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Lumet directs Connery: The Hill (1965); The Anderson Tapes (1971); 

The Offence (1972); Family Business (1989) 
 

It’s much more interesting to watch a big strong man go under, from circumstances 

over which he has no control, than it is to watch him overcome circumstance, beat 

everyone up and walk away with the broad. The latter is John Wayney and disgusting. 

The former makes a really good drama – as Shakespeare proved in Macbeth. 

 

————————— 

 

There are several things Sean Connery can’t do. In one scene in Never Say Never Say 

Never Again he gives Kim Basinger a massage without revealing who he is; and 

afterwards you realise that the reason why she didn’t recognise his voice is because 

he’s supposed to have been camp. One thing Connery can’t do is be camp. Comedy 

isn’t what he’s best at: he’s too dignified for a buffoon, though he can turn verbal 

gags. He can’t do accents: witness the “Leith Irish” for which he got the Oscar in The 

Untouchables. But he can sing – not for nothing did he start out in the male chorus of 

South Pacific. There’s precious little evidence of this in his films – but get out your 

DVD of Darby O’Gill and the Little People, and, yes! there’s the youthful Connery 

singing very well (though once his song’s over you can turn the thing off). He played 

Hotspur in An Age of Kings on BBCTV in 1960. The tapes still exist, and there he is, 

young, slender, romantic, heroic, and above all vulnerable – not at all like James 

Bond. 

 What I’m saying is that Connery is one of the best actors there ever were in the 

movies (I’m not just saying this as an Edinburgh person), but that, being the movies, 

they’ve concentrated on his hardness and masculine invincibility – that dark, hairy 

quality he has – and left the remainder of his versatility under-exploited. Apart, that 

is, from three, at least, of the above four – all films he made with Sidney Lumet. Here, 

in different ways, Lumet reveals depths to Sean Connery which no-one else, certainly 

not the Bond people, ever even cared to look for. He does it by casting him as failures. 

 None of the films are famous, and none were big hits: which is typical. 

 

————————— 

 

The Hill is one of those films which makes you scream for the good old days of 

brilliant black-and-white photography.
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 It’s also an English WWII film which would 

have ruined for ever the images of John Mills or Richard Todd, had they appeared in 

it. Once you’ve watched The Hill, you’ll never take The Dam Busters or Above Us the 

Waves seriously again. It’s set in an army prison camp, then as now as apt an image of 

hell as you’d find outside Dachau or the Gulags. Lumet and his lighting cameraman 

(Oswald Morris), give you numerous tracks along lines of rigid backbones and 

regimented feet, inter-cut with looming close-ups of very ugly men, cracking up. Over 

the top of the murderous punishment hill which is the central metaphor of the tale 

they give you numerous pans from side to side and then back again, as the five main 

convicts (Connery, Jack Watson, Ossie Davis, Roy Kinnear and Alfred Lynch), 

double up and down it carrying their full kit. 

 

                                                 
1: They shot The Hill on Ilford stock which was normally not liked because it was “too contrasty”. 

They liked it because it was so contrasty. 
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 Connery isn’t the lead: if there is a lead, it’s granite-faced and lantern-jawed Harry 

Andrews, as the sergeant major who runs the place, and who has professional 

standards of a sort, which is more than can be said for his subordinate, Ian Hendry, 

who just enjoys doling out punishment. Working-class Connery, letting his Leith 

accent hang right out, is primus inter pares, as another sergeant major, broken to a 

private and put away for duffing up his officer when the officer ordered his tank 

company into a hopeless attack. 

 

 
 

 We’re so used, from his crap films, to seeing Connery as the superhero who can 

cope with all contingencies, that it comes as a surprise to see him, not just as a victim, 

but as one of a group of equal victims. In this environment, neither he nor they stand a 

chance. Beaten up by Hendry and two goons, Connery’s crippled by a broken foot, 

despite which he’s forced by Andrews to double march across the parade ground. In a 

face to face altercation with Andrews (who wants to remake him as a soldier), he falls 

over repeatedly, unable to stand. Twice, from the physical agony and the 

psychological stress of being yet again on the receiving end of lunatic military 

discipline, he cracks into tears, in close-up. 
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————————— 

 

The Anderson Tapes opens with Connery being released from prison after a ten-year 

stretch, determined not to go straight. He’s highly intelligent and articulate, has no 

illusions about the slammer or about society, knows his objectives, has all the 

necessary contacts, and possesses all the energy needed to succeed. Within a day of 

being released (as it seems), he’s in bed, too, with Dyan Cannon. His plan is to rob the 

New York apartment block where she lives. 

 And yet he’s as big a loser as his character in The Hill, and by the end of The 

Anderson Tapes looks to be dying (a rarity in Connery films). For the movie is a study 

in electronic surveillance – truly cutting edge for its time, though the stone-age 

computers and reel-to-reel tape recorders look a bit sad from the perspective of 2007. 

Every scene is punctuated with Dr Who music, as we see every move Connery makes 

being monitored, albeit by different agencies who don’t communicate mutually. 

Either in every scene someone – the nurse, the waiter – is wired; or there’s a mike 

hidden in the skirting board; or Connery and his associates are being filmed from 

across the street, their words deciphered for the cops by a lip-reader later that day. 

 It’s hugely entertaining, and features not only the twenty-eight-year-old 

Christopher Walken in his second cinematic role, but also the sixty-nine-year old 

Margaret Hamilton in her last. 

 Whereas in The Hill Connery’s first among equals, here he’s the lead, but, as in 

The Hill, he’s surrounded by diversely entertaining personalities. His gang includes 

Walken as its electrician, Martin Balsam as a faggot antiques dealer employed for 

valuing the swag, Stan Gottlieb as a sad old man whose only desire is to get back in 

jail where he feels secure, a cool black driver, and a psycho hit-man whom Connery’s 

mob backers insist on his taking along – in order to rub him out. It’s the need to carry 

out that part of the bargain which is the final nail in Connery’s own coffin. 

 The anguish Connery feels as electronic device after electronic device messes up 

his immaculate plans (immaculate by the standards of a decade previously), are a bit 

muffled by the necessity of all the crooks wearing masks during the robbery: but his 

eyes say it all, and as he lies on the police stretcher at last, a bullet in his back, his 

groan (“I’m always knocking on locked doors”), expresses the same despair that we 

see on his face in the last shot of The Hill. 

 

————————— 

 

I wouldn’t say The Offence is my favourite film: in some ways it’s the most horrible 

film I know. But it’s very close to my heart. Once in rep I was the lead in a play by 

John Hopkins, on another of whose plays, This Story of Yours, The Offence is based. 

We were nervous, because the previous year This Story of Yours had been done at the 

same theatre, and the leading actor hadn’t been able to stand it, and had had a 

breakdown. Sure enough, halfway through the run, I too had a breakdown – just lay 

there in rehearsal and couldn’t get up. The emotional strain of doing the play night 

after night was too much. It was all about a man whose inner demons had caught up 

with him suddenly in middle age: the play charted his descent into loss of all self-

respect, and into horror – just like the policeman in This Story of Yours. Neither lead 

had any defences, or any way of counterattacking the people who were out to destroy 

him. I couldn’t stand it. 

 In The Offence, Connery plays a police sergeant who’s investigated so many 

horrible crimes that he’s overloaded, gone temporarily crazy, and killed a suspected 
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child-murderer. He kills him (with a single blow to the stomach), because the suspect, 

brighter than Connery, is shrewd enough to see that Connery sees him as an image of 

himself, and without realising it, is acting out a drama of self-hatred. He finds the idea 

funny, and laughs in Connery’s face, his own teeth running with blood. Ian Bannen’s 

performance as the suspect is as convincing as is Connery’s as the sergeant – quite 

different from his performance as the nice-guy army sergeant in The Hill. He’s inside 

his evil part in a way that makes you very uneasy for him, and his scenes with fellow-

Scot Connery (they even have matching moustaches), are frightening in their sweaty 

realism. 

 Lumet gets such a good performance from Connery by in part capitalising on the 

fact that he’s good at appearing not very bright (one could never believe that his 

James Bond had a degree from Oxford). The policeman sort of knows what’s 

happening to him, but lacks the concepts and can’t find the words. In one scene 

Connery grasps the desk at which he’s sitting and rhythmically bangs his forehead 

down on it. 

 

 
 

 The film is set on large, lifeless housing estates, grey, unfriendly shopping centres 

(all shot at Wild Ridings, Berkshire), and in the bowels of a breeze-block police 

station, all of which Lumet observes clinically as though he knows them as well as he 

knows the back alleys of upper Manhattan. Connery, kitted out in a middle-class hat 

and middle-class car-coat, also fits into the environment as though he’s never known 

any other. 

 The narrative is clever in that although we know from the first scene what’s 

happened, we don’t know till near the end how it happened. Hopkins wrote the play 

because he’d discovered, researching Z Cars, all sorts of dreadful things about police 

life that you couldn’t broadcast on the BBC at 7.30. As he drives home from having 

been suspended at the end of the first scene, Connery hallucinates all the severed 

limbs and mangled people he’s come across in the line of duty. 

 In the film’s second scene, he tries for the first time to tell his wife (Vivian 

Merchant), what he’s been through to make him lose control: “If you could … put 

your hand into my mind … hold it … make it stop … tell it to stop … if you could 

somehow … cut out the thoughts … the pictures … the noise … the endless 

screaming …” 



 5 

 

 
 

 He piles on the details until she vomits. 

 In the third scene Trevor Howard turns up, as the chief superintendent 

investigating the crime. “What’s happening to me?” is what Connery seems reduced 

to, with huge dark desperate eyes and furrowed brow, just before he hits his head on 

the table as described. And yet as Howard leaves, Connery mutters I triumph, “I 

didn’t tell him!” 

 

 
 

 The last scene of The Offence is one which I always blank out from my memory. 

In it we see how the killing occurred. Locked with Ian Bannen in the interrogation 

room, Connery goes mad, gropes Bannen, crushes his hand, and as the conversation 

develops it becomes clear that, whatever Bannen’s done – and we never know that 

he’s done anything – in a couple of short moves Connery could be a paedophile 

himself. Bannen, the suspect, is really him – he can’t differentiate. 

 Bannen finds him horrifying and funny, both at once. “Nothing I have done can be 

half as bad as the thoughts in your head – I wouldn’t have your thoughts!” he cries, 

cupping Connery’s face between his hands. “There’s nothing I can say you haven’t 

imagined!” 
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 Connery stares at him, scared, bewildered – everything Connery’s star image says 

he can never be. Connery’s star image, after all, gives him a license to kill. 

 Bannen dies laughing. 

 

————————— 

 

The Offence was a critical hit and a box-office failure. Connery’s contract had 

Macbeth as his next picture, to be directed by himself. It was the role he was born to 

play. But The Offence bombed, Roman Polanski came along, and Sean Connery’s 

Macbeth film was never made.
2
 Perhaps he still could make it? With Catherine Zeta-

Jones as Lady Mac? … or Keira Knightley? 

 

————————— 

 

Family Business was made seventeen years after The Offence, and is flat as a pancake. 

In it, Connery is Jessie, a New York Irish granddad, and an habitual thief. He was 

naturalised, we’re told, in 1947 – despite which he tells the judge that he had a native 

American mother. He also had a Sicilian wife, and between them they had a son, 

called Vito (Dustin Hoffman), who married a Jewish girl, and between them they had 

a son called Adam (Matthew Broderick). The melting-pot mix may convince on paper 

– just – but when you see the tall, grey, balding, Celtic Connery sitting down in a bar 

with the short, Jewish Hoffman and the fresh-faced, WASP-y Broderick, you fear the 

whole thing may be a mistake. And so it turns out to be. 

 It has at once to be said that the fifty-nine-year-old Connery is by miles the sexiest 

of the three leading men: but his character is cheerful and resilient, far less interesting 

than those he plays in the other Lumet films. His “Leith Irish” is as flagrant as ever. 

 The gist of it is that granddad and grandson like living dangerously, and persuade 

son / father, who’s more conservative, to join them in a DNA heist [sic]. But Lumet 

isn’t interested in telling the story. The robbery is sadly tame in comparison with that 

in The Anderson Tapes, and we’re annoyed when Broderick, supposedly the brains of 

the outfit, messes it up. Still more are we annoyed – and actually depressed – when 

the three men split over how to clear up the resulting mess. After Connery’s death in 

hospital (he’s seen wasting away on an oxygen machine), we lose interest, as the 

dialogue gets flatter still, and they don’t know how to bring it to a close. 

 It’s a sad end to a great partnership. 

 

                                                 
2: The IMDb tells us he once did a Macbeth in just over an hour for Canadian television – with Zoe 

Caldwell as Lady Mac, and Lee Strasberg as Seyton. 


