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The reassuring thing about an old-fashioned farce is that no matter how dire the 
circumstances, no matter what calamities may befall the hero and heroine, everything will 
work out perfectly in the end.  

Adapted by screenwriters Simon Beaufoy and David Magee ("Finding Neverland") from the 
novel by Winifred Watson, "Miss Pettigrew Lives for a Day" is precisely the sort of 
lighthearted film favored by audiences of the '30s, worn out by the Great Depression, hungry 
for escape into a little glamour and, in Europe at least, wary of the first drumbeats of World 
War II.  

London, 1939. Guinevere Pettigrew (Frances McDormand) is a middle-age governess who 
has been summarily discharged from her job — again. Seems the principled lady is always 
being dismissed from a post, a track record not lost on her employment agency. With no 
severance pay, Pettigrew finds herself on the street, having lost her luggage and all worldly 
possessions, with only a local soup kitchen standing between her and starvation.  

What to do? Desperation at war with moral turpitude, she pilfers an employment assignment 
and appears at the door of a prospective employer in the guise of a "social secretary." The 
mistress of the penthouse apartment is a ditzy and decidedly randy American actress and 
singer named Delysia Lafosse (Amy Adams), a "kept woman" whose ambition to win a 
coveted part in a new musical overrides all else, including the course of true love.  

Aghast, but hungry, Pettigrew accepts her new position as the assistant who untangles all of 
Miss Lafosse's romantic affairs and counsels her on more reasoned behavior. Immediately, 
Pettigrew is propelled into a rarefied milieu of opulent lifestyles and high-society soirees. She 
also undergoes a radical makeover charged to Lafosse's chief benefactor, Nick (Mark Strong), 
a nightclub owner in whose flat she stays. But Lafosse's attentions are further divided by Phil 
(Tom Payne), a would-be theatrical impresario, and Michael (Lee Pace), the penniless pianist 
who adores her.  

Pettigrew is so busy troubleshooting for Lafosse that she doesn't quite realize she has drawn 
the gaze of the gallant lingerie designer (Ciaran Hinds), the very man she has been prevailed 
upon to get to reconsider the engagement he has broken with a haughty fashion maven 
(Shirley Henderson).  

Got all that? 

The Lafosse-Pettigrew dynamic is an amusing variation on P.G. Wodehouse's classic Jeeves 
and Wooster comedies, with Pettigrew as the quick-witted servant and fix-it artist and Lafosse 
as the society twit.  

The only difference is that Lafosse, unlike Bertie Wooster, is not a blue blood, much less rich. 
After a brisk opening, director Bharat Nalluri's well-appointed picture slows to a canter — 
almost to a stop — before regaining its momentum in the final reel.  



The cast is in fine form. Hinds, as usual, has charm to burn, though Adams, good as she is, 
should be wary of playing one too many bubble-headed heroines, lest she be typed in the 
parts. McDormand has no such worries. Even in as slight a movie as this, her marvelous talent 
shines through: perfect comic timing matched to strength, vulnerability and pathos.  

The running gag of the film is a famished Miss Pettigrew's fruitless pursuit of food. Even at a 
glossy fashion show or sumptuous party whose sideboards groan with epicurean delights, she 
can't snare so much as a biscuit.  

In the end, you might feel the film as a whole, depicting one day in the life, is little more than 
a snack. But McDormand is a banquet all by herself.  
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