
 

 
 

The Main Feature    
  Season 37 - Issue 17 screening 25.5.17 
 
Director Jiří Menzel 
Producer Dr. Zdenek Oves 

Screenplay 
Bohumil Hrabal and Jiří 
Menzel 

Cinematography Jaromír Šofr 
From the novel by Bohumil Hrabal 
Editing Jiřina Lukešová 
 
Cast: 
Milos Hrma Václav Neckář 
Dispatcher Hubicka Josef Somr 
Councilor Zednicek Vlastimil Brodský 
Masa’s Uncle Noneman Ferdinand Krůta 
Novak Alois Vachek 
Stationmaster Lanska Vladimír Valenta 
Masa Jitka Bendová 
Virginia Svata, the 
telegraphist 

Jitka 
Zelenohorská 

 
Like many people, my early cinema-going was confined to the local – in my case the Granada in 
Rugby.  I avoided the alternative (the Century) where the queues for the X-rated films seemed to 
be mostly men in grubby mackintoshes.  Looking back, what I saw was mainly popular British 
cinema with the only foreign films being by Disney.  The two that really stick in the memory were 
Carry on Regardless (1961), with some jokes that still work even today; and for a reason I cannot 
fathom at all, I Only Arsked (1958) a spin-off of the TV series The Army Game and a vehicle for 
the then up-and-coming star Bernard Bresslaw whose catch phrase, more senior club members 
may recall, gave the title.   Perhaps I was young and impressionable. 
 
So going to London as a student was a revelation, especially when I discovered continental 
cinema.  There was the Institute of Contemporary Arts and, by a happy coincidence, the legendary 
Paris Pullman cinema in Drayton Gardens (now a block of flats) was a few yards away from my 
student house.  I went to the cinema quite a lot and was alternately entertained (by Milos Forman’s 
The Fireman’s Ball (1967) for example) and baffled (especially by a film called – and I’m not 
making this up - Artistes at the Top of the Big Top, Disoriented (1968) which I notice features in 
one critic’s list of 100 Greatest Films from Germany, Scandinavia, Finland & Austria).   I have fond 
memories of discovering the films of Bo Widerberg; and of Spirit of the Beehive (1973) which we 
saw at the club last year, and especially of tonight’s film Closely Observed Trains.  The contrast 
with I Only Arsked could not be greater 
 



It was 28 year old Jiri Menzel’s debut film and was based 
on a freshly published novel by his countryman Bohumil 
Hrabal, who also collaborated on the script adaptation.  
Menzel, along with the likes of Miolos Forman, was part of 
the Czech new wave of film making which was snuffed out 
by the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in May 1968.  
Forman fled to America where his career flourished.  
Menzel stayed at home and was unable to make films for 
some time.  Nonetheless, Closely Observed Trains won the 
Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film in 1968.    
 

The film is set in a sleepy railway station on a branch line towards the end of the Second World 
War with Czechoslovakia occupied by the Germans.  The leading character, Milos, is an 
apprentice signalman embarking on life; the characters who surround him are the station master 
and the other railway employees.  The film lovingly records the hum-drum detail of daily routine.  
The film might even be called Closely Observed Station.  
But intertwined with this are two strands.  First, our 
protagonist’s love life and his relationship – or rather the 
lack of it – with the pretty young train guard who passes 
through the station.  This is contrasted with the 
apparently successful love lives of everybody else 
including the signalman himself who finds an 
entertainingly novel use during the night shift for the 
official stamps on the office desk.  
 

Second, we cannot forget this is a country under 
occupation.  The Closely Observed Trains of the title are 
those carrying German war supplies to the front 
including vehicles and ammunition.  There are military nurses stranded in some carriages because 
there is no locomotive to take then to their destination.  A foot patrol passes thought the station.  
Some trains have armed guards.  The railway inspector describes to the staff how well Germany is 
doing in the war, despite all the evidence to the contrary. 

 
What makes this film memorable for me is the way the elements of the 
story are brought together with such skill.   It’s not just a quirky coming-of-
age film for our young apprentice signalman, with some laugh-out-loud 
scenes, though it is that too.  It’s far more subtle and sympathetic than 
that.  All of our lives are played out against the background of bigger 
events.  The little things of life are lovingly described: the station master’s 
pigeons and his desire to be promoted to inspector; Milos’ pride in wearing 
the railway uniform; the boredom of routine; saluting the trains as they 
pass through the station; the bells and ticker-tape.  The director seems to 
care deeply about all the characters.  The socio-political background is 

sketched more lightly, but hints at summary arrest, resistance and the death of Czech partisans. 
 

For some, the film will lack real bite - indeed, back in the 1960s Marxists called it bourgeois. But in 
an interview, Menzel said "In my opinion, the true poetry of this movie, if it has any, lies not in the 
absurd situations themselves, but in their juxtaposition with obscenity and tragedy.''  Quite so. 
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CHERTSEY FILM SOCIETY 
NEW SEASON 

 

WNCC and Chertsey have a  
reciprocal arrangement so members 
can see films at the other club for £2 

(you will need to show your membership card). 

 
 2017 

A United Kingdom           22 September 
Paterson 13 October 
Metro Manila 3 November 
Ex Machina 17 November 
Queen of Katwe 8 December 
  

 2018 

The Other Side of Hope 5 January  
The Salesman 26 January  
Sweet Bean 9 February  
Blood Simple 23 February  
A Man Called Ove 16 March  
Hidden Figures 6 April  
Their Finest 27 April  

 

Chertsey’s films are shown on Friday’s at 7.45pm at Chertsey 
Hall, Heriot Road, Chertsey KT16 9DR 

 

The hall is conveniently located, being close to the town centre and a 
short walk from Chertsey railway station. There is ample car parking 
(free in the evenings) close by. 

The car park serves Chertsey Library, the River Bourne Health Club and 
Chertsey Hall, and the entrance is in Heriot Road immediately opposite 
the hall. 



Comments and reactions to: Si (Poetry) 
Tormented souls – well acted but too slow    Very sad but beautiful film 
 Too slow – a good editor would have helped    A well made effort 
 Excellent story very well acted, but just too long   Beautiful film 
Lee Chang-dong a fine performance, but too disjointed  Moving + painful 
Unclear how the story ends – did she jump off the bridge?  Wow! 
Too slow burning for me, but a thoughtful and moving film  
A subtle nuanced film that skilfully explores a difficult subject 
 The main merit of this film is that it was made in S Korea – interesting but very slow! 
Why wasn’t the crime reported to the Police – all 6 boys should have been locked up 
 Much too slow and the “poetry” was dreadful (Editor – The poetry may have followed a Korean tradition with the 
nuance lost in the translation?) 
Such an indictment of Japan’s cultural sexism – shocking (Editor – the film was South Korean and not Japanese) 
 

Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6   7 8   9  10 
   ~ ~ 3 2 4 5 8 6 8 ~ ~ 
No of reaction slips received = 36     Average Score = 5.75 
 

Position Film Average Score 
1st Bridge of Spies 8.24 
2nd Spotlight 8.17 
3rd Suffragette 7.89 
4th Brooklyn 7.85 
5th Eddie the Eagle 7.79 
6th The Good Lie 7.5 
7th Lemon Tree 7.35 
8th Grandma 7.34 
9th Ex Machina 7.12 

10th Carol 6.97 
11th Trouble in Paradise 6.93 
12th Gunfight at the OK Corral 6.9 
13th The Big Parade 6.82 
14th Hector 6.44 
15th Comme Une Image 5.82 
16th Si (Poetry) 5.75 
17th Mystery Road 4.95 

 
Our next film will be on 14 September and starts our new season: 

 


