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Is there a film 
version?

Luke McBratney looks at how 
adaptations can add new perspectives to 
your set texts

This autumn sees the BBC pit heavyweight literary 
adaptations against offerings from ITV. Viewers 
seem to enjoy the combination of wit, nostalgia 

and nudity — Lady Chatterley’s Lover, starring bare-
chested Game of Thrones star Richard Madden, was 
watched by over a million more viewers than ITV’s The 
Trials of Jimmy Rose, starring Ray Winstone. 

What is the appeal of such adaptations? It must be 
more than sex — An Inspector Calls is unlikely to set 
hearts racing. In part, it’s familiarity: the adaptations 
chosen are texts that viewers might remember from 
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school. When you know the book or a previous 
adaptation, there is pleasure to be gained in measuring 
the new version against the old. A good adaptation also 
compliments the viewers’ intelligence, as they recognise 
literary aspects such as symbolism and engage with 
themes and ideas. 

The Go-Between
For me, this year’s standout adaptation was The Go-
Between, based on the novel by L. P. Hartley. Although 
it struggled for viewers against ITV’s Downton Abbey, the 
adaptation won five-star reviews.

The story centres on a 12-year-old boy, Leo, as he 
spends a long hot summer at the home of the Maudsley 
family. The title refers to Leo’s role in the relationships 
of the beautiful young woman of the family, Marian, 
who is engaged to Viscount Trimingham. While some 
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Activity

Think of ways in which you can connect some 
of the themes of the novel to the poems in 
the pre-1900 section of the Anthology of Love 
Poetry through the Ages. For example:

• Compare the ways in which forbidden love 
is presented in the novel and in ‘Whoso 
List to Hunt’, ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ and ‘At An Inn’. 
Include comments on the ways in which the 
different narrative perspectives in the poems 
and the novel create effects. 

• Compare the ways in which natural imagery 
is used in the novel and in ‘The Garden of 
Love’.

Useful sites
The Go-Between is available on BBC iPlayer until 
20 October 2015.

www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06cwkf5 contains 
a wealth of information about the adaptation, 
including a trailer, key moments from the 
drama and clips in which the actors discuss their 
characters. 

Telegraph review of the BBC version, with links to 
other pieces about the book and the adaptation: 
www.tinyurl.com/pk9a4ra

Introduction to The Go-Between (PDF):  
www.tinyurl.com/ohm8nrg

Guardian essay by Ali Smith:  
www.tinyurl.com/oyuj89e
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of her letters go to Trimingham, the majority are sent to 
Ted Burgess, a local tenant farmer. 

Narrated by Leo as an old man, The Go-Between 
is a bildungsroman that explores the thoughts and 
experiences of a 12 year old as he tries to make sense 
of the adult world and its largely unspoken rules. The 
BBC adaptation uses low-angle shots to emphasise the 
narrative perspective.

Setting also plays a part, with locations like 
Brandham Hall, Burgess’ farm and the surrounding 
countryside. The hot weather brings passions to the 
fore, and a raging storm provides a perfect backdrop 
of pathetic fallacy for the denouement. Yet the text is 
much more than a patchwork of figurative language 
and poetic prose. Loaded with subtext and symbolism, 
the plot contains plenty of action and its set pieces, 
such as the cricket match and the village party, are both 
moving and engaging.

Intertextual resonance
You don’t need to study the text to enjoy it. Even if it 
isn’t one of your chosen texts, it might have intertextual 
relevance to one that is. For example, it has numerous 
connections to both Ian McEwan’s Atonement and to 
Michael Frayn’s Spies. In all three we find
• a frame narrative
• a long hot summer
• a naive narrator on the cusp of adolescence, who 

takes messages and has to work out the nature of a 
mysterious relationship between two adults
McEwan admits the influence:

I wanted to do a tragic love story and, with vague 
memories of being captivated by L. P. Hartley’s 
The Go-Between, I thought ‘What if the messenger 
is the harbinger of destruction?’

So why not seek out a copy of the novel — it is a 
compelling tale of lost innocence and an exploration of 
the Edwardian class divide, and it has one of the best 
openings in English literature:

The past is a foreign country: they do things 
differently there.
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