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Living on a prayer

W ednesday night seems to be officially designated
“hard drama” night on BBC Two. If you
thought My Zinc Bed last week was wholemeal,
God on Trial was really hardcore. In Frank
Cottrell Boyce’s drama a group of Jewish

concentration camp prisoners — half of whom are about to be
gassed— debated the presence and purpose of God in a crowded
bunkhouse. Did what they were being forced to endure count as
God’s design or a breach of his Covenant?
There was the insistence of order, a resolute sense that though

they were in the midst of madness and injustice, this exercise
would be carried out with sobriety and some semblance of
reason— their ultimate defiance to the inhumanity around them.
The trial (and it was supposed to have happened) was

peppered with cutaways to the present day and the visit of a tour
party to the camp. They went through empty, scarred rooms
revealed in the drama to be key locations, for example where
prisoners were separated left and right — life and death. In one
of the scenes that didn’t take part in the “courtroom”, a new
batch of prisoners had their heads and beards shaved: the sound
of clipping combined with the sound of their tears. The
bunkhouse was so small that people stood to speak in a tiny
square, the beds formed a kind of public gallery.
The discussion — sometimes heated, sometimes half-

whispered, always charged — went back and forth. If suffering is
God’s design, is Hitler a servant of God? Does God want them to
suffer and die? Why, as Jews, do they think that they have a
monopoly on God? The convicted criminal who oversaw the
bunkhouse spat that he just wanted to survive and would do
anything to do so. What use is free will? Ultimately, God was
found guilty of a breach of contract, although this verdict was
revealed in the present day by an old man. You wondered who
he was in the “past” scene, if he had been present at all.
The performances were so strong it felt a privilege to watch

the actors, among them Antony Sher, Rupert Graves, Stephen
Dillane and Jack Shepherd. With all reason, anger, personal testi-
mony and philosophical and theological argument spent all that
was left was prayer — as they were rounded up, beaten, abused
and taken to the chambers, the men as one prayed and they
carried on praying in the chamber. In a brilliant, arresting sleight
of hand, the director Andy de Emmony mixed the prisoners,
naked and shorn, together with the present-day touring party in
the gas chamber. Were their prayers answered, one girl asked
the old man we presumed to be her grandfather as they went
back to the coach. “We’re still here,” he replied, smiling.
Carpers will say you can have too much Jane Austen, but Guy

Andrews’s Lost in Austen is a funny, clever breeze. Amanda
(Jemima Rooper) is a Pride and Prejudice fanatic, a dreamer with
a loser boyfriend. One day Elizabeth Bennet (Gemma Arterton)
appears in her bathroom — through a door in her wall lies the
world of the novel. Amanda ends up with the Bennets, and
Elizabeth in present-day Hammersmith. It is a culture-clashing,
time-clashing Walnut Whip of frothy nonsense with the
intriguing proposition that Amanda may be able to change the
outcome of her fictional touchstone. But what’s Elizabeth getting
up to in Hammersmith? 6 tim.teeman@thetimes.co.uk

Black Narcissus (1947)
Channel 4, 1.30pm
Conceived as a kind of visual symphony
by the virtuoso film-making duo Michael
Powell and Emeric Pressburger, Black
Narcissus is an intense cocktail of brooding
melodrama and explosive, repressed sexual
energy. Deborah Kerr (right) stars in this
powerful adaptation of Rumer Godden’s
novel about Anglican nuns trying to found
a mission in the Himalayas, only to be torn
apart by jealousy, rivalry and desire. The
wordless final sequence, where order
finally collapses, was choreographed to a
specially commissioned score, which was
played on set as the scene was shot. The
film won Oscars for its cinematography
and studio-bound art direction. (100min)

Tsotsi (2005)
Sky Indie, 10pm
This gripping crime thriller won an Oscar
for its gritty depiction of a South African
street gangster’s moral crisis. Presley

Chweneyagae plays the young hoodlum of
the title — “tsotsi” means “thug” — who
finds himself looking after a newborn baby
after a carjacking incident. The director
Gavin Hood’s tense drama is based on an
apartheid-era novel by Athol Fugard,
which was partially updated to reflect
contemporary South Africa. (94min)

All of Me (1984)
BBC One, 11.15pm
Steve Martin stars in this giddy farce as a
lawyer whose body is invaded by the spirit
of his cranky female client Lily Tomlin.
Gender-bending comedy follows as both
souls fight for control of Martin’s
hyperactive body. The director Carl Reiner
keeps the jokes light and fast. (93min)

Chateau Monty/The Great Italian Escape
Channel 4, 8pm/8.30pm
The whole point of these shows is to
depict our fellow countrymen and women
succumbing to foreign chaos. In Chateau
Monty an idealistic writer, Monty Waldin,
takes over a vineyard in the Languedoc.
He thinks that a few hectares with
stunning views, formerly producing plonk,
will produce wondrous vintages if he turns
them organic and applies the principles of
bio-dynamics. His prospects of success
seem precarious. Meanwhile, in The Great
Italian Escape, Richard and Sarah Turnbull
are in Tuscany. Their business services the
needs of the influx of middle-class Brits into
Chiantishire, while they themselves try Good
Life self-sufficiency in their idyllic small-
holding. Nothing, of course, goes smoothly.

SuperDoctors
BBC One, 9pm
Robert Winston concludes this
thought-provoking series by following the
work of Steve Mannion, an orthopaedic
surgeon who works both in the NHS and
the poorest countries. During a trip to
Malawi, Mannion improvises materials and
methods. Most impressively, he has
rediscovered a low-cost 1950s treatment
for babies with club feet which is more

successful than expensive surgery and is
now in use throughout the UK. Winston
sees a moral in all this.

When Women Rule the World
Channel 4, 10.35pm
“This is s***! My GCSE media studies class
came up with better formats than this,”
said my 17-year-old daughter (a reality

show veteran) after watching this
lamentable show. Eight “feisty” (shallow,
mouthy) women treat ten “macho”
(shallow, mouthy) men as servants in an
artificial village on a Caribbean island. One
male will be “sacrificed” every week, until
one wins £30,000. It wouldn’t matter that
it is dismal, ludicrous and unedifying, if it
was even mildly entertaining.

film choice Stephen Dalton

Wine seller Monty Waldin tries his hand at producing bio-dynamic plonk (C4, 8pm)
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Variations 
Ambulance 11.10 Soundtrack to My Life 11.40-12.10am 
Soundtrack to My Life. With Billy Bragg (r)

ITV1 Meridian As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Coastal Ways 10.40 Customs 11.10 
Focus 11.40-12.10am Love and War (r) 

ITV1 Tyne Tees As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Northern Skies 10.40 Show People 
11.10 Northern Eye. The work of Newcastle-based 
Amber Films (r) 11.40-12.10am The Life of Healy (r) 

ITV1 Wales As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Stories from the Street 10.40 Poker 
Millionaire 11.10 Why Did They Call It Ninian? 
11.40-12.10am Guest List 

ITV1 West As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 John Nettles Applauds 10.40 A Garden 
For Eden 11.10 Arthur Smith’s Comedy Club 
11.40-12.10am Emergency Medics (r)  

ITV1 Westcountry As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 John Nettles Applauds 10.40 A Garden 
For Eden 11.10 Arthur Smith’s Comedy Club 
11.40-12.10am Slow Blokes in France (r)  

ITV1 Anglia As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Private Lives (471) 10.40 
Sky High (533278) 11.10 Coastal Kitchen with Chris 
Coubrough (r) (960094) 11.40-12.10am Even Hitchin 
Cowgirls Get the Blues (740452) 

ITV1 Border As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Out of Town 10.40 The Wall 11.10 RAF 
Rescue 11.40-12.10am Show People 

ITV1 Central As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 Sky High (471) 10.40 Grimebusters 11.10 
Falklands 25 — A Soldier’s Story (r) 11.40-12.10am 
Blenheim. Behind the scenes of the stately home (r) 

ITV1 Granada As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 The Way We Were on Holiday 10.40 Les 
Dennis’ Liverpool (r) 11.10 Above and Beyond 
11.40-12.10am Go North West (r) 

ITV1 London As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 A Garden for London 10.40 London 

ITV1 Yorkshire As ITV1 except:
7.30pm-8.00 The Way We Were on Holiday 10.40 
Wood You Believe It? 11.10 Locks and Quays (r) 11.40-
12.10am Locks and Quays (r) 

S4C
5.00pm Perfect Recall 5.30 Come Dine with Me 6.00 
Mosgito 6.30 Chwa! 7.00 Wedi 7 7.30 News 8.00 Pobol 
8.25 Byw yn yr Ardd 9.00 Tipyn o Stad (r) 9.45 Ralïo 
10.30 Big Brother 11.35 8 Out of 10 Cats 12.05am Wife 
Swap 1.05 How to Look Good Naked 2.00 Reaper 
2.50 Stacked 3.15 The Island 3.35-4.25 British GT 

Key
(AD) Audio Description 
(SL) In-Vision Signing  (r) repeat

VIDEO Plus+ and VIDEO Plus+ codes
The numbers after each programme are for VIDEO Plus+ 
programming. Just enter the Video Plus+ number(s) for 
the relevant programme(s) into your video recorder for 
easy taping. For more details visit 
www.gemstar-videoplus.co.uk
VIDEO Plus+® is a registered trademark of Gemstar 
Development Corporation. ©2007


