
DEAD MAN’S SHOES

Shane Meadows; UK 2004; Second Sight; 
Region B Blu-ray; English SDH; Certif icate 
18; 90 minutes; 1.78:1; Features: archive 
commentary by Meadows, star Paddy Considine, 
producer Mark Herbert; new commentaries by 
Meadows and Herbert, critics Andrew Graves 
and Jon Towlson; cast and crew interviews; 
deleted scenes; music video; short Northern Soul 
(Meadows, 2004); comic adaptation; booklet.

REVIEWED BY KIM NEWMAN

While Shane Meadows’ f ilm, in which 

a coolly lethal avenger picks off the 

small-town crooks who caused his 

vulnerable brother’s death, owes 

a debt to Get Carter (1971), it also 

dismantles the notion of the cool 

killer. The improvisational realism 

of the low-rent villains disrupts the 

Jacobean schematics of the revenge 

plot, and the f ilm is shot through with 

melancholy Midlands pastoralism. 

Richard (Paddy Considine) is a 

deceptively gentle apparition, briefly 

exploding with terrifying force when 

a thug asks him what he’s looking at 

(“You, you cunt!”), then cornering the 

minion to apologise with apparent 

sincerity for losing control. He intends 

to observe niceties and carry out his 

vengeance according to an impossibly 

demanding code that requires him to 

act dispassionately.  

Broken-faced but handsome goon 

Sonny (Gary Stretch) is the guiltiest 

of the gang, but not arch-nemesis 

material – which sets up a f inal 

confrontation with Mark (Paul 

Hurstf ield), the one man so shocked 

by the inciting horror that he shaped 

up and got a family life. Meadows and 

Considine, who co-wrote, give the 

avenger many layers: Richard feels 

worse about incidentals, like lying to 

a victim, than about the killing, and 

is also driven by guilt that his warm 

relationship with the dead Anthony 

(Toby Kebbell) is retrospective wish-

fulf ilment. 

The milieu is unusual for British 

crime f ilms: a small, ugly town amid 

lovely green countryside (a ruined 

manor is a gothic touch). With their 

mismatched crockery, messy flats 

and boring routine, these are the 

least cool, most convincing gangsters 

in British f ilms – more sad than 

fearsome, they were culpable in the 

original crime mostly because they 

were too feckless not to take a cruel 

joke too far. There are slasher-style 

scary-humorous moments, as Richard 

lurks in a long-snouted gas mask and 

torments victims-to-be by sneaking 

into their homes at night and painting 

them like clowns.

Disc:  A typically lavish Second Sight 

package carries over DVD extras 

from 20 years ago and adds new 

commentaries and interviews – plus a 

comic-book adaptation of the f ilm and 

a substantial booklet of essays.

BILLY LIAR

John Schlesinger; UK 1963; StudioCanal; 
region-free 4K UHD + Region B Blu-ray, dual 
format; 2 discs; b&w; English SDH; Certif icate 
PG; 99 mins; 2.35:1. Extras: commentary 
by Schlesinger, stars Tom Courtenay and 
Julie Christie; commentary by critic Kat 
Ellinger; Danny Leigh and Alice Lowe in 
conversation; Samira Ahmed on Billy Liar’s 
women; featurette on the Keith Waterhouse 
archive at the British Library; interviews with 
Courtenay and Helen Fraser, Richard Ayoade. 
Bob Stanley; poster; calendar; booklet.

REVIEWED BY KATE STABLES

While John Schlesinger’s f irst feature, 

A Kind of Loving (1962), f itted the 

Angry Young Man template snugly, 

his second mixes the same regional 

realism with a giddy playfulness that 

heralds the Swinging Sixties, tackling 

issues of class and masculinity with 

comic brio. A confident expansion of 

Keith Waterhouse and Willis Hall’s 

wildly popular comic play (itself 

based on Waterhouse’s 1959 novel), 

it contrasts Billy Fisher’s cramped, 

resentful dead-end days with his 

compensatory Walter Mitty-style 

fantasies of hero status. 

Schlesinger’s use of CinemaScope 

gives the fantasy sequences a hilarious 

crowd-packed grandiosity, as Billy 

(Tom Courtenay) mentally struts 

through parades in his honour while 

confined in his parents’ crammed 

kitchen, or the mahogany-f illed gloom 

of the undertaker’s f irm he works at. 

There’s a hint of snarling surrealism 

in the fantasy machine-gunnings he 

inflicts on his nagging father (radio 

star Wilfred Pickles, playing gloriously 

against type) and slimy boss (Leonard 

Rossiter), years before If…. (1968) 

brought out its Bren gun. 

Courtenay’s boyish affect and deft 

mix of cheek and fearfulness make 

Billy’s relentless lies unexpectedly 

poignant, and this deluded hero was 

his star-making role. Kat Ellinger’s 

deeply researched audio commentary 

outlines Courtenay’s struggle with 

the part, and his worries about 

how his own background mirrored 

Billy’s. Alongside him (and with 

the exception of Julie Christie’s 

glorious, wordless street-roaming 

introduction as the footloose Liz), 

Billy’s warring girlfriends are confined 

to prim or brassy stereotypes. Mona 

Washbourne’s long-suffering mother, 

trapped in her own troubles, fares 

rather better. Billy’s reluctant love 

for her suggests she’s one of the 

better reasons he chooses family over 

freedom.

Disc:  A glorious 4K transfer, showing 

off its sooty Bradford cityscapes and 

packed dancehalls with style. In a 

hefty extras list, Danny Leigh and 

Alice Lowe’s chat about the f ilm’s 

dark comedy stands out, as do Samira 

Ahmed’s insights into Billy’s ‘birds’ 

and Bradford locations.

Jiří Trnka: Puppet Master

THE CZECH YEAR

OLD CZECH LEGENDS

Jiří Trnka; 1947/1953; Second Run; region-free Blu-ray; 2 discs; Czech with English subtitles; 
Certif icate PG; 165 minutes; 1.37:1. Extras: documentary The Puppets of Jiří Trnka (1955); 
documentaries on Trnka and Czechoslovak animation by Evan Chester; Trnka short The Hand 
(1965); Badly Painted Hen (1965), by Old Czech Legends screenwriter Jiří Brdečka; trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY THOMAS FLEW

These two features by puppet-maker, animator and director Jiří Trnka 

are two of the most signif icant in the history of Czech animation, early 

milestones in an industry that was fast growing in ambition and artistry. They 

demonstrate not only the f ilmmaker’s occupation with the mythology of his 

nation, but his mastery of stop-motion; the fluidity of camera movements, the 

expressiveness of his puppets’ body language (the fact that their faces never 

change emphasises this while adding an air of solemnity), the depth of mise en 

scène. They fascinate in their inventiveness. 

Both The Czech Year and Old Czech Legends are episodic: the former comprises 

six previously released shorts which were combined into one whole, covering 

the seasons and festivals of roughly one calendar year; the latter is adapted 

from Alois Jirásek’s 1894 book of the same name, which chronicled the myths 

and facts of the foundation of Bohemia. For those without a strong grasp of 

Czech history, the historical details of these episodes may be hard to follow, 

but this does little to diminish their pleasures.

In The Czech Year (pictured below), a focus on folk songs creates a lively 

throughline of musical numbers, performed by a children’s choir and simple, 

toy-like dolls (inspiration, no doubt, for Henry Selick). Various scenes 

introduce the seasons by way of falling leaves and snow, or revolve around 

festivals and traditions; variety is added by way of retellings of folk and 

religious stories, including the suicide of a Czech girl sold to a Turkish 

prince. This story is a puppet show within the f ilm, necessitating movements 

of remarkable precision, as we watch a puppet pulling on the strings of 

another, smaller puppet. That moment is particularly telling of Trnka’s ethos: 

technical diff iculty never seems to get in the way of the specif ic shot that he 

wants to construct.

Old Czech Legends – whose narrative begins with Forefather Čech bringing 

his people to their eventual homeland, Čechy (Bohemia), and goes on from 

there to recount stories of national mythology – is even more intricate in 

design, and even more beautiful, from shots of insects and animals in the 

forest (the deer alone are enough to excuse the reductive title that Trnka has 

often been given, the ‘Walt Disney of the East’) to a moment during a battle 

scene when a rain of arrows flies into a flock of birds – an almost impossibly 

complex composition.

DISC:  Video essays on Czech animation and Trnka provide thorough 

inspiration for further viewing, while booklet essays give useful background 

information on Trnka and his f ilms. Excellent shorts The Hand and Badly 

Painted Hen show their creators’ subversive nature, a pair of allegories about 

state disapproval of, and control over, individual creativity.
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