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Orlando (Sally Potter, 1993; 90 minutes)

Producer: Laurie Borg

Cinematographer: Aleksei Rodionov

Editor: Hervé Schneid

Costume Designer: Sandy Powell 

Screenplay: Sally Potter; novel by Virginia Woolf 

Art Direction: Michael Buchanan & Michael Howells

Production Designer: Ben van Os & Jan Roelfs

Original music: David Motion & Sally Potter

Abstract (modified from Euclid & IMDB):
Based upon Virginia Woolf's novel. A comely immortal English nobleman named Orlando experiences life from the point of view of both sexes as s/he moves through four centuries of social change. Orlando defies the laws of nature with surprising, humorous, and haunting results. 
And:  Thoroughly Engaging, Fun, and Visually Compelling. Tilda Swinton was born for this role. She IS Orlando. But that preoccupation aside, the first striking aspect of this film is the costumes! It opens on a scene with Orlando in Elizabethan finery, and moves through several historical periods, not least of them 18th Century literary England. That's something to see. The film is, as you would expect, very literary. You don't need to have read the book, but a working knowledge of typical Euro-centric history and literature is helpful, I guess. Quentin Crisp plays a perfect Queen Elizabeth, the grotesque Institution herself, opposite Swinton's birdish Orlando. The photography is clear and even luminous at times, and the story moves along quite well--I consistently wondered what would happen. The exploration of gender, while it was obviously "the point", was not overdone, in the last analysis. Our freakish Orlando turns out to be quite human, which is a relief. The film is very well done; Swinton is a rare bird, never boring, and not to be missed. 

Cast:

Orlando (Tilda Swinton) 

Queen Elizabeth I (Quentin Crisp) 

Archduke Harry (John Wood) 

Shelmerdine (Billy Zane) 

Falsetto/Angel (Jimmy Somerville)
Swift (Roger Hammond)
Pope (Peter Eyre)
Addison (Ned Sherrin)
Orlando's Daughter (Jessica Swinton)

Questions for Discussion:

1.  Watch for similarities or patterns among the film's settings, costumes, and the actors' behavior. How do the settings, costumes, etc. reflect the emotions or tone of the moment, even when the tone is not explicitly stated in the dialog?

2.  The premise of Orlando is not "realism"; it requires a good amount of "suspension of disbelief" and acceptance of the mystical and the fantastic. Further, the film is not a typical narrative fiction film, but a more challenging and poetic version of this style. Why does Potter make these aesthetic, artistic choices in light of the subject matter of the film?

3.  Apart from the influence of Woolf's novel, how does this film use the narrative format, however loose and poetic, to highlight constructions of gender—and to subvert them? Cite examples from the film.

4.  There are several instances in the film where Potter directs Tilda Swinton to look directly into the camera/at the audience in "direct address." Why do you think she does this? What is the effect?

5.  What similarities and differences do you see with other texts we’ve studied for our course? For example, how does Orlando’s sense of agency and ability to control her destiny compare to The Color Purple or La Bohème?

