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An aspect of military activity that is usually bypassed on the screen, except in such infrequent items as the little independent film, The Brig, is exposed in intensely graphic detail in Sidney Lumet's The Hill, a different kind of war film which came to the Sutton yesterday. That is the way men are treated in a military stockade—not one for prisoners of war but one for soldiers who have been condemned to punishment by their own officers.

In this long and unrelenting documentation of the kind of brutal, sadistic discipline meted out by the staff of a British military prison in North Africa during World War II, Mr. Lumet and a cast that must surely have suffered torment simply making this film have come up with a sobering revelation that inhumanity is not unique with the enemy.

By following the dismal fortunes of five soldiers brought to this stockade—men of varying types and courage—and noting especially the way these men behave when they are confronted with the camp's special torture, a great pile of sand and rock they are made to climb and descend in the withering desert heat, the director truly makes the viewer suffer almost as much as do the men. It is almost as much a test of the audience as it is of the prisoners.

After an hour or so of showing torture, the fire point of the drama is reached with death from exhaustion and nervous breakdown of one of the five men. Then the strongest of the lot—a hard-mouthed tankman, played by Sean Connery—determines to lodge a charge of murder against the most brutal of the staff, and this is the instigation that thrusts the drama to its bruising, ironic end.

Actually, the structure of the drama is no different from that of numerous prison films. The distinction is in the revelation of usually heroic characters being thus abused and in the smashing realism of Mr. Lumet's fierce imagery.

Harry Andrews is devastating as the sergeant major who runs the stockade—a stiff, controlled, tough administrator who is a real professional military man—and Ian Hendry is brilliantly sinister as the evil sergeant who precipitates the crisis.

Mr. Connery is stark and sturdy as the usual underdog hero—quite a departure from the flashiness of his characterization of James Bond. Ossie Davis as a West Indian Negro who finally rebels, tears off his clothes, resigns from the army, struts out in his skivvies, and defies the staff, has the best scene and plays it superbly. It is a flamboyant gesture that draws a great audience response, but it is actually more theatrical than it is plausible.

Other men are excellent—Jack Weston, Roy Kinnear, and Alfred Lynch as the remaining members of the quintet and Ian Bannen and Michael Redgrave as staff more kindly disposed toward the prisoners. But unfortunately Mr. Lumet has engineered so much noise, shouting, screaming, and babbling of myriad British accents through the film, that it is difficult to hear what anyone is saying.

However, it isn't what you hear but what you see that hurts.

Sergeant-Major Wilson :

" Then there’s the Commandant. The Commandant signs bits of paper.
He’d sign his own death warrant if I gave it to him."       

The Hill is a typical representation of one of Sydney Lumet thematic obsessions. In several of his films, he uses confrontation (often extremely intense) between one or more individuals in the grip of a more or less perverted and unhinged system. In the visionary Network it’s television; in Serpico and the Prince of New York it’s the police; in Twelve Angry Men its justice. In this case it’s the army.

The plot of The Hill rests on the relationship between the prisoners and the soldiers who run the camp; relationships that Sydney Lumet depicts in a virtually closed space with an inventiveness and an efficiency whilst managing not to fall into the trap of ‘filmed theatre’.

The director uses several effects of expressing the feeling of claustrophobia, stifling confinement, dizziness, tension and overall madness: Frequent use of wide shots; using the camera subjectively to show the prisoners’ point of view; very pronounced cutting, such as when Roberts has his pseudo medical inspection. In this very short sequence six or seven consecutive shots show Roberts, Williams and Wilson in succession; the editing foreshadowing the conflictual relationships that will develop between these three characters. Lumet repeatedly uses the position of the camera to express the various power relationships. In an early scene he shoots Harry Andrews from below to highlight his dominant position in the camp. He will do exactly the opposite towards the end of the film, framing the same character from above when his influence is on the wane.

At the same time Lumet expresses Williams’ energy and violence by having him abruptly surge into the camp or by shooting him in close-up, his face literally devouring the picture which highlights the disruptive force he represents. He demonstrates his skill as a director by highlighting, by his choice of shots and edits, the evolving relationships between characters as the film progresses.

Lumet makes remarkably good use of sets to set up symbolic shots that highlight the relationships between individual prisoners in a system that is consumed by madness, cynicism and futility; a skill that he will continue to use throughout his career.

Thanks to a well structured script, solid characters well served by an excellent cast and very precise and expressive direction and editing The Hill maintains a steadily increasing tension. Undeniably one of the director’s best films...

The camera operator on the Hill was Oswald Collins. A great British cameraman who also worked on amongst others, Moby Dick, Shiiku (The Catch), and  The Man Who Would be King by John Huston (also starring Sean Connery). Although he wasn’t credited he apparently also participated in the shooting of Huston’s Reflections in a Golden Eye> Morris also shot Martin Ritt’s superb The Spy Who Came in From the Cold starring Richard Burton as well as Kubrick’s Lolita.
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