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1 Title card for Brief Encounter

Introduction

When I was writing an article some years ago about the extraordinary 
afterlife of Brief Encounter, I found it was impossible, within a reason-
ably generous word-count, to include all the evidence I’d come across 
for suggesting that it has become not just a classic film but something 
of a phenomenon.1 It was this that led me to consider writing a book 
about it – and friends to keep supplying me with new references to it in 
all manner of contexts. What tipped the scale finally for me was reading, 
while in the UK, in the ‘Letters’ to The Times, one in which a man, now 
nearly bald, was complaining that he still paid as much for his regular 
haircut as he had done when hirsute decades ago – though now his 
barber dealt with him in a couple of minutes. This letter was simply 
headed: ‘Brief encounter’.2 This reference and others like it all seem to 
assume that readers will pick up the allusion, and this of course was 
simply one of the most trivial echoes of the 1945 film. Most recently, 
my attention was drawn to the Hollywood Reporter (on YouTube) in 
which a number of directors were discussing the films they might want 
to have with them on a suitably-equipped lifeboat. Rising filmmaker 
Greta Gerwig talked of the moment in Brief Encounter when Celia 
Johnson and Trevor Howard acknowledge their mutual love.3 Just the 
latest in what seems a never-ending line of mentions of the 1945 black-
and-white classic.

Plenty of other films have entered into the collective memory – think 
of, say, Casablanca – but it is hard to think of another which has made 
its presence felt across such a range of media and other cultural arte-
facts. Regarding Casablanca, phrases such as ‘the usual suspects’ or 
‘we’ll always have Paris’ have often been quoted, but they don’t begin to 
stack up against the reincarnations and resonances of Brief Encounter. 
One doesn’t find the word ‘Casablanca’ popping up in the numerous 
and often totally unexpected contexts in which the phrase ‘Brief encoun-
ter’ (or puns and other mutations) appears. Nor do other titles that have 
entered the pages of popular (and sometimes scholarly) film history, 
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