The Making of Oliver Cromwell: A Cinematic
Masterpiece Unraveled

Richard Attenborough's 1970 epic historical drama, Oliver Cromwell,
stands as a towering achievement in cinematic storytelling. This sprawling
masterpiece, chronicling the life and times of the enigmatic 17th-century
English leader, captivated audiences worldwide with its sweeping grandeur,
powerful performances, and thought-provoking themes.
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But behind the brilliance of the finished product lay a complex and
captivating journey of creation. In this article, we delve into the captivating
narrative of Oliver Cromwell's making, uncovering the challenges,
inspirations, and artistic triumphs that shaped this iconic film.

Genesis: The Birth of an Idea

Richard Attenborough's fascination with Oliver Cromwell began in his
youth, ignited by Winston Churchill's biography of the 17th-century leader.
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As his cinematic career blossomed, Attenborough found himself drawn
back to Cromwell's compelling story and its timeless resonance with
political and religious struggles.

In the late 1960s, Attenborough collaborated with screenwriter John Briley
to craft a screenplay that would capture the essence of Cromwell's
enigmatic personality and the tumultuous era he inhabited. The meticulous
research and nuanced portrayal of Cromwell's character set the foundation
for a film that would challenge conventional views of the controversial
historical figure.

Assembling a Stellar Cast

The casting of Oliver Cromwell proved pivotal in bringing the script's vision
to life. Attenborough sought actors who could not only embody the
characters' physicality but also convey their inner complexities and
conflicts.

The iconic role of Oliver Cromwell fell upon Richard Harris, an acclaimed
stage and screen actor known for his raw intensity and commanding
presence. Harris's portrayal of Cromwell captured the leader's charismatic
and ruthless sides, imbuing the character with a mesmerizing depth.

Joining Harris was a stellar ensemble cast, including Alec Guinness as
King Charles |, Robert Morley as Archbishop Laud, and Timothy Dalton as
Prince Rupert. Each actor brought their unique talents, creating a rich
tapestry of characters that breathed life into the film's historical setting.

Crafting the Epic Canvas: Set Design and Cinematography



The visual grandeur of Oliver Cromwell became an integral part of its
storytelling power. Oscar-winning production designer John Box and
cinematographer Geoffrey Unsworth collaborated to create a breathtaking
cinematic canvas that transported viewers to the heart of 17th-century
England.

Box's meticulously designed sets recreated the opulent palaces and
battlefields of the era, immersing audiences in the film's historical context.
Unsworth's masterful cinematography captured the sweeping landscapes,
dramatic clashes, and intimate moments with a painterly eye, enhancing
the film's emotional impact.

Striking the Right Tone: Historical Fidelity and Artistic Interpretation

Creating a film that was both historically accurate and cinematically
compelling presented a delicate balance. Attenborough and his creative
team meticulously researched the era, consulting with historians and
scholars to ensure historical authenticity.

However, the filmmakers also recognized the need for artistic interpretation
to engage audiences on an emotional level. They deftly blended historical
events with fictionalized elements, crafting a narrative that resonated with
contemporary political and social issues while remaining true to the spirit of
the period.

The Heart of the Film: Cromwell's Journey

At its core, Oliver Cromwell is a character-driven drama exploring the
complexities of power, faith, and the human condition. Richard Harris's



portrayal of Cromwell becomes a journey of both triumph and tragedy, as
he navigates the treacherous waters of leadership and personal sacrifice.

The film delves into Cromwell's religious beliefs, his unwavering
determination, and his grappling with the consequences of his actions.
Cromwell emerges as a multifaceted figure, capable of both great heroism
and ruthless pragmatism, reflecting the complexities of the man and the era
he inhabited.

Legacy and Impact: A Cinematic Milestone

Upon its release in 1970, Oliver Cromwell received widespread critical
acclaim and commercial success. It earned multiple Academy Award
nominations, including Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Actor for
Richard Harris.

The film's enduring legacy lies not only in its cinematic brilliance but also in
its ability to provoke thought and inspire debate. Oliver Cromwell
challenged viewers to confront historical biases and question the nature of
leadership and power, making it a timeless cinematic masterpiece.

The making of Oliver Cromwell is a captivating tale of artistic vision,
meticulous craft, and profound storytelling. Richard Attenborough's epic film
stands as a testament to the power of cinema to illuminate history, provoke
thought, and captivate audiences with its timeless themes.

Through its stunning visuals, compelling performances, and nuanced
portrayal of Cromwell's character, Oliver Cromwell emerges as a cinematic
masterpiece that continues to resonate with viewers to this day.
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