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The Queen of Spades
Dir. Thorold Dickinson, 1949, UK, (PG), English, B&W, 95 mins.
Anton Walbrook, Edith Evans, Yvonne Mitchell, Ronald Howard.
In 1815 St Petersburg a Russian countess, (Evans), is so successful at cards there are rumours she has made a pact with the devil, selling her soul in exchange for the secret of winning without fail.  An impoverished soldier Captain Suvorin, (Walbrook), envies her power and his ruthless ambition drives him to secure the gift for himself. Director, Dickinson, takes Pushkin’s 1834 short story and brings it eerily to life on the silver screen.  
Dickinson’s career as director was beset by bad luck. He missed opportunities to go to Hollywood (turning down David Selznick’s offer with ‘Sorry, there’s a war on’); MGM blocked the screening of his wonderful 1940 directorial showcase Gaslight after they bought the rights so that George Cukor’s Ingrid Bergman, Charles Boyer version had no competition; his film about political violence, Secret People (1952), was picketed by the Communist Party and bombed. In all he made nine films which experimented with genres from period drama, to wartime propaganda, from thriller and horror, to comedy. His experience in the 20s as a film editor gave him wonderful knowledge of what works on screen. "To edit films efficiently," he wrote in 1935, "takes all the nerve, power of concentration and courage that a man possesses." His films are characterised by swift pacing, exhilaration and a great instinct for dramatic effect. He was able to evoke time and place on tiny war/post-war budgets. Exhausted by the British studio system and unwilling to make artistic compromises, Dickinson, gave up directing at 52 and became Head of Film Production for the United Nations in New York. Later he returned to Britain and set up the first university department for film studies at Slade School of fine art.
As for Queen of Spades, Martin Scorsese sees it as "a masterpiece, one of the very best films of the 40s". Dickinson was appointed director for Queen of Spades with five days notice, yet brought the full range of his skills to bear to create a classic. He gives us an intense study of obsession, desire and madness, coaxing unforgettable performances from Edith Evans and Anton Walbrook (with whom he worked on Gaslight).  And not least he recreated St Petersburg in 1815 on a shoestring budget, in a tiny studio in Welwyn Garden City, next to the Shredded Wheat factory. 

Awards 
1950, BAFTA, Nominated, Best British Film.

What the critics said
Thorold had ‘Michael Powell's daring, David Lean's taut editing and Carol Reed's emotional tension’. John Boorman. 
‘To watch this forgotten masterpiece is to find a screwed up piece of paper, flatten it out and discover a.beautiful love letter. The Queen of Spades is a neglected gem of British cinema.’ Olly Paterson, Leftfield Cinema, 
