MASTERPIECE THEATRE
“My Family and Other Animals”
Sunday, November 25, 2007

9:00-10:30 p.m. ET

One of literature’s most charming, eccentric and amusing childhood memoirs comes to MASTERPIECE THEATRE in an adaptation of Gerald Durrell’s sun-drenched, fauna-filled, Greek island autobiography, “My Family and Other Animals,” re-airing Sunday, November 25, 2007, 9:00-10:30 p.m. ET on PBS. 
Eugene Simon (Casanova) stars as 12-year-old Gerald, the youngest member of the Durrell family, who pack off together for Corfu in 1935 to escape the dreary English climate. There, Gerald discovers his life’s vocation: nature, particularly insects, reptiles, birds and small mammals, which Corfu has in splendid Greek excess.

Imelda Staunton (Vera Drake) plays Mrs. Durrell, Gerald’s long-suffering mother, a middle-aged widow who moves the family from villa to villa around the island according to the whims of her older children.

These are Larry (Matthew Goode, Match Point), a budding avant-garde writer; Leslie (Russell Tovey, “Poirot”), a gun-obsessed sportsman; and Margot (Tamzin Merchant, Pride & Prejudice), a teen beauty partial to two-piece bathing suits on an island unaccustomed to the style.
All told, the family and Gerald’s menagerie make such a strange sight that when they finally leave Corfu, a puzzled official lists the party as “one traveling circus and staff.”

Their acculturation to the island is greatly aided by Spiro (Iranian comedian Omid Djalili, Casanova, Gladiator), a larger-than-life taxi-driver who learned his curious English in Chicago; and Dr. Stephanides (Chris Langham), a scholarly physician and naturalist, who bonds with Gerald over a sea slug.

Everyone manages to have marvelous adventures. Gerald, of course, discovers wildlife galore. Margot discovers men, including an especially seductive specimen in Gerald’s tutor George (David Armand). Larry hosts an endless visit by a gaggle of his artistic friends, including fellow writer Henry Miller (Mark Caven). A hopeless smoker, Larry also endures one of the story’s more interesting exploits when he needs a light and unwittingly opens a matchbox being used as a hotel for Gerald’s scorpions.

Leslie expends an arsenal of ammunition without managing to harm anyone. And Mrs. Durrell keeps the clan together. Not that anyone notices. “You’re not driving this slightly ramshackle vehicle,” she tells the bossy Larry, referring to the family. “You’re in the back, being driven eating chocolates!”

“Well, I think it’s about to crash!” he retorts.
As the months and years go by, Mrs. Durrell becomes alarmed at Gerald’s endless summer of exploration and collecting, and threatens to pack him off to boarding school, despite his protestation that “I like being half-educated; you’re so much more surprised at everything when you’re ignorant.”

“My Family and Other Animals” ends with the onset of World War II, when the Durrells return to England. But the story continues: Larry went on to renown as Lawrence Durrell, author of the Alexandria Quartet and many other novels, poems and travelogues. Gerald grew up to be a famous naturalist, animal-collector and conservationist, as well as the author of 37 books. My Family and Other Animals was originally published in 1956.

High on the list of all-time-favorite books of both young and old in Britain (it was also a best-seller in the U.S.), “My Family and Other Animals” attracted enthusiastic press attention for this BBC adaptation, which aired just after Christmas 2005.

“Truly, madly delightful ... it’s a triumph,” wrote the Daily Express. “Corfu looks exactly as it should, as do the family, the other characters, and even the cast of animals. Also, it’s very, very funny.”
Underwriters: Public Television Viewers and PBS. Producers: BBC and WGBH Boston. Executive producers: Susan Hogg, BBC; and Rebecca Eaton, WGBH. Producer: Simon Lewis. Director: Sheree Folkston. Adaptation: Simon Nye from the book by Gerald Durrell. Format: CC Stereo DVI Letterbox. Online: pbs.org
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