
SHE WAS ONLY ANNE

Anne Elliot is, you may say, not only a hard act
to follow, but a hard act for the scriptwriter
to write in the first place.  Persuasion’s

gracious, right-thinking and solitary heroine is
probably her most admired character. Anne’s rare
combination of sensitivity, integrity and intelligence
wins our deepest sympathy and respect, bestowing
upon her the formidable reputation of being
Austen’s nearest attempt to creating an ideal of
womanhood.   “If Anne will stay, no one so proper,
so capable as Anne!” cries Captain Wentworth,

during all the high drama of the accident on the
Cobb at Lyme.  And yet Anne’s style is essentially
undramatic, in all senses of the word, presenting a
formidable task to not only the actress, but the
scriptwriter. This is a heroine who seldom expresses
her feelings except to herself. She has no confidante
with whom she discloses her state of mind through
dialogue. Her rich inner life is almost totally
overlooked by those around her.  Known only to the
reader, she struggles against envy and depression,
and seeks for grace to accept disappointment
through solitary musings which seem impossible to
externalise.   For much of the action she appears
silent, enduring, almost downtrodden. Even her
famous expression of women’s constancy in love
has to wait until almost the end of the narrative.  In
many ways, the depiction of this “elegant little
woman of twenty-seven” poses a huge challenge for
any actress, especially in our current climate of
female self-expression and self-assertion.    

All the more credit,
then, to Amanda Root,
whose performance in the role in the 1995 BBC
film of Persuasion encapsulates for many critics the
quiet courage and inner resourcefulness of Jane
Austen’s mature heroine.  “Anne has so has so much
to offer, so much to give. I love that
understatement,” comments Amanda. She looks
back to the production with fond memories. It
remains a highspot in what continues to be a highly
successful career.  Before engaging on a number of
TV roles, Amanda was a member of the Royal
Shakespeare Company for several seasons, playing
Juliet to Daniel Day-Lewis’s Romeo and acting
alongside the likes of Simon Russell Beale and
Ralph Fiennes. But since 1995, she has remained
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very much in the spotlight in the world of theatre
and television. She has been especially renowned
for her work in classic serialisations.  In 2002 alone,
she had prominent roles in both Daniel Deronda
and The Forsyte Saga.  

And yet, despite her exciting work both before
and since, Amanda maintains there  is something
about the spirit of Anne Elliot and the atmosphere
of Persuasion that gets under the skin. “Lyme – it
was Lyme Regis which was particularly lovely as a
location” she says, recalling that under the sensitive

direction of Roger Michell, Persuasion was filmed
in pretty strict sequence, allowing the characters to
grow naturally into their family relationships as the
story progresses.  “It was an ideal team – we all hit it
off well together,” Amanda recalls happily. “Sophy
Thompson ( who played Mary Musgrove) and I
remain good friends to this day. Just as in the
original, it was very mild weather for November. A
bit of an Indian summer, in fact. I actually went sea-

bathing with Sophy and Emma Roberts, who played
one of the Musgrove girls.  Then I remember Sophy
and I sat on the sea wall, half in costume with our
hair in curlers, watching the sea and eating a pint of
local prawns wrapped in newspaper. I remember
thinking that it was bliss to be there, in that place
and that time with those people.  I really loved the
whole project.”

Although Anne Elliot would have very probably
drawn the line at curlers, this is not such an
uncharacteristic departure in other ways.  Jane
Austen emphasises her heroine’s preference for the
“frank, the open-hearted, the eager character” and
she is far happier among the warm and unaffected
naval officers at Lyme than in the stiff formality of
Bath. 

Just as Jane was quick to disclaim any personal
parallels with her creation, so is Amanda Root, with
typical modesty, quick to deny that in playing Anne,
she was playing herself.  “ I don’t believe in getting
all precious about acting,” she says briskly. “Of
course I am committed. I take it seriously. But when
all’s said and done, whatever part you’re playing,
you’ve got to use what’s inside you. It’s all any of us
have to work on, whatever the role.” 

The BBC’s 1995 production of Persuasion has a
tranquil, autumnal pace, which, like the novel itself,
develops by subtle touches the hidden turmoil of
the heroine’s emotions.  Amanda speaks very highly
of Nick Dear’s script, with its inspired stage
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directions.  One particularly eloquent stroke is the
moment when Captain Wentworth strides into the
room where Anne is staying with the Musgroves,
his mind on the shooting party. This is their first
encounter for eight years.  She has never forgotten
him, and somehow her body language must express
that maelstrom of emotion for the viewer while it
goes ignored by everyone else in the scene. The
camera plays not only the manly features of Ciaran
Hinds, but also on Anne’s hand tensing on a chair’s
back to steady herself. 

These are quiet actions and reactions, but
perfectly in keeping with the original novel. The
film recreates visually Austen’s understated style
throughout, with the sole exception of one burst of
éclat at the end. “I knew it would be controversial,
but it  works,” says Amanda, referring to the
embrace by the Colonnades in Bath, after the
couple have at last reached a mutual understanding.

Obviously, such a public display of affection would
have been a shocking breach of decorum in Jane
Austen’s time, but Amanda defends its inclusion.
“The intensity of the emotion in the novel needs
some sort of physical expression.  This is one place
where nothing but a visual gesture will do.”

Bath is, of course, the other main location of the
novel. Did Amanda share Anne Elliot’s “silent and
persistent dislike of Bath”? “I don’t think I would
want to actually live there,” she says honestly, “ but I
love Bath as a city to visit. When I went  down for
the Jane Austen Festival in September last year, the
buildings were all so mellow in the lovely sunshine.
It’s a great place to shop and potter around. I really
enjoyed the sense of history, too.”     

So what started her off as an actor – a term she
prefers to “actress”? Amanda Root is obviously a
careful, thoughtful worker, seriously committed to
her art. Yet she laughs at her earliest memories. “ I
loved the attention,” she says.  “I was a show-off,
and acting was such fun, especially at school. But it
all changed when I went to College to do my A
Levels, where I had excellent teaching in both
Drama and English. A good script can change one’s
understanding of human nature. Later still, at
Drama school, I acquired the craft – the techniques
- of acting. One piece of advice in particular I’ve
taken on board.”  Oh yes?  I listen with interest,

remembering how Anne Elliot seemed to light up
from within as Wentworth came back into her life.  I
expect Amanda to divulge some wondrous key to
method acting, gleaned from Stanislavsky, perhaps.
But Amanda laughs again, self-deprecatingly.  “My
advice isn’t very deep! It’s just that someone once
said at Drama School that you do your best work
when you’re tired.  You get beyond trying to prove
yourself.  And acting is really hard work. Half the
time you’re absolutely knackered!”

Amanda’s annus mirabilis was that season when
she was playing Juliet and Hermia for the RSC at
Stratford-upon-Avon. “It was marvellous, but it did
teach me a useful lesson:  a good year in the acting
profession is not necessarily followed by another
one.  I try to keep objective about it and balance out
my life with other things when I’m not acting.  I
sculpt. I try to keep creative. I keep myself busy. To
me, it’s important to have a life outside the theatre
and filming commitments.”

When asked what parts she would like to take on
the future, Amanda is pragmatic.  “I like new
challenges – I welcome more modern roles and
comedy. But basically, I consider anything that
comes along.”  Such as the mothers, the sisters, the
aunts of the main characters, for example? Recently,
she played the tragically indulgent Mrs Davilow in
Daniel Deronda, the mother of spoilt, beautiful
Gwendoline Harleth.  The feather-brained mamma
is the key to the heroine’s problem: she has never
had a strong hand to guide her towards the “steep
and rugged pathway”.  In The Forsyte Saga,
Amanda plays another important supporting role -
Winifred, the strong-minded and rather eccentric
sister of Soames. Amanda has just finished the
second series in which she had to look 62.  “ I really
enjoyed it,” she says. “ After all, when you’re sixty
–two, you can wear red and be outrageous and have
a bit of fun.”  

So, what next? Amanda is looking forward to
returning to Bath for the third Jane Austen Festival
in late September, when she will be joined by fellow
thespian, Benjamin Whitrow. But the start of 2003
sees Amanda working on a new TV biography of
Philip Larkin, written by Richard Cottan, in which
she plays Maeve Brennan, the long-suffering lady
friend of the genius of Hull library.   

But Jane Austen will always occupy a special
place in Amanda’s heart.  When asked for her
theories on why the novelist is so very popular
today, she says “Relationships, characterisation,
human nature….  People are never going to lose
interest in those things, are they?  

“Jane Austen is simply timeless,” she concludes -
simply.   

“ I really enjoyed it,” she says. “ After
all, when you’re sixty –two, you can
wear red and be outrageous and have a
bit of fun.”  
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