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Alan Paton’s Cry, The Beloved Country:  A Tale of Two Media
by

Glenn Statile -  St. John’s University

(1) From Printed Page to Silver Screen:  The Midas Touch
The medieval alchemists, as we all know, had one hell of a time in trying to transmute lead into gold.  Yet I would maintain that the goal of transmuting or adapting a gem of a novel into an equally great work of art for the silver screen is just as difficult and leads, in the case of failure, to much greater disappointment.  After all we do not really expect something for nothing in this world, but do genuinely hope that our cherished aesthetic experiences are not in any way diminished or tarnished in the translation from one aesthetic medium into another.  And yet it somehow does not grate against our ultimately realist inclinations, despite the imaginatively escapist character of fiction and film, to hope that our literary pleasures are in some way enhanced in the adaptation of a treasured novel into a feature film.  Those cinematic alchemists who succeed in such a task, contrary to the pessimism of Plato in Book X of The Republic in regard to the mimetic arts, are thus deserving of our undying praise and gratitude.  In this essay I argue that both the letter and the spirit of Alan Paton’s masterpiece Cry, The Beloved Country have, for the most part, been preserved and in certain ways enhanced by the medium of film. 
(2) Artistic Differences 
The contemporary novelist and literary critic Valerie Sayers once wrote something quite provocative, if not downright heretical, about one of our most beloved of American films.  She maintains that Gone With the Wind (1939), that cinematic icon of civil war Southern gentility and the romance of reconstruction, based upon the 1936 Margaret Mitchell novel of the same name, is not a Southern film at all.
  Whether you would agree with her or not, as I do, is not of immediate importance for our purposes.  The point I am trying to make however is clear.  Tremendous discrepancies can and often do exist, in the views of highly intelligent consumers of art, between motion pictures and their companion novels.  

Gone With the Wind belongs to the historical genre of film.   In religious films, such as those based upon Paton’s signature novel, the burden of artistic success transcends the depiction of mere fact so as to include such ethereal elements as the dramatization of faith and the evocation of the sacred and the holy.  In the words of that great film scholar Emeril Lagasse: the added demands of the religious film necessarily kick the artistic aspirations of the religious film maker up a notch.  Theologians from Saint Thomas Aquinas to those who espouse the via negativa have been telling us for centuries that we can talk truthfully but not entirely clearly about the mystery of God.   While unaided reason can know that God exists, we are nevertheless by nature incapable of grasping all the details pertaining to that Infinite Being who permeates every detail of existence.  For this very reason great art, novels and films alike, can assist us in navigating those circuitous pathways to the human heart that are often off limits to the abstract rigor of syllogistic expression.  As Emily Dickinson puts it in one of her most playful poems:  “Tell all the truth but tell it slant --- Success in Circuit lies.”  While great art must tell us the whole truth in order to qualify as great, it is never so legalistic or juridical as to tell us nothing but the truth, so help me God.  Fiction can be truthful even if it is not factual.  If this is paradoxical, so be it.

The creative fidelity of a film to a parent novel is based upon the categories of letter and spirit.    The lavish 1981 television adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s 1945 novel entitled Brideshead Revisited starring Jeremy Irons adhered quite closely to the letter of the storyline and was also thoroughly successful in projecting the spirit of Waugh’s religious sensibility.   The audio-visual and lifelike advantages of film made it possible to stirringly portray the long reach of God’s grace as it reels in the estranged sinner with but a twitch upon the thread, especially in the deathbed conversion scene of Lord Marchmain, which triggers another conversion in the person of the agnostic Charles Ryder.     But despite the overwhelming artistic success of the initial cinematic adaptation of Brideshead, the recent 2008 feature film version starring Emma Thompson, Michael Gambon and Greta Schacchi, although just as visually stunning as its cinematic predecessor, nevertheless fails miserably to grasp the religious spirit of Waugh’s ravishingly beautiful portrait of a waning British aristocracy between the wars. This filmic dalliance from the spirit of the parent novel also occurs, unlike with Brideshead, in the case of the earlier of the two major motion pictures based upon Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair.  The reason for this cinematic shortcoming however had less to do with a failure to appreciate the religious dimension of Greene’s novel, and more to do with the miscasting of Van Johnson, whose lack of emotional range as an actor simply could not do justice to the emotional complications needed to aptly personify the character of Maurice Bendrix.  
(3)  Cry, The Beloved Country:  Putting the Holy into Hollywood
According to Father Robert Lauder of St. John’s University, who ranks among the world’s leading experts on the relation between Catholic or Christian novels and the films based upon them, the 1995 film version of Cry, The Beloved Country starring James Earl Jones and Richard Harris is among the greatest religious films ever made.  Whether one agrees with him or not I think it is safe to say, if I may borrow a famous line from another great religious film, it is certainly a contender.  In all candor, although without much cinematic expertise,  I must admit that I rate both the 1951 and 1995 film adaptations of Cry, The Beloved Country very highly, both as artifacts of cinematic art in themselves as well as in their overall fidelity to the novel.  Yet, as you might expect, reactions to the films have spanned the spectrum from hyperbolic praise to utter disappointment, both in relation to the novel and to each other.      Alan Paton himself thought the 1951 version of the film, for which he wrote the screenplay, as too plodding in pace in relation to the novel.  He accepted his own share of the blame.  He also loathed the musical adaptation.  Like Moses he would not live to see the Promised Land of post-apartheid South Africa, which would come to pass about forty years after the publication of his magnum opus.  Not surprisingly,  demographic analysis reveals that the 1951 version of the film enjoys its highest popularity among viewers aged forty five and older.

Cry, The Beloved Country was published in the United States by the famous Scribner publishing house on February 2, 1948.  The English edition, which included “A Study of Comfort in Desolation” as a subtitle, was published by Jonathan Cape in the late summer of 1948.  Unlike the American edition in which the chapters are numbered continuously, the English edition renumbers the chapters for each of the three Books or major parts of the novel.    

Overall, Cry, The Beloved Country was an instant financial success.  By the time of Paton’s death in 1988 it had sold more than fifteen million copies in twenty languages.


There was however a distinct difference in the tone of the British and American appraisals of the novel.  One American reviewer, James Stern wrote: “If there is a man who can read the tragedy of Kumalo’s life with dry eyes, I have no desire to meet him.”
  On the day of its publication Orville Prescott’s review in the New York Times referred to Cry, The Beloved Country as “A beautiful and profoundly moving story steeped in sadness and grief but radiant with hope and compassion.”
  Charles Rolo, writing for the Atlantic Monthly, said that with Cry, The Beloved Country Paton had achieved “a feat of characterization rare in the modern novel: a convincing portrait of a saintly man.”
  English criticism, for the most part, was fixed more upon the novel’s representation of race relations in South Africa rather than in contributing to any hagiography of Paton.  Not only was England at the time more closely affiliated with internal South African affairs than was the U.S., but the parliamentary elections which led to the systematic implementation of apartheid in South Africa, with the victory of the Afrikaner dominated Nationalist Party led by Dr. Daniel Malan, took place between the American and British publications of the book.


Not surprisingly, Cry, The Beloved Country had a mixed reception in South Africa when it first became available there towards the end of 1948.  For a while it outsold all other books except the Bible.  It came out first in English, but soon was also available in both Zulu and Afrikaans.  It quickly became regarded as the most significant novel depicting South African life since Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm in the 1880’s.  Some of the English speaking South African readers viewed the book as propagandistic.  One white farmer from Zululand even condemned Paton by calling Cry, The Beloved Country nothing but a pack of lies, sentimental twaddle which constituted an act of treachery against the country.


In Cry, The Beloved Country, which dramatizes the agony of a country, Alan Paton provides a regional portrait of life in South Africa during the period immediately following the second World War (1946).  This provincial setting is nonetheless endowed with universal significance, as the themes of social disintegration and moral restoration are staples of human culture in all places at all times.  Cry, The Beloved Country is a tale, not of two cities, but of two parallel journeys: the Zulu Anglican minister Stephen Kumalo’s physical journey from the tribal village of Ndotsheni to the big city of Johannesburg in a threefold search for his sister Gertrude, his son Absalom, and his brother John; and the psychological journey of the bigoted white farmer, James Jarvis, who seeks to empathize with the moral essence of his son, Arthur, an advocate of racial justice whose own life has been cut short by none other than Absalom Kumalo.  While the quest to find his kin is technically successful, thanks to the Virgilian assistance and guidance of the reverend Theophilus Msimangu, each member of Stephen Kumalo’s estranged family is enmeshed in a web of moral degeneration.  His ultimate hope to reunite them as a close-knit tribal family is defeated.  Symbolically then, South Africa cannot seek to recover its past, but must strive for a better future.


Each of the two despairing fathers must come to understand the apostasy of his own son in relation to a coveted system of values and beliefs.  The man of God, Kumalo, must better learn the ways of the world, while the white master of all he surveys, Jarvis, must come to experience the spirit of humility and forgiveness that leads to racial blindness and ultimately to charity.  When the paths of both bereft fathers eventually cross these two men from different sides of the moral landscape come together upon the shared plain of paternal grief.  The equality of their grief is symbolic of their equality in the eyes of God, while the recognition of mutual suffering engenders a sense of shared humanity.  Only then does the drought which has plagued the region come to an end, allowing the healing rain to soak the soil with tears of living hope.  The story comes to a close on the morning set for Absalom’s execution, as the solitary figure of Stephen Kumalo looks down upon the promised land of the beloved country and the renewal that comes with each new dawn.

The following is a list of some of the different adaptations based upon CBC.

1) Lost in the Stars – A musical tragedy, with book by Maxwell Anderson and music by Kurt Weill.  It was staged by Rouben Mamoulian and presented by the Playwrights Company at the Music Box Theatre in New York.  It opened on October 30, 1949 and ran for 273 performances.  The play starred Todd Duncan and Inez Matthews.  A film based upon the musical was released in 1974 starring Brock Peters and Melba Moore.  The great theatre critic Brooks Atkinson praised Weill’s score, which consisted of a blend of blues, jazz, and Negro spirituals, as “overflowing with the same compassion that Mr. Paton brought to his novel.”  The title song Lost in the Stars has been recorded by such  artists as Anita O’Day, Frank Sinatra, and Tony Bennett.  The entire score, as performed by the original Broadway 1949 cast, now exists in CD form. 
2) Lost in the Stars – Revived as an opera by the New York City Opera Company during the 1950 Spring season.

3) Cry, The Beloved Country: A Verse Drama – Adapted by Felicia Komai with the collaboration of Josephine Douglas.  First produced in the church of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, London in February of 1954.

4) London Films, 1951 -  Directed by Zoltan Korda.  Starring Canada Lee as Stephen Kumalo, Charles Carson as James Jarvis, and Sidney Poitier as Msimangu.  Alan Paton wrote the screenplay.
5) Miramax Films, 1995 – Directed by Darrell James Roodt.  Starring James Earl Jones as Stephen Kumalo and Richard Harris as James Jarvis.

6) A stage version of Cry, The Beloved Country was produced by playwright Roy Sergeant 
in South Africa in 2003.  The script was published by the South African branch of Oxford University Press in 2006.

After viewing the 1995 film version of Cry, The Beloved Country Nelson Mandela stated that it aroused strong emotions about South Africa’s terrible past while at the same time standing as a monument to its future.  The motives for the remaking of the film were of course tied to the recent history of South Africa, with its recent abolition of apartheid and the institution of free elections.  Thus it might seem intuitively plausible to assume that the political atmospheres prevalent at the times when the 1951 and 1995 versions of the film were released to the public would have conditioned viewers in different ways.  And yet, Darrell Roodt, the director of the 1995 version of the film, maintains that his new version of Cry, The Beloved Country could afford to mimic the universal and humanistic tone of its predecessor, a feat which would not have been advisable he thought if it had been made just five or so years earlier.  Then the film would have perhaps called for a more narrowly political anti-apartheid slant    In the mid 1990’s Paton’s story could be retold, thought Roodt, from its original highly humanistic, idealistic and thus not ultra-political perspective, given that the legally improved conditions of post-apartheid South Africa allowed for a cinematic stance that did not need to be divisive and inflammatory.  Paton, as you can appreciate, did receive his share of criticism for downplaying the condemnation of apartheid in his novel.

The 1951 film version of Cry, The Beloved Country, sometimes called African Fury,  was released in the United States on January 23rd, 1952.  It was filmed at Shepperton Studios in Surrey, England as well as in South Africa.  It was nominated for the grand prize at the Cannes Film Festival in 1952.  Unlike the 1995 version of the film which was enabled with the support of the Mandela government, the director Zoltan Korda had to overcome a number of obstacles in order to film his outdoor scenes on location in South Africa.  By this I do not mean that he obtained permission from the apartheid controlled government.  Korda had to surreptitiously bring Canada Lee and Sidney Poitier into the country in the guise of houseboys.  By filming in South Africa without official permission he risked either imprisonment or deportation.  Such cinematic stealth and heroism easily goes well beyond  Alfred Hitchcock’s shooting of Cary Grant with a hand held camera, in utter violation of U.N. policy, as Cary fled from the United Nations in North by Northwest.

As in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath  the spotlight of the 1951 film version of Cry, The Beloved Country is focused more upon the twin woes of human struggle and heartbreak than upon any accompanying political or moral overtones.   Many who dislike both film versions of Cry, The Beloved Country point to their downplaying of the almost routine dehumanization of black people under the apartheid regime as a serious deficiency.  But  such a deficiency, if it is one, would also apply to the novel.  If Paton had intended to write a typical anti-apartheid manifesto he would not have centered the dramatic action of the plot around the senseless killing of an innocent white man by a black man.  Both the earlier and the later films beautifully echo and accentuate Paton’s deeply held belief that organized religion has a positive role to play in alleviating the ills of society.  Such a view is in marked contrast to the recent bestselling polemics of writers like Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens, for whom organized religion is a scourge that needs to be  obliterated from world culture. 

The monochromatic character of Korda’s version of the film lends to it a quasi documentary air that is reminiscent of Italian neorealism.   The utter absence of music for the first third of the 1951 film, after an introductory chorus of native voices that is suggestive of the function of the chorus in Greek tragedy or the polyphonic prologue to Chaucer’s Cantebury Tales, allows the orchestral score of Raymond Gallois-Montbrun in the latter part of the film to attain, by contrast, a level of tonal intensity that is worthy of a religious experience.  In the novel however Paton spreads out the choral components, which he intersperses throughout the text in chapters (9, 12, 23), as a means of social commentary in a manner that some, like myself, find somewhat intrusive to the unfolding of the tale.    In dwelling upon what films can do that the printed page cannot, it is never wise to undervalue the musical contribution, especially as regards the attempt to capture the spirit of a religious story.  For the philosopher Hegel music and poetry are the two most spiritual forms of artistic expression in that they are the furthest removed from solid substance.

The 1951 film succeeds more fully than the later one in my view in depicting the scene when the news of his son’s murder is brought to the white landowner, James Jarvis.  In the 1995 version of the film this scene, with Richard Harris playing James Jarvis, is far too long.  Moreover, the portrayal of the grief stricken Jarvis in the earlier film by Charles Carson is much more understated.   It places an emphasis on the interiority of the character in a way that suits the tragedy of the dramatic moment far better than the more melodramatic interpretation given by Harris.    
Show VHS Video Clip from 1951 Film -  James Jarvis Being Informed of Son’s Murder 

The more recent film adaptation of Cry, The Beloved Country was released in the United States on December 15, 1995.  With Paton no longer available, having died in 1988, Ronald Harwood of Love in the Time of Cholera (2007) and Australia (2008) fame  was hired to write the screenplay.  It was also nominated for a series of awards, including the 1996 Image award for Best Motion Picture, Best Leading Actor (James Earl Jones), and Best Supporting Actor (Charles Dutton).  The movie was filmed in Drakensburg, South Africa with the full cooperation of the Mandela government.

Those who prefer the later version of the film I daresay do so in part because of the incredible baritone of James Earl Jones, the voice of Darth Vader, who plays the Zulu African minister Stephen Kumalo.  Jones is not better in the role than Canada Lee per se, but is different in a way that I believe Alan Paton would have preferred.  For instance, the portrayal of Kumalo by Jones is more Christ-like.  The viewer gets much more of a sense of a bereaved father who is more than willing to turn the other cheek.  Moreover, the voiceovers of James Earl Jones conjure up an atmosphere that is much more biblical and incantatory in cadence.  In this way the later film wonderfully preserves and enacts the strong lyrical element which pervades the novel, with its employment of a single omniscient narrative voice that transcends the action of the story.  Perhaps the most memorable aspect of this rhetorical technique in the novel occurs with the recurring reference to the title.  This is wholly reminiscent of the Hebrew Psalms as well as the disputational device of strophe and antistrophe so prevalent in the Greek ode. 
Cry, the beloved country, for the unborn child that is the inheritor of our fear.  Let him not love the earth too deeply.  Let him not laugh too gladly when the water runs through his  fingers, nor stand too silent when the setting sun makes red the veld with fire.  Let him not be too moved when the birds of his land are singing, nor give too much of his heart to a mountain or a valley.  For fear will rob him if he gives too much. 
The photography in the later film, for obvious technical and chromatic reasons, is far more successful than the earlier one in evoking the contrast between the beauty of rural South Africa and the growing urban quagmire that is Johannesburg.  Outstanding dramatic moments of the later film in relation to the earlier one in my view are at least twofold.  The first occurs with the initial meeting between the two bereaved fathers, Kumalo and Jarvis.   The later film beautifully illustrates, perhaps even better than in the novel, how the physical and psychological quests of the two men converge upon the spiritual path of restoration, renewal, and redemption.   The second moment comes in the final scene in which the Reverend Kumalo ascends a mountain on the morning of his son’s execution.  The 1995 film equals if not exceeds the beauty of the novel in this regard.  This is not so however with regard to the cinematic absence of the Eucharistic symbolism which accompanies Kumalo’s meal upon the mountain at the very end of the novel, which signifies that South Africa must stretch beyond the idealism of Abraham Lincoln, the hero of the murdered Arthur Jarvis, and embrace the reality of what it truly means to be a Christian nation under God.   The book and both films end with the lone figure of Stephen Kumalo looking down from the mountain into the valley of the beloved country as the dawn heralds the breaking of a new day, the execution of his beloved son, and the promise of a new future for the people of South Africa.  This is an especially stunning moment, both visually and dramatically, in the later film.
Show Video Clip from 1995 Film – Kumalo on the Mountain  (DVD or VHS)
Despite my laudatory tone neither film version of Cry, The Beloved Country is perfect. The cutting in the earlier film is less than superb, while the performance of Richard Harris in the later film does not achieve as  quiet a dignity as that of the earlier performance given by Charles Carson.  And still both films, in my view, ultimately succeed in fulfilling Alan Paton’s artistic goal of stabbing South Africa in the conscience.  The greatest story ever told, ironically, is not that easy to tell in cinematic form without some diminution of its sacred content.  And yet there are occasions when religious films can equal or exceed in excellence, not only their parent novels, but real life as well.  For instance I have never heard a better homily than that given by Karl Malden in Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront.  Those who love both film and the hope that was bequeathed to us upon a certain Friday afternoon atop a mountain called Calvary about two thousand years ago should be grateful that it is never too late to try and put the holy back into Hollywood.
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