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London Film Festival 2014: Testament of Youth, Ping Pong Summer, The Disappearance of 
Eleanor Rigby: Them

Testament of Youth

Based on famed pacifist Vera Brittain’s earliest memoirs, Testament of Youth has admirable 
intentions of bringing a renowned story back into the public spotlight. It’s a pity then that the film 
doesn’t excel itself quite as well as it could have done.

Directed by TV veteran James Kent, the film explores Vera’s life during the time of World War I. 
Played by Alicia Vikander, Vera finds herself left at home when her friends, brother and new fiancée 
Roland Leighton (Kit Harington) leave for the trenches. Not wanting to escape the troubles of war 
whilst her loved ones fight, she chooses to work as a nurse in France- an experience which inspires 
the lifelong anti-war views that Vera Brittain was best known for. 

The biggest difficulty that the film seems to have is in engaging the audience with Roland and Vera’s 
romantic relationship, an aspect of the story that is placed in centre stage. Their attraction isn’t given
a foundation strong enough to make their connection plausible, with the script choosing to bypass 
some areas of their lives that viewers could have benefitted from seeing. Instead, it uses sickly sweet 
dialogue to demand that all cynicism should be left behind. Through this the audience is told, not 
shown, that this weak portrayal of the relationship should be viewed as the very definition of a 
perfect romance. 

The film’s later scenes in France suffer too, this time plagued from a distinct feeling of unfortunate 
familiarity. Viewers who are already acquainted with Joe Wright’s Atonement will recognise that – 
despite Wright’s focus on the Second World War- the two films share a lot of similar scenes and 
concepts, making them inevitably at risk of being compared. In terms of the visual techniques used in
the wartime sets, Kent’s movie pales in comparison and the dialogue continues to lack the spark that
stands out in the other film. 

On a positive note, Vikander’s performance is a particular gem amongst the cast. Bringing the same 
talent demonstrated in the critically acclaimed A Royal Affair, Vikander takes on the lead role with 
ease as she quietly portrays a woman haunted by the creeping threat of grief. Despite this, her 
central performance can’t overshadow the film’s difficulties and Testament of Youth remains a film 
that disappointingly fails to reach its estimable goals. 

Ping Pong Summer

Ping Pong Summer is a fantastically understated comedy, mixing shameless nostalgia with a level of 
self-awareness capable of inspiring true hilarity. Written as a semi-autobiography by writer and 
director Michael Tully, the film brings together a great cast that mixes seasoned actors with gifted 
young newcomers. 

The central star of the film is the socially awkward teen ‘Radical Miracle’, (Marcellow Conte) 
otherwise known as Rad (or Brad to his parents). The story follows his adventures on a family 
vacation, during which he gains a loyal best friend, develops a confusing crush on a girl and has to 
beat the beach bully in a dramatic game of ping pong.

The film is primarily an affectionate homage to movies of the 1980s, from the cinematography to the 
classic tropes of the teen movie. Boomboxes and Nike outfits are reverently presented on screen, 
whilst Lea Thompson of Back to the Future fame also makes an appearance as Rad’s mother, her 
presence alone providing a direct reference to one of the biggest franchises of that decade. There 
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doesn’t seem to be a limit to the rose-tinted nostalgia but Tully pulls it off in such a reverent way that
it’s impossible not to get swept along in his enthusiasm. 

A lot of the humour in the film derives from its particular view of the teen years. Instead of just 
following the protagonist, Ping Pong Summer chooses to look at the younger generation as an adult 
who recognises the teen years with an affectionate and wider perspective. Through this view the 
humour comes from how the teens can never quite get past their given age, despite their best 
attempts to appear as mature as possible. To some it may sound mean-spirited, but it’s not- if you’ve 
ever looked back at your own teenage years and found retrospective humour in the misguided 
actions of your younger self then the actions of many of the characters will come across as lovably 
hilarious in their need to be taken seriously. 

Ping Pong Summer is both an affectionate tribute to the 80s and a comedy that finds its humour and 
warmth in a nostalgic picture of the difficult teen years. Given its generally low profile in the general 
public it may not be a contemporary hit, but it definitely has the potential to gather a well-deserved 
cult following in the future. 

The Disappearance of Eleanor Rigby: Them

As the feature length debut of writer and director Ned Benson, The Disappearance of Eleanor Rigby: 
Them is a credible study on the effect of intense loss on a relationship. Presenting well-developed 
characters and impressive performances, it truly is an excellent piece of cinema. 

The story charts the development of the relationship and marriage between Conor Ludlow (James 
Macavoy) and Eleanor Rigby (Jessica Chastain). The connection between the pair seems at first to be 
unbreakable but it soon begins to crumble when they find themselves the victims of a personal 
tragedy. 

Benson’s work was initially presented as a very unique project. Comprised of three films, the first two
(Him and Her) gave the two leads a feature each in order to show their separate perspectives. The 
third (Them) was created as an abridged version that took parts from the first two, thereby 
comparing the viewpoints directly. The screening at the festival was only of the third feature, making 
it important to consider how much of the individual perspective was probably left behind in the first 
two. Nevertheless, Them still works well as a stand-alone feature and the audience definitely gets 
enough time with each character to become properly invested in their lives. 

The film’s strongest point is in the true believability of the central relationship. Like real-life couples, 
Conor and Eleanor’s unique dynamic involves shared experiences personal to them: for example, 
shared music, food, jokes and irrevocable differences of opinion. Additionally, the strong chemistry 
between the two lead actors means that the more that we learn about their relationship, the more 
we care about its disintegration. Chastain particularly stands out, playing a woman who puts up an 
icy mask to disguise when she feels most vulnerable. It’s a fragile, delicate performance that doesn’t 
once come close to any kind of melodrama. Just remember not to mention the Beatles.

Academy Award nominee Viola Davis also makes an appearance as Eleanor’s psychology lecturer 
Professor Lillian Friedman, providing some helpful light humour in a film that is frequently 
heartbreaking. 

The Disappearance of Eleanor Rigby: Them is a film which captures the dynamics of a successful 
relationship, whilst demonstrating the power of grief in breaking it apart. It’s an affecting watch, 
aided by wonderful acting and a true, believable story.  


