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UK     2017     2 hours    Cert 12A
  
Director: Joe Wright   Writer: Andrew McCarten  Music: Dario Marianelli 
Cinematography: Bruno Delbonnel      Editor: Valerio Bonelli 
 
Cast: 
Gary Oldman as Winston Churchill     Lily James as Elizabeth Layton  
Kristin Scott Thomas as Clementine Churchill   Ben Mendelsohn as King George VI 
Stephen Dillane as Edward Wood, 3rd Viscount Halifax  Ronald Pickup as Neville Chamberlain 
Nicholas Jones as John Simon, 1st Viscount Simon   Samuel West as Anthony Eden 
David Schofield as Clement Attlee  

The movie takes place over the first five weeks of Churchill’s time as Prime Minister at the height of fears 
over a possible invasion. “We see how very, very close we came to Nazi tyranny,” said Oldman. “Had it not 
been for Winston, our world might be very different. That, in itself, to come in and play those things is a 
wonderful gift for an actor.” 

“They’re all challenging in their own way but Winston was kind of a hard one,” said Oldman. “It’s a lot to 
wrap your arms around. Not only the physical, but he is arguably the greatest Brit who ever lived … a kind 
of iconic figure. It was daunting but once I started to find out who the man was, it was … well, I never en-
joyed anything so much in my life … I couldn’t wait to get to work and be him.” 

During the production, he puffed so many of Churchill's beloved Romeo y Julieta Cubans (at least 400 of 
them, at $50 a pop, with $20,000 of the film's $30 million budget literally going up in smoke) that he was all 
but turning green under the prosthetics. "I got serious nicotine poisoning," says Oldman. "You'd have a 
cigar that was three-quarters smoked and you'd light it up, and then over the course of a couple of takes, it 
would go down, and then the prop man would replenish me with a new cigar — we were doing that for 10 
or 12 takes a scene." 



One giant problem faced the production at the outset: how to give Oldman Churchillian girth. Gaining that 
much weight for the role was out of the question; Oldman didn't want to risk his health. Then the actor 
remembered having met famed prosthetics artist Kazuhiro Tsuji some 15 years earlier, when Oldman was 
briefly attached to Tim Burton's Planet of the Apes remake. Just the man for the job, Oldman decided — 
except Tsuji had retired from film in 2012, at the ripe age of 43, four years after creating his masterpiece 
(reverse-aging Brad Pitt in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button), and had been devoting himself to 
sculpture. Oldman personally visited the artist's studio in L.A. and pleaded with him to make a fat suit. "He 
said that if I didn't, he wouldn't play the part," says Tsuji. 
 

So, over the summer of 2016, Oldman and Tsuji laboured to create Winston Churchill out of silicone, foam 
and spandex. Early versions were disastrous. "It was like Gary Oldman and Winston Churchill had a love 
child," remembers Oldman. "And it wasn't pretty." But eventually Tsuji was able to fashion a mattress-
padding suit and silicone face mask. The whole outfit, which weighed only about 14 pounds, left the actor 
with enough agility to act out Churchill's energetic gestures and was so eerily realistic that it could fool a 
World War II expert. When a historian came to the set to give a talk to the cast, he spotted photographs of 
Oldman as Churchill tacked to a wall and mistook him for the real thing. "He said, 'These look very 
interesting. Where did you find them?'" recalls Scott Thomas. "We said, 'It's not Winston; it's our Gary!'" 
 
By the time production kicked off in the autumn of 2016, getting Oldman in and out of his body suit and face 
mask – with the help of makeup specialists Lucy Sibbick and David Malinowski – had become a well-
rehearsed art form. But it was still one that required roughly three hours, 45 minutes before a shoot and 45 
minutes after, giving the actor a gruelling 17-hour average day over his 48-day schedule.  
 
Oldman spent hours listening to Churchill recordings to nail his cadence and watched old newsreel footage 
to master his bearing. He also studied a few of Churchill's most famous oratories and then, for some of the 
film's pivotal scenes, delivered them in front of 500 extras in the House of Parliament set at Ealing. "It was 
electric," Fellner gushes of Oldman's version of Churchill's "blood, sweat and tears" speech, recalling how 
the extras gave Oldman a standing ovation after the first take. Oldman himself describes the moment as "a 
benchmark in my own career." 
 
Many critics regarded Oldman's performance as one of the best of his career and in addition to winning this 
year’s Academy Award for Best Actor, he won the Best Actor awards at the BAFTA’s , the Golden Globe 
and the Screen Actors Guild.   

At the 90th Academy Awards the film earned six nominations, including Best Picture, and in addition to 
Oldman’s “gong” it won for Best Makeup and Hairstyling. At the 71st British Academy Film Awards it 
received nine nominations including Best Film and Outstanding British Film. 



The House of Commons was replicated at Ealing Studios; film productions are not allowed to shoot in the 
real thing. "Believe it or not, nobody can sit down on the green seats other than members of Parliament," 
says production designer Greenwood. "But even if we had been allowed, it wouldn't have been [accurate]. 
It was rebuilt in the early 1950s after getting bombed in 1941 and totally destroyed." 

However, it must be stated that the film has a few historical inaccuracies, including one which plays a 
significant part in the film.  In addition, it gives the impression that both Clemmie and the King were able to 
listen to the 'beaches' speech live from Parliament. This was impossible because radio broadcasts from 
Parliament did not start until the 1970s. Whilst Churchill did record the speech for posterity, he did not make 
the recording until 1949. Nor did he, unlike some other speeches, repeat that speech on the radio shortly 
after giving it in Parliament. 
 
Joe Wright is clearly less interested in historical details, more cinematic detail, and that leaning makes for 
an absorbing and flamboyant spectacle with Oldman's barnstorming theatrical take on Churchill at its heart. 
 
Darkest Hour may be a little average in its telling of critical events of WWII, but what it lacks in narrative 
power, it more than makes up for with a grand sense of style and Oldman’s performance. 
 
Oldman immersed himself in the character, giving every aspect of Churchill a memorable resonance, from 
his sense of humour, to his mastery of language to his short temper and bursts of humility. 
 
Indeed, his performance highlights how today’s politicians, especially one who would rather tweet than give 
a speech, are but a shadow of our wartime leader. 
 
Iain McGlashan 
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Comments and reactions to: Infamous 
Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8 9  10 
   ~ ~ ~ 2 ~ 1 3 7 13 4 ~ 
Number of reaction slips received = 30    Average Score = 7.27 
 

Excellent – a lovely, social evening  Excellent film to end the season 
The season closes with one of the funniest sad movies Good choice for film club 
Was he a charlatan? – I’m not sure  Compelling but very unpleasant 
What a boring man.  A thoroughly unpleasant film Very good choice - absorbing 
Found the film very watchable but strange  Interesting though cruel 
Absorbing story, brilliantly told – but harrowing  A brilliant film 
Terrific performance by Toby Jones 
An excellent film in so many ways – Toby Jones made it!  
Extraordinary performance by Toby Jones – not sure about the rest of it 
A strange yet somehow compelling film.  Fantastic acting from Toby Jones 
Superior to “Capote” (released similar time) and much to admire in acting, pacing 
and sense of place.  Still feels empty as sympathetic to two murders 
Difficult to know truth from fiction in this film.  But Capote was a legend in his own 
lifetime 
An excellent cast and strong performances.  Many thanks to the Committee and 
especially John 
Position Film Average Score* 

1st Lion 8.46 
2nd Hidden Figures 8.4 
3rd A United Kingdom 8.28 
4th Hunt for Wilderpeople 7.83 
5th I, Daniel Blake 7.78 
6th La Familie Belier 7.7 
7th Coming Home 7.31 
8th Infamous 7.27 
9th Romeo and Juliet 7.24 
10th Fuglene Over Sundet (Across the Waters) 7.19 
11th Casque D’Or 7.1 
12th Torch Song Trilogy 6.08 
13th Hell’s Angels 6.03 
14th Moonlight 5.97 
15th Nora Inu (Stray Dog) 5.74 
16th La La Land 5.61 
17th Mediterraneo 5.47 

*The cumulative average score for the season was 7.03, the 
highest figure in the 9 years that the figure has been calculated 

 
 

Our next film on 17 September: 
 

“If Daniel Day-Lewis is genuinely going to make 
good on his recent retirement announcement, he 
couldn't have picked a better swansong than 
Phantom Thread.” 


