
 

 

 

 

     56 UP is an LVCA dvd donation to the Hugh Stouppe Memorial Library of the 

Heritage United Methodist Church of Ligonier, Pennsylvania. Below is Kino Ken’s 

review of that dvd film. 

 

14 of a total 20 points                                                          ***1/2 of a possible ***** 

 

United Kingdom   2012   color and black-and-white   138 minutes  

(The theatrical release reportedly runs 144 minutes.)   ITV Studios 

Producers: Michael Apted and Claire Lewis 

Points: 

1          Direction: Michael Apted, Paul Almond (7 UP excerpts) 

2          Editing: Kim Horton*, Ian Brown, Daniel Ward 

1          Cinematography: George Jesse Turner 

       Additional Photography: Rupert Murray, Jason Trench 

1          Lighting 

1          Interviewer: Michael Apted 

2          Locations 

1          Sound: Nick Steer, Tim Cockerill, and Douglas Fairgrieve 

            Research: Michael Apted (7 UP!) and Gordon McDougall (7 UP!) 

2          Cast (Interviewees): Bruce Balden, Jacqueline Bassett, Suzanne Dewey, 



            Charles Furneaux (7 UP!, SEVEN PLUS SEVEN, and 21 UP excerpts only),  

            Nicholas Hitchon, Neil Hughes, Lynn Johnson, Paul Kligerman,  

            Susan Sullivan, Tony Walker 

            Music: Nick Lloyd Webber                                          

1          Creativity 

2          Insightfulness 

14 total points 

 

     Here is yet another installment of Great Britain’s alternative to CORONATION 

STREET, the long-enduring UP series of documentary films about the lives, 

aspirations, and problems of fourteen individuals who first appeared on 

television screens in 1964. One of them, Charles Furneaux, became himself a 

documentary filmmaker, leaving the project after 21 UP.  

     For insightful interviews with three current participants, please visit Stephen 

Moss’s blog at www.theguardian.com/tv. Excellent photographs contrasting 

seven-year-old and modern appearances can be found at www.cbsnews.com.   

     The series began as an attempt by socialist liberals to portray Britain as a 

sharply class-conscious society in which individuals are confined to roles 

predetermined by socioeconomic status and location at birth. Obviously 

outdated even in 1964, as four unprivileged Liverpudlians newly arrived at fame 

and fortune received worldwide attention, its political posturing became 

increasingly irrelevant in subsequent installments. Far less debatable is the 

often devastating impact of ill-conceived government economic policies on 

persons holding jobs in service fields where salaries and positions are directly 

dependent upon income rolling into public coffers. The shadow of cutbacks in 

budgetary spending by political agencies looms huge and ominous as an 

unplanned backdrop to 56 UP. When a truly dedicated librarian, whose years of 

service are confirmed by this series, is made redundant, both the person directly 

affected and her larger society are impoverished. Meanwhile, more affluent 

professionals live comfortable, established lives buoyed by readily available 

private funding from wealthy clients. Environmental damage is more readily 

apparent to them than economic decay, as the former impacts on personal 

property while the latter seems someone else’s dilemma. 

http://www.theguardian.com/tv
http://www.cbsnews.com/


     Nonetheless, as these documentaries collectively indicate, each subject 

depicted is a unique human being, who either finds, or loses, a forward path 

through setbacks, challenges, and temptations. Several common themes have 

emerged: the paramount importance of family stability and support, individual 

responsibility for educational advancement, inadvisability of dwelling too 

intensively in the past, caution in airing intrafamilial issues publicly. Most of this 

group have been, or are, married. Yet their total number of divorces is telling 

and rather discouraging. Long-term marital relationships are apparently much 

easier to imagine than accomplish. For Neil, by his own admission, they have 

proven impossible. Indeed, the saddest tale of all is his. Still alone and 

misunderstood at fifty-six, with a growing stack of unread, unshared literary 

creations, Neil seems to be attempting to find a shred of productivity in service 

as a lay Anglican minister. His return to religious dogma, like an affiliation with a 

leftist-slanting political party, is a default substitute for more intimate 

conversation and exchange of ideas. As a group representative, he is accepted. 

Not as an individual. He comprehends fully the distinction. People come to him 

when they want an obstacle removed, not for counsel or sharing. This has 

caused Neil to isolate himself, resembling an island drifting through coolly 

indifferent sea. It should be noted that a charitable Bruce has a number of times 

provided essential assistance to keep him sane and financially afloat. 

     Contrast this with engagingly extroverted Susan, now an administrator at a 

London area law school. This is a giant leap of progress from her childhood East 

End ambition to work clerking at an economy-class department store. It came 

about neither by luck nor pull. Personal charm, a work ethic, and willingness to 

emotionally involve herself in concerns of others as a voice of encouragement 

have combined to insure success. It’s easy to see how interactions with 

colleagues and students seeking schedule information offer instructive models 

of behaviors facilitating job satisfaction and effectiveness. Susan is equally at 

peace with herself, making no attempt to foster an alternative personality. 

Unlike Tony, who insists upon reinventing himself for each successive film. 

     A distinguishable characteristic of what appear solid marriages and content 

spouses is willingness of each partner to praise, accommodate, and listen 

carefully to the other. This is evidenced by Andrew’s encouragement of his 



wife’s wish to enter the job market, uncritical acceptance of Tony’s speculative 

gambits into acting and real estate by his helpmate, and Rupert’s quiet retreat 

into the background whenever wife Suzi is being interviewed in previous 

episodes. 

     Nick, the physicist, is an interesting amalgam of social satisfaction and 

vocational disappointment. Advanced nuclear technology, something he avidly 

supports, has not been expedited by national policies in Western countries 

leaning to maintenance of older supply sources at the expense of developing 

new ones. To his chagrin, both the United States and the United Kingdom 

continue to prefer traditional means of energy procurement. Having obtained 

an American as a second wife, Nick’s grudgingly compromised avid promotion 

of nuclear options, acceding to popular unwillingness in his adopted country to 

invest in the future. Since the same malady also afflicts Great Britain, he sees no 

career benefit in returning there. Yet with ailing, aging parents, the tug of roots 

grows ever stronger. He may feel disproportionate responsibility for their care 

has fallen on brothers who remain in their native neighborhood. 

     Jackie, afflicted with rheumatoid arthritis, cannot meet daily job demands. 

With cutbacks in disability payments, she’s becoming financially dependent 

upon funds donated by three sons. In addition, loss of several family members 

in recent years has generated bitterness about her present situation, partly 

mitigated by perceived stability in the employment situations held by her boys. 

With several broken romantic partnerships fading into the past, Jackie confronts 

prospects unpredictable and limiting. She is the one former East Ender  

obviously malcontented and likely to remain so over the next few years. 

     Paul, who spent time in a charity school as a boy, long ago emigrated to 

Australia, a more democratic, mobile society. There he found family and useful 

work. Now resigned to spending what remains of his life giving worthwhile 

assistance to the elderly, he keeps busy attending to upkeep and repairs of 

retirement dwellings. Returned to an institutional setting, this time Paul labors 

there for a wage as partial reward. Still self-effacing and lacking in confidence, 

he has nonetheless found love and companionship, adequate compensation for 

a succession of stalled careers. Instead of receiving help, he’s giving it, a kind of 

payback for what occurred in childhood. 



     John, happily espoused and satisfied with career decisions, devotes 

avocational hours to gardening. Comments to interviewer Apted reveal no 

diminishment of pique at being selected as smug villain for the UP shows. 

Blessed or cursed with a predisposition to reject change, revere authority, and 

honor tradition, he appears arrogant, overeager to engage in verbal assaults on 

anyone questioning his assumptions. A virtue for a courtroom, but hugely 

unattractive in a television performer. Lacking Andrew’s outlet of children, he 

showers attention instead on landscaping. His expressed concern for 

environmental degradation is probably quite real, raising an issue only 

addressed by one other character in the study, expostulatory Tony. 

     London cabbie, amateur actor, erstwhile jockey, real estate dabbler, Tony 

is unique in a number of ways among the cast. No one else mentions 

immigration, though a subgroup has commented on urban decay and the 

breakdown of neighborhood sociability, particularly Lynn, Tony, and Bruce. 

Escaping for extended periods to the sunnier clime of Portugal, Tony gives 

indications of greater happiness abroad than at home. Part of his misgivings, 

however, may be related to a perception of a murky, less comfortable future for 

grandchildren in a world ever more dependent upon mechanization and 

engineers at the expense of manual laborers and continuous human 

conversation. Verbal expression has fueled his own rise to television 

personality. It was nurtured and cultivated in a noisy, crowded, relatively 

homogeneous cultural environment. Absent that, how will later generations 

acquire social skills to ascend from a precarious position in society? Street 

education, so critical in the formation of his own character, can be positive or 

negative. In Tony’s case, the result was social survival and enhancement of self-

esteem, probably through concerned mentors and a circle of friends, enabling 

him to surmount what could have become crushing vocational failures. Will 

such a system of props be available to Great Britain’s contemporary youths? Or 

is the country too divided along racial and political lines to unite behind a 

theory that what benefits a single part will also enhance the whole?  

     Bruce, once possessed of missionary zeal and actively making a difference in 

the lives of minority children, has retreated since marriage to the security of a 

teaching position in a posh school. There private tuitions minimize chances of 



students being uninvolved with learning and feeling culturally alienated. Such a 

career move is useful to acquire savings for university education of two sons. 

However, it represents a surrender of principles which may come back to haunt 

Bruce in retirement. What he is doing now isn’t likely to effect the changes in 

British educational policies he once ardently pursued. As a compromise, his own 

youngsters attend a Quaker school stressing tolerance, cooperation, and 

thoughtfulness. Both may graduate as real agents of change if they can avoid 

the trap which has snared their dad: trading unpopular crusading for prestigious 

inertia. Watching someone apostatize from reformer to traditionalist isn’t 

pretty. Has Bruce become part of the problems rather than an instrument for 

their solutions? 

     Peter Davies, apparently driven away by hostile audience response to anti-

Thatcher sentiments openly declared in 28 UP, has rejoined his companions, at 

least partly to advertise his country western band, The Good Intentions. He 

remains one of the most incisively critical speakers in these films, though 

inclined to focus primarily now on wife and career. Unfortunately, his talents as 

teacher are not being employed at present, whereas even a considerate mate 

speaks deprecatingly of Peter’s musical compositions.    

     Turning to the technical side of filmmaking, lighting and sound are adequate. 

Subtitling or captioning would have been more rewarding for auditors. Once 

again, screeners, especially on the Atlantic’s western side, lose words due to 

unfamiliarity with Cockney accents.   

     Editing is lively between segments, slowing justifiably as interviews run their 

course. Matchups between past and present insure continuity, visually by 

means of archival footage and verbally through narrative references to previous 

statements. Simultaneously, they allow first-time UP viewers to comprehend 

backgrounds of interview participants. 

     Photography, conservative and backgrounding, is mostly secondary to 

character. A noteworthy exception is a signature sightseeing tour. This time its 

itinerary takes audiences not to Bangladesh, the Shetlands, or Australian bush 

country, but rather ostentatiously confronts them with British landmarks in the 

Heart of England, namely London and Oxford.  



     Content is uppermost throughout, with prepared questions eliciting some 

surprising dramatic responses. 56 UP is both a fascinating treat and an 

inducement to introspection for adults. Its subject matter, not entirely 

irrelevant to teens, would not be likely to hold their interest. They would find it 

quite difficult to identify with situations and reflections discussed here. 

     Less provocative than 35 UP, devoid of youthful kinetic energy enlivening 7 

UP!, the current documentary possesses a summarizing gravity, establishing 

itself as opening move in an endgame sequence: cautious, reflective, 

conditioned by precedents, unwilling to reveal prematurely plans or prospects 

for conclusion.  

     If another film of these lives does get made, it will be necessarily darker, 

subdued, elegiac, probably a termination. At 63 UP, speakers must confront 

death and inheritance, loss or legacy. Any takers? 

     This First Run Features dvd release includes as bonus materials the late Roger 

Ebert’s earlier 28-minute interview with the director, a photo gallery, and a 

brief filmmaker biography and statement about the film.    


