The English Patient: (Another highly welcome sheet conjured up for my beloved students at very late an hour far beyond midnight. ()

The film appears to be rather confusing at the beginning as it obviously intertwines two different plots, which share no abvious connection. The first one is set in pre war Africa, the other during the last days of World War II. In the course of events the mystery of these two plots and their close connection is gradually revealed. Actually the central motif, the flight of a pre-war biplane above the desert carrying two passengers in its open cockpit, appears at both the beginning and the end of the film, forming  on the one hand a clear ring-composition and on the other a kind of axis in reference to which all the rest of the movie (including both plots) are but a prologue and epilogue to the reasons of this flight.

The plane actually crashes in the desert, the only survivor of the plane crash’s fire being badly burned and reduced to a dying creature lateron just referred to as The English Patient, as he claims he can’t remember anything, not even his name. After his rescue he is taken to Italy during the last days of the war. As he grows too ill to be moved any further, the Canadian nurse Hana decides to stay behind in an abandoned Tuscan monastery. In the course of time as Hana reads to her patient from a copy of Herodotus’ histories, a book with poems, drawings and notes pasted or folded inside which was found with his charred body, the patient gradually recovers his memories. We learn that he is actually the Hungarian count Laszlo des Almasy, who was a cartographer exploring the North African desert as a pilot for the Royal Geographic Society. In his flashbacks we see him develop a passionate but doomed love affair with the newly married wife of one of his colleagues Catherine Clifton, a blond femme fatale radiating luring sensuality. Finding themselves in the desert as a part of an expedition they draw closer together in a sandstorm which almost buries them. We now realize that these were the people who were in the plan in the first shot. As the movie returns to the film’s  “present” action, Hana and her patient are confronted with a mysterious guest named David Caravaggio, who displays an evident interest in the English Patient, whom he blames for having given him away to the Germans , who mutilated him. Spurred on by David’s reproaches Laszlo’s memories flash back to his love Catherine and her frustrated husband’s deliberate attempt to commit suicide by crashing his plane in the desert at the back of beyond.. Catherine’s husband dies and Catherine breaks her ankle, wrist and some ribs. Laszlo offers to call for help and promises to return as soon as possible. After a terribly exhausting three days’ march across the desert he wearily enters a camp occupied by British troops. Growing suspicious because of his name they take him for a German enemy and ignore his desperate calls for help. He is imprisoned and eventually deported to the coast. He manages to escape and with the help of the Germans, whom he gives all his cartographic material in exchange for a biplane, he returns to the cave where he left Catherine. In indescribable agony he carries Catherine’s dead body to the aeroplane and leaves – leading to the scene with which the film actually opened.

Back in the present Laszlo’s memories have disarmed David’s anger and Hana, urged by her dying patient, administers a lethal dose of morphine to him.

The English Patient provides us with a passionate powerful and sweeping romance set in the most picturesque and intoxicating surroundings providing the audience with rich visual impressions. The film evolves around the central topic of war and its cruel impact on the pounded people involved in some way or other. The two protagonists of the film Laszlo and Catherine indulge in a highly  passionate love affair that is already  doomed at the beginning, as Catherine is newly-married to one of Laszlo’s  colleagues Geoffrey Clifton and the turmoils of war are already foreshadowed in the frantic life of pre-war Cairo. The second love relationship between the Canadian nurse Hana and Kip Singh, a Sikh bomb disposal expert, develops in the framestory of the film which is set  during the last days of World War II. This happy romance seems to counterbalance the tragic relationship between Laszlo and Catherine in the flashbacks of the movie. What at the first sight appears to be merely a tragic though powerful romance on a closer view turns out to be clear condemnation of the cruelties war inflicts on people. The four protagonists of the movie suffer from both physical and psychical injuries an mutilations. Laszlo is reduced to a dying crippled creature burned beyond recognition, David has lost his thumbs, Kip and Hana, who punded by the war have both lost dear friends, fail to continue their relationship beyond the Tuscan monastery. 

