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          Temptations of the flesh – “The eyes are the windows of the soul and we must 
           guard them at all times against …….”              Source:  Movieboys website 

 
             Homoerotic horseplay – “And the winner can do anything he likes 
              to the loser, alright?  Anything!”         Source:  NFT Bulletin  

 

The Devil’s Playground  



 

Nocturnal Niagaras his most immediate cross to bear, Tom Allen (Simon Burke) spends a goodly part of the film 
dashing late to morning services.  Don’t they have rubber bands in Australia?            Source: Movies of the Seventies 

 

 

Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 
1996 review: 
 
“Young boys reaching puberty act out sexually 
while boarded at a Roman Catholic school; 
meanwhile their teachers have problems of 
their own.  Pointed and well made, if a bit 
predictable.  *** ” 
 
 
Speelfilm Encyclopedie review - identical to 
above 
 
 
Halliwell’s Film Guide review: 
 
“Tensions between the masters and boys in a 
Catholic seminary in the fifties.  Well made but 
rather dislikable intrusion into "MR PERRIN 
AND MR TRAILL" country with the addition 
of modern frankness.  * ” 
 
 
The Good Film and Video Guide review: 
 
“The title refers to "an undisciplined mind", 
which apparently leaves schoolboys prey to 
thoughts, if not deeds, of masturbation – a 

subject which seems equally to monopolise the 
lives of their masters, a Catholic brotherhood.  
Schepisi also wrote this film, which is auto-
biographical:  his dislike of school is evident but 
his refusal to make a definite statement on 
anything robs his film of any point.  It is, 
however, very well made.  ** ” 
 
 
Movies of the Seventies note: 
 
“Another director concerned mainly with social 
themes is Fred Schepisi, who entered the 
industry through newsreels, documentaries and 
commercials.  His magnificent first film, "THE 
DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND" (1976), is strongly 
autobiographical in its study of the repressive 
life of boys in a Catholic seminary in the Fifties.  
Schepisi also made one of the most important 
historical Australian films with "THE CHANT 
OF JIMMY BLACK-SMITH" (1978), an angry 
indictment of the mistreatment of the 
aboriginal people.  Although it was praised by 
all the critics, it apparently proved too 
threatening, for audiences stayed away wherever 
it was shown.”  
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 
Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 
review: 
 
“Schepisi went on to more expressive, fully 
rounded work with "THE CHANT OF JIMMY 
BLACKSMITH", "BARBA-ROSSA" etc, but 
this tale of repression in a Roman Catholic 
boys’ school is a grave, sensitive film about how 
the students1 channel their sexual energy, and 
how the grown-ups in charge deal with their 
own stifled sexuality.  **1/2 ” 
 
 
Rating the Movies (1990) review: 
 
“This Australian film by director Fred Schepisi 
is filled with good intentions, but isn’t 
particularly moving.  The somewhat auto-
biographical story, set in a Catholic seminary, 
involving the sexual awakening of a 13-year old 
boy, played by Burke, who is studying for the 
priesthood.  He’s caught between temptations 
of the flesh and controls imposed by brothers, 
who are also tormented by such restrictions.  
The performances are decent, with Dignam, 
Tate and McCallum standing out.  No MPAA 
rating.  ** ”  
 
 
The Time Out Film Guide review: 
 
“Stirrings of style in this semi-autobiographical 
first feature (Schepisi matured markedly in 

                                                           
1
 Or “pupils” as we say in English.. 

"THE CHANT OF JIMMY BLACK-SMITH" 
and "BARBAROSA").  But its tale of troubles 
in a Catholic boys’ school follows the familiar 
catechism of crises of faith and puberty, told in 
the impressionistic manner that was the quality 
hallmark of the "new" Australian cinema.” 
 
 
Variety Movie Guide 1993 review: 
 
“ "THE DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND" is a 
Roman Catholic boys’ boarding school2 where 
the pupils are seen at their everyday work, play 
and worship.  Stressed are the problems of 
puberty in such a community, and the evils of 
succumbing to self-abuse [sic!]; one boy for 
instance is chastised for taking off his bathers 
whilst under a shower. 
 
The more sensitive boys take such things to 
heart, others merely shrug it off and go their 
own way.  In one quarter it breeds a cell where 
boys indulge in homosexual, masochistic and 
sadistic practises while the teachers react in 
different ways.  The film, almost like a factual 
documentary at times, has obviously been made 
with great sincerity.  Lensing is fine, with some 
superb outdoor photography.  The direction is 
always competent and most of the scenes 
involving the boys, organised and natural.” 3 
 

                                                           
2
 No it isn’t – see “Good Film & Video Guide” entry 

3
 How anyone can write of the "evils of succumbing 

to self-abuse" without irony is beyond me! 

Against expectation, 
Schepisi shows us 
more tension and 
frictions in the 
brothers’ common 
room than between 
the boys themselves 
– equating priest-
hood with a kind of 
perpetual puberty. 

Source Radio Times 



 
London Film Festival 1976 programme review: 
 
" "THE DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND" is an 
autobiographically-inspired portrait of life in 
the world of a college monastery.  A world full  

 
 
Oh dear.  We’ve seen this sort of desperate tokenism 
before. The film is set entirely in a boys’ internate, 
with a cast almost exclusively male, but the video 
jacket displays the one fleeting heterosexual image in 
the story.  See the posters for “if…” and “BOTTOMS 
UP!” – both also set in boys’ schools – for more of 
the same pathetic discomfort about single-sex 
establishments for males. Girls’ school films do not 
display the same anxieties, you’ll notice. 
                                              Source: The Guardian ? 

  

 
of repression, fear and latent sexuality with the 
boys and religious tutors straddling a tightrope, 
where mythical hell and damnation on the one 
side is countered by the "real" world of physical 
and mental torture on the other.  Schepisi’s 
movie (a debut, which took five years from 
conception to completion) is set in the early 
’50’s, in Australia. 
 
The specific, factually-based environment has 
been transcended and the film is a passionate 
cry against the rigidity of any oppressive system, 
religious or otherwise, contemporary, past, or 
future.  The opposing forces are the pubescent 
boys (ranging from the fanatics to the puzzled) 
and the teachers, whose confusion is but an 
echo of the boys’.  The claustrophobic world is 
drawn with something of the heat that 
characterised the all-female "PICNIC AT 
HANGING ROCK".  Schepisi’s purpose and 
approach is, however, more direct and he brings 
a documentary feel to the hothouse.” 

         – Brian Baxter 
 
 

NFT bulletin – May 1978 – review: 
 
“Fred Schepisi has been hailed as one of the 
major new Australian talents.  He drew on 
personal boyhood experiences for this superb 
story of boys and their tutors reacting around 
the strict environment of a religious college.  It 
was Schepisi’s first full-length film, a critical and 
financial success, and the second Australian 
film to be invited to the Director’s Fortnight at 
Cannes.” 
 
 
[no listing in "The Critics’ Film Guide",  
“Film Review 1976-77”, “International Film 
Guide 1976”, "The Sunday Times Guide to 
Movies on Television", "TV Times Film & 
Video Guide 1995", "Video Movie Guide 
1993" or "The Virgin Film Guide"] 
 

 
Radio Times reviews: 
 
“A nicely-structured if a tad po-faced look at the 
awkward sexual awakenings of boys at a Roman 
Catholic boarding school, made by Australian 
writer-director Fred Schepisi, who gave us "A 
CRY IN THE DARK" among other movies, 
and based on his childhood experiences.  His 
intelligent screenplay gives the little known 
Australian cast a chance to indulge in a great 
deal of entertaining breast beating.  But he 
doesn’t take us any deeper into the issue than a 
legion of others before him.  The first in a 
season of Schepisi’s films.  *** ” 
 
“A further reflection of the resurgence of 
Australian film-making in the 70s and 80s, 
starring Arthur Dignam as Brother Francine 
and Nick Tate as Tom Allen4.  The year is 
1953;  the place, a repressive Catholic school 
for boys in Victoria, Australia.  Tom is just 13, 
experiencing the problems of puberty, and 
increasingly doubtful about the religious 
"vocation" forced upon him5.  Inspired by his  
 
 

                                                           
4
 Wrong! 

5
 It’s untrue to say that his vocation was "forced upon 

him".  He explains in the film how and where he 
came by it.   



 
 
If the present torrent of Catholic sex scandals is to be 
believed, institutions like this were sodomising the 
boys on a semi-industrial basis. Strange then that 
Schepisi remembers no such goings-on. Ah well, the 
tabloids must know best.      Source: NFT Bulletin  

own childhood experiences, this richly evocative 
and lyrical movie comes from the director of "A 
CRY IN THE DARK".  Written, produced and 
directed by Fred Schepisi.” 
 
“Fred Schepisi’s impressive feature debut is an 
autobiographical account of repressed 
schooldays in a 50s Catholic seminary where 
boys are being prepared for the priesthood.  
The film examines the clash between the 
hellfire certainties of the teachers (who’re 
having problems of their own) and the rapidly 
growing sexual awareness of the boys.  A highly 
personal story, like a first novel, written and 
directed with feeling by Schepisi, now a hit in 
Hollywood with "ROXANNE".” 
 
“Drama, introducing a season of films directed 
by Fred Schepisi, the subject of tonight’s 
documentary "Right Said Fred".  A repressive 
Catholic school for boys in Victoria, Australia, 
1953.  Showing in widescreen format.  *** ” 
 
When broadcast on the BBC – 28/7/96 – the 
film was followed by an hour-long 
documentary, “Right Said Fred”, profiling 
director Schepisi: 
 
“To accompany the season of films by Fred 
Schepisi, this documentary examines the private 
and professional life of the noted Australian 
film director.  Of Irish/Italian descent, Schepisi 
has made the difficult transition from his native 
land to Hollywood with critical and commercial 
successes like "THE DEVIL’S 
PLAYGROUND" and "THE RUSSIA 
HOUSE".  Shot on location during the filming 
of "SIX DEGREES OF SEPARATION", the 
programme includes contributions from actors 
Donald Sutherland, Stockard Channing and 
Meryl Streep. Director: Don Featherstone.” 

 
 
Sunday Times note: 
 
“A 13-year old boy wrestles with the problems 
of puberty at a repressive Catholic school for 
boys in 1950s Australia.” 
 
 
The Guardian review: 
 
“Just in case any Catholics among you are 
suffering spiritual crisis at being enticed by the 
above videos, here’s consolation: you’re not on 
your own.  This week’s Must Buy is one of 
cinema’s most successful attempts to articulate 
adolescent guilt in the face of religious teaching.  
Set in a Roman Catholic boys’ school, it shows 
a 13-year old coming to terms with not only his 
own growing up, but also the fallibility of those 
around him who hypocritically demand 
rigorous purity.  Brutal realism combines with 
magical dreaminess, making for something that 
could easily have been penned by Dennis 
Potter.  The director was also responsible for 
"THE CHANT OF JIMMIE BLACKSMITH", 
and both are essential viewing for anyone 
interested in the roots of contemporary 
Australian cinema.” 
 
 
The Moving Picture Boy entry on Simon 
Burke: 
 
“Simon, who also developed talents as a singer 
and dancer, had only one child part in the 
cinema, but a meaty one.  As the confused Tom 
Allen of "THE DEVIL’S PLAY-GROUND", a 
pupil in an Australian Catholic seminary in the 
1950s, he moves bashfully through the steamy 
atmosphere of an adolescence riddled with 
religion-induced shame and guilt:  
masturbation, sado-masochistic hanky-panky 
and (in Tom’s case) torrential bed-wetting. 
 
The nice thing is that, against all the odds, 
innocence [sic] and humour continually win 
out, in cascades of schoolboy giggles.  There are 
hilarious scenes of mutual confession among 
the pupils, and would-be sexy fights.  ("You’ve 
won.  What are you going to do to me?") 
 
Simon Burke – wholly delightful and 
sympathetic in this weird film – later had 
leading roles in "THE IRISHMAN" (78) and 
"THE CLINIC" (82), and supporting ones in 
"SLIPPERY SLIDE" (80), "MAY I HAVE A 
NORMAL LIFE" (81), "RED" (81) and 



"SLATE, WYN AND ME" (87).  He also had 
leads in the 1983 TV series "Scales of Justice" 
and "Kings".” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Not to be confused with a 1946 Hopalong Cassidy Western of the same name.  “THE 
DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND”, as someone above observed, is in one sense a male counterpart 
of the previous year’s “A PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK”, which excited European critics as 
the first bloom of a more assured aesthetic in Australian cinema.  But whereas PICNIC was a 
period mystery tale, humming with suppressed schoolgirl sensuality and sympathetic fallacy, 
a quintessentially European study of “civilised” self-denial amid lush natural surroundings, 
PLAYGROUND deals more directly than almost any other film, before it or since, with the 
core preoccupation of puberty, and its sensibilities are more recognisably Australian. 
 
 
That core preoccupation is of course sex, but more shrewdly, it’s not primarily an obsession 
with the opposite sex, but with one’s own cataclysmically erupting sexual awareness.  We do 
see the central figure, Tom Allen, masturbating furtively over a brassiere ad while he waits in 
a foyer for his “birds and bees” pep talk from the designated brother, and he enjoys a coy 
flirtation with a girl his own age on a brief outing at home, but for the most part girls are 
irrelevant to the physical explosion of his own and his schoolmates’ sexuality.  A single sex 
environment makes this distinction seem artificial and “unnatural”, but I would suggest that it 
underlines a truth about puberty generally overlooked by adults – that puberty is preoccupied 
more with self than any “significant other”.  Schepisi’s film reflects this very well.    
 
 
Tom is alone with this turmoil, as all boys of thirteen are.  The sympathetic and worldly wise 
brother XXXX offers him gentle guidance, as an antidote to the puritan strictures of brother 
XXX.  A kindly older pupil, “Fitz”, tries to shield Tom from some of the others who channel 
their sexual energies into a secret flagellation society, and Tom’s friend XXX keeps 
attempting gauche homosexual overtures to him – leaping out from bushes for a “wrestle”, or 
discussing the pubic hair crop among their classmates.  Nevertheless Tom is alone with his 
perpetual erections, his nightly bedwetting, and the enigma of his faith.  And Schepisi makes 
it very plain that all the brothers at the internate, of widely varying ages, are still embroiled to 
a greater or lesser degree with the same dilemmas, excepting Tom’s bedwetting, which no-
one seems able to tackle.  A visiting friar gives him a phial of Lourdes water to cure it, and this 
mediaeval absurdity is the only serious help Tom is offered.  The bedwetting is a symbol, 
intended or not, that he is quite alone with his mutinous body.  
 
 
One reviewer commented that the director’s dislike of his schooldays is evident from the film, 
but it is very far from being a savage indictment of religious boarding school life.  None of the 
brothers are cruel or brutal – the only beatings at the school are meted out by the nocturnal 
sadomasochistic clique between themselves, in pursuit of spiritual ecstasy – there is no 
bullying to speak of, and although there are many breast-baring staffroom discussions about 
the school’s over-insistence on “rules”, we see very little evidence of a cold ascetic regime.  
The critique is focussed exclusively on denial of the body:  the boys must shower with their 
trunks on to avoid being tempted by one another’s nakedness; when they dress in their 
dormitory in the morning they have to huddle under dressing-gowns to disrobe without 
exposing themselves.  If this is the worst to be said of Schepisi’s schooling, most of us could 
recount far worse experiences.  By comparison with the Catholic boys’ schools in “LES 



AMITIÉS PARTICULIÈRES”, “ANTHRACITE” or “CATHOLIC BOYS”, this one seems a fairly 
tolerant and benign place. 
 
 
And nor does Tom seem inordinately unhappy there.  When he visits his family he gives no 
indication at all, by word or behaviour, of wanting to be taken away from the school.  The 
integrity of his faith is challenged in a petty fashion by a gay actor friend of the family, but 
Tom’s conviction is neither shaken nor offended by that.  Matters only come to a head for him 
when he sees his friend and mentor “Fitz” suddenly expelled from the school without any 
word of explanation.  Pupils identified as a hazard to the religious path are peremptorily told to 
“collect their pens” and spirited away before contamination can spread.   
 
 
 
Tom is told it is best he regard his friend as dead.  This is the cruel knife which precipitates a 
crisis of faith for him, and resolves him to run away from the school.  But if it was Schepisi’s 
intention to portray the school as severe, or Tom as a deeply unhappy boy, then his film falls 
well short of that.  In the closing shot Tom is being driven home by two of the brothers, who 
find him hitchhiking his way, and his face as he puts the religious life behind him is half 
smiling with relief, half weeping with sorrow. 
 
 
One of the film’s most striking characters is the visiting friar who gives Tom the ludicrous 
Lourdes water for his bedwetting problem. Brother XXXXX is a jolly troll with precisely 
trimmed beard, and a kind of father confessor to pupils and masters alike.  He too conducts a 
round of puberty inquiries among the boys, masturbation being the cardinal sin he’s keen to 
root out, and then when the school is about to enter “retreat” – a three-day period of total 
silence – he delivers a little lecture.  It is one of the most blood-chilling hellfire sermons ever 
performed on film, a clinical analysis of the precise nature of the sufferings of the damned, 
and the immensity of an eternity in Hell.  With this charming thought lodged in their heads, he 
commands “the retreat has begun”.   In a nice scene which follows, the boys meditating 
awkwardly around the school lake subvert the silence by tossing pebbles into the water, 
chattering with one another by proxy. 
 
 
The same lake is the scene of a tragedy when Tucker, a more fanatical classmate of Tom’s 
who has been sucked entirely into religious zealotry and self-mortification, drowns himself in 
one of his trials of the flesh.  But while these key incidents – the drowning, the expulsion of 
Fitz and the death of his beloved brother Zachary – are played out, the camera remains 
altogether too distant from Tom’s face and feelings, so that the first true intimation we have of 
emotional turmoil comes when he rails one night at god to give him finally some sign.  
“Where’s the help?” he demands furiously.  No answer, it seems, was forthcoming for Tom. 
 
 
Schepisi must be applauded for avoiding most of the clichés of the boys’ school film.  The 
masters stew in their own anguish over sexual abstinence, yet none of them is even hinted to 
have turned his libido upon all that prime real estate of horny young boys, and Tom’s “you can 
do anything you want to me” classmate, when finally cornered by him and acceded to, turns 
out to know even less about masturbation than Tom does (a three times a day man).  The 
film’s major weakness is that it remains too remote emotionally from its own central character 
and, for a film so centrally preoccupied with emerging sexual hunger, it is curiously lacking in 
sensuality itself.  For all the talk of wanking, erections and illicit thoughts, it certainly does not 
buzz with  unrequited erotic energy, and it should have done.  “THE DEVIL’S PLAY-
GROUND” ought to have been a far steamier, concupiscent film, in keeping with its theme of 
frustrated desires.  Nevertheless it remains refreshingly frank for a commercial feature, having 
arrived before the explosion of paranoia over pubertal sex and the frenzy of “sex abuse” 
recriminations flung at the Catholic church.  It will be a very long while before we see its like 
again.  Recommended. 
 



As a postscript of interest, the role of the jolly troll is played by Australian author Thomas 
Keneally, who in 2002 released a semi-autobiographical novel, “The Office of Innocence”,  
about another crisis of faith for a young Catholic priest.  That book too, apparently, is strongly 
concerned with the questions of enforced celibacy and the cold authoritarianism of the 
church.  None of the critics’ panel on “Newsnight Review” (November 8

th
 2002) seemed 

aware of the connection.  At any rate, this film was never mentioned. 
 
CHECK QUOTES 
 
See subject index under AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL TITLES, BOARDING SCHOOL / PUBLIC 
SCHOOL, RECOMMENDED TITLES, RELIGION and SEX & SEXUALITY. 
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