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BBC Learning English – Film Reviews, ‘Oliver Twist’ 
 
 
About this script 
Please note that this is not a word for word transcript of the programme as broadcast. In the 
recording and editing process changes may have been made which may not be reflected here.  
 
 
 
 
Callum:         Hello, I’m Callum Robertson, and this is Entertainment. In the programme today 

we’ll be hearing a review of a new movie based on Charles Dickens’ great novel 

‘Oliver Twist’. This 19th century classic follows the traumatic childhood of a 

poor boy, Oliver Twist, who travels to London and falls in with a group of 

young thieves …  

There’ve been more than 20 adaptations of ‘Oliver Twist’ for the big and small 

screen - for cinema and TV - so how does the new movie version measure up? 

Here’s the first part of a review by film critic Nicola Christie (read by Amber 

Barnfather). She’s in no doubt that Oscar-winning director Roman Polanski has 

created a stunning, powerful film. As you listen, try to remember some of the 

adjectives used to praise Polanski’s film. 

 

NICOLA CHRISTIE  

He makes it completely brilliant and new. It’s extraordinary, this film is, the drama is thrilling, 

the characters are so rich, it’s so engaging, it’s so powerful, it’s a brilliant film. 

 

Callum: That really is what we’d call a ‘rave’ review – an extremely positive review. 

Nicola thinks the film is excellent, describing it as ‘completely brilliant’, 

‘extraordinary’, ‘engaging’ and ‘powerful’.  
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 But does this new film adaptation include the bleak, dark, and political ideas 

which are so much a part of Charles Dickens’ novel?  - Ideas, for example, 

about the horrific lives of poor people, especially children, in 19th century 

England during the time of Queen Victoria. Critics say that the film does 

include these ideas, and does more … Listen to the next part of our review. 

Nicola agrees with the view that Polanski has cleverly made a film that keeps 

the serious themes of Charles Dickens’ novel, while appealing to all ages of 

movie viewers today.   

NICOLA CHRISTIE  

He was wanting to do a film that he could put on for his own children. And he was 

disappointed, I think, with previous adaptations that have made this story into something, you 

know, larger than life and not quite real, a bit of a caricature, and he wanted to make 

something that is real, that’s dark, that goes back to the original novel which obviously was 

very dark and was very scary – the story of that time in Victorian London – it was a terrifying  

time to be a child on those streets and Polanski paints this world on the screen in a marvellous 

way.   

Callum: So Polanski wanted to make a version of ‘Oliver Twist’ that his children could 

understand, and he wanted to keep the unhappy, frightening mood of the 

original novel. He didn’t want to make a film which was ‘a caricature’ - which 

exaggerated the original story, and made it seem silly or funny.  

 The screenplay for Polanski’s film was written by the respected playwright 

Ronald Harwood. In the last part of Nicola’s review, she describes how 
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Polanski invited Harwood to his home in Paris to explain that he wanted his film 

to be written from Oliver’s point of view. We also hear how Harwood did the 

extremely difficult job of turning a long and complicated novel into a 2 hour 

film. 

NICOLA CHRISTIE  

I spoke to Harwood when he’d just began this task and he was quite daunted, obviously – it’s 

a 350 page novel! And loaded with dialogue, you know, and loaded with characters, and he 

had to fillet it heavily and take out lots of the sub-plots, but at the same time try and keep this 

wonderful gallery of comic characters in at the same time! But I think his brief was easier in a 

way in the sense that Polanski had such a clear vision, and asked him over to Paris and said to 

him - I want this written in a very specific way, I want it to be told through Oliver’s eyes, and I 

want you to make it gritty and real and kind of stay on that track, and that’s what he does. 

Callum: Well, naturally, Ronald Harwood felt ‘daunted’ – rather nervous and worried – 

about writing the screenplay for ‘Oliver Twist’. He had ‘to fillet’ the book, to  

take parts out. He took out ‘lots of the sub-plots’, the less important parts of 

the original story, but he did keep many of the funny, or comic, characters. 

Polanski insisted that the screenplay was ‘gritty’, which means it was realistic 

and life-like.  

 To end our Entertainment programme today, here again is some of the language 

used by film critic Nicola Christie to describe the new ‘Oliver Twist’ movie.  

 ‘larger than life’ 

 ‘caricature’ 
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 ‘marvellous’ 

 ‘daunted’ 

 ‘to fillet’ 

‘sub-plots’ 

‘gritty’ 

And here again is Nicola’s rave review from the top of the programme. 

REPEAT - NICOLA CHRISTIE  

He makes it completely brilliant and new. It’s extraordinary, this film is, the drama is thrilling, 

the characters are so rich, it is so engaging, it’s so powerful, it’s a brilliant film. 


