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Three Billy Budds: A Soldier’s Story (Norman Jewison, 1984); Beau 

Travail (Claire Denis, 1999); Billy Budd (Peter Ustinov, 1962) 

 
Military hierarchies are God’s gift to cinematic drama. On the one hand there’s the 

direction the hierarchy itself insists on, which normally involves the death of one or 

more of its number: and on the other hand there’s the direction which all the humanity 

trapped within the hierarchy would insist on, if only it could – and that involves as 

many people as possible staying alive. The hierarchy enforces uniformity and death; 

the humanity within the hierarchy rebels, and tries to assert life. 

 In addition, in a military hierarchy, how you talk and thus who you are is 

determined even more than usual by who it is you’re talking to. A sergeant-major or a 

master-at-arms shows one face to the officers, but a different one to the men. A junior 

officer shows one face to a senior officer, but another to his fellow subalterns. There’s 

great drama, and great acting possibilities, in the contrast – and what if he suddenly 

displays the wrong face to the wrong people? 

 

 

 
 

 Put all these forces and problems into a confined space – a military base, on board 

ship – and you have drama willy-nilly. Put them into an all-black military base, into a 

Foreign Legion outpost in the desert, or – best of all – on board a ship in the 1790s, 

with no way of contacting the outside – and you have classical drama by at least one 

criterion, the one which says your action must never move from the same spot. 

 In Melville’s fable, two men, Claggart and Vere, uphold the hierarchy, while 

another, the saintly Billy, subverts it without meaning to, just by being there. In these 

three the path towards death and the path towards life conflict. Both Claggart and 

Vere love Billy, and both are forced, by their places in the hierarchy, to kill him 

(though not before he’s killed one of them). 

 One wonderful moment from another version is replicated in none of these 

movies. In my DVD of the ENO production of Britten’s opera Billy Budd, they do a 

close-up of Claggart looking at Billy for the first time as he comes on board. The look 
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of wonder on his face as he realises that (a) he’s fallen in love and that (b) either he or 

this beautiful man or both are going to die as a result, is deeper than anything in any 

of the films. 

 Robert Ryan plays Claggart in Peter Ustinov’s expertly-made version. He invites 

death from the beginning, bullying the men, advising them how to kill him, and 

turning his back on them, confident they won’t have the nerve. Thanks to Robert 

Krasker’s photography we suffer from the same claustrophobia as the crew, in the 

cramped areas below decks, or in the dangerous areas aloft. A motiveless flogging in 

the first reel sets the tone: as the man is lashed for no reason that anyone can recall, 

Claggart and Billy (Terence Stamp in his first film!) eyeball one another from one 

side of the ship to the other, Billy filled with innocent incomprehension, Claggart with 

horrible knowledge and understanding. 

 Norman Jewison’s A Soldier’s Story starts with the Claggart-figure being 

murdered. He’s a short, ugly, mean-looking sergeant with an evil pencil moustache, 

and we see him staggering, marionette-jerking drunk, along the streets of the southern 

town where the tale is based. Suddenly a pistol looms out of the dark – we see it again 

from another angle – it fires, and he flops back. Another shot makes it sound as if he’s 

being finished off. 

 It’s a shock, coming from the English naval film, to see the US Army hierarchical 

idiom in action. On board the ship in the 1790s, there seems a measure of informality, 

of politeness, when contrasted with the way other ranks address officers in America a 

century and a half later. On board ship, despite the recent mutinies at Spithead and the 

Nore, men acknowledge one another as men. In the US Army in 1944, there are no 

men, only military functions. Informality is out. Unless you’re told to be “At ease”, 

every sentence has to be prefixed and suffixed with “Sir!” bellowed at the top of your 

voice. Every sentence has to be delivered at rigid attention. Where there we had a 

small ship with lots of large men in it, here we have a large base with lots of very 

sweaty men all over it. In the English film, the power-pyramid is run according to 

class rules. In the American film, it’s run according to race rules. There are no black 

officers, apart from the one sent from Washington to investigate the killing. 

 

—————————— 

 

Both these films are normal, in that they concentrate on old-fashioned character and 

plot. Beau Travail, à l’autre côté, is weird. Yes, there’s a Claggart-equivalent. He’s a 

Foreign Legion sergeant (Denis Lavant), and he tells us in voice-over that as soon as 

he saw the innocent Billy-equivalent he knew him for something unique. But Claire 

Denis’s camera has already fixated us with the landscape of Djibouti, in which the 

action is set, to the extent that whatever human idiocy occurs on or in it will seem 

almost an irrelevance. She doesn’t differentiate between the sand-dunes, the tanks 

straddling them, or the legionnaires performing contorted exercises about them, 

leaping down into and up out of concrete pits, squirming balletically beneath barbed-

wire traps (yes, the film had a choreographer), or swimming beneath the Red Sea 

waves. She’s fascinated by bare male bodies with lean, handsome shaven heads on 

top of them: yes, they’re people – but look what else they are … now and again bits of 

the Britten opera float around the soundtrack, devoid of context. 

 This is “post-modernism”, Bridget Jones definition: unfocussed, devoid of self-

critical faculty, thinks it’s hyper-sophisticated and that it knows what it’s doing, 

although in fact isn’t, and doesn’t. 
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 Denis is determined to emphasise all the things that make the ultra-male 

legionnaires into women: she films them ironing, and hanging clothes up to dry, in a 

way which puts the narrative well in its place. She cuts from an impossible press-up 

exercise to the same men peeling potatoes. Another exercise appears to involve the 

men hugging one another repeatedly, then disengaging. A woman is observing barren 

male rituals in unproductive landscapes. Djiboutians, mostly female, watch it all too, 

in incomprehension. These guys think they’ve excluded women, but only at the cost 

of becoming women themselves, for part of the time. 

 We understand from the skeletal tale that Lavant worships his C.O. (the Captain 

Vere of the yarn), and that he’s jealous as hell when the C.O. praises publicly the 

courage of the Billy-equivalent – a beautiful, close-shaven youth who says as little as 

possible. Thus it’s Vere that Claggart’s in love with here, not Billy. As this Billy 

neither sings, stammers, nor radiates innocence, but rather does nothing at all, we can 

see why it’s the C.O., who seems a civilised chap, who gets “Claggart”’s affection. 

 But you have to concentrate hard to derive any narrative from the film until the 

last twenty minutes. To ask for a story is to miss the point. We’d outgrown all that by 

1999. 

 

—————————— 

 

In the Ustinov film, a man is being buried at sea. Vere (Ustinov himself), is droning 

through the funeral sentences meaninglessly. Suddenly the voice of the Dansker 

(Melvyn Douglas) takes them over from him, reciting them as if they signified 

something. Vere is at first outraged, but such is the conviction with which Douglas 

recites the prayer-book that Vere is shamed, and goes quiet. 

 It’s a minor moment, but carries more dramatic weight than all of Beau Travail 

put together. 

 

—————————— 

 

As A Soldier’s Story unfolds, the depths and layers of the all-black company in which 

it’s set (though with white officers, of course), get more dizzying. The black officer is 

sent to investigate “Claggart”’s murder, and the whodunit mystery which results is the 

film’s narrative propellant. Down here in the south, a black officer is a contradiction 

in terms: “What’s the matter, none of you ever seen a black officer before?” – “No, 

sir! Have you, sir?” 

 The Billy-equivalent is C.J. Memphis, a popular private who sings and plays a 

brilliant game of baseball. He’s not a Holy Fool like Melville’s original Budd, but 

tells dirty stories with the best of them. Yet the Claggart-equivalent (his name’s 

Sergeant Waters), despises him: “C.J. Memphis! singin’ the blues! Playin’ cotton-

picker, bowin’ and smilin’ in white folks’ faces!” In fact, Waters is an inverted black 

fascist: he despises most southern blacks as uncle toms, niggers who let the side 

down. C.J. shows great sympathy for him (“I feel real sorry for him myself – any man 

not sure where he belong – gotta be in a whole lotta pain”). But it doesn’t lessen 

Waters’ contempt. Provoking C.J. with “yasssirboss” jokes and accusations, Waters 

get him into jail, where he reveals to him that he traps black soldiers like him all the 

time: “One less fool for the race to be ashamed of”. He’s black-on-black Nazi – not a 

type you meet with very often. A wonderful central shot gives him his motive. He’s 

sitting at a bar, watching C.J. sing. In disgust – but with what? – he turns away and 

stares at himself in the mirror. Norman Jewison dollies in slowly on his reflection, and 
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all around him goes black and quiet (they really did it with the lights – no special 

optics). In close-up, he tells the story of a black buffoon in WWI, who played monkey 

to amuse the Frenchmen and the white Americans: “And do you know? Even when 

we cut his throat, he was still askin’ what he’d done wrong …” Lights up – camera 

pulls back – Waters turns round, his face returning to normal. It’s a great sequence, all 

done in one shot. 

 C.J., unable to stand confinement, kills himself in an incident we don’t see. 

Waters, ashamed at last, drinks himself into the state in which we first see him. 

 In its anxiety to be tense and intriguing (which it is), and its concern with racism, 

overt and inverted, A Soldier’s Story misses out on some interesting questions of 

character and motive. We want to know more about Sergeant Waters’ personal 

attitude to C.J., as opposed to his political one, which is strikingly done, and clear 

enough, but is so obsessive as to suggest that there’s more to it, just as there’s more to 

the story of Billy Budd, John Claggart, and Captain Vere. 

 The nearest thing to Vere is Captain Davenport, the black lawyer from 

Washington, but he’s the investigator, not the judge – whom we never see. The film is 

dominated by Adolphe Caesar’s evil performance as Sergeant Waters – and say what 

you like about Richard Attenborough, you can’t deny that it took discrimination on 

his part to recognise the star quality in the young Denzel Washington, seen here in “a 

small but pivotal role”. 

 

—————————— 

 

“Master at Arms bore malice towards a grace he could not have,” is the Dansker’s 

way of summing-up Claggart’s problem, in the Ustinov movie. In fact there’s more to 

it than this theological analysis, sound though it is as far as it goes. Claggart’s 

problem is, as I wrote above, that he wants to destroy himself – and having Billy on 

board gives him the chance to take someone good with him. 

 In one amazing dialogue, Ryan and Stamp come face to face at night. Stamp – like 

C.J.Memphis – feels Ryan to be lonely and in need of friendly conversation. As he 

questions Stamp, you can see it becoming clearer and clearer to Ryan that Stamp is 

indeed as ingenuous as he appears, that he really is incapable of irony, of lies, and of 

manipulation. The more this knowledge sinks in, and the closer Ryan gets to a kind of 

salvation just through Billy’s being there, the more uneasy he gets, until finally he has 

to order Stamp away, lest the temptation to smile and say something friendly prove 

overwhelming. It’s done in a completely natural way, and forms the core of the film. 

 From here on, with this knowledge of Billy’s grace and his own damnability, 

Claggart gets more and more irrational, until, in the accusation scene before Vere, we 

can see that he no longer expects to be credited at all, and only wants to provoke his 

own destruction – somehow. He gets it. 

 The last quarter of the film gets bogged down in talk, as Vere persuades the 

unwilling court-martial that Billy must hang. Now, as every schoolboy knows, Billy 

wouldn’t have been hanged at sea, even in 1797 – but the story needs a tragic closure 

which history might have denied it. The military hierarchy must exact its pound of 

flesh, despite even its own urge to humanity. There’s a good moment when Vere, 

speaking to Billy after sentence has been passed, finds that he, like Claggart before 

him, is face to face with a grace which will never be his: and it’s just about worth 

waiting for. 
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 Peter Ustinov’s film of Billy Budd is superbly shot by Robert Krasker, and acted 

by the kind of rock-solid Old Vic cast (Paul Rogers, John Neville, Lee Montague), 

that you don’t get any more. It deserves to be better known. 

 


