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AUDIOVISUAL TRANSLATION

Practice Module A - Translation Practice


The HOUSE that Hugh Laurie built

CHAPTER ONE: WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT HUGH LAURIE

So, how is it, exactly, that an American TV series about an abrasive, limping, pill-popping doctor with the bedside manner of Attila the Hun — played by a depressive, Cambridge-educated, English actor, doing a fake New Jersey accent — has emerged as one of the most popular primetime dramas in recent years, among fans and critics alike? And why do so many people love Fox’s House, MD — the casual fans watching at home and the more rabid ones who build websites devoted to the show, the newspaper and magazine writers, and the folks who vote on the Golden Globe and Emmy awards? And, despite having been on the air only four seasons, why are many people already talking about House as a classic, a series that, despite its relative youth, is mentioned in the same breath as other great dramas like ER and Law & Order?

Certainly, the quirky juxtaposition of a lead character who works in a profession devoted to helping people but who delights in insulting patients, residents, and humanity in general is part of the reason. Television — or, more broadly, drama — has always loved the idea of characters whose jobs or positions in society are just the opposite of their true personalities (such as the bumbling cop who always manages to catch the crook, the hooker with a heart of gold, etc.). But let’s face it: That kind of contrast in a lead role isn’t enough. Ted Danson tried the grouchy doctor shtick in Becker, the CBS offering that ran from 1998 to 2004 (“His bedside manner is no manners at all,” ran the show’s tagline) and although the show did have a pretty good run, with 128 primetime episodes in total, with all due respect to Danson, Becker was . . . well, Becker — a show with lots of easy laughs and convenient plots, but not much depth. And there have surely been a sufficient number of grouchy MDs on shows like Ben Casey, ER, St. Elsewhere and even General Hospital to take enough shine off this type of role, such that the mere presence of a “sure I help people but I’m a jerk” character alone cannot explain the huge success of House.

Taking the dramatic analysis one step further, could it be that the strength of the show comes from its brilliant writing and directing? Certainly, the lines delivered by the lead and supporting characters in House are among the snappiest — and at times, funniest — heard on the small screen in decades. And it’s true that the show’s Canadian creator and lead writer, David Shore, has invented characters who talk in ways that are unique on primetime, delivering pronouncements on complicated medical cases in specialized scientific lingo one minute, then engaging in witty banter about their personal lives or their complicated relationships with one another the next.

And the several directors who have been brought in to work their magic on the show — including veterans like Paris Barclay, Deran Sarafian, Bryan Singer, and Daniel Sackheim — have all managed to give this medical drama just exactly the right pacing and its clever, behind the- scenes look and feel, including the show’s popular close-up plunges inside the human anatomy as House’s doctors discuss and cure the myriad of medical problems that come their way. But great writing and directing alone can’t be the answer — or at least not all of the answer — to the success of House. There have been — and indeed, are currently — lots of shows that thrive on zippy, smart dialogue (The West Wing, Seinfeld, and The Sopranos all come to mind as fairly recent examples). And for those cool techno-effects that feature the “camera” zipping through a human heart or stomach, well, nobody does that little trick as well as CSI. Certainly, good writing and directing play a big part in the overall impact of House — but they don’t explain it all.

Instead, you have to look to the man behind the show’s main character to truly understand the foundations upon which this House has been built. That’s Hugh Laurie, former member of the Footlights comedy troupe at Cambridge, veteran of the British stage, television, and movie scene, motorcycle and boxing enthusiast, depressive, novelist, crack musician, husband, father of three, and former world-class rower, who really provides the show with the legs it has needed to become one of primetime’s best.

In fact, it’s exactly that varied, multifaceted background that has allowed Laurie to excel as much as he has in House. In an age where specialization is king, and when many actors seem to get their start as kids and then do little else of note their entire lives (adopting weird religions or African orphans, just for the great publicity it brings, doesn’t really count), it’s heartening that someone with a list of accomplishments and talents as long and diverse as Laurie’s can bring the kind of energy, maturity and poise that a smart, serious drama like House — and the title character that drives it — really need. If House-watchers — professional critics, bloggers, and casual fans alike — note one thing about the pull that Laurie exerts in the show’s lead role, it’s that he brings “depth” to the character; there seems to be a lot more behind the three-days stubble mask than simply a vacuous, polished actor with a pretty face, mailing in a weekly performance for a steady paycheck. But at the same time, as Laurie has managed to convey a great deal of his personality to the public since becoming a hit on House, we’ve learned that his off-screen life is far from a self-satisfied, smug existence.

For all of his accomplishments, both off the stage and on it, Laurie remains, if not exactly a tortured soul, at least a person who, as one U.K. reviewer put it, “is a big hit at everything but being happy.” Or, as Laurie himself has said about his career, “I’ve been lucky and I’ve always found stuff to do, but there have been times when I’ve thought, Am I really cut out for this? Is this what I really want to do?” 
Certainly, those closest to the working Laurie — fellow actors, directors, producers — have all pointed out that while Hugh seems to have every element needed for a happy life, he just can’t seem to shake off a basic sense of inner gloom. And of course, that sense of isolation and general confusion about the world has been a perfect match for Laurie’s character on House. One reviewer, writing in the Times of London, summed up that Laurie’s character “at times seems a more suitable subject for treatment than his patients.”

