star
explicitly draws attention to the significance of the unseen and inaccessible
realms of a literary imagination, where the film’s central (in)action is located.
And in doing so, it illustrates the potentially self-thwarting nature of the
project to make a literary biopic at all. Certainly acts of literary composition
viewed purely from the perspective of an observing and non-intrusive cam-
era would be hard pressed to yield momentum, trajectory and visual drama.
‘[W]e cannot know completely the intricacies with which any mind negoti-
ates with its surroundings to produce literature’, writes Richard Ellmann:
‘The controlled seething out of which great works come is not likely to yield
all its secrets.’! Since a dramatically fraught seething in the inner world
may be made manifest in the outer only minimally (if at all), locating the
dramatic action for a film about literary process can prove a challenge.

There are, however, few contexts in which an inability to ‘know com-
pletely’ has inhibited a desire to know in part. Moreover, at the point in
mapping the emergence of a literary work where knowledge runs out, the
curious, the creative and the commercially minded among filmmakers have
rarely fought shy of reaching for conjecture as an appealing (and saleable)
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